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Chapter 4

Cross-National Collective Action in
Palestine’s Mixed Towns:
The 1946 Civil Servants Strike'

David De Vries

Labor activism, a phenomenon which made its entry to world history in the fast
growing metropolis that grew in Furope since the 19" century, has become an
integral part of modern urbanism. So has, to a large extent, modern nationalism.
Anti-colonial situations often had these two trajectories converge, as labor unions
assumed central roles in emergent indigenous movements seeking national liberation
and political independence, Palestine under the British Mandate was in no exception
in this respect, with Jewish as well as Arab parties engaged in labor work in ways
that were politicized along exclusionary nationalized lines.

This chapter looks at a unique episode: a two weeks long general strike by
Jewish and Arab public sector workers in Palestine that took place in April 1946, The
significance of the event was that it briefly combined shared pro-workers logic with
an anti-colonial sentiment, thus overcoming the separatist inclinations of the two
competing nationalized labor movements. In the context of post-war Palestine, such
counter intuitive convergence could only crystallize in a mixed town. An analysis
of the event can provide important insights into the dynamics of mixed towns in
Palestine, and offer more general traits applicable for other contexts,

Strikes in general, and joint Arab-Jewish ones in particular, provide telling prisms
for the history of these towns. A central component of employment relations in the
urban sector, strikes were closely associated with the national conflict, with the Zionist
project and with relations between Arabs and Jews, Reflecting economic processes,
effecting social mobilization, disrupting and politicizing routines, they were part
and parcel of larger systems of relationships between Jews and Arabs. Strikes are
also interesting methodologically. As focused events representing cyclical waves
they gave exposure to voices otherwise unheard — of ordinary people, of repressed

1 This chapter is a version of my article De Vries, D. 2004, British Rule and Arab-
Jewish Coalescence of Interest: The 1946 Civil Servants Strike in Palestine, International
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 36 (4): 613-638. 1 am grateful to Abigail Jacobson,
Mahmoud Yazbak and the participants of the Mixed Towns in Isracl/Palestine workshop for
their valuable comments,
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social anger, of the struggle to prevent social disorder, of strategic political debates,
and thus of the drama of the mixed-town life and its experiences. While some sirikes
are occupationally focused, and hence enclosed in the workplace, many others are
far from insular events. They spread to the community and the streets and often
express what sirikers, sympathizers and opponents think on crucial public issues.
This complex and under-researched aspect of the social history of pre-1948 Palestine
is yet another indication that Palestine’s mixed towns were vibrant, dynamic foci of
political fermentation, and a good reason to look into the various actors that shaped
their character.

I 1946 Palestine was home to twomobilized societies. [ncreasing tension between
the indigenous populations — both Arab and Jewish — and the Palestine Mandatory
Government was reflected in political unrest and violence. This was accompanied
with the growing role of the USA in the debate on the future of the territory, and in
the convening in late 1945 of the Anglo-American Commitice. The transition from
a war economy to reconstruction produced immense economic and social tensions
in the mixed towns. Financial crisis at government level caused difficulties in
absorbing ex-servicemen and growing unemployment among both Arabs and Jews,
This further destabilized employment relations in towns such as Haifa, Jerusalem
and Jaffa, where employment hinged primarily on the bureaucracy, the railways and
the military. New labor militancy grew as a result of the economic and social impact
of the war, and the cycle of strikes that took place during the war. Significantly,
this new militancy encouraged, and was fed by, unprecedented cooperation between
Arab and Jewish workers who were occasionally united in improvement struggles
and labor protests against the government (Shalev 1992: 166-172, Gross and Metzer
1996: 59-82, Louis 1984: Ch. 2}

British labor policy in Palestine was based primarily on running the country
as cheaply and with as low burden on British taxpayers as possible, Traditionally
this implied preference for employing low-wage Arab workers over Jewish ones
in the state sector, but during the war this economizing principle was further
accentuated by the massive intervention of the government in the economy and
jarge-scale mobilization of the population. Essential too in British labor policy was
the leaning on leading and organized sectors in Palestine’s economy — either for
economic investment or, following the British inter-war model of cultivating ‘sound
irade-unionism’, for keeping the economy and employment relations stable and
peaceful. In the early 1940s the British established a local Labor Department, and
began cultivating top down restrained unionization among Arab workers. A ban on

strikes in essential services, modeled on wartime anti-strike policies in Britain, was
effective from January 1942, becoming a cornersione of the government’s attempt fo
anticipate and contain industrial unrest (Metzer 1998: Chs. 4 and 6, Lockman 19956:
Chs. 7-8, Bernstein 2000: Ch.1). Despite the ban the last years of the war and the
post-war period saw however increasing workers’ militancy, but significantly also
growing Arab-Jewish cooperation in strike action, particularly in the State sector.
This was of course in stark contrast with the national orientation of | oint action in the
1920s and 1930s, in which the Zionist Labor Movement manipulated and practically
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militated against Arab-Jewish cooperation (Bernstein Chs. 1 and 6, De Vries 2002:
93-122),

The association between increased workers’ militancy and Arab-Jewish labor
cooperation has been explained either in material terms — increased employment
opportunities, wartime inflation, and the decline of workers’ purchasing power
— or politically — as mutual political realization by Arab and Jewish labor parties
and organizations of their inability to attain gains for workers without restraining
their national opposition to cooperation, However, these approaches ignored the
government’s formative role in labor lives in the mixed towns and its impact on
their militancy and ability to transcend national divisions. To explain the association
between growing workers’ militancy and Arab-Jewish labor cooperation in the mixed
towns, the ‘Mandate State” must be therefore brought back in, As demonstrated by
this study of the 1946 cross-national civil servants® strike the government created
a discrepancy that reproduced contradictions in other parts of the Empire, On the
one hand, its interventionist economic policy asked to deal with the effects of the
war on the population by getting more involved in determining Iabor incomes and
working conditions. On the other hand, the government was unwilling to adapt its
long-standing principles of economic thrift and “sound unionism’ to the needs that
its policy created (Smith 1993: Ch. 7, Likhovski 1998: 689—721: Gaskin 1992: 100-
113).

In April 1946 Palestine experienced one of the largest strikes since the beginning
of British rule. In terms of the number of the strikers, the length of the sirike and
the paralyzing effect it had, this was an unprecedented event. For the first time
ever, the mass of low-grade, mostly Arab civil servants opted for a general strike
as their primary tool of industrial action, Moreover, in contrast with earlier practice
in both the Jewish and the Arab sectors, the strike entailed comprehensive cross-
nationa] Arab-Jewish cooperation and joint action by office and manual workers.
That such an unusual strike occwred in the midst of the turbulent year of 1946
and the deliberations of the Anglo-American Committee on the future of Palestine
in particular tumned the event and the cooperation it entailed ever more dramatic.
Despite growing militancy during the war and a similar post-war strike wave across
the British and French Empires administrators in Britain and Palestine did not expect
such focused militancy from government civil servants, or such enthusiastic, cross-
national and grass-root cooperation. Arab and Jewish activists in political parties
and the unions, who previousty employed strikes and other symbols of resistance
in the context of the ethno-national struggle, were confounded by their lack of
influence over the strikers. The press ~ both Arabic and Hebrew — wavered between
enthusiasm and confusion in the face of this counter-intuitive coalition between
workers from opposite sides of the ethnic divide. More dramatic and perplexing
was the way the strilke ended, with an uncharacteristic submission on the part of the
British authorities. Few expected such a complete volte face of an administration
known for harsh treatment of its challengers (Baer 1947: 76-83, Taqqu 1977; Ch.
10, Lockman: 1996: 332-335, Bernstein 2000: 201-202).
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Arab-Jewish collective action in the government sector was not an entirely
unusual. As a joint workplace, the administration lacked the features that hampered
joint action in the Arab and Jewish economies such as Arab opposition to the Jewish
Labor Movement and its segregationist ideology, and the restraining impact of the
Histadrut (the umbrella organization of Jewish Labor) on cominon organization,
Indeed, in contrast to Jewish and Arab in the non-government sector, the civil service
facilitated lingering co-existence of employees from both ethno-naticnal groups,
a trend ephanced by the consistent expansion of the colonial administration with
jobs that were attractive for both Arab and Jewish manual and white-collar workers
(Wasserstein 1978: Chs. 7-9, Reuveny 1993: 82-106).

