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  Introduction
“We cannot look to governments for this. . . . It is a task that we 
must undertake as private citizens.”
—Max Zaritsky, president of the United Hatters, Cap, and 

Millinery Workers’ International Union, 1938

Between 1917 and 1948, the American labor movement played a fundamental 
role in the development and establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. U.S. 
labor organizations were not alone in this endeavor, as they operated within 
a larger international movement to accomplish this goal, but their unique 
combination of political and financial assets provided crucial resources for 
the building blocks of a Jewish state. A conglomerate of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) deserves various degrees of credit for the evolution of 
a Jewish national enterprise in the decades preceding Israel’s establishment 
in 1948, but U.S. labor organizations played a previously unheralded part 
in this remarkable example of NGOs operating both transnationally and 
domestically. Motivated by a desire to bolster a fellow labor movement in 
Palestine and provide a safe haven for persecuted European Jews, these labor 
organizations bypassed states and used their own resources over a thirty-year 
period to aid in the creation of a new country.
 As both individuals and leaders of some of the most powerful NGOs in 
the world, U.S. trade unionists employed a two-pronged strategy in their 
approach to aiding the Jewish national enterprise. First, they maneuvered 
beyond the confines of national governments by contributing financial and 
material assistance to Histadrut, the General Federation of Jewish Workers 
in Palestine. More than just a labor movement in the conventional sense, 
Histadrut operated on many fronts, including the Jewish settlement of Pales-
tine and providing defense, housing, health, education, banking, and culture. 
This made it a cornerstone of Jewish society in Palestine before and after the 
establishment of statehood. Second, American labor employed its political 
influence in the United States and around the world to persuade government 

      



2 Introduction

officials to support the Jewish cause in Palestine. During the early 1900s, the 
impetus for this dual strategy began provincially with a group of socialist 
Zionists known collectively as Labor Zionists. Their commitment to a Jewish 
homeland in Palestine, built on the foundation of a strong labor movement, 
inspired a marginal but active group of Jewish workers based primarily in 
the U.S. garment industry. By the 1920s, they joined with non-Zionist trade 
unionists in the garment industry to expand this activity to the entire Ameri-
can labor movement.1

 On a transnational level, American labor’s assistance played a critical role 
in building the foundations for a Jewish state. Within the U.S. political milieu, 
American labor’s attempts to influence U.S. policy making before 1948 had 
little impact, but a cadre of its leadership heading the New York State Liberal 
Party had a significant influence on the Truman administration’s decision to 
recognize Israel in 1948.
 During the early twentieth century, U.S. labor organizations had evolved 
into some of the most powerful NGOs in the world. Within the United 
States, they influenced the electoral process through their millions of voting 
members, possessed large financial resources, maintained relationships with 
elected officials from both political parties, and enjoyed connections with 
media outlets (even owning some themselves).2 Internationally, they main-
tained relationships with various trade unions and could provide financial 
assistance to those groups that shared their vision for a global trade union 
movement. With these assets, the American labor movement influenced 
politics in the United States and abroad, making U.S. labor organizations and 
their leaders ideal candidates for study as national and international actors 
on the global stage.
 A few scholars have illuminated the remarkable impact twentieth-century 
American labor has made as a transnational force. During the 1970s, scholars 
such as Roy Godson recognized U.S. labor’s significant role as a transnational 
actor in European politics.3 In the 1980s, Steve Fraser showed how the Amal-
gamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) used the Russian-American 
Industrial Corporation to help in modernizing and operating textile facto-
ries in Moscow and Petrograd.4 Additionally, several studies have illustrated 
the corporatist role American labor has played with the U.S. government 
whereby government, big business, and organized labor work for the same 
goals to advance a similar agenda. For example, Marcel van der Linden and 
Robert W. Cox contended that the American Federation of Labor (AFL) 
collaborated with the U.S. government and big business beginning in 1898, 
commencing a decades-long corporatist operation in countries around the 
world.5 Ronald Filippelli and Federico Romero examined how U.S. labor or-
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ganizations worked with the U.S. government in developing anticommunist, 
pro-market trade unions modeled after the AFL image during the 1940s and 
1950s.6 Several studies have also focused attention on the AFL’s relationship 
with the CIA.7 Robert Anthony Waters Jr. and Geert Van Goethem’s edited 
collection American Labor’s Global Ambassadors from 2013 includes examples 
of American labor’s activism during the Cold War and its transnational role, 
as well as its corporatist role working with the U.S. government, especially 
the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations’ 
(AFL-CIO’s) relationship with the CIA.8

 This study expands beyond these areas though, demonstrating how Ameri-
can labor leaders and their organizations operated outside the boundaries of 
national governments in aiding the development of a Jewish state in Palestine. 
In 1938, Max Zaritsky, president of the United Hatters, Cap, and Millinery 
Workers’ International Union (UHCMWIU), summed up this perspective: 
“We cannot look to governments for this. . . . It is a task that we must under-
take as private citizens.”9

 Concurrently, this project also explores the roles of NGOs on U.S. domes-
tic politics. Historians and political scientists have placed increasing weight 
on the influence of domestic factors in the creation of foreign policy. Since 
about 1980, political scientists such as Barry Hughes and historians includ-
ing Robert Dallek and Melvin Small have argued for more analysis of how 
domestic factors and interest groups influence policy-making decisions.10 
Most scholarship relating to U.S. foreign policy and the decisions made by 
policy makers has traditionally focused on material interests and national se-
curity. However, this study demonstrates the important role domestic politics 
have played in the U.S. electoral process and specifically how NGOs operate 
within that electoral environment. Nongovernmental organizations typically 
possess important resources for influencing international affairs and also 
for affecting domestic politics. Since the turn of the millennium, historians 
such as Akira Iriye and Mark Lytle have noted the significant role NGOs 
play within electorates and the policy-making apparatus of governments, as 
well as their transnational impact on world affairs. Although few scholars 
have definitively explained what classifies an NGO, Iriye and Lytle include 
religious, educational, and professional associations, as well as industrial 
trade groups in a definition commonly accepted among scholars.11

 Of all the groups defined as NGOs, few enjoyed as much influence within 
the United States and abroad as U.S. labor organizations. They had the 
ability to influence electoral politics and therefore, U.S. policies, while also 
performing a role in building other nations. Notably, American labor’s sup-
port for Histadrut continued the development of a state apparatus capable 
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of governing itself without British assistance through the Mandate system, 
which assigned Britain a mandate for administrating Palestine under article 
22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations.12

 The influence of these labor organizations also played out internationally. 
After the British Labour Party’s 1945 electoral victory, most American labor 
leaders held high hopes for the implementation of a pro-Jewish Palestine 
policy and looked forward to working with British officials in improving the 
situation in Palestine. Bitter disappointment followed, however, when the 
Labour Party maintained most of the previous conservative government’s poli-
cies toward Palestine. This led to strong attacks from American labor leaders 
between 1945 and 1947 against the Labour Party government. Throughout this 
effort and others, U.S. labor, as a collection of trade unions and associations, 
acted both as an international and domestic force in the development of a 
Jewish state in Palestine and U.S. recognition of Israel in 1948.
 Accordingly, this book reveals how American labor played a significant 
part within an international movement seeking to develop Jewish settlements 
in Palestine and collectively influence governments, specifically the U.S. and 
U.K. governments, to support and recognize a Jewish state in Palestine. In 
attaining these goals, American labor sometimes coordinated activities with 
Zionist NGOs, but at other times operated independently. American labor’s 
support of Jewish activity in Palestine centered around Histadrut’s develop-
ment, which fit its goal of bolstering fellow labor movements around the 
world. As David Dubinsky, president of the International Ladies’ Garment 
Workers’ Union (ILGWU), stated in 1956, “we recognized that the American 
labor movement had an obligation to be part of the international labor move-
ment.”13 Most American labor leaders never considered themselves Zionists, 
but they saw in Histadrut a progressive labor organization that shared its 
global vision of an international labor movement. Therefore, Histadrut was 
worthy of substantial support.
 With its founding in 1920, Histadrut quickly established itself as an innova-
tive force in Jewish Palestinian society. It engaged in every part of life there, 
including housing, manufacturing, government leadership, and military 
defense. This large and dynamic agenda first captured the imagination of 
the Jewish labor movement in the United States and later, a majority of the 
American labor movement. Since Histadrut played such a significant role 
in the development of Jewish settlements, infrastructure, and government 
in Palestine, American labor’s support for Histadrut’s agenda made them 
partners in the national Jewish enterprise. American labor leaders had other 
reasons to place aid for Histadrut high on their agenda. For one thing, many 
of them believed it essential to find a haven for persecuted European Jews. 
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Even before 1933, when the Nazis seized power in Germany, Jews suffered 
terrible persecution throughout Eastern Europe. During the early 1920s, the 
United States virtually closed its doors to those Jews hoping to flee this per-
secution with the implementation of an immigration quota system, severely 
restricting Eastern and Southern European immigration to the United States. 
Additionally, many labor leaders traditionally opposed open immigration 
to the United States because immigrants provided employers a cheap labor 
force, thus creating more competition for U.S. jobs. Therefore, Histadrut’s 
willingness to accept Jewish refugees with open arms made Palestine an 
attractive alternative for U.S. labor organizations seeking to avoid more im-
migrants arriving in the United States.
 On a more idealistic level, some American labor leaders also believed that 
a Jewish state could serve as a paragon of social democratic values for the 
Middle East. They reasoned that Histadrut’s central role within Palestinian 
Jewish society could influence surrounding Arab countries to develop trade 
union movements.14 Moreover, these labor leaders contended that strong 
trade union movements within Arab nations would act to democratize those 
nations and bring prosperity to the lower classes.
 Finally, internal labor politics motivated labor leaders to support Histadrut. 
Leading labor figures such as AFL president William Green and CIO presi-
dent Philip Murray recognized that Jewish labor leaders cared deeply about 
the Palestine issue. By supporting Jewish labor leaders’ interests in Palestine, 
Green and Murray believed they could maintain support for their broader 
agendas in the AFL and CIO. Internal politics also played a pivotal role for 
communist labor leaders in the garment industry. After World War II, the 
British Empire was a prime target of Soviet leaders. Despite years of anti-
Zionist policies, Soviet premier Joseph Stalin decided to reverse course and 
back the Zionists in an attempt to weaken the British there. After years of 
support for the Arabs’ cause, Stalin came to regard them as too weak for use 
as an anti-British instrument. Additionally, some communists believed that 
a communist movement could be nurtured in Palestine, where a faction of 
communists had grown steadily during the early twentieth century.
 These points do not mean that non-Jewish AFL and CIO or communist 
labor leaders viewed support for Histadrut or Israel only through a political 
prism of politics. Sincere concern for assisting fellow labor movements and 
helping persecuted Jews also motivated their efforts. These multiple interests 
galvanized different labor leaders and organizations, but no matter their rea-
sons, their activities all led to one goal—assisting Histadrut and ultimately 
supporting a Jewish state in Palestine.

      



 1 Origins of the Jewish Labor Movement

American labor’s support for the Jewish national enterprise dates back to 
November 1917, when delegates at the annual AFL convention in Buffalo, 
New York, passed a resolution recognizing “the legitimate claims of the Jew-
ish people for the establishment of a national homeland in Palestine on the 
basis of self-government.”1 In the decades after 1917, American labor leaders 
cited this resolution of support as the first in a long list of efforts to assist 
the development of a Jewish national home. However, six years after this 
resolution, some non-Zionist labor leaders exceeded this rhetorical encour-
agement by initiating an annual fund-raising campaign to support the Jewish 
labor movement in Palestine. This created a relationship whereby U.S. labor 
unions furnished a foreign labor organization with the financial resources 
to purchase land, establish cooperative farms, and construct infrastructure. 
While the 1917 resolution reflected on AFL leadership initiative, the fund-
raising campaign represented a grassroots push that would play the larger 
and enduring role, setting in motion the American labor movement’s full 
acceptance of both the Jewish labor movement in Palestine and its develop-
ment of a Jewish homeland there.
 The path to supporting Jewish Palestine appeared highly unlikely at the 
turn of the twentieth century as leading voices in the Jewish labor move-
ment opposed any form of Zionism. During this time, two Jewish socialist 
movements competed for support among Jewish laborers—Bundism and 
Labor Zionism. Bundism, which derived its name from the Bund (formally 
known as the General Jewish Workers Union of Lithuania, Poland, and Rus-
sia), believed in solving the problems Jews faced in their respective countries 
rather than the Labor Zionist solution—the creation of a Jewish homeland 
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in Palestine based on socialist values. Bundists perceived Zionism as a na-
tionalist distraction from the Bund’s socialist vision of a workers’ world free 
of nationalist divisions. Additionally, many Jewish garment workers believed 
that the United States offered them the same rewards as any Jewish homeland 
in Palestine or elsewhere. Thus, socialist movements like Labor Zionism, 
which called for a commitment to both socialism and Jewish nationalism, 
failed to spread significantly among Jewish workers while Bundism found 
more traction.
 Before Labor Zionism or Bundism arose in the United States, a Jewish 
labor movement took shape thanks to a sizable influx of Eastern European 
Jews entering the United States during the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, including a significant component possessing expertise in the 
garment trades.2 By the mid-twentieth century, the growth of the garment 
industry enhanced the prestige and influence of Jewish labor leaders beyond 
their own industry and into positions of power within the general American 
labor movement.

The Impact of Jews in the Garment Unions

Defining “Jewish unions” is problematic. Although workers in many of the 
garment unions consisted of Jewish majorities during the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the demographics shifted by the early twentieth century. For example, 
the ACWA, one of the most powerful garment unions, originated under a 
predominantly Jewish membership. By the 1920s, however, this Jewish he-
gemony diminished as Jews came to comprise just under half of the ACWA’s 
membership. By the turn of the twentieth century, even the United Hebrew 
Trades (UHT), an organization founded in the 1880s explicitly to assist Jew-
ish workers, accepted non-Jewish members and found that at various points 
during the 1930s, nearly half of its members were not Jewish.3

 Despite the demographic changes in union membership, Jewish leadership 
in these unions remained constant throughout the early and mid-twentieth 
century. Even with the large number of both Jewish and non-Jewish women 
comprising garment workers, the executive boards remained predominantly 
male and Jewish. By the mid-twentieth century, many Jewish garment work-
ers had worked their way into the middle class, or at least their children had 
breached it. Yet for decades, Jewish leadership remained entrenched, leaving a 
profound imprint on the American labor movement and providing direction 
and organization for U.S. labor patronage of Jewish interests in Palestine.
 The dominance of Jewish leadership in the garment unions came only 
after a long struggle to create a labor movement among Jewish immigrants. 
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During the 1880s, these immigrants typically sought quick upward mobility 
and therefore never cultivated a strong trade union movement. Many Jewish 
garment workers saw themselves as future employers and for that reason 
rarely engaged in the communal struggles necessary to form a vibrant and 
cohesive labor movement. In 1904, the majority of the two hundred thousand 
garment workers in New York remained unorganized, and those unions that 
existed operated with minimal energy.4 Additionally, most of them had little 
connection with other American workers and minimal exposure to social-
ism. Thus, few immigrant Jews possessed a class consciousness capable of 
sustaining a trade union movement.
 The 1905 Russian Revolution and its repercussions proved a turning point. 
This abortive revolution led to a second generation of Eastern European 
Jewish immigrants teeming American shores fueled by socialist ideals bred 
during revolutionary ferment in turn-of-the-century Eastern Europe. These 
veterans of the revolt hoped to apply their socialist vision to U.S. society.
 This vision clashed, however, with the dominant attitude of the old-guard 
American labor movement, comprised of mostly non-Jewish workers. Dur-
ing the late nineteenth century, leaders of the emerging AFL embraced a 
labor philosophy known as bread-and-butter unionism. AFL leaders stressed 
wages, hours, and working conditions, shunning broader visions of social 
transformation. Many of the Jewish immigrants, imbued with socialist ideol-
ogy, found this bread-and-butter unionism wanting. Their commitment to 
socialism encouraged workers to strive for a broad social vision that encom-
passed social insurance, government activism, and racial equality, all things 
anathema and overly ambitious to early twentieth-century AFL leaders. By 
the early 1900s, despite AFL resistance to such an expansive agenda, Jewish 
garment workers began to coalesce around the radical doctrine of their East-
ern European homelands. They spent the first two decades of the twentieth 
century forming unions or strengthening previously existing ones.
 The Jewish labor movement was not limited to the large memberships 
within the garment unions. Jewish workers also created labor organizations 
and associations to address their socialist vision, most notable among these 
being the UHT. Founded in 1888, the organization helped immigrants seeking 
food, shelter, and work, and it provided financial support for sick workers, 
offered recreation opportunities, and educated workers in socialist principles. 
Additionally, by the early 1900s, Jewish workers formed fraternal organiza-
tions, most notably the Workmen’s Circle (Arbeiter Ring in Yiddish), to 
promote social interaction and offer economic assistance and educational 
opportunities.5
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 The growing number of Jewish garment workers in the United States made 
it difficult for original garment union leaders to prevent these Jews from join-
ing their unions. Despite garment union leaders’ concerns over what they 
perceived as alien and radical views that could potentially undermine the 
garment unions, Jewish-led labor battles during the 1910s had won Jewish 
workers entry into established unions and had created new organizations 
such as the ACWA. The ILGWU, another of the influential garment unions 
during the twentieth century, emerged as a force in the garment industry after 
a 1909 strike among shirtwaist makers in New York known as the Uprising of 
the Twenty Thousand. Its gains continued in 1910, as a cloak makers’ strike 
called the Great Revolt earned workers a fifty-hour workweek, minimum 
wages for certain workers, and a Joint Board of Sanitary Control. Such hard-
fought strikes won respect from AFL leaders. By the 1920s, many Jewish labor 
leaders began to enjoy significant influence with the AFL as they traded the 
radicalism of their youth for a more U.S.-style, reform-minded approach to 
labor management relations.

The Balfour Declaration

When World War I erupted in 1914, it led to worldwide disruptions that 
produced new circumstances favorable for the Zionist cause, especially in the 
United States. Although the majority of Jewish trade unionists focused their 
energy assisting European Jews impacted by the war rather than Palestinian 
Jews, AFL leaders endorsed a resolution in 1917 supporting a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine as part of their wartime agenda. That year, the British government 
sought support for its war effort, which had materially and psychologically 
drained Britain for three years.
 Some British officials hoped an endorsement of a Jewish homeland in 
Palestine would rally American Jews to strengthen their support for the U.S. 
war effort, which the British government feared could wane in the United 
States due to internal opposition to the war there. This played a key role in the 
British government publishing the Balfour Declaration in November 1917, a 
letter calling for a Jewish homeland in Palestine and written by British foreign 
minister Arthur James Balfour to the leader of the British Zionist Federa-
tion, Lionel Walter Rothschild. The letter stated that the British government 
endorsed “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish 
people, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this 
object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may 
prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities 
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in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other 
country.”6 The Balfour Declaration opened a Pandora’s box for the British 
government, but in the desperate hour of war, prominent British officials 
embraced it as a practical opportunity to gain advantages on various strategic 
fronts.
 Previously, in 1915 and 1916, the British government had entered into two 
agreements that appeared to contradict each other, placing London in a pre-
carious position. The first of these, made in 1915 by Sir Henry MacMahon, 
the British high commissioner in Egypt, promised Sharif Hussein bin Ali an 
area for Arab independence that seemingly included Palestine. In return, the 
British hoped for an Arab revolt against the Turks. However, this MacMahon-
Hussein correspondence appeared to be superceded when British officials 
made a secret accord with France in 1916 known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement. 
This deal divided the Ottoman Empire into spheres of influence. The pact 
had been made with the czarist government’s consent that year, but when the 
Bolsheviks found it in the czarist government’s files after they seized power 
in late 1917, they exposed the Sykes-Picot deal in an attempt to embarrass the 
British and French, who claimed to be fighting for higher ideals than territo-
rial gain. Since the pact had been made in secret, its exposure led to great 
suspicion in the Middle East of British and French postwar ambitions.7

 On another tactical front, some British leaders believed Jews in Russia and 
the United States possessed significant sway with their respective govern-
ments, and a promise of a Jewish state could win their support. Although 
Russia stood as a British ally at the outset of the war, significant upheaval in 
Russia during 1917 risked its exit from the fighting. Thus, some British officials 
believed a declaration in favor of a Jewish state could encourage influential 
Russian Jews to convince the Russian leadership to stay in the war until its 
completion.
 Winning U.S. support for the U.K. cause also played into the British cabi-
net’s calculations. Although the United States had already declared war on 
Germany in April 1917, British officials wanted to ensure maximum U.S. 
backing for President Wilson’s war aims. Significant opposition to entering 
the war existed throughout the United States, especially among immigrant 
Jews. Therefore, British officials presumed that winning American Jewish 
cooperation would strengthen the Wilson administration’s ability to pros-
ecute the war.
 During the war years, many British officials came to the mistaken conclu-
sion that Zionism had become a mainstream movement among U.S. Jewry. 
Although this view proved erroneous, Zionism had, in fact, attained more 
respect among American Jews when Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, 
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embraced the American Zionist movement. Brandeis, the champion of the 
working class in the eyes of many Jewish workers and a confidant to President 
Wilson, provided Zionism the credibility it previously lacked in the eyes of 
many American Jews.
 After the outbreak of war isolated the World Zionist headquarters in Ber-
lin, the axis of influence within the Zionist movement shifted to the United 
States where Zionism had gained modest support. This occurred in large 
measure due to Brandeis’s emergence as the leader of the American Zionist 
movement. In the years immediately preceding World War I, Brandeis had 
embraced his Jewish roots and come into contact with Zionism.8 Until he 
mediated a 1910 garment workers’ strike in New York City, Brandeis had 
exhibited little interest in his Jewish ancestry. He became inspired by Judaism 
after his exposure to Jewish immigrants during the strike, whose values and 
identity impressed him. Among these immigrants, Brandeis also gained an 
introduction to Zionism and believed it fit ideally with his progressivism. 
Rather than view Zionism as a threat to Jewish loyalty toward the United 
States, Brandeis argued that Zionism fit perfectly with American values. In his 
fervor for cultural pluralism, Brandeis asserted that democracy worked best 
when every cultural group in the United States contributed its own heritage 
to society rather than assimilating into the “melting pot” or kowtowing to 
the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture. For Brandeis, being good Americans 
meant being good Jews, and to be good Jews meant being good Zionists.9

 Through his reputation within the American Jewish community, Brandeis’s 
endorsement of Zionism made it more acceptable to some American Jews. 
Also, Brandeis greatly admired the pioneer spirit, mutual cooperation, and 
democratic values of the early Labor Zionist settlers, which reflected his 
view of the ideal progressive society. Through his support, Brandeis attracted 
other prominent Jews to the Zionist cause such as Harvard law professor 
and Wilson administration insider Felix Frankfurter, who came to share his 
enthusiasm. Together, they lent their time and reputations to raising funds 
and awareness.10

 In 1914, Brandeis’s leadership brought Zionism to the fore of debate within 
the American Jewish community. In the weeks following the outbreak of 
World War I, Brandeis and his associates formed the Provisional Executive 
Committee for General Zionist Affairs, with Brandeis as chair. Through this 
organization, Jews in Palestine received aid caused by the turbulence and 
deprivation of the war. Brandeis devoted himself to the cause, micromanag-
ing a multitude of Zionist activities across the United States.
 Many British officials knew of Brandeis’s reputation among American 
Jews and surmised that Zionism must be a vital force in the American Jewish 
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community.11 Additionally, the victorious role Zionists played in establishing 
the American Jewish Congress, and their ample representation in that body, 
conveyed to British and French officials the impression that the American 
Jewish community embraced Zionism.12 Hence, expressing backing for a 
Jewish state appeared to many British leaders an important step to winning 
American Jewish support for the war effort.
 Other factors also played a role. It appeared that German leaders intended 
to release a letter of their own supporting a Jewish state in Palestine in an 
attempt to gain domestic and international Jewish support. This made British 
officials believe it was imperative to beat the Germans to the punch. Funda-
mentally, British officials overestimated Jewish influence in Russia and the 
United States and underestimated opposition to Zionism among Russian 
and American Jews. Their beliefs, however misguided, convinced key British 
leaders to support the Balfour Declaration.
 Beyond these strategic concerns, personal and moral considerations played 
a role. Chaim Weizmann, the renowned chemist and the most recogniz-
able of British Zionists, gained access to top U.K. officials while helping the 
British war effort with the invention of synthetic acetone. Acetone became 
a desperately needed element for munitions since it was in short supply dur-
ing the war. Weizmann’s discovery of a process using horse chestnuts in 1917 
proved a boon in munitions manufacturing for the British military, winning 
him much praise and thanks from the British government. British officials 
offered Weizmann accolades for his accomplishment, but he refused them, 
remarking that he only wished a homeland for his people.
 Although the British decision to release the Balfour Declaration included 
many factors, Weizmann’s wartime contribution garnered him influence 
with such high-level officials as Foreign Minister Balfour, who held Jews in 
deep regard for their contributions to science and art. He allowed Weizmann 
to discuss his desires for a Jewish homeland in Palestine with influential 
government leaders, and this connection created discussion among British 
officials of the potential advantages in supporting Zionist goals. Addition-
ally, Weizmann’s reputation among Zionists around the world soared and, 
by 1920, he ascended to the leadership of the Zionist Organization (ZO).13

 Finally, significant British leaders, notably Prime Minister David Lloyd 
George, held deep religious convictions that led them to sponsor the idea of 
a restored Jewish state, fulfilling Biblical prophecies. Yet some British officials 
opposed the Balfour Declaration for two major reasons. First, many members 
of the U.K. Foreign Office worried about alienating Arabs by supporting a Jew-
ish state in Palestine. Second, many British Jews feared having their loyalty to 
Britain questioned (a common worry shared by Jews living in many different 
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countries). In the end, however, the positives outweighed the negatives for 
British policy makers, and the Balfour Declaration was released.14
 The pronouncement did not develop in a vacuum. The British consulted 
Woodrow Wilson on the issue, and he privately supported the decision to 
release the declaration. Wilson’s devotion to the principles of self-determi-
nation for national minorities, his hope of squelching opposition to U.S. 
participation in the war within the ranks of American Jews, and his religious 
convictions led him to support Zionist endeavors. Brandeis’s influence played 
a pivotal role as well, convincing Wilson that the mass of American Jews 
cared about Zionism, although in reality, most dismissed it.

AFL Support for the Balfour Declaration

The remarkable impact of the Balfour Declaration affected all sectors of 
American Jewry. Samuel Gompers, president of the AFL, believed support-
ing the Balfour Declaration would fit with Wilson’s foreign policy objectives, 
notably the championing of ethnic minorities’ national rights. Although the 
AFL traditionally protested Jewish persecution around the world through 
resolutions passed at national conventions, the 1917 AFL convention in Buf-
falo concluded that only a sovereign Jewish homeland in Palestine could 
offer an escape for persecuted European Jews. Gompers’s goal of support-
ing Wilson’s idealistic postwar aims led AFL leaders to embrace the Balfour 
Declaration.15

 Gompers backed Wilson’s foreign policy because of the benefits he believed 
the AFL could reap. Before U.S. entry into the war, Gompers had already 
supported legislation passed by Wilson’s Democratic colleagues in Congress 
prohibiting child labor, curbing judicial orders designed to severely restrict 
unions, and providing an eight-hour workday for certain railroad workers. 
He had also convinced the AFL Executive Council of the need to back the 
administration’s preparedness program. In return, Wilson reached out to 
Gompers by appointing him to the Council of National Defense.16 The U.S. 
government needed military production to operate smoothly, avoiding strikes 
and disturbances that could damage the war effort and depress national mo-
rale. Accordingly, President Wilson granted the AFL an unprecedented level 
of influence. New government institutions designed to maximize industrial 
efficiency during the war, such as the War Labor Board and the War Policies 
Board, accepted the right of workers to join unions and bargain through their 
own union representatives. In return, the AFL embraced Wilson’s foreign-
policy aims and worked diligently to suppress antiwar opposition among 
workers throughout the country.17
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 Gompers and the AFL leadership faced resistance from various groups 
in the United States, including socialists who viewed the war as an impe-
rial adventure, pacifists who opposed all war, and workers of German and 
Irish descent who resented the British. One of Gompers’s greatest tasks lay 
in subduing the resistance in the Lower East Side of New York City, a major 
breeding ground for antiwar sentiment, especially among workers in the 
garment unions and among the immigrant Jewish community.18 By July 1917, 
in response to such resistance, Gompers and other AFL leaders formed the 
American Alliance for Labor and Democracy (AALD) to silence labor op-
position to Wilson’s war aims, especially by quashing the People’s Council 
of America for Democracy and Peace, an antiwar group founded in 1917.19 
Gompers also received help from the Jewish Socialist League of America, 
an organization founded that same year, composed of pro-war socialists, 
including Labor Zionists David Ben-Gurion and Yitzhak Ben-Zvi.20

 In September 1917, two months prior to the Balfour Declaration’s publica-
tion, Gompers and the AFL leadership signaled their support for a Jewish 
homeland. That month, the AALD held its inaugural convention in Min-
neapolis, and Zionist leaders sent several representatives to counteract those 
Jewish labor activists opposed to both the war and Zionism. The convention 
passed a resolution urging the president to support “the legitimate claims of 
the Jewish people for the reestablishment of a national homeland in Palestine 
on a basis of self-government.”21 Two months after the AALD convention, 
the 1917 AFL Convention in Buffalo marked a first for U.S. labor support of 
a Jewish homeland. This convention discussed many issues relating to the 
war effort, including the Balfour Declaration. President Wilson deemed the 
AFL’s assistance to his war aims so important that he became the first U.S. 
president to ever speak at a labor convention. Although most Jewish trade 
unionists remained unreceptive to Zionist ambitions during and after this 
convention, the AFL’s endorsements influenced the ILGWU and ACWA to 
pass resolutions at their 1917 conventions endorsing the Balfour Declaration, 
even though many members remained ambivalent about or even hostile to 
Zionism.22

 Although symbolically important, AFL endorsement of the Balfour Decla-
ration did not result in any tangible gains for Jews in Palestine. Most Jewish 
labor leaders, still influenced by Bundist principles, remained opposed to Zi-
onism as a nationalist distraction from an international workers’ movement. 
By 1920, however, the formation of Histadrut altered the outlook of some 
garment industry labor leaders. Within three years of Histadrut’s formation, 
some of these labor leaders publicly embraced its call for moral and financial 
support. Max Pine, secretary of the United Hebrew Trades, opened his or-
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ganization’s doors to Histadrut’s solicitation and pressed for a fund-raising 
drive to generate money for Jewish workers in Palestine. This represented a 
new era within the American labor movement. During the 1920s, garment 
unions like the ILGWU and ACWA offered assistance to Histadrut, and their 
connections with the broader American labor movement opened possibilities 
for influence with U.S. politicians.

