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Introduction

T h e modern history of Palestine, and especially the fateful encounter 
between Arabs and Jews in that land from the late nineteenth century 
onward, has been the subject of numerous studies by scholars and non
scholars alike. Yet despite its size, the literature on Palestine is very un
even in both coverage and quality. In this book I seek to redress some of 
the shortcomings of that literature and offer new perspectives on the his
tory of Palestine in the twentieth century, and particularly the period of 
British rule that stretched from the end of the First World War until 1948, 
when the new State of Israel was established in most of that territory, 
with the remainder falling under the control of two neighboring states, 
Transjordan (later renamed Jordan) and Egypt. I do so by exploring certain 
aspects of Palestine's history in a way that, in terms both of subject matter 
and of approach, tries to break with the framework within which that 
history has conventionally been interpreted.

To put it most broadly, this book, drawing mainly on sources in Arabic 
or Hebrew, explores the interactions among Arab and Jewish workers, 
trade unions, labor movements, and labor-oriented political parties in Pal
estine during the British mandate period. That exploration proceeds along 
several distinct but overlapping and often intertwined paths. Some of 
these paths venture into territory that has hitherto received little or no 
scholarly attention; others cover somewhat more familiar ground, though 
from a different angle and in a way which I hope will enhance our under
standing of this historical period.

To begin with, this book explores the thought and practice of the left 
wing of the Zionist movement, and particularly how it conceived of, and 
related to, Palestine's indigenous Arab population, especially Arab work
ers. It seeks to situate this particular variant of Zionism, in all its diversity

1
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and specificity, in relation to other strains within Zionism as they 
emerged in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, to contemporary 
socialism and to contemporary European conceptions of the world and its 
peoples. At the same time, I argue that any interpretation of Zionism 
which restricts itself to the European arena is inadequate, for it is one of 
the central premises of this book that the Zionist movement and the Jew
ish society it helped create in Palestine were shaped in crucial ways by 
their interactions with the Arab society .they encountered "on the 

I ground" in Palestine itself. As a result, though Chapter i  takes us as far 
back as the 1880s and the bulk of the book deals with the mandate years, 
its subtitle specifies 1906 as the beginning of the period it covers, because 
it was around then that Jewish socialists newly arrived in Palestine (as 
opposed to socialist-Zionist theoreticians in Europe) first began to address 
the issue of relations with Arab workers. This dimension of the book can 
perhaps best be characterized as a contribution to the social, political, and 
cultural history of modern Palestine, and especially to the study of Zionist 

I ideology and culture, broadly defined to include Zionists' perceptions of 
I themselves, their project, and the Arabs of Palestine as well as the prac- 
1 tices in which those perceptions were manifested.

The complex interactions between Palestine's Arab working class and 
labor Zionism—by which I mean all the organizations, institutions, par
ties, and ideologies which were part of, connected with, or oriented toward 
the Jewish working class and labor movement in Palestine while also 
seeing themselves as very much part of the broader Zionist project—pro
vide particularly interesting and important terrain for scholarly investiga
tion and will receive considerable attention in this book. Under that rubric 
I reconstruct the long and complex history of the labor-Zionist move- 

I ment's efforts to organize Arab workers under its tutelage, the debates 
l which accompanied that project and the contradictions it often entailed, as 
1 well as the largely unknown record of its relations with Arab workers and 

the Arab labor movement. I also discuss the involvement in this arena of 
f the anti-Zionist communist movement in Palestine, at first exclusively 

Jewish and later comprising both Jews and Arabs. This aspect of the book 
involves a blend of political, intellectual, institutional, and social history, 
as well as some biography.

Throughout this book I have tried to ensure that the voices and actions 
of Arab workers and labor activists, often neglected, are taken into account 
and incorporated into the narrative I am presenting here. For the historical 
record as I have reconstructed it demonstrates quite clearly that Arab 
workers in Palestine were not passive objects of propaganda or organizing



Introduction  / 3

efforts by either Zionists or upper-class Arab nationalists, but historical 
actors in their own right. Moreover, in keeping with the paradigm of his
torical interpretation which informs this work and on which I will elabo
rate shortly, I insist that the complex relationship between Arab workers 
and labor Zionism must be seen as interactive and mutually formative, 
though perhaps not always in ways which are immediately obvious. I be
lieve that this aspect of the book in particular breaks some new ground in 
the study of modern Palestine's social, political, and economic history.

A substantial portion of this book is devoted to an in-depth reconstruc
tion of the history of one specific group of Arabs and Jews in Palestine: 
the workers who operated Palestine's railway system during the mandate 
period, whose interactions and relationships I explore in great detail. This 
book is thus also a study in Palestinian working-class history, a field 
which is still sadly underdeveloped. Other groups of Arab and Jewish 
workers in Palestine also figure in this book, if in less detail than the 
railway workers, who enjoy pride of place for reasons which I will explain.

To make clear how these seemingly disparate elements fit together in 
the framework of a single book, what it is I have tried to do here, and 
how I have gone about it, I must first discuss the paradigm of historical 
interpretation which has conventionally been applied to Palestine in the 
twentieth century and what I see as its defects.1

T H E  " D U A L  S O C I E T Y "  P A R A D I G M

During the period of Ottoman rule over the Arab East, from 15 16  until 
the end of the First World War, the term "Palestine" (in Arabic, Filastin) 
denoted a geographic region, part of what the Arabs called al-Sham (his
toric Syria), rather than a specific Ottoman province or administrative 
district. By contrast, from 1920 to 1948 Palestine existed as a distinct and 
unified political (and to a considerable extent economic) entity with well- 
defined boundaries. Ruled by Britain under a "mandate" obtained from 
the League of Nations—in essence, a new and somewhat disguised form 
of colonial rule—Palestine in that period encompassed an Arab majority 
and a Jewish minority.

By now a substantial historical and sociological literature on Palestine 
during the mandate period has accumulated. Broadly speaking, several 
features can be said to characterize this literature.2 For one, it gives greatly 
disproportionate attention to elites and to diplomatic, political, and mili
tary history, to the disadvantage of other social groups and of the social, 
economic, and cultural dimensions of the histories of the Arab and Jewish
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communities in Palestine. There is also, for a variety of reasons, a great 
( quantitative (and to some extent qualitative) disparity between the pub- 
{ lished research on the policies and activities of the Zionist movement and 

its component parties and institutions in Palestine, and more broadly the 
development of the Yishuv, the pre-state Jewish community in Palestine, 
on the one hand, and the literature on the political, social, economic, and 

! cultural history of Palestine's Arab community on the other. I would also 
argue that many, if not most, of the historians, sociologists, and others 
who have contributed to this literature have worked from within (and 
implicitly accepted the premises of) either Zionist or Arab/Palestinian na
tionalist historical narratives. As a result, much of the published research, 
while often valuable and important in its own right, nonetheless fails to 
adopt a sufficiently critical stance toward the categories of historical anal
ysis which it deploys.

These characteristics are to varying degrees related to another historio
graphical issue, one which is central to the way in which the modern 
history of Palestine has been framed but which has only recently begun to 
be subjected to a serious critique. The paradigm of historical interpretation 
which informs much of the literature has been premised on the implicit 
or explicit representation of the Arab and Jewish communities in Palestine 
as primordial, self-contained, and largely monolithic entities. The Yishuv,

| and to a lesser extent the Palestinian Arab community, are thereby treated 
I as coherent, cohesive, and internally unconflicted objects which developed 
/ along entirely separate paths in accordance with dynamics, and as the re

sult of factors, which were largely unique and internal to each. The para- 
. digm thus assumes that the Arab and Jewish communities in Palestine 
I interacted only in very limited ways and only en bloc and certainly did 
; not exert a formative influence on one another, as whole communities or 
I through interrelations and dynamics that affected certain segments of 
 ̂ each. By extension, this paradigm defines communal identities as natural 

and pregiven, rather than as constructed within a larger field of relations 
i and forces that differentially affected (or even constituted) subgroups 

among both Arabs and Jews.
I We may call this the "dual society" model, because it posits the exis
tence in mandatory Palestine of two essentially separate societies with 
(distinct and disconnected historical trajectories. This model manifests it
self most clearly, perhaps, in the work of leading Israeli scholars, who 
start from the premise that the history of the Yishuv (and later of Israel) 
can be adequately understood in terms of the Yishuv's own internal social, 
political, economic, and cultural dynamics, interacting with the dynamics
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of world Jewish history. The influence of the largely Arab environment 
within which the Zionist project and the Yishuv developed, and of the 
matrix of Arab-Jewish relations and interactions in Palestine, is defined a 
priori not as constitutive but as marginal, and is therefore largely excluded 
from consideration. This paradigm's conception of the Yishuv as well as 
of Arab society in Palestine is also rooted in a rather crude version of 
modernization theory.

A classic example is S. N. Eisenstadt's widely cited 1967 study, Israeli 
Society, which at the outset promises to provide "a systematic analysis of 
the development of the Jewish community in Palestine from its begin
nings in the late 1880s up to the present day."3 As Talal Asad (among 
others) has pointed out, Palestinian Arabs play virtually no role whatso
ever in Eisenstadt's analysis: the Yishuv appears to have developed in a | 
vacuum, entirely disconnected from and uninfluenced by the Arab society 
in whose midst it was situated. Instead, for Eisenstadt and many other \ 
sociologists and historians, the contours and dynamics of Jewish society 
in Palestine, and of the future Israeli society, were decisively shaped early 
in the century by the generation of Zionist "pioneers" who brought with 
them from eastern Europe those values most conducive to successful 
institution-building and launched the Yishuv on its own distinct trajec
tory toward statehood.4 Eisenstadt's students Dan Horowitz and Moshe 
Lissak embrace the dual society model even more explicitly in their influ
ential Origins of the Israeli Polity: Palestine under the Mandate, which 
has helped shape the way many historians and sociologists have conceptu
alized this period:

In Mandatory Palestine two separate and parallel economic and stratifica
tion systems of different levels of modernization emerged which main
tained only limited mutual relations. Our contention is that this phenome
non arose due to the influence of ideological and political pressures exerted 
within each of the two national communities.5

As Michael Shalev has noted, the narrative of Yishuv and Israeli his
tory which this paradigm yields is "profoundly conservative."

It echoes the official version of history and the self-image of the founding 
fathers. It presents an evolutionary view of history that resonates well 
with the functionalist theoretical perspective of its proponents. It erects a 
firm dividing line between the "utopian" and "revolutionary" prehistory 
of Israeli society and the mundane and disappointing realities of more re
cent times. It places enormous weight on ideology and leadership as 
sources of social transformation, leaving little room for economic conflicts 
and constraints. It conceives of ethnic tensions as reflecting cultural divi-
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sions rather than distributive struggles and views the national conflict be
tween Arabs and Jews as a challenge to Israeli society from beyond its 
walls, rather than as an endogenous dynamic deeply implicated in the very 
constitution of that society.6

The dual society model also informs most work on the mandate period 
by Palestinian and other Arab scholars, though it is usually not explicitly 
theorized. No Arab historian or sociologist could plausibly suggest that 
the Zionist project did not, in the long run, have a tremendous impact 
on Palestinian Arab society. But that society is usually represented as a 
preexisting, already-formed entity which was then threatened, encroached 
upon, and, in 1947-49, largely destroyed by an aggressively expanding 
Yishuv. Interaction between Arabs and Jews is largely limited to the 
sphere of political and military conflict, rather than seen as having had a 
significant impact on the development of Palestinian Arab society in other 
spheres as well.7 Many of the foreign scholars who have published research 
on the modern history of Palestine have also shared this exclusive focus on 
one or the other of the two communities and implicitly or explicitly de
picted them as entirely separate, self-contained, and primordial entities.8

The dual society paradigm does allow for a single significant mode of 
interaction between Arabs and Jews in Palestine: conflict, violent or other
wise. This is one reason for the disproportionate attention in the literature 
to the political, diplomatic, and military dimensions of Arab-Jewish rela
tions. However, even as regards conflict one can extend to many histori
ans of modern Palestine the criticism which Avishai Ehrlich put forward 
with regard to Israeli sociologists. Arab-Jewish conflict, Ehrlich argued,

is not integrated analytically into the theoretical framework of the sociolog
ical discourse.. . .  [It] is not perceived as a continuous formative process 
which shaped the institutional structure and the mentality of the Israeli so
cial formation (as well as that of the Palestinian Arab society). At best, if 
at all, the Arabs and conflict are regarded as an external addendum, an ap
pendix to an internally self-explanatory structure: an appendix which 
erupts from time to time in a temporary inflammation.9

Several factors may explain why the dual society paradigm has been 
dominant for so long and why its premises went largely unquestioned. 
Very few of the historians, sociologists, and other scholars who have 
worked on modern Palestine have had a knowledge of both Arabic and 
Hebrew, the most widely spoken languages in Palestine during the man
date period (and after). As a result most of the historical and sociological 
literature has been based on source materials in only one of these lan
guages, usually Hebrew, supplemented by material in various European
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languages. This willingness to ignore sources written in the language of 
the "other side" certainly contributed to the prevalence and persistence 
of the dual society model, even as that model itself provided theoretical 
justification for this one-sided approach.

But at least as important, and probably more so, are the insularity, 
self-absorption, and reluctance to challenge the prevailing consensus and 
dominant nationalist historical narratives characteristic of (but of course 
not unique to) societies which perceive themselves as still engaged in a 
life-or-death struggle to realize their national(ist) project and secure their 
collective existence against grave threats. Without suggesting perfect 
symmetry between the two sides, it is nonetheless the case that the grip 
of mythologized national pasts on both Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs 
has until very recently been quite strong, making it difficult even for 
those historians who regarded themselves as fully committed to the 
norms of objective scholarship to transcend, or even perceive, the nation
alist filters through which they understood the past. Moreover, on both 
sides perceptions of day-to-day experience, especially the threat or reality 
of hostility and violence by members of the other group, have served to 
constantly reconfirm and give new strength to the dominant nationalist 
narratives, adherence to which thereby becomes a matter of both common 
sense and survival.

However one explains it, the dominance of the dual society paradigm 
has manifested (and reproduced) itself in the way in which most scholars 
have implicitly or explicitly conceptualized their object of study. The re
sult has been a historiography which has hardly questioned the represen
tation of the two communities as self-evidently coherent entities largely 
or entirely uninfluenced by one another. This approach has rendered their 
mutually constitutive impact virtually invisible, tended to downplay both 
intracommunal divisions and intercommunal linkages, and focused atten
tion on episodes of violent conflict, implicitly assumed to be the only nor
mal, significant, or even possible form of interaction. It has also helped 
divert attention away from exploration of the processes whereby commu
nal identities and nationalist discourses in Palestine were constructed (and 
contested), including the ways in which boundaries between (and within) 
communities were drawn and reproduced, and practices of separation, ex
clusion, and conflict articulated. The glaring lack of attention to the ways 
in which those identities, discourses, and practices have been thoroughly 
gendered can be seen as yet another effect of the dominance of the dual 
society paradigm.
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T H E  E M E R G E N C E  O F  A  R E L A T I O N A L  P A R A D I G M

In recent years the utility of this paradigm has been increasingly chal
lenged by Israeli, Palestinian, and foreign scholars who have consciously 
sought to problematize and transcend, or at least to render more complex, 
both Zionist and Palestinian nationalist historical narratives and catego
ries. This project of critique and reconceptualization has involved a move 
beyond the narrowly political to explore the social, economic, and cultural 
histories of each community. In theoretical terms, it has reflected a new 
commitment to what I will here term relational history, rooted in an un
derstanding that the histories of Arabs and Jews in modern (and especially 
mandatory) Palestine can only be grasped by studying the ways in which 
both these communities were to a significant extent constituted and 
shaped within a complex matrix of economic, political, social, and cultural 
interactions.10 This project has also sought to explore how each was 
shaped by the larger processes by which both were affected, for example 
the specific form of capitalist development which Palestine underwent 
from the mid-nineteenth century onward, markets for labor and land, 
Ottoman patterns of law and administration, and British colonial social 
and economic policies.

Several factors contributed to this turn to relational history, but the 
most important was probably the new forms of interaction between Israeli 
and Palestinian societies that developed in the aftermath of Israel's 1967 
conquest of the remainder of mandatory Palestine and the extension of its 
rule to encompass fully one half of the Palestinian people. The subsequent 
decades of occupation, conflict, and crisis have made it increasingly clear to 
all that at the core of the Arab-Israeli conflict lies the Zionist-Palestinian 
conflict. This has led Israeli Jewish intellectuals in particular to seek a new, 
demythologized understanding of their past as a way of making sense of 
the political, social, and cultural changes their own society has undergone 
as a result of this historic encounter. For their part, since 1967 Palestinian 
intellectuals and scholars in the occupied West Bank and Gaza and else
where have acquired a much deeper and more nuanced understanding of 
Israeli politics, society, and culture, which has opened the way to a better 
understanding of Zionist and Israeli history. Foreign scholars have also 
contributed innovative new work in recent years, influenced in part by 
developments in a variety of disciplines and fields which they have sought 
to apply to the study of modern Palestine.11

I envision this book as a contribution to the collective scholarly effort 
currently under way to critique and go beyond the conventional approach
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to the modern history of Palestine, and particularly relations between Ar
abs and Jews. This book therefore adopts a conceptual framework that 
does not focus exclusively on either the Arab or the Jewish community or 
treat them as if they were entirely self-contained and isolated entities. 
Instead, it explores their mutually formative interactions, how they 
shaped one another in complex ways and at many levels. On that basis, 
building on but also hoping to broaden and deepen the work of other 
scholars who have worked along similar lines, I have tried to fill in one of 
the many blank spots in our knowledge of modern Palestine's history, 
through painstaking empirical research aimed at retrieving the kinds of 
materials for which the conventional paradigm and the narrative it yielded 
had little or no use, and then by assembling those materials into a new 
and different narrative. In so doing my goal is not to altogether replace 
the old narrative, with its focus on elite politics and diplomacy; it is rather 
to complement, extend, and complicate it, and more broadly to raise new 
questions which may help open up fruitful new avenues of research.

Having argued for the utility of a relational approach, I must also ac
knowledge that adopting such an approach incurs certain risks which must 
be taken seriously. The most important of these is that by trying to focus 
not on one or the other of the two communities in Palestine but rather on 
their mutually formative interactions, the very real specificity of their 
histories may be lost sight of. It was this—or perhaps more precisely, a 
concern that the history of the Palestinians would continue to be largely 
subsumed within a Zionist historical narrative, thereby denying them an 
independent identity and agency—that Palestinian political scientist 
Ibrahim Abu-Lughod seems to have been warning against more than a 
decade ago when he rebuked historians of Palestine for assuming that it 
is impossible to "study the historical development of the Palestinian Arab 
community at any particular point in modern times without taking imme
diate cognizance of the presence—effective or fictitious—of the Jewish 
community as represented by the Zionist movement." While admitting 
that it is "difficult to disentangle Palestinian history and culture from 
the endemic conflict between Palestinian and Zionist and Palestinian and 
British imperialist," Abu-Lughod insisted that "the Palestine of 1948 was 
a very different Palestine from that of 19 17  and the difference is not solely 
the result of the impact of either imperialist or Zionist."12 The subsump
tion of Palestinian identity, agency, and history to which Abu-Lughod 
points is obviously related to the long-standing disparity of power and 
status between Israeli Jews and Palestinians: while the former are citizens 
of an established and strong nation-state, most of the latter live under
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alien (and often repressive) rule whether within or outside their historic 
homeland, and as a people are still denied national self-determination in 
any part of Palestine.

I Abu-Lughod is certainly right to argue that the very disproportionate 
' attention paid to Zionism and the Yishuv, and the not unrelated neglect 
| (and implicit marginalization) of Palestine's Arab majority, have had a 
I distorting effect on our overall understanding of the modern history of 

Palestine. His assertion that "the social and cultural evolution of the Pal
estinians in modern times is in desperate need of study" is also entirely 
justified. Without question, more (and better) research on the history of 

, the Palestinian Arab community as a distinct (though of course not homo- 
/ geneous or internally unconflicted) entity is urgently needed. There is no 

question, for example, that the Palestinian Arab national identity that 
emerged in the course of the mandate period had important (if not yet 
adequately understood) roots in older forms of identity, social relations, 
and practices prevalent among the country's indigenous Arab population. 
At the same time, however, it seems to me that historians cannot avoid 
seeking to grasp how the development of Palestine's Arab community 
(including even its distinctive national identity) was shaped by a complex 
set of economic, social, cultural, and political forces, including those gen
erated by the Zionist project and British colonialism. The same principle 
applies, of course, to historians of Zionism and the Yishuv. We must cer
tainly recognize,, though, that there will inevitably be some tension be
tween the effort to achieve a relational perspective and respect for the 
historical specificity of each community.

D I S C O U R S E ,  W O R K E R S ,  A N D  N A R R A T I V E

The particular domain of interaction which I have chosen to delve into 
in this book encompasses Arab and Jewish workers, trade unions, labor 
movements, and labor-oriented political parties. This book thus explores 

| a broad range of interactions between Arab and Jewish workers during the 
» mandate period, including competition within overlapping labor markets,
; the experiences of and relations among Arab and Jewish workers em

ployed in "mixed" workplaces, debates and dissension within Arab and 
Jewish unions and labor movements over the question of how to relate to 
fellow workers belonging to a different national group, and efforts by 
various segments of the Jewish labor movement to organize Arab work
ers. I also analyze the different (and always contested) discourses within 
which various elements within the Arab and Jewish working classes and
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labor movements in Palestine defined their own identities, aspirations, 
and policies, and formulated various representations of those with whom 
they interacted—in short, the systems of meaning within which they 
made sense of who they were (and were not) and what they were doing.

It is my hope that this book's attention to discourse, to structured sys
tems of meaning embodied in language as well as in nonlinguistic signs 
and practices, will help enrich the relational paradigm of the history of 
modern Palestine. Some of the scholars who have adopted what I term a 
relational approach, especially in Israel, have given primary emphasis to 
the structural economic relationships between Arabs and Jews in Pales
tine, notably the markets for labor and land in which Jewish immigrants 
found themselves when they arrived in the country before the First World 
War and through the interwar period. This turn to political economy and | 
historical sociology has been very salutary as a corrective to conventional ) 
Israeli historiography's functionalism, its inability to recognize, much less 
transcend, nationalist mythologies, and its failure to achieve critical dis
tance by putting Zionism in comparative perspective. But this approach j 
has perhaps also tended to marginalize questions of meaning and may I 
conduce to an economistic reductionism, whereas I would argue that we 
should treat the realm of meaning (or more" broadly put, of culture) and 
the realm of the economic as inextricably bound up with one another.

From this standpoint, it seems to me that neither the evolution nor the 
character of a distinctly Palestinian Arab culture, identity, and national 
movement can be adequately understood except in relation to the specific 
character of the Palestinians' confrontation not only with Zionist practices 
of exclusion but also with Zionist discourses about Arabs and the land of 
Palestine. Nor can one make full sense of what the labor-Zionist move
ment in Palestine was doing, and what it thought it was doing, without 
taking into account not only its labor market strategies but also the ways 
in which "the Arab worker" and the Arab working class in Palestine were 
represented, and the roles they were made to play, in left-Zionist dis
course. As we will see, at a crucial stage it was to a significant extent in 
relation to a certain representation of Arab workers that the dominant 
current within labor Zionism articulated its own identity, its sense of mis
sion, and its strategy to achieve hegemony within the Yishuv and realize 
its version of Zionism. In this sense, the modes of interaction between the < 
Arab and Jewish communities in Palestine, and their mutually constitu
tive impact on one another, must be seen as simultaneously discursive 
and material. I have therefore paid attention both to structural economic 
relations, which certainly imposed constraints on what was feasible and
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imaginable, and to the representations and practices through which people 
understood, justified, and articulated their identities, beliefs, and actions.

Two full chapters of this book, and short segments of other chapters, 
are devoted to the railway workers of Palestine. Several factors make ex
ploration of this group especially important, and especially relevant to a 
study which seeks to study Arabs and Jews relationally. Unlike nearly all 
Arab-owned enterprises and most Jewish-owned enterprises in Palestine, 
the Palestine Railways (an agency of the mandatory government of Pales
tine) employed both Arabs and Jews. It was therefore one of the few enter
prises in which Arabs and Jews worked side by side, encountering similar 
conditions and being compelled to interact in the search for solutions to 
their problems. The Palestine Railways was also one of the country's 
largest employers, with a workforce that numbered about 2,400 in 1924 
and reached a war-swollen peak of 7,800 in 1943. This workforce com
prised numerous unskilled Arab peasants hired to build and maintain 
roadbed and track, but it also included substantial numbers of skilled per
sonnel in the running and traffic departments and at stations across the 
country and (in 1943) some 1,200 Arab and Jewish workers employed at 
the Haifa repair and maintenance workshops. Indeed, until the establish
ment of an oil refinery in Haifa at the start of the Second World War and 
then the proliferation of British military bases during the war, the Haifa 
workshops constituted Palestine's largest concentration of industrial wage 
workers.

In addition, the railwaymen were among the first industrial workers in 
Palestine to organize themselves: an organization of Jewish railway work
ers was established as early as 1919, while Arab railway workers began to 
evince interest in trade unionism soon thereafter and would go on to play 
a key role in founding and leading the Palestinian Arab labor movement. 
It was, moreover, in large part the interaction of Jewish and Arab railway 
workers that first compelled the Zionist labor movement and the various 
left-Zionist political parties, as well as the largely Jewish but anti-Zionist 
communists, on the one hand, and various forces in the Arab community- 
on the other, to confront, both theoretically and practically, the question 
of relations between the Jewish and Arab working classes. Last (but to a 
historian, not least), the sources available on the railway workers are rela
tively extensive and rich. Study of the ways in which the intersection of 
class, nationalist, and cultural politics shaped the interactions between the 
Jewish and Arab railway workers in this specific historical conjuncture 
may therefore make a particularly useful contribution to a rereading of 
the history of the Zionist-Palestinian conflict.



Introduction / 13

This book is not a study of either the Arab or the Jewish working 
classes or labor movements in Palestine. A number of such studies have 
been published, and though I have made use of them I believe that for the 
most part they share the flaws of the conventional historiography, in that 
they are deeply embedded in Arab or Jewish nationalist historical narra
tives. Though critical distance and objective scholarship are in short sup
ply on all sides, the standard histories of the Jewish labor movement in 
the Yishuv and then Israel unfortunately take partisanship and tenden
tiousness to an extreme: they loyally reflect the perspectives of one or 
another of the left-Zionist parties and seem fixated on the task of "prov
ing" that whichever party they favor was invariably correct. My goal here 
is to explore how these two working classes and labor movements inter
acted and helped shape one another, at a variety of levels and in a variety 
of ways. Nonetheless, much of the material I have unearthed along the 
way and present here may contribute to a better understanding of the 
Jewish and Arab working classes and labor movements in Palestine even 
considered separately.

I did not choose to focus on workers and labor movements in this book 
because I think that workers enjoy an ontological or epistemological status 
that is a priori superior to all other social groups. While I certainly believe 
that working-class history is important and have done quite a bit of it 
myself, I do not think that it is inherently more important than the study 
of social groups defined by some criterion other than class. Indeed, I think 
that just as the social relation we call class is deeply imbricated in, for 
example, race and gender relations, so gender and race and many other 
things are inextricably bound up with class, which cannot be usefully un
derstood (or deployed as a concept) as if it were an entity unto itself. In a 
sense, the relational principle which underpins this study of Palestine ap
plies to class as well: it is best understood not as a self-contained and 
objective category but rather as a relation which is itself constituted by 
many other social relations and practices. We must therefore try to de
velop an understanding of class that breaks with the essentialism and tele
ology found in certain readings of Marx and instead sees class as an effect 
of historically specific material and discursive practices.13 I believe that 
my analysis in this book of Jewish working-class formation in Palestine 
effectively illustrates this contention.

First and foremost, this book focuses on working classes and labor 
movements because in the particular case of Palestine there is a very con
crete and historically specific reason to do so. As I will discuss in great 
detail, one of the features which distinguishes Zionism from other nation-
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alist movements is that for a lengthy historical period—roughly from the 
early 1930s to the mid-1970s—the international Zionist movement, the 
Yishuv, and from 1948 the State of Israel were to a large extent dominated 
by parties and institutions which saw themselves as part of the left wing 
of the Zionist movement. Though internally divided and always conten
tious, the labor-Zionist camp broadly defined was in that period usually 
able to exercise effective control over most of the key levers of political 
and economic power in the Yishuv and later Israel, and to exert a domi
nant ideological-cultural influence as well, though it often had to work 
with other Zionist parties, secular-centrist or religious, as junior partners. 
For a crucial phase of its history, then, especially in Palestine itself, Zion
ism was a nationalist movement which, while in principle appealing to all 
Jews across class lines and upholding the nation as the central category of 
identity, was largely led by political forces which professed a commitment 
to socialism and saw themselves as guiding a working class and labor 
movement whose role it was to act as the vanguard of the broader Zionist 
movement.

Because Jews who defined themselves as socialists as well as Zionists 
played such a central role in the Yishuv and the Zionist movement, and 
also because (as we will see) they came to adopt a strategy which saw in a 
particular mode of Jewish working-class formation the key to the achieve
ment of Zionism's goals, the issue of how the Jewish labor movement in 
Palestine should relate to Arab workers and the Arab labor movement 
surfaced early on. In fact, socialist-Zionist ideologists and activists in Eu
rope and Palestine were compelled to grapple with the question of rela
tions between Arab and Jewish workers and working classes well before 
the First World War. Later, some Jews in Palestine found themselves 
working alongside Arabs and this reality, along with the growth of an 
Arab working class and labor movement, raised difficult issues to which 
the contending left-wing Jewish parties offered different solutions. As 
time went on, Arab workers employed alongside Jews, and Arab unionists 
and labor leaders confronted with the reality of an increasingly powerful 
Jewish labor movement whose actions and strategies directly impinged on 
Arab workers, were also compelled to address the issue of relations be
tween Arab and Jewish workers in Palestine. As a result this domain of 

! Arab-Jewish interaction is a particularly fertile one for historical explora
tion. In it we can see in microcosm many of the issues which were central 
to the struggle over Palestine, but also many episodes and forms of Arab- 
Jewish interaction which have been left out of the conventional historical 
narratives.
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This book is largely narrative and chronological in form, and these 
days that requires some explanation. I am quite sympathetic to recent 
poststructuralist critiques of narrative and of the premises and categories 
of positivist history, and I believe that those critiques must be taken seri
ously. I have no problem accepting that what we as historians are really 
up to is not so much the retrieval of some transcendentally objective truth 
about the past "as it actually was" as the inevitably selective use of mate
rials from the past to construct stories whose form and content are influ
enced by present-day concerns and categories and which could also per
haps be told quite differently. At the same time, however, it is crucial 
that there be some agreed-upon criteria for evaluating the many different 
stories that could be told about the past and determining which is most 
plausible or reliable, most "true" in at least some consensual sense. We 
should also remember that human beings make sense of their lives and 
identities through the stories which they tell about themselves and which 
others tell about them.

As historians we must therefore attempt to do two rather contradictory 
things at the same time. In keeping with an antiessentialist epistemologi
cal stance, we need to make the categories of analysis we deploy and the 
historical narratives we produce complex, contingent, and provisional, and 
their underlying premises (and our own perspectives) as transparent as 
possible. At the same time, we have to act as if we can in fact produce 
reliable knowledge by adhering scrupulously to scholarly standards and 
procedures and using them to fashion relatively coherent and meaningful 
stories that people can understand, accept, and use. It is hard, perhaps 
impossible, to achieve these goals simultaneously, but I would like to 
think that the tension between them could be productive rather than de
bilitating.

In this book I have chosen to deal with this issue by offering, as a 
complement to the usual scholarly and nationalist narratives, what 
amounts to a long and very detailed counternarrative. I have taken this 
tack in part because I am unaware of any work on Palestine that does what 
I have attempted to do here and in part because I wanted to show what 
might be achieved by taking a different approach. I think that the history 
I present here adds to and improves on previous versions by taking into 
account more of the available evidence, by bringing into the picture as
pects and dimensions of history that have hitherto been largely neglected, 
and by resting on premises, and deploying categories of analysis, that I 
believe are more useful and productive. Obviously, readers will have to 
judge the success or failure of this enterprise for themselves.
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S O U R C E S ,  T E R M I N O L O G Y ,  A N D  P O L I T I C S

The catastrophic disruption of Palestinian Arab society in 1947-49 re
sulted in the loss or destruction of many of the archives, libraries, personal 
papers, and other source materials from which many aspects of Palestinian 
social, cultural, political, and economic history might have been recon
structed. In addition, the dispersions of 1948 and 1967 scattered many of 
the individuals whom historians might have interviewed as part of their 
research into the country's pre-1948 history. The research institutions 
under Palestinian control have generally had limited resources and had to 
confront heavy burdens of many kinds, which have impeded their ability 
to study their people's history. In contrast, the Yishuv, the Zionist move
ment, and the various institutions and organizations they comprised 
tended to maintain well-organized archives from an early date, and these 
have survived and remain accessible to researchers. The Jews in Palestine 
also had a much higher rate of literacy than the Arabs as well as a higher 
propensity to produce written material, much of which was actually pub
lished. Israel also possesses numerous (and relatively well-funded) re
search centers and institutions of higher education which have supported 
extensive research on.the history of Zionism and the Yishuv. In addition, 
though the generations which played important roles in the affairs of the 
Yishuv and Zionist movement during the mandate period are now rapidly 
aging and many of their members have already died, those who survive 
with their mental faculties and memories reasonably intact are not too 
hard to locate and interview.

The upshot of all this is that the history of the Yishuv and Zionism in 
Palestine is much better documented than the history of the Palestinian 
Arab community, especially its poorer and less educated segments; we 
simply know much more about most aspects of Jewish life in Palestine 
than we do about the corresponding aspects of Arab life. This makes it 
very difficult for historians trying to bring both Arabs and Jews into the 
picture to avoid privileging the history and perspectives of the Yishuv. 
This is, alas, a difficulty which my own research presented here has not 
escaped. Despite my best efforts to locate Arabic-language source materi
als, the version of any particular interaction, relationship, or episode re
lated by Jewish individuals or organizations is almost invariably much 
fuller and better documented (though not necessarily more reliable) than 
the Arab version. I can therefore analyze what went on on the Jewish side 
in much greater depth and relate it as a much more complex and nuanced 
story. As a result, this book devotes much more time and space to analysis
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and discussion of left-Zionist thought and practice than it does to the 
thought and practice of Arab labor activists and leftists.

Further research into Palestinian Arab history may alleviate this im
balance somewhat, but it is unlikely to rectify it completely. It is some
thing that we will have to live with and try to compensate for. The rela
tional approach I advocate and have tried to implement here may be of 
some help in this regard. For example, most of the archives and records of 
the Arab trade union movement in mandate-era Palestine appear to have 
been lost or destroyed during 1948, compelling most historians of that 
movement to rely on press accounts, other published material, some gov
ernment records, and interviews with a handful of surviving veterans. 
Paradoxically, however, a great deal of material generated by or bearing 
on the Arab workers' movement in Palestine has survived in the archives 
of the Jewish labor movement, including original leaflets, other ephemeral 
publications, and correspondence. Those archives also contain numerous 
reports on the doings of the Arab unions by Jews who were in frequent 
contact with them. This makes it possible not only to reconstruct interac
tions between Arab and Jewish workers and labor organizations in consid
erable detail but also to learn much that was previously unknown about 
the structure, politics, and activities of Arab unions and labor movements 
in Palestine. This may be scant compensation for all that was lost in 1948, 
a loss which historians can never fully overcome, but it is very much 
better than nothing.

A few words about some of the terms I will be using in this book may 
be in order. As noted earlier, I use "labor Zionism" to refer very broadly 
to all worker-oriented but also Zionist organizations, institutions, parties, 
and ideologies in Palestine. 1 therefore include under this rubric not only 
parties like Po'alei Tziyon, Ahdut Hacavoda, Hapo'el Hatza'ir and their 
successor MAPAI, but also Pocalei Tziyon Smol and Hashomer Hatza'ir. 
I realize that in the course of the mandate period the English term "labor 
Zionism" came to be associated mainly with the social-democratic MA
PAI, rather than with its explicitly Marxist rivals on the left, which pre
ferred stronger terms like "socialist Zionism" or "proletarian Zionism." 
Yet for all their often bitter disagreements on many issues of principle, 
strategy, and tactics, these parties shared substantial ideological common 
ground and saw themselves as components of one and the same Jewish 
(and Zionist) labor movement in Palestine. I therefore feel justified in 
using "labor Zionism" as a general rubric in this broad sense, while of 
course also delineating and analyzing the very real and important differ
ences among these parties and their distinct trajectories.
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I generally use the terms "Palestinian Arab/' "the Arabs of Palestine/' 
or (where the meaning is dear) simply "Arab" to refer to the Arab com
munity in Palestine during the mandate period. Adding the term "Arab" 
when referring to the people whom we would today simply call "the Pal
estinians" may seem redundant, but in fact it avoids an anachronism, for 
it was really only after 1948 that the Palestinian Arab people came to 
call themselves, and be called by others, simply Palestinians. During the 
mandate period most Palestinian organizations and institutions (in today's 
sense) offidally called themselves "Arab," sometimes with "Palestinian" 
as a modifier; hence the Arab Executive, the Arab Higher Committee, the 
Arab Workers' Congress, the Palestinian Arab Workers' Society, and so 
forth. Moreover, I want to be sure to distinguish between the Arab and 
Jewish communities in Palestine, and use of the term "Palestinian" with 
reference to a period in which Palestine was still undivided might cause 
confusion. However, this choice of usage has nothing in common with the 
bizarre claim advanced by some Zionists that there can today be no au
thentic Palestinian people or nationalism because in mandate-era Pales
tine, Jews as well as Arabs were officially designated as "Palestinians." 
However they referred to themselves, a distinctly Palestinian Arab na
tional identity began to emerge during the mandate period, in significant 
measure precisely because of the Palestinian Arab people's confrontation 
with Zionism, a challenge other Arab peoples were not compelled to face 
in the same very direct way.

Before 1948, in Hebrew but also in Yiddish, the language of the eastern 
European Jewish masses, Jews usually referred to Palestine by one of its 
ancient Hebrew names, Eretz Yisra’el ("the Land of Israel"). Because He
brew was (along with English and Arabic) one of Palestine's official lan
guages during the mandate period, the term by which the country would 
be officially denoted in that language became a political issue: Zionists 
demanded adoption of Eretz Yisra’el, in order to stress Jewish claims to 
the land, while the British authorities, anti-Zionist Jews (e.g., commu
nists), and the Arabs preferred Palestina, a Hebraicized version of Pales
tine. When quoting from Hebrew-language sources in this book I will 
normally leave the Hebrew term Eretz Yisra’el untranslated. I do this 
because we know that to name something is in large measure to define it, 
to situate it within some larger system of meaning; and as I will show, 
Zionists' use of this particular name, rich with evocative associations from 
Jewish history and culture, was bound up with a certain conception of the 
land and its Arab inhabitants.

I feel it necessary to be so careful about explaining how and why I have
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used these terms in part because writing on the history of Palestine has 
been rife with polemic masquerading as historical analysis, and also be
cause efforts at serious scholarship have frequently been attacked on es
sentially political grounds. This is perhaps not surprising, given the inten
sity of many people's emotional involvement with, and commitment to, 
Zionism or Palestinian nationalism, the longevity and bitterness of the 
conflict between them, and the perception that what is at stake is not just 
political power or territory but a people's survival. But the intrusion of 
emotionally charged political agendas has made life hard for scholars com
mitted to studying Palestine just as they would any other part of the 
world, or to studying Zionism and Palestinian nationalism as they would 
similar movements elsewhere. Some of the analyses and arguments in 
this book may displease or even anger committed partisans of Zionism or 
Palestinian nationalism who do not want to hear (or see published) any
thing that may contradict their cherished beliefs or complicate the histori
cal narratives which they regard as unchallengeably true. There is not 
much I can do to assuage them, except to say that while I certainly have 
my own opinions about the question of Palestine, opinions which I have 
expressed in the appropriate circumstances, my chief purpose in this book 
is not to judge but to understand.

It is for that reason that I repeatedly insist that however difficult it 
may be for those who have suffered the consequences of the attitudes, 
policies, or actions of one side or the other, it is essential to distinguish 
between subjective motives or intentions and historical outcomes. We 
must not altogether lose sight of the latter, for all of us are ultimately 
responsible for our actions and their consequences, and historians are no 
less entitled to discuss morality than anyone else. But if we truly want to 
understand why these or any other historical actors did what they did, we 
need first and foremost to understand what it was they believed they were 
doing, and why. Only then can we critically probe the belief systems 
which shaped their attitudes and actions, analyze their premises, contra
dictions, and consequences, and begin to talk about right and wrong, good 
and bad, what was and what might have been. Unfortunately, not all those 
who have written about modern Palestine, and particularly the Zionist- 
Palestinian conflict, have shared this attitude. As a result the literature 
includes a lot of rather crude Zionist-bashing and a lot of equally crude 
Arab-bashing. I must hope that those who read this book will approach it 
with an open mind and judge it on its merits, as they would a work of 
scholarship that focused on some less controversial and emotionally sensi
tive aspect of history.
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Finally, though I will return to this issue in the Conclusion, I would 
like to make it clear at the outset that it is not my intention here to argue 
that things might have turned out differently, and better, if only there 
had been more cooperation between Arabs and Jews, or less ethnic and 
more class solidarity. That "if only" contains so many untenable assump
tions and leaps of faith that it is of very little use for historical analysis. 
The outcome of the struggle between Zionism and Palestinian nationalism 
was not preordained, and it is certainly important to remember the alter
native visions of the future for which people and parties fought, to main
tain a sense of history as always contingent and open-ended—indeed, that 
is one of the purposes of this book. And it is not a sin to consider what 
our understanding of the past may tell us about the present and even the 
future. That is not the same, however, as arguing that all would have been 
well "if only" certain people and groups had thought and acted differ
ently. Perhaps, but they did not, so we must resist the temptation to de
ploy our perfectly sharp moral hindsight and instead try to understand 
why the people we are concerned with saw themselves and the world they 
lived in as they did and behaved as they did. As I suggested earlier, we 
may ultimately come to believe that what they did was right or wrong, 
farsighted or misguided, unavoidable or disastrous for themselves and for 
others, but first of all we need to understand. That is what I have tried to 
do here.



1  Zionism and Palestine before 
the First World War

In this chapter I set the stage for my study of the mandate period by 
exploring how pre-First World War Zionists in Europe and Palestine, and 
especially socialist Zionists, perceived Palestine and its Arab inhabitants. 
In keeping with the relational paradigm I outlined in the Introduction, I 
argue that from a very early stage of the Zionist project's historical trajec
tory, Zionist thought and practice were significantly shaped by the need 
to come to terms with the fact that Palestine had a substantial Arab popu
lation, whether or not Zionists explicitly acknowledged or addressed that 
Arab presence. I also show how early Zionist perceptions of, and attitudes 
toward, the land and its indigenous Arab majority were profoundly influ
enced not only by a radically new nationalist appropriation of Jewish his
tory and culture but also by the specific historical conjuncture within 
which Zionism emerged in Europe—the heyday of colonialism.

As I noted earlier, during the four centuries of Ottoman rule the term 
"Filastin" referred not to a specific Ottoman province or district with 
clearly defined boundaries but to a vaguely defined geographic region 
within al-Sham, the Syrian lands broadly conceived. The term was in use 
among Arab geographers and not unknown in official, scholarly, and per
haps even popular discourse, but those who resided within what would 
after the First World War become Palestine thought of themselves not 
as "Palestinians" in a modern national sense but rather in terms of the 
confessional, ethnic, kinship, and professional groups to which they be
longed, as residents of a particular town, urban neighborhood, village, or 
region, and as subjects of the Ottoman sultan and his local agents. More
over, the future Palestine was divided into a number of districts which 
were under the jurisdiction of provincial governments based in Damascus, 
Sidon, or elsewhere.

21
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From the nineteenth century onward, however, the term "Palestine" 
became more widely used and took on greater significance, not least be
cause it was a term often used by Europeans (and by powerful European 
states) who were exerting growing economic, political, and cultural influ
ence in the region as a whole, while displaying special interest in this 
particular part of the Ottoman empire. This process, together with various 
local transformations and later the conquest of this territory by a Euro
pean colonial power and its constitution as a distinct political entity, would 
interact to open the way for the emergence of a new form of identity 
among the indigenous majority of this country's population, finally mani
festing itself in Palestinian Arab nationalism.

That nationalism will obviously be central to my concerns in this 
study, but in this chapter I focus on another nationalism which emerged 
in roughly the same period and also oriented itself toward this particular 
part of the Ottoman empire. Among the Europeans who in the nineteenth 
century began to take a special interest in Palestine—an interest which, 
as I will argue shortly, cannot be separated from the contemporaneous 
establishment of European world hegemony—were a number of Jews, 
whose long-standing religious attachment to this territory now began to 
be transformed into something quite new and different. For centuries Jews 
had referred to this land as "the Land of Israel" (in Hebrew, Eretz Yis- 
rcCel) or "the Holy Land" (Eretz Hakodesh). This land, and especially 
Jerusalem, where the First and Second Temples had stood and which Jews 
still faced during prayer, occupied a special place in premodem Jewish 
culture, a place preserved and reproduced in historical memory and the 
imagination through ritual practices, sacred and legal texts, stories and 
legends, metaphors, and figures of speech. Messianic strains in Judaism 
even envisioned restoration of the ancient homeland, under the rule of a 
descendant of King David, at the end of days.

Yet before the nineteenth century, this territory was for Jews not only 
sacred but also largely outside of history. It was a far-off place that was 
often imagined, idealized, and invoked but that had little to do with the 
daily life of Jews in the Diaspora or any conceivable future they might 
have, at least until the coming of the messiah. Though small Jewish com
munities continued to exist in Palestine, for many centuries the great cen
ters of Jewish cultural life, as well as the vast majority of the world's Jews, 
had been elsewhere. Nor was the trickle of Jews who migrated to and 
settled in Palestine before the late nineteenth century motivated by any
thing remotely resembling a state-building project. To reside in the Holy 
Land, to die and be buried in its soil, were in religious terms meritorious
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acts, but they had no political significance for the few Jews who chose to 
fulfill this commandment; and it was far more often ignored than fulfilled. 
Indeed, the idea of creating a sovereign Jewish state, in Palestine or any
where else, was virtually unimaginable within the framework of tradi
tional normative Judaism. For the few Jews who lived in Palestine, as for 
virtually all Jews before the modern era, only the end of history as mani
fested in the coming of the messiah could bring about the termination of 
"exile" and its attendant sufferings, the redemption of the Jews, and their 
restoration to the land which God had promised to their ancestors but 
from which they had—also by divine decree—been uprooted.

Despite its claims of ancient roots, unbroken continuities, and essential 
identities, then, Jewish nationalism—like Palestinian Arab and all other 
nationalisms—is a thoroughly modern phenomenon, a product of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Though it is possible to point to ear
lier precursors, modern Jewish nationalism, which came to be known as 
Zionism—a term which surfaced only in the 1890s, derived from the He
brew Tziyon, a synonym for Jerusalem—emerged in a more or less recog
nizable form only in the last third of the nineteenth century. Some of its 
foremost early articulators and leaders were relatively assimilated Jews 
from central Europe. But Zionism found its chief base of support among 
the Jewish masses of eastern Europe, where by that time the great major
ity of the world's Jews lived.

T H E  E M E R G E N C E  O F  Z I O N I S M

For Jews in the cities, towns, villages, and hamlets of eastern Europe, and 
especially of the Tsarist empire, Zionism was only one of several re
sponses to deepening socioeconomic crisis and virulent antisemitism, both 
official and popular. The hope that Jews in the Tsarist empire might even
tually attain the legal equality and opportunity for social integration and 
advancement which their coreligionists increasingly enjoyed in western 
and central Europe was frustrated by persistent, even intensified, oppres
sion. This oppression had long been manifested in a subordinate legal sta
tus, restrictions on residence and occupation, and widespread official and 
popular antisemitism. But it took on a much more virulent and dramatic 
form in the waves of officially sponsored (or at the very least officially 
tolerated) anti-Jewish pogroms that erupted in 18 71 and then again in 
1881, after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II. The poverty and rela
tive economic backwardness of eastern Europe, exacerbated by major 
shifts in the global economy in the later nineteenth century and rapid
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population growth, also contributed to an apparent worsening of the situ
ation of the Jewish masses there.

Jews responded to their deteriorating plight in a number of ways. 
Many remained loyal to what they regarded as the faith of their ancestors, 
rejecting the new secular forms of Jewish identity and practice which 
emerged in the nineteenth century while adjusting as best they could to 
changing conditions. Others hoped for assimilation into the societies in 
which they lived, to be achieved through economic success, education, and 
political reform, though this was not a route even potentially available 
to the masses. Substantial numbers of eastern European Jews turned to 
socialism, which promised the eradication of antisemitism and full equal
ity through radical social transformation. Still others were attracted by 
the new Jewish nationalism which surfaced in the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century, though at first these were relatively few in number. 
A great many "voted with their feet" by emigrating westward in search 
of greater freedom and a better life.

The rise of nationalist movements among other European peoples in 
this same period certainly played an important role in preparing the way 
for, and stimulating, the emergence of a specifically Jewish nationalism. 
By the middle of the nineteenth century it was becoming plausible (as it 
had not really been even a generation earlier) to ask why Jews should not 
emulate the example of the Greeks, Serbs, Italians, Hungarians, Poles, and 
others by seeking an independent nation-state of their own. As with other 
peoples, cultural movements—including first a Yiddish and then a mid
century Hebrew-language cultural revival pioneered by the new secular 
Jewish intelligentsia in eastern Europe—also facilitated the reimagining 
of Jewish identity in a new national sense.

The first organized political manifestation of this new nationalism was 
the small and loose knit Hibbat Tziyon ("Love of Zion") movement, 
which crystallized after the pogroms of 1881 and took the form of a net
work of local associations established to promote Jewish immigration to 
and settlement in Palestine, and the reconstitution there of Jewish na
tional life. The Lovers of Zion understood migration to Palestine as onto- 
logically different from migration to any other place. It was not just one 
more movement across the face of the globe in search of safety, tolerance, 
and opportunity. Rather, it was seen as a return through both time and 
space to the ancestral homeland, where the Jews had become a people and 
which remained the only place on earth where they could, through their 
commitment, their love, and their labor, achieve personal and collective 
regeneration by tapping into the wellsprings of the nation's eternal spirit.



Before the First World War / 25

But relatively few Jews responded to the call of Zion. Hibbat Tziyon's 
proto-Zionism (and later Herzl's political Zionism) remained minority 
movements in eastern Europe itself, overshadowed by the other tenden
cies contending for support in the Jewish communities of eastern Europe. 
This reality was perhaps most dramatically manifested in the fact that 
very few of the millions of Jews who between 1881 and the First World 
War sought to escape the oppression and poverty of Tsarist Russia (and 
of eastern Europe in general) by emigrating from the lands in which their 
ancestors had lived for centuries chose to go to Palestine. Of the approxi
mately 2.4 million Jews who left eastern Europe in this period, some 85 
percent went to the United States, and another 12  percent to other coun
tries of the western hemisphere (mainly Canada and Argentina), to west
ern Europe, or to South Africa. In so doing they helped swell the great 
stream of impoverished and uprooted Christian peasants and laborers who 
in this same period left their homelands in eastern and southern Europe 
and sought a new life in the west. By contrast, less than 3 percent of this 
vast outflow of Jews went to Palestine, and for a high proportion of those 
Palestine proved only a temporary way station on the road westward.1

Despite its slender human and material resources, the Hibbat Tziyon 
movement managed to establish a number of new Jewish agricultural set
tlements in Palestine, referred to in Hebrew as moshavot ("colonies" or 
"settlements"). It soon became evident, however, that Hibbat Tziyon was 
incapable of sustaining a settlement project on this scale, and within a few 
years many of the new settlements were on the verge of bankruptcy and 
collapse. They were rescued by the generosity of Baron Edmond de Roth
schild, an assimilated French Jew who had little interest in Hibbat Tzi
yon's romantic nationalism but was aroused by the plight of the east Eu
ropean Jewish masses and favored their resettlement—though preferably 
not in France, where an influx of poor Jews from the east might fan the 
flames of antisemitism and undermine the tenuous place which the Roth
schilds and other assimilated Jews had secured in French society. Roth
schild, and later other European Jewish philanthropists, assumed control 
of many of the settlements and provided them with large-scale financial 
support, along with technical assistance and a large dose of paternalistic 
supervision.

By 1900 there were twenty-two moshavot with a total population of 
about 5,000. Most of these settlements had come to be organized on the 
Algerian colonial model preferred by Baron Rothschild and his agents, 
with European Jewish farmers employing local Arab peasants to cultivate 
their vineyards, citrus groves, and fields. Zionist historiography has
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tended to focus on this segment of the growing Yishuv, seeing in these 
struggling farmers the forerunners of Zionism's settlement and state
building project. Yet the great majority of Jews in Palestine, including 
most of those who arrived in what would later be dubbed the First Aliya, 
the 1881-1903 wave of Jewish immigration, preferred to live in towns, 
and much of the Yishuv was still quite distant from the vision of Jewish 
national-cultural rebirth in Palestine put forward by Hibbat Tziyon, much 
less the vision of Jewish statehood which Herzl's new and explicitly politi
cal Zionist movement would articulate.

Neither the proto-Zionism of Hibbat Tziyon nor the new Zionist Orga
nization founded in 1897 by Theodor Herzl (1860-1904) were unitary or 
monolithic movements. They encompassed a variety of tendencies which 
shared certain broadly defined premises and goals but differed—often 
sharply and bitterly—about many other things. Thus Zionism, like all 
nationalist movements, has to be disaggregated in order to be properly 
understood. In general terms, Zionism as an ideology rested on the prem
ise that the plight of the Jews was most directly and significantly attribut
able to their lack of political power, a consequence of their dispersion 
among the peoples of the earth without a land of their own in which they 
could be masters of their own fate. Most (though not all) Zionists agreed 
that only the Jews' achievement of sovereign political power in their own 
land could resolve ''the Jewish problem" once and for all, could make the 
Jews a "normal" people able to take its rightful place as an equal member 
of the community of nations, rather than a weak, persecuted, and rootless 
minority. Yet beyond this Zionists could and did disagree about many 
things, including the means by which the future Jewish homeland or state 
could be secured, its social, political, and cultural character, and even (for 
a time, at least) its location.

Z I O N I S M ,  P A L E S T I N E ,  A N D  C O L O N I A L  D I S C O U R S E

As it coalesced into a coherent ideology and movement, Zionism was 
strongly influenced, for good and ill, by the other nationalisms which had 
emerged somewhat earlier in southern, central, and eastern Europe.2 Yet 
despite the strong family resemblance, there was also a very important 
difference, one which powerfully distinguished Zionism and shaped much 
of its specific character and historical trajectory. Most European national 
groups aspiring to independence constituted the majority of the popula
tion in the territory in which they hoped to achieve national sovereignty. 
But the Jews of Europe were everywhere dispersed among non-Jewish
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majority populations, and this ineradicable reality made it impossible for 
Jewish nationalists to imagine emulating the Poles, Ukrainians, Hungari
ans, or other European peoples by seeking to establish a Jewish state in 
eastern Europe, where the Jewish masses actually lived. As a result, Zion
ism was—had to be—not simply a conventional nationalist movement but 
a colonizing and settlement movement as well, a project whose goals were 
to find some territory outside Europe suitable for Jewish settlement, orga
nize the migration thereto of a large number of Jews, and therein establish 
some form of Jewish self-rule or sovereignty.

Had the Zionist movement located some completely uninhabited and 
isolated territory, organized the immigration of a substantial number of 
Jews to it, and there established a Jewish state, the troublesome question 
of how to relate to an existing non-Jewish population would not have 
arisen. But it is virtually impossible to imagine how such a scenario might 
have become a reality, and not merely because in the late nineteenth cen
tury completely uninhabited lands suitable for large-scale European set
tlement were in rather short supply, if not nonexistent. More important 
is the fact that, not surprisingly, the Zionist movement quickly fixed on 
Palestine as the site of its settlement and state-building project. Those 
early Zionists (including, for a time, Herzl himself) who were willing to 
consider some other territory, either temporarily until Palestine "became 
available" or permanently, were soon marginalized. Palestine, Eretz Yis- 
ra’el, had simply played too great a role in Jewish history, especially as 
the site of ancient Jewish statehood, and still occupied too important a 
place in the Jewish imagination, to allow any alternative to gain signifi
cant and durable support.

Some early Zionists may initially have believed that Palestine was an 
empty land, in the sense of being completely or virtually uninhabited. 
There is the well-known (but perhaps apocryphal) episode, dated to the 
last years of the nineteenth century, in which Max Nordau, friend and 
colleague of Theodor Herzl, is said to have one day "discovered" that 
Palestine was already inhabited and exclaimed to Herzl, "But then we 
are committing an injustice!" It quickly became obvious, however, that 
Palestine was not completely devoid of inhabitants, so the more interest- 1 
ing and important question is how Zionist leaders, ideologists, activists, 
and sympathizers handled the fact that Palestine already had a substantial 
non-Jewish population. There were in fact cultural tools readily available I 
from both Jewish and general European sources with which a way of com
ing to terms with this reality could be forged, and early Zionists were 
quick to make use of them.
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Zionism did not have to formulate its representations of the indigenous 
population of Palestine ex nihilo. It could and did draw on the vast reposi
tory of Jewish texts and stories about, images of, and associations with 
this land. Jews (or more precisely, their ancient ancestors the Hebrews) 
were obviously the central actors in these stories and images, not a few of 
which concerned the establishment and loss of Jewish hegemony in part 
or all of the Land of Israel. Given the rich raw materials at their disposal, 
it was not too difficult for Zionist thinkers, educators, and propagandists 

! to selectively appropriate various elements of Jewish history and culture 
i and mold them into a new nationalist vision of the Jewish past and the 
I Jewish future. Not surprisingly, this process entailed the relegation of the 
\ non-Jews who had lived in this land, and those who happened to live there 
j now, to marginal status.3

But European Jews also had at their disposal another set of representa
tions which neatly complemented and reinforced images and attitudes de
veloped from Jewish sources. The historical moment in which the Zionist 

■ project was launched was also the heyday of European colonial expansion 
' and rule. In this era the global superiority of European civilization was 
j widely taken to be self-evident, as was the right of Europeans to rule over 
j (and settle among as a privileged caste) non-European peoples deemed to 
I be less advanced. These assumptions formed the backdrop, the often invis

ible and taken-for-granted ground, not only of nineteenth-century Euro
pean politics but also of much of popular and high European culture, and 
later of mass culture as well.4

The Jews who embraced the Zionist vision of Jewish redemption were 
also Europeans, albeit marginalized and often victimized Europeans, and 
very much part of European culture as both creators and consumers. Edu
cated middle-class Jews living relatively freely in western and central Eu
rope probably absorbed prevalent European images of, and attitudes to
ward, non-Europeans through the same channels as the rest of the 
population. Though we know little about how these images were con
veyed to the Jewish masses in eastern Europe, or the specific ways in 
which they were adopted and adapted, we have no reason to believe that 
they were not absorbed.5

Zionism shared the propensity of all nationalisms to ignore the rights, 
needs, and aspirations of those excluded from the national "family." But 
it also partook of an available contemporary European discourse that de
lineated a certain set of perceptions of, attitudes toward, and relations with 
the African and Asian lands and peoples subject to, or now falling under, 
the economic and political domination of European^. That broader colonial
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discourse also drew on, and overlapped with, older European images and 
representations of "the Orient."6 With appropriate modifications, these ' 
systems of representation could be made to fit the specific situation of the 
Jews and of Zionism and could be applied to Palestine, just as they were at 
that same moment being applied elsewhere by other projects of European 
colonization and settlement that altogether lacked Zionism's origin as a 
response to a very real (and worsening) oppression in Europe itself.

The assertion that early Zionists were profoundly influenced by the 
political, social, and cultural environment in which they formulated and 
articulated their project should be self-evident, as should my insistence 
that Zionist conceptions of Palestine and its indigenous non-Jewish inhab
itants cannot be adequately understood except in the context of contempo
rary European colonial discourse and practice, including the models pro
vided by other projects of European overseas settlement. After all, as an 
ideology and a movement, Zionism emerged at the very historical mo
ment when the European imperialist powers (and the United States) were 
engaged in the territorial division of the globe, subjugating and imposing 
their rule on non-European peoples on an unprecedented scale. Zionism 
was, inevitably, strongly influenced by that conjuncture; it is hard to 
imagine how it could have been otherwise.

It is worth recalling in this connection that at the turn of the century,  ̂
Zionism's similarities to other projects of colonization were not a source j 
of embarrassment or shame for most of the movement's adherents; in
deed, they often saw them as a selling point. Zionist leaders studied and 
sought to learn from the experience of European colonial-settlement en- / 
terprises in places like Algeria, Rhodesia, and Kenya, and many imagined J 
their own endeavor as similar in certain ways.7 Moreover, the Zionist 
movement readily used such terms as "colony," "colonial," and "coloniza-/ 
tion" to refer to its activities; thus, for example, the original name of its ̂  
financial arm was the Jewish Colonial Trust. It was only later, after the 
First World War, that colonialism came to have strongly pejorative con- j 
notations for many Europeans. As a consequence the Zionist movement v 
sought to dissociate itself from other European projects of colonization! 
and settlement, began to stress the uniqueness and noncolonial character  ̂
of its mission and methods, and stopped using such terms, at least in 
languages other than Hebrew.

E A R L Y  Z I O N I S M ,  P A L E S T I N E ,  A N D  I T S  I N H A B I T A N T S

This study focuses on the perceptions and practices of the left wing of the 
s Zionist movement, to which I will turn shortly. But many of the Zionist
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left's most durable conceptions of, and attitudes toward, Palestine's indig
enous Arab population drew on themes and images already manifested in 
the public and private writings and pronouncements of earlier nonsocialist 
Zionists, including the founder and first leader of modern political Zion
ism, Theodor Herzl Though Herzl and many of his colleagues initially 
knew very little about Palestine, their ideas about that land and its inhab
itants should be understood not primarily as a matter of ignorance, of a 
lack of adequate information, easily enough remedied, but rather as the 
product of a coherent discourse which rendered certain things invisible or 
marginal.

Until relatively recently, students of Zionism and of the history of 
Palestine often took it for granted that before the First World War, the 
proto-Zionist and Zionist movements were simply unaware that Palestine 
was inhabited and thus did not realize that they had an "Arab problem"— 
their way of denoting the fact that the land in which Jewish national re
birth was to take place was already populated by another people.8 As illus
tration they have cited remarks like that of Max Nordau, quoted earlier, 
and the dearth of discussion about this issue at Zionist meetings and in 
Zionist publications. This way of posing the problem misses the point, 
however. There was undoubtedly a great deal of ignorance and misinfor
mation about Palestine and its Arab inhabitants among early Zionists. But 
whether or not they explicitly addressed the issue of a substantial non- 
Jewish presence in Palestine or even acknowledged that it was an issue, 
that presence nonetheless constituted an important part of the context, 
the horizon, the background, in relation to which Zionism took shape, 
especially in Palestine itself. As such it certainly helped shape Zionist dis
course, through the silences and exclusions it generated and through the 
ways in which it was represented (and acted upon). Though a great deal 
of research remains to be done on this question, it is nonetheless possible 
to isolate two persistent and interrelated themes that appear in much of 
Zionist discourse on the Arabs of Palestine.

Early on, Zionist discourse often simply rendered the country's indige
nous Arab population invfsible. From most early Zionist writing—includ
ing, for example, Herzl's The Jewish State, published in 1896—it is diffi
cult, if not impossible, to learn that Palestine was at the time anything 
other than empty. The Arabs were simply not mentioned, as if they did 
not exist. But another, ultimately more durable and important theme 
emerged almost simultaneously, one which did not so much displace as 
supplement the representation of Palestine as empty and its inhabitants 
as invisible. Once it was beyond question that the country in which Zion-
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ism sought to establish a Jewish state was not empty in the literal sense, 
the Arabs of Palestine came to be represented as essentially, ontologically, 
marginal to the land and its destiny. Their physical presence in large num
bers, closely settled in hundreds of villages and towns, was perhaps no 
longer disputable, but the character of their relationship to the country j 
was represented as fundamentally different from, and inferior to, that of 
the Jews, regardless of where most of the latter had actually lived for 
centuries.

Palestine was represented in Zionist discourse as by definition a Jewish 
land, whose eternal essence was Jewish. Therefore no other people could 
have an equally authentic historical or contemporary presence in it, or an 
equally valid claim or organic link to it. At the same time, the dominant 
Zionist representation of Palestine's non-Jewish inhabitants asserted that 
they lacked the requisite characteristics which might entitle them to na
tional rights in the country; they were not, and by their very essence 
could not be, a distinct or coherent people or nation. For most (though, as 
we will see, not all) Zionists, Palestine was inhabited not by a more or less 
coherent ethnos, nor even by a group in the process of becoming a distinct 
people or national entity, but rather by a heterogeneous and incoherent 
amalgam with no definite national characteristics. This motley assemblage 
of many different races and peoples had only shallow roots in the land 
and could therefore just as easily and happily be resettled somewhere else, 
or be reduced to a residual minority living alongside (and in subordination 
to) the land's new Jewish majority.

In contrast, it was taken as self-evident that despite their geographical 
dispersion, their cultural and social diversity, and their small numbers in 
Palestine itself, Jews everywhere constituted a single nation with perma
nent and exclusive rights in the country. Indeed, this was a core premise 
of Zionism. It is within this discursive context that we can make sense of 
the early Zionist slogan, "A  land without a people for a people without a 
land." It was not so much that Palestine was deemed to be literally empty, 
though some Zionists may initially have imagined this to be the case; it 
was that the Arabs who were the majority of the population did not con
stitute a distinct people with a legitimate claim to the land, whereas the 
Jews did. The land lacked not people, in the sense of inhabitants, but a 
people, a nation organically linked to this particular territory, that is, the 
Jewish people. It was this lack which Zionism saw itself as remedying: by 
returning the Jews to this land, the land would be restored to its rightful 
owners.

As I will discuss shortly, not all Zionists shared these conceptions of



32 / Before the First World War

the land and its inhabitants, and some would offer different representa
tions which suggested alternative strategies for realizing the goals of Zi
onism* But with few exceptions these too presumed the heterogeneity of 
Palestine's Arab population (and thus their lack of national rights in it), 
represented the Arabs as newcomers to the land (and thus without any 
historic claim to it), recognized their rootedness but denied that Palestin
ian Arabs constituted a distinct and coherent national entity, or merely 
stressed the superiority of the Jewish connection with (and therefore claim 
to) the land. They were thus also rooted in a discourse, a distinct system 
of meaning, that took the alleged marginality of the Arabs in Palestine as 
their defining characteristic.9

It is not difficult to discern these images and attitudes embedded in the 
writings and pronouncements, public and private, of early Zionist thinkers 
and leaders. Even while visiting Palestine in 1898, Herzl could see its non- 
Jewish inhabitants as no more than a "mixed multitude," a motley assort
ment of different ethnic and racial types which obviously lacked any of 
the characteristics of a nation.10 That Palestine's Arab population was 
hardly visible to Herzl made it all the easier to imagine moving it else
where, or submerging it in a Jewish majority. In his diary Herzl could 
envision—without any apparent moral qualms—the dispossession of the 
indigenous peasant population: the land they worked would be discreetly 
bought by Jews and never resold to non-Jews, while the landless peasants 
would be "spirited" across the border through the provision of employ
ment outside Palestine.11

The invisibility, or at best marginality, of Palestine's Arab population 
is also evident in Herzl's utopian novel Altneuland (Old-New Land), first 
published in 1902. Set twenty years in the future, the novel depicts Pales
tine as having an overwhelmingly Jewish population, while its former 
Arab inhabitants are virtually absent from the scene. At the same time, 
Herzl insists that the Arabs have actually benefited from Zionism, that 
their economic prosperity more than compensates for—indeed, renders 
utterly irrelevant, hardly worthy of mention—their transformation into 
a small minority living in a predominantly Jewish society. The Arabs of 
Altneuland are apparently content with their new marginal status, their 
virtual invisibility in the land where twenty years earlier—at the time 
Herzl was actually writing—they had been demographically and cultur
ally dominant.

That Herzl's attitudes were less the product of ignorance or misinfor
mation than of a certain way' of grasping reality is also confirmed by an
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episode that took place in 1899, a Year after Herzl's first visit to Palestine. 
The chief rabbi of France passed on to Herzl a letter he had received from 
Yusuf al-Khalidi (1842-1906), a prominent notable of Jerusalem who had 
served as the city's mayor and a member of the Ottoman parliament of 
1876-78 and held various posts in the local Ottoman administration.12 In 
his letter al-Khalidi expressed sympathy for the professed aim of Zionism, 
the relief of Jewish suffering. But, he insisted, large-scale Jewish settle
ment in, and ultimately Jewish sovereignty over, Palestine could only be 
achieved by force and violence, in the face of strong resistance by the local 
population, and he implored the Zionists to find some other territory in 
which to settle Jews and seek a Jewish state.13

It is significant, and characteristic, that Herzl's reply to this plea, which 
might have impressed upon him the existence of an "Arab question" or 
at least a "native problem," focused on the economic benefits Zionism 
would bring to the local population. Herzl insisted that the Jews had only 
peaceful intentions and emphasized the wealth which would accrue to the 
country's Arab landowners as Jewish immigration led to rising land ( 
prices. "That is what the indigenous population must realize, that they l 
will gain excellent brothers as the Sultan will gain faithful and good sub
jects who will make this province flourish— this province which is their 
historic homeland."14 For Herzl as for most Zionists, Palestine was the 
"historic homeland" only of the Jews, pointing up their conception of the 
indigenous population as lacking national characteristics or any genuine 
attachment to its land and culture—or at least of an attachment that was 
of the same order as the Jews', which brought with it political-national 
rights the Arabs were to be denied. The Arabs would and should be con
tent with the prosperity which Zionism would bring to (some of) them 
as individuals. Of course, even as Herzl was reassuring al-Khalidi of his 
movement's peaceful and benevolent intentions, he was laying siege to 
the chancelleries of Europe, seeking the backing of a European power for 
Zionism if, as seemed likely, the Ottoman sultan proved reluctant to con
cede Palestine.

By contrast, Herzl was quite capable of understanding (and even sym
pathizing with) indigenous aspirations when they concerned places other 
than Palestine. For example, he was impressed by the educated young 
Egyptians he encountered while passing through Cairo in 1902, referring 
to them as the "coming masters" of the country and wondering why the 
British officials who controlled Egypt did not grasp this: "They think they 
are''going to deal with Fellahin [peasants] forever."15 Palestine was for
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Herzl a different matter altogether: there neither the peasants nor the 
emerging Arab intelligentsia merited mention, much less serious atten
tion.

For Herzl and others, the subordination, dispossession, and even dis
placement of Palestine's indigenous population were implicitly or explic
itly made thinkable and legitimate by the fact that those inhabitants were 
non-European, perhaps even nonwhite according to the typology of colo
nial discourse (and of contemporary "scientific racism"). Herzl explicitly 
located his project within a powerful contemporary European conception 
of the world when, in The Jewish State, he assured his readers—Jews 
and non-Jews, but certainly Europeans—that the future Jewish state in 
Palestine would form "a portion of the rampart of Europe against Asia, an 
outpost of civilization against barbarism."16 For Zionists, the new Jewish 
nation they sought to create might not be located in Europe but it would 
certainly be of Europe. Indeed, the attainment of Jewish sovereignty 
would for the first time allow Jews to participate in the great project of 
Western civilization on an equal footing. Except for a few marginal ro
mantics, Zionists rejected any form of cultural integration into the Middle 
East, and when after 1948 Israel's Jewish population came to consist heav
ily of immigrants from Arab lands and their descendants, the state's polit
ical and cultural elites would denounce "levantinization" as a grave danger 
to Israel's essentially European cultural character. In a sense, then, Zion
ists were seeking a way to ensure that non-Jewish Europeans would treat 
the Jews not like inferior non-Europeans but like fellow Europeans with 
equal status and rights. Underpinning this perspective was a shared hier
archical conception of Europe and non-Europe and of the relations be
tween them, which Zionists found it perfectly natural to apply to Palestine 
and its Arab inhabitants.

None of this should be taken to suggest that Herzl and his colleagues 
did not think of themselves as liberal humanists, as men who adhered to 
universalist values of reason and progress. They most certainly did, which 
is precisely my point (though one that many historians of Zionism seem 
unable to grasp): they were, inevitably, men of their time, and as such 
they were able without too much difficulty to reconcile their liberal and 
universalist humanism with confidence in the superiority of European 
civilization and an ability to ignore the aspirations, concerns, and rights 
of the non-Europeans whom their project affected.17 In this the early Zi
onists were hot at all unique: the system of inclusions and exclusions, of 
superiority and subordination, which largely governed relations between 
Europeans and Qther peoples defined as less advanced was a powerful com
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ponent of the culture in which they (and most other Europeans) were 
imbricated in this period. Many elements of Zionist discourse about Pales
tine and its Arab inhabitants—the conception of the land as empty and 
available for European settlement or exploitation, the depiction of the in
digenous population as marginal, incoherent, backward, rootless, and 
therefore movable, the legitimization of coercion as a means of achieving 
European purposes, the denial of equal human, civil, or national rights, 
and so on—show up in other contemporary colonial-settler projects, and 
more broadly in a widespread and deeply rooted contemporary European 
discourse on non-European peoples and lands.18

As with slavery in an earlier period, it would be some time before 
significant numbers of western Europeans would be brought to feel that 
the Asians and Africans subject to European control were entitled to the 
purportedly universal human rights which Europeans regarded as their 
birthright and a mark of the genius of their civilization. Anticolonial resis
tance by Asians and Africans themselves played an important role in 
bringing about this change, as did political, social, and cultural shifts 
within Europe. Until that time, however, colonialism, broadly defined as 
not simply a system of European political domination over non-Europeans 
but also as a relatively coherent set of perceptions and attitudes, was a 
central component of much of European culture. As such, it inevitably 
helped shape the perceptions and attitudes of adherents of Zionism, a Eu
ropean nationalism which regarded an already inhabited extra-European 
territory as the site of its realization.

Ironically, in this period and later many Europeans applied this same 
system of classifying human groups to the Jews, defining them as essen
tially non-European and therefore as undeserving of equal rights. Some 
would go even further and, drawing on the same "scientific" principles 
used to justify racist attitudes toward nonwhite colonial subjects, and op
pressive and exploitative rule over them, would define Jews as less than 
fully human, with horrific consequences. It is also important to remember 
that Zionism won support among Jews (and many non-Jews as well) 
largely because it could portray itself as a solution to a very real and 
pressing crisis: the "Jewish problem" in Europe. By contrast, the non- 
Jewish "poor whites" who migrated to and settled in various European 
colonies overseas were largely motivated by a desire to improve their lot 
in life, rather than (as with Jewish immigrants to Palestine) by a national
ist project or (later) by the need to escape persecution. Though one may 
perhaps understand why members of Palestine's indigenous Arab popula
tion might not feel it particularly important to distinguish between the



objective consequences of Jewish immigration to Palestine and the immi
grants' subjective motivations, that distinction is certainly crucial to un
derstanding how the Zionist movement, under whose auspices many of 
those Jews came to Palestine, understood what it was doing and why.

I We must of course always be careful to avoid analyzing discourses, 
j ideologies, and movements as if they were monolithic or immutable, and 
| this caveat applies to Zionism as well. The representation of Palestine and 
[ its Arab population that characterized Herzl and Herzlian Zionism did not 
1 go entirely unchallenged. Among Herzl's contemporaries and successors 
i there were individuals who, for various reasons, articulated perspectives 

that implicitly or explicitly acknowledged the presence in Palestine of a 
coherent Arab community with which the Zionist movement would have 
to reckon. However, I argue that the ultimate marginality of such voices 
to mainstream Zionist thought and practice demonstrates that the repre
sentation of Palestinian Arabs prevalent within the Zionist movement had 
less to do with ignorance than with a particular way of knowing and a 
particular kind of knowledge, one that served certain needs and furthered 
certain goals.

Asher Ginsberg (1856-1927), far better known by his pen name Ahad 
Hacam ("One of the People"), is a case in point. He was the preeminent 
Hebrew essayist of his day and the leading literary light and publicist of 
Hibbat Tziyon. After visiting Palestine in 1891, he published a scathing 

( article (provocatively entitled "Truth from Eretz Yisra’el") in which he 
told his readers that Palestine was not empty and desolate but densely 

,* settled and cultivated by Arabs, who were not ignorant savages but a peo- 
| pie of intellect and cunning. While some Ottoman officials were doubtless 

corrupt and incompetent, the empire's rulers were patriots and would 
never give Palestine up without a struggle. Ahad Hacam went on to accuse 
many Jewish colonists in Palestine of treating Arabs in an unjust, cruel,

I and hostile manner. After another visit in 19 1 1  he warned his readers that 
a national consciousness was beginning to develop among many Arabs in 
Palestine, which would only make Jewish immigration and land acquisi
tion even more difficult.19

In the 1890s Ahad Ha£am criticized Hibbat Tziyon's model of settle
ment, and later he would criticize Herzl's vision of a sovereign Jewish 
state comprising all or most of the world's Jews, to be secured through 

* the intervention of one or more of the European powers. Not only was 
Herzl's vision grandiose and unrealistic, he argued, but the Jewish state 
Herzl imagined (in Altneuland and elsewhere) lacked any authentic Jew
ish content, and Herzl also failed to take Arab opposition seriously.20 As
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an alternative, Ahad Hacam advocated a program of small-scale and grad
ual Jewish immigration and settlement, leading to the firm rooting in 
Palestine of a relatively small but viable and vigorous Jewish community 
which would serve as a "spiritual center" for the regeneration of Jewish 
national culture in the Diaspora.21

Ahad Ha'am was certainly one of the first major Zionist thinkers to 
acknowledge that Arabs were a collective presence in Palestine and to in
sist publicly that Zionism must recognize them as an important factor, 
even as a potential adversary. Yet few Zionists took his warnings seri
ously. Nor did they heed others who tried to raise the issue, and the 
mainstream of the Zionist movement continued to deny the existence of 
an "Arab problem."22 During Herzl's tenure as president of the Zionist 
Organization (1897-1904), the movement focused on a primarily "politi
cal" Zionism whose main goal was to obtain a "charter" for Jewish settle
ment and autonomy in Palestine from the Ottoman government or one of 
the European imperialist powers. But no charter was forthcoming. After 
Herzl's death immigration, land acquisition, and settlement work in Pales
tine itself—an approach known as "practical Zionism" and supported by 
most Zionist activists in Russia, where the movement had its mass base— 
again began to assume pride of place in Zionist strategy, especially during 
the 1903-14  wave of Jewish immigration, the Second Aliya.

Yet the search for a European big-power sponsor was never really 
abandoned. Nor could it be, since as Herzl and his successors understood, 
without a powerful patron there was little likelihood that the Zionist proj
ect could succeed in the face of Ottoman restrictions on immigration and 
land acquisition, and the increasingly vigorous and coherent opposition of 
Palestine's Arab majority. This quest would eventually be crowned with 
success when, during the First World War, the British government de
cided that support for Zionism would serve its war aims and was compati
ble with its plans for the postwar disposition of the former Arab provinces 
of the Ottoman empire.

The new synthesis of "political" and "practical" Zionism which took 
shape during the Second Aliya also tended to ignore or reject Ahad 
Hacam's view of the Arabs of Palestine as an authentic and significant fac
tor. That synthesis instead absorbed and reproduced the prevailing Zionist 
representation of the Arabs as essentially marginal and irrelevant. But this 
representation was now conditioned by two new factors: on the one hand, 
the need to reconcile Zionism with the universalistic moral claims of social-1 
ism, which had made its appearance as an organized ideological and politi
cal force within the Zionist movement as well as in the Yishuv, and on the
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other the concrete circumstances and problems encountered by Jewish im
migrants who arrived in Palestine in the decade or so preceding the First 
World War. The representations of the Palestinian Arabs produced within 
socialist-Zionist discourse, and the attitudes and practices in which that 
discourse was manifested, would play a decisive role in determining the 
course of Zionist-Palestinian relations during the many decades during 
which labor Zionism played a prominent, and for a time hegemonic, role 
within the broader Zionist movement and the Yishuv.

S O C I A L I S T  Z I O N I S M  A N D  T H E  A R A B S  O F  P A L E S T I N E

As a distinct tendency, socialist Zionism was almost contemporaneous 
with Herzl's liberal political Zionism, although it could lay claim to such 
forerunners as Moses Hess (1812-75), an associate of Karl Marx in the 
1840s and later the author of the proto-Zionist essay Rome and Jerusalem 
(1862). The first major theoretician of socialist Zionism, Nahman Syrkin 
(1868-1924), published his essay "The Jewish Question and the Socialist 
Jewish State" only a year after the First Zionist Congress, to which he 
was a delegate.23 Syrkin sought to synthesize his conception of social
ism—ethical and utopian rather than Marxist—and his strong commit
ment to Zionism, arguing against bourgeois Zionists like Herzl that only 
the proletarianized Jewish masses could realize Zionism (which therefore 
had to be socialist in content), and against anti-Zionist Jewish socialists 
that there could be no solution to the Jewish problem without the creation 
of a Jewish state.

Syrkin was not always convinced that that state had to be located in 
Palestine: for a few years after the Seventh Zionist Congress (1905) Syr
kin quit the Zionist Organization and headed the Russian socialist wing 
of the Territorialist movement, which regarded Palestine as only one of 
several possible sites for Jewish settlement and autonomy. By 1909, how
ever, he had returned to the Palestine-oriented Zionist mainstream by 
joining Pocalei Tziyon ("Workers of Zion"), the strongest socialist-Zionist 
tendency within the Zionist movement. In time, Syrkin would come to be 
regarded as the intellectual godfather of labor Zionism in the non-Marx
ist, social-democratic form embodied in MAPAI ("Party of the Workers 
of the Land of Israel") from 1930 onward.24

It is therefore worthy of note that Syrkin apparently did not feel it 
necessary to justify Zionism's claims to Palestine or its likely impact on 
the country's indigenous population in terms of socialist principles. In 
fact, none of his pre-First World War theoretical or programmatic works
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makes any implicit or explicit mention of Arabs or of an "Arab problem." 
In "The Jewish Question and the Socialist Jewish State" Syrkin proposes 
that Zionism acquire Palestine from the Ottoman government by pur
chase, by diplomacy, or by mobilizing European democratic and proletar
ian opinion to pressure the Ottomans into conceding the country to the 
Jews. The best option, Syrkin argued, was for Zionism to aid the oppressed 
Christian peoples of the Ottoman empire—he mentions the Macedonians, 
the Armenians, and the Greeks—in their struggles for independence. 
After victory, each people would have its own state in the former Ottoman 
territories in which it constituted a majority, while in territories with 
mixed populations partition and peaceful exchanges of population would 
ensue. For their role in the anti-Ottoman struggle the Jews would get 
Palestine: "Eretz Yisra’el, which is very sparsely populated and in which 
Jews are even today 10 percent of the population, should be turned over 
to the Jews."25

Syrian's ability to ignore the fact that Palestine had a substantial Arab 
population and his failure to see anything problematic in the transforma
tion of a small Jewish minority into an exclusively Jewish (albeit socialist) 
state and society, apparently by the removal of the indigenous population, 
suggest that, despite his sharp differences with Herzl over the social char
acter of the future Jewish state, he shared the dominant Zionist represen
tation of Palestine's Arabs as invisible or marginal. For Syrkin as for 
Herzl, Palestine's indigenous population was to be the object of power 
politics, to be moved elsewhere to satisfy the needs and aspirations of 
Europeans, and it was certainly not entitled to national rights in Palestine 
equivalent to those which Jews were presumed to possess.

B O R O K H O V ,  B O R O K H O V I S M ,  A N D  P A L E S T I N E

The work of the other preeminent early socialist-Zionist thinker, Ber Bo- 
rokhov (1881-1917), exhibits a more complex but not essentially dissimi
lar attitude. It was Borokhov who laid the theoretical foundations for the 
synthesis of Marxism and Zionism espoused by Pocalei Tziyon, the largest 
of the prewar socialist-Zionist parties in eastern Europe and Palestine. In 
"The National Question and the Class Struggle" (1905) Borokhov sought 
to elaborate a Marxist theory of the nation and nationalism.26 Borokhov 
supplemented the Marxian concepts of "relations of production" and 
"forces of production" with his own "conditions of production," which 
included national territory and other factors. He sought to demonstrate 
that the achievement by oppressed nationalities of "normal" conditions of
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j production—that is, their own independent nation-state—was a prerequi- 
I site for, rather than a hindrance to, the successful waging of the class 
' struggle and, ultimately, socialist revolution.

In this theoretical project Borokhov's methods and models were 
steeped in the strongly positivist, economistic, and mechanistic Marxism 
characteristic of the parties and ideologists of the Second International, 
with their faith in "iron laws" and inexorable historical processes op
erating independently of human agency or will. The utility of Borokhov's 
theoretical work was immediately obvious to his disciples: it provided a 
seemingly rigorous Marxist rationale for dissolving the apparent—and, to 
many eastern European socialist-Zionists, deeply troubling—contradic
tion between socialism and Zionism by making the latter an essential pre
condition for the realization of the former, a necessary and unavoidable 
means to an end, rather than a dangerous diversion. Borokhov's analysis 
helped socialist-Zionists fend off criticism from fellow socialists who were 

1 strongly anti-Zionist, including almost all factions of the Russian social- 
democratic movement but also the Bund, the independent Jewish socialist 
party which had strong support among the impoverished Jewish masses 
of eastern Europe. Both the all-Russian social democrats and the Bundists 
denounced Zionism in all its forms as reactionary, since by calling on the 
Jews to emigrate to Palestine it diverted the attention of the Jewish work
ers from the struggle against capitalism and antisemitism in the countries 
where they actually lived, implicitly or explicitly accepted the antisemitic 
premise that Jews and non-Jews could never live together in harmony as 
equals, and promised what they saw as an illusory and utopian solution 
to the very real problems of the Jewish masses.

In 1906 Borokhov published "Our Platform," which applied his general 
analysis of nationalism to the Jewish question and provided the fledgling 
Pocalei Tziyon movement with a distinctive theoretical perspective and 

I political program.27 In Borokhov's view, the Jews were unassimilable and 
1 persecuted wherever they lived in the Diaspora because of their "abnor

mal" social structure: they were overwhelmingly concentrated in the in
terstices and on the margins of national economic life, in petty trade, 

j small-scale service enterprises, moneylending, and the like rather than 
' in agriculture and primary industry. Unable to compete successfully in 

economies dominated by non-Jews and arousing antisemitism wherever 
they went, the petit bourgeois Jewish masses would ultimately—inexora- 

! bly—be compelled to migrate to Palestine, the only territory in which 
I they could successfully achieve economic normalcy by becoming workers 

and farmers. Here this new normal Jewish proletariat would finally be



able to wage the class struggle and ultimately achieve a Jewish socialist 
society.

But why was Palestine the territory to which the Jewish masses would 
inevitably make their way and in which they would ultimately achieve 
both socialism and statehood? Borokhov made a signal contribution to 
socialist Zionism by providing a purportedly objective rationale cast in 
Marxist terms for the choice of Palestine as the site of this project, as 
opposed to the emotional, religious, or historical justifications advanced 
by other Zionists. For Borokhov, Palestine was unique in one crucial re
spect: only there could the Jewish immigrants crisscrossing the globe in 
search of a permanent haven

not encounter organized and united resistance and displacement. In all the 
other lands legal restrictions and prohibitions on entry are an expression 
of the needs of the local population, which does not want foreign competi
tors. As a result no democratization of the regime or of international rela
tions in bourgeois society can remove these restrictions. By contrast, prohi
bitions on the entry of Jews from Russia and Austria to Eretz Yisra’el are 
only a manifestation of the [Ottoman] sultan's arbitrariness, without any 
connection to the real needs of the population of Eretz Yisra’el itself.28

Borokhov thus understood that Palestine was not unpopulated. But like 
most early Zionists he was certain that the country's inhabitants presently 
did not, and for the foreseeable future would not, constitute a coherent or 
distinct community which might rationally oppose Jewish immigration. 
In fact, his analysis and prognosis were rendered plausible only by this 
rather dubious premise. That premise was in turn supported by Boro
khov's conception of Palestine's population. Although the ignorant might 
call them "Arabs" or "Turks," he wrote, "they in fact have nothing in 
common with Arabs or Turks, and their attitude toward both of these is 
cold and even hostile."29 He argued that

The natives of Eretz Yisra’el have no independent economic or cultural 
character; they are divided and disintegrated not only by the structure of 
the country's territory and by the diversity of its religions, but also by vir
tue of its character as an international hostel [i.e., a land whose inhabitants 
were a mixture of races and types, the remnants of numerous peoples who 
had passed through without striking roots, and thus lacked a common na
tional culture or character]. The natives of Eretz Yisra’el are not a single 
nation, nor will they constitute a single nation for a long time. They very 
easily and quickly adapt themselves to every cultural model higher than 
theirs brought from abroad; they are unable to unite in an organized act of 
resistance to external influences; they are unsuited for national competi- I 

\tion, and their competition has an individualistic and anarchic character. j

Before the First World War / 41



42 / Before the First World War

In the long run, Borokhov predicted, "the inhabitants of Eretz Yisra’el 
j will adapt themselves to the economic and cultural type that seizes a dom- 
I inant economic position in the country. The natives of Eretz Yisra’el will 
1 assimilate economically and culturally with whoever brings order to the 
1 country, whoever undertakes the development of the forces of production 

of Eretz Yisra’el." His conclusion: "It is the Jewish immigrants who will 
undertake the development of the forces of production of Eretz Yisra’el, 
and the local population of Eretz Yisra’el will soon assimilate economically 
and culturally to the Jews."30

( To bolster his argument Borokhov could also draw on contemporary 
European racial typologies. "The local population in Eretz Yisra’el," he 
asserted, "is closer to the Jews in racial composition even than any other 

[ of the 'Semitic' peoples.. . .  In any event, all the travellers-tourists con
firm that except for their use of Arabic it is impossible to distinguish in 
any respect between a Sefardi porter and a simple [Arab] worker or peas
ant." Borokhov had to rely on travelers' accounts to support this assertion 
because he himself never actually set foot in Palestine.31

Curiously, despite a poor grasp of the region's geography, culture, and 
history, Borokhov did have some notion that an Arab nationalist move
ment had appeared. In a footnote to "Our Platform," he acknowledged 
that Arab nationalists included Palestine in their future patrimony and 
that "our haters of Zion [i.e., outright anti-Zionists but also the 'Territori- 
alists' who were willing to consider lands other than Palestine for Jewish 
settlement and self-rule] see the Arab movement as a terrible threat to 
Zionism." But he dismissed Arab nationalism as irrelevant because he was 

I certain that despite a shared language and religion, the peasants of Pales- 
I tine had nothing in common with the Arabs 32

The precondition for the massive influx of Jewish immigrants into Pal
estine and their eventual absorption of the indigenous population was, of 
course, the removal of the Ottoman government's restrictions on the free 
entry of Jews. But how was this to be achieved? Like Syrkin, Borokhov 

i believed that the antisemitic governments of the European countries in 
j which the Jewish masses presently lived would pressure the Ottoman gov- 
| ernment to allow the Jews free entry, in order to facilitate their emigration 
| and thereby get rid of this unwanted element. In the longer run, the class 

struggle of the Jewish proletariat in eastern Europe would contribute to 
the overthrow of those reactionary regimes, and the new democratic gov
ernments which the Jewish workers would help install would reward them 
by forcing the Ottoman sultan to allow the Jews into Palestine without 
restriction.33
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The wishes of the indigenous population of Palestine did not enter into 
Borokhov's vision of the present or the future. In fact, his whole theoreti
cal edifice rested on the nonexistence of anything resembling a coherent 
Arab society in Palestine, on an image of the indigenous population as no 
more than a heterogeneous and rootless mass of backward peasants. In 
this sense, the socialist-Zionist theoretician was very much a man of his 
times. There was certainly much debate within the contemporary Euro
pean social-democratic movement about the relationship between prole
tarian internationalism and the national rights of, and nationalist move
ments among, the oppressed peoples (including the Jews) within the 
multiethnic empires of Europe, especially Tsarist Russia and Hapsburg- 
ruled Austria-Hungary. European social democrats were also generally 
committed to mitigating the harsher aspects of European colonial rule and 
rendering it more benign, while opposing the militarism and chauvinism 
which they well knew imperialism bred and which were exploited by reac
tionary forces in Europe itself to weaken the social-democratic movement. 
Yet before the First World War, relatively few socialists opposed colonial
ism in principle or rejected its underlying premises, and most shared with 
their avowed class enemies a firm belief in the superiority of European 
civilization and the consequent right (if not duty) of Europeans to rule 
over less advanced peoples. The principle of national self-determination 
which many European socialists were prepared to accept with respect to 
European peoples was not deemed to apply to most if not all non- 
European peoples, who were seen as more or less childlike tutelaries of 
more or less beneficent Europeans. They imagined that future socialist 
governments in Europe would certainly exercise a more benign form of 
tutelage than did the present-day bourgeois regimes, and they would not 
exploit colonial rivalries to fan the flames of national hatred at home. But 
the right of Europeans to dominate non-Europeans and share or impose 
their superior ways, including socialism itself, was largely taken for 
granted.

This was as true of socialist Zionists as it was of anti-Zionist socialists, 
with few exceptions. Both Syrkin and Borokhov believed that eventually 
Palestine would be given to the Jews by the European powers, whether 
their governments were reactionary and antisemitic or democratic, even 
socialist. The wishes of the country's indigenous population were simply 
not something that even socialist Zionists had to take into account. Where 
Syrkin envisioned that population's emigration so as to make room for 
Jewish immigrants, Borokhov imagined that the Arab inhabitants of Pal
estine would simply disappear through assimilation with the economically
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and culturally more advanced Jews. In Borokhov's prognosis we can dis
cern the intersection of conceptions of non-European peoples that were 
central to contemporary colonial discourse with a version of Marxism that 
was little more than crude economic determinism.

In the years that followed the publication of his most important theo
retical and programmatic statements, Borokhov would make only passing 
reference in his published essays and articles to the indigenous population 
of Palestine. In his later writings he did occasionally use the term "Arabs," 
but he never abandoned his belief that they did not constitute a distinct 
national entity, much less possess any legitimate rights in Palestine. De
spite some expressions of respect for Ottoman resistance to foreign en
croachment in the years leading up to the outbreak of the First World 
War, he and the movement he helped lead could attribute Arab and Otto
man opposition to Zionism only to antisemitism. Thus the third congress 
of the World Union of Pocalei Tziyon, which grouped the socialist-Zionist 
parties in various countries, noted in the summer of 19 1 1  that "there have 
recently been manifestations of antisemitism among certain segments of 
the Arab community in Eretz Yisra’el and also among some elements of 
Turkish society, manifestations which cause conflicts and clashes and cre
ate political-legal obstacles to Jewish immigration and settlement in Eretz 
Yisra’el."34

This resolution also contains several other elements which would be 
central tolabor-Zionist discourse about Palestine and its indigenous popu
lation. First, while it proclaimed Pocalei Tziyon's support for the territorial 
integrity of the Ottoman empire and its solidarity with the empire's pro
gressive and democratic forces, it also declared that "our [Zionist] aspira
tions run parallel to the course of development of the productive forces in 
Eretz Yisra’el and to the interests of Ottoman democracy." This formula
tion reflects Borokhovism's image of itself as simply implementing the 
stern decrees of historical necessity, an image rooted in its rigidly mecha
nistic understanding of Marxism. Though Borokhov sometimes wavered 
on this issue, allowing greater importance to human agency, he generally 
insisted that inexorable "stychic" processes would inevitably channel Jew
ish capital and then Jewish immigrants into Palestine, leading to the de
velopment of capitalism there. As the productive forces developed the Jew
ish proletariat would grow in size and strength, waging its own class 
struggle which would also contribute to the broader struggle for Ottoman 
democracy. Hence the beneficial and necessary character of Zionism, as 
grasped from within Borokhovist discourse. There was little room in that
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discourse for the wishes or aspirations of Palestine's Arab population, who 
as we have seen had been more or less defined out of existence.

This formulation also resonated with what was to be a central justifica
tion deployed by defenders of labor Zionism in response to criticism that 
the national rights of the indigenous majority were being violated. This 
was the argument that, in effect, the land belonged to those who made it 
productive. Jewish immigrants had settled in what had been a barren land, 
had through their loving labors made the land fertile and productive, and 
this almost sacred act of redemption gave the Jews superior rights to the 
land. Implicit in this representation was an indictment of the Arab popula
tion, who were depicted as having abandoned, neglected, and abused the 
land, and therefore not to really deserve it or be entitled to it.

Another segment of this resolution foreshadows yet another theme 
that would play a key role in labor Zionism's thinking about relations 
with Palestinian Arabs in general and Palestinian Arab workers in particu
lar. On the one hand it depicted Arab opposition to Zionism as antisemi
tism pure and simple, implicitly likening the peasants of Palestine to the 
vodka-besotted Russian or Ukrainian pogromists with whom eastern Eu
ropean Jews were all too familiar. On the other hand the resolution called 
for rapprochement and mutual understanding with "the popular elements 
among the Arab inhabitants dwelling in Eretz Yisra’el." As we will see, 
the distinction which this formulation drew between potentially friendly 
"popular elements" within the Arab population of Palestine and other, 
presumably hostile, elite elements would later be developed along lines 
that would serve important discursive and political purposes. Labor Zion
ism's distinction between the good (if backward) Arab working masses 
and the pernicious (because nationalist and anti-Zionist) Arab elite would 
buttress not only a certain conviction about the objectively pro-Zionist 
interests of Arab workers but also a long-standing rejection of the authen
ticity, legitimacy, and mass base of Palestinian Arab nationalism.

T H E  E N C O U N T E R  I N  P A L E S T I N E

That Zionist leaders, ideologists, and activists based in Europe who (like 
Borokhov) had never set foot in Palestine, or who (like Herzl) had paid 
only hurried visits, should develop such images of the land and its Arab 
inhabitants may perhaps not seem so surprising. These people were often 
preoccupied with matters directly concerning the Jews of Europe and had 
little time for the situation in Palestine itself. However, the record of the
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nascent Jewish workers' movement in Palestine makes it impossible to 
sustain the argument that these distorted perceptions were simply or pri
marily a result of distance and ignorance. Members of that movement 
actually in Palestine generally continued to accept and propagate the pre
vailing Zionist discourse which represented Palestine's Arabs as a motley 
amalgam with only a marginal presence in the country and no legitimate 
national claim to it. This is not to suggest that socialist-Zionist views did 
not change over time; they certainly did, especially as it became evident 
that what these self-proclaimed "pioneers" (halutzim) actually experi
enced in Palestine did not coincide with what their ideology had led them 
to expect. As we will see, however, there was a great deal of continuity as 
well, especially when it came to attitudes toward the Arabs of Palestine.

For a time, Borokhov's comrades and disciples who actually left their 
homes in the Tsarist and Hapsburg empires and went to Palestine during 
the Second Aliya remained loyal to his vision and to the conception of 
Palestine's indigenous Arab population which it entailed. In 1906 a hand
ful of activists of the new Pocalei Tziyon branch in Palestine itself, offi
cially dubbed the "Jewish Social-Democratic Workers' Party in the Land 
of Israel," met in the Arab town of Ramla to draw up a program for their 
party. That program opened with a Borokhovist paraphrase of the first 
lines of The Communist Manifesto: "All human history is a history of 
national and class struggles." The only reference to the indigenous popu
lation appeared in the context of a reiteration of Borokhovist orthodoxy: 
since the capitalism developing in Palestine required "educated, energetic 
workers, and since the local worker is still in a lowly state (natun beshefel 
madrega), capitalist development in Palestine depends on the immigration 
of more developed workers from abroad"—that is, Jews. Here the Pales
tinian Arab worker makes an early appearance, though not explicitly de
noted as such and only as a figure whose backwardness requires another 
more advanced kind of worker, the immigrating Jewish proletarian, to 
take center stage. Neither this document, nor a second program drafted 
a few months later at a party meeting in the coastal city of Jaffa, also 
overwhelmingly Arab, made any specific reference to Arabs or to a Zionist 
policy toward them. The second draft program did have something to say 
about Palestine's future, however: it declared the party's goal to be "politi
cal autonomy for the Jewish people in this country."35

This is not to say, however, that the issue did not surface at all. As 
| early as 1906, at a Pocalei Tziyon meeting in Jaffa, some party members 
j called on their leaders to begin organizing Arab workers. One participant 
* recalled that the discussion was "heated to the point of a split, which was
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avoided only by the majority's proposal to postpone a party effort to orga
nize Arab workers but to permit individuals to take action in this area." 
A few months later, at the party's second congress, some delegates de
manded that a Jewish-Arab workers' organization be established, but 
nothing came of the idea.36

In the aftermath of the Ottoman constitutional ("Young Turk") revo
lution of 1908, the intensification of Arab-Jewish conflict in Palestine and 
the appearance of a movement for Arab autonomy within (and later inde
pendence from) the Ottoman empire compelled the Yishuv and the Zion
ist movement to pay greater attention to the question of political relations 
with the Arabs of Palestine. Arab protests against Jewish immigration and 
land purchases, and explicitly anti-Zionist sentiments, were now voiced 
more frequently and vigorously, indicating that Arab opposition might 
pose a serious threat to the Zionist project; hence, for example, Ahad 
Ha'am's warnings after his 19 1 1  visit.37 However, though some Zionists 
now began to perceive relations with Palestine's Arab majority as an ac
tual or potential problem, the issue did not at this stage attain a significant 
place on the agenda of the Zionist movement, and no explicit or coherent 
policy was formulated to address it.

These early debates do, however, provide support for the argument 
which scholars attempting to rethink the history of Zionism and the Yi
shuv have advanced and which I set forth in the Introduction: to under
stand the development of the Yishuv, and especially of labor Zionism, 
which by the 1930s would be the dominant sociopolitical force in the Yi
shuv and the world Zionist movement, one must focus not so much on the 
socialist ideology which the generation of "founders," the self-proclaimed 
pioneers of Zionist settlement, brought with them from Europe in the 
decade before the First World War, but rather on the environment in 
Palestine itself and Arab-Jewish interaction there. The utility of a rela
tional approach which situates the Zionist project in relation to its Arab 
context can be demonstrated by analysis of one aspect of the "Arab prob
lem" which was now already of serious concern to socialist Zionists in 
particular and had become the subject of extensive discussion within the 
fledgling Jewish labor movement in Palestine.

T H E  " C O N Q U E S T  O F  L A B O R "

This issue was not explicitly political, nor did it at this stage directly im
pinge upon the prevailing Zionist discourse about Arabs and their rela
tionship to Palestine. Rather, it reflected the circumstances surrounding
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the encounter of Jews and Arabs in Palestine itself, and specifically their 
encounter in the labor market. For socialist Zionism, this issue was encap
sulated in the related concepts of the "conquest of labor" (kibbush ha- 
cavoda) and "Hebrew labor" ('avoda civrit). These concepts would come 
to occupy a central place in labor-Zionist discourse and practice, and would 
play an important role in shaping relations between Arab and Jewish 
workers in Palestine throughout the period explored in this book.38

The syntheses of Zionism and socialism elaborated by Syrkin, Boro
khov, and others in the early years of the twentieth century were soon 
put to the test in Palestine itself. A majority of the Jews who came to 
Palestine during the Second Aliya settled in towns and cities (including 
the new exclusively Jewish town of Tel Aviv, founded in 1909 on the 
outskirts of Jaffa), but this wave of immigration also included several 
thousand young men and women, mostly of eastern European middle- 
class origin, who saw themselves as the vanguard of the social transforma
tion of the Jewish people. Some, adherents or sympathizers of Pocalei Tzi
yon, wanted to implement the Borokhovian synthesis of class struggle 
and Zionist settlement by transforming themselves into agricultural or 
industrial wage workers, thereby constituting a Jewish proletariat in Pal
estine which could then wage its class struggle in the country's developing 
capitalist economy. Others belonged to or inclined toward another left- 
Zionist party, Hapocel Hatzacir ("The Young Worker"), which rejected 
both Marxian socialism and class struggle and instead, influenced by Tol
stoyan principles, expounded a commitment to physical labor, self-sacri
fice, and settlement on the land as the means by which Zion would be 
"redeemed." All of them shared the belief that only the establishment in 
Palestine of a large and solidly rooted class of Jewish agricultural workers 
subsisting by the sweat of their brow, and as capitalism developed of in
dustrial workers as well, would allow the Zionist project to succeed and 
avoid the reproduction in the Yishuv of the Diaspora "abnormalities" de
nounced by Syrkin, Borokhov, and others.

Even before they arrived in Palestine, these socialist Zionists had al
ready begun to conceive of themselves as workers charged with a unique 
mission. They thus discursively transformed themselves into the nucleus 
of a Jewish working class in Palestine long before they actually managed 
to find jobs as wage workers. Once in Palestine they naturally placed great 
emphasis on "productivizing" themselves by means of what they called 
the "conquest of labor." This term could be used in a personal sense to 
denote an individual's struggle to overcome his or her bourgeois or petit 
bourgeois class background and lack of experience with manual labor by
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transforming oneself, through physical labor in Palestine, into an authen
tic Jewish proletarian. It was also used in a more general and collective 
sense to denote socialist Zionism's vision that in Palestine Jews would 
master the kinds of work (especially heavy physical labor in agriculture) 
which relatively few performed in the Diaspora. They would thereby 
prove that the Jews as a people were capable of escaping their past and 
returning to their authentic national selves, of becoming once again a 
working people tilling the soil of their ancestral homeland. As we will see, 
"conquest of labor" would increasingly come to be used in a third sense, 
one which much more directly involved Arabs.

However, these new arrivals soon encountered obstacles which had not 
been foreseen by the theoreticians of labor Zionism. In particular, Boro
khov's prognosis for capitalist development in Palestine was quickly 
proven inaccurate. Borokhov had predicted that both Jewish capital and 
Jewish wage labor would inexorably be channeled into Palestine by what 
he called (in the manner of Second International Marxism) "stychic" pro
cesses, resulting in the creation of a growing capitalist economy which 
would provide Jewish immigrants with jobs and make class struggle both 
possible and necessary. It soon became obvious, however, that the process 
would be neither rapid nor automatic. Neither Jewish nor non-Jewish pri
vate capital rushed to invest in Palestine, a poor and underdeveloped land 
with apparently limited economic prospects. Nor did "national capital"— 
the funds collected worldwide by the financial, land-purchasing, and set
tlement institutions of the Zionist Organization—even begin to suffice 
for the large-scale settlement of new immigrants, at least along the lines 
followed up to that point in the moshavot.

At the same time, agricultural employment in the moshavot—precisely 
the kind of jobs to which these would-be workers aspired—was largely 
monopolized by Arab peasants working as wage laborers. The Jewish new
comers, with no capital of their own, thus found themselves competing 
with an abundant supply of cheaper Arab labor, which was naturally pre
ferred even by Jewish employers, especially the citrus plantation owners 
and other farmers. The new Jewish immigrants could not subsist on the 
wages paid to Arabs, and were in addition unaccustomed to heavy physical 
labor, resentful of their employers' efforts to discipline and control them, 
and prone to vociferating loudly about class struggle and socialist revolu
tion—traits which did not endear them to prospective Jewish employers. 
They thus found themselves with few prospects either for settlement on 
land acquired by the Zionist movement or for employment on land owned 
by private Jewish farmers. In this bleak situation, exacerbated by disease
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and Arab hostility, many (perhaps most) of these Second Aliya immi
grants soon left Palestine, either returning to Europe or (more often) con
tinuing on to a wealthier and more attractive "promised land"—the 
United States.

T H E  S T R U G G L E  F O R  " H E B R E W  L A B O R "

It was in this specific context—the inability of these immigrants to com
pete effectively in Palestine's labor market and the resulting prospect that 
the Zionist project would founder because neither jobs nor resources for 
settlement were available to maintain those who had come or attract oth
ers to follow—that the struggle for the "conquest of labor" was trans
formed from a struggle for individual and collective proletarianization 
into an active campaign to replace Arab workers employed in the Jewish 
sector of Palestine's economy with Jewish workers. Hence the doctrine of 
"Hebrew labor," which in the decade preceding the First World War came 
to occupy a central place in labor-Zionist discourse and practice. The fate 
of the Zionist project in Palestine came to be seen as depending on the 
success of this campaign of "conquest," on the achievement of "Hebrew 
labor"—that is, exclusively Jewish employment—in every enterprise of 
the Jewish sector of the Palestinian economy.39 

I For adherents of Hapocel Hatzacir, adoption of the Hebrew labor strat- 
1 egy—1 will henceforth dispense with quotation marks to distinguish this 
term, and conquest of labor as well—was relatively easy, given their lack 
of interest in, if not outright rejection of, the principle of proletarian inter- 

| nationalism and their insistence that priority always be given to the needs 
1 of Jews and of Zionism. If the implantation of a Jewish working class in 

Palestine, seen as an essential prerequisite for the success of Zionism, re
quired a struggle to force Jewish farmers to dismiss their Arab workers 
and hire Jews in their place, so be it. Their, conception of Zionism had 
little room for, indeed explicitly rejected, too much concern for the needs 
and rights of others. In fact, a lack of anxiety about what the goyim (non- 
Jews) thought and the unabashed prioritization of Jewish national needs 
was regarded as a sign of labor Zionism's decisive break with what they 
depicted as a cringing and subservient "galut [exile] mentality."

Members and sympathizers of Po'alei Tziyon, who took their Marxism 
» rather seriously, found this a much more difficult and anxiety-provoking 
issue. How could socialists endorse a struggle to deprive fellow workers 

• of their livelihoods simply because they were Arabs rather than Jews?
1 Was this not precisely the kind of discrimination of which Jews them-
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selves had been victims in the Diaspora? How could the principle of prole
tarian solidarity across ethnic and national lines be reconciled with the 
Jewish workers' urgent need to find work?

It was Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi (1884-1963) who most carefully and fully jj 
formulated the ideological rationale which helped Pocalei Tziyon embrace  ̂
a policy it had initially denounced as unprincipled. A childhood friend and 
early disciple of Ber Borokhov, Ben-Tzvi had arrived in Palestine in 1907 
with several years of both legal and underground work in the service of 
Pocalei Tziyon in Russia already behind him. He soon became one of the 
leaders of the fledgling Jewish labor movement in Palestine. As we will 
see, after the First World War he would be a leading figure in the labor- 
Zionist movement and in the broader Yishuv and would play a significant 
role in labor Zionism's early interactions with Arab workers. His career 
of public service would culminate in his election in 1952 to the presidency 
of the State of Israel, a largely ceremonial post he would hold until his 
death in 1963.

In a two-part essay published in 1912, Ben-Tzvi sought to ease his 
comrades' consciences by demonstrating that in certain historical circum
stances, national interests must take precedence over class solidarity. At 
the present time, he argued, the organized and class-conscious Jewish , 
workers in Palestine had the right to demand that cheap and unorganized 
Arab labor be excluded from jobs in the moshavot and elsewhere in the 
Jewish sector. Indeed, this was a question of life or death for the Jewish 
working class in Palestine. Only later, when capitalist development had 
proceeded further and employment opportunities became abundant for 
all, would a material basis be created for solidarity between Jewish and ! 
Arab workers.40

Not a few Po'alei Tziyon members were initially dismayed at the pros
pect of their avowedly socialist party giving priority to depriving fellow 
workers of their livelihoods simply because they were Arabs rather than 
Jews. At the party's second congress, one delegate proposed that "instead 
of the slogan of the conquest of labor by displacing Arab workers—the 
task of the Jewish worker is to organize the Arab worker and reduce the 
[Arab landowners'] influence over him." No explicit policy was adopted, 
but party members acting on their own are said to have organized a strike 
of Arab workers employed in the citrus groves of the moshava of Petah 
Tikva in 1907. The strike was broken by the Ottoman police, who arrested 
and beat the strikers, while the Jewish employers threatened to import 
Workers from Egypt.41 As time passed and the unemployment crisis grew 
ever more desperate, however, doubts and qualms subsided and the em-
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phasis on Hebrew labor won widespread acceptance. Gradually, opposition 
within the party to this doctrine was silenced, though as we will see it 
remained a live question because other segments of the Jewish labor 
movement in Palestine would continue to take issue with it.