The relevance of government jobs for urban development in Palestine cannot
be overstated. Government positions, whether manual or white collar, promised a
monthly salary and greater job permanency. Furthermore, working for the bureaucracy
conferred certain social standing, as the employees were considered part and parcel
of daily urban power. In the absence of joint Arab-Jewish frameworks, exemplified

above all by the failure to establish a country-wide legislative council, Government
employees were often perceived as mediators between the ruling power-center
and society at large, operating alongside formal representatives institutions of the
two national comnunities. This imbued government employment with particular
attraction both for the growing Arab middle class elite and for urban Jewish
immigrants (Taqqu 1977: Ch. 10, Reuveny 1991: 43-75, De Viies 1997: 373-400).
The office work culture that evolved in the administration and the ideology of
loyalty te civil service cultivated by the British was another factor that encouraged
urban cross-national co-existence. This co-existence was partly due to the noen-
competitive nature of Government employment, despite its attraction and the long-
standing efforts of the Histadrut to increase the number of Jews employed. In contrast
to Palestine’s agrarian, building and industrial labor markets, ethnic tensions among
non-British personnel in the administration were thus well restrained. Growing
communal opposition to colonial rule, espoused by the Jewish and Palestinian national
teaders in the 1940s, hardly harmed this attractiveness and the relative privileges that

Table 4.1  British Government Employees in Palestine December 1945

(Excluding Police)

Employees Permanent Casual
Total 28928 18224* 10704
Arabs 22183 12649 9534
Jews 5399 4463 931
Others 1346

* Among these were 493 British personnel.
Source: Based on Reuverny, Mimshal Hamandai, 230.
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Government work conferred. Thus, as a joint workplace the bureaucracy provided
a work culture based not only on notions of service and Jocal prestige, but also on a
sort of a non-national community of interest among the employees which evolved
in parallel to national affiliation and often defied it. This was often suspected by
Arab and Jewish politicians, and openly criticized by nationally oriented labor
organizations on both sides (Government of Palestine 1943, A M. November 1944,
Taqqu 1977: Ch, 10).2

As in many parts of the Empire Palestine’s urban population was deeply affected
by the war. Firstly, it accelerated an inflationary process, with cost of living trebling
between 1938 and 1945. Secondly, dearth of essential commodities triggered the
development of a vibrant black market, Finally real wages and the purchasing power
of the lower and middle classes declined. Inflation and the black market affected
government employees in particular, as their salaries were fixed: the government as
their employer was quite effective in resisting wage demands advanced by workers
and their representatives. Thus, between 1939 and 1945 the purchasing power of
the salaried civil servants decreased by 60%, and relative to industrial workers their
standard of living greatly diminished. While the government conceded to Histadrt-
backed demands to inerease cost-of-living payments, it neglected its own salaried
staff, causing its real wages to fall considerably behind industrial workers. This
redistribution of income worsened because of the slackness in government control of
prices and the black market, by increasing taxation, and, as the anxiety of old-timers
in government offices testified, by restricting the number of employees entitled
to government pensions (Kroy January 1946, Taqqu 1977: Ch. 10, Gaskin 1992:
100-113)2

The consequences of these failures far exceeded the problem of decline in
purchasing power. Government employees expressed a growing sense of neglect
by the Government and the lack of backing by organized Jewish Labor and by
Arab unions. Comparing themselves to industrial workers that enjoyed increased
wages and allowances to clerks outside the Government who received greater
salaries and increased cost-of-living allowances and to the ameliorated conditions
of higher officials, the civil servants felt growing deprivation, Their social standing
as expressed in their proximity to power and by their loyalty to service could
not compensate anymore for this decline in living standards and desperation.
Furthermore, they interpreted their impoverishment, their growing inability to afford
accommodation in high-rent government-leased buildings, and the appalling state
of health of their families, as paying the cost of the Government’s long-standing
economic policy of maintaining a low-cost administration. References to loss of
dignity and to authoritarian attitudes of British superiors became more prevalent,

playing an increasingly central role, in a breach of atmosphere of the Civil Service
workplace.

2 LAIV236-622; SDAto CS, 17 July 1943, PRO CO/733/457/15.

3 SDAtoCS, 17 July 1943, PRO CO/733/457/15; SDA Bulletin 2/44, 15 June 1944, T.A
IV 236-622.
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These pressures and the violation of the reciprocal relations between the civil
servanis and the Government made joint action between Arabs and Jews a shared
interest, with the Government as a common adversary. Sensing a breach of the *social
confract’ which ostensibly characterized the Civil Service, Jews and Arabs socn
found themselves not metrely sharing loyalty to public service, but also as people on
the receiving end of the economic effects of war and of Government neglect of its
employees (Avi-Rut November 1944, Taha April 1946).*

In these circumstances anti-Government action was expected, not least since
ventilation of social anger was widespread across the Empire and was known io the
employees in Palestine from the daily press. In practice there werea number of avenues
of legitimate protest, As indicated earlier, the Government itself had encouraged Arab
workers to unionize earlier in the war. Additionally, there was Arab membership n
the International Union of Railway, Post and Telegraph Workers established in 1919.
The government was refuctant to give this union formal reco gnition, insisting on the
precondition that it severs it ties with the Jewish Histadrut first. Since the late 1920s
most of its Arab members were in fact associated with the Palestine Arab Workers
Society (PAWS), leaving the local branch of the International Union of Railway, Post
and Telegraph Workers under Histadrut control. Government restriction on formal
affiliation of the civil servants with this organization in fact determined the absence
of many Government employees from joint Arab-Jewish labor disputes.

Another organization was the Palestine Civil Service Second Division Association
(SDA), which since the late 1920s occasioned Arab-Jewish cooperation but was
not affiliated to either the Histadrut or the PAWS. The question of representation
associated with affiliation in these organizations, and the attempts of government to
curb and to control them was an important contributing factor to the strike (Graves

1942:%2-3, Lockman 1996: Chs. 4-5)°

The SDA leadership, structured equally of Moslems, Christians and Jews, and
headed by the Haifa Christian customs officer Labib Fulethan and the Jewish clerk
Yosef Perkal, was seen by many as de-facto government department. A subdued
association, its affiliation with organized Labor was indeed minimal. This image of
the SDA was partly justified by the government’s refusal to recognize the principle

of collective bargaining in the administration, Jeaving pay and working conditions to
Government committees and to final approval by the Colonia!l Office and the Treasury
in London. The SDA’s limited influence was undoubtedly linked to its reluctance to
join forces with the other unions, particularly with those which espoused the right to
sitike (Weiler 1984: 367-392, Lowe 1986: 116131, Wrigley 1996: 12-38).

4  SDA Memorandum, 27 May 1944, in SDA Bulletin, 2/44, 15 June 1944, LA TV236-
622; PRO CO/733/468/27; HLC to the Histadrut Unemployment Fund, 1 April 1946, LA
TV208-4696,

5 H. E. Chudleigh to Abba Hushi, 23 October 1943, LA TV219-46; Histadrut
Executive, 23 May 1945, LAL; Mishmar, 17 April 1946; Falastin, 16 and 17 April 1946; A.F.
Kitby, Pulestine Railways, Rates of Pay and Conditions of Service for Wages Staff, 1 Tune
1947, RH.
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All this pertained of course also to Jewish civil servants, whose affiliation with the
Histadrut and freedom to join collective industrial action was effectively curtailed.
Organized disputes and attempts of cooperation between Arab and Jewish political
parties or politically oriented labor organizations were effectively out of bounds for
civil servants. Consequently, whereas both Arab and J ewish employees in the mixed
towns were conscious of the evolving national conflict, they were in many ways
secluded from organized labor and nationally oriented labor politics.

This was compounded, on the Jewish side, by the decreasing number of Jews
among Government employees. This decline, caused by the decline in real wages
and the failure of the civil service to offer salary tevels equal to those offered in the
private Jewish sector, meant less rank-and-file affiliation with organized labor outfits,
The poor relations between the SDA and the Histadrut, and the lack of influence on
government of either the Histadrut or Arab union activists, was another aspect of this
problem (Reuveni 1993: 102-103).5

During the war, civil servants’ sense of a workplace community was consolidated
due to increased levels of economic involvement on the part of government and the
obvious centrality of the Service for the war effort. This, however did not translate to
action, not least because the Histadrut and PAWS were barred from work with civil
servants. Arab fears that pressure on the Government to better the conditions of the
civil servants was a Zionist conspiracy further hampered cooperation between the
two organizations. Until 1944 Arab dominated SDA’s ties with the Histadrut were in
fact secretive, as SDA’s leadership tactically clected to keep them low key. This was
s0 not only because the authorities restricted political activity, but alse because it
could harm the standing of the employees as valued mediators with the Government,
Arab-Jewish co-existence in the administration was thus closely associated with this
a-political approach, This largely a-political tenor was the context of SDA’s restraint,
its character as a merely formal representative association of its rank-and-file and its
preference to work with the Government rather than against it.