Breaching the Trade Unions

In 1920, Histadrut became the rallying point by which Jewish trade unionists 
warmed to the idea of a Jewish home in Palestine. Its formation converted a 
significant number of non-Zionists, since it focused attention on supporting 
a fellow labor movement and eased many socialists’ anxieties about a nation-
alist movement. Since Histadrut served the Jewish workers of Palestine in a 
myriad of ways that appealed to U.S. workers, Histadrut’s leadership found 
the crucial element to penetrate the sympathies of those in the trade unions.
 The gradual shift in the Jewish labor movement’s attitude toward Palestine 
occurred for both ideological and practical reasons. Philosophically, many 
Jewish socialists believed fervently in the importance of assisting a fellow 
labor movement. On a practical level though, many Bundists and general 
socialists, concerned about the persecution of Eastern European Jews, now 
saw Palestine as the only refuge in the world for Jews.23 Even in the United 
States, where so many Jews immigrated between 1880 and 1920, the doors es-
sentially closed for Jews because of immigration quota restrictions Congress 
passed in 1921 and 1924.24 Thus, for many Jewish trade unionists, supporting 
Histadrut had as much to do with its role in absorbing persecuted, Jewish 
immigrants into Palestine as any principled dedication to sustaining a sister 
trade union movement.
 Although many Jewish labor leaders eventually encouraged support for 
Histadrut along these ideological and pragmatic lines, championing His-
tadrut also meant aiding a state-building project, whether these Jewish labor 
leaders recognized it at the time or not. Unlike the conventional European 
or American trade union, Histadrut was more than a union or a political 
party. It encompassed various roles within Jewish Palestinian society beyond 
what most U.S. trade unionists experienced with their own unions. Histadrut 
represented an alliance between all of the labor parties in Palestine, including 
the two largest, Ahdut Ha’avoda and Hapoel Hatzair, along with the Jewish 
Socialist Workers’ Party and members of Labor Zionist youth groups. At-
tempts at forging such an alliance had failed in years past because each labor 
party sought to maintain its autonomy. By 1920, labor leaders in Palestine 
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recognized the wasted resources of maintaining separate services. Therefore, a 
convention called for a nonpartisan organization to aid the growth of industry 
and agricultural settlements, prepare Palestine for Jewish immigrants, de-
velop a sick fund, and attain full employment for workers. Histadrut worked 
on these issues, beginning with a modest membership of 4,400 that grew 
steadily over the following years.25

 Histadrut was founded on the “constructivist” socialism prevalent within 
the largest Palestinian labor party, Ahdut Ha’avoda. This practical form of 
socialism became popular among Second Aliya Jewish pioneers in Palestine 
(aliya, lit. to go up or ascend). Second Aliya Jews arrived in Palestine pri-
marily from Eastern Europe between 1904 and 1914. By 1914, they numbered 
35,000 or 40,000.26 Their constructivism evolved from the realities of settling 
Palestine. By the 1910s, many Jewish pioneers recognized that the theoretical 
socialist ideology most of them had embraced in Europe was failing them 
in the rigors of settling Palestine. Such recognition led Second Aliya Jews to 
find new approaches in bringing socialist values to settling the land. By 1910, 
wage labor had failed to develop in any significant way as Jewish employers 
hired Arab workers, leading Jewish workers’ wages to plummet to Arab wage 
levels. Accordingly, Second Aliya Jews developed communal projects instead. 
These communal projects came to include the Kibbutz as well as other forms 
of cooperative communities. This approach also required capital investment 
from middle- and upper-class Jews, thus removing the class warfare typical 
of orthodox socialism. The national project necessitated the cooperation of 
all Jews in cultivating the land.27

 Second Aliya Jews formed the backbone of the leadership within the Pales-
tinian Jewish community through the founding of Israel. David Ben-Gurion 
and Berl Katznelson, two of the most prominent Second Aliya immigrants, 
played a central role in developing a labor movement in Palestine based on 
the ideal of constructive socialism. After World War I, Katznelson and Ben-
Gurion hoped to create a federation with no party affiliations that performed 
multiple roles, including political and social activities, educational programs, 
and trade unionism.28 In 1919, they put their energies and aspirations into 
forming Ahdut Ha’avoda, but the organization never evolved into what they 
had hoped and labor parties in Palestine continued to lack unity.
 Ultimately, Katznelson, Ben-Gurion, and members of Ahdut Ha’avoda 
settled for a compromise with the creation of Histadrut. Unlike conventional 
labor federations consisting of trade union members, Histadrut included 
individual members who were assigned to a specific union based on their 
skills. With Histadrut functioning as a parliamentary democracy, Ahdut 
Ha’avoda dominated it in its early years, and Ben-Gurion and Katznelson 
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played pivotal roles in shaping its growth and searching for financial and 
political support from abroad.
 Histadrut developed several organizations under its auspices during its 
first decade of existence, such as Solel Boneh (public works program), Kapat 
Holim (a workers’ sick fund), and Bank Hapoalim (a workers’ bank). By the 
1930s and 1940s, four categories consisting of trade unions, education and 
culture, economics and finances, and social aid defined Histadrut’s activities. 
These categories included an unemployment fund, an orphans and widows’ 
fund, a senior citizen fund, a social assistance fund, an invalidity fund, a 
maritime agency, an aviation agency, cooperative restaurants, publishing, 
trade schools, nursery and elementary schools, teachers’ seminaries, child 
care, and savings and loan societies, among other projects.29

 Solel Boneh, comprised of laborers who gained experience working in Brit-
ish public works projects throughout Palestine after World War I, recruited 
and trained Jewish workers for various construction and manual-labor jobs 
such as railroad building, road paving, quarrying, draining, unloading ships, 
and building in military camps. Solel Boneh trained the workers engaged 
in projects that served as the infrastructure backbone of Jewish Palestine, 
including those who worked in building Tel Aviv and the Jewish sections in 
Jerusalem and Haifa. In 1927, Solel Boneh collapsed after undergoing eco-
nomic hardships, but it reformed in 1934 and expanded its activities beyond 
the public sector to include projects in the private sector.30

 Founded in 1912, eight years before Histadrut, Kapat Holim started with 
agricultural workers’ unions; by 1919, two separate funds came under the 
stewardship of Ahdut Ha’avoda and Hapoel Hatzair, respectively. With His-
tadrut’s founding, these two united into one sick fund to form the most 
extensive medical assistance program in the Middle East. Kapat Holim en-
compassed an array of medical services provided at hospitals, pharmacies, 
dental clinics, and more. This socialized health care covered most of Pales-
tine’s Jewish workers. Along with Histadrut’s other expansive programs, it 
greatly impressed American trade unionists from the outset.31

The First Histadrut Delegation

In 1921, Histadrut’s leadership decided to send a delegation to the United 
States to raise funds for a new workers’ bank that would fund most of these 
projects.32 The delegation included representatives of the two major labor 
parties in Histadrut—Ahdut Ha’avoda and Hapoel Hatzair. Berl Katznelson 
and Mania Shochat of Ahdut Ha’avoda and Yosef Baratz of Hapoel Hatzair 
comprised the three-person delegation sent to the United States. Katznelson 
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carried prestige among the delegation as a founder of Ahdut Ha’avoda. In 
fact, his party intended to send him to the United States in 1919 but delayed 
his mission when Histadrut formed in 1920. Mania Shochat held connections 
with the Haganah (the Jewish military force in Palestine and predecessor to 
the Israel Defense Forces), women workers in Histadrut, and Jewish leaders 
in the United States, making her a vital delegate to send. Yosef Baratz repre-
sented the second most powerful labor party, Hapoel Hatzair.33

 Within a month of Histadrut’s founding in December 1920, its leaders 
pressed for a delegation to be sent to the United States, but disputes over who 
to send delayed the mission. Arab riots against Jewish settlers between 1920 
and 1921 compelled Histadrut leaders to overcome their disputes.34 These 
riots also led to the formal creation of the Haganah. Histadrut hoped to raise 
funds not only for a workers’ bank but for ventures such as the Haganah.35

 During 1921, Katznelson, Shochat, and Baratz arrived in the United States 
separately, but they ultimately presented themselves to the Jewish labor move-
ment as a unified block, selling shares for the new workers’ bank, while also 
working to build an enduring relationship with American Jews supportive 
of the Jewish labor movement. In so doing, Histadrut leaders hoped to find 
a permanent source of economic and political support for all of Histadrut’s 
activities, rather than only the workers’ bank. The three wanted to find im-
mediate organizational support from Labor Zionists in the United States 
but suffered attacks almost immediately—and surprisingly, the attackers 
were Zionists. Yiddishists such as Chaim Zhitlowsky criticized the workers’ 
movement in Palestine for insisting on the use of Hebrew at the expense of 
Yiddish. He lamented the lack of Yiddish culture and language in Palestine. 
Although Poale Zion (Workers of Zion), a Labor Zionist political organiza-
tion, provided the best support possible to help the delegation, such attacks 
weakened hopes for the mission. Still, the delegation received backing from 
Dr. Judah Magnes, a leader in the New York Jewish community who enjoyed 
influence within Jewish labor circles owing to his progressive views on most 
labor issues.36

 Magnes played a critical role in the delegation’s first success by introduc-
ing them to Abraham Cahan, the influential editor of the Forward, a Yiddish 
language daily newspaper with wide circulation in the Jewish community. 
Cahan had immigrated to the United States before the creation of the Bund, 
and he remained more open in his views toward Zionism than the majority 
of Bundists within the Jewish labor movement.37 Although he had many 
reservations concerning Zionism, Cahan told the delegation that he appreci-
ated their idealistic cause. Ultimately, he agreed to publish a letter by Magnes 
in the Forward noting that since U.S. immigration quotas prevented Jews 
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from entering the country, support for Histadrut would aid an organization 
welcoming Eastern European Jews in need of a homeland. This practical 
approach became common among many non-Zionists during the next three 
decades.
 The publishing of Magnes’s letter triggered a livid response from Bundists 
such as Vladimir Medem, a leading Bundist ideologue, who eventually con-
vinced Cahan to resist the delegation’s requests and pressure trade union 
leaders to refuse support for the workers’ bank. Medem and other Bundists 
deemed such a harsh response necessary, since they believed Zionists self-
ishly focused on the needs of Jewish workers in Palestine at the expense of 
Jewish labor movements in Europe. With limited resources to go around, 
most Bundists found the delegation’s goals unacceptable.38

 Some trade unionists, however, championed the delegation, including 
ACWA secretary Joseph Schlossberg, who chaired a committee represent-
ing American workers looking to support a workers’ bank. But it proved a 
limited breakthrough as Bundist influence in the New York garment indus-
try remained too strong. This compelled the delegation to cross the United 
States to cities and towns in the Midwest, selling shares of the workers’ bank 
to more receptive audiences. Despite its success in selling bank shares, the 
delegation remained disappointed with its inability to connect with the trade 
unions and their leadership.

Max Pine’s Embrace of Histadrut

Despite the setbacks, the delegation’s nearly two years in the United States 
made an impression on some Jewish labor leaders, especially Max Pine, sec-
retary of the UHT. Although he initially succumbed to Bundist pressure 
and kept his distance while the delegation sought help in the United States 
between 1921 and 1922, he became a staunch Histadrut supporter by 1923. 
Pine’s significant position in the Jewish labor movement made his coopera-
tion with Histadrut pivotal. He had emigrated to the United States from 
Russia in 1890, a few years before the formal founding of the Bund, but he 
considered himself a Bundist. For sixteen years he participated in socialist 
meetings, actively organized workers (including a stint as the leader of the 
Knee-Pants Makers’ Union), and made a living at various jobs, such as own-
ing a print shop.39

 In 1906, Pine rose to leadership of the UHT when he was elected secretary 
and executive director. Founded in 1888, the UHT became a patron orga-
nization for Jewish-dominated unions, primarily in the garment industry, 
which struggled to form during the 1890s.40 The UHT provided relief through 
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financial and administrative assistance for these unions. As they matured by 
the beginning of the twentieth century, these unions typically joined the AFL 
and became influential within the American labor movement.
 Like most Jewish labor leaders in the first decade of the twentieth century, 
Pine absorbed much of the Bundist influence emanating from Russian immi-
grants entering the United States. He disagreed, however, with his colleagues’ 
resistance to assisting Histadrut, since aiding Jewish workers in Palestine 
meant supporting Jews building a society based on socialist institutions. Yet, 
until 1923, he resisted publicly endorsing Labor Zionist calls to help Histadrut. 
During that year, however, Pine reconsidered his position. Cahan received a 
letter from Histadrut asking for a labor delegation to visit Palestine so U.S. 
trade unionists could see for themselves the activities of Histadrut and assess 
what assistance Jewish workers in the United States could provide. Bundists 
opposition convinced Pine that the time was not ripe for such a delegation 
to tour Palestine, but in August 1923, he organized a meeting of established 
and rising stars among the Jewish labor leadership who sympathized with 
the Jewish workers in Palestine. Those attending the meeting included Jacob 
Potofsky and Joseph Schlossberg of the ACWA, Israel Feinberg of the ILGWU, 
Max Zaritsky, I. H. Goldberg, and Alex Rose of the United Cloth Hat and Cap 
Makers’ Union, and J. Goldstein of the Bakers’ Union.
 This group formed the National Labor Committee for Organized Jewish 
Labor in Palestine (known commonly as the National Labor Committee for 
Palestine, or NLCP) and commenced a fund-raising campaign with a target 
of $150,000.41 The formation of this committee led to a permanent associa-
tion between Jewish labor in the United States and Jewish labor in Palestine. 
Additionally, it brought Jewish trade unionists and Labor Zionists together 
on an issue they could cooperate constructively. By the end of 1923, such a 
monumental change in attitude led Histadrut leader David Ben-Gurion to 
declare that “the cooperation of the workers’ movement in America as actu-
ally more important than the diplomatic victory of the Balfour Declaration.”42

 This new fund-raising campaign used the name Gewerkschaften campaign, 
which is the Yiddish word for “union,” and it was the word used in Yiddish 
for the UHT. Pine believed calling it by the UHT’s Yiddish name would pro-
vide gravitas for the fund-raising campaign, so he acquired permission from 
the UHT’s leadership to use the moniker. This served as a way to let Jewish 
trade unionists know that the UHT sanctioned this drive. The roots of the 
Gewerkschaften campaign originated with a 1921 Poale Zion drive to raise 
funds for the purchase and transport of tools and machinery for Histadrut. 
This Palestine Tool Campaign continued through 1922 and generated between 
$80,000 and $100,000 in workers’ equipment from sources throughout the 
American Jewish community.43
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 By 1924, the Gewerkschaften campaign replaced the Palestine Tool Cam-
paign and sought both to augment fund-raising for Histadrut and to expose 
Jewish workers in the United States to Histadrut’s activities in Palestine. 
Therefore, education joined fund-raising as the central aims of the Labor 
Zionist movement in winning support from trade unions as well as the 
American Jewish public.
 Although Pine never became a Zionist, the expansive nature of Histadrut’s 
activities convinced him of the need to assist it. Despite the existence of a 
Jewish workers’ movement in Palestine since the founding of the Palestinian 
Poale Zion party in 1905, and the existence of labor parties such as Ahdut 
Ha’avoda during World War I, only the formation of Histadrut provided 
the inspiring labor organization capable of winning over non-Zionists in 
the United States. Since Bundists sought to ameliorate the plight of Jewish 
workers in Eastern Europe, Pine reasoned that Palestine should be no excep-
tion to this standard. Members of several Jewish organizations shared this 
perspective and became champions of Histadrut, though not Zionists.
 After a mass meeting in New York on February 13, 1924, announcing 
the opening of the campaign, Pine spent the spring visiting communities 
in twenty U.S. states and three Canadian cities, trying to raise funds and 
awareness of Histadrut among Jewish labor activists. This first campaign 
netted just over $51,165 and commenced what would become a permanent 
fund drive within the Jewish labor movement. On January 14, 1926, Pine 
organized a second campaign highlighted by a mass meeting in New York 
featuring Colonel Josiah Wedgewood, vice president of the British Labour 
Party. Wedgewood declared his desire “to establish a nation in order that Jews 
may no longer be outlaws and outcasts, without a home or an address on the 
map.” He expressed his pleasure that “the British working class will act as 
sponsor and ally. . . . So it may be, my friends, that you and I, by our work, 
unselfish in a great cause, are establishing something that goes far beyond a 
Jewish nation, or a refuge, or a prophecy. Once more a light shall shine from 
Zion.”44 This meeting declared the permanent status of the Gewerkschaften 
campaign, and committees supporting it sprouted in twenty-five states as 
well as cities in Canada. By the end of the campaign, the drive had raised 
approximately $113,000, which went to the construction of a labor lyceum, 
the purchase and transport of tools and machines, as well as funding for 
Histadrut’s cooperatives, schools, clinics, and general expenses.45

 Despite Pine’s view of this campaign in terms of assistance for a fellow 
trade union movement, many Bundists considered Histadrut a nationalist 
movement and assistance to it a distraction from support for Jewish labor 
causes in Europe. But Pine persevered against this resistance. He explained 
his attitude in 1927: “Our work hasn’t the appearance of charity. It is not a 
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matter of immediate relief.” Rather, he sought a broader vision for the purpose 
of the Gewerkschaften campaigns when he explained that “our effort is to 
help build, build new and enlarge existing institutions.”46

 In an effort to win the endorsement of Abraham Cahan and the Forward 
for the Gewerkschaften campaign, Pine encouraged him to visit Palestine. 
Histadrut leaders were prepared to welcome him and show him the organiza-
tion’s accomplishments during the previous five years. Cahan agreed to visit 
Palestine while also staying for a time in Poland to investigate the status of 
Polish Jews. The trip proved a revelation for Cahan, eliminating any reserva-
tions he had regarding the worthiness of Histadrut’s work. Cahan had come 
close to opening the Forward’s pages to the Histadrut delegation in 1921 after 
recognizing the idealistic nature of the organization. Although he succumbed 
to Bundist pressure at that time, he lacked their doctrinaire socialism, which 
allowed him flexibility in viewing Histadrut’s value for American Jews. Ad-
ditionally, his concern over Polish Jews and, after 1924, the near-complete 
closing of the United States to Eastern European immigration, compelled him 
to view the utility of Palestine as a haven for Jews.47 In a 1925 interview, Cahan 
noted, “I treat Zionism in an entirely non-partisan way. I do not believe in it, 
but there is no hatred for it in my heart.” This perspective epitomized that of 
the non-Zionist; a pragmatic approach to Palestine as a practical solution to 
Jewish persecution. Additionally, as the Jewish labor activist and historian 
Melech Epstein noted, the socialism of the older Jewish trade unionists, and 
their supporters like Cahan, tended to be “humanitarian rather than dogmatic 
and their party ties not in the strict European manner but rather in the loose 
American way, once their Jewishness asserted itself, some of them could be 
receptive to appeals from Palestine.”48

 In the final analysis, Cahan came away from his trip deeply impressed with 
Histadrut’s accomplishments and future undertakings. In 1926, at the Third 
Gewerkschaften campaign’s mass meeting, Cahan addressed the assembly: “I 
join with you to help Histadrut. I see no reason why Socialists should combat 
Poale Zion. . . . I will do all in my power to help Palestine Labor, to lighten its 
burden.” With Cahan on board, Histadrut had an ally with influence not only 
in the Jewish labor movement but within the American Jewish community 
generally. The NLCP also won another crucial ally to its cause—William 
Green. Green, president of the AFL, sent a telegram of encouragement to 
the fund-raising drive.49 Although the AFL had endorsed a Jewish state in 
Palestine at its 1917 annual convention, this marked the AFL’s first public 
sanctioning of the Gewerkschaften campaign.
 In many ways, it seems the leaders of the Gewerkschaften campaign cher-
ished winning converts such as Cahan even more than the funds they raised. 
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The 1928 Palestine Souvenir Book commemorating the Gewerkschaften cam-
paign for that year referred to the $400,000 generated over the previous five 
years as “small and woefully out of proportion to the needs and hopes of our 
class colleagues in Palestine.” But, the authors concluded, “Our chief source of 
satisfaction, however, lies in the fact that tens of thousands of Jewish workers 
in the United States and Canada have been won over to the cause, and that the 
army of willing hands is steadily growing, making each succeeding campaign 
for funds much easier sailing. And bigger in volume.”50 Emphasizing the 
converts over fund-raising appeared prescient. Money, although important 
for Histadrut’s functioning, could not compare with the broad political and 
financial assistance the trade unions could offer over the long term. In 1928, 
hope for winning mass trade union support moved closer to reality when 
the annual convention of the AFL and biennial conventions of the ILGWU, 
ACWA, and Cloth Hat, Cap, and Millinery Workers’ International Union 
(CHCMWIU) passed resolutions supporting the Jewish labor movement in 
Palestine.51

 After the exponential growth of American Zionism during World War I, 
both Brandeis’s departure from active Zionist involvement due to his fallout 
with Chaim Weizmann and a general decline in enthusiasm among many 
American Jews for Zionist initiatives led to a lull in fund-raising and activ-
ity among general Zionists during the 1920s. But it would be a different 
story with the Jewish labor movement. The creation of the Gewerkschaften 
campaign in 1923 signaled a new era as a significant number of non-Zionists 
within the trade unions generally embraced Histadrut.
 Most Bundists remained hostile to Zionist influence within the immi-
grant Jewish community, but by the mid-1920s, their anti-Zionist domi-
nance among Jewish garment workers began a gradual decline. By 1928, 
with the AFL and the two most significant American garment unions back-
ing Histadrut (the AWCA and ILGWU), the weight of central elements in 
the American labor movement provided access to monetary and political 
resources unimaginable just a few years before. Thus, the late 1920s marked 
the emergence of the American labor movement as a champion of Histadrut’s 
endeavors. It also inaugurated a new era of Jewish and non-Jewish labor lead-
ership cooperation in a two-phase development of American labor support 
for Jewish Palestine: funding for Histadrut, which would play a fundamental 
role in the national development of a Jewish homeland, and the budding 
influence of Jewish trade unionists with prominent political forces in the 
United States.
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During the 1930s and 1940s, American labor leaders skillfully employed vari-
ous means at their disposal to raise funds and rally support for Histadrut, 
including political rallies, public declarations, music festivals, and dinners. 
These measures intended to generate funds for Histadrut and influence U.S. 
policy makers’ decisions affecting Palestine. While Presidents Herbert Hoover 
and Franklin Roosevelt carefully avoided explicit policy decisions relating to 
Palestine, this period of American labor activity illustrated how NGOs could 
raise public awareness on foreign policy issues through massive publicity 
campaigns. Additionally, despite trade unionists’ limited ability during this 
period to influence U.S. policy making toward Palestine, they effectively 
used economic assets to assist Histadrut in the development of Palestine’s 
infrastructure.
 Between 1929 and 1932, non-Zionist labor leaders and their organizations 
became increasingly engaged with Histadrut’s endeavors, effectively strength-
ening the Zionist enterprise in Palestine. Leading Jewish labor leaders, such 
as Max Zaritsky and Isidore Nagler, saw Histadrut’s activities as the cause of 
both progressive social development and the Jewish people generally. Indeed, 
by the late 1930s, non-Zionist labor leaders and their allies had taken the 
leadership in marshalling support for the establishment of a Jewish homeland, 
outpacing some explicit Zionists in terms of public expressions, fund-raising, 
and effective access to influential public figures. Through the NLCP, these 
Jewish labor leaders coordinated the Gewerkschaften campaigns, dissemi-
nated information, and organized trade union political activity.
 In 1933, a new factor energized American labor support—the Nazi seizure 
of power in Germany. The Nazis threatened both the German trade union 
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movement and German Jews as they implemented laws stripping German 
citizenship from Jews and pressuring them to leave Germany. By 1938, after 
Germany annexed Austria and the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia, trade 
unionists’ anxiety increased over the plight of Jews in Central Europe. They 
believed that Palestine stood as the best hope for those Jews seeking asylum. 
Accordingly, they expanded their activities to include purchasing land in 
Palestine for Jewish refugees to settle under Histadrut’s aegis.
 In September 1939, the outbreak of World War II in Europe expanded the 
reach of Germany within Central Europe, and by the end of the year, reports 
of German mass murder against Jews disseminated among Jewish circles 
in the United States. This proved calamitous timing, as the British govern-
ment had issued the McDonald White Paper on May 23, named for British 
Colonial Secretary Malcom McDonald, it called for the annual decrease of 
Jewish immigration to Palestine until 1944, when it would be completely 
cut off. After a three-year Arab revolt that ended in 1939, the British wanted 
to placate Arabs upset over the increasing Jewish presence and influence in 
Palestine. With Germany a clear threat to Britain in 1939, the British did not 
want to risk alienating Arabs, so the McDonald White Paper became British 
policy for the next six years and antagonized most American Jews desperate 
to find a refuge for European Jewry.
 By 1942, the U.S. government’s official acknowledgment of Jewish genocide 
by Germany intensified American labor’s efforts, including additional fund-
raising for the purchase of more land in Palestine for the colonization of Jewish 
refugees. Also, American labor leaders increased their pressure on political 
leaders, especially President Roosevelt, to allow the immigration of European 
Jews to Palestine and pressure British officials to abrogate the hated white paper. 
Roosevelt’s national security concerns led him to follow an equivocal policy 
toward Palestine. His rhetoric endorsed Zionist aims, but his administration’s 
policy remained static, never going so far as to offend Arab countries support-
ing the Allied cause during the war. Despite these rebuffs, by 1943 American 
labor activity culminated with public calls by the AFL and CIO for the creation 
of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. As the war turned in favor of the Allies that 
fall, American labor looked ahead to the postwar world and made plans to 
enlarge trade union efforts to secure a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

Histadrut’s Appeal

Even before the Nazi seizure of power in 1933 set this crisis in motion, en-
thusiasm for Histadrut’s undertakings had expanded among Jewish trade 
unionists. Although most of them resisted embracing Zionist ideology and 
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its formal agencies in the United States, assistance for Histadrut appeared a 
worthy cause, despite its nation-building activities. For Abraham Cahan, the 
education of older socialists predated the dogmatic approach of the Bund and 
those raised in the Eastern European socialist milieu of the 1890s and 1900s.
 Even some of the Bundists modified their socialism after they had lived in 
the United States long enough to adjust to American society. Many of these 
Jewish immigrants had recently escaped persecution in Eastern Europe, and 
once they arrived in the United States, most of them appreciated the freedom 
from government oppression, something they lacked in their homelands. This 
played a critical role in abating the revolutionary socialism so central to their 
political outlook under the oppressive conditions they had suffered under 
European autocracies. As historian Nathan Reich noted, although some Jew-
ish unions and their leaders began the late nineteenth century committed to 
socialist doctrine, it only took a short period before “socialist ideology was 
safely enshrined in constitutional preambles, and duly honored at festive 
occasions, but was in time completely overshadowed by the daily activities 
revolving around job interest and job control.”1

 This pragmatic approach eventually influenced the attitudes of many 
socialist Jews concerning Palestine. The standard rejection of everything 
nationalist or bourgeois, such as Zionism, gave way to the same moderated 
sensibility that developed toward their employers and workplaces. Although 
by the 1920s, many Jewish trade unionists embraced support for Jewish work-
ers in Palestine, this did not mean they accepted Zionism. Pine, the first of 
these trade unionists to shift his outlook, reflected this new perspective in 
1926 when he remarked, “the position that we are only internationalists and 
have nothing to do with the fate of the Jewish people has gone with the wind.” 
Although not a Zionist, Pine acknowledged that “we are Jews and as such 
the condition of the Jews will always be of interest to us.”2 Histadrut leaders 
appreciated Pine’s sentiments and especially his efforts on their behalf. In 
1934, with partial funding from the NLCP, Histadrut founded the Max Pine 
Trade School in Tel Aviv, a technical institute for training future electricians, 
mechanics, and fitters.3 This began a tradition of naming Histadrut institu-
tions after American labor leaders, both living and dead.
 Histadrut officials intended these tributes as a way of strengthening the 
growing bonds between the American and Palestinian Jewish labor move-
ments. They took advantage of every opportunity to improve the organiza-
tion’s standing with American labor, including sending delegations to the 
United States to disseminate information concerning Histadrut’s activities 
and future projects. Although focused on the Jewish labor movement in the 
United States, Histadrut representatives counted on mounting support from 
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the AFL. The AFL appeared positively disposed toward Jewish aspirations 
in Palestine. It had publicly endorsed the Balfour Declaration in 1917, the 
Lodge-Fish Resolution in 1922, and hailed the Gewerkschaften campaign 
during its second drive in 1926.4 At the 1928 and 1929 AFL conventions, 
resolutions passed supporting the Jewish labor movement in Palestine, and 
AFL president William Green sent copies of the resolutions to Presidents 
Coolidge and Hoover.5

 In 1929, critical support from individual non-Zionists in the American 
labor movement grew after turmoil erupted in Palestine. Since the late 1920s, 
garment union leaders had followed events in Palestine, which led them to 
act on Histadrut’s behalf. At the 1929 World Zionist Congress, Zionists sought 
financial aid from non-Zionists by forming the Jewish Agency, which became 
a pseudo-government for the Jews of Palestine. The creation of this agency 
alarmed Arab leaders, especially Haj Amin al-Husseini (known also as the 
Grand Mufti of Jerusalem). Along with many Arabs, he feared the growing 
presence and power of Jewish settlers in Palestine. Moreover, large numbers 
of Arabs feared Jewish domination and the defilement of Islamic holy sites. 
In August 1929, this fear boiled over into rioting against Jews throughout 
Palestine.
 The spark for the riots occurred on August 23, in the Old City of Jerusalem 
over a Jewish ceremony at the Western Wall, a retaining wall for the Second 
Temple and considered a holy site for Jews. Many Arabs, already anxious 
over rumors circulating of an impending Jewish plot to take control of the 
Temple Mount, believed this ceremony to be a pretext for a takeover of two 
Muslim holy sites that stood on the Temple Mount: the Dome of the Rock 
and Al Aqsa Mosque. Since the Temple Mount represented the place of the 
ancient Jews’ Second Temple over two thousand years before, many Arabs 
feared an eventual Jewish effort to take control of the Mount.
 The rioting on August 23 led to outbreaks of violence throughout Palestin-
ian cities such as Safed, Hebron, Tel Aviv, and Haifa. British efforts to disperse 
rioters appeared to Jewish settlers as halfhearted, exacerbating an already 
tense situation. By the end of August, the Haganah had repelled many of the 
attackers, but more outbreaks of violence, including Jewish attacks on Arabs, 
shattered several years of relative calm between Arabs and Jews in Palestine. 
Late in 1929, a British investigation, led by the Shaw Commission, examined 
the matter. In March 1930, the commission produced a report concluding 
that the British government needed to reevaluate immigration policy and 
land use in Palestine.6

 This violence roused great concern among garment union leaders. On 
September 3, the General Executive Board of the ILGWU sent an urgent 
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appeal to all members: “horrible massacres such as have rarely been equaled 
even in the tragic history of the Jewish people, have broken out in all parts of 
that unhappy land [Palestine].” Accordingly, the board urged all its members 
to provide the maximum possible assistance, pleading on behalf of Jewish 
workers in Palestine, “Give with a generous hand. Give until it hurts.”7 Ear-
lier, when difficulties struck Jewish workers in Palestine, none of the trade 
unions had acted in an organized fashion to furnish aid. Only sympathetic 
individuals contributed. Now, the 1929 riots triggered a remarkable unity 
and signaled a new era of trade union support for Jewish labor in Palestine.
 This increasing unity helped Histadrut in dealing with British officials, 
many of whom concluded that the onus for the riots lay with the organiza-
tion. In March 1930, the Shaw Commission produced its recommendation, 
leading to an investigation by Sir John Hope-Simpson, who argued in Octo-
ber that the limited land resources of Palestine had created a landless Arab 
population and severe economic distress for many Arab landlords. Moreover, 
Hope-Simpson contended that Histadrut’s policy of hiring Jews exclusively 
for their enterprises exacerbated problems by increasing Arab unemploy-
ment. Therefore, in October 1930, he recommended in his report a pause in 
Jewish immigration to Palestine until conditions improved, allowing Jewish 
organizations to absorb immigrants who had already arrived. Most Jews in 
Palestine and their supporters saw the Hope-Simpson Report as a thinly 
veiled attempt at stopping Jewish immigration to placate Arab demands.
 That same October, Colonial Secretary Sidney Webb Passfield issued a 
report based on the Shaw Commission and Hope-Simpson reports, urging 
the restriction of Jewish immigration to Palestine while simultaneously sup-
porting the British commitment to a Jewish national home there. Without 
immigration, however, Jewish leaders in Palestine believed any hopes for a 
Jewish homeland would fail because the birthrate of the indigenous Arab 
population appeared likely to increase their population exponentially while 
Jewish population levels would stagnate without an infusion of Jews from 
abroad. Moreover, growing Jewish persecution in Europe necessitated the 
need for a haven. These circumstances led Zionists to seek assistance from 
their allies in pressuring the British government to abrogate the Passfield 
White Paper. American labor leaders joined Zionists in protesting the Brit-
ish government’s newly adopted policy, marking the beginning of American 
labor protests against the British government over its policy in Palestine.
 In the weeks following the Passfield White Paper’s release, William Green 
expressed his disapproval by sending a message to a rally organized in New 
York City to protest the new British policy. Green also sent his message to 
President Herbert Hoover and to the British Trade Union Congress.8 Ad-
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ditionally, ILGWU president Benjamin Schlesinger, Furriers’ Union presi-
dent Morris Kaufman, UHT secretary Morris Feinstone, NLCP president 
Abraham Shiplacoff, Joint Board ACWA secretary Abraham Miller, and 
CHCMWIU president Max Zaritsky all signed a letter protesting the new 
British policy statement, which they sent to the British Labour Party and 
also published for the English and Yiddish presses.9 The letter condemned 
the “breach of the promises of the Palestine Mandate” and noted how the 
authors were “especially astonished at the unfounded attacks contained in 
the declaration against organised Jewish labour in Palestine and its institu-
tions.”10

 The Central Committee of Poale Zion of America also sent a protest to the 
British Labour Party, claiming Jewish labor activists around the world were 
“gravely shocked by this inconceivable position of the Labor Government 
which is in absolute contradiction to the principles of organized labor and 
international solidarity and to the repeatedly expressed policy of the Labor 
Party.”11 These statements, along with forceful Zionist protests from around 
the world, deluged British prime minister and Labour Party leader Ramsay 
MacDonald, influencing him to publish the MacDonald Letter in February 
1931, which effectively negated the Passfield White Paper.12

