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Mass Mobilization
Under Occupation

The Emerging
Trade Union Movement

in the West Banlk

Jnost R Hiltermann
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et ind student groups have proliferated in recent years.
Their goal 5 it exclusively the preservation of land and scon-
iy, Rather, they target social oppression—eaven, as an
of the workers' struggle, if the emplovers are Palestinmns mther
than Israelis.

The national questicen overshadows the class ane, though
Israeli rule i vulnerable to economic forces of resistance, This
stems from lsraeli dependence on Palestinian markets and espe-
cially labor. With this in mind, the socinl sctivities of the various

in the

trade unong serve to attrnct and consalidate s membership which
will prove committed in the bour of direct confrontation

Israeli Economic Policy

After the 1967 war, the Isroeh economy expanded rapidly,
boosted by large amounts of US economic and military aid, One
main result was o large demand for cheap labor The newly
occupied territories, with their large population of underem-
ploved peasants and refugee camp dwellers, contained just such a
large pool of unskilled, cheap workers with no political rights. By
limiting seonomic development in the territories, Israel assured
itsell of a steady flow of the type of workers it needed. Because of
the semi-proletarian character of Palestinian labor—most are
day-leborers who still own and Gl a small plot of land in their
village—the cost of the workers' s n|_|r€|:|m|:|ucuun has been
thrown back onto the community.

In early 1985, Wit Bank and Gaza weorkers emploved in Ise
totaled S0000: 50,000 from the West Bank and 40,000 from
(iaza ! lereeli entrepreneurs &lso move business to the territories
or engage in subcontracting, employving women and children
Israel is dependent to a considerable degree on Palestinian work
ers in the construction and sgricultural sectors, By 1982, a third
of the legally hired workers in each of these séctors were Palestin
wns from the territories, Workers without a permit increase the
progoriian of Pelestinians still further— to as much as 60 percent
of the total labor force for the constrsction sector.”

With high demand for Palestimian labor since 1967, a fermuls
work force has emerged, Palestinian women have taken jobs
abandoned by Jewish women., who have moved out of agriculture
and the garment industry mto the srdell seevicoes secion ©al
estinian women are concentrated in ssasonal agriculture (espe-
l'in|'1:|-' the citns and wbacco harvesis), in textiles and in food
pr!:.cmmg.“'ﬂu: transfer of the inflaticnary Iseaeli prace strieture
to the territories made it necessary for many women, and even
children, to look for wage work in onder Lo supplement the income
of adult men

The textile and fashion industries have become heavily depen
dent on Palestinian, especially female, labor” lsraeli entrepre-
neurs prefer to subeontract in the territories, where they can
ENEARE MO WOImen whao atherwise are less likely 1o commute ®
laraeli companies cannot by law be forced to pav benefits o
subeontracted workers: this hag become the 1:||1li.|mt'lnll. at least in
theory, of the Palestinians who manage the numerows small
workshops. Thus women earmn sometimes as [ittle as half the wage
they would have received in one of Israel's industrial centers.

The subcontracting business flourished during the boom in the
Israeli economy in the yvears 1068-1974. [t accounted for 12
percent of West Bank industrial rmevenues in 1973." The recession
in the lsraeli economy after 1974 reverberated in the subcontract
ing businesa. The Israeli textile industry began to shift operations
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Organizing Palestinian Workers
Falestinian workers emploved tn Israel can hardly be called a
prodetariat, mor do they have a clear class identity. The transi-
tional status of the Palestinian peasantey —one foot in agriculture
andl vme oot in the lsroeli workplace —larpely determines the
menture of its ambivalent class identity,

These workers alzo have an ambivalent social and political
status in [srael, This has led to s peculiar brand of trade unionism
i the occuped territories, These workers are predominanily day
laborers who maintain strong ties to their land and community,
antd who are effectively thwarted from organizing at the point of
[}r‘:lll“l'li!“i m .IFTIIII} ‘I-l'l'l.'.{'hﬁlll'l h{l'?!hl"l. Ltb{:l15;4‘|ml-\,rzl {:E‘!'—R‘.IIIJ
of the Histadrut. satd ina 198 memo: “We have never sitempted
to formally erganize those workers as Histadnot members inorder
o gvoid the impression that we support the annexation of the
administered terrtores, "