The economic changes that took place during the war further accentuated the
demarcating lines between the SDA’s organizational culture and the militancy of
Jewish industrial workers and Arab workers in the railways and in British army
camps. The cooperation between the Government and the Histadrut {exemplified
by the latter’s reluctant approval of the ban on strikes and wage committees as the
only scene of wage negotiations), served to keep government offices out of the
orbit of collective action, The relationship between the SDA’s moderation and the

6 Pepperman to Leo Cohn at the JA, 11 November 1945, CZA, 59/7751; Haifa Jewish
Telegraphists to the JA, 19 December 1945, CZA S-25/7751; Histadrut Executive, 10
April 1946, LAL; Though featuring extensively in SDA’s correspondence no biographical
information was found on its Jeaders Labib Fuleihan and Yosef Perkal. As far as known
Fuleihan led the SDA until the 1948 war.
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impenetrability of the administration by organized labor such as the Histadrut and
PAWS became evermore evident (Shohami 1946)7

The moderation of the SDA became crucial when the pressure of its rank-and-
file was frustrated by Government’s intransigence. Some disputes took a theatrical
shape. In May 1943, for example, a ‘beard strike’ was staged by employees who
showed up at work unshaven, thus challenging the culture of cleanliness espoused
by British officials. There were short hunger strikes such as one in June that year,
in which the employees demanded higher cost-of-living allowances by stressing the
contrast between hunger and work efficiency. This demand was reiterated by the
SDA in 1944, who openly criticized lack of Government confrol of black market
profiteering and discriminatory calculation of cost-of-living index. Calculetion of
allowances according to workers’ incomes tather than by their purchase power was
interpreted as a clear preference for the better paid industrial workers who, uniike the
civil servants, enjoyed new pay agreements drawn by the Histadrut and the Jewish
‘ndustrialists. Thus, when the Government supported a new allowance agreed by Te!
Aviv Municipality and its employees but at the same time resisted SDA’s demands
to apply the agreement in the Civil Service, a ‘silence stoppage’ was called in which
clerks remained seated silent at their desks for 16 minutes, signaling controlied
disobedience and limited protest (Pkidei 1944, Dan 1946).%

As the war drew to a close anti~-Government industrial militancy began fo grow.
This was reflected in a 24-hour strike in May 1945. Formulated by the SDA, the 21
demands presented by the strikers focused on inclusion of more employees in the
pension scheme, re-grading salary scales and increase of cost-of-living allowances.
Though the vocabulary was still restrained, new symbols were emerging that tried
to reconcile loyalty to service and to office work efficiency with cutrage against
distrust and humiliation. Unlike earlier episodes, joint action now spread beyond the
offices and, significantly, reflected growing coordination with the Histadrut.

The High Commissioner tried to prevent the May 1945 strike, promising to
lean on the Colonial Office to comply with the demands. The Jewish Agency, while
supporting the ‘economic’ nature of the demands likewise tried to dissuade the Jewish
members of the SDA from action, claiming that the date of the strike coincided with
an anti-colonial Arab strile in Syria and in Lebanon with which Arabs in Palestine
identified. The failure of these pressures to prevent the sirike was an indication
that the SDA was gradually becoming a viable trade union, espousing Arab-Jewish

7  HSP Minutes, 21 July 1941, LA IV250-27-3-168-2; David Remez to the Labour
Advisor, 10 July 1941, LA 1¥104-205; “Forward to SDA members”, June 1943, PRO
CO/733/457/15; S. Salomon to Histadrut Arab Department, 10 October 1943, LAIV104-143-
27; B.E. Chudleigh to Abba Fushi, 23 October 1943, LATV219-46; Yehezkel Abramov to the
Histadri Executive, 25 March 1946, LA, IV208-1-5781; Histadrut Executive, 23 May 1945,
LAL; Meeting of Dr. Joseph with Mr. Vinograd, 3 January 1946, CZA S-25/7221.

3 SDA to CS, 8 June 1943and 17 July 1943, PRO CO/733/457/15; SDA Builerin, 2, 15
June 1944, and SDA Instructions for the *Silent Strike’, 12 December 1944, LA 1V236-622;
Employment Committee, First Interim Report, 27 October 1944, PRO FO/921/312; Histadrut
Executive, 23 May 1945, LAL; SDA to CS, 4 February 1946, LA 1V250-27-1-1673.
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cooperation while successfully steeting away from national politics (Shevitat Apri]
1945, Shevitat May 1945).°

After the war, the employees’ twin problems of material hardship and restrained
representation aggravated as the new political climate accentuated the discrepancy
between the wish to ease the effect of the war on labor and the government’s long-
standing principles. Labor’s assumption of power in Britain in the summer of 1945
had the promise of liberalization of labor policies both at home and in the colonies.
In Palestine too, as soon as the burden of war eased, the administration was able to
divert attention to economic reconstruction. Meanwhile, the political climate was
quickly changing too, as ethno-national tensions between Jews and Arabs grew and
as Britain and the international community started rethinking the long term future
of Palestine. In this complex context the administration sought industrial calm and
was prepared to be responsive to employees’ demands for compensation for the
decline they had experienced in the war. Officials in Palestine’s Labor Department
saw this new climate as an opportunity to enhance labor relations through further
development of conciliation channels between workers and employers. For many
of the workers, government employees no exception, this was a time of heightened
expectation that their erstwhile sense of loyal service for the government would at
long last be rewarded (Gilbert 1996: 136-137, Smith 1996),10

These expectations were however soon frustrated. Labor’s assumption of power
in Britain did nof bring about a significant change of policy towards labor in the
colonies as liberalization of controls at home promised. This was borne out by
Prime Minister Attlee’s anti-strike policy, the regulation of demand and the control
of public expenditure. These policies were lasgely supported by the unions in
Britain and led to restraints on wage increases and industrial action. The Palestine
Government followed suit with a reluctance to annul the ban on strikes decreed
four years earlier. More significantly, the Government diverted some attention from
political developments pertaining to the future of Palestine, putting more effort than
before into issues such as growing deficit, decreasing demand, stopping the flood
of imported goods and the economic re-absorption of ex-servicemen (Jeffery and
Hennessy 1983: 143-147).

The SDA was willing to accommodate procrastination, at least up to a point.
In October 1945, for example, it published a memorandum on salary scales which
represented a compromise. “Nothing other than inefficiency”, it moderately
explained, “should prevent an officer from proceeding uninterruptedly to a salary
point which would provide him with a decent standard of living compatible with the

[

9 Correspandence between Leo Kohn and Moshe Shertok, 21 May 1945, CZA S-
25/7221; Histadrut Executive, 23 May 1945, LAL; SDA Memorandum, June 1945, PRO
CO/733/457115; Al-Iitihad, 17 June 1945,

10 Department of Labour Bulletin, 13 (10-12, 1945).

11 Department of Labour Bulletin, 11 (Aprii-June, 1945); SDA Leaflet and Memorandum,
Tume 1945, PRO CO/733/457/15; Departmental Conference, Department of Labour, 6, 12 and

13 July 1945, RH MSS. Medit. S. 16, Couzens, PRO 733/468/27; HC to CO, 19 February
1946, Alan Cunningham Papers, Box 1, File 1, MEC,
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social standing his status in Government services exacts from him, and ultimately
provide hin with a reasonable pension or gratuity on retirement.” Closely examined,
however, the memoranduin indicated growing disaffection with government neglect,
probably reflecting a degree of rank-and-file pressure on the SDA.

Meanwhile, the testimonies of the civil servants in the press disclosed the extent
of their isolation. They could neither enjoy the wartime material achievements by
industrial workers, or the promises of amelioration given to first division officers.
Furthermore, they were angered by attempts on the part of the Histadrut to weaken
the SDA, demonstrated by an attempt to set up a Jewish section of government
employees. Isolated from organized labor, feebly represented by their association,
and continuously defied by a stringent colonial governiment, the civil servants’
conditions worsened (Government of Palestine 1946 731-779).

The discrepancy between their heightened expectations and frustration was
a main cause for the growing pressure in early 1946 to force the Government to
recognize its responsibility for the costs of the war (Pakid 1946, Fitzgerlad 1946).
One Histadrut functionary summarized the situation by saying that “the workets
were motivated by the hunger, the sense of deprivation and insult, the feeling that
they were both deprived and consistently lied to.”"