In theory, the Jewish workers' movement in Palestine might have 
sought another way out of its dilemma. Instead of trying to exclude Arab 
workers from jobs with Jewish employers so as to secure those jobs for 
Jewish immigrants, it might have sought to reduce the wage differential 
between Jews and Arabs by encouraging and assisting Arab workers to 
organize and win higher wages. As the wages of Arab workers rose toward 
Jewish levels, Jews would have found it easier to compete with Arabs for 
the available jobs. This strategy had its supporters within the Zionist labor 
movement, though they were always in the minority. To the extent that 
it later gained significant support among Jewish workers and union activ
ists, it was mainly in workplaces where Arab-Jewish solidarity and joint 
organization seemed the only way to improve the desperate situation of 
the Jewish employees and preserve a foothold for Jews.

By contrast, the great majority of labor Zionists dismissed the idea that 
Jewish-Arab class solidarity could ease the plight of Jewish workers as a 
delusion, at least for the foreseeable future. In this they were probably 
'quite right: the abundance of low-wage Arab labor, from within Palestine 
land from neighboring lands, made it unlikely that even determined efforts 
!by Jews to organize Arab workers could have raised general wage levels 
enough to open a significant number of unskilled or low-skill jobs to Jew
ish immigrants. More importantly, such a strategy was generally per
ceived as incompatible with the goals of Zionism, which included the es
tablishment of a more or less homogeneous Jewish society and state in 
Palestine. Devoting a significant proportion of the very slender resources 
which the Zionist labor movement had at its disposal to the improvement 
of Arab wages and living standards seemed absurd as well as futile.

The exclusion of Arab workers from employment in the Jewish sector 
of Palestine's economy would come to be seen by the labor-Zionist move
ment as absolutely crucial to the formation of a Jewish working class in 
Palestine, at least for the short and medium terms. However, this exclu
sionary strategy was not depicted or understood as such by those who 
engaged in it, or as constituting the kind of discrimination from which 
many of these Jewish immigrants had themselves suffered in their coun
tries of origin. Nor was the conflict this practice entailed seen as ethnic or 
national in essence. Rather, the Jewish workers saw themselves (or more 
precisely, were encouraged to see themselves) as the innocent victims of
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a vicious "boycott" of Jewish labor on the part of Jewish employers. 
Rather than taking the offensive in an effort to displace Arab workers, 
they were engaged in an essentially defensive battle to protect the rights 
and gains of "organized" (Jewish) labor against the threat posed by "unor
ganized" (Arab) labor.

E C O N O M I C  S E P A R A T I S M  A N D  W O R K I N G - C L A S S  F O R M A T I O N

The labor-Zionist movement would wage a long-term struggle to secure 
jobs for Jews by excluding Arab workers from privately owned Jewish 
enterprises. Various means were used to induce Jewish employers, espe
cially farmers but also urban construction contractors and others, to put 
the "national" (i.e., Zionist) interest ahead of their class interest by ex
cluding cheaper Arab labor and instead hiring more expensive Jewish la
bor. As we will see, after the establishment of the British mandate in 
Palestine efforts were also made to induce the mandatory government and 
its agencies, and private employers who were neither Jewish nor Arab, to 
hire more Jews.42

However, the Zionist labor movement's efforts to achieve Hebrew la
bor enjoyed only limited success. Before the First World War that move
ment was much too weak to enforce its demands on private employers, 
and in the interwar period it would be only sporadically successful, for 
reasons to be discussed in subsequent chapters. Moreover, the strategy of 
replacing Arab with Jewish workers was in and of itself unlikely to resolve 
Zionism's problems on the ground in Palestine. For it was clear that given 
the weakness of the Yishuv's economy and the low level of investment by 
private capital, even the achievement of a relatively high level of Hebrew 
labor in the Jewish private sector could not possibly provide enough jobs 
for the large numbers of immigrants needed to,make the Zionist project 
feasible. Nor was private capital likely to invest in ways that efficiently 
facilitated the absorption of immigrants or enhanced the infrastructural 
development and self-sufficiency of the Yishuv. The struggle for Hebrew 
labor had therefore to be supplemented by job creation, through the devel
opment of an exclusively Jewish, high-wage enclave within the Palestin- < 
ian economy. This in turn required the labor-Zionist movement to estab- j 
lish its own industrial, financial, construction, transport, and service ( 
enterprises. Some of the capital which that movement used to launch' 
these enterprises and enable them to pay relatively high wages was mobi
lized from within the movement. But much of it was "national capital," 
funds donated by the wealthier nonworker elements which at that time
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still dominated the Zionist movement and channeled through the institu
tions of the Zionist Organization.

Much of the Zionist leadership was initially unsympathetic or even 
hostile to socialist Zionism and to the labor movement's vision of itself as 
the vanguard of the Zionist movement. But along with substantial seg
ments of the Yishuv, it eventually came around to the view that it was 
the labor-Zionist movement which was most effective at actually getting 
immigrants to Palestine, settling them, and mobilizing their energies in 
ways that enhanced the development of the Yishuv. The initiatives and 
enterprises of the labor movement therefore merited financial and ulti
mately political support, since without the labor movement's numbers, 
energies, and capacity for commitment and self-sacrifice, it seemed un
likely that the Zionist project would make much headway. For its part, 
the labor-Zionist movement, though initially intent on waging class war
fare and building a socialist Jewish Palestine by its own forces, was driven 
by circumstances to seek the support of bourgeois Zionists so as to realize 
its goal of creating a Jewish working class in Palestine. It needed the funds 

1 controlled by the Zionist Organization and its institutions, and by private 
capital as well, to create jobs, subsidize meager wages, and strengthen the 
labor movement. Israeli sociologist Michael Shalev has aptly characterized 
the resulting relationship, which developed gradually over a period of sev
eral decades and was never free of tensions and conflicts, as a "practical 
alliance between a settlement movement without settlers and a workers' 
movement without work."43

It was really only after the First World War that the labor-Zionist 
movement—unified from 1920 within the framework of the "General Or
ganization of Hebrew Workers in the Land of Israel" (known as the Hista
drut, the Hebrew word for "organization")—was able to embark on the 

J creation of its own economic sector, with support and subsidies from the 
. Zionist movement. This new sector expanded slowly at first, and with 
| many failures and setbacks, but eventually the Histadrut would become 
■ one of the Yishuv's (and Israel's) largest employers, monopolizing or dom- 
' mating whole sectors of the economy while providing a broad range of 
I social and cultural services as well as many new jobs. New sources of 

Histadrut-controlled urban employment were complemented by new 
forms of agricultural settlement, also heavily subsidized in many ways by 
the institutions of the Zionist movement. These were the kibbutz, a collec
tive farm whose first prototypes were established a few years before the 
First World War, and the cooperative smallholders' village (moshav), the 
first of which was established in 1920. These new types of settlement
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seemed to overcome the problems inherent in the moshava model of Zion
ist agricultural settlement which had characterized the First Aliya by 
allowing for more cost-effective absorption of immigrants and more effi
cient use of their labor.44̂

The drive to create a separate high-wage economic sector dominated 
by the labor movement, coupled with that movement's emphasis on the 
struggle for Hebrew labor, amounted to an abandonment of orthodox 
Borokhovism, though this was fully acknowledged only in the 1920s, 
when the old schema was supplanted by a new doctrine sometimes 
referred to as "constructivism." This further development of socialist- 
Zionist ideology cast the organized Jewish working class in Palestine— 
and not Borokhov's "stychic" processes—as the historic agent which 
would realize the Zionist project. Since "normal" capitalist development 
seemed unlikely to create a substantial Jewish working class in Palestine, 
as Borokhov had predicted, this task would have to be accomplished by 
the fledgling labor movement itself, through direct involvement in the 
development of the Yishuv's economy and through the conquest of labor 
in other sectors. The emphasis thus shifted from waging the class struggle 
within the framework of an economy dominated by Jewish capitalists to 
the task of constructing a self-sufficient and largely labor-controlled Jew
ish economy in Palestine, with the support of nonworker elements in the 
Zionist movement and even private capitalists, whether Zionist or not. 
This task required the mobilization of the energies of the working class 
through the creation of a highly centralized (and bureaucratized) appara
tus, incessant appeals for self-sacrifice, hard work, and discipline, and a 
steady focus on the tasks of national construction. Human agency, thê  
voluntary commitment of the Jewish workers to self-sacrifice for the sake 
of the nation, was now depicted as the central factor in the struggle for 
the realization of Zionism.

Backed by the resources of the world Zionist movement (and thereby 
entailing an alliance with the bourgeois forces within that movement), the 
labor-Zionist movement in Palestine would create relatively high-wage 
employment for its members and for the immigrants to come, both by 
securing as many existing jobs as possible for Jews and by creating an 
economic sector which, though subsidized by others, would remain 
largely under its control. This sector would become the dynamic motor 
propelling the development of a self-sufficient Yishuv, and would also 
strengthen the Zionist labor movement's political influence, in the Yishuv 
and beyond. In ideological and political but also material terms, this strat- 
egy put the Jewish working class in Palestine, the Histadrut into which it
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was largely organized after 1920 and the labor-Zionist parties which led 
it, at the very center of the Zionist project rather than constituting just 
one of many sociopolitical forces within a diverse movement.

It was on the basis of this strategy, which seemed to offer a way out of 
the problems which the Zionist project had encountered in Palestine, that 
the labor-Zionist movement would enhance its economic, political, and 
cultural power to the point where it could effectively assert its leadership 
of the Yishuv and the Zionist movement. Building on its control of a 
large and increasingly powerful network of political, economic, social, and 
cultural institutions which encompassed a large proportion of the.Yishuv's 
population, labor Zionism (from 1930 dominated by a single party, MA- 
PAI) would ultimately achieve a position of hegemony within the Zionist 
movement, signaled by the elevation in 1935 of party and Histadrut leader 
David Ben-Gurion to the chairmanship of the Jewish Agency executive— 
that is, to the effective political leadership of the Yishuv. On its own, 
MAPAI never attained an absolute majority in the deliberative bodies, of 
the Zionist Organization or the Yishuv (op, later, in Israel's parliament), 
but in alliance with its bourgeois-Zionist and religious-Zionist junior 
partners it could exercise a large measure of control, dominatejxdicy mak
ing, and largely shape the ethos of the Yishuv and the Zionist movement.

Adoption of this model of settlement and development helped make 
Zionism significantly different from other initially similar projects of Eu
ropean overseas settlement. A Jewish society developed in, Palestine that, 
though never hermetically sealed off from the surrounding Arab society, 
did not crucially depend on the exploitation of Arab wage labor. Instead, 
a substantial class of Jewish industrial, construction, and transport work-* 
ers was successfully created and implanted, and agricultural settlement 
took forms that excluded or displaced rather than exploited Arab labor. 
This specific path of development, largely shaped by local conditions and 
especially by the specific form and consequences of Zionism's encounter 
in Palestine itself with the country's Arab majority, helped shape many 
of the social, economic, political, and cultural institutions and patterns 
that would later come to be seen as unique to Yishuv and later Israeli 
society. This is why I argue that interpretations which explain the Yi- 
shuv's (and later Israel's) distinctive course mainly in terms of the values 
and ideology which the "pioneers" of the Second Aliya brought with them 
to Palestine are inadequate. They simply fail to take proper account of the 
ways in which Zionism's interactions with the existing Arab society in 
Palestine played a crucial part in shaping the Yishuv as a society.

Nonetheless, though it is essential to remain focused on the ways in
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which Arab and Jewish societies in Palestine were mutually formative, we [ 
must also remember that the Zionist project's specific pattern of develop- | 
ment was ultimately made possible by world-historical events over which j 
the Zionist movement had little influence. In November 1917, even as its j 
armed forces were conquering Palestine from the Ottoman empire, the J 
British government proclaimed its commitment to the creation in Pales- j 
tine of a "national home" for the Jewish people (the "Balfour Declara- j 
tion"). That decision certainly owed something to Zionist lobbying, but j 
other factors were at least as important, among them the British govern
ment's desire to garner Jewish support for the Allied cause in Russia and 
the United States, and imperial planning for the postwar Middle East. 
Zionism had finally secured the big-power sponsor it had been seeking 
since Herzl's time. After the war, Britain constituted Palestine as a distinct 
political entity, established its own rule (in the form of a League of Na
tions "mandate"), and implemented its wartime pledge by facilitating the 
Zionist project in a variety of ways.45 j

The British-Zionist alliance was never free of tensions and would break 
down just before the Second World War as the two parties' interests di- 1 
verged. It is nonetheless clear that it was British colonial rule over Pales- | 
tine which, in the face of growing Palestinian Arab nationalist opposition 
to Zionism and demands for self-determination, opened the way to Jewish j 
immigration, land acquisition, and development of the Yishuv's infra- 1 
structure on a scale which would have been unimaginable had Palestine | 
either remained under Ottoman rule or achieved independence under an I 
Arab government. The relative success of labor Zionism's strategy of pur- J 
suing Hebrew labor and building up a relatively self-sufficient Jewish 
high-wage sector, and the labor-Zionist camp's attainment of hegemony 
within the Yishuv and world Zionism, would in this sense have been in
conceivable in the absence of a sympathetic colonial regime which could ) 
hold the indigenous majority (still two-thirds of the country's population 1 
in 1947) in check until the Yishuv was strong enough to stand on its own. t



2 Labor Zionism and the Arab 
Working Class, 1920-1929

Although the Second Aliya period had witnessed episodes of Arab-Jewish 
tension and conflict, it was still possible in that period for many Zionists 
to ignore the question of Arab-Jewish relations in Palestine or consider it 
an issue of only marginal importance. A  few years later such an attitude 
had become altogether impossible. Palestine's conquest by the British dur
ing the First World War, the rise under Hashemite leadership of an Arab 
nationalist movement whose goal was the establishment of an indepen
dent Arab state including Palestine, the issuance in November 19 17  of 
the Balfour Declaration, the establishment of the British mandate, the 
increasingly unmistakable emergence in Palestine of organized Arab na
tionalist opposition to Zionism and British rule—all these developments 
required the labor-Zionist movement to address the Arab question much 
more seriously and directly. The urgency of the issue was further under
scored by outbreaks of Arab violence against Jews, in Jerusalem (1920) 
and Jaffa (1921).

Numerous attempts to come to grips with the ideological and practical 
dilemmas that Arab (and specifically Palestinian Arab) demands for self- 
determination posed for left-wing Zionism were made in the early man
date period. These often incorporated elements of prewar socialist-Zionist 
discourse while developing them into a more theoretically coherent and 
systematic position that also reflected immediate political exigencies. One 
of the most serious and authoritative of these early mandate-era texts was 
a 1921 essay entitled The Arab Movement, by Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi. This 
essay contains many of the constituent elements out of which labor Zion
ism's discourse on the Arabs would be constructed for decades to come 
and therefore merits a close reading.
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T H E  A R A B S  O F  P A L E S T I N E  I N  L A B O R - Z I O N I S T  D I S C O U R S E

Already a prominent leader of the socialist-Zionist Po'alei Tziyon party 
in Palestine before the war, in 19 19  Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi was one of the 
founders of a new successor party, Ahdut Ha'avoda ("Unity of Labor").
In the immediate postwar period the international Po'alei Tziyon move
ment and its local affiliates underwent a bitter split over the question of 
membership in the new Communist International and participation in the 
Zionist Organization. Ahdut Hacavoda was the affiliate in Palestine of the ( 
world Pocalei Tziyon movement's right wing, which rejected Comintern 
membership and favored continued cooperation with the bourgeois Zion
ists who controlled the Zionist Organization. (I will discuss the path fol
lowed by those in Palestine who supported world Pocalei Tziyon's left 
wing later in this chapter.) In the 1920s and beyond, Ben-Tzvi would play / 
a central role in the recasting of the prewar Pocalei Tziyon's Borokhovist 
synthesis of Zionism and Marxism into the non-Marxist, social-demo- j 
cratic ideology espoused by MAPAI, formed by the merger in 1930 of 1 

Ahdut Ha'avoda with Hapocel Hatzacir, its smaller, nonsocialist rival i 
within the Zionist labor movement. Ben-Tzvi was also, from its establish
ment in 1920, a member of (and labor Zionism's chief representative on), 
the Vaead Le’umi ("National Committee"), the executive organ of the Yi- / 
shuv's elected assembly. Ben-Tzvi was in addition a prolific journalist and 
a respected scholar. His seniority within the labor-Zionist movement and 
his knowledge of Arabic, quite rare among Zionist leaders even in Pales- ^  
tine, gave his 19 21 essay on the Arab question significant weight for 
many left-wing Zionists.

Ben-Tzvi began his essay by admitting that only a few years earlier 
the subject under discussion had been a "hidden question," while today 
the Jewish press in Palestine and abroad was full of sensational stories 
about it and everyone was discussing it.

And if one judges from these [press] accounts it would seem that there is a 
strong Arab movement in Palestine directed forcefully against us [i.e., Zi
onism]. And by means of comparison and analogy with other national 
movements known to us from other peoples and countries, there easily 
arises the illusory and misleading impression that this Arab movement 
rests on solid popular foundations, that its demands stem from the inter
ests of the Arab working masses, and that it therefore possesses the charac
ter of a movement for liberation and human progress. And not only this, 
but we already have some Jews with an "Arab orientation," just as we 
have more than enough Jews with Polish, Ukrainian, Russian, etc. orienta
tions. These types smear the Jewish national liberation movement, and Zi-
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onism generally, with false accusations that it exists only as an agent of Eu
ropean imperialism in order to suppress the liberation movement of the 
Arab people, and that its whole purpose is to exploit and enslave the Arab 
working masses.

It was necessary, then, to demonstrate explicitly that there was no contra
diction between Zionism and the objective interests of the indigenous pop
ulation of Palestine. A decade or two earlier the whole issue had played a 
minor role in socialist-Zionist thinking and practice; now it assumed a 
central place and had to be addressed directly and forcefully.

Ben-Tzvi argued at the outset that it was incorrect to speak of a single 
Arab nation, given the absence of any real social, economic, or political 
basis for unity among the Arabic-speaking peoples. As for Palestinian 
Arab nationalism, it too was essentially inauthentic. Its demands—opposi
tion to Jewish immigration and settlement and to the Balfour Declara
tion—were entirely negative, a reflection of the fact that it was not a 
genuinely popular movement with roots in the indigenous working 
masses. Rather, it was an artificial creation designed to serve the interests 
of the Palestinian Arab large landowners, moneylenders, and clerics, who 
wanted to perpetuate their domination and exploitation of the Arab peas
ants and workers.1

In Ben-Tzvi's analysis, rooted in the economistic Marxism he shared 
with his late friend and mentor Borokhov, it was the economic interests 
of the Arab landowning elite that made it hostile to Zionism. The land- 
owners and their lackeys feared that "the [Jewish] immigrants will come 
and settle on [unused state lands] and forever deprive the effendis (big 
landlords) of any hope of grabbing the empty lands for exploitation and 
speculation, thereby placing in danger the entire future of this class." 
These landlords also opposed Zionism because they knew that Jewish im
migration and settlement undermined their domination of the peasantry, 
which actually benefited from the growing Jewish presence and the en
hanced opportunities for prosperity and employment it brought. Ben-Tzvi 
insisted that the Arab peasant in Palestine

does not suffer from Jewish immigration, but from the pressure of his ef- 
fendi and from exploitation by the city dweller, who is of the same race 
and religion and mediates between him and the effendi.. . .  [The peasant] 
is interested in the new [British] regime which ensures peace and security 
from bandits and thieves, especially the bedouin who used to come out of 
the desert into the settled lands and lay the country waste without interfer
ence; the peasant is interested in a regime which raises the cultural level 
and ensures justice and defense against extortion. The peasant is also inter- 

) ested in the expansion of employment and industry in the country and the



improvement of the workers' lot, which of necessity results from Jewish 
settlement and immigration. Thus the peasant is not opposed to immigra
tion. . . .

Zionism was thus deemed to serve the objective interests—defined 
strictly in economic terms—of most of the population of Palestine. This 
was already an old theme in Zionist discourse, going back to Herzl. But 
since the existence of an explicitly anti-Zionist Palestinian nationalist 
movement was by this time undeniable, Ben-Tzvi had to extend his argu
ment to reject the legitimacy of indigenous anti-Zionism and nationalism 
by depicting them as the instruments, indeed the entirely artificial cre
ations, of a reactionary elite anxious to preserve its wealth and power. 
This was a relatively new theme, designed to resolve the moral dilemmas 
of socialist Zionism in particular and equip its ideological arsenal with 
arguments more adequate to refuting doubts and criticism within the Yi
shuv as well as abroad.

However, the circumstances in which Ben-Tzvi and his movement op
erated also required the further extension of the argument by means of 
the revival of another old theme and its elaboration in socialist terms. 
The kinds of socialist and bourgeois-liberal audiences at which Ben-Tzvi's 
arguments were mainly directed tended to accept the principle that na
tional groups were entitled to political rights, including the right of self- 
determination. A central task facing Zionism, and particularly a socialist 
Zionism which sought to distance itself ideologically from colonialism, 
which many Europeans were coming to see as morally questionable and 
economically burdensome, was therefore to resolve the apparent contra
diction between the long-term goal of Zionism—the creation in Palestine 
of a Jewish majority and state—and the fact that at present the over
whelming majority of Palestine's population was Arab. To many observ
ers, and even to some Zionists, it was disturbing that the ultimate success 
of Zionism was predicated on the denial of self-determination and self- 
rule to Palestine's indigenous population pending its transformation, un
der the auspices of the British colonial state, into a minority. It was there
fore necessary to demonstrate, in "objective" terms and in a progressive 
vocabulary, that no violation of the principle of self-determination was in 
fact involved.

To accomplish this Ben-Tzvi drew on an element of Zionist discourse 
already manifest in Herzl's references to the indigenous inhabitants of 
Palestine as a "mixed multitude" and in Borokhov's prognosis of assimila
tion. Ben-Tzvi, and following him most labor Zionists, transformed these 
rather crude characterizations into a coherent denial of the very existence
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j of a distinct Palestinian Arab people. Only the bedouins were of pure Arab 
racial stock, Ben-Tzvi insisted; the remainder of the non-Jewish popula
tion consisted of peasants and urban dwellers who are

Arabs in language and culture but by origin and race are mixed and com- 
1 posed of different elements.. . .  As is proven by its national, religious and 

racial composition, the population of this country is not of one national 
character and do not constitute a single nation, an enemy to Israel [i.e., the 
Jews] as a new nation in the country. On the contrary, this population is 
composed of different religious and national groups each of which has a 
more or less definite national character.2

{ Using what he asserted were purely objective criteria, Ben-Tzvi deter
mined that the inhabitants of Palestine were divided by religion and eth- 

* nicity into eleven distinct communities. The largest of these, the Sunni 
Muslims, comprised a majority of the country's population and might one 
day come to constitute a distinct national group, but it was not one today 
because of its internal racial, economic, and class divisions, and also be
cause nationality was not a legitimate category of identity for Islam. The 
other components of the population were much smaller, and only the 
non-Muslim sects were deemed to possess any national characteristics. 

Besides eliminating any possible basis for an authentic Palestinian Arab 
 ̂ nationalism, Ben-Tzvi's representation of Palestine's population as essen- 

? tially heterogeneous and disaggregated had the additional virtue of en- 
 ̂ hancing the relative demographic weight and political importance of the 

( Yishuv. At the time he wrote, Jews constituted perhaps 10  percent of the 
( country's total population. But by denying that most of the remaining 90 
\ percent formed a more or less coherent Arab community and by breaking 

that overwhelming majority down into a mosaic of much smaller units, 
Ben-Tzvi could make the Jews of Palestine—presumed to constitute a 
monolithic bloc with self-evident national characteristics—suddenly ap
pear as the country's second largest group. The Jews were, moreover, the 
most active, energetic, and constructive community in the country.3

The conclusion drawn from this analysis was that "there is as yet no 
place for a single Arab national movement among all the inhabitants of 
Eretz Yisra’el. The 'Arab movement' which pretends to be national is 
nothing but a movement that arose among certain strata of the owners of 
property and land, the notable families of the former [Ottoman] regime. 
This movement is directed not against the Jews, but rather against the 
workers among their own people and among all the [country's] other peo
ples and communities." What then, Ben-Tzvi asked, should be the attitude 
of the Jewish working people, "not toward today's 'Arab movement/
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which is not national and has no social content, but toward the various 
non-Jewish elements living in Zion?" Ben-Tzvi acknowledged that many 
mistakes had been made in the past and that the question had until now 
not received the attention it merited, but he failed to offer any clear policy. 
He concluded rather vaguely:

If we take as a starting-point the common interests of the workers and 
keep in mind the common interests of our country and its future, on the 
basis of labor, progress and social justice, then we will easily find the path 
which will lead us to the solution of our national question in our land, and 
together with this to the solution to the question of international relations 
in the interests of the working class in Eretz Yisra’el. What the concrete 
form of the solution will be, and what is the practical program for achiev
ing the desired relations between the Jewish working people and the work
ers of the other peoples living in our country—this is material for another 
topic, beyond the bounds of this essay.

D E L E G I T I M I Z I N G  P A L E S T I N I A N  A R A B  N A T I O N A L I S M

These themes would persist in labor-Zionist discourse on the Arabs of 
Palestine for decades, and some are still current in Israel and elsewhere. 
For Ben-Tzvi and many of his comrades, the only way to reconcile their 
commitment to Zionism with their socialist principles was to deny the j 
existence of a Palestinian Arab people, to define Palestinian nationalism 1 
as essentially inauthentic, and to attribute all opposition to Zionism to the { 
machinations of a reactionary and antisemitic elite. At the same time, 
socialist Zionism adopted from an existing Zionist discourse (and directly 
or indirectly from colonial discourse) the representation of the Zionist 
project as the chief (or even sole) force for progress in Palestine, a force 
which was self-evidently bringing great benefits to the indigenous popula- 1 
tion through economic development and by opening their minds to new ! 
ideas and ways of life. Since there was thus no legitimate basis for Pales- • 
tinian rejection of or resistance to Zionism, whose benefits for the country 
and the bulk of its indigenous population were deemed self-evident, it 
followed that the apparent failure of all too many Arab peasants and 
workers to understand that Zionism (in its left-wing variant, at least) was ! 
entirely in their interest could only be explained by the lies and base J 
appeals to hatred and fanaticism generated by the pseudonationalist ef- 
fendis and their agents. All manifestations of opposition to Zionism on 
the part of Arabs were attributed to the insidious effect on the ignorant, | 
unconscious, and gullible masses of "outside agitators"—self-promoting ' 
politicians, greedy landowners, obscurantist clerics, antisemitic British of
ficials, even anti-Zionist Jewish communists.



Underlying and reinforcing this explanation of Arab behavior was a 
representation common in colonial discourse, of colonized peoples as pas
sive, largely incapable of rational thought, and susceptible to control or 
manipulation: in short, as essentially the eternal objects of the actions of 
others. Of course, passivity was always in a strange discursive tension 
with, and always threatening to turn into, its apparent opposite, unrea
soned violent action, so that even the apparently docile masses were some
how menacing, capable of exploding into irrational and bloody action at 
virtually any moment. This only heightened the perceived danger from 
outside agitators, who might be able to push the right buttons and turn 
docility into rebellion. Such a discourse left little or no space for a middle 
ground of rational, self-motivated, self-activated opposition on the part of 
the "other." Acknowledgment of the possibility that Arab opposition to 
Zionism was perhaps not totally irrational or unjustified might have 
threatened to unravel the whole fabric out of which the discourse was 
fashioned, with potentially dangerous results for a movement mindful of 
the need for internal unity, maximal mobilization in the face of enormous 
obstacles, and the support of Jews and non-Jews abroad.

As we will see, there would be moments in which Zionist leaders ex
plicitly recognized the existence in Palestine of an Arab community de
serving of at least some national rights, and the last decade of the mandate 
would witness the emergence of groups, especially but not exclusively on 
the Zionist left, calling for a binational, Jewish-Arab state in Palestine. 
But the central thrust of Zionist discourse and practice, especially of the 
increasingly influential labor-Zionist movement, was to deny the exis
tence of a distinct Palestinian Arab people with a legitimate claim to the 
country. This was implicit in the Zionist movement's key demands: the 
right of unlimited Jewish immigration to Palestine and land acquisition in 
it, and (explicitly from 1942) a Jewish state in all or most of Palestine. 
Achievement of these goals would inevitably consign the country's indig
enous Arab population to either submersion in a Jewish majority or de
parture from the scene, voluntarily or otherwise.

It is in this context that the following examination of relations between 
Jewish and Arab workers must be situated. At bottom, the debate that 
ensued among the various Zionist workers' parties about the importance 
of Arab-Jewish workers' solidarity and the means to achieve it was framed 
by a left-Zionist discourse which represented Arab workers as potential 
allies of the Jewish working class in Palestine while simultaneously as
suming that any such alliance should first and foremost serve the interests 
of the Zionist project. Perhaps not surprisingly, this engendered contra-
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dictions which frustrated efforts to achieve cooperation among Arab and 
Jewish workers. At the same time, so pervasive and powerful was this j 
discourse, so necessary was it to the realization of the Zionist project, 
that there was very little ground from which Jews advocating a different 
perspective could operate. As we will see, those Palestinian trade unionists 1 
and leftists who sought common ground with Jewish workers often en- j 
countered similar problems. The result was a complex series of inter- 1 

actions, a pattern of cooperation and conflict deeply enmeshed within,  ̂
but always seeking to transcend, its larger political context, the Zionist- i 
Palestinian struggle for control of the country. ^

T H E  H I S T A D R U T  A N D  T H E  " A R A B  Q U E S T I O N "

In the 1920s, as the labor-Zionist movement struggled to achieve hege
mony within the Yishuv and world Zionism on the basis of the strategy I 
discussed in Chapter 1, the issue of its relationship with Palestine's Arab | 
majority, and especially its working class, not only persisted but grew / 
more complex, both as a theoretical problem in labor-Zionist ideology and \ 
as a pressing practical issue. The question evoked considerable discussion * 
and debate within and among the different parties contending for the alle
giance of Jewish workers in Palestine, and in fact surfaced as early as 
December 1920, at the founding congress of what would become the cen
tral institution of the Zionist labor movement in Palestine, the Histadrut.

After the war Zionist labor leaders in Palestine had come to see the 1 
establishment of a unified organizational framework for Jewish workers I 
in Palestine that would stand above the existing parties and enhance the ! 
movement's political and social weight in the Yishuv as an urgent neces- i 
sity. After lengthy negotiations and several abortive initiatives, elections 
were held in November 1920 for delegates to a congress of the Jewish 
workers in Palestine. Less than 4,500 voters participated, out of a total 
Jewish population of some 80,000—an accurate gauge of the weakness of 
the Jewish labor movement which the creation of the new organization 
was designed to remedy.4 Ahdut Hacavoda was the strongest single force I 
at the congress that met in Haifa a month after the elections, and though 
it lacked a majority on its own it largely dominated the proceedings by 
cooperating with Hapocel Hatza‘ir.

These two labor-Zionist parties envisioned the new Histadrut not as a % 
trade union federation on the European model, but rather as an instru
ment whose primary purpose was to foster the settlement of Palestine by 
Jewish workers and build a Jewish commonwealth. The Histadrut would



thus embody the labor-Zionist synthesis in its emerging "constructivist" 
form by acting as the vanguard of the Zionist project in Palestine even as 
it enhanced the power of the Jewish labor movement within the Yishuv 
and Zionism. This naturally required that the Histadrut be an exclusively 
Jewish organization rather than one open to all workers in Palestine, for 
otherwise it could not carry out its Zionist tasks. Hence the presence of 
an adjective modifying "workers" in the new organization's official title: 
the General Organization of Hebrew Workers in the Land of Israel.5

The conception of the Histadrut's membership, structure, and mission 
advanced by Ahdut Ha‘avoda and Hapocel Hatzacir was opposed at the 
organization's founding congress by a small but vocal contingent from 
the Socialist Workers' Party (SWP), who also insisted that the question 
of relations with Arab workers be addressed.6 The SWP had coalesced in 
the fall of 1919  as the affiliate in Palestine of the left wing of the Po'alei 
Tziyon movement, then in the throes of the split between left and right, 
just as the much larger and more powerful Ahdut Ha'avoda was the Pales
tinian affiliate of world Po'alei Tziyon's right wing. The SWP comprised 
elements which continued to espouse the orthodox Borokhovism of the 
prewar unified Pocalei Tziyon, but also a more radical group which was 
already moving in the direction of a break with Zionism.

Members of both tendencies had been radicalized by the Bolshevik rev
olution and saw themselves as the Jewish section of the new Communist 
International, founded in Moscow the previous year. At this stage it was 
still possible for SWP leaders and activists to insist that there was no 
contradiction between enthusiastic support for the Bolshevik revolution 
and the Comintern on the one hand, and their commitment to creating a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine on the other. The SWP denounced Ahdut 
Hacavoda for what it saw as that party's abandonment of class struggle, 
its links to the revived Socialist International, its cooperation with British 
imperialism, and its alliance with the Jewish bourgeoisie, manifested in its 
participation in the Zionist Organization. In contrast, the SWP saw itself 
as providing a revolutionary socialist but also Jewish and still Palestine- 
oriented alternative to the reformism of Ahdut Hacavoda, a position that 
might be described as "Bolshevik-Zionist." This position would soon be
come untenable, and within a year of the Histadrut's founding the SWP 
would splinter into a number of mutually hostile factions. But in the 
unique conjuncture of 19 19 -2 1, when world socialist revolution seemed 
imminent, the new Soviet regime enjoyed widespread support among 
Jews (including Jewish workers in Palestine), and the Comintern was still 
engaged in a dialogue with left-wing Zionists, these tensions could still
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seem manageable. It was even possible for some party members to imag
ine the triumphant Red Army marching on Palestine to liberate it from 
British imperialism and transform it into a Jewish soviet republic.7

In the period just before and after the founding of the Histadrut, the 
SWP's stance attracted significant support among Jewish workers in Pal
estine, and especially recent arrivals from eastern Europe for whom the 
radicalizing impact of the Bolshevik revolution was still fresh and power
ful. The influence of SWP activists in several of the small Jewish trade 
unions that sprang up in Palestine after the war was also enhanced by 
their strong commitment to class struggle and worker militancy. Their 
resistance to what not a few workers regarded as the domineering and 
centralizing tendencies of Ahdut Ha'avoda, and later of the new Hista
drut's bureaucratic apparatus, also won them sympathy.8

The struggle for support was also fought out in the domain of culture, 
over the question of language. Yiddish was the mother tongue of the Jew
ish masses in eastern Europe, and many new immigrants arriving in Pal
estine remained attached to it even as they increasingly came to use He
brew. This benefited SWP activists, who used Yiddish proudly in their J  
oral and written agitation and propaganda. By contrast, Ahdut Ha'avoda 
supporters saw Yiddish as a language of the rejected Diaspora and tried to / 
avoid speaking anything but Hebrew, whose revival and dominance in the 
Yishuv were considered essential to the Zionist project of building a new 
Jewish society. Along with many other nonsocialist but strongly Hebraist 
Zionists, they regarded Yiddish as a threat and actively sought to suppress 
its use, especially in public discourse. Those who attempted to speak in 
Yiddish—to make a political point or because they did not yet have a 
sufficient command of Hebrew—were frequently shouted down at public 
meetings. Yet in the very early 1920s this hard-line "Hebrew only" policy 
hampered Ahdut Ha'avoda's efforts to communicate with and win over 
new Jewish immigrants and gave SWP militants opportunities for or- 1 
ganizing which they were quick to seize.9

In the debates at the founding congress, SWP delegates criticized the f 
proposal put forward by Ahdut Hacavoda and Hapocel Hatzacir that the 
new Histadrut be an explicitly Zionist and exclusively Jewish workers' 
organization. They proposed instead that two separate organizations be 
established: "a nonparty trade union federation of all the workers of Eretz 1 
Yisra’el without regard to national affiliation or political opinions," and a 
"settlement organization of all the Jewish workers engaged in building t 
the Jewish socialist center in Eretz Yisra’el." Complementing these two : 
bodies would be an "international [i.e., Jewish-Arab] workers' council as \
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the political organ of the country's entire working class whose task it 
would be to seize the reins of government"—that is, a soviet. The SWP 
thus did not reject immigration and settlement work, the establishment 
of kibbutzim and cooperatives, or more broadly the goal of creating a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine. But it demanded that these tasks be handled 
by a separate organization of Jewish workers, while the class struggle (to 
which it gave much higher priority than did Ahdut Hacavoda) would be 
led by an organization that included both Jews and Arabs, though in sepa
rate national sections.

Not surprisingly, the SWP's proposals received very little support. The 
other parties had no great desire to discuss, much less resolve, these issues, 
and in the end they were referred for further consideration to the Hista
drut council (mo'etza), which was to guide the organization's work be
tween congresses. The new organization's constitution made no explicit 
mention of Arab workers, and when the founding congress resolved that 
the new Histadrut would "unite all the workers and laborers in the coun
try who live by their own labor without exploiting the labor of others, in 
order to arrange for all the settlement, economic and also cultural affairs 
of all the workers in the country, so as to build a society of Jewish labor 
in Eretz Yisra’el," it was obvious that "all the workers in the country" 
actually meant the Jewish workers alone.

" i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  w e  m u s t  o r g a n i z e  t h e m , b u t

The issue of relations between Arab and Jewish workers could not be put 
aside so easily, however, and it reappeared on the Histadrut's agenda al
most immediately. As I discuss in Chapter 3, through the mid-i920s it 
was the specific situation of the Jewish railway workers in Palestine that 
was primarily responsible for compelling the Zionist labor movement to 
confront the issue, and it was among the Arab and Jewish rail way men 
that the various perspectives and approaches advocated by different parties 
were first put to the test. A  discussion of the railway workers' situation 
at a meeting of the Histadrut executive committee on December 30,1920, 
just a few weeks after the founding congress, illustrates the dilemma 
which labor Zionism faced in grappling with this issue.10

The specific item on the agenda was the upcoming congress of the ex
clusively Jewish Railway Workers' Association (RWA), but because the 
railway workforce was overwhelmingly Arab a more substantive discus
sion of the larger question of relations with Arab workers was inevitable. 
Berl Katznelson (1887-1944), one of the leading figures in Ahdut Ha-



‘avoda (and later MAPAI), opened by stating that he saw no danger in the 
Arab railway workers organizing themselves and cooperating with their 
Jewish coworkers. Clearly mindful of the SWP's proposal at the recent 
Histadrut congress that Arabs be allowed or even encouraged to join hith
erto exclusively Jewish trade unions, he also expressed concern that the 
Arab railway workers might want to join the RWA, which would thereby 
lose its Jewish and Zionist character. Other executive committee members 
agreed with Katznelson that Jewish and Arab workers should belong to 
separate organizations.

But some went beyond insistence on maintaining separate organiza
tions to express grave doubts about the whole idea of helping Arab work
ers organize, for fear that organized Arab workers would inevitably turn 
against Zionism. "From the humanitarian standpoint, it is clear that we 
must organize them," said Eliezer Shohat of Hapocel Hatza'ir, "but from 
the national standpoint, when we organize them we will be arousing them 
against us. They will receive the good that is in organization and use it 
against us." Another member noted that the trade unions in Egypt were 
under the influence of the nationalists. It was also well understood, even 
in this early discussion, that organizing Arab workers might conflict with 
the goal of achieving Hebrew labor on the railroad: higher pay and better 
conditions might attract more Jews to railroad work and keep them there, 
but it might have the same effect on Arabs, thereby making it more diffi
cult for Jews to secure a larger percentage of railroad jobs.

In the end the executive committee decided to procrastinate, affirming 
the principle of Arab-Jewish solidarity but avoiding any practical decisions 
pending clarification of the question by a special Histadrut committee. 
Nonetheless, the issue was now firmly on the Histadrut's agenda, and in 
subsequent years it would be the subject of considerable debate, publicly 
in Histadrut and party forums and publications and privately at closed 
meetings of the leadership. The most immediate problem was what left- 
wing Zionists referred to as the question of "joint organization" (irgun 
meshutaf): in what framework should Arab and Jewish workers employed 
in "mixed" workplaces (i.e., those employing both Arabs and Jews) be 
organized and seek to cooperate? The railway workers and their specific 
circumstances were usually at the center of debates about this issue, but 
before 1948 the mixed sector of Palestine's economy also included other 
government enterprises and agencies like the telephone and telegraph sys
tems, the Public Works Department and the port authorities, as well as 
municipal government in cities with mixed populations. Later, the British 
and Allied military bases and installations in Palestine would become a
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key arena of interaction between Arab and Jewish workers. There were 
also a number of privately owned enterprises which employed both Jewish 
and Arab workers, including several large foreign-owned companies like 
the Iraq Petroleum Company with its terminal at Haifa, the oil refinery 
in that city, the Dead Sea potash works, and the Nesher quarry and ce
ment factory. The issue of joint organization was thus potentially relevant 
to substantial numbers of Arab and Jewish workers.

The question of joint organization overlapped with the question of He
brew labor, which was by the 1920s the firm policy of the two largest 
labor-Zionist parties and of the Histadrut which they jointly dominated.11 
It was clear from the outset that Histadrut support for Arab-Jewish coop
eration in mixed workplaces, intended to improve the lot of Jews already 
employed in them and enable them to stay at their jobs, might have the 
contradictory effect of undermining Jewish employment in those same 
workplaces by also raising Arab wages. As we will see, the goal of max
imizing Jewish employment in mixed enterprises was never absent from 
the calculations of Zionist labor leaders of various stripes when they ap
proached the question of joint organization, and it played a significant 
role in the form and character of the Histadrut's initiatives in this field.

More generally, most Histadrut leaders understood that unskilled and 
semiskilled Arab and Jewish workers were often competing for jobs within 
a single labor market. Although the wages of these Jewish workers were 
generally higher than those of Arab workers at similar skill levels, the 
two wage structures were linked such that low Arab wages helped keep 
down wages for Jews. As a result, in addition to ensuring that Jewish 
employers hired only Jews and grappling with the issue of joint organiza
tion in mixed workplaces, the Jewish labor movement had to explore other 
means of keeping Jewish wages high, whether by subsidizing the wages 
of Jewish workers (an expensive proposition), by trying to raise Arab 
wages, by replacing Arabs with Jews in jobs with non-Jewish employers 
(private or public), or by some combination of these. This exigency made 
the issue of relations between Arab and Jewish workers of broader impor
tance than it might otherwise have been.12

The question of relations between Arab and Jewish workers and work
ing classes in Palestine had other dimensions as well, raising wider theo
retical, political, and moral issues central to labor-Zionist ideology and 
practice. Socialist Zionists in Palestine felt it necessary to work out a clear 
position on this question which they could believe was consonant with 
their commitments to both the principle of class solidarity across ethnic 
lines and the goals of Zionism. At issue was not only the potential for



joint organization of Arab and Jewish workers in mixed workplaces, but 
also the possibility of the Histadrut's encouraging and supporting the ef
forts of Arabs in public or private employment to organize. As the exis
tence of an Arab working class became more evident in the early 1920s 
and as Palestine's economic development seemed to presage the further 
growth of that class, these issues seemed to become increasingly urgent.

While Palestinian Arab society was still overwhelmingly rural, a high 
rate of natural increase, a deepening agrarian crisis, and new employment 
opportunities in the towns resulted in substantial migration from the 
countryside to urban areas, and especially the booming coastal towns of 
Jaffa and Haifa. Between the censuses of 1922 and 19 3 1 Palestine's Arab 
population grew by some 40 percent, but the Arab population of Jaffa 
grew by 63 percent (from 27,429 to 44,638) and of Haifa by 87 percent 
(from 18,240 to 34,i48).13 Some of the migrants were seasonal or tempo
rary, while others became permanent urban dwellers. In both cases, many 
retained strong links to their home villages and to rural life. These new 
arrivals swelled the ranks of the urban poor and competed with them for 
jobs as wage laborers in construction, in public works, on the docks, on 
the railways, in small-scale manufacturing and service enterprises, and 
elsewhere. A stratum of skilled and semiskilled workers was also emerg
ing, especially in Haifa, which as we will see was in this period on the 
verge of becoming Palestine's main port and industrial center.14 More
over, some of the members of this stratum were already beginning to take 
an interest in trade unionism.15

The formation of a distinct urban Arab working class was only in its 
early stages in the 1920s, but it had already begun to impinge on the 
consciousness of Histadrut leaders, and especially those in contact with 
such relatively advanced groups as the railway workers. As we will see, 
while their identity as socialists made them inclined to look out for (and 
take a special interest in) this development, their evaluation of it, and their 
efforts to formulate a policy to deal with it, were primarily framed by 
their concern over its potential significance and consequences for the Zi
onist project. In fact, the positions on relations between Arab and Jewish 
workers adopted by all the Jewish leftist parties, whether Zionist or non- 
Zionist, were closely bound up with their broader perspectives on the fu
ture of Palestine and of its Arab inhabitants. For one, the question of 
cooperation between Arab and Jewish workers could not ultimately be 
separated from the larger Zionist-Palestinian conflict, though this linkage 
took a variety of specific forms. Moreover, some of the Jewish parties in 
Palestine now gave the Arab worker and the Arab working class important
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new roles to play in their scenarios for the future. That the new commu
nist movement in Palestine, in the 1920s still overwhelmingly Jewish, 
should designate the Arab working class as the force which would spear
head the struggle for national independence and socialism is not surpris
ing. As we will see, however, in the early 1920s many labor Zionists 
would also embrace a new conception of the Palestinian Arab worker, one 
which coexisted in uneasy tension with the earlier image of that worker 
as a competitor for scarce jobs, a dire threat to the Jewish worker and to 
Zionism. This new conception portrayed the Arab working class in Pales
tine as labor Zionism's natural ally and was accompanied by a proposed 
strategy of Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity, a strategy which it was 
believed would actually enhance Zionism's prospects for success.

Increasingly, too, what had been largely a monologue, entirely unidi
rectional—Zionists of various kinds discoursing about Arabs, whether 
workers or not—became increasingly multidirectional and complex, more 
of a dialogue, as Palestinian workers and unionists made themselves 
heard. This is not to suggest that lower-class Palestinians had not been 
social and political actors even earlier, though we still know very little 
about their perceptions, aspirations, and actions. In the 1920s, however, it 
becomes easier to hear their voices more clearly. Palestinian workers and 
unionists would be compelled to confront the issue of cooperation with 
Jewish workers from their own perspectives and in light of the needs and 
interests of their own constituencies within the emerging Arab working 
class in Palestine. Whatever the extent to which their Jewish counterparts 
explicitly heeded them, their words and deeds affected the course of events 
and had to be taken into account.

B E N - G U R I O N  A N D  T H E  A R A B  W O R K I N G  C L A S S

The policy on joint organization which Ahdut Hacavoda, and with it the 
Histadrut, would ultimately adopt was first outlined by David"Ben- 
Gurion in the summer of 1921. Ben-Gurion (1886-1973) had emigrated 
from Russia to Palestine in 1906 and soon emerged as a leading figure in 
the prewar Pocalei Tziyon and then in its postwar successor, Ahdut Ha- 
cavoda. He was abroad on a mission for his party when the Histadrut 
was founded, but upon his return at the end of 19 2 1 he was elected the 
organization's secretary and quickly established himself as the preeminent 
leader of the labor-Zionist movement in Palestine. Under his guidance 
the Histadrut became a highly centralized and powerful institution, and 
the platform from which Ben-Gurion's party MAPAI would ultimately
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achieve a hegemonic position in the Yishuv and in the world Zionist 
movement. As chairman of the executive of the Jewish Agency, Ben- 
Gurion was the de facto leader of the Yishuv from 1935 to 1948, and he 
served as Israel's prime minister from 1948 to 1953 and again from 1955 
to 1963. He possessed tremendous willpower, first-rate organizational 
ability, and a great capacity for combining tactical flexibility with an un
wavering determination to achieve the long-term goals of Zionism. His 
critics on both left and right not inaccurately saw him as overbearing, 
self-righteous, and stubborn, but those very traits often enhanced rather 
than diminished his effectiveness as a leader.

Ben-Gurion first set forth his theses on the question of relations be
tween Arab and Jewish workers in August 1921, in a proposal to Ahdut 
Ha'avoda's upcoming party congress. He began by stating that the basis 
for these relations must be "joint economic, political, and cultural work, 
which is the necessary prerequisite for our redemption as a free working 
people and for the emancipation of the Arab working people from enslave- j 
ment by its oppressors and exploiters, the dominant landowners and prop-jI 
ertyowners." It was "the conscious and cultured Jewish worker, whose/ 
historic mission is the building of a free community of labor in Eretz 
Yisra’el, who must lead the movement of liberation and rebirth of the 
peoples of the Near East" and "educate the Arab worker to live an orderly 
and cooperative life of labor, discipline, and mutual responsibility."

Starting from these premises, which suggest a sort of socialist-Zionist 
mission civilatrice toward Arab workers in Palestine, Ben-Gurion pro
posed that "in all the trades which employ Jewish and Arab workers (such 
as the railways, metalworking, and so forth) the Jewish trade unions 
should organize the Arab workers in trade unions linked to the Jewish 
unions. The united unions will together implement activities to improve 
working conditions and arrange for cultural activities and medical assis
tance for the Arab workers." He also suggested that the Histadrut employ 
Arab as well as Jewish workers, on equal terms, to carry out public works 
contracts obtained from the government, and called for the establishment 
of a number of joint workers' clubs which would provide lectures, social 
activities, and language lessons in Hebrew and Arabic. The kibbutzim 
should, he proposed, strive to establish contact with the neighboring Arab 
villages for mutual assistance, including protection against "bandits."16

As noted earlier, Ben-Gurion and his colleagues felt compelled to take 
up this issue mainly as a result of developments among the railway work
ers. But the issue had also surfaced, if in a small way, in other sectors as 
well. For example, in 1921 the new Jewish woodworkers' union in Jaffa
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and Tel Aviv had sought unsuccessfully to develop ties with Arab carpen
ters, most of whom were employed in small workshops and were viewed 
by the Jews as low-wage competitors. That same year the Jewish-owned 
bakeries and pastry shops in Jaffa and Tel Aviv proved more fertile 
ground: Arab workers cooperated with their Jewish coworkers when the 
latter organized a union, though the Arab workers in Arab-owned baker
ies remained uninvolved. The initiative for efforts to develop links with 
the Arab bakery workers came from radicals among the Jewish bakery 
workers, who in 1922 went so far as to declare their union "international," 
that is, open to both Jewish and Arab members, and actually registered 
some Arab members. The Histadrut leadership moved quickly to suppress 
this act of insubordination.17

However, such incidents were few and far between, and it was the rail-1
; way sector which was of most concern to the Histadrut leadership. As I 
j discuss in Chapter 3, since the middle of 19 21 some of the Arab rail- 
I waymen had been pressing Jewish union leaders for a clear response to 
1 their offer to cooperate; some of them had reportedly even expressed in- 
' terest in joining the Histadrut. Ben-Gurion and his colleagues were well 
aware of these developments, and of demands for action from the rank 
and file Jewish railwaymen. They were concerned that if the Histadrut 
failed to formulate a clear policy on joint organization, especially among 
the railway workers, the Jewish railwaymen would turn to Ahdut Hacavo- 
da's rivals on the left, who were advocating a fully integrated ("interna
tional") Jewish-Arab railway workers' union. But no concrete action was 
forthcoming.18

Ben-Gurion's thinking on the question of joint organization was 
clearly rooted in practical and political considerations, as well as in a 
broader sense of the good things which labor Zionism could bring the 
Arab masses in Palestine—what I earlier characterized as a sense of Zion
ist (and in this case socialist-Zionist) mission civilatrice in Palestine. But 
his conception of the relationship of the Jewish and Arab working classes 
in Palestine in the early and middle 1920s, and that of his party, also 
had other economic, political, and cultural dimensions which need to be 
unpacked and contextualized. For Ben-Gurion, labor Zionism's approach 
to joint organization was at bottom largely dictated by the concrete eco
nomic situation of the Jewish workers in Palestine. In January 1922 he 
told the Histadrut council:

Until the last few years the activity of the Jewish worker in the country 
j  was almost entirely restricted to a difficult and desperate struggle for the 

j right to work in the few enterprises of the Jewish community, which were
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dosed to the cultured and conscious Jewish worker as a result of the exis
tence of unorganized and easily exploitable cheap labor. Unwillingly and 
unconsciously, the Arab worker, by virtue of his degraded state, his mini
mal needs, and his primitive culture, was undermining the Jewish worker's 
possibility of existence even in the only sphere of employment intended 
for him. In this situation there was hardly any basis for joint action and 
class influence. Now conditions have changed. The Jewish worker now ( 
works together with the Arab worker in government enterprises, that is in I 
countrywide, general enterprises, on equal terms, feut the extent of this ' 
"equality" is now determined by the worker with lesser culture and fewer , 
needs; wages and working conditions are determined in accordance with j  
the needs and demands of the Arab worker, a situation which is oppressive j 
to the Jewish worker. Improvement in working conditions in these trades j 
by the Jewish workers cannot be imagined without the active participation ( 
of the Arab worker. And the creation of an organized class force of Jewish \ 
and Arab workers in order to improve the workers' situation and their l 
working conditions is a necessary condition for the survival of the cultured '  
worker in these occupations.

Ben-Gurion concluded that "the creation of a single common front for all 
the country's workers to deal with their common affairs is the obligation 
and right of the pioneers of labor culture in Palestine—it is the mission 
of the Jewish workers. Not a metaphysical or theological mission, but a 
mission that derives from and is conditioned by the conditions of our life 
and work in Palestine."19

While insisting that cooperation was vital for both Jewish and Arab 
workers, Ben-Gurion was also adamant that Jews and Arabs had their own 
specific concerns which required some degree of separate organization. In 
a speech to the railway workers' union council in 1924, he argued that

Unity between workers of different nations can exist only on the basis of 
freedom and national equality. For the workers there are matters of com- 1 
mon interest where there is no difference between Jew and Arab, En
glishman or Frenchman. These are the things that concern work: hours, 
wages, relations with the employer, protection against accidents, the right 
of workers to organize, and so forth. In all these areas we work together. * 
And there are interests which are specific to the workers of each national
ity, specific but not contradictory interests which concern his national 
needs: his culture, his language, the freedom of his people, etc. In all these 
spheres there must be complete autonomy and equality for the workers of 
each nation.20

As Ben-Gurion and his party saw it, separate unions in mixed work
places, or at least autonomous national sections within joint unions, were 
necessary to ensure that the special needs and interests of Arab and Jewish 
workers be attended to. The version of joint organization which they es



poused would allow the Jewish workers in mixed workplaces to improve 
their circumstances through cooperation with their Arab coworkers while 
preserving the exclusively Jewish character of the Histadrut and its trade 
unions, which would thus remain free to carry out their Zionist ("na
tional") tasks, including the struggle for Hebrew labor. On the same 
grounds Ahdut Ha'avoda insisted that Arab workers not be allowed to 
join the Histadrut. In economic terms, then, this conception of relations 
between Arab and Jewish workers was quite consonant with the broader 
strategy which the labor-Zionist movement was coming to embrace in 
these years.

That conception also had an important political dimension, however. 
Along with the representation of the Arab working class that underpinned 
it, it can be read as a response to the emergence in Palestine of a vocal Arab 
nationalist movement demanding the cessation of Jewish immigration and 
land acquisition, the termination of British rule, and the independence of 
Palestine as an Arab state. In various formulations of Ben-Gurion and his 
party in the early and middle 1920s one can discern an effort to rearticu
late Zionism's rejection of the authenticity and legitimacy of Palestinian 
Arab nationalism in the language of class struggle and class solidarity,

(with the Arab workers themselves rather curiously cast as Zionism's most 
crucial potential allies.

In defending the struggle for Hebrew labor a decade earlier, Yitzhak 
Ben-Tzvi had argued that the conflict between Arab and Jewish workers 
in Palestine was essentially social rather than national, a struggle between 
organized (high-wage) and unorganized (low-wage) labor. In his influen
tial 1921 essay, The Arab Movement, Ben-Tzvi had depicted Palestinian 
nationalism as lacking any authentic popular base or social content, as 
merely the artificial instrument of the Arab "effendis," labor Zionism's 
code word for what it saw as the reactionary large landowners, greedy 
moneylenders, and obscurantist clerics who wanted self-government for 
Palestine only so that they could more ruthlessly exploit the Arab peas
ants and workers. These had quickly become central themes in labor- 
Zionist discourse, though they did not go entirely unchallenged. Now 
Ben-Gurion developed this line of argument somewhat differently by in
sisting that the real conflict in Palestine was not between the country's 
Arab majority and the Zionist project of Jewish immigration, settlement, 
and statehood, as the Palestinian Arab nationalist movement claimed, but 
rather between the Arab workers and their Arab oppressors. To the false 
Arab nationalism espoused by those oppressors, Ben-Gurion counter-
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posed a class alliance of Jewish and Arab workers grounded in their shared 
objective economic interests.

Such an alliance would, Ben-Gurion insisted, serve the interests of both 1 
Arab and Jewish workers. The more advanced Jewish workers would help 
their enslaved and ignorant Arab brothers liberate themselves from their 
real enemies, their oppressive compatriots. In the process the Arab work
ers would be uplifted and transformed into genuine proletarians, and 
would thereby come to grasp the beneficial and progressive character of 
the Zionist project. At the same time, Arab-Jewish class solidarity (at least 
in certain limited spheres) would help achieve Zionism's goal of Jewish 1 
national redemption. Indeed, in the mid-i920$ Ben-Gurion was arguing 
that without such an alliance between Arab and Jewish workers, Zionism j 
could not hope to succeed.

Z I O N I S M ,  D E M O C R A C Y ,  A N D  A R A B  W O R K E R S

Both the economic and the political meanings built into this conception of 
the Arab working class and its purported relationship with Zionism were 
expressed very explicitly in the course of a 1924 debate within Ahdut J 
Haeavoda. The British Colonial Office and the mandatory government of { 
Palestine had initiated negotiations with the Arab and Jewish leaderships \ 
about the establishment of a legislative council with limited powers. This / 
put the Yishuv and the Zionist movement in an uncomfortable position. 
On the one hand, the Zionist leadership formally endorsed the principles 
of self-government and representative democracy and very much wanted 
to play a role in governing Palestine. On the other hand, it could not j 
accept a fully representative form of self-government for Palestine, since 
the country had an overwhelmingly Arab population and a representative , 
government would inevitably mean a largely Arab (and therefore anti- I 
Zionist) legislature and administration. Zionist leaders in Palestine and » 
abroad disagreed over how to respond to various British proposals.

The linkage between a legislative council for Palestine on the one hand, . 
and relations between Arab and Jewish workers on the other came to the 
fore at the third congress of Ahdut Ha'avoda, held at Ein Harod in May I 
1924.21 Shlomo Kaplansky, a prominent veteran of the Second Aliya who \ 
had emerged as leader of the party's left wing, proposed that Ahdut Ha- J 
‘avoda demand the immediate establishment of a democratically elected / 
parliament with broad powers. Kaplansky acknowledged that this parlia
ment would inevitably have an Arab majority, but he argued that the vital
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interests of the Yishuv could be safeguarded, and the long-term goals of 
Zionism achieved, through an agreement with the Palestinian Arab na
tionalist leadership.

Ben-Gurion strongly opposed Kaplansky's proposal. Insisting that Zi
onism was essentially a state-building project, he demanded that all pro
posals for representative government, however democratic in the abstract, 
be judged by the extent to which they advanced that project. Any system 
of government based on the current demographic and political balance of 
forces in Palestine could only damage Zionism's long-term prospects. In 
this debate, Ben-Gurion again depicted the Palestinian Arab national 
movement as an inauthentic tool of the effendis. He told his party's con
gress: "We must not be afraid to proclaim openly that between us, the 
Jewish workers, and the leaders of today's Arab movement, the effendis, 
there is no common language." "Certainly," Ben-Gurion went on,

j  the Arab community in the country has the right of self-determination, of 
self-rule. It would never occur to us to restrict or minimize that right. The 
national autonomy which we demand for ourselves we demand for the Ar- 

I abs as well. But we do not admit their right to rule over the country to the 
j extent that the country is not built up by them and still awaits those who 
1 will work it. They do not have any right or claim to prohibit or control the 

construction of the country, the restoration of its ruins, the productiviza- 
tion of its resources, the expansion of its cultivated area, the development 
of its culture, the growth of its laboring community.

But then, Ben-Gurion asked rhetorically, with whom could Zionism 
come to an agreement, if not with the Arab leadership? "We must take 
the longer and more difficult path—the path toward the Arab worker. 
There is no common platform between us and the ruling class among the 
Arab people. But there is a common platform between us and the Arab 
workers, even if this platform still exists only potentially and not yet in 
reality." The Arab worker, he continued, is "an inseparable, organic part 
of the country, just like one of its mountains or valleys." It was the his
toric mission of the Jewish workers to raise their Arab brothers from pov
erty and ignorance, not out of charity but out of self-interest.

The fate of the Jewish worker is linked with the fate of the Arab worker. 
Together we will rise, or together we will fall. The Jewish worker will not 
work 8 hours a day if the Arab worker will be forced to work 10-12 hours. 
The Jewish worker will not get 30 piastres a day if the Arab sells his labor 
for 15 piastres or le ss .. . .  We must seek agreement and understanding 
with the Arab people only through the Arab worker, and only an alliance 
of Jewish and Arab workers will establish and maintain an alliance of the 
Jewish and Arab peoples in Palestine.



Labor Zionism and the Arab Working Class / 79

The Arab working class in Palestine was thus made to play a significant 
role in Ben-Gurion's political vision of this period. By representing it as 
Zionism's potential ally, Ben-Gurion could overcome the apparent contra- ! 
diction between his unwavering commitment to a Jewish majority and | 
(ultimately) a Jewish state in Palestine on the one hand, and on the other j  
his formal commitment to democracy and to the right of the Palestinian ‘ 
Arabs to self-determination. Denied any voice of its own or capacity for 
self-motivated action, the Arab working class could be cast as a deus ex 
machina in labor-Zionist thinking at this time: it compensated for the 
objective weakness of the Jewish labor movement in Palestine and in effect 
guaranteed the ultimate success of the labor-Zionist project at a time 
when a Jewish majority and Jewish sovereignty in Palestine seemed a very 
long way off and the path to their attainment highly uncertain. This vi- 1 
sion affirmed the Arab workers' deep roots, their elemental authenticity 1 
("just like one of [Palestine's] mountains or valleys"), but mainly in order 
to be able to contrast their rootedness and authenticity with the purported 
inauthenticity and illegitimacy of the Palestinian nationalist movement. 
Concomitantly, the Arabs' right to self-rule was recognized in principle, ' 
only to be immediately subordinated to the rights, needs, and interests in 
Palestine of the Jews, who were developing the land and therefore had a 
stronger right to possess and rule it. Arab objections on nationalist 
grounds to Jewish immigration, and to Zionism more generally, were by _ j 
definition invalid, and the whole Arab national movement no more than \ 
a fraud which had to be fought, not merely for the sake of the Jews but 
also for the sake of the guileless and oppressed Arab masses themselves.

The Ahdut Hacavoda congress at Ein Harod overwhelmingly endorsed | 
Ben-Gurion's stance rather than Kaplansky's. The Histadrut had already J 
endorsed Ben-Gurion's conception of joint organization among the rail-  ̂
way workers, where the issue was most urgent, though debate on the 
question would continue for years to come: in January 1922 the Histadrut 
council had adopted a resolution which declared the basic principles of 
joint organization among the railwaymen to be "organization of the 
workers on the basis of national sections" and "preservation of the Jewish 
Railway Workers' Association as part of the Histadrut."22 From the J 
standpoint of labor-Zionist ideology, this "separate but equal" policy had \ 
the apparent virtue of reconciling what seemed to be the conflicting de
mands of Zionism and proletarian internationalism. The Histadrut would 
thereby demonstrate its commitment to helping Arab workers unionize 
and improve their lot, which in mixed workplaces would presumably also , 
benefit the Jewish employees. At the same time, this approach eliminated \
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I the threat that integrated Jewish-Arab unions and Arab membership in 
1 the Histadrut might dilute the Zionist character of these organizations 

and undermine the struggle for Hebrew labor as well as the achievement 
, of the long-term goals of Zionism. To Histadrut officials it also seemed 
\ that organizing Arab workers employed in mixed workplaces or in purely 
/ Arab workplaces under the tutelage of the Jewish labor movement would 
I insulate those workers from the pernicious influence of Arab nationalist 
l activists seeking to 'mobilize them against Zionism. As we have seen, this 

concern had surfaced early on, and it would persist for decades to come.23

T H E  C O N T R O V E R S Y  O V E R  J O I N T  O R G A N I Z A T I O N

Though the Histadrut had now formally adopted a policy on joint organi
zation among the railway workers, concrete action was another matter. 
Through 1922 and into 1923, the Histadrut executive committee sporadi
cally discussed finding someone who could take charge of organizing Arab 
workers, especially at the Palestine Railways. But effective organizers who 
were both politically reliable— that is, members of Ahdut Hacavoda—and 
had a command of Arabic were extremely rare, funding was scarce, and 
many Histadrut leaders were in any case dubious about devoting scarce 
resources to the project of organizing Arab workers. Some felt that other 
tasks deserved priority, while others had ideological objections to the 
whole idea. Ben-Gurion continued to urge his colleagues not to neglect 
the issue, but apart from passing vague resolutions the Histadrut failed to 
take action.24

I As before, it was developments among the railway workers that com- 
pelled the Histadrut leadership, preoccupied with other matters, to once 
again pay serious attention to the question of joint organization. As I 

f discuss in more detail in Chapter 3, toward the end of 1923 members of a 
\ small but vigorous party to Ahdut Ha'avoda's left won effective control 
( of the still exclusively Jewish railway workers' union, now called the 

Union of Railway, Postal and Telegraph Workers (URPTW). That party 
was Po'alei Tziyon Smol, which may be translated as "Workers of Zion 
(Left)," not to be confused with the pre-1919 unified Po'alei Tziyon. 
Po‘aIei Tziyon Smol had emerged largely from the disintegration during 
1921 of the SWP, which I mentioned in connection with the founding 
congress of the Histadrut.

Between 1919 and 1921, leaders of the Po'alei Tziyon left in Europe, 
with which the SWP in Palestine was affiliated, engaged in lengthy nego
tiations with the Communist International over the terms under which
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socialist-Zionist parties might be admitted. The chief obstacle was of 
course Pocalei Tziyon's commitment to Zionism, which the Comintern 
(like most of the prewar social-democratic movements) strongly rejected. 
Until the question of admission was definitively resolved, it was possible 
for those who saw themselves as Zionists first and foremost to remain in 
the SWP alongside those who were coming to see themselves primarily 
as Bolsheviks. But once the Comintern declared in 19 21 that communism 
and Zionism were utterly incompatible and insisted on total acceptance of 
its stringent conditions for admission, including renunciation of Zionism 
and dissolution of local Pocalei Tziyon parties into territorial communist 
parties, the SWP in Palestine splintered into several factions.

Out of the wreckage, and a series of further mergers and splits, there 
emerged distinct political tendencies which ultimately cohered into two 
parties. One was the Palestine Communist Party (PCP), which in 1924 
received Comintern recognition as its section in Palestine. Through the 
1920s the PCP's membership and leadership were overwhelmingly Jew
ish. In this period the party was often referred to as "Hafraktziyya," from 
Fraktziyyat Hapo'alim ("Workers' Faction"), the name under which it 
operated in the Jewish labor movement; but to avoid confusion I will al
ways refer to the party and its adherents as "communist," even when 
discussing the period before the emergence of a unified PCP recognized as 
such by the Comintern.25 The communists will appear often in this narra
tive, but for the moment I will focus on the second tendency which 
emerged from the disintegration of the SWP. This was Pocalei Tziyon 
Smol, heir to the Zionist segments of the defunct SWP and the affiliate 
in Palestine of the left wing of the world Pocalei Tziyon movement.26

Pocalei Tziyon Smol occupied the far left end of the Zionist spectrum. 
Despite rejection by Moscow, it continued to regard itself as an authentic 
communist party, committed to world socialist revolution and profoundly 
loyal to Bolshevism, the Soviet Union, and the Comintern—except when 
it came to the question of Zionism, about which it deemed Moscow sadly: 
misguided (though perhaps not irredeemably so). Until the late 1930s 
Pocalei Tziyon Smol refused to participate in the institutions of the Zionist 
Organization, since it regarded that organization as an instrument of the 
Jewish bourgeoisie, with which it could never collaborate. It held fast to a 
pristine Borokhovist orthodoxy, arguing that the Jewish workers in Pales- < 
tine must organize themselves and wage their class struggle indepen
dently. Like Borokhov, party ideologists were convinced that capitalism 
was inexorably developing in Palestine, leading to the growth of the work
ing class and preparing the way for the ultimate triumph of socialism.
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They therefore rejected Ahdut Ha‘avoda's strategy of building up a sepa- 
i rate Jewish workers' economy under the auspices of the Histadrut. Not 

only was such a course foolhardy and a dangerous diversion of workers' 
energies from class struggle to economic construction, but it also entailed 
collaboration with (and therefore submission to) the Jewish bourgeoisie, 
which through the Zionist Organization and its institutions subsidized the 
Histadrut's enterprises and settlements. At the same time, Pocalei Tziyon 

‘ Smol regarded itself as thoroughly Zionist: it encouraged Jewish immigra
tion to Palestine and envisioned that land as the site of the future Jewish 

* socialist state.
Pocalei Tziyon Smol never succeeded in gaining a strong and durable 

base in Palestine. In the early 1920s most of its members and sympathiz
ers were recently arrived urban workers. As time went on, even left-wing 
Jews in Palestine came to see the party as rigid, doctrinaire, and sectarian, 
disconnected from much of what went on in the Yishuv and embarrass
ingly eastern European in ethos and political style. By the 1930s its place 
at the left end of the Zionist spectrum would be taken by a new socialist- 
Zionist political formation with deeper roots in the Yishuv, while Po‘alei 
Tziyon Smol would decline into marginality. Paradoxically, however, at 
least in the 1920s, its sister parties in eastern Europe were often stronger 
than Ahdut Hacavoda's sister parties, since the left wing of Pocalei Tziyon 
initially won the support of a larger segment of the movement's mass 
base than did the right wing, though of course the latter was much 
stronger among Jews in Palestine itself.

As a party, Po'alei Tziyon Smol initially had little to say about the 
fate of Palestine's Arab majority. This silence was in part a product of its 
adherence to orthodox Borokhovism, since as I discussed in Chapter 1  
Borokhov himself (who died in Russia at the end of 1917) had envisioned 
the disappearance of the indigenous population through assimilation into 
the immigrating Jewish population. As we will see, Po'alei Tziyon Smol 
partook of much of mainstream labor-Zionist discourse on the Arab ques
tion, though always filtered through its own unique brand of Marxist- 
Zionist dialectics. In some ways the party was even less willing than Ah
dut Hacavoda to acknowledge that the Arabs might have national rights 
in Palestine, insisting that capitalist development and class struggle would 
make the problem go away.

However, in the workplaces where party militants agitated, things were 
different. Whatever the party's line on Arab national rights, it was 

/strongly committed to working-class unity across communal lines.27 
More significantly, as I discuss at greater length in Chapter 3, Po'alei
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Tziyon Smol garnered considerable support among the Jewish railway 
workers in 1923-24, largely because its opposition to separate national 
sections for Arabs and Jews seemed to open the way for the establishment 
of a single (and presumably more effective) union encompassing all the 
railway workers in Palestine. When Pocalei Tziyon Smol activists secured 
the leadership of the Jewish railway workers' union in 1924, they went 
even further in order to win over Arab workers already suspicious of the 
Histadrut's Zionist character. To the Histadrut leadership's horror, they 
not only declared the union international (i.e., open to both Arabs and 
Jews) but also launched an effort to induce the Histadrut to turn its settle
ment and cooperative functions over to a separate entity and transform 
itself into a territorial trade union center open to Arabs as well as Jews— 
a proposal that came to be known as "separation of functions." This devel- j 
opment intensified the debate over joint organization, and over relations j 
between Jewish and Arab workers, that had long been simmering among I 
left Zionists.

Ben-Gurion and other Ahdut Ha'avoda leaders were extremely dis- | 
tressed that the key railway workers' union had fallen into the hands of 
Po'alei Tziyon Smol, whose commitment to Zionism they mistrusted. » 
They were also concerned because their party's control over the labor 
movement seemed to be slipping, putting it on the defensive.28 This was * 
also a period in which a wave of Jewish immigration (the Fourth Aliya, 
1924-26), largely from Poland and including many middle-class immi
grants with some capital of their own, brought economic prosperity to the 
Yishuv but simultaneously strengthened the social and political weight  ̂
of nonworker forces, to the detriment of the labor movement.29 Ahdut 
Ha‘avoda leaders tried various means to reassert their party's influence, 
including an effort to improve relations with Hapocel Hatzacir. Efforts 
were also made to reassert control over the railway workers' union, and 
as I discuss in Chapters 3 and 4 these were ultimately successful. To 
thwart Pocalei Tziyon Smol's demand for the restructuring of the Hista- 
drut, which won some support elsewhere in the Zionist labor movement, j 
Ben-Gurion proposed that the next Histadrut congress, still some years) 
off, establish an all-Palestine workers' alliance, in essence an umbrella \ 
organization that would include both the Histadrut (which would con- < 
tinue to be autonomous) and its as-yet-nonexistent Arab counterpart. / 
Unions in mixed workplaces would have separate national sections affili- \ 
ated with their respective national organization.30 Facing persistent criti- * 
cism from Po'alei Tziyon Smol that Ahdut Ha'avoda had neglected joint 
organization, party leaders defended their record, largely through articles
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in Ahdut Ha'avoda's weekly organ Kuntres. They insisted that Ahdut 
Ha'avoda had always taken the issue seriously and suggested that the 
Histadrut's failures in this arena were largely due to Arab workers' back
wardness and incapacity for organization.31

The terms in which this debate was cast well illustrate the contours of 
left-Zionist thinking on the question of relations with Arab workers. The 
supporters of the Ahdut Hacavoda line accused the railwaymen's union 
leadership, now under the influence of Po'alei Tziyon Smol, of neglecting 
or downplaying its national responsibilities. To even think of divesting the 
Histadrut of its responsibilities for immigration, settlement, and economic 
development amounted to "liquidationism," that is, the abandonment of 
Zionism. Arab workers should be organized under Histadrut tutelage, but 
separately, in their own organizations and sections; this was, Ahdut Ha- 
'avoda supporters insisted, what the Arab workers themselves really 
wanted. In contrast, the partisans of Po'alei Tziyon Smol argued that sepa
rate national sections were a barrier to joint organization: many Arab 
workers were ready to join the Histadrut and its trade unions, and the 
only thing preventing the rapid realization of Jewish-Arab class solidarity 
was the obstructionism of the Histadrut leadership and its misguided 
policy.

Yet despite their differences, both sides in this debate shared a common 
premise: the nonexistence or illegitimacy of Palestinian Arab nationalism, 
especially as far as Arab workers were concerned. For Ahdut Ha'avoda, 
the Jewish national sections in mixed unions would be affiliated to the 
Histadrut and be part of the Jewish national movement; but the corres
ponding Arab sections, and an Arab labor federation if and when estab
lished, were to be resolutely non-national, indeed even antinational, in 
the sense that the Arab workers and their unions were to be under the 
tutelage of the Histadrut and allied to the Zionist movement rather than 
to the Arab nationalist movement. Po'alei Tziyon Smol's demand that the 
Histadrut be open to both Arabs and Jews was also not neutral in national 
terms. Other exclusively Jewish institutions would carry on the "na
tional" tasks taken over from the Histadrut, while the Arab workers were 
to have no such institutions, since their interests were defined as purely 
social rather than national. In fact, as I suggested earlier, it can be argued 
that Po'alei Tziyon Smol's unreconstructed Borokhovism more com
pletely delegitimized Palestinian Arab nationalism than Ahdut Ha'avoda's 
(and later MAPAI's) social-democratic pragmatism. But in this period 
both these parties largely excluded from thought the possibility that Arab 
workers in Palestine might in any legitimate way see themselves as mem
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bers of a national community with interests and needs in conflict with 
those of the Jewish workers, whose Zionist commitments were simply 
taken for granted.

T H E  S T R U G G L E S  A T  N E S H E R ,  1 9 2 4 - 2 5

Though the railway workers still held center stage in labor-Zionist debates 
about relations between Arab and Jewish workers, by the middle of the 
decade relations among Arab and Jewish workers in other workplaces were 
also raising complex issues. This period witnessed the first significant 
manifestations of organization and action by Arab wage workers, for the 
most part in and around Haifa. Haifa was at this time experiencing rapid 
growth: its population (one-quarter of which consisted of Jews) was al
most 25,000 in 1922 and would double by 19 31.32 In the interwar period 
the city would become not only Palestine's main port but also its leading 
industrial center. The Palestine Railways built its main repair and mainte
nance workshops there, a new deepwater harbor was developed, the Iraq 
Petroleum Company completed pipeline facilities in 1934, an oil refinery 
began to function soon after the outbreak of the Second World War, and 
a substantial number of industrial enterprises (most but not all of them 
Jewish-owned) were established in or near the city. Haifa would become 
not only "Red Haifa," a bastion of the Jewish workers' movement and a 
base for its most radical elements, but also the cradle of the emerging 
Palestinian Arab working class and of its trade union movement.

The new Nesher cement factory, located not far from Haifa, was the 
site of several of this period's most important and controversial struggles. 
Nesher was established in 1924-25 by Michael Pollack, a Jew who was 
born in Russian-ruled Georgia, made a fortune in Baku oil, and fled Russia 
after the revolution, eventually settling in Paris. The site chosen for the 
factory was close to the Arab village of Yajur, on the eastern slopes of 
Mount Carmel. In 1872 the Ottoman government had sold Yajur village 
lands to the Sursuq brothers and Salim al-Khuri, Lebanese businessmen 
who later sold them to Zionist land-acquisition institutions. The Jewish 
settlement of Yagur was established on a portion of these lands in 1922, 
but the new cement factory itself seems to have been located on land 
traditionally belonging to the nearby (and larger) village of Balad al- 
Shaykh, just to the north. Another Jewish settlement, named Nesher like 
the factory itself, was established nearby in 1925 33

Construction work for the Nesher factory was carried out by both Jew
ish workers supplied by the Histadrut and Egyptian workers brought in
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by a local Arab contractor. The former, Histadrut members, received 20 
piastres for an eight-hour workday, while the Egyptians received only 10 
piastres for a nine- or ten-hour day. (Egyptian currency was used in Pales
tine from the end of the war until 1927, when it was replaced by a separate 
Palestinian currency. Both the Egyptian and Palestinian pounds, close in 
value to the pound sterling, were divided into one hundred piastres and 
one thousand milliemes.) Such differentials in Jewish and Arab wage rates 
for both skilled and unskilled labor were to be typical in Palestine through 
most of the mandate period. This was the first time these Jewish workers 
had worked alongside Arabs, if not their first experience of direct contact. 
Though Haifa was still a largely Arab city, it was already possible for 
Jewish immigrants to have only minimal contact with Arabs, and very 
easy to have no ongoing day-to-day engagement. Given that few if any 
of the Jewish workers at Nesher knew Arabic, and none of the Egyptians 
were likely to have spoken either Yiddish or Hebrew, the possibility of 
conversation was probably limited. But decent relations seem to have pre
vailed nonetheless among the 200 Jewish workers and the 80 Egyptians 
engaged in building the Nesher factory by 1924.

Nothing is known about the Egyptian workers, but the Jewish contin
gent seems to have consisted in large part of recent arrivals. The great 
majority were likely to have inclined toward one of the labor-Zionist par
ties (Ahdut Ha'avoda, Hapo'el Hatzacir, and Pocalei Tziyon Smol) or to 
have been apolitical Zionists, but a handful of members or sympathizers 
of the Palestine Communist Party were also employed at the Nesher site. 
Unlike many labor Zionists, who were usually prepared to set aside 
worker grievances and preserve labor peace in the interests of developing 
the Yishuv, the communists had no hesitation about taking militant 
stands on workplace issues. At Nesher as elsewhere, the communists also 
attacked the Zionist movement for displacing Palestinian peasants, claim
ing that the very land on which the Nesher factory was being built had 
been expropriated. The communists may not have been correct in this 
instance, since the factory site seems to have been uninhabited wasteland, 
but the nearby village of Yajur and the Jewish settlement of Yagur cer
tainly provided an example of one means by which Palestinian villagers 
had been deprived of land which ended up permanently in Jewish hands.

As the factory approached completion, tensions rose between manage
ment and the Jewish workers. The latter resented management's adamant 
refusal to recognize or negotiate with either their own elected committee 
or the Histadrut to which they belonged. They also wanted an increase in 
wages to 25 piastres and a one-hour reduction in the workday. Ultimately
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the Jewish construction workers went on strike. They quickly realized that 
to win they needed the support of the Egyptian workers. Histadrut and 
Haifa Workers' Council officials opposed trying to get the Egyptians to 
join the strike, for fear that their participation might undermine the His
tadrut's long-range goal of achieving exclusively Jewish employment at 
the site, in keeping with the Hebrew labor doctrine. But the Jewish work
ers decided to seek their support anyway, and the Egyptians, whose wages, 
working conditions, and treatment by foremen were much worse than 
those of the Jewish workers, quickly responded by joining the strike, to 
the astonishment of the contractor who had employed them. The strike 
dragged on for two months until finally Pollack himself sent a message 
ordering his agents in Palestine to reach a settlement. An agreement was 
quickly concluded between Nesher and the Haifa Workers' Council which 
won for the Jewish workers some of their demands. The agreement said 
nothing about the Egyptian workers, however, and the Histadrut insisted 
that it had no responsibility for them. Defying their leaders, the Jewish 
workers voted 170 to 30 not to return to work unless the Egyptians were 
also rehired, which Nesher management refused to do. The Histadrut ig
nored the vote and successfully pressured the Jewish construction workers 
to abandon the struggle and resume work. Most of the Egyptians were 
deported to their homeland by the mandatory authorities.

After Nesher actually began production in 1925, another struggle en
sued which pitted Jewish against Egyptian workers. While only Jews were 
employed as production workers at the cement factory itself, Nesher's 
owner had given the contract for work at the quarry which supplied the 
factory with its raw materials to Musbah al-Shaqifi, a Palestinian Arab 
contractor who employed Egyptian workers. Michael Pollack resisted 
pressure from the Histadrut to replace the Arab quarry workers with 
Jews, insisting that because Nesher was Palestine's only cement factory 
and sold its output to Arabs as well as Jews, he was obligated to employ 
some Arab workers. In protest the Histadrut ordered its members to go 
on strike against this use of what it called "coolie" labor, and they com
plied. The contrast with the solidarity the Jewish workers had displayed 
the previous year is striking. It may well be that the disobedient Jewish 
workers who had been employed to help build the factory were not taken 
on as production workers when the factory went into‘operation, or per
haps the Histadrut had managed to tighten its control over the workforce 
by some other means. Whatever the case, this strike—a classic manifesta
tion of the Hebrew labor doctrine in practice—was unsuccessful, and until 
the revolt of 1936-39 the company's quarrying work remained the pre



serve of Arabs, though over time Egyptians were replaced by Palestinians, 
mainly villagers from the vicinity.34

Curiously, even as the Histadrut and the Jewish workers at Nesher 
were seeking to force that company to get rid of its non-Jewish employees, 
they were supporting a strike for higher wages initiated by twenty-five 
Egyptian, two Palestinian, and seven Jewish workers employed at another 
quarry in Yajur, run by a Belgian contractor connected with Nesher. In 
the latter case the Jewish workers at Nesher provided the strikers with 
material and moral support, and the Histadrut intervened with the au
thorities when the Egyptian workers were threatened with deportation. 
That the Histadrut could simultaneously launch a struggle to deprive non- 
Jewish workers of their jobs while supporting another strike nearby by 
non-Jewish workers demanding higher wages might seem contradictory. 
But the contradiction is only apparent. For the Histadrut, the issue at 
Nesher was Hebrew labor: jobs in the Jewish sector of the Palestinian 
economy should go exclusively to Jews. The Jewish labor movement, it 
was argued, was engaged in a life-and-death struggle with cheaper Arab 
labor and had the right to defend its standard of living, indeed its very 
existence.

Commenting on the Nesher strike, David Ben-Gurion was prepared 
to admit that the Histadrut's struggle to displace Arab workers might 
"contradict the personal interest of that number of Arab workers engaged 
in cement quarrying." But he insisted that the Jewish workers' struggle 
to secure jobs and increase their wages in the face of cheap local labor 
would ultimately improve the economic situation of Palestine as a whole, 
create new and better jobs in the Arab sector as well, and thereby benefit 
the Arab workers. The Nesher strike was therefore justified, Ben-Gurion 
argued, since "this struggle completely conforms to the class interest of 
the Arab worker in Palestine no less than to the class interest of the Jewish 
worker." In any event, Ben-Gurion insisted, there was no ethnic or na
tional discrimination involved: "It is not by virtue of his being an Arab 
that the Arab worker endangers the Jewish worker's employment oppor
tunities, but by virtue of his being unorganized and competing with oth
ers." What better proof could there be of this than the fact that the Hista
drut supported strikes by non-Jewish workers when the question of 
Hebrew labor was not involved? Hence the proud publication in Kuntres 
of a letter signed by two of the striking Egyptian workers at the Belgian 
contracting company in Yajur, thanking the Histadrut and the Nesher 
workers for their support.35
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O R G A N I Z I N G  A R A B  W O R K E R S

The events at Nesher, a number of other incidents elsewhere, and signs 
that the embryonic Palestinian Arab working class was beginning to stir, 
finally pushed the Histadrut to take action in the spring of 1925, after 
years of procrastination. In large measure its initiative was intended to 
preempt other projects and developments already under way. Some local 
unions (for example, the woodworkers' union in Haifa) had on their own 
already begun to informally admit Arabs, who thereby also became mem
bers of the Histadrut itself. From both Haifa and Tel Aviv came reports 
of Arab workers, attracted by the Histadrut's size, wealth, and apparent 
effectiveness, seeking admission to the organization—which also meant 
access to its various institutions, including its employment office, loan 
fund, and the Kupat Holim health clinics. Histadrut leaders were also con
cerned that their political enemies on the left might capitalize on this 
issue. They were well aware that Po'alei Tziyon Smol, which was de
manding that Arabs be allowed to join the Histadrut and whose members 
now led the railway workers' union, had already initiated an organizing 
committee in Haifa to develop links with Arab workers outside the rail
ways. This initiative had made some headway: party activists had begun to 
work with a group of some two dozen Arabs who frequented the railway 
workers' club. The party had also established ties with a small group of 
Arab workers in Jaffa.

There were also fears that the communists were gaining ground among 
Arab workers. The communists already enjoyed some support among the 
Jewish railway workers in Haifa, from which base they were reaching 
out to Arab railway workers involved in complex negotiations over the 
establishment of a joint union (see Chapter 3). In the fall of 1924 the 
party had begun to publish its own Arabic-language journal, under 
the name Haifa. Its efforts to win support in the Arab community were 
enhanced by a much stronger and clearer anti-Zionist stance, one of 
whose first manifestations was a campaign to support Arab peasants re
sisting eviction from lands near cAfula, in the Jezreel Valley, which Arab 
landlords had sold to the Jewish National Fund. The party was also trying 
to win over Jewish workers through a "workers' unity" movement 
(known in Hebrew as "Ihud"), in keeping with recent Comintern direc
tives instructing communist parties worldwide to overcome their isolation 
by seeking cooperation with left social-democrats within the trade union 
movement. Though the communists had been expelled from the Histadrut



the previous year, the party's strong advocacy of class struggle and trade 
union autonomy allowed it to retain some support among Jewish workers. 
In the December 1925 elections to the Yishuv's representative assembly, 
the party's list won some 8 percent of the vote, and more than 10  percent 
in the big cities—an electoral success which communists in Palestine (or 
later in Israel) would never equal.36

At the same time, an independent Palestinian Arab labor movement 
had begun to emerge, in the form of the Palestinian Arab Workers' Soci
ety (PAWS), established in Haifa in the spring of 1925. As I discuss in 
Chapter 3, the PAWS emerged in the context of the secession of most of 
the Arabs who had joined the short-lived Arab-Jewish railway workers' 
union. For a decade and a half its core and most stable component would 
consist of Haifa-area railway workers, but from the outset it aspired to 
become the Arab counterpart of the Histadrut, a truly national labor orga
nization encompassing all the Arab workers of Palestine. The emergence 
of the PAWS, whose leaders were rather conservative but clearly unsym
pathetic to Zionism and supportive of the Arab national cause, was yet 
another indication to the Histadrut leadership that the issue of organizing 
Arab workers could no longer be ignored.

These developments took place in a changed economic climate, which 
also had an impact on events. In the middle of 1924, the Jewish population 
of Palestine was estimated at 94,945; a year later it had reached 121,725 
and by the middle of 1926 149,50c.37 This Fourth Aliya, the largest wave 
of Jewish immigration which Palestine had yet experienced, helped set off 
an economic boom in the Yishuv, both because of its size and because 
unlike earlier waves many of the new immigrants brought some capital 
with them. The immigrants settled overwhelmingly in the cities, espe
cially Tel Aviv, whose population increased from 22,000 in 1924 to 40,000 
at the end of the following year. The Jewish construction sector flourished 
as a result, opening up many new jobs. Jewish unemployment eased dra
matically, creating a climate in which Jewish workers were better posi
tioned to try to improve their wages and working conditions. The positive 
impact on Arab workers was much smaller, if at all palpable, but the pe
riod nonetheless witnessed unprecedented labor activism among Arabs as 
well as among Jews.

By March 1925 the Haifa Workers' Council, on which Ahdut Ha'avoda 
was still the strongest party, had grown alarmed by Pocalei Tziyon Smol's 
effort to use its base among the railway workers in order to develop con
tacts with other Arab workers. To preempt that initiative, the Council 
created a committee to recruit Arab workers into a separate organization
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which was to have its own employment bureau, so as not to compromise 
the principle of Hebrew labor. When Histadrut officials in Haifa appealed 
to headquarters in Tel Aviv for the funds necessary to implement this 
effort they received a positive response, for the Histadrut leadership was 
now finally convinced that the time had come to begin organizing Arab 
workers.38 During 1925, with funds from its own budget and from the 
Zionist Executive, the Histadrut launched two initiatives aimed at devel
oping links with the Arab working class: an Arabic-language newspaper 
(the Zionist movement's first) and a "club" in Haifa whose mission was 
to make contact with and then organize Arab workers.

Zionist leaders had talked of starting an Arabic-language newspaper 
for years, as a means of propagandizing in favor of Zionism among the 
literate Arab public in Palestine and beyond, as well as of countering the 
strongly anti-Zionist stance of most of the country's Arabic press. Little 
progress was achieved, however, until Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi finally convinced 
the Zionist Executive not only to subsidize the project but to allow the 
Histadrut to run it. The new newspaper, which began to appear in April 
1925, was called Ittihad al-cUmmal (Workers' unity), which (perhaps co
incidentally) had also been the name of a workers' newspaper published 
the previous year by the short-lived Egyptian labor federation aligned 
with the nationalist Wafd party. At first Ben-Tzvi edited Ittihad a\- 
cUmmal (which initially appeared biweekly and later weekly, with some 
gaps) himself; later Dr. Nissim Malul, the Jerusalem-based publisher and 
journalist, took over. When Malul moved to Baghdad his wife and later 
yet another Arabic-speaking Jew took charge.

Ittihad al-cUmmal had a clear political purpose: as one official Hista
drut source put it, it sought "to impart to the Arab proletarian reader 
general concepts from the international workers' movement and an un
derstanding of the activities and position of the Histadrut in Palestine, 
and to develop his class consciousness."39 There were therefore numerous 
articles setting forth the history, ideology, and achievements of the labor- 
Zionist movement and explaining the structure and functions of the His
tadrut and its various components. The newspaper also sought to intro
duce its readers to socialism by publishing in serial form classic texts by 
Ferdinand Lasalle and others, and to European literature through transla
tions from such writers as Maxim Gorky and Oscar Wilde. It also featured 
extensive news of the Histadrut, its subsidiaries and trade unions, and the 
international labor movement, along with general political, economic, and 
social news and commentary.

The impact of Ittihad al-QUmmal on Arab workers seems likely to have
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j been slight, given that most of its target audience was illiterate and that 
those who could read were also probably most likely to be hostile toward 
Zionism on nationalist grounds. In any event the newspaper's pressrun 
was usually only about 500 copies, most of which seem to have been dis
tributed free of charge to Arab railway workers. Ittihad al-'Ummal was 
never a moneymaking proposition: it survived thanks only to subsidies 
from the Histadrut and the Zionist Executive. The crucial funding which 
the latter institution provided eventually allowed the centrist and middle- 
class "General Zionists" who still dominated the Zionist leadership to in- 

I sist that their sociopolitical perspectives be better represented in the news
paper. Consequently from the summer of 1926 it began to devote less 
attention to the labor-Zionist movement and more to the Yishuv as a 
whole. This reorientation may also have reflected a desire to reach a 
broader section of the Arab reading public.

At about the same time as it launched Ittihad al-cUmmal, the Histadrut 
hired both a part-time Jewish organizer for Arab workers in Haifa and a 

| full-time Arab assistant, both of whom would work under the supervision 
! of the Haifa Workers' Council. The scarcity of suitable candidates made it 
v obvious from the start who would occupy these posts. Avraham Khalfon 
, was born in Tiberias in 1900, into a Jewish family long established in 
1 Palestine. He grew up in Haifa, spoke fluent Arabic, and had extensive 
I contacts with Arabs in that mixed city. In 1923 he was elected to the city's 

Jewish community council and soon thereafter, at the request of local His
tadrut officials, began to devote several hours a week to assisting the rail
way workers' union make contact with and recruit Arab railway workers 
(see Chapter 3). A trusted labor Zionist and well known to Ben-Tzvi, who 
was responsible for Arab affairs in the Histadrut secretariat, Khalfon was 
the logical choice to take charge of the Histadrut's efforts to organize Arab 
workers outside the railways as well.

( Khalfon worked closely with his assistant, a young Arab tailor named 
| Philip Hassun, said to be originally from Transjordan and the son of a 

Protestant minister. Hassun is reported to have sought to organize Haifa 
workers, especially porters, even before he began to frequent the railway 
workers' union club and developed close ties with local Po'alei Tziyon 
Smol activists. An effective speaker with a good sense of humor, Hassun 
agreed to work as Khalfon's assistant at the substantial salary of £E8 a 

I month. Over the years, Hassun's enthusiasm for socialist Zionism would 
I make him seem somewhat ridiculous even to his Jewish colleagues. In his 

memoirs Berl Repetur, who would decades later serve as general secretary 
of the Histadrut but who at the time was a young man working at the
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port of Haifa, recounted inviting Hassun to a meeting with two Jewish 
visitors from the Soviet Union in the later 1920s. Hassun embarrassed 
Repetur and his colleagues with his exaggerated praise for all Zionism had 
done for the Arabs of Palestine. Repetur recalled that among Jews Hassun 
was jokingly referred to as "the Histadrut's goy."40

In July 1925, with a small budget from the Histadrut, Khalfon and 
Hassun opened the "General Workers' Club" in a busy, Arab, and largely 
Christian section of the "old city" of Haifa. The club seems to have met a 
need among Haifa's Arab working class, for it quickly attracted the atten
tion and interest of a substantial number of skilled craftsmen, mainly tai
lors and carpenters. It offered evening classes in the Hebrew language and i 
in Arabic literacy, lectures by members of various left-wing Zionist par- J 
ties, and Arabic newspapers from Palestine and elsewhere. Through the * 
club a number of Haifa workers also gained access to a special vocational 
training course at the Technion, the Jewish technical institute which had ■ 
been founded in Haifa shortly before the war. But the club's chief mission 
was labor organizing, which it pursued through the creation of new 
unions for tailors and carpenters.

T H E  C A R P E N T E R S '  A N D  T A I L O R S '  S T R I K E

Discontent among both groups over meager wages, long working days, 
and abusive employers predated contact with the Histadrut, and it was the 
workers themselves who pressed Khalfon and Hassun to help them orga
nize a strike if their employers would not agree to raise wages and insti
tute the eight-hour day. Khalfon resisted this pressure at first because he 
did not think the carpenters and tailors were ready for a strike. In October 
1925, however, with the support of the Histadrut executive committee, he 
decided that the time for action had arrived. In the name of the General 
Workers' Club Khalfon sent letters to the owners of the twelve workshops 
in which the one hundred or so unionized carpenters were employed, set
ting forth the workers' demands and requesting a response within ten I 
days. The employers, never before faced with this kind of organized action \ 
on the part of their workers, simply ignored the letters. The carpenters, j 
along with some thirty tailors, then went on strike, under the leadership 
of Khalfon and Hassun and with the backing of the Histadrut. t

The strike was peaceful at first, but clashes ensued when the employers | 
tried to bring in strikebreakers from the nearby town of Acre. The police \ 
intervened and arrested a number of the strikers, but the well-connected . 
Khalfon was able to free them, by posting bail for them and by sending \



the alcoholic English police inspector in charge a case of his favorite brand 
of whiskey. Nonetheless, as the strike went on, it became increasingly 
clear that despite financial support from the Histadrut and the railway 
workers' union the clashes and arrests were exhausting the meager re
sources at the workers' disposal. There was also growing pressure on the 
workers from the local Arab press and local church officials. Haifa's oldest 
Arabic newspaper, al-Karmil, was strongly anti-Zionist, and while ex
pressing sympathy for the workers' demands it also voiced its fear that 
the strike would serve Zionist rather than Palestinian Arab interests. "We 
fear," al-Karmil declared, "that the purpose of inducing the Arab workers 
to strike is (1) to incite them to rebellion; (2) to cause a disturbance in the 
business activity of Arab enterprises; (3) to raise prices so that it will be 
easier for Jewish goods to combat and compete with the Arabs and take 
jobs from them. We warn the leaders of this movement against falling 
into a trap, even as we acclaim the workers' awakening, for we are dis
gusted that someone should enrich themself from the sweat of the work
er's brow."41

Local Christian clerics echoed al-Karmil and other Arab newspapers. 
The spiritual leader of Haifa's Maronite community, Father Francis, called 
in twenty of the strikers to warn them against cooperating with the Jews, 
who were spreading Bolshevism in Palestine, and appealed to them to 
form their own Muslim-Christian union which would be free of Jewish 
influence. According to the Histadrut's account of the meeting, the Arab 
workers replied that the Socialist International had delegated the task of 
organizing workers in the Middle East to the Histadrut and they must 
therefore affiliate with it. The International had of course done no such 
thing, but the claim does convey the sense of proletarian mission civila- 
trice with which socialist Zionists in Palestine were often imbued. The 
strikers were also said to have told the cleric that there was nothing to 
fear from the Jewish workers because the latter would not accept the mea
ger wages paid to Arab workers.42 This was probably true in tailoring and 
carpentry, but of course one of the Histadrut's motives in helping Arab 
workers organize was to open up more jobs for Jews by raising wage 
levels.

After meeting with a delegation of strikers, Najib Nassar, the editor of 
al-Karmil invited the two sides to meet at his newspaper's offices and 
resolve their conflict. The strikers insisted that Khalfon and Hassun ac
company them to the meeting. Nassar was unhappy that the two officials 
of what his newspaper referred to as the "Zionist workers' association" 
had come, but they were ultimately allowed to remain as observers. After
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several hours of negotiations an agreement was reached by which, after 
two weeks, the strike was brought to an end. The workers achieved gains 
that, given the miserable conditions that had prevailed until then, were 
not insubstantial: a nine-hour workday, a half-hour lunch break, and 
seven paid sick days a year.43

In its account of the strike's settlement, al-Karmil expressed the hope 
that in every trade a "guild" of employers and workers could be estab
lished to deal with the workers' grievances and thereby "block the 
involvement of Zionists in the affairs of Arab workers."44 Nassar and his 
associates in the Arab bourgeoisie of Haifa were quite conservative on 
social issues and did not initially have much interest in the needs or inter
ests of the emerging Palestinian working class. But events like the October 
1925 strike pushed them toward greater awareness of, and interest in, 
labor affairs, mainly out of concern that the Zionists (whom they believed 
were also spreading the virus of Bolshevism) might promote and capitalize 
on class conflict within the Arab community. It was thus probably al- 
Karm ils strongly anti-Zionist stance, rather than a newfound concern for 
social justice and worker empowerment, that led it and other conservative 
but nationalist newspapers to publish news of the new Palestinian Arab 
Workers' Society formed in Haifa a few months earlier, and more gener
ally to take an interest in Arab workers and even to support the formation 
of labor unions. By the summer of 1927 Filastin, based in Jaffa, was ex
pressing pleasure that Arab workers finally seemed to be heeding its fre
quent warnings that "the Jewish unions got involved in [Arab] workers' 
affairs only when it was in their own interest, in the interest of the Jewish 
workers, while the Arab worker was in their view only an instrument 
with which to threaten the government if it did not submit to demands to 
provide jobs for Jewish workers at high wages." The newspaper went on 
to call on Arab workers to quit Jewish unions and form their own labor 
organizations 45

The Histadrut leadership was still not without misgivings about the 
idea of organizing Arab workers. On a visit to Haifa during the carpenters' 
and tailors' strike, Ben-Gurion congratulated Khalfon: the strike was a big 
achievement for which labor Zionism had been striving for many years. 
It would allow the Histadrut to prove to the international socialist move
ment that it was not only seeking to build an advanced Jewish society in 
Palestine but also looking after the Arab workers. But, Ben-Gurion 
warned Khalfon, "Do not go too far. You are their teacher, and you have 
taught them to strike. They have already made some large steps. [But] 
the day will come, and it is not far off, when [the Palestinian nationalist
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leader] Hajj Amin al-Husayni will come and collect these same workers 
whom you have led like laid eggs, in order to use them to fight against us 
with the same means you have taught them." Ben-Gurion urged Khalfon 
to accept Najib Nassar's proposal for negotiations with the employers and 
seek a compromise which would end the strike quickly.46 Despite his rhe
torical support for organizing Arab workers, the Histadrut secretary was 
clearly uneasy about the long-term political consequences of such a 
course, from an entirely realistic assessment that as they became more 
organized and class-conscious Arab workers would also probably incline 

! more strongly toward nationalism and against Zionism.
As it happened, the October 1925 strike led by Khalfon, Hassun, and 

their General Workers' Club marked not the beginning but the high point 
of the Histadrut's first attempt to organize Arab workers in Haifa. While 
some Arab workers are said to have attended the traditional May Day 
strike and rally organized by the Haifa Workers' Council the following 
spring, the influence of the General Workers' Club was in fact already on 
the wane. In part this was due to a deteriorating economic climate. The 
last months of 1925 witnessed the beginning of a severe economic down
turn in Palestine that would last until 1929, resulting in high unemploy
ment and depressed wages for both Arabs and Jews in many trades. The 
grim situation in the Haifa building trades, particularly hard-hit, was ex
acerbated by an influx of carpenters and other craftsmen from Syria, 
where a nationalist uprising and massive repression by that country's 
French colonial rulers had disrupted normal economic life. In these cir
cumstances workers were less willing to take risks and the General Work
ers' Club found it impossible to repeat the success it had achieved with 
the carpenters and tailors in October 1925. Its involvement in subsequent 
workers' struggles was restricted to a few isolated instances.47

The decline of the Haifa club was certainly also hastened by the barrage 
of criticism and hostility to which it was subjected from both Arab nation
alists and Jewish communists. These groups were united in seeing the club 
as essentially an instrument by which the Zionists were surreptitiously 
and illegitimately seeking to infiltrate and dominate the Arab working 
class. As an Arab directly employed by the Histadrut and doing its work, 
Philip Hassun was a prime target of nationalist invective, denounced as a 
lackey of the Jews and a traitor to his people 48 By 1927 the club was 
virtually moribund: its organizing efforts had petered out, few workers 
frequented its premises, and the activities of Khalfon and Hassun were 
largely restricted to arranging lectures and evening classes. Elsewhere in
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Palestine, the Histadrut's efforts to develop links with Arab workers never 
even approached the level briefly attained in Haifa.

After two years of effort, the Histadrut leadership could point to few 
successes that might justify the continued allocation of funds and staff to 
the project of organizing Arab workers. At the same time, it was increas
ingly preoccupied with other problems. The economic crisis had hurt the 
Yishuv badly: the unemployment rate in Tel Aviv reached 40 percent in 
February 1927, the Histadrut's Solel Boneh contracting company went 
bankrupt four months later, and that year more Jews left Palestine than 
entered it. Both the Histadrut and the Zionist Executive were forced to 
cut their budgets, with the result that funding for organizing Arab work
ers was sharply reduced. One consequence of these cuts, which can also 
be taken as an indication of the Histadrut's changing priorities, was the 
end of Avraham Khalfon's career as a labor organizer. In the spring of 
1927, at the urging of Ben-Gurion and Ben-Tzvi, Khalfon left the General 
Workers' Club and moved on to a new job as the Jewish secretary at the 
Haifa municipality, from which post Histadrut leaders hoped that he 
would be able to get the municipality to hire more Jews. Over the follow
ing quarter-century Khalfon would ascend through the ranks of the local 
administration and ultimately attain the post of secretary of the munici
pality. Philip Hassun remained in charge of the General Workers' Club 
after Khalfon left, but the club had accumulated large debts and Hassun's 
job was itself precarious. Ittihad al-'Ummal no longer appeared with reg
ularity and after several hiatuses it ceased publication altogether at the 
beginning of 1928, largely because the Zionist Executive, facing its own 
budget shortfalls, cut the subsidy it had been providing the Histadrut for 
the newspaper.49

" w e  c a n n o t  b e  y o u r  s l a v e s "

Though the Histadrut's first effort to develop a base among Arab workers 
had been unsuccessful and its leaders' interest in the project was waning, 
the question of relations with Arab workers did not completely disappear 
from the agenda of the labor-Zionist movement. In fact, even as practical 
activity virtually ceased the issue continued to garner attention, especially 
during the period leading up to the Histadrut's third congress, scheduled 
for the summer of 1927, at which the question would be discussed and 
policy set. In the process Ahdut Hacavoda was compelled to fend off criti
cism from its rivals on the left and right while clarifying its own position 
on the issue.
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Po'alei Tziyon Smol was the chief source of criticism from the left, 
since the openly anti-Zionist communists were altogether beyond the 
pale, Po'alei Tziyon Smol could by this point claim that it had living proof 
that Jewish-Arab solidarity was possible, in the form of a small group of 
Arab workers in Jaffa with which it had developed close ties. The leader 
of the group was a carpenter, George Nassar, who had become an enthusi
astic and loyal adherent of Po'alei Tziyon Smol and a protege of one of 
the party's top leaders, Moshe Erem. Once, when asked why he supported 
Zionism and whether that support did not make him a traitor to his peo
ple, Nassar responded that he supported Zionism "precisely because I am 
a good Arab. I know and see with my own eyes that Jewish immigration 
improves the situation of the Arab masses, it contributes to raising the 
[Arab] worker's wages in Palestine and his standing in society. And since 
I seek the welfare of the Arab worker, I am ready to support Jewish immi
gration to Palestine."50

Very few Arabs in Palestine were prepared to embrace this logic, and 
it is not even clear that any of the Jaffa workers in Nassar's group shared 
his political vision. There is room for suspicion that the Po'alei Tziyon 
Smol activists with whom these workers were in contact tended to empha
size the party's refusal to join the Zionist Organization and its proletarian 
internationalist ideology rather than its strong Zionist commitments. 
Nonetheless, it does seem that in this period there were in fact Arab work
ers who sincerely wished to join the Histadrut, which they perceived as a 
powerful and wealthy organization, provided that it dissociate itself from 
Zionism. Po'alei Tziyon Smol used this sentiment to bolster its demand 
for "separation of functions" in the Histadrut and its transformation into 
an Arab-Jewish trade union center, with Arab workers as full and equal 
members.

In December 1925 Po'alei Tziyon Smol leaders arranged a meeting be
tween Histadrut secretary David Ben-Gurion and George Nassar, accom
panied by several of his coworkers. The meeting was not a success: the 
Arab workers heard the Histadrut leader reject their demand for admis
sion, which Ahdut Ha'avoda regarded as a threat to the labor-Zionist proj
ect and a provocation on the part of Po'alei Tziyon Smol. In response 
Nassar told Ben-Gurion that he and his comrades wanted to join the His
tadrut as "loyal members" and rejected the proposal that they join a sepa
rate club, as in Haifa. "We cannot be your slaves," he told the Histadrut 
leader. "We want to be members and subject to [Histadrut] discipline.. . .  
All our comrades want to be members of one organization with you, they 
will pay dues and organize meetings everywhere." But Ben-Gurion stood
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firm: "We will not decide here. The members of the Jaffa Workers' Coun
cil will consult with other workers and inform you of their decision. We 
will not argue about [Histadrut] membership cards. This is our rule, and 
until the next congress we can decide nothing."51

In the run-up to the 1927 Histadrut congress Po'alei Tziyon Smol 
sought to step up pressure on the organization's leadership by circulating 
petitions to be signed by Arab workers demanding admission. Among 
those who signed were a group of several dozen workers at a building site 
in Nazareth, who had sent one of their number to Haifa to seek Histadrut 
support upon launching a strike. Local Histadrut officials promised help 
but failed to act. The Nazareth workers then linked up with Pocalei Tziyon 
Smol activists in Haifa, and George Nassar traveled to Nazareth where he 
was apparently able to convince the workers still at their jobs to join the 
strike. With Po'alei Tziyon Smol's encouragement (and perhaps guid
ance), the Nazareth workers subsequently wrote to the Histadrut to de
mand that they be allowed to join. All told, Po'alei Tziyon Smol leaders 
claimed that some 700 Arab workers had signed petitions asking to be 
allowed to join the Histadrut.52

P A L E S T I N E ,  S O U T H  A F R I C A ,  A N D  N A T I V E  L A B O R

Criticism from the left was, however, less politically significant to Ahdut 
Ha'avoda than criticism from its rival (and junior partner) on the right, 
Hapo'el Hatza'ir. That party was much more straightforwardly nationalist 
than Ahdut Ha'avoda. Because it was not explicitly socialist, much less 
avowedly Marxist, had never professed allegiance to the principle of prole
tarian internationalism, and was able to concede the nationalist character 
of Arab opposition to Zionism, Hapo'el Hatza'ir did not need to resort to 
the tortured dialectics to which Ahdut Ha'avoda (and Po'alei Tziyon Smol 
as well) had recourse when called upon to justify their positions. From 
Hapo'el Hatza'ir's standpoint, the central task of the Histadrut was to 
realize the Zionist project through the construction in Palestine of a sepa
rate Jewish society and economy, and this alone was sufficient justifica
tion for such policies as Hebrew labor. As a party Hapo'el Hatza'ir was 
thus at best profoundly skeptical about, and at worst hostile to, what it 
regarded as utopian pipe dreams like joint organization in mixed work
places and the organization of Arab workers elsewhere. In fact, it saw such 
projects as potentially dangerous, in that they diverted scarce resources 
better devoted to meeting Jewish needs and aroused false hopes. From 
Hapo'el Hatza'ir's standpoint, too much concern for the well-being of the
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Arabs or guilt and self-doubt over possible violations of their rights were 
manifestations of an unhealthy "galut mentality" inappropriate to the 
project of Jewish national reconstruction.

Hapocel Hatza'ir's analysis of the problem was articulated by Hayyim 
Arlosoroff in a 1927 essay entitled "On the Question of Joint Organiza
tion," published as an intervention in the debates on the question that 
preceded the Histadrut's third congress. Born in the Ukraine in 1899 and 
raised in Germany, where he studied economics, Arlosoroff settled in Pal
estine in 1924 and became a prominent leader of Hapo'el Hatza'ir. When 
MAPAI was founded through the merger of Ahdut Ha'avoda and Hapo'el 
Hatza'ir in 1930, he became one of the new party's top leaders. A year 
later he was chosen to direct the Political Department of the Jewish 
Agency, which had been established in 1929 to bring together Zionist and 
non-Zionist Jews in the project of developing the Jewish "national home" 
in Palestine. Though not formally a Zionist institution, the Jewish Agency 
was soon dominated by Zionists and became the institution through 
which resources were channeled to the Yishuv from Jewish communities 
worldwide. The Jewish Agency executive would come to function as the 
de facto leadership of the Yishuv, and Arlosoroff's appointment to direct 
its Political Department, like Ben-Gurion's elevation to the executive and 
then to its chairmanship, signaled the ascendancy of labor Zionism in the 
Yishuv and the Zionist Organization. Arlosoroff's assassination on Tel 
Aviv's beachfront in 1933, a crime which most labor Zionists blamed on 
Jewish extremists linked to Vladimir Jabotinsky's right-wing Revisionist 
Zionist party, ignited a bitter conflict between the left and right wings of 
the Zionist movement whose legacy is still discernible in Israeli politics 
today.

