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October 6, 2014 

What is it like to be an Arab worker in Israel? 

Dismissal without a hearing, silencing, trampling of rights – that's what 
male and female Arab workers are facing in Israeli society in the months 
following Operation Protective Edge. How can we fight this ugly racism? 
 

By Attorney Samah Alkhatib Ayoub 

 

This past summer was a complex and difficult one for all the citizens of Israel. 

The earth trembled as did the seats of the Arab workers who fill various 

positions in Jewish businesses all over the country. In the months following 

Operation Protective Edge we have witnessed an increasing number of 

instances in which the rights of Arab workers were undermined, they were 

threatened with firing and even with being sent home arbitrarily, summarily 

and illegally, and without granting them their rights during the dismissal 

process as required by law. 

 

For example, a female worker was dismissed based on a rumor that she had 

incited against her colleagues at work on her Facebook page. After she 

turned to the Labor Court it was discovered that on her Facebook page she 

had posted a picture of a woman with a keffiyeh and a Palestinian flag.  

 

In another instance a number of workers in a well-known chain were 

dismissed after a number of soldiers complained to the management that the 

workers had sold them food and told them to choke on it. This forced them to 

turn to the Labor Court for assistance. Human rights organizations are 

receiving many reports of failure to respect the rights of Arab workers, some 

of which are still pending in the Labor Court. 

It is always difficult and even challenging for members of Arab society to find 

a job in Israel that is commensurate with their education and their abilities. 
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This is the natural difficulty with which we are forced to deal on a routine basis 

in seeking and holding on to a job. 

 

Last summer there was another type of difficulty which stemmed from the fact 

that we are Arabic-speaking Palestinians, and that our fate was tied to that of 

family members and all the Palestinians living on the other side of the 

imaginary borderline. This boundary cannot block the feelings of identification 

of Palestinians living in Israel with those who live there. Our hearts raced 

whenever we watched the television networks. It happened at midnight after 

we had finished writing another position paper on a bureaucratic budgetary 

issue that we would submit to one of the Knesset committees that was 

scheduled for a 9 A.M. discussion in Jerusalem; it happened during the early 

hours of the morning when we got up to prepare sandwiches for our children 

for kindergarten and school; it happened in the morning on our way to the 

office when we turned on the radio to hear the news, and it continued at lunch 

and in the evening. It was impossible to detach from the news, and we 

suffered along with the entire bleeding region. But what can you do, life goes 

on, the tasks at work continue and the children's homework and enrichment 

programs continue "as usual." 

 

Arab employees live in two worlds, and this time more than ever those worlds 

were separate and even divided. On the one hand their personal lives, with all 

the difficult feelings, and on the other hand the life of work and routine - and 

there is no connection at all between them. Since the war new rules of the 

game have been introduced. Rules that contradict the basic foundations that 

are taught in the prestigious Israeli departments of medicine and psychology, 

to the effect that the connection between the psyche on the one hand, and the 

body and reality on the other, is the foundation of a health and proper life. But 

the Palestinians in Israel are required to behave differently, and are 

exceptions to the rule. 

 

From now on Arab workers are expected to close their eyes and to put aside 

the fear, anger and shock at what is happening to their relatives. This is true 
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both at their places of work and outside of work hours, and even in a way that 

is unrelated to work. 

 

Now, after the end of the difficult summer and the beginning of a new winter, 

the rules of the game between the Arab minority and the Jewish majority have 

been clarified. This clarification includes harassment, discussions, hearings, 

suspensions and even dismissals based on political opinions and statements. 

Rules that are illegal and prohibited because they violate the workers' right to 

express themselves and their right to privacy, and constitute a dangerous 

blurring of the lines between their work and their private lives. The fact that 

employers keep tabs on their employees on the social networks and even 

restrict their freedom to express themselves with the threat of dismissal 

constitutes a dangerous precedent that must be nipped in the bud. 

 

At present there is a quieter atmosphere in the workplaces, simply because 

the Arab workers have been silenced. There is no "superfluous political 

chatter" – but make no mistake, this atmosphere is more fraught with tension. 

This danger of achieving political control by means of cutting off a person's 

source of livelihood becomes even more acute in light of the fact that only 

Arab workers who spoke in a publicly unacceptable manner were dismissed, 

without any similar treatment of Jewish workers who openly made harsh and 

sometimes clearly inciteful statements against members of Arab society at 

their places of work. 

 

So how do you treat Arab workers? Do you guarantee the rights of all the 

workers, without discrimination based on nationality, world view or party 

affiliation? Do you refrain from politically persecuting anyone who expresses 

an opinion that differs from yours? The illegal and immoral silencing of 

members of the Arab minority constitutes a slippery slope, and tomorrow it will 

be directed not only at us but at anyone who doesn't align himself with the 

national consensus. 

 

The writer is the director of the Fair Representation and Employment Equity 

project at Sikkuy - The Association for the Advancement of Civic Equality. 