By treating the SDA as part of the administration and by weakening the influence
of organized labor, the Government drew the civil servants together, further pushing
them to organize regardless of the ethno-national divide. It was not merely the
decline of employees’ real wages and their status anxiety that drove Arabs and Jews
1o cooperate but a distinct sense of the failure of organized forces to withstand the
governinent’s intransigence and the inability of the SDA to properly represent ther.
This was the context for the extraordinary event that was about to unfold in April
1946.

Contrary to government claims, the pressure to express ouirage through a
general strike did not originate with Arab or Jewish unions. Neither was it motivated
by labor politicians pushed by their constituencies to impact the deliberations of
the Anglo-American Commitiee which was convened in early April 1946 and
which immediately aggravated ethno-national tensions. While these forces had a
background role to play, industrial action stemmed primarily from the rank-and-file,
and reflected the transformation of relations within the SDA and between the SDA

and the government.

By ignoring the effects of the war on employees, by differentiating between
sectors of workers and by keeping the SDA at bay as a moderatg, subservient organ,

12 Quoted in L. Fuleihan and J. Perkal to CS, 18 Qctober 1945, LA 1¥250-72-1-1673;
see also Arthur Dawe conversation with the Treasury, 25 July 1945, PRO CO/733/468/25;
Deputations from I and i Divisions, Civil Service Associations, 22 August 1945, LATV250-
72-1-1673.

13 Quoted in Mordechai Nemirovsky at the Secretariat of the Histadrut Executive, 24
April 1946, LAL, SDA Haifa district committee, 22 January 1946, LA IV260-27-1-1666,
Haifa Jewish letier-carriers to the JA, 15 March 1946, CZA 825-7751; Zvi Berenzon 1o C5,
14 Jamary 1947, LA 1V208-] -4450-b,
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the Government contributed to the emergence of an event that was unthinkable
in terms of the relationship between Arab and Jewish civil servants. It shaped a
coalescence of interests which were directed at once against the Government, a gainst
the better-off industrial workers and, as I show below, even against the SDA. This
coalescence transcended national boundaries, set itself against the social costs of
colonial rule, and would soon threaten the government’s principles and quest for
political tranguility.'

Strike action began onthe 9 of April 1946 by some 500 Arab and Jewish employees
of the Post and Telegraph Department in Tel Aviv and Jaffa. The strikers {mostly
unclassified postal and telephone employees) protested against the government’s
rejection of their demands regarding the effects of the war on their living standards,
working conditions and postwar economic future. The next day 1,500 Arab and
Jewish postal and telephone employees in other towns joined them, shutting down
most of Palestine’s post and telephone services. Five days later the strikers were
joined by 7,000 Arab and Jewish railway workers in Haifa and other towns. On April
16 the entire low-grade civil service was on strike, lasting until the morning of April
24. During these two weeks, starting with a departmental dispute and turning into a
general strike of some 23,000 Government employees, Palestine’s communication
and transport systems was virtually at a standstill.

Table 4.2  Employees in Various Departments, December 1945

Total Arabs Jews
Post, Telephone & Telegraph 2874 * 1671 1153
Permanent 2192 1249 043
Casual 632 422 210
Railways & Ports 6205 ** 5185 550
Permanent 3388 2478 440
Casual 2817 2707 110

Notes: The Post, Telephone and Telegraph Department employed 21.4% of all
Jewish Government employees and 7.5% of all Arab employees.

*The total includes 50 others. ** The total includes 470 others.

Source: Based on Reuveny, Mimshal Hamandat, 236.

14 Yehezkel Abramav to the Tel Aviv Labour Council, 3 Janvary 1946, LA [V250-72-1-
1568; Jewish Telegraphists to the JA, 4 January 1946, and Haifa Jewish Postmen to the JA, 15
March 1946, CZA $-25/7751; Meeting of Richard Graves and Zvi Berenzon, 4 F ebruary 1946,
LA IV208-1-4434-a; Labour Department Bulletin, 14, (Jannary—-March, 1946); HC to CO,
1 April 1946, and 2 April 1946, MEC; HC to CO, 25 April 1946, 1SA, CO
133/75156/156/46.
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The decision of the postal employees to force their department and the government
to alleviate their grievances emerged during the first week of April. An element that
may have assisted this spontaneous action of the postal and telegraph workers was
the relatively large number of Jewish employees, and by the fact that a propensity to
strike has always been much stronger amongst Jews than amongst Arabs. Another
reason way postal and telegraph employees became more militant more readily was
that many of them were tenured employees with fixed salaries, precisely the people
who had been most adversely affected by inflation and loss of purchase power during
the war and after it (M.D. 10 April 1946, Baer and Stern 1946:110-124).%

At one stage the Jewish postal employees turned to two experienced labor
organizations closely associated with the Histadrut — the Railway Post and Telegraph
Workers’ Organization and the Tel Aviv Histadrut Labor Council. The Ceuncil, a
major player in the politics of the Jewish Yishuv, became convinced that this was
a politically opportune moment, agreed to sympathize but stipulated that the strike
should remain a limited affair and will not become overly provocative.

Tlhe outbreak of the strike thus stunned the government as it contrasted to the civil
servants’ erstwhile moderation and because it violated the prevailing ban on sirikes.
When word of the strike reached the High Commissioner’s office, the reaction was
an immediate promise made to the postal workers to have their demands conveyed
to the Colonial Office and a hurried dispatch of the police to government offices
in Jaffa where the strikers congregated. In defiance, and despite the lack of proper
organizational structure to back the strikers and coordinate them, the strike spread to
Jewish and Arab postal employees in the larger Jaffa and Tel Aviv area, thus making
it clear that the Tel-Aviv Labor Council (the local Histadrut branch} lost whatever
influence it may have had on events,

Sponianeous action spread now to other towns, and despite SDA calls for
moderation local committees of Arab and Jewish postal workers organized assemblies
in front of government offices (Perlmutter 1946). All government telegraph and
radio networks were gradually shut down. The dispatch of army personnel o replace
the striking employees made little difference. Gestures of sympathy for the postal
strikers came from workers in mixed Arab-Jewish municipalities, many of whom
threatened to start a strike of their own. It was like “the outbwrst of a voleano... it
was more than they could bear”, reported one of the journals of the Jewish Labor
Movement on the beginning of the strike; and the leader of the Haifa Labor Couneil
added, “there was an elementary uprising of forces that nobody controlled,”®

The unexpected eruption and its immediate effects on the country’s
communications forced the government to start negotiations with the sirikers. The
government in fact sent some of its best administrators to the negotiation table.

15 €S w0 CO, 10 April 1946, and 25 April 1946, ISA 733/457, 75156/156/46; Histadrut
Executive, 10 April 1946 and 24 April 1946, LAL.

16 Quoted in N. Ben-Shalom, “Lesiuma Shel Shevita Ovdei Hamemshala (At The End
of the Government Employees’ Strike)”, Hapoel Hatsair, 8 May 1946; and Abba Klwshi,
Histadrut Arab Department, 15 May 1946, GH (2) 25.90.
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R.M. Graves was Head of Labor Department; H.E., Chudleigh was his deputy;
G.D Kemnedy was the Postmaster General, and G.T. Farley, the Acting Principal
Secretary, kept close contact with John Shaw, the Chief Secretary and with Alan
Cunningham, the High Commissioner himself. This unusual grouping of high
officials obviously testified to the sense of emergency with which the British treated
the situation. However, it also exerted enormous pressure on the strikers, all of whom
were unaccustomed to such high-teveled engagement with their affairs.

