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ON 5 APRIL 1948, Fu’ad Saba, founder of the accounting firm Saba 
and Company, wrote the Arab Higher Committee (AHC).1 He was re-
questing an exit permit on behalf of Khalil Sa‘ada.2 Sa‘ada, the assistant 
 director of Saba’s Jaffa office, was moving to the company’s Baghdad 
branch. Once in Baghdad, Sa‘ada could better serve other Palestinian busi-
nesses that were also relocating their headquarters. That year, 1948, marked 
the birth of Israel and the death of contiguous Palestine.

Urgency and desperation united the requests the AHC received in 
those momentous months. A letter from the National Committee of Bir 
al-Sabi‘ implored the AHC: “We are being attacked and the Jews are close 
to taking over all of the transportation roads between Palestine and Egypt, 
please lend us tanks and heavy machinery or direct us to where we can buy 
[them]. . . . We have sent you many requests but have not received military 
attention or organization . . . we are without leadership or direction.”3 But 
Saba’s tone was more measured. Saba and the businessmen of his cohort 
were rapidly transferring their capital and interests to other parts of the 
Arab world. He was a self-made man whose entrepreneurship had already 
borne considerable fruit. In the 1930s, Saba and his colleagues had drawn 
on diverse philosophies to craft economic thought and envision an eco-
nomic nahda, or renaissance. They defined themselves as men of capital, 
and they preached to their elite brethren about the proper spending and 
saving patterns that would ensure Palestinian progress in a pan-Arab  utopia 
of free trade, private property, and self-responsibility.

Introduction
The Politics of Basic Needs



2 Introduction

In their earlier developmental projects, Saba and his colleagues had 
done their best to sever the economic from the political. They lobbied 
the British colonial government for institutions, statistical surveys, and 
calculations, which they believed were necessary for realizing what they 
called a healthy economic life. They knew that the British Mandate and its 
foundational commitment to the Zionist enterprise in Palestine subordi-
nated them as political subjects. They collaborated with and resisted this 
subordination, engineering initiatives that wedded economic achievement 
to national independence. 

Shut out of institutional spaces, these men of capital proselytized 
economy not as a science of markets but as a science of the self. They dif-
ferentiated between needs and luxuries and emphasized the imperative of 
management, while creating and guarding new notions of class and status. 
In their periodical Al-Iqtisadiyyat al-‘arabiyya (The Arab Economic Journal 
in its editors’ translation), these men of capital had been careful not to 
address the Great Revolt (1936–1939); at the same time, some of them 
had funded the rebels. Saba himself had taken part in the AHC’s effort to 
wrestle the Revolt from the hands of the rebels and contain one of their 
most radical demands: social change. And as a result, the British colonial 
government exiled Saba and his colleagues to the Seychelles.

The end of the 1930s was a period of devastation for a majority of Pal-
estinians—the farmers and villagers. Landlessness and indebtedness had 
plagued most Palestinians throughout the Mandate period (1923–1948). 
The British colonial government’s brutal counterinsurgency during the 
Revolt further heightened these conditions. Bankruptcy, unemployment, 
house demolitions, mass detentions, torture, and the wounding, impris-
onment, exile, or killing of over 10 percent of Palestinian males were the 
consequences of this brutality.4 In 1939, Saba and the banker and dissident 
Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim, alongside the better-known Palestinian national 
leader al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni, waited in exile for news from the ground. 
When the news came, total war was on the horizon, and it would irrevers-
ibly change the course of the years to come.

The onset of World War II meant an influx of capital, war-induced 
industrialization, and the implementation of ambitious rationing, distri-
bution, and marketing schemes. The British colonial government trans-
formed Palestine into the empire’s second largest military base in the 
Middle East after Egypt. A crisis of supply and an abiding fear of further 
upheaval forced the British colonial government to begin calculating bod-
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ies and their consumption in Palestine. New indices such as the calorie and 
the cost of living, wrapped in the ambiguous folds of the science of nutri-
tion and the aim of colonial development, became tools of governing, or 
rather, as was the case most of the time, misgoverning.

Perhaps for a moment, one could imagine that men like Saba and 
Ibrahim would welcome what appeared to be a colonial turn to develop-
ing Palestinian economy. That economy, especially the “Arab” part of it, 
had never been fully legible, divided in its numerical representations into 
“Jewish” and “Arab” sections, with the former enjoying the parastatal insti-
tutions and its calculations of which the Palestinians could only dream. In 
the settler colonial context of both British rule and Zionist settlement, the 
Palestinians could never become developmental subjects. 

World War II brought this reality into stark focus. It was a time 
of deep crisis, which exposed long-festering realities. Men like Saba and 
Ibrahim could no longer separate their economic visions from their po-
litical obligations. The self-proclaimed vanguards of the future turned 
away from their imaginings of a broad Arab horizon of commercial plenty. 
Through the nascent institutions of the Chambers of Commerce, they fo-
cused instead on the realities of scarcity and the urgency of managing basic 
needs. It was during the 1940s that they sought to address the many others, 
who in the previous decade they had naturalized as their inferiors—those 
“Bedouin” and “peasants”—as objects of representation. Economy was no 
longer an index of individual and national uplift; it became linked to a 
continued presence on the land.

But very few would maintain that presence. With the Nakba, or ca-
tastrophe, of 1948, the large majority of Palestinians, 700,000 to 800,000 
people,5 became stateless refugees. The 150,000 Palestinians who did re-
main on the land became second-class “citizen strangers” under military 
rule in that 80 percent of Palestine that was now called Israel.6 As for 
Sa‘ada, the young man traveling from Jaffa to Baghdad, in 1948 he became 
part of a broad diasporic network of firms and contacts.

Saba, Ibrahim, and the businessmen and bankers who made money 
and shaped economy in Palestine do not appear in the historical record. 
Their invisibility is not the result of one condition, but a confluence of sev-
eral. First among them is the history and historiography of settler colonial-
ism in its British and Zionist articulations. Second are three characters that 
continue to dominate the historiographic scene: the aristocrat, the com-
prador, and the middle-class hero. Finally, there are the linked  impulses of 
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nostalgia, mourning, and idealization of pre-Nakba Palestine that flatten 
the topography of Palestinian social life.

Saba, along with Abd al-Muhsin al-Qattan and Hasib Sabagh among 
others, became leading figures in accounting, banking, contracting, and 
insurance throughout the Arab world. They accumulated wealth and ex-
pertise and took part in leading the commercial horizon they had imag-
ined in the 1930s. Yet despite these successes, Saba was never quite the same 
after 1948. There was, his grandson explains, a lot of silence in the house.7 
Saba remained in Beirut until his death. Not far from where he lived stood 
Sabra and Shatilla, the refugee camps where the majority of Palestinian 
refugees remain confined until today.

Settler Colonialism

Until 1948, the majority of Arabs in Palestine were small farmers and 
sharecroppers. The formation of large estates and the growing power of 
merchant capital in the late nineteenth century began causing the indebt-
edness and displacement that would characterize rural life.8 Palestinians 
would survive the economic duress and famine of World War I only to 
face a new regime of colonial control that the League of Nations called 
Mandatory rule. In 1919, the Covenant of the League of Nations divided 
the world into “advanced nations” and those peoples who were “not yet 
able to stand by themselves.”9 Based on the principles of “well-being and 
development,” the Covenant sought to provide “tutelage” to these not-
yet-peoples of the former German and Ottoman territories, which the 
document further divided into a three-tiered hierarchy (A, B, C) based 
on potential for self-rule. The Covenant graded the Arab provinces of the 
former Ottoman empire—Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq—as A ter-
ritories, whose independence could be provisionally recognized. Under the 
monitoring body of the Permanent Mandates Commission, the Mandate 
system was distinct from imperial frameworks because it promised even-
tual self-rule. At the same time, it continued what Uday Mehta has called 
the metaphor of childhood that informed British liberal understandings of 
imperial subjects.10

Mandatory rule in Palestine was exceptional. Typically we think of 
this exceptionalism as rooted in British support of Zionism, a result of con-
flicting promises to Arabs and Jews in a post–World War I order, and/or 
an outcome of British colonial ambiguity and incoherence. These explana-
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tions are accurate but not accurate enough. They can lead to a faulty nar-
rative framework that pits a settlement movement and a colonized people 
as equivalent national movements competing over one strip of land. This 
narrative has persisted until the present, as has the reality on the ground of 
an occupier and an occupied that cannot be equated. The Mandate in Pales-
tine was not simply exceptional because the colonial government supported 
one so-called side over another. The Mandate in Palestine was exceptional 
because it was the only case in which the Permanent Mandates Commis-
sion endorsed settler colonialism.11

The November 1917 Balfour Declaration inaugurated the British 
commitment to “a national home for the Jewish people” with the qualifica-
tion that this would supposedly not prejudice “the civil and religious rights 
of existing non-Jewish communities.”12 This short memorandum rendered 
Jewish an ethno-national category in Palestine. It defined the land and its 
inhabitants by this category, despite the fact that Jews constituted 5 percent 
of the people who lived in Palestine at the turn of the twentieth century.13 
The memorandum rendered the majority of the Palestinians who lived on 
the land nameless; it defined them by what they were not. Two parallel 
processes began to take root. First was the partitioning of people into cat-
egories of Jewish and non-Jewish, deserving and undeserving of a national 
home. Second was the erasure of the Palestinian, who appeared only as a 
non-Jewish inhabitant bearing religious and civil but not political rights. 

One of the first partitions that took place after World War I was 
the separation of Palestinian Jews from their former Muslim and Chris-
tian brothers under Ottoman rule.14 It is at this point that what Edward 
Said called the malicious simplifications of Arab and Jew began to harden, 
although that hardening would be evolutionary, processual, and always 
partial.15 Despite scholarly arguments that the Balfour Declaration was pri-
marily a piece of war propaganda and not a blueprint for British rule,16 the 
two principles that the Declaration inaugurated—the erasure of the Pal-
estinian and the partition of the people into those deserving versus those 
undeserving of a national home—became the foundation of the Mandate 
document. Article 2 of that document recognized the Jewish Agency as 
the body responsible for realizing the Jewish national home in Palestine. 
It was the only non-Anglo institution that received official recognition in 
Mandate Palestine. Article 6 committed British colonial rule to Zionist 
land settlement and Jewish immigration. From its inception, British colo-
nial rule was premised on enabling the settler movement and denying the 
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possibility of politics for Palestinians. Mandate rule brought into law the 
Zionist mantra of “a land without a people for a people without a land.”

This mantra has enjoyed an impressive longevity. However, we should 
qualify its meaning to get at the specific condition of Palestinian invisibil-
ity in colonial epistemologies. Zionists of the late nineteenth century did 
not imagine that there were no people on the land of Palestine, but rather 
that they were not a people. Theodor Herzl described a set of caricatures 
that inhabited what he called the land of Israel: the wealthy effendis who 
could be had for a price and the remaining impoverished peasants who 
could be smoothly removed without incident. These people were a motley 
crew without anything defining or unifying them.17 Zionists from various 
political leanings did not share Herzl’s confidence that the people who 
lived in Palestine would not be attached enough to its land to resist their 
displacement.18 However, the Zionist emphasis on the lack of a politically 
coherent and distinct people in Palestine who deserved to make claims to 
the land on which they had resided for hundreds of years would continue 
apace. The caricatures of the effendi and the peasant, as well as the depic-
tion of the Palestinians as insufficiently rooted, continue to have currency.

In the meantime, Zionists were hard at work shaping a cohesive 
settlement community around a new ethno-national understanding of 
what it meant to be Jewish. They called themselves the Yishuv. Zionism 
promised Jews who had suffered religious, political, and racial persecution 
for centuries in Europe that they could finally become European but only 
by leaving Europe. Anti-Semitism and Zionism had one thing in com-
mon: the belief that Jews could never assimilate in Europe.19 The process 
of becoming European by realizing a settler colony would be an abundant 
source of persecution: For the Palestinians it entails ongoing erasure; for 
the eastern (Mizrahi) Jews who did not fit the Ashkenazi (European) mold, 
it has meant decades of marginalization; and for the Ashkenazi, it required 
killing centuries of tradition, language, and culture to fit the template of 
the new Jew.20

The process of becoming European was based on the consolidation of 
a parastatal infrastructure. By the 1920s, the Zionists had realized a network 
of institutions that would become the foundation of the state of Israel. These 
included the governing body of the Jewish Agency; the Jewish National 
Fund, which Zionists had established in 1901 to purchase land; the labor 
organization of the Histadrut, which organized Jewish laborers during the 
Mandate; the military organization of the Haganah; and the Vaad Leumi, a 
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Jewish people’s council that would become the Israeli parliament or Knesset 
in 1948. The British colonial administration bolstered the legitimacy of each 
of these institutions. In addition, as various crises of supply and informal 
markets during World War II amply indicate, these institutions often out-
ranked the British colonial government in capital and expertise.21

The colonial government also supported Zionist enterprise in Pales-
tine. Conventionally, colonial policy deemed tariff manipulation “uneco-
nomic.”22 The British colonial government departed from this convention, 
supporting Yishuv industry through tariff manipulation. Article 11 of the 
Mandate stated that the colonial government could arrange with the Jew-
ish Agency “to construct or operate, upon fair and equitable terms, any 
public works, services and utilities, and to develop any of the natural re-
sources of the country.”23 It was on this basis that the colonial govern-
ment granted three major monopoly concessions to Zionist interests in the 
1920s: the electricity concession to the Palestine Electricity Corporation, 
Limited (established in 1923),24 the Dead Sea salt concessions to the Pales-
tine Potash Company (established in 1929), and the salt concession in 1922 
to the Palestine Salt Company.25 

In addition, there was a long list of companies to which the Palestine 
government made specific customs concessions. The developing diamond 
industry, which flourished during World War II, received a concession 
from High Commissioner Herbert Samuel in 1923 to allow uncut dia-
monds duty-free entry and also encouraged the export industry.26 Other 
companies that received customs concessions on duty-free raw material 
imports included the Nesher Cement Company, Palestine Oil Industry 
(Shemen) Ltd., the Delfiner’s Silk Factory, the Yehuda Steam Factory, the 
Raanan Company Ltd. (confectionaries), and the Lodzia Textile Com-
pany, Ltd. The economic historian Jacob Metzer has argued that it is “em-
pirically unverified” that the prime beneficiaries of the tariffs were Jewish 
industrialists and that these benefits were in any way consequential.27 For 
Metzer, British colonial support was simply in response to the demands of 
what he calls a growing and modernizing Jewish-led economy.28 Beyond 
the value-based assessment of Jewish economic superiority deserving of 
colonial support, Metzer undermines his argument. A brief glimpse at the 
historical record supports Barbara Smith’s point that the colonial govern-
ment’s concessions protected Jewish industry.29

The traditional Zionist approach to economy in Palestine posited a 
backward, primitive, semi-feudal Palestinian Arab society based on subsis-
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tence agriculture with an Islamic reluctance regarding moneylending. In 
these accounts, Zionism in the late Ottoman and Mandate period civilized 
the Palestinian primitive–native. Jewish capital introduced a set of progres-
sive changes that benefited the peasant, or fellah.30 Never mind that Jewish 
land settlement and expropriation displaced the fellah, who became un-
employed, a condition impossible on the land as Nahla Zu‘bi points out.31 
But in these renditions obdurately wedded to how settler colonial eco-
nomic growth could ostensibly benefit the colonized, Palestine is marked 
by two distinct economic systems with limited market relations.32 There 
were two separate national economies— the traditional and backward Pal-
estinian economy and the Jewish capitalist economy—and each developed 
independently. One sector did not exploit the other. What emerged was a 
competition between the two, accompanied by a crisis of modernization 
in the Arab sector.33

Scholars such as Roger Owen, Alexander Schölch, and Beshara Dou-
mani have long overturned the conviction that Palestine came into the world 
capitalist system with the onset of British colonialism. Before 1882, Jaffa, 
Haifa, and Acre were important export points for external trade. Nablus was 
the most important center for local and regional trade and manufactured 
soap, oil, and cotton. Jaffa exported the produce of southern Palestine—
wheat, barley, maize, olive oil, soap, oranges, and other crops—to France, 
Egypt, England, Asia Minor, Greece, Italy, Malta, and northern Syria.34

Yet the dual-economy model continues to be conventional wisdom. 
It is perhaps most potently articulated in Metzer’s thorough study, The Di-
vided Economy of Mandatory Palestine.35 The stark binary between the mod-
ern Jewish economy and the pre-modern Arab economy takes visual form 
on the cover of the paperback edition. There, a 1946 photograph depicts 
a camel caravan passing the electric power station in Tel Aviv. The image 
resonates with Metzer’s reasoning that Zionist industry and economic 
growth were beneficial to Palestinians.36 Recent work has overturned these 
conclusions. Amos Nadan has effectively shown that Metzer’s claims of 
progressive growth in the Arab agrarian economy are unfounded.37

In most of these accounts, there is a resounding silence on Arab capi-
talist practice. The scantiness, unavailability, and extremely speculative char-
acter of figures on Palestinian wages, commerce, trade, and industry justify 
this silence. Metzer claims that “the dynamics of manufacturing in Man-
datory Palestine was primarily, although definitely not exclusively, a Jewish 
story.”38 Thus, the Palestinian story becomes an acceptable gap in historical 
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inquiry. This lack enables the divided economy narrative of modern, Euro-
pean industry versus rural, traditional Palestinian agriculture to proceed un-
checked. Certainly the Yishuv’s forces in 1948 attempted to erase Palestinian 
presence on the land as well as the records of that presence.39 

Moreover, Metzer is accurate in his claim that the Palestinians did not 
create statistical mechanisms for the systematic collection and analysis of 
economic data.40 Ronen Shamir, building on the idea that economy does 
not exist independently of the sciences that define and measure it, takes 
Metzer’s conclusion one step further. Since Arab economists did not assem-
ble a separate economy, Shamir explains, “the ‘Arab economy’ . . . perhaps 
may be better understood as a ‘negative assembly.’”41 This negative assembly 
“mainly existed as a kind of ephemeral shadow, appearing as the ambigu-
ously inferior ‘other’ of its Jewish counterpart.”42 Shamir is, of course, cor-
rect in pointing to the Yishuv’s successful “politics of calculation.”43 But here 
archival absences can play a pernicious role. While there may be a Palestinian 
story, the documents that can reveal it do not exist.44 The assumption that 
there are no traces to unearth does not simply result in the story remaining 
untold. It leads to the conclusion that there is no story to tell.45

As it turns out, there is a story to tell about Arabs, calculation, and 
economy in Palestine. The best response to these accounts of stories untold 
comes from a return to scholars like Baruch Kimmerling and Gershon 
Shafir, who historicized Zionism in Palestine as a settler colonial move-
ment.46 Zachary Lockman began a relational approach that insisted on un-
derstanding Zionism, not as an isolated European phenomenon (or as a 
colonial subject and his shadow), but in its interaction with the land and 
the people of Palestine.47 This work in turn inspired scholarship that sought 
to study both Arab and Jewish life in Ottoman and Mandate Palestine.48 
Yet, in this scholarship, perceived or actual archival absences also lead to a 
particular formula: The Jews of the Yishuv act and the Palestinians react. 

However, despite archival absences, scholars have provided intrigu-
ing portrayals of early twentieth-century Palestine as a dynamic time of 
cultural and literary production, as well as a period of significant social 
transformation that included an active women’s movement, labor organiz-
ing, mass mobilization, and popular politics.49 Yet the picture of Palestin-
ian social life peopled by poor, illiterate masses of peasants and workers, 
alongside a small group of venal notables fraught with internecine com-
petition, continues to run rampant in most historical portrayals and con-
temporary imaginings.
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The Aristocrat, the Comprador, the Hero,  
and the Catastrophe

For earlier periods in Palestine, social life does not appear quite so 
static and unchanging. Beshara Doumani powerfully revealed the rise and 
fall of old and new urban elites in relation to shifting village politics from 
the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries.50 Yet as the historical trajec-
tory edges closer to the British Mandate era, there is an intensified schol-
arly investment in the predictability of elites. They appear doggedly out 
of step with the times. Weldon Matthews’s work on the Istiqlal Party in 
Palestine is an important corrective to this general trend of homogenizing 
elites.51 He addresses the growing influence of pan-Arab populism and de-
stabilizes stock characters and stale strategies. 

Yet there continues to be a scholarly insistence on the Palestinian elite 
as unchanging and easily understood. Take, for example, the scholarly and 
popular penchant to refer to families such as the Husaynis and Nashashibis 
as an “aristocracy.”52 Such a term is profoundly ahistorical, not simply in 
Palestine and the “non-West,” but for much of Europe as well. Parallel to 
the long life of the aristocracy as a social category of historical narrative is 
the continued insistence on describing pre- and early modern economic 
organization in Palestine as “feudal.” While less fashionable in academic 
circles, the moniker of the feudal, or iqta‘i, is still salient in everyday ver-
nacular, particularly in Arabic. Subaltern Palestinians were innovating 
strategies and visions as they confronted both settler colonialism and social 
hierarchy. The correlative assumption that continues to limit our thinking 
is that among the elites it was the same old story. In this cartography, Pal-
estinian men of capital cannot take shape as historical figures.

When they do take shape, they appear as compradors or as indistinct 
or as overwhelmingly Christian. For example, Walid Kazziha has argued 
that it was the notables in the Middle East who were the nascent bour-
geoisie. They were compradors because they aligned with colonial rule 
while benefiting from economic growth and industrialization.53 In Pales-
tine, Salim Tamari has argued that a “middling” new class of merchants 
and manufacturers was growing in the Mandate period particularly in the 
coastal cities of Gaza, Jaffa, Haifa, and Acre. However, this class was not 
distinguishable because of their organic links to landowners.54 Another 
characterization of this period is that many of these actors were Christian 
and thus exceptional.55 Thus “Christian merchants” become an easily un-
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derstood collective, who appear in some accounts as unified in their stance 
against the boycott and the Revolt.56 

During Ottoman rule, affiliation with European consulates and in-
stitutions privileged Christians in the realms of education and capital ac-
cumulation. However, the sectarian representation of men of capital is a 
drastic misreading. Christians played important roles in the propagation 
of an economic nahda in Palestine, but they were not dominant among 
the men who forged their philosophies in periodicals like Iqtisadiyyat or in 
spaces like the Chambers of Commerce. Eliding sect with politics is also 
inaccurate. Christian businessmen such as Imil Butaji (Emile Boutagy) and 
Jad Suidan did oppose the boycott and the Revolt in Haifa. But others, 
like Fu’ad Saba, funded the rebels. Moreover, Muslim businessmen like 
Ahmad Hilmi Pasha and Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim shared the concern that 
the Revolt would lead to their economic ruin.

Historians have used the divides between the comprador and au-
thentic economic nationalist to explain late capitalism and the failure of 
the national bourgeoisie to uproot older forms of economic power. This 
expectation of bourgeois revolution is often idealized and mostly unreal-
ized even in that amorphous body of countries called Europe.57 Robert 
Vitalis has thoroughly upended the comprador and nationalist divide in 
his work on capitalists in Egypt in the first half of the twentieth century. 
Scholars depicted that period as one of a confrontation between parasitic 
compradors that shunned productive investment and consorted with colo-
nial power and a patriotic, nationalist faction. Vitalis argued that local in-
vestors created private enterprises and national industries because of their 
access to both state and foreign capital. He has shown how businessmen, 
irrespective of label, undermined British attempts to construct a neocolo-
nial regime in the decades after World War I.58

Palestinian businessmen, like their Egyptian counterparts, used na-
tionalism in a flexible way to protect their interests.59 They shaped an ideal 
“social man” and categorized people into ranks and classes based on educa-
tion and vocation. Central to these categorizations was the “middle class” 
[al-tabaqa al-wusta], which these men used to define themselves and their 
social world. In the optimistic 1930s, men of capital in Palestine confined 
the middle class to the so-called civilized people who were to embody 
a new kind of economic conduct. By the 1940s and in the face of both 
wartime constraints and the rapid erosion of political possibilities, men of 
capital expanded their understanding of the middle class to include what 
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they called the authentic Bedouin and fellah who they feverishly and belat-
edly sought to represent.

This shifting and exclusionary middle-class project has, like its pro-
tagonists, been subject to both neglect and celebration. Keith Watenpaugh 
has suggested that this neglect is a wider phenomenon in Middle East 
historiography.60 Because of the impression of its slavish imitation of its 
European cognate, the middle class has embarrassed scholars and led to “a 
paucity of work on this group.”61 Watenpaugh has argued that the middle 
class in early twentieth century Syria formed civil society institutions that 
articulated participation, accountability, and equality as legitimate social 
expectations.62 This middle class failed to realize these expectations because 
its members were vulnerable to the bonds of religion, ethnicity, and family. 
But perhaps the time has come to question this rendition of civil society 
as a space distinct from and purified of other social loyalties. Perhaps too, 
we should more carefully attend to a broader global conviction that the 
middle class has the potential to eradicate inequality and political instabil-
ity.63 As Barbara Weinstein and Ricardo Lopez point out, such a conviction 
positions the Anglo-American model as both universal and exceptional. In 
comparison, all other historical classes, within Europe and outside of it, 
will always be “found wanting.”64 

But beyond the inevitability of frustrated emulation, the deeper prob-
lem is the middle class’ self-description as a force of social change. After all, 
the goals of eradicating inequality and instability are not necessarily com-
patible. The imperative of stability works, historically and in the present, 
not to challenge social and economic inequality but to maintain it. As men 
of capital in Palestine put it in the 1940s, rebellion and uprising were “not 
in anyone’s interest.”65 Should we indict, then, men of capital as the villains 
of the early twentieth century? This is a tempting conclusion, especially in 
light of the urge to explain the devastation of the Nakba.

When the story of a people pivots on a moment of tragic loss, the 
quiet before the storm is a source of nostalgia. As Rema Hammami points 
out, oral history and Nakba commemoration have taken on a life of their 
own in the West Bank, Gaza, and the various sites of Palestinian exile. 
There are countless attempts to recreate the times of pre-Nakba Palestine.66 
In many ways the Nakba marks the scope and borders of what we can 
know. It is the beginning and the end of Palestinian time. Some scholars 
continue to explain the outcome of 1948 as a result of a Palestinian “lack” 
and the absence of an “authentic nationalism.”67 Idealization and nostalgia 
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are linked to historical renditions of a period that epitomizes the failure to 
realize a nation-state. Given the widely scattered realities of Palestinians, 
the continued siege and occupation of Gaza, the occupation of the West 
Bank, and the persistence of statelessness, it is compelling to search the 
Palestinian historical record for what went wrong.

But in such a search, it is almost inevitable that nationalism—its 
“lack,” its “strength,” or its “weakness”—will stand as a metonym for poli-
tics. In some renditions, the weakness of normative nationalism—a “polit-
ical deficiency” and a lack of a national “spirit”—resulted in, as the leading 
historian of collaboration continues to argue, the catastrophe of 1948.68 In 
response, scholars have documented a national project among the Palestin-
ians. This work is invaluable and has shifted the terms of debate as well as 
our understanding of the social and cultural geography of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries in Palestine. However, to continue 
reveling in the marriage between national consciousness and politics reifies 
colonial epistemologies. Moving beyond nationalism as both the means 
and ends of politics is long overdue. Certainly, nationalism was one aspect 
of subjectivity formation, but it was not the only way to make politics.

What I seek to destabilize here is not whether Palestinians were suf-
ficiently national, but to ask why that sufficiency and/or its lack contin-
ues to be the measuring stick for whether people can remain on the land 
they resided on for centuries. Must people’s investment in the random and 
shifting borders that imperial and colonial officials drew determine their 
status? Are there other ways to think about politics outside, beside, under-
neath, and alongside this national prism?

I propose here that we think of the political as the stuff of the every-
day: the new anxieties about money, how to manage it, how to shape and 
reform the social body that both money and its lack threatens. I propose 
too that the very idea of needs, and more crucially still, basic needs, are 
deeply political. What is a need? How does a need change? Who has what 
needs? These are all questions that occupied Palestinian men of capital and 
the British colonial officers who ruled them.

Men of Capital, Women of Thrift

Elites in Palestine were not homogenous. A growing group of men 
working in commercial, and to a much lesser extent, industrial ventures 
were accumulating capital and expertise in the early twentieth century. 
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These businessmen were a primarily urban, relatively wealthy group of 
men who attempted to author a new sort of hegemonic power. Their strat-
egies and visions were as invested in shaping and maintaining new forms 
of social hierarchy as radicals and rebels were in dislodging them. Elites 
shaped philosophies and visions of the ideal social body [hay’a ijtima‘iyya], 
the ideal “social man,” and his ideal partner, the domestic manager. At-
tending to these figures and their projects opens up new ways to think 
about Palestine’s past, its present, and its relationship to the intellectual 
and social world in which it existed.

The British commitment to maintaining the status quo among Pales-
tinians strengthened a handful of the landowning nobility.69 The Husayni 
family and its main rival the Nashashibis used municipal elections, com-
petition for mayoral posts, and control of institutions like the Supreme 
Muslim Council to jockey for power and create alliances. The foregone 
conclusion has been that the property, money, income, and power of these 
urban notables dominated the entire country.70

However, there is a history outside of this seemingly impenetrable 
narrative of Palestinian factionalism and family rivalries. As Issa Khalaf 
has shown, by World War I, local industries including flour milling, soap 
making, weaving, pipe making, and metal shops saw a diversification.71 
Between 1918 and 1927, Arabs and Jews established 2,269 commercial and 
manufacturing enterprises. Sixty percent of these enterprises were Arab, 
representing an investment of 613,000 Palestinian pounds.72 By 1927, there 
were 3,505 industrial establishments in Palestine. By 1935, Arab capital in-
vestment was mostly in tobacco, cardboard, soap and milling factories, 
and a growing textile industry, but Arabs also made industrial advances in 
metals, chemicals, leather, beverages, and quarrying.73 

The largest shift occurred in the wartime period. In 1939, there were 
339 Arab industrial establishments employing 4,117 people. The number of 
Arab industrial establishments jumped in 1943 to 1,558, employing 8,804 
people. Arab capital investments went from 703,565 Palestinian pounds 
in 1939 to 2,131,307 pounds in 1942.74 These numbers are small in com-
parison to the rapid growth of Jewish manufacturing during the Mandate, 
which went from generating 50 percent of Palestine’s output in the 1920s 
to 60 percent in the early 1930s and reached 80 percent during wartime-in-
duced industrialization.75 Palestinian stagnancy and paralysis, however, was 
not the corollary of the growing hegemony of European Jewish industry.

A “middling” class existed that was not synonymous with the land-
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owning class who continued their hold over inland cities like Tiberias and 
Nablus. Despite this hold, important shifts in political economy took place 
along the coast. Khalaf draws on a study of 100 political figures76 to show 
that 35 percent of these elites were engaged in private enterprise and that 
many fell in the “middling” as opposed to wealthy categories. The Jaffa and 
Jerusalem Chambers of Commerce records are evidence of a growing com-
mercial and manufacturing class distinct from the landed nobility. In Jeru-
salem, for example, between 1938 and 1947 there was a rise from 84 to 118 
businesses and companies.77 The Jerusalem Chamber included 260 general 
commission agencies, importers of luxury goods and appliances, retailers 
and wholesalers, and automobile parts, tires, and car dealers.78 The Jaffa 
Chamber in the late 1940s shows a similar growth in trade, commercial 
sectors, and light industry. Of the 670 businesses in Jaffa, only 23 belonged 
to individuals from large landowning families. Similarly in Jerusalem, 56 
of 528 businessmen were from these families.79

Economic diversification was not dependent on businesses associ-
ated with the investments of the urban nobility in imports and exports of 
cereal, the sale of construction materials, and milling factories.80 Neverthe-
less, Tamari’s insistence on cross-fertilizations between a “middling” sort 
and a landowning class is crucial. Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim, an influential 
man of capital in 1930s and 1940s Palestine, was “a landowner,”81 “a promi-
nent merchant, a leader of the Haifa Islamic Society, and . . . a member 
of the Istiqlal Party,”82 “a Haifa businessmen . . . [and a] banker,”83 and a 
“Chamber activist.” None of these descriptions are inaccurate. They point 
to the many positions that Ibrahim and men like him could occupy. In-
deed, it is this “unevenness” and multiplicity of affiliation that renders 
Palestinian history a rich and complex arena of study.84

A Material Nahda

Men of capital, such as Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim, and “women of 
thrift,” such as the domestic reformer Salwa Sa‘id, did not understand 
themselves only, or even primarily, through their confrontation with Zion-
ism. In their projects of economic cultivation and domestic reform, they 
positioned themselves as part of a broader Arab nahda. Positioning Pales-
tine and Palestinians in this world of Arab thought and social life provin-
cializes the Zionist–Palestinian conflict as the only way to tell the story of 
the early twentieth century. It tells a different story, one that allows for a 
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critique not just of Palestinian elites but the broader Arab liberal project, 
and the violence and exclusions that such a project was founded on.

The nahda was that heterogeneous movement wherein the nation 
was to rise up, discard corrupt and outdated traditions, and realize the 
triumphant arrival of the modern.85 Historians have understood the inter-
war period as falling “between the end of the first Arab Nahda, or cultural 
renaissance, and the beginnings of the second.”86 But for economic think-
ers in 1930s Palestine, the nahda was very much alive. They too were alive 
with it, formulating the contours of a utopic capitalist future in terms of 
conduct, ethics, and territories. The rights of the individual were crucial 
to their prescriptions on a healthy and organic social body. They drew on 
various universes of thought that spanned al-Ghazali and Ibn Khaldun 
to Adam Smith, Rousseau, Locke, and Karl Marx. Men of capital shaped 
social life in ways parallel to and divergent from European liberal thinkers 
whose relationship to imperialism has been the subject of rich and ongo-
ing debate.87

The nahda then was an intensive time of intellectual exchange and 
plurality. Ilham Khuri-Makdisi has gone far in de-exceptionalizing the 
intellectual history of the Middle East by narrating the significance of 
socialism among thinkers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. Her groundbreaking contributions challenge the overwhelming force 
of nationalism as the only way to think about Arab and Middle Eastern 
intellectual life. However, the importance of economic thought—that 
is, the free market and capitalist threads of the nahda—have not been 
overstudied as Khuri-Makdisi suggests, but on the contrary not studied 
enough. In fact, we do not have a historical narrative of economic thought 
in the Arab world that goes beyond particular moments. Moreover, one 
of the intriguing nuances of Khuri-Makdisi’s account is her finding that 
individuals, such as Amin al-Rihani, who was a leading socialist voice, 
would regularly share drafts with the Islamic modernist, Muhammad 
Abduh. Khuri-Makdisi positions these exchanges in older practices of col-
lective writing. But they help us further complicate the nahda as a type 
of intellectual environment in which the categories of Islamist, capitalist, 
and socialist were neither stable nor ones that could preclude a shared in-
tellectual project. Indeed Rihani contributed to the Palestinian economic 
periodical Iqtisadiyyat. Through a carefully crafted nahda narrative, he 
portrayed a transhistorical commercial essence of Arab culture that could 
unite the quest for awakening, dignity, and modern arrival.
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Thus, the twentieth century in Palestine was not simply a period of 
“unfulfilled promise” that entailed “a pervasive cultural tone of anguish and 
disgust, of resentment, resistance, rebellion, and death.”88 Elite Palestinians 
envisioned and imagined the future not through anguish and disgust but 
through notions of progress, class distinction, and civilizational superior-
ity. It was not until the 1940s that a pervasive tone of conspiracy and crisis 
became prevalent. But even that decade was not, as scholars have long de-
scribed it, a period of political or social paralysis.89 Furthermore, while we are 
accustomed to understanding visions of pan-Arabism as wedded to socialist 
economic planning, here we see another type of marriage that is worthy 
of further exploration: an Arab utopia built on the foundations of private 
property, investment, self-responsibility, and the accumulation of capital.

Making Economy Visible

Palestinian men of capital and British colonial officers mobilized 
economy as a site of social management in the early twentieth century. They 
took part in broader efforts to forge economy as objective, bounded, and 
external.90 The shaping of economy as a separate and distinct sphere has a 
long history.91 While the word economy originates in Ancient Greece, Chris 
Hann and Keith Hart argue that in Mesopotamia as far back as the third 
millennium BC we can find the division of labor stemming from markets 
and money.92 Of course, economy is a keyword in modern life, and since the 
nineteenth century has come to mean the sum of the sale and purchase of 
goods in national territory.93 It was the synthesis of the nation-state and in-
dustrial capitalism that birthed these configurations.94 When governmental 
bureaucracies began attempting to manage money, markets, and accumula-
tion in a national space, “economy” as we know it today entered vernacular 
speech.95

The conception of economy as a self-reproducing flow of production 
and consumption was inextricable from new regimes of calculation, from 
a new emphasis on visibility. Thus, as Timothy Mitchell has shown, econ-
omy as a totality of relations emerged in a mid-twentieth century crisis of 
representation.96 This entity, the economy, which was squarely located in 
a geographical political space, required the compilation of new kinds of 
data.97 John Maynard Keynes and his work, The General Theory of Employ-
ment, Interest, and Money (1936) often provides a point of origin for the 
national articulation of economy. The constituent elements of the  General 
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Theory are economic aggregates like output, employment, investment, 
and consumption, and synthetic averages like rates of interests, real wage, 
money wage level, and price level.98 But Keynes is one point of many.

Mapping territory, growth, time, and the future became central pre-
occupations for bureaucrats and theorists alike in the late nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Calculations made the future and progress statistically 
representable and rationally attainable.99 They also required the separa-
tions of various entities as constitutive outsides such as the state and the 
household. Such distinctions could work to render the so-called informal 
economy residual when in fact it could be at the very heart of economic 
production.100 The push to calculate and make visible also led to new pos-
sibilities in surveillance. Managing economy through statistics was a differ-
ent art of government in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.101 

Adam Tooze has argued that new technologies of data led bureaucrats 
to fantasize about controlling economy not only by manipulating national 
aggregates but also by innovating systems of individualized surveillance.102 
Catherine Gallagher has shown that the health and vitality of the laboring 
body demanded constant attention from economic theorists.103 Economic 
representations and forms of knowledge dominated subjects. However, 
Janet Roitman has pointed out that new “techniques of the self ” were 
also components of that domination.104 Through this calculability, and the 
many areas it rendered invisible or residual, men and women constructed 
the object of economy.105 Economy from this perspective is not a preexist-
ing reality but an achievement.106

How did that entity, the economy, take shape outside the “the homes 
of Quesnay, Petty, Smith, Playfair, Ricardo or Marx?”107 Certainly, in Pales-
tine, just as for much of the world outside the West, colonial domination 
accompanied the forging of economy as an autonomous sphere.108 The par-
ticular form of colonial domination in Palestine was the Mandate system. 
This system, Antony Anghie has argued, was an experiment in international 
management that attempted to address the gap between the civilized and 
the uncivilized in economic terms. The pervasive discipline of economics 
promoted the development of the colonized through new ostensibly neutral 
indicators.109 But as we have seen, the Mandate in Palestine was exceptional 
in its endorsement of settler colonialism. How then did the achievement 
of economy take shape in a settler colonial context? What happened when 
the large majority of bodies to be counted were not only colonized but also 
stripped of a political name and inhabited a foreclosed national future?
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In Palestine, the division between politics and economics, the politics 
of growth and abundance, and the shaping of the household and the body 
as sites of management and surveillance were all in process. Moreover, the 
colonial regime did attempt to subject bodies and commodities to greater 
surveillance.110 But it was not growth that inspired these colonial efforts. 
It was the threat of war and the management of scarcity that necessitated 
them. Incoherence and inefficiency marked the metrological regimes that 
the British colonial regime introduced, through new indices such as the 
cost of living and the calorie. Time and again British colonial officers failed 
in standardizing and homogenizing everything from weights to rations. 
This failure was intimately linked to the settler colonial condition of the 
Palestinian present and future. It would be much longer before the overall 
project of constructing economy ushered in a “new sociality for things 
and persons.”111 It was elite Palestinian conceptions of social hierarchy that 
more quickly consolidated and marked those techniques of the self.

To map these Palestinian techniques, it would be wise to avoid what 
Tooze has called the “tree model” of cultural development where branches, 
stems, and shoots of conceptions of economy all sprout from Keynes and 
his cohort.112 Drawing on Franco Moretti, Tooze advises a “wave” approach 
to understand how innovations in conceiving and measuring economy 
swept the globe in the first half of the twentieth century.113 Following Manu 
 Goswami, the aim here is not to map “a repository of pure difference”114 that 
will cleanse the “derivative”115 character of Palestinian economic thought. 
One of the reasons men of capital in Palestine are difficult to understand 
today is because they occupied multiple universes of thought that are not 
immediately accessible to us. It would be more productive to approach 
these universes not through a closed tautology of original and copy but 
through an attention to how the idea of economy, the imperative of man-
agement, and the crisis of bare needs worked across national, regional, and 
colonial divides.

To What End?

What does the visibility of men of capital accomplish? Is their exis-
tence simply a response to Golda Meir’s infamous declaration that there 
was no such thing as a Palestinian? Does it prove once and for all that there 
was a Palestinian economy that was more than a “negative assembly”? Or 
alternatively, is it a way to evidence a heroic character, invested in some 
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pure and distinct space called civil society, as the historical alternative to 
the twentieth and twenty-first century suicide bomber, as Keith Waten-
paugh116 has suggested?

To relegate the Palestinian businessman to the shadows of inferior-
ity or to recover him as an artifact of the modern are two sides of the 
same conceptual bind. The first takes colonial epistemology for granted: 
The colonial figure and his shadow become an acceptable way to tell the 
history of Palestine. The second impulse, recovering the shadow into the 
light, appears at first glance to respond to this colonial logic. But it is 
trapped within it. The recovery works as a salve against everything that 
is wrong with the Palestinian and Arab present.117 To access and critique 
the debates that have shaped the present requires rejecting the logic of the 
colonial body and its shadow,118 decentering the colonial body, and asking 
new questions.

Jacob Metzer points out that the Palestinians did not create mecha-
nisms to collect and analyze Arab economy.119 He is right. The Palestinians 
were unable to calculate their commercial, financial, and industrial ven-
tures. Avi Shlaim has argued that the Palestinians did “next to nothing” to 
build an independent state.120 He is right too. Missing from these assess-
ments is the condition with which Palestinians continue to grapple to this 
day: settler colonialism. Palestinian men of capital understood the need for 
calculation, statistics, and economic visibility; they understood the need 
for national institutions; and they forged attempts and intellectual projects 
around both. What was the content of these projects and how did settler 
colonialism foreclose them?

In a different vein, scholars like Issa Khalaf and Salim Tamari have 
argued that the Palestinian “bourgeoisie,” to the extent that it existed, did 
not succeed in realizing a national economy. They too are right. Men of 
capital failed in realizing the economic accumulation that would realize 
national independence. What were the conditions of this failure? How did 
men of capital link their economic interests to national sovereignty? More 
importantly still, in what ways did these men of capital succeed?

As opposed to the easily understood and reiterated narratives of Pales-
tine in the early twentieth century, the following chapters present a diverse 
set of characters: the man of capital, the false intellectual, the true intellec-
tual, the unemployed youth, the spendthrift urbanite, the fashionable but 
frugal domestic manager, the maid, the worker, the native, the foreigner, 
the abundant farmer, and the law-abiding and authentic Bedouin and 
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 fellah. A set of spaces also come into view: the “black market”; new “houses 
of entertainment,” cafes, cinema houses, and restaurants; the idyllic and 
healthy Arab home; and a broader territory of capitalist pan-Arab utopia.

The focus on economy highlights the significance of the nahda in 
Palestine and Palestine’s significance to the nahda. The tropes of modern 
arrival and the preoccupation with sleep and wakefulness were in full cir-
culation, traveling and adapting in interesting ways. In turn, the centrality 
of economy in Palestinian thought, as a mode of conduct and as an indi-
cator of wellbeing challenges how we have understood the nahda in the 
broader Arab world. It was not only a cultural or literary project. It did 
not only contain national or radical ideologies. In the 1930s in Palestine 
and beyond, the nahda was an economic project that shaped subjectivity 
and territory.

It was at this time, too, that the British colonial government em-
barked on a series of its own attempts to count and regulate subjects and 
territories. In the 1940s, it used the calorie and the cost of living as tech-
nologies of rule in Palestine. It was not an obsession with numbers or a 
fascination with omniscience that drove their efforts. It was the crisis of 
supply, the fear of upheaval, and the exigencies of war that propelled them 
to action. Far from the depiction of Mandate rule as a tidy experiment in 
management, economics, and development, we find a messy, inconsistent 
project. This disarray qualifies the tempting coherence of economic calcu-
lation as a disciplinary project in Palestine and beyond.

Yet regardless of its limitations, economic calculation would have 
lasting legacies for the relationship between basic needs and political con-
tainment. Indices like the calorie and the cost of living across colonial and 
postcolonial divides functioned to contain dissident politics. These  indices’ 
claim to being universal was contingent on exclusion. In Palestine a di-
versity of people and practices defied categorization and resisted homog-
enization. For example, a disastrous colonial scheme to control vegetable 
production, distribution, and marketing in Palestine nourished the infor-
mal markets that it ostensibly sought to “rationalise.” In another example, 
the category of the “Oriental Jew” confounded colonial scientists as they 
sought to forge a nutritional economy and identify “racial expenditure 
groups.”121 At every turn, the attempts to make economy visible revealed 
how deeply the colonial government had neglected Palestinians as subjects 
to be counted and categorized. That neglect, regardless of ongoing specu-
lation about British colonial intent, was not coincidental or contingent. 
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The invisibility of the Palestinian in the colonial archive, and the last ditch 
effort to render bodies and their consumption and production visible, was 
one component of the broader condition of settler colonialism.

The story of men, and women, of capital in a settler colony is about 
formation and interruption at once. Palestinian economic thinkers and 
businessmen may tempt us at first as indicators of a lost world, glimpses 
of an alternative future. But we must reject the impulse to mourn. The 
emphasis on private property, individual freedom, and self-responsibility 
in which Palestinian capitalists were so invested in the 1930s receded in the 
face of austerity in the 1940s and national dispossession in 1948. That reces-
sion, however, was temporary. Indeed, in business narrations of the time, it 
was abnormal. The imperative of profit as a vehicle for and an indication of 
progress and its inextricability from the closely linked goals of maintaining 
social hierarchy and containing politics would not simply flourish; they 
would become the scaffolding of the future.



IN THE MID-1930s IN PALESTINE, a group of elites who defined 
themselves as “men of capital” shaped economics as a body of knowledge. 
Shut out of the institutions that defined economy as a science of markets, 
they formulated economy as a science of the self. They sought to propa-
gate what they understood as social progress, shape new notions of class 
and status, and guard their interests. Meanwhile, during this very period, 
the rebels of Palestine realized horizontal solidarities and achieved consid-
erable gains in challenging British colonial rule, Zionist settlement, and 
Palestinian social hierarchy. In the midst of social and political upheaval, 
“men of capital” took part in a broader Arab intellectual and cultural proj-
ect of awakening, the nahda, to proselytize the ideal economic subject.