A growing number of Palestimans fall back on erganizations in

their own villmges in searc
and job scoidents
in pecent year
the lack of sufi
ol experrence ancd umily

The uniens have concentrated on solidifying their base by
providing services rather than deology. Unions, for example, sall
Pralestinian consumer proclucts at below market prices, They alao
provide medical care and health insurance at reduced rales
Finally. the unions encourage Lne creation of workers committees

irrsleciim ]Ighlll.‘t‘ LEE l1'|'|l||.-|l‘l'.'r|!l‘nt
The number of locsl unions has mushroomed
Lt thieir goals have remained limited, due both to
wge ovier lsraeli emplovers, and to lack

ot the wb sie These commitiess negotiate with emplovers on

s ol wimpoes mnad wark winns. In the case of Palest
employers, this is done directly
more surreptitious approach or, in the case of arbibrary dismissal,
a LiWyeET,

re are several ex

Ihe Isrneli worksite req

amples ol Palestinian workers bargaining
with Teraeli bosses for better conditions, After dismissals at
Shalom Hotels in Jerusabern in 1980, workers formed o commites
and demanded that the dismissed workers be reinstated. This
chemamd was mot met bt AEainsl all expeciat iom, uloim Hotels
oifered compensation o those taid off, One vear later, 8 Palestin
ian worker i Berman Bakeries in Jerusalem tried to organtze his
fellovw warkers and succeeded in pushing through some demands.
The bass then brought in the police, who detained the organizer
He was subsaqguently relessed, but dismissed by his employer even
though he had worked there for 10 venrs. And in 1984, & commit-
tee of Palestinian workers in a poultry factory in Jerusalem
obtained higher wages and hxed work hours.

Such limited experiences have enhanced the reputation of the
exsting unijona. One union official estimated that out of 150,000
workers in Lthe West Bunk, arownd 30,000 gre now members of a
union, The entrance of women in the labor force has alsa brought
women info the unions, but their pumbers remain small—be-
tween 2000 and 000 Oihers, of course, have joined the ranks of
the women's commitiees, !




The Case of the Ya‘bad Union

mpuilse for organizing Palestinian workers wii com

mute daity to Israel for work came from the Workers' Unity Bloc
The WUB began its drive in 1979.1n an effort to erode the
Fales Communist Party's traditional strength o the labar
movement in the West Bank and to develop the workers’ mave-
ment as a crucial element in the struggle agninst the nc cupation

Yo 'kind is o town of 15,000 in the Jenin area, chose 10 the Gresn
Line. It i& typical of Palestini villages in terms of employment
patierns and forms of popular mobilization. Employment oppor
tunities in ¥a'’bid itself are fimited, The local Taher family owns
about 70 percent of the village jands, which are very [ertile,
Consequently, most Ya'had villa; gither work for Taher or
must frvd & job outside. Some hav worked in the local tobaceo
industry, but the laraeli military government has recently prohib-
ited bobaceo production to protect its own incustry, About 3,000
villagers are employed in the Gulf or Jordan, Others by
chotce but to cross over into lrsel dmily in search

ve little
fa

Omne common method of finding work is by showing up at the
whlack” (labor) market in the nearby Iscaeli Arab town of Bagn al-
Gharbive. There, workers are picked by an lseael Arab
contractor, or directly by an 1zraeli employer, who brings them to
the lsraeli worksite Iy in a city ke Hadera or Karkur.
Women working seasanally in Tsraeli griculture, like the walnut
harvest, are picked up by Arah eontractors at their homes in
Yabad. Sc i for
several years (and thus do nat have to go to the labor market], bt
rarely longer than five years

In bl coases, the workers register with the [saeli employment
office in Ya'bal to obtain a work permit. Work fi