In his essay Arlosoroff claimed to be undertaking a strictly realistic and 
rational economic analysis, unencumbered by the ideological considera
tions which, he argued, had distorted the thinking of Ahdut Ha'avoda 
leaders like Ben-Gurion. Arlosoroff accused the latter of trying to theorize 
out of existence the real, everyday, and essentially national conflict be
tween expensive Jewish and inexpensive Arab labor. He rejected the no
tion that joint organization could significantly raise the general wage level 
in Palestine and thus facilitate the struggle for Hebrew labor by making 
Jewish workers more competitive with Arab workers. He was also con
vinced that Ben-Gurion's portrayal of the nascent Palestinian Arab work
ing class as Zionism's potential ally was nothing but a fantasy. Even in 
the form envisioned by Ahdut Ha'avoda, joint organization would lead to 
disaster for the Zionist project, for it would result in the deterioration of



Jewish wages to the Arab level, making it impossible for European Jewish 
workers to survive in Palestine.

To support his argument Arlosoroff cited the case of South Africa, 
where as he saw it conditions most closely paralleled those which con
fronted the Jewish workers in Palestine. The white workers there were 
unable to compete in a labor market dominated by abundant and cheap 
African and Indian labor. They had therefore organized and used their 
political clout to secure the imposition of a "color bar" which excluded 
nonwhites from supervisory, skilled, and well-paid jobs. Similarly, if Jew
ish and Arab workers in Palestine competed within the same labor market, 
the result would be not only the cessation of Jewish immigration—for 
Jews would not come to or stay in Palestine if they could not find decently 
paid jobs there—but also substantial Jewish emigration, making realiza
tion of a Jewish majority unlikely. Joint organization could never over
come the dynamics of/the capitalist labor market. The only way out of 
this dilemma, Arlosoroff insisted, was for the Zionist labor movement to 
devote its resources and energies to developing a separate high-wage, 
high-productivity, and exclusively Jewish economic sector, which would 
coexist with an unproductive and low-wage Arab sector for decades to 
come. This was in fact already happening, but Arlosoroff wanted the 
movement to be much clearer about its goals and methods, and above all 
to give up on what he saw as the dangerous delusion of joint organization.

In addition to building up a separate Jewish economic enclave, the 
labor-Zionist movement was also using political means to try to escape 
the constraints of a local labor market in which, as Arlosoroff had demon
strated, its members found it difficult to compete successfully. For exam
ple, during the middle and later 1920s, the Histadrut pressed the Colonial 
Office and the government of Palestine to set a minimum wage for un
skilled labor. This would have the effect of reducing the competition which 
Arab labor could offer Jewish labor, thereby preserving jobs for Jews and 
perhaps also opening new ones to them. The British authorities were not 
receptive to this demand, however, in keeping with their general policy of 
avoiding direct regulation of the labor market insofar as possible.53 The 
Zionist Organization and the Histadrut also sought to ensure that wage 
rates for unskilled Jewish workers employed on relief projects by the Pub- 1 
lie Works Department during the post-1925 economic crisis were higher 
than those paid to Arab workers. British officials resisted this demand, 
too, because it favored Jewish labor over Arab labor and because it would 
increase their labor costs. Nonetheless, in 1928 a government wages com
mission reported that four wage levels for unskilled labor were in effect:
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rural Arab labor received 12 - 15  piastres a day, urban Arab labor 14 - 17  
piastres, unionized Jewish labor (i.e., Histadrut members) 28-30 piastres, 
and nonunion Jewish labor 15-30  piastres.54

At the same time, as I will discuss later, Histadrut and Zionist officials 
incessantly lobbied the British authorities in both Jerusalem and London 
to ensure that Jews received as large a proportion as possible of public 
works jobs and contracts. For example, the Zionist Organization de
manded that Jewish workers be given 50 percent of the unskilled jobs 
created by the construction of the new deepwater port at Haifa and paid 
at standard Histadrut rates. Zionist leaders argued that this demand, and 
many similar demands raised with regard to other spheres of employ
ment, were justified by the fact that the Jewish contributation to the gov
ernment's tax revenues was proportionally much larger than the Jews' 
share in Palestine's population. Labor Zionists contributed to this lob
bying campaign by utilizing their close connections with Trades Union 
Congress and Labor Party leaders in Britain to step up the pressure on the 
Colonial Office. British officials, especially in Palestine, opposed Zionist 
demands, on the grounds that it constituted favoritism toward Jews and 
because it would substantially increase the costs of the Haifa harbor 
project.55

F R O M  " H I S T O R I C  M I S S I O N "  T O  B E N I G N  N E G L E C T

By the second half of the 1920s, then, the mainstream of the labor-Zionist 
movement was in practice firmly committed to a strategy based on both 
the struggle for Hebrew labor and the development of a separate Jewish 
economic enclave. Yet Ben-Gurion and his party found it difficult to ac
cept this reality, which implied giving up on the vision of joint organiza
tion and Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity as a solution to labor Zion
ism's dilemmas. In October 1926, at Ahdut Haeavoda's fifth party 
congress, Ben-Gurion acknowledged that the difficult situation in which 
the labor-Zionist movement currently found itself was not conducive to a 
correct assessment of the question of joint organization. But, he insisted, 
both moral and other considerations required that the party and the 
movement it led continue to understand that the fate of the Jewish work
ing class in Palestine was inextricably linked to the fate of the Arab work
ing class. "It is inconceivable," Ben-Gurion declared, "that we should suc
ceed in entrenching ourselves in Palestine, in creating a large Jewish 
working class, in putting masses of Jews to work, and in building a lasting 
Jewish economy if, alongside the Jewish worker and the Jewish economy, 
there will remain the downtrodden and unorganized Arab worker, who

102 / Labor Zionism and the Arab Working Class



Labor Zionism and the Arab Working Class / 103

will compete with us and see us as his enemy." Ben-Gurion reiterated his 
call for a Jewish-Arab workers7 alliance, based on autonomous national 
organizations and separate national sections for mixed workplaces.56

Ben-Gurion made his remarks in the context of a discussion about the 
general policy on joint organization and relations between Arab and Jew
ish workers which the forthcoming Histadrut congress would adopt. Be
sides his own proposal, the party had before it a more complex scheme i 
for an "international Eretz Yisra’el workers' alliance" (brit pocalim bein-) 
le'umit eretz-yisra elit) put forward by Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi, to be composed! 
of the Histadrut, such purely Arab unions or labor federations as might! 
be established, and "international" unions with separate national sections* 
in mixed enterprises like the railways.57 Ben-Tzvi's proposal was (like 
Ben-Gurion's) designed to deflect criticism from the left by demonstrating 
Ahdut Ha'avoda's commitment to creating a framework for Arab-Jewish 
workers' solidarity, while at the same time protecting the party's right 
flank by barring Arabs from Histadrut membership, preserving the Hista
drut's Zionist character, and ensuring that even Jewish workers in mixed 
unions would be able (through their separate national sections) to partici-j 
pate in the effort to construct a separate Jewish society in Palestine.

While more detailed than any previous proposal, Ben-Tzvi's scheme 
can also be seen as a manifestation of Ahdut Hacavoda's declining interest 
in organizing Arab workers. When Ben-Tzvi had first outlined his scheme 
for an Arab-Jewish workers' alliance two years earlier, it had been implic
itly understood that the Histadrut should play a key role in organizing its 
sister organization for Arab workers.58 By contrast, his proposal to the 
fifth party congress made no mention of what Ben-Gurion had once called 
the Histadrut's "historic mission." Nor, for that matter, did Ben-Gurion's 
own remarks at the congress: they were rather vague and general, and 
though not without passion they seemed to imply that the Histadrut's 
responsibility was restricted to allying itself with the Arab working class 
once the latter had succeeded in organizing itself, rather than actively 
assisting it to do so.

In effect, the leaders of Ahdut Hacavoda were moving away from their 
earlier emphasis on the importance of an alliance between the Jewish and 
Arab working classes in Palestine and toward Hapo'el Hatza'ir's relegation 
of joint organization, and more generally of the question of Arab-Jewish 
relations, to the margins. This shift reflected the gradual ideological con
vergence of the two parties which a few years later would result in their 
merger and the creation of MAPAI. Ahdut Ha'avoda's drift in this direc
tion was manifested in a much more modest notion of what joint organi-
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zation might achieve for both Jewish and Arab workers, and greater em
phasis on labor Zionism's own constructive efforts as the determining 
factor in Zionism's ultimate success.59

The Histadrut's declining interest in organizing Arab workers and its 
move toward what might be called a policy of "benign neglect" also coin
cided with (and was probably bolstered by) the launching of a campaign 
to compel Jewish citrus farmers in the moshavot to dismiss their Arab 
workers and hire Jews instead. Most immediately, the Histadrut's ratio
nale for renewing the struggle for Hebrew labor in the moshavot was the 
urgent need to relieve very high urban unemployment in a period of se
vere economic crisis. But the campaign also served to deflect Jewish work
ers' anger and frustration about their plight onto Arab workers, with 
whom they were competing for scarce jobs and who could be depicted as 
taking the bread out of their (and their families') mouths. In launching 
this campaign the labor-Zionist movement also gained an opportunity to 
assert its self-proclaimed role as vanguard of Zionism and the Yishuv, 
since it could cast itself as the defender of poor Jewish immigrants fighting 
for jobs and survival against the greed of the unpatriotic farmers, who 
preferred to employ cheap Arab labor even if that undermined the Zionist 
enterprise. This campaign dramatically heightened intra-Yishuv tensions 
but it thereby also enhanced the power, moral authority, and vanguard 
status of the labor-Zionist leadership and the institutions it controlled in 
relation to competing Jewish sociopolitical forces.

Ahdut Ha'avoda's new orientation also reflected the growing strength 
and social weight of the Jewish labor movement in Palestine. The Hista
drut had grown from 4,433 members at its inception in 1920 to some 
25,000 members by 1928. Despite the economic downturn that had set in 
by 1926, the Yishuv seemed to be developing and labor-Zionist leaders 
could envision continued slow but steady growth. Arab opposition to Zi
onism persisted, but in the later 1920s the national movement was fac- 
tionalized and ineffective, and British support for the establishment of the 
Jewish national home seemed secure. In the second half of the 1920s Ah
dut Ha'avoda gradually abandoned the radicalism that had sometimes 
characterized its rhetoric earlier in the decade and gave up on the idea of 
building a socialist Jewish community in Palestine through the workers' 
efforts alone. Instead it more wholeheartedly embraced the idea of an alli
ance with Jewish (private and Zionist) capital, and sought (successfully) 
to exploit that alliance in ways that would enhance its own strength and 
that of the institutions it controlled. These trends and developments inter-
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acted with one another and contributed to the party's retreat from its 
earlier emphasis on the importance of Arab-Jewish working-class soli
darity.

The shift emerged clearly at the Histadrut's third congress, held in July ( 
1927. Among other things, the congress was to finally decide what form 
joint organization of Arab and Jewish workers in mixed workplaces should 
take. Po'alei Tziyon Smol had submitted draft resolutions calling for the 
radical restructuring of the Histadrut into a trade union federation open 
to all workers in Palestine, along with petitions signed by hundreds of 
Arab workers requesting membership in the organization.60 But the party ! 
was a small minority in a congress dominated by Ahdut Ha'avoda and its 
ally Hapo'el Hatza'ir, and the question of joint organization no longer 
enjoyed a very prominent position on the Histadrut's agenda.

Nonetheless, the issue surfaced right at the outset, as various observers 
and guests rose to present their greetings to the delegates. One of these 
was Philip Hassun, who claimed to speak on behalf of the Arab workers 
organized by the Histadrut in Haifa. Hassun praised the Histadrut in 
rather obsequious terms for the selfless assistance it had extended to Arab 
workers and declared that "the Arab worker has no one to depend on 
except the Hebrew worker." This kind of rhetoric was predictable, since 
Hassun was a Histadrut employee. However, the speaker who followed 
Hassun struck a very different tone. This was Ahmad Hamdi, who said he I 
was greeting the congress as representative of a group of some 600 Arab 
workers. We know nothing about Hamdi, but it would seem that his ap
pearance at the Histadrut congress was sponsored by Po'alei Tziyon Smol, 
that he had acquired his knowledge of the Jewish labor movement largely 
through that party, and that the Arab workers he claimed to represent 
were those who had, at that party's urging, indicated their interest in 
joining the Histadrut. Hamdi called on the Jewish workers to help the 
Arab workers liberate themselves from their degraded state. But why, he I 
wondered, did the Jewish workers want to isolate themselves in their own 
separate organization?

Such separate organizations are dangerous. Let not [distinctions between] j 
East and West, Zionism and Arabism, Torah and Qur’an, cause divisions ) 
among us. When the Arab workers approach the Jewish workers, their ene
mies say to them, "You are Zionists!" And others say, "You are commu
nists!" And so the Arab worker is confused. We must unite and present 
common demands to the government, which ignores its obligations to the 
worker and instead sends in the police and puts him in jail.



io 6 I Labor Zionism and the Arab Working Class

As Hamdi saw it, the Jewish workers' movement as such was not Zionist, 
and that distinction should be made clear to all so that there would be no 
divisions between Arab and Jewish workers.61

These remarks seem to have aroused Ben-Gurion's ire, for he immedi
ately rose to respond. The Histadrut secretary declared that while he wel
comed any sign of awakening among the Arab workers, he wanted the 
Arab workers and intellectuals—at least those few who, Ben-Gurion said, 
had so far freed themselves from "the enmity which the effendis were 
sowing around the Zionist enterprise"—to understand that "the Jewish 
workers in Palestine are the Zionists," a remark which the delegates 
greeted with applause. Ben-Gurion went on:

They came to Palestine only thanks to Zionism. Had it not been for Zion
ism there would not be 30,000 organized workers in Palestine, there 
wouldn't be this congress, nor the Histadrut nor the movement which will 
raise the [Arab] worker from his degradation. And I want to tell you, Com
rade Hamdi, what the workers' Zionism is. You say that the Arab worker 
is oppressed and his situation is degraded. But our situation is even worse.
If the Arab worker works in difficult conditions, the Jewish masses don't 

J even have the opportunity to work. And Zionism aspires to bring the Jew
ish masses to Eretz Yisra’el and to labor, to transform here the Jewish 
masses into workers, and they will also bring about the strengthening of 

1 the workers and Arab masses in Eretz Yisra’el and the neighboring lands.
| This is Zionism: the return of the Jewish masses to Eretz Yisra’el and 
| their transformation into a productive workforce on which the country's 
1 future regime will be based.

That is why, Ben-Gurion argued, the effendis were fighting Zionism: 
this new force would put an end to their plundering and exploitation. 
"You, the Arab workers, must not harness yourselves to the cart of the 
effendis in their war against Zionism," he warned. "We believe that to the 
extent that our strength in the country grows, so will grow the strength of 
the working class which Hamdi and his comrades hope will liberate this 
country."62

The main presentation on joint organization was given by Ben-Tzvi, 
who criticized both Hapo'el Hatza'ir's insistence on a complete separation 
between Jewish and Arab workers and Po'alei Tziyon Smol's demand that 
Arabs be allowed to join the Histadrut, arguing instead for his rather com
plex scheme for an "international workers' alliance" in Palestine. There 
was also another resolution put forward by the "Kibbutz Faction," repre
senting new political forces based in the Third Aliya (1918-23) which, in 
the form of Hashomer Hatza'ir, would eventually supplant Po'alei Tziyon 
Smol as the main party on the Zionist left (see Chapters 4 and 5).63 In the
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end, the congress adopted what amounted to a rather vague statement of j 
principles, apparently the result of a compromise worked out behind the ( 
scenes between Ahdut Ha'avoda and Hapo'el Hatza'ir. The resolution t 
stated that the congress saw the need for "cooperation between Jewish \ 
and Arab workers in the vital matters common to them," but immediately j 
qualified this by stating that "the basis for common action is recognition j 
of the essential value and rights of Jewish immigration to Palestine." It 
went on to proclaim the establishment of an "international alliance of 
the workers of Palestine" on the basis of autonomous national units, but ( 
appended a clause making it absolutely clear that this decision would en
tail no change whatsoever in the structure or mission of the Histadrut.

With this resolution the Histadrut's highest body put the organization 
on record as favoring the creation of some framework within which Arab 
and Jewish workers might cooperate. It was clear, however, that this was 
to be done in a manner consistent with Ahdut Ha'avoda's vision of the ) 
Zionist project. The Histadrut left's demand for the admission of Arabs ( 
was decisively rejected, while the congress strongly endorsed the Hista
drut's independence, gave Jewish immigration priority over Arab-Jewish j 
cooperation, and ensured that even in mixed workplaces Jewish workers , 
would have their separate organizations. Perhaps as important as what the 
resolution said, however, was what it did not say. The resolution dealt 
only with the organizational structure within which Arab-Jewish workers' 
cooperation was to occur, with no mention whatsoever of any commit- 1 
ment on the part of the Jewish working class to assist Arab workers to j 
organize. The sense of labor-Zionist mission, a frequent theme in Ahdut J 
Ha'avoda rhetoric only a few years earlier, was absent from the resolu- { 
tion.

This silence, and the tone and content of remarks on the question by 
Histadrut leaders, underscore the change that had taken place in Ahdut 
Ha'avoda's perception of the linkage between the fate of the Zionist proj
ect and Arab-Jewish working-class relations. The equation which Ben- 
Gurion had set forth a few years earlier had now been reversed: the orga
nization of Palestinian Arab workers and Arab-Jewish working-class 
solidarity were no longer seen as the guarantor of the success of Zionism, * 
an essential element in the struggle to secure the basis for a large and 
powerful Jewish working class in Palestine and defeat the effendis' opposi
tion to Zionism. Instead, it was the success of the Histadrut, the develop- j 
ment under its guidance of the Yishuv's economy, the construction of a 1 

strong and exclusively Jewish enclave, that would enhance the ability of \ 
Arab workers to win higher wages, improve their working conditions and '



living standards, and by organizing themselves become a significant force 
in their own community. From this perspective, the Jewish working class 
would still play a leading role in "awakening" the Arab workers, but it 
would be a much less direct role than initially envisioned. It would entail 
not so much the commitment of significant human and material resources 
to the organization of Arab workers as the provision of an attractive model 
of a well-organized and powerful labor movement which Arab workers 
could emulate, along with the creation of a high-wage sector which would 
eventually help raise wages throughout the Palestinian economy.

In fact, from this point on Arab workers largely ceased to occupy a key 
place in mainstream labor-Zionist discourse, and the movement's script 
for the drama of Jewish redemption in Palestine was rewritten so as to 
eliminate the central role they had earlier been assigned. However, this is 
not to say that the question of relations between Arab and Jewish workers 
disappeared from the agenda of the labor-Zionist movement in Palestine: 
it did not, though the ways in which that question was posed, as both a 
practical and an ideological issue, would change considerably. But for 
much of the labor-Zionist movement, realization of Arab-Jewish class sol
idarity and joint organization had lost their perceived urgency and cen
trality. It was mainly the smaller left-Zionist parties (and of course the 
communists as well) which, along with a few dedicated but isolated indi
viduals within MAPAI, continued to regard them as vital missions. For 
Ahdut Ha'avoda and then for MAPAI, this whole arena would come to be 
seen as a sideshow.

As a result, though they were the culmination of years of debate within 
the Zionist labor movement in Palestine, the resolutions adopted at the 
Histadrut's third congress had virtually no immediate impact. Given their 
limited scope, the difficult economic situation, and the preoccupation of 
the Histadrut leadership with other problems, no new resources were de
voted to organizing Arab workers. As I noted earlier, Ittihad al-'Ummal 
was allowed to fade out of existence in the half year that followed the 
third congress, while the General Workers' Club in Haifa closed its doors 
sometime in 1928 or 1929. There is evidence of only one strike by Arab 
workers in which the Histadrut was involved in this period, and it is 
symptomatic that this was a spontaneous walkout which the Histadrut 
supported only after it erupted.64 Po'alei Tziyon Smol maintained its links 
with George Nassar's circle in Jaffa, but this remained a very small and 
isolated group which exercised no influence on the growing Arab working 
class in that city. Other relationships which that party had sought to de
velop with groups of Arab workers failed to survive, much less thrive.65
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During 1928 and into 1929 there was sporadic talk of reviving Ittihad 
al-cUmmal, reopening the Haifa club, and devoting greater attention and 
resources to organizing Arab workers. Several factors helped keep the is
sue alive, including explicitly economic considerations. In May 1929 Da
vid Hacohen, a leading figure in the Histadrut's economic enterprises, 
warned the secretariat that the government's Public Works Department 
was inclined to hire cheap contracted Arab labor, which would make it 
impossible for Histadrut enterprises to win contracts which provided jobs 
for Jewish workers at good wages. He proposed that the Histadrut begin 
organizing Arab workers, in order to show the Public Works Department 
that "the path of pushing down wages for Arabs is not strewn with roses." 
While there was no immediate follow-up on Hacohen's proposal, the idea 
of securing more jobs for Jews by raising Arab wages through labor or
ganizing would continue to influence Histadrut policy-making in this ( 
arena for many years.66

Histadrut officials also saw a need to counter the communists' ongoing j 
efforts to organize Arab workers in Haifa, as well as to refute continuing 
criticism from the Zionist left.67 At the same time, individual Arab work-i * 
ers were still approaching the Histadrut and seeking admission, sug-( 
gesting that some framework was needed within which such people could 
be absorbed. There was also an international dimension which helped pre
vent the Histadrut from abandoning this sphere of activity altogether. 
The Histadrut and the parties of the labor-Zionist movement in Palestine j 
were active participants in the international trade union and social- 1 
democratic movements, and they very much wanted to secure those 1 
movements' support for the Zionist cause. Many European leftists, Jews ; 
and non-Jews alike, were critical of labor Zionism's refusal to admit Arabs 
to the Histadrut and its policy of Hebrew labor, as well as its rejection of 
immediate independence for Palestine. To counter such criticism and bol
ster labor Zionism's internationalist credentials, it helped to be able to \ 
point to ongoing efforts to establish contact, and develop friendly rela-  ̂
tions, with the Arab working class in Palestine. This led at least some 
Histadrut leaders to feel that continued activity in this sphere was worth
while.

Although Histadrut officials were somewhat skeptical about Philip 
Hassun's capabilities and suspicious of his links with Po'alei Tziyon Smol 
leaders, it was clear that he was the only candidate available to take this j 
work on. Hassun had repeatedly proven his loyalty to the Histadrut and 1 
had sacrificed much on its behalf, including his tailoring business and the / 
financial well-being of his family, and he had considerable experience in 1
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this field. In the spring of 1929 the Histadrut secretariat resolved to look 
seriously for funds, from the Zionist Executive and other sources, with 
which to clear up Hassun's debts and resume the Histadrut's work among 
Arabs. This decision was not, however, followed by action, in large part 
because it came during a period when Histadrut and Yishuv leaders were 
increasingly preoccupied by rising tensions between Arabs and Jews, 
rooted in growing Arab popular resentment of perceived Zionist encroach
ment and fueled by an increasingly politicized dispute over rights of access 
and worship at the Western Wall/Temple Mount complex (al-Haram al- 
Sharif) in Jerusalem.

In August 1929 these tensions suddenly exploded into a week of coun
trywide violence on an unprecedented scale: 133  Jews lost their lives at 
the hands of Arab mobs, 116  Arabs were killed (mostly by British police 
and soldiers), and many hundreds were wounded. The heavy loss of life 
and the ferocity of the violence, after years of relative calm, came as a 
tremendous shock to the Yishuv and the Zionist movement and produced 
a variety of responses. The violence led Ben-Gurion to reevaluate his atti
tude toward Palestinian Arab nationalism, which he had hitherto dis
missed as a fraud on the part of the effendis. Displaying his characteristic 
tactical flexibility, Ben-Gurion now began to tell his colleagues that it was 
a mistake to ignore or downplay the depth and strength of Arab national
ist sentiment in Palestine. Zionism had to come to some agreement with 
the Arab national movement, indeed with the very effendis he had de
nounced for much of the previous decade as bloodsucking exploiters with 
whom the Jewish workers had nothing in common and could never com
promise.

This was something of a departure from labor Zionism's traditional 
denial of the authenticity of Arab nationalist sentiment, though not (as 
future events would show) an irreversible one. However, this shift also 
implied abandonment of the notion, advanced by Ben-Gurion and his 
comrades earlier in the decade, that the Arab working class was the Zionist 
project's natural (if not only) ally in the Arab community, and hence the 
loss of a prime ideological and strategic rationale for investing resources 
in organizing Arab workers under the Histadrut's tutelage. As a result, 
while the 1930s were to witness the intensification of labor-Zionist efforts 
to organize Arab workers, these would be motivated by different goals, 
take place within a different organizational framework, and be informed 
by a different ethos than had been the case during the previous decade.



3 The Railway Workers of 
Palestine (I): The Struggle for 
Arab-Jewish Unity, 1919-1925

A visitor to Israel, or to the West Bank and Gaza, might be forgiven for 
completely failing to notice the existence of a railway system. Some of the 
oldest and historically most important lines today operate on a minimal 
schedule and carry few passengers and little freight, while others no 
longer function at all. In truth, motorized road transport won its lengthy 
struggle with the railroad as the preferred means of moving goods and 
people several decades ago. Despite sporadic discussion in Israel of reviv
ing the existing rail system and even of building new lines, the railways 
are moribund and seem likely to continue to decline for lack of investment 
and interest.

Yet the railways of Palestine have a long and memorable history. Pro
posals to construct a railroad in Palestine, a relatively underdeveloped re
gion of the Ottoman empire but one which was already attracting the 
special interest of Europeans, were put forward as early as the 1850s. But 
it was only in 1888 that Yosef Navon (1858-1934), a wealthy Jewish nota
ble from Jerusalem, acquired from the government of Sultan €Abd al- 
Hamid a concession to build and operate a railway line between Jaffa, 
Palestine's largest town and main port, and Jerusalem high up in the hill 
country. Navon Bey then sold the concession to a new company formed 
in France to raise the necessary capital and implement the project. The 
Jaffa-Jerusalem railroad was completed in the summer of 1892, and in the 
years that followed it helped stimulate the economic growth of Palestine 
by facilitating the export of citrus and encouraging the tourist trade.1

The Ottoman government also developed Palestine's railway system 
on its own, in connection with the Hijaz Railway. That project, imple
mented in 1900-1908 with German technical and financial support, was 
intended to strengthen Ottoman control of the Hijaz and its holy cities

1 1 1
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and facilitate the annual pilgrimage by linking Damascus with Mecca, but 
the line reached only as far south as Medina. In 1905 a branch line was 
completed which linked the Hijaz Railway in southern Syria with Haifa 
on the Mediterranean, via Dara'a, Samakh (at the southern tip of the Sea 
of Galilee), Beisan, and cAfula, and a spur connecting Haifa with Acre to 
the north was opened in 1913.

The First World War witnessed the rapid extension of Palestine's rail
way system, largely for military purposes. With German technical assis
tance and local conscript labor, mainly Arab peasants but also Jewish arti
sans and others, the Ottomans built narrow-gauge rail lines through the 
central hill country of Palestine, connecting the Haifa-Samakh line at 
cAfula with Jenin, Nablus, and Tulkarm, ultimately reaching the town of 
Lydda, on the coastal plain southeast of Jaffa. Military railroads also ex
tended on to Gaza and across the Sinai, to facilitate an Ottoman invasion 
of Egypt. The British forces which conquered Palestine from the Otto
mans contributed several lines of their own which were abandoned once 
their military usefulness had ended, but the British also built a permanent 
new line along the Mediterranean coast of Sinai and Palestine, running 
from al-Qantara on the Suez Canal (where it connected with the Egyptian 
railway system) to Haifa, via Gaza and Lydda. This latter town, which 
was also on the Jaffa-Jerusalem line, thus became the country's main rail 
junction.

After the war's end, control of the country's railways—as well as of 
the Sinai and Hijaz railways—was transferred to the Palestine Railways, 
Telegraph and Telephone, an agency of the mandatory government of 
Palestine. The new management shut down many of the little-used lines, 
but over the years it also upgraded several existing lines to standard gauge 
and constructed some new ones. Perhaps the most important of these was 
the extension in 1942 of the al-Qantara~Haifa coastal line northward to 
Beirut and Tripoli in Lebanon, which Allied forces had just conquered 
from the forces of Vichy France. By the end of the British mandate period 
there were 290 miles of railroad in Palestine, which in 1946-47 carried 1.9 
million tons of freight and some 900,000 passengers.2

Throughout the mandate period, the Palestine Railways was one of the 
largest employers of wage labor in the country. The size of its workforce 
fluctuated, but at its wartime height in 1943 there were nearly 7,800 rail
way workers in Palestine. Most of these were unskilled Arab peasants 
hired to build and maintain roadbed and track, but a substantial minor
ity—more than 1,200 in 1943—were relatively skilled and permanent in
dustrial workers concentrated in the railway workshops on the northern
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outskirts of Haifa, while many others worked elsewhere in Palestine op
erating and maintaining railroad equipment, stations, and depots.3

T H E  E A R L Y  R A I L W A Y  W O R K F O R C E

We know very little about the railway workers in Palestine before or dur
ing the First World War. At least initially, Europeans probably held a 
substantial number of the more highly-skilled jobs on both the Jaffa- 
Jerusalem route and on the Hijaz Railway's lines in Palestine, as well as 
at railroad repair and maintenance facilities. A  small number of Jews, 
whether long-time residents or recent arrivals, were also employed on the 
railroads of Palestine, especially during the war when railway employ
ment seemed a relatively safe and easy way of performing obligatory mili
tary service. But the majority of the permanent workforce certainly con
sisted of Muslim and Christian Arabs, along with some Turks in 
supervisory and clerical positions and some members of indigenous but 
non-Arab minority groups like the Armenians. Not all the Arab railway 
workers originated from within the territory that would later become Pal
estine: before the collapse of the Ottoman empire, Palestine was a purely 
geographic term and there was considerable labor migration across Otto
man provincial and district boundaries. So, for example, the extension of 
the Hijaz Railway to Haifa in 1905 and the establishment in that town of 
its operational offices and other installations led to the settlement of some 
Syrian Muslim railway workers in the Wadi Salib neighborhood of Haifa. 
As we will see, several of the railway workers who in the mid-i920s would 
emerge as the founders of the Palestinian Arab trade union movement 
were Syrian-born veterans of the Hijaz Railway.4

Considerably more information is available about the railway work
force in the period immediately after the end of the war, though major 
gaps remain. In these years the railways were transferred from military 
to civilian control, and both skilled and unskilled workers were needed to 
replace the departing soldiers who had helped operate the system during 
the war. A  small number of non-Jewish Europeans were kept on or hired 
to fill skilled and supervisory positions; not a few of the foremen at the 
workshops, for example, were Greeks, possibly from the large Greek com
munity settled in Egypt, while senior officials were all British. But the 
great bulk of the railway workforce, then and through the mandate period, 
continued to consist of Arabs, mainly from Palestine itself but also from 
Syria and Egypt, where there were more workers with experience in rail
road work. A considerable portion of the railroad's unskilled manual labor
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was initially performed by Egyptians, large numbers of whom had been 
conscripted by the British and brought to Palestine for labor service.

A  rudimentary mutual aid society seems to have emerged among the 
Arab railway workers as early as 1920, when a small group in Haifa began 
collecting funds with which to assist sick workers and the families of de
ceased workers. By 1923 this seems to have evolved into a somewhat more 
organized benevolent society for railway workers, formally registered 
with the government. As we will see, among those most actively involved 
in this society were a number of skilled workers and foremen who in 1925 
would help organize the first purely Arab labor union in Palestine. Until 
then, however, they seem to have kept largely to themselves, refraining 
from any kind of overt trade union activity and from seeking any contact 
with Jewish railway workers. They will therefore not resurface in this 
narrative until we come to the events of 1925.5

From 1919 on, the railway workforce also included a small but growing 
number of Jews who had recently arrived in Palestine. Some were demobi
lized soldiers who had served with the British forces, but most were immi
grants who came to Palestine as part of the Third Aliya (1918-23). They 
were initially channeled into railroad jobs by the Zionist Commission, 
sent to Palestine by the Zionist Organization in April 19 18  to help restore 
the Yishuv, which had been impoverished and partially dispersed by the 
war, and to prepare the way for the large-scale Jewish immigration which 
the Balfour Declaration had finally made possible. Jews were also recruited 
for railroad work through the employment offices run by the two rival 
labor-Zionist parties, Ahdut Ha'avoda and Hapo'el Hatza'ir. Later these 
modes of recruitment were supplemented by personal connections, as 
newly hired Jewish supervisors, foremen, and workers got other Jews 
taken on.6

For the Zionist Commission and the labor-Zionist parties, placing the 
new immigrants in jobs on the railroads was of course a way of securing 
their individual livelihoods, since jobs were in short supply. As I discussed 
in Chapters 1  and 2, however, it was also part of the broader campaign for 
the conquest of labor and the achievement of Hebrew labor. The creation 
of a strong cadre of Jewish railway workers was seen as a means of trans
forming those individuals into proletarians and of demonstrating that in 
Palestine Jews could successfully perform even the most strenuous kinds 
of physical labor. But it was also regarded as a way of securing for the 
Jewish working class a foothold in this important sector of Palestine's 
economy. It is not surprising, then, that labor-Zionist leaders regarded 
the main task of the Railway Workers' Association (Agudat Po'alei Hara-
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kevet, RWA) established by the Jewish railway workers in 19 19  to be the 
conquest of labor on the railways.7 The usual purpose of trade unionism, 
the improvement of workers' wages and working conditions, was not 
deemed unimportant, but in accordance with the ideology of labor Zion
ism it was considered to be secondary to broader national interests, a 
means to an end. By securing higher wages and better conditions for their 
members, unions would serve to strengthen Hebrew labor and further the 
goals of the Zionist project in Palestine. As we will see, however, not all 
the Jewish railway workers would always share this conception.

The first wave of Jewish immigrants channeled into work on the rail
road did not last long. Looking back on this period from the vantage point 
of January 1921, the union leadership commented that the Zionist officials 
in charge of employment apparently intended mainly to

provide work for the newly arrived young men, who had been looking in 
vain for jobs. They wanted to get rid of them, and so they sent them to 
the railroad. But in truth, this was not the human material needed to ac
complish this great conquest of labor, and those who sent them did not 
take an interest in creating for these young people the conditions which 
would facilitate their entry into this work. And so from all those who were 
hired to work on the railroad, a few hundred in number, only a few re
mained, those who— solely because of their aspiration to win for Jews a 
place in railroad work—possessed enough patience to endure and suffer 
through the difficult conditions.8

This problem was to plague the labor-Zionist leadership throughout 
the mandate period. Few Jews were willing to endure for long the low 
wages, long hours, harsh conditions, and abusive treatment characteristic 
of railway work in Palestine, and whenever better jobs were available else
where they left. The leadership was thus continually confronted with a 
conflict between the material interests of individual workers and the stra
tegic goal of strengthening Hebrew labor in this vital enterprise. Only by 
significantly improving wages and working conditions could they hope to 
♦ keep a significant number of Jews working as railwaymen. But the Jewish 
workers could only win such improvements by cooperating with the Arab 
railway workers who constituted the great majority of the railroad work
force. Yet the gains which such cooperation might achieve were likely to 
strengthen the position of the Arab workers and make the achievement of 
Hebrew labor even more difficult.

This was a contradiction which labor Zionism never successfully re
solved. In an effort to circumvent the problem, the Zionist Executive lob
bied the British authorities to dispense with the many Egyptians who
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| were employed by the Palestine Railways and on public works projects 
I and replace them with Jews, or if not with Jews at least with local Arabs. 

It was hoped that this measure might open up more jobs for Jews; at worst 
it would mean that Palestinian Arabs would replace the Egyptians, whose 
wages were extremely low. British government and army officials initially 
resisted this demand, since replacing Egyptians with Jews or even with 
Palestinian Arabs would mean substantially higher wage bills, but by 

I 1922 the government of Palestine was committed to phasing out Egyptian 
1 labor. This did not, however, open up any significant number of new jobs 

for Jews, since few Jews were interested in, or capable of, doing the kinds 
of work the Egyptians had done.9

T H E  A R A B  A N D  J E W I S H  R A I L W A Y  W O R K E R S . *

F I R S T  C O N T A C T S

It was from the ranks of those few Jews who remained in railway work 
for more than a few weeks or months that the organizers of the first 
Jewish railwaymen's union were drawn. The RWA, whose first congress 
was held in Jaffa in November-December 1919—a year before the found
ing congress of the Histadrut—got off to a rocky start. In part this was a 
result of the instability caused by high turnover in membership as new 
immigrants entered and then quickly quit the railway workforce, but the 
fledging organization was also weakened by struggles for control waged 
by the various parties. In 19 19 -2 1 the Socialist Workers' Party, still strad
dling the boundary between Zionism and Bolshevism, found considerable 
support among the Jewish railway workers, which led to conflict with 
Ahdut Ha'avoda. There were also conflicts between the union's central 
committee, elected by the workers themselves, and the official appointed 
by the Zionist Commission to supervise the union and get more Jews 
hired as railway workers, in keeping with the campaign for the conquest 
of labor in this sector. In its early years the union was financially depen
dent on the Zionist Commission, which supplemented the wages of Jewish 

j railway workers and gave the union money with which to provide them 
t with such services as workers' kitchens (to compensate for the inadequate 

nutrition their meager wages allowed them), classes in Hebrew and En
glish (the latter so that they could upgrade their technical skills and qual
ify for better jobs), and books and magazines.

Even after factional infighting diminished and the union's leadership 
managed to convince the Zionist Commission to remove the supervisor 
it had appointed, the organization remained weak. Contact with its
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branches, especially those in distant stations such as al-Qantara at the far 
end of the Sinai line, was irregular, and the union's main preoccupation 
seems to have been directing new immigrants to job opportunities on the 
railroad. A  memorandum setting forth the grievances and demands of the 
Jewish railwaymen was drawn up and sent to the newly arrived High 
Commissioner, who headed the mandatory government of Palestine, but 
there was no response.10

Even at this early stage, the question arose of how the Jewish railway < 
workers should relate to their Arab coworkers. On the one hand, it was * 
obvious to labor-Zionist leaders that the Jewish railway workers—a few 
hundred out of a workforce of several thousand—could not hope, however | 
well organized they may be, to improve their lot without the cooperation j 
of their unorganized Arab fellow workers, and that only by achieving such 1 
improvements could the way be opened to strengthening Hebrew labor » 
on the railroad. At the same time, there was considerable anxiety about j 
the possible consequences of organizing Arab workers and the extent to * 
which these might hinder achievement of Zionist goals. As I discussed in  ̂
Chapter 2, this issue surfaced at one of the very first meetings of the 
Histadrut's executive committee, on December 30,1920, only a few weeks 
after the organization's founding congress. While some Histadrut leaders 
at the meeting argued that the Jewish workers must help their Arab co
workers organize themselves, they also expressed fears about the potential 
implications of such assistance for the Zionist project. It was also w ell' 
understood, even at this early stage, that organizing Arab workers might . 
conflict with the goal of achieving Hebrew labor on the railroad. At the 1 
same time, many felt that the Histadrut could not remain uninvolved. In j 
part this was for political reasons: if the Histadrut did not organize the 
Arab workers, anti-Zionist leftists or Arab nationalists might, with poten
tially dangerous consequences. But it should also be said that many of the \ 
labor Zionists took their internationalist and socialist principles seriously \ 
and felt a moral obligation to help those they perceived as their less class- 1 
conscious and unorganized Arab brothers. This obligation could often take 
the form of paternalism, and ultimately it cannot be separated from the 
broader issue of the Zionist project in Palestine and its implications for 
the country's Arab majority. It would nonetheless be a mistake to lose 
sight of the subjective moral impulse involved, and of the humanitarian 
and socialist terms in which many left Zionists understood what they ) 
were doing.

In the end, as we have seen, the Histadrut executive committee decided 
to procrastinate: it instructed its representatives to the Jewish railway
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workers' union congress to affirm the principle of Arab-Jewish solidarity 
but avoid any practical decisions pending further clarification of the is
sue.11 As a result the thirty or so delegates to the RWA's third congress, 
representing some 600 Jewish railway workers, devoted little or no atten
tion to the question of relations with their Arab coworkers. Apart from 
deciding that the RWA would join the new Histadrut as a unit, their dis- 

( cussions focused on how to get more Jews hired and how to improve the 
j lot of those already employed on the railroad. As a result, in the months 

that followed the Histadrut's interventions with the mandatory govern
ment were exclusively on behalf of the Jewish railwaymen. In this period 
and through much of the 1920s, it was generally Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi who 
served as the Histadrut official with primary responsibility for overseeing 
the railway workers and representing them in contacts with Palestine 
Railways management and government officials. His mediation was nec- 

f essary because both railway and government officials refused to grant the 
RWA official recognition or deal directly with it as the workers' bar
gaining agent.12

I However, the question of relations with Arab workers soon surfaced 
j again, and this time as a much more pressing issue. In the summer of 
1 1921 Arab railway workers in Haifa, to which the main maintenance and 
j repair workshops of the Palestine Railways were gradually being trans- 
1 ferred from Lydda, along with many Jewish and Arab skilled workers, 

began approaching their unionized Jewish coworkers about the possibility 
of cooperation. That the Haifa workshops were the scene of these initial 

I contacts was no coincidence. At the time these shops constituted the 
J largest single concentration of industrial wage labor in Palestine, em

ploying side by side hundreds of Arab, Jewish, and other workers, skilled, 
semiskilled, and unskilled. In this hothouse atmosphere numerous ideas, 
political tendencies, and organizations contended for the workers' alle
giance.

j Bulus Farah, who came to work in the Haifa railway workshops in 1925 
as a fifteen-year-old apprentice and would later become a leader of the 
communist and labor movements in Palestine, has provided a vivid de
scription of this unique environment:

The railway workshops were a mixture of every nationality, but the Arab 
and Jewish workers were the overwhelming majority. A kind of mutual un
derstanding prevailed among them, despite the differences in language, cus
toms, traditions, and level of civilization. The majority of the Jewish work
ers had come from eastern Europe, mostly from Poland, and they would 
try to learn Arabic from their colleagues the Arab workers. The common
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language among them was Arabic. There was also a scattering of European l 
workers, some of whom had participated in labor or socialist movements. | 
And while Zionism interfered directly in the affairs of the Jewish workers, 
through its agents, there also came a response to this interference from 
leftist elements among the Jewish workers, regardless of whether these |l 
leftists were Bolsheviks or social-democrats who inclined toward the Sec
ond International. I would notice that violent arguments and discussions I 
would go on between the left generally and the partisans of the Histadrut, J 
who supported the Second International. These arguments did not take 
place in a vacuum, they were not about this or that abstract theory; for the 
Jewish right and left the key question was their attitude toward the Zionist 
movement, British imperialism, the Arab national movement, the commu
nist revolution in Soviet Russia, the revolutionary line on the workers, so
cialism, imperialism. . . .  The Jewish workers regarded their Arab cowork- 1 
ers with considerable respect, for they understood that the Arab workers 
possessed a great deal of professional skill, even if they were not on the 
level of the Jewish workers in terms of culture.13

Farah's portrait of relations between Arabs and Jews in the Haifa work
shops is too rosy, but it does seem that a unique atmosphere prevailed in 
this workplace. That atmosphere helped make possible a matrix of interac
tions between Arab and Jewish workers that existed nowhere else in Pales
tine. Just as important, however, was the emergence in the 1920s of a new 
stratum of relatively skilled and educated Arab workers receptive to trade 
unionism. Some of them were no doubt influenced by the activities of the 
Jewish union and conversations with Jewish unionists. But others may I 
have gained awareness of labor organization in their countries of origin 
(e.g., those from Syria or Egypt) or through contacts with non-Jewish  ̂
European railway workers, mainly Greeks and Italians, who had their own | 
mutual aid societies.

In the summer and autumn of 19 21 a series of meetings was held at 
the homes of Arab railway workers at which the Arabs expressed to Jew- 
ish union leaders their interest in participating in a joint union of all rail
way workers in Palestine, and even in joining the Histadrut, which offered 
its members a variety of services such as health care, loan funds, and 
consumer cooperatives. These initiatives induced considerable anxiety and 
confusion among the leaders of the RWA, who at first sought to dampen 
Arab interest by avoiding their questions and exaggerating the burdens of 
union membership. When the Arabs persisted and pressed for an un
equivocal response, the RWA again turned to the Histadrut for guid- I 
ance.14 As I discussed in Chapter 2, the issue of relations between Arab 
and Jewish workers in mixed workplaces, usually referred to as the prob
lem of "joint organization" (irgun meshutaf), thus forced its way onto
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the agenda of the Histadrut leadership late in 19 21 and became the subject 
of controversy and debate among the labor-Zionist parties. In January 
1922, spurred on by the need to provide guidance for the railway workers, 
the Histadrut council endorsed Ben-Gurion's proposal that among the 
railway workers joint organization would entail "organization of the 
workers on the basis of national sections" and "preservation of the Jewish 
Railway Workers' Association as part of the Histadrut."15 Any Arab rail
way workers who joined the RWA would thus be consigned to a separate 
section, while the Jewish workers and their organization would remain 
tightly linked to the Histadrut.

This conception of joint organization came under fire from left forces 
in the Histadrut and among the Jewish railway workers, countrywide but 
especially among those employed at the Haifa workshops, where both 
Po'alei Tziyon Smol and the communists had substantial support. In part 
this was due to the composition of the railway workforce, and particularly 
the workshop workers. Most Jewish railway workers were recent arrivals 
in Palestine, without deep roots in the country or strong links with the 
institutions of the labor-Zionist movement. At the same time, many had 
been profoundly affected by the revolutionary upheavals in the Europe 
they had just left. Impoverished and exploited but also highly politicized, 
many of them came to feel that they had little hope of improving condi
tions except through joint struggle with their Arab coworkers. The em
phasis which Po'alei Tziyon Smol and communist activists and propagan
dists placed on class struggle and on internationalism, on unifying and 
mobilizing Jewish and Arab railway workers to fight for higher wages 
and better conditions, had considerable appeal for them. In contrast, the 
Histadrut leadership's constant exhortations to self-sacrifice and its insis
tence that the class struggle must be subordinated to the "national" tasks 
of immigration and settlement soon wore thin. Leftist activists accused 
the Histadrut of downplaying or even suppressing workers' struggles in 
order to accommodate the bourgeois leadership of the Zionist movement, 
and its preference for building up a separate labor economy—a policy 
leftists derided as "the socialism of poverty"—could seem misguided, 
even delusional, in light of the acute deprivation experienced by signifi
cant sections of the urban industrial working class in a period of low 
wages, widespread unemployment, and even hunger.

The circumstances of the Jewish railway workers (and again, particu
larly the workshop workers) also differed significantly from those of most 
other Histadrut members. The Histadrut included not only urban wage 
workers but also numerous people who, although officially classified as
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workers, were in fact self-employed, whether individually or collectively. 
These included members of kibbutzim and moshavim, members of the 
Gdud Ha'avoda ("Labor Brigade") who contracted themselves out collec
tively on public works projects, members of producers' and consumers' 
cooperatives, and so forth. The nonworking spouses of Histadrut members 
could also join and vote in elections. The railway workers were by contrast 
proletarians in the classic sense, urban wage workers, while the workshop 
workers in particular lived and worked in a large, ethnically mixed seaport 
city which was on its way to becoming Palestine's major industrial center. 
While other Histadrut members might be in conflict with their relatively 
small-scale Jewish employers, or might be suffering because of general 
economic conditions, for the railwaymen it was clearly the colonial state— 
the mandatory government and its agency, the Palestine Railways— , 
which was responsible for what they experienced as starvation wages and 
subhuman working conditions. They therefore tended to be much more 
receptive to the militant message of political forces to the left of Ahdut 
Ha'avoda than was the bulk of the Histadrut's membership.

The railway workers also developed a strong tradition of independence. 
Many of them, including even some who agreed politically with Ahdut 
Ha'avoda, resented what they perceived as the domineering behavior and 
centralizing policies of the Histadrut leadership. Much of the latter con
sisted of veterans of the prewar Second Aliya who, though only in their 
mid-thirties, could now seem quite old and distant from the ethos of the 
younger and more radical new arrivals who made up most of the Jewish 
component of the railroad workforce. In the face of the Histadrut's efforts 
to establish its control over the trade unions, the railwaymen insisted on 
their organization's autonomy. At the same time, the railway workers had 
relatively weak ties with the rest of the Zionist labor movement. To the 
annoyance of the Histadrut leadership, many of them were remiss about 
paying their Histadrut dues, and the RWA had its own separate strike and 
mutual aid funds. By 1922-23 officials of the Ahdut Ha'avoda-controlled 
Haifa Workers' Council, the local organ of the Histadrut, had come to 
regard the Haifa branch of the union as a hotbed of opposition because it 
acted largely on its own and seemed to provide fertile ground for radical
ism. However, it should also be noted that the railway workers' union was 
in fact dependent on the financial support of the Histadrut, which paid the 
salary of its full-time secretary and kept a close watch on its affairs. This 
enabled the Histadrut leadership to apply pressure on the union and ulti
mately rein it in.16
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W O R K E R  M I L I T A N C Y  A N D  A R A B - J E W I S H  R E L A T I O N S

The growing strength of the left among the Jewish railway workers en
sured that there would be extensive debate on the question of joint organi
zation when the RWA's fourth congress convened in Haifa in February 
1922, a month or so after the Histadrut council had endorsed the policy 

< of national sections. All the delegates agreed on the urgent necessity of 
joint organization with the Arab workers, which increasingly looked like 
the only solution to the problems faced by the Jewish railwaymen, but a 
substantial minority rejected the Histadrut's directives on the form it 
should take. The congress, dominated by supporters of Ahdut Hacavoda 
and Hapo'el Hatza'ir, ultimately endorsed the Histadrut's decision to es- 

, tablish national sections, with the Jewish section to remain part of the 
( Histadrut, but it added a proviso that until there were enough Arab mem- 
\ bers to create a separate Arab section the RWA would accept Arabs as 
 ̂ full members. This already marked a departure from Histadrut policy and 

signaled the growing influence of the left.17
In the months that followed, some Arab workers in Haifa began to 

. work closely with the union, renamed the Union of Railway, Postal and 
/ Telegraph Workers (URPTW) to reflect its broader membership, although 
5 none of them actually joined as full dues-paying members. In addition to 

the union's own efforts to reach out to Arab workers—in which Po'alei 
Tziyon Smol members in Haifa took the initiative—the impetus for grow
ing Arab involvement seems to have been the wave of layoffs which swept 
the railroad in 1922 and exacerbated the resentment of workers already 
suffering from poor wages and working conditions. These layoffs, part of 
a government-wide effort to reduce expenditures by shrinking its work
force, hit the railway workers particularly hard, in part because the great 
majority of railway employees were officially classified as daily paid staff 
and therefore enjoyed no security of employment or right to compensa- 

| tion for dismissal. This was also a period of high unemployment, which 
1 meant that the laid-off workers had poor prospects for finding other jobs.

For the first time, the union and the Histadrut tried to intervene with 
, management and the government on behalf of the Arab as well as the 
j Jewish workers who had lost their jobs. Although only some of the dis- 
I missed workers were ultimately rehired, the union's efforts on their be- 
* half enhanced its standing among Arab workers. The union also com

plained about harassment and persecution of workers by supervisory 
r personnel, some of them Jewish.18 By the autumn of 1922 there was wide- 
I spread support among both Jewish and Arab workers for strike action to



resist the layoffs and harassment, but the Histadrut executive committee, l 
with which the union leadership consulted closely and to whose decisions 
it deferred, rejected the idea. In part this was because Ben-Tzvi and his 
colleagues were not convinced that the Arab workers would actually join 
a strike, but larger political considerations were also involved. "Let us 
suppose," Ben-Tzvi told a meeting of the Histadrut executive committee,

that they succeed, that a miracle occurs and not a single Arab accepts a 
bribe to betray the workers, that they all strike. Let us say that we succeed 
in everything—then what will we demand? That Moshlin [a Jewish rail
way official for whose transfer to Palestine the Histadrut had fought but 
who was now disliked by the workers] be fired! And in his place will come 
an Arab or an Englishman. A few days ago the [Jewish] linemen de
manded the hiring of a Jewish official, and now they will strike to demand 
the firing of a Jewish official? All the decisions about a strike are worth
less, they cannot be considered. From every standpoint the thing is a total 
loss.

Ben-Tzvi told the union leaders, who were convinced that there was 
strong support for a strike and that they could paralyze the railways, to 
calm the workers down.19

Nonetheless, 1923 witnessed the beginning of a new phase of organiza
tional and political activity among the railwaymen. Unrest grew as man- / 
agement intensified its drive to cut costs. Workers (especially union activ-' 
ists) were fired without notice or severance pay, the maximum allowable 
workday was increased to sixteen hours, the workers' old employment 
contracts were canceled and no new ones were issued, the right of workers 
to choose their weekly day of rest in accordance with their religion was 
revoked, and foremen and managers continued to fine, abuse, and harass j 
workers under their control. Management ignored repeated requests by 
the union to discuss these and other long-standing grievances, insisting 
that it did not recognize the union as bargaining agent for the workers. 
When in January 1923 a group of dismissed Arab and Jewish workers 
formally authorized two Jews, presumably URPTW leaders, to appeal to 
management for severance pay, the General Manager of the Palestine 
Railways, R. B. W. Holmes, responded with sarcasm:

As far as I know no offer was made to you by this Railway to induce you 
to leave your homes in Europe and seek employment in Palestine.. . .
As presumably the workers you represent came to Palestine as emigrants 
[sic] under the aegis of the Zionist Commission presumably that body will 
look after you until such time as fresh employment can be found for you 
and you are, therefore, in a better position than your brother workers 
whose habitation has always been Palestine and who have no Society to
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look after their welfare. It is regretted that it is quite impossible to con
sider the payment of gratuities [severance pay] to daily paid staff who 
have only served the Railway for a short period.20

This dismissive letter, quite typical of management's attitude toward 
its employees, only served to heighten their anger, which was manifested 
at large meetings of railway workers organized by the union in various 
parts of the country. As the months passed and the URPTW came to be 
seen to be the only force trying to resist management, increasing numbers 
of Arab workers participated in protest meetings sponsored by the Jewish- 
led union and signed its petitions, while a few Arabs began working 
closely with the union.21 The union now wished to initiate more vigorous 
and systematic efforts to develop relations with Arab workers. Very few 
Jewish railway workers knew any Arabic, however, so the union turned 
to the Histadrut for help in finding someone with the requisite linguistic 
skills who could help it make contact with, and ultimately recruit, some 
of the more educated and politically conscious Arab railwaymen. As I dis
cussed in Chapter 2, the union finally secured the assistance of Avraham 
Khalfon, a young Jew from a family long established in Palestine who had 
grown up in Haifa, had extensive contacts with Arabs in this mixed city, 
and now began to devote several hours a week to the union's drive to 
recruit Arab workers.

As a way of establishing relations, Jewish railway workers would invite 
Arab coworkers to the union club, where Khalfon could meet them and 
talk to them about the union. These informal discussions might continue 
at a local Arab coffeehouse. One of the first Arabs with whom contact was 
made in this way was Ibrahim al-Asmar, a foreman in the freight car 
("wagonage") department. Al-Asmar eventually brought along another 
foreman, cAli al-Batal, a boilermaker by trade. The willingness of these 
men to associate with Jewish unionists and to advocate unionism them
selves, despite reprimands and threats by management, signaled to the 
rank and file Arab workers that involvement with the union was relatively 
safe, and gradually significant numbers began to frequent the club. There 
the union began to offer lectures on trade unionism and talks by represen
tatives of the various socialist-Zionist parties, translated into Arabic, as 
well as language lessons in Hebrew and Arabic so that the workers could 
communicate more easily. The union also sponsored social events to bring 
the workers together and cultural programs that appealed to the tastes of 
the Arab workers 22

The increasing involvement of Arab workers in the union and the up
surge of militancy among the railway workers in general, as well as wide
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spread disappointment with the Histadrut, greatly strengthened the forces 
to the left of Ahdut Ha'avoda—the communists and Po'alei Tziyon 
Smol—though the latter was still more of a loose-knit political tendency 
than a unified and disciplined party. As the left gained ground among the 
Jewish railway workers and as even some Ahdut Ha'avoda partisans 
among the railwaymen began to follow the left's lead, the Histadrut lead
ership grew increasingly nervous. In June 1923 Ben-Tzvi relayed rumors 
that the communists were trying to convince the railway workers to pull 
their union out of the Histadrut, and there were reports that the Arabs 
who were considering joining the union were also expressing opposition 
to affiliation with the Histadrut. In July Ben-Tzvi and Ben-Gurion inter
vened personally to delete a strike threat contained in the Arabic version 
of a letter of protest drawn up by railway workers in the Jaffa-Lydda 
area.23 The Histadrut leadership's concern about losing control of the rail
way workers' union was magnified by its perception that, despite its over
whelming majority at the recent Histadrut congress, it was facing a grow
ing threat on its left flank. For the growing strength of the left opposition 
among the railway workers was very much part of a general increase in 
support for the left among Jewish urban workers. Both the communists 
and left-wing Zionists were gaining ground in several of the large urban 
trade unions, and by organizing around the issue of unemployment, par
ticularly acute as the Yishuv felt the effects of the economic crisis most 
strongly in 1923-24, they attracted support among the numerous new 
immigrants who earned starvation wages or could not find jobs.24

The confrontation between the various forces contending for the alle
giance of the railway workers came to a head at the URPTW's fifth con
gress, held in Haifa in September 1923. The outgoing central committee 
was at the end of its tether, at a loss to find some way to reverse the 
deterioration in the situation of the Jewish railway workers and their 
union, and it called on the congress to resolve basic questions of organiza
tion, revitalize the union, and set strategy for the future. Twenty-one 
Jewish delegates represented 200-250 unionized Jewish railway workers 
at the congress. Of these, about 130 worked in Haifa, about 50 in Jerusa
lem, and the rest in Jaffa and Lydda, at smaller stations or as itinerant 
linemen. The total railway workforce at this time was about 2,000. The 
sharp drop in the number of Jewish railwaymen since 1920-21 probably 
strengthened the left forces in the union, because it reinforced their argu
ment that the only way out of the desperate situation the Jewish rail
waymen found themselves in was Jewish-Arab solidarity. For the first 
time, two Arabs—Ibrahim al-Asmar and 'Ali al-Batal—also attended the
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congress, as observers. Although only five Arabs had actually joined the 
Haifa branch of the union, these two delegates represented a much larger 
number of Arab workers in Haifa who were now in close contact with the 
union. Several top leaders of the Histadrut and of the various parties ac
tive in the Jewish labor movement, among them Ben-Tzvi, attended and 
participated in the debates, a reflection of the importance they attached to 
this union, its political orientation, and its relations with Arab workers.

The congress focused on the union's relations with the Arab railway 
workers and with the Histadrut. Left-wing delegates criticized the Hista
drut's policy of national sections as unfeasible and a barrier to the success
ful organization of Arab workers. A  demand by the communists to rescind 
the decision of the fourth congress on national sections was tabled, how
ever, and the congress ultimately adopted a resolution calling for intensi
fied organizational work among the Arabs without specifying the exact 
form it should take. The resolution was a partial victory for the left, given 
that it was passed in the face of appeals by Ben-Tzvi and others that the 
union move cautiously on this question and abide by Histadrut guidelines. 
On the question of relations with the Histadrut, there was much criticism 
of that organization's alleged failure to support the union, and especially 
its efforts to develop relations with Arabs. Some delegates argued that 
Arab workers were reluctant to join the union because it belonged to the 
explicitly Zionist Histadrut. But the communists' demand for withdrawal 
from the Histadrut won little support. Even delegates sympathetic to 
Po'alei Tziyon Smol were aware that their union was heavily dependent 
on the financial resources of the Histadrut and its access to the British 
authorities, and in any case they still hoped to reform the Histadrut from 
within. The congress ultimately adopted a Po'alei Tziyon Smol resolution 
that reaffirmed the union's affiliation to the Histadrut as an autonomous 
unit, but called on the next Histadrut congress to restructure it so as to 
separate its cooperative from its trade union functions and establish the 
latter on an "international" (i.e., Jewish-Arab) basis. If the Histadrut did 
not implement this separation of functions the railway workers would 
hold a referendum to decide on disaffiliation.25

All told, the results of the fifth congress amounted to a victory for the 
left forces in the union over Ahdut Ha'avoda. The line of Po'alei Tziyon 
Smol, with its emphasis on militant trade unionism, class struggle, and 
Jewish-Arab solidarity, was now setting the tone. This was manifested in 
the union's new bylaws, which made no mention of national sections but 
did declare that the union was "based on class struggle." But Ahdut Ha-
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eavoda was by no means powerless. The party still had many supporters 
among the Jewish railwaymen, some of whom also secretly served in the 
Hagana ("Defense"), the clandestine Jewish military organization con
trolled by the Histadrut (and therefore largely by Ahdut Ha'avoda). 
Moreover, if the Haifa branch was a hotbed of radicalism, the Jaffa-Lydda 
branch tended to align itself more closely with the Histadrut leadership. 
The railway union was, despite its self-image as the vanguard of the radi
cal Jewish proletariat in Palestine, still a weak organization, unrecognized 
by management and subject to the authority of the Histadrut executive 
committee, which also held the purse strings. In addition to appointing 
and paying the union's full-time secretary, Histadrut funding also made 
it possible for the union to publish its irregular journals in Hebrew and 
Arabic.26 Nonetheless, in the year that followed the fifth congress, the left 
forces within the union would assume effective leadership, especially in 
Haifa, and seek salvation in joint organization.

S T R U G G L I N G  F O R  U N I T Y

In the aftermath of the fifth congress the number of Arab workers who 
seemed ready to join the union rose sharply. A core group of Arab trade 
unionists with a substantial following were now prepared to discuss joint 
organization quite seriously, and for the first time the prospect of a joint 
Arab-Jewish union loomed large. The first manifestation of this new real
ity, and of the contradictions it raised for those who wanted the union to 
be both a model of proletarian internationalism and an integral compo
nent of the Zionist movement, surfaced at the meeting of the union's 
council held in March 1924. Both Ben-Gurion and Ben-Tzvi were present 
as representatives of the Histadrut, again indicating the crucial importance 
the leadership attached to this union.

Six representatives of the Arab railway workers attended the council 
meeting, not (as at the fifth congress) as silent observers but as active 
participants determined to make themselves heard. One of them, Ilyas 
Asad, put their perspective forward bluntly in his address to the council:

I am striving to establish ties between the Jewish and Arab workers be
cause I am certain that if we are connected we will help one another, with
out regard to religion or nationality. Many Arab workers do not want to 
join nationalist organizations because they understand their purpose and 
do not wish to abet a lie. They saw on the membership card [of the 
URPTW] the words "Federation of Jewish Workers" [i.e., the Histadrut] 
and they cannot understand what purpose this serves. I ask all the com-



128 / The Railway Workers of Palestine (1)

j  rades to remove the word "Jewish," and I am sure that if they agree there 
• will be a strong bond between us and all the Arabs will join. I would be 

the first who would not want to join a nationalist labor organization.
There are many Arab nationalist organizations, and we do not want to join 
them, and they will say we have joined a Jewish nationalist organization.

The thousands of workers who established the Histadrut have done 
nothing of benefit for the workers, and the reason is that inscribed on 

| their membership cards is the word "Jewish," and this leads to division 
and jealousy. If they take out this word we will unite and work together.27

The other Arab delegates echoed Asad's demand that the railway union 
sever its ties with the Zionist Histadrut and become fully independent and 
international. Their perspective was thus close to that of the communists, 
whose activists within the railway workforce had for months been work
ing to develop their own links with Arab workers and had been warning 
them about the problematic character of the union's link with the Hista
drut. But it was also not too distant from that of Po'alei Tziyon Smol, 
which was demanding that the Histadrut at least divest itself of its Zionist 
functions.

Many of the Jewish delegates were not unsympathetic to the Arabs' 
concerns: five months earlier they had threatened to disaffiliate from the 
Histadrut if it did not radically restructure itself, and they understood that 
the Arabs regarded any hint of Zionism as an insurmountable barrier to 
their joining the union. An alarmed and angry Ben-Gurion responded to 
the arguments of the Arabs and the Jewish leftists with a forthright de
fense of the Ahdut Hacavoda perspective.

Unity between workers of different nations can exist only on the basis of 
freedom and national equality. For the workers there are matters of com
mon interest where there is no difference between Jew or Arab, En
glishman or Frenchman; these are the things that concern work: hours, 
wages, relations with the employer, protection against accidents, the right 
of workers to organize, and so forth. In all these areas we work together, 

v And there are interests which are specific to the workers of each national- 
t ity, specific but not contradictory interests which concern his national 
• needs: his culture, his language, the freedom of his people, etc. In all these 

spheres there must be complete autonomy and equality for the workers of 
each nation.

Comrade Ilyas said correctly that the Arab workers do not want to join 
nationalist organizations whose purpose would be false to the workers' in- 

) terests. And we are not asking the Arab workers to join a Jewish national
ist organization, but rather to be c o n n e c t e d  to the Histadrut. We do not 
want the Arab worker to alienate himself from his people and his lan
guage—
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He went on to argue that deprived of the support of the Histadrut, the 
URPTW would be weak and without influence.28

The delegates were in the end unwilling to accede immediately to the 
demand for disaffiliation, and the resolutions they adopted reflected the 
contradictions in the union's position. On the one hand, the council asked 
the Histadrut to set up a consumers' cooperative and a loan fund for the 
railway workers, to fund a paid staff of organizers fluent in Hebrew, Ara
bic, and English, to subsidize its publications, and to find jobs for workers 
who had been laid off. On the other hand it demanded that the Histadrut 
executive convene a meeting at which its trade unions would establish a 
separate confederation—a variant of the Po'alei Tziyon Smol demand for 
the separation of functions. The council also established a special commit
tee, consisting of members of the central committee and the Arab workers' 
leaders, to negotiate an agreement on joint organization.29 From the per
spective of the Histadrut leadership, the situation in the railway workers' 
union seemed to be going from bad to worse. After the March 1924 coun
cil meeting the secretary of the Haifa Workers' Council, concerned over 
the growing strength of leftist forces in the URPTW and the union's ap
parent determination to admit Arab members, warned headquarters in 
Tel Aviv that "it will likely be necessary to split the railway workers' | 
union."30

By the spring of 1924 as many as forty Arab workers had formally 
joined the union's Jaffa-Lydda branch, and the long-dormant branch in 
al-Qantara, which consisted mostly of Egyptian workers, had been re
vived. Many Arab and Jewish railway workers participated in the tradi
tional May Day work stoppage, despite management's threat to dock their 
pay. But in Haifa the crucial negotiations between Jewish unionists and J 
the leaders of the Arab workers—better educated and more politically ; 
conscious than elsewhere—dragged on inconclusively. In a letter to their j 
Jewish coworkers, the Arabs insisted that they could not join a union I 
"whose purpose is not just that of labor but also has other purposes which / 
for you are more important than the interests of the railway, postal and ] 
telegraph workers." They instead proposed the formation of a new union j 
which would be "unconnected with any federation or other organization . 
and whose activities, opinions, and ideas would be free from any outside j 
influence." The URPTW leadership rejected this proposal, and the union I 
secretary appointed by the Histadrut (an Ahdut Ha'avoda loyalist) pri- 1 
vately argued that the union should stop trying to reach an agreement | 
wit|i the activist foremen with whom they were negotiating and instead | 
bypass them by seeking to recruit Arab members directly. This approach, ^
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which as we will see the union would often adopt in later years, reflected 
Ahdut Hacavoda's hostility to any form of joint organization that might 
involve a retreat from its conception of Zionist principles.31

With talks between the union and the Arab representatives at a stand
still, the Jewish communists within the union apparently decided to step 
up pressure on the URPTW leadership to accept the Arabs' demand that 
the union be non-Zionist, independent, and international. Qommunist ac
tivists charged that by giving priority to their commitment to Zionism, 
the Histadrut and the union leadership were destroying any hope of Arab- 
Jewish class solidarity. Union leaders greatly resented these attacks, which 
they regarded as provocative and destructive of the union's cohesiveness, 
but they resisted pressure from the Histadrut leadership to purge the 
union of communists. Such a step would have brought the railway work
ers' union into line with what was going on almost everywhere else in the 
Histadrut, for in April 1924 the Histadrut had declared the communists to 
be enemies of the Jewish people and of the Jewish working class in Pales
tine and launched a vigorous and systematic campaign to expel them from 
the Histadrut, its trade unions, and the local workers' councils, and de
stroy their influence.32

In part, the anticommunist purge was triggered by the Histadrut lead
ership's fear that the communists would find increasing support among 
hungry and desperate new immigrants as the economic crisis persisted, 
undermining the Zionist project when it was at its most vulnerable. The 
expulsion of the communists was also legitimized by the increasingly ex
plicit and vocal anti-Zionist stance adopted by the Palestine Communist 
Party, which had been formally accepted as the Palestinian section of the 
Communist International in February 1924. The communists in Palestine, 
still virtually all Jews, were by this point openly calling for an end to 
Jewish immigration to Palestine and exhorting the Jewish workers to 
break with Zionism and seek a revolutionary alliance with the Arab work
ers and peasants. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, the PCP would that au
tumn play a key role in supporting and publicizing the resistance of Arab 
peasants near ‘Afula, in the Jezreel Valley, to dispossession by the Zionist 
land-purchase agency which had acquired their land from absentee Arab 
landlords. The PCP's stance was prompted in part by a vigorous anti- 
Zionist campaign launched that same year by the Soviet government and 
communist party, a campaign which culminated in the arrest of large 
numbers of socialist-Zionist activists and the suppression of their organi
zations, which had hitherto been tolerated. Both the Soviet campaign of 
vilification and repression and the PCP's total break with Zionism aided
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the Histadrut leadership's efforts to delegitimize the communists in Pales
tine, who found themselves increasingly isolated and reviled in the 
Yishuv®

The Histadrut leadership's campaign to purge the communists became 
entangled with the URPTW's effort to achieve unity with Arab workers. 
In May 1924, a month after the anticommunist campaign began, commu
nist activists in the railway workers' union invited some of the Arab 
workers' leaders with whom the union had been negotiating to a meeting 
at the PCP branch in Haifa and declared that they accepted the Arabs' 
proposals for unity. The union's leadership would later claim that the 
communists had deliberately sought to give their Arab interlocutors the 
impression that they were speaking for the entire union. The truth of that 
allegation seems doubtful, since it is unlikely that the Arabs, who had 
been negotiating with union leaders for months, could have been so easily 
misled about whom they were dealing with. But it is true that Moshe 
Ungerfeld, a communist who served on both the union's central commit
tee and the special committee on joint organization, was at the meeting in 
question, which may have imparted to it something of an official tone. 
Whatever the truth of the matter, the union's leadership was outraged 
by this apparent breach of discipline and usurpation of its authority. For 
organizing this unauthorized meeting with the Arab workers, seven Jew
ish communist railwaymen were quickly brought before a union court 
and expelled from the union for one year.34

Nonetheless, the URPTW leadership, as always anxious to defend their 
union's autonomy, still steadfastly refused to take part in the Histadrut's 
purge of communists. However bitter their ideological conflicts with the 
communists and however angry they were at what they regarded as their 
provocations, Po'alei Tziyon Smol leaders and activists, and many unaffil
iated left-wing Zionists among the railway workers, were against whole
sale expulsions without due process.35 Even after the expulsion of the 
seven communists charged with breach of discipline, the union continued 
to reject the right of the Haifa Workers' Council to expel from the Hista
drut two communist activists who represented the URPTW, especially as 
one of them was also a member of the union's central committee. URPTW 
leaders persisted in this attitude despite heavy pressure from the Hista
drut, protesting to Ben-Gurion and Ben-Tzvi that "We do not expel mem
bers for their opinions, we are a trade union and have members who be
long to various parties.. . .  We will not allow our autonomy to be reduced 
to nothing."36

Though they refused to submit to what they saw as the Histadrut lead-
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ership's dictates, many URPTW leaders in fact blamed the failure of nego
tiations with the Arabs on the Jewish communists, who (they were con- 

, vinced) had poisoned the Arabs' minds against the union and the 
I Histadrut and incited them to demand complete disaffiliation as the price 
( of joining. Moshe Ungerfeld, a communist leader and URPTW central 

committee member, rejected this charge, as well as widespread pessimism 
among Jews concerning the prospects for organizing Arab workers.

The situation is not as bad as it has been described here, and it is not the 
[communist] Fraktziyya that is responsible for the present situation; the 
Fraktziyya is more interested than others in having Arabs join the union.
It was not we who told them about the Jewish Histadrut, they themselves 
saw what was written on the membership cards they received, and then 
the question of whether they could be members of a Jewish organization 
arose among the very first recipients.. . .  There is a sickness among you 
and you do not know how to cure it, so you look for others to blame.37

A tendency to blame "outside agitators" was indeed characteristic of 
much labor-Zionist thinking about Arabs, serving as a convenient mecha
nism by which to avoid confronting real contradictions in thought and 
practice. The Hebrew terms often used in this regard were mesitim ("in
citers") and hasata ("incitement"). Arabs were often perceived as passive 
subjects susceptible both to incitement and manipulation by unscrupulous 

| outsiders (communists, Arab "effendis," clerics, etc.) and to enlighten
ment by labor Zionists who wanted to bring their less advanced Arab 
brothers class consciousness and authentic proletarian culture. (As one 
Jewish railway union leader put it, "We opened up the Arabs' minds" by 
explaining to them the virtues of cooperation, unity, and the class strug
gle.) 38 This conception rendered it difficult to think of Arabs as rational, 
thinking human beings who were capable, for example, of grasping on 
their own the problems involved in joining a union which belonged to the 
explicitly Zionist Histadrut and which was committed to strengthening 
Hebrew labor on the railroad. Ironically, the very meeting of the union's 
central committee which heard the communist activist Moshe Ungerfeld 
denounce the tendency to blame Arab opposition on "inciters" went on, 
with a complete lack of self-consciousness, to call on the Histadrut to use 
its influence and connections to get more Jewish workers hired.

'I There was also an important cultural dimension to the left-Zionist per
ceptions of Arabs. Very few Jews in Palestine, including even those like 
the railway workers who were in daily contact with Arabs, took the trou
ble to learn Arabic, familiarize themselves with the ways of Palestine's 

f indigenous majority, or develop personal relationships with Arabs. Yehez-
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kel Abramov, an Ahdut Ha'avoda loyalist who started work at the Pales
tine Railways in 19 21 and served as the union's secretary for many years, 
complained that he was unable even to teach the Jewish workers to refer 
to Arabs by their proper names. Instead, in both private conversations and , 
public meetings, individuals were routinely referred to, in the Yiddish 
which many of these recently arrived Jews still knew best, simply as "der v 
Araber." Despite Abramov's admonitions to "go sit with the goyim" at j 
lunch breaks, his Jewish coworkers usually kept to themselves.39 These / 
attitudes, rooted in a perception of Arabs as not only irredeemably alien | 
but also backward and culturally, intellectually, and morally less advanced 1 
than these European Jewish immigrants, further reduced the likelihood j 
that even those Zionists who in principle favored equality and brother- • 
hood would be able in practice to treat their Arab coworkers with respect, l 
confront differences openly, and eschew manipulation and dissembling.

The Histadrut leadership eventually got its way on the purge of com
munists. When communist activists organized a meeting of railway work
ers to protest the expulsion of the seven communist members, the central , 
committee voted to suspend its one communist member.40 This marked 1 
the end of effective communist influence in the union's leadership. How
ever, PCP members and sympathizers continued to be active among the 
rank and file railway workers, agitating and propagandizing against the 
union leadership and the Histadrut. As relations between the communists 
and the labor-Zionist movement worsened, the mutual recriminations 
grew more virulent and sometimes degenerated into violence. Open activ- j 
ity by communists now carried the risk of expulsion from the union and I 
even dismissal from their jobs, and the communists grew weaker and 
more isolated among the Jewish workers. This reality, and the desire to 
transform their organization into a binational party, stimulated the com
munists to redouble their efforts to develop contacts and win support 
among the Arab workers on the basis of their opposition to Zionism and 
their championing of the Arab national cause, though with little immedi- j 
ate success.

A R A B - J E W I S H  U N I T Y  A N D  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  Z I O N I S M

The removal of the communists from leadership positions in the railway 
union did not signal the eclipse of the left. On the contrary: in the second 
half of 1924, with the internal turmoil produced by the struggles with the 
communists largely over, the influence of Po'alei Tziyon Smol increased 
and the union leadership devoted more attention and energy to joint orga-
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nization than ever before. At its June 1924 meeting, the union's central 
committee decided to dissolve the ineffective special committee on joint 
organization which had been formed a few months earlier and take upon 
itself the task of organizing Arab workers. The union's leaders now gave 
this project serious and sustained attention: leaflets and other propaganda 
material were issued in Arabic, members of the central committee visited 
the branches to address meetings on the question, and Jewish workers 
were encouraged to extend and develop their contacts with their Arab 
colleagues, through personal conversations as well as public assemblies. 
All the branches established their own committees for joint organization 
which took responsibility for planning and implementing systematic ef
forts to recruit Arab workers.

What actually seems to have opened the way to unity, however, was 
the leadership's abandonment of the idea of restricting Arabs to a separate 
national section, as Ahdut Hacavoda and the Histadrut had long insisted, 
and its acceptance of the Arab demand that the union be purely unitary 
and territorial in structure. The Po'alei Tziyon Smol activists who now 
set the tone for the union had long advocated these positions, and so nego
tiations between Arabs and Jews, stalled for many months, could now 
move forward.41 We have no evidence of an explicit written agreement 
between the Arab workers' leaders and the Jewish officials of the railway 
union. It is likely, though, that the two sides came to an understanding 
that the union would be formally declared international and that Arabs 
would be incorporated into its leadership on the basis of parity. The Arabs 
probably also secured assurances that the joint union would be non- 
Zionist, although subsequent events suggest that the Arabs and Jews had 
different understandings of what this meant. In light of those events, it 
also seems likely that the Arabs who joined considered their adherence to 
the railway workers' union to be conditional on the union's implementa
tion of the decision of the fifth congress regarding relations with the His
tadrut. That is, the union would demand the transformation of the Hista
drut into a non-Zionist trade union federation based on mixed Arab- 
Jewish unions, and if that struggle proved unsuccessful it would secede 
from the Histadrut.

Some Arab railway workers' leaders opposed unity on this basis, in
stead insisting on acceptance of the proposals put forward in the spring 
for an entirely new and independent union. But they seem to have become 
inactive after the expulsion of the communists, leaving the field to those 
still willing to seek common ground with the Jews and join the union 
before the question of its relationship with the Histadrut was definitively
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resolved. Those Arab workers and foremen who had for several years de
voted themselves to the mutual aid society for Arab railway workers men
tioned earlier in this chapter simply continued to refrain from any associa
tion with Jews, though it is unlikely that they welcomed the apparent 
realization of Arab-Jewish unity.

On the basis of this tacit understanding between the Arab and Jewish 
unionists, an unprecedented influx of Arab workers into the union took 
place: by the end of November 1924 several hundred Arabs had joined the 
URPTW. The available figures are not entirely reliable, but it seems that 
at the end of 1924 the union comprised some 529 Jewish and Arab railway 
workers, out of a workforce of almost 2,400. Almost all the Jews employed 
on the railroad belonged to the union, but only 10  to 15  percent of the 
Arab employees. In the Jaffa-Lydda and Jerusalem branches, membership 
was more or less evenly divided between Arabs and Jews; in al-Qantara, 
nearly all the members were Egyptians; and in Haifa Jews outnumbered 
Arabs two to one. Whatever the precise numbers, a union which had since 
its inception been virtually all Jewish had now become roughly half Jewish 
and half Arab.42

In October 1924 the union leadership, still at this point entirely Jewish, 
began to fulfill another part of its bargain with its new Arab comrades: as 
I mentioned in Chapter 2, it launched a campaign to restructure the Hista
drut. In a circular to all the branches, the central committee announced 
that the URPTW would lead a struggle to separate the Histadrut's Zionist 
settlement and cooperative functions from its trade union functions, es
tablish the latter on a purely territorial basis, and make joint organization 
a key priority.

Considering the present structure of the Histadrut, there is no possibility 
of the Arab worker organizing himself in an organization of "Hebrew 
workers" until the necessary changes have been made in i t . . . .  Even today 
a large number of Arab workers refuse to join our union as long as it is 
connected with the General Organization of Hebrew Workers. As long as 
our union did not have many Arab members who belonged to the Hista
drut and were bound by all the decisions of our union, this question was 
not posed sharply and we did not have the right to demand changes. Now 
that we are confronted with the living fact of our union being truly inter
national, it is impossible for it to be part of a General Organization of He
brew Workers. Therefore, in order to achieve unity with the Arab workers 
in all branches of work, we deem it desirable that first of all the name of 
the Histadrut should be changed.43

This circular touched off a heated debate in the Histadrut on the issue 
of joint organization, and on separation of functions as a way of achieving
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that goal. Supporters of Ahdut Ha'avoda accused the URPTW leadership 
of being so blinded by the prospect of Jewish-Arab unity that it had for
gotten its national (i.e., Zionist) tasks and obligations. One Ahdut Ha'a
voda loyalist offered a sociological explanation for the strength of radical 
forces among the Jewish railwaymen:

The worst thing about railroad work, as a result of which we have come to 
this proposal which undermines and endangers the foundations of our en
terprise in this country, is that this occupation was almost entirely aban
doned by elements bearing any pioneering, national, or social aspiration.
The element which ended up here was influenced rather by those parties 
which have no support in the established workplaces and labor enterprises 
of the Jewish worker, because the pioneering tendency is a fatal potion for 
them.44

The union leadership and its supporters tended to respond to criticism 
with pragmatic arguments, insisting that "without joint organization our 
union cannot survive" and that the idea of national sections had simply 
proven unworkable.45

! Within the union itself, the influx of Arab members led to restructur- 
I ing. In November 1924 it was formally agreed that all elected union bodies 
| would be half Arab and half Jewish, with each group choosing its own 
I representatives, and Arabs were co-opted onto the central committee. A 

plan for representation at the upcoming union council was formulated 
which balanced the number of delegates to which each group would be 
entitled, with a slight majority for the Jews. The process of achieving 
unity was not entirely smooth, however, for the issue of Zionism soon 
surfaced once again. At the very first joint meeting of the central commit
tee, one of its new Arab members, Hasanayn Fahmi, an Egyptian railway 
clerk, posed two questions to his Jewish colleagues. Was there, Fahmi 
asked, a connection between the railway workers' union and the Zionist 
movement, and were the Jewish members of the central committee them
selves Zionists?

Fahmi's motives in asking these questions are not difficult to fathom. 
An Arab who joined what might be generally perceived to be a Zionist 
organization ran the risk of being attacked as a traitor to his people and 

I their national cause, of allying himself with the foreigners who were seek- 
\ ing to take Palestine away from the Arabs and make it their own. The 
j Arab nationalist leadership had little interest in social issues in general or 
( the needs of the fledgling Arab working class in particular, and it would 
' be unlikely to accept Arab participation in any organization linked to Zi- 
] onism (and the Histadrut was certainly understood to be a Zionist organi
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zation) even if such participation might in some way benefit the Arabs 
concerned. Furthermore, for months the PCP members inside and outside 
the union had been warning the Arab railwaymen not to trust what the 
union and Histadrut leaders were saying and encouraging them to ask 
precisely these questions of the union leadership, in order to expose their 
Zionist affiliations and loyalties.

After some consultation among themselves, the Jewish central commit- j 
tee members responded that the union was economic in purpose and non- j 
political, with no connection with Zionism; anyone who wanted to intro- 1 

duce politics would be expelled. To Fahmi's second question they replied:  ̂
"Just as we do not ask you who you are, to which party you belong, what 1 
are your political opinions, so you have no right to ask us about these 
things. ." The Jews felt that their response had made a good impression 
on their Arab colleagues, but in fact it was disingenuous and evasive and 
seems to have been received as such by Hasanayn Fahmi. Through its 
affiliation to the Histadrut, which was a key Zionist institution, the 
URPTW was in fact linked to the Zionist project in Palestine. And even if- 
the more left wing of the union's Jewish leaders sincerely believed that 
the "proletarian Zionism" they professed eliminated any possible contra
diction between the interests of Jewish and Arab workers in Palestine, 
from the standpoint of the indigenous Arab population they were no less 
involved in a settler-colonial endeavor than the Histadrut mainstream. No 
Arab railway worker possessing any degree of national consciousness 
could avoid these issues or entirely separate them from purely class con
siderations, for the logic of the conflict between Zionism and Palestinian 
Arab nationalism constantly and inevitably raised them.

A few days later Hasanayn Fahmi, apparently less than satisfied with 
the answers he had received, published a letter in the Arabic-language 
newspaper al-Nafir in which he reiterated his questions and called on the 
Arab railway workers to leave the union because it was in reality a Zionist 
organization.46 Only a minority of the union's new Arab members seem 
to have followed Fahmi's advice and quit at that point, but the issue was ) 
clearly on the agenda once again and must have influenced the delibera
tions of the union council when it convened in January 1925.

That crucial meeting was preceded by an event which seemed to bode 
well for the union's future: for the first time, union representatives were 
granted an interview with the General Manager of the Palestine Railways. 
Until this point management had consistently refused any formal contact 
with the union, despite persistent lobbying of the mandatory government 
and the Colonial Office by the Histadrut, Zionist leaders, and sympathetic
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officials of the Trades Union Congress and the Labor Party in Britain. 
The formation of a Labor Party government in Britain the previous year 
certainly helped induce railways management to agree to the meeting; 
indeed, Histadrut officials commented, it had produced a "distinct im
provement" in management's attitude toward the railway workers, mani
fested in somewhat improved working conditions. Little was accomplished 
at this session, but the fact that it had taken place at all was held to signify 
official recognition of the union. In fact, formal recognition was not to 
be granted for years to come, although meetings between union officials 
(usually accompanied by Ben-Tzvi or some other Zionist leader) and Pal
estine Railways managers would henceforth take place at irregular inter
vals. After the Labor government fell, conditions palpably worsened as 
management reverted to its hard-line approach.47

The twenty-five voting delegates who participated in the January 1925 
meeting of the URPTW council, held in Haifa, comprised the nine mem
bers of the central committee along with nine Jews and seven Arabs repre
senting the branches. Three of the Histadrut's top leaders—Ben-Gurion 
and Ben-Tzvi of Ahdut Hacavoda, and Hayyim Arlosoroff of Hapocel Hat- 
za'ir—also attended, in the hope of countering the influence of their rival 
on the left, Pocalei Tziyon Smol, and its new Arab allies. The agenda was 
dominated by the question of the union's relations with the Histadrut, 
with most of the Jewish council delegates demanding the separation of 
functions. For many in the organization this had come to seem a question 
of life and death. Some number of the union's Arab members had recently 
heeded Hasanayn Fahmi's call and quit over the issue of Zionism. For 
those who remained—and for the left-wing Jewish activists—it was cru
cial that the railway workers' union either convince the Histadrut to 
transform itself into a non-Zionist entity to which the Arabs could belong 
as equal members or disaffiliate from it.

The Histadrut leaders were dismayed by the radicalism of some of the 
Jewish delegates, one of whom went so far as to dissociate the "proletarian 
Zionists" from the "bourgeois Zionists" who "plundered the Arabs."48 
One of the Arab delegates, Ahmad al-Nimr, declared that "the promises 
of the executive committee to resolve the question of joint organization 
are like the promises of Balfour"—a formulation which implicitly raised 
the issue of Zionism and must also have infuriated the Histadrut leaders. 
In response, Ben-Gurion directed his remarks primarily to the Arab dele
gates. His speech was translated into Arabic by Avraham Khalfon, who 
fifty years later would admit that his translation "altered Ben-Gurion's 
speech completely."
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Because if I had translated what he said, I was sure that 90 percent of the 
Arabs would have fled. He spoke in a very extreme way. From a Jewish 
standpoint it was excellent, but whether it would have attracted or repelled 
[the Arab delegates] is another matter. So I changed it, I watered down the 
contents. I saw how long he spoke for, and then I spoke for half an hour 
too. During the break Ben-Tzvi [who understood Arabic] came to me and 
kissed me: "Bravo, thank you!" Neither Ben-Gurion nor Arlosoroff knew 
that I had changed anything, but Ben-Tzvi sensed that I had.49

Khalfon's admission raises some important questions about the charac
ter of the Jewish unionists' relationship with their Arab colleagues. Ben- 
Gurion's speech was not in fact particularly extreme: it was a straightfor
ward exposition of the Histadrut's position favoring separate national 
sections within mixed unions and separate labor federations. As if talking 
to children, Ben-Gurion explained in very simple terms that beyond the 
common interests which all workers shared, Jews and Arabs had their 
own special needs which required separate organizations. Perhaps Khalfon 
thought that Ben-Gurion's explicit references to Jewish immigration and 
settlement, and the Hebrew language, as examples of the needs which 
made it necessary that the Histadrut remain an essentially Jewish organi
zation were extreme; if so, one can only wonder what it was that he had 
been communicating to the Arab unionists for whom he had been 
translating over the previous year or so and how much they really under
stood about the aims of the Jewish labor movement in Palestine.50 This 
incident, like the evasive response of the Jewish unionists to Hasanayn 
Fahmi's pointed questions the previous November, suggests that even 
left-wing Zionists were willing to deceive, or at least to mislead, the Arabs 
by downplaying their commitment to Zionism and using vague or even 
obfuscatory language. In so doing they took advantage of the fact that the 
Arabs knew little or no Hebrew, had only a vague grasp of the ideological 
differences among the parties of the Yishuv, and lacked the political so
phistication and experience typical of their Jewish counterparts.

The council ignored the pleas of the Histadrut leadership and by a vote 
of eighteen to seven proclaimed the establishment of a territorial and in
ternational trade union open to all railway, postal, and telegraph workers 
regardless of race, religion, or nationality. The majority favoring this deci
sion, as well as a second resolution demanding that the upcoming Hista
drut congress require all trade unions to be international and establish a 
labor federation open to all the workers of Palestine, consisted of the nine 
Jewish members of the central committee, the seven Arab delegates, and 
two Jewish branch delegates. In other words, an alliance of the Arab dele
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gates and the Jewish adherents of Po'alei Tziyon Smol controlled a major
ity of the votes at this crucial meeting. To Ben-Gurion and his colleagues 
the council's decisions and the composition of the majority that made 
them were outrageous; the Histadrut leaders fumed that only Jews should 
have had the right to vote on the union's connection with the Histadrut 
and rejected the council's decisions as invalid. But Yehezkel Abramov 
pointed out to Ben-Gurion that it was unfair to have allowed the Arabs to 
vote and then denounce the council's decisions because Arabs contributed 
to the majority that endorsed them.51

Ahdut Ha'avoda still had cards to play, however, for the left lacked a 
firm majority among the Jewish railway workers outside Haifa and most 
of the Jewish delegates from the branches had voted against the resolu
tions that so infuriated Ben-Gurion. Moreover, many of the postal and 
telegraph workers who made up a significant minority of the union's Jew
ish membership were uneasy about the union's new course and were talk
ing of seceding to form their own independent union. The council passed 
a resolution denouncing this tendency and promised to redouble efforts 
to incorporate them more fully into the union. On one issue, at least, 
there was hardly any disagreement: the delegates, including all the Arabs, 
voted to confirm the central committee's decision to expel Moshe Unger- 
feld, the communist activist. At the end of the meeting, seven Arabs— 
five from Haifa, including Ibrahim al-Asmar and cAli al-Batal, one from 
Jaffa-Lydda, and one from al-Qantara—were formally elected to the 
union's central committee.52

N A R R A T I V E S  O F  F A I L U R E

When the January 1925 meeting of the union council adjourned, it proba
bly seemed to the participants that the way was now open for a new era 
of cooperation between Arab and Jewish railway workers within the 
framework of a joint union. In retrospect, this meeting actually marked 
the high point of joint organization in this sector. In the months that 
followed most of the Arab workers who had joined the union left it, and 
a new and exclusively Arab union of railway workers emerged in Haifa. 
The circumstances surrounding these developments are complicated and 
in some details unclear, but there can be little doubt that the main issue 
which undermined the joint union and divided Arab from Jew was the 
URPTW's continuing Zionist affiliations.

There are several versions of what happened in the first half of 1925, 
some of which tell us more about the perspective and conceptions of the
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narrator than about what actually took place. The Jewish union leadership 
blamed the communists for sabotaging the unity that had finally been 
achieved after overcoming so many obstacles. The union (and the Hista
drut) charged that the Jewish communists had told the Arabs that the 
union was "Zionist-chauvinist" and that its Jewish leaders were double
dealing; the communists had sown lies and mistrust, had spread false ru
mors and forged embarrassing letters, and had even employed physical 
violence against their opponents. This campaign of slander and harass
ment allegedly induced the Arab workers to leave the union in large num
bers in the first half of 1925. In August 1925 the union permanently 
expelled thirteen communist activists, arguing that its tolerant attitude 
toward the communists had been repaid by betrayal and subversion.53

There is no doubt that the PCP had been sharply critical of the union 
leadership and its loyalty to the Histadrut and to Zionism. Moreover, its 
members and publications had seized every opportunity to denounce what 
the communists regarded as the leadership's betrayal of the workers' in
terests and proletarian internationalism. It is also quite possible that the 
communists at times employed underhand tactics to expose and harass 
their enemies. It is nonetheless clear that the departure of most of the 
Arabs who had recently joined cannot be attributed mainly to agitation 
by communist activists. That agitation had been going on for many 
months, if not years, and communist attacks on the union leadership as 
Zionist cannot have come as much of a revelation to Arab workers in 
the first half of 1925. The communists' tactics may have become more 
provocative and their propaganda more virulent as they were purged from 
the Histadrut and its unions. Their increasingly open support for the Pal
estinian Arab nationalist struggle against Zionism certainly deepened 
their isolation from the Yishuv and made them the object of bitter hatred 
among most Jews. But while the union's leaders may have felt themselves 
under siege by the communists inside and outside the union and may 
have convinced themselves that everything would have been fine had the 
communists not "poisoned the minds" of the Arabs, this explanation says 
more about their perception of Arabs as guileless, passive, and easily ma
nipulate than it does about what actually happened. It certainly exagger
ates the influence of the communists and denies the Arab workers any 
capacity for rational reflection and self-interested decision making.

This explanation, which is fairly standard in the labor-Zionist literature 
on this episode, is further undermined by the fact that at the end of 1924 
and through the first quarter of 1925, the communists were in fact not 
calling on Arab workers to leave the URPTW. On the contrary: the Jewish
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communists repeatedly and forcefully exhorted the Arab workers to re
main within (or rejoin, for those who had already quit) the union and 
struggle against its Zionist leadership in order to make it a truly interna
tional union oriented first and foremost toward the class struggle. For 
example, in December 1924, before the collapse of the joint union, articles 
in the PCP's Arabic-language biweekly Haifa noted that both Zionists and 
Arab nationalist effendis were upset that Arab workers had joined the 
railway workers' union. The two groups, Haifa declared, were "perfectly 
matched in their campaign against the workers' unity and solidarity and 
their splendid organization which has replaced the old enmity and divi
sion, now completely gone."54 A month later, in January 1925, an article 
signed by "a railway worker" (almost certainly a Jewish communist activ
ist) specifically rejected Hasanayn Fahmi's appeal to Arab workers to leave 
the URPTW.

By withdrawing from the union we strengthen the position of the Zionists 
within it; they welcome our withdrawal so that they will have no internal 
opposition to their political activities.. . .  We must endeavour to take over 
the leadership of the union and make of it an organization which will de
fend the interests of all the workers whether Arabs or Jews. There are a 
large number of Jewish comrades with considerable experience in running 
a union who are ready to help us loyally and sincerely.55

A few months later, after most Arab union members had quit and after 
Haifa had reported favorably on the establishment of a separate Arab 
railwaymen's union, it published a letter by Moshe Ungerfeld rejecting 
separatism, insisting that it was incorrect to term the old union "Zionist" 
just because its present leadership was Zionist, and calling on the Arab 
workers to join progressive Jews in fighting for control of the URPTW.56

Some Jewish observers also blamed the management of the Palestine 
Railways for undermining Arab-Jewish unity. According to this explana
tion, by the end of 1924 management had realized that the joint union 
was gaining strength and decided to adopt a new and more sophisticated 
strategy to destroy it. Instead of outright and total hostility to the union 
and blanket rejection of the workers' demands, management agreed to 
meet with union representatives and for the first time acknowledged that 
many of the workers' grievances might be justified. At the same time, 
however, it made skillful use of its power to reward and punish to divide 
the workers and undermine the union. Instead of a general wage increase, 
for example, management granted selective wage increases to those work
ers favored by the foremen. The clerks as a group were granted a substan
tial increase in order to alienate them from the other employees. Arab
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workers who kept their distance from the union were also rewarded with 
higher wages and freedom from the threat of dismissal. On the punish
ment side, management underlined the weakness of the union by dismiss
ing a worker who refused to work overtime and ignoring the union's ap
peals to rehire him. The workers cannot have missed the message 
management's new policy was intended to convey.57 However, this expla
nation of why the joint union failed is not convincing: though Palestine 
Railways management was certainly likely to have desired the collapse of 
unity between its Arab and Jewish workers and may indeed have sought 
to deepen divisions within its workforce, the departure of the Arabs from 
the joint union cannot reasonably be attributed in any large measure to 
management's actions.

While communist propaganda and agitation, and management's divide- 
and-rule strategems, may indeed have contributed to the union's prob
lems in 1925, they do not provide anything approaching a complete ex
planation of why most of its Arab members quit. For that we must pay 
attention, as the labor-Zionist sources generally do not, to what the Arab 
workers and unionists themselves were saying and doing. The Arabic- 
language sources are unanimous in specifying the union's persistent Zion
ist affiliations as the fundamental issue that induced most of the Arabs 
who had been elected to the union's central committee at the January 1925 
council meeting to quit soon thereafter. Apparently, Hasanayn Fahmi's 
questioning of the Jewish unionists in November 1924 and the letter he 
published in al-Nafir had touched off a crisis in the union which the deci
sions of the January council meeting were ultimately not able to dispel. 
The scantiness of the sources makes it difficult to determine precisely how 
and why the Arab unionists came, at this particular moment, to conclude 
that the union was irretrievably Zionist and that they had no place in it. 
It seems that at some point most of the Arab leaders came to feel that 
they were not being dealt with honestly, that the Jewish unionists were 
in effect deceiving them about their Zionist affiliations, and that even the 
left-wing Jews placed their commitment to Zionism above the welfare of 
the railway workers. They came to believe, as one article in Haifa put it, 
that "the foundations and principles of this union were not based on the 
interests of the worker and the improvement of his life (raf mistawcChx) 
but rather on the implementation among the workers of the goals of Zi
onism."58

The feeling that they had been deliberately deceived and misled, and 
their good faith betrayed, by their Jewish colleagues seems to have espe
cially rankled with the Arab unionists. Arab accounts of the split make



j frequent reference to the "prevarications" (murawaghat) and "duplicity" 
I (khidac) of the Jewish union leaders. An article in Haifa published in late 

April 1925 makes explicit reference to Avraham Khalfon, who as we saw 
had deliberately mistranslated Ben-Gurion on at least one occasion, sug
gesting that the Arab unionists had come to feel that were being deceived 
by their Jewish colleagues. The difference in language between Arabs and 
Jews, Haifa noted, had "necessitated the employment of a translator in 
order to solve the problem; but this employee, who was not of the working 
class, curried favor for Zionism in the performance of his duties and abet
ted the spread of its influence and introduced it into the union's affairs." 
More generally, the article went on, "Whenever [the Arab leaders] made 
even the most minor proposal to facilitate mutual understanding and 
unity, they encountered only opposition and contradiction from the Zion
ists regarding everything which might lead to success and to the establish
ment [of the union] on a strong basis and with a program of action capable 
of achieving the rights of the oppressed workers."59 

• The issue which was most likely to have convinced the Arab rail- 
| waymen of their Jewish colleagues' bad faith and which made the issue of 

Zionism most concrete for them was that of Hebrew labor. Getting more 
Jews hired on the railroad had been one of the union's chief goals since 
its inception, and the communists had made a point of telling the Arab 

I workers that this was still the case, regardless of what the Jewish unionists 
1 claimed. In his memoirs, Bulus Farah quite plausibly contends that Arab 
l workers in the Haifa workshops felt strongly about this issue. According 

to Farah, a supervisor named Moshlin, whom we have come across earlier 
as a foreman disliked by the workers but who the Histadrut wanted to 
keep on the job because he was a Jew, was regarded by the Arab workers 
as a Zionist who would give

every job that opened up to a Jewish worker without regard for seniority 
or professional skill, or would hire new Jewish immigrants at high pay for 

, jobs they were not competent to fill.. . .  The Arab railway workers re- 
) framed from joining the Histadrut, and those who did join quit as a result 
\ of their bitter experience, after they observed that the Histadrut's trade 
J unionism consisted of discrimination against Arab workers. They experi- 
\ enced at first hand how [the Histadrut] stole jobs from the Arab workers 
 ̂ and gave them to the Jewish workers, and how it used them in the interna

tional labor movement to conceal its Jewishness while at the same time rid
ing the horse of internationalism. But the Arab workers felt the need for 
separate trade union organization because the professed internationalism 
of the Histadrut had been exposed as having been exploited by Zionism.60
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It is certainly true that in this period the Histadrut continued to use its 
influence with the Jewish foremen to get more Jews hired.61

T H E  P A L E S T I N I A N  A R A B  W O R K E R S '  S O C I E T Y

The disillusionment of the Arab unionists who had joined the joint union 
coincided with another development among the Arab workers which prob
ably also contributed to their decision to quit and go their own way. To
ward the beginning of 1925 a new group coalesced at the Haifa railway 
workshops, led by a number of skilled workers who had been involved 
with the mutual aid society for Arab railway workers established a few 
years earlier and had never displayed any interest in sharing a union with 
Jews. Building on their earlier experience with their benevolent society 
and on widespread resentment about the Hebrew labor issue, they now 
sought to establish an independent and purely Arab organization of rail
way workers.

The leaders of this group included several young men who originally| 
came from what had become, after the First World War, the separate1 
French-ruled state of Syria. eAbd al-Hamid Haymur, a boilermaker by 
trade, was a fervent Muslim and Arab nationalist with a thin face and a 
wispy beard who continued to dress in the style of his native region: a 
long overcoat over pants and a cloak decorated in the shami ("Syrian") 
style. A man of few words who preferred to avoid the limelight, cAbd al- 
Hamid Haymur worked behind the scenes for many years as one of the 
most important leaders of the young Palestinian Arab labor movement. 
His brother, Td Salim Haymur, worked in the Palestine Railways' wagon- 
age department. Their colleague Sacid Qawwas was a turner, short and 
slight, who wore Western-style clothing and a tarbush, in the style of the 
young intellectuals of those days; he was described by Bulus Farah as 
a man of broad culture. Both cAbd al-Hamid Haymur and Qawwas had 
previously been employed on the Hijaz Railway.62

The Haymur brothers and Qawwas found a substantial number of 
other Arab workers in the Haifa workshops angry about what they per
ceived as discrimination in employment in favor of Jews and receptive to 
the idea of their own separate trade union. At the end of February 1925 
they organized a meeting at which some 200 Haifa railwaymen elected a 
committee to represent their interests. This new movement from below, 
organized by skilled workers who had never joined the Jewish-led union, 
probably helped stimulate the departure of most of the Arabs who had
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joined, led by some of the foremen. The two groups, whose motives for 
independent organization may initially have differed but who were now 
brought together by circumstances, soon merged into a movement of sev
eral hundred Arab railway workers in Haifa, out of which there emerged 
the first purely Arab labor organization in Palestine.

Though it seems to have originally styled itself a benevolent society 
and may have been a continuation of the organization which the Haymur 
brothers and their colleagues had led for some years, by the summer of 
1925 this new formation was calling itself the Palestinian Arab Workers' 
Society (PAWS), and it formally registered under that name with the 
British authorities. It consisted almost exclusively of Arab railway work
ers in Haifa, but its new name and its program indicated its ambition to 
make of itself the Arab counterpart of the Histadrut, an organization 
which would eventually encompass all the Arab workers in Palestine and 
seek to advance their interests.63 The leadership of the new PAWS in
cluded men drawn from both the groups which had contributed to its 
formation: Ilyas Asad, cAli al-Batal, and Farid Kamil (a locomotive engi
neer) had long been involved in negotiations with the Jewish unionists, 
and Kamil and Batal had briefly been members of the joint union's central 
committee, while Sa'id Qawwas, cAbd al-Hamid Haymur, and his brother 
Td Salim Haymur were skilled workers who had been involved with the 
old mutual aid society.64

Given the situation in Palestine, the emergence of a separate Arab rail
way workers' union was probably inevitable. Relations between Arab and 
Jewish railwaymen could not remain unaffected by the deepening conflict 
between Zionism and the Arab national movement, recently manifested 
in the struggle at cAfula and other incidents. A stratum of relatively well- 
educated and increasingly self-confident skilled workers and foremen who 
had assimilated the model of trade unionism as the form of organization 
most appropriate to their circumstances had emerged among the Arab 
railway workers. When members of this stratum lost faith in the possibil
ity of participating in a union dominated by their Jewish coworkers and 
tainted by its association with Zionism, the establishment of a union of 
their own seemed the only reasonable alternative. The Arab unionists 
were no longer willing to submit to what they perceived as Jewish tute
lage, especially as they came to perceive that tutelage as serving goals 
which harmed their interests as both Arabs and workers. The survival of 
the URPTW as an Arab-Jewish union would have required its transforma
tion into a completely international organization by severing its links with 
the Histadrut and the Zionist movement, renouncing the struggle for He
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brew labor, and accepting that the organization would be largely Arab in 
membership, leadership, and orientation. This was the course the Jewish 
communists advocated, but it went well beyond what even the most radi
cal Po'alei Tziyon Smol activist or leader could accept. When the Arab 
railwaymen's leaders grasped this, most of them quit and joined up with 
other Arabs who had never taken any interest in the prospect of a joint 
Arab-Jewish union.

As a result, from 1925 until the end of the British mandate two unions 
were to be active among the railway workers, one exclusively Arab, the 
other overwhelmingly Jewish in membership and Zionist in political ori
entation. Nonetheless, as the next chapter will explore, not only did the 
conditions of the railwaymen's working lives push the two unions toward 
cooperation, but the dream of unity would remain very much alive among 
both Arab and Jewish railway workers for years to come. At the same 
time, various dynamics produced estrangement and conflict between the 
organizations and their members. Relations between the two unions 
would thus always be complex, in ways that tell us a great deal about the 
parameters and character of the matrices of interaction among Arab and 
Jewish workers in Palestine.



4 The Railway Workers of
Palestine (II): Cooperation and 
Conflict, 1925-1939

Relations between the new Palestinian Arab Workers' Society, whose 
stable core and largest component would for many years consist of Arab 
railway workers in Haifa, and the older, Jewish-led Union of Railway, 
Postal and Telegraph Workers were never uncomplicated and rarely 
smooth. At times, recognition of the vital necessity of concerted action 
and strong pressure from the rank and file induced the two unions to 
cooperate. At other times relations between them were characterized by 
friction and conflict, as competition within the workplace and tensions 
stemming from the political situation in Palestine set the two organiza
tions, and the workers they represented, against one another. Over the 
years, a web of personal, social, and political relations developed between 
some Arab and Jewish railwaymen, particularly veteran workers and 
union activists, and in the right circumstances this tended to promote a 
desire for cooperation. But even when cooperation was impossible, these 
relations engendered a knowledge of the other side and a high degree of 
political awareness which helped the railway workers avoid being sucked 
into the maelstrom of intercommunal hatred and violence that ultimately 
engulfed much of Palestine.

O N ?  W O R K F O R C E ,  T W O  U N I O N S

The events of the spring and summer of 1925 did not result in an immedi
ate division of the railway workforce into two unions organized along 
exclusively ethnic lines. Instead there ensued a period of confusion charac
terized by further initiatives to achieve Arab-Jewish unity, competition 
between the unions for the allegiance of the Arab workers, and move
ments by those workers between the two organizations.

148
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At its founding the PAWS had only about 150 members and few finan
cial or organizational resources. Its leaders felt threatened by the larger, 
stronger, and more experienced URPTW which, through the backing of 
the Histadrut, could offer its members far greater material benefits. The 
new union's vulnerability and the URPTW's ability to attract Arab work
ers were graphically demonstrated when a number of the workers who 
had joined the PAWS in the spring of 1925 made their way back to the 
Jewish-led union a few months later.1 To protect itself and hold onto its 
membership, the PAWS initially sought to emphasize its Arab and patri
otic character. As a result, when several Jewish communist railway work
ers sought to join, insisting that they were committed anti-Zionists, they 
were rejected on the grounds that the organization's bylaws allowed only 
Arabs to become members. The PAWS also sought to offset the attractive 
services and benefits which the URPTW could offer by asking progressive 
Arab nationalist professionals in Haifa to provide its members with medi
cal and legal services at reduced cost.2

Not all the PAWS' leaders agreed with this nationalist orientation. 
Farid Kamil, who had served on the central committee of the URPTW and 
was now a leader of the PAWS, continued to argue for the kind of apoliti
cal and internationalist trade unionism which the Arab workers' leaders 
had originally demanded of the URPTW. He went so far as to propose 
that Jewish workers be accepted as full and equal members of the new 
organization. He failed to convince his colleagues, however, and ulti
mately resigned or was expelled from the PAWS. Kamil took some of his 
supporters with him when he left, suggesting that there was still some/ 
support among the Arab workers for the idea of bringing the Arab and’ 
Jewish railway workers together in a single organization. To achieve that1 
end Kamil apparently rejoined the URPTW, but later he returned to the 
PAWS, where he remained. Despite the failure of Farid Kamil's initiative 
to overcome the breach between the two organizations, the PAWS would 
in subsequent years come to adopt his perspective: with a fair degree of 
consistency it expressed willingness to dissolve itself into a new unitary 
organization comprising all the railway workers, providing that it was 
truly international and unattached to the Histadrut.3

Even after it lost most of its Arab members, the URPTW continued to 
regard itself not merely as a mixed union with a commitment to joint 
organization but as the sole legitimate representative of all the railway 
workers, Arab and Jewish, and the only authentic union at the Palestine 
Railways. Its claim was bolstered by the fact that for a number of years it 
actually did retain a not insignificant number of Arab members, since not
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all of those who had joined in late 1924 or early 1925 quit, and others 
joined later. In 1926 the URPTW would claim to have 780 members, 422 
of them Arabs. The number of Arab members is obviously very inflated, 
however, because it includes all those Arabs who had registered with the 
union at any point from 1922 onward but had not notified the union in 
writing when they quit. The number of Jewish members may well be 
inflated for the same reason, since we know that turnover was high in 
railway work and it is safe to presume that not all those who quit bothered 
to notify the union formally. A total membership of 300-400 in 1926, 
most of them Jews and not all of them actually dues-paying, seems a safer 
estimate. At least one of the original Arab central committee members, 
Ibrahim al-Asmar, also remained in the URPTW.4

The URPTW and the Histadrut attacked the new PAWS as a separatist 
and exclusionary organization and therefore subversive of the workers' 
unity. They also claimed that it was a trade union in name only, that it 
was really a tool of rich Arab nationalist effendis and reactionary Muslim 
clerics, a product of communist incitement, a quasi-religious organization, 
and so on.5 Since they regarded the Arab organization as neither legiti
mate nor viable, the URPTW's Jewish leaders did not give up hope that 
the Arab workers who had left could be brought back into the fold. They 
therefore persisted in efforts to hold on to, and if possible expand, an Arab 
membership. This generally meant raiding the PAWS' membership or 
trying to attract the same unorganized Arab workers the Arab union was 
also trying to recruit. The URPTW was least successful at retaining and 
recruiting Arab members in Haifa, where the PAWS' influence and base 
of support was strongest. It had somewhat greater success elsewhere in 
Palestine, especially in the Jaffa and Lydda areas.