The trajectories of these men challenge the conventional depiction 
of pre-1948 Palestinian social life as defined by ineffectual and factional-
ized notables, an increasingly disenfranchised peasantry, and an active but 
small group of workers. Elite efforts to shape the saving and spending pat-
terns of “social man” and his relationship to what they called the “social 
body” [al-hay’a al-ijtima‘iyya] reveal formative ideas about the individual 
and his and her relationship to economy, nation, and the colonial state. 
These men’s stories and projects provide a biography of economy, which 
challenges some longstanding assumptions. Conventional and even revi-
sionist scholarship continues to present elites as a group of notables whose 
ways of seeing the world were ineffective and out of date. However, these 
men were making money and nation in new ways. They were not all land-
owners; there were bankers, accountants, commercial businessmen, and 

1
Men of Capital
Making Money, Making Nation
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to a lesser extent industrialists. Economics as a body of knowledge and 
economy as a science of the self were central to their visions and projects. 
These men located their ideas on capital accumulation and its relationship 
to national economy in a broader Arab project. In doing so, they challenge 
the temporal and conceptual boundaries of Arab liberal thought.

In his preface to the 1983 reissue of Arabic Thought in the Liberal 
Age, Albert Hourani defined liberal as the changes of a new world order 
that sprang from technical and industrial revolutions during the two hun-
dred years his seminal work covered. This order expressed itself in “the 
growth of a European trade of a new kind [and] the consequent changes 
in production and consumption.”1 However, he argued, there were few 
precise ideas about social reform and economic development in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Arab thinkers assumed that so-
cial and economic change “could and should wait until after the attain-
ment of independence.”2 Few were aware of the problems of “maintaining 
standards of administration” and “defining the frontiers between private 
enterprise and State control.”3 It was not until the 1950s and 1960s that the 
new nationalism defined welfare not “in terms of individual freedom, but 
rather economic development, a rise in general living standards and the 
provision of social services.”4 Mark LeVine echoes these conclusions when 
he explains that under British rule Palestinians “did not think in individu-
alistic, capitalist terms, they were not concerned with maximizing their 
individual income.”5 Thus, for several generations historians have accepted 
the claim that economic thought was static.

However, neither economic thought nor the Arab liberal project was 
as linear or as singular as it appears in these accounts. Scholars have gone 
far in pluralizing the nahda as a heterogeneous phenomenon that tran-
scended religious, ethnic, and social categories.6 Ilham Khuri-Makdisi, 
in particular, has challenged historiographic conceptions of the late nine-
teenth century as the antechamber of nationalism in Syria and Egypt.7 She 
reveals the period before 1914 as rich in the articulation and dissemina-
tion of socialist and anarchist principles. Khuri-Makdisi has argued that 
Middle East historians have deradicalized authors by interpreting them 
as promoters of free market and liberal economic thought.8 Yet despite 
this claim, scholars have not explored the complexities and trajectories of 
economic thought as a formative component of the nahda. The linking 
of vitality and economy as well as concerns with economic growth and 
its relationship to general welfare, government intervention, and private 
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enterprise have an important and overlooked history. Palestinian articula-
tions that tied profit to progress while reifying their social power are an 
entry point into this history.

Alternates

In the mid-1930s just as international recession spread and Pales-
tinian social and political discontent was progressing into a guerilla war 
against colonial power, a group of men in Jaffa began publishing the peri-
odical  Al-Iqtisadiyyat al-‘arabiyya (The Arab Economic Journal, in its editors’ 
translation). The editors assured their readers of “a complete economic 
arrival.” As late as 1936, in the midst of global depression and in the very 
moment of social upheaval in Palestine, it was possible for this group of 
elites to envision the future in overwhelmingly optimistic terms. As largely 
urban-based small industrialists, merchants, bankers, and professionals, 
they were shielded—like others in the colonial world, where urban small 
industry saw a boom in this decade—from the depths of rural poverty, 
which also gave rise to new ideas and movements.

Palestine was an active site for these new ideas and movements. 
Scholars have convincingly evidenced that the Great Revolt of 1936 to 1939 
was not a historical rupture but a culmination of radical mobilizing that 
sought to dislodge the failed politics of notable elites.9 Charles Anderson 
has rigorously shown how the rise of workers’ syndicates, youth societies, 
unions, and village and migrant associations in the late 1920s and the early 
1930s expressed a new mode of mass politics.10 Building on the work of Ted 
Swedenburg and Ghassan Kanafani, he challenges “the effendi  thesis,” the 
historiographic conviction of a rigid Palestinian social hierarchy in which 
only elites had agency.11 Bringing in radical social forces is crucial to desta-
bilizing this thesis; but another as yet untouched assumption is that elites 
were unchanging. Engaging the innovations and strategies of these elites 
reveals the politics—not of revolution, but of men of capital.

The men in Iqtisadiyyat complicate our understandings of the con-
stituencies and projects of Palestinian elites. New modes of politics chal-
lenged and inspired these commercial elites. There were common threads 
that crossed radical and elite divides, most notably the definition of “the 
political.” For example, in the wake of rising national tensions culminating 
in competing religious claims on the Wailing Wall/al-Buraq in 1929, youth 
radicals organized a conference of Arab students in Jaffa. They defined 
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their work as “nonpolitical,” in part to receive approval as a registered soci-
ety but also to distance themselves from factional rivalries.12

Men of capital in Iqtisadiyyat made a similar move for altogether 
different reasons. They defined their journal as “an open space for seri-
ous research,” which would provide “men of the nation” with the tools to 
participate in an “economic nahda.”13 Iqtisadiyyat, the editors explained, 
was a unique intervention in a landscape of political division and party 
factionalism. The editors presented their project as distinct from, if not 
superior to, the work of “men of politics.”14 They did this neither to effect 
radical change nor to cling to old privileges. Rather, they sought to shape 
economics as a neutral and scientific realm of nation building, to define 
class and status in new ways, and to safeguard their own power. Iqtisadiyyat 
expressed the interests of an alternate group of “intellectuals, men of sci-
ence, art, education, capital, and works.”15

Who were these alternate “men of the nation”? The moving force be-
hind Iqtisadiyyat was Fu’ad Saba, the first Palestinian licensed as an auditor 
under the British Mandate. Saba received a bachelor’s degree in commerce 
at the American University of Beirut. The son of an Anglican pastor, he 
was a self-made man who established a highly successful team of accoun-
tants, Saba and Company, in 1920.16 He was also the main architect of 
the Palestinian National Fund, which was established in 1930 and sought 
primarily to purchase lands.17 In June 1936, Saba was appointed secretary 
of the Arab Higher Committee, the group of cross-factional elite figures 
who sought to contain and control the Revolt’s potential.18 Saba and his 
colleagues challenge a simplified portrayal of Palestinian social life and the 
ongoing dismissal of businessmen as self-evidently colonial collaborators.

The numbers we have for the Mandate period reflect the consolida-
tion of Arab and Jew as mutually exclusive categories. Economic calcula-
tions intend to make indices and process legible. Yet, in this case, they 
rendered thousands of Sephardi, Maghrebi, and Yemeni Jews in Palestine 
invisible.19 As Michelle Campos has succinctly put it, the separation in 
Palestine between Jew and Arab was a result of the Zionist–Palestinian 
conflict, not its cause.20 This separation shaped the stories we tell about 
British-ruled Palestine, as well as the very tools we have to tell them.

With these qualifications in mind, we can identify the period just be-
fore World War I as a time when a nascent commercial class separate from 
the landed elite had begun coalescing in Palestine.21 In line with broader 
late Ottoman trends, new opportunities in banks, trade bureaus, shipping 



FIGURE 1 Fu’ad Saba in his first office in Jerusalem, ca. 1920s. Courtesy of Fuad Saba.
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companies, printing works, customs posts, and commercial agencies ex-
panded the small but important group of shopowners, distributors, and 
retailers as well as professionals such as teachers, journalists, lawyers, and 
civil servants.22 A decade before the war, the proliferation of Arabic dai-
lies like Filastin and Al-Karmil were crucial sites of intellectual production 
and political expression for these constituencies. By 1914, there was already 
a diverse range of local industries, including flour milling, soap making, 
weaving, pipe making, and metal shops.23 The post–World War I period 
featured an intensification of this dynamic. Between 1918 and 1927, Arabs 
and Jews established 2,269 commercial and manufacturing enterprises. 
Sixty percent of these enterprises were Arab owned.24 

By the 1930s, even as economic separatism began to become en-
trenched as a result of the Zionist conquest of land and labor, Palestine 
was nevertheless experiencing a heavy period of economic growth.25 The 
combination of cheap labor and surplus capital meant the expansion of a 
trade and industrial class of importers, exporters, wholesalers, brokers, and 
small manufacturers. Palestinian capital investment in this period reached 
2 million pounds, mostly in tobacco, cardboard, soap and milling facto-
ries, and a growing textile industry.26

During World War II, trading and industrial ventures further ex-
panded. In 1939, there were 339 Arab industrial establishments employing 
4,117 people. The number of Arab industrial establishments jumped in 
1943 to 1,558 employing 8,804 people.27 These numbers are small in com-
parison to the rapid growth of Jewish manufacturing during the Mandate, 
which went from generating 50 percent of Palestine’s output in the 1920s, 
to 60 percent in the early 1930s, reaching 80 percent during wartime- 

induced industrialization.28 The growth of Jewish industry did not, how-
ever, necessitate Palestinian economic stagnancy.

Indeed, the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry estimated that 
Palestinian ownership of capital (liquid assets, rural land, industrial capi-
tal, commercial stocks and commodities, motor vehicles, agricultural 
buildings, tools and livestock) totaled 132.6 million pounds.29 Palestinians 
held considerable cash in the two Arab banks, which expanded faster in 
this period than any other financial institution in Palestine at the time.30 
Between the years of 1939 and 1946, deposits and credits grew by a factor of 
twenty-six in the Arab Bank and fourteenfold in the Arab National Bank.31 

In 1941, the total capital in both banks was 532,215 Palestinian pounds. By 
1945 that number rose to seven million.32
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Corporate forms of organization and limited companies witnessed 
a rapid growth after World War II, resulting in the establishment of busi-
nesses such as Middle East Airlines in 1943 and the Arabia Insurance Com-
pany in 1944.33 Both firms reopened in Beirut after 1948. Their shareholders 
would rapidly become some of the wealthiest Palestinians in the world.34 
As Palestine fell, these men would rush to guard their wealth.35 Some would 
transfer funds to neighboring branches. Saba and Company had estab-
lished offices in Amman, Damascus, and Beirut before 1948. Others, like 
Abdul Hamid Shoman, who founded the Arab Bank in 1930, conducted 
daring exploits to smuggle documents, safe deposit boxes, cash, and bank 
accounts across rapidly shifting borders.36 In the 1950s and 1960s, men like 
Saba, Shoman, Yusif Baydas, and Abdel Muhsin al-Qattan led some of the 
largest and most successful insurance, banking, and contracting ventures in 
the Middle East. These included firms such as Arabia  Insurance, the Arab 
Bank, Intra Bank, the Contract and Trading Company, the Commercial 
Building Company, and the Al-Mashriq Financial Investment Company.37 
The stories of these businessmen usually begin after 1948. However, they 
began amassing their wealth decades earlier. On the pages of Iqtisadiyyat, 
we can trace how they shaped economics as an object of knowledge and 
economy as a means of social reform.

Saba and his colleagues combined a commitment to free enterprise 
and private property with support for armed struggle and guerilla war-
fare. This pattern would survive the defeat of 1948 and continue long after 
into the 1950s and 1960s. Recounting these businessmen’s relationship to 
the Great Revolt and to armed resistance more broadly complicates how 
businessmen, or sometimes even more simplistically Christian merchants, 
serve as synonyms for collaborators.38 Certainly, in the mid-1930s many 
businessmen packed up their wares and temporarily relocated until the 
“troubles” died down. And in Haifa, Christian businessmen such as Imil 
Butaji(Emile Boutagy) and Jad Suidan actively opposed the men they 
called the “bandits” of the Revolt.39

But we should be careful not to abide too strictly to these repre-
sentations that elide merchant, Christian, and collaborator. Saba is a case 
in point. He was an Anglican, a businessman, and funder of the rebels. 
Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim is another example. A Muslim, a close comrade 
of the populist Islamist radical ‘Izz al-Din al-Qassam and the editor of 
the Islamist-leaning Yarmouk newspaper, Ibrahim led the National Com-
mittee in Haifa during the Great Revolt, was a founding member of the 
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pan-Arabist Istiqlal Party, and positioned himself as a dissident, a radical 
nationalist, and a man of capital. Lest we fall into the equally danger-
ous trap of romanticizing these figures as heroic nationalists, we should 
be clear that both Saba and Ibrahim were committed to redefining and 
sustaining their class project. To engage these men’s histories and critique 
the formative legacies on economy, needs, and management that they left 
behind, it is necessary to move beyond indictment and vindication.

An Organ of Change

Defining itself as the “organ” [lisan hal ]40 not of a party but of the 
alternative group, Iqtisadiyyat first hit the presses in 1935. It went from 
being a bimonthly publication in its first year to a weekly in the remaining 
two years that it ran. The editorial team consisted of Saba and his col-
leagues ‘Adil Jabr and Tawfiq Farah. Both men self-identified as economists 
[iqtisadyyin]. The journal came to a halt in 1937 when the British colonial 
government exiled Saba to the Seychelles for his support of the Revolt.

Iqtisadiyyat was one component of a longer and broader phenom-
enon of cultural ferment and intellectual production in the Arab world. 
From the late nineteenth century on, journals, books, and newspapers as 
well as printing shops, publishing companies, bookstores, literary societies, 
and reading rooms marked the cultural life of Beirut and Cairo.41 The ex-
citement and energy of the nahda was not limited to these two centers, but 
included Aleppo, Alexandria, Damascus, Tripoli, Haifa, Jerusalem, Jaffa, 
and beyond.42

The resonances of the nahda were far-ranging in Palestine. The 
 Khalidiyya library in Jerusalem provides hints of the periodicals Palestin-
ians were reading in the late nineteenth century, including Ahmad Faris 
al-Shidyaq’s semiweekly news journal Al-Jawa’ib; Butrus al-Bustani’s liter-
ary biweekly Al-Jinan; Ya‘qub Sarraf and Faris Nimr’s scientific monthly 
Al-Muqtataf; and Jurji Zaydan’s literary and history monthly Al-Hilal.43 It 
was in the late 1890s that privately owned Arab presses enabled the produc-
tion of Palestinian periodicals such as Al-Quds (Jerusalem, 1898), Al-Karmil 
(Haifa, 1908), Al-Akhbar (Jaffa, 1909), and Filastin (Haifa, 1911). During 
this time the Egyptian dailies that were in circulation in Palestine included 
Al-Ahram, Al-Muqattam, Al-Balagh, Al-Jihad, and Al-Misri.44 

The interwar period was also an intensive time of translation in 
Palestine. ‘Arif al-‘Azwani translated Gorky and other works of Russian 
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literature; Ahmad Shakir translated Shelley; and ‘Adil Zu‘aytar translated 
Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws, Rousseau’s The Social Contract, and 
Voltaire’s Philosophical Writings.45

At the turn of the century, people in Palestine eagerly consumed 
newspapers in streets, railway stations, homes, and shops.46 Local papers 
sold 200 to 300 copies daily.47 By the 1920s, periodical production ex-
panded out of the urban centers of Jerusalem, Jaffa, and Haifa to include 
Acre, Bethlehem, Gaza, and Tulkarm. Filastin was the most popular pub-
lication and reportedly sold 3,000 copies per issue.48 After the political 
upheavals of the late 1920s, there was a higher demand for daily news. 
By 1934, Ibrahim al-Shanti established the other leading paper, Al-Difa‘, 
which quickly matched Filastin in popularity. By the early 1940s, each 
paper sold up to 10,000 copies daily.49 It is difficult to estimate how many 
people were “literate” and reading these copies, since literacy itself was a 
pliant notion. Palestinians throughout cities and villages were intensively 
exposed to printed text through collective and vocalized reading.50

Palestinian Christians played an important role in this scene. Primar-
ily urban, Christians made up 10 percent of the population in Palestine 
and had higher levels of education.51 Christians, like other non-Muslims 
in the Ottoman empire, enjoyed legal, economic, and social advantages 
because of their affiliations with European merchants and consuls. Despite 
this differential access to education, capital, and in the British Mandate 
era, publishing licenses, the trajectories of the nahda as well as those of the 
men of capital in Palestine are in no way Christian stories.

By the 1930s, Palestine had become an important location in a broader 
cultural and literary scene as Iqtisadiyyat’s subscriptions show. In addition to 
broad distribution in Palestine (from Safad to Jaffa), there were also subscrib-
ers in Beirut, Damascus, Baghdad, Mosul, and Cairo. The editors boasted 
of the subscriptions of governments, banks, and consuls. They “marveled” 
at the journal’s reception among traders, professionals, teachers, and clerks 
throughout the Arab world. The journal also received accolades from among 
“our kings and princes” such as King Ghazi in Iraq who read the journal 
from its inception as well as Sultan Sa‘id bin Taymour of Muscat.52

Iqtisadiyyat typically included an editorial feature by an editor or a 
guest contributor. These were followed by news on business, trade, com-
merce, and commercial legislation from Palestine, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, 
the Gulf, and North Africa. The journal featured translations ranging from 
Economist articles to the work of the English political theorist, economist, 
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and socialist G. D. H. Cole.53 Each year, Iqtisadiyyat published a special bi-
lingual English and French issue, which featured translations of the Arabic 
issues as well as specially commissioned articles, which addressed colonial 
officials and international capital in the Arab world.

The editors presented Iqtisadiyyat as providing the latest in scientific 
research [abhath ‘ilmiyya]. They aimed to study economic and fiscal prob-
lems, advise on improved methods in agriculture trade and industry, provide 
information on business institutions, inform their readers on world affairs, 
and finally promote trade with other countries.54 Businessmen would find 
information on commodities, markets, and laws on the journal’s pages. 
Farmers and agriculturalists would remain up to date on technological ad-
vancements in plowing, irrigation, fertilization, and harvesting. Capitalists 
[mutamawwilin], industrialists, and professionals would learn about innova-
tions in accounting, insurance, and finance. Iqtisadiyyat also addressed the 
educator, the housewife, and the civil servant in all matters economic. Its 
didactic tone and missionary zeal in cultivating [tathqif ] an “economic cul-
ture” indicates the editors’ hopes to proselytize to the “common” Palestinian. 
In the following pages, I analyze a dozen editorial articles and a number of 
contributed pieces. I explore how these Palestinian thinkers defined econ-
omy, described the economic conditions they lived in, and sought to shape 
an ethical economic subject.

Guiding Light

The idea of economy as a site of imperial, national, and internecine 
contest was not new in Palestine. Indeed, Ottoman Palestinians drew on 
Western liberal and Islamic notions of liberty, justice, consultation, pub-
lic good, and accountability.55 The turn to creating an Ottoman “national 
economy” [milli iktisat] was a crucial component of these efforts.56 These 
concerns only heightened under the linked pressures of British colonialism 
and Zionist settlement. Indeed, in the early 1930s, men of capital—such 
as the bankers Ahmad Hilmi Pasha and Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim—charted 
plans for local production and regional imports to sustain an anti-Jewish 
boycott.57 The boycott of 1936 that spearheaded the Great Revolt was based 
on the principle of an ethical Arab consumption as a tenet of national 
independence. A perusal of the mainstream press provides clear evidence 
of the centrality of economic matters to both everyday life and the ever-
threatened possibility of a national future.
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The importance of this particular journal, Iqtisadiyyat, was in its em-
phasis on economics as a distinct realm to be studied, understood, and 
inculcated. The men the journal featured were among the financial leaders 
of a post-1948 world. Their ideas on saving, spending, class, and knowledge 
were part of a broader project of shaping social norms. On the pages of 
Iqtisadiyyat, Palestinians mapped economy as a distinct sphere and ren-
dered it in national and regional terms. The editors of Iqtisadiyyat were on 
a relentless mission to forge economy as an essential form “embedded” in 
all aspects of social life.58 Like many thinkers before and after them, they 
described an object that they took part in constructing.59

In a series of articles on the relationship between economics and pol-
itics, literature, and law, Iqtisadiyyat distinguished economics as a discrete 
discipline. By conceptualizing economy and producing knowledge on it, 
Saba and his team distinguished it as discrete from the political, which was 
“dealt with thoroughly in other papers.”60 For example in the debate on the 
formation of a legislative council, the editors left the matters of its shape 
and conditions to the “experts” but insisted on the need for overcoming 
“legal disorder” in agriculture, industry, and trade as crucial for the general 
wellbeing of the country.61

Having relegated the political to the margins of their pages, how then 
was this project of “economic cultivation” to wield influence? The editors 
revealed economics as an irreplaceable essence. Economic matters, they 
explained, were at the core of politics. Poverty, the editors pointed out, 
drove Europe’s “momentous upheavals,” such as the “the hunger revolt” of 
1848.62 A brief glance at the daily press, Saba and his team exhorted, would 
reveal that the management of petrol, cotton, coal, wheat, and transporta-
tion were the primary concerns of the day. These concerns evidenced not 
just the “unity of politics and economics” but also the very superiority of 
the economic. Indeed aside from the “natural” [ fitri ] demand for indepen-
dence: “the remaining aims of politics are economic.”63 Thus the science 
of economics provided people with an “ideal plan”; it served to guide con-
duct and organize exchanges and relationships. But economics was more 
than a blueprint for social order and management. It did not just provide 
the tools for progress. It was progress: “Politics are a means, while econom-
ics are not just a goal, they are the ends.”64

In this means-ends landscape, which is reminiscent of the longstand-
ing debate between the formalists and the substantivists,65 an exploration 
of the ties between literature and economics posits ideas as commodities: 
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“For some time past, people have become accustomed to dividing intel-
lectual production [muntajat fikriyya] into two: literature and science.”66 
But the “products” of the mind were not so easily divided as “science and 
literature complete one another and cannot do without each other.”67 In 
this marketplace of ideas, economics functions as a metonym for science. 
This had not always been the case; economics had “oscillated for a long 
time between ethics and religious studies” and was only now securely and 
independently situated in that rationalistic realm of the “experimental 
 sciences.”68 Of all experimental sciences, it was economics that had the 
“most solid connection with literature.”69

To reveal these cross-fertilizations, the editors referenced an Arab her-
itage of utility. They used adab both in the disciplinary sense of literature 
as well as the broader notion of using the will to exercise proper behavior 
and good taste.70 The editors cited a story from ninth-century historian 
and writer al-Jahiz. In his Avarice and the Avaricious he tells of a woman 
who exhausts every last use of a sheep. In addition to promoting maximum 
utility and minimum waste, the story presents knowledge as the key to 
progress: “Our ignorance can render [human wealth and resources] such as 
fertile land . . . useless.”71 It is this recurring and framing theme of progress 
that reveals the “solid connection” between literature and economics. Both 
serve as transparent reflections of the “conditions of nations”; they were the 
“race horses in the square of life” that differ in means but shared the same 
goals: “serving man, his happiness, and his welfare [rafahiyya].”72

Thus economics emerges as a rational science in the service of man. 
The producer of intellectual products risks irrelevance should he choose to 
ignore economics. The editors celebrated Hafiz Ibrahim and Khalil Mutran 
for translating the French political economist Paul Leroy- Beaulieu’s Précis 
d’économie politique.73 This translation proved that “there is no paucity of 
terms for this science or any other in the Arabic language.”74 Indeed, the 
works of the canonical figures of both Arabic and Western literature, the 
editors explained—from al-Jahiz to Ibn Khaldun, Rousseau to Kipling, 
and Ibsen to Sinclair Lewis—were “eternal” precisely because of their en-
gagement with the “principles of economy.”75 What were these exalted 
principles?

“The age of slavery, feudalism, despotism, kings and sultans has 
passed. The sun of freedom has risen.”76 It was the “guiding light” of eco-
nomic science, preached the lawyer Sa‘di Bsisu, a graduate of the Institute 
of Economic and Financial Sciences at the University of Paris, which led 
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this dramatic change. Bsisu listed the canon of thinkers that informed 
his exploration of the relationship between law and economics: Smith, 
Ricardo, Say, Sismondi, and Marx. Influenced by the French incorpora-
tion of political economy in the curriculum of law, Bsisu moved on to 
map three “foundational doctrines” that law and economics shared: indi-
vidual freedom [huriyya fardiyya], private property [al-mulkiyya al-khassa], 
and “self-responsibility” [mas’uliyya dhatiyya].77 It is these “rights,” Bsisu 
explained, that assure freedom. In “every civilized state,” economists and 
lawyers cooperated to protect the individual and ensure his property. These 
two imposing figures, the lawyer and the economist, were in harmonious 
collaboration on every matter from “inheritance law to the protection and 
organization of free trade” [al-tijara al-hurra].78

But there was trouble in paradise. For one, economy and law could 
not agree on the notion of “equality.” Law held it in high esteem but equal-
ity in economy appears primitive in Bsisu’s hands. A “throng” [zumra] 
of Communists, he explained, sought to realize this apparently backward 
notion of economic equality. Thankfully, he pronounced, the attempt was 
“ostracized by most contemporary countries.”79 There were other divides 
between the two masterful disciplines. Law was subject to “political incli-
nations,” while economics stood in the realm of the rational, untouched 
by subjective matters. Lastly while the “general economic interest” was 
important, economics unlike law, focused not on the collective but the 
“minute . . . matters of individuals.”80

Bsisu described this ideal individual in the making by touching on the 
natural sciences and then detailing the social sciences. Among the various 
fields of the latter, including religion, language, politics, and philosophy, “the 
most solid connection clearly emerges between ethics, economics, and law.”81 
This connection pivoted on the figure of “social man.” Ethics expounds 
man’s obligations and rights, law regulates them, and economics provides 
the means to fulfill his material and spiritual needs and desires. Together they 
protect humanity from “the danger of nature and the evil of man.”82

In these various editorial reflections, economics appears, to para-
phrase Nancy Cartwright, as an imperialist discipline that aspires to ac-
count for everything in the social world.83 While these thinkers presented 
economics as one of the social sciences, they also insisted on placing the 
disciplines of politics, literature, and law within the orbit of economic life. 
Throughout, the elision of the spiritual and the material functioned along-
side economic gain and accumulation to form an ethical economic subject.
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Social Man

Like other Arab thinkers across disciplinary and national boundaries, 
the editors of Iqtisadiyyat attempted to develop what Omnia El Shakry has 
called an integrative science of self.84 Economics was first and foremost a 
new science of the self that could provide exact guidance on the rational 
decisions of the individual as opposed to the more classical liberal under-
standings of economics as the science of a self-regulating market.85 The 
editors presented a number of normative values that they hoped to shape 
into conditions that could, to follow Saba Mahmood, cultivate forms of 
desires and capacities for ethical action.86 In Iqtisadiyyat, the ethical subject 
in formation was the sober, realistic, productive man and his scientific, 
frugal, but fashionable mate.

In his article “Our Need for Economy,” Shukri Bey Sha‘sha‘a, the 
treasurer of the Transjordan government, laid out “economic conduct” 
[al-khulq al-iqtisadi ] as a way of life. Quoting Sa‘d Zaghloul, Sha‘sha‘a 
explained, “we are not in need of much science, what we need are ethics.”87 
He indicted Arab societies for their “lack” in this regard and for their focus 
on “external appearances” and “shallow matters.” Making a living was no 
longer easy; the present was “compounded, complicated, and contorted.”88 
It required “incessant effort, continuous toil, precise calculations, and pru-
dent appraisal”89 and above all being awake to the future.

Sha‘sha‘a, like most editors of Iqtisadiyyat, conjured a teleological 
understanding of historical advancement. The framing goal was secur-
ing a future of individual accumulation, which was inextricable from na-
tional prosperity: “Do not think that the benefit is yours alone, no: it will 
also benefit your nation [ummatika].” The individual’s increase of wealth 
would increase the nation’s capital [ra’s mal ], its capacities for produc-
tion, and its ability to repel the enemy, here scripted as the “greedy.”90 
Sha‘sha‘a, like many of his colleagues, displayed the paradox that Smith 
made canonical in his reflections on moral philosophy and political econ-
omy: a disgust for vulgar materialism coupled with an endorsement of 
economic growth.91

To survive as individuals, and more importantly as nations, Arabs 
had to be vigilant and courageous in meeting the needs of the present while 
saving for the future. They had to “constantly think and act to realize the 
largest profit with the least money and effort.”92 Armed with “good sense,” 
a “stern will,” a “mature mind,” and an ability to accurately assess their 
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future needs, Arabs had to undergo “a mental battle” [ jihad nafsi ], “curb 
the self,” and do without luxuries. Saving and acquisition were the pillars 
of this conduct, and they required “simplicity, order, and organization.” 
In sum: “Do not buy three shirts, if two are enough and spend on what 
is beneficial before all else.” This, Sha‘sha‘a explained, “is what scientists 
call economic conduct [tasarruf ] and management [tadbir].”93 Sha‘sha‘a 
echoed Smith’s paradox and his resolution to it: the self-imposition of “the 
rules of propriety and the calculus of saving.”94

One recurring figure in need of reform was the false intellectual 
[ al-adib al-za’if ] who was “excessive in imagination” and unable to face 
life’s challenges.95 He could not name the carpenter’s tools much less de-
scribe the modern factory or the large farm. He was one of an “army” of 
“unprofessional poets and writers who wander aimlessly about in every 
valley.”96 A poor educational system that emphasized literature and pro-
vided “trivial” and “useless” “theoretical knowledge” turned youth into 
these false, unemployed, loitering, and dependent literati who deprived 
“kin and homeland” of their potential efforts.97

The “true intellectual” [al-adib al-haqiqi] was the “man of the nation.” 
They were successful businessmen like Ahmad Hilmi Pasha, who established 
the Arab National Bank and the Karaman-Dik-Salti “industrial group” who 
owned tobacco companies, mills, and ice factories.98 Such men exhibited 
the “judicious and prudent work” of “authentic nationalism.”99 They were 
“noble” because they understood the need for technological innovation as 
well as the facilitation of “small financiers” and their contributions. In ad-
dition to their material achievements, these men provided a moral com-
pass. Distant and scientific, they were above “arrogance, pageantry, and 
ostentation.”100

Two similarly contrasting Palestinian women appear in this landscape 
of economic conduct: the musrifa [spendthrift] and the hasifa [judicious 
one].101 The musrifa was an urbanite. It was common to see her frequent-
ing elegant clothing and jewelry stores; she spent her husband’s earnings 
without restraint. Yet her wastefulness could have a “profound impact on 
national economy” [al-iqtisad al-qawmi ].102 This was particularly the case 
when her natural tendencies were directed at domestic products [muntajat 
wataniyya]. Domestic products, the editors preached, must be promoted, 
their manufacture mastered, and their markets expanded. It is not an ac-
cident that the editors articulated the idea of a “national economy” and 
the imperative of domestic products in this context of shaping gendered 
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norms. The spatialization of a national economy is inextricable from the 
separation of the domestic as a parallel but separate domain.

Women were “born to spend.” But the hasifa could overcome this 
biological determination and her “instinctive tendency to buy clothes.”103 
The historical hasifa sat in the light of day, and with her soft hand and the 
tip of her foot, she operated the spinning wheel. Her “levity and grace” had 
inspired the idea of industry and the age of machines. Her spinning wheel 
had “mothered” the grand steam and electric machines of the present. The 
descendant of this inspiration played her role in agriculture and light in-
dustry with “feminine qualities of taste, skill, and precision.”104 She toiled 
in the large factories and vast mines of the contemporary age with no re-
gard for hardship or hazard. She competed in the “free trades”: She was a 
doctor, a lawyer, a judge, a teacher, a writer, a journalist, and an engineer.

The hasifa was a man’s “equal in intelligence, skill, sharpness of will, 
and wisdom of politics.”105 Yet, she was at her most sublime at home, assuring 
the nation’s prosperity [‘umran], and its progress [ruqiy]. Frugal but fashion-
able, she would visit clothes shows, pick out her desired dress, and through 
direct observation devote the design to memory to create it at home. Eco-
nomic conduct served as a basis for the ideal subject, gendered on familiar 
lines. The Palestinian normative woman was to be “fluent in the sciences 
and practices of modern achievement” so as to take “her place alongside her 
man in economics” and become the effective mate of “social man.”106

In drawing out this utopic scene and idyllic characters, Iqtisadiyyat’s 
editors and contributors addressed questions that concerned Arab philoso-
phers such as al-Ghazali and Ibn Khaldun and occupied every Western 
philosopher who as Istvan Hont has put it, “was worth his salt” from the 
period of Rousseau to the French Revolution.107 Was luxury to be cele-
brated as the arrival of progress or shunned as a corrupting force? What 
was the delicate balance between need and luxury in the face of economic 
change and growth?

As with much of the work of Iqtisadiyyat’s contributors, the descrip-
tion of needs followed a nahda narrative structure. It began with a point 
of origin, described a latent state, and then followed a teleological path to 
awakening. For example, a need was “first born” in the “psyche” [nafs ] as 
desire. It then transformed into the pursuit of its attainment. Every year, 
needs grow and a new need emerges. Needs travel a biological path from 
a simpler to a more complicated form. “Each rung on the evolutionary 
ladder entails an increase in needs.”108 Human societies in their primor-
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dial state had solely physiological needs, the editors explained. But man’s 
proclivities broadened and increased as societies progressed. The editors 
described a world where there were thousands of new needs that promised 
comfort, wellbeing, and health.

Yet, while the proliferation of needs marked social advancement, it 
did not necessarily mean “that man today is happier than he was in  the 
past.”109 So what was the ethical relationship to needs? How should the ideal 
consuming subject act? Wise men and religious philosophers “of old” be-
lieved that man should control his needs. This pattern continued, the edi-
tors explained, well into the eighteenth century, when thinkers insisted 
“that satisfaction is another word for laziness and stagnation.”110 But in the 
face of economic growth and change, abstinence hampered productivity 
and was irrational.

Iqtisadiyyat conjured markets as the definition of the social. Needs, 
they insisted, created “bonds of mutuality and reciprocity between peo-
ple.”111 Only the recluse could abstain and survive on minimal needs, but 
his lifestyle went against the “instinct of civilized man.” Who was this civi-
lized man? He was “social man of course.”112 Consumption thus comes into 
view as the obligatory act of the normative social subject.

But, the editors warned, “social man’s” relationship to needs also had 
to be ethical. When needs were “natural,” they were easy to determine. But 
when they entered the realm of the “social,” they became obscure. Both de-
privation and excess would lead to pain. The editors drew on the twelfth-
century philosopher, theologian, and mystic al-Ghazali and his careful 
condemnation of both miserliness and extravagance. For while thirst was 
a hardship, they explained, in medieval ages “pouring water down the 
throats of the sentenced was the most painful of punishments.”113

The editors’ attempts to proselytize an ethical consumption revealed 
the contours of their economic models and the social man they sought 
to shape. First, they adhered to the marginal model, which presumed 
that value arises from interactions of consumers trying to maximize their 
satisfaction and producers trying to maximize their profits.114 The edi-
tors preached the “law of substitution” as the solution for the proper bal-
ance between deprivation and satisfaction.115 This law gave the consumer 
[ mustanfidh] an exit from the “yoke” of needs that were difficult to obtain. 
It was also a haven from the “monopolizing merchant” when that other 
law of “free competition” failed. Consumers could substitute the horse 
with a bicycle, the book with a newspaper, the cinema for the theater, and 
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the radio for the piano. The law of substitution also had ethical value in the 
hands of modesty [ta‘affuf ] associations who transformed taverns [hanat] 
into coffee shops or libraries. Thus “harmful” needs like alcohol could be 
substituted with “honorable and beneficial” needs like reading and con-
trolled socializing.116  

Second, the category of “social man” was one of exclusion. The 
central characters in this scene of economic conduct thoroughly expose 
the editors’ class project. The main actors in their drama of arrival were 
authentic and judicious men and women, who could balance need and 
luxury and reject the vainglory of the false intellectual spendthrifts. The 
worker haunted this unfolding plot. He was at once a menace to social 
order and an object of sympathy. Rapid industrialization encroached upon 
him, threatening him with irrelevance. But his unemployment was a bur-
den on the social body [al-hay’a al-ijtima‘iyya] and government treasuries. 
The worker serves as yet another site of the economists’ social supremacy. 
For, it is the economist who both invents and guards the worker’s right to 
wages, health, and education. Through his scientific research and experi-
ments, the economist alone could formulate the reforms needed to battle 
the “growing tyranny of capitalists.”117

The exclusions and limits of the category of “social man” are the 
most apparent in Iqtisadiyyat’s attempts to define “needs” and desires, most 
notably in an article entitled, “Hajat al-bashar.”118 The editors translated 
this piece in the journal’s English index as “Human Wants,” as opposed to 
“Human Needs,” which would be the more accurate rendition. The slip 
between needs and wants illustrates the blurry lines the editors traveled 
as they emphasized both accumulation and moderation. For the “civilized 
people” [ahl al-hadara], “needs” included not just food but dining tables 
and silverware. If worthy of the moniker “civilized,” one had to also account 
for the “needs” of “large gatherings”: flowers, crystal, silver plates, special 
clothes, and music.119 Workers, on the other hand, had a much more cir-
cumspect list of “human wants.” “There was a time,” the editors explained, 
“when workers did not wear garments or shoes, they did not drink coffee 
or tobacco, they did not eat meat or wheat bread.”120 But in contemporary 
times, these “needs” had become deeply entrenched; their lack led to “grief 
and heartbreak.”121 The editors’ self-perception here is of the empathetic 
humanist, who has the capacity to generously recognize the “needs” of his 
other. It was the editors’ understandings of class difference as essential and 
predetermined that allowed for this slipping between needs and desires.
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Needs, entitlements, and ultimate happiness come into view as in-
extricable from class. The specter of the worker appears again. He was at 
once oppressed and liberated by capitalism’s force. It is true, the editors 
conceded, that the “working classes labor and toil due to the multiplica-
tion of needs.”122 But, the editors assured, “this should not distress us.” For 
“were it not for the multiplication of needs, those working classes would 
remain eternally in slavery and bondage.”123 The editors took part in a long 
debate within political economy on how commercial conditions resulted in 
both the condition of extreme inequality and the satisfaction of the poorest 
 laborers’ basic needs.124 In such conditions, the laborers’ share would increase 
in absolute terms, but his oppression would hamper that improvement in 
relative terms.125 Palestinian elites’ resolution to this problem of the laborers’ 
plight was the careful division of class status. The worker was neither author 
nor reader. He bore the burden of civilized man. He would remain firmly 
ensconced at a lower rung on that evolutionary consumer ladder. Moreover, 
it was the economists and reformers who would guard the laborers’ rights 
by promoting the “purity of saving” and helping the worker avoid “places of 
entertainment” [malahi] in order to “elevate his condition.”126

Thus it was “intellectual and eminent figures” who would realize 
economic conduct as “a natural and imminent disposition.” While eco-
nomic conduct was expected of “the poor and middle classes” [al-tabaqat 
al-wusta wal faqira], it was the “established and wealthy classes” who were 
the agents of “economic management.” Establishing the necessary “tools 
and institutions” such as “savings banks” was in fact their national duty 
[‘amal watani ].127 The benefits would trickle down: Workers would find 
better opportunities for labor and higher wages, and their own capacities 
for earning and saving would increase.

Shaping “national economy” relied on cementing and naturalizing 
differences that were scripted in class terms. Capital accumulation and 
consumption held both the promise of the future and the potential threat 
to social hierarchy. The editors of Iqtisadiyyat believed that the “continual 
increase of needs is the source of contemporary civilization and progress.”128 
These men were in step with what Susan Buck-Morss has identified as the 
defining moment of modernity, when the “unlimited increase of objects 
produced for sale” marked the progress of civilization.129 Advancement 
was contingent on the careful division between the “civilized people” [ahl 
al-hadara] and their others, who no matter how “honorable” or “pure,” 
remained inferior.
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The Frontiers of Private Initiative

How did these “civilized people”—in their emphasis on ambition, 
initiative, simplicity, and order—understand their relationship to the colo-
nial government that ruled them? Palestinian men of capital were invested 
in the shift of economy from the incessant management of household detail 
to the practices and categories that would become the art of government.130 
It is not surprising that their conceptualization of national economy led 
them to the state as an implicit unit of analysis.131 The editors argued that 
it was necessary for the “state to take up more duties upon itself to safe-
guard public interest.”132 These duties included producing statistics, equita-
bly controlling custom duties, encouraging industry, assisting agriculture, 
establishing cooperatives, opening a Department for the Development of 
Tourism, and holding agricultural and industrial exhibitions.133

Yet these demands revealed men of capital at their most political 
and intellectually vulnerable. For as Rashid Khalidi has pointed out, Pal-
estinians under British rule lacked the attributes of “stateness” that people 
in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq enjoyed.134 Like the other Arab territories of 
the former Ottoman empire, the League of Nations deemed Palestine a 
“class A mandate” in 1914. In the League of Nations’ racialized hierarchy, 
the Arab mandates were childlike and in need of European mentorship 
before they could attain national independence. Iraqis, Lebanese, and Syr-
ians experimented with cabinets, parliaments, and other institutions, how-
ever nominal, of state rule. However the British commitment to a Jewish 
national home left the Palestinians bereft of any real or symbolic sites of 
sovereignty. Indeed, because of the British–Zionist alliance and its legal en-
shrinement in the Mandate document, Palestinian recognition of British 
rule was an acceptance of political and national subordination.135

Despite this bind, men of capital lauded the colonial government. 
In his piece, “The Role of Scientific Research in the Development of Pal-
estine,” the Palestinian chemist T. P. Malouf focused on the role of the 
colonial government in scientific research, which had undergone profound 
changes in response to “the reconstruction and rapid development of the 
world after the Great War.”136 No longer were people using “trial and error 
methods.” The new mode consisted of “the observation and collection of 
data, their systematic assortment, and interpretations in terms of useful 
inventions.”137 Radio and television, rayon and rubber, benzene and oil, 
and other products were first produced in small laboratories and then 
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manufactured in factories. Thus scientific research, Malouf insisted, was 
the basic foundation “of all progressive and sound economic development 
in any country.”138 As he saw it, the inauguration of this scientific research 
coincided with British rule. Indeed, in Palestine such research did not exist 
before the war, but since then due to government and private initiatives, 
“Palestine’s name has been registered in the scientific journals of the West.” 
Malouf ’s vision for the future was characteristically optimistic: “As it once 
led the world spiritually [Palestine] will be able to help materially in raising 
the standard of living in the Near East.”139

To make this material leadership possible, it was necessary to rec-
ognize the significance of scientific research, which was as “necessary as 
capital in the development of the untapped natural resources (agricultural 
and mineral) of Palestine.”140 Palestinians would use this research to “adopt 
proper agricultural and industrial practices.” Scientific invention would 
uncover new sources of wealth. Finally, Malouf made a reference to eu-
genics: If “chemists can discover a way for producing synthetic hormones 
similar to the hormones produced by nature, then a revolution in the de-
velopment of the human race will occur. This day is not very far.”141

The government was central to this future horizon of an improved 
human race. Malouf praised the British government’s establishment of 
nine agricultural experiment stations and demonstration farms as well as 
its financial assistance of the “Zionist Organization’s” three research cen-
ters: the Kiriath Ainavim Agricultural Station, the Rehovoth Agricultural 
Experiment Station, and the Hebrew University’s biology department.142 
Malouf made no mention of the disparity between Arab and Jewish access 
to resources and capital. He presented instead a utopic scene: “the great 
staff of Government and private research institutions, Arab and Jewish sci-
entists, work for solving the numerous problems which affect the develop-
ment of Palestine.”143 This emphasis on and praise of statistics indicates the 
investment of these Palestinians in a new kind of progress, one that was no 
longer subjectively perceived or experienced but statistically representable, 
measurable, and open to intervention.144 The editors were proud to have 
been cited by the government of Palestine as a “sign of advancement” in its 
annual report to the League of Nations.145

Yet the conferral of recognition was not in itself an acceptance of the 
tenets of colonialism as revealed by Iqtisadiyyat’s translation of an Econo-
mist article titled “The ‘Necessity’ for Colonies.”146 Iqtisadiyyat mediated the 
narrative of the “Haves” and the “Have-Nots,” translated as the “colonizer” 
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[al-musta‘mir] and the “deprived” [al-mahrum]. The logic behind the trans-
lation of this piece appears at first a mystery. The article is not about the dis-
parity of power between the colonizer and the colonized, but about the 
“discrimination” between countries that have colonies and those that do not. 

Slowly but surely, if not so convincingly, the Economist editors and 
their Palestinian translators chip away at the idea that empires derive ben-
efit from their colonies. They argue against the four economic arguments 
that colonies supply the metropole with raw materials, markets, fields of 
investment, and destinations for “surplus population.” Their analysis runs 
as follows: Colonies would not discriminate against interested buyers, “in-
dustrial countries” were better markets than colonies, the Have-Nots did 
not have surplus capital to invest in the first place, and European settle-
ment proved a failed venture time and again. As the story’s tautological 
argument concludes, the Palestinian editors’ interest in the piece becomes 
clear: The Have-Nots have “no case for demanding colonies,” and more 
powerfully still, the Haves have “equally no case in clinging to them.” Thus, 
in a clear echo of Joseph Schumpeter, the Economist clarified: The entire 
question of colonialism was not “a rational problem at all but an irrational 
conflict of prestige and jealousy among the great imperialist States.”147

Despite these translations and praise, the anomaly of Palestine’s struc-
tural conditions in comparison to its neighbors could not remain com-
pletely invisible. The editors looked to the “young government” in Iraq, 
which entered the League of Nations as an “independent” nation in 1932, 
as a model for “developing economic resources.”148 There the government 
addressed labor conditions through the Agricultural and Industrial Bank; it 
valued “technical education” and sent Iraqis abroad; and it “invited foreign 
experts to study certain economic phases in Iraq.”149 The most impressive 
of these schemes, the editors argued, was “the construction of modern vil-
lages in which all modern conveniences necessary for a productive villager 
are available.” Such schemes secured “better conditions of production and 
healthier bodies for work,” in addition to inspiring the “initiative and am-
bition of the people concerned.”150

The editors also congratulated, if begrudgingly, the British colonial 
government’s establishment of the Office of Statistics in the Department 
of Migration and Statistics (1936). Because, in Palestine, “most of the po-
litical problems are deeply bound with economic considerations,” such a 
step had been neglected for too long.151 The editors explained that one of 
the country’s most basic problems could be solved through “an accurate 
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study of [its] absorptive capacity.”152 Absorptive capacity was the techni-
cal measure that the British colonial government used to calculate annual 
Jewish immigration between 1922 and 1939. For Palestinians, the measure-
ment was a denial of their political and historical claims in the face of 
the colonial government’s support for the Zionist enterprise.153 The editors 
explicitly confronted the British and Zionist claims about Palestine’s abil-
ity to absorb Jewish immigrants. The country’s “economic considerations” 
required unbiased and reliable “economic data”; the government’s turn to 
measurement was, in the editor’s words, “better late than never.”154

Thus, these men of capital held an ambivalent relationship to the co-
lonial government. On the one hand, they funded armed rebellion against 
British colonialism and Zionist settlement. On the other hand, they could, 
at least officially, understand the British colonial government as a neces-
sary, if temporary, enabler of the prosperous future and look on to neo-
colonial Iraq as a model. Yet, despite all their maneuvers, British colonial 
subordination of Palestinian political rights rendered feeble and suspect 
any attempt to position the British metropole as a potential ally in the cap-
ital-utopia of the future. Palestine’s anomalous structural conditions neces-
sarily hampered Iqtisadiyyat’s discussion of the economic as nonpolitical.

