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Foreword 

May Seikaly's work is an original and important contribution to the 
scholarship of mandatory Palestine. As a multi-dimensional profile of 
the growth of Haifa into one of the major cities of the eastern Medi­
terranean, it is perhaps unique in the field of Middle East urban 
studies. Its principal theme is the impact on its indigenous Arab popula­
tion, both Christian and Muslim, of global British imperial policy and 
the implementation of the Zionist programme in Palestine in the wake 
of the Balfour Declaration and Britain's assumption of the Mandate 
for the country. At the start of the period covered by this work, Jews 
constituted one-eighth of Haifa's population; by the period's end, they 
had grown· to more than 50 per cent, largely through immigration 
under British protection. Haifa was one of the three major locations of 
Jewish demographic concentration, which comprised between them 
almost 80 per cent of the total population of the Yishuv on the eve of 
the establishment of Israel. 

Long before the First World War, London had identified Haifa's 
harbour as the 'most suitable landing site' for its troops to take in the 
rear an Ottoman army advancing upon the Suez Canal. Also well 
before the First World War, Arthur Ruppin, the master architect of 
Zionist colonization, had pinpointed Haifa as the fulcrum for the two 
major axes of Jewish settlement he envisaged: one extending southwards 
along the coast towards Tel Aviv (which he was instrumental in found­
ing) and the other cutting across Palestine along the Marj Ibn Amr 
towards I .ake Tiberias and then extending northwards towards the 
upper reaches of the River Jordan. 

The author thoroughly covers the demographic, spatial, economic, 
industrial, strategic, institutional (municipal and other) and ethnic evolu­
tion of the city in the two decades between the end of the First World War 
and the eve of the Second World War. She marshals her data from an 
extraordinary range of sources, official and unofficial, British and Zionist. 
She supplements these with interviews stretching back to the mid-197os 
with former Arab residents of Haifa in various countries of their diaspora . 

•• vu 
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While she is entirely at home discussing the minutiae of British politics on 
town planning or municipal taxes, and the wranglings between London 
and the Zionist Organization on the specific site of th_e proposed Haifa 
port or the location of the Iraq Petroleum Company's terminal in Haifa 
bay, the trees never blur her view of the Haifa wood. 

It is against the background of the convergence benveen British and 
Zionist interests in the development of Haifa, tempered to some extent 
in the case of the former by attempts, mostly ineffectual, to soften its 
impact on Haifa's Arab population, that the author develops the under­
lying theme of her work. This is the steady chang in the balance of 
power \vithin the city between its Jewish and Arab communities in 
favour of the former. The author analyses the emergence of a new 
mercantile and entrepreneurial Arab class whose characteristics were 
defined by the Zionist monopoly, because of superior organization and 
financial resources, of the city's industrial sector. 

She traces the relations within the Arab community between, on the 
one hand, its political and mercantile elite and, on the other, the 
growing underclass of Palestinian villagers attracted to the city by 
employment opportunities afforded by its economjc development. Even 
in the early 1920s, a senior British official remarks on the feeling of 
'claustrophobia' experienced by Haifa's Arab population as a result of 
its encirclement by Jewish residential quarters and rural colonies. The 
author investigates the intra-Arab tensions as well as those between the 
haves and have-nots the Christians and the Muslims, and examines the 
mounting sense of frustration and despair among the alienated and 
proletarianized Arab village immigrants from the hinterland of Galilee. 

She explains how these feelings were drawn upon by the charismatic 
and puritanical Syrian cleric Sheikh Ez eddin al-Qassam, himself a 
resident of Haifa, who preached a powerful mixture of Islamic re­
formism and national resistance to British and Zionist policies, which 
crystallized in an open. call to armed struggle in defence of Palestinian 
rights. It was this call to arms by Qassam in 1934-35, and his death in 
an encounter with British security forces, that forced the hands of the 
more moderate and conseivative Palestinian Jerusalem leadership and 
ushered in the 1936 country-wide strike, the prelude to the Palestinian 
1936-:39 rebellion. The disciples of Qassam were to bear the brunt of 
the armed rebellion against the British, which reached its zenith in 
northern Palestine, where the overwhelming majority was Arab, particu­
larly in the wake of the Peel partition proposals to ii1corporate the entire 
region in the proposed Jewish state. The author does not flinch from 
describing and analysing the adverse impact of this rebellion on the 
coherence of Haifa's Arab population and the deterioration of the 
revolt, as its leadership slipped into the hands of rural elements after the 
flight or imprisonment of the more sophisticated middle-class leadership. 
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The author's analysis of the socio-economic and psycho-political 
milieu that gave rise to the radicalization of Haifa's underclass has 
almost prophetic contemporary resonance. This work goes a long way 
to explaining why Haifa, after the sudden withdrawal of the British 
army, fell virtually overnight to the Haganah battalions on that fateful 
day, 23 April 1948. With Haifa militarily in its hands, the Zionist 
leadership was able to use the city's Jewish manpower for the conquest 
of the rest of Galilee. Indeed this work is paradigmatic in throwing 
light on the plight of Eastern Jerusalem today. 

