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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This book is an attempt to reconceptualize the history of the Palestin-
ian/Arab-Israeli conflict through the lens of the history of Marxist pol-
itics. The purpose for doing so is to examine the process by which the
hegemony of nationalist politics was established and to affirm the his-
toric existence of an alternative politics while analyzing the causes of
its failure. Three Marxist political formations in Egypt and Israel are
treated comparatively and relationally: the communist movement of
Egypt (primarily its thtee major tendencies); the Communist Party of
Israel (MAKI); and the United Workers’ Party of Israel (MAPAM),
which attempted, but ultimately failed, to sustain a dual commitment
to Marxism and Zionism.

Both before and after the 1948—49 Arab-Israeli war these political
formations advocated a peaceful resolution of the Palestine question
and the Arab-Israeli dispute on the basis envisioned by the United Na-
tions partition plan of November 1947: recognition of the right to self-
determination of both the Palestinian Arab and Jewish peoples, forma-
tion of an Arab and a Jewish state in Palestine/Eretz Israel, and peace
based on mutual recognition between Israel and the Arab states. As a
hegemonic nationalist political discourse was consolidated in both
countries in the mid-1950s the Marxists began to modify their original
stands to varying degrees. By the mid-1960s the Marxist parties had
failed to persuade the people of either Egypt or Israel to adopt their
approach to the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli conflict, yet their positions still



2 Was the Red Flag Flying There?

placed them beyond the boundaries of the prevailing national consen-
sus. As a consequence of their isolation they gradually abandoned their
distinctive internationalist opposition to the hegemonic nationalist dis-
course, and ultimately their organizational integrity as well. In 1965
the two Egyptian communist parties dissolved themselves and in-
structed their members to join the party of the Nasserist regime, the
Arab Socialist Union. MAKI split into exclusively Jewish and mainly
Arab components: MAKI and the New Communist List (RAKAH).
Jewish MAKI adopted a Zionist outlook and eventually dissolved.
RAKAH continued to be a fundamentally oppositional force in Israeli
politics, and has recently reclaimed the MAKI name. But because it was
increasingly identified as an Arab party, it became isolated on the mar-
gins of Israeli politics. MAPAM ceased to be an opposition party posing
an alternative to the Zionist consensus when it joined the coalition gov-
ernment led by the Israel Workers’ Party (MAPAI) in 1955 and retro-
actively approved the 1956 war.

Because the Arab-Israeli conflict became the salient issue in national
politics in both Egypt and Israel by the mid-1950s, the Marxists’ stand
on this issue provides an entry point into the broader question of the
role of the Marxist parties in a political arena shaped by a nationalist
struggle. Eric Hobsbawm has written that communist parties, the pre-
dominant organizational form of the international socialist movement
from 1917 until relatively recently, were the children “of the marriage
of two ill-assorted partners, a national left and the October revolu-
tion.” ! In the Middle East and other parts of the world colonized by
European powers, the left was not only national, but also strongly na-
tionalist. Marxism became a political force as a component of the
anticolonial national liberation movement in the post—-World War II
period.

As Henri Curiel, founder of the Egyptian Movement for National
Liberation (EMNL), said, “If the salvos of October brought Marxism
to China (according to Mao), those of Stalingrad brought it to Egypt.”2
Marxist political action was critical in mobilizing and radicalizing the
postwar Egyptian nationalist movement. Consequently, the Marxist
conception of imperialism gained widespread currency among the in-
telligentsia, and organized labor became a highly visible component of
the nationalist upsurge. Yet because Marxism never became socially or
organizationally consolidated, the Free Officers were eventually able to
assume leadership of the nationalist movement—a role that the Marx-
ists thought was destined for them. The military regime eventually sup-
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pressed the Marxist organizations while nominally adopting many of
their slogans and programs.

In the Palestinian Arab community, with the salvos of Stalingrad re-
sounding in the background, the new national orientation of the Pales-
tinian communists and their critique of the leadership of the Palestinian
national movement, whose traditionalist politics of notables was ex-
posed as ineffectual with the defeat of the Arab Revolt of 1936-39,
made Marxism a significant social and political force for the first time.

The salvos of October originally brought Marxism to the Jewish
community (yishuv) in Palestine and strongly influenced labor Zion-
ism—the hegemonic tendency in the Zionist movement from the 1930s
to the 1970s. Within labor Zionism, the largest current was MAPAI—
precursor to the Labor Party. Although MAPATI’s leader, David Ben-
Gurion, had flirted with Marxism early in his career, long before the
party’s organizational consolidation he had adopted an anti-Marxist,
reformist, social democratic outlook that explicitly subordinated class
struggle to the necessity of maintaining an alliance with wealthy Jews
outside Palestine and with the British (and later the U.S.) government
to realize Zionist objectives. MAPAI’s historic, and until 1965 success-
ful, opposition to Arab membership in the Histadrut (the General Fed-
eration of Hebrew Workers in the Land of Israel), in which it was by
far the largest party, was a salient expression of its rejection of the
traditional Marxist-internationalist approach to resolving the Palestin-
ian-Zionist conflict on a working-class basis.

The component elements of MAPAM did consider themselves Marx-
ist and were nonetheless given organizational and financial resources
and land to settle on by the World Zionist Organization and the Jewish
Agency. Within the labor Zionist movement, then, kibbutzim, trade
unions, workers’ culture, and of course socialism and class struggle
were conceptualized in Marxist and non-Marxist variants—and not al-
ways with a sharp distinction between them. Consequently, Marxist
ideas were not alien or illegitimate per se within the yishuv, especially
after the Soviet Union supported the UN partition plan. In addition, the
antifascist struggles of the European communist parties in the 1930s
and the Soviet Union’s heroic role in defeating Nazism brought the Pal-
estine Communist Party (PCP) out of isolation, created widespread
sympathy for the Soviet Union, convinced many in the yishuv that
Marxism was the most consistently antifascist world outlook, and rad-
icalized the Jewish working class in both the kibbutzim and the cities.
The hegemonic status of labor Zionism, the prominence of MAPAM,
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and the short-lived legitimacy enjoyed by the Communist Party led
many local and foreign observers of Israeli politics immediately after
the formation of the state to conclude that the Jewish working class
might adopt a revolutionary perspective and become the vanguard of
socialist revolution in the entire Middle East.?

In contrast to the post-1967 balance of political forces, during the
late mandate and early statehood years of Israel the components of
Marxist MAPAM were a far more important factor in the political
arena than Yitzhak Shamir’s LEHI (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel)
or Menahem Begin’s ETZEL (National Military Organization), which
were shunned as terrorist secessionists from the national consensus by
many (but not all) liberal and labor Zionists. Ben-Gurion adamantly
refused to consider admitting the Herut (Freedom) Party that Begin es-
tablished after the dissolution of the ETZEL to any government coali-
tion. Begin joined a government for the first time only on the eve of the
1967 war. The centrist General Zionists (later the Liberals) and the
religious parties were significant before 1967 mainly because they had
considerable support among American Zionists and because Ben-
Gurion preferred them to MAPAM as government coalition partners.
That an alliance of the Likud (with the historic Herut as its central
component) and the orthodox Jewish religious parties could become
the dominant force in Israeli politics, as was the case in the 1970s and
1980s, appeared inconceivable before 1967.

Thus, in both Egypt and Israel after World War II the Marxists
sought to situate themselves within the nationalist movement but were
too weak to lead that movement. Many Marxist ideas became popular-
ized beyond the ranks of the Marxist parties, but non-Marxist socialists
representing a broad alliance of class forces became the dominant force
in the nationalist movements. This situation was fundamentally due to
the structural characteristics of the working class and its relationship
with other classes in the nationalist alliance. In Egypt, the working class
was small and politically undeveloped; in Israel, although it was large
and organized in a sophisticated complex of institutions, it was also
organically dependent on capital.

While it is impossible to write the history of any national communist
movement without taking into consideration the leading role of the So-
viet Union in the international movement and other international deter-
minants, this book emphasizes the indigenous national factors in the
rise and decline of Marxist politics in Egypt and Israel. The particular
conjuncture of the rise of the anticolonialist, anti-imperialist move-
ments of the third world, the baroque excesses of late Stalinism, and
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the cold war have made it especially difficult to disentangle the national
and international components of Marxism in the Middle East. Most
commonly, the communist parties have been regarded as functions of
Soviet foreign policy, and little attention has been given to the indige-
nous social forces that made them important actors in the national
political arena despite the generally small size of their membership.*
Moreover, the Marxists’ commitment to internationalism in opposition
to the dominant nationalist orientation in Egypt and Israel has been
regarded as an unnatural suppression of the “real” nationalist impulses
of the party members, imposed on them by the requirements of Soviet
policy or other temporary tactical considerations.’

In addition, as part of the common legacy of the economist and re-
ductionist Marxism of the second and third internationals, the Marxist
parties themselves had an inadequate understanding of nationalism and
its political power. Basing themselves on the writings of Stalin and
Mao, they had an instrumental view of national liberation struggles as
a necessary preliminary stage that would inevitably be superseded by
the politics of class struggle. Therefore, the Marxists shared and legiti-
mized a nationalist political discourse without realizing that by doing
so they were participating in creating the conditions for the delegitimi-
zation of their own internationalist and class-based political project.

To summarize the argument, it was primarily the internal structure
of the Zionist movement and the Israeli state it established on the one
hand and the nationalist, anti-imperialist class alliance forged by
Gamal Abdel Nasser on the other that marginalized Marxist politics
and thus the Marxist approach to the Palestinian Arab—Israeli conflict.
Moreover, the Marxists were to a certain extent complicit in the pro-
cesses that led to their failure, and this was reflected in their ideological
and theoretical conceptualizations as well as the social composition of
the parties and the relations between their different class and ethnic
components. This analysis is neither a historic indictment of the Marx-
ist political formations nor a self-righteous critique of ideological “er-
rors” that, if “rectified,” would have led to success. It is simply an ar-
gument that Marxist political movements are the product of the history
that they themselves sought to understand and shape, and that they can
be properly understood only in that context.

COMPARING EGYPT AND ISRAEL

It may seem odd to treat Egypt and Israel in the same analytical frame-
work, because at first glance their political systems, cultures, and his-
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torical trajectories seem quite different. This book does not compare
the two countries and their Marxist political formations along fixed
axes. Zionism and Arab nationalism cannot be treated symmetrically
because of their fundamentally dissimilar relations to the Western im-
perial powers that have dominated the Middle East. Therefore, this is
an effort to construct what Perry Anderson has called a “relational his-
tory”: a history that “studies the incidence—reciprocal or asymmetri-
cal—of different national or territorial units and cultures on each
other.” ¢ Despite the lack of symmetry between Egypt and Israel, the
processes by which nationalist ideologies became the hegemonic polit-
ical discourse in the two countries were both similar and dialectically
related. This suggests that the fates of the Egyptian and Israeli Marxists
were, to some degree, interrelated and bounded by the same historical
forces.

But why compare the Marxists in Egypt and Israel? There were also
communist movements in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Jordan that in large
part shared the world outlook of the Israeli Marxists. While the Syrian-
Lebanese and Israeli communists had little contact after 1948, the Ira-
gis and Jordanians were linked to the Palestinians and Israelis in ways
that might invite a relational analysis. The Communist Party of Irag,
like the communist movement in Egypt, had a disproportionately large
number of Jewish members, many of whom joined MAKI after immi-
grating to Israel in 1950-51. The Communist Party of Jordan was
founded in 1951 by Palestinian Arabs, and most of its supporters until
1967 were residents of the West Bank—former Palestinian territory oc-
cupied by Jordan that according to the UN partition plan was to have
become part of the Palestinian Arab state. But only the Egyptian com-
munists attempted to maintain contact with their Israeli counterparts,
even though this was most often done problematically and indirectly
through Henri Curiel and the group of Egyptian-Jewish communist
émigrés he led in Paris.

Perhaps more importantly, until the signing of the Egyptian-Israeli
peace treaty in 1979, Egypt was Israel’s most formidable Arab adver-
sary. Before the establishment of the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO) in 1964 and its reorganization after 1967, autonomous Palestin-
ian action in the conflict-with Israel was often intentionally eclipsed by
the role of the Arab states. Consequently, Israel and Egypt were consid-
ered the two primary actors in the conflict. For these reasons, I have
chosen to concentrate on the Marxists in these two countries, although
I do briefly mention the communist parties in other Arab countries
when appropriate.
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REVISIONIST HISTORY OF THE
ARAB-ISRAELI CONFLICT

The account of the origins, causes, and issues at stake in the Palestinian/
Arab-Israeli conflict that the Marxist parties shared was shaped by en-
tirely different terms of reference from those prevalent in their societies.
During the 1930s the PCP had adopted an Arab-centered approach that
explained the Arab-Jewish conflict in Palestine as one between an indig-
enous and a settler-colonial population. This approach lingered on in
the Palestinian Arab National Liberation League (NLL) and the Egyp-
tian New Dawn group. By 1947-48, though, the Marxists adopted the
view that the tensions between Arabs and Jews in Palestine were insti-
gated by British imperialists as a divide-and-rule tactic that would al-
low Britain to continue occupying the country. While some incidents in
the history of the Palestine mandate do support this thesis, essentially
it was a functional myth that allowed the Marxists to organize and act
in the belief that there were no contradictions between the “real” na-
tional interests of both peoples and that any apparent contradictions
could be resolved by uniting against the common imperialist enemy.
Other components of the Marxist account have a much more solidly
supported historical foundation.

The Palestinian Arabs, of course, have always told a story about the
history of their conflict with Israel that is different from the Zionist
version most commonly known in the West, but it has, until recently,
been largely ignored. Research in the Israel State Archives and other
public and private Israeli archives conducted in the last decade, mainly
by Israelis, has decisively debunked many components of the Zionist
and, to a lesser extent, Arab nationalist mythologies.” Unfortunately,
neither the Egyptian nor any other Arab government has made materi-
als on the post—World War II period in its national archive available for
historical research. As a consequence, the focus of revisionist historical
work has been on Israel and its actions.

Among the Israeli revisionist historians, Simha Flapan adopted the
most comprehensive and intentionally provocative approach by at-
tempting to refute seven foundation myths about the birth of Israel that
have been central to Zionist historiography—namely, that (1) the Zi-
onists accepted the UN partition plan and planned for peace; (2) the
Arabs rejected partition and launched war; (3) the Palestinians fled vol-
untarily; (4) all the Arab states united to expel the Jews from Palestine;
(5) the Arab invasion made war inevitable; (6) Israel faced militarily
superior Arab forces in the 1948—49 war; and (7) Israel has always
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sought peace, but no Arab leader has reciprocated.® Flapan’s work is
weakest on issues related to Arab political intentions and the Arab mil-
itary campaign against Israel; nevertheless, detailed and profusely doc-
umented studies by Benny Morris and Avi Shlaim have corroborated
many of Flapan’s arguments, especially those relating to Israel’s inten-
tion to avoid fully gnplementing the UN partition plan, the expulsion
of the Arab population, and the willingness of some Arab states to
avoid war and to conclude a peace with Israel.?

In Zionist discourse the function of the myths Flapan criticized is to
represent the central issue of the dispute as Israel’s consistent desire for
peace counterposed to “the Arabs’” refusal to recognize Israel’s “right
to exist.” If this characterization is correct, then by definition all of
Israel’s military actions against the Palestinians and Arab states have
the status of legitimate self-defense. For the Marxists, the core of the
dispute is that the Jewish people realized its right to national self-
determination by establishing the state of Israel, whereas as a result of
collusion between Israel and Transjordan and the complicity of Britain
and later the United States, the Palestinian Arab people’s right to self-
determination was not realized. Moreover, Israel and pro-Western Arab
states, especially Jordan, have continually obstructed Palestinian Arab
self-determination since 1948.

Those Palestinians who remained in Israel were, according to the
Zionist consensus, a potential fifth column that had to be carefully su-
pervised, and Israel undertook this task with as much regard for dem-
ocratic norms as was compatible with its legitimate security consider-
ations. For the Marxists, in contrast, the Palestinian citizens of Israel
are an oppressed national minority whose livelihood and political
rights were despoiled by the Israeli state. Sabri Jiryis’s classic account
of the expropriation and oppression of Israel’s Palestinian Arab citizens
first appeared in Hebrew in 1966.1° By then the Israeli public was
largely unconcerned with this issue; a common critical response to the
book was to dismiss Jiryis as an ultranationalist extremist ungrateful
for the legal education he received at the Hebrew University. Moreover,
since the first English edition was published by the PLO after Jiryis left
Israel and became an advisor to Yasir Arafat, his book was not given
widespread international credibility. It was subsequently “balanced” by
a scholarly apology for Israel’s treatment of its Palestinian Arab citizens
bearing the same title.!! More than a decade later, studies by Elia Zu-
reik, Ian Lustick, and Charles Kamen substantially confirmed and elab-
orated on Jiryis’s story and made it more widely known and accepted.!?
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Both Zionist and Arab nationalist historiography have cherished the
myth that the Arab states have invariably presented a solid front against
Israel, rejecting Israel’s offers to resolve the conflict peacefully. But as
Flapan and Shlaim have shown, Jordan colluded with Israel before and
after the 1948—49 war to prevent the emergence of a Palestinian Arab
state, and Syria was briefly prepared to consider signing a peace treaty
terminating the state of war in 1949. Although there was a substantial
gap between Israeli and Egyptian views of the conflict and the basis on
which it might be resolved, Egypt did not pursue a policy of unmiti-
gated hostility to Israel that led inevitably to the “second round” of
1956.13 Although still no comprehensive study continues the revisionist
line of argument into the 1950s and many critical documents for this
period remain classified, more than enough is known to establish the
framework for an alternative historical narrative.

During the years between the first two Arab-Israeli wars, Israel’s bor-
ders, the status of the Palestinian refugees and their political future, and
Israel’s relations with its Arab neighbors were unfixed and widely per-
ceived as susceptible to revision. The armistice agreements signed be-
tween Israel and its Arab neighbors in early 1949 did not establish rec-
ognized international frontiers. In particular, Egypt rejected Israel’s
claims to the Negev because Israel occupied the region after unilaterally
breaking a cease-fire on October 15, 1948. UN Security Council reso-
lutions of November 4 and November 16, 1948, ordered both armies
back to the positions they occupied on October 14, but were unheeded.
On December 11, the General Assembly reiterated this call and also
directed Israel to repatriate the Palestinian refugees. In April 1949 the
UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine convened the Lausanne
Conference in an attempt to reach a negotiated end to the conflict.
There Israel briefly agreed, under pressure from the United States, to
the return of one hundred thousand refugees. This offer was dropped
and never made again when it became clear that the Arab states would
not, in exchange, recognize Israel’s territorial gains during the war and
relinquish the principle that all the refugees had a right to return to
their homes. Thereafter, the official Israeli stand was, “Not one refugee
shall return.”