New Avenues for Fund-Raising

Histadrut and its allies sought to create more ways to enlist Jews sympathetic 
to the ideals of the Jewish labor movement in Palestine, even if they were not 
members of trade unions or labor organizations. This became imperative due 
to the Great Depression’s crippling impact, which led to a precipitous decline 
in overall fund-raising for the Gewerkschaften campaign. After peaking in 
1930 at $174,845.55, returns diminished in 1932 to $83,945.78.13

 The decreased revenue was followed shortly by the rise of Nazi Germany 
and the implementation of the Nuremburg Laws, which stripped German 
Jews of their citizenship. Germany’s government-sanctioned violence against 
Jews made U.S. newspaper headlines, and Jewish trade unionists in the United 
States sought a safe haven for refugees who hoped to flee Nazi persecution. 
Immigration restrictions enforced by the United States and nations through-
out the world left few choices for Jews hoping to emigrate. For many non-
Zionist trade unionists, Palestine appeared the only option for German Jews 
to escape. By 1939, this would come to include Austrian, Czechoslovakian, 
and Polish Jews.
 Accordingly, the NLCP expanded its fund-raising endeavors through the 
addition of a Third Seder Night to the agenda. Prior to this, the annual 
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convention of the NLCP, held in New York City every fall, had served as the 
body’s primary fund-raising function. The NLCP added this new fund-raising 
vehicle as a public observance of the Passover Seder on the third night of 
Passover to avoid conflict with family Seders observed during the first two 
nights. These Third Seder Nights provided a new opportunity to raise funds, 
propagate information about Histadrut, and elicit words of encouragement 
from international, national, and local leaders, thus helping to legitimize the 
NLCP’s activities in the eyes of non-Zionists.
 With its inception in 1932, the annual Third Seder Nights included musical 
entertainment and guest speakers from a variety of backgrounds, including 
Albert Einstein.14 Like the Gewerkschaften campaigns, these Seder Nights 
generated money and publicized Histadrut’s activities, but at certain times, 
the proceeds were used for specific objectives. For example, in 1934, money 
from the evening went to a fund named for Labor Zionist leader Dr. Chaim 
Arlosoroff, which financed the settlement of European Jewish families in 
Palestine.15

 In 1936, the New York Trade Union Division of the NLCP introduced an-
other fund-raising vehicle—Music Festival Nights. At the first performance 
in 1936, comedian Bob Hope led the evening as the master of ceremonies, 
and the entertainers included singers, musicians, and dancers from the New 
York City entertainment industry. In addition to raising funds through the 
sale of tickets to each year’s performance, a souvenir program featured articles 
by leading Labor Zionists, trade unionists, and other luminaries, including 
Einstein. Einstein’s piece in the inaugural progam revealed his Labor Zionist 
sympathies when he wrote of Palestine as more than a refuge for persecuted 
Jews. He contended that the settlers “had a nobler goal in view; they envis-
aged the creation of a Jewish commonwealth which would approximate the 
traditional ideals of justice and selfless love of mankind more closely than 
did the European countries from which they came.”16 Support for these mu-
sic festivals also came in the form of statements from leaders of the British 
Labour Party, officials from the International Federation of Trade Unions,17 
Jewish community leaders such as Abraham Cahan, and garment union 
chiefs including David Dubinsky and ACWA President Sidney Hillman.
 Although many trade union leaders came to view Histadrut as a positive 
force worthy of assistance, suspicion and acrimony still festered between 
Labor Zionists and some non-Zionists. In December 1933, Dubinsky wrote 
a telegram to the NLCP annual convention expressing his “whole hearted 
sympathy with the constructive and noble purposes of your [NLCP] cam-
paign to aid in the building of a powerful labor movement of Jewish workers 
in Palestine and to foster cooperative and socialist ideals in their communal 
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life.” He even concluded by promising “undivided support of our Interna-
tional also for the future.”18 Yet, Dubinsky never became a Zionist. After 
Joseph Schlossberg, the NLCP national chairman, invited Dubinsky to speak 
at their 1937 convention, Dubinsky responded, “I must respectfully decline 
for reasons which are, I believe, very well known to yourself and to the other 
leaders of this movement.”19

 For his part, Hillman viewed the Labor Zionist movement with apathy. 
Although he appreciated the value of assisting the development of a fel-
low labor movement, he remained distant from the pro-Palestine activists 
within the trade union leadership. In 1936, Rabbi Stephen Wise appointed 
Hillman as a member on the National Council of the Appeal under the aegis 
of the United Palestine Appeal.20 Wise asked Hillman not only to accept the 
membership but “to accept the responsibilities which go with election to 
that office.” Hillman accepted the membership but responded, “I will not 
be able to devote any of my time to it.”21 Hillman also avoided serving in 
any executive positions on bodies connected with the pro-Palestine forces 
such as the NLCP. Still, Hillman’s and Dubinsky’s willingness to support the 
Jewish labor movement in Palestine overcame their Bundist reservations 
concerning Zionism. Additionally, the accelerating persecution of German 
Jewry during the 1930s frightened them. Therefore, despite some misgivings 
about Jewish nationalist aspirations in Palestine, they intensified their sup-
port for Histadrut and the development of Palestine to encourage a fellow 
labor movement and provide a haven for European Jews.

The Trade Union Delegation to Palestine

In 1936, another wave of violence ravaged Palestine, leading the NLCP to 
send a delegation there to provide encouragement for Histadrut, examine its 
development, and provide the American labor movement with reasons why a 
Jewish labor movement in Palestine deserved its endorsement. The violence 
occurred after a group of Arab leaders known as the Arab High Command, 
led by al-Husseini, attempted to organize a general strike by Arab workers 
in conjunction with a boycott of Jewish products in Palestine. The elevated 
tension resulting from these actions led to attacks on Jewish and British 
citizens. In July 1937, violence erupted again when a British commission, led 
by former British cabinet minister Lord Robert Peel, recommended revoking 
the mandate in favor of partitioning Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab 
states. This plan included only a small sector remaining under British control, 
with international supervision between Jerusalem and Jaffa as a solution to 
the recurring violence in the land.
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 The British proposition led to Arab rejection and Jewish concerns over 
British intentions. On June 15, the Pro-Palestine Federation of America, an 
organization of Christians supporting a Jewish homeland in Palestine and 
including AFL president William Green on its board, wrote President Roo-
sevelt urging him to contact the British government and demand it follow 
through with the promises of the Balfour Declaration and Palestine Mandate. 
On July 5, the federation then cabled the president, appealing to Roosevelt to 
use his influence and compel the British government to cease efforts at parti-
tion since those efforts violated the mandate’s pledge. Ultimately, Roosevelt 
did not act on the appeal, but Jewish fears of losing ground in a partition 
and Arab desires to prevent a Jewish homeland led British officials to defer 
the Peel Commission’s recommendation indefinitely.
 Arab resistance to the plan produced continued violence for the next two 
years. Ultimately, the fighting dissipated when British forces collaborated 
with the Haganah to suppress the unrest.22 Although fewer Jews suffered in 
1936 compared with the 1929 disturbances, the violence occurred in one of 
the few places offering persecuted German Jews a haven, thus playing a large 
role in convincing the NLCP to send a delegation to Palestine in 1937. Joseph 
Schlossberg, who led the delegation as the leader of the NLCP, explained: 
“The chief reason [for the trip] is the present crisis in Palestine. We owe it 
to the Jews in Palestine, who carry such a large share of the burden morally, 
financially and physically, of providing homes for victims of race persecu-
tion, to come to them at this very difficult time, with a message of cheer and 
solidarity from the great masses of organized Jewish workers in the greatest 
of the free and democratic countries.”23

 The violence in Palestine forced some trade unionists to reassess their 
views toward a solution in Palestine. UHCMWIU president Max Zaritsky 
wrote in 1944, “until 1936 I did not think about the ultimate political status of 
Palestine,” but the “disturbances of 1936 convinced me that Jews in Palestine 
must demand a secure political status immediately.”24 The seven members of 
the delegation included Zaritsky, Schlossberg, Reuben Guskin (chairman of 
the United Hebrew Trades and president of the Workmen’s Circle), Isidore 
Nagler, Samuel Perlmutter and Jacob Breslaw (vice presidents of the ILGWU), 
and Jacob Blume (manager of the ACWA in Boston).25

 Arriving in Haifa, Palestine, on January 7, 1937, the delegation marveled 
over Histadrut’s enterprises. Three weeks in Palestine “left a profound, in-
delible impression” on Zaritsky as he witnessed firsthand the vitality of the 
labor movement there. He spoke of “a new world in the process of creation” 
where cooperative houses maintained low rentals with excellent manage-
ment “the likes of which you can’t see in America.”26 The delegation arrived 
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with a letter in hand from AFL president William Green, declaring that “in 
conformity with the Balfour Declaration, Palestine must be maintained as a 
homeland for the Jewish people. The American Federation of Labor . . . will 
remain immovable in support of this policy.”27 Leading figures of the Zion-
ist movement, including Chaim Weizmann, David Ben-Gurion, and Golda 
Meyerson (later Golda Meir) met with the delegation as it toured Palestine’s 
cities, towns, and settlements. The delegation witnessed Histadrut’s apprecia-
tion for Jewish labor leaders in the United States who supported Histadrut 
during its formative years. Evidence of this gratitude included a cooperative 
housing development and forest named for the late ACWA vice president 
Abraham Shiplacoff and a technical institute named for Max Pine.28

 In the nearly one month spent in Palestine, the delegation studied all 
aspects of the various settlements and cooperatives. It also met with repre-
sentatives of Arab labor in hopes of gaining a better understanding for the 
causes of the 1936 disturbances. The delegation concluded that Arab violence 
against Jews in Palestine resulted from Arab landlords inciting the Arab 
masses. This was the Labor Zionist view, and it appeared to the delegation a 
justified perspective.
 The relationship between Arab and Jewish workers caused concern among 
some socialist Jews fearful of Jewish exploitation against Arab workers. 
Bundists typically cited this as a key reason not to assist Histadrut. Many 
Labor Zionist founders noted that Jewish enterprises in Palestine exclusively 
used Jewish workers as a way to prevent Jewish manufacturers from hiring 
cheap Arab labor, and the leaders of Histadrut embraced this vision. Labor 
Zionists insisted on Jewish employment to guarantee a Jewish connection to 
the land. This had been lacking in most countries where Jews had worked as 
merchants, professionals, or intellectuals instead of maintaining a bond with 
the soil as agricultural laborers. Labor Zionists contended that mandatory 
Jewish employment would preclude Jewish landlords and manufacturers 
from exploiting Arab workers and limit socialist accusations of Zionism as a 
form of imperialism. This mentality led Histadrut to exclude Arab members 
until 1959.
 Histadrut made some attempts to improve relations with Arabs while 
also muting criticism from socialists abroad who accused Jewish settlers 
of colonial exploitation. In 1925, Histadrut opened a club for Arab workers 
designed to educate them on the various aspects of a labor movement, and it 
began publication of the first Arab-language labor newspaper published in the 
Middle East, Itihad El Amal (Workers’ unity). Its editors sought to elucidate 
the Jewish point of view on Palestine, and the weekly publication attempted 
to bolster Arab-Jewish friendship in Palestine. Although production of the 
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newspaper was suspended in the late 1920s, Histadrut began a new weekly 
publication known as Haqiqat El Amar in 1937 with the same purpose. By 
1940, it had received substantial funding from the ILGWU, demonstrating 
how U.S. trade unions played a supportive role in Histadrut’s propaganda 
efforts through media outlets.29

The Epiphany: Colonization for Jewish Refugees

During the delegation’s visit, the trade union guests noticed a great deal 
of undeveloped land ideal for future settlement. This planted seeds in the 
delegates’ minds to raise funds that would establish worker colonies to settle 
these lands, something Zaritsky and Nagler worked diligently on after their 
return to the United States. The delegation left Palestine on January 31, con-
tinuing on to France to raise support for Histadrut and strengthen connec-
tions with labor activists there.30 In conversations with French government 
officials, Zaritsky served as spokesman for the delegation. He met personally 
with socialist French prime minister Léon Blum, who was sympathetic to 
Zionist goals in Palestine, to discuss ways to assist Histadrut.
 In late February, the delegation concluded its mission in England. Delega-
tion members met with the Parliamentary Committee of the British Labour 
Party and the General Council of the Trades Union Congress, including 
notable leaders such as Ernest Bevin, Herbert Morrison, Emanuel Shinwell, 
and Sir Walter Citrine.31 The delegation submitted a report to the British 
Labour Party, urging the continuance of Jewish immigration to Palestine. It 
noted in its report “that the suspension or restriction of Jewish immigration 
to Palestine which is demanded by the Effendis and by political agitators who, 
in the undeveloped political conditions of the country, parade as the national 
leadership of the Arab people, would bring disaster to Jews and Arabs alike. 
It would deprive the country of that influx of skill, enterprise, capital and 
creative energy which have produced the recent amazing development and 
which are the most essential requirements of its further progress.”32

 Within weeks of the delegation’s return to the United States, Zaritsky un-
dertook the roles of chairman and treasurer of the National Committee for 
a Léon Blum Colony in Palestine, a body he and other trade union leaders 
created in 1937 to raise funds for a Jewish settlement. Impressed with Blum’s 
interest in the development of Palestine, the delegation named the colony 
after him in order to attract wider recognition through an association with 
the well-known French premier.
 Such an effort was one of many American labor orchestrated to combat 
Nazi persecution of Jews. As early as 1933, Jewish labor leaders had convinced 
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the AFL to implement a boycott of German goods. Years after the boycott 
failed to elicit moderation within the German government, the Léon Blum 
Colony Committee’s creation provided hope for some persecuted German 
Jews of finding a place willing to accept them.33

 The land in Palestine the committee sought to purchase would be given to 
the Jewish National Fund (JNF). Established in 1901 at the Fifth Zionist Con-
gress in Basel, Switzerland, the JNF sought to purchase land in Palestine with 
the intention to lease it to settlers who could cultivate it.34 Zaritsky noted that 
the delegation was “impressed with the fact that there are still huge tracts of 
land to be redeemed by the Jewish National Fund, the colonization of which 
is hopefully being awaited by a great number of Jews.” This led members 
of the delegation “to undertake some project among the Jewish workers of 
America by which Jewish land ownership in Palestine could be increased 
and a closer relationship between these workers and the Jewish National 
Fund created.”35 Ultimately, they conferred with Jewish labor leaders in the 
United States and resolved to raise $100,000 for the JNF to purchase 1,000 
acres of land for an agricultural colony near Hanita in northern Palestine. 
Although the JNF would officially purchase the land, the Léon Blum Colony 
Committee raised the funds.
 The project won the enthusiastic consent of the ZO and Histadrut.36 Mem-
bers of nonlabor, Zionist organizations became excited by the prospect of 
American labor leaders committing themselves more fully to the Zionist 
cause. Dr. Israel Goldstein, president of the JNF, observed in 1938 that “by 
means of the Léon Blum project, we are attaching a good many non-Zionist 
elements, some of them very important elements, to the cause of the upbuild-
ing of Palestine.”37

 In 1938, the committee arranged several functions in New York City such as 
luncheons and socials, providing an opportunity for its leaders to disseminate 
information about the purpose and need for the colony. A National Women’s 
Committee for a Léon Blum Colony in Palestine provided an additional 
outlet to gain support from women interested in this project. Wives of trade 
union leaders served in various capacities, including Emma Dubinsky (vice 
chairman), Sophie Zaritsky (executive committee), Pauline Nagler (trustee), 
and Helen Perlmutter (trustee).38 On April 7, 1938, Max Zaritsky spoke at a 
luncheon sponsored by the women’s committee and summed up the trade 
union leadership’s non-Zionist mentality. Zaritsky noted “that one need not 
be a Zionist or a Nationalist in order to participate in this work.” He referred 
to AFL president William Green as “neither a Zionist nor a Nationalist in the 
narrow sense of the word,” but one who was “interested in this work as he 
has been interested in the work of helping the oppressed everywhere in the 
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world.” For this reason, he concluded, “Those of you who are not officially 
registered as Zionists need not feel that your conscience might bother you. 
One, I repeat, need not be a Zionist, nor a Nationalist, nor an Internationalist, 
nor a Jew even to participate in this great work we have undertaken to do.”39

 Zaritsky also spelled out the need for such a project, despite the various 
organizations raising funds and awareness for Palestine. With the German 
takeover of Austria in March 1938 and the continued Nazi persecution of Ger-
man Jews, Zaritsky emphasized that “too much cannot be done in the work 
that we are doing now.” By providing a haven for German and Austrian Jewish 
youth, the committee hoped to “save them for the future.”40 This rationale 
won over a notable number of Bundists during the 1930s, who recognized 
the practical need to support such endeavors, despite the Zionist overtones 
of this project and others like it.
 Through the sale of Founders’ Certificates and the establishment of branch 
committees throughout the United States, the committee hoped to generate 
the $100,000 necessary to create the colony. Committee members realized, 
however, that to reach such a lofty sum they would need additional fund-
raising vehicles. Those included a social at the Hotel Edison on October 13, 
and more notably, a Founders’ Dinner on December 6 at the Hotel Astor.41 
They also raised funds outside of New York by creating regional committees 
around the United States.42

 In October, Jewish leaders were distraught when they learned that England 
and France had agreed to allow Germany control over the Sudetenland in 
Czechoslovakia. This agreement left 346,000 Jewish refugees in need of a 
haven to escape German persecution. Making matters worse that month, 
word had leaked that British officials considered dropping their partition 
plan, which would have divided Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab 
states. Without the chance for a state, Jewish refugees would not be able to 
emigrate to Palestine. Accordingly, American labor leaders protested to U.S. 
and British leaders. William Green cabled British trade union leader Walter 
Citrine to convey his distress over the possible change in British policy, de-
claring that “a complete open door for Jewish migration into Palestine should 
be maintained.”43 Green also sent a telegram to Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull asking him to notify the British government of the AFL’s concerns over 
Palestine. Green received a response from Hull of over two pages, updat-
ing Green on the Palestine situation, but also adding the rebuke that “well 
established international practice does not permit a government to make 
itself a vehicle for transmission to other governments of communications 
from private individuals or organizations.”44 For Hull, NGO influence was 
not to cross certain lines.
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 More protests followed in October as ILGWU vice president Charles 
Zimmerman cabled President Roosevelt, exhorting him to urge the British 
government to allow Jewish immigration to Palestine.45 On October 30, the 
pressure appeared to have some effect when Zimmerman learned that Chaim 
Weizmann had commended Jewish labor leaders and Zionists generally for 
the “excellent results” produced through their efforts to sway British leaders. 
Weizmann concluded, “Pressure [is] felt in appropriate quarters. Continue 
with full force.”46 By November, however, the appeals had failed to move 
British policy makers as they dropped plans for partition.

The Founders’ Dinner

That December, a Founders’ Dinner, officially given in honor of Eleanor 
Roosevelt and French ambassador Count René de Saint-Quentin, served as 
the primary fund-raising function of the committee in 1938. William Green 
served as Chairman of the Founder’s Dinner Committee, while Albert Ein-
stein and Forward editor Abraham Cahan accepted positions as honorary 
chairmen. Many political luminaries acted as patrons, including New York 
senator Robert Wagner, New York governor Herbert Lehman, New York 
City mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, and Professor Felix Frankfurter. Green in-
vited and received acceptances from several non-Jewish trade union leaders 
to serve on the committee and attend as representatives for their unions, 
which consisted primarily of non-Jewish workers. The leaders included a 
notable array of labor officials, including George Meany, president of the 
New York State Federation of Labor; James C. Quinn, secretary treasurer 
of the Central Trades and Labor Council; Thomas J. Lyons of the Teamsters 
District Council; Joseph N. Weber, president of the American Federation 
of Musicians; and Ralph Whitehead, executive secretary of the American 
Federation of Actors.47

 Top labor leaders such as Green welcomed these events, not only because 
of their personal commitment to a Jewish homeland in Palestine and their de-
sire to satisfy influential Jewish labor leaders seeking their participation, but 
also as an opportunity to present their views in a broad, public forum. They 
could avoid the trade union concerns that dominated convention settings 
and focus instead on broad issues and personal agendas, such as the inter-
national threats to labor posed by fascism and communism. These functions 
served as occasions to enhance Green’s reputation among his constituents 
in the labor movement as well as citizens around the world, since few AFL 
organizations could provide media coverage comparable to that provided by 
the Jewish labor movement.48
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 The relationship proved mutually beneficial as the presence of labor 
leaders like Green at dinners, conferences, and on letterheads as honorary 
chairmen attracted elements typically outside the grasp of the Jewish labor 
movement. In 1938, Green invited civic and religious leaders from all over 
the United States to serve on the Committee of Patrons for the Léon Blum 
Colony Dinner, including the Reverend William T. Manning, bishop of the 
Roman Catholic Diocese of New York; the Reverend James Freeman, bishop 
of Washington, D.C.; Monsignor John A. Ryan, National Catholic Welfare 
Council; and Governor Richard W. Leche of Louisiana, among others. The 
importance of Green and other AFL and CIO leaders was also evident in 
appeals made by Jewish labor leaders for their appearance at conventions. 
In July 1940, Isaac Hamlin, secretary of the NLCP, urged Green to attend the 
Histadrut Day in Chicago since Green’s appearance would “attract tens of 
thousands of people from the trade union movement and from other sections 
of the community and thus be a great source of encouragement as well as 
material assistance to our people who are now undergoing such unparalleled 
persecution abroad.”49

 These fund-raising efforts also netted cooperation between garment manu-
facturers and labor leaders. Since many garment manufacturers were Jewish, 
support for the purchase of land and the settlement of Jews in Palestine won 
extensive support among garment-industry firms. Therefore, fund-raising 
efforts organized by labor leaders presented manufacturers the opportunity 
to support a cause they believed in while cultivating good relations with 
powerful labor leaders and rank-and-file workers. Walter K. Marks, president 
of the Eastern Women’s Headware Group; G. Howard Hodge, president of 
the National Association of Ladies’ Hatters; and H. Baum, president of the 
New Jersey Millinery Manufacturers Association, all served as cochairs of 
the Millinery Industry Committee for the Founders’ Dinner. This commit-
tee focused its energy on selling tickets for the dinner, which attracted trade 
unionists, manufacturers, politicians, and sympathetic individuals to the 
cause. “Enthusiastic cooperation with the objects of the committee,” Marks 
noted, “has been promised by every member of the industry whom we have 
approached.” He saw this as “an opportunity to the millinery trade to take part 
in the work of providing a haven for refugees from Hitlerism in Palestine.”50

 Millinery manufacturers also reached out beyond their industry as Al-
exander H. Grossman, executive secretary of the Millinery Manufacturers 
of New Jersey, stated that his group was “sending letters to all New Jersey 
manufacturers concerning this dinner.”51 In the end, the millinery industry 
provided one-quarter of all reservations for the Founders’ Dinner.52 Zaritsky 
typically resisted soliciting funds from manufacturers, but he believed this 
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“an unusual cause, and it comes at a particularly tragic moment in the history 
of the Jews . . . I would be remiss in my duty if I failed to call your atten-
tion to the Founders’ Dinner.”53 The relationship between labor leaders and 
manufacturers allowed for such activities as mutually supporting a colony in 
Palestine. Conservative socialists such as Zaritsky, Dubinsky, and Hillman 
maintained a generally cooperative relationship with manufacturers and, 
as coreligionists, they shared a mutual concern over the plight of European 
Jewry and the status of Palestine as a Jewish homeland.54

 Zaritsky invited all of the local newspapers to send reporters to cover the 
dinner, and the committee arranged a shortwave broadcast where those in 
attendance could hear addresses from around the world by Blum, Colonel 
Leopold Amery (former colonial secretary of Great Britain), and Chaim 
Weizmann, president of the ZO and the Jewish Agency.55 Additionally, the 
dinner featured performing artists, notably Léon Rothier and Nannette Guil-
ford of the Metropolitan Opera and members of the Palestine Symphony 
Orchestra and the St. Petersburg Opera.
 Blum, solemn over the catastrophe facing Central European Jews under 
Nazi domination, viewed the dinner as a vital “instrument in attracting atten-
tion of public opinion throughout the world to the necessity of consolidating 
and extending the Jewish National Home.”56 William Green summed up the 
position of most trade union leaders at the dinner: “this project is a practical, 
sensible solution of the social and economic problem which confronts those 
who will make up the Léon Blum Colony.”57 The event generated $40,000, 
almost half of the $100,000 goal set by the committee earlier that year.58 De-
spite missing the fund-raising goal, the publicity generated by the prominence 
of those attending these events and the media attention received elevated 
the status of Palestine’s role in American Jewish life, as well as Histadrut’s 
endeavors. Moreover, trade unionists became more intimately involved with 
Palestine’s settlement and development on a larger scale than ever before.

The McDonald White Paper

In the months following the December dinner, the situation for Jewish set-
tlers in Palestine worsened as British policy shifted again. Arab and Jewish 
discontent over previous British pronouncements convinced the British gov-
ernment to hold a conference in 1939, attempting to resolve the seemingly 
perpetual conflict. The St. James Conference included delegations from the 
Jewish Agency, led by Chaim Weizmann, and Arabs from Palestine, led by 
al-Husseini. The Arab delegation also included representatives from Egypt, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Transjordan, and Yemen. The British negotiated with 

      



40 chapter 2

each delegation individually, since the Arabs did not recognize the Jewish 
Agency and would not sit with it. With Germany’s rearmament program in 
full force by 1939 and clearly threatening Britain, British negotiators entered 
the conference looking to placate Arab concerns in order to maintain Arab 
cooperation in case of war with Germany. Consequently, the Jewish Agency 
entered negotiations with a severe handicap.
 On May 17, shortly after the end of the discussions, the British mediators 
produced the McDonald White Paper, which reinterpreted the Balfour Dec-
laration more strictly, specifically noting that it only referred to the promise 
of a Jewish homeland in Palestine rather than a state. British officials deemed 
the foundation of a Jewish communal center in Palestine as an established fact 
and therefore no longer in need of large immigration streams. This white pa-
per established a quota of 75,000 Jewish immigrants between 1939 and 1944, 
followed by the cessation of all Jewish immigration thereafter. Additionally, 
Jewish purchase of land in Palestine came under severe limitations.59

 The British government’s adoption of the white paper outraged Zionists 
around the world. Even President Roosevelt acknowledged privately that 
the white paper appeared “deceptive.” He noted that the Balfour Declara-
tion “did intend to convert Palestine into a Jewish Home which might very 
possibly become preponderantly Jewish within a comparatively short time. 
Certainly, that was the impression given to the whole world at the time of 
the Mandate.”60 Despite his critique of this new white paper, Roosevelt did 
little to convince the British to alter their policy.
 The timing of the McDonald White Paper proved disastrous for Czecho-
slovakian Jews, who came under German domination in the spring of 1939. 
Consequently, protests from many Jews and their allies around the world 
railed on the British government for its seeming abandonment of the Balfour 
Declaration and the British Mandate. As early as April 25, William Green 
wrote President Roosevelt, beseeching him to “transmit to the British Gov-
ernment the earnest appeal of the American Federation of Labor to maintain 
the ‘Open Door’ in Palestine, to carry out the Balfour Declaration and to 
respond to world opinion in favor of the creation of Palestine as a Homeland 
for the Jewish people.” He also appealed to Roosevelt in the name of the AFL, 
“to exercise your powerful influence in the furtherance of such a praiseworthy 
policy.”61 In a sign of Green’s importance to the President, Roosevelt sent him 
a two-page response conveying his “sympathy in the idea of establishing a 
National Home for the Jews in Palestine.”62

 Despite Roosevelt’s expressions of sympathy, he applied no pressure on 
the British government to withhold its new white paper. Three days after the 
white paper’s issuance, American labor leaders responded. On May 20, in a 
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unique moment of cooperation between AFL and CIO leadership, William 
Green and CIO chairman John L. Lewis, along with New York State senator 
Robert Wagner and New York City mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, sent a tele-
gram to Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain communicating their “deep 
concern over the British Government’s new policy” and noted that during 
“this most tragic hour in the history of the Jewish people, it is our hope that 
in keeping with British traditions of justice and fair play, the policy of His 
Majesty’s Government with regard to Palestine will carry out the letter and 
the spirit of the covenant contained in the Balfour Declaration.”63

 In June, the annual convention of the United Hatters, Cap, and Millinery 
Workers’ International Union lamented Britain’s decision “to violate its pledge 
to create a national homeland for Jews in Palestine.” For the delegates at the 
convention, this policy shift served as “only one more step in the present 
British government’s process of so-called appeasement.” They were aghast 
at Britain’s ostensible toleration of German aggression and persecution of 
Jews while simultaneously enforcing the white paper’s restrictions on Jewish 
immigration to Palestine. In response, the delegates adopted a resolution 
calling for the U.S. government to “intercede against the outrage now in 
prospect.”64

World War II and American Labor  
Activities in Palestine

The outbreak of war in Europe on September 1, 1939, severely strained His-
tadrut’s resources. On November 18, Israel Mereminski, Histadrut’s liaison 
to the United States, wired David Dubinsky, reporting of depressed wages 
caused by the war that were draining Histadrut’s assets as it tried to absorb 
10,000 refugees. He also noted that the war had forced Kupat Holim, His-
tadrut’s cooperative sick fund, to decrease its budget by 30 percent.65 With 
Histadrut agents in Europe attempting to organize the immigration of Jews, 
the group needed money. The trade unions consistently met such urgent 
requests throughout the war with emergency funds provided by individual 
unions in addition to their customary contributions to the NLCP. Histadrut 
worked diligently to take in refugees and aid the British army in defending 
the region from Axis forces during the course of the war. It sent 8,000 of its 
workers to serve with the British army in Iran, Cyprus, and Tobruk while 
keeping 20,000 to protect Palestine.66 Additionally, Histadrut engaged in a 
propaganda war to win Arabs to its cause. Through its Arab language weekly, 
Haqiqat El Amar, Histadrut hoped to convey “the Jewish point of view to the 
peoples of those [Arab] countries.”67
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 Such activities moved Palestine’s importance higher on American labor’s 
agenda in the early 1940s, and the stress of the white paper on Histadrut only 
added to the urgency. Palestine’s role as an emergency haven and Histadrut’s 
work in fighting the Axis in the region brought more non-Zionists to their 
side than ever before. In early 1940, the Léon Blum Colony Committee, wish-
ing to meet its goal of $100,000 for a colony in Palestine and recognizing 
the dire situation for European Jews, organized another fund-raising dinner 
in a similar vein to the Founders’ Dinner, this one a testimonial to William 
Green. Held on June 26, it occurred only four days after France’s surrender to 
Germany. Toastmaster Max Zaritsky acknowledged the desperate situation 
when he spoke of the “dark hour in the history of our civilization.”68

 By honoring the president of the AFL, committee members hoped to gain 
wider support for their cause from the general American labor movement 
and its allies. This appeared to be a success, as two thousand guests attended. 
Speakers included AFL vice president Matthew Woll and New York State 
Labor Federation president Thomas J. Lyons. Woll noted the AFL’s “lead-
ing position for the attainment” of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. He also 
commented on the desperate need for a refuge, acknowledging with uncanny 
prescience, “we are advised that six million Jews are undoubtedly doomed 
to destruction if victory of the Nazis should be final.”69 Indicative of the des-
perate times, the committee convinced David Dubinsky to attend and speak 
at the dinner, an important shift in his stance against speaking at functions 
sponsored by the NLCP.70 Additionally, the committee recruited a diverse 
array of people from politics—Jews and non-Jews. Senator Wagner accepted 
the position of honorary chairman for the dinner, and the committee sent out 
invitations to the heads of the central, city, and state bodies of the AFL. The 
committee requested them to join the sponsors’ committee, while inviting 
key New York political figures such as Senator James Meade, Representative 
James Fay, Governor Herbert Lehman, and Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia.71 The 
committee also demonstrated a desire to include non-Jewish representatives 
and specifically set out “to invite at least one outstanding Catholic Church-
man and one Protestant Churchman on the Committee.”72

 The exigencies of war prevented the Léon Blum Colony from opening until 
three years after the William Green testimonial dinner.73 Despite the delay, the 
conclusion of the committee’s campaign to establish it set a precedent. Pro-
Palestine trade union leaders recognized their ability to raise funds among 
labor leaders, manufacturers, and other interested parties in a transnational 
project, and with the deteriorating situation in Europe, they realized the 
extensive support they could count on from non-Zionists for such a project.
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 Yet, despite the expanding influence of pro-Palestine activists within the 
labor movement during World War II, resistance still existed among some 
Jewish trade unionists, most notably within the Jewish Labor Committee 
(JLC). Formed in 1934 in response to the Nazis’ ascent to power, the JLC 
consisted of leading Jewish trade unionists determined to assist Jewish labor 
organizations in Europe, work with American labor to combat fascist forces, 
and resist anti-Semitism in the United States. In 1941, David Ben-Gurion, 
realizing that the British Labour Party and U.S. government viewed the JLC 
as the premier representative body of Jewish workers in the United States, 
sought to make headway with the JLC on the issue of Palestine. He recognized 
that Dubinsky’s prominence in the organization made him the focal point 
for any discussions, but Dubinsky again rejected Ben-Gurion’s vision for a 
Jewish state.74