The text is accompanied by useful maps and statistical tables, and 
a poignant appendix containing the names of members of the principal 
families of Haifa, Christian and Muslim, now dead or scattered with 
their descendants to the four winds. 

Walid Khalidi 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 
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Pref ace to the Paperback 
Edition 

In the 197os, when I undertook the project of studying Haifa, the city 
had already lost much of its Arab character, both in its architectural 
features and human makeup. Today the situation is much worse. A 
visitor would be hard pressed to unearth the remnants of Arab Haifa, 
its quarters, its churches, mosques, cemeteries, market places and even 
its streets. It has become a challenge, every time I return to Haifa, 
trying to identify what has remained and where my roots have been 
buried, where (and even if) my family home is, where and if my 
ancestors still rest in their graves. More telling of an active policy to 
eradicate the traces of the original city and its Arab roots, has been the 
array of new street names that speaks only of its recent Zionist history. 
Many of the comparatively few Arabs currently living in the city are 
unaware of the underlying historical foundations of Haifa; they are the 
young, the new arrivals who came here after 1948. 

Today the areas targeted for destruction by the developers and social 
engineers are the last remnants of the old, traditional town, the quarters 
of the Churches, Wadi Salib and Wadi Nisnas. At the same time more 
official projects are energetically giving a face lift to the old European 
quarter, the German colony in the western end of the city, and the 
Bahai headquarters overlooking that colony. These are being promoted 
for trading and tourist purposes as well as to complete the policy of 
jucUazation and the denial of Arab claims, a policy already started in 
the 1920s as this book shows. 

In spite of the dismal prospect for the survival of the sites and 
physical artefacts validating the original history of the city, I have been 
surprised and heartened to find a growing and enthusiastic interest in 
the scholarly rediscovery of general Palestinian history, that of its cities, 
its people and their experiences. More recently this has been activated 
by socio-political developments in the region and particularly by the 
process to finally resolve the Palestinian problem. The spectre of 
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historical loss and eradication explains the drive to capture memory 
and safeguard the links to the past. A very significant contribution to 
this direction has been the work of young scholars, outside and within 
Israel, who have forged a process of rethinking and revising the accepted 
discourse on that history. In large measure, this has been due to better 
access to freshly available documentation, to more innovative research 
techniques and methodologies and building on the groundbreaking 
research that had challenged that discourse. This challenge has come 
from studies on the particularities of the Palestinian experience, its 
varieties, minutiae and locations. In most of these studies, as is the case 
in this book on Haifa, and in other current research, the voice of the 
people, the makers of history - the participants in critical events -
endorse, validate and often contradict the documents and the official 
data. Such sou.rces and methods have humanised the historical text, 
providing new perspectives which frame today 1s discourse and its 
character. 

This book on Haifa, originally published in hardcover in 1995 was 
received with va.ried but keen interest and enthusiasm from many 
quarters. A general r ading public, concerned with the preservation 
and validation of Palestine's historical experience earlier in the 20th 

century has been anxiously awaiting a paperback edition. Another very 
important response to the book has come from scholars, teachers and 
students in the field who have seen it as a source for a better under­
standing of Palestine's history. The request has always been to make it 
more readily available to the academe, students and teachers, and I 
hope this paperback edition will fill the gap. 

It is my hope that the availability of this edition of my book will 
now meet the n.eeds of the many - "vhether general readers who follow 
the history of the M.iddle East, or researchers, teachers and students -
who have asked me over the years about its appearance as a paperback. 
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Explanatory Notes 

Transliteration 

Arabic Arabic terms, names of people and places which are used in 
British official documents have been transliterated according to the 
most common form appearing there. Some family names have been 
written in the form which the family itself normally uses. Other Arabic 
terms, names of people and places have been rendered according to 
the system of transliteration adopted by the International Journal of Middle 
East Studies (/JMES). 

Hebrew The form in which Hebrew names have appeared in official 
correspondence or in English print has been used. 