Despite the diplomatic impasse at Lausanne, during the early 1950s
a monolithic and intransigent view of the conflict did not prevail un-
challenged in either Israel or Egypt. From 1948 to 1956 the two coun-
tries engaged in extensive diplomatic exchanges, which included talks
between the Israeli and Egyptian ambassadors to the UN in 1951 and
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1952; regular contacts between diplomats in European capitals, espe-
cially Paris, through 1955; an exchange of letters and an effort to con-
vene a meeting between Moshe Sharett and Gamal Abdel Nasser in late
1953; and mediation efforts by third parties including British Labour
M.P. Maurice Orbach in 1954, Elmore Jackson of the American Friends
Service Committee in 1955, U.S. presidential envoy Robert Anderson
in 1955-56, and Maltese Labor Party leader Dom Mintoff in 1956.

Before and after the military coup of July 23, 1952, Egyptian gov-
ernment officials, political leaders, and public figures issued many state-
ments suggesting that a peaceful resolution to the conflict and coexis-
tence with Israel were possible and desirable, though official statements
were often oblique and contradictory.' Yet no Egyptian or Arab leader
ever publicly accepted either the validity of Israeli territorial gains be-
yond the borders allotted by the UN partition plan or the notion, vir-
tually a self-evident truth in Israel by the early 1950s, that Palestinians
who had fled or been expelled during the 1948—49 war had forfeited
their rights to their homes and lands.

Publication of Moshe Sharett’s personal diaries revealed that the fac-
tion of MAPAI led by Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion and his young
lieutenants—prominent among whom were Moshe Dayan, chief-of-
staff of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) from 1954 to 1957, and Shimon
Peres, director-general of the Ministry of Defense in the 1950s and ar-
chitect of the Israeli-French alliance—consistently exacerbated military
tensions on Israel’s borders and avoided opportunities for negotiations
with Arab states in which Israel might be expected to concede territory
or repatriate a significant number of Palestinian refugees. They devel-
oped the politico-military doctrine of activism: a policy of preemptive
strikes, massive retaliation, and creating “facts.” Repeated demonstra-
tion of Israel’s decisive military superiority, they believed, would force
Arab recognition of Israel on Israeli terms; if not, it would create pos-
sibilities for Israeli territorial expansion.

Security became a national cult in Israel after 1948. Ben-Gurion
made the IDF the central institution of the state and consolidated his
control over it by occupying the premiership and the ministry of defense
and eliminating all potential rival sources of authority.’s In November
1948, even before the end of the war for Israel’s independence, he dis-
banded the elite Palmah unit of the prestate era because he distrusted
its MAPAM-dominated officer corps. By 1950 most MAPAM members
in the senior echelons of the officer corps were pushed out of the IDF.
Ben-Gurion promoted his young activist protégés to central positions
in the security establishment.
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Unit 101, an unorthodox commando company created to conduct
reprisal raids for violations of Israel’s borders under the command of
Ariel Sharon, was the symbol of activist ascendancy. In the early 1950s
thousands of Palestinian refugees infiltrated into Israel. Some came to
see their families or recover their property; some committed acts of
sabotage and terror. Frustrated by its inability to stop infiltrations, the
IDF established Unit 101 in August 1953. The unit attacked targets
unrelated to the source of border violations and inflicted casualties on
innocent civilians far out of proportion to those suffered by Israel. Al-
though most infiltrators came from Jordan, reprisals were also directed
against Egypt in order to weaken the regime of Israel’s most formidable
Arab adversary.’* Unit 101’s inaugural action was a raid on the Pales-
tinian refugee camp of al-Burayj in the Gaza Strip, in which nineteen
refugees were killed—including seven women and four children—and
eighteen wounded.'” On October 14, Unit 101 attacked the West Bank
village of Qibya, killing fifty-three civilians, wounding fifteen, and
blowing up forty homes in retaliation for the murder of an Israeli
woman and her two children. Ben-Gurion announced on Israeli radio
that the raid, described by the head of the UN Mixed Armistice Com-
mission as “wanton destruction” and an “atrocity,” had been carried
out by outraged civilian vigilantes, “mostly Jewish refugees from Arab
countries or survivors of Nazi concentration camps,” and not the IDF.
Subsequently the IDF proudly took responsibility for the action.'® In
the aftermath of Qibya Ben-Gurion resigned his post as prime minister,
to be replaced by Moshe Sharett.

The members of Unit 101 became Israel’s new culture heroes, and
the unit’s “successes” encouraged a reckless mentality in military
circles. As a result, in July 1954 a group of Egyptian Jews previously
organized as an Israeli spy ring was ordered to bomb British and Amer-
ican institutions in Egypt. The objective was to convince the British
government that Egypt was an unstable radical nationalist state and
that British forces therefore ought not to be withdrawn from the Suez
Canal Zone. The amateurish bombers were quickly apprehended and
put on trial, with Israel denying any connection to the group. In fact,
Sharett did not know of the order to initiate acts of terror. Israel de-
nounced the trial of the terrorists and subsequent execution of two of
them as a “show trial.” The Histadrut daily, Davar (The word), called
it a “Nazi-inspired policy.” In the midst of this hysteria, Ben-Gurion
was recalled to the government as minister of defense. His response to
the executions was to order a massive attack on Gaza on February 28,
1955, in which thirty-nine Egyptians and Palestinians were killed and
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thirty wounded. This raid began the sequence of events that culminated
in the Suez/Sinai War.!®

In 1960, the revelation of the likelihood that a Ben-Gurion protégé,
military intelligence chief Binyamin Givli, possibly with the approval of
Dayan, Peres, or others close to Ben-Gurion, had given the order to
activate the ring of Jewish saboteurs in Egypt without the approval of
Sharett or Defense Minister Pinhas Lavon broke a major political scan-
dal in Israel. It became known as the “Lavon affair” after Ben-Gurion
attempted to force Lavon to accept sole responsibility for the incident.
This affair brought down the Israeli government in 1961, undermined
Ben-Gurion’s political authority, and contributed to his removal as
prime minister and replacement by Levi Eshkol in 1963.2

Ben-Gurion understood, as no other Zionist political leader did, that
the capacity to deploy a powerful recognized army would immeasur-
ably strengthen the Zionist project, transform the balance of forces be-
tween the yishuv and its Arab neighbors, and allow Israel to shape the
political agenda. The existence of an all-encompassing conflict with
undifferentiated Arab “others” was the formative experience for the
Israeli polity, determining its collective identity and international ori-
entation and contributing significantly to its economic viability. The
persistent creation of political and military facts heightened the conflict,
gradually undermined the Israeli peace constituency, and legitimized the
official Israeli conception of peace as a condition in which Israel main-
tained absolute military supremacy over its neighbors and the right to
veto any regional developments it defined as threatening. In this context
the Zionist project continued to develop as a set of economic, political,
and military practices and a discourse consolidating its interpretive
power even as the Arab-Israeli conflict was transformed from a local
communal conflict to a regional front in the cold war.

Lack of documentation makes it increasingly difficult to extend the
revisionist account of Arab-Israeli relations beyond the 1956 war. But
this lacuna is not critical to the argument of this book if the thesis
(articulated in great detail by Kennett Love and Donald Neff)?! that the
events of 1955 and the Suez/Sinai War constitute a critical turning point
in determining the future course and scope of the Arab-Israeli conflict
is valid, as I believe it is.

Israeli representation of Arab refusal to accept its territorial con-
quests and the permanent displacement of the refugees as unmitigated
hostility has been reinforced in the West by a combination of a guilty
conscience about the victims of the holocaust, Christian millenarian-
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ism, fear of Nasserist Arab nationalism, the political influence of the
Zionist lobby in the United States, and a growing American commit-
ment to the notion that Israel was an irreplaceable “strategic asset”
vital to maintaining U.S. power and influence in the Middle East. Con-
sequently, the official Israeli story became the hegemonic interpretation
of the conflict in the United States and Europe as well as in Israel.

It is impossible to make sense of the historical trajectory of the
Marxist left and the issues that occupied it without referring to the
revisionist history of the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli conflict summarized
above. Indeed, two members of MAKI, Moshe Machover and Akiva
Orr, made a pioneering contribution to this historiographical project—
for which they have not received due recognition—by compiling an
account of the conflict from Israeli newspapers and other published
Hebrew sources that, while not free of flaws, shares much with the
growing body of literature by professional historians and others.22
While I have relied on the revisionist historiography and the outline
extrapolated from it above, I have not recapitulated all the evidence for
the arguments. Those who wish to pursue specific issues more fully may
study the works cited in the notes and the documentary sources on
which they are based.

The main thrust of revisionist historiography has been to shift the
burden of responsibility for the Palestinian Arab—Israeli conflict much
more toward the Israeli side than has commonly been accepted in either
Israel or the West. Within this framework it is also possible to indicate
some themes that may challenge the prevailing consensus of nationalist
Egyptian historiography regarding Egypt’s approach to the conflict, al-
though here the documentary evidence is even scantier than for Israel.
The most important of these themes would be the point previously
mentioned: that Egypt was not unequivocally and consistently hostile
to Israel from 1949 to 1956, and certainly not to its existence as a
state—although Israel’s borders were, for Egypt, a matter of dispute.

While the vast majority of Egyptians who had an opinion on the
matter felt that establishing the state of Israel constituted an injustice
toward the Palestinian people, popular Egyptian sympathy for the Pal-
estinians rarely pressured governments to adopt strongly anti-Israeli
stands. The monarchy shamelessly exploited the Palestine question to
enhance its own power and prestige, internally as well as in relation to
its Hashemite rivals in the Arab world. Monarchist propagandists mis-
informed the Egyptian people about the social character of the yishuv
and the military situation both during and after the 1948—49 war.
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Both under the Egyptian monarchy and after July 23, 1952, anti-
Zionism was sometimes demagogically commingled with anti-Semitism
by the regimes and their mouthpieces. Both regimes absurdly equated
Zionism with communism. The Nasser regime did not seek a more se-
rious understanding of the sources of Israel’s strength and what this
strength might mean for Egypt and the Arab world any more than the
old regime did, and thus the Egyptian people’s misunderstandings
about the nature of Israel and Zionism were perpetuated. Nonetheless,
European-style anti-Semitism was little in evidence in Egypt before
World War II. Overt discrimination or persecution against the majority
of Egyptian Jews, who were neither communists nor Zionists, did not
become common until after Israel attacked Egypt in 1956.

Egypt and the Arab world interpreted Israel’s extension of its borders
beyond the boundaries of the UN partition plan as definitive proof that
Zionism was inherently and indefinitely expansionist. How else could
all the Jews of the world be resettled in Israel as Zionism sought to do?
Certainly, an expansionism does underlie the dominant Zionist ethos.
As early as 1937, when the Royal Commission’s proposal to partition
Palestine was under discussion, Ben-Gurion explained to his son that
his support for partition did not mean that he accepted the partition
borders as the final boundaries of the Jewish state. Ben-Gurion outlined
his elaborate vision, which included a prominent military component
and foresaw the ultimate expansion of the Jewish state throughout all
of Eretz Israel. As he wrote, “Erect a Jewish state at once, even if it is
not in the whole land. The rest will come in the course of time. It must
come.” 23

Nonetheless, there were perhaps two moments in Israel’s history
when territorial expansion had little popular support and was not a
major factor in the perspective of its political leadership. During the
early 1950s, Israel was too occupied with absorbing the mass immigra-
tion and integrating newly acquired territory to consider further expan-
sion. Until the reorientation symbolized by the formation of Unit 101
in 1953, the IDF had a defensive outlook that the activists criticized as
defeatist. After the Israeli withdrawal from Sinai and Gaza in 1957,
mass immigration slowed down and the economy began a period of
rapid expansion that offered the possibility of an improved standard of
living for many. Zionist élan declined, and most Jewish Israelis sought
“normalcy,” including a general satisfaction with the territorial status
quo. This spirit prevailed until shortly before the 1967 war.

During these two periods—which are difficult to date precisely be-
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cause activism and expansionism were never entirely absent from Israeli
political culture or subjected to a fundamental critique by their Zionist
opponents—it is possible to imagine that a more consistently peace-
seeking Egyptian regime less committed to Arab nationalism might
have been able to reach an accommodation with Israel similar to the
one achieved in 1979. This would not necessarily have meant a resolu-
tion of the Palestine question. Indeed, ignoring Palestinian Arab de-
mands would likely have been a necessary condition for Israel’s accep-
tance of any Egyptian-Israeli accommodation, just as it was for
negotiating the peace treaty of 1979.

WAS MAPAM A MARXIST PARTY?

Traditionally, Zionism has been regarded by both its adherents and its
opponents as an impermeable boundary dividing the Israeli left into,
on the one hand, a small and marginalized non- or anti-Zionist fringe
(primarily the communists) located beyond the limits of the (Jewish)
national consensus and, on the other, the Zionist left, which shared the
basic world outlook of the Zionist consensus, participated fully in Is-
rael’s national political life, and, consequently, shared responsibility for
Zionism’s treatment of the Palestinian and Arab peoples.?* Obviously,
there is a clear ideological divide between Zionism and anti-Zionism,
and after the 1956 war MAKI and other non-Zionist political forces
(such as Uri Avnery’s Semitic Action group) clearly did become isolated
in Jewish society. But the rigid boundary line between the Zionist and
non-Zionist left was, I believe, historically constructed through consol-
idation of the political hegemony of MAPAL

During the early 1950s, MAKI and MAPAM voted together in the
Knesset on several critical issues, cooperated in organizations like the
Israel Peace Council and the Israel-Soviet Union Friendship League,
and occasionally organized joint demonstrations around working-class
economic demands and other issues. On several occasions members of
one party resigned or were expelled and joined the other. At least until
the Slansky trial in 1952 and the expulsion of Moshe Sneh and the Left
Section, MAPAM regarded itself as a loyal member of the international
socialist camp headed by the Soviet Union. Indeed, MAPAM leader
Ya‘akov Hazan once announced in the Knesset that the Soviet Union
was “the second homeland of the Jewish people.” 25 While MAPAM
always acknowledged its difference with the Soviet bloc and the inter-
national communist movement on the question of Zionism, many party
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members devoted great energy to expressing this difference in the
most minimal form possible. Ben-Gurion often regarded MAKI and
MAPAM in the same light and polemicized against them in a similar
fashion.2¢ Since the emergence of mass movements opposing Israel’s in-
vasion of Lebanon in 1982 and its repression of the Palestinian intifada,
the tactical-political boundary between the Zionist and non-Zionist left
has once again become less sharply delineated, suggesting even more
strongly the need to historicize the conditions in which it did become
an inviolable divide.

MAPAM’s Marxism can be questioned in another sense. The party
was founded as a coalition of forces, including elements who regarded
themselves as revolutionary Marxist-Leninists differing with the inter-
national communist movement only on the Jewish national question
(Zionism), as well as other components who considered themselves
Marxist, had a strongly pro-Soviet international orientation, but re-
jected Leninism as a party organizational principle and allowed them-
selves a wider latitude for dissent from the line of the Soviet Union
and the international communist movement. The orthodox Marxist-
Leninists were an important minority in MAPAM and prominent
among its public spokespersons and professional organizers, though
they were never able to impose their line on the entire party.

In Egypt, the Democratic Movement for National Liberation
(DMNL) and the New Dawn group, although they had no ideological
differences with the international communist movement, did not offi-
cially organize themselves as communist parties until 1955 and 1957,
respectively. Their radical nationalist strategy and unorthodox organi-
zational practices made them suspect among many of their sister par-
ties, especially the Communist Party of France. Thus, both countries
had pro-Soviet Marxist parties that did not precisely fit the mold
shaped by the Comintern’s twenty-one conditions.

Marxism is a historically formed social and political movement
broader than the particular organizational form that the Comintern
sought to impose and not a reified demon emanating from the Soviet
Union. A history of Marxism as a political movement should, therefore,
consider actually existing parties and not disregard those that diverge
slightly from the orthodox model. I will therefore treat MAPAM as a
Marxist party and try to demonstrate that its decline was the result
of the same forces that led to the communists’ decline, although
MAPAM’s Zionist commitments made it more readily susceptible to
those forces.
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NATIONS, THE CONSTRUCTION OF HEGEMONY, AND
POLITICAL DISCOURSE

I have referred to a hegemonic nationalist political discourse in both
Egypt and Israel and will continue to use this concept, so let me clarify
what I mean by it. Benedict Anderson has described nations as “imag-
ined communities.”?” They must be constructed and reproduced by
both social relations and institutions that operate within, and thus re-
inforce, national boundaries and discursive practices that interpret cul-
tural and political phenomena, past and present, in a national frame-
work. Individuals and collectives must be made to feel part of the
nation by receiving material as well as spiritual sustenance from it. I
consider the material components of the construction and reproduction
of national communities in Egypt and Israel in three analytical cate-
gories: the political economy; the military dynamics of the Arab-Israeli
conflict, including the social role of the army; and international orien-
tation. Social relations, social institutions, and the social forces whose
interests they serve can best be understood by using the tools of political
economy and class analysis, which is the approach I have adopted in
discussing these matters.

Although I believe that the interpretive order that sustains national
consciousness is bounded by material conditions, it is not automatically
derived from the character of the economic relations within a national
community. Antonio Gramsci has argued that ruling classes do not
simply coerce subaltern social groups into accepting the prevailing re-
gime; rather, subaltern groups regard regimes as legitimate because
their power is reinforced throughout civil society by educational and
cultural norms, and especially by the activity of the organic intellectuals
who articulate and elaborate the interests of a given class within the
context of the national culture. For Gramsci, hegemony is established
through the noncoercive components of class rule. These components
have an autonomous life and do not simply reflect class relations and
economic interests, but neither can they be detached from them. It is in
this sense that I use the term hegemony, although I extend the applica-
tion to relations between dominant and subaltern national communi-
ties, specifically to the relations between Jews and Arabs in Palestine/
Israel and to relations between Arabs and Jews within the pan-Arab
national community.

Gramsci attributed great import to the particularities of Italian na-
tional history and culture in analyzing the historical construction of the
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hegemony of its ruling class. His example has nourished a current in
Marxist theory that has continued to emphasize the specific national
context of Marxist political movements despite the internationalist
commitments of the Marxist world outlook. To understand the hold
that nationalist political ideas maintain over people without resorting
to coercion and the role of these ideas in configuring the limits of pos-
sible political alternatives, it is necessary to analyze the structure of the
interpretive order that reproduces a particular national representation
of historical and current events.