An Economic Nahda

The closely detailed proliferation of needs that the writers of Iqti-
sadiyyat described is telling of how these thinkers assessed their times. 
World War I appears as an important ideological divide that left in its wake 
broad transformations in social order. For these men, the decades after 
the war “marked a transition from an economy of scarcity to an economy 
of plenty.”155 The editors propagated an economic nahda and detailed its 
indications with confident optimism. The economic nahda’s benefits were 
plentiful: the appearance of new classes, an increase in a “national income” 
[al-dakhl al-qawmi ], an increase in import trade, and “new markets for 
those countries that gave birth to industrial civilization.”156

The Arab world generally, in the editors’ assessment, had fared well, 
and a “general invigoration” was everywhere to be seen. It was in fact Iqti-
sadiyyat’s mandate to provide evidence of this “blessed revival” whether 
through the indexing of businesses, the listing of regional conferences, or 
the promulgation of new commercial laws. The editors narrated a present 
in which the “people of the East, and the Arab countries in particular” 
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were in the throes of a “complete economic revival,” which would have 
a “great influence on their futures.”157 The envisioning and securing of 
that future, that final state of material wakefulness, was the informing 
imperative.

Palestinian thinkers looked to the east, north, and west as the horizon 
of the nahda’s arrival. That arrival relied on the boundaries of the nation-
state, which the editors represented visually (through maps and illustra-
tions) and textually. In each issue, lead articles and world financial news 
were followed by the categories of “Palestine and Transjordan,” “North 
Africa,” “Egypt and the Sudan,” “Iraq and the Arabian Peninsula,” and 
“Syria, Lebanon, Latakia, and Djebel Druze.” Under these headings, the 
editors featured commercial legislation, import and export figures, gov-
ernment budgets, and customs rates. Moreover, international commercial 
rates comparing imports and exports rendered each nation and locale as 
well as the broader Arab nation more visible, its productivity and economy 
both legible and measurable.

The production of these borders and the horizons of the future, in 
addition to maps, illustration, and figures, also relied on a nahda narrative 
structure. This structure typically began with the diagnosis of that ubiqui-
tous disease of slumber, which symbolized the obstacles to Arab modern 
arrival. It moved to an affirmation of the overall health of Arab and Islamic 
civilizations. It turned to the description of and the comparison with the 
encroaching enemy. Then came the nostalgic unearthing of an Arab and 
Islamic civilizational superiority illustrated through a long teleology of tol-
erance, adaptability, and integrity. The narration typically ended with the 
revelation of a concrete cultural essence as the antidote for the disease. 

The goal, time and again, was to awaken. In Iqtisadiyyat, the tool 
of that awakening, was the new understanding of economy—ethical, 
 forward-looking, and informed by the need for both capital accumulation 
and consumer moderation.

In featuring various perspectives and voices, Iqtisadiyyat displays the 
flexibility and malleability of economic thought and the broader nahda. 
Most articles emphasized the values of individual responsibility, private 
property, and investment. At the same time, the journal could feature the 
work of a leading socialist thinker, Cole, mentioned above, in part perhaps 
because his investment in natural sociality paralleled its own emphasis 
on “social man.”158 Another unexpected and influential voice Iqtisadiyyat 
featured was Amin al-Rihani. Khuri-Makdisi has identified Rihani and 
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Farah Antun as the main Syrian radicals whose writings became canonical 
among Arabic readers sympathetic to the left in Beirut, Cairo, Alexandria, 
and the Americas.159

In Iqtisadiyyat, Rihani’s sardonic piece, “May God Reward Adver-
sity,”160 provides a beautiful example of the nahda narrative. Rihani un-
folded the disease: “The first enemy, my Palestinian brother, is in you, 
the second enemy is on your land.”161 While the “Arab Palestinian people 
know the mortal enemy,” the “latent enemy” was more bitter still. The 
enemy within was ignorance, tradition, personal disputes, and party poli-
tics. It had to be awakened for battle with another internal latent force, 
the “friend”: intelligence, pride, ancestry, as well as moral, spiritual, and 
ethical strength.162

The visible enemy, the unnamed Zionist enterprise, provided a guide 
of conduct with its use of knowledge and capital: “If he subjugates knowl-
edge to futility, let us subjugate knowledge to truth and the homeland 
[al-watan]. If he uses his money for appropriation and colonialism, let us 
use ours to defend the homeland [al-watan].”163 “Economic strength” was 
the most important means to be triumphant over the “anomalous repre-
hensible conditions that surround Palestine today.”164 

Following the nahda narrative, Rihani returned to the Umayyad 
and Andalusian periods to emphasize Arab civilization’s secret: a flexible 
character that adapted to its environment while maintaining a firm set 
of morals drawn from a spiritual and ethical heritage. The Arab nation 
could similarly adapt to today’s moral progress and civilization but only 
by severing the “fetters of ignorance and submission, the shackles of sterile 
traditions, the chains of fanaticism . . . just as it had severed in the past the 
fetters of the jahiliyya . . . the chains of nomadism, tribalism, and regional 
chauvinism.”165

The invoking of an “eternal heritage” was a critical component of 
most narrations in Iqtisadiyyat. The editors conjured Arab caravans and 
ships carrying merchandise from Iraq to the farthest western port of 
 Morocco. The grandiosity of a past of unity without borders, a past that 
held “the most important markets in the world,” was reducible to one tran-
shistorical essence, a “commercial disposition” that lied “latent,” ready to 
be lit once again.166

There was one voice that dissented from an element of this narra-
tive while remaining faithful to its overall structure. In his piece, “Our 
Need for Economy,” Sha‘sha‘a located the disease of slumber in the very 
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place that his colleagues found its antidote—the Arab past. The reasons for 
Arab “oblivion” to the “science of economy” were to be found among “our 
ancestors, God forgive their trespasses against us.”167 One such example, 
according to the author, was in al-Ghazali’s philosophy. Drawing on the 
work of the twentieth-century writer, poet, and teacher Zaki Mubarak, 
Sha‘sha‘a cited al-Ghazali, who preached: “Man should meet his needs in 
the present” and spend the rest of his money without saving: “And he who 
saves for a year is not a believer in any case, he says!” This idea of spending 
on the necessary and not saving for the future was what historians identi-
fied as the cause of the “collapse of the Arab kingdom.” But how could 
the science of economy, Sha‘sha‘a asked, “be respected in a nation that is 
told by the imam of imams: if you save money for forty days you will be 
deprived of your extolled place in the hereafter?!”168 Sha‘sha‘a’s condemna-
tion of al-Ghazali puts him at odds with his colleagues in Iqtisadiyyat as 
well as contemporary scholars who recognize the philosopher as not only 
condemning both miserliness and extravagance, but also an influential 
economic theorist who analyzed exchange, production, money, the role of 
the state, and public finances.169

The second historical model for economic slumber was the “extrava-
gance and squander of our Arab ancestors.”170 Sha‘sha‘a critiqued the work 
of Ibn Taqtaqi for presenting extreme generosity as an indication of virtue 
in his book Al-adab al sultaniyya wal duwwal al-islamiyya. Ibn Taqtaqi told 
the story of Ibn Shabrama who sought assistance from the Abbasid min-
ister Ayyub al-Muryani to pay his daughter-in-law’s dowery. Originally 
asking for 2,000 durham, Ibn Shabrama ultimately leaves the minister’s 
quarters with 50,000. This excessive generosity was “neither noble nor 
virtuous.” Unlike his colleagues, Sha‘sha‘a did not unearth a commercial 
transhistorical essence that would deliver Arab progress and prosperity. He 
insisted, instead, that “our nation” was “new to economic matters.”171

The diagnosis of slumber and the prognosis for wakefulness pre-
sented economic nahda and national economy as mutually dependent. But 
the formations of “national income” and a “national economy” were also 
marked with ambiguity. Saba and his team narrated the dissolution of the 
Ottoman empire as a divisive moment that led to “oppressive economic 
conditions.”172 They believed that any boundaries on free trade were ar-
tificial intrusions. “Untenable and unnatural” borders isolated the Arab 
countries into separate “states and kingdoms” despite their common bonds 
of language, religion, and tradition.
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Thus pan-Arabism was not systematically and solely coupled with 
“socialism” as scholars have concluded.173 In this case Palestinian visions of a 
capitalist utopia were dependent on some form of Arab commercial unity. 
For them, the national was neither “natural” nor viable. Only one phenom-
enon could transcend these conditions—economic interests. Economy 
again emerges as essential and superior: “Politics set these boundaries and 
economic interests transcended them.” Indeed, economic interests “united 
what was divided and expanded what had contracted.”174 While national 
borders were “unnatural,” Arab unity was not. These thinkers envisioned 
a future of unified commercial and custom laws. In an indication of the 
discord and strife the future held, the editors looked to an economic con-
ference in the Balkans as an example for regional unity.175 Iqtisadiyyat pre-
sented its readers with the benefits of capitalist investment in a vision that 
included the nation-state but located it in a broader Arab context.

The editors understood themselves as the vanguard of “an interesting 
stage of economic evolution” in the Arab world.176 The themes of slumber 
and awakening permeated throughout the pages of Iqtisadiyyat, as did the 
emphasis on humanity’s relentless movement forward on the path of ad-
vancement. Things were changing rapidly, and new and useful innovations 
had become a daily occurrence. It was only through economic conduct 
and management that the Palestinian and the Arab could “keep up with 
the world and its race.”177 The keys to the chase lay in the economy and 
productivity that would enable Palestine and the broader Arab world to 
“raise the standard of living of their people, educate the masses, and share 
more in world trade.”178

Conclusion

Private property and individual freedom were basic tenets for men of 
capital in Palestine. The proliferation of needs and commodities marked 
an evolutionary stage of progress and civilization. Throughout their visions 
and projects, there was an insistence on envisioning, securing, and improv-
ing the future. Editors studiously molded economics as a science in the 
service of “social man”—his welfare, his development, and his standard of 
living. Economics for these men was a realm of production and exchange, 
a body of knowledge, and a site of social management. The writers who 
contributed to Iqtisadiyyat saw capital accumulation as the source of mod-
ern arrival, even for the worker, whose class and inferiority they presented 
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as predetermined natural differences.179 They imagined themselves as envi-
sioning spaces for the limited mobility of this underclass, but because the 
worker could never embody the central heroic figure of “social man,” or his 
stylish but frugal mate, the editors did more than simply bolster existing 
social hierarchies: They created new ones.

These economic thinkers took part in defining economy as social. 
They embarked on a nahda project that focused on economic advance-
ment as core to civilizational progress. Much of their work continues what 
Margaret Schabas identified as the “denaturalization” of economics.180 The 
emphasis on economic revival and the studied lack of engagement with 
the carefully separated field of the “political” occurred at the height of Pal-
estinian confrontation with settler colonialism. The editors of the journal 
funded the rebels but decided not to feature the Great Revolt of 1936–1939 
on their pages. The maintenance of a façade of a separate economic realm 
that constituted both the subject and object of research seemed, at least 
until Saba’s own deportation, impenetrable. The editors attempted to form 
the very substantive distinctions between the economic and the political 
that thinkers today counsel giving up.181 The divisions of the economic and 
the political were then, as they continue to be, one of capital-holders’ most 
highly effective defense mechanisms.182

The ideal Palestinian “social man” was a scientific, rational, prefer-
ably nonpolitical expert. While there is no indication that they ever read 
these works, Iqtisadiyyat’s editors echoed the many debates taking place 
in the 1930s on the technocrat. Technocrats focused on technicians, espe-
cially engineers, as the rational elite that could reorient economic order 
through rational production and distribution. The technocrat could benefit 
all, in these visions, precisely because of his ascendance from politics and 
partisanship.183 Even though Palestine suffered at this time from a lack of 
engineers, Iqtisadiyyat’s editors echoed these principles: an optimistic vision 
of an abundant future and an emphasis on order, science, rationality, and 
neutrality. These Palestinian elites bought into what Manu Goswami has 
critiqued as the idea of economy as a self-regulating force beyond politics.184 
Yet despite this investment, men of capital could not realize a technocratic 
vision in part because politics in Palestine could never be residual.

By 1939, the exigencies of world war, the influx of capital, the inten-
sive British restructuring of production and consumption, and the irre-
versible erosion of Palestinian political rights all functioned to irrevocably 
shift these men’s understandings of economics and its proper disciplinary 
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relationship to the political. The horizon of an Arab future, with national 
borders that could be transgressed through capital accumulation, invest-
ment, and exchange, had receded. The borders that men of capital took 
part in shaping now clearly spelled erasure. The imperative of individual 
freedom and interests would give way to the “public good.” The prescrip-
tions for an ethical economic subject would give way to sustaining basic 
needs. Plenty would give way to scarcity. Figures such as Ahmad Hilmi 
Pasha, celebrated in Iqtisadiyyat as the authentic man of the nation who 
would lead the Palestinians in a broader project of Arab revival, would by 
the 1940s function in a state of siege. The British colonial government was 
no longer a background force that could confer recognition of the modern. 
It was a facilitator of that siege. Yet, regardless of these shifts and the atten-
uation of an Arab capitalist nahda, Palestinian men of capital maintained, 
perhaps more than ever, the will to shape and guard social hierarchy.

In both decades the understanding of economic matters, economic 
conduct, and economics as a discipline were inextricable from the health 
of the social body. The stories of the 1930s trouble the temporal boundar-
ies of economic thought, which have a longer genealogy than intellectual 
historians have accounted for. More importantly, they help us ponder how 
economic life, economic affairs, and economic culture constituted Arab 
liberalism. Men like Bsisu and Saba very much understood themselves as 
part of a broader Arab project of enlightenment. For them, Arab liberalism 
was not just a political and cultural project. It also involved envisioning a 
new rational economic subject.

Palestine’s men of capital could emphasize private property, invest-
ment, and self-responsibility while featuring self-defined socialist thinkers 
such as Rihani who preached that an Arabo-Islamic “commercial essence” 
would deliver Arab awakening. These cross-fertilizations and exchanges 
are indicators of the multiple discourses these Palestinians drew on as they 
navigated what economic growth meant for social life. Yet, just as we rec-
ognize this flexibility and richness, we must also attend to how these Pal-
estinians, like so many of their contemporaries in the Arab world, were 
deeply invested in maintaining their social power. Even the radicals Khuri-
Makdisi studies while addressing the “masses” still sought to educate and 
inculcate the broad and amorphous category of the people as the object 
not the subject of nahda visions and projects.

Palestine and Palestinian history must always be studied through 
the lens of an ongoing confrontation with a multipronged settler colonial 
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enterprise. But we should also engage alternate historical formations and 
moments. Palestinians did not always and only play second fiddle to the 
European Jews’ main act. Given the ongoing erasure of Palestine and the 
dispersal of the Palestinian people, there is an urge to celebrate the eco-
nomic thought laid out on Iqtisadiyyat’s pages as evidence of history and 
rootedness. In moving beyond that initial urge, we perceive the horizons 
these men envisioned, the optimism they had for the future, and their 
perceptions of Arab progress. We can begin to see their project of pro-
ducing the Palestinian “social man” and the ethical Arab consumer. Only 
after submitting these interrupted projects to historical interrogation can 
we begin the more crucial work of critiquing formations and genealogies 
of social hierarchies and norms. Such hierarchies, norms, and values (like 
those that wed vitality with economy and profit with progress) continue to 
inform the Palestinian social, however dispersed it may be. In transcend-
ing the urge to celebrate, we can understand these men, their modes of 
economic thought, and the way they viewed sovereignty as a vehicle to 
realize their material aims—not as a glimpse of what could have been but 
an indication of what was to come.



THE TEN YEARS IN PALESTINE from 1935 to 1945 spanned the Re-
volt, the defeat of the rebels, and the onset of World War II. The Great 
Revolt shook the foundations of Palestinian social hierarchies. In their 
brief experiments with self-rule, the rebels presented an alternative social 
order that challenged the old notable elites as well as the new commercial 
elites who defined themselves as “men of capital.” Through their projects 
of “economic cultivation” [tathqif iqtisadi ], these men aimed to be the 
guardians of the rational progress of Palestinian social life.1 

By 1939, the defeat of the rebels, the British promulgation of the 
White Paper, and the onset of World War II came together to establish a 
new post-Revolt order. The British colonial government fortified Palestine 
and Egypt as bases to secure the Middle East front. In the meantime, elite 
Palestinians constructed new norms of class, gender, and collectivity. The 
home was an important site of these innovations. Elites drew on Ottoman, 
European, and Arab discourses to shape a Palestinian domestic awaken-
ing, or nahda manziliyya.2 The home became a site for the fortification 
of social hierarchies at the same time that the discourse on domesticity 
described itself as a force for social reform and change. Domestic reform 
was a response to a rapidly shifting social landscape and a ubiquitous but 
decidedly unnamed battle.

In the following, I analyze an article on the family budget and a 
nine-part radio program on the ideal Arab home. In 1935, the editors of 
Al-Iqtisadiyyat al-‘arabiyya (The Arab Economic Journal in its editors’ trans-
lation) featured a lead piece titled “The Family Budget.”3 Iqtisadiyyat was 

2
Women of Thrift
Domesticity and Home Economics



54 Chapter 2

a specialized economic journal based in Jaffa. Its mission was to “elevate 
the Arab nation” through inculcating economic norms and practices.4 The 
journal sought to provide the nation and the youth of Palestine with the 
tools to lead “an honorable and happy life.” Five years after the piece on 
the family budget, Salwa Sa‘id, a woman well-known for her prescriptive 
advice on cultural and social norms,5 ran a nine-part radio series called 
“The New Arab Home.” The radio program aired on the Arabic section 
of the Palestine Broadcasting Service (PBS) in late 1940 and 1941.6 It was 
transcribed in the mainstream newspaper, Filastin.

As they looked at the social landscape, Iqtisadiyyat’s editors and Sa‘id 
narrated a world of towering buildings, cinema house, and cafés. In con-
trast to this representation of urban accumulation and proliferating sites of 
consumer experience was the stark reality that confronted Palestinians in 
cities such as Jaffa and Haifa. By the 1940s the conditions of migrant labor-
ers and their families had reached new lows of impoverishment. In 1945, an 
estimated 70 percent of Jaffa’s residents lived in shantytowns, where typi-
cally one block of thirty-four rooms sheltered up to 151 people.7 In Haifa 
too, an estimated 41 percent of the city’s residents lived in slum conditions. 
Laborers and their families built ramshackle shelters of mats and sacks on 
the roofs of overcrowded houses.8

How can we explain the disparity between the reality of poverty 
and the narrative of promise? Was this the elite culture of acquisition that 
Otto man officials had commented on just after World War I?9 Or was it 
that in the 1930s, just as twenty years earlier, the rich were happy to pursue 
their unrestricted gain while the majority of Palestinians lived in abject 
poverty? A closer look reveals more complicated processes that can tell us 
about Palestine’s past and its present.

The modern world that these elites envisioned contained both prom-
ise and danger. It required new modes of management and new under-
standings of basic needs. In this context as in many others, the distinction 
between need and luxury was crucial to the construction of class differ-
ences as natural.10 These two prescriptive accounts—the article on the fam-
ily budget and the radio program on the new Arab home—crafted a class 
of the “model middle” that sought to reform the prodigal elite and bestow 
it with a monopoly on education, seamlessly elided with culture, all in an 
“authentic” Eastern framework. Elites shaped the home as a space of order 
and suitability where the ideal woman could realize a scientific domestic 
awakening, run the household economy, and produce a quiet and con-
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tained individuality. The space of the new home and its temporal rhythms, 
as well as the tool of the family budget, regulated the saving and spending 
patterns of this quiet, contained self and, most importantly, her relation-
ship to her other—the maid.

Elite ideas and practices were not staid and unchanging but adaptable 
and innovative. The prescriptions on the new Arab home and the family 
budget reveal a shift from the older notable politics to a consumption and 
class-based notion of social status. Detailing the new Arab home and de-
scribing the domestic manager who was to run it sheds light on how elites 
shaped a new “economic culture” as well as how they understood the up-
heaval that surrounded them. It makes visible norms of class and gender that 
were formative in the early twentieth century and would have lasting lega-
cies for the contours of what these elites called the civilized and the cultured.

Readers and Listeners

Palestinians were exposed to print media from Egypt and the broader 
Ottoman world in the late nineteenth century. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, local Palestinian periodicals had become common fare in collective 
(male) reading sites such as the barbershop, the café, and the grocery store.11 
From the late 1920s and into the 1930s, monthly publications became  dailies 
in response to a growing demand for local news in the face of the rapidly 
intensifying Zionist–Palestinian conflict. Indeed, by the 1940s, Filastin and 
 Al-Difa‘, the two most popular publications in Palestine, sold 7,000 to 
10,000 copies daily.12 Iqtisadiyyat certainly came nowhere near such num-
bers, but a quick glance at its subscriptions as well as its regional distribu-
tion, ranging from Baghdad to Muscat, suggests that hundreds in Palestine 
and throughout the Arab world consumed the journal. Iqtisadiyyat is not a 
representative or mainstream account of early twentieth century Palestine. It 
was a journal on the margins of social life, run by a group of men who would 
become among the most important contractors, bankers, investors, and ac-
countants in the Middle East. It provides us with an early effort to institute 
an economic culture, which has had a long and largely unwritten history.

Palestine obtained its first broadcast frequency in 1933, and soon the 
radio would add to the consumption of vocalized and printed text, a pub-
lic custom Ami Ayalon has discussed as an addiction.13 The radio broad-
casts of “The New Arab Home” likely exposed a broad spectrum of women 
to Sa‘id’s teachings, as her anxiety that “the rough classes” [al-tabaqat 
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 al-wa‘ra] were listening to the radio indicates. The PBS was on the air for 
thirteen years. But the only program that Filastin published transcripts of 
was “The New Arab Home.” A relatively large number of men from dif-
ferent backgrounds and classes were exposed to Filastin, which featured 
Sa‘id’s teaching on its front page. Women’s exposure was likely limited to 
elites’ access to the paper, collective reading sessions in elite women’s as-
sociations, or what women may have heard from their husbands, fathers, 
sons, and brothers.

The Model Middle

The editors of Iqtisadiyyat described a “compelling world” of “thrill-
ing opportunities for spending.” Sweeping transformations in technology 
had changed individuals’ everyday expectations and experiences. As the 
editors pointed out, even that lowest of ranks, the worker, found more 
opportunities for leisure and entertainment “than kings of past years could 
attain.” Technology had made life easier in far-off lands: The common 
 fellah, or peasant, in China who traveled in a carriage now could cross 
long miles in a car. Other “novelties of this contemporary life” included 
the cinema and the radio. These changes inspired social and ethical dilem-
mas on the distinction between need and luxury: “Should we spend our 
money on everything that crosses our mind or should we spend most of 
our money on food and drink?” Were beautiful clothes “a necessity”? What 
of other “needs,” such as accommodation, furniture, an automobile, and 
medical bills? And how much should one spend on “cultural needs,” like 
newspapers, listening to music, attending concerts [haflat], and donating 
to charities [ jami‘iyyat]?14

In pondering the distribution of wealth and the distinction between 
necessity and luxury, Iqtisadiyyat’s editors unfold a rich set of intellectual 
influences and innovations. Their reflections on the improved conditions 
of the common fellah are clear echoes of Adam Smith’s query about how it 
was that “the ‘industrious and frugal peasant’ in a commercial society was 
able to live better than an ‘African king.’”15 The editors’ fixation on defin-
ing “basic needs” also explicitly drew on the twelfth-century philosopher 
al-Ghazali, who distinguished between needs and luxuries and condemned 
both extravagance and miserliness.16 Iqtisadiyyat was engaging in a European 
debate that spanned from Rousseau to the French Revolution: Was luxury 
an indication of mankind’s corruption or its modern ascent?17 Both Iqti-
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sadiyyat and “The New Arab Home” were shaping the relationship between 
consumption and production, the household, and a national economy.

These familiar questions were not limited to Palestine, but they did 
preoccupy these Palestinian elites in specific ways. Ostensibly, the editors 
addressed the “middle class,” which was a “model” because it was “in the 
middle between the budget of a worker, which consists of some tens of 
guineas a year and the budget of a wealthy man [al muthri], which consists 
of thousands of guineas.”18 This “model middle” was made up of “a family of 
an educated man who has a wife and two children and a servant.” The edi-
tors argued that “most people” lived in this imaginary “middle.” This claim 
resonates with other contexts in which the “middle class” appears as a self-
evident category relevant to the majority.19

The cultivation of “middling” tastes and practices may have provided 
the needed accouterments for families rising up the social ladder. How-
ever, the actually existing majority in Palestine—the “Bedouin,” the “peas-
ant,” “the maid,” or “the worker”—were either invisible in these accounts 
or appeared as stock figures that threatened the social order. “The Family 
Budget” and “The New Arab Home” deemed at times to address the “less 
moneyed” official, professional, and domestic manager. However, in both 
accounts the subject and object of their reforms were the prodigal elite.20

The editors indicted Palestinian elites for their consumer practices. 
Men prioritized their individual pleasure over familial comfort. Women 
cared more about personal appearances than “cultural” wellbeing. A sincere 
“economic” conduct necessitated turning away from personal desire and 
investing in the wellbeing of the household. An overwhelming temptation 
to spend now surrounded them, and they searched desperately for an anti-
dote. The antidote was the family budget, a necessary tool for preserving 
what they referred to as the broader social body, or al-hay’a al-itimiya‘iya.

The calculation of the budget entailed in turn the determination of 
the “standard of living.”21 The standard of living, the editors explained, 
differed according to “rank” [maqama] and “class” [tabaqa] as well as over-
all “progress of civilization” [taqqadum al-madaniyya]. The editors then 
split the “social body” into a clear hierarchy. Every person, the editors ex-
plained, has a “rank” [daraja]: “The writer has a rank, the bank manager 
has a rank, and the prime minister has a rank.” Each “rank” corresponded 
to specific needs. The worker ate “simple food,” wore “cheap clothes,” and 
was content with just a few luxuries. The “very wealthy man” [al-ghany 
al-kabir] went on trips and donated “hundreds of guineas to charity.” The 
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clerk [muwathaf ] however was more interested in reading [mutala‘a] and 
leisure. The editors’ use of the verb mutal‘a here is noteworthy, for its stan-
dard attributes are “individuality and silence” as opposed to the more fluid 
notion of qira’a, in which a person could be reading to oneself, reading to 
an audience, or reciting from memory.22 Thus, quiet but contained indi-
viduality was a defining trait of the “middling” sort. 

Finally, it was the educational status of the man of the household 
that, above all, defined the Palestinian middle class. Educating the mind 
was a critical task that the “East” had neglected: “reading has not reached 
the necessary extent among the Eastern middle class” [al-tabaqa al-wusta 
al-sharqiya]. The burden of this lack lay on the man’s shoulders; his indif-
ference was to blame. Men were responsible for the financial and “cultural” 
needs of the middle-class family. The model middle had a monopoly on 
education, which, in 1930s Palestine, as it continues to be in the Arab 
world more broadly, was elided with “culture.”

The editors of Iqtisadiyyat located the model middle and its norma-
tive Arab home in an Eastern and specifically Palestinian social superiority. 
“The middle class in this country does not encounter the difficulties the 
middle class in European cities encounters.” For Palestinians the home was 
“the pillar of the family’s happiness.” This emphasis on superior Eastern 
values was built into nahda projects throughout the Middle East and in 
this context underlies the ubiquitous critique of both exhibitionism and 
mimesis. This obsession with imitation and its relationship to spending 
and saving has a long history. As Julia Elyachar reminds us, Adam Smith 
in both The Wealth of Nations and The Theory of Moral Sentiments did not 
merely point to the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange to explain 
people’s market behavior. Rather, foreshadowing Pierre Bourdieu, Smith 
also highlighted the obsession with imitating the wealthy.23 Mimesis in 
this context challenged the Palestinian elite-turned-middle class with the 
encompassing danger and temptation of the Western model. The West 
is materialistic, shallow, and socially fragmented. The East is principled, 
authentic, and values the family circle.

This is why it was so important to fit consumption into the mold of 
“Eastern” values. The home was more than “four walls and a ceiling where 
we seek refuge from the heat of summer and the cold of winter.” It was 
where “the lady of the house” spent “no less than 90 percent of her time, 
and the husband no less than half of his time.” It was essential then that 
this home be a place of comfort and suitability, as it was “the place where 
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children grow up.” Sa‘id, in “The New Arab Home,” would later echo this 
emphasis on comfort and propriety.

But the home was also a space to safeguard morality. For, even in the 
context of the self-prescribed moral superiority of Palestine, conspicuous 
consumption could lure the man away form his “true” values. How were 
women to guard against this dizzying sea of temptations and possibilities 
in these rapidly proliferating but unspecified “places of entertainment” 
[dur al-malahi ]? Studies in the “West,” the editors assured, proved that 
“if a man finds comfort in and enjoys spending his time in the house, he 
will not need to do much visiting of places of entertainment and cafés.” 
It was the proper, orderly, comfortable, and calculated home that could 
shelter the man from himself. Men’s obligations to provide for the family’s 
financial and cultural needs, the editors explained, were a rational response 
to a “social need.” But his vulnerabilities and temptations were irrational. 
Thus, women’s responsibilities were to protect what these editors called 
“social man” from his own natural instincts.24

FIGURE 2 A house interior in Jaffa, ca. 1935. Source: Walid Khalidi, Before Their 
Diaspora: A Photographic History of the Palestinians 1876–1948 (Washington, DC: 
Institute for Palestine Studies, 1984), photo number 166. Courtesy of the Institute of 
Palestine Studies.
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For these editors, as for so many others, if people were not grounded 
in social relations and values, money and its lack could lead to ruin.25 Man-
aging money, in turn, was crucial to maintaining social norms. Thus, the 
editors provided precise calculations for the saving and spending patterns 
of the model middle. They accounted for differences between a small clerk 
[muwatthaf sagir] and an official [muwatthaf kabir], and they hoped to 
supply an adaptable budgetary reference. The focus of their efforts was on 
the “middling family” [usra mutawassita] in “one of the cities of Palestine” 
whose income did not exceed 360 guineas a year.

The most important aim of these budgetary prescriptions was saving, 
which emerges as the basic principle of a healthy and successful family. 
The editors conceded that in reviewing annual costs, saving appeared to 
be a challenge. The matter hinged on that delicate balance between need 
and luxury. The model budget devoted 10 percent of income to saving; 
20 percent to food; 5 percent to water, light, and fuel; 24 percent to rent 
and taxes; 2 percent to “renewing and refurbishing furniture”; 12 percent to 
the family’s clothing; 3 percent to education; 1.6 percent to medical costs; 
2 percent to books, newspapers, and club memberships; almost 3 percent 
to gifts and charity; 6 percent to “travel and parties”; and 2 percent to 
sundries. The “servant” category takes up 7 percent of annual income at 
24 guineas a year.

Food in this account was a necessity for bodily needs as well as plea-
sure. Here the influence of the ascending science of nutrition appeared. 
Food, “the doctor teaches us,” brought “heat to the body” and its “nu-
tritional materials . . . replace the tissues that dwindle though work and 
toil.” Meeting nutritional requirements was also important in that recur-
ring emphasis on moving beyond exhibitionism: “it will not do that we 
scrimp on our body . . . just because food is one of the internal matters 
that others [al-ghayr] do not see.” Food was important to another location 
in domestic and familial life—the dining table, which was “the center for 
discussion between individuals of the family.” The editors emphasized the 
importance of regulating and “ordering” this site as integral to “the family’s 
happiness.” Educational expenses included books, newspaper and journal 
subscriptions, and memberships in literary societies [ jam‘iyyat adabiyya]. 
Spending on primary and secondary education was a necessity for all chil-
dren, but higher education was a budgetary item for males only. Gifts 
and charitable associations were another necessity for the model middle. 
“Sentiment, religion, good manners, and logic” all required a charitable 
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attitude to a “brother if he falls upon scarcity [diq] or hardship [shidda].” 
Indeed the pleasure of giving was so deep, the editors promised, that it was 
akin to what “we feel when we eat sumptuous food or listen to moving 
music.” Given the intensity of these moral and sensual benefits, the allot-
ment of 3 percent of annual income to charity seems rather meager.

This scantiness is made all the more visible in comparison to the 6 per-
cent allotted for “travel, outings, and parties.” Visiting Western countries 
and studying “new practices” resulted in great pleasure, psychological bene-
fit, and the acquisition of “historical, geographic, and archeological” knowl-
edge. However, travel could prove to be a dangerous mode of consumption 
if spending exceeded the set allotments. Again, the editors cautioned against 
excessive and thoughtless mimesis. They spoke of the “natural tendency” to 
“imitate one who is richer than us.” The Palestinian middle, they explained, 
had to rid itself of the belief that if unable to travel by first-class standards 
then it was better not travel at all. 

Finally, the point of entry into the article, savings, received a 10 per-
cent allotment of annual family income. Saving was a grave matter, and if 
ignored, the individual would incur harm on “himself, his family, and his 
surroundings.” The editors equated a lack of saving with the severe con-
sequences of its other extreme, stinginess [taqtir]. The editors thus high-
lighted stinginess as a social danger and promoted charity as a basic tenet 
of civilized conduct and social responsibility.

Ultimately, the editors preached for sound economic management in 
the home. Doing without luxurious pleasures and “coming to terms” with 
proper management would “endear you to economy.” Economic conduct 
would be a source of personal empowerment and great individual benefit. 
But the advantages were even broader. Accumulating and saving money 
was a national obligation: “For if your wealth increases, so too the nation’s 
capital [ra’as mal ] and its capacity to produce and ward off the greedy will 
multiply.”26 Iqtisadiyyat addressed its piece on the family budget to men 
as economic and cultural providers who would successfully differentiate 
between need and luxury. Sa‘id’s weekly radio program, “The New Arab 
Home,” was addressed to women as managers of that budget and lifestyle.

The New Arab Home

Sa‘id conducted a “series of useful conversations” every Thursday 
evening for fifteen minutes from mid-December 1940 to early February 
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1941. Her talks aimed to provide women advice “for the home, economy, 
order, and assuring family happiness.”27 Sa‘id’s “creative” lessons preached 
the transformation of a chaotic and pathological Palestinian household 
into an ordered, distinct, and minutely managed home. Sa‘id’s Lebanese 
background and upbringing28 exposed her to a plethora of women’s mag-
azines and journals.29 She drew on a much longer set of Ottoman and 
Middle Eastern debates on domesticity, order, and reform.30

Unlike Iqtisadiyyat’s editors, Sa‘id was not invested in any form of 
Eastern superiority. Like many of the periodicals she was exposed to, she 
found Eastern women consistently wanting in the “general qualities of 
knowledge, energy, and capability.”31 To rise to the aspired level, the new 
woman had to overcome “the outmoded and unscientific methods of yes-
teryear.”32 A relentless Anglophile, Sa‘id compared Palestine to an amor-
phous and homogenous Europe/West that had its most refined and genteel 
articulations in English conduct, comportment, and taste.33 The compari-
son consistently bore bitter fruit. In Europe, the home was a site of art, 
order, beauty, and comfort.34 In Palestine, the homes were chaotic, ostenta-
tious, uncomfortable, impractical, stiff, worn-out, dark, stuffy, and stale. 
Palestinian homemakers were lazy, inefficient, disorderly spendthrifts, who 
blindly imitated the wrong Western models. Sa‘id’s purpose was to influ-
ence “my nation’s daughter” in her appeal for domestic culture” [al-thaqafa 
al-manzialiyya].35 This domestic culture would transform the dirty and un-
comfortable Arab house into the social and familial site that “the English 
call—Home.”36 The word “Home” appeared in bold English letters and 
capitalized in the transcript of the program, and Sa‘id most likely said it in 
English on the radio as well.37

The home, Sa‘id taught, was a new realm of authority, a small king-
dom where the woman could administer the “family circle” in order to 
prepare the individual to participate fully in national life.38 Sa‘id’s lectures 
spoke to her “Arab sisters” about improving this small kingdom so that 
it would “fit the pressing needs of the times.”39 In line with the Palestin-
ian businessmen and reformers of her time, Sa‘id’s work was situated in 
a brand of the nahda that heavily relied on the maintenance and natural-
ization of class privilege. Domestic awakening depended upon women’s 
realization that “the foremost concern of the human spirit is tireless and 
constant progress” [irtiqa’ ].40 Sa‘id called upon a tight and exclusionary 
kinship of “the most educated and refined women of society.”41
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Contemporary Taste and Sound Science

Familiarity with modern science and expertise were prerequisites for 
the new Arab home.42 Virtually all of women’s misfortunes—including 
marital strife, infertility, and illness—were direct results of a lack of order 
in “our ideas and practices.”43 Because “refined nations” valued order, they 
were able to produce new “astonishing means of transportation and com-
munication over land, sea, and air.”44 The domestic “circle” should be sub-
ject to the same regimes of order. Sa‘id separated the household from, and 
made it parallel to, broader regimes of scientific management as well as 
national and civilizational development.

Domestic management and discipline created possibilities for wom-
en’s participation. By being thrifty but civilized, disciplined but cultured, 
Sa‘id’s “sisterhood of the refined” could participate in processes from which 
she would otherwise be excluded. Thus, domestic management produced 
the elite woman as a subject whose participation in economy and science 
were confined to the home. Sa‘id urged women not to relegate science to 
the “realm of men.” These new sciences included engineering, architectural 
design, interior decoration, home economics, and nutrition. But among 
all the sciences, it was domestic management [tadbir manzili ]45 that was 
“foremost among the arts a woman must attend to.”46 Through engage-
ment with this science, and art, women could “accustom themselves to 
order” in cooking, shopping, and housework. This insistence on accepting 
a particular kind of order drove Sa‘id’s reform project. Women’s adminis-
trative management was necessary for Palestinians to “gradually” develop 
“contemporary taste [dhawq mu‘asir] and sound science [al-‘ilm al-salih].”47

Like the editors of Iqtisadiyyat, Sa‘id rejected mimesis: “We see the 
towering buildings and the imposing palaces that increase day by day in 
all corners of the country. The house that we are aspiring to is not this 
kind.”48 The new houses in those buildings were “tight and constrained”; 
their rooms were small, and their ceilings low. They were hot in the sum-
mer and cold in the winter. Sa‘id voiced the concerns of these buildings’ 
residents to articulate the potential degeneracy of modern life:

What constricts us the most is the lack of familial independence [istiqlal ‘a’ili ] because 
the houses are all stuck to one another. . . . We whisper when we speak, we are quiet 
when we cough and when the children play, so that we do not disturb our neighbors, 
as they do us most of the time.49
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Sa‘id instructed, “Not all that is new and beautiful is appropriate.”50 Sa‘id’s 
condemnation of the rush to blindly imitate [taqlid ]51 the European mode 
provided her the opportunity to idealize pastoral renditions of the past:

Our old village house that had one room surrounded by almond, evergreen, and oak 
trees, far from watchful eyes and the earshot of strangers, is a thousand times better 
than these white, carelessly designed buildings, where tens of residents reside on a 
square of land that is no more than one or two hundred meters.52

The “old ways” had the retrospective value of privacy that, Sa‘id insisted, 
was among the most strident of the new generation’s demands. Sa‘id 
propagated the modern notion of the nuclear family by presenting privacy 
and distance “from strangers” as a lost value of past tradition. The village 
“ways” were located in an idealized past, to be selectively drawn upon in 
building the utopian future.

In “The Natural Location of the Home,” Sa‘id presented her listeners 
and readers with the building blocks of the utopian future. Hygiene, social 
selectivity, and nature combined to create the ideal site for rejuvenating 
elite women and their families. The good domestic manager would choose 
a house that was higher than ground level, “far from crowded and noisy 
neighborhoods,” and swamps, which posed “extreme danger” to the fam-
ily’s health. Here, Sa‘id referred to the “tuberculosis microbe that thins 
the ranks of one family after another.”53 Sa‘id urged a resolute campaign 
against insects, flies, and other pests and pointed out that many “Europe-
ans” had taken to placing screens on windows and doors.

Toufoul Abou-Hodeib has linked domesticity to urban reforms 
that focused on the “logic of the straight line” as a new mode of order in 
the late Ottoman period. The new logic of urban order had parallels in the 
spaces of the home.54 These spatial renditions of the straight line resonated 
in Sa‘id’s lessons. The house, she taught, should look out over beautiful 
views; it should be open in more than one direction to the east or the west, 
and the other to the north. The rooms should be spacious—“a room that is 
four by four meters can sleep no more than two adults and a child”—and 
all bathrooms should face south. She implored women to not be deterred 
“because of your ignorance of architecture or your perception that it is 
a matter for men alone.”55 Women had a “natural disposition” to design 
the new Arab home. Her propensity to order, manage, and take part in 
science, once confined to the rooms of the house, would, Sa‘id promised, 
become a “right that no one can contest.”56
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After designing her airy, sunny house, the domestic manager’s next 
step was furnishing. Sa‘id criticized the expensively furnished homes in 
Palestine, Egypt, and Syria, which resembled houses “we see on the large 
white screen of the cinema.”57 These houses contained “grandiose” furni-
ture and decorations but were cold and uninviting. To make a house a 
home, the homemaker needed to furnish without great expense while cre-
ating a space that was soothing for “both the gaze and the body.”58 Thus, 
thrift and authenticity went hand in hand. 

The disapproval of the “grand houses” furnished in the “latest fash-
ion” did not mean, however, that Sa‘id preferred old ways nor that she 
did not appreciate new art. The appropriate ideal was, again, among the 
 English, who were “the least decorative of the Europeans” and whose 
furniture exhibited “sturdiness, sound design and composure.”59 Sa‘id ex-
claimed: “I call upon you and myself to study and understand, as we are 
at the beginning of our nahda in domestic order.”60 Sa‘id’s call to “study 
and understand” is a powerful iteration of the kind of disciplined subject 
she hoped to mold.

Keeping Your Man at Home

Sa‘id, like the editors of Iqtisadiyyat, was deeply concerned with 
keeping men at home. The two most important sites to realize this con-
tainment were the kitchen and the dining room. The domestic manager 
had to constantly maintain aesthetic and culinary standards. Sa‘id agreed 
with what she described as the English adage: “The way to a man’s heart 
is through his stomach.” She instructed women to rethink the foods they 
traditionally cooked, calling for new variations of mahshiyyat, mu‘ajjanat, 
maqliyyat, and kubba, which burned time, energy, and kerosene.61 Women 
had to be “systematic” and prepare nutritious but appetizing foods that 
would consume less of their time.

Being “systematic” also required the reform of the Palestinian 
kitchen. In the villages and mountains this was a neglected room facing a 
wall or an underground cellar. Along the coast, it was a small dark room in 
the back of the house. But in Europe, the kitchen was now the nexus for 
Sa‘id’s heroes—those engineers, chemists, and medical doctors who took 
precise measurements for windows, chimneys, and closets, who conducted 
experiments on nutrition, vitamins, and tonics, and who prescribed the 
best foods for a healthy and long life. 
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Industrial efforts had contributed innovations in iron ovens that run 
on coal, gas, and electricity and cooking utensils of “brass, aluminum, glass, 
and clay.”62 The woman did her part with sheer window dressings, candles, 
attractive textiles, and colorful paint for closets and steps. The European 
kitchen was not a dark space of utility far from sight, but the most splendid 
room in the house, with sun, bright colors, and appliances that “ensured 
the joy of work.”63 This was the model that “the new Arab kitchen must be 
based on.”64 While this large task was intimidating due to the lack of new 
engineering in Palestine,65 there was an immediate need to combat the Arab 
kitchen, which was

crammed with various cleaning utensils, uncovered trash containers, the servants’ 
qayaqib, dirty laundry, buckets, wet and dry mops of all sorts, and all types of other 
useless things that surround the gas babur, that we cook our food on. . . . This is how 
appetizing food is mixed with the waste and dust that flies from mops, buckets, and 
containers.66

Sa‘id implored her “refined sister” to purify the Arab kitchen of 
health hazards and potential embarrassments to good housekeeping. But, 
the domestic manager also had to pay close attention to pleasing her hus-
band’s gaze, especially when “these days” the accouterments of refinement 
and artistry abounded in “public houses, large restaurants, and foreigners’ 
homes.”67 Like the editors of Iqtisadiyyat, Sa‘id pushed for a new Arab 
home that could compete with proliferating spaces that offered the elite 
man new consumer experiences. The home functioned to morally and so-
cially contain the man, who was perennially vulnerable to temptation.

The second crucial site to guarding proper aesthetic standards as well 
as male fidelity was the dining room. In this space, eating was a key social 
ceremony that affirmed ethical consumption and cultural refinement.68 
The dining room was both a public and a private space where a woman 
could assert her skill and elegance. It was a site of political and historic 
banquets, familial reconciliation, and the bringing together of newlyweds. 
This room was of “foremost importance to society” where the woman 
could deliver unity, harmony, and goodwill to the nuclear family and hu-
manity at large.69

What was new about the dining table, if such historic banquets of 
high politics and familial reconciliation had already taken place there? 
The shift was in its function as a private space of the nuclear family. Sa‘id 
chided her sisters for allowing their families to eat in the kitchen or in the 
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sitting room, without set times for collective meals at the dinner table. 
Elite women devoted the bounty of their finances to the dining room. 
They placed in it “grand cabinetwork and expensive silver urns,” for the 
“shallow joy of vainglory” rather than comfort and utility.70

Small acts such as setting the dinner table every day would yield 
meaningful results for the homemaker and her family. For her tablecloth, 
for example, she should choose a brightly colored fabric, which was re-
cently becoming popular among the “rough classes” [al-tabaqat al-wa‘ra] 
because it was inexpensive and easy to wash and iron.71 Sa‘id gave detailed 
explanations of place settings and the proper presentation of bread, fruit, 
and vegetables. 

As for formal events, while each homemaker should prepare the din-
ner table according to “her means and social standing,” she should never 
leave “everything in the care of the maid” but should oversee every as-
pect of the preparations.72 Thus, in Sa‘id’s world, even a woman lacking 
in means had at least one maid. In addition, the dinner table among “the 
refined peoples” was a space for spiritual union with God and family at 
morning and evening prayers. Here Sa‘id disclosed her own Christian nor-
mative biases for the very possibility of the new Arab home, and the type 
of family circle that she envisioned.