 In 1942, Bundists within the JLC resisted participation in the American 
Jewish Conference, a special summit of American Jewish organizations de-
signed to find solutions to the acute situation for European Jewry. Those who 
put the conference together, including Zionist rabbi Abba Hillel Silver, led 
Bundists to believe that the conference leaned toward a Zionist solution. Jo-
seph Schlossberg attributed this to their old rivalries with Zionists in Poland. 
Such attitudes baffled Schlossberg, who asserted in 1943 that “Bundists still 
live at the beginning of the century, and still in the old Warsaw, Villna, etc., 
though those Jewish communities exist no more.”75 Nonetheless, they held 
sway in the JLC. That October, David Ben-Gurion lamented to the Jewish 
Agency, “The Bundists have fortified themselves there. . . . Their socialism 
has almost completely disappeared, but their anti-Zionism has remained 
intact.”76

 Another conference followed in 1943. The JLC participated by sending 
delegates, but its leadership required that they refrain from voting on the 
subject of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.77 Such actions revealed lingering 
Bundist animosity during the war, despite official U.S. confirmation as early as 
the fall of 1942 of Jewish mass murder by the Nazis.78 These Bundists resisted 
focusing on Palestine as the sole solution to Jewish destruction in Europe 
because they argued it offered only a future answer to Jewish persecution 
rather than an immediate solution.
 This continued division between Bundists and pro-Palestine elements 
within the JLC, as well as other lingering resistance to the issue of a Jew-
ish homeland within the labor movement, did not prevent the NLCP and 
individuals associated with it from continuing to pursue their agenda for 
Histadrut and its activities in Palestine. In the fall of 1941, the desperation 
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caused by the expanding war and the precedent set by the Léon Blum Colony 
inspired Isidore Nagler and other trade union leaders to work with the JNF 
to raise money and organize another colony in Palestine to absorb more 
Jewish refugees from Europe. Additionally, they believed another colony 
would attract attention to Palestine’s importance for Jewish development 
and survival. The death of Louis Brandeis in October 1941 led the group to 
name the colony in his honor. Since he had been both a friend of the labor 
movement and a dedicated supporter of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, the 
trade union leaders believed the attention Brandeis’s name would bring to the 
project offered both a fitting tribute to the man as well as good publicity, due 
to his esteemed reputation among American Jews and non-Jews. Therefore, 
the Louis D. Brandeis Colony Committee formed, implementing much the 
same format as the Léon Blum Colony Committee with two fund-raising 
dinners set to raise $160,000. To enhance its appeal within the U.S. labor 
movement, the committee received commitments from William Green and 
CIO president Philip Murray to serve as honorary chairmen. Additionally, 
AFL secretary treasurer George Meany served as an honorary vice chairman 
and ILGWU vice president Luigi Antonini served as a vice chairman.
 The Founders’ Dinner, held on June 17, 1942, at the Hotel Commodore in 
New York City, opened the campaign for the colony, which raised funds in 
cities throughout the United States. In an effort to attract various groups and 
individuals from liberal circles, the committee made the dinner a testimonial 
to New York State senator Robert Wagner. Wagner had consistently supported 
liberal initiatives, including landmark labor legislation such as the National 
Labor Relations Act, and he supported Zionist initiatives while serving as 
chairman of the American Palestine Committee (APC, previously the Pro-
Palestine Federation). Notables from politics and labor spoke at the dinner 
to 1500 guests, including 1940 Republican presidential candidate Wendell 
Willkie, CIO secretary treasurer James B. Carey, New York State Federation of 
Labor president Thomas Lyons, Jewish Agency chairman David Ben-Gurion, 
and Under-Secretary of War Robert Patterson.79 Additionally, President Roo-
sevelt sent a message stating his “deep sympathy” for the project.80

 The committee held a second dinner to complete its fund-raising cam-
paign, although it would hold one dinner in New York at the Commodore 
Hotel on June 23, 1943, and another the next day in Chicago at the Palmer 
House. The New York dinner featured speeches by many of the same AFL 
and CIO leaders from the previous year and also included an address by the 
CIO’s R. J. Thomas, president of the United Automobile Workers (UAW). 
Thomas read a recent resolution from the UAW annual convention in which 
the union demanded that Britain end its white paper policy preventing Jew-
ish immigration to Palestine.81 Notably, a non-garment union comprised of 
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a predominantly non-Jewish membership passed this resolution, indicating 
the expanding influence of pro-Palestine forces within the American labor 
movement.
 Max Zaritsky emphasized at the New York dinner the philosophical under-
pinnings of support for Palestine that appealed to so many trade unionists. 
“For Palestine is an exemplar of the faith of our world in the democratic 
process . . . of the belief of our world in the fundamental dignity of every 
human being, of the determination of our world to help men and women 
everywhere to become free citizens in their own nations, on their own soils, 
through the work of their own hands.” Zaritsky also articulated the inter-
national labor fraternity trade unionists shared with Histadrut, when he 
referred to “special chords of sentiment that draw us as Americans close to 
Palestine, home of pioneers, as we are pioneers. There is a special attachment 
for us as laborites to Palestine, for in Palestine it is our movement, the labor 
movement, that is the bedrock on which the Jewish nation is being built.”82 
For Zaritsky and a growing number of trade unionists, Histadrut represented 
not just a pragmatic solution to a humanitarian crisis but a paragon of labor 
virtue, worthy of significant labor support.
 Proceeds from the dinners reached the $160,000 goal, and the JNF received 
the promised funds for the creation of the Louis D. Brandeis Colony.83 Once 
again, pro-Palestine labor leaders, primarily within the garment unions, had 
succeeded in organizing a transnational project that accomplished two key 
goals. First, the establishment of these Jewish colonies played a direct role 
in the building of a Jewish state. Secondly, these labor leaders enhanced the 
political power of the pro-Palestine movement by attracting premier labor 
leaders from the AFL and CIO, as well as politicians desiring trade unionists’ 
votes and financial resources.
 By the end of 1943, despite some lingering voices of opposition, pro-Pal-
estine activists grew confident that popular sentiment was trending in their 
direction, and they believed the NLCP had played the key role in making this 
happen. Joseph Schlossberg, a NLCP founder and president, noted in late 
1943 that “rapidly growing sympathy for Palestine among the Jewish masses, 
particularly wage workers, is the achievement of the National Labor Com-
mittee for Palestine, popularly known as the Gewerkschaften Campaign.” He 
claimed that its “non-partisan methods and policies . . . have, in time, met 
with a hearty and enthusiastic response among the broad Jewish masses in 
the United States.” He even credited the NLCP for attracting “many former 
enemies of Palestine, including Bundists.”84 But even as the NLCP and its 
work for Histadrut gained more and more mainstream acceptance during 
the war, parlaying that momentum into a change of U.S. or British policy 
toward Palestine remained a daunting task.
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The Political Chameleon

During the 1930s and throughout World War II, American labor’s success 
with fund-raising events did little to sway U.S. policy makers to back a Jewish 
homeland in Palestine. Although AFL and CIO leaders enjoyed close rela-
tionships with Roosevelt’s White House, they failed to hurdle a key obstacle 
preventing them from influencing U.S. policy during this time. President 
Roosevelt and the U.S. government placed primacy on victory in Europe 
and Asia. And when it came to the Middle East, Roosevelt worried that as-
sisting Zionist interests in Palestine would imperil U.S. relations with Arab 
countries and risk access to Arab oil.
 Many pro-Palestine labor leaders sought to link aid to Histadrut with 
assisting the war effort in the Middle East and connect it with the larger 
war aim of defeating Germany and Japan. Additionally, these same leaders 
hoped they could win support among U.S. policy makers by emphasizing 
Palestine as a solution to the refugee crisis generated by the Nazi genocide 
of Jews. Ultimately, neither argument convinced Roosevelt to move in any 
significant way on either point. Despite these obstacles and disappointments 
before and during the war, American labor made considerable attempts to 
influence the U.S. policy process.
 Unlike any previous president, Roosevelt developed a strong alliance with 
American labor. The New Deal, especially the National Labor Relations Act 
of 1935, created a new environment for unions to collectively bargain and 
win the right to organize. In 1933, the president appointed Sidney Hillman 
to his Labor Advisory Board. During the next several years, Hillman served 
in various capacities for the administration. By early 1942, only weeks after 
the United States entered World War II, Hillman joined the War Production 
Board. Hillman’s influence became so extensive that Roosevelt purportedly 
told his campaign managers during the 1944 presidential election to “clear 
it with Sidney” when selecting a vice presidential candidate.85

 William Green and Philip Murray also enjoyed influence with the Roo-
sevelt administration as the president forged his New Deal coalition with a 
strong base from the labor movement. David Dubinsky, although not as close 
to Roosevelt as Hillman, maintained a good relationship with the president. 
In March 1938, Roosevelt hosted Dubinsky for a performance of the Broad-
way production Pins and Needles at the White House.86 When Dubinsky 
congratulated him for his decision to trade destroyers for bases with Britain 
in September 1940, Roosevelt wrote back personally, addressing Dubinsky 
by his first name and thanking him for the support of his decision.87 All of 
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these labor leaders consistently gained access to either Roosevelt or high of-
ficials within his administration. Such strong ties provided the pro-Palestine 
interests within the labor movement the opportunity to have their voices 
heard on critical issues such as British policy, even if Roosevelt rarely acted 
on their requests and pleas.
 With regard to Palestine, Roosevelt publicly oscillated depending on the 
political ramifications. While governor of New York, he stated that he had 
supported a Jewish homeland in Palestine since the Balfour Declaration.88 In 
1933, within six months of his inauguration, Roosevelt expressed his “sym-
pathy with the purpose of the Jewish people in the rebuilding of their home-
land,” as he endorsed “the establishment of a homeland for the Jewish people 
through a reconstruction of Palestine.”89 In May 1942, Roosevelt conveyed his 
positive sentiments toward the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine to 
the American Palestine Committee, an organization that included William 
Green, and he reiterated such statements in meetings with the American 
Zionist Emergency Council as late as March 1944.90

 The president also consistently demonstrated support for the garment 
unions’ efforts in Palestine. He sent messages to various NLCP conventions 
as well as Third Seder Nights. NLCP leaders, well aware of trade unionists’ 
devotion to Roosevelt, diligently reprinted references in which the president 
voiced support for Jewish settlers in Palestine. In 1943, they reprinted this 
quote by Roosevelt: “the great physical, economic and educational develop-
ment which has taken place in Palestine in the last two decades has been a 
perfect example of what can be accomplished by a free people working in 
a democracy.”91 Yet, these statements were written for public consumption; 
they did not represent Roosevelt’s actual policy toward a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine. Although his rhetoric embraced Zionism, his policy focused on 
maintaining Arab backing for the Allied war effort. By 1943, proponents of a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine recognized that to save European Jews through 
immigration to Palestine and have any impact on government policy, they 
would have to organize on a greater scale.

Crisis and Decision

That summer, the desperate situation for European Jewry led Zionist groups 
to reorganize themselves, consolidating their resources and leadership. Rabbi 
Abba Hillel Silver, a leading Zionist leader, and Dr. Israel Goldstein, president 
of the JNF, became copresidents of the ZOA. Additionally, Rabbi Stephen 
Wise, one of the most recognizable Zionist leaders in the United States and 

      



48 chapter 2

a friend of the American labor movement, assumed the chairmanship of the 
Emergency Committee for Zionist Affairs, an organization created in 1939 
to coordinate Zionist activities in the United States.
 These groups organized the American Jewish Conference, to be held Au-
gust 29 to September 2 and to involve U.S. Jewish organizations representing 
a wide segment of American Jewry. Conference organizers wished to imple-
ment the best approach to saving European Jews. In reality, Zionist groups 
maintained controlling influence of the conference, despite the two leading 
non-Zionist organizations at the meetings—the American Jewish Committee 
(AJC) and the JLC—abstaining on votes for Zionist resolutions. Ultimately, 
the conference demanded the abrogation of the McDonald White Paper and 
the creation of a Jewish commonwealth in Palestine.
 The JLC, still divided among its membership over the Zionist issue, chose 
to abstain on the vote for a Jewish commonwealth, but supported the abroga-
tion of the white paper as a practical measure to save the remnants of Euro-
pean Jewry. The AJC also abstained on the Jewish commonwealth resolution 
and withdrew from the conference, arguing that “the salvation of the Jews of 
Europe cannot be achieved through Palestine alone and certainly not through 
overemphasizing Palestine’s political constitution.”92 The JLC contended that 
the sole focus on Palestine ignored the need to save the infrastructure of 
European Jewry, including its labor movement, social, and cultural institu-
tions. Many of the Bundists within the JLC believed Histadrut received too 
large a share of American labor resources. They argued that the Jewish labor 
movement in Europe required as much, if not more, of American labor’s 
financial and political capital. Although pro-Palestine members of the JLC 
considered such thinking preposterous in light of the near annihilation of 
European Jewry to that point, this mentality prevented the committee from 
achieving a consensus on the Zionist issue until after the war.
 This division within the most significant Jewish labor organization, coupled 
with President Roosevelt’s resistance to shifting U.S. policy toward Palestine, 
prevented American labor leaders from making significant headway with the 
Roosevelt administration in overturning British policies in Palestine—specifi-
cally, the 1939 McDonald White Paper, with its severe limitation on Jewish 
immigration to Palestine and on land purchases by Jews. Yet, during the fall 
of 1943, momentum increased within the trade union movement when the 
AFL and CIO passed resolutions at their annual conventions calling on the 
United States and British governments to end the policies of the white paper, 
which the CIO defined “as discriminatory, unfair, unjust and a hindrance to 
the war effort.” Also, they both demanded the implementation of the Balfour 
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Declaration. Although the AFL had consistently passed such resolutions since 
1917, this marked the first time the CIO emphatically joined the cause.93

 With key Allied military victories in late 1943 turning the course of the war 
in their favor, the postwar settlement moved into focus for many governments 
and groups throughout the world. Pro-Palestinian activists within the Ameri-
can labor movement worked tirelessly to ensure this new world order would 
include a Jewish state, helmed by Histadrut, creating a progressive society 
and serving as a home to refugees. To make this objective a reality, Jewish 
trade unionists recognized the need for a new organization to coordinate 
American labor’s agenda on the Palestine issue. Through the American Jewish 
Trade Union Committee for Palestine, American trade unionists engaged 
in a more intense campaign aimed at persuading U.S. and British leaders to 
make changes in their nations’ Palestine policies. Additionally, some garment 
unions moved beyond their usual contributions to the NLCP and financed 
new institutions in Palestine through their own resources.
 During the war years, the shocking revelation of the Holocaust acted as 
the principal impetus for this increasingly urgent move toward the Zionist 
agenda. Also, the continued growth of Histadrut, and its integral part in 
saving European Jews who managed to escape, moved trade unionists to 
intensify their support for the Jewish labor movement in Palestine. By the 
mid-1930s, American labor assisted Histadrut on the basis of its ability to 
absorb Jewish refugees, and its representation as a model of a progressive 
labor movement. Accordingly, AFL and CIO leaders pleaded and protested 
with U.S. and U.K. officials in attempts to change policy making within both 
nations. Moreover, trade union financing for Histadrut moved beyond the 
Gewerkschaften campaigns to include separate fund drives, such as the Léon 
Blum Colony Committee’s work to purchase a new colony in Palestine for 
Jewish workers and Jewish refugees from Germany and Austria. The outbreak 
of World War II and the desperate situation it created for European Jewry 
elevated that assistance to a level unimaginable during the Depression of the 
1930s. By the end of 1943, with the war appearing to move toward an Allied 
victory, U.S. labor leaders placed the Palestine issue high on their agenda for 
the final years of the war.

      



 3 From Homeland to Statehood

Between 1944 and 1947, the American labor movement elevated Jewish state-
hood to the forefront of its agenda. As the Allies began liberating concentra-
tion camps in 1944, leaders of the garment unions, as well as the AFL and 
CIO, acted with urgency to save the remnants of European Jewry by creating 
a Jewish state in Palestine. This exigency continued in the years after the war 
amid a tumultuous period for American labor, including the transitional diffi-
culties caused by demobilization, the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act, and the 
disruptive effects of communist influence in the CIO.1 Despite these problems, 
Jewish trade unionists maneuvered the American labor movement’s attention 
and resources to the Palestine question. Jewish refugees and their desire for 
a home served as the driving force behind American labor’s support for a 
Jewish homeland. This crisis led American labor to continue employing the 
two strategies first used when the Nazis seized power in Germany, but on a 
far greater scale—the use of union resources to continue the development 
of Jewish infrastructure in Palestine and intense political pressure on U.S. 
and U.K. politicians. During this period, American labor leaders and their 
organizations exponentially increased the energy and capital employed in 
both strategies.
 The Holocaust motivated these labor leaders to dramatically expand their 
organizations’ assistance. In early 1944, American Jews received more sub-
stantial reports from Europe confirming the rumors of Jewish genocide. 
American Jewry recognized that the Nazis had already exterminated a major-
ity of Europe’s Jewish population, which made saving those who were left a 
central mission of Jewish organizations. By the spring of 1944, most Jewish 
groups had lost any hope for military rescue attempts of Jews in concentra-
tion camps. The U.S. government’s leadership had repeatedly stated to Jewish 
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groups that winning the war swiftly was the only way to save the remaining 
European Jews. It claimed anything diverting attention and resources from 
that goal, such as commando missions to destroy concentration camps or 
to sabotage railroad tracks leading to camps, diverted vital resources and 
risked prolonging the war. This moved most American Jews to focus almost 
entirely on Palestine as the salvation for those Jews who could be rescued 
from German-occupied territories.
 Most Jewish trade unionists, already assisting Histadrut for over two de-
cades, agreed that Palestine offered the best solution. During the war, they 
also recognized Histadrut’s crucial role in the effort to save European Jews. 
Histadrut had sent agents into Europe to smuggle Jews out of occupied Eu-
ropean countries and bring them to Palestine. These activities proved costly, 
with the additional expense of feeding, sheltering, and clothing these Jews 
once they arrived there. American labor’s financial aid through the NLCP’s 
various fund-raising campaigns helped offset these prohibitive expenses. 
Additionally, the AFL provided special funding for Histadrut as part of its 
assistance to foreign organizations fighting for the Allied cause. Yet, more 
monetary aid would be needed to train these immigrants in skills necessary 
to perform jobs vital for the Jewish community in Palestine. Again, American 
trade unions rose to the challenge, in this case through the construction of 
technical institutes to train Jewish workers in Palestine.
 On the political front in 1944, labor leaders testified before Congress ex-
horting representatives to pass resolutions calling for a Jewish commonwealth 
in Palestine. Also, Max Zaritsky and several of his colleagues formed the 
American Jewish Trade Union Committee for Palestine (AJTUCP), seek-
ing to bypass the ideological deadlock within the Jewish Labor Committee, 
coordinate American labor activity on the Palestine issue, and enlighten 
non-Jewish workers of the need to support the Jewish labor movement in 
Palestine. It drafted the language that AFL and CIO leaders used in their 
telegrams and letters to world leaders, which focused concerns on two central 
issues—abrogation of the 1939 McDonald White Paper and the establishment 
of a Jewish homeland.
 During the summer of 1945, American labor leaders believed they would 
succeed in fulfilling both goals. The British Labour Party had won a parlia-
mentary victory in July, and U.S. trade unionists presumed Labour Party 
leaders would fulfill wartime pledges to repeal the white paper and establish 
a Jewish homeland. Additionally, international sympathy over the near com-
plete eradication of European Jewry generated expectations that the British 
government would defer imperial ambitions in favor of humanitarian needs. 
Once in power, though, the Labour government maintained the previous 
government’s policy. Preserving good relations with Arab states in order to 
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ensure access to Middle East oil for the British military and economy proved 
a higher priority for the Labour government than campaign promises. To 
placate Arab nations, however, they would have to prevent Jewish immi-
gration into Palestine and block the formation of a Jewish commonwealth. 
Following such a policy would force them to violate nearly three decades of 
pledges in support of the Balfour Declaration.
 By the fall, the Labour government opted to continue the white paper 
policy and ignore pleas from Zionists and their allies to change its stance. 
This obstinance shocked U.S. trade unionists because Labour Party leaders 
had specifically pledged to reverse the 1939 immigration restrictions during 
the 1945 election campaign. For many American labor leaders, the Labour 
government’s stand personally offended them since they had worked dili-
gently during the war to assist the Labour Party. Predictably, tensions flared 
between U.S. and U.K. labor leaders as U.S. trade unionists spent the next 
three years trying to effect a change in British policy toward Palestine. Ad-
ditionally, communists within CIO unions formed organizations to attack 
British policy in Palestine. In 1945, the Soviet Union sided with Zionists in 
an attempt to weaken the British Empire and the West, which led communist 
groups in the United States to launch an offensive against British policy, add-
ing their voices of protest to other American labor groups, although acting 
independently of the NLCP and AJTUCP.
 In the United States, labor leaders sought to influence President Roosevelt’s 
successor, Harry Truman. Through 1944, Roosevelt had successfully avoided 
making any crucial decisions on Palestine. His death in April 1945 placed the 
burden of the Palestine issue squarely on Truman’s shoulders. Like Roose-
velt, Truman vacillated, pressing British leaders about Jewish immigration 
when necessary to satisfy domestic pressure, but doing little substantively 
to compel the British government to alter white paper policy. Nor did he 
wish to commit U.S. forces or resources to Palestine to enforce a solution to 
the problem. Because of his reticence, over the next three years, U.S. trade 
unionists pressured Truman relentlessly to change U.S. policy. All of these 
actions played an important role in helping Histadrut and the Jewish Agency 
in Palestine. By 1947, the British were compelled to turn the Palestine issue 
over to the United Nations.

Lobbying Congress

In early 1944, Zionist leaders believed it essential to win support from Con-
gress in order to induce President Roosevelt to act on Palestine policy. Since 
representatives had to run for reelection every two years and many could 
not afford to risk alienating Jews or American labor in this matter, Zion-
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ists counted on full congressional backing of measures endorsing a Jewish 
homeland. By February, Congress began discussion on House Resolutions 
418 and 419, identical calls for support of a Jewish national home in Palestine, 
introduced by congressional members sympathetic to the Zionist cause. The 
House Committee on Foreign Relations, chaired by Zionist activist and New 
York Democrat Sol Bloom, welcomed testimony from various organizations 
and individuals on the issue. On February 9, leaders of the AFL, CIO, and 
even Poale Zion testified before the committee, championing both measures.
 Specifically, the resolutions called for open immigration into Palestine, 
allowing Jewish settlement “so that the Jewish people may ultimately re-
constitute Palestine as a free and democratic Jewish commonwealth.” AFL 
representative Lewis G. Hines presented a message from AFL president Wil-
liam Green expressing the union’s support for the resolutions. In an attack 
on British policy, Green wrote, “the good faith of the United Nations in this 
war would be impaired if Great Britain is allowed to break its solemn pledge 
to the Jews which was made after the last war.” He hoped that these resolu-
tions would help ensure that the British government would “live up to the 
Balfour Declaration.” Hines claimed that all AFL members fully approved 
Green’s sentiments.2

 UHCMWIU president Max Zaritsky also affirmed his support for the 
resolutions. Zaritsky declared that “American labor . . . unreservedly and 
unequivocally supports the aspiration of the Jewish people for the establish-
ment of their homeland in Palestine.” Additionally, CIO president Philip 
Murray submitted a written statement in support of Jewish aspirations in 
Palestine, calling the white paper policy “discriminatory, unfair, unjust, and 
a hindrance to the war effort.”3

 Ultimately, 399 senators and representatives expressed approval for the 
resolutions, but they never received the chance to vote on either one. Intense 
Arab pressure compelled members of Congress to reconsider, and voting 
on them was indefinitely delayed. President Roosevelt, along with several 
members of Congress, feared an Arab uproar would lead to a loss of access to 
Arab oil if these measures passed. A March 4 telegram from Saudi King Ibn 
Saud to the Speaker of the House of Representatives Sam Rayburn explained 
Arab concerns. The message unequivocally stated that support for “an inde-
pendent democratic Jewish state” would be “tantamount to a request that the 
United States of America declares war on the Arabs of Palestine who have 
never committed any act of aggression against the United States of America 
nor against any of its citizens.” He warned that Congress “should realize how 
seriously even the introduction of such a resolution is taken in the whole 
Arab world if the United States does intervene in the manner suggested by 
this resolution[;] it will read like a sentence of death to the Arabs in Palestine 
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and cause despair and distrust throughout the Arab and Muslim worlds.” 
In an effort to pressure members of Congress—and, more to the point, the 
president,—the king noted that the resolution “is being utilized by Nazi 
propagandists to inflame Arab opinion not only against the Jews but against 
the Democratic powers.”4

 Saud’s message prompted Roosevelt and some senior policy makers to 
warn congressional leaders of the dangers in supporting resolutions deal-
ing with such a sensitive topic during the final phases of the war. Members 
of Congress wanted the political support of American Jews and their allies 
on the Palestine issue, especially American labor, but they also recognized 
policy makers’ concerns over national security interests in the Middle East. 
Several days later, Roosevelt himself attempted to make Congress aware of 
this sensitive issue. He sent Rayburn a memorandum commenting on “a 
volume of protests which have come in from practically all the Arab and 
Moorish countries. It merely illustrates what happens if delicate international 
situations get into party politics.”5

 In the fall, even with these Arab protests, the AFL and CIO pressed Con-
gress to pass the resolutions. On November 22, the CIO adopted a resolution 
calling for Congress to pass both resolutions and indeed, in the final days of 
November, the House Committee on Foreign Affairs did approve them.6 On 
December 1, the AFL Convention passed another resolution, urging Congress 
“to act speedily and favorably on the Palestine resolution.”7 Despite these 
efforts, Roosevelt and Secretary of State Hull continued working to quash 
the resolutions and ensure the Allies’ access to Arab oil and placate Arabs 
who could cause problems for the Allies in the Middle East. To accomplish 
this, the administration called on General George C. Marshall to convince 
Congress of the need to suspend the debate over the House Resolutions 
indefinitely, under the pretense of military security.8

 These types of setbacks and the stalemate within the Jewish Labor Com-
mittee—still the most significant Jewish labor organization in the American 
labor movement—frustrated trade unionists desperate to effect change in U.S. 
policy. In the spring of 1944, Max Zaritsky and other Jewish labor leaders 
decided to form a new committee expressly designed to make the American 
labor movement aware of the political situation in Palestine and to utilize 
American labor’s political resources to effectuate Zionist aspirations on a 
greater scale than ever before.

American Jewish Trade Union Committee for Palestine

During World War II, Palestine became a focal point for American labor, 
especially within the Jewish labor movement, but doubts remained among 
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Jewish trade unionists over the need to establish a political, Jewish state. 
For many non-Zionist members of the Jewish Labor Committee, a Jewish 
cultural homeland with limited political autonomy in Palestine would suffice 
for the task of accepting refugees. Although resistance among non-Zionists 
to a Jewish cultural homeland diminished during the first years of the war, 
concerns over a political state remained, as demonstrated in 1943 by the JLC’s 
abstention over the vote for a Jewish commonwealth at the American Jewish 
Conference. During the conclusion of the war, and even in its immediate 
aftermath, this discord within the JLC, despite membership that included 
pro-Zionist voices such as Joseph Schlossberg, Max Zaritsky, Charles Zim-
merman, and Isidore Nagler, prevented it from vocally supporting ambitions 
for a Jewish state.
 For the majority of Jewish trade unionists, however, Arab hostility and 
British intransigence over Jewish immigration to Palestine convinced them 
of the desperate need for a sovereign, Jewish state to absorb the hundreds of 
thousands of Jews desiring to leave Europe and begin new lives in Palestine. 
By 1944, despite lingering Jewish trade union resistance toward Zionist ambi-
tions, AFL and CIO leaders focused on the cause of Jewish statehood.
 In March 1944, Zaritsky called a conference attended by forty union mem-
bers to create the AJTUCP. Committee leaders sent a letter to every U.S. 
senator, representative, and governor informing them of its platform. Sidney 
Hillman, in an example of his opening to Zionism toward the end of World 
War II, sent a statement to the AJTUCP supporting its agenda. This marked 
the first time in the history of the ACWA that its president had publicly 
endorsed a Jewish homeland in Palestine.9 In an appeal to the entire Ameri-
can labor movement, Zaritsky asked CIO president Philip Murray and AFL 
president William Green to accept honorary chairmanships. Both promptly 
accepted. The AJTUCP claimed to represent “several hundred thousand 
Jewish members of the AFL and CIO” and immediately sought the repeal of 
the McDonald White Paper, which by 1944, had stopped all Jewish immigra-
tion to Palestine and banned Jewish land purchases there. Additionally, the 
AJTUCP called for the creation of a free and democratic Jewish common-
wealth in Palestine. Even William Green and Philip Murray, who were not 
on speaking terms in the mid-1940s, regularly appeared together in support 
of a Jewish homeland and for Histadrut.10

 On April 6, the AJTUCP issued its first declaration, stating that “the Ameri-
can labor movement . . . is completely in favor of, and supports the aims of 
their Jewish co-trade unionists—to help in the rebuilding of Palestine as a 
Jewish Commonwealth.” It coordinated various American labor organizations 
to call for the white paper’s abrogation and convinced numerous trade union-
ists to urge the British government to revoke it. The AJTUCP’s initial efforts 

      



56 chapter 3

paid quick dividends. On May 25, the Central Trades and Labor Council of 
New York, a labor body consisting of seven hundred trade unions and nearly 
a million AFL members, passed a resolution demanding “the immediate, 
unequivocal repeal of the entire White Paper policy.”11

 From its inception, the AJTUCP focused on publicity as its most potent 
weapon. As chairman of the committee and the most recognized labor leader 
on its executive board, Zaritsky used his position as a bully pulpit to dis-
seminate information through public statements, press releases, and written 
articles. On May 4, he distributed an article to New York City publications 
praising the continuous support of the AFL for Histadrut and the establish-
ment of a Jewish home in Palestine. Additionally, Zaritsky used the oppor-
tunity to introduce the AJTUCP and present its intentions to readers.12

 AJTUCP leadership also sought to attract other nationally minded ethnic 
groups within the American labor movement to the cause. Zaritsky made 
references to Irish and Jewish parallels in some of his speeches, hoping to 
connect with Irish American workers. Zaritsky’s UHCMWIU newspaper, 
the Hat Worker, featured editorials by the Irish American Vincent Murphy, 
who was mayor of Newark, New Jersey, and secretary treasurer of the New 
Jersey State Federation of Labor, AFL. In the case of the white paper, it only 
helped attract support that the British, the perennial enemy of the Irish, 
opposed Zionist ambitions. Murphy condemned Britain for closing “the 
doors of Palestine at a time when they represent perhaps the only safe and 
constructive refuge.” Such a policy struck him as “not only immoral but 
inhuman.”13

 The AJTUCP not only sought to expand its reach among ethnic groups, 
but also geographically. Although established in New York, the committee 
quickly extended beyond the New York metropolitan area, with a number 
of regional committees forming throughout the country. In June, the first 
of these new committees opened for business in New England. Two chair-
men led the division: Jacob Blume, manager of the Boston Joint Board of 
the ACWA (CIO), and Philip Kramer, manager of the Boston Joint Board 
of the ILGWU (AFL). With each of the two major garment unions repre-
sented as well as the AFL and CIO, the division offered significant influence 
within New England’s trade union movement. Over the following months, 
expansion continued, with the New York headquarters directing operations 
and coordinating all national branches.14 To solidify its claim as the voice 
of American labor on the issue of Palestine, the AJTUCP sent out sponsor 
forms in July 1944 to all state and city federations and central bodies of the 
AFL, along with all state and city industrial councils of the CIO, calling for 
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signatories to become sponsors of the committee and add their “voice to the 
free world’s demand for justice to the Jewish people.”15