The URPTW's persistence in trying to recruit Arab workers engen
dered tremendous bitterness among Arab unionists still very much on the 
defensive and unsure that their new union would survive. Their resent
ment was clearly manifested in a lengthy article by the union's secretary, 
Td Salim Haymur, published in Filastin on June 4, 1926. Entitled "The 
Indigenous Workers between Zionism and Communism," it portrayed the 
Arab railwaymen's union as the target of incessant efforts to undermine 
it by both the "Zionist union" and the Jewish communists. Some of Td 
Salim Haymur's allegations are plausible, but others are outlandish and 
would seem to reflect his frustration at the union's weakness and the 
defection of Arab workers from it. For example, his claim that the Jewish- 
led union had sought (with some success) to attract Arab workers by ex
empting them from paying monthly dues rings true. But his claim that
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the " traitors" Ibrahim al-Asmar and Philip Hassun (the Histadrut's Arab/* 
organizer in Haifa) were paid 15  piastres for each Arab worker they re-1 

cruited seems far-fetched. Hints of a perceived insult to conservative cul- • 
tural and religious sensibilities surface in Td Salim Haymur's claim that 
the Zionists had tried to ensnare innocent Arab workers by plying them j 
with wine at union meetings and providing them with Jewish women to 
dance with. As a result of these ploys, Td Salim complained, the PAWS 
had no more than ninety members a year or so after its formation.6

If the PAWS was in a bad way by the middle of 1926, the URPTW / 
could hardly be described as thriving. The traumatic events of the previous * 
year had left many Jewish railway workers without much faith in joint 
organization and solidarity with the Arabs as the solution to their prob
lems. Jews now accounted for 12.7 percent of the Palestine Railways work
force, 405 out of 3,182 workers, though they made up almost 30 percent 
of those employed at the Haifa workshops, which had 408 Muslim work
ers, 264 Jews, and 228 Christians; some of the latter were probably non- 
Arabs. By this point the majority of the Jewish railway workers had as 
much as six or seven years' service behind them. These veterans had been 
hired as apprentices when Jews first entered railway work in 1919-20, 
had become "assistants" when apprentices with four years of service were 
promoted in 1923, and had been promoted to full-fledged "workmen" in 
1925. At 28-30 piastres a day, their wages were still unsatisfactory, as 
were their working conditions. The Jewish workers (and the leaders of j 
their union) also cannot have regarded the future prospects for Jewish j 
employment in railway work as particularly promising. The new appren- / 
tices, forced to work for a six-month trial period without pay, were all j 
Arabs, as were most of the foremen, and management was not anxious to \ 
hire more Jews, since they were seen as potential troublemakers.7 1

Some Jewish workers responded to the failure of the joint union, and j 
to their generally demoralizing situation, by leaving railroad work alto- ( 
gether. This prompted the union to appeal to the Histadrut to channel 
additional Jewish workers into railroad jobs, and the Histadrut in turn 
asked the Zionist Executive to pressure the Palestine Railways to hire 
more Jews.8 Disillusionment and demoralization also weakened the left  ̂
forces within the union and paved the way for Ahdut Ha'avoda to reassert 
its influence and control. Po'alei Tziyon Smol, having finally and deci
sively broken with the communists and voted for their expulsion from the 
union in the summer of 1925, now found its own support slipping as more 
Jewish workers either left railroad work in despair or turned to the Ahdut 
Hacavoda-dominated Histadrut to resolve their problems. This shift was
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manifested in various ways, including declarations of loyalty to the Hista
drut in union leaflets and votes in several union branches to nominate 
Ahdut Ha'avoda members as candidates in the upcoming elections to the 
local workers' councils.9

The union's retreat from the radical internationalist positions it had 
adopted a year earlier, and Ahdut Ha'avoda's new strength, emerged 
clearly at the January 1926 meeting of the union council. Ibrahim Suway- 
lih, an Arab railway worker from Jerusalem who had remained a member 
of the URPTW, proposed that the union return to an organizational model 
based on separate national sections, as the Histadrut had long demanded. 
PAWS activists would denounce Suwaylih as a docile lackey of the Jews, 
and he does seem to have followed the lead of the Jewish union leaders; 
there is certainly no evidence that he had any real input into decision 
making. That it was Suwaylih, an Arab, who called for the restoration of 
national sections—at the instigation, one suspects, of his Jewish col
leagues—may have been a tactic to disarm the left and counter criticism 
from the PAWS. Though the council rejected his proposal, instead recon
firming an earlier decision to avoid specifying the form joint organization 
should take for the time being, it simultaneously abandoned the union's 
previous claim to autonomy by agreeing that the question of its organiza
tional structure should be decided by the Histadrut at its upcoming con
gress. The council then went on to essentially endorse Ahdut Hacavoda's 
position on joint organization by declaring that internationalism "requires 
joint unionism (ha’igud hameshutaf) and the guaranteeing of the free 
development of every people on the basis of equality and autonomy." This 
formulation, with its implicit acknowledgment of the primacy of the Jew
ish labor movement's Zionist tasks, was a break with the ideas put forward 
by Po'alei Tziyon Smol and until recently dominant within the union.10

However, these victories for the Ahdut Hacavoda line did not solve 
the serious problems facing the union. At a meeting with the Histadrut 
secretariat in July 1926, the union's leaders stressed their organization's 
weakness and complained that the Histadrut had not provided the funds 
it had promised to support the union's work and allow it to serve its mem
bers effectively. Reflecting the shift in the union's orientation over the 
previous year or so, they made their appeal for Histadrut support largely 
in terms of their organization's key role in the struggle for Hebrew labor. 
One union leader told Ben-Gurion and his colleagues that "the union's 
importance lies in the conquest of government jobs by Jews," while an
other attributed the union's weakness primarily to the failure to get more 
Jews hired. The Histadrut ultimately promised to increase its monthly
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subsidy to the union, which was still incapable of maintaining itself with
out outside financial support, and also stepped up its efforts to get more 
Jews hired as railway workers. The Zionist Executive also pitched in by 
intensifying its lobbying of British officials in Palestine and London, di
rectly and through Zionist sympathizers in the Labor Party, on the issue 
of Jewish employment by government agencies, insisting that a higher 
percentage of jobs (and also of government contracts) should go to Jews.11

One aspect of that July 1926 meeting between URPTW leaders and top j 
Histadrut officials merits special attention. For among the union leaders 
who sat in on the discussion of how to strengthen Hebrew labor on the 
railways was Ibrahim al-Asmar, an Arab who served on the URPTW's 
central committee. Al-Asmar does not seem to have uttered a word at the 
meeting; it is likely that he knew little if any Hebrew and did not under
stand what his Jewish colleagues were talking about. He was probably 
invited mainly for propaganda purposes, so that the URPTW could por
tray itself as including Arabs in leadership roles and thereby enhance its 
standing among the Arab workers. But both his presence at the meeting 
and his silence tell us something about the place of Arabs in the Jewish- 
led union.12

R E C U R R I N G  D R E A M S  O F  U N I T Y

Though the left within the URPTW had grown weaker, it remained a 
significant force, especially in Haifa where Jewish leftists often received 
backing from the branch's remaining Arab members. Moreover, the left's 
argument that Arab-Jewish solidarity was the only means by which the 
Jewish railway workers' problems could be solved was bolstered in the 
summer of 1926 by an upsurge of militancy among the workers, accompa
nied by renewed pressure for unity radiating upward from the Arab and 
Jewish rank and file. Frustration over long-standing grievances had been 
growing among the railway workers for some months, and this finally led 
the two unions to look for ways to overcome the bitterness between them 
and cooperate with one another. Early in June 1926 leaders of the PAWS 
and the URPTW met in Haifa and agreed to join together to press the 
government to issue a law to protect the workers' rights.13 The path of 
cooperation was not always smooth— Td Salim Haymur's article attacking 
the Jewish-led union, discussed earlier, was published shortly after this 
initial meeting—but many workers still felt that no progress was possible 
unless Arabs and Jews set aside their differences and worked together. A 
series of joint meetings was held, setting the stage for concerted action 
when two separate official decisions sparked off widespread unrest.
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The URPTW had long sought official recognition as representative of 
the Palestine Railways workforce, but management, backed by the gov
ernment of Palestine and the Colonial Office, had first equivocated and 
then imposed harsh conditions for recognition. In order to satisfy those 
conditions the union leadership overrode internal opposition and agreed 
even to turn over its membership lists, after extracting a promise that 
management would not use this information to punish union members. 
Nonetheless, at the end of July 1926 the Chief Secretary of the govern
ment of Palestine informed the Histadrut that the government would not 
recognize the URPTW as representative of the railway workers, a decision 
which came as a bitter blow.14 Even more bitter, however, and even more 
crucial in arousing and uniting the railway workers, was a decree issued 
in mid-July 1926 which unilaterally revoked the workers' right to seven 
days of annual vacation and another eight days of vacation on official 
holidays.

This arbitrary act outraged the workers and touched off a campaign to 
resist management which, while initiated by both unions, also gave evi
dence of persistent tensions between them. The campaign was to have 
been launched at a mass meeting of Arab and Jewish railway workers at 
the Eden cinema in Haifa. The Arab union, apparently concerned that the 
stronger URPTW might exploit the situation and win over some of its 
members by taking sole credit for calling the meeting, insisted that the 
leaflet issued to publicize the event not carry the name of either union. 
The Arab unionists soon discovered, however, that the leaflet calling the 
meeting was signed by the URPTW. They took this to be a violation of 
their agreement and blamed the Jewish-led union for sabotaging the 
workers' unity. The Arab unionists' version of this incident is plausible, 
since we know that they were fearful of losing their membership and that 
the URPTW continued to insist that it alone represented all the railway 
workers, Arabs and Jews. Significantly, the Arab union took the trouble 
to argue its case in a Hebrew-language leaflet addressed to "all the work
ers of Palestine."15 The Arab unionists' insistence on placing their version 
of the facts before the Jewish workers and arguing that the URPTW bore 
responsibility for disunity among the railway workers indicates a continu
ing concern to cultivate Jewish opinion and a continuing openness to coop
eration with their Jewish coworkers.

Despite such incidents and the tensions they engendered, neither union 
could afford to give up all hope of cooperating. This was a period of reces
sion and high unemployment in Palestine, and conditions were worsening 
for the railway workers as well. Management was threatening layoffs, and
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from the fall of 1926 until the spring of 1927 the Haifa workshops oper
ated only five days a week. The two unions could not hope to defend their 
members unless they worked together. The railway workers' component 
of the PAWS had been reduced to a small and largely inactive core of 
loyal members, while the URPTW was also weaker than it had been a 
few years earlier. Only 250 dues-paying members—nearly all of them 
Jewish—participated in elections for the union's sixth congress, held in 
the summer of 1927. The previous year's tensions notwithstanding, rela
tions between the two unions were by now good enough that cId Salim j 
Haymur and cAli al-Batal were invited to appear at the opening session of I 
the URPTW congress and greet the delegates on behalf of the PAWS. Al- 
Batal told the congress that he had joined the Arab union "in order to find 
an appropriate form for joint organization of all the workers. The Arab 
workers all seek peace, and what they promise they will carry out...  .',16

This congress, like its predecessors, devoted much of its time to the 
question of joint organization. As I discussed in Chapter 2, in July 1927 
the Histadrut's third congress had ratified Ben-Gurion's proposal on rela- j 
tions with Arab workers, which called for a separate Arab labor organiza
tion which would federate with the Histadrut. As usual the debate among 
the railway workers revolved around the question of national sections, 
favored by the partisans of Ahdut Ha‘avoda who were especially strong * 
in the Jaffa-Lydda branch. For their part the supporters of Pocalei Tziyon | 
Smol still insisted that the union be unitary and international, although j 
their arguments were not always entirely principled. For example, Naftali ' 
Panini, a leftist from the Jerusalem branch, attacked the Jaffa-Lydda 
branch for allegedly sabotaging the union's efforts to organize Arabs in 
1924-25, but his argument against national sections evoked the very fears 
which Ahdut Ha'avoda played on to argue in their favor. "From the mo
ment we create a special organization for the Arabs," Panini argued, "we 
no longer have control over it. The Arabs will distance themselves from , 
us and who knows in what direction their work will develop." The Jaffa- ) 
Lydda delegates defended themselves against their left-wing critics by 
claiming that their efforts to recruit Arabs had succeeded but that the 
Arab section had disintegrated after its treasurer absconded with the funds 
entrusted to him.

By a small margin the sixth congress voted to adopt the principle of 
joint organization on the basis of national sections, signaling a triumph 
for Ahdut Hacavoda and yet another defeat for Pocalei Tziyon Smol, 
whose influence would continue to decline. In February 1928 new bylaws 
formally established separate national sections, effectively reversing the [
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January 1925 decision to abolish them. At this time the organization also 
changed its name to the National Union of Railway, Post and Telegraph 
Workers in Palestine (NURPTW). The term "national" (artzi in Hebrew, 
qutri in Arabic) seems to have been chosen to emphasize the union's claim 
to be open to all the railway workers in Palestine, Jewish and Arab, despite 
its formal adoption of separate sections for members of each national 
group.17

The changes in the name, structure, and leadership of the Jewish-led 
f union did not preclude renewed cooperation with the PAWS. In the fall 
1 of 1927, angered by management's refusal to compensate the railway 
I workers for the reduction in their real wages caused by the issuing of a 
l new Palestinian currency to replace the Egyptian currency used since the 
\ war, the NURPTW and the PAWS established a joint committee to mobi

lize the railway workers. The committee quickly garnered widespread 
support and began to address the whole range of issues facing the rail- 
waymen. This time, however, to avoid at least some of the complications 
that had arisen when the two unions had sought to cooperate the previous 
year, an agreement was signed which explicitly defined the joint commit
tee's composition and authority and prohibited either union from issuing 
leaflets in its own name.18 However, this experiment in cooperation was 
short-lived. By May 1928 the Jewish unionists had come to the conclusion 
that the joint committee had outlived its usefulness and should be abol
ished, because it was strengthening the PAWS at the expense of the 

, NURPTW. Still insistent that their organization was the only authentic 
j railway workers' union in Palestine, they feared that continued recogni- 
{ tion of, and cooperation with, the Arab union would enhance the latter's 
’ legitimacy in the eyes of the Arab rank and file—and perhaps of the gov

ernment, too.19 Instead of cooperating with the PAWS, the NURPTW 
| now decided to recruit Arab workers directly. In its circular to the mem

bership, however, the central committee sought to put the onus for the 
collapse of the joint committee on the Arabs, who were accused of vio
lating or failing to implement the committee's decisions.

Even as the joint committee disintegrated, a group of Arab workers 
who had once belonged to the Jewish-led union initiated yet another effort 
to overcome the differences between the two unions and unite all the 
railwaymen in one organization. Negotiations soon foundered over the 
refusal of the NURPTW to merge itself into a new, all-inclusive railway 
workers' union without national sections. The Ahdut Ha'avoda loyalists 
who were now firmly in control of the NURPTW were not interested in
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any form of unity that might weaken their links with the Histadrut or 
divert them from their commitment to the Zionist project.20 Though it 
failed, the fact that this initiative was launched indicates that even at this 
late date, after several abortive attempts to achieve unity and despite ad
verse political circumstances, there still remained an active nucleus of Ar
abs who were interested in sharing a union with their Jewish coworkers. 
The dream of unity thus remained alive among the railway workers and 
seems to have been able to endure repeated defeats and disillusionments.

Just as striking is the continued willingness of the Arab railway work
ers and the PAWS leadership to seek cooperation with Jewish unionists, 
despite pressure from the Arab nationalist movement to sever all relations 
with the Jewish labor movement. At the end of 1927, for example, while 
the joint committee was still apparently functioning smoothly, Filastin 
attacked the Jewish unions in general, and the NURPTW in particular, for 
allegedly seeking to exploit the Arab workers for Zionist purposes.21 De
spite their opposition to Zionism and their criticisms of the NURPTW, 
the PAWS leaders chose to ignore this clear warning and put the railway 
workers' interests first. Their stance was all the more risky because by 
this time the Arabs were well aware that their Jewish counterparts gave 
top priority to their commitment to Zionism. Even as they were dis
cussing unity with the Arab workers, claiming to defend their interests, 
and heatedly denying any desire to take away their jobs, the NURPTW's 
leaders were privately pressing the Histadrut and the Zionist leadership 
to get more Jews hired on the railroad in accordance with the principle 
of Hebrew labor. Because low wages and poor working conditions were 

* continually driving Jewish workers out of railroad work whenever alter
native jobs became available, this was a constant preoccupation; as one 
veteran put it, there was an "unceasing search for new 'victims' " who 
could be induced to enter railroad work.22

For both Jews and Arabs, the situation grew even more difficult when 
in 1928 the Palestine Railways again reduced the workweek in Haifa to 
five days and began a new wave of layoffs, allegedly because of a decline 
in traffic. Though only a few months had passed since the dissolution 
of their first joint committee, the NURPTW and the PAWS were again 
compelled to try to work together. In September 1928 they jointly orga
nized a mass meeting to protest the layoffs and short hours. The meeting 
ended in an uproar, however, with the Arab participants refusing to en
dorse the planned memorandum to management. The incident dramati
cally illustrates the bitterness and mistrust that had accumulated over the
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previous three years of interaction as each side blamed the other for the 
failure of what was supposed to have been a display of unity and solidarity 
among the railway workers.

In a leaflet published in both Hebrew and Arabic, the Jewish unionists 
claimed that their Arab counterparts had sabotaged the meeting by raising 
a number of issues not on the agreed-upon agenda—mainly the question 
of the defunct joint committee, whose scuttling by the NURPTW was still 
bitterly resented by the Arab union activists. In response the PAWS is
sued its own leaflet, also in both Arabic and Hebrew, which accused the 
NURPTW of bad faith. The Arab unionists cited a number of instances 
in which the Jewish leaders had undermined cooperation. They had, for 
example, allegedly issued a leaflet in the name of the joint committee 
without securing the approval of the Arabs, and they had failed to make 
serious efforts to get dismissed Arab workers reinstated. The PAWS leaf
let also related an incident which to the Arabs demonstrated the disrespect 
with which their Jewish coworkers sometimes treated them. Some Arab 
railway workers had attended the funeral of a Jewish coworker who had 
originally come from an Arab country; the Arabic version of the leaflet 
referred to him as yahudi carabi, an "Arab Jew." After the funeral the 
Arab mourners had asked other Jewish workers why they had not been at 
the funeral and were told, apparently in an insulting manner, that the 
deceased was a Jew and therefore none of the Arabs' business. "Our exten
sive experience in joint work with the leadership of the NURPTW has 
made it clear to us that this leadership is not interested in unity between 
Arab and Jewish workers, because of its Zionist character. . . the PAWS 
leaflet concluded. Arguing that, unlike the NURPTW with its Histadrut 
and Zionist connections, the PAWS was completely independent of all 
political affiliations, the statement insisted that there was "no possibility 
of cooperation as long as the NURPTW is not a genuine workers' orga
nization" and called upon the Jewish railway workers to choose leaders 
who "truthfully and sincerely favor unity between Arab and Jewish 
workers."23

The leaders of the PAWS were still careful to distinguish between the 
Jewish rank and file workers and their leaders, offering to cooperate with 
the former and their union even as they bitterly criticized the latter. That 
this distinction was still made, despite their accumulated mistrust and 
anger over what they perceived as the Jewish leaders' repeated deceptions 
and manipulative tactics, seems to have been a product of their relatively 
extensive experience of trade union work and of interaction with Jewish 
coworkers, and perhaps especially with the communists among them.
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Both Jewish and Arab railwaymen (but particularly the veterans and 
union activists employed in the Haifa workshops) would prove more resis
tant to national and religious chauvinism than other workers in Palestine, 
virtually segregated as the latter usually were in separate workplaces and 
residential areas. This is not to say, however, that the railway workers 
were unaffected by the growing tension between Jews and Arabs in Pales
tine after 1928.

Throughout these years the NURPTW had retained a small number of 
Arab members, and after the breakdown in relations with the PAWS in 
the fall of 1928 it again tried to recruit more aggressively. The union's 
standing among the Arab rank and file may have been enhanced when in 
March 1929, for the first time in four years, the General Manager of the 
Palestine Railways agreed to meet with its representatives. Management 
still refused to grant the NURPTW the official recognition it sought, but 
the union was at least able to present its list of demands: a forty-eight- 
hour workweek, instead of the short hours in effect since the previous 
summer; an end to the heavy fines imposed on allegedly delinquent work
ers; improvements in sanitary conditions in the workshops; changes in 
the way medical leave was granted; and one day off a week for workers in 
the traffic and running departments.24 In Haifa the presence of the PAWS 
made inroads among Arab workers difficult, though not impossible, but 
there were greater opportunities for success in Jaffa-Lydda, and in the 
course of 1929 the local NURPTW branch there was able to establish an 
Arab section which claimed one hundred dues-paying members. The sec
tion functioned for only a few months, however. According to the Jewish 
unionists, management deliberately sabotaged this effort at unity by 
transferring the leaders of the Arab section to other work sites. The other 
Arab workers got the message and began to abandon the union, and the 
eruption of countrywide bloodshed between Arabs and Jews in August 
1929 dashed hopes that they could be persuaded to rejoin.25

C O M P E T I T I O N  A N D  C O O P E R A T I O N  I N  T H E  E A R L Y  I 9 3 O S

The explosion of violence in the late summer of 1929 marked a turning 
point in the interaction of Arab and Jewish railway workers. The blood
shed in the streets of Haifa did not spread to the railway workshops, where 
the ties that had developed over many years of working side by side stood 
the workers in good stead and allowed peace to be preserved.26 But the 
conflict between Zionism and the Palestinian Arab national movement 
had entered a new and more intense phase, and the deterioration of rela-
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1 tions between Jews and Arabs generally could not help but affect the rail- 
I way workers as well. In the 1930s Jewish and Arab unionists did not cease 
! looking for, and finding, avenues of cooperation; they could not do with

out one another. Moreover, despite repeated failures, the dream of uniting 
all the railway workers in Palestine within a single organization survived 
among both Arab and Jewish workers. But as the years passed, and espe
cially from 1936 onward, the dream faded, and it became increasingly 
evident that if there was to be solidarity between the Arab and Jewish 
railway workers, it would have to take the form of cooperation between 
two independent and ethnically unmixed organizations.

As I will discuss in Chapter 5, in January 1930 the PAWS, hoping to 
lay the foundations of a more broadly based Arab labor movement, con
vened a congress of Arab workers in Palestine, the first of its kind. Though 
representatives from various parts of the country participated, half the 
delegates were from Haifa, where the congress was held, and many of 
these were railway workers.27 The PAWS' desire to transform itself into 
a different kind of organization was also manifested in another way.

| Though the PAWS formally encompassed workers from different indus- 
I tries and trades, it had since its inception been largely an organization of 

Haifa-area Arab railway workers, and it was often difficult to distinguish 
j between the parent organization and its railway workers' section. Now,
1 however, as the PAWS sought to expand its geographic and occupational 

base, it wanted to distinguish more clearly between the railway workers 
and its other components, actual or potential, thereby transforming itself 
into something more closely resembling a federation of trade unions. As 
a result, the Haifa-based organization of railway workers affiliated to the 
PAWS would henceforth often refer to itself as the Arab Union of Rail
way Workers (AURW), in theory a distinct component of the larger orga
nization. In practice, the boundaries between the AURW and the PAWS 
often remained vague, since many of the latter's leaders were also current 
or former railwaymen. In later years the Arab railway workers' union 
would adopt other names, at least in English; for example, by 1934 it was 
referring to itself in English-language correspondence as the Railway 
Arab Workers' Trade Union. Despite this, for clarity's sake I will hence
forth always refer to the trade union of Arab railway workers as the 
AURW and to the broader organization of which it was a part as the 
PAWS.

j Despite the tensions and violence of the previous year, the NURPTW 
j managed to expand its Arab membership during 1930, establishing Arab 
I sections in both Haifa and Jerusalem. A significant number of non-Jewish



railroad clerks also joined the Jewish-led union in this period, under the 
leadership of a Greek, Michael Qyubik, and at the end of 1930 leaders of , 
the new recruits were co-opted onto the NURPTW central committee. An 
effort was also made to reestablish links with Arab railway workers at far- 
off al-Qantara, on the Suez Canal, but this was frustrated by the interven
tion of the AURW.28 This influx of new Arab, Greek, and other non- 
Jewish members soon brought to the surface the same contradictions that 
had plagued the union all along. While veteran Arab members like 
Ibrahim Suwaylih deferred to the union's Jewish leaders and played a 
largely ornamental role, some of the new recruits insisted on making their \ 
views known and sharing in decision making. ,

In the period leading up to the union's seventh congress, scheduled for 1 
May 1931, Qyubik and some of his Arab colleagues demanded that na- j 
tional sections be abolished, and at the congress itself they called on the | 
union to disaffiliate from the Histadrut. They were under heavy pressure 1 
from the AURW to quit the NURPTW and join the Arab railwaymen's 
union; in fact, pressure from the AURW was such that the NURPTW's 
new Arab members insisted that the union congress be held in Tel Aviv 
instead of Haifa, so as to deter AURW activists from showing up to "en
tice" them away from the Jewish-led union and "transfer" them to the 
Arab union.29 However, the demands raised by Qyubik and his colleagues 
found little support among the Jewish delegates, backed by both Ben- 1 
Gurion and Ben-Tzvi, whose attendance at the congress again illustrates 
this union's importance to the labor-Zionist leadership. After discussion 
the congress decided that the Jewish members of the railway union would j 
continue to be members of the Histadrut, while the Arab and other non- ( 
Jewish members should join the "general workers' clubs" which the His- j 
tadrut was setting up for Arab workers, until such time as an "interna- j 
tional workers' federation which will encompass the workers of Palestine 
without regard to religion or race" was established. In what seems to have 
been an effort to appease Qyubik and his allies and enhance the union's 
image abroad, the congress also decided to change the union's name once 
again, this time to the International Union of Railway, Postal and Tele
graph Employees in Eretz Yisra’el (IU).30

Though the congress had avoided any explicit mention of national sec
tions, Michael Qyubik and his allies understood that none of their de- 1 
mands had been met, and they could also not help but see the renaming 
of the union as a purely symbolic gesture. Immediately after the congress . 
Michael Qyubik quit the IU, along with eighty of his fellow clerks and j 
some of the Arab blue-collar workers. Not all the IU's Arab members left J
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I with him, however. At the beginning of 1932 the IU still claimed to have 
253 Arab members, out of a total membership of 657. Of this number, 
408 belonged to the Haifa branch, among them 187 Arabs; Jerusalem had 
83 members (31 Arabs) and Jaffa-Lydda 108 members (9 Arabs). Like 
previous union membership claims, this one too was probably inflated, 
since the IU still continued to count as members all Arabs who had once 
signed up but had not bothered to submit formal resignations when they 
quit. In 1932 the Colonial Office estimated that the IU had 300 Jewish and 
210 Arab members, which seems closer to the truth.31

Whatever the actual numbers, there were at this point enough Arabs 
still left in the Jewish-led union to induce the AURW to take a harder line 
when the two unions again began to discuss a joint delegation to the Gen
eral Manager. Among other things, the Arab unionists were worried that 

| the IU, which through the Histadrut had good connections with the Labor 
, Party and trade unions in Britain, might soon win official recognition as 
j the sole bargaining agent for all the railway workers, a status it had been 

seeking for many years. Recognition had seemed imminent when the La
bor Party came to power in Britain in 1929, but by 1932 the Palestine 
Railways had come up with additional preconditions for official recogni
tion, including a demand that the IU sever its ties with the Histadrut.32 

I Even a small number of Arab members greatly enhanced the IU's claims 
to legitimacy and inclusiveness in the eyes of sympathizers in the British 
and European labor and social-democratic movements.

The Arab unionists also understood that their organization would 
never be entirely secure as long as the IU, which enjoyed access to the 

I resources of the Histadrut and the Zionist movement, remained a compet- 
1 itor for the loyalty of the Arab railwaymen; these were the only im
portant source of additional recruits for the IU, since it already encom
passed most of the Jewish workers. The rivalry between the Arab and 
Jewish organizations was further exacerbated in this period by competi
tion in other workplaces between the PAWS and the Palestine Labor 
League (PLL), recently established by the Histadrut to organize Arab 
workers (see Chapter 5). Moreover, nationalist principles made it impossi
ble for AURW leaders to accept the right of what they deemed a Zionist 
organization to recruit Arab workers. These considerations taken together 

j now led the Arab union to demand that the IU divest itself of its Ar.ab 
* members (i.e., hand them over to the AURW) and thereby renounce its 
) claim to represent all the railway workers. The AURW expressed its will- J ingness to cooperate with the IU and even to discuss unity, but only if it 
I was recognized as the sole representative of the Arab workers, with the
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IU playing the same role for the Jewish workers. Indeed, the AURW's 
leaders refused even to hold talks with Arabs who belonged to the IU, 
since it regarded them as traitors to their people and puppets of the IU's 
Jewish leaders.33

The main arena of competition between the AURW and the IU during 
1932 was the running department, which included locomotive drivers, 
firemen, mechanics, and engine cleaners. This department had been hard 
hit by wage cuts of 28 percent and the transfer of many workers to lower 
grades. This produced widespread discontent among its mostly Arab 
workers, who had hitherto refrained from joining either union. The IU 
got the jump on its rival and organized a conference of running depart
ment workers in Jaffa. AURW representatives attended the conference, 
however, and succeeded in blocking a proposal put forward by the IU's 
secretary that the workers elect their representative committee on the 
basis of parity between Jews and Arabs. The IU generally insisted on par
ity on leadership bodies because this implied that Jews and Arabs enjoyed 
equal status. The Arab unionists normally rejected parity on the ground 
that most of the workers were Arabs and the composition of leadership 
bodies should reflect that fact. This struggle for influence among (and 
control over) the running department workers went on for some weeks, 
manifested in an exchange of leaflets, and ultimately led at least some of 
the workers to reject assistance from either union. It seems that in the 
end neither union was able to bring these workers fully under its wing.34

In any case the two organizations were soon forced to cooperate once 
again. In the fall of 1932 and again in the spring of 1933, the railway 
workers were hard hit by waves of layoffs that affected hundreds of em
ployees. Thereafter, as I discuss in Chapter 5, a period of economic expan
sion got under way in Palestine and the railway workforce began to ex
pand rapidly. The total number of "unclassified" employees rose from 
2,765 in March 1933 to 3,749 a year later. Fewer unskilled laborers were 
hired for construction and maintenance in 1934-35, and so the total fell 
to 3,443 by March 1935, but over the next year it again rose to 4,13s.35 
But wages and working conditions continued to be far worse than in other 
sectors. There had been no general increase in wages for years, and skilled 
workers with years of experience were still earning as little as 20-30 pias
tres a day. Many workers were compelled to work overtime without extra 
compensation, no provision for sick pay existed, and heavy fines were 
still being imposed for alleged infractions of work rules, with no right of 
appeal.

The expansion of the workforce attracted many unskilled Arab work- J
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1 ers, for whom railway wages and conditions often surpassed those obtain- 
I able elsewhere. But the availability of better jobs in other sectors resulted 
! in an exodus of skilled Jewish railway workers, increasingly less willing 

to sacrifice themselves forever on the altar of the conquest of labor. The 
Histadrut sought to stem the tide by such measures as the provision of 

, loans which railway workers could use to build houses for their families.36 
j Despite all its efforts, however, Jews continued to leave, and by August 

1934 only 184 were left—less than 6 percent of the Palestine Railways 
workforce.37 At the same time, because of budgetary constraints, the His
tadrut was reducing its subsidy to the IU, making it even more difficult 
for that organization to retain its veteran Arab members (most of whom 

\ now slipped away) or recruit new ones. As the proportion of Jews in the 
’ railway workforce shrank and the IU grew weaker, AURW leaders came 

to feel that they could afford to ignore the fact that a few Arabs still 
remained IU members. This opened the way for renewed cooperation at 
the beginning of 1934. The government of Palestine had issued a circular 
which seemed to promise various improvements to all government em
ployees, so yet another joint committee was established in Haifa to mobi
lize the railwaymen and see to it that those promises were kept.

There now began a period of unprecedentedly intense activity and mo
bilization among the railway workers. The joint committee, whose leading 

j members were Td Salim Haymur and Michael Dana, secretaries of the 
| AURW and the IU respectively, worked together closely, producing a 
j stream of memoranda to the management of the Palestine Railways and 
| to the High Commissioner setting forth the workers' grievances and de- 
« mands. To mobilize the rank and file in support of these demands,
J Haymur and Dana organized a series of mass meetings, held in one of the 
j large Arab coffeehouses in Haifa, and issued leaflets in both Arabic and 

Hebrew. In private, the IU and the Histadrut continued to seek ways to 
get more Jews into railway work, and there, was some tension between the 
two unions over the AURW's insistence that its members decide on their 
own whether to celebrate May Day in 1934 by staying away from their 
jobs. But overall, relations between the two unions remained cordial and 
the joint committee's work proceeded smoothly.

I As usual, cooperation and mobilization created renewed sentiment for 
I greater unity with which the IU was hard-pressed to deal. By May 1934 
j Td Salim Haymur was proposing a merger of the two unions, and there 

was also pressure for unity from the rank and file. Reporting that the 
Jewish locomotive mechanics supported the call for a merger, the IU's 
central committee told the Histadrut that "it is clear that this is the hour
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of decision and that we must speed up our activity, otherwise the thing 
[i.e., unity] will be done by other hands." Calls for a merger came not 
only from the (overwhelmingly Arab) rank and file and from the AURW 
but also from the IU's remaining Arab members, who saw unification as 
a way to escape their isolation and subordinate status within the Jewish- 
led organization. In certain situations, their symbolic importance and pro
paganda value to the IU and the Histadrut allowed them to exert a degree 
of pressure on their Jewish leaders that was highly disproportionate to 
their small numbers. In August 1934, after months of stalling, the IU was 
compelled to grudgingly accept the principle of a single union, although 
it continued to insist on Arab-Jewish parity in leadership positions regard
less of the composition of the membership.38

However, relations between the two unions soon took a downward 
course. By the end of 1934 the joint committee was foundering, with each 
side blaming the other for its lack of success in winning gains for the 
workers, and by January 1935 the IU was ready to break it up, much as it 
had done in 1928. Michael Dana privately told the Histadrut leadership 
that "all our comrades are of the opinion that now we have the opportu
nity to strike at the Arab union by appearing in public [in our own right] 
before the Arab railway workers, which will prove with facts that all the 
activities of the joint committee were carried out essentially by us and 
that the Arab union terminated those activities out of ambition and a 
desire for power.. . . "  Dana believed that with "a little daring" and ade
quate funding from the Histadrut it would be possible to split the AURW 
and win over many of its members, as well as the unorganized Arab work
ers.39 His plan to break up the joint committee while making the AURW 
appear responsible was, however, delayed by an upsurge in worker mili
tancy elsewhere in Haifa which galvanized the railway workers into action 
and enabled them to win significant gains.

M A S S  M O B I L I Z A T I O N  A N D  I T S  A F T E R M A T H

As I will discuss in greater detail in Chapter 5, at the end of February 1935 
hundreds of Arab and Jewish workers employed at the Iraq Petroleum 
Company's facilities in Haifa went on strike for higher wages, shorter 
hours, and better working conditions. Their militancy inspired other 
workers to emulate their example, so that the spring of 1935 witnessed an 
unprecedented wave of industrial unrest. Haifa-area railway workers were 
particularly affected, perhaps because they had long been in direct daily 
contact with IPC workers, most of whom reached their jobs by train. The
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IU-AURW joint committee quickly put out a leaflet expressing solidarity 
with the IPC workers, and on March 4,1935, a thousand exhilarated rail- 
waymen gathered at their usual site for mass meetings, the Cafe Centrale, 
and voted to strike unless their demands were fulfilled; in the workshops 
a flurry of brief partial strikes broke out. The government, surprised by 
this sudden upsurge of militancy and fearful of the political and economic 
consequences of a railroad strike, responded three days later by announc
ing the appointment of a special committee, headed by Major Campbell, 
the District Commissioner of Jerusalem, to investigate the workers' griev
ances and recommend improvements.40

Weeks passed as the committee heard testimony, investigated, deliber
ated, and then submitted its recommendations to the government in Jeru
salem and to the Colonial Office. The long delay led to growing unrest 
and resentment among the rank and file over the joint committee's cau
tious, even passive attitude and its refusal to initiate immediate strike 
action. Supporters of Hashomer HatzaTr, a new tendency to MAPAI's left 
which I discuss at the end of this chapter, had gained a foothold in the 
Haifa branch committee of the IU, and they complained that the union 
leadership was failing to do all it could to pressure the government for a 
rapid and satisfactory response. The ongoing unrest was also expressed by 
the workshop workers' strong participation in the traditional May Day 
strike: over 700 railway workers, among them 1 13  Jews, struck that day, 
and many of them gathered at the Cafe Centrale for a rally which the 
participants concluded by singing a rousing hymn composed by a railway 
worker. Management's nervousness about unrest among the workers was 
such that it promised not to punish anyone who failed to come to work 
on May Day. By mid-May the joint committee had been compelled by 
rank and file agitation to set a strike deadline.41

Faced with this deadline, the High Commissioner finally issued the 
long-promised official communique specifying the improvements that 
were to be made in the railway workers' pay and conditions of service. 
The communique, dated May 17 ,19 33 , came as a great disappointment to 
the workers because it went only a small part of the way toward resolving 
their long-standing grievances, and they responded with partial prqtest 
strikes at the Haifa workshops, continued unrest elsewhere, and demands 
for a meeting with the High Commissioner. In an effort to restore calm, 
the High Commissioner took the unprecedented step of agreeing to meet 
a delegation of railway workers. The delegation, which consisted of four 
Arabs (including Td Salim Haymur and Farid Kamil) and three Jews (in
cluding Menahem Diner, an IU leader at the Haifa workshops, and Yehez-



The Railway Workers of Palestine (11) / 167

kel Abramov of Lydda), made its way to Jerusalem by train, accompanied 
along the way by railway workers' cheers. At their June 17 ,19 35  meeting 
with the High Commissioner, the delegates criticized the inadequacies of 
the communique. Acknowledging that the workers' demands had not been 
met in full, the High Commissioner announced some additional (albeit 
minor) concessions but insisted that he could not forget the interests of 
the taxpayers.42

The meeting with the High Commissioner marked the high point of 
cooperation between the two unions, and old tensions soon resurfaced. As 
earlier, the Histadrut's prioritization of Hebrew labor played a key role in 
undermining good relations between the IU and the AURW. Before, dur
ing, and after the upsurge of militancy in the spring of 1935, the IU and 
the Histadrut had continued to cast about for ways to get more Jews hired. 
At a meeting with Histadrut officials in Tel Aviv in early May 1935, just 
as the railway workers' mobilization was approaching its height and a 
strike seemed to loom, IU leaders expressed their concern that many vet
eran Jewish workers were on the verge of quitting railway work. The 
union proposed that they might be induced to stay if the Jewish Agency 
allocated fifty immigration certificates to railway workers so that they 
could get family members still in Europe into Palestine. At the same time, 
the IU leaders reported that "there is now an extraordinary opportunity 
to get many Jewish workers into the railway" because one of the Jewish 
foremen at the Haifa workshops stood ready to help get more Jews hired.

The real problem, however, was that there were too few Jews willing 
to work in this sector. In its search for recruits the Histadrut had earlier 
gone so far as to prepare lists of Jewish railway workers in Iraq who could 
be brought to Palestine if jobs were available for them, but nothing had 
come of this. Now it responded to the IU's complaints by issuing a circular 
which alerted its trade unions and the local workers' councils to the fact 
that Jews were leaving the railways, undermining the conquest of labor 
in this sector, and called on them to channel veteran workers and new 
immigrants into railway work. The circular also provided for sanctions: 
"A  worker who leaves his job on the railway will not be hired anywhere 
else unless he can produce a letter proving that he quit with the approval 
of the IU ."43 In the long run the Histadrut's efforts were partially success
ful: overall, it managed to get some 120 to 150 Jews hired on the railway 
in 1934-36, although not all of them stayed. This brought the proportion 
of Jewish employees, which had been 12.6 percent in 1933 but had fallen 
to 8.2 percent in 1934, back up to just under 10  percent by 1937. At the 

xend of 1935, the Palestine Railways employed 3 ,17 1 Palestinian Arabs,
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345 Jews, and 1,307 "others," most of them Egyptians employed on the 
Sinai line but also a number of Turks, Greeks, Armenians, Syrians, and 
(in supervisory positions) British. The Jewish workers were concentrated 
in the workshops at Haifa and Lydda, where they held a large share of the 
skilled jobs. All told, 52 percent of the railway's Arab employees earned 
less than £P5o a year, as compared with only 5 percent of the Jews.44

These gains in Jewish employment seem to have strengthened the hand 
of those IU leaders who wanted to terminate the alliance with the AURW. 
Just a week after the railway workers' delegation met with the High Com
missioner, IU secretary Michael Dana was again pressing for the dissolu
tion of the joint committee. "By comparison with March 1934," he told 
the central committee, "the number of Jewish workers has grown. In or
der to carry out effective organizational work, we will have to attack the 
Arab union." Dana proposed that the IU insist on full freedom of action, 
by which he meant the right to organize Arab workers. The joint commit
tee, he argued, should be restricted to representing the workers in talks 
with management, and eventually it should be abolished. But Histadrut 
leaders were fearful that an influx of newly recruited Arab members 
might "flood" the union and perhaps take it over, since there were cur
rently no established national sections within which they could be sepa
rately organized, and they refrained from endorsing Dana's strategy 45

Having won limited but not insignificant gains in May-June 1935, the 
joint committee beganxo press management to translate its promises into 
reality and make further concessions. Ongoing talks with management, 
and relations between the two unions, were soon complicated by a sponta
neous strike that erupted in late July among the running department 
workers, who had gained nothing from the May 1935 communique and 
the subsequent meeting with the High Commissioner. Both unions op
posed this upsurge of militancy from below, since it threatened to under
mine their authority and disrupt negotiations with management, and they 
quickly induced the strikers to go back to work. The leaders' rapid inter
vention discredited them in the eyes of many rank and file running de
partment workers, who felt that their strike had been sabotaged. This epi
sode also precipitated mutual recriminations between the IU and the 
AURW, a breakdown in relations and, finally, open competition to win 
over Arab workers. In the summer of 1935 the joint committee ceased 
functioning effectively and thereafter met only sporadically, a situation 
for which each union blamed the other. The IU charged that the AURW 
was sabotaging the committee's work, while the AURW claimed that the 
IU was failing to keep it informed about contacts with management, was



putting out separate leaflets, and was poaching on its territory by recruit
ing Arab workers.46

Yet a complete break between the two unions was averted for another 
six months, mainly because neither was in a position to negotiate effec
tively with management on its own. In the end it was the AURW which, 
at the end of February 1936, took the initiative in formally declaring the 
joint committee dissolved. The immediate cause seems to have been the 
IU's refusal to stop recruiting current and former AURW members, some 
of whom apparently went over to the IU. But many additional reasons 
were set forth in a lengthy and often bitter statement which the AURW 
published, in Arabic, in March 1936 to explain its decision to the Arab 
workers. Among other things, the AURW accused the IU of bad faith, of 
repeatedly violating the agreement governing the functioning of the joint 
committee, and of sabotaging the running department workers' strike. 
What made the Arab unionists most bitter, however, was what they re
garded as the IU's underhand efforts to take jobs away from Arabs and, 
with the help of sympathetic Jewish foremen, give them to Jews; its cam
paign to "entice" Arab workers to join by offering them loans, health 
care, and other benefits which the Arab union could not match; and its 
claim to be the sole legitimate representative of all the railway workers in 
Palestine. The statement explicitly attributed these actions to the IU's Zi
onist character, which resulted in its giving top priority to the building of 
the Jewish "national home" rather than to the workers' interests.47 Some 
of the AURW's accusations were exaggerated or tendentious, but many 
were accurate. As we have seen, the IU did give priority to the goal of 
expanding Jewish employment; it had used its connections with Jewish 
foremen to get more Jews hired; it had for over a year been seeking a 
suitable pretext to break up the joint committee; and it had been trying to 
recruit Arab workers, despite the strong objections of the AURW. A day 
or two after the AURW informed the IU that the joint committee was 
dissolved, IU leaders, not at all unhappy about this development, met with 
the Histadrut's committee that oversaw Arab affairs to plan a renewed 
effort to recruit Arab railway workers.48

Remarkably, despite this bitter break, neither the desire for cooperation 
nor even the dream of unity were yet dead among the railway workers. 
Within a few weeks of the dissolution of the joint committee a group of 
Arabs and Jews from the Haifa workshops were meeting to discuss its 
restoration, and AURW secretary Td Salim Haymur, perhaps under pres
sure from his own rank and file, was making conciliatory statements. By 
April 1936 the AURW was ready to go even further: despite its recent
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| bitter experience of joint work with the Jewish unionists, it formally pro- 
‘ posed to the IU that both unions be dissolved and replaced by a unitary 

organization. Given the popularity of unity among the rank and file, and 
among its own Arab members, the IU could not afford to reject such a 
proposal out of hand. Instead it stalled for time as its leaders consulted 
with the Histadrut about how to respond. As previously, the Jewish un- 

j ionists insisted that unity be based on Jewish-Arab parity in all institu- 
1 tions and the right of Jewish members to belong to the Histadrut. These 

were the same conditions that had frustrated earlier attempts at unity, but 
the IU saw them as necessary to prevent an Arab majority in a shared 
union from gaining control. To buy time, the IU eventually proposed that 
the joint committee be reconstituted in Haifa and that broader organiza
tional questions be deferred for the time being.49

T H E  R A I L W A Y  W O R K E R S  D U R I N G  T H E  A R A B  R E V O L T

These efforts at reconciliation and unification came to a sudden halt when 
in mid-April 1936 violent clashes erupted between Arabs and Jews in vari
ous parts of Palestine. Within a matter of weeks these escalated into a 
six-month general strike by the Arab population against British rule and 
Zionism—the first stage of the Arab revolt of 1936-39. For three years 
Arab and Jewish railway men found themselves on opposite sides in the 
bloody conflict that now engulfed Palestine. This situation not only made 
overt cooperation extremely difficult but also led to serious tensions be
tween Jewish and Arab workers as well as sporadic incidents of violence.

 ̂ The IU's remaining Arab members quit, leaving it an entirely Jewish 
11 organization which would never again succeed in attracting Arab workers.

Many of the key leaders of the AURW and the PAWS were arrested by 
1 the British and held in detention for long periods, leaving those organiza- 
 ̂ ' tions paralyzed and the Arab railway workers without effective represen

tation or leadership. Yet even during this bleak period some Arab and 
j Jewish workers remained on good terms, and some even sought to cooper- 
1 ate in their common interest. As late as November 1936, IU secretary 

Michael Dana was discussing with Histadrut officials how the union 
should respond to Arab workers who were still pressing for the formation 

1 of a single union for all the railway workers.50
| Despite pressure from the Arab nationalist leadership, the Arab railway 
J workers (like most government employees) did not join the general strike.
\ Only in August 1936 did many of them walk off the job, and then only 
 ̂ for ten days. Unlike other Arab workers, most of whom were employed
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by Arabs who were themselves participating in the general strike, the 
railway workers risked immediate and permanent dismissal if they failed 
to report for work. They knew that British security forces stood ready to 
help break any strike, and they also had good reason to fear that if they 
joined the general strike their jobs would be taken by Jews. As I discuss 
more fully in Chapter 6, the Zionist leadership was ready and willing to 
supply Jewish workers who could help keep the railways running if the 
Arab workers went on strike, and in fact they hoped that the general strike 
would lead to the hiring of more Jews. Addressing the royal commission 
sent to investigate the situation in Palestine, the director of the Political 
Department of the Jewish Agency, Moshe Shertok (later Sharett) argued 
that

The presence of a substantial number of Jews would have acted as a very 
effective deterrent [to an Arab railway strike]. There would have been no 
incentive to agitation and the organisers of the disorders would not have 
derived so much encouragement from the prospect of being able to bring 
the railways to a standstill. When the crisis did occur—on the 9th Au
gust—and hundreds of Arab railwaymen walked out, there were many fac
tors which militated against it and brought them back to reason and to 
work, but one of the factors was that we mobilised a few dozen Jewish en
gine drivers whom we placed at the disposal of the Government and they 
were ready to step into the breach.. . .  [T]hat was one of the factors that 
liquidated that very dangerous situation which existed for a few days.

Shertok demanded that Jews constitute 30 to 33 percent of the workforce 
in all government departments. But Palestine Railways management con
tinued to refuse to give preference to Jews, in part for fear of further 
alienating the already agitated Arab workers. The proportion of Jews in 
the railway workforce actually declined somewhat during the course of 
the revolt.51

The central concern of the IU during the revolt was security. Tensions 
between Arab and Jewish workers in the Haifa workshops and at stations 
and other installations across Palestine sometimes ran high, especially 
during the insurrection's more intensely violent phases, and Jews working 
in relatively isolated places were sometimes the target of attacks. Alto
gether, eight Jewish railway workers were killed in the course of the re
volt. All were apparently the victims not of fellow workers but of armed 
Arab insurgents from outside the railway workforce. The IU and the His
tadrut continually complained that the Palestine Railways was not ade
quately protecting its Jewish employees and demanded the assignment of 
more guards. When the armed revolt reached a new peak in September 
1938 and two Jewish railroad clerks were killed in Lydda, the Jewish work
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ers there refused to report to work for two weeks. Eventually the Jewish 
railway workers and clerks at Lydda were all transferred to Tel Aviv, as 
were the Jewish postal workers normally stationed in Jaffa. The British 
also established special units of Jewish auxiliary police to patrol railway 
lines and installations, frequently targeted by the Arab insurgents, and 
British soldiers were stationed in the Haifa workshops to supplement the 
Arab watchmen. To discourage Arab insurgents from mining railroad 
tracks and blowing up trains, British security forces adopted the practice 
of forcing Arab hostages to sit on a special wheeled platform attached to 
the front of the locomotive.52

Arab railway workers also suffered during the revolt. British railway 
officials noted in the fall of 1938 that

[Arab] railway staff are now being brutally treated, and are working under 
the greatest difficulty. They are being attacked by both sides. Through 
their allegiance to the Government the staff are generally so unpopular 
that cases of refusal to sell food and necessaries to them and to help in any 
way are daily occurrences. On the other hand, they are being treated with 
the greatest suspicion by the [British and Jewish] police and troops.

The officials cited numerous instances in which security forces had with
out cause arrested, beaten, or shot at loyal Arab employees, simply be
cause they were Arabs. This harassment prompted a brief protest strike 
in Lydda in October 1938.53

The revolt hurt both Arab and Jewish workers economically. Sabotage 
by Arab guerrillas forced reductions in service and the closing of several 
lines while greatly increasing costs. Revenues dropped sharply as both 
passenger and freight traffic fell off. As a result, management laid off 
some workers and imposed short hours on others. But at the urging of 
Ben-Tzvi, and perhaps of British security officials as well, the government 
sought to avoid large-scale layoffs, for fear that unemployed Arab railway 
workers might strengthen the ranks of the insurgents while the laid-off 
Jews would never return to railway work.54 Nonetheless, circumstances 
in this period were not such as to allow the workers to make further gains 
in wages or working conditions; they were primarily concerned with get
ting through very difficult times and holding on to what they had.

The revolt had an important impact on the sites and forms of interac
tion between Arab and Jewish railway workers outside the workplace. For 
example, it led to greatly increased residential and social segregation in 
mixed cities like Haifa, as Jews moved out of predominantly Arab neigh
borhoods and into safer Jewish ones. Arabs and Jews became less likely to 
frequent markets, cafes, movie theaters, clinics, and other places located



The Railway Workers of Palestine (II) / 173

in what was now perceived as hostile and dangerous territory. As a result 
Arab and Jewish railway workers became less likely to have much contact 
outside the workplace. Nonetheless, the security situation did not com
pletely preclude the maintenance of personal contacts between Jewish and 
Arab railwaymen. Their long experience of interaction and even coopera
tion, as well as friendly relations developed on the job, enabled at least 
some of the railwaymen to avoid succumbing to the hatred and estrange
ment between Arabs and Jews that became much more widespread in this 
period. Although some especially dangerous workplaces became wholly 
Arab as Jews were transferred to safer places, others (like the Haifa work
shops) remained mixed.

There is also evidence that some Arab railway workers sought to pro
tect their Jewish coworkers. Efrayyim Schvartzman, a locomotive engi
neer and longtime IU leader, reported that

Even during the disturbances there were numerous instances of Arab rail
way workers saving Jews many times from very difficult situations. I was 
one of those who was twice saved by Arabs, when I was very close to be
ing killed. . . .  I remember one of the incidents. One day two or three Ar
abs entered the locomotive shed in Lydda and murdered two Jews in the of
fice. I ran in the direction of the shots, because I didn't know where they 
were coming from. And an Arab saw me heading there and ran to save 
me—and thanks to that I was saved.. . .  Many times there were instances 
of the Arabs warning the Jews not to travel on the workers' train, because 
in the village of Safariyya, which is today [1972] Kfar Habad, they were 
preparing to attack the train with bombs and guns. Jews were frequently 1 
saved because the Arabs warned them, out of friendship.. . .  There was I 
one Arab who was my assistant, and is today a locomotive engineer. I re- 1 
member that, during the disturbances, when we were pulling trains and 1 
there were often mines on the tracks, he would travel with me as my assis
tant and would always check at each station if all was well, because he I 
watched over me a lot during the disturbances.55

On rare occasions, cooperation between Arab and Jewish railwaymen 
seems to have gone even further. In the spring of 1938, for example, ef
forts were made in Haifa to put together a joint delegation to manage
ment, and it is likely that there were other similar initiatives. But the 
resumption of overt ties and a serious effort to recoup losses and gain new 
ground were impossible until after the end of the revolt.56

H A S H O M E R  H A T Z A CI R  A N D  T H E  R A I L W A Y  W O R K E R S

As I mentioned in passing earlier in this chapter in connection with the 
upsurge of militancy among the railway workers in the spring of 1935, a
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new political movement to MAPAI's left had begun to make its presence 
felt within the Jewish working class and labor movement in the early 
1930s. This was Hashomer Hatzaeir ("The Young Guard"), which in the 
second half of that decade won significant support among Jewish railway 
workers, especially in Haifa, and would come to play an important role in 
the labor-Zionist movement, in the wider Yishuv, and in the arena of 
Arab-Jewish relations in Palestine.

Hashomer HatzaTr originated as a Zionist youth movement in Haps- 
burg-ruled and then Polish Galicia during and immediately after the First 
World War. Members of the youth movement who immigrated to Pales
tine in the 1920s eventually founded their own kibbutzim, which in 1927 
federated into the Hakibbutz Ha’artzi ("National Kibbutz") federation, 
with its own increasingly ramified network of economic, political, social, 
cultural, and educational institutions.57 In the late 1920s and into the 
193 os, Hashomer HatzaTr and Hakibbutz Ha’artzi (in Palestine the two 
were in this period more or less identical for most purposes) were as a 
movement rather introverted, devoting itself primarily to establishing and 
strengthening its kibbutzim and institutions and working out its own dis
tinctive socialist-Zionist ideology. That ideology ultimately took the form 
of a unique blend of "pioneering Zionism" and revolutionary socialism, 

J situating Hashomer Hatzacir on the labor-Zionist political spectrum be- 
) tween MAPAI and Po'alei Tziyon Smol. Its inward focus notwithstanding, 

already by the early 1930s the membership base and resources provided 
by its network of kibbutzim enabled Hakibbutz Ha’artzi-Hashomer Hat- 

j zacir to emerge as the strongest force to MAPAI's left within the Hista- 
/ drut, eclipsing Pocalei Tziyon Smol which gradually drifted toward mar- 
I ginality and ultimately, in the 1940s, absorption by other parties.

' Unlike Po'alei Tziyon Smol, Hashomer Hatzacir participated fully in 
Ithe institutions and activities of the Zionist Organization and served as a 

I 'kind of loyal opposition to MAPAI within the Histadrut. It rejected Po'alei 
I tziyon Smol's call for divesting the Histadrut of those functions which 

were not strictly typical of a labor federation and, abandoning orthodox 
Borokhovism, gave primary emphasis not to class struggle but to workers' 
immigration and settlement on kibbutzim, which Hashomer Hatzacir re
garded as the nuclei of the future Jewish socialist commonwealth in Pales- 

1 tine. At the same time, Hashomer Hatzacir criticized MAPAI for its close 
1 working relationship with bourgeois Zionists, its virtual abandonment of 
I class struggle in both principle and practice, its undemocratic control of 
‘ a bureaucratized Histadrut, and its lack of interest in Arab-Jewish joint 

organization in mixed workplaces. As I discuss more fully in the next
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chapter, on the issue of Hebrew labor Hashomer Hatza'ir staked out 
ground halfway between MAPAI and Po'alei Tziyon Smol. Rejecting both 
the former's call for "100 percent Hebrew labor" in every sector and the 
latter's opposition to the Hebrew labor campaign, Hashomer Hatza'ir pro
posed that Palestinian Arab workers permanently employed by Jews be 
allowed to keep their jobs.58 As we will see, Hashomer Hatza'ir would 
later develop its own distinctive approach to the question of Palestine's 
future, an approach which rejected exclusive sovereignty for either Arabs 
or Jews but also partition, and instead proposed that Arabs and Jews share 
the land as equals, regardless of their numbers.

Hashomer Hatza'ir saw itself as first and foremost a kibbutz-based and 
kibbutz-oriented movement, and it therefore initially displayed little in
terest in the urban working class. So even though collectives of Hashomer 
Hatza'ir members awaiting permanent settlement in kibbutzim might live 
and work in cities or moshavot, sometimes for years, they were primarily 
oriented toward their future status as kibbutz members and did not regard 
themselves as prospective urban proletarians. Nonetheless, by the mid- 
1930s the presence of Hashomer Hatza'ir members in the cities was begin
ning to allow the movement to exert an influence among urban Jewish 
workers. Hashomer Hatza'ir members tended to be concentrated in poorly 
paid and undesirable jobs, such as the railways and the ports, partly be
cause they volunteered to put themselves on the front lines of the struggle 
for the conquest of labor but also because the MAPAI-controlled workers' 
councils tended to reserve the best jobs for party loyalists. In these work
places Hashomer Hatza'ir members and sympathizers constituted a vigor
ous new source of opposition on MAPAI's left flank, irritating party and 
Histadrut officials with their militancy, their criticisms of bureaucratic 
control, and their advocacy of Jewish-Arab solidarity. Though most Ha
shomer Hatza'ir members sooner or later left for permanent settlement 
in the kibbutz to which they had been assigned, they often left behind 
them an important legacy of organizing. Moreover, a few activists re
mained in the cities and created urban nuclei of Hashomer Hatza'ir sup
porters. In 1936 the movement finally accepted and institutionalized this 
development by creating the Socialist League as a political framework 
within which Jews who agreed with Hashomer Hatza'ir's politics but were 
not current or potential kibbutz members could organize themselves. This

i1
1

\1

helped enhance the movement's status as the main opposition to MAPAI 
within urban workplaces and within the Histadrut at large.

These developments are well illustrated by the career of Efrayyim 
Krisher, who would become a key leader of the left among the Jewish
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railway workers in Haifa. Born in the Galicia region of Poland in 1909, 
Krisher joined Hashomer Hatza'ir and emigrated to Palestine in 1934. He 
belonged to a group which was slated to settle at Kibbutz Ein Hamifratz, 
finally established near Haifa in 1938. Soon after his arrival in Palestine 
the future members of this kibbutz responded to the Histadrut's call for 
recruits to reverse the decline of Hebrew labor on the railroad by sending 
him to work at the Haifa workshops. Krisher formally remained a kibbutz 
member until 1941, but instead of joining his comrades when they left 
Haifa to establish their kibbutz he stayed in the city and remained a rail
way employee and union activist until his retirement in the 1970s.59

Krisher quickly became a popular and trusted figure in the Haifa 
branch of the IU. As we saw, in the 1920s this branch had been a strong
hold of the left, and especially of Po'alei Tziyon Smol. That party, or more 
precisely the various factions into which that party was split, had long 
since become marginal to the political life of the Yishuv, while many of 
the radical railway workers had moved on to other jobs, leaving the 
branch and the union solidly in the hands of Ahdut Ha'avoda and then 
MAPAI loyalists. Now, thanks to the departure of many MAPAI mem
bers for better jobs elsewhere and an influx of young militants like 
Krisher, the left reestablished itself as a force in the Haifa branch of the 
IU. By the spring of 1935 Krisher was already a member of the branch 
committee in Haifa and one of those urging the IU leadership both to 
greater militancy and to greater receptiveness to cooperation and even 
unity with the Arab workers. In January 1937 he was reelected with the 
greatest number of votes, and the new committee, now dominated by 
leftists, promptly chose him as secretary of the Haifa branch.

The election of this Hashomer Hatza'ir activist greatly displeased the 
MAPAI loyalists who still controlled the IU's central committee. They 
were unwilling to surrender control of a key branch of this important 
union, and they were particularly alarmed by the fact that in April 1936 
Krisher had apparently been willing to accept the AURW's proposal for 
the formation of a new joint union. MAPAI used its domination of the 
Histadrut bureaucracy to nullify Krisher's election, but it could not pre
vent the left from gaining ground in Haifa and elsewhere. Wages had been 
stagnant for years, working conditions had deteriorated, and the union's 
leadership was widely perceived as not only passive and ineffective but 
also unrepresentative of the rank and file, since elections had not been 
held since 1931. All this benefited the left, and when elections to the IU's 
eighth congress were finally held in the summer of 1939, MAPAI had 
only a three-vote edge (of 105 cast) over Hashomer Hatza'ir and its ally
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the Socialist League in the Haifa branch, while in the workshops Ha
shomer Hatza'ir won a solid majority. Because MAPAI remained much 
stronger in other branches it was able to retain control of the union, but 
the IU was in a parlous state on the eve of the Second World War. It had 
only 401 dues-paying members, of whom 186 were railway workers and 
215 were postal and telegraph workers; and although it continued to style 
itself an "international union," it no longer had any Arab members what
soever, while Jews now constituted only 8 percent of the railway work
force.60

These realities enhanced the prospects of the new left opposition within 
the union. As I discuss in Chapters 7 and 8, during and immediately after 
the Second World War militants who belonged to Hashomer Hatza'ir or 
to its urban-based sister party would play a major role in fostering and 
leading workplace activism, among the railway workers and elsewhere. 
They would also inherit the mantle of the defunct Po'alei Tziyon Smol as 
the chief advocates of Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity while going 
even further by advocating a solution to the Palestine problem that re
jected the mainstream Zionist goal of exclusive Jewish sovereignty.

The years between the collapse of the short-lived joint union in 1925 and 
the outbreak of the Arab revolt against British rule and Zionism in 1936 
witnessed many twists and turns in relations between the Arab and Jewish 
railway workers and their organizations. It seems clear that unification 
within a single organization was never really in the cards: though Arab 
unionists favored unity in principle, they insisted on terms that the Jewish 
unionists could never accept without compromising their Zionist commit
ments. Nonetheless, it is striking that the dream of unity remained alive 
as long as it did and that time and again rank and file pressure compelled 
the Arab and Jewish leaderships at least to go through the motions of 
seeking to achieve it.

The conditions in which the Arab and Jewish railwaymen found them
selves certainly seemed to provide daily lessons in the vital importance of 
cooperation and unity. But it would also seem that the notion of integral 
unity, rather than just cooperation between separate Arab and Jewish 1 
unions, was nourished by the web of personal relations that developed 
among these workers, who made up Palestine's oldest, largest, and most j 
stable mixed workforce, especially at the Haifa workshops. Of all the 
workforces in mandatory Palestine, this one had the longest and perhaps 
also the densest—in the sense of most complex—experience of interaction 
and interrelationship. This seems to have not only helped moderate con- .
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flicts between the two unions but also to have nourished a unique sense 
of possibility among the workers themselves. This would continue to be 
the case during the war and in the final years of the mandate, which would 
witness unprecedented episodes of working-class militancy and Arab- 
Jewish cooperation, often spearheaded by Arab and Jewish railway and 
postal workers. In the end, of course, the Zionist-Palestinian conflict 
would engulf these workers too, leading to a denouement in which the 
traumas of partition and war would culminate in the virtual elimination 
of Arab workers from the scene.



5 Arab Workers and the 
Histadrut, 1929-1936

A s  I discussed at the end of Chapter 2, in the late 1920s the Histadrut 
had essentially abandoned the notion that the success of the labor-Zionist 
enterprise in Palestine was closely linked to Arab-Jewish working-class 
solidarity. However, the bloody events of August 1929 and their after- 
math compelled all Zionists to give more serious attention to the "Arab 
problem." Ben-Gurion and some of his colleagues now began to talk of 
the need for an agreement with the leaders of the Arab community, whom 
they had denounced through much of the 1920s as reactionaries with 
whom labor Zionism could never compromise. At the same time, those 
events and several related developments induced the Histadrut leadership 
to renew its attention to the question of relations with Arab workers.

That leadership was now firmly in the hands of MAPAI ("Party of 
the Workers of Eretz Yisra’el"), formed in 1930 by the merger of Ahdut 
Ha'avoda and Hapo'el Hatza'ir. MAPAI's platform addressed the question 
of Arab workers only by asserting that "the united party establishes 
comradely relations with the Arab worker and fosters relations of peace 
and understanding between the Hebrew people and the Arab people."1 
This vague and noncommittal formulation was much closer to Hapo'el 
Hatza'ir's line than to that of Ahdut Ha'avoda. On the other hand, when 
it suited its purposes MAPAI's leadership continued to use Ahdut Ha'avo- 
da's old rationale for organizing Arab workers. For example, in a Decem
ber 1929 letter to the Palestine Zionist Executive requesting funding for 
an Arabic-language periodical, clubs for Arab workers, and a renewed pro
paganda effort aimed at British and international public opinion (espe
cially trade union movements and labor and socialist parties), the Hista
drut executive committee declared that "an agreement with the Arab 
inhabitants cannot be effected through political compromises with those
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sections of the population that aspire to destroy our undertaking in Pales
tine, but rather through a systematic cultural-economic activity among 
the masses of the Arab workers in town and village, which in the course 
of time will bring about our desirability to the masses, on the basis of the 
great good that Jewish settlement showers also upon them."2

In January 1930 the Zionist Executive agreed in principle to subsidize 
the Histadrut's activities oriented toward Arab workers. But actually find
ing the necessary funds was a much more difficult matter, since any large 
sum would have to be raised outside the regular budget, from wealthy 
donors abroad. In the interim, the Histadrut decided to allocate a small 
amount of money from its own budget—£P2o a month—to reopen the 
Haifa club. Philip Hassun, who during the club's first incarnation, be
tween 1925 and 1928 or 1929, had served as Avraham Khalfon's assistant 
and then took over the club's management when Khalfon moved on to 
other things, seemed the only person available to start the club up again, 
though Histadrut leaders had doubts about his abilities as an organizer. 
But in the tense political climate then prevailing, Hassun was nervous 
about the club being openly identified with the Histadrut and insisted that 
the connection be kept secret. Despite misgivings the Histadrut executive 
acceded to Hassun's request, because it was clear that for the moment very 
few if any Arab workers would be willing to join a club openly funded and 
run by the Histadrut. The club finally opened in the fall of 1930.3

T H E  R E N E W A L  O F  " A R A B  W O R K "

Several developments prompted the Histadrut to renew and escalate what 
was now coming to be called "Arab activism" (pecilut 'aravit) or "Arab 
work" (cavoda ‘aravit).4 As I mentioned in Chapter 4, in January 1930, 
after years of inactivity, the Palestinian Arab Workers' Society had suc
ceeded in organizing the first countrywide congress of Arab workers. 
Sixty-one delegates gathered in Haifa, claiming to represent some 3,000 
workers. Almost half the delegates came from Haifa itself, and nearly half 
of those represented the railway workers there who constituted the 
PAWS' main base of support. But there were also smaller contingents 
from Jerusalem, Jaffa, and other towns representing workers in a variety 
of trades. Though a number of Arab unionists who belonged to or sympa
thized with the Palestine Communist Party helped organize the congress, 
it was largely under the control of the more conservative and noncommu
nist unionists who had originally founded the PAWS in 1925. The con
gress resolved to set up a nationwide labor movement which would lead
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the struggle to improve the wages and working conditions of Arab work- , 
ers and secure their rights. It also declared its opposition to Jewish immi- l 
gration and Zionism and its support for Palestine's independence as an 
Arab state. In response to Zionist efforts to secure a large percentage of 
government jobs for Jews, on the grounds that Jews paid a disproportion- ( 
ately large share of taxes, the congress called on the government of Pales- > 
tine to reserve for Arab workers a share of jobs equal to the proportion of ( 
Arabs in the general population.5

Histadrut leaders were well aware of the Haifa congress and anxious { 
that it might signal the emergence of an active and growing Arab labor i 
movement aligned with the anti-Zionist nationalist movement. Before the  ̂
congress, Philip Hassun had met with some of its organizers and urged | 
them to avoid politics and refrain from attacking the Histadrut and Zion- * 
ism. In an effort to counterbalance the impact of the congress on Haifa- 
area workers, the Haifa Workers' Council issued a leaflet in Arabic, in the j 
name of a fictitious "Advisory Committee of Haifa Workers," welcoming | 
the congress but also expressing the hope that Arab workers would be j  
protected from "corrupting hands and misleading thoughts."6 Po'alei Tzi
yon Smol tried to play a direct role in the congress: George Nassar, the ] 
young Arab carpenter who in the 1920s had become closely connected ■ 
with the party, appeared at the congress and asked if he could deliver an ( 
address explaining his pro-Zionist position. The organizers denied him 1 
permission to speak, however, and had him expelled as a Zionist agent. 1 

Increasingly isolated in his own community, Nassar found employment | 
at ‘Etziyon, a Histadrut-owned woodworking enterprise, where he would ‘ 
remain for many years while continuing to be a staunch Pocalei Tziyon / 
Smol loyalist.7

This first Arab workers' congress proved not a new beginning for the 1 
Arab labor movement in Palestine but an isolated incident. The PAWS 
was unable to follow up and lay the basis for an effective countrywide 
organization, and for the next few years it remained an organization 
whose base was largely restricted to Haifa and to railway workers. None- • 
theless, the congress made at least some Histadrut leaders feel that a co- | 
herent program of activity among Arab workers was now an urgent neces- ( 
sity.

That sense of urgency was reinforced in the late spring of 1930 when ’ 
forces on MAPAI's left flank launched a new public campaign to raise the 
question of Arab-Jewish workers' relations and push the Histadrut to take 
action. Behind this initiative stood Po'alei Tziyon Smol, which since 1928 
had been split into two contending factions: a more orthodox Borokhovist,



182 / Arab Workers and the Histadrut

European-oriented, and Yiddishist faction led by Moshe Erem, and a more 
Palestine-oriented and Hebraist faction led by Ze’ev Abramovitch and Yit
zhak Yitzhaki. On May 1, 1930, each faction, in collaboration with non- 
party personalities including some prominent liberal intellectuals and 
academics, announced the establishment of a separate organization to pro
mote Arab-Jewish workers' solidarity. A  week later, recognizing that it 
made little sense to have two separate organizations pursuing almost iden
tical aims, the two groups merged under the name which one of them had 
taken, Ahavat Pocalim ("Workers' Brotherhood").8

Over the next two months, Ahavat Po'alim sought to push the Hista
drut to take a more active stance with regard to Arab workers. It insisted 
that the events of the past year had demonstrated the vital importance of 
joint organization in order to combat the efforts of both the "Arab ef- 
fendis" and the Jewish bourgeoisie to incite hatred and promote discord, 
and to improve the lot of both Jewish and Arab workers. Ahavat Pocalim 
complained that the Histadrut not only remained closed to Arab workers 
but had done virtually nothing to help Arab workers organize themselves. 
Yet the new organization's insistence that Arab and Jewish workers in 
Palestine had completely compatible interests entangled it in some of the 
same contradictions which had long plagued Po'alei Tziyon Smol. For ex
ample, even as Ahavat Po'alim called on the Histadrut to admit Arab 
members and do more to foster joint organization, it was publicly pro
testing the British government's decision to restrict the immigration to 
Palestine of Jewish workers. The organization's first membership meeting 
adopted a resolution which recognized both the full right of the Arab 
working masses to free social and national development in Palestine and 
the right of unlimited Jewish immigration and Jewish social and national 
development. While this formulation seemed to recognize Arab national 
rights, its insistence on unlimited Jewish immigration inevitably infringed 
those rights, since such immigration would ultimately lead to a Jewish 
majority and the transformation of Palestine into a Jewish state. Yet with
out large-scale Jewish immigration the Zionist project lacked any prospect 
of success.9

The ranks of those dissatisfied with the Histadrut's failure to initiate an 
active program of Arab work were further swelled as Hakibbutz Ha’artzi- 
Hashomer Hatza'ir, which I discussed at the end of Chapter 4, emerged in 
the Histadrut and the Yishuv as an increasingly significant force to MA- 
PAI's left and began to address itself to the question of joint organization. 
As I mentioned, Hakibbutz Ha’artzi joined Po'alei Tziyon Smol in berat
ing MAPAI and the Histadrut it controlled for their inaction with regard
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to Arab workers in the cities and in calling for a much more serious com
mitment to joint organization. But the movement's leadership was divided j 
over whether or not to join Ahavat Pocalim. Me’ir Ya'ari, Hakibbutz » 
Ha’artzi's preeminent leader, argued that the new organization was too \ 
far from the socialist-Zionist mainstream, while MAPAI now seemed to 1 
be taking a greater interest in joint organization. Leaders of the left wing 
of Hakibbutz Ha’artzi argued that if Hashomer Hatza'ir got involved, 
Ahavat Po'alim could be taken out of Po'alei Tziyon Smol's control and 
developed into the nucleus of a broader movement to foster Arab-Jewish 
workers' cooperation and pressure the Histadrut into action.10

The question soon became moot, however: in the middle of July 1930 | 
Ahavat Po'alim was dissolved by the mandatory government, which was 1 
never enthusiastic about initiatives to foster Arab-Jewish worker solidar- ) 
ity, and especially those sponsored by Po'alei Tziyon Smol, which the ( 
authorities regarded as Bolshevist and strongly anti-imperialist. There  ̂
were rumors that the Histadrut leadership had secretly requested the Brit
ish authorities to suppress Ahavat Po'alim, a charge the Histadrut vigor
ously denied and for which no evidence has surfaced.11

Developments in both the Arab and Jewish communities may have 
pushed MAPAI to devote greater attention to organizing Arab workers 
during 1930, but the party was adamant that this project be pursued as it 
saw fit. At its May 1930 meeting the Histadrut council declared that the 
organized Jewish workers in Palestine were obligated by class solidarity 
to try to help the Arab workers improve their standard of living and sat
isfy their "economic and cultural needs," but it added that "every step 
toward advancing [the organization of Arab workers] will facilitate the 
struggle for existence of the Hebrew worker and the Hebrew economy 
built on Hebrew labor in this country." At the same time, the council 
explicitly rejected Po'alei Tziyon Smol's long-standing demand, now 
taken up by Ahavat Po'alim, that the Histadrut be transformed into a 
territorial labor organization open to Arabs as well as Jews, and contented 
itself with endorsing the measures which the Histadrut had already been 
discussing, including the opening of clubs for Arab workers and the publi
cation of an Arabic-language organ.12

At the end of 1930 the Histadrut went a bit further by formally estab- I 
lishing a special secretariat or department for Arab affairs, under the su- 1 
pervision of its executive committee. This department had one full-time * 
staff member, Yehuda Burla, who from his office at Histadrut headquar
ters in Tel Aviv tried to plan and coordinate the work of a small number j 
of other individuals attached to workers' councils in various towns and <
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cities who had an interest in organizing Arab workers. Burla (1886-1969) 
was born in Jerusalem to a family that had moved from Izmir to Palestine 
in the seventeenth century. Trained as a teacher, he spent most of his life 
up to 1948 working in Hebrew-language schools in Damascus and then in 
Palestine. His main claim to fame, however, is as an author: he was the 
first modern Hebrew writer whose stories and novels focused on the lives 
of Jews of Middle Eastern origin, though some of his romantic fiction 
featured bedouin characters. After his stint at the Histadrut (1930-32) he 
returned to teaching, then worked for the Keren Hayesod (one of the 
Zionist Organization's financial arms) and after the establishment of the 
State of Israel served as a middle-level government official.13

As the Histadrut's Arab Secretary, Burla worked under the supervision 
of those few top leaders of the Histadrut who took an interest in Arab 
affairs. Among them was Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi, who as we have already seen 
had worked closely with the Jewish railway workers through the 1920s 
and had been very involved with the question of joint organization. 
Though preoccupied with his duties at the Vaead Le’umi, the nominal 
leadership body of the Yishuv whose chair he assumed in 19 31, Ben-Tzvi 
participated sporadically in Histadrut leadership discussions on Arab af
fairs. Another leading Histadrut and MAPAI official involved in this 
sphere was Dov Hoz (1894-1940). Hoz had arrived in Palestine in 1906 
and held various senior labor-Zionist movement leadership posts until his 
untimely death in an automobile accident. Yet another personality who at 
this time began to play an increasingly important role in the Histadrut's 
Arab activism, mainly in Haifa but also nationally, was a young man who 
adopted the Hebrew name Abba Hushi (1898-1969). Born in Galicia, 
Hushi came to Palestine in 1920 as a member of Hashomer Hatza'ir. After 
a stint on a kibbutz he settled in Haifa in 1927 and worked his way up 
through the local Histadrut and MAPAI hierarchy, assuming the power
ful post of secretary of the Haifa Workers' Council in 1931. His rather 
domineering and abrasive personality led many of his colleagues to find 
him difficult to work with. Hushi became v£ry much the labor boss of a 
cosmopolitan port city, with a finger in even the most sordid of local pies; 
it was said, for example, that he was on good terms with members of 
Haifa's Jewish criminal underworld. Hushi's efforts to learn Arabic and 
organize Arab workers in Haifa, especially dockworkers, were in keeping 
with his desire to be top dog in Haifa. After nineteen years as chief of the 
Histadrut in Haifa, Hushi became the city's mayor in 1951, a post he 
retained until his death.

The new Arab Department's first and main preoccupation was funding.
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The Histadrut's resources were limited, and because many of the organi
zation's leaders were highly skeptical about, if not opposed to, efforts to 
organize Arab workers, the Arab Department enjoyed a rather low prior
ity, especially in periods of austerity when the budget allocation for Arab 
work was often reduced. The Department was therefore always short of 
money and in search of additional funding, from the Palestine Zionist 
Executive (which also subsidized other Histadrut programs) and then 
from the new Jewish Agency, established in 1929 as a vehicle through 
which non-Zionist Jews could participate in the development of the Jewish 
"national home" in Palestine.14 In their appeals to Zionist leaders for / 
funding, Burla and his colleagues usually played on two themes. On the ' 
one hand, they argued that Arab and Jewish workers had common eco
nomic interests which could serve as a basis for building friendly relations. 
On the other hand, as Burla put it in January 1931, "If we do not see what, 
is coming and take the initiative, others will appear and organize the 
[Arab] masses against us, in order to make us fail. And then, if the Arab 
people in their broad masses will be organized against us—our situation ' 
in Palestine will be a hundred times more difficult than it is today."15  ̂

As had been the case during the first phase of activity in the mid-i920s, 
the Histadrut's Arab activism was in this period virtually restricted to 
Haifa, where though desperately short of funds the Arab workers' club 
claimed a membership of 138 in February 19 31. Almost all of these were 
skilled workers, mainly carpenters, stonecutters, and blacksmiths, most of 
whom were employed at the city's larger enterprises and earned from 15 
to 40 piastres a day. The predominance of skilled workers was no accident: 
with the endorsement of Histadrut officials, club secretary Philip Hassun 
deliberately sought to exclude unskilled workers or those without steady 
employment, for fear that the club might acquire the reputation of an 
employment agency through which Arab workers could find jobs in Jew- j 
ish enterprises. In addition, the club served the Arab members of the J 

Histadrut-affiliated International Union of Railway, Postal and Telegraph 
Workers (see Chapter 4). Though most of the club's members possessed 
basic reading and writing skills, few could read books or even newspapers. 
The club provided language courses in Hebrew, English, and (for Jewish 
workers) Arabic, made books and newspapers available, sponsored lectures 
and discussions, and had a football team and an exercise program. But 
probably most attractive to its members were the services it offered: access 1 
to the Histadrut's Kupat Holim health clinics for the modest sum of 15  ! 
piastres a month, and a revolving loan fund whose initial capital had been j 
provided by the Jewish Agency and by a Histadrut credit cooperative, and
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from which some fifty workers had borrowed sums ranging up to £P5 by 
February 19 3 1.16

But the club's meager budget did not long suffice even for this level 
of service. Hassun repeatedly complained to his superiors at Histadrut 
headquarters in Tel Aviv that the club's activities had to be cut back be
cause the money had run out, while Burla was constantly beseeching the 
Jewish Agency for additional funds. At the same time, Burla had to allay 
the suspicions of conservative Jewish Agency officials that the Histadrut 
might be using Zionist funds to implant socialist ideas among Arab work- 

j ers. In their appeals for funding and their discussions of Arab work, Hista- 
! drut officials never lost sight of the political implications of this sphere of 

activity: the possibility that organizing Arab workers would benefit the 
J Zionist project by weakening Palestinian Arab nationalism.17

T H E  D R I V E R S '  S T R I K E S

Even as the Histadrut's Arab Department was trying to get its still rela
tively small-scale effort off the ground, Arabs and Jews were cooperating 
in an unprecedented display of militant and effective action in defense of 
their economic interests. In July 19 3 1 and again in November, Arab and 
Jewish taxi, bus, and truck drivers launched joint strikes which paralyzed 
motor transport in Palestine. These were not really instances of worker 
solidarity: most of the participants were not wage workers but petty pro
prietors, as a whole industry mobilized to demand redress of its grievances 
from the mandatory government. Nonetheless, these strikes attracted 
widespread public attention and sympathy, and for a moment seemed to 
underscore the possibility of Arab-Jewish cooperation in pursuit of com
mon economic interests.

Drivers of motorized vehicles constituted a new social category in Pal
estinian society. They and their vehicles' transformed local travel and 
transport and embodied new modes of communication that linked even 
remote parts of the country. As elsewhere, drivers in Palestine acquired a 
certain reputation as independent loners, tough guys braving life's obsta
cles and the dangers of the road, and were incorporated as such into Arab 
popular culture. This self-image and social representation may have en
hanced both the drivers' solidarity and the sympathy with which much of 
the public regarded them©

I Motor transport had developed very quickly in Palestine during the 
| late 1920s and early 1930s as the government built new roads and im- 
I proved existing ones.19 A substantial number of Arabs and Jews purchased
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cars, buses, or trucks and went into business carrying passengers, freight, / 
or both. The majority of these were individuals who owned and operated \ 
only a single vehicle, but a few Arab businessmen established larger com- » 
panies which employed drivers to operate more or less regular taxi and 1 
bus lines linking Palestine's cities, towns, and villages, along with buses 
for tourists and trucks to carry freight. Efforts had been made to reduce 
fierce competition among the Jewish owner-drivers by allocating fixed 
routes, and the Histadrut had through its Cooperatives Center sought to 
establish a cooperative of Jewish drivers. But these initiatives were largely 
unsuccessful, and motor transport remained largely unregulated, even an
archic, with too many owners and drivers competing for too few passen
gers and too little freight.

By 1930, all three categories of those who made a living from motor ) 
transport—owners who employed drivers for wages, those wage-earning 
drivers themselves, and those who owned and operated a single vehicle— 
had come to share a common set of grievances, largely directed at the | 
government. The owners, drivers, and owner-drivers complained bitterly j 
that gasoline prices, already kept high by the two companies (Shell and \ 
Vacuum Oil) which controlled the Palestinian market, were jacked up 1 

even more excessively by government taxes. A tin of gasoline, they « 
claimed, cost 405 milliemes in Palestine (of which taxes accounted for 205 
milliemes) but only 240 to 260 milliemes in Syria, Iraq, and Egypt. The 
government of Palestine also imposed an annual license fee of £Pio-i2, 
while licenses were free in Egypt and Syria. Customs duties on tires were 1 
also very high, as were the fines for traffic violations which the drivers! 
claimed were being unjustly and arbitrarily imposed on them. "And as if 
the government were not satisfied with all these troubles and thinks that 
there is still some breath of life left in us that can suffer even more," 
declared a public statement issued in the name of the drivers and owners 
in June 1931, "it enacted a new law called the Road Transport Act of 1929, 
inserting conditions and rules which will bring ruin to us and to our trade 
forever and will leave us no hope in life."20

At the end of 1930 a group of Arab owners and drivers asked Hasan j 
Sidqi al-Dajani, a handsome young lawyer from a prominent Palestinian 
Arab family, to present their demands for lower prices, taxes and fees, and 
relief from fines, to the petroleum companies and the government. When l 
these talks failed to yield results, discontent among both Arab and Jewish 1 

owners and drivers grew and al-Dajani began to work closely with Shraga ( 
Gorokhovsky (later Goren), director of the Histadrut's Cooperatives Cen- ] 
ter, who claimed to speak for the Jewish drivers. By June 19 31 there was
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.growing sentiment, especially among the more militant owner-drivers,
I for a strike of motor transport that would compel the mandatory govern- 
Iment to meet their demands. On June 29 ,19 31, al-Dajani announced the 
formation of a strike committee composed of both Arabs and Jews and 
/declared that a countrywide general strike of all motorized vehicles car- 
drying passengers and freight would begin on July 1, to be accompanied by 
peaceful protest caravans of vehicles in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Tel Aviv, and 
Haifa. The goals of the strike were a 50 percent cut in the gasoline tax and 
in customs duties on tires, the abolition of license fees, and revision of the 
Road Transport Act. The strike committee appealed to owners of private 
automobiles to respect the strike as well, but promised to make vehicles 
available in each of the major cities to transport physicians in cases of 
medical emergency.

| In internal discussions the Histadrut leadership opposed a strike for 
1 fear that it might get out of control and result in violence, or take on 
j political dimensions; in either case the security of Jewish settlements and 
? the ability to get Jewish produce to market might be compromised. Some 

Histadrut officials professed to see the hand of the Arab nationalist move
ment or even the communists behind the drivers' militancy. Behind the 

j scenes the Histadrut pressed the Jewish owners and drivers to oppose the 
1 strike, but it was unable to prevail: the Arab drivers were solidly for action 

and many of the Jewish drivers supported them. Unable to prevent the 
strike, but also fearful of the consequences of opposing it publicly and 

1 thereby breaking with the Arab drivers, the Histadrut was reluctantly 
I compelled to endorse the proposed action.21

The Histadrut was not alone in regarding the drivers' militancy with 
unease. The Arab Executive, the nominal leadership of the Arab national 
movement in Palestine, cannot have been too happy about the emergence 
of an active Arab-Jewish alliance of this sort. For one, it tended to blur 
the lines that divided Arab from Jew and undermine the claims and de
mands of Arab nationalism. Second, this was a movement directed 
squarely against the policies of the British administration in Palestine, and 
the Arab Executive at this time still hoped that it could peacefully secure 
a change in British policy which would bring a quick and easy end to the 
Zionist project. Finally, the Arab Executive was controlled by the domi
nant faction within the nationalist movement, led by the Husayni family 

j and its allies, while Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani was the scion of a prominent 
family opposed to the Husaynis and usually aligned with their chief rival, 
the Nashashibi family. The Nashashibis were regarded as pro-British and 
sympathetic to Britain's client cAbd Allah, the ruler of Transjordan, who
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had long-standing ambitions in Palestine. It may well have appeared to 
the Husaynis that by organizing the drivers, their rivals for the leadership 
of the Arab community had acquired a new constituency of considerable 
economic and political importance. But like the Histadrut, the Arab Execu- / 
tive could not afford to defy public and press opinion, which largely sym
pathized with the drivers. On June 29 it issued a statement signed by its 
president, Musa Kazim al-Husayni, which expressed support for the driv
ers and hope that their grievances would be resolved without a strike. 
Interestingly, the statement made no reference to Arabs or Jews but spoke | 
only of "vehicle owners and drivers."22

As it turned out, a last-minute concession by the government—a 
month's hiatus in the collection of license fees—caused the strike to be 
postponed. In the weeks that followed the drivers formally organized 1 
themselves into a Vehicle Owners' and Drivers' Association, with an 
elected executive committee comprised of equal numbers of Arabs and \ 
Jews and chaired by al-Dajani, with Gorokhovsky as vice-chair. The com- I 
mittee entered into negotiations with the government, which offered con- 1 
cessions that fell short of the drivers' demands. Though al-Dajani was 
hesitant and Gorokhovsky (backed by the Histadrut) strongly opposed a 
strike, the other members of the association's executive committee, under 
pressure from the rank and file, pushed for a renewal of the strike threat, , 
and a new strike date was set for August 7. Government officials were » 
divided over how to respond, some favoring concessions and others advo
cating a hard line. Among the hard-liners motives were mixed: the Direc
tor of Customs opposed any concessions that might reduce customs reve
nues, while the General Manager of the Palestine Railways seems to have 
hoped that a firm stand by the government would cause a prolonged 
strike, thereby enhancing the revenues of the ailing railways.23 After ur
gent appeals from the Arab and Jewish chambers of commerce and the 
leaders of the Yishuv, anxious to avoid any disruption of motor transport, 
the government offered to appoint a committee which would investigate I 
the drivers' and owners' demands and issue a report by the end of Octo
ber. The Drivers' and Owners' Association accepted the offer, called off / 
their open-ended strike, and organized a twenty-four-hour stoppage in-  ̂
stead. The strike came off peacefully and was deemed a success by the [ 
Association.24

In the months that followed Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani came under strong 
attack in the Arab press for cooperating with Jews. Surprisingly, the attack 
was led by Filastin, a newspaper aligned with the Nashashibi-led opposi- 1 
tion to the dominant Husayni faction. On September 18, 1931, Filastin
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published an editorial clearly directed at al-Dajani: it advised "anyone who 
has cooperated with the deceiving Zionists to give it up and instead strive 
to form an Arab association in which no non-Arab has any role, and God 
will forgive what has gone before." A leaflet from about the same time, 
signed by three Arab drivers but probably inspired by pro-Husayni activ
ists, accused al-Dajani of being a Zionist stooge:

There is no doubt that those who are informed about the Association's af
fairs know that Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani draws his power only from the Jews. 
He is in Tel Aviv every day, and every day he has meetings with the Jews 
there. Is it reasonable that he would go along with any policy that was 
against the interests of the Jews? And does he not do within the associa
tion what the Jews tell him to do?

The leaflet went on to call for al-Dajani's deposition and the breakup of 
the joint association, a demand echoed by a number of letters signed by 
drivers and sent to Filastin.25

I Al-Dajani's response to his critics, published in Filastin two days later, 
I was somewhat disingenuous. He stated that a purely Arab association of 

drivers and owners had been formed several years earlier. But, he went 
on, "we realized that we could not strike a heavy blow against the govern
ment and force it to accept our demands unless the strike was general and 
total in all parts of the country. As soon as word of the strike spread some 

| of the Jewish drivers let us know that they wanted to join with us, so we 
I met them and agreed on basic conditions—but we did not unite." Con- 
, trary to the facts, al-Dajani insisted that there was no joint association, 
 ̂ but rather an alliance of two entirely separate organizations, one Arab and 

the other Jewish. In any event, these attacks do not seem to have greatly 
> weakened al-Dajani's position or Arab-Jewish cooperation: when the driv- 
j ers began to mobilize again in late October, he was still their leader and 
1 Arabs and Jews continued to work together closely. The comjnittee of 

inquiry had recommended a number of concessions, including the aboli
tion of license fees, but the government of Palestine declined to accept 

j the recommendations and announced that it would require several more 
j months to reach a final decision. The angry drivers organized another 
I national congress and decided to strike as of midnight on November 2-3,

* 1931-26
1 This time the threat was carried out, as some 2,000 drivers struck for 
| nine days, until midnight on November 1 1 .  The strike was highly effec- 
1 tive: newspaper accounts indicate that apart from military and police vehi- 
1 cles, hardly a car, bus, or truck was to be seen on the roads of Palestine,
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which were taken over instead by donkey carts. For the first few days the 
drivers seem to have enjoyed the sympathy of Arab and Jewish public 
opinion; even Filastin, which had earlier been so hostile to al-Dajani, sup
ported the strike. The Arab merchants' association called for a three-day 
sympathy strike, to pressure the authorities to accept the drivers' de
mands and get back to business as usual, but called it off when the govern
ment announced a one-month postponement in the collection of license 
fees. As the strike began to disrupt economic activity and inconvenience 
more people, the drivers came under increasing pressure to return to 
work. The Histadrut exerted pressure on the Jewish drivers, and Hasan 
Sidqi al-Dajani began to waver under pressure from Arab businessmen. 
The strikers' delegates held out for some time, but finally agreed to end 
the strike after the Arab chambers of commerce promised their support in 
achieving the drivers' demands. A  few months later the drivers achieved 
a partial victory when the government reduced license fees, though to 
offset this loss of revenue the government simultaneously increased du
ties on spare parts.27

In the aftermath of the strike, al-Dajani toyed with the idea of trans
forming his constituency among the Arab drivers into a broader political 
organization. In secret talks with officials of the Jewish Agency's Political 
Department, he sought Zionist funding to help establish a "Palestine Arab 
Workers' Party," apparently envisioned as something of a cross between 
a political party and a trade union federation. Moshe Shertok and other 
Political Department officials were quite interested in the idea, and Hista
drut officials went so far as to draw up a charter for the proposed organiza
tion. Nothing came of these plans, however. While remaining head of the 
Arab Car Owners' and Drivers' Association al-Dajani became involved in 
Arab politics as one of the leaders of the National Defense Party, founded 
in 1934 by the Nashashibis and their allies after the dissolution of the 
Arab Executive and the open fragmentation of Palestine's Arab elite into 
rival political factions, each with its own party.28

The motor transport strikes of 19 31 thus produced no lasting Arab- 
Jewish organization. They did, however, lead to much more intense gov
ernment regulation of motor transport in Palestine and the restructuring 
of the industry. New laws and regulations were issued which fixed bus 
routes and made licenses more difficult to obtain, thereby squeezing out 
small-scale owner-drivers while strengthening the fleet owners. This ben
efited the Arab bus company owners but also the Histadrut, which under 
Gorokhovsky's leadership organized the Jewish drivers into coopera
tives29 Like other sectors of Palestine's economy, motor transport would



19 2 / Arab Workers and the Histadrut

become increasingly segregated, with several large Histadrut-affiliated 
bus and trucking cooperatives serving Jewish towns and settlements, and 
private Arab companies serving Arab towns and villages.

" A R A B  A C T I V I S M "  I N  C R I S I S

The Histadrut leadership's ambivalence about the drivers' militancy was 
paralleled by its ambivalence about efforts to organize Arab workers em
ployed in the Jewish sector. This was demonstrated in September 1931, 
when some thirty Arab workers employed by Jewish farmers in the mo- 
shava of Benyamina went on strike in response to a wage cut and ap
proached their Jewish coworkers for support. The strike was formally en
dorsed by both a general meeting of the Jewish workers in the moshava 
and the Histadrut executive committee, which promised that Jews would 
not use the strike to displace the Arab workers and that Jewish workers 
would join the picket lines in solidarity. In private, however, officials of 
the Histadrut and of its local organ the Benyamina Workers' Council were 
quite unenthusiastic about the strike. This was a period of high unem
ployment in the Yishuv and MAPAI was not anxious to have the Hista
drut defend Arab workers employed in moshavot when it really wanted 
to replace them with Jews. Unemployed Jewish workers were already 
venting their frustration on Arabs: in 'Afula that June a group of Jews 
without jobs had attacked and driven off Arabs engaged in road building 
work on a government contract. The MAPAI loyalists who controlled the 
Benyamina Workers' Council decided to refrain from any active support 
of the strike, which soon collapsed. While Hashomer Hatza'ir activists in 
the moshava denounced the Council and the Histadrut leadership for the 
strike's failure, MAPAI supporters blamed it on the Arab workers' alleged 
lack of commitment and capacity for organization.30

At the same time, the momentum which had seemed to characterize 
the Histadrut's effort to develop a constituency among urban Arab work
ers in late 1930 and early 19 31 was faltering. In a memorandum drawn 
up in December 1931, Yehuda Burla stressed the urgency of expanding 
activities targeting Arabs as a means of overcoming the growing enmity 
between Arabs and Jews and called on all the institutions concerned—the 
Histadrut, the Jewish Agency, and the Va'ad Le’umi—to work together. 
He envisioned the establishment of clubs for Arab workers in all the major 
cities and towns, organizing work in Arab villages, a vastly expanded loan 
fund whose capital would be subscribed by all the Jewish-owned banks in
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Palestine, and an Arabic-language newspaper.31 But Burla's expansive vi
sion was out of touch with reality: by the beginning of 1932 this sphere 
of the Histadrut's work was at a virtual standstill. Facing a budget crisis,/ 
the Histadrut suspended plans to start up clubs for Arab workers in Jaffa, 
Jerusalem, and Lydda, along with funding for Arabic lessons and other 
activities. The Haifa club continued to operate but only barely, and Hista
drut leaders doubted that they would be able to provide even the modest 
sum hitherto allocated to sustain it. Many did not feel that the club was 1 
justifying the resources which had been put into it and wondered if it l 
could not somehow be combined with the Arab section of the railway ( 
workers' union.32

Abba Hushi, the new secretary of the Haifa Workers' Council, played 
an increasingly active and central role in these discussions and in the His- , 
tadrut's subsequent interactions with Arab workers. Hushi believed that j 
the Haifa club should be seen as only a transitional form, a means to an 
end: the ultimate goal was the mobilization of Arab workers around eco- j 
nomic issues and their organization into trade unions linked to the Hista-) 
drut. Hushi had no use for the Haifa club in its present moribund state > 
and saw its secretary, Philip Hassun, as an ineffective and expensive "leg- [ 
acy" from the club's earlier incarnation, someone who would never be ) 
capable of exercising the kind of leadership necessary to organize a sub- ̂  
stantial base among Arab workers. If the club was to be reactivated and ‘ 
the Histadrut, or more precisely the Haifa Workers' Council, was to un
dertake the strategy Hushi advocated, Hassun would have to go.33

By this point Hassun was in fact almost at the end of his tether. In 
frequent letters to the Histadrut executive committee, he complained that 
he had not received any funds for months and had been unable to pay the 
club's rent, electric bills, or caretaker's wages. Sunk in debt because he 
had borrowed heavily to keep the club open, Hassun pleaded with Hista
drut leaders to pay off its debts and close it down so he could reopen his 
tailor's shop and feed his hungry family. By the spring of 1932, as his 
relations with Abba Hushi, never very cordial, reached the breaking point, 
Hassun's letters took on an increasingly desperate and bitter tone. In a 
letter to his old mentor Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi, Hassun charged that Hushi had 
publicly threatened to beat him up if he persisted in demanding to see the 
club's accounts. "So dear brother," he told Ben-Tzvi, "this is our reward 
after ten years work, and after sacrificing youth and family on the altar 
of the Histadruth viz;—in old age there springs up a foolish fellow from 
the Histadruth threatening to beat and disgrace us. Is that not a great
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blessing?" Hassun begged Ben-Tzvi and Ben-Gurion to come to Haifa to 
get the club out of the "muddle" it was in and rescue him from Hushi's 
abuse.34

But Ben-Gurion and Ben-Tzvi sided with Abba Hushi rather than with 
Philip Hassun, whose career with the Histadrut came to an end soon 
thereafter. In June 1932 he was dismissed as secretary of the Haifa club; 
what became of him after that is unknown. His removal from the scene 
was a triumph for Abba Hushi, who had already begun to implement the 
new approach he had been advocating and could now take full charge of 
the Histadrut's Arab work in Haifa. That work was bolstered by the ar
rival at about this time of additional funds raised in England by Israel 
Sieff, a wealthy Zionist who had founded a group in London which sought 
to foster better Jewish-Arab relations.

O N  T H E  H A I F A  W A T E R F R O N T

The first arena in which Hushi's strategy for reviving and expanding the 
Histadrut's work among Arabs would bear fruit was the old port of Haifa. 
(A new deepwater harbor, Palestine's first, was under construction but 
would not be completed until the end of 1933.) Histadrut leaders had 
taken an interest in the port since the early 1920s, because of its obvious 
economic (and potential political) importance, and in keeping with the 
policy of Hebrew labor had sought to gain a foothold for Jewish workers 
there. The Zionist Executive and the Histadrut incessantly lobbied the 
government of Palestine and the Colonial Office to induce the port au
thorities and the Arab contractors who controlled most of the jobs at the 
port to employ Jews, both in the operation of the old harbor and the con
struction of the new one, but they were never very successful. The gov
ernment of Palestine, backed by the Colonial Office, generally resisted 
these pressures for political reasons but also because Jews would have 
required higher wages and better working conditions. At the same time, 
as with railway work, it was difficult for the Histadrut to get Jews to seek 
and stay at jobs in the port. Except during periods of economic crisis and 
high unemployment, few Jews were interested in enduring the grueling 
working conditions and miserable wages which port work offered, even 
though they were paid higher wages than the Arab port workers.

At various points during the 1920s the Haifa Workers' Council had 
dispatched members of several kibbutzim-in-formation to work at the 
port, but these groups seldom stayed for very long. The number of Jews 
working at the old port of Haifa therefore remained small: at the end
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of 1929, some two dozen Jews, almost all skilled workers or supervisory 
personnel, were employed there, as opposed to some 450 Arabs. Of the 
latter, many were not from Palestine but from the Hawran region of 
French-ruled Syria. During the mandate period, and especially during the 
first half of the 1930s, thousands of desperately poor peasants came to 
Palestine from the Hawran, seasonally or for longer periods, in search of 
work in agriculture, the ports, road and railway construction and mainte
nance, and other sectors where low-wage manual labor was required. The 
term hawrani would in fact enter colloquial Palestinian (and later Israeli) 
Hebrew as a synonym for "poor" or "ragged."35 As we will see, some 
left-wing Zionists would argue that Palestinian Arab and Jewish workers 
faced a common enemy in these Hawrani migrants and should unite to 
counter the threat they allegedly posed.

In the early 1930s, faced with high unemployment in the Yishuv, the 
Histadrut stepped up its efforts to get more Jews hired at the harbor by 
bringing pressure to bear on British officials, locally and through channels 
in Jerusalem and London, including friends in the Labor Party and the 
Trades Union Congress. Histadrut and Zionist leaders advanced the argu
ment that since Jews paid some 50 percent of Palestine's taxes, they were 
entitled to 50 percent of the jobs in government-run enterprises, including 
the ports.36 The Histadrut also sought to induce the Jewish citrus farmers, 
whose Pardes export company accounted for a large proportion of the 
goods that passed through the port, to insist on Hebrew labor at Haifa. At 
the same time, Abba Hushi and other officials of the Haifa Workers' 
Council cultivated relations with some of the Arab labor contractors at the 
port in order to get them to add a few Jewish workers to their work crews.

The Histadrut did manage to secure for Jews a large proportion of the 
jobs created by the construction of the new deepwater port at Haifa. But 
at the old port its lobbying yielded meager results: in May 1932 only 
twenty-eight Jews—mainly future kibbutz members living in Haifa tem
porarily and ready for any sacrifice in the struggle for Hebrew labor— 
were working at the old port as stevedores, porters, or lightermen. The 
stevedores, who loaded and unloaded ships, were the elite of the harbor 
workforce; the porters carried goods between the railway siding and the 
docks; and the lightermen worked on the boats ("lighters") that conveyed 
goods to and from freighters, which because of the shallowness of the 
water anchored about a mile offshore.37

In these circumstances, it was obvious that, as with the railways, Jews 
could be placed and kept in jobs at Haifa harbor only if wages were sub
stantially increased and working conditions considerably improved for the
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Arabs who worked there. This is why Abba Hushi moved quickly to seize 
the opportunity that presented itself when, in April 1932, a number of 
the Arab lightermen suddenly went on strike, apparently to protest the 

(contractors' decision to employ them on a daily rather than a monthly 
basis and to dismiss some workers without taking seniority into account. 
The Jewish lightermen with whom the Arab strikers had been working 
side by side for a year and had developed friendly relations refused to 
serve as strikebreakers; many of them were Hashomer Hatza'ir members 
awaiting settlement in a kibbutz, and they saw the strike as an opportu
nity to demonstrate the proletarian internationalism which was one of 
their movement's slogans. At first some of the Arab strikers suggested 
approaching the Haifa-based Palestinian Arab Workers' Society for assis
tance, but when the PAWS proved of little help the Arab workers agreed 
to authorize Abba Hushi to negotiate on their behalf.

Though Hushi was on good terms with the contractors, he was unable 
to achieve much for the strikers: after four days they returned to work 
with only a verbal promise that after two weeks they would again be 
employed on a monthly basis.38 The Arab lightermen were nonetheless 
impressed by, and grateful for, the support they had received from their 
Jewish coworkers, the Haifa Workers' Council, and the Histadrut: the 
slow season had begun, and had their Jewish coworkers not joined them 
and the Histadrut not backed them, they probably could not have stood 
up to their employers. After the strike ended, the lightermen and a num
ber of other Arab harbor workers joined a new Histadrut-sponsored Har
bor Workers' Union for both Arab and Jewish workers. Though the Jew
ish workers who identified with Hashomer Hatza'ir wanted a fully 
international union with no internal divisions, Hushi and his MAPAI col
leagues insisted that the union comprise separate national sections.

The Arab members of the Harbor Workers' Union were to constitute 
the first cell of a new organization which was established in 1932 to recruit 
and organize Arab workers under the auspices of the Histadrut. In He
brew the new organization was called Brit Po'alei Eretz Yisra’el, the 
"League of Workers of the Land of Israel," and in Arabic Ittihad 'Ummal 
Filastin, the "Union of the Workers of Palestine." I will henceforth refer 
to it as the Palestine Labor League (PLL), its official name in English. As 
I discussed in Chapter 2, after years of debate on the question of joint 
organization the Histadrut's third congress had in July 1927 adopted a 
resolution calling for the establishment of an "international league (brit 
beinle’umit) of the workers of Eretz Yisra’el" which was to include the 
Histadrut and its as-yet-nonexistent Arab counterpart. No such league or
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alliance had ever been formed. Instead, what was in fact a small organiza
tion created to serve as the Histadrut's auxiliary for Arab workers was 
endowed with the rather grandiose name originally intended for the pro
posed binational labor federation. The PLL's charter was drawn up by 
Histadrut officials and ratified by its executive committee in May 1932, 
and though the latter claimed to be implementing the resolution of the 
1927 Histadrut congress, it was obvious that this was not really what had 
been envisioned five years earlier.39

By creating the PLL, the Histadrut leadership foreclosed any possibility 
that Arab workers would be allowed to become full and equal members of 
a transformed, non-Zionist Histadrut, as Pocalei Tziyon Smol and the 
Arab workers aligned with it had long demanded. This step also rendered 
Hashomer Hatza'ir's call for joint Arab-Jewish unions in mixed work
places largely irrelevant, since Arab workers were now to be organized 
within the exclusively Arab PLL. For the remainder of the mandate pe
riod, in fact until 1959 when the Histadrut decided to allow Arabs to be
come full members, the PLL (renamed the Israel Labor League after 1948) 
was the organization to which Arab workers organized under the tutelage 
of the Histadrut were consigned. There was never any question that the 
PLL was very much an instrument of the Histadrut: it was run exclusively 
by Jewish Histadrut officials, its budget came almost entirely from the 
Histadrut and other Zionist sources, and it cleaved faithfully to the Hista
drut line—or more precisely, the MAPAI line—on all questions. Arab 
workers who joined were issued PLL membership cards, and in return for 
regular payment of dues gained access to various Histadrut services, most 
importantly the Kupat Holim network of health clinics and special loan 
funds.

The day-to-day work of running the new PLL and recruiting Arab 1 
workers was entrusted to a newly hired full-time organizer, Eliyahu 
Agassi, who for more than four decades would play a central role in the/ 
Histadrut's Arab work. Agassi was born in Baghdad in 1909 and followed! 
his family to Palestine in 1928. After graduating from the elite Herzliyya 
secondary school, where he joined one of the labor-Zionist youth move
ments, he began studying at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. In the 
summer of 1932 he accepted an offer from Dov Hoz and Abba Hushi to 
move to Haifa and work full-time organizing Arab workers there, replac
ing Philip Hassun. To Hoz, Hushi, and the other Histadrut leaders inter
ested in this sphere of activity, Agassi must have seemed the perfect candi
date for the job, the kind of organizer they had dreamed of for years. 
Agassi was Jewish, a loyal member of MAPAI, fluent in Arabic as well as



j English (essential for dealing with British officials and managers), well 
acquainted with Arab culture, and (unlike most MAPAI members) deeply 

| committed to organizing Arab workers, both from socialist conviction and 
as a means of realizing Zionism's goals. It should be added that Agassi's 
personal qualities also served him well: unlike not a few of his Histadrut 
colleagues, who were overwhelmingly of eastern European origin, he was 
a gentle, soft-spoken and mild-mannered man, and also respectful of Ar
abs. These qualities helped endear him to many of the Arabs with whom 
he came into contact, including even some who vehemently rejected his 
politics and mission.40

T R A V A I L S  O F  H E B R E W  L A B O R

) For Agassi, Hushi, and their Histadrut colleagues, organizing Arab work- 
| ers was understood as inextricably bound up with the struggle for Hebrew 
' labor. None of them saw any contradiction between the two tasks; indeed, 

labor-Zionist discourse posed them as entirely complementary. Decades J later, when asked why Abba Hushi had felt so strongly about the need to 
» organize Arab workers, Agassi would explain that "Haifa was a mixed 

city. There were workplaces in which Jews had no foothold, like the har
bor. For him this was an opportunity to organize Arab workers and also 

| to get Jewish workers into the harbor." Ben-Gurion made a similar con
nection at a meeting of the Histadrut executive committee immediately 
after the lightermen's strike: "From what the comrades in Haifa have told 
me, some fifty Jewish workers may be able to get work at the harbor, 
and thereby help the Arab workers who are there.. . .  We are facing the 
possibility of getting Jewish workers into an important branch of activity 
and of organizing Arab workers."41 When in later years Arab workers 
would sometimes challenge Agassi about the Histadrut's campaign for 
Hebrew labor, Agassi would respond with a simple metaphor. The Arabs, 
he argued, had three "sacks of flour"—that is, jobs in the Arab, govern
ment, and international sectors—while the Jews had only one sack, the 
Jewish sector. As long as this was the case, the Jews were entitled to re
serve their "sack" for themselves, while also seeking their fair share of 
jobs in the government and international sectors.42

So it was that even as the Histadrut was working to secure a base 
among Arab workers at Haifa harbor, it was also trying to secure more 
jobs for Jews there, which meant the likely displacement of Arab workers.

I In addition to the kibbutz members who volunteered or were recruited for 
I harbor work, Abba Hushi (with support and funding from the Histadrut)
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began in 1933 to organize the immigration to Palestine of groups of Jew- 1 
ish dockworkers from Salonika, in the hope that these tough and highly J 
experienced men would be able to displace Arabs and gain a permanent  ̂
foothold for Jews in Haifa harbor.43 A year later Hushi worked out a deal I 
with the Pardes company by which the latter would contract with the 
Histadrut to provide labor for the porterage of its citrus exports at Haifa, 
thereby providing more jobs for Jews, though some Arabs would be hired 
as well. When the new deepwater harbor opened, the Histadrut formed ; 
its own company, Manof, to supply labor, mainly Jews from Salonika, J 
though during the busy season Manof hired Arabs as well. In April 1936, \ 
on the eve of the general strike that launched the Arab revolt, some 200 
Jews had regular jobs at Haifa harbor. As we will see, that strike would 
create conditions in which Hebrew labor could be more securely estab
lished and considerably expanded in this vital enterprise.44

As the decade wore on, Hebrew labor would become an increasingly 
sensitive issue for labor Zionists. The Histadrut's campaign in 1929-30 to I 
force Jewish citrus grove owners in the moshavot to employ only Jewish j 
workers had not been a great success, despite the availability of numerous 
unemployed and desperate Jewish workers in the cities who could be mo
bilized and dispatched to the moshavot to picket, harass, and if necessary 
forcibly expel Arab workers. MAPAI and the Histadrut it controlled de
picted this campaign as a life-or-death struggle for "the right to work" 
and used it as a way to enhance the Histadrut's growing power and influ- y 
ence within the Yishuv. But the policy elicited considerable criticism, from j 
the parties to MAPAI's left and other sociopolitical forces in the Yishuv l 
but also from otherwise pro-Zionist European social-democratic parties / 
and labor organizations. Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald browbeat 1 

Ben-Gurion about the issue at the Empire Labor Conference in July 1930, 
though MacDonald's concerns had less to do with socialist principle than 
with the security of the empire. "The Muslims of Bengal are hinting to 
us that we must satisfy the Arabs of Palestine," MacDonald told Ben- 
Gurion. "Look here, the Jewish Agency has a rule that forbids employ
ment of Arab workers. Until now it went unnoticed, but now the business 
is known throughout India. I even asked to be provided with a copy of a 
Jewish Agency contract, to see for myself whether a rule enforcing exclu
sively Jewish labor does exist.. . .  You are causing us tremendous prob
lems."45

Such warnings did nothing to deter the Histadrut from launching sev
eral new rounds in the struggle for Hebrew labor during the first half of 
the 1930s, mainly in the moshavot but also in the cities. Though these I
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aggressive campaigns aroused great resentment among Arabs and 
strengthened labor Zionism's preeminence in the Yishuv and world Zion
ism, they did not accomplish their proclaimed goal. At the beginning of 
1936 Arabs constituted some 35 percent of the labor force in Jewish agri
culture, 20 percent in transportation in the Jewish sector, and 12  percent 
in construction.46 Moreover, as we will see, by 1934 the Histadrut's cam
paign had begun to engender organized Arab resistance to displacement 
and counterprotests. But a more significant cause of the Hebrew labor 
campaign's failure was the unprecedented economic expansion Palestine 
began to experience in 1932 and which would last into 1935.

