“r

Downloaded by {University of Haifa Library] at 20:45 05 July 2014

o

From Eastern Europe to the Middle East: The
Reversal in Zionist Policy vis-2-vis the Jews of
Islamic Countries

Esther Meir-Glitzenstein

It was during World War II that the Zionist movement in Palestine first
developed 2 significant commitment o the Jews in Islamic countries. Undl
then Zionist activity had focused on Europe, chiefly the large Jewish
population centers in Eastem Europe. The Zionist movement had its sources
of scrength there, and it was from there that most of the immigrants 1o
Palestine came. In conwast, in the 19505 Jews from Islamic countries
accounted for mote than half of all imumigrants to Istael. By the end of the first
decade of the State of Israel, the demographic balence had been tipped, and
they accounted for slightly more than half the population.’

Mass immigration in general, and immigration from Islamic countries in
particular, constituted a revolution in Zionist policy. Even on the universal
level, this policy can be viewed as extraordinary, especially since the Zionist
leadership was aware that mass immigration from the East would
fundamentally alter the demographic composition of Jewish society in
Palestine. The facvors that motivaced rhe establishment to bring over the Jews
of Islamic countries and the connection between these factors and the
position of the Mixahim® in the geographical, economic, social, and cultural
periphery of Israeli society have been mentioned or discussed in many studies.
The standard explanation given for the question why the Israeli authorities
encouraged the huge wave of immigration is thart Isracl needed people to work
in industry and agriculture, to contribute to the war effort, and to sctde
tervitoties that it had captured’ This explanation does not answer the
question whether the Zionist establishment intended to distribute resources,
and espetially work, to the Jewish immigrants on a cultural oz ethnic basis. In
studies conducted in the fitst decades of the stare, it was customary to link the
Tow sociceconomic status of the Mizrahim in Israel with thelr pre-immigration
demographic traits and educational statistics and to explain their condition in
terms of their difficulty in adjusting to a modern sociery?

A much more radical explanztion, which was first claborated in the works
of critical Israeli sociologists and then adopted by several post- and and-
Zionist scholars, is that the Mizrahim were brought over not just because of the
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need for more people bur chiefly because Istael, or the Ashkenazi vererans,
needed cheap labor. For example, according to the cultural scholar Ella
Shohac: :

Realization of the Zionist project in Palestrine, along with the
concomitant aggressive attitude toward all local peoples, brough with it
the possibility of exploiting Sephardic Jews as part of the economic and
political base. ... As a cheap, mobile, and easily manipulated labor force,
the Sephardim were vital ro the economic development of the Srate of
Istael

Elsewhere, she has claimed: “If the Palestinians can be seen as the
aboriginal ‘Indians’ of the dominant discourse, the Sephardim constitute its
*Blacks".™ It should be noted that all these explanations are based not on
empirical research into immigration policy but on hypotheses proposed in the
course of research studies on the absotption of immigrants from Islamic
countres in Israel, Based on extrapolations from the absorption policy to
Istaeli immigration policy, these hypotheses generally reflect the scholar’s
academic orientation or political conviction.

In rhis arricle I seek ro focus on two main issues: What factors were behind
the Jews from Ifamic countries/ What was the ificance of the chang
whar areas of activity did it encompass, and to whar exrent and in what areas
of activity was the change likely 1o affect the policy governing the absorption
of Jews from Islamic countties in the 19505 and 1960s? The discussion of these
issues will focus on the "One Million Plan" presented by Ben-Gurion in
194344, which explicitly proclaimed the immigration of one million Jews
from Eutope and Islamic countries to be a central Ziondst objective. This
declaration was a manifestation of the reversal in Zionist policy vis-a-vis the
Jews of Islamic countries: for the first time, they were considered potential
candidares for immediate immigration and for Zionist activity that would
prepate, encourage and train them to immigrate. Based on the Zionist
astablishment's discussions of the “One Million Plan,” I will attempt to discern
how the Zionist leaders perceived the Jews of Islamic countries and to
understand the plans that they drew up for their immigration and absorption
a few years before events made it possible for these plans to have an effect on
actual absorption.

To examing the issue, ] will look at Zionisr policy vis-3-vis the Jews of
Islamic countries during the period preceding the plan and ar various aspects
of the implementation of the policy after the plan was drawn up. In this article
the issue will be explored as it was perceived at the time, based on archive
soutces that document discussions in leadership insritutions, public
statements and remarks in intematonal forums, and the operative policy thar
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stemmed from the plan. Although a detailed research study on the “One
Million Plan” has been done by Dvora Hacohen, she focuses on the overall
Zionist policy, and especially on the personality of David Ben-Gurion; the Jews
of Islamic countries are mentioned briefly as an aside.’

Accordingly, I will axamine the elemenes of Zionist policy vis-3-vis the
Jews of Islamic countries before Wotld War 11, the effect of che annihilation of
European Jewry and the undermining of the Jews' physical safety in Arab
chuncries on Zionist policy, and the operative manifestations of this policy in
1944-48.

Background: The Jews of Islamic Countries and
Zionist Policy until 1941

Although the status of Middle Eastern and North African Jewry in the overall
Zionist policy came up explicitly only during World War 1, the existence of
these Jews was not foreign to the Yishuv leadership. The socialist Zionists had
been in contact with Mixrahi Jews since the Second Aliyah. The Labor
movement's leaders were aware of Mixrahi communiries in the old
neighborhoods of Jerusalem, Tel Awviv, and other ciries, but most of these
Mizrahim were not part of the organized Yishuv institudons; some of them were
even part of the Old Yishuo? In the new Zionist settlements, they were most
familiar with Yemenites, who had settled in the agricultural villages of the
coastal plain. The Mizrahim, however, were gencrally not perceived as a part
of Yishuv society. As Eliyahu Dobkin, head of the Jewish Agency Immigration
Department, explained in 1943: “Despite the fact that they are so close to us
geographically, they are foreign and distant, and the foreignness is mutual. In
the past twenty years, these Jews have been cut off from us rauch more than
any other Jewish collective.”

Nevartheless, some Zionist activity, with an emphaesis on Hebrew-Zionist
education, took place in the 1920s and 19305 in most Islamic countries. In
Iraq it encompassed a few dozen members, most of them in Baghdad. They
conducted cultural and educational activities, collected donations for Keren
Hayesod and the Jewish National Fund, and handled the immigration of
several hundred people to Palestine. Similar activity took place in Syria,
Lebanon, Epypt, Tunisia, Libya and Motocco.

For demographic, political, ideological, and cultural reasons, however, the
Zionist establishment did not perceive the Jews of Islamic countries as having
significant Zionist potential. In the late 1930s, they numbered approximately

*150,000 and constituted less than four percent of the world Jewish population.