 Throughout 1944, the McDonald White Paper remained the lightning 
rod for the AJTUCP to rally American labor organizations, as well as non-
Zionists within the Jewish labor movement. The continual news reports that 
year of German atrocities against European Jews led many Americans to 
view Britain’s Palestine immigration policy as intolerable. Additionally, the 
outright devastation of European Jewry played the decisive role in finally con-
verting non-Zionist supporters of Histadrut, most notably Sidney Hillman 
and David Dubinsky, into dedicated champions of a Jewish national home 
as a haven for refugees.16 In April 1944, Hillman released a press statement 
through the AJTUCP demanding open immigration for Jewish displaced 
persons (the euphemism for refugees during World War II) to Palestine. 
He claimed, “this is the position, not only of the President of the United 
States, but also of great sections of the American people who feel the tortures 
visited upon a defenseless people.” Hillman denounced the restriction on 
Jewish immigration to Palestine as “a travesty upon elementary justice and 
humanity to close the door to the one avenue of escape for the hapless Jews 
who still remain alive.” In addition to the repeal of the white paper, Hillman 
called for “the reconstitution of Palestine as a free and democratic Jewish 
Commonwealth.”17 Such a statement illustrated Hillman’s increasingly vocal 
support not only of open immigration, but more significantly, of a Jewish 
homeland in Palestine.
 Hillman’s access to the Roosevelt administration and trade unionists’ 
support for Roosevelt’s New Deal agenda presented American labor’s pro-
Palestine forces with opportunities to influence the Democratic Party more 
effectively on the Palestine issue. In the weeks leading up to the July 1944 
Democratic National Convention, William Green and George Meany worked 
diligently and successfully to add a plank to the party platform, calling for 
open immigration to Palestine and a national homeland for Jews there. On 
July 25, Abe Tuvim, a leader of the American Zionist Emergency Council, 
wrote Zaritsky a letter in which he lavished praise on Green and Meany, “both 
of whom were very helpful in getting the right sort of plank in the Democratic 
Party platform with respect to Palestine. They really extended themselves to 
bring this about.”18 Although President Roosevelt skillfully worked around the 
platform after his reelection, American labor leadership’s growing influence 
with the President and the Democratic Party made it increasingly difficult 
for Roosevelt and Democratic members of Congress to ignore the pressure 
of American labor on the Palestine question.
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 The momentum generated by the Democratic Party’s inclusion of a Pales-
tine plank galvanized the AJTUCP to press forward on all fronts. Its leader-
ship worked to persuade various labor organizations to adopt resolutions 
championing the AJTUCP agenda. On August 23, the New York State Federa-
tion of Labor passed a resolution calling for the U.S. and U.K. governments to 
work for the repeal of the McDonald White Paper. It publicly stated support 
for the new AJTUCP in its goal “of crystallizing the sentiment of American 
labor on behalf of a free and democratic Jewish commonwealth in Pales-
tine.”19 Three weeks later, the New York State CIO followed suit, approving a 
resolution endorsing a “Jewish National Home” in Palestine along with “the 
unequivocal removal of the White Paper policy.”20

 On September 21, in an effort to generate national labor publicity beyond 
the confines of New York State labor bodies, Zaritsky sent out a resolution, 
similar in content to those adopted by the New York State AFL and CIO, 
for submission to 855 central trade unions in the United States. He pointed 
out that passage of the resolution “by your central body will go a long way 
toward bringing to a successful conclusion the organized effort being made 
today by American labor to bring about the abrogation of the British White 
Paper policy and the opening of Palestine’s doors to the unrestricted entry 
of the victims of Nazi brutality.” To maximize publicity among rank-and-file 
workers and local communities, Zaritsky asked these central trade unions 
to publicize the passage of the resolution to their local media.21 By October, 
the AJTUCP’s call for national support paid its first dividends as the New 
Jersey State Federation of Labor, the New Jersey State CIO, and the Ohio State 
Federation of Labor unanimously adopted the resolution.22 In November, an 
additional ninety federated labor groups from twenty-eight states adopted 
the measure. A thousand officers from these groups also agreed to serve as 
sponsors of the AJTUCP in “the carrying out of its program.”23

 The committee also wanted national AFL and CIO leaders to propagate 
their program in an attempt to broaden the message beyond Jewish trade 
unionists. On January 24, 1945, the AJTUCP released to the press an article 
by R. J. Thomas, president of the United Auto Workers, which presented 
various attributes of Histadrut, including its aid in the war effort. The article 
also recalled the CIO’s 1944 resolution supporting Jews in Palestine and con-
cluded that “it is in the interest of American workers that in Palestine there 
should be laid as speedily as possible the foundation for a democratic Jewish 
commonwealth.”24

 On March 16, the AJTUCP also sought to influence international affairs 
by gaining a place for the Palestine issue on the agenda for the San Francisco 
Conference about the United Nations, scheduled to meet that spring.25 Such 
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action brought the AJTUCP to the forefront of Zionist organizations’ atten-
tion. In May, the Hollywood Zionist District of the Zionist Organization 
of America began publishing a periodical titled the Hollywood Zionist and 
requested that the AJTUCP send their press releases and additional publicity 
material to the editorial offices for publication.26

 By June 1945, the AJTUCP’s efforts and those of Zionists generated pub-
lic outrage against U.K. policy and U.S. inaction, but neither government 
changed its policies in significant ways. President Roosevelt’s death that April 
propelled Harry Truman into the presidency, but like his predecessor, he 
oscillated on the Palestine issue. In his first month in office, Truman had 
been warned by State Department officials that President Roosevelt “gave 
certain assurances to the Arabs which they regard as definite commitments 
on our part,” despite the late president’s occasional expressions of support 
for Zionist goals. In early 1945, Roosevelt held a meeting with King Ibn Saud 
in which he assured the king that “he would make no move hostile to the 
Arab people and would not assist the Jews against the Arabs.” These pledges 
compelled Truman to avoid taking concrete action on the Palestine issue 
despite his occasional statements backing a Jewish homeland or calling on 
Britain to allow a hundred thousand Jewish refugees to enter Palestine.27

 Thus, despite the complete revelation of the Holocaust by June 1945, Zion-
ists and their trade union allies failed to convince officials on either side of 
the Atlantic to reevaluate their policy priorities. In July, however, the British 
Labour Party’s parliamentary victory appeared to alter the political landscape 
in Britain and imbued American labor leaders with the hope that British 
officials would change their position.

The British Labour Party Victory

For three decades, Labour Party leaders had promised to fulfill the Balfour 
Declaration and, during the previous six years, had vowed to rescind the 
McDonald White Paper. By the fall of 1945, however, American labor’s hopes 
diminished as the Labour Party leadership maintained the same Palestine 
policy as had the Conservatives. It appeared that, once in power, the Labour 
Party would continue the imperial status quo. American labor leaders ac-
cused their British compatriots of hypocrisy after years in which British labor 
organizations had rebuked the white paper and called for the immediate 
implementation of the Balfour Declaration.
 The Labour Party’s unwillingness to change British policy in Palestine left 
many American labor leaders feeling betrayed, especially after all they had 
done to assist the Labour Party during World War II. Back in 1940, Britain’s 
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desperate plight and that of the British labor movement, had persuaded some 
AFL leaders to form the American Labor Committee to Aid British Labor. 
AFL vice president Matthew Woll acted as chairman and William Green 
as honorary chairman. David Dubinsky, Max Zaritsky, and Jewish Labor 
Committee chairman Adolph Held served on the executive board, along 
with other AFL leaders, among them James C. Quinn and Thomas Murray. 
The committee sought large financial donations from AFL unions, organized 
local committees, charged them with adopting resolutions supporting British 
labor, and sold subscriptions for books published by the committee to work-
ers and friends. It also arranged dances and picnics, sent donated clothing 
to Britain, and encouraged women’s auxiliaries to form sewing and knitting 
circles to make needed clothing.28 Yet, despite these deeds, which offered 
essential assistance to British civilians and the British war effort, American 
labor leaders remained stymied in their attempts to influence the British 
Labour Party during the postwar years.
 In an attempt to shame the Labour Party into repealing the McDonald 
White Paper, the AJTUCP published a pamphlet in 1945 titled British Labor 
and Zionism. The booklet included twenty-five years of Labour Party pledges, 
as well as its leaders’ statements endorsing a Jewish homeland in Palestine 
and the free immigration of European Jews. On the opening page of the 
pamphlet, the AJTUCP writers asked, “are these pledges and this record 
to be forgotten now?”29 Through publications such as these, the AJTUCP 
hoped to compel the Labour Party to stick with its nearly three decades of 
pro-Palestine sentiments.
 Many U.S. trade unionists presumed that the U.K. Foreign Office had 
convinced Labour Party leaders of the need to continue good relations with 
Arab nations in order for Britain to maintain its empire and ensure its access 
to Arab oil.30 Accordingly, American labor leaders denounced the British gov-
ernment’s decision to place these material interests above the moral interests 
of Europe’s dispossessed Jewish refugees. In a similar vein, U.S. politicians 
and some within the American labor movement cynically supported repeal-
ing the white paper, since mass immigration of Jewish refugees to Palestine 
would obviate the need for them to enter the United States.
 Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American 
labor unions had traditionally opposed immigration due to concerns over 
increased job competition (although many Jewish labor leaders had called 
for a modification of this stance). Since Palestine offered an alternative des-
tination for European Jewish emigration, labor leaders opposed to allowing 
more Jews into the United States championed Palestine as the solution to this 
dilemma and joined pro-Palestine forces in the labor movement. Addition-
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ally, several members of Congress, who objected to adjusting two-decade-old 
immigration restrictions for Jewish immigrants, advocated Palestine as the 
solution to the Jewish refugee crisis. Thus, most U.S. trade unionists and a 
majority of congressional members found in the white paper unanimous 
agreement in the need to abrogate it.31

 In addition to recruiting congressional allies in their campaign to influence 
U.S. and U.K. policy, labor leaders also sought the aid of garment manu-
facturers, many of whom joined the chorus of trade unionists demanding 
open immigration and a Jewish state in Palestine. I. C. Bernhard, president 
of Bernhard, Schrag and Co., Inc., cabled Truman on September 27 to com-
plain bitterly of the continued British policy blocking Jewish immigration to 
Palestine. He claimed that it had “no basis in justice or decency” and urged 
“that the United States insist that Great Britain fulfill her obligations.”32 Al-
though not always coordinated in their protests, manufacturers and trade 
union leaders consistently communicated their concerns over Palestine and 
cooperated with fund-raising projects for Histadrut and other philanthropic 
endeavors.
 To press their case, AJTUCP leaders believed personal meetings with Brit-
ish Labour Party officials would make some difference in changing British at-
titudes toward Jewish immigration and the need for a Jewish commonwealth 
in Palestine. To do this, the AJTUCP selected Max Zaritsky. Zaritsky was 
ostensibly sent to London as an observer to the World Zionist Conference, 
but his main mission was to urge “upon all the leaders of the British Labor 
Party action looking toward the abrogation of the White Paper of 1939 and 
the reconstitution of Palestine as a free and democratic Jewish Common-
wealth.”33

 Zaritsky traveled to England in August and met with several leaders of 
the British Labour Party, among them Harold Laski, Herbert Morrison, and 
Walter Citrine, as well as representatives from the Foreign and Colonial Of-
fices.34 Zaritsky presented those leaders with a declaration, featuring over 
eight hundred signatures from the most influential U.S. trade union lead-
ers. They demanded increased Jewish immigration and a national home in 
Palestine. Zaritsky also provided letters from William Green, Philip Murray, 
and CIO secretary treasurer James B. Carey, stressing that his plea had their 
backing and the support of the organized labor movement in America.35 In 
the end, Zaritsky came away from these meetings despondent. By the end 
of his three-week stay, he lamented leaving England “a disappointed, disil-
lusioned man.”36

 Zaritsky’s hunch proved accurate. In September 1945, newspapers in Eng-
land and the United States shocked U.S. trade unionists with reports that the 
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Labour Party intended to continue the white paper policy. In late September, 
Zaritsky expressed his dismay to William Green, remarking, “it is inconceiv-
able that men at the helm of a great labor movement should, without com-
punction, reneg[e] on pledges made by them in all solemnity.”37 In a letter to 
Philip Murray, Zaritsky referred to the Labour Party decision as “a stunning 
blow.” He found it “incredible that men holding responsible positions in the 
labor movement as well as in the Government of a great nation should find it 
possible to dispose of a problem affecting the very lives of tens of thousands 
of human beings and the future of an ancient people in such a callous, in-
different and inhuman manner.” Despite the disappointment, Zaritsky said 
there was hope, telling Murray that during his visit to England, he “learned 
that the opinions and sentiments of the American organized labor movement 
carry a great deal of weight with them.”38 Accordingly, Zaritsky urged both 
Murray and Green to send messages, with the AJTUCP supplying suggested 
text, to the Labour Party leadership. As always, Green and Murray responded 
quickly to Zaritsky’s plea.39

 By October, American Zionists realized the new British government would 
be difficult to move on the Palestine issue. Baruch Zuckerman of the World 
Jewish Congress expressed his concerns to Zaritsky, lamenting “that we are 
going to have a difficult struggle with our Labor friends in England.” He noted 
that Zaritsky and the AJTUCP “will have to take upon yourselves a consid-
erable part of that struggle.”40 The AJTCUP heeded the call and throughout 
the fall continued its campaign to convince the Labour Party’s leadership to 
alter the U.K. government’s policy.
 That month, David Dubinsky formally entered the firestorm with a tele-
gram to Prime Minister Clement Attlee. As a non-Zionist member of the 
JLC during the previous ten years, Dubinsky had remained ambivalent on 
the issue of a Jewish homeland. He wholeheartedly supported Jewish im-
migration to Palestine during the war years, and he admired Histadrut, but 
the idea of a political state bothered his socialist sensibilities. In his telegram, 
Dubinsky attacked the McDonald White Paper “as an arbitrary and cruel 
document,” but he carefully avoided any mention of a Jewish state or even 
homeland when he wrote that “we appeal to your government . . . for the 
creation of necessary machinery that would secure the extension and growth 
of the Jewish national community in Palestine.”41 The addition of Dubinsky’s 
powerful voice to the pro-Palestine lobby, despite his reticence on the state-
hood issue, placed even greater pressure on U.S. and British officials.
 Also in October, AFL bodies exerted increased political pressure when 
its executive council urged the Labour Party to immediately assist Jewish 
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refugees “whose plight has not received proper consideration since victory.” 
The council castigated Britain for failing to implement the Balfour Declara-
tion “within a reasonable time” with the result that “untold suffering could 
have been avoided and many thousands of Jewish lives could have been 
spared.” With a Labour Party government only recently in place, the council 
commented that “we know that our friends in Great Britain do not wish to 
prolong or repeat the tragic mistakes of previous British governments on 
this issue.”42

 Canadian and British labor organizations also protested U.K. policy that 
October. M. J. Coldwell, National Leader of the Co-Operative Common-
wealth Federation, a Canadian federation of farm, labor, and socialist groups, 
cabled Prime Minister Attlee, urging the “repeal of [the] White Paper and 
due consideration given increased immigration into Palestine immediately.”43 
That same day, P. Johnson, the secretary of the British National Union of 
Tailors and Garment Workers, forwarded a resolution to Foreign Minis-
ter Ernest Bevin, noting the union’s “dismay” over reports that the Labour 
government considered continuing the white paper policy. The Trades and 
Labour Congress of Canada also joined the voices of protest, demanding a 
repeal of the white paper.44

 By November, rhetoric aimed at the Labour Party intensified as Wil-
liam Green spoke at the International Christian Conference for Palestine in 
Washington, D.C. This two-day conference featured Christian leaders from 
twenty-nine countries who demanded unrestricted Jewish immigration to 
Palestine and the establishment of a Jewish commonwealth there.45 Green 
noted that the AFL Executive Council had communicated its hope that the 
newly elected Labour Party would support Jewish aspirations with regard 
to this matter. He reiterated that AFL leaders were certain Labour Party 
officials did “not wish to prolong or repeat the tragic mistakes of previous 
British governments on this issue.”46 Green admitted that the council had 
thus far received no response, and it was growing disturbed by rumors that 
the Labour Party planned to continue the white paper policy.
 The Labour Party’s plan to maintain policies restricting Jewish immigra-
tion to Palestine placed a great burden on President Truman. In early 1945, 
after being subjected to intense pressure on the Jewish immigration issue, 
Truman announced his desire to see a hundred thousand Jewish refugees 
allowed entry into Palestine. He continued with this call through the summer. 
Attlee resisted Truman’s request. During that fall, Attlee called instead for the 
creation of a joint Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry (AACI) to study 
solutions to the problem. Truman agreed, despite Zionist concerns it was a 
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stalling tactic. In his boldest language to date on the Palestine issue, William 
Green unequivocally stated “that the American Federation of Labor will not 
accept further postponement of the action that is so urgently needed. Any 
attempt to prolong the unbearable status quo by instituting new investiga-
tions of the plight of the Jews in Europe and the possibilities of emigration 
to countries other than Palestine will be regarded by American labor as a 
cowardly evasion of the issue.” He asked, “Why investigate all over again? Is 
there any doubt about the facts?” He concluded, exclaiming, “We insist upon 
action now! We will not be satisfied unless we get action now!”47

 Green worked on these Zionist issues not only as the president of the AFL, 
but as a leader of the American Palestine Committee.48 Green served on the 
APC Executive Council along with Philip Murray and U.S. political leaders 
such as Representative Claude Pepper and Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg, 
while Senator Robert Wagner acted as its chairman. In March 1944, the 
APC had sponsored the National Conference on Palestine, which included 
Christian organizations working with the AFL, the CIO, and the Union for 
Democratic Action.49 Similarly, Murray served on the advisory committee 
of Americans for Haganah, Inc., an organization seeking support for the 
Histadrut-founded Jewish army as well as the establishment of a Jewish state 
in Palestine. These different outlets provided forums for both labor leaders to 
express their viewpoints on various issues surrounding the debate over a state 
in Palestine.50 Zionist organizations recognized this important connection 
and regularly contacted the AJTUCP or NLCP when in need of American 
labor support on a Zionist issue.

U.S. Labor Confronts the British Labour Government

British confrontation with Jews in Palestine led to increased tension between 
British and American labor leaders. During the immediate postwar years, 
evidence of British officials and soldiers harassing Histadrut leaders and mem-
bers affronted American labor leaders. The first of these episodes occurred on 
November 25 and 26, 1945, when British soldiers became involved in a violent 
altercation with Jewish settlers after ostensibly searching for illegal weapons in 
the towns of Givat Hayim, Shefayim, and Rishpon. Histadrut contended that 
the British were actually looking for illegal Jewish immigrants. The violence 
caused by these searches led to the death of eight Jews and the wounding of 
sixty-three others in addition to sixty-five British soldiers and sixteen British 
police. Histadrut leadership reported British soldiers beating Jewish civilians 
in Palestine with rifle butts and bayonets and exposing them to tear gas. Green 
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and Murray cabled Attlee for the second time in two months, appealing for a 
halt to the violence and the abrogation of the white paper.51

 These incidents left AJTUCP members bitter, and they continued to ha-
rangue Labour Party leaders. On December 5, impatient AJTUCP leaders 
sent a declaration to Prime Minister Attlee demanding that he “fulfill im-
mediately your obligations to the Jewish people.” The declaration warned 
that “patience, even with close friends, must come to an end one day.” In 
an unusually severe attack on British imperial policy, AJTUCP leadership 
described British actions as “the brutal and treacherous practices of British 
Colonial rule.”52

 CIO leaders and organizations also came to Histadrut’s aid. Although the 
AFL had traditionally backed Histadrut during the previous quarter century, 
the CIO was a relatively new organization, and its leaders had not spoken out 
as vocally in their commitment to Histadrut or a Jewish homeland, as had 
their AFL counterparts. This was due in part to CIO members’ more militant 
commitment to socialism and inclination to reject nationalist movements. 
This changed during World War II, however, as most trade unionists began 
to prioritize the rescue of European Jewry over any ideological opposition to 
a Jewish state. CIO voices grew louder in April 1946, when CIO cofounder 
Sidney Hillman urged the British government to “abrogate the infamous 
White Paper of its Tory predecessor and immediately allow entry of 100,000 
Jewish refugees to Palestine.” Hillman had recently returned from Germany 
as an American delegate on a mission for the World Federation of Trade 
Unions (WFTU).53 He bemoaned the state of Jewish refugees he visited in 
displacement camps. “Almost without exception,” he remarked, “they were 
living from day to day with a single thought, a single hope—to emigrate to 
Palestine.”54

 One hope for Americans seeking the admission of Jewish refugees into 
Palestine lay in the 1946 report of the AACI. Created in the fall of 1945 by 
President Truman and Prime Minister Attlee and composed of a combination 
of American and British officials, the AACI investigated the various problems 
between Jews and Arabs in Palestine and sought an equitable solution. On 
April 20, 1946, the committee published its findings, which included the 
call for the immediate admission of a hundred thousand Jewish refugees to 
Palestine. Still, British officials balked at the committee’s recommendation, 
arguing that violent Jewish and Arab actions against the British government 
in Palestine made it impossible to admit so many Jewish refugees.
 On May 24, Abu Tuvim of the American Zionist Emergency Council 
contacted Zaritsky regarding British reluctance to enact the AACI’s recom-
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mendation, lamenting, “our State Department has literally made a football 
of President Truman’s splendid decision on this subject, and is kicking it 
around unmercifully.”55 Tuvim implored Zaritsky to have William Green 
and Philip Murray send cables to American labor leaders so they would take 
action. Zaritsky made the request of Green, and Green exhorted AFL leaders 
to contact President Truman, Secretary of State James Byrnes, and the State 
Department about the need to implement the AACI’s call for admission of 
a hundred thousand Jewish refugees to Palestine.56

 These efforts continued to fail, however, and AJTUCP leaders grew in-
creasingly despondent. On June 18, an irate Zaritsky wrote Sir Walter Citrine, 
chairman of the British Trades Union Congress, and Philip Noel-Baker, chair-
man of the British Labour Party, repudiating the Labour Party’s connection 
to American labor. Zaritsky expressed the AJTUCP’s “deep sense of disil-
lusionment and our resolve to combat the current Palestine policy of your 
government with every weapon at our disposal.” He also warned that “not 
until your Government has redeemed the good name and the integrity of 
British Labor can you continue to regard us as the champions of your Party 
in the United States.”57

U.K. Foreign Office and U.S. Trade Union Activism

Zaritsky’s attacks and those of other American labor leaders caught the atten-
tion of the U.K. Foreign Office. During World War II, Foreign Office officials 
worried about U.S. public opinion on the Palestine issue, and American labor 
leaders’ opinions especially concerned them. The Foreign Office recognized 
labor leaders such as Green and Murray as very important players in the 
American polity, and it sought to address their concerns. Despite receiving 
numerous telegrams from Jews and non-Jews throughout the world relating 
to the Palestine issue, British officials gave American labor leaders’ protests 
or inquiries explicit attention.
 As early as 1943, the U.K. Foreign Office monitored activities of the Ameri-
can labor movement with regard to its support of Histadrut and Jewish activi-
ties in Palestine.58 It accomplished this primarily through reading U.S. press 
reports or, on occasion, sending agents to labor meetings. Through these 
means, Foreign Office officials hoped to keep their finger on the pulse of the 
American labor movement with regard to Palestine. Typically, they judged 
the relevance of American labor actions by the power associated with the 
labor organization. The AFL and CIO, along with the ACWA and ILGWU, 
attracted the greatest attention due to their size and influence.
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 Between 1945 and 1946, the U.K. Foreign Office noticed the increasingly 
hostile language employed in U.S. trade unionists’ telegrams, letters, and 
public statements. Much of this hostility arose from obstacles the British 
continued to employ in blocking Jewish immigration to Palestine. In the 
spring and summer of 1946, American labor leaders focused much of their 
frustration on the reluctance of the British government to enforce the recom-
mendations of the AACI, specifically its call for the admission of a hundred 
thousand Jews to Palestine. On May 11, Zaritsky wrote Harold Laski, chairman 
of the executive committee for the Labour Party, reporting that “trade union 
leaders here [are] deeply perturbed over recent reports [of] Labor govern-
ment reaction following report [of the] Anglo-American Commission.”59

 As each week passed with the British failing to implement the AACI’s 
recommendation, the frustrations of Jewish labor leaders’ escalated. On May 
28, the Trade Union Division of the National Committee for Labor Palestine 
(changed in 1946 from the original National Labor Committee for Palestine) 
distributed letters to various unions, echoing the demand for a hundred 
thousand Jews to be allowed to enter Palestine and exclaiming that “the 
voice of American labor must be heard loudly and effectively in the interest 
of justice and freedom for our suffering people.” On June 10, in unusually 
indignant language, David Dubinsky cabled Joseph Breslau, chairman of the 
Trade Union Division of the National Committee for Labor Palestine (NCLP), 
to complain that the AACI’s recommendation on immigration was “being 
strangled by inaction.” “Delays, alibis and procrastination,” he bemoaned, 
“have halted the realization of the commission’s plan of action, while thou-
sands of our uprooted people are dying each month in the camps, crushed 
between the millstones of heartless political intrigue and moves.”60

 Dubinsky emphasized a growing belief among trade union leaders that 
“the initiative in this demand must continue to be pressed by our labor 
movement.” He encouraged labor leaders to “demand unceasingly that our 
government does not relax in practical cooperation to carry out the Com-
mission’s recommendation.” Dubinsky also asserted that American labor 
must “go out to the British labor movement with a ringing demand that they 
impress upon their government the utter justice of our cause.”61

 Foreign Minister Bevin only exacerbated this situation on June 12 when 
he complained of “agitation in the United States, and particularly in New 
York, for 100,000 Jews to be put into Palestine.” He depicted the complaints 
as emanating from self-interested New York Jews who “did not want too 
many Jews in New York.” Bevin added fuel to the fire when he blamed Jew-
ish settlers for instigating British soldiers in Palestine. Bevin charged that 
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“you are creating another phase of anti-Semitic feeling in the British Army 
because of what has occurred recently in Palestine.”62

 Within days, American labor erupted over these comments. The AJTUCP 
cabled Labour Party leaders denouncing Bevin for his “vulgar, anti-Semitic 
statement.”63 The New York CIO Council adopted a resolution condemn-
ing Bevin’s “outrageous statements” and “the callous indifference of the 
British Government to the needs and welfare of the tragic remnant of 
the Jewish people of Europe.”64 The International Executive Board of the 
Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union reproached Bevin “in the 
severest terms” for comments “unbecoming a trade unionist.” The board 
also resolved that the U.K. government should open Palestine to Jewish 
immigration and allow Jewish settlers to arm themselves “in self-defense 
against arab [sic] attacks.”65 Canadian locals of the ILGWU joined in ex-
coriating Bevin for his remarks. Locals 19, 43, 61, 112, and 342 of Montreal 
“read with dismay . . . the slur on the American people” made by the foreign 
minister and repeated the AACI demand for the admission of a hundred 
thousand refugees to Palestine.66

 On June 29, tension between U.S. and U.K. labor leaders reached a new 
intensity when British soldiers commenced a three-day operation against 
members of Histadrut and the Jewish Agency, the governing Jewish body in 
Palestine. Histadrut’s institutions, including its central offices and its workers’ 
bank (Bank Hapoalim), suffered damage. British soldiers killed five Jews, and 
reportedly searched and damaged thirty settlements.67 The U.K. government 
accused Jewish settlers of harboring illegal weapons, but their forceful reac-
tion distressed American labor leaders. On July 1, William Green and David 
Dubinsky cabled Prime Minister Attlee and Labour Party chairman Philip 
Noel-Baker to convey their disgust.68 On July 3, Sidney Hillman and Philip 
Murray made their last joint act before Hillman’s sudden death, by sending a 
telegram to Attlee expressing their “deep abhorrence of the shocking attacks,” 
and protesting British policy in Palestine.69

 In October 1945, British labor organizations joined their U.S. and Canadian 
counterparts in voicing objection to British actions toward Jewish settlements 
in Palestine. In July, the London and Leeds Districts of the National Union 
of Tailors and Garment Workers remonstrated against the “brutal attacks,” 
calling for the punishment of those involved, the release of those arrested, 
and the opening of Palestine to a hundred thousand Jewish immigrants.70 
The Rankinston No. 19 Branch of the National Union of Mineworkers and 
Workers’ Circle Friendly Society also joined the call for amnesty of Jewish 
labor leaders in Palestine.71 With British trade unions voicing their protests, 
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the Labour Party endured pressure internally and externally. Although these 
objections did not alter overall British policy in Palestine, they forced the 
Labour Party to struggle internally over its actions in Palestine.
 The Jewish Labor Committee, divided during the previous twelve years 
over the Palestine issue, also voiced its alarm over British actions in Pales-
tine. On July 31, Chairman Adolph Held sent a proposal to Attlee and Bevin, 
requesting they receive a committee consisting of a few American labor lead-
ers to discuss events in Palestine and Jewish refugees. The British declined 
Held’s request, but the JLC’s entreaty illustrated their new activist stance 
on Palestine.72 On August 6, Held and Dubinsky sent a telegram to Attlee 
concerning reports that the British planned to deport Jewish refugees who 
had arrived illegally in Haifa. Held and Dubinsky argued “that such a move 
would not only be disastrous to the persons involved who have undergone 
the most brutal suffering under Hitlerism . . . but would also generate [an] 
unfavorable impression upon public opinion which has been very strained 
by recent events in Palestine.”73

 Due to continuous divisions between Zionists, non-Zionists, and anti-
Zionists within the JLC, the committee remained muted on the specific issue 
of a Jewish state in Palestine until 1948. This telegram, however, demonstrated 
the committee’s willingness to press the British on the refugee issue. Like 
the AFL and CIO, the U.K. Foreign Office considered the JLC “of sufficient 
importance to note a reply.”74 Such pressure from an important entity forced 
British officials to take heed of an increasing labor chorus of rebuke.
 Among individual JLC leaders, David Dubinsky arose to play an increas-
ingly prominent role in gaining Jewish refugees access to Palestine and in 
stating the need for a Jewish homeland. That August, Dubinsky met with 
President Truman to discuss the refugee situation and the homeland issue. 
In November, he and AFL vice president Matthew Woll attained an audi-
ence with Bevin in New York to discuss Jewish emigration to Palestine and 
the need for a Jewish homeland.75 Although neither talk triggered a change 
in U.S. or U.K. policy, the escalating involvement of high-profile American 
labor leaders provided pro-Palestine activists with increasing access to the 
most important U.S. and U.K. officials.
 During the summer and fall of 1946, however, not even the most prominent 
American labor officials found a way to modify U.S. or U.K. policy in any 
substantial way. In February 1947, as the situation in Palestine deteriorated and 
more violence broke out, British authorities considered declaring martial law. 
Zaritsky warned that the imposition of martial law would lead to the “further 
deterioration of American good will toward the British labor government.” 
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He contacted seventeen leading figures within the American labor movement, 
including AFL leaders William Green, Matthew Woll, and George Meany, and 
CIO leaders James B. Carey and R. J. Thomas, imploring them to contact Bevin 
and British Ambassador to the United States Lord Inverchapel to call “their 
attention to the dangers inherent in their proposed action” and to release their 
telegrams to the press for publication.76 Ultimately, this pressure convinced the 
British government against declaring martial law. Such an episode convinced 
Histadrut and the Jewish Agency’s leadership that British officials would not 
act with impunity against them when AFL and CIO leaders consistently ha-
rangued U.K. officials over their actions. This provided Histadrut and the Jewish 
Agency with a measure of flexibility in their operations that neither would have 
experienced otherwise. Moreover, this continual pressure placed on the U.K. 
government exhausted its leading officials.
 Suffering from attacks within Palestine and persistent lobbying from 
abroad, Bevin announced in February 1947 the U.K. government’s decision 
to turn the Palestine issue over to the United Nations. British control of 
Palestine cost too much for its postwar budget, especially given the need 
for a hundred thousand British troops just to keep the peace. Britain’s deci-
sion galvanized the Trade Union Division of the NCLP, which pressed for 
action on the financial and publicity fronts. The national officers called for 
substantial contributions to Histadrut from union treasuries as well as a 
portion of those unions’ budgets earmarked for relief programs. Addition-
ally, they appealed for individual, voluntary contributions, and joint drives 
in various industries to raise more funds. In an effort to generate awareness 
of Histadrut’s activities among rank-and-file workers, they offered to send 
a representative to show a Technicolor movie from Palestine titled Gateway 
to Freedom, a promotional film touting Histadrut’s activities.77

 These NCLP activities and those of the AJTUCP did not represent all 
American labor activity for Palestine, to be sure. In 1946, a faction of com-
munists within the CIO formed its own organization to pressure U.S. and 
U.K. officials on the Palestine issue. These communists, many of them Jew-
ish, operated within certain CIO unions, such as the International Fur and 
Leather Workers’ Union (IFLWU). Leaders of this faction attempted to use 
their position within the American labor movement to legitimize their pro-
tests in the eyes of U.S. and U.K. officials. When communicating with officials, 
they typically claimed to represent hundreds of thousands of Jewish and non-
Jewish workers when, in fact, their size and influence within the American 
labor movement was marginal. Yet, through their vocal remonstrations, they 
made themselves heard, especially by the U.K. Foreign Office.
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The Communist Factor