The economic boom had several causes, one of the most important of 
which was the great surge in Jewish immigration into the country that 
began in 1932 and reached its peak in 1935. During the 1920s Jewish 
immigration had averaged less than 10,000 a year, below the natural in
crease of Palestine's Arab population. As a result, in 19 3 1 the 174,000 
Jews in Palestine still accounted for only 17  percent of the country's popu
lation; that year only 4,000 Jews had immigrated to Palestine. In 1932, 
however, Jewish immigration more than doubled, and the following year 
it more than tripled again. In 1934 over 42,000 Jews immigrated to Pales
tine and in 1935, the high point of this wave, almost 62,000—about equal 
to the net Jewish inflow (immigration minus emigration) in the entire 
decade from 1922 to 1931. As a result, even without counting additional 
thousands of immigrants who had entered the country illegally, Pales
tine's Jewish population roughly doubled between 1932 and the end of 
1935 to reach 375,000, about 27 percent of the population. Almost 60 
percent of these immigrants came from Poland and Germany, countries in 
which Jews faced a rising tide of antisemitism that assumed increasingly 
virulent and menacing forms. The new immigrants settled disproportion
ately in the big coastal cities, which grew very rapidly: Tel Aviv and its 
suburbs accounted for 26.5 percent of the Yishuv's population in 19 31 and 
36.7 percent in 1936, while the figures for Haifa were 9.2 percent and 13.6 
percent respectively.

This influx of Jewish immigrants was accompanied by an unprece
dented influx of Jewish capital, which also stimulated Palestine's econ
omy. Some of this capital was brought by the immigrants themselves; 
another portion was invested by Jews who remained abroad; and some 
of it was channeled into Palestine through the controversial "Transfer 
Agreement" which the Jewish Agency negotiated with the new Nazi re
gime in Germany in 1933 and which remained in effect until the begin
ning of the Second World War. This agreement, which was vigorously
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denounced by many Jews and other antifascists who were trying to orga
nize an economic boycott of Nazi Germany, permitted some of the capital 
of emigrating German Jews to be exported to the Yishuv in the form of 
German goods.47

Most of this new capital went into residential construction, especially 
in Tel Aviv and the Jewish neighborhoods of Haifa. A  large fraction went 
into citriculture, which accounted for four-fifths of Palestine's exports and 
grew dramatically in these years as both Arabs and Jews expanded existing 
groves and planted new ones. The value of Palestine's orange exports (the 
great majority of which went to the United Kingdom) increased from 
£¥727,647 1 93°~3 I  t0 more than £P3 million by 1934-35. There was
also substantial growth in manufacturing, mainly for the rapidly growing 
local market: capital invested in Jewish-owned industrial enterprises rose 
from £P2.2 million in 1929 to £P5*4 million in 1933 and to £Pi2.7 million 
by 1937. All told, in the four years 1932-35 Palestine's industrial output 
grew by 61 percent, imports by 130 percent, exports by 77 percent, and 
consumption of electrical power by 335 percent.48

This influx of capital and immigrants, some of whom came with skills 
that had been in short supply, obviously benefited the Jewish sector of 
the Palestinian economy most. But the rapid growth of the Jewish sector 
stimulated growth in the Arab sector as well, and some of the Yishuv's 
prosperity trickled down to Arabs in the form of expanded employment 
opportunities and higher wages for workers, an expanding local market 
for merchants, manufacturers, and farmers, and growing demand for ser
vices. Large numbers of Arab peasants, desperate for some income to sup
plement meager livelihoods from agriculture, were attracted from the 
countryside of Palestine (and, as noted earlier, from the Hawran region of 
Syria) to jobs in the citrus groves, the ports, urban construction, and pub
lic works sites. Government statistics still classified some two-thirds of 
Palestinian Muslims as dependent on agriculture, but growing numbers 
of peasants now spent at least part of the year working for wages in the 
citrus groves and in the burgeoning coastal cities.49

The prosperity which the Yishuv enjoyed between 1932 and 1935 un- , 
dermined the Histadrut's struggle for Hebrew labor. An abundant supply 
of Arab workers kept wages low and made it difficult for Jewish workers 
to compete for unskilled jobs in agriculture (especially citriculture), the 1 
railways, public works, the ports, and urban construction. At the same 1 

time, despite the Histadrut's exhortations, relatively few Jewish workers, , 
whether newcomers or veterans, were willing to forsake relatively well- ' 
paying jobs in construction, services, or industry in the towns and cities
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I for poorly paid and difficult work in the citrus groves, or for that matter 
! in the ports and on the railways. As a result, Arab employment in Jewish- 

owned citrus groves and at urban construction sites expanded rather dra- 
/ matically in the 1932-35 period. In the late 1920s high urban Jewish un

employment had provided the Histadrut with an effective weapon in the 
struggle for Hebrew labor. By contrast, the economic expansion of the 
early 1930s made the conquest of labor much more difficult. This did not 
stop the Histadrut from trying; but as we will see, it was not until political 
conditions changed dramatically in 1936 that the Histadrut would be able 
to achieve even partially the goals it had dreamed of for so long.

A R A B  W O R K E R S ,  T H E  H I S T A D R U T ,  A N D  T H E  P A W S

When Agassi arrived in Haifa in the summer of 1932 to take up his new 
post as the Histadrut's chief organizer of Arab workers, the Haifa Work
ers' Council had already taken under its wing a core group of some eighty 
Arab port workers. Other groups of Arab workers soon began to approach 
Agassi and Hushi to seek their assistance in organizing and negotiating 
with employers. These workers were not necessarily unfamiliar with labor 

I organizing and trade unionism; some had had previous contacts with the 
PAWS, which had been present (if not always very active) in Haifa since 
1925. But impressed by the Histadrut's intervention on behalf of the 

I lightermen, they hoped to benefit from the Jewish labor movement's ap
parent wealth, power, and effectiveness. The following case illustrates 
some of the circumstances in which Arab workers approached the Hista
drut at this early stage, as well as some of the complexities which always 
characterized its interactions with Arab workers.

In July 1932, a delegation of skilled construction workers employed by 
1 the contractor cAziz Khayyat on a large project at the Iraq Petroleum 
I Company installation and the nearby Customs Office appeared at the 
I Haifa Workers' Council. The 150 skilled and unskilled workers for whom 

the delegates spoke worked twelve and a half hours a day, including an 
hour off for lunch. Unhappy with this extremely long workday, the forty 
or so stonecutters working at the site had consulted the PAWS, of which 
some of them had been or still were members, and on its advice had in
formed Khayyat that they would henceforth work no more than eight 
hours a day. To this Khayyat replied that he had no work for anyone 

/ unwilling to labor twelve and a half hours a day. The stonecutters walked 
off the site, in effect declaring a strike, but rather than post pickets and
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publicize their struggle they simply found other jobs elsewhere, so that 
Khayyat was able to replace them without difficulty.

The PAWS failed to take any further action, suggesting only that the 
remaining workers hand over membership dues and join up. The scaffold 
erectors employed at the site, still dissatisfied, met, announced that they 
too wanted an eight-hour day, and elected one of their number, a man 
named Jurji ("George"), as their representative. But when Khayyat fired 
Jurji and threatened the rest of them with dismissal, they backed down. It 
was at this point that the scaffold workers accepted the advice of the one 
Jew among them, a Histadrut member, to turn to the Haifa Workers' 
Council for help. Hushi told the workers that the stonecutters, the PAWS, 
and the scaffold workers had gone about it all wrong: one could not go on 
strike without proper preparations, and if one did launch a strike one 
didn't just find another job somewhere else. After the scolding, Hushi 
offered to have their one Jewish coworker approach Khayyat and threaten 
a strike if Jurji was not rehired. Hushi also asked the workers to contact \ 
the PAWS and convey the Haifa Workers' Council's desire for coopera- f 
tion.

Three days later the delegation returned and told Hushi and Agassi 
that the PAWS leaders had refused to cooperate with the Histadrut, be- | 
cause the latter was a "Zionist organization which wants a strike so that j  
it can remove the Arab workers from this workplace in order to replace 
them with Jews, just as [according to the secretary of the PAWS] the 
Histadrut had done after the lightermen's strike at the port of Haifa." 
Happily for the Histadrut, an Arab lighterman was on hand to deny this 
accusation, although as we have seen the allegation was in fact not entirely 
inaccurate. Taking the initiative, Hushi and Agassi sent two letters di
rectly to the PAWS, suggesting that either the PAWS declare a strike, 
with the Histadrut's support, or that the two organizations meet and plan 
a strike together. There was no reply, and the refusal of the PAWS to 
cooperate with the Histadrut made the latter look reasonable.

However, the Histadrut was unable to take advantage of these circum- ) 
stances, because just as the Arab building workers had contacted both the j 
PAWS and the Histadrut to achieve their ends, they had also appealed for S 
help to the British authorities, in the person of the local District Commis-/ 
sioner, the chief British administrator in that part of Palestine. The Com
missioner rejected the workers' demand for an eight-hour day, insisting 
that Palestine was not like England or other European countries, but he 
did secure the agreement of Khayyat and other contractors to reduce the
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workday by one hour, to eleven and a half hours. Some of the building 
workers favored accepting this proposal, while others rejected it as inade
quate. We do not know for certain how things ultimately turned out, but 
because there is no further evidence of unrest among this particular group 
of workers it seems likely that most if not all of them ultimately accepted 
Khayyat's offer or quietly found jobs elsewhere.50

What we do know about this incident nonetheless tells us some im
portant things about relations among Arab workers, the Histadrut, and 
the Palestine Arab Workers' Society. For one, it suggests it is not at all 
useful or accurate to characterize Arab workers who were not unaware of 
the Histadrut's Zionist commitments yet nonetheless chose to cooperate 
with the Histadrut and its emissaries as gullible dupes. As we will see in 
other cases as well, Arab workers possessed a capacity for agency, for 
making their own sense of complex situations, and for acting to further 
their interests as they saw them, though their perceptions and actions did 
not necessarily coincide with those of middle- or upper-class nationalists. 
They were often willing, or more precisely compelled, to seek the help of 
any organization, institution, or individual that might help them in their 
grossly unequal battle with their employers, including even Zionists or 
officials of the colonial state, whose intervention they not infrequently 
sought when they thought it might be of some use. Hence the inadequacy 
of labeling such interactions simply as instances of "manipulation" or 
even "collaboration," as if these terms were not embedded in a particular 
nationalist discourse and did not themselves require elucidation and con- 
textualization. I will return to this issue later.

This episode also helps us understand the PAWS' attitude towar^ the 
Histadrut more clearly. In Chapter 4 I showed that while the leader's of 
the Arab railway workers who constituted the core of the PAWS were 
willing to work with the Histadrut as the representative of the Jewish 
railway workers, they adamantly rejected the right of the Histadrut to 
recruit or represent Arab railway workers. The case of the building work
ers demonstrates that the PAWS applied the same principle in other sec
tors as well. Thus, in its efforts to recruit Arab workers in Haifa, the 
Palestine Labor League had always to contend with the hostility and ri
valry of the PAWS, which though small and weak was very much part of 
the local labor scene. Wherever the PLL developed ties with Arab workers 
and sought to represent them in a labor dispute, the PAWS was sure to 
show up, denounce the PLL as Zionist, try to take charge of handling the 
dispute, and seek to recruit the workers involved. The workers themselves 
seem to have been aware of this rivalry and were sometimes able to take



Arab Workers and the Histadrut / 205

advantage of it in ways that pleased neither the Histadrut nor the PAWS.
In its rivalry with the PAWS, the PLL had some important advantages. 

Backed as it was by the Histadrut, whose achievements in winning higher 
wages for Jewish workers and building up a powerful network of eco
nomic, social, cultural, and political institutions and enterprises were plain < 
to see, it seemed to offer Arab workers a stronger position from which to 
bargain with employers, useful connections, and access to a broad range] 
of services. The PAWS sought to counter these advantages by developing < 
its own connections with nonworker personalities, particularly locally 
prominent lawyers, who could bargain on the workers' behalf from a posi
tion of relative equality and impunity. One of these lawyers was Hanna 
‘Asfur, who served as the PAWS' legal counselor for much of the 1930s 
and 1940s. Born in Shafa cAmr in 1902, ‘Asfur attended schools in Pales
tine and Lebanon, held a clerical job at the Palestine Railways, and then 
served as a court translator in Haifa. He graduated from a local law school 
and opened his own office in Haifa in 1929.51 Later other lawyers, linked 
to different factions within the Palestinian Arab elite and nationalist 
movement, would develop ties with various segments of the fledgling 
Arab labor movement.

The Histadrut frequently denounced these lawyers as self-interested 
and opportunistic outsiders, contrasting their role in some of the Arab 
unions with the purported independence of the Jewish unions, led by au
thentic workers. This depiction was not altogether inaccurate: some of 
these outsiders, like Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani in 19 3 1 and Fakhri al-Nasha- 
shibi a few years later, did try to use the labor movement as a base from 
which to further their political ambitions. But from the standpoint of the 
rank and file Arab workers and the leaders of a weak Arab labor move
ment, they could often be quite useful allies, and the workers who ran the 
PAWS may have seen themselves as "using" these lawyers and notables 
every bit as much as the latter were exploiting the workers. Moreover, 
the Histadrut's claim to be an independent labor movement interested 
only in benefiting the workers was belied by an easily observable fact. 
The PAWS could and did point to the Histadrut's status as a central insti
tution of the Zionist project, whose ultimate goal was the creation in Pal
estine of a Jewish majority and the country's transformation into a Jewish 
state. It also pointed out the obvious contradiction between the Hista
drut's professed commitment to worker solidarity across national lines on 
the one hand, and on the other its unrelenting struggle for Hebrew labor, j 
which often meant, or was taken to mean, displacing Arabs from their 
jobs. As the case of the building workers outlined above makes clear, at
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tacking the Histadrut on these grounds was not automatically effective: 
Arab workers might choose to ignore the appeal of nationalism and work 
with the Histadrut, or even join the PLL, if they felt it was to their advan
tage. But the Zionist commitment of the Histadrut, and by extension the 
PLL, gave the PAWS and later other Arab labor organizations a potent 
weapon.

While its contacts with the building workers did not result in a sus
tained relationship, the PLL did in the summer and fall of 1932 develop 
ties with other groups of Arab workers in Haifa. The case of seven Arab 
workers at a Haifa bakery is typical. These workers approached their em
ployer (a member of the city's small German community) to seek a reduc
tion in their workweek from eighty or eighty-five hours to sixty, a wage 
increase (from £P3 to £P3-5 a month), and free bread, as was the custom 
at other bakeries; when he refused, they turned to the PLL and joined its 
newly formed union for Arab workers employed in European-style baker
ies. Though the PLL cautioned them against hasty action, the owner's 
intransigence and abusiveness ultimately led the workers to strike. Hushi 
and Agassi saw this as a test case: in a letter to the Histadrut executive 
committee, they insisted that "on this occasion, the first instance of an 
organized strike by Arab workers connected with it, the Histadrut must 
demonstrate its organizational power, the solidarity of its members, and 
its readiness to stand by the Arab worker and help him materially and 
morally." The Haifa Workers' Council provided the workers with strike 
pay and issued a Hebrew-language leaflet to publicize their cause. But 
the bakery owner brought in strikebreakers, Haifa's German community 
supported him (rendering a consumer boycott ineffective), and the strike 
ended in failure. When the workers could not find new jobs, the Haifa 
Workers' Council helped them organize a cooperative bakery. However, 
within a few months internal conflicts led to the transformation of the 
cooperative into a private business. The small PLL-affiliated union of bak
ery workers survived this failure, but only barely.52

In October 1932, the General Workers' Club in Haifa was reopened 
after half a year's hiatus. It was intended to serve as a meeting place and 
cultural center for the workers organized into trade unions under the aus
pices of the PLL, and a framework within which individual workers not 
yet organized into unions could associate. In a report to the Histadrut 
leadership on activities among Arab workers in Haifa, the lack of an 
Arabic-language organ which would carry and reinforce the PLL's mes
sage received special emphasis. There was, the report noted, a reading 
room at the club which featured Egyptian illustrated weeklies and the
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Cairo daily al-Ahram; but "the Palestinian Arab press is out of the ques
tion, because it is likely only to poison the minds of the [Arab] work
ers."53 The PLL also established a cell among the workers of the Vacuum 
Oil Company in Haifa and made contact with various groups of workers 
in Jaffa and Tel Aviv. Among the latter were drivers, mostly Greek Ortho
dox and Armenian, who had organized independently of Hasan Sidqi al- 
Dajani's organization.54

T H E  N E S H E R  Q U A R R Y  W O R K E R S

The most important and best publicized struggle in which the PLL was 
involved in this period was at the quarry attached to the Nesher cement 
factory at Yagur (Yajur) on the outskirts of Haifa. As I discussed in Chap
ter 2, Nesher had been the site of a series of important struggles in 1924- 
25. At the factory itself, still Palestine's only producer of Portland cement, 
the principle of Hebrew labor was strictly observed, with the Jewish work
ers earning 30 to 35 piastres for an eight-hour workday. The quarry con
cession, however, was in the hands of a Palestinian Arab contractor, Mus- 
bah al-Shaqifi, who employed only Arabs; by the early 1930s these were 
recruited mainly from villages in the area. The Histadrut had never been 
happy about the employment of Arabs at the quarry but had been unable 
to do much about it. The quarry workers received 8 to 12  piastres for a 1 
workday of twelve or thirteen hours, low even by the miserable standard 
for unskilled manual labor in Palestine at the time. They lived in com
pany-owned shacks at the work site while their families remained behind 
in their home villages, and they were compelled to buy their groceries at J 
inflated prices from a store owned by the contractor.

At the end of September 1932 al-Shaqifi announced a wage cut and I 
some 150 quarry workers, pressed beyond the limits of endurance, went ) 
on strike. Their main demands were a nine-hour workday, a daily wage j 
of 15  piastres, and the closing of the employer-owned store. The strikers 
immediately contacted the Nesher-Yagur Workers' Council, which not 
only had never previously sought to organize the Arab quarry workers 
but in principle opposed their employment, and asked it to negotiate on 
their behalf. When al-Shaqifi refused to make any concessions, local His
tadrut officials, with the support of headquarters in Tel Aviv, organized 
picket lines, held daily meetings, and sent strikers to the villages from 
which they had come to spread word of the strike and warn off potential 
strikebreakers. Though they believed that this was a strike which had to 
be won, Histadrut officials at Yagur confessed that it had caused "confu
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sion" among the Jewish workers in the factory itself. For some of the 
latter the quarry strike seemed a golden opportunity to introduce Jewish 
workers into the quarry, and it was not clear whether or not the Jewish 
factory workers would refuse to accept materials quarried by any strike
breakers the contractor might bring in. To Histadrut officials' relief, how
ever, Nesher's management kept to its previously arranged schedule and 
shut down the cement factory for the holidays just a few days after the 
quarry strike began, thereby avoiding conflict between the Arab and Jew
ish workers.

The PAWS responded to the Histadrut's involvement by sending rep
resentatives out from Haifa to ask the strikers to sever their connection 
with the Jewish organization, but they were unsuccessful. When the con
tractor sent one of his clerks to offer a small wage increase, he was set 
upon by the strikers and was spared a beating thanks only to the interven
tion of a Histadrut official. The strikers' large numbers, their solidarity, 
and the support they received from the Histadrut deterred al-Shaqifi from 
trying to bring in strikebreakers, and after eighteen days he was com
pelled to offer more substantial concessions to end the strike. The work
day was reduced to nine hours, the daily wage was raised to 12.5 piastres, 
with a further raise to 15 piastres promised after three months, and the 
workers would henceforth be free to spend their wages wherever they 
wished. Al-Shaqifi was also forced to negotiate with the workers' elected 
committee (but not the Histadrut) and to agree to the establishment of a 
committee composed of representatives of labor and management which 
would resolve future disputes. Out of the strike there emerged an organi
zation of some 140 Nesher quarry workers allied with the Histadrut.55

This victory proved short-lived, however: al-Shaqifi had no intention 
of respecting the agreement he had been compelled to sign and quickly 
moved to regain the upper hand. In an effort to undermine the Histadrut's 
influence over his employees, he hired a large number of new workers 
and got them signed up as members of the PAWS. It is not known 
whether PAWS leaders were entirely happy to play this role, but they 
were certainly anxious to eliminate the PLL's base among the Nesher 
quarry workers. In the months that followed, al-Shaqifi favored the newly 
hired PAWS members while harassing the veteran workers who belonged 
to the PLL. This campaign reached its high point in April 1933: when the 
130 PLL-affiliated workers at Nesher returned to work after having spent 
a holiday in their home villages, they found that al-Shaqifi had replaced 
them. He offered to take them back on condition that they purchase the 
implements they needed for work with their own money and submit to a
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medical examination at their own expense. When they refused, al-Shaqifi 
locked them out. Picket lines went up, but with the help of the police and 
the cooperation of the workers affiliated with the PAWS al-Shaqifi was 
able to keep the quarry operating.

The Histadrut weighed in on the PLL's side by authorizing the seventy 
Jewish workers employed at a department of the cement factory connected 
with the quarry to refuse to handle materials supplied by workers they 
defined as strikebreakers. In a statement defending their case published in ' 
Filastin, the Arab strikers denounced al-Shaqifi's many abuses and ex
pressed their appreciation for the Jewish workers' solidarity.56 Given the 
circumstances, the Histadrut's action was probably not motivated by soli
darity alone. The struggle at Nesher now pitted those workers who be
longed to the PLL against al-Shaqifi (and behind him Nesher's manage
ment) and the workers who supported the PAWS. The influence of the 
PLL and the Histadrut at this large and important workplace was at stake, 
and it would not bode well for the Histadrut's reputation and its ability 
to organize Arab workers elsewhere if an Arab employer allied with the 
strongest Arab labor union succeeded in driving the PLL out.

The struggle at Nesher dragged on inconclusively for some six weeks. 
For most of that period al-Shaqifi refused to negotiate, and for a time he 
even went into hiding in Nazareth in order to avoid pressure to begin 
talks. Nesher management initially denied that the strike was its affair, 
but ultimately it compelled al-Shaqifi to negotiate by threatening to can
cel his contract for the quarry. The police seem to have cooperated with 
al-Shaqifi by protecting the nonstriking workers while harassing and ar
resting picketers and strike leaders. At one point the police even arrested 
Eliyahu Agassi after an informer swore that Agassi had given him a pistol; 
fortunately for Agassi, he was able to provide a credible alibi and was 
released. At the beginning of May 1933 the Histadrut agreed to end the 
strike, with all outstanding issues to be referred for arbitration to a British 
official. The arbitrator ordered that the contractor restore almost all of the 
strikers to their jobs and later ruled in favor of the strikers on some of 
their economic demands, but he did not require al-Shaqifi to recognize 
the PLL as their bargaining agent.

During the strike, the Histadrut leadership came under fire from both ' 
the Palestine Communist Party and Po'alei Tziyon Smol. The former in
sisted in leaflets that the Zionist Histadrut was once again betraying the 
Arab and Jewish workers alike and called for an independent strike com
mittee which would lead a joint struggle to equalize Arab and Jewish 
wages. Po'alei Tziyon Smol publications complained that the Histadrut {
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was not aggressive enough: instead of focusing on improving the workers' 
wages and working conditions, it had given priority to the more modest 
goal of getting the locked-out workers reinstated. It seems clear that the 
Histadrut very much wanted to hold on to its base at the Nesher quarry, 
but its commitment there also seems to have had limits beyond which it 
hesitated to venture. In any event, the strike of April-May 1933 marked 
the beginning of the end of the PLL's influence at Nesher. Over the fol
lowing months harassment and firings by al-Shaqifi, who ignored most 
of the arbitrator's rulings, along with pressure from the PAWS, destroyed 
the PLL's local base, and its organization of quarry workers disinte
grated.57

The PAWS did not fare much better. In January 1936 it led a one-week 
strike of Nesher quarry workers against the same oppressive contractor, 
Musbah al-Shaqifi, demanding that wages be raised to 16 piastres for an 
eight-hour day, that the system of heavy fines for infractions of work 
rules be abolished, that al-Shaqifi's harassment of the workers come to an 
end, and that the workers be allowed to live wherever they wished. This 
last demand reflected the workers' long-standing desire to live not in 
company-owned barracks but with their families, hitherto compelled to 
remain behind in their home villages. Al-Shaqifi signed an agreement 
with the PAWS but as in the past failed to honor it. Another very brief 
strike therefore erupted in mid-February 1936, and then yet another at 
the end of that month, as the 325 quarry workers tried to force al-Shaqifi 
to pay what was in fact still a substandard wage of 16  piastres a day and 
grant some reduction in their fourteen-hour workday. This last strike 
dragged on until mid-March, but it too ended inconclusively. As I discuss 
in Chapter 6, the general strike that erupted in April 1936 would finally 
make possible the realization of the Histadrut's long-standing goal of 
achieving Hebrew labor at the Nesher quarry, just as it would at Haifa 
harbor.58

T H E  P L L  I N  H A I F A

During this same period, the PLL also developed links with other groups 
of Arab workers in and around Haifa, including stevedores at the port and 
barrel makers at Shell Oil, as well as with workers in Acre and Nazareth.59 
These relationships were all short-lived, however, and neither the fledg
ling Harbor Workers' Union nor the other workplace-based nuclei estab
lished in 1932 succeeded in transforming themselves into stable trade 
union organizations. In fact, the PLL was never really able to consolidate
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a stable base of support among Arab workers. Apart from a very small 
number of loyal members in various trades, its relationships with any 
specific group of workers never lasted for more than a few months before 
fading away. The sites at which it was active were always shifting, and 
whatever continuity the PLL possessed as an organization in Haifa was 
imparted by Eliyahu Agassi and Abba Hushi.

As we have seen, the PLL's efforts in Haifa were often hindered or 
undermined by the PAWS, which while only sporadically capable of tak
ing the initiative nonetheless did its best to intervene wherever the PLL 
was active and keep its pro-Zionist rival away from the Arab workers 
whom it saw as its exclusive constituency. In this struggle, sometimes (as 
at Nesher) waged in temporary alliance with Arab employers, the PAWS 
could make effective use of the argument that the Histadrut was really 
seeking to push Arab workers out of their jobs and replace them with 
Jews. Histadrut officials also blamed the Jewish communists for the PLL's 
lack of success, seeing them as traitors always on the lookout for opportu
nities to disseminate their anti-Zionist poison and mislead naive Arab 
workers. There is little doubt that the communists did seek to undermine 
the Histadrut's efforts to organize Arab workers, but the party's weak
ness, and the wariness with which most Arab workers regarded commu
nism, suggest that the PLL's difficulties cannot really be accounted for by 
communist sabotage.60

Another significant factor in the PLL's inability to consolidate a stable 
base was the character and circumstances of the Arab working class in 
Palestine at the time, which of course also hindered the organizing efforts 
of the PAWS and other Arab unions. Many if not most of the workers 
with whom the PLL came into contact in 1932-33 were relatively recent 
recruits to the urban wage-earning workforce, peasants who found it diffi
cult to support themselves and their families in their villages and were 
attracted to the rapidly growing towns by the availability of jobs there. 
They were largely illiterate or semiliterate, and many of them retained 
close ties with village life and the agrarian economy. At Haifa harbor and 
at Nesher, for example, much of the work was seasonal, and in the slack 
season workers would usually return to their home villages. Because 
much of the urban labor force was unskilled there was also high turnover, 
which made it very difficult to create stable organizations. Unskilled 
workers at some site who had developed a connection with the PLL (or 
the PAWS) might well move on after a few months, to be replaced by 
new workers who had no such ties. The abundance of cheap unskilled 
labor also made it easy for employers to dismiss troublesome workers,

/
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combat the growth of trade unions, and find strikebreakers when neces
sary. Moreover, while these workers were often quick to go on strike, 
they were much less interested in paying dues, attending meetings, or 

1 submitting to organizational discipline. As for skilled workers, as the case 
of cAziz Khayyat in June 1932 showed, during good times when their 
skills were in demand they might find it to their advantage simply to 

| leave an oppressive employer and hire on elsewhere rather than assume 
l the costs and risks of involvement with a trade union.
I But the PLL's lack of success is also attributable to the low priority 
j assigned to organizing Arab workers by the Histadrut's leadership and 
1 membership. The resources at the disposal of the PLL were miniscule; in 
j effect, Agassi was the PLL, as the organization did not really exist outside 
( Haifa before the end of 1933. Even there Abba Hushi had many other 

responsibilities as secretary of the Haifa Workers' Council and could de
vote only a small proportion of his time to Arab affairs. Scarcity of re- 

1 sources dictated that the PLL operate in a purely reactive manner. As a 
| rule, Agassi and Hushi would wait until they were approached by some 
1 group of Arab workers who were already discontented and organized 
• enough to take the initiative, and only then would the PLL and Histadrut 

become involved, intervene on their behalf, and try to sign them up.
It is perhaps understandable that Agassi should have felt that his time 

was best spent maintaining and developing links with groups of Arab 
workers who had already begun to organize themselves or had actually 
gone on strike, rather than trying to organize workers who had not yet 
indicated a clear interest in action. This approach maximized the limited 
funding and staff resources available to the PLL. However, the PLL's reac
tive stance, competition from the PAWS (and later other Arab trade 
unions), and the unfamiliarity with organization, high turnover, and vul
nerability of the Arab workers it was seeking to reach, made it difficult to 
create a solid core of members, much less a cadre of Arab trade union 
organizers who could eventually work on their own. In numerous cases, 
Arab workers came to Agassi and Hushi after having already declared a 
strike, and Hushi was constantly scolding Arab strikers for what he saw 
as their impetuousness and their failure to prepare adequately before do- 

| ing so. The Histadrut often found itself leading strikes under circum- 
I stances which did not allow much room for maneuver or much prospect 
‘ of victory. But even when workers achieved some short-term gains from 
| the Histadrut's intervention, an organizational connection with the PLL 
■ did not necessarily follow; and even when the PLL succeeded in organizing



workers who approached it for help during a strike, the new PLL cell 
rarely lasted for long.

The parties to MAPAI's left were not hesitant about denouncing the 
Histadrut leadership for the PLL's rather poor showing. In March 1933 
Po'alei Tziyon Smol warned of the consequences of MAPAI's failures: 
"Thousands of Arab workers in the government sector, in the citrus 
groves, in construction and crafts, in the municipal and international sec
tor will rise up, emancipate themselves and organize despite all the obsta
cles. With us, if we bring them into our camp as equals; without us and 
against us, if we stand apart or become an obstacle to their organiza
tion."61 While Hashomer Hatza'ir denounced Po'alei Tziyon Smol's ap
proach as a "serious danger to the realization of proletarian Zionism," it 
too criticized MAPAI's insistence on total Hebrew labor, its policy zigzags, 
its undemocratic domination of a bureaucratized Histadrut and its failure 
to pursue joint organization with the seriousness it deserved.62 Not sur
prisingly, the PCP went much further in its denunciation of the Histadrut:

After strangling strikes by Arab workers, the Histadrut's leaders are try
ing to channel a small number of Arab workers into a Histadrut organiza- * 
tion. The purpose of the PLL, which has been resurrected in Haifa, as well / 
as of the International Union of Railway Workers, is to organize a certain j 
portion of Arab workers in an organization whose function is to provide j 
the Histadrut's efforts at conquest [of labor] an internationalist cover, and 
to divert the Arab worker from the path of establishing his own class orga
nization in order to hitch him to the cart of chauvinism and Zionism.63

The Histadrut leadership was accustomed to such attacks, which MA- 
PAI's domination of the Zionist labor movement allowed it to ignore for 
the most part. But the PLL's apparent inability to establish a durable base 
in Haifa, and especially its failure at Nesher, the most important struggle 
in which it had been engaged so far, led to a decline in its activity in that 
city, and the enthusiasm and sense of possibility which had characterized 
the PLL's work there in the summer of 1932 evaporated. By the spring of 
1933 funds for Arab work were again virtually exhausted; Yehuda Burla 
had left his post as secretary of the Histadrut's Arab Department; and by 
November Abba Hushi was reduced to threatening the Histadrut execu
tive committee that he would terminate his efforts to organize Arab work
ers in Haifa unless the Histadrut provided adequate funding and gave 
some serious attention to this project. The rent on the Haifa club was by 
then three months in arrears and the landlord was about to shut it down. 
The Histadrut seems to have come through with some money and the
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club remained open, but the PLL continued to stagnate through 1934, 
claiming no more than 200 members scattered among small workplaces in 
and around Haifa.64

A R A B  W O R K E R S  A N D  H E B R E W  L A B O R  I N  T H E  M O S H A V O T

As we will see, the PLL would soon strike roots in another urban center, 
Jaffa. But before that a strike by Arab agricultural workers attracted wide
spread public attention and sparked an intense debate within the labor- 
Zionist movement over Hebrew labor and policies toward Arab workers, 
especially agricultural workers. Early in June 1934 some 250 Arab work
ers in the citrus groves in and around the moshava of Nes Tziyona, on 
the coastal plain west of Ramla, went on strike against both Arab and 
Jewish farmers to secure an increase in their wages from 12  to 17  piastres 
a day. Some of the strikers were Palestinians, but many were migrant 
laborers from Egypt and the Hawran, attracted to Palestine by the coun
try's relative prosperity and higher wage levels. Po'alei Tziyon Smol ac
tivists in the moshava immediately contacted the strikers and offered their 
support. Anxious to head off its rival on the left, the Histadrut leadership 
quickly dispatched Eliyahu Agassi and other MAPAI loyalists to the scene 
to find out what was going on and take charge.

The Nes Tziyona strike, and a number of similar strikes that erupted 
at Petah Tikva and other moshavot soon thereafter, confronted the Hista
drut with a dilemma. That spring the Histadrut had launched a new round 
in its campaign to pressure Jewish farmers to employ only Jewish workers, 
focused on the citrus groves in and around Kfar Saba. This campaign in 
the countryside was later to be supplemented by a renewed effort to en
force Hebrew labor in the cities, especially in construction. The Histadrut 
justified this renewed offensive by claiming that the boom in citrus culti
vation had brought many more Arab workers from Palestine, Egypt, and 
the Hawran into this sector, but it also had roots in political struggles 
between MAPAI and its rivals within the Yishuv. The campaign was not, 
however, going very well: despite picketing, harassment, and heavy politi
cal and moral pressure the farmers were resisting the Histadrut's demand 
that they replace their Arab workers with Jews. Moreover, with easier 
and better-paying urban jobs relatively plentiful, the Histadrut found it 
impossible to mobilize sufficient numbers of Jews to move to the mosha
vot and replace Arabs in the citrus groves, even though Jewish workers 
earned up to twice as much as Arab workers.
* In this context, Histadrut leaders feared that support for the Nes Tzi-
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yona strike might imply recognition of the right of Arab workers to em
ployment in the Jewish sector, which would undermine the struggle for 
Hebrew labor. However, open opposition to the strike and a move to dis
place the strikers would damage the Histadrut's reputation, bolster MA- 
PAI's opposition on the left, and strengthen the Arab nationalist move
ment, which made considerable political capital out of the Histadrut's 
Hebrew labor campaign. As a result, though the Histadrut executive com
mittee decided (with much ambivalence) to endorse the Nes Tziyona 
strike, publish a leaflet supporting it, and contribute money for a strike 
fund, these decisions do not seem to have been implemented. This led 
Hashomer Hatza'ir and Po'alei Tziyon Smol members to charge that MA
PAI, which controlled the Histadrut apparatus as well as the Nes Tziyona 
Workers' Council, had once again failed to honor its promise to support a 
strike by Arab workers. The strike seems to have petered out in a rather 
disorganized manner after a week or so, with some of the workers winning 
a wage increase and returning to their jobs while others found work else
where. A number of the Arab workers at Nes Tziyona subsequently 
formed their own organization which alternately approached the Hista
drut and Arab labor organizations linked to the nationalist movement for 
support, suggesting once again that Arab workers were quite capable of 
maneuvering in their own perceived interest.65

The wave of strikes in the moshavot and its aftermath again put the 
question of the Histadrut's policy toward Arab agricultural workers on the 
organization's agenda. The question was extensively discussed when 
the Histadrut council convened in August 1934. Dov Hoz, speaking for the 
Histadrut's MAPAI majority, defended his party's position on joint orga
nization. "We must," he argued, "refrain from activity of a missionary 
character."

It is very easy to excite groups of Arabs. In their excitement, lacking 
knowledge and experience, they are ready to rally to any flag and later to 
go over to another camp. In this regard the experience of the Nes Tziyona 
strike is instructive. The Nes Tziyona strikers came to an agreement with 
us. Then they published a letter in the Arab newspapers that they had bro
ken with us. And then they came to us again and said that the letter was 
only "politics." In the meantime a club linked with the Arab Executive has 
been formed.

Claiming that most of the strikers at Nes Tziyona were migrant laborers 
from outside Palestine, Hoz argued that such workers posed a threat not 
only to the struggle for Hebrew labor but to Palestinian Arab workers as 
well. He insisted that priority be given to the struggle for Hebrew labor,
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though he acknowledged the need to intensify the Histadrut's work 
among Arabs and proposed the creation of a permanent committee which 
would direct and develop the organization's activities in this sphere.66

Hashomer Hatza'ir sought to distance itself from both MAPAI's de
mand for "100 percent Hebrew labor" and Po'alei Tziyon Smol's outright 
rejection of the struggle for Hebrew labor. It proposed that the Histadrut 
commit itself not only to preserving the jobs of the "permanent" Arab 
workers in the moshavot, by which it meant workers originating from 
within Palestine who had worked for at least two years in one place, but 
also to organizing them, along with Arab workers in the cities. In its view 
the strikes in the moshavot marked the beginning of a new period in 
which the organization of Arab workers would become even more essen
tial for the long-term success of the labor-Zionist enterprise. Po'alei Tzi
yon Smol's delegates to the Histadrut council ridiculed Hashomer Hat- 
za'ir's formulaic attempt at a compromise on the question of Hebrew 
labor, arguing that it was impossible to impose an artificial distinction 
between "permanent" and "temporary" workers, organizing the former 
while trying to displace the latter and get Hawranis expelled from the 
country. This party's leaders reiterated their call for a Histadrut which 
would be open to, and actively seek to recruit, all the workers in Palestine, 
including even the migrants from the Hawran, and noted that if the Arab 
workers were inclining toward nationalism, they were only following 
MAPAI's example: "You want the Arab worker to understand why you 
are allowed to collaborate with the Va'ad Le’umi [which included repre
sentatives of bourgeois parties], but he is forbidden to collaborate with the 
Arab Executive?"

Both Po'alei Tziyon Smol and Hashomer Hatza'ir threatened that if 
the Histadrut did not take Arab work seriously, they themselves would 
take the initiative. It was in part to forestall this possibility that the reso
lution endorsed by the council's MAPAI majority declared that Arab work 
should be intensified under the guidance of a new Histadrut committee. 
The council also insisted that only the Histadrut had the right to organize 
Arab workers, though it avoided any explicit commitment to the organi
zation of Arab workers in the moshavot. A month later, in September 
1934, the Histadrut executive committee formally established a commit
tee on Arab affairs to guide its work in this arena. Despite Hashomer 
Hatza'ir's objections Po'alei Tziyon Smol was excluded from participation, 
and only one member of Hashomer Hatza'ir (Ya'akov Riftin, a leader of 
the movement's left wing) was appointed. The others were all MAPAI 
members: Dov Hoz, Abba Hushi, David Hacohen (director of the Hista-
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drut's Contracting Office, which carried out construction and infrastruc- | 
ture projects as well as public works projects on government tenders), | 
Natac Harpaz, and Reuven Zaslani, a newcomer to this sphere of activity 
to whom I will return shortly. In keeping with his movement's perspec
tive, Riftin proposed an ambitious program to expand the Arab Depart
ment's work, including the organization of "permanent" Arab agricul- J 
tural workers in the moshavot into the PLL. But his MAPAI colleagues I 
on the new committee opposed organizing those workers because, as Ha- 
cohen put it, in the moshavot "I am fighting for my life against the Arab 
worker"—that is, to achieve Hebrew labor. It quickly became clear that 
the Histadrut's involvement with Arab workers was to have a strictly 
urban focus.67

T H E  D O C K W O R K E R S  O F  J A F F A

By the time this new committee was formed, the PLL's main arena of 
activity had shifted from Haifa to Jaffa, where the PLL had previously had ■ 
only limited contacts with Arab workers. This began to change when a 
group of workers employed at a Greek-owned leather factory near Jaffa 
approached the Histadrut for help and Agassi began to come down from 
Haifa to work with them. These leather workers eventually went on strike 
with Histadrut support, but the employer brought in strikebreakers and 
the strike was defeated. Some of the workers returned to their old jobs 
while others found work elsewhere. Among the latter was an Egyptian 
who had previously worked as a stevedore at Jaffa harbor and now re
turned there. Through him Agassi established contacts with Arab steve
dores and lightermen at the port of Jaffa who welcomed his willingness to 
help them seek redress of their grievances.

Jaffa's port remained important even after Haifa's new deepwater har
bor opened in 1933, especially as an outlet for Palestine's booming citrus 
exports. The Arab stevedores and lightermen who worked there, em
ployed through Arab labor contractors, were increasingly discontented 
and ripe for organization. Though paid a fixed daily wage, in the busy ) 
citrus export season the stevedores might be compelled to work up to | 
eighteen hours a day; they were therefore interested not only in a higher f 
daily wage but also in compensation for overtime. The lightermen re-  ̂
ceived not a daily wage but a share of the receipts of the boat on which 
they worked, which gave the boat owner or contractor for whom they 
worked control over their income and plenty of opportunity to short
change them. They wanted some reform of this system to make their
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income more predictable and enhance their control over how much they 
worked and earned. Both groups were engaged in dangerous work and 
suffered numerous accidents for which they were only rarely compen
sated by the employers.

At the same time, these workers, who were mostly Palestinians from 
Jaffa itself or from the towns and villages of the coastal plain and enjoyed 
some job security (though employment at the port fluctuated seasonally), 
saw their jobs and wages threatened by migrant workers coming from the 
Hawran (and to a lesser extent Egypt) who were attracted to Palestine by 
the country's relative prosperity and were taking over jobs at the port. 
The stevedores and lightermen hoped that by organizing themselves into 
a union they could protect their incomes from the downward pressure 
which the presence of these low-wage competitors posed and secure their 
jobs through enforcement of the principle of local preference in the alloca
tion of work. It was not only Jaffa port workers who in this period per
ceived a threat from low-wage migrants: in Haifa the PAWS sent a peti
tion to the government of Palestine protesting what it perceived as the 
flooding of the local labor market by Hawranis, who threatened the jobs 
and wages of Palestinian workers.68

The Histadrut shared this goal of excluding non-Palestinian Arabs, be
cause the exclusion of migrant workers would facilitate the struggle for 
Hebrew labor by keeping wages within Palestine relatively high. As I dis
cussed in relation to the debate over the Nes Tziyona strike, only Po'alei 
Tziyon Smol advocated extending the principle of proletarian internation
alism and joint organization to encompass even the Hawranis and Egyp
tians, and it did not carry much weight within the labor-Zionist move
ment. Though MAPAI and Hashomer Hatza'ir disagreed over whether 
Hebrew labor should be total or should exempt "permanent Arab work
ers," the two parties agreed that Hawrani and Egyptian migrant workers 
should be displaced, barred from entry into Palestine, and whenever possi
ble expelled. MAPAI leaders generally insisted that the Arabs of Palestine 
did not constitute a distinct nationality entitled to self-determination but 
were members of a larger Arab nation, and that it would therefore not be 
terribly unjust if they had to live within a Jewish state or were even reset
tled outside Palestine. With respect to the labor market, however, the His
tadrut found it expedient to stress the distinctiveness of Palestinian Arab 
identity and interests so as to keep out non-Jewish immigrants whose 
influx might hinder the realization of Zionist goals. In fact, the Histadrut 
tended to exaggerate the number of Hawranis and others "infiltrating" 
into Palestine, and it routinely declared Arabs employed at work sites



targeted for the conquest of labor to be non-Palestinians so as to justify 
their displacement.69

To attract the Jaffa stevedores and lightermen, the PLL opened a club 
near the port at which a Kupat Holim clinic operated; it also provided a ( 
loan fund and other services, among the most important of which was / 
legal assistance. The government of Palestine had enacted legislation re- ) 
quiring employers to compensate workers for work-related injuries, but 1 
few Arab workers knew about the law or possessed the means to take I 
advantage of it. The first cases in which Histadrut lawyers sued Arab em- \ 
ployers on behalf of injured Arab stevedores made a strong impression on *7 

Arab workers in Jaffa and enhanced the reputation of the PLL and the 
Histadrut there. By the fall of 1934 the PLL was claiming about one hun- \  
dred Jaffa stevedores as members of an affiliated union, and after lengthy 
negotiations some of the lightermen were also beginning to join. How- f 
ever, the fact that many port workers left Jaffa and returned to their home j 
villages during the slack season made it difficult to sustain the Jaffa Steve- J 
dores' union: it had in effect to be reestablished when the busy citrus 
export season began in the late fall. But for Histadrut officials the PLL's j* 
apparent success in organizing these workers made it possible to envision ; 
a situation in which, as one of them put it, "we will be the rulers in the 
port of Jaffa and will be able to do great things there, both politically and 
economically."70

Agassi began to visit Jaffa once a week to work with the lightermen \ 
and stevedores, while Histadrut leader Dov Hoz intervened on their behalf 
with the British officials who ran the port and sought support from dock- \ 
workers' unions in Britain. During 1934 Agassi also developed ties with 
cigarette workers at the Maspero factory in Jaffa and with weavers in the j 
town of al-Majdal, on the coast north of Gaza—today the exclusively Jew- ) 
ish city of Ashkelon in Israel. At that time al-Majdal was a major center 
of textile production; one correspondent called it (with great exaggeration) 
the "Lancashire of Palestine." About 1,000 men and 500 women were 
employed in numerous small workshops owned by some sixty loom own
ers. In August 1933 some 800 of these workers had gone on strike for an 
increase in their piece rate that amounted to only one additional piastre a 
day. The male weavers seem to have won their demand, though at the 
price of abandoning the female workers whose employers rejected any 
concession.71 It was during this strike that these weavers first sought to 
make contact with the Histadrut, rumors of whose strength and influence 
had apparently reached even far-off al-Majdal. A  delegation was dis
patched to Tel Aviv to seek the Histadrut's help but had ended up estab
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lishing contacts with Po'alei Tziyon Smol instead; it is possible that party 
activists conveyed to the weavers from al-Majdal that they were actually 
Histadrut officials. A year later, Agassi insisted on taking over these con
tacts and developing them on behalf of the Histadrut, which was as always 
nervous about Po'alei Tziyon Smol's relations with Arab workers (mainly 
through George Nassar and the small group he led) and determined to 
enforce the Histadrut's monopoly in this sphere. After a few visits to al- 
Majdal, Agassi and his colleagues decided that all they could offer was 
assistance in setting up a weavers' cooperative. Nothing came of this and 
contact with the al-Majdal weavers was eventually lost.

L A B O R  O R G A N I Z I N G  A N D  I N T E L L I G E N C E  W O R K

As the pace of PLL activity in Jaffa quickened in the summer of 1934, the 
Histadrut hired another staff employee to coordinate its Arab Department 
and work with Agassi. This was Reuven Zaslani, mentioned earlier as a 
member of the Histadrut's newly formed Arab Committee and perhaps 
better known under the name he would later adopt, Reuven Shilo’ah. He 
was born Reuven Zaslanski in Jerusalem in 1909, the son of a rabbi who 
was both orthodox and Zionist—a rare combination in Jerusalem in those 
days. In his teens he broke with his father's orthodoxy, studied drama, 
and joined the Hagana, the Yishuv's main paramilitary organization. In 
the late 1920s and early 1930s Zaslani was adopted into the labor-Zionist 
elite, developing close personal ties with Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi, his wife Rahel 
Yana’it, and three of their younger proteges: Dov Hoz, whom we have 
already encountered as a top Histadrut leader; Moshe Shertok (later 
Sharett), who in 1933 would succeed the murdered Hayyim Arlosoroff as 
director of the Jewish Agency's Political Department and would later serve 
as Israel's foreign minister (1948-56) and prime minister (1953-55); an(l 
Eliyahu Golomb (1893-1945), one of the founders and top commanders 
of the Hagana. (The three men would become relatives by marriage when 
Hoz and Golomb married Shertok's sisters.) In 1928 Zaslani began to 
study at the Hebrew University, concentrating on what in Israel is often 
still called mada'ei hamizrah—"Oriental studies"—including the Arabic 
language. But he remained active in the Hagana, placing his growing com
mand of Arabic at the service of its fledgling intelligence branch.72

Zaslani never finished his university degree. Instead, on the recom
mendation of Ben-Tzvi, who had just taken over as chair of the Va'ad 
Le’umi following MAPAI's victory in elections to the Yishuv's represen
tative assembly, Zaslani, not yet twenty-two years old, was sent to work
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as a teacher at a Jewish school in Baghdad. That at least was his cover, for 
while working as a teacher he also helped organize an underground Zion
ist youth movement and carried out propaganda and intelligence work for 
the Jewish Agency. In this latter capacity, under Shertok's supervision, 
Zaslani cultivated ties with prominent Iraqis, sought to win friends for 
Zionism in this key Arab country, and on at least one occasion exposed 
an Iraqi Jewish communist to the Iraqi authorities.

Zaslani's sojourn in Iraq between the summer of 19 31 and October 
1932 was one of the earliest efforts to initiate Zionist intelligence and 
propaganda work in the Arab world. It was also in keeping with a dimen
sion of the Histadrut's Arab work to which I have not devoted much at
tention thus far. For in addition to organizing Arab workers under labor- 
Zionist tutelage, Histadrut and other Zionist officials were also interested 
in influencing Arab public opinion both within Palestine and outside it. 
As early as 1930 Ben-Tzvi was speaking of "committees" which had been 
founded in Egypt and Syria to influence the local press, a goal which the 
Histadrut and Jewish Agency continued to pursue. A few years later, in 
1934, the Jewish Agency covertly provided funding to establish the Cairo- 
based Agence d'Orient news service as a means of influencing Arab public 
opinion. Zaslani's mission to Baghdad was part of the same project.73

Zaslani's effort to lay the foundations of a Zionist intelligence network 
in Arab countries outside Palestine was undertaken in cooperation with 
British intelligence. In fact, after his return from Baghdad Zaslani, with 
the approval of his superiors at the Hagana and the Jewish Agency, went 
to work as translator and secretary to the British officer in charge of the 
Royal Air Force's intelligence branch in Palestine. (The Royal Air Force 
had primary responsibility for intelligence in Palestine and the sur
rounding countries.) Zaslani thus served as the link between British intel
ligence on the one hand and the Hagana and the Yishuv's leadership on 
the other. In this period, despite sporadic tensions, Britain and the Zionist 
movement still saw each other as allies with common enemies—Arab na
tionalism in Palestine and elsewhere, and the communist movement, 
which was both anti-imperialist and anti-Zionist. Their intelligence agen
cies therefore sought to cooperate. It was apparently in the service of both 
these masters that Zaslani was again dispatched to Iraq in May 1934, ob- 
stensibly as a journalist employed by an English-language Palestinian 
newspaper. During this visit he traveled through Iraq's Kurdish regions. 
His main purpose seems to have been to survey Jewish communities in 
northern Iraq. But one may perhaps also discern in this trip another ele
ment which would later become a central pillar of Zionist and then Israeli
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regional strategy: support for and alliances with ethnic or religious minor
ities disaffected from or in conflict with Arab nationalist governments or 
forces, including the Kurds in Iraq, the southern Sudanese, and the Maro- 
nites in Lebanon.74

In July 1934 the Iraqi authorities, suspicious of this peripatetic Jewish 
"journalist" from Palestine, expelled Zaslani from the country. Upon his 
return to Tel Aviv he was appointed coordinator of the Hagana's Arab 
intelligence activities; at the same time his mentor Dov Hoz took him into 
the Histadrut apparatus as secretary of its Arab Department. This is the 
context in which, in the summer of 1934, Zaslani began to work with 
Eliyahu Agassi in developing ties with the Arab stevedores and light
ermen in Jaffa and with other groups of Arab workers in the area. Zas
lani's double life as labor organizer and intelligence operative is in a sense 
symptomatic of the contradiction at the heart of labor Zionism's policy 
and practice toward Arab workers in Palestine. As we will see, the contacts 
Zaslani and his colleagues established and the information they gathered 
through their day-to-day activities as labor organizers would prove of 
substantial benefit to the Zionist project, enhancing both the struggle for 
Hebrew labor and the Yishuv's intelligence and military capacities. Zas
lani's subsequent career was entirely in the field of intelligence: he contin
ued to play a central role in the intelligence apparatuses of the Hagana 
and the Yishuv and after 1948, under his new Hebrew name Reuven Shi- 
lo’ah, he organized and for a number of years presided over the new State 
of Israel's complex of domestic and foreign intelligence and security agen
cies. He remained a central figure in Israeli intelligence, foreign policy, 
and security circles until his death in 1959. Tel Aviv University named its 
center for Middle Eastern studies in his honor, though Makhon Shilo’ah 
("the Shilo’ah Institute") was later incorporated into the university's Da
yan Center.

A R A B  W O R K E R S  A N D  H E B R E W  L A B O R  Ilsf J A F F A

The PLL's successes in organizing Arab workers in Jaffa during 1934, es
pecially the dockworkers, alarmed Arab trade unionists and their non
worker nationalist allies and stimulated much more vigorous and effective 
efforts to counter the Histadrut. The summer of 1934 witnessed the emer
gence, initially under the patronage of a prominent politician, of a new 
Arab labor organization which became quite active in Jaffa. The politician 
was Fakhri al-Nashashibi, nephew and devoted assistant of Raghib al- 
Nashashibi, who had been mayor of Jerusalem since 1920 and led the op
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position to the Husaynis and their allies within the Palestinian Arab elite.
As noted earlier, despite occasional tactical resorts to ultranationalist 

rhetoric, the Nashashibis led the pro-British and pro-Hashemite segment 1 
of that elite, while the Husaynis and their allies, led by al-Hajj Amin 
al-Husayni, the Mufti of Jerusalem, took a stronger anti-British, anti- 
Zionist, and distinctly Palestinian stance. Both factions still believed, how
ever, that they could block the Zionist project and achieve Palestine's inde
pendence through negotiations with the British. Relations between the two 
camps had recently deteriorated sharply. The Arab Executive, on which all 
the leading Palestinian notable families were represented, had ceased to 
function altogether and would be formally dissolved in August 1934, open
ing the way for the creation of rival political parties, each linked to a partic
ular family or faction. In the summer of 1934, moreover, Raghib al-Nas- \ 
hashibi was running for reelection as mayor against Dr. Husayn al- 
Khalidi, who was backed by both the Mufti's camp and most Jerusalem 
Jews, who wanted to get al-Nashashibi out of office.

It was in this context that Fakhri al-Nashashibi hit upon the idea of 
mobilizing local support by creating a labor organization in Jerusalem, * 
where unlike Haifa, in which the PAWS had long been established (if not 
always very active), the field was wide open. At the end of July 1934 he 
proclaimed the establishment of an "Arab Workers' Society" (AWS), with 
himself a§,president. The AWS was generally understood to be a creation 
of and vehicle for the Nashashibis, though it did Raghib little good: in 
September he was defeated for reelection. As the Nashashibis and their 
allies moved toward the creation of their own political organization—the 
National Defense Party, formally established that December with Hasan 
Sidqi al-Dajani as one of its secretaries—Fakhri al-Nashashibi seems to J 
have seen in Arab workers a potential constituency which could be orga- . 
nized and mobilized for the benefit of his faction. In August 1934 he [ 
therefore opened the first AWS branch outside Jerusalem, in Bayt Dajan, j 
a substantial village some five miles southeast of Jaffa. In October an 
AWS branch was established in Jaffa itself, under the leadership of Michel / 
Mitri, a young engineer who had grown up in Latin America and received ( 
his education there. The AWS was strongly supported in its efforts by the / 
pro-Nashashibi Filastin, which hailed Fakhri al-Nashashibi as "protector J 
of the workers" and began to devote unprecedented attention to labor | 
affairs.75 1

To build support, the AWS quickly seized on an issue of concern to 
many Arab workers: the Histadrut's campaign for Hebrew labor. As I j 
mentioned earlier, in the spring of 1934 the Histadrut had launched a 1



I largely unsuccessful campaign to achieve Hebrew labor in the moshavot. 
J When that effort in the countryside yielded only meager results, MAPAI 

and the Histadrut it controlled decided to shift the campaign to the cities, 
| deploying mobile bands of pickets who moved from one construction site 
j to another and sometimes went beyond picketing by trying to forcibly 
I expel Arab workers from their jobs. These tactics led to clashes between 

Jews attempting to keep out or drive out Arab workers, and Arab workers 
trying to get to or stay at their jobs. Employers would frequently call in 
the police to restore order and protect their Arab workers; this in turn led 
to fights between Jewish pickets and the police, and arrests of Jews for 

| disturbing the peace. The campaign on the streets was accompanied by a 
‘ very aggressive propaganda campaign waged by means of leaflets, articles, 
I and advertisements in the Histadrut press, rallies, and the like. The propa

ganda campaign not only denounced the employment of Arab workers, 
depicted as "cheap," "unorganized," and "alien," but demanded that Jew
ish consumers boycott Arab produce and products and instead "buy Jew
ish" whenever possible.76

This campaign in the cities achieved only limited success. As I discussed 
earlier, this was a period of prosperity in the Yishuv. In the absence of a 
large mass of unemployed Jews desperate for jobs, the Histadrut found it 
almost as difficult to enforce Hebrew labor in the cities as it had in the 

1 moshavot. But its campaign did succeed in inflaming Arab-Jewish rela
tions and heightening the anxiety and resentment with which many Ar
abs regarded Zionism and the Yishuv, especially in a period when Jewish 
immigration was surging dramatically. To alert the public to what was 

1 going on, the Arab press, along with the Palestine Communist Party's 
I clandestine or front publications, were quick to translate and publish His- 
»tadrut calls for the imposition of Hebrew labor and the boycott of Arab 
\ produce, manufactures, and shops, and news of clashes at urban building 

J  | sites spread quickly.
> ‘ Fakhri al-Nashashibi and the new AWS sought to capitalize on grow

ing concern about this issue by publicly demanding that the British au
thorities take forceful action against the Hebrew labor pickets. The AWS 

j also called on Arab workers to adopt weapons from the Histadrut's arsenal 
 ̂ by setting up their own picket lines and boycotting Jewish products and 

produce. In December 1934 Fakhri al-Nashashibi set up in Jerusalem what 
Filastin, his biggest booster, described as "the first Arab picket." This was 
in reality not so much a picket line as a march by al-Nashashibi and some 
of his followers through the streets of Jerusalem, in the course of which 

\ buildings being put up by Arab contractors were visited and the employ
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ment of Jews at those sites (generally as skilled craftsmen) was pro- t 
tested.77 The AWS does not in fact seem to have carried out any sustained 
picketing in this period, though as we will see Michel Mitri would use this 
tactic to great effect in the spring of 1936. But the organization did take 
the lead in efforts to counter the Histadrut's Hebrew labor campaign, for J 
example at the stone and gravel quarry at Majdal Yaba (also known in 
Arabic as Majdal al-Sadiq, and in Hebrew as Migdal Tzedek), an Arab 
village on the western slopes of the Nablus mountains, east of Tel Aviv, f 
Tel Aviv was at the time experiencing a building boom, and much of the 
stone and gravel used for new construction came from this quarry, on 
Arab land leased to Jewish entrepreneurs soon after the British occupa- \ 
tion. The quarry workforce was entirely Arab, consisting of about thirty J 
workers from Majdal Yaba itself and an additional 400 Arab workers from ( 
other villages.

In the fall of 1934 the Tel Aviv Workers' Council, which steadfastly | 
insisted that the quarry workers were not Palestinians but "bedouins" or 
Hawranis, negotiated an agreement with the quarry operators to intro- / 
duce Jewish workers at the site and thereby supply Tel Aviv with what it / 
termed "Hebrew stone." Jewish workers in the building trades were called \ 
on to refuse to handle any stone produced by non-Jewish labor, as evi- 1 
denced by the absence of a special seal. To implement the agreement, the j 
operators were to build up a large inventory of stone and gravel and then, 
on the pretext that supply far exceeded demand, send the Arab workers 
back to their home villages, whereupon they would be replaced by Jews. 
The AWS in Jaffa got wind of the plan, however, possibly from Jewish 
communist sources, and warned the Arab workers, who remained at the 
site and for seventeen days withstood the Histadrut's efforts to introduce 
Jewish workers, until the quarry's managers agreed to retain all the Arabs 
employed there. As we will see later, the Histadrut would make other 
attempts to replace Arabs with Jews at the Majdal Yaba quarry, in 1936 
and again in 1947.78

T H E  J A F F A  D O C K W O R K E R S  A N D  T H E  P L L

Agassi, Zaslani, and their colleagues involved in organizing Arab workers N 
could not avoid confronting the issue of Hebrew labor as it gained greater 
public attention during 1934. They were well aware of how much the 
Histadrut's Hebrew labor campaign alienated Arab workers and under
mined the PLL's efforts. However, as loyal MAPAI members they sup
ported Hebrew labor in principle, if not always the way the campaigns to \
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achieve it were carried out, and they did not believe that it in any way 
contradicted their commitment to socialism or to the organization of Arab 
workers. So while Hashomer Hatza'ir activists tended to evade or down
play the issue, the MAPAI members involved in Arab work tended to 
confront it head-on, confident that they could make a good case for their 
party's position. In Jaffa at the end of 1934, however, this was less a mat
ter of virtue than of necessity: Zaslani and Agassi could not really hope 
to avoid the issue, since it was being raised very openly and forcefully not 
only by Arab trade unionists seeking to destroy the PLL's influence and 
"rescue" Arab workers from Zionist influence but by rank and file work
ers themselves.

In November 1934, in an effort to seize the initiative from their oppo
nents in the struggle for the support of the Jaffa dockworkers, Zaslani and 
Agassi went so far as to invite the secretary of the Jaffa branch of the 
PAWS to a meeting of some fifty Arab workers, most of them stevedores, 
at the PLL's club. According to Zaslani and Agassi, who submitted a report 
on the meeting to the Histadrut and to the Jewish Agency's Political De
partment, the PAWS leader denounced the Histadrut for stealing Arab 
jobs, reminded the stevedores of the "disaster" which had occurred at 
Haifa harbor (i.e., the introduction of Jewish workers after the organiza
tion of the PLL-sponsored Harbor Workers' Union there) and asked if 
they wanted to allow the Histadrut to bring about the same outcome in 
Jaffa as well. In their response, Zaslani and Agassi did not directly address 
the substance of their opponent's charges but instead sought to put him 
on the defensive and undermine his credibility by demanding that he pro
vide proof of his allegations.

The Jewish unionists thought they had made their case, but after the 
PAWS secretary left the stevedores reiterated his allegation that the His
tadrut was out to bring Jewish workers into the port, take it over, and 
deprive the Arabs of their livelihood. They pressed Agassi and Zaslani for 
an explicit promise that the Histadrut would not seek to bring Jewish 
workers into Jaffa harbor. Zaslani and Agassi could not of course make 
such a promise, since the Histadrut did in fact hope to achieve Hebrew 
labor at the harbor as elsewhere; indeed, one of the PLL's chief raisons 
d'etre was to facilitate that effort. In the end the stevedores had to settle 
for a much vaguer promise that no Histadrut member would take a job 
from any permanently employed port worker. Zaslani also had to promise 
that the stevedores' union would remain independent even after it affili
ated with the PLL.

Zaslani and Agassi concluded their report on this episode by stating
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that ''one may say with confidence that as a result of this meeting our 
organization in Jaffa has been strengthened and inoculated/'79 This state
ment soon proved to be rather overconfident, as the PLL in Jaffa remained 
under constant pressure from Arab labor organizations. A few days after 
this debate, Zaslani reported to Agassi that both Michel Mitri's AWS and 
the Jaffa branch of the PAWS were leaflcting the stevedores affiliated 
with the PLL and that this activity had led at least one member of the 
union's leadership to resign. At the same time, Ibrahim al-Sawi, who was 
receiving money from the PLL and acting as its main agent among the 
stevedores, was said to be displaying dictatorial behavior and angering 
union members. Moreover, the port workers were insisting on keeping 
some distance between their union and the PLL: they had refused to sign 
their names to the application of the PLL's Jaffa branch for registration as 
an officially recognized organization. For the same reason, the letter 
which the Jaffa stevedores' union sent to the various labor contractors at 
Jaffa port in January 1935 contained no mention whatsoever of the PLL 
or the Histadrut, though it was Zaslani who forwarded a translation of 
the letter directly to the British official who managed the port of Jaffa.80

The stevedores' tough questions at the meeting and their insistence on 
independence from the PLL indicate that they were not quite as unaware, 
guileless, and docile as labor-Zionist leaders tended to depict them—nor 
as easily duped and manipulated as Arab nationalists believed. Agassi 
would later speak of the effort to instill "proletarian consciousness" (ha- 
fcara pocalit) in these workers, by which he meant labor Zionism's concep
tion of how Arab workers should think and behave.81 In fact the steve
dores, and other groups of Arab workers elsewhere, seem to have had 
their own sense of who they were and what they wanted, a sense which 
did not necessarily coincide with what the PLL proposed. The stevedores 
understood that several rival labor organizations were seeking to win their 
support and sought to turn that rivalry to their advantage; they also knew 
that identifiable union members were subject to threats and harassment, 
and even exclusion from work, from the labor contractors through whom 
they were employed. They were obviously well aware of the Histadrut's 
commitment to Hebrew labor and that policy's implications for their own 
livelihood. As a result, though they were not in principle unwilling to 
cooperate with the Histadrut, whose clout and resources they knew to be 
considerably greater than those available to any Arab labor organization, 
they sought insofar as possible to do so on their own terms. This episode 
can therefore be read as reinforcing my argument that it is not useful 
to uncritically accept Arab nationalist depictions of cooperation between
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Zionists and Arab workers as instances of either manipulation or collabo
ration, at least in any simple sense of those terms.

The stevedores faced extremely adverse conditions in their struggle to 
organize. While L. K. Pope, Port Manager at Jaffa, urged the contractors 
to meet with the stevedores' representatives, his main concern was to 
avoid any trouble and preserve the status quo until the end of the citrus 
export season. He and other British officials were also concerned that if 
the Histadrut succeeded in organizing Arab workers at Jaffa port it might 
achieve a stranglehold over this vital enterprise. In a letter to the Direc
tor of Customs, Excise and Trade, Pope declared that the stevedores' de
mands for better pay, an eight-hour day, and overtime pay—"doubtless 
prompted by the General Federation of Jewish Labour in Palestine"—were 
exaggerated. In any event, he went on, "I am not in favour of an 8 hour 
working day for Arab labour. Such labourers are in actual fact more con
tented and happier when they work than they would be were a consider
able portion of their waking hours to be spent lounging in the Cafes and 
markets of the Town."82

But growing tensions and eventually open conflict at the port soon 
made Pope's dismissive attitude untenable. At the end of February 1935 
some sixty workers employed at the port development project went on 
strike, originally to protest the dismissal of a comrade who had been fired 
after a dispute with his foreman, and then to demand an eight-hour work
day, a six-day workweek, and higher wages. AWS leader Michel Mitri 
quickly appeared on the scene and sought to negotiate on the workers' 
behalf. Though the strike ended in failure after a week, it was a clear 
manifestation of growing discontent. The contractors' efforts early in
1935 to break the stevedores' union by harassment and, for a time, by 
refusing to employ union members led to persistent friction and some
times violent conflict on the docks. To restore order, and to deflect ques
tions being raised by Labor Party members of Parliament, the British au
thorities in Palestine appointed a committee to investigate labor 
conditions at the port of Jaffa. Since that committee was chaired by none 
other than L. K. Pope, it not very surprisingly reported that the stevedores 
had no serious grievances and that no immediate government action was 
called for. In fact no further action was taken before the outbreak of the
1936 general strike.83

During the latter part of 1935 the PLL's base of support at the port of 
Jaffa disappeared. With the support or acquiescence of British port offi
cials, the contractors sought to break the dockworkers' union by various 
means, including the denial of work to union members and other "trou
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blemakers." Poignant evidence of the use of this tactic has survived in the 
form of a petition bearing the signatures or thumbprints of fourteen Jaffa 
dockworkers who had been dismissed by their boss, Mahmud al- 
Qumbarji, at the end of June 1935.84 Competition from the Arab unions 
and rising political tensions exacerbated by the Histadrut's Hebrew labor 
campaign also helped increase the costs of cooperation with the PLL well 
beyond any actual or potential benefits to Arab workers. Then, in October 
1935, a barrel purportedly containing a shipment of cement accidentally 
broke open while being unloaded at Jaffa and was found to contain arms 
and ammunition being smuggled into Palestine for the Hagana. The dis
covery created an uproar in the Arab community and went a long way 
toward destroying what remained of the PLL's links with the Jaffa dock- 
workers. By the end of 1935 almost all the stevedores and lightermen had 
severed their ties with the PLL or simply allowed them to lapse, gravitat
ing instead into the orbit of Arab trade unions. Despite this the PLL perse
vered in its efforts to set up a Jewish-Arab boat company at the port as a 
way to get Jewish workers employed there, but the anti-British and anti- 
Zionist general strike that began in April 1936 brought that project to an 
abrupt end.85 The Jaffa dockworkers joined the general strike en masse 
when it erupted and would remain on strike until it ended.

T H E  " E V E N  V E S I D "  A F F A I R  A N D  T H E  I P C  S T R I K E

Even while things were still apparently going well in Jaffa, Zaslani, 
Agassi, and their colleagues felt that they had not gained much if any 
ground. At the end of 1934 Abba Hushi was complaining that "within the 
Histadrut there is no psychological preparation for this work, there is a 
passivity which opposes it, and the work is being carried out by a small 
number of comrades; there is no sympathy for this work." Despite fre
quent appeals for a larger budget, funding for Arab work remained at very 
low levels from both the Histadrut and the Jewish Agency. But as Hushi 
saw it, the disinterest or hostility of most MAPAI members was not the 
only problem. The PLL's work, he felt, had been too haphazard and pas
sive, and he called for a more active approach, one that did not depend on 
an individual Arab worker, or group of Arab workers, happening upon the 
Haifa club or approaching the Histadrut for help during a strike. "Some 
1500 Arab workers have passed through the club and only a very small 
number of them remain today," he noted. Agassi echoed Hushi's empha
sis on the importance of taking the initiative in targeting and organizing 
specific work sites.86



David Hacohen, who as director of the Histadrut's Contracting Office 
was one of the organization's preeminent entrepreneurs, proposed an
other strategy: the explicit transformation of the PLL into a labor con
tracting agency. The Histadrut would set up a contracting company which 
would bid on public works contracts and then implement them by em
ploying only Arab workers who belonged to the PLL. Although Hacohen 
did not mention it, this scheme might also have brought the Histadrut 
extra profits by allowing it (through its PLL-linked subsidiary) to bid on 

; and win public works contracts which stipulated that a certain percentage 
, of those working on the project be Arabs. Hacohen also proposed that the 
lPLL organize and supply Arab workers to Jewish-owned urban enter- 
I prises. These steps would, he argued, give the organization's membership, 
or at least some substantial portion of it, a clear economic stake in loyalty 

1 to it.
In fact, many Arab workers already viewed the PLL primarily as an 

employment agency: they approached it and sought to join only because 
they were under the impression that members were entitled to jobs in 
Jewish-owned enterprises. In October 1934, for example, three Arab 
workers from a village near Acre wrote to "the respected head of the 
Jewish workers' association" expressing their interest in joining; when 
someone (probably Agassi) contacted them, they asked for jobs and were 
refused, though Agassi did occasionally try to place loyal PLL members 
in jobs at various Jewish enterprises and organizations. Hacohen's pro
posal would have systematized this aspect of the PLL's work and used it 
as a way to build the organization.87

An incident from this period which aroused considerable debate among 
labor Zionists may serve to illustrate the contradictions which Hacohen's 
conception of the PLL's mission might have entailed. The Even Vesid 
stone quarry and limestone kiln, established near Haifa in 1929, was 
unique in that it was owned jointly by the Histadrut's Contracting Office 
and one of Haifa's leading Arab businessmen, Tahir Qaraman. The com
pany employed both Arabs and Jews in roughly equal numbers, but the 
fact that it employed any Arabs at all was embarrassing for the Histadrut, 
committed as it was to Hebrew labor, especially in its own enterprises. To 
make matters even more embarrassing, the wages which Even Vesid paid 
its Arab workers were, at 12  piastres a day, not only substandard but also 
far below the 25 piastres a day which the Jewish workers there earned for 
more or less the same work. These issues, hitherto discussed only in closed 
Histadrut leadership forums, came to public attention in April 1935 when 
some of the Arab workers at Even Vesid went on strike. Their demands
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included a minimum daily wage of 15  piastres, an eight-hour workday, a ( 
weekly day of rest, and the removal of a foreman they disliked. Leadership j 
of the strike was quickly assumed by the PAWS. The Histadrut de- ( 
nounced the strike as politically motivated, claimed the strikers were be- \ 
ing exploited by Hanna cAsfur and other Arab nationalist activists, and I 
tried to keep the quarry operating with the Jewish workers and with Arab ( 
strikebreakers, apparently recruited from among quarry workers who be- j 
longed to the PLL. Despite clashes with police and arrests, the strikers 
held firm, and in the end an embarrassed Histadrut had to back down and 
grant a wage increase.

Hashomer Hatza'ir excoriated the Histadrut leadership for having 
failed to ensure that all the Arab employees of an enterprise of which the 
Histadrut was part owner were organized in the PLL. The question also 
arose as to why this enterprise employed Arab workers at all, to which \ 
David Hacohen responded that Even Vesid's existence depended on Tahir ! 
Qaraman's cooperation and its profitability required the use of cheap Arab 
labor. In other words, the jobs of the relatively well-paid Jewish workers 
there depended on the employment of at least some poorly paid Arab 
workers. To further complicate things, a Jewish quarry owner who em- * 
ployed only Jews filed a complaint against Even Vesid with the Yishuv 
committee charged with overseeing its "buy Jewish" campaign. He de
manded protection from Even Vesid's competition, arguing that that 
quarry's use of Arab workers allowed it to sell its products for less than 
Hebrew-labor quarries. Histadrut leaders debated whether it was right for 
the Histadrut to partially own an enterprise which employed Arabs even 
as it demanded that other Jewish enterprises and farms employ only Jews.

This episode and the uproar it caused cannot have made MAPAI leaders 
enthusiastic about Hacohen's proposal. From the Histadrut's standpoint, 1 
using the PLL to supply and control Arab labor in Jewish enterprises car- . 
ried significant risks. It might also present an obstacle to the ultimate ( 
realization of MAPAI's long-term goal of achieving total Hebrew labor in / 
every such enterprise, especially those it controlled, even if that goal could 
not be immediately achieved.88

A few months before the Even Vesid affair erupted, another strike had 
attracted countrywide attention, especially among Arab workers, and had 
seemed to underscore both the potential of working-class solidarity and 
its complexities. As I noted earlier, February 1935 had witnessed a week- 
long strike among workers at the port of Jaffa. At the time, observers 
generally perceived that strike as having been inspired by the much larger 
strike (already mentioned in Chapter 4, in connection with the railway
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workers) which had begun a few days earlier at the Iraq Petroleum Com
pany's facility in Haifa. The IPC workers' strike, directed against a 
wealthy, powerful, and highly visible transnational corporation which was 
also one of the country's biggest employers and whose links to British 
imperial interests in the Middle East were obvious, was one of the largest 
Palestine had yet witnessed.

Construction of the IPC's facilities, including storage tanks and an oil 
dock for petroleum extracted from the company's fields in northern Iraq 
and pumped to Haifa through a pipeline that crossed Transjordan and 
northern Palestine, had only recently been completed. On February 9, 
1935, some fifty workers employed by one of the IPC's contractors had 
successfully struck for higher wages. Their example may have been fresh 
in the minds of the IPC's own workers, for when the company announced 
a few weeks later that some of its workers would be laid off and the re
mainder would have their wages cut, a strike erupted. The strike that 
began on February 22 initially encompassed some 150 skilled workers in 
several of the technical departments, who formed a strike committee and 
demanded not only the recision of the wage cut but also a minimum wage 
of 15  piastres a day, an eight-hour day and six-day workweek, overtime 
pay for extra hours, and various other gains. Within a week the strike had 

1 spread to encompass some 600 of the IPC's 800 workers, almost all of 
| them Arabs; but even the few Americans employed at the facility, pre- 
1 sumably skilled oil workers or engineers, are reported to have stayed away 
 ̂ from work.
| Both the PAWS and the Histadrut soon became involved in the strike, 
j The PAWS had the support of most of the workers and called in its coun- 
j sel, Hanna ‘Asfur, to negotiate with the company, while the PLL repre- 
1 sented some one hundred IPC drivers whom it had organized. Initially 

the PLL seems to have tried to keep the drivers separate from the rest of 
the IPC workers, but when this failed Eliyahu Agassi joined cAsfur and 
the strike committee in talks with the company. The wave of militancy 
and solidarity which accompanied the first two weeks of the strike facili
tated cooperation between the PAWS and the Histadrut. At one point 
early in the strike IPC management tried to exclude Agassi from a meet
ing with the strike committee and PAWS leaders, but the latter refused 

j to permit this and the company had to back down. After some initial hesi- 
* tation, the Histadrut backed the strike and appealed to its members to 
1 contribute to a strike fund.

The Histadrut and the PAWS called on the government to intervene. 
Under pressure from local British officials the IPC offered some conces



Arab Workers and the Histadrut / 233
sions, but ‘Asfur was unable to convince the strikers to accept them and 
return to work. As the days passed, however, the leaders of the PAWS, 
which represented mainly the skilled workers, came to feel that their 
members' demands had largely been met and that the strike was now 
being waged mainly on behalf of the unskilled workers. They were also 
growing increasingly suspicious of the Histadrut, which they feared was ♦ 
seeking to use its base among the drivers and its control of the strike fund  ̂
to take charge of the strike.

At that point, more than two weeks after the strike began, Fakhri al- 5 
Nashashibi, the self-styled "leader of the workers," suddenly appeared in * 
Haifa and began to mediate between the company and the strike commit- , 
tee. It is not clear whether or not the PAWS had invited him to intervene, | 
but once on the scene al-Nashashibi largely ignored the PAWS' leaders 1 
and conducted his own secret negotiations with IPC management. After  ̂
three days of talks al-Nashashibi informed the strike committee that he 
had reached an agreement with the company, in whose "good intentions" 
he declared his trust, and persuaded the committee to endorse it. Most of 
the strikers returned to work on March 1 1 ;  others, clearly disgruntled 
about the strike's outcome, held out for a few more days before reluc
tantly resuming work.

The Histadrut was profoundly unhappy about al-Nashashibi's inter
vention and denounced him as a reactionary nationalist who had sold out 
the workers by pressing the strikers to accept less than they might have 
won through greater militancy and by agreeing to the formation of what 
amounted to a company union. The communists agreed that al-Nashashibi 
was a bourgeois opportunist but held Agassi, Hushi, and the Histadrut 
equally responsible for "betraying" the IPC workers. By contrast the ( 
pro-Nashashibi Filastin hailed the outcome as a great victory for the 
workers, especially as it had "put an end to the Histadrut's attempts to 
exploit the strike." That it may have done, but in the months that fol
lowed IPC management reneged on many of its promises and largely 
destroyed the PAWS' organization among its workers.89

Though it ended in only a partial victory for the workers, the scope 
and duration of the IPC strike and the issues it raised aroused great inter- j 
est among, and had a strong impact on, Arab workers in many parts of | 
Palestine. Numerous Arab trade unions sent messages of solidarity, and j 
various groups of workers were inspired by the IPC workers' militancy, j 
including Jaffa dockworkers and the railway workers in and near Haifa, 
who as I mentioned in Chapter 4 were in close contact with the IPC work
ers. For years after, leftist and prolabor accounts of the Iraq Petroleum j
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Company strike of 1935 routinely attached the adjective "great" to it, and 
not a few contemporary observers, both Arab and Jewish, saw it as mark
ing the beginning of a new stage in the emergence of a class-conscious 
Arab working class in Palestine.90

T H E  G A T H E R I N G  S T O R M

In the aftermath of the IPC strike, the PLL seems to have lapsed into 
virtual quiescence. It had lost its base at Nesher and among the Haifa 
dockworkers, and its once promising relationship with the Jaffa dockwork
ers was rapidly evaporating. In both cities only small groups of workers 
at less important workplaces remained in its orbit, along with a number 
of individuals who frequented its clubs or maintained contact with Agassi. 
The Histadrut's Arab Committee failed to meet between May 1935 and 
February 1936, and the ambitious plan of action it had adopted was never 
implemented. There was discussion of publishing propaganda material in 
Arabic to put forward the labor-Zionist position on such urgent questions 
as Hebrew labor, but the Arab Department was desperately short of funds 
and nothing was done.91

The major reason for the PLL's virtual paralysis during the latter part 
of 1935 was the increasingly tense political climate in Palestine and the 
radicalization of the Arab community, including Arab workers, who be
came much less inclined to affiliate, cooperate, or even associate with a 
Zionist organization. The rapid growth of the Yishuv had intensified Arab 
fears: for the first time, a Jewish majority and Jewish statehood appeared 
feasible, perhaps even imminent. Reports of large-scale Zionist land pur
chases made the threat of dispossession ever more palpable, and the dis
covery that arms and ammunition were being smuggled into Palestine for 
the Hagana seemed to confirm long-standing Arab fears that the Zionists 
were preparing to seize the country by force. Government policies which 
Arab public opinion perceived as pro-Zionist also exacerbated Arab resent
ment and anger. At the same time, the Italian invasion of Ethiopia and 
Germany's reoccupation of the Rhineland made war among the European 
powers seem imminent and underscored Britain's apparent weakness.

Moreover, the years of prosperity came to an end in 1935, leading to 
rising unemployment and social discontent in the Arab community. 
Shantytowns sprang up around Haifa and Jaffa, inhabited by thousands 
of destitute migrants from the countryside. The residents of these shanty
towns provided a constituency for recruitment by radical nationalists, no
tably the popular Muslim preacher Shaykh Tzz al-Din al-Qassam of
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Haifa, who called for moral renovation and denounced the factionalism 
and ineffectiveness of the elite politicians. Al-Qassam eventually orga
nized a small guerrilla band that in 1935 to°k  to the hills in the hope of 
sparking an armed revolt against British rule and Zionism. In November 
1935 al-Qassam was killed in a gun battle with police near Jenin, but his 
death and funeral aroused strong nationalist and religious sentiments and 
dramatically increased pressure on the politicians to put aside their debili
tating factional squabbles and take a much more aggressive stance toward 
Palestine's British overlords.

Palestinian Arabs were also well aware of nationalist upsurges in 
neighboring countries. In November 1935 Egypt had been swept by dem
onstrations demanding the restoration of the suspended constitution and 
full independence. These demonstrations forced the holding of new elec
tions, the return to power of the nationalist Wafd party, and the opening 
of a new round of negotiations between Egypt and Britain. In French- 
ruled Syria rising nationalist agitation culminated in the eruption of a 
general strike in January 1936. The strike lasted for fifty days and com
pelled the French to invite a Syrian delegation to Paris to negotiate a 
treaty which would move Syria toward independence. Palestinian Arab 
nationalists were inspired by these examples of popular mobilization, es
pecially the Syrian general strike, and contrasted them to the Palestinian 
nationalist leadership's weakness, disunity, and entanglement in appar
ently endless and fruitless negotiations for a proposed legislative council. 
Younger, more radical nationalist activists, convinced that further negoti
ations with Britain were pointless, were ready to emulate their Arab 
brethren outside Palestine by launching a vigorous and sustained popular 
struggle to put an end to what they perceived as the looming threat posed 
by Zionism, and to the British colonial regime which protected it.

The supercharged political climate and high unemployment among 
Arab workers at the end of 1935 notwithstanding, the Histadrut leader
ship came to the conclusion that the end of the construction boom and 
rising unemployment in the Yishuv justified the escalation of its Hebrew 
labor campaign. Given the circumstances, this escalation not surprisingly 
provoked an unprecedentedly vigorous and militant Arab response. Once 1 
again the AWS in Jaffa took the initiative, under the creative and effective 1 
leadership of its young president, Michel Mitri. Mitri had taken over the 
organization after Fakhri al-Nashashibi lost interest in labor affairs during 
1935 and built it into a strong local force which claimed some 4,700 mem- | 
bers. In some ways Mitri was a forerunner of the new kind of Arab labor | 
leader who would emerge during and after the Second World War. An |
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educated man with knowledge and experience of the wider world, he was 
a capable organizer and knew how to seize on an issue and use it to serve 
his movement's goals. He also understood the importance to the labor 
movement of building broad-based alliances. For example, he was quite 
willing to cooperate with radical nationalist and leftist forces in the Arab 
community, including members of the left wing of the pan-Arab national
ist Istiqlal ("Independence") party and even with Arab communists. Ap
parently impressed by Mitri's leadership abilities and potential effective
ness, the Histadrut approached him in September 1935 and offered him 
its organizing experience and access to funds to build up the AWS, on 
condition that he distance himself from the Arab nationalist movement. 
Mitri, a staunch nationalist, refused and instead adopted a new and effec
tive strategy to mobilize his constituents.92

In December 1935 Mitri sent a letter to the District Commissioner of 
Jaffa claiming that more than a thousand of his members were unem
ployed and requesting permission to hold a protest march through the 
streets of Jaffa. Mitri's explanation of the purposes of the demonstration 
suggests that Arab unionists clearly perceived a connection between Arab 
unemployment, Hebrew labor, and Zionism: "to ask for the relief of un
employment, to protest against Jewish picketing, the Judaization of the 
Port and the policy of immigration according to the absorptive capacity of 
the country." The District Commissioner prohibited the march, but Mitri 
and his colleagues proceeded to step up their campaign against Hebrew 

j labor. To build support the AWS convened a national conference of Arab 
trade unionists in Jaffa, and in February 1936, using the same arguments 

I that the Histadrut advanced in defense of Hebrew labor, Mitri launched a 
campaign to protest the awarding of a government contract for three 
schools in Jaffa to the Histadrut's Contracting Office, which generally 

j employed only Jews. He pointed out that the buildings were located in a 
, predominantly Arab city, that Arabs were never given contracts for con- 
' struction in Jewish areas, that the Histadrut had forcibly driven Arab 

J workers away from Jewish building sites, and that unemployment among 
' Arab workers was very high. When no relief was forthcoming, AWS 

members adopted the Histadrut's own tactics: unemployed Arab workers 
’ began picketing building sites where Hebrew labor prevailed, in particular 

the three schools under construction. This led to clashes in which Arab 
j workers were arrested by the police.

The pickets seem to have been well aware of what was at stake. One of 
those arrested told the judge before whom he was brought that "[w]e 
Arab workers are unemployed. We asked the government to remove Jew-
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ish workers from Arab enterprises but it took no interest in our just de
mand. So we went to the site and tried to expel the Jewish workers from 
jobs to which we have more right than anyone else, and the police arrested 
us." The strategy seems to have produced results: the government eventu- ( 
ally agreed to require that 50 percent of the jobs at the school construction | 
sites be given to Arab workers, though it rejected the demand that Arabs 
also be guaranteed 50 percent of the total wage bill. But Mitri was not . 
satisfied and, emulating MAPAI, he demanded 100 percent Arab labor. A j 
leaflet issued by the AWS in the spring of 1936 conveys the pitch of 
militancy which its campaign had attained: it called for mass picketing of 1 
construction sites "until the jails are full of [Arab] workers" and desig- * 
nated alternative leaders for the AWS in the event Mitri and his col
leagues were arrested.93

There was also renewed conflict at the Majdal Yaba quarry, where with j 
the Histadrut's blessing management once again tried to fire all its Arab 
workers and replace them with Jews. With backing from the AWS, the 
Arab workers responded with picket lines. Even the MAPAI loyalists who 
sat on the Histadrut's Arab Committee seem to have been embarrassed 
by what was happening at Majdal Yaba. That the Histadrut secretariat had 
approved the wholesale dismissal of the Arab workers at Majdal Yaba 
without first consulting its own Arab Department, presumably responsi
ble for coordinating the organization's policies toward Arab workers, was 
rightly taken as a sign of the low esteem in which the leadership held that 
department. Ya'akov Riftin, the Hashomer HatzaTr representative on the 
committee, denounced the indiscriminate firing of Arab workers and the 
drive for total Hebrew labor which motivated it. Though uneasy, his MA
PAI colleagues contented themselves with a request that the Histadrut 
executive committee require that all Histadrut organs check with the Arab 
Department before dismissing Arab workers. As had been the case in 
1934, the Arab workers' vigorous response frustrated the Histadrut offen
sive at this site.94

In an article published on April 1,19 36 , Riftin looked back on the pre- , 
ceding year and saw nothing but missed opportunities. MAPAI, which 
controlled the Histadrut, had never really tried to implement Histadrut 
decisions with regard to organizing Arab workers, and the PLL was weak j 
and ineffective. While the Arab pickets in Jaffa were misguided, Riftin 
argued, it was MAPAI which had given Michel Mitri the weapon he , 
needed to mount his campaign by insisting on total Hebrew labor and ■ 
firing Arab workers wholesale. Riftin reiterated Hashomer Hatza'ir's vi
sion of an alliance between Jewish and Arab workers, which he counter- j
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posed to MAPAI's tendency to see the entire Palestinian Arab community 
as a monolithic bloc with which Zionism would have either to compromise 
or fight. Riftin feared that unless the labor-Zionist movement changed 
course, difficult times lay ahead: the nationalist tide was rising in Syria 
and Egypt, and in Palestine "the legend of [al-Qassam's] 'heroic struggle' 
near Jenin is growing."95

Had Riftin written his article a few weeks later, he might have cited 
another development which he would surely have seen as ominous. On 
April 10, even as public opinion was demanding that the Arab politicians 
set aside their differences and close ranks, representatives of the various 
segments of the Arab labor movement in Palestine gathered again, this 
time in Haifa, to lay the foundations of an all-Palestine Arab labor federa
tion. Among those attending were cAbd al-Hamid Haymur, the veteran 
Haifa railway worker who was secretary of the PAWS; Sami Taha, who 
would later emerge as that organization's preeminent leader; Michel Mitri 
and George Mansur, leaders of the AWS in Jaffa; Khalil Shanir, one of 
the Palestine Communist Party's top Arab leaders; Hamdi al-Husayni of 
Gaza, a radical young journalist who belonged to the Istiqlal party and 
had links with clandestine Arab nationalist groups preparing for armed 
revolt; and Akram Zu'aytar of Nablus, another radical Istiqlalist in contact 
with members of al-Qassam's guerrilla band holed up in the hills around 
Nablus.96 This gathering manifested the convergence of the fledgling 
Arab trade union movement with the most radical segment of the nation
alist movement and with the Arab communists, signaling not just a desire 
for labor unity but also a sense that the Arab labor movement must play 
an important role in the more militant phase of the national struggle that 
seemed about to begin.

The Haifa conference, and the convergence of sociopolitical forces that 
it manifested, suggest that accounts which depict the outbreak of mass 
popular opposition to Zionism and British rule in April 1936 as entirely 
spontaneous and unexpected are inadequate, since they fail to take into 
account the kinds of grievances, struggles, and developments discussed 
here which prepared the ground for that explosion of popular energy and 
helped shape the historical conjuncture within which it emerged. The up
rising which began in the spring of 1936 had antecedents, for example, in 
the rising tide of worker militancy which the AWS campaign against He
brew labor both built on and stimulated. At the same time, that campaign 
strengthened the links between worker grievances and militancy on the 
one hand and the national question on the other, links which were further 
reinforced by the labor movement's new ties with radical nationalists anx
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ious to mobilize the populace at large. The tide of worker unrest had itself 
been fueled by al-Qassam's resort to arms the previous fall and the popu
lar sentiments it unleashed, and more generally by the poverty and de
spair in the shantytowns and working-class neighborhoods of Haifa and 
Jaffa, which had in turn nourished al-Qassam's movement.97

Though tensions in Palestine were clearly rising in the spring of 1936, 
the storm broke earlier than anyone expected, and long before efforts to 
establish a new Arab labor federation linked to the more radical wing of 
the nationalist movement could bear fruit. The Arab general strike, and 
then the revolt against British rule and Zionism, would have complex 
and paradoxical consequences for both Arab and Jewish workers and labor 
movements in Palestine. While it unmistakably demonstrated the Arab 
community's rejection of Zionism, it resulted in the paralysis of the Arab 
labor movement and allowed the Histadrut's Hebrew labor campaign to 
achieve unprecedented gains, though it also undermined whatever pros- ! 
pects the PLL may have had of taking on some life of its own. At another/ 
level, the character and consequences of the revolt, and especially its de
feat, contributed significantly to determining the ultimate outcome of the 
struggle for Palestine a decade later.



6 The Arab Revolt and Labor 
Zionism, 1936-1939

O n  April 15, 1936, members of the guerrilla band founded by Shaykh 
Tzz al-Din al-Qassam held up cars and buses near Nablus, killing two 
Jewish passengers. Two days later a right-wing Jewish paramilitary group 
retaliated by killing two Arabs. Arab protests soon erupted throughout 
the country, gradually taking on the character of a broad-based anticolo
nial and anti-Zionist popular uprising. To contain the violence and chan
nel the upsurge from below, Arab nationalist activists quickly called for a 
countrywide general strike. The strike spread rapidly, as did new "national 
committees" which sprang up to lead the struggle in all the major towns. 
Taken by surprise, the elite politicians tried to catch up with and ride the 
wave of popular energy by endorsing the strike call and forming a new 
Arab Higher Committee (AHC) on which all the major parties were repre
sented, with Amin al-Husayni as its president.

The general strike would continue for six months, until October 1936, 
making it one of the longest general strikes‘in history. It constituted the 
first stage of a countrywide Arab nationalist revolt against both British 
rule and Zionism which would end only in the summer of 1939. The strike 
was accompanied by numerous attacks on Jews and Jewish property as 
well as on British installations, transport, communications, and personnel, 
carried out mainly by the numerous village-based guerrilla bands that 
sprang up in the countryside during the spring and summer of 1936 and 
gave the revolt an increasingly violent and openly insurrectional char
acter.1

Most segments of Palestine's urban Arab population participated in the 
general strike, with urban workers playing a key role. Hasan Sidqi al- 
Dajani's drivers' union paralyzed Arab motor transport and the Jaffa port 
workers shut down Jaffa harbor. To sustain the strike, the national com
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mittees collected donations from wealthy Palestinians and from sympa
thizers in neighboring countries, and distributed strike pay to those idled 
by the strike, including the Jaffa dockworkers. Except in Haifa, which as I 
will discuss later was something of a special case, the general strike de
stroyed most of what remained of the PLL's visible influence and made 
open PLL activity among Arab workers impossible. In this respect it is 
noteworthy that the Jaffa stevedores and lightermen, who at the end of 
1934 had cooperated with the PLL and whose organization seemed about 
to place control of Jaffa port in the Histadrut's hand, were now at the 
forefront of the general strike. Arab trade unions which had previously 
cooperated with Jewish labor were quick to rally to the national cause. 
The 1936 May Day rally organized by the PAWS in Haifa and consisting 
largely of railway workers sent a message to the High Commissioner de
nouncing the government for tolerating the "judaization of this Arab 
country, depriving the worker of his job and the peasant of his land." 
Rather defensively, the statement went on to declare that Zionist propa
ganda about cooperation between Arab and Jewish workers was "a bald- 
faced lie of which we are innocent."2

T H E  G E N E R A L  S T R I K E  A N D  H E B R E W  L A B O R

Despite the success of the general strike in many parts of Palestine it 
was never total, and the nationalist movement's inability to make it so 
undermined its effectiveness. This failure can be attributed in part to spe
cific local factors, such as the pro-Zionist and pro-British stance of Haifa 
mayor Hasan Shukri and his local allies, who opposed the general strike, 
and later deep (and eventually violent) factional divisions within the Pal
estinian Arab leadership. But at least at certain sites, it is also attributable 
to the years of patient and persistent work which the Histadrut had in
vested in trying to introduce Jewish workers into economically and politi
cally strategic workplaces which had once been almost exclusively Arab, a 
project to which the PLL's efforts in 1932-35 to organize Arab workers 
at those same workplaces certainly contributed. The footholds which the 
Histadrut had thereby gained in these workplaces greatly facilitated the 
British authorities' ability to block Arab nationalist efforts to spread 
the general strike and fully paralyze the country's economy. At the same 
time, forceful British military and police intervention now made it possi
ble for the Histadrut to expand some of those footholds into more secure 
bastions of Hebrew labor.

Events at the port of Haifa provide the most telling example. The local 
National Committee and the Arab nationalist leadership as a whole very
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much wanted to shut down Palestine's largest port. Some 100 of the 250 
1 porters there did strike in late April, but unlike Jaffa, where all the port 

workers had quickly joined the strike, the great majority of the Arab labor 
contractors and port workers at Haifa remained at their jobs, despite offers 
of generous strike pay and intense pressure from the National Committee. 
Amin al-Husayni and other prominent nationalist leaders came to Haifa 
on several occasions and tried to persuade cAbd Allah Abu Zayid, the con
tractor who largely controlled the port labor force, to shut the harbor 
down. But Abu Zayid insisted that circumstances in Haifa were very dif
ferent from those in Jaffa. In the latter city all the port workers were 
Arabs, but at Haifa port some 200 Jews were employed through labor 
contractors. The porters who had stopped work in April had quickly been 
replaced by Jews and Hawranis, and the nonstriking porters were lodged 
at the port itself under close official supervision. If his workers joined the 
strike, Abu Zayid argued, their jobs would immediately be taken over by 
the Jewish workers already at the port, by other Jews who would be 
brought in, and by Arab migrant laborers from the Hawran, whereupon 
Haifa harbor would be forever lost to the Arabs of Palestine. This was 
certainly not Abu Zayid's only consideration, however: he had long
standing personal and business links with Jews, especially local Histadrut 
officials, and there is evidence that the Jewish Agency was secretly dis
bursing considerable sums to him (and presumably to others as well) to 

( keep Haifa harbor open.3
In August, after a sustained campaign of pressure and threats, some of 

the Arab port workers in Haifa finally did go on strike, along with workers 
at the Palestine Railways, the Iraq Petroleum Company, Shell, the munic
ipality, and the Public Works Department. Abu Zayid fled to Lebanon to 

 ̂ escape nationalist threats on his life. Determined to prevent these vital 
' enterprises from being shut down, however, the British authorities 
j promptly dispatched military forces to protect strikebreakers at the port 
I and the other affected sites, and used Royal Navy engineers to keep the 
\ trains running. The Haifa Workers' Council pitched in by mobilizing kib- 
I butz members and others to take the place of striking Arab harbor work- 
/ ers, while Agassi's PLL did its part by readying a group of Arab strike- 
► breakers from among its members and contacts. This forceful intervention 
j by both the British authorities and the Histadrut kept the port and rail

ways in Haifa functioning, while the strikers' fear that their jobs would 
, be permanently lost to Jews induced almost all of them to return to work 
( after ten days. Neither the port nor the other important workplaces in 
/ Haifa witnessed any further disruptions for the duration of the revolt.
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This unprecedented conjuncture allowed the Histadrut to achieve other 1 
long-sought gains. For example, at the end of 1936 the Jewish Agency 
persuaded the Haifa port authorities to employ Jews directly, rather than 
through labor contractors as had previously been the case, thereby dis
placing Arab workers and further strengthening Hebrew labor there. In < 
1933 some MAPAI leaders had worried that Abba Hushi was spending 
too much time and effort organizing Arab workers: "He should remem
ber," they cautioned him, "that he is the secretary of the Jewish Haifa 
Workers' Council." To the extent that the Histadrut's successes in 1936 
owed something to Hushi's commitment to both Hebrew labor and the 
organization of Arab workers, it would seem that they need not have 
worried.4

Before the revolt, the government of Palestine had been generally un
sympathetic or even hostile to the Histadrut's aggressive Hebrew laboif 
campaign, for fear that it might inflame Arab-Jewish relations, threaten) 
public order, enhance the Zionist movement's power, and cost the govern- J 
ment money by driving up its wage bill and the cost of public works/ 
contracts. Now, however, the Arab revolt created circumstances in which  ̂
the government had a strong political and security interest in backing 1 
the Histadrut's drive for Hebrew labor, in order to keep vital enterprises i 
functioning and weaken the nationalist revolt. At Haifa the British au
thorities and the Zionist movement had a clear common interest in break
ing the August strike, and they succeeded in doing so through a combina
tion of military force (supplied by the British) and highly motivated 
strikebreakers (supplied by the Histadrut).

At the Nesher quarry, too, the general strike and the government's 
interest in breaking it made it possible for the Histadrut to realize an old 

■ dream: the introduction of Jewish workers. As I discussed in Chapter 5, in 
March 1936 the quarry workers at Nesher, now represented exclusively 
by the PAWS, had concluded the last of several unsuccessful strikes 
against the quarry operator, the same notorious Musbah al-Shaqifi who 
over the previous years had routinely signed agreements and then 
promptly broken them. When the general strike began in April, national
ist threats on his life prompted al-Shaqifi to flee to Lebanon. The quarry 
workers joined the strike and nearby villages became hotbeds of national
ist activity. The British authorities and the Zionist movement shared a 
common interest in breaking the strike at Nesher; as Moshe Shertok, di
rector of the Jewish Agency's Political Department, put it, if the strike at 
the quarry went on and the cement plant it supplied had to shut down for 
lack of raw materials, "the Arab leaders would be in a position to boast



that they had succeeded in paralysing the largest Jewish factory in the 
country and this would greatly strengthen their standing in the Arab pub
lic."5 Nesher's management was also finally convinced that production 
and discipline could be restored only if Jews took over at least part of the 
work at the quarry, and therefore acceded to a long-standing Histadrut 
demand by canceling al-Shaqifi's contract and transferring the quarry 
concession to the Histadrut's Contracting Office, directed by David Ha
cohen.

Hacohen and his colleagues feared that the Arab quarry workers would 
violently resist the employment of Jews. They therefore planned their 
moves in close consultation with British officials, who welcomed this ef
fort to undermine the general strike, start up the quarry, discipline an 
apparently pronationalist workforce, and reassert the government's au
thority in a largely hostile area. Hacohen also consulted with Sami Taha, 
secretary of the PAWS, which represented most of the quarry workers. 
Taha was willing to cooperate with Hacohen, apparently because he 
wanted to preserve at least some of his members' jobs, and perhaps also 
because he was politically aligned with the anti-Husayni faction within 
the national movement. On May 4,1936, Hacohen, accompanied by Taha 
and police officials, brought some fifty Jewish workers, members of 
nearby Kibbutz Yagur, to the quarry. After receiving Hacohen's promise 
that their jobs would be secure and their wages increased, the Arab work
ers there accepted the introduction of Jews without resistance. The PAWS' 
influence at the quarry was soon eliminated and the Arab workers were 
recruited into the PLL, with the approval of Solel Boneh, which had been 
reestablished in 1935. (̂ n I 937 Solel Boneh absorbed the Contracting Of
fice to become the Histadrut's road-building, construction, and general 
contracting company.) This made the Jewish quarry workers unhappy, 
because they feared that PLL membership would ensure that Arab work
ers could keep jobs Jewish workers might eventually want. Over the fol
lowing years, as the quarry shifted to more intensive methods of produc
tion (including the introduction of more machinery, a quota system, and 
piecework), the workforce shrank and became more Jewish: by 1939 it 
comprised sixty Jews and fifty Arabs, with the former earning base pay 
of 37 piastres a day and the latter 16 piastres. Eventually the'Nesher fac
tory and quarry were sold to a new company owned jointly by the Hista
drut and a group of Jewish cement dealers.6

The revolt also allowed the Histadrut to achieve victory in its battle to 
impose Hebrew labor at the Majdal Yaba (Migdal Tzedek) quarry, where
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as I discussed in Chapter 5 earlier efforts, in 1934 and again in April 1936, 
had been thwarted by the Arab workers' vigorous resistance. As at Haifa 
harbor and Nesher, it was official British support that made the difference 
this time around. At the end of 1936, at the Histadrut's insistence, all the 
Arab workers at Majdal Yaba were fired and Jewish workers brought in. 
As they had done twice before, the displaced Arab workers mounted a 
strong protest, but this time the British authorities stood squarely behind 
the Histadrut and a large contingent of police and numerous arrests broke 
Arab resistance. This defeat, which meant the loss of some 400 jobs, left 
a legacy of bitterness. "It is not surprising," an Arab observer wrote the 
following year, "that villagers from this neighborhood participated in the 
derailment of a train near Ras-el-Ain Station on October 14th 1937. 
[The perpetrators] came from . villages which had had personal experi
ence of what Zionists mean by the 'conquest of labor'."7

Yet the Histadrut's success at Majdal Yaba was only temporary: during 
the war Jewish workers left for better jobs elsewhere and by war's end the 
quarry workforce was again at least partially Arab, prompting yet another 
effort to impose Hebrew labor in 1947. Something similar happened in 
the citrus groves of the moshavot. During the strike nearly all Arab work
ers stayed away and their places were taken by Jewish workers mobilized 
and dispatched by the Histadrut. Once the strike ended, however, Arab 
workers returned and recaptured much of the ground they had lost. The 
tide turned again in the summer and fall of 1938, when the revolt reached 
its height and Jewish workers once again monopolized employment in 
Jewish-owned groves. However, after the revolt was suppressed in the 
summer of 1939, and especially once the war began and better jobs became 
available elsewhere, Jews abandoned the moshavot en masse and Arab 
workers resumed their role in the Jewish citrus sector. Thereafter the is
sue was largely shelved until 1948, after which the flight or expulsion of 
most of the Arabs who lived within the part of Palestine that became Israel 
"solved" the problem. That solution would of course prove temporary as 
well: after 1967 the labor force in Israel's citrus groves would come to 
consist largely of Palestinian workers from Gaza.8

To win the sympathy of British officials and secure more jobs for Jews, 
Zionist leaders did their best to highlight the key role Jewish workers had 
played in weakening the general strike. In his December 1936 testimony 
before the royal commission appointed to investigate the causes of the 
"disturbances" in Palestine and headed by Lord Peel, Moshe Shertok as
serted that
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This is a country of two races and it is a very important question to make 
the public services proof against racial unrest. [Interjection by a commis
sion member: "Immune against the bacillus, shall we say?"] Yes, against 
dislocation in the event of racial trouble and in this respect the experience 
of the last disturbances, disturbances which were based on a racial strike, 
has taught us a good lesson. We have found that where the service was ex
clusively in Arab hands, as in the port of Jaffa, the service was paralysed 
completely, and that contributed to the spread of the strike and disorders, 
but the two remained organically connected and the strengthening of the 
one led to the spread of the other. Where Jews were present the service re
mained intact and we submit that it is, therefore, essential, as a matter of 
policy, that the racial composition of the population should be reflected in 
the personnel of the state services in this country.

