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Introduction

In June 2009, after President Barack Obama addressed the Muslim world in
Cairo, promising a new beginning to the charged relations between the United
States and the Muslim world, a group of Israeli intellectuals and artists whose
parents had immigrated to Israel from Middle Eastern countries published an
open letter calling for a “New Spirit”in the relations between Israel and the Arab
world, and for Israeli-Arab reconciliation. The writers emphasized two facts: not
only have Jews been an integral part of the region for hundreds of years and
contributed to its cultural development, but Arab culture is also an important
part of the current Israeli identity. The call for a new spirit in the Middle East
and a reconciliation process between East and West was expressed in another
open letter published in 2011 by the same group. Following the eruption of
popular demonstrations in the Arab world, the new letter expressed the hope
that Mizrahi Jews would form a living bridge of memory, reconciliation, and
partnership between the different communities of the Middle East. This letter
also called for renewing the mutual influences on and relationships between
Jewish and Arab cultures and for creating a dialogue between Jews and Arabs
in the Middle East, as people who have a common past and future.!

'The timing of the publication of the 2011 letter was not coincidental. The Arab
uprisings in that year that were collectively called the Arab Spring led to a lively
discussion about the region’s national and geographic boundaries and the role
played by Western colonialism in the period after World War I. Israel was also
influenced by these uprisings and was forced not only to reconsider its security
and foreign policy toward its neighbors, but also to consider its connections and
cultural, political, and social links to the Middle East as such. The discussion
of Israel’s location in the region is not new, of course. Members of the Zionist

movement debated similar questions from the beginning of the movement, and



since the late nineteenth century various positions, sometimes contradictory, have
been expressed about the national and cultural characteristics of the movement
and its relation to the East.?

Indeed, the New Spirit open letter is part of an ongoing discussion about
the nature of Israeli identity in general, and contemporary Mizrahi Jewish
identity in particular. The call for the peaceful coexistence of Jews and Arabs
is not new either. It was preceded by calls by other movements consisting of
Mizrahi, as well as Ashkenazi, Jews for Arab-Jewish cooperation during the
late Ottoman and mandatory periods and after the establishment of the State
of Israel. Those movements conveyed a historical perception that highlighted
the relatively satisfactory conditions in the past of Jews in Arab countries, where
they enjoyed relative tolerance and cultural integration. Movements such as
Brit Shalom, Kedma-Mizraha, the League for Arab-Jewish Rapprochement
and Cooperation, and Ichud all debated the so-called Arab Question. More
recently, movements such as Hamizrah el Hashalom (The East to peace), ac-
tive in Israel in the 1980s, and Hakeshet Hademocratit Hamizrahit (Mizrahi
democratic rainbow coalition) also offered, and continue to offer, a critical
discourse that examines the connections between the ethnic relations in Israel
and its conflict with its neighbors.?

'This discourse that highlighted the good relations between Jews and Muslims
in the history of the Middle East and under the rule of Islam pointed also to the
Arab-Jewish cultural symbiosis that existed, according to this discourse, until the
development of Arab and Jewish national movements. In recent years, in contrast,
a growing discussion in the Israeli public and political sphere has emphasized the
status of Jews who immigrated from Arab countries as a minority who had lived
in a hostile environment. The history of the Jewish exodus from Arab countries
has been described with terms such as the “forgotten refugees” (referring to the
Jews from Arab countries) and “the double Nakba” (referring to the argument
about population exchanges in the Middle East during and after 1948), and there
have been demands for “Justice for the Jews from Arab countries.”

These two narratives in the Israeli discourse reflect different historiographic
trends. As Mark Cohen and others have argued, in contrast to the utopian
and idyllic description of Jewish life in Arab countries and under Islam, a new
historical view has emerged since 1967.° This new view emphasizes the inferior
status of Jews under Islam and focuses on examples of conflict, discrimina-
tion, and humiliation. For example, Albert Memmi writes that “never, I repeat,
never—with the possible exception of two or three very specific intervals such

as Andalusian, and not even then—did the Jews in Arab lands live in other than
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a humiliated state, vulnerable and periodically mistreated and murdered, so that
they should clearly remember their place.”

"The recent renewed public interest in and discussion of the history of Jews of
Arab countries and Jews’relations with the Arabs in their original communities
has focused on, among other things, the Zionist movement’s role in and effect
on the deteriorating relations between Jews and Arabs in Palestine, and the
movement’s impact on the Middle East as a whole. This discussion demonstrates
not only the connection between the Palestinian case study and the Middle
East at large, but it also sheds new light on the links between the Jewish-Arab
conflict and the situation of Jews of Middle Eastern countries. In addition, it
highlights the important role of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities
in Palestine regarding the issue of Arab-Jewish relations.

This book focuses on the relations and links between Sephardi and Oriental
Jews and the Palestinian Arabs in Mandatory Palestine. One of the main argu-
ments presented here is that examining the relations between Jews and Arabs
through the perspective of Sephardi and Oriental Jews sheds new light not only
on the complexities and nuances of the Arab-Jewish conflict in Palestine, but also
on the Zionist perspective toward it. As this book demonstrates, the Sephardi
and Oriental Jewish communities are central in providing a more comprehen-
sive and complex picture of the history of relations between Jews and Arabs in
Palestine, and the way the Zionist movement perceived the Arab Question.”

The narrative and perspective offered by Sephardi and Oriental Jews during
this period differed in many ways from the dominant perspective of the hege-
monic Zionist movement and its national institutions, which crystalized mainly
in the 1930s under the leadership of Mapai and Labor Zionism. However, in the
histories of the Zionist movement and the Jewish community in Palestine, as well
as in the vast amount of research dedicated to the roots of the Arab-Jewish con-
flict, this perspective has been largely neglected and understudied. By focusing on
it, on the one hand, this book reveals patterns of close connections, coexistence,
and cooperation between Jews and Arabs, and on the other hand, it sheds light
on the many points of tension and friction between the two peoples. In fact, we
argue that in many instances these close connections—based on geographical,
linguistic, and cultural proximity and similarities—increased the tensions. An
awareness of the complex dynamic between Oriental Jews and Arabs challenges
the conventional narrative, which tends to accentuate the national, social, and
military conflict between Arabs and Jews during the Mandate era.

This unique perspective also brings to the fore the different links and con-

nections between Sephardi and Oriental Jews in Palestine and the surrounding
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Middle East, both with their own communities of origin and with Arab culture,
history, and the Arabic language. This book, then, offers a perspective that en-
ables us to set Palestine and its inhabitants within their Semitic or Levantine
surroundings and context, and thus to reconnect Palestine to its surrounding
Middle Eastern environment.® By doing so, the book challenges the separation
between the study of the Zionist movement and the Jewish community in Pal-
estine, on the one hand, and the study of the Middle East and its history, on the
other hand. In addition, the book bridges the gap between the political, social,
and cultural history of the conflict and the mainly sociological discussion of the
Jewish-Arab and Oriental identity. As we will discuss below, this book therefore
questions some of the historiographical trends that emphasize the separation
between the two communities living in Palestine and shows that there were, in
fact, many points of contact between them and affinities of various kinds.

As this book demonstrates, Oriental Jews moved between different locales in
the Middle East, crossing both geographical borders and boundaries of identity.
Palestinian Sephardi and Oriental Jews maintained cultural, educational, eco-
nomic, religious, political, and social links with their peers in the Arab world,
studied at universities in Cairo and Beirut; taught Hebrew in Jewish schools in
Baghdad, Damascus, Alexandria, and other cities; and wrote articles in various
newspapers edited by Jews and Arabs in Palestine and other countries in the
Middle East. In fact, we argue that Sephardi and Oriental Jews in Palestine lived
in a Levantine space and belonged to an intellectual community that encouraged

a debate on the nature of past and future relations between Arabs and Jews.

Historiography: Old, New, and Renewed

For years, the predominant trend in the history of relations between Jews and
Arabs in Mandatory Palestine has been to focus on the Arab-Jewish conflict
and its political and ideological dimensions. As Yaron Tsur shows, Zionism’s
approach to the relations between Jews and non-Jews was based mainly on the
European model and was viewed through the prism of Jewish-Christian relations
in Europe, which had been formed by an ongoing crisis with the non-Jewish
environment that culminated in the Holocaust.” The national conflict with the
Palestinians and the Arab countries, which also manifests itself as a clash with
a non-Jewish environment, seems therefore to be a natural continuation of the
historical relationship of Jews with their surroundings. Yet such an approach
ignores the possibility of examining Arab-Jewish relationships in Palestine in

terms of an alternative model of integration and cooperation.
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Before the 1970s, most studies of the Arab-Jewish conflict and Jewish-
Arab relations in Mandatory Palestine were written by scholars outside Israeli
academia. The main focus of these works was on the political and military di-
mensions of the issues, seen through the prism of the national struggle. With
the expansion of research dealing with the Yishuv and Zionism in general and
the Arab-Israeli conflict in particular, in the 1970s the emphasis shifted to an
examination of the interaction between economics, social issues, and ideology
during the Mandate period.”

It was in this context that the dual-society model developed. According to
this model, associated with Dan Horowitz and Moshe Lissak’s Origins of the
Israeli Polity, although Jewish and Arab societies in mandatory Palestine shared
a single political framework under British rule, in fact they had two separate
political, economic, and cultural systems and mutually exclusive and sometimes
contradictory interests and aspirations." The dual-society model was based in
part on the British approach and policies, which argued for differences in the
political organizations and national aspirations of both societies and portrayed
the Jewish Yishuv as European in nature, and the Arab community as Asian."?
Since then the dual-society model has been followed by two other historio-
graphic schools and approaches: the postcolonial model and the joint-society
model, which focused on social and economic aspects and was described by
Zachary Lockman as the “relational paradigm.” Yet, as Aviva Halamish argued,
neither historiographic model in fact argued against the existence of two separate
societies in Palestine.™

One of the prominent characteristics of the development and trends in re-
search on Jewish-Arab relations is the almost complete neglect of the role played
by Sephardi and Oriental Jews vis-a-vis the Arab Question and the relations
between Jews and Arabs.” In fact, the study of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish
communities in Palestine and the study of the relationships between Jews and
Arabs during the Mandate period moved mostly along parallel lines. Moreover,
as Tammy Razi suggested, the mainly sociological discussion of the category
of Arab-Jews or Mizrahi Jews was in a separate sphere, focusing mainly on
questions of ethnic identity, Ashkenazi-Mizrahi relations, and the question of
the Sephardi and Oriental Jewsintegration into the Zionist leadership and the
Yishuv’s institutions.'® Some of this research also discussed the effects of the
transition between the Ottoman era to British colonial rule on the Oriental
Jewish leadership, and the loss of its political power as the representative of the
Jewish Millet during Ottoman times.” This transition between empires and

regimes had significant implications for the Sephardi and Oriental communi-
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ties and signaled the transition from the practice of joint citizenship based on
Ottoman citizenship into a national-colonial regime based on ethno-national
and religious divides, as discussed above.™®

Despite the fact that it seems only reasonable to combine the debate about
the nature of the Yishuv as a dual or joint society with the historical and so-
ciological discussion on Sephardi and Oriental Jews, most of the research on
Sephardi and Oriental Jews has not discussed their position regarding the Arab
Question or analyzed the diverse cultural, social, and geographic links that existed
between Sephardim and Arabs.” Itzhak Bezalel tries to explain this void in his
important Noladetem Ziyonim. Reflecting on Yosef Gorny’s suggested typology
of the different Zionist approaches to the Arab Question, Bezalel argues that
the Sephardi leadership presented an additional, separate approach. Instead
of the dichotomies that are so prevalent in the research on Zionism and the
Yishuv—such as the new versus the old Yishuv, secular education versus religious
education, modern Zionism versus a belief in messianic redemption—DBezalel
argues that the Sephardi-Oriental approach did not adhere to these dichotomies,
but rather offered a more complex and nuanced approach. This unique approach
made it difficult for the dominant historiography to integrate the Sephardi and
Oriental Jews into the existing historical models. This book, then, is intended
to bridge the gap between these two parallel lines in research and offers ways
of connecting them, by focusing specifically on the approaches of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews in Palestine to the Arab Question, and by examining the nature

of the links and connections between Jews and Arabs in Mandatory Palestine.

Who Were the Oriental Jews?

Bezalel’s observation is also significant because it points to the terminology
that is used to define the Arab-Jewish identity and, as a result, the different
definitions of the group that is the focus of this book. Those definitions include,
for example, Sephardim, Mizrahim, Arab Jews, Oriental Jews, ‘Edot Hamizrah
(Jews of Eastern descent), and Bney Ha'aretz (natives of the land). Which
definition should be used, then?

The category of Sephardim was a very common one to use when referring
to Middle Eastern Jews. The term “Sephardim”included all the descendants of
Jews exiled from Spain who then spread to various countries, especially Italy,
Turkey, and the Balkans. It also included the Jews of Middle Eastern descent,
especially those from Egypt and North Africa, Bokhara, the Caucasus, Persia,
Afghanistan, Yemen, and Palestine. Therefore, the term “Sephardim” included
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the Sephardi Jewish community and the communities of Oriental Jews (Yehudei
Hamizrah), which were also called ‘Edot Hamizrah. The English term used for
Yehudei Hamizrah by the leadership of Sephardi and Middle Eastern Jewish
communities, in their official documents, was “Oriental Jews.” In this book
we mainly use that term, although we also include some other terms that were
used by certain groups or individuals to refer to themselves. To fully understand
the richness of this ethno-geographical category, however, it is important to also
consider the way these groups were referred to by the British authorities, the
Yishuv’s institutions, and the Palestinian Arabs.

'The demographic composition of the Yishuv and the place of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews in it can be found in the statistical data of the Jewish Agency.
Overall, the most common ways to refer to this community during the Man-
date period and within the Yishuv were Sephardi Jews and ‘Edot Hamizrah
or Yehudei Hamizrah. The statistical department of the Jewish Agency used
the ethnic categories of Sephardim, Yemenites, and Mizrahim. In December
1936, for example, it was reported that the Yishuv numbered 404,000 people,
of whom 94,000 were defined as Sephardim and Oriental Jews, according to
the following breakdown: 37,000 Sephardi Jews, 18,000 Yemenite Jews, and the
others ‘Edot Hamizrah.?' At the end of 1945, in comparison, the Jewish popu-
lation in Palestine was reported to number 592,000 people (accounting for 32
percent of the population in Palestine at the time), 22 percent of whom were
defined as non-Ashkenazi Jews, 7.8 percent were Edot Hamizrah, 9.6 percent
were Sephardim, and 4.9 percent were Yemenite Jews.?

When considering their numerical significance within the Jewish population,
it is important to note that the overall number of those defined as Sephardi and
Oriental Jews decreased gradually during the Mandatory years in comparison
to the numerical weight of Ashkenazi Jews. The Zionist waves of immigrants
from the beginning of the Mandate period until 1948, most of whom arrived
from Eastern and Central Europe, increased the number of Jews by 8o percent,
with around 81 percent of the immigrants being Ashkenazi Jews.” Hence, the
percentage of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in the Yishuv decreased gradually
throughout the interwar period to only 22 percent, as noted above.

From the perspective of the Yishuv, the Sephardi and Oriental Jews consisted
therefore of three main ethno-linguistic groups: the Sephardim, referring to
the descendants of those expelled from Spain and the Ladino speakers; Jews
of Arab and Middle Eastern countries who spoke Arabic, Farsi, and Aramaic;
and the Yemenite Jews, who were considered to be a separate category based

on the group’s unique cultural and political identity. In addition to these cat-
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egories, another definition was used: Bney Ha’aretz, which referred mainly to
Ashkenazim, Sephardim, and Mizrahim who had lived in Palestine before World
Wiar I and held Ottoman citizenship. When we use the term “Bney Ha'aretz,”
then, we refer to Mizrahi, Sephardi, and Ashkenazi Jews who were natives of
the country, had previously held Ottoman citizenship, usually belonged to the
educated elite, and were fluent in Arabic and used it regularly. As Menachem
Klein demonstrates in his recent study, this sense of a local identity was shared
by Mizrahi, Sephardi, and Ashkenazi Jews. People such as David Yellin, Yosef
Yoel Rivlin, and Yosef Meyuchas, to mention a few, belonged to this category
and often referred to themselves as members of it.2*

One of the terms that Palestinian Arabs used to refer to this group was yahud
awlad arab (native Arab Jews). Other terms included among them a/-yahud
al-‘arab (Arab Jews), al-yahud al-muwlidun fi Filastin (Palestine-born Jews),
al-yahud al- asliin (original Jews), and abna al-balad (local Jews). The latter term
was also often used to describe Palestinian Arabs as well.”

How did Sephardi and Oriental Jews view themselves and their social and
cultural identity and affiliation? In November 1923 the journalist, writer, and
Maghrebi activist Avraham Elmaleh (discussed in chapter 3) published an article
in Doar Hayom, in which he used the term “Sephardim” and divided the Jewish
Sephardi youth into three social and cultural categories. The Sephardi Jews who
were strongly influenced by the Arab culture and life style he termed “Moriscos,”
as the Musta’arvim Jews were called.” The second category in Elmaleh’s typology
was the young educated Sephardim, whom he named “Mitarfim” (European-
ized)—those who were educated at the Alliance Israélite Universelle schools
and acquired a “Levantine education.” The third was the youth who were edu-
cated in religious institutions, who were not particularly influential within the
Sephardi community.

Elmaleh’s article, written to mark the fifth anniversary of the establishment
of the Association of the Pioneers of the East (Histadrut Halutzey Hamiz-
rah), an organization that will be discussed at length in this book, reflects the
complexity involved in defining the linguistic, social, cultural, and geographical
composition of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine.
'The article also alludes to the various tensions within this diverse community.
For example, there was ethnic tension between the Ladino, French, and Arabic
speakers; and there were generational tensions between the older leaders who
had been prominent in the late Ottoman period and the younger generation,
whose members reached maturity in the 1930s and became active in the security
apparatus of the Yishuv. An additional, related, tension was the geographical one,
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between the Sephardi Jerusalemite leaders—a notable group—and the younger,
and often more radical, generation most of whose members lived in Tel Aviv
and Haifa. This book discusses these tensions, including the social and political
frictions between the Sephardi elite and the Oriental Jews who lived in the poor
frontier neighborhoods in the mixed cities (those whose populations included
both Jews and Arabs).” It examines how these frictions affected the position
of Sephardi and Oriental Jews on the Arab Question and the influence of the

frictions within the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities.

Crossing the Frontier Borders and
the Boundaries of Identity

'The mixed cities form one of the arenas for exploring the encounters between
Jews and Arabs at the micro level, in popular culture, and in everyday life, with
the most obvious and well-researched examples being Jaffa and Haifa.*® The
mixed cities offer a model of a new direction in the historiography of Arab-Jewish
relations, which focuses on new research perspectives and examines the connec-
tions, cooperation, and mutual influences between Jews and Arabs in various
local and national arenas.?? One of the focuses of this book is the mixed cities in
general, and the frontier neighborhoods in particular. It was in these neighbor-
hoods in the mixed cities that Jews—mainly Sephardi and Oriental Jews—lived
side by side with Arabs. As will be explored in the following chapters, these
frontier neighborhoods, sometimes called Oriental ghettos, embodied aspects
of coexistence, cooperation, and neighborly relations, as well as of conflict and
hostility. Focusing on the frontier neighborhoods also sheds new light on the
socioeconomic similarities between the Jewish and Arab inhabitants of these
neighborhoods, which contributed to the neighborly relations but also added
at times to the hostility. Moreover, the frontier neighborhoods were the place
where a hybrid Arab-Jewish identity developed.

Indeed, one of our arguments in this book is that Sephardi and Oriental Jews
formed a hybrid group that bridged not only the dichotomies mentioned by
Bezalel, but also the gaps between the Arab and Jewish identities and geograph-
ical regions.*® In other words, Sephardi and Oriental Jews served as mediators
not only between the old and new Yishuv, but also between Jews and Arabs.
Their position is best exemplified in the case of the frontier neighborhoods, and
the ability of Oriental Jews to cross borders in the Middle East in general. The

book examines the Sephardi and Oriental Jews’ special position as mediators in
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different spheres, including the political, security, cultural, journalistic, linguistic,
and social ones. In so doing the book combines the discussion about the unique
Jewish-Arab culture and that about Jewish-Arab relations. It brings the discus-
sion about Jewish-Arab identity, which has been debated in scholarship mainly in
relation to Iraq and other areas in the Mashriq, into the Palestinian context and
integrates it with the discussion on Jewish-Arab relations in the same context.™

In this book we use the term “mediation” to analyze the position of Sephardi
and Oriental Jews within the complex matrix of relations between Jews and
Arabs in Palestine.” The term “mediation” has various meanings according
to the context and historical realities. For example, cultural mediation refers
to the creation of bridges and contacts between different cultures, whereas
political mediators may be viewed as those who act in the context of political
conflicts of different types, such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Another form
of political mediation has been discussed in relation to the role of minorities as
mediators between the colonial state and the indigenous communities placed
under colonial rule.

The term “mediation”is used here in its political, cultural, and social contexts.
As we argue, these forms of mediation complemented each other and often
could not be separated. Moreover, the cultural forms of mediation had political
implications, as did social mediation—including its economic and security as-
pects. As we demonstrate here, the perception (and self-perception) of Oriental
and Sephardi Jews as possible mediators was based on, among other factors,
their historical roots in the Middle East, even before the rise of Islam.* Their
cultural and linguistic connections to Arab culture and their fluency in Arabic
also made them seen as mediators between the Zionist movement and the Arabs
in Palestine. In various Arab countries Oriental Jews mediated between the state
and its Jewish communities. However, in Mandatory Palestine the Oriental and
Sephardi leaders lost the political status they had held during the Ottoman era,
and they were no longer considered by the Zionist leaders as possible mediators
between Jews and Arabs. The insistence of the Sephardim and Oriental Jews
that they be viewed as mediators during the Mandatory period can hence be
understood as both an attempt to return to their historic role and to regain a
more dominant social and political position in the Yishuv. Their desire to be
mediators, then, should be analyzed as part of an internal power struggle in
the Yishuv, not only through the prism of the ongoing conflict and tensions
between Jews and Arabs.

Some prominent Ashkenazi figures also viewed the Sephardi and Oriental

Jews as possible mediators between the old and new Yishuy, tradition and mo-
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dernity, and East and West. For example, the author and scholar Joseph Klausner
expressed this view in an essay he published in honor of Avraham Elmaleh’s sev-
entieth birthday. Klausner characterized Elmaleh as “the Easterner-Westerner”
(Hamizrahi-hama’aravi) and wrote: “The Sephardim and the other Oriental
Jews argue that the Ashkenazim do not give them a proper role in the national
and Zionist work. There is a basis for such an argument. The Zionist leadership
should and could have received advice from the Oriental Jews in many aspects,
for example on [issues related] to the relations with the Arabs, in which the
Sephardim are considered to be experts, as people who lived in the country
hundreds of years prior to the Ashkenazim.” Yet for Klausner the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews could mediate not only between Jews and Arabs, but also
between Jews of Oriental and Western descent: “The Zionist Executive slighted
(zilzela) the value of the Asian and African Jews. The Jews of the East should
act as mediators between East and West in Jewish Eretz Israel: to bring the
Sephardi and Oriental Jews closer to the Jews from Poland, Russia, Germany,
Italy, England, and the United States.”*

Oriental Jews’ perception of themselves as mediators originated not only
from their cultural and linguistic proximity to the Arabs, but also from their
geographical proximity, since they lived among Arabs in the frontier neighbor-
hoods in the mixed towns in Palestine. As we will discuss at length in this book,
recognizing this physical proximity is crucial to understanding the ambivalent
and sometimes contradictory nature of mediation. We argue that the involve-
ment of Oriental Jews in translation projects from Arabic to Hebrew and vice
versa, in teaching Arabic to Jewish communities, and particularly in security
and intelligence work, served other purposes than their original one of fostering
coexistence between Jews and Arabs. The Oriental and Sephardi leaders did
not see any contradiction between these aspects of their position as mediators.
And as we show, the hybrid space of the mixed Jewish-Arab neighborhoods
contained acts of coexistence, conflict, and animosity, which demonstrates the
complex connections that existed between Oriental Jews and Arabs at this
time. Oriental Jews’ Jewish-Arab cultural identity and their deep connections
to the Arabs and the Middle East as a whole contributed to their perception of
themselves as mediators on different levels.

Oriental Jews were not the only ones to view themselves as mediators and
go-betweens in the Yishuv. Indeed, as mentioned above, Bney Ha'aretz referred
to Ashkenazi Jews as well, who viewed their role in similar terms, as we will
discuss below. However, the unique nature of the Oriental and Sephardi Jews,

which included an ethno-cultural and linguistic identity of being in between,
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also affected their political role and made them different from other groups
that claimed to play a mediatory role. These groups included, for example, the
German Jewish scholars and intellectuals who helped establish the Institute of
Oriental Studies at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. For many of them, the
attraction to the East (and, as a result, to the study of Arabic as philologists and
that of Islam as religious scholars) was part of a complex Orientalist approach,
which for some translated into both political activism and scholarship.®

'This book, then, aims to closely analyze this unique view of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews. As we will discuss in the following chapters, their political views
varied, with some of them active in Revisionist Zionism and others in Labor
Zionism. What united them was their deep confidence that they could serve
as mediators between Jews and Arabs. This belief did not come at the expense
of their commitment to the Zionist movement and to Jewish national goals in
Palestine. The question of why this historical mediatory mission of the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews failed belongs to “the road not taken” categories of historical
enquiries. It is also closely connected to the question of why other organizations
that strove during the Mandatory years to promote peaceful coexistence between
Jews and Arabs also failed in finding a solution for the Arab-Jewish conflict.
These questions were raised during the Mandate period and especially during
the Arab Revolt. Indeed, as we show in this book, the period of the revolt was
an important turning point in the way the Oriental Jews reexamined their role
as mediators between Jews and Arabs. The Arab Revolt also represented an
important generational shift, when the younger Oriental generation challenged
the older Sephardi leadership and became deeply involved in the security ap-
paratus of the Yishuv.

Understanding the position of Sephardi and Oriental Jews as possible media-
tors between Jews and Arabs is essential to understanding the complex relations
between them and the Arab community in Palestine. In many ways, as we will
discuss below, it is this role that enabled them to position themselves as part
of Zionist institutions during the Mandatory years. The book examines their
special position at the political-institutional level; the cultural, linguistic, and
journalistic level; the socioeconomic level; and in the security apparatus. In each
of these spheres of operation, the way they acted as mediators enabled them to
also maintain their Jewish-Arab identity and integrate it within the national

and political project of Zionism.
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Each of the following five chapters analyzes a different dimension and sphere
of the bridging and mediation activities of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews. The
first three chapters discuss the links between politics and ideological, social, and
cultural mediation; the fourth chapter focuses on the frontier neighborhoods in
the mixed cities and examines interactions between Jews and Arabs in everyday
life, from neighborly relations to conflict, as well as instances of border crossing.
The idea of border crossing, both in terms of geography and identity, is also
discussed in chapter 5, which focuses on the security sphere. Each chapter also
looks closely at several individuals and, through their lives and public activities,
demonstrates the variety of voices, perceptions, and visions among the Sephardi
and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine.

Chapter 1 begins by examining the role of the Association of the Pioneers of
the East and the various political proposals made by this organization, as well
as other institutions in the Sephardi and Oriental communities, in regard to the
Arab Question and relations between Jews and Arabs. The chapter analyzes the
links between the changing position of the Sephardim as a result of the transition
from Ottoman to British rule and their loss of political power and their attempts
to position themselves as possible political mediators between Jews and Arabs
in Palestine. It also discusses how prominent figures in the Palestinian Arab
national movement perceived the Sephardim and the Oriental Jews and asks
whether they viewed local Jews as a possible alternative to the Zionist leaders.
As this chapter shows, there was a clear link between the different political
activities and initiatives of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews and their constant
need to demonstrate their loyalty to the Zionist project. Their position as po-
litical mediators should be examined in light of this constant tension with the
hegemonic Zionist, mainly Ashkenazi, leaders.

'The discussion of political mediation continues in chapter 2, with the exam-
ination of the role played by prominent Sephardi and Oriental activists in various
organizations that focused on Jewish-Arab relations in the Zionist apparatus.
Such organizations include the United Bureau of the Jewish Agency and the
National Council, the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the Jewish
Agency, and the Arab Department of the Histadrut (the General Federation
of Jewish Workers in the Land of Israel). The lives and work of figures such as
Eliyahu Sasson, Eliyahu Agassi, Zaki Alhadiff, Abraham Khalfon and Yehuda
Burla, among others, are examined closely in this chapter, and their attempts
to position themselves as mediators and promote rapprochement between Jews
and Arabs in the political, social, and economic spheres are discussed in relation

to their social, linguistic, and cultural background.
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Chapter 3 moves to the cultural, journalistic, and linguistic spheres as venues
of exchange between Arabs and Oriental Jews. This chapter scrutinizes the role
of the Bney Ha'aretz in writing, editing, debating, and translating Arabic texts,
as well as their role in teaching Arabic to different audiences in the Yishuv. The
cultural sphere—to which all these activities belong—cannot easily be separated
from the political sphere. As this chapter shows, cultural and educational activ-
ities often went hand in hand with political and diplomatic ones. This chapter
uses the term “cultural politics” to characterize this special form of mediation
and looks at the special form of Zionism, as understood by Oriental Jews and
the Bney Ha'aretz.

'The remaining two chapters move to a different level of hybridity. Chapter
4 looks at the frontier neighborhoods and the Oriental ghettos in the mixed
cities as places of social, cultural, and geographical peripheries. These places,
often located on the border between the Arab and Jewish neighborhoods, were
places where Jews and Arabs lived side by side. Thus, they constitute fascinating
case studies in the level of everyday interaction between Jews and Arabs who
did not belong to the elite or the middle classes in their respective communities.
'The chapter focuses on these spheres of common life to examine the delicate line
between mixing and unmixing in the context of the intensifying national conflict.

It was in these neighborhoods that a new generation of Oriental youth was
raised, whose members played a major role in the security and intelligence
apparatus of the Yishuv during the Mandatory years. Chapter 5 examines the
security sphere and analyzes the role of Oriental youth as both mista’avrim and
victims of violent confrontations between Jews and Arabs. Their familiarity with
their Arab neighbors and especially their proficiency in Arabic allowed them to
play an active role in the paramilitary groups of the Yishuv and in the Zionist
security apparatus. The chapter focuses on several individuals and demonstrates
how they used their Jewish-Arab identity and familiarity with Arab culture to
cross geographical as well as identity borders. These crossings can also be viewed
as acts of mediation, though of a very different nature than the previous forms
of mediation discussed in earlier chapters.

By examining different spheres of interaction between Oriental Jews and
Arabs, the book brings to the fore a set of questions and issues to consider and
offers a new dimension to the vast literature on the Jewish-Arab conflict and on
Jewish-Arab relations in Mandatory Palestine. The variety of Hebrew, Arabic,
and English sources that we used for the analysis, as well as our focus on nu-
merous individuals, allow us to present a range of voices and perspectives from

the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities. The sources include memoirs,
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autobiographies, newspapers published in Hebrew and Arabic in Mandatory
Palestine and the Arab world, institutional records of many Sephardi and Ori-
ental organizations, and documents about the political debates that took place
in the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine. They all testify
to the diverse and rich discussion that took place during the Mandatory years
not only about Jewish-Arab relations but also about the role and position that
Sephardi and Oriental Jews should play vis-a-vis the Arabs on the one hand, and
the Zionist movement on the other hand. As the book argues, this discussion
was not confined solely to Palestine, but crossed geographical boundaries and
connected Palestinian Jews to other communities in the Middle East.

'The attempt to present the links between the Palestinian case and its Middle
Eastern context is also what led to the cooperation between the two historians
who have coauthored this book. A clear historiographical and sometimes disci-
plinary split has existed for years between two fields of scholarship: research on
the experience and narrative of Jews and research on those of Arabs. The latter
generally remained in the hands of scholars specializing in Middle Eastern
studies, and the two fields were usually separate.* This division reflects a wider
disconnection between the study of the history of the Yishuv and Zionism, on
the one hand, and the study of the Arabs in Palestine and the Middle East, on
the other hand.”” Our choice to cooperate as coauthors reflects our strong com-
mitment to an interdisciplinary approach to the study of Palestine, Israel, and
the conflict between them and to the need to examine the local case of Palestine
in its regional historical context.

'This book does not offer a monolithic perspective. On the contrary, it aims to
present the multiple and sometimes contradictory perspectives on the complex
and delicate issue of relations between the Oriental neighbors (Jews and Arabs)
offered by Sephardi and Oriental Jews. It highlights the role of a community
that has hardly been mentioned in the canonic Israeli narrative, while “bringing

to the fore the voices of those who remained on the margins of history.”®
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ONE

The Road Not Taken

The Ethnic Problem and
the Arab Question

The entry of the British army into Jerusalem on December 11, 1917, and the
surrender of the Ottoman Empire approximately one year later signaled the
end of a period of great despair for the civilian population of Palestine. During
the war years, Arabs and Jews alike had experienced grave economic difficulties
and political persecution. A financial crisis, exacerbated by a plague of locusts,
was accompanied by the imposition of political and military measures by the
Ottomans that included the expulsion and exile of both Jews and Arabs. The
end of World War I also marked the changing political and social status of
the Sephardim and the Oriental Jews in Palestine, from a position of relative
superiority as recognized Jewish Millet during the Ottoman period to one of a
community that needed to struggle for political status and power.

"This chapter will focus on this new political and social status and the ideolog-
ical position of the leadership of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities
in Palestine toward the solution of the Jewish-Arab conflict. The political position
of this leadership was influenced by its claims of ongoing neglect and discrim-
ination on the part of the hegemonic Zionist leadership toward the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews on social, political, and economic issues. Simultaneously, by
presenting their historical role as mediators, the Sephardi and Oriental leaders
tried to affirm their loyalty to the Zionist movement and the national project
and to contribute to the political resolution of the Arab Question.

'This chapter will first examine the role and work of the Association of the
Pioneers of the East, and will then examine the different political proposals and
attempts made by various political and intellectual leaders among the Sephardi

and Oriental Jewish communities to address the evolving Jewish-Arab conflict.



It will also discuss how prominent Palestinian leaders perceived the Sephardim
and Oriental Jews and assess whether the Palestinians viewed local Jews as a
possible alternative to the hegemonic Zionist leaders. As we will see below, the
connection between loyalty to the Jewish national movement and serving as
mediators was very clear in the formal political activities of the Sephardi and
Oriental Jewish elite. Although the Sephardi and Oriental Jews did not present
a unified political program for the resolution of the conflict between Jews and
Arabs in Palestine, they still viewed their role as unique because of their historic,

cultural, and linguistic affinity to Arab culture and society.

National Awakening: Pioneers of the
East and Loyal Zionists

On February 20, 1918, some three months after the British army entered Jeru-
salem, the Association of the Pioneers of the East held its founding meeting
in the city."! Graduates of the Alliance Israélite Universelle schools and of the
Hebrew Gymnasium in Jerusalem, the members of this new organization viewed
themselves as Bney Ha'aretz who were in a position to serve as a bridge between
the old and new Yishuv. The forming of the association did not only reflect the
emergence of a cadre of young political leaders who were beginning to gain
prominence in the Sephardi and Oriental communities, including in relation
to Jewish-Arab relations. It also signaled the ongoing presence of a circle of
Sephardi, Mizrahi, and Ashkenazi intellectuals who, under the leadership of
David Yellin, had been active in Jerusalem since the late nineteenth century.
The members of this circle, who viewed the Hebrew cultural renaissance as an
important component of the Jewish national movement and their own identity,
advocated for an ongoing dialogue between Jewish and Arab cultures.?

In Noladetem Ziyonim,Itzhak Bezalel discussed Yosef Gorny’s description of
four approaches to the Arab Question that were prevalent in the Yishuv toward
the end of the Ottoman period. Those approaches were the altruistic approach,
the separatist approach, the approach of the Labor movement, and a neutral
liberal approach that Gorny argued characterized some of the leaders of the Zi-
onist Executive. Bezalel suggested a fifth approach, which he argued was unique
and prevalent among the Sephardi and Oriental communities in Palestine. In
this way, Bezalel positioned the Sephardi and Oriental elite as a key player in
Zionist activity during the period before World War I. Bezalel described their

position regarding the Arab question as one characterized by tolerance and as an
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attempt to serve as a bridge for interaction between Jews and Arabs. According
to Bezalel, the unique aspect of the Sephardi and Oriental leaders’ activities
was the adoption of a political position that sought to avoid taking sides in the
evolving political divisions between the right and left wing in the Yishuv. Instead,
this position emphasized the unique identity of the Sephardim and the Oriental
Jews as natives of Palestine who were thoroughly and intimately familiar with
the local Jewish and Arab society and felt fully part of both Hebrew and Arab
cultures.® Indeed, this position was expressed in the work and ideology of the
Association of the Pioneers of the East.

Headed by David Avissar, the association was originally called the Association
of Young Sephardim in Jerusalem. The adoption of the new name in October 1919
reflected the association’s emphasis on its commitment to improving its members’
status in Mandatory Palestine and enhancing the integration of the Sephardim
and the Oriental Jews in the national and public institutions of the Yishuv.* The
Association of the Pioneers of the East, which at its peak numbered 300 members,
defined its goal as being “to raise the spiritual level of the Oriental Jewish public
(yehudey hamizrah), to involve Oriental Judaism (hayahdut hamizrahiz) in the
work of national revival, and to unite the Jews of the Land of Israel into a single
community.” The association’s emphasis on cultural and educational activities as
away of raising the level of national consciousness among Sephardi and Oriental
Jews was reflected in its offering of evening classes on Hebrew and of lectures
on aspects of Jewish history and Hebrew culture.® These activities took place at
the association’s branches around the country, as well as at its central branch in
Jerusalem, which was active until the association suspended its activities in 1929.

During the preparations for the first elections to the Assembly of Repre-
sentatives of the Yishuv in 1920, the Association of the Pioneers of the East
joined forces with the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem (Va’ad
Ha‘eda Has'fardit Beyerushlaim). The two bodies jointly founded the General
Organization of Sephardi Jews (Hahistadrut Haklalit shel Hayehudim Hasfar-
adim), which advocated a national and spiritual revival among the Sephardim,
especially in terms of encouraging Zionist activity and Hebrew education, while
emphasizing the need for good relations between Jews and Arabs.” Despite the
similarity between the goals and activities of the association and the council, they
maintained their distinct identities, and the association remained dominated by
members of the younger, educated generation. Its leaders were also involved in
the organization and activities of the World Confederation of Sephardi Jews
(Hahitahdut Ha'olamit shel Hayehudim Hasfaradim).®

Advocating for the national revival of Sephardi and Oriental Jews was one
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of the recurring activities of the Association of the Pioneers of the East, and
characteristic of its members’ unique form and vision of Zionism.’ In October
1922, for example, Moshe Atiash (a teacher, a native of Salonika, and a mem-
ber of the association, he was also the chief secretary of the Yishuv’s National
Council [Vaad Leumi], beginning in 1929), described the Sephardim as those
who are “unfamiliar with Ahad Ha’am, and barely familiar with Herzl. They have
not read modern Hebrew literature and they only have limited knowledge of
the Zionist movement.” Atiash acknowledged that this group had “a profound
sense of natural love of the homeland, but still lacks the corpus of national
ideas that the Zionist movement has created over the past 25 years and more.”
Similar claims were made throughout the Mandatory period. As this chapter
demonstrates, such allegations influenced the way in which the leaders of the
Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine presented their political
and ideological positions in general, and those regarding the Arab Question in
particular. Indeed, the desire to avoid defining the Association of the Pioneers
of the East as a political party with a clear ideological position and to present
it instead as an arbiter and mediator between the various political forces in the
Yishuv as well as between Arabs and Jews sparked a profound crisis among the
Sephardi and Oriental leaders and raised questions regarding their communities’
national and cultural identity and their loyalty to the Zionist movement. The

evolution of the Arab-Jewish conflict contributed to this crisis.

Is Every Jew a Zionist? Oriental Jews
in the Eyes of Palestinian Arabs

'The role of Sephardi and Oriental Jews as mediators and the doubts expressed
about their loyalty to the Zionist movement are interrelated. These doubts were
felt not only by Zionist leaders and political activists, as will be discussed below,
but also by some prominent Palestinian national leaders. Starting in the last years
of Ottoman rule, the latter often distinguished between the new Ashkenazi
immigrants (who kept their foreign citizenship instead of adopting Ottoman
citizenship and who did not speak Arabic) and the local Jews (including the
Oriental Jews, who were sometimes referred to as Arab Jews). This distinction
was shared by many local Jews. It was based on the notion that Palestine was a
shared homeland for its indigenous people, Jews and Arabs alike, and the fact
that Palestinian Arabs viewed the Ashkenazi Zionists, mainly the new Russian

immigrants (moskobim), as foreigners. Related to this distinction and to the one
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made between Zionism and Judaism by Palestinian Arab leaders was the question
of whether the local Jews fully adhered to the Zionist ideology—a question that
was raised to create a notion of disunity in the Zionist movement. These issues
were discussed in different contexts during the Mandatory years."

In July 1921, a delegation of Palestinian Arabs departed for Europe, headed
by Musa Kazim al-Husseini, the chair of the Arab Executive Committee."
The delegation met in London with Winston Churchill, then the British colo-
nial secretary, and on Churchill’s initiative the members of the delegation met
with Chaim Weizmann, the president of the World Zionist Organization, on
November 29, 1921. In interviews in the British press, the members of the del-
egation emphasized their opposition to the Balfour Declaration and to Jewish
immigration to Palestine. They quoted Weizmann’s statement that “Palestine
would become as Jewish as England is English” as evidence of the Zionists’
true intentions. Regarding the relations between Jews and Arabs, al-Husseini
commented that “the Arabs have never opposed the Jews. We live peacefully
and happily with the Jews and there are no grounds to think that this will not
be the case in the future.”"This is an example of the tendency to paint an idyllic
picture of Jewish-Arab relations during the late Ottoman period, before World
Wiar I and the Balfour Declaration. In this particular instance, the specific claim
was that the Sephardi and Oriental Jews opposed Zionism and supported the
Palestinian Arabs’ position on the future of the country.

The comments made by the Palestinian-Arab delegates were reported to the
Yishuv Executive of the National Council at its meeting on August 10, 1921,
which illustrated the strong impact of the Arab claims on the Yishuv.* The
Association of the Pioneers of the East, the General Organization of Sephardi
Jews, the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, and the Sephardi
Chief Rabbinate in Palestine published a joint telegram they had sent to the
World Zionist Organization, which was meeting in Carlsbad at the time.” The
leaders of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine rejected
the claims that the members of their communities opposed Zionism, protested
against the “libel of national betrayal,” and declared: “The Sephardim in the
Land of Israel vehemently protest the suggestion that they support the Arab
delegation. They are completely united with the remainder of Jewry in the Land
of Israel in demanding the realization of the promises that have been given to
create a Jewish National Home in the Land of Israel.”®

During this public campaign, the Association of the Pioneers of the East
together with other Oriental and Sephardi organizations organized protests in

dozens of synagogues around Palestine. Following the gatherings, a statement
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was published protesting “vehemently against the reports disseminated by the
Arab delegation that Sephardi Jewry in the Land of Israel is on its side.”” The
Association of the Pioneers of the East also responded separately to the claims
made by the Arab delegation, suggesting that the delegates’ intention was to
stir up distrust within the Yishuv. However, the association then expressed its
confidence that “the revival of Sephardi Jewry in the Arab countries will serve
as a model and as proof that the two peoples, the Hebrew people and the Arab
people, are brothers in race and can cooperate in order to develop the ancient
Land.”™® A similar response was published originally in the English press and
translated by Shlomo Kalmi, a member of the editorial board of the newspaper
Doar Hayom who was also serving at the time as the secretary of Keren Hayesod
(the World Zionist Organization’s Foundation Fund) in London: “As a Sephardi
Jew born in Jerusalem who had lived in the Land of Israel for many years . . .1
can promise therefore that there is not a single Sephardi Jew in the country who

opposes the Zionist idea.””

Kalmi, who was involved in arranging diplomatic
meetings between Weizmann and Arab leaders following World War I, added in
his public letter that the Sephardi Jews in the Land of Israel, and in the Middle
East in general, were Zionists and at the same time longed to live in peace and
friendship with the Arabs.

'The reactions of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish organizations and leaders
to the claims of the Arab delegation were reported extensively in the Palestinian
press. The Palestinian newspaper a/-Karmil, for example, declared: “Let the public
not be deceived into thinking that the Arab-Jews are on the side of their [Arab]
brothers. The Arabs should learn the meaning of unity and mutual trust from
the various sections of the Jews.”® The newspaper Filastin reminded its readers:

The Sephardi Jews found refuge in Palestine and other Ottoman lands, when they
were persecuted in Spain and the other western countries. The Ottoman Empire
received them with open arms and did not distinguish between them and the
indigenous people. We thought these Jews are our brothers. . . . Those Jews were
known during the Ottoman rule for their opposition to the Zionist principle. . . .
[The Sephardi response] makes us believe that eventually, every Jew is a Zionist.
They ultimately align themselves with the winning side, the Zionists. Once they
[the Sephardim] realized that the Zionists control the country, they turned away
from the Arabs, and joined their rivals, from their own race, in order to oppose the

indigenous residents and their ambitions.”

Some of the Palestinian leaders continued to discuss the special status of

Arab Jews as an inherent part of Palestine, as well as the effects of the Zionist
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immigration on Jewish-Arab coexistence in the country. In February 26,1922, the
newspaper a/-Sabah published Jamal al-Husseini’s call to local Jews, on behalf
of the Arab Executive Committee, titled “Come to Us.” Al-Husseini, then the
secretary of the Arab Executive Committee and a prominent politician, was

quoted in Ha'aretz as writing:

To our Jewish fellow natives of the homeland (bney moladetenu hayehudim), to those
who were cheated by Zionism, to those who understand the goals and damage of
Zionism—to them we extend our hands today and call: Come to us! We are your
friends! You share the same rights and duties in our mother (imenu) Palestine as we
do .. .because you and we are the sons of the same homeland, whether the Zionists
like it or not. . . . Experience shows that the latest events demonstrate that our era
is the era of nationalism, and not of religion, and that nationalism forms a stronger
bond than religious bonds. . . . We are sorry for your persecution by the Zionists, for
the denial of your rights, freedom, and ability to explore your goals and aspirations.
We consider this to be an offense against the honor of the Palestinian nation, whose
sons you are. Hence, your Muslim and Christian brothers strongly protest against

these actions, extend their arms, and call you: come to us!”?

In 1923, al-Husseini again issued an appeal on behalf of the Arab Executive
Committee to the native Jews (al-yabud al-wataniin). He repeated his appeal
from the previous year and urged “the Jews of Palestine who lived with us before
the war in peace and friendship” not to be misled by the false dream of Zionism,
but to stand together with the Arabs in their demand to nullify the Balfour
Declaration. “It is our duty as neighbors to warn the Jews who lived with us
before the war and loved our neighborliness to get away from Zionism,” wrote
al-Husseini. He urged native Jews to join the Arab’s boycott of the election for
the legislative council, which was promoted by the British Mandatory rule but
ended in failure. According to al-Husseini, if “Palestinian Jews”joined the Arab
boycott, that would “bring back the friendship that has been lost, and erase
the hatred that has been created.”® As will be discussed later in this chapter,
al-Husseini would make similar comments in different circumstances throughout
the Mandatory years. Similar comments were also made during failed attempts
in the early 1920s by the Palestinian national leaders to get local Jews to sign
petitions against Zionism.**

'The local Sephardi and Oriental Jews were placed in a tough position. They
were asked to choose between having a local territorial identity—as part of a
joint homeland for Jews, Christians, and Muslims—and a Jewish ethno-national
identity. The doubts regarding their loyalty and adherence to Zionism highlighted
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the local Jews’ position of otherness vis-a-vis the European, hegemonic, Zionist
circles and made them feel obliged to constantly apologize for their own belief
that they could be both loyal Zionists and mediators between Jews and Arabs.
They also felt defensive about other accusations from prominent figures in the
Yishuv and some European leaders, who questioned how loyal the Sephardim

and the Oriental Jews were to the Zionist movement.

Defensive Politics: Sepbardi—Orienm/ Zionism and the Arabs

In October 1920, the Hebrew press reported on some remarks made by Lou-
is-Ernest Dubois, a Catholic cardinal who was appointed archbishop of Paris
at the end of the year. The cardinal noted that during his visit to Jerusalem, the
chief rabbi told him unequivocally that he was opposed to Zionism.” In his
effort to gain supporters for the Vatican’s opposition to the Balfour Declaration,
the French cardinal thus embroiled the Chief Rabbinate in Palestine in the
debate. In response, Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak Hacohen Kook
issued a public statement declaring that he had never met the French cardinal.
Certainly, Kook added, “there can be no person in Jerusalem who can justly call
himself a rabbi who has any attitude of opposition to Zionism.”* Hakham Bashi
Nissim Danon, who had served as the Sephardi chief rabbi until the end of 1918,
confirmed that he had met a senior French cleric together with two Ashkenazi
rabbis who were members of the Ashkenazi Jerusalem City Committee, but
Danon denied the comments attributed to him by the cardinal. Danon declared
that no Jew would speak ill of Zionism. The two Ashkenazi Haredi rabbis who
accompanied Danon denied even meeting Cardinal Dubois.?

In August 1921, a new public storm erupted following comments by Raymond
Poincaré, who had been the French president between 1913 and 1920 and who
would be appointed prime minister in 1922. In an interview published in a French
newspaper, Poincaré claimed that the Sephardi Jews in Palestine were opposed
to the Zionist movement and aligned with the Arabs. He also declared that he
had received letters from Sephardim in Palestine expressing their opposition
to Jewish immigration.?® In response to Poincaré’s comments, the Association
of the Pioneers of the East published an open letter warning against attempts
to portray the Sephardim in Palestine as betraying the Zionist ideal: “Sephardi
Jewry was the first to put in place solid foundations for the Hebrew national
revival in the Land of Israel. It has suffered lovingly to this day the ills of the
Land.” After emphasizing the founding role of the Sephardim in the emergence

of Zionism and the Jewish community in Palestine, the authors of the letter
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emphasized their support of the Balfour Declaration: “We, the Sephardi Jewish
natives of this country, are bound by a profound bond to the World Zionist
Organization and support all its aspirations, which are our aspirations, and its
paths, which are our paths, as manifested in the Balfour Declaration and the
San Remo decision.”” Why did the Sephardi and Oriental Jews feel the need
to prove their loyalty to Zionism, in light of accusations made about them from
Arab and European figures? The answer to this question has to do with the
changing position of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in the Yishuv.

“I found it astonishing how the Arabs, with whom we had lived peaceably for
centuries, had the audacity to throw themselves on an entire community whose
sole desire was to create and to build, and to beat it mercilessly. I was at a loss
and did not know where to turn.” These were the words used by Yosef Eliyahu
Chelouche—a prominent Sephardi Jewish leader and entrepreneur who was one
of the founders of Tel Aviv—in his memoirs to describe his reaction to the violent
events that erupted in Jaffa in May 1921. As a native Jew, Chelouche attempted
to respond to intensifying tension by means that were customary and familiar to
him from the Ottoman period—namely, arranging a meeting between Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim notables in Jafta. However, in the new reality of 1921 and
in light of the struggle for power in the changing political realities of the Yishuv
and the formation of its national institutions, he encountered mistrust not only
from his Arab counterparts, but also from the Yishuv leadership.

Indeed, Chelouche’s belief in the ability of the politics of notables to bridge
the gap between Arabs and Jews was a result of his own background. Born in
Jaffa in 1870 to a family of merchants of Baghdadi and Algerian origin, he grew
up in an Arab environment and became active in public affairs. As he described
it, “I acquired a love for my Arab brethren and I mingled with them, whether
in business or in their joys and sorrows.”! However, the profound changes that
occurred during the Mandate period and the deterioration of Jewish-Arab re-
lations impaired the status of the Sephardi notables and their ability to serve as
mediators between the two peoples, as is apparent from Chelouche’s own story.

Chelouche held various positions, serving as a member of the city councils of
Jaffa and Tel Aviv. He saw Sephardi-Oriental Zionism as a bridge for rapproche-
ment between Jews and Arabs and as the adoption of a political approach that
did not distinguish between a traditional Jewish identity—rooted in the religious
bond with the Land of Israel—and the Zionist ideal. In the final chapters of his
memoirs he criticized Labor Zionism: “I am tired of those who prioritize their
Zionism over their Judaism, in contrast to us locals, who see nationalism within
Judaism.”? Chelouche’s claim that the Sephardi and Oriental Jews had com-
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bined Jewish religious belief with practical Zionism even before the beginning
of Zionist immigration and were deeply familiar with their Arab neighbors was
part of an ideological position that can be termed Sephardi-Oriental Zionism.

Indeed, similar to Chelouche’s position, Sephardi-Oriental Zionism is pre-
sented as distinct from the other forms of secular Zionism, which developed in
Europe, and from religious Zionism. Itzhak Bezalel described Sephardi-Oriental
Zionism as different from Ashkenazi Zionism in its goals, characteristics, and
vision. The former was a type of Zionism that had developed based on a belief in
religious redemption and that signaled a continuation of, and not a rupture with,
Jewish tradition. Bezalel also stressed the importance of the Semitic identity to
this form of Zionism, the existence of Sephardi-Oriental Jews in the country
before the Zionist immigration, and their close familiarity with the East and
Arabs.® It was a form of Zionism that was closer to practical Zionism than to
political Zionism, and that adopted a positive and peaceful attitude toward Arab
society and culture: it could be termed inclusive Zionism.* The ideological impli-
cations and manifestations of Sephardi-Oriental Zionism will be discussed below.

Chelouche planned to travel to Egypt in 1923 with Shmuel Aghrabiya, another
member of the Jaffa City Council. The purpose of the trip was to gauge the mood
at an assembly of Muslim dignitaries that had been convened to discuss the idea
of installing Emir Abdullah as the ruler of an Arab federation, which would
include Palestine. The planned journey led to rumors in the Zionist Executive
suggesting that Chelouche was disloyal to the Zionist ideal. In his memoirs, he
recalls: “When I heard this, I almost lost my mind. I could not forgive this insult
to me and my friend, the slander leveled against us and against the Sephardim
in general to besmirch our name. . . . I was born in Zion and I have no other
homeland; those who slander me were born and raised in Exile.”® Chelouche
chose not to name those who spread accusations against him, but his words
referred to a political debate that took place in 1922 on the representation of
the Sephardim in the National Council* A letter from Eliyahu Berlin to Yosef
Sprinzak sheds more light on the deep offense felt by Chelouche and others:
“There is considerable foment among the Sephardim, who now feel themselves
to be more offended than ever by their exclusion from the National Council.
It has even gotten to the point that they have heard veiled threats that some of
them may ally themselves with the Arabs, with the Mufti, and so forth. There
are also those who claim that were it not for Zionism they would be living on
good terms with the Arabs as had been the case until now.””

These allegations echoed perceptions that had also been apparent toward
the end of the Ottoman era and during the British military rule.® From its
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early days, Zionist discourse had touched on the subject of the Zionist attitude
toward the Orient and the positions presented by Sephardim who advocated
bonds between Zionism and the Orient, between the Jewish and Arab national
movements, and between Hebrew and Arab cultures. Historians have examined
in depth the different positions that could be found in the Zionist movement
regarding the integration of Zionism into the Orient, the cultural identity
of the Jewish national movement, and its affinity to European and/or Arab
culture.*” As Moshe Behar and Zvi Ben-Dor Benite have recently shown, this
trend continued during the Mandatory period.* Despite the escalating conflict,
Sephardi and Oriental Jewish intellectuals, as we will see in chapter 3, contin-
ued to advocate the integration of Zionism into the Orient and the blending
of Hebrew and Arab cultures. A similar position was presented by European
Ashkenazi Zionists—especially by some of the German Jewish scholars of Islam,
who were among those who established the Hebrew University in Jerusalem
and its School of Oriental Studies. However, the cultural and social affinity
between the Oriental Jews and the Arabs added an additional aspect to their
call for Jewish-Arab affinity. This cultural and social affinity was clear to Zionist
representatives, who objected to the idea of an integration of Zionism into the
Levant or to acultural Jewish-Arab integration. It is not surprising that those in
the Zionist movement who negated the Jewish-Arab identity used vocabulary
borrowed from the discussion about Jewish emancipation in Europe, such as
the argument that a Jewish-Arab affinity might lead to the assimilation of the
Oriental Jews among Arabs.