Iragi Jewry, for example, accounted for only 0.7 percent of the Jewish people,
Furthermore, the 19205 and 1930s were a time of polirical progress and
economic prosperity for the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa. For
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most of them it was 2n era of emancipation, modern educadon, and an
improved standard of living, and few were interested in Zionism and
iramigration to Palestine.”

In contrast, millions of Jews in Eastern and Central Europe were suffering
from economic strangulation, social discrimination, and political persecurion,
and these toubles increased in scope and intensity in the mid-1930s after
Hitler's rise to power in Gerrany. The plight of Eutopean Jewry commanded the
inrerest and commitment of the Zionist movement. Zionism drew its strength~
and its human reserve from European Jewry It was in Burope that the
moveroent had been founded and its ideclogy had taken shape. Zionist societies,
organizations, political partles, and youth movements had been functioning
there for decades, At their initiative, and as a result of their activity, money and
people poured in to build up the land, and the leaders of the movement emerged
from their ranks. Under these circumstances, it was only natura] that the World
Zionist Organization would focus on the wellsprings from-which it obtained its
material and human resources. Most of the immigration certificates held by the
Zionist Executive were distributed in Europe.

Moteoves, in the early 1920s the Mandatory government had imposed
quotas for single, healchy but destitute immigrants, aged 18-35, affiliated with
the Labor movement. The quotss were set by the British in zccordance with
the economic absorption capacity of thé country, and the Zionist Executive
was empowered to distribuce the immigration cerrificates. But beeause the
number of applications for immigration certificates far exceeded the quota,
the Zionist Executive had to set criteria for selecting immigrants:-Its criteria
were i{daologicals it gave preference to memberts of Zionist youth movements:
who had undergone vocational and ideological training through the
pioneering movements, These movements held the ethos of physical labor
sacrosanct s the foundation and necessary condition for rectification of the
Jewish individuzl and Jewish society and for achieving national renewal. They
also repudiated Jewish history in the diaspora and the oecuparions that were
perceived as typical of diaspora, Jewish life: shopkeeping, peddling, acting as
middlemen, and trade. Their members spent time on training farms, learned
Hebrew, and prepared themselves to perform arduous physical labor and to
carry out all the missions on which the Zionist establishment might send
then'l-“

The selective immigradon criteria meanc that all Jewish collectives thar
did not conduct pioneering Zionist activity were disqualified from
immigrating. These Jews were defined as inappropriate “human material” for -
immigradon. Because Zionist activity was on 2 small scale in [slamic countries,
the ploneering movements were not active there ac all. As there were no
training farms, thete was little chance of obtaining a significant number of
immigration certificates.”
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In addition re the demographic, polidcal, and ideclogical factors, thers was
also a cultural hierarchy. Zionism, as a modern national movement, was
founded in Europe in the late nineteenth century, and along with the ideas of
the Enfightenment and nationalism, it absorbed the notion of a2 cultural
hierarchy derived from the colontalist world of values as it was shaped in the
encounter between Western culture and other cultures. According to this
conceptor, the natural differences between nations produce a hierarchy with
European cultures at the top and the cuitures of 2ll orher nations below them.
As Yaron Tsur argues, Zionism has been the only ethno-natlonslist mevement
that appealed to populations borh from Europe and from Asia and Africa. It

therefore had to deal with a “built-in® conflict bem_f%mfi
egalitarian natonalist ethos and the opposite effects of the colonialist

ovienilit hetitages.” The Zionist pioneers sought to erase their diaspora past,

but did ot want to give up their European culture¥ As g result,
undemeath and alongside the ethnic-national ethos of Zionism; which
promised 10 trear all Jews in all diaspora communities equally, -was a latent
athos that regarded the culture of Islamic countries as “Levantine,” that & to
say characterized by superficial educartion, merely external manners, no real
cultural foundation, and intellectual instability.”

Implicit it this conceprion is concem for the fate of the exemplary sociery
that socialist Zionism sought 10 establish. Not all Jews were deemed worthy of
immigraring to Palestine during the formative stages of the national home.
Anyone who failed to satisfy the ideological and cultural criteria of soctalis
Ziomism was perceived as Hable to damage or even bound 1o destroy the
exernplary Zionist soclety. Thus, the Jews of Islamic countries could be
included In Yishuv society only if chey accepred both Zionist ideclogy and its
cultural features. As Oz Almog puts it in The Sabra: A Profile: “This step up
included, from the standpolnt of the veteran Yishuy, a rise from the Eastern
culture, which it considered backwards, to the developed Western culture,” or
more precisely, Ashkenazi culture.'

Despire receiving few immicration certificates, thousands of Jews from
Arab countries — Iraq, Syvia and Lebanon, Egypr, Turkey, and Yemen —
arrived in Palestine between the two world wars. The November 1948 census
counted approximately 4,300 natives of Syria and Lebanon, 5,000 natfves of
Iraq, 2,000 narives of Egypt, and 9,000 natives of Yemen and Aden in Israel;
these people had immigrated between 1919-39, before the outbreak of World
War IL." These immigrants came for religious/messianic, economic, family, and
other reasons. The vast majority sneaked across the border and lived in
Palestine iflegally. They settled in the Mizrahi areas on the outskirts of the
major cities, many of them in Jerusalem and a smaller number in Tel Aviv, and
they worked in crafts, in commerce, as peddlers and as middlemen of various
sorts as they had done in their native lands. Their connecton with the Yishuv
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establishment was limited because they objecred to the secularism of the
Zionist movement and the strange mentality and culture thar they
encountered in contacts with the Zionist bureaucracy. The Zionist
establishment perceived the immigrants from Islamic countries as an
unproductive element who did not contribute the desired labor and did not
integrare inzo the otganized Yishuv."

The exception was the attitude towards the Yemenite and Kurdish
communires. The few tmmigradon certificates altotred to Iraq were given to
Kuzdish Jews, even though they were a small minority {about 10 percent} of
Iraqi Jewry, had no Zionist education whatsoever, and had litrle general or
Jewish educadon. Most of the immigrants, however, amived without
immigration certificates. Approximately 2,000 Kurdish Jews arrived in the
1920s (out of 3,300 immigrants from Iraq during that period). They reached
Syria on passports, crossed to Sidom, and were smuggled into Safed on
donkeys. Most of them settled in Jerusalem and worked in arduous
occupations: as porters, donkey drivers, quarriers, construction workers, and
masons. Some of them worked in agriculture in the old farming villages.”
Because of their simplicity, industriousness, and reputation for doing manual
labor, the Kurds were preferred over the other Iraqi Jews who worked in
commerce and as middlemen ¥

Immigrants also came from Yemen, most of them with immigration
certificates. On the eve of independence, the Yemenite community in
Palestine numbered approximarely 28,000. The vast majority were
concentrated in Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, and the agricultural villages on the
coastal plain, from Zikhron Ya'akov to Rehovot.” In all these places, most of
the Yemenites lived in ethnic communities in poor neighborhoods. They were
prominent in low-paying, labor-intensive occupations, such as agriculture and
construction work of various sorts, including building, carpentry and
plumbing. The Yemenite women worked almost exclusively as housekeepers.”