The strikers’ 14-member delegation demonstrated how unplanned the strike
was. On the one hand it consisted of postal employees, elected democratically in
mass meetings, and evidently tacking any experience in negotiations over pay and
working conditions with an intransigent employer such as the British post, telephone
and telegraph department, The delegation included old-time activists such as Labib
Fuleihan the head of the SDA, which at that stage was yet to join the strike, Yehezkel
Abramov, the head of the joint Railway, Post and Telegraph Workers’ Union, and
Sami Taha, the prominent Arab trade union leader, representing the PAWS, These
three hoped for a rapid settlement with the PT'T. Unaccustomed in organizing strikes
Fuleihan feared government reaction. Abramov, the veteran leader of the Jews in
the railways resented a struggle on which the Histadrut lacked control. Sami Taha
of the PAWS, though known for his willingness to cooperate with Jewish workers,
suspected that Arab-Jewish cooperation might be manipulated by the Zionist
Histadrut at the expense of the Arab employees (Taha 1946)."7

These voices could not however withstand the pressure from below, and the
ensuing negotiations were affected by the ominous prospect that the postal strike
would spread to the entire civil service. Joint Arab Jewish vigils stood in front
of postal offices in the mixed towns, and public support of the strikers became
widespread, Some government employees tried to cross the picket lines but they
were overshadowed by jeint processions in which calls of “Long live Jewish Arab
Unity” received public approval, The hurried negotiations, which surprised the
strikers, demonstrated the government’s realization of the potential cost of the strike.
It promised the strikers that their demands would be considered thoroughly; not
only by departmental managers but also by the High Commissioner and the Joint
Consultative Committee, and that these recotmmendations would be hurriedly sent
to London for approval. The answer, practically accepting a third of the strikers’
demands, reflected what the administration defined as its ‘limits of concession’.
Iimpressed by the government’s good will, and by the decision to send two high
officials to London, the SDA succeeded in convincing the strikers’ delegation to stop
the strike. !

17 HC to CO, 10, 11 and 12 April 1946, 1SA CO/733/457 75156/156/46; Histadrut
Executive, 10 April 1946, LAL; Palestine Post, Mishmar, and Daver 10-14 April 1946.

18 Palestine Post, 12 April 1946; Davar, 11-12 April 1946; Al-lttihad, 14 April 1946,
CS to the Anglo-American Committee and the CO, 11 and 12 April 1946, CS 10 the CO, 16
and 21 April 1946, ISA CO 733/457 75156/156/46; Secretariat of the Histadrut Exccutive,
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The proposed agreement disappointed the rank-and-file. First, the strikers
consented to return to work before their demands were met in full. Secondly, while
agreement was reached about a raise in minimum daily wage of postal employees, its
implementation was postponeduntil an inquiry into what constiiuted reasonableliving
wage in Palestine would be completed. Thirdly, the promise to raise the minimum
monthly salary and to reform the grading of the employees was preconditioned
on Colonial Office approval. Finally, while the government accepted the need to
improve the promotion system in Post and Telegraph Department, it refrained from
including more employees in the government pension scheme. To many strikers
the situation was reminiscent to what they had experienced during the war, when
an intransigent government and their own representatives, who largely shared the
government’s views on conflict resolution, attempted to contain a radicalized sector
of workers."”

Gradually the disaffection of the postal employees began to spread to other
government departments, The railway workers, for example, added their particular
grievances: poor work conditions, low pay compared to private companies, insufficient
cost-of-}iving allowances and arbitrary dismissals. They stressed the government’s
refusal to acknowledge its responsibility for the dire economic effects of the war,
and the ineffectiveness of the railway union to persuade the government, and soen
developed a fighting spirit akin to that of postal employees. Seizing the opportunity
presented by the strike, including the government’s willingness to negotiate and to
concede, the railways workers joined the strike on April 15 — first at their center in
Haifa, later spreading to branches is all other towns.

The movement of trains stopped, both inside the country and between Palestine,
Egypt and Lebanon, and the government’s attempts fo replace trains with light
focomotives ran by British soldiers failed to have an effect. The front facing the
government was widening as the terms of the negotiations grew more complicated and
the economic cost of the strike increased (Graves 1947). The spread of the strike as a
cross-national event proved the failure of the government’s ban on sirikes in essential
services. The Histadrut backing of the Arab and Jewish strikers strengthened, and
was baldly embodied in the financial and political support extended to the railway
workers by the Haifa Labor Council. Support came also from the Arab Communist
press and from the leftist Arab Workers Congress (which broke off from the PAWS)
which praised the “anti-colonial struggle” and the example set by civil servants for
Arab-Jewish cooperation. In the eyes of government officials and SDA leaders the
increasing involvement of forces outside the government worlplace threatened to
change the nature of the strike.”

24 April 1946, LAL; Richard Graves to the Ratlway, Post and Telegraph Workers Union, 13
April 1946, LA 1V236-43,

19 Davar, 1415 April 1946; Mishmar 14-15 April 1946; Al-Itiihad 14 April 1946; CS to
the CO, 16 April 1946, ISA CO 733/457 75156/156/40.
20 Davar, 17 April 1946; Secretariat of Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL.
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It was largely in consequence of the rejection of the government proposals by
the postal employees and the joining in of the railway workers that an assembly
of 1,000 members of the Haifa SDA branch decided to join the strike without the
prior approval of the SDA. The demands formulated by the assembly drew the
general contours of struggle: the fulfillment of long standing demands, equalization
of pay with clerks in the private sector, increased allowances, war bonus and re-
grading of salary scales. Joining the strike, it was argued, was in support of the
postal workers and came as a logical step after the railway workers joined. The
impact was immediate. An outstanding meeting of the SDA’s General Council was
held at the Arab Orthodox Club in Haifa, attended by representatives of all SDA
District Committees. The council formally decided that all civil servants should Jjoin
the strike, and that a committee under Fuleihan’s leadership (comprised of 2 Arab
Muslims 2 Arab Christians and 2 Jews) should coordinate it,?!

The decision of the SDA to join the strike, which was put in action on April
16, was undoubtedly informed by a realization that staying out might split the civil
servants’ ranks, thus opening the way for the nationally oriented Histadrut and
PAWS to take over the crisis and steer it in their respective direction. “Realizing
the present situation in its picture”, declared the SDA, “and lest confusion results
which may give other elements the chance to take control of the situation. .. it had
no alternative but to take charge and lead the strike emphatically demanded by every
civil servant in the country.” The SDA decided therefore that distancing themselves
from government could be avoided only by combining active representation of the
rank-and-file with setting clear limits to potential action. This Janus-faced character
of the SDA, one responsive to pressure from-below, the other apprehensive of
militancy and adhering to its status as servants of the ‘State’, was what prompted it
to join the strike.*

The impact of the SDA’s entry was momentous, It turned the dispute into a
general strike of the entire lower-grade civil service, thus widening Arab-Jewish
cooperation and collective action quite considerably. Practically it meant an almost a
total paralysis of the country’s communication system, its export and import activity
and government urban civilian operations. Instigating a serious disruption of political
and economic routines, the strike was viewed by the authorities as a major threat to
the ‘indusirial peace’, so crucial during such a period of turmoil, If the strike had
begun as a departmental affair, now the entire civil service was united around a

21 Mishmar 14 April 1946; Palestine Post, 15-17 April 1946; ALIttihad, 14 April 1946;
Davar, 15-17 April 1946; CS to the CO, 16 April 1946, ISA CQ/733/457 75156/156/46;
Secretariat of Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL,

22 Quoted in SDA Declaration, Circular 1, 16 April 1946, LA IV236-3-43; see also CS to
the Anglo-American Committee and the CO, 16 April 1946, ISA CO/ 733/457 75156/156/46;
Sccretariat of the Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL; Bulletin of the Histachut Arab
Department, 19, LAL.
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Table 4.3 The Structure of the April 1946 Strike

Strikers Total Arabs Jews Dates

PTT* 2000 1200 Q00 0-23.4
Railways 7000 6600 400 15-23.4
Civil Service** 10000 7500 2500 16234
Public Works 2500 1900 600 16-23.4
Port Workers 1500 ? ? 16-234
All Strikers 23000 18700 4300 16-23.4

*Post, Telephone and Telegraph Department; #*Sepond Division, excluding the PTT

department.
Sources: Secretaviat of Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL; SDA Compmunigué, 17

April 1946, LA 1V250-72-1-1671.

desire to achieve as much as the striking sectors would, to abolish lingering neglect
and, not least, to question the basic principles of the government’s labor policy.”

By joining the strike and thus switching from moderation to militancy, the
SDA, effectively became responsible for 23,000 strikers (see Table 4.3). Moreover,
it increased the relative share of Arab strikers, and therefore restored its influence
on them and, indirectly, on public opinion in the Arab public sphere at large, This
further weakened the leverage of Jewish and Arab national labor organizations on
the strike.

SDA’s strike message of April 16 is a telling manifestation of this new dynamic.
First, its wording was not designed merely as a communiqué for the strikers. Rather,
it was phrased as a tacit warning to labor officials in PAWS and in the Histadrut
not to use the strike politically. Not least, it was a message also to the government,
stressing that intransigence on the part of the administration had radicalized the
SDA, pushing it towards its current stances.