'The debate about the Zionist credentials of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews
extended beyond the borders of Mandatory Palestine, reaching into the Jewish
communities in the Arab countries. In June 1924, for example, following the
murder of Jacob Israél de Haan, one of the main figures of the Jerusalem Haredi
community who was murdered by members of the paramilitary group Haganah,
the important Egyptian newspaper a/-Mugattam reported on Arab-Jewish rela-
tions in Palestine and on the status of the Oriental Jews. The article discussed de
Haan’s opposition to Zionism, explaining that he had realized the damage the
Zionists were causing to the Palestinian people in general and to Oriental Jews
in particular. The newspaper emphasized de Haan’s observation that a distinc-
tion should be made between Zionist Jews and Oriental Jews and added: “The
Jews of the East are our brothers, our neighbors, and the sons of our homeland,;
they have been our brothers for many years and they are our partners in good
times and bad. They have never been tempted by the ideas and aspirations of

the extremist Zionists.”*
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In addition to the Arabic press, Arabic-language Jewish newspapers published
in the Middle East also discussed the status of Oriental Jews in Palestine, fo-
cusing in particular on their exclusion from senior positions in the leadership
of the Zionist movement. This discussion was closely related to the criticism
voiced by some Jewish journalists and intellectuals of Zionist policies toward the
Palestinian national movement. As will be discussed in chapter 3, newspapers in
Palestine and the Arab world served as forums for lively debates that discussed
these interrelated issues. Newspapers such as the Beiruti a/-Alam al-Isra’ili, the
Iraqi al-Misbah, and the Egyptian Israé/ all participated in debates and discus-
sions that tied together the discrimination faced by Oriental Jews in Palestine
and the failure of the Zionist movement to take advantage of their potential
to serve as a bridge between Jews and Arabs and to promote understanding
between the two peoples.®

Indeed, the Jewish and Arab press in Palestine and elsewhere in the Middle
East was also an important way of keeping Sephardi and Oriental Jews in
Palestine in contact with other Jewish communities in the Middle East. Such
contacts took place also in the framework of the World Confederation of Sep-
hardi Jews. The confederation issued newsletters in various languages that were
published in the local Jewish press and sent emissaries to the Jewish commu-
nities in the Middle East to promote the organization’s work and hold public
meetings. The confederation also collected donations for the Zionist funds such
as Keren Hayesod, sent Hebrew teachers to work in communities around the
Middle East, and published information about developments in Palestine and
opportunities for immigration. It thus served as a pressure and interest group
that sought to encourage the Sephardim to increase their influence on the World
Zionist Organization, particularly in the allocation of immigration certificates
and funds and the appointment of officials. Delegations from the confedera-
tion that visited the Jewish communities in Arab and Muslim countries had a
clear impact on the ways in which the Arabic-language Jewish press covered
developments in Palestine.*

In addition to claiming not to be involved in the policy of the Zionist Ex-
ecutive regarding the Arab question, the leaders of the Sephardi and Oriental
Jewish communities in Palestine voiced demands, such as for changes in the
allocation of funds to education and welfare projects, the distribution of immi-
gration certificates, and the allocation of positions in the Zionist institutions.
In particular, leaders argued that young Sephardi and Oriental Jews found it
difficult to secure jobs in the two Zionist institutions Keren Kayemet (The Jewish
National Fund) and Keren Hayesod. These complaints were raised throughout
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the Mandatory period in various forums, including Zionist Congresses, sessions
of the Assembly of Representatives of the Yishuv, and annual conferences of
the Sephardi organizations.*”

With these issues in mind, in the summer of 1928 a meeting took place between
representatives of the World Confederation of Sephardi Jews and officials from
the Zionist Executive, Keren Kayemet, and Keren Hayesod. One of the goals
of the meeting was to examine the claims made by the Zionist Executive that
the Sephardim were operating against the Zionist Executive. The officials from
the Zionist Executive were gravely concerned at the damage the allegations had
caused to the fundraising work of the Zionist campaigns launched by Keren
Hayesod among the Jewish communities in the Arab countries, particularly in
Egypt. The meeting focused on trying to reach a middle ground between Sep-
hardi and Ashkenazi Jews, while integrating the Sephardim into the process
of nation building. It demonstrated the connection between economic con-
siderations and the inability of the Sephardim to influence the budgets of the
Zionist movement, which led in turn to fierce disagreements and accusations of
anti-Zionism. At the meeting, Menachem Ussishkin, a prominent Zionist leader
and president of the Jewish National Fund, described the Sephardim as apathetic
about the public and national life of the Yishuv. In contrast, Meir Laniado—a
Sephardi activist, attorney, and one of the main leaders of the Association of
Pioneers of the East, who served as president of the Council of the Sephardi
Community in Jerusalem in 1932-33—accused Keren Hayesod of waging a
propaganda war claiming that the Sephardi association was anti-Zionist and
separatist. Laniado added: “A national home must be shared by all of us, or it

should not exist at all.”*

Integral Ideology: Sephardi Politics and Jewish-Arab Relations

Despite their fierce criticism of the Zionist leadership and national institutions,
the Sephardi and Oriental leaders held varying positions regarding the political
future of Palestine.” Their diverse views represented the range of political and
ideological streams in the Zionist movement at the time. For example, the
Sephardi and Oriental leadership included members of the Hamizrahi religious
Zionist movement such as Chief Rabbi Ya'acov Meir and Rabbi Ben-Zion Meir
Hai Uziel, who succeeded Meir as chief rabbi in 1939.* Several members of the
Sephardi and Oriental Jewish leadership joined the centrist General Zionist
Party, while others—such as Avissar, Yehuda Burla, and Eliyahu (Lulu) Hacar-
meli—joined the Labor Zionist Mapai. Another group, led by David Abulafia,
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who served as president of the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem
in the late 1930s, identified with the Revisionist Party. The contrast between
unified action in the communal organizations and diverse political orientations
encouraged debates among Sephardi and Oriental activists about the relationship
between ethnic identity and nationalism. As Pnina Morag-Talmon has shown,
the dominant principle behind ethnic organization and identity was that of
national unity, and this principle determined the activists’specific political and
cultural actions in the political system of the Yishuv. The activists’ debates also
addressed the question of whether the Sephardim had a unique position on the
Arab Question.*” Even though Sephardi leaders expressed a variety of opinions
on the Arab Question, in internal discussions and public statements the main
Sephardi organizations expressed their belief in the importance of Jewish-Arab
rapprochement and their potential as mediators between the two people.

The view of the Association of the Pioneers of the East on Jewish-Arab
relations was the dominant one among Sephardi and Oriental Jews at the be-
ginning of the Mandatory period and until the riots of 1929. The work plan
prepared by the association’s branch in Tel Aviv in December 1924 illustrates
the organization’s guiding ideology. The main goal of young Sephardi activists
was to increase the involvement of their community in the national and public
institutions of the Yishuv. Secondary to that was an emphasis on the importance
of promoting the study of Hebrew and Jewish history among the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews themselves. The plan also mentioned an intention to send
Hebrew teachers to Jewish communities in the Middle East and to publish a
weekly or monthly journal on cultural affairs. An interesting section of the plan
advocated a cultural union of Hebrew and Arab intellectuals, with the goal of
promoting the study of both Hebrew and Arabic language and literature.”® In
this respect, the association remained faithful to an approach that had been
prominent during the final years of Ottoman rule, which considered the cultural
sphere to be one that promoted peaceful relations and mutual understanding
between Jews and Arabs. This was accompanied by recognition of the needs for
economic cooperation and joint commercial ventures. The emphasis on Jewish-
Arab cooperation and association in the cultural and economic spheres was also
reflected in Avissar’s proposed solution to the Jewish-Arab conflict, made in
November 1929, following the August riots. Avissar had been born in Hebron
and had worked as director of the Sephardi Talmud Torah in the Old City of
Jerusalem and as a teacher at the Alliance School. In addition to serving as the
chairman of the Association of the Pioneers of the East, he later represented
the Labor Zionist party Achdut Ha'avoda in the National Council.” In his
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proposal Avissar noted that Sephardim had been claiming for years that it was
possible to reach an agreement with the Arabs. He argued that it was important
to present a clear political program to the Arabs to clarify the true intentions
of Zionism. Avissar’s position was that a single, joint homeland for Jews and
Arabs should be established in Palestine on both sides of the Jordan River. His
plan advocated a joint constitution that would lead to an independent, free, and
secure life for both peoples, and that would be approved by the peoples of the
Orient and the League of Nations. Avissar sought to ensure that both peoples
would enjoy national self-determination through the egalitarian allocation of
governmental powers and the autonomy of each people to nurture its own life
and to develop the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants, without fear of
expropriation. Avissar’s proposal thus effectively incorporated the concept of
national autonomy into a federative political structure, while recognizing the
potential for integration and cooperation between the two autonomous entities
that would share a single country. Regarding the name given to the country,
Avissar rejected the use of the name Palestine and recognized that the name
Israel—though sacred to both Jews and Arabs—would provoke disagreement.
His plan proposed that each people have its own national flag and anthem.”
Avissar criticized the World Zionist Organization, which he argued had
abandoned the use of propaganda to influence the Arab public: “All our work
and activities have taken place above the heads of the masses, and we have failed
to take into account the Arab community that has been present in this land for

»53
1,300 years.

Referring to the riots of 1929, Avissar added: “I would not be exag-
gerating if I said that one of the reasons for the riotous outbreaks was offense at
our failure to take them [the Arabs] into account and to negotiate with them as
we set out to build the Land following the Balfour Declaration. . . . We must now
turn to the East and engage in vigorous propaganda activities.” Like supporters
of the central stream in the Zionist movement, Avissar paternalistically chose
to emphasize the Jews’ economic contribution to the country, noting that the
Jews’return to the Land of Israel had saved the country from desolation, revived
the spirit of the Arab people, and improved their life significantly: “The Arab
people will eventually recognize that it is the Hebrew people that is returning
to its inheritance. It is coming to its fellows in race, faith, history, language, and
hope. It is coming to the residents of the Land of Israel, in whose veins much
Jewish blood flows. Not by might nor by power, but by spirit alone: by the spirit
of Hebrew morality to create a kingdom of justice and peace that will be a model

to all the nations.”™*
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Avissar’s plan has some similarities to other programs for the resolution of the
Jewish-Arab conflict that were presented following the 1929 riots, such as the
binational program of Brit Shalom and David Ben-Gurion’s federalist option.”
Avissar’s program stressed the cultural, social, and economic links between Jews
and Arabs, and he demanded that the Zionist leaders recognize the importance
of having Jews study Arabic language, culture, and history. He had already
highlighted these points in the early years of the Mandate, when he encouraged
the leaders of the National Council to take advantage of the knowledge and
familiarity of Oriental Jews with the Arabic language and culture.

One can learn more about Avissar’s ideology from his 1923 plan, titled “The
Arab Question.”™® In this plan he discussed the claim that Zionism had had
a negative impact on Jewish-Arab relations. He explained that Muslims had
tolerated the Jews only because the latter had constituted a minority. It was true
that the Muslims had not persecuted the Jews as a nation, but as individuals
Jews had certainly suffered under Ottoman rule. He claimed that following the
Balfour Declaration and the violent events of 1920 and 1921, the Sephardim
“have always lived in brotherhood and friendship with the Arabs, and it is
only foreigners who have created conflict between the two peoples.” Avissar
argued that through the adoption of this argument, the Sephardim “sought to
prove the racial and cultural affinity between the Jewish and Arab peoples and
the possibility of creating coexistence in the Land of Israel.” Nevertheless, this
implied that the Balfour Declaration had damaged the relations between Jews
and Arabs. Avissar believed that successful coexistence between the two peoples
could be promoted by political activists, through cultural and scientific work,
and by encouraging joint Jewish-Arab economic activity. In practical terms, he
urged the Zionist Executive to publish a newspaper in Arabic and to develop
joint economic projects. The importance he attached to the cultural realm was
also reflected in his recommendation that Jews study and understand the his-
tory of the Arabs, and a parallel recommendation to encourage Arabs to study
Hebrew culture.”

The manifesto of the Association of the Pioneers of the East similarly ad-
vocated cultural integration, mutual spiritual enrichment, and understanding
between the two Semitic cultures. These views reflected an approach that was
dominant during most of the Mandatory period and that saw the cultural and
educational spheres as key components in resolving the conflict and securing
peace between the two peoples. In some cases this approach focused on promot-
ing Hebrew-Arab cultural integration, while in others the goal was to have the
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Arab and Jewish peoples respect each other’s culture. This Sephardi-Oriental
Zionist promotion of the idea of social and cultural inclusion of Palestinian
Arabs was one of the motivations behind Avissar’s recommendations to en-
courage joint cultural activities and mutual language studies and to establish
Arabic-language newspapers.*®

The Association of the Pioneers of the East ceased to exist in 1929 due to
disillusionment about and frustration with the internal struggles in the Sephardi
and Oriental leadership and the inability to break through the ethnic barrier
and engage in national, cultural, and education action. The sensitive political
situation and position of the Sephardim led to the development of a political
debate in the Yishuv before the elections to the third Assembly of Representa-
tives in January 1931. The Sephardi leaders in Jerusalem demanded that places
for Sephardi representatives be reserved in the Assembly. This was done, but the
result was fierce criticism from the National Council Executive and the Labor
Zionist movement, which argued that the Sephardi organizations were acting
in a divisive and sectarian manner. As a consequence, some of the Sephardi
leaders preferred to run in the elections on Sephardi lists athiliated with the main
political parties. The elections once again put the issue of ethnic representation
on the public agenda, together with accusations that Sephardi separatism was
jeopardizing the unity of the Jewish community as a whole.”

As noted above, the criticism of the Sephardi leadership voiced by some
Zionist political leaders was based on the continued claim that the Sephardim
were adopting a separatist approach and refraining from involvement in issues
that went beyond their narrow communal interests. It was also argued that
the Sephardi leaders were encouraging ethnic divisions in Jewish society. The
accusations leveled against the Sephardi leadership also served as a tool in the
internal political struggle in the Yishuv. As Hanna Herzog noted, the communal
organization of the Sephardim was defined by the Labor movement as separatist
and was identified interchangeably with the old Yishuv and with the right wing
of the political spectrum. All of this served to delegitimize the Sephardim’s
political ideology when their interests conflicted with those of the Histadrut
and, in particular, those of Mapai. ¢

Accusations that the Sephardim lacked national consciousness were made
once again in 1934. The Jewish Agency’s Immigrant Absorption Department,
headed by Yitzhak Greenbaum, was accused of discriminating against Sephardi
and Oriental Jews in allocating immigration certificates. In response to these
allegations, Greenbaum declared that migration permits were given “to those
who built and who continue to build the Land” and to those that the Land of
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Israel needed.” Responding to Greenbaum’s comments, the Council of the
Sephardi Community in Jerusalem emphasized that the Sephardim had been
in the country for centuries before Greenbaum’s family arrived. A statement
by the council accused Greenbaum of a lack of familiarity with the Sephardi
community and a lack of awareness of the Sephardim’s Zionist activities and
their bond with the Land of Israel, which predated the emergence of Zionism.
The council protested vehemently about “the misconception among leaders of
the Zionist movement such as Greenbaum regarding the national identity and
pioneering value of the Sephardi Jews.”? The council also noted in its statement
that the disrespect for the Sephardi public, “which has built the Land over recent
centuries with its spirit, body, and money,” was apparent in the exclusion of the
Sephardim from positions of influence in the national Zionist institutions. The
message was clear: “In light of the situation that has emerged in the Zionist
movement, the Sephardi public in the Land of Israel would know, from this
point on, how to determine its attitude toward those who were placed at the

rudder by chance and were granted power.”®

The Liberal Party and the Peel Commission

With the rise of political tension during the 1930s in general, and in the years
of the Arab Revolt in particular, an effort was made to leave behind Sephardi
communal activism in favor of activities in the framework of party politics to
improve Jewish-Arab relations. Following the outbreak of the Arab Revolt in
1936, a group of Sephardi and Oriental activists who had been active in the
Association of the Pioneers of the East established the Liberal Party. Its for-
mation at this juncture reflected the ideological and physical threats that faced
the Sephardi and Oriental Jews and their understanding of the urgent need to
promote a rapprochement between Jews and Arabs. The new party adopted
liberal principles in general, and its goals included developing cultural, social,
and economic contacts with the peoples of the Orient and engaging in educa-
tional, cultural, and economic activities among the Sephardim. The attempted
transition from communal to political activism was short-lived and unsuccessful.
Nevertheless, the establishment of the Liberal Party provided a contrast to the
apolitical position of the organizations of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews.*
Laniado was one of the leaders who firmly supported the political approach.
A native of Jerusalem and an attorney by profession, Laniado, as noted above,
was one of the leaders of the Association of Pioneers of the East. According to
him, the motivation for the establishment of the Liberal Party was the desire of
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the activists in various Sephardi organizations to break away from the restrictive
ethnic framework. He explained that the ethnic-based approach had created a
group with the characteristics of an ethnic minority: “This is a minority with
all the feelings of resentment that any other minority anywhere in the world
feels. This is a minority with all the feelings of inferiority and fear that any other
minority anywhere in the world feels. This is a minority with all the feelings
of suspicion and awe regarding the majority. This is a minority with a lack of
courage and daring. In other words, this is a minority that inevitably reconciles
itself to its situation along with a sense of silent resentment.”®

While it is possible to understand the existence of a Jewish minority with a
similar pattern of behavior in the Diaspora, Laniado argued, “it is unthinkable
that in the Land of Israel two communities will exist, one of which will stand
at the top while the other remains on the bottom. . . . The Sephardim do not
belong to a different race or religion, as is the case with other minorities around
the world that cannot assimilate in their country of residence, despite their will
and aspiration.”® Laniado’s views on the gap between Ashkenazi and Sephardi
Jews in the Yishuv and the lower status of the Sephardim are consistent with
the Liberal Party’s goal of encouraging the Sephardim to think of themselves as
part of the whole Yishuv. Another goal of the party was to increase the involve-
ment of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish leaders in making decisions about the
national conflict. However, to do that, the leaders had to form a united political
bloc and avoid disputes within their community.

After discussing the low sociopolitical status of the Sephardim in the Yishuv,
Laniado criticized the Sephardi leadership. His main argument was that the
Sephardim should aspire to integrate themselves into the general society of the
Yishuv. However, he continued, what had transpired since the establishment
of the Association of the Pioneers of the East was that young Sephardim had
turned in the opposite direction: “Instead of encouraging this ingathering for
revival, we have fostered the feeling of a discriminated minority. We have fos-
tered a feeling of resentment and sometimes even hatred. We have isolated [the
Sephardi community] and prevented it from influencing matters of state. We
have distanced it from the broad-based field of political work and confined it
to poor and meager local issues.” Laniado’s trenchant criticism led him to the
conclusion that ethnic community organizations had completed their historical
duty. He agreed with the general public criticism of the isolationist nature of
ethnic organizations and concluded that the process of nation building required
“that we cast off the name Sephardi or Ashkenazi or Yemenite.”®

However, the Liberal Party was in fact an ethnic framework whose activists
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were exclusively Sephardim. The members of the party were aware of this con-
tradiction. Despite his criticism of the lack of practical political action, and his
concern that the party was merely another example of communalism, Laniado
saw it as a platform for ideological discussion and development. The main goal,
he believed, was to foster political and cultural discourse centering on the revival
of Sephardi culture.®’

One of the main outcomes of the formation of the Liberal Party was the
establishment on September 1936 of the Political Council of the Sephardi Com-
munity and Oriental Jews that was intended primarily to represent the Sephardi
Jews before the Palestine Royal Commission (commonly called the Peel Com-
mission), appointed following the Arab Revolt in 1936.” In this way, the idea
of adopting a political position was combined with the concept of viewing the
Sephardim as political mediators between Jews and Arabs. The establishment
of the Liberal Party, against the background of the Arab Revolt, highlighted the
crisis in relations between Jews and Arabs, but at the same time it was viewed
as an opportunity to cause political awakening among the Sephardim, with
the establishment of the Political Council of the Sephardi Community and
Oriental Jews, an organization that would represent the Sephardim before the
Peel Commission.

The council was established in a conference that was held in Jerusalem on
September 1936. The conference had been called by members of the Liberal Party
and was attended by leaders of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities
in Palestine, including representatives of various Oriental communities such as
the Bukharis, Yemenites, Iragis, and Syrian Jews. The participants complained
about the exclusion of the Sephardim from the organized political activities of
the Yishuv, and particularly from matters relating to relations with the Arabs.
'The participants protested that not a single native Jew had been included in
the political committee established by the Zionist Executive to present the
movement’s position to the Peel Commission. The Political Council members
sought to represent all the Sephardi and Oriental communities in the Yishuv
and present a unified position. The members felt that they were better suited to
present the position of the Yishuv regarding the Arab Question than the Jewish
Agency Executive, which they argued had shown itself to be inexperienced in
this field. The Political Council decided therefore to send a separate delegation
on its behalf to appear before the commission and to submit a memorandum that
would present the political stand of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews in Palestine.”

The Political Council’s discussion of the draft memorandum to the Peel

Commission, which was prepared by Laniado, expressed the organization’s
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approach to Jewish-Arab relations. One of the points made in the discussion
was that the memorandum depicted the Arabs in a negative light and failed
to emphasize the real potential for reaching peace. Members of the Political
Council expressed their concern that Laniado’s draft would create great an-
imosity toward the Sephardim in Palestine and the Middle East in general.
Eliyahu Eliachar, the head of the Political Council Executive, was among
those who criticized the document. An even sharper criticism came from Meir
Hai Ginio, an attorney and prominent Sephardi leader, who warned that the
memorandum “is no more than a list of complaints and accusations against the
Arabs; it may cause us considerable problems, and may also cause problems for
our brethren in the Orient.””

One of the activists on the Political Council was Yitzhak ‘Abadi, who was
born in Jerusalem in 1898 to a family of mixed Damascene and Jerusalemite
origin. Like many of his peers in the Sephardic elite he studied at the Teachers’
Seminar directed by David Yellin. ‘Abadi, who was a member of the Association
of the Pioneers of the East, served as the chief mandatory government translator
from Hebrew to English and also translated for the Commission, expressed a
concern similar to Ginio’s during the Political Council meeting, stressing that
“it is important to avoid polemics.”” The Political Council Executive decided
to combine Laniado’s memorandum with a separate document prepared by
‘Abadi. The Political Council also appointed Rabbi Ya'acov Meir, Rabbi Ben-
Zion Meir Hai Uziel, Yosef Meyuchas, Laniado, and Eliachar as representatives
of the Sephardim to the Peel Commission.™ The representatives were unable to
present their testimony due to bureaucratic reasons relating to the commission’s
timetable. Despite this, on December 28,1936, Avraham Elmaleh made a special
statement before the Peel Commission as a representative of the Sephardi and
Oriental Jews on the National Council Executive.

Elmaleh’s statement was coordinated with—and followed—that of Yitzhak
Ben-Zvi, the chairman of the National Council Executive. For Ben-Zvi, it was
important to present the Sephardi position concerning the situation in Palestine,
as well as the need to address the condition of the Jews in the Middle East as
a whole.” In his testimony, Ben-Zvi emphasized that “the Yishuv is united in
its religion, language, shared past, and its common aspirations regarding the
purpose of the National Home. In this respect there is no difference between
immigrants from Europe and those from the Asian countries.”” In accordance
with this position, Elmaleh’s testimony was intended to emphasize the support
of Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities for the position of the National
Council and the Jewish Agency Executive and, in particular, to refute the Arab
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claim that these communities were opposed to Zionism. Members of the Peel
Commission expressed surprise regarding the need for a separate statement, but
‘Abadi persuaded them to hear Elmaleh’s testimony.

'The choice of Elmaleh as the spokesman for the Sephardi and Oriental Jews
was due mainly to his membership in the National Council Executive during
the third Assembly of Representatives. His appointment also reflected his status
in the Yishuv in general, and in the Sephardi and Maghrebi leadership in par-
ticular. Born in Jerusalem in 1885, Elmaleh served as president of the Maghrebi
Committee and was one of the most prominent activists in the various Sephardi
organizations that emerged from the Association of the Pioneers of the East
during the Mandate years.” Elmaleh highlighted his background at the begin-
ning of his presentation before the Peel Commission and linked the Sephardim’s
(and Maghrebim’s) perception of themselves as Bney Ha'aretz to their special
role in the relations between Jews and Arabs.”® Elmaleh began his statement
by declaring that “the Sephardi and Oriental Jews (dnei edot hamizrah) have
been in this land for many generations and they are thoroughly familiar with
the life of the Orient (hamizrah), since they were the first inhabitants therein.”
Accordingly, he assured the Peel Commission that the Sephardi and Oriental
Jews in Palestine identified completely with the Jewish Agency and the National
Council. He concluded by saying that “as Jews rooted in the soil of this land
for many generations, we believe that the solution to the Jewish question lies
solely in Zionism.” Thus, Elmaleh argued that Sephardi-Oriental Zionism
was inherently an integral part of the Zionist movement and that the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews practiced Zionist ideals because of its historical continuity
in Palestine in particular and the Middle East in general. These arguments,
together with the point that the Oriental Jews had a deep familiarity with the
Arabs, were repeated in other testimony and memorandums presented by the
Sephardi representatives during the Mandate period.

The memorandum submitted to the Peel Commission by the Sephardi and
Oriental Jews also highlighted the strong connection of the Sephardim to the
Middle East in general. It began by clarifying that their position was not one of
a political party but that of a collective within the Jewish people—the Jews of
the Orient (yehudi hamizrah)—whose members have “for several generations”
had “close and firm ties with the peoples of the Orient.”®

The memorandum emphasized that the Oriental Jews identified with the
Zionist ideal and accepted the authority of the World Zionist Organization and
the Jewish Agency. It explained the need for separate testimony by claiming that

“our knowledge of, and familiarity with, the natives of this country and of the
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Orient, among whom we have lived for centuries, can help the Commission to
understand the situation.”!

After providing a historical review of the origins of Sephardi Jewry, the mem-
orandum described the relations between Jews and Arabs during the final years

of Ottoman rule:

One of the common claims raised by Arab representatives is that prior to the war,
when the problem of Zionism had not yet emerged on the agenda in its full force,
there was peace in the land and no man spoke ill of his fellow or sought to harm
him, and that the two peoples lived together in an almost idyllic atmosphere.
The Jews enjoyed a relative degree of generosity and religious tolerance from the
[Ottoman] state. In this idyllic era, not only were there no riots or attacks against
the Jews, but Jew and Arab lived in complete harmony, and this harmony was
particularly noticeable given the persecution and oppression that faced the Jews in

the Western countries.®

The memorandum continued: “Such a description does not reflect the entire
truth.”® It noted numerous grave attacks by zealous Muslims against both
Christians and Jews, who, as a result, required the protection of the Ottoman
authorities and the intervention of the European consulates. Nevertheless, the
memorandum was careful to acknowledge that there had been many instances
of economic and social cooperation between Jews and Arabs. It placed particular
emphasis on examples of cooperation in the educational and cultural spheres,
such as the study of Arabic in Jewish schools, taught by Jewish teachers.

Private memorandums were also submitted to the Peel Commission by Elia-
char and Yosef Meyuchas. Meyuchas enjoyed a prominent status in the Sephardi
community and in the Yishuv, due in part to his scholarly work and his public
activities. He was the quintessential example of the Sephardi notable who was
deeply rooted in the social, cultural, and political realities of the Sephardi com-
munity during the Ottoman period.** With David Yellin, his brother-in-law,
Meyuchas was one of the founders of the Association of the Pioneers of the
East, and he was one of the most prominent members of the circle of Sephardi
intellectuals in Jerusalem in the late nineteenth century. Meyuchas remained
active in public life until his death in September 1942. The numerous eulogies
published after his death portrayed him as the ultimate native of the country
who was not only merely educated in an Oriental and Arab environment but
whose life, mastery of various languages, literary creativity, and cultural actions
all embodied the integration of Hebrew and Arabic culture and the ideal of
rapprochement between the two peoples.®
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Meyuchas submitted his memorandum to the Peel Commission as an expert
on Arab culture and society, not only because of his intellectual credentials but
also because of his identity as the scion of a family that was well established
in the country and his having lived as a child alongside Arabs in the village
of Silwan.®* On the basis of this deep acquaintance and academic expertise,
Meyuchas sought to present the negative and positive qualities that he believed
characterized the Arabs.®” He argued that the outbreak of Arab violence in
1936 was due to various aspects of Arab mentality. His recommendations to the
Peel Commission were based on his close reading of the Arabic press and his
knowledge of the curriculum in Arab schools (he had been a teacher at some of
the elite schools for Palestinian Arabs). His proposals therefore focused on the
educational arena. He highlighted the importance of studying Arabic and Arab
culture in Jewish schools, as well as of studying Hebrew language and culture
in the Arab schools, and he referred to the Jews’ golden age in Muslim Spain
as his historical model.®

'The second private memorandum submitted to the Peel Commission was by
Eliachar.¥ This memorandum touched on various issues, including the hostile
attitude of the Christian Arab population in Palestine toward the Jews and the
contribution Zionism had made to the economic development of the Arab
population and the country at large. Eliachar challenged the claim that the
Jews were foreigners in the country and insisted on their historical and moral
right to the Land of Israel. He also noted his opposition to any restriction on
Jewish immigration and discussed the repeated arguments about the actual
relations between Jews and Arabs prior to World War I and the Balfour Dec-
laration. The Jews, he claimed, had lived in constant fear of cruel treatment by
the Arab population, though good relations did prevail between the Arab and
Jewish elites in the cities, particularly in the case of the Sephardim. Eliachar
noted that the two elites mingled and engaged in commerce together, thereby
creating lasting friendships that extended from one generation to the next. He
summarized his position in the following words: “Let us not accept the legend
of tolerance and generosity toward us. This tolerance has never existed in any
place where the Arabs have ruled. Yemen, Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria prior
to the French conquest, or the attitude of Iraq toward the Assyrians—all these
are live examples of what Jews and Christians in Palestine can expect if they
remain a weak minority bereft of British or other protection.””

Despite this somber appraisal, Eliachar emphasized the proximity between
Jews and Arabs and the idea that the Jews, as an Oriental people, were returning

to the land where Judaism had developed: “Our languages stem from the same
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source, as do our beliefs, and many aspects of our character are the same.” He
believed that the future of Palestine lay in the integration of the Jewish National
Home into a regional federation with the neighboring Arab countries, under
British patronage. Like Avissar, Eliachar advocated the sharing of power by Arabs
and Jews in a joint legislative council, based on absolute equality between the
two peoples—who would cooperate in politics, industry, agriculture, and other
fields of life under British patronage as they developed their shared homeland.
And like Avissar, Eliachar supported the unification of Palestine and Transjordan.

Another key point raised by Eliachar had to do with the relations between
the Sephardi Jews in Palestine and the other Jewish communities of the Middle
East. At the meeting of the Political Council on October 18,1936, held to discuss
the drafting of the memorandum to the Peel Commission, it was decided that
both Eliachar and Meyuchas would submit memorandums to the commission.
Eliachar claimed that the Jews of the Orient were facing grave distress. He argued
that the Sephardi Jews in Palestine must speak out on behalf of their brethren
in the neighboring countries, and he made particular reference to the difficult
conditions of the Jews of Irag—who, he claimed, were being held hostage by
the Iraqi government. He emphasized that the Sephardim in Palestine must
take action to help the Jews in the rest of the Middle East, “since the Jewish
people as a whole, which is mainly Ashkenazi, does not take into account the
condition of the Oriental communities.”? In his memorandum, then, Eliachar
highlighted the connection between the Sephardi community’s public position
on the political future of Palestine, the local relations between Jews and Arabs,
and the condition and status of Jews in the Arab countries. This connection was
also made in the testimony of the Sephardi and the Oriental Jewish communities’
delegation to the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry in 1946 and to the
United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (unscop) in July 1947, which
will be discussed below.

“Peace Seekers’ The Sephardim and the Legacy of Brit Shalom

'The Sephardim who had been active in establishing the Liberal Party were also
among those who in April 1939 established the Union of Sephardi and Oriental
Jews in the Land of Israel (Haihud Ha’artzi Shel Hayehudim Hasfaradim Vebnei
‘Edot Hamizrah Be'eretz Israel). This new national initiative, which sought to
serve as a single umbrella organization for the various Sephardi and Oriental
Jewish communities, only further emphasized the communities’ focus on ethic

and communal issues. On April 8, 1939, a conference of Sephardi and Oriental
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Jews opened in Tel Aviv under the chairmanship of Moshe Chelouche, head of
the Association of Sephardi Jews in Tel Aviv (Histadrut Hayehudim Hasfaradim
Betel Aviv).” The event provided further evidence of the growing status of Tel
Aviv as a political center for Sephardi Jews, challenging the traditional leader-
ship role of the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem. Dozens of
participants from around the country, representing a variety of organizations,
attended the conference.”

‘The need to organize a national conference highlighted the serious impact of
the Arab Revolt on the Sephardi and Oriental Jews, as well as the power struggles
that were waged between Sephardim and Oriental Jews in the Council of the
Sephardi Community in Jerusalem. The need for a conference and for a united
Sephardi and Oriental Jewish organization illustrated the economic and social
relations between Jews and Arabs that existed in the mixed cities, and that had
been severely impaired following the outbreak of the national conflict, as we
will discuss in greater detail below.” Members of the Union of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews in the Land of Israel also discussed the failure to include Sephardi
and Oriental Jews in the delegation sent by the Jewish Agency to the St. James
Conference in London, which opened in February 1939, failed to reach a peace
agreement in Palestine and ended the following month.

'The national conference of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in Palestine also
criticized the failure to include Sephardim in the delegation, with the excep-
tion of Rabbi Ben-Zion Meir Hai Uziel. The criticism followed the familiar
line of alleging that the Sephardi and Oriental Jews had been excluded from
policy-making processes in the Yishuv and the Zionist movement. Speaking to
participants at the conference, Eliachar commented: “Regarding the Arab ques-
tion, leading Sephardim came and stated that we should be acting in a different
manner, but no one listened to them and we have reached the current state of
affairs. It is more than possible that had we adopted a different approach over
the past twenty years, we would not have reached the situation we now face.””

A similar view was voiced by Oriental Jews in the Arab world, such as Yosef
Katawi Pasha, the chief rabbi of Egypt. At a meeting with Elmaleh in Cairo
at the end of 1938, Katawi warned of the danger in the continued refusal of the
Zionist leaders to listen to the opinion of the Sephardi Jews, “who are thoroughly
familiar with Oriental manners, the Arabic language, and with Arab thought.”
Directing his comments primarily at Weizmann, Katawi rhetorically asked: “Can
they imagine that we will remain silent even when we become the victims of
their mistakes?””” His comments reflected not only resentment at the failure to

include Sephardi Jews in the management of contacts between Jews and Arabs,
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but also the growing concern about the status of the Jewish minority in the Arab
countries. Katawi’s position, which rejected the Peel Commission’s partition plan
and endorsed political reconciliation with the Arabs, was similar to that of the
Jewish associations in Palestine that supported the binational idea and called
for Jewish-Arab rapprochement.

Following the outbreak of the Arab Revolt, in 1936, another association,
Kedma Mizraha, was established. Its members included former activists of Brit
Shalom; members of the Association of Farmers; municipal leaders such as Zaki
Alhadiff, the mayor of Tiberias; native Sephardi and Ashkenazi intellectuals;
and former members of the Association of Pioneers of the East.”® The members
of Kedma Mizraha were a diverse group with a range of opinions. As a result,
the organization’s goals were defined in vague terms as “familiarization with the
Orient, the creation of social and economic contacts with the peoples of the
Orient, and proper informational activities regarding the project of the Jewish
people in its land.””

'The association, which was active for only a brief period, was especially in-
teresting given the limited involvement of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in other
similar associations, such as Brit Shalom, the League for Jewish-Arab Rap-
prochement, and, later, Ichud. The main Sephardi activists in these organizations
were Yitzhak Shamosh; Judge Moshe Valero; and Yitzhak Raphael Molcho,
who continued to support the political initiatives of Judah Leon Magnes, the
President of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Although Molcho supported
the idea of a federative union, he opposed any concessions regarding Jewish
immigration, as did Eliachar.®

A question that naturally arises in this context is why so few Sephardi and
Oriental Jews were involved in such associations, which were established to pro-
mote cultural rapprochement and closer ties between Jews and Arabs during the
Mandatory years. One of the reasons is the social profile of Brit Shalom and its
successor associations, particularly the League for Jewish-Arab Rapprochement
and Ichud. Numerous studies have described the social and ideological origins
of Brit Shalom, which was dominated by German Jews and faculty members
from the Hebrew University.!”" Accordingly, it is not surprising that one of the
members of Brit Shalom was Yitzhak Shamosh, who taught modern Arabic
literature at the Institute of Oriental Studies, established by the Hebrew Uni-
versity in 1925 (Shamosh is discussed in more detail in chapter 3).

Magnes hoped that the institute would help bring Jews and Arabs together.
However, Josef Horovitz, who served as its first director, believed that only a
scholar who had studied in Europe or the United States would be able to serve
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as director, and that there were no Oriental scholars who were fully familiar with

102 His view was best illustrated by

modern research and pedagogical methods.
the rejection of Abraham Shalom Yahuda’s appointment as a faculty member
at the institute. Born in Jerusalem and a cousin of Yellin, Yahuda was described
by Ya‘akov Yehoshua as a scholar who was a native of the Orient and a product
of Jewish-Arab culture.® The rejection of his appointment was perceived as an
example of the exclusion of Oriental Jews from positions that potentially could
strengthen the cultural and intellectual connections between Jews and Arabs.
Indeed, Yahuda criticized the Jewish Russian intellectuals who were active in
the Zionist movement and the Zionist leaders who prevented the Oriental
Jews from helping address the Arab Question. The reasons for the rejection of
his appointment have been debated, but Yahuda was convinced that it was the
Zionist European leaders—mainly Weizmann, Ussishkin, and the Zionist leader
and author Nahum Sokolov—who were responsible. According to Yahuda, they
opposed his views on the Arab Question and the importance of integrating
the Hebrew and Arab cultures.’® As Yehoshua suggested, Yahuda’s attempt
to “make his expertise available for those who came from the west resulted in
great disappointment.”®

'The main reason for the dearth of Sephardim in Brit Shalom, however, was
the approach adopted by the association to the resolution of the conflict, partic-
ularly its support for restrictions on Jewish immigration and its willingness to
accept the Yishuv’s constituting a minority in a binational state. In this regard,
the Sephardi leaders sought to present a political solution similar to that of the
Zionists. In addition, while emphasizing the historical links between Oriental
Jews and Palestine and rejecting the proposed restriction on Jewish immigration,
the Sephardi leaders also wanted to emphasize the need for Jews to immigrate to
Palestine not only from Europe, but also from the surrounding Arab countries.
Cultural and social differences were also a factor.

In an article published in Hed Hamizrah in November 6, 1942, Yosef Rivlin
attempted to examine why “the native Jew, who has been in the country for
generations, the Oriental Jew (ben edot hamizrah),and even the Ashkenazi whose
family has been here for generations steadfastly refuse to support Brit Shalom
and all its reincarnations.”% Rivlin sought to understand the reason for the fierce
hostility toward those movements that were perceived as promoting peace and
understanding among native Jews of all political persuasions. He rejected the
hypothesis that the Oriental Jews were indifferent to public affairs and politics
and preferred to concentrate on their private concerns. One of Rivlin’s assump-

tions was that Oriental Jews worried that they would be identified as traitors to
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the national cause and accused of disloyalty to Zionism and the Yishuv, if they
openly supported these organizations.'””

'This comment by Rivlin is important, since one of the factors that made the
Sephardi and Oriental Jews reluctant to join Brit Shalom and Ichud was the
fact that the organizations were not part of the Zionist mainstream. As we have
seen, the Sephardi leaders were sensitive to accusations that they had a separatist
orientation and sought to disassociate themselves from the Yishuv. However,
Rivlin argues that Bney Ha’aretz’s special connection with and deep understand-
ing of the Arabs, compared to the Ashkenazi “foreign”Jews, is what stands at the
core of the special relations between Oriental Jews, Ashkenazi local Jews, and
Arabs—despite the political radicalization among both Jews and Arabs.'”® For
Rivlin the most important reason for the Sephardi reluctance was the particular
perspective of native Jews, who did not share the European Jews’ experience of

exile and hence saw no reason to efface themselves before the Arabs:

The attitude of the Ben Ha'aretz to the Arab is different. He does not view the Arab
fellah or the worker with pity. . . . The Jewish Ben Ha’aretz does not pity the Arab.
He is in many ways equal to him. The eastern Jewish worker is very similar to the
Arab worker, as all are members of the poor social strata among both peoples. They
are similar to each other not only in their language, but in the language of their
souls (sfat nafsham). . . . Let’s have no illusion: many things have changed since
World War I [and the fall of the Ottoman Empire]. Political Zionism developed
a new spirit among Oriental Jews, who became, it is worth noting, radical Zionists
(¢ziyoni kitzoni). 100 percent Zionists. Arab nationalism has developed as well and
the [national] demands have grown on both sides. However, where there is one
language and one track of mind, there is still some possibility of finding a solution,
or at least seeking one, at least many more ways than the “peace seekers” [of Brit

Shalom] are seeking.'”

'The ideological stance and political activity of Eliachar may also offer an answer
to the riddle of the reservations among Sephardi and Oriental Jews regarding Brit
Shalom and Ichud. Eliachar was born in Jerusalem in 1899 and was educated at
the Lemmel and Alliance schools in the city. During World War I he served as an
officer in the Ottoman army, and he completed his studies at the French College
in Beirut after the war ended. In 1922 he returned to Palestine after spending a year
in Cairo. Until 1935 he was employed as a clerk in the Commerce and Customs
Department of the Mandatory government. In 1947 he was appointed president
of the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, after a lengthy period

of involvement in various Sephardi organizations—particularly the Association
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of the Pioneers of the East.!'® As Israel Bartal noted, a clear connection can be
found between Eliachar’s background as a native of Jerusalem and his political
position regarding Jewish-Arab relations."! Eliachar formulated his views on
national issues during the late Ottoman period. To Bartal, he serves as an example
of the Sephardi notables who saw no contradiction between the Zionist enterprise
and Arab nationalist aspirations, and who indeed saw the Yishuv as a model for
national autonomy within a multinational empire. The view that Zionism must
integrate itself into the national movements of other ethnic minorities in the
Ottoman Empire was shared by the elite Sephardi and Ashkenazi families of
the old Yishuv."? Eliachar tried to adopt this approach to the new Mandatory
era when, as discussed above, he proposed the establishment of a Jewish-Arab
federation in Palestine under British patronage.™

However, Eliachar rejected the political solutions proposed by Brit Shalom
and Ichud, which was established in 1942 by Magnes. Eliachar had a profound
admiration for Magnes and even attended the founding conference of Ichud, at
which he was elected as Magnes’s deputy. However, after Magnes published a
plan that would establish a quota for Jewish immigration and accept the prin-
ciple that Jews would not constitute more than 40 percent of the country’s total
population, Eliachar resigned from Ichud. Like his peers in the Association of
the Pioneers of the East who had remained active in the Sephardi and Oriental
Jews’ organizations during the 1930s and 1940s, and who were involved in the
issue of Jewish-Arab relations, Eliachar opposed any restrictions on Jewish
immigration and could not accept the perpetuation of the Jews’ status as a
minority in Palestine."™

Moreover, like Rivlin, Eliachar believed that while the Sephardim and Ori-
ental Jews lived side by side with the Arabs and interacted with them on a daily
basis, the members of Brit Shalom and Ichud lacked this experience. Hence, he
felt that the members of the two associations reached their conclusions on the
basis of an academic and “theoretical” knowledge, not of personal experience.™
Eliachar repeatedly emphasized the importance of the understanding of another
group that is created through close daily contact, personal acquaintance, and
shared interests with its members. He felt that the solutions proposed by Ichud
were ill conceived and would damage the Jewish future in the country. Instead,
he argued, efforts should first focus on creating an atmosphere of understanding
and mutual recognition between the Yishuv and its Arab neighbors."®

In his numerous articles and his political and other public activities, Eliachar
can be viewed as the most prominent example of an approach that might be

called “the road not taken.” He presented in its clearest and purest form the

The Road Not Taken | 45



argument that the marginalization of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews prevented
the implementation of their approach, which was one of compromise and me-
diation. The result was that the leaders of the Yishuv adopted the wrong policy
toward Jewish-Arab relations. Eliachar argued that the leaders of the Zionist
movement and the Yishuv showed a lack of interest in becoming acquainted with
the Arab society and culture and refused to allow the Sephardi and Oriental Jews
to manage Jewish-Arab relations. This led the Zionist leaders to make political
mistakes that exacerbated the conflict between the two national movements."”
'The fundamental mistake of this leadership, Eliachar believed, was their failure
“to create direct relations and contact with our neighbors, to learn to understand
them, and to build cultural and economic ties with them. This situation led to
the emergence of a terrifying alienation between us and our neighbors that grew

deeper every day.”"®

Saving the Jews of the Arab Countries

'The leaders of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine were
well aware of the direct impact that the actions of the local Jews in Palestine
and the development of the Jewish-Arab conflict had on the status and future
of Jews in the Arab countries. Their seeking to represent the Oriental Jews as
a whole was evident in public and political discourse, as was their attempt to
promote solidarity and mutual support among the various Jewish communities
in the region. This commitment to their fellow Jews in the Arab countries, and
the awareness that their actions were scrutinized not only by the leaders of
the Yishuv and their own constituents, but also by leaders in other countries,
affected the way in which they presented their positions regarding the national
conflict in Palestine.

"The close link between the situation in Palestine and Jewish-Arab relations in
the Middle East in general was highlighted during the 1940s, with the growing
concern for the fate of Jews in Arab countries. This concern was reflected in the
memorandums that the Sephardi delegations submitted to the Anglo-American
Committee of Inquiry, as well as to uNscop. Part of the Sephardim’s goal in these
memorandums was to again prove their loyalty and deep commitment to Zionist
ideas. They continued to present themselves as possible mediators between Jews
and Arabs, but they also attempted to adhere to the Zionist position vis-a-vis
the Jewish-Arab conflict.

'The institutional, political, and public criticism of the Sephardim reached its
peak following the decision of the Sephardi leaders to boycott the elections for
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the Yishuv’s fourth Assembly of Representatives that took place in 1944. Eliachar
played the lead role in the decision." The Council of the Sephardi Community
in Jerusalem demanded a change in the electoral system and the adoption of
regional elections. This demand led to repeated claims of Sephardi separatism
and allegations that the demand was based on a communalist approach.'

'The demand for changes in the electoral system enjoyed the support of orga-
nizations associated with the “Civic Circles”—the middle class and bourgeoi-
sie—and the Revisionist Party, thereby positioning the Sephardi leaders not
merely as opponents to the labor movement and the leadership of the Yishuv
but as supporters of the dissenters. Moreover, the alliance between the Sephardi
leaders and the Civic Circles in boycotting the elections strengthened the claim
that the Sephardim belonged to the center right part of the political spectrum in
the Yishuv. Like the Association of Farmers, which also boycotted the elections,
the Sephardi political leadership and elite was seen to be clinging to a narrow
view of the Jewish community. Like the Civic Circles, Labor Zionism identified
the leadership with the urban middle class and with the professional fields of
commerce, law, education, and banking.'

'The exclusion of the representatives of the Council of the Sephardi Com-
munity in Jerusalem from the National Council Executive led to a rift in the
Yishuv and to considerable tension within the Sephardi and Oriental Jews’
communities in Palestine. David Abulafia, who was the president of the Council
of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, and Laniado, who were opposed by
the circle identified with Eliachar, entered into negotiations with Mapai, with
the goal of allowing the Sephardim to return to the Assembly of Representatives
and the National Council.'?

Abulafia and Laniado also headed the Sephardi delegation that testified before
the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry on March 13, 1946. The delegation
also included ‘Abadji, the official translator mentioned above, and Asher Malach,
who before his arrival in Palestine in 1934 had served as a member of the Greek
parliament and as one of the leaders of the Jewish community in Salonika.
Malach was invited to testify about the conditions of the Bulgarian Jewish
community. The members of the delegation represented several organizations:
the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, the Association of Sep-
hardi Jews in Tel Aviv, and the Council of the Sephardi Community in Haifa.
'The delegation also worked in coordination with the World Confederation of
Sephardi Jews, which at this time was based in New York.'”

In its testimony before the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, the rep-

resentatives of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine chose
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to depict the Jews of the Middle East as a community in political, economic,
and physical distress, thereby linking the Jewish-Arab conflict in Palestine to
the question of Jewish-Arab relations in the region as a whole. The Sephardi
delegation also argued that during the committee’s visits to Arab countries,
its members had been unable to hear the true opinions and positions of the
Jewish communities due to their fear for the safety of their communities and
their own lives. The Sephardi position was that the Jews of the Middle East
must be permitted to immigrate to Palestine. The memorandum presented by
the Sephardi delegation characterized the mood among the Jews of the Arab
countries as one of terror, particularly in the case of those suspected of main-
taining contacts with Palestine or Zionism. However, the immigration of Jews
from Arab countries was recommended not only because of their distress but
also because of the close ties between Oriental Jews and Eretz Israel, which
had existed even prior to the establishment of the Zionist movement in the
late nineteenth century.'**

In his testimony, Abulafia emphasized that he was speaking as the official
representative of Sephardi Jewry in Palestine and around the world, and that his
positions reflected the ideological position of Sephardi Jews toward Zionism. He
emphasized the full identification of the Sephardim with Zionism and with its
official and elected representatives, who also appeared before the committee. In
fact, Abulafia defined in his testimony the meaning of Oriental and Sephardi
Zionism. “Our Zionism stems from the specific historical and psychological
circumstances of Sephardi Jewry in the Diaspora,”he said. “The Sephardim were
among the first Zionists, not only in theory but also in practice, and many of
them put practice before theory when they were among the first to immigrate to

Palestine.”®

Before declaring that Sephardi Jewry unreservedly supported the
position of the representatives of the Zionist movement regarding the creation
of an independent and sovereign state in the Land of Israel, Abulafia explained
the special status of the Sephardim as mediators: “We carry a special role and
destiny of Zionism in terms of nurturing peaceful relations and understanding
with the Arabs of this land.” However, they could play this special role only if
a Jewish state was established. Then, continued Abulafia, “we will be able to
perform our duty and provide important assistance in promoting cooperation
on the basis of equal relations between the two brother peoples.”? The written
memorandum that was submitted to the committee by the Sephardi leadership

further highlighted this role of the Sephardim and Oriental Jews as mediators
and described it as their historical destiny:
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We further believe that in this particular sphere of overriding importance, namely
the maintenance of relations of good neighborliness and friendship with the Arabs
amid and around us, Sephardi Jewry will be assigned by history a very special task.
It is true, as we have stated above, that until the new racial doctrines have spread
their poison among the Arab communities, Jews and Arabs were able not only
to understand each other but indeed to live in relations of sincere and genuine
friendship. . . . The deterioration in the relations between Jews and Arabs is not at
all an inevitable outcome of the Zionist effort in this country. . . . As deputies of
Sephardi Jewry, who by our mentality and our way of life are rather closer to the
Semitic world, it may be permissible for us to declare before you [based] not only
on the strength of our belief but also on the strength of personal experience that the
alleged “enmity” between Jews and Arabs is not at all inevitable and that without
prompting and incitement from non-Arab quarters, the Arabs would never have
come to racial persecutions [of Jews]. If, nevertheless, a very gloomy picture has been
exposed in this statement on the plight of Sephardi Jewry in adjacent countries, it
is because in our view these new states have found themselves intoxicated by the
wine of sudden independence and have taken to emulating the methods of the

worst European countries with longer experience then their own.'”

The Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry also heard testimony from several
Palestinian Arab delegates. Once again, Jamal al-Husseini questioned the loyalty
of Oriental Jews to the Zionist idea. In his testimony he presented the position
of the Palestinian leadership, which rejected any Jewish right to or share in the
Palestinian homeland. This approach recognized Judaism as a religion but not the
Jews as a nation. Al-Husseini emphasized that the Arab claims had nothing in
common with antisemitism. He denied the legitimacy of the Balfour Declaration,
which he described as the beginning of the Zionist invasion of Palestine, with
the goal of abrogating the Palestinians’ rights. He added that before November
1917, “the Arabs had always lived in peace and friendship with the many Jews
who settled in Palestine for religious reasons. History does not include any riots
or incidents testifying to Arab hatred of Jews in Palestine or elsewhere. On the
contrary, the chroniclers testify convincingly to a positive Arab attitude toward
Jews whenever Jews were persecuted in Europe. It was only after the publication
of the Balfour Declaration, as the Jews began to display political ambitions and
to reveal their true and aggressive intentions, which we consider nothing less
than an invasion, that concern and opposition grew among the Arabs.”?

Al-Husseini described the pre-Zionist period as an era of cooperation and
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understanding between Jews and Arabs: “I could give you numerous examples
of the good relations that existed between the Jews of the Orient and the Arabs,
and I could clarify how these relations were spoiled as a direct result of Zion-
ism.” Thus al-Husseini presented the Palestinian goal of restoring the situation
in Palestine to the status quo prior to World War I. He was convinced that “at
least 60 percent of the Jews in Palestine, who are currently subject to the power
of Zionist coercion, would cooperate with us. For although they are now a small
minority, many of them—at least 50 percent—formerly lived together with us
and they know that we always lived with them in friendship and peace.” Hus-
seini also presented personal information: “As a small child, my father used to
take me with him, together with my six brothers, to visit an old Jewish woman
and to kiss her hand.”*

Following Abulafia’s testimony, and on the basis of the memorandum sub-
mitted on behalf of Sephardi Jewry, ‘Abadi and Laniado were asked to respond
to questions posed by members of the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry.
In particular, they were asked to address the connection between the Zionist
demand for a state and the future relations between Jews and Arabs in the
Middle East. An article by ‘Abadi titled “A Jewish-Arab Federation” shows his
political position on the Arab Question.”® Although the article was published in
1920, it seems to reflect a position ‘Abadi maintained throughout his life, which
emphasized the cultural spheres as a way of promoting Jewish-Arab relations.
‘Abadi was also a member of Solel, a short-lived association of Jews and Arabs
in Jerusalem, who arranged language classes for its members. ‘Abadi was the
Hebrew teacher, while Khalil al-Sakakini was the Arabic teacher.™

In the article, ‘Abadi called for a Jewish-Arab union to promote the renaissance
of the Orient. Despite their long exile in the West, he maintained that the Jews
were an Oriental people: “Even in a Jew who is ‘Western’ from tip to toe, you
will find his original Mizrahiyut [Orientalism], to the point that it is difficult
to imagine that he is a son of the West. We are returning now not only to our
country, but to ourselves and to our origin. All the attempts to prove that we are
Western will thus be to no avail, particularly after we again settle here and the
climate of the Land begins to leave its mark on us, as on the other inhabitants
of the Land.”*? ‘Abadi urged recognition of “true, non-fraudulent Mizrahiyut,
pure and distilled.” He explained that this Mizrahiyut was more genuine and
healthy than “fraudulent Ma’araviyut [Occidentalism].” ‘Abadi ended his article
by mentioning the golden age of Jewish-Muslim symbiosis in Muslim Spain:
“Our meeting with the Arab nation was the most blessed of all our meetings

through the course of history. . . . There is no reason to fear that the encounter
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this time would not be even better than its precursor. A little study of Arab affairs,
some good will, and true neutrality will lead us to the genuine understanding
that will lead to harmonious unity between Hebrews and Arabs.”®

Despite the time that passed between the publication of this article and
‘Abadi’s testimony before the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, his strong
belief in the importance of Jewish-Arab rapprochement remained intact. This
committee sought to clarify the claim by the Sephardi delegation that the status
of Jews in Arab countries had deteriorated and that they faced legislation that
discriminated against them. Replying to a question as to whether it was not
Zionism and the demand for a state that had led to the deterioration in relations
between Jews and Arabs in the Middle East, ‘Abadi acknowledged that there
was some foundation for seeing Zionism as one of the causes of this process.
However, he argued that the main factor was the growing hatred of foreigners
in most Middle Eastern countries, a phenomenon that was not directed only
toward Jews. ‘Abadi reiterated the comments in the Sephardi memorandum that
Islam had generally expressed tolerance toward non-Muslim minorities, and
that in the past Muslims had indeed treated Jews fairly in Muslim countries,
although Jews had been considered second-class citizens. “It was a situation of
humiliation, but not of discrimination, and Islam should be given credit for this,”
‘Abadi said. However, he continued, “over the past 20 years, a fanatic nationalism
has emerged in the Muslim countries and the Jews have been the first victims
of this trend.” ‘Abadi explained that “we do not deny that Zionism has, to an
extent, served as a convenient pretext for the deteriorating condition of the
Jews,” but “this was just one among a series of reasons for this exacerbation.”
To the question of whether there were any disagreements among the Sephardi
leaders regarding the desirability of Zionism, ‘Abadi replied: “There may some-
times be profound disagreements. Some Jews who are more assimilated than
others adopt this position.” However, he reiterated the Zionist position and the
demand of the Sephardi delegation to open the gates of Palestine to Sephardi
immigration, emphasizing that “Zionism is not just a matter of refugees, but a
question of national revival.”?*

'The testimony of the leaders of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities
in Palestine before UNscoP in 1947 again emphasized the communities’ historical
role as mediators. However, the leaders also highlighted the grave situation of
Jews in Middle Eastern countries and thus expressed once again the connection
between Palestine and the Middle East as a whole, and their own responsibility
for the fate of the Jewish communities in the Levant.

'The Sephardi delegation to unscoP was headed by Eliachar, who had recently
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replaced Abulafia as president of the Council of the Sephardi Community of
Jerusalem. Eliachar’s election to that position in February 1947 reflected a shift in
the balance of power in the council. For the first time, a majority of the council’s
members were Oriental Jews from Arab countries, rather than representatives of
the Sephardi community in Palestine. Eliachar’s election also reflected a renewed
attempt in December 1946 to create a national Sephardi organization under the
name of the National Representative Body of Sephardi Jews in the Land of Israel
(Moetezet Hanetzigut Ha'artzit Shel Hayehudim Hasfaradim Be'eretz Israel).™

'The composition of the delegation to uNscop was coordinated and approved
by the National Council Executive and the Political Department of the Jewish

Agency Executive.”

Eliachar also submitted a memorandum he prepared for
prior review by Ben-Zvi, Moshe Shertok (Sharett), and Eliyahu Sasson from the
political department of the Jewish Agency.””” The Sephardi delegation included
Eliachar; Rabbi Uziel; Elmaleh; Binyamin (Salah) Sasson, head of the Commit-
tee of Iraqi Immigrants, whose inclusion reflected the growing involvement of
the Oriental communities in the Sephardi leadership; and David Sitton, coed-
itor of the journal Hed-Hamizrah. The delegation was accompanied by Ya'acov
Shimoni, a member of the Arab Bureau of the Political Department, and Zvi
Schwartz, an attorney. It declared that one of its purposes was “to present our
case in order to put an end to slander against the Sephardi public in the Land
of Israel and in exile.”®

In his testimony to uNscop, Eliachar noted that good relations between Jews
and Arabs in Palestine were impossible under the current Arab leadership of
the Mufti, Haj Amin al-Husseini. This view, as we will discuss in the chapter 2,
was one of the foundations of the Zionist arguments in the Mandatory years.
'The Sephardi leadership also expressed its clear rejection of any limitation on
Jewish immigration, while emphasizing that it opposed any regime that would
force the Jews to remain a minority in Palestine. Eliachar’s testimony provides
a glimpse into the ways the Sephardi leadership perceived the deteriorations in
social relations between Jews and Arabs in the mixed cities, and the weakening
of its belief in the ability of Jews to live as a minority among Arabs, as a result of
the 1929 riots. Many Arabs condemned the murder of Jews in the mixed cities,
and friendly relations with the Jews had rapidly been restored, Eliachar said.
Nevertheless, “no longer can Jews intermingle freely in Arab towns and villages,
even if they are of Oriental background and indigenous residents. Based on
our past experience and recent events in the country, we cannot imagine being

dependent on an Arab state. Our bare lives will be in danger and the fate of
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the Hebron community may be ours too.”? Referring to Arab-Jewish relations
in the Arab countries, Eliachar suggested that the Jews were being held as
hostages by the governments of these countries. The Sephardi explanation for
the increased anti-Jewish sentiments in the Middle East was a combination of
antiforeign sentiment, religious fanaticism, and the nationalism and ignorance of
the masses. All those led to the use of the term “a war on Zionism” as a pretext
for the deteriorating conditions faced by the Jews."*

In his testimony, Eliachar emphasized that he was speaking on behalf of Jewish
communities in Arab countries who could not speak freely. He demanded that
Palestine be open to Jewish immigration from these countries. He again empha-
sized his belief that Jews and Arabs could live together, and that the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews had a special role to play in achieving this goal: “Having been
born in Oriental countries, knowing their customs and languages, their mode
of life and their ethics, the Sephardim are called upon to play a greater role in
the establishment of harmony and peace through the Middle East.” Eliachar
concluded his request to secure the political rights of the Jews as established
by the Mandate with a statement of his belief that peace between the semitic
peoples was a real possibility: “As the indigenous Jewish population of Palestine,
we demand the restitution of our rights, by the abolition of the White Paper of
1939 and all it stands for, and the opening of the gates to all those Jews in need of
a home whether from East or West. . . . To impose upon Palestine a permanent
Jewish minority is to add insult to injury. . . . The courageous establishment of a
haven of refuge for the most persecuted people since man was created may bring
peace to this country, to the Middle East and to the world, in collaboration with
all our Semite and Arab brethren.”

