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The Ordeal of Henya Pekelman, a
Female Construction Worker

David De Vries and Talia Pleffermann

‘Henya Pekelman was born in 1903 to a Jewish lower-middle-class family in the
small town of Marculesti, Bessarabia {today part of Moldova). Most of the Jewish
residents in Marculesti were farmers who lived off the land, but Henya's large fam-
ily engaged mainly in minor commerce. Henya studied in a cheder, a Jewish reli-
glous preschool, finishing her schooling at the age of eleven on the eve of the First
World War. She was a mischievous and inquisitive child, beloved by her warm and
supportive father, But relations between her parents were poor, and family quar-
rels, slanderous exchanges, and ugly gossip were part of daily life.

During World War I Henyas brother was conscripted into the Russian army,
forcing her to help support the family from her teenage years. She borrowed
money to sustain her parents, traded in flour and tobacco in the towr's market,
- and was quickly absorbed in the local petty and collusive business culture.

Her background as a tobacco trader and an independent kaitting worker and
her experience of living among farmers in a small community encouraged Henyals
identification with socialist ideas and notions of solidarity. They also attracted her
to the burgeoning Zionist movement in Bessarabia, Henya associated herself with
alocal branch of the Zionist youth organization at seventeen and quickly became
enchanted with the notion of immigrating to Palestine.

When the war was over in 1018, Henya’s brother came home, but he was largely
alienated from his family. Shortly after, Henyas father fell ill and on his deathbed
crowned Henya “the man of the house” After her father’s death she became the
sole provider for the family. The stream of Zionist pioneers who passed through
town on their way from Russia to Palestine cemented her decision to immigrate.
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7ionism for Henya meant the entire process of preparing to immigrate, the ex-
jence of the journey and of landing in Palestine, and the initial absorption into
worlk force. Working-class identity and Zionism were closely intertwined for
-as for so many other immigrants of the late Ottoman and early Mandate peri-
ds, with socialist 7ionist rhetoric celebrating “the national destiny of the working
ass” and “constructive socialism” When the kibbutz became a central image of
jomism, the notion of the “urban workers community” emerged to ensure that
dustrial and proletarian workers in the Jewish towns of Palestine maintained a
gcialist and Zionist identity. The tendency to behave as a worker and be part ofa
ocial stratum whose way of life is Jabor-oriented was inseparable from the actual
pmigration to Palestine, from the effort to speak Hebrew, and from the daily par-
ipation in 7ionist recreational activities and lifestyles. Few of the Jewish workers
1 the 19205 made a distinction between their identity as workers and their Zionist
‘identity, and Henya was no different. Her consciousness was formed by the politi-
= - cal changes in Eastern Burope during her youth, during meetings and lectures at
“** the Zionist youth movements, and while living on the training farm in her home
" country—a nationalism from the bottom up, developed by a woman who lived
- alife of action and work and did not constantly trouble her mind with various
" ideological articulations. In that sense Henya was like so many other female work-
ers in the 19208 and 1930s, whose stories were published in bulletins and in Dvar
Hapoelet, the women workers’ magazine of the labor movement.
o Henya's memories of her early years in Palestine also reveal a class difference in
¢ " Jewish society that was rarely discussed, either at the time or in scholarship on the
- Yishuv. As she describes one Friday evening, she wenttoa “hall” wearing a “burlap
dress that my mother had embroidered and sandals without socks” She couldn't
 help comparing her outfit to those of the other attendees, the men “all smartly
dressed,” the “young women clothed with silk dressed and red lipsticks. Everybody
in the room stared at me in bewilderment.”