The Yemenites and Kurds were perceived as satisfying the operative -
criteria in the Labor movement's ideology. Although, as Ratzabi notes about
the Yemenites in Kinneret in the 1920s, they did not share its ideology and
they essentially “bore .. all the markers of the Jew against which the young
pioneers had rebelled in shaping the new Jewish utopia.”® Although they
meticulously observed the religious precepts and maintained the traditional
way of life that the ploneers had challenged, and although their motivation for
immigrating was not the national ideology but first and foremost religious
consciousness and messianic impulses, the Zionist establishment petceived
them as workers, and they rhus fulfilled the principle of Jabor in practice.
Presumatly, the Kuds and Yemenites took low-paying, low-prestige jobs
entiling arduous manual labor because these were the only jobs available, and
they accepted their low socioeconomic status simply because they had no
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choice. Thus they were “natural laborers” and never part of the Zionist
vanguard. Nevertheless, unlike the other Mizrahim, they were perceived as
contributing to the developmeant of the national home, or at least not
detracting from it.

To sum up, by the Jate 1930s the images that the Zionist escablishment in
Palestine and the Jews of Islamic.councries had of each other, as well as their
patterns of action towards each other, were already framed. Although the

latrer were perceived as part of the Jewish people, they were regarded as the )

less important, less advanced, culturally Levantine part that, due wo its
cultura] infesiority, had only a limited conwibution to make to the revival of
the nation; until they adopted Westem culture and resembled Europeans, it
was belicved, they could not conwribute to establishing Zionist -society in
Palestine. Alongside the cultural rejection, the ideological features of socialise
Zionism also played a part. The Jews of lslamic countries were portrayed as
having human potential unsuited to settdement, to the Labor movement and
to Yishuv society. Consequently, the Yishuy was not interested in them, and the
local Zionisc movements that operated in those countties in the 1920s and
1930s were not given any subsrantal assistance.

It should be noted thar the pioneers’ perception was a particularistic one
that ran counter to Herzlian Zionise principles. It was particularly prevalent
among the young pioneers, although ¢ven among them it was not universal,
The most prominent dissenting voice was that of Ben-Gurion, who wondered
— in the context of discrimination by the Zionist institutions against the
Yemenites with tespect to sertlement and employment — about the
contradiction between the pioneers’ particularistic value system and the
national, inclusive value system of the Zionist movement.™

The Jews in Islamic countries were not aware of the ideological principles
and eriteria behind the World Zionist Organization’s immigration policy, nor
of the vacillarions that accompanied them. They did not undersrand them
and, of course, could not agree with them, because these criteria left them
outside the Zionist circle. Nevertheless, as a result of the East—West
dichotomy and exposure to the cultural hierarchy introduced by European
colonialism, the Mizrahi immigrants interpreted the Zionist esrablishment's
actitude towards them as ethnic discrimination by the Ashkenazi

_ establishment against Mizrahim. If these attitudes became entrenched, they

could have made afl future activity in these countries difficult. Hence, any
initiative would be dependent on a change in the condition and status of the
Jews of Islamic countries, of the Yishuv, and of the Jewish people and the

Zionist movement. Only if these paradigms developed a crack or were -

shattered could there be a turnabout in the Yishuv's relations with the Jews of
Istamic countries.
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vThe Beginning of the Change

Following the outbreak of World War II, there was a growing influx of
information about Jewish communities throughout the Middle East and Notth
Africa. In addition, awareness increased of the existence of political, economic
and social problems with the status of these Jewish collectives.

The first landmark in the emergence of this awareness may be s¢en in the
riots against the Jews of Baghdad in June 1941 (known as the farhud).” During
the two days between the flight of the leaders of the pro-German rebellion and
the entry of army unfts loyal to the British inro Baghdad, pro-Naz youth
brigades, soldiers, policemen and a frenzied mob actacked Jewish homes,
murdered and wounded hundreds of Jews, looted large quantities of property
and wresked havee. In addiden to the death and destruction, this was a
nationalist incident that augured a crisis in the status of the Jews of Islamic
countries. The leaders of the Yishuv were shocked by the violence — because
it was mew and unusual, because it was the. most serious security-related
incident that had oeccurred undl then in Jewish~-Muslim relations in the
modem era and because of the brutality involved.®

The Jews in Palestine were also worried about the fate of the Jews of the
Levant when the situation of the latter worsened under the Vichy regime and
when the British captured Syria in July 1941, The progress of the war in North
Africa and the transfer of large terrirories from one occupier to another
focused attention on the Jewish communities in Libya, Algerla, Moroceo, and

especially Tunisia under Nazi occupation® Soldiers_and workers from
Palestine i untries with the British ammy did much two

transmit informaticn about the Jewish communities. o e 1ecruits wete
a few high-ranking members of the fabor settlement movements and Iabor

parties, who reported to the National Institutions on their impressions of the
condition of the Jewish communities in the Middle East and their attitude
towards Zionism and immigration to Palesti thers dispatched reports
and lewers depicting life in the shedow of anti-Semitism, poverty, cultural
degradarion, and a stong yearning for the Land of Israel.” In mid-1942, Aliva
Bet (the organizarion for clandestine immigration to Palestine) began to send
emissaries ro Irag, Iran, Syria, and Lebanon, and in the summer of 1943 che
firs¢ emissari¢s set out for Notth Africa. On their frequent visics to Pelestine,
the emissaries reported to leading figures and the political decision-making
entities in the Yishuv on the communities to which they were posted ®
Moreover, the very fact that political parties and organizations from
Palestine established branches in Middle Eastern and North African
countrles, as well as the entrenchment of these branches in the Jewish
communities, heightened awareness of the options for activity there. This was
significant both in countries where Zionist activity was continuous, such as
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Syrla, Egypt and the Maghreb, and in countries where Zionist activity resumed
after a break, such as Iraq and Iran. In all these countries occurred a
qualitative and quantitative change in the intensity and scope of the activity,
in the quantity of emissaries from Palestine and in the assessment of potential
activity and its chances. From the emissaries’ reports, the Yishuv leaders
learned that there was significant hitman potential in the Islamic countries,
but also that very few Jews would come to Palestine unless chey were exposed
to socialist-Zionist education, and even those few would nor join the labor
sectlements. The conclusion was that the national institutions in Palestine and
the Zionist movements in the countres in question had ro make special
preparations so that the Zionist activity would meet the specific needs of the
Jewish communitias and connect them to the needs of Palestine.