During the months following his appearance before unscop, Eliachar visited
Europe and the United States in an attempt to draw the attention of the world
to the conditions of Jews in Arab countries. During his visit, Jewish-Arab rela-
tions in Palestine and in the Middle East as a whole entered a new stage. The
Sephardi leadership, which had attempted to position itself as mediators between
the two peoples during the Mandatory period, had to make a similar attempt as
a result of the 1948 war and the establishment of the State of Israel. The attempt
by the Sephardi and Oriental leadership to serve as intermediaries between the
majority Jews and the minority Arabs, and between old inhabitants and new
immigrants, reflects once again the afinity between the ethnic problem and the
Arab Question, and the Sephardi and Oriental Jews perception of themselves
as cultural, social, and political mediators.
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TwWO

Natives of the Orient

Political and Social Rapprochement

'The riots that began on August 1929 signaled the end of the first decade of
Jewish-Arab relations in Palestine under British rule. The violent nature of the
1929 national confrontation not only shocked the Sephardi and Oriental Jews,
who were severely affected by the events, but also led to a reexamination of the
Zionist policy toward the Arab Question and the national conflict.! Following
the 1929 riots, the Jewish Agency and the National Council established the
United Bureau (Halishka Hameuhedet), which was supposed to examine ways
of advancing rapprochement between Jews and Arabs in Palestine.

Several prominent Sephardi and Oriental Jewish leaders were active members
of the United Bureau. In fact, the United Bureau was the first official organiza-
tion in the Zionist administration in Palestine in which Sephardi Jews took an
active part. Despite its short period of operation, the United Bureau serves as
an important example for the special contribution of members of the Sephardi
and Oriental communities to Jewish-Arab relations. Other institutions that will
be examined in this chapter include the Arab Bureau of the Political Depart-
ment of the Jewish Agency and the Arab Department of the Histadrut, which
was also established following the 1929 riots. The involvement of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews in these organizations demonstrates their attempt to influence
the political decisions regarding Jewish-Arab affairs, and the way they viewed
their unique role as intermediaries between the two peoples. This chapter will
focus on their role as mediators in the political and diplomatic spheres, as well

as in the socioeconomic one.



Oriental Jews in Arab-Jewish Negotiations

In the early 1920s, as a result of the changes in the region following World War
I, Chaim Weizmann, president of the World Zionist Organization, instructed
the Information Office of the Zionist Commission to formulate a plan for ac-
tion toward Palestinian Arabs. The proposed steps included forging an alliance
between the Zionist movement and Bedouin sheikhs in the south of Palestine,
nurturing friendly relations between Jews and Arabs, and encouraging the Arabic
press to publish Zionist propaganda.? As natives of the country, and because of
their close familiarity with Arab culture and society, the Sephardi leaders viewed
themselves as the natural and ideal candidates to manage the political contacts
and negotiations conducted during the 1920s between Arabs and Jews.? The
participants in the negotiations with Arab leaders, led by Weizmann, included
Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jewish intellectuals from the cadre that had emerged
during the late nineteenth century in the old Yishuv, such as Shlomo Kalmi
and Asher Sapir, a native of Hebron who had studied law at Istanbul University.
'The Sephardi Chief Rabbi Ya'acov Meir also participated in the negotiations,
meeting Sherif Hussein Ibn ‘Ali and Emir Abdullah in 1924 as part of a delega-
tion that also included David Yellin and Colonel Frederick Kisch, the head of
the political department in the Zionist Executive. During the early 1920s some
Sephardi and local Jews, such as Nissim Malul (discussed in chapter 3), were
also active for short periods in the Arab Bureau of the Zionist Commission and
the National Council.*

In accordance with the division of responsibilities between the Zionist Ex-
ecutive and the National Council, efforts to address the Arab Question were
coordinated by the Zionist Executive’s Political Department, despite attempts
made by the National Council Executive to assume responsibility for Jewish-
Arab relations. As discussed in chapter 1, the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish
communities did not have any representatives in the Zionist Executive. The result
was the distancing of the communities’leaders from the discussion of the Arab
Question and the rejection of repeated requests by the main Sephardi organi-
zations to serve as mediators between Jews and Arabs.’ The main person who
coordinated the political negotiations until 1929 was Haim Margaliot-Kalvarisky.
He was the head of the Arab Department of the National Council until it was
dissolved in 1923 and was the head of the Arab Bureau of the Zionist Executive
in Jerusalem until 1927.5

Following the riots of August 1929, the Jewish Agency Executive and the
National Council Executive recognized the need for a change of policy regard-
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ing the Arab Question This realization led to a greater degree of cooperation
between the two bodies and the formation of the United Bureau. The United
Bureau was headed by Kisch and Yitzhak Ben-Zvi; its members also included
Yellin, Yosef Eliyahu Chelouche, Yitzhak Shamaya Eliachar, Yosef Meyuchas,
Shabtai Levy, Zaki Alhadiff, Yisrael Rokach, Meir Dizengoff, and Kalvarisky.
The Sephardim were also represented in the new body by A. Laniado, as its
secretary, and Chaim Hasson, as its translator from Arabic to Hebrew.” Like
most of his Sephardi colleagues in the United Bureau, Hasson was a member of
the Association of Pioneers of the East, in which capacity he often emphasized
the importance of rapprochement between Arabs and Jews and the need for
mutual understanding.

'The purpose of the United Bureau, as perceived by its Sephardi members, was
to improve Jewish-Arab relations. To this end, they made a distinction in the
Bureau’s work between negative and positive actions. Negative actions included
political and journalistic activities intended to turn Palestinian public opinion
against the Mufti, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, and to strengthen the Palestinian
opposition to him. These included, for example, the publication of articles in
the Arabic press advocating cooperation with the Zionists. The positive actions
sought to encourage economic and cultural cooperation between Jews and Arabs
to promote rapprochement between the two peoples.® Discussions in the United
Bureau mentioned the need to place educated Arabs in clerical positions in
Jewish-owned banks, to include them in commercial and financial companies
by providing loans for Arab businesses and investors, and to employ Arabs in
other Jewish-run businesses. The cultural sphere was another area that was con-
sidered vital for improving relations, particularly studying Arabic and employing
Arab teachers in Jewish schools. The United Bureau called for a renewal of the
friendly relations between Jews and Arabs that had existed prior to the riots,
emphasizing the role of local leaders from both sides and the resumption of
visits and other contacts.’

'The approach advocated by the Sephardi and Oriental activists in the United
Bureau was particularly evident in the actions of Alhadiff. Born in 1890, he served
as the mayor of Tiberias from 1923 until he was murdered in October 1938, during
the Arab Revolt. Alhadiff served as an example for local leaders, who—based on
their personal acquaintance with Arab leaders and their familiarity with Arab
culture and the Arabic language—believed in the ability of the Sephardim to
serve as a bridge between Jews and Arabs. During the riots of 1929, Alhadiff
managed to prevent the spread of violence to the mixed city that he governed.

In the United Bureau, he strove to develop contacts with Arab dignitaries and
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prominent Palestinian leaders in the Galilee, with whom he was familiar not only
because of his official position but also because he was a native of the country
and knew Arabic and the Arab culture.”

Alhadift also supported the idea—prevalent in the United Bureau—that it was
important to strengthen the Palestinian opposition to the Mufti, while empha-
sizing the role played by local Arab leaders in influencing the rural population.
To this end he sought to strengthen ties with Arab sheikhs and mukbtars (village
leaders) and called for the publication of leaflets in Arabic urging rapprochement
and peace between the two peoples and trying to reduce the level of incitement in
the Arabic press. In keeping with the approach of the Sephardi leadership since
the last years of the Ottoman rule, Alhadiff made a distinction between Christian
and Muslim Arabs and recommended that the United Bureau work to enhance
this division within Palestinian society and exploit it as part of Zionist policy."

One of Alhadiff’s colleagues in the United Bureau was Shabtai Levy. Born in
Istanbul in 1876, Levy served at the time as a member of the Haifa City Coun-
cil and became mayor of the city in the 1940s.”* Levy recommended that the
United Bureau promote rapprochement between Arab villages and neighboring
Jewish agricultural communities by developing contacts between the leaders of
the respective communities and by using the Jewish communities as a base for
the provision of economic and medical assistance to their Arab rural neighbors.
He also proposed that Arab children be educated in Jewish schools. In the
economic sphere, Levy suggested establishing a joint Jewish-Arab chamber of
commerce in the mixed cities.” As will be discussed later in this chapter, the
same approach was adopted by the Arab Bureau of the Political Department
of the Jewish Agency.

'The role of Alhadiff and Levy demonstrated the changing status of the political
leadership of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews during the Mandatory period. After
World War I, the Jewish leaders in the Arab world continued to play a mediat-
ing role between the colonial rulers, the local royal families, the Arab national
leadership, and the Jewish community in their respective countries.™ In Palestine,
by contrast, the Sephardi elite lost this function. The Jewish Agency Executive,
which as noted above did not include representatives of the Sephardim, assumed
the role of intermediary with the authorities. The Sephardi leaders also found
it increasingly difficult to maintain their traditional role as mediators and go-
betweens among Jews, Christians, and Muslims since Palestine lacked any shared
(Jewish-Arab) government, including legislative and administrative institutions.
However, they were able to maintain this role in the municipal administrations
of the mixed cities, including Haifa, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Tiberias. Accordingly,
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the political power of Sephardi Jewry became concentrated in the local Jewish
community committees (va'ad hakehilah).

Until it was dismantled at the beginning of 1931, the United Bureau continued
to try to strengthen Palestinian opposition groups and establish political parties
to oppose the Mufti, who was perceived as the main obstacle to improving re-
lations between Jews and Arabs. The bureau also worked to gather information
about developments in Palestinian and regional Arab politics. One of the main
figures responsible for these activities was Aharon Chaim Cohen, who headed
the Intelligence Service of the United Bureau. Cohen was born in Jerusalem in
1906 to a family of mixed Iranian and Moroccan origin. He worked in a print
shop before joining the Haganah, where he was involved mainly with intelligence
work. In the United Bureau, Cohen collected and analyzed information from
different sources about domestic Palestinian politics and the relations between
the Palestinian leadership and the British.” Indeed, Cohen’s extensive contacts
among Palestinians who worked as informants in the service of the United
Bureau may serve as an example of the intelligence operations in the Yishuv
at the time.'®

One of the strategies used by Cohen was to exploit for the benefit of the Zionist
movement the internal conflicts between the Palestinian opposition and the Mufti
and between the rural and urban Palestinian elites. As part of this process, the
members of the United Bureau held meetings and maintained political contacts
with Palestinian opposition members. Yellin, Chelouche, and Levy, among others,
were involved in the bureau’s negotiations with Omar al-Bitar, president of the
Muslim-Christian Association and mayor of Jaffa, and with Omar Salah al-
Barghouti, a former member of the Arab Executive Committee."”

During the same period Weizmann met Arab leaders in Egypt and North
Africa, with the assistance of his envoy, ‘Ovadia Kimchi. Born in Hebron in
1888, Kimchi was a reporter for the newspaper Doar Hayom in the early 1920s.
In 1930 he arranged a meeting between Weizmann and Abbas Hilmi Pasha, the
former khedive of Egypt, who had been deposed at the beginning of World War
I. During the 1930s, Kimchi was based in Paris, where he served as the editor of
the journal of the World Confederation of Sephardi Jews. In February 1931 he
met with Abbas Hilmi Pasha, and later that year he met with Emir Abdullah in
Amman on Weizmann's behalf. Kimchi reported that during a visit to Algeria he
drew on his experience as a native of the Orient with expertise in mediation and
rapprochement between Arabs and Jews to encourage the formation of a joint
committee of Jewish and Arab intellectuals. Apart from his diplomatic contacts,

Kimchi’s chief achievement was the organization of a Jewish-Arab assembly in
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Algiers in March 1931, where he talked about the common semitic origins of
Jews and Arabs and on the similarities between Hebrew and Arab cultures.’®

The United Bureau was also involved in the organization of a Jewish-Arab
association under the name of the Semitic Federation (Hahitahdut Hashemit).”
'The federation was proposed by Kalvarisky as a cultural association of young
people who supported Jewish-Arab cooperation in the fields of economics,
commerce, health, agriculture, and education, with the goal of promoting athletic
competitions between Jews and Arabs and the study of Hebrew and Arabic.* The
federation was launched in Nablus as a joint initiative of Akram Tukan, an activist
in the Arab Agrarian Party, and Kalvarisky. Meetings were held at the Nordia
Hotel in Jerusalem between Kalvarisky and groups of young Arabs, including
teachers, clerks, and students, to promote the idea. The next stage included two
meetings of young Jews and Arabs, held on April 15 and 19,1930, at the Amdorsky
Hotel in Jerusalem. The meetings were attended by Malul, Kalvarisky, and A.
Laniado, in addition to eighteen Arab participants led by Tukan.?

The meetings resulted in the establishment of a joint committee to promote
fraternal relations between the two peoples. The committee met at the home of
one of its Jerusalem members, and the participants included Meir Laniado, David
Avissar, Chaim Hasson, Yosef Rivlin, Eliyahu (Elias) Sasson, Eliyahu Epstein
(Elath), and Reuven Zaslani (Shiloah).” The organization was short-lived and
essentially served to strengthen the Palestinian opposition to the Mufti. Kalv-
arisky sought to establish additional branches of the Semitic Federation as an
Arab political party. These attempts had a clear political orientation and attracted
considerable criticism in the Arabic press. Moreover, the Arab participants did
not come from the senior ranks of the Palestinian social and political circles.”
Nevertheless, some of the Jewish participants in the meetings would later play
a crucial role in the contacts between Jews and Arabs under the auspices of the
Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the Jewish Agency. Those included
Sasson, Epstein, and Shiloah.

As noted, Cohen served as coordinator and fieldworker for the United Bureau,
remaining active until well into the 1930s. Until 1937 he continued to manage
the contacts between the leaders of the Jewish Agency and the Palestinian
leaders, as well as the Arab national leaders elsewhere in the Middle East.?*
In this capacity he supervised the contacts between Moshe Shertok (Sharett),
head of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department, and Emir Abdullah before
the outbreak of the Arab Revolt. Cohen also accompanied David Ben-Gurion,
chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive, in some of the meetings and dis-
cussions he held in 1934—36 with Arab and Palestinian leaders.”> Some of the
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Sephardi leaders reacted to these activities with suspicion, questioning Cohen’s
ability to manage diplomatic contacts with Palestinian national leaders as part of
a broader criticism of the policy of the national institutions regarding the Arab
Question. For example, Yitzhak Molcho commented in 1936 that the way Cohen
managed the contacts of the Yishuv with the Arabs was a fiasco.? However,
the practical nature of Cohen’s work positioned him as one of the founders of
the Haganah’s Intelligence Service (Sherut Yedi‘ot, or sHA1), which developed
during the 1930s, and finally etablished in 1940. Indeed, Cohen’s case demon-
strates the multiplicity of orientations that existed among the Oriental Jewish
leaders, as well as the different facets and versions of rapprochement attempts.

Sasson provides another such example.

Eliyahu Sasson and the Arab Bureau

'The change in the Zionist leadership following the elections to the third Assem-
bly of Representatives of the Yishuv and the elections to the Zionist Congress
had a clear effect on Jewish-Arab relations, as well as in other areas. In August
1931, Chaim Arlozoroff was appointed head of the Political Department of the
Jewish Agency, while Yitzhak Ben-Zvi assumed the position of chairman of
the National Council Executive. Arlozoroff sought to change the approach to
the Arab Question and to emphasize economic and social aspects, along with
the diplomatic contacts that were already under way. He consulted regularly
with Yehuda Burla, Alhadiff, and Avraham Elmaleh and appointed Shertok
as coordinator of the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the Jewish
Agency.? Arlozorof’s activities highlighted the division of responsibilities be-
tween the Jewish Agency’s Political Department, which focused on diplomatic
contacts, and the Haganah, which concentrated on collecting information on
security-related issues.”® Following his assassination in 1933, Shertok assumed
responsibility for the Political Department, including its contacts with Arab
representatives. He brought two new staff members into the department: Epstein,
a graduate of the American University in Beirut, and Shiloah, who was sent in
1931 (to collect intelligence for security purposes) by the department to work as
a Hebrew teacher in Baghdad after graduating from the Teachers’ Seminary in
Jerusalem and while studying at the Hebrew University.”’ In 1934, Sasson also
joined the department.

Born in Damascus in 1902 to a merchant family of Baghdadi origin, Sasson
attended the Alliance Israélite Universelle primary school. After completing

high school at the Azaria Christian school in Damascus, he traveled to Beirut
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to attend St. Joseph’s College. In his memoirs, Sasson described the cultural at-
mosphere in his parents’home and at St. Joseph’s as one characterized by Jewish-
Arab integration. His portrayal of his father’s warm social and commercial
relations with his Arab friends and of the role his father played as an arbitrator
and mediator in various affairs seems to echo the way Sasson saw his own public
position as an adult. Sasson described his days at Azaria School and St. Joseph’s
as a time when he met and became friends with many Muslims and Christians
from Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. As adults, his friends played leading roles as
politicians and journalists in these countries. Sasson was active in the Zionist
organization Hathiya (Renaissance) but was also a member of the Arab Club
and closely connected to the Arab national activists who supported King Faisal’s
rule in Damascus.*® In many ways, Sasson was the most prominent example of
the hybrid Jewish-Arab identity, as we will argue below.

'The first encounter between Sasson and the Sephardi elite of Jerusalem and
Palestine took place in Damascus during World War 1.3 Sasson’s upbringing and
early years in Damascus, his work in both Arab nationalist and Zionist circles,
his personal connections with prominent figures of the Arab national movement,
and his journalistic work all were part of his complex and hybrid Jewish-Arab
identity as a member of the Jewish intellectual community in the Levant. His
Jewish-Arab identity played a significant role in his political and diplomatic
work in the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the Jewish Agency.
Starting in 1934, when he joined the department, Sasson became the central
figure in the negotiations and contacts between Jews and Arabs in Palestine in
particular, and in the Middle East in general.

Before joining the department Sasson had expressed his political views in
various articles published in the Hebrew and Arabic press in Palestine and
elsewhere in the Arab world. He was one of the most prominent exponents of
the view that the Oriental and Sephardi Jews were ideally placed to serve as
mediators between Jews and Arabs and to help promote understanding between
the two peoples. Like Avissar, Burla, Laniado, and Molcho, however, Sasson
believed that acting within organizations that included only one ethnic group
would weaken, rather than strengthen, the Sephardi position. Sasson did not join
the various Sephardi organizations that were active in the Yishuv in the 1920s,
nor was he among the Sephardim in the United Bureau during that decade. In
addition, he criticized the Jewish Agency Executive’s policy regarding the Arab
Question. What, then, were Sasson’s motivations in joining the Jewish Agency’s
Political Department in 19342

'The explanation for the change in Sasson’s position may lie in the appointment
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of Arlozoroff as head of the department and the recruitment of Shertok to it.
Sasson’s involvement in the Zionist establishment began at about the same time
as the convening of the General Islamic Congress in Jerusalem in December 1931,
on the initiative of the Mufti. As noted above, Arlozoroff customarily consulted
with Sephardi leaders, and Sasson was brought into this circle alongside Alhadiff,
Burla, and Elmaleh. On November 24,1931, Arlozoroff described a meeting with
Sasson in his diary: “Sasson came to us in the evening. He has received an invi-
tation from the Mulfti to visit him. The contacts between this young Damascene
Jew and the Arab nationalists date back to his period of involvement in the Syrian
independence movement. He is acquainted with the nationalist activists in Syria
and publishes articles in their newspapers.” It seems that both the Mufti and
Arlozoroff were interested in hearing Sasson’s opinions and his analysis of the
intentions of the other side. “Is this the way to criticize a friend?” the Mufti
asked Sasson at their meeting, referring to an article Sasson had published in
the Damascus newspaper A/if~Ba in which he had criticized the Mufti.® The
first meeting between Sasson and the Mufti took place in November 1928 during
an interview for a newspaper article, but the Mufti’s reference to Sasson as a
friend alludes to the period when both men were active in Damascus during
King Faisal’s regime.** This comment underscores the way Sasson became an
expert in Middle Eastern diplomacy in the service of the Zionist movement,
while never forgetting his own identity as a native of the Orient.

In an open letter of June 20, 1932, to Tawfiq Mizrahi, his close friend and
colleague in Damascus, Sasson described his change in attitude toward the
Jewish Agency Executive: “I will not, I believe, be revealing a secret if I note that
until recently, that is to say until the point at which Colonel Kisch completed
his work in the [Jewish] Agency, I was also among those who criticized the
Executive for its inefficient attitude to the Arab Question and its failure to find
a way to reach peace and understanding that would benefit the Executive itself.
Today, however, under the chairmanship of Dr. Arlozoroff, I have changed my
opinion completely, and instead of attacking the current Executive I find that
it is my duty to stand alongside it and to struggle on its behalf.” Sasson ended
his letter to Mizrahi by declaring that the time has come “for the two brothers,
the Oriental and the Western [ Jews], to work together for the sake of the ideal.
'This will reopen the longed-for golden age in the life of the Israeli nation, which
will also lead to the path of understanding with the Arabs.”

Sasson’s work in the Jewish Agency began during the Arab Revolt and con-
tinued through the early days of World War II. As a result of the activities of
the United Bureau, contacts between the leaders of the Yishuv and Palestinians
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opposing to the Mufti continued during the years preceding the Arab Revolt.
During the revolt, the Jewish Agency Executive monitored the meetings be-
tween the group of the Five, as they were known—headed by Magnes, and
several Palestinian figures, while at the same time holding its own meetings
with two members of the Arab Higher Committee, Ragheb Nashashibi and
Hussein al-Khalidi. During the Arab Revolt, the Jewish Agency Executive also
held meetings with members of the Syrian National Bloc, and once again the
idea was raised of including Palestine and the Yishuv in a pan-Arab federation.
Following the publication of the conclusions of the Peel Commission, Palestinian
Arab leaders also met in the United States, Britain, and Switzerland with Jewish
individuals who did not represent the Jewish Agency Executive. The Jewish
Agency Executive itself was involved in the contacts between Kalvarisky and
al-Barghouti and Hulusi al-Kheiri, a member of the Istiglal Party.*

Sasson attended some of these meetings, and he continued to promote the
Zionist policy of supporting the opposition to the Mufti. As part of these efforts,
Sasson arranged meetings and other contacts between members of the Zionist
movement and Fakhri al-Nashashibi—who, until his assassination in 1941, was
the most senior figure opposing the Mufti. After the Mufti fled to Beirut in
1937, Sasson moved there for several months, making frequent trips to Damascus
and Jerusalem. During this period, Sasson contacted Palestinian exiles, visiting
the cafés frequented by the Mufti’s associates and monitoring his activities in
the city. Damascus and Beirut were also the cities in which Sasson nurtured his
contacts with the leaders of the Syrian National Bloc.”

During the Arab Revolt, Sasson continued to follow the Syrian National Blocs
struggle for independence and to examine the attitude of the Syrian leaders vis-
a-vis the Zionist movement. During his meetings with former Lebanese Presi-
dent Emile Eddé, Syrian Prime Minister Jamil Mardam, the Syrian opposition
leader ‘Abd al-Rahman Shahabander, and others, Sasson sought to understand
if their positions toward the idea of an Arab federation included acceptance of
a Jewish state and tried to strengthen the relations between the two national
movements. In the years before World War I1, Sasson also visited Iraq, where, as
in other places, he established a network of informants, read local newspapers,
and held meetings with journalists and senior politicians. In particular, he met
Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Said, who was one of the prominent members of
King Faisal’s regime in Damascus. In the 1940s, the attention of Sasson and the
Political Department shifted to Egypt, the home of the Arab League. During this
period, Sasson also developed closer ties with Emir Abdullah and managed the

contacts between the Department and the emir’s envoy, Muhammad al-Unasi.
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Sasson also continued his meetings with ‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadsi, the leader of the
Palestinian Istiglal Party.®

Ezra Danin, one of the founders of the Haganah’s Intelligence Service, men-
tioned that he joined Sasson at more than one meeting with Arab leaders in
Beirut and Damascus during the early 1940s: “Eliyahu Sasson’s contacts in Beirut
were absolutely incredible. No door there was locked for him, and he was always
welcomed with warmth and affection. He was truly at home in both these Arab
capitals.” Danin, who was born in Jaffa in 1903 to a family of mixed Polish and
Iraqi origin, spoke fluent colloquial Arabic, but he refrained from participating
in the discussions because he realized that his use of colloquialism would im-
pair his social standing in the minds of those with whom he met. In contrast,
Sasson had a perfect command of Arabic and led the meetings and discussions
in Arabic with the Arab leaders, with most of whom he had been personally
acquainted since his student days and his activities in the circle around King
Faisal in Damascus. While Danin preferred to meet with Palestinians from all
ranks of society, Sasson concentrated on the elite, among whose members he
felt most comfortable.

Sasson’s frequent trips to Syria and Lebanon during the Arab Revolt illustrate
the freedom with which he moved around the Middle East, particularly between
Beirut and Damascus. In his memoirs he recalls arriving in Beirut on October
4,1937: “As I got out of the car in Beirut, several Arabs, presumably from Pal-
estine, surrounded me and asked me for news about the country. They assumed
I was an Arab as I was wearing a tarboosh and speaking Arabic.”* During the
Arab Revolt and the early stages of World War 11, Sasson thus moved between
Jerusalem and Beirut, shifting from one identity to another, contacting friends
and acquaintances among the Arab nationalist leadership and the local Jewish
communities alike, and establishing networks of informants who provided him
with the latest political updates concerning local and regional developments.
In this mission, Sasson remained faithful to his view that the Jewish Agency’s
Political Department should focus on the Arab elite. Sasson attached little
importance to the Arab masses, who he believed would follow the example of
the urban notables. The Arab elite, including Arab intellectuals, constituted the
target of Sasson’s diplomatic actions and, to a certain extent, the cadre to which
he himself belonged.* His connections reflected the diplomatic orientation
of the Political Department, as well as the collection of political intelligence
that would expand later in the 1940s along with the activities of the Haganah’s
Intelligence Service.

'The sociologist Gil Eyal describes the tension within the Israeli intelligence
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agencies between academic and military analysis, and between those who spe-
cialized in the collection of information and those responsible for analyzing it.
Eyal notes the connection between the Israeli academic world and the Israeli
intelligence agencies. This connection reflects an approach encapsulated in the
expression “know your enemy,” embodying a distant standpoint vis-a-vis Arab
society that, it could be argued, includes a measure of Orientalism.* Eyal dis-
tinguishes between two types of Orientalist (mizrahan) expertise that developed
in Palestine between the Arab Revolt and the 1948 war. The first type was that
of academic experts who were affiliated with the Institute of Oriental Stud-
ies at the Hebrew University, many of whom were connected with Sasson in
his work at the Political Department of the Jewish Agency.® This connection
between academic expertise and more practical political work and knowledge
would develop further after the establishment of the State of Israel. According
to Eyal, the second type of Orientalist expertise was that of the Arabists, Jews
who mastered Arabic and served as advisors of different kinds to the Yishuv’s
political leadership. The Arabists included merchants, guards, mukhtars of Jew-
ish settlements, and others who maintained regular connection with Arabs.*
Members of this group were recruited for intelligence purposes, but at the same
time they considered themselves to be mediators between Jews and Arabs.®
People like Sasson, Alhadiff, and others discussed in this chapter had a hybrid
Jewish-Arab identity and demonstrated the complex matrix of relationships
between the ethnic and national components of this identity.*

'The involvement of Oriental Jews in diplomatic activities, which is presented
in the literature as an essentially intelligence-oriented pursuit, was also the
product of these individuals’attempts to create cultural and linguistic bridges be-
tween Jews and Arabs and to enhance the Oriental Jews’involvement in Zionist
institutions and their influence on Zionist policy. As we will see in the following
chapters, the young Oriental Jews who were part of the new generation that
emerged during the 1930s and 1940s in Palestine, and who became involved in
the security apparatus of the Yishuv, continued this trend. However, their hybrid
identity led them in a different direction, as they became more clearly integrated
into the national struggle of the Yishuv. One of these figures was Moshe Sasson,
Eliyahu’s son, who was born in Damascus in 1926 and who, after serving in the
Haganah’s Intelligence Service, followed in his father’s footsteps by entering
the Israeli diplomatic service. In an interview many years later, Moshe Sasson
was asked whether he was an Orientalist (mizrahan). He replied that he was a
“native of the Orient” (ben hamizrah).”’ This comment sums up most of Eliyahu

Sasson’s life and work as well. His activities in the diplomatic and intelligence
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fields, which were motivated by his deep commitment to Zionism, enabled him
to maintain his Jewish-Arab identity. His self-identification as a native of the
Orient influenced his work within the Jewish Agency and was also apparent in
his proposals for resolving the conflict between the two peoples.

Promoting Neighborly Relations

Beginning in the last stage of the Arab Revolt and during World War 11, Eli-
yahu Sasson drafted three detailed documents that specified the working plan
of the Arab Bureau that he was heading. These documents were submitted to
Ben-Gurion and Shertok and demonstrated the way Sasson combined the po-
litical and security sphere with the enhancement of relations between Jews and
Arabs in Palestine and the Middle East in general. These plans also highlighted
the special place and role of Middle Eastern Jews in Jewish-Arab relations and
their attempts to influence the political decision-making process.

The first document was submitted by Sasson in April 1939 to Ben-Gurion
and outlined a proposal for improving Jewish-Arab relations. The goal was to
maximize efforts to reach agreement with elements of the local and regional
Arab population whom Sasson characterized as “responsible.” He argued that the
agreement that could be sought through these contacts would be based either on
the establishment of two states in Palestine—one Arab and one Jewish—or on
the formation of an Arab federation that would include an independent Jewish
entity. In keeping with the dominant methodology employed by the United
Bureau, Sasson’s plan recommended intensifying propaganda and outreach efforts
and encouraging the publication in the Arabic press of articles supporting a
Jewish-Arab agreement; increasing the funding for the Arabic-language news-
paper of the Arab Department of the Histadrut, Hagigat al-Amr, and having
the Political Department publish booklets in Arabic on political, economic,
and social issues.®

In the political realm, Sasson recommended that the Political Department
strengthen its ties with Arab activists—not on the basis of baksheesh (bribes),
but making the point that relations between Arabs and Jews were in the interests
of all the peoples of the Orient. In the economic sphere, the plan demonstrated
the importance Sasson attached to combating the Arab boycott and to involving
Arabs in Jewish commerce and industry. For example, he recommended that
Arab merchants sell produce grown by Jewish farmers. On the basis of the
experience of foreign companies that had become active in the Arab economy,

Sasson suggested that Arab merchants be appointed as consultants in Jewish
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companies. He also advocated visits by Jewish economic delegations to Arab
countries in an effort to promote commercial, agricultural, and industrial ties. In
particular, Sasson proposed the development of direct contacts with the chambers
of commerce in Arab countries.

In the social sphere, Sasson’s memorandum suggested activities that would
promote rapprochement between Jews and Arabs in the fields of sport and cul-
ture. The memorandum also emphasized the need to provide assistance for the
Arab villages in Palestine by strengthening their ties with the adjacent Jewish
communities, including the provision of loans and medical and agricultural
assistance for the Arabs. Sasson also advocated meetings between the leaders
of Arab and Jewish communities.

In political terms, Sasson’s recommendations were similar to those of the
Sephardi leaders active in the United Bureau. The failure of the contacts between
Jews and Arabs to produce a peaceful resolution to the national conflict had led
Sasson to the conclusion that there was little chance of cooperating with the
Mufti and his supporters, and that rapprochement would be possible only with
the Palestinian opposition circles. In his memorandum, Sasson mentioned the
attempts made during the Arab Revolt to strengthen relations with Ragheb
Nashashibi and other members of the opposition and argued that such actions
must be coordinated and based on a political program. In this context he noted
the activities of associations in the Yishuv that attempted to promote contacts
with Arabs outside the official framework of the Zionist movement, adding
that such actions might create the impression among the Arabs that the Jews
were divided and that the Jewish Agency was not interested in rapprochement.

Sasson’s memorandum does not specify what associations he meant. Neverthe-
less, based on previous correspondence we are reasonably certain his comments
were directed at Magnes and Kalvarisky. In criticism of their activities, Sasson
chose to emphasize the negative attitude of the Palestinian leaders toward
Magnes. In aletter sent in April 1941 to Shertok and the members of the Jewish
Agency Executive, Sasson warned that any negotiations with the Arabs that
did not include a clear demand for the establishment of a Jewish state could
damage the position of the Yishuv in its diplomatic contacts.* Sasson’s position
indicated a power struggle, but it was also held by the majority of the Sephardi
leaders, as noted in chapter 1. The political part of Sasson’s memorandum of April
1939 also discussed the question of supporting the French policy of encourag-
ing separatist movements among the different ethnic and religious groups in
Syria. Sasson believed that the idea of a federation of minorities in Syria could

be used by the Zionist movement to argue against Arab rule in Palestine. He
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ended his memorandum by emphasizing that the implementation of his plan
would require the mobilization and training of personnel. “Not every individual
who has a command of Arabic is also qualified to be active among the Arabs,
and not everyone who is familiar with Oriental affairs is competent to manage
Oriental affairs,” he wrote.®® He suggested that Hebrew University graduates
with a background in Islamic studies should be recruited for diplomatic work
and efforts to promote rapprochement between Jews and Arabs.

This memorandum served as the foundation for an additional plan for
strengthening relations between Jews and Arabs in Palestine that Sasson sub-
mitted to Shertok in April 1940. Drafted by Sasson and Zaslani, the plan focused
mainly on the economic sphere, in which they believed Jews and Arabs had a
common interest. Sasson and Zaslani argued that the agricultural sector was
the most suitable for such cooperation, and accordingly they recommended the
establishment of a joint Jewish-Arab rural organization. They also suggested
that the Histadrut should expand its activities among Arab workers, particularly
those employed on the railroads, in international factories, and in other sectors
where Jews and Arabs worked alongside each other. The plan emphasized the
importance of providing medical assistance and loans for Arab workers. Sasson
and Zaslani also proposed that the number of Arabs employed in the Jewish
economy should increase, and that cooperation between the two groups in the
industrial and commercial sectors should also be considered. The plan advocated
closer links between Jewish and Arab sports organizations and the study of Ara-
bic by Jews, particularly in rural settlements. The authors argued that the Political
Department should appoint Arabic teachers to work in the rural communities,
who would also represent these communities in contacts with neighboring Arab
villages.” As will be discussed below, these suggestions and plans were the basis
for the activities that the Arab Bureau tried to promote and organize with the
cooperation of the Arab Department of the Histadrut.

Sasson was also involved in the work of the Yishuv’s formal Committee of
Investigation of the Relations between Jews and Arabs (Hava'ada Leheker
Hayahasim Bein Yehudim Ve‘aravim). This committee was established in 1939
following the Zionist Congress by the Jewish Agency Executive and the Na-
tional Council Executive. The committee was headed by Shlomo Kaplansky,
then director of the Technion (the institute of technology in Haifa) and former
director of the Settlement Department in the Zionist Executive. Sasson was
the secretary of the committee and supervised it on behalf of the Jewish Agency
Executive. The other members were Magnes; Ya'acov Tahon, former chairman
of the National Council; Kalvarisky; Daniel Auster, deputy mayor of Jerusalem;

68 | Oriental Nei ighbors



Michael Assaf, a journalist with Davar and a member of Mapai; and Sephardi
Chief Rabbi Ben-Zion Meir Hai Uziel. The committee’s discussions focused on
the subject of diplomatic contacts between Jews and Arabs and the formulation of
a proposed solution to the conflict between the two peoples. The committee also
sought to submit proposals for rapprochement between Jews and Arabs in the
social and economic spheres. To this end, it invited various experts—including
Elmaleh; Judge Moshe Valero; and Shabtai Levy, by now mayor of Haifa—to
suggest proposals.*

The participation of Rabbi Uziel in the committee reflected the recogni-
tion of his extensive activities during the Mandatory years in the areas of
Jewish-Arab relations and the Sephardi community. Born in Jerusalem, Uziel
was chosen for the position of the Sephardi chief rabbi in 1939. Before that he
served as the Sephardi chief rabbi of Salonica and later of Tel Aviv. Uziel was
a member of a circle of Sephardi religious activists identified with the Hamiz-
rahi movement who were active in the bureaucracy of the chief rabbinate and
the religious courts.”® He held numerous positions in Sephardi organizations,
including honorary president of the Council of the Sephardi Community in
Jerusalem and of the World Confederation of Sephardi Jews. In the field of
Jewish-Arab relations, Uziel served as the Sephardi representative to the St.
James conference in 1939. He also maintained close connections with the leaders
of Jewish communities throughout the Middle East and participated in several
delegations sent by the Sephardi community in Palestine to visit the Jewish
communities in Arab countries.

As a member of the committee, Uziel focused mainly on the need for eco-
nomic and social rapprochement between Jews and Arabs. He refrained from
offering opinions on diplomatic and political matters and abstained from a
vote in November 1942 to approve the committee’s political recommendation.*
Nevertheless, during the committee’s deliberations he expressed clear opposition
to the binational idea and to the partition of the country, and he strongly sup-
ported the establishment of a Jewish state. Uziel did not believe that it would
be possible to reach an agreement with the Palestinians under the leadership of
the Mufti, and he expressed willingness to integrate Arabs in the administrative
and governmental bodies of the state.”

According to the committee, relations between Jews and Arabs were charac-
terized by cultural estrangement, social and economic segregation, and political
opposition. By emphasizing cultural and social aspects, the committee hoped to
overcome feelings of alienation, competition, and mistrust.*® Many Oriental and

Sephardi leaders also emphasized these aspects (as discussed in chapter 3), as
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did organizations such as Brit Shalom, Ichud, and the League for Jewish-Arab
Rapprochement.” A similar emphasis on the importance of economic, social,
and cultural rapprochement was also clear in a special meeting on May 13,
1943, that focused on the work of the Political Department regarding the Arab
Question. Ben-Gurion initiated the meeting; some of the other participants
were Assaf, Abba Hushi (who was the secretary of Haifa’s Workers’ Council
and later became the mayor of Haifa), Ze'ev Sherf (a member of the Haganah
command), Shartok, and Sasson.*®

A similar approach was presented by Sasson. Toward the end of World War
IT he published another memorandum addressing the regional and local changes
that had started to emerge as a result of the war, as part of his continued em-
phasis on the possibility of achieving agreement between Jews and Arabs. He
submitted this memorandum to Shertok on March 5,1944, around the time when
the Arab League was established. The document focused mainly on a proposal
to establish a network of informants in the Arab world who would collect po-
litical information for the Political Department. Sasson also recommended the
expansion of propaganda efforts in Arabic, including the publication of articles
in the Arabic press. The third item in his plan repeated a theme from his previ-
ous memorandums: he recommended fostering closer economic and social ties
between Jews and Palestinian Arabs by reinforcing the existing contacts with
Arabs maintained by orchard owners, the Association of Industrialists, sports
organizations, merchants, Hadassah, Hebrew University, and the Histadrut. In
the diplomatic sphere, Sasson argued that official talks should be undertaken
with the Arabs with the goal of solving the Palestine problem through mutual
agreement. The memorandum expressed a more optimistic position than in the
past regarding the chances of securing Palestinian Arab, and perhaps even Syrian,
agreement that a peaceful solution for the Arabs in the Middle East could be
achieved if the Yishuv’s demands were met.!

As Sasson’s memorandums noted, the Arab Bureau was supposed to promote
activities to dissipate tensions between Jews and Arabs and in general to im-
prove relations between the two peoples. To achieve this goal, the Arab Bureau
was interested in engaging in economic, cultural, and social activities as well as
diplomatic contacts. To this end, it organized Arabic language classes in Jewish
agricultural settlements, attracting some 500 Jewish participants a year—in-
cluding adults from the settlements and workers in security agencies. The Arab
Bureau paid for the classes and supervised the teachers; inspected their work;
and provided study materials, books, newspapers, and Zionist propaganda. The

idea was that the Arabic lessons would provide Jews in these communities with

70 | Oriental Nei ighbors



a basic grounding in Arabic to prevent friction between the Jews and their Arab
neighbors. The Arab Bureau also supported evening classes for adults in the cities.
And, as will be discussed in chapter 3, the Arab Bureau was involved in training
courses for Arabic teachers, in cooperation with the Education Department of
the National Council.®

Another institution that the Arab Bureau established was the Institution of
Arab Studies (Hamosad Lelimudim ‘Aravim), whose purpose was to train Jewish
mukhtars and guards in the Jewish settlements. The purpose of the institution
and its training courses was to avoid misunderstandings between the Jewish
inhabitants in the agricultural settlements and their Arab neighbors in con-
flicts over water, borders, and areas of pasture. The goal was to encourage visits
between villages and settlements, the study of colloquial Arabic, and getting to
know Arab society. The original purpose of the Institution of Arab Studies was
to train Jewish mukhtars and guards, training that began at the end of 1939 in
an initiative of the Agricultural Department of the Histadrut. Sasson, Assaf,
Danin, and Eliyahu Agassi (discussed in more detail in chapter 3) were among
those who participated in the training courses and seminars.”!

At the beginning of 1941 the responsibility for these training courses was
handed to the Arab Bureau of the Political Department and the Agricultural
Department of the Histadrut.*? Starting in August 1944 the courses were held in
the Institute of Arab Studies, which was established on Mount Carmel not too
far from Haifa, and was headed by Danin and Yehoshua Palmon. Each course
lasted for two months.® Other than learning colloquial Arabic, the students
heard lectures about criminal law, land laws, and taxes; the responsibilities of the
different law enforcement bodies; and the role of the mukhtars. They also studied
the history of Palestinian Arabs and their political and economic organizations.
Danin and Palmon worked mainly with the mukhtars and the guards, assuming
that they could later gather intelligence. Indeed, the mukhtars, who had daily
contact with their Arab neighbors, played an essential role in the Haganah’s
intelligence network.®* Danin also sought to collect intelligence in places where
Jews and Arabs interacted, including governmental offices, businesses, and British
military camps.®

Another area in which the Arab Bureau was involved was the establishment
of committees to encourage contacts between Jews and Arabs. The Committees
for Neighborly Relations (Hava’adot Leyahasey Shkhenut) were organized
by the Political Department with the goal of developing neighborly relations
between Arabs and Jews, particularly in rural settlements but also in the mixed

towns.®® Such committees were established, for example, in ‘Ein Harod, Safed,
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‘Afula, Nahalal, Hadera, and the Hula Valley. Their members were the settle-
ments’ mukhtars, guards, secretaries, and others involved in various aspects of
Jewish-Arab relations.” The committees were active in promoting links and
cooperation in different areas between Jews and Arabs; encouraging the study
of Arabic; and organizing visits of Jewish students to Arab villages, the devel-
opment of social ties between neighbors, and joint activities in various areas.

Despite the involvement of the Arab Bureau and the important cooperation
and support from the Arab Department of Hashomer Hatza'ir, the committees
did not always manage to carry out their aims.® Yehoshua Havoushi, for example,
who was born in Iraq and immigrated to Palestine in 1933, taught Arabic and
organized the committees in the Hula Valley area. He remembered that many
Arabs visited the kibbutzim out of curiosity and sometimes to get assistance, but
they were often pushed away by the members of the kibbutzim.* The committees
tried to appease the members of the kibbutzim who rejected the hospitality of
their Arab neighbors. Havoushi’s comments also reveal the stereotypes involved
in the relations between Jewish and Arab neighbors. For example, the Arabs
clearly distinguished between Jews of Arab countries, who were called “Arabs,”
and Ashkenazi Jews, who were portrayed as occupiers.”

As was the case with other projects that Sasson initiated and was involved
with, these committees were also intended to gather intelligence for the Political
Department of the Jewish Agency and the Haganah’s Intelligence Service.” In
a meeting that took place in Nahariyah in October 1942, attended by Sasson,
Danin, and Palmon, some of the questions that were debated had to do with how
to gather information on Arab villages, including the atmosphere there and the
political tensions in Arab society. Other issues that were addressed in this meeting
had to do with requests from Arab villagers to get medical assistance in Jewish
settlements and whether or not to integrate Arab students into Jewish schools.”

'The fact that the committees were used not only for their alleged aim of de-
veloping neighborly relations between Jews and Arabs but also for security and
political purposes was a topic of a debate among the committees’ members.”
'The combined work of Danin and the Haganah on the one hand and of Sasson
and the Arab Bureau on the other hand was reflected in the work done by the
committees. Unlike the Arab Bureau, the Haganah and its Intelligence Service
focused mainly on security and military efforts.” The Arabs who cooperated
with the committees were often perceived as collaborators with Zionists. The
narrow line between fostering Jewish-Arab relations and taking advantage of
these relations for security purposes raised questions among the members of the

72 | Oriental Nei ighbors



committees and their Arab counterparts about the meaning and nature of the
committees’ activities. Some of these questions were resolved by Jewish attempts
to foster Arab opposition to the Mufti and encourage Arab-Jewish cooperation
on a socioeconomic and cultural basis.”

Committees for Neighborly Relations were established in the cities as well.
The committee in Tel Aviv, which was headed by the Tiberias-born Judge Be-
chor-Shalom Sheetrit, was particularly active in promoting economic and social
contacts between Jews and Arabs during this period.” The committee’s work
involved activists among the Sephardi community, who also emphasized the
importance of advancing cooperation and joint interests between Jews and Ar-
abs, and of Jews’ familiarizing themselves with Arab culture. These ideas were
expressed, for example, in a speech by Judge Zidkiyahu Harkabi at an October
1942 conference in Tel Aviv.” His presentation reflected his life story as an Arabic
teacher who completed high school in Damascus. His son, Yehoshafat, would
become a prominent figure in the academic and security circles in Israel.

In addition to the work done by the Arab Bureau of the Political Department
discussed above, the bureau also focused on the identification, recruitment, and
training of Oriental and Sephardi youth who would work to advance relations
between Jews and Arabs in general and between Jewish and Arab co-workers.
Sasson viewed the Oriental youth as disconnected from Zionist reality and
lacking both national and general education. The Political Department therefore
embarked on extensive activities among this group of young people. The goal
was to fill in the gaps in their general and Zionist education, engage them in
the department’s activities, and train them to help the Zionist movement in its
future contacts and relations with the Arabs.™

Mobilizing the Oriental Youth

'The mobilization of the Jewish community in Palestine for the war effort,
including volunteering for service in the British army, revealed political and
ideological tensions within the Yishuv. In addition to disagreements within
the Labor Zionist movement about enlistment in the British army as opposed
to serving in the ranks of the Haganah or Palmach, its elite unit, there were
disputes about the involvement of Oriental Jews in the mobilization effort and
claims that the members of the Sephardi elite were evading the draft, while
those who reported for service came from the poorer sections of the Oriental
population.” Allegations that the Sephardim were failing to respond to the
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draft led to demands for apologies and proposals to take a census to examine the
recruitment figures and prove the level of response of Sephardim to the draft. In
addition, there were complaints about the failure to recognize the historical role
of Oriental Jews in the Jewish Legion and the Ottoman Army during World
War 1.9 These complaints were a direct response to the allegations we discussed
at length above that Sephardim and Oriental Jews were not loyal to Zionism
and lacked national awareness.

Chaim Shar‘abi was one of the main activists among the Jewish Yemenite
community in Palestine who addressed the volunteering for military service of
Oriental Jews in general and of Yemenites in particular. In an article published
in Davar in May 1945, Shar’abi discussed the history of Jews in the Arab armies
and the stereotypical view that they avoided the military professions and the
draft under the Ottoman Empire. According to Shar’abi, the change in the
attitudes of the Sephardim to military service and to war in general that took
place after their immigration to Palestine went beyond historical and national
circumstances and had social, cultural, and gender dimensions. It was important
for Shar’abi to note that almost a thousand members of the Yemenite Jewish
community in Palestine joined the British army, while another thousand served
in the defense forces in Palestine.® Ya'acov Yeshayahu—another Jewish Yemenite
activist and a member of the Sephardi Labor Organization (Histadrut Haovdim
Hasfarardim)—also protested against the prevalent and damaging tendency in
the Yishuv to claim that the Sephardim had failed to make an adequate con-
tribution to the military effort. He demanded that the Jewish Agency appoint
a special committee to examine the number of people who responded to the
draft, including their ethnic affiliation.®

In addition to efforts to increase Oriental youth’s military involvement during
World War I, there was an increased attempt to encourage their involvement
in Zionist institutions. The Political Department of the Jewish Agency sought
to consolidate the Oriental communities, promote awareness of the special
problems they faced, and integrate them more fully into the Zionist enterprise.
As part of this effort, at the end of August 1942 the Arab Bureau of the Political
Department organized a meeting in Tel Aviv, attended by dozens of young Jewish
immigrants from Aleppo, Syria, to discuss their role in the Zionist movement.
The speakers at the meeting included Yitzhak Shamosh, who talked about the
need to promote nationalist sentiments and a commitment to mutual assistance
among Oriental youth. Sasson addressed the meeting as well, in his capacity as
head of the Arab Bureau. He claimed that the Jewish Agency was interested in

organizing Oriental immigrants within the framework of the Zionist movement.
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His comments focused in particular on the need for Oriental Jews to help the
Zionist movement in at least one area: the Arab Question.®

'The Council of the Sephardi Community in Tel Aviv was another organiza-
tion that focused on organizing young Oriental immigrants, mobilizing them
to participate in the national project and uniting the various organizations
representing the Sephardi and Oriental Jews in Tel Aviv and Jaffa. Most of
the council’s members were from the Sephardi and Oriental middle classes,
including judges, members of the Tel Aviv and Jaffa city councils, physicians,
lawyers, bank managers, and merchants.® Headed by Sheetrit, the new council
challenged the dominant status of the Council of the Sephardi Community in
Jerusalem and organized cultural activities for Oriental youth to encourage them
to become acquainted with Zionist and national activities. In their cultural and
national activities for Oriental youth, members of the Tel Aviv council sought
the support of Sasson and the Arab Bureau.®

Sasson’s approach to the issue of Oriental youth revealed his critical view of
the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, under the leadership of
Eliyahu Eliachar—who, Sasson claimed, encouraged ethnic separatism among
the Sephardim. The debate that took place between Sasson and Eliachar was
certainly colored by a considerable degree of personal animosity, but it touched
on the complex relations between Oriental Jews and Sephardi Jews in the leader-
ship of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine. As Yitzhak
Levi observed in his research on the political activity of the Sephardim that this
period marked a change in the balance of power among the Sephardi organiza-
tions, with the decline of the hegemonic power of the Council of the Sephardi
Community in Jerusalem and with the growing power of the councils of Tel
Aviv and Haifa.® This struggle represented not only an ethnic division between
Oriental Jews from Arab countries and the Sephardi elite in Jerusalem, but also
a generational difference between the old Sephardi notables based in Jerusalem
and the younger generation based in Tel Aviv. Sasson claimed that he had no
desire to deny or break the bond between Oriental and Sephardi Jews, but at the
same time he strongly opposed the hegemonic role played by the Council of the
Sephardi Community in Jerusalem at the expense of the Oriental communities
in issues related to social, cultural, and political work. Moreover, Sasson saw the
Sephardi leadership, particularly Eliachar, as a group that sought to challenge the
status of the Jewish Agency Executive. He explained that “it is an open secret
that a large section of the Sephardim have an apathetic stance toward many
of our institutions and endeavors and I do not wish to see my fellow Oriental

immigrants follow in their footsteps.”
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In response, Eliachar declared that he had no desire to divide the Zionist
camp and that the Sephardim were an integral part of the Yishuv and the Zi-
onist movement. Eliachar’s criticism focused on the lack of representation of the
Sephardi public in Zionist institutions and on the claim that the Jewish Agency
had alienated the Sephardim and failed to support their youth organizations.
He argued that Sasson’s work with Oriental youth, including his speech at the
conference for young immigrants from Aleppo, actually reflected a “divide and
rule” approach toward the Sephardi leadership. In an article titled “Divide and
Rule,” Eliachar demanded that the leaders of the national institutions work to
organize Sephardi youth through the Sephardi leadership.® This was Eliachar’s
attempt to maintain the position of power of the Sephardi leadership in Je-
rusalem in spite of the growing influence of the Sephardi council in Tel Aviv.

Indeed, the tension and mutual suspicion between Sasson and Eliachar went
much beyond the question of who would influence Oriental youth: it was rooted
in the debate about the policy of the Zionist movement toward the Arab Ques-
tion. During a discussion chaired by Ben-Gurion on May 13,1943, about possible
actions among the Arabs, Sasson explained the motives behind his activities
among Oriental youth and, in so doing, fiercely criticized Eliachar. Sasson argued
that the connection between Eliachar and Magnes in the framework of Ichud
was jeopardizing and damaging the political contacts between the Jewish Agency
Executive and Arab leaders. His criticism included the claim that Eliachar’s
activities among Oriental Jews were disastrous and negative. Sasson argued that
young Oriental Jews were exposed to positions that opposed the Jewish Agency
Executive and called for “preemptive action to prevent this scourge; just as these
youth may present a danger, so they can constitute a blessing if we are able to
train them, draw them closer to us, and engage them in action.”

'The Arab Bureau’s activities with Oriental youth in 1943 took place alongside
efforts to create a general national framework for Sephardi and Oriental youth.
On January 21,1943, a national conference of Sephardi youth was held in Jerusa-
lem.The speakers at the conference included Yitzhak Shamosh, who was elected
president of the organization, as well as Moshe Chelouche and Eliachar. The
conference attendees decided to establish a new body to be known as the Na-
tional Center of Sephardi Youth Organizations in the Land of Israel (Hamerkaz
Haartzi shel Irguney Hano‘ar Hasfaradi Beleretz Israel). Its main function would
be to organize public and national activities among Sephardi youth, including
attempts to persuade them to enlist in the military. The conference attendees also
demanded that Sephardi representatives be included in the Rescue Committee

that was established during the war by the national institutions.”
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One of the main movements that were active among the Sephardi youth was
the Degel Zion (Flag of Zion) youth movement, which became one of the bases
of the Sephardi leadership in Tel Aviv and the country. The establishment of
Degel Zion in 1938 was initiated by the Association of Sephardi Jews in Tel Aviy,
under the presidency of Chelouche and the chairmanship of Aryeh Turgeman.”
Chelouche was born in Jaffa in 1892, and his education was similar to that of the
Sephardi elite in the city: he attended the Alliance Israélite Universelle School
and the French College in Jaffa (College de Freres de Jaffa) and the School
of Commerce in Marseille, France. Along with most of the Sephardi leaders,
he had been exiled to Damascus during World War I. Chelouche headed the
Palestinian-French chamber of commerce and served as the Bulgarian consul
general in Palestine. He was also a member of the Association of the Pioneers
of the East and, after being elected as a member of Tel Aviv city council in 1928,
he continued to represent the Sephardi cause in various positions.”

Turgeman was another figure who was prominent in organizing Oriental
and particularly Sephardi youth. Like Chelouche, Turgeman was a member
of the Sephardi elite in Jaffa who had received an education preparing him for
both commercial and public positions. Turgeman was born in 1910 to a family
of Moroccan and Ashkenazi origin, whose members were active in the Jewish
community in Hebron and Jaffa. His father, Yitzhak Turgeman, was the Jewish
mukhtar of Jaffa.”® Aryeh Turgeman was one of the founders of the Battalion of
Defenders of the Hebrew Language in Tel Aviv (Gdud Meginey Hasafa Betel
Aviv), chairman of the Jerusalem branch of the Association of Hebrew Youth
that was founded at the Zionist Congress in 1923, a leading member (together
with his brother, Raphael Turgeman) in the Sephardi Labor Organization in
Tel Aviv and—as noted above—chairman of Degel Zion.

Under the leadership of Chelouche and Turgeman, Degel Zion attracted
hundreds of young men and women as members. They attended social meetings
and listened to lectures in its club in Tel Aviv, which also housed a library. Degel
Zion organized activities around the country and work camps in the kibbutzim.
However, its activities were impeded by financial difficulties, and it did not re-
sume its operations until toward the end of World War II. One of Degel Zion’s
objectives was to spread Zionism among Oriental youth. It also had a soccer
team, with the goal of encouraging the sporting spirit among Oriental youth.
Degel Zion sought to change the urban character of Oriental Jews by providing
agricultural training and seeking to establish new agricultural communities.”

One of Degel Zion’s main goals was to draw Oriental youth into the service
of the national institutions of the Yishuv.” Yet Degel Zion was not the first
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youth movement established among Sephardi and Oriental youth during the
Mandatory period. The Association of the Pioneers of the East devoted most of
its energies to fostering the national idea and Hebrew revival among the youth
in the mixed cities. Under its auspices, youth organizations were established in
Jerusalem, and a youth organization called The Young Hebrew (Ha‘ivri Hatza‘ir)
was active in Tel Aviv in the 1920s. With the goal of cultural and national awak-
ening in mind, these movements focused on educational and social activities,
including weekly meetings, lectures, and excursions.”

Degel Zion sought to work among youth in the spirit of the Association of
the Pioneers of the East. Its center was in Tel Aviv, and it focused on Oriental
youth who had grown up mainly at the frontier neighborhoods in the mixed
cities at the time of the 1929 riots and the economic, social, and cultural depri-
vation of the 1930s. The call to rescue this youth from protracted neglect and to
enhance their integration into nationalist and Zionist activities was reinforced
following the outbreak of the Arab Revolt. The Oriental youth was the subject
of extensive and lively public debate. The group was described as “apathetic and
hostile to the entire revival project,” but the Sephardi leaders argued that the
youth had been ignored by the Yishuv and the Zionist institutions, and that “the
Zionist Executive stood by and did nothing to raise them from the depths.””