The strike’s objectives were now redefined. First, the SDA demanded the
revision of the salary scales of the civil servants; compensation for the financial
hardships occasioned by the war, and increased cost-of-living allowances. A second
demand was to curb the powers of heads of government departments. Third, the
SDA demanded a committee of inquiry to investigate the work conditions of the
railway workers, with an SDA official as a member. The strike message also called
the strikers to keep an orderly and non-violent strike, thus leaving open the option of
quick agreement should the administration be forthcoming and responsive (M.D. 18

23 Pglestine Post, 17 April 1946; Davar, 17-19 April 1946; Heboker, 18 April 1946; CS
to CO, 18 April 1946, ISA CO/733/457 75156/156/46; SDA Strike Commiuniqué, 5, 20 April
1946, LA IV250-72-1-1671; Report of the Resetlement of Ex-service Personnel Comrmittee,
30 April 1946, RH MSS. Medit. 5.16, Couzens.
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April 1946). Stressing that senior officials belonging to the First Division were not
part of the strike, the declaration noted the specific social bases of the strike. Finally
the declaration addressed the strikers directly, making clear that from now on the
SDA was in charge.?

The declaration reflected a change in the SDA’s self image, from an association
to a trade union, from being co-opted by and cooperative with the government to
an adversary. The government’s wartime policy of cultivating ‘sound trade unions’
came full circle, as the hitherto frail SDA became a full-fledged worker representative
organ. And while some might have read the call for better cross-national cooperation
as a sign of political change in terms of the ethno-territorial conflict, the strike
transpired as a non-politicized event (Dan 1946). It focused on a widely shared sense
of econotnic injustice, and kept Arab and Jewish politicians at bay. Despite attempts
by political forces inside and outside Palestine to disrupt Arab-Jewish cooperation
in the strike, the consistent nature of this cooperation surprised many observers.
Sources on the strike display almost no evidence of national overtones, cither in
the strike’s management or in the short-lived strike culture that began transpiring
in mass meetings organized by strikers, By rejecting involvement on the part of
politicians the strikers signaled the salience they saw in joint action, thus cementing
both their internal cohesion and wide popular support.?s

Once the SDA assumed control and the tension between the militant employees
and their moderate organization dissipated, the confrontation began to produce a
‘strike culture’, It was based first and foremost on recurrent mass assemblies in
various towns where government administrative centers were located and SDA
locals were active. These congregations, unprecedented for their cross-national
character, served primarily for communication. Soon, however, they turned into
powerful democratic pressure nodes on SDA not to give in, as well as defense
mechanisms against attempts by politicians to break the unity expressed in and by
the strike. These mass meetings, which maintained contact between the leaders of
the strike and the urban public, facilitated lively debate, affirmed the legitimacy of
the decision-making process of the strike, and created among traditionally unheard
voices a deeper sense of solidarity.

Apart from picketing and vigils in front of government offices, strikers also
embarked on organized journeys from one town to another, held processions at
the centers of the towns they visited, bonding well beyond the workplace. These
symbolic steps, which conveyed the extent of the government’s neglect of the civil
servants and the cost that the strike was threatening to cause, were instrumental in

24 Davar, 15 and 17 April 1946; SDA Declaration, Circular 1, 16 April 1946, LA IV236-
3-43; Communiqué 5, 20 April 1946, LA 1¥250-72-1-1671; Sccretariat of the Histadnit
Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL.

25 Sami Taha to HL.C, 4 May 1946, LA IV250-27-3-74; Histadrut Arab Department, 15
May 1946, GH (2) 25.90; Communiqué 2, 17 April 1946, LA IV250-72-1-1671.
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opposing the administration’s attempts to replace striking employees with police
officers and the military, to split the strikers and ferment suspicion.”

An interesting element of this strike culture was the countrywide comimunication
system developed by the strikers. Established by the SDA purposefully to bypass
¥ existing Arab and Jewish political and unjons bureaucracies, the network linked local
' and departmental elements into a new web. Stressing the need for up to date, accurate
information and transmitting a clear sense of a democratically managed eveni, it
reproduced a bold image of the strikers — and the strike — as a unified, coherent entity.
Written mostly in English, the daily SDA communiqués expressed the transnational
character of the strike and placed the government as its chief addressee. Strikers
were fed with information on decision-making, on the numbers of participants, on
sympathizers and, not least, on scabs, ridiculed as ‘chicken-hearts’. The networks
thus served as crucial means of contact and mobilization among dispersed strikers
otherwise connected only through chainels provided and conirolled by government,
their employer”’

Solidarity and mutual support were an gssential part of this expression of moral
outrage. This was reflected for example in the poems by the Arab civil servant Hanna
G. Daher, published in the SDA’s bulletins. In one poem the sitencing of the country
and the firmness of the strikers were associated with restrained militancy:

“9q giill is the night/ No engine’s in sight/ No rending shrills/ No deafening sound Is
heard;/ At dead of night/ No passengers/ From railway wagons/ Would alight;/ No friend
to meet/ No friend to bid good bye/ With heaving sigh./ All Civil Service/ Men and women
alike/ Proclaimed a peaceful strike./ One soul and heart/ Never to depart/ Till all demands/
On which their heart are set/ Are duly met./ Obey ye the Callf And make & firm stand.”

The poem contrasted the sounds of daily work and of urban bustle, with the
strike’s paralyzing effects, linking the non-violent atmosphere of the strike with the
just ‘noise” of the strikers’ demands. Avoiding any mention of the national identities
of the sirikers the striker-poet expressed a central feature of the event: the lack
of surprise among the strikers at Arab-Jewish cooperation and at the blurring of
national divisions. The poetic gestures joined with other cultural expressions in the
bulletins which referred to religion and national identities as congruous with strikers’
unity and the shared sense of outrage at injustice. Arab-Jewish cooperation seemed

26 Palestine Post, 17 April 1946; Mishmar, 17 April 1946; CS to CO, 18 April 1946, ISA
CO 733/457 75156/156/46; Haboker, 18 April 1946; Davar, 19 April 1946,

27 See SDA’s bulleting and communigués, LA V236-3-43; LA/250-72-1-1671; Mishamr,
17 April 1946; Haboker, 18 April 1946; Mapam leaflets, GH (3) 21.90 and GH (2) 25.90;
Communist leaflets, LA 1V425-33; Mordechai Nemirovsky, “Shevitat Ovdei Hamemshala
(The Civil Servants’ Strike)”, 24 April 1946, LATY236-3-43; Communiqué 2, 17 April 1945,
Communiqué 4, 19 April 1946, and Communiqué 5, 20 April 1946, all LA 1v250-72-1-
1671.
28 Appeared in Communiqué 4, 19 April 1946, LA Iv250-72-1-1671.
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unproblematic, requiring no political socialization or guidance (Cohen 1947: 106—
107).

The widening support for the strikers helped them emerge from obscurity. This
buttressed the non-political nature of the strike and its objectives in & petiod in which
most other aspects of civil life in Palestine were highly politicized along national
lines. This however did not stop this extraordinary event from being contextualized
by some according to the logic of nationalized labor politics. The Jewish labor
movement, while wholcheartedly supportive of the strikers (as expressed in
coverage by the influential Histadrut daily Davar), was weary lest industrial action
involving cooperation between Jews and Arab might fuel Palestinian opposition to
Zionism. Factjons further to the left of organized Jewish labor vehemently rejected
such suspicions, praising the surprising emergence of class solidarity as bearing
potentially positive political impact,

This was the view of Zionist oriented Hashomer Hatsair, and even more so
of the Jewish-led Ihud (Unity) Association, whose publication Baaiof (Problems)
provided a sympathetic analysis of Jewish-Arab social solidarity and its importance
for the creation in Palestine of a bi-national State. On the other extreme of the
Zionist political spectrum newspapers associated with Jewish right wing parties
expressed dislike of the widespread sympathy the strike enjoyed in the Yishuv, Their
unremitting criticism of cooperation with Arab civil servants reflected an assurption
that such collaboration is inevitably guided by anti-Zionist Palestinian politics.
Significantly, however, this attitude did not prevent the Right wing newspaper
Haboker to sympathize with the strikers’ anti-British stance.?

Not surprisingly, Jewish and Arab communists were the most vocal supporters
of the strike. Their papers (Ko/ Haam in Hebrew and Af-Ittihad in Arabic) tirelessly
praised the anti-colonial aspect of the strike and the expressions of solidarity among
manual and white-collar workers. Calling for the prolongation of the struggle until
all demands were met, both newspapers expressed the hope that more workers
would join in and further expressions would be voiced against what they perceived
as British attempts to instigate Arabs and Jews against each other. The strike even
occasioned a rare joint declaration by the Palestine Communist Party and its
breakaway organization the National Labor League led by Fuad Nasset, the head of
the Nazareth branch of the Arab Workers Party.