Gareth Stedman Jones has argued that the language of politics can
determine the range of options that social movements will regard as
available to them.?® Anyone who has engaged in more than occasional
discussions with Zionists and Palestinian nationalists about the Arab-
Israeli conflict will know that the two parties frequently do not share
the same interpretive framework and that language is a powerful
marker delineating what can and cannot be conceptualized in each
camp. The two sides do not even agree on whether the territory in dis-
pute is called Palestine or Eretz Israel. This is what I mean by a political
discourse: a structured framework of interpretation embedded in a
matrix of social power that culturally limits how issues are conceptual-
ized, defines what options can be regarded as legitimate, and, in the
case of a nationalist political discourse, reinforces the boundary mark-
ers separating one national community from another.

The Marxism of the second and third internationals did not take
nationalism and national political culture seriously, even though both
internationals were ultimately undermined by nationalism in different
ways. Nations were acknowledged to exist, and Stalin even developed
a definition of a nation that was dutifully reproduced on almost all
occasions when “the national question” was discussed. But most Marx-
ists did not regard nations and nationalism as “real” because of their
belief that national liberation struggles were a stage on the road to pro-
letarian revolution, that “the proletariat has no country,” and that pro-
letarian internationalism was based on a firmer, more material reality
than nationalism. As a result, Marxists typically had an instrumental
approach to nationalism and did not recognize the autonomous power
of nationalist politics.

In opposition to this view I wish to suggest that political discourse is
more than a tactical question. Persistent use of nationalist imagery and
language ultimately contributes to erecting a barrier to international-
ism. As a component of hegemony, a political discourse, if it is not
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fundamentally challenged in an organized public manner over a pro-
tracted period of time, can become an autonomous force that impedes
the articulation of an alternative politics. It was not simply because the
Egyptian and Israeli Marxists used the wrong language that they be-
came marginalized in the political debate over the Palestinian/Arab—
Israeli conflict, of course. But by examining political discourse we may
demonstrate to just what extent the Marxists were formed by their na-
tional environments and functioned within their boundaries. Con-
sequently, the line of demarcation between hegemonic and counter-
hegemonic political projects was not always as clear as many on both
sides of the divide imagined it to be.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

Chapter 2 recapitulates the political reorientation of the Marxists and
their decision to support the UN plan for the partition of Palestine. This
story is relatively well known, and on many points I have relied on the
work of others. My intention in retelling it is to draw a baseline defining
the position common to the great majority of the Marxists in Egypt and
Israel (and most of the Arab world) and to emphasize the general con-
cordance of this position with the international consensus on the ap-
propriate resolution to the Palestine question. This background permits
us to appreciate the magnitude of the political and strategic realign-
ments created by the 1948—49 Arab-Israeli war and the emergence of
Israel; we can then examine how this new geopolitical fact decisively
altered the terms of discourse about the conflict, enabling the Zionist
consensus to establish its hegemony in Israel and the West while Arab
opinion, which by the early 1950s was actually closer to the interna-
tional consensus of 1947-48 than was the position of the Israeli gov-
ernment, was delegitimized and largely ignored.

The historical survey of the political economy of Egypt and Israel in
Chapter 3 demonstrates how the ruling-class alliances in each country
weakened the social base for Marxist politics, thus diminishing the ca-
pacity of the Marxist parties to advance their program for resolution
of the Arab-Israeli conflict. In addition, the international orientation of
the two countries was primarily a result of their internal social struc-
tures. Chapter 4 argues that from 1949 to 1955 the Marxists remained
a viable political force and even increased their strength; moreover,
while admittedly realistic chances to resolve the conflict during this pe-
riod were remote, the Suez/Sinai War of 1956 was not the inevitable
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consequence of unmitigated Arab hostility to Israel. As Chapter 5 re-
lates, Egyptian and Israeli Marxists were in contact with each other
during these years, though the role of Henri Curiel and his comrades in
this activity was the subject of much contention and recrimination
among Egyptian communists.

Chapter 6 contends that only after the 1956 war were hegemonic
nationalist discourses consolidated in both Egypt and Israel. Conse-
quently, MAKI was isolated in Israel (though it maintained and even
sharpened its opposition to prevailing government policies on the Arab-
Israeli conflict), while MAPAM abandoned its effort to constitute a rad-
ical alternative to the activist politico-military conception. The Egyp-
tian communists were crippled by their support for a regime that
sharply controlled their freedom of action. Chapter 7 relates the de-
nouement of Egyptian and Israeli communism in the final years before
the dissolution of the Egyptian parties and the split in MAKI.

There are certain structural imbalances in the following narrative
that result from the character of the political formations under consid-
eration and their documentary legacy. Since MAPAM was not a Lenin-
ist party operating on the principles of democratic centralism, its lead-
ers often publicly disagreed with each other. In addition, despite
important lacunae, the Hashomer Hatza‘ir archive at Giv‘at Haviva is
rich in evidence relating to inner-party struggles. All political move-
ments are defined by a tension among ideology, political strategy, and
social practice. MAPAM’s intimate links to a network of economic and
social institutions—the kibbutzim—made disaggregation of these com-
ponents much easier for MAPAM than for the communist parties,
whose material resources and social base were much weaker. Moreover,
the communist parties by their nature sought to obscure all public signs
of internal disagreement. It seems, for instance, that any record of
inner-party debate was removed or never included in the MAKI papers
deposited at Yad Tabenkin, the Kibbutz Me’uhad archive in Efal.
Shmu’el Mikunis’s papers at the Lavon Institute for Labor Research in
Tel Aviv do contain his personal record of the inner-party struggle in
the highest bodies of MAKI, but only from 1961 on.

The documentary record of the Egyptian communist movement is
sparse. The papers of Henri Curiel in Paris are the only collection of
internal party records available, and their value is attenuated by dis-
tance from Egypt and the fact that only Curiel’s letters to Egypt and no
letters from Egypt to Paris are preserved. I have relied heavily on inter-
views with former leading members of the Egyptian communist move-
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ment to reconstruct its history, with the full knowledge that members
of rival historic factions “remember” events and debates differently.
Conflicting recollections were weighed and collated with written rec-
ords when available, but the result is an account that is thinner and
contains a somewhat greater margin of error than I hope is the case for
the Israeli parties.

NARRATION AND POLITICS

Because of the salient role of the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli conflict in
Western and especially American politics, all of us are to some extent
aware of the hegemonic Zionist representation of its history. I am at-
tempting to construct an alternative narrative, to retrieve a counterhe-
gemonic history of the conflict as perceived by the Marxist left and to
validate it by situating it within the revisionist historiography men-
tioned previously. In so doing I am engaging in a debate over what is
important in the past and constructing a narrative with a significance
different from that of the received version. Part of my purpose is to
contribute to the revision of what I believe are widespread erroneous
interpretations of the history of the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli conflict
and the struggle of the Marxist left for its peaceful resolution. A
broader goal is to reconceptualize the issues in the conflict to enable
them to be resolved.

It is legitimate to ask whether focusing on political forces whose
influence was limited does not unduly distort the historical record.
Gramsci warned in his guidelines for writing the history of political
parties: “The sectarian will become excited over petty internal matters,
which will have an esoteric significance for him, and fill him with mys-
tical enthusiasm. The historian . .. will emphasize above all the real
effectiveness of the party.”?* I endorse this maxim and do not intend to
attribute more influence to the Marxists than they actually had. But I
also believe that the approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict advanced by
the Marxists has a significance beyond their incapacity to implement
their vision during the period under review.

A utopian element is involved in emphasizing the historical role of
actors whose principles may have been admirable but whose effective-
ness was radically restricted by the circumstances in which they oper-
ated. Tony Judt has provocatively declared that we are living “at the
tail end of the history of Marxism as a living idea.” 3 While the historic
potential of the specific political formations examined in this book was



22 Was the Red Flag Flying There?

probably exhausted some time ago, this pithy comment correctly sug-
gests that the history of Marxism as a living idea is not quite over. It is
still very much alive in certain parts of the third world, including Egypt,
where, although the Marxists are weak and organizationally dispersed,
Marxism remains the foil against which all other political ideologies
distinguish themselves. While in Israel the Communist Party continues
to function, its political influence is due to its standing as the leading
representative of the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel. This function,
unassailable on its own terms, is a very different project from that
which MAKI envisioned for itself at the time of its establishment.
MAPAM'’s independent organizational existence was marginal between
1969 and 1984, when it was the junior partner in the Alignment dom-
inated by MAPAD’s successor, the Labor Party. MAPAM left the Align-
ment in 1984, refusing to join the national unity government formed
by Labor and the Likud, but by then it was an ideological and organi-
zational shadow of its former self.

Although we may not be able to “learn the lessons” of the history of
the Palestinian/Arab-Israeli conflict, studying what happened to those
who struggled to uphold the principles of self-determination, mutual
recognition, and peaceful coexistence offers another reward. These val-
ues remain relevant to the conflict today; indeed, they are steadily gain-
ing recognition as essential components in the conflict’s resolution.

Such an unabashedly presentist preoccupation poses the question of
historical objectivity even more sharply than is usually the case. Of
course, objectivity commonly means ideas that coincide with our pre-
viously held prejudices and preconceptions. Some proponents of objec-
tivity in historical scholarship employ this standard to validate a com-
fortable consensus interpretation that affirms and reinforces the
prevailing structure of power and knowledge. Yet historical study can
also challenge these structures by demystifying ideologies and critically
examining the myths on which they are based. I do not deny that my
own precommitments have influenced the historical account presented
in _this book, but neither do I believe that this distinguishes me from
other historians or that I have intentionally distorted the issues by
choosing to frame the narrative in the terms of the discourse I am at-
tempting to analyze.

Hayden White has insisted that the purpose of narrativizing is to
moralize.3! I hope that this narrative will be saved from becoming a
morality play by its rejection of a demonological cold-war historio-
graphical framework on the one hand and avoidance of Marxist teleol-
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ogy on the other. While this book does take the form of a narrative, it
is an uncompleted narrative that breaks off at a moment of failure for
internationalism, the triumph of uncompromising nationalism, and the
continuation and intensification of the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli conflict.
I do not believe that it is historically inevitable that this failure will be
reversed; neither do I conceal my desire for this outcome.



CHAPTER 11

The Creation of Israel:
Zionism as Anti-Imperialism

Throughout the era of the British mandate in Palestine, the interna-
tional communist movement regarded Zionism as a settler-colonial
movement expropriating the rights of the indigenous population in al-
liance with British imperialism. Before October 1947, communists had
argued that creating a Jewish state would permanently exacerbate re-
lations between Arabs and Jews and provide the Western imperial pow-
ers with an excuse to continue to intervene in regional affairs. Ha-
shomer Hatza“ir (The Young Guard), the largest component of the fu-
ture MAPAM, although fully committed to- Zionism, also considered
that establishing a purely Jewish state in Palestine would perpetrate an
unacceptable injustice against the Arab majority in Palestine; it there-
fore argued that a binational state was the only just way to realize the
aims of Zionism.

In the very last months of the mandate, most Arab and Jewish Marx-
ists in Palestine and Egypt accepted the Soviet Union’s determination
that the first priority for advancing the anti-imperialist struggle in the
Middle East (a priority, of course, undistinguished from Soviet national
interests) was to expel British imperialism from the region. This issue
was decisive in defining their attitude toward the partition of Palestine
and the establishment of a Jewish state. Thus, for a brief period, the
Zionist movement became a powerful anti-imperialist force in the
Middle East. MAPAM hoped that this development would promote a
historic reconciliation between Zionism and communism. For the first

24
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time, Jewish communists in Palestine were able to overcome their iso-
lation from their community and participate in its national project.
Arab communists, even if they were unenthusiastic about the prospect
of a Jewish state in Palestine, had to admit that the Zionist movement
was stronger than the Arab anti-imperialist forces in Palestine, and the
nationalist movements in the surrounding Arab countries, for their
part, remained unable to replace their British-installed monarchies or
the dependent postcolonial regimes in Lebanon and Syria.

The Soviet Union’s determination that Zionism was the most reliable
anti-British force in the Middle East, along with the pressing humani-
tarian need to find a haven for the Jewish survivors of Nazism and the
expectation that their gratitude to the Soviet Union for its leading role
in the victory over fascism would influence the policies of the Jewish
state, led many Marxists to entertain unrealistic expectations about the
future international orientation of the Zionist movement. Once Zion-
ism was redefined as part of the anti-imperialist front, earlier questions
about its nature were dropped from the agenda. Guided by tactical con-
siderations and confident in the correct leadership of the Soviet Union,
Middle Eastern Marxists did not carefully consider the regional impact
of the creation of a Jewish state. Their vision was limited by the linear
and teleological Marxism of the Comintern, which regarded anti-
imperialist national liberation movements as inevitably allied to the
progress of international socialism. Events in Palestine, however, were
more complex than this model. The Marxist parties did not foresee that
the creation of a Jewish state would remake the strategic contours of
the Middle East because of its impact on Arab politics, or that the in-
ternal structure of a Zionist state would ultimately impel it toward a
pro-Western international orientation despite the conflict with Great
Britain immediately after World War II. Moreover, the communists
never considered that the creation of a Jewish state would legitimize a
Zionist political discourse, because their support for the creation of
Israel was not motivated by Zionism. Nor did MAPAM consider that
its oppositional current within Zionism would be fatally weakened
once Ben-Gurion and MAPAI were able to deploy the power of a state
against it.

THE UNIFICATION OF THE MARXIST-ZIONIST LEFT

MAPAM was founded in January 1948 by the union of three labor
Zionist tendencies that had historically opposed MAPAI’s dominance
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in the yishuv and Histadrut. Each of MAPAM’s components—Ahdut
Ha‘avodah (Unity of Labor), Left Po‘alei Tzion (Workers of Zion), and
Hashomer Hatza“ir Workers’ Party—brought a distinctive social base,
ideological orientation, and political style to the united party. These
differences were set aside to consolidate a left opposition to MAPAI on
the eve of the establishment of the state of Israel.

Ahdut Ha‘avodah originated as a left-wing faction in MAPAI in the
late 1930s. In 1944 it was expelled and became a separate party. The
underlying political cause of the split was Ahdut Ha‘avodah’s suspicion
that Ben-Gurion was willing to partition Palestine in order to achieve a
Jewish state immediately after World War II. Ahdut Ha‘avodah was
attracted to the Soviet Union during the war, but it opposed Leninist-
style party organization: thus the immediate reason for the split with
MAPAI was Ahdut Haavodah’s rejection of the principle of majority
rule and the prohibition of factions in MAPAL

The Kibbutz Me’uhad (United Kibbutz) federation of kibbutzim was
Ahdut Ha‘avodah’s social base; and it also had strong support in Tel
Aviv, especially among construction workers. Kibbutz Me’uhad was
instrumental in creating the labor Zionist military apparatus, the Ha-
ganah, and especially its elite unit, the Palmah. Many well-known mil-
itary figures, including Yisra’el Galili and Yigal Allon, were Kibbutz
Me’uhad members. As a consequence of its close association with the
Zionist military establishment, Kibbutz Me’uhad was a leading propo-
nent of politico-military activism even before it was adopted by the
Ben-Gurion—Dayan—Peres faction in MAPAL

Like the majority of labor Zionists, Ahdut Ha‘avodah did not rec-
ognize the national rights of Palestinian Arabs. Instead it favored a so-
cialist Jewish state in all of Palestine. Kibbutz Me’uhad’s leader, Yit-
zhak Tabenkin, even advocated “transferring” the Palestinian Arabs
out of the country. Ahdut Ha“avodah opposed admitting Arabs to the
Histadrut, did not admit Arabs to its own ranks, and later opposed
MAPAM’s admission of Arab members.

Hashomer Hatza‘ir Workers’ Party claimed nearly ten thousand
members when it was established in 1946. Two-thirds of these belonged
to Kibbutz Artzi (National Kibbutz), the kibbutz federation founded in
1927 by members of the worldwide (but mainly Eastern European)
Hashomer Hatza‘ir youth movement; the rest were former members of
Kibbutz Artzi’s urban ally, the Socialist League. Hashomer Hatza“ir was
the largest and most disciplined component of MAPAM. The intense
emotional experiences of the youth movement, which many of its grad-
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uates cherished for the rest of their lives, and the all-encompassing
collectivism of Kibbutz Artzi’s kibbutzim gave Hashomer Hatzair a
unique character. Far more than a political movement, it was a compre-
hensive way of life.

In the middle of World War II a left wing emerged in Hashomer
Hatza“ir led by veteran kibbutz members Ya‘akov Riftin, El‘azar Peri
(Prai), Mordehai Oren, and Aharon Cohen. Their outlook, which they
termed “the orientation toward the forces of tomorrow,” was very close
to that of orthodox Soviet Marxism. Hashomer Hatza‘ir’s leaders,
Me’ir Ya‘ari and Ya‘akov Hazan, were less eager than the left-wingers
to harmonize their line with that of the international communist move-
ment, and they were always aware that the economic health of the kib-
butzim depended on maintaining good relations with the social demo-
cratic and bourgeois majority in the Zionist movement and the state of
Israel. Nonetheless, through the early 1950s all of Hashomer Hatza“ir
and MAPAM adopted a strongly pro-Soviet international orientation.

Hashomer Hatza“ir’s most distinctive contribution to MAPAM was
its active commitment to Arab-Jewish political cooperation. In 1940,
Kibbutz Artzi organized an intensive Arabic course for selected cadres
as a prelude to establishing an Arab Department whose task was to
cultivate relations with progressive elements in the Palestinian Arab
community. Under Aharon Cohen’s leadership the Arab Department
later became the organizational center of MAPAM’s work among Pal-
estinian Arabs. Hashomer Hatza“ir was the only Zionist party to rec-
ognize the national rights of Palestinian Arabs. Until 1941 this recog-
nition was expressed in a vague call for a binational state in Palestine,
one neither exclusively Jewish nor Arab.

When a conference of mainly American Zionists, urged on by Ben-
Gurion, adopted the Biltmore Program in 1942 and officially stated for
the first time that the goal of Zionism was to establish a Jewish com-
monwealth in Palestine at the end of the war, Hashomer Hatza‘ir began
to elaborate its own alternative. Many Zionists believed that immediate
establishment of a Jewish state when Jews comprised less than one-
third of the population of Palestine could be achieved only by partition-
ing the country. Like Ahdut Ha‘avodah, Hashomer Hatza‘ir opposed
this course. Binationalism, it argued, would avert the need for partition
and create conditions for achieving a Jewish majority in the country.
The group sought to postpone a decision on the future of Palestine and
transform the mandate into an international trusteeship, hoping that
Soviet influence would have a chance to positively influence the future
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of the country.! For Hashomer Hatza‘ir, binationalism was both a
means to realizing Zionism and an expression of its own internation-
alist and socialist commitments.