Currency 

Until 1927, the monetary unit in Palestine was the Egyptian pound 
(£E), which equalled 100 piastres (P.T.). The pound sterling was worth 
97.5 Egyptian piastres. In 1927, the Palestinian pound was introduced 
(£P), which equalled 1,000 mils. Although there was no intermediate 
unit between the pound and the mil, in practice the term 'piastre' was 
adopted as the equivalent of ten mils. The Palestinian pound was 
valued at par with the pound sterling. Because of the almost negligible 
difference in value of these respective pounds, British officials were not 
always careful to distinguish among them. 

Square measures ()and) 

I.and in Palestine was measured in dunums. The old Turkish dunum 
was equivalent to 919.3 square metres, but the British Administration 
adopted a metric dunum of 1,000 square metres (about one quarter of 
an acre). In general, no distinction was made between the two measures 
despite the 8-per-cent variation. 
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XVl EXPLANATORY NOTES 

Notes 

First references to any publication in the notes to each chapter have 
been given in full, but subsequent references have been given in trun­
cated form. R.ef erences to archival material are notated according to 
the list of acronyms that follows. Unless there is a special significance 
attached, no differentiation is made between despatches and telegrams 
or official and semi-official communications. Israeli State Archives 
documents are numbered by record groups in accordance with the 
listing in the bibliography unless they were not yet classified; in this 
case, the full notation appearing on the file cover has been reproduced. 
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Introduction 

Scholarly work on the British Mandate in Palestine has mostly been 
concerned with British policies or Zionist activities, and it is only re­
cently that proper attention has begun to be given to the development 
of the Palestinians. While a certain interest in and concern with Pales­
tinian studies has picked up in the last decade, its main focus has been 
the political and the contemporary. There has been an obvious gap in 
the research on the evolution of the Palestinian national community in 
its social, cultural, economic and political aspects.' The political 
development of the Palestinians has been a field of great interest to 
scholars, especially in view of the timely significance of the subject. 2 

More recently there has been more concern with particular features of 
Palestinian history such as the revolt of 1936-9 and the Intifadah as 
well as concentrated studies on particular towns, villages and cities. 3 

Other features of the community's life have been touched upon in­
cidentally in studies on Jewish Zionist settlement and the development 
of the Jewish National Home QNH).4 They reflect only the reaction of 
the Arabs to these developments, which was on the whole negative, a.nd 
so transmit a distorted picture of Arab social behaviour in toto. The 
latest attempts to fill this gap by studying the dynamics and experience 
of the Arab community in a socio-political framework, 5 while initiating 
the path towards a more thorough study of the community, have 
concentrated on such factors as demography, social stratification and 
education, and have not provided a comprehensive study of all aspects 
of community life. Such studies have laid most emphasis on the Pales­
tinian communities after 1948, leaving a gap that needs to be filled by 
further research on the Mandate period. 

This book is an attempt to meet part of the demand for Arab 
community studies, by highlighting the transformation of one Arab 
urban community in conditions of extreme mobility and change during 
the Mandate period. The Arab community that resided in Haifa be­
tween 1918 and 1939, and was influenced by the socio-economic changes 

I 
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HAIFA 

that were particular to the city and to northern Palestine, was made up 
of a core group of Arabs who had resided there for generations and of 
a continuous flow of Arabs from other areas of Palestine, as well as 
neighbouring Lebanon and Syria. This Arab amalgam was united not 
only by its common cultural heritage but by a sense of a common 
destiny formed largely by the course of events after the First World War. 
During the nineteenth century the majority of this community had bee.n 
Christian, but the Muslims had outnumbered the Christians since the 
early I goos. The minority of Jews was originally minute, and most of 
them were Arabic-speaking; the Jewish population grew significantly 
only with the influx of the European Jews who came in fulfilment of 
the Zionist dream, thus changing the overall character of that minority. 

Another significant feature of this community was its non-conformist 
character, in the sense that it differed from what scholars have come to 
accept as the particular social and political Palest1nian culture. The 
intense concentration of such studies on Central Palestine for the pat­
terns of social and political behaviour has left the field without a full, 
dynamic and comprehensive picture of Palestinian national develop­
ment. This book highlights the socio-political atmosphere specific to 
northern Palestine and to the Opposition front, and the contribution of 
these particulars to the many facets of Palestinian national history. 