Sa‘id interpolated an imaginary “opposing homemaker” and her reac-
tions to new regimes of lifestyle and aesthetics: “The modern dining room 
and its care . . . demands time and money, and we have neither, which 
makes initiative in this field impossible for us.”73 In this hypothetical de-
bate, her response was that if women were listening to her, they had enough 
money to buy a radio. Moreover, she was certain that each of her sisters had 
jewels on her ears, neck, or wrists. The needed effects for a modern dinner 
table would cost less than any given piece of jewelry. Sa‘id implored young 
women to relinquish the long-held practice of expecting jewelry as engage-
ment and wedding gifts and ask their grooms for silverware instead.74

The Tyranny of Time

The calculation and management of time were central to Sa‘id’s 
 project. She waged her most strident critique on what she described as 
Eastern notions of time and efficiency: “We Easterners, men and women, 
lose so much time every day that if others were like us the world would have 
remained as it was from the dawn of history in the advance of  industry, 
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art, and civilization.”75 Here she echoed the fixation on the value of time 
[qimat al-waqt] that had been in circulation in Egypt and throughout the 
Ottoman world since the late nineteenth century.76 Sa‘id instructed her 
sisters on the “irreplaceable items” to remedy this lack.77 Each house must 
have two clocks (one in the kitchen and one in the threshold or dinning 
room), a set of clearly labeled keys, and three notebooks. The small black 
hands of the clock would rationalize household tasks.

Come, let us now resolve—and with our clock in hand—to awake . . . at an early hour 
that we have set before going to sleep so that we may begin our work with determina-
tion and energy. We will prepare breakfast in the necessary minutes, clothe the small 
ones in a set time, tidy the bedrooms, and then we will sit and eat. After that we go 
to the kitchen, calculating the rise in prices of kerosene and fuel, we assess how much 
time the type of food we are preparing will take. We make our choices based on these 
calculations. We do not light the fire until just before lunchtime so that the food is 
hot when the family members arrive. And so we have time for the rest of our tasks—
washing and ironing clothes, inspecting closets and stairs, and cleaning—all the while 
calculating the time and energy for each task.78

Thus the domestic manager was entrenched in constant self-assess-
ment, conducting a thorough inspection of her home just as she calculated 
her own time and efficiency. Her clearly labeled keys further cemented 
her “sovereignty” by helping her order, categorize, and lock away her pos-
sessions “far from the reach of servants and children.”79 In her notebooks 
the homemaker could record her “personal and social” appointments and 
needed domestic provisions. Two other notebooks were to be devoted to 
the crucial task of home economics, discussed below. Sa‘id anticipated that 
some of her listeners and readers would find the new regimes of household 
order oppressive. The “opposing homemaker” might complain:

The order that you are calling for is like the order in school, which we could not wait 
to be rid of. Where is the freedom that we aspire to in marriage? Where is the comfort 
that we want in our own homes without restriction or supervision?80

Sa‘id here responded to the fear that calculation and self-assessment would 
transform the marital home into another house of discipline.81 But, she 
promised, calculation would “give you freedom and lengthen your day [be-
cause] you will finish your housework in half the time.”82 Thus discipline 
produced not just a particular kind of subject but new  temporalities—
such as spare time.83
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Controlling one’s time, Sa‘id taught, was liberating. The homemaker 
could finally see to all those torn socks and clothes piling up in corners 
and hiding places. Then she could attend to herself. While the domestic 
manager could not fall short on pleasing her partner and ensuring “the 
residents of her precious castle a life of plenty and comfort,” she also had 
to look after health, temperament, beauty, and mind.84 In an echo of Iqti-
sadiyyat’s emphasis on cultural and literary “needs,” Sa‘id explained that for 
a woman to maintain her dignity and social stature, she must “participate 
in charitable and literary associations.”85 She should also spend at least one 
hour of the day in quiet solitude, reading [mutala‘a] the press in order “to 
increase her mental wealth.”86 Just as in the case of “The Family Budget,” 
normative conduct was tied to the duty of contained and reflective indi-
viduality. If she were to neglect these duties, the homemaker would be an 
employee rather than a “respected lady” in her own home, which was, after 
all, “her private property” [mulkiha al-khass].87 It is unlikely that these elite 
homes were the private property of women. Yet this reference is another 
iteration of how Sa‘id linked the possibility of financial independence to 
domestic management.

Sa‘id’s call on the precise measurement of time sought as in other 
contexts to instate new disciplinary regimes, not in the factory, the school, 
or the prison, but in the home. It is important to here to qualify these dis-
ciplinary regimes and question their coherence. In Palestine and beyond, 
the attempts to shape empty, homogenous time would face adaptation and 
resistance as people crafted social knowledge and practice.88

Home Economics

The two imperatives of “basic needs” and management framed much 
of Sa‘id’s interventions on the Arab home. Sa‘id, like Palestinian business-
men and thinkers in the same period, was particularly concerned with 
defining the difference between need and luxury. Whereas “The Family 
Budget” presumed that men were in charge of the budget, Sa‘id addressed 
women as the primary decision-makers in all household finances. She 
cried: “Yes, my sister, management is our forte!”89

The domestic manager’s realization of order depended on her renun-
ciation of conspicuous consumption and her resolute attention to thrift 
and saving. Women haphazardly stuffed their homes with furniture and 
decoration simply so that “it is in the eyesight of the visitor.”90 This chaos 
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resulted in women faltering in their roles as mothers; they could not prop-
erly dress and prepare children for school and daily life.

Sa‘id’s explained that her insistence on beauty and comfort should 
not be “understood as a pursuit of luxury [bathakh].”91 The woman had to 
repress her desire for the new technologies that rationalized housework. 
This would be difficult, Sa‘id admitted, as even Europe’s women stopped 
at every page of domestic magazines “with desire and yearning” [raghba wa 
lahfa] for the new inventions in household appliances and utensils.92 The 
balance between yearning for the rational regime of simplicity and being 
economic was tenuous but necessary. Domestic success hinged on being 
“victorious over spending,” that “ailment in the East and among Eastern-
ers.”93 Since Sa‘id and her ilk were “unable to participate in works external 
to the home,” their duty was to reform past practices of “opulence [taraf ], 
spending, and imitation.”94 To successfully lead this battle, women must 
rigorously engage home economics.

In “Economy and Providing Happiness and Comfort for the Least 
Expense,” Sa‘id explained the two central axes that enabled social produc-
tion: economy and the home.95 These two axes, she explained were parallel 
and codependent. Understanding the relationship between “the science of 
economy and domestic life” was crucial to social health and wellbeing.96 
Home economics, Sa‘id preached, had become an established and recog-
nized mode of management that provided women with the scientific bases 
to “guard against the evil of destitution and poverty.”97

It was thus crucial that the management of money was in women’s 
hands. Sa‘id rigorously challenged women’s perceptions that “they were 
not born” for the “science of accounting and calculating” [hisab].98 The 
diligent homemaker needed simple tools, such as notebooks, to record 
her household income and expenditures.99 Managing home economics was 
the woman’s natural role: “Nature made man to struggle for daily bread 
. . . and woman to manage the household spending.”100 Women were bet-
ter positioned to economize than men, who were both naturally inclined 
to spend and exposed to wider arenas for consumption. Thus Sa‘id here 
overturns the Iqtisadiyyat editors’ presumption of men’s hold on domes-
tic finance. For her, it was women’s “natural” disposition, which was less 
susceptible to temptation in spending and leisure, that rendered them the 
most effective financial managers.

Wartime-induced inflation demanded that women in this period 
“ organize their homes” and guard against “the evil of destitution and pov-
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erty in these critical times.”101 Women would have to drastically decrease 
their consumption, as “the markets are slowly being emptied of luxuries 
[ kamaliyyat] and tomorrow they will be empty of necessities [ daruriyyat].”102 
Sa‘id urged austerity. Women should lessen their use of kerosene and replace 
“foreign ready-made products” [mustahdarat ajnabiyya], such as cleaning 
materials, with what they could “gather from among the rocks and thickets 
of our country.”103 Sa‘id called on the consumer to forgo foreign imports 
and “open new doors for local production.”104 Women should purchase 
their clothes from the textile factories in Ramallah and Jerusalem, which 
supplied the surrounding Arab countries and were almost as good as their 
exalted European counterparts.

Sa‘id’s encouragement of local production—“a basic necessity for 
any nation that wants success”—was at odds with her exuberant celebra-
tion of European models.105 Intoxicated by all that colonial modernity, and 
having bombarded her listeners and readers with an inherently deficient 
Eastern essence, how would she now convincingly argue for locally pro-
duced goods? Another meaning of economy provided the way out of Sa‘id’s 
conundrum:

The battle raging in the world today is an economic battle. Each nation defends its 
own economy—men and women with brutal force. And today we suffer an unprec-
edented financial crisis [azma maliyya]. Fear increases day by day of what constraints 
tomorrow will bring upon our livelihood. It is unacceptable that we make up half of 
the nation but remain secluded from what is happening around us. We are able to 
provide our considerable assistance to that [other] half that is alone battling this crisis, 
which breaks the back and the spirit.106

Economy here is wedded to a national space that men defended with “brutal 
force” and that women guarded as domestic managers. The home, like the 
economy, was a space to be measured in order to ensure prosperity. Thus 
the spatializing of a national economy was in this case, as in many others, 
linked to the demarcation of the domestic as a parallel but separate domain.107

Sa‘id located her urgent call for domestic reform as a necessary re-
sponse to a ubiquitous battle: “We cannot falter in moving forward in 
the battleground of these times of struggle, beginning with the home that 
is under our control and unlimited direction.”108 Yet, Sa‘id’s battle was 
decidedly ambiguous. At times, it was a clear reference to World War 
II—this “destructive war.” At others, such as the case above, the battle was 
an economic one, a response to financial crisis. Palestinians had to face 
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upheaval with “fortified unity, steadfast hearts, enlightened minds, and 
ordered thought.”109 But who were the actors in Sa‘id’s battleground and 
what was the source of the upheaval that threatened her so deeply?

The Terms of Battle

The prescriptive accounts on the family budget and the ideal Arab 
home do not name the Zionist settlement project. Although European 
Jews turn up as a group of unnamed and rapidly increasing “foreigners,” 
it is the specter of social change that most informs both accounts. Indeed, 
Sa‘id lists a set of “unprecedented upheavals” that her elite sister could no 
longer afford to ignore. The expectations of individuals among the “third 
rank” [al-daraja al-thalitha], she warned, were shifting due to:

1. The spread of primary schools in villages and among fellahin.

2. The increase of cinema houses.

3. Listening to the radio.

4. Mixing with foreigners.110

Indeed, the Arab Revolt, which threatened Palestinian elites both old 
and new, remained invisible in these accounts. Sa‘id’s prescriptions paral-
leled the conventional historiographic insistence on elites as the agents 
of the Revolt.111 She warned that the “ignorant classes” were particularly 
susceptible to the “declarations of politicians” who “intend only to light 
the fire of revolt among them.”112 Thus the “illiterate,” “rough,” and “third” 
classes appeared in Sa‘id’s series as alternatively objects of sympathy or 
dangerous subjects, but never agents, of potential upheaval.

Sa‘id claimed that her lessons on contemporary taste and sound sci-
ence did not depend on wealth. The home—for rich and poor in the 
villages, mountains, and along the coast of Palestine—was the site of pro-
tection and happiness.113 She sometimes spoke directly, albeit condescend-
ingly, to the less moneyed of her “sisters” whose “personal circumstances” 
deprived them of “independence in opinion.”114 Thus, a woman’s capacity 
to make independent decisions was tied to her class standing. Neverthe-
less, Sa‘id tried not to forsake this dependent sister, advising her on the 
transformative power of “the needle” and “a small brush dipped in a bit of 
paint.” But these less-privileged sisters could never include the worker or 
the maid, as evident in the three-part special on the maid and the servant.
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Maids and servants were neither her “sisters” nor “daughters of the 
nation.” The “toil and effort” that Sa‘id sought to rationalize inevitably fell 
on another’s shoulders. The toiling subordinate both made possible and 
threatened the exalted status of the “daughter of the nation.” This exalted 
daughter of the nation was now confronting a “crisis of service.” The “ser-
vant moves with the course of time just as we do.”115 Maids now sought 
to be free and to enjoy the good things in life, Sa‘id explained. Access to 
media and education had influenced her “mentality.” “We know the power 
such things have over the educated class. Imagine, then, [their power over] 
the ignorant class [al-tabaqa al-jahila].”116 Mass-mediated consumption 
was not a homogenizing civilizing force.117 The “third rank’s” use of com-
modities and their potential capacity for desire and an eventual “sense of 
self ” destabilized the divide between mistress and servant, refined and 
rough. Consumption was at once a means of social differentiation and a 
threat to it.118 

Sa‘id spoke at great length of the maid’s fury and desperation and 
her longing to be free. She emphasized the servant’s humanity: “She is a 
daughter of Eve, like the rest of us.”119 Yet the maid must remain isolated. 
For the much-touted “progress towards civilization” meant the maid’s po-
tential arrival at a “sense of self.”120 This arrival threatened the homemaker’s 
authority.

If the homemaker did not adjust to these new challenges, she risked 
a regression to being her husband’s servant, or worse yet, “slave.” First, the 
lady of the house had to shift her tone and language when speaking to her 
servants, for “most of them were listening to radio broadcasts every day.”121 
Servants were receiving from the radio all manner of dangerous notions 
about the “worker in Europe” who was attaining better wages and, worse 
yet, had even begun to “influence high politics.”122 Second, the lady of the 
house should raise the maid’s standard of living by providing her with a 
proper place for sleep and rest, as well as giving her a private closet for her 
things. This type of conduct would “civilize” the maid and “slowly train her 
to respect herself.”123 The self-respecting maid would then be hard-pressed 
to “conduct acts that debase her mistress.”124 Lastly, the “self-respecting 
lady” should not demand complete obedience from her maid. She should 
treat the maid with respect, appreciate the maid’s work with “kindness and 
a smile,” and never forget that the maid is a “human being, like us.”125 The 
discerning lady who treated her servants well “could radiate her esteem, 
like rays of the sun, directly into girls’ hearts, who will in turn flutter to 
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serve her.”126 The relationship between mistress and servant hinged on the 
lady’s authoritative but humane power.

After all, the lady of the house “selects the maid and her tasks, chooses 
when she rests, sleeps, and eats . . . and guides her on her appearance and 
clothes, both at work and during her free time.”127 Sustaining such intimate 
authority depended on changing “our relationship to this maid, which as 
long as it is marked by aversion, will only increase our own disdain for her 
occupation and her resentment of fate’s iniquity that has subjected her to 
this occupation and cast her between our hands.”128 Sa‘id urged her sisters 
to take stock of their lives in comparison to that of their maids. In the 
following detailed depiction, what Sa‘id had earlier described as the home-
maker’s toil became the harsh daily routine of the maid, whom she called 
a poor wretch [miskina]:

 . . . as I sit here writing this letter to you in the early morning hours, I am still in bed, 
surrounded by all the means of a comfortable life from a snug bed to radiant light, 
from a child who gazes at me intently to an affectionate husband. . . . However, my 
maid has rushed from the cold dawn to open the windows, air the house, prepare the 
breakfast, wash the dirty pots, dishes, and utensils, sweep the piles of dirt and dust, 
and wash the soiled clothes. She does not finish preparing the food, and she is plunged 
again into another fight, without companion or sympathy save brushes, brooms, dust-
ers, and mops. Night barely comes before the next day surprises her. And thus day after 
day passes, and this wretch has no hope for change in her program and no expectation 
of a life of freedom or the blessing of independence.129

In perhaps the clearest metaphor of class anxiety, Sa‘id conjured the 
“Russian princesses,” who having been dispossessed by “politics”—that is, 
the Bolshevik Revolution—“preferred to be gainfully employed as maids 
in [wealthy Egyptian] houses rather than give themselves over to houses of 
amusement and debauchery.”130

Imagine my countrywoman . . . this . . . treachery of fate. Imagine, God forbid a thou-
sand times, that need steered us to [a fate akin] to these princesses, who had nobility, 
beauty, and intelligence. How would you want the lady of the house to treat you?131

Sa‘id’s sisterhood, like Russia’s “princesses,” sat atop a shaky precipice. Their 
battle was with the working and rural classes, whose existence in these ac-
counts served to both sustain and threaten the elite’s domestic lifestyle 
[ma‘isha baytiyya].
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Conclusion

Domestic reformers used economy, basic needs, and management to 
create possibilities as well as restrictions for both women and men in 1930s 
Palestine. To be an economic man was to be a father and husband who 
provided for the family’s financial and “cultural” needs. To be an economic 
woman was to be a skilled and efficient mother and wife whose domestic 
knowledge and authority raised and sheltered the future of the social body 
while carefully guarding her husband’s fidelity. The economic subject was 
a loyal patriot, an agent in control of the present and future, a civilized 
person who carefully managed her money in the march of and to progress.

“Economy” meant different things in these accounts: the effective 
management of money, a new culture of saving and spending, a new body 
of knowledge, and finally an emerging national space that was parallel 
and linked to the home. That site, the home, was a space of social order 
and moral containment. As in other cases, modern cooking techniques, 
scientific organization, an emphasis on hygiene, and the keeping of led-
gers all constituted the homemaker’s social responsibility, which became 
associated with making herself and her household calculable.132 The home 
was her mirror, a reflection of her commitment to the broader unfinished 
national project. Here the myth of equality that nationalism often entails 
was at once reified and betrayed. Just as these reform projects confined 
the elite woman’s participation and contributions within the walls of the 
home, so too was the toiling subordinate trapped in a silent “under rank” 
subject to constant surveillance.

However, the new “compelling opportunities” for consumer experi-
ence raised some ethical and social dilemmas. On the one hand, the idea of 
growing needs was compelling because it promised an increasing mastery 
of nature and an upward spiral of progress.133 But elites were ambivalent 
about new consumer goods, practices, and technologies, which simultane-
ously troubled and enticed them. These elites saw a world around them in 
which needs had a new “plasticity,” as Zygmunt Bauman has put it.134 Needs 
were shifting, from being states of tension that could at once be gratified, 
to expressing something that could be impossible to gratify: desire.135 This 
plasticity of needs and the power of desire were threatening for two reasons, 
both of which reveal shifting expressions of class and status in Palestine.

First, in most historical cases of consumer and domestic reform, it is 
the aspiring middle and working classes that are the intended address. In 
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Palestine, the subject and object of domestic reform was the prodigal elite 
whose exhibitionism threatened the wellbeing of the social body. The cases 
here of “The Family Budget” and “The New Arab Home” sought to reform 
the prodigal elite’s consuming patterns to craft a model middle class. To con-
duct this reform, Palestinian elites drew on both Arab and European philo-
sophical debates on luxury, miserliness, and extravagance. Elites crafted the 
“model middle” by shaping social ceremonies, aesthetic stances, and linking 
consumer practices to social identity.136 In this case, as in so many others, 
consumer practices and ideas worked as a stratification process that barred 
people from a rapidly shifting social body.137 Culture—connoting schooling, 
upbringing, and refined manners—was key to the claims of social superiority 
these projects cultivated.138 Forgoing certain consumer items, such as news-
paper and literary journal subscriptions, was in Palestine a form of cultural 
deprivation.139 The call to eschew exhibitionism was placed in opposition 
to what Maureen O’Dougherty has called an enlightened consumption in 
culture.140 Thus “cultured” or “civilized” consumption was the distinguishing 
feature of a particular “class” and “rank,” which sought not simply to make 
distinctions but to secure them as stable and unchanging essences.

Second, the plasticity of needs and the force of consumer desire held 
a deeper threat to elite daily life, on the heels of the Great Revolt that chal-
lenged its dominance. Servants, peasants, and villagers, that amorphous 
“third rank,” stood outside but lingered dangerously close to that oft- 
repeated “progress of civilization.” It was the “illiterate” and inferior classes’ 
access to education and various media that was most threatening. New 
modes of consumption had the potential to imbue these “rough classes” 
with a sense of “self.” Rational consumption, based on contemporary taste 
and sound science, would deliver civilization to the Palestinian elite. Yet 
its mass accessibility in new forms, such as cinema, radio, and newspapers, 
threatened their power.141

New goods, practices, and technologies were sites for men and women 
to produce themselves and their relationships; for workers, villagers, and 
farmers to threaten class power; and for elites to confront these threats by 
naturalizing class differences. In defining “need” versus “luxuries,” these ac-
counts provide a glimpse into Palestinian social hierarchy and how elites 
employed social differences to define men and women, self and other, 
needs and desires. They also expose the heavily policed contours of the civi-
lized and the cultured. These contours proved resistant and were able across 
times and spaces to define and contain the political.



THE FIRST TIME a world war erupted, famine and extreme depriva-
tion struck Greater Syria. Conservative estimates put the number of dead 
from starvation at half a million.1 Tripoli, Jounieh, Haifa, and Acre “under-
went years of extreme deprivation.”2 Incidences of cannibalism were re-
ported as the hungry perished on the streets. These were the memories that 
haunted Palestinians when World War II came knocking on their doors. 
They also haunted colonial officials, who faced the economic consequences 
of their brutal containment of the Great Revolt (1936–1939) and its inno-
vations in guerilla warfare. 

By 1938, the signs of economic devastation—from the closing of 
workshops, to the rise of unemployment, to the specter of famine—were 
everywhere to be seen.3 The onset of the war compounded these conditions 
with further shortages and inflation that colonial officials hoped to con-
front with “extreme sensitivity and caution.”4 Due to blockades and the 
effort to secure arms shipments, by 1940 everything from sugar to shoes 
was out of reach, prices had soared to unprecedented heights, shops were 
emptied, and trade routes had closed. To manage these crises, the British 
colonial government developed new institutions and technologies. It was 
a formative turning point that troubles the all-too-tidy narratives of Man-
date governance and the rise of the developmentalist state.

Antony Anghie has called the Mandate system a great experiment 
in international management.5 Economics had become, he argues, a “a 
new and powerful way of conceptualizing and managing the mandate ter-
ritories and their peoples.”6 Economics came to define the relationship 
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 between the “civilized” and the “uncivilized,” and development punctu-
ated its terms. Development “provided the forms and formulas”7 that 
European colonial powers used to restructure their relationship with the 
colonies and reformulate their policies on the health and productivity of 
the colonized. Calculating and territorializing economy were central com-
ponents of this managerial effort. Such an effort required a legibility that 
early twentieth-century innovations in conceptualizing and measuring 
economy made possible.8 

Indices such as the cost of living, the standard of living, revenues, pov-
erty rates, and gross national products worked to assess the status of states 
and empires. A prefiguring indicator that did not receive as much attention 
was the calorie, which measured and standardized bodies and  the foods 
they consumed.9 Through these numerical indicators, states and institu-
tions hoped to acquire a “character of calculability”10 that would ultimately 
facilitate productivity. This calculability was one component that enabled 
the excision of economy from society and culture and its relocation at the 
center of politics and ethics.11 The politics, experiences, and understandings 
of “growth” were central to the process of calculation. 

My concern here is not with capital accumulation and its crisis ten-
dencies but with how economies are made visible and managed. Calcula-
tions of scarcity through the cost of living and the calorie were as important 
to the project of social welfare and development as were understandings 
of  economic growth. Shifting the focus to the construction and provi-
sion of basic needs during war punctures the linearity of how calculation 
functioned. First, managing scarcity was just as central as tracking growth 
in the effort to make economy legible. Second, the attempts to territorial-
ize economy as a discrete entity were not born of a managerial imperative 
to rationalize the colonies and organize the colonized. It was a result, at 
least in Palestine, of the exigencies of war and political discontent.

Through new technologies of rule such as the calorie, new austerity 
schemes such as rationing, and new institutions such as the Middle East 
Supply Centre, the British colonial government sought to realize economy 
as calculable and legible. They attempted to manage the crisis of war in 
Palestine through a broad austerity regime beginning in 1939 and an ambi-
tious rationing scheme inaugurated in 1941. Throughout the war, British 
colonial officials introduced new conceptions of development, poverty, 
health, and productivity. Their failures reveal the politics of basic needs 
and disrupt the colonial panopticon that tempts us with its coherence.
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Colonial Development

Development, that elusive word that captures both increased output 
and improved welfare, came to prominence on 20 January 1949 with Harry 
Truman’s presidential address. That day, in the words of Gustavo  Estava, 
two billion people became underdeveloped.12 The post–World War II pe-
riod, as Nick Cullather has incisively shown, transformed the colonized 
subject into the developmental subject.13 But development has a colonial 
genealogy that can tell us about the importance of scarcity and basic needs 
to formations of economy.

Colonial development has a long history that dates back to the nine-
teenth century and took the form of infrastructure building and increasing 
agricultural surpluses.14 Initially the aim of these policies was to develop 
the natural resources of the colonies for the colonizer’s benefit. As Heinz 
Arndt has argued, “native welfare” was distinct from the emphasis on eco-
nomic progress or development, although both could indirectly benefit 
the colonized.15 

The shift began to take shape with the British Colonial Develop-
ment Act of 1929, which the British government used to mobilize imperial 
resources and restore its coffers, devastated by World War I.16 A decade 
later, the Colonial Development and Welfare Act of 1940 inaugurated a 
new emphasis on the wellbeing of the colonized. Arndt has argued that 
whereas in the nineteenth century development was a by-product of profit, 
in the twentieth it gave a positive content to the philosophy of colonial 
trusteeship. Timothy Mitchell contends that “development” changed from 
a transitive verb—that is, the colonizer’s capacity to exploit resources and 
expand territories—to an intransitive political and economic process. In 
any case, empires were to be evaluated not just by their capacity to develop 
the colony, but also by the extent to which the colonized were “developed.”

What drove the expansion of colonial development to include 
“welfare”? Was it the “needs of war”17 as some have suggested? War was a 
powerful impetus that reformulated and intensified the notion of devel-
opment, as I detail below. But the new component of “welfare” was pri-
marily a reaction to the widespread demands for political independence 
that challenged British and French colonial power. Between 1935 and 
1939, there were uprisings and strikes in West India, Northern Rhodesia, 
Mombasa, Dar es Salaam, and the Gold Coast. As Zachary Lockman has 
shown, the Colonial Office now faced a permanent class of laborers. In 
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an attempt to insulate unionism from radicalism and anticolonial na-
tionalism, it recognized trade unions, promulgated labor legislation, and 
established labor departments.18 In this way, the Colonial Office could 
postpone the demands for political independence by making it condi-
tional on the realization of development. In Frederick Cooper’s words, 
development became a statement about empire: “that it had a future, and 
it was a long and just one.”19

The history of British welfare in Palestine is instructive on the impe-
tus driving colonial development. The Great Revolt of 1936–1939 proved 
to the colonial government that their policy of maintaining Palestinian 
social life in a permanent stasis was no longer tenable.20 The government 
appointed its first labor advisor in 1940 and established the Department 
of Labour in 1942.21 But until 1939, the colonial government’s “welfare” 
work was devoted to the administration of the delinquent and the impris-
oned. An inspector of welfare services, appointed in 1921, administered 
delinquent girls and inspected women’s prisons.22 In 1935 the government 
appointed a probation officer who would ultimately supervise the govern-
ment’s four reform schools. But in 1939 and for the first time, the colonial 
government began administering direct relief; the beneficiaries were the 
families of political prisoners of the Great Revolt.23 The provision of wel-
fare was inextricable from political containment. Here then welfare as a 
disciplinary project is clear.

But what of welfare’s links to productivity? Jacob Norris has convinc-
ingly argued that the emphasis on bolstering imperial economy as opposed 
to raising standards among the colonized predominated throughout Brit-
ish rule in Palestine.24 Norris evidences the prioritization of infrastructure 
over welfare throughout the Mandate period. The colonial government 
often cited limited funds for what were their “mainly initiatory” schemes, 
even in Roza El-Eini’s celebratory account.25 Yet, time and again the co-
lonial government proved adept at finding funds for security and military 
needs. Indeed, in May 1937 the government instituted what Charles An-
derson has called “military developmentalism,” paving roads into remote 
villages in an attempt to halt rebels’ mobility and advance.26 In Palestine, 
then, development’s emphasis was primarily on increasing output and dis-
ciplining subjects. The Palestinians never actually became developmental 
subjects under British rule. This was due to the British colonial commit-
ment to support the Yishuv’s structures and institutions at the expense of 
any Palestinian claims to sovereignty.
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Yet even in Palestine, the tension between increased output and well-
being led to some divisions among colonial officials. What was the end 
goal of development? Was it to increase productivity? Or was the aim to 
turn the colonized subject “into a happier, healthier, more prosperous in-
dividual”?27 Equally contentious was the determination of the “developed.” 
Here the ascendance of numerical indicators like the cost of living came 
to express “developmental authority.”28 A new measurement, the calorie, 
would come to play a central role. In Palestine, it was war that made the 
calculation and regulation of wellbeing and productivity an imperative.

Crisis Hits

As total war loomed on the horizon, Britain mobilized its empire. 
Heroic accounts depict a “nation standing bravely alone against the Nazi 
domination of Europe” until the Soviet Union and the United States 
joined the Allied forces in 1941.29 But Britain was far from alone; its expan-
sive empire provided the island with soldiers. The war inaugurated a series 
of experiments in social management, particularly when it came to food. 
The need for stronger soldiers and more productive workers inspired these 
experiments. British colonial officials’ most horrific example of misman-
agement was in Bengal in 1943, when an estimated 3 million people died 
from famine.30 Securing the food supply in the Middle East proved a more 
successful venture.

Toward the end of 1938, Harold MacMichael, the high commissioner 
for Palestine, anxiously wrote the Colonial Office pleading for funds to 
deal with potential food shortages.31 Palestine was wholly dependent on 
imports for sugar; 45 percent of Palestine’s wheat and flour came from 
abroad during the Mandate.32 Stocks of wheat and maize were rapidly 
decreasing, and given Palestine’s dependence on imports for basic goods, 
MacMichael feared scarcity and potential unrest. London dismissed his 
“dramatic” request for a year and a half.33 But by the late summer of 1939, 
the cost of eggs and poultry had skyrocketed, and meat (due to insufficient 
rail from Iraq, the principal supplier of livestock) was becoming unavail-
able.34 Food supply in Palestine, and the Middle East more broadly, had 
become an urgent matter.

Compounding these challenges was Italy’s entry to the war, which 
had immediate consequences for Palestinians. Mediterranean trade shut 
down, and Palestine’s imports were diverted primarily through the Suez 
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Canal, and occasionally overland from Iraq.35 Hoping to damage the  Allies’ 
oil supply, Italy targeted the Haifa refinery, bombing the coastal city on 29 
July 1940. Italian forces would continue to bomb Haifa and Jaffa/Tel Aviv 
until June of the following year, claiming at least 200 lives.36

The war escalated in the Middle East and North Africa the following 
year. In February 1941, Rommel and the Afrika Korps arrived at Tripoli. 
Three months later, Rashid Ali won his momentary bid to rule Iraq. Fight-
ing broke out in Syria and Lebanon against the Vichy regime. Axis powers 
successfully sunk British supply ships in the Mediterranean, and the much-
needed rain did not come that year. The stinging memory of hunger inspired 
farmers and villagers to stock their dwindling supplies of grain. Bread riots 
flared in Tehran, Damascus, Aleppo, and Beirut. Saudi Arabia reportedly 
witnessed some “awkward moments,” and famine spread in Hadhramout.37

For Palestine, 1941 ushered in a period of complete trade paralysis 
due to the Axis bombing of the Suez Canal, the extended closures of 
 Basra’s port, and the trade limitations with the dying breaths of Vichy 
rule in Syria and Lebanon. Merchants dumped their cargo near the Pal-
estine Railways depot at the Suez Canal on the off chance of securing a 
wagon. At one point, as much as 7,000 tons of goods lay in the open for 
weeks and in some cases had to be returned because of the expiration of 
export licenses.38 The crisis would continue well after the decisive battle of 
El  Alamein in 1942, which together with the Allies’ victory at Stalingrad 
halted the Axis advance.39

World War II in the Middle East, as in many corners of the British 
empire, was a chance to “intervene more deeply in the lives of its colonial 
subjects than before.”40 In Palestine, wartime necessity led to the inno-
vation of institutions and techniques that rendered economy legible and 
calculable. The diversity of people and practices confounded and resisted 
these attempts at every turn.

Freedom from Want

It was the exponential rise in the relatively new but ubiquitous mea-
surement of the cost of living that moved the Colonial Office to action. 
Scholars have thoroughly detailed the legacies of wartime austerity in 
Britain and Europe, but these interventions were just as significant in the 
colonies.41 By 1942, austerity was enforced in most colonial territories.42 Its 
goals were to curb inflation and balance military and civilian supplies. In 
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Palestine that balance would be one of the colonial officials’ “most intimate 
problems”; military expenditure absorbed 30 percent of Palestine’s national 
output, a proportion higher than most of its neighboring countries.43

Controlling production and consumption through austerity and ra-
tioning was also a matter of morale. As Mr. Davies of the Colonial Office 
explained,

For instance, although there is plenty of meat in the country it might be decided to 
ration meat in order to bring the conditions of life . . . more into line with the condi-
tions in the United Kingdom, or in order to bring the discomforts of war home to the 
otherwise unwarminded inhabitants of that country.44

In Palestine and Greater Syria, bringing the discomforts of war to the other-
wise “unwarminded” took place on multiple levels, from regional and na-
tional configurations and regulations, to the reshaping of the markets that 
people frequented, and to the regulation of the food that they ate.

Regionally, the Middle East Supply Centre (MESC) was the most 
powerful colonial institution to introduce and implement regulatory eco-
nomic regimes. MESC was an ambitious arm of the United Kingdom 
Commercial Corporation (UKCC), which in its marriage of state and pri-
vate interest was a decisive turn to Keynesianism. During World War II, 
John Maynard Keynes made a call for increased governmental intervention 
and management of business cycles.45 Keynes’s model relied on tools of 
planning and advocated for government spending to stimulate demand in 
a depressed economy.46 MESC’s goals were to maintain the Middle East as 
a “secure base”; minimize demand on Allied shipping, labor, and materials; 
and guard the “moral obligation” to protect people from the worst hard-
ships of war. “Our ultimate goal,” explained MESC’s director of food, “is 
. . . freedom from want.”47 At its inception, MESC was a British initiative, 
but by 1943 it had become an essential component of the various Anglo-
American bodies that centralized wartime distribution. It would be a con-
tentious site of internecine struggle until its dissolution in 1945.48

MESC worked in twenty-seven different territories from Cyprus to 
Sudan.49 (After the defeat of the Vichy regime, MESC extended its scope 
to Syria and Lebanon through the Spears Mission).50 This amorphous 
body included varying political statuses from independent states to colo-
nies, comprised a territory larger than the continental United States, and 
contained a population of nearly 100 million.51 By 1942, MESC had re-
placed more than a million tons of civilian cargo with munitions and had 
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become the central buyer and holder of goods in an area it was calling the 
“Middle East.”

Steven Heydemann and Robert Vitalis have argued that MESC’s 
“Keynesian views of economic intervention and management” left a last-
ing institutional imprint on the relationship between government regula-
tion and capital in Syria and Egypt.52 Eric Andrew Schewe, in his study 
of World War II’s legacy as a “state of siege” in Egypt, points out that the 
basic economic problem in Egypt was different from the classical ques-
tions Keynesianism addressed. In Egypt, the need was not for increased 
government spending to stimulate demand. The crisis was rather an influx 
of money that flooded to Egyptian contractors and laborers coupled with 
shortages of basic needs.53 In Palestine, too, the crisis that officials faced 
was not one of demand, but of supply.

In what follows, I trace the techniques that MESC introduced to re-
spond to this crisis. The first was to shape economic geographies. MESC’s 
territorial configurations came four decades after the U.S. military historian 
Alfred Thayer Mahan coined the term the “Middle East” but were simi-
larly informed by military interest. Mahan’s “Middle East” stretched from 
Arabia, across Persia and Afghanistan, stopping at the borders of what is 
today Pakistan.54 He distinguished this area from the “Near East,” in which 
he included the Balkans, Anatolia, and the lands of the eastern Mediterra-
nean. These distinctions persisted to some extent until World War II, when 
for British colonial officials the Middle East meant Arabia, Mesopotamia, 
Persia, and Afghanistan while the Near East comprised Greece, Bulgaria, 
Turkey, the Levant states, Palestine, and Egypt.55 In World War II, MESC 
officials dispensed with this distinction and adopted the Middle East to 
“designate a region that for strategic and economic purposes . . . could be 
conveniently treated as a unit.”56

MESC did not simply reconfigure the “Middle East,” a term offi-
cials admitted there was no accepted convention on. It also attempted to 
render that territory economically legible. As E. M. H. Lloyd, (the eco-
nomic advisor to the British Minister of State in Cairo, assistant secretary 
at the Ministry of Food during World War II, and a leading figure in 
wartime regulations in Palestine and the Middle East) explained, one of 
the most important forces driving MESC was the forging of the Middle 
East “as a single economic unit.”57 The Economist’s centennial 1943 issue 
hailed MESC’s effort to develop a unitary Middle East as “an international 
example” for “securing great economies.”58
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A series of MESC conferences, all held in Cairo, were important 
to these regional consolidations. The Anti-Inflation Conference of 1942, 
the Middle East Conference on Control of Distribution and Rationing of 
1943,59 the Conference on the Middle East’s Agricultural Development in 
1944,60 and the Middle East Financial Conference of 1944 gathered Ameri-
can and British officials alongside ministers of finance and senior officials 
from the very far west (Morocco) to the very far east (Iraq) of the Arab 
world. At the final Financial Conference of 1944, seventy senior officials 
from fifteen countries met to discuss postwar planning. At that meeting, 
Lebanese Deputy Prime Minister Habib Bey Abi Chahla suggested that 
Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq ought “to form an economic 
union to pool their resources and share according to their needs.”61 Perhaps 
it was for this reason that commentators would give MESC the dubious 
credit of directly influencing the establishment of the Arab League.62

MESC also attempted to forge economic coherence through the 
production and distribution of numerical indicators. MESC’s monthly 
bulletins included statistical tables of trade returns, cost of living indices, 
notes in circulation, bank deposits, wholesale price indices, prices of gold, 
and net Allied military expenditure. The hagiographic accounts of MESC 
applaud the institution for providing numbers where none had existed be-
fore.63 Such accounts miss two important points. First, both numerical and 
territorial configurations of economy were already at play. In Palestine, for 
example, men of capital envisioned a territory ranging from North Africa 
to the Hijaz as a utopia of profit and accumulation. They used numerical 
indicators and maps to present that territory as a unified whole. Second, 
MESC did not simply “provide numbers were none had existed before.”64 
It in fact used numbers to create a shifting territory, called the Middle East, 
in economic terms.

The battle for freedom from want was not limited to regional con-
figurations. From 1939 to 1947, over ten regulations empowered the colo-
nial government to measure and control economy in Palestine.65 In 1939, 
George Heron, the controller of supplies (who was also a senior medical of-
ficer)66 led the effort to centralize all supplies under government regulation. 
Through a series of controversial regulations (such as the Past Trade Ordi-
nance of 1939 that discriminated against Palestinian businessmen in favor of 
their Jewish counterparts), the government began regulating imports and 
centralizing distribution through the British-run Haifa-based Steel Broth-
ers Incorporated. Steel Brothers distributed goods to consumers, shops, and 
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government-licensed wholesalers and retailers.67 By 1940, the government 
boasted of taking over the traffic in both locally produced and imported 
commodities as well as establishing monopolies over sugar, wheat, and rice.

But the centralized control of supplies did not prove effective in con-
trolling the cost of living index, which as calculated by the government 
statistician had throughout the 1940s increased to unprecedented heights.68 
As the majority of household spending came to be increasingly devoted to 
food, its supply and provision overshadowed all other considerations. The 
Central Advisory Committee, which consulted Heron on setting prices 
and controlling commodities, was convinced that the government’s own-
ership of all “vital” commodities was necessary.

By 1942, the colonial government put a new structure in place. The 
war departments were organized into six major sections, each with its own 
controller.69 The Conservation of Resources and Provision of Essential 
Needs section was the largest and included the food controller. Geoffrey 
Walsh, formerly the economic advisor, took on the new position and re-
placed Heron at the helm of austerity management. With its headquarters 
in Jerusalem and offices in each of Palestine’s six districts, Food Control 
was an unwieldy venture with an annual budget of a quarter of a million 
pounds; a staff of over 800; and separate sections that dealt with specific 
commodities as well as finance, industry, legislation, statistics, import li-
censes, publicity, transport, accounts, and personnel.70 A broad range of 
commodities came under control, and already controlled commodities 
were further standardized.71 One notable example was the Control of Mills 
Order of 1942, which required the millers in Palestine to buy set quantities 
of wheat and flour from the government and mix the flour under “constant 
supervision.”72 Throughout these various innovations and schemes, colo-
nial officials made tense linkages between food, basic needs, productivity, 
and development.

The Science of Food

In 1896, Wilbur O. Atwater invented the calorimeter. In the nine-
teenth century, the study of food was called dietetics, and it had made 
considerable inroads in breaking down food into its chemical constituents 
(fats, proteins, carbohydrates) as well as applying conservation energy to 
all living organisms. Atwater’s invention was a crucial turning point in the 
transition from dietetics to nutrition. Now food, as Nick Cullather has put 
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it, was a politically legible object.73 The calculability of food, as Cullather 
and James Vernon have argued, made the very notion of development pos-
sible. Since there was no “unified conception of civilization or ‘the West,’” 
determining the “developed” was a fragmented process.74 Numerical indi-
cators worked to express developmental authority and determine norms.75

In its capacity to measure efficiency and discipline, nutrition intensi-
fied the regulation of the body.76 It also had consequences for broader eco-
nomic processes and prescriptions. As Egyptian biochemist ‘Ali  Hassan put 
it, nutrition was “the economics not of production, but of consumption.”77 
Its measurements (the calorie, proteins, carbohydrates, fats) made possible 
a whole new world of calculations. The ends of that “caloric ‘bookkeep-
ing’”78 were controversial, ambiguous, and elusive. 

From the outset, nutrition was inextricable from two main processes. 
One was the determination of basic needs. It was American nutritionists 
who worked alongside economists to develop criteria for the adequacy of 
wages, which they called “the standard of living.” Their goal was not to im-
prove the lives of the poor but to contain the intense labor mobilization of 
the 1870s–1880s.79 Thus determining basic needs functioned to maximize 
profits and maintain social hierarchies. 

The second process was the study of poverty and its causes. British 
scientists such as Seebohm Rowntree used the calorie to measure and un-
derstand poverty. Rowntree, like many of his cohort, vacillated between 
identifying hunger as a structural problem versus an outcome of the moral 
weaknesses of the poor; the figure of the ignorant homemaker would be 
a recurring source of blame. Scientists and governing officials persistently 
identified the ignorance, laziness, and inefficiency of the poor as the pri-
mary causes of malnourishment.

Military needs brought nutrition to international attention as World 
War I shed light on the “physiological basis” of national efficiency.80 Food 
could influence war’s outcomes; nutritionists later attributed the Ital-
ian army’s collapse at Caporetto in 1917 to the “low energy value of their 
 rations.”81 Figures such as Herbert Hoover, head of the U.S. National 
Food Authority in 1917, and his contemporary Keynes began linking basic 
needs to national security.82 The discovery of vitamins around 1917, and 
the related realization that workers could not afford essential foods, made 
it more difficult to blame the poor for their hunger.83 In the 1920s, nutri-
tionists became embroiled in a debate between those who emphasized the 
quality of food (the biochemical school) versus those who focused on its 
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quantity (the thermodynamic school). Calculations on both sides never 
proved entirely accurate, and “nutrition was revealed to be a historically 
specific science whose universality was always breaking down in the pro-
cess of its constitution.”84

What better place for scientists to test the universal than in the colo-
nies? The modern science of nutrition emerged in some crucial ways in the 
colonial setting.85 The prominent nutritionist John Boyd Orr, as Vernon 
points out, shaped his career traveling the empire from Palestine to New 
Zealand. However, the crystallization of the science was, as David Arnold 
has put it, “more than just an imperial monologue.”86 And, as Michael 
Worboys shows, colonial medics more quickly came to the conclusion that 
treating malnutrition without changing structural conditions was an exer-
cise in futility.87

While famines and jails in India were arenas for nutritional knowl-
edge and debate between 1860–1914, the intensive work in colonial nutri-
tion began in the 1920s.88 In 1925, Orr investigated livestock losses in Kenya 
and concluded that colonial authorities’ greater attention to diet “would 
increase the value of the ‘native as an economic factor.’”89 Thus, as Vernon 
argues, Orr influenced the Colonial Development Act of 1929. And it is 
in this way that nutrition was central to twentieth-century colonial de-
velopment.90 But recognizing the different meanings of “development” is 
crucial here. In 1925 Orr and his colleagues argued that malnutrition held 
back economic productivity; they measured minimum needs with the aim 
of maximizing profit. Nutrition was a way to bolster the productivity of 
imperial resources. It was not yet linked to the wellbeing of the colonized.

The influence of the idea of “welfare” grew in the interwar decades 
when there was an international shift away from charitable work to a search 
for scientific solutions to poverty.91 A “brave new world” of international 
organizations came on the scene, and scientists engaged one another under 
the rubric of the League of Nations Health Organization to find those so-
lutions.92 For many, nutrition embodied the potential to realize universal 
or national benefit.93

The challenges and discoveries of the 1930s moderated this promise 
of health and growth. The depression made deciphering the links between 
food and “productive capacity” all the more urgent. At the same time, 
reports on the breadth and scope of malnutrition were ubiquitous. In 1938 
the League of Nations Technical Commission on Nutrition, comprised of 
British and American scientists, reported that working people, even in the 
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most industrialized of countries, were inadequately nourished.94 It was also 
in the 1930s that the League of Nations identified the problem of malnutri-
tion in the colonies.95 Nutritionists and governing officials struggled once 
again to identify the nature of malnutrition: Was it endemic to the moral 
and cultural flaws of the poor, the “native,” and the homemaker, or was it 
a modern epidemic?

Colonial medicine took shape as a site of critique and debate. The 
anthropologist Audrey Richards is notable here. She identified malnutri-
tion as a modern epidemic. Her work showed that the health of Africans 
“had deteriorated in contact with white civilization.”96 The Committee 
of Nutrition and Empire came to similar conclusions (at first at least).97 
Richards and Orr both served on the committee. Its Draft (Nutritional) 
Report of 1938, based on surveys conducted in forty-eight territories and 
covering 55 million people,98 identified poverty, low wages, poor yields, 
and the ignorance of colonial governments (not that of the colonized) as 
the main causes of malnutrition. Some surveys, such as Richards’s study on 
the Gold Coast, connected colonial shifts in land tenure and the emphasis 
on monocrop agriculture to the starvation of farmers.99

In effect, the Draft Report was, in Worboys words, an indictment 
not simply of colonial policy but of colonialism itself.100 The indictment 
was short-lived. After sustained pressure from a committee member, N. F. 
Hall, who objected to the document’s emphasis on the colonies’ low eco-
nomic level,101 the Final (Nutritional) Report of 1939 followed the League 
of Nations’ party line: Because of the backwardness and ignorance of the 
“native,” malnutrition had always existed in the colonies; all that was new 
was that the modern science of nutrition had brought it to light.