Within PAWS, more left wing activists, traditionally suspicious of cooperation
with Jewish workers, expressed sympathy, while those inclined towards the right,
including moderate trade union leader Sami Taha, were even more enthusiastic with

29 Communiqué, 2, 17 April 1946, and 4, 19 April 1946, LA IV250-72-1-1671; W.R.
Williams to G.H. Hall, 16 April 1946, PRO C0/733/457/15, Mustafa Al-*Urayyes to HC,
24 April 1946, ISA I/Lab/38/46; Leaflets of MAPAM (United Workers Party which originated
from Hashomer Hatsair), GH (3} 21.90 and (2) 25.90;, Communist leaffets, LA 1V425.-33;
HSP to SDA, April 1946, LATV236-622; Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL; Haboker,
18 April 1946; Yedi'ot Akhronot, 19 April 1946; Palestine Post, 17 April 1946; Davar,
17-19 April 1946; Histadrut Executive to Tel Aviv Labor Council, n.d., LAIV219-14.
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the prospect of Arab-Jewish cooperation as well as with the potential for solidarity
between manual and white-collar workers.

Support arrived from the International Union of Railway employees, from British
Labor Party activists and from the Near East and Middle East representatives of the
International Trade Union Organization in Beirut, flaring anti-colonial enthusiasm
even more, Anti-colonialism characterized also the sympathy expressed in Al-Difaa
newspaper, and the close coverage of the strike in Falastin. Though the latter initiaily
suspected that the leaders of Zionist labor manipulatively orchestrated the sirike, and
persistently avoided mentioning Arab-Jewish cooperation, it elevated the strikers to
the status of anti-colonial heroes and portrayed the strike as a telling anti-colonial
and anti-Zionist lesson. Interestingly, SDA’s bulletins kept publishing supporting
commentaries that had appeared in Falastin and Al-Ittihad, thus openly ignoring
calls for Arabs by the Supreme Monitoring Committee of the Arabs in Israel not
1o cooperate with Jews, Voices criticizing any cooperation with Zionists, including
anti-strike declarations by King Abdullah of Trans-Jordan, were considerably less
influential. ®

The press thus played a major role in creating the atmosphere of Arab and Jewish
collaboration against the colonial outlook of the government, becoming a major
vehicle of mobilization. It widely publicized donations to the strike fund, and carried
timetables and itineraries of processions in the various towns. Close coverage of the
negotiations often linked the government’s reluctance to rethink its own policies with
its attempts to split the strikers’ ranks. By giving the otherwise silent civil servants
voice, the press played an important role in humanizing the conflict, in presenting
the colonial government as the canse for the employees’ plight and in propagating
the need for action.

An additional source of sympathy for the strike came from those of who had
converging economic interests. One expression was a communieation issued by
fifty merchants and firm owners in Ramle, who warned the High Commissioner
of the cost of the prolongation of the strike. Various other groups, ranging from the
Histadrut to Arab unions, from railway workers in Trans-Jordan to the Association of
Arab village teachers, accompanied their vocal support of the sirike with donations
to the strike fund.®

Popular support for the strike pushed politicians on both sides of the ethno-
national divide further away from the strikers. Not only were leaders of organized
labor excluded by the strike’s organizers, the emphasis amongst the leaders on
contradictions within British colonial policy further marginalized any attempts by

30 Comumumiqués, 4, 19 April 1946, and 5,20 May 1946, LATV250-72-1-1671; coverage
of the strike in Falastin, 1119 April 1946; Al-Ittihad, 14 and 21 April 1946; See also Jamal
al-Husayni’s support of the Arab strikers and the decision of the Arab Higher Committee not
io get involved in the strike, Al-Difaa, 19 April 1946.

31 Falastin, 20, 24 and 27 April 1946; Al-fitihad, 21 and 28 April and 5 May 1646,
George Kitteh to HC, 27 April 1946, ISA 1/Lab/38/46; Communiqué 4, 19 April 1946, LA
IV250-72-1-1671.
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the Histadrut and the Arab labor politicians to contextualize the strike as part of their
respective nationalized agendas.

This decoupling of labor from national politics is what made the strike such an
extraordinary event, Curiously, however, it may have also contributed to the way the
strike ended. The British feared that a prolonged strike might create opportunities
for more politicized involvement, as well as entice workers in other sectors to strike
as well. Threats emerging in other sectors Just as the findings of the Anglo-American
Committee were being publicized represented a danger that the strike might turn
into a politicized event, but also made it clear that there was only a minority who the
government could consider as replacement workers. In a sense the threats were part
and parcel of the diffusive and wave-like nature of the strike itself

The radicalization of the civil servants and the widespread public sympathy it got
took the government by surprise, Cunningham and Shaw had assumed that the SDA
was satisfied with the treatment of grievances at the Joint Consultative Conumittee
(JCS) established in January 1946, When the SDA’s joined the strike, both men
understood that their assumption that ‘sound unionism’ promised normalcy was
wrong. Given the government’s willingness to consider the demands tabled by
the strikers, members of the JCS perceived the strike ag fundamentally unjust, and
expressed their feeling that the SDA was “holding the country to ransom”. It called
the employees to return to work and demanded the SDA to preserve its image of
moderation by resuming negotiations. By that stage, however, the strike had spread
too wide, convincing the administration to concede and to increase the pressure on
the Colonial Office to concur,®

The strike dented the confidence of many British officials in the capability of
Britain to rule Palestine much longer. “There is no doubt that present situation has
most serious potentialities”, Cunningham telegraphed the Colonial Office and the
Treasury in London. “Tt is clear that the WwOorsening in economic situation of Civil
Servants during the war years in relation to all other sections of the country has
made them easy prey to agitators, and that a very strong bid must be made to regain
their confidence. Otherwise they must inevitably fall even further under the sway
of Jewish political interests who, under Labor cloak, are secking to paralyze public
services, to step up wage levels to the utmost, to bolster up a case for mass labor
immigration and generally to hamper the administration of this country in a manner
calculated to raise doubts as to the ability of the Mandatory Government to carry
on.” (note for q)

SDA’s decision to join the strike was therefore more than mere radicalization;
it turned matters into an emergency, an economic liability for the government and
a means of the Yishuv and Jewish Labor to male political gains. The government,

32 CS to CO, 19 April 1946, ISA CO/733/457 75156/156/46; Histadrut Executive, 24
April 1946, LAL; Mishmar, 23 April 1946; Davar, 23 April 1946,

33 Government Comumuniqué, in Palestine Post, 17 April 1946; Davar, 17-19 April
1946; CS o CO, 18 April 1946, ISA CO/733/457 75156/156/46; SDA Communiqué 3,
20 April 1946, LA 1V250-72-1-1671,
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which hitherto perceived the dispute as an internal affair that could be hendled
without reversing budgetary priorities, now saw the dispute entangled with wider
geo-political event. It feared a Zionist plot to radicalize the civil service, to disrupt
its function and to bring the Anglo-American Comimittee that was debating the future
of the country on side with Jewish interests.”

These fears, as much as they diverted attention from the real issues at stake,
triggered the government to move in several directions. Kennedy, the Postimaster
General, and G.T. Farley, Acting Principal Assistant Secretary, were quickly sent
to London to gain the Colonial Office’s approval of a deal. Meanwhile, a last ditch
attempt was made to split the strikers by ‘exposing’ the “politics’ behind the strike
and by instigating Arab and Jewish strikers against each other on political grounds.
Third, emergency measures were taken to replace strikers with soldiers in an attempt
to maintain basic port and rail facilities afloat for essential suppiies and to relieve
congestion in the post.”

