AWL day school: Israel, Palestine, and socialism

Introductory points
Hamas victory and recent domination of Sharon and his followers in Israel. But there have been other strands, other possibilities. What were they? How can we foster their revival?

Structure of school:

Get an overview of the history.

"Deconstruct" the concepts. All sorts of strands within Zionism, even with Arab nationalism. Anti-Zionism used as if it defines a clear principle, whereas in fact it is a term which covers very different things. Uncover the possibilities of politics which breaks out of all the dominant stereotypes.

And then examine the arguments. Know how to deal with them. Also, these arguments are all based on realities, more or less deformed. Look through the arguments at the realities.

Small-group discussions one: outline history

A list of six key turning-point dates or periods on this question, between 1881 and 2005.

Six out of the following ten:

1881-1906: start of Zionist colonisation in Palestine. The rise of pogroms in the East, and restrictions in the West, made many Jews see the road to assimilation as closed. The ideological project of establishing a Jewish state by colonisation began to win sizeable support, and fixed on Palestine as a target.

World War 1, 1917-18: Britain acquires Palestine, and the Zionists acquire British protection. The Ottoman Empire collapses; Britain and France divide up its Arab territories; Britain gets Palestine; Britain endorses the idea of a Jewish homeland in Palestine as a gambit to win support in World War One.

Early 1920s: rise of Arab nationalism. Arab riots in Palestine, mainly anti-Jewish, in 1920-1 and 1929. Britain rows back on its support for Zionism; limits Jewish immigration; shifts to seeking to balance between Jews and Arabs in Palestine.

1933: Hitler comes to power. Socialist-internationalist and bourgeois-assimilationist alternatives to Zionism discredited. Millions of Jews seek to flee Germany, many to Palestine. Relative weight of Jewish community in Palestine increases a lot (40% of population by 1939).

1940s: Holocaust. Zionism massively reinforced among survivors. British imperialism comes out of World War Two weaker. Jewish community in Palestine abandons old policy of alliance with British, and turns to open revolt against British from 1944-5.

1947-8: Britain withdraws. Jewish community in Palestine establishes state of Israel. Arab-Jewish war within Palestine, followed by invasion by Arab states. Palestine partitioned; many Arabs driven out of territory which becomes Israel; remaining Arab territory in Palestine annexed by Egypt and Jordan; Palestinians dispersed and crushed.

1967: Israel annexes West Bank and Gaza after Six Days War with Arab states. Israel now rules over a large compact mass of Palestinians, rather than just living alongside them. (1977: Begin becomes prime minister of Israel - end of Labour hegemony in Israeli politics).

1987-8 to 1993: First intifada, to Oslo. Emergence of autonomous Palestinian mass movement in West Bank and Gaza. Pushes PLO into "two states" policy (1988) and Israel to recognise PLO (1993) and conclude Oslo Accords.

2000: Israeli-PLO talks break down. Second intifada. Spiral into mutual reinforcement of Hamas and Sharon.

Small-group discussions two: concepts

Arab nationalism

Periods: the following four, reduced to three however you wish.

1. Up to World War One. (Incipient; led by landlords and traditional hierachies; anti-Ottoman, and partly British-controlled/fomented; pan-Arabist).

2. 1920s to 50s. (Some evolution into distinct nationalisms in different countries. Beginning of middle-class nationalisms. Beginning of anti-European, anti-Zionist focus).

3. 1950s. (Mass middle-class-led nationalism - Nasserism, Ba'thism, Qassem, FLN, Neo-Destour, etc. - which wins national independence, sweeping economic nationalisations, etc. New pan-Arabism - UAR etc.)

4. After 1967, and especially after 1979. (Decay of secular Arab nationalism and of pan-Arabism as an operative political force; rise of political Islam).

Versions: the following four, reduced to three however you wish.

1. Focused on independence from European, or previously Ottoman, rule.

2. Focused on uniting the different Arab peoples, either (a) from below (somehow), or (b) from above, by a Bismarckian or Cavourist process centred round some strong Arab state, e.g. Egypt.

3. Focused on eliminating Israel, or Jewish settlement.

Palestinian nationalism 

Periods: the following six, reduced to three however you wish

1. Up to 1948. Dominated by Husseini (i.e. traditional hierarchy). As much conservative/ traditionalist as nationalist in the modern sense, though with some strands of modern nationalism especially in the 1930s.

2. 1948-64: virtual extinction. Palestinian question becomes "the refugee problem".

3. 1964-9: PLO under Egyptian sponsorship.

4. 1969 onwards: autonomous Palestinian nationalism (based primarily in Jordan until 1970, then Lebanon until 1982).