The debate was no less rife in Britain. The classic nutrition texts of 
the 1930s had shown that half of Britain’s population was malnourished.102 
One such text, Orr’s 1936 Food, Health, and Income, inspired a debate that 
lasted seven and a half hours in the House of Commons. As impoverished 
British women starved themselves to feed their children, the British Medi-
cal Council and the British Medical Association rigorously established the 
direct link between poverty and malnutrition. But the Ministry of Health 
denied that the two were related in an attempt to avoid the impact on 
wages, the cost of food, and the dole. The problem, the ministry argued, 
lay with “individual idiosyncrasies and ignorant housewives.”103

With the onset of war, identifying the cause of malnutrition, as ei-
ther a structural problem or a moral failing, took a back seat to treating 
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it. Now nutrition had clear defense implications.104 The League of Na-
tion’s emphasis on realizing the universal gave way to the imperative of an 
 Allied victory. Food was central to that victory; managing its supply was 
crucial to maximizing resources and preventing famine and unrest.105 And 
so, armed with the still-controversial science of nutrition and the mission 
of colonial development, Britain embarked on an ambitious and compre-
hensive experiment in national and imperial food control that promised a 
fair share for all.

Food for All

As the Committee on Nutrition in the Colonial Empire noted in its 
first 1938 report, there were no local committees working on nutrition, no 
preliminary surveys of nutrition, and no nutritional policy in Palestine.106 
The Yishuv, for its part, had established a Department of Nutrition, in 
the U.S.-supported Hadassah Medical Organization as early as 1933. The 
nutritionist, Sarah Bavly, ran this department, which by the early 1940s 
boasted an annual budget of 200,0000 pounds.107 The Jewish Agency’s In-
stitute for Economic Research also had a Committee on Nutrition, which 
published a monthly magazine.108 For its part, the British colonial govern-
ment paid no attention to what officials would later call Palestine’s nutri-
tional economy. War forced the government’s hand. Some kind of policy 
on food had become dire.

Rationing in Palestine went through three stages. The first was a cou-
pon scheme, in which color-coded coupons for sugar, rice, and flour were 
distributed in Arabic, Hebrew, and English and labeled A (Arab), J (Jew), 
and O (Others).109 The second was a “municipal market” scheme in which 
local authorities would oversee the direct contact between producers and 
consumers. Both of these schemes came at the early stages of the war. 
Under the leadership of Heron, the “great object” of rationing was to ex-
clude the retailer and the wholesaler, both targeted as the main culprits of 
inflation. In the early stages of rationing, Heron was invested in avoiding 
the consumer–retailer link. In the meantime officials found that the

public [was] wandering at will though the towns and villages of Palestine with their 
ration cards and with an Order instructing merchants to the effect that they were 
compelled to supply sugar against the ration card and with yet another Order limiting 
the issues of sugar from wholesaler to retailer.110
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The effort to exclude wholesalers and retailers would prove elusive. Prices 
continued to rise, just as unregulated markets flourished. By all accounts 
the “vegetable racket” was a central component of unregulated and inflated 
prices throughout Palestine. 

When the coupon system collapsed, the government introduced the 
consumer–retailer link. Now consumers could only redeem their coupons 
for supplies with their registered retailer. But this system, even in the gov-
ernment’s ever-optimistic renditions of progress, led to bread lines and 
“illegal practices by retailers.”111

Colonial officials faced an additional “insuperable difficulty” in pro-
viding a fair share to all from “an Arab labourer requiring as much as one 
kilo of bread per day, to a European eating 150–200 grams a day.”112 They 
searched for an approach to regulate production and consumption among 
what the Committee on Nutrition in the Colonial Empire had called Pal-
estine’s “fluctuating and diversified population.”113

The solution they found is an example of how wartime contributed 
to new conceptions of consumption. The leading British rationing expert, 
Lloyd introduced the much-acclaimed points-rationing scheme as the 
third and final stage of rationing in Palestine. As opposed to the more 
common straight rationing (based on a consumer–retailer link and cou-
pons for basic goods), points served as a substitute for money; commodi-
ties were assigned points prices. Lloyd introduced the system in Britain 
in 1941 and assisted in its introduction in the United States in 1943. That 
same year, at the head of MESC’s Conference on Control of Distribution 
and Rationing in Cairo, he argued that his scheme assured freedom of con-
sumer choice while realizing nutritional goals by enabling governments to 
group points into carbohydrates, proteins, and fats.114 Points were hailed as 
“one of the big home front successes of the war.”115 The League of Nations 
praised the “technical innovation” that adapted to individual “needs and 
desires” as opposed to Germany’s more rigid straight rationing.116 Thus, 
it was in times of scarcity that access to desired commodities emerged as 
crucial to both individuality and freedom.

On 1 May 1942, the Palestine government imposed three meatless 
days per week on the people of Palestine.117 The bread rules came into ef-
fect on 1 July 1942, limiting the baking of bread to one shape and two sizes. 
Prior to its enactment, the government complained, “some thirty-two vari-
eties of bread were baked in Palestine in a multitude of shapes and sizes.”118 
The points scheme had begun; it was one of the “most ambitious schemes 
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of points rationing to be found in any country.”119 Lloyd visited Palestine 
and “was considerably impressed.”120 In ten months, the scheme went from 
covering twelve to thirty commodities, and by 1943 “points banks” were in 
operation in Tel Aviv, Jaffa, Haifa, and Jerusalem.121 Each person received 
the same number of points to use for the commodities of their choice.122 
Rural areas remained on the straight rationing scheme since those areas 
were “either wholly Arab or wholly Jewish.”123 Colonial officials declared 
the realization of a “complete circle of control” that would account for dif-
ferent tastes and finally provide everyone their “fair share.”124

Just as the points scheme began, the Department of Health commis-
sioned the first and only comprehensive survey on nutrition in Palestine 
to evidence their efforts at “development.”125 W. J. Vickers, a senior medi-
cal officer in Palestine and deputy director of medical services in 1943,126 
directed the study, “A Nutritional Economic Survey of Wartime Palestine 
1942–1943.” Vickers hoped to emulate Orr’s canonical work, Food, Health, 
and Income.127

Based on data gathered in 1942 and 1943, the survey examined 1,300 
family budgets and four settlements each with a population of 1,300. It was 
based on three “racial expenditure groups”—Arabs, “Oriental Jews,” and 
European Jews—and its geographical scope included Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, 
Jaffa, and Haifa in addition to Safad, Acre, Bisan, ‘Afula, Tiberias, Nablus, 
Hebron, Gaza, and Khan Yunis. Villages surrounding Haifa, Jerusalem, 
Jaffa, and Tel Aviv were also included. Two teams, one Arab and one Jew-
ish, each with a doctor and a nurse, conducted the survey. While visits to 
Jewish settlements entailed a meeting with the trained “dietetic worker,” 
home visits were much more intrusive. Armed with a list of houses in 
each district, a nurse would visit families twice or three times a week. She 
weighed and recorded the food in the house and noted its preparation 
and disposal. She also gathered information on occupation, wages, loans, 
and debts. Surprise visits were common. Vickers visited each family for 
a final examination. Nutritionists interrupted people’s daily lives. Those 
subjected to similar surveys in Britain critiqued the “nosy parker” voyeur-
ism of the poor.128

The survey set about to evidence rationing as a form of egalitarian 
nutritional policy while responding to the abiding concern with the rap-
idly rising cost of living. Its account contradicted the many business, con-
sumer, farmer, and local officials’ petitions on austerity’s disruptive and, at 
times, violent interventions into daily life. Vickers was at pains to indicate 



A Nutritional Economy 93

that Palestine’s population was now living “better than ever before.”129 He 
argued that the income of the wage-earning classes had increased by up to 
100 percent in some cases and that there was a marked rise in the poorest 
families moving up into medium expenditure groups. In 1942, only 19 per-
cent of Arabs appeared in the two highest expenditure groups. But by 1943, 
73 percent of Arab families had moved up to the highest levels.  Vickers 
noted a similar movement among “Oriental Jews.” The rural Arab, he 
noted, had greatly benefited from military demands for local produce and 
wartime employment. Garnering “undreamed of prices” for their goods, 
landowners and laborers alike were experiencing a period of “unbelievable 
prosperity.”130 Before the war, Vickers explained, farmers stored for the lean 
season, bartered with their neighbors for their basic needs, and sold some-
thing for his “simple luxuries, the extra coat, the bangle, the cigarette.”131 
Now each village had “more money than it knows what to do with.”132 
In comparison to townspeople, rural people were living in “abundance.” 
Based on these increases in wages and expenditure, Vickers concluded that 
nutrition had materially improved across the board.

But this optimistic portrait of urban nutrition and rural prosper-
ity is hard to reconcile with Vickers’s own findings. The survey warned 
of the “gloomy picture” of “lower-income” groups especially with respect 
to housing. Rapid urbanization, large-scale immigration to towns, and 
wartime demands led to extensive building, soaring land values, over-
crowding, and deteriorating housing conditions.133 Flats replaced houses as 
pre-war building ventures and were turned into tenements in poorer dis-
tricts. Large families were crowded into single rooms, sharing one kitchen 
and bathroom. Vickers also noted “a pernicious system of indebtedness” 
among the poor. 

But the evidence that contradicts the study’s optimism most strongly 
is Vickers’s own conclusion that the majority of expenditures in the years 
under study were on food. Indeed food expenditure exceeded the total 
family income in all the lower income groups among both Arabs and Jews 
in 1942, and “a large section of the poor urban worker class found it impos-
sible to exist on the income available to it.”134 As the government statisti-
cian G. E. F. Wood pointed out, while wages had risen, both food imports 
and local production due to the poor cereal harvest of 1943 had declined.135 
Yet despite all these indications of people’s extreme vulnerability to un-
precedented inflation, Vickers nevertheless concluded that people were 
getting more food than ever before.
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What do wartime rationing schemes and nutritional surveys reveal 
about British rule in Palestine, colonial development, and the imperative 
of calculability? For one, they show the tremendous difficulties colonial of-
ficials faced in categorizing, measuring, and standardizing goods and peo-
ple. The common units of measurement in Palestine and the Arab world 
were the wuqiya, the ratl, and the kayl; the units varied from one locale to 
another within and across national borders.136 The government attempted 
to substitute this system of weights and measures with the metric system, 
to avoid differences between northern and southern Palestinian wuqiyas. 
This effort was one of the government’s most contentious policies and re-
vealed Palestine’s resistance to standardization.

Counting people proved equally difficult. Jewish organizations 
had full population records, which only required transfer to the govern-
ment. But when it came to Palestinians, the colonial government sud-
denly realized the gaping “absence of any comprehensive registration of 
population.”137 Faced with a lack of paper, trained staff, and time, the 
colonial government opted to register Palestinians by family.138 To do so 
they enlisted help from many sources: local officials and religious bodies, 
businessmen and retailers.139 Each family was identified and categorized 
with a letter system based on estimates of differential average monthly 
consumption.140 The only locale where the government adopted indi-
vidual card registration was Haifa because of the possibility of air raids 
and the separation of families. The haphazard effort and its uneven re-
sults revealed the colonial government’s neglect and inaction over two 
decades of rule.141

Categorizing people was another challenge. In Palestine, Vickers ex-
plained, this problem was “more complex than in most countries”:

[T]here are two elements, the Oriental and the European, not only the Jew and the 
Arab. Nutritionally, the Arab, both Moslem and Christian, and the Oriental Jew, come 
into the same category—the cereal eater; the European Jew has always been classed 
differently.142

The survey originally subdivided Arabs into Muslims and Christians, but 
when no “important differences in these diets could be discovered this fur-
ther subdivision was discontinued.”143 Commonalities between Palestinian 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews troubled the internal coherence of the two 
separate “races”—Arab and Jew. Some markers defied categorization alto-
gether. The survey’s detailed graphs were divided vertically into “Moslems, 
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Jews, Christians, and others” and horizontally into “towns, villages, and 
Bedouins.” “Bedouin,” in this context, was a marker of place.144

The attempt to measure and realize a “nutritional economy” also re-
vealed some telling disparities. The Vaad Leumi’s social services worked 
throughout Palestine, with offices in 40 districts and 150 social workers. 
Hadassah, in addition to its Department of Nutrition, had a broad-based 
prenatal, infant, and social health system. Palestinians had no corollary 
organizations; they relied on charity organizations, philanthropic efforts, 
and small private societies.145 The deep schism between Palestinians and the 
Yishuv in terms of infrastructure and services is not a new insight.

But what interests me here is less this long-recognized disparity and 
more the gap between the Yishuv and the British colonial government. 
As discussed above, British “welfare” work was limited to administering 
jails and prisoners, and after 1939 it expanded to direct relief to detainees’ 
families. It was food, and the concerns around it, which drove a tenta-
tive expansion during World War II. At that point, a 1942 Department of 
Health report on the malnutrition of Arab children forced the government 
to establish “welfare committees” made up of government officials and 
“local notables.” Thirteen committees were reportedly formed.146 The Jaffa 
Welfare Committee was the most organized and resourceful. Its work, like 
so much of social welfare services in Palestine across governmental and 
community lines, focused primarily on school lunch schemes and provid-
ing food to the poor. It was in this period as well that the government 
established “Arab School Feeding Schemes” in Jerusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa. 
Thus, the primary emphasis of British welfare work among Palestinians 
was centered on food until 1944; it was not until that late date that the 
colonial government established the Department of Social Welfare, and 
existing welfare committees were expanded to include social centers that 
provided adult education and literacy classes.

When faced with these disparities, colonial officials often chose the 
route of further inaction. Throughout the 1940s, Hadassah and the Vaad 
Leumi cited growing numbers of “needy” children in their bids for in-
creased grants for school feeding schemes.147 It became clear that despite 
attempts to build what the Director of Education Jerome Farrell called 
a “working system of universal relief,” there was still no agreement on 
“standard of reference,” for determining who was “needy.”148 Colonial of-
ficials retorted that the Jewish community’s reports of increasing people 
in need of relief contradicted Zionist claims of Palestine’s “absorptive 
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capacity.”149 The government then explained that amplifying its already 
substantial aid program to the Yishuv’s organizations would discriminate 
against the Arabs, who had no comparative welfare structure. This argu-
ment recurred in various instances, and while appearing to express the 
government’s equanimity, it reflected its reticence instead. The lack of 
Arab social organizations was not a problem to be treated but an incite-
ment to further inaction.

The challenges of shaping a “nutritional economy” also revealed a 
crisis of expertise. After Vickers’s departure in 1944, there was no one in the 
Department of Health or in any other department in Palestine that had 
any expert knowledge of nutrition. The only experts were in Hadassah. 
Thus, in the field of social welfare and nutrition, Jewish expertise and capi-
tal far outstripped that of the colonial government. Finally, while develop-
ment may have served as a venue to make some colonies “more productive 
and more ideologically stable,”150 in Palestine, it only laid bare colonial 
incoherence, fragmentation, and neglect.

The attempts at forging a “nutritional economy” more broadly speak-
ing are also telling of how the universal works as a category of exclusion. 
Rationing was a cornerstone of the British war effort’s egalitarian claims. 
In his nutritional survey of Palestine, Vickers argued that rationing was 
founded in the League of Nation’s “objectively ascertainable physiologi-
cal requirements” and was also a way of providing for all “regardless of 
income.”151 Vickers relied on the “optimum standard” for nutrition set by 
the League of Nations Technical Commission in 1938. But that commis-
sion had adjusted the levels of proteins, fats, and carbohydrates downward 
from higher Western standards due to the “dietary habits” of people in 
the Middle and Far East, who were primarily “vegetarian in mind.”152 In 
addition, the average man in Palestine was smaller than his Western coun-
terpart and deemed less active: “A proportion [of the country’s residents] 
are not even moderately active . . . by Western conceptions.”153 Thus the 
“optimum standard” was contingent on “climate and race.”154

Moreover, despite the claims by Vickers and Heron of the devel-
opmental force of scientific rationing based on the modern science of 
nutrition, the record suggests otherwise. The League of Nations base re-
quirement for caloric intake, even at its reduced Palestinian level, was well 
above the government’s rationing level. As late as 1944, the government 
was still trying to get the average caloric points content of purchases up 
to the necessary 2,500 calories a day. The point system had reached only 
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1,356 to 1,550 daily calories; the rest consumers had to purchase “on the free 
market.”155 Setting the universal standard, and the unmet promises of its 
implementation, exposed the centrality of inequality and exclusion.

The Last to Eat

In Britain, Palestine, and beyond, the impetus behind the science of 
nutrition was the determination and ultimate maximization of an indi-
vidual’s productive capacity. As Vickers put it, “The human body is a ma-
chine and cannot be maintained and work without a supply of energy.”156 
Malnutrition and, more broadly speaking, poverty itself were for most 
colonial officials in Palestine endemic problems. For Farrell, the director 
of education, there was an “irreducible and permanent minimum of en-
demic distress.” This “permanent problem” of poverty was due to “incur-
able maladies of character, mind or body.”157 The approach to poverty as an 
incurable expression of moral or physical weakness, common to depictions 
of the poor in Britain, also had a colonial iteration in its links to the figure 
of the “Oriental.” Indeed, for W. Chinn, the director of social welfare, the 
Oriental mindset and lifestyle rendered void any clear correlation between 
improved economic conditions and social progress.158

But things were not so clear for nutritionists who were often torn 
between structural and cultural explanations for poverty and malnutri-
tion. Vickers embodied that ambiguity to some extent. On the one hand, 
he emphasized the need for an improved standard of living. On the other 
hand, for him, poverty was ultimately and inextricably linked to custom, 
mentality, and diminutive mental capacities:

It is to be feared in addition that a state of mind once accustomed to a penurious exis-
tence added to a small intelligence is not the best of mediums for the adjustments of a 
new economy; that income may tend to outstrip expenditure whatever the rise on the 
minimum standards of life may be in such cases.159

The impossibility of social progress was then a cultural issue. It is here that 
the much-maligned figure of the homemaker transcended divides of colo-
nizer and colonized, Jew and Arab, Oriental and European.

In Britain and the United States, even with the emergence of “social 
nutrition,” which identified poverty as opposed to the poor as the main 
cause of hunger,160 the homemaker continued to be the primary culprit 
of malnutrition. Nutrition had provided an arena for women to practice 
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 science.161 The leaders behind the home economics movement in Britain 
and the United States hoped to create opportunities for women as experts 
in household management, and in doing so they took part in blaming 
malnutrition on the homemaker.162

Indeed, if we were to take “A Nutritional Economic Survey” at its 
word, most nutritional, health, and budgetary problems in twentieth-
century Palestine were a result of bad cooking, inadequate mothering, 
and ignorant housekeeping, whether Arab or Jewish. Bad mothering and 
housekeeping in the Arab case was due to an undefined but innate cultural 
lack that led ultimately to the “evil” of “marasmic” infants.163 While the 
Arab and the “Oriental” Jew were ignorant and overindulgent mothers, 
the European Jewish mother was cold and removed and “does not indulge 
in sufficient breast feeding.”164 Enlightening the residents of Palestine on 
domestic science thus became essential to the war effort.

Cooking and stoppage of food-waste by propaganda and scientific housewifery in the 
schools are essential elements of the problem. The surprisingly low standard of cook-
ing observed in the large majority of homes visited, both Arab and Jewish, has been 
commented on.165

A good homemaker, Vickers estimated, could save a family over 25 
percent of its food budget. By starting her own garden plot and chang-
ing what she thought of as “waste,”166 the homemaker could ensure both 
the domestic economy and the health of the family. Vickers argued that 
women stripped food of its essential vitamins and minerals through simple 
habits such as overcooking. In addition, “housewives should use more un-
cooked fruits and vegetables and begin leaving beans and peas out for 
longer periods to germinate.” Such strategies, and the homemaker’s knowl-
edge of them, had broader implications for imperial security and victory:

If allowed to germinate and sprout these [beans and peas] could develop vitamin C. 
Wokes [a nutritionist] points out that in the siege of Kut in the last war dried beans 
were used extensively by both Indian and British troops, but while the Indians by cus-
tom allowed theirs to sprout, the British did not. Thus the latter got scurvy and this is 
said to have been one of the main causes of the surrender.167

In both Britain and Palestine, building wartime support was a heav-
ily gendered exercise. Prescriptive directions to the female consumer pro-
liferated. The food controller in Palestine issued weekly lists of rationed 
foods and commodities. He published in the Arabic and Hebrew press in-
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serts such as “Food in Times of War,” which described the best way to cook 
foods in short supply, like potatoes, and make them last. Daily recipes and 
announcements were also advertised in the Arabic, Hebrew, and English 
press. In 1942 a new publicity section of Food Control began public dem-
onstrations of government recipes, which attempted to “meet the tastes 
of the Arab and Jewish communities.”168 That year, the “Household Front 
Broadcasts” began featuring wartime recipes and discussions six times a 
week in Arabic, Hebrew, and English.169 Ultimately the homemaker and 
her adeptness at domestic science were the conditions for both nutritional 
health and social progress. She was in Palestine, just as in Britain, “the last 
to eat around the family table . . . [and]the first to garner responsibility for 
managing hunger.”170

Conclusion

Forging economy as a distinct territorial space that was calculable 
and legible was an important part of the Mandate’s managerial experi-
ment. The ascendance of numerical indicators that states and empires used 
to evaluate their status made this delineation possible. Through the Middle 
East Supply Centre, British and later American officials took part in shap-
ing a new “Middle East”; conferences and indicators such as the cost of 
living expressed that territory in economic terms. In Palestine, the offices 
of Food Control had by 1943 organized the ownership of all “vital” com-
modities through a system that regulated import, supply, and distribution. 
Various regimes of rationing attempted to regulate consumption: what 
and when people ate, and even the very shape of their food, as the bread 
rules indicate. Colonial officials boasted of realizing a complete circle of 
control that would ensure the immediate urgency of an Allied victory. But 
their claims did not stop there. The circles of control would also set the 
foundations for healthy and productive economies and bodies.

The framework for these interventions was development. Before 
the outbreak of war, when people throughout the colonized world bid 
for independence in widespread strikes and uprisings, colonial officials at-
tempted to prolong their waning rule. They broadened development’s pre-
vious emphasis on increased output to include wellbeing. Here again the 
indices of the twentieth century played a key role in measuring the devel-
oped. Colonial officials used this elusive goal to postpone decolonization. 
Part of this effort was the introduction of welfare and nutritional programs 
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that were inextricable from disciplinary processes. The index of the calorie 
had ramifications for the outcomes of war and the output of factories. 

But the development of the “undeveloped” and the feeding of the 
malnourished was not a transparent process of economic amelioration. 
Governments and scientists would time and again conclude that poverty 
was endemic and that it was the poor, the native, the Oriental, and the 
homemaker who were to blame for their poverty and their hunger. War-
time regulations and interventions provide insight into the specificities of 
British rule in Palestine, the formulas of the development paradigm, and 
the significance of basic needs to politics and economy.

If the Mandate system was an experiment in management, econom-
ics, and the calculability of basic needs, the case of Palestine shows just how 
incoherent and ill equipped this experiment was. The attempt to calculate 
Palestinian economy and make it legible was something British colonial 
officials did in spite of themselves. While the ascendance of arithmetic 
measurements as a mode of social management may have inspired some 
bureaucrats to “dreams of omniscience,”171 colonial officers in Palestine did 
not indulge those fantasies. War compelled British rule, if momentarily, to 
calculate and measure goods, people, exchanges, and economies. In doing 
so, the war exposed the force of military interests and the depth of two 
decades of apathetic rule. 

There are two noteworthy points here. One is the responsibility of 
rule and the other is the envisioning of futures. Vernon argues that in disci-
plining subjects, “states also assumed an obligation for their welfare, if only 
to maintain them in a position of ‘bare life.’”172 But in Palestine, British 
colonial officials shirked that responsibility until rebellion and war forced 
their hand. Additionally, colonial officials did not envision a future for 
Palestine or the Palestinians. In Africa development gave birth to a dual-
ism of colonial thinking that placed “a modern future set against a primi-
tive present.”173 However, in Palestine that dualism existed simultaneously 
between the “primitive” Palestinian, whose future was so unclear that it 
would be better to not imagine it, and the “modern” European Jew whose 
expertise and capital, at least in the realm of social welfare and nutrition, 
outstripped that of the colonial government.

British austerity and its attempts to build a nutritional economy in 
Palestine also offer insights on development. As we have seen, food in the 
early twentieth century became a politically legible object that govern-
ments measured to assess their rule. From World War I to the anticolonial 
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uprisings of the 1930s and far into the Cold War, colonial and governing 
officials approached the lack of food as an incubator for revolution and 
war; its provision was central to various development regimes.174 Was de-
velopment a parable of colonialism? Cooper would say that it was not. 
Nationalists in Africa, he argues, used the paradigms of development to 
reject the premises of colonial rule, assert participation in global politics, 
and make claims to “a globally defined standard of living.”175

But perhaps there are different questions to ask. First, indices such 
as the standard of living, or as we have seen here in the League of Na-
tions’ determination of daily caloric requirements, may have been global 
or universal, but only in ways that evidence how those categories consti-
tute and enforce exclusion. Cooper and Packard have argued that develop-
ment functioned as a formula for the colony and later the third world to 
become “normal.” But the biases of the normal continued apace; global 
determinations such as the calorie did not transcend these biases; they 
reinforced them. Moreover, anticolonial nationalists’ use of development 
did not strip the paradigm of its emphasis on political containment. Here 
we can trace the parallel between development regimes in the colonies and 
welfare regimes in Europe and the United States. Nutrition again provides 
a case in point. In its historical nineteenth-century origins in the United 
States, we ought to remember that nutrition’s moral imperative was “do 
not aspire to things that are above one’s station in life.”176 Scientists and 
economists used nutrition to define a standard of living that would con-
tain labor demands in the United States. Labor organizers later mobilized 
the “American standard of living” to identify the ideal worker as white, 
male, and native born.177

In the Middle East too, it does not take much to imagine how nutri-
tion and the universal would work to maintain power. At MESC’s Con-
ference on Agricultural Development in 1944, Egyptian biochemist and 
nutrition expert ‘Ali Hassan argued that while the object of improving 
nutrition “appears to be the eradication of food deficiency diseases,” it in 
fact had more far-reaching results. In the Middle East, he explained, “for-
eign propaganda” had created “a certain degree of discontent among the 
poorer classes.” Thus improving the nutrition of the poor would “convince 
them that the authorities are keenly interested in their affairs.”178 In a motif 
that has persisted until the twentieth-first century, it was not inequality or 
injustice that fueled discontent, but rather foreign propaganda that created 
it! Nationalists may have used development to overthrow colonial rule, but 
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they did not change its foundational equation: Affect limited economic 
amelioration so as to maintain political and social hierarchies.

Lastly, there is the relationship between basic needs and economy. If 
we follow Estava’s tip that the law of scarcity is not the lack of goods but 
“the technical assumption that man’s wants are great, not to say infinite”179 
then we can locate the very idea of basic needs within the more common 
emphasis on growth. As the Economist explained in 1943, setting mini-
mums—as governments were doing left and right—was not a repudiation 
of “individual responsibility and initiative” but rather the very condition 
of “maximum enterprise.”180

Nutrition provides a case of how the minimum and the optimum 
constituted one another. During the war, under the gun of scarcity, nu-
tritionists began to shift from determining the minimum to determining 
the optimum. This explains in part the growing link between advertising 
and nutrition. Throughout World War II, governments in London and the 
colonies targeted the homemaker as the responsible consumer. After the 
war, the relationship between advertisers and nutritionists would inten-
sify, and advertisers would mobilize various techniques to cultivate among 
consumers the “desire to be nutritionally healthy.”181 The battle for freedom 
from want was a precursor for how consumption would later be elided 
with democracy and freedom.182 Managing scarcity and determining basic 
needs were crucial to a longer process of creating needs and desires. Per-
haps then the shift from the minimal to the optimal entailed less rupture 
and more continuity.



PARALYSIS, DESTRUCTION, devastation, injustice, isolation, and 
conspiracy: These were the salient terms of the Palestinian economic lexi-
con in the 1940s. Just five years earlier, it was initiative, ambition, and 
vigilance that had occupied economic imaginations. In the 1930s, busi-
nessmen and reformers shaped Palestinian economy within a broader Arab 
horizon. Investment, savings, and scientific management would deliver 
Arab progress and regeneration or nahda. The enemy without, the usually 
unnamed Zionist enterprise, was secondary. The British colonial govern-
ment was behind the scenes, conferring recognition and intervening, at 
times, to hasten the scientific development of productive individuals. The 
main characters were the wealthy, the educated, the “civilized.” The state of 
slumber was the primary enemy. The central aim was to awaken the forces 
within—heritage, culture, tradition, and a transhistorical “economic” es-
sence. In mobilizing these latent “friends,”1 as Amin al-Rihani called them, 
Palestinians could take part in an Arab economic arrival and enjoy a new 
world of commodities, markets, and technologies.

By 1939, the scene, the plot, and the characters were undergoing an 
irreversible shift. Profit and progress remained inextricable. Yet what Pal-
estinian businessmen called the country’s “anomalous”2 conditions and 
British interventions in consumption and production rendered that dyad 
secondary. The primary struggle was now over sustaining basic needs. Pal-
estinian men of capital no longer presented themselves as the vanguard of 
progress. They became the managers of economic crises. The Arab Cham-
bers of Commerce were the collective sites for this management. Chamber 
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reports, minutes, correspondence, press releases, flyers, and pamphlets, re-
veal what became of the guiding imperative of the Arab economic nahda 
in the 1940s. What did the ethical Palestinian consumer and his and her 
future look like now?

The False Veneer

While one colonial survey described the war years as an “unprec-
edented period of prosperity,” the record was not so rosy.3 The massive in-
flux of capital that the war initiated came at the heels of the Great Revolt. 
The brutality of British containment of the Palestinian bid for national 
independence resulted in both economic devastation and mass incarcera-
tion, with over 50,000 Palestinians imprisoned.4 By 1939, 10 percent of Pal-
estine’s male population was injured, dead, imprisoned, or in exile.5 That 
same year and until 1944, Palestine’s export of goods and services doubled, 
and its money supply grew almost sevenfold.6 Due to international trade 
paralysis, food imports decreased from 41 percent in 1939 to 30 percent 
in 1943–1944.7 Allied demands for agricultural products and the increase 
in local demand for import substitution drove expanding demand and 
money supply. 

War expanded wage labor in construction, ground transport, the 
ports, and shipping; this expansion drew in Palestinian women as well. 
In Haifa, women found new opportunities in the oil refinery, banks, and 
the harbor alongside more common jobs in teaching, service, and clerical 
positions in education and government offices.8 The two Arab banks grew 
faster in this period than any other financial institution in Palestine at the 
time.9 Between 1939 and 1946, deposits and credits grew by a factor of 
twenty-six in the Arab Bank and fourteenfold in the Arab National Bank.10

But alongside these signals of “growth” was an unprecedented rate 
of inflation: Domestic price levels tripled.11 And while some coffers got 
larger, for most Palestinians the war induced a particularly stark prole-
tarianization.12 Daily bread became an all-encompassing concern. By 1939 
basic goods from sugar to shoes were either prohibitively expensive or un-
available, and the colonial government initiated its austerity program. It 
started with the regulation of supplies through measures such as the Past 
Trade Ordinance, detailed below, and through granting the British-run 
Steel Brothers Incorporated exclusive transport and distribution rights. By 
1941, when Palestine was in a state of trade paralysis, the government had 
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instituted a Control Authority that oversaw an expansive rationing and 
distribution regime.

This Control Authority was part of the British and later Anglo-
American Middle East Supply Centre (MESC), established in Cairo that 
same year. MESC originally intended to coordinate military and civilian 
supplies to reduce shipping space in an area it labeled “the Middle East.” 
As it became the principal buyer and seller of goods in this loosely labeled 
conglomeration of countries, MESC took part in shaping territory, econ-
omy, and the relationship between capitalists and governments. Its legacy 
is broad and, in Palestine, particularly understudied.13

The Conservation of Resources and Provision of Essential Meals 
was the largest section of Palestine’s Control Authority. It included 
the influential position of the food controller, a British official named 
 Geoffrey Walsh, who was the Palestine government’s economic advisor 
from 1938 to 1941. For four years Walsh oversaw eight hundred employ-
ees and a budget of 250,000 Palestinian pounds.14 The government’s vari-
ous rationing strategies ranged from the coupon scheme for sugar, rice, 
and flour; to the ambitious but ill-fated municipal markets; and finally 
to the regionally exceptional “points” system that attempted to account 
for the wide variety of preferences in Palestine. Manufacturers, wholesal-
ers, retailers, farmers, and small landowners all suffered under the weight 
of colonial austerity. It was perhaps the urban consumer who was most 
familiar with its sting.

The crisis of supply and the specter of scarcity came at the heels of 
the Great Revolt (1936–1939). The Revolt and its rebels threatened British 
imperial interests in the Middle East as well as thoroughly challenging Pal-
estinian elite hegemony. The White Paper of 1939 was the British colonial 
attempt to at once appease Palestinian national demands while fortifying 
their military position in the Middle East. The White Paper of 1939, while 
ostensibly committing to a unitary and independent Palestinian state, with 
an Arab majority and a Jewish minority, delayed this unlikely eventuality 
for ten years and made it contingent on Zionist agreement. 

At first glance it appears that the White Paper was, as Charles An-
derson has argued, a useful tool to coopt the “nationalist stalwarts” of the 
Arab Higher Committee, the cross-factional elite party that attempted to 
lead the Revolt.15 Among these stalwarts were the bankers Ahmad Hilmi 
Pasha and Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim. Pasha and Ibrahim, alongside other 
Palestinian businessmen in the Arab Chambers of Commerce, used the 
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White Paper to claim rights based on majority status. But austerity poli-
cies rendered the already hollow promises of the White Paper suspect. As 
the decade wore on, Palestinian businessmen would claim: “Whereas the 
Arabs imagine that they enjoy general welfare and prosperity, we see the 
reality behind the false veneer.”16 British facilitation of war-induced growth 
in industry and commerce favored Jews and marginalized Palestinians.

Simplicity and Order

The thinkers who wrote in the Palestinian economic journal Iqti-
sadiyyat in the 1930s preached “simplicity, order, and organization” as the 
necessary requisites to realize what they called economic conduct. In these 
renditions, economic conduct was a vehicle for progress. Indeed, economy 
and progress appeared synonymous. In the 1940s, simplicity, order, and 
organization continued to be exalted norms. But in Palestine, just as else-
where, survival and sustaining basic needs had displaced progress as the 
object of realization. And in Palestine, just as elsewhere, war functioned to 
heighten the regulation of basic needs as a central component of new tech-
nologies, strategies, and policies. The ever-approaching threat of national 
dispossession further complicated matters.

In response to this explosive amalgam of daily and national survival, 
businessmen like Ahmad Hilmi Pasha,17 identified as “the authentic man 
of the nation” in 1930s narratives, activated the networks of the Cham-
bers of Commerce and held annual economic conferences. There, these 
men made calls in the name of the “public good”; they hoped to “invigo-
rate the country with good fortune.”18

Businessmen drew on a long history of merchant networks in ac-
tivating these sites. Chambers of Commerce dotted the coastal and in-
terior towns of Palestine in the early twentieth century; they were, as 
Michelle Campos has shown, sites for producing and enacting a “civic 
 Ottomanism.”19 In 1908 Muslims, Christians, and Jews established a Jeru-
salem Chamber of Commerce. The institution conducted the typical work 
of Chambers of Commerce, including legal advocacy and commercial net-
working on behalf of their members. In addition to mediating between 
local and international merchants and consulates, the Jerusalem Chamber 
also promoted public works and infrastructure. Its most notable success 
was in lobbying the Ottoman government to establish a mixed commercial 
court in 1910.20
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Between 1912 and 1919, Palestinians established Chambers in Naz-
areth, Haifa, Nablus, and Acre. Jaffa followed suit in 1922 and Gaza 
in 1925. In both Haifa and Jerusalem, Chambers included Palestinian 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews as well as European Jews. These experi-
ments would not survive the Mandate period and the consolidation of 
the Zionist movement. Institutional commercial “coexistence” in Haifa 
ended in 1921, when Chambers split along Jewish and non-Jewish lines. 
Jerusalemites conducted a longer experiment; their joint Chamber func-
tioned until 1936 when as a result of the strike and Revolt, figures such 
as ‘Abd al-Bari Barakat and Shibli Jamal founded the Arab Chamber.21 
That same eventful year Hebronites also established an Arab Chamber 
of Commerce.22

Despite, underneath, and in symbiosis with the realities of settler 
colonialism and the exigencies of world war, the Palestinian social land-
scape was changing. In the 1930s and 1940s, the constituencies of the Arab 
Chambers in Jaffa, Haifa, and Jerusalem shifted from primary landowning 
members to a growing group of manufacturing and commercial interests. 
In Jerusalem, landowners constituted about 10 percent of Chamber mem-
bers, while in Jaffa they were 3 percent of the Chamber constituency.23 Of 
the over 500 members that the Jerusalem Chamber listed in 1947, 118 were 
in manufacturing (tobacco, flour, carpets, shoes, and textiles). The remain-
ing 260 were commercial enterprises including contractors, commission 
agents, importers, retailers, wholesalers, automobile sellers, and auto parts 
dealers.24 This membership was a significant rise from the 234 listed the 
previous year, a further indication of heightened activity.25 

An administrative board led the Jerusalem Chamber, and its mem-
bership included small and medium-sized service providers (manicurists 
to tailors), importers and retailers (grocers to department store owners), 
and ambitious if ephemeral finance initiatives (the Arab Bank).26 The Jaffa 
Chamber had 670 members, including sixty-four manufacturers and forty 
contractors, machinery repairers, and printers.27 The Jaffa Chamber also 
included larger enterprises such as the Golden Spindle Textile Factory, 
which employed 400 people, the Palestine Brass Foundry, and the Build-
ing and Construction Company.28 The situation differed in the interior 
cities of Hebron and Nablus, where the executive council in the mid-1930s 
was “more or less a summary of the most important merchant families 
in the town.”29 But in these locales as well, landowners were increasingly 
investing in enterprises like soap and milling.
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The Jerusalem and Haifa Chambers were the most organized in the 
1940s and left behind the most extensive records. The Jerusalem Cham-
ber had a small budget, often functioned in deficit, and had two salaried 
employees.30 During the late 1930s and early 1940s the Jerusalem Cham-
ber underwent a massive “reorganization of Chamber work and increased 
member support.”31 This work included issuing communiqués, statistical 
inquiries, and financial guarantees for trials, visas, and export licenses. Re-
cords show that the Haifa and Jerusalem Chambers met once to twice a 
month, depending on urgency. Smaller Chambers such as those in Acre 
often organized farmers from surrounding villages in representations to 
various colonial offices ranging from the high commissioner to district 
monitoring authorities.32

Scholars have argued that the Chambers were vehicles for the pan-
Arabist Istiqlal (Independence) Party in the 1940s.33 A closer look reveals a 
diverse constituency and a more complicated history. The Chambers en-
compassed a variety of political affiliations. They included figures such as 
Ahmad Hilmi Pasha, a member of the pan-Arabist Istiqlal Party, who ran 
both the Arab Bank and the Arab National Bank; Fakhri al-Nashashibi, a 
loyalist of the pro-British, pro-Hashemite National Defense; Rashid  al-Hajj 
Ibrahim, an ’Istiqlalist aligned with ‘Izz al-Din al-Qassam;34 and Shibli 
Jamal, who was associated with the St. Georges British Anglican School for 
Boys and a member of the Reform Party. Leading figures emerged in each 
of the Chambers, and businessmen fell in and out of the fold informally.

Beginning in 1932,35 with a lapse between 1935 and 1939 and last-
ing into the late 1940s, Chambers congregated their members and other 
businessmen from the towns and villages of Palestine in Arab economic 
conferences. These annual events issued popular calls and campaigns in 
Acre, Nazareth, Safad, Jenin, Nablus, Tulkarm, Hebron, Gaza, Jaffa, Bir 
 al-Sabi‘, and Ramallah. They were platforms for articulating demands to 
the colonial government from its district officers to the secretary of state 
for the colonies in London. Conferences were one-day events that began 
with a keynote address followed by a general session of three or four hours. 
The thirteenth annual conference evidences a broad-based attendance from 
Jerusalem, Jaffa, Gaza, Nazareth, Acre, Nablus, Safad, and Haifa.36 That day 
in December, Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim inaugurated the event with the read-
ing of the fatiha and a prayer for the martyred souls of the nation.37

The work and agendas of these conferences had two parallel tracks. 
On the one hand, they focused on the exigencies of war and colonial aus-
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terity. On the other hand, they invested in defining the normative Palestin-
ian consumer and public as objects of reform and representation. Through 
these initiatives, businessmen claimed, “We have begun to sense the true 
meaning of organization . . . and its impact and influence on all aspects 
of our economic life.”38 This search for the “true meaning” of organiza-
tion reflected an acute need for institutions, bureaucracies, experts, and 
the power of producing and evidencing “basic facts and figures.” The ter-
ritorial promises of an Arab capitalist utopia were now out of reach. The 
tangible fear of national dispossession was ubiquitous. Economy was no 
longer only an index of individual and collective progress; it was now nec-
essary to assure a continued presence on the land.

Paralysis and Crisis

How had the territorial promises of a broader Arab capitalist utopia 
so quickly eroded? Defence ordinances, Control Authority policies, and 
MESC’s broader endeavors changed the conditions of possibility. Whereas 
in the 1930s, Palestinian men of capital, as they called themselves, had 
painted a landscape of progress and growth, by the 1940s a state of pa-
ralysis was the best way to characterize the scene. MESC’s “restrictions 
and systems” obstructed the “natural” import and export between Arab 
countries.39 The new mass of regulations imposed “barriers” on trade and 
“shackles” on import and export. Travel, transportation, and distribution 
were exceedingly difficult.40 The commodity was “transformed into cash” 
[amwal naqdiya] and “paralyzed without investment.”41 The results were 
“monetary inflation,” an increase in workers’ wages, and above all an expo-
nential rise in the cost of basic needs.42 

Olive and citrus growers were denied export licenses, and their har-
vests lay accumulating in warehouses. Wheat was either unavailable for ra-
tioned prices or exorbitantly expensive on the informal market. Rationing 
threatened rice factories, making Egyptian rice more affordable than the 
local product. For about six months in 1941, vegetable prices were so inflated 
that door-to-door smuggling had become prevalent. Increasingly, retailers 
could only purchase lentils, oils, and cracked wheat from wholesalers who 
had inflated their prices under threat of having their licenses confiscated. 
Having granted Steel Brothers the transportation monopoly, the govern-
ment proceeded to confiscate cars and licenses. These confiscations as well 
as petrol rationing devastated private owners and large service providers, 
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such as the Gaza Bus Company that traveled the coast to Syria. Hundreds 
“of cars lie idle awaiting their doom and rendering no service.”43 The “car 
culture”44 that emerged two decades earlier had come to a grinding halt.

“Each merchant and each village has a story,” businessmen argued.45 
But despite their claims to speak on behalf of the public and the consumer, 
Chambers spent most of their energies advocating for traders, wholesalers, 
retailers, and farmers. Their victories were modest. The Gaza Chambers 
advocated a “grove revival project” representing citrus growers who had 
received smaller loans than their Jewish counterparts or received no loans 
at all. The Acre Chamber secured limited relicensing of olive growers.46 In 
Jerusalem, the Chamber wrestled an “agreement of principles” that  allowed 
wheat merchants to grind their stored wheat for direct sale as flour.47 It 
achieved similarly short-term gains in the distribution of goods such as 
ghee to wholesalers; cracked wheat to millers; and sesame oil, soda, ground 
rice, and lentils to retailers.48 The Jerusalem and Haifa Chambers also ne-
gotiated import licenses for 4,000 tons of rice annually. It was a small result 
borne of much effort, falling far short of the demands of the Haifa-based 
Eastern Factory for Rice, which was pushed out of business by inflated 
prices.49 The Gaza Chamber relentlessly advocated for the Gaza Bus Com-
pany, but was only able to secure the relicensing of some private cars.

In an attempt to consolidate these small and short-term efforts, the 
Chambers established a national Executive Committee in 1940.50 Business-
men aimed to expand this group to a broader “Higher Economic Committee 
of Nationalists” [lajna iqtisadiyya ‘ulya min al-wataniyyin]. They envisioned 
a collective institutional body that would administer welfare to the poor, 
oversee rationing, manage price ceilings, and take part in policymaking 
and legislation.51 In the meantime, the more modest Executive Committee 
oversaw the formation of smaller committees of retailers, textile merchants, 
and various others representing distributors, importers, and wholesalers.52 
Composed of “constituents . . . [who have] the experience, qualifications, 
and resolve to serve the public’s interest,” these committees were one venue 
to claim representative authority and demand colonial recognition.53

Sleepless Men of Capital

Paralysis and crisis, the businessmen argued, had “diffused every aspect 
of our lives, individual, and collective.”54 To better understand these crises, it 
is useful here to focus on three particular regulations: the Past Trade Ordi-
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nance (1939), the imposition of income tax (1941), and the Textile Rationing 
Act (1942). Each of these inspired Palestinian discontent and mobilization.

The Past Trade Ordinance obligated importers and exporters to pro-
duce documentation proving their continuous activity from 6 September 
1938 to 31 August 1939.55 The ordinance gave the director the power to 
refuse licenses “without assigning any reason.”56 The government, Palestin-
ian businessmen noted, had singled out a period that “miraculously hap-
pened to coincide with depression in Arab trade,” that is, the period of 
the Great Revolt.57 Palestinian businessmen across the political spectrum, 
from those who called the rebels “bandits”58 to those who understood them 
as “revolutionaries” [thuwwar],59 did not conduct business as usual dur-
ing the Revolt. Men like Ahmad Hilmi Pasha and Fu’ad Saba, who were 
closely linked to and funded the rebels, temporarily closed or relocated 
their ventures. The Chambers, for their part, joined the strike a week after 
the national committees called for civil disobedience.60 Still for others like 
Imil Butaji (Emile Boutagy), who called the rebels “gangsters,” the Revolt 
delivered “dark days” on his firm.61 As scholars have pointed out, and as 
these businessmen themselves argued, the Revolt was an “opportunity” for 
Jewish settlers to “develop their trade energetically.”62

The Past Trade Ordinance inspired the reemergence of the annual 
economic conferences in 1939. Palestinian businessmen were in an uproar; 
the ordinance threatened the livelihoods of importers and exporters as well 
as “anyone undertaking any handicraft or industrial activity.”63 In an echo 
of the 1930s’ emphasis on progress, Palestinian businessmen patiently ex-
plained to the colonial government that such restrictions did not “suit the 
changing social circumstances.”64 Indeed, they obstructed the teleological 
advance of consumer subjectivity. For as “the hands of the clock continue 
to move, so too do personal and social matters,” and “people’s desires, 
needs, and skills” changed.65

The ordinance did more than interrupt this neat historical march, 
which relied on the link between commodities and civilization. It also re-
sulted in broad confiscations of goods. Even for figures closely aligned to 
British interests such as Butaji, the ordinance was “fantastic and illogical”; 
it was a form of “piracy pure and simple.”66 Crucially, because the ordi-
nance had “a great bearing on our economic life and general interest,” it 
was “directly connected to our very existence.”67 

Chambers businessmen made multiple proposals to change the period 
for Past Trade Ordinance regulations. They offered to authorize importers’ 
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good standing. The economic advisor, Walsh, consistently dismissed these 
proposals and complaints: “No Arab importers have suffered from licens-
ing control,” he insisted.68 When the Jerusalem Chambers petitioned the 
high commissioner for recognition as a representative body in 1940, Walsh 
opposed the bid because it was “so soon after its separation from the joint 
Chamber.”69 This punitive and infantilizing impulse did not deter the Cham-
bers’ relentless evocation of British colonial justice. Indeed, the rhetorical 
basis for most petitions, at least in the early years of the decade, was the ap-
peal to the colonial commitment to “justice” and “the spirit of democracy.”70

Businessmen also made persistent bids for government recognition, 
usually through inclusion in the colonial government’s Standing Commit-
tee for Commerce and Industry. The government established this advisory 
group in 1928. Its “official” members were all colonial bureaucrats. In 1932 
membership was extended to the “unofficial” participation of three Arabs 
and three Jews.71 The Arab members were Tahir Qaraman, Shukri al-Taji 
al-Faruqi, and ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Nabulsi. Both of the latter were affiliated 
with the Chambers. 