Henya frequently declared that the significance of individuals was their ability
to contribute to the collective and to national objectives. “If there is a need for sac-
rifice” she writes in her book, “I will be happy to be sacrificed on the altar of my
homeland?” Her thoughts dwelt on the construction of the country: “The suffering
of the individual is nothing compared to the suffering of the entire nation, Hoping
that people shall no longer suffer exile—I have forgotten my own suffering” Even
in retrospect, as she writes her story a few years after the events, she calls herself
“the working woman whose foremost thought was the homeland” The order of
priorities, which positioned the homeland first and foremost and required the for-
mation of a “new person” who was worthy of living in this society, necessitated in
her mind the cultivation of a sense of difference and distance from the Arabs—the
majority in Palestine, of whom her book makes no mention.
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trates of social norms or institutional difficulties that confronted her. “1 always
L 'dwork for myself, and the contractors liked my work,” she wrote. In fact, she
«d that other workers “saw how persistently [ find work independently, not
ough the Histadrut's labor exchange” Driven by her determination to work and
ke a living, between 1922 and 1924 she wandered from place to place, changed
s, and challenged the cycle of dependence on institutional mechanisms when
e}'rﬂid not meet her expectations and needs. She enlisted her local knowledge
nd improvisation skills to make ends meet, bypassed the bureaucracies of the
“bor exchanges, and broadened her job search circles by using personal acquain-
ances within the apparatus, workers in different workplaces, and people from her
smetown. Through these circles, based on networks of people from the same
ome couniries and on networks of labor-recruiting groups, she often found help.
However, in conditions of chronic unemployment, the constant process of finding
rork, losing work, and searching once again became a blur and, often, frustrat-
ingly futile. “In 1923 the economic downturn was increasingly felt. All branches
“saw more and more unemployed, me included. Most of the workers were bach-
lors and didr’t care much for their condition, but T had to provide not only for
myself but for my mother as well. . . . I roamed about all day long hoping to find
_some work. I came home tired after many futile searches and sat in our tent end-
lessly worried.”
. Henyds story reveals the extent to which the immigrants experience of urban
“work was one of exhausting intraworker competition and struggle without any
shelter of protective legislation from the British authorities. But she created op-
portunities for herself and worked the system, all the while challenging the official
thetoric of the Histadrut and larger labor movement through her experiences and
willingness to record them.
In an attempt to escape the cycle of dependency in which male and female
" workers were trapped, in 1924 Henya joined a tobacco-growing initiative in Petach
Tikvah (a few kilometers east of Tel Aviv) as a business partner, ostensibly crossing
the lines of class affiliation which she had proudly declared her whole life, How-
ever, she noted that even as a partner in the business (which began to flourish that
year) she was treated by the local farmers as an employed worker, and when the
initiative failed she went back to work as an agricultural laborer.
The shift from searching for work to being an entrepreneur and employer was
10 trivial matter, creating tensions with the social, labor, and national language that
prevailed in Henyd's social stratum. The labor leaders frequently slandered those
who tended toward economic individualism, referring to “the embourgeoisement
of the worker” But for Henya these were natural strategies for economic survival,
and so she did not indicate a conflict of any kind between the material reality that
dictated such transitions and her ideological commitment to the collective. This
was the case, for example when she “contacted Yeruham Mirkin and his relative
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logical way, and their writers often express criticism, though their perspec-
still that of one who is an integral part of the movement, a dedicated and
. ember of the collective. This was not the case with Henya. Although she
ose to organizational-actions led by the Histadrut and the political parties,
ositions herself as an outsider. Moreover, her probing of her ideological sur-

doubts, and reservations is written from the perspective of one stand-

ndings,
gon the threshold as a welcome guest.
This duality is exemplified by Henya's descriptions of her contact with Gdud
aavoda, the early 19208 socialist and communitarian labor battalion. Henyds as-
tic and high work ethic led members of the battalion with whom she worked in
risalem to suggest that she join them; in an unusual move, they were also willing
 accept her elderly mother. Aware of the honor bestowed upon her, Henya ex-
Zmined the ways of the battalion and found that they did not meet the high moral
hdards she had set for herself: “In the battalion there were at the time many
lazy and egotistical comrades, who exploited the good ones, and this held me back
-from joining” This unwillingness to compromise her private, stringent standards
and those of her environment characterized her broader attitude toward life: in
-any clash between practice and ideology, ideclogy won out, even when this meant

‘she had to implement it alone.

WOMEN WORKERS

" Henyd's writings provide a comprehensive and detailed description of the daily
©. practices women employed to overcome the imbalanced opportunity structure
and gender discrimination in the job market and to construct their identity as
equal members of the emerging society; as well as the responses they garnered.
Her testimony surveys experiencesina broad variety of realms, starting with poli-
tics, where women’s attempts to organize met with patronizing responses from
- party leaders, and continuing through the social arena, the workers’ lifestyle, and
the prevalent tension, both hidden and open, around the question of women's so-
cial roles.