During the early 1900s, some Labor Zionists approached the Zionist issue 
from a Marxist perspective, but it remained a fringe element of Labor Zion-
ism, with no backing from the Soviet Union or major communist organi-
zations. Prior to 1945, communists within the American labor movement 
remained committed to the Communist Party line, disavowing Zionism as 
a nationalist movement that distracted workers from their internationalist 
vision for a workers’ world. Additionally, for the majority of communists, 
Zionism represented a form of imperialism and the exploitation of the Arab 
masses. During World War II, the party line shifted when Stalin and other 
Soviet leaders sought to weaken the British Empire. They found Arab com-
munists ineffectual in organizing resistance to British authority, so Soviet 
support shifted to Zionists.78

 By 1945, this swing in Soviet policy induced American communists 
within the labor movement to embrace Zionism for the first time. Such 
a switch in attitude appeared as pure opportunism to virulent anticom-
munists within American labor, like David Dubinsky. Nonetheless, many 
communist laborites applied intense pressure on U.K. officials over the 
Palestine issue, increasing already mounting pressure on the Labour Party 
government. Among U.S. labor organizations, the IFLWU, controlled by 
communist leadership and with a large Jewish membership, rallied left-
wing labor forces in supporting a Jewish homeland in Palestine. In 1946, the 
American Jewish Labor Council (AJLC), led by IFLWU president Ben Gold, 
became the vehicle through which communists within the CIO unified their 
message.79 The AJLC rallied communist workers by focusing their energy 
on British actions against Jews in Palestine. It viewed the Zionist struggle 
through a communist prism, which held British policy in Palestine as one 
part of its imperial exploitation. Although the AJTUCP excoriated the 
Labour Party for its failure to uphold previous pledges supporting Jewish 
immigration and a Jewish state, it rarely framed British actions within a 
context of imperial treachery as communists had done. Despite these dif-
ferent contexts, both organizations focused on the same goals—abrogation 
of the McDonald White Paper and the establishment of a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine.
 On July 31, 1946, the AJLC made its presence known to the U.K. Foreign 
Office for the first time when Max Steinberg, the council’s secretary treasurer, 
wrote a scathing letter to Attlee, upbraiding British policy in Palestine. The 
letter referred to a July 26 order by British Lieutenant General Sir Evelyn 
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Barker, who had commanded his troops in Palestine to avoid fraternizing 
with Jews. In his order, Barker stated that avoiding Jewish people, including 
their shops and businesses, “will be punishing the Jews in a way the race 
dislikes . . . by striking at their pockets and showing our contempt for them.”80 
This statement outraged Jews around the world, and the AJLC joined the 
chorus of rebukes, referring to British policy in Palestine as “political terror.” 
Steinberg’s letter set the rhetorical tone for future attacks by communists 
within the American labor movement. Accordingly, from this date on, the 
U.K. Foreign Office closely monitored the AJLC’s activities and those of 
communists inside the American labor movement.81

 Although the AJLC coordinated most of the communist assaults on Brit-
ish policy, some communist groups acted independently. In August, Ewart 
G. Guinier, secretary treasurer of the United Public Workers of America 
(CIO–New York District), wrote Labour Party chairman Philip Noel-Baker 
about Lieutenant General Barker. Guinier exclaimed that “such manifesta-
tion of backwardness can only cause organized Labor throughout the world 
to regard your ‘Labor’ Government as phoney!”82

 Between 1945 and 1948, the IFLWU also demonstrated a strong commit-
ment to the Zionist cause. Its newspaper, the Fur Worker, published articles 
condemning U.K. policy in Palestine and printed political cartoons ridicul-
ing British officials. The Joint Board of the Fur Dressers’ and Dyers’ Unions 
also protested British actions in Palestine. On November 27, 1946, the board 
expressed its anger over “British brutality” in a letter to Attlee by citing the 
statements of Lieutenant Colonel Robert H. L. Webb, who was quoted as 
saying that his troops had permission to use their rifle butts against Jews. 
In demanding his removal from Palestine, the board concluded that “his 
unspeakable cursings sound to us like a reborn Dr. Goebbels.”83 Typical of 
communist rhetoric during the immediate postwar years, this letter (and 
others like it) consistently drew parallels between the Nazis and British, 
labeling both governments as fascist.
 Although these communist-led CIO organizations protested British policy, 
the AJLC proved the most aggressive, even gaining an interview with Am-
bassador Inverchapel. On September 24, a delegation of the AJLC, claiming 
to represent “a substantial portion of organized labor in America,” insisted 
the Palestine issue should be turned over to the United Nations, and collec-
tively labeled British military leaders in Palestine as anti-Semites. Delegation 
members presented a statement to the ambassador citing the “unmistakably 
fascist” actions of the U.K. government in Palestine and insisted that this 
rebuke be sent to British officials in London.84
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 Inverchapel’s granting of an interview to the AJLC delegation caused great 
consternation among Foreign Office officials. After some research, they real-
ized the AJLC served as a “communist front.” They also criticized the ambas-
sador for agreeing to meet with a communist group, fearful of the publicity 
it could generate. One British official wrote to Inverchapel that “we have felt 
for some time that it is becoming necessary to adopt a harsher tone towards 
these people, who after all are encouraging lawlessness in Palestine and must 
be held partially responsible for terrorist activities there.” He also speculated 
whether the ambassador could “drive a wedge between the extremists and the 
reputable Zionist or pro-Zionist organisations.” The ambassador responded 
that, although the AJLC represented fewer Jewish workers and possessed less 
influence than the Jewish Labor Committee, it “did nevertheless represent 
an important section of Jewish Labour in New York.”85

 Although the AJLC lacked appeal in the broader American labor move-
ment, its persistence made its presence felt among official circles in Britain. 
Although some British officials hoped to drive a “wedge” between extremist 
groups like the AJLC, and moderate groups, such as the AJTUCP, Invercha-
pel cautioned that as long as the British government evaded any solution 
“satisfactory to no shade of Zionist opinion in the United States, all Zionist 
groups will tend to stand together, or at least concentrate their fire on H.M.G. 
rather than each other.”86 He was right. Although the moderate groups never 
stood with the communist organizations, they all concentrated their fire on 
the U.K. government.
 One Foreign Office official noted in a memo to his superiors that the AJLC 
appeared to belong to the “lunatic fringe.”87 This greatly concerned British 
officials who were stinging from Jewish-led attacks in Palestine against Brit-
ish soldiers and officials. Much of the funding for Jewish extremist groups 
in Palestine, namely the Irgun, derived from organizations in the United 
States.88 Thus the AJLC, though numerically small and lacking influence with 
the general American labor movement, still loomed as a dangerous organi-
zation in the view of Foreign Office officials, both because of its anti-British 
propaganda and its potential for raising funds to aid extremist organizations.
 On August 5, 1947, the AJLC sought to enhance its influence by organiz-
ing the Emergency Trade Union Conference on British Terror in Palestine. 
Conference representatives from communist-dominated unions such as the 
IFLWU, the Transport Workers’ Union, the United Furniture Workers’ Union, 
and the Pocketbook Workers’ Union agreed to several measures designed 
to combat British policy in Palestine. On August 13, they led a protest at the 
British consulate in New York City. Through radio announcements, leaflets, 
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and placards, approximately 250 council members picketed the consulate, 
referring in characteristic communist rhetoric to British “piracy, murder, 
and oil” as well as comparing British officials and actions to “Hitlerism.”89

 Communists also worked through unions such as the National Maritime 
Union (NMU) in attempts to influence British policy. During that same 
August, the NMU encouraged its ninety thousand members to avoid sailing 
on vessels with military cargo or supplies consigned for Britain or Palestine, 
arguing that such cargo was intended for use in “the dastardly pogroms 
being waged by the British against the Jewish people in Palestine.”90 While 
actions such as these and the AJLC’s efforts remained isolated from the rest 
of the Jewish labor movement’s pro-Palestine agenda, the AJLC’s activities 
continued throughout 1947 as communist organizations used British policy 
in Palestine as their primary avenue to attack British imperial policy around 
the world.
 Although communists in the American labor movement worked tire-
lessly to alter British policy making toward Palestine, they did little to assist 
Histadrut with the development of its infrastructure. Noncommunist labor 
organizations, in addition to lobbying the British and U.S. governments, 
continued to exert tremendous energy and raise large sums of money to as-
sist Histadrut’s activities. This aid became vital, since no organization in the 
world appeared to have the ability to significantly influence British or U.S. 
policy. But aid to Histadrut ensured a growing Jewish polity in Palestine that 
would soon force the issue of statehood.

Nation Building

Between 1924 and 1948, the NCLP acted as the coordinating body for the 
collection of funds from U.S. trade unions for Histadrut. By the 1940s, how-
ever, the AFL, ACWA, and ILGWU donated additional money to Histadrut 
beyond their normal contributions to the NCLP. They specifically earmarked 
large monetary sums for the financing of hospitals, trade schools, and tech-
nical institutes, both bolstering a fellow labor movement and aiding the 
development of Palestine for Jewish settlement.
 Beginning in 1943 and continuing until 1946, the AFL financed Histadrut 
activities through its United Nations War Relief Program. Since Histadrut 
workers aided British forces in the Middle East, the AFL justified large fi-
nancial resources for Histadrut as contributions to the war effort. The AFL 
program spent hundreds of thousands of dollars subsidizing Histadrut’s hos-
pitals, sanitariums, and rehabilitation centers, as well as financing medical 
aid and vocational programs for Histadrut workers.91
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 Also during the 1940s, the ILGWU contributed significant financial assis-
tance for the construction of technical institutes under the aegis of Histadrut, 
a type of transnational labor project the union had engaged in previously. For 
example, in 1942 it financed the construction of a Merchant Seamen’s Club 
in London, a recreation and clubhouse home built for British merchant sea-
man. In 1945, it funded the construction of a vocational school for children 
near Chungking (now Chongqing), China, and in 1946, the union erected 
a labor school in Italy to help train war orphans and children of Italian 
union members in various crafts. These precedents laid the foundation for 
the bankrolling of additional international labor projects, including technical 
institutes in Palestine.92

 In March 1946, the ILGWU donated $100,000 to construct, in conjunc-
tion with Histadrut, the International Trade School for Heavy Industry in 
Haifa. The school trained Jewish boys in heavy industries such as glass manu-
facturing, hydrotechnics, foundry and forge works, shipbuilding, oil refin-
ing, construction, irrigation, and in other vital occupations. A special room 
housed a historical center dedicated to the ILGWU, helping to promote labor 
brotherhood.93 This school trained Histadrut workers, but it also strengthened 
the growing relationship between the ILGWU and Histadrut.
 The ACWA followed a similar approach toward transnational labor proj-
ects, funding technical institutes to train workers and strengthen the Jewish 
labor movement in Palestine. In 1943, the ACWA gave $30,000 to Histadrut 
for the construction in Jerusalem of the Amal school, which opened in 1944.94 
In November 1946, the ACWA raised $23,000 for the construction of two 
amalgamated training schools in Palestine, also in conjunction with His-
tadrut. By 1948, the ACWA also funded and established a necktie factory 
where it sent technicians to train the workers of Histadrut.95 These endeavors 
marked an unprecedented level of transnational activity by U.S. trade unions 
and encouraged other labor organizations to contribute to Histadrut beyond 
their usual donations to the NCLP.
 In 1947, the Jewish Labor Committee finally broke from its neutral stance 
on the Zionist issue, providing $50,000 for a medical center in the Negev in 
cooperation with the Red Mogen David, the Jewish version of the Red Cross 
in Palestine, and the JLC donated two ambulances to serve the Negev Medical 
Center.96 These contributions signified the JLC’s embrace of assisting Jewish 
Palestine and supplied Jewish settlers with medical facilities and equipment 
they desperately needed.
 Between 1945 and 1947, the construction of these trade schools and medical 
centers laid the foundation for a Jewish state by helping erect an infrastruc-
ture that played a central role in the economic and social development of the 
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Jewish community. While the political maneuvers attempted by labor leaders 
such as William Green, Philip Murray, and Max Zaritsky had little impact 
on U.K. and U.S. policy by 1947, these construction projects had a tangible 
effect on the internal development of a burgeoning state. The success of these 
projects encouraged Jewish labor leaders to better coordinate the different 
organizations assisting Histadrut both politically and financially.

American Trade Union Council for Labor Palestine

In May 1947, the two leading Jewish labor organizations devoted to the Pales-
tine issue, the AJTUCP and the Trade Union Division of the NCLP, merged 
“so that American Labor will be able to speak with one voice at this criti-
cal period, on matters concerning Palestine.”97 The new organization, the 
American Trade Union Council of the NCLP, was created at the National 
Trade Union Emergency Conference on Labor Palestine in Atlantic City, New 
Jersey, a conference called by Jewish labor leaders “to express the solidarity 
of all wings of American labor.” The conference attracted delegations from 
around the United States and Canada. William Green and James B. Carey, 
secretary treasurer of the CIO, spoke to the delegates, and Philip Murray 
submitted a statement to be read at the conference.98

 Conference organizers announced a massive fund-raising target of 
$1,000,000.99 Setting such an ambitious objective demonstrated the deter-
mination of American labor leaders to raise funding levels well beyond any 
previous goal. It also showed that these leaders had become so confident 
in the American labor movement’s commitment to a Jewish state in Pales-
tine that the ceiling for funding could be raised dramatically. Although the 
million-dollar goal would not be reached that year, the committee did raise 
hundreds of thousands of dollars.
 In addition to this fund-raising, U.S. trade unionists continued to try 
to influence policy decisions. In May, local labor organizations, including 
the Hartford Central Labor Union, contacted President Truman in an ef-
fort to make headway with a solution favorable to open Jewish immigration 
and the establishment of a Jewish state.100 Pro-Palestine labor activists also 
helped form organizations, such as the Camden United Citizens’ Committee 
of Camden, New Jersey, comprised of local trade unionists and community 
leaders.101 Additionally, the Jewish Labor Committee continued its move to-
ward embracing Zionist goals and threw its weight behind the Jewish Agency, 
working diligently with political contacts and labor groups to win support 
for proposals endorsing a Jewish state.102 David Dubinsky exhibited his com-
plete conversion to the pro-Palestine agenda when he told JLC members that 
resisting Jewish statehood would be immoral.103
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 By July, the American League for a Free Palestine established a labor divi-
sion to help raise funds for a Palestine Freedom Drive led by New York City 
AFL and CIO unions. Its agenda included bringing the national AFL and CIO 
behind the Palestine Freedom Drive and raising funds for “the underground 
resistance forces” in Palestine. Raising funds for “underground” groups such as 
the Irgun and Lehi (also known as the Stern Gang), two Jewish extremist orga-
nizations in Palestine, raised grave concerns among high-level labor officials, 
but these rank-and-file trade unionists believed in more extreme measures to 
force the British out of Palestine. In their minds, this struggle resembled the 
American Revolution, and the American League for a Free Palestine sought to 
emphasize this point through various forms of propaganda. For example, the 
organization’s letterhead juxtaposed a picture of the three musicians from the 
famed Spirit of ’76 painting behind an image of three Jewish pioneers holding 
a shovel, a rifle, and a flag featuring the Star of David. Such imagery became 
popular among many Zionist organizations hoping to connect the U.S. and 
Jewish cause for independence in the minds of Americans.104

 At the same time, high-ranking labor leaders avoided any connection with 
organizations associated with extremist activity, focusing instead on apply-
ing political pressure against the U.K. government. In August, ILGWU vice 
president Isidore Nagler visited England and discussed with British leaders 
the “painful subject” of the “short-sighted and wholly unjustified policy” of 
the U.K. government in Palestine.105 Although the Labour Party government 
had turned over the Palestine matter to the United Nations, it continually 
prevented Jewish refugees from entering Palestine. By September, however, 
American labor leaders shifted their attention to the United Nations Special 
Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), which prepared to release a report on 
the Palestine situation.
 On September 3, UNSCOP recommended the partition of Palestine into 
a Jewish state and Arab state. American labor leaders heartily endorsed the 
decision. At an ILGWU quarterly meeting from September 2 to 5, attendees 
voted to cable Prime Minister Attlee expressing support for the UNSCOP 
decision and urging Attlee to enforce it.106 On September 30, William Green 
wired President Truman, expressing his backing for UNSCOP’s recommenda-
tion.107 A day later, Philip Murray sent a telegram to the president supporting 
those recommendations and contending that if the United States backed the 
recommendations, the British would likely follow the committee’s sugges-
tions.108 Truman replied to both men with personal responses (a practice he 
reserved only for important figures), including a hopeful remark to Mur-
ray that “it all works out all right.”109 American labor’s role in lobbying the 
president succeeded to the extent that in October, President Truman publicly 
endorsed UNSCOP’s recommendation for partition. Now, American labor 
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leaders concentrated on convincing U.N. member nations to vote for parti-
tion.
 In the final days leading up to the United Nation’s November 29 vote on 
partition, American labor leaders aggressively lobbied foreign leaders. On 
November 28, Matthew Woll, AFL vice president and chairman of the AFL 
International Relations Department, cabled Hugues Le Gallais, the Luxem-
bourg U.N. representative. Woll urged Le Gallais “to modify your position on 
the issue of partition of Palestine.” With Luxembourg’s vote being “decisive 
. . . we beg you with all our convictions to cast [your] vote in favor of parti-
tion in justice to the legitimate aspirations of the Jewish people which are 
strongly supported by liberal opinion and organized labor in America and 
throughout the world.”110 The following day, thirty-three countries, includ-
ing Luxembourg, voted to partition Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab 
states. It appeared that the final obstacle for the realization of a Jewish state 
had been cleared, but partition proved elusive, and several months of uncer-
tainty followed the November vote. Moreover, violence broke out between 
Arabs and Jews within days of the partition decision, further deteriorating 
the situation.
 On December 5, U.S. Secretary of State George Marshall announced an 
arms embargo toward the belligerents. Truman believed that such a prohi-
bition on weapons sales was essential to enforcing a peace and avoiding a 
regional arms race, but trade unionists viewed it as a betrayal of Jewish set-
tlers in Palestine, who were outnumbered and outgunned by Arab armies. 
From American labor’s perspective, Truman was placating State Department 
officials, who sought to secure U.S. oil interests at the expense of Holocaust 
survivors. In the weeks to follow, American labor leaders expended tremen-
dous energy to compel Truman to repeal the arms embargo.
 By the end of 1947, trade unionists, as well as Zionist organizations, had 
failed to convince Truman to revise his policy. Yet between 1944 and 1947, 
American labor leaders played an important role both politically and finan-
cially in developing the nucleus for a Jewish state. Politically, American labor’s 
excoriations against British actions toward Histadrut and the Jewish Agency 
encouraged British moderation in its treatment of both organizations. Also, 
American labor organizations’ protests against British policy in Palestine 
helped convince the British government to turn the Palestine controversy 
over to the United Nations. Finally, American labor’s influence with the U.S. 
government aided Zionist efforts to acquire the necessary votes for partition 
at the United Nations.
 On a transnational level, the ILGWU and ACWA’s financial assistance for 
Histadrut projects revealed the seminal role American labor organizations 
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played both in the expansion of a labor movement and in laying the ground-
work for a modern, Jewish state. Still, despite these successful transnational 
endeavors, trade unionists recognized that the only chance for success in 
establishing a Jewish state in Palestine existed with the U.S. government’s 
active participation in enforcing partition and recognizing a Jewish state. 
Ultimately, domestic politics, specifically the presidential election in No-
vember 1948, offered labor leaders their best chance to influence U.S. policy 
decisions in the Middle East.

      



 4 Beyond the Water’s Edge

During the late 1940s, American labor continued its two-pronged strategy 
of financing a Jewish settlement while simultaneously lobbying the U.S. and 
U.K. governments to alter their policies in Palestine. In 1948, a group of 
American labor leaders made a breakthrough on the policy front, playing a 
substantial role in convincing President Truman to recognize Israel. With 
the 1948 presidential campaign underway that spring, a contingent of trade 
unionists entrenched in the leadership of the New York State Liberal Party 
recognized an opportunity to influence Truman during an election year. 
Through their party’s money and clout among labor and liberal New York 
voters, these trade unionists played a critical role in persuading Truman to 
recognize Israel in order to secure New York’s crucial forty-seven electoral 
votes for the November presidential election.
 In early 1948, American labor’s high hopes for Jewish statehood faded 
quickly, as the U.S. government appeared unwilling to enforce the November 
U.N. vote for partition. Also, the U.S. arms embargo aimed at belligerents 
in Palestine troubled trade unionists fearful of the possibility that Arabs 
would slaughter Jews. In response, on January 18, the NCLP called an emer-
gency conference of all U.S. trade unions, seeking the repeal of the U.S. 
arms embargo “so Jews can obtain defensive equipment and proceed with 
establishment [of a] Jewish state.”1 Several American labor leaders followed 
up on the NCLP’s call for action. On January 29, Zaritsky and UHCMWIU 
general secretary Michael F. Greene wired Truman, urging him to lift the 
U.S. arms embargo. In their telegram, they linked the success or failure of 
the United Nations with the conflict between Jews and Arabs in Palestine: 
“the struggle which the Jews in Palestine are now waging in self-defense is 
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actually a struggle to determine whether the United Nations is to accomplish 
the purposes for which it was created.”2

 The U.S. arms embargo caused significant problems for Histadrut and 
its membership. Between December 1947 and the spring of 1948, the war 
between Jews and Arabs in Palestine placed a tremendous burden on His-
tadrut’s membership and resources. Over 70 percent of Israel’s military and 
security forces consisted of Histadrut members, and every labor settlement 
and workers’ commune supplied 70 percent of its own defensive equipment 
and constructed its own fortifications.3 Therefore, trade unionists wanted to 
see partition implemented and a lifting of the U.S. arms embargo so Jews in 
Palestine could obtain weapons. They hounded Truman on these two issues 
during this period.
 Truman maintained that an arms embargo would compel both sides to 
negotiate a peace, but many Zionist and trade unionists contended that the 
embargo’s primary purpose was to placate Arab nations. At best, they saw this 
policy as a naive initiative for a peaceful settlement, since Arab armies ob-
tained weapons from the British. Fully aware of the threatening ramifications 
of the embargo, the American Trade Union Council of the NCLP increased 
its fund-raising goal for 1948 to $7,500,000. Executives of the council even 
called on individual members to contribute from their own paychecks to 
raise such an extraordinary sum.4

 The lack of Jewish access to U.S. arms continuously agitated American 
labor. On February 19, William Green wrote Truman imploring “that the 
Arms Embargo Policy be modified and lifted so as to permit the shipment of 
arms for defense to the Jews of Palestine who are fighting to uphold and make 
effective the decision of the United Nations.”5 PhilipMurray wrote Truman a 
week later, declaring that it was “the natural right of the Jews under the law 
of Almighty God to defend themselves.” He explained, “A defenseless people 
invites open aggression. On the other hand, a people prepared to defend itself 
has a much stronger guarantee of continued quiet.” Hence, Murray insisted 
that the U.S. embargo on arms and equipment “should be lifted at once.”6

 Several Liberal Party voters registered their indignation over Truman’s en-
forcement of the arms embargo and his unwillingness to push the United Na-
tions to implement partition. On February 19, one such voter telegrammed 
Truman “on behalf [of a] group of Liberal Party voters.” “We cannot support 
Wallace due to [the] communist issue but will be equally vehement against 
your administration if pattern of good words and no action continues on Pal-
estine and other issues.”7 This telegram exemplified the seminal importance 
the Palestine issue played for the Liberal Party. Truman could not afford 
alienating Liberal Party voters, especially after Leo Isacson, an American 
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Labor Party candidate, stunned Democratic candidate Karl Propper in a 
February special election for the Twenty-Fourth Congressional District of 
the Bronx. Former ACWA secretary Joseph Schlossberg wondered in a per-
sonal diary entry if Isacson’s upset victory would “be a warning to Truman 
and his administration against continued sabotaging of the UN Palestine 
partition? Truman might lose New York State and the election if he is not 
careful.”8

 Both Isacson and Propper acknowledged afterward that the central is-
sue in their election revolved around Truman’s handling of the Palestine 
situation.9 With the American Labor Party (ALP) having already endorsed 
Henry Wallace as its candidate, Truman’s advisers knew those votes were 
lost. The Liberal Party, however, had rejected Wallace as a communist stooge 
and appeared to the Truman camp as an attractive alternative to the ALP. 
Truman’s advisers believed that the Liberal Party could galvanize statewide 
labor and liberal votes for Truman, including many Jewish voters alienated 
by his Palestine policy.

Rise of New York State Labor Parties

Before the 1948 presidential campaign commenced, American labor’s po-
litical impact on presidential policies toward Palestine appeared negligible. 
Although American labor organizations were successful on the transnational 
level in assisting Histadrut and helping in the development of Palestine, their 
domestic influence failed to force significant change in U.S. policy. This can 
be explained in part by American labor’s historical inability to create a viable 
labor party. During the 1930s, however, some labor leaders addressed this 
issue in an attempt to strengthen the American labor movement.
 In 1936, CIO leader Sidney Hillman and United Mine Workers of Amer-
ica president John L. Lewis joined forces to form the Labor Non-Partisan 
League (LNPL). Individual chapters were created in various states; and in 
New York, Hillman, David Dubinsky, and Max Zaritsky, among other labor 
leaders, established a chapter of the ALP. However, Hillman and other CIO 
officials viewed the LNPL and ALP as one-time affairs meant solely to secure 
labor votes for Roosevelt in the 1936 presidential election. They wanted to 
ensure the continuation of New Deal policies, which greatly benefited trade 
unionists. To Hillman’s surprise, ALP members decided against disbanding 
after the 1936 presidential election and enthusiastically called for making 
the party permanent.10 They designed the ALP to provide an alternative for 
New York liberals, who could vote for President Roosevelt without support-
ing the entire Democratic ticket, which typically included Democrats that 
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labor officials viewed as corrupt Tammany Hall politicians. Since Tammany 
Hall dominated New York State’s Democratic Party, labor leaders sought this 
alternative so they could vote for Roosevelt while also endorsing candidates 
for lower offices who voted for New Deal legislation.
 With the garment unions behind the ALP, the party developed into an 
important player in presidential elections as well as New York mayoral, 
senatorial, and gubernatorial races.11 Between 1936 and 1946, the ALP pro-
vided crucial support in the elections of Mayors Fiorello LaGuardia and 
William O’Dwyer, Senators Robert Wagner and James Meade, Governor 
Herbert Lehman, and District Attorney Thomas Dewey. Since the ALP’s 
leadership consisted of many New York labor leaders supportive of His-
tadrut, leading New York political figures actively participated and attended 
various functions sponsored by the Léon Blum Colony Committee, the 
Louis D. Brandeis Colony Committee, and other labor activities designed 
to aid Histadrut.
 In 1944, many garment union leaders feared communist infiltration within 
the ALP and bolted the party. During the previous year, many of the conser-
vative socialists within the ALP worried that communists had taken control 
of the party apparatus and intended to use it for a communist front. Of the 
garment union leadership, only Sidney Hillman believed he could work with 
(and control) the communists, so he opted to stay in the ALP. This break led 
to the formation of the Liberal Party, with David Dubinsky and Alex Rose 
at the head. For its first political move, Dubinsky and Rose wanted the party 
to endorse former Republican presidential candidate Wendell Willkie for 
mayor of New York City, but Willkie died shortly before the campaign com-
menced.12 Despite Willkie’s death, the Liberal Party’s willingness to support 
a Republican candidate signaled to the Democratic Party that Liberal Party 
leaders could throw their support to either side.
 Although the Liberal Party consisted of a small membership compared 
with the major parties, Democrats recognized the Liberal Party’s signifi-
cance in deciding close New York elections. As journalist and Roosevelt 
administration insider Ernest Cuneo noted during the 1970s, “in practically 
every Democratic victory [after 1944], the Liberal Party supplied the margin 
to pull past the Republicans in the final count.”13 Between 1944 and 1947, 
the ALP counted more registered voters than the burgeoning Liberal Party, 
but the ALP grew steadily isolated from the mainstream labor movement 
as communist influence within it increased.14 A month before his death in 
1946, Sidney Hillman instructed Louis Hollander to prepare for “a fight to 
the finish with the Communists in the ALP, ” but without Hillman this effort 
failed, leading to a communist takeover of the ALP leadership.15
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The Looming Election

In early 1948, Liberal Party leaders recognized their opportunity to influ-
ence Truman’s election strategy. They believed he wanted to win New York 
badly enough that he would consider changes in his Palestine policy if those 
alterations would win him the state. New York State’s forty-seven electoral 
votes were often decisive, and Truman needed such a windfall of electoral 
votes. At that point, he was well behind in the polls and a presumable loser 
come November. Additionally, in 1948, an extraordinary division within the 
Democratic Party occurred, risking Truman crucial votes.16 These divisions 
ultimately led to the creation of two third parties. To the political left, the 
Progressive Party formed and endorsed Henry Wallace as its presidential 
candidate, threatening to carry off liberal votes. On the political right, the 
State’s Rights Democratic Party (better known as the Dixiecrats) formed and 
endorsed Strom Thurmond as its presidential candidate, endangering Tru-
man’s ability to secure traditionally Democratic votes in the South. Winning 
New York offered a way to compensate for these likely lost votes.17

 Ostensibly, this led Truman to seek backing from Jewish voters. In 1948, 
Jewish voting power in the United States remained concentrated in only a 
few states, and their greatest numbers were in New York, the state with the 
largest number of electoral votes. During the 1944 and 1948 presidential cam-
paigns, the Republicans nominated New York governor Thomas Dewey in 
large measure to ensure victory in New York State.18 In the previous seventy 
years, only Woodrow Wilson had won the presidency without winning New 
York, and Truman’s counsel to the president Clark Clifford referred to the 
state as “the first prize in any election.”19

 Most pundits have presumed that, to win New York, Truman needed Jew-
ish votes. As Clark Clifford noted in a November 1947 memorandum to Tru-
man, “today, the Jewish block is interested primarily in Palestine and some-
what critical of the Truman administration on the ground.”20 But there was 
a significant group of New York liberals who cared deeply over the Palestine 
issue, especially in the labor movement. Truman needed more than just Jews 
to carry the state—he needed trade unionists and liberals, the demographic 
that comprised the Liberal Party. This party provided a political apparatus 
capable of publicizing his message among these union members and liberals.
 New York Democratic leaders lacked the same level of influence with this 
crucial voting bloc because of their Tammany affiliation. The Liberal Party 
offered an organization with prominent Jewish labor leadership and an ability 
to galvanize labor and liberal voters, both Jewish and non-Jewish, through 
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a party structure. Despite a relatively small number of registered voters, the 
Liberal Party maintained a prominent position within the state electorate, 
its leadership enjoyed wide access to the local media, and its organizational 
and financial resources promised a candidate mass exposure to New York 
voters.21 Therefore, attaining Liberal Party support became a necessity for 
Truman’s chances in November.
 Truman’s hopes for Liberal Party backing appeared in jeopardy at the outset 
of the election year. Uncertainty marked the first weeks of 1948 as many labor 
leaders worried that the administration’s Palestine policy lacked direction. 
Many Americans questioned Truman’s commitment to partition, and sev-
eral labor leaders intended to see him fulfill his previous promises. Between 
February and May, AFL and CIO leaders deluged Truman with telegrams 
and letters, urging him to ensure partition and lift the arms embargo.
 To win New York, Truman and his advisers recognized the necessity of 
securing Jewish votes, but they placed a greater emphasis both nationally and 
in New York on winning the labor vote. Evidence supporting the significance 
of the labor vote can be seen within the administration’s own rating system. 
In 1944, a memorandum had circulated within the Roosevelt administration 
that ranked the influence of groups backing a proposal to bring a thousand 
refugees to the United States from refugee camps in southern Italy, using a 
scale from one to five. Labor groups (the AFL, CIO, numerous constituent 
unions, and the Workers’ Delegation of the International Labor Conference) 
placed second, ahead of the media and all other NGOs.22 In another example, 
Clark Clifford prepared a list in 1948 of eight groups needed to win the presi-
dential election: Jews ranked fifth, but American labor placed second.23

 Nationally, Truman and his advisers believed he could gain labor votes 
by addressing the issues central to the hearts and minds of union leaders as 
well as rank-and-file workers. The most important of these, the Taft-Hartley 
Act, dominated the national AFL and CIO domestic agenda between 1947 
and 1948.24 Within New York, though, labor leaders included the Palestine 
issue with the Taft-Hartley Act as central considerations. Specifically, they 
identified the U.S. arms embargo and Truman’s unwillingness to press for 
partition in Palestine as the two most egregious errors of the administration’s 
Palestine policy. Accordingly, through the spring of 1948, they attacked him 
vociferously on these two issues as much as any domestic labor issue.
 It was made clear to Clifford and Truman that they had little hope of win-
ning Liberal Party backing if the president did not move to end the arms 
embargo and enforce partition. On March 1, Liberal Party cofounder Dean 
Alfange predicted defeat for New York’s Democratic members of Congress 
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“unless the Administration promptly reverses its Palestine policy.” He be-
moaned that “we have sold out the Jews for oil and thrust a dagger at the 
heart of the U.N.”25 Liberal Party leaders also joined in New York garment 
union protests and rallies, placing more pressure on the Democratic Party 
as the unions flexed their political muscle. On February 29, the NCLP held 
an emergency conference at the Hotel Commodore in New York where Wil-
liam Green and Philip Murray sent messages encouraging U.N. partition. 
Republican representative Jacob Javits blasted the arms embargo, stating, 
Jews “cannot fight organized Arab armies with olive trees.” The next day, an 
impressive assembly of thirty-five thousand cloak makers demonstrated at 
New York City’s Manhattan Center against the arms embargo.26 Sponsored 
by the Joint Board of Cloak, Suit, Skirt, and Reefer Makers’ Unions, this 
rally included messages from political luminaries such as New York sena-
tor Robert Wagner and Utah senator Elbert Thomas, as well as former New 
York governor Herbert Lehman. Trade union leaders at the rally adopted a 
resolution seeking the termination of the arms embargo, “which deprives 
the Jews of weapons to defend themselves while Arab terrorists freely obtain 
them elsewhere.”27

 ILGWU vice president Isidore Nagler spoke to the gathered workers, ac-
cusing the British government of “shameful obstruction” in the path of Jewish 
efforts to establish a state. He criticized the “ominous silence” of the State 
Department and implied a conspiracy when he claimed the arms embargo 
“has all the earmarks of a scheme concocted by a pro-Arab clique in the 
Office of Near Eastern Affairs of our State Department for the purpose of 
nullifying by indirection the partition plan.”28

 These protests obligated New York Democrats to take a stand against Tru-
man’s Palestine policy, especially after they witnessed Karl Propper’s defeat by 
an ALP candidate specifically over the Palestine issue. On March 4, some state 
Democratic leaders led an open revolt against Truman’s candidacy. James M. 
Power, Democratic representative for the Fifteenth Congressional District, 
decided against seeking election as a Truman delegate to the Democratic 
Party’s July convention. His coleader, Jennie A. Grand, also refused election 
as the alternate delegate. The New York World-Telegram reported that Power’s 
district was one in which “sentiment against President Truman is strong be-
cause of the administration’s handling of the Palestine problem,” and Power 
feared being associated with Truman on this contentious issue.29 On March 
5, Paul E. Fitzpatrick, New York State Democratic chairman, warned that the 
party risked losing the state to the Republicans if Truman did not end the 
arms embargo.30
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 On March 17, Truman hoped to regain lost support in New York when 
he visited the annual New York City St. Patrick’s Day Parade.31 By reaching 
out to Irish Americans at the parade, he hoped to restore some of the New 
Deal coalition fragmented by the disruptions within the Democratic Party 
during the previous three years. The hostile reaction to his Palestine policy 
beleaguered him, however, especially in the New York press, where continu-
ous reports of Democrats abandoning Truman continued to damage his 
campaign.