While no other Jewish political forces in Palestine formulated a bi-
nationalist position in quite the same terms, before the adoption of the
UN partition plan Hashomer Hatza“ir did have political partners, es-
pecially the Thud (Unity) association, a small but prestigious circle of
intellectuals led by Martin Buber, Judah Magnes, Haim Kalvarisky, and
Ernst Simon. Ihud, Hashomer Hatzair, independents, and individuals
from other parties joined to promote their binationalist ideas in the
League for Arab-Jewish Rapprochement and Cooperation. Although
before 1948 binationalism and the values it embodied were minority
positions in the Zionist movement, they were still considered legitimate.
But neither Hashomer Hatza“ir nor any of its allies had a strategy
rooted in material conditions for achieving a binationalist state. Of all
the Zionist leaders, only Ben-Gurion possessed the political genius to
apply the combination of diplomatic stratagem and military force re-
quired to establish a Jewish state. Ben-Gurion was also unique in under-
standing that the existence of a Jewish state would dramatically alter
the balance of power between the Zionists and the Arabs, not to men-
tion within the Zionist movement as well. Thus, after 1948 the bina-
tional option and, more gradually, many of the political and ethical
values it expressed were eliminated from the spectrum of reasonable
opinion.

Hashomer Hatza‘ir’s difficulty in keeping the binationalist idea on
the political agenda lay in the historic tension between its commitment
to revolutionary socialist internationalism on the one hand and Zion-
ism on the other. The contradictory requirements of these two ideals
had already led to periodic crises,? in every one of which the majority
of Hashomer Hatza‘ir gave priority to the group’s Zionist commit-
ments. Still, an apparent contradiction between two component parts
of a belief system does not mean that its adherents “really” believe in
only one of those component parts. Hashomer Hatza“ir’s history should
not be interpreted in a manner that either minimizes the contradiction
or trivializes its commitments to both elements of its ideological syn-
thesis.

Left Po“alei Tzion’s roots were in the Russian revolutionary move-
ment, its “proletarian Zionism” inspired by a synthesis of Marxism and
Zionism as elaborated by Ber Borochov. In 1920, the World Union of
Po‘alei Tzion split over affiliation with the Comintern; some of the
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movement’s members in Palestine went on to establish the Palestine
Communist Party. Further splits and a purist approach to politics (until
the late 1930s, for example, the party refused to participate in the
World Zionist Organization, which it regarded as controlled by the
Jewish bourgeoisie) made Left Po‘alei Tzion a small, marginal party
based primarily among urban immigrants from Eastern Europe whose
political vision was formed by the October Revolution.

Left Po“alei Tzion opposed MAPAI’s policy of excluding Arabs from
the Histadrut and advocated joint organization of Palestinian Arab and
Jewish workers—a unique position in the labor Zionist camp. The
party actively supported Arab labor struggles and recruited a small
group of perhaps twenty-five Palestinian Arab workers led by George
Nassar of Jaffa directly into its ranks. They subsequently became the
only Arabs to join MAPAM at its founding (although their status was
highly problematic). Left Po‘alei Tzion believed that joint organization
of Arab and Jewish workers would resolve the national question in
Palestine; the party made little effort to analyze the particularities of the
issue, preferring to stress the abstract ideological principle of proletar-
ian internationalism.

In April 1946, Ahdut Ha‘avodah and Left Po‘alei Tzion fused to
form the Ahdut Ha‘avodah—Po‘alei Tzion Party. Thereafter, the major-
ity of former Left Po‘alei Tzion, led by Moshe Erem, closed ranks with
Ahdut Ha‘avodah. After the formation of MAPAM, the faction of for-
mer Left Po‘alei Tzion led by Yitzhak Yitzhaki became allied with
Hashomer Hatza“ir.

Hashomer Hatza‘ir knew when it initiated unity discussions with
Ahdut Ha‘avodah—Po‘alei Tzion in the summer of 1947 that abandon-
ing binationalism was a prerequisite to the talks’ successful outcome.
Ahdut Ha‘avodah not only refused to accept any reference to bination-
alism in the platform of the projected new party, but it also rejected
Hashomer Hatza‘ir’s alternative proposal of “political equality” for the
two peoples in a future reunited Eretz Israel, a formulation that sug-
gested binationalism.> The UN General Assembly’s resolution of No-
vember 29, 1947, to partition Palestine into an Arab and a Jewish state
and constitute Jerusalem and its environs as an international corpus
separatum made binationalism a moot point. Nonetheless, some Ha-
shomer Hatza“ir veterans found it difficult to accept the compromises
necessary for unity. When the party Center met to discuss the draft
unity platform, Eli‘ezer Be’eri (Bauer), a member of the Arab Depart-
ment of Kibbutz Artzi and not a leftist, argued that the proposed plat-
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form “went beyond the boundaries of concessions we can agree to” on
the Arab question.* After MAPAM’s founding he warned that the party
platform contained

unclarity and blurring in points on which blurring is forbidden. The Jewish-
Arab question is the decisive question. The form of its resolution will deter-
mine the fate of large-scale aliyah and our fate in its entirety. Hashomer
Hatza“ir carried on high the flag of the struggle for a Jewish-Arab agreement.
It is doubtful if the united party will do so.’

The most outspoken critic of unity was Eli‘ezer Hacohen, a veteran
of Kibbutz Bet Alfa not regarded as a leftist, who praised the realism of
the party Center for agreeing to work for passage of the UN partition
plan while recognizing the tragic dangers it posed for the new state. But
the Center, Hacohen insisted, had correctly declared “that binational-
ism remains the only way to realize maximalist Zionism,” and he
wanted to see this point included in MAPAM’s platform. In the char-
acteristic style of the youth movement, he posed the issue of unity as a
moral-existential question:

a to-be-or-not-to-be question for Hashomer Hatza‘ir as a carrier of prin-
ciples at all. Each of us knows at all times and almost routinely how to
praise this wonderful thing called Hashomer Hatzair, which we have cre-
ated over a generation and which has all the precious qualities we have clung
to. From time to time we stand before the demand, knocking at our door,
to sacrifice this creation on some altar. Until now we have resisted this de-
mand, knowing that there is no altar we will not better serve by our contin-
ued existence. . . . Even those who are in favor admit that the principled
minimum that has been achieved is a minimum under pressure insufficient
to unify the hearts in a vision of the messianic future. Rather, there are those
who believe that our principles have a greater chance to predominate inside
the joint framework in the long run.¢

Hashomer Hatza“ir’s left-wingers strongly believed that their prin-
ciples had “a greater chance to predominate inside the joint framework
in the long run,” and Ya“ari and Hazan supported unity for the same
reason. Because they were confident in the inevitable victory of Marx-
ism and proletarian revolution, the left and the left-leaning center of
Hashomer Hatza‘ir were less apprehensive about unity than some who
valued the movement’s distinctive character above all. Aharon Cohen
accepted Eli‘ezer Hacohen’s grim analysis of the current situation and
agreed that the proposed unity program had many shortcomings.
Nonetheless, Cohen argued that unity would consolidate the opposi-
tion to MAPAI’s reformism, and this was the primary task to consider.”

The founding of MAPAM represented an effort to consolidate a di-
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verse left-wing Zionist maximalism based on principled opposition to
the partition of Palestine. The radicals in Kibbutz Artzi, joined by some
ex-Palmah members of Kibbutz Me’uhad as well as urban workers and
intellectuals led by Moshe Sneh (who joined MAPAM at its founding),
saw this consolidation as compatible with and even contingent on
transforming MAPAM into a territorial Marxist-Leninist party. Al-
though they never comprised more than 20 to 30 percent of MAPAM,
the leftists were extremely influential and included many of its leading
activists: Peri was the first editor of the party daily, Al hamishmar (The
guardian); Cohen headed the Arab Affairs Department; Riftin was one
of the two party secretaries; and Peri, Riftin, and Sneh served as mem-
bers of the first Knesset.

While MAPAM looked forward to the eventual reunification of Eretz
Israel, the platform adopted at the founding congress committed the
party to “participate to the fullest extent—in spite of its rejection of
the partition solution in principle—in the construction and defense of
the Jewish state.” The ideological planks of the platform clearly stated
MAPAM’s commitment to Zionism as the solution of the Jewish prob-
lem. The central tasks of the nation were ingathering of the exiles, mass
aliyab, and settlement. The Jewish working class would be an ally of
all social and national liberation struggles throughout the world; its
historic task was to engage in a revolutionary class struggle to establish
a workers’ government, end capitalism, and establish a classless social-
ist society. MAPAM saw itself as an “inseparable part of the revolution-
ary workers’ movement.” The party would strive to integrate the class
struggle and socialist creativity (i.e., Zionist construction) in the city
and the countryside.?

The platform was intentionally vague on four critical points. (1) All
agreed on the goal of restoring the unity of Eretz Israel, but the future
regime of the country was not specified. Would it be a binational or a
Jewish state? Would Palestinian Arab national (or only civil) rights be
recognized? (2) Would MAPAM become a territorial party by allowing
Arab citizens of the Jewish state to join its ranks? (3) MAPAM did not
specifically adopt Marxism-Leninism, and its attitude toward the Soviet
Union was not clearly stated. (4) MAPAM’s relationship to MAKI was
not specified.

MAPAM AND THE 1948-49 WAR

MAPAM’s entire political orientation, and its Arab policy in particular,
were tested as soon as the party was formed, because a civil war be-
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tween the Jewish and Arab communities of Palestine erupted immedi-
ately upon adoption of the UN partition plan, followed by an invasion
of Arab states after the promulgation of Israel’s declaration of indepen-
dence on May 15, 1948. As a Zionist party, there was little question
about whether MAPAM would participate in the interim state council
(mo‘etzet bamedinab) organized in March 1948. But some members of
the party Center (mainly left-wingers) opposed joining the narrower
MAPAI-led provisional government coalition because Prime Minister—
designate Ben-Gurion offered MAPAM only two minor ministries. Still,
the overwhelming majority favored joining the provisional govern-
ment; that done, Mordechai Bentov (of Kibbutz Artzi) became minister
of labor and Aharon Tzizling (of Kibbutz Me’uhad), minister of agri-
culture.? In addition, since most of the officers of the Palmah, Haganah,
and subsequently the IDF were MAPAM members, MAPAM assumed
both political and operational responsibility for conducting Israel’s war
of independence.

The opponents of participation in the government argued that its
nonsocialist, pro-American, and incorrect Arab policies were already
determined. In fact, as Avi Shlaim has demonstrated in great detail,
Ben-Gurion and his leading Arab affairs advisors had already acted to
prevent the emergence of a Palestinian Arab state by reaching a tacit
understanding with Amir ‘Abd Allah of Transjordan permitting the lat-
ter to annex territories allotted to that state by the United Nations. Ben-
Gurion hoped that Israel’s borders could be expanded beyond the area
specified in the partition plan, and for this reason they were not stipu-
lated in the Israeli declaration of independence. Plan D, a classic ex-
ample of activist military strategy whose objective was to assume the
offensive, annex territory in the Galilee and the Jerusalem corridor al-
lotted to the Arab state, and expel any Arabs who resisted, was adopted
by the Haganah on March 10 (three days after the MAPAM Center
empowered the Political Committee to negotiate terms for entering the
provisional government).

By February 1948 many wealthy and middle-class Palestinians had
left Haifa, Jaffa, and Jerusalem, and Ben-Gurion began to look forward
to major demographic changes in the country.’® In April and May the
exodus became a mass flight. There is no evidence that Ben-Gurion
planned to expel the Palestinian Arabs before hostilities began, but his
activist military strategy encouraged their departure, which he saw as a
good thing. Moreover, he tacitly approved actions of individuals close
to him, especially Yosef Weitz, head of the Jewish National Fund Lands



The Creation of Israel - 33

Department, who did evict Palestinian civilians, raze their villages, seize
their lands, and erect new Jewish settlements on those lands during and
immediately after the war."

An IDF Intelligence Branch report of June 30, 1948, determined that
391,000 refugees had fled by June 1: 55 percent in response to hostile
Haganah/IDF military operations; 15 percent because of armed actions
by Zionist dissidents (most notably the massacre of Deir Yasin on April
9 by forces of ETZEL and LEHI); 2 percent owing to direct expulsion;
2 percent in response to Zionist whispering campaigns aimed at fright-
ening Arabs away; and 1 percent because of fear of retaliation after
Arab attacks on Jews. Only 5 percent of the refugees left on orders from
the Arab Higher Committee or the Transjordanian government; indeed,
Arab authorities made every effort to stop the flight.

During the first cease-fire from June 11 to July 9, most of the inhab-
ited territory allotted to the Jewish state by the UN partition plan was
secured. When fighting resumed, expulsions as a percentage of the even-
tual total of about seven hundred thousand refugees increased as the
IDF began to occupy territory designated for the Arab state. In the
single largest incident of forced expulsion, which occurred on July 12
during the drive to implement Plan D, some fifty thousand inhabitants
of Lydda and Ramle were driven out of their cities.’2

MAPAM protested the army’s treatment of the civilian Arab popu-
lation: the destruction of villages that had neither participated in mili-
tary action nor given refuge to the invading Arab armies, the eviction
of peasants and expropriation of agricultural land, the looting of prop-
erty, the acts of needless cruelty—all the commonplaces of war. No one
in the party was more militant, persistent, and farsighted in opposing
the government’s treatment of the Palestinian Arabs than Aharon
Cohen. His report to the Political Committee on May 10 opened a dis-
cussion that culminated in a resolution opposing “the tendency to expel
the Arabs from the areas of the Jewish state,” the destruction of villages
without military necessity, and illegal expropriation and intentional de-
struction of the means of livelihood of those Arabs who remained or
who were entitled to return at the conclusion of hostilities, and recom-
mending severe punishment for looting, robbery, or attacks on civilians.
The party urged the government to call on peace-loving Arabs to re-
main in their homes and places of work and accept the authority of the
Jewish state. It upheld for all peace-loving Arabs who remained or
would return to Israel the right to work, an independent community
life, personal security, medical care, markets, and education. While the
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resolution did not endorse Cohen’s proposal to urge the government to
welcome all the refugees back, it was nonetheless a comprehensive crit-
icism of the government’s Arab policies.!?

Ben-Gurion may have feared that MAPAM would leave the govern-
ment if an explicit resolution to expel and expropriate Arabs were
adopted. Although MAPAM’s opposition may explain why the cabinet
never formally took this step, it did little to alter the course of events.
On June 16, a day after MAPAM adopted its resolution criticizing the
government’s Arab policy, the cabinet informally agreed to prevent the
Palestinian refugees from returning. On August 18 this decision was
confirmed at a meeting of leading MAPAI Arabists.™* The actions criti-
cized in MAPAM’s resolution continued to occur with increasing fre-
quency.

Following the debate in the Political Committee and the massive ex-
pulsions from Lydda and Ramle, MAPAM expressed its criticism of the
government’s Arab policy more openly. At the July 13 session of the
interim state council, Tzvi Luria asked Ben-Gurion if he knew that
the army was destroying nonbelligerent Arab villages whose residents
had fled during hostilities, and demanded that the government stop this
activity and announce a policy change within two days. But Luria never
received a direct answer to his question, and the matter dragged on into
August with no resolution.’s On July 11, Aharon Cohen illicitly re-
ceived a copy of the June 30 IDF Intelligence Branch report on the ref-
ugees.’® While he apparently used the information it contained in his
writings and lectures, he never quoted from the document or mentioned
it at a party meeting. Explicit reference to an illegally obtained intelli-
gence report would have opened MAPAM to charges of wartime trea-
son. For Cohen, traversing this barrier was inconceivable.

The efficacy of MAPAM’s opposition to the government’s conduct of
the war, as well as to the underlying political strategy of maximizing
the territory of the Jewish state and preventing the emergence of the
Palestinian state called for by the UN partition resolution, was limited
by actions of its own members in uniform and its kibbutzim that were
in direct contradiction to official party policy. MAPAM members com-
manded many of the operations that resulted in major expulsions: Yigal
Allon in the western Galilee; Allon and Shimon Avidan in the northern
Negev; Moshe Carmel in the upper Galilee; and Allon and Yitzhak
Rabin in Lydda and Ramle.?” In his May 10 report, Cohen complained
that MAPAM’s officer-members were developing a line different from
that of the party and that a policy of transferring the Arab population



The Creation of Israel 35

from territory under Jewish control was being implemented. In the first
issue of MAPAM’s ideological journal he criticized both the govern-
ment and MAPAM members in uniform, warning prophetically that “a
state based on national enmity and the rule of one people over another
will certainly breed chauvinism and reaction in its internal life; and a
reactionary state will of necessity become subjugated, sooner or later,
to imperialism and its reactionary and aggressive policies in the inter-
national arena.” 18

At a seminar on Arab-Jewish relations held for MAPAM draftees on
July 7, Cohen unequivocally stated that “the overwhelming majority of
the refugees must return.” He linked the moral imperative to treat non-
combatants humanely to the political goals of restoring the territorial
unity of Eretz Israel and realizing maximalist Zionism. Cohen argued
that the vast majority of Palestinians had not wanted the war, which
had been forced on them by the agents of al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni and
the Arab Higher Committee, and that the Arab states had invaded Pal-
estine for self-serving reasons. Furthermore, as Israel had already won
the war, it should not let the Arab states assume responsibility for the
refugees; they would, he said, only incite the refugees against the Jewish
state. Cohen sharply criticized plunder, robbery, destruction of prop-
erty without a military purpose, and attacks on the aged, women, chil-
dren, and other civilians, remarking pointedly, “Those who are sitting
here know well what I mean and there is no need to give examples.” He
defended MAPAM’s (in fact, Hashomer Hatza‘ir’s) Arab policy in re-
sponse to party members who asked, “Why not prevent the refugees
from returning? Why not conquer all of Eretz Israel by military force?
Why not execute a population transfer? Isn’t it too late for politics to
determine the course of events?” 1*

That Cohen’s views were published in official MAPAM organs indi-
cated that they were still within the range of acceptable opinion in the
party. The top party leaders, however, were usually more guarded in
their criticism of the government. For example, at a meeting of party
military activists, Hazan sharply criticized the destruction of villages
and expulsions carried out by party members, but distinguished be-
tween the inhabitants of Lydda, who, he believed, were justly expelled
because they resumed hostilities after surrendering, and the inhabitants
of Ramle, who were unjustly expelled without cause.2°

Inconsistencies in the stand of some MAPAM leaders opened the
party to charges of hypocrisy. Yosef Weitz, a strong proponent of trans-
ferring the Palestinian Arabs out of the Jewish state, criticized Hazan
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for opposing the destruction of villages and the eviction of their inhab-
itants while agreeing to allocate funds of the Jewish National Fund to
carry out the destruction. He was outraged at a speech by Ya‘ari to the
Zionist Executive condemning the evictions, “as if he does not know
that all his friends in the kibbutzim are doing it with complete devo-
tion.” 2!