In 1940, the government dissolved the Standing Committee and re-
placed it with the Department of Commerce and Industry.72 The Chambers 
repeatedly made bids for both reactivating the Standing Committee and 
expanding its membership. Walsh dismissed these requests as well. He pre-
ferred what he called the “moderates” of the Standing Committee over the 
“radicals” of the Chambers, who for him were irrational opportunists who 
“held political meetings under the subterfuge of economic discussions.”73 
However, even to Walsh’s unsympathetic eyes, the Chamber businessmen’s 
push for government inclusion was based on a need for a “training ground” 
so that when “the time came for giving effect to the White Paper,” they 
would have experience “in framing the laws of the country” on “economic 
matters.”74 That time never materialized, as the businessmen in this circle 
would soon realize, but their attempt to access a type of state institutional 
training is significant.

In 1941, the Mandate government introduced a general progressive 
income tax. According to Jacob Metzer, this move intended to “offset the 
reduction in the war-induced decline in revenue from import duties.”75 
The imposition of income taxes revealed both structural and conceptual 
disparities between Palestinians and the Yishuv.76 By the mid-1940s, Jews 
were paying over five times more than Palestinians and getting three times 
more in local and municipal expenditure.77 Earlier in the 1930s, the Jewish 
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Agency had argued that Jews should receive public services commensurate 
with the taxes they paid. The Palestine Royal Commission of 1937 pointed 
out that this approach ran counter to one of two principles:

Either it repudiates the basic idea of public finance in the democratic world—that the 
rich should be taxed to meet the needs of the poor—or it denies or ignores the theory 
that Arabs and Jews are members of one Palestinian society.78

How did Palestinians react to the imposition of income tax? Busi-
nessmen repeatedly drew on the “democratic maxim” that was “observed 
in the civilized world” of “no taxation without representation” to protest 
their exclusion.79 In 1943, word of an increase in income taxes prompted 
the fourteenth economic conference in Jaffa. Businessmen from the Je-
rusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa Chambers held a special interview with the fi-
nancial secretary shortly thereafter.80 Shibli Jamal represented the “fear of 
the people” in “the face of new taxes.”81 People accepted the government’s 
previous increase of 50 percent of income (more than 2.600 Palestinian 
pounds a month) because of the war. But additional increases would be 
too heavy a burden. Was the government, Jamal queried, determined to 
impose additional income tax “whether or not the public approved?”82 The 
financial secretary, Sanford, deferred the question with platitudes about 
the Chambers as one of the country’s “responsible parties.”83 

Jamal responded with perhaps the clearest summary of what the 
world looked like in the 1940s: The “Arabs are not comfortable about their 
future after the war.” The “people” would comply if “a clear, honest policy 
on the future of the state was articulated.”84 Thus, these Palestinians sup-
ported the “equity principal of fiscalism” precisely because they under-
stood themselves as equal members of one Palestine. They were able to 
envision, if begrudgingly, Jews, European and otherwise, as members of 
that Palestine. Their most pressing fear was the lack of clarity on what sort 
of state would rule it.

In 1942, the Control Authority introduced a Textile Rationing Law as 
part of a wider “utility scheme.” Arab textile wholesalers, retailers, tailors, 
and consumers were in an uproar over the miniscule rations they received, 
particularly in comparison to their Jewish counterparts. Textile traders and 
manufacturers argued that they received only 9 percent of the allotted util-
ity goods.85 The Jerusalem Chamber held an emergency national meeting 
shortly thereafter. After some lobbying, the Chamber won a concession 
from the Department of Light Industries (DLI) allowing textile traders to 
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sell their stock textiles to licensed retailers.86 But the disparities in shares 
continued, and in 1944 the Jaffa Chamber hosted textile figures from Jaffa 
and Majdal.87 The Textile Executive Committee of the Arab Conference 
for Palestine was formed and began directly petitioning the high commis-
sioner. The committee included the Jerusalem-based Ahmad Hilmi Pasha 
and Hasan Khalqi al-Dajani, as well as Malik al-Masri from Nablus.

At this stage the resort to colonial integrity was no longer an option. 
The colonial government, the Textile Executive Committee argued, was 
favoring “Zionist commerce and industry”; instituting an “economic crisis 
unique in its kind”; and effectively “handing over the reins of power to a 
Zionist faction.”88 The “utility scheme” was “simply a conspiracy” that was 
part and parcel of the broader wartime austerity, which had facilitated Jew-
ish “prospectors” to “prosper into a rich and powerful class of industrialists 
at the expense of the Arabs.”89

Profiteering had become rife. Zionist institutions and British colo-
nial officials blamed the lone Arab smuggler (see the following chapter for 
an explication of the lone smuggler) for the proliferation of unregulated 
and inflated prices. But the policies put in place to protect “local pro-
duction” facilitated a more institutionalized profiteering. For example, the 
customs tax imposed in 1943 on imported cement was four times higher 
than its pre-war rate, 150–250 mills/ton as opposed to its wartime rate of 
850 mills/ton.90 The “local” cement market was limited to the sole cement 
factory, Nesher, a Jewish venture. Nesher sold cement based on quotas at 
lower prices to settlers, who sold them at inflated prices to Palestinians.91 
Thus, “local production” was not a transparent term. Steel Brothers was 
also complicit in profiteering; they purchased seed at low cost and sold it 
to small landowners at inflated prices.92

Palestinians were also excluded from the decision-making offices 
of the Control Authority. The government attributed the dominance of 
Jewish officers to “their technical qualifications” and the lack of similarly 
qualified Arabs. The businessmen retorted: “We fail to understand” the 
link between import licensing and “qualifications and high sounding Ger-
man degrees.”93 The question was not simply one of privileging between 
“Bakr and Zaid or Haim and Cohen”; it was rather “the choice of a colo-
nial Zionist band from the very heart of the Jewish Agency” to take the 
administrative helm of the war departments.94

By the mid-1940s we can begin to trace growing charges of con-
spiracy. The economic regime had become so unbearable that it appeared 
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to be a “predetermined policy.”95 If this policy continued, the businessmen 
feared, “Arab economic interest will gradually come to a halt.”96 Austerity 
policies amounted to the denial of “Arabs’ natural economic rights in their 
national homeland [al-watan al-qawmi ].”97 The colonial government was 
“depriving the Arabs of sleep.”98

The Peasant and the Bedouin

If the “enlightened” figures at the vanguard of progress were sleep 
deprived, what became of the slumbering masses they were to awaken? 
In the 1930s, the normative economic subject was the exalted elite who 
through his “civilized” character would foster and proselytize “social man.” 
An awakened Palestinian was one who would “curb the self,” do without 
luxury, and accumulate the largest possible profits. The discursive ends of 
these values were economy and progress or, more accurately, economy as 
progress. How did the landscape of paralysis and national peril in the 1940s 
influence notions of the normative and awakened consumer?

Representing the consumer was central to business claims of serving 
the public good.99 But direct consumer petitioning to Chambers was un-
common. When it did occur, the Chambers took a dismissive tone toward 
the “grumbling residents.”100 These businessmen were more interested in 
shaping consumer conduct than in responding to everyday concerns. The 
virtuous Palestinian consumer continued to be one who would do without.

Addressing itself to the “dignified and great Arab people” the thir-
teenth annual economic conference urged: “We ask you to reduce con-
sumption [istihlak] to the furthest extent possible.” The conference 
encouraged the Palestinian public “to attend to farming their lands, [and] 
protecting their interests, business, industry, and economy.” A righteous 
consumer was one who would “be fulfilled with necessity and abandon 
luxury.”101 Our “motto,” the businessmen preached, must be “produce, 
produce, produce!”102 The time had come for the “slumbering masses” to 
wake up and shed “your sleeping clothes.”103

But those “sleeping clothes,” as we saw with the textile ordinance 
above, were themselves sites of contention. That contention was not only a 
site to make national claims to the colonial government. It also functioned 
as a way to form consumer and class categories. Textile allotments, the 
businessmen argued, had a broad influence on the “overwhelming major-
ity of the people” in Palestine who resided “in the middle” [ fil wasat]. 
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There was a “Jewish middle” and an “Arab middle.” Except on Saturdays, 
the “Jewish middle,” wore “khaki and short pants . . . the women even 
more than the men.”104 In the “Arab middle,” on the other hand, “both 
men and women” consumed “a larger quantity of wool.” The regulating 
authorities privileged “Jewish consumption” over “Arab consumption.” 
The Department of Light Industries’s differential allotment facilitated the 
production of “clothes for men and women” that fit “the needs of the Jew-
ish worker and consumer” who had “suits, pants shirts, dresses, and socks” 
in a variety of “types and colors” to choose from. The Arabs, on the other 
hand, even though they “represent[ed] the majority” did not “attract the 
slightest attention.” Their “needs and desires” were denied.105

What were these needs and desires then? And who were the Arabs? 
According to these mostly urban businessmen, the Arabs were “peasants 
and Bedouins” (who were also apparently “in the middle”). In comparison 
to “the thousands of everyday needs [hajiyyat] produced for Jews,” there 
was “not one ‘abaya, not one hatta, not one ‘iqal, qunbaz, not one robe, 
not one dress, that suits the peasant or the Bedouin and his desires,” they 
argued.106 The neglect of these desires was unjust because the “peasants and 
Bedouins” were law-abiding, tax-paying subjects who followed the ration-
ing ordinances, handed over their surpluses, and duly played their part in 
the war effort. Thus the conduct and comportment of the consumer was 
alternatively a register of nativity and a fulfillment of obligations for both 
the threatened nation and the Allied war effort.

While in Chambers representations the “hunger for goods” was to 
be tamed and guided, for figures such as Butaji, feeding this hunger was 
crucial to his economic interests. For him, luxury and consumption were 
synonymous with civilization and culture. For Chambers businessmen, it 
was thrift and an unwavering attention to basic needs that entailed “en-
lightened” consumption. In all renditions, voicing the consumer as a loyal, 
“authentic,” or civilized subject was one critical way that elites made de-
mands upon the colonial government.

The symbol of the “peasant” was a tangible one for all of these men; 
many had just a few years prior abandoned the tarbush for the kufiya.107 Some 
wore the ‘abaya and hatta as gestures of solidarity and defiance during the 
Revolt.108 But in the 1940s they were most likely dressed in suits and collared 
shirts. And as they preached simplicity and productivity, they constructed 
notions of the authentic self—a native of the land adorned in robes and 
wraps. Men of capital had turned away from the 1930s emphasis on the elite 
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enlightened figure as the main character of economic conduct. Now they 
evoked the marginalized subaltern, the “peasant”109 and the “Bedouin,”110 to 
define and differentiate Palestinian consumers and their needs and desires.

The Naked Truth

By 1944, textile importers, exporters, and manufacturers warned, 
“the naked truth will appear in a short while and we will not like it.”111 
What was this naked truth? The primary contradiction for these business-
men was the diplomatic promise of a unified state on the one hand and 
the commercial policies that excluded not simply their capacities for profit 
but, as they saw it, their very existence on the land. What we can trace as a 
result of this colonial contradiction is a set of profound ruptures related to 
the accumulation of capital and profit.

One such rupture was a shifting landscape of the “foreigner” and 
the “native.” In the 1930s, men of capital could envision Jews either as 
“locals” or an incidental, and perhaps at times even beneficial, component 
of a broader landscape of economic promise. They spoke of the necessity 
of statistics to “all communities in the country, Arabs, Jews, and Manda-
tory alike.”112 They discussed the restriction of immigration in the 1930s 
as crucial to protecting the “economic interests of Arab and Jewish local 
tradesmen, lawyers, [and] doctors.”113 

But by 1939, the vocabulary of the “foreign” became ubiquitous. 
This was due in part to the exponential rise in Jewish immigration. It was 
also due to the growing consolidation of the Yishuv as a separate institu-
tional parastatal force in Palestine. The estranged native was a recurring 
idiom: “We are like foreigners in our own country,” Palestinian business-
men often said. By 1945 the landscape was divided between “genuine and 
essential local industry” and a class of “newly created industrialists” who 
had amassed their riches in the most “scandalous” of ways and outside the 
bounds of “what is healthy and fair.”114

Another rupture was in the distinction between the undesirability 
of a Jewish national home versus the profound hazard of a Jewish national 
state in Palestine. On the project of a Jewish national home, businessmen 
were clear: “The Arabs appreciate the difficulties of oppressed constituents 
[‘anasir] in Europe, and they empathize with the idea of a refuge for these 
constituents.” However, “the Arabs do not agree that their country, Pales-
tine, is that refuge.”115 
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It rapidly became evident that a refuge was not all the future had in 
store. In 1944, the Textiles Executive Committee argued that colonial aus-
terity was working to realize the “Zionist plot” to establish “a Jewish state 
[dawla yahudia] and not just a national home [maqam qawmi ].”116 Simi-
larly, in a direct address to U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt, delivered 
to the American consul, Palestinian businessmen condemned U.S. support 
of a Jewish “nation-state” [watan yahudi qawmi ] in Palestine.117

It is here too that we should locate a heightened anxiety among 
Palestinian businessmen about their intensifying isolation from the Arab 
world, what they called their “sister countries.” For example, the Past Trade 
Ordinance discussed above was an important mechanism of regulating 
trade with the Arab world. In 1939 the government pushed to revise the 
Palestine–Syria Free Trade Agreement in place since 1921.118 Some Arab 
businessmen, like their Jewish counterparts, advocated ending free trade so 
as to stop the flow of competitive imports from Syria, where labor and ma-
terials were less costly.119 For the Chambers, however, maintaining this free 
trade and extending it to all Arab countries was a priority in both annual 
economic conferences and petitions. For them, cement imported from 
Syria was more of a local product than the prohibitively expensive product 
sold by the settler industry Nesher. While the fight for Palestine could have 
appeared in the 1930s as one stepping-stone to a broader vision of an Arab 
free market, by the 1940s the struggle had become all encompassing. Isola-
tion from the broader Arab world shook the vision of economic arrival; it 
shrunk the territorial scope of economy to a national horizon.

The breadth of that national horizon was also shrinking. One in-
dication of this attenuation was the pervasive division of what five years 
earlier had appeared as a unitary noun. Businessmen no longer spoke of an 
“economy” in Palestine as part of a broader Arab commercial unity, but of 
an Arab economy versus a Jewish economy. We can see this divide clearly as 
well in business complaints on press censorship. The colonial government, 
they argued, had created “two nations—one Jewish with a free press” and 
the other “an Arab nation whose press cannot freely express itself.”120

The foreign/native, state/home, Arab/Jewish bifurcations were all 
linked to shifting business understandings of colonial rule. In the 1930s, 
the colonial government appeared to be a temporary presence that could 
work to confer recognition and induce growth. In the early to mid-1940s, 
men of capital still held out hope for colonial recognition. They seemed, 
rhetorically, obstinately invested in colonial egalitarianism, at least for the 
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first part of the decade. They deployed notions of “democracy and the 
free world” to condemn British support of Zionism. Time and again, they 
pleaded with the colonial government to “take a stand” and reassure “the 
Arabs of their freedom and independence.”121 After all, these were the very 
“principles based upon which the Allies are fighting this war.”122 And the 
Palestinians, the argument went, had devoted “hearts and souls”123 and ac-
cepted with resignation their “misery, privation, and sacrifices” to the “su-
preme” war effort.124 

But as the decade wore on, begging the colonial government to “honor 
your promises”125 proved time and again ineffective. The British colonial 
government was no longer a background force that could confer recognition 
of the modern. It was a facilitator of siege. That government, its officials, and 
its expertise were no longer the needed site of potential training for a future 
state but were, more clearly than ever, a structure of relentless exclusion. The 
Zionist enterprise was no longer just an enemy against which to compare 
the self. It was the force that would facilitate dispossession. By 1944, the 
businessmen’s tone had taken a turn. They now spoke of British austerity 
as realizing the “Zionists’ dreams . . . no longer in promises on paper, but 
on the ground.”126 Soon they would implore that they were “the voice of a 
people who look their destruction in their own country in the face.”127

Had this impending destruction radicalized these men of capital? 
Colonial officials like Walsh certainly saw them as radicals. But how did 
they position themselves? In one telling address to the high commissioner, 
businessmen reminded their colonial overlords that their strategies consti-
tuted a “politics of patience and waiting.”128 Indeed, many leading Chamber 
members had been involved in a long trajectory of a “politics of patience” 
through the various delegations to London in which elites called on British 
colonialism to mentor them in the struggle for self- determination. These 
included Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim, ‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadi, Shibli Jamal, Sa‘id 
 al-Shawwa, Shukri al-Taji al-Faruqi, and Hasan Sidqi al-Dajani. For in-
stance, the first Palestinian delegation’s memorandum to London reminded 
Winston Churchill that the “the people of Palestine” had “welcomed the 
victorious British troops.” They believed those troops “had come to fulfill 
promises . . . and to safeguard their existence as a people and their right 
to self-determination.”129 By the 1940s, some of these same men were in-
tent on qualifying that such a politics indicated neither “the neutrality of 
nationalist demands” nor a “lack of persistence” in demanding “rights and 
independence.”130
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There were also some important differences among businessmen. 
Alongside these rhetorical claims and attempts at diplomatic negotiation, 
some were involved in more radical endeavors that demanded national 
independence. Fu’ad Saba—the accountant, head of Saba and Company, 
and the editor of the economic journal Al-Iqtisadiyyat al-‘arabiyya— 
participated in the radical Youth Congress of 1932 as well as being the 
principal architect of the Palestine National Fund. Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim 
was a crucial Chamber figure and also headed the National Committee in 
Haifa during the Revolt.

The political defeat of the Revolt and the wartime crisis of scarcity 
and supply restricted political infighting in the halls of the Chambers. Yet 
even so, some basic differences came to the fore. The third stage of ration-
ing, the points system, which substituted points for food and meant to 
account for the wide variety of tastes in Palestine, revealed some of these 
divergent approaches. Men like Malik al-Masri, the secretary for the fif-
teenth annual economic conference, and retailers such as Jad Suidan of 
the Haifa Chamber argued that the points system was contradictory to 
“mentality and habits” in Palestine.131 Other figures such as Ibrahim criti-
cized the government’s rationing innovations on structural, not cultural, 
grounds. The points system had deprived people of “vital commodities” 
and disadvantaged the poor more than anyone else.132 

And admittedly, there were some unique if fleeting moments one 
should take note of. Take, for example, the rather rare occurrence of a con-
glomeration of textile interests calling for a one-day strike “in opposition 
to the work of the Department of Light Industries and its injustice to Arab 
rights.”133 But we should not confuse such moments with a broader radical-
ism. These were businessmen not revolutionaries. Their bottom line was 
the call for stability. Ultimately, rebellion and uprising was “not in anyone’s 
interest, neither the people nor the government.”134

We can further trace these businessmen’s position in their under-
standing of the distinctions between the economic and the political. In 
the previous decade, men of capital understood economy as a vehicle of 
management that rested in the social realm, central to but clean of the 
partisanship and irrationality of the political. Yet, even in the optimism 
of the 1930s, these distinctions appeared feeble. By the 1940s, the façade 
had eroded. In each of their annual conferences in the 1940s—along-
side concerns of battling inflation, securing basic goods, and promoting 
 products—the Chambers took on land confiscation, the exponential in-
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crease of Jewish immigration to Palestine, and government press censor-
ship. The eighth economic conference, which took place in Gaza in 1940, 
emphasized the need for agricultural self-reliance but also focused on the 
release of political detainees.135

However, businessmen understood their engagement of the political 
alongside the economic as “anomalous.” As the textile merchants explained 
it, commercial and financial crisis would be “one thing in a country with 
only one kind of people” who shared “national, political, and social goals.” 
But in Palestine the crisis was not the product of “immoderate production 
or excessive consumption, or the protection of industrial capitalism.”136 It 
was instead the “different inhabitants and their different goals, nationali-
ties, and popular aspirations” that “rendered the crisis here as political.”137 
The economic and the political were clearly inextricable in the 1940s. But 
for these men of capital, this inextricability was an anomaly.

Businessmen also mobilized the category of the “natural” alongside 
the contested “social” and “political.” They retreated to that natural to 
make economic claims that they linked to the native/foreign bifurcation: 

Those Arabs who make up a majority of the population in the country have a natural 
right to take their share of rights and privileges that are now being handed to individu-
als and companies who are not natives of this country.138 

They conducted this retreat because the political itself, and the capacity to 
make political claims, were beyond reach. Indeed by 1942, figures such as 
Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim concluded:

The voices of the Chambers of Commerce have grown hoarse. . . . We do not hear the 
resonance of our voices. . . . We do not know details; we do not have any administra-
tive power in the government, nor a parliamentary council to speak on our behalf.139

The lack of knowledge of the “details” here is crucial. Various busi-
nessmen throughout the 1930s and 1940s called for a “serious study” of 
“facts and figures” conducted by “experts and economists.”140 Indeed in 
1936 George Khadir (Khader), the secretary of the Jerusalem Chamber, 
had petitioned the treasurer for a schedule of tariffs, the names of protect-
ed industries, and the output of each protected industry. Khadir hoped to 
compile a report for the Royal Commission. The treasurer referred him 
to the Palestine Commercial Bulletin and later wrote the chief secretary 
that clearly the Chamber aimed to evidence that British protection of 
Jewish industries had “raised the cost of living to the Arab consumer.” 
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But surely, he went on, “it is for the Arab Chamber of Commerce itself 
to establish its case.”141

But did austerity really advantage Jewish industry? The Palestine 
government’s shift from centralized control of supply in 1939 to a broad 
system of commodity control by 1942 in most cases advantaged large 
Jewish industrial and distribution interests, such as the dairy monopoly 
and agricultural cooperative Tnuva and the cement company Nesher.142 
Indeed, the government monopoly on the civilian market and import 
and consumption control led to a further stimulation of Jewish industry. 
Jewish-manufactured textiles, leatherwear, confectionary, and pharma-
ceuticals were “guaranteed access to the Arab consumers in Palestine and 
the Middle East.”143 Arab industrial development in light industries was 
far outweighed by Jewish manufacturers. Scholars who have engaged the 
settler colonial character of Palestine’s economic history have emphasized 
British protectionism as facilitating a “Jewish–Arab economic separatism” 
that led to an “economic apartheid.”144 Others hail from a perspective that 
resonates with the elite and colonial visions studied here; they tie profit 
with progress and capital accumulation with civilization. In these narra-
tives, British protective measures of Jewish industry were neither uniform 
nor consistent.

It is true that Palestine under British rule provides ample examples 
of colonial policy’s incoherent and haphazard character. If nothing else, 
British rule in Palestine teaches us that understanding colonial power lies 
in resisting the tendency to over-determine colonial coherence, scope, or 
efficiency. But none of this diminishes the inequality, and ultimate era-
sure, that the British colonial structure was borne of and gave birth to. 
Metzer betrays this inequality when he argues that British protective mea-
sures aimed to “promote the economic development of the modern Jewish 
settler community while caring for the well-being of the indigenous Arab 
population.”145 In this rendition then the settlers were “modern” and more 
susceptible to “development” while the indigenous were subjects whose 
wellbeing was to be “cared for.” In such a worldview, capital accumulation 
is conditional on one’s standing along a civilizational spectrum. It is only 
a small jump to the conclusion that the growing hegemonic power of the 
settler industry in Palestine had more to do with cultural attributes (and 
their link to the very possibility of economic activity) than with structural 
conditions such as British protective measures. Metzer thus concludes: 
“The claims that the prime beneficiaries of the tariffs in Mandatory Pales-
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tine were Jewish industrialists, and that these benefits were in any way con-
sequential, are empirically unverified.”146 While there may be a Palestinian 
story, Metzer seems to tell us, the documents that can reveal it are unavail-
able or do not exist. The fact, which may or may not be true, that there are 
no traces to unearth leads to the conclusion that there is no story to tell.

The lack of “facts and figures,” was something that Chamber busi-
nessmen throughout this period were deeply anxious to remedy. In the 
1930s Palestinian men of capital were optimistic about taking part in pro-
ducing statistics. During that period, they could celebrate the establish-
ment of the Department of Statistics as the institutional framework that 
would make such production possible. But by the 1940s, these business-
men understood that they were on their own in any endeavor to evidence 
their claims. Much like their counterparts in Egypt in the first half of the 
twentieth century, Palestinian businessmen mobilized the Chambers as 
venues to enact a new form of collective action.147 Outside the realms of 
managing the multiple crises of austerity, the Chambers also attempted 
to hone their institutional capacities. They acted as financial guaran-
tors for commercial licenses, visa applications, and legal cases. In one 
year, the Jerusalem Chamber issued 366 such affidavits.148 The Jerusalem 
Chamber also understood its role as safeguarding urban space, lobbying 
the municipality and the city architect to address “the lack of order” in 
the old city. The Haifa Chamber began conducting population censuses 
in the mid-1930s.149 While there is little evidence to further detail this 
work, the efforts indicate business attempts to shape institutional spaces 
that they understood were both lacking and necessary.

These Palestinians understood their claims as irrefutable, but they did 
not have the institutional structures to evidence that irrefutability. Since 
the advent of the Mandate, the textile merchants explained, “the Arabs 
have feared for their economic futures.” They cited the Shaw Commission 
Report, which in 1929 identified precisely that fear as a primary reason 
behind the unrest of that year.150 They quoted the Arab Higher Commit-
tee that “the primary reason for the riots was the deprivation of Palestine’s 
Arabs from enjoying their natural and political rights.”151 

Palestinian businessmen were aware that the tools available to claim 
national rights were the very structures that erased the possibility of those 
rights. This is why the textile merchants, for example, found themselves 
in a colonial straightjacket. They rejected the Mandate document because 
of its “injustice” to Arab rights. They singled out in particular Article 2, 
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which recited the Balfour Declaration, as loathed “by anyone who remains 
Arab.”152 Nevertheless, they were forced to cite Article 2’s promises of pro-
tecting “civic and religious rights.” For it was, as they themselves pointed 
out, the only legal basis they had for opposing colonial austerity.153

The Normal Path

Just as in the previous decade, the businessmen of the Chambers of 
Commerce understood their economic interests as part of a broader Arab 
horizon. The fight for free trade [hurriyat al-tijara] with Iraq, Syria, Egypt, 
Jordan, and Lebanon was central to their work.154 They coordinated efforts 
with their counterparts in Syria, Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, and Jordan. They 
traveled to North Africa, with the aim of collaborating in postwar busi-
ness, an indication of the lingering hope for a pan-Arab capitalist utopia. 
They negotiated with the Egyptian consulate in 1941 to facilitate exports. 
In Jerusalem, Haifa, Jaffa, and Nazareth they hosted consuls from Egypt, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, including figures such as the former Egyp-
tian Prime Minister Ali Ahmed Yahya Pasha who was accompanied by 
Mahmoud Fawzi, Egypt’s consul in Jerusalem.155 In Jerusalem and Haifa, 
Chambers welcomed proponents of the Anglo-Egyptian capitalist cooper-
ation such as Hafiz ‘Afifi and depicted him in the press as a national hero.156

As in the decade before, these men of capital positioned themselves 
as serving a broader collective, a “public good.” The reiterated aim was 
to persevere with “energy and vigor” so as to restore the country’s “well-
ness.”157 Businessmen presented their own interests as that of the collective. 
It was their task to guard the “health” and “prosperity” of what they often 
called “economic life.” The Chambers were “national organizations” aim-
ing to “mend conditions” and serve the country.158 Indeed they often ad-
dressed a broader Palestinian public: “Your Chamber . . . did not miss any 
opportunity to defend your interests and preserve your rights.”159

It was this sort of national service that Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim, the 
president of the Haifa Chamber, feared when he heard of the Nablus 
Chamber’s potential dissolution. In “the name of the public good,” Ibra-
him urged his colleagues to resume their “normal path” and represent the 
city’s invaluable political, literary, social, economic, and industrial contri-
butions.160 Indeed, throughout this period, Ibrahim, Hilmi Pasha, Jamal, 
and others pleaded with their counterparts in Safad, Tiberias, Jenin, and 
Tulkarm to establish Chambers so as to contribute to the broader “national 
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and collective effort.”161 Only in unity could these men of capital “defend 
the country.”162

The imperative of collectivity was not confined to the protection of 
Palestinians’ rapidly dwindling arenas of economic maneuver. It also in-
formed notions of capital accumulation. Many initiatives, such as the push 
to establish a capital-intensive Arab Trading Company with a minimum 
capital of 100,000 Palestinian pounds, were born of an understanding 
of the limited possibilities of “individual business” [al-tijara al-fardiyya]. 
Ibrahim reminded his colleagues that individual initiative would attain 
limited profit in such difficult times. It was only through collective endeav-
ors encompassing a broad scope of capital and expertise that the Palestin-
ian businessman could “confront the foreign companies working at his 
expense in this country.”163

Thus, men of capital in the 1940s, just as they were doing a decade 
earlier, connected capital accumulation and profit to “wellness.” Their work 
in facilitating and managing “economic and business matters” was itself 
an embodiment of progress, indicated through the repeated emphasis on 
energy and vigor. Palestinian men of capital had an ongoing faith in the 
“healthy” promises of a “normally” functioning economy. We can trace this 
investment in the postwar conception of the “economic field” as an organic 
body that could be nourished back to good health. Anis Nasr, the secretary 
of the Haifa Chamber, explained to the high commissioner in 1945 that 
now that the war was over and the “hopes of all free people might have been 
realized in the destruction of tyranny and the victory of right over might,”164 
it was high time to get back to business. Since austerity “precluded from the 
fields of economic activity new and energetic factors,” its time had ended. 
Palestine’s businessmen, Nasr argued were full of “fresh imagination” and 
“courage”; they were flexible, energetic, and experienced. It was only their 
return to the “economic field” that could ensure stability on the one hand 
and a “healthy system of free enterprise and competition” on the other.165

Conclusion

The Chambers of Commerce were nascent institutional spaces in the 
1940s. They brought together a variety of men of capital from different po-
litical backgrounds, ranging from pan-Arab nationalists to British-aligned 
forces. These men continued to be committed to some of the central te-
nets that inspired men of capital in the 1930s: an investment in capital 
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accumulation, free trade, and the components of a “healthy” economy. 
The self-defined social role of the Chambers and economic conferences 
was to guard the nation’s public good. Businessmen masked their interests 
as those of the general Palestinian public. However, local authorities, rural 
producers, and villagers would often identify the businessman as the pri-
mary beneficiary of colonial austerity. The Chambers’ self-described role 
as mediating authorities guarding the public good revealed some clear 
social hierarchies.

After the national defeat of the Revolt and in the throes of mas-
sive capital influx into Palestine, businessmen in Chambers of Commerce 
proselytized the possibilities of economic growth and a future state in Pal-
estine. They invested, if momentarily in the promises of the White Paper 
and lobbied the colonial government for membership in its economic in-
stitutions, in the hopes of training for an independent future. The invest-
ment was fleeting. It was not long before wartime austerity came to the 
fore as a structure of exclusion. For these businessmen, this exclusion was 
not merely a signal of, but rather central to, the erosion of their very pres-
ence on the land.

In the face of growing Jewish consolidation, economy took shape as a 
site of national battle. Guarding the good of the Arab economy was the best 
way to defend the country, the businessmen claimed. Men of capital were 
no longer the vanguard of a profitable future. They were now the managers 
of a broad crisis of scarcity. They retreated to a “politics of patience,” calling 
on colonial integrity and Allied principles to demand their rapidly eroding 
rights. As they did so, the terms of their claims rapidly changed. Their cen-
tral heroes were no longer the “civilized” and the “cultured” but the native 
authentic consumer, the honorable “peasant” and “Bedouin.” The lexicon 
of progress, ambition, initiative, and civilization gave way to conspiracy, 
paralysis, and injustice. The broad territorial expanse of economic regen-
eration from the Hijaz to Morocco rapidly attenuated. The realm of eco-
nomic maneuver shrunk to a bifurcated space of an Arab economy versus 
a Jewish economy in an increasingly embattled Palestine. The “unknown 
territory of exile”166 was now everywhere to be seen.



FOR SIX MONTHS IN 1943, in the midst of World War II, the police 
patrolled the streets of Jerusalem, Haifa, Tel Aviv, and Jaffa from the early 
hours of the morning until sunset. They posted checkpoints at every major 
thoroughfare. They went door to door in heavy pursuit of illicit activity, 
the definition of which changed rapidly and without warning. They dealt 
heavy fines and incarcerated men and women alike. 

It was not rebellion or resistance but the rapidly rising cost of living 
that inspired this militarization. The British colonial government embarked 
on an effort to coercively control the production, distribution, and mar-
keting of every vegetable in Palestine. In villages and settlements, farmers 
burned their crops or left them to rot in the field. Movement was restricted, 
basic goods were scarce, lines were long, and discontent was rife. For six long 
months in 1943, this was the scene in Palestine. The source of siege was not 
the conflict over land but the stuff of daily life—tomatoes and cucumbers.

The Middle East Supply Centre (MESC), a joint government and pri-
vate venture established in 1940, introduced and intervened in modes of 
measuring and experiencing economy in an amorphous body of countries 
that it called the “Middle East.” In Palestine, government attempts to con-
trol production and consumption resulted in considerable discord among 
producers and consumers alike. Throughout, the distribution and sale of un-
regulated goods, what everyone in Palestine called the “black market,” were 
at once a justification for government intervention and its direct outcome.1

Who were the wartime profiteers who were holding the populace of 
Palestine “captive,” as one British official put it?2 The British government’s 
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vegetable scheme of 1943–1944 reflected colonial ambitions of economic 
calculability and omniscience. A close read of the scheme’s design and im-
plementation as well as Palestinian and Jewish responses to it eviscerates 
these ambitions. It reveals the limits and failures of calculability and bares 
the gaping disparity between new techniques of economic measurement 
and social knowledge.3

The Cost of Living

As Palestinian men of capital shaped new modes of economic think-
ing, categories such as the standard of living became important means to 
assess basic needs and to define social status. The colonial government 
also introduced and implemented categories, in what seemed at times 
harried attempts to define and organize people in Palestine as well as 
assess colonial rule and evidence its benefits. One such measurement, 
which the government introduced, was the “cost of living” index, com-
prised of wages and levels of relevant prices. Government statisticians 
used the term in both Britain and the United States as early as the 1860s 
but mostly to mean expenditure rather than as a way to measure if wages 
were increasing in the same proportion as expenses.4 Perhaps the earli-
est attempt to compile a numerical record of incomes was in 1805 at the 
hands of Leopold Krug, the first head of the Prussian statistical office.5 
The Reich’s Statistical Office did not have a completed national figure 
for the cost of living until 1920, and despite “index number mania” in 
Germany, the cost of living index proved vulnerable to industrial and 
corporate resistance.6 

In Britain, it was not until autumn 1914, after World War I, that 
such an index came into existence. War was crucial to measuring basic 
needs. The inflation of World War I made it clear that increases in the cost 
of living could be grounds for an increase in wages. Government officials 
were anxious about the social implications of their findings. In Britain, the 
Department of Labour, charged with determining the cost of living, was 
“careful to avoid seeming to endorse any principles of wage determination 
including the concept of a ‘living wage.’”7 In Palestine as well, the increased 
cost of living index influenced the level of wages; it was the government’s 
priority to reduce both the index and the wage level calculated from it.8

The cost of living index sought to determine basic needs. This mea-
surement would shift from measuring the minimum to measuring the 
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 optimum from the 1930s on. Just as nutrition went from the study of basic 
needs to the determination of optimal quantities, the cost of living index 
gave way to the more ambiguous, and highly controversial, “standard of 
living.” U.S. economists in the late nineteenth century first coined the 
standard of living as a means to end class conflict by developing “objec-
tive” criteria for the adequacy of wages.9 It was the combined efforts of 
the Twentieth Century Fund, Henry Ford, and the International Labor 
Organization that would in 1929 begin promoting a particularly American 
standard of living in Europe. 

In 1929, Henry Ford approached the International Labor organiza-
tion in his pursuit of information on living costs in European countries 
where he had plants or intended to establish them. Ford had already used 
the high-wage strategy to clamp down on labor unrest in the United States. 
The “Ford–ILO Inquiry” would become the first attempt to compare work-
ers’ living conditions in Europe and the United States. When the “Inquiry” 
was finally published in 1931, the 100 American workers who had been 
interviewed were mostly jobless and suffering from the fallout of the stock 
market crash. Capitalism was in crisis as it was being standardized. For 
Victoria de Grazia, the moment defined the ascendance of the “American 
Standard of Living” and the rise of the United States’ “irresistible empire” 
in Europe.10 Thus, the nineteenth-century concept that measured the ab-
solute minimum necessary for survival was shifting from valorizing thrift 
to maintaining money circulation: “Virtue was located within, rather than 
outside, the wage labor market.”11

But these shifts were slow. Indeed most countries were embroiled in 
maintaining basic needs during World War II. Thriving unregulated mar-
kets charging exorbitant prices for regulated goods were a source of deep 
anxiety for the British colonial government in Palestine. As for so many 
governments in this period, these markets revealed the failed attempts to 
manage scarcity as consumer and market responses to shortage and con-
trol proliferated.12 In the face of rapidly increasing prices, inflation was the 
British colonial government’s enemy. 

In 1943, the government went on the offensive, launching an at-
tack on the rising cost of living through government bodies such as the 
Subsidization Committee and the Planning Committee on Anti-Inflation 
Measures. The harder the government tried to control prices, the more 
unregulated prices flourished. By all accounts, inflation and profiteering in 
the vegetable market were serious problems. The government’s recurring 
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concern was that without the institution of produce control, prices would 
rise to “fantastic heights” and have “disastrous” influence on the cost of 
living index.”13 Food and Price Control officials persistently blamed the 
“vegetable racket” on the antisocial profiteer, which was synonymous with 
an unorganized Arab market.14 In internal documents, but almost never in 
public statements, government officials, to varying degrees, were also criti-
cal of the Tnuva Central Cooperative for the Marketing of Agricultural 
Produce, created in 1926 when kibbutz movement leaders centralized the 
distribution and export of locally produced foodstuffs.15 While Tnuva ini-
tially distributed dairy products, it expanded in the 1930s to include pro-
duce; government accounts estimated that the cooperative had centralized 
60 to 80 percent of Jewish settlement production by the 1940s.

The control of local produce was a primary challenge from the initial 
moment of rationing in Palestine. Colonel Heron, the engineer of import 
and consumption control, tried various strategies for controlling locally 
produced foodstuffs. These strategies included an aborted initiative in 1941 
to create municipal markets, eliminate the wholesaler and retailer, and 
bring the producer into direct contact with the consumer. While district 
commissioners reported at the time that they were taking provisions to es-
tablish these markets, they were never in fact implemented. The vegetable 
scheme of October 1943 was the government’s ambitious effort to control 
producing areas and consuming centers. The government undertook the 
regulation of the production, distribution, and consumption of vegetables 
throughout Palestine from the Galilee to the Naqab. Originally, while cap-
ping producers’ prices across the country, the scheme provided controlled 
prices only to consumers in Haifa, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Tel Aviv. But from 
October 1943 until May 1944, and despite a great deal of discontent and 
resistance from producers, the government expanded the price control 
scheme to include Ramallah, Nablus, Jenin, and Gaza. During the 1943 
vegetable scheme, rationing and control were sites of contention between 
producers and the government, revealing the mechanisms and capacities of 
collective representation in Mandate Palestine.

The Attack on Inflation

The colonial government’s attempts to control inflation began in 
1940 with the establishment of the Subsidization Committee, which ad-
vised the high commissioner on price control.16 The committee’s official 
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members included British colonial officers and the unofficial participation 
of two Yishuv figures and one Palestinian.17 

The next attempt came in 1941. That year, in an ephemeral moment 
of Arab–Jewish mayoral consensus, ‘Umar Bitar (Jaffa), Yisra’el Rokach 
(Tel Aviv), Shabtai Levy (Haifa), and Mustafa Khalidi (Jerusalem) led a 
bid to increase their decision-making power in austerity policies. One of 
their main proposals was the establishment of a “People’s Court,” in which 
municipal authorities would try profiteers.18 One week after their proposal, 
the high commissioner, the attorney general, and the acting chief secretary 
implemented the Municipal Tribunal Ordinance of 1941. It allowed for 
mayors to preside over the municipal tribunal, which had all the pow-
ers of a magistrate with regard to the summoning of witnesses, the ar-
rest of accused persons, and any other matter concerned with the trial 
of a criminal case. The tribunals could issue a maximum penalty of 500 
pounds and up to one year’s imprisonment.19 The ordinance allowed for 
an executive officer, defined as any government officer or appointee, to 
confiscate any goods he deemed hoarded. The most problematic clause of 
the regulation removed the right of appeal unless the sentence was longer 
than three months. Government accounts report that the People’s Courts 
were functioning in Tel Aviv, Haifa, Jaffa, and Jerusalem well into 1947. 
The immediate enactment of such a drastic measure indicates the Palestine 
government’s growing anxiety about inflation. 

The Defence (Prevention of Profiteering) Regulation of 1942 was a 
third strategy that attempted to confront inflation and unregulated  markets. 
This ordinance came to be known as the Anti-Profiteering Order and would 
serially resurface with new adaptations until 1946. It created the post of 
price controller, which M. J. Flanagan occupied from its inception until 
1947. The Anti-Profiteering Order was, like the People’s Courts, directed 
at policing the lone profiteer, that antisocial and disloyal fifth columnist. 
These ordinances left untouched the profiteering of “organized produc-
ers and distributors,” such as Yishuv interests, Tnuva, the cement factory 
Nesher, and the British-run Steel Brothers Incorporated, which had the 
monopoly on distribution in wartime Palestine.

Clearly then these ordinances could not stem the tide of the spiraling 
cost of living. In August 1943 the government began a vigorous campaign 
to combat inflation.20 The Subsidization Committee met ten times between 
August 1943 and March 1944 to continue the task of the previous four years 
in an attempt to lower the general level of retail prices. The  committee was 
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most concerned with meat and fish, flour and bread, rice, and vegetables. 
On the committee’s suggestion, the government heavily subsidized flour 
and rice and maintained its standard policies with regards to other basic 
foodstuffs. But a vegetable crisis was ensuing, and soon the government 
would ignore the Subsidization Committee’s work altogether. By August 
1943, the Planning Committee on Anti-Inflation Measures, a closed gov-
ernment circle, would devote its time to the control of local produce.21

Spring and Summer 1943

In his 1942 quarterly report, Geoffrey Walsh, the food controller, ex-
pressed his concern about vegetable prices; the situation seemed to be spi-
raling out of control.22 Arabs were hawking vegetables and produce “from 
door to door”; they were holding the population of Palestine “captive.”23 
The “Arab market” had made price control “next to impossible.”24 District 
commissioners in Haifa and Jerusalem repeated this refrain at the same 
time that they represented Tnuva, the centralized distribution agency, as a 
partner in the government’s efforts to curb vegetable prices.

However, it was Palestinian farmers who predominated in grain and 
crop production throughout the Mandate.25 The Yishuv were not self-
sufficient in food production. Tnuva itself sometimes purchased from 
Palestinian farmers during shortages throughout the 1920s and 1930s.26 
Direct trade between Palestinian farmers and rapidly growing Jewish 
markets was also common throughout the 1930s, even during the six-
month strike of 1936. Particularly in Haifa and Acre, many Jews shopped 
in Arab markets, “where the prices of various products were cheaper.”27 
Yishuv produce was on average 21 percent more expensive than Palestin-
ian produce before the war, in large part due to the higher wages in Jewish 
settlements.28 Wartime demand led Palestinian cultivators to double the 
acreage devoted to vegetables. 

At the same time, the government granted its increased agricultural 
loans during World War II primarily to Jewish settlement producers.29 
While Arab producers cultivated a considerable portion of the country’s 
vegetables, it was Tnuva that set Palestine’s ceiling prices. Tnuva mem-
bers prospered to a considerable degree during the war “due to the prices 
charged to consumers for local produce.”30 Walsh approached the coopera-
tive as an official body that was struggling to control its constituents in 
ways comparable to the government itself. The Registrar of Cooperative 
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Societies had a similar approach and explained that Central Tnuva’s main 
difficulty was the loyalty of its members, which had weakened under the 
“strain of black market prices.”31

The Registrar of Cooperative Societies suggested that the best way 
to contain the “vegetable struggle” was to appoint an “authoritative body” 
to negotiate between producers and government. The Jewish Cooperative 
Advisory Council,32 which the government established in June 1942, also 
recommended a body that would control the distribution of agricultural 
products, fix prices, and determine any legal or policy changes.33 Indeed, 
“no legislation of any kind” should be enacted without the “consent of the 
central body.”34 This body was to exclude Arab producers altogether. 