Both the town and its community were drastically transformed during 
the period under study. Haifa changed from a small roadstead with a 
promising commercial centre into a congested modern harbour city 
with major industrial projects and sophisticated trading activities. This 
transformation reflected many features of the development of European 
industrial and commercial cities. In Haifa, however, the process was 
not the result of a natural development of the economic structure of 
the country or the social consciousness of the people; it was a trans­
planted phenomen.on, in which the financial and human components 
were alien to the inhabitants. The demographic transformation of the 
Arab community, both in size and character, was shaped by these 
factors. While the total population of Haifa was approximately 18,000 

in 1918, it had grown to over 100,000 in 1939. Foreign elements had 
been a small proportion of the community at the end of the First 
World War, but in the mid-193os the Jewish population, which was 
overwhelmingly foreign (Polish, Russian and German), made up a little 
less than 50 per cent of the total inhabitants of the town. The Arab 
community, because of improved health conditions and immigration, 
had practically doubled in nu.mber, but it had lost the social and 
psychological power o.f its previous majority status; more significantly, 
the fundamental nature of that community had been recast under the 
impact of the new political and economic realities, depriving it of a 
normal, progressive national evolution. 
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INTRODUCTION 3 
Having stated the focus of this book, it is also important to specify 

what the study will omit in its treatment of the subject. While all factors 
that contribute to the understanding of Arab development in Haifa are 
thoroughly investigated, it is not the intention to consider the evolution 
of other communities in the city unless they bear directly upon the 

• 
subject. The Jewish community, in particular, which was the largest and 
the most rapidly growing minority, is treated only in terms of its eco­
nomic, political and social impact on Arab development and on the 
transformation of the city; the dynamics of Haifa's development and its 
gradual Zionization are touched upon from that angle only. Inter­
communal relationships are given the same degree of emphasis and 
consideration. Because this book concentrates on economic, social and 
political changes, details about the overall history of Palestine will be 
omitted excep~ for a brief general framework to facilitate understanding 
of particulars relevant to Haifa. These will be recorded and ref erred to 
in due • time. Similarly, while the imperialist nature of the British 
Mandate and the implications of its support for Zionist policy have a 
direct bearing on the subject of this research, a thorough analysis of 
that topic is beyond its scope, and it will he touched upon only indirectly. 

A main assllmption on which this research builds its approach to 
both the British Administration and the Zionist experiment in Palestine 
is that the political and economic practices of the Mandate reflected an 
imperialist policy.6 This is so important a precondition for the under­
standing of the framework in which Arab communities developed that 
something must be said at the very beginning about the tortuous history 
of Arab-British-Jewish relations. 

Whatever altruistic motives Britain may have had in relation to the 
Mandate, it also had concrete political aspirations which frequently 
overrode Jewish and Arab needs. The traditional British concern about 
securing easy and complete access to Britain's eastern domains was still 
of paramount interest. This was even more pressing at a time· when 
new territories could be opened up for British trade, territories which 
were also potential sources of natural resources. Palestine had long 
been important for the defence of the eastern bank of the Suez Canal, 
and it became more so after the discovery of oil in Iraq and the laying 
of the pipelines through northern Palestine. At the economic level, 
Palestine was made dependent on Britain in its trade relations, financial 
guarantees and methods of collection and allocation of public funds. 
The Colonial Office (CO) and the Treasury showed an \lnsweJVing 
imperialist spirit in their economic policy. Although Palestine did not 
promise material gains, it was essential that the country should achieve 
a viable economy in order not to become a financial liability to Britain. 

It was only in relation to its political commitment to the Zionists 
and the establishment of the JNH that British economic policy faltered. 
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Theoretically, the Administration saw the aims of the incipient Zionist 
movement as compatible with and complementary to its own. It also 
perceived its own role to be that of a catalyst in the Palestinian 
economic future. The Zionist Organization (ZO), after 1927 the Jewish 
Agency (JA), was accepted as the main institution for channellingje\.-vish 
economic development in Palestine, which, in addition to serving the 
Jewish commtL."llty, would depend on and bolster the Administration. 
As such, the function of this organization was to be an extension of 
British policy. Its aim was to pool and monopolize Jewish investment 
and expertise, thus developing the whole country, strengthening the 
government and helping to establish the JNH. Development on these 
lines was sought, but with time the situation grew more complex. 
Initially Zionist plans were much more accommodating to British 
demands than later on, when the JA had evolved into a stronger, more 
independent organization. Irrespective of the limitations, Zionist 
insistence often imposed its demands on British policy, while the Admin­
istration continued to hope for compromise and stabilization of the 
status quo, a situation that would make full use of Zionist co-operation 
,vhile tempering Arab unrest. Nevertheless, ,vhen the Zionist experiment 
,vas facing financial problems, the Administration, uncharacteristically, 
bailed it out by providing extraordinary funds to employ Jewish workers 
in 1927-8, and covered the debts of the bankrupt Tel-Aviv municipality. 
But the largest expense went on defence needed to enforce the ap­
plication of the policy of the JNH. 