But the increasing confidence of the strikers and the paralysis of the country
made these measures ineffective, forcing the government to offer more concessions
(Cunningham 1948: 481-490). It now adopted the recommendations of the Jeint
Consultative Committee so as to facilitate “the ventilation of staff grievances”, and
“seek as expeditiously as the circumstances permit a settlement which will be fair
and just to both the Service and the public”. In practice it meant accepting 10 of the
21 demands, urgent consideration of another 6, and pressure on the Colonial Office
to approve of the rest. This demonstrated the extent to which the government felt
threatened.*

Affected by this change in government’s position the SDA now led the strikers’
delepation to accept the proposals and bring the strike to an end. The rank-and-
file, however, regarded the promises as meaningless without London’s approval, and
rejected the compromise outright. When Railway Workers Union leaders decided
to follow the SDA, a mass meeting of their members repudiated the initiative by
an overwhelming no confidence vote. “The couniry is undergoing a severe crisis
of trustworthiness”, wrote one observer in Davar. “The postal workers remember
well what happened to their demands last time [they protested], and what were the
results of the committee that investigated their conditions and proposed whatever it
proposed. .. The workers have no confidence anymore in promises.” (note for q)

Sensing their own strength, internal cohesion and popularity, the strikers defied
their leadership and chose to wait for further word from the Colonial Office. The
SDA now pressed the government with yet more demands, including the reversal of
the earlier intention to deduct pay for the days lost in the strike from strikers” salaries.

34 Quoted in HC to CO, 16 April 1946, 15A CO/T33/457 75156/156/46,

15 (S to the Anglo-American Committee and the CO, 16, 17 and 19 April 1946, ISA
CO/T33/457 75156/156/46; Secretariat of the Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL;
Palestine Post, 17 April 1946; Davar, 19 April 1946: Mishmar, 19 April 1946,

36 Quoted in Government’s Communiqué in Palestine Post, 17 April 1946; see also
Davar, 17 April 1946,
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This of course meant the prolongation of the strike, further economic deterioration
and industrial unrest instead of the political tranquility the government was seeking,
A decision to cancel the deduction of the ‘strike pay’ soon followed. The rejection
on the part of the strikers of the earlier set of offers was hurriedly conveyed to
the Colonial Office, and was conducive to the latters approval of the provisional
praposals.’’

Acompromise between the governmentand the SDA was gradually maturing. First,
the government drew a provisional agreement in which most of the strikers’ demands
were met, and asked the Colonial Office for approval, This was accompanied by a
promise that pay for strike days will not be deducted from the strikers’ salaries, and
that the strikers will not be punished for breaching the strike ban. SDA’s leadership
secretly debated the proposals, keeping their willingness to conclude an agreement
from their fellow strikers and from politicians. The agreement was brought to SDA’s
council in a meeting which reflected both Fuleihan’s authority and his capacity to
steer away from politicizing the campaign, and which ended in agreement to accept
the offer. But when the news of the decision reached militants outside — mainly
Arab communists from Jernsalem — they violently tried to curb it. They challenged
the secrecy of the talks, the fact that the railway workers were not consulted, and
even SDA’s decision to use the conciliation machinery. This notwithstanding, SDA’s
council soon reverted to its pre-strike restraint and on April 22" decided finally
to bring the strike to an end. The agreement was then approved by the Colonial
Office and the Treasury, the latter’s grave misgivings about the obligations of the
government notwithstanding 3

The agreement, which had work resumed on April 24, included a comprehensive
re-grading scheme in which three junior grades enjoyed a raise of up to 60%. Cost-
of-living allowances were increased, in particular for married employees with
children. Employees were given a war bonus (three months salary) and allowances
to help them pay off debts. Finally, in return for immediate return to work and a
commitment to tur to conciliation in future crises, the employees were given the
salaries they lost during the strike. The agreement cost the government 2-3 million
pounds, a ‘catastrophic effect’ in the eyes of many officials. New taxation was soon
considered to balance the unexpected expenses.” The civil servants’ return to work
was followed by lengthy negotiations between the government and the SDA about

37 Quoted in M.D., “Adain Lo Histayem™; see also CS to CO 18 and 19 April 1946,
ISA CO/733/457 75156/156/46; Davar, 17 April 1946; Mishmar, 18 April 1946, Falastin, 18
April 1946; Secretariat of the Histadrut Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL.

38 CS tothe SDA, 22 April 1946, LA TV250-72-1 ~-1671; HSP and HLC meeting with the
Congress of Arab Trade Unions, 23 April 1946, LA 1V208-1-41-1; Secretariat of the Histadrut
Executive, 24 April 1946, LAL; HC to CO, 1 May 1946, MEC; CO to HC, 3 May 1946, and
HC to CO, 7 May 1946 ISA C0/733/457 75156/156/46; CS Staff Circular 36, 13 May 1946,
LA TV236-3-43; Bulletin of the Histadrut Arab Department, 25, LAL; SDA Circulars, 6 May
and 20 June 1946, in LA TV250-72-1-1673.

39 CS to 3DA, 22 April 1946, LA TV250-72.1 -1671; Palestine Post and Davar,
23 April 1946; SDA, Memorandum, 29 April 1946, and SDA Circular 7/46, 20 June 1946, LA
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how to realize the agreement, and they were held under the scrutinizing eyes of the
Colonial Office and the Treasury in London.

The strike, the cooperation it occasioned, and the government’s submissicn have
since sunk to historical oblivion, Its memory was occasionally evoked by those who
kept hoping that Arab-Jewish anti-colonialism might feed on the strike’s legacy and
by historians who depicted it as an exception that proved the rule of all-pervasive
ethno-territorial conflict in Palestine. The SDA reverted to its pre-war mederation,
national divisions increasingly overshadowed the co-existence in the civil service,
and the joint action practised in the strike was not put inte further practice for many
years.

And vet, the strike reflected contradictions in British policy which tutned a
labor dispute into a moment of historic reckoning. Resembling the effects of strikes
in British and French Africa in 1945-1947, it triggered a reluctant application in
Palestine of a labor policy based on European standards, which was more attuned to
needs of urban working and lower-middle classes (Cooper 1996: 134-170). A new
language stressing government obligations to employees and by extension to citizens
at large was infroduced, akin to the ideas that characterized British administration at
home, resulting in a willingness to infroduce in Palestine a system of social insurance
and trade union legislation. On the other hand, the strike and its resolution proved
to the Colonial Office the extent of the financial burden associated with maintaining
Palestine. This tremor, which coincided with further deterioration in the ethno-
territorial crisis that beset the country, was part of the atmosphere prevailing when
the British decided in 1947 to withdraw from Palestine.

On the Jewish side, the strike forced the Histadrut to recognize its absence from
the government urban sector, its weak impact on the civil servanis and its failure to
orchestrate or otherwise shape trans-national cooperation in the mixed towns. This
exposed the Histadrut’s under-representation of larger and weaker laboring sectors,
and the limits of its hegemony. One consequence of this was that following the strike
the Histadrut embarked on fresh attempts to have a separate organization of Jewish
civil servants. On another note, the Histadrut had learnt a lesson and would seek
cooperation with the PAWS in managing strike action that would ensue later in 1946
and in 1947,

The strike provided therefore a telling prism to the repertoires of collective action
in the mixed city of Mandate Palestine, Crossing the cthnic and national divides
demonstrated in a compelling way the extent to which the mixed city was far from an
aggregation of static and separate ethnic enclaves but a dynamic and changing field
of action and negotiation. The main features of the strike, namely its trans-national
tenor and the pressure from below it exerted on the government to concede and on
the SDA to radicalize, exposed the social cost agsociated with British rule as well as
with ethno-national separation in the towns.

I¥250-72-1-1673; HC to CO, 21 April and 7 May 1946, ISA CO/733/457 75156/156/46; PRO
Rail/}057/3120.
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Two years after the strike the British dismantled the Palestine administration,
and the memory of the strike has fong evaporated, In the wake of the 1948 war
most of the Arabs in the Palestine civil service either became unemployed or made
refugees, thus making way for Jews to be absorbed en masse into the civil service of
the new state of Israel. . But the problems of social neglect and under-representation
that the British were so instrumental in shaping and that were uncovered in the joint

strike would continue to trouble the politicians, as the strikes in Israel’s main urban
centers after 1948 would soon prove,

Archives and Abbreviations

CZA: Central Zionist Archives, Jerusalem

CS: Chief Secretary, Government of Palestine

CO: Colonial Office, London

HC: Palestine High Commissioner

HLC: Haifa Labour Council {Histadrut)

GH: Hashomer Hatsair Archive, Givat Haviva

HSP: Clerks’ Union (Histadrut)

ISA; Israel State Archives, Jerusalem

TA: Jewish Agency

LA: Labour Movement Archives, Lavon Institute, Tel Aviv
LAL: Lavon Institute Library, Tel Aviy

PAWS: Palestine Arab Workers Society

PRO: Public Record Office, London

RH: Rhodes House, Oxford

SDA.: Palestine Civil Service Second Division Association
MEC: Middle East Center, St, Antony’s College, Oxford
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