However, the increased scope, budgets, weight and importance of Zionist
activity in Islamic countries in those years were nct a departure from the
routine Zionist policy of bringing over young pioneers loyal to Zicnist ideology
and to the sertlement system. Because activity in Europe was impossible, the
T emtseis e on MGl EaSEn A SR AR e nd

o brmging over young members of the Zionist movements. Thetr
atticade—t this respect was sumiat o the Zonist attitude towards the
Yemenires: so long as “positive” immigrants arrived in limited numbers and did
not detract from the repular influx of pionsers from Ewrope, the Zionist
institutions were not averse to giving them immigration certificatas.
Presumably, after the war they would again focus on European Jewry.

World War II then brought about a new encounter between the Zionist
establishment and the Jews of the Islamic countries. This encounter was not
marked by an overall change in the establishment’s aritude towards these
Jewws, but it ¢ontained a potential change. The Yishuw leadership became aware
of the presence of Jews in [slamic countries, of their worsening politcal status
and security situation, of the coirelation between their fate and that of che
Yishuv, as well as the acceleration of Zionist activity in those countries.

The “One Million Plan”

In November 1942, the Yishuy Jeadership began to absorb the full significance
of the Holocaust™ As time passed, word spread of the scope of the
catastrophe. The Jews in Palestine realized that by the end of the war, a
substantial portion of European Jewry — perhaps the vast majority — would
be dead.

Remarks by Zionist leadars in 1943 already indicated a reversal in Zionist
policy vis-a-vis the Jews of Idamic countries. One of these leaders was Eliyshu
Dobkin, the head of the Immigraton Department, who spoke of the
ramifications of the immigration sitvadon and about the Yishud's attitude
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towards the 774,000 Jews in Islamic countries (Morth Africa, Syria, Iraq, Iran,
Yemen and Turkey):

These exiles have become more valuable in the present era from several
standpoints: {a} We do not know how many Jews will be left in Europe
after the campaign to exterminate them and how many of them we will
be able to be in touch with, because millions will quite likely remain
under Soviet Rustian rule and will be tom from us for a long time,
Therefore the quantitative value of these three-quarters of a2 million
Jews has risen to the level of a valuable political factor among world
Jewry. (b) We all know the simple truth that the entire secret of our
policy today is 10 augment our stength by increasing the Jewish
population in Palestine, and these Jews will clearly be thz first to join us,
preceding Jewish collectives from Europe. (c) It is easier to reach them
— we are not separated by seas and war fronts — and it is easier for
them to reach Palestine, too.®?

Deobkin went on to express an overarching objective: “We can sum up our job
vis-2.vis these Jews in one phrase: Zionist conquest of these exiles in order %
liquidate them and transfer them to Palestine.” Remarks by Ben-Gurion in
1943, too, allude to a new political plan taking shape:

The matter of activity among these large Jewish collectives [the Jews of
Islamic counmies], which history has placed in one of the most
dangerous locations of all, is now becoming 2 political issue ... and
Zionist policy — not only immigration policy and not only our
pioneering policy, bue political Zionism, too — requires work among
thess JewsM '

This political Zionism was articulated in detail in the “One Million Plan,”
which originated in plans expressed by Ben-Gurion in the mid-1930s and
fleshed out in late 1942, afrer the adoption of the Bilemore Resolution. Ben-
Gurlon spoke of two million Furopean Jews immigraring ac the end of the
war” When the demographic significance of the Holocaust became clear and
it was realized that the Jews whose distress Zionism was supposed to relieve
would no longer be allve ar che end of the war, the Zionist movement faced, "!q {kr(- 2
what its leadership perceived as the thomiest dilemma in its history, casting + __—
doubt on the justification for its continued existence. Ben-Gurion explained
the problem: “This fact, che annihilation of six million Jews ... is liable to
destroy the very foundations of Zionism and the Zionist claim, too™
Comments that Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary at the time indicate how closely
he followed the data on the dimensions of the destruction in Europe and the
significance of these numbers for Zionism.” At a meeting of the Jewish Agency
Executive on 28 September 1944, Ben-Gurion explained:
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We are now on the verge of the end of the war, and most Jews have been
annihilated. There is now the most important, most practical
justification for a non-Zionist solttion, because there are no Jews. There
has never been such an anti-Zionist weapon. Everyone is asking himself:
whete will we get Jews for Palestine? We are facing what may be the last
decisive hour: yes to Palestine ot nio to Palestine for the Jews!®

However, neither Ben-Gurion nor any of the other leaders was willing to give
up on Zionism and on the establishment of a Jewish state. On the contrary,
the Holocaust reinforced their belief in the Zionist idea, underscored the
political weakness of Zionism, and made it clear thar a Jewish stare was
essential. Consequently, Ben-Gurion's only question was orithmetic: would
enough Jews be found in the wotld who wete willing and able ro emigrate to
Palesrine to make possible the establishment of the Jewish state? His answer
telated o the Bilrmore Program: “My minimum used to be two million; now
that we have been annthilated I say one million.™

To examine ways of implementing the “One Milllon Plan,” Ben-Gurion
appointed the Planning Cammittee, a committee of experts that was to look
into how the economy of Palestine could support a million Jews.® Only on 24
June 1944, however, was the plan presented to the Jewish Agency Execurive.
It was presented not as an operative plan, since the White Papet policy was in
effect in Palestine at the tme, but in the political context, in an effort to
formulate the demands that the Zionist movement would submit to the Allies
at the end of the war: “The real content of our demand is to bring one million
Jews to Palestine fmmediately.” Ben-Guron's demand had three parts to it
legal immigration, Jewish contrel of immigration, and the establishment of
Palestine as a Jewish state within a short period of rime. The plan would be
financed by a grant or loan from Britain and cthe United States, as well as
financial repatations from Germany to the Jewish people for the purpose of
building up the land. The amival of the immigrants would be rapid and
independent of the pace of their absorption, which would take much longer.
The inital candidates for immigradon under Ben-Gurion's plan weare the
500,000 Jewish refugees in Europe, who would be dependent on the vicrors
anyway. He insisted that they should be brought to Palestine and supported
unril they were absorbed, or, as he put it, “a soup kitchen [should be] opened
for them in Palestine.” Next, all the Jews in Amab and Morth African countries
— those 800,000 people who were at *risk of anndhilation and of human and
cultural degeneration as well"[my emphasis) should be brought ro Palestine. “In
my opinion,” Ben-Gurion summed up,

the Zionist program today requires the bringing over of a million Jews,
the political right to this, and financial aid. To accomplish this, we need
a plan for wansporting them, for housing them temporarily, for bringing
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[them over] — all these are awesome issues. From the minascule
immigrations in the recent past, we see the difficulties in this: especially
if we bring over Jews from Arab countries — large families, a different
way of life. ... Nevertheless, we want to create a Jewish nation and we
will have to work under catastrophic conditions,"

Interestingly, Ben-Gurion cites political and rational reasons for bringing
Jewish displaced persons from Europe, whereas in discussing rhe immigrarion
of the Jews from Islamic countries he mentions nor only a politcal and
rational reason, but also a cultural-odencalist explanation — since the
“degencration” of the East was one of the basic elements of this perception.