Support for Zionism was interpreted as meaning help towards the 
establishment of the movement's economic infrastructure, by invoking 
colonial power to give legislative form to the special advantages awarded 
to the Zionists. This in tum reinforced the movement's political and 
economic separatism, which had emerged in concrete shape by the end 
of the 1920s. An influx of Zionist immigrants entered Palestine as a 
result of this support. British commitment to minimal economic involve­
ment permitted the Jewish minority a heavy stake in the economic 
growth of the country, especially in its larger cities. Zionist adherence 
to a political platform guided the economic development of the Jewish 
sector. Arab economic and social needs and political aspirations had to 
contend with these factors imposed from outside that contributed 
towards the form that the Arab struggle for self-expression took. 

The mentality prevalent in the administrative apparatus compounded 
an already complex situation; the attempt to reconcile conflicting Arab 
and Jewish interests and to minimize animosity between Arabs and 
Jews was frustrated by an ambiguous British policy towards the two 
communities. For a long time, the government in London refused to 
acknowledge any disparity between its overall policy and the aspirations 
of these communities, and their conflict was recognized only when it 
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resulted in violence, especially after British money and lives had been 
lost. The Arabs and Jews, however, maintained a more consistent 
approach in their attitude towards the government of the country and 
their demands for the future. The Administration rarely had the support 
of the local population. While the policy of the National Home was 
vehemently opposed by the Arabs, its method of application often 
failed to satisfy the Jews. At no time did the three parties co-operate 
harmoniously, and more often than not the Administration faced the 
hostility of both Arabs and Jews. It was only in 1936 that the British 
government faced up to the irreconcilable conditions of the Palestinian 
dilemma. Even then it remained adamant about maintaining its control 
in the area: 

The British government could not consider the abandonment of Palestine in 
this period without shuddering at the thought of a foreign power (even a 
relatively friendly power such as France) acquiring a base from which it might 
threaten the imperial lifeline at Suez. 7 

Even though the Partition Plan of 1936 was put aside, no alternative 
changes were introduced in Palestine by way of a British initiative. By 
the late 1930s the Administration had lost its political credibility in the 
eyes of the local population, especially the Arabs, and it meandered on 
to its distressing demise in 1948. 

Haifa ranked quite high in British and Zionist plans. It was to be the 
starting point of alternative routes, by land, by sea and by air, to India. 
Its geographic position and topography had great potential for its 
development into a major transport centre. It became the headquarters 
of the Palestine Railways, the location of a harbour for ocean-going 
ships, the terminus of the pipeline for oil from Iraq and the place of 
storage and refinery for the oil. For the Zionists too, Haifa held great 
attraction as the urban centre closest to the multiplying number of 
settlements in the newly acquired agricultural plains of Marj Ibn <Amir. 
In addition to being the potential distributing centre for the agricultural 
produce of these settlements, it was _also perceived as the location for 
the major heavy industries from which products could be easily dis­
tributed in the Near East and to the West. In fact, the largest Zionist 
industrial projects, the Shemen and Nesher factories, the Grands -
Moulins and the Rutenberg electrification project, were concentrated 
in the town; Jewish labour settlements were a direct corollary to these 
enterprises. Haifa offered an opportunity to fulfil three main aims of 
Zionism: the conquest of the labour market, the acquisition of land for 
eternal Jewish ownership and settlement, and the creation of economic 
openings in order to attract Jewish immigrants. 

These large-scale plans created a feverish economic atmosphere in 
Haifa, and made it a point of attraction for those seeking employm~nt 
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and prosperity. Even before this, another process of development had 
been taking place in Haifa from before the First World War, similar to 
that which had been at work in the main Palestinian cities and especially 
the coastal towns of the eastern Mediterranean. Members of the Arab 
community had been the main participants in this process of change, 
which involved all aspects of their life - social, political, economic and 
intellectual. Under the Mandate, this process did not continue in a 
vacuum but became entangled with the process initiated by British 
mandatory policy and Zionjst aims; the way in which they affected its 
evolution is the main subject of this book. 