1 be for o

e workers will stay with the same conbrac

nd by the office
definite pertod, and the worker won d be insured
i wickness and job accidents. But the labor exchanges are
notorious for not finding wrk, gince their primary purposs 15 not
to pruvide jobs hut 1o the fow of workers. In lnet, the
Ya'bad labor exchange has been layimg off workers i the s
years in response to the recession in the Isrecli economy S0 the
Ya'bad villagers continue (0 look for work on their own, without &
i i sy estimate that about G0 or T perce
of Yo'bad workers cross into lsrael each day 1o find
themselves; almost half of them retumm smply-handed
Abnut two-thirds of Ya'bad workers npe emploved in consto
tion. Others work in agriculture or industries such wh
processing. Complaints nhwout

discrimination at work a ounid
The Ya'had workers complain that their real wages have been
halved in the past five years due to inflation, [T they used Lo eamn
» shekel equivalent of 5 {Jordanian) dinars in 1980, today they
ve the chekel equivalent of 2.5 dinars per day. (They work 18-
dnys per month on average.) Evenwithouta wark permit, Arab
workers have to pay the Isracli defenss tax, insurance fees, social
spcurity fees and Hi drut membership dues (which may come
tn ge much as 40 percent of their wages), but they receive In
benefits in return

If they de hold a permit, at least they are eligibla for health
and the official “p rotection’” of the lsraeh trade uniot
In practice, this amounts 1o very little. When one

v employed ¥ had worker recently petit joned to the His
st on his behalf 1o secure better conditions for him and

; factory, he was told to go to his
The answer he reciived there was
what you deserve, no m wad worker

it office instead

nve

& wisman From Y8 Tl Jiewst Hiherrant

alfernative source of income, Fewr women work for & wage, and
ost of the men empliyed in the Gull have tagen their wives and
ehitdren with them and send no money hack to families at home,
These circumstances motivaled some Yi'bad villagers o begin
Grganting their fellow worlers In 14983, the Union oi Constric-
tacin and General Workicrs suw Lae light af day. Today it has about
150 members, most of them employed in lsrael Initially, the
union experienced some harassment frome the lareeli authorities
Treops twice raided the gmall office and confiscated anchives,
posters and publications Union officials have heen put in deten-
nee the last raid in Octeber 1954,
have besn relatively guist Because the union songht
affiliation with the Workere” Unity Bloc, it has not recenved any
financial support from the Jordanian Ministry of Labor or from
the Jordanian-Palestinian Joint Committee, It must thus rely on
s from its members.
activities have concentrated on lohbying with local
and pharmacies 0 rechuce rates for union members.
npts are akso made to find work for ¥a'bad villagers both in
Israel and in the ocoul ied {erritories. Finally, the union has
awyers who educate workees absout their rights and

tisn on several oceasions.

things

COEELAL

asionally have sued [srael bosses I all instances, the unien’s

b wrete help without ever explicitly

e of workers' political righta. This 18 8 result both
inns imposed by the military pecupation, and of
within the viliage itself from ihe side of the owning

Jinn officials insist that arganizing activities and aid to

of the condi
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" workars must not interfere with the national question, wihich s
paramount. In that sense, the Ya'bad union accurately reflects
trends in the Palestinian union movement in the territories

Contradictions, Conflicts

Trade unions in the West Bank (uniomzation in Gaza is pl‘oh‘ll‘l-
ited by the Israeli authorities) remained dormant throughout the
19708, as the Palestinian battle for national beration was being
fought on the diplomatic and military fronts in the diaspora. Only
after 1976 did a vocel and visible Palestinian leadership emerge in
the oocupied territories in the person of the elected mayors, and
they hastened to declare their allegiance o the PLO and its
program. In addition, there was hittle incentive for workers to
organize themsslves: although many faced discrimination on
their jobs in the lzraeli sector, they brought home relatively high
wages, both from Israel and the Gulf, nnd had little fear of being
lwid off as long as the Israeli and Gull economies prospered. Few
workers had time for union activities. For those who worked in
lsrael it was min al-farshe ‘al al-warshe and mun al-warshe ‘ol al
Jarshe (from the mattress to the workplace, and back to the
mattress),

The economic slump of the early 19808 and the destruction of
the Palestinian political and military presence in Lebanon in
1982 changed all of this. The Palestinians still living on their land
were clearly central to any tercitorial solution of the Palestine
question. And the economic recession induced many to organize
to protect themeelves. These new organizations came Lo serve as
vehicles for their national aspirations, now voiced more insis
tently. But thess two factors also had deleterions side-effects. If in
1885 a large and active popular movement exisiz in the Wesi
Bank—and to some extent in Gaza—it is also severely divided
and close to paralysis in its internal relations.