Weitz was correct to assume that the leaders of MAPAM’s kibbutz
movements knew that their members were actively engaged in expro-
priating Arab property. As early as May and June, MAPAM kibbutzim,
along with other Jewish settlements, began harvesting the crops of
abandoned Arab villages and redistributing the seized lands among
themselves.22 Cohen informed the MAPAM Secretariat that MAPAM
kibbutzim in the Haifa area had used armed force to drive Arabs out
and take over their lands.?* At the Kibbutz Me’uhad council meeting of
June 8-9, Yitzhak Tabenkin deplored the taking of spoils: “There are
those who say that there is no kibbutz” that had not shared such deeds,
he lamented.2*

The exigencies of war and the overriding concern to secure the Jew-
ish state and provide a haven for the remnants of the holocaust explain
in large part the “flexibility” of MAPAM’s Arab policy. To these easily
understood motivations must be added the dream shared by all of
MAPAM to “restore the unity of the land.” After the Arab offensive
was blocked in June, the most hawkish elements of Ahdut Ha‘avodah,
such as Galili and Allon, as well as some left-wingers like Riftin, Sneh,
and Cohen, agreed that the military objective of the war should be to
conquer all of Eretz Israel. The difference between the two groups was
that Ahdut Ha“avodah wanted to open up the whole country to Jewish
settlement, whereas the left-wingers wanted Israel to prevent ‘Abd Al-
lah from occupying any part of Palestine in order to establish an inde-
pendent Palestinian Arab state. Some continued to look forward to re-
storing the political unity of the country in a binational state.?s The goal
of occupying all of mandate Palestine helped MAPAM to overlook or
diminish the significance of the excesses on the way to the goal; once
the entire country was occupied and the reactionary forces of ‘Abd Al-
lah and his British imperialist backers evicted, any injustices could be
set right.

Were the MAPAM leaders hypocrites, as Weitz implied? Ahdut
Ha‘avodah had never been as concerned about Arab rights as Ha-
shomer Hatza‘ir; it therefore cannot be accused of hypocrisy. Except
for Aharon Cohen, who saw matters with extraordinary prescience, the



The Creation of Israel . 37

MAPAM leftists were blinded by their belief that they were on the right
side of history. The Soviet Union, leader of the forces of tomorrow, had
endorsed the establishment of a Jewish state as a blow against British
imperialism. Wouldn’t a strong Jewish state be an asset to the anti-
imperialist camp? Since most of the Arab states attacking Israel were
pawns of British imperialism, wouldn’t any attempt to diminish the
borders of the Jewish state enhance the influence of imperialism in the
Middle East? As Zionists, the leftists could not have considered that
the existence of a Zionist state (as opposed to a state for the Jews of
Palestine and unrepatriated European Jewish refugees—which was, in
fact, what the Soviet Union supported) might be problematic. A com-
bination of wishful thinking and the normal distortion of perception
caused by war allowed concerned MAPAM members to imagine that
the party uniformly pursued the Arab policy advocated by Aharon
Cohen. In any event, this issue was not central to their evaluation of the
situation.

Thus, by the fall of 1948 all the components of MAPAM proved
unable to articulate an alternative to the emerging hegemonic Zionist
consensus on Arab-Jewish relations in which all Arab resistance to Zi-
onist activity—even to secure objectives beyond the limits of the UN
partition plan—was declared illegitimate and reactionary. MAPAM
agreed that Israel’s conduct of the war was entirely within the bounda-
ries of legitimate self-defense. Meanwhile, the political program of the
Zionist consensus was derived from the activist attitude toward (Jew-
ish) geopolitical facts: refusal to withdraw from territories occupied in
the war, refusal to repatriate the Palestinian refugees, and refusal to
accept the existence of a Palestinian Arab state.

A clear indication of the distance MAPAM traversed during the war
may be seen in its response to the September 1948 proposals of UN
mediator Count Bernadotte, namely, that Israel retain the western Gal-
ilee, which it already occupied but which was to have been part of the
Arab state, in exchange for ceding the Negev, which it did not yet oc-
cupy but which had been allotted to the Jewish state. MAPAM opposed
the Bernadotte proposals as contradicting the UN partition plan and
responded by adopting a resolution on October 7 that advocated major
alterations of the partition boundaries in Israel’s favor. The party now
favored Israeli annexation of the western Galilee, a land corridor to
Jerusalem, fortified heights on the borders, and guarantees for the He-
brew character of Jerusalem—all in contravention of the terms of the
partition plan. These demands were close to the actual cease-fire lines
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drawn in 1949, which were based on the military status quo at the end
of hostilities but slightly altered in Israel’s favor.

MAPAM’s October 7 resolution advocated the return of “peace-
seeking refugees who acknowledge the sovereignty of the state of Is-
rael”—a formulation suggesting that only a limited number of refugees
should be welcomed back. While employing the rhetoric of militant
anti-imperialism, programmatically MAPAM was moving toward the
emerging Zionist consensus, as shaped and articulated by MAPAI, on
the refugee question:

The imperialist plots and the bloody attack of the reactionary Arab leader-
ship on the Arab community and the state of Israel were the principal factors
in the uprooting of hundreds of thousands of Arabs from the country. The
masses of refugees should learn the lesson of their disaster and struggle for
a democratic leadership for their nation and for a real peace with the Jewish
nation and the state of Israel.2

A November 14 editorial in Al hamishmar went even further, stating
that the refugees had fled as an expression of opposition to the state of
Israel. This contradicted MAPAM’s earlier argument, as well as similar
statements made by Ben-Gurion and Golda Meir early in 1948, that the
majority of Palestinian Arabs did not want and did not participate in
the war. No one in MAPAM knew better than Aharon Cohen that the
newspaper’s claim was not only untrue but also likely to exacerbate
Arab-Jewish relations. He protested the editorial, but his letter to the
editor was not printed.?’

Many elements of Hashomer Hatza“ir were profoundly disturbed by
the gap between theory and practice in MAPAM and made strenuous
emotional and intellectual efforts to sort things out. In December 1948,
at the first national conference of Kibbutz Artzi following MAPAM’s
establishment and in the confines of what was regarded as a family,
representatives of over fifty kibbutzim frankly evaluated the move-
ment’s course since endorsing partition. Their discussion revealed con-
fusion, loss of confidence, and a struggle to find a coherent direction.
Ya“ari opened the meeting with comprehensive defense of Hashomer
Hatza‘ir’s historic path in response to what he termed a liquidationist
tendency within the movement. He argued extensively against the view
that recent events proved MAPAM’s positions to be untenable, recalling
that MAPAUD’s spiritual leader, Berl Katznelson, had supported a bina-
tional state in 1936 and that in 1937 Ben-Gurion had opposed a Jewish
state before the Peel Commission. Ya“ari attacked the pro-British and
then pro-American orientation of MAPAI and its shortsightedness for
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not imagining that “salvation would come from the East.” He upheld
the need to establish an independent Arab state in Palestine while keep-
ing ‘Abd Allah out of the country and reaffirmed that MAPAM en-
dorsed the partition plan “as a constructive compromise that leads to
restoring the wholeness of the land through an international agree-
ment.” 28

The meeting was defined by the dramatic tension of Ya‘ari’s defense
of the movement’s historic principles juxtaposed to the new realities.
Kibbutz representatives responded to Ya‘ari’s abstractions with an-
guished accounts of contrary thoughts and actions widespread in their
kibbutzim. Whereas some defended the seizure of Arab property, hor-
rified veterans unconditionally denounced it. Some criticized Yitzhak
Rabin as a commander of the operation expelling the residents of
Lydda and Ramle; Riftin defended him. Leftists argued that the failure
of party members to uphold its moral values and political line during
the war was due to the fact that MAPAM was not a properly disciplined
Leninist party. The problems, they said, could be resolved by cooper-
ating more closely with MAKI and adopting a clear Marxist-Leninist
line. Others replied that there was no consensus in the party for im-
mediately adopting Marxism-Leninism. Hazan articulated the preva-
lent malaise of the gathering:

Until now we lived in a quiet reality; the vision was far off. We argued, but

we were not tested. Now we have reached a situation in which everything

you say today will be tested tomorrow. . . . Our movement does not know

how to fit our ideology to our circumstances, to strive for the same goal
under new conditions.?”

The colorful comments of Yish‘ayahu Be’eri from Mishmar
Ha‘emek about the difference between “the official opinion and the one
heard in the [collective] shower rooms [of the kibbutzim],” as well as
Eli‘ezer Be’eri’s report that some members of Kibbutz Artzi favored mil-
itary conquest of all of Eretz Israel without setting up an Arab state,
were softened or omitted entirely from the published account of the
meeting. Such self-censorship helped Hashomer Hatza‘ir, and conse-
quently the rest of MAPAM, to avoid confronting the difficult task of
reexamining its ideological assumptions. The confessions and recrimi-
nations at this meeting clearly indicated that Hashomer Hatza“ir’s age
of innocence was over. But no conclusions were drawn, and MAPAM
leaders continued to believe that because the war was still in progress
and the ultimate resolution of the conflict far from certain, everything
might still be put right with a little help from the Soviet Union.
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THE PALESTINE COMMUNIST PARTY’S
ROAD TO BINATIONALISM

As a Jewish-Arab organization, the PCP had experienced the difficulties
of managing relations between the two communities both in the party
and in the wider political arena. The party had opposed Zionism since
the mid-1920s, but tactical differences over how to view the over-
whelmingly pro-Zionist Jewish working class persisted. In May 1943
these differences led to a split along national lines when Jewish party
members led by Shmu’el Mikunis revolted against what they considered
the “ultranationalist” leadership of the general secretary, Radwan al-
Hilu (“Musa”).3® Some Jewish party leaders, including Me’ir Vilner,
Ester Vilenska, Me’ir Slonim, and Simha Tzabari, remained loyal to
Musa’s leadership for a short time; but Vilner and Vilenska soon joined
with Mikunis to convene the Eighth Party Congress in May 1944,
which declared itself the continuator of the PCP. Slonim and Tzabari
went on to establish the Jewish-national Communist Educational As-
sociation (CEA). The Arab party members eventually abandoned the
ideal of a joint organization with Jews and founded the National Lib-
eration League in early 1944 as an entirely Arab organization. Thus, at
the end of World War II there were three major communist formations
in Palestine: the Jewish PCP and CEA and the Arab NLL. In principle,
each organization remained committed to internationalism; in practice,
their national character and political development reflected the radi-
cally different political environment in each community.

In September 1945, the Ninth Congress of the PCP determined that
Palestine was a “country with a binational character” and called for
establishing a “democratic and independent Arab-Jewish state.” 3! Short
of endorsing the Zionist program to establish a Jewish national home
in Palestine, this formulation recognized the existence of a Jewish na-
tional community in Palestine with rights equal to those of the indige-
nous Arab national community. Vilner, editor of the party newspaper,
Kol ha‘am (The people’s voice), elaborated on this position in a pam-
phlet issued by the Central Committee in preparation for the Tenth
Party Congress in 1946:

Two national communities live in Palestine. Any program for the resolution
of the problem of the country must take into consideration this fact and
guarantee both nations equal rights and possibilities for free national devel-
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opment. The national question in Palestine is sui generis. Palestine is a bi-
national country, but the Arabs and Jews do not live in separate territories.

Although he did not defend the PCP’s vision of a binational state in the
Zionist terms used by Hashomer Hatza‘ir, Vilner stressed the need for
cooperation between the PCP and Zionist parties that agreed with the
communist stand on specific programmatic issues, specifying Ha-
shomer Hatza‘ir and the Ihud association as especially likely partners
for joint activity.32

Once the PCP defined the yishuv as a national community, it could
legitimately aspire to participate in its political life. Yet it won less than
2 percent of the vote in the 1944 elections to the Jewish elected as-
sembly (asefat banivharim), and the Histadrut Executive Committee
barred it from participating in the elections of 1941 and 1944. The
leading role of the Soviet Union in the defeat of Nazism partly mitigated
the marginal status of the PCP in the yishuv; its work in the Victory
League, too, enabled it to cooperate with Hashomer Hatza‘ir, Ahdut
Ha‘avodah, and elements of MAPAI on the basis of shared enthusiasm
for the Soviet Union.

THE COMMUNIST EDUCATIONAL ASSOCIATION

The CEA was established in April 1945, in conscious imitation of the
example set by the Communist Party of the United States, recently re-
named the Communist Political Association. The CEA’s platform at-
tempted to articulate a Jewish national communism. It recognized the
Jewish people as a national entity and fully supported establishing a
Jewish national home in Palestine, independence for the yishuv, and the
right to unlimited Jewish immigration and settlement. After Earl Brow-
der was criticized as a revisionist for dissolving the American party, the
CEA changed its name, first to the Communist Union of Palestine and
then, in June 1947, to the Hebrew Communist Party. Hashomer
Hatza‘ir welcomed the Hebrew Communists’ Congress in October
1947 and invited them to join MAPAM now that they embraced the
Jewish national liberation movement.?* In fact, many Hebrew Com-
munists did ultimately join MAPAM in 1949, after a short stay in
MAKI. Although the Hebrew Communists numbered only five hun-
dred, their emergence further signaled the growing acceptability of
Marxism and pro-Soviet sentiment among those who defined their pol-
itics within the Zionist consensus.>*
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THE PALESTINIAN ARAB INTELLIGENTSIA AND
THE NATIONAL LIBERATION LEAGUE

The main impetus for the split in the PCP on the Arab side came from
younger intellectuals. Bulus Farah, who was expelled from the PCP in
1940, had gathered around himself a group of educated young Arabs
in Haifa—both party and nonparty members.3s Farah regarded Musa
as an “illiterate” incapable of leading a communist movement and,
thinking the party should appeal to educated Arab youth, aspired to
lead it himself.?¢ This personal rivalry, however, should not obscure the
general significance of the emergence of the young urban intelligentsia
as a social force in the Palestinian Arab communist movement.

During the struggle with Mikunis’s group in May 1943, younger
Arab intellectuals—°‘Abd Allah Bandak, Ya‘qub al-‘Armani, and Emile
Habibi, with help from Tawfiq Tubi and a member of Farah’s group—
pushed the PCP toward a split by publishing a leaflet signed by Bandak,
‘Armani, and Habibi declaring that the Communist Party “is an Arab
national party in whose ranks there are Jews who accept its national
program.” 3’ The leaflet welcomed the dissolution of the Comintern and
looked toward the closer integration of the communist and Arab na-
tionalist movements. Although Musa and the Central Committee re-
pudiated the leaflet, it strained the fragile unity between Jews and Arabs
in the PCP to the breaking point. Musa retired from leadership in No-
vember 1943; the Arab PCP members, Bulus Farah and his group, and
other radical intellectuals and trade unionists went on to establish the
National Liberation League.

The NLL was a social movement representing a self-conscious alli-
ance between two social strata in formation who were marginal to the
traditional Palestinian political system, in which land ownership and
bureaucratic or religious office were the main roads to political power
and influence: the young intelligentsia, particularly urban Christians
who did not belong to powerful landed families, and the urban working
class. The intellectuals were organized in the League of Arab Intellec-
tuals, led by Bandak, Habibi, Tubi, and Emile Tuma, and in two local
Haifa clubs, the People’s Club, led by Habibi, and the Rays of Hope
Society, led by Farah and Tuma. From 1941 on these intellectuals began
to organize trade unions, and by the end of World War II they had
become recognized as leaders of the Arab Workers’ Congress (AWC), a
trade union federation formed in 1945 by radicalized members of two
earlier Palestinian Arab trade union formations. The NLL’s weekly
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(later biweekly), Al-ittihad (Unity), edited by Emile Tuma, appeared as
the organ of the AWC after September 1945. Fu’ad Nassar, head of the
Nazareth AWC branch, and Khalil Shanir, a veteran of the PCP and
head of the Jaffa AWC branch, became important national leaders in
the NLL. The AWC claimed a membership of twenty thousand in 1945
(perhaps an exaggeration if only dues-paying members were counted)
and was supported by an even larger number of workers. Certainly the
most significant Arab trade union organization in Palestine, it chal-
lenged the historic dominance of the more conservative Histadrut-
supported Palestine Labor League in the industrialized Haifa region,
where it organized workers in the port, Iraq Petroleum Company, Shell
Oil Refinery, Steel Brothers, and the Royal Chemical Companys; it was
also the dominant force in the Arab trade union movement in Jaffa,
Gaza, Jerusalem, Nazareth, and several smaller towns.

The NLL presented itself as a radical, democratic, nationalist orga-
nization “open to every Arab citizen,” “the conscious vanguard of the
national movement,” and the “organization of the Arab working class
and progressive forces.” The only explicitly communist ideological
principle was that embodied in the democratic centralist organizational
structure. The NLL called for a “democratic government guaranteeing
the rights of all inhabitants [of Palestine] without distinction” and op-
posed Zionist immigration, settlement, and a Jewish state, while distin-
guishing between the Zionist movement and the Jewish inhabitants of
Palestine.’® Cooperation with any Zionist party, however, was pre-
cluded on grounds that the objective of establishing a Jewish state in
Palestine was incompatible with Arab-Jewish understanding. Only the
PCP was considered a potential ally, despite what the NLL regarded as
its Jewish nationalist deviation.

TWO PATHS TO ENDORSING PARTITION OF PALESTINE

The NLL’s willingness to grant full civil rights to the Jewish community
resulted directly from the communist background of its leaders and dif-
ferentiated it from the rest of the Palestinian Arab nationalist move-
ment. The PCP and the NLL were united in their ideological opposition
to Zionism and to the demand for a Jewish state in Palestine; both
believed that only through anti-imperialist solidarity could Jews and
Arabs in Palestine end British colonial rule, establish the political inde-
pendence of Palestine, and secure Arab-Jewish coexistence. Yet whereas
the NLL situated itself within the Palestinian Arab nationalist move-
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ment, the PCP remained outside the Zionist consensus. Communism
was never more than a temporary tactical ally of Zionism, but it was
possible to conceive of a strategic alliance between communism and
Arab nationalism. Therefore, Jewish and Arab communists usually
adopted distinctive rhetorical styles expressing this differential relation-
ship to their respective national communities.