The council advised the government to “give preference to the or-
ganised sections of the farmers” with regards to the supply of agricultural 
requisites, machinery, and tools.35 According to this faulty logic, the gov-
ernment’s refusal to grant licenses would “serve as an incentive for the 

FIGURE 3 Vegetable farming. Of 279,940 dunams (1 dunam is 1,000 square meters), 
239,733 dunams were Palestinian-owned and cultivated. Source: Walid Khalidi, Before 
Their Diaspora: A Photographic History of the Palestinians 1876–1948 (Washington, DC: 
Institute for Palestine Studies, 1984), photo number 145. Courtesy of the Institute of 
Palestine Studies.
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unorganised section of the farming population to organise.”36 The council 
went one step farther and recommended that the distribution of essential 
agricultural products “should be turned over entirely to the agricultural 
marketing cooperatives, farmers’ organizations, and other organised chan-
nels of trade.”37 Through such institutional representations as the Jewish 
Cooperative Advisory Council, Tnuva pushed for the exclusion of Pal-
estinian production altogether. The Registrar of Cooperative Societies, 
for his part, was closely aligned with Jewish interests and argued that the 
council’s recommendations would hasten price control.38 

In fact, the government had the hardest time controlling Jewish pro-
duction under Tnuva. Beneath the veneer of governing partnership, Tnuva 
and the government often clashed. One example was the case of potatoes. 
The government’s set price was 50 pounds per ton. Tnuva advocated an 
increase of 10 pounds per ton. Walsh worried that if Tnuva did not receive 
its increase, growers would sell their potatoes “on the black market.”39 On 
the other hand, if Tnuva received the requested price increase, the grower 
would accrue “an unreasonable profit.”40 Nahum Verlinsky, the Director 
of Central Tnuva, reported that their settlements threatened to consume 
their crops if ceiling prices remained low.41 After a month of debate, Walsh 
suggested that the correct thing to do was to “force sales through purchas-
ing centers” at government set prices “under pain of withholding all food 
supplies from settlement.”42 The success of such a scheme, as Walsh himself 
admitted, was “remote.”43

Tnuva’s role in vegetable prices also created discord among colonial 
officials. Flanagan, the price controller, had “sufficient evidence” to pros-
ecute Tnuva for profiteering in dairy product in Haifa.44 Walsh argued that 
it was the individual producers who were “the actual profiteers.”45 Flanagan 
was adamant about Tnuva’s role in the vegetable crisis as well. In June, A. G. 
Dalgleish, the acting chief secretary, wrote to Flanagan expressing concern 
about the “absurdly high price of vegetables” in Jerusalem. Dalgleish had 
heard that a ring of shops on Mamillah Road determined prices every morn-
ing. Flanagan responded that after visiting “nearly all the vegetable markets 
in the country,” he found that prices were almost entirely dependent on the 
decisions of large distributors.46 Tnuva, he asserted, was the main body to 
determine prices as it oversaw the largest portion of settlement distribution.

Flanagan advocated for prosecuting Tnuva throughout the spring 
of 1943. In July, he received approval from the chief secretary to proceed, 
but the record ends there.47 It seemed that the immediate effect of fixing 
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prices was the disappearance of products in regulated markets.48 This pat-
tern would soon develop into a veritable “vegetable racket.”

The Vegetable Scheme

In August of 1943, the Planning Committee on Anti-Inflation Mea-
sures designed the bold vegetable scheme of 1943–1944.49 The scheme tar-
geted Jerusalem, Haifa, Tel Aviv, and Jaffa. It attempted to reestablish the 
first stage of rationing in Palestine, the municipal market, which aimed to 
cut wholesalers and retailers out of the picture. Vegetables and fruits were 
now controlled commodities. Reportedly, Arab and Jewish producers rou-
tinely destroyed crops to avoid selling produce at a loss. The new vegetable 
scheme prescribed five years’ imprisonment and a fine of 2,500 pounds for 
such acts.

The food controller fixed uniform price ceilings for produce, both 
wholesale and retail rates. The vegetable schemes entailed two operations. 
Food Control moved vegetables from producers, at times by force, into the 
main municipal areas. Municipalities were then responsible for marketing, 
selling, and distributing the vegetables. The government claimed that price 
ceilings, which were open to adjustment by localities, would “ensure that 
no unreasonable profit is made.”50 One of the intentions of the scheme was 
to “force the hawker into the organised market” and “prevent back door 
sales at exorbitant prices.”51

The Planning Committee drew on the MESC liaison officer T. S. 
Powell’s experience of a road control scheme in Shanghai. As chairman 
of the Shanghai Municipal Council, Powell took credit for the improb-
able success of reducing the cost of living in that city by 40 percent in 
six weeks.52 In his experience, “coercion, or the threat of it, was soon suc-
ceeded by the co-operation of established traders.”53

The Planning Committee elaborated on these lessons. It established 
a special Transport Advisory Board to determine which goods would be 
eligible for free transport and ensure that they would not reach “the black 
market.”54 The lorry transport of vegetables and fruits were restricted to 
the Haifa-based Steel Brothers, the government’s sole distributor. Colonial 
officials originally planned to subsidize the cost of transportation for three 
months but eventually extended this subsidization well into May 1944.

The government also brought settlement-owned lorries under the 
control scheme and subjected them to licensing. The movement of pro-
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duce was prohibited between the hours of nine in the morning and seven 
in the evening. Movement without permit resulted in the confiscation of 
both the produce and all other motor transport “whether it be lorry, taxi, or 
private car.”55 Producers had to contract with Steel Brothers-licensed drivers 
to transport their produce to approved municipal areas. Since Steel Broth-
ers did not have the capacity to transport all produce, the government 
could not prohibit private transportation altogether, but it was subjected 
to an intricately designed system of licenses.

K. C. Tours, the acting food controller, officially announced the 
vegetable control scheme to his fellow officers on 14 September 1943. The 
complicated permit system generated a maze of paperwork. District food 
controllers would issue movement permits. The issuing office handed the 
applicant the original and the duplicate permit. The triplicate was dis-
patched to the government agents, Steel Brothers. The issuing office retained 
the quadruplicate. At the market, the food control inspector authorized the 
original and the duplicate. The driver delivered the original and the dupli-
cate to the district control office. The district controller kept a register show-
ing all vegetables received at the municipal markets. The original permit was 
transferred to Steel Brothers for payment.56 Movement permits were valid 
for only one day, adding to the vegetable scheme’s bureaucratic burden.57 In 
addition to the red tape, the vegetable scheme necessitated a corps of new 
staff, including twenty-five inspectors and twenty-four clerks.58

Food Control authorities were responsible for distributing vegetables 
from producers to municipal marketplaces. Food Control inspectors were 
also stationed at the municipal markets to verify delivered quantities. They 
were expected to be available from the evening until the early hours of the 
morning, guarding municipal markets. On delivery at the municipal mar-
ket, the municipalities were to assume the responsibility for the marketing, 
sale, and distribution of vegetables. The Planning Committee suggested that 
the supply of produce was such an urgent issue that the government should 
penalize nonconforming municipalities by either withdrawing grants-in-
aid or replacing the municipal council altogether.

On the Ground

The government announced the vegetable scheme in the Palestine 
Gazette on 7 October 1943; it came into force four days later. Permit books 
were in circulation by the end of September. A notice advising producers 
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to apply for permits was published in the Arabic, Hebrew, and English 
press. District commissioners took applications for new staff. Municipali-
ties and district officers rushed to set up makeshift municipal markets, but 
the “number and location of markets in each of the four municipal areas 
[remained] obscure.”59

The government had announced the transport scheme a month earlier 
on 9 September.60 But there were various complications with the govern-
ment’s planned subsidization of transport. Four days before implementa-
tion, the controller of road transport reported to the chief secretary that 
settlements and lorry owners were opposed to the scheme, which would en-
tail considerable financial loss.61 The controller of road transport estimated 
that the total number of non-cooperating lorry owners was 250 or 350. This 
factor, along with the army and the Royal Air Force’s heavy demand, ren-
dered the vegetable scheme almost impossible to implement.

The vegetable scheme brought new significance to the criminaliza-
tion of so-called profiteers. Its successful implementation depended almost 
completely on the cooperation of the police in checking the movement 
of produce.62 A Haifa district commissioner report provides a glimpse of 
the heavy police presence in the vegetable scheme’s implementation on 
11 October 1943. The police set up posts surrounding the city and inspected 
all incoming lorries. They patrolled all the main roads in the towns and 
rural areas of Tel Aviv and Jaffa beginning at three in the morning.63 In the 
Galilee district, municipal authorities and Food Control inspectors joined 
forces to oversee prices in the markets; the police made rounds in residen-
tial areas and reportedly stopped “house to house hawking.”64

The reaction of producers was immediate. Jewish settlements orga-
nized under Tnuva withdrew their vegetables and boycotted the scheme. 
In Tel Aviv the vegetable market was “lifeless” the morning of the scheme’s 
first day.65 Yisra’el Rokach, the mayor of Tel Aviv, began petitioning the 
high commissioner to cancel the vegetable scheme’s implementation in 
the face of the “danger [of the] population remaining without food.”66 
Jewish producers withdrew vegetables from all their usual markets in 
 Tiberias, Safad, and ‘Afula. Tnuva retail shops in those areas were empty. 
In Jerusalem, the municipality had established the markets in Tnuva’s 
retail stores in the hope that such a concession “might obtain their co-
operation to the scheme.”67 But those stores were also empty of vegeta-
bles, except for uncontrolled apples. The Jerusalem district commissioner 
provided a more complicated reading of Tnuva as opposed to common 
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 government portraits of a law-abiding association struggling with its dis-
loyal members. The vegetable scheme revealed that it was in fact Tnuva’s 
management that was the “main source of [internal] opposition.”68

Arab producers attempted to withdraw their vegetables, but under 
government pressure and fear of penalties they sent half of the normal 
quantities to municipal markets in Haifa, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Tel Aviv. In 
Haifa, the acting district commissioner claimed to be “impressed by the 
attitude of cooperation adopted by the Arab wholesalers.” But he pointed 
out that a greater part of the vegetables on sale was “old stock.”69 In Jaffa, 
after some initial protest, Palestinian producers delivered some 50 tons 
of vegetables in licensed lorries to the municipal markets.70 In Gaza, as 
well, Palestinian producers originally planned to withhold their produce. 
But as some vegetables started coming in, “they changed their minds and 
came straggling in late.” Only about half of the rural producers delivered 
their supplies to markets in Gaza, Khan Yunis, and Majdal.71 Furthermore, 
most Palestinian producers came to market to sell uncontrolled foods like 
oranges, lemons, figs, and guava.72 In Tiberias, Arab growers accepted the 
scheme, but with “considerable bitterness.”73 In the Acre area, producers’ 
attempts to boycott the scheme were met with “heavy police action,” which 
resulted in “several contraventions.”74 Meanwhile, in Nazareth, Safad, and 
Bisan, there was “grumbling” among the Palestinian growers.75

The scheme resulted in vegetable shortages in Gaza, Nablus, and Ra-
mallah as free transport induced producers to divert vegetable supplies to 
the four towns. In addition, as a result of the continued Jewish boycott 
of the vegetable scheme, Jewish consumers and wholesalers took refuge in 
Arab markets, which raised prices considerably even in those controlled 
sites. The Jaffa vegetable market, for example, served both Jaffa and Tel 
Aviv, and retailers and consumers queued up from the early hours of the 
morning.76 In Jerusalem, the Arab market was “flooded by Jewish buyers,” 
who were “prepared to pay high prices.”77 Resentment was rife in the Arab 
market in Haifa where “retailers who had previously patronized the Jewish 
wholesale market were bidding in the open auction of vegetables at the Arab 
market.”78 The Haifa district commissioner struggled to find temporary so-
lutions, all of which seemed to fail. For example, he allowed the market to 
remain open to all bidders each morning until “it was found that an unrea-
sonable quantity was being purchased by retailers from those parts of the 
town normally supplied by Talpioth [the Jewish market].”79 At that point 
Food Control inspectors stopped open bidding and permitted only retailers 
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from the Arab market to purchase produce. As the scheme wore on, dis-
trict commissioners in their fortnightly meetings with Flanagan and Walsh 
warned that in addition to the growing discontent of mayors and local offi-
cials and “the grave disaffection of the public,” vegetables were passing from 
the controlled municipal markets to the dreaded “black market.”80

Government Discord

Government discord over the vegetable scheme reflected the differences 
between headquarters in Jerusalem and district commissioners throughout 
Palestine. Ever concerned with the rise in the cost of living, and what it 
reflected about colonial rule, the chief secretary and the high commissioner 
received the vegetable control scheme with “great pleasure.” MacMichael, 
reported the Acting Chief Secretary Robert Scott, was sure “that by united 
effort this bold and far-reaching contribution to the attack on the cost of 
living can be made to achieve the success it deserves.”81 District commis-
sioners were asked to “spare no effort” in carrying the vegetable scheme into 
execution.

The government was, however, cognizant that rural producers would 
attempt to close down vegetable markets. The chief secretary ordered that 
if “conditions in the markets on Monday show that produce is being with-
held,” district commissioners should immediately make “a rapid survey of 
cold [storage] and other stores in both towns and rural areas and form an 
appreciation of the quantities available there.”82 Municipalities that did not 
cooperate by providing for and controlling municipal markets would sim-
ply have to “go without vegetables.”83 The chief secretary also ordered dis-
trict commissioners to provide fortnightly reports on the scheme’s progress.

But the district commissioners and various other officials were more 
pessimistic about the scheme’s viability as well as their own capacity to en-
force it. Some district commissioners sent buoyant reports on government 
progress, just as they had done two years earlier with the municipal market 
scheme, which never got off the ground. The Galilee district commissioner 
assured the chief secretary that he had made the necessary arrangements 
for permits and transport of vegetables from producing areas to consumer 
 centers.84 The Jerusalem district commissioner reported that there were mar-
keting facilities for the controlled sale and distribution of vegetables.85 The 
Haifa district commissioner repeated the well-worn complaints about an 
unorganized Arab market, but he went on to assure the chief secretary that 
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temporary provisions were available for a municipal market. The permanent 
site would take up to six months to construct, he claimed, an indication 
that some commissioners understood this scheme as a long-term measure.86

Other district commissioners were more open about the limits of 
their power. Five days before the vegetable scheme’s implementation, the 
Lydda district commissioner claimed that he was waiting for clear orders 
from the food controller on “precisely what kind of municipal action I 
should attempt to ensure.”87 The Gaza district commissioner was the most 
explicit: “I have grave doubts as to the extent which the four large munici-
palities will really exercise energetically any present or future powers given 
to them.”88 Gaza served as a collection center for onward transport to Jaffa, 
and the district commissioner worried about impending shortages for local 
consumption.89

The Gaza district commissioner toured various settlements after the 
vegetable scheme’s implementation. At Bir Tuvia settlement he reported 
tomatoes and cauliflowers rotting in the fields. Refuse on the ground 
showed that some cauliflower had been cut. Officially, the Jewish farmers 
explained that the cauliflower was sold within the settlement to non-pro-
ducers. But “later a franker representative whispered that they had prob-
ably been sold either to Arabs who carry them away on animals or to the 
Army . . . who come and buy direct at pre-control prices.”90 The Gaza dis-
trict commissioner concluded that it was wrong to continue to force prices 
down. Farming, he pointed out, is “a speculative business and cannot be 
costed like cotton piece goods or boots.”91 The Samaria district commis-
sioner was also hesitant about taking measures against Jewish settlements 
and feared “requiring police assistance.”92

Throughout the first two months of the vegetable scheme’s imple-
mentation, district commissioners became more vocal in their opposition. 
They described the scheme as rigid and unrealistic. For one, the permit 
system was too complicated. Most producers and lorry drivers did not 
understand the transportation control system.93 The overly strict control of 
transport had prevented the efficient distribution of vegetables. As public 
figures, such as the long-time business partners and Haifa municipal coun-
cil members David HaCohen and Tahir Qaraman, became more vocal 
about their discontent, district commissioners’ anxiety increased. The 
Haifa district commissioner, A. N. Law, pointed out that the vegetable 
scheme had “only been a partial success even among Arab producers and 
merchants.” To achieve full success the government needed the “under-
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standing and cooperation of leaders of public opinion.”94 The advice of 
Powell, the MESC liaison officer, that coercion was a full-proof method 
to regulate markets had unequivocally failed, even among those whom it 
aimed to “rationalise”—that relentlessly “unorganised Arab trader.”

Palestinian Representations

Palestinian producers protested the government scheme in direct pe-
titions to local and central British authorities. Upon the scheme’s initia-
tion, a delegation of Khan Yunis producers protested at the Gaza district 
commissioner’s office. Before control, the producers argued, they sold to-
matoes for upwards of 40 mils per kilo (a Palestinian pound was comprised 
of 1,000 units or mils). The new controlled price of 17 mils per kilo would 
preclude any profit. The producers asserted that “they would sell the crops 
they now have ready but not plant again” if the scheme continued.95 In 
Haifa district villages, Arab producers also threatened to discontinue their 
crops. At first they claimed that they could not afford the burdensome 
trip to Haifa to obtain movement permits. When the Haifa district com-
missioner arranged for Steel Brothers to service these villages directly, the 
producers refused to hand over their vegetables; the prices were so low that 
“they preferred to eat [the vegetables] themselves.”96

Sa‘id Baidas of the Arabian Villages Agricultural Society met with 
the controller of agricultural production and promised detailed cost 
analysis of growers. There is no further record of Baidas corresponding or 
meeting with government officials, however.97 Other than this attempt at 
institutional representation, the primary representatives of Arab producer 
interests were the local authorities.

Mustafa Khalidi, the mayor of Jerusalem, was outspoken in his op-
position to the vegetable scheme. He asserted that retailers were selling 
poor-quality vegetables at the controlled government prices and the better 
varieties at “black market figures.”98 Reasonable prices, he argued, would 
free better-quality vegetables for consumers. Khalidi argued that the gov-
ernment should gradually suspend the “mass of legislation” it had enacted.99 
Khalidi also presented the government with a list of recommended ceiling 
prices. The government ignored the Jerusalem municipal council’s detailed 
suggestions for raising ceiling prices. An angry Khalidi wrote again, saying 
that his municipality would be unable to act until the government’s ceil-
ing prices were “raised from the floor.”100 Khalidi wrote again several times 
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with no record of government response. The Acre mayor also sent the gov-
ernment several complaints that the people of his town were deprived of 
vegetables and fruits “while the black market was active with high prices.”101

Perhaps the representation that carried the most weight was the joint 
Arab–Jewish statement of HaCohen and Qaraman, who were both mem-
bers of the Haifa Municipal Council and who held the posts of councilor 
and vice mayor, respectively.102 They attended a Food Control meeting in 
Jerusalem in late October and subsequently forwarded their impressions to 
Shabtai Levy, the mayor of Haifa.103 HaCohen and Qaraman complained 
that the meeting was unorganized. The food controller was away in Lon-
don, and his acting representative Tours was not in attendance. District 
commissioners were in attendance, but there were a number of other Brit-
ish officials there who, HaCohen and Qaraman stated, “were not intro-
duced to us.” Stedman-Davies, the controller of agricultural production, 
was the only official who clearly identified himself.

The municipal representatives explained to the attending British of-
ficials that “there are no vegetables coming in except eggplant, onions, and 
some uncontrolled vegetables.” Whereas people in the towns had previ-
ously complained of rural producers charging exorbitant prices, it was now 
clear to all that the government had “turned the situation into chaos.”104 
HaCohen and Qaraman posited several scenarios that illustrated the veg-
etable scheme’s impracticality:

A producer of say, peas or leeks, or carrots from Gor-El-Jiftlik would have to drive a 
donkey for 6 hours to Nablus with two boxes containing about 30 or 40 kilos of the 
above produce, sell it at the official prices of 17 mils per kilo, and spend another 6 hours 
going back to his village. Surely no sensible man would do that. Or where is the peas-
ant who is going to pluck about 2,000 leaves of spinach to make it into a kilo and sell 
it for 9 mils? Surely it would pay the peasant, instead of buying straw at £10 per ton, 
to let his cows into the vegetable garden to eat the spinach, instead of plucking it for 
the market at £9 per ton.105

At the meeting HaCohen, Qaraman, and the remaining municipal repre-
sentatives pushed for consultation with producers and opposed the govern-
ment’s unilateral price setting. The government did not budge. HaCohen 
and Qaraman, however, noted the discord between headquarters and dis-
trict officials: The district officers at the meeting “felt exactly as we did.”106 
The government’s attempts at control were nourishing unregulated mar-
kets and inflation.
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HaCohen and Qaraman conveyed to Haifa mayor Levy that the en-
tire operation was being dealt with “by incompetent people.” The charge 
of incompetence was not isolated. Powell, the MESC liaison officer, had 
not impressed a delegation of journalists at a press conference, where he 
appeared unable to answer questions about “the local economic situation.” 
Public figures more broadly were describing the vegetable scheme as an il-
lustration of the government’s “haste in promulgating regulations” and the 
public’s “resultant loss of confidence.”107

The Press

Arabs and Jews alike complained about the growing mass of regu-
lations that the government produced throughout the war. As Jerusalem 
mayor Khalidi pointed out, regulation was so continuous in this period that 
“even the legal profession find it impossible to keep up-to-date; how much 
more ignorant therefore must be the mass of the general public?”108 The 
Palestine Gazette, which announced the government’s ordinances, was issued 
weekly in English. The government took a full month before publishing the 
Arabic and Hebrew translations. But these translations could not have been 
of much use to the majority of Palestinian villagers. Some officials attempted 
different publicity strategies. The Galilee district commissioner, for example, 
reported using town criers to publicize the stringent new regulations.109 The 
government’s poor record of publicizing and clarifying its seemingly endless 
stream of wartime regulations was a shared source of discontent.

Generally speaking, the Arabic press cautiously welcomed the veg-
etable scheme at first, in the hopes that it would decrease inflation. But 
as the scheme wore on, and unregulated markets and prices proliferated, 
the Arabic press became more critical. Filastin remarked that the “black 
market has become a general market.”110 There was an “economic deadlock 
in respect to vegetables.”111 Traders were buying vegetables at low prices in 
villages and smuggling them into towns at high prices. Neither the fellah 
nor the consumer was benefiting.112 At the same time, individuals were un-
duly punished for taking part in what had become accepted practice. One 
woman was sentenced to three months imprisonment for selling eggs at 25 
mils, the going black market rate.113

The Hebrew press was unequivocally opposed to the scheme from the 
beginning. One account insisted that opposition to the vegetable scheme 
enjoyed “complete unity between Jewish and Arab farmers and also among 
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Jewish and Arab mayors.”114 The government had “encouraged farmers to 
produce more and granting them loans for this purpose, now disregards 
them entirely.”115 Mishmar editors exclaimed: “You cannot cheapen eggs by 
killing the chickens.”116 Whoever was going to win this struggle between 
the government and the producer, it was clear that the “public loses” and 
thousands “of tons of vegetables are rotting in the fields.”117 In the war’s 
fifth year, “our money has dropped to less than a third of its value,” and 
drastic official measures “have only made the confusion worse.”118

Jewish Institutional Responses

Beginning in the early stages of the scheme, Jewish institutions such 
as the Vaad Leumi (the National Council), the governing body of the 
 Yishuv (the Jewish Agency), and the labor organization Histadrut began 
intensely petitioning the government on behalf of their constituents.119 
H.  Halperin of the Agricultural Worker’s Organization wrote MESC 
 liaison Powell to dispel the rumors that farmers were feeding vegetables to 
their cows rather than marketing them.120 Arab and Jewish farmers “unani-
mously” ceased sending vegetables to market because the ceiling prices 
were so low. Farmers preferred leaving the yield in the field than selling at 
a loss. Powell responded that “financial adjustments” did not justify with-
holding foodstuffs “so badly required by humans,” who were, after all “the 
most important munitions of war.”121

In the first week of the scheme, J. Gurion, a Tnuva representative 
in Haifa, began petitioning the Haifa district commissioner. The govern-
ment’s fixed prices, he argued, could not be reconciled with either costs or 
with market prices.122 For example, the government’s ceiling price of 17 mils 
per kilo for tomatoes was almost half their pre-war price of 28 mils per 
kilo. The government’s expectation of producers to release their produce 
at half the pre-war price was all the more unrealistic since tomatoes were 
selling for 100 mils per kilo. Additionally the cost of fertilizer and seed had 
become increasingly prohibitive. Chemical fertilizer prices were up 300 to 
400 percent, and seed prices had soared from 300 to 1,000 percent.123

Gurion also represented Tnuva’s concern that, while the government 
was controlling lorry and motor transport, it had not subjected “horse-
carts, donkeys or camels” to licensing. According to Tnuva, if the govern-
ment did not control such transport (a clear reference to smaller Arab 
traders), it would “lead directly to the opening of black markets.” The veg-
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etable hawker/profiteer was synonymous with the “traditional” and “un-
organised” Arab as the source of wartime inflation.124 The establishment of 
a Central Committee, made up of producer representatives and agricul-
tural experts working alongside the legislative and executive authorities, 
was Gurion’s primary demand and would be central to all Jewish official 
representations to government. It was only through such a committee that 
“reasonable prices [can] be fixed.”125

Tnuva Central began meeting with the director of agricultural pro-
duction and district commissioners shortly after the scheme commenced. 
The reiterated Tnuva demand was the establishment of a representative 
and advisory body. Law, the Haifa district commissioner, pointed out that 
this demand was “put forward simultaneously in all parts of the country, 
probably as a result of a central directive.”126 District commissioners began 
advising the government to activate the War Economic Advisory Council, 
discussed below, to act as an intermediary between the government and 
various economic interests. Another central point of disagreement between 
the government and Tnuva (as well as the Histadrut) was the issue of wage 
rates. The government was not willing to move beyond 600 mils per man-
day while Tnuva would not budge below 700 mils per man-day.127

The Vaad Leumi stepped into the debate in November. In a meet-
ing with the acting chief secretary, Vaad Leumi officials Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, 
Abraham Katznelson, and Israel Jacob Kligler wanted to resolve the dead-
lock. In line with Jewish institutional representations, they advocated for 
an advisory committee to examine prices.128 

The Vaad Leumi’s first objective was to get vegetables back on the 
market, especially since the temporary situation could lead to the perma-
nent diminution of supply, if farmers continued to reduce planting. In 
mid-November, a month and a half after the scheme’s implementation, 
the Jewish Agency and the Vaad Leumi jointly appointed a committee of 
“three independent persons with economic experience” to investigate the 
costs of vegetable production. The Vaad Leumi Committee was made up 
of S. Hoofien, D. Horowitz, and J. Shapiro. The Jewish committee refer-
enced E. M. H. Lloyd, who was the government’s most esteemed colonial 
rationing and food control expert. In his “Experiments in State Control,” 
Lloyd argued that the farmer made profits in wartime on a larger scale than 
usual. But “profiteering” was a misnomer for this situation, as it suggested 
the deliberate intent and the power to manipulate prices. The committee 
quoted Lloyd’s position that the farmer “least of any one” possessed this 
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power, and he could “no more avoid making excessive profits when buyers 
outbid one another for his produce, than he can avoid making heavy losses 
when the market turns against him.”129

Even in Britain, the Vaad Leumi Committee argued, insurmount-
able obstacles hindered the “costings system” that the British government 
had implemented in an attempt to limit farmers’ profits. The farmer was 
“notoriously deficient” at keeping “proper accounts.”130 The School of 
Rural Economy had attempted a few years before the war to compile a 
comparative study of farming statistics. But despite these efforts, the com-
mittee quoted Lloyd, “no figures as to costs could be obtained which were 
anything better than guess-work.”131 In addition, analyzing farming costs 
presented great technical difficulties, as many of the items on the cost sheet 
were produced and consumed on the farm. Thus, the “cost of produc-
ing wool cannot be disentangled from the cost of producing mutton. The 
most that can be hoped for is the cost of producing sheep.”132 

Lloyd’s conclusion for Britain, the Vaad Leumi Committee pointed 
out, was that price-fixing negotiations based on costings were not “math-
ematically accurate figures” but a “rough idea” of the basic total costs of 
production.133 So much variety existed on different farms and in different 
districts, even in Britain, that “differential prices had to be fixed based 
on local variations in the estimated cost of production.”134 In the case of 
Palestine, the committee “arrived at conclusions very similar to those 
of Mr. Lloyd.”135

The government, argued the Vaad Leumi Committee, had made ex 
parte calculations to fix vegetable prices. The “cost price” of a particular veg-
etable was “a highly nebulous conception.”136 The government had ignored 
seasonal fluctuations, the varieties of farms in Palestine, and different mar-
ket prices. (District commissioners, Arab producers, and Jewish commit-
tees and councils were in consensus on the government’s failure to account 
for seasonal shifts in vegetable supply. The Gaza district commissioner, for 
example, considered the imposition of control in the off-season— instead 
of during the time when supplies were “more  normal”—quite simply 
“wrong.”137)

Accounting was also a problem. The Vaad Leumi Committee argued: 
“No vegetable grower, not even the Jewish settlement with their well- 
developed accounting system, can keep accounts which keep complete 
track of all the individual components of a cost price calculation.” The 
small farmer, who was usually a vegetable grower, “hardly keeps accounts 
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at all.” Thus, even the “admirable accounts of the Jewish settlements” could 
not include all the necessary data to define cost price.138 

There was also the issue of measurements. The retailer did not sell 
by the kilogram but by the wuqiya, which was itself a flexible and hetero-
geneous measurement that in northern Palestine weighed about 213 grams 
versus about 37 grams in southern Palestine. Additionally, the estimates 
of “man-day” labor in vegetable production were also contentious.139 This 
controversy was central to Jewish arguments about differences between 
settlements and Arab farms.

The Vaad Leumi Committee was particularly concerned with the gov-
ernment’s inflexible approach and warned against the “fault of pedantry.”140 
The government’s radical measures led to food queues that had a “psycho-
logically . . . pernicious effect” and “inevitably drove the public into the 
black market.”141 The producer could be easily driven to the “black market” 
if he felt unfairly treated. The government could only afford to disregard 
“the producer’s feelings” if it could do one of two things: Force him to pro-
duce or close the black market. But five years of experience had proven that 
the government “is unable to do either the one or the other.”142

The committee suggested a fortnightly revision of ceiling prices. It 
also approved the government’s set maximum margin of 8 percent profit for 
wholesalers and suggested that retail profit margins should be adjusted sea-
sonally. While the final word would go to government, both producers and 
consumers would be consulted. The government was to give the producer 
and distributor the feeling that he had “a very full opportunity to present 
his case” and that his representations were “patiently and sympathetically” 
considered.143 

The committee submitted a detailed estimation of vegetable pro-
duction costs and prices. These recommendations were soon adapted 
by the local authorities, which consequently lobbied the government using 
the Vaad Leumi’s price adaptations. As Flanagan pointed out, it appeared 
that the costings the municipalities submitted “were all derived from a single 
source.”144 Ultimately, the government implemented the Vaad Leumi’s price 
list almost to the last detail.

The Government Concedes

In spite of the entrenched opposition from all sectors to the veg-
etable scheme, Tours, the acting food controller, suggested the expansion 
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of the vegetable scheme to Bethlehem, Nazareth, Acre, Tiberias, Safad, 
Nablus, Netanya, Tulkarm, and Jenin.145 The chief secretary approved the 
expansion of the scheme on 25 November 1943. The food controller also 
added free transport services to Gaza and Ramallah in late November.146 
But under the increasing strain of criticism, the government began mak-
ing concessions. Just a week after the vegetable scheme went into effect, 
the government withdrew its prohibition of movement during particular 
hours and minimally raised the wholesale and retail prices of tomatoes, 
cucumbers, and pumpkins.147 

Another concession came in November 1943 when, in response 
to accusations of unilateralism, the government activated the War Eco-
nomic  Advisory Council, which it had established two months earlier. 
This body was to represent “public opinion” and to provide closer col-
laboration between government and the public in austerity policies.148 The 
War Economic Advisory Council proved to be another consultative façade 
of representative power, and one that was highly contentious for its Pal-
estinian members. The official government members included the price 
controller (Flanagan), the controller of agricultural production (Stedman-
Davies), the MESC liaison officer (Powell), and the government statis-
tician. As unofficial members, the high commissioner appointed the Tel 
Aviv mayor (Rokach), the Jewish Agency treasurer (E. Kaplan), a repre-
sentative of the Haifa Jewish community (C. Levin), a representative of 
the Histradut (Golda Meyerson, later Meir), the Nablus mayor (Khalil 
Tuqan), and a representative of the Jerusalem Arab Chamber of Com-
merce (Shibli Jamal).149

The War Economic Advisory Council lobbied the government on 
controlled vegetable prices. Figures such as Rokach, Meyerson, and Kaplan 
pushed for various Jewish institutional interests such as raising the whole-
sale profit margin and extending control over Arab animal transport of 
vegetables. Tuqan and Jamal attempted to intervene on behalf of the Arab 
producer, lobbying for loans and irrigation. The government disregarded 
most of the council’s recommendations but acquiesced to the Vaad Leumi 
Committee’s demand for fortnightly price adjustments in consultation 
with a council of producers and consumers. The War Economic Advisory 
Council formed a Vegetable Price Committee.150 This committee consisted 
of Arab and Jewish representatives from the ranks of wholesalers, retailers, 
and consumers; an Arab and a Jewish representative of municipal councils; 
an army representative; the price controller; the controller of agricultural 
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production; and the food controller.151 The Vegetable Price Committee 
consulted with the government on price fixing and transportation control 
well into May 1944, when the record ends.

After representations from producers, municipalities, the Jewish 
Agency, and the Vaad Leumi, the government significantly adapted its 
prices on 1 December 1943. The food controller, price controller, and the 
controller of agricultural production were still adamant that the vegetable 
scheme had “achieved a substantial measure of success.”152 But ultimately 
the government was forced to raise the ceiling prices. It did so closely fol-
lowing the recommendations of the Jewish Agency and Vaad Leumi.153 To 
undertake these increases, the government decreased the uniform wholesale 
profit from the original 8 percent to a new 4 percent margin. It came to this 
decision based on its assumption that wholesalers had yielded profits from 
inflated prices that were “entirely disproportionate” to their work.154 Even 
in these attempts, the government would run into problems. As Flanagan, 
the price controller, ever the realist, pointed out, it would be “well nigh 
impossible” to determine the profit margin of the vegetable wholesaler as 
he was at once “the farmers’ banker, money lender, [and] outfitter.”155

The government continued to supervise all vegetable distribution, 
particularly from wholesalers to retailers. The one exception to this rule 
was in the Galilee district where Tnuva maintained its own retail shops 
in Tiberias and Safad and was “reluctantly allowed” to distribute directly 
to them.156 Despite initial concessions, the government continued its at-
tempts to control vegetable production, consumption, and transport well 
into the spring of 1944. But in the end, it had lost the vegetable battle in 
another failed attack on the cost of living.

Conclusion

Over a period of six months, the colonial government had unleashed 
a web of bureaucratic paperwork that aimed to “rationalise” the market 
for local produce and criminalize the door-to-door vegetable hawking that 
had become common. The stringent measures underline the shallowness 
of government renditions of the sole profiteer. In fact, it was the entire ag-
ricultural community that had benefited from inflated prices for vegetables 
and fruits. 

In official explanations, both Jewish and British, the door-to-door 
hawker of the Arab vegetable trade was the source of the “black market.” 



150 Chapter 5

A closer look reveals that it was Tnuva that ultimately determined both 
regulated and unregulated prices of vegetables throughout Palestine. These 
assumptions are in continuity with common characterizations of the de-
veloped versus the underdeveloped—namely, that unregulated markets are 
remnants of an older order that the triumph of capitalism will ultimately 
dispel.157 This case discloses the faultiness of this logic. It was not in fact the 
“unorganised” Palestinian farmer and trader who controlled the vegetable 
racket. It was the highly “rationalised” Tnuva cooperative. Thus, the prolif-
eration of unregulated markets was not a transitory stage before the triumph 
of rationalization; it constituted it.

The story of the vegetable racket exposes the failures of British policy 
to transform regulatory practices into social knowledge. There were mul-
tiple reasons for this failure. The attempt to homogenize a population that 
included a broad range of Palestinians, as well as European and Eastern 
Jews, was untenable. The attempts to implement coercive means to wrest 
control over the production and consumption of goods was similarly far 
from viable. Colonial officials in Palestine failed to recognize the struc-
tural limits of their power. They could not on the one hand pronounce 
cooperatives like Tnuva as partners in the attack on cost of living and then 
unilaterally impose coercive measures. Tnuva did not accept this coercion 
and drew on its broader network of institutional resources. Ultimately, in 
the last few months of the vegetable crisis, the Yishuv held the decision-
making power in the struggle over tomatoes and cucumbers. Thus its part-
nership with the settlement movement limited the breadth and scope of 
British colonial power.

This is also a story about the promises and problems of measurement. 
The cost of living index, and keeping it down, informed a great deal of the 
push and design of austerity. On the domestic front, the British govern-
ment’s concern with maintaining a low cost of living index was linked to 
the vagaries of war and the anxieties about demands for increasing wages. 
In Palestine, the attempt to tame the cost of living index reveals the limita-
tions of British colonial power and its capacity to homogenize people and 
standards.

There is a related story of bookkeeping. Throughout the 1930s and 
1940s, Palestinian thinkers and economists emphasized different forms 
of bookkeeping as necessary for progress, profit, and successful domestic 
management. The colonial government also heightened its investment in 
bookkeeping as one means to manage World War II in Palestine.  Colonial 
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officials attempted to impose bookkeeping on farmers and distributors, 
but as they did throughout the entire crisis, the colonial government 
overreached. As the Vaad Leumi Committee put it: “Not even the Jewish 
settlement with their well-developed accounting system” could keep the 
accounts the vegetable scheme required.158

The intensification of colonial government interventions in Palestine 
through rationing and the emphasis on a “nutritional economy” were part 
of early twentieth-century attempts to mold “a character of calculability.”159 
Scholars have shown how new numerical indicators to measure revenues, 
education, population, and health “worked as assessments of relative status 
of states and empires” in the early twentieth century.160 These numerical 
assessments were “neither constructed nor imagined but fabricated from a 
mix of cultural and material ingredients, [and] numerical indicators were 
tangible enough to mold facts.”161 But the British colonial government’s 
construction of the “black market” and its culprits, its attack on the rap-
idly rising cost of living index, and its failure to categorize and count the 
relentless “intangibles and immeasurables” that the production and con-
sumption of vegetables produced—together these expose just how elusive 
consolidating this character of calculability could be.162 Indeed, this is one 
case that renders the “almost inevitable tendency to exaggerate the coher-
ence of colonial governance” easy to resist.163

Finally the vegetable story reveals the differences between Jewish 
and Arab relationships to government regulations. The Arabs vacillated 
between partial cooperation with government mechanisms and stunted 
attempts to oppose government control. Palestinian representations to 
government came through direct petitions or local authorities. Arab local 
authorities, consumers, and producers did not have mediating institutions. 
Like the weaknesses evident in the Chambers of Commerce “facts and 
figures” on Arab business, the Arabian Village Agricultural Society was un-
able to provide the full statistical sweep of costs to Arab rural producers. 
Efforts to provide such information were limited to individuals and local 
authorities. While Palestinians may have made various attempts to estab-
lish institutional mediation, they did not build the capacity to mediate 
Palestinian needs.

Jewish interests represented their demands for representation as self-
evident. The fact that the government had not consulted any official bodies 
in their assessment of price ceilings was a main bone of contention. Pales-
tinian businessmen made similar claims through the venues of the Arab 
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Chambers of Commerce throughout this period, but the government con-
sistently dismissed their representative legitimacy. Palestinian producers for 
their part expressed their discontent in an ad hoc manner; prior consulta-
tion was not among their immediate demands.

Jewish representations, in contradistinction, were mediated. Highly 
centralized in well-established associations, Jewish settlement producers 
escaped government control and wielded considerable power on the avail-
ability and cost of basic foods. Tnuva, in the vegetable case, sought to 
further consolidate its hold on the marketing and price setting of Pales-
tine’s vegetables by petitioning the government to isolate and penalize the 
“unorganised” sector. In the vegetable scheme of 1943–1944, Tnuva was a 
considerable force for the government to contend with. But Jewish pro-
ducers’ interests were not limited to Tnuva’s petitions. The Jewish Agency, 
the Histadrut, and the Vaad Leumi all stepped in to the debate to represent 
various Jewish constituencies: consumers and producers alike.

The access to and relationship with British regimes of knowledge 
also differed in Jewish versus Arab articulations of consumer and producer 
demands. In the instance of the vegetable scheme, the Vaad Leumi and the 
Jewish Agency contracted an ostensibly independent committee to study 
the issue of vegetable ceiling prices. This committee’s recommendations 
directly engaged the very expert, Lloyd, who was central to designing aus-
terity in Palestine and the Middle East more broadly. The committee’s suc-
cess reflected the Yishuv’s capacity to exercise and consolidate institutional 
power. Indeed, all of the local municipalities adopted the Vaad Leumi 
Committee’s recommendations and promptly petitioned the government 
on these grounds. Jewish expertise in and heavy engagement with British 
regimes of knowledge became a unified “central directive.”

Palestinians, for their part, were clearly aware of the need to develop 
bureaucratic systems of knowledge. They looked to the government to 
provide the frameworks for developing institutions and bureaucracies. 
Palestinian businessmen attempted to build their own institutions while 
participating in the various governmental bodies and committees that sur-
faced throughout the Mandate period. Shibli Jamal was one such figure. 
He was deeply invested in building nascent institutions through venues 
such as the Arab Chambers of Commerce and annual economic confer-
ences. In the vegetable crisis, Jamal appears in the War Economic Advisory 
Council and on the Subsidization Committee alongside a mostly Euro-
pean Jewish constituency, and notably the future prime minister of Israel, 
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Golda Meir. For Jamal, participation in the council was an opportunity to 
represent and advocate for Palestinians as well as gain institutional experi-
ence. But for Meir, who represented the Histadrut, the council was not an 
institution-making space; it was a site of advocacy for an already-existing 
institutional network.

In November 1945 a year after the government had established the War 
Economic Advisory Council, its Palestinian members resigned.  Although 
the extant minutes show only two Arab representatives, the government’s 
survey indicates that there were four Arab members of the council; it was 
this very issue of parity that led to Arab nonparticipation.164 Jamal, Tuqan, 
and the other unrecorded Arab members had agreed to serve on the coun-
cil with an equal number of Jewish members on the condition that this 
equivalent representation would not be a “political precedent.”165 When it 
became clear that proposals for future advisory boards were implementing 
just that precedent, Jamal and Tuqan resigned.

Businessmen, like most Palestinians of all political stripes through-
out the Mandate period, rejected the equivalence between Jewish and 
Arab representation in government bodies as opposed to representation 
based on the proportion of Arab and Jewish residents. Arab participation 
in institutional bodies was fraught with contradictions and compromises. 
Palestinian attempts to foster bureaucracy and institutional information 
making coincided with the consolidation of Jewish institutional power. 
There was nothing inevitable about this consolidation. It was a reflection 
of what many Palestinian businessmen and economic thinkers understood 
as an opponent who was not simply well versed in, but more importantly 
very much a part of, European flows of knowledge and capital.





TWO MONTHS BEFORE HIS DEATH, the British colonial govern-
ment’s food controller in Palestine, Geoffrey Walsh, described a situation 
of widespread destruction, loss of life, and drastic shifts in the “world eco-
nomic structure.” World War II had left in its wake a “tangled skein” that 
would take years to unravel, he warned.1

For Palestinian businessmen in the 1940s, the clear and present dan-
ger of dispossession tangled that skein further. Just five years earlier men 
like Ahmad Hilmi Pasha and Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim believed themselves 
to be the vanguard of a new world of technologies, strategies, and pos-
sibilities in a broader Arab capitalist utopia. They envisioned economy as 
tool of social management through which they could shape the normative 
Palestinian. World War II tested these visions that tied profit to progress. 
As a result, men of capital mobilized the categories of “class” and “rank” 
and “needs” not just to shape subjectivity but to make political demands 
in an increasingly shrinking political horizon. 

It was in wartime too that colonial officials shaped and regulated 
basic needs in new ways. Through new indicators such as the cost of living, 
the standard of living, and the calorie, colonial officials worked to make 
economy calculable and legible. They hoped to assess the achievements of 
colonial rule and postpone its rapid waning. Colonial officials and colo-
nized elites found common ground. Both hoped to define and regulate the 
minimum so as to attain the optimum and contain political dissent.

What do the stories of economic thought and austerity reveal of the 
people subject to these elite and colonial projects? Nick Cullather has ar-
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gued that war worked to politically mobilize citizens who demanded en-
titlements to welfare in return for their sacrifices.2 But what happens when 
those making wartime sacrifices are not citizens but colonized subalterns? 
What did the tangled skein of austerity look like to these Palestinians? And 
how did the expansive regime of austerity ultimately unravel in British-
ruled Palestine?

The Salt of the Earth

Historiographic and contemporaneous accounts presented wartime 
as improving the standards of living for villagers and farmers and, more 
crucially, freeing them from longstanding structures of indebtedness.3 A 
closer look reveals a more complicated picture. On the surface, the 1940s 
were a time of transformation in village life. During the previous two de-
cades, colonial officials’ objectives in rural Palestine were kept to an absolute 
minimum.4 The colonial government strategy was that of no investment, 
no development, and no crisis. It was an approach Palestinians would be-
come intimately familiar with well after the end of British colonial rule. 

By the 1930s it was increasingly clear that this apathy was untenable. 
The agricultural depression and the lack of resources together coalesced 
into various Palestinian demands for expanding education, agricultural 
aid, and infrastructure.5 It was the colonial government’s dogged neglect 
in addition to the violence of settler colonialism that inspired the Great 
Revolt. As the government continued its intransigence, villagers with 
extra cash in the 1940s took matters into their own hands and built their 
own schools and roads.6 The onset of World War II shook colonial offi-
cials to attention and forced them to confront decades of mismanagement 
and indifference. It was not colonial beneficence but the exigencies of 
war and the prospect that the sun might finally set on the British empire 
that inspired this confrontation. In its attempt to control and regulate 
Palestinian agricultural production, the colonial government compiled a 
record of failed attempts and mechanisms, each of which created new sites 
for contestation.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the colonial government failed to 
invest in agricultural infrastructure. It rushed to reverse this pattern during 
the war in a typically haphazard manner. Before the war, the government 
granted farmers short-term loans only in cases of crop failure. But the 
fear of the possible collapse of supply due to wartime import restrictions 
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induced a change in the government’s agricultural loan policy after 1940. 
As Amos Nadan has shown, 81 percent of wartime government loans went 
to citrus growers and were almost equally divided between Jews and Arabs. 
However, the non-citrus loans all went to Jewish farmers. This was despite 
the fact that the overwhelming majority of agricultural land devoted to 
grains, vegetables, and fruit was in Arab hands.7

In 1942, the colonial government began planning to secure a monop-
oly on purchasing wheat, barley, and millet despite the very real prospect 
of discontent.8 By early 1943, the colonial government had assumed the 
sole right to purchase cereal crops. In Arab agriculture, grains followed by 
fruits and vegetables were the main crop. Wartime demand resulted in the 
doubling of Arab lands devoted to vegetables.9 The government’s policy 
was to estimate the standing crops while leaving enough cereal for villag-
ers’ food and seed requirements. What remained on the threshing floor 
was at “the disposal of Government to purchase.”10 The estimation of these 
surpluses ranged from 10,000 tons of wheat to 11,000 tons of barley and 
millet each. By September 1942, the government reported that throughout 
Palestinian villages it had successfully seized 65 percent of wheat, 92 per-
cent of barley, and 65 percent of millet.11

But the control of cereals had broad ramifications. Two accounts il-
lustrate these consequences here. One is that of a landowner, Mahmoud 
Barham, from Qilqilya in the Tulkarm subdistrict, who spoke on behalf 
of the “Arab fellah.”12 The other is from Muhammad Baidas, a landowner 
and the director of the Arabian Villages Agricultural Society,13 which was 
founded in the 1940s, held national conferences, and established an Arab 
Agricultural Executive. Little information is available on the society, but 
it is clearly a continuation of prior efforts to organize agricultural interest. 
Prosperous farmers and merchants had in 1922 established an Arab Eco-
nomic Development Society advocating for village education and health. 
They held annual meetings in the late 1920s and early 1930s and petitioned 
the colonial government with demands for schools and paved roads.14 Fig-
ures, such as Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim and ‘Awni ‘Abd al-Hadi, active in the 
Arab Chambers of Commerce and their annual conferences in the 1940s, 
were also involved in these earlier efforts.15 These attempts at represent-
ing and organizing agricultural interests followed the same strategies of 
what Chambers members called a politics of patience: annual meetings, 
the composition of an Executive Committee, and the petitioning of the 
colonial government.
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Barham argued that the low prices the government set for cereals in 
addition to the high cost of cultivation endangered the small farmer. By 
1942, seed, fertilizer, feed, and tools had all become prohibitively  expensive. 
Additionally, the government used its 1942 estimations to price its pur-
chase of wheat, barley, and maize in 1943.16 But in that one year, the cost 
of production had doubled and in some cases tripled. Baidas, on behalf 
of the Arab Agricultural Executive, argued that the government price was 
less than the cost of production and moreover did not account for ad-
ditional costs of rent and taxes.17 That winter had been particularly harsh, 
and farmers yielded half of their normal harvest.18 Adding insult to injury, 
the government was purchasing Jordanian stocks for higher prices than it 
paid for locally grown cereals.19 In order to contribute their cereals, Baidas 
argued, famers would require government subsidies.