'This situation led to calls to provide vocational education for Oriental youth
and increasing efforts to organize Oriental youth and integrate them into the
activities of the Yishuv. As we saw earlier in this chapter, one of the bodies that
began to work among the Oriental youth was the Arab Bureau of the Political
Department. As part of the Histadrut’s efforts to reach out to the unorganized
Oriental and Sephardi youth, it encouraged them to join the Hano‘ar Ha'oved
(the working youth) youth movement. The Sephardi Labor Organization was
also involved in the effort to organize the Oriental youth, as well as to promote
Arab-Jewish rapprochement by focusing on economic relations between the

groups.

Labor Struggle and Economic Rapprochement

World War II was a period of gradual economic revival, during which various
industrial, agricultural, and merchandise projects were begun to support the
British war effort. Together with the cultural, educational, and political realms,
the economic realm was perceived as a sphere for Jewish-Arab cooperation. Joint
activities in the merchants’associations, cooperation in agricultural matters, and
work in places in the public or private sector that employed both Jews and Arabs
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encouraged the groups’ interaction. Different organizations, such as the Arab
Bureau and the Arab Department of the Histadrut, were involved in supporting
economic growth, as well as in enhancing Jewish-Arab relations.

The Arab Department was established by the Histadrut Executive at the
end of 1930 as a department to be in charge of labor relations between Jews and
Arabs. Its establishment was one of the results of the 1929 riots, and its creation
was part of a broader discussion in the 1920s on the status of the Histadrut as a
joint Arab-Jewish labor union and on its policy toward the Arab Question.”® The
Arab Department also coordinated and supervised the activities of the Palestine
Labor League (Brit Po‘aley Eretz Isracl), which was founded in the early 1930s
as a separate Arab section within the Histadrut and became the most important
institution in the Arab Department.”

Yehuda Burla, a writer and educator, was in charge of the Arab Department in
the beginning, under the supervision of Dov Hoz. Burla was born in Jerusalem
in 1886. After his military service in the Ottoman army during World War I he
served as principal of the Hebrew school in Damascus. When he returned to
Palestine, he became one of the prominent intellectuals and public figures in the
Sephardi community. Choosing him as head of the Arab Department indicates
the orientation of the department in its early days and Burla’s political affiliation
with the labor movement and Mapai. Burla focused on promoting Arab studies
and tried to create links between economic, political, and cultural activities of the
Arab Department.'™ One of the department’s first activities was promoting and
coordinating the General Workers’ Club in Haifa. The Haifa Workers’ Council
established the club in 1925, and it was headed until 1927 by Abraham Khalfon
and his Christian Arab assistant, Philip Hassun.'"

Khalfon, who served as the first secretary of the Union of Railway, Postal and
Telegraph Workers, was born in Tiberias in 1900 and grew up in Haifa as part of
a Ladino-speaking Sephardi family of Moroccan origin.'”* Khalfon was one of
the main Sephardi activists in Haifa. He was a member of the Association of the
Pioneers of the East and, after 1927, served as the secretary of the municipality
of Haifa. He was also the secretary of the Jewish Local Committee in Haifa and
chair of the Council of the Sephardi Community in the city. He was typical of
the Sephardi Jews who were natives of Palestine, proficient in Arabic, and active
during the Mandatory period in efforts to enhance relations between Jews and
Arabs. Raised in the Harat al-Yahud neighborhood of Haifa, Khalfon described
the neighborly relations between Jews and Arabs in this neighborhood as good,
even during the events of 1929.'®

Khalfon’s work as the secretary of the municipality of Haifa demonstrates the
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important role of the municipal sphere in Arab-Jewish political cooperation. It
is in this sphere that figures like Alhadiff in Tiberias, Yosef Eliyahu Chelouche
in Jafta, Shabtai Levy in Haifa, and Yitzhak Shmaya Eliachar in Jerusalem were
active." After Khalfon left the Histadrut, Philip Hassun continued to be the
secretary of the General Workers’ Club in Haifa until 1932.!% He was replaced
by Agassi.

In March 1931 the Arab Department submitted its proposal to promote Jewish-
Arab relations to Weizmann. The proposal highlighted the importance of fos-
tering joint economic and professional interests and links between Jews and
Arabs, while establishing workers’ clubs similar to the General Workers’ Club
in Haifa. That club demonstrated the outlook of Burla, the director of the Arab
Department of the Histadrut, that the social and cultural realms, involving class
struggles and social and professional contacts, were possible bridges between Jews
and Arabs. The Haifa club was open to every worker who was at least eighteen.
During its first period of operation, there were about 138 Arab members, the
majority of whom were Christians. The activities included social meetings, He-
brew and Arabic classes, and sports activities. The main aims of the club were to
create solidarity among Arab and Jewish workers and to enhance the economic,
cultural, professional, and physical situation of its members. Among other things,
the club served as a liaison between the workers and the municipality, British
administration, and possible employees, and it supported the workers in various
struggles to improve their work conditions.’® The Arab Department needed
economic support to establish similar clubs in Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Tiberias. It
also hoped to expand its activities to rural areas and other areas of operation,
including cultural, linguistic, and journalistic activities. Some of its activities in
these areas, including the study of Arabic and training of Arabic teachers, will
be discussed in chapter 3.1

In the second half of the 1930s Agassi was the most active member of the
Arab Department. Born in Baghdad in 1909, Agassi immigrated to Palestine
in 1928 and studied at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem before joining the
Histadrut.'”® Agassi’s cultural and journalistic work will be discussed in chapter
3; in addition to that, his work at the Arab Department focused mainly on the
activities of the Palestine Labor League.!” The league’s work in the three main
branches—in Haifa, Jaffa, and Jerusalem—serves as an important example for
the work of the Histadrut among Arab workers."

"The Palestine Labor League was very active in the General Workers’ Club in
Haifa. In that mixed city, Jews and Arabs cooperated in various spheres, includ-

ing in the municipal administration, the Mandatory governmental institutions,
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and various organizations and businesses.™ The league was active in organizing
Arab workers into trade unions, and it supported labor struggles of the Arab
workers and strikes of Arabs workers who were employed by the Mandatory
administration or by Jews." In its work among Arab workers, the league com-
peted both against the Palestinian Communist Party and the Palestinian Arab
Workers’ Society, which was established in 1925 by Arab workers."

'The Haifa office of the Palestine Labor League was directed in the second half
of the 1930s by Shlomo Alafia, who was born in Damascus in 1911 and also served
as the assistant of Abba Hushi, the secretary of the Haifa Workers’ Council. Alafia
tried to assist Arab workers who sought the help of the Histadrut in finding jobs,
as well as helping organize Arab workers in Jewish-owned factories. Alafia also
joined Hushi in meeting Druze leaders in Palestine and Syria and helped collect
political and security information about Arab society.™ Yet the work of Alafia,
Burla, and Agassi signaled mainly the involvement of Sephardi and Oriental
figures in the work of the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the Jew-
ish Agency and the Arab Departments of the Histadrut, as well as in the Arab
Department of the Palmach, an issue that will be examined later in the book.

Zachary Lockman portrayed the attitude of most of the Histadrut leaders
toward the Arabs as paternalistic and arrogant, writing that the leaders lacked
any respect for the Arabs and saw them as ignorant and culturally inferior." He
also discussed the roles of the Sephardi activists in the Histadrut and of Khalfon.
Specifically, Lockman wondered if Khalfon tried to mislead the Arab railway
workers in Haifa about the real nationalistic intentions of the Histadrut."® How-
ever, Khalfon’s actions may be interpreted in a different light. In fact, if Khalfon
is seen as one of the Sephardim who tried to work as intermediaries between
Jews and Arabs as part of their personal, political, and ideological agendas, and
not only as a member of the Zionist circles that Lockman criticized, Khalfon’s
character and work become much more complex and nuanced.

However, in their work as part of the Histadrut’s Arab Department, Khal-
fon, Burla, Agassi, and Alafia followed the Histadrut’s policies of establishing
a separate Arab workers’ union. Thus, they supported the Zionist policy that
institutionalized the separation of Jews and Arabs in the labor market."’ The
ideals of Oriental-based solidarity among Jewish and Arab workers were aban-
doned in favor of the ideal of Hebrew labor and to promote the success of the
Zionist project. This approach was especially clear in the attempts of the Arab
Department to decrease the effects of the general Arab boycott in the early years
of the Arab Revolt. Here, too, people like Khalfon, who were heavily influenced

by their social and cultural affinity to the Arabs, became an intermediary group

Natives of the Orient | 81



that was supposed to develop that affinity—but, at the same time, they had to
take account of the changing political and security realities and conform to the
policies of the Zionist institutions led by Labor Zionists, which often helped
increase the separation between the two peoples.

During World War I1, the Arab Department began to cooperate more closely
with the Arab Bureau and the Arab section of Hashomer Hatza'ir."® The con-
nection between these organizations reflected the attempts of the Histadrut to
expand its operations to other cities beyond Haifa, in light of its competition
with the Palestinian Communist Party and the Palestinian Arab Workers’ So-
ciety."” As discussed above, the work of the Arab Department focused not only
on economic aspects but also on cultural and educational ones.'®

'The attempt to organize Arab workers as part of the Palestine Labor League,
which also involved collecting intelligence for the Arab Bureau and the Haga-
nah, continued despite the opposition of the Palestinian Arab Workers’ Society.
In World War II the Haifa branch of the Palestine Labor League coordinated
the work of thousands of Arab workers.”? This connection continued, with less
impressive numbers, after the end of World War II until the 1948 war. In fact,
in April 1948 Alafia wrote a leaflet on behalf of the Haifa Workers’ Council that
urged Arab residents to stay in Haifa. The leaflet was distributed in the city by
members of the Palestine Labor League.?

'The economic problems facing Oriental Jews following the outbreak of the
Arab Revolt, and their unique position between the Jewish and Arab workers,
led to the establishment of the Organization of Sephardi and Oriental Workers
in Jerusalem (Irgun Ha‘ovdim Hasfardim Vebney ‘Edot Hamizrah). Another
organization, established in Tel-Aviv by Moshe Chelouche and David Ben-
venisti and headed by Raphael and Aryeh Turgeman, was the Sephardi Labor
Organization in Tel Aviv (Histadrut Ha'ovdim Hasfaradim Betel Aviv). In 1940,
the two organizations, the Organization of Sephardi and Oriental Workers in
Jerusalem and the Sephardi Labor Organization in Tel Aviv, decided to estab-
lish a joint national committee and to found the Sephardi Labor Organization
in the Land of Israel (Histadrut Haovdim Hasfaradim).'® Both organizations
conducted various activities, including addressing union issues, setting up work
and study programs for youths, assisting new immigrants, helping find jobs,
improving conditions of employment, and establishing credit institutions and
social aid programs.'*

Raphael Turgeman was one of the founders of the Tel Aviv branch of the
Association of the Pioneers of the East and, as noted above, was one of the main
leaders of the Sephardi Labor Organization in Tel Aviv. In the latter capacity
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he devoted most of his efforts to improving the financial condition of Sephardi
workers and the advancement of Oriental youth, but he also worked to strengthen
Jewish-Arab relations. Under Raphael and Ariyeh Turgeman’s leadership, the
organization attached great importance to promoting cooperation between
Sephardi and Oriental Jewish workers and Arab workers. Raphael Turgeman
was a fierce critic of the Zionist establishment and argued that the Sephardi and
Oriental Jews were discriminated against by the Zionist movement. The Sephardi
Labor Organization, as a uniting the two organizations from Jerusalem and Tel
Aviv, was established to challenge this discrimination and demand a change in
the economic, social and political status of the Sephardim in the Yishuv. Part
of Raphael Turgeman’s criticism had to do with the special role of mediators
with the Arabs that the Sephardim could play.”® Moshe Chelouche supported
Turgeman on this issue and argued that “the Sephardim play an important role
especially in the political national aspects that are related to our relations with
the Arab peoples and the East.”%

In a speech at the second conference of the Sephardi Labor Organization,
held in Jerusalem on October 23, 1942, Raphael Turgeman focused on the sub-
ject of Jewish-Arab relations. He advocated cooperation between the Sephardi
Labor Organization and Arab workers’ committees on issues relating to labor,
economics, and culture.'” The conference adopted a resolution calling for the
Jewish Agency Executive and the National Council to include Sephardi repre-
sentatives in activities intended to improve Jewish-Arab relations, arguing that
the Sephardim could make an important contribution in this area: “It is a pity
that on such an important issue as the regulation of relations with the Arabs, the
relevant institutions have not involved the Sephardi public, which could make an
important contribution to solve this problem.The Sephardi Labor Organization
empowers its leaders to find proper ways to promote cooperation with those
among our neighbors who are willing to build fair and neighborly relations in
the areas of labor, economics, and culture.”? Turgeman’s speech should also be
understood in the context of the establishment of the Arab Workers’ Congress
in Haifa, which included Arab workers’ organizations from the British military
camps, the port, refineries, and the transportation sector. The congress demanded
that working conditions for Arab and Jewish workers be made equal and an end
to discrimination against Arab workers in the military camps.' Interestingly,
the Sephardi Labor Organization demanded that the Zionist movement and
the Jewish Agency equalize the working conditions of Sephardi and Ashkenazi
workers and stop discriminating against the Sephardi and Oriental workers.

On October 22, 1944, the Palestinian communist newspaper a/-Ittihad pub-
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lished a memorandum allegedly sent by the Sephardi Labor Organization to
the chief secretary of the Mandatory government in July 1943. The memoran-
dum, which had been forwarded to the newspaper by the Association of Arab
Workers in Jerusalem, stated that “the Oriental Jews in Palestine oppose the
Zionist movement and demand the cessation of Jewish immigration.” *° The
Sephardi Labor Organization quickly denied sending such a memorandum.
Hence, it emphasized its unconditional support for Jewish immigration and
the establishment of a Jewish state.” The attempt of Palestinian organizations
to present the Sephardim as anti-Zionists should be understood as part of the
attempt to distinguish between the Sephardim as natives and the Ashkenazim
as immigrants, as discussed in chapter 1, and also as part of the struggle between
the Sephardi organizations and the Histadrut.

'The Sephardi Labor Organization organized diverse activities, including lec-
tures for the general public on cultural and political topics, and also established a
clinic and a labor bureau.” These activities competed directly with those of the
Histadrut and the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, which accordingly
opposed the union’ initiatives. Yet there were other sources for the confrontation
between the Histadrut and the Sephardi Labor Organization and once again
raised questions regarding the attitude of the Sephardim toward Zionism.

Despite the central role of Raphael Turgeman and the emphasis of the Sep-
hardi Labor Organization on Jewish-Arab rapprochement, it had no Arab
members and was not a joint organization. It tried not to compete with the
Palestine Labor League or the Arab workers’ organizations and focused its
efforts within the Jewish socioeconomic context and on attracting workers who
were not affiliated with any other workers’ organization or union in the Yishuv.
Among the workers who joined its ranks were the sanitation and cleaning work-
ers of the Tel Aviv municipality, carpenters, shoemakers, construction workers,
and other nonprofessional workers. In its early years it included 1,500 men and
women, and by its final years it had 4,000 members.”® Like other Sephardi
organizations in the Yishuv, the Sephardi Labor Organization refrained from
affiliating itself with any political party in the Yishuv. Despite the criticism that
it operated as an ethnically segregated organization, it continued to represent
and support the Sephardi workers as well as immigrants from Arab countries
who were looking for jobs and to help caring for abandoned children, many of
them of Oriental descent.”

'The confrontation between the Sephardi Labor Organization on the one hand
and the Histadrut and Mapai on the other hand continued until 1943, when
the Labor Department of the Jewish Agency recognized the organization and
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invited its representatives to participate in the Central Labor Bureau.® As a
result, the Sephardi Labor Organization called on its members to participate
in the 1944 elections for the Assembly of Representatives.*® At the same time,
the Histadrut became more active among Sephardi workers and established
the Department of Oriental Jews (Hamahlaka Le‘edot Hamizrah). Among the
department’s members were Eliyahu Hakarmeli, a teacher and former member
of the Association of the Pioneers of the East; Avraham ‘Abbas, a leading mem-
ber of the Hahalutz movement in Syria; and Shlomo Alafia.” The involvement
of Alafia in both the Arab Department and the Department of Oriental Jews
was therefore another expression of the status of the Sephardim not only in the
Histadrut but also in the Yishuv.

As discussed above, doubts about the loyalty of the Sephardim to the Zionist
movement and their adherence to its principles continued well into the 1940s, as
an inherent part of the political struggles in the Yishuv. At the same time vari-
ous efforts to encourage social and economic rapprochement between Jews and
Arabs continued, led by different organizations and associations. However, most
of these efforts were short-lived. Similar efforts took place, lasted much longer,
and also reflected the unique approach and hybrid identity of Oriental Jews in
the cultural, linguistic, and journalistic spheres, to which we turn in chapter 3.
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THREE

Cultural Politics

Journalistic, Cultural, and

Lin gUIStic Mediation

On December 17, 1912, with criticism of the Zionist movement increasing in the
Palestinian Arabic press, Haim Ben ‘Attar, the editor of Haberut, a newspaper
in Jerusalem, published the following lines: “Our [political] activists from Jaffa
made a big mistake because they were unable to do whatever is needed to pro-
tect us in the country. If there was an Arabic-Hebrew newspaper, our enemies
(zorerim) would have been quiet and would not have dared to test their faked
‘patriotism.’. . . If we had an Arabic newspaper we could have distributed it well
among the Muslim readers, and could have highlighted in it what we did and
what we do for the benefit of the homeland (molede?) . . . to bring our Muslim
neighbors closer to us.” Ben ‘Attar’s article was part of an ongoing debate which
took place in Haherut and in the Yishuv in general before World War I about
the relations between Jews and Arabs in Palestine and the best ways to reduce
the tension between the two groups. One of the issues that was debated was the
possibility of establishing a bilingual (Hebrew-Arabic) newspaper or an Arabic
newspaper that would be distributed among the Arabs in Palestine. The aim
of such a newspaper would be to expose Arab readers to the intentions of the
Zionist movement and the Jewish community in the country. Such a newspaper,
it was hoped, would serve two purposes: it would prove the loyalty of the Jews
in Palestine to the Ottoman Empire (referred to in Ben ‘Attar’s article as “the
homeland”), and it would respond to and eventually reduce the criticism of
the Zionist movement that was often published in the Arabic press. This short
quote from the article also demonstrates the criticism of “the [political] activists
from Jaffa,” the heads of the Zionist office (Hamisrad Haeretz Israeli) in Jaffa,

as well as the Zionist activists who were Ashkenazi, arrived in the second wave



of Jewish immigration, and were, according to Ben ‘Attar and other Sephardi
activists, detached from the Arab population and the Ottoman polity in the
country. The criticism of the Zionist Ashkenazi activists is also connected to their
inability to converse in Arabic, to the fact that most of them were not Ottoman
subjects and hence were unable to participate in the political life of the country,
and to their resulting inability to fully integrate themselves into Palestine and
the Ottoman Empire.?

Obviously, Ben ‘Attar’s piece was published in a different political context—
the years before World War I, during the final years of Ottoman rule—than
the one discussed in general in this book. As has been noted above and will be
discussed below, Sephardi and Oriental Jews had a difterent sociopolitical sta-
tus in the two periods. However, many of the points that Ben ‘Attar addressed
remained very relevant in the Mandatory period, when the debate about pub-
lishing a Hebrew-Arabic or Zionist Arabic newspaper, the related discussion
about the importance of learning Arabic by Jews in Palestine, and the criticism
of the Zionist (mainly Ashkenazi) leadership all continued.®

'This chapter will address many of these issues, while focusing on exchanges
between Oriental Jews and Arabs in the journalistic, cultural, and linguistic
spheres during the Mandatory period. Examining the different forms of writing,
editing, debating, and translation of Arabic texts; the format of articles, news-
papers, scholarly journals, and books; and the teaching of Arabic to different
audiences in the Yishuv reveals the Arab-Jewish hybrid identity of the Oriental
Jews and the way they perceived themselves as possible mediators between
Jews and Arabs during the years of growing tension between the two groups in
Palestine.* The cultural sphere where all these activities took place cannot easily
be separated from the political sphere, however. As this chapter shows, cultural,
educational, political, and diplomatic activities often went hand in hand. The
chapter suggests that they were all representations of “cultural politics,” as Bney
Ha'aretz perceived it, as well as of the Oriental Jews’ own special understanding
of Zionism.®

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first part focuses on the Hebrew-
Arabic (or Zionist Arabic) newspapers published in Palestine and looks spe-
cifically at their role, connections to other newspapers published elsewhere in
the Arab world, and many of their Oriental writers and editors. One of the
arguments in the chapter is that the participation of various intellectuals, po-
litical activists, and journalists in debates taking place in the Arabic-Hebrew
press about Zionism, the special role of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews in the

complex matrix of Zionist-Arab relations in Mandatory Palestine, and those
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Jews’relations with the Arabs demonstrate the role that such newspapers, as well
as their editors and writers, played in the intellectual exchange and discussions
in the mixed Jewish-Arab environment of the Levant during the Mandatory
years. The role of these newspapers in cultural and political exchanges between
Oriental Jews around the Middle East, as well as between Jews and Arabs in
Palestine, will also be discussed below. As a case study, the chapter will discuss a
1932 debate taking place in the Arabic Zionist press about a possible Arab-Jewish
conference, in which local and Middle Eastern Jews at large were supposed to
serve as mediators between the Zionist movement and the Arabs.

The second part of the chapter examines the cultural and linguistic spheres
of exchange and different kinds of mediation between Jews and Arabs in Pales-
tine. We look mainly at the discussions about studying and teaching of Arabic
among Jews in Palestine, as a way of examining the special role of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews in the Zionist establishment. We focus on the work of Yisrael
Ben-Ze'ev, the inspector of Arabic in the Department of Education of the Na-
tional Council and examine the discussions and debates about Arabic teaching
for Hebrew-speaking students, the ways of advancing the study of (mainly
colloquial) Arabic, the writing of textbooks, and the work of translating works
from Arabic into Hebrew.

Arabic-Zionist Newspapers as Sites of Political
and Cultural Mediation and Exchange

'The print media in Palestine played a major role in the debates about the de-
veloping national conflict between Jews and Arabs in the country. Much of the
research on the press of that time has focused on the ways the Arabic and Hebrew
press presented the Arab Question and the Zionist policy toward the Arabs,
as well as on the ways Arabic newspapers in Palestine and elsewhere viewed
the Zionist movement and the Jews.® From a Zionist perspective, the press was
viewed as a tool for presenting the Zionist project to the Arab community in
the country and was considered to be an effective way to potentially influence
the Arabs in Palestine and in the neighboring countries. The publication of an
Arabic newspaper, supported by the Zionist movement, was had already been
discussed and debated within the Zionist national institutions and others during
the final years of Ottoman rule in Palestine, as the article by Ben ‘Attar quoted
above demonstrates.

'The national institutions of the Yishuv and the Zionist movement published
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and funded several Arabic newspapers that operated for different periods of time.
'These included al-Akhbar and al-Salam, both edited by Nissim Malul, as well
as Ittibad al- Ummal and Hakikat al-Amr. Those newspapers are often viewed
by various scholars as solely propaganda tools used by the Zionist movement to
expose Palestinian Arabs to the Zionist project and the ways it could benefit them
and the country as a whole.” Discussions about the best ways to influence Arabs
in Palestine and the larger Arab world and explain to them the purpose of the
Zionist movement took place quite often within Zionist institutions, especially
during or after periods of violence. In relation to this, Liora Halperin argues
that Hakikat al-Amr, for example, was part of the evolving Zionist tradition of
advocacy (hasbara), or of explaining the Zionist project to the Arabs. The pub-
lication of an Arabic newspaper, and the emphasis placed on the importance of
studying Arabic, is viewed by Halperin and others as a means of both persuading
the Arabs of the benefits of the Zionist project and connecting Jews to Arabs,
and is hence viewed not as advocacy but as pure propaganda.®

But was that the case? A look at the writers and editors of these newspapers—
many of whom were local, Sephardi, or Maghrebi Jews—and a consideration
of the newspapers not only as political tools but also as part of a much larger
cultural and social project may reveal patterns of dialogue and mediation beyond
propaganda. In fact, Sephardi and Oriental Jews—such as Malul, Shimon Moyal,
Avraham Elmaleh, Sasson, Yehuda Burla, Eliyahu Agassi, Tuviya (Tawfiq) Sha-
mosh—attempted, through their journalistic, editorial, and translation work,
to bridge the growing gap between Jews and Arabs on the basis of direct links
and contacts, based specifically on a common language, Arabic, and on shared
culture and historical ties.

Malul, for instance—born in Safed in 1892 to a family originally from Tuni-
sia—had been one of the main advocates for the publication of a Hebrew-Arabic
newspaper even before World War I, and he was one of the main intellectuals
who stressed the importance and centrality of Arabic in the Yishuv. With his
friends and colleagues Shimon Moyal and Esther Azhari Moyal, he published
the short-lived newspaper Sawt al- Uthmaniyya, and in 1911 he began working
as a translator at the Zionist office in Jaffa.” Malul and Shimon Moyal, as well as
other prominent Sephardi and Maghrebi activists, were among the founders of
Hamagen association in Jafta, which tried to improve the relations and increase
the links between Jews and Arabs through the publication and translation of
articles in the Hebrew, Arabic, and Turkish press.”

Malul continued to be active in the journalistic and political arenas following
World War 1. He returned to Palestine once the British occupation began, and
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in the early 1920s he was a member of the Arab Bureau in the National Council.
He wrote articles for Barid al-Yawm (the Arabic version of Doar Hayom) and
founded two Arabic newspapers, al-Akbbar (which he edited until 1920) and
al-Salam, both funded by the Zionist movement with the goal of explaining its
aims and activities and preaching in favor of Jewish-Arab understanding.” In
1927 Malul moved to Iraq, where he served as the principal of a Jewish school
in Hillah, near Baghdad.”? He published various essays in Arabic, including
two plays, and translated works from Arabic into Hebrew. Malul was like other
people discussed in this chapter who had cultural, linguistic, and historical ties
to the Arab world and the Maghreb in that his work bridged the journalistic,
educational, literary, and political spheres and was conducted in different places
in the Middle East—in his case, mainly in Jaffa, Cairo, and Baghdad. Like many
other members of his generation and sociopolitical and intellectual circles, Malul
was involved not just in Palestine but in the Middle East as a whole: he had
studied at the American College in Tanta and wrote for the Egyptian newspaper
al-Mugattam. Like many others, he worked on behalf of the Zionist movement
as a translator but was also very critical of Zionist policies regarding the Arab
Question. He often accused the Zionist leadership of ignoring the growing an-
imosity toward Jews among Palestinian Arabs and overlooking the developing
tensions between the Zionists and the Arabs. All these seemingly contradictions
existed within him, and among other members of his milieu, simultaneously,
and did not in fact conflict with each other.”®

Al-Salam was published irregularly, first in Cairo and then in Jaffa, Haifa, and
Jerusalem in Judeo-Arabic and Arabic. In addition to its purpose of exposing
the Jewish communities in the Arab countries to the events in the Yishuv, it had
two main aims: to promote peace and understanding between Jews and Arabs
in Palestine, and to expose its Arab readers to the benefits that Jews brought to
the country. In his book on the Arab press in Mandatory Palestine, Ya‘akov
Yehoshua described a/-Salam as the only newspaper that tried to promote un-
derstanding between the different races and classes in Palestine.” The news-
paper was partially funded by the Zionist Executive, but it constantly suffered
from financial difficulties, and Malul had to struggle to keep publishing it. The
newspaper resumed publication after the 1929 events in Palestine, and with the
support of the United Bureau it regularly published 700 copies of each issue,
with 115 subscriptions in Arab countries.'® Like other newspapers, it paid some
Arab writers to write pro-Zionist pieces for it.” When the newspaper resumed
publication, it was written that “a/-Salam’s journalistic ethics, when it was estab-
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lished ten years ago, were honest reporting and serious journalistic investigation.
It will continue following these rules, without worrying about the complaints
and resentment toward it. A/-Salam is returning today to serve the homeland.”

Malul was also the editor of the Arabic workers’ newspaper Ittihad al- Ummal.
'This newspaper had been published since 1925 by the Histadrut; its first editor
was Itzhak Ben-Zvi. The newspaper’s goal was to represent the interests of Jewish
and Arab workers in Palestine, promote joint labor struggles, and promote the
role of the Histadrut as the protector and representative of the workers. The
newspaper saw itself as an important organ for Jewish and Arab workers and an
advocate for cooperation between them. Between 1928 and 1936 the Histadrut
did not publish any newspaper in Arabic. But in 1937 Hagigat al-Amr resumed
publication, with new editors.

Hagigat al-Amr was published by the Arab Department of the Histadrut. It
is another example of an Arabic newspaper with the clear goal of promoting the
ideas of the Zionist movement and the Histadrut among the Arabs in Pales-
tine. As mentioned above, Halperin uses this newspaper as her prime example
for demonstrating that newspapers were used for propaganda.”’ However, the
situation was more complex.

First published in March 1937, Hagigat al-Amr was the organ of the Palestine
Labor League. Its editors were Michael Assaf and Agassi, while the author
Tuviya (Tawflq) Shamoush served as the newspaper’s secretary. Originally from
Poland, Assaf was a journalist specializing in Arab affairs and Jewish-Arab
relations. Fluent in Arabic, he was a member of Hashomer Hatza‘ir and later
of Mapai, as well as a prominent editor of and writer for both Hebrew and Ar-
abic newspapers, including Hagigat al-Amr, Davar, and (after 1948) a/-Yawnm,
an Israeli Arabic newspaper. He also published extensively on the history of
the Arabs in Palestine. Shamosh was born in Aleppo, Syria, in 1914 and immi-
grated to Palestine in 1934. Like his two brothers, Yitzhak and Amnon, he was
a renowned author and translator from Arabic, in addition to his editorial and
journalistic work for various newspapers.?’ Agassi was born in Baghdad in 1909
and immigrated to Palestine in 1928. He was the Arab affairs correspondent for
Doar Hayom, a Hebrew newspaper, and, as noted above, led the Arab Department
of the Histadrut and the Palestine Labor League. He published extensively,
translated stories and novels from Arabic into Hebrew, and was the editor of
several Arabic newspapers, including some for children.?! All three, especially
Shamosh and Agassi, demonstrate the links between the political and cultural
spheres and the ways Arabic was used—through writing, publishing, teaching,
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and translating—to promote connections between Palestine and the Middle
East as a whole, as well as between the Jewish communities in the larger Middle
East and the Jewish community in Palestine.

Hagigat al-Amr included a literary section, with translations of works from
Hebrew and Yiddish into Arabic; several news sections that dealt with news
from Palestine and elsewhere in the world; a Hebrew-teaching section; a section
called “Palestinians Debating,” in which Jewish and Arab readers exchanged
views; letters to the editor; and a political section devoted to Zionist activities
in Palestine. In a report to the Histadrut after the first year of the newspaper’s
publication, its editors wrote that around 3,000 copies of the newspaper had
been distributed, of which about 200 were returned from teachers in government
schools. According to the report, many of the Arab readers were threatened by
the Palestinian national leadership and hence were unable to read the newspaper
in public.?

To expose more Arab readers to the newspaper, it was reported that the
newspaper was sent to Jewish workers in various institutions where Jews and
Arabs worked together, such as at the Jerusalem municipality. Jewish workers
shared the newspaper with their Arab co-workers, without the Arabs being
listed as subscribers to the paper. The newspaper was also read in cafés, which
increased its audience. One of the popular sections of the newspaper was the
Hebrew-teaching section, which the Arab readers enjoyed and benefited from,
according to the report. A reader from Bethlehem, for example, was quoted as
writing: “I thank you for starting a new section: teaching Hebrew to the Arabs.
Your newspaper not only benefits society, but also is essential for the beginning
of understanding between cousins. Only in this way will we be able to reach our
important goal—understanding one another—and only by this will real peace
be able to exist in the hearts of both people.”

'The Sephardi and Oriental Jews used newspapers as much more than a pro-
paganda tool. They used the press to express their Arab-Jewish cultural hybrid
identity, to mediate between Jews and Arabs in the country, and to connect
Palestinian Jews to their surrounding Arabic-speaking environment. As Reu-
ven Snir suggests in his analysis of Jewish participation in Arabic journalism
throughout the Arab world, the cultural approaches and characteristics of such
involvement varied across Iraq, Palestine, Egypt, and Lebanon, to mention just
some of the countries he discusses. In the case of Palestine, Snir argues that the
reason for Arab Jews to publish Arabic newspapers in Palestine was to change
the Arab perception of such Jews. With regard to the limited support of the

Zionist institutions for such publications, as can be seen in the case of Malul’s
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Al-Salam, Snir writes: “It seems that these organizations did not trust the in-
dependent activities of Arab Jews in this field—perhaps simply the result of a
patronizing Ashkenazi attitude toward them.”

The sense of mistrust that Snir discusses is demonstrated in the discussions
taking place in the national institutions about the possible publication of an
Arabic newspaper with the support of the Zionist Executive. When David
Ben-Gurion heard in 1930 of the possible inclusion of Eliyahu Eliachar, Yo-
sef Eliyahu Chelouche, David Yellin, Haim Margaliot-Kalvarisky, and Meir
Dizengoft in the editorial board of such a newspaper, he vetoed the idea and
said “we will not accept any of them or [any] of those similar to them.”” His
reservation about the participation of local Jews, Sephardi and Ashkenazi (and
mixed, like Yellin) alike, was primarily because of their different position on the
Arab Question and possibly because they did not identify politically with Labor
Zionism and its political organ, Mapai.

Indeed, the Sephardi and Oriental Jews had already begun to use the press to
express their criticism of the Zionist leadership in the final years of Ottoman rule.
By so doing, they contributed to the multivocality of views of the Zionist position
on the Arab Question that were prevalent in the Yishuv in the 1920s.% As noted
above, their knowledge of Arabic and their cultural and geographical proximity
to the Arabs were central to the way Sephardi and Oriental Jews viewed them-
selves as possible mediators between Jews and Arabs. And the reason why they
perceived and introduce themselves as mediators was because their political and
social status had changed from the days of the Ottoman Empire. As Ottoman
subjects, they had had a special role and a position of power and influence in the
Zionist circles. However, the transition to British rule enhanced the position of
the Zionist leaders, many of whom were Ashkenazi Jews, and Zionist waves of
immigration from Europe increased the proportion of Ashkenazi Jews in the
Yishuv. Having lost their previous political status, the Sephardi and Oriental
Jewish leaders looked for ways to increase their political power that would be
based on their cultural identity—such as their suitability as cultural mediators.

Many local Jews were enthusiastic (though often also critical) Zionists, sup-
porters of both the Zionist movement and the Zionist work in Palestine. At the
same time, they viewed themselves as cultural, linguistic, and political mediators
between the two national and ethnic communities in the country. As mentioned
above, although these notions may seem contradictory at first sight, local Jews
saw them instead as their unique form and interpretation of Zionism and as a
way of connecting ethnic and national questions.

As this chapter demonstrates, the Palestinian and Arabic press was one site
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of political and cultural mediation. Alongside the Arabic-language press, the
Hebrew journal Hed Hamizrah (known as Hamizrah until 1942) served as another
important channel of expression for the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish commu-
nities during the Mandatory period. Edited by Eliachar and David Sitton, Hed
Hamizrah covered aspects of Oriental and Sephardi life in Palestine, reviewed
developments in the Jewish communities of the Middle East, and published
articles examining Arab life and culture in Palestine and the neighboring coun-
tries. Its writers were among the main figures active in the field of Jewish-Arab
relations, including Elmaleh, who also edited the journal Mizrah Umaarav (East
and West), which focused on Arab literature and culture and on the history and
cultures of the Jewish communities in the Middle East. Mizrah Umaarav was
published between 1920 and 1932 and attempted to focus on Middle Eastern
Jews as part of a regional national cultural revival.” Hed Hamizrah and Mizrah
Umaarav were among the main sites for examining the relations between Ori-
ental Jews and Arabs in the Middle East, thereby playing a role similar to that
of the Jewish newspapers published in Arab countries.”®

Many Sephardi and Oriental Jews who were involved with the Zionist-Arabic
press in Palestine also wrote for other Arabic newspapers in the Arab world,
both those owned by Jews and those owned and edited by Arabs.?” Malul and
Moyal, for example, contributed articles to the Egyptian newspapers a/-Manar
and a/-Mugattam, and translations of their articles were published in the local
Palestinian newspapers Filastin and a/-Karmil. Other venues for publication in-
cluded newspapers in Arabic that were owned by Jews and that tried to connect
the local Jewish community to the Palestinian locale. In Iraq, the Jewish news-
paper al-Misbah, edited by Anwar Shaul, followed the condition of Iraqi Jews in
Palestine and their status in the Zionist movement.*® In Egypt, the newspaper
Israél focused on the relations between Jews and Arabs in Palestine while criticiz-
ing the way the Zionist movement dealt with the evolving conflict. Is7aé/ called
on the Zionist leadership to make use of Oriental Jews, with their knowledge of
Arabic and their familiarity with the Arab world, as possible mediators between
Jews and Arabs.* In Beirut, in 1932 the weekly Arabic-language Jewish newspaper
al-Alam al-Isra’ili published an article on a planned Arab-Jewish conference. The
news of this conference, which never took place, sparked a debate about the role
and position of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews in the Zionist movement and

the evolving national conflict.
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The Arab-Jewish Conference: Cultural and
Political Mediation through the Press

Al-Alam al-Isra’ili, owned and edited by Selim Eilyahu Mann, was the only
newspaper of the Jewish communities in Syria and Lebanon. It was established
in 1921 and stopped publication in 1948, following two years of publication under
the name a/-Salam™ Its main aims were to serve as a voice for the Syrian and
Lebanese Jewish communities and Lebanon and to cover aspects of Jewish life
and community activities. It also covered events in Palestine and was engaged
in Zionist advocacy and propaganda, but of a different kind than that of the
Palestinian Arabic-Zionist newspapers mentioned above. Those newspapers were
aimed at Arabs in Palestine, but a/~A/am al-Isra’ili was mainly addressed to the
Jewish communities outside of Palestine and tried to enhance their connection
to the Zionist movement and the Jewish community in Palestine. It also targeted
Arab readers in an effort to expose them to the Zionist movement. Like some
of the newspapers discussed above, it was partially supported financially by the
Jewish Agency and the United Bureau and published articles on their behalf.®
However, al-Alam al-Isra’ili should be examined from another perspective
as well. Many of the writers and editors of the Palestinian-based newspapers
discussed above also wrote for a/~Alam al-Isra’ili including Malul, Azhari Moyal,
Elmaleh, Yitzhak and Tuviya Shamosh, Sasson, and Agassi. In many ways, the
discussions that took place in the newspaper reflected the issues facing these
Jewish intellectuals: the debates and tensions regarding their national and cul-
tural identity, Zionism and the evolving national conflict, and questions about
the position and influence of the Sephardim within the Zionist establishment.
The debate over the 1932 Arab-Jewish conference, which we will turn to next,
encapsulates many of these issues and hence can serve as a case study of the
roles of the press and local Oriental Jews, as cultural and political mediators.
On May 16,1932, an article titled “The Arab-Jewish Conference: Understanding
between Jews and Arabs in Palestine” was published in a/-Alam al-Isra’ili. The
article reported on an attempt by “local Jews” (al-Isar’ilin al-Watani’in), those who
lived in Palestine and elsewhere in the Middle East, to organize a Jewish-Arab
conference to discuss the Zionist Question and the relations between Jews and
Arabs in Palestine. At the conference, the article reported, the local Jews would
serve as mediators between the Arabs and the Ashkenazi Western Jews (a/-
Isra’iliin al-Ashkenaz al-Gharbi’in). The article further explained that the Ash-
kenazi Jews did not fully understand the Arabs or their traditions and customs,

whereas local Jews (meaning in this case the Sephardi and Oriental Jews) could
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more easily reach an understanding with Palestinian Arabs because of their
cultural, linguistic, and geographical proximity.*

The article reported that in preparation for the conference, a meeting had
taken place in Jaffa with the participation of representatives of leading local
Jews (zu'ama al-yahud al-watani’in). The aim of the Jaffa meeting was to discuss
the organization of the Arab-Jewish conference, whose purpose was viewed as
twofold: reaching a compromise between Arabs and the Zionist Arabs (a/-Sa-
hyuniya al-Arabiya) and demanding that the Zionist movement grant rights to
the Jews of the Orient (hukuk Isra’ili al-Sharg). As would be later mentioned in
the newspaper, the people behind that meeting were various lawyers, physicians,
journalists, and public figures from Palestine, Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq.
They included Yosef David Farhi, Salim Harari, Yosef Dashi, Yosef Laniado,
Yosef ‘Atiya, Anwar Shaul, and Tawfic Mizrahi, all of whom were central figures
in their respective communities. Farhi and Harari, for example, were among the
heads of the Jewish community in Beirut; Laniado was a member of the Syrian
parliament and of the Syrian National Congress; Shaul was the editor of the
Jewish Iraqi newspapers a/~-Misbah and al-Hasid and a central figure in Iraqi
literary circles; and Mizrahi, as noted above, was a close friend and colleague
of Eliyahu Sasson during his days in Damascus and became a journalist after
moving to Beirut.¥®

'This conference was hotly debated between May and August 1932 in a/-Alam
al-Isra’ili and the Hebrew newspaper Ha'aretz, published in Palestine. The timing
of the debate is not coincidental. After the 1929 riots in Palestine, members of
the Zionist movement realized the urgency of the evolving national conflict
and its possible consequences. It was also around this time that several attempts
were made to reach an agreement between Jews and Arabs in the country, as
discussed in previous chapters. The conference discussed here should be viewed
in this larger context.

The Arab-Jewish conference that was the subject of so much debate ended
up not taking place. However, a large number of interconnected issues came
up during the debate about it. They were, first and foremost, the possible role
of Oriental Jews from Palestine and the Levant as mediators between Jews
and Arabs. Other issues included the question of the Sephardi and Oriental
Jews’loyalty to the Zionist movement; the relations between local Jews and the
Zionist leadership; and the representation of Oriental Jews in Zionist institu-
tions. The participation of Palestinian Oriental Jews and other public figures
from the Arab world in the debates also demonstrates the existence of a Jewish

intellectual and cultural community that was active in the Levant, and whose
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members maintained cultural, literary, educational, political, and journalistic
links with each other.

One of the first reactions to the original article about the conference in a/-
Alam al-Isra’ili was in an article in Ha'aretz by its editor, Moshe Glikson. Crit-

icizing the original article, he wrote:

We, of course, have no objection to any negotiation or conference which would try
to reach an agreement [with the Arabs] (as long as such an agreement does not
conflict with our needs and national awakening). However, for such a negotiation
[to take place] we have national institutions, the Jewish Agency and the National
Council. Our brothers the Oriental natives of the country (yelidei haaretz haMiz-
rahim) can and should play an important role in this [effort]; they can advise our
national institutions based on their knowledge and experience, but they cannot
carry out their own external politics. Moreover, they cannot do anything that may
harm our national solidarity. . . . There is no doubt that there is an anti-Zionist
intrigue here, an attempt by the Arab leaders to break our national unity, and to
reach an agreement with the “Oriental Jews,” bypassing their Ashkenazi brothers
and against them (me @l lerosh acheihem haashkenazim venegdam). Our brothers the
Oriental Jews (bney ha'edot hamizrahiyot) are part of the people of Israel and must

conform to our national unity. They cannot carry out their own political activities.*®

'This response refers to the local Jews as “the Mizrahi Oriental” or Mizrahi
“natives of the country.” In the original article in a/~Alam al-Isra’ili they were
referred to as the “local Jews” (a/-Isar’ilin al-Watani'in), and the “Zionist Ar-
abs” (al-Sahyuniya al-Arabiya), two terms that would be used throughout this
exchange for describing the Sephardi and Oriental Jews in Palestine. As noted
above, additional terms often used in Hebrew by the Sephardi and Oriental Jews
in Palestine were Bney Ha'aretz (natives of the country) and Bney Hamizrah
(natives of the Orient). These different references indicate the way Oriental Jews
viewed themselves—as Jews who rooted in their local Eastern environment—
and the way they were viewed by others.

In his response Glikson addressed concerns about a possible cooperation
between those local Jews and the Arabs, over the heads of the Ashkenazi Jews
and the Zionist movement. He even expressed his concern about a possible
intrigue and even a set-up of the Oriental Jews by the Arabs, in an attempt to
break the Yishuv’s national unity. In other words, the local Jews were viewed as
possible collaborators with the Arabs, and their loyalty to the Zionist movement
was questioned. As mentioned above, what made them act separately from the

Zionist institutions—which led to questions about their loyalty—was closely
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connected to the growing frustration of many local Jews regarding their own
position in the Zionist movement and with what they viewed as the failed
Zionist policies related to the Arab Question. This frustration was expressed in
different venues and contexts throughout the Mandatory years.

Several writers responded to the accusations and doubts that were raised by
Glikson. Aharon Ya'acov Moyal and Baruch Uziel—two prominent Zionist
activists and public figures of Maghrebi and Greek descent, respectively—pub-
lished their responses in Ha'aretz.” They emphasized the loyalty of Sephardi
Jews to the national revival of Jews in the Land of Israel and to Zionism. At the
same time, they expressed their disappointment in the failure of the national
(Ashkenazi) leaders to make use of the Sephardi Jews to improve relations with
the Arabs.

According to Uziel, the Zionist leaders have been at fault in not taking ad-
vantage of the merits and virtues that Sephardi Jews have, in order to improve
the relations between Jews and Arabs. The common culture (between Sephardim
and Arabs), the trust between one Eastern man and another, all these are crucial
factors that an external expert cannot understand. “Is it a secret how much damage
did our “Orientalist or Oriental diplomats” create [ hadiplomatim hamizrahanim o
hamizrahiyim shelanu]? he asks. The Sephardi Jews are loyal Zionists and would
not cooperate with any anti-Zionist intrigue (Uziel alludes here to the conference),
and they would not try to act independently from the national institutions. The
possible organizers of the conference may be among the unworthy natives of the
country, who are not part of the Sephardi masses, he claims. *

Uziel’s piece goes against what he calls the Sephardistic separatist ideology
(idiologiya Spharadistanit),” which supported the separation of the Sephardi
activists from the national institutions. The Sephardi leadership, he argues, is
hence also to be blamed for not taking enough responsibility and initiative in
changing the Zionist establishment from within, and in preferring a separatist
venue. In addition, Uziel points to possible tensions between the Sephardi elite
(Ladino speakers) and the non-Sephardi local Jews, who, according to him, had
taken the initiative to organize the conference. The latter were perceived by him
(and others) as inferior.*’ Interestingly, as noted above, Uziel was not born in
Palestine, but he was part of the Sephardi elite.

Another intriguing response to the original report of the conference came
from Malul, the Jaffa-based Maghrebi journalist and Zionist activist who was
discussed above. The goal of the Jewish-Arab conference is not merely “media-
tion,” he wrote. Oriental Jewry (hayahadut hamizrahit) is part of Zionist Jews
worldwide, despite the fact that it had long been neglected and were still not
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taken into account by “its sister, the Western Judaism” (hayahadut hama’aravit).
Despite this ongoing neglect, tens of thousands of Middle Eastern Jews had
immigrated to Palestine and not returned to their countries of origin. In fact, even
though Middle Eastern Jews felt constantly underrepresented in the Yishuv’s
institutions and did not take part in the decision-making process of the Zionist
institutions, they still believed in the national awakening and were active in the
national revival project of Jews in Palestine. Malul concluded by saying: “Those
who are for national obedience and national revival of the people of Israel in
their country—join us!” As in other instances, Malul expressed in this article
his complex perspective, as a passionate, though critical, Zionist and a strong
advocate of the role of Oriental Jews in the Zionist national project.

Another prominent writer in a/-Alam al-Israc’ili Eliyahu Sasson was also
among the main commentators in the discussion of the Jewish-Arab conference.
Similar to Malul in his personal history and his political, journalistic, and dip-
lomatic activism, he represents the position of Oriental Jews as mediators and
the constant tension in their Oriental hybrid identity and position, as discussed

above. It is worth looking at him and his contribution to this debate more closely.

Eliyahu Sasson and the Hybrid Arab-Jewish 1dentity

As discussed in chapter 2, Sasson was in many ways a product of the period of
Arab cultural and literary renaissance in the Middle East called the awakening
(al-Nahda),as well as of Arab nationalism. His upbringing in Damascus was piv-
otal for his political and cultural development. Indeed, Damascus was a cultural
and political center for local Jews in Palestine, especially those who were deported
to the city during World War I, and temporarily joined the Damascene Jewish
community. In many ways, Damascus served as a place and a historical meeting
point where their Jewish and Arab political and cultural identities could fully
coexist, and as a vibrant center of political, cultural, and educational activities.*

The Jewish community in Palestine had developed contacts with the Jews
of Damascus prior to the outbreak of the war, and Elmaleh was particularly
active in this field. He had been born in Jerusalem in 1885 to a family that had
migrated to Morocco following the expulsion of the Jews from Spain.® After
serving as the secretary to the Ottoman Hakham Bashi (chief rabbi) Haim
Nahum Effendi, Elmaleh was appointed secretary of the Jewish community in
Damascus in 1910. The appointment was initiated by Elmaleh’s father-in-law,
Ya'acov Danun, who served as Hakham Bashi in Damascus. One of Elmaleh’s

first steps in his new position was to establish the first Hebrew school in the
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city in 1911. He also served as the first principal of the school and its adjacent
Hebrew kindergarten until 1913, when he returned to Jerusalem.* The school
was a platform for cultural and educational contacts between Jerusalem and
Damascus, and Elmaleh employed Hebrew teachers from Palestine—including
the teacher and writer Yitzhak Shami, a native of Hebron.®

During World War I, Elmaleh returned to Damascus as part of a group of
Jews who were exiled to the city by the Ottoman authorities. The first wave of
exiles, numbering some 2,000, arrived in Damascus in October 1917, and several
hundred more arrived in December of the same year. The Palestinian exiles to
Damascus included Sephardi dignitaries and intellectuals from Jerusalem, most
notably David Yellin. The Yishuv Migration Committee was also active in the
city under the direction of Dizengoff.* One of the main outcomes of the pres-
ence of the exiles in Damascus, as the historian Yaron Harel pointed out, was
the dissemination of Zionist ideas and the Hebrew language among the local
Jewish community, by means of Hebrew classes, the opening of a library, and
the marking of events relating to the Zionist movement. The main frameworks
for these activities were the Zionist society Hathiya and the ‘Tvriya committee,
both of which were founded by teachers at the Hebrew school in the city and
headed by Yisrael Eitan, a teacher from Jerusalem. Another society established
in Damascus was Kadima, whose members were students at the Alliance Is-
raélite Universelle school in the city.” Following the war, Burla was appointed
principal of the boys’ school, while Yosef Yoel Rivlin was appointed principal
of the girls’ school.*®

Like Elmaleh, Sasson was inspired by this atmosphere of Zionist national
and cultural foment. In 1915, at the age of thirteen, he met Jewish officers from
Palestine who were serving in the Ottoman army (one of whom was Moshe
Shertok) as well as the Jewish exiles in the city during World War I, including
Yellin, Ya'acov Chelouche, Elmaleh, and the Jewish political activist and com-
munity leader Albert ‘Antebi.” During the war, Sasson and his fellow students
from the Alliance Israélite Universelle School formed part of the group that
developed around Eitan and Yellin. Together with other youths, Sasson became
part of the Zionist circle in the city. The youths were also active in the local
branch of Maccabi and in the Kadima society, and played a part in organizing
cultural and Zionist activities in Damascus.

Until his departure from Damascus in 1922, Sasson was a dominant figure
in the younger generation of Jews in the city, joining the two principals of the
Hebrew schools in the city, Burla and Rivlin, to encourage the study of He-

brew. Himself fluent in Hebrew, Arabic, and French, Sasson began writing in
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Hebrew newspapers such as Doar Hayom and Hadshot Ha'aretz, as well as in
other newspapers such as the bilingual Arabic-Hebrew newspaper Hamizrah/
al-Sharq and al-Alam al-Isra’ili. He also founded and became the editor of
al-Ittibad, a newspaper that was published in 1920 in Damascus.” As discussed
above, these Hebrew-Arabic newspapers were engaged in promoting dialogue
and connections between Jews and Arabs and were the result of a Jewish national
and cultural revival movement inspired by the Arab awakening. This movement
supported the cultural integration of Jews into their Arab environment and
encouraged the learning of the Hebrew language and culture.”

From 1922, when he left Damascus, until he joined the Political Department
of the Jewish Agency in 1934, Sasson’s public and journalistic work can be char-
acterized by his attempt to be a bridge between Jewish and Arab nationalism,
and between Jewish and Arab cultures, and to bring together Jews and Arabs in
Palestine. However, he was never an active member of the Sephardi leadership
or the various Sephardi organizations that were active in Mandatory Palestine.”
Until he joined the Jewish Agency, he was also a fierce critic of its policies vis-a-
vis the Arab national movement. At the same time he also criticized the political
positions of the Arab Executive Committee regarding Zionism. He published
articles in Arabic in several newspapers during the 1920s and 1930s that focused
on the special role of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in relationship to the Arabs
and within the Zionist movement, in light of the evolving national conflict.

In 1927 Sasson settled in Jerusalem and resumed writing about the Jewish-
Arab conflict. In December 1927 he published an article in al-Alam al-Isra’ili in
which he argued that Ashkenazi Jews did not want to reach peace and under-
standing with the Arabs in the same way that Sephardi Jews did. In the article,

where he also criticized the Zionist political leadership, he wrote:

For ten years the Ashkenazi Jews looked at Europe, which confused them with its
promises. The Sephardim looked at them, tried to explain their mistake, but were
ignored [by the Ashkenazim]. . . . It is bad that the political leadership is in the
hands of Ashkenazi Jews, and that the leaders are foreign to the country’s ways
(darkhey haaretz) and are not familiar with its language. . . . They should work with
us toward a religious understanding with the Christians and Muslims and gain
their [the Arabs’] trust and understanding of our national aspirations. . . . Much

responsibility for our national revival lies on the shoulders of Sephardi Jews who

speak Arabic.®

In the same article, Sasson presented his political vision: “The Palestinian

country will not gain its freedom and independence unless all forces—Jews,
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Christians, and Muslims—unite to free it from foreign powers. The Sephardi
Jews know that one group cannot operate without the other, and that opposi-
tion among them results in a constant domination of foreigners on Palestinian
land.”™* Sasson also criticized the Ashkenazi Zionist leadership for relying on
European forces for the national revival of Jews in Palestine. Oriental Jews, born
and raised among Arabs, are capable of speaking to the Arab villager, worker,
peasant, writer, or intellectual in a way that Western Jews would never be able
to, he argued in one of his commentaries in 1932, and thus Oriental Jews should
become more involved in political life. An agreement with the Arabs could not
be achieved without their involvement, he argued.”

In his view of Palestine as a joint homeland for Jews, Muslims, and Chris-
tians, Sasson departed from the Zionist approach that recognized the national
rights of the Jews over the country and did not view the local Sephardi Jews as
opposing Zionism. In contrast, according to Sasson, it was the Oriental Jews
(al-yahud al-shargiin), who were aware of the growing national sentiments
among Palestinian Arabs, who would be able to fully understand the Arab po-
sition. Regarding the 1932 Jewish-Arab conference, he claimed, its goals were
not to challenge the authority of the Zionist movement but rather to make the
important voices of the local Jews heard.®

In addition to his criticism of the Ashkenazi Jewish leadership of the Zion-
ist movement, Sasson also criticized the Arab Executive Committee and the
Supreme Muslim Council. Following the departure for London in 1930 of the
Palestinian delegation (headed by Jamal al-Husseini and ‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadj),
to present the Palestinian Arab views on the 1929 riots in Palestine, Sasson
published several articles in a/-Hayat in which he called for “Jewish-Arab co-
operation and Jewish-Arab unity which would remind the British that they
are here to lead the inhabitants toward complete self-governance and indepen-
dence.”™ To defend his idea of Jewish-Arab understanding, he returned to the
early history of relations between Jews and Muslims and tried to apply it to the

situation in Palestine:

I am well aware of the equal treatment the Jews received during the rise of Islam
and afterward during the reign of the caliphs. Jews were more than happy with the
rise of this [Muslim] empire based on rights, equality, and fraternity. . . . What is
the harm to the Arabs if they let the persecuted Jewish people come and assemble
in this spot on the planet so that they can pursue a free and decent life? . . . Do you
honestly think that the Jewish agenda is set on exterminating the Arabs and their
language? And if that is part of their agenda, don’t you think that they realize that
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they can never achieve that knowing that there are millions of Muslims who would
fight to the last drop of blood for Palestine? I would like to end by restating that
Jews should seek an understanding with their Arab brothers to build this nation

and bring prosperity and independence to our people.®

Unlike the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, which tried to foster
the development of an alternative political leadership to the Arab Executive
Committee, Sasson acknowledged that the committee represented Palestinian
Arabs. The right thing to do is not to try to replace this organization, he argued,
but rather to try and influence it to reaching a Jewish-Arab understanding.”

In July 1930 Sasson, who was described by the Hebrew newspaper Davar as a
“Jewish-Arab journalist,” published a letter in Fi/astin in which he argued that
mutual understanding between Jews and Arabs in Palestine would be possible
only if both national groups recognized each other’s full rights. “The view that
only the Arabs are the owners of the land and that the Jews are only visitors is
a radical view,” wrote Sasson. To create mutual understanding, it was important
to establish a Jewish-Arab committee that would explore the question of how
to create a joint homeland and would result in a Palestinian Jewish-Arab union
in which each group recognized the other’s national existence. Sasson also called
on the Arabic press to explain to its readers the Jewish perspective on Jewish
immigration and asked the Hebrew press to recognize the right of “this noble
Arab nation in this country” and the existing bonds between Jews and Muslims
on the basis of their Semitic and Eastern origin.”!

Sasson’s article received various responses in Filastin. For obvious reasons, his
recognition of the national rights of the Jews and their equal rights in Palestine
created much opposition in the newspaper, which viewed the Jews’ renouncing
their national aspirations as key for a Jewish-Arab understanding.® Indeed, these
responses challenge Sasson’s view that reaching a Jewish-Arab partnership in
Palestine must be based on mutual recognition of national rights. In his future
work in the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, Sasson would try to
suggest ways of reacting to these challenges.