The two lines in Palestinian communism confronted each other in
February and March 1947 at the Conference of Communist Parties of
the British Empire in London, the first time the NLL openly identified
with the international communist movement. Emile Tuma, in his “Re-
port on Palestine,” emphasized that the Zionist movement was a stra-
tegic prop of British rule in the Middle East; quoting (imperfectly) Sir
Ronald Storrs’s comment that the Balfour Declaration would allow
Britain to create “a little [loyal] Jewish Ulster” in the Arab Middle East,
Tuma minimized the extent to which the Jewish national economy and
society in Palestine existed independently of British imperialism. He ar-
gued that the failure of the Palestinian national leadership to adopt a
positive attitude toward the Jewish masses of Palestine was “mainly due
to imperialist zionist intrigue and to the privileged status of the Jewish
community.” Tuma advanced the NLL’s program: an independent dem-
ocratic Palestine with neither partition nor parity arrangements be-
tween the two communities.*®

Shmu’el Mikunis, representing the PCP, addressed the conference the
day after Tuma. His report emphasized the intensification of British
colonial oppression in Palestine directed against both Arabs and Jews,
arguing that World War II had accelerated capitalist development, al-
beit unevenly, in the two communities. For Mikunis, “the central na-
tional problem in Palestine” was “how to liberate the inhabitants, both
Arabs and Jews, from the imperialist yoke.” He denounced Ben-Gurion
and the head of the Arab Higher Committee, Jamal al-Husayni, as
being incapable of bringing a democratic regime to Palestine. Mikunis
presented the program adopted by the Tenth Congress of the PCP: ab-
rogation of the British mandate and evacuation of the British military
forces; an independent democratic state with equal national and civil
rights for both peoples; neither an exclusively Arab nor an exclusively
Jewish state; legislative guarantees for democratic liberties. He urged
that the Palestine question be submitted to the UN Security Council for
urgent resolution.*°

The sister parties tried, but failed, to bring the two Palestinian or-
ganizations together. In a meeting of delegations to discuss the Palestine
problem prior to the main conference, Mikunis strongly objected to
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Tuma’s report, contending that it failed to mention the alliance between
Arab landlords and merchants and the British government in Pales-
tine.*! After the conference, at a meeting of delegations from the NLL,
the PCP, and the Communist Party of Great Britain, Mikunis stated that
Tuma not only had disregarded his criticisms but had also compounded
the problem by minimizing the main enemy, imperialism, and attacking
one of its agents, Zionism, while altogether ignoring Arab proimperi-
alist forces.*

Although the PCP differed from the NLL by recognizing the yishuv
as a national community, it was not prepared to grant its right to self-
determination—that is, the right to establish a separate state (and cer-
tainly not the right of the worldwide Jewish people to exercise self-
determination in Palestine)—even as the Soviet Union moved toward
accepting the former concept. Kol ha‘am’s editorial of May 16, 1947,
commenting on Andrei Gromyko’s May 14 speech on the Palestine
question at the United Nations, did not mention that the Soviet delegate
had suggested the possibility of partition into separate Arab and Jewish
states even while expressing his preference for an “independent demo-
cratic Arab-Jewish state.” Rather, Kol ha‘am emphasized that Gromyko
agreed with the PCP’s position that two nations lived in Palestine and
that an independent Palestinian state must guarantee equal national
rights for both.

In July 1947, Mikunis testified before the UN Special Committee on
Palestine (UNSCOP), stating:

We emphatically reject the idea of partition, as it is contrary to the economic
and political interests of the two peoples. We advocate the plan that Pales-
tine should be constituted as an independent, democratic bi-unitarian state,
which means a single state inhabited and governed by two peoples, Jews and
Arabs, with equal rights.

Such a plan could work despite the existing conflict between the two
national communities because, as Vilner argued before UNSCOP, “The
problem of Palestine is not the Jewish-Arab antagonism. . .. Colonial
rule is the main source of the national antagonism existing in our coun-
try.” 43 That the national conflict in Palestine (and later Israel) was not
“real,” but was created by the British (or the Americans), was central
to the communist (and left-wing MAPAM) representation of the situa-
tion.

The PCP opposed the UNSCOP majority proposal recommending
partition of Palestine and attacked American support for partition as
advocating “dismemberment” of the country.* Kol ha‘am’s first re-
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sponse to Soviet UN delegate M. Semyon Tsarapkin’s speech announc-
ing his country’s reluctant support for partition as a bad solution but
the only possible one, was a neutral report that did not indicate the
PCP’s position.* Not until October 16, when Mikunis addressed the
Central Committee and explained the overriding importance of achiev-
ing an immediate termination of the British mandate, did the party en-
dorse the partition plan. Even then, Mikunis pointed out the negative
aspects of the partition solution and portrayed it as transitional to a
federal state “tomorrow.” 4

After accepting partition the PCP became the Communist Party of
the Land of Israel (MAKEI), marking the first time Palestinian com-
munists embraced the Hebrew name for the country used by the Zionist
movement, Eretz Israel. This change signified a willingness to partici-
pate in, and hence legitimate, a political discourse shaped by aims that
hitherto had been considered exclusively Zionist. MAKEI now pro-
claimed itself to be the “pioneer [halutz] of the struggle for national
and social liberation in light of the principles of Marxism-Leninism.”
The term pioneer was borrowed from the Zionist lexicon and had rich
connotations evoking rural Zionist settlement (as well as expropriation
of Arab peasants, as the PCP had often noted). And although the leaflet
announcing the party’s name change emphasized the importance of
Arab-Jewish cooperation, its concluding slogans included “Long live
the independent democratic Jewish state!”—without a parallel call for
a Palestinian Arab state.#” This omission may have been unintentional,
because the party clearly did support establishing an Arab state in Pal-
estine alongside a Jewish state; nonetheless, failure to mention this sup-
port in a Hebrew leaflet shows how either carelessness or concern not
to weaken the anti-imperialist front in a moment of crisis could act to
legitimate and reinforce the power of the Zionist discourse.

The most unequivocal statement of MAKEI’s identification with the
Jewish national cause was its leaflet celebrating the first day of Israel’s
independence, which explained that the British mandate had been ter-
minated thanks to the “war of liberation” (milbemet hashibrur) waged
by the yishuv and the support of the progressive forces of the world. It
argued that the allies of the emergent state were “the entire Jewish
people” and “all the forces of progress.” Thus, the Jewish national
movement in its entirety was identified as an anti-imperialist force, with
no differentiation made between classes and political currents within
the Zionist movement—the same sin Mikunis had attributed to Tuma
regarding the Palestinian Arab nationalist movement in London. While
the leaflet proclaimed the party’s willingness to pursue peaceful and
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cooperative relations with the surrounding Arab states and the Palestin-
ian Arab inhabitants of Israel, all in the context of a joint struggle
against the imperialist enemy, once again the call for an independent
Palestinian Arab state was missing from the list of concluding slogans.*8
After the Arab invasion began, Mikunis reiterated that the struggle to
establish a Jewish state was part of the worldwide anti-imperialist
struggle; adopting an ultrapatriotic stand, he demanded that the gov-
ernment refuse to accept a UN proposal for a temporary cease-fire be-
cause relenting in the military struggle against “Abd Allah and the other
pawns of imperialism who had attacked Israel would benefit only the
imperialist powers.*

In the face of an imminent war, MAKEI expressed its position most
clearly in its military policy, fully supporting the military effort to estab-
lish the Jewish state against Arab opposition. On November 15, 1947,
the Central Committee sent a letter to party members advocating that
they join the Haganah.s° Strengthening the Haganah, they said, was the
only way to defend partition without delaying the British departure
from Palestine. Nonetheless, the directive to join an organization for-
merly denounced as an instrument of Zionist oppression illustrates how
circumstances pushed the party toward practical acceptance of the Zi-
onist consensus and concrete support for acts it would later condemn.

Jewish communists, with the full approval of the Zionist leadership,
engaged in diplomatic efforts to secure military aid for the yishuv. In
February 1948, Mikunis traveled to Eastern Europe to negotiate sup-
ply of weapons, immigration of Jews, and the formation of a military
unit to fight in Palestine. These efforts (along with earlier work by
MAPAM’s Mordehai Oren) “were probably critically influential in
Czechoslovakia’s decision to aid the Haganah,” according to a well-
researched account of this storys! In December, Central Committee
member Eliyahu Gojansky also visited Eastern Europe to seek military
aid. He died in a plane crash on his way home. The party named its Tel
Aviv headquarters (Bet Elyosha) after him, and his martyrdom for the
cause of Israeli independence was frequently invoked to assert the pa-
triotic credentials of the Israeli communists.

The NLL also opposed partition of Palestine until Tsarapkin an-
nounced the Soviet Union’s unequivocal support. The initial reaction to
Tsarapkin’s speech in Al-ittibad argued that “notwithstanding our
friendship for the USSR, we do not tie ourselves to its policy, but for-
mulate our own from existing local conditions and the aims of our
people.” 52 After the Tsarapkin speech, the NLL Secretariat was split:
Emile Tuma was against partition; Fu’ad Nassar, Emile Habibi, Tawfiq
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Tubi, and Rushdi Shahin were in favor. Early in December the Central
Committee met in Nazareth. A majority of the members, led by Tuma,
Bulus Farah, Musa Dajani, Mukhlis ‘Amr, and Khalil Shanir, opposed
partition. Tuma and other opponents of partition from Haifa and Acre
boycotted a second expanded Central Committee meeting in Nazareth
later in the month: consequently, at that meeting partition received ma-
jority support.s?

The NLL did not have much opportunity to publicize its support for
partition because in February 1948 Al-ittibad was closed by British cen-
sors, and it did not appear again until October. The organization fell
into disarray, with both opponents and supporters of partition acting
independently. Tuma and others joined the Arab National Committee
of Haifa, which attempted to organize military resistance to the Haga-
nah’s occupation of that city. The National Liberation League~North-
ern District issued a proclamation in March 1948 opposing partition.5*
Members of the NLL in the Galilee participated in armed resistance
against Israeli occupation of the central and western Galilee—areas al-
lotted to the Arab state by the UN partition plan. In April, the AWC
Central Committee, probably influenced by the Haifa group and Jaffa
AWC leader Khalil-Shanir, wrote a letter of condolence to al-Hajj Amin
al-Husayni when his kinsman, ‘Abd al-Qadir, was killed while leading
military operations near Jerusalem.’$ In Jerusalem, Mukhlis ‘Amr and
other members of the League of Arab Intellectuals took up the struggle
against partition.*¢

The NLL split over the question of partition cannot be separated
from the broader process of the disintegration of Palestinian Arab so-
ciety that began immediately after the UN partition plan was adopted.
Before the war, Haifa, with over seventy thousand Arab residents, was
one of the NLL’s strongest bases of support; after the Haganah occu-
pied the city at the end of April 1948, however, only some three thou-
sand Arab inhabitants remained.s” This catastrophic demographic up-
heaval in the midst of war made maintenance of a coherent political
organization and orderly political debate impossible.

TOWARD THE COMMUNIST PARTY OF ISRAEL

Despite its support for the Jewish national movement during the war,
MAKEI maintained contact with the NLL and continued to defend the
rights of the Palestinian Arabs. A circular letter from the MAKEI Sec-
retariat to party members in early February 1948 reported that political
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agreement was reached with the NLL on several points: to achieve full
political independence through anti-imperialist war; to struggle against
internal and external provocations of communal violence; to struggle
for cooperation and peace between the two peoples; to struggle for the
democratic unity of the two states; and to establish a “territorial orga-
nization of all the communists with no distinction as to their national
origins, with one secretariat and regional organizations for the two
states and the Jerusalem area.”s® The MAKEI Secretariat’s overopti-
mistic and homogenized account of the NLL struggle over the partition
plan related that the NLL Secretariat had reported to the Nazareth
plenum (only one meeting was mentioned) that the Jewish community
in Palestine was “a nation in formation” and supported partition and
that these positions had been accepted despite the opposition of Tuma,
Shanir, and some of the Haifa cadres.

The agreement between MAKEI and the NLL did not, however, en-
dorse a permanent partition. As Mikunis had suggested to the PCP Cen-
tral Committee on October 16, 1947, partition was seen as a temporary
measure that could be overcome by joint struggle of progressive Jews
and Arabs. Moreover, viewing partition as a temporary measure was
not simply a reluctant concession to the NLL’s unwillingness to endorse
permanent partition. MAKEI positively emphasized its commitment to
this concept of partition when Kol ha‘am quoted an Egyptian commu-
nist weekly that also defended partition as a stage in the struggle for a
united Arab-Jewish state:

The goal of all democrats concerned with the question of Palestine is the

establishment of a united Arab-Jewish independent state. This goal will not

be realized except through cooperation between the Arab and Jewish
masses. In light of the circumstances, peace-loving and anti-imperialist na-

tions have accepted the partition as a basis for the independence of Pales-
tine.s*

After the first cease-fire, Israeli military dominance was decisively
established and the magnitude of the Arab military collapse was be-
coming evident. The impending Arab defeat and the destruction of Pal-
estinian Arab society emboldened NLL supporters of partition. During
the ten days of fighting between the first and second cease-fires in mid-
July, the NLL, aided by Eli‘ezer Be’eri of MAPAM'’s Arab Affairs De-
partment and various IDF officers (probably also MAPAM supporters),
distributed leaflets calling on Egyptian and Jordanian soldiers to return
home and struggle to overthrow their own rulers. Kol ha‘am and Al
hamishmar reported the distribution of these leaflets and published a
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translated text, which called for a federal state recognizing both
peoples’ right to self-determination and concluded with the slogan,
“Long live Eretz Israel, united and democratic.” ¢ The technical device
of translating Palestine as Eretz Israel in the Hebrew dailies, while for-
mally correct, rhetorically obscured the transformation of a land with
an Arab majority into one with a Jewish majority.

Fu’ad Nassar, ‘Awda al-Ashhab, and others were arrested by Egyp-
tian troops for distributing these leaflets near Bethlehem and impris-
oned in Abu ‘Agayla in the Sinai Peninsula, along with dozens of other
NLL members from Jaffa, Gaza, and Jerusalem. The NLL also orga-
nized mass demonstrations in Nablus, Hebron, and Ramallah calling
for evacuation of the foreign Arab troops from Palestine.! Even while
undertaking provocative acts against the Arab war effort, then, the
NLL still looked forward to a unified Arab-Jewish state.

Despite its opposition to a permanent partition, the NLL was forced
to accept the emerging politico-military status quo before resolving its
internal debate. Only on this basis was continued political action pos-
sible. As early as May 1948 the NLL and MAKEI jointly protested the
Haganah’s treatment of Haifa’s Arabs in a memorandum to the Israeli
government. MAKEI accused the Haganah of taking spoils, plundering
homes and commercial establishments, and committing unnecessary
acts of cruelty against the civilian Arab population of Haifa in the two
weeks after it had conquered the city. The party demanded that travel
restrictions on Arabs be abolished; identity cards provided; labor ex-
changes opened to Arab workers; the supply of food, electricity, and
water to the Arab neighborhoods organized; harsh action against loot-
ers taken; and the democratic rights of the Arab population, including
participation in municipal administration, guaranteed. Attached to
MAKEI's memorandum was an NLL proclamation declaring that the
remaining Arabs in Haifa intended to struggle both for their right to
stay and against all policies inimical to their interests.¢2 In short, this
was a de facto recognition of Israeli sovereignty.

In July, since Al-ittihad was still banned, Haifa NLL members re-
quested MAPAM to intervene on their behalf and convince the interim
government to grant them a license to publish a new newspaper. In
response, Dov Bar Nir appealed to the minister of police and minori-
ties, offering MAPAM’s guarantee of responsibility for the political line
of the paper, an additional service probably not requested by the NLL.¢?
The government’s combination of responsibility for police and “minor-
ities” (i.e., Arabs) in one ministry neatly expressed the emerging struc-
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ture of discipline and knowledge of Palestinian Arabs. After the 1949
elections the Ministry of Minorities was abolished, and responsibility
for Arab affairs was vested directly in the prime minister’s office. This
bureaucratic maneuver tightly controlled discussion about Israel’s Arab
population and minimized its place on the public agenda of govern-
ment. The NLL undoubtedly asked MAPAM rather than MAKEI to
intervene on its behalf because MAPAM was a member of the coalition
government; in other words, this was a pragmatic step toward accept-
ance of the status quo. Bar Nir’s offer to vouch for the NLL indicated
that some MAPAM members regarded themselves as not very distant
from the communists. The requested license was never granted, how-
ever, and Mikunis’s interpellation asking the government to explain the
nonapproval went unanswered.**

In mid-August the AWC held a meeting in Haifa attended by two
hundred people to protest the high unemployment among the city’s
Arab population and the monopoly of the Histadrut-controlled Pales-
tine Labor League on job opportunities for Arab workers. The meeting
also demanded improvement of the food supply by organizing a coop-
erative to bring food from the surrounding villages.®* Yet it was not
possible for the Arab communists to address these basic needs of their
people without recognizing and dealing with the Israeli authorities.

De facto recognition was soon followed by ideological reassessment.
In late September, the NLL Central Committee adopted a comprehen-
sive self-criticism of its historic path as a prelude to announcing its
willingness to reunite with the Jewish communists in the Communist
Party of Israel (MAKI). The NLL leadership accepted responsibility for
the 1943 split in the Palestine Communist Party by announcing that it
recognized the danger of organizing the communist movement on a
national basis; its mononational character, they claimed, had prevented
the NLL from correctly understanding the emergence of a new reality
in the country: the formation of a Jewish nation in Palestine. Failure to
take into consideration the revolutionary forces rising within this Jew-
ish nation had caused the NLL to imagine that the Palestinian Arabs
alone could liberate Palestine from British imperialism. Thus, it ne-
glected to denounce the bourgeois and neofeudal leadership of the Pal-
estinian Arab national movement.

The stand of the NLL Central Committee in favor of the partition
plan and the actions against the invading Arab armies were praised.
The NLL pledged to continue the struggle to implement partition and
establish an Arab state in Palestine. The policies of the state of Israel
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toward the Arab population were denounced, and the right of the Arab
refugees to return affirmed. Given the identity of the NLL and MAKI
political lines, nothing now prevented reestablishment of the interna-
tionalist unity of the communist movement on a territorial basis. There-
fore, the NLL Central Committee called on all its members within the
borders of the state of Israel to join MAKI. Branches of the NLL in the
territory designated as part of the Arab state by the UN partition plan,
including those areas now occupied by Israel, such as Nazareth, would
continue to function as part of the NLL.

The Central Committee of MAKI responded to this NLL self-
criticism on October 6. MAKI characterized its line and that of the PCP
and MAKEI as “internationalist in essence,” despite their entirely Jew-
ish composition after 1943, and recounted their repeated declarations
in favor of restoring the internationalist unity of the communist move-
ment. It welcomed the change in the NLL’s line on the national question
in Palestine, since the party’s previous line had prevented communist
unity. The NLL’s proposal for unity was accepted. This would be im-
plemented by expanding the MAKI Central Committee through the ad-
dition of members of the NLL Central Committee residing in Israel and
accepting the branches and members of the NLL in the state of Israel
into the ranks of MAKI. An expanded plenum of the Central Commit-
tee would be held in Haifa on October 22 to discuss the party’s line,
reestablish its internationalist unity, and set a date for the Eleventh
Party Congress. The MAKI Central Committee also welcomed the
NLL’s decision to organize the party in the Arab part of Palestine on an
internationalist basis and directed MAKI members living in the terri-
tories designated for the Palestinian Arab state to join the communist
party in that state. (In fact, there were no Jewish communists in these
territories.)