It should be noted that although Ben-Gurion spoke of the immigration of all
the Jews of Istamic countries, the Planning Committee was thinking of
150,000 immierants — rhar is, abeur 20 percent of these Jews. As the
dimensions of the carastrophe in Europe became clearer, the share of Jews

from Islamic countries was increased.” On 30 July 1945 Ben-Gurion made a-

list iy his diary of the Jewish communities left in the world and stated:

We have to bring over all of Bloc 5 [the Jews of lslamic couniries], most
of Bloc 4 [Wesrern Europe), everything possible from Bloc 3 [Eastemn
Europe], and pioneers from Bloc 2 [the Jews of English-speaking
coungries] as soon as possible.?

Despite the inclusion of the Jews of Islamic countries, the Zionist
leadership assumed thac the Holocaust survivors would be the prime
motivator of the plan, chiefly because che Western narions would suffer pangs
of conscience when the dimensions of the Holocaust became clear. And Ben-
Gurion was determined to make sure that the West found out about the
dimensions of the catastrophe. He also thought that depicting the problem of
the Holocaust survivors as a humanitariau, philanthropic issue might
persuade the United Srares to help carry out the plan, thereby solving the
rroublesome, annoying problem of having ro deat wirh the tens of thousands
of Jewish Displaced Persons {DPs) who had begun to gather in the American
oceupation zone in Germany.

From this standpoine, che incluston of the Jews of Islamie countties in the
*QOne Million Plan” was problematic, At the time it was gengrally thoughr that
the Jews were living in relative peace and tranquilicy under the protection of
the tolerant Muslim crescent, and that including them in the plan would mark
them with a Zionist stamp, twn the Arab povernments and their Arab
populations against them and put them at risk. Moreove; mensioning the
Jews of Islamic countries in the Zionist context was hable to conflict with the
humanirarian and philanthropic argument for moving the Furopean refugees
to Palestine and thus to disclose a distinctly natjonalist ambition for political
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independence. In this respect, including the Jews of Islamic countries in the
“One Million Plan” mighr block American support and jeopardize the

- realization of the Zionist program.

Ben-Gurion was aware of these arguments, but he believed that a demand
for the immigration of the European refugess only would not ensure a Jewish
majority, would not allow for rhe formation of a sustainable political entity,
and would ulvitmately even exacerbate the conflict between Jews and Arabs in
Palestine. It is doubtful wherther the United Stares would agrse to lend its
hand to such a development. For this reason, Ben-Gurion believed, the Yishuy
could not pass up the opportunity to ¢call for immigration from Islamic
countries. These Jews were to play a central role in creating a critical mass of
population fn Palestine so as to ensure the establishment of a sustainable
Jewish state. Thus Ben-Gurion used both the distress of the Jewish refugees in
Europe and the political distress of the Jews of IsTarnic countries for the Zidnist
cause, 1gn0rng the Fternal contradiction berwarn twe Two h favor of the
establishroent of a Jewish state. He also set pricrities for ltamigration, however,
reflecting TiE Hiiman and political centrality of the problem of the Holocaust
refugees: “The remnants of the Jews in Europe take precedence,” Ben-Gurion
said in concluding a meeting of the Jewish Agency Executive®

Inherent in the “One Million Plan” was a radical paradigm shift in the
practical and ideological spheres, involving a change In attitudes that had
occurred in the 19205 and 19305 and had molded the soctal and Ideological
image of Yishuv society. The concept of "selective immigration,” which, both for
ideological reasons and because only @ few of he wmany epplicants for
immigration could be chosen, preferred young pioneess over other Jews, gave
way to the exact opposite: mass immigration by every Jew who wanted to come,
irrespective of age, sex, occupation, health, and 3o on. It was clear thar the
immigeants from Europe would arrive destiture, il and broken, whereas the Jews
from Islamic countries would come with large families, including children and
the eldetly, a substantial percentage of sick, poor people with no Western
education and even without any education at all, and a culture and values that
were different from and foreign to the Yishuv, The populadon that had until
then been rejected entirely by the Zioniss now formed the basis for the
establishment of a sustainable state. In 1944, however, the notion of selective
immigration seemed inhumane and antinational in view of the annihilation of a
third of the Jewish people and Zionism's desperate need for immigrants. In 1951,
at the height of the wiive of mass immigration to Israel, when the demographic
problem was perceived as less severe than it had been a few years before, lsrael
re-adopted a policy of selective immigration, which it applied chiefly to the Jews
of North Africa. By then, however, Istael already had close to 1.5 million Jews.

Hence the inclusion of the Jews of Islamic countries in Zionist activiry
sternmed from historical circumstances that were not specifically related to
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these Jews. The situation was well put by Eliyahy Luln (Hacarmeli); who
represented the Mizrohim on the executive committee of the Histadrut
(Generat Federation of Jewish Labor): “We forgot the eastern lands, and we
cannoy brag of having discovered them. Cruel life compelled us to discover
them.S2)Anyway, from now on the Jews of Islamic counties became an
tntegral part of the nationalist project of Zionism. It should be kept in mind,
however, that those same historical circumstances affected the Jewish
commumities in Islemic countries, too, The travails that they experienced as a
result of occupation by Axis troops or their supporters, the rise of pro-Nazi
and anti-Semitic forces, extensive anti-Semiric propaganda, pogroms and
fears of more pogroms, and the threatening shadow of the Holocaust as a
precedent for the annihilation of Jews all shocked the Jewish communities and
mapnified their fears for the future, while also reinforeing = sense of Jawish

solidarity and interest in the Zionist enterprise in Palescine,

Danger

Cne of the issues that came up in the discussions of the “One Million Plan”
was that of the security of the Jews in Islamic countries. This issue had been
on the Zionist agenda since the pogrom against the Jews of Baghdad and

tefOTts o anbi-oemitic manilestalions in Arab counfries. Ihe Yishuv
leddership wamed repeatetly That the Jews in Arab countries could expect to
be wiped out 2nd should be rescued at any cost. Dobkin referred to this in a
speech to the Mapai Central Committee in July 1943:

I don't know whether these Jews have any sense of what awzits them,
but we have to look at it wich open eyes. The very same day that brings
redemption and salvation to European Jewry will be the most dangerous
day of all for the exiles in Arab lands. Whan Zionism enters the stage of
fulfillment and we are engaged in our campaign for the Zionist solurion
in Palestine, thess Jews will face grear danger, danger of terrible
slaughter, which will make the slaughter in Europs look less perrible
than it looks today, Qur first rask is therefore to save these Jews.*