By way of example, Shertok told the commission that when in August a 
strike had erupted at Haifa port, "Jewish labour stepped in and the strike 
was nipped in the bud, because Jewish labour was able to maintain the 
lighterage and stevedoring services. They were there and could do it. In 
Jaffa they were not there and could not do it ."9

T H E  P L L  D U R I N G  T H E  R E V O L T

The ability of the PLL to mobilize Arab strikebreakers for work at Haifa 
harbor in August 1936 was less a sign of its strength in that city than of 
the desperate plight of unemployed Arab workers there. At a meeting of 
MAPAI's central committee in January 1937, Agassi told his colleagues 
that since 1932 the PLL had been in contact with some 2,500 Arab work
ers, issued 1,100 membership cards, organized thirteen trade unions, and 
led several strikes. Now, Agassi said, there were no more than fifteen 
Arab workers still completely loyal to the PLL and in close contact with it 
in Haifa and Jaffa combined, and another fifty or sixty on its periphery, 
while all the trade unions the PLL had sponsored were defunct. Its club in 
Haifa remained open, however, thanks in part to the continuing loyalty 
of one Mahmud Abu Dabus, whose local reputation as a tough guy offered 
some protection to the handful of Arabs publicly identified with the 
PLL.10 That the PLL continued to exist at all testifies to the relative weak
ness of the Arab nationalist movement in Haifa as well as to the years of 
patient and persistent work which Eliyahu Agassi had invested in devel- 
oping good relations with Arab workers in the city. But something else 
brought Arab workers to the PLL as well, even in this period: the organi
zation's reputation as a source of jobs for Arab workers, for whom the 
revolt had brought increased unemployment. Agassi's notebooks from 
1936 and 1937 record numerous instances in which Arab workers from
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Haifa and from villages near and far approached him during his travels or \ 
appeared at the Haifa club and asked to join the organization, in the con
viction that membership brought with it secure and well-paid employ
ment at some Jewish enterprise.11

As a rule Agassi turned individual applicants away, holding to the j 
PLL's policy of accepting only groups of workers employed at the same j  
workplace. But the PLL did in fact come to function as an employment 
agency during the revolt years, supplying Arab workers deemed reliable 
from a security and political standpoint to the Histadrut's Contracting 
Office (and later Solel Boneh) for various public works projects in Haifa 
and to the Even Vesid quarry and limekiln, still jointly owned by the 
Histadrut and Haifa businessman Tahir Qaraman, which experienced only 
a few strike days during 1936.12 Employing Arab workers who were also 
PLL members sometimes entangled the Histadrut in problems, however. 
In 1937, for example, Solel Boneh won a tender for the construction of a 
new government hospital in Haifa. Since the contract specified that 50 
percent of the wage bill should go to Arabs, the Histadrut turned to an 
Arab labor contractor and required that his workers be members of the 
PLL. The contractor recruited workers from the countryside and from 
outside Palestine and compelled them to join the PLL. However, the rela
tionship between Solel Boneh and this labor contractor soon deteriorated, 
his contract was canceled, and his workers were dismissed, putting the 
Histadrut and PLL in an embarrassing position when the fired workers 
asked, apparently in vain, for the return of their PLL membership dues. 
The hospital project also aroused considerable public controversy: Arab 
unionists denounced the awarding of the contract to Solel Boneh, charged 
that Arab labor was not receiving its fair share of the wage bill, and com
plained that skilled Arab workers were not receiving the same pay as their 
Jewish counterparts.13

Wage differentials between Jewish and Arab workers, even workers | 
with special skills, remained large and continued to be a source of irrita- | 
tion to Arab workers and unionists. A study published in 1938 by the * 
Economic Research Institute of the Jewish Agency found large gaps be
tween Arab and Jewish wages. For example, in 1936-37 Jewish carpenters 
averaged 37 piastres a day, while Arab carpenters earned 27 piastres. For 
turners the figures were 39 and 35 piastres, respectively; for bricklayers 
54 and 43; for plasterers 53 and 33; for floor-tilers 54 and 38. Some of the 
differential may have resulted from differences in skill levels and produc
tivity, but this was certainly not true in all cases. The Jewish Agency 
study also found that the wages earned by some skilled Arab workers, in
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the building trades for example, and perhaps even by unskilled workers, 
were often higher than wages in surrounding Arab countries or even in 
some of the poorer and less developed countries of Europe. In this sense, 
the Zionist argument that the influx of Jewish immigrants and capital 
had helped to raise wage rates in Palestine was not groundless. But the 
comparison which Arab workers in Palestine deemed important was not 
with even more impoverished Egyptian or Hawrani workers but with local 
Jewish workers who were being paid more for performing the same jobs 
and whose organization, the Histadrut, also seemed to covet the Arabs' 
jobs.14

In addition to supplying labor, the PLL contributed to the Yishuv's 
struggle against the Arab revolt in other ways. Money provided by the 

j Jewish Agency was secretly passed on to Arab port workers and labor 
contractors to keep Haifa harbor open, and Shmu’el Alafiya, a Damascus- 

I born Jew who had replaced Agassi as PLL organizer in Haifa when the 
I latter began to spend most of his time in Tel Aviv and Jaffa, paid off Arab 
| taxi drivers there to keep them from joining the general strike.15 The first 

boats for the new Jewish port at Tel Aviv were bought from Arabs in 
Haifa through PLL contacts. The PLL was also an important source of 

1 intelligence for the Hagana and the Jewish authorities. Reuven Zaslani 
had left his job at the Histadrut's Arab Department just before the general 
strike began and gone to work in the Jewish Agency's Political Depart
ment; assigned the task of setting up an effective countrywide intelligence 
network, he also continued to serve as the go-between linking Zionist 
and British intelligence. But he attended meetings of the Histadrut's Arab 
Committee at least through the end of 1936, and in 1938 he was still 
receiving copies of the Arab Department's reports on its activities. 

j Even after Zaslani moved on to bigger and better things, the Hista
drut's involvement with Arab workers continued to have an important 
intelligence and security dimension. Agassi and Alafiya regularly passed 
on information they received from their Arab contacts about conditions 

t in various Arab towns and villages and the doings of specific individuals 
 ̂ and organizations. George Nassar seems to have done the same: Histadrut 
j files contain numerous letters which he sent to his mentor Moshe Erem 
I and other Po'alei Tziyon Smol leaders reporting in broken Hebrew on 

the situation in Jaffa during the general strike. So complete was Nassar's 
identification with his Jewish friends that he could in his letters unselfcon
sciously report what "the Arabs" were up to, as if he were not an Arab 
himself.16
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Agassi and Alafiya also used their knowledge of Arabic—still a rather 
rare commodity in the Yishuv—to conduct antinationalist propaganda. 
During 1936 the PLL issued its own leaflets denouncing the strike and 
also distributed others prepared by the Jewish Agency's Arab Depart
ment.17 The PLL also paid eAbd al-Rahman ‘Uthman al-Husayni, a Syrian 
from Damascus who had recently retired from his post as a Syrian gov
ernment clerk and settled in Haifa, to write a pamphlet (An Appeal to 
Suffering Humanity) espousing the author's blend of socialist and pacifist 
principles and then distributed it. Given the context, al-Husayni's pam
phlet could only be understood as a denunciation of the revolt. Al- 
Husayni initially insisted on keeping his connection with the PLL secret, 
but he was quite willing to work as a Zionist agent of influence. In 1937 
the PLL sent him to the village of Wadi *Ara to follow up on a friendly 
letter which a village resident had written to the PLL, in the hope that 
this contact could be developed into a PLL branch. This initiative had a 
clear security dimension: Wadi cAra, situated in the long narrow valley 
which connected the coastal plain with the Jezreel Valley, was of consider
able strategic importance. More generally, the Histadrut hoped that by 
establishing links with villages through the PLL, it could combat Arab 
nationalist influence in the countryside and capitalize on resentment of 
the Arab Higher Committee's ineffective leadership and weariness with 
the revolt. The moment seemed auspicious for initiatives of this kind: 
during the spring and summer of 1937 the revolt was more or less on 
hold as the Peel Commission investigated the situation in Palestine and 
considered its future. The PLL was able to outfit the Wadi ‘Ara club (and 
later one in the nearby village of cArcara) with a radio and reading mate
rial, and it maintained regular contacts with sympathizers in the two vil
lages through 193 7.18

Later in 1937 the PLL's relationship with al-Husayni deepened when 
it secretly hired him to organize a network of pro-Zionist intellectuals and 
clubs in various towns and villages and rented an office for him, at a total 
cost of some £P25o—a sum whose size reflected the political importance 
of this project in the eyes of Histadrut and Jewish Agency officials. British 
security officials got wind of the plan, however, invited al-Husayni in for 
a talk, and tried to induce him to work for them as an informer who would 
infiltrate one of the Arab nationalist parties. This rather diminished al- 
Husayni's utility to the Histadrut, but he was nonetheless able to perform 
various services for his new friends. Among other things, he was the 
anonymous author of Kashf al-Qinac (Removing the mask), a pamphlet
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published by the PLL in January 1937 which denounced the general strike 
| and the nationalist revolt while praising the Histadrut for its concern for 
J Arab workers.

| Al-Husayni and a handful of other pro-Zionist Arabs were also ex- 
itremely useful to Zionism's public relations efforts. They could be de
fended on to sing the praises of labor Zionism and explain its benefits for 
the Arabs of Palestine when foreign visitors and delegations passed 
through. Indeed, they seemed the living embodiment of labor Zionism's 
practical commitment to Arab-Jewish friendship and worker solidarity, 
and living proof that Arab nationalist fears of displacement and domina- 

! tion by Jews were unjustified. The claim of al-Husayni (who was not even 
| a Palestinian) and others like him that their pro-Zionist line represented 

the true sentiments and real interests of the Arab working masses infuri
ated pronationalist Arab trade unionists. They lacked the Histadrut's 
strong connections with the international trade union movement and with 
European (especially British) labor and socialist parties, and they were 

j extremely frustrated by their inability to put their case before world pub- 
J lie opinion. When, for example, two members of Parliament from the 

Independent Labor Party (ILP) visited Palestine in January 1937 on a tour 
sponsored by the Yitzhaki-Abramovitch faction of Po'alei Tziyon Smol, 
with which the ILP had developed close ties, they met exclusively with 
Jews and with Arabs selected by the Histadrut/ including al-Husayni, 
whose performance Alafiya deemed very effective. George Mansur, who 
tried unsuccessfully to keep the AWS operating after Michel Mitri was 
assassinated by an unknown assailant in December 1936, made repeated 
requests for a meeting with the ILP leaders but was turned down.19

Hashomer Hatza'ir did not have any loyal Arab cadre available for ex
hibition to foreign audiences, but it too sought to win support among 
European leftists for its version of socialist Zionism and its vision of a 
binational Palestine.20 This period also witnessed Hashomer Hatza'ir's 
first efforts to conduct propaganda directly targeting Arabs. In honor of 

i May Day 1937 the movement published what seems to have been its first 
\ Arabic-language pamphlet, entitled The Path of Agreement between the

{
Jews and the Arabs of Palestine. The pamphlet argued that both Arab and 
Jewish workers would benefit from solidarity and explicitly differentiated 
Hashomer Hatza'ir from the Zionist majority by advocating the establish
ment of a binational Arab-Jewish state in Palestine. It also sought to place 

I the Palestine question in a proletarian internationalist framework: the 
Arab and Jewish workers of Palestine, it declared, could give no greater 

\ gift to the workers of the world, to the victims of Hitler and Mussolini, to



the workers of Spain fighting for liberty, democracy, and socialism, than 
fraternal concord and solidarity among themselves. On the other hand, 
the pamphlet strongly denounced the Arab nationalist leadership while 
avoiding any explicit discussion of Arab nationalism or Zionism. It also 
made no explicit mention of the question of Hebrew labor or of Hashomer 
Hatzacir's differences with MAPAI, though in Histadrut forums and in 
the Hebrew-language press the movement rarely refrained from airing 
those differences. Moreover, despite Hashomer Hatzacir's frequent criti
cisms of the PLL's inaction and failures, the pamphlet endorsed it as the 
proper framework for the organization of Arab workers.

Jewish PLL officials also contributed to weakening the Arab revolt in 
Palestine by helping to develop the first links between the Zionist move
ment and the Druze communities in Palestine and Syria. In 1936 leaders 
of the largely Druze village of eUsufiyya, on Mount Carmel, asked the 
Haifa Workers' Council for help in getting the British authorities to pro
vide protection against the nationalist guerrillas who were harassing the 
village because of its refusal to support the revolt. These contacts, which 
Hushi, Agassi, and Alafiya facilitated, eventually led to meetings between 
leaders of the Yishuv and of the Druze community, including some of the 
Syrian Druze leaders in exile in Palestine and Transjordan. In October 
1937 Abba Hushi and Shmu’el Alafiya, accompanied by Shaykh Hasan 
Abu Rukn, a Druze leader from cUsufiyya, traveled to Lebanon and then 
to Jabal al-Duruz ("the Mountain of the Druze," a center of the Druze 
population in southern Syria) on a secret mission for the Jewish Agency. 
As Agassi put it in a report, their goal was to "sign an official (though for 
the present covert) agreement between us and the residents of the Moun
tain so that their leaders influence the people of the Mountain not to be 
dragged in by the inciters from Palestine, and so that they will serve as a 
source of information. In all these areas some extremely beneficial things 
were accomplished."21 Some Palestinian Druze were in fact supportive of 
and active in the anti-Zionist movement, and Zionist leaders hoped that 
an agreement with Syrian Druze leaders would weaken Palestinian Druze 
involvement in the revolt. A month later a second mission took place, to 
Beirut and Damascus.

These contacts and secret missions marked the beginning of a de facto 
alliance between the Yishuv and significant segments of the Druze com
munity in Palestine and beyond, who saw in this alliance a way of provid
ing the Druze with a counterweight to the Muslim-led Arab nationalist 
movements in Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria. During the 1936-39 revolt 
good relations with these Druze enhanced the security of Jewish settle-
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merits and enterprises in the Mount Carmel area, notably Kibbutz Yagur 
and the Nesher cement factory and quarry, and weakened the nationalist 
insurrection in the countryside. They also paved the way for the neutral 
or pro-Zionist stance which most Palestinian Druze took during the bat
tles of 1947-49. Like Zaslani's interest in the Kurds of Iraq in 1934, this 
budding relationship pointed toward what would become a central ele
ment in Zionist and then Israeli strategy: the search for non-Arab and 
non-Sunni Muslim communities within the region who could be brought 
into an alliance directed against Arab nationalism.22

T H E  R O Y A L  C O M M I S S I O N  A N D  L A B O R  I N  P A L E S T I N E

The hearings held by the Peel Commission allowed both Jewish and Arab 
unionists to air their views before a wider public. Labor-Zionist leaders 
who testified insisted on the benefits which Jewish immigration and set
tlement had brought to the Arabs of Palestine, citing the higher wages 
which prevailed there by comparison with neighboring countries. A  mem
orandum submitted by the Histadrut insisted that "the workers of both 
communities, the Jews, consciously, and the Arabs, instinctively, realised 
that there exists a real and organic basis for the establishment of friendly 
relations between them." The distinction which this passage drew between 
the Jewish workers' conscious understanding and the Arab workers' in
stinctive understanding seems to have been a way of explaining why so 
few Arab workers had openly articulated their recognition of a "real and 
organic basis" for friendship with the Jews. Be that as it may, it was, the 
Histadrut declared, the Jewish workers who had taken the initiative:

. . .  the Jewish workers considered it their bounden duty to raise the Arab 
worker from his exploited and degraded position, for which his employers, 
backed by the Government and the [Muslim] clergy, were responsible.
They felt themselves ethically bound to assist in the abolition of condi
tions which led to poverty and oppression wherever they existed in the 
country; and also they wished to make impossible the existence in Pales
tine of a large group of workers whose poor conditions of living and of 
work constituted a permanent danger to their own standing as workers 
and to their standards of living.

Despite its centrality to relations between Arab and Jewish workers, 
the memorandum never mentioned or even alluded to the issue of Hebrew 
labor, though it did explicitly defend the policy of excluding Arabs from 
the Histadrut. It also attacked the leadership of the Arab community in 
Palestine, which allegedly objected "to the very attempt to raise the stan
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dard of living of the Arab labourer, and also to the possibility of an under
standing between Jewish and Arab workers."

But the real culprit, the Histadrut implied, was the government of Pal
estine, which had blocked efforts to achieve Jewish-Arab workers' cooper
ation. Although this allegation seems to have annoyed Lord Peel, in his 
testimony Dov Hoz, speaking for the Histadrut, defended the claim. Hoz 
rejected any suggestion that Arab and Jewish workers might have conflict
ing interests; rather, he stated, "there are matters in which we do not 
think Arabs or the Arab unions would be interested," such as Jewish im
migration and settlement as well as Jewish educational and cultural work. 
Commission members pressed Histadrut leaders for clear and unevasive 
answers about whether the organization's Hebrew labor policy did not 
mean the displacement of Arab workers, without much success.23

By contrast, when George Mansur of the AWS appeared before the 
Royal Commission in January 1937 to testify about the conditions and 
grievances of Arab workers in Palestine, he emphasized the issue of He
brew labor, which he argued had contributed greatly to Arab unemploy
ment.24 However, pro-Zionists in Britain refused to take him seriously: 
when the Peel Commission's report was debated in Parliament in July 
1937, one of the Independent Labor Party members who had failed to 
meet Mansur during his visit in January insisted that "Mansour [sic] rep
resents nobody but himself." Obviously frustrated by Arab unionists' lack 
of success in reaching and influencing British public opinion, Mansur pub
lished a booklet in English "to give the English reader some idea of why 
Arab labour is at one with the rest of the Arab population in its opposition 
to Zionist immigration and to call attention to the inadequacy of the 
Royal Commission's treatment of the relationship of Jewish and Arab 
labour in Palestine." Though a clearly written and well-argued piece of 
work, The Arab Worker under the Palestine Mandate did not have the 
impact its author hoped for. The labor-Zionist movement had close ties 
with the Labor Party and the support of many Labor members of Parlia
ment, while anti-Zionist Conservatives were unlikely to have much inter
est in, or sympathy for, Arab workers or labor unions. To the extent that 
there was even a battle for left-of-center but noncommunist British public 
opinion, the Zionists and their sympathizers had the upper hand.

" the truth  of the m a t t e r "

The general strike and the full-scale insurrection into which it developed 
made the Zionist movement's lack of an Arabic-language propaganda or



gan more glaring than ever. There had been sporadic efforts to surrepti
tiously buy influence with some Arab newspapers in Palestine, but nei
ther the Histadrut nor any other Zionist institution had put out a regular 
Arabic-language publication since the demise of Ittihad al-cUmmal in 
1928. Since 1935 Histadrut leaders had repeatedly declared that there 
should be no further delay in launching such a publication, but nothing 
had happened, largely because it took the Histadrut a long time to secure 
the funding needed to launch the project, from the Jewish Agency, 
wealthy donors abroad, and its own budget. In addition, MAPAI's political 
committee, which made all important decisions affecting the Histadrut 
before they were discussed and ratified by that organization's own leader
ship bodies, was uncertain whether there was any suitable candidate to 
take charge of the enterprise. Many MAPAI leaders were dubious about 
the whole idea: for example, both Moshe Shertok and Berl Katznelson felt 
that an Arabic newspaper was likely to contribute more to Jewish self- 
satisfaction than to enhancing Zionism's image among the Arabs. There 
was also continuing disagreement about the newspaper's content and so
ciopolitical orientation.25

Hashomer Hatza'ir leaders kept nagging MAPAI about the issue. "I do 
not know why the Histadrut cannot publish an Arabic newspaper," Yaca- 
kov Hazan asked at a meeting of the Histadrut executive committee in the 
autumn of 1936. "I cannot believe that among the 10,000 members of 
MAPAI there aren't three editors for an Arabic newspaper." MAPAI's 
Eliyahu Golomb responded by admitting that the party's nominee for edi
tor, Michael Assaf, was incapable of writing an article in Arabic; in fact, 
he added, "there aren't among us even ten comrades who know Arabic." 26 
MAPAI's choice of Assaf as editor in fact indicates the low priority the 
party assigned to this project. Born in the Polish city of Lodz in 1906, 
Assaf immigrated to Palestine in the early 1920s and quickly won a place 
in the second tier of the Ahdut Ha'avoda leadership. However, he proved 
uninterested in, or incapable of, building a power base within the party, 
and by the mid-i920s he had been shunted off into cultural work, ending 
up as a journalist for the Histadrut's daily newspaper Davar, founded in 
1925. Despite his limited knowledge of Arabic, by the early 1930s Assaf 
had acquired a reputation as MAPAI's preeminent expert on Arab af
fairs.27 Unable to come up with anyone better, MAPAI's leaders appointed 
Assaf to edit the Histadrut's projected Arabic weekly and assigned Eliyahu 
Agassi, who knew Arabic well, to work with him. This left the Histadrut's 
Arab Department without a single full-time employee in Tel Aviv and the
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inexperienced (and, some suggested, not overly competent) Alafiya on his 
own in Haifa, but it finally got things moving on the newspaper.

The first issue of Haqiqat al-Amr (The truth of the matter) was pub
lished in March 1937. Though Haqiqat al-Amr was officially designated 
the organ of the PLL and usually featured a column on labor affairs, its 
focus was much broader, in keeping with its openly proclaimed goal of 
combating anti-Zionist propaganda. Haqiqat al-Amr carried numerous 
articles discussing Zionism (especially but not exclusively labor Zionism) 
and trying to show how the Zionist enterprise benefited rather than 
harmed Palestine's Arabs. The first issue began with an assertion (in a 
rather ornate Arabic) that would be repeated in one form or another al
most weekly:

Every discerning and unbiased person must acknowledge the Jewish peo
ple's dedication to their eternal and sole homeland whose virtues the centu
ries had extinguished. For the Jews have established great civilizational 
(*u m r a n i y y a ) projects in Palestine which have improved the lot of the
country and the situation of all its inhabitants___ The Jewish workers'
movement organized in the Histadrut—the backbone of the Zionist move
ment— has been and will always be in the vanguard of those calling and 
pressing for the development and peace and progress of the country, for 
the benefit of the Jewish people and for the benefit of the Arabs who dwell 
in it. That is "the truth of the m atter."28

This depiction of Palestine as the land of both "the Jewish people" and 
"the Arabs who dwell in it" did not constitute a break with labor-Zionist 
discourse as it had been articulated over the previous decade and a half, 
but only a shift in emphasis. MAPAI leaders continued to believe in an 
eternal and superior Jewish right to Palestine, as evidenced by the contrast 
this statement implicitly drew between "the Jewish people" whose "eter
nal and sole homeland" Palestine was, and "the Arabs" who happened to 
"dwell" in the country. Zionism's settlement and development activity 
in Palestine had further strengthened the Jewish claim to the land. This 
formulation embodied labor Zionism's conception of the Arabs of Pales
tine not as a distinct nationality in their own right but rather as members 
of a larger entity, the Arabs, some of whom happened to dwell in Palestine 
but who could (and perhaps should) achieve their national self-fulfillment 
elsewhere, since that country was destined to be the site of the realization 
of Jewish sovereignty.29

During 1936-39, the obvious strength and popularity of the Arab re
volt led some MAPAI leaders to acknowledge (usually in closed party



[ forums) that the Arabs of Palestine had comprehensible grievances, were 
* imbued with an authentic nationalist spirit, and might even possess cer

tain national rights in the country. In February 1937, for example, Ben- 
Gurion declared that "The right which the Arabs in Palestine have is one 
owed to the inhabitants of any country . . .  because they live here, and not
because they are Arabs---- The Arab inhabitants of Palestine should en-

> joy all the rights of citizens and all political rights, not only as individuals, 
I but as a national community, just like the Jews."30 This formulation too 
1 was tellingly vague and ambiguous: the rights of Palestine's Arab major

ity were still understood as not quite of the same order as the Jewish 
people's rights in Palestine and certainly did not include the right of self- 
determination, while no compromise was possible on the key question of 
Jewish immigration.

In any case such statements did not reflect any fundamental reevalua
tion of Zionism's goals; rather they manifested Ben-Gurion's pragmatism, 
his capacity to adapt his tactics and strategy to changing circumstances. 
When the Peel Commission recommended in July 1937 that Palestine be 
partitioned into a small Jewish state, an Arab state that would encompass 
Transjordan as well, and a British-ruled enclave including Jerusalem, 
Bethlehem, and a corridor to the sea, Ben-Gurion (together with Hayyim 
Weizmann, president of the Zionist Organization) were able to convince 

1 the Zionist movement to refrain from any outright rejection of the princi- 
| pie of partition. This was not out of concern for Arab rights but because 

Ben-Gurion believed that even a small Jewish state in Palestine could pro
vide a haven for European Jews, while changing circumstances might 
allow its expansion in the future. In private Ben-Gurion continued to en
vision a Jewish state in all of Palestine and regarded the "transfer" of the 
Arabs living on that state's territory as both advisable and just. Weizmann 
too saw partition as a temporary solution, viable for a generation or so; 

\ ultimately, he believed, the Jewish state would encompass all of Pales
tine.31

It was the milder, more flexible version of labor Zionism's understand
ing of Arab rights in Palestine which was presented to the Arab public 

j through the pages of Haqiqat al-Amr. The weekly also devoted consider
able space to denouncing the Arab revolt, refuting anti-Zionist allegations 
in the Arab press and trying to demonstrate the strength and permanence 
of the Jewish presence in Palestine. Arab nationalist leaders were taken to 
task for allegedly exploiting Arab workers for base political ends. At the 
same time Haqiqat al-Amr provided international news, though with spe
cial emphasis on Jewish and labor topics, along with accounts of PLL and
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Histadrut activities and literature in translation. The latter included sto
ries by the Hebrew writer (and former Histadrut employee) Yehuda Burla 
as well as Maxim Gorky and other noted European writers. In 1940 Haqi
qat al-Amr began providing Hebrew lessons for its readers. Its press run 
of 2,000 copies was almost entirely distributed free of charge through 
various channels, including Jewish institutions and settlements (for exam
ple, the International Union of Railway, Postal and Telegraph Workers 
and various kibbutzim), which passed copies on to Arabs with whom they 
were in touch; the mail, through which copies were sent to government 
schools in the hope of influencing Arab teachers and students; and the 
network of personal contacts Agassi and his colleagues had developed over 
the years.

It is difficult to determine what impact Haqiqat al-Amr actually ex
erted on its intended audience, but it is likely to have been minimal. It 
reached relatively few Arab readers and could not really hope to compete 
with the Arab press, especially during a period of popular upsurge and 
nationalist revolt. Though Histadrut and Zionist officials were very proud 
of it and touted Haqiqat al-Amr both in the Yishuv and abroad as proof 
of their commitment to Arab-Jewish understanding, most of the Arabs 
who came across it saw it for what it was: a Zionist propaganda organ. 
Almost all the Arab schoolteachers to whom it was sent by mail, and 
many others besides, returned it, spurning the offer of a free subscrip
tion.32 Nonetheless, with subsidies from the Jewish Agency and other Yi
shuv institutions, the Histadrut continued to publish and distribute Haqi
qat al-Amr right up to 1948 and beyond; indeed, it continued to appear 
until i960, when the Histadrut finally closed it down.

T H E  R E V O L T  A N D  I T S  S U P P R E S S I O N

Though the Histadrut's Arabic newspaper had finally been launched, the 
organization's efforts to organize Arab workers languished during the 
years of the revolt. Agassi and his colleagues attributed the PLL's failures 
to both the Arab workers' backwardness and their own party's lack of 
interest in the project, manifested in the meager resources the Histadrut 
had devoted to it.33 But other MAPAI members rejected Agassi's criticism. 
David Hacohen, a top manager of the Histadrut's burgeoning business 
empire, insisted that given the conditions prevailing in Palestine, no effort 
to organize Arab workers was likely to succeed. Work among Arabs 
should continue, of course, but without constant complaining and breast
beating by people like Agassi over the Histadrut's alleged neglect. Haco-



hen claimed that he had once ''proved" to an Arab leader that it was in 
the Palestinian Arabs' own objective economic interest that only Jews be 
employed at Nesher, because Hebrew labor raised wage levels for Arabs 
as well. But economics was beside the point: it was a question of national
ism. The Arab worker "will not abandon his religious and political lead
ers," Hacohen insisted; "the Arab masses talk of defending the home
land," and the Histadrut must therefore be realistic about its prospects in 
this arena.34

j Early in 1937 Ben-Gurion told the Histadrut council that he had been 
in error when, at the Ahdut Haeavoda congress at Ein Harod thirteen 
years earlier, he had declared that Zionism could never reach an 
agreement with the effendis but only with the Arab working masses. "We 
must," he now declared, "find a way to the whole Arab people by 

1 contact and negotiations with its representatives, whoever they may 
1 b€ "35 gen-Gurion's new line implicitly underscored the low priority 

which efforts to organize Arab workers enjoyed among MAPAI's leader- 
/ ship. It would be continued but only at a low level, and the lion's share 

of the Arab Department's budget would go to Haqiqat al-Amr, whose 
publication could be seen as useful for general Zionist propaganda pur
poses.36

Yet despite MAPAI's distinct lack of enthusiasm for the PLL's work, a 
minimal budget and the commitment and dedication of a handful of indi
viduals kept the organization and the Arab Department going and for a 
time even allowed sporadic worker-oriented activity. During the year of 
relative quiescence between October 1936, when the general strike ended, 
and October 1937, when the revolt again exploded in a wave of violence 
that the British quickly met with heightened repression, contacts were 
made with porters at the Jaffa customs house. The PLL provided the por
ters with some money and helped them formulate and deliver their peti
tions to British officials. As always, organizing Arab workers had an ulte
rior motive: in one of his many letters to the Jewish Agency requesting 
financial support for the Histadrut's Arab Department, Agassi emphasized 
that "we see in the turn to us for help by the customs porters employed 
in the port of Jaffa an easy and never-to-be-repeated opportunity to un
dermine the position of the contractor of the customs [labor force], Salim 
al-Khuri, who despite all of your efforts [with the government] and all of 
our efforts we have never been able to compel to agree to Hebrew labor 
to the extent we deserve." With the PLL's support the customs porters 
eventually went on strike, but they were defeated and their incipient orga
nization was destroyed.37
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In sharp contrast to 1934-36, when the AWS and the Arab press had 
fought the PLL in Jaffa vigorously, the PLL's more or less overt relation
ship with the porters in 1938 aroused no reaction. Government censorship 
and preoccupation with political affairs may account for the silence of the 
press, but the lack of response on the part of the Arab labor movement is 
an indication of the virtual paralysis into which it had fallen. After Michel 
Mitri's assassination at the end of 1936, rival factions fought for control 
of the AWS, resulting in its disintegration. The small communist-led 
Transport Workers' Union in Jaffa also ceased to function, and even the 
PAWS in Haifa was largely dormant. High unemployment certainly con
tributed to the weakness of the labor movement, but so did repression: 
many of the movement's leaders and key activists were imprisoned as the 
British cracked down hard on all manifestations of organized activity 
linked with the nationalist movement. For example, Sami Taha, who a 
few years later would emerge as the preeminent leader of the PAWS, was 
held in detention without trial for six months during 1937, under the 
Emergency Regulations which the British promulgated to crush the re
volt, for alleged possession of "an apparatus used in the construction of 
landmines." Francis Sayigh, a communist active in the labor movement 
during the 1940s, was also detained for six months during the revolt as 
an "active terrorist."38 Many of the nationalist professionals and intellec
tuals who had links with labor unions were preoccupied with the revolt 
during 1936 and 1937, and after the armed struggle resumed in the fall of 
1937 a large number of them were detained or forced into exile.

The Palestine Communist Party, which had hoped to build and lead the 
Arab labor movement, was also paralyzed and divided as a result of the 
revolt. Some of its Arab leaders and activists tried to take an active part in 
the armed struggle, but in so doing they lost their specifically communist 
identity without gaining any significant influence on the course, charac
ter, or leadership of the revolt. The party's support for the revolt led many 
of its Jewish members to quit, while most of those who remained orga
nized themselves into a largely autonomous "Jewish section" which grew 
increasingly alienated from the party's predominantly Arab leadership 
and increasingly anxious to overcome its isolation from the Yishuv by 
moving toward a less unequivocally anti-Zionist stance. By the end of the 
revolt the PCP's Arab and Jewish components had become deeply es
tranged, resulting in a number of splits and ultimately (as I discuss in 
Chapter 7) the collapse of the PCP as a unified Arab-Jewish party.

For a brief period, then, the competition which the PLL had faced on 
the ground in 1935 was absent. But the PLL's limited resources, and more
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importantly the upsurge of the revolt in a much more violent and wide- 
i spread form during 1938, made headway impossible. By the summer of 

1938, rebel bands controlled much of the hill country and many towns 
throughout Palestine; as one British official put it, by September 1938 
"the situation was such that civil administration and control of the coun
try was, to all practical purposes, non-existent."39 The British govern
ment, preoccupied with the Sudetenland crisis, did not feel it could heavily 
reinforce its garrison in Palestine as long as a European war threatened.

At Nesher, where both Jewish and Arab workers were on short hours 
and experienced numerous "vacations" because of the depressed economic 
situation, the armed groups operating in the vicinity made their presence 

I increasingly felt. One of the members of the PLL's committee at Nesher 
1 was kidnapped and held for two weeks by guerrillas as a warning to the 
! workers there. The tactic succeeded: the workers begged management to 
l tell Alafiya to stop visiting the site. Workers at other sites who were sus- 
| pected of collaboration with the Histadrut were also harassed and, in a few 
1 instances, killed; among them was the PLL's chief contact in the village 

of Wadi cAra, who was executed by the guerrillas as a suspected police 
informant.40 During 1937 and into 1938 Arab workers would still show 
up at the PLL club in Haifa in the hope of finding work, but by the fall of 
1938 the Histadrut Arab Department's organizing work had come to a 
complete halt; as Agassi put it, "in this situation of terrorist political ten
sion, economic decline and spiritual depression, there is nothing harder 
than to find some possibility for activity on the part of the PLL."41

The agreement which the European powers reached at Munich in Sep
tember 1938 allowed the British government to dispatch large numbers of 
troops to Palestine to crush the Arab rebellion; eventually British military 
forces would outnumber the rebels by a ratio of ten to one.42 Massive 
repression, including collective punishment and aerial and artillery bom
bardment of insurgent villages, allowed the gradual restoration of British 
control. Dissension and division within the Palestinian Arab community 
also weakened the revolt. The rebel bands were rarely able to coordinate 
their efforts, most of the nationalist leadership was in prison or in exile 
after the fall of 1938, and significant segments of the population grew 
weary of the revolt and alienated from the rebels. Moreover, the Nasha
shibis and some of their allies came out openly against the revolt and with 
British support organized armed "Peace Bands" which attacked the rebels 
and the villages which supported them. As the rebels were pushed onto 

j  the defensive, internecine killings multiplied as all sides seized the oppor
tunity to settle scores old and new. Among those assassinated was Hasan
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Sidqi al-Dajani, a leader of the Nashashibi faction, who was gunned down 
in Ramallah in October 1938. Fakhri al-Nashashibi, who had founded the 
AWS in Jerusalem in 1934, would be assassinated in Baghdad in 1941.

By the spring of 1939 the revolt was dying out. Having gained the 
upper hand militarily, the British sponsored yet another round of Arab- 
Jewish negotiations. When these failed, the British government issued a 
new statement of policy for Palestine, the White Paper of May 1939. The 
White Paper met at least partially a number of long-standing Arab de
mands by providing for the establishment of an independent Palestinian 
state within ten years, restrictions on further Jewish land purchases, and 
a ceiling of 75,000 Jewish immigrants over the following five years, after 
which additional immigration would require Arab consent. With a Euro
pean war in the offing, British officials hoped that the White Paper would 
conciliate Arab opinion and secure for Britain the support and allegiance 
of Arabs in Palestine and neighboring lands.

The Zionist movement charged that the White Paper was a repudiation 
of Britain's commitment, embodied in the Balfour Declaration of 19 17  
and the mandate itself, to foster the establishment of a Jewish "national 
home" in Palestine. Its promulgation did in fact mark the end of the alli
ance between Britain and the Zionist movement. That alliance had given 
the Zionist movement the time, protection, and support it needed to lay 
the demographic, economic, military, and political foundations of a strong 
and increasingly self-sufficient Yishuv, despite mounting and often vio
lent (if not always very effective) resistance by Palestine's Arab majority. 
As a result, by 1939 the Yishuv was nearly at the point where it could 
stand on its own even without British support, while the Palestinian Arab 
nationalist movement had suffered a devastating defeat, leaving the Arab 
community demoralized, disorganized, and without effective leadership.

Outraged Zionist leaders initially called for resistance to, and defiance 
of, the policies set forth in the White Paper. But a few months after it was 
issued war broke out in Europe, and the Yishuv and the Zionist movement 
put their opposition to the White Paper on hold and allied themselves 
with Britain in order to fight and defeat Nazi Germany, obviously a much 
greater enemy of the Jewish people. The confrontation between Zionism 
and its erstwhile ally and protector, Britain, was thus put off until the end 
of the war, by which time the Zionist movement and the Yishuv would 
be in a stronger position not only to frustrate the policies outlined in 
the White Paper but to launch a successful drive for Jewish statehood in 
Palestine.
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T H E  I 9 3 O S  I N  R E T R O S P E C T

In the years 1932-35 the Histadrut's project of organizing Arab workers 
achieved some notable successes. The PLL developed organizational con
nections with Arab workers in several important workplaces, notably the 
ports of Haifa and Jaffa, and for the first time recruited significant num
bers of unskilled and semiskilled wage workers, quite different from the 
skilled crafts workers employed in small workshops with whom the Hista
drut had developed ties in the mid-i920S. But the PLL's successes were all 
short-lived: it proved unable to create stable unions or a cadre of Arab 
unionists willing to openly identify with the PLL, nor did it ever develop 
a sizable or stable membership base. As Histadrut officials themselves ac
knowledged, by 1937 it retained only a few dozen members and sympa
thizers in and around Haifa and had come to be seen by Arab workers as 
less a labor organization than an employment agency.

Although the Histadrut leadership was always rather ambivalent about 
this sphere of activity and never devoted great human or material re
sources to it, it is hard to argue that it justified even the limited invest
ment made in it. But meager resources were not the chief cause of the 
PLL's failure during the 1930s, though some of its Jewish activists cer
tainly saw it that way. What they were unable to grasp was that the rea
sons for this effort's failure were largely inherent in the way it was con
ceived, a conception rooted in labor-Zionist discourse about Arabs in 
general and Arab workers in particular. That discourse presumed, even 
insisted, that an initiative to organize Arab workers undertaken by the 
Histadrut, a central institution of the Zionist project in Palestine, could be 
perceived by Arabs as nonpolitical and unconnected with the larger issue 
of Zionism and its implications for Palestine's future. As we have seen, 
there were in fact not a few instances in which Arab workers turned to 
the PLL and the Histadrut, for a variety of reasons: to get help in work
place struggles, to gain access to health care and loans, to find jobs, because 
they believed in working-class solidarity, and so forth. But as the Palestin
ian Arab working class grew in size and social weight and as a stratum of 
better-educated and more politically sophisticated workers emerged, as 
Arab trade unionism developed, and as the Arab nationalist movement 
began to take an interest in labor issues, these kinds of links between Arab 
workers and the Histadrut came to seem increasingly less innocent, less 
unproblematic. This was especially true as the extent to which the labor- 
Zionist project of organizing Arab workers was bound up (if in complex 
ways) with the campaign to achieve Hebrew labor became not only evi
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dent but a public issue, as was certainly the case from 1934 onward, when 
the Arab Workers' Society in Jaffa placed it at the top of its agenda.

This kind of Arab response is not something that Histadrut officials 
or PLL activists anticipated or found easy to comprehend. Their lack of 
comprehension stemmed in part from their conception of Arab workers 
as a largely inert mass, a raw material available for molding by one or 
another outside force but generally lacking a capacity for independent 
thought or agency, at least beyond a certain basic level. This is borne out 
by the striking fact that in the great mass of material generated by the 
labor-Zionist movement's effort to develop some relationship with the 
Arab working class during the 1930s—reports on organizing activities, 
internal correspondence among Histadrut departments and officials, min
utes of debates in party, union, and Histadrut forums, published leaflets, 
and so on—it is quite rare to hear an Arab voice, especially a rank and file 
voice or one which in some sense says no, which does not mutely go along 
but actively challenges the premises of this project. Thus incidents like 
Zaslani and Agassi's November 1934 confrontation with the Jaffa dock- 
workers, at which the latter pressed the Jewish unionists for clear and 
unevasive answers about the Histadrut's ulterior motive in helping them 
organize and its commitment to Hebrew labor at the port of Jaffa, have 
few if any antecedents in this literature.

There must in fact have been many such encounters, but they rarely 
surface, at least in part because there was little room for them in the 
conceptual framework of those who drafted the reports, sent the corre
spondence, and participated in the debates. Zaslani, Agassi, Hushi, and 
their colleagues found it hard to grasp such responses as manifestations 
of rational self-interest, since they (and the Zionist movement in general) 
tended to attribute all expressions of rejection and opposition to the nefar
ious manipulation of the innocent rank and file workers by self-interested 
outside agitators, in this case Arab unionists imbued with nationalism. 
This too manifested a perception of Arab workers as passive and largely 
incapable of self-motivated rational action, who therefore had to be acted 
upon, whether benignly by Zionists or malevolently by anti-Zionist Arab 
nationalists with selfish ulterior motives. Though labor Zionism saw itself 
as a movement which would give the Jewish people its own voice again, 
allowing them to overcome their powerlessness and take control of their 
destiny, it found it difficult to envision Arabs, and especially working- 
class Arabs, as having their own distinct voices, identities, and agency.

It is undeniably true that, at least into the 1930s, Jewish unionists in 
Palestine had much more experience of organizing and maintaining labor

)
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organizations than did most Arab workers, and also that the Jews were 
often steeped in a broad international labor movement culture which 
might have been useful to Arab workers. However, Jewish unionists 
grasped that experience and that culture through the filter of the premises 
and conceptions of labor Zionism. As a consequence the meaning of the 
labor organizing which the Histadrut undertook among Arab workers in 
the 1930s could ultimately not be separated from the larger issue of Zion
ist aims in Palestine and Zionism's conflict with Palestinian Arab nation
alism. The Histadrut's efforts therefore increasingly engendered, and 
were increasingly frustrated by, opposition and counterorganizing by 
Arab unionists who, much like the labor Zionists, saw their national and 
labor commitments as complementary.

As we have seen, through the 1930s the Histadrut's activity (or inactiv
ity) in this sphere was sharply criticized by other left-Zionist forces, espe
cially Hashomer Hatza'ir. Yet it is highly unlikely that that movement's 
conceptions of joint organization and Arab-Jewish working-class solidar
ity would have proven any more successful than MAPAI's, for they were 
rooted in premises which were probably even less realistic. Nor was Has
homer Hatza'ir really any better than MAPAI at translating its rhetoric 
of Arab-Jewish friendship and solidarity into practice, even in its own 
kibbutzim. Moshe Shamir, the noted Israeli novelist who began as a parti
san of Hashomer Hatza'ir but after 1967 gravitated toward the right end 
of the Israeli political spectrum, went to school in the 1930s at Kibbutz 
Mishmar Ha'emek, one of the movement's kibbutzim in the Jezreel Val
ley. In his book Hayyai Hm Yishma'el (My life with Ishmael) Shamir 
addressed this gap between rhetoric and reality.

. . .  in the [kibbutz] dining room the [Hashomer Hatza'ir] leaders spoke of 
"brotherhood among peoples." None of them knew a word of Arabic, they 
never spoke [with Arabs] as a man speaks with his friends. They had no 
friends among the villages in the area, they never once paid even a simple 
visit to their neighbors in the nearby villages. In the [kibbutz's] excellent 
modern school—for a long time perhaps the most advanced educational in
stitution in the country—Arabic was not taught.. . .  So we just simply 
lived with our nice theories to one side and the bitter reality to the other, 
and we saved ourselves any unpleasantness and the burden of thinking 
simply by never trying to look at the theories and reality side by side, for 
a first, elementary, basic examination of the extent to which they coin
cided or differed.. . .  We organized ourselves behind the fence, we pre
pared to defend ourselves, we spoke of "brotherhood among peoples" and 
we never in fact fulfilled a single serious obligation of [the principle of] 
brotherhood among peoples.43
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This is no doubt a harsh judgment, but it contains a large measure of 
truth. In fact, one might go even further and suggest that for Hashomer 
Hatzacir, and for labor Zionism in general, achievement of their goals 
in fact required a substantial gap between ideology and reality, between 
principled commitments and clear recognition of the implications of one's 
actions, between subjective intentions and objective consequences. Such j 
gaps are probably characteristic of all political and social movements, but I 
in this particular time and place they were perhaps especially wide, and 
they ultimately frustrated labor Zionism's project of developing relations 
with Arab workers, at least as that project was conceived and implemented k 
during the 1930s.

As I noted in Chapter 4 with reference to the railway workers, the Arab [ 
revolt of 1936-39 led to increased residential and social as well as work--, 
place segregation, as Jews moved out of predominantly Arab neighbor-! 
hoods and into safer Jewish neighborhoods. Arabs and Jews also became' 
less likely to frequent the same public spaces, whether for business, shop
ping, or recreation, and the fears and hatreds evoked on both sides by acts 
of terrorist violence targeting civilians were not easily erased. At the same 
time, the revolt, and its political, social, and economic consequences, left 
the Arab national movement in Palestine severely weakened while setting 
the Yishuv more firmly than ever before on the road to statehood. Yet 
as the following chapters will show, developments during the war and the 
immediate postwar period unleashed significant new forces and generated 
important new dynamics that affected many spheres of life in Palestine. 
These forces and dynamics would create new arenas and forms of interac
tion between Arab and Jewish workers and labor movements, shaping not 
only the relationships among them but also the ways in which those rela
tionships were conceived.



7 Workers, Labor Movements, 
and the Left during the 
Second World War

T h e promulgation of the White Paper of May 1939, the end of the Arab 
revolt a few months later, and then the outbreak of the Second World 
War in September 1939 set the stage for the beginning of a new period in 
the history of mandatory Palestine. The hothouse atmosphere engendered 
by the war brought about rapid social, economic, and political changes, 
profoundly affecting the scope and character of interaction among Arab 
and Jewish workers. Though the overt political struggle over Palestine's 
fate was largely in abeyance while the war lasted, developments during 
the war years had an important, perhaps even decisive, impact on the final 
phase of that struggle which began when the war came to an end.

T H E  W A R  Y E A R S :  E C O N O M I C  A N D  P O L I T I C A L  C H A N G E

The war affected Palestine's economy in important ways. In its first 
months, the closing of the Mediterranean shipping lanes badly hurt the 
country's export-oriented citrus industry. The civilian construction indus
try, a very important sector of the Yishuv's economy in particular, also 
suffered, both because Jewish immigration fell off and because the im
ported materials on which the industry was heavily dependent were less 
available, and most of what did reach Palestine was diverted for military 
use. Unemployment remained relatively high among both Arabs and Jews 
through 1940. As the war went on, however, the decline in imports of 
foreign-made finished goods created new opportunities for local manufac
turers. More importantly, Palestine became a major base and staging 
ground for British and other Allied military forces, which enormously 
stimulated demand for manufactured goods as well as agricultural pro
duce. To help meet this demand, the British authorities took steps to en-
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courage local industry in Palestine and surrounding countries, coordinated 
after April 1941 by the Cairo-based Middle East Supply Center. The con
struction sector also began to flourish as the War Office and the govern
ment put out numerous contracts for military-related projects.

A  few figures will suffice to illustrate the scale of the war-induced eco
nomic boom. Between 1940 and 1946, some £Pi2 million were invested 
in Jewish-owned industrial enterprises in Palestine, almost double the to
tal for the entire 1930s. British and Allied military expenditures in Pales
tine for goods ranging from clothing to processed food products to ammu
nition, for construction and for maintenance and repair services amounted 
to about £Pi million in 1940; they quadrupled the following year, more 
than doubled again the following year, and reached some £Pi2 million in 
1943. Military orders in 1942 equaled Palestine's entire industrial output 
in 1939. During the war Palestine came to export significant quantities 
of various manufactured goods, mainly to Allied forces and neighboring 
countries: industrial exports rose from £P47o,ooo in 1940 to £ P n  million 
in 1945.

As a result tens of thousands of Arabs and Jews found employment in \ 
new and newly expanded factories and workshops, and in the scores of h 
British and Allied military bases, repair, maintenance, and storage facili- \ 
ties, and other installations which sprouted the length and breadth of the 
country. The war also led to the creation of many new jobs in construe-/] 
tion, ground transport, the ports, and shipping, to serve both military and 
civilian needs. The widespread unemployment and underemployment 
that had afflicted the Arab sector of the Palestinian economy for much of 
the second half of the 1930s were replaced by labor shortages, despite 
government efforts to expand and channel the country's labor force and 
regulations which prohibited workers in essential industries (including the 
railways) from leaving their jobs. Employment in both Arab and Jewish 
agriculture declined during the war years as many people sought better- 
paying and less onerous work in industry and services.

The extent and speed of war-induced proletarianization within the 
Arab community was particularly striking. By 1944, Palestine's wage la
bor force is estimated to have encompassed some 100,000 Arab wage 
workers employed full-time outside agriculture—approximately one- 
third of the entire Arab male population of working age.1 More than a 1 
third of these were employed at British army camps and installations, \ 
alongside some 15,000 Jewish workers, while thousands of others were 
employed by contractors working on military-related projects. The camps I 
thus constituted a new and important social space which came into exis
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tence very quickly and in which unprecedentedly large numbers of Arabs 
and Jews worked side by side, producing new forms and dynamics of in
teraction.

Wartime economic expansion was accompanied by a surge of inflation, 
after a long period of price stability. By one calculation, the cost of living 
index rose only from 100 in 1936 to 103 in 1939, but then surged to 153 
in 1941 and to 222 in 1942. By 1943 the index had reached 269, rising to 
274 the following year, and to 295 in 1945. As a result real wages declined 
sharply in the first part of the war. To this both Arab and Jewish workers 
responded with widespread activism and organization. Many of their 
struggles were successful, and by war's end real wages in Palestine had 
risen considerably. This was true not only in industry, construction, and 
services but also in agriculture: the war brought considerable prosperity 
to the Arab rural economy as wage rates for agricultural labor rose, the 
government paid high prices for produce, and rural indebtedness declined 
somewhat.2

The war years also witnessed important changes in the political arena, 
creating space for the emergence of new political forces among both Arabs 
and Jews. The defeat of the Arab revolt had left the Palestinian Arab na
tionalist movement much weakened and in disarray. Its top leaders were 
in exile, as were many key activists who were not dead or in prison. It 
was clear that the end of the war would bring a renewal of the struggle 
over Palestine's fate, but in the interim the old guard nationalist politi
cians still in Palestine were largely quiescent. The weakening of the con
trol which the powerful elite factions had exercised over the Arab commu
nity, together with growing social differentiation in urban and rural 
communities, widespread proletarianization, and the hothouse political 
climate of the war years made possible the emergence of a new Arab left, 
embodied in the National Liberation League (NLL), which developed out 
of the disintegration of the Palestine Communist Party in 1943. This or
ganization, which included veteran Arab communists but also members 
of a new generation of progressive intellectuals and many working-class 
activists, developed a strong base in the rapidly expanding and unprece
dentedly active Arab trade union movement. As we will see, the NLL 
advocated Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity, for its own sake but also 
as a way of achieving what it regarded as a "democratic" solution to the 
Palestine problem.

The war years brought significant shifts in the politics of the Zionist 
movement and the Yishuv as well. The Zionist movement's struggle 
against the 1939 White Paper was largely put on hold as the Yishuv mobi
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lized in support of the Allied war effort, though efforts to get Jewish im
migrants—refugees from persecution, and then from extermination, in 
Nazi-controlled Europe—into Palestine despite British restrictions contin
ued, as did Jewish land acquisition and settlement. The war years wit
nessed the consolidation of the gains that the Yishuv had made during the 
193 os, when it first approached the demographic weight, military capac
ity, social development, economic base, and political unity necessary to 
launch a viable bid for statehood. This emerging reality in Palestine itself, 
along with growing awareness of the unprecedented persecution to which 
the Jews of Europe were being subjected, prompted a Zionist conference 
held in New York City in 1942 (known as the "Biltmore conference" after 
the hotel at which it convened) to openly declare, for the first time, that 
Zionism's goal was the establishment of a Jewish "commonwealth" in all 
of Palestine.

Though the demand for statehood enjoyed majority support within the j 
Zionist movement and the Yishuv, it was not unopposed. In 1939 a group 1 
of liberal professionals and intellectuals, together with several Po'alei Tzi- \ 
yon Smol leaders, had formed the League for Jewish-Arab Rapprochement 1 

and Cooperation to promote mutual understanding and political compro- / 
mise. In 1942 Hashomer Hatza'ir formally joined the League, adding the \ 
weight of its Hakibbutz Ha’artzi federation (which now encompassed over 
forty kibbutzim in various stages of settlement with more than 7,500 
members) and of its urban sister party, the Socialist League. Hashomer 
Hatza'ir had developed into an increasingly significant force in the Yi
shuv: in the elections to the Histadrut's fifth congress, held in April 1942, 
Hashomer Hatza'ir and the Socialist League together garnered 19 percent 1 
of the vote (mostly from cities and moshavot) on a platform advocating 
worker militancy, nonviolent mass opposition to the 1939 White Paper, 
and Arab-Jewish compromise. During the war years and until the end of j 
1947, Hashomer Hatza'ir vigorously opposed both the Zionist leadership's \ 
demand for Jewish statehood in all of Palestine and any form of partition, 1 

advocating instead the establishment in an undivided Palestine of a bina
tional state in which Arabs and Jews would have political parity regardless 
of their relative numbers. This was very much a minority position within 
the Yishuv, but as Joel Beinin has pointed out, binationalism was at the 
time still within the bounds of legitimate political discourse in the 
Yishuv.3

Political change in the Yishuv was facilitated by factional infighting 
within MAPAI, culminating in a bitter split in 1944 and the secession of 
its left wing, which established itself as a new party under the name of



Ahdut Ha'avoda. In so doing it claimed the mantle of the old Ahdut Ha'a- 
voda, which had been the larger and more explicitly socialist of the two 
parties that had merged to form MAPAI fourteen years earlier. Though 
MAPAI remained the single largest party in the Histadrut, the Yishuv, 
and the Zionist movement, the split weakened MAPAI's hegemonic grip 
and opened up new political space within which other forces could expand 
and demand a share in decision making. The changing wartime political 
climate benefited even the Jewish communists. The Jewish communist 
organizations that emerged from the breakup of the Palestine Communist 
Party in 1943 remained small and weak, but their efforts to seek common 
ground with Zionism won them greater legitimacy in the Yishuv, as did 
the reflected glory of the Soviet Union, which enjoyed great prestige and 
popularity among Jews in wartime Palestine as the Red Army blocked the 
Nazi onslaught and then began to destroy the German war machine as it 
fought its way toward Berlin.

T H E  R A I L W A Y  W O R K E R S * . P R O M  E S T R A N G E M E N T  

T O  J O I N T  S T R U G G L E

It was within this rapidly changing economic, social, and political context 
that interactions between Arab and Jewish workers unfolded during the 
war years. The new atmosphere, already palpable from the beginning of 
1940, was manifested in the restoration of Arab-Jewish links that had 
been severed, or at least dormant, during the Arab revolt. In January 1940, 
for example, Arab and Jewish citrus grove owners in the Petah Tikva area 
met to choose a joint delegation to present their demands for relief to the 
government. Later that year Jewish and Arab building owners, merchants, 
and other propertied groups also began to work together to further their 
common economic interests, in a manner that would not have been possi
ble a year earlier.4 Not surprisingly, the Arab and Jewish railway workers 
were also among the first groups to resume contact after the end of the 
revolt, as the restoration of tranquillity and the sharp decline in real wages 
caused by wartime inflation facilitated the resumption of organizing activ
ities on both sides and renewed interaction between them. The war and 
immediate postwar years would witness not only an unprecedented degree 
of cooperation between the Arab and Jewish railway unions but also un
precedented militancy, highlighting trends manifested by other segments 
of the Arab and Jewish working classes in Palestine as well.

In addition to higher wages, the railwaymen wanted an end to the short
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hours in effect during most of the revolt years as well as implementation 
of all the promises made by management and the government in 1935 
but never fulfilled. By the beginning of 1940 the International Union of 
Railway, Postal and Telegraph Workers, now exclusively Jewish in mem
bership, had renewed contacts with some of the veteran leaders of the 
Arab railwaymen, especially in Haifa. Progress was slow, however, be
cause the Arab unionists were still reluctant to be publicly associated with 
Jews. Nonetheless, Arabs and Jews at the Haifa workshops were able to 
formulate a joint memorandum setting forth their demands. When in 
March 1940 management rejected these demands, interest in renewed ac
tivism and cooperation spread from Haifa to other parts of Palestine. As 
the Arab Union of Railway Workers, which had virtually ceased to func
tion during the revolt, resumed activity and began recruiting new mem
bers, talks involving activists from both unions as well as unaffiliated 
Arab workers got under way in Haifa, Lydda, and elsewhere. As in previ
ous years, the AURW demanded that any joint delegation to management 
be constituted not on the basis of parity—as the IU insisted—but in accor- ( 
dance with the relative proportions of Arabs and Jews among the rail
waymen. Under pressure from the rank and file to find some way to coop
erate with the IU, the AURW ultimately conceded on this issue, and in 
August a joint delegation met with the General Manager of the Palestine 
Railways for the first time in more than four years.5

The new opportunities for mobilizing workers which the war opened 
up once again compelled the two unions to grapple with the question of 
their mutual relations. The IU leadership understood that the situation of * 
the Jewish railwaymen could be improved only through cooperation with 
the Arabs and the encouragement of worker activism. But they also un
derstood that the renewal of activism would stimulate many of the Arab 
workers to seek trade union organization, an impulse which would pri
marily benefit the AURW. They had not entirely given up the hope that 
the IU might be able to recruit Arab workers, but under the circumstances 
this seemed an unrealistic prospect. In practice, therefore, the IU generally 
accepted that it had to cooperate with the AURW as representative of the 
Arab workers. For its part, the AURW had abandoned the idea of uniting 
all the railway workers into one organization, although it had made such 
proposals up to the very eve of the revolt. Still fragile and cautious, and 
anxious to avoid any action which might subject it to criticism on nation
alist grounds, the AURW was ready to cooperate with the IU in drawing 
up memoranda and forming delegations but still refused to forge any pub- |
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lie or formal links with the Jewish union. So while its leaders did in fact 
work with the IU, they did not do so as official representatives of their 
organization but as individual activists.6

The two unions continued to work together on this informal basis 
through 1940 and 1941, jointly pressing their common demands in meet
ings with management officials. In this period the Palestine Railways ex
panded rapidly to serve the British and Allied military forces stationed in 
and passing through the country. Total tonnage carried rose from 858,995 
in 1940-41 to 2,194,848 in 1943-44, the chronic deficits of previous years 
were replaced by budget surpluses, and the railway workforce rose to an 
all-time high of 7,778 in 1943.7 As a result short hours were abolished 
and the workers no longer faced any threat of layoffs. Indeed, skilled labor 
was in short supply, leading to a great deal of overtime (but also to speed- 
ups), and thousands of Arab peasants acquired their first experience of 
wage labor as unskilled railway workers. The key issue confronting the 
railwaymen (and most other workers as well) was now higher wages, since 
the cost of living allowance (COLA) granted by the government as a sup
plement to their basic wage late in 1941 had failed to offset steadily rising 
prices. The wage gap between the railway workers and private-sector 
workers rose to 50 percent or more, a differential which was made even 
more burdensome by the promulgation of military regulations which pro
hibited railway workers from leaving their poorly paid jobs because they 
were deemed essential to the war effort and labor was in short supply.

Under pressure from the rank and file, AURW leaders finally agreed 
in January 1942 to make their links with the IU public and official and 
participate in a joint campaign to win the railway workers' demands. A 
countrywide petition drive was launched, and early in February 1942 the 
two unions convened a meeting of representatives of the railway workers 
at the PAWS union hall in Haifa. This well-attended and highly spirited 
event reminded observers of the heyday of solidarity among the rail
waymen in 1935.8 Over the months that followed worker discontent was 
further exacerbated by shortages of basic commodities: by August 1942 
flour was altogether unavailable in some urban areas and bread could be 
found only with difficulty, and then at such a high price that it accounted 
for nearly half of a railway worker's wages. In meetings with management 
and Labor Department officials, railway workers' representatives de
manded that the workers be provided with regular rations of flour, rice, 
sugar, clarified butter, and other basic commodities, and also that the gov
ernment establish a consumer cooperative for them to reduce prices. The 
Palestine Railways, apprehensive about growing unrest and anxious to
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prevent a decline in the efficiency of its workforce due to inadequate nu
trition, did in fact arrange for the sale of essential foodstuffs to railway 
personnel at controlled prices.9 But negotiations over higher wages and 
the COLA dragged on without result, until workers' frustrations finally 
erupted in the form of a three-day strike of all the Haifa workshops work
ers in December 1942, in defiance of an official prohibition of strikes in 
essential industries.

Palestine Railways management at first refused to respond to the 
workers' wage demands, insisting that it could not act until a government 
committee on wages had made its decisions. But a few days later General 
Manager A. H. Kirby, fearful of further disruptions and more sympathetic 
to the workers' demands than his predecessors, made a number of im
portant concessions, including the institution of annual wage increases for 
all workers, a wage scale based on seniority, and the introduction of regu
lar overtime pay. Kirby was himself a veteran railwayman and former 
union member (in Britain) who had worked his way up through the ranks. 
The Jews with whom he dealt also regarded him as quite sympathetic to 
Zionism, unlike many other British officials in Palestine. Kirby was aware 
of changing official attitudes toward unions and had come to feel that the 
high-handed and repressive methods which had previously characterized 
management's dealings with the railway workforce were outdated. He 
therefore sought to institutionalize management's hitherto rather spo
radic and informal contacts with the workers through the establishment 
of a "standing staff committee" consisting of representatives of manage
ment, labor, and the government's Labor Department. The establishment 
of this committee amounted to unofficial recognition of the workers' trade 
unions, since the General Manager agreed to allow the two unions to 
nominate the workers' representatives to it.10

Some months passed before the IU and AURW were able to reach 
agreement over who would represent the railway workers on the commit
tee. Once again, a key sticking point seems to have been the question o f 
parity: the AURW demanded at least a symbolic majority on the joint 
committee which would choose the workers' representatives on the staff 
committee. At the same time, the IU leadership seems to have hoped that 
it could take advantage of the AURW's weakness outside Haifa by or
ganizing Arab railway workers under its own auspices. In Lydda, for ex
ample, the IU branch developed ties with a substantial number of Arab 
workers early in 1943. But lack of organizational resources, especially 
someone who knew Arabic and could work with this group on an ongoing 
basis, ̂ prevented the IU from consolidating its links with these workers.
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As 1943 wore on *he AURW established an increasingly effective presence 
outside Haifa, rendering the IU's hopes unrealistic, though a few Arab 
workers retained ties with the IU even in Haifa. In the end each union 
appointed one member to the staff committee, though a proposed joint 
committee representing all the railway workers never came into being. As 
we will see later in this chapter, as well as in Chapter 8, the railway work
ers' discontent and their readiness for action would assume even more 
dramatic forms in the months and years ahead.11

T H E  H I S T A D R U T , H A S H O M E R  H A T Z A 'i R ,  A N D  " A R A B  W O R K "

During the first year of the war Histadrut officials gradually became 
aware that the hostility and tensions unleashed by the revolt had dimin
ished greatly and that new opportunities for developing relations with 
Arab workers had opened up. In July 1940, for example, Eliyahu Agassi 
visited the town of Safad, in the Galilee, where a group of some fifty Arab 
workers had contacted the local Workers' Council and asked its help in 
organizing themselves. Agassi was struck by the changed atmosphere, less 
than a year after the end of the revolt: though the Arabs of Safad were, 
he reported, known to be no less "fanatical" than the residents of 
Nablus—by reputation one of the most strongly nationalist towns in the 
country—he found Arabs and Jews again mixing in the streets and cafes.

However, it soon became clear to Agassi and his colleagues that in one 
crucial respect little had changed: as had been the case before and during 
the revolt, Arab workers approached the Histadrut and took an interest in 
the PLL largely in the hope of finding jobs. In this instance, Solel Boneh, 
the Histadrut's construction and road-building company, had won a 
tender to build a new police station near Safad, on condition that it employ 
some Arab workers from the vicinity. This police station was one of many 
fortlike structures which the government had built to garrison and control 
the countryside of Palestine during and after the revolt; they were nick
named "Tegarts," after Sir Charles Tegart, one of the government's chief 
counterinsurgency experts and the man who had recommended their con
struction. The Arab workers who had approached the Histadrut wanted 
Solel Boneh to hire them in place of the workers already employed 
through the local Arab subcontractors to whom Solel Boneh had given 
some of the work. Cautious as always, Agassi was hesitant about the PLL 
taking on the role of a labor contractor for Histadrut enterprises, mainly 
because organizing these Arab workers might interfere with the employ
ment of as many Jewish workers as possible on the project. Agassi also
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feared that any Arab union he helped organize might later get out of 
control and start demanding not only more jobs but also the same wages 
and hours as the Jewish workers. Nonetheless, he concluded, it was im
portant for political reasons to organize them and place them in jobs with 
Solel Boneh: demonstrating the benefits that good relations with the Jews 
could yield might shake things up a bit in Safad.12

However, the Histadrut's Arab Department was hardly prepared to 
take advantage of the new circumstances. Its funds were depleted, the PLL 
did not exist outside Haifa, and even its branch there was barely function
ing. After three years of publication Haqiqat al-Amr remained a hand-to- 
mouth operation, kept going by a subsidy from the Jewish Agency and by 
such meager supplemental funding as Agassi, Michael Assaf, and their 
colleagues could induce Histadrut officials to allocate. The Histadrut com
mittee charged with overseeing Arab work rarely met and its decisions 
were never implemented.13 Perhaps most importantly, despite a sense that 
new opportunities had arisen, Histadrut officials remained wary. "We 
must do our work with caution," Dov Hoz told his colleagues early in 
1940. "We must not be swept away by the enthusiasm for linking up with 
us which the Arabs are displaying in the present conjuncture, because it 
may cause us and them many disappointments and failures. We must try 
to form among the Arab workers a stable nucleus which will benefit both 
them and us."14 The death of Dov Hoz in an automobile accident a few 
months later removed from the scene one of the few top-ranking Hista
drut leaders who had taken a serious interest in Arab work.

As I discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, Hashomer Hatza'ir had been crit
icizing the Histadrut's cautious, reluctant, and pessimistic approach to
ward organizing Arab workers for many years. Yet despite its denuncia
tions of MAPAI, numerous internal discussions of the issue, and repeated 
resolutions on the need for Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity, through { 
the 1930s Hashomer Hatza'ir had done very little in this sphere. Move-» 
ment members working in the cities and moshavot had in certain in
stances pressed for vigorous support for strikes by Arab coworkers; among , 
the railway workers Hashomer Hatza'ir members and sympathizers ] 
strongly advocated cooperation and even unity with the Arab railway 
workers; and on some Hakibbutz Ha’artzi-affiliated kibbutzim there were 
individuals or small groups who tried to foster friendly relations with 
neighboring Arab villages. But Hashomer Hatza'ir had been largely pre
occupied with immigration, the establishment and consolidation of its kib
butzim, and its crystallization as a unified and stable movement with a 
coherent and distinctive ideology, and so its ringing resolutions on rela



tions with Palestine's Arab majority remained without practical effect. 
Once a year, as May Day approached, the secretary of Hashomer Hat
za'ir's political committee would draw up a leaflet exhorting Arab workers 
to solidarity with their Jewish comrades, have it translated into Arabic, 
and send it off to the kibbutzim, which were supposed to distribute it to 
neighboring Arab villages. Thus for all its criticisms of MAPAI's and the 
PLL's shortcomings and failures, in practice Hashomer Hatza'ir left con
crete organizing work to the Histadrut, which it continued to see as bear
ing primary responsibility for dealing with Arab affairs.

By the end of the 1930s, however, there was growing agreement within 
the movement about the need to act independently in this arena. The 
revolt had not only made the depth of Arab opposition to Zionism unmis
takably clear but had also raised the specter of partition, to which Ha
shomer Hatza'ir was strongly opposed. Yet in order to be able to "sell" its 
binationalist alternative to the Jewish labor movement, the Yishuv, and 
the Zionist movement as a whole, Hashomer Hatza'ir needed to show that 
it had actual or potential allies within the Arab community who might be 
amenable to such a solution. Moreover, the Histadrut's hesitant and 
small-scale efforts to organize Arab workers seemed unlikely ever to yield 
significant results, despite the new opportunities which the changed polit
ical and economic climate in the country seemed to offer. It therefore 
seemed increasingly clear that Hashomer Hatza'ir would have to act on 
its own.

By 1940 this realization had culminated in an explicit decision that 
Arab activism (pe'i/ut caravit), as Hashomer Hatza'ir generally called it, 
was too important to be left to the Histadrut's lackadaisical Arab Depart
ment, the inactive PLL, and a Histadrut largely uninterested in (if not 
disdainful of) the whole enterprise. The leadership of Hashomer Hatza'ir, 
by now a well-established, self-confident, and highly disciplined move
ment, in fact the second-strongest force within the labor-Zionist move
ment in Palestine, decided to form a trained cadre of activists drawn from 
within the movement which would formulate and implement a systematic 
program of Arab work. Primary responsibility for this initiative was en
trusted to Aharon Cohen, who would play a central role in Hashomer 
Hatza'ir's efforts in this field through the 1940s.

Cohen was born in Bessarabia (then within the Tsarist empire but later 
part of Romania) in 1910; he had come to Palestine in 1929 already a 
dedicated member of Hashomer Hatza'ir and joined Kibbutz Sha'ar Ha'a- 
makim, not far from Haifa. Four years after his arrival in Palestine, his 
movement sent him back to Romania as a youth movement organizer and
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Zionist emissary. After his return in 1936 Cohen rose quickly within the 
ranks of his movement: he was elected to the executive committee of Ha
kibbutz Ha’artzi the following year and would remain a member of that 
body until 1954. 1 937~3^ he coordinated Hashomer HatzaTr's political
work in Haifa, while continuing to undertake missions abroad for h is, 
movement and helping organize illegal Jewish immigration into Palestine. 1 
A  talented and highly efficient organizer—-it was said that he kept a record 
of every work-related conversation he ever had—he was a logical choice ! 
when the movement leadership looked around for an energetic and proven 
activist who could launch Hashomer Hatzaeir's program of Arab ac
tivism.15

With characteristic energy, Cohen laid the foundations of the Ha
shomer Hatzacir-Hakibbutz Ha’artzi Arab Department, which he would/] 
head for the next decade. While recognizing the growing importance of * 
the urban intelligentsia and working class, Cohen initially proposed a stra
tegic focus on the countryside. This approach was in keeping with both 
Hashomer Hatzacir's character and self-image as a kibbutz movement and 
the fact that many of its kibbutzim interacted with neighboring Arab vil
lages and their residents on a daily basis. Such an approach would also, 
clash less directly with the Histadrut, since that organization's Arab De-/ 
partment had a predominantly urban focus, except for efforts to develop 
ties with specific villages for security reasons—as with the Druze in 
cUsufiyya on Mount Carmel, or with Wadi cAra and neighboring villages* 
during the revolt.

Cohen's conception of how to go about developing relations with Arabs 
was, at least on paper, much more systematic and proactive than the j 
rather haphazard and reactive style which characterized MAPAI's work in | 
this field. Cohen also went well beyond his MAPAI counterparts by pro
posing not only new organizational initiatives but also the production of . 
a new and comprehensive kind of knowledge about the Arabs of Palestine. 1 
Cohen insisted that to successfully develop ties with the Arabs, with 
whom he believed the Jews would one day share an undivided and socialist i 
Palestine as equals, one had first to understand them thoroughly. He 
therefore envisioned the establishment of a centralized set of files packed 
with data on Arab villages and the state of the Arab community, to be 
achieved through systematic information gathering. While Abba Hushi, 
Agassi, and their MAPAI colleagues had certainly developed a wide net- j 
work of contacts and informants in Arab towns and villages, the idea of 
setting up what today we might call a comprehensive database never 
seems to have occurred to them. The research which Cohen and his Ha- I
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shomer Hatzacir colleagues carried out during and after the war years, and 
the relationships they developed, resulted in the publication of some of 
the most substantial and relatively objective studies on the Arabs of Pales
tine produced by avowed Zionists up to that time.16 As Aharon Cohen 
probably knew, the Hagana's intelligence service was engaged in a data
base project of its own: looking ahead to future battles, it was systemati
cally gathering and cross-indexing information on every Arab town and 
village in Palestine. Cohen's conception of the relationship between 
knowledge about Arabs and Zionism's power relations with them was cer
tainly much more benign than that of the mainstream Zionists, for he 
saw that knowledge as a way of building bridges of friendship with the 
Arab community. But of course the knowledge he and his colleagues pro
duced could be, and in the event would be, put to use in ways they might 
not have intended or approved of.

Cohen began by trying to educate his own movement's members about 
the importance of good relations with Arabs. In numerous lectures to kib
butz members he exhorted them to build bridges with their own Arab 
neighbors, for example by establishing clinics and sports clubs which 
would serve nearby villages. He also sought to identify individuals in kib
butzim and in the towns and cities who were interested in this sphere of 
activity and could form local cells of activists linked into an ever growing 
network guided by the movement's Arab Department. To build that net
work, Cohen began publishing an information bulletin which covered the 
doings of activists in various kibbutzim, publicized the work of the Arab 
Department, and discussed Hashomer Hatza'ir's programs and policies in 
this arena. He also sought, with some success, to have the movement's 
various periodicals devote greater attention to Arab affairs, both to raise 
members' consciousness about the issue and to propagandize the move
ment's line in the wider Yishuv. At the same time he built up his depart
ment by recruiting additional staff members, all of whom learned Arabic 
thoroughly.17

Cohen pressed his movement's leadership to have Hashomer Hatza'ir 
formally join the League for Jewish-Arab Rapprochement and Coopera
tion, which he saw as the vehicle through which those forces within the 
Yishuv which opposed MAPAI's demand for Jewish statehood could co
alesce into an effective counterweight and develop alliances with like- 
minded elements within the Arab community. When Hashomer Hatza'ir 
finally did join the League in June 1942, Cohen became its most vigorous 
and outspoken activist. At the same time, he and his colleagues continued 
to urge the Histadrut to activate the PLL, and more generally to take
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advantage of what they saw as the great new opportunities which now 
existed for furthering Arab-Jewish cooperation. In this respect Cohen was 
carrying on the long tradition of the left wing of labor Zionism, which 
had always insisted that Arab-Jewish understanding, and ultimately coop
eration and compromise, was essential to the realization of Zionism.18

Hashomer Hatza'ir's independent initiatives were accompanied by 
stronger criticism of MAPAI's (and therefore the Histadrut's) inactivity 
with regard to organizing Arab workers. However, MAPAI leaders, more 
focused than ever before on the goal of Jewish statehood and skeptical 
about the possibility of compromise with the Arabs, resisted demands that 
the Histadrut revive the PLL and take the offensive. In a letter to the 
League for Jewish-Arab Rapprochement and Cooperation Moshe Shertok, 
director of the Jewish Agency's Political Department, declared:

The most crucial time for Zionism is the period of transition from a Jewish 
minority to a majority. In this period not the Arabs but the British and 
the Americans will be the decisive factors. It is not the Arabs who will 
have the final word, neither in the world nor here; let us not adopt the 
view that one has to go to the Arabs and agree with them.19

Eliyahu Sasson, head of the Political Department's Arab Bureau, ex
pressed the leadership's attitude clearly in an April 1941 letter to Aharon 
Cohen, responding sarcastically to a recent article in which Cohen had 
argued that new opportunities for political compromise had arisen which 
should not be neglected as they had been in the past.

I would be very grateful if you would be good enough to explain to me, in t  
a personal letter and not in the pages of the newspapers, what are the j  
newly-opened possibilities for political negotiations and who are the "cer
tain circles" [among the Arabs] who are ready at this time to discuss a 
Jewish-Arab political agreement which will permit the realization of Zi- * 
onism.

As in the past, MAPAI loyalists blamed the PLL's failures on Arab work
ers' lack of discipline and their reluctance or inability to organize them
selves properly.20

Despite profound disinterest at the top, the handful of Histadrut offi
cials still committed to the project of organizing Arab workers desperately 
sought some way of reviving the PLL. One option, which had already 
been considered in years past, was to focus on the PLL's function as a 
supplier of reliable Arab labor to Jewish contractors. After all, it was not 
the PLL's trade union activity (minimal in any case) but its ability to 
place members in jobs at Jewish enterprises that gave those workers some



incentive to remain loyal. Eliyahu Agassi and his colleagues naturally 
| looked to the Histadrut's own contracting company, Solel Boneh, as a 
| potential source of jobs for PLL members, especially as that company's 
I contracts with the government and the military generally stipulated that 
f it employ at least some Arab labor. However, Solel Boneh was completely 

uninterested in turning to the PLL for the Arab workers it needed, to the 
extent that Agassi accused it of deliberately boycotting PLL members. At 
the same time, the very fact that Solel Boneh employed Arab workers at 
construction projects and elsewhere, in apparent violation of the principle 
of Hebrew labor, was a source of distress to the Histadrut leadership and 
the subject of repeated discussions.21

At the end of 1941, after many months of drift, Abba Hushi, the pow
erful secretary of the Haifa Workers' Council, intervened to get the Hista
drut's program of Arab work back on track and moving forward. In 1932, 
when the Histadrut's effort to organize Arab workers had foundered, it 
was Hushi who had breathed new life into the Arab Department and 
launched the PLL, with the help of Agassi and a handful of others. Now, 
a decade later, after having devoted only sporadic attention to the question 

, during the intervening years, Hushi stepped in once again and, with the 
I blessing of the Histadrut's top leadership, took charge. As the Jewish labor 
j boss of Haifa, Hushi was well positioned to see what was going on: a rapid 

expansion of the Arab working class in and around Haifa as elsewhere, 
and especially the burgeoning of British military bases and facilities in 
which unprecedented numbers of Jews and Arabs were employed side by 
side. Hushi was anxious to take advantage of the new situation by launch
ing a renewed effort to organize Arab workers (including camp workers) 
into the PLL through workplace-oriented trade union activism, and he 
asked the Histadrut for an increased budget and the appointment of addi
tional personnel.22

j Some Histadrut executive committee members were dubious: one of 
1 them told Hushi that in the past "the question was not about an-unwill- 
; ingness to give money, it was the recognition that [Arab activism] was a 
1 waste.. For me the essence of the PLL was first of all something for 

tourists." Hushi nonetheless went ahead and prepared a plan of action 
which provided for the hiring of several new organizers and staff mem
bers, to be funded jointly by the Histadrut and the Jewish Agency. Much 
of 1942 went by, however, before Hushi obtained the commitment of 
resources he wanted. In the interim the PLL signed up Arab workers at 
several army bases but then failed to follow up because the Histadrut still 
refused to commit to any serious initiative.23
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T H E  R E V I V A L  O F  T H E  A R A B  L A B O R  M O V E M E N T

Two factors finally induced the Histadrut leadership to address seriously 
the question of organizing Arab workers at the end of 1942 and to launch 
a major new initiative during 1943. On the one hand, after many months 
of prodding by Abba Hushi and others, MAPAI officials became seriously 
concerned that Hashomer Hatzacir, now their party's major ideological 
and political rival within the labor-Zionist movement in Palestine, had 
initiated its own organizing effort in this politically and economically sen
sitive sphere.24 But of even greater concern to the Histadrut leadership, 
and much more important in stimulating it to take action, was the reemer
gence and rapid expansion, after years of dormancy, of the Arab trade 
union movement in Palestine, along with the fact that much of that move
ment was now led by leftists.

As I discussed in Chapter 6, after an upsurge in 1934-36 the Arab 
trade union movement became all but paralyzed during the revolt years. 
Widespread unemployment undermined organization, energies were di
verted to the struggle against British rule and Zionism, and massive re
pression, including the detention of many unionists, made overt activity 
all but impossible. During the first year of the war high unemployment 
and the aftereffects of the revolt's defeat hindered the resumption of trade 
union activity. But as we have seen, the AURW had gradually resumed 
activity during 1940 and 1941, and by the end of 1941 the PAWS with 
which it was affiliated was also beginning to expand its membership base 
and influence. The PAWS' core still consisted largely of Arab railway 
workers in Haifa, and several of the railway workers who had founded it 
in 1925 still played key leadership roles, among them cAbd al-Hamid 
Haymur, his brother Td Salim Haymur, and Saeid Qawwas. However, 
these veterans, men of working-class origin who had little formal educa
tion, preferred to remain in the background. As a result, from this time 
onward the organization's best-known public figure was Sami Taha. Born 
in 19 15  in the village of cArraba, Taha had begun his career in labor in 
the early 1930s as a young clerk at the PAWS headquarters. As I noted in 
Chapter 6, he was detained without trial for six months during the revolt. 
Though still only in his late twenties, Sami Taha now came to see himself 
as Palestine's preeminent spokesman for Arab labor and worked to en
hance the PAWS' size and stature.25

Although Sami Taha and the veteran leaders backing him exercised 
considerable influence in Haifa itself, the PAWS was a rather loose-knit 
organization and the authority of its national leadership was limited out
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side Haifa. As a result it was possible for leftists (including veteran Pales
tine Communist Party activists) to assume the leadership of many of the 
rapidly growing new PAWS branches which sprang up in 1942. Thus al
though, for example, the vigorous new labor organization in Jaffa was 
formally a branch of the PAWS, it was in fact headed by Khalil Shanir, a 
longtime PCP leader. These leftists regarded Sami Taha and the old guard 
in Haifa as conservative, cautious, and ineffective, but they preferred to 
remain within the PAWS, Palestine's oldest and most established labor 
organization, in the hope of transforming it, first in the branches they 
controlled and then at the national level as well, and eventually taking it 
over.

A leaflet issued during this period by the Jaffa branch sheds some light 
on the attitude of PAWS activists there, and especially the leftists among 
them. The leaflet appeals to Arab workers to unite in defense of their 
common economic interests, outlines the purposes of the PAWS, and ex
plains the benefits organization could yield for those who join. The leaflet 
is devoid of any specific political, much less explicitly nationalist, content. 
The Jews do receive mention; however, they are not castigated as an alien 
element scheming to seize Palestine or deprive Arab workers of their jobs, 
themes popular up to 1936. Rather, the Jewish workers are upheld as a 
model worthy of emulation. "Here are the Jewish workers before you," 
the leaflet declared.

You can see that every one of them works no more than eight hours a 
day, earns a high wage, more than the Arab worker gets, and receives free 
medical treatment for themselves and their families. What is it that has 
brought them to this situation? Do you think that the Jewish employer is 
more beneficent than the Arab employer? No, my brothers! The Jewish

(workers know how to defend their rights, they established a union and all 
of them joined it, and that is what brought them to the state that you see 
them in.26

The PAWS, and soon rival trade union formations as well, benefited 
greatly from an unprecedentedly favorable attitude on the part of the gov
ernment of Palestine. In the late 1930s the Colonial Office had begun to 
rethink its traditionally hostile attitude toward trade unionism and labor 
movements in Britain's colonial empire. Episodes of worker unrest in var
ious countries led British officials to realize that trade unions in Asia, 
Africa, and the Caribbean could no longer be ignored or suppressed but 
must instead be accommodated or even co-opted. In part this revised strat- 
egy was the result of a growing understanding that capitalist development 
in the colonies had given rise to a permanent new class of wage workers



in relatively large and modern industrial and transport enterprises whose 
needs and demands would have to be taken into account. But this shift in 
attitude and policy also had a political dimension, in that British officials 
hoped that the appearance of solicitude for labor, official recognition of 
trade unions, the promulgation of labor and social legislation, and the 
establishment of labor departments in colonial administrations would help 
channel trade unionism in safely apolitical directions and insulate it from 
radicalism and anticolonial nationalism. The entry of the Labor Party into 
the wartime coalition cabinet gave further impetus to this new turn.27

In keeping with this policy shift, in 1940 the government of Palestine 
appointed its first Labor Advisor, R. M. Graves. Brother of the poet and 
novelist Robert Graves, he had begun his career in the British-run secu
rity apparatus in Egypt. When a Labor Office was created within the 
Egyptian Ministry of the Interior in 1930, Graves was appointed to direct 
it, and he remained at the head of that department until 1939, when Egyp- 
tianization of the upper levels of the government bureaucracy made his 
position untenable. He thus came to Palestine with considerable experi
ence in colonial labor policy and administration.28 Graves' recommenda
tion that the government of Palestine create a full-fledged Labor Depart
ment was accepted in 1942, and the new department was charged with 
the investigation of labor conditions, preparation of labor legislation, and 
regulation of trade unions. A number of British, Arab, and Jewish inspec
tors and subinspectors were appointed to staff the department, signaling 
the government's intention to play an active role in labor affairs. Since 
the Histadrut was already a well-established and powerful organization, 
Labor Department officials devoted themselves largely to the encourage
ment of trade unions for Arab workers.

In this endeavor one of the Labor Department's British inspectors, 
H. E. Chudleigh, played a key role. Chudleigh, a veteran of the English 
trade union movement, devoted much of his time and energy in 1942-43 
to urging and overseeing the establishment of Arab unions in many parts 
of Palestine. Some observers, especially Histadrut officials, felt that Chud
leigh was particularly supportive of labor organizing by communists or 
those close to them. This may well have been the case, in part because 
Chudleigh thought that communists were the most effective organizers 
and in part because, as I will discuss shortly, in 1942-43 the Arab commu
nists in Palestine were strongly supportive of the Allied war effort.29

Government solicitude and support for trade union organization un
doubtedly stimulated the process of unionization. But the main impetus, 
and much of the leadership for unions old and new, came from a cadre of
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experienced communist activists and radical intellectuals who helped cre
ate and lead a militant new left wing within the Arab labor movement. As 
I noted earlier, some of these leftists operated within the framework of 
the PAWS, where they nominally acknowledged the national leadership 
of Sami Taha and the old guard in Haifa while building up their own 
largely autonomous local branches in Jaffa, Jerusalem, al-Majdal, and 
elsewhere. At the same time, another group of communist and leftist in
tellectuals and unionists led by Bulus Farah was organizing an entirely 
independent labor organization in Haifa itself.

Farah had gone to work in the Haifa railway workshops in 1925, at the 
age of 15. By the early 1930s he had joined the Palestine Communist 
Party and in 1934 was sent by the party to the University of Toilers of 
the East in Moscow, where communist activists from the colonial world 
received training. Farah returned to Palestine in 1938 and soon became a 
figure around whom Arab communists disgruntled with the party's long
time secretary, Radwan al-Hilw (usually referred to by his party name, 
Musa) gathered. Farah made it clear that he had little respect for Musa 
and considered himself more capable of leading the party.

But Bulus Farah's conflict with the party leadership did not mainly 
concern personalities; there were important political differences as well. 
Farah was more inclined toward Arab nationalism than some of his com
rades and played a key role in the struggle which the party's largely Arab 
leadership waged to restore control over the autonomous Jewish Section 
established during the revolt. While some of the Jewish Section's former 
leaders and members ultimately submitted to the authority of the central 
committee, others broke away from the PCP in 1940 and formed a sepa
rate, exclusively Jewish communist group under the name Emet 
("Truth"). But Farah was himself expelled from the PCP central commit
tee that same year, after the leadership claimed he had informed on the 
party while briefly in police custody. Farah insisted that his enemies 
within the party had not only turned him in but also besmirched his good 
name.30

Farah was now on the fringes of the party and openly contemptuous 
of its leadership, which he argued was not only ineffectual but also in
fected with Zionist deviationism; among other things, he was outraged 
that the PCP leadership had readmitted the dissident (and largely unre- 
pentent) Emet group in 1942. Farah struck out on his own and during 
1941-42 built up a strong following in Haifa. The group he led included 
both PCP members and a growing circle of left-leaning educated young 
men, mainly secondary school graduates now employed in white-collar
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jobs. Farah and his colleagues also developed close ties with members of 
an emerging stratum of militant working-class unionists who were frus
trated by the PAWS' failure to respond aggressively to the new circum
stances and opportunities created by the war, and receptive to Farah's em
phasis on trade union organization and worker militancy. In 1942 Farah's 
group established a club in Haifa under the name "Rays of Hope" (Shu V  
al-Amal) to serve as a center for its activities, which initially had a demo
cratic and antifascist focus. The PCP leadership responded by setting up 
its own rival "People's Club" (Nadi al-Shacb), but it failed to significantly 
undermine the appeal and influence of Farah's dissident group.

That these organizations, in which known communists played key 
roles, could function more or less openly without fear of the kind of police 
repression with which every manifestation of communist activity had 
been met in the 1920s and 1930s was largely due to the fact that since the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, the communists and 
their allies were among the strongest and most vocal supporters of the 
Allied war effort within the Palestinian Arab community. The British au
thorities knew full well that, at least until the tide of war began to turn in 
the Allies' favor, many Palestinian Arabs were at best ambivalent about 
the Allied cause and at worst hopeful of an Axis victory, which would 
mean the end of British rule and the Zionist project. Some of the leaders 
of the nationalist movement, including its preeminent leader Amin al- 
Husayni, had gone so far as to openly embrace the Axis cause from exile. 
The British were therefore ready to tolerate, and even encourage, the Arab 
communists' activities, because a key component of communist propa
ganda and organizing work in Palestine was building Arab support for the 
antifascist cause and the Allied war effort, which the communists saw as 
a contribution to the defense of the Soviet Union.

In November 1942 the coalition of young radical intellectuals and 
working-class activists organized around the Rays of Hope Club took the 
leap into labor organizing by establishing the Federation of Arab Trade 
Unions and Labor Societies (FATULS). This new organization quickly 
won the allegiance of unionists at several large Haifa-area workplaces long 
neglected by the conservative and unenergetic PAWS, including the Iraq 
Petroleum Company, the just-completed Consolidated Refineries, and the 
Shell Oil Company's installation, and it later organized port and camp 
workers as well. At the end of 1942 the Labor Department estimated that 
the FATULS had some 1,000-1,500 members, compared with the PAWS' 
countrywide membership of about 5,000 and a dues-paying PLL member
ship generously estimated at 500.31 The rivalry between the PAWS and
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the FATULS, and later between both of them and the PLL, stimulated all 
of them to escalate their efforts to organize unorganized workers and win 
the allegiance of those in unions. It should be kept in mind, however, 
that a significant portion of the PAWS' membership belonged to branches 
under the leadership of communists and their allies, so that from 1943 
onward a sizable segment of the organized Arab working class in Palestine 
was effectively communist-led. Relations between the PAWS' Haifa- 
based conservative leadership, headed by Sami Taha, and its left wing 
were characterized by sporadic conflicts and jockeying for power within 
the organization, so that the Arab labor scene was complicated by internal 
tensions as well as interorganizational rivalries.

H A S H O M E R  H A T Z A 'i R  I N  S E A R C H  O F  T H E  A R A B  L E F T

Aharon Cohen and his comrades in Hashomer Hatza'ir were quick to 
grasp the significance of these developments. "We are witnessing im
portant developments among the Arabs which open new horizons and 
encourage intensification of our activity," wrote Eli'ezer Bauer in July 
1942. "A  workers' movement is awakening, trade unions are emerging, 
groups of socialist intellectuals are taking shape, and the socialist intellec
tuals and the workers' movement are growing closer together."32 Not 
surprisingly, their frustration over what they regarded as the Histadrut's 
abject failure to rise to the occasion and take the initiative grew more 
intense, and they vented their feelings in their movement's press and at 
Histadrut meetings.33 But these developments also prompted Cohen and 
his colleagues to rethink and then reorient their strategy, by shifting their 
focus away from the countryside (which in any case seemed unpromising) 
and toward what they saw as "progressive Arab forces" in the cities, espe
cially socialist and left-leaning workers and intellectuals. They hoped that 
by developing close ties with these forces, Hashomer Hatza'ir could coun
teract the influence of both bourgeois Arab nationalism and anti-Zionist 
communism while fostering the emergence of an Arab left which would 
be Hashomer Hatza'ir's partner in fighting for a binational and socialist 
Palestine.34

This reorientation prompted Cohen and other members of the Ha
shomer Hatza'ir Arab Department staff to devote considerable time and 
effort to cultivating relations with left-wing Arab circles. During 1942 
they made contact with the group around the PCP's People's Club in 
Haifa, and especially with 'Abd Allah al-Bandaq. It was no secret to Cohen 
that al-Bandaq, who came from a prominent Bethlehem Christian family,
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was a leftist with close and long-standing connections with the PCP, and 
he also knew full well that al-Bandaq was widely believed to be a member 
of the still illegal party's top leadership. Yet Cohen not only accepted 
al-Bandaq's assurances that he was not currently a party member but 
vigorously promoted him to his colleagues in Hashomer Hatzacir, the 
League for Jewish-Arab Rapprochement and Cooperation, and the Hista
drut's Arab Department as the prototype of a new breed of leftist but 
noncommunist Arab activist with whom left-wing Zionism could find / 
common ground. In fact, because Cohen saw al-Bandaq and his circle as 
the key to establishing a long-term relationship with the emerging van
guard of the Palestinian Arab radical intelligentsia and workers' move
ment, he went even further: he discussed with al-Bandaq the idea of using 
funds provided by Hashomer Hatza'ir to launch a new newspaper which 
would conduct antifascist propaganda in the Arab community and pro
mote Arab-Jewish cooperation on the basis of political equality. He also 
convinced his movement's leaders to agree to help al-Bandaq establish an 
Arab socialist party which would promote Arab-Jewish cooperation. By 
February 1944 Cohen and al-Bandaq had together formulated a draft pro- } 
gram for the new party which, among other things, seemed to recognize 
Jewish rights and interests in Palestine.35

In retrospect, the relationship between Cohen and al-Bandaq seems 
quite bizarre, because despite al-Bandaq's denials he was not only a mem
ber of the PCP but had been a leading member of the party's central 
committee since 1936. In 1944 he would surface as a member of the cen
tral committee of the newly formed National Liberation League, a quasi
communist and unequivocally anti-Zionist organization. Al-Bandaq's mo
tives in pretending to Cohen and other Jewish contacts that he was not . 
a communist, and thus not fundamentally hostile to Zionism, even in I 
Hashomer Hatza'ir's socialist and binationalist version, are perhaps com- 
prehensible. He seems to have hoped that this kind of Stalinist double
dealing would enable him to extract from his Jewish interlocutors material j 
resources which his party could put to good use. What is less easily under
standable is how Cohen could not have known that al-Bandaq and his I 
associates were committed communists and as such unlikely to be suitable 
partners for Hashomer Hatza'ir; or if he did know, why he concealed that * 
fact and tried so hard to "sell" al-Bandaq to his own movement and to the 
Histadrut as a potential ally.

An Israeli historian of the communist movement in Palestine has re- t 
cently depicted Cohen as a deceiver who simply lied about al-Bandaq, even 
to his own comrades.36 Yet one might more reasonably suggest that Co-
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hen's friendship with al-Bandaq, his passionate commitment to the cause 
of Arab-Jewish cooperation and compromise, and his conviction that there 
existed authentic Arab socialists ready to ally themselves with socialist 
Zionists impelled him not only to convince himself of al-Bandaq's veracity 
but to try to convince others. This would then be an instance not so much

• of deliberate prevarication for political ends as of unconscious self-
• delusion, of an inability to "see" certain things or to admit them to one

self, even long after the relevant political conjuncture had passed. Indeed, 
Cohen seems to have gone to his grave unable to fully acknowledge that 
in the 1940s there were no significant left-wing forces within the Arab 
community ready to compromise with Zionism, of whatever variant. To 
fully acknowledge this truth would have been to admit the futility, or at 
least the failure, of his vision of Palestine's future and his life's work.37

T H E  R E S U R R E C T I O N  O F  T H E  P L L

I Confronted toward the end of 1942 by the rapid expansion of a reinvigo
rated Arab labor movement with a strong communist-led component and 
by Hashomer Hatza'ir's overtures toward the new Arab left, the Histadrut 
leadership finally began to devote greater attention and funds to its Arab 
Department and to the PLL. A number of high-ranking MAPAI leaders 
were appointed to guide the work of the Histadrut's Arab Department, 
along with Aharon Cohen representing Hashomer Hatza'ir and Moshe 
Erem representing Po'alei Tziyon Smol, and the department's budget was 

j greatly increased. This made it possible, for the first time irt years, to hire 
j additional Arab and Jewish organizers, revive dormant PLL branches, and 

establish new ones. At long last, the Histadrut seemed to be sending a 
| clear signal that it was launching a serious effort to organize Arab 

workers.38
The Histadrut's conception of what it was undertaking and why was 

set forth in a pamphlet on the PLL which it published in April 1943, under 
the signature of Abba Hushi.39 The pamphlet opened with an epigraph, 
attributed to "an old Arab worker," which very nicely captures the way 
that labor Zionists wanted to believe they and their enterprise were seen 
by Arab workers: "Just as the sun, unbidden, spreads light and warmth, 
so the Histadrut has spread light and warmth to the Arab workers by the 

 ̂ very fact of its existence." Hushi's pamphlet reviewed the history of the 
Histadrut's efforts to organize Arab workers and the work of the PLL up 
to the present time, paying special tribute to the contribution which the 
PLL's activities in Haifa had made to preventing Arab "terrorists" from
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closing the port there during the revolt. Like other MAPAI loyalists, 
Hushi attributed the PLL's failure over the previous decade to the difficul
ties inherent in organizing Arab workers, who belonged to "a poor, 
largely under-nourished, semi-feudal people, living in a part of the world j 
where fatalistic resignation is consciously inculcated, a subject people ( 
faithful to a patriarchal religious tradition which has continued virtually I 
unchanged for more than thirteen centuries." As for the Arab labor 
unions established during the war, Hushi asserted that they were orga
nized by "sons of wealthy Effendis, whose political past is somewhat ques
tionable, and by Communists who participate either openly or covertly," 
and claimed that they did not have the workers' true interests at heart. 
The pamphlet called on the Histadrut to rededicate itself to the task of 
organizing Arab workers into trade unions under its auspices (i.e., into 
the PLL) so as to facilitate realization of the labor-Zionist project. An 
English-language version of the pamphlet, obviously targeting audiences 
in Europe and the United States, also rebuked the government of Palestine | 
for allegedly hindering efforts to develop closer relations between Arab 
and Jewish workers—a veiled reference to the Labor Department's en
couragement of Arab unions and its disinterest in the PLL.40

It was clear to the Histadrut leadership that reviving the PLL and ag
gressively seeking to recruit Arab workers meant destroying any basis for 
cooperation with the PAWS and (in Haifa) the FATULS, which would 
regard these steps as provocative and threatening. But as Abba Hushi put 
it at a meeting of the Histadrut's Arab Affairs Department, reiterating 
MAPAI's long-standing position, "the Histadrut must act on behalf of the 
Arab workers as if the Arab unions did not exist we want the Arab 
worker to be organized by us alone." Others associated with the Arab | 
Department, especially Aharon Cohen and Moshe Erem, were doubtful , 
about this strategy, partly because they understood why Arab workers { 
were attracted to the Arab unions rather than to the PLL. Erem quoted an 
Arab he knew in Haifa who had told him that he was going to join the 
FATULS "because there the Arabs themselves run everything, it is a 
lively, bustling club and not just an employment agency like the PLL." 
But as usual, MAPAI's domination of the Histadrut ensured that the 
course of action it preferred would prevail.41

The strategy advocated by Hushi and endorsed by the Histadrut was 
soon put into effect in Jerusalem and then Jaffa, sabotaging initially prom
ising efforts at cooperation between the Histadrut and Arab unions. At the I 
beginning of 1943 the Jerusalem branch of the PAWS and the Histadrut's j 
Jerusalem Workers' Council were negotiating jointly with city officials on 1
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behalf of some 340 employees of the Jerusalem municipality, including 
sanitation workers, road crews, and drivers, of whom 250 were Arabs and 
90 were Jews. Like almost all workers in Palestine, the Jerusalem munici
pal employees had suffered a sharp decline in their real wages because of 
inflation; they also lacked many basic benefits, including paid sick days or 
vacations and compensation for work injuries. These negotiations failed 
to yield results, and in February 1943 the Histadrut and the PAWS to
gether led a six-day strike which compelled the municipality and British 
officials to grant the workers a cost of living allowance and some of their 
other demands. The basis seemed to have been laid for fruitful cooperation 
along the lines which the PAWS had long advocated and which the Hista
drut seemed to have tacitly accepted: the PAWS would represent the Arab 
workers and the Histadrut would represent the Jewish workers. A Hista
drut official involved in the February 1943 strike summed up the spirit of 
a joint meeting by expressing the hope that 'This is the beginning of joint 
action and that we will continue to work together to improve the working 
conditions of the laborer in this country, Jew and Arab."42

Within a few weeks, however, it had become evident that the Histadrut 
had instead decided to exploit the prestige which the municipal workers' 
victory had given it by establishing a PLL branch in Jerusalem which 
would directly recruit Arab workers, a policy which Hushi's soon-to-be- 
published pamphlet would set forth explicitly. This shift outraged the 
Arab unionists, who insisted that Arab workers should belong exclusively 
to Arab unions rather than to a subsidiary of the Jewish Histadrut and 
who could not regard the launching of a PLL branch in Jerusalem as any
thing but a hostile act intended to undermine and perhaps destroy the 
PAWS in that city. Their anger was certainly magnified by the fact that 
the nucleus of the new PLL branch (consisting largely of workers recruited 
at Jerusalem-area army bases) included some PAWS members, one of 
them a former branch secretary who as recently as January 1943 had been 
a delegate to the PAWS' national congress. Histadrut officials in Jerusa
lem had secretly been cultivating ties with anticommunists struggling for 
control of the PAWS in Jerusalem as fat1 back as September 1942, and 
when the PLL branch was established the following spring some of them 
were induced to defect from the PAWS and join the PLL. (Perhaps partly 
as a consequence of this, by the fall of 1943 the Jerusalem PAWS branch 
was firmly in the hands of the left.) However, the Histadrut's control of 
the new PLL branch in Jerusalem was not absolute: branch members 
blocked the Histadrut's attempt to impose the most prominent PAWS



defector as branch leader, leaving Histadrut officials without a well- 
known local figure around whom to build the organization.43

The same confrontational strategy was soon thereafter implemented in 
Jaffa, where the Histadrut also sought to establish a PLL branch. In this 
city the PAWS had a solid base and was headed by a veteran communist, 
Khalil Shanir. In Jaffa as elsewhere, PAWS leaders expressed willingness 1 
to cooperate with the Histadrut as representative of the Jewish workers 1 
but vehemently rejected the Histadrut's right to organize Arab workers 1 
through its subsidiary the PLL. The PAWS particularly resented PLL ef
forts to win over its current, former, or potential members. Aware of the 
difficulties of securing a foothold in Jaffa, the Histadrut secretly hired 
Adib al-Disuqi, who had been a member of the defunct Arab Workers' 
Society and was now involved in Jaffa-area sports activities, as its local 
organizer. Al-Disuqi began by opening a sports club which he used as a 
means of making contacts with local workers. Eliyahu Agassi helped out 
by exploiting the contacts he had made in his many years as the PLL's 
moving spirit.

By the summer of 1943 al-Disuqi and Agassi had signed up over one 
hundred Arab sanitation workers, some of them former PAWS members, 
who had been aroused by the victory of their counterparts in Jerusalem 
but were disappointed by the PAWS' failure to act vigorously on their 
behalf. Now the PLL, with the backing of the powerful and prestigious 
Histadrut, offered to fight for them if they joined the PLL, and many of 
them responded positively despite harassment from the PAWS. By July 
Agassi and al-Disuqi were openly negotiating with the Jaffa municipality 
on behalf of both the Arab and Jewish sanitation workers, and by August 1 
they felt strong enough to call the sanitation workers out on strike for ! 
four days. Despite threats by management and PAWS efforts to convince j 
them to leave the PLL, the strikers remained steadfast and won higher 1 
wages. This victory allowed the PLL to consolidate a branch in Jaffa which • 
by September 1943 claimed some 200 members, most of them municipal j 
employees. By that time the PLL had also expanded its presence in Haifa, j 
where it claimed (with great exaggeration) 1,200 members, and had estab
lished new branches in Acre, Tiberias, and the village of Qalunya, near j 
Jerusalem.44

Nineteen forty-three thus witnessed the reentry of the Histadrut onto 
the Arab labor scene as a well-financed and determined contender for the 
support of Arab workers. This led to conflict with the Arab unions while 
further complicating struggles within the expanding Arab trade union \
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movement and affecting political struggles within the Arab community. 
The Histadrut's efforts in Jerusalem and Jaffa signaled a new aggressive
ness and yielded significant short-term successes, but it was the 50,000 
Arab and Jewish workers employed at British and Allied military bases 
and installations throughout Palestine who would constitute the most im
portant battleground in this struggle for power.
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T H E  C A M P S  A N D  T H E  C A M P  W O R K E R S
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The British military bases and installations that sprang up across the land
scape of Palestine during the first years of the war created a new social 
space in which unprecedentedly large numbers of Arab and Jewish wage 
workers interacted. By 1943 about 35,000 Arabs (most of them manual 
laborers) and 15,000 Jews (two-thirds of them skilled or semiskilled, or 
engaged in clerical work) were employed directly by the British military 
authorities in well over a hundred installations large and small; thousands 
more were employed by Arab and Jewish contractors, including the Hista
drut's own Solel Boneh, to build bases, Tegart police forts, roads, railways, 
and other projects. In everyday and even official usage, Jews in Palestine 
generally referred to these bases as hakampim, "the camps," a Hebraiciza- 
tion of the English word for camp. In Arabic they were referred to as al- 
mu'askarat, the military camps.

Many of the Arab camp workers were peasants, often from villages 
located near the camp in which they worked, drawn into wage labor for 
the first time or now dependent on nonagricultural income as never be
fore; others came from the ranks of the prewar urban unemployed. Many 
of their Jewish coworkers were recent immigrants, young people, Jews of 
Middle Eastern origin, individuals who for a variety of reasons had not 
found better and more secure jobs in other sectors, and even some people 
seeking to evade the mobilization for the war effort decreed by the Yishuv 
leadership. Wages and working conditions in the camps were generally 
poor. Though Jewish workers were better paid than Arab workers, camp 
pay scales in general were well below those which Jewish industrial work
ers enjoyed, and the British authorities refused to grant camp workers the 
cost of living allowance which the Histadrut had won for industrial work
ers. While some of the larger camps were located on the outskirts of cities 
and towns, many of the smaller ones were situated in remote areas where 
living conditions were often substandard, health and recreational facilities 
were meager, and workers were under the control of British army officers 
whose management style was often highly authoritarian and who treated
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their workers as if they were soldiers. Camp workers enjoyed little protec
tion against exploitation, arbitrary dismissal, or military-style discipline, 
they were exempted from legislation providing compensation for work- 
related injuries, and their hours of work tended to exceed norms in other 
sectors.

As early as 1940, Histadrut leaders had appealed to the Trades Union 
Congress in Britain for help in improving the low wages paid to camp 
workers. The following year Haqiqat al-Amr reported that Arab and Jew
ish camp workers had asked the Histadrut for help in winning higher 
wages, and after lengthy negotiations with the British authorities the His
tadrut did in fact secure a wage increase for all camp workers, which was 
however soon eroded by inflation.45 But the Histadrut made relatively 
little effort to establish a strong organizational presence in the camps dur
ing the first two and a half years of the war, so that at the end of 1942 
only about one-quarter of the Jewish camp workers were dues-paying 
Histadrut members, a proportion far below that which prevailed in most 
other sectors in which Jewish workers were employed. Several factors 
seem to have contributed to this neglect. For one, the camp workers' dis
persion in numerous sites throughout the country, some of them in re
mote and largely uninhabited areas, made organization difficult. More
over, it was obvious that these were temporary workplaces: as soon as the 
war was over most of the camps would be dismantled and those employed 
in them would lose their jobs. The Histadrut leadership also seems to have 
been reluctant to confront the British military authorities over the camp 
workers' situation as long as Egypt and Palestine seemed imminently 
threatened with invasion by Axis forces; neglect of the camp workers was 
in this sense a manifestation of the Yishuv's strong commitment to the 
Allied war effort.

However, Histadrut documents from this period suggest that other fac
tors were also involved. Labor officials tended to perceive the camp work
ers as a rootless, volatile, and motley group, as "human material" of 
rather poor quality who were largely beyond the influence (much less 
control) of labor Zionism's economic, social, cultural, and political institu
tions and who were not really doing their part to realize the Zionist proj
ect. They were seen as not measuring up to the widespread (though of 
course highly idealized) labor-Zionist image of the authentic Jewish prole
tarian in Palestine, the experienced, ascetic, and self-disciplined industrial 
or construction worker or kibbutz member who was also an obedient 
member of the Histadrut and, by extension, a MAPAI loyalist. This image 
had a distinct ethnic component, since a significant proportion of the Jew-
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ish camp workers were of Mizrahi ("Oriental," i.e., Middle Eastern) 
rather than Ashkenazi (eastern and central European) origin, which can
not have enhanced their status in the eyes of the almost exclusively Ash
kenazi Histadrut (and Zionist) leadership. One report from 1942 sneered 
that the Jewish camp workers "were gathered from among the peddlers of 
Shuk Hakarmel [the Jewish market] in Tel Aviv. Itinerant shoe-repairers 
from the streets of Tel Aviv have elevated themselves to the rank of expert 
builders." Reports that some Jewish camp workers were stealing and sell
ing government property also imparted to this workforce a whiff of crimi
nality, or at least of immorality and lack of Zionist and proletarian disci
pline—though it should be noted that the Hagana also exploited the camps 
as a source of weapons and other useful materials. The Histadrut leader
ship regarded this relatively unorganized, undisciplined, and transient 
workforce as especially vulnerable to "penetration" and influence by its 
political enemies, including the communists and Hashomer Hatza'ir on 
the left and the Revisionists on the right.46

The Histadrut did seek to maintain contact with Jewish workers at re
mote sites by sending emissaries on sporadic visits, but this was hardly 
sufficient to integrate them firmly into the embrace of the labor-Zionist 
movement. As a result the Histadrut had little effective presence in many 
of the camps in the early war years, and many Jewish camp workers dis
played little interest in or enthusiasm for the Histadrut; some members 
even refused to pay Histadrut dues, prompting official concerns about lost 
revenue. Many Jewish camp workers expressed bitterness toward the His
tadrut for what they perceived as its failure to defend their interests. The 
Histadrut's organizational weakness in many camps made it possible for 
activists from parties to the left of MAPAI—Hashomer Hatzacir and the 
PCP-—to win support among Jewish camp workers, whose low wages, op
pressive working conditions, and isolation from the Yishuv mainstream 
tended to make them receptive to an oppositional perspective. Both com
munist and Hashomer Hatzacir activists in the camps also made strenuous 
efforts to establish friendly relations with Arab coworkers and lay the 
basis for cooperation.47

Even though Jewish and Arab camp workers were brought together by 
common concerns—mainly a sharp decline in real wages through 1940 
and 1941—cooperation was often impeded by a legacy of mistrust. One 
incident from the summer of 1941 may serve to illustrate both the poten
tial for militancy and the complexities of relations among the Arab and 
Jewish camp workers in the first years of the war. Some 150 Arabs and 
100 Jews were employed at a site known as Wadi Sara, for daily wages of
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12  and 20 piastres respectively—a not untypical wage differential, related 
only in part to differing skill levels. Unrest erupted when the commandant 
announced that the workday would be increased from nine to twelve 
hours. At least some of the Arab and Jewish workers agreed to protest 
this decree by showing up for work an hour later than usual. However, 
the protest failed, in part because the Arab workers believed that they 
were being manipulated by their Jewish coworkers, who they thought 
were out to get their jobs. In the end some forty Jewish workers involved 
in the protest movement were fired, and Histadrut efforts to get them 
reinstated were unavailing.48

In the long run, the camp workers were too large and potentially im
portant a group for either the Histadrut or the resurgent Arab labor 
movement to ignore. Histadrut officials worried that unless camp work
ers' wages could be improved, primarily by compelling the British to ex
tend the COLA to cover workers in this sector, Jews would be forced out 
of camp jobs which would then be taken by Arabs who were more willing 
to accept the substandard wages offered by the military. The low wages 
and poor working conditions in the camps were also a drag on Jewish 
wages elsewhere in the Palestinian economy. As a result, in the camps as 
on the railways, the Histadrut's desire to secure high wages and jobs for 
Jewish workers eventually compelled it to pay attention to the plight of 
Arab workers as well, for here too Jews formed a minority of the labor 
force. In addition, Histadrut officials had become concerned that if they 
did not seek to organize and improve conditions for the Jewish camp 
workers, forces hostile to MAPAI (the communists and Hashomer Hat- 
zaTr) might seize the initiative and gain a solid base in this sector. There 
was also growing awareness that both the PAWS (especially the commu
nist-led branch in Jaffa) and the FATULS (in Haifa) were making efforts 
to contact and organize Arab camp workers.49

In the summer of 1942 the Histadrut launched a more serious effort to 
establish committees to represent the Jewish workers in camps where 
these did not already exist and to link these committees into an effective 
network under the control of a new Histadrut department coordinated by 
Berl Repetur. Some of the local urban workers' councils also established 
new departments for workers in nearby camps. Given that the Histadrut 
was dominated by MAPAI, this also meant an effort to ensure that MA
PAI loyalists, and not Hashomer Hatzacir members or communists, con
trolled both the newly established and the existing committees, even if 
undemocratic means were necessary to ensure the desired outcome. The 
Histadrut's campaign to organize the camps also had a security dimension,



in that Histadrut officials helped the Hagana set up channels through 
which Jewish camp workers could smuggle out stolen weapons.50 At the 
same time, the PAWS and the FATULS were intensifying their efforts to 
organize Arab camp workers in various parts of the country. Both the 
Arab and Jewish labor movements were in part responding to grassroots 
demands by camp workers for support and assistance as well as to inde
pendent local efforts to organize.

Neither the Arab unions nor the Histadrut achieved total success. 
While the PAWS (and to a lesser extent the FATULS) did sign up new 
members in various camps, the great majority of the Arab workers re
mained unorganized. Similarly, as late as March 1943 only about 8,000 
of the 15,000 Jewish camp workers were Histadrut members, while an 
additional 1,200 belonged to other Jewish labor organizations, probably 
those affiliated with the right-wing Revisionist and religious-Zionist par
ties. A small number of Arab camp workers were recruited into the PLL, 
but in general the Histadrut remained quite reluctant to organize Arab 
camp workers directly, for fear of having to find employment for them 
when the camps were dismantled at the war's end. Instead the Histadrut 
sought to build strong local Jewish workers' committees through which it 
could exercise influence over Arab workers too, though at some sites it 
had to contend with existing joint Arab-Jewish committees.51

By the beginning of 1943 there were already signs of growing unrest 
among the camp workers, including a flurry of brief protest strikes and 
other actions.52 Though the daily wage for unskilled camp labor had risen 
to about 21 piastres for Arabs and 28 piastres for Jews, prices had increased 
much more rapidly. Discontent was also fueled by the military authori
ties' increasing reluctance to recognize or negotiate with local committees, 
or even with the Histadrut, as well as what seems to have been an attempt 
to strengthen management's control over the camp workforce. This harder 
line may have had something to do with a more abundant labor supply: 
the British military no longer needed the cooperation of the Histadrut to 
channel workers into the camps and military industry, and it was also 
increasingly anxious to keep labor costs down. At the end of March 1943 
a government committee on wages approved a substantial cost of living 
allowance for industrial and service workers, but despite numerous ap
peals from delegations of Arab and Jewish camp workers the military au
thorities refused to extend it to the camp workers. Those workers now 
displayed a new readiness to organize and fight with which both the 
PAWS and the Histadrut had to reckon. It was clear that the time for 
action had come, requiring both organizations to decide what means of
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struggle were appropriate and how to relate to one another in an effort to 
improve the lot of this mixed Arab-Jewish workforce.