Both these documents were published in Al-ittihad on October 18
(the first issue to appear since the British closed the paper in February)
under the headline “Restoration of a United Internationalist Commu-
nist Party in Each of the Two States.” Hebrew versions, with no sub-
stantial differences, appeared in Kol ha‘am and in a pamphlet contain-
ing the documents of the unity meeting. Clearly, then, both Arab and
Jewish communists agreed to the creation of two binational parties in
the two states that were to have been established according to the terms
(including those on boundaries) of the UN partition plan. The bound-
ary question was further emphasized by the fact that Emile Habibi, as
leader of the NLL in Nazareth—a city occupied by Israel in the war
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but that was to have been included in the Arab state—addressed the
Haifa unity meeting as a “member of the Central Committee of
the NLL in the Arab part of Palestine.” Mun‘im Jarjura, secretary of
the Nazareth AWC branch and so not considered a member of MAKI,
attended the Haifa meeting as a guest member of the presidium.

The final step in the NLL’s political realignment before the unifica-
tion of MAKI occurred in early October when the Iraqi, Lebanese, and
Syrian communist parties and the NLL issued a joint communiqué con-
demning the Arab invasion of Palestine and supporting partition. The
Egyptian communists, owing both to organizational disunity and to the
fact that most of them were incarcerated soon after the war began, did
not sign the document; nonetheless, the overwhelming majority of them
agreed with its political line. The communiqué declared:

The Palestine war was a direct result of the fierce struggle between England
and the United States, who caused the war in order to exploit it to settle
accounts between them. ... The Palestine war revealed finally and com-
pletely the betrayal of the reactionary rulers in the Arab states and their
complete submission to foreign imperialism.*

The Arab communist parties hailed the leading role of communists and
of the Soviet Union in advancing progress throughout the world. The
Soviet Union and the democratic forces of the world had supported the
Arab peoples’ struggle for independence from foreign rule. Although
the Soviet Union originally favored a united independent state in Pal-
estine, as a result of the heritage of enmity that British imperialism,
assisted by Arab reaction and Zionism, had bequeathed to the peoples
of Palestine, it now supported the establishment of two independent
states. The results of the war proved the correctness of this position.
The rhetorical structure of this document reveals the problematic
character of the Arab communists’ stand. Anglo-American imperialism
and Arab reaction were deemed primarily responsible for the war; there
was no substantive critique of Zionist ideology or practice or of Israel’s
conduct of the war. The state of Israel was not even mentioned. The
refugees appeared only in the last programmatic paragraph, which
called for their right to return, the withdrawal of all troops (Israeli and
Arab) from the territory designated for the Arab state, and the estab-
lishment of an Arab state in Palestine. Partition was justified only in
terms of support for the stand of the Soviet Union, the leader of the
world forces of progress. There was no independent analysis of the lo-
cal situation, no reference to an Israeli-Jewish nation or its right to self-
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determination, and no discussion of the failures of the Palestinian Arab
national movement. The declaration conveyed a tone of defeat and res-
ignation. The only hope for the future, it seemed, resided in the lead-
ership of the Soviet Union, whose correctness was confirmed by the
disastrous outcome of the Palestine war.

The themes of the joint declaration of Arab communist parties were
reiterated at the Haifa unity meeting, whose overall perspective was
that the imperialists alone had caused the frictions between Jews and
Arabs in Palestine/Eretz Israel and that unity against imperialism and
the reactionary Arab invaders based on the struggle to implement the
partition plan was possible because no contradictions existed between
the two peoples’ “real” interests. Mikunis emphasized that the Palestin-
ian Arabs had not participated actively in the war; he quoted Ben-
Gurion’s statement to the MAPAI Council on February 7, 1948, that
only a few Palestinian Arab villages took part in the military effort to
prevent the creation of a Jewish state, as well as Golda Meir’s comment
at a press conference in the third month of the war that “out of hun-
dreds of Arab villages included in the area of the Jewish state, only five
or six agreed to serve as a base for the Arab attackers. Most of the
mercenary rioters came from Iraq and Syria.”¢” Thus the Palestinian
Arabs were exonerated in terms that could only be regarded as dis-
graceful by Arab nationalists: in essence, by their failure to participate
fully in the effort to prevent the expropriation of their homeland. This
account of the war was not entirely correct, of course. There was Pal-
estinian Arab resistance in some areas, for example the guerrilla forces
that operated in the approaches to Jerusalem led by “Abd al-Qadir al-
Husayni.

By sanctioning this narrative, MAKI detached the Palestinian Arabs
from their national political context, denied their right to resist the ex-
propriation of their homeland, and accepted the Zionist view that any
Palestinian Arab resistance to the creation of Israel was illegitimate.
Israel’s military dominance and the reactionary leadership of both the
Palestinian Arab national movement and the Arab states probably in-
sured that any attempt by the Palestinian Arabs to resist partition more
actively would have compounded their national catastrophe. Recogni-
tion of this reality, along with sympathy for the remnants of Nazism
and the undeniable Zionist success in expelling the British, led to uni-
fication of MAKI on terms reflecting a Jewish national tilt. Nonetheless,
MAKI retained legitimacy in the Palestinian Arab community both be-
cause its argument that the party had averted an even greater disaster
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was plausible and because its militant and consistent defense of Arab
political and civil rights offered the only viable and coherent program
for future struggle.

At the Haifa meeting, Mikunis sharply attacked the interim govern-
ment’s conduct of the war: its policies of expelling Arabs, expropriating
their property, and detaining political activists (including communists
and other leftists who favored partition); and, most of all, its indiffer-
ence (in fact, active opposition) to the creation of an independent Pal-
estinian Arab state. He summarized his criticism of Israel’s conduct of
the war with the warning: “If matters continue in this way, then the
war of liberation of the state of Israel may turn into an antidemocratic
war of conquest.” ¢ With this he placed a question mark over the pro-
gressive content of the war and its outcome. Mikunis’s posing of the
question (like Aharon Cohen’s prediction quoted earlier) reveals ex-
traordinary political perspicacity. Yet MAKI never returned to examine
this issue; and when matters did “continue in this way,” MAKI could
not resolve the new political issues that arose as a consequence. In the
celebration of the anti-imperialist victory represented by the creation
and successful defense of the state of Israel, the problem embodied in
Mikunis’s prophetic remark was perhaps intentionally overlooked.

THE PALESTINE QUESTION AND
THE EGYPTIAN COMMUNISTS

The Palestine question became a major issue in Egyptian politics only
after World War II, although the Muslim Brothers, Young Egypt, and
some elements in the Wafd had promoted the Palestine cause since the
revolt of 1936-39. The Marxist left, while anti-Zionist, did not actively
engage this issue. The political orientation of the left overall, in com-
mon with the majority of politically aware Egyptians, was toward local
nationalism, not pan-Arabism. Consequently, Palestine remained a sec-
ondary concern for Egypt until the mid-1950s.

Yusuf Darwish, a Karaite Jew, was among the small number of po-
litical activists in Egypt who did develop an exceptional interest in Pal-
estine in the 1930s. Influenced by a book he read as a law student in
Paris in 1933, he became a militant anti-Zionist. During the 1936-39
Arab revolt in Palestine, Darwish contacted one of its leaders and raised
money to support the revolt.® In 1940, he and two Sephardic Jewish
comrades, Raymond Douek and Ahmad Sadiq Sa‘d, began educating
and organizing workers. In 1945 they constituted an informal Marxist
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group known by the name of the journal, Al-fajr al-jadid (New dawn),
that they began to publish in May. New Dawn developed a strong base
in several Cairo-area trade unions, especially that of the militant textile
workers in Shubra al-Khayma.

Darwish transmitted his engagement in the Palestine question to his
comrades, and the three Jewish founders of New Dawn soon acquired
a reputation for uncompromising anti-Zionism. They were the first
Egyptian Marxists to make contact with their Palestinian counterparts.
Early in 1945, Bulus Farah and Mukhlis ‘Amr, on behalf of the AWC,
urged New Dawn to send a trade union delegation to the preparatory
conference of the World Federation of Trade Unions that was to con-
vene in February and at which the Palestinians wanted to enhance Arab
representation in order to counteract the Histadrut’s presence. No
Egyptians attended the conference, but several, including veteran trade
unionist and New Dawn member Yusuf al-Mudarrik, attended the
founding congress of the World Federation of Trade Unions in Septem-
ber in Paris, where the Arab presence did reduce the Histadrut’s influ-
ence in the world federation.

The social composition and political orientation of New Dawn and
the NLL were similar, and the friendly relations between the two or-
ganizations were reflected in many articles in Al-fajr al-jadid and New
Dawn’s weekly workers’ newspaper, Al-damir (The conscience), en-
couraging the Palestinian Arab struggle, warning of the dangers of
Zionism, promoting the NLL, and quoting Al-ittihad. New Dawn sup-
ported the first mass anti-Zionist demonstrations in Egypt on Novem-
ber 2, 1945, but criticized the Muslim Brothers and Young Egypt for
falling into racist attacks on Egyptian Jews and their property.”

In the spring of 1946, Ahmad Sadiq Sa“d, using material supplied by
‘Amr and Farah of the NLL, published a book on the Palestine ques-
tion, one of the first to appear on the subject in Egypt. His somewhat
apologetic introduction admitted that “it might seem strange to the
reader” to discuss Palestine during the upsurge of Egypt’s own national
movement. Sa‘d adopted the line of argument presented a year later by
Emile Tuma to the Conference of the Communist Parties of the British
Empire, posing the issue solely as an Arab anticolonial struggle: “The
question of Palestine is not that of Jewish immigration to the country,
but rather the question of the national democratic demands of the Arab
popular movement in Palestine.” 7! Partition of Palestine was, therefore,
completely rejected.

In contrast to New Dawn’s focus on organizing workers, the Iskra
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TABLE1 SOCIAL COMPOSITION OF EMNL, ISKRA, AND
DMNL MEMBERSHIP

EMNL Iskra DMNL

No. % No. % No. %
Workers 250 50 140 16 390 28
Students 80 16 200 22 280 20
Youth 90 18 — — 90 6
Intellectuals — — 200 22 200 14
Foreigners — — 360 40 360 26
Army 25 S — — 25 2
Azharists 25 S — — 25 2
Sudanese 30 6 — — 30 2

TOTAL 500 900 1,400

sOURCE: Henri Curiel, “Les principales étapes de la lutte intérieure qui est déroulée
autour du MDLN durant I’année: Mai 1947-Juin 1948 dite ’année de I'unité” (late
1955), appendix to Pages autobiographiques (typescript, 1977), p. .

NOTE: Curiel was trying to prove that the EMNL was more Egyptianized and more
working class than Iskra. There were intellectuals and foreign citizens in the EMNL,
though they were not organized separately, as they were in Iskra. Nonetheless, the point
that Iskra had many more intellectuals and foreigners and far fewer workers is correct.
Curiel also maintained that Iskra inflated the number of its members before unity, and
that the DMNL actually had about a thousand members when it was formed.

organization, founded in 1942 and led by Hillel Schwartz, concentrated
on recruiting intellectuals and training them in Marxist theory. A large
number of foreign and Europeanized Jews belonged to Iskra (see Table
1); and several of the group’s non-Jewish intellectuals became leading
advocates of pan-Arabism in the communist movement during the
1950s and 1960s, among them Shuhdi ‘Atiyya al-Shafi‘i, Anouar
Abdel-Malek, Latifa al-Zayyat, Michel Kamil, and Mohamed Sid-
Ahmed. These activists received their training in Marxism in the 1940s
from the Jewish and cosmopolitan leaders of Iskra, with whom they
then shared a local Egyptian patriotic orientation.

The non-Jewish intellectuals of Iskra were often less militantly anti-
Zionist than the Jews, who saw Zionism as a threat to their status as
Egyptians. In late 1946 or early 1947 several of the Jews, led by Ezra
Harari, formed the Jewish Anti-Zionist League, which campaigned ag-
gressively among the Jews of Cairo. When it attempted to take over
leadership of the Zionist Maccabee Club in the Dahir district, a physi-
cal clash ensued in April 1947 in which the police sided with the Zi-
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onists, and in June the government proscribed the league.” By contrast,
al-Shafi‘i, the first Egyptian Muslim to join the Iskra leadership, co-
authored a comprehensive exposition of Egypt’s national goals in which
he briefly addressed the Palestine question, stating merely that “the per-
sistence of imperialism in any part of the Arab world is a continuing
threat to Egyptian independence.” To combat this threat he called
simply for a united front of Jews and Arabs in Palestine against impe-
rialism and its Zionist tool.”

The Egyptian Movement for National Liberation was founded in
1943 by the legendary Henri Curiel, a Jew from a wealthy family and
originally an Italian citizen who exercised a profound charismatic influ-
ence over many indigenous Egyptians despite his French education and
broken Arabic. Curiel was a master of tactical maneuvering. His artic-
ulation of the principal task of Egyptian communists as building a mul-
ticlass national front (hence the name EMNL) to struggle for full na-
tional independence—“the line of popular democratic forces” —shaped
the political debate in the communist movement of the 1940s.

Curiel brought the Palestine question to the attention of the EMNL
in a long and detailed report composed in October 1945 at the height
of the anti-Zionist press campaign in Egypt, which culminated in the
mass demonstration and anti-Jewish riots of November 2.7 In contrast
to the Arab-centered analysis of Sadiq Sa‘d and New Dawn, Curiel em-
phasized the economic, social, and political development of the yishuv
and the growing antagonism between the Zionists and the British. The
report included a detailed study of the Histadrut and its cooperatives,
while sharply attacking Left Po‘alei Tzion, Hashomer Hatza‘ir, and the
Communist Union and deploring the split in the Palestinian communist
movement. Curiel criticized both the PCP for joining the Histadrut and
opposing the British White Paper of 1939 and the NLL for failing to
recognize the national character of the yishuv; however, he unequivo-
cally opposed partition of Palestine. Calling for the reunification of the
communist camp, Curiel appeared to reproach both groups evenhand-
edly; yet his criticism of the PCP was over tactical matters, whereas that
of the NLL involved a basic question of princjple. His characteriza-
tion of Palestine as a “country with a bmatlonalq%aracter (in the con-
text of criticizing Left Po‘alei Tzion’s call for a “Jewish socialist state”),
too, meant that Curiel was closer in position to the PCP than to the
NLL.

The Palestine question became an immediate issue in Egypt in the
spring of 1947, just as the EMNL and Iskra fused to form the Demo-
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cratic Movement for National Liberation. The DMNL was by far the
largest Egyptian communist organization, its influence amplified by a
legal weekly, Al-jamabir (The masses), whose circulation averaged
seven to eight thousand but occasionally reached as high as fifteen thou-
sand.” The DMNL participated in demonstrations demanding British
evacuation from Palestine, while trying to insure that these demonstra-
tions did not assume an anti-Semitic character. On one occasion when
anti-Zionist demonstrators attacked a store owned by an Egyptian Jew
in al-Mansura, the DMNL’s local members all stood in front of the
store to protect it.”¢ This differentiation of Jews and Zionists character-
ized the Arab communists and divided them from the rest of the Arab
national movement, which did not make this distinction.

While there can be no legitimate doubt that Curiel and the EMNL
ideologically rejected Zionism, Curiel freely admitted that he and his
group had violently opposed the Jewish Anti-Zionist League, regarding
its political line as a “grave error” that had led to “provocative scenes”
with the middle-class Jews of Dahir. He believed Iskra’s decision to ac-
cept the government’s dissolution of the League on the eve of unification
with the EMNL was a tacit admission of the bankruptcy of Iskra’s en-
tire political approach.”” Curiel apparently thought that by refraining
from attacking Zionist ideology directly (just as the DMNL did not
criticize Islamic belief and observances) he could more easily convince
Egyptian Jews not to identify with Zionism. His unwavering confidence
in his political credo often led him to engage confirmed opponents in
dialogue, and many times he did win them over. Yet Curiel’s rivals re-
garded his personalistic political style and excessive tactical flexibility
as opportunism, which not only opened him to accusations of being a
Zionist but also undermined the status of Egyptian Jews in both the
communist movement and the country at large.”® More “provocative
scenes” like the one in Dahir, which was favorably noted in the nation-
alist Egyptian press, might have persuaded more Egyptian nationalists
that Egyptian Jews were generally not Zionists.

Al-jamabhir defended the Soviet position on Palestine against attacks
by conservative Arab political leaders but avoided mentioning Gromy-
ko’s suggestion that partition might be a necessary solution.” The
DMNL saw the Palestine question as subordinate to Egypt’s struggle
for independence and the evacuation of all British troops and argued
that the issue was being used by reactionaries to divert the Egyptian
people from their own national struggle. Al-jamabir’s editorialist, sar-
castically commenting on the advance of Egyptian troops to El Arish,
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asked if they hadn’t seen the British troops occupying the Canal Zone
on their way to the Palestine border.%

Like the Palestinian communists, Al-jamabhir endorsed the UN par-
tition plan only after Tsarapkin declared the Soviet Union’s support. It
defended partition as necessary to expel the British and achieve inde-
pendence following the failure of Arab-Jewish cooperation, but it did
not argue that there was a Jewish national community in Palestine with
political rights, as Curiel had noted in 1945 and Gromyko had argued
before the UN on May 14, 1947. This latter analysis appeared only in
the DMNL’s internal theoretical bulletin, where it was necessary to
demonstrate that partition was a valid Marxist solution to the Palestine
problem.®! Instead Al-jamabir presented partition as a tactical step that
would lead to a united state in the (indeterminate but presumably not
too distant) future.?? Curiel recalled the attitude of the DMNL leader-
ship: “I do not believe that, at first, we understood the partition deci-
sion or its reasons completely; but the entire international revolution-
ary movement was moving in the direction of supporting this decision.
We hesitated at first, then we decided to support partition.” 8

Curiel thus suggested that the DMNL's decision to accept the UN
partition plan was ultimately determined by its acceptance of the lead-
ing role of the Soviet Union in the international communist movement.
Apparently this consideration was strong enough that no disagreement
arose between Jewish and non-Jewish members of the organization’s
top leadership when the original decision was taken. Yusuf Hazan re-
called that the Political Committee decided to accept the UN decisions
by consensus in light of the Soviet stand;® and Mustafa Tiba portrayed
the decision as the result of “extremism in internationalist commit-
ment.” He recalled that “the minority that rejected this stand was de-
scribed as deviating from internationalism and breaking with Marxist
teachings” and emphasized that Jews and non-Jews, as such, had no
differences on this or any other question.?* Tiba’s testimony is especially
weighty because, after serving as leader of the DMNL in 1948, he sub-
sequently became a staunch opponent of Curiel within the communist
movement; hence, he might have wished to attribute responsibility for
the Egyptian communists’ acceptance of partition to the influence of
Curiel and other Jews in the DMNL.