Sasson’s open criticism of the policies of the Zionist leadership created some
angry reactions to him from Zionist circles as well. The idea of organizing a
Jewish-Arab conference was raised by Sasson in 1928. Michael Assaf, then a
journalist for Davar specializing in Arab affairs, criticized the plan to convene
an “Oriental-Israeli conference”in the same year, claiming that familiarity with
Arabic and Arab culture alone could not lead to an understanding between Jews

and Arabs in Palestine. Additionally, he criticized Sasson’s distinction between
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the Sephardim and the Ashkenazim and referred to Sasson’s Arabic writings
on these issues as irresponsible.®® The debate between Assaf and Sasson was
renewed in 1932. On June 27 of that year Sasson argued again that no one other
than Oriental Jews could reach an understanding with the Arabs, based on their
familiarity with the culture and the people. In fact, he observed that since 1918
Western Jews had been trying unsuccessfully to solve the conflict with the Ar-
abs. Since Western Jews were in charge of political negotiations, Oriental Jews
could not use their beliefs and knowledge in support of the Zionist goal.** A
few weeks later, Sasson also strongly denied the charge that Oriental Jews had
conspired to betray the Zionists and repeated his argument that Oriental Jews
had advantages that the Western leaders of the Zionist movement did not.*

Assaf responded to the idea of the Arab-Jewish conference and to Sasson’s
arguments once more, writing that the Arab leaders were not willing to cooperate
with the Zionists and were willing to negotiate only if the Jews would give up all
their national ambitions. There was no need for peace with the Arabs if the price
for such peace and negotiations was humiliation to the Jews, Assaf added. The
convention of the planned conference would undermine the Jewish and Zionist
stance. Assaf acknowledged that Oriental Jews had only limited influence on the
Zionists’ policies toward the Arabs. However, the Zionist movement had been
established in the West and remained a Western-based movement, according to
Assaf. How could Oriental Jews carry out their Zionist ideology in the same way
as European Jews could? Arab politicians understood this reality and preferred
to negotiate with the Zionist minority, not the Zionist majority, claimed Assaf,
but they should be ready to negotiate with the majority, the Western Jews. He
ended on an optimistic note, hoping that all Jews would unite in their national
aims, and once again he argued that a Jewish-Arab conference had no chance
of succeeding.®

Sasson’s response came a few days later. He replied to Assaf in an angry tone:

It hurts me to know that, as the editor of the Eastern Department of an important
newspaper [ Davar], you don't know a lot about the issues of the Orient (Masae/ al
Sharg) and the Arab Zionist movement. You, my friend, represent the danger that
we wish to avoid: Western mentality (a'agliya gharbiya), views and logic coupled
with arrogance trying to solve an Oriental issue (gadiya shargiya), interest, mentality,
and policy. You have claimed that the Eastern conference that is being discussed
by Arab Jewish writers (kuttab al-Arab min al-Isra’iliyin) is asking to accept the
terms and conditions set by the Arabs during the negotiations. There is no one

among the Oriental Jews who would accept such defeat or humiliation. So far, the
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Zionist committee has not taken concrete steps in building good relations with
our brethren, the Arabs. Is it a sin if we, as Oriental Jews, want to live peacefully
with our brothers in our homeland? Do you seriously think that the Arabs will run
toward us the moment we invite them to hold talks and negotiations with them?
Of course not! This would take time and special circumstances that should be set

before any serious negotiations can start.”

A few weeks later, Sasson addressed Assaf again and clarified the way he

viewed the convention of the conference:

We do not want to build an alliance with the Arabs based on the humiliation of our
nation. . . . The Jews of the Orient (yabud al-sharg) have faced so many hardships
throughout their history and were able to surpass them all and to keep their heads
high no matter what. Our message to our Arab brothers is that no one can change
our allegiance to our cause. Following the past fourteen years, we have come to
the conclusion that it is our duty to build closer ties with the Arabs so that we can
live peacefully with them. The cooperation between Jews and Arabs will save Eretz
Israel from any upcoming perils and will solve its political and economic problems.
The Arabs are completely right when they refuse to hold talks with you if they have
never heard any praise or positive remarks on their struggle for freedom from your
party. We [Oriental Jews] have an advantage over you in these matters [holding
talks with the Arabs]. If you [the Zionist movement] create an understanding with
the Arabs, then the Oriental Jews will be able to announce their allegiance to the

Zionist movement just as proudly as the Western Jews do in the West.*®

Sasson’s criticism appeared in his political work as well. As discussed in chap-
ter 2, in 1934, when he joined the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of
the Jewish Agency under the leadership of Shertok, he decided to divert his
work to the institutional track.®” In many ways, his joining the Jewish Agency
signaled the beginning of a new phase of his career and activism, in which he
combined political, diplomatic, journalistic, and security-related work. From the
mid-1930s until the end of the Mandatory period, Sasson met with hundreds of
Arab leaders in Beirut, Damascus, Cairo, Amman, Baghdad, and Palestine to
discuss possible political solutions for the Zionist-Arab conflict.

As also discussed in chapter 2, some would argue that Sasson really became a
Mizrahan,an Orientalist, using his knowledge of Arabic and his connections in
the service of the Zionist movement.” However, we argue that Sasson’s Jewish-
Arab identity, as ben hamizrah, affected his ideas about how to resolve the

conflict between the two groups. In the different proposals that he presented to
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Ben-Gurion and Shertok between 1939 and 1944, he emphasized the need to
develop connections and to cooperate with the local Arab population in the eco-
nomic, social, cultural, and political arenas, among others. As we will see below,
he was also deeply involved in the discussions taking place about another sphere
of cultural and linguistic exchange between Oriental Jews and Arabs—namely,

the discussions about the position of Arabic in the Yishuw.

Linguistic and Cultural Mediation:
The Role of Arabic Teaching

On October 7,1942, Gershon Barag, a psychoanalyst from Tel Aviv and a promi-
nent member of the Palestine Psycho-Analytical Society, wrote a letter to Yisrael
Ben-Ze’ev, the inspector for Arabic in the Department of Education of the
Jewish National Council, asking him to recommend an Arabic teacher in Tel
Aviv. According to Barag, he had been studying Arabic for quite some time and
could read a newspaper or an easy book with the assistance of a dictionary. He
had first learned Arabic from Abraham Levy, a young teacher originally from
Tiberias, and later studied in a small group that was led by Malul. He wished to
continue studying Arabic, but in Tel Aviv he had heard only about Arabic courses
taught by Europeans. He wrote Ben-Ze'ev: “I insist on and wish to study only
with a native of the Orient (ben hamizrah), because I am native to the country
myself (yelid haaretz) . . .1 am writing to ask if you can refer me to an Arabic
study group in Tel Aviv that is guided by a teacher who is of Oriental descent
(‘eda mizrahit), or an Arabic teacher, that I may join.””

Ben-Zeev received such requests during his tenure as the inspector of Arabic
at the Department of Education of the Jewish National Council, a position
he held from 1938 until his retirement in the mid-1960s. He was in charge of
enhancing the teaching of Arabic in Jewish schools in Palestine, organizing
training seminars and meetings for Arabic teachers throughout the country,and
developing a curriculum and writing textbooks for the teaching of colloquial and
standard Arabic. Ben-Ze'ev was part of a group of scholars and teachers that
emphasized the importance of learning Arabic in light of the growing physical
and psychological distance between Jews and Arabs in Palestine. For him, Arabic
was more than just a language, though. He considered the knowledge of Arabic
to be essential for Jews living in Palestine and viewed using the language as a
way of creating contacts and links between Jews and Arabs in Palestine, both

in daily life and in cultural exchanges.”
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“Learning Arabic is a part of Zionism,” wrote Shlomo Dov Goitein in 1946.
A professor of Oriental studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Goitein
was also a senior education officer for Hebrew schools in the Department of Ed-
ucation of the Mandatory government from 1938 to 1948.” And indeed, debates
about the place of Arabic in the Yishuv—as well as about its uses, perceptions
of it, and the ways to study it—had already begun in different Zionist circles
at the end of Ottoman rule in Palestine.” Those debates took a different turn
as a result of the transition to British Mandatory rule, the institutionalization
of the Zionist movement, and the intensification of the Jewish-Arab conflict.
Considering the debates taking place in the Yishuv during the Mandatory years
in particular, Halperin identifies three major views of Arabic. The first—a view
held mainly by the scholars at the Institute of Oriental Studies at the Hebrew
University—is that Arabic is a romantic nationalist tool, and that the study of
Arabic is a way of familiarizing and connecting the Jews to their semitic past.
'The second view is that Arabic is a modernizing tool that the Zionist movement
in Palestine can use to encourage positive encounters between Jews and Arabs to
produce Arab cooperation with the Zionist project. The third view is that Arabic
is a strategic and practical tool to use in developing a body of knowledge about
the Arabs, collecting intelligence about them, and identifying and predicting
Arab activities.” None of these views pays special attention to the perspective of
local Jews, which, we argue, could shed a different light on the study of Arabic
as a form of mediation between Jews and Arabs.

As the discussion below suggests, throughout the Mandatory years there
was a growing tension between two approaches for studying Arabic, one that
viewed the study from a cultural perspective, as a tool for rapprochement, and
one that viewed the language as a practical, political tool. Yonatan Mendel, in
his discussion of the early history of Arabic studies in Palestine, calls these the
“language of the neighbor” and the “language of the enemy” approaches. Ac-
cording to Mendel, during the Mandatory years, and especially following the
Arab Revolt, the study of Arabic became much more associated with the latter
approach as a result of the security and political needs of the Yishuv.”

While these two approaches to the study of Arabic existed during the 1930s
and 1940s, the discussion below shows that this seeming dichotomy was much
more nuanced. Mainly, it discusses the role of local Jews—the native speakers
of Arabic—as educators, teachers, translators, and promoters of Arabic, and the
role of Yisrael Ben-Ze'ev and other members of the Arabic teaching committees.
Halperin calls the approach taken by Ben-Ze'ev and this group of local Jews “the

pro-communication approach,” which stressed the practical benefits of contacts

Cultural Politics | 107



with Arabs because of the assumption that such contacts led to peaceful rela-
tions.” This approach suggests another type of linguistic or cultural mediation
that was led by local Jews, fluent in Arabic, who felt that using the language could
enhance contacts between the Jewish and Arab communities in Palestine and
link Palestine to its surrounding Middle Eastern environment. Hence, figures
like Ben-Ze'ev, Elmaleh, Rivlin, Yellin, Tuviya Shamosh, and Sasson, discussed
in this chapter, were not only active in Arabic teaching but were also engaged
in translating literary texts from Arabic into Hebrew and vice versa, teaching
Hebrew in Jewish schools in the Arab world, and maintaining contacts among
Jewish and Arab teachers and intellectuals.

Born in Jerusalem 1899 to a family of rabbis, Ben-Ze'ev (Wolfensohn) was a
local Jew of Ashkenazi descent. His family was among the founders of the Meah
She‘arim neighborhood and of several of its important religious institutions
but was not among the well-oft and notable Jewish families in Jerusalem. Like
many other families of local Jews in Jerusalem, Safed, Tiberias, and Hebron,
Ben-Ze'ev’s family had long-lasting ties with Arab families. He grew up in an
Arab-speaking environment and had many Muslim neighbors and friends. In
addition to Yiddish, he spoke Hebrew, Arabic, German, English, and French.
He also held Ottoman citizenship and felt embedded in the Palestinian and
Ottoman environment.” In 1919 Ben-Ze'ev began studying in Dar al-Mu’alimin
in Jerusalem, with some members of the local Arab elite members. He re-
ceived training as an Arabic teacher and became very comfortable with both
colloquial and standard Arabic as well as with various prominent local Arabs.
He decided in 1922 to continue his PhD studies in Arabic and Islam at the
Egyptian University in Cairo. Studying in Cairo, Beirut, or Damascus was not
uncommon among local Oriental Jews, as we saw above in the cases of Malul,
Shimon Moyal, Sasson, and others. As Aviv Derri-Weksler suggests, Ben-
Zeev’s decision to study in Cairo reflected both his socioeconomic status and
his identity as an intellectual who was strongly connected to the local Arabic
culture and language.”

Ben-Zeev later studied for a second PhD degree at the University of Frank-
turt. Like Malul, he returned to Cairo in 1933 to teach at the Egyptian University
and Dar Al-‘Ulum; published extensively in Arabic and Hebrew; and wrote in
such Arab dailies as al-Mugattam and al-Ahram.® In addition to his academic
research and teaching, Ben-Ze'ev was also very active in the Zionist circles in
Cairo: he was the first president of the Hebrew Club and was involved in the
establishment of the Society of Young Egyptian Jews (Association de la Jeunesse
Juive Egyptiene ). He kept hoping to enroll in the Hebrew University’s Institute
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of Oriental Studies but was never able to do so. He returned to Jerusalem in
1938 and became the inspector for Arabic in the Department of Education of
the Jewish National Council.#

Going back to Barag’s letter to Ben-Ze'ev, it seems that Barag was not unique
in insisting on studying Arabic only with a local Jew who was fluent in Arabic.
Indeed, during Ben-Ze®ev’s time at the Department of Education there were
many debates regarding the position of local Oriental Jews as Arabic teachers,
and whether they had any advantage over Ashkenazi teachers who were not as
fluent in colloquial Arabic. For Ben-Ze'ev, the study of colloquial Arabic was
as important as the study of standard written Arabic, and hence the teacher’s
accent, his or her ability to speak Arabic in class, and the degree of comfort with
the language were extremely important.

Ben-Ze'ev identified a difference between the periods before and after World
Wiar I regarding the nature of Arabic study, from the perspectives of both teacher
and student. Prior to the war, Jews in Palestine were familiar with colloquial
Arabic as part of their daily interactions and close relations with Arabs,and hence
there was no need to pay special attention to colloquial Arabic in the curriculum
of Jewish schools. Following the war, however, with the increasing Jewish im-
migration from Europe and the growing national tension, the study of Arabic
became much more challenging, Ben-Ze'ev claimed. Many Jewish students had
no contact with Arabs and were unable to communicate in Arabic, and it was
hence essential to expose them to colloquial Arabic, including the language’s
sound and dialects, even before they learned to read Arabic, he argued.® Indeed,
as Halperin shows, before the war Arabic was regularly taught in Zionist ele-
mentary schools, but after the war only about 15-20 percent of Jewish students
studied Arabic, mainly in the Gymnasia. In many of the kibbutzim Arabic was
taught either as part of the curriculum or as an extracurricular activity.* From the
perspective of the teachers, before World War I most of the Arabic teachers were
Arabs, who graduated from Al Azhar University, many without any pedagogical
training. After the war, Arab teachers stopped teaching in Jewish schools, and
the Jewish teachers, especially those who came from Europe, were unable to
speak with a proper accent, and had difficulty in writing as well.®

Who were the Arabic teachers? Addressing the participants in a meeting of
Arabic teachers in Tel Aviv in 1939, Goitein reported that there were forty-two
Arabic teachers in Jewish high schools. Goitein divided the teachers according
to their ethnic background: eighteen were Sephardim and those who are not
local Ashkenazi Jews; ten were Iraqis, and one was Syrian; ten were Ashkenazi
Jews from abroad (probably Europe); and three were local Ashkenazi Jews.
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However, among the Sephardim mentioned, many had studied in Hebrew
schools and could be viewed as Ashkenazi, Goitein added.* In this group of
teachers, then, local Jews—including Sephardim, Ashkenazim, and immigrants
from Arab-speaking countries—made up the majority.

Indeed, many local Jews served as Arabic teachers in various schools, including
David Avissar (Boys’ School, Jerusalem), Avraham Sha’ashua (Sharoni) who
wrote an Arabic-Hebrew dictionary and taught in Tiberias and Deganya; he will
be discussed in chapter 5), Rivlin (Hebrew Teachers’ College and Rehavia High
School, both in Jerusalem), Ben-Ze'ev (Bet Hakerem High School, Jerusalem),
Yosef Mani, Ezra Mani (various schools in Tel Aviv and Kfar Saba), Yellin (He-
brew Teachers’ College, Jerusalem), Yehoshua (Bagrut High School, Jerusalem),
Yitzhak Navon (Bet Hakerem High School), Moshe Piamenta (Bet Hakerem
High School), and Yosef Meyuchas (Ezra Teachers’ College). As we will see
below, some of these teachers were also involved in security-oriented activities.
Many of the teachers were also engaged in other forms of Arabic teaching,
writing, and translating. Such was the case with Yehoshua, for example, who
wrote extensively in the Hebrew and Arabic press and published monographs
and memoirs about the Sephardi community in Jerusalem and the history of
Arabic press in Palestine. Avissar, a Hebronite writer and teacher who was also
a poet and a publisher and was active, as noted above, in the Association of the
Pioneers of the East; Yellin, who was a prominent intellectual, teacher, and writer,
fluent in Arabic, and active in the intellectual milieu of Jerusalem and a teacher
of Hebrew and Hebrew literature at the Hebrew University, as well as being
one of the main advocates of the revival of Hebrew; and Meyuchas, a member
of one of the prominent Sephardi families in Jerusalem, who was a researcher
and a teacher of Hebrew, Arabic, and French, as well as being a leading figure
of the Sephardi community. According to Ben-Ze'ev, most Arabic teachers
were Eastern born (edot ha-mizrah).*® In addition, around 70 percent of the
participants in the Arabic teachers’ seminars that were initiated and organized
by Ben-Ze'ev “belonged to the Oriental communities.”

Some of these teachers were also members of different committees that were
established by the Department of Education of the Jewish National Council
to discuss how to teach Arabic in Hebrew schools,”® Along with Ben-Ze'ev
the members of these committees included representatives from the Arab De-
partment of the Histadrut, the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the
Jewish Agency, and the Department of Education, as well as faculty members
of the Institute of Oriental Studies at the Hebrew University.” Prominent local
Jews on these committees included Yitzhak Shamosh, Agassi, Rivlin, Yehoshua,
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Assaf, and later Sasson, as part of his role as the director of the Arab Bureau.”
As we will see below, the views expressed by these prominent figures differed
considerably from one another.

Ben-Ze'ev’s commitment to the teaching of colloquial Arabic was very ap-
parent in the discussions taking place both in the Department of Education
and in the training seminars that he organized between 1937 and 1944. Those
discussions focused on the school curriculum for teaching colloquial and standard
Arabic, textbooks that could be used, pedagogical methods used by teachers,
and the level of the teachers. One of the issues discussed was what qualities
were desirable in a teacher. Another was the differences between teachers who
were native speakers of the language and those who were not. While there was
a general consensus among the members of the Arabic committees regarding
the importance of studying colloquial Arabic, views about the quality of teachers
and students who came from Arabic-speaking countries varied.

Michael Dana, who taught Arabic in Hebrew high schools in Haifa, wrote
several Arabic textbooks and an Arabic dictionary. He argued that only a native
speaker of Arabic could teach the language. Colloquial Arabic should be taught
while using Arabic script, without transliterating the text to Hebrew, just as it was
taught elsewhere in the Arab world, he argued.” A different view was voiced by
Yitzhak Shamosh, born in Aleppo to a prominent family. The brother of Tuviya
and Amnon Shamosh, Yitzhak studied law and Arabic literature in Beirut and
published frequently in literary journals in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt. He was
a passionate Zionist, was involved in Syrian politics, and was one of the Jewish
candidates for election to the first Syrian parliament. He immigrated to Palestine
in 1937 following an invitation from the Hebrew University to teach Arabic lit-
erature. The rest of his family immigrated to Palestine after him.”* Speaking in
Arabic (which he said was “the language that I feel more comfortable speaking
in than Hebrew”) during the 1941 convention of Arabic teachers who taught in
the kibbutzim, Shamosh argued that it would be wrong to assume that every
Arabic speaker could also teach the language. In fact, he claimed, the majority
of the Arabic teachers in Palestine were not fit to do their jobs.” At a different
meeting, while discussing the curriculum for Arabic teachers’ seminars, David
Zvi Banet, a professor of Arabic language and literature at the Hebrew Univer-
sity, asked whether teachers from Iraq, Syria, and Egypt should participate in
the seminars. “Are these teachers even able to understand the pedagogical and
the general educational principles?” he asked in a paternalistic tone, adding that
“maybe it would be better to leave the schools without teachers, than to bring

bad teachers to them.””®
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In contrast, in September 1942 Ben-Ze'ev reported that the majority of the
Ashkenazi Arabic teachers, most of whom were graduates of the Hebrew Uni-
versity, had difficulty pronouncing Arabic with a good accent; some also did not
have enough knowledge of the grammatical rules. Ben-Zeev also mentioned
that the teachers who were native speakers needed more practice in speaking
clearly.” As for the students, Ben-Ze'ev suggested taking advantage of students
who spoke Arabic and could demonstrate the correct pronunciation of words.”
It is clear, then, that the debates about the role of local Jews as potential teachers
involved not only their professional skills (or lack thereof, according to some)
but also their general knowledge and pedagogical and other abilities.

The debate about the use of Arabic-speaking teachers and their potential
advantage in the classroom raises the question of why there was a lack of Arab
teachers employed in Hebrew schools, especially since their numbers shrank
considerably with the transition to British rule. Mendel argues that this pro-
cess is linked to what he calls “the Zionisation” or the “political Judaisation” of
Arabic, which included a clear preference for Jewish teachers of Arabic and
the encouragement of Jewish scholars to write Arabic textbooks.” According
to Mendel, Ben-Ze'ev explained the lack of Arabic teachers as a result of their
lack of Hebrew knowledge, their lack of proper pedagogical training, and the
fact that their methods were “not appropriate for the nature and cultural level of
our pupils.”®This Zionization process, Mendel argues, might be caused by the
attempt to comply with Zionist ideology in employing Hebrew-speaking Jewish
teachers and by the growing hostility between the two communities. It might
also be connected to security needs and considerations, especially following the
Arab Revolt, when the study of Arabic became closely connected to security
and political considerations.'™

Interestingly, however, training seminars included several Arab teachers who
were very successful, according to Ben-Ze'ev’s reports. Examples were Jeriyis
Mansour (who taught Arabic literature), ‘Adel Jabre (classical Arabic literature),
Faiz al-Gul (Arabic syntax, writing, and conversation), Yassin al-Khalidi (writing
and conversation), and Rabahi Kamal (newspapers).'®® Ben-Ze'ev stressed the
need to employ Arab teachers, because the Institute of Oriental Studies at the
Hebrew University did not provide strong enough candidates for the training
seminars. He also encouraged the participation in the seminars of teachers from

Iraq, Syria, and Egypt.'® Some of those teachers did participate. For example,
Murad Mikha’il, the principal of the Baghdadi Shamash School and one of the

prominent Jewish writers in Iraq, participated in a 1943 seminar.'™

The attempt to create connections and to exchange ideas between Jewish
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teachers in Palestine and their colleagues from neighboring Arab countries—
especially Egypt—was partially successful. For example, Avissar and Yellin
organized several visits of Eretz-Israeli teachers to Egyptian schools and univer-
sities, the first of which took place in March 1926 with go teachers and Zionist
activists participating. A month later a group of 112 teachers and principals, who
represented the Egyptian Ministry of Education, visited Palestine. Among other
places, they visited the Herzlia Gymnasium in Tel Aviv, the Reali School in
Haifa, and the agricultural school Mikveh Israel.'™ In April 1935 a group of 240
Jewish teachers, authors, physicians, and intellectuals from Palestine participated
in another visit to Egypt, as part of the celebrations of the 8ooth anniversary of
Maimonides’s birth. Their visit received much attention in the local Jewish press,
and its aims were defined as “getting to know the land of Egypt, its inhabitants,
to visit its different schools and to exchange knowledge between us and the
Egyptian teachers.” Ben-Ze'ev, who also wrote a biography of Maimonides in
Arabic, was on the committee that organized the visit and was in touch with the
Egyptian Ministry of Education and with Sheikh al-Azhar about it.!%

In connection to his focus on cultural and intellectual exchange, and with the
financial support of the Jewish community in Cairo, Ben-Ze®ev established in
Jerusalem an Arabic library for teachers, where he hoped to collect Arabic text-
books from the neighboring Arab countries, dictionaries, and Arabic literature.
'This library was intended not only for teachers, but also for the Jewish and Arab
communities in Jerusalem. Its purposes were to enhance the links between the
Jewish community in Palestine and the neighboring Arab countries and to expose
Jews to Arab culture.!”” The notion of cultural exchange was mentioned by the
representative of the Jewish community in Cairo, who said that Ben-Ze'ev was
either the Egyptian cultural attaché in Eretz Israel, or the Eretz Israeli cultural
attaché in Egypt.’® The importance of Arab teachers and the establishment of
the Arabic library in Jerusalem as a bridge between people, cultures, languages,
and communities show that the Zionization of Arabic was not complete and
was much nuanced.

Why was it important to study Arabic, and mainly colloquial Arabic? Views
on this question varied as well. Yellin, for example, argued that for Jewish stu-
dents to be able to be around Arabs (“Lavo besviva Aravit”) it was necessary to
study colloquial Arabic, and only later should standard Arabic be taught, for
students who would like to read and write the language. Alexander Dushkin,
who established the Department of Education at the Hebrew University and
was the first superintendent of Jewish schools in the Mandatory government,

added that it is very important so that “our child would not feel like a stranger in
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his surrounding environment.”” Eliyahu Habuba—an Arabic teacher who was
born in Damascus, wrote two Arabic textbooks, and was a prominent member of
the Sephardi community in Haifa—suggested encouraging the study of Arabic
in schools by arranging visits to Arab villages and towns, establishing an Arab
club that would offer lectures and seminars by Jewish and Arab teachers, and

visiting Arab cultural institutions."

We Are Similar in the Language of Their Souls:
Orientations in the Study of Arabic

Starting at the beginning of the 1940s, the Arab Bureau of the Political Depart-
ment of the Jewish Agency, headed by Sasson, began to financially support the
work of the Arabic committees at the Department of Education. As part of a
broader effort that was discussed in chapter 2, the Political Department supported
some of the teachers’seminars that Ben-Ze'ev organized, with a special emphasis
on the training of teachers who could teach in the Jewish agricultural settlements,
the kibbutzim and moshavim. From a very practical standpoint, Sasson explained
that “it is known from experience that the lack of knowledge of Arabic among
the Jewish settlers is not conductive in forming honest neighborly relations to
the minimal degree necessary, and may cause needless clashes between the Jewish
settlements and the surrounding Arab villages.”™

As Halperin indicates, the emphasis put on the agricultural settlements,
where Jews and Arabs often had daily contacts and interactions, demonstrates
one of the functions of the study of Arabic during this time: it was a way of
responding to Jews’feeling of isolation within the Arab-speaking environment."
More relevant in this context, though, is Mendel’s argument that the growing
involvement of the Political Department of the Jewish Agency indicated the
gradual shift in the orientation of Arabic studies to political and security con-
cerns, which involved the use of Arabic for propaganda, surveillance, and other
security-oriented projects.'

But were there indeed two separate views of the study and teaching of Ara-
bic—as a political undertaking or for its cultural and educational significance?
We argue that the local Jews, in their different activities as teachers, intellectuals,
writers, and translators, blur the line separating between these seemingly different
orientations. This blurry line is nicely demonstrated by the discussions taking
place at the February 1941 conference of Arabic teachers who taught in the kib-
butzim and were funded by the Arab Bureau of the Jewish Agency. In addition
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to the teachers, many of whom were of Middle Eastern descent, attendees at the
conference included Sasson, Assaf and Agassi as the two supervisors of Arabic
teaching in the kibbutzim, Ben-Ze'ev, and other guests.

The discussion in this conference was part of the effort, led by the Arab Bu-
reau, to create the Committees for Neighborly Relations. The conference also
included discussions typical of those during World War II on cultural, political,
and social ways to improve relations between Jews and Arabs. Assaf, for example,
welcomed the participants to the conference and explained the need for such a

meeting at that particular time:

This is a time of emergency. We fell behind in teaching Arabic to our students, and
need to correct it now, in a period that provides us with some political opportunities.
We should realize that a closer contact (hitkarvut) between us and the Arabs would
not change the positions and claims of both people regarding this land. However,
during this relatively calm period [in terms of Jewish-Arab relations] Jews can get
closer to the Arabs. It is true that good neighborly relations would not establish a
political movement [among the Arabs], but there is no doubt that an Arab commu-
nity that is resentful of the Jews would ease the work of the inciters and instigators.

It is hence our duty to make the lives of these instigators more difficult.”

Assaf viewed the study of Arabic as a political tool and as an aid to creating
better relations and reducing tensions between Jews and Arabs. He was clearly
part of a growing group in the Zionist establishment, including members of
Mapai and representatives of Hashomer Hatza'‘ir, who were active in cultivating
personal relationships with Arabs in the hope that they would transcend the
political conflict.™

Agassi, then a member of the Arab Department of the Histadrut, spoke after
Assaf. He emphasized the importance of teaching colloquial Arabic to create “a

way of life (hawvay) of Arabic language”

The teacher should give his students the feeling that they entered an Arab way of
life (nichnesu letoch havay Aravi). The study material should include conversations,
stories, fables, and jokes that are closely related to the lives of the Arabs. The first
priority should be given to the lives of the fellaheen, then to the lives of the Bedouin,
and only then should the study material represent urban life. The lessons should be
aimed not only toward knowledge of the language, but also toward understanding
the Arab way of life. The student will familiarize himself with the Arab fellaheen

at work, in the field and vineyard, in daily life, and in celebrations (bemesibot holin

Cultural Politics | 115



ubemesibot kodesh). . . . You [the teachers] should visit your Arab neighbors with
the students, and make sure that you meet with them often, learn their ways of
life, and write down their stories and fables. . . . The Arab fellaheen in Eretz Israel
are not homogeneous . . . the study of the language should be as heterogeneous as

possible to interest the student."®

Agassi continued his introduction with a discussion of some of the methodol-
ogies and books that should be used in the classroom. The priority that he gave
to the study of the peasant and the Bedouin, before that of the urban dweller,
was based on the idea of improving the relations between the kibbutzim and
Arab villages. It also reflects what Gil Eyal describes as an image and idea that
was expressed in the Zionist discourse—and used by Ben-Gurion—and that
viewed the Bedouin and the peasants as the “authentic and real Arabs.” It
also alludes to questions of class and socioeconomic differences. The peasants
were the subject of ethnographic works by scholars and other authors, including
Meyuchas and Yitzhak Shami, the Hebronite author."® Agassi and other Middle
Eastern Sephardi intellectuals were mainly in touch with their counterparts in
Arab society—the intellectuals and elite among Palestinian Arabs. As we discuss
in other contexts in chapter 4, the lower classes, both Jews and Arabs but mainly
those residing in the mixed cities and border neighborhoods, had a completely
different hybrid identity and set of links.

Agassi was very clear in his preference for colloquial Arabic over standard
Arabic. According to him, “the purpose of the training seminar is to be able to
speak and understand simple Arabic, to read a report from an Arabic newspaper.
Reading an article from an Arabic newspaper is secondary to reading a note
written by a peasant, which is written usually in colloquial Arabic.”"? At the
end of the discussion, Sasson emphasized the links between the teachers and
the Jewish Agency, which funded and otherwise supported their work. Some
teachers were acting independently, without notifying the Political Department,
he observed. For example, he had heard of a teacher who visited neighboring
Arab villages and another who invited Arabs to his kibbutz without the local
residents’agreement. All teachers should notify the Political Department of any
interaction with Arabs and get its permission, Sasson insisted, and every activity
that involved Arab neighbors should be carried out with agreement from the
board of the local kibbutz.!°

Assaf, Agassi, and Sasson presented a clear political agenda for the study of
Arabic but also emphasized that there was a strong connection between learn-

ing Arabic and political and social rapprochement. Ben-Ze'ev and some other
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members of the Arabic teaching committees believed the study of Arabic to
have mainly educational and cultural value and to be a way of creating links and
dialogue between people. Ben-Ze'ev mentioned the different views of learning
Arabic when he asked for some more money to support the work of the “Fund
for the Development of Arabic”in the Department of Education. The fund was
supposed to support the training of Arabic teachers and establish a publishing
house that would focus on Arabic textbooks. Expenditures from this fund were
supposed to be made in close coordination with the Arab Bureau and with Sas-
son in particular. The Jewish Agency had a political interest in this fund, argued
Ben-Ze'ev, whereas he and his colleagues in the Department of Education had
only an educational or cultural interest in it. In his views, the two approaches
were different but complemented each other."

Discussing these two approaches, Mendel argues that Ben-Ze'ev and others
were torn between their initial instinct to view the teaching of Arabic in an
integrative and scholarly way and their understanding of the growing insistence
within the Zionist movement on the urgent need to teach and study Arabic for
practical political purposes. The balance between the integrative and security-
focused rationales for teaching Arabic was tipped in the direction of the latter,
argues Mendel, as a result of the heightened tensions between Jews and Arabs.'*
However, instead of looking at these two rationales as dichotomous, and at Ben-
Ze'ev as being torn between them, we argue that the two rationales were tightly
connected and reflected the way local Jews viewed their unique role, as people
involved in both the political and cultural spheres.

'This special approach was nicely defined by Moshe Solovichki, the director
of the Department of Education of the National Council, as “cultural politics”
(politika tarbutif). In a party held as part of the Arabic teachers’ conference in
August 1945, he made a speech to the teachers and special guests (who included
Ben-Ze'ev; the lawyer and activist David Moyal, Shimon Moyal’s brother; Dana,
Tzidkiyahu Harkabi, who years later would become the chief of Israeli military
intelligence and a professor of international relations at the Hebrew University;
and the author and Zionist activist Moshe Smilanski one of the supporters of
Brit Shalom and the binational option in Palestine. Solovichki mentioned the
two significant values of the Arabic study program headed by Ben-Ze'ev. The
first was what he termed the “cultural political significance” of entering the Arab
cultural world and locating common ground, without losing the Jewish inde-
pendent development. The second was the educational significance of mastering
Arabic in schools.'” In his turn, Ben-Ze'ev addressed the audience and reported

on the training courses for Arabic teachers. Twenty-eight participants were
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Sephardi and Oriental Jews, and twenty-two were Ashkenazi Jews. Besides the
usual skills of grammar, syntax, and speaking, he emphasized the extracurricular
lectures on Arab folklore, Islamic law, and Muslim women that were delivered
by Arabs. He also updated the audience on his own efforts, discussed above, to
establish a library of Arabic books in Jerusalem, with the support of the Jewish
community in Cairo.”**

Some of the guests at the party spoke as well, including Smilanski, David
Moyal, and Harkabi. These three greeted the participants and added their own
perspectives on Ben-Ze'ev’s work. “I was raised in this country and grew older
here,” said Smilanski, “and always knew that the destiny of our country is de-
pendent upon our ability to make peace between the two peoples who live here
together. Peace would be possible only by a common work and a common culture,
hence Ben-Ze'ev’s work of studying Arabic and creating common understanding
is so important.”®

Moyal also praised Ben Ze'ev’s work and said: “We live among the Arabs,
are related to them, and are committed to having work and cultural relations
with them. It is impossible to do all this without learning Arabic and without
knowing this people (am). 1 appeal and ask [you] to try and uproot the hatred
of the Arab people and its language, and to deepen the study of Arabic language,
culture, and poetry.”?* Harkabi addressed the audience as a former Arabic teacher
who had studied in an Arabic school in Jerusalem and later in a Hebrew school
in Damascus. “Arabic helps us create links with the Arabs and live peacefully
with them, to an extent that even in days of tension I feel comfortable among
Arabs,” he said.'”

As Derri-Wexler argues, Ben-Ze'ev was by no means naive or idealistic in
his approach to the importance of the study of Arabic and the role it should
play among Jews in the Yishuv. In the different projects he was involved in,
including his role as an inspector for Arabic in the Department of Education,
he continued to view the Arabic language not from a scholarly distance (as was
often the case with some of the scholars at the Institute of Oriental Studies at
the Hebrew University) but intimately, as part of the local and regional culture
and history. Instead of supporting the dichotomy of “language of the neighbor”
versus “language of the enemy,” Ben-Ze'ev insisted on the way Arabic can connect
people, neighbors, and cultures, even at a time of high tension and violence.®®
His background as a local Ashkenazi Jew, educated and deeply embedded in the
Arab world, enabled him to view the language is this way and to influence the
perception of the study of Arabic during the Mandatory years.

A large group of intellectuals, writers, and political activists shared Ben Ze'ev’s
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view of the political and cultural spheres as closely connected and believed they
had a role to play as possible mediators between Jews and Arabs, and between
Palestine and the rest of the Arab world. Some of these intellectuals—such as
Yitzhak, Tuviya, and Amnon Shamosh; Agassi; Rivlin; Meyuchas; and Yellin—
were also all involved in translating Arabic literature into Hebrew, in addition
to writing academic publications and conducting research about Islamic studies,
Arabic literature, and Middle Eastern history. Some, such as Agassi, also founded
publishing houses to produce translated Arabic novels and short stories.” An-
other important translator from Arabic was the renowned Russian-born scholar
Menachem Kapeliouk, who in 1932 translated the autobiography of the important
Egyptian writer and intellectual Taha Hussein. In addition, Kapeliouk translated
a variety of scholarly books; selections of mainly Egyptian literature, including
two books by the Palestinian historian ‘Aref al-‘Aref; and stories of the renowned
Egyptian authors Tawfik al-Hakim and Naguib Mahfouz."”* Translations from
Hebrew into Arabic were not as common. David Tidhar’s Hoti’im Vebatai’im
Beeretz Israel was one of the few Hebrew books that were translated into Ar-
abic—in this case, by Malul."”®" Arabic, then, was not only used for political
purposes, but also served as a bridge between two cultures.

'The discussion about the potential role of local Jews as mediators between
Jews and Arabs continued throughout the Mandatory period. The debates dis-
cussed here, about the role of the press and the study of Arabic in the Yishuy,
demonstrate many of the views that were expressed throughout this troubled
time. Many local Jews continued to write for Hebrew, as well as Arabic, news-
papers and to express their views on the national question, the relations with
the Arabs, and the Zionist movement. Some, like Sasson, used their knowledge
of Arabic and their personal connections with central figures in the Arab world
and became active in the political, security, and diplomatic arenas. The attitudes
of this group of people were in no way homogeneous. As discussed in chapter
2, they held different political opinions, but they all agreed about two things.
Bney Ha'aretz and the hegemonic Zionist leadership, dominated in the 1930s
and 1940s by Labor Zionists, differed in their attitudes toward the Arabs, and
Bney Ha'aretz were potentially able to serve as a bridge between Jews and Arabs.

'This idea was expressed nicely in an article by Rivlin that was published in Hed
Hamizrah in November 1942. The article was discussed in chapter 1, but it is worth
mentioning again how Rivlin differentiated between the patronizing attitude of
the activists of Brit Shalom and Ichud toward the Arabs and the attitude of Bney
Haaretz, both Sephardim and Ashkenazim (the group he considered himself

to be part of ), which was based on a sense of equality and true understanding.
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As he wrote, “the attitude of Ben Ha'aretz to the Arab is different. He does not
view the Arab fellah or the worker with pity. . . . The Jewish Ben Ha’aretz does
not pity the Arab. He is in many ways equal to him. The eastern Jewish worker
is very similar to the Arab worker, as all are members of the poor social strata
among both peoples. They are similar to each other not only in their language,
but in the language of their souls (sfaz nafsham).”

In many ways, Rivlin’s words echo many of the nuances that have been dis-
cussed in this chapter. It is what Rivlin called “the language of the soul” (sfaz
hanefesh) that influenced the way Bney Ha'aretz viewed the Arabs and their own
role in the complex matrix of Jewish-Arab relations in Mandatory Palestine.
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FOUR

Mixing and Unmixing in

the Oriental Ghettos

In April 1934, Moshe (born Musa) Levi Nachum was elected as the Jewish
representative in the Jaffa municipality. Levi was elected thanks to the support
of the Jewish and some of the Arab residents of two neighborhoods that stood
on the frontier between Jaffa and Tel Aviv: the Yemenite Quarter (hereafter
Kerem Hatemanim, which literally means the Yemenite vineyard) and Neve
Shalom. Levi listed three main goals for his term in office: to support and protect
poor and abandoned children; to guarantee the social and cultural rights of the
Jewish inhabitants of Jaffa in return for the municipal taxes they paid; and to
strengthen the relations between Jews and Arabs, which could be achieved by
mutual understanding and the Jews’ knowledge of Arabic.!

Levi had served as the mukhtar of Kerem Hatemanim since 1925 and was a
well-known figure and local leader in the Yemenite community in Jaffa and Tel
Aviv. Among other things, he was known for his work with poor and abandoned
children and for his good relations with the British authorities, as well as with
many Arab and Jewish public figures in Jaffa, Tel Aviv, and elsewhere in Palestine.
In 1936 he established a printing house called Malan (an approximate acronym
for his name, Moshe Levi Nahum) and the newspaper Mizrah (East), whose
goal was to represent Oriental Jews and discuss their special problems.

Levi was born in the Al-Sharaf District in Yemen and at an early age lost both
his parents. He arrived in Jaffa in 1905 after encountering many hardships on his
journey through Eritrea and Egypt. In his early years in Palestine he struggled to
survive.” He moved from one place to another in search of work, until he settled
in the Karton Quarter, often referred to as Kerem Hatemanim, on the border
between Jaffa and Tel Aviv.’ From his early days as a leader in the Yemenite
Jewish community, Levi was very active in the struggles of the Yemenites, as well

as in addressing the harsh realities of abandoned children who turned to crime



as a last resort. Almost certainly his dedication to those children and his efforts
to get them to study or acquire a skill were influenced by his own experience and
hardships as an orphan. From his early days in Palestine he was also very aware
of the different experiences of Oriental children and Ashkenazi children in Tel
Aviv. In 1925, when he was elected mukhtar of Kerem Hatemanim, he competed
against an Ashkenazi candidate who won the support of Meir Dizengoft, then
mayor of Tel Aviv. “The Ashkenazim still believed that neither a Yemenite, nor
anyone else of Eastern descent, would be able to hold a public position. . . . It
saddened the residents of this neighborhood that our brothers viewed us as not
less inferior than the way we were treated in the Diaspora,” Levi wrote later.*

As part of his position, Levi was often asked to mediate between relatives or
neighbors in various family or communal conflicts. As he later recalled, “making
peace and giving advice is one of the duties of respected people, rabbis, and
public figures. In my case, I was active not only among Jews [who lived] in the
Kerem [Hatemanim] as well as the few who live outside of it, but also among
many Arabs, either those who lived in the Kerem or those who lived in Jaffa.”

He remembered, for example, that he was asked to come to the home of a
well-known Arab family whose sons had had a fight and threatened to kill each
other. The parents were afraid of their two sons, but Levi managed not only to
win their trust and prevent violence, but also to pacify everyone over lunch and
coffee at his house.® In other cases, he was asked to help the police locate thieves,
hashish traders, or murderers—both Jews and Arabs—who were active around
Kerem Hatemanim, especially in the nearby Hacarmel Market. Because he won
the trust and respect of the residents, he was able to prevent many fights and
conflicts. His house served as a safe haven during periods of conflict and unrest
between Jews and Arabs. According to Levi, in times such as during the Arab
Revolt, because of the trust and loyalty many Arabs felt toward him and their
other Jewish neighbors, they protected the property of those neighbors when
the Jews fled their homes.’

Among the responsibilities Levi had as mukhtar was to intervene in cases of
Jewish girls and young women who wanted to convert to Islam. Cases of con-
version from Judaism to Islam or Christianity were delicate matters and were
often discussed in the local press. In 1940 and 1941, for example, it was reported
that eight Jewish women converted to Islam and two converted to Christianity
(through the Greek Orthodox Church). According to the report, all women were
19—23 years old and lived in the frontier neighborhoods or in Jafta. In 1941 there
were also two cases of Christians’ converting to Judaism. It was also reported

that there was an increase in the number of Jewish girls who married non-Jews
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(some were Christian soldiers who served in Palestine during World War II).
One possible explanation for the mixed marriages is that poor Jewish women
could not pay the dowry expected from them when marrying a Jewish man.?
Cases of Jews’ converting to Islam were not unique to Tel Aviv and Jaffa, of
course. In Hebron, the Jewish community tried to urge a young Sephardi Jew who
had converted to Islam to leave the country for Egypt, where he had relatives.’
In Haifa several Sephardi men and women converted to Islam, and their cases
reached the rabbinical authorities in the city, as well as the National Council.”

The cases that Levi dealt with were those of fatherless girls, typically poor,
who fell in love with Muslims. The girls’ mothers were often unable to support
their daughters. As the mukhtar, Levi was asked to approve these conversions,
but he generally managed to talk the girls out of it or to convince the Muslim
judge (gadi) or the municipal authorities not to carry out the conversion. In one
instance he talked with the qadi and told him that all the girls who wanted to
convert were prostitutes. The conversion of the girl in that case was canceled
as a result. In another case a young Muslim orphan asked Levi to support his
conversion to Judaism. Levi asked one of the Muslim qadis of Kerem Hatemanim
to help the young man and to prevent him from converting. The young Muslim
started crying, saying that he was hoping to find refuge in Judaism, a compas-
sionate religion. “If you do not want to accept me, I will go to the Christians,” he
said and left Levi’s house. Levi and the qadi were both saddened by this incident
and the hardships of abandoned and orphan children. This incident strengthened
the relationship between him and the qadi, concluded Levi."

Levi used the connections he made with Arabs for other purposes as well.
When invited to various parties and other events, he remembered that “some
Arabs, because we became close, would share important security information
with me, and at the same time would say ‘too bad you are not an Arab.”" Indeed,
during the 1940s, Levi took advantage of his role as mukhtar to support the
fighters in difterent Jewish paramilitary groups, mainly members of the Stern
Group (Lehi) and the Irgun, but also members of the Haganah. He shared
information with them and hid weapons and fighters in his house. According
to Levi, many members of the Irgun and Lehi were Yemenites or of Middle
East descent who had joined the organizations either as an outlet for their
frustration or to find new challenges and courses of action. In contrast, his
impression was that the Haganah had a smaller proportion of Oriental Jews as
members. “It seems to me they [the Haganah] did not trust the residents of the
neighborhoods, and viewed them as irresponsible and ignorant,” argued Levi."®

'The complex connection between the special position of Oriental Jews vis-a-vis
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the national institutions and the mainly Ashkenazi leadership on the one hand,
and the Arabs on the other hand, is demonstrated here as well.

In many ways, Levi’s work, experiences, and challenges in Kerem Hatemanim
and the adjacent Manshiyya neighborhood demonstrate many of the complex-
ities and contradictions that also characterized the frontier neighborhoods in
other mixed cities in Palestine. The frontier neighborhoods—also known as
the border or periphery neighborhoods—such as Kerem Hatemanim, Neve
Shalom, and Manshiyya between Tel Aviv and Jaffa; Ard al-Yahud and Harat
al-Yahud in Haifa; and Nachlaot in Jerusalem were all located on a border be-
tween a Jewish neighborhood and an Arab village or neighborhood. In some
cases the neighborhoods’ populations were also mixed, with both Jewish and
Arab residents. These neighborhoods and the experiences of their inhabitants,
mainly Oriental Jews and Arabs, are the focus of this chapter. As will be dis-
cussed below, these neighborhoods, in which Jews and Arabs lived side by side
and interacted on a daily basis, serve as a microcosm to use in examining the
complex relations between Oriental Jews and Arabs during the Mandatory years.
These relations were full of contradictions and shifted between neighborliness
and hostility, as Levi’s experience in Kerem Hatemanim shows.” The frontier
neighborhoods represent the illusional nature of the mixed cities and show that
they were simultaneously mixed and divided. On the one hand, as this chapter
demonstrates, the frontier neighborhoods were a place where social, cultural,
religious, and economic interactions of different kinds occurred between Jews
and Arabs, but on the other hand, they were also sites of political and national
confrontation. In addition, they were sites of political, ethnic, economic, and
cultural marginality for both their (mainly Oriental) Jewish and Arab residents.

'This chapter begins by discussing the illusional nature of the mixed cities in
Palestine, focusing mainly on the frontier neighborhoods or the Oriental ghettos,
the way they were formed, and their socioeconomic profile.”® It will then move
back to Kerem Hatemanim, Neve Shalom, and Manshiyya to examine closely
the crossing and uncrossing of boundaries in the frontier neighborhoods and
the double marginality experienced by their inhabitants. The last part of the
chapter will examine various sites of interactions between Jews and Arabs in

these neighborhoods such as the playground, school, beach, café, and cinema.

The 1llusional Nature of the Mixed City

“Modern urban spaces are, by definition, mixed,” Daniel Monterescu and Dan

Rabinowitz state at the beginning of a collection of essays they edited on mixed
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towns in Mandatory Palestine and Israel.”” These spaces combine different classes
and diverse ethnic and national groups and subcultures. Therefore, as many
writings on the modern city have demonstrated, they are simultaneously sites
for ethnic, social, and cultural conflict and sites for social change, coexistence
and intercommunal collaborations.!® In the Israeli-Palestinian context the term
“mixed cities” specifically refers to cities and other urban localities in which both
Arabs and Jews live, even though the term has been criticized for creating an
illusion of a “mutual membership while ignoring questions of power, control

and resistance.””

In many ways, therefore, these heterogeneous urban environ-
ments have embodied and symbolized the Israeli-Palestinian conflict since its
early days.?

Mixed cities in Mandatory Palestine were at the same time reality and a
metaphor of the existence of two communities—]Jewish and Arab—on the
same land. Since at least a third of the Jews and a third of the Arabs who lived
in towns before 1948 were in mixed cities, understanding this urban setting is
key to understanding the dynamics and relations between these two commu-
nities.” However, in the context of Mandatory Palestine “mixed cities” was a
somewhat paradoxical term. It was coined by the British Mandatory government
to define cities in Palestine whose population, according to the government’s
understanding, was anything but mixed. In fact, these cities were defined by the
Mandatory authorities as divided between two separate and deeply antagonistic
ethnic and national communities.”

"Thus the term “mixed cities”both embodied and reproduced the basic concept
of a dual society in Palestine. The use of the term in the Jewish and Arab discourse
in Palestine during the Mandatory period discloses, however, that the British
definition was largely ignored by the Arabs, who viewed cities such as Jaffa,
Haifa, and Tiberias as Arab cities, while Jews used the term mainly to discuss
the status and implications of a Jewish minority living in cities under an Arab
majority rule, such as Jaffa, or to refer to the mixed municipalities in these cities.”

Until recently, most historians of mixed cities in Mandatory Palestine more
or less accepted the British definition of the term as a faithful description of life
in the cities. According to Tamir Goren, for example, such cities consisted of “a
space shared by two dominant communities who were in conflict, influenced by
national and ethno-religious differences,” and although the communities shared
a municipal government and to a certain extent economic and commercial
interests and activities, they lived mostly in separate neighborhoods and had
separate social, religious, and cultural institutions.*

Researchers accepted the notion that both communities had little or no in-
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terest in assimilation or integration and in fact viewed the urban space they
shared as playing a central role in the national quest for domination and the
expulsion of the other group. In this sense, urban life in general and in mixed
cities in particular prior to 1948 is viewed almost universally through the lens
of the national conflict.” Even works that stress elements of cooperation and
coexistence—whether on the individual or collective level, and whether in com-
mercial and economic sites or social and cultural ones—mostly do so within the
boundaries of the dual-society framework. In such works, these sites are usually
discussed as places where transgressions of set boundaries occur, as a “twilight
zone” or “no man’s land,” terms that reinforce the concept of a dual society.”
Monterescu and Rabinowitz, for example, state that although “urban space was
being constantly drawn along national lines . . . paradoxically . . . nationally
espoused boundaries were constantly challenged by more cooperative spirits
and practices,” a fact they attribute mainly to the “color-blind logic of capital
consumption and production,” as well as to new residential contact zones.”

However, not all of the scholars writing on mixed cities in Mandatory Palestine
agree that the term accurately describes the nature of the relations between the
two communities in these cities, to say nothing of the changes in these rela-
tions. For example, Eli Nachmias suggests that in the case of Haifa, the Jewish
and Arab population was not mixed but rather lived in a state of cohabitation,
meaning a “cooperation between two sides merely in order to achieve specific
objectives,” since both sides realized they would gain more from maintaining
a state of stability than from living in a state of conflict.® Nahum Karlinsky
claims that the term “mixed cities” ignores the fundamental changes during
the Mandatory period in Jerusalem, Haifa, Jaffa, and Tel Aviv, the main urban
centers, and suggests three different and dynamic models—polarized, divided,
and partitioned—as a more accurate analysis of the process of national segrega-
tion.?” Like other scholars, Karlinsky focuses almost exclusively on the political
level while ignoring other important aspects such as everyday life, and overlooks
the perspective of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish urban communities while
stressing the ethnic differences between Arabs and (European) Jews.

In recent years, with the growth of local history of the Yishuv and as part of
the turn from political, national, and institutionalized macro history to social,
gender, and cultural micro history, quite a few publications on cities in Man-
datory Palestine have appeared, most of them dedicated to mixed cities such
as Haifa, Jerusalem, and Jaffa.*® Much less was written on urban life and social
history in the peripheral cities, such as Acre, Beit-Shean, Tiberias and Safed.”

'The increasing interest specifically in mixed cities in historical as well as in

126 | Oriental Nei ighbors



social scientific scholarship can be attributed to a growing understanding that
the relations between Arabs and Jews at the local urban level both reflect and
challenge those at the national level, especially in light of the violent clashes in
mixed cities during the last ten years of the Mandatory period.*

Most of the writing on mixed cities in Mandatory Palestine uses a national
or “conflict based” narrative (as Karlinsky terms it),* which does not take into
account the fact that national categories themselves were historical and not
always present. This narrative also largely ignores the perspective of Sephardi
and Oriental Jews and overlooks other important components of the relations
and dynamics between Jews and Arabs such as ethno-cultural identity or class

(social and economic status).* It is to these questions that we turn to next.

The Oriental Ghettos and the Frontier Neighborhoods

Although the number of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in the general Jewish
population in Palestine decreased during the Mandatory period, their average
proportion in the mixed cities remained relatively high.* In Tiberias, for ex-
ample, the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities constituted 72.6 percent
of the Jewish population throughout the Mandatory period, and in Safed, they
constituted 40.6 percent. In Haifa, with the waves of immigrants from Europe,
the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities shrunk from a majority of 61.3
percent of the Jewish population in 1919 to only 13 percent in the late 1930s.%
'The Sephardi and Oriental Jewish community in Palestine had been predomi-
nantly urban since its early days under Ottoman rule, when most of these Jews
lived in the four holy cities of Jerusalem, Hebron, Tiberias, and Safed—where
they made up the majority of the Jewish community until the beginning of the
nineteenth century¥” During the late Ottoman period there were also very small
communities of mostly Sephardi and Oriental Jews living in the Arab cities of
Acre, Nablus, Gaza, Ramle, and Beit-Shean. Of these, only the ones in Acre
and Beit-Shean remained by 1936.%

Most of the Sephardi and Oriental Jews lived in the frontier neighborhoods
in the mixed cities. One of the most frequent ways these neighborhoods were
referred to in Jewish public discourse during the Mandatory years was as Ori-
ental ghettos. They were characterized by their residents’ extreme poverty; high
density of population; and general backwardness in terms of housing condi-
tions, livelihood, education, and social development. An article in Dawar in
1936 described the Oriental Jews in these neighborhoods this way: “Most of

them are concentrated in their own special neighborhoods and live in poverty
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and destitution. The families are burdened with many children and live mostly
in one room. They are unemployed, depressed and wretched. Their children are
neglected and have gone astray.”’

Statistics from the 1930s and 1940s confirm that the vast majority of Oriental
Jews and many of the Sephardi Jews were living in extremely poor conditions
either in mixed neighborhoods in the oldest parts of the mixed cities, such as in
Tiberias and Haifa, or in newer neighborhoods that were either mixed or bor-
dered Arab neighborhoods and quarters. Those included, for example, Manshiyya
on the southern border of Tel Aviv; Jorat al-‘Anab near the Jaffa Gate and the
Nachlaot neighborhoods in Jerusalem, the latter located near the Arab village
of Sheikh Bader. In surveys such as those conducted by the demographer and
statistician Roberto Bachi and the Statistical Department of the Jewish Agency
in the first half of the 1940s, the very low standard of living of the majority of
Oriental Jews was disclosed in terms of income, occupations, housing conditions,
and level of education.® The majority of the Arabs in these mixed neighborhoods
or in nearby Arab neighborhoods also had poor living conditions, density of
population, lack of basic infrastructure, and generally low socioeconomic status.*
'The Arab frontier neighborhoods of Jaffa included Manshiyya and Abu Kabir on
the border between Jaffa and Tel Aviv, and Tel al-Rish and South Jebaliyya on
the border between Jaffa and the Jewish cities of Holon and Bat-Yam. Among
the residents of these poor Jaffa neighborhoods were Arab immigrants, espe-
cially from southern Syria.* The demographic and socioeconomic similarities
between the majority of the Oriental Jews and the Arabs were discussed in the
Yishuv usually both in terms of ethnic or cultural affinity and in economic or
social terms. Hence, for example, poor Oriental families were often portrayed
as living in an Arab environment, suffering from ignorance about the Zionist
national project, and often as people with a low moral level. All these, accord-
ing to this view, led to their development as a separate community within the
Yishuv.® The socioeconomic similarities between the Oriental Jews and Arabs
who lived in these neighborhoods were less emphasized in comparison to the
national commonalities, or conflicts.

'The patterns of immigration from Middle Eastern countries during the Man-
datory period show that the majority of Jews arriving from these countries settled
in the frontier neighborhoods in the mixed cities, such as Kerem Hatemanim
in Tel Aviv or Nachlaot in Jerusalem. Many of the Jewish neighborhoods in the
mixed cities had residents who all came from the same ethnic and geographical
community. These patterns of settlement and immigration created a continuation

of the traditional forms of life, in terms of communal and religious organizations
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or establishments, as well as family and other social ties.* Setting aside the issues
of poverty and economic deprivation, residential patterns in these neighborhoods
largely replicated those of the Jewish neighborhoods in the Arab countries and
in large Arab cities throughout the Middle East. For the residents, this was a
familiar and well-known Oriental space, for better or worse.