T H E  S T R U G G L E  F O R  T H E  C A M P S

The PAWS responded to the upsurge of unrest in the camps by convening 
a meeting of some one hundred branch leaders and delegates in Jaffa early 
in April 1943. The camp workers' situation was the main issue discussed 
at the conference, which approved resolutions calling on the government 
to grant the camp workers large wage increases, along with the COLA, 
overtime pay, and pay for religious holidays, to soften the harsh discipline 
imposed in the camps, and to negotiate with the Arab workers' representa
tives. A number of the delegates also denounced what they saw as official 
discrimination in favor of Jewish camp workers, manifested mainly in 
higher wages for Jews, and the meeting demanded the equalization of 
Arab and "non-Arab" (i.e., Jewish) wages in the camps. But though speak
ers criticized the Histadrut's attempts to organize Arab camp workers, 
accused it of trying to take jobs away from Arabs, and insisted that only 
Arab unions could speak for Arab workers, the PAWS remained willing 
to cooperate with the Histadrut in negotiations with the British authori
ties, on condition that the Jewish organization desist from recruiting Ar
abs and restrict itself to representing the Jewish camp workers alone. 
PAWS leaders made no mention of strike action: aware of their limited 
resources and somewhat fearful of directly confronting the British author
ities, they seem to have hoped that their demands could be achieved 
through negotiations, provided that a common front could be formed with 
the Histadrut. It is likely too that in Palestine as elsewhere, the commu
nists who controlled the FATULS and played a major role within the 
PAWS opposed any work stoppage as detrimental to the war effort, or 
more precisely to the defense of the Soviet Union, a duty to which all 
other considerations were to be subordinated.53

The Histadrut was now faced with a decision over whether to cooperate 
with the PAWS, which had a substantial base among the Arab camp work
ers, or to go it alone by claiming the right to represent both Jewish and 
Arab camp workers. During the first two years of the war the Histadrut 
had in effect been negotiating with the British authorities on behalf of all 
the camp workers. The PAWS had lacked the capacity to bargain with the 
British civil and military authorities on a national scale, nor did it have 
anything approaching the Histadrut's close and long-standing connections 
with government officials in Jerusalem or with Colonial Office, Labor
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Party, and Trades Union Congress officials in London. By the spring of 
I 1943 the Histadrut had revived the PLL and committed itself to an aggres

sive effort to recruit Arab workers in Jaffa, Jerusalem, and other towns, 
in direct confrontation with the Arab unions. Yet the camp workers con- 

 ̂ stituted something of a special case: insistence on the Histadrut's right to 
t organize and speak for at least some of the Arab camp workers would 
1 inevitably provoke a very open and public clash with the PAWS and might 

sabotage efforts to mount an effective campaign on behalf of the camp 
workers.

When the Histadrut secretariat met on April 13 , 1943 to discuss the 
situation, there was general agreement that if the army did not agree 
within ten days to extend the COLA to the camp workers, the Histadrut 
would follow the PAWS' example and convene its own national confer
ence of camp workers, and also stage a one-day protest strike. The ques
tion of how the Histadrut should relate to the PAWS—whether meetings 
in the camps, and the projected national delegate conference, should be 
sponsored by the Histadrut alone, or jointly with the PAWS—was dele
gated to the organization's newly established Merkaz Hacavoda ("Labor 
Center"), responsible for the Jewish camp workers, and to its Arab De
partment. At a joint meeting two days later the decision was taken: the 
Histadrut would not cooperate with the PAWS in the struggle to win the 
COLA. A national conference of camp workers was scheduled for May 2 
in Tel Aviv, to be followed by a one-day strike.54

The PAWS responded angrily to this unilateral initiative and to the 
Histadrut's efforts in the weeks that followed to organize mass meetings 
in the camps in order to mobilize the workers and choose both Jewish and 

1 Arab delegates to the May 2 conference. A PAWS leaflet dated April 26 
! denounced the Histadrut's attempts to recruit Arabs to attend that meet- 
j ing and warned Arab workers against participating in what it described as 
• an effort to destroy what the PAWS' own April 4 conference had sought 

to build.55 The Histadrut nonetheless went ahead with its conference,
; which was attended by some 147 delegates from ninety work sites 
1 throughout Palestine. The official report on the meeting does not specify 

exactly how many Arab delegates attended but, apparently in order to 
convey a sense that the meeting brought Arabs and Jews together on an 
equal footing, claimed that equal numbers of Arabs and Jews had spoken 
during the discussion. After concluding remarks by Berl Repetur and 
Golda Meirson (later Meir), then head of the Jewish Agency's Political 
Department and a top Histadrut leader, the delegates, claiming to speak 
for all 50,000 camp workers, called for a one-day strike if the COLA was
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not granted, with the exact date to be set by the Histadrut leadership. A 
telegram sent by the PAWS declaring that the conference represented 
only the Jewish camp workers, that any Arabs attending represented only 
themselves and that the Arab workers recognized only the decisions of its 
own April 4 conference in Jaffa, was apparently not read to the delegates.
A few days later the Histadrut announced that the strike would take place j 
on May 10.56

The PAWS promptly responded with a leaflet which admitted that a 1 
few well-intentioned Arab workers had attended the Tel Aviv meeting but 1 

reiterated that the Histadrut represented only the Jewish workers. The  ̂
leaflet went on to denounce as politically motivated the Histadrut's deci
sion to organize a strike without consulting the authentic representative 
of the Arab camp workers. When the Histadrut officially announced a 
strike for May 10, the PAWS launched an intensive effort in the camps 
to convince Arab workers not to strike. It also issued a leaflet in Hebrew J 
appealing to the Jewish camp workers not to join a "separatist" strike but 
instead to cooperate with the Arab camp workers' committees and the I 
PAWS in order to achieve victory for all camp workers. At the same time,  ̂
however, the Arab union sent the Histadrut a letter offering to discuss 1 
cooperation between the two organizations.57 As Histadrut leaders began 
to realize that many of the Arab camp workers might heed the PAWS' / 
appeal and refuse to join the strike, which as a result might end in failure, / 
doubts began to surface about the wisdom of the decision to exclude the j 
PAWS. Some members of the Histadrut executive committee asked why 
no effort had been made to secure agreement with the PAWS and won
dered if there was still time to approach that organization. Those who 
wanted to stay the course continued to disparage the authenticity and , 
representativeness of the PAWS while pointing out that cooperation with j 
the Arab union was tantamount to recognizing it as the sole representa- ; 
tive of the Arab camp workers, and by extension all Arab workers. This 
meant in effect giving up on the PLL as the instrument through which 
the Histadrut could directly recruit Arabs.

In the end the Histadrut executive committee decided to proceed with 
the strike. Yet doubts persisted, and on May 8 Histadrut secretary David 
Remez contacted a PAWS leader to see if something could be worked 
out. The unnamed leader held firm and insisted that there could be no 
cooperation as long as the Histadrut persisted in trying to organize Arab 
workers. Worried Histadrut officials considered postponing the strike for 
a week, using a recent Allied victory in Tunisia as a pretext, for fear that 
if the strike failed the Histadrut's prestige and bargaining position would
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suffer. "The strike's victory will lead to defeat," Yosef Sprintzak predicted. 
"We will gain no benefit from it. The Histadrut will not gain control of 
the Arab and Jewish workers by this means.. . .  It is now irresponsible to 
proceed with the strike." Nonetheless, despite considerable hesitation and 
trepidation, the Histadrut stayed its course.58

As the strike date approached the PAWS stepped up its campaign to 
thwart Arab participation. A leaflet distributed to the camp workers de
nounced what it described as Histadrut propaganda to the effect that the 
PAWS had been consulted about, and had consented to, the strike:

The truth is that the Histadrut has not recognized and does not recognize
the Arab workers' unions---- The PAWS in Jaffa has decided that the date
set for the strike is untimely for the Arabs and it sees the workers' interest 
as lying in awaiting the final results of the negotiations soon to follow.. . .  
The strike is the workers' only weapon, but this weapon must be used at a 
time when it will lead naturally to achieving our demands.. .  ,59

The Histadrut's daily newspaper Davar would later claim that Hista
drut offers to cooperate in good faith with the PAWS had been spurned 
and that the PAWS had opposed the strike on purely political grounds, 
attacking it in leaflets as a Zionist conspiracy. But examination of leaflets 
issued by the PAWS in these weeks and records of the deliberations 
of the Histadrut leadership bear out neither of these allegations.60 More
over, the PAWS' appeals to Arab workers seem to have hit home, espe
cially in the larger camps situated near major towns. A Jewish visitor to 
Sarafand, one of the largest British military bases in the Middle East, 
located a few miles northwest of Ramla, reported that Arab workers there 
had asked him: "How can you ask us for cooperation, when you didn't 
consult with us but [instead] informed us that there will be a strike tomor
row—and you want us to join it?"61

On the appointed day nearly all the Jewish camp workers joined the 
strike. The extent of Arab participation is less clear. The Arab press in
sisted that the Histadrut's attempt to bring the Arab workers out on strike 
had been a complete failure, and a British Foreign Office dispatch simi
larly asserted that the Arab workers had not joined in. A PAWS leaflet 
depicted the Arab workers' "100 percent" rejection of the strike as "deci
sive proof that the Histadrut has been taught a lesson, that it should re
frain from claiming to represent the Arab workers because they have their 
own independent organization in the PAWS." By contrast, the Histadrut's 
organ Davar claimed that the great majority of Arab workers had taken 
part. The Palestine Post, which expressed the views of the Yishuv's official
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leadership, asserted that "solidarity between Arab and Jewish workers was 
complete in most camps, though some Arab workers remained at their 
jobs in two urban centres in compliance with the appeal of the Arab La
bour Societies in Palestine." Some Histadrut officials estimated Arab par
ticipation at 17,000-20,000, about 50 to 60 percent of the Arab workforce, 
but a Histadrut leaflet issued a few days after the strike spoke more 
vaguely and modestly of "thousands" of Arab strikers.62

It does seem that some thousands of Arab workers joined the strike, 
especially those employed at sites at which the Histadrut was the only 
organized force and which were relatively remote from the three cities in 
which the PAWS exercised the most influence. But despite the Histadrut 
leadership's public claim that the strike had been a great success, it was 
understood in private to have been a failure. By far the greater part of the 
Arab majority of the camp labor force had refused to follow the Hista
drut's lead, demonstrating that the campaign to exclude and undermine 
the PAWS was unviable. Since the British authorities showed no sign 
of granting the COLA to camp workers, the Histadrut leadership faced 
continuing pressure from below as both Jewish and Arab workers held 
protest meetings and joined brief local strikes to demand the COLA and 
urge their leaders to work together.63

In the weeks after the strike the Histadrut finally responded to out
standing invitations from PAWS leaders to begin talks. This did not, how
ever, reflect any substantive change in the Histadrut's position. Though 
the strike's failure and pressure from below now compelled it to deal with 
the PAWS, it continued to insist that the Arab union publicly recog
nize the PLL and kept trying to mobilize and organize the camp workers 
on its own. As this was guaranteed to render cooperation with the PAWS 
impossible, it is not surprising that the talks did not go very well.64 In 
meetings with Jaffa PAWS leaders, for example, Histadrut officials (espe
cially Berl Repetur) took a hard line, criticizing the PAWS for opposing 
the strike and lecturing its leaders about their organization's numerous 
errors and shortcomings. Neither Khalil Shanir, leader of the PAWS in 
Jaffa and a veteran communist, nor any of his colleagues much appreciated 
this attitude, and they responded angrily. But what most effectively sabo-1 
taged the talks was the Histadrut's insistence on including PLL members,] 
notably Adib al-Disuqi, its organizer in Jaffa. Given that al-Disuqi was ' 
just then engaged in raiding the PAWS' membership, that very few Arab 
camp workers actually belonged to the PLL, and that the conflict over the 
camp workers' strike had turned on the Histadrut's insistence on recruit
ing and representing Arab workers, the PAWS leaders could only see al-
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Disuqi's inclusion as a deliberate provocation, if not an insult, and as proof 
of the Histadrut's bad faith. Shanir and his colleagues expressed willing
ness to cooperate with the Histadrut, but only if the PLL was excluded. 
One meeting broke up in an uproar after al-Disuqi spoke up to criticize 
the PAWS. Shanir exploded in anger: "Get out of here, you're a Zionist, 
a pariah, you've sold yourself to the Jews, you've rented yourself out for 
£Pi8 a month!"—a reference to al-Disuqi's salary as PLL organizer in 
Jaffa.65

Talks were also held in Haifa in early June, at the initiative of local 
Arab camp workers affiliated with the PAWS. Here too Histadrut repre
sentatives brought local PLL members along to the meeting and accused 
the PAWS of "knifing us in the back" by opposing the strike. Unlike 
their more militant counterparts in Jaffa, the Arab unionists in Haifa were 
willing to sit down with PLL members. But although these talks were less 
vituperative in tone, little progress was made. Nonetheless PAWS and 
Histadrut representatives continued sporadic negotiations through mid- 
June, because unrest among the rank and file camp workers compelled 
both sides to look as if they were genuinely seeking cooperation.66 Soon 
thereafter, however, the main impetus for cooperation faded away. Early 
in June 1943 the government announced that government employees 
would be granted the COLA. Some weeks passed before it became clear 
that this would apply to camp workers as well, and it was not immediately 
certain if the COLA would be calculated in a way that came close to meet
ing the workers' demands. During that interval PAWS and Histadrut 
leaders discussed joint action, including strikes, but by late June many of 
the camp workers' outstanding grievances had been addressed, although 
.the poorest-paid segment of the camp workforce had gained the least.

Though neither side now saw much point in continuing negotiations, 
both felt obliged to defend their own commitment to solidarity and blame 
the other side for the breakdown of the talks. The Histadrut claimed that 
the PAWS had never really been interested in unity, while the PAWS 
issued a long leaflet putting forth its version of relations with the Hista
drut and blaming it for sabotaging efforts at cooperation. After the talks 
broke down, the PAWS also began to demand more forcefully than before 
that more Arabs be hired as foremen and clerks in the camps, jobs which 
were disproportionately held by Jews.67 Both the Histadrut and the PAWS 
remained active among the camp workers, but as the wave of worker mili
tancy subsided so did the intensity of the conflict between them. At the 
end of June 1943 the Histadrut convened another meeting of camp work
ers' delegates in Tel Aviv, but although some Arab delegates participated
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the PAWS does not seem to have responded very vigorously. In that same 
period Agassi, sometimes accompanied by an Arab PLL member, visited 
various camps and addressed meetings of Arab workers about the PLL. At 
some of these meetings workers asked Agassi why he was not accompa
nied by someone from the PAWS and how negotiations between the His
tadrut and the PAWS were coming along; at other camps he was not chal
lenged in this way.

But although Agassi, as optimistic as ever, reported to his colleagues 
that many Arab camp workers were ready and willing to join the PLL, the 
Histadrut was largely uninterested in signing them up and forming new 
PLL branches.68 As earlier, the overriding consideration seems to have 
been the fear that recruiting Arab camp workers into the PLL would sad
dle the Histadrut with an obligation to provide them with jobs when their 
wartime employment inevitably came to an end. So even as the Histadrut 
continued to insist on its right to organize and represent Arab workers in 
general and the camp workers in particular—a stance which sabotaged 
cooperation with Arab labor organizations—it was not in fact very inter
ested in actually recruiting camp workers into the PLL.

In September 1943 H. E. Chudleigh of the Labor Department summed 
up the state of relations between the Arab and Jewish labor movements 
in Palestine:

The situation as between the Arab and Jewish Trade Unions has, if any- 1 
thing, hardened in recent months. Common economic interests are over- I 
ridden by political considerations which dominate all discussions. "Pig- | 
headed" would not be too strong a term to apply to the leadership on both 
sides. Struggle for power is a further complicating factor. Possibilities of co
operation in the army camps and workshops, the Jaffa Municipality and 
elsewhere have been allowed to pass. Only in the case of the Jerusalem 
Municipal dispute has any degree of working together been achieved.

As we saw, cooperation in Jerusalem had in fact also been short-lived.69

T H E  C O L L A P S E  O F  T H E  P C P  A N D  T H E  E M E R G E N C E  

O F  T H E  N L L

The conflict between the PAWS and the Histadrut over the camp workers'1 
strike of May 1943 had an impact in another sphere as well: it helped 
precipitate the crisis which led to the disintegration of the Palestine Com
munist Party as an Arab-Jewish organization. Tensions within the party 
had been building toward crisis for some time. Many of the party's Jewish 
members and leaders had come to believe that it should moderate its unre-
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lenting hostility toward Zionism and take advantage of widespread sym
pathy for the Soviet Union in the Yishuv in order to rebuild its base 
among Jews. In theoretical terms, these Jewish communists argued that 
the party should recognize that the Yishuv had grown significantly and 
undergone important social changes in recent years. The Jewish commu
nity in Palestine, they argued, had to be analyzed not as an undifferenti
ated and uniformly reactionary bloc, an alien colonial enclave, a "Jew ish 
Ulster" implanted in Palestine by British imperialism, but as an increas- 

, ingly distinct and complex society with significant and deepening roots in 
the country that had acquired many of the characteristics of a nation. 
Some went so far as to question the PCP's opposition to Jewish immigra
tion. Many of the Jewish communists also advocated reentry into the His
tadrut, based on a distinction between that organization's Zionist leader
ship and the Jewish working class itself, which the communists believed 

/ could be weaned away from Zionism through a struggle carried out within 
» the Histadrut's institutions and affiliated unions. In many arenas, these 

Jewish communists also argued, there was room for cooperation with pro
gressive Zionists.70

Most of the PCP's Arab members, and especially those who belonged 
to the younger generation of Arab intellectuals and labor activists now 
coming to the fore, were moving in a very different direction. They be
lieved that the party should give priority to overcoming its weakness 
among Palestine's Arab majority and transforming itself into a significant 
political force. As they saw it, Palestine was an Arab land and its commu
nist party should therefore orient itself first and foremost toward the in
digenous Arab majority and its national movement. Rejecting any accom
modation with Zionism, the party should appeal to broad sections of the 
Arab community on a program that combined Palestinian Arab national
ism with a commitment to progressive social reform and democracy. 
Among Arab communists prominent within this tendency were Bulus Fa- 
rah, who had built up his own following in Haifa and had long been con
vinced that the party leadership had already succumbed to Zionist devia- 
tionism, and cAbd Allah al-Bandaq, a veteran party leader who was, it will 
be remembered, Aharon Cohen's candidate to lead a noncommunist and 
pro-Zionist Arab left.

The tensions within the party came to a head at the beginning of May 
1943 when the central committee dissolved dissident Jewish branches and 
expelled several Jewish members for defying the leadership by participat- 

, ing in May Day celebrations organized by the Histadrut. The internal 
j crisis this touched off was further exacerbated when it became clear that
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Arab and Jewish party members were supporting different sides in the 
struggle between the PAWS and the Histadrut which preceded the May 
10  camp workers' strike which the latter had called. Arab communists 
active in the PAWS naturally worked hard to convince Arab workers not 
to join the strike, a position endorsed by the central committee. However, 
though many Jewish communists agreed that the Histadrut deserved 
blame for trying to exclude the PAWS by calling the strike unilaterally, 
they very much wanted to rejoin the Histadrut fold and could not bring 
themselves to call on Jewish workers to break the strike.71

Despite efforts by some Arab and Jewish communists to hold the party 
together, the following months witnessed the disintegration of the PCP 
amidst barrages of mutual recriminations and expulsions. Stalin's dissolu-1 
tion of the Comintern in May 1943 as a gesture of goodwill toward hisj 
British and American allies helped deepen divisions within the party. 
Although the communists in Palestine had few if any direct links with 
Moscow, the elimination of this nominally internationalist framework 
strengthened those forces within the PCP which argued that it was essen
tial to strike deeper roots by adapting to local conditions and adopting a 
more nationalist stance. This is the course that some of the Arab militants 
(among them al-Bandaq and his younger colleague Emile Habibi) seemed 
to be following when, at the end of May, they issued a statement in the 
name of the central committee declaring that the PCP had finally purged 
itself of those Jewish members who had succumbed to Zionist deviation- 
ism. The statement went on to define the PCP as "an Arab national party 
which includes in its ranks Jews who accept its national program." This 
constituted a decisive break with the party's historic self-definition as an 
Arab-Jewish and internationalist formation, though some of its propo
nents probably saw it (at least in part) as a response to their former Jewish 
comrades' apparent embrace of Zionism. Not all Arab communists imme
diately subscribed to this position: some, like Khalil Shanir, still hoped for 
a time that it would be possible to preserve an Arab-Jewish party. But 
efforts to find common ground failed, and the more nationalist orientation 
long advocated by dissident communists like Bulus Farah, whose follow
ing in Haifa now constituted the single most cohesive Arab communist 
group, ultimately prevailed.

Out of the wreckage of the PCP three distinct organizations would 
eventually emerge, two entirely Jewish and one entirely Arab in member
ship. One group of Jewish communists continued to move away from the I 
PCP's traditional line and toward the Yishuv mainstream by embracing 
positions which the party had for many years denounced as Zionist. This
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group organized itself as the Communist Educational Association in Eretz 
Yisra’el, following the example of communists in the United States under 
the leadership of Earl Browder, and later renamed itself the Hebrew Com
munist Party. A second and larger group of Jewish communists insisted 
that it was the organizational and ideological continuation of the old PCP 
and continued to call itself the Palestine Communist Party, but it was in 
fact a very different party, in terms of both its exclusively Jewish mem
bership and its ideology, which substantially abandoned many traditional 
communist positions in order to gain greater acceptance in the Yishuv.

However, much more important than either of these two small and 
weak Jewish parties was the new Arab political formation that emerged 
out of the wreckage of the unified PCP. In the fall of 1943 some of the 
leading Arab communists began holding meetings to discuss the establish
ment of a new, exclusively Arab organization. By the beginning of 1944 
they had emerged publicly at the head of the new ‘Usbat al-Taharrur al- 
Watani ("National Liberation League," NLL), which had as its organ al- 
Ittihad (Unity), originally established by the FATULS in Haifa and later 
the newspaper of the new labor federation controlled by the NLL.

Though almost all its top leaders had been PCP members, the NLL 
defined itself not as a communist party but as a progressive nationalist 
organization open to any Palestinian Arab who accepted its program, 
which called for the independence of Palestine as an Arab state with a 
democratic government as well as fundamental social transformation. The 
NLL sought to propagate a version of Palestinian Arab nationalism im
bued with a progressive social content. It called for social reforms to bene
fit the Arab workers and peasants and argued that only a mass-based and 
democratized nationalist movement could successfully challenge British 
colonial rule and Zionism. The NLL leadership believed that the wartime 
quiescence of the traditional Palestinian Arab leadership—which had 
never displayed much interest in social issues and many of whose mem
bers were in exile—had created an unprecedented opportunity for the 
NLL to mobilize the radicalized intelligentsia and the growing working 
class and establish itself as a vigorous and independent left wing within 
the Palestinian national movement.

From its inception the NLL enjoyed a strong base within the labor 
movement, since it included the leaders of both the left wing within the 
PAWS and of the Haifa-based FATULS. It also enjoyed the support of 
many educated young Arabs organized in the League of Arab Intellectu
als. The NLL hoped it could build on this base and ultimately capture the 
leadership of the national movement by combining a strong commitment
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to nationalism with a commitment to social reform and mass mobilization, I, 
much as communists were then doing in China, Vietnam, Yugoslavia, and 
elsewhere.

Like the official leadership of the national movement, the NLL opposed 
Zionism, Jewish immigration, and Jewish statehood, and it insisted that ( 
as the indigenous majority the Arabs of Palestine were entitled to self-  ̂
determination. However, as former communists who for years had 
worked very closely with Jews, its leaders had a much fuller and more 
nuanced understanding of Zionism and the Yishuv. They therefore de- 1 
parted from the official nationalist stance by maintaining the time- 
honored communist distinction between the Jewish masses in Palestine 
and Zionism per se; while the latter was to be extirpated as a form of 
colonialism, the Jewish masses (and especially the Jewish working class) 
could and should be won over by being brought to see that their true 
interests lay in solidarity and unity with the Arab masses. This implied 1 
that all the Jews then in Palestine would become equal citizens, and per
haps even have the status of a distinct national-cultural minority, within / 
the future independent Arab Palestine. More practically, it meant that ' 
unionists in those segments of the Arab labor movement under NLL lead
ership tended to be open to cooperation with Jewish workers and unions, | 
and even the Histadrut, as long as the latter did not seek to organize, ! 
recruit, or speak for Arab workers. With the left gaining strength within 
the Arab workers' movement and with that movement experiencing both 
rapid expansion and internal conflicts during 1944-46, there was once 
again considerable room for both conflict and cooperation between Arab 1 
and Jewish unionists.

T H E  P L L :  C O N F U S I O N ,  D R I F T ,  A N D  D E F E A T

In October 1943 Histadrut officials calculated that over the course of the 
year some £P}^oo  had been allocated for the organization of Arab work
ers, an unprecedentedly large sum; for 1944 the Arab Department was 
seeking a budget of £Pi2,ooo, over and above the cost of publishing Haqi- 
qat al-Amr. This sharply increased level of funding (provided in large 
part by the Jewish Agency) had made possible the expansion of the Arab 
Department's staff in Tel Aviv, but it does not seem to have greatly en- , 
hanced the PLL's base among Arab workers. On paper, the PLL's Haifa 1 
branch remained its strongest, claiming some 400-500 dues-paying mem
bers. But the organization's membership in Haifa consisted almost en- I 
tirely of individuals employed at a wide variety of small workplaces in 1
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and near the city. The PLL had not succeeded in establishing an effective 
or coherent presence at any of the city's major workplaces or in forming 
even nuclei of trade unions. One Histadrut Arab Department official lik
ened the PLL branch in Haifa to "a sponge, absorbing and emitting mem
bers in accordance with the employment situation; the people being ab
sorbed and emitted see the branch only as an employment office for times 
of need, and since dues are low it is more worthwhile than paying fees to 
the private Arab labor brokers operating in the market." Many of the PLL 
branch's core members in Haifa were employed, directly or indirectly, by 
the Histadrut or other Jewish enterprises.72

In Jaffa, the situation seemed at first glance somewhat better. The PLL 
branch there retained the base of support it had won among employees of 
the municipality earlier in 1943 and, as we will see, before the end of that 
year it developed what seemed a very promising connection with skilled 
workers at one of the city's major industrial sites, the Wagner metal
working factory, with more than 160 workers, almost all of them Arabs. 
The branch in Acre also seemed to be flourishing at the end of 1943, but 
this was largely because its Arab secretary, operating without direct day- 
to-day supervision by any of the Jews who ran the PLL, was signing up 
members (largely camp workers) by promising that the Histadrut would 
make sure they had jobs. When Histadrut officials discovered what he was 
up to he was fired and replaced by a Jew. The Acre branch subsequently 
disintegrated as Arab workers found their hopes of employment disap
pointed.73 The Jerusalem branch had never really got off the ground: it 
comprised a small number of municipal employees and several dozen Ar
abs from the outlying village of Qalunya who worked at the Jewish- 
owned Steinberg tile factory nearby.

Arab Department officials were increasingly defensive about the fact 
that the PLL remained a Jewish-run organization, without even a provi
sional leadership body composed of Arab members. But they themselves 
had a rather low opinion of the Arabs they had elevated to local leadership 
positions, declaring that "when there is no Jewish worker in a branch, the 
Arab worker is not worth much" and that "most if  not all [of the PLL's 
Arab activists] are greedy," requiring close supervision by Jews, especially 
when it came to branch funds.74 Uncertain about how to proceed and anx
ious for guidance, members of the Histadrut Arab Department staff met 
with MAPAI's secretariat in November 1943 to discuss the future course 
of the Histadrut's Arab work. Present were several of the top leaders of 
MAPAI, the Histadrut, and the Yishuv, most of whom would later be
come high officials of the State of Israel, including three future prime



ministers (David Ben-Gurion, Moshe Shertok/Sharett, and Levi Shkol- 
nik/Eshkol), a future president (Zalman Rubashov/Shazar) and at least 
two future ministers (Pinhas Lubianker/Lavon and Eliezer Kaplan).75 The 
ensuing discussion effectively illustrates the extent to which MAPAI's 
leaders had relegated the PLL, and the question of relations with the Arab 
working class, to marginal status in their vision of Palestine's future.

The discussion was opened by Shmu’el Solomon, the senior member 
of the Arab Department staff, whom a visiting English trade unionist 
would aptly characterize as "such a nice man, a German Jew who has 
studied Talmadic [sic], classical and Islamic scholarship but can you imag
ine Laski doing a year in a Catholic University in Ireland and then or
ganising the peasants of Salway in Erse."76 Solomon expressed optimism 
about the PLL's prospects but acknowledged that Arab workers clearld J 
regarded the Histadrut and the PLL first and foremost as sources of em
ployment—a perception which would likely create problems after the war, 
when PLL members currently employed in military bases would again 
seek jobs in Jewish-owned enterprises and farms. "All our explanations 
that they are not Histadrut members, that there is a difference here [be- j 
tween Histadrut and PLL membership], are of as much use as the blowing j 
of a shofar [the ram's horn sounded during prayers on the Jewish holidays 
of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur]." Solomon also admitted that signs of 
discontent had already surfaced among Arab workers over the fact that 
the PLL was entirely controlled by the Jewish officials of the Histadrut's 
Arab Department, and he noted instances in which Arab workers had told 
him that they wanted to pay the same dues as Histadrut members and 
receive equal benefits in return.

MAPAI leaders failed to give Solomon and his colleagues the support 
and guidance they sought. Eliyahu Sasson expressed skepticism about or
ganizing Arab workers. Criticizing Solomon for both underestimating the 1 
strength of the Arab unions and overestimating the PLL's prospects for 
growth, he argued for a PLL of no more than 1,000-1,500 loyal members, 
just large enough to hinder the Arab labor unions and to be useful in the 
event of another crisis like the 1936-39 revolt. Ben-Gurion reiterated his 
opposition to organizing Arab workers employed by Jews but argued that 
Arabs employed in the government, international, and Arab sectors 
should be organized. However, he wanted emphasis to be placed not so 
much on organization as on providing social services to Arab workers, and 
he also raised the idea of creating a small pro-Zionist Arab party which 
might prove useful in the political struggles that clearly lay ahead.

On the whole, while giving the Arab Department staff a pat on the
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back for its efforts, the MAPAI secretariat left it to continue doing what 
it had been doing, despite the fact that it had little to show for the energy 
and money invested over the previous year. It would seem that with a few 
exceptions MAPAI's leaders had lost what little interest they had once 
had in organizing Arab workers. Having come to the conclusion that this 
enterprise would play little if any role in determining Palestine's fate after 
the war, they regarded it as little more than a side show.

But the Jewish staff of the Arab Department had not yet given up. In 
the first half of 1944 they tried to breathe some life into the PLL and raise 
the morale of its tiny cadre of active Arab members by imparting to it 
some semblance of autonomous organizational life. Among other things, 
they launched a (short-lived) internal bulletin in Arabic and convened, at 
Histadrut headquarters in Tel Aviv, the first meeting ever held of active 
Arab members of PLL branches. But none of this could alter the fact that 
the PLL was created and run by Jews, nor could PLL officials ever find a 
way to overcome the obstacles they faced as they tried to organize Arab 
workers. For example, Arab Department officials hoped to alter the PLL's 
reputation as an employment agency by recruiting Arabs who already 
held jobs. But they quickly discovered that the Jewish foremen at the 
military bases where many Arab workers were employed, as well as the 
Jewish officials of Solel Boneh which held contracts for numerous military 
and public works projects, were still at best indifferent, and at worst 
openly hostile, to efforts to recruit their Arab employees into the PLL. 
Further complicating matters was the fact that Arab workers generally 
saw no difference between Solel Boneh on the one hand and the Histadrut 
and the PLL on the other, though many believed that Solel Boneh treated 
Arabs worse than did most private contractors. None of this suggested 
that the PLL had much prospect of ever establishing a secure and substan
tial base in the Arab working class.77

The PLL's meager prospects for making permanent inroads into the 
Arab working class, even in a major urban center, would soon be conclu
sively demonstrated by the outcome of a struggle in which the organiza
tion was involved in Jaffa, at the Wagner metalworking factory, in the 
first months of 1944* Originally established and managed by German 
businessmen, when the war began the British authorities seized the enter
prise as enemy property, interned its owners as enemy aliens, and closed 
it down. It was reopened in 1941 under the management of an Arab entre
preneur, Stilo cAwwad. cAwwad's harsh attitude toward his 160 or so 
workers, nearly all of them Arabs, and especially his refusal to pay them 
the full cost of living allowance decreed by the government, led a group
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of Wagner workers to contact the local PLL branch for assistance. Despite 
harassment from their employer and opposition from the PAWS, which 
was very anxious to prevent the PLL from gaining a foothold in this large 
and prominent workplace, a large majority of Wagner workers eventually 
signed up with the PLL, thus fulfilling the Histadrut's precondition for 
providing assistance. Arab Department officials felt they had achieved a 
major breakthrough, since the Wagner workers were not unskilled mi
grants from the countryside but skilled urban wage workers, just the kind 
of authentic proletarians they had long dreamed of organizing into a sta
ble union.

cAwwad eventually expressed willingness to satisfy the workers' de
mands but adamantly refused to recognize or negotiate with the PLL. The 
dispute was ultimately submitted for arbitration to the Labor Department, 
whose officials insisted that the PAWS must also be included as a party 
to the discussions. Although British arbitrators eventually granted many 
of the workers' demands, they refused to endorse the PLL's claim to repre
sent these Arab workers. R. M. Graves, the director of the Labor Depart
ment, told Arab Department staff members that "we want the organiza
tion of the Arab workers, but not by means of the Histadrut's method." 
The government favored "independent Arab trade unions, not organiza
tions run by an alien leadership.. . .  We know that the Histadrut can bring 
to this work knowledgeable and experienced people, but in the end this 
would [still] be an alien leadership." H. E. Chudleigh added that "we are 
interested in and support organizations of Arab workers led by [Arabs] 
themselves. Moreover, we are interested in unifying the [Arab labor] or
ganizations in order to create a united Arab workers movement. The PLL 
creates divisions, it divides rather than unites."78

The PLL's base at Wagner disintegrated during the course of 1944. 
Wagner's management fired a number of workers identified with the PLL 
and harassed others, while the PAWS launched an effort to drive the PLL 
out, aided by denunciations in the Arab press of Wagner workers who had 
joined the PLL as lackeys of the Zionists. The PLL was unable to protect 
its supporters at the factory and by the fall of 1944 the last of its members 
there had severed all public connection with it. What had seemed a year 
earlier like a very promising beginning, a potential breakthrough to estab
lishing a solid base in the Arab working class of Jaffa, had failed com
pletely.79

During the same period pressure from the PAWS also drove the mu
nicipal workers whom the PLL had first organized to quit, and deterred 
other Jaffa workers from joining. That pressure, and the PAWS' struggle



for the Wagner workers, were components of a more or less concerted 
and ultimately quite effective counteroffensive which the PAWS launched 
against the PLL in the spring of 1944. The high point of that campaign 
came when PAWS members packed the meeting organized by the PLL 
to celebrate both May Day 1944 and the opening of its club in the al- 
Manshiyya neighborhood of Jaffa. By shouting, clapping hands, and ask
ing incessant questions of the Histadrut officials on the podium, the 
PAWS members succeeded in breaking up the meeting and, more im
portantly, in intimidating PLL members and potential recruits, who there
after virtually ceased to visit the club and distanced themselves from the 
PLL. Security concerns soon compelled the PLL to move its club from al- 
Manshiyya to a nearby Jewish neighborhood within Tel Aviv, and by the 
end of 1944 the PLL hardly existed in Jaffa.80

We get some idea of the sentiments of the Arab workers who ruined 
the PLL's 1944 May Day celebration from a leaflet entitled "From Arab 
Workers to the Jewish Workers," signed by five Arab workers against 
whom the Histadrut had brought charges of disturbing the peace in con
nection with its abortive meeting. What is most striking about the leaflet 
is that it is in Hebrew, demonstrating a concern to expose Jewish workers 
to a version of what happened on the evening of April 30, 1944 that dif
fered from the version propagated by the Histadrut. The leaflet rejected 
the Histadrut's allegations that those who had disrupted its meeting were 
agents of the police or of Stilo cAwwad, manager of the Wagner factory, 
with whom the PLL was then engaged in a bitter struggle. The signatories 
insisted they were rank and file workers who "wanted to know why the 
Histadrut comes to them on holidays with parties and choirs, and the rest 
of the year—with pickets. They wanted to know why they were driven 
from their jobs and their bread stolen from them."

Brother [Jewish] workers! Imagine to yourselves what y o u  would say if 
this happened to you, if they expelled you from your job only because you 
were Jewish, if you saw your families hungry and your children crying for 
bread. Imagine to yourselves what y o u  would say if these same people 
who yesterday expelled you from your job came to you today talking 
about May Day, even while declaring that tomorrow too they will put you 
out of work, if they can manage it. Right now, in these very days, the His
tadrut has organized pickets at the [Akiva?] factory in Rishon Letziyon to 
drive the four Arab workers employed there from their jobs.

The leaflet went on to cite a recent article by Abba Hushi in which the 
Histadrut boss in Haifa had talked of stepping up the "conquest of labor"
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at the railroads, oil installations, and port there as a way of alleviating 
Jewish unemployment.81

It is not clear why the Histadrut chose to bring charges against these 
five Arab workers in particular, though one may speculate that they were 
known and identifiable as local PAWS activists. It is however interesting- 
to note that although the leaflet strongly attacked the Histadrut leadership 
(as well as the leadership of the Yishuv, in the person of Ben-Gurion) 
both for pursuing Hebrew labor and demanding Jewish statehood in all of 
Palestine, it never condemned (or even mentioned) Zionism per se and 
stressed Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity. This may have been 
merely a tactical maneuver on the part of local NLL activists, but it may 
also have reflected an interest among leftist Arab trade unionists in seek
ing the support of Jewish workers on moral grounds ("Imagine to your
selves what you would say if this happened to yo u .. .") as well as in 
terms of common economic interest. A  Jewish witness to the Jaffa incident 
noted that the disrupters were quite polite toward the Jews present; their 
anger was directed toward the Arab PLL members, whom they regarded 
as traitors and abused verbally (and perhaps physically as well).82 For 
these Arab leftists, the Jewish working class (and even the Histadrut) 
could still be envisioned as a potential ally, as long as it gave up its vision 
of Jewish sovereignty, its exclusionary practices, and its claim to represent 
and speak for Arab workers.

The PLL's fortunes in Jerusalem paralleled its fortunes in Jaffa: after 
some initial successes it underwent a sharp decline from which it would 
never really recover. Early in 1944 the PLL succeeded in recruiting more 
than a hundred Palestinian Arab, Egyptian, and Sudanese workers em
ployed at the prestigious King David Hotel, and after Labor Department 
mediation these workers eventually secured a decent contract. However, j 
the PLL's success prompted the PAWS to launch a campaign to induce the 1 
Arab workers at the hotel and elsewhere to sever their connection with \ 
the Histadrut. As in Jaffa, the Jerusalem PAWS branch (now led by com- j 
munists) disrupted the PLL's 1944 May Day celebration, while its leaflets j 
denounced the "hirelings of Zionism" and attacked the Histadrut for hav
ing induced the recent annual conference of the British Labor Party to 
adopt a resolution supporting Jewish statehood in Palestine and the 
"transfer" of Palestine's Arab population to neighboring Arab lands. The I 
Arab press joined in with articles denouncing the PLL and demanding that I 
the Arab hotel workers fulfill their obligations to the nation. The PLL 
managed to retain the loyalty of most of its members at the King David
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Hotel. But in July 1946 the hotel (much of which had been taken over by 
the British civil and military authorities for office space) was closed down 
after a bomb planted by the right-wing Zionist military organization Ir- 
gun Tzva’i Le’umi ("National Military Organization," often referred to 
by its acronym ETZEL), destroyed an entire wing, killing almost a hun
dred people, among them Arab and Jewish civilians. Thanks to the con
tract which the PLL had negotiated, the hotel employees at least received 
some compensation when their jobs disappeared.83

Another struggle involving hotel workers in Jerusalem during this pe
riod more dramatically underscored the PLL's very limited prospects for 
establishing a cohesive and stable base among Arab workers. In September 
1944 several dozen Arab men and women employed at the American Col- 

I ony hotel approached the PLL for help. Originally founded in the late 
nineteenth century by an American Christian sect whose members came 
to settle in the Holy Land, the American Colony's guests now included 
high government officials and distinguished foreign visitors. Its manage
ment had acquired a well-deserved reputation for treating its Arab em
ployees, many of whom came from nearby villages, very poorly. When 
in October management fired several employees identified as troublemak- 

, ers, the workers (now PLL members) went on strike, whereupon they 
were summarily expelled from their lodgings at the Colony. The conflict 
quickly took on political dimensions, perhaps inevitably so given the 
PAWS' frustration at its failure to block the PLL at the King David Hotel 
and the rising tensions among Arabs and Jews in Palestine as the Zionist 
movement stepped up its drive for increased Jewish immigration and the 

I Arab nationalist movement began to revive. The PAWS and the Arab 
j press denounced the strike as a Zionist plot and made strenuous efforts to 
* get the workers to abandon it. When those efforts failed, the PAWS went 
1 so far as to provide the Colony with replacements for the striking PLL 

members. Histadrut efforts to secure Labor Department intervention were 
unsuccessful, dooming the strike to failure. The Histadrut found alterna
tive employment for some of the American Colony's workers, while oth- 

I ers returned to their jobs on management's terms.84
As with the strike at Wagner in Jaffa, the defeat of the American Col

ony strike in Jerusalem marked the virtual end of the local PLL branch's 
) efforts to organize Arab workers employed by non-Jews. In the years that 

followed the PLL in Jerusalem led a successful strike by Arab villagers 
from Qalunya employed at the Steinberg tile factory and represented 
Arab workers employed at Jewish bakeries, but these were small-scale and 
rather marginal efforts. The PLL's contacts with other groups of Arab
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workers who approached it for assistance in this period failed to develop 
into anything concrete. In private, Arab Department officials admitted 
that the disruption of their 1944 May Day celebrations in Jaffa and Jerusa
lem had left the PLL virtually paralyzed. Though they understood that 
these incidents (and a similar but less successful attempt at disruption in 
Haifa) were part of a campaign by the left wing of the Arab labor move
ment to discredit and isolate the PLL, they were unable to respond effec
tively. The PLL's defeats at Wagner and the American Colony confirmed 
that it had little prospect of overcoming its weakness and marginality, 
which were in striking contrast to the rapid growth which the vigorous (if 
fractious) Arab workers' movement was experiencing in this period.85

W O R K E R  A C T I V I S M  A N D  T H E  A R A B  L A B O R  M O V E M E N T

Both the Arab and Jewish working classes in Palestine manifested consid
erable dynamism and militancy in the final two years of the war. The 
wage increases which substantial numbers of workers had won during 
1943 did not offset rapidly rising prices for very long, ensuring that unrest 
would continue. This was manifested most dramatically at the Haifa rail
way workshops, where discontent again reached the boiling point early in 
1944. A government decision to reduce the COLA produced widespread 
resentment, which for the Jewish workers was only made worse by the 
Histadrut's apparent acquiescence in the decision. Spurred on by rank and 
file demands for action, the Haifa branch committee of the IU—composed 
of two MAPAI members, two members of Hashomer Hatzacir, and one 
person identified with the now entirely Jewish Palestine Communist 
Party, which had the support of some thirty Jewish workshop workers— 
approached the AURW leadership to discuss joint action. Perhaps because 
of the tense relations between the PAWS and the Histadrut, the Arab 
unionists were ambivalent about cooperation, at least until an accidental 
spark touched off an unanticipated explosion.

On Wednesday, February 2, 1944, an Arab worker at the workshops 
was seriously injured in an industrial accident. Because there was no phy
sician stationed at the workshops and the ambulance was under repair, a 
physician had to be fetched from the nearby Vulcan rubber factory, owned 
by the Histadrut. When he arrived he was unable to suture the worker's 
head wound because the necessary supplies were not available. The in
jured man was eventually transported to a hospital, but the workers were 
outraged by management's failure to make adequate provision for emer
gency medical care. Efrayyim Krisher of Hashomer Hatza'ir and the se
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nior MAPAI leader in the workshops immediately called for a demonstra
tion, and within a quarter of an hour all 1,400 workers—some 200 of 
them Jews—had downed tools and gathered outside the main offices. They 
were soon joined by another 170 men in the locomotive running sheds 
nearby. A strike committee of three Arabs and two Jews was chosen which 
presented management with a list of long-standing demands, including 
preservation of the COLA, an increase in the base wage, compensation for 
workplace accidents, the extension of retirement benefits to all workers, 
and the permanent stationing of a physician at the workshops.

General Manager Kirby refused to negotiate until after the workers 
had returned to their jobs. At the end of the day the workers went home, 
but they returned en masse the next day and refused to leave the work
shops until their demands were met. The workers' spirits were extremely 
high and Jewish-Arab solidarity was very much in evidence. The workers 
spent the night in the workshops compound, talking and singing around 
campfires. When the PAWS sent in food, the Arab workers shared it with 
their Jewish comrades; and when the Haifa Workers' Council belatedly 
sent in supplies, the Jewish workers also shared them. The food from the 
Jewish side arrived only after a long delay because the Histadrut leader
ship in Haifa, and especially Abba Hushi, were strongly opposed to the 
strike and wanted it ended as quickly as possible. As a rule Hushi resented, 
and sought to stifle, any workers' initiative from below in what he re
garded as "his" city. More importantly, together with IU national secre
tary Yehezkel Abramov and the Histadrut leadership in Tel Aviv, Hushi 
feared that the strike would strengthen the AURW and the PAWS. As 
Abramov saw it, the Arab railwaymen would learn to organize and use 
the strike weapon effectively, and if another revolt broke out one day they 
would probably join in, unlike 1936.

Abramov did his best to end the strike. In this task he was aided by 
Sami Taha, the secretary of the PAWS, who as head of the more conserva
tive wing of the Palestinian Arab trade union movement was not inter
ested in a long, militant, and politically risky strike at a government enter
prise in wartime. Under heavy pressure, the Jewish union leaders in Haifa 
caved in and agreed to call for an end to the strike, even though Kirby had 
conceded virtually nothing. The Arab unionists were more resolute, but 
faced with management's intransigence and pressure from Sami Taha 
they too eventually gave in. It took considerable effort to weaken the 
workers' determination to go on: at several mass meetings the rank and 
file expressed their readiness to hold out indefinitely. But eventually the 
leadership succeeded, and on Friday night, after three days on strike and



two days of occupying the workshops, the workers left and went home. 
The next morning they reported for work as usual, having won only a 
minor concession over the retirement fund and a promise that the Labor 
Department would examine their grievances.86

Despite their failure to win anything substantial, the Haifa workshop' 
workers emerged from the strike with a stronger sense of their own power 
and of the value of Arab-Jewish unity. This did not deter the IU leadership 
from looking for ways to undermine the AURW and organize Arab work
ers on its own,87 but the AURW's growing strength and effectiveness 
frustrated its hopes, as did continued rank and file discontent manifested 
in a number of brief strikes during 1945. In March, for example, the Haifa 
workshops were shut down for an hour and a half by a protest strike 
which forced management to disburse wages earlier than usual, because 
of the upcoming Muslim and Jewish holidays. The following month some 
150 Arab and Jewish postal workers in the Jaffa-Tel Aviv region, now 
acquiring a reputation for militancy, went on strike briefly. During the 
summer of 1945 the postal workers organized a national conference and 
elected an executive committee consisting of three Arabs and three Jews. 
These developments were viewed with some ambivalence by both the His
tadrut and the PAWS. But the left wing of the Palestinian Arab labor 
movement, led by the quasi-communist National Liberation League, wel
comed them. The NLL's newspaper al-Ittihad proclaimed that "the coop
eration between the Arab and Jewish telegraph and postal workers is clear ; 
proof of the possibility of joint action in every workplace," provided the 1 
workers steered clear of interference by both Zionism and Arab reaction.88 t 
As we will see in Chapter 8, in the final three years of British rule in 
Palestine the railway and postal workers would play a leading role in mo
bilizing other Arab and Jewish workers across communal boundaries in 
defense of their common economic interests.

The rank and file militancy which characterized groups like the railway j 
and postal workers gave impetus to efforts by Arab leftists to assume the . 
leadership of the organized Arab working class. The breakup of the Pales- 11 
tine Communist Party in the middle of 1943 and the emergence early in 
1944 of the NLL opened the way for a realignment of forces within the 
Arab labor movement in Palestine. It now became possible to envision the 
creation of a new NLL-led labor federation which would encompass both / 
the Haifa-based FATULS and the PAWS branches in Jaffa, Jerusalem, and 
elsewhere which were under communist leadership.

At the same time, tensions between the communists operating within \ 
the PAWS and the organization's Haifa-based central leadership had been
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growing. The leftists increasingly resented both Sami Taha's authoritari
anism and his conservatism. One British trade unionist who visited Pales
tine in the middle of 1945 described Taha's leadership style in these terms:

The PAWS was founded in 1925 and have done quite a considerable 
amount of genuine trade union work. It has certainly managed to survive 
some most difficult political years and keep the flag flying.

But its secretary, one Sami Taha, a snake of the first water, ran the 
show in a most dictatorial fashion, e.g. the organisation is on a territorial 
rather than a Trade basis: each branch elects an executive committee: each 
E.C. sends a representative to a "Supreme Workers Council" in Haifa: but 
the Executive Committee of the whole Society is another name for the Ex
ecutive Committee of the Haifa Branch (i.e. Sami Taha) and this had not 
been elected for ten years. No democracy, comrade.

This observer noted, however, that though "Sami may be rather a rat . . .  
I do not believe he is wholly a rat." 89

In the summer of 1944 the Nazareth branch of the PAWS, led by the 
communist Fu’ad Nassar, seceded from the organization and with the 
FATULS formed a "Supreme Arab Workers' Council," which, however, 
existed only on paper. But the majority of the communists within the 
PAWS, still anxious to preserve labor unity and hopeful that they could 
eventually gain control of the organization, declined to follow Nazareth's 
example. So although by the end of 1944 leftists led several of the most 
important urban branches in the PAWS, Sami Taha was able to retain 
control of the nominally united organization through his domination of 
the Haifa branch and of most of the branches in the smaller towns and 
large villages. But the leftists' determination to remain within the PAWS 
was increasingly eroded by Sami Taha's refusal to share power and his 
high-handed leadership. They were particularly angered when Taha suc
ceeded in having his longtime associate Hanna ‘Asfur, the Haifa lawyer 
and PAWS counsel, designated as the organization's official delegate to 
the international trade union conference scheduled to convene in London 
in February 1945 in order to lay the foundations of a new, unified postwar 
world trade union movement. Bulus Farah, preeminent leader of the 
FATULS in Haifa, who along with his fellow NLL members regarded 
cAsfur as a reactionary and a bourgeois, was able to attend only as an 
observer, the same lowly status accorded George Nassar as representative 
of the PLL.90

The choice of a conservative nonworker like cAsfur, together with the 
fact that the London conference had adopted a rather pro-Zionist resolu
tion on Palestine, gave considerable ammunition to the left wing of the



PAWS in its campaign against Sami Taha and his allies. It certainly 
strengthened the leftists' resolve (trumpeted in the pages of al-lttihadf 
which now spoke for the NLL, the FATULS, and the PAWS left) that the 
Palestinian Arab delegates to the upcoming congress at which the World 
Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) was to be formally established, 
scheduled to convene in Paris at the end of August 1945, should be chosen 
democratically and should actually be workers. In the 1920s and 1930s, 
the kind of high-handed leadership style which Sami Taha displayed and 
the imposition from above of a "notable" like Hanna cAsfur as representa
tive of the workers had been common features of the Arab labor move
ment. Such practices had made it easier for the Histadrut to depict Arab 
unionists and unions as mere tools of scheming and self-interested nation
alist effendis. By the mid-i94os, however, such things were no longer 
acceptable to many rank and file Arab workers and to trade union activ
ists, especially those influenced by the left. Those who led the NLL were 
certainly Stalinists in terms of ideology and organizational style, but in 
the concrete circumstances in which they operated they constituted the 
more democratic, militant, and worker-oriented camp within the Palestin
ian Arab labor movement, in increasingly sharp contrast to the conserva
tive, notable-linked, and authoritarian old guard which ran the PAWS in 
Haifa.

It was the struggle over the composition of the Palestinian Arab delega
tion to the Paris WFTU congress which precipitated the final split between 
left and right in the PAWS. After an August 1945 meeting in Nablus at 
which Sami Taha and Hanna ‘Asfur had themselves designated the 
PAWS' delegates to Paris, the Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Gaza branches, along 
with eight others, mainly in southern and central Palestine, seceded and 
formed the Arab Workers' Congress (AWC), into which the FATULS 
soon merged itself. This new trade union federation, aligned with the 
NLL, chose Bulus Farah and Mukhlis al-cAmr (a leader of the PAWS 
branch in Jerusalem) as its delegates to Paris. There they succeeded in 
blocking the adoption of another pro-Zionist resolution and helped secure 
the election of Mustafa al-cAris, a Lebanese communist, as Middle East 
representative on the executive of the newly created WFTU, defeating the 
candidacy of a Histadrut official. Sami Taha and Hanna eAsfur enjoyed 
only observer status at the Paris congress.91

The struggles and realignments within the Arab labor movement had 
echoes even within the PLL, where the pro-Zionist resolution on Palestine 
adopted at the February 1945 London conference aroused discontent 
among the few Arab activists the organization possessed. Toward the end
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of the war some of those activists, constantly accused by Arab trade un
ionists of being Zionist agents, mere window dressing for an entirely 
Jewish-run organization, had begun to demand a greater role in the run
ning of the PLL. A committee of branch representatives was eventually 
formed, but it never amounted to much and effective control remained 
firmly in the hands of the Jewish branch secretaries and the Arab Depart
ment's entirely Jewish staff. That staff had always insisted that the PLL 
was an apolitical organization concerned only with enhancing its mem
bers' economic, social, and cultural well-being. Resolutely ignoring the 
fact that the PLL was a project of, and entirely controlled by, the Zionist 
Histadrut, they contrasted the purported disinterestedness of the PLL's 
mission with what they denigrated as the explicitly political (i.e., Arab 
nationalist and anti-Zionist) stance of the Arab labor organizations. At the 
same time, MAPAI loyalists consistently rejected demands by partisans of 
Po‘alei Tziyon Smol and Hashomer HatzaTr that the PLL adopt a more 
explicitly political stance, whether the former's now rather shopworn or
thodox Borokhovism or the latter's distinct blend of socialism and Zion
ism. These debates involved only Jews, however: rarely had Arabs within 
the PLL challenged their Jewish leaders, and then generally only over the 
immediate question of Hebrew labor rather than the broader issue of the 
Zionist vision of a Jewish state in some or all of Palestine.

In the increasingly tense and politicized atmosphere that prevailed in 
Palestine by 1945, however, such docility and deference were no longer 
viable. The PLL's handful of Arab activists was now more than ever on 
the defensive, under unrelenting pressure from Arab unionists in the 
PAWS and the FATULS (and later the AWC) who rarely missed an op
portunity to denounce them as lackeys of the Zionists. Arabs openly iden
tified with the PLL were no longer willing or able to remain silent when 
a representative of their supposedly apolitical organization took a pro- 
Zionist stance in a public forum. So it was that in September 1945 Mu
hammad al-Halabi, the Arab secretary of the PLL branch in Haifa, and 
three of his colleagues wrote a letter to the Chief Secretary of the govern
ment of Palestine, with copies to various international trade union organi
zations, dissociating themselves from the pro-Zionist stance which George 
Nassar had adopted in the name of the PLL at the international trade 
union conference in London the previous February. Probably moved to 
action by discussion of the Paris WFTU congress in al-lttihad, which de
voted considerable attention to the debate over a resolution on Palestine, 
they said that they had read in the newspapers that the Histadrut delegate 
in London had called for a Jewish state in Palestine, with the endorsement
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of the PLL—that is, George Nassar. Cleverly using their Jewish leaders' 
insistence on the apolitical character of the PLL against them and asserting 
the organization's autonomy from the Histadrut, they declared that "as a 
matter of fact the Palestine Labour League do not agree that Palestine 
should become a Jewish National Home, and they work on the basis of 
raising the Labour standard and not on the basis of exploiting their name 
by others from a Political point of view." They went on to "protest on 
[sic] the trick done by the Arab Labour section in the Histadruth to send 
the above mentioned [George Nassar and his colleague Muhammad al- 
Hajj] in the name of the Palestine Labour League" and called on the gov
ernment to prevent them from traveling to Paris.92

The letter seems to have cost Muhammad al-Halabi his job as secretary 
of the PLL's Haifa branch: he was dismissed shortly thereafter, accused 
by the Arab Department of financial irregularities, although that charge 
may have been raised to deflect political embarrassment over his firing. 
By November al-Halabi had publicly proclaimed his allegiance to the 
PAWS. His protest and dismissal signaled the growing unviability of the 
kind of relationship between the Histadrut and the PLL that had prevailed 
since the latter's creation in the early 1930s. Times had changed, and the 
political naivete which had allowed at least some Palestinian Arabs to take 
at face value the Histadrut's efforts to reach out to Arab workers was 
becoming increasingly rare.

The anonymous Arab teacher who wrote to Haqiqat al-Amr around 
this time to say that he read the newspaper regularly and enjoyed its style 
is another case in point. His letter went on to say that he had recently 
visited a kibbutz, where a conversation he had had with some Jewish chil
dren had left him with the impression that they believed that in the end 
the Arabs would be expelled from Palestine to make room for Jews.93 By 
the last year of the war it was clear that the decisive struggle over Pales
tine's fate was fast approaching, and the always shaky ground on which 
the Histadrut's Arab Department had sought to build was quickly disap
pearing. In the postwar period it would disappear altogether, though as 
the next chapter will explore this actually enhanced rather than dimin
ished the possibility of cooperation between Arab and Jewish workers—at 
least until the political crisis engulfing Palestine deepened to the point 
where cooperation of any kind became all but impossible.



8 Labor Activism and Politics,
1945-1948

The political, economic, and social changes which the war years had 
brought to Palestine set the stage for a renewal of the Zionist-Palestinian 
confrontation. The annihilation of most of Europe's Jews strengthened 
the resolve of the Zionist movement, backed by the great majority of the 
Yishuv, not only to force the British to open Palestine to Jewish immigra
tion but also to seek Jewish statehood by any means necessary. Even be
fore the war in Europe ended, Zionist opposition to British policy had 
begun to take stronger and sometimes even violent forms, eventually de
veloping into an insurgency which the British proved unable to suppress. 
The Zionist campaign helped stimulate the revival of the Arab nationalist 
movement. Though that movement, and the Arab community in which it 
was rooted, had not fully recovered from the defeat of the 1936-39 revolt, 
they were more determined than ever not merely to stop Jewish immigra
tion and block the Zionist project but also to achieve Palestine's indepen
dence as an undivided Arab state. It was therefore clear that once the war 
in Europe was over, the final and decisive phase of the long struggle for 
Palestine would commence.

t Curiously, in one of the many ironies with which the modern history 
! of Palestine is replete, the same years (1945-47) that witnessed rising 

tensions between Arabs and Jews in Palestine, tensions which would cul
minate in bloody civil and then interstate war, the creation of the State of 
Israel, and the transformation of half of Palestine's Arab population into 

j refugees, also witnessed an unprecedented level of joint struggle among 
/ Arab and Jewish workers in pursuit of common economic goals, along 
j with strenuous (if ultimately futile) efforts by various Arab and Jewish 
| political forces to seek a peaceful resolution of the deepening political cri

sis. In retrospect it seems highly unlikely that events could have taken a
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different course. But for Arabs and Jews in the Palestine of those years 
there could be no way of knowing precisely what the future would bring; 
and not a few individuals and groups sought to actively shape that future 
by participating in the political and socioeconomic struggles of the day.

P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  C O O P E R A T I O N

Unlike the official leadership of the Arab nationalist movement in Pales
tine, which was still dominated by Amin al-Husayni, his relatives, and his 
allies, and which often failed to distinguish between Zionism and the Yi
shuv, if not all Jews in general, the National Liberation League and its 
new labor front the Arab Workers' Congress continued to insist on pre
serving the communists' long-standing ideological distinction between Zi
onism and the Jewish masses in Palestine. A  January 1945 article pub
lished in al-Ittihad declared that the representatives of Palestine's Arab 
workers at the international trade union conference soon to convene in 
London had to make clear to world public opinion that

we distinguish between the Zionist movement as an exploitative move
ment and the Jews, and the Jewish workers specifically, as a minority [in 
Palestine]. In calling for an independent national regime, the Arab workers 
seek to liberate the broad masses of the people, Arab and Jewish, from the 
noose of exploitation and Zionism, and they declare that an independent 
national regime will ensure all just national rights to the Jews and the 
other minorities settled in Palestine.

By adopting what it termed a racist (i.e., anti-Jewish) stance and failing to 
make clear the Palestinian Arab national movement's essentially libera- 
tory and democratic goals and character, another article in al-Ittihad 
charged, the reactionaries who had led that movement in the past had 
made it easier for the Zionist movement to maintain its control over the 
Jewish masses in Palestine, by frightening them with the specter of Arab 
rule and Arab violence.1 Though there were disagreements within the 
NLL/AWC leadership over this question and some of the organizations' 
statements struck a more Arab nationalist tone, they generally insisted 
not only that the Jewish masses could be won away from their allegiance 
to Zionism provided the Arab national movement adopted a clear demo
cratic and antiracist stance and offered the Jews a secure place in the future 
independent Arab Palestine, but also that Arab-Jewish cooperation was 
key to achieving the independence of an undivided Palestine.

The Arab left's insistence on both the possibility and the necessity of 
Arab-Jewish solidarity and cooperation, especially among workers, and its



criticism of the strategic and tactical errors of the Arab nationalist leader
ship and its unrepresentative and undemocratic character, made it the tar
get of attack by conservative Arab nationalists. In November 1945 the 
League of Arab States oversaw the reconstitution of the Arab Higher 
Committee, originally created in response to the outbreak of the Arab 
revolt in 1936 but defunct since the revolt's defeat. Early in 1946 Jamal 
al-Husayni returned from exile to assume its leadership, though its presi
dency was left vacant for his cousin, the exiled Amin al-Husayni. Deter
mined to reassert the AHC's hegemony within the Arab community, 
Jamal al-Husayni publicly denounced the AWC for allegedly seeking 
unity with Ben-Gurion and the Jews. In his reply, NLL/AWC leader Fu’ad 
Nassar rejected al-Husayni's criticisms as misinformed and defended his 
movement's program. Reiterating the NLL's belief that it was possible to 
win the Jewish masses in Palestine away from Zionism, Nassar insisted 
that this struggle must be an essential component of the Arab national 
movement's overall strategy.2

The NLL's insistence on distinguishing between Zionism and the Yi
shuv was of little or no interest to the vast majority of Jews in Palestine, 
very few of whom would have been willing to live under any form of 
Arab majority rule, whatever rights they might have been promised as an 
officially recognized minority. Though many, perhaps most, of the Jews 
in Palestine had come there not so much because of Zionist conviction as 
because of their need to escape discrimination or persecution in their 
countries of origin, what they increasingly wanted, and what the Zionist 
movement had by 1945 launched an all-out struggle to achieve, was unre
stricted Jewish immigration (to bring about a Jewish majority) and a fully 
sovereign Jewish state in as much of Palestine as possible. There were,

| however, significant forces in the Yishuv which until late in 1947 still 
( argued that the creation of a sovereign Jewish state in Palestine was unat

tainable in the face of Arab opposition, would violate Arab rights in the 
1 country, or both. The most important of these were Hashomer Hatzaeir 
l and its urban sister party, the Socialist League, which in 1946 merged 
/ into the Hashomer Hatzacir Workers' Party.3 As I have already discussed, 
j Hashomer Hatza'ir (along with some liberal Zionists) rejected the official 
1 Zionist demand for Jewish statehood in part or all of Palestine and instead 
j proposed the establishment in an undivided Palestine of a binational state 

in which Arabs and Jews would have political parity regardless of their 
numbers. At the same time, Hashomer Hatza'ir insisted that Jewish im
migration must be unrestricted, or at least not so restricted as to prevent 
the eventual attainment of a Jewish majority. But the tide of events, and
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of Jewish sentiment in Palestine and elsewhere, was running against them 
and would render the binationalist position increasingly irrelevant. More
over, even those forces in the Yishuv most critical of the Zionist move
ment's increasingly single-minded drive for statehood rejected the NLL's 
vision of an independent Arab Palestine in which Jews would be at best 
an officially recognized national minority.

Yet the NLL/AWC leadership's ideological commitment to Arab- 
Jewish coexistence, and especially worker solidarity, did contribute to bet
ter relations between Arab and Jewish labor organizations in Palestine. 
An August 1945 article in the English-language edition of al-Ittihad, pub
lished (somewhat sporadically) in an effort to influence public opinion 
within and outside Palestine, hailed the Jewish workers

who showed willingness to coordinate their activities with organised Arab 
labour in spite of the taboo being observed by Histadruth [sic]___ The con
ditions have always existed for such co-operation and their success now de
pends on the policy of the Histadruth who have always wanted to promote 
co-operation only in so far as it furthered the political chauvinist policy of 
Zionism. Withall, the future is in the hands of the workers themselves 
who will consciously strive to build their co-operation in a manner which 
would bring democracy, freedom and peace to Palestine.4

Though less consistently, and on pragmatic rather than ideological 
grounds, the PAWS, which not only survived the secession of its left-led 
branches but experienced significant growth in the period that followed, 
would also cooperate with the Histadrut in certain arenas, as long as the 
latter did not claim to represent Arab workers and treated the PAWS as 
an equal.

Given Arab interest in cooperation, a shift in the Histadrut's stance 
was necessary to open the way to a more fruitful relationship between the 
Arab and Jewish labor movements. The virtually total paralysis into 
which the PLL had fallen by 1945 had conclusively demonstrated the futil
ity of the Histadrut's efforts to undermine the Arab unions by organizing 
Arab workers under its own auspices. This led the Histadrut leadership, if 
grudgingly and with some lapses, to abandon that project and recognize 
that if it wished to protect or improve the lot of Jews employed in mixed 
workplaces, there was no alternative to cooperation with the Arab unions. 
Abba Hushi seems to have been among the prime movers behind the 
Histadrut's new orientation. For many months he had kept his distance 
from the Histadrut's Arab Department, whose staff he held in low regard, 
but as the war ended he resumed an active role in setting the Histadrut's 
policy in this arena. As the organization's top official in Palestine's main



industrial center, Hushi was often more in touch with realities on the 
ground (and especially in the Arab community) than were many of his 
colleagues at Histadrut headquarters in Tel Aviv. He seems to have recog
nized the need to seek better relations with the Arab labor movement 
even if that required effectively abandoning the PLL.

In August 1945 Hushi sent an unprecedentedly polite, even comradely, 
letter to Sami Taha proposing cooperation in the postwar era then dawn
ing. Taha replied that while he supported Arab-Jewish workers' coopera
tion in principle, the Jewish labor movement's allegiance to Zionism, 
manifested above all in its persistent campaign for Hebrew labor, made 
joint work impossible at present.5 Given his situation at that time, with 
his leadership under severe challenge and his organization undergoing a 
bitter split, Taha was apparently reluctant to assume a more compromis
ing stance. Sami Taha's willingness to cooperate openly with the Hista
drut was probably also inhibited by the new links he was developing with 
the leadership of the Palestinian nationalist movement. When Jamal al- 
Husayni reorganized the AHC in April 1946, he appointed Sami Taha a 
member. Within a few months another reshuffling terminated Taha's 
AHC membership, but he retained close ties to the Husayni-dominated 
nationalist leadership through the first half of 1947. In that period he 
served on an AHC subcommittee charged with drafting a constitution and 
an election law for the future independent Arab Palestine, and he was also 
appointed to the AHC delegation at the abortive negotiations on Palestine 
held in London in 1947.6

The roles which the PAWS leader was called upon to assume in the 
nationalist leadership did not involve any real decision-making power, but 
they did have symbolic value. They signaled heightened public awareness 
of the growing social weight and potential political significance of the or
ganized Arab working class in Palestine, as \yell as the leadership's desire 
to bring this social force more effectively and directly under its control. 
Moreover, by enhancing Taha's stature the Arab Higher Committee 
sought to weaken and isolate the AWC and the NLL, whose criticisms of 
the nationalist leadership's conservatism, authoritarianism, and ineffectu
ality were as little appreciated as their advocacy of democracy, social re
form, and solidarity between Arab and Jewish workers. Taha's association 
with the leadership bolstered his claim to be Palestine's preeminent Arab 
labor leader, helping him and the PAWS recover from the traumatic 
schism of the left-led branches and the formation of the AWC.

These circumstances, and the deepening political crisis that began to 
engulf Palestine during 1946, would render cooperation between the
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PAWS and the Histadrut more difficult. Nonetheless the PAWS, and the 
new AWC as well, would frequently demonstrate a willingness to cooper
ate with the Histadrut, though the interactions among the three organiza
tions were never entirely free of conflict and suspicion. In this period 
three sectors of prime economic and political importance constituted the 
main arenas of interaction between Arab and Jewish workers: the petro
leum sector, including the pipeline installations and refinery in Haifa but 
also facilities operated by transnational oil companies elsewhere in Pales
tine; government service, both white-collar and blue-collar and including 
the railway workers; and the British military bases.

T H E  P E T R O L E U M  S E C T O R ,  19 4 3 -4 8

As I discussed in Chapter 5, a pipeline bringing crude petroleum from the 
oilfields of northern Iraq (exploited largely by British companies) through 
British-controlled Transjordan to the port of Haifa had been completed 
in 1934. Soon thereafter British government officials and oil company 
executives began discussing the construction of a refinery at Haifa, which 
would allow processed Iraqi crude to be used to refuel British warships in 
the eastern Mediterranean (for which Haifa had become a base, especially 
after the completion of the deepwater harbor in 1933) and enhance the 
position of British oil companies in the world market. Construction of the 
Haifa refinery, which was owned and operated by Consolidated Refiner
ies, Limited (CRL), a subsidiary of what was then known as the Anglo- 
Iranian Oil Company and later became British Petroleum, began late in 
1938, at a site about seven kilometers north of the center of Haifa, on the 
Haifa-Acre highway, not far from the railway workshops. Production of 
refined petroleum products began in 1940, though it was another year 
before the refinery reached its planned capacity of two million tons. By 
1944 the refinery's capacity had been expanded to handle some four mil
lion tons of crude petroleum a year.

By the middle of 1943 the Haifa refinery employed about a thousand 
workers, making it one of Haifa's (and Palestine's) largest workplaces. The 
PAWS had a strong base among the Arab refinery workers, though its 
rival the communist-led FATULS also had substantial support there; only 
about thirty of the Arab refinery workers belonged to the PLL. Though 
Jews made up only about one-third of the refinery workforce, they held a 
much higher proportion of the skilled and clerical jobs; but only half of 
the Jewish refinery workers were Histadrut members, a rather low rate 
by the standards of the Jewish labor movement in Palestine. Like the
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workforce at the British military bases, the refinery workers included 
many new recruits to industrial wage labor. The refinery, and the petro
leum sector more broadly, was one of the most capital-intensive sectors 
of the Palestinian economy, and its workers among the most classically 

I proletarian. As time passed, the refinery workers and others employed 
| by the transnational petroleum companies—especially the Arabs among 

them—acquired a reputation for militancy and for resistance to control 
I by management as well as by labor leaders who failed to respect their 
j autonomy and meet their needs.
I In keeping with the Histadrut's general policy in 1942-43, the Haifa 
I Workers' Council initially sought to convince CRL management to recog- 
> nize it as the exclusive representative of all the refinery workers, Jewish 
| and Arab. When that bid failed, the Histadrut was compelled to enter 
1 talks with the PAWS and the FATULS about the establishment of a joint 
committee representing all the refinery workers. Those talks foundered 
over the question of representation, with the Histadrut demanding 
Jewish-Arab parity and the Arab unions insisting that the committee's 
membership reflect the ethnic composition of the refinery workforce. 
More than ever before, this issue had come to be seen as essentially politi
cal, because the Arab unions believed that acceptance of Arab-Jewish par
ity implied tacit recognition of the Zionist claim to equal Jewish rights in 
Palestine. In the spring of 1943 the Histadrut on its own formally declared 
a labor dispute at the refinery, in the hope of winning improvements in 
the wages and working conditions of its members there, and especially of 
securing for them a cost of living allowance to offset skyrocketing infla
tion. With Labor Department mediation, the Histadrut won extension of 
the COLA to cover the refinery workers as well as recognition as repre
sentative of the Jewish workers, though various other issues were left 
unresolved pending direct negotiations between the Histadrut and com
pany management.7

Continued inflation as well as the looming threat of layoffs as the war 
came to an end eventually created a basis for Arab-Jewish cooperation at 
the Haifa refinery. During the fall of 1945 the PAWS and the Histadrut 
negotiated jointly with CRL management and won many of the demands 
put forward by the refinery workers, who now numbered 1,800 and whose 
position was strengthened by their unprecedented unity.8 Neither the re
finery workers nor those employed by the various transnational oil com
panies operating in Palestine—most prominent among them the Iraq Pe
troleum Company, Socony Vacuum, and Shell—joined the general strike 
launched by government employees in April 1946; I discuss the reasons
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for this later in this chapter. Nonetheless, the Arab and Jewish oil workers 
were strongly affected by the militancy and steadfastness of the govern
ment employees, as were workers throughout Palestine, and soon after 
the general strike rank and file pressure compelled the leaders of the 
unions to which many of the oil workers belonged to become much more 
aggressive in seeking immediate satisfaction of the demands for higher 
wages and improved working conditions which they had been advancing 
in fruitless negotiations for some months.

However, the oil workers' newfound militancy was not accompanied 
by the kind of cooperation that had characterized relations between the 
PAWS and the Histadrut at the Haifa refinery the previous fall; indeed, 
an atmosphere of outright hostility now prevailed between the two orga
nizations. The Histadrut was increasingly mindful of the economic and 
political importance of the transnational oil companies and wanted to 
strengthen its influence over their workforce by bolstering Jewish em
ployment but also, it seemed, by once again trying to represent Arab 
workers. This aroused Sami Taha's suspicions and resentment, especially 
since he had recently come under fire from the Arab nationalist leadership 
and press for having cooperated with the Histadrut in the government 
workers' general strike. It was a politically sensitive moment as well: the 
Arab nationalist and Zionist movements as well as the British government 
were awaiting the report of the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, 
which had been established (following heavy pressure on Britain from the 
Truman administration) in response to Zionist demands that Palestine be 
opened up to Jewish immigrants, especially survivors of the Holocaust 
still living in displaced persons' camps in Europe.

As a result, the PAWS refused to join a countrywide strike of Socony 
Vacuum employees which was launched jointly by the Histadrut and the 
AWC in late April 1946. The Histadrut's clerical workers' union had orga
nized many of the Jewish employees at Socony Vacuum and the other oil 
companies, and also had close (if covert) ties with some of the Arab clerical 
and other workers in this sector. Sami Taha claimed that the Histadrut 
had called the strike unilaterally at a time when he was still conducting 
negotiations with management; the Histadrut in turn denounced the 
PAWS as an agent of the oil companies and tried, in de facto alliance with 
the AWC, to shut the PAWS out of contract negotiations. Most of Socony 
Vacuum's Arab workers seem to have supported the strike, except in 
Haifa, where the PAWS was strongest and succeeded in persuading many 
workers to stay at their jobs. The strike lasted twelve days and resulted in 
some gains for the workers. The Histadrut and the AWC sought to keep



the PAWS from being a party to the new contract, but company manage
ment invited the PAWS to sign it as well, which made it possible for Sami 
Taha to claim that it had been the negotiations he had conducted, rather 
than the strike, which had yielded results. It was nonetheless clear that 
Sami Taha had suffered a humiliating defeat, and this left a legacy of 
bitterness which would for a time poison relations between the PAWS 
and the Histadrut in this sector.9

In the aftermath of the April 1946 wave of worker militancy and the 
deterioration of its relations with the PAWS, the Histadrut once again 
considered trying to bypass the Arab unions and establish direct links 
with Arab workers, especially clerical employees in what it called the "in
ternational sector." It was the Histadrut's links with Arab white-collar 
workers at Socony Vacuum which had made possible an effective strike at 
that firm in the face of the PAWS' opposition. The Haifa Workers' Coun
cil and those Histadrut officials most involved with the affairs of workers 
in the state and transnational sectors urged the organization to step up 
its efforts in this arena, perhaps by fostering joint Arab-Jewish workers' 
committees through which the Histadrut could exert its influence at spe
cific work sites. But the Histadrut was not in a position to implement 
this strategy effectively when worker unrest again flared up in Haifa's 
petroleum sector early in 1947.

At first the locus of action was the refinery, which employed about 
1,800 people, almost 80 percent of them Arabs, though here too Jews held 
a disproportionate share (44 percent) of the clerical jobs. As with the So
cony Vacuum strike the previous spring, and as with several smaller con
flicts involving oil workers, the CRL workers' struggle with management 
was complicated by struggles between the PAWS and the AWC and be
tween the PAWS and the Histadrut. Despite growing rank and file discon
tent over low wages and other issues, and close cooperation between the 
Arab and Jewish workers at the refinery and their committees, neither the 
PAWS nor the Histadrut were anxious to organize and lead a strike. But 
CRL workers who belonged to the AWC or were under its influence 
pressed for action, with the support of the Jewish workers' committee 
dominated by Hashomer HatzaTr activists, and in mid-January 1947 a 
spontaneous strike erupted which quickly expanded to encompass hun
dreds of the company's workers. The PAWS sought to bring the strike to 
an end as quickly as possible, in part because it was committed to an earlier 
agreement with management and in part because it feared that the strike 
might provide the Histadrut and the AWC with an opening to enhance 
their influence at CRL. It succeeded in getting the workers back to work
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after a few days, but only at the cost of angering and alienating many CRL 
union activists. They demonstrated their unhappiness with the PAWS 
leadership in various ways, among them a decision to convene several 
meetings of the Arab refinery workers' committee not at the PAWS' 
headquarters but rather at the local Hashomer Hatza'ir branch, an indica
tion of the good relations then prevailing between Arab and Jewish worker 
activists at this workplace.

Left-wing Arab unionists were particularly angry about what they re
garded as Sami Taha's sabotage of the strike. Al-Ittihad sarcastically de
nounced the "honorable unionists" of the PAWS who,

compelled by their desire to save their Arab worker brothers from the 
clutches of the Zionist Histadrut and its many machinations and by seeing 
a Histadrut representative try to intervene in the strike and lead it, as the 
Histadrut always seeks to do, thought that the only way to frustrate the 
Histadrut's schemes and isolate it from the masses of workers was by de
manding that the workers return to work, on the pretext that the strike 
had been foisted upon them by the Histadrut and its officials.

A few months later the committee representing the Arab CRL workers 
publicly denounced the PAWS for the high-handedness of its leaders, one 
of whom had told the CRL workers that he, and not the workers them
selves, knew what was best for them and that they should accept his deci
sions without question. The committee also criticized the PAWS for its 
undemocratic character, its compromises with CRL management, its sabo
tage of efforts to unite the petroleum workers, and its unsavory tactics.10

The PAWS also came under fire when in early March 1947 discontent 
among the Iraq Petroleum Company's workers erupted into strike action. 
The company employed some 2,500 people, with Arabs making up 98 
percent of its manual workers and 84 percent of its office workers. The 
AWC was the dominant force among the IPC workers and had been able 
to resist an attempt by the PAWS to raid its membership and set up its 
own union of IPC workers. A strike of some 1,600 IPC workers (including 
a few dozen Jewish employees) began on March 6, mainly over wages, 
lasted until March 19  and resulted in a new agreement between IPC and 
its workers, who gained some but by no means all of their demands. The 
strikers received moral support from Arab workers across Palestine, but 
the AWC accused Sami Taha (and behind him the Arab Higher Commit
tee) of trying to bring the strike to a quick end, which indeed seems to 
have been the case. Taha's role in the IPC strike was apparently the last 
straw for the Arab refinery workers: at the end of April 1947 the CRL 
union formally severed its connections with the PAWS, accusing Sami



Taha of having tried to sabotage the IPC strike and of serving the interests 
of the oil companies rather than of those companies' workers.11

There were also a number of other, less dramatic, and sustained up
surges of worker activism in this sector in the postwar period. These in
volved Arab workers almost exclusively, since with the partial exception 
of the Haifa refinery, which employed a substantial number of Jewish 
skilled and clerical workers, the petroleum sector workforce was over
whelmingly Arab and the Histadrut's efforts to enhance its influence were 
largely unsuccessful. Histadrut officials in Haifa complained to headquar
ters in Tel Aviv about Jewish weakness in this economically and politically 
important sector, and in the government sector as well, and demanded 
more funds with which to subsidize Jewish workers' wages as well as 
stepped-up pressure on corporate and government officials to get more 
Jews hired. Abba Hushi told the Histadrut executive that it had to "place 
on its agenda the conquest of labor in the cities. We can over the coming 
years get 5000 workers hired; workers are needed in the posts, railroads, 
telegraph. Today it is Arabs who are hired for these jobs— and it is this 
which will determine the fate of Haifa."12 But Hushi was wrong: it would 
in fact be the superiority of Jewish military forces that determined Haifa's 
fate in the spring of 1948, culminating in the flight of the great majority 
of its Arab inhabitants. By that time, as we will see, the Haifa refinery 
had achieved notoriety as the scene of the single bloodiest incident of the 
first month of the Arab-Jewish fighting which erupted immediately after 
the United Nations General Assembly voted to recommend that Palestine 
be partitioned.

T H E  A P R I L  1 9 4 6  G E N E R A L  S T R I K E

The largest and most dramatic episode of joint action between Arab and 
Jewish workers in the history of Palestine took place in April 1946. Postal, 
telephone, and telegraph workers were responsible for touching off what 
became an unprecedentedly broad strike of white- and blue-collar govern
ment employees. Postal department officials had long rejected or ignored 
the postal workers' demands, leading Sami Taha of the PAWS and Yehez- 
kel Abramov, secretary of the International Union of Railway, Postal and 
Telegraph Workers, to plan a limited strike of mainly Jewish postal and 
telephone workers in Tel Aviv, scheduled to begin on April 9,1946. Abra
mov had insisted that the strike be delayed until after the departure from 
Palestine of the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, for fear that it 
might get out of hand or that Arab nationalist activists might transform
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it into a protest against the Committee. In this sector Arab and Jewish 
unionists had many years of experience in working together, and relations 
were generally friendly. There is even some evidence of male bonding 
among them: four decades later Abramov would still remember fondly 
how he and his Arab colleagues would repair to the Tel Aviv beachfront 
after negotiating sessions and watch the Jewish women bathers.13

On the appointed day the workers, including thirty or forty Arabs em
ployed at the Tel Aviv post office, went on strike. Their militancy proved 
infectious and by the following day all the postal workers in Palestine had 
stopped work. In the negotiations that ensued postal officials quickly made 
far-reaching concessions, and the Histadrut recommended that the work
ers accept the offer and end the strike. As on similar occasions, the Hista
drut feared that the strike might undermine the Zionist campaign then 
under way to force the British government to open Palestine to Jewish 
immigration. However, the rank and file postal workers, who had lost 
all faith in official promises, were in no mood to compromise and voted 
overwhelmingly to reject management's offer and continue their strike. 
Their militancy spread quickly: on April 14  the Arab and Jewish railway 
workers, members of both the IU and the AURW, also went on strike, 
paralyzing the country's railway system.

There had never before been a general strike of Palestine's railway and 
postal workers, but what made this episode even more extraordinary was 
the fact that the middle- and lower-level white-collar government em
ployees also joined the strike. As I noted in Chapter 7, in May 1943 des
peration over sharply dropping real wages had pushed the normally docile 
Arab and Jewish civil servants (organized in the Second Division Civil 
Service Association) to the extreme measure of staging a sit-in strike. 
Though that action eventually won them a cost of living allowance, persis
tent inflation and poor working conditions ensured that unrest would con
tinue. In the spring of 1945 the Association organized several short coun
trywide protest strikes; these enjoyed Histadrut support, though the 
Histadrut had also worked behind the scenes to ensure that these protests 
by civil servants, most of whom were Arabs, would not be linked in the 
public's mind with the protest strikes which the Palestinian Arab national
ist movement organized at the same time in solidarity with the struggle 
for independence in Syria and Lebanon.14 The clerks' grievances were not 
redressed, however, and when the postal and railway workers stopped 
work en masse in April 1946 they too were caught up in the countrywide 
wave of labor militancy and joined in, as did Public Works Department 
and port workers.
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By April 15, 1946, less than a week after the Tel Aviv postal workers 
had stopped work, some 23,000 employees of the government of Palestine 
were on strike. For a time it seemed that the tens of thousands of workers 
employed at British military bases, along with the petroleum workers in 
and near Haifa, might also join the strike. Arab and Jewish communists 
certainly hoped this would happen: an April 18  leaflet issued jointly by 
the NLL and the Palestine Communist Party called on the refinery, mili
tary base, and municipal workers to join the general strike, while castigat
ing the "imperialist government" of Palestine for allocating more than 
one-fifth of its annual budget to the police and prisons but only 8 percent 
to health, education, and social welfare combined.15 However, both the 
Histadrut and the PAWS had reason to oppose expansion of the strike by 
keeping the refinery and base workers at their jobs. In private, Histadrut 
officials expressed concern that the oil workers would be unable to stay 
out on strike for an extended period, weakening the government employ
ees' ability to wage a successful long-term struggle. They were also fearful 
that a strike in the petroleum sector would quickly paralyze much of Pal
estine's economy, disrupting motor transport and the provision of food to 
urban areas and interfering with the Yishuv's struggle to compel the Brit
ish to permit more Jewish immigration.

The Histadrut's behind-the-scenes role in keeping the oil workers at 
their jobs did not prevent Abba Hushi from insisting to his colleagues that 
it was really Sami Taha who had kept them from joining the general 
strike. Hushi claimed that when the government employees' strike began, 
Taha had received a telephone call from Arab League headquarters in 
Cairo telling him not to go too far in cooperating with the Jews, where
upon he tried to dampen the Arab workers' militancy and prevent the 
petroleum workers from joining the strike. Hushi was never renowned 
for his truthfulness, even to his own comrades, but it is certainly possible 
that Sami Taha also used his influence to keep the strike from expanding; 
as I noted when discussing the petroleum workers, this was a politically 
sensitive moment and Taha was trying to avoid overt cooperation with 
the Histadrut.16

Though neither the refinery nor the camp workers joined the strike, 
it effectively paralyzed the mandatory administration and compelled the 
government to grant its employees many of their demands, including in
creases in basic wages and the COLA and improvements in the pension 
system. By the end of April all the strikers had returned to their jobs. 
Leftist forces in both the Arab and Jewish communities hailed the April 
general strike as a victory for Arab and Jewish workers and as incontro
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vertible evidence of what working-class solidarity could achieve. Warning 
against "defeatist and reactionary elements, Arab and Jewish," the NLL 
and PCP declared the strike "a blow against the 'divide and rule' policy of 
imperialism, a slap in the face of those who hold chauvinist ideologies and 
propagate national division." Mishmar, the organ of Hashomer Hatzacir, 
also acclaimed the strike and argued that it demonstrated the possibility 
and efficacy of Arab-Jewish cooperation. The Histadrut's Davar, faithful 
exponent of the MAPAI line, blew hot and cold, reflecting the labor- 
Zionist leadership's ambivalence. The more conservative newspapers were 
less than thrilled. Filastin criticized the PAWS for colluding in what it 
regarded as a politically motivated movement that was inspired and or
chestrated by the Zionists and largely served their interests. The right- 
wing Hebrew daily Ma'ariv initially welcomed the strike but later de
nounced it as detrimental to the Zionist cause.17

Whatever various forces in the Yishuv and the Arab community made 
of the strike, it proved to be an isolated incident. Although there was 
continuing unrest among certain categories of government workers dur
ing the months that followed, there were no further dramatic upsurges, 
and the focus of labor activism shifted elsewhere. The hope for Arab- 
Jewish cooperation which the general strike had seemed to evoke soon 
dissipated as Palestine sank deeper into political crisis in the year that 
followed.

T H E  B R I T I S H  M I L I T A R Y  B A S E S ,  1 9 4 5 - 4 8

The British military bases, which had emerged during the war as an im
portant site of interaction between Arab and Jewish workers, retained 
their significance even after the war's end. Many Arab and Jewish camp 
workers, and the labor organizations which sought to represent them, 
continued to feel that they had common interests because they faced com
mon problems. These included the rigid work discipline which British offi
cers sought to impose on their civilian employees, poor working condi
tions and lack of benefits, but perhaps most importantly the downward 
pressure on their real wages—both absolutely but also relative to the 
wages of workers employed in private industry and construction and in 
other sectors of the country's economy—created by persistent inflation 
and the British military's desire to keep labor costs down.

Increasingly, however, the camp workers also perceived a threat to 
their very jobs. As Allied and Soviet forces gained the upper hand in 
North Africa and Europe and the Axis threat to the Middle East and the
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eastern Mediterranean receded, the British military's needs for civilian 
labor in Palestine naturally diminished. In October 1943 the War Depart
ment employed some 50,000 civilians in Palestine, but by the beginning 
of 1944 the number had dropped to about 47,500 and by March 1944 to 
under 44,000. The end of the war in Europe brought much more wide
spread layoffs: during the first ten months of 1945 almost 20,000 camp 
workers lost their jobs. The wave of layoffs then subsided, and over the 
following half year the redeployment to Palestine of British forces sta
tioned in Syria, the expansion of existing military facilities, and the 
launching of new projects resulted in the hiring of a substantial number 
of additional workers. In April 1946 a Histadrut official estimated that the 
British armed forces employed about 22,000 Arabs and 8,000-9,000 Jews 
in Palestine, though the actual number may well have been somewhat 
higher. Despite the respite, it was clear that over the longer term the 
number of camp workers would shrink drastically.18

The plight of the camp workers received increasing attention from both 
Arab and Jewish labor leaders from 1945 onward. Al-Ittihad argued that 

1 > the workers of Palestine had contributed to the Allied war effort and now 
\ , deserved prompt and effective government measures to offset unemploy- 
j  • ment and boost wages.19 The Histadrut leadership was similarly concerned 
j j about both unemployment and low wages. As always, however, it was 

! also concerned about the potential impact of low wages on Jewish employ- 
1 ' ment in the military sector: officials expressed alarm that unless camp 
* 1 workers' wages could be increased, Jews would leave for better-paying 

jobs elsewhere. But since Jews constituted only a small minority of the 
| military's civilian workforce, joint action with the Arab majority was es- 
1 sential. The bitter experience of the 1943 camP workers' strike had dem

onstrated that the Histadrut could not hope to organize significant num
bers of Arab workers under its own auspices, contributing to a growing 
recognition that in this sector as elsewhere it would have to cooperate 
with the Arab unions. As in the petroleum sector, the left wing of the 
Arab labor movement, now organized in the new Arab Workers' Con
gress, was generally more amenable to working with the Histadrut than 
the PAWS, which was more closely linked to the Arab nationalist leader
ship and reluctant to be seen as overly interested in cooperation with Jews. 

I One of the first workplaces at which this new spirit of cooperation 
/ manifested itself was the British military workshops established on what 

had been the grounds of the Levant Fair, on the outskirts of Tel Aviv. In 
September 1945 the AWC and the Histadrut jointly planned and led a 
seven-day strike of some 1,300 workers there to demand official recogni
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tion of their committee, payment of the COLA, recision of a rule fining 
workers a full day's pay plus another day's COLA for each day of work 
they missed, and the reinstatement of several workers unjustly dismissed*. 
The Arab and Jewish workers set up joint pickets at the gates of the fair
grounds and organized a joint march through the streets of Tel Aviv, 
chanting (in Arabic and Hebrew) such slogans as: "Long live unity be
tween Arab and Jewish workers," "The Arab and Jewish workers are 
brothers," and "Long live the Histadrut and the [Jaffa] Arab Workers' 
Society [affiliated with the AWC]." The Hebrew-language daily Ha*aretz 
reported that "masses of people crowded both sides of the streets to watch 
this extraordinary sight of Jewish and Arab workers marching through 
the heart of Tel Aviv." Only some of the strikers' demands were met: 
among other things the British military authorities agreed to recognize 
the workers' committees and to provide a week's advance notice of lay
offs.20

The success of this strike led the Histadrut to more explicitly endorse 
cooperation with the Arab labor movement. Rank and file pressure, cou
pled with fear of being outflanked from the left, also contributed to this 
shift in policy: both communist and Hashomer Hatzacir cadres were seek
ing to win support among the camp workers by criticizing the Histadrut 
for its inaction and advocating greater militancy and closer cooperation 
with Arab workers.21 Several factors rendered cooperation difficult, how
ever. One was the division of the Arab labor movement into two compet
ing and often hostile camps, each of which had a base among the camp 
workers. Having established a degree of mutual trust the previous au
tumn, the AWC and the Histadrut found it relatively easy during the 
spring of 1946 to agree on a common set of demands and plan a joint 
campaign of struggle which might ultimately lead to a general strike of 
Arab and Jewish camp workers. The AWC's largely communist leadership 
had no ideological qualms about cooperating with avowedly Zionist work
ers and unions, as long as the latter refrained from seeking to recruit 
Arabs and as long as that cooperation was restricted to the class struggle. 
By contrast, just as in the petroleum sector during this same period, the 
PAWS leadership was reluctant on nationalist grounds to be perceived as 
cooperating with the Histadrut. This presented a major problem: as Arab 
and Jewish unionists well understood, without the participation of the 
8,000 Arab camp workers who supported Sami Taha's organization it 
would be very difficult, if not impossible, to wage a successful struggle on 
behalf of the camp workers.22

Another complicating issue was discontent among Arab workers over



the higher wages which Jewish coworkers often received for the same jobs, 
as well as the disproportionate number of Jews who held better-paid and 
easier supervisory, skilled, and clerical jobs at British installations. Sami 
Taha had raised this issue in a telegram to the authorities in 1944, and al- 
Ittihad took it up early in 1946, reporting that Arab workers at the Bayt 
Nabala base near Lydda were demanding not only higher wages but also 
wage equality with their Jewish coworkers and the hiring of more Arab 
foremen, since the Jewish foremen were perceived as giving preference to 
Jews in hiring and treatment. Arab protests there culminated in clashes 
and even casualties. According to the AWC's organ, the Arab workers 
wanted more Arab foremen "not because they hate the Jewish foremen at 
the camp but because [those foremen] carry out Zionist plans with com
plete obedience; as the saying goes, 'We don't fight the wolf because of 
his color or shape but because he eats our ewes'." In the spring of 1947 
some 1,500 Arab workers employed at military bases in the Haifa area 
participated in a one-hour protest strike organized by the PAWS to de
mand that their Jewish foremen be replaced by Arabs.23

Nonetheless, although wage discrimination and a desire for a larger 
share of the better jobs continued to be of concern to Arab workers and 
unionists, they were generally willing to subordinate those issues to the 
broader struggle to improve the camp workers' wages and working condi
tions and protect their jobs. By the early months of 1947 the Histadrut 
was discussing cooperation with both the PAWS (which had by far the 
strongest base among the Arab camp workers) and the AWC, though the 
poor relations between the two rival Arab organizations sometimes re
quired Histadrut officials to act as mediators. Agreement was soon 
reached on a set of demands which included an increase in the base wage, 
a bonus for wartime service, severance pay, improvements in sick pay, 
vacations, and work regulations, and official recognition of the workers' 
committees and unions. When in May 1947 the British authorities began 
a new round of layoffs without prior warning, the Arab unionists pushed 
for a one-day protest strike of all camp workers, to which the Histadrut 
agreed.24 The strike, which took place on May 20, 1947, encompassed 
some 40,000 workers and passed without incident. Its success was in sharp 
contrast to the debilitating failure of the May 1943 strike, which the His
tadrut had called on its own and in which most of the Arab workers had 
refused to participate. The PAWS wanted to build on this success with 
further action in the form of an extended strike, but Histadrut officials 
were opposed, because they feared that such a strike might serve the Arab 
nationalist cause by touching off violent disturbances just when the
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United Nations Special Commission on Palestine was due to arrive to pur
sue its inquiry into the country's problems and future status.

As the spring of 1947 turned into summer and talks between British 
officials and the camp workers' representatives failed to make much head- ( 
way, the PAWS and the AWC began to push for a strike of indefinite 
duration. Early in July the PAWS declared that if the authorities did not 
meet the camp workers' demands within twenty-five days, it would call 
the workers out on strike. Histadrut officials had by now convinced them
selves that Sami Taha and his organization were pliant instruments of the 
dominant nationalist faction led by Amin al-Husayni, who was still in 
exile, and they were certain that a camp workers' strike would serve Arab / 
nationalist interests and harm the Zionist cause at a politically sensitive 
moment. As Berl Repetur later put it in a report to the Histadrut's execu- * 
tive committee, "we feared a strike of the Jewish and Arab workers, a l 
strike which would be anti-Jewish in its political and security character." I 
Consequently, the Histadrut rejected the PAWS' call and instead proposed 
a three-day protest strike.

For a time it seemed that both the PAWS and the AWC might adopt 
the Histadrut's proposal, but in early August the PAWS, acting on its 
own, announced that the camp workers would go out on strike on August 
25, 1947. The AWC denounced this unilateral decision as destructive of 
the camp workers' unity and claimed that the PAWS was secretly cooper
ating with the Histadrut in an effort to isolate and weaken the AWC. 
Histadrut and PAWS officials had in fact met and decided to refrain from 
unilateral acts. A few days before the strike date, the British authorities 
agreed to satisfy several of the camp workers' demands. Though the key 
demand that laid-off workers be paid compensation was not met, this 
small victory considerably eased relations among the PAWS, the AWC, 
and the Histadrut. Soon thereafter the War Office finally extended formal 
recognition to the Arab unions and the Histadrut as representatives of the 
camp workers and seemed to indicate a willingness to make concessions 
on other issues. The way thus seemed to be open for further gains by the 
camp workers.25

T H E  D I S I N T E G R A T I O N  O F  T H E  A R A B  W O R K E R S '  M O V E M E N T

As among workers in the petroleum sector and in government service, the 
unprecedented cooperation that characterized relations between Arab and 1 
Jewish camp workers in the immediate postwar years was in the fall of 
1947 submerged by a rising tide of intercommunal tensions. On August



31,1947, the United Nations Special Commission on Palestine (UNSCOP) 
released its recommendations for resolving the Palestine problem. UN
SCOP had been established by the General Assembly the previous May, 
after an exhausted Britain, unable to suppress Jewish insurgency in Pales
tine, induce Arabs and Jews to reach agreement on the country's future, 
or impose a solution of its own, had turned the Palestine problem over to 
the United Nations. UNSCOP had visited Palestine in the summer of 
1947, and after a painstaking inquiry and lengthy discussions among its 
members it issued a majority report which recommended that Palestine 
be partitioned into independent Arab and Jewish states, with Jerusalem to 
be placed under international control. (UNSCOP's minority report, which 
recommended the establishment of an Arab-Jewish federal state in all of 
Palestine, never received serious consideration.) According to this plan, 
the Jewish state would encompass some 55 percent of Palestine's territory, 
though Jews constituted less than one-third of the country's population at 
the time. The Zionist leadership welcomed the prospect of an independent 
Jewish state which the majority report offered, though it hoped for more 
territory. The Palestinian Arab nationalist movement, as well as the Arab 
states, vehemently rejected the recommendation as a violation of the right 
of the country's indigenous Arab majority to national self-determination 
in an undivided Palestine.

On the morrow of the report's publication, an intense diplomatic strug
gle began over whether the General Assembly would endorse UNSCOP's 
recommendations by the required two-thirds majority. In Palestine itself, 
with partition now a very real and imminent possibility and the country's 
fate hanging in the balance, the climate of Arab-Jewish relations changed 
abruptly. There was a hardening of political lines between and within the 
Arab and Jewish communities which very quickly rendered impossible the 
kind of cooperation among Arab and Jewish workers and labor organiza
tions which had manifested itself so prominently during the previous two 
years. As a result, the momentum which the PAWS, the AWC, and the 
Histadrut had built up through the camp workers' struggles they had 
jointly led dissipated very quickly. The much more tense and crisis-ridden 
atmosphere that now prevailed also contributed to the virtual paralysis of 
the Arab labor movement. It was the PAWS which experienced the sharp
est reversal in its fortunes, for in mid-September 1947 it suffered a devas
tating blow from which it never really recovered.

As I mentioned earlier, Histadrut officials had long been convinced that 
the PAWS' general secretary, Sami Taha, was a completely obedient agent 
of Amin al-Husayni, Mufti of Jerusalem and president of the AHC, whom
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Zionists regarded as their most implacable Arab foe. In reality, tensions 
had been growing during 1947 between the PAWS leader and the Husayni 
loyalists who dominated the Arab Higher Committee. The Mufti and his j 
allies seem to have been increasingly angered by what they saw as Sami 
Taha's refusal to obey the AHC's orders, as well as by his growing inclina
tion to chart an independent course in the political arena. Taha's purported 
deviations included the PAWS' alleged refusal in November 1946 to en
dorse the AHC's call for a day-long protest strike on the anniversary of 
the Balfour Declaration; the PAWS' adoption that same year of a vague 
"socialism" as its guiding principle—a step which had to do with both its 
growing political ambitions and its rivalry with the communist-led AWC; 
Taha's talk of creating an independent Arab labor party; his denunciations 
of partisan and factional politics; and his pronouncements on political 
matters, which though often vague or naive were taken as criticisms of 
the Husaynis' domination of the nationalist movement. Perhaps most 
damning were allegations that Taha was in favor of seeking some modus < 
vivendi with the Jews and might even be willing to accept partition, as / 
well as the PAWS' secretary's ties with some of the exiled Mufti's political < 
rivals, particularly Musa al-'Alami, who in the late summer of 1947 was / 
regarded by the Husayni camp as the leader of those forces within the 
Palestinian Arab community most amenable to some compromise with  ̂
Zionism.26

The rift between Sami Taha and the AHC emerged into public view at 
the end of August 1947, when the PAWS leader became the target of a f 
barrage of defamatory attacks in newspapers identified with the Husayni  ̂
camp, especially al-Wahda. Taha and his organization were denounced 
for being insufficiently anti-Zionist and anti-British, and for failing to 
conform to the official nationalist line; rumors were also spread that Taha 
was a paid agent of the Zionists. Among other things, al-Wahda cited a 
resolution adopted at the PAWS' national congress, held in Haifa in late 
August, which declared that "Arab Jews are our fellow citizens and broth
ers in nationality." The PAWS responded by issuing a series of leaflets 
refuting the charges against it; the last of these, dated September 9, 1947, 
pointed out that the Arab Higher Committee had itself recently declared 
that the Jews who had lived in the country before the British conquest and 
their descendants were welcome to remain as full citizens of the future 
independent Arab Palestine.

Taha's efforts to defend himself and the organization he led were un- \ 
availing. On September 12 ,1947 , he was assassinated outside his home in .j 
Haifa. His murderer was never apprehended, but it was generally believed ^



that Sami Taha was killed on orders of Amin al-Husayni, as part of a 
campaign by the Mufti's camp to settle accounts, intimidate potential op
ponents, and tighten its grip on the Arab community as the final phase of 
the struggle for Palestine approached. It was thus probably no coincidence 
that Sami Taha came under public attack very soon after UNSCOP recom
mended that Palestine be partitioned, a recommendation whose imple
mentation the AHC vowed to fight with all the means at its disposal.27

In the wake of Sami Taha's murder the PAWS' leaders publicly pledged 
their loyalty to the AHC. In private they assured their Histadrut counter
parts that cooperation would continue, and the PAWS, AWC, and Hista
drut officials responsible for camp workers' affairs soon resumed their 
contacts. But they were unable to follow up on the gains they had made 
in late summer, and as the British moved toward the complete evacuation 
of their military forces and installations in Palestine, the camp workers' 
ranks were further decimated by new waves of layoffs, though some com
pensation was apparently paid to dismissed workers. The PAWS never 
really had the opportunity to recover from the murder of its secretary and 
best-known public figure. In the fall and winter of 1947 and the early 
months of 1948, with its bases of support among camp and government 
workers shrinking, its organizing activity declined and then virtually 
ceased and it gradually fell into a state of paralysis. Early in April 1948 
the Histadrut's Eliyahu Agassi met in Haifa with Sacid Qawwas and Hu- 
sayn Nasir, veteran PAWS leaders. The feisty Qawwas berated Agassi for 
what he saw as Haqiqat al-Amr's negative portrayals of Arabs and the 
Arab labor movement and its lack of balance. "Why does it only expose 
the problems with the Mufti's policies? Are there no problems with Ben- 
Gurion's policies?" Qawwas asked. By that time the PAWS was barely 
functioning, and it seems likely that most of its historic leadership, core 
cadre and rank and file base was dispersed a few weeks later, in late April 
1948, when Haifa's Arab neighborhoods surrendered to Jewish military 
forces and the great majority of their inhabitants fled the city.28

The AWC did not fare much better in the fall of 1947 and the winter 
of 1947-48. It held an apparently successful national congress (its third) 
in September 1947 and seemed poised to engage in a new round of vigor
ous activity and expansion. But in the weeks that followed, labor activism 
became increasingly difficult as public attention focused on the question 
of Palestine's fate and both Arabs and Jews closed ranks and girded them
selves for the struggle ahead, a struggle in which all sides were ready to 
resort to violent means. At the same time the AWC and the NLL, under 
whose guidance it operated, were thrown into disarray, their political
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bearings lost, by a dramatic shift in the Soviet Union's stance on the Pal
estine question.

Though not formally a communist party, the NLL had become increas
ingly open about identifying itself with the international communist 
movement, most notably by participating in the conference of communist 
parties in the British empire, held in London in February-March 1947. Its 
position on the Palestine question had been identical to that long advo
cated by the international communist movement and by the Soviet Union. 
However, to the surprise and dismay of the NLL, and of Arab communists 
elsewhere in the Middle East, the Soviet government began moving away 
from its traditional position on Palestine and Zionism in the spring of 
1947 and abandoned it altogether that fall, in the midst of the struggle 
over whether the UN General Assembly would endorse partition. In May 
1947, in an address to the General Assembly on the Palestine question, 
Soviet representative Andrei Gromyko signaled quite clearly that his gov
ernment was reconsidering its long-standing and vehement opposition to 
the idea of partition and Jewish statehood in Palestine. Expressing sympa
thy for the suffering of the Jewish people during the war and voicing 
understanding for the Jews' special interest in, and attachment to, Pales
tine, Gromyko implicitly recognized the existence of two national com
munities in Palestine and reluctantly concluded that if Arabs and Jews 
could not find a way to coexist peacefully in the framework of a single 
state, partition might be the only fair and viable solution.

NLL leaders did their best to avoid coming to terms with the implica
tions of Gromyko's speech, but they could not ignore the explicit decision 
of the Soviet Union, in October 1947, to endorse UNSCOP's recommen
dation that Palestine be partitioned into independent Arab and Jewish 
states. The result was a split in the NLL leadership, which included many 
veteran communists who had loyally followed Moscow's line for many 
years. Some NLL leaders embraced the new Soviet line, accepted partition, 
and would later denounce the Arab states' military intervention to pre
vent the establishment of a Jewish state; others rejected the new line and 
would seek to participate in the struggle against the establishment of a 
Jewish state. As a result of the split, the suppression of the organization's 
newspaper al-Ittihad by the British authorities in February 1948, and then 
the uprooting and displacement of much of Palestine's Arab population in 
the months that followed, the NLL and the AWC fell into disarray. In the 
spring of 1948 AWC activists helped organize local self-defense units in 
Jaffa and Gaza to protect poor urban neighborhoods, but these were swept 
away in the chaos that was engulfing Arab Palestine. With their leaders



and activists dispersed and much of their mass base transformed into refu
gees, the NLL and the AWC largely ceased to function, at least as coherent 
national organizations. The new Arab left which had emerged in Palestine 
during the war and which had contributed so much to the development of 
the Arab trade union movement was thus swamped by the rising tide of 
intercommunal tension—the very tension it had hoped to moderate and 
overcome through Arab-Jewish working-class solidarity.

T H E  P L L :  P A R A L Y S I S  A N D  P A T H O S

| In none of the three main arenas of Arab-Jewish worker interaction dur
ing 1946-47 which I have discussed in detail in this chapter did the PLL 
play any role whatsoever. In fact, by the spring of 1946 internal Histadrut 
discussions were already taking it for granted that the PLL was no longer 
a particularly useful or valuable instrument. The new reality was not lost 
on Arab Department officials: at one meeting ShimTel Solomon com
plained bitterly that the Histadrut had kept the PLL out of the strikes in 
the government, petroleum, and military base sectors during April and 
May 1946. "The PLL today is just a phrase," Solomon admitted; "neither

] the Arabs nor the Histadrut want it." The Histadrut leadership had in fact
I explicitly prohibited the PLL from trying to organize Arab camp workers, 

and the Histadrut's Trade Union Department, which handled labor affairs, 
had more or less excluded PLL representatives even from negotiations at 
workplaces where the PLL had some members, because it knew that if the 
PLL was included neither the PAWS nor the AWC would participate. 
Arab Department officials could not hide their feelings of betrayal and 
disappointment, but the decision to more or less write off the PLL, or 
perhaps more accurately to let it languish, had been made at the top, dic
tated by the exigencies of the postwar era.

Department officials now sought to preserve what they could of the 
project to which they had devoted so much energy, largely by trying to 
find jobs for loyal PLL members, even at the expense of displacing other 
Arab workers. Many of its branches melted away as members stopped 
attending meetings and paying dues. By May 1947, Arab Department of
ficials were reduced to threatening the members of what had once seemed 
a flourishing PLL branch in Qalunya that the Histadrut would no longer 
represent them unless they paid their dues; and though the branch in Acre 
no longer had many members it was decided to keep it going, in hope of 
better times to come. It was a sign of the times that George Nassar, who 
under the tutelage of Moshe Erem of Po'alei Tziyon Smol had thoroughly
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assimilated that party's socialist-Zionist ideology and for many years had 
proudly served as the most prominent and publicly presentable Arab asso
ciated with the Histadrut, was now no longer able to live safely in Jaffa. 
As tensions rose in Palestine during 1947, Nassar's open identification 
with the Histadrut and Zionism raised concerns for his personal safety 
and that of his family and compelled him to ask for the Histadrut's help 
in finding a place to live in Tel Aviv.29

However, though the PLL was quite moribund as a labor organization, 
it still had its uses for propaganda purposes. The memorandum which 
the Histadrut submitted to the United Nations Special Commission on 
Palestine in the summer of 1947 included a section touting the PLL 
(whose membership was with great exaggeration given as 2,500) as the 
key vehicle of cooperation between Arab and Jewish workers and blaming 
the "reactionary political leadership" of the Arab community for pre
venting "a rising Arab proletariat [from] finding its natural ally in the 
Histadrut. Arab Department officials understood the useful role 
which those few Palestinian Arabs sympathetic to Zionism could play in 
the battle for world public opinion then under way. Referring to upcom
ing conferences of scouts in France, of youth in Prague, and of athletes in 
Warsaw, they noted that "it is desirable that friendly Arab delegations 
should appear at these conferences together with the Jewish delegations 
[from Palestine], The PLL can put together such delegations from among 
its members."30 The continued existence of the PLL also allowed the His
tadrut to claim that it represented Arab workers and was entitled to speak 
for them within the international labor movement. In June 1947, the His
tadrut sent George Nassar to Prague as the PLL's representative at a meet
ing of the WFTU General Council, accompanied by Eliyahu Agassi; Arab 
Department officials thought it would be useful if another Arab delegate 
could also be sent, preferably a Muslim, so as to give the delegation a 
more representative appearance.31

Though they still went through the motions, however, the Jewish offi
cials who ran the Arab Department and the PLL seem to have understood 
that the game was up. They knew very well that in Palestine itself the 
PLL was discredited among Arab workers, except for those few who had 
secured employment through it, and that even their loyalty to the organi
zation was extremely shallow. They also knew that leaders of the interna
tional trade union movement were becoming increasingly familiar with, 
and respectful of, authentic Palestinian Arab labor leaders, men like Bulus 
Farah who not only came from the working class but had also acquired 
years of experience in the communist and trade union movements. The
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days when the Histadrut had any chance of "selling" the PLL as the au
thentic representative of the Arab workers had passed forever.