Among the Palestinian towns subjected to the impact of British ar1d 
Zionist policies, Haifa provides the best example for the study of the 
Arab community's transformation. Haifa acquired all the specific 
features of the other main towns, while not one of them combined all 
of Haifa's characteristics. Like Jerusalem, Haifa became a centre for 
administrative activities and personnel, especially for the railways and 
the port; Like Tel-Aviv, it became a centre of industry, and, like all the 
other Palestinian towns, a centre of commerce. Unlike the other large 
towns ,-vith mix d populations, however, Haifa was relatively new, and 
\.Yas unhampered by long tradition and history. For this reason, in Haifa 
both the setting and the people were more receptive to change. It was 
partly because of this, too, that Haifa was chosen by the Mandatory 
government and by the Zionist planners as the location for their major 
projects. The British intended to bestow on Haifa certain characteristics 
that were bound to tum it into a cosmopolitan city, whil the Zionists 
were anxious lest it become too cosmopolitan, preventing it from 
becoming a predominantly Jewish city. Unlike Tel-Aviv, which had 
become an insular Jewish town, Haifa offered to the Zionists the 
opportunity to control a wider part of the country and an area of 
economic influence beyond Palestinian frontiers. Haifa presented a 
challenge to the wider Zionist aspirations, both for Palestine and the 
region. The implementation of Zionist plans in the town, in their 
physical, economic and political aspects, provides an excellent example 
of that policy's subtle and gradual development. The fact that the 
transformation of the city and its Arab community was more rapid and 
sudden than in any of the other towns is a further reason to study the 
phenomenon of change in Haifa, where the results were relatively 
clear. 

The heterogeneous character of the population is, perhaps, the most 
significant reason for the choice of Haifa as a model of study. In 
addition to a mixed Arab population, Haifa had foreign residents, who 
had begun to make an impact on local society even before 1900. The 
strongest influence was that of the French missionary and educational 
institutions; other influences were those of the German Templar settle-
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ment and the large number of European consulates. By the early 1920s, 
the influx of Russian and Eastern European Jews, and in the early 
1930s the immigration of a noticeably large number of German Jews, 
added to the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the town. The British 
Administration also brought to Haifa a residential British community 
of officials, businessmen and their families. These changes in the com­
position of the population influenced the socio-economic development 
of the Arab community, which in its turn was also undergoing change 
in its social and religious composition. By the mid-193os Haifa had a 
mixed population, with more or less equal numbers of Arabs and Jews, 
many of whom had been recently attracted by the economic potenti­
alities of the town. The struggle of the Arab sector of the population 
to survive and to maintain its socio-national identity, under highly 
competitive and adverse conditions, is a main focus of this study. 

At the turn of the century, the composition of Haifa,s Arab 
population was very similar to that of Beirut. 8 Compared with the 
other Palestinian towns, Haifa had a proportionately larger number of 
Christian merchants, mainly Arabs, who had been educated in the 
European missionary institutions and were qualified to carry on business 
both with European firms and with Arabs in the towns and villages. 
Even when the Muslim population had overtaken the Christians in 
number, the Christian community still had the larger number of wealthy 
landowners, merchants and entrepreneurs. From the mid-192os this 
stratum was enlarged by wealthy Muslims from Beirut and Damascus 
as well as the Palestinian towns. However, economic and political 
developments were such as to limit the opportunities open to this class. 
While the entrepreneurial merchant class in Beirut was able to develop 
its potential and diversify its investment, building a network of financial 
connections, in Haifa investment in fields other than the traditional 
mercantile activities was rendered practically impossible, except in a 
very few cases. The industrial field was monopolized by the Jewish 
sector, which financed it as part of a national Zionist economy. It 
became impossible for the Arab entrepreneurial class to compete in the 
new economic fields conquered by Jewish and Zionist capital. Many 
ambitious Arabs with limited capital had to seek opportunities to 
develop untapped lines of· business outside Haifa, in the less advanced 
Arab towns such as Ludd, Ramlah and even Jaffa. 9 Only a few Arabs, 
the very wealthy ones, were able to consolidate their economic base 
and initiate a few industrial projects or accumulate real estate. It is 
significant that those Arabs remained in Haifa after 194-8, while most 
of the merchants and small entrepreneurs, whose wealth was engaged 
in small individual businesses and whose assets were more mobile, left 
Palestine at the outbreak of hostilities. 

In addition to the expanding Arab mercantile class, other elements 
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in Haifa,s Arab population, especially the mainly Muslim working class, 
grew noticeably during the 1920s and 193os. Government employment 
provided a living for a substantial number of Arabs in the civil service 
and in th.e more menial jobs of the municipality, the harbour and 
government building projects. It ,vas mainly the building boom, both in 
the private and the public sector, that attracted the large number of 
labourers, mostly from the economically distressed peasantry of the 
northern districts. 10 The concentration of such a proletariat in Haifa 
was unprecedented; the town was unprepared and ·the Administration 
unwilling to deal with the problems resulting from congestion. For the 
Arab community, this influx altered the social structure of the society 
and intensified the gaps between the social classes. 