Government’s rationing was also unjust. Baidas charged that Jew-
ish settlements received more goods than villages. He also pointed out 
that town dwellers received more food and clothes rations than villagers. 
The discrepancy in urban versus rural rations is well documented. For 
example, the unequal distribution of flour was common in the initial 
stages of food control. Each town dweller received 350 grams per day 
while each villager received 175 grams per day.20 The government ratio-
nale was that many villages produced cereal. It quickly became clear 
that the allocation in non-cereal producing villages would not suffice.21 
Deputy controllers were instructed to allocate surplus quantities from 
urban areas to make up for rural shortages. It was a stopgap measure that 
did not meet rural needs. As late as April 1947, villagers from Tubas, near 
Nablus, petitioned their district commissioner demanding basic needs 
such as oils, margarine, and milk.22 For Baidas, however, there was a 
deeper disparity at play. The government failed to recognize that the 
fellah too was also a consumer, and just like the town dweller, his needs 
had become “manifold.”23

In making these claims, both Baidas and Barham positioned the 
farmer as the energetic salt of the earth whose contributions were more 
valuable and authentic than those of the merchant and trader. Barham 
painted a landscape in which “merchants and employers” deprived the en-
ergetic and self-sacrificing farmer the fruits of his labor.24 The former fixed 
both prices and wages, while the Arab fellah confronted “economic stran-
gulation.”25 Farmers “toil[ed] throughout the year” whereas merchants and 
millers’ work was “done in a few days.”26 
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Instead of protecting this productive figure, the government was 
leading “him to bankruptcy,” dissuading production with its prescribed 
prices, and compelling him to “dispense with his land, which is his only 
capital and means of living.”27 It was the fellah who had loyally and ener-
getically served the war effort, and he who would be crucial to the post-
war reconstruction of what was after all a “rural country.”28 The merchant 
surfaced as the lazy, parasitic, and undeserving beneficiary of government 
policy, a far cry from the vanguard hero so prevalent in the periodical 
Al-Iqtisadiyyat al-‘arabiyya in the 1930s and the halls of the Chambers 
of Commerce in the 1940s. Indeed, if anyone had cause to despise the 
merchant, it would be the fellah, whose relationship to his land was con-
ditioned by his repayment of debts to the moneylender, who was often a 
merchant.29 Ultimately then, while in certain villages there were “signs of 
some material prosperity,” Baidas argued, that prosperity was “limited to 
the non-cultivators.”30

Austerity also sheds lights on shifts of authority in Palestinian vil-
lages. Throughout the Mandate the colonial government created a body 
of officials in the countryside that included builders for the Department 
of Public Works, teachers for the Department of Education, and staff at 
the Department of Health’s clinics and hospitals. District officers were the 
highest-ranking among Palestinian administrators, and they linked villag-
ers to the district commissioners.31 The mukhtars became more overtly tied 
to the administration throughout the Mandate. The Ottoman government 
had created this office in the nineteenth century to replace the leadership 
of the sheikh. By the 1930s the colonial government’s interests in a new 
rural tax structure entailed closer attention to the mukhtar’s role. The gov-
ernment ultimately absorbed the mukhtar through an annual salary while 
also introducing technical experts like village tax collectors to limit his 
role. Some scholars claim that wartime austerity worked to mobilize villag-
ers into “a more rational administrative structure.”32

What did this “rational administrative structure” look like? The Food 
Control Ordinance of 1939 assigned the village mukhtar the authority to 
collect and distribute rations. In 1942, another food control ordinance leg-
islated village committees as “the body empowered to estimate the yield of 
all controlled articles.”33 The ordinance allowed for the appointment of an 
inspector to check these committee’s estimates, but not to make the esti-
mates himself. Yield estimation and crop confiscation quickly became sites 
of contention. Villagers in some instances “outwitted” the government, 
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hiding or disposing of their crops. In other cases, the government resorted 
to violent seizure.34

The attempt to forge a “rational administrative structure,” as befell 
many other attempts to make economy in Palestine legible, encountered 
far-ranging challenges to standardization.35 Villagers used these discrepan-
cies in disputes over property and authority. One illustrative case was a vil-
lage dispute in Siris, in the Jenin–Nablus district, which had about 200 
residents. In late 1946, Ahmad Iqtayt, along with a number of petitioners, 
asked for the dismissal of their village mukhtar, Talal al-Muslih al-‘Awwad.36 
They accused ‘Awwad of distributing less than the 300-gram monthly allot-
ment, making distributions based on wuqiya rather than the metric system, 
and illegally stocking sugar then selling it on the black market. The Jenin as-
sistant district commissioner and the controls inspector made an investiga-
tory visit to Siris. There the village council informed them of an agreement 
that allowed ‘Awwad to retain sugar from each villager’s allotment for the 
entertainment of guests. The inspectors found the metric weights and mea-
sures in order. ‘Awwad was not stocking sugar, and he was not selling it on 
the black market. Later, the inspectors discovered that Iqtayt and ‘Awwad 
were embroiled in a property dispute over a village square. Iqtayt had mo-
bilized rationing discontent in a failed attempt to oust the Siris mukhtar.37

In another case, a lawyer named Hanna Hawa represented his “Chris-
tian urban family of Acre” that owned land in the two Druze villages of 
Kfar Sami‘ and Yanuh.38 In his narrative, their “co-owners” methodically 
“usurped” what belonged to the Hawas, but rationing and supply con-
trol had further hampered the family’s interest. The Acre district officer, 
‘Abd al-Razzaq Qalibu, had used austerity policies to encourage villagers 
“to encroach further on our property and produce.”39 The Hawas’ share 
was underestimated, and they could not access their stocks. Government 
subagents collected wheat from the Druze villagers based on “a system of 
weights, which . . . is scandalous and dishonest.”40 These subagents, syn-
onymous in this rendition with “merchants,” were in cahoots with Qalibu. 
Together they led an incursion into both villages “to collect our crops” 
with the violent “assistance of a Force.”41 This violent seizure evidenced 
Qalibu’s “policy of deceit.” Members of the “Force” insulted villagers and 
seized bread, eggs, and cheese “under the fear of force and threats.” As a re-
sult of this humiliation, the mukhtar of Yanuh submitted his resignation.42

The main culprits in the Hawas’ story were the Acre district officer, 
Qalibu, and the “merchants,” who together controlled crop distribution 
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and sales. Qalibu was a “remnant of the Ottoman regime” and a stain on the 
British characteristics “of fairness, frankness, and good administration.”43 
Hawa presented the Druze villagers as alternately hapless, manipulative, 
and violent. The cause of “unrest” and “injustice” was not colonial austerity 
but rather its faulty implementation at the hands of corrupt “remnants.”44 
The Hawa family was confident that urbanity, Christianity, and exposure 
to British culture assured speedy government protection for their threat-
ened capital and power. That confidence faded as the matter dragged on 
“with no effective action.”45 Thus, austerity served in this instance to tem-
porarily dislodge landowners’ control over villagers and village production.

In other cases, yield estimates led to trouble. The government inspec-
tor’s faulty estimates drove villagers in the northern area of Bisan from 
Hamidiyya, Sakhna, Abu Hashish, Umm ‘Ajra, Safa, and Bawati to hire 
Hanna ‘Asfour, a well-heeled lawyer from Haifa, to represent them.46 The 
“farming community,” ‘Asfour explained, believed that the surplus esti-
mates were “fantastically exaggerated” and conducted illegally.47 The Food 
Control Ordinance of 1942 had allowed for the appointment of an inspec-
tor to check village estimates but not to make the estimates himself. In 
these villages in the Bisan area, the inspector ignored the villagers’ esti-
mates altogether. The villagers used the kayl system. The inspector’s con-
version of kayl into kilo was the work of “inexperienced schoolboys,” and, 
as a result, his estimations of yield were greatly exaggerated.48 Bawati vil-
lage, for example, had a 10-ton surplus in 1942, but the inspector estimated 
the 1943 surplus at 160 tons.

These exaggerated figures were a result of the government’s disregard 
of longstanding practices of crop estimation. In northern Palestine, farmers 
determined yearly produce “per camel load of hay.” This was, indeed, the 
“sole means of determining” crop quantity. The plowman, the cameleer, and 
the cow herder all collected their remuneration on this basis.49 When ‘Asfour 
relayed this practice to the district commissioner, the latter was “amused 
ironically” and dismissed the villagers’ claims. ‘Asfour was “astonished” to 
learn that the district commissioner was not even aware of this salient mode 
of measurement.50 The acting chief secretary supported the inspector’s crop 
estimates.51 Higher up the ladder, Walsh admitted that the “Food Control 
organization” was “handicapped by the absence of effective legislation on 
such important matters as weights and measures.”52

In the meantime, the families and residents of these smaller vil-
lages faced the eventuality of selling their lands. On 11 January 1944, the 
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people of Bawati directly petitioned the high commissioner. The govern-
ment’s persistence to collect their wheat was “a fatal blow to us and to our 
women and children.”53 The yield that year was less than one fourth of 
the inspector’s estimate and barely sufficient for subsistence. The govern-
ment’s estimate amounted to 6,000 pounds, which, the people of Bawati 
argued, “the whole Sub-District of Burqa would be unable to meet.”54 
They pleaded: “Save us from this great catastrophe.” If the government 
was to insist on collecting its faulty surplus estimates, “we shall be com-
pelled to sell our lands to the Jews and our fate will be dispersion and 
extermination.”55

Colonial austerity’s effects were many. In the Hawa case, austerity 
served as one way for landowners to critique village authority while at-
tempting to gain British protection. In Siris, too, austerity was a vehicle 
to challenge village authority. It is true that the war increased demand for 
goods, but it also entailed the government’s broad interventions in farmers’ 
livelihoods, often with deleterious effects. As the case of the Bisan villages 
shows, the government placed villagers in untenable situations where land 
dispossession was the only way out of faulty estimates and crop confisca-
tion. In these examples, the farmer appears as the productive salt of the 
earth, maligned by the parasitic merchant, and denied his status as “a con-
sumer” as opposed to the town dweller whose proliferating needs were not 
only accounted for but privileged.

The Town Dweller

Yet, by all accounts, the town dweller was the most vulnerable to rap-
idly shifting austerity measures and its consequences. In Palestine, just as 
in Britain, the working class benefited somewhat from a rise in nutritional 
standards due to rationing, but austerity hit the poor the hardest because 
of low stocks and limited funds.56 The wealthy could supplement rations 
with extra income. But workers and the poor were stuck with government 
rations that consistently fell below basic nutritional requirements.

The war itself induced a change in the urban landscape. By 1944, 
Arab wage labor working full time outside agriculture was estimated at 
100,000, about 30 percent of the entire Palestinian male population.57 Vil-
lagers migrated to towns to provide labor for rapidly expanding military 
and industrial interests. The realities these migrants faced were already pre-
carious and made even more so by wartime’s unprecedented and unpre-
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dictable inflation. Take, for example, the two days after Japan entered the 
war in 1941 when prices of basic goods experienced “a 300 percent” rise.58

Town dwellers, as we have seen with farmers above, also made claims 
as consumers. Urbanites did not use the tropes “productivity” and “au-
thenticity” but rather made claims based on “class” and “majority.” For ex-
ample, in 1946, in response to word of a decrease in monthly flour rations, 
225 people from Nablus petitioned the food controller as “consumers.” 
They defined themselves as the “middle and working classes,” who were the 
“majority” in Nablus and whose access to “basic needs” was at stake.59 Later 
that year a similar petition, signed or thumb-printed by 400 people from 
Nablus, demanded the provision of rice, sugar, and clarified butter.60 The 
mayor, Sulayman Tuqan, forwarded the petition to the district commis-
sioner; inflation was the most difficult for “the poor and middle classes,” 
Tugan explained.61 

Tuqan continued to write the district commissioner several times 
protesting the “food situation” in Nablus. He claimed time and again that 
the city was mostly made up “of the middle class and workers [al-tabaqa 
al-mutawassita wal-‘ummal ].”62 As some radical voices in the Chambers 
of Commerce insisted, rationing innovations such as the point system, 
where points were intended to substitute money, disadvantaged the urban 
poor more than any other group, depriving them of “vital commodities,” 
such as lentils, wheat, and dates.63 In their bids to reform and represent the 
Palestinian subaltern, elites often made claims in which the “middle” was 
the “majority.” It appears that town dwellers, too, self-identified as both 
“middle and working class” and the “majority” to claim basic needs.

For a brief moment in 1941, the plight of the urban poor inspired 
an alliance that transgressed the increasingly impenetrable lines separat-
ing Arabs and Jews. Arab–Jewish joint efforts around austerity were rare. 
The food controller, Walsh, often celebrated the success of joint Arab–
Jewish associations that the government had established. This assessment, 
like many of his overly optimistic renditions, was an overstatement. These 
associations hardly lasted longer than one or two meetings.64 But in No-
vember 1941, the mayors of Jaffa (‘Umar Bitar), Tel Aviv (Yisra’el Rokach), 
Jerusalem (Mustafa Khalidi), and Haifa (Shabtai Levy) gathered to address 
the dire situation of basic needs.65 It was the urban poor, they argued, 
whose daily lives were hardest hit. The “diet of ordinary working people” 
was their priority.66 The mayors petitioned the high commissioner with 
two basic concerns: ensuring supplies and stabilizing prices. They hoped 
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above all to wield some power in the austerity regime over which the colo-
nial government had maintained a strict unilateralism.

The Arab–Jewish mayoral consensus would not last long. Three years 
later, Rokach and his municipality opposed the colonial government’s 
points rationing for facilitating “Oriental” exploitation of European Jews’ 
access and cultural claims to imported goods.67 But this moment of Arab–
Jewish mayoral consensus did result in one significant shift that targeted the 
colonial government’s favorite scapegoat: the antisocial and lone smuggler.

The Profiteer

The colonial government resisted the four mayors’ push for decision-
making power in economic policy. It approved instead a system of mu-
nicipal tribunals, known as the People’s Courts. The Municipal Tribunal 
Ordinance of 1941 allowed mayors to preside over these courts alongside 
two other members appointed by the high commissioner. The People’s 
Courts had the jurisdiction to try any person charged with “any offence 
against the Food and Essential Commodities (Control) Ordinance, 1939, 
or any rules or orders made thereunder.”68 The People’s Courts had all the 
powers of a magistrate to summon witnesses, arrest accused persons, and 
oversee any other matter concerned with the trial of a criminal case. The 
tribunals could issue a maximum penalty of 500 pounds and up to one 
year’s imprisonment. The regulation removed the right of appeal unless 
the sentence was longer than three months imprisonment. In addition, the 
ordinance allowed for an executive officer, defined as any government of-
ficer or high commissioner appointee, to confiscate any goods he deemed 
“hoarded.”

The ordinance passed without the standard approval of the Colonial 
Office, and officials were distraught at the Palestine government’s propen-
sity for unilateralism. The colonial secretary, Viscount Cranborne, pointed 
out that confiscation was itself a penal measure.69 The Maltese government 
had recently served him a similar order, and his patience had worn thin. 
As in Malta, S. A. Abrahams at the Colonial Office pointed out, “The ap-
pointment of a popular tribunal to deal with unpopular offences is a risky 
proceeding.”70 Colonial officials were effectively, in the eyes of their counter-
parts in London, setting up “special tribunals” with no “special skill.”71

Government accounts report that the People’s Courts functioned in 
Tel Aviv, Haifa, Jaffa, and Jerusalem well into 1947. The municipal tribunals 
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did not have exclusive jurisdiction over all control offenses. The Depart-
ment of Supply remained at liberty to file cases before the ordinary courts. 
In 1942, Walsh described the People’s Courts as yet another achievement, 
even if an inconsistent one: “Some of these Tribunals have done excellent 
work and have brought home to the public the gravity of such offences. 
Others appear reluctant to undertake this responsible if unenviable task.”72 
That year there were 1,270 profiteering prosecutions, tried in both the 
municipal tribunals and the regular courts.73 In 1944, colonial officials ex-
plained that the “congestion of [profiteering] cases” had eased since mayors 
were trying cases.74

The colonial government maintained a low ceiling on municipal 
power and repeatedly urged the mayoral quartet to instill in the public a 
“war morality,” which it defined as the willingness to sacrifice personal com-
fort for the public good and the war effort. The People’s Courts worked well 
to divert growing discontent. They effectively placed the burden of auster-
ity policies, inflation, and unregulated prices on the shoulders of the lone 
smuggler. The government presented the antisocial profiteer as the disease 
that constrained the otherwise rational regime of austerity. But the lone 
smuggler was far from being the disease; he was a product of austerity and 
a symptom of its failure.

Broken Promises

As the war came to an end, people in Britain and its colonies hoped 
for access to more commodities, a decreased cost of living, and a release 
from the strict control and rationing policies that had determined their 
daily routines. People throughout the colonized world anxiously awaited 
that “freedom from want” in which officials and elites alike seemed so 
deeply invested. The end of tyranny had arrived. Right had been victorious 
over might as Anis Nasr of the Haifa Chamber of Commerce put it.75 The 
time for free trade and prosperity had arrived. Democracy and its promises 
of a morally sound world where capitalism reigned supreme were finally at 
hand. Or were they?

The disparity between the promising end of World War II and its 
realities were wide. The colonial secretary was sensitive to this disparity 
as evidenced by a secret memorandum he issued to all department heads, 
district commissioners, and the War Department on 29 November 1945. 
He strictly ordered that nothing from the memorandum should be quoted 
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or extracted. The Colonial Office feared public reactions to the realities of 
postwar austerity.76 The end of the war was not going to mean the free-
flowing access to products that consumers in the colonies were hoping 
for and that to a certain extent colonial governments had promised. The 
colonial secretary issued his memorandum just as the U.S. Lend–Lease 
program ended, bringing Britain’s crisis of maintaining its external pay-
ments into sharp view. 

Britain had mobilized its economic resources in two ways during the 
war. First, it diverted “productive effort from peace to wartime produc-
tion.”77 Second, it received “without current payment in goods or services” 
supplies and services from the colonies.78 Throughout the war, Britain had 
a minimum volume of exports that were “essential to the life of the Colo-
nies.”79 But these exports could not pay for the goods and services Britain 
received. The U.S. Lend–Lease program and Canadian Mutual Aid cov-
ered some of these costs. The liquidation of some investments and the 
accruing of massive debt financed the remaining vast volume of imports. 
The accrued debt, as reported by the Chancellor of the Exchequer to the 
Parliament in 1945, was 3.5 thousand million pounds.80

The empire and “India above all—played a critical role in financing 
the war through the accumulation of sterling balances.”81 Frederick Coo-
per has explained Britain’s wartime economic policy in Africa: Outside the 
sterling block, imports were limited by shipping constraints and not bal-
anced by exports. Additionally, British military spending in the colonies 
generated balances that could not be spent. As we saw in the case of Pales-
tine, businessmen repeatedly complained of cash accumulation “paralyzed 
without investment.”82 This was then what Cooper has called the economic 
meaning of colonialism.83 The British consumer’s considerable sacrifices 
would be redeemed after the war, but the same was not true for the colo-
nized. After all, “the British consumer voted and the Nigerian did not.”84

The cumulative effect of the processes was nothing short of revolu-
tionary for Britain’s financial position. In a matter of six years, it had gone 
from being “one of the major creditor countries of the world to one of the 
world’s principal debtor nations.”85 As a result, and as long as the external 
balance of payments was “a matter of acute anxiety,” austerity was neces-
sary. The colonial secretary could not estimate the scope of this continued 
control, but he warned of the disappointment “of the natural expectation 
of Colonial populations for more ample supplies of consumer goods.”86 
While the secretary assured that the need for continued austerity would 
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not shake Britain’s commitment to “colonial development and welfare,” 

the immediate postwar period would “entail the greatest strain.”87

On 1 November 1945, the Middle East Supply Centre (MESC) was 
dissolved. At that time over 270 commodities were under its control. The 
colonial government in Palestine officially ended food control on 15 Sep-
tember 1946.88 By the end of that year, the government had loosened some 
of its monopolies, such as its control over cattle. But plenty was a distant 
fantasy no matter how energetically colonial officials eulogized scarcity. 
Indeed austerity would continue apace in the Middle East more broadly 
and in Palestine until the end of British rule. 

In place of MESC, the Colonial Office established the British Supply 
Mission (BSM). Its stated aim was to facilitate access to goods in the Mid-
dle East. On the ground, the BSM controlled stocks and allocated supply 
of wheat, flour, barley, rice, and sugar until 30 June 1947.89 In Palestine, 
too, the colonial government controlled bread, grains, vegetable seeds, oils, 
rice, and sugar until 1948. There are records of an unnamed food controller 
working until 1948. He received applications from individual business-
men, such as Michel Tuma from Haifa for flour; from larger endeavors 
such as the Jewish-run Argaman Textiles Dye Works Ltd. to increase their 
allotment of animal and vegetable fats needed to manufacture soaps;90 and 
from the Golden Spindle Textile Mill based in Jaffa with a plea for in-
creased food rations.91 Indeed, as late as January 1948, the food controller 
urged London to increase the quotas on butter and cheese.92

But postwar austerity was not limited to these sporadic efforts. There 
was a broader mechanism in place that continued and in some cases inten-
sified austerity well into the twilight of British rule. The Defence (Preven-
tion of Profiteering) Regulations of 1942, which became popularly known 
as the Anti-Profiteering Order, was central to policing the lone smuggler. 
The order created the post of price controller, which was occupied by M. J. 
Flanagan from its inception until the end of British rule. The 1942 order 
was expanded and became the infrastructure for government austerity and 
control in postwar Palestine.

In 1944, the order transferred all food control powers to the price 
controller, who now worked under a newly constituted Control Authority 
consisting of the commissioner of commerce and industry, his deputy, and 
his assistant. The price controller administered the fixing of prices, the lim-
iting of profits, and the prescription of maximum charges for controlled 
services. The 1944 order also upgraded profiteering from a misdemeanor to 
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a felony; the penalty for profiteering ranged from 500 to 2,500 pounds and 
carried a term of imprisonment from one to five years.93 While reinstating 
the right to appeal, which had been revoked by the Municipal Tribunal 
Ordinance of 1941, the order extended further powers to try profiteers. 
Now in addition to the regular courts and the People’s Courts, the district 
officer could also try smugglers. Thus, officers closely connected with pros-
ecuting such cases were now trying them.94

The 1944 Anti-Profiteering Order also entailed an expansion of of-
ficers, controllers, and inspectors throughout the country. District price 
controllers were stationed in Lydda, Jerusalem, and Haifa. Prosecution 
officers were based in the cities of Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Jaffa, and Haifa. 
Price control inspectors were based in Jerusalem and Haifa.95 Price Con-
trol headquarters in Jerusalem included a control establishments officer, 
a legal officer, and a “flying squad” of inspectors, who traveled “at short 
notice throughout the country.”96 While control was “mostly concentrated 
in urban areas,” the flying squads also targeted the “outlying areas” and 
conducted a broad sweep of the country.97 The flying squads set and regu-
lated prices on heavy and light industrial materials as well as fruits and 
vegetables. They conducted daily inspections throughout the country on 
“commodities figuring largely in the food basket” and routinely conducted 
“drives on grocers.”98 

The price controller oversaw 162 investigations in November 1946 
alone. These investigations were the fruit of inspectors’ labor as “com-
plaints received from the public were again negligible.”99 The congestion 
of profiteering cases was a result of inspections and not public coopera-
tion. Thus, despite the assurances that the public approved of the People’s 
Courts, it appears that people hesitated to report their grocers, retailers, or 
hawkers. All in all, the regular courts, the People’s Courts, and the district 
courts actively prosecuted cases for not displaying prices, overcharging, 
and “other offences.”100

The attempt to control the flows of capital continued until 1947, 
when the Palestine government issued its final defence ordinance. The 
Supplies and Services (Transitional Powers) Order of 1947 empowered the 
Control Authority to declare any service controlled and to regulate or pro-
hibit its performance. Service providers were obliged to present the price 
controller with full records of invoices and receipts.101 Thus, until its last 
hour, the colonial government continued its attempts to administer con-
sumption and production in Palestine. Colonial rule came to an end in the 
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same haphazard manner that had characterized its rule. The last civilian 
officer who left Palestine was the attorney general and later chief justice, 
W. G. Fitzgerald. Under the duress of impending war, he parked his of-
ficial car “on the quay at Haifa with the keys inside,” leaving behind him 
the mess that was British colonial rule in Palestine.102

On Discipline and Detail

In the late 1970s, Edward Said pointed out an “unmistakable coin-
cidence” between Palestinian experiences at the hands of Zionism and the 
experiences of those “black, yellow, and brown people” that nineteenth-
century imperialists “described as inferior and sub-human.”103 In a politi-
cal landscape where the figure of the Israeli pioneer stood as a salve for 
various U.S. political anxieties, Said broke epistemological ground.104 He 
presciently nodded to the ongoing debate on “design versus circumstance” 
by pointing out that the Nakba was not a “fact of nature.” Long before 
Benny Morris, Said argued that there was no evidence of the stale narrative 
that the Palestinians fled because Arab leaders ordered them to.105 Said illus-
trated Zionism’s epistemological achievement of erasure. He then explained 
the significance of a “discipline of detail.” Zionists did not just see Palestine 
as the “promised land” but as a “specific territory with specific characteris-
tics.” They surveyed it “down to the last millimeter”; they planned it, they 
built on it, and they settled it “in detail.”106 The Palestinians, Said explained, 
did not understand that what they encountered was a “discipline by de-
tail—indeed a very culture of discipline by detail.” They had no detailed 
counterproposal; they opposed a general policy on general principles.

I return to Said’s piece here not to reflect on the “the lengthening 
shadow of Zionism”107 but to think again about the accumulation of capi-
tal and knowledge and its relationship to historical narration. The history 
of the conflict and settler colonialism has defined and limited the stories 
we can tell about Palestine and the Palestinians. In the overarching com-
parison to the Jewish settler, the Palestinian will always embody the mar-
ginal character, whose historical position is dictated, indeed, made visible 
by Jewish settlement.

Throughout the stories of Palestinians in the 1930s and 1940s, even 
as I have intentionally relegated Zionism and Zionists to the narratologi-
cal background, the precision of that discipline is beyond dispute. The 
wiser comparison to make is not between Palestinians and the Yishuv but 
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between the British colonial government and Zionist institutions. The 
British relationship to Jewish settlers was not one of colonizer and colo-
nized. It is a simple point. But it gets lost in various analytical depictions. 
For example, in describing the 1948 war, scholars fumble to explain the 
lexicon of Nakba versus the War of Independence. But from whom were 
the Zionists waging independence? After all, the British colonial govern-
ment and the Zionist settler enterprise were partners for most of the pe-
riod that the British ruled Palestine. Settler institutions were independent 
of and fostered by British colonial rule. In the realm of wartime auster-
ity, colonial officials looked to their Zionist counterparts for guidance; 
they were cautious not to cross red lines. Throughout the period of World 
War II, for example, colonial officials were intent on prosecuting the lone 
profiteer. However, they knew full well that it was larger cooperatives, 
industries, and distributing agencies like Tnuva and Nesher that played 
a significant role in both regulated and unregulated prices. In the field of 
social welfare, and more specifically nutrition, Zionist institutional infra-
structure outstripped the lethargic British colonial government in capital 
and expertise.

Perhaps that outstripping is clearest in the vegetable crisis of 1942–43 
when the British colonial government thought it could force everyone to 
put their vegetables on government-controlled trucks for distribution in 
government-controlled markets and for sale at government-controlled 
prices. European Jewish expertise ultimately resolved the crisis; the Vaad 
Leumi’s policy recommendations became the national directive that de-
livered Arabs and Jews from the mess of austerity. In this case, Palestinian 
farmers were accidental beneficiaries of Zionist directives. In most cases, 
however, austerity spelled exclusion for Palestinian elites, workers, town 
dwellers and villagers alike.

Businessmen identified high inflation, scarcity, and trade paralysis as 
alternatively a result of poor government administration or an alignment 
with and an enabling of Zionist interests. For rural producers as well as 
consumers in towns and villages, the businessman was the main benefi-
ciary of austerity. Thus, for farmers, villagers, and the urban poor, austerity 
did more than reveal the force of settler colonial power; it exposed the 
failure of Palestinian leadership, the lack of Palestinian institutions, and 
the weakness of Palestinian representative power. It was in the midst of 
these economic crises that Palestinian capitalists became increasingly con-
vinced that they faced national dispossession. It appeared to them then, as 
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it would appear to Edward Said four decades later, a meticulously orches-
trated plan.

But this conclusion leaves little space for inefficiency and mismanage-
ment, of which British colonial rule in Palestine offers a wealth of lessons. 
It is irresistible to look for the story of colonialism’s panopticon, where 
power is so diffuse that subjects create themselves in colonialism’s image. 
This temptation is understandable when we look to the lexicon of “econ-
omy.” The forging of economy as a discrete and calculable site informs how 
subjects understand their worlds territorially as well as how they come to 
regulate their own bodies. But there are two crucial qualifications here.

First, categories of measurement and regulation must travel a long 
journey before they become markers of the “universal.” A close look at 
British rule in Palestine reveals the dangers of overestimating colonialism’s 
coherence, unity, and the breadth of its predetermined plans; this is crucial 
to understanding settler colonialism both historically and in the present. 
Certainly colonies functioned as laboratories of ideas, policies, and innova-
tions. New ways of counting and regulating spaces and bodies in economic 
terms—through indicators such as the cost of living, the standard of living, 
and the calorie—were beginning to pervade daily routines. But it would 
take a long time before these practices would take root in people’s social 
knowledge. In Palestine, the colonial government’s efforts to regulate pro-
duction and consumption met with a plethora of challenges to homogeni-
zation and standardization.

Moreover, colonial officials in Palestine were not guided by dreams of 
omniscience. They were low on resources, lacking in expertise, and bereft 
of ambition. The first two decades of British rule had strictly followed an 
apathetic strategy committed to maintaining the status quo. War exposed 
this lethargy. The increase in a relatively new indicator called the “cost of 
living” drove colonial officials’ fears of shortage and political upheaval; they 
hoped instead to extend their waning rule while managing the heavy bur-
dens of World War II. War had forced their hand; but even in those difficult 
circumstances the colonial government appears as incoherent in shaping its 
policies as it was in implementing them. As a group of textile businessmen 
and merchants put it in 1944, the British were “ruling but not governing.”108

Second, territorial and corporeal articulations of the prosperous and 
healthy economy were not limited to colonial officials and thinkers. In-
deed, economic imaginings were important sites of Palestinian visions. 
Scholars have pointed to the Palestinian turn to the economy in the 1930s 
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and 1940s as an internalization of “British and Zionist attempts to reduce 
Arab–Jewish antagonism to manageable factors.”109 Certainly, the broad 
disparities of knowledge and power, well documented throughout the 
stories presented here, were the reality. But understanding Palestinians as 
primarily subjects limited to reacting to the primary movers and shakers of 
history, the British and the Zionists, is reductive. Moving beyond such an 
approach insists that there is a Palestinian history. However, stopping there 
would be a simple inversion of historical denial, the Janus face of denying 
its existence. Said’s plea for a Gramscian “inventory of traces” is impossible 
without a thorough critique of that history.

Scholars have illustrated, as I have here, Palestinian disorganization 
and an overall lack of capital and expertise. They have shown, as I have 
here, the central paradox that Palestinians struggled with: battling Brit-
ish colonialism while accounting for it as a site of tutelage and power.110 
We have seen here how businessmen like Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim funded 
the armed struggle against British colonialism in the 1930s and then rhe-
torically assisted the empire in its war effort in the 1940s. We have seen 
how businessmen like Shibli Jamal and George Khadir pushed for repre-
sentation on various government bodies where they hoped to build their 
own institutional capacities. In these bodies, they met figures and worked 
alongside people like Golda Meyerson (later Meir) whose participation 
was not aimed at building institutional power but at representing an al-
ready existing institutional infrastructure. We have seen how these figures, 
in their claims to mediation and representation, failed time and again. Said 
was right. Palestinians had no chance of countering the European Jewish 
discipline of information making, surveying, and planning.

What then is there to learn from the study of Palestinian economic 
thought? Such an engagement reveals figures, norms, territories, under-
standings of politics, and narratives that, although otherwise invisible, 
continue to haunt the present. The projects of men of capital, self-defined 
economists, and thinkers emphasized discipline and detail as priorities. 

A landscape of characters comes into view on the pages of the 1930s 
periodical Al-Iqtisadiyyat al-‘arabiyya. There was “social man,” who was 
scientific, rational, and pragmatic. He believed in private property, indi-
vidual freedom, and self-responsibility. He was productive. He struck the 
proper balance between spending and saving. He was neither extravagant 
nor miserly. He embodied a set of values defined as “economic conduct” 
that allowed him to cultivate his familial and national obligations. By fol-
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lowing the correct budgetary prescriptions, social man confronted the rap-
idly proliferating loiterers, or “false intellectuals,” who were the idealistic 
and unemployed products of an educational system that focused on litera-
ture. The “true intellectuals” were those judicious, prudent, and scientific 
capitalists, who in their capacity to rise above pageantry and ostentation, 
could alone deliver an “authentic nationalism.” The emphasis on science 
was ubiquitous, and economic thinkers predicted that chemical innova-
tions in producing synthetic hormones would lead to “a revolution in the 
development of the human race.”111

Social man had a helpmate of course. She was not that spendthrift 
[musrifa] urbanite who frequented clothing and jewelry stores and “was 
born to spend” her husband’s money. She was instead the judicious 
woman [hasifa]. She was fashionable and frugal. She bought domestic 
products and had “a profound impact on national economy [al-iqtisad 
 al-qawmi ].”112 She toiled alongside her man, and although ostensibly 
“equal in intelligence, skill, sharpness of will, and wisdom of politics,”113 
she was at her most sublime at home. The scientific domestic manager 
that Salwa Sa‘id inculcated in her radio program, “The New Arab Home” 
was the site of a parallel domestic nahda, a site, in fact the site, where 
women could contribute to the cause of “tireless and constant progress.”114 
The domestic manager was awakened. She was thrifty but refined, disci-
plined but cultured. Her inculcation in domestic management assured 
her access to independence, property, authority, and participation in 
economy and science—all within the four walls of her home. Through 
her scrupulous oversight over the family budget, she guarded national 
economy. She was both the subject and object of this broader edifice, her 
house of discipline. Entrenched in self-assessment, the domestic manager 
constantly inspected her home as she calculated her own time and effi-
ciency. And in those “spare” moments, which Sa‘id’s world of notebooks 
and clocks created, she was contemplative and contained, either reading 
quietly or maintaining her social stature in literary and charitable associa-
tions. Most importantly perhaps, through these minute prescriptions, the 
Palestinian elite woman, that awakened domestic manager, could keep 
her man at home.

We see than an insistence on conceptualizing, surveying, and detail-
ing the curiously parallel and carefully separated territories of a broader 
Arab economy and a minutely managed domestic economy. We see how 
the shaping of subjectivities became increasingly tied to class and rank. We 
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also see the molding of specific gendered norms. Man was inherently weak; 
his very nature made him susceptible to a dizzying sea of new temptations 
and possibilities. The woman’s natural propensity to manage could trans-
form the home into a vehicle of social and moral containment. Men were 
responsible for providing for both the “cultural” and financial needs of the 
family. But the man’s fidelity was ultimately the woman’s responsibility.

In this landscape of heroes (social man and scientific housewife) and 
villains (false intellectuals and spendthrifts) marching to a future of prog-
ress, a number of characters remained on the margins. The worker appears 
as at once an object of sympathy and a threat to the social order. Capital-
ism oppressed and liberated him. The maid similarly made possible and 
threatened the exalted status of the domestic manager. Sa‘id identified the 
spread of primary schools in villages, the proliferating cinema houses and 
radios, and mixing with foreigners as inculcating a potential “sense of self ” 
among the “third rank.” The “refined” had to adjust themselves to these 
new realities or otherwise risk even further upheaval.

Throughout, the definition and regulation of needs versus desires 
were central to shaping the categories and exclusions of the ideal economic 
subject. While these elites imagined themselves as allowing for a limited 
mobility for the “worker” and the “poor class,” those figures could never be 
agents themselves of progress. In this way, elite men and women did more 
than bolster existing hierarchies; they created new ones through a persis-
tent emphasis on the “model middle.” It was the wealthy, now scripted as 
the “middle,” that were the “civilized people” [ahl al-hadara]. Indeed, the 
elite claim that this model middle—made up of “a family of an educated 
man who has a wife and two children and a servant”—was the “majority” 
was transparently absurd in Palestine.115 The attempt to mold the appropri-
ate conduct and aesthetics of a normative middle did not aim to “civilize” 
the subaltern but rather to consolidate her exclusion.

In the renditions of the “social man” and the “domestic manager,” the 
British colonial government appears in the background, providing a model 
for ideal conduct at times and conferring recognition at others. But even in 
these optimistic renditions, when the colonial government’s establishment 
of the Office of Statistics in 1936 was an event to celebrate, British colonial 
rule appeared sluggish. At the same time, many of the men who wrote on 
Iqtisadiyyat’s pages, indeed the periodical’s editor, funded armed rebellion 
against British colonialism and Zionist settlement. Officially, he presented 
the colonial government as a temporary enabler of a prosperous future.
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In the 1930s, the future was one of promise premised on the meta-
phors of wakefulness and rebirth. As Palestine led the world spiritually, 
one economic thinker assured, so too would it be at the forefront of ma-
terial rebirth.116 A “general invigoration” was everywhere to be seen. The 
Arab people were in the throes of an economic revival, a nahda. Thus 
the horizon of rebirth was an Arab world that Iqtisadiyyat’s editors rep-
resented through maps, illustrations, and texts. They used a nahda narra-
tive structure that began with diagnosing the disease of slumber; moved 
to affirming the overall health of Arab and Islamic civilization; turned to 
the description of the encroaching enemy; unearthed Arab civilizational 
superiority though a teleology of tolerance and triumph; and ended with 
revealing a concrete cultural essence, usually a transhistorical “commercial 
disposition,” which would deliver the Arabs from their slumber. In these 
renditions, the dissolution of the Ottoman empire was divisive and led to 
oppression; national borders between the Arab countries were “untenable 
and unnatural.” Thus, pan-Arabism was not only coupled with “socialism” 
as scholars have concluded.

Disciplinary divisions were also important in this period. The no-
tions of economic revival, economic science, and economic conduct were 
premised on the separation of the economic from the political. The edi-
tors presented themselves as “alternates”; they were the “men of capital” 
who would deliver the pragmatism that “men of politics” could never 
realize, mired as they were in factionalism and extravagance. These men 
constructed the differences between the economic and the political that so 
much capitalist thought relied on. The façade of distinction was hard to 
maintain even in those heady days.

As war came to Palestine and the British colonial government began 
the painful transformation of the country into a veritable military base, 
the visions and projects of men of capital underwent some deep ruptures. 
Businessmen struggled to survive the exigencies of austerity. That difficulty 
was accompanied by an equally profound anxiety about a state in Palestine 
and what it may look like. The Arab horizon of a capitalist utopia rapidly 
attenuated. Palestinian businessmen no longer spoke of Palestine as part of 
a broader Arab commercial unity. They now spoke of a much smaller terri-
tory, itself split into a Jewish versus an Arab economy. Ambition, progress, 
and profit were no longer the salient terms. Paralysis, destruction, and 
conspiracy were now the watchwords. Businessmen no longer understood 
themselves as the vanguard of the future. They were now managers of crisis 
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in an embattled present. The British colonial government was no longer a 
background force conferring recognition. It was a facilitator of siege. A new 
mass of austerity regulations, unprecedented rates of inflation, smuggling 
and unregulated markets were all now depriving the awakened Palestinian 
businessman of sleep. Through the Chambers of Commerce, Palestinian 
businessmen attempted to create the institutions, bureaucracies, and ex-
pertise they needed to stave off the landscape of economic paralysis and 
national peril that enveloped them.

But there were some continuities as well. Whereas in the 1930s, capital-
ists attempted to shape economy as central to but distinct from the political, 
the businessmen of the 1940s could not maintain that premise. In their con-
ferences and campaigns, they addressed land confiscation, European Jewish 
immigration, political prisons, and freedom of the press. However, this shift 
itself, this disciplinary blurriness, was only a result of the “anomalous” con-
ditions of Palestine, where Zionism had rendered economic crises “politi-
cal.” The shaping of subjectivity around class identities would also continue. 
At times urban working and poor people self-identified as the “middle” and 
in turn the “majority.” However, while in the 1930s the emphasis was on 
imbuing the “civilized” with “economic conduct,” by the 1940s, a crisis of 
authenticity crystallized. Now Palestinian businessmen turned to shaping 
the “Bedouin and peasant” as the subject in need of reform and awakening 
and, most of all, representation. The hierarchies of the awakened elite and 
the slumbering masses also continued uninterrupted. And despite the ero-
sion of this capitalist pan-Arab utopia, the understanding of economy as an 
organic entity to be nurtured back to health also continued apace. It trans-
gressed the crises of the 1940s and even the catastrophe of 1948. The causal 
link between civilizational status, progress, and profit continues to this day 
to be a central premise of capitalist thought, Palestinian and otherwise.

The rupture of 1948 and arguably the broader process of nation-state 
consolidation, worked to obscure the temporality of this enlightenment 
project. Writing after the majority of Palestinians had become refugees in 
the wake of the establishment of the Israeli state, the thinker and historian 
Qustantin Zuraiq struggled to define the catastrophe that had befallen his 
people. His text displayed a crisis of history and its narration. While the 
economic thinkers of the 1930s described a state of wakefulness and rebirth 
[nahda] and an insistence, even an obsession, with the utopic future, Zuraiq 
insisted: “They [the enemy] live in the present and the future, whereas we are 
still dreaming of the past, numbing ourselves with its bygone splendor.”117 
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Here, the narrative of sleep and historical intoxication tore the mate-
rial continuity that Iqtisadiyyat’s editors celebrated. Indeed, whereas for the 
Palestinian capitalist of the 1930s the demise of the Ottoman empire was 
“unnatural,” Zuraiq only a decade later described that empire as one of the 
causes of catastrophe. The enemy, he explained, had arrived to a “nation 
that was still in the beginning of its rebirth [nahda] and at the first stage 
of its social and political formation [takwin], a nation that spent centuries 
under authoritarian [istibdadi ] rule.”118 Thus, the rupture of 1948 func-
tioned to reshape understandings of historical narrative and continuity, 
not least of which were the stories of economic ideas that scholars would 
come to tell.

The stories of men of capital in Palestine reveal important points 
about economy as a site of meaning and national contestation in a set-
tler colonial context. This context did not deter the drive for capital ac-
cumulation and profit. Men of capital knew all along that they needed 
institutions to calculate and encourage economic growth. They looked to a 
broader Arab horizon, banking on their vigilance, contacts, and ambition 
to make money and nation. They knew they had no options, even though 
they kept trying, to build institutions in the exceptional conditions of Pal-
estine’s Mandatory rule. Unlike the colonial mandate structures in Leba-
non, Syria, Transjordan, and Iraq, the Mandate in Palestine established 
and buttressed settler colonialism. Palestine was not only exceptional in 
the former Arab provinces of the Ottoman empire; it was the only man-
date regime that the League of Nations approved as a settler colony. This 
is the point that scholars like Avi Shlaim and Jacob Metzer miss when 
they suggest that the Palestinians never did enough to build a state or the 
institutions that would make it work.119

The stories of these men expose the falseness of the continued claim 
that the British colonial investment in the modern Zionist settlement proj-
ect either intended to or could benefit the Palestinian. If this were the case, 
British colonial officers would not have worked so diligently to destroy and 
foreclose the possibilities of Palestinian elite developmentalism. Palestin-
ians could never become developmental subjects. This was not only be-
cause British colonial rule did not understand the Palestinian as endowed 
with politics, narrowly scripted as the capacity to realize national collec-
tivity. It was also because the British commitment to the Jewish national 
home in Palestine—no matter how ambivalent, contentious, contingent, 
and at times incoherent—was a commitment to settler colonialism. This 
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commitment necessitated the erasure of the Palestinian, no matter how 
devoted he or she were to the ostensibly shared goal of economic growth.

This does not let men, and women, of capital off the hook. Their 
economic interests did not simply outweigh their bids for national sover-
eignty. Their investment in economic growth was contingent on creating 
and guarding new forms of class, status, and social hierarchy. It was only 
when it became undeniably evident that the bid for national sovereignty 
was a lost cause that these men, as economic leaders, deemed to address 
and claimed to represent the many others they had spent so much time 
naturalizing as essentially inferior: the worker, the maid, the nomad, the 
peasant. By that time, it was far too late to build viable solidarities that 
were in any way vested in guarding people’s basic needs.

In the 1930s and 1940s in Palestine, capital accumulation and the 
nahda project went hand in hand. We should remember that these Pal-
estinians—in their imaginings of territory, in their emphasis on detail, in 
their ideas of progress—did not live their world as shadows of the Jew-
ish settler or the British colonial officer. Their realities were also part of a 
broader Arab project. 

But it is time that we attend to this liberal age, with its utopian 
visions and its fashionable ideas, with more scrutiny. It was not simply 
or coincidentally exclusionary: It was contingent on exclusion. The poor 
and the hungry were then, as they are today, either invisible in utopian 
landscapes of progress or otherwise the very personifications of ugliness, 
to be reformed as supplements, not as actors in history. If we look to the 
foundational structure of the nahda as contingent on the maintenance of 
this exclusion and inequality, we may be able to stop eulogizing it just long 
enough to recognize that it never died.
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