The work of these Jewish officials—at least of those who sincerely be
lieved in what they were doing—had always involved a strong dose of 
self-delusion, of an ability not to see what was going on around them, or 
more accurately to see and interpret events only through the filters im
posed by the ideology they professed. Now, however, as the understand
ing sank in that the Histadrut's project of organizing Arab workers under 
its auspices had finally reached a dead end, that self-delusion was increas
ingly supplemented by pathos. ShnnTel Solomon, who had led the Arab 
Department for several years, was already sounding a note of resignation, 
and perhaps of self-pity, in the autumn of 1945. "We cannot be happy 
about what we achieved," he told his colleagues. "But we did a lot, we did 
our duty, without negligence. We regard the results not with pride, since 
there have been many failures, but not with pessimism [either], taking 
into consideration the circumstances. We sowed seeds which will still bear 
fruit—we hope—in our own day."32

The tone of pathos is even more evident in a letter which Eliyahu 
Agassi wrote to the WFTU's general secretary on the eve of the June 
1947 meeting of that organization's General Council. In the letter Agassi 
complained about the harassment to which PLL members were being sub
jected by both the PAWS and the AWC. Agassi displayed no self- 
consciousness whatsoever about the fact that it was he, a Jew, who was 
writing this letter on behalf of a purportedly Arab organization, an orga
nization which the Histadrut was still portraying (in its propaganda out
side Palestine, at least) as the sole authentic voice of the Arab working 
class. Yet that fact, a manifestation of the PLL's inability to develop any 
Arab cadre or leadership or to transcend its origins as an instrument cre
ated, funded, and entirely controlled by the Histadrut, surely constituted 
a rather glaring admission of failure in and of itself. Just as peculiar was 
Agassi's insistence that now, at long last, the Arab workers were finally 
coming to understand "that the leaders of the [Arab] unions have misled 
them by warning them of imaginary disasters which are liable to strike 
them if they co-operate with their Jewish fellow-workers." This assertion 
was of course a distortion of a much more complex historical record, but 
it is also a sad commentary on the capacity for self-delusion of a decent 
and intelligent man like Agassi, who certainly believed in what he was 
doing, had selflessly dedicated many years of his life to organizing Arab 
workers, and had not a few Arab friends.33
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By March 1948 what was left of the Histadrut's Arab Department in 
Tel Aviv was devoting itself to propaganda and information gathering, 
while the PLL was little more than a labor contracting agency through 
which some one hundred Arab workers in Haifa secured employment 
with Jewish companies at the port, especially Solel Boneh. These PLL 
members, whose wages were higher than those of other port workers, 
were now under increasing pressure from the nationalist camp, which re
garded them as Zionist collaborators. In an ironic twist on the Hebrew 
labor issue, these workers defended themselves by arguing that if they 
stopped working for Jewish employers, their jobs might be taken over by 
Jews, or by Arab contractors using even more exploited Arab workers. 
But their situation took a turn for the worse when in March 1948 they 
became entangled in a conflict with their foreman, who was pocketing part 
of their wages. Some of them brought the foreman up on charges before 
the local National Committee. As the area in which the British still exer
cised control shrank, this committee had increasingly assumed responsi
bility for law and order among the Arab residents of Haifa. The foreman 
responded by charging that his accusers were helping the Hagana, which 
was at that moment engaged with Arab militias in a struggle for control 
of the city. The Committee's judges exonerated the workers, but in the 
days that followed the situation of the handful of Arabs still publicly asso
ciated with the PLL had become so perilous that consideration was given 
to having them go underground. They themselves rejected this option, 
since they could not afford to give up their jobs.

As the battle for control of Haifa intensified in April 1948, contact 
between Arab and Jewish neighborhoods became increasingly difficult. In 
the second half of April, after several weeks of fighting and intensive 
shelling of Arab neighborhoods by Jewish military forces, Arab resistance , 
was broken. Arab Haifa surrendered on April 22, and in the days that f 
followed the great majority of the city's remaining Arab population, pan- j 
icked by the fighting and fearful of their fate under Jewish rule, was evac
uated under British protection northward to Acre or Lebanon; most would 
eventually end up in refugee camps in Lebanon. On a visit to Haifa's Arab 
neighborhoods at the end of April, Eliyahu Agassi found that the formerly 
"teeming and noisy streets had overnight become as silent as a cemetery." 
But he managed to locate a few PLL members still living in their homes, 
arranged to get them some food, and tried to reassure them about the 
rights which Arab workers would enjoy in the Jewish state, whose formal 
establishment was now just a few weeks away.34
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H A S H O M E R  H A T Z A CI R  A N D  T H E  E N D  O F  T H E  

B I N A T I O N A L I S T  D R E A M

Hashomer Hatza‘ir activists involved with Arab affairs had come to the 
conclusion that the PLL was not just useless but a serious obstacle to 
developing good relations with the Arab labor movement as early as 1945. 
One Hashomer Hatza'ir activist in the Jewish railway workers' union in 
Haifa would later go so far as to declare that in that city, the PLL's historic 
base, it was regarded by the Arabs as a "quisling" organization to which 
no self-respecting Arab would belong.35 However, for all its criticisms of 
the PLL, the Histadrut leadership and MAPAI, and its sincere efforts to 
develop friendly relations with Arab unionists and leftists, Hashomer 
Hatza'ir shared some of labor Zionism's key premises regarding Pales
tine's indigenous population. It too believed in the self-evidently progres
sive, emancipatory, and beneficial character of the Zionist enterprise's im
pact on Palestine's Arab majority, and even some of Cohen's coworkers 
in the Hakibbutz Ha’artzi Arab Department could sometimes express 
skepticism about the strength and authenticity of a distinct Palestinian 
Arab national identity.36 Moreover, Hashomer Hatzacir's political (and 
psychological) need to reconcile its faith in Zionism with its recognition 
of Arab national rights in Palestine sometimes led even those activists 
most passionately and sincerely concerned about Arab-Jewish relations 
into self-delusion.

We have already seen one instance of the self-delusion which Ha
shomer Hatza'ir's ideological stance facilitated (and perhaps required) in 
Aharon Cohen's lengthy courtship of cAbd Allah al-Bandaq, the veteran 
communist whom Cohen—Hakibbutz Ha’artzi's leading expert on Arab 
affairs and a man of no small political sophistication—cast in 1942-43 as 
the potential leader of a pro-Zionist Palestinian Arab left. In its political 
struggles within the Yishuv and the world Zionist movement in 1945-47, 
Hashomer Hatzacir's advocacy of a binational state as an alternative to 
partition required it to find elements in the Arab community willing to 
take a similar stance. Though the movement and the League for Jewish- 
Arab Rapprochement and Cooperation in which it played a leading role 
devoted considerable time and energy to this search, it proved futile: such 
elements hardly existed, and those few Palestinian Arabs ready to break 
with their community's consensus in this way were quickly marginalized, 
if not liquidated 37 Nonetheless, until the fall of 1947, Hashomer Hatza'ir 
strove mightily to find grounds for optimism about the prospects of Arab- 
Jewish compromise and friendship. When, for example, units of the Arab
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Legion, a force composed of Transjordanians but under British command, 
were stationed in Palestine in 1946 to help the authorities maintain order 
and suppress the Zionist insurgency, the Yishuv's leadership protested 
and proclaimed a policy of nonfraternization with its officers and soldiers. 
Some members of Hashomer Hatza‘ir kibbutzim located near Arab Legion 
camps defied this policy and sought to befriend the Transjordanians, who 
(much to the displeasure of their British commanders) were said to have 
responded warmly to this hospitality.38

The handful of Hashomer Hatza'ir members concerned about Arab- 
Jewish cooperation knew that they had to overcome considerable apathy, 
skepticism, and hostility even within their own movement. Zyoma Ben- 
Artzi, a member of Kibbutz Mazrac, reported that when he developed 
friendly relations with the Arab Legionnaires stationed nearby, some of 
his fellow kibbutz members warned him against fraternizing with "these 
blacks" (hashehorim ha'ele), a derogatory term he was sure they would 
never have used to refer to Indians or Englishmen. The kibbutz youth (to 
whom Ben-Artzi referred by the Arabic term shabab) were, he went on, 
a rather wild bunch who were not properly educated about Arab-Jewish 
relations and were capable, just for the fun of it, of ganging up on "some 
poor Arab shepherd" and stealing a goat from him. Yosef Vashitz, who 
worked with Cohen in the movement's Arab Department, noted sadly 
(and with much idealization) that

there is more of a simple human attitude in the Arab's attitude toward the 
Jew than in the Jew's attitude toward the Arab. For the Arab, the Jew is 
first of all a human being, and only then a Jew; for the Jew, the Arab is an 
Arab and only after that a human being. In our kibbutzim as well, only a 
few have the proper human attitude toward their Arab neighbors. We 
have to remove the national and political clothing from day-to-day rela
tions and worry about normal human relations. We should not strive to be 
missionaries or political preacher-activists, but seek relations among peo
ple who though different from one another are nonetheless human be
ings.39

But more important than individual attitudes was the fact that rapidly 
changing political circumstances were eliminating the ground on which 
Hashomer Hatza'ir had hoped to build Arab-Jewish friendship and de
velop support for a binational solution to the Palestine problem. The bina
tional idea enjoyed only weak support in the Yishuv and the international 
Zionist movement, which in its great majority had embraced the demand 
for ̂ sovereign Jewish state in as much of Palestine as possible, and it was 
coming to seem ever more unrealistic. For one, all organized political
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forces in the Palestinian Arab community rejected it, since it entailed po
litical parity between Arabs and Jews even though the former outnum
bered the latter two to one, and in the version Hashomer Hatzacir es
poused would also allow for continued Jewish immigration, eventually 
producing a Jewish majority. Like most Zionists, Arab nationalists wanted 
a state of their own in all of Palestine. But even those external forces on 
which Hashomer Hatza'ir had pinned its hopes of preventing partition 
and securing some sort of binational solution in an undivided Palestine 
now abandoned this option. As we have seen, in May 1947 the Soviet 
Union began moving away from its historic support for a united Palestine 
and toward acceptance of partition if Arabs and Jews could not find a way 
to live together within a single state. The formal Soviet endorsement of 
UNSCOP's majority report in October 1947 meant that the world com
munist movement, toward which Hashomer Hatzaeir oriented itself de
spite the obvious ideological difference over the question of Zionism, had 
abandoned a binational solution.

Unlike their Arab counterparts, the Jewish communists in Palestine 
jf were quick to embrace the new Soviet line. The entirely Jewish PCP not 
l only abandoned the binational stance it had adopted after the collapse of 
* the Arab-Jewish PCP and endorsed partition; before the end of November 
‘ 1947 it went so far as to drop the word "Palestine" from its name and 

begin calling itself the Communist Party of Eretz Yisra’el, thereby recon
ciling itself to the ancient Jewish (and modern Zionist) name for this land, 
one which communists had always rejected.40 And when, on November 
29, 1947, after intensive lobbying and considerable arm-twisting, the 
General Assembly voted by the necessary two-thirds majority to endorse 
partition, the binational option for which Hashomer Hatzacir and its allies 
had long fought was rendered entirely moot.

By that time Hashomer Hatzacir was already moving to adapt to chang
ing realities. In the autumn of 1947 it was conducting merger negotiations 
with another left-Zionist party, Ahdut Ha'avoda, which as I mentioned at 
the beginning of Chapter 7 split off from MAPAI in 1944 and two years 
later absorbed most of the remnants of Pocalei Tziyon Smol. Despite these 
parties' very different origins and political trajectories, they shared much 
common ideological ground. But Ahdut Ha'avoda strongly rejected Ha
shomer Hatzacir's advocacy of a binational regime for the country, fa
voring instead the creation in all of Palestine of a socialist Jewish state in 
which Arabs would have equal rights. Ahdut Ha'avoda members played 
leading roles in the top ranks of the Yishuv's strongest militia, the Ha- 
gana, and of the Hagana's elite military formation, the PALMAH. More
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over, that party was infused with a rather aggressive, even militaristic 
("activist'') ethos, in sharp contrast to Hashomer Hatza'ir's historic aver
sion to violence and its emphasis on peaceful coexistence between Arabs 
and Jews. However, the UN's endorsement of partition allowed Hashomer 
Hatza'ir to abandon binationalism and opened the way for unity with 
Ahdut Hacavoda. Early in 1948 the two parties merged to form MAPAM 
(the Hebrew acronym of "United Workers' Party"), which would serve as 
one of MAPAI's junior partners in the provisional government of the new 
State of Israel proclaimed on May 14,1948, and which provided a highly 
disproportionate share of the commanders of the new Israeli army. In 
Israel's first parliamentary elections, held in January 1949/ MAPAM 
emerged as the country's second-largest party, after MAPAI. By then, of 
course, the contours of the Palestine conflict had changed dramatically 
and irrevocably.41

T H E  D E S C E N T  I N T O  M A D N E S S

It is a sad irony that the single bloodiest incident of the first month of 
the Arab-Jewish violence that erupted immediately after the UN General 
Assembly endorsed partition not only involved workers employed at a 
mixed workplace but occurred at a site which had a history of close cooper
ation between Arab and Jewish unionists. This incident, one of the first 
massacres of the 1947-49 period though by no means the last, contributed 
greatly to the dissemination of fear and hatred among both Arabs and 
Jews in Palestine.

The site in question was the Haifa oil refinery, which at the end of 1947 
employed some 1,700 Arab and 270 Jewish manual workers, in addition to 
190 Jewish, 1 10  Arab, and 60 British clerical workers. As I discussed ear
lier, the refinery workers had been involved in important struggles in 
1946-47. In these struggles Arab workers and union activists had played 
the leading role, not surprisingly given the composition of the workforce 
and its high degree of organization. But the Arab unionists' relations with 
the Jewish refinery workers seem to have been good: the Histadrut's cleri
cal workers' union had close ties with some of the Arab white-collar em
ployees at the site, while the local Jewish workers' committee was domi
nated by Hashomer Hatza'ir members who had developed good relations 
with Arab leftists and labor activists at the refinery. In the summer of 
1947, for example, the members of the Jewish workers' committee at CRL 
were invited to attend the funeral in Acre of an Arab refinery worker who 
had been killed in an industrial accident. The Jewish activists accepted, and



at the cemetery one of them eulogized the deceased. The Jews' participa
tion made a positive impression on the Arab refinery workers and in Acre 
generally. The Arab and Jewish workers' committees also cooperated in 
organizing a brief memorial strike in the deceased's department at the 
refinery, together took up a collection to help his family, and joined in 
pressing management for fair compensation.42

Whatever good feeling may have existed seems to have evaporated 
during the fall, and after the UN General Assembly voted to endorse par
tition the Jewish workers at the refinery became increasingly worried 
about their safety. On the morrow of the vote violence erupted in various 
parts of the country. At first this took the form of random attacks by 
Arabs against Jews and Jewish property and settlements, but Jews soon 
responded with attacks on Arabs. This quickly escalated into a cycle of 
violence and counterviolence using terrorist means, the first phase of an 
increasingly bitter and bloody civil war which would soon pit Arab and 
Jewish militias against one another in a deadly struggle for control of 
strategic roads, sites, and areas, and ultimately of Palestine itself. On the 
Jewish side the leading role in this struggle was played by the Hagana, 
the Yishuv's largest military force, which was closely linked to the Hista
drut and was under the control of the official leadership of the Yishuv, 
itself largely dominated by the labor-Zionist movement from the mid- 
1930s onward. There were, however, other Jewish military forces which 
did not accept the authority of the Yishuv's leadership. The most im
portant of these (though much smaller than the Hagana) was ETZEL, 
commanded by Menahem Begin and better known in the United States as 
the Irgun. As I mentioned in Chapter 7, it was ETZEL (linked to the right- 
wing Zionist Revisionist party, ancestor of today's Likud) which carried 
out the bombing of the King David Hotel in July 1946. And it was an 
operation planned and executed by this organization which at the end of 
1947 touched off the orgy of bloodshed at the Haifa refinery.

During December 1947, as civil war erupted in Palestine, the Hagana 
focused largely on protecting Jewish lives and property and on securing 
key lines of communications and transportation; later it began to take the 
offensive by mounting a series of military .operations designed to crush 
Arab resistance and secure territory for the future Jewish state. Although 
during 1948 ETZEL would also stage military operations, in December 
1947 it devoted itself largely to retaliating for attacks on Jewish civilians— 
thereby, it insisted, deterring further such attacks—by targeting Arab ci
vilians. On December 29, 1947, ETZEL had staged a bomb attack at the 
Nablus Gate of Jerusalem's Old City which killed or wounded forty-four
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people. On the morning of the following day, Tuesday, December 30, 
1947, ETZEL operatives threw bombs from a speeding car into a crowd of 
several hundred Arabs standing outside the main gate of the Haifa oil 
refinery in the hope of finding employment as day laborers; six people 
were killed and forty-two wounded. ETZEL would later announce, quite 
unapologetically, that these acts of terrorism in Jerusalem and Haifa had 
been carried out in retaliation for recent attacks on Jews elsewhere in 
Palestine.

Within minutes of the bomb attack at the Haifa refinery gate, some of 
the Arabs who had been part of the crowd outside surged into the refinery 
compound and, along with some of the Arab refinery workers, began at
tacking Jewish refinery workers. An hour passed before British soldiers 
and police arrived to restore order, by which time forty-one Jews had 
been killed and forty-nine wounded. This was the largest and most brutal 
massacre of civilians which Palestine had witnessed since the UN vote a 
month earlier. A committee of inquiry appointed by Haifa's Jewish com
munity concluded that the massacre of Jews at the refinery was unpre
meditated and that it had been precipitated by the ETZEL attack on the 
workers outside the gate.43 The Jewish Agency, the official leadership of 
the Yishuv, promptly denounced ETZEL for the "act of madness" which 
had brought about the catastrophe at the Haifa refinery, but it simultane
ously decided to emulate ETZEL by secretly authorizing the Hagana to 
retaliate. A day after the refinery massacre, members of the Hagana's elite 
strike force, the PALMAH, attacked the village of Balad al-Shaykh not far 
from Haifa, where a number of Arab refinery workers lived, and nearby 
Hawasa as well. (The Nesher cement factory, where as we have seen the 
issue of Hebrew labor surfaced so contentiously in the 1920s and 1930s, 
was located near Balad al-Shaykh, and the village's cemetery contained 
the tomb of Shaykh Tzz al-Din al-Qassam, whose death in a gunfight 
with police had made him a nationalist martyr and would set the stage for 
the outbreak of the 1936-39 revolt.) The Jewish attackers killed some sixty 
men, women, and children and destroyed several dozen houses. The con
trast between the Yishuv leadership's official stance and its actual re
sponse to the refinery massacre was not lost on many Arabs. When Eli- 
yahu Agassi visited Haifa early in April 1948, an Arab worker berated 
him: "We know you Jews: you preach one thing and practice another. 
What was the crime of the Arab workers at Hawasa and Balad al-Shaykh 
whom your people attacked at night and slaughtered?"44

The report of the Jewish committee investigating the refinery massacre 
noted that "there were isolated incidents of Arab workers and [white-



collar] employees who in various ways warned and even succeeded in sav
ing a number of Jews, their coworkers" and added that "not all the Arab 
workers at the enterprise participated in the rampage, and a significant 
number of the workers and employees did not participate in it." However, 
the committee also found that "some of [the Arab refinery workers] took 
an active part in the riot" and that "there was no effort by a group of 
Arab workers to prevent others from rampaging." This was, fortunately, 
not the case that same day at the railway workshops, located a short dis
tance from the refinery. During December 1947 tensions between Arab 
and Jewish workers there had sometimes run high, despite efforts by Arab 
and Jewish union activists and leaders to keep the peace. When news of 
the bomb attack at the refinery reached the workshops, tensions soared 
and some of the younger and more hotheaded Arab workers there stopped 
work, shut down the machines, and began arming themselves with what
ever makeshift weapons came to hand. For some very tense moments it 
seemed that the massacre at the refinery might be repeated at the railway 
workshops. But Arab unionists, including veteran PAWS activists like 
Sacid Qawwas and AWC sympathizers as well, promptly intervened to 
prevent violence. At great personal risk they prevailed on the hotheads to 
calm down and preserved order until arrangements could be made for the 
Jewish workers to leave work and reach their homes safely. A  Jewish un
ionist at the workshops declared that "without a shadow of a doubt it is 
thanks to [the Arab unionists'] courage that what befell the workers at 
the refinery was not also our lot that day."45

The Arab unionists' effective intervention to prevent violence against 
Jews at the railway workshops received little public attention. Not surpris
ingly, the Yishuv focused on the massacre of Jews at the refinery, while 
the Arab community preferred to dwell on the preceding bomb attacks by 
Jews and the Hagana's subsequent retaliatory raid which took an even 
larger number of Arab lives. The vision of Arab-Jewish worker solidarity 
and of peaceful coexistence which had once motivated so many people 
could not survive the atrocities and the mutual dehumanization which 
were the inevitable by-products of the ferocious intercommunal warfare 
which engulfed Palestine in the months that followed. Even less could 
it survive the actual physical displacement of much of Palestine's Arab 
population. By May 14,1948, when the State of Israel was formally estab
lished, several hundred thousand Arabs had already fled or been driven 
from their homes, land, and places of work. Over the following half year 
or so the ranks of the uprooted would double again, encompassing in all 
some 700,000 people, half of Palestine's Arab population and some 80
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percent of the Arabs who had once lived within the three-quarters of Pal
estine that now became Israel.

So it was that in the summer of 1948 Efrayyim Krisher, a Hashomer 
Hatzacir activist employed at the Haifa railway workshops who had 
worked closely with Arab unionists for a decade and owed his life to their 
quick thinking and personal bravery on December 30, 1947, was busy 
trying to round up enough Jews who knew something about railway work 
to get what was now the Israel Railways up and running again. Some 
of his recruits were Jewish refugees from Europe, survivors of the Nazi 
campaign to exterminate European Jewry who had only recently arrived 
in the new Jewish state. These new arrivals, and Krisher's other recruits, 
filled jobs which until a few months earlier had been held by Arabs, most 
of whom had lost their homes and their homeland and were now begin
ning bitter new lives as refugees.



Conclusion

A t  the end of December 1947, Pinhas Lubianker (later Lavon) addressed 
the central committee of MAPAI on the topic of "the Arab worker in the 
Jewish state." A senior party official who would later serve as Israel's 
minister of defense and as general secretary of the Histadrut, Lubianker 
began by asserting that this would be the first time in the history of the 
Jews that they would have a non-Jewish minority population living 
among them, requiring them to set a good example of how a majority 
should behave toward a minority. It would not be easy, Lubianker warned.

There is [already] a sediment of 20 years of education, and especially the 
last 10 years, which has not inculcated in us the capacity for living to
gether with the neighboring people. There is a primitive nationalism 
among the t z a b a r i m  [young Palestine-born Jews]. There is an historical in
stinct for revenge among the Oriental Jewish communities. There is dan
ger from [Jewish] terrorist groups and the [right-wing Zionist] Revision
ists and their nationalist megalomania. And we must also not forget the 
danger from the other side: the desire to paper over contradictions and 
shape Jewish-Arab relations in accordance with a sentimental irrationalism 
imported from abroad.. .  In the past we neglected the sphere of activity 
among Arabs not a little. It was not just that we had a weak program, but 
our will to realize this weak program was also weak. Today as well, the 
problem is not so much a change in the program as a change in our will.
In other words, in addition to sporadic activity among the Arabs by seek
ing connections with individuals here and there, organizing a club, etc. 
etc., there is a need for large-scale and comprehensive activity in the Arab 
sector. Let us not forget, if we neglect this sphere the communist party in 
all its manifestations will exploit it.

Lubianker argued that since Jews and Arabs would be equal citizens in the 
Jewish state, the principle of Hebrew labor should not apply to either 
government employment or the private sector. He also advocated the es
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tablishment of state-run employment offices open to all, the equalization 
of Arab and Jewish wages and, eventually, the creation of a workers' 
movement which would encompass both Jews and Arabs.1

A few months later Eli'ezer Bauer (later Be’eri), a member of the Ha
kibbutz Ha’artzi-Hashomer Hatza'ir Arab Department staff, put the issue 
even more sharply at the conclusion of a detailed report he had drawn up 
for the Jewish Agency's Labor Department on "The Arab Worker in the 
Jewish State." "The transition from a colonial regime [in Palestine] to 
[Israel's] independence must not be for the Arabs a transition from a colo
nial regime in which a people from overseas rules repressively and ex- 
ploitatively to a colonial regime in which the dominant people is local. A 
state which seeks to realize the ideas of Herzl's Altneuland cannot accept 
the existence of conditions like those in South Africa, where the human 
rights of an entire subject people are denied."2

Bauer's reference to Altneuland is ironic, though that was surely not 
his intention. By the time he submitted his report many tens of thousands 
of Palestinian Arabs had already been forced from their homes, seeking 
refuge from the escalating warfare between Arabs and Jews or under com
pulsion from Jewish military forces. In the months that followed the 
trickle turned into a flood, and by the time the fighting ceased early in 
1949 half of Palestine's Arab population had been displaced, including 
most of its working class, which had been concentrated in the more devel
oped central and coastal regions which now became part of Israel. Many 
of these refugees found themselves outside their homeland, where they 
and their descendants remain today, while those Palestinians still within 
it, in those parts of Palestine which now became known as the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip, found themselves under Arab but nonetheless alien 
rule, whether by the Hashemite regime based in the former Transjordan 
or by Egypt. The seeds were thus sown for continuing conflict, driven by 
the Palestinians' refusal to accept the consequences of defeat in 1948 and 
their apparently ineradicable drive for self-determination in some part of 
what had been Palestine. In his utopian novel Herzl had been vague about 
how Palestine's Arab majority had so quickly become a small minority 
amidst a sea of Jews, though he implied that the process had been peaceful 
and insisted that the Arabs had welcomed the influx of Jews^By contrast, 
the actual demographic transformation of Palestine in 1947-49 was ac
companied by a great deal of force and violence and was certainly not 
welcomed by the country's Arabs, among whom it left scars that remain 
unhealed to this day.3

Nor did Bauer and Lubianker's vision of a Jewish state in which Arabs
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would enjoy equality actually come to pass. The 160,000 Arabs who re
mained within Israel in 1949 became citizens of the new state and had the 
right to vote in local and national elections. But despite the promise em
bodied in the eloquent language of Israel's declaration of independence, 
they were certainly not full and equal citizens. Most of them remained 
under military administration until 1966, their lives subject to the often 
arbitrary authority of (Jewish) army officers from whom permits were 
required for many of the activities of daily life. The military administra
tion, aided by the security service, sought to control the "Israeli Arabs" 
(as they were now designated), ensure their docility, and gamer their 
votes for MAPAI by manipulating village, clan, and family rivalries and 
by using the same extremely broad powers of administrative detention, 
censorship, control of associational life, and restrictions on movement 
which the British had used to suppress the Arab revolt of 1936-39 and 
then (much less successfully) against the Jewish insurgency of 1945-47. 
Israeli officials justified these measures by the need to protect the state's 
security from subversive elements within a potentially hostile minority, 
a dangerous fifth column aligned with the Arab states with which Israel 
was still at war, though in fact the Palestinians within Israel were hardly 
rebellious. But these broad powers also served, along with a variety of 
legal and administrative strategems, to facilitate the transfer of large 
amounts of Arab-owned land to the control of the state, which then allo
cated it (as it did many other resources) for the exclusive benefit of Israel's 
Jewish citizens.4

The hope that in the Jewish state Jewish and Arab workers could finally 
achieve cooperation and unity as equals was also not realized. The Israeli 
government and the Histadrut adopted policies and practices which sought 
to ensure that Arab workers were largely excluded from the Jewish sector 
of Israel's economy—in effect, a continuation of the old Hebrew labor 
policy, now enforced much more effectively by the sovereign authority of 
the state. Arab citizens of Israel were largely restricted to jobs in their 
own communities, though the government sometimes turned a blind eye 
to their employment elsewhere. MAPAI, in control of the government as 
well as the Histadrut, rejected demands by the socialist-Zionist MAPAM 
and the Israeli Communist Party (which included both Jews and Arabs) 
that Arabs be allowed to join the Histadrut. Instead, the Palestine Labor 
League was resurrected, renamed the Israel Labor League and used as the 
framework within which Arab workers were to be organized, under the 
close supervision of the Histadrut and the security apparatus, which also



prevented the establishment of an autonomous Arab labor movement 
within Israel.5

As Michael Shalev has shown, changing labor market conditions in the 
late 1950s, including developing labor shortages in the Jewish sector and 
a desire to gain access to new pools of cheap Arab labor, helped stimulate 
Histadrut and government officials to abandon rigidly exclusionary poli
cies and allow Arab workers into the Israeli Jewish labor market. In 1959 
the Histadrut officially resolved to admit non-Jews as full members, and 
they were able to vote in Histadrut elections for the first time in 1965. 
The Histadrut dropped the word "Hebrew" from its name and henceforth 
called itself simply the "General Organization of Workers in Israel." The 
Israel Labor League, which like its predecessor the Palestine Labor League 
had never achieved any autonomous organizational life, was now finally 
and permanently disbanded. In 1966, after a long struggle waged by both 
Arabs and Jews but also in order to facilitate labor mobility, the military 
administration of Arab areas within Israel was finally abolished. As a re
sult of these shifts Arabs gradually replaced "Oriental" Jews—that is, 
Jews from Arab countries or from elsewhere in Asia or Africa—in the 
lower strata of the labor force, especially in agriculture and construction, 
allowing the latter to move up the occupational ladder and the social scale. 
This process was further accelerated after 1967 as the Israeli labor market 
was flooded by a mass of even cheaper Palestinian workers from the newly 
occupied West Bank and Gaza, who unlike Palestinian citizens of Israel 
were not permitted to join the Histadrut and enjoyed few social benefits 
or workplace rights. These Palestinian workers came to dominate the very 
bottom ranks of the Israeli labor force.6

The roots both of Lubianker's glowing vision of friendship and cooper
ation between Jewish and Arab workers in the Jewish state, and of the less 
pleasant realities of Arab-Jewish relations in Israel, can be traced back to 
the mandate period. As we have seen, the labor-Zionist movement consis
tently declared its adherence to the principle of friendship, solidarity, and 
unity between Jewish and Arab workers in Palestine. But the specific un
derstanding of that principle evinced by the dominant force within that 
movement made realization of the ideal of cooperation between Arab and 
Jewish workers, unions, and labor organizations largely impossible. For ! 
by cooperation and solidarity Ahdut Hacavoda and then MAPAI generally 
meant that Arab workers should be organized under the exclusive tutelage { 
of the Histadrut, in keeping with their deeply ingrained conviction that 
neither Palestinian Arab nationalism nor the Palestinian Arab workers' J
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movement were authentic or legitimate. At the same time, Ahdut Haca- 
, voda and MAPAI always gave highest priority to the struggle for Hebrew 

labor, which Arab workers could not help but understand as an actual or 
potential threat to their livelihoods.

It was only in the years between the end of the Second World War and 
the end of the mandate, when the Histadrut's Hebrew labor campaign and 
its effort to organize Arab workers were largely in abeyance, that the 
way was opened for fruitful cooperation between the Histadrut and the 
increasingly vigorous and effective Palestinian Arab workers' movement. 
As a result those years witnessed episodes of unprecedented worker activ
ism and solidarity that transcended communal boundaries. But of course 
relations between Arab and Jewish workers, complex and often conflictual 
in their own right, could not be isolated from the larger conflict between 

. Zionism and Palestinian Arab nationalism which in that same period en- 
] tered a new and decisive phase. The violent struggle for control of Pales

tine that ensued determined whether Jews or Arabs would dominate in 
I that land, and it also determined the fates of Palestine's Arab and Jewish 

working classes. One was largely dispersed, while the other, though the 
highly organized bulwark of Israel's dominant party, failed to achieve the 
exalted status, prosperity, and security which the visionaries and propa
gandists of labor Zionism had promised Jewish sovereignty would bring.

" i f  o n l y "  H I S T O R Y ,  L O S T  V O I C E S ,  A N D  W A Y S  O F  K N O W I N G

There are students of the Zionist-Palestinian conflict who have pointed to 
instances of Arab-Jewish cooperation in mandatory Palestine, and espe
cially cooperation among workers, as evidence that the conflict need not 
have taken the course it did, that a peaceful solution which met the basic 
needs of both Arabs and Jews might have been found had the voices of 
reason, compromise, and working-class solidarity on both sides prevailed. 
The history of the mandate period thus becomes a story of missed oppor
tunities focused on what might have been, a morality tale in which the 
"bad guys" on both sides triumph over the peacemakers, whose weakness 
and ineffectuality is somehow never really accounted for.7 As I stated in 
the Introduction, I am not making an "if only" argument here. On the 
contrary, it seems clear to me that the Zionist and Palestinian nationalist 
movements sought irreconcilable objectives and were on a collision course 
from the very start. Moreover, while it is true that during the mandate 

j period various groups of Arab and Jewish workers were involved in efforts 
, to cooperate and in some cases (the railway workers, for example) devel
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oped a sense of solidarity that at times transcended (or at least moderated) 
national divisions, it is also true that relations among them were pro
foundly affected by the dynamics of the broader Zionist-Palestinian con
flict, as the fate of much of the Arab working class in 1948 conclusively 
demonstrated.

Yet while rejecting this way of writing history, it is important to re
member that the workers and unionists and political activists and leaders 
who figure in this book could not know how things would eventually turn 
out or what consequences their actions would have. That is why I have 
tried to make sense of the diverse perspectives of various Arab and Jewish 
individuals, labor organizations, and political formations on the question 
of relations between Arab and Jewish workers and labor movements, in
cluding even those which seem in retrospect to have been historical dead j 
ends, if not nonstarters. It is easy to ridicule those Jews who in 1920 ‘ 
adhered to what I termed a "Bolshevik-Zionist" vision and could thus 
imagine Trotsky's Red Army liberating Palestine and making it into a 
Jewish soviet republic, or to argue that Hashomer HatzaTr's vision of a 
binational and unpartitioned Palestine was never really in the cards. Nor 
is it difficult to see that the National Liberation League's insistence on 
distinguishing between Zionism and the Jews in Palestine and offering 
the latter the rights of a national minority in the future independent Arab 
Palestine never had much prospect of evoking interest in a Yishuv more 
determined than ever to seek a sovereign Jewish state in as much of the 
country as it could get. Nonetheless, a fuller understanding of the man
date era, and particularly of Arab-Jewish relations in that period, requires 1 
us to take these positions seriously, to try to grasp the spirit, the historical 
context, and the discursive field in which they were conceived and ad
vanced, as well as to analyze why they failed to garner support and why  ̂
other visions and strategies and policies won out. For the same reason we 
must (as I argued in the Introduction) make an effort to understand the 
subjective impulses, beliefs, and conceptions of the world which led the 
historical actors discussed in this book to think and act as they did, 
whether we ultimately judge those actions to have been right or wrong, 
humane or pernicious, appropriate or misguided, effective or futile.

This applies as much to faith in socialism as it does to faith in national
ism. That nationalism is by definition particularistic and in practice often 
divisive and exclusionary seems obvious, but in the nineteenth century 
and through most of the twentieth socialism seemed to many people to 
offer the promise of an identity and solidarity that transcended national, 
ethnic, religious, and racial divisions. We know of course that there has
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never really been a pure class identity "unsullied" by other forms of iden
tity, other energies, other dreams; in fact, one could argue that working- 
class solidarity has been most effective and durable when it has also been 
infused by other solidarities, whether of religion, ethnicity, nationalism, 
gender, race, locale, or kinship. It is even plausible to argue that working- 
class solidarity, labor movements, and even socialism have in practice of
ten been what we might today term a form of "identity politics" for male 
workers. Yet if this is an important insight, it would nonetheless be wrong 
to reduce socialism and worker activism to nothing but a form of identity 
politics. To do so would be to ignore the very diverse meanings which the 
socialist vision has had for different people (including many women) in 
different times and places, and to lose sight of some very important di
mensions of human experience. As we have seen, socialism meant very 
different things to a variety of Arab and Jewish parties and movements in 
Palestine, and was related to Arab and Jewish nationalisms in complicated 
ways. These must be separated out and analyzed; they cannot be ignored 
or dismissed, however unrealistic or self-contradictory or even bizarre 
some of the formulations to which Arab and Jewish leftists subscribed 
may seem to us now.

In unpacking and analyzing the programs and actions of various indi
vidual thinkers and leaders, and of the organizations or movements within 
which they operated, I have argued that we must go beyond individual 
choice or group ideology, and beyond attributing certain attitudes to plain 
ignorance, to being out of touch with reality, with "the facts." I have 
instead tried to show how those choices, ideologies, and attitudes, indeed 
"ignorance" itself, are actually products of certain systems of meaning, of 
certain ways of knowing. The case of Zionism's (and labor Zionism's) 
conception of Palestine's indigenous Arab population effectively illus
trates this point. As I discussed in Chapter 1, that conception is not use
fully explained in terms of ignorance or even of a willful refusal to recog
nize reality. Rather, if we want to understand why many Zionists were 
unable to acknowledge the authenticity of Palestinian Arab national senti
ment and opposition to Zionism, we need to examine the generation and 
operation of a certain Zionist discourse about the Arabs, a more or less 
coherent system of meanings and exclusions which constituted a field of 
knowledge and simultaneously embodied a specific set of power relations.

That discourse was neither self-generating nor sui generis. It had 
strong roots in Zionist appropriations of Jewish history. But it also 
emerged within a broader field of contemporary European conceptions of, 
and attitudes toward, Asians and Africans, a field which was itself shaped
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by (and helped reproduce) a power relationship in which Europeans 
(whether in Europe or settled overseas) ruled over non-Europeans—a re
lationship summed up under the rubric of colonialism. In this sense, de
spite the vigorous debates among the various Zionist parties and factions 
over how to deal with the "Arab question/' it seems clear that "the Arabs" 
(and in the case of labor Zionism "the Arab workers") with whom they 
were grappling were a constructed representation whose characteristics 
and relationship to Palestine partook of a broader European colonial dis
course while also reflecting the Zionist movement's own economic, politi
cal, and psychological needs and interests.

As we have seen, most of the Jews who actually settled in Palestine j 
continued to adhere to these conceptions of Arabs, particularly the rejec
tion of the authenticity and legitimacy of Palestinian Arab nationalism, 1 

even when confronted with strong evidence that one might have expected 
would cause them to question their beliefs. That they were generally able 
to deal with inconvenient facts in a way that left their core beliefs intact 
should come as no surprise. This phenomenon is hardly unique to this 
particular group of people or this historical encounter: all of us do it to 
some extent each and every day, and sociopolitical movements which 
must hold to a certain vision of themselves, their mission, and their oppo
nents if they are to overcome great obstacles and achieve their goals do it 
all the more. This again underscores the importance of exploring the cul
tural systems through which people make sense of their experiences, 
rather than trying to explain their beliefs and actions as the unmediated 
products of those experiences.

S P E C I F I C I T Y  A N D  T H E  R E L A T I O N A L  A P P R O A C H

Having advanced this argument, I hasten to add that how we go about 
analyzing the systems of meaning which informed and helped structure 
the ways in which the Arabs and Jews discussed in this book saw them
selves and others, and the practices in which those discourses were embod
ied, also makes a big difference. For it is easy, and all too tempting, to 
essentialize discourses, to describe and analyze them as if they were uni
tary, internally unconflicted, and unchanging over time. In this book I 1 
have tried to argue that although one can discern certain core beliefs and 
considerable continuity in each, in Palestine neither Jewish nor Arab na
tionalisms were unitary and static objects. They need to be disaggregated, 
their complex forms and contents unpacked and contextualized. They \ 
were not self-contained objects with a singular meaning, nor did they \
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exist in any authentic, original, or pure form, an ideal against which we 
I may measure conformity or deviation. They, and the ideologies and 
1 movements they spawned, were constructed from diverse, sometimes 

even contradictory, elements within a particular social, cultural, political, 
and economic field and a particular historical conjuncture. Indeed, what 
gives them their specificity is their very complexity, even contradictori
ness, a product of the complex fields within which they took shape and of 
the diversity of the social and political forces which deployed them in 
different ways, as well as of the obstacles and opponents they encountered 
along the way and which also shaped them. 

t Thus, for example, I have suggested that much of labor-Zionist dis- 
| course echoes themes found in colonial discourse generally: the denial 

of rational agency to the indigenous population, the definition of that 
j population as lacking the characteristics of a nation and therefore as not 
j entitled to self-determination, the attribution of anticolonial and national

ist sentiment and action to the malign influence of a small minority of 
I self-interested "inciters," the conception of the land as empty because not 

j  settled or utilized in familiar ways, the sense of European civilizing mis
sion, and so forth. But labor Zionism's deployment of these themes was 
made distinctive, and perhaps especially complicated, because they were 
couched in the language of socialism, class struggle, and international 

. working-class solidarity. As a nationalist project, labor Zionism posited 
I ethnic/national boundaries between the Jewish and Arab working classes 
I in Palestine, and more generally between Jews and Arabs, boundaries 
1 which also often involved elements drawn from colonial discourse. But 

because labor Zionism simultaneously conceived of itself as a working- 
class and socialist project, a component of the international labor and so
cialist movements, it also posited valid boundaries along class lines. It 

j therefore had to find ways of managing the noncoincidence of those sets 
I of boundaries.

The discursive and political contestation among the diverse forces 
within the labor-Zionist camp over a range of issues was bound up with 
the articulation over a period of several decades of a set of often exclusion
ary practices which shaped the Yishuv and later Israeli society in crucial 
ways. Those practices were themselves grasped as the basis not only for 
Jewish working-class formation and solidarity but for the realization of 
the Zionist project more broadly. These Jews in Palestine recast them
selves as workers by securing or creating certain types of jobs, but also by 
endowing their acts with certain kinds of working-class and nationalist 
meaning, a process in which the economic was inextricably bound up with
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the cultural. As we have seen, at a certain stage in this process of self
definition Arab workers were assigned an important role: for a time the 
dominant tendency within labor Zionism found it useful to cast them both 
as an enemy to mobilize against, for economic as well as political ends, 
and as an ally, a passive junior partner, whose presence could be read as a 
guarantee of, and a justification for,the Zionist project. To put it another 
way, and more broadly, in Palestine as elsewhere working-class formation 
(indeed, all class formation) was as much a discursive as a material process, 
and needs to be analyzed as such.8

It was in this sphere of Arab-Jewish interaction, and more generally in 
the way in which elements of a national project, a colonial-settler project, 
and a socialist or working-class project interpenetrated in a unique way 
and a unique context, that much of Zionism's specificity can be located. 
Comparison of Zionism with other contemporary cases of European over
seas colonization and settlement bear out this claim by showing how very 
different political, social, and economic outcomes can (for example) be 
traced back to varying labor market strategies as well as to differing dis
courses and practices with regard to the indigenous population, which in 
the case of Palestine can in turn be related to the labor-Zionist move
ment's struggle for hegemony within the broader Zionist project. It is of 
course true that the realization of labor Zionism's vision of a "normal" 
Jewish society could be attained only after the establishment of a sover
eign Jewish state in Palestine, accompanied by the displacement of most 
of the Palestinians who lived in what became that state's territory and a 
massive influx of poor Jews (mainly from Arab countries) to fill the vac
uum they had left. Yet labor Zionism's relative success in excluding Arab 
workers from the Jewish sector and constructing as self-sufficient a Jewish 
enclave as possible in the four decades before 1948—a strategy bound up 
with the articulation of certain visions of itself and of Arabs—was a key 
factor in making partition and Jewish statehood in most of Palestine possi
ble. Moreover, many of the institutions most characteristic of Israeli soci
ety through the 1960s also took shape in the context of these specific 
practices and representations. After 1967, of course, things would change 
again, as Palestinians from within Israel but especially from the occupied 
West Bank and Gaza would come to dominate the lower ranks of Israel's 
working class. Yet this development too bears out my point, for it contrib
uted in complex ways to the decline of labor-Zionist hegemony, mani
fested most dramatically in the defeat of the Labor Party (heir to MAPAI 
and its offshoots) in the 1977 elections, years of ascendancy by the Israeli 
right, and profound changes in Israeli politics, society, and culture.
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Much of what I have said applies to Arab nationalism and the Arab 
workers' movement in Palestine as well. As both an ideology and a move
ment, Palestinian Arab nationalism encompassed a variety of interests, 
aspirations, visions, and sociopolitical forces, and we must be careful to 
avoid treating it as if it were monolithic or possessed some essential mean
ing. Unfortunately, most studies of this nationalism have focused on the 
politics of the Palestinian Arab (male) elite, while what that nationalism 
actually meant to the peasant and poor urban majority of Palestine's Arab 
community has received little attention.9 The kinds of things I have tried 
to address here—such dimensions of the Palestinian Arab experience as 
the Arab railway workers' persistent dream of unity with their Jewish 
coworkers, or the hopes and concerns of the Haifa construction workers 
and the Jaffa dockworkers discussed in Chapter 5, or the struggle which 
rank and file Arab workers in Jaffa waged against Hebrew labor and which 
helped set the stage for the general strike against British rule and Zionism 
shortly thereafter—have as a consequence been sorely neglected.

By the same token, the conventional narratives of Arab nationalism in 
Palestine do not provide much help in understanding why it was that 
some Arab unionists took pains to explain their perspective to Jewish co- 

, workers in Hebrew-language leaflets, or in understanding the attitudes 
! toward cooperation expressed by Arab labor leaders, unionists, and leftists 
} in the 1940s, attitudes which sometimes brought down upon them the 
‘ wrath of the nationalist leadership. The Arab workers and unionists dis

cussed in this book were virtually all nationalists, in the broad sense that 
j they strongly opposed what they regarded as Zionist encroachment on 
; their homeland and favored an independent Arab Palestine. Nonetheless, 

as we have also seen, many of them were willing to ignore or defy the 
official nationalist line by embracing a discourse of worker solidarity 
across national boundaries that justified cooperation with Jews whom they 

, knew to be avowed Zionists, provided it was on terms they deemed fair 
t and equal. It is of course probable that many Arab workers, such as the 

Haifa tailors and carpenters whose 1925 strike the Histadrut helped guide, 
had (at least initially) only a limited understanding of what the Zionist 
project meant for them as Arabs (and specifically as Arab workers). None
theless, as I suggested in Chapter 5, it is not helpful to attribute such 
actions simply to ignorance, manipulation, individual pathology, or col
laboration. To do so is to uncritically adopt nationalism's own language 

| and way of seeing the world, for neither "ignorance" nor "collaboration"
I (nor even, on the positive side of the ledger, "resistance") can be regarded
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as simple, transparent, uncomplicated, self-evident terms. All are very 
much embedded in nationalist discourse and must be analyzed as such.

It is not difficult to understand why nationalist movements find it nec
essary to condemn certain relationships between members of the national 
group and aliens as harmful to the national cause and try to deter or 
punish those involved in them; we may even deem such measures justifi
able under certain circumstances. But for historians that must be where 
the questions about what collaboration really means to those involved in 
it start, not where they end—at least if we wish to avoid operating from 
within nationalism's conception of itself as a unitary and internally un
conflicted ideal and identity that is superior to (or exclusive of) all other 
identities, sentiments, interests, loyalties, and aspirations. In the case at 
hand, the Arabfiationalist perspective on cooperation between Arab and 
Jewish workers—or more precisely, the perspective of the nationalist 
movement's elite leadership—implicitly denied working-class Palestinian 
Arabs any capacity for agency, for making their own sense of complex 
(and generally adverse) circumstances and acting to further their interests 
as they defined them. It is not enough to label Arab workers who under 
certain circumstances cooperated with Zionists as "dupes" and leave it at 
that. We need, as I have tried to do here, to acquire a much more complex, 
nuanced, and historically grounded understanding of why particular peo
ple thought and acted as they did, however we ultimately judge their ac
tions in moral or political terms. This in turn requires a more subtle and 
flexible conception of national identity, one that treats it as a complex 
of ideas, symbols, sentiments, and practices which people from various 
sociopolitical groups appropriate and deploy selectively and contingently, 
rather than some essence which is derivable from the writings and 
speeches of nationalist thinkers, leaders, or activists.

On both sides, then, contending sociopolitical forces put forward con
flicting visions of national and class identity, and differing notions of how 
to relate to the other side's working class and labor movement. On both 
sides these conflicting definitions and strategies were influenced by Arab- 
Jewish interaction, in workplaces, neighborhoods, and daily life as well as 
in the formal political arena. More broadly, the existence in mandatory 
Palestine of overlapping Arab and Jewish markets for unskilled and semi
skilled labor, and even to some extent for skilled labor, especially in the 
large and important government and transnational sectors, helped shape 
perceptions, strategies, and relationships among large segments of the 
Jewish and Arab working classes in Palestine. In this sense we may extend
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the late E. P. Thompson's evocative imagery to suggest that the Arab and 
Jewish working classes in Palestine not only "made themselves" but also 
to a large extent "made each other," that each influenced the processes by 
which the other was formed, within a broader matrix of relations and 
forces. So instead of trying to characterize the sole or essential meaning of 
relations among Arab and Jewish workers and labor movements as either 
cooperation or conflict, it may make more sense to shift our focus to the 
ways in which intercommunal as well as intracommunal identities, 
boundaries, and projects were constructed and reproduced, and foreground 
the contestation which always characterized those processes.

However, as I suggested in the Introduction, it is not only with respect 
to workers that a relational approach which focuses on the mutually con
stitutive interactions between Arabs and Jews in Palestine may prove use
ful. I have argued, for example, that it was the urgent need to exit (at least 
partially) a labor market dominated by abundant low-wage Arab labor 
which prompted the labor-Zionist movement to strive to construct a rela
tively self-sufficient high-wage Jewish economic enclave in Palestine. This 
imperative also propelled the unrelenting struggle for Hebrew labor and 
other practices couched in the language of worker solidarity and class 
struggle but aimed largely at excluding or displacing Arab workers. These 
practices exacerbated intercommunal tensions, but they also facilitated la
bor Zionism's drive for hegemony over rival social and political forces 
within the Yishuv. By the mid-i930S this strategy, implemented mainly 
by the Histadrut (whose membership encompassed more than a quarter 
of the Yishuv's population in 1936) and its affiliated economic, social, 
cultural, and military institutions, had helped the labor-Zionist camp be
come the dominant force within the Yishuv and the international Zionist 
movement. In this sense, as I noted earlier, many of the institutions and 
practices which for an entire historical period—from the 1930s into the 
1970s—were seen as the most distinctive features of the Yishuv and of 
Israeli society (the kibbutz and the moshav, the powerful state and Hista
drut sectors of the economy, the cult of "pioneering," the central role of 
the military) can be understood as directly or indirectly the product not 
so much of the values brought by the immigrants of the Second Aliya, as 
the functionalist school of Israeli sociology would have it, as of the Zionist 
project's interaction with Arabs and Arab society in Palestine itself.

Similarly, while Israeli sociologists have conventionally explained the 
subordinate social location and status of Israel's "Oriental" Jews in terms 
of the failure of these culturally "traditional" people to adapt successfully 
to a "modern" society, recent critical scholarship has stressed their relega-
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tion upon arrival in Israel to the bottom ranks of the labor market (where 
they displaced or replaced Palestinian Arabs) and official denigration and 
suppression of their cultures, defined by the dominant groups in Israel as 
backward (read Arab).10 Before the First World War some Zionist leaders 
had already envisioned Yemeni Jews as replacements for Palestinian Arab 
agricultural workers and actually sponsored Yemeni Jewish immigration 
to Palestine. This failed to solve the problem of Arab competition, how
ever, and the Jewish labor movement turned instead to the struggle for 
Hebrew labor and economic separatism. After 1948 it was largely Jewish 
immigrants from Arab countries who filled the social vacuum created by 
the flight or expulsion of the vast majority of the Arabs who had lived 
within what became the borders of the new State of Israel, and as I noted 
earlier Oriental Jews' upward social mobility in the 1960s and 1970s was 
facilitated by the influx of Palestinians into the lower strata of the Israeli 
working class. It can thus be argued that the matrix of Jewish-Arab inter
actions in Palestine played a central role in shaping ethnic relations within 
Jewish society in Palestine and later Israel.

It is clear, too, that Arab society in Palestine was profoundly influenced | 
by the Zionist project in a variety of ways. There was of course the cata
strophic displacement of 1947-49, but in the preceding decades Jewish 
immigration, settlement, investment, and state building had already had 
an important impact on Arab society. That impact can be seen in the direct / 
and indirect effects of Jewish land purchases, settlement, and agricultural 
practices on Arab agrarian relations, the complex effects on the Arab econ
omy of the large-scale influx of capital that accompanied Jewish immigra
tion and development, and the effects of the economic and social policies ’ 
implemented by a British administration committed to fostering a Jewish 
"national home" in Palestine but also concerned about alienating the 
country's Arab majority. To take that impact into account does not imply 
downplaying other sources of social change or denigrating the Palestin
ians' capacity for historical agency. Rather, it broadens our frame of refer
ence so as to include more of the complex historical field within which 
modern Palestinian Arab society developed.

As historians and others explore the history of modern Palestine in 
new ways, as the object of inquiry is reconceived and a different set of 
concepts and categories deployed, it will, I believe, become increasingly 
clear that the two communities were neither natural nor essentially 
monolithic entities. Nor were they hermetically sealed off from one an
other, as the conventional historiography assumes. Rather, they inter
acted in complex ways and had a mutually formative effect on one an-
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other, both as communities and through relationships that crossed 
communal boundaries to shape the identities and practices of various sub
groups. These complex and contested processes operated at many levels 
and in many spheres, including markets for labor, land, agricultural 
produce and consumer goods, business ventures, residential patterns, 
manufacturing and services, municipal government, and various aspects 
of social and cultural life. These interactions also had an important but 
little-explored spatial dimension, manifested in shifts and reorientations 
in demographic, economic, political, and cultural relations and flows 
among and within different settlements, villages, urban neighborhoods, 
towns, cities, and regions of Palestine.

As I discussed in the Introduction to this book, a number of recently 
published studies already manifest new approaches to the histories of Ar
abs and Jews in Palestine, approaches that challenge conventional catego
ries, cross hitherto unquestioned boundaries, and treat Palestine not as sui 
generis but as eminently suitable for comparative study. This process will 
be furthered as more scholars frame and explore new and different kinds 
of problems while drawing on both Arabic and Hebrew source materials. 
There is certainly a lot to be done. I have already mentioned the paucity 
of work on women and gender, but many other areas remain largely un
explored, among them interactions in neighborhoods and markets, the 
development of colloquial language, and personal (including sexual) and 
business relationships across communal boundaries. While many of these 
things do not figure, or figure only marginally, in this book, I hope that 
it will nonetheless help stimulate further research in new directions.

One of feminist theory's most powerful insights is that all social relations, 
all human interactions, are gendered; that is, they manifest, and cannot 
be fully understood without taking into account, the system or systems 
of gender relations that prevail in a given society at a given time. Simi
larly, in her recent book Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary 
Imagination, Toni Morrison has argued convincingly that one cannot re
ally understand American literature, even that part of it written and 
largely read by whites, or by extension almost any aspect of American 
culture and society, without bringing race and race relations into the pic
ture, without dealing with the way racial categories, identities, and atti
tudes help shape most if not all other categories, identities, and attitudes 
in American society. In Culture and Imperialism Edward W. Said has 
proceeded along similar lines by exploring the mutually formative rela
tionship between nineteenth- and twentieth-century European (and
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American) culture and contemporaneous European imperial expansion 
and domination, and later American global hegemony as well. In so doing 
Said seeks to break with conventional perspectives which have treated 
"the West" and the rest of the world as entirely distinct and largely un
connected cultural domains.

In this book I have sought to approach Arab-Jewish relations in modern 
Palestine in much the same way. As I argued in Chapter i, from the very 
beginning of modern Jewish settlement in Palestine the presence of a sub
stantial Arab population must be seen not as marginal to the Zionist en
terprise nor simply as an extraneous obstacle to be bypassed or overcome, 
even though that is how many, perhaps most, Zionists thought of it at 
the time, if they thought about Arabs at all. That presence must instead 
be seen as an essential, constitutive element in the formation of the Zion
ist project and the Yishuv, an integral part of the story rather than just a 
footnote. Moreover, Palestinian Arabs must be regarded as having pos
sessed a capacity for agency which often intruded upon and altered Zion
ism's conceptions of itself and its mission, and always registered itself on 
and helped shape the Zionist project. Similarly, though for a long time 
the Jewish presence in Palestine may seem to have impinged much less 
directly and obviously on the country's Arab majority, it nonetheless had 
a significant impact in many spheres well before 1948, and like it or not 
room must be made for that presence in the story of the Palestinians.

Though the character and circumstances of their interactions have 
changed over time, over the past century Arabs and Jews in Palestine have 
helped shape each other's society and historical trajectory, as well as the 
ways they have thought of themselves and each other. That this inter
active relationship continues to operate is evidenced by the political, social, 
and cultural impact on both Palestinians and Israeli Jews of Israel's occu
pation of the West Bank and Gaza from 1967 onward. As I suggested 
earlier, the occupation and its consequences reinforced trends already op
erative in Israeli Jewish society, contributing to the erosion of labor Zion
ism's political, ideological, and socioeconomic hegemony. We can also dis
cern the effects of that impact in (for example) the growing strength of 
the Israeli right during the 1970s, the new political and cultural assert
iveness of Israeli's Oriental Jewish communities, the Americanization of 
Israeli Jewish culture and politics, chronic instability and paralysis in the 
political system, and the decline of the Histadrut as a political, economic, 
and social institution.11 At the same time, after 1967 (and especially from 
the second half of the 1970s onward) the Palestinians within Israel have 
grown increasingly assertive in demanding both equal rights within Israel



372 / Conclusion

and Palestinian national rights more broadly. Their growing numbers, 
education, social weight, and capacity for mobilization have allowed them 
to take better advantage of the Israeli political system to pursue their 
interests as a community, while the end of their isolation from the rest 
of the Palestinian people has strengthened their national identity, if in 
complicated ways. Whatever the fate of the West Bank, Gaza, and their 
Arab inhabitants, the Palestinians within Israel will remain a presence 
with which their Jewish fellow citizens will have to reckon.

The occupation has also had profound effects on the Palestinians in the 
occupied territories. These include the decline of local agriculture, wide
spread proletarianization, the reinforcement of Palestinian national iden
tity accompanied by a sense that the Palestinians in the West Bank and 
Gaza have their own particular problems and interests, the emergence of 
locally based organizations, a better understanding of Israeli politics, soci
ety, and culture, and a new capacity for resistance. This last effect was 
manifested most dramatically in the intifada, the Palestinian uprising 
against the occupation which erupted in December 1987, at a moment 
when most Israelis but also many Arabs and others seemed to have once 
again written the Palestinians off as political actors.

Though it ultimately failed to win the Palestinians statehood, the inti
fada had a significant impact on Israeli and Palestinian perceptions and on 
the balance of forces between them. It dramatically raised the political, 
economic, and moral costs of the occupation for Jewish Israelis, compelling 
many of them to reckon as never before with the ineradicability of Pales
tinian nationalism, and it eventually led Israel to negotiate directly with 
the Palestinians (and ultimately with the PLO itself) rather than only 
with Arab states. It also prompted many Israeli Jews to seek new ways 
of understanding Zionism's encounter with the Palestinians and how the 
occupation had affected their own society. At the same time, the intifada 
gave the Palestinians, and especially those within the occupied territories, 
a new sense of self-confidence, in their capacity to resist and confront 
Israel but also in their ability to live alongside it in peace, provided they 
too are permitted to realize their dream of self-determination. The occu
pation, the intifada and its aftermath, as well as contact with Israeli soci
ety and the bitter experience of most Arab peoples with authoritarian 
regimes, have also strengthened the determination of many Palestinians 
that the future Palestinian state be democratic and fully respect its citi
zens' human and civil rights and liberties.

As I write these lines, Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization
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are rather fitfully striving to implement (if only partially) the agreement 
they signed in September 1993. That agreement provided for the gradual 
introduction of limited Palestinian self-rule in the West Bank and Gaza, 
while deferring resolution of all the difficult issues—control of land and 
other resources, Jerusalem, the Jewish settlements in the occupied territo
ries, the Palestinian refugees, Palestinian statehood—to future negotia
tions. That deferral has allowed the Israeli government, led by the political 
heirs of labor Zionism, to continue to put off having to accept, once and 
for all, the legitimacy of the Palestinian people's national rights, including 
the right to national self-determination in some part of what was once 
Palestine. Only time will tell whether the Israel-PLO agreement marks 
the beginning of a process which will ultimately lead to a comprehensive 
and lasting peace between Israel and the Palestinian people, based on state
hood for both peoples in Palestine, or whether it will turn out to be yet 
another dead end, another abortive attempt to reconcile Palestinian and 
Israeli Jewish aspirations to sovereignty and security. Given the agree
ment's flaws and limitations, the tragic history of this conflict, and the 
complex circumstances under which the current effort to bring it to an 
end is unfolding, a large dose of pessimism laced with a touch of hope 
would seem appropriate.

It is likely that many more struggles, crises and, I fear, more violence 
lie ahead. Beyond that it is useless to try to predict how things will de
velop, for the outcome of the current conjuncture will be determined by 
a very complex and rapidly changing mix of interacting political, social, 
economic, and cultural factors and forces. In that mix the effort by histori
ans and other scholars to reinterpret the modern history of Palestine, to 
which this book is a contribution, may perhaps play some very modest 
part, by helping to undermine the hegemonic grip of nationalist mytholo
gies on both sides and open up space for new modes of thought and action, 
and even new ways of imagining the future. In that sense, even if most 
Palestinians or Israelis do not come to see their pasts or their futures 
very differently as a result of scholarly reinterpretations of the history of 
modern Palestine, historians' efforts to understand the past may nonethe
less have some bearing on current political struggles.

But historians must pursue their craft regardless of the impact of their 
work. I have sought here to explore some of the ways in which the histor
ies of Arabs and Jews in modern Palestine have been inextricably and 
fatefully intertwined, while also attending to what makes those histories 
distinctive. Whatever the future may bring, the historical trajectories of
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Israeli Jews and Palestinians will continue to be intertwined. We are there
fore compelled to try to envision how these two peoples might one day 
live together in peace, for the alternatives to peace are terrible to contem
plate; and we may at least hope that a better understanding of the past 
will help bring that day closer.
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12. Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, "The Perils of Palestiniology," A r a b  S t u d i e s  Q u a r 
t e r l y  3, no. 4 (fall 1981).

13. I discuss this question more fully in " 'Worker' and 'Working Class' in 
pre-1914 Egypt: A Rereading," in Zachary Lockman, ed., W o r k e r s  a n d  W o r k i n g  
C l a s s e s  i n  t h e  M i d d l e  E a s t :  S t r u g g l e s , H i s t o r i e s ,  H i s t o r i o g r a p h i e s  (Albany, N.Y., 
1994), ch. 4.
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C H A P T E R  1 .  Z I O N I S M  A N D  P A L E S T I N E  B E F O R E  

T H E  F I R S T  W O R L D  W A R

1. E n c y c l o p e d i a  J u d a i c a  (Jerusalem, 1972), vol. 16,1519.
2. On nationalism generally, see Benedict Anderson, I m a g i n e d  C o m m u n i t i e s :  

R e f l e c t i o n s  o n  t h e  O r i g i n  a n d  S p r e a d  o f  N a t i o n a l i s m  (London, 1991), and E. J. 
Hobsbawm, N a t i o n s  a n d  N a t i o n a l i s m  s i n c e  1 7 8 0 :  P r o g r a m m e , M y t h , R e a l i t y  
(Cambridge, U.K., 1992).

3. In this connection, see Uri Eisenzweig, T e r r i t o i r e s  o c c u p e s  d e  T i m a g i n a i r e  
j u i f :  e s s a i  s u r  V e s p a c e  s i o n i s t e  (Paris, 1980), and Uri Eisenzweig, "An Imaginary 
Territory: The Problematic of Space in Zionist Discourse," D i a l e c t i c a l  A n t h r o p o l 
o g y  5, no. 4 (May 1981); and Kimmerling, Z i o n i s m  a n d  T e r r i t o r y .

4. When I use the term "European" here I also include Europe's demographic 
extensions overseas, namely the states which European settlers established and 
dominated in the Western Hemisphere, the South Pacific, and southern Africa. 
On colonialism and European culture, see Edward W. Said, C u l t u r e  a n d  I m p e r i a l 
i s m  (New York, 1993). This discussion also draws on Said's T h e  Q u e s t i o n  o f  P a l e s 
t i n e  (New York, 1979).

5. More than two decades ago the French historian Maxime Rodinson pointed 
out the need for research on the images of, and ideas about, Palestine, Arabs, 
Turks, Islam, and "the Orient" in general which were current among Jews of 
different classes and educational levels in Europe during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, and which are likely to have colored Zionist notions of 
contemporary Palestine and of its inhabitants; see I s r a e l :  A  C o l o n i a l - S e t t l e r  S t a t e ?  
(New York, 1973), 38. To my knowledge no comprehensive study of this kind, 
which would entail delving into Jewish literature and popular culture as well as 
the emerging Yiddish- and Hebrew-language mass culture taking shape in news
papers, novels, and theater, has yet been carried out, and it is obviously beyond 
the scope of this book as well. Nor has there yet been sufficient research on the 
images and attitudes of those Jews who actually went to Palestine, and how those 
attitudes were affected by interaction with the indigenous Arab population. Yet it 
seems clear that just as recent research on popular and mass culture in Europe has 
shed important new light on the shaping of attitudes about empire, colonialism, 
and race, so similar studies on the cultures of Jews in Europe may tell us some
thing important about how early Zionists perceived Palestine, its Arab inhabitants, 
and its Ottoman rulers. I am thinking of such studies as John MacKenzie, ed., 
I m p e r i a l i s m  a n d  P o p u l a r  C u l t u r e  (Manchester, England, and Dover, N.H., 1986), 
and Malek Alloula, T h e  C o l o n i a l  H a r e m  (Minneapolis, 1986). Michael Berkowitz 
provides some interesting material in his Z i o n i s t  C u l t u r e  a n d  W e s t  E u r o p e a n  
J e w r y  b e f o r e  t h e  F i r s t  W o r l d  W a r  (Cambridge, U.K., 1993).

6. On these representations, see Edward W. Said, O r i e n t a l i s m  (New York, 
1978), and Maxime Rodinson, E u r o p e  a n d  t h e  M y s t i q u e  o f  I s l a m  (Seattle, 
1987). My discussion here draws on the analyses in both these very important 
works.

7. For discussions of Zionism's borrowings from various European projects of 
colonization, within Europe (e.g., Germans in predominantly Polish Silesia) as
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well as outside it, see, for example, Shafir, L a n d , and Penslar, Z i o n i s m  a n d  T e c h 
n o c r a c y .  This topic merits much more scholarly attention.

8. Thus even a relatively recent and critical study like Simha Flapan's Z i o n i s m  
a n d  t h e  P a l e s t i n i a n s  (London, 1979) takes 1917 as its starting point, without pro
viding any rationale for that choice.

9. The notion that most of Palestine's Arabs were, as late as the British man
date period, newly arrived in the land (and hence lacked any authentic claim to it) 
was recently resurrected in a notorious work of pseudoscholarship by Joan Peters, 
F r o m  T i m e  I m m e m o r i a l :  T h e  O r i g i n s  o f  t h e  A r a b - J e w i s h  C o n f l i c t  o v e r  P a l e s t i n e  
(New York, 1984). For critiques, see the review by Yehoshua Porath, Israel's lead
ing historian of Palestinian nationalism, in N e w  Y o r k  R e v i e w  o f  B o o k s ,  January 
16, 1986, and Norman Finkelstein's chapter in Edward W. Said and Christopher 
Hitchens, eds., B l a m i n g  t h e  V i c t i m s :  S p u r i o u s  S c h o l a r s h i p  a n d  t h e  P a l e s t i n i a n  
Q u e s t i o n  (London, 1988).

10. For example, when the German Imperial Chancellor questioned him about 
the current owners of the land in Palestine which the Jews would purchase, Herzl 
described them as "Arabs, Greeks, the whole m i x e d  m u l t i t u d e  of the Orient." 
Entry for October 9,1898, in T h e  C o m p l e t e  D i a r i e s  o f  T h e o d o r  H e r z l  (New York, 
i960), edited by Raphael Patai, vol. 2, 702. A little later, writing in Jerusalem, 
Herzl uses the same English-language phrase to describe a group of "Arab beg
gars, womenfolk, children, and horsemen." Entry for October 29, 1898, vol. 2, 
743-

11. Entry for June 12,1895, in ibid., vol. 1, 88-89. The Jewish National Fund, 
formally established in 1901 and incorporated in 1907 as the Zionist Organiza
tion's land-purchasing agency, did in fact require that its lands never be leased to 
or cultivated by non-Jews. In Israel this stricture was not infrequently violated, 
but it is nonetheless emblematic of the specific character and consequences of the 
Zionist project for Palestine's Arab inhabitants. For details, see Walter Lehn (in 
association with Uri Davis), T h e  J e w i s h  N a t i o n a l  F u n d  (London, 1988), especially 
chs. 2 and 6.

12. For a discussion of al-Khalidi and his career, see Alexander Scholch, P a l e s 
t i n e  i n  T r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,  1 8 5 6 - 1 8 8 2 :  S t u d i e s  i n  S o c i a l ,  E c o n o m i c  a n d  P o l i t i c a l  D e 
v e l o p m e n t  (Washington, D.C., 1993), ch. 9.

13. See Neville J. Mandel, T h e  A r a b s  a n d  Z i o n i s m  b e f o r e  W o r l d  W a r  I  (Berke
ley, 1976), 47-48.

14. Quoted in Walid Khalidi, ed., F r o m  H a v e n  t o  C o n q u e s t :  R e a d i n g s  i n  Z i o n 
i s m  a n d  t h e  P a l e s t i n e  P r o b l e m  u n t i l  1 9 4 8  (Washington, D.C., 1987), 91-93.

15. Quoted in Eisenzweig, "An Imaginary Territory," 281.
16. Theodor Herzl, T h e  J e w i s h  S t a t e :  A n  A t t e m p t  a t  a  M o d e r n  S o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  

J e w i s h  Q u e s t i o n  (London, 1967), translated by Sylvie D'Avigdor, 30.
17. I am thinking, for example, of Yosef Gorny, who manages to read A l t n e u 

l a n d  as manifesting only the "universalist, humanist essence" of Herzl's thought 
and his "compassion and concern for human beings"; see Z i o n i s m  a n d  t h e  A r a b s ,  
1 8 8 2 - 1 9 4 8 :  A  S t u d y  o f  I d e o l o g y  (Oxford, 1987), 31, 33. Gorny also apparently 
deems his analysis of Herzl's attitudes toward Arabs complete without so much 
as mentioning passages from Herzl's diaries in which he envisions dispossessing 
and displacing Palestine's Arab peasantry. More generally, Gorny's narrow focus
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on Zionist ideology obscures the broader issue of Zionism's relationship to con
temporary colonial discourse and practice. In this book as in his other work, Gorny 
fails to transcend (or even perceive) the conceptual limits imposed by his unques
tioning adherence to a Zionist framework of interpretation. In this regard, see my 
review of Gorny's book T h e  B r i t i s h  L a b o u r  M o v e m e n t  a n d  Z i o n i s m , 1917-1948 
(Totowa, N.J., 1983), in M i d d l e  E a s t  J o u r n a l  38, no. 1 (winter 1984).

To her credit, Anita Shapira at least mentions these diary entries in her L a n d  
a n d  P o w e r :  T h e  Z i o n i s t  R e s o r t  t o  F o r c e , 1881-1948 (New York, 1992). But she 
does not devote serious attention to them, or to other texts (and ways of under
standing them) that do not fit her interpretative paradigm, which posits a sharp 
dichotomy in Zionist thinking about the use of force between an early "defensive 
ethos" and a later "offensive ethos." Shapira echoes Gorny when she argues that 
"If someone had predicted to Herzl that the state he had envisaged would ulti
mately be established in blood and fire and that its fate would rest on the point of 
a sword, the author of T h e  J e w i s h  S t a t e  would undoubtedly have been repulsed 
and would have rejected the implications of this prophecy. His ideas about the 
establishment of a Jewish state were shaped by conceptions of progress in a global 
community of enlightened peoples, a world in which problems were solved by 
reason and common agreement" (354). This assertion ignores the fact that for 
Herzl and many of his contemporaries, the "community of enlightened peoples" 
was not truly global, since it excluded most of the population of the earth outside 
Europe and Europe's extensions overseas; consequently the "problems" of those 
so excluded—which often meant their resistance to European domination—could 
quite legitimately be "solved" not by reason but by force. As I argue here, most 
Zionists implicitly adopted this perspective and applied it to the Arabs of Palestine.

In other words, like Gorny, Shapira fails to situate Zionist conceptions of, and 
attitudes toward, Palestine and Arabs in relation to contemporary European colo
nial discourse and practice. She thereby ignores a significant part of the larger 
context within which Zionist thought and practice took shape, and outside of 
which it (and many of the specific texts she discusses) cannot be properly under
stood. More generally, while L a n d  a n d  P o w e r ' s  focus on Zionist culture is wel
come and the book contains much that is interesting and useful, there are many 
things it deals with unsatisfactorily or simply leaves out, perhaps because Shapira 
still remains within the confines of Zionist discourse, if on its liberal fringe.

18. See, for example, Mary Louise Pratt, I m p e r i a l  E y e s :  T r a v e l  W r i t i n g  a n d  
T r a n s c u l t u r a t i o n  (London, 1992), especially ch. 3, on southern Africa.

19. Ahad Hacam's 1891 article was originally published in the Odessa Hebrew- 
language journal H a m e l i t z .  It was soon republished in cA l  p a r a s h a t  d e r a k h i m  
(Odessa, 1895), a collection of his articles and essays, and later in his collected 
works, K o l  k i t v e i  A h a d  H a ' a m  (Jerusalem, 1949). The 1911 article, "Sakh hakol," 
is also in K o l  k i t v e i  A h a d  H a ' a m .

20. Ahad H arm 's scathing review of A l t n e u l a n d  is in ibid., 313-20.
21. For a discussion of these aspects of Ahad Ha'am's thought, see Jacques 

Kornberg, ed., A t  t h e  C r o s s r o a d s :  E s s a y s  o n  A h a d  H a - a m  (Albany, N.Y., 1983), 
especially chs. 8 and 10.

22. Another case in point is Yitzhak Epstein, a teacher in Palestine whose 1907 
article "A Hidden Question," published in the Hebrew-language periodical H a s h i -
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l o ’ a h ,  touched off debate by insisting that the Zionist movement had to come to 
terms with the fact that Palestine had long been settled by another people which 
was unlikely to leave in order to make room for Jewish immigrants. The contro
versy sparked by Epstein's article was short-lived, however, and the movement's 
attention soon turned to other issues. See Shapira, L a n d  a n d  P o w e r ;  45, 47, 49, 
65-66.

23. In Nahman Syrkin, K i t v e i  N a h m a n  S y r k i n  (Tel Aviv, 1938-39), vol. 1, 1-
59-

24. This is certainly the way MAPAI'S leading thinker, Berl Katznelson, de
picted Syrkin in his biographical preface to Syrkin's collected works; see ibid., and 
also Marie Syrkin, N a c h m a n  S y r k i n ,  S o c i a l i s t  Z i o n i s t  (New York, 1961).

25. K i t v e i  N a h m a n  S y r k i n ,  vol. 1, 53.
26. See B. Borokhov, K e t a v i m  (Tel Aviv, 1955), vol. 1,154-80.
27. Large parts of his argument had already been set forth in his 1905 essay 

"On the Question of Zionism and Territory." See K e t a v i m ,  vol. 1,18-153.
28. "Our Platform," K e t a v i m ,  vol. 1, 283.
29. "Zionism and Territory," K e t a v i m ,  vol. 1,148.
30. "Our Platform," K e t a v i m ,  vol. 1, 282-83.
31. "Zionism and Territory," K e t a v i m , vol. 1,148.
32. In K e t a v i m ,  vol. 1, 290.
33. "Our Platform," K e t a v i m ,  vol. 1, 284-85.
34. K e t a v i m ,  vol. 2, 429.
35. K e t a v i m ,  vol. 2, 403-5.
36. See Yehuda Slutzki, "MPSI bevecidat hayesod shel hahistadrut," A s u f o t  1, 

no. 14 (December 1970), 135.
37. On developments in this period, see Mandel, T h e  A r a b s  a n d  Z i o n i s m ,  chs. 

3“ 7-
38. As the "Hebrew" in "Hebrew labor" indicates, the self-styled "workers" 

and "pioneers" who arrived in Palestine during the Second Aliya period generally 
referred to themselves and their organizations not as "Jewish" ( y e h u d i )  but as 
"Hebrew" ( H v r i ) .  By adopting this term they expressed their denigration and re
jection of Diaspora Judaism, associated in their minds primarily with statelessness, 
powerlessness, and passivity, and identified themselves instead with the (suitably 
mythologized) ancient Hebrews who had lived in their own homeland as a sover
eign people. This move allowed them to link their own project with heroic episodes 
from the Jewish past, now reinterpreted nationalistically, such as the struggle of 
the Maccabees to free the land of alien rule and restore Jewish sovereignty. These 
Jewish immigrants newly arrived from Europe could thereby imagine themselves 
to be elementally connected to the land, giving them a claim to possess it stronger 
than that of its indigenous Arab inhabitants. At the same time, it gave them a 
way to see themselves as prototypes of the "new Jew" whom socialist Zionism 
would produce in Palestine, a person who was thoroughly modern yet deeply 
rooted in the national soil and intimately connected to the wellsprings of Jewish 
history and culture, which Zionism identified with national sovereignty. This self- 
image gave those who embraced it (particularly labor Zionists) a potent weapon 
to wield against rival forces within the Yishuv, the Zionist movement, and world 
Jewry.
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39. For a study of early debates over this issue, see Yosef Gorny, "H a’ideolo- 
giya shel kibbush ha'avoda," K e s h e t ,  nos. 37-38 (1967-68). For a much broader 
and more useful perspective, see Shafir, L a n d .  This chapter obviously draws on 
Shafir's perceptive analysis, though I have sought to broaden and enrich his rather 
structural approach by attending to the discursive aspect of the processes and de
velopments under discussion.

40. The second part of the essay, with which I am primarily concerned here, 
was entitled "Hashkafa proletarit vehagana le’umit" (Proletarian perspective and 
national defense). The essay as a whole, "Leshe’alot ‘avodateinu ba’aretz," was 
published under Ben-Tzvi's pseudonym "Avner" and first appeared in the Po'alei 
Tziyon organ H a ' a h d u t  3, nos. 16-17 (1912); it was soon republished in pamphlet 
form.

41. See Slutzki, "M PSI," 135.
42. For a discussion of these strategies from the standpoint of Bonacich's the

ory of split labor markets, see Michael Shalev, "Jewish Organized Labor and the 
Palestinians: A Study of State/Society Relations in Israel," in Kimmerling, I s r a e l i  
S t a t e  a n d  S o c i e t y ,  93-133. On the struggle for Hebrew labor on the Jewish-owned 
citrus plantations in the late 1920s and 1930s, see Anita Shapira, H a m a ' a v a k  h a n i - 
k h z a v :  ca v o d a  <i v r i t , 1929-1939 (Tel Aviv, 1977).

43. Quoted in Shafir, L a n d ,  198.
44. The kibbutzim kept consumption and overhead costs low by socializing 

many of the costs of reproduction of labor (common kitchens, dining halls and 
laundries, shared living quarters, collective child rearing) as well as by promoting 
an ideology of asceticism and self-sacrifice. At the same time, collective labor made 
effective use of scarce resources and limited land. The kibbutzim also proved an 
efficient means of effecting the spatial extension of the Yishuv and would later 
play a significant military role as well.

The kibbutz soon came to occupy a unique place in the labor-Zionist imagina
tion and in Zionist (and later Israeli) mythology, at least until the 1970s. Although 
kibbutz members never accounted for more than about 5 percent of the Yishuv's 
(and later of Israel's Jewish) population, the kibbutz was held up as the model of 
the Jewish commonwealth-in-the-making in Palestine. Into the 1960s, labor-Zion
ist politicians took pride in claiming membership in some kibbutz, even if they 
had in reality spent only a few months living and working there forty years earlier 
before going on to careers in the labor-Zionist movement's burgeoning bureau
cracy. Though the Yishuv was always predominantly urban, labor Zionism cast 
the kibbutz member astride a tractor, rifle in hand, as the paragon of Zionist virtue 
and achievement, the prototype of the tough, hardworking "new Jew" which Zi
onism had produced in Palestine. The kibbutz became a powerful symbol not only 
of the "pioneering" spirit, of readiness for self-sacrifice in the national cause, but 
also of Zionism's authenticity and rootedness in the soil of Palestine and its ability 
to make the land productive, often counterposed to the Arabs' alleged failure to 
do so. One might usefully compare the kibbutz with the "red-roofed farmhouse" 
which, Jacques Berque suggests, became a central symbol of c o l o n  society in Alge
ria, even though the great majority of European settlers in Algeria actually lived 
in urban areas; see Jacques Berque, F r e n c h  N o r t h  A f r i c a :  T h e  M a g h r i b  b e t w e e n  
T w o  W o r l d  W a r s  (London, 1967), ch. 1.
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45. For an introduction to the origins and significance of the Balfour Declara
tion, see my entry in Joel Krieger, ed., T h e  O x f o r d  C o m p a n i o n  t o  P o l i t i c s  o f  t h e  
W o r l d  (New York, 1993), 67-68.

C H A P T E R  2 . L A B O R  Z I O N I S M  A N D  T H E A R A B  W O R K I N G  

C L A S S ,  I 9 2 O - I 9 2 9

1. This message is already suggested by the essay's title, for by calling it T h e  
A r a b  M o v e m e n t  (in the original Hebrew, H a t n u a  H a ' a r a v i t ) ,  rather than, say, 
T h e  A r a b  N a t i o n a l i s t  M o v e m e n t , Ben-Tzvi implicitly denied the authenticity of 
Palestinian Arab nationalism. Some sort of Arab movement apparently existed, 
but it was not genuinely national or nationalist in character.

2. Ben-Tzvi asserted that most of Palestine's Arab peasants were in fact de
scendants of the ancient Jewish rural population, who eventually adopted the lan
guage, culture, and religions of their conquerors. This would seem to contradict 
his argument about the ethnic incoherence of Palestine's Arab population.

3. As Ben-Tzvi put it, "The second element, after the Sunnis, is the Jewish 
people—second in number but first in building [up the land]." The phrase rhymes 
in Hebrew: h a s h e n i  b e m i n y a n ,  v e r i s h o n  b e v i n y a n .

4. As Yonathan Shapiro points out, however, a few months earlier Ahdut 
Ha'avoda alone had received 5,600 votes (the largest total for any party) in elec
tions to the Yishuv's representative assembly, suggesting that it had already ac
quired some support among broader nonworker circles in the Yishuv. See T h e  
F o r m a t i v e  Y e a r s  o f  t h e  I s r a e l i  L a b o u r  P a r t y :  T h e  O r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  P o w e r , 1919- 
1930 (London, 1976), 75. On Ahdut Ha'avoda, see also Yosef Gorny, A h d u t  H a * a -  
v o d a ,  1919-1930; h a y e s o d o t  h a r a ' a y o n i m  v e h a s h i t a  h a m e d i n i t  (Tel Aviv, 1963). 
For a lively account of the founding of the Histadrut and its early years, see Ze’ev 
Tzahor, B a d e r e k h  l e h a n h a g a t  h a y i s h u v :  h a h i s t a d r u t  b e r e i s h i t a  (Jerusalem, 1982).

5. As the Histadrut will henceforth play a central role in this study, it is worth
while to discuss it further. To start with, the very Hebrew term t f o v d i m )  chosen 
for "workers" in its title tells us something important about labor Zionism's con
ception of itself and of the working class whose formation and course it saw itself 
as guiding. ' O v d i m  suggests all those who labor, thereby encompassing that large 
and politically powerful segment of the Histadrut's mass base which consisted of 
members of kibbutzim and moshavim, employees of Histadrut enterprises who 
were deemed to be members of producers' cooperatives rather than exploited pro
letarians, and even nonworking wives of the organization's largely male member
ship. (In this respect ‘o v d i m  may be usefully contrasted with another Hebrew 
term, p o ' a l i m ,  which in left-Zionist usage had the narrower connotation of wage 
workers conceived of as proletarians.)

The choice of term was thus rooted in a labor-Zionist discourse which saw the 
Histadrut not as a traditional labor movement whose goal was to defend the inter
ests of urban wage workers, but rather as an instrument to realize the Zionist 
project by constructing an egalitarian-cooperative Jewish society, in effect by 
means of the extension of the Histadrut and its network of institutions to encom
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pass the great majority of the Jewish population of Palestine. This vision was 
ultimately manifested in David Ben-Gurion's slogan of the early 1930s, m e m a ' a -  
m a d  l e ' a m  ("From Class to People"), suggesting that the labor-Zionist movement 
had achieved hegemony within the Zionist movement, that its interests now coin
cided with those of virtually the entire Yishuv (and Jewish people), and that there
fore the rhetoric of class solidarity and struggle could be largely put aside.

The choice of the term "organization" rather than "federation" is also discur
sively significant. The new Histadrut's leadership, largely in the hands of Ahdut 
Hacavoda with Hapo'el Hatzacir as junior partner, saw it not as a federation of 
largely autonomous trade unions, like the British Trades Union Congress or the 
AFL (and later the CIO and the AFL-CIO) in the United States, but rather as a 
highly centralized institution. Early efforts by some of the Jewish trade unions to 
achieve autonomy were quickly crushed by the Histadrut leadership, and thereaf
ter top-down control was exercised through a powerful and increasingly bureau
cratic apparatus based in Tel Aviv (the Histadrut's headquarters there was later 
nicknamed "the Kremlin") as well as through a network of "workers' councils" 
( m o ' e t z e t  h a p o ' a l i m )  in every city and town whose members were largely chosen 
not by the trade unions but by vote of all local Histadrut members, under a system 
of proportional representation according to party lists. This system tended to give 
party officials (and especially Ahdut Haeavoda and then MAPAI a p p a r a t c h i k s )  
control of the Histadrut apparatus at the local as well as at the national level.

The Histadrut was (and is) also perhaps unique among labor movements in 
that trade union affairs were (and to this day still are) relegated to a specific de
partment which functioned alongside other Histadrut departments responsible for 
such "national" tasks as immigration, settlement, education and culture, and so 
forth. This again reflected the Histadrut's role as a central institution of the Zion
ist project, which usually overshadowed its trade union functions. By the mid- 
1920s, the organization's executive committee also exercised effective control over 
both Hevrat cOvdim, the holding company for many of the Histadrut's expanding 
network of economic enterprises, and Kupat Holim, the Histadrut's health care 
system.

6. The protocol of the Histadrut's founding congress has been published in 
A s u f o t  1, no. 14 (December 1970).

7. On the formation and evolution of the SWP, see Slutzki, "M PSI."
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4. Bilitzki, B e y i t z i r a  u v e m a ’ a v a k ,  224 (emphasis added), 232-34. My account 
of events at Haifa port also draws on Dar, "Hanisayon," 58ff; my oral interview 
with Agassi, May 6,1987; Hacohen, T i m e  t o  T e l l , 88-89; Seikaly, "Arab Commu
nity," 231-32; and Porath, P a l e s t i n i a n  A r a b  N a t i o n a l  M o v e m e n t , 167.

In May 1937 Haifa port officials acceded to Jewish Agency demands that the 
200 or so Hawranis employed at the harbor be replaced with Palestinian Arabs, in 
part to create jobs for unemployed Palestinian Arabs in the villages of the interior 
and thereby alleviate the social discontent which had helped fuel the revolt. Condi
tions in the countryside were so bad, however, that some 1,200 desperate appli
cants showed up for these 200 jobs, and the government had to send a thousand 
of them back home at its own expense. See Mansur, A r a b  W o r k e r , 10-11.

Ironically, the very success of the general strike in Jaffa permitted the Yishuv 
to secure one of its long-standing demands: a port of its own. In May 1936, as a 
way of undermining the strike at the port of Jaffa, the British authorities permit
ted the construction of a small wharf in Tel Aviv and the unloading of ships there 
with exclusively Jewish labor. Despite Arab protests this new facility continued to 
function long after the strike was over. On this episode, see Porath, P a l e s t i n i a n  
A r a b  N a t i o n a l  M o v e m e n t , 175-76.

5. In ibid., 168.
6. Ibid.; Hacohen, T i m e  t o  T e l l  89-91; AA 205/7, survey of Arab Department 

activities for June-December 1937.
7. Mansur, A r a b  W o r k e r , 31.
8. On Hebrew labor in the moshavot during the revolt, see Shapira, H a -  

m a ’ a v a k .
9. Great Britain, Palestine Royal Commission, M i n u t e s  o f  E v i d e n c e , 215, 220.
10. MAPAI Archives, Beit Berl, MAPAI central committee meeting of January 

16,1937; oral interview with Agassi, May 6,1987.
11. AA 205/5.
12. After a guerrilla attack on workers at this quarry, Tahir Qaraman sent a 

telegram to F i l a s t i n  (published on June 23, 1937) in which he claimed to have 
severed his connections with Even Vesid at the beginning of 1937. In fact, though 
he had sold a larger share of the enterprise to the Histadrut, he still remained a 
partner.

13. Mansur, A r a b  W o r k e r ,  33; F i l a s t i n , July 28,1937. But see also the version 
in AA 205/7, survey of Arab Department activities for June-December 1937, 
which portrays Solel Boneh as the innocent victim of Arab nationalist propaganda 
and agitation.

14. See Horowitz and Hinden, E c o n o m i c  S u r v e y  o f  P a l e s t i n e , 194-95.
15. Hashomer Hatza'ir activists in Haifa were not pleased about Alafiya's ap

pointment: the local branch's discussion bulletin asserted that "the very choice [of 
the young and inexperienced Alafiyya as local PLL organizer] means the whole 
thing will be buried.. . .  It is clear that strengthening the PLL is not an imperative 
for MAPAI---- " HH 9o/i7alef (2alef), December 6, 1936. On Jewish Agency



funding for the PLL's security and political operations during the revolt, see AA 
208/2046, Agassi to S/EC/H, September 27,1939.

16. Nassar's letters are in AA 407/605. See too AA 205/6; AA 205/7, survey 
of Arab Department activities for June-December 1937, 3; CZA, S25/2961, Agassi 
to the Jewish Agency's Political Department, February 15, 1937; and Eshed, Mo- 
sad, passim.

17. See, for example, "Ayyuha al-sukkan," issued in Haifa and dated July 31, 
1936, in AA 2o8/78ialef. The Erem-Nir faction of Po'alei Tziyon Smol put out at 
least one Arabic leaflet of its own, under the name of its front group Antifa (from 
"antifascist").

18. AA 298/78ialef, Agassi to Harpaz and Hacohen, October 2,1936; AA 205/
6, meeting of the Arab Committee, November 11,1936; CZA, S25/9161; AA 205/
7, Agassi, report on PLL activities, May 20,1937.

19. Mansur, A r a b  W o r k e r , 6; for Alafiya's account of this and other meetings, 
see AA 205/7, survey of Arab Department activities for June-December 1937, 4. 
See too the comments by one of the ILP members of Parliament who had visited 
Palestine in Jewish Socialist Labour Party, B r i t i s h  L a b o u r  P o l i c y  o n  P a l e s t i n e  
(London, 1938), 114-16.

20. See, for example, Mordekhai Orenstein, J e w s ,  A r a b s  a n d  B r i t i s h  i n  P a l e s 
t i n e :  A  L e f t  S o c i a l i s t  V i e w  (London, 1936).

21. AA 205/7, Agassi's report on PLL activities, May 20,1937.
22. Ibid. See also Black, Z i o n i s m ,  336-64.
23. The memorandum, "Co-operation between Jewish and Arab Workers un

der the Auspices of the General Federation of Jewish Labour," is in CZA, S25/ 
4618; the testimony is from Great Britain, Palestine Royal Commission, M i n u t e s  
o f  E v i d e n c e ,  234-37.

24. Ibid., 340-43; F i l a s t i n , January 17,1937.
25. MAPAI Archives, Beit Berl, minutes of MAPAI political committee meet

ing of May 9,1935; S/EC/H, May-August 1936; Black, Z i o n i s m , 66-67.
26. EC/H, May, June, September 9, October 29,1936.
27. On Assaf's career, see Shapiro, F o r m a t i v e  Y e a r s ,  82-83.
28. H a q i q a t  a l - A m r ,  March 24,1937.
29. Ben-Gurion expressed this perspective concisely in an address to his col

leagues in the Zionist leadership in October 1936: "There is no conflict between 
Jewish and Palestinian [Arab] nationalism because the Jewish nation is not in 
Palestine and the Palestinians are not a nation." In Flapan, Z i o n i s m ,  131. I have 
not seen the Hebrew original of this quotation, but I very much doubt that Ben- 
Gurion actually used the term "Palestinian" to refer to those whom labor Zionists 
usually called "the Arabs of the Land of Israel" ( ca r a v i y e i  e r e t z  y i s r a ’ e l ) .

30. Quoted in Teveth, B e n - G u r i o n ,  170. See also Ben-Gurion's July 1938 
speech to MAPAI's Political Committee, quoted in Flapan, Z i o n i s m ,  141-42.

31. Teveth, B e n - G u r i o n ,  179ft and Flapan, Z i o n i s m ,  ch. 1.
32. EC/H, March 27, 1941. But see also AA 205/7, Agassi's report on PLL 

activities, May 20,1937, which claims that H a q i q a t  a l - A m r  evoked some positive 
responses among Arab readers.

33. See, for example, Agassi's report to the MAPAI central committee, meet
ing of January 16,1937, in MAPAI Archives, Beit Berl.
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34. Ibid.
35. Teveth, B e n - G u r i o n , 170; Black, Z i o n i s m , 63-64.
36. On the continuing search for funding, see CZA, 825/2961, Agassi to the 

Jewish Agency's Political Department, February 15,1937; Agassi to Shertok, May 
18,1937; Hoz to Shertok, December 17,1937 and June 15,1938.

37. CZA S25/2961, Agassi to the Jewish Agency's Political Department, 
March 22,1938, and report on the PLL, July 1938.

38. Superintendent of Police, Lydda District, to the Acting District Commis
sioner, Lydda District, February 1943, reproduced in al-Budayri, T a t a w w u r .

39. Quoted in Porath, P a l e s t i n i a n  A r a b  N a t i o n a l  M o v e m e n t , 238.
40. HH/AC 4/2, from Agassi's diary.
41. Ibid.; CZA, S25/2961, PLL report for January-June 1938.
42. Lesch, A r a b  P o l i t i c s ,  226.
43. Quoted in Tzvi Lavi, "Hashomer Hatza'ir-Hakibbutz Ha’artzi uva'ayat 

ha'avoda ha'aravit bameshek hayehudi, 1926-1939" (unpublished M.A. thesis, Tel 
Aviv University, 1980), 70.

CHAPTER 7. WORKERS, LABOR M O V EM EN TS, A N D  THE LEFT 

DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR

1. Taqqu, "Arab Labor," 159,169-70. This figure does not include many thou
sands of Arabs in nonmanual occupations.

2. On the wartime economy, see Rosenzweig, C o n s e q u e n c e s ,  ch. 6; Tamar Go- 
zanski, H i t p a t h u t  h a k a p i t a l i z m  b e p a l e s t i n a  (Haifa, 1986), ch. 3; and Issa Khalaf, 
P o l i t i c s  i n  P a l e s t i n e :  A r a b  F a c t i o n a l i s m  a n d  S o c i a l  D i s i n t e g r a t i o n ,  1 9 3 9 - 1 9 4 8  (Al
bany, 1991), ch. 2.

3. Beinin, W a s  t h e  R e d  F l a g  F l y i n g  T h e r e ?  chs. 1-2.
4. Yo’av Tadmor, "Brit Po'alei Eretz Yisra’el 1940-1947" (unpublished M.A. 

thesis, Tel Aviv University, 1981), 8-9.
5. AA 208/2109, "Skira eal pe'ulot hamerkaz meyom 23.3.40"; AA 237/27, IU 

May Day leaflet; H a q i q a t  a l - A m r ,  April 2, 1940; H a s h o m e r  H a t z a ' i r ,  April 18, 
1940.

6. AA 237/26bet, Berman to EC/H, May 3,1940; AA 237/16, IU, central com
mittee meeting of November 9,1940.

7. Palestine Railways, R e p o r t  o f  t h e  G e n e r a l  M a n a g e r  f o r  t h e  Y e a r s  1 9 4 2 / 4 3 ,  
1 9 4 3 / 4 4 ,  1 9 4 4 U 5  <™d 1 9 4 5 / 4 6 .

8. AA 237/26bet, CC/IU to S/EC/H, January 25,1942; H a q i q a t  a l - A m r ,  De
cember 9,1941, February 17, 1942.

9. ISA, Chief Secretary, R/36/34, memorandum of August 28,1942, minutes 
of meeting of August 29, 1942, and General Manager to the Chief Secretary, 
September 2,1942.

10. Palestine Railways, R e p o r t  o f  t h e  G e n e r a l  M a n a g e r  f o r  1 9 4 2 / 4 3 ;  A A  237/ 
26bet, AURW/IU joint leaflet, "El covdei harakevet ba’aretz"; K o l  H a * a m ,  January 
1943-

11. AA 208/3660, IU to AURW, February 28, April 27, 1943, and AURW to



IU, April 29, 1943; a l - D i f a \  March 16,1943; AA 250/40-5-6-5, meeting of Arab 
Department, May 18,1944.

12. AA 250, 40-57-23, August 1940.
13. AA 208/2046, July 5,1939, and Agassi to Hoz, September 27,1939.
14. AA 208/2046, meeting of Arab Affairs Council, February 15,1940.
15. EC/KA to Cohen, July 24,1940.
16. Among them was the first serious attempt at a comprehensive survey of 

Arab labor movements in Palestine and surrounding countries, Aharon Cohen's 
T n u a t  h a p o ' a l i m  h a  a r a v i t  ( m i t z r a y y i m ,  e r e t z - y i s r a ' e l ,  h a l e v a n o n , s u r i y a ,  H r a q ) :  
t o l d o t , s i k u m i m ,  b a ' a y o t  (Tel Aviv, 1947). For a broader discussion of Hashomer 
Hatza‘ir's Arab experts, see Joel Beinin, "Knowing Your Enemy, Knowing Your 
Ally: The Arabists of Hashomer HatzaTr (MAPAM)," S o c i a l  T e x t , no. 28 (1991).

17. Cohen's earliest colleagues included ElPezer Bauer (later Be'eri) of Kibbutz 
Hazore‘a and Yosef Vashitz, a member of Kibbutz Dalia.

18. HH/AC 4/2, 4/3, 6/1; H a s h o m e r  H a t z a ' i r ,  February 12, March 26, June 
11,1941.

19. Quoted in Flapan, Z i o n i s m , 283.
20. HH/AC 4/2, Sasson to Cohen, April 7, 1941; EC/H, March 27, 1941. In 

this period the Histadrut blocked efforts by Po‘alei Tziyon Smol to induce the PLL 
to admit George Nassar and his small circle of Arab workers e n  b l o c , for fear that 
they would take over the organization. See AA 208/2046, meeting of Arab Affairs 
Council, February 15, 1940; Moshe Erem at EC/H, May 23, 1940; AA 490/7, 
report of Agassi; D a v a r , September 4, 1940.

21. See AA 250/40-5-6-4, Agassi to Solel Boneh, August 26,1942, and Haco
hen to Haifa Workers' Council, September 7,1942. On Solel Boneh's use of Arab 
labor, see S/EC/H, July 5, 12, 1944. The Hebrew labor principle even interfered 
with Agassi's efforts to reward particularly loyal Arabs with jobs at Jewish enter
prises; see, for example, AA 208/2339, Agassi to Tel Aviv Workers' Council, Sep
tember 1941.

22. See AA 250/40-5-6-4, January 1, 1942, for Hushi's proposed plan of ac
tion for the PLL.

23. AA 208/2341, meeting of December 21,1941; AA 250/40-5-6-4, Hushi to 
EC/H, February 5, March 20, September 6, 1942; CZA, S25/3107, Hushi to the 
Jewish Agency, February 22,1942. Hushi, always on the lookout for opportunities 
to expand his (and the Histadrut's) sphere of activity, even asked Solel Boneh 
officials supervising projects in Lebanon and Syria after British and Free French 
forces occupied those countries to try to make contact with local intellectuals and 
unionists. Solel Boneh dismissed the idea as impractical. AA 250/40-57-18, Hushi 
to Solel Boneh, August 13,1941; Solel Boneh to Hushi, September 16,1941.

24. See, for example, AA 250/40-5-6-4, Hushi to EC/H, February 5,1942.
25. In his memoirs the veteran communist Bulus Farah refers to Sami Taha as 

eAbd al-Hamid Haymur's r a b i b ,  an Arabic term which can mean foster son or 
stepson but also confederate or ally. Either sense of the term may be taken to 
suggest that ‘Abd al-Hamid Haymur promoted Sami Taha as the PAWS' leader 
while maintaining influence from behind the scenes, where he had always pre
ferred to operate. Farah, M i n  a l - *  u t h m a n i y y  a ,  44.
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2 6. AA407/ioigim m el, "Nida* wa-bayan."
27. For an introduction to this topic, see Peter Weiler, "Forming Responsible 

Trade Unions: The Colonial Office, Colonial Labor, and the Trades Union Con
gress," R a d i c a l  H i s t o r y  R e v i e w , nos. 28-30 (1984).

28. See Zachary Lockman, "British Policy toward Egyptian Labor Activism, 
1882-1936," I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  M i d d l e  E a s t  S t u d i e s  20, no. 3 (August 1988), 
and Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman, W o r k e r s  o n  t h e  N i l e :  N a t i o n a l i s m , C o m 
m u n i s m ,  I s l a m , a n d  t h e  E g y p t i a n  W o r k i n g  C l a s s , 1 8 8 2 - 1 9 5 4  (Princeton, 1987), 
chs. 6-7.

29. On Graves's support for organizing Arab unions, see ISA, I/LAB/31/42, 
Graves to the Chief Secretary, July 27, 1942. The best account of British labor 
policy in Palestine is in Taqqu, "Arab Labor," ch. 8.

30. My account here draws on my oral interview with Farah, May 15, 1987, 
on his published memoirs, and on Dothan, A d u m i m , passim.

31. Taqqu, "Arab Labor," 286-87; AA 250/40-5-4, Haifa Workers' Council, 
December 27,1942.

32. HH/AC 5/3, July 31,1942.
33. See, for example, H a s h o m e r  H a t z a H r , November 11, 1942, January 13, 

February 3,17,1943; AA 250/40-5-6-4, Cohen to EC/H, December 5,1942.
34. HH/AC 5/3, July 31,1942.
35. On Cohen's relationship with al-Bandaq, see i n t e r  a l i a  HH/AC 5/6, Y e -  

d i ' o t  H a m a h l a k a ,  November 1, 1942; HH/AC 6/3, memorandum of November 
16,1943 meeting; HH/AC 6/4, Cohen to Political Committee, n.d., and Cohen to 
Bauer, January 7,1944; HH/AC 6/5, draft program, February 1944.

36. Dothan, A d u m i m , 439-40.
37. Evidence for this interpretation can be found in Cohen's book I s r a e l  a n d  

t h e  A r a b  W o r l d , published in Israel in 1964 and in an English translation in Lon
don in 1970. As proof of his claim that during the 1940s the Histadrut and the 
Jewish Agency had been unwilling to pursue contacts with groups of progressive 
Arab intellectuals who stood ready to explore Arab-Jewish compromise, Cohen 
presents a lengthy quotation from someone he describes as the "chief spokesman" 
of one such group. In this passage that unnamed "spokesman" declares that he 
distinguished between the "reactionary Zionism" of Ben-Gurion and the Zionist 
mainstream on the one hand, and a different, more progressive Zionism ready to 
recognize Arab rights in Palestine on the other, and even goes so far as to state 
that Jewish immigration is actually in the Arabs' interest. (See pages 324-27 of 
the English-language edition.) The Arab intellectual Cohen quotes is without 
doubt eAbd Allah al-Bandaq. In other words, in a book published in Israel some 
two decades after al-Bandaq's communist affiliations had become public knowl
edge, Cohen still found it possible to depict him not as a strongly anti-Zionist 
communist trying to manipulate naive left-wing Zionists but rather as an "en
lightened" noncommunist socialist ready to cooperate with the right kind of Zi
onist.

In a personal communication to me, Joel Beinin has suggested a somewhat 
different explanation of Cohen's behavior: so convinced was he that Hashomer 
Hatzaeir would eventually wean the Soviet Union and the international commu
nist movement away from their rejection of Zionism and win their recognition as
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Palestine's authentic communist party that he was sure his entanglements with 
al-Bandaq would turn out all right in the end.

38. HH/AC 5/6, EC/H to Cohen, October 12, 1942; HH/AC 6/2, report of 
March 31,1943; AA 250/40-5-6-4, May 28,1943. The Arab Affairs Department's 
budget of £Pi,8oo did not include an additional £Pi ,900 allocated for H a q i q a t  a l -  
A m r , which was also subsidized by the Jewish Agency to the tune of £ ¥ 5 0 0  a year.

39. The pamphlet was entitled B r i t  p o €a l e i  e r e t z  y i s r a ’ e l  in Hebrew and T h e  
P a l e s t i n e  L a b o u r  L e a g u e  in English; the passages quoted here are from the 
English-language edition. A condensed version of Hushi's pamphlet appeared as 
"Organizing Arab Workers," in J e w i s h  F r o n t i e r ,  December 1942.

40. H. E. Chudleigh of the Labor Department was moved to respond to Hushi's 
allegations in a private letter some months later. He described as "totally incor
rect" Hushi's claim that the new Arab unions were controlled by either "sons of 
wealthy Effendis" or communists, insisted on their authentic working-class char
acter and leadership, and defended the record of the Labor Department in facilitat
ing organizing efforts by Arab workers. "The bare fact is," Chudleigh noted rather 
pointedly, "that some 10,000 Arabs are now organised in Unions, ten per cent 
being in the Palestine Labour League." AA 219/46, Chudleigh to Hushi, October 
23/ *943-

41. HH/AC 6/2, report of March 31,1943.
42. AA 208/2980, minutes of Histadrut-PAWS meeting.
43. The defector, Malih al-Kharuf, had apparently been promised leadership 

of the PLL branch as a reward for leaving the PAWS. On this episode, see HH/ 
AC 5/6, Hushi to EC/H, September 25,1942; AA 490/10, statement of Jerusalem 
PAWS, February 1943; F i l a s t i n  and H a q i q a t  a l - A m r ,  February 1943, passim; AA 
219/41, A. H. Cohen (PLL organizer in Jerusalem) to Histadrut Arab Department, 
March 5, 1943; HH/AC 6/3, June 25,1943.

44. AA 250/40-5-6-4, reports of A. H. Cohen, July-September 1943; H a q i q a t  
a l - A m r ,  August 1943, passim.

45. TUC archives, box 318; H a q i q a t  a l - A m r ,  February 10,1941.
46. AA 210/3zalef. For an interesting study of Histadrut policy toward the 

camp workers in the context of the Histadrut's overall wartime trade union policy, 
see Giyora Rozen, "H a’igud hamiktzo'i shel hahistadrut haklalit betkufat mil- 
hemet ha'olam hashniyya (1939-1945)" (unpublished M.A. thesis, Tel Aviv Uni
versity, 1974).

47. See AA 250/40-5-6-4 for a report of the May 13, 1942 meeting of the 
Haifa Workers' Council at which left-wing Council members criticized Abba 
Hushi for neglecting the camp workers; Repetur, L e l o  h e r e f ,  vol. 2, 134-54, in 
which he recounts his visits to military bases; HH/AC 6/1, Y e d i ' o t  H a m a h l a k a ,  
May 31,1942.

48. K o l  H a * a m ,  August 1941. See too the PCP leaflet addressed to the workers 
at the Royal Engineers' Stores at Kiryat Motzkin, July 21, 1941, in AA 250/40- 
57-33-

49. See, for example, EC/H, January 29, March 19,1942; AA 3io/32alef, 1942; 
AA 250/40-5-6-4, report of meeting of Haifa Workers' Council, May 13, 1942; 
Repetur, L e l o  h e r e f ,  vol. 2, 98ft

50. Ibid., vol. 2, 95ft 151-52.
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51. AA, Repetur's report to the Histadrut council, meeting of March 15-19/ 
1943/ 32.

52. See, for example, K o l  H a * a m ,  February 1943.
53. F i l a s t i n ,  March 30, April 2, 1943; a l - D i f a c,  D a v a r ,  and H a ’ a r e t z ,  April 5, 

1943-
54. S/EC/H, April 13, 1943; AA 208/2980, Arab Affairs Committee, meeting 

of April 15,1943.
55. AA 407/448.
56. E. Bilitzski and M. Amster, eds., B e s h n o t  h e i r u m :  h a k a m p i m  b a ' a r e t z ,  

1 9 3 7 - 1 9 4 7  (Tel Aviv, 1956), 83-97; lttihad ‘Ummal Filastin, KU m m a l  a l - m u ' a s - 
k a r a t  f i  k i f a h i h i m  (Haifa, 1943); AA 219/56; EC/H, May 7, 1943. In an attempt 
to co-opt a popular demand first raised by the PAWS, Berl Repetur also called for 
the equalization of Jewish and Arab wages.

57. AH 1/5, May 3,1943.
58. EC/H, May 5-7, 9,1943.
59. AA 219/56.
60. D a v a r ,  May 10,1943; H a q i q a t  a l - A m r ,  May 18,1943, quoting D a v a r .
61. HH/AC 5/10/4, report of September 14,1943.
62. See AA 219/56, the PAWS leaflet of May 15, 1943, and the Histadrut's 

leaflet (in Hebrew and Arabic) of May 16, 1943; AA 210/3 2alef; FO 921/59, May 
26,1943.

63. S/EC/H, June 6,1943.
64. S/EC/H, June 6,1943.
65. AA 407/449, minutes of meetings in Jaffa, May 13,16,1943.
66. AA 208/2984, letter from the Arab army workers' committee of the PAWS 

in Haifa to its Jewish counterpart, May 30, 1943, and minutes of meetings, June 
2,1943; S/EC/H, June 17,1943; AA 219/56, from Agassi's diary, June 18,1943.

67. AA 219/56, Haifa PAWS leaflet, c. July 1943.
68. AA 208/2980, Agassi's report for June 23-28, 1943. See too AA 250/40- 

5-6-4, July 7, 1943, on a visit to Kibbutz Hazoreca and a meeting with Arab 
workers from nearby camps.

69. CO 859/93/3, September 13, 1943. As unrest among the camp workers 
was peaking in May 1943, another group of government employees was also re
sorting to collective protest. These were the middle-level civil servants of the gov
ernment of Palestine, almost three-quarters of whom were Arabs. They had 
formed their own organization, the Second Division Civil Service Association, in 
1928, and had voiced sporadic complaints about low salaries and lack of opportu
nity for promotion. However, they were disinclined to collective action, which 
conflicted with their self-image as an elite of educated and dedicated public ser
vants, gentlemen to the core, who had little in common not only with wage work
ers but even with the much more numerous low-level "unclassified" government 
employees. Yet during the war a sharp decline in their status and salaries—both 
absolutely, owing to inflation, and relatively, by comparison with white-collar 
employees at private companies—pushed them toward militancy, though of a dis
tinctive sort. After numerous polite petitions to the government calling attention 
to their grievances and many cordial but inconclusive meetings with high officials, 
the Arab and Jewish civil servants finally forced their reluctant leaders to take
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action to win for them the COLA. On May 24, 1943, some 7,000 government 
employees (about 5,000 of them Arabs) reported to work but refrained from 
eating, drinking, and the performance of their usual duties; they also refused to 
shave, in defiance of official as well as self-imposed codes of appearance. They had 
intended to sit in at their desks for two days, but British police and soldiers ex
pelled them on the first day, whereupon they paraded through city streets and 
held protest meetings in mosques, churches, and synagogues.

The Second Division Civil Service Association was resolutely apolitical, univer- 
salist, and unaffiliated to any labor organization, and its members' action in May 
1943 won considerable sympathy in both the Arab and Jewish communities. Soon 
after their strike the COLA was extended to cover the civil servants, but as we 
will see persistent inflation would drive them to further protest in 1944-45 and 
then to participation in the general strike of government workers in the spring of 
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