5. 1987 onwards: autonomous Palestinian nationalism with mass active base in Occupied Territories.

6. 2000 onwards: secular nationalists begin to be eclipsed by Islamists.

Versions:

1. Focused anti-British.

2. Focused on Palestinian autonomy as against other Arab forces.

3. Focused on hostility to Israel (or Jews).

There is a rational common thread, desire for Palestinian self-determination, with more or less admixture of chauvinism, etc.

Zionism

Periods:

1. 1904 to World War One: Major Labour Zionist immigration. Setting up of many Labour Zionist enterprises (though Histadrut comes after World War One.

2. 1933 to 1948: Mass Zionism shaped less by Labour-Zionist utopian schemes than by flight from Nazis, refusal to trust any non-Jewish authority.

3. 1948 to date: "Zionism" comes to mean defence of Israel, or maybe Israeli nationalism, or maybe vicarious Israeli nationalism.

Versions:

Could talk about Labour Zionism, Revisionist Zionism, "ordinary" bourgeois Zionism, and religious Zionism. Or maybe more instructively distinguish the following strands:

1. Ideological colonising project (and its converse, anti-semitic "Zionism" seeking to put the Jews somewhere "far away").

2. Search for refuge from Holocaust, etc.

3. Defence of Israel.

There is formally a common thread, the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine; but in fact defence of the self-determination of a compact Jewish community already domiciled in Palestine is entirely distinguishable from the earlier ideological colonising drive.

Anti-Zionism 

Periods

1. Pre-1948 - Jewish bourgeois assimilationism, and socialist internationalism. (Also subsidiarily a version of anti-Zionist Jewish socialist nationalism - the Bund).

2. Increasingly after 1929, and even more increasingly after 1967 - revanchist, or vicarious-revanchist, hostility to the Jewish community in Palestine. Arab chauvinism, Islamic chauvinism, Palestinian revanchism. (Also, subsidiarily, British bourgeois Arabism - such anti-Zionism as that of Reginald Storrs in the 1940s, who in 1917 was British military governor of Jerusalem and relished the prospect of "a little loyal Jewish Ulster in a sea of potentially hostile Arabism.")

3. Especially after 1967 (but originating with the Stalinists after 1949) - the "anti-imperialism of fools2, identifying Israel as the epitome of imperialism.

Versions

1. Bourgeois assimilationism

2. Socialist internationalism

3. Israelophobia (Israel as an outrage to "Arab land" or "Islamic land", or Israel as the epitome of imperialism).

Subsidiarily, 4. Calculating British bourgeois anti-Zionism, as with Storrs above.

Note that there is no substantive common drive here.

Political Islam

Periods

1. From 1928 - Muslim Brotherhood

2. From 1979 - boost from Iran and Afghanistan

3. From around 1990 - boost from Algeria (though this later fails) and Palestine

Versions

1. Reformist-Islamists - e.g. latter-day Muslim Brotherhood

2. Nationalist-Islamists - e.g. Hizbollah in Lebanon, Hamas

3. Radical Islamists - e.g. Al Qaeda.

(Also a distinction between Shia Islamists, who generally believe in rule by a clerical hierarchy, and Sunni Islamists, who have no clerical hierarchy).

Common thread: drive by modern means (and "modern" social forces, i.e. disgruntled urban middle classes) to impose a state based on supposed timeless and comprehensive Islamic law of 1200 years ago.

Small-group discussions three: debates

Three key facts or relevant theoretical considerations on each debate.

1. The Israeli Jews are not a nation, but a colonial-settler caste, like the whites in South Africa or the European settlers in colonial Algeria.

a. Israeli Jews are a nation by usual criteria of common territory, economy, culture, language, felt identity.

b. Israeli Jews form a full society, all social classes, not a social caste on top of subordinate classes of other affiliations.

c. The demand by the Israeli Jews for national self-determination is different from the demand by the whites of South Africa or the Algerian settlers to minority rule over an oppressed majority.

2. The Palestinian Arabs are not a nation, but just a section of the general Arab nation. There is no reason why the Arab nation should not cede a small part of its territory to the Israeli Jews, and no reason for any special consideration for the Palestinian Arabs: they can just be absorbed by the other Arab states. If you want a Palestinian state, anyway, it already exists in Jordan.

a. Other Arab states oppress Palestinians.

b. The Palestinian Arabs, true, do not meet all the stereotype criteria of a nation, but they have been pushed into a distinct national identity by Israeli and other-Arab oppression.

c. Since the first intifada, Palestinian Arab nationalism is largely defined by a national-territorial base (in the Occupied Territories), despite the importance of the Palestinian diaspora.

