The Palestine Labor League

The Record of a Fight for Arab-Jewish Labor Cooperation
by Abba Khushi

THE FORMAL organizational framework for
mutual relations between the two labor commu-
nities in Palestine is the Palestine Labor League.
This was set up by the General Federation of Jewish
Labor in Palestine (Histadrut) at its Conference in
1927.

The aims and objects of this League are formu-
lated in its Statutes as follows:

To unite all workers of Palestine, regardless of reli-
gion, nationality or race, into one league for the purpose
of improving their economic, social and cultural position.

The structure of the League is one of autonomous
national sections.

The League is constituted of a number of separate
trade unions, some of them purely Jewish, some
purely Arab and some mixed. Any mixed union,
however, may contain separate Jewish and Arab
units, each of which has the right of affiliating itself
with its own national section at will.

When the aims and objects of the League were
formulated, the Jewish section was already in exist-
ence. It was the Histadrut, with unions in villages,
settlements, and towns, the members of which were
Jewish workers employed by private enterprises and
foreign concerns operating in Palestine, as well as
those in Government employ. There was no corres-
ponding Arab institution, however. Nothing existed
beyond certain initial tendencies towards union on
the part of workers employed by Government and
the foreign companies; tendencies which had been
carefully nurtured by the Histadrut.

The Third Conference of the Railway, Post, Tele-
phone, and Telegraph Workers, held in January,
1922, devoted a considerable part of its deliberations
to the problem of organizing the Arab workers and
referred the matter to the Executive Committee of
the Histadrut. At the Histadrut Convention held
during that year it was resolved to establish a general
union of all Railway, Post, Telephone, and Tele-
graph workers, to be composed of national sections.

At the Fourth Conference of the Railway Work-
ers’ Union, held in 1924, it was decided to intensify
organizational activity among Arab workers.

The Fifth Conference of the Railway Workers’
Union was participated in for the first time by a
number of Arab delegates, some of whom were

elected to the Joint Central Committee of Railway
Workers. Since then contact between Jewish and
Arab railway workers has been uninterrupted. At
times Arab membership of the General Union
amounted to many hundreds. In some branches.
such as Kantara and Samakh, the membership was
100% Arab, while in others, such as Haifa, Lydda,
and Jaffa-Tel Aviv, the hundreds of members in-
cluded both Arab and Jewish workers.

Concrete proposals for the establishment of a
General Labor League, to comprise all sections of the
working population in Palestine, were made as far
back as 1924, by David Ben-Gurion (the general
secretary of the Histadrut, later chairman of the
Executive of the Jewish Agency); and again in
1926, by Isaac Ben-Zvi (now chairman of the
Jewish National Council).

In July 1925 the Haifa Labor Council opened a
special club for Arab workers under the name of the
“General Workers’ Club.”

In April 1926 the Histadrut began to publish, in
Jetusalem, the Itibad el Amal (The United Worker)
the first Arab labor newspaper in Palestine and in the
entire Middle East.

The same year saw a carpenters’ and tailors’ strike
in Haifa. This later developed into a general strike
in those trades, involving some 120 carpenters and
25 tailors. The strike arose from resentment at the
fourteen hour working day then demanded of Arab
workers. This was the first time that Arab workers
went on strike and it created a profound impression
in the town. All local Arab employers joined forces,
enlisting the help of the reactionary groups of the
town. The strikers were denounced in mosques and
churches, the speakers proclaiming that it was incon-
ceivable for the Arab to work less than 14 hours or,
in the time-honored terminology “from sunrise to
sunset.” The congregations were also told that even
if this strike were to prove successful and the Arab
working day were made the same as that of the Jew-
ish workers, it would not be they but the Jewish
workers alone who would benefit.

The strikers, however, did not allow themselves to
be diverted from their objectives by all this talk; and
thanks to the moral and material assistance of the


