This graphic description gives an indication of the impact of the Holocaust on
Zionist interpretations. At the same time, because Dobkin made his remarks
as an introduction to his efforts 1o persuade che Mapai Central Committee to
support the “Uniform Pioneer Flan® (to be discussed below), it seems that
these rematks may be regarded as one of the first cases of the use of the
Holocaust to achieve a political objecrive. Ben-Guron, too, was worried
abour che sacurity situarion, as we sea from his remarks in 1943:
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In marny respects the issue of the Jews of eastern lands has now appeared
on the Zionist agenda: (a) because of the catastrophe that took place in
Europe — and we do not know whag will become of European Jewry; (b
because of the catastrophe that the Jews In eastern lands are expecred

« o face as a result of Zionism. This is the only segment of Jewry in the
world that is liable to be 2 victim of Zionism; thersfore we have a special
tesponsibility towards them ... ¥

The danger foreseen for the Jews of Islamic countries due to Zionism is
mentioned in reports and assessments by Yishuv emissaries to these countries
and in the remarks of leaders such as Moshe Shertok (Sharets), Yizhak
“Tabenkin, Berl Katzmelson, Ben-Guricn, Dobkin, and Ben-Zvi¥

In retrospect, it should be noted that these gloomy forecasts proved false.
Although the starus and security of the Jews in Arab countries worsened
significantly, and they suffered political and economic persecution —
especially in the tense period of the War of Independence — there were no
massacres, and there was no danger to Jewish survival. Although the Jews
experienced bloody incidents in Cairo (November 1945 and
June-November 1948), Tripoli (4-7 November 1945}, Aden (1947) and the
Morocean border with Algeria (1948), and although local army and police
forces took part in these incidents, overall the attacks were limited in scope
and ware not the result of a governmene policy or initiative. Why, then, the
gloomy forecast?

Tt should be kept in mind that the assessment of the Yishuv leadership was
informed first and foremost by the impressions of the emissaries to Arab
countries, and these impressions were negarive, perhaps due ro the
catastrophic Zionist wotld view and perhaps because they were trying to rouse
the Yishuv establishment and spur it to increase its activity in Jslamic
countries. Moreover, the acts of brutality committed by Atabs against helpless
WS e farhud and, even earlie, in massacres in Hebron and elsewhers,
gave rise In Palestine to the assumption that increased tension over the
Palestine problem would result in large-scale slaughter of the Jews of Islamic
countries. And if such brutality seemed to the Zionist leaders from Europe 25
something to be expected of Arabs but not of “civilized" narions such as the
Germans, after the Holocaust it was clear that the worst should be expected,
especially given the view that the national conflict over Palestine provided 2
stronget motivation for hatred of Jews than Buropean anti-Semitism. The
situation in Europe, where the war had given free rein to the murderers, now
seemed likely ro recur given the hostility in Arab countries towards the
helpless Jews, the mounting tension in Palestine and in Arab countries and the
apathy of the West. These were the first conclusions that Zionism drew from
the Holocaust, and they evoked pessimism and gloomy predictions,
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The predictions rurned out to be doomful exaggerations. The anzlogy
drawn becween the Arabs and the Nazis was unquestionably unfair o the
Arabs and their governments. However, deterioration of the situation may
have been prevented by the news of the annihilation of European Jewry; after
this shock, Western public opinion would no longer be tolerant of similar
manifestations in Arab countries, which were still within the British sphere of
influence. The revelation of the political power of American Jewry after the
Holocaust and the esteblishment of the State of Israel may have also acted as
deterrents and kept the situation from deteriorating.

Moreover, for qur purposes, it is totally irrelevant whether and to what
exrent the danger was real; what macters is its impact on the inclusion of the
Jews of Islamic countries in the “One Million Plan™. This impact is illustrated
by a meeting of the Jewish Ageney Executive, duting which the members of
the Bxecutive addressed the issue in view of the roubling information and
pessimistic assesstnents that they had heard. Ben-Gurion described the
situation as follows:

The Arab residents of Baghdad are openly making preparations for
massacre. In Egypt, o, the ¢ondition of the Jews is getting worse. The
plight of Yemenite Jewry is among the best known; now Turkish Jewry is
also being destroyed. ... There is also political danger in Arab couutries;

If we do not do away with Iragi Jewry in the Zionist manner, there is 03’

danger that it will be done away with in the Hitlerian manner.” -

The Zionist perception of the security situation of the Jews of Islamic countries
ellcited objections to the plan from some of the participants in the discussion.
Although they did not cast doubt on the need and national obligation to
include the Jews of these countries in the plan, they objected to Ben-Gurion's
proposal to proclaim this officially. Such a declaration, they maintained, might
put these Jaws at 1isk, and anyway, the “Cne Million Plan” was not 2bout to be
carried out any time soon, so long as the White Paper policy was in effect and
the governments of nefghboring Arab countries barred Jewish emigration. Even
from 2 Zionist perspective, they were not candidates for immediate
immigration; they wete preceded by European Jewry So why endanger them?
Shertok's answer was one of principle: be spoke of the “reckoning of the
hour” versus the “reckoning of the generations” and of a “universal Jewish”
approach that demanded the inclusion of the Jews of Islaric countries in the
political plan. Ben-Gurion seconded this principle and noted that the
dilemma had begun in the days of Herzl. He acknowledged that 2 public
announcement could exacerbate the condition of the Jews, but he insisted
thar their situation was bad anyway He expleined his decision as follows:
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If we are afraid to take responsibility for this, we have to take
responsibility for the slaughter of Iragi Jewry. Pethaps not the Jews of
Turkey, perhaps not the Jews of Egype — the Egyptians are not used to
this — but the Iragis axe used to it and will slaughter the Jews in a single
day. I am not afraid that it will aggravate the condition of the Jews: if a
Jew gets angry at us, let him ger angry. Regarding responsibility, 1
reached my final conclusion when I was in Sejera and saw my wo
comrades killed before my very eyes; it was then that | concluded that
Zionism is something responsible. When 1call on a Jew to come here |
arn taking responsibility for his life, and 1 will not be deterred. | foresee
a greater catastrophe for Iragi Jewry than if [ talk about bringing chem
to Palestine and their plight is worsened.®

An analysis of Ben-Gurion's answer points up an internal contradiction. He
claimed that the Jews of Islamic countries were in danger and recognized that
declaring them candidares to link up with the Zionists could exacerbate their
sinmuion. He was also aware that such a declaration would be made unifarerally,
without consuiting the Jews of Islamic countries themselves, and might anger
these Jews. Nevertheless, he was not willing to forgo the declaration. He

explained this by saying that “Zionism is something responsible,” by which he

meant thae the fulfillment of Zionism had its inevitable price, which was
required of Zicnists and non-Zionists alike. Because the *One Million Plan”
relied on a numetical element, Ben-Gurion could not forgo the Miyrahim.
Without them there was no chance of establishing a stare.