The labor moverment in the West Bank is ideologically ambiva
lent. It i essentially & social movement, but the environment of
military occupation provokes a dominant nationahst current
Gonerally speaking, the workers of even those unions which
proclaim themselves Marxiet-Leninist have gubordinated (he
class struggle to the national struggle. In fact, in 8 siuation wien
recruitment and alliances have traditionally been based on pa-
tronage, personalities and family ties, to try to attract workers on
a purely class program iz to court disaster. The emphasis on the
national alliance of classes does leave room for union activities
against Palestinian employers, but never az a priority. Conse
quently, strikes mgainst Palestinian owners are rare. The recent
successful strike of the Al-Guds newspaper workers against their
ermployer was clearly an exception, and n widely applauded one ™
The nationalist stance of the major unions has effectively rallied
workers, while the focus on iasues that affect them in their daily
lives helps to cement the unions’ base, thus preparing them for
national campaigns at a future stage. This strategy has attracted
some criticism, usually from the outside. One sympathetic [sraeli
has criticized the union leadership for not dealing with social
jssues which are bound fo explode sooner or later:

Whnt is dangerous here (s the demoralization , . . The unions are
really workers” hranches of the PLO. In the anoonscius of Uhe
Palstinian leadership there & the conviction thot the strugele
fought by the Palestinian masses i= not the struggle of the Pal
estinian masses: they mre o means toward a notional geal

The PLO and the Trade Unions

Before Palestinian unionists can even begin o address such
structural contrmdictions, they st have to satisfactorily resolve
the conflicts that continue to wrack the labor movement in the
occupied territories.

The expansion of the lnbor foree in the 18708 put new pressures
on exisling unwons to incorporate more workers, and gave the
impetus for the creation of new unions. The mainstream groups
in the Paleatinian national movement responded by setting up &
large number of “cardboprd” unionms which have lew members but
are hewvily financed by Jordan and the Joint Committee. The
PLO groupe, when they turned their attention to the occupied
territories, alter 1976, fund the workers' movement there eifec
twely controlled by the Progressive Workers Bloc (PWH), which
is wldeis' re‘:g_urded as the wirkers' arganization of the Palestine
Commumnst Pariy. The PWE's dominant role was reflected in the
size i its membership and its representation in the (Jeneral
Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU)} dating back to the period of
Jordanian rule.

The Popalar Front for the Liberstion of Palestine (PFLP) was
the first of the PLO organizations to move in this sphere. In 1976,
independent activists set up the “Voluntary Work Commities
1976." Similar commitless among students and women sprang up
in the following years. They posed no threat to the primacy of the
Communist Party in the workers' movement.

By 197%, the Democratic Front had decided 1o refocus itz
energies from outside to the Palestinians living under oceupation.
This significantly changed the configuration of forees amd led o
aunccess in mobilizing mass support, The Workers” Unity Bloc
{WUE) emerged as the first new organization to address seriously
the labor question in the West Bank. Many of its activists had
just been released from prison and wers eager t put into practice
the ateategies they had developed jointly in detention. The new
bloe also benefitted from broad support in the West Bank for a
strategy of armed struggle, a position not ghared by the Commu-
niat Party. B