Women's struggle was unique. Soine employed a
representing themselves in the labor market as having a vague feminine identity

and increasing their involvement with workers’ organizations, party politics, and
the labor movement’s cultural institutions. Flenya recounts womer's attempts o
enter market segments that were occupied solely by men, such as construction and
carpentry. These attempts originated in the idea that by proving their economic
efficiency, women would be accepted into the community of laborers as equals
and reject traditional Diaspora-associated perceptions. Henya describes her Si-
syphean experience in a training group for women pavess. The graduates of the
program organized in an independent work group, similar to the ones set up by

sirategy of gender blurring,
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¢ enables us to observe how in the process of becoming a worker,
entities are at work Simultaneousiyﬂnational, class, and gender. These
\s for understanding and coping, Henya's Zionism colored
rker and provided them with justification and logic. “Were
nally reminding s the duty of eating,’ she wrote,
Fach and everyone cared mostly for building the
d” Her material suffering, which was such 2 deep-seated part of her identity as
worket, gave meaning 10 her loneliness in Zionist society as long as she could
harcelve (and justify) it in terms of a necessary sacrifice for a common goal. Her
gender identity, ir particular the part that blurred gender distinctions, pointed
'a partial and alternative way of surviving. “In the streets of Haifa,” she wrote,
-omen workers were seen in simple cotion dresses and without shoes. Their faces
ned, and a unigue smile spread all over them. These workers did not
aspiration, they had a battle from
f deference that were imprinted in
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osmetics.
" At the same time, Henya notes that
‘women around hex, who could only resolve t
“and taking upon themselves the image of woman as shaped by the social enviromn-
inent—namely, by sufficing with traditional female roles in the home and in child
rearing without adequate representation or participation in the social and politicat
~ centers of power. Henya's recognition of wome's conditions disitlusioned her and
distanced her from her original desire to be an active partner in the construction

. of nation and society: “1 have changed; ! have come to know life very clearly, and

people as well?

excruciating inner conflicts troubled the
hem by giving up their gender battle

GENDER INEQUALITY AMONG THE PIONEERS

imension that was an integral part of
¢ period of British rule in Palestine.
of the labor movement, which posi-

Henyas story also underscores a political di
working women’s experience in this formativ

First and foremost, she exposes the priorities
tioned nation and state building at the top, and far below, equality between men

and women. The difficulty in translating the ideology of gender equality in agricul-
tural society to an urban reality often attested to passivity and neglect,

Henya emphasizes the labor movement’s institutional indifference toward
women workers, its failure to persuade Jewish employers in the towns to hire
women, and its refraining from positioning women in key roles in the local labor

organizations.
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aware of her gender identity and of its political and social
fnplications: Moreover, her language and style meant o embody the new Zion-

- oman she and her co-workers drew for themselves. The active, enterprising
nality was the basis for the very act of writing and self-representation, while
direct and precise language exemplifies the traits of a new femininity—direct,

épen, devoid of adornment and embellishment, As she declares in the poem with
ihich she begins the book,

fenya WS deeply

ave not diminished the shadows. I have nat augmented the light,

Without paint o brush I have written of my life,
Simple words without mascara or decoration
For which the wotker’s heart yearns ...

HENYA'S TRAGEDY

In agtumn 1924 Henya experienced what she refers to as “her tragedy” Yeruham
d, lured her into his rented room, locked

{ Mirkin, whose advances she had rejecte
the landlady to see them together, and

the door on the pretense of not wanting
licitly used in the book, only sexual assault.

raped her. The word rape is never exp
ibe the act, so it appears as tWo

1n fact, in the book Henya cannot bear to descr
‘Blank tines, with her first memory afterward being her stumbling on the beach

“like a madwoman.”

According to her narrative, Henya tried to abort the child with a hot bath, and
- when this failed, thought to commit suicide by drowning herselfat the beach. Bub,
* according to her account, a higher power “suddenty seized me fand] pulled me by
my hair” The power, Or inner voice, gave her the will to live through the suffering
;. and overcome the intense guilt for her viotated honor: “Why should you kill your-

. self? Because a contemptible man abused you? Your death will ptace the blame on
¢ you alone, but if you live—you can s him. You need to go on

_ till take revenge on
living just for the revenge.

However courageous he
was that in 19208 Jewish Palestine,

r willingness to stand against her assailant, the reality
25 in most places, rape was not frequently dis-

cussed; it was a biblical term that was seldom used in spoken Hebrew in a sexual
context. When the book was republished in 2007 and the press mentioned Henyas
rape, the family of the alleged rapist adamantly denied it. Regardless, the suspect
. denied his paternity and refused to take responsibility for his act, and Henya, who
felt that she could not remain where people knew her, went away to cope with her

“personal tragedy” alone.

Her journey was now paved with hardships and loneliness. Since she would
have been ostracized for being unmartied and pregnant, she tried to hide her un-
usual circumstances by changing her name and inventing an imaginary husband
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to work at flooring in Tel Aviv. Difficulties earning a Yiving and
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lived in Tel Aviv, in harsh economi
te, worse than hell.