Consequently, in the name of lewish natonalism, he appropriated the Jews
of Islamic countries for Zionism, on the assumption that Zionism knew the
peeds and intstests of these Jews best.- These interests, as he saw them,
coincided with those of Zionism. Ben-Gurion explained this appropriaton by
stating that the Jews in Islamic countries could expect catustrophe anyway and
the decisive issue was wherher Zionism would evenrually be able to lead these
collectives to Palestine. This viewpoint expresses not only the primacy of
Zionism in relation to the diaspora, but also a sober basic assumption that the
Jews of Islamic countries would need the State of Israel no less and perhaps
more urgently than it needed them

Another way of describing this appropriadon was pointed out by the
historian Daliz Ofer: “To [Ben-Gurionl, there was an absolute unity of fate
between the Jewish people in Palestine and the nation in the diaspora, which
required a set of shared action guidelines to ensure Jewish survival by means
of Zionist fulfillmenc in Palestine.” The questicn is whether diaspora Jewry
shared this pezception of the unity of fate, and how much weight was ascribed
to the disspora and its needs in setcing Zionist policy. As for the Jews of Islamic
countries, it is doubtful whether they shared this view.
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It is ironic that when the Zionist movement, for the first time, care
regard the Jews of Islamic countries as an integral part of the Zionist enterprise
and even decided 1o declare this publicly, it did so in the knowledge that it was
lisble o harm these Jews and accelerate an exacerbation of their status. Ben-
Gurion was willing to take both the risk and the responsibiliry for rhis, jusc as
the Zionist movement took other risks to achieve its political goals. Hence,
the Holocaust only reinforced the Zionist awareness of the centrality and
priotity of Palestine, with one difference — instead of having its sieeds served
by the diaspora, Palestine would be built up by the elimination of centzal parts
of the diaspora. This is how both the Holocaust survivors in Europe and the
Jews in Islamic countries were perceived. In any case, the discussion in the
Jewish Agency Executive shows that the "One Million Plan” was the product
of Zionist needs and inrerests and that the issue of the danger to the Jews of
Islamic countries, which at the time conflicted with the “One Million Plan,”
was considered to be of secondary importance. Apparently, the Yishuv leaders
themselves did not believe that the danger was immeadiare or substantial, bur
they were more than ready, at this stage, to integrare masses of Mizrahém in the
Zionist project. For sure, the demographic needs of the national movement
came first, but naronalist ide5logy and_sentiments too played their part in
cofitrasting cultural prejudices and fears that could bar the way to such a

change.

AR
The “One Million Plan” and the Operative Policy of Zionism

From both a political and an operarive perspective, the *One Million Plan”
had no immediate significance; its importance was on the level of principle,
because it reflacted the attitude of the Zionist institutions towards the Jews of
Islamnic countries as potential citizens of the Jewish state, a commitment to
their welfare and safety, and acknowledgment of the importance of Zionist
activity among them. This message — rhar Palestine wanted Jewish
irmigrants from lslemic countries — came through loud and clear, and its
echoes could be heard in all the Jewish communities in these countries.
After it was presented 10 the Jewish Agency Executive, the “One Million
Plan” became the official policy of the Zionist leadership. The immigration of
the Jews of Islamic countries was explicit or implicit in all the declarations,
testimonies, memoranda and demands issued by the Jewish Agency from
World War 1] until the establishment of the stare For example, a
raemorandum submirted to the High Commissioner on 18 Jupe 1945 calls for
perrnission for the immediate immigration of 100,000 European Jewish
refugees and of Jewish refugees from Islamic countries, “from Morocco to Iran
and from lstambu! o Aden."® Throughout the memoranda and
proclamations, the immigration of the Mizrahim appears as a secondary issue,
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in 2 sentence appended ro demands focusing on the problem of the Holocaust
survivors and the issus of Falescine.. The demand to bring over the Jews of
Islamic countries was not successful in the international ayena, but it had an
impact in the intra-Zionist realm: a revision of priorites, allocation of
resources and the formadon of new circumstances for Zionism. The main task
in the first stage, prior to the establishment of the state, was organizational,
ideological, and culeural.

. Making mass immigration from Islamic countries a polideal objective
required preparations to ensure that the immigrants would actually come. In
the course of Zionist activity during World War II, the Yishuv leaders had
discovered that the Jews in these countries were not clamoring t immigrate,

that there was no comprehensive Zionist activity and that the Zionist cadre -

active there was extremely limited in scope and in its ability to have an
impact. Moreover, as the cultural differences berween Jewish sociery in Islamic

-countries and in the Yishuv became clear, the Yishue leadership realized thar

Zionism had to deal with one of the most complex tasks in its history —
creating a nation out of a variety of Jewish population groups with different
higrories and different cultures. This rask was assigned to the picneering
movements, which were called upon to sow the seeds of Zionist culture among
these Jewish collectives, in order to create a basis for a single nadon with
shared basic values.

The first organizational measure was the Jewish Agency’s decision to offer
a course for emissaries who would. then be posted to Islamic countries.” In the
second half of 1943, a general plan of action was drawn up. Entitled “The
Uniform Pioneer to the Eastern Lands,” the plan proclaimed the eoncept of
an ingathering of exiles and the revival of the Jewish people in Palestine as irs
central theme. It called for education towards immigration, the study of
Hebrew, and “a life of labor,” thatisto say physical lzbor, especially agriculture.
The idea was o standardize the activity of the varicus pionesring movements
in Islamic countres by demarcating the subject marrer thar they would teach,
and especially by eliminating the unique subject matter, or “hues,” of each of
the pioneering movements. To ensure implementation of the plan, it was
decided that the emissaries would be sent out by the Jewish Agency
Immigration Departreent. The latter, not the Histadiut — as had been the
case until then — would be responsible for the enterprise. Similarly, it was
decided that after arrlving in Palestine, the immigrants would be divided up
among the various forms of settlament by a party or movement key 1o be
determined in advance. _

Basically, this pian was intended to help Mapai, which was besat by conflict
and on the brink of an intemnal split, to ensure its hegemony in and oucside
the Labor movement. The wransfer of the Uniform Pioneer Plan from rthe
Histadrut to the Jewish Agency, where Mapai had a majotity, was one measure
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in the party's struggle sgainst its political rivals within the Labor movement
and was even intended to dedegitimize activity by political parties and
organizations outside the World Zionist Organization, such as che Revisionists,
Etzel 2nd Lehi. But aside from reflecting the struggles within the Yishuv, che
plan indicates how the Zionist establishment perceived the Jaws of Islamic
countries., When the plan was accused of being too “general,” its sponsors
teplied that this “generality” was appropriate 1o the characteristics and needs
of Jewish life in Islamic countries: the low level of education of the members
of the Zionist movement, the short period of time socialist-Zionist education
had been available in these countries and, finally, the clandestine or semi-
clandestine nature of acrivity in some of the countries. “To introduce a
religious quarrel or a political quarrel or an ideological quarrel there is a
crime,” argued Berl Katnelson.”