The political transformation, in tum, was strongly affected by the 
socio-economic changes experienced by the community. Immediately 
after the British occupation, Haifa's political community was similar to 
those of other tO\WS in the Arab East, touched by the same mood of 
nationalism and aspirations for a changed polity and reform. The 
intensity of the external threats drew all sectors of the community 
together and strengthened their political stand. However, when these 
threats diminished, whether in reality or imagination, differences be­
nveen religious communities and benveen social clas es emerged. Such 
differences were aggravated by the lopsided economic growth of some 
sectors of the community and by the entrenchment of the individualistic 
ethos which prevented the emergence of an Arab economy that could 
be geared towards Arab needs. This, in tum, led the different sections 
of society, the 'haves, and the 'have-nots 2

, to acquire widely differing 
political aspirations and visions. It was the 'have-nots' who felt the 
political and economic deprivations most keenly and who retaliated in 
the mid-1930s by militant activities; but other classes as well were not 
unaware of the political dangers. The political exp rience of the Arab 
community in Haifa also provides an interesting study of the opposition 
movement in Pal stinian politics. The main nationalist movement, as 
represented in the Jerusalem leadership which controlled the Arab 
Executive (AE) of the Palestinian Congres es and later on in the 
religious leadership of the Supreme Muslim Council (SMC), has been 
thoroughly investigated, but the opposition mOVi ment, especially that 
of northern Palestine, has not been given the same importance. 

Even though this study attempts to investigate the community's 
development in the main aspects where change showed itself, it cannot 
claim to have exhausted the subject. The timespan has been confined 
to the years 1918-39, a significant period both in its initial and final 
stages. It ushered in a ne,v form of government, the British Mandate, 
which brought in and legalized the application of the Zionist policy. 
The Palestinian revolt of 1936-9 was a landmark in the long process of 
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Arab Palestinian struggle for self-determination and was to remain the 
fint stage in that long struggle. The main features of change had 
completely taken shape by 1939, but the way in which the community 
dealt with the altered circumstances in the city after the 1936-g revolt 
still needs investigation. Haifa played a significant role during the period 
of the revolt since it was the breeding ground for the first fighters, who 
were recruited from among its poorer class. Those years have remained 
a unique era in the town's history. 

Other limitations that should be recorded are those imposed by the 
difficulties and restrictions met when collecting the source material. 
The official documentation on the period was easily accessible in the 
British and Israeli archives; however, some restrictions were placed on 
certain records in the latter. But the main difficulty lay in collecting 
data from the Arab community, which has not traditionally kept written 
records; moreover, most of the informants, whether living in Israel or 
outside, asked that only restricted use should be made of their material, 
in view of the still turbulent political conditions in the region. My close 
connection, however, with a large number of people who lived th.rough 
the experience of the period and who have for a long time 
unconsciously imparted to me various facets of that period of their 
lives, has provided me with a more discerning perception of the subject; 
in a way, it has helped me to determine the significance and value of 
the oral source material. 

The approach used in dealing with the subject is to examine four 
main aspects of the Arab community's transformation. In Part One, 
the physical and demographic character of Haifa in 1918 is discussed; 
this section deals with the community's composition, the town's size 
and the distribution of quarters. Part Two analyses the demographic 
transformation of Haifa's population and the movement of the various 
sectors of the community from certain areas to others. Gradual Zionist 
control of areas encircling the town, and the growth of new Jewish 
quarters encircling the old traditional Arab quarters, are shown here. 
This part investigates British policy in matters relating to town 
development in general and its application to Haifa and its municipality; 
here emphasis is placed on British ambitions to make Haifa a showpiece 
of spectacular British projects, thus accelerating the urban process as 
well as strengthening the causes of population expansion, mobility and 
gradual Zionist control of the urban scene. 

Part Th.ree concentrates on the economic aspects of change. Haifa 
had two distinct economies, of industry and of commerce. Industry, 
which gradually became a Jewish monopoly, is discussed in relation to 
the role played by the Administration in helping the Jewish sector to 
achieve industrial control through legislation. The basis of the Arabs' 
commercial role is also investigated, and their gradual loss of supremacy 
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in this line is discussed. The human factor of these two economies, 
labour, is placed within the context of the two and of British policy 
towards both Jewish and Arab labour. Part Four deals with the Arab 
community's political transformation in three consecutive stages punc­
tuated by drastic local occurrences. The first ends in 1923, the second 
in the disturbances of 1929, and the third in the last stages of the Arab 
revolt in 1939. 