The Trusteeship Reversal

Along with this revolt from within his own party, Truman also contended 
with lobbying against partition from the State Department, the British gov-
ernment, and Arab monarchs. Yet, he keenly realized the political impli-
cations of his Palestine policy during his term as president. Between 1945 
and 1948, he had attempted to find a middle path, calling several times for 
the British to allow a hundred thousand Jewish refugees into Palestine, but 
not committing himself to endorsing a Jewish state. After the U.N. vote for 
partition in late 1947, Truman resisted enforcing partition owing to intense 
lobbying from the British and Arab governments as well as from the State 
Department and members of his own administration.
 They convinced him that action on partition would imperil national secu-
rity interests, namely access to oil and friendly relations with Arab nations. 
Simultaneously, Truman recognized that delaying partition risked alienating 
Zionists and their allies. By March 1948, he found the balancing act between 
these interests impossible to maintain and decided the implementation of 
partition risked too many crucial U.S. interests in the Middle East. Thus, Tru-
man and State Department officials sought the creation of a U.N. trusteeship 
as a way to delay partition in Palestine.
 Early that month, Truman approved the text of a U.N. speech to be made 
by U.S. ambassador Warren Austin, advocating a U.N. trusteeship instead 
of partition. A trusteeship would make the United Nations an overseer of 
Palestine with no independent Jewish or Arab state. Realizing the domestic 
repercussions, Truman hoped to delay the announcement for a few weeks 
in order to give himself time to find ways to buffer his administration from 
blame. Either owing to miscommunication between the White House and 
State Department officials or a deliberate State Department attempt to 
force Truman’s hand, these officials directed Austin to make his speech on 
March 19.32 Austin’s speech came only a day after Truman promised Chaim 
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Weizmann, president of the Jewish Agency and Zionist Organization, that 
the United States would recognize a Jewish state if it declared independence 
in May.
 As Truman feared, news of Austin’s speech led to shock and a sense of 
betrayal among most American supporters of a Jewish state. Responses to 
this apparent policy shift flooded the White House, and American labor 
leaders made their voices heard loudly.33 On March 24, William Green wrote 
a personal letter to Truman rather than send a telegram, urging the United 
States to stay the course on partition in Palestine rather than sanction a 
trusteeship.34 That same day, Max Zaritsky blasted Truman in the New York 
media, stressing that Truman’s switch from supporting a partition plan to 
a trusteeship served as “an instance not only of brutal cynicism, but of in-
competence and of [a] woeful lack of understanding of world events.” He 
also asserted: “The damage that has been done is not to the Jews alone. Mr. 
Truman has done tremendous damage to the United States’ prestige in the 
world.” Although Zaritsky refused to suggest an alternative Democratic Party 
candidate, he lamented that Truman’s nomination would be a “misfortune” 
for any hopes of a Democratic victory in the fall.35 The following day, Louis 
Hollander, president of the New York State CIO and leader of the state CIO 
Political Action Committee, also rebuked Truman, urging Democrats to 
drop him in favor of a different nominee.36

 This castigation by Liberal Party leaders, American labor leaders, and 
New York Jews devastated New York Democratic candidates, with the fallout 
from Austin’s speech leaving candidates “badly shaken.”37 Accordingly, more 
Democrats publicly reproached Truman for his policy reversal. For example, 
on March 25, Paul Waldman, candidate for New York’s Nineteenth Assem-
bly District, disavowed Truman for his abandonment of partition.38 Several 
New York Democratic leaders, including Representative Emanuel Celler, 
announced they would vote against Truman’s nomination at the Democratic 
National Convention in April.39 The climate grew so bleak for Truman by the 
end of the month that Democratic Party leaders considered preparations to 
concentrate their resources only on the elections of local leaders, conceding 
the state to Dewey.
 The Liberal Party now found itself in a dilemma over whom to support 
for the 1948 presidential election. Party leaders dismissed Henry Wallace as 
a communist pawn, loathed Strom Thurmond as a racist reactionary, found 
Thomas Dewey’s Republican platforms too conservative, and could not tol-
erate Truman because of his Palestine policy. Therefore, on March 27, they 
sought to assist Democrats in urging Dwight Eisenhower, the World War II 
general and national hero, to become a Democratic candidate. Earlier that 
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month, many Democrats had called for Eisenhower to join the presidential 
election as a candidate for their party, and by late March, Liberal Party chair-
man Adolph A. Berle Jr., along with Liberal Party founders David Dubinsky 
and Alex Rose, joined the call for Democrats to nominate Eisenhower as 
their candidate.
 On March 30, Liberal Party officials urged its members and affiliated 
groups to “draft” Eisenhower for the Democratic Party’s nomination and, 
in case Eisenhower turned them down, the Liberal Party hoped to nomi-
nate U.S. Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas.40 These measures 
clearly demonstrated how unacceptable Truman’s candidacy had become 
to the Liberal Party. In the end, Eisenhower declined solicitations from 
both liberals and conservatives to run for the presidency in 1948. In addi-
tion to Liberal Party political pressure, trade union activities in New York 
raised politicians’ awareness of Palestine’s centrality for this core segment 
of New York voters. The most notable activity occurred among unions with 
leaders who were also active in the Liberal Party. On March 15, four days 
before Austin’s U.N. speech, the AFL, CIO, ACWA, JLC, NCLP, the Cen-
tral Trades and Labor Council of New York, the Brotherhood of Railroad 
Trainmen, and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters attached their 
organizational names to a full-page advertisement in the New York Times 
urging the U.N. Security Council to partition Palestine, end the arms em-
bargo, and recognize the provisional government of a Jewish state when it 
declared independence.41

 Various regional AFL and CIO labor leaders also joined in lobbying for 
partition and against the arms embargo. On March 17, officers and members 
of AFL and CIO unions as well as independent unions based in Richmond, 
Virginia, cabled an appeal for Truman to remove “the embargo on the ship-
ment of arms to the Jews in Palestine who are defending themselves against 
aggression and are fighting to uphold [the] Palestine partition decision of 
the United Nations.”42 On April 8, three weeks after Austin’s speech, the 
Minnesota Federation of Labor referred to Truman’s reversal as a “breach 
of faith with those who have made and carried out plans in accordance with 
[the] original decision.”43 Messages from these labor organizations reminded 
Truman that the Palestine issue concerned all trade unionists, not only Jews 
and not only New Yorkers.
 Between April 1 and April 12, this regional pressure continued. Small 
unions, locals, and state federations inundated the White House with tele-
grams blasting the trusteeship plan and the arms embargo. Protesters in-
cluded the California State Federation of Labor, the Minnesota State CIO 
Council, the New York State Federation of Labor, the American Federation 
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of Musicians, the International Jewelry Workers’ Union, and New York 
locals of the Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workers, Industrial 
Insurance Employees’ Union, and the Food, Tobacco, Agricultural, and 
Allied Worker’s Union of America. These telegrams lambasted the U.S. 
reversal on the partition plan, expressing “dismay at the policy of the United 
States in repudiating the United Nations[’] decision on Palestine” and urg-
ing the amending or termination of the arms embargo.44

 In addition to telegrams and letters, mass political demonstrations in New 
York served notice to Truman that he risked losing the state if he did not 
reverse course on Palestine. At 2:00 p.m. on April 14, in a remarkable sign 
of cooperation among unions and manufacturers, many garment district 
shopkeepers in New York City closed their shops to show their support for 
a trade union rally at Yankee Stadium. Fifty thousand workers representing 
the ACWA, ILGWU, UHCMWIU, and several locals of the Retail Stores and 
Wholesale Clerks’ International Union packed the stadium to rally against 
the shift in U.S. policy. 
 Sponsored by the American Trade Union Committee of the NCLP, the 
rally featured William Green, James B. Carey, Max Zaritsky, Joseph Schloss-
berg, ACWA president Jacob Potofsky, and ILGWU vice presidents Luigi 
Antonini, and Israel Feinberg, among other speakers. They railed against 
U.S. policy toward Palestine and blamed Truman for bowing to British and 
Arab pressure. Leading American Zionists such as Abba Hillel Silver also 
spoke at the rally, as did Jewish Agency leaders David Ben-Gurion and Chaim 
Weizmann. Speakers read messages from other labor luminaries, including 
Philip Murray and David Dubinsky. Dubinsky rebuked the arms embargo as 
“indefensible,” declaring that it “must be lifted by our Government.”45 Carey 
summarized the criticism of most speakers by describing Truman’s policy 
reversal as “an ill-considered somersault that has hurt us all, hurt Palestine, 
hurt the chance of democratic progress for the rank-and-file Arab people, 
hurt American moral leadership in a world which is looking to us for light 
and guidance.”46

 Some Liberal Party leaders chose private but equally effective approaches 
to sway Truman. On May 5, Liberal Party cofounder Dean Alfange wrote 
Truman’s secretary a confidential letter expressing his concern over “the 
President’s political fortunes.” “Frankly,” he warned, “the President could not 
carry the State of New York in the present circumstances.”47

 In May, more and more Democrats seeking Liberal Party support for their 
own campaigns attacked the administration over its Palestine policy. On May 
11, Democratic New York City mayor William O’Dwyer assailed Truman’s 
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reversal on partition at the ACWA’s annual convention and indicated that he 
had lost hope for Truman’s election in November. In return for his rousing 
speech on Palestine and other issues affecting American labor, Jacob Potofsky 
assured O’Dwyer “that he could count on the backing of the Amalgamated if 
he sought election as governor or United States’ Senator.”48 Also that day, the 
Nation Associates, an organization comprised of many high-profile liberal 
Democrats, including Philip Murray, sponsored a full-page open letter to 
Truman in The Nation, “requesting the implementation of the November 
29 resolution on Palestine.”49

 With the British planning to end its mandate and vacate Palestine on 
May 14, the partition plan had given way to the Jewish Agency’s plan to 
unilaterally declare a Jewish state on that day. In Washington, Truman found 
himself caught between two forces. One side consisted of White House ad-
visers led by Clark Clifford, who pressed for Truman to recognize a Jewish 
state. The other side consisted of State Department leaders, led by Secretary 
of State George Marshall, who argued against recognition. After waffling 
on the Palestine issue throughout the spring, Truman hosted what turned 
out to be a tempestuous Oval Office meeting on May 12 that pitted these 
two groups against each other. Clifford made a presentation at the meeting 
arguing on both foreign policy and moral grounds for U.S. recognition of 
a Jewish state. Marshall dismissed Clifford’s arguments as a cover for what 
Marshall perceived as Clifford’s true motives—domestic political calcula-
tions. Marshall went so far as to warn Truman during the meeting that if 
Truman recognized Israel, Marshall would vote against him in the November 
election. Despite this threat, Truman confided to Clifford right after the 
meeting ended that he wanted to recognize a Jewish state but that he had 
to let the “dust settle.”50

 As the British Mandate appeared to near its end, the Jewish Labor Com-
mittee, which in the previous year had come to endorse parts of the Zionist 
agenda, energetically went to work lobbying nations to recognize the new 
state of Israel. It lobbied Lombardo Toledano, president of the Mexican Labor 
Federation, and various Belgian labor leaders, calling on each to demand 
that their governments support partition and end the arms embargo.51 It also 
lobbied a multitude of non-Jewish socialist leaders in Europe with whom 
the JLC had worked in the past. David Dubinsky’s secretary noted “how 
Dubinsky stayed up all night because of the time differential in order to reach 
some European politician, some labor or socialist politician that he knew 
from the trade union international, to persuade him that he had to vote for 
the establishment of the state.”52
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Truman’s Decision

On May 14, 1948, at 6:11 p.m. Eastern Standard Time, just eleven minutes after 
Israel declared itself a state, President Truman recognized the new nation, earn-
ing glowing praise from many American labor leaders. Among those hailing 
Truman’s decision was Philip Murray, who referred to the founding of Israel 
as “a great moment in history that the Jewish State has now come into being. 
. . . I heartily applaud the action of President Truman in promptly recognizing 
the new Jewish state.”53 Additionally, ACWA President Jacob Potofsky cabled 
Truman on behalf of the union’s 375,000 workers, expressing “the most heartfelt 
thanks and deepest appreciation for your prompt and courageous action in rec-
ognizing the new Jewish state in Palestine.”54 Joseph Schlossberg followed suit 
two days later, sending a telegram to Truman in the name of the NCLP, com-
mending Truman on his “inspiring action recognizing [the] state of Israel.”55

 Truman basked in the acclaim and looked forward to the political divi-
dends it would likely pay him in November. However, American labor leaders 
tempered some of their praise with persistent concerns over the U.S. arms 
embargo. On May 16, in celebration of Israel’s creation and Truman’s prompt 
recognition of the new nation, the NCLP staged a rally at the Manhattan Cen-
ter in New York City, which was attended by two thousand trade unionists. 
The crowd rejoiced over the previous day’s events but also called for the end 
of the arms embargo. Jacob Potofsky announced that several ACWA joint 
boards were considering proposals to purchase “bombers and ammunition” 
and ship them to Israel once the arms embargo ended. William Green and 
Philip Murray sent messages of encouragement and joined the calls for re-
pealing the arms embargo.56

 Despite labor leaders’ frustration with the embargo, Truman’s recogni-
tion of Israel followed by his June veto of the Taft-Hartley labor bill satisfied 
enough Liberal Party leaders that they commenced full-scale support for his 
campaign. David Dubinsky noted the importance that Liberal Party mobili-
zation played in changing Truman’s mind since “the Democratic Party was 
not lifting a finger for him [Truman] in New York.”57 Dubinsky also claimed 
that “the Liberal Party became the main recruiter of support for Truman in 
New York City and New York State.” He disparaged the Democrats for being 
“overawed by Dewey and so sure that he had the election wrapped up that 
they did practically nothing for Truman.”58

 Labor leaders within the Liberal Party spent the summer and fall mobiliz-
ing New York voters. In August, the same Max Zaritsky who excoriated Tru-
man in March over the U.N. trusteeship issue arrived at the White House with 
a hat for Truman to wear as a public sign of the UHCMWIU’s endorsement of 
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Truman’s nomination. Liberal Party leadership also applauded the announce-
ment by the largest AFL and CIO unions of a plan to raise $5,000,000 to be 
used by half a million union officials to win Truman’s election in November.59

 On October 28, the Liberal Party hosted a rally for Truman at Madison 
Square Garden, which he attended. Truman was joined by famous liberals, 
including Harold Ickes, Herbert Lehman, and Adolf Berle, as well as 150 
trade union leaders. The rally ran over four radio broadcasts (including one 
in Hollywood) on local and national hookups.60 Dubinsky spoke at the rally 
and highlighted Truman’s policy toward Israel. He noted that those who had 
criticisms of the administration “must in all honesty remember that Presi-
dent Truman is responsible for the fact that the United States was the first 
nation to grant de facto recognition to Israel.” Dubinsky also reminded voters 
“that President Truman spearheaded the move into the United Nations to 
create an independent Jewish nation.” And Dubinsky concluded that no one 
should “forget that President Truman raised his voice for the admission im-
mediately of 100,000 Jews to Palestine.”61 With these three points, Dubinsky 
summarized the Liberal Party’s endorsement of Truman’s Palestine policy. 
Dubinsky also addressed the critical importance of Truman’s stand against 
Taft-Hartley, but his emphasis on Israel demonstrated why this issue played 
a central role in the campaign.
 The Liberal Party rally signified the culmination of its leaders’ efforts to 
win New York for Truman. In the weeks prior to the rally, the Liberal Party 
had promoted a radio campaign supporting Truman, sent out two mass 
mailings, provided door-to-door distribution of material, held hundreds 
of sound truck rallies, and sent speakers to hundreds of organizations and 
forums.62 Despite the small number of registered Liberal Party voters, this 
party organization and activism provided the Truman campaign with the 
infrastructure lacking in the state due to the Democratic Party’s abandon-
ment of his campaign. No other New York state party apparatus provided 
such support, and Truman knew it. Although Truman ultimately lost the 
state to Dewey, he won the national election on November 7, and explicitly 
expressed appreciation for Liberal Party support. A week after the election, 
he invited Dubinsky and Alex Rose to the White House and told them that 
the Madison Square Garden rally stood out in his mind as the highlight of 
the campaign.63

      



 5 Recognition and Beyond

American labor’s transnational and domestic political activity on behalf of 
Israel reached new heights in 1948. American labor leaders heeded calls from 
Israel’s provisional government and Histadrut’s leadership for continued 
financial assistance. Accordingly, American labor organizations funneled 
millions of dollars to Histadrut and Israel’s new government. This assistance 
came in the form of multimillion-dollar loans, subsidies for construction 
projects, and even military uniforms. In 1949, with Israel gaining stability 
after fighting a war for independence and establishing its core institutions, 
the ILGWU initiated a drive to fund the construction of a housing project 
for Jewish immigrants languishing in Israel’s refugee camps. The housing 
project represented a dramatic example of nearly three decades of American 
labor support for the building of a Jewish state. Additionally, AFL and CIO 
leaders conducted high-level meetings at the White House and with Congress 
to advance Israel’s agenda.
 After Israel’s establishment in 1948, relations between it and U.S. labor 
organizations, particularly the AFL and CIO, became very close. Over the 
next seven years, AFL and CIO leaders visited Israel and reported back to 
their membership on the new government and Histadrut’s initiatives. After 
witnessing these undertakings, many American labor leaders expressed a 
desire to expand assistance to Israel. Two key factors influenced them to 
insist on expending even more financial and political resources for Israel’s 
growth. First, Israel’s social-democratic orientation, with Histadrut inte-
grally involved in Israeli society, impressed American labor leaders wishing 
to encourage social-democratic reforms in governments and trade union 
movements around the world. Second, during the late 1940s, the onset of 
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the Cold War convinced American labor leaders that Israel could serve as a 
critical ally in the Middle East, resisting Soviet expansion in the region.
 In 1948, however, this view appeared presumptuous as the Soviet Union 
recognized Israel only days after the United States, and during the first Arab-
Israeli war, the Soviet-bloc nation of Czechoslovakia sold weapons to the 
Israelis, arguably one of the most important factors in Israel’s victory over 
Arab armies between 1948 and 1949. Additionally, many Israelis believed 
good relations with the Soviet Union were a necessity to encourage Soviet 
leaders to allow Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe. Communist labor 
leaders within the American labor movement had led boycotts of British 
goods and picketed British consulates to aid the Zionist cause. Appreciative 
of this help, the Israeli government hoped to find a middle ground between 
the two superpowers without having to commit allegiance to one or the 
other. By the early 1950s, however, the massive assistance Israel received from 
Western governments and U.S. organizations like the AFL and CIO swayed 
the Israeli government to align itself more closely with the West. Israel’s 
gravitation toward the West relieved American labor leaders, who had been 
presenting the new nation to the U.S. public as a staunch ally.
 By 1950, as Israel perceptibly aligned with the West, AFL and CIO leaders 
advanced Israel’s cause by sending its top leaders to the White House. Wil-
liam Green and Philip Murray considered Israel’s needs so important that 
they set aside their personal and organizational differences and met with 
President Truman at the White House to persuade him of the need to back 
Israel. This visit, along with the garment unions’ financial investments in 
Israel’s government, illustrated a level of cooperation between American labor 
and Jewish leaders in Palestine unimaginable thirty years before. Between 
1948 and 1952, the actions of individuals and organizations in the American 
labor movement laid the groundwork for such a strong relationship and in 
so doing, they played an integral part in shaping international affairs through 
their role in creating a new nation.

Relentless Pressure

The multiple facets of American labor’s support for a Jewish state in Pal-
estine reached a new peak in 1948, and it only escalated in the years that 
followed Israel’s creation. Labor influence within New York State’s Liberal 
Party played an important role on the domestic front, but as in the previous 
decades, American labor operated transnationally in its attempts to influ-
ence British policy in Palestine while concurrently escalating its financial 
aid to Histadrut. Various forces compelled the British to leave Palestine 
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in 1948. On the local level, Arab and Jewish extremist attacks exhausted 
the government and military’s desire to maintain its presence in Palestine. 
Globally, Britain faced tremendous political and financial pressure trying 
to preserve its empire in the face of rising nationalism among the people 
living in Britain’s colonial possessions. American labor played its role in 
intensifying pressure on Britain through multiple public scoldings. With 
the British departure from Palestine and Israel’s declaration of statehood 
on May 14, 1948, American labor’s hopes to see the realization of a Jewish 
state in Palestine became a reality. And support for the new state did not 
slow, but increased dramatically over the ensuing years.
 The British decision to withdraw from Palestine and turn its future over 
to the United Nations created both an opportunity and challenge for the 
Palestinian Jews. On the one hand, they would be rid of the mandate and 
could work for an independent Jewish state. On the other, both Arabs in 
Palestine and surrounding Arab states would have nothing to stop them 
from a potentially overwhelming military assault on the much smaller Jewish 
population. American labor leaders believed British officials should have lived 
up to the spirit of the Balfour Declaration by helping Jews create a homeland 
in Palestine.
 Instead, the British government refused to recognize Israel in 1948, sold 
weapons to Arab states, and sent British soldiers to train Arab armies. In 
January, ILGWU vice president Charles Zimmerman lashed out against Brit-
ish labor leaders, conveying how “cruelly disappointed” he and other labor 
leaders felt over British actions toward Jews in Palestine. Zimmerman berated 
British leaders for doing “nothing to bring relief to these shattered victims 
of Nazi savagery” and instead closing “the doors of Palestine in their face.” 
He continued, “what is worse, you have not shown the least sign of human 
sympathy or understanding of their dreadful plight—or at least no such 
sign of understanding or sympathy has ever been manifested publicly in any 
significant way.”1

 Zimmerman also attacked the British government for its ostensible double-
standard toward Jews and Arabs, especially its willingness to sell weapons 
to Arab nations. In underlined text, he wrote “Why is it that the British 
Government find its voice only for condemning the Jews when they engage 
in self-defense and has nothing whatever to say about the Arab terror, about 
the wanton Arab defiance of the United Nations?” Zimmerman noted it was 
hard to reconcile how a nation that fought for democracy and embraced 
democratic socialism could also act in such a way toward Jews in Palestine. 
He lamented in closing, “we are perplexed, disturbed, deeply troubled.”2
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 Max Zaritsky followed on May 22, conveying his disgust with the British 
government to delegates at the annual UHCMWIU convention. He focused 
his chastisement on Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin, whom he referred to 
as a “Benedict Arnold” and blamed for “the greatest double-cross of the 
Twentieth Century.” Zaritsky charged: “My former friend, Mr. Ernest Bevin, 
has betrayed—brutally and cynically betrayed—Great Britain. . . . I hang 
my head in shame that Mr. Bevin claims to be a man of labor, the head of a 
Labor Government and a Socialist to boot.” He also reprimanded the Brit-
ish Labour Party for failing to renounce Bevin. “What is the matter with 
the labor movement of Great Britain. . . . Not a word do we hear from the 
British Trades Union Congress in protest against this betrayal.” By the end 
of that day’s session, the delegates to the convention sent a telegram to the 
Trades Union Congress (TUC) in London, demanding recognition of Israel 
and British assistance against the Arab invasion of Palestine.3 On May 25, 
in a less confrontational approach, William Green appealed to the TUC to 
urge their Labour government to stop providing or selling arms to Arab army 
units and to recall British officers training them.4

 Political demonstrations soon followed these rebukes. On June 2, AFL 
leaders in Boston sponsored a picket at the British Consulate while leaders 
of Boston labor organizations such as the Massachusetts Federation of La-
bor, the Massachusetts CIO, and the New England ACWA Joint Board and 
ILGWU met with C. E. Whitamore of the Boston consulate. Leaders from 
the labor organizations presented a letter noting the “irony” that the British 
arming of Arab militaries should be carried out “by a government which 
calls itself a Labor Government.” The letter demanded British recognition 
of Israel and the withdrawal of British aid to Arab states. Only then “can the 
British Labor government expect to retain the firm support and admiration 
of American Labor.”5

 Communists within the American labor movement also continued their 
attacks on British policies towards Israel. By May 1948, their activities came 
to include organizing boycotts against British goods throughout the United 
States. The American Jewish Labor Council, the communist labor body re-
sponsible for organizing communist resistance to British policy toward Israel, 
worked with its allies within trade unions—including the IFLWU, Packing 
House Workers of America, United Shoe Workers of America, Furniture 
Workers of America, Brotherhood of Painters, Wholesale and Warehouse 
Workers, and United Office and Professional Workers of America—to picket 
stores selling British merchandise. Additionally, the AJLC called on these 
trade unions to prevent their members from working on British products. To 
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do this, it publicized the British products it wanted boycotted and generated 
publicity with buttons, posters, and stickers.6

 Boycott activity against British goods originated with an organization 
known as the Sons of Liberty, a reference to the American Revolutionary–era 
organization founded in each of the original colonies as a means to initiate 
boycotts of British goods and communicate British activities among the colo-
nists. The new Sons of Liberty, founded by New York communists, received 
much of its support from predominantly communist labor organizations, 
including the AJLC, the American Labor Party, and leaders of the IFLWU.7 
Originating in New York but national in scope, the boycott proved effective 
on several fronts. After one month of boycott activity, an American importer 
of English silverware and antiques admitted that it had cost his business 35 
percent in sales. He also acknowledged being accosted by patrons, a problem 
encountered by other businesses selling British goods.8

 In a further example of the boycott’s effectiveness, U.K. Foreign Office 
officials learned that several U.S. garment manufacturers had canceled or-
ders for British textiles, and they also discovered that attendance at British 
movies in the United States had declined owing to activities “attributable to 
the boycott.”9 While effective, these efforts failed to attract the majority of 
American unions, which stayed clear from any communist activity, even in 
the cause of a Jewish state. Although the communist-led unions belonged 
to the CIO, the national leadership deplored their activities and sought to 
expel communists from the CIO in 1948.10

 While the majority of American labor leaders rejected any association with 
communist labor organizations, they often cooperated with Zionist groups 
such as the Jewish National Fund, and they embraced the United Jewish Ap-
peal (UJA), which Israel’s government designated as the official fund-raising 
agency for Israel in the United States.11 Its chairman, former Treasury Secre-
tary Henry Morgenthau Jr., looked to American labor as a key ally in raising 
money to purchase military equipment, resettle immigrants, and develop 
Israeli infrastructure. The garment industry in particular, including union 
leaders and manufacturers, worked jointly in raising funds for the UJA.12

 Donations to the UJA did not preclude the National Committee for La-
bor Israel (NCLI, changed from the NCLP in the months following Israel’s 
creation, and originally the NLCP) from continuing its fund-raising or coor-
dinating of American labor operations in aiding Israel’s war effort. In Janu-
ary 1949, garment unions donated components of uniforms for the Israeli 
military. Local 2 of the UHCMWIU shipped 75,000 caps, and the Shirtmak-
ers’ Union sent 50,000 shirts to the Haganah. Additionally, Locals of the 
ILGWU donated 10,000 blouses, 5,000 pairs of slacks, and 5,000 skirts for 
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female soldiers. The NCLI provided Histadrut with carpenters’ tools from 
the Detroit Carpenters’ Union, including machine and hand tools. Due to 
damage from Arab air raids, Histadrut lost many machines and requested 
more equipment in the coming months, in addition to what the NCLI had 
already sent.13 The desperate needs of war led Histadrut to plea for more aid 
and American labor responded.
 On the political front, Truman’s de facto recognition of Israel in May 1948 
pleased most U.S. trade unionists, but by the fall, many of them feared for 
the new state’s survival without an influx of money and official U.S. recogni-
tion. On September 10, Joseph Morris, president of the International Jewelry 
Workers’ Union (IJWU), and Hyman Palatnik, general secretary treasurer 
of the IJWU, cabled Truman, identifying themselves as members of a labor 
committee to elect Truman. They conveyed their shock “at the delay in De 
Jure recognition of the state of Israel and failure to grant them the loan prom-
ised to Dr. Weizmann.”14 Other organizations such as the CIO; the United 
Furniture Workers of America (CIO); the United Cement, Lime and Gypsum 
Workers’ International Union; and the California CIO Council added their 
voices to those wishing to see de jure recognition and a major loan made to 
Israel, as well as open immigration for Jewish refugees still languishing in 
Germany.15

 American labor leaders hailed Truman’s November presidential victory, 
but Israel’s needs still dominated their concerns, and even in applauding 
Truman’s victory, they continually reminded him of their expectations. On 
November 9, the executive of the American Trade Union Council of the 
NCLP heartily congratulated the president on his election victory, but in 
the same telegram, urged him to offer Israel de jure recognition and to help 
secure Israel’s borders.16

 Beyond the desire to receive de jure recognition, Israel dealt with other 
problems that fall. On September 17, members of Lehi, the Jewish extrem-
ist group, assassinated the United Nations Mediator in Palestine, Count 
Folke Bernadotte, while he was in Jerusalem. Bernadotte had previously 
put forward proposals calling for the internationalization of Jerusalem and 
Israel’s ceding of the Negev desert for the creation of an Arab state. These 
two stipulations alone made Bernadotte’s plan anathema to most of Israel’s 
supporters. In late November, despite Bernadotte’s assassination, the United 
Nations considered his proposals, which became known as the Bernadotte 
Plan. Although President Truman forbade U.S. delegates from supporting the 
Bernadotte Plan at the November U.N. meeting in Paris, NCLP leadership 
received reports from sources in Paris indicating that U.S. delegates hoped to 
convince other nations’ delegates to back it. This led NCLI chairman Joseph 
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Schlossberg to urge Philip Murray and other labor leaders to protest against 
such maneuvers.17 Although U.N. debate over the internationalizing of Jeru-
salem continued for years, the multitude of protests against the Bernadotte 
Plan, including those by U.S. trade unionists, killed it.
 By early 1949, there were still two issues Israel hoped to make progress 
on—attaining U.S. de jure recognition and a U.S. loan for Israel’s financial 
needs. On January 31, 1949, the combination of Zionist and American la-
bor pressure on Truman succeeded as he granted Israel de jure recognition. 
Another success followed in March when the Export-Import Bank of the 
United States agreed to provide Israel a $100,000,000 loan. Electoral politics 
appeared to play a role in Truman’s willingness to obtain the loan for Israel. 
Back on August 16, 1948, less than three months before the presidential elec-
tion, Truman had written Under Secretary of State Robert A. Lovett to express 
his hope that the loan would go through. He had admitted, “I don’t want any 
loans made that are not proper for the Bank to make but this situation has all 
sorts of implications.” These “implications” suggested Truman’s trepidation 
regarding the upcoming election. In concluding his letter to Lovett, Truman 
indicated his concern over the Israel issue and its political ramifications when 
he requested a meeting with Lovett “to have a conversation on the subject and 
incidentally on several other subjects about which I do not want to talk with 
the Secretary [of State] because of their political implications.”18 Ultimately, 
the growing relationship between American labor and Israel played a role 
in compelling Truman to make these decisions favorable to Israel, and he 
did so based on a combination of political calculation and moral certitude 
rather than national security priorities.