The Uniform Pioneer Plan set a precedent for the Zionist movement's
patronizing attitude towards its adherents in the Islamic countries and later in
Istael.® In all the countries in which Zionism had operated untl chen,
prospective members could choose from a range of competing Zionist youth
movements, and they were aware of the variations among them from the start,
They could even "wander” from movement to movement before selecting the
one that best suited them, In contrast, the Uniform Pioneer Plan offered
Jewish youngsters in Islamic countries a single model of Zienism and sought ro
prevent not only choice but even awareness of the existence of different,
competing Zionist organizations. The struggle for the souls of the prospective
immigrants and their ideological and political identity had just begun.

Tt should kept in mind chat in some Arab countries (Egypt, Libye, and
Tunisia) there had been vibrant Zionist activity for some time already, and the
Labor movement was not always dominant, In Tumisia, for example, the main
Zionist player on the Jewish street was the Revisionist movement, and in
Egypt several of the Zicnist movements were active, including Ha-Shomer ha-
Tza'ic. So long as the Islamic countries were a remote, marginal district of
Zionist activity, no one in the Zionist feadership cast doubt on the intellecrual
capacity of Miyrahi youngsters 1o choose among the movements, and it was
never argued that the multiplicity of political hues could be detrimental to
them, The Uniform Pioneer Plan, In contrast, was past of the intra-Zionist
political struggle berween Mapai and the Zionist movements and parties for
hegemony In Yishuv society as it stood at the time, and as it would become as
a result of additional Jewish immigration. Mapai sought to shape the
ideological and political Mentity of the immigrants even before they arrived,
thereby not only preserving its power but increasing it.

Nevertheless, the justifications given for the Uniform Pioneer Plan were
based not on the conflicting interests of Zionist movements and parties but on
the standard stereotypes regarding people from Islamic countries: they were
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poorly educared, were deficient in their ability to make choices and judgments
and needed the central Zionist institutions to decide for them.” It should be
noted that during the political debate over the Uniform Pioneer Plan, passions
fiared over the division of 1abor among the parties, but there was no discussion
whatsoever about the “waits” of the Mizrahim. These were perceived as
axiomatic and consequently became axioms.

This perception was also manifested in the immigrant-absorprion plans
drawn up by the Planning Committee. The commilttee prepared separate plans
for the absorprion of immigrants from Europe and from Islamic countries;
these plans had little in common. For the Europeans, transit camps were to be
established in the coastel plain, from Haifa co Gaza, where they would stay for
three months. The immigrants from Islamic countries were to be placed in
transit camps in the Negev, where they would stay for a year or two to be
trained under the guidance of old-timers; they were then expected to settle in
the Negev. After the transitional stage, the immigrants were supposed to be
employed in the variovs sectors of the economy, in proportion to the economic
division within the Yishuv; this would mean that 20 percent of immigrants
were to wotk in agriculture, The Mizrahim, however, were designated for
agricultuce, and they were assigned the pioneeting job of settling the southem
periphery. -

Of course, the immigrant-absorption plan had little real operative
significance. Without a doubt, howevet, it serves as an indication of the role
designated for the Mizrzhim in Tsraelisociety: they were expected to be like the

. Yemenites — manuz! laborers who were used to a hot climare and hard work

and who would be satisfied with very Little. [c should be kept in mind that the
members of the Planning Committee were all Ashkenazim; their knowledge of
the Mizrahim was based on the steteotypes prominent in the Yishuy, and they
themselves were not free of the orientzlist perception that prevailed in
European cultutes, Even if they had no explicic intention to exploit the
Mizrahim “as a cheap, mobile, and easily maneuverable labor force,” as Ella
Shohat argues,® the effects of the policy that they proposed were likely to
produce a socioeconomic dichotomy on ethnic grounds.

These percepcions also influenced activiry in the Islamic countries. The
new priorities set in the “One Million Plan® were supposed to be manifested
in the allocation of financial and human resources, that is to say larger budgets
for Zionist activity and an increase in the number of emissaries. A comparison
of Zionist activity during World War I and in the postwar years, overell and
proportionally, indicates that there was no significant change in the allocation
of resources; on the contrary, the bulk of Zionist activity was in Europe.
Hundteds of emissarics were sent there to organize the brihah (transport of
Jewish refugees from Eastern to Southern and Central Europe) and
clandestine immigration co Palestine, and to establish a Jewish defense

- g
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organization. Huge budgets in Zionist terms were allocated to this activity,
some by the Histadrut snd the Jewish Agency but most by the Joint
Distribution Committee. The activity in Jewish communities in Islamic
countries, which had received a boost during the war, lost its urgency and
attractior. The threar to the Jews, which, as stated, had been brought up
repeatedly by the Yishuv leadership, was no longer perceived as immediare,
even though the dispute over Palestine was escalating, wamnings by emissaries
in Arab countries were becoming more serious, and the undetground or semi-
underground activity now entailed greater risk, extreme tension and
exhausting work on a daily basis. The number of activists in these countries
was minuscule in comparison with their cotmrerparts in Europe. There were
not even enough of them to maintain what had already been established.®

Conclusion

As we have seen, the inclusion of the Jews of Islamic countzies in the “One
Million Plan® was the start of a reversal in immigration policy and in the
overall attitude of the Zionlst leadership towards these Jews. The reversal was
manifested both in the conceptual switch from an ideal of selective
immigration to the reality of bringing masses of people to Palestine, whoever
they might be, and bringing over a population group with a culture that was
perceived as inferion Although Jews from Islamic countries had moved to
Palestine even before World War II, some of them with immigration
certificates, due to their small number they did not pose a threat to the
dominant Yishuv culture. In contrast, the “One Million Plan® augured a
demographic reversal with ramifications for all areas of life, including a change
in the Ashkenazi-Mizrahi demographic balance in the country.

The reversal itself, however, does not answer the question of whether the
Zionist leadership intended to perpertuate a low status for the Mizrahim in
Jewish society and to bring them over in order w exploit them as a cheap
source of labor, turning them into hewers of wood and drawers of water for the
Ashkenazi old-imers, The discussions by the Jewish Agency Executive
indicate that on the level of idedlogy and principle the Yishuw leadership
intended the Mirrahim to be fully integrated citizens with equal rights and
obligations — full-fledged members of Yishuv soclety In all respects. The
motivation for brnging them over was demographic and national, not
economic or class-based. Nevertheless, the absorption process suggested in
the plan would have produced a concentration of Mizrahim in the peripheral
regions and in the lower socioeconomic classes. The conflicting messages of
the plan clearly indicate that the innate conflict in Zionism between the
unifying and egalitarian ethos of ethno-nationalism and the effect of the
European—non-European dichotoray was far from being resolved. The reversal
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did not stem from deep cultural change either in rthe Zionist Ashkenazi
leadership or among the Asian and North African Jewish populations, bur was
the pure curcome of the new political reevaluation of Zionist needs.
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