The uniqueness of Haifa rests in the fact that it was the earliest and 
the best suited model for the application of the dual British/Zionist 
policy to its physical, economic and human components. The special 
feature of Haifa in 1918 as a youthful, forward-looking and economically 
viable town \'Vas a reason for this attraction. Another appealing charac­
teristic was the type of population it attracted and their acceptance of 
change. The mechanics applied to bring about these changes are traced 
here historically to show the way in which the tactics of fragmentation, 
dependence and co-option were used in differing forms and with 
different degrees of success. At the same time, and \vhile one level of 
this process was taking place, another process of change was going on 
"vithin the Arab community itself, affecting its developme11t and reaction 
to outside influences. Because and in spite of the highly charged political 
situation, the Arab community nevertheless developed economically, 
socially and politically within these restricted p ripheries which led, 
inevitably, to armed struggle. Since then this pattern, in which the 
town was physically encircled, economically segment d, and its Arab 
community diminished, politically suppressed and socially fragmented, 
has been repeated in many Palestinian towns. 

Notes 

1. The need to study the evolution of the Palestinian Arab community and 
the dearth of such research has been emphasized by scholars in the field sucl1 
as I. Abu-Lughod in 'The Pitfalls of Palestiniology', Arab Stud;ti Qyarterly 3 (Fall 
1981), p. 404. It is also becoming a focus for ocial historians in the cla sroom 
but has still to show its accomplishments in publications. 

2. For a few books on the subject, see: A. M. Lesch, Arab Politics in Paltstint, 
1917-1939 (London, 1979); Y. Porath, The Enwgence of the Pa/atiniaJz Arah National 
Movernenl, 1918-1929 (London, 1974); Y. Porath, The Pakstinian Arab National Mo11t­
T1lt1U, 1929-1939 (London, 1977); E. Tuma, Sittun ~man 'ala al-Haraka al-Qawmryya 
al-'Arahil>•a al-Ftlastingya (The Last ixty Years of the Palestinian Arab ationaJ 
Mo ement) (Beirut, t 978); r_ 'Allu h, Al-Muqt1Wama al-'Arabiy;,a fi Filastin 1917-
1948 (The Arab ational Struggle in Palestine 1917-1948) (Beirut, 1970); P. A. 
Smith, Palestine and the Palestinians 1876-1983 ew York, 1984). 

3. See: S. F. El- imr, 'The Arab Revolt in Palestine: A Study based on Oral 
Sources', unpublished Ph.D. the is, University of Exeter, 1990; T. R. Swedenberg, 
'Memories of Revolt: the 1936-39 Rebellion and the Struggle for a Palestinian 

Copyn tited mate 1al 



-----1 

Physical Characteristics 
of Haifa in 1918 

The city of Haifa is situated on the southern shore of the Bay of Acre 
in the lee of Mount Carmel. Its geographical • position gives it the 
advantage of easy natural access to the hinterland. To the south, the 
coastal plain leads to Jaffa, the south of Palestine and Egypt, and to the 
north it connects with Acre and on to Lebanon. To the east, the plain 
lying between the Carmel coastal range and the hills of Galilee gives 
access to the Marj Ibn 'Amir, the most fertile agricultural region in 
Palestine, and further east, by way of the Jordan valley, to the wheat­
growing areas of Hauran in Syria. Haifa's prime geographical position 
is further enhanced by its fine natural harbour, the best on the Palestine 
coast. 

Compared with other major Palestinian towns - Jerusalem, Jaffa, 
Nablus and neighbouring Acre - Haifa is a relatively new city. In its 
present location, its existence began in the mid-eighteenth century 
when, in 1764-5, the governor of Acre, Dhahir al-'Umar, laid waste the 
older hamlet of Haifa al-'Atiqa, located some one and a half miles to 
the west of the modern site, and transferred the population, around 250 
people, to a new site, which he had surrounded by a protective wall. 
He also built a citadel overlooking the settlement to the south, the 
remains of which were still in use at the timr: of the British occupation 
in 191,8. 1 

Apart, however, from the damage caused by the violence of war and 
the wear and tear of four years of poverty, the town which the British 
occupied on 23 September 1918 had altered little physically from its 
description by Tamimi and Halabi, two Ottoman officials, in 1914 -
one of the most accurate of the period. Their overall assessment was 
appreciative and optimistic. They compared Haifa to Beirut with its 
similar large buildings and glass-windowed shops. In their view, Haifa 
was 'like a bride' with its red-tiled and broad-windowed houses and its 
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