3. The creation of the state of Israel was a crime - robbing the Palestinians of their land and driving them out. Redress is necessary.

a. Mandate Palestine in its later years contained two large distinct communities. Jews were 40% of the population in 1939, one-third in 1948. For both of those communities to gain self-determination - i.e. mutual secession, partition - was not in principle a crime. In practice, with the balance of forces, etc., it could only be done with horrors, but that is different.

b. Israeli forces committed crimes in the 1947-8 war. That is different from the whole existence of Israel being a "crime". The non-existence of Israel - i.e. the decisive defeat of the Jews in the 1947-8 war - would have involved greater crimes.

c. We do not support historical revenge, but a democratic settlement for future generations.

4. Israel has repeatedly offered peace. The real reason why peace has not been possible is the stubborn refusal of most Arab politicians to recognise the state of Israel as a fact and negotiate reasonable terms with it. In the meantime there is no other way to break down that refusal and deal with the suicide-bombers than the policy of the iron fist.

a. Episodically offered peace, more like.

b. Arab states have episodically offered peace, too.

c. In principle we are for Israel's right to defend itself. That does not at all imply support for the Israeli bourgeoisie's particular way of doing it. Our prime concern is working-class unity, and the search for that is not compatible with support for Israeli brutality.

5. There is no possibility of any socialist or working-class politics in anything like the present situation. The Palestinians have been pauperised, so scarcely have any economic basis for a working-class movement; the labour movement in Israel is deeply marked by its history as an instrument of Jewish exclusivism ("Jewish labour only", etc). All we can hope for is the USA or the UN to impose a more-or-less workable compromise. 

a. The only true prophets are those who carve out the future they announce. It's true that present prospects are very bad. But our job is to create - or at least to start to create - or at the very least to proclaim the need to start to create - other prospects.

b. Even if some compromise imposed from above is the least-bad short-term option, even in that short term the very possibility of a compromise even being imposable, and the shape (workable, or disastrously botched) of that compromise depends on what is done "from below".

c. There are some positive stirrings in the Israeli labour movement (Peretz) and even among Palestinian workers (the workers' committees in Gaza we recently reported on). We should encourage them. Any improvement in the situation, even if engineered "from above", will increase the possibilities for such stirrings.

6. The answer is the Arab socialist revolution, made by the region-wide Arab working class. That revolution will of course sweep away the exclusivist state of Israel, but, being socialist, it will also give full equal rights to Jews.

a. A socialist revolution can only be made by the working class. For that the working class must be united across national borders and separated out from the bourgeoisie. That cannot be done on a chauvinist programme. The Israeli working class is not a negligible part of the working class in the whole region.

b. Even the victory of a workers' government does not automatically solve national questions. That workers' government would need a policy on national questions, just as the Bolsheviks needed one after 1917.

c. Given Israel's industrial and military strength, even the Arab states united could not just sweep it away. If they could, it could only be by huge slaughter. How could a new regime based on that slaughter be socialist? It would poison the hypothetical pan-Arab workers' socialist movement to direct it towards the conquest of Israel.

7. In principle we could concede that the state of Israel can continue. But that would have to be conditional on it abandoning racism, and in the first place recognising the right of return of the five million Palestinian refugees.

a. That "right of return" means collective repossession of the land, i.e. abolition or severe restriction of the self-determination of the Israeli Jews. To object to that is very different from racist objection to immigration of individuals.

b. The desirable freedom of movement between the Arab world and Israel can only be achieved on the basis of prior peace between nations. Freedom of movement between Poland and Germany is likely within the next few years; it could never have happened if Germany were demanding the repossession, as German, of the German territories which Poland annexed, and drove millions of Germans out of, after World War 2.

c. The five million are descendants of refugees, not refugees. We are for freedom of movement, not for "patrial" rights as in British immigration law.

8. The whole idea of a Jewish state is sectarian and bigoted. There's no way we can support the right of Israel to exist any more than we could support the idea of a separate "Catholic state" or "white state" being carved out on some other territory.

a. The Israeli Jews are not defined by religion. Most are not strongly religious, and many are completely irreligious.

b. The Israeli Jews are not defined by ethnicity, but form one of the most ethnically diverse populations in the world.

c. The Israeli Jews are a nation, not a religious or ethnic group. We support the right of nations to have nation states. Even though all existing nation states are discriminatory to one degree or another, advocating the general right of nations to self-determination is entirely consistent with advocating full equal rights for minorities within nation-states.