A New Era

Only months after Israel’s founding in May 1948, Histadrut invited the CIO 
to send its first-ever delegation in an effort to strengthen the bonds between 
the two labor movements. On May 2, 1949, a delegation including ACWA 
president Jacob Potofsky, National Maritime Union president Joseph Curran, 
and ACWA counsel Maxwell Brandwen arrived in Israel to study Histadrut’s 
activities and report to the CIO on their findings. The delegation visited 
housing developments, cooperative projects, trade schools, farm collectives, 
factories, port facilities, banks, hospitals, and clinics during their stay. A 
report filed by the delegation praised Israel’s development under Histadrut’s 
prevailing influence. It came away “greatly impressed” and offered three rec-
ommendations seeking to enhance the CIO’s relationship with Histadrut and 
augment Israel’s strength.
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 First, the delegation urged the formation of a CIO Israel-American Com-
mittee. Through this mechanism, Israel could gain increased financial and 
political support from the CIO. Second, it called for CIO pressure on the 
U.S. government to provide Israel with “further substantial loans.” Third, 
it recommended the CIO encourage generous “contributions to American 
organizations raising funds to help the people of Israel” and substantial “pri-
vate investment in Israeli economic projects.” The delegation emphasized the 
importance of investment after witnessing Israel’s shortage of housing for 
incoming immigrants and its primitive private industry, which placed Israel 
in a position of dependency on others. Therefore, the delegation concluded, 
“tremendous outlays of capital are immediately necessary.” Through these 
visits and subsequent reports, the CIO increased its financial contributions to 
the NCLI, strengthening the labor movement in Israel and helping to create 
a self-sufficient Israeli economy.19

 American labor’s support for Israel also led to unprecedented cooperation 
within American labor’s ranks. On February 10, 1950, in a unique moment 
in AFL and CIO history, the rival organizations’ presidents, William Green 
and Philip Murray, jointly met with President Truman at the White House 
to discuss the challenges facing Israel. In a joint statement, the two labor 
leaders expressed their confidence that “effective advancement of living and 
cultural standards in Israel will inevitably bring improvements in the lives of 
millions of other persons in the Middle East—the great majority of whom live 
in ignorance, poverty and disease.” This assertion illustrated American labor 
leaders’ aspiration for Israel to serve as a paragon of a progressive society, 
capable of spreading its democratic values and strong trade union movement 
to its neighbors.20

 Green and Murray also conveyed to Truman their alarm over continued 
British weapons shipments to Arab nations, and their desire for Truman to 
pressure the U.K. government to stop them. To counter this arms buildup, 
both leaders exhorted Truman to end the three-year-old U.S. arms embargo 
and provide U.S. arms to “meet the daily increasing threat to the security 
of the State of Israel.” To help Israel handle these threats, both labor leaders 
asserted Israel’s need for more loan money from the United States to help it 
continue the process of absorbing immigrants.
 Finally, they pressed Truman on Jerusalem. After Israel’s creation, the 
United Nations sought to internationalize the city so no nation would hold 
sovereignty, since Jerusalem served as a home for Judaism, Islam, and Chris-
tianity. Green and Murray implored Truman to reject “the impracticable U.N. 
decision” regarding the internationalizing of Jerusalem and instead recognize 
it as the sole capital of the Jewish state.21
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 Murray followed up the joint statement in March with a letter to the Gen-
eral Secretary of the British Trades Union Congress, Sir Harold Vincent 
Tewson, expressing the American labor movement’s concern over British 
arms sales to Arab nations. In a reference to the burgeoning Cold War, Mur-
ray conveyed his “disappointment,” that the Middle East had become a “tin-
derbox” where “the only gainer would be the Soviet Union.” Murray hoped 
Tewson would bring labor’s concerns to the TUC’s General Council and that 
eventually “your organization may decide to impress upon your government 
the need to make a new approach to the problem.”22 In April, American labor’s 
lobbying, along with pressure from numerous Zionist groups, convinced the 
Truman administration to shift its policy on arms sales to Israel and end the 
embargo. David Niles, one of Truman’s advisers, claimed that Truman caved 
on the arms issue after being subjected to such intense pressure.23

American Labor and the Cold War

During the late 1940s, the onset of the Cold War between the Soviet Union 
and United States polarized the world into two distinct camps-either com-
munist or noncommunist. Within the American labor movement, the Cold 
War eliminated any remaining tolerance for communists within CIO trade 
unions or labor organizations (the AFL had few communist problems since 
its conservative trade unionism prevented communists from making inroads 
into its organizations). Many garment union leaders, including Max Zaritsky, 
Alex Rose, and David Dubinsky, came to present support for Israel within a 
new context—as a U.S. ally in the Cold War. These labor leaders had spent 
their careers battling communist attempts to infiltrate their unions. As con-
servative socialists, they abhorred nothing more than communist influence 
within any labor movement, whether U.S. trade unions or foreign.
 Most Histadrut leaders, such as David Ben-Gurion and Golda Meir, shared 
this viewpoint. However, some of Histadrut’s leadership believed in working 
with communists when politically expedient. This tolerance aggravated the 
many American labor activists seeking to purge communists from their own 
ranks. In spite of this annoyance, these labor leaders believed they could 
maximize U.S. support for Israel by presenting Histadrut and Israel as staunch 
allies in the fight against the Soviet Union.
 Even before Israel formally became a state, American labor leaders had 
tried to associate support for Israel with the U.S. fight against communism 
at home and abroad. In March 1948, when Max Zaritsky had excoriated 
President Truman for switching U.S. policy from backing the partition of 
Palestine to endorsing a U.N. trusteeship, he warned that such mistakes “are 

      



 Recognition and Beyond 103

playing into the hands of Soviet Russia, the Communists and the Wallace 
group, which is backed by the Communists.”24

 In 1950, Zaritsky also maintained that “Israel is one of the comparatively 
few countries in the world on which the United States can depend in the 
conflict of democracy against communism.” Since Israel stood as a nation 
committed to democracy rather than communism, Zaritsky emphasized 
the need for the United States to financially assist Israel. He exclaimed that 
“every dollar the United States invests in Israel is a nail in the coffin of com-
munism.”25 Also in the early 1950s, other labor leaders, including Dubinsky, 
AFL President George Meany, and CIO President Walter Reuther, made 
references to Israel’s importance as a barrier to communist expansion in the 
Middle East.
 Despite this rhetoric, Israel initially maintained a neutral position be-
tween the two superpowers. The swift U.S. recognition of Israel in 1948 did 
not translate into an automatic Israeli allegiance to the West during the first 
years of the Cold War. The Soviet Union recognized Israel only hours after 
the United States and as noted previously, allowed its client-state, Czecho-
slovakia, to sell weapons to the Israelis in the first war between Israel and its 
Arab neighbors. Thus, Israel sought neutrality in the burgeoning Cold War, 
hoping to gain from both sides and avoid losing support from either. Such 
an attitude dismayed American labor leaders, who time and again defended 
Israel as a key ally against the communists.
 Israel’s precarious position during its first years of existence made it dif-
ficult to side with one superpower over the other. In Histadrut’s case, some 
of its members sympathized with communist ideals even if they criticized 
Joseph Stalin for persecuting Jews and other groups in the Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe. Any ambiguity that Israel or Histadrut exhibited in 
the international war on communism, however, dismayed American labor 
leaders. Since Israel’s founding, they had presumed that its government and 
labor leadership would take an unequivocal stand against communism.
 This was not always the case during Israel’s earliest years. In March 1950, 
George Meany described Histadrut’s membership in the communist-led 
WFTU as “very strange.” By 1949, CIO leaders came to the same conclusion 
as AFL leadership—that the WFTU’s central institutions had come under 
communist control. On December 7, the AFL helped form the International 
Confederation of Free Trade Unions to oppose the WFTU, and they expected 
their allies to join the new organization.26 When Histadrut stayed in the 
WFTU through 1950, a perplexed Meany remarked, “we cannot comprehend 
the Histadrut being silent or neutral about the spread of slave labor into other 
countries from the modern home of slavery—Communist Russia.”27
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 Ultimately, by the early 1950s, U.S. pressure compelled Israeli prime min-
ister David Ben-Gurion to steer Israel in a clearly pro-Western direction. 
With so many Americans lobbying the U.S. government on Israel’s behalf, 
including American labor, Ben-Gurion believed it necessary to align Israel 
more closely with the United States and its Western allies against the Soviet 
bloc. Although some Israelis appreciated the Soviet Union for its critical 
military and diplomatic assistance during the late 1940s, it appeared to many 
that an increase in anti-Semitism within the Soviet Union and Eastern Eu-
rope spelled trouble for future relations. Additionally, the Soviet Union had 
been steadily increasing support for Arab nations that were fighting Britain 
and France for independence. Although this backing had little to do with 
the Arab-Israeli conflict, it worried many Israelis to see Soviet military and 
diplomatic assistance going to Arab countries.28 By the mid-1950s, Israel’s 
relations with the Soviet Union had turned frigid, and American labor lead-
ers no longer worried about any ambiguity in Israel’s or Histadrut’s support 
for the United States in the Cold War.

The Amun-Israeli Housing Corporation

Regardless of Israel’s standing at the outset of the Cold War, American trade 
unionists never hesitated increasing their financial commitment to Histadrut 
and its workers. Beginning in the spring of 1949, ILGWU leaders looked to 
continue with the precedent established three years before when they funded 
the construction of a Haifa trade school. This time, the union embarked on a 
massive housing project for Jewish immigrants in Israel, representing a new 
milestone in its support for Histadrut. With a stream of Jewish immigrants 
flowing into the new state, Histadrut could not keep up with the housing 
demand. As in the past, it reached out to American labor, especially the gar-
ment unions. After ILGWU vice president Charles Zimmerman visited Israel 
in 1949, he recommended that the NCLI-associated trade unions organize a 
bond campaign to fund housing projects for Israel’s recently arrived refugees.29

 In November, Isador Lubin, a former adviser to President Roosevelt, con-
tacted Dubinsky about the project. After many conversations with Nelson 
Rockefeller, who Lubin claimed wished to build homes in Israel “with no 
profit to himself or his company,” Lubin decided to contact Dubinsky about 
forming an organization to tackle such an undertaking. Dubinsky referred 
Lubin to Charles Zimmerman, who “handles all these matters pertaining to 
Israel.”30

 Zimmerman, an outspoken supporter of a Jewish state throughout the late 
1940s, embraced the project with enthusiasm. He coordinated this coopera-
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tive effort between U.S. unions and businessmen, forming the Amun-Israeli 
Housing Corporation to aid Histadrut in financing extensive housing projects 
that could provide Jewish workers affordable homes in Israel. Labor leaders 
William Green, Philip Murray, Jacob Potofsky, and Dubinsky served on the 
organization’s board with prominent businessmen and politicians such as 
Rockefeller and Senator Herbert Lehman. Zimmerman led the campaign, 
although Dubinsky helped recruit prominent Americans capable of attracting 
investors, including former First Lady and chair of the U.N. Commission on 
Human Rights Eleanor Roosevelt.31

 That February, the nonprofit corporation received approval from the Se-
curities and Exchange Commission for the sale of bonds to U.S. investors.32 
The corporation’s sponsoring agents included officers of the ILGWU, ACWA, 
and the Hotel and Restaurant Workers Union as well as AFL president Wil-
liam Green and CIO president Philip Murray.33 From the outset, the board 
sought to issue $10,000,000 in bonds, with those bonds set at fifteen years 
and paying 3 percent interest. The bond drive kicked off at an April 21 lun-
cheon held at the Astor Hotel in New York City and attended by 140 AFL 
and CIO officials, business leaders, and the Israeli ambassador to the United 
States, Eliahu Elath.34 The ILGWU bought $1,000,000 worth of bonds while 
exhorting manufacturers and union members to purchase millions more. The 
Israeli government promised the corporation free land as well as additional 
financing to subsidize costs of construction and development.35

 By September 1950, the corporation had sold $6,000,000 in bonds thanks 
to contributions from unions, locals, manufacturers, and individuals.36 By 
1966, the corporation shut itself down, having considered its mission com-
plete. Although it never hit its $10,000,000 goal, the corporation raised 
enough money to build homes for two thousand families.37 This organiza-
tional structure and financial assistance made the Amun-Israeli Housing 
Corporation the largest of American labor’s transnational projects in Pales-
tine to that point.
 Additionally, by 1952, the ILGWU had built a Cooperative Center near Tel 
Aviv while ILGWU locals had funded the construction of building projects 
for Histadrut (these contributions were in addition to their annual financial 
donations to the NCLI). Local 35 helped construct houses for workers in 
Holon, near Tel Aviv, and also helped finance houses for workers in Haifa. 
Local 10 provided machinery for a trade school in Haifa while Local 91 
financed the construction of a children’s home there. Local 117 assisted in 
the construction of a rest home for seamen on the Yarkon River close to 
Tel Aviv, naming it for ILGWU past-president Benjamin Schlesinger. In 
another example of cooperation between manufacturers and workers, Local 
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32 coordinated with their employers in erecting a hospital at Mount Carmel. 
All of these projects aided a fellow labor movement internationally, but 
as with previous assistance, they also played a seminal role in developing 
Israel’s social and economic infrastructure.38

Beyond Recognition

American labor’s active aid for Israel in the years immediately following 
Israel’s independence continued a precedent established by garment unions 
twenty-five years earlier. This assistance to Israel and its labor movement, 
coming in the form of financial aid for the construction of institutions central 
to a nation’s growth and prosperity, illustrated the capacity of labor organiza-
tions to play a formative role in the building of a nation. On this transnational 
level, American labor organizations demonstrated an ability to effectively 
operate independent of any foreign government in implementing its goals 
for Israel’s development.
 On the domestic front, Truman’s recognition of Israel did not end Ameri-
can labor’s attempts to influence him in the months and years that followed. 
In 1949, labor leaders played an important role in convincing the president to 
grant Israel de jure recognition and critical financial assistance, most notably 
the $100,000,000 loan from the Export-Import. This period also ushered in 
a new era of transnational labor activity. During the 1940s, there were some 
examples of American unions assisting projects designed to bolster other 
labor movements around the world, including Italy and China.39 Additionally, 
labor played a political role in other parts of the world. In 1975, journalist 
Ernest Cuneo acknowledged labor’s influence specifically in Italy, noting that 
Dubinsky and ILGWU vice president Luigi Antonini “were major factors in 
the formulation of F.D.R.’s policies in Italy.” Cuneo recalled “that Dubinsky 
and Antonini battled to save Italy from Communism in 1948.”40

 Although the ILGWU played an important part in Italian politics between 
1948 and 1952, American labor’s massive financial endowments to Histadrut, 
which included funds not only from the garment unions but also from gar-
ment manufacturers, served a critical role in the building of a nation, not 
simply a trade union movement or political party. The Amun-Israeli Housing 
Corporation represented the culmination of this enterprise. In cooperation 
with manufacturers in the garment industry as well as politicians and finan-
ciers such as Rockefeller, the ILGWU and other garment unions assisted 
Israel with a crucial and basic need—the housing of its citizens. This does 
not diminish the importance of institutions U.S. labor organizations created 
for other labor movements prior to this time, but rather demonstrates how 
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vital training schools, medical centers, and housing projects were to a nation’s 
growth.
 Clearly, a central reason behind the garment unions’ desire to exponentially 
increase assistance to Histadrut derived from their predominantly Jewish 
leadership. But by the 1950s, almost no garment union’s leadership consisted 
exclusively of Jews. More importantly, the demographics of most garment 
unions had shifted from principally Jewish to mainly non-Jewish members. 
This meant that Jewish labor leaders had to appeal to a sense of international 
labor solidarity to ensure such large-scale support for Histadrut.
 As Charles Zimmerman stated in April 1949 to the predominantly non-
Jewish Central Trades and Labor Council of New York, American workers 
“must help the labor movement of Israel (Histadrut) on the grounds of inter-
national solidarity as well as the great social and humanitarian tasks that you 
have before you.”41 This statement represented the broad, progressive vision 
so many Jewish labor leaders had professed decades before and that they 
presented to non-Jewish trade unionists to win their support for Histadrut’s 
endeavors.
 Labor solidarity was only one issue—the Holocaust produced the horror, 
outrage, and desperation that motivated Jewish trade unionists to mobilize 
the entire American labor movement for Israel. It also silenced many anti-
Zionists and energized non-Zionists to press for a Jewish state. Trade union-
ists’ sympathy for European Jewry after the genocide also allowed Jewish 
labor leaders to tap union treasuries and attain the desired funding for Israel. 
Still, support for Histadrut had begun before the Nazi seizure of power in 
Germany, so the Holocaust, although a major motivating force, was never the 
sole reason. A combination of factors had motivated Jewish and non-Jewish 
trade unionists to bolster Histadrut.
 On one level, many American laborites acted for humanitarian reasons, 
hoping to save European Jews from persecution and, in the case of the Ho-
locaust, extermination. On another level, however, Israel stood in the minds 
of many American trade unionists as a democratic and progressive society in 
the Middle East, a bulwark against communist expansion in the region, and a 
positive role model for other small nations wishing to democratize and build 
a strong labor movement. Combined, these issues elevated Israel’s creation 
and survival on American labor’s agenda, forging a formidable relationship 
between state and non-state actors unprecedented in global affairs.

      



  Epilogue

In the thirty-five years between the 1917 AFL convention and the beginning 
of the Amun-Israeli Corporation’s housing construction in 1952, the Ameri-
can labor movement helped shape a foreign nation. Through the financial 
and political assets of its many organizations, it played a dual role, working 
within and beyond the framework of state power. American labor leaders 
supported with words and deeds the Jewish people’s desire to build a social-
democratic society based on a strong labor movement. Their goals were both 
practical and ideological—to assist a fellow labor movement in Palestine, 
find a refuge for persecuted European Jews, and create an example for other 
Middle Eastern nations to follow. For all these reasons, the American labor 
movement utilized its resources in an unprecedented manner and succeeded 
in its ambitious endeavor. Through the initiative of Jewish labor leaders in 
the garment industry, the majority of the American labor movement rallied 
to this cause and acted as a seminal player in an international movement for 
a Jewish, national home in Palestine.
 The 1917 AFL Convention resolution supporting the creation of this Jewish 
homeland marked the first formal commitment by a U.S. labor organization 
to Jewish national aspirations in Palestine. But this resolution offered little 
more than moral support. In the first few years following that convention, 
American labor’s backing for a Jewish homeland remained limited to verbal 
endorsements. In 1920 though, the creation of an organized Jewish labor 
movement in Palestine under the auspices of Histadrut sparked the imagina-
tion of some Jewish trade unionists in the United States. With tremendous 
resolve, these trade unionists, along with Labor Zionists, brought the Jewish 
labor movement slowly, but steadily, behind the burgeoning labor movement 
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in Palestine. Due to the Jewish labor movement’s central place among U.S. 
labor organizations, non-Jewish labor leaders became increasingly active 
participants in backing a fellow trade union movement and building a Jewish 
state.
 Beginning in 1923, this support moved beyond verbal encouragement to 
include substantial financial aid through the Gewerkschaften campaigns, 
owing primarily to Max Pine’s early sponsorship of the fund drives. Jewish 
labor organizations in the United States had financially assisted Jewish labor 
movements in Europe during the early and mid-twentieth century, but those 
financial contributions did not lead to the settlement and construction of a 
national homeland. Moreover, within the first decade of the Gewerkschaften 
campaign’s existence, money raised for Histadrut far exceeded previous trade 
union donations to European labor movements.
 Two factors made Histadrut unique. First, it functioned as an all-encom-
passing labor organization rather than only a trade union. Histadrut consisted 
of labor parties under a single, nonpartisan, institutional framework, which 
eliminated rivalries between trade unions and provided Jews in Palestine an 
array of institutions, social services, cooperatives, and even an army—the 
Haganah—for national defense. Financial assistance for its enterprises went 
into the creation of new settlements, buildings, roads, and military equipment 
rather than solely supporting trade union activities, such as strike funds and 
labor newspapers.
 In 1924, the creation of the NLCP established a permanent center of op-
erations for the annual fund-raising drives. Its formation marked a merger 
of sorts between Labor Zionists and non-Zionist trade unionists sympa-
thetic to Histadrut’s endeavors. Its primary function, the operation of the 
Gewerkschaften campaign for Histadrut, provided Labor Zionists with a 
fund-raising campaign that reached the entire American Jewish community, 
but in particular, Labor Zionists sought support from Jewish trade unionists. 
The NLCP publicized Histadrut’s activities, emphasizing its trade union activ-
ity to win over Jewish trade unionists and socialists opposed to nationalist 
movements. As an ever-increasing number supported the annual campaigns 
and some high-profile trade union leaders such as Max Zaritsky and Isidore 
Nagler joined the NLCP’s executive board, Labor Zionists found themselves 
part of a burgeoning movement within mainstream Jewish labor, dedicated 
to Histadrut’s needs.
 Still, during the 1920s, many socialists within the Jewish labor movement 
objected to the Zionist association with the Gewerkschaften campaign. The 
core of this resistance emanated from Bundists, a group of socialist Jews 
who accepted the notion of Jewish national identity but rejected any need 
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for a homeland. Rather, they argued that Jews needed to work in their home 
countries to spread the socialist gospel. Bundists insisted that in time, all 
national identities would fade and be replaced by a united world of workers.
 By 1923, however, Histadrut’s request for support from the Jewish labor 
movement in the United States opened the hearts of some leading Jewish 
labor figures such as Max Pine and Abraham Cahan. Since supporting His-
tadrut meant aiding a fellow trade union movement and providing a haven for 
persecuted European Jews, the atmosphere within the Jewish labor movement 
slowly opened to supporting Histadrut’s activities. This assistance seemed 
to many Jewish trade unionists a non-Zionist endeavor, and, therefore, they 
believed it lacked the noxious nationalist overtones traditionally associated 
with Zionism. In the final analysis, however, the annual Gewerkschaften 
campaigns served the Zionist enterprise because Histadrut used the donated 
funds to build the infrastructure of a Jewish homeland. Although this home-
land could have remained limited to a cultural and social center for Jews, it 
evolved by the 1930s into a quasi-state under the Jewish Agency.
 A second component of Jewish labor support for Histadrut lay in Palestine’s 
status as a haven for persecuted European Jews. Even before the Nazi seizure of 
power in 1933, Jews had suffered discrimination and persecution under several 
European governments. Prior to World War I, many European Jews escaped 
this persecution by immigrating to the United States, one of the only countries 
with relatively open borders at that time. After 1924, the United States enforced 
severe immigration restrictions, making Palestine the one place in the world 
where Jews would be welcomed. Histadrut provided these immigrants with 
jobs, housing, recreation, health care, and a new life. This made the organiza-
tion an attractive option for Jewish socialists, even those opposed to Zionism, 
who sought a practical solution to Jewish persecution in Europe.
 Histadrut also directed an excellent publicity campaign in winning over 
those trade unionists resistant to the Gewerkschaften campaign organizers’ 
appeals. Beginning in the 1920s, Histadrut employed every available propa-
ganda tool at its disposal to disseminate information celebrating its activities, 
including speakers, pamphlets, and souvenir guides. By the 1930s, this pub-
licity expanded to include films shown at assemblies and photo magazines 
distributed to union locals. Additionally, during the 1920s, Histadrut began 
a tradition of naming various institutions for American labor leaders.1

 The 1930s marked the full-scale emergence of American labor support 
for Histadrut and its activities in Palestine. Since non-Zionist labor leaders 
maintained extensive influence with the AFL and CIO as well as political 
leaders from ward bosses to the president of the United States, their influence 
and connections proved pivotal to Histadrut’s political ambitions, specifically 
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its goal of winning the U.S. government’s support for a Jewish state and to 
attain a favorable British government policy toward Palestine. These Jewish 
labor leaders also abetted Histadrut’s cause through their influence with many 
manufacturers in the garment industry.2 The cooperative relationships among 
trade union leaders and manufacturers existed for several reasons, includ-
ing their shared Jewish heritage, their common descent from working-class 
parents, and both groups’ desire to improve the profitability of the garment 
industry. For all these reasons, garment manufacturers and trade unionists 
united in supporting Histadrut and, eventually, the state of Israel.
 Despite American labor’s successes in assisting the development of Pal-
estine for Jewish settlement, their attempts to substantially affect U.S. policy 
in the region typically failed. The 1948 presidential election, however, of-
fered New York’s Jewish labor leaders their best opportunity to influence U.S. 
policy toward Palestine. Although U.S. labor organizations had pressured 
presidential administrations and members of Congress during the previous 
three decades, New York’s Liberal Party finally provided some of these labor 
leaders with the vehicle to influence the top U.S. policy maker, President 
Truman. The Liberal Party’s organizational capabilities offered Truman ac-
cess to thousands of New York voters, including Jews, trade unionists, and 
non-Jewish liberals.
 However, presidential support for a Jewish state alarmed U.S. officials 
concerned over U.S. access to Arab oil and the possibility of Soviet expan-
sion in the Middle East. The department’s leaders and Mideast specialists 
believed that U.S. national interests called for a more pro-Arab approach. 
But the political reality of a presidential campaign took precedence. As Oscar 
R. Ewing, a former vice chairman of the Democratic National Committee, 
noted in 1969 while discussing Truman’s decision to recognize Israel, “foreign 
affairs are simply the extension of the politics of the Government into the 
external world. To attempt to handle foreign affairs in a political vacuum is 
an utter absurdity.”3 Of course, it is impossible to know the inner thoughts 
of a president, and Truman claimed on several occasions that he felt a moral 
obligation to help the Jews after the Holocaust. However, the domestic politi-
cal ramifications relating to the recognition of Israel are difficult to ignore. 
Moreover, it is too simple to point only at a desire to capture the “Jewish 
vote.” The electoral dynamics of New York State point to a broader picture, 
one in which the Liberal Party played a central role in rallying an expansive 
coalition of liberals to support Truman’s election.
 The formal establishment of Israel in May 1948, and its recognition by the 
United States and Soviet Union minutes later, marked the creation of a new na-
tion but not the end of American labor’s active involvement in the development 
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of the nascent state. The Israeli government’s social-democratic orientation 
inspired American trade unionists to view it as a model for the Third World 
to emulate. Additionally, by 1948, the onset of the Cold War led American 
labor leaders to view Israel in a new context, presenting Israel to the American 
public as an ally against communist expansion in the Middle East. Accordingly, 
AFL and CIO leaders adopted this rationale to justify increased funding for 
construction projects and intensified political activism for Histadrut, a central 
force within the political and social fabric of the new country. After Israel’s 
creation in 1948, the labor movement’s remaining holdouts to Jewish statehood 
evaporated, and the entire American labor movement firmly unified behind 
Israel for the next several decades. From the financial perspective alone, the 
numbers are remarkable. From 1948 to 1958, the National Committee for Labor 
Israel raised $27,000,000 for the new nation.4
 This monetary assistance continued to pour into Histadrut’s coffers as 
more and more American labor leaders saw Israel as a model for a progres-
sive society built on the foundations of a strong labor movement. Instead 
of U.S. corporate investment taking the lead in developing Israel’s economy, 
American labor led the way. James G. McDonald, special representative of 
the U.S. government to Israel, insisted in a 1949 letter to ACWA president 
Jacob Potofsky, “American labor in my personal opinion has an even larger 
stake in Israel’s future than has American capital.”5

 The close relationship between American labor and Histadrut expanded 
as Israel matured. In 1960, Histadrut and the AFL-CIO developed a joint 
venture called the Afro-Asian Institute. The institute sought to train African 
and Asian labor leaders so they could help develop constitutional democ-
racies in their respective countries and show how that would lead to gains 
in economic planning and social development. The AFL-CIO covered half 
the costs for the institute, and AFL-CIO president George Meany served as 
cochair.
 In its first year, the institute provided scholarships for seventy students 
from thirty countries. Students spent the first three months learning theory 
at a workers’ college. Then they moved around Israel, living in cooperative 
and collective settlements. They concluded the program assigned to an office 
involved in their specialized field. In total, they spent three hundred hours 
in lectures and up to four hundred hours gaining practical experience.6 His-
tadrut and AFL-CIO leaders hoped these African and Asian labor leaders 
would return home prepared to improve their nations’ labor movements, 
while convincing government leaders to avoid communist influence and view 
Israel in a favorable light. During its fifteen-year existence, a staff of twelve 
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permanent professionals trained over 3,700 African, Asian, and Caribbean 
students in a facility that included a library, classrooms, and social rooms.7

 Also in 1960, the NCLI formed the American Histadrut Development 
Foundation. This long-range program sought to establish new medical cen-
ters, provide vocational scholarships, enlarge children’s villages, and construct 
synagogues, cultural centers, and various other facilities to meet the needs of 
Israelis for the 1960s. David Dubinsky and Jacob Potofsky served as honorary 
chairmen and Arthur J. Goldberg, special counsel for the AFL-CIO, served 
as chairman. Funding was independent of the annual Histadrut campaigns 
(previously known as the Gewerkschaften campaigns). Furthermore, indi-
vidual union contributions continued beyond these programs. For example, 
in 1960, the ILGWU donated $1,000,000 for the construction of the Kupat 
Holim hospital in Beersheba.8

 In addition to these remarkable transnational endeavors, American labor 
continued to politically support Israel from the 1950s through the 1980s. In 
a notable example of such backing, after Israel invaded Lebanon in 1982, the 
AFL-CIO Executive Council placed a full-page advertisement in the New 
York Times declaring in capital letters, “THE AFL-CIO IS NOT NEUTRAL. 
WE SUPPORT ISRAEL.” The advertisement explained Israel’s motivation 
for invading Lebanon due to the Lebanese people having “been subjected 
to a reign of terror at the hands of the PLO and Syria.” The article featured 
rhetoric reminiscent of Israel supporters in 1948, noting that Israel had 
“dealt a blow to international terrorism and set back Soviet influence in the 
Middle East—and thus advanced the interests of the Western democracies.”9

 Israel and Histadrut valued their friendship with American labor so much 
that they repeatedly reached out to its leaders during moments of crisis. In 
the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Israeli government cultivated relationships 
with many U.S. organizations, trying to maximize U.S. contributions and 
political lobbying for Israel’s needs, but American labor played a previously 
unheralded leading role. As individuals and organizations, the American 
labor movement assisted in the development, building, and creation of a 
nation through their own financial and political resources. In so doing, this 
movement demonstrated the power of NGOs—operating outside and within 
the state—to influence U.S. policy making and alter the landscape of world 
affairs.
 On the one hand, it is a unique story driven by Jewish influence within 
the American labor movement as well as external events that affected the 
movement’s actions, including Russian persecution of Jews during the early 
twentieth century and German persecution and extermination of Jews during 
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the mid-twentieth century. Yet, this is also a case study, in which a significant 
NGO played a pivotal role in the development, creation, and growth of a 
political state. This study will hopefully encourage more examinations of 
NGOs that have operated transnationally and impacted international affairs 
on a large scale without working extensively through state actors. American 
labor did this in Palestine and to a lesser extent in countries such as Italy. 
But other, nonlabor NGOs have operated beyond the state and not yet re-
ceived sufficient scholarly consideration. When these other NGOs garner 
this attention, the study of international affairs will move decisively beyond 
the centrality of state actors to include a more complex framework that will 
help reshape our thinking of how international affairs have operated in the 
past and how they function in the present.
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