'The mixture created in many of these neighborhoods of new immigrants from
Arab and Muslim countries and Jews from other mixed cities—whether Bney
Ha'aretz or newly arrived immigrants—attested to the nature of the internal
migration patterns of Sephardi and Oriental Jews and to their tendency to set-
tle down in mixed cities and neighborhoods. Contrary to the claim that these
communities demonstrated a low degree of geographic mobility, it seems that
there was a constant movement within and between the cities—mostly from
Jerusalem, Tiberias, and Safed to the southern neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, but
also to Haifa. Hundreds of families, as well as many hundreds of single immi-
grants, migrated during these years, mainly in search of work during periods of
economic crisis; because of the escalation of the national conflict; or due to some
other crisis, such as the great flood in Tiberias in 1934 or the economic crisis
that was caused by the beginning of World War II. Among the single migrants
were many young men and women, as well as adult men who migrated on their
own to work in the cities, leaving their wives and families behind.* Sometimes
children moved on their own to these cities in search of work, and they became
a matter of great concern to the different welfare institutions that tried to assist
and protect them or send them back to their parents. Children who moved with
their families to the mixed cities often wandered the streets and were referred
to by the social authorities as abandoned children.*

Men moved, not only internally between the mixed towns, but also externally
to neighboring countries, and some abandoned their families and returned to the
cities they had originally immigrated from. One example is a man who moved
to Tiberias from Cairo in 1935 with his wife and four children and was unable to
find a job. He then returned to Cairo and disappeared, without sending his family
money as he had promised to do. In such cases of abandoned wives of Oriental
families, the local welfare departments and other institutions usually suggested
that the wife and children also return to their countries of origin, either to the
husband or to another man in the extended family, who could take care of them.
Sometimes men would go temporarily to a neighboring country to find work
to support their families, and they would send money to their wives. During
periods of economic crisis, Arab men also sought jobs in neighboring countries

to support their families at home.* These patterns of temporary or permanent
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migration to neighboring countries indicate that Arabs and Jews interacted not
only in mixed cities in Palestine, but in the Middle East as a whole.

During particularly violent periods—especially during the riots of 1921, 1929,
1936, and 1948—many Jews who lived in the Oriental ghettos fled, becoming
refugees in other communities—a situation that contributed to the existing
tensions not only between Jews and Arabs, but also between Oriental and Ash-
kenazi Jews. What were the main challenges faced by Oriental Jews and Arabs
who lived in these neighborhoods? What was the relationship between these
neighborhoods and the neighborhoods or cities they were on the margins of?
The example of Kerem Hatemanim and its mukhtar, mentioned above, can serve
as an interesting example of the ambivalent nature of mixing and unmixing in

a frontier neighborhood.

Double Marginality: Kerem Hatemanim, Neve Shalom,
and Manshiyya as Frontier Neighborhoods

Kerem Hatemanim and Neve Shalom were two of the Jewish neighborhoods that
were established in northern Jaffa in the late nineteenth century. They preceded
Ahuzat Bayit, considered to be the first neighborhood of Tel Aviv. The estab-
lishment of these northern Jewish neighborhoods was motivated by the desire of
some Jews to move out of the heart of Jaffa.” The first such neighborhood, Neve
"Tzedek, was established in 1887, and Neve Shalom was established three years later.
Zerah Barnett, who started building in an area southwest of Neve Tzedek, was
responsible for the establishment of Neve Shalom.* Both Neve Tzedek and Neve
Shalom were located near Manshiyya—the northern, mainly Arab, neighborhood
of Jaffa that had been established at the end of the 1870s. Another neighborhood
that was adjacent to Neve Shalom and Manshiyya was Harat (Sakinat) al-Tank,
a poor neighborhood whose residents were mainly Arabs and Yemenite Jews.”
Kerem Hatemanim was the third neighborhood outside of Jaffa. It was estab-
lished by Yemenite Jews who had immigrated to Jaffa in the early 1880s. It was
established in 1905 near Harat al-Tank and on the northern edge of Manshiyya,
on lands purchased by the Sephardi entrepreneurs Ahron Chelouche, Haim
Amzaleg, and Yosef Moyal from an Arab named Karton. In various publications
the quarter is referred to as the Karton Quarter or Kerem Karton.” The Karton
Quarter was part of Jaffa, while Kerem Hatemanim, which was adjacent to the
Karton Quarter, was part of Tel Aviv.*?> According to a report from 1943, the
Karton Quarter—where Levi, the mukhtar, lived—was part of Manshiyya,
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and there were 2,000 Muslims and 7,000 Jews living in it. The total number of
Manshiyya residents (including Karton and Irshid) was 28,030.% In practice, the
residents of Karton and Kerem Hatemanim considered themselves as part of one
neighborhood, regardless of the municipal divisions. Levi viewed himself as the
representative of both quarters, and in his official correspondence with the Tel
Aviv municipality he presents himself as the mukhtar of Kerem Hatemanin.®

The character of Kerem Hatemanim, which was one of the main centers of
the Yemenite Jewish community in Palestine, was based on its unique cultural
and political identity. In 1936 there were 18,000 Yemenite Jews in Palestine. A
new wave of immigration of Jews from Yemen began in 1943, bringing over
5,000 new immigrants within a period of a few years; in 1945 the number of
Yemenite Jews had increased to 29,000.% Their immigration led to increasing
claims that the national and local institutions of the Yishuv were neglecting
Yemenite immigrants. The Yemenites were unique within the Yishuv in terms
of their organizations. The Yemenite Association, founded in 1923, maintained
its independent character throughout the Mandatory period, which led to a
perception of the Yemenite community as an autonomous entity with a histor-
ical and cultural heritage distinct from those of the other Jewish communities
from the Arab and Muslim countries.”® The high concentration of Yemenite
Jews in certain neighborhoods, such as Kerem Hatemanim, added to the unique
character of the community relative to the other Oriental Jewish communities.
As a result, the Yemenite community acquired a reputation for insularity and
separatism and for preserving its unique cultural identity. In part this was due
to the Yemenite traditions regarding prayers and religious life.”

'The borders between Manshiyya, Neve Shalom, and Kerem Hatemanim, and
the way people understood them, changed in the 1920s and 1930s as a result of
the national tension and the changes in the border between Tel Aviv and Jaffa.
For example, Neve Shalom and Neve Tzedek were called Manshyyia al Yahud
(Jewish Manshiyya) by the Arabs of Jaffa.”® Furthermore, Kerem Hatemanim
included some small Jewish neighborhoods such as Mahne Yehuda and Mahne
Yisrael. The municipality of Tel Aviv, in contrast, referred to Manshiyya as Arab
Neve Shalom.* In his analysis of the history of Neve Shalom, Or Aleksandro-
wicz convincingly argues that until the late 1920s, Neve Shalom was the name
used in Hebrew to describe Manshiyya, even though in most accounts these
two neighborhoods were considered to be separate. In the 1930s, he argues, the
Jewish spatial understanding of the area changed, and a separation between an
Arab neighborhood called Manshiyya (which included parts of Neve Shalom
and Harat al-Tank) and the Jewish neighborhoods that surrounded it began to
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appear. In fact, as Aleksandrowicz and others demonstrate, in reality there was
no separation between Jews and Arabs in these neighborhoods, as they were
nationally and ethnically mixed.®

When Tel Aviv was established in 1909, it was part of Jaffa. In May 1921 Tel
Aviv was granted the status of an autonomous township, which gave it more
independence though administratively it was still part of Jaffa. The 1921 border
between Tel Aviv and Jaffa attempted to separate Arab Jaffa from Hebrew Tel
Aviv. However, in 1931, 14 percent (around 7,749 people) of the inhabitants of
Jaffa were Jews. The number of Jewish residents in the frontier neighborhoods
on the south border of Tel Aviv that were part of Jaffa was around 18,000 at the
end of the 1930s, and the number had grown to 30,000 by 1947.° The residents
of the Jewish neighborhoods of Jaffa that had been established in the 1920s
adjacent to Tel Aviv paid municipal taxes to Jaffa, although in practice they
received services and assistance in such fields as education, welfare, and health
from Tel Aviv. Their demand that their neighborhoods be annexed by Tel Aviv
sparked a dispute that involved the Mandatory authorities and the municipalities
of Tel Aviv and Jaffa.®?

The border between the two cities continued to be contested, even after Tel
Aviv was granted full municipal independence in 1934. This border—which
Deborah Bernstein calls a “zigzag line”and Aleksandrowicz calls a “paper bound-
ary”—left several neighborhoods or parts of neighborhoods outside the jurisdic-
tion of the Tel Aviv municipality and within Jaffa’s municipal zone.® In fact, the
border went through Neve Shalom and Kerem Hatemanim, as well as through
other neighborhoods such as Florentine and Maccabi. It is clear, however, that
until the late 1940s all three neighborhoods were mixed and contained Jews and
Arabs living side by side, in the same street and sometimes in the same house
or compound. A similar situation occurred in other mixed cities. In Haifa, for
example, around 3,500 Jews and 17,000 Arabs lived in the mixed neighborhoods
during the 1940s.%

The borders between Jaffa and Tel Aviv and between Jews and Arabs were
much more complicated and much less clear before 1948 than afterward.® In
Kerem Hatemanim, for example, Arabs owned houses and lived side by side with
Jews.®® As mentioned above, a report about Manshiyya from 1943 mentions Levi
as the Jewish mukhtar of the neighborhood, because he lived in the northern part
of Manshiyya, in the Karton Quarter.”” Another interesting piece of evidence
of the mixed nature of Manshiyya appears in an article published in Davar in
May 1936 by Rivka Aharonson, who wrote about the Jewish refugees who fled
Manshiyya during the Arab revolt:
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The 700 people who lived in Manshiyya in Jaffa had to leave the neighborhood due
to insecurity. . . . The land and house owners of the neighborhood are mostly Arabs.
Its residents are mixed. The Arab, the house owner, lives together with his Jewish
neighbors. . . . As one gets closer to Jaffa, the number of Jews decreases, although
even in the remote edges of the neighborhood one can still meet Jewish families.
Who are the Jewish inhabitants of Manshiyya? First and foremost, they are new
immigrants from the Eastern countries (‘edot hamizrah). They had no economic or
moral guidance as they immigrated to Palestine and naturally they went to an Arab
environment. It is by no coincidence that they live in Jaffa: the living conditions
of that environment are closer [more familiar] to them than those of the Hebrew
Yishuv, and affect them more. Many in Manshiyya are also natives of the country
(yelidey haaretz), born in Jerusalem, Safed, and Tiberias. These are our “Bedouins,”
who emigrate from one place to the other. Some live permanently at the expense
of the collective. . . . Family life is horrible. The wife has no rights at home. The
husband beats her and treats her disrespectfully. On the other hand, there are women
who look at the free life of the European women, are attracted to it, and [practice]
it with prostitution. . . . The most urgent problem right now is the question of
housing, because it is better to starve than to return to Manshiyya. It would have
been better for the refugees if the neighborhood had been burned down. And it
is worth mentioning that among the refugees there were hardly any Ashkenazim.
Not because those do not live in mixed neighborhoods, but because they have the
realization that one does not leave a place. Clearly, no Manshiyya refugees should

return to their neighborhood. Others need to live in this corner on the border.*

Indeed, as Norma Musih argues, Aharonson’s tone is condescending toward
both the Jewish and the Arab inhabitants of Manshiyya. She considers them to
be inferior to the rest of Tel Aviv’s Jewish residents, views them as a weak social
group and a burden on Tel Aviv, and completely ignores the existence of some
upper-class Arabs of the neighborhood.®” This notion of clear socioeconomic
and ethnic divisions between Jews who lived in the frontier neighborhoods
and those who lived in Tel Aviv, as well as the mention of prostitutes, will be
discussed below.

Aharonson’s description was not unique; it was part of a discourse that took
place in the Yishuv especially during periods of security tensions, when thousands
of Jews left the frontier neighborhoods in the mixed cities and became refugees.
'This phenomenon revealed social, religious, and class tensions and created points
of conflict and friction between populations that had limited contacts with each
other during periods of peace and quiet. The Jewish leaders in Tel Aviv, for
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example, described the encounter with the residents of the frontier neighbor-
hoods as one with the unfamiliar world of the Oriental ghetto. This encounter
was colored by ethnic distinctions and images, since the residents of the border
neighborhoods were identified mainly as Oriental Jews. In June 1936, for example,
an activist in the labor movement described her encounter with Oriental refugees
in the following terms: “Now we understood just how great the differences are
within the communities that everyone refers to as ‘the Oriental communities.’
'They include groups of cultured Jews who are devoted to the people and the land,
as well as groups that are closer to our neighbors—and not to the best among
them—than to ourselves.” Similar descriptions were used during the 1948 war
by members of the departments of the Tel Aviv municipality responsible for
taking care of the thousands of Jewish refugees who sought asylum in the center
of the city.” The situation in Haifa, where most of the Jewish refugees from the
frontier neighborhoods were Oriental Jews, was similar.”

Neve Shalom, Kerem Hatemanim, and Karton are interesting cases of fron-
tier neighborhoods, with a status of double marginality due to their municipal
status vis-a-vis Tel Aviv and Jaffa and to the composition of their populations,
with their large proportions of Yemenites (in the case of Kerem Hatemanim)
or people from other Middle Eastern countries. As mentioned above, parts of
these neighborhoods were in Jaffa, and residents paid their taxes to that city
even though they received many services from Tel Aviv. With the escalation
of national tension, and especially after the beginning of the Arab Revolt, they
appealed to the Tel Aviv municipality, asking it to annex their neighborhoods. The
reasons for annexation were the growing feelings of insecurity and the ongoing
neglect of the neighborhoods by the Jaffa municipality, despite the taxes that
were paid to it. However, the residents were constantly reminded by Tel Aviv
municipality that they were in an inferior socioeconomic position, and their
requests for annexation were not granted.” Various appeals from the residents
of these neighborhoods, made over a period of more than ten years, reveal the
double marginality that they faced.” The borderline neighborhoods of Tel Aviv,
with around 30,000 inhabitants, developed therefore as the geographical, social,
and cultural margins of the city and the Yishuv. There was little contact between
the residents of these neighborhoods and those of central and northern Tel Aviv,
and the leaders of the borderline neighborhoods who were active in the Jewish
Neighborhoods of Jaffa Committees were excluded from positions of political
influence and power in Tel Aviv. In this respect, they shared the broader fate
of Jews from the Arab and Muslim countries in the institutions of the Yishuv
during the Mandatory period.
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Neve Shalom, which was divided between Jaffa and Tel Aviv, faced problems
similar to those described by Levi in Kerem Hatemanim. Sanitary problems of
different sorts had been mentioned in an appeal to the Tel Aviv government
as early as March 1927.” During the Arab Revolt, the chair of the Committee
of the Quarter of Neve Shalom, Abraham Barnett, sent several appeals to the
Tel Aviv municipality, describing the effects of the violence and the national
tension on the neighborhood and its residents and stating that many of them
were poor and could not afford to live in any of the northern neighborhoods of
Tel Aviv. Many of the shopkeepers and house owners who lived and worked on
Jaffa Road—which separated the Jewish and Arab areas—could not return to
their shops and houses due to their fear of the Arabs, claimed Barnett. Many of
the houses were empty, and the quarter’s residents were in despair. Despite the
unique difficulties in the quarter, which bordered Jafta, the Tel Aviv municipality
had insisted on increasing the taxes. Barnett argued that it should reconsider
its decision and take into account the harsh conditions of the neighborhood.™

An appeal to the Jewish Agency in August 1939 uses the same notion of Neve
Shalom as a physical barrier between the Arab neighborhoods and Tel Aviv. The
inhabitants of Neve Shalom stood bravely against the Arabs who tried to enter
the neighborhood, according to the writer, and in this way prevented the Arabs
from reaching the center of Tel Aviv. Now, after a year of relative calm, Neve
Shalom needed all the help it could get to restore the neighborhood and life in it.
The writer appealed to the Jewish Agency because of the urgency of the matter.
Among other things, houses that had been damaged or burned down during the
years of violence needed to be renovated or rebuilt, so that they could be made
to meet the needs of the middle class—which would make them appeal to more
people.” As Bernstein argues, the residents of the frontier neighborhood de-
manded recognition for their role as “gatekeepers” of Tel Aviv and the guardians
of the frontier.” However, this demand never quite materialized.

'The various appeals discussed above by representatives and residents of the
frontier neighborhoods point to the growing animosity between Jews and Ar-
abs and to a sense of danger and insecurity experienced by the neighborhoods’
residents. The goal of the appeals is to separate from the Arabs, whether those
living in the same neighborhood or those living in Jafta. However, the fron-
tier neighborhoods did not create a separation between Jews and Arabs, or
between Tel Aviv and Jaffa. In fact, they often served as sites for various forms
of interactions, crossing and mixing between Jews and Arabs, both within the
neighborhoods themselves and in Jaffa or Tel Aviv. The beach, the café, and the

market, among other sites, served as crossing points and sites for interactions
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between people of different nationalities, ethnicities, and genders. The mixing
of mainly Arab men and Jewish women in cafés and brothels or on the beach
was especially alarming to the municipal and social authorities in Tel Aviv, who
kept reporting its dangers and the risks.”

Levi’s work among Jews and Arabs as the mukhtar of Kerem Hatemanim
was discussed above in this chapter. On the one hand, his relationships with the
Arabs were sincere and honest, based on friendship, respect, and trust; on the
other hand, they were affected by national tensions. As noted above, Levi sup-
ported the paramilitary struggle and the Jewish national struggle. His security-
related activities and his role as a mediator between Jews and Arabs were ap-
parent during periods of high national tension. Such was the case, for example,
in the summer of 1947, when a meeting of Arab leaders from Manshiyya took
place at his home after tensions on the border between Tel Aviv and Jaffa.®
Indeed, Kerem Hatemanim was one of the main frontier neighborhoods that
was targeted by Arab terrorist attacks, and, as will be discussed in chapter s, its
Jewish residents were also involved in terrorist attacks on Arabs. As Levi’s work
shows, the frontier neighborhood was a site of Jewish-Arab interaction not only
with respect to personal conflicts and issues about religious conversion, but in
other contexts as well.

One site that serves as an example of mixing and unmixing between Jews
and Arabs along the border between Kerem Hatemanim and Manshiyya was
Hacarmel Street and the market located there. Hacarmel Street was one of Man-
shiyya’s main streets, which connected Manshiyya with Kerem Hatemanim.®
Following the 1917 Russian Revolution, a group of twenty wealthy Russian Jewish
families immigrated to Palestine. In 1920, with the blessing of Mayor Dizengoff,
they established a fruit and vegetable market on the lots they had purchased
in 1913. The Carmel market, located on the line separating Jaffa and Tel Aviv,
served as a meeting space for Jewish and Arab merchants and vendors; a site
for interaction in cafés; and a meeting point for prostitutes and their clients,
Jews and Arabs alike.®

In Levi’s experience, the market demonstrated the connections between the
ethnic and national struggles. Tel Aviv authorities did not view with favor the
trade being conducted in the market, which was based on Arab and Jewish
vendors who resided mainly in the frontier neighborhoods. According to Levi,
he and other Jewish merchants from Kerem Hatemanim tried to do whatever
they could to increase the Jewish presence in the market and push the Arab
merchants toward its Manshiyya end, but Tel Aviv authorities constantly tried

to narrow their influence in the market. The Yemenites, in return, established
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a poultry market.® As a compromise, Levi suggested allocating some shops to
the residents of Kerem Hatemanim in the new Betzalel market, but when that
market opened there was no place in it for the merchants of Kerem Hatemanim
or other traders from the frontier neighborhoods, and the market was run by
Ashkenazi Jews only. “I viewed this as a non-Jewish and non-national attitude
on behalf of the municipality, [as a proof] of its disregard for our loyalty and
value as Jews, exactly the opposite from our attitude toward the Ashkenazim. . . .
'The way the municipality treated the market is evidence of the way it treated
the neighborhoods,” claimed Levi.*

The Carmel market was often mentioned in other contexts as well. The sani-
tary conditions in it concerned some of the people who frequented it. In a letter
from November 1933, a Jewish woman who visited the market daily complained
about the trash that was thrown into the street, the pieces of rotten meat, and
the Arabs selling their produce in the market who had dirty hands.® A café
near the market, between Hacarmel and Gedera Streets, is described in 1946 as
a substitute for the Arab cafés in Jaffa that were mostly frequented by Oriental
Jews. The café near the market was full all day long, and its location reminded
its clients of the atmosphere in Jaffa, some argued.® Arabs sitting in cafés near
the market are also mentioned as “impudently disturbing” the girls of Kerem
Hatemanim as they passed through the market at night.*” In other words, the
market was seen as a symbol of Arab and Oriental culture that stood in contrast
to the European values of the Hebrew city.®

'The national border was also crossed by Jews, who visited Jaffa for various pur-
poses.® The cafés and restaurants in Jaffa attracted many Jews, men and women
alike, on the holy day of Yom Kippur. On the eve of Yom Kippur in 1933, for
example, it was reported that many young Jews had come to the Arab cafés and
restaurants in Jaffa, especially those on Jaffa Road. It was estimated that around
10,000 Jews had visited Jaffa on that day. Similarly, it is reported that on Yom

70 Even if these reports were exaggerated,

Kippur in 1934 Jaffa became “Jewish.
Jaffa continued to attract Jews from Tel Aviv and the frontier neighborhoods at
other times as well. In March 1940, for example, it was reported that the cafés
in Jaffa were full of Jews, including those who had returned to their apartments
in Jaffa after leaving them during the violent years of the Arab Revolt.”
Prostitution led to other interactions between Jews and Arabs, which often
also involved British soldiers and soldiers of different nationalities. The increase
in the number of prostitutes was a source of concern for the authorities in the
municipal and social services in Tel Aviv. The neighborhoods of Neve Shalom,

Kerem Hatemanim, and Manshiyya; the beach front; and other main streets,
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like Hayarkon and Allenby, are often mentioned as areas that had many brothels,
cafés, and hotels and served as meeting places between mainly Arab men and
Jewish women.” Along Jaffa-Tel Aviv Road, on the border between the two
cities, there were three brothels: two were operated by Arabs and one by Jews.
Jews and Arabs formed a joint organization to shut the brothels down.”

Many of the Jewish dancers, prostitutes, and visitors to the cafés in Jaffa or on
the border between Jaffa and Tel Aviv were of Middle East descent. They often
came from poor families and sometimes moved between the two cities.” For ex-
ample, Sarah Mizrahi, originally from Tiberias, was a dancer in the Zarifa café and
cabaret in Jaffa. She and an Arab Christian dancer were murdered by a twenty-
four-year-old Arab as they were working in the café on May 1947. Mizrahi had
been orphaned and was working in the cabaret to support her brothers.” Cases
of Jewish-Arab romantic relations that crossed not only the municipal borders
between Jaffa and Tel Aviv but also the borders of nationality and identity were
mentioned in reports of the Lehi’s intelligence department from January 1948.
The reports provide a list of Arab men in Tel Aviv who had converted to Judaism
and who were involved in criminal activities such as selling hashish or trading
in weapons. The Lehi reports also focused on Jewish women who were dating
Arabs and who were reported as returning from Jaffa to Tel Aviv wearing Arab
clothes. All of the people listed lived in the area around Kerem Hatemanim and
Manshiyya, and all of the women were of Middle Eastern descent.”

'The frontier neighborhoods discussed above point to the connection between
the national and ethnic struggle in the context of the mixed neighborhoods in
Jaffa and Tel Aviv. With most of their Jewish residents originally from Middle
Eastern countries, these neighborhoods demonstrate the ambivalent and illu-
sional nature of mixing, not only in the national sense (mixing between Arabs
Jews), but also in the ethnic one (between Oriental and Ashkenazi Jews). De-
spite their residents’ continuing desire to have them become an integral part of
the “white city” of Tel Aviv, the frontier neighborhoods remained on its ethnic,
national, and socioeconomic margins, and its residents were unable to truly
mix.” However, despite their residents’ attempt to separate themselves from
and unmix with Arabs, both their next-door neighbors as well as those living in
Jaffa, the cases discussed here show that in various spheres mixing, either forced
or voluntary, continued even during periods of heightened violence.

The situation in other cities in Palestine, such as Safed, Tiberias, Jerusalem,
and Haifa, was in many ways similar to what we have described above in Tel
Aviv and Jaffa. As we demonstrate below, life together in the frontier neighbor-
hoods led to interactions of different kinds among Jewish and Arab children,
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women, and men. Hence, the house compound and street, the neighborhood
playground, the cinema, and the school were sites in which the limits of mixing

and interaction were constantly challenged and checked.

Sites of Interaction in the Frontier Neighborhoods

The overcrowded housing conditions and general poverty of both the Arab
and Jewish residents in the frontier neighborhoods created different types of
shared living spaces and close neighborly connections. In certain areas, mostly
in the historic old neighborhoods but also in some of the newer ones, Arab and
Jewish families shared houses, living on separate floors. In many of these cases
Arab landlords were renting to Jewish families. A living space in one of the poor
areas might be no more than a stuffy basement or a former stable. Some of these
shared spaces were rented out and converted mostly to shops, which created a
mixture of residential and commercial spaces that was quite common in these
areas. In many cases Arab and Jewish families did not share the same house or
living space but lived on the same street or alley, at times literally wall to wall,
or courtyard to courtyard, or on separate but nearby streets.”

From the memoirs of Jews and Arabs, we know that their close neighborly
connections in the frontier neighborhoods, which were strong in the late Ot-
toman period, often continued well into the Mandatory period and resumed
even after periods of violence and national tension. These memoirs depicted
the physical proximity in the domestic sphere and the resulting interactions in
terms of an actual blurring of ethnic or national identities, a blurring based on
the combination of physical proximity and common customs and language, “so
there was no difference between Jews and Arabs.” Thus, for example, Karl (born
Khalil) Sabbagh heard from an Acre-born Palestinian he met at a refugee camp
in Beirut in the 1980s about the close ties his family had developed with the
“Arab-Jews”who shared the same house: “we lived upstairs; a Jewish family lived
downstairs.” As an example of their close relationship, he told Sabbagh about
the time when his sister was born and his mother asked her Jewish neighbor
if she could look after her daughter. “Of course, she is our daughter too,” was
the neighbor’s response.’” In other instances, Arab midwives delivered Jewish
babies, as in the case of Simha Tzuri’s mother in Acre, or of Adel Maman’s (born
Toledano) mother in Tiberias.!"!

Arab and Sephardi Jewish women who breast-fed infants of women in the
other group were described as creating an actual blood relation known as brothers

by milk or brothers by suckling. Such instances were much more common in

Mixing and Unmixing in the Oriental Ghettos | 139



mixed areas during the late Ottoman period than they were during the years
of the British Mandate. This could indicate a general change in the relations
between Arabs and Jews living in these areas, as these stories were always told
as proof of the close relations between the Jewish and Arab natives of Palestine
under Ottoman rule.’®® However, these early blood ties were at times seen as the
basis for a lifelong and cross-generational connection. Eli‘ezer Matalon, chair of
the Degel Zion Sephardi youth movement who was born in Jafta and studied in
Beirut, recalled the story of his grandmother who had breast-fed both her own
son Mussa (Moshe) and a Muslim baby, Omar, the son of their neighbor in Jaffa
whose mother could not nurse."®According to Eli‘ezer Matalon, this experience
served as the basis for the continuation of the good relations between the two
families into the Mandatory period and even when Omar grew up to be one
of the leaders of the Palestinian national struggle. It is important to remember,
though, that some of these descriptions were politically motivated and intended
to emphasize both the difference between the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish
natives and the Ashkenazi foreigners and the connection between the former
and their Arab neighbors. Such descriptions also often blamed Zionism for
destroying the good relations that existed between Jews and Arabs in Palestine
under Ottoman rule. Still, they are important and add to our understanding of
the often intimate connections between Jews and Arabs in these mixed locales.

Neighborly interactions seemed to be stronger among the younger genera-
tion, and not only among brothers by milk. The easiness with which children
sharing the same houses or streets befriended one another and felt at home at
each other’s houses—especially since in both homes Arabic was often spoken,
similar dishes were served, and similar customs were followed (such as respecting
the patriarch)—was an indication of the significance of age and physical and
cultural proximity.’®* A sense of blurring of national and ethnic distinctions is
given, for example, in Leila Khaled’s memoirs of her early childhood days in
the Wadi Salib neighborhood in Haifa in the mid-1940s. Khaled, who would
become the feminine symbol of the Palestinian national struggle and armed
resistance, recalled the good relations her family had had with their Jewish
neighbors, and how she had met and befriended “many Jewish kids.” Among
them was Tamara, who was one of her best friends, “but I knew that there was
no distinction between us. I was conscious of being neither Arab nor Jewish.”
Tamara’s family lived in the Jewish neighborhood of Hadar, but as Khaled’s and
other memoirs reveal, daily interactions between Arabs and Jews were not limited
to mixed neighborhoods, neither socially nor in terms of work and leisure, as
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will be discussed below. Like other memoirs of Palestinian national activists,
Khaled’s are not devoid of political context and meaning.'®

Khaled’s description of her childhood in Haifa before the Nakba and her con-
nections with Jewish neighbors was similar to such descriptions by other mem-
bers and leaders of the Palestine Liberation Organization (pL0). In his memoirs,
Ahmad Al-Shukeiri, the first chairman of the L0, described his encounter in the
summer of 1942 with a Mr. Cohen, the Jewish owner of a restaurant in Tiberias,
where Al-Shukeiri had lunch with a friend. He recalled that the restaurant owner
“was serving us the food with tears in his eyes. I asked him what was wrong.
He said: I am not a Zionist. I am a Jewish Arab. My family has been living in
Tiberias for 400 years. Before that, they used to dwell in Damascus.” He told
Al-Shukeiri and his friend of the rumors that the Germans were on the verge of
reaching Alexandria. He then continued: “Go and kill the Zionists. Confiscate
their property. Just leave us Arab Jews alone. I beg you. We are Arabs! Arabs!
We are just like you!”% The use of the name Cohen to refer to the Oriental
Jew and the use of the term “Arab Jew” were part of the idyllic narrative that
was promoted by Palestinian Arab leaders during the Mandatory period and
by PLO members after 1967, and that idealized Muslim-Jewish relations under
Islam and before Zionism."” Regardless of its political aims, Al-Shukeiri’s story
also tells a tale of the ongoing daily interactions and connections between Arabs
and Oriental Jews in the mixed cities, throughout the Mandatory period and in
spite of the national confrontation.

Jewish and Arab memoirs indicate that friendships were created in the mixed
neighborhoods not only between Arab and Oriental Jewish children but also
between Arab children and children of Jewish immigrant families from Europe.
In her memoirs about the upper-middle-class Jerusalemite Qatamon neighbor-
hood during the 1940s, Ghada Karmi describes the neighborly relations her sister
Siham had with David and Aviva, two children in a Jewish European family
living on the same street in Qatamon. Karmi cited her sister’s explanation of the
difference between “our Jews” and other Jews: “I don’t remember any feelings
of animosity towards Jewish people . . . they were friendly and we all got along
quite well. We knew they were different from ‘our Jews, I mean the Arab Jews.
We thought of them more as foreigners from Europe than Jews as such.”* Like
many other Palestinian Arabs during the Mandatory period, Karmi distinguished
between the Zionist European Jews and the non-Zionist Oriental Jews—or, as
she called them, “our Jews.”

Another example is Benyamin Gayger’s memoirs. Born in 1924 to one of the
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indigenous Ashkenazi families of Safed, Gayger remembered his friendship
with the children of the neighboring Shakhrur family in the mid-1920s. Such
relations and the blurring of ethnic and national identities also occurred in
the older quarters in the mixed cities among Ashkenazi Jews who lived for
generations among the Arabs, like Gayger’s family. Gayger wrote that “most
of my childhood and youth I had passed in the alleys of both the Jewish and
Arab quarters.”'” Indeed, Ashkenazi Jews were also among the Buey Ha'aretz
(Abna al-Balad)."°

However, some childhood memories of other native-born Jews paint a differ-
ent picture. In his autobiography, Judge Gad Frumkin—who was born in the old
city of Jerusalem in 1887—argues that in spite of the close physical proximity and
the shared lives of Jews and Arabs in the old city in the late nineteenth century,
Arab and Jewish children were “worlds apart without any mental or cultural
affinity,” causing the interactions between the two groups of children to consist
mainly of throwing of stones at each other.™ In Ya‘akov Yehoshua’s memoirs of
his childhood days in Jerusalem in the first decade of the twentieth century, the
experiences of being worlds apart and of throwing stones applied to Sephardi
boys, like him, and Arab Muslim boys. Such street fights took place in the alleys
of the old city as well as in the new neighborhoods outside the gates. Like Arab
boys, the Sephardi children “were experts in throwing stones.”"

Daily interactions of the younger generation in the streets and alleys of the
mixed neighborhoods, whether friendly or violent in nature, became more
common in the 1930s and 1940s. The rapid growth of the population, the high
proportions of young people among Arab and Jewish families of Sephardi and
Oriental origins, and the high percentages of Arab and Jewish children who did
not attend schools at all or did so only for a short period of time and thus roamed
the streets and were sometimes involved in criminal activities—all contributed
to the increase in interactions.'

Alarming data concerning the rates of neglected children among Sephardi and
Oriental children published in the mid-1940s indicated that in Jerusalem alone
there were close to 2,400 Jewish children of school age who did not attend school
at all (only 300 of them were of Ashkenazi origins), in Jaffa-Tel Aviv there were
around 2,000, in Haifa there were more than 1,000, and in T'iberias there were
hundreds of such children. Statistics indicated that only 20 percent of the Jewish
children in the cities completed eight years of elementary education, and there
was a marked discrepancy in favor of Ashkenazi children (76.3 percent of those
boys and 54.8 percent of those girls completed eight years) as well as differences
between the Sephardi and Oriental children, in favor of the former (23.4 percent
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of the Sephardi boys and 30.3 percent of the girls, compared to only 17.2 percent of
the Oriental boys and 13.1 percent of the Oriental girls, completed eight years)."™
According to Yossef Vashitz, the majority of Arab children were illiterate, despite
a steep rise in the number of Arab children attending schools—from 25,000 in
1920 t0 105,000 in 1944, with marked differences between Christians (58 percent
of whom were literate in 1931) and Muslims (19 percent).™™

Efforts to address the problem of street children in the mixed cities through
creating an intentionally joint recreational environment for Arab and Jewish
children were rare. An exception was a group of playgrounds funded by the
philanthropist Bertha Guggenheimer and operated and supervised by the Ha-
dassah Zionist women’s organization, starting in the mid-1920s and continuing
throughout the Mandatory period. The Guggenheimer-Hadassah playgrounds,
which followed the model of playgrounds first established by Robert Owen in
England and later in the United States, were intended to combine free play with
organized games and sports supervised by trained guides; the playgrounds were
either added to school playgrounds or located nearby. With the goal of addressing
the problem of stray Sephardi and Oriental children—or neighborhood youths
(no‘ar hashchunot), as they were often called—the first playgrounds were estab-
lished in poor mixed neighborhoods or those bordering Arab neighborhoods or
villages. The first playground was established in 1925 on the border of the Jewish
quarter in the old city of Jerusalem. It was soon followed by another playground
in the Mahane Yehuda neighborhood in Jerusalem, which was by then densely
populated by poor Oriental Jews who shared the market and other commercial
activities with Arabs from nearby villages."® Moshe ‘Adaki, a mista’arev of the
Syrian department of the Haganah, described the joy he and the other neighbor-
hood youths felt when the playground was opened, as they were not accustomed
to joy and playfulness or to being treated “with affection and understanding,” as
they were treated by the guides there. Among the people ‘Adaki mentioned in
his memoirs was Rachel Swartz, who headed the playground. ‘Adaki described
how greatly the children admired her. Swartz also taught in a mixed kinder-
garten in the old city and lived with her family in the early 1920s in the Arab
neighborhood of Musrara, near the old city."”

In 1934 Doar Hayom reported that Arab children were among the hundreds
of children visiting the playgrounds daily, which by then had opened in Tel
Aviv, Haifa, and Safed (and were soon to be opened in Tiberias). The report
mentioned that at the Mount Zion playground in Jerusalem, almost half were
“Arab and Armenian children.” Indeed, having Arab and Jewish children play

together and share educational and recreational activities on a daily basis, in the
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belief that such ties would lead to better connections between Arabs and Jews
in general, was part of the ideology of the playgrounds’ founders."”

However, not everyone was happy with the national mixture in these play-
grounds. Some parents protested against the mixed playgrounds, and in the early
19308, some attempts were made to create separate spaces for Jewish and Arab
children.”® Such attempts were rejected by Henrietta Szold, a Zionist activist
and the founder of Hadassah, who was also a cofounder of Ichud and thus an
advocate of Jewish-Arab rapprochement. She declared that the playgrounds
were politically important and made a significant contribution to promoting
understanding and tolerance between the two national communities.”! However,
protests against the playgrounds continued. For example, in 1940, the Committee
of the Jewish Community (vaad hakehila) in Safed voted against allowing Arab
children to use the playgrounds. The decision was explained by their deep concern
regarding the dangers posed to “our girls” by the “depraved” Arab children, and
the fear of immoral and sexual misconduct.'?

Like other sites in the mixed Jewish-Arab neighborhoods during the Manda-
tory years, the Guggenheimer-Hadassah playgrounds were places of interaction
and mixing of Jewish and Arab children that were not necessarily harmonious
and peaceful, as the sites’ idealistic creators originally envisioned. Nor were
the sites disconnected from or unaffected by the realities of the time and the
intensified national tension, as can be seen from the memoirs of Sami Hadawi.
Born in 1904, Hadawi was a leading expert on land issues in Palestine who grew
up in a Christian compound outside the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem. In his
memoirs he describes the “fraternity” existing between Muslim, Christian, and
Jewish boys, who came from the nearby wealthy Musrara neighborhood to play
in an improvised playground, as reflecting the “harmony and tolerance enjoyed
between the members of the different communities in Jerusalem at the time.”
However, he also describes a quarrel between a Muslim boy and a Jewish one
that “foretold what the future had in store for the inhabitants.” The Jewish boy
“blurted out in a fit of anger, ‘You wait. Who do you think you are? This country
belongs to us, and you Arabs must get out. You belong to the desert. Palestine is
the homeland of the Jews, and we intend to have it.’ None of us who heard this
outburst understood or paid any attention as to its meaning. The incident came
back to my mind in 1920 when the first riots broke out between Arabs and Jews
following knowledge of the Balfour Declaration.”®

'The threatening aspects of unorganized, restless Oriental youth roaming the
streets and mixing with Arabs in cafés, the market, and elsewhere, as well as of

distressed youth who were greatly affected by the escalation of violence and the
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grave economic consequences of the Arab Revolt, led to increased activity by
youth movements in the Oriental ghettos. The youth movement that targeted
Oriental youth in particular was Degel Zion, which—as noted above—was es-
tablished in 1938. Degel Zion committed itself to “organizing abandoned youth
in the suburbs of the city, left without organization or education, in order to
imbue them with national awareness and involve them in the project of national
construction.”* One of the goals of Degel Zion was to improve the condition of
Oriental youth through finding jobs for them and their families. In this capacity,
Degel Zion competed against another youth movement, Hano‘ar Haoved, which
was affiliated with the Histadrut. Hano‘ar Ha'oved provided vocational courses
for youths in the peripheral neighborhoods, particularly to prepare them for
jobs in metalworking, the diamond industry, and glass factories. However, the
involvement of Hano‘ar Haoved in the frontier neighborhoods of the mixed
cities was negligible. The competition among different youth movements—in-
cluding Beitar, which was affiliated with the revisionist movement—was partly
because many members of youth movements later became involved in one of
the underground paramilitary organizations. For example, many members of
Degel Zion joined the Irgun.'” Like the youth movements, Arab and Jewish
boy scouts operated as two distinct movements, after failed attempts were made
to bring them together. Muslim and Christian scouts were unified under the
auspices of the British Mandatory administration, but the Jewish scouts had no
official status or funding.'

The Communist youth movement also became active in the border neighbor-
hoods in particular. This movement targeted mainly immigrants from Syria and
Yemen and competed against Degel Zion, which perceived the Communists as a
clear threat to its national goals and to its attempt to educate the Sephardi and
Oriental youth about Zionism and the national project.”” One of the famous
activists in the communist youth movement, who later became a prominent figure
in the Palestinian Communist Party (pcp), was Simha Tzabari. Born in 1919 to
a Yemenite family in Kerem Hatemanim, Tzabari lost her mother when she was
two, and she and her three older sisters were raised by their father under great
economic difficulties. She was first active in the scouts, and she was recruited
to the Communist youth movement at the age of fourteen. Tzabari joined the
pcp, where she was one of only two Yemenite activists. In 1934 she became the
partner of Radwan al-Hilu, a Christian Arab who was one of the three main
leaders of the pcp. In 1936, Tzabari, who supported the Arab Revolt, was active
in violent operations against British targets.'® Jews from Arab countries, such as

Tzabari, enjoyed a special position in the pcp and were perceived by its leaders as
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potential mediators between Jews and Arabs and as people who could contribute
to the Arabization of the party. Sephardi and Yemenite workers were hence tar-
geted by the party and were viewed as a possible bridge not only between Jews
and Arabs but also between Oriental Jewish and Ashkenazi workers. Indeed,
in 1934, when al-Hilu became the party’s secretary, he invited two local Jews,
Meir Slonim and Simha Tzabari, to join him as the party’s leaders. That was a
significant step toward promoting Arab party members. The fact that Tzabari
and Slonim were local, not European immigrant Jews, also helped the party
resolve the tension between the local version of Communism and the view that
European Jewish activists were part of the colonialist process. The operation of
the pcp and its youth movement in the border neighborhoods, and its work
among local Oriental Jews, can be better understood in this context.'®
Although the Jewish and Arab school systems in Mandatory Palestine were
mostly separate and were seen by both communities as a vital tool of national
indoctrination of the younger generation, some mixed and joint educational
frameworks existed in the mixed cities. As noted by the Peel Commission’s
report of 1937, mixed schools were not part of the formal Jewish educational
system of the National Council or of the Arab educational system, most of which
was part of the British system."”® Indeed, some missionary schools, which were
ran mainly by Anglican missionaries, served as meeting places of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews from low socioeconomic backgrounds and Arabs in the mixed
cities. These schools, such as the Jerusalem Girls’ College (which in 1919—20
was reported to have 206 Christian, 22 Jewish, and 12 Muslim students), the St.
George’s Boys’ School in Jerusalem, and the English High Schools at Jaffa and
Haifa, attracted some the underprivileged students because they provided free
education.”™ As Liora Halperin shows, the number of Jewish students in these
schools, where the main language of study was English, was tiny in comparison
to other schools, both the Zionist ones and the foreign schools that operated
in Palestine.” However, as she argues, these schools became a subject of great
concern for Zionist educators, advocates of the use of Hebrew, and municipal
institutions. The Yishuv’s anxieties about these schools had to do with their
religious aspects, but even more to do with the opportunities that studying in
English provided the students. These anxieties stood, as Halperin explains, at
“the interface between an increasingly monolingual Hebrew Yishuv and a world
that demanded—for some and in certain circumstances—skills, in this case skills
particularly associated with women’s employment, which could not be provided
by a fully nationalist and in the main monolingual educational system.”

The Jewish children who attended these schools, many of whom were of
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Oriental background, were described as “rootless Levantines, people who deny
the original cultural foundation, who won't find their place in our revitalized
country, who will be foreigners in our world and foreigners in their own world.”>*
In Haifa, for example, pulling the Sephardi students out of missionary schools
was described as part of the cultural work of the Council of the Sephardi Com-
munity in Haifa."® In Tel Aviv and Tiberias, cases of Oriental families who
were considering sending their children to missionary schools due to their poor
socioeconomic condition were recorded and created much alarm as well.'® Here,
too, Oriental youth were viewed as a potential risk and element of instability
within the Yishuv, as “rootless Levantines” who create much concern on the
part of representatives of the Yishuv’s educational, municipal, and other political
institutions. In contrast, some missionary schools, such as the French College
des Freéres in Jaffa attracted Sephardi Jewish students from higher economic
status.””” This was also the case with the Tabeetha Missionary high school in
Jaffa, which educated middle-class women.!®

There were, of course, other schools in which Oriental and Sephardi Jews
interacted closely with Arabs, but they targeted a different social group than
did the missionary schools. The other schools included the Alliance Israélite
Universelle schools in Jerusalem, Haifa, Tiberias, and Safed, where children of
the Sephardi and Arab elites studied; the German Lemel school in Jerusalem, in
which David Yellin and Yosef Meyuchas, among others, taught; and prominent
Arab private schools such as the famous Al-Dusturiyya School established by
Khalil al-Sakakini in 1909 in Jerusalem.”® Some Arab children also studied in
Jewish schools, such as in the Hebrew Gymnasium in Tel Aviv; the children
included as the sons of Muhamad Siksik of the Nashashibi family, who, ac-
cording to Chelouche, “started speaking Hebrew just like you and me, with no
accent at all.”*

Jews and Arabs interacted in the cities and neighborhoods in other contexts
as well. For example, in Tiberias, the hot baths attracted visitors from Palestine
and the neighboring countries and turned the city into a local and regional
tourist attraction. Buses ran on a regular basis from Tiberias to al-Hama, Syria,
bringing Jews and Arabs into and out of the city."! Sephardi Jews also bathed in
Al-Hama, as Abraham Khalfon describes in his memoirs.'*> The flood of tourists
resulted in a large number of cafés and clubs in the city, frequented by Jews and
Arabs alike, where alcoholic beverages were sold.'* There were some complaints
from residents of the city about the operations of cafés on the Jewish Sabbath,
in particular about a band playing during the Sabbath. Interestingly, some of the

owners of these cafés were Jews of the prominent Toledano family in Tiberias.'**

Mixing and Unmixing in the Oriental Ghettos | 147



Public baths (hamams) were a meeting place for Jews and Arabs in Jerusa-
lem, as well as in Acre, Nablus, and other places. In Jerusalem, the hamam was
described as a place where friendships were created, business deals were made,
and Jewish and Arab women met.® Public spaces such as parks, beaches, and
municipal gardens were also meeting places of Jews and Arabs in Haifa, Tiberias,
Jerusalem, and Jaffa. The municipal garden of Tiberias served as a meeting place
for young Jews and Arabs, as well as for mothers who were picnicking with
their children.!* The beaches in Haifa and Jaffa served as a site of recreation,
leisure, and meeting. For example, the Khayat Beach in Haifa attracted Jews,
Arabs, and British.'¥

Jews and Arabs met in the movie theatres as well. Cinema ‘Eden in Tel Aviy,
located near the border with Jaffa, attracted Arabs as well as Jews. “On Sundays
the big Jaffa sailors came to the cinema, with their smelly dirty feet. They often
shouted in the cinema in response to the movie played. We stopped visiting the
cinema on Sundays,” recalls Yivneel Matalon, writing about his early childhood
in Tel Aviv."*® In Ramat-Gan, the Rama cinema screened “movies for Arab
speakers,”which attracted many Jewish boys and girls from Tel Aviv. According
to a report, “the movies are primitive, and there are unwelcomed meetings that
are taking place in the cinema, as well as in the adjacent café. These movies
should be stopped.” In Safed, Jews and Arabs watched silent movies together
in a theatre that was owned by Arabs. It was first located on the rooftop of the
house of the wealthy Khouri family, and then, in 1944—43, a cinema was built
on the border between the Jewish and Arab quarters. The new cinema not only
served as a meeting place for Jews and Arabs, but it was also owned jointly by
Idel Meiberg, a Jew, and Mustafa Najib, an Arab. In 1946, as part of the Arab
boycott of Jewish products, Arabs stopped frequenting the cinema.™

Mixing and Unmixing, Interaction and Conflict

As this chapter has demonstrated, the Oriental ghettos and the mixed cities,
served as fertile places for Jewish and Arab interactions of different kinds. The
close proximity of the two groups, often living on the same street or in the same
compound, and the close and intimate relationships developed between families
and neighbors, often enabled the crossing of the national divide. Jews of Oriental
descent and Arabs met in markets, playgrounds, cafés, cinemas, schools, and
public baths, among other places, as well as in different youth movements. The
borders between the Jewish and Arab parts of a neighborhood or a city were

often crossed by men and women, both Jews and Arabs, for different purposes,
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as we have seen in the example of Kerem Hatemanim. Encounters between
the groups were full of ambivalences and contradictions, as this chapter has
demonstrated, and in many ways reflected the complex and challenging realities
of the Mandatory years.

However, as we have argued in this chapter, many of the Jews and Arabs who
lived in these particular neighborhoods belonged to the same socioeconomic
group—a point not often discussed in the literature. As we demonstrated in the
cases of Kerem Hatemanim and Manshiyya, the sense of marginality was not
only geographical (vis-a-vis the city of Tel Aviv, in this case) but also socioeco-
nomic. Oriental Jews who lived side by side with Arabs in these neighborhoods
shared certain realities and challenges, based on their similar socioeconomic
status in their respective national groups. However, these common realities led
to activities of a very different nature, which we will show in chapter s.
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FIVE

Crossing the Lines
The Security Border

between Jews and Arabs

'The outbreak of the Arab Revolt in April 1936 presented the Sephardi and the
Oriental Jewish leaders with new challenges. As we have seen in previous chap-
ters, their leadership sought to formulate their position on the Arab Question
while addressing the subject of their political status in the national institutions
of the Yishuv. This process took place at the same time as the increasingly
important Sephardi leadership cadre in Tel Aviv sought to challenge the tra-
ditional Sephardi leaders based in Jerusalem. However, the most significant
social and political transformation in the late 1930s in the Sephardi and Oriental
communities was the rise of a younger generation, whose members played an
integral part in the security operations of the Yishuv during the decade before
the establishment of the State of Israel.

In her book on the attitude of Labor Zionism toward the use of force, the
historian Anita Shapira describes the Arab Revolt as a period that marked the
transition from a defensive ethos to an offensive one in the Yishuv.! As natives
of the land, the Sephardi and Oriental Jews participated in security activities
side by side with the generation that was sometimes called the generation in the
land (dor ba'‘aretz) or the 1948 generation. Those activities intensified in response
to the Arab Revolt, World War II, the struggle against British rule, and finally
the 1948 war.

'The combination of rising nationalist sentiments and military and anticolonial
activism was not unique to Palestine but could be found among the younger
generation of Jews, Muslims, and Christians who grew up in the 1930s and
1940s across the Middle East and joined the anticolonial struggle. However, the

involvement of young Sephardi and Oriental Jews in security-related activities



in Palestine had some unique dimensions that were the product not only of the
nature of the national conflict and the local anticolonial struggle, but also of the
economic, social, and physical situation of the Oriental and Sephardi popula-
tion in the country and of questions related to the shaping of their cultural and
national identity. As we will discuss in this chapter, integration into the security
establishment became an additional way in which Oriental Jews attempted to
define their national and Zionist identity and strengthen their social and political
status in the Yishuv.

Like other areas of activity, the security sphere highlighted the self-perception
of Oriental Jews as cultural and political mediators between Jews and Arabs.
However, the involvement of Oriental and Sephardi Jews in the security sphere
complicates the question of their role as mediators and their hybrid Arab-Jewish
identity. In contrast to previous chapters of the book, where we discussed this
hybrid identity in social, cultural, and political terms, in chapter 4 and this chapter
we discuss it in terms of daily interactions and as the consequence of living side
by side with Arabs in the frontier neighborhoods. Thus, as we suggest in this
chapter, the involvement of members of the young Oriental Jewish generation
who grew up in these neighborhoods in the security establishment of the Yishuv
enabled them to maintain a relationship with Arabs whose importance went
beyond issues of politics or defense. The security operations of various organiza-
tions—particularly in the field of military intelligence and as Mista’arvim, but
also terrorist operations—highlighted the existence of the hybrid Jewish-Arab
identity and of contacts between Jews and Arabs during the Mandatory period,
including not only violent interactions but also instances of cooperation and
coexistence. Their background in the frontier and border neighborhoods in the
mixed cities left its mark on the younger generation of Sephardi and Oriental
Jews, and while crossing physical and identity boundaries in their security mis-
sions, they simultaneously mediated between Arab and Jewish identities and

between Jewish immigrants and the native population, Jewish and Arab alike.

“Twin Cities, Not Mixed Cities”

On April 15,1936, armed members of the Izz a-Din al-Qassam group stopped
vehicles on the road between Tulkarem and Nablus. The armed men stole money
from the travelers, claiming that it was needed to finance the group’s operations.
After they realized that the passengers in one of the cars were Jews, they shot
them. Seventy-year-old Yisrael Avraham Chazan was killed on the spot, while
Zvi Danenberg died from his injuries a few days later. On Friday, April 17,
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Chazan was buried in Tel Aviv. He was a native of Salonika who had worked
as a poultry merchant. After the funeral, clashes erupted between the mourners
and the British police; dozens of Jews were injured and arrested.”

The situation in Tel Aviv remained tense on the following day, as Jewish
youths attacked Arabs working in the city as peddlers and shoe shiners. Two
Arabs were murdered in Kfar Saba by members of the Irgun paramilitary group.?
The series of reprisals and counterreprisals along the border between Jaffa and
Tel Aviv reached a peak on Sunday, April 19, when seven Jews were murdered
by Arab rioters, and two Arabs were shot dead by the British police. Hundreds
of Jewish clerks, merchants, and workers who came to their places of business
in Jaffa were attacked by Arabs armed with stones and knives. As in similar
instances in the past, alongside the murderous attacks (which were blamed on
Arab workers who came originally from Houran in southwestern Syria), many
Jews were rescued after they took refuge in government buildings such as police
stations, joint Jewish-Arab businesses, and the private homes of Arab residents
of Jaffa. The riots and the murders of both Arabs and Jews along the border
between Jaffa and Tel Aviv continued the next day. In the frontier and border
neighborhoods, particularly in Kerem Hatemanim and Manashiyya, violent
clashes erupted between Jewish and Arab youths. Dozens of Jewish homes,
workshops, and warehouses were set on fire.*

At a mass funeral held in Tel Aviv on April 20 for the Jewish victims of the
clashes, the crowd of mourners demanded revenge.® Their demands contrasted
sharply with the moderate eulogy given by the Sephardi chief rabbi of Tel Aviv,
Ben-Zion Meir Hai Uziel, who urged the Jewish population to refrain from
acts of murder and violence. This tension between calls for revenge and calls for
moderation characterized public debate within the Jewish population during
the following three years. After the outbreak of riots along the border between
Jaffa and Tel Aviv, thousands of Jewish residents left their homes in Jaffa and
in the border neighborhoods and sought refuge in central Tel Aviv.® Similar
behavior was seen in other mixed cities at this time, and a similar pattern had
been seen during the riots of 1921 and 1929. The phenomenon of Jews’ abandon-
ing their homes, combined with physical attacks, damage to property, riots in
other mixed cities, and the declaration of a general strike by the Arab Higher
Committee marked the beginning of the Arab Revolt and were key features of
its three-year course.

On April 30, 1936, the Levant Fair (Yerid Hamizrah) opened. This was the
second international fair held at the Exhibition Gardens in Tel Aviv. The emblem

of a flying camel and the dozens of international companies that participated
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gave the fair the character of a regional economic event, with cultural and social
features that went far beyond the confines of the Yishuv and Palestine. The Lev-
ent Fair sought to portray a shared economic domain in the Levant, challenging
approaches opposed to this internationalist spirit, including the emphasis among
Jews on buying Jewish products, on the one hand, and the Arab boycott of Jewish
products, on the other hand.” At the same time, the fair, which operated until
May 1936, despite the intensification of violence between Jews and Arabs, still
underscored the fragile nature of the concept of regional economic cooperation in
general, and between Jews and Arabs in particular. As the Arab Revolt continued
and intensified, it had extensive economic ramifications. The first victims, and
those who suffered most, were the residents of the mixed neighborhoods and
the border areas between Jaffa and Tel Aviv; between Hadar Hacarmel and the
lower city in Haifa; and between Jewish and Arab neighborhoods in Tiberias,
Jerusalem, Safed, and Beit Shean.

Historians have discussed at length the reasons for the outbreak of the Arab
Revolt and analyzed its course and impact on the Yishuv. Considerable attention
has also given to the political debate between the left and right wings within
the Yishuv about the desired balance between restraint and reaction and about
whether to accept the 1937 partition plan.® One of the aspects of the Arab Revolt
that has been the subject of extensive discussion is the importance of this period
as a turning point in the development of the Yishuv, the Palestinian national
movement, and the Jewish-Arab conflict. Equally, however, it has been argued
that the most significant turning point in terms of the pattern of segregation
between Jews and Arabs actually came several years earlier, during the 1929 riots.’
'The scholars who made this argument focused not only on economic segregation,
but more particularly on physical segregation, in the form of the flight of Jews
from Jafta and neighborhoods in other mixed cities.!

'The claim that segregation increased during the 1929 riots is also based on the
perception that in this period there was a loss of trust between Jews and Arabs
and a sense that the security situation in the mixed cities was deteriorating.
Historian Hillel Cohen addressed this aspect in his latest book, in which he
depicts the 1929 riots as a key moment in the process of separation between
the two peoples.” Cohen argues that the violent clashes illustrate a process
whereby the Palestinian Arabs came to associate the native Jews of the country,
and specifically members of the Sephardi and Oriental communities, with the
Zionist movement. He uses detailed testimonies to support this argument,
particularly the eulogy delivered by her brother for Mazal Cohen, who was
murdered in Safed during the riots. The brother’s comments highlight the
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profound crisis in neighborly relations and coexistence in the mixed cities that

resulted from the murders:

For half a century I have spoken their [Arabs’] language, studied their literature,
and learned their ways and customs. I have observed their habits and manners, but
T 'have not known them. For half a century I have made friends with them; many of
them have been visitors to my home. On Sabbaths and festivals we have exchanged
visits of camaraderie and friendship. Daily encounters, bows and greetings, and
discourse. But I have not known them. . . . For half a century I have lived among
you [Arabs], enjoyed your company, and strived to know your inner feelings and

thoughts—but I have not known you.?

Menachem Raphael Cohen, Mazal’s brother, was thoroughly familiar with
Muslim culture and engaged in the study of Islam. He was born in Safed in
1890, studied at the Alliance Israélite Universelle school, and taught Hebrew and
Arabic in the Jewish settlements in Upper Galilee. He later worked as a clerk in
the Anglo-Palestine Bank, while serving as treasurer of the Hebrew Language
Committee and the Israeli Oriental Society. Cohen published numerous arti-
cles about Islam in the Hebrew press, including the newspapers Dawvar, Hapoel
Hatza'ir,and Hed Hamizrah. His book Mecca and Medina, published in 1923, was
based on his own studies and his translations of Islamic literature into Hebrew.
In the 1960s he published an additional volume of translations, including a
collection of his writings on Islam and Arabic language, literature, and poetry.”