At first the WUB concentrated on mobilizing workers at the
grassrools level, not directly threatening the position of the
Progressive Workers' Bloe in the union apparatus. The WUB
ferrned Ectical alliances with amail workers” organizations: the
Progressive Uniomisl Waork Front (alleged to have lies with
PFLP}. the Workers' Vanguard Bloc (in the tradition of the Arab
Mationalist Movement and allegedly an arm of the Syrian-backed
Sabga faction of the PLOI, and the Workerss” Youth Movement
(frequently reflecting the influence of Fatah), Through thess
alliances. the Waorkers” Unity Bloc managed to further erode the
I'IIEJI.[[I.II.IIIi |||. Llll! Pr‘-ﬂ:rr'aui\'r 1"!“1][“..‘.]11‘ Hilhﬁ: [LLLIERIET 'J'II' Illllk Ilh.d
15 ol presi
ously vrganized. Altogether, the unions’ ranks grew significantly
with workers hit hard by soaring inflation and rising unemploy-
ment, bath in the West Bank and in the Gulf

file, In nddition, new unions sprang up in professi

Competition and Confrontation

At the same time as it expanded greatly in size, the labor },

movement became increasingly paralyeed as a force in the na-
tinnal stroggle, This matnly pesulted from the effort of the
Progressive Workers' Rloc to resist the erosion of its popular base
and ite organizational hegemony,
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The first of 8 series of confrontations pocurred en
1981 and culminated in & formal split in the Pakestin-
movemnent that August. The main prolagonists it this

1 e the Progressive Workers Bioc and the Workers' Youth

Maovement. The Wy had functioned {often under other names)
for & decade, bul had neglected to depioy s consulers
sorTees in MAss DIEAEIZALIONG Siarting in 1980, it
P e local popular organtzatit
wation of the Fatah b i
further affected by & tacticl alliance belw
1981 WYM then felt
representation n the labor federation.
sponse, the Progressive Workers' Bloe
ight toEiEE e e TR T T RN at
ual it T THEAIGETS. Every Ting 1 the GFFET LT
_into @ battle over numbsers and representation

Behind thie stroggle lies the more general eompetition tor

political hegemony between Fatah and the other PLO organiza

;i the Palestine Communist Party, Fatah was par
sensitive to the influential Communist Party role in the Palestine
Mationsl Front of the 1970s and the looser Mutional Guidance
Committee of the 187981 penod,

In . gammer of 1881, the Workers' Limity Bloc and the
grmallor blocs sided with the Workers' Youth Movement to resolve
the struggle over numbers and representation. But t¥

-1 oot last Jong, and the Unity Bloc aquickly switched

o the Progoessive Wiorkers' Bloc, whieh it suddenly judged more
suitable for its own limbs up. This coalition of the PWH and the
WLIR allowed the Commun ists to mamiain conteol of th
sral Federation. In response, the Youth Movemenl tal
ery own (eneral Federation of Trade Unions, heoded by
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in the hadeh Minawi, which claimed tobe the onky legitimate represen-

tative of Palestinian workers of the West Bank.
Qince Lhen, Two entirely separste General Federations of Trade
in rivalry, sharing identical names and &
4 the workers' orgamzations The func
wwi is less Lo mobilize workers than to
} ol and outside political leaders.
older GFTU still coneis of the Progressive Workers'
Bloe, the Workers® Rioe and two smaller bloes,
warked L ‘A ] Ghanem, Tt hos been
wracked by internal Qivishons &0 ficks since its inceprl
reflecting the rivalry of the Communist Party and the Lemoc
| By 1982, it was ]1-.—:r'.|-.-'.-.|--.'| hy the intensifying power
Wirkers' Bloe and

ol
newer GFT1

wiews of

Uniny

-t

o het the entrenched Progressive
insurgent Workers' Unity Bloe with organizing feozen. In
part, (his freese Was a tactic of the PWB hich feared it woald
have Lo concede even more ground il engaged the WUR directly
mieat [or new members and new unmons
Fhe Workers Unity Bloe contineed its recruitment, drive
nonetheless, 1t paid particular attention Lo the West Bankers who
worked in Lsrael. His rically, the Progressive Workers' Bloo had
zimg of workers in lsmael to fakah, the Commul
The Workers' Unity Bloc hroke through PWB
wring & majority if it pould and
with the same name if the PWE used
blick ratification
weept the Progressive Workers engaged in
a Teveriah scramble to set up NEW un
: real worker constituencies.
1983, the GFTU
the PWE

left orgar
Party of Israel
defenses in several unions, Sec
crenting a parallel uni

. many of them mere
tures lacking

heen abamdoned. A ol
25 umanE
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