In the coming years Henya divided her life between work, family, and writin
the autobiography which is the only source for the story unraveled above. Th
small book (pubiished in 1935) is in fact the first volume and covers her story onl
up to 1928 The drafts for the second volume were apparently lost, and whatev
happened 10 Henya in the early 19308 18 unknown, even to her family and ¢

workers she associated with in the passing decade,
The incompleteness and partiality of Henyds life story as retold in the boo!
quite telking. The book opens with a poetic eulogy on secrecys Openness; indivi
ality, and nationalisim and ends twice: first with Henyas final note on the trag -
she has had following the rape, the death of her child, and incarceration, and
ondty with a ferninist tractate written by her husband. Throughout the book t
s an attemnpt to Write the private story as an integral, yet different, COMpONEE
the collective story. It sheds light on the experiences of 2 single woman in the
who must construct her life within the confined opportunities available to

¢ world after immigration, ntegra jronment
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which conveyed the multidimensionality of the Jewish female worker's 1d
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Writing also clearly providec
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1, the violence of men
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g, her constant §
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social frameworks. The

the establishment and

gainst and open defiance of
fmination of this defiance was her decision to write openly and explicidy about
about pregnancy and childbirth out

f a rape in the communitys
cases were Known, topics such as intimacy and

d in the disconrse of the pioneering settle-
alleled. Not only does she
ns harsh criticism of so-

ccurrence @
 Although other sach
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in this respect Henya's voice is unpar
for public debate, but her story contat
attitude toward those who have suffered these calamities.
Henya's continuous denunciation positions her as patroller of her community’s
orders (reconciling her belonging to 2 socialist movement
that shape gender behavior, ethical

rders: ideological b
th her role as i entrepreneur), borders
st priorities and exposing the problems

torders (justifying the social and Zioni
the lumits of these expanses and of

of achieving them). She constantly examines
ér own power, O d what is forbidden, while offering her oW1l

¢ what is allowed &
erpretations and possibilities for a different life.
Moreover, her insistent objections are extremely charged- They hover between
{lence and direct and even callous words on topics she perceives as interpersonal
rsocial distortions. Her silence contains many tones—awkwardness, shame, in-
ult, concealment—and alongs thunderous silences, giving

ide these are rise to 2
cumulative and powerful anger. r revenge began

ality were €O
it society and
e these topics
25 conduct and its

T «p_strong desire {0 to flood all the
chambers of my heart, she writes. “A TeVENge against all those who abuse woman's
blame only the young girl, and it s she who suffers; and

honor. Many genexations

no wonder that she herself almost ceases tO pelieve that others would testify to her

,,mtegrity.” But more than rebelling, in her writing Heny? created a space for het-
self, a space for liberty, & realm of self-respect and self-importance and sometimes

“of absolute justice. Her anget depicts secreted opposition as an active mode, Such
oppusition is not part of an organized collective militancy but rather reflects a

eries of behaviors and acts that workers may implement within the confines and
dependencies dictated to them in the absence of organized collective militancy.

Ttis not surprising that the Literature that deals with workers, social-democratic

partigs, and labor movements often downgrades the capacity of small, weak
groups and individuals to stand against the powet of institutions and male leaders.
Accustomed to the organizational passivity of urban wornen

workers and to their
embourgeoisement as they achieved higher economic status, sOciety mostly per-
ceived working women a8 anomalies, existing o the so-called margins of society,
and sometimes considered thema threat to the collective.
For this reason, Labor’s silent reception of the book must have been frustrat-

ing. The Histadrut’s leaders aspired to represent womerTs interests, t0 protect fe-
uggle in the labor market. But they

p them in their str
and subjugated all social actions to

male workers, and to hel
clearly prioritized nationalism and Zionisim
these causes, In 2 system. 10 which Zionism and politics tool precedence OVer
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representation, equal opportunity: apd social ju stice, the womanl worker was aban- -
doned. Howeveh while Henya speaks out n anger against the establishment, she II)n :
does not deny the ideclogy it represents Tven whep she pays & neavy personal I
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1 2009) completely contrasts with the frail resonance of the original edition.
53 the labor movement was in the early phase of its hegemony in the Yishuv
4 the Zionist movement, and its leaders and the press completely ignored the
2% revealing aspects on the state of women workers in the Yishuv and particu-
1y in the labor movement itself. Now, when the concept of a labor movement
75 atmost totally disappeared from the Israeli political scene and the organiza-
power of workers is nothing but a shadow of its state and ambitions during
Mandate petiod, the boak has been well received—demonstrating, perhaps,
owing openness in Tsraeli society to a critical historiography of its past.

A NOTE ON SOURCES

Henya M. Pekelman, Chayei poelet bauretz (The life ofa
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