Cohen’s eulogy near his sister’s grave thus drew on his knowledge as a scholar
of Islam and Arab culture, yielding the following sad testimony of a native of

Palestine:

I always argued that you [Arabs] considered the native Jews of the land as your
brothers, loved and respected them, since you and they shared the same language
and words, and that your complaints were directed solely at those who have just now
arrived to seize shovel and plow. . . . You rejected and found fault with them, saying
that these are newly arrived foreigners who will not become part of our community
or know our language. We desire only you, the natives of the land. Only of you are
we not jealous, for we and you share the same drive to cling to the land. Yet how did
you, the murderers of Safed, now turn like wild animals solely on the natives of the
city, who have made it their home for generations . . . killing people whose mother
tongue is the same as yours, and whose lifestyle is your lifestyle, so that only religion

14

separated you—people with whom you had forged the alliance of ‘bread and salt.
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Although the riots of August 1929 seriously damaged the fabric of Jewish-Arab
relations and brought an increasing tendency toward segregation, mistrust,
and insecurity in the following years, Jews and Arabs still lived together and
maintained relations of both neighborliness and confrontation in the mixed
cities. This was apparent from the scale of the damage sustained by the civilian
population in the mixed cities during the Arab Revolt and in the 1948 war and
the commemorations of the Jewish civilians who were killed in the Arab Revolt
and the 1948 war.

During the Arab Revolt, Arab terrorists made no distinction between Zionist
and non-Zionist Jews, between the old and the new Yishuv, or between Sep-
hardim and Ashkenazim. Victims of violent clashes included, for example, Avi-
noam Yellin, a scholar the Orient and an official in the Mandatory government’s
Education Department, who was the son of David Yellin. At the beginning of
the Arab Revolt, Avinoam Yellin had eulogized Levy Billig, a scholar of Islam
and a professor at the Hebrew University, who was murdered in the Talpiyot
neighborhood of Jerusalem. Ya’acov Chelouche’s son Gavriel was murdered in
1938 after shots were fired at him from an ambush while he was driving his car
in the city of Ramle. Zaki Alhadiff, the mayor of Tiberias, who had headed a
joint Arab-Jewish city council for fifteen years and whose city was a model of
Jewish-Arab cooperation on the municipal level, was assassinated on one of
the city’s main streets in October 1938. This assassination—together with that
of his Arab deputy, Ibrahim al-Yusuf, a year earlier—underscored the damage
caused by the violence to attempts to build peaceful bridges between Jews and
Arabs. Tiberias also saw one of the bloodiest incidents of the Arab Revolt, when
nineteen Jewish residents of the Kiryat Shmuel neighborhood were murdered
on October 2,1938.

One of the outcomes of such acts of violence was a demand for separation
between Jews and Arabs in the mixed cities. This demand was made in April
1936 in an article by Itamar Ben-Avi. Under the title “Twin Cities, Not Mixed
Cities,” Ben-Avi called for the establishment of buffer zones and other types
of physical segregation between Jewish and Arab neighborhoods. However,
the editors of Doar Hayom were quick to disassociate themselves from this call,
noting that “the editors’ opinion is that in bad times, as in good times, a way
must be found for the two peoples who live in this country to work together. It
would be a grave mistake to exacerbate the existing gulf between them due to
the short-sighted politics of our leaders, no less than the short-sighted charac-
ter of the Arab leaders.” Alongside the Arab acts of terror that led to calls of

segregation, there was also Jewish terrorism during the Arab Revolt. Like the
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Arab terrorists, the Jewish terrorists made no distinction between combatants
and civilians, and they made none between supporters and opponents of the
Mufti. Neither were they always able to distinguish between Oriental Jews and
Palestinian Arabs.

Crossing the Moral and National Borders of Identity

On November 14,1937, the Irgun launched a series of terrorist operations against
the Arab population. The actions reflected the organization’s decision to reject
the policy of restraint announced by the national institutions of the Yishuw.
'The Irgun’s decision to disobey the instructions of the national institutions,
together with the ideological debate within the Yishuv at the time about the
recommendations of the Peel Commission, reflected the increasingly strong
ties between the Irgun and the Revisionist Movement. The Irgun’s operations,
one of whose aims was to challenge the authority of the Labor Zionist leaders,
reached a peak in July 1938, following the execution of Shlomo Ben-Yosef by
the British authorities.

The Irgun’s terrorist activities in the summer of 1938 included shootings of
civilian targets; throwing grenades at civilians; and placing bombs in public meet-
ing places—including cafés, bus stops, and markets—in the centers of the Arab
areas in Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Haifa. These actions sparked a fierce public debate
about moral and political issues. This debate touched not only on the political
identity of the perpetrators, but also on their ethnic identity. In the History of
the Haganah, which represents the views of Israeli historiography in the 1950s
and 1960s, Yehuda Slutsky explains that those chosen to commit terrorist actions
among the Arabs were “in most cases young men who knew Arabic from the
Oriental Jewish communities, who would dress themselves in the style of Arab
peasants, enter Arab streets while walking innocently, place the bomb, and then
attempt to return to the Jewish area.” Faithful to the perspective of the Labor
Zionist movement, Slutsky goes on to explain that most of these youths “were
very young, and had been prepared for their dangerous mission by protracted
education in Beitar and by the romanticism of the underground.”® Although
this description of the Irgun’s terrorist operations is colored by political criticism,
it provides an accurate portrayal of these actions. The Irgun indeed preferred to
use youths of Oriental origin who spoke fluent Arabic and could mingle safely
among the Arab population.

One of the Irgun’s terrorist activists was Ya'acov Sika Aharoni. On July 6,1938,
Aharoni placed a bomb in the Arab vegetable market in downtown Haifa."” The
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attack, in which Aharoni’s brother was also involved, killed twenty-five Arabs,
injured dozens more, and sparked a violent Arab response that culminated in
the lynching of four Jews on a street in Haifa. On July 25, Aharoni placed a
bomb in a market frequented by Arabs on Hamelachim Street (now known as
Independence Road) in downtown Haifa, killing forty-five Arabs and sparking
a series of bloody reprisals in the city.”® The attacks and the general deterioration
in the security situation in Haifa led to the evacuation of Jewish residents from
the neighborhood of Ard al-Yahud, the first Jewish neighborhood built outside
the walls of the old city of Haifa, which over the years had developed into a
mixed Jewish-Arab area.’

Aharoni, “the dark-faced, black-haired youth known as ‘the King of the
Blacks,” carried out his attacks under various disguises, including that of a shoe
shiner.”® He operated under the authority of the Irgun commander in Haifa,
Binyamin Zironi. One of ten children, Aharoni was born in the Meah She’arim
neighborhood of Jerusalem. His father had immigrated from Isfahan, in Persia,
and his mother was a native of Jerusalem. Aharoni grew up in the Nachalat
Achim neighborhood of Jerusalem (now known as Nachlaot) and attended the
religious school Doresh Zion. He left school at the age of sixteen and began to
work, while at the same time attempting to complete his high-school education
in evening school. He joined the Beitar youth movement and a year later was
recruited to the Irgun.? Following the establishment of the State of Israel, he
became a teacher, high school principal, poet, and writer.

Aharoni would walk the streets of downtown Haifa and visit the local cafés
and mosques before placing his bombs. He disguised himself as a rural Arab
with keffiyeh and @gal, and carried an Arabic newspaper.”? Aharoni was also
active in the next wave of terrorist attacks launched by the Irgun. On February
27, 1939, he took part in placing bombs at the eastern railroad station and the
Arab market in Haifa; twenty-seven Arabs were killed in the attacks. Aharoni
stated that his fluent command of Arabic, his knowledge of Arab social customs,
and his external appearance all made him ideal for such missions. In 1941 he was
one of a group of Irgun members, under the command of David Raziel, who
traveled to Iraq to conduct sabotage operations on behalf of the British army.

Aharoni belonged to the Mahatz unit of the Irgun, whose members were
Arabic-speaking Jews of Oriental and Yemenite descent. The unit was involved
in collecting intelligence and in undertaking sabotage and terrorist operations
against Palestinian Arab and British targets.”® Most of the members of the unit
were born or raised in the border neighborhoods of the mixed cities, particularly

Jerusalem. Aharoni was not the only member of the unit who grew up in the
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dense network of dozens of small neighborhoods adjacent to the Mahane Yehuda
Market, which at the time was home to the largest concentration of Oriental
Jews in Jerusalem. These neighborhoods were founded when Jews first moved
outside the walls of the Old City in the late nineteenth century. They expanded
in the 1920s and 1930s as Jews arrived from the countries of the Middle East,
resulting in a population of some 17,000 Jews who lived in conditions of severe
poverty and overcrowding.? Like the frontier neighborhoods of Jaffa and Tel
Aviv, these neighborhoods were among the main bases for the recruitment of
Oriental, Sephardi, and Yemenite Jews to perform in intelligence and sabotage
work in the paramilitary organizations of the Yishuv, as will be discussed in
greater detail below.

One of the Irgun members active in terrorist operations against the Arab pop-
ulation in Jaffa was Aharon Cohen, a Jew of Yemenite descent who was a member
of Beitar. Cohen’s family came from Aden to south Tel Aviv in the early 1930s,
after spending several years in Egypt. On August 26,1938, the eighteen-year-old
Cohen disguised himself as an Arab porter and detonated a forty-kilogram bomb
in the vegetable market close to the Clock Tower in Jaffa. Before carrying out the
attack Cohen stayed at an apartment in Florentine neighborhood in south Tel
Aviv. The team that assisted him in the attack included Eliyahu Beit Tzuri, who
undertook reconnaissance visits to Jaffa while disguised as an Arab; Binyamin
Zironi, who assembled the bomb; and Aryeh Yitzchaki, who commanded op-
erations of this type in Jafta. The explosion killed twenty-four Arabs and injured
dozens more.” As was the case with other terrorist attacks, the Arab public in
Jaffa reacted violently. Several Arab demonstrators were killed by British forces.
Such attacks also exacerbated Arabs’ suspicion of Jews of Oriental appearance
who came to the Arab markets for commercial reasons. The attacks therefore
were one of the factors that hindered commercial ties between Jews and Arabs
during the Arab Revolt and heightened the trend toward segregation.

Cohen frequently crossed the border between Tel Aviv and Jaffa while dis-
guised as an Arab, dressed in loose pants (sharwal) and a striped shirt, a look that
was perceived as typical of the Arab population of Jaffa.?® As he crossed the Abu
Kabir neighborhood and Salameh Street, his Arabic appearance raised suspicions
among Jews and Arabs alike. Cohen’s journeys into Jaffa as an Arab and his
returns to Tel Aviv demonstrate the ways young Oriental Jews operated in the
Irgun as part of its activities in the mixed cities. These young men and women,
who grew up along the border between two cultures and two communities, were
hence recruited to cross this border to commit acts of murder and sabotage.

In Jerusalem, Unit 81 of the Irgun, under the command of Ya'acov Eliav, was
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responsible for the placement of bombs. The unit’s members included Ya’acov
Raz (Ras), born in 1919 in Afghanistan, who arrived in Jerusalem with his fam-
ily at the age of ten. Raz attended the Bney Zion Talmud Torah and began
to study at the Alliance Israélite Universelle school, but he dropped out. He
subsequently worked as a milkman and in 1937 joined the Irgun. Many other
youths chosen for Irgun’s terrorist missions had also dropped out of school to
help support their families. On July 26, 1938, Raz planted a bomb in the Old
City of Jerusalem while disguised as an Arab porter. When he later arrived at
the Damascus Gate, he was stabbed and seriously wounded by Arab porters who
recognized him. Raz died in the hospital from his injuries a few days later. He
was immortalized by Uri Zvi Greenberg in his poem “The Legend of Ya'acov
Raz,” which was published in 1939.%

Another figure who inspired the young members of the Irgun, and who the
organization’s own history describes as its first prisoner and a model of Hebrew
heroism and female sacrifice for the sake of the national ideal, was Rachel
Habshush.?® Born to a Yemenite father and Moroccan mother, Habshush lived
in the Rouhama neighborhood of Jerusalem, close to Mahane Yehuda. On
May 29,1939, she participated in an Irgun operation during which a bomb was
planted at the Rex Cinema in Jerusalem. On June 9, 1939, Habshush set out
on another mission for the Irgun wearing traditional Arab women’s dress. She
arrived at the yard outside the entrance to the main prison in the Jerusalem
Russian Compound with a bomb concealed in a basket of food. Her task was
to place the device among the family members of Arab prisoners who gathered
at the prison gates. The Arab dialect she spoke, the heavy weight of the basket,
and the manner in which the device was concealed all aroused the suspicion of
a young Arab man and led to her arrest.”

Habshush was tried before a British military court. The Hebrew and Arabic
press reported extensively on the proceedings, partly because it provided an
opportunity to expose the individuals behind the Irgun’s terrorist campaign.*
Newspaper reports described Habshush, who had adopted the family name Ohe-
vet ‘Ami (lover of my people) as “a short young woman with black hair in large
curls and a round face that did not easily betray her emotions.”" This description
highlights the qualities that led Habshush to be chosen for the mission, but it
also touches on a question that became the focus of the court hearing: her true
age. The discussion in court revealed racist assumptions concerning biological
distinctions between Europeans and Orientals. In an effort to save Habshush
from a possible death sentence, her attorney argued that she was seventeen, and

not nineteen—as the prosecution argued. He based this position on a claim
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that X-rays were made to fit the bones of Europeans, and when used for an
Oriental Jew they failed to determine the person’s exact age. The court accepted
the defense’s argument and sentenced Habshush to life imprisonment instead
of death, to be served at the main women’s prison in Bethlehem. Seven years
later, she was pardoned by the British high commissioner. During the public
campaign to secure the pardon, in which women’s organizations identified with
the right wing in the Yishuv played a prominent role, her supporters based their
request not only on Habshush’s young age, but also on the claim that she had
become involved in terrorist activities after her relatives were killed in the riots
in Hebron in 1929.%

Rachel Habshush (Ohevet ‘Ami) was not the only figure who illustrated the
combination between underground and subversive activities and ethnic affilia-
tion. Two other women who played a prominent role in similar activities, though
representing the opposite political stands, were Simha Tzabari and Geula Cohen,
both of whom were of Yemenite origin and grew up in Kerem Hatemanim. As
mentioned in chapter 4, Tzabari was a member of the Palestinian Communist
Party; her partner Radwan al-Hilu, a Christian Arab, shared her ideological
leanings and served as secretary of the party. In 1936 Tzabari placed bombs at
the Workers’ House in Haifa and at the Levent Fair in Tel Aviv. Rachel Tzabari,
Simha’s sister, was a member of the Haganah and later served as a member of
the Knesset for Mapai. Simha Tzabari’s unusual biography underscores the
small number of Mizrahim who were active in the Palestinian Communist
Party. Geula Cohen later served as a member of Knesset for the Likud Party
and became one of the most prominent spokespeople for the Israeli right wing.
After being arrested by the British due to her activities as a broadcaster on the
clandestine radio station of the Lehi (established in 1940 as a result of a split
in the Irgun), she managed to escape from the women’s prison in Bethlehem.
Cohen was hospitalized and escaped, disguised as an Arab woman, with the
assistance of the members of an Arab family from the village of Abu Ghosh,
whose residents collaborated with the Lehi.® Yitzhak Hasson, who commanded
the escape operation, noted that the affair illustrated that it would have been
possible to develop a joint Jewish-Arab struggle against British colonialism.*

Just as the Irgun and Lehi’s terrorist operations blurred the distinctions be-
tween Jews and Arabs, so did the profiles of the victims of these activities. On
the morning of July 25, 1938, an incendiary device exploded in the vegetable
market close to Hamelakhim Street in Haifa, killing forty-five Arabs and injuring
dozens more. In response to this attack, which as noted above was perpetrated

by Aharoni of the Irgun, reprisals were carried out in various parts of Haifa, par-
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ticularly in the neighborhoods around the Hadar neighborhood. Arabs attacked
Jewish passers-by, and three Jews were murdered in cold blood. The fourth Jew
to be killed in Haifa on that morning was Moshe Mizrahi, who was killed by
three bullets fired by two members of the Irgun. Mizrahi was born in 1914 in
Safed and grew up in Acre. After a bomb was thrown into his apartment, in a
building inhabited by both Jews and Arabs, Mizrahi left Acre and moved to a
rented apartment in Haifa, working in a quarry and as an assistant driver.* Like
other Oriental Jews of his generation, Mizrahi was in the habit of wearing a
tarboosh. His Arab dress, external appearance, and place of residence all led the
Irgun assassins to assume that he was in fact an Arab. Eliyahu Rappaport, one
of the two assassins who fled the scene, was apprehended by Jewish passers-by,
taken to the Haganah forces in the city, and subsequently handed over to the
British secret police.®

The Irgun activists who violated the official Yishuv policy of restraint and
conducted terrorist operations were sometimes referred to by Labor Zionists
as mitpartzim,” a term that might be translated as “secessionists” but that in
Hebrew has implications of immodesty and even sexual licentiousness. In her
study of prostitution in Tel Aviv during the Mandatory period, Deborah Bern-
stein discusses the use of the related word pruzza (prostitute) to describe female
prostitutes who crossed not only boundaries of moral and legal propriety but
also the national divide between Jews and Arabs.® On more than one occasion,
this crossing of boundaries had a tragic end. Jewish women of Oriental origin
who lived among Arabs and maintained friendly relations with them during
periods of tension and violence, such as the Arab Revolt and the 1948 war, were
sometimes attacked and murdered, and were subsequently described as pruzzoz.

On April 22, 1936, the police announced that Esther Sheetrit, a “Sephardi
Jewish woman” (according to the statement by the police), had been murdered
by her Arab neighbor in the mixed Jewish-Arab neighborhood of Ard al-Yahud
in Haifa. The statement emphasized that the motive for the murder was personal
rather than political.* As mentioned above, Ard al-Yahud was the first Jewish
neighborhood established outside the walls of the Old City in Haifa and had
become a mixed Jewish-Arab area. The police were careful to emphasize the
fact that the victim, a forty-six-year-old married woman with six sons and three
daughters, was a prostitute. Mendel Singer, a reporter in Haifa for the news-
paper Dawar, wrote about the murder and argued that the motive was indeed
political. Singer described the relations between the families of the victim and
the murderer in Ard al-Yahud and waged a public campaign to clear Sheetrit’s

name and secure her recognition as the first Jewish victim of the Arab Revolt
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in Haifa. Singer documented his public campaign in a booklet he published in
Sheetrit’s memory.*

Yitzhak Hasson, who headed the Lehi’s intelligence department, was among
those who later discussed the significance of mistaken identity as a reflection of
the affinity between Oriental Jews and Arabs in the mixed cities. Hasson himself
was born into a middle-class Sephardi family of Turkish descent. He grew up
in a Ladino-speaking home in the Neve Tzedek neighborhood of Tel Aviv and
studied at the Alliance Israélite Universelle School and the High School for
Commerce.” He was a member of the Nationalist Cells (Hata'im Haleumi’im)
youth movement, which recruited educated youths who had close links to the
Beitar youth movement and the Revisionist Party. At the age of fifteen, Hasson
joined the Irgun. When he published his memoirs in 1993, he was chairperson
of the Israeli Secular Humanist Society. In his memoirs Hasson criticized the
Irgun for its inability to cooperate with Arab forces in a common anticolonial
struggle against the British Mandatory government.*

Hasson recalls one of his first missions for the Irgun, under the command of
Yitzhak Jeziernicky (Shamir), who replaced Aryeh Yitzhaki as commander of
one of the Irgun’s companies. Shamir later became one of the commanders of
the Lehi, and in the 1980s he was prime minister of Israel. Hasson’s task was to
undertake surveillance of Arab passers-by in the border area between Tel Aviv
and Jaffa. He was instructed to observe who was coming and alert the assassins
he was working with when a potential Arab victim approached. Hasson described

his mission in the following terms:

Tuesday—six oclock: three Arabs riding on donkeys and heading for Jaffa. Ten
after six: two Arabs approach from Jaffa. Quarter to seven: a shady-looking man
dressed in a cream-yellow colored tunic with a tarboosh on his head and prayer
beads in his hand. He’s coming from the direction of Jaffa (unclear whether he
is an Arab or a Jew). He doesn't really look like an Arab to me. But how can we
really know for certain who is Arab? There are so many Jewish Arabs, and even
my own father, who is Turkish rather than Arab, could definitely pass for an urban
Arab. He has some photographs from Turkey that show him wearing a tarboosh.
But you don’t have any doubts when a rural Arab comes, because of the traditional

clothes, kefliyeh, and ‘aqal cord.®

It is unclear whether this report was written by Hasson at the age of sixteen
or represents his views as an elderly man and devoted humanist. In any case, it
may be seen as an example of the unique anticolonialist perspective that was

dominant in the Irgun and later in the Lehi. The description also demonstrates
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the existence of a hybrid Jewish-Arab cultural identity during the Mandatory

period among Oriental Jews.

The Oriental Neighborhoods and Anti-Arab Violence

On May 23, 1939, following the resurgence of the Irgun’s wave of terror, the
Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem issued a statement urging
Sephardi and Oriental youth to obey the instructions of the national institu-
tions, to remain calm and disciplined, and not to be swayed by “the storm on
the street.” The statement ended with a call to the Arab people: “Our brothers
in race! Even now and here, our hand is stretched out to you in true peace and
cooperation—but an honorable and lasting peace. The course offered by the
Mandatory government in its great confusion is leading to the desolation of
this land, to the impoverishment of both peoples—Hebrew and Arab—and
not to construction and revival.”*

'The desire to prevent Jewish reprisals and terrorist attacks also led a number
of leading figures among the Sephardi community to sign a statement titled
“Lo Tirzah” (Thou shall not commit murder). The statement was published
in Davar on July 7, 1939, on the initiative of intellectuals and political activists
associated with Labor Zionism.* Eliyahu Eliachar’s response to Jewish terrorist
actions was typical of the views of the mainstream Sephardi leaders. Eliachar
was opposed to the official policy of restraint, which he believed the Arabs
were liable to misinterpret as weakness, thereby discouraging the Arabs who
opposed the position of the Mufti. At the same time, Eliachar was opposed to
Jewish terrorist actions, which he condemned in clear terms on both political
and moral grounds.*

'The identification of Sephardi and Oriental Jews with the Revisionist Move-
ment, and of Oriental Jews with the Irgun’s terrorist operations, weakened the
status of the Sephardi leadership and portrayed it as a secessionist force and
a partner in efforts to challenge the authority of the national institutions. The
involvement of Oriental youth in the Irgun’s terrorist operations brought the
Sephardi leadership into conflict not only with Mapai but also with the British
Mandatory government. As we have seen, throughout the Mandatory period
Sephardi and Oriental Jewish leaders had been forced to respond to allegations
regarding the loyalty of the members of their communities to Zionism. The
Labor Zionists, in particular, had also been sharply critical of what they saw as
the separatist political tendencies of the Sephardi leaders. The leaders now faced

renewed criticism as a result of the identification of the Sephardim with the
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rejection of the official policy of restraint. They were quick to condemn Jewish
terrorist actions in an attempt to stave off this criticism. In addition to political
condemnations, however, efforts were also made to understand the reasons for
the involvement of Oriental youth in these actions. These attempts focused on
an analysis of the socioeconomic problems and educational and cultural depri-
vation facing Oriental youth.

One of the reasons for the condemnation of terrorist actions by the Council
of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem was the accusation by members of
Mapai that the reactions of the Oriental communities to the events in Jaffa in
1936 served as the immediate catalyst for the Arab Revolt. Leading Labor Zi-
onists also claimed that the Oriental youth who carried out terrorist attacks or
were engaged in anti-Arab violence, against the policy of restraint adopted by
the national institutions of the Yishuv, were the victims of manipulation by the
revisionist right wing.”” Members of Mapai and the Labor Zionist movement
presented their policy of restraint as a manifestation of the moral superiority of
Jews over Arabs. Accordingly, the implication was that those who violated this
policy, particularly Oriental youth, thereby revealed themselves to be as immoral
as the Palestinian Arabs. Eliezer Rieger, a professor of education at the Hebrew
University, claimed that Oriental youth had a primitive attitude toward the Arab
Question. He argued that they shared the Arabs’ disdain for the weak and the
relationship between the colonizer and the colonized in Palestine.* Conversely,
others argued that European Jews had adapted the model of Jewish-Christian
relations in Europe to the context of Jewish-Arab relations in Palestine. Ac-
cording to this argument—made, for example, by Yehoshua Heshel Yeivin of
the revisionist Brit Habiryonim group—the policy of restraint was not merely
a sign of weakness but also proved that the Yishuv leaders saw themselves as
if they were in the Diaspora.® Alongside cultural explanations relating to the
adoption of tribal or religious concepts of blood feuds or an eye for an eye,
social factors such as educational, economic, and social deprivation and neglect
were used by some in the Yishuv, as noted above, to explain the involvement of
Oriental youth in violent attacks against Arab civilians.

Against Terror was a collection of articles, notes, speeches, and statements
edited by R. Binyamin (the pseudonym of Yehoshua Radler-Feldmann) and
Ya'acov Peterzeyl and published in August 1939.° A particularly interesting ar-
ticle in the collection, written by Hannah Thon, was titled “Education of Youth
in the Oriental Communities.” Thon began her article by mentioning several
incidents following the outbreak of the Arab Revolt in which Oriental youth
had attacked Arab passers-by and vandalized Arab property. She added that
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these incidents left her with the impression that “the hatred against Arabs in
the Oriental neighborhoods goes far beyond the anti-Arab sentiments found in
certain Ashkenazi circles.” According to Thon, the animosity shown by Oriental
youth toward Arabs was not the product of chauvinistic nationalism or a specific
political position, but rather of primitive racial hatred. This hatred was in turn
the product of “an instinctive and unfounded sentiment—perhaps the remnant
of previous generations of persecution, of ancestors who lived in constant fear
and self-defense—a tendency to disdain those who are different and therefore
perceived as inferior.”

Thon mentioned two key arguments that were often used to explain anti-Arab
violence by Oriental youth. The first was historical resentment due to the infe-
rior status of the Jews in the Muslim countries; the second was the inferior and
neglected social, economic, and cultural status of Oriental Jews in Palestine in
general, and in the frontier and peripheral neighborhoods in particular. In her
attempt to understand why the hatred of Oriental Jews for Arabs made such a
strong impression on “the Ashkenazi observer,” Thon offered another observa-
tion that she felt might explain the violence shown by Oriental youth—namely,
the cultural affinity between Oriental Jews and Arabs: “We find a considerable
similarity between the characteristics and customs of certain Oriental Jewish
communities and those of their Arab neighbors, and in many cases construc-
tive forces actually seem to be stronger among the Arabs.” She suggested that
the disdain shown by the Oriental Jews toward the Arabs was the product of
foolish and blind racial hatred, “combined in the case of most of the youths in
the Oriental neighborhoods with a passion to torture weaker individuals who
fall into their hands.” This passion was reflected in part in the desire to abuse
Arabs, “who find themselves left open to the violence of Jewish children in the
Oriental neighborhoods.” Thon was careful to acknowledge that instances of
cruelty could also be encountered in Ashkenazi neighborhoods. However, in
the Oriental neighborhoods such incidents constituted a veritable phenomenon
that was not condemned or addressed by the local community. Thon warned
that racial hatred of Arabs was liable to spread, and that those who committed
hate crimes against Arabs might become role models, as was indeed the case
with Habshush, “who has now become a national role model among children
in circles close to her worldview.”

Thon, who was born in Germany in 1886, suggested ways to reform the con-
dition of Oriental Jewish youth based on her experience as a social worker and
women’s activist. In 1936, she initiated the establishment of vocational training

centers for women, clinics for women and children, and centers for the study of
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Hebrew in the Shimon Hatzadik and Nachalat Achim neighborhoods of Jerusa-
lem, two strongholds of the city’s Oriental community. The neighborhood centers
sought to encourage women to launch their own initiatives, and to provide a
refuge for children who had dropped out of school.” Based on her experience as
a social worker, Thon suggested the establishment of educational and assistance
centers “in the centers of the Oriental Jewish proletariat.” She was convinced that
such facilities would provide an opportunity for volunteer educators to develop
among the Oriental youth practical and moral bonds between Jews and Arabs.
She argued that “only outreach reflecting an effort to help these members of our
people in their distress, and to guide them in the path of a spiritual bond with
the entire Yishuv,” could overcome their feelings of hatred and destructive urges.
She felt that this approach could provide an important goal for Oriental youth,
“who are much closer to the Arabs in terms of language, lifestyle, and thought
than the Ashkenazim or the educated Sephardim.”™ Thon’s indictment of the
Yishuv leadership was stark and uncompromising: “Had we not condemned the
children of poor and ignorant Oriental families for many years to neglect and
lack of guidance, damning them to degeneration, we would not have created such
a broad opportunity for inciters to hatred and violence. We exiled these families
to a ghetto in which they abandoned the culture they had brought from their
countries of residence in the Orient, but we have yet to draw them into the new
culture or involve them in the responsibility for the Yishuv.”™

The public debate during the Arab Revolt regarding the involvement of
Oriental youth in terrorism and violence continued until the outbreak of the
1948 war. The debate included the specific allegation that most of the terrorist
operations of the Irgun and the Lehi were committed by Jews of Yemenite de-
scent. During the struggles that developed in 1947 between the Labor Zionists,
under the leadership of Mapai, and the Revisionists; and between the Haganah,
on the one hand, and the Irgun and Lehi, on the other hand (a period known by
historians as the Lesser Season)—it was repeatedly claimed that Mizrahim in
general, and Yemenite Jews in particular, were involved in terrorist acts against
British and Arab targets.

On January 3, 1947, Agence France-Presse reported from London that at a
meeting on January 2,1947, David Ben-Gurion had explained to British Colonial
Secretary Arthur Creech Jones that Yemenite Jews were mainly responsible for
acts of terrorism in Palestine.”® Ben-Gurion denied making the comments and
asked the news agency to publish a correction to its report. In a letter to the
news agency, Ben-Gurion claimed that his comments had been distorted and

that “the Yemenite community is poor, peace loving, and hard-working and has
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suffered both in Palestine and in Yemen.”” On January 14, 1947, after Yemenite
Association had released a statement on the affair, Ben-Gurion spoke to repre-
sentatives of the association and again denied making the comments attributed
to him. The association’s statement had declared that the Yemenite public “is
known as a quiet and peace-loving element that has no part in terrorist actions,
and even if isolated individuals among its number have been dragged into ter-
rorism, as have youths from other communities, an entire community should
not be accused or singled out.”®

'The Irgun also responded to Ben-Gurion’s alleged comments about the Ye-

menite Jews. On January 4, 1947, Herut, the Irgun’s newspaper, declared:

‘We do not know whether or not Mr. Ben-Gurion commented to the British min-
ister that the “terrorist acts” are committed by “certain Yemenites.” This is not the
main point. The fact is that the “official” institutions and newspapers ceaselessly
claim that the Irgun is composed mainly of members of the Oriental communities.
Naturally, these comments reached the ears of the [British] secret police. . . . The
collective informers, these “democrats,” seek to malign us—Oriental communities
go to them, youths from “the neighborhoods” —this is not somewhere where youths
from good families should be found. Is this the only fault you could find in us, you
hypocrites? You should know that everyone comes to us—from your spacious homes
and from the lowliest huts. There is no monopoly on love of the homeland. But we
do not deny that we are particularly proud of our poor and humiliated members,
who through our fighting family become proud and rich: rich in an unparalleled

possession—idealism and faith.*”

'The Irgun’s response reflects the political debate that raged during the 1940s
concerning the role of Oriental Jews in its ranks. It is worth noting here that
the press of the period includes various references to serious attacks on Arabs
attributed to members of the Yemenite community. On August 18, 1947, for
example, the newspaper Mishmar reported that a gang of “scoundrels” described
as Yemenites had attacked an Arab employee of a Jewish-owned cobbler’s shop
in Tel Aviv and stabbed him to death in Kerem Hatemanim.®® This murder was
presented as being a reprisal for a murder at the Hawaii Garden Café in the
city a week before. Together with press reports of similar incidents, the situation
led the newspaper Dawar to warn against the tendency to blame Yemenites:
“People often talk about the role of Yemenites in the secessionist organizations;
does anyone really imagine that only Yemenites are present in the secessionist
organizations?”®!

The Yemenite Association responded forcefully to the claims, warning that
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they could lead to attacks on Yemenites by Arabs or the British army. The
border neighborhoods—particularly those in south Tel Aviv such as Kerem
Hatemanim, Hatikvah, Ezra, and Maccabi—were indeed the target of a series
of detention operations launched by the British army. In January 1947, for
example, a curfew was imposed on Kerem Hatemanim, and the British Sixth
Division searched the area, arresting some fifty people in a hunt for Jewish
terrorists. Similar operations took place in other areas with a large concentra-
tion of Yemenite Jews, such as the Sha’arayim neighborhood of Rehovot. The
local council complained about the behavior of the soldiers, who acted violently
and damaged property during the course of their searches, but was at pains to
emphasize that it did not support acts of terror and condemned such actions
in the names of all the residents.®

'The British and Arab press also reported on the involvement of Jews of Ye-
menite origin in the Irgun’s terrorist operations. The British press claimed that the
perpetrators of one attack belonged to a “Black” company of the Irgun composed
of Yemenite Jews.* The Palestinian Arab press also claimed that Yemenite Jews
were involved in violent attacks against Arabs. The tendency to automatically
attribute any attack to Yemenites was illustrated after the murder of five Jewish
young men at the Hawaii Garden Caf¢ in Tel Aviv in August 1947. Although the
men were actually murdered by armed Arabs, the newspaper Filastin reported
that the attack had been carried out by Yemenite Jews opposed to socializing
between young Jewish women and Arab men.* The allegations leveled against
the Yemenite community created concerns about attempts by Palestinian Arabs
to launch terrorist attacks on the main centers of the community, such as Kerem
Hatemanim in Tel Aviv, and concern among the leadership of the Yemenite
community in Palestine that the result could be a worsening of the condition of
the Jews in Yemen.® The position of the Council of the Sephardi Community
in Jerusalem against terror attacks was expressed by Eliachar: “we have acted
immediately to condemn insane and damaging actions, no matter by whom
they were perpetrated.” The council called for an improvement in the cultural,
social, and economic condition of the Oriental communities and warned that
blaming the Sephardim for terrorist attacks could widen the gulf between the
Zionist institutions and the majority of the Sephardi population.

Following the report claiming that Ben-Gurion had mentioned the involve-
ment of Yemenite Jews in terrorist activities, Mishmar—the newspaper of the
Hashomer Hatza‘ir —remarked in January 1947 that anyone “who reviews the
names of [Jewish] terror activists injured or arrested reaches the conclusion

that the terrorist groups have enjoyed considerable success among the Oriental
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communities.”® The newspaper went on to note the tragic paradox that many
of the residents of what it called the “suburban neighborhoods” in the main
cities, who the newspaper felt naturally belonged on the Left, had actually
voted for the Revisionist Party in the recent Zionist Congress elections. The
newspaper hence urged the Labor Zionist movement to intensify its activities in
the frontier neighborhoods, noting that the Histadrut’s efforts in this field had
focused mainly on social assistance, rather than on educational and political work.
Mishmar added that the youth movements affiliated with the labor movement
had virtually no presence in the neighborhoods. The work of Hano‘ar Ha'oved
had contributed little to improving the situation, in the newspaper’s opinion,
since its activities were confined mainly to vocational issues. The small number
of educational groups initiated by the cooperative settlements were also unable
to function as a “serious force given the thousands of youths left to their own
devices or to absorb the atmosphere of the streets.”®

'The combination of the feelings of neglect and discrimination prevalent among
the residents of the poor neighborhoods and their exclusion from the national
institutions of the Zionist movement and the Yishuv contributed to the national
friction that erupted along the border between the Yemenite neighborhoods
and the Arab-dominated ones. Terrorist acts against these neighborhoods, such
as the planting of a bomb by Arabs in the courtyard of a school for Yemenite
children in the Kerem Yisrael neighborhood of Tel Aviv, close to Manashiyya,
during the early stage of the Arab Revolt, were among the factors that fueled
the mutual acts of revenge and violence along these borders.*

'The arguments surrounding the connection between Yemenite Jews and the
terrorist actions of the Irgun and Lehi even led to violent exchanges between
members of the Hashomer Hatza‘ir and Yemenite youths. Indeed, the Hebrew
press depicted the political and ethnic tension that erupted in February 1947 as a
battle between Hashomer Hatza'ir and the Yemenites.” The clashes began after
Yemenite youths from the Neve Shalom neighborhood, just outside Natanya,
were beaten by members of Hashomer Hatza‘ir from Kibbutz Eilat. The attackers
justified their actions by claiming that a member of Hashomer Hatza‘ir who
was removing an Irgun poster in Natanya had been beaten by Yemenite youths.”

On February 12, dozens of youths armed with Molotov cocktails attacked clubs
belonging to Hashomer Hatza'ir in Rehovot and Tel Aviv, causing extensive
damage.” The Hebrew youth movements, including the Sephardi Degel Zion,
condemned the attack, which Hashomer Hatza‘ir described as a manifestation of
fascist tendencies in the Yishuv that gravitated toward the Irgun.” Following this

outbreak of violence, the Irgun circulated a pamphlet with a statement warning
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that the British were attempting to foment civil war in the Yishuv. The Irgun
emphasized that it had not been involved in the attack on Hashomer Hatza‘ir’s
clubs and added that “there are inciters who are interested in encouraging mu-
tual hatred and in sparking a civil war that will divert attention from the main
issue—the war of liberation—to shameful internal squabbles.”” This was not
the first conflict between the secessionist organizations and Hashomer Hatza'ir.
During the 1940s, various clashes between members of Hashomer Hatza‘ir
and “Hebrews of Yemenite origin and non-Yemenites”—to use Menachem
Begin's definition—and between members of the kibbutzim and residents of
the frontier neighborhoods illustrated the ethnic and political nature of the
growing social tension between the right-wing organizations and the Labor
Zionist movement.”

Against this background, and as part of the attempt to expand the activities
of the labor movement and the Histadrut among Oriental youth, a gathering
of Oriental activists was held at the Histadrut’s building in Tel Aviv. Using the
slogan “let our weapons be pure,” the event emphasized the need to accept the
authority of the national institutions of the Yishuv and to engage in outreach
activities among the Oriental communities to “open their eyes to the dangers
inherent in the actions of the secessionist organizations.” The participants em-
phasized the urgent need to organize Oriental youth in the neighborhoods
and suburbs and engage them in Zionist activity.” As on similar occasions,
participants suggested that the neglect and poverty facing the young residents
of the frontier neighborhoods encouraged them to resort to violence and terror.

Ya'acov Riftin expressed a similar opinion at a meeting of the Hashomer
Hatza'ir Council in March 1947: “This pattern is exemplified by the exploitation
of the feeling of inferiority among the members of the Oriental communities,
who have been neglected for many years—neglect that is unforgivable—to
engage them in actions contrary to the supreme national authority. This is a
typical fascist rebellion that nurtures delusions of grandeur and victory, but
that ultimately leads the people to doom.” In a speech in June 1947 to the
Council of Hashomer Hatza‘ir Party, Yehuda Dranitzky, a senior figure in the
Histadrut and in Hashomer Hatza'ir, also noted that the Histadrut constituted
a small minority in the “congested and impoverished suburbs.” These suburbs,
he explained, “do not rest on their laurels. There is constant foment there, and it
is there that we find the main bases of Jewish fascism.”” These “suburbs”—that
is, the borderline and frontier neighborhoods—thus increasingly became the
target for activities by both right-wing and left-wing parties and a key arena in
the political struggle between the two camps. These neighborhoods were also
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the location of efforts to recruit Oriental youth into the ranks of the Irgun, the
Lehi, and the Palmach.

Mizrahanut and Revisionism: An Anticolonial Struggle

Israeli historians have examined the affinity between the Irgun and the Oriental
communities as part of their broader examination of the status of the Mizrahim
in the State of Israel, including the discussion about the political support of these
communities for the right-wing Israeli Herut Party and later the Likud.” Various
factors may explain what has become known as the alliance of the downtrodden
(ahvat hameduka’im)—the coalition forged among various social and political
groups that were excluded by Mapai and its associated institutions. The theories
proposed include voting as a form of protest, patterns of nationalist extremism,
attempts by the Mizrahim to distance themselves from their Arab identity,
and reactions to the changing status of Jews and Muslims as the minority and
majority groups in Israel. Yet, as Uri Cohen and Nissim Leon have argued, the
integration of the Mizrahim into the Herut Party and the leadership of the
Likud was a relatively late phenomenon. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the
Likud maintained its character as the representative of the so-called fighting
family, and as such was dominated by former members of Beitar and the Irgun,
most of whom were of Eastern European descent.®

'This analysis reinforces the importance of the question of the affinity be-
tween the Revisionist Movement and the Oriental communities during the
Mandatory period in general and regarding the Arab Question in particular.®!
In the previous chapters we noted that the Revisionist Movement sought to
emphasize the special bond that it claimed existed between Vladimir (Zeev)
Jabotinsky (the founder and leader of the Revisionist Party) and the Sephardi
and Oriental Jews. Before the 1931 elections to the Yishuv’s third Assembly of
Representatives, a list of candidates associated with Revisionist Zionism was
formed comprising Sephardi and Oriental Jewish Communities supporters of
Jabotinsky.® Jabotinsky was careful to recall this connection. In a letter to the
World Confederation of Sephardi Jews, he declared: “I am pleased that my
brothers from the Sephardi community and the other Oriental communities
still recall the feelings of respect I have always had in my heart toward this part
of our people—a part that is the true base and foundation of our ancient race.”

'The formation of the list of candidates consisting of Sephardi and Oriental
Jewish supporters of Jabotinsky challenged the traditional Sephardi position that

was expressed by organizations such as the Association of the Pioneers of the
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East regarding the Sephardim’s ability to serve as a bridge for rapprochement
between Jews and Arabs. In an article titled “Mizrahanut and Revisionism,”
published in Doar Hayom as part of the debate on the proposed Arab-Jewish
conference of 1932 (see chapter 3) and as an answer to an article published by
Eliyahu Sasson in a/~-Alam al-Isra’ili on August 26, 1932 (claiming that there
was a contradiction between being an Oriental leader and a Revisionist), Moshe
Ben-‘Ami, one of Jabotinsky’s supporters, argued that there was no contradic-
tion between Oriental Jews’ support for the Revisionist Party and support for
rapprochement between Jews and Arabs: “The view that a son of the Orient
(ben hamizrah) cannot head a Mizrahi institution if he is a Revisionist is a rep-
rehensible one. The affiliation of a son of the Orient with revisionist Zionism
does not negate his potential or his right to aspire to mutual understanding
with the Arabs.”® Regarding the Arab Question, Ben-‘Ami stated that “every
Mizrahi Jew has his own worldview and each one serves his people according
to his views and conscience.”

Ben-‘Ami, who used both Mizrahanut and Mizrahaniyut in his article to
describe the meaning of Oriental Jewish identity, asked “what is the attitude
of the Oriental Jews(bney edot hamizrah) on the Arab question?” He began his
answer by noting that “those who consider Oriental Jews to be a party; those
who consider them as an association that shares a particular political opinion;
those who seek to attribute to them a fixed frame of mind and special qualities
that are not influenced by their surroundings and by what has happened and
is still happening in our world—all these are mistaken. In reality, the Oriental
Jewish communities today belong to the different parties and streams just like
the other sections of the Yishuv.” For Ben-‘Ami, the meaning of the support
of the Oriental Jews for the Revisionist Party was that “Mizrahaniyut does not
mean obsequiousness and concessions.” Mizrahaniyut, according to Ben-Ami,
supports a firm stance regarding the homeland and revival, and therefore there
was no contradiction between “Mizrahaniyut and Revizionism”™

Ben-‘Ami sought to support his argument by discussing the results of the
elections to the third Assembly of Representatives, which he claimed revealed a
clear division in voting patterns among Oriental Jews, with 40 percent support-
ing the Revisionist Zionism, 40 percent supporting the World Confederation
of Sephardi Jews, and 20 percent supporting Mapai. Defending Jabotinsky’s
political position on the Arab Question, Ben-‘Ami argued that his opposition
to negotiations with the Arabs was not due to hatred or a lack of desire for
understanding between Jews and Arabs, but because no one could be found on

the Arab side who supported understanding, and because Revisionist Zionism
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opposed the path of obsequiousness. Ben-‘Ami also presented the revisionist
position that Arabs would not be persecuted in the Jewish state and that their
civil and religious rights would be protected.®

'The call to support the Revisionist Party exploited the sense of discrimination
on the part of the Zionist leadership, creating a distinction between “first-class
citizens and second-class citizens,” as noted in the manifesto published by the
Sephardi list of candidates that was associated with Revisionist Zionism in the
elections of January 1931. Moreover, “official Zionism has not only failed to take
an interest in the Oriental Jews, but has turned its back on them, regarding
them as stepchildren.”¥ The claim that Mapai bore the main responsibility for
the grave economic and cultural condition of the Oriental Jews, and particularly
for the neglect of the frontier neighborhoods and the Oriental youth and for
discrimination in various fields, was repeated throughout the Mandatory period
in numerous discussions, speeches, and articles, particularly in Hed Hamizrah.®

'The discussion concerning the political support of the Oriental Jews for the
Revisionist Movement included the question of whether the Mizrahim played a
significant role in the Irgun and Lehi. This question was reinforced by the rhet-
oric employed by Menachem Begin, as the leader of the Irgun. As we discussed
above in this chapter, the initial response by the Irgun to Ben-Gurion’s alleged
comments about the involvement of Yemenite Jews in terrorism emphasized that
the Irgun was proud of its Oriental members and its ability to recruit residents
of the poor neighborhoods who were on the margins of society in the Yishuw.
Begin repeated this point in his later speeches and after the establishment of
the State of Israel—for example, in a Knesset session on December 8,1964, and
in a famous speech in Tel Aviv on June 27, 1981. At the height of the election
campaign for the Knesset, Begin referred in his speech to the deaths of Moshe
Barazani, a member of the Lehi who was born in Baghdad, and Meir Feinstein
of the Irgun: “The members of our Mizrahi communities were heroic fighters,
including in the underground. They include some of those who were hanged
on the gallows and who continued to sing ‘Hatikva’ until the last moment of
their life. They astonished the entire world with their exemplary heroism. . . .
Ashkenazim? Iraqis? Brothers! Fighters!”®

'The sociologist Shlomi Resnik examined the recruitment drives of the Irgun
and the social background of its members. He found that under Begin’s leader-
ship, the number of members of the Irgun increased, leading to a change in the
social profile of its activists. Graduates of the youth movements affiliated with the
Revisionist Movement, such as National Hebrew Youth, Brit Hahashmona'im,

or Beitar, were the primary source of recruits to the Irgun. Resnik found that the
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memberships of both the Irgun and Lehi were predominantly Ashkenazi. He
estimated that 26.7 percent of the members of the Irgun and 25.5 percent of the
members of the Lehi were Sephardim and Oriental Jews. Among activists in the
two organizations who had been born in Palestine, the proportion of Sephardim
and Oriental Jews was higher: 42 percent for the Irgun and 35 percent for the
Lehi.”® The Irgun historian David Niv supports these findings, noting that most
of the members of the Irgun were of Ashkenazi origin. According to him, the
proportion of Ashkenazim in most of the Irgun’s branches was 6575 percent,
but in Jerusalem, the proportion was 50-60 percent.” Given these figures and
the emphasis on the role of Oriental youth in the operations of the Irgun and
Lehi, the question arises as to whether the involvement of the Oriental youth
was also due to their belief in the idea of a joint Arab-Jewish struggle against
the Mandatory government as a foreign colonial rule.

During the course of their violent campaign to end British rule, the Irgun and
Lehi also argued that the British were fomenting conflict and division between
Jews and Arabs. The Irgun saw the British policy of divide and rule as a classic
colonialist tactic designed to encourage confrontation between different reli-
gious, national, and ethnic groups. On September 15,1944, for example, the Irgun
published a pamphlet addressed to the Arab population in Palestine advocating
peace and fellowship between the two peoples: “We do not see you as enemies.
We want to see you as good neighbors. We have not come to destroy you or to
usurp the land you live on. There is room for you, too, in the Land of Israel, and
for your children and grandchildren, as well as for millions of Jews who have
no life other than in this land.” The pamphlet explained the status Arabs would
enjoy as a minority in a Jewish state: “The Hebrew government will grant you
full equal rights: The Arabic and Hebrew languages will be the languages of
the land; there will be no discrimination between Arab and Jew in securing a
governmental or public position. The holy places of the Muslim religion will be
under the supervision of your representatives.”*

In August 1947, following the publication of the conclusions of the United
Nations Special Committee on Palestine (Unscop), the Irgun distributed another
pamphlet to the Arabs in Palestine: “The method used by the British enslavers
to maintain their rule is an old and familiar one. This is the way of fomenting
hatred between different sections of the population, so that they shed their blood
in mutual clashes and weaken themselves by internal conflict.” Addressing the
Arabs directly, the pamphlet continued: “Our Arab neighbors, do not be misled
by the devilish game of the British enslavers. You know that we fight solely

against the damned enslavers, and not against you.” The Irgun even advocated
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a joint Jewish-Arab struggle: “Your interest and our common interest demands
that you stand not against us, but with us in a decisive war against the British
invader.”

However, the clearest call for anticolonialist Jewish-Arab cooperation was
made not in Palestine, but in Cairo. On November 6, 1944, two Lehi activists,
Eliyahu Hakim and Eliyahu Beit-Tzuri, assassinated Lord Moyne, the British
minister of state in the Middle East. The assassination itself, and even more so
the subsequent trial of Hakim and Beit-Tzuri in an Egyptian military court, was
extensively covered in the global press.” The trial began on January 10,1945 and
lasted eight days. On March 22, the two men were executed. The trial, which
was attended by dozens of foreign journalists, was held in a public hall in Cairo.
One of the journalists who reported on the event was the American military
correspondent and writer Gerold Frank, who published his recollections of the
trial in a book.” The defense attorneys were prominent figures in the Egyptian
legal scene, particularly Tawfiq Dus Pasha, who had served as a government
minister and was a leading attorney.”

'The international interest in the trial was not due solely to Lord Moyne’s
status as a senior British politician. The Hebrew and Arab press in Palestine also
covered the trial extensively, and those present in the courtroom included ‘Awni
‘Abd al-Hadj, the leader of the Palestinian Istiqlal Party. The newspaper Filastin
emphasized that this was the first major international trial held in Egypt since
the 1936 agreement between Egypt and Britain. Filastin noted that the trial was
conducted “in an Arab court, with Arab judges, in accordance with Arab laws,
and in an independent Arab state where the law is free of any alien influence.””®
According to Filastin, the trial “has aroused pride among the Arabs and placed
us on an equal footing with the most civilized nations of the world in terms of
the honesty of justice and the pure application of the law.” The manner in which
the trial was conducted, and particularly the way the defense attorneys worked
on behalf of the two Jewish defendants, were described by Filastin as proof that
the Arabs were “a more noble, generous, and honest nation than the West—that
West with the racial distinctions and unbridled nationalism that threw Europe
into a barbaric war.”” Journalists also focused on the response of the Egyptian
public to the unique ideological stance presented by Hakim and Beit-Tzuri.!®

Beit-Tzuri was born in Tel Aviv in 1922 to a father who had come from Minsk
and a mother from a Sephardi family. He was educated at the Tachkemoni
School in the city. His father, Yosef Moshe Beit-Tzuri, was well known among
the Arab residents of Jaffa, where he served as director of the post office. In

1932 he and his family moved to Tiberias for four years.'” During their stay in
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Tiberias, Eliyahu gained a basic knowledge of Arabic. After the family returned
to Tel Aviv, Eliyahu continued his high school education at Balfour School
and was a member of the Maccabi youth movement. His schoolmates included
Amichai Feiglin, who later served as the Irgun’s operational commander; David
Danon, a member of the Irgun and later a professor at the Weizmann Institute;
and Uzi Ornan, a member of the Council for the Coalition for Hebrew Youth,
which was better known as the Canaanite movement, and later a professor at
the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.'®? Beit-Tzuri was influenced by the views
of Yonatan Ratosh, the founder of the Canaanite movement, and joined the
Council for the Coalition for Hebrew Youth and the National Cells (one of the
Revisionist Party’s youth movements).'”® After graduating from high school,
Beit-Tzuri studied at the Institute for Oriental Studies in the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem, where he acquired a knowledge of literary Arabic. At this stage he
left the Irgun and joined the Lehi.™

Hakim was born in Beirut in 1925 and came to Haifa with his family at the age
of seven. He attended the Alliance Israélite Universelle School and the Hebrew
Reali School in Haifa before volunteering for the British Army during World
War II. After serving in military bases in Egypt, he deserted and returned to
Haifa in December 1943. Hakim also left the Irgun and was recruited to the Lehi
by Ya’acov Banai, one of the senior operations officers in the organization.'® His
experience in the British army prior to his desertion, his knowledge of Arabic,
and his involvement in a failed attempt to assassinate High Commissioner
Harold McMichael all prepared Hakim for his ultimate mission. Despite the
different backgrounds of Beit-Tzuri and Hakim, they were both well-educated
urban youths who joined the Lehi. Their decision to join this underground
organization can be explained, in part, by the strong anticolonial component in
the Lehi’s ideology.1

'This anticolonial stance became apparent during the trial of Hakim and Beit-
Tzuri and was highlighted in the news coverage of the event. The Egyptian
public was particularly fascinated by Beit-Tzuri’s remarks during his speech
in his own defense. He attacked British imperialism and spoke in favor of the
revival of the peoples of the Orient. He began his remarks by recalling that
when he was twelve years old, he saw British police in Tel Aviv using violence
to disperse a demonstration demanding open Jewish immigration. This incident
led Beit-Tzuri to reconsider the legitimacy of British rule. His conclusion was
unequivocal: “The Englishman may come to my country, be a policeman there,
and act as he sees fit—since my country is held by a foreign government.”"”

During the trial, Beit-Tzuri described the British policy as colonial imperialism
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and claimed that the Mandatory government had encouraged conflict and hatred
between the two peoples: “British propaganda has accustomed the world to see
the Palestine question as a conflict between Jews and Arabs, and the British as
judges and regulators. It is inaccurate to see the issue in this manner. It is quite
untrue! The Palestine issue is simply a confrontation between the Hebrew sons
of the land, who are the owners of the land, and a government that is utterly
alien to the land—the British regime.”%

Beit-Tzuri’s position, which strongly reflected the influence of the ideology
of the Canaanite movement, was also reflected in his claim that his actions were
motivated not by Zionism, but by the fact that as a “native of the country” (Ben
Hga’aretz) he was fighting for the independence of his homeland: “It is a mistake
to believe that we here represent Zionism. We, the Hebrew sons of the Land
of Israel, have decided to secure our country’s independence from the current
regime. We are not fighting to implement the Balfour Declaration; we are not
fighting for a National Home in accordance with the Mandate or otherwise.
These do not interest us. We are fighting for the essence of the matter: for liberty.
We want our Land of Israel to be free and independent.”*

'This position was emphasized by Filastin, which described Beit-Tzuri as one
of the “sons of Palestine” (abna filastin) ™ This position was further emphasized
in the remarks of the defense lawyer, who depicted the defendants as fighters
against imperialism and British colonialism rather than as part of the Zionist
struggle. After the announcement of the death penalty, which was perceived as
resulting from British interference in the Egyptian judicial system, demonstrators
in Cairo demanded the release of Hakim and Beit-Tzuri."" Indeed, fear that the
assassination might influence Egyptian public opinion was one of the reasons
for the execution of Beit-Tzuri and Hakim. Awareness of public opinion was
apparent not only during the course of the trial and in the circumstances that
led to the sentence, but also in a remark by Beit-Tzuri during his interrogation
that he hoped that the jury would be composed of Arab citizens, since he was
convinced that such jurors would prove sympathetic to his assassination of a
British minister. During his interrogation, Beit-Tzuri explained that Arabs and
Jews could live together in friendship and that the Arabs, particularly those in
Palestine, supported the Stern Gang. For Beit-Tzuri, the assassination of Lord
Moyne was the first stage in a global uprising."?

Canaanite ideology attached great importance to the national and territorial
identity of the native of the land, immersed in his homeland, local geography,
and the broader semitic domain. At the same time, the Canaanite interpretation

of this identity negated the connection between nationhood and Judaism, and
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in this respect it was directly opposed to the idea of Zionism among Oriental
Jews. Thus Beit-Tzuri represented a small cadre of educated Hebrew youths who
grew up in the 1930s and found their place in the Lehi, viewing their struggle
against the British as part of a broader struggle in the region as a whole."® From
this standpoint, the assassination in Cairo was a step toward realizing the Lehi’s
ideal of cooperation with the Arab world against British imperialism."* The
journal Hahazit (The front line), edited by Yisrael Eldad and Nathan Yellin
Mor, provided an official interpretation of the assassination from the standpoint
of the Lehi; like Beit-Tzuri, the journal argued that the assassination of Lord
Moyne was an anticolonialist act. Hachazit described Lord Moyne’s function
as being to secure Britain’s colonial rule in the Mediterranean and British eco-
nomic interests in the region. According to the Lehi’s position as expounded
in the journal, the British sought to prevent the emergence of an independent
Hebrew nation capable of “awakening the slumbering Orient from its sleep and
restoring its sense of self~-worth.” Moyne’s assassination was therefore intended
to prevent Britain from realizing its desire for “a colonial population and co-
lonial arrangements.” Members of the Lehi continued to apply this ideology
in their political activities during the late 1950s and 1960s—for example, in the
manifesto of the Semitic Action movement. Headed by Uri Avneri, Boaz Evron,
and Nathan Yellin Mor, this group advocated the establishment of a Palestinian
state alongside the State of Israel, as part of a regional federation.

Mista’arvim: The Arab Department of the Palmach
During the course of World War 11, as the Yishuv mobilized to support the Brit-

ish war effort and as part of its preparations for a possible German invasion, the
youth of the Yishuv were involved in new military and security organizations."®
As noted above, the mobilization process highlighted the argument within
the Yishuv about the status of the Sephardim and the Oriental Jews and their
contribution to the national effort. During the war, however, the Irgun, Lehi,
Haganah, and Palmach all intensified their efforts to recruit youths from the
frontier neighborhoods to their ranks and special military intelligence units.!’
As Moshe Lissak noted, the labor movement criticized the separate political and
social organizations of the Sephardim. Despite this criticism, special departments
for the Oriental communities were established in the Histadrut and Mapai, as
well as in their affiliated bodies, including the security organizations."

As discussed above, the Sephardi elite demanded that the national institutions

recognize their role as political, social, and cultural mediators between Jews and
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Arabs. In contrast, the security organizations of the Yishuv found the Sephardi,
Yemenite, and Oriental youth particularly suited to serve military purposes,
disguised as Arabs. The question that needs to be considered is whether the
recruitment of these youths into security organizations involved acts of disguise
only, or whether it was also a reflection of their complex hybrid identity as natives
of Palestine and the surrounding region, deeply embedded in Oriental culture
and heritage. This hybrid identity, we argue, enabled these youths to cross from
one society to the other, from one identity to the other, and from one side of
the border to the other.”

In the spring of 1941, the Haganah established a Syrian Department on the
initiative of the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, and in cooperation
with British intelligence.” The department was an intelligence and commando
unit that was intended to operate in Vichy-controlled Syria and Lebanon. Some
of the members of the Syrian Department were Jews of Ashkenazi origin who
had grown up in the mixed cities or worked as guards in Jewish agriculture
settlements and had acquired a knowledge of Arabic.’ However, the majority
of the first members recruited into the department were of Oriental origin,
in particular Damascene-born Jews. In September 1940 those members were
sent to Beirut, Tripoli, and Damascus on intelligence and sabotage missions
determined by the British army. This marked the beginning of a method of
recruitment and activation through which additional groups of Mista’arvim,
some of them natives of Palestine, were sent to Syria and Lebanon on military
intelligence missions.'?

In 1942, Yigal Allon, who was serving at the time as commander of the First
Company of the Palmach, assumed command of the Syrian Department.’”
During his period in command, Allon focused mainly on developing a program
of training and exercises for the Mista’arvim. In the summer of 1943, after the
Haganah and the British army ended their period of cooperation, Allon ini-
tiated the formation of the Palmach’s Arab Department. The department was
staffed in part by some of those who had served in the Syrian Department, as
well as by members of an intelligence department based on Mount Carmel.
'The new department was headed by Yerucham Cohen and was also known as
the Shahar Department—*“shahar” literally means “dawn,” but the name was
actually a bowdlerized allusion to the epithet “shchorim” (blacks), referring to the
predominantly Oriental members of the department.’® The Arab Department
was a special unit that ran intelligence, patrol, and commando operations in
Palestine and the Arab states until it was disbanded in 1950.'%

Cohen, who headed the department between 1943 and 1945, was born in Tel
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Avivin 1916 to a family of Yemenite origin. He completed his high school studies
at the Herzliya Gymnasium in Tel Aviv, where his father worked as a janitor;
his family lived on the school grounds. Cohen brought considerable experience
in intelligence and combat operations to his position in the department: he
had worked with Arab laborers at a British army base in Palestine and been
a member of the Special Night Squads responsible for protecting the oil line
from Mosul to Haifa, under the command of Orde Wingate. In 1941 Cohen
was among the first members of the Haganah'’s Syrian Department. During the
1948 war, he was the intelligence officer of the Palmach Brigade and adjutant
to Allon, then commander of the Southern Front. As part of his duties, Cohen
directed the Israeli negotiations with the besieged Egyptian troops in the Fa-
luja enclave, including Gamal Abdel Nasser.”” Cohen belonged to a significant
cadre of Oriental members of the Palmach’s Arab Department. Like their peers
in the Irgun and Lehi, most of these activists had been raised in the frontier
neighborhoods, alongside Arabs, or have been employed at places where both
Arabs and Jews worked.

In her study of the Zionist use of force, Anita Shapira argued that most of the
Jewish youths in the Yishuv grew up in a Jewish world in which Arabs played
only a marginal role, and that the points of contact between Jewish and Arab
youths were relatively limited.'””” This description is certainly accurate in the
case of those who grew up in the rural collective settlements or in the Jewish
colonies, but it is less true of the Oriental youth who grew up in the frontier
neighborhoods of the mixed cities. This is clearly shown by the backgrounds
of the members of the Palmach’s Arab Department. According to Cohen, the
recruiting efforts to the unit targeted “those with an Oriental appearance whose
mother tongue is Arabic, and who lived in the peripheral neighborhoods of the
cities with a mixed population, and were therefore thoroughly familiar with the
Arab of the Land of Israel” and were “imbued with the characteristic qualities
of the local Arabs.”? Cohen explained that this meant that they lacked a high
school education. One of these Oriental youth who were recruited for the Arab
Department was Ya'acov (Ya'akuba) Cohen.

Ya'acov Cohen was one of the senior members of the Palmach’s Arab De-
partment, and he later occupied senior positions in the Intelligence Division
of the Israeli Defense Forces (1pF ). His biography illustrates the manner in
which life in the impoverished neighborhoods of the mixed cities prepared
Oriental youths for their function as Mista’arvim. Cohen was born in 1924 in the
Nachalat Zion neighborhood of Jerusalem to a family of Persian descent. Like
many of his comrades in the Arab Department, Cohen did not complete high
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school; instead, he started working to help his family, who faced severe financial
difficulties. He joined the youth movement Hano‘ar Ha'oved and participated
in its training program at Kibbutz Kinneret. In 1942 he joined the Palmach and
volunteered for the Arab Department. His training as a Mista’arev included
listening to Friday sermons in mosques and working as a laborer in the port of
Haifa, using the false identity of a Palestinian from Jaftfa. Cohen continued to
adopt a Palestinian Arab identity during his various intelligence activities. In the
1948 war he disguised himself as a Palestinian refugee and conducted intelligence
operations in Beirut and Damascus.

Cohen described his life in the Nachalat Zion neighborhood—among Jews of
Persian, Kurdish, and Syrian descent and in close proximity to the Arab villages
of Sheikh Bader and Lifta—as characterized by neighborly relations between
Jews and Arabs: “We felt at home in the village, including fighting, friendship,
and thievery. . . . We learned their [the Arabs’] mentality and their customs. We
were at home in their village and they were at home in our neighborhood.””
He described the social and economic interactions he experienced during his
childhood in the following terms: “When we were children we did not have
clubs or playgrounds. These were our games. They [the Arabs] would come with
donkeys loaded with bags of wheat and they would grind the wheat. We would
help them, and so we found ourselves riding the donkeys and reaching their
villages.” He continued: “For example, on more than one occasion I ran away
from school or stayed out of school and was afraid to come home. Or my father
was mad at me. So I would go to them [the Arabs] and sleep there. I slept there
quite often, even during the periods of rioting.”°

However, the relations between people in the Nachlaot neighborhood and
those in the nearby Arab villages also included elements of confrontation and
violence. Cohen described the high level of anxiety in his neighborhood during
the Arab Revolt—an anxiety that was intensified by the fact that some of the
families in the neighborhood had relatives who were victims of the 1929 Hebron
massacre. But the mukhtar of Sheikh Bader personally warned the residents of
the Jewish neighborhood about possible attacks and did his best to protect them.
When Cohen’s father demanded that he hide under the bed in the event of an
attack, Cohen replied: “I know the Arabs, their homes are like mine: no one
will make me hide.”™ Cohen also offered his own explanation for the violence
shown by Oriental youths toward Arab passers-by: “During the day we weren't
afraid of the Arabs, but at night we were afraid of them. At night we always
trembled in fear that they might attack. But during the day there was a kind of

counter-reaction to this and we would abuse the Arabs. We used to make lots of
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trouble for them, overturning their stalls, tipping over their baskets of eggs. Today
I think about how cruel we were in our actions toward them. But again, this was
a kind of counter-reaction to our night-time fear of the Arabs as children.”?

Cohen is only one example. Nissim ‘Ataya also grew up in the Nachalat Zion
neighborhood. There were many children in his family, and he was forced to
quit school and work as a cobbler. Before joining the Palmach, ‘Ataya served as
a counselor in the youth movement Hano‘ar Ha‘oved, working with neglected
youths in Jerusalem. In December 1947 he was sent to the village of Beit Nabala,
disguised as an Arab barber, to monitor the movements of the Jordanian Legion.
To this day the circumstances of his death and his place of burial remain un-
known. David Mizrahi, who was also born in Jerusalem but grew up in Rehovot,
had a similar background. He had to leave school and worked as a laborer in
an orange packing factory in an orchard. In May 1948 Mizrahi was caught in
Gaza during a controversial intelligence operation, and he was executed together
with his friend Ezra Ifgin. Moshe ‘Adaki, who was born in Cairo to a family of
Yemenite origin and grew up in the Beit Shalom neighborhood of Jerusalem,
also left school because his family faced extreme financial hardship.”® He too
found his place in the Palmach’s Arab Department.

Another group of youths who served as Mista’arvim in the Palmach were
Jewish immigrants who arrived in Palestine with their families from Arab and
Muslim countries and settled, in most cases, in the border neighborhoods of
the mixed cities. Other youths, lacking any profession or vocation, immigrated
to Palestine alone, while their families remained in one of the neighboring
countries. These youths were initially absorbed in the kibbutzim, but most of
them eventually found their way to the border neighborhoods of the main
cities. Youths who had been active in the Zionist youth movement Hehalutz
in Damascus and in Iraq were particularly prominent among these recruits
to the Arab Department. Thus the pool of recruits for the Palmach’s Arab
Department included Palmach members of Oriental origin; a small cadre of
Ashkenazim who had acquired a command of Arabic, such as Uri Thon, who
grew up in Baghdad and Cairo; and youths from the frontier neighborhoods
of the mixed cities.””® A distinction could thus be made between youths from
the economic and social elite of the Sephardi community and those who had
grown up in economic and social deprivation. The Palmach commanders were
not unaware of this distinction.*

In many respects, service in the Arab Department allowed young immigrants
to maintain the hybrid Jewish-Arab identity they had acquired in their countries
of origin. Thus, for example, the pseudonyms they adopted were often their
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Arab childhood names in their countries of birth.” Yet service in the Palmach
also enabled the youths to integrate themselves into the society of the Yishuv
and adopt a Sabra identity. It is true that in a number of cultural areas, such
as slang and music, the Palmach absorbed elements of their Arab culture that
were subsequently passed on to Hebrew culture as a whole.”™ Nevertheless,
the dominant cultural identity the Mista’arvim were expected to assume after
completing their mission was a Hebrew, not an Arab, one. Their loyalty was
not questioned, as they were committed to the Zionist project and the Yishuv.
'The members of the Arab Department were not immune to the demand to be
integrated into Hebrew culture, or to the negative attitudes toward the Oriental
communities. On various occasions, the members encountered a cool reception
in the kibbutzim. Moreover, during their time in the kibbutzim they rarely
developed social relations with the members of the host communities. The
members of the department sought to explain this by noting that the kibbutz
members were nervous about possible romantic connections between youths
of Oriental descent and the women in the community. As Gamliel Cohen,
one of the leading members of the department, noted years later, however, the
underlying problem was the kibbutz members’ feeling that the youths were
alien and different. Cohen argued that the same attitude was apparent during
the absorption of Oriental children in the kibbutzim, in comparison to the
treatment of children of European origin."’

Encounters between members of the Arab Department and the Muslim and
Christian Arab population also exposed their hybrid identity as they moved—in
some cases for many years—between different communities and between their
Hebrew and Arab identities. During operations outside the borders of Pales-
tine, they were required to use a cover story that could explain their Palestinian
Arabic dialect. Some of those stationed in Beirut or Damascus chose to present
themselves as Palestinian refugees. Shimon Harosh (Horesh), for example, was
born in 1926 in the Manshiyya neighborhood on the border between Tel Aviv
and Jaffa and attended St. Joseph’s School in Jaffa. In May 1948 he traveled to
Lebanon and Damascus disguised as a Palestinian refugee from Safed.'*® Mean-
while, members of the Arab Department who were active among the Palestinian
population and whose Arabic accent was that of a neighboring country often
presented themselves as immigrant workers from Syria or Egypt. The members
of the Arab Department were also well aware of the sometimes considerable
differences among the Arabic dialects of different areas within Palestine, as well
as between the speech of urban dwellers and villagers.™*

The Mista’arvim sent regular reports to the Palmach headquarters, and those
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were also forwarded to the Arab Bureau of the Political Department of the
Jewish Agency and to the Haganah’s Intelligence Service. The reports men-
tioned the suspicious attitudes prevalent among the Arab population toward
Oriental and Yemenite Jews, who were often suspected of sabotage or intelli-
gence activities. In addition, Palestinian Arab refugees in the Arab countries
were suspected of being Jews in disguise. Such suspicion about the mixing
(instead of the exchange) of identities between Jews and Palestinian Arabs,
or between Jewish and Muslim Palestinian refugees, is a powerful illustration
of the complexity of relations between the two peoples during the Mandatory
period. The reports of the Mista’arvim thus enhance our understanding of
attitudes among the Arab population in the mixed cities during the 1948 war
and among the Palestinian refugees in the Arab countries. In most cases, the
Mista’arvim became integrated into the lower socioeconomic classes within
the Arab population and reported on the mood in these classes, rather than
among the Arab elite.

The Mista’arvim of the Arab Department frequented streets and markets;
sat in cafés; went to nightclubs; and worked in ports, factories, and car repair
shops. They listened to Friday sermons in the mosques and participated in po-
litical demonstrations and public events. While their specific perspective and
the aspects they chose to emphasize were based on their military roles, their
reports nevertheless provide important insights into the prevailing mood and
the impact of the security situation on daily life, as well as into the deteriorating
relations between Jews and Arabs. In October 1947, shortly before the outbreak
of war, members of the Arab Department were sent on reconnaissance missions
in the main centers of the Palestinian population in Haifa, Safed, and Tiberias.
Gamliel Cohen described his impressions from these missions in the following
terms: “With a considerable measure of enthusiasm, I described the evidence
of coexistence in Tiberias: Jews and Arabs sitting alongside each other around
the tables at a restaurant on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, talking among
themselves in Arabic peppered with Hebrew words.” Tiberias was described as
a city that was indifferent to the problems facing Palestine, where the residents
sat on their balconies reading books; and as a city where Jews and Arabs met in
the bathhouse and lived next to each other in the same buildings.'®

The members of the Arab Department also provided personal testimony
regarding the significance of the Palestinian Nakba. The fascinating testimony
of the Mista’arev Havakuk (Hawla) Cohen presents the perspective of an Ori-
ental Jew, disguised as a Palestinian Arab, reflecting on the experience of being

a refugee during the 1948 war. Cohen was born in Yemen but was raised from
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the age of two in the Yemenite neighborhood in the east of Rishon Lezion. He
learned Arabic from his Arab friends who worked in the orchards and vineyards
around the colony."* Cohen was sent on a mission in the mixed neighborhoods
of Haifa and the Arab sections of the city, disguised as an Arab. He wrote that
on the Arab street it was possible to find “expressions of affection for Jews and
a genuine desire to live with them in peace and fellowship.”* On April 22,
1948, after the Haganah launched an offensive in Haifa, Cohen described the
exchanges of gunfire in the Wadi Nisnas neighborhood and the reactions of the
Arab residents with whom he was sitting in one of the city’s cafés to the Haganah
mortar attack. He then described the scenes at the eastern gate to the port of
Haifa: “There we saw a sad and appalling sight. Hundreds of men, women, and
children stood on the jetty waiting to board boats that were transferring them
to Acre. Women, children, and the elderly were given first place.”*

The next day, Cohen toured the mainly Arab downtown section of Haifa,
which had by then been abandoned and was deserted. He was stopped by
Haganah members and transferred to the Haganah base in Hadar Hacarmel
together with other Arabs. With his comrade from the Arab Department,
Yitzhak Shushan, Cohen boarded a bus for Beirut. The two men pretended to
be Palestinian refugees from Haifa.'¥” In Beirut Cohen met Shaul Carmeli, who
had also been in downtown Haifa during the fighting and had boarded one of
the ships heading to Beirut with Palestinian refugees. Cohen spent several
months in Beirut, mingling with young people and sports fans in the city. His
acquaintances in Beirut included Palestinian refugees he had met in Haifa. He
was known in the city as “the dark Palestinian.”¥ After the war Cohen served
in the Israeli military intelligence, and in 1951, at the age of twenty-four, he was
killed in the Sdom area during an intelligence operation.

Cohen’s reports show that his work went beyond intelligence operations in
their narrow sense. His testimony is a useful source regarding the work of the
Mista’arvim and the vacillating personal identity of the members of the Arab
Department, and it also serves as historical evidence and testimony by virtue
of the fact that they were intimately involved, both as actual participants and
as documenters, in the changing public mood and atmosphere during the 1948
war. The activities and reports of Cohen and his comrades thus reveal that their
work had an element of mediation between identities and cultures, as well as
elements of documentation and commemoration. The man who was mainly
responsible for training them for these activities, and who embodied the role of
the Mista'arev as a cultural mediator, was Shimon Somekh, known as Sama‘an

(a nickname was taken from his family’s original Arabic surname).
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Arab Jews: Between Arab and Hebrew Identities

Somekh was one of the most senior and important figures in the Palmach’s Arab
Department.” He was born in Iraq in 1916 and completed his high school studies
in Baghdad. He left home at the age of seventeen and, with his friend Rahamim
Sbiro, set out in a taxi for Syria. From Damascus he reached Tel Aviv via Rosh
Pina and Beit Shean. Sama‘an worked in the orchards of Petach Tikva and began
to study at Mikveh Israel agricultural school. He followed in the footsteps of
his uncle Eliyahu Agassi, whose activities were discussed in detail in previous
chapters, and moved to Haifa, teaching Arabic in the kibbutzim of the Jezreel
Valley. This teaching program was funded, as discussed in chapter 4, by the Arab
Bureau of the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, headed by Eliyahu
Sasson. In 1942, while teaching in Kibbutz Mishmar Haemek, Somekh was
recruited to the Palmach by Allon, and later he joined the Syrian Department.
After the department was disbanded, he joined the Palmach’s Arab Department
and was appointed the chief instructor and head of training for the Mista’arvim.
Somekh was effectively responsible for recruiting, training, and guiding the
Mista’arvim; he formulated the basic principles shaping their work and its
professional characteristics in military and intelligence terms."

Somekh’s “theory of the Mista’arvim” stated that a candidate for this work
“must, above all, be a member of an Oriental Jewish community originating in
one of the neighboring Arab countries or North Africa; his language and mother
tongue should be Arabic; and he must have maintained contact with his Arab
neighbors in his country of origin or lived alongside or among them.”** This
definition is very similar to the way the Iraqi-born writer and literary scholar
Sasson Somekh defined an Arab Jew, even though the context is obviously very
different.™ The contents of the course for the Mista’arvim, as developed by
Shimon Somekh, reflect the fact that the Mista’arev must be able to assimilate
himself into a Muslim population, drawing on his familiarity with the founda-
tions of Islam and the customs of rural and urban Arab society. For Somekh, a
Mista’arev “is not merely a dark-faced youth with a mustache who speaks Arabic
and appears in an Arab environment, drinking coffee, staying for a moment or
two, and then moving off. Being a Mista’arev means appearing as an Arab in
every respect, in language, conduct, residence, work, and leisure, with a suitable
cover story and with documents supporting his biography and background.”*

Testimonies of and interviews with the members of the Arab Department
repeatedly emphasize Somekh’s unique character and status in the department,

as well as the influence he exerted on those he trained. Ya'akuba Cohen com-
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mented: “He was completely different from us. He was polite. He was always
scrupulously well dressed. We were rough, very loud, and very wild: Israeli Sabras,
noisy and disheveled. He was extremely courteous and came from a very well-
placed and educated background. We were savage Palmachniks. But he fit in with
us excellently. He didn't take part in our hijinks—he was much more reserved.
Even his smiles were very cautious. Very polite and well mannered, he was an
Arabic teacher.”™ In other words, he was the quintessential Arab Jew. Somekh
was a teacher and guide, rather than a commander, and this was probably one
of the reasons for the special status he enjoyed in the department, as well as for
the fact that he was not appointed its commander. In a rare interview, Somekh
used the metaphor of a teacher and his students to describe the way he trained
the young recruits to the department, mentioning his own background as an
Arabic teacher.” The education and social background of most of the members
of the Arab Department, together with the unique nature of the Palmach, thus
gave Somekh’s role an educational, as well as a military, significance.

Somekh used his own cultural background in teaching and training the Mis-
ta’aravim. He was typical of the generation of Iraqi Jews born in the 1920s.
Members of this group grew up under the benign regime of King Faisal I and
were highly active in the social and cultural life of Iraq. During the 1930s and
19408, as Arab nationalism became an increasingly powerful force as part of
the anticolonial struggle, some members of this generation joined the Zionist
underground movement, while others became active in the Iragi Communist
Party. The education and upbringing of this generation allowed those who im-
migrated to Palestine to find a place as Arabic-language teachers in the Yishuw.
As mentioned above, Somekh’s uncle Eliyahu Agassi encouraged him to work
as a teacher in the kibbutzim in the Haifa District. And Sasson enabled Somekh
to complete his studies in Islam with Sheikh Yahya al-Ansari.™’

Somekh’s relationship with Agassi and Sasson, two prominent figures in the
field of Jewish-Arab relations during the Mandatory period, was possible thanks
to his membership in Iraqi Jewish intellectual circles. Before leaving Baghdad,
Somekh had been a member of the Ahi'ever Association.” This was a cultural
society founded in the early 1930s by Jewish youths in Baghdad, most of whom
attended the Shamash, Alliance Israélite Universelle, and Rachel Shahamon
schools. The association sought to disseminate Hebrew culture and promote
Zionist ideals among its members. It maintained a Hebrew library, held meetings,
and ran physical training programs.™

'The activities of the Ahiever association should be seen in the context of the
broad-based Arab cultural resurgence in the 1920s among the Jews of Iraq. As Re-
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uven Snir discussed in detail, this cultural revival was manifested in the growing
involvement of Jewish intellectuals in shaping Arab culture, from a standpoint of
close identification with an Iraqi national identity. This cultural background also
facilitated the growth of the Ahi'ever association.® The association remained
active until 1939, and its members were among the founders of the Hehalutz
movement in Iraq.”! As a product of this Zionist and cultural involvement, and
with the encouragement of Reuven Shiloah, who taught Hebrew in Baghdad,
and David Yellin, who met with the members of the association, some of them
began to emigrate to Palestine.”®? As noted, these included Shimon Somekh
and Rahamim Sbiro.

Another group of Ahiever members who left Iraq in 1934 included Ezra Meni,
Shaul Sela, and Avraham Sharoni (also mentioned in chapter 3). Meni had served
as the treasurer of the association; Sharoni had also served as its treasurer and
its librarian. Both young men were graduates of Rachel Shahamon School.*®®
After arriving in Palestine, Meni and Sharoni worked in the orchards of the
Sharon region, like Shimon Somekh. They also taught Arabic in kibbutzim in
the Jezreel Valley, the Jordan Valley, and at the Galilee High School in Tiberias.
While working as an Arabic teacher, Sharoni was recruited into the Syria Depart-
ment, and in 1942 he was sent to Beirut disguised as a representative of the Solel

164

Boneh Construction Company.'** In 1945 he began to study Arabic language

and literature at the Hebrew University; he later held various positions, such as
a teacher of Arabic at the Hebrew Reali School in Haifa. With his background
as an Arabic teacher and a Mista’arev, Sharoni joined the Haganah’s Intelligence
Service and worked on wiretapping conversations between Palestinian leaders
and leaders of Arab countries during the 1948 war.'®

Former members of the Ahiever association and the Hehalutz movement in
Iraq found therefore their place in the Yishuv not only in the Palmach’s Arab
Department, but also in Haganah’s Intelligence Service. Meni and Sharoni (like
Shaul Sela, another member of Ahiever who came to Palestine in the same
group) moved from the wiretapping unit to the Intelligence Division of the IDF,
where they served as senior Arabic-Hebrew translators. Sharoni later headed a
team that wrote an Arabic-Hebrew dictionary of modern and classical literary
Arabic. Meni taught Arabic at the Balfour School in Tel Aviv before joining the
Haganah’s Intelligence Service; in 1976 he was awarded the Israel Prize for lin-
guistics for his dictionaries of Arabic military terms with Hebrew translations.'

Meir Dahan is another example of an Arabic teacher who taught in the kib-
butzim of the Jordan Valley as part of the Jewish Agency program directed by

Sasson, before later serving in the Haganah’s wiretapping unit during the 1948
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war. Dahan, however, was a native of Palestine. He was born in Tiberias in 1899
and was among the first to volunteer for the Jewish Brigade during World War
I.In 1926, after completing his studies at the teacher training seminar in Jerusa-
lem, Dahan taught Hebrew in Egypt, where he lived until 1942. After returning
to Palestine he joined the kibbutz Kvutzat Kinneret and taught Arabic in the
kibbutzim of the Jezreel Valley, at evening classes for policemen in Tiberias, and
to Jewish mukhtars in the Galilee.'” After returning from his protracted stay in
Egypt, Dahan wrote of the need to encourage Jewish-Arab rapprochement. He
advocated inviting Arabic teachers from the neighboring countries, particularly
Egypt, to teach Arabic classes in Jewish elementary and high schools.!®

Gil Eyal, who examined the phenomenon of the Mista’arvim as a manifesta-
tion of the hybrid Jewish-Arab identity, noted that Oriental immigrants from
the Arab countries were unfamiliar with Palestinian Arab culture and society
and with the patterns of Jewish-Arab coexistence in Palestine. In addition, Eyal
argues that the familiarity of these young men with the Arab culture of their
own countries of origin was also relatively superficial."” However, the personal
backgrounds of the Mista’arvim—not only those who came from intellectual
circles such as the Ahiever Association, like Shimon Somekh and Sharoni—
show that the Oriental Jews who served in the Arab Department of the Palmach
certainly viewed themselves as part of a cultural and communal expanse that
served as the arena for extensive social, economic, and cultural contacts between
Jews and Arabs. Indeed, some of the members of the Arab Department had a
partial command of Arabic and of Muslim culture, and most of them had not
completed their education, due to their economic circumstances. Nevertheless,
their experiences as Oriental Jews who grew up in families that emigrated from
Arab countries and lived in the frontier neighborhoods of the mixed cities en-
abled them to maintain, at least partially, their hybrid Jewish-Arab identity. It
is therefore not surprising that the Mista’arvim focused their activities on the
common Arab masses rather than the elite (despite Sasson’s reservations about
that approach).

In May 1987, former members of the Arab Department appeared on a panel
that was held in the Intelligence Heritage and Commemoration Center in Israel.
Among other questions, the panelists were asked whether it was not a historical
tragedy that the Yishuv had made this social group that had at least the linguistic
ability to engage in dialogue with Arabs instead fight against the Arabs.” The
members of the department on the panel chose not reply to this question. They
showed an unswerving devotion to Zionist ideals, their own military past, and

the security missions they carried out. The unanswered question raised during
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the panel reflects what Yonatan Mendel refers to as a tension between “Arabic
in the service of peace” and “Arabic in the service of security.””

But as we have seen, Shimon Somekh and Sharoni represented a group of Arab
Jews who did not see any contradiction between the use of Arabic to promote
peace and its use for security purposes. They are typical of a generation of Jews
in the Middle East whose members were uprooted from their cultural and social
milieu and who subsequently attempted to maintain a Jewish-Arab identify in
Mandatory Palestine. These Jews and the people they trained, whether born in
neighboring Arab countries or natives of Palestine, repeatedly crossed the local
and regional borders between Jews and Arabs, borders along which they had been
raised and with which they were thoroughly familiar. While doing so, they also
crossed the bridges their mentors had struggled to maintain between Baghdad
and Jaffa, the Arab Jew and the Hebrew Sabra, the frontier neighborhoods and
the rural collective settlements, and Hebrew and Arab cultures.

Service in the Palmach’s Arab Department and in the Haganah’s Intelligence
Service also facilitated the creation of a connection between the local space and
the regional domain. Intelligence work not only involved translation, monitoring
Arabic-language broadcasts, and reading Arab newspapers, but it also provided
real contacts with the countries of the Levant beyond the borders of Palestine.
At this time, prior to 1948, this regional domain still constituted a single, open
expanse, but the young men who had left Iraq, Syria, and other Arab countries
had no possibility of returning to their former countries of residence. They had
lost their citizenship, their connections with their families had been disrupted,
and had they returned as tourists they would have been arrested. Their activities
as Mista'arvim thus offered them a chance to cross the borders in the region,
often disguised, and to reconnect with their families or communities.

In many cases, the crossing of borders was intended to support the actions
of the Zionist movement in Arab countries, to maintain contacts with Jewish
communities in the Muslim lands, or to collect military intelligence. Other
operations, however, sought to smuggle Jewish immigrants across borders, and
these actions often included aspects of Jewish-Arab cooperation, albeit of an
illegal character. Immigrants who reached Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq were taken
by vehicles to the northern border area and were then smuggled into one of the
kibbutzim in the Upper Galilee. An additional method of entry was by boat,
from Beirut to Acre.” Some five thousand Jews came to Palestine during the
1940s using this route. Members of the Palmach’s Arab Department cooperated
with Arab smugglers, who took the immigrants very close to the border. The

Mista’arvim were responsible for receiving the immigrants from the Arabs and
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gathering them at Kibbutz Ayelet Hashahar, from where they were dispersed
among the kibbutzim of the Upper Galilee. A detailed discussion of this op-
eration is beyond the scope of this book, but it deserves mention as a further
example of the ways in which the borders in the Middle East were crossed, with
cooperation between people on both sides as part of a smuggling chain that

crossed boundaries and nationalities.'”

The Oriental Neighborhoods
and the Suburban Military Units

In the 1980s, Haim Hefer, one of the most famous writers and songwriters of
the Palmach, offered the following description of the members of the Arab
Department: “You black guys'—that’s what we called them, and we meant it
admiringly. They really knew the land and its people, without borders or divides.
'They came to us from impoverished alleyways, borderline neighborhoods, and
poor families. Yemenite immigrants, Sephardim, Iraqis, and Egyptians—we
knew their background and their ethnic origin.”"* As we have seen, this is an
accurate description of the background of most of the members of the Arab
Department.

The Palmach made a concerted effort to recruit people from the frontier
neighborhoods from 1942 to 1944. This effort came to be known as “the Pop-
ular Palmach” (as opposed to refined or elitist), and it resulted in the recruit-
ing of dozens of young men and women from these neighborhoods into the
Palmach’s various units. The Palmach recruiters met with some 1,400 youths
during the drive. The recruiters received assistance from the youth movement
Hano‘ar Ha‘oved and the Tel Aviv Social Work Department. In the three main
cities—]Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, and Haifa—they visited factories where Oriental
youths were employed; evening schools; and branches of Hano‘ar Ha‘oved in the
neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, particularly in Kerem Hatemanim and Hatikvah.
Most of the 150 recruits came from two distinct groups: members of Hano‘ar
Ha‘oved and the children of new immigrants from Muslim countries who were
not involved in any organized activities and were considered neglected youth.
The recruits were absorbed into almost all the units of the Palmach but were
grouped together in their own squads.'”

The recruitment of members of Hano‘ar Ha‘oved to the Palmach was not
free of stereotypical and paternalistic aspects. The Palmach activists involved

in the recruitment drive described the Oriental youth as neglected, abandoned,
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uneducated, lacking Zionist awareness, and indifferent to the work of the Yishuv.
'These descriptions were consistent with the perception of urban youths as ideo-
logically inferior to the pioneering youths in the rural collective settlements. The
historian Shlomit Keren explains in her research on this issue that the Palmach
commanders saw their work as nothing less than the rescuing of Oriental youths
to channel them toward pioneering self-realization and draw them into the
pioneering ideology and culture of the labor Zionist movement.”” The Palmach
recruiters and commanders described their encounters with the youths in the
frontier neighborhoods as introductions to an alien and strange world. They felt
that the Oriental youths suffered from an inferiority complex and maintained
a Diaspora-like view of the world.” 'This attitude toward the new recruits, who
were described as “the abandoned youths,” was also manifested in the doubts
expressed by some of the Palmach commanders about the ability of the Oriental
youths to become integrated into the ranks of the Palmach.'”

At the beginning of 1944, the youths recruited from the frontier neighbor-
hoods were sent to a Palmach intake camp established in Kibbutz Ayelet Hasha-
har. The first company commander at the intake camp was Moshe Khalfon, the
son of Abraham Khalfon (discussed in chapter 2), who served as the secretary
of the municipality of Haifa, the secretary of the local Jewish community com-
mittee in that city, and chairman of the Council of the Sephardi Community
in Haifa. Moshe Khalfon, who became one of the first recruits to the Palmach
after studying at Kadoorie Agricultural School, described his trainees at the
intake camp as primarily Yemenites from the neighborhoods of Tel Aviv and
Jerusalem. They had been working for a living and had completed elementary,
but not secondary, school. Khalfon wrote:

Almost all the recruits show clear signs of abandonment and neglect. For years
they have wandered around the streets of the cities, engaging in various and strange
vocations without any supervision or care, and without any attention from the
public. They grew up wild, subject to the influence of fleeting mood swings on
the street, to superficial thought, and to a primitive understanding of political
events. They were sometimes swallowed up in Beitar or the Palestine Communist
Party and they could regularly be found in places of entertainment. . . . They were
mature and had the wisdom of experience—mature before their time, from the
street corners and sidewalks, in the suburbs, in the outskirts of the major cities.
Jewish youths in their own Land, they were forgotten by the organized Yishuv and

left to their own devices. Who would care for them and redeem them? How did
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we permit ourselves to abandon our most important strength—thousands upon
thousands of youths from the second generation?! It is impossible not to address
this question to us all, to the Zionist movement and the Yishuv, to any feeling and

thinking person among us!"”’

These comments are reminiscent of the repeated claims during the Mandatory
period of the connection between the neglect and abandonment of Oriental
youth in the frontier neighborhoods and their lack of Zionist awareness and
tendency to join the Irpun and Lehi organizations. Through its activities in the
neighborhoods, the Palmach sought to prove that it was open to all sections
of the Yishuv and to people from all classes and ethnic backgrounds. Khalfon
and his comrades carried out their mission in a way that was very similar to the
methods used by Somekh in the Arab Department, including similar patterns
of counseling and Zionist education, as well as military training. The counselors
did their best to give each recruit personal attention to encourage all of them to
act out of a sense of conviction, rather than relying solely on military authority
and army discipline. “We must love them and devote ourselves to them,” Khalfon
wrote. “We must understand them, build on their faith and affection, and step
by step transcend with them.”

During the 1940s, youth were recruited from the frontier neighborhoods
not only by the Palmach, but also by the Haganah. In Jerusalem, the efforts to
reach out to the suburban youth, as the youths in the frontier neighborhoods
were called, led to the formation of a Youth Battalion named the Judea Battal-
ion, whose members were youths from the Hano‘ar Ha‘oved and the frontier
neighborhoods in the city. The battalion had some 600 members, most of whom
were Mizrahim. In Haifa, too, most of the members of Hano‘ar Ha‘oved who
joined the Youth Battalions came from Oriental families in the frontier and
mixed neighborhoods.™

In Tel Aviv, the suburban youth were recruited mainly to the Shahar Associa-
tion (Agudat Hashahr), which initially operated as an autonomous body distinct
from the Youth Battalions. The association’s goal was “to penetrate the frontier
neighborhoods and through cultural, educational, and sporting activities raise the
standard of the local youth.”"® This approach to the frontier neighborhoods in
quasimilitary terms and this view of their young people as in need of saving from
their current social and cultural condition were far from unique at that time. The
perception that this recruitment activity achieved both educational and political
goals was embodied in the association’s effort “to develop outreach activities in
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the Zionist field and to direct the youth to proper channels of self-fulfillment,
thereby extracting them from the harmful influence of the secessionists and
various hoodlums.”®

'The association worked with youth in the neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, in-
cluding Kerem Hatemanim, Manashiyya, Montefiore, Florentine, Shapira, and
Hatikvah. Like the original name of the Palmach’s Arab Department (Shahar),
the association’s name also alluded to the epithet “blacks,” reflecting its focus on
members of the Oriental communities. The commander of the Shahar Associa-
tion was Moshe Idelberg, a member of the Mapam Party and of the secretariat
of the Tel Aviv Workers’ Council, and the former Haganah commander in the
Hatikvah neighborhood. The association worked with some 1,800 youths from
the southern neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, and Idelberg explained that its goal
was to educate the youths about citizenship, pioneering, and state security.’®* The
youths were guided by volunteers and by instructors from the Youth Battalions,
the Haganah'’s Field Corps, and the Palmach.'®® Dozens of youth clubs were
established in the neighborhoods of Tel Aviv. The clubs offered lectures; cultural
activities, such as attending concerts and plays; tours and outings around the
country; and participation in sports events and physical training. The association
aimed to reach out to some 14,000 youths in the neighborhoods of Tel Aviv,
approximately 5,000 of whom were defined as neglected youth and were under
the care of the Tel Aviv Social Work Department.

'The function of the Shahar Association of preparing Oriental youths in the
frontier neighborhoods for service in Haganah units was reflected in the fact
that some 800 of the association’s members joined the Haganah, and later the
1DF."¥ The Haganah organized its units in Tel Aviv to ensure that its members
from the frontier neighborhoods were recruited into companies operating in the
areas in which they lived. To do this, the Haganah received assistance from the
neighborhood committees. Three suburban companies (plugos haparvarim) were
formed and grouped into a battalion under the auspices of the Haganah’s Field
Corps.”® One company was responsible for the area that included the neighbor-
hoods of Hatikvah and Ezra; another operated in the Montefiore neighborhood;
and the third was responsible for Kerem Hatemanim and Manashiyya.

In January 1948, most of the suburban companies of the Field Corps were
merged into the 53rd Battalion of the Giv'ati Brigade, which was called the
Suburbs Battalion.'®® Its commander was Yitzhak Pundak, who had served in
the early 1940s as the Youth Battalions commander in Tel Aviv. The soldiers of
the Suburbs Battalion were stationed along the front line between Jaffa and Tel

Aviv. Their positions separated the two cities and essentially defined the area in
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which the soldiers lived. As the fighting intensified on both sides of the border,
thousands of Jewish and Arab residents left their homes and became refugees. As
residents of the peripheral and southern neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, the soldiers
now found themselves fighting against their Palestinian neighbors for control of
their shared domain. In the second stage of the war, after the surrender of Jaffa,
the battalion fought against Egyptian forces on the southern front.'

'The commemorative and documentary literature about the Suburbs Battalion
repeatedly emphasizes the difficult economic background of the recruits and the
function of the battalion as a melting pot in which Ashkenazim and Sephardim,
new immigrants and natives, mingled together. This literature claims that the
manner in which the soldiers of the battalion fought—and in some cases died,
as in the battles of Negba and Nitzanim—reflects the successful Israeli concept
of intermingling of the exiles (mizug galuyor) as well as the spirit of self-sacrifice
among the soldiers from the frontier neighborhoods.” The biographies of the
fallen members of the battalion generally describe youths who had worked for
their living, most of whom had completed only elementary school, and who came
from families with a large number of children. Ze'ev Shaham, the commander
of the 1st Company in the Suburbs Battalion, described his soldiers as youths
who “lived in the poor neighborhoods of Tel Aviv (Hatikvah, Shapira, and
Kerem Hatemanim)” and who “have left a significant presence in the military
cemeteries of the south and the Negev.”?

Following their transition from the Shahar Association to the Suburbs Bat-
talion, youth from the peripheral neighborhoods thus played a decisive role in
the war in Jaffa and on the southern front. After facing criticism throughout the
Mandatory period regarding their Zionist awareness and contribution to the
Zionist struggle, they now became an integrated part of the 1948 Generation that
fought to establish the State of Israel. In February 1949 one of the members of
the Shahar Association who lived in Kerem Hatemanim wrote: “I looked over
you, the ruins of Jaffa. From a high roof, I looked over the ruins of Jaffa. This
Jaffa, my neighboring city, which was resoundingly defeated with no chance of
revival. I looked at the ruins . . . at the destruction. . . . Now I feel no fear.I could
stand tall and proud and raise my head.”” So these youths, who had grown up
in an area of confrontation and coexistence between Tel Aviv and Jaffa during
the Mandatory period, now helped put an end to the area’s existence and to any

form of coexistence and neighborly relations in years to come.
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Epilogue

'The funeral of Avinoam Yellin was held in Jerusalem on October 24,1937. Thou-
sands of Jewish Jerusalemites honored one of the city’s most prominent residents,
who had been killed a few days before by a Palestinian assassin. Yellin had
been shot outside his office in the British Mandatory government’s Education
Department. He was the son of David Yellin and the grandson of Rabbi Yehiel
Michal Pines. Avinoam Yellin was born and raised in Jerusalem, was educated at
Cambridge University, and had been a scholar of the Cairo Geniza and Arabic
language and literature. He had also been a Hebrew and Arabic teacher and an
inspector of Hebrew education for the British Mandatory government. Eulogies
were delivered at Yellin's funeral by the Sephardi Chief Rabbi Ya’acov Meir; Yosef
Yoel Rivlin, the president of the Association of Teachers; the translator Yitzhak
‘Abadi; and the writer and scholar Yosef Meyuchas; among others.!

These eulogizers came from a circle of intellectuals, both Ashkenazim and
Sephardim, who were born in Palestine. They mourned one of the leading ex-
ponents of the Jewish-Arab culture that had developed in the country during
the latter years of the Ottoman era and in the Mandatory period. Yellin’s funeral
marked the gradual passing of the generation of Sephardi and Oriental leaders
and intellectuals who had struggled to adapt to their evolving status among the
Jewish population after World War 1. This cadre of leaders had sought to enhance
their political and social influence within the Yishuv, in part by emphasizing their
historical role as mediators between Jews and Arabs. Yellin’s life and the circum-
stances of his death epitomize a process of Jewish-Arab cultural dialogue side
by side with the escalation of the Jewish-Arab conflict in Mandatory Palestine.
It is this complex and nuanced dynamic that has been scrutinized in this book.

The Arab Revolt provided a powerful reminder of the impact of the national
conflict in Palestine on the development of Jewish-Arab relations. As discussed in

chapter 5, Itamar Ben-Avi’s comment in 1936 about the need for “twin cities, not



mixed cities,” reflected the physical, economic, and social changes that occurred
in the late 1930s, as well as the accompanying changes in attitudes about the
intensifying conflict.> However, despite the growing trend toward segregation
between the two national communities in Mandatory Palestine, Jews and Arabs
continued to live with and alongside each other until the 1948 war. The frontier
neighborhoods of the mixed cities, where most of the Oriental Jews lived, were
characterized simultaneously by poverty, violence, and Jewish-Arab coexistence.
'These neighborhoods illustrated the conflict and segregation, on the one hand,
and the cooperation and integration, on the other hand, that could be found
primarily in the mixed cities. Within this everyday complex reality, Sephardi
and Oriental Jews found themselves in a buffer zone between distinct national
cultures and societies, and in a constant struggle between neighborly relations
and national tension.

The 1930s saw a clear process of identification with the Zionist enterprise
among Sephardi and Oriental Jews. In contrast, the cultural, economic, and social
definition of the Sephardim was less clear, as were their patterns of collective
political organization. The traditional tendency of the leaders of the Sephardi
and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine to refrain from using a categor-
ical division between Jews and Arabs, between religious and secular Jews, and
between those who did and those who did not possess a national conscience
was also apparent in their attitudes about the culture and socioeconomic status
of Oriental Jews. The socioeconomic condition of the Sephardi Jews and Jews
who immigrated from Yemen and other Arab and Islamic countries illustrated
the complex structure of the Oriental communities, with their distinct internal
class distinctions and hierarchies. The unusual nature of that structure was
particularly apparent when the Sephardi and Oriental elites in Jerusalem and
other cities were compared to the Oriental Jews who lived alongside Arabs in
the frontier neighborhoods and mixed cities. The living conditions and lifestyle
of Oriental Jews in the latter group were closer to those of their Arab neighbors
than to those of their fellow Jews. Accordingly, life on the border acquired not
only a symbolic significance, but also a weight that stretched the overall fab-
ric of Jewish-Arab relations in Mandatory Palestine. The border and frontier
neighborhoods mirrored the peripheral status of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in
the body politic of the Yishuv.

As this book has discussed, the leadership of the Oriental Jews was domi-
nated by Sephardi Jews, who were natives of Palestine, and by Jews from Arab
countries, who felt equally comfortable in Palestine and beyond its borders. This
leadership developed during the Mandatory years, with the Association of the
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Pioneers of the East serving as its main unifying organization. Despite the key
role played by the Council of the Sephardi Community in Jerusalem, it was the
Association of the Pioneers of the East that served as the core organization for
Sephardi and Oriental political and social actions and for activities in a range
of fields. The ethnic dimension of these activities undoubtedly limited the range
of political actions open to the Association of the Pioneers of the East, and it
also provoked fierce criticism from the Labor Zionist leadership of the Yishuy,
including accusations of separatism and of jeopardizing the Zionist enterprise
and the solidarity of the Yishuv. From the perspective of the Sephardi and
Oriental communities, however, this type of organizational structure offered the
potential to enhance their involvement in the politics of the Yishuv. The ten-
dency to adhere to the familiar patterns of political action that emerged during
the Ottoman period, based on the “politics of the notables” and on political
contacts between officials and the leaders of the different religious communities,
embodied a belief that this framework offered a chance to maintain cordial and
peaceful relations between Jews and Arabs. Accordingly, it is not surprising that
exponents of Palestinian nationalism embraced this approach, claiming that
Oriental Jews were not supporters of Zionism and advocating that the various
religious communities be unified under a Palestinian Arab nation based on
loyalty to the common homeland.

In response to their inferior status in the institutions of the Zionist move-
ment and the Yishuv following World War I, and with the intensification of the
national conflict, the Sephardi and Oriental leaders sought to emphasize their
suitability for the role of mediators between Jews and Arabs. The activists in
the Association of the Pioneers of the East and other organizations expressed
various opinions about the Arab Question. As we have seen, some of them
identified with the right wing in the Yishuv, while others were afhiliated with
the labor movement. Nevertheless, they all believed in the ability of Oriental
Jews to promote a rapprochement between Jews and Arabs in different fields,
even though they differed in their political ways of achieving this goal.

‘Throughout the Mandatory period, the Council of the Sephardi Community
in Jerusalem, the Association of the Pioneers of the East, and various other
Sephardi and Oriental organizations consistently claimed that they were being
excluded from the Yishuv institutions’ process of making decisions about the
Arab Question and from efforts to improve Jewish-Arab relations. However,
various individuals, including key activists, were appointed to positions in the
national institutions of the Yishuv that dealt with the Arab Question. These
institutions included the United Bureau, the Arab Bureau of the Jewish Agency’s
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Political Department, the Arab Department of the Histadrut, and the Arab
Department of the Palmach.

The creation and work of the Arab Department of the Palmach demon-
strated the emergence of a new generation of Sephardi and Oriental Jews in the
1930s and 1940s and its members’ involvement in the security apparatus of the
Yishuv. The emergence of this generation also highlighted the power struggles
between the Oriental and Sephardi components of the Middle Eastern Jewish
communities and between the main centers of this population in Jerusalem and
Tel Aviv. The 1930s and 1940s also saw efforts to enhance Zionist awareness,
especially among Sephardi and Oriental youths, such as the attempts made to
organize those youths in the Degel Zion youth movement and the Sephardi
Labor Organization into organizations separate from those of the dominant
Histadrut. These attempts at organization included calls to involve young people
and workers in activities intended to strengthen the relations between Jews and
Arabs, with particular emphasis on the importance of economic and social ties.
The promotion of neighborly relations was a top priority of the Arab Bureau
of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department. Even though these activities had
clear political and security objectives, they also had social and cultural goals and,
in many ways, complemented each other.

The communal and religious organizations of the Sephardi and Oriental
Jewish communities in Palestine and their relations with their Arab neighbors
should also be viewed as a reflection of the patterns of affinity that existed
between the Jewish communities and their non-Jewish neighbors in the Arab
countries. Rapprochement between Jews and Arabs in Palestine was closely
intertwined with the development of relations between Jews and Arabs in the
Middle East as a whole. Indeed, throughout the Mandatory period, the Ori-
ental Jewish community in Palestine maintained relationships with the Jewish
communities in the neighboring countries. These relationships were based in
part on ongoing Jewish immigration to Palestine from these countries and on
family ties, religious contacts, and commercial relations. However, the Middle
East also served as the arena for cultural bonds and exchanges, including the
dispatch of activists from Palestine to the Jewish communities in the surrounding
countries; the employment of teachers in schools; the publication of newspaper
articles; and participation in the broader cultural and political discourse of the
Middle East, in both Jewish and Arab contexts.

'These affinities and contacts demonstrate the presence of a cultural community
of educated Jews and Arabs who cooperated with each other and exchanged ideas
through the Arabic and Hebrew newspapers in Palestine and the Arab countries.
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Cultural links were also obvious in the lively debate in the Yishuv about the need
for its official institutions to publish newspapers in Arabic and the importance
of teaching Arabic to different audiences in the Yishuv. Such discussions also
reveal the mediating role that Oriental and Sephardi Jews sought to play in cul-
tural and other contacts between Jews and Arabs. However, they also expose the
tension between the commitment to cultural and social rapprochement and the
exploitation of these frameworks for security and political needs. In a mobilized
society such as the Yishuv, there was inevitably a close link between cultural
and educational activities and political and security objectives. The complicated
patterns of cultural and political identity were thus manifested in the organi-
zations of the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities in Palestine and in
the way in which these communities regarded and debated the Arab Question.

The existence of a particular cultural and socioeconomic identity and its
political and security aspects and manifestations, combined with the desire
to play a mediating role between Jews and Arabs, were also apparent in the
younger generation Sephardi and Oriental Jews, as many of those Jews chose
to work in the security sphere. The involvement of many of them in military
operations carried out by the Irgun and the Lehi, as well as in the Palmach’s
Arab Department, was primarily the result of the cultural and social affinity
between Oriental Jews and Arabs. Thus, a group that considered itself respon-
sible for creating bridges between Jews and Arabs now crossed those bridges
for the purposes of sabotage and intelligence gathering. In doing so, however,
and despite the clear national dimension of their activities, the Mista’arvim also
crossed the very personal boundary between the Arab and Jewish dimensions of
their own identities. Thus, their security activities were not devoid of a cultural
dimension, as illustrated by the links between teaching Arabic and serving in
the intelligence organizations of the Yishuv.

It is particularly important to note that most of the Arabized Jews who served
in security-related missions had grown up in the frontier neighborhoods of
the mixed cities. In these areas, socioeconomic deprivation and the proximity
between Jews and Arabs created many opportunities for encounters between
Jewish and Arab youths in Christian missionary schools, on playgrounds, and
in many other shared sites. This environment shaped the personal and collective
biography of the Oriental youths who were later recruited into the so-called
black units of the Palmach and the Haganah. During their security service, these
youths crossed existing ethnic borders, but they also played an important role
in creating new boundaries between Jews and Arabs and between the State of
Israel and its Arab neighbors.
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Throughout the Mandatory period, the leaders of the Sephardi and Oriental
Jewish communities in Palestine were conscious of the connection between
their position on the Arab Question and the developing national conflict in
Palestine, on the one hand, and the condition of their fellow Jews in the Arab
countries, on the other hand. The leaders of the Jewish communities in the
Arab countries were also aware of this connection and of the sensitive issue
of the identification of Jews in these countries with the Zionist movement,
particularly in the wake of Arab nationalism and the anticolonial struggle. The
theme of rescuing the Jews of the Arab countries became a key component in
Oriental Jewish discourse during the 1940s. One of the issues discussed in this
context was whether the relationship between Muslims and Jews under Islam
could be characterized as one of dialogue, coexistence, tolerance, and symbiosis.
Another component of this discussion focused on the relations between Jews
and Arabs in Palestine. Key Sephardi and Oriental figures sought to challenge
the idyllic view of Muslim-Jewish relations and the accompanying claim that
it was Zionism that had led to the deterioration of these relations in Palestine.
'This challenge was certainly due, to a large extent, to a political standpoint that
sought to emphasize the Zionist credentials of Oriental Jews and their support
for Zionism’s goal of establishing a Jewish state. However, it also reflected a desire
to emphasize that Oriental Jews, as a community deeply rooted in the history of
the region, had had a more complex, nuanced, and often multifaceted experience
of Jewish-Muslim relations than the idyllic claims of coexistence suggested. This
experience, it was argued, made them ideal candidates to serve as mediators and
promoters of a certain kind of coexistence and rapprochement between Jews
and Arabs in the cultural, social, and political spheres alike. This discourse was
particularly prominent during the twilight of the British Mandatory period,
leading up to the outbreak of the 1948 war.

The establishment of the State of Israel sparked a revolutionary change in
relations between Jews and Arabs, reversing their relative majority and minority
statuses in a way that would shape the condition of Jews and Arabs in the Middle
East for generations to come. The 1948 war and the establishment of the State
of Israel were accompanied by a local and regional crisis whose ramifications
continue to reverberate today. At the same time, the state of emergency of the
early days of the State of Israel created new opportunities for the Sephardi and
Oriental leadership.’ The need to help restore the relations with the Palestinians
who remained within the borders of the state, and the possibility of helping
shape Israeli policy toward the Palestinian Arab minority, allowed Sephardi

leaders once again to position themselves as mediators between Jews and Arabs.
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However, the post-1948 political context had become radically different from
the one discussed in this book. The potential improvement in the political status
of the Sephardi and Oriental leaders at the time was also influenced by the
immigration of hundreds of thousands of Jews from the Arab countries. The
absorption of these Jewish refugees into Israel created a historic opportunity for
encounters not only between the well-established Sephardi and Oriental Jewish
communities in the country and the Jewish communities of the Arab lands and
between the existing Yishuv and the new immigrants, but also between these
immigrants and the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel. The Sephardi and Ori-
ental leaders thus gained access to new arenas of action and influence regarding
Jewish-Arab relations and the absorption of Oriental immigrants.

In 1948, after the establishment of the State of Israel, the Israeli Ministry for
Minorities was formed. The new ministry—which was led by Bechor-Shalom
Sheetrit—included a department for the rehabilitation of the Arab population
headed by Moshe Erem, a member of Mapam, as well as an education and
outreach department headed by Yehuda Burla. Until it was dismantled in the
summer of 1949, the Ministry for Minorities sought to address the urgent civil
problems and the severe socioeconomic deprivation facing the Palestinian pop-
ulation in Israel. The officials of the ministry coordinated the response of the
other government ministries in such areas as supplies, employment, health, social
assistance, and cultural activities among the Palestinian citizens of the state.

'The Ministry for Minorities sought to realize the promise of minority rights
as presented in Israel’s Declaration of Independence and to improve the eco-
nomic, social, and cultural life of the Arab minority. The ministry also strove to
integrate Arab citizens into the life and institutions of the young state and to
nurture Jewish-Arab relations. The dismantling of the ministry in the summer
of 1949 marked the end of a power struggle between the ministry and the mil-
itary government. The decision to abolish the ministry represented the victory
of a policy that focused on strengthening the state’s power over and control and
supervision of its Arab minority. The ministry’s responsibilities were transferred
to the military government, the advisor for Arab affairs in the Prime Minister’s
Office, and the Minorities Department in the Ministry of the Interior. The
Minorities Department was responsible for such tasks as registering the Arab
population and distributing their identity cards, establishing local councils and
governments in the Arab communities, and planning and developing cultural
activities for the Arabs.

A large proportion of the officials in the Minorities Department were Sep-
hardi and Oriental Jews. One of the most notable of these was Avraham Malul,
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Nissim Malul’s son, who served as the minorities officer in Jaffa and later as a
judge at the court in Acre.® Like other Sephardi members of his generation who
worked among the Arab population in Israel as representatives of the Ministry
for Minorities and the Minorities Department of the Ministry of the Interior,
Malul demonstrated the continuation of the traditional belief among Oriental
Jews that they were best placed to serve as mediators between Jews and Arabs.
During the early years of the State of Israel, however, the type of mediation
and bridging they were involved in differed dramatically from that type during
the Mandatory period in terms of substance, patterns, and goals. Against the
background of the fundamental change in the relations between Jews and Arabs,
the Minorities Department was part of the control and supervision mechanisms
imposed by the military government.

Another area of attention of the Sephardi leaders was the absorption of
Jewish immigrants from the Arab countries into the State of Israel. However,
the political attempts by the Sephardi and Oriental leaders to lead the immi-
grants from these countries and to help solve the problems encountered in
their integration into Israeli society (the so-called ethnic problem) failed. The
Sephardi and Oriental leaders participated in the first elections held in Israel
at the beginning of 1949 in a joint party called the List of the Sephardim and
Oriental Communities. However, the leadership was divided between its centers
in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv and between supporters of Bechor-Shalom Sheetrit
and of Eliyahu Eliachar.” The leaders of the organizations of the Oriental and
Sephardi communities thus proved unable to facilitate the emergence of a politi-
cal leadership acceptable to the new immigrants. At the same time, similar to the
situation during the Mandatory period, Jewish immigrants from Arab countries
joined institutions that focused on Jewish-Arab relations, such as the Histadrut’s
Arab Department. Oriental Jews, particularly from Iraq and Egypt, also joined
the editorial boards of Arabic-language newspapers published in Israel.* Some
were also employed in the radio station the Voice of Israel in Arabic or as Arabic
teachers. Together with work in the Israeli intelligence services, such positions
gave the immigrants ways to maintain their Jewish-Arab identity in the State
of Israel. However, the question of Arab identity and culture and the perception
that Oriental Jews could serve as a foundation for local and regional cooperation
were largely forgotten in the Israeli melting pot, due in large measure to the
dominant and ongoing presence of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

'The circumstances surrounding the failure of the Sephardi and Oriental lead-
ership to guide the absorption of Jewish immigrants from Arab countries in the

1950s and those surrounding the dismantling of the Ministry for Minorities after
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only one year of operation highlight the failure of the approach described by
Eliachar in his comments to the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine
in 1947 (also quoted in chapter 1). “Having been born in Oriental countries,” Eli-
achar argued, “knowing their customs and languages, their mode of life and their
ethics, the Sephardim are called upon to play a greater role in the establishment
of harmony and peace through the Middle Eastern countries.” However, the
argument that Oriental Jews had a historical claim to serve as a bridge between
Jews and Arabs lost its validity after 1948. Indeed, to a large extent it was forgot-
ten, as were the voices of the other inhabitants of the Middle East that had once
echoed throughout the Levantine locales of the Mandatory period, albeit in a
sometimes contradictory manner. Those Oriental Jews who viewed themselves
both as natives of the Orient (Bney Ha’aretz) and as natives of the country found
themselves displaced as the result of 1948 not only from the Orient but also from
their historical position. At the same time the Sephardi and Oriental Jews who
sought to cross the geographical boundaries and the boundaries of identity, also
contributed, in different ways, to the creation of these boundaries. This book
has thus brought these Oriental and indigenous forgotten voices back to center
stage, explored and identified the seeming contradictions and ambivalence in
their perceptions and identities, and highlighted the often-ignored fact that this
Levantine and Mediterranean locale was historically shared by so many people

as Oriental neighbors.
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