In late 1947 and early 1948, the DMNL's position was close to that
of MAKEIL The parties had been exchanging information since Septem-
ber 1947, when the editor of Al-jamahir wrote to Kol ha‘am asking
that it serve as Al-jamabir’s Palestine correspondent and offered to ex-
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change publications.?¢ On January 18, 1948, Al-jamahir approvingly
quoted Kol ha‘am’s condemnation of Begin’s ETZEL for bombing the
Arab-owned Semiramis Hotel and nearby houses in the Katamon dis-
trict of Jerusalem. As previously noted, Kol ha‘am returned the comple-
ment later in the week by quoting Al-jamabir’s support for partition as
a temporary measure that would lead to a united Palestine in the future.

Shortly after endorsing the UN partition plan, the DMNL was shat-
tered by a succession of splits centered on criticism of Curiel’s leader-
ship and his national united-front strategy. Curiel and other Jewish
DMNL members have consistently denied that Palestine was an issue
in this debate. Raymond Stambouli and Yusuf Hazan, for example,
recalled that the issues of Al-jamabir criticizing Egypt’s plan to invade
Palestine were extremely popular, especially in working-class districts.?”
Curiel regarded the struggle against him as an expression of national
chauvinism:

The merger brought some very brilliant intellectuals [from Iskra] into the
movement. On the one hand, as intellectuals they were a little chauvinist
and saw no reason why Egyptianization should not be completed by the
elimination of Yunis [Curiel’s nom de guerre]. On the other hand, if the role
of foreigners was to be reduced to zero, they had a tendency to underesti-
mate the stage of proletarianization: for them the essential was to be Egyp-
tian.®

By contrast, according to Mohamed Sid-Ahmed, the first group to
split from the DMNL—the Revolutionary Bloc, led by Shuhdi ‘Atiyya
al-Shafi‘i and Anouar Abdel-Malek—vehemently objected when, after
the DMNL endorsed the partition plan, communism was attacked as
Zionism. Sid-Ahmed characterized this group’s criticisms of Curiel and
the other Jewish leaders as possibly “anti-Semitic a bit ... a violent
reaction against the feeling that the whole movement was held and per-
haps manipulated by Jews and that their commitment to Marxism was
colored by things that might be alien to an authentic Egyptian Marx-
ism.” 8 This statement corroborates Curiel’s view that the young indig-
enous intellectuals sought to Egyptianize the communist movement
completely—in which case it would be difficult to believe that the Pal-
estine question was not an issue. Nonetheless, it is extraordinary that
on the eve of the 1948—49 war Jews sold copies of Al-jamabir in
working-class neighborhoods without being physically assaulted (even
if the number of copies sold may have been less than the “hundreds”
Stambouli and Hazan remembered). The disparities in the recollections
of Curiel, Yusuf Hazan, Mustafa Tiba, and Mohamed Sid-Ahmed con-
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cerning the existence of a debate on the Palestine question may be a
question of timing. Perhaps the DMNL remained united on this ques-
tion in late 1947 and early 1948, but once the magnitude of the Arab
defeat in the Palestine war became apparent some members of the or-
ganization reconsidered their positions and drew far-reaching conclu-
sions.

In late March 1948, Al-jamahir was banned. Martial law was de-
clared days before Egypt invaded Palestine on May 15. Curiel and many
other communists were incarcerated with Zionists—including the
wealthy businessman with Zionist sympathies Ovadia Salim—and
other opposition political activists in Huckstep, a former British army
camp, where the debate over partition and the struggle within the
DMNL continued. Rif‘at al-Sa‘id, then a young DMNL member, re-
called that Salim was permitted to conduct his business affairs from the
office of the camp commandant, directing his secretaries on the tele-
phone and leaving the camp daily in his private car. This evidence
taught him “who is with whom and against whom” and convinced him
that the DMNL had been correct to oppose the Egyptian invasion of
Palestine, as a diversion of the people’s attention from the struggle
against British imperialism and its Egyptian allies.?

Until the political prisoners were released in late 1949 and early
1950, the DMNL, now split into half a dozen factions, was in complete
disarray and saw little activity. It did manage to circulate a statement
on July 29, 1948, condemning Egypt’s invasion of Palestine as an “un-
just racist war directed by imperialism and traitors against Arab inter-
ests.” It accused British and American imperialism of inciting a “reli-
gious war” and turning a national anti-imperialist struggle into an
“anti-Jewish racial struggle” in order to stabilize their control of the
Middle East.*

In contrast to the DMNL, New Dawn, reorganized in September
1946 as the Popular Vanguard for Liberation, opposed the prevailing
opinion in the international communist movement on the Palestine
question. As the organization’s expert on Palestine, Ahmad Sadiq Sa‘d
was the greatest influence in shaping the group’s official line. In the
Popular Vanguard’s internal bulletin, Al-hadaf (The goal), he echoed Al-
ittihad’s argument that the Soviet Union’s support for partition was not
a question of principle but a tactical matter connected to Soviet state
interests and therefore ought not to obligate Egyptian communists.
When they were interviewed nearly forty years later, some former lead-
ers of the organization maintained that under pressure to conform to
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the international communist line they subsequently retracted this stand
and supported partition while they were jailed in 1948; others, how-
ever, said that no clear stand was ever adopted.??

The Jewish leaders of the Popular Vanguard for Liberation bitterly
attacked the DMNL’s stand on Palestine. They rejected the idea (which
they attributed to Curiel) that Israel was a progressive democratic state
and were scandalized when, in the detention camp at Huckstep, they
overheard Curiel tell Jewish communists not proficient in Arabic that
they should emigrate to Israel and join the struggle there because the
Israeli working class was more developed and the revolution would
occur there first. The Popular Vanguard had little impact on public
perception of the communists’ stand, though, for even after fusing with
the Popular Liberation Movement led by Mustafa Sadiq and Raoul
Makarius and changing its name to Popular Democracy in 1949, the
organization remained very small, with only about 160 members.** Its
influence was further limited because it had no public organ after Al-
fajr al-jadid and Al-damir were closed during the government’s anti-
communist campaign of July 1946, in response to which it conducted
most of its activity in the framework of the Wafdist Vanguard, therefore
submerging its independent outlook. Still, its criticisms of Curiel be-
came widely shared by other communists.

THE MARXIST LEFT AFTER PARTITION

The struggle against Curiel and his political line (or distorted versions
of it), the role of Jews in the DMNL, the split in the organization, and
the question of Palestine were all linked and became part of the ac-
cepted explanation for the failures of the Egyptian communist move-
ment for communists and noncommunists alike. In fact, there is lictle
evidence that the Egyptian communists suffered a dramatic loss of pop-
ularity because of the DMNL'’s stand on Palestine; but the outbreak of
war in 1948 gave the government an excuse to declare martial law and
break the momentum of the rising tide of the nationalist movement, in
which the communists were playing an important role. Thus the left,
after failing to ride the crest of the nationalist wave of 1945-46 to
victory, lost yet another opportunity to bring an end to the old regime.

The creation of the state of Israel embodied a double Arab failure.
For both Egyptian and Palestinian communists, the decision to support
partition was necessary because of Arab failures in the struggle against
Zionism. But then the Arab Marxists proved incapable of insuring im-
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plementation of the terms of the UN resolution, despite support from
the Soviet Union and Israeli Marxists. The Soviet Union endorsed the
partition of Palestine mainly because this seemed the quickest and sur-
est way to expel the British from the Middle East—a logic that was
accepted both by Jewish and Arab communists and by MAPAM. As a
consequence, the Zionist movement emerged by default as the leading
anti-imperialist force in the Middle East.

However, the creation of a Zionist state and the war required to
defend that state had a logic of their own. In Israel, these developments
led to the institutionalization of Ben-Gurion’s activist politico-military
strategy and structured the hegemonic Zionist discourse on the signifi-
cance of the Jewish state and its relationship to the Palestinian Arabs.
The principle issues in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict—the refugee ques-
tion, the location of Israel’s borders, the creation of a Palestinian state,
the character of Israeli democracy—became defined by a mythologized
account that demonized Palestinian opposition to Zionism and denied
realities experienced and criticized by many Zionists themselves.

In contrast, the Marxist narrative focused on the imperialist plot to
destroy Jewish-Arab unity, at the same time indirectly delegitimizing
Palestinian opposition to Zionism because this was expressed as oppo-
sition to partition. Marxism had no theoretical category for a national
or intercommunal struggle in which the leadership of both sides was
not particularly anti-imperialist. Thus, the Marxists adopted positions
that the Arab world considered “objectively” Zionist. Their support for
partition was assimilated to the hegemonic Zionist discourse; for not
only did they lack the strength to compel creation of a Palestinian state,
but Ben-Gurion and MAPAI were able, with the assistance of ‘Abd Al-
lah, Britain, and the United States, to prevent this from happening as
well.

MAKTI’s support for Israel’s violation of the partition plan through
annexation of Jerusalem;*s MAPAM’s October 7, 1948, resolution on
boundary modifications, its new formulation of the refugee question,
and the behavior of its kibbutzim and members in uniform during the
war; the demands of both MAPAM and MAKI that the Israeli govern-
ment reject the UN-sponsored cease-fires and Count Bernadotte’s pro-
posed territorial compromise—all these stands were justified in the
name of anti-imperialist struggle, and their adoption contributed to
consolidating the hegemonic Zionist discourse. Curiel and the DMNL
were accused, probably with justification, of the same abandonment of
critical consciousness, although most of the Egyptian communists were
equally guilty.
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The magnitude of the regional political realignment created by the
establishment of the state of Israel was appreciated neither by the re-
gional Marxist left nor, it seems, by the Soviet Union. Potential Arab
Marxist perspectives were blocked by the temporary dispersion of the
Egyptian communist movement, the absorption of the NLL into MAKI,
and the October 1948 declaration of the Arab communist parties. The
communists and the left wing of MAPAM imagined that Israel was
going to be simply a normal state in which the class struggle would go
on. They did not understand the internal, regional, and international
implications of Israel’s settler-colonial heritage and the ways in which
this heritage would be extended into the statehood period.



CHAPTER 111

The Political Economy of
Hegemony

The Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia provided critical military and
diplomatic support for the establishment of the state of Israel. The
United States, in contrast, though it quickly recognized Israel, actually
attempted in the spring of 1948 to delay the Jewish state’s declaration
of independence, supported proposals for resolving the Arab-Israeli
conflict that were perceived to be inimical to Israeli interests (such as
those of Count Bernadotte), and, during the 1949 Lausanne conference,
pressured Israel to agree to repatriate one hundred thousand Palestinian
refugees. Based on the 1947-49 diplomatic record of the two great
powers, MAKI and MAPAM hoped that the state of Israel would look
to the Soviet Union for international support, a possibility that continu-
ing British paramountcy in Egypt, Transjordan, and Iraq and close
American ties with Saudi Arabia appeared to enhance.

Why were the hopes of MAKI and MAPAM, which seem almost
ridiculous in retrospect, unfulfilled? The most fundamental reason is
that Zionism and Nasserist Arab nationalism were based on dissimilar
class alliances, with opposite implications for the international orien-
tation of the two movements. Egyptian-Israeli relations in the 1950s
and 1960s must be situated in the context of their differential relation-
ship to Western imperialism—meaning not only Western political dom-
ination of the Middle East, but also, and more fundamentally, the role
of Western capital in the internal social structures and economies of the
various Middle Eastern states. The international orientations of Egypt
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and Israel and their approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict were not
simply independent expressions of the preferences of particular ruling
groups; rather, they were rooted in the specific social character of these
two countries’ national projects.

With the eclipse of independent Palestinian political action after
1948, the Arab-Israeli conflict was transformed from a communal civil
war into an international dispute whose resolution was perceived pri-
marily as a problem of foreign policy. The Marxist parties themselves,
adopting a rather un-Marxist line of thought, tended to regard foreign
policy and international orientation as independent variables, more as
commitments that could influence the internal character of a regime
than as expressions of its prevailing balance of social forces. Thus, for
the communists, Soviet support for the creation of Israel superseded
their historic objections to Zionism; similarly, Soviet diplomatic and
military support for Egypt after 1955 was believed to be a force that
could mitigate or overcome Egypt’s undemocratic domestic policies. As
a consequence, overcoming certain illusions about Israel was accom-
panied by embracing illusions about Nasserist Egypt. The differential
rate at which this occurred, along with the natural tendency for Israeli
Jews to be more sensitive to illusory thinking about Egypt than about
their own country, and vice versa, explains both the growing political
divergence of the Egyptian and Israeli communists and the structural
cleavage underlying the eventual split in MAKI. For MAPAM, in con-
trast, the fact that the state of Israel was a fulfillment of Zionism pre-
vented the party from undertaking a fundamental analysis of its social
character; hence, despite the party’s consistent disapproval of Israel’s
international orientation even after the Suez/Sinai War, most Jews in
the party were unable to appreciate the positive aspects of the Nasserist
regime because they regarded it primarily as a threat to Israel.

LABOR AND CAPITAL IN THE ZIONIST MOVEMENT

The working class established its hegemony over the Zionist movement
in the early 1930s. Organizationally this was expressed by the forma-
tion and emergence of MAPAI as the dominant party within the yishuv
and the World Zionist Organization, MAPATI’s control of a command-
ing majority within the Histadrut, and the election of MAPAI leader
David Ben-Gurion as chairman of the Jewish Agency. This hegemony
was maintained, although the relations among the component elements
of the alliance of social forces on which it was based shifted over time,
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until the victory of the Likud in the 1977 Knesset elections. The leading
role of the working class was necessary for the realization of the Zionist
project, for it alone was capable of undertaking the tasks of construc-
tion, settlement, and development of an armed force that were neces-
sary for the yishuv to establish itself in an already inhabited, politically
hostile country. The labor Zionist slogans “Jewish labor” (Avodah
“jvrit), “Conquest of the land” (Kibush hakarka‘), and “Jewish prod-
ucts” (Totzeret ha’aretz) expressed the class interests of urban and rural
Jewish workers seeking to exclude cheaper Arab labor from the market,
expand access to agricultural land, and secure a market for their prod-
ucts, as well as the national goal of building a Jewish society in Pales-
tine. The Histadrut became the preeminent institution in the yishuv
largely because it was not primarily a trade union. Though of course
this was one of its functions, it also established a health service, an
insurance fund, a sports federation, a theater, a daily newspaper, a
bank, an army (the Palmah and Haganah), and a large number of co-
operative and corporate enterprises that dominated the transportation,
construction, and mixed farming sectors of the Jewish economy.
Official efforts at encouraging entrepreneurial capital investment in
the Zionist project in Palestine met with only limited success owing to
the insecure conditions there. The Zionist institutions, the Histadrut,
and later the state of Israel therefore recruited capital from abroad in
the form of donations and concessionary loans, resources that can be
defined as collective capital. Although these funds were invested and
managed according to the norms of the capitalist market, with the in-
tention of yielding a profit, profitability was often subordinated to the
national-political goals of Zionist settlement and construction. As the
dominant party in the Zionist institutions, MAPAI used highly political
criteria in managing and allocating this imported capital. The Hista-
drut’s enterprises—major recipients of imported capital—were also
managed mainly by political appointees of the MAPAI majority.
Despite the leading political role of the working class in Zionist
settlement, construction, and armed defense, labor was ultimately de-
pendent on capital imported from the West to finance the Zionist proj-
ect. The protective umbrella of the British mandatory regime was also
an essential component of Zionist progress. Therefore, MAPAIs polit-
ical strategy was to form an alliance between collective and private cap-
ital and to maintain good relations with Great Britain so as to ensure
maximum support for the establishment of the Jewish state, as well as
to safeguard the interests of the Jewish workers whose particular inter-
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ests it represented. Private capital in the yishuv was protected and en-
couraged. Periodic clashes occurred between Jewish labor and capital
over such issues as wages and employers’ desire to hire cheaper Arab
labor, but MAPAI sought to restrain the class struggle within the Jewish
community in the interest of national construction; in exchange, the
entire Zionist movement accepted the leading role of labor and its
MAPAl-led institutions in the yishuv. MAPAI's moderate social-
democratic outlook was firmly anticommunist and Western-oriented.
The party opposed launching an armed struggle to expel the British
from Palestine (except briefly in 1945—46), and when it did begin force-
fully to resist British policies, Ben-Gurion had already reoriented the
Zionist movement toward the United States, a shift symbolized by the
1942 Biltmore Conference in New York.

The settler-colonial component of the Zionist project had a continu-
ing influence on the economy, ideology, and diplomacy of the statehood
period. Appropriating the property of the Palestinian refugees consti-
tuted a form of primitive capital accumulation that helped to expand
the Jewish economy, especially the agricultural sector. Israel’s Jewish
population more than doubled between May 15, 1948, and the end of
1951. The 684,000 newcomers—some 250,000 of whom lived in
houses formerly owned by Arabs—knew nothing of the Palestinian
Arab society that had existed before 1948. By 1954 over one-third of
Israel’s Jewish population lived on absentee Arab property. During and
after 1948 over 350 Arab villages that had existed during the mandate
period were demolished and replaced by new Jewish settlements;! 350
of 370 new settlements established between 1948 and 1953 were on
absentee Arab property. The Orwellian language of the Absentee Prop-
erty Law of 1950 defined nearly half of the Palestinian Arabs legally
residing in Israel as “present-absentees” because they had only tempo-
rarily (or so they imagined) left their villages during the 1948—-49 war.
This definition allowed the Custodian of Absentee Property to confis-
cate nearly 40 percent of their lands (about one million dunams, or one-
quarter of a million acres, of cultivable land). The Land Acquisitions
Law of 1953 regularized the process of expropriation for other cate-
gories of Arab land. All together, approximately 4.5 million dunams of
cultivable land were confiscated from absent, present, and “present-
absentee” Arabs, increasing the area available to Jewish farmers by 250
percent. The UN Refugee Office estimated the value of abandoned Arab
movable and real property at nearly £120 million (greater than Israel’s
total domestic capital formation from 1949 to 1953).2
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The continuing expropriation, expulsion, and domination of the Pal-
estinian Arab minority in Israel was enforced by the military govern-
ment, which controlled most Arab-inhabited areas from 1948 to 1966
employing segmentation, cooptation, and coercion to keep Arabs pow-
erless and dependent. The military authorities marginalized the social
presence of Arab citizens by elaborating both a technology of repres-
sion and a body of “knowledge” about them that confined and defined
them in categories like “fifth column,” “security risk,” “terrorists,” and
“non-Jewish minorities.” Arabs were required to obtain travel passes to
leave the vicinity of their villages and towns. Military officials often
distributed travel passes and other favors to clan heads in exchange for
their families’ electoral support of MAPAI; in contrast, access to Arab
villagers by organizers and activists of other parties, especially MAKI,
was restricted.

By making it difficult for those seeking employment in the cities to
travel to work, travel passes regulated the access of Arabs to the wage
labor market. Arabs were also denied membership in the trade unions
of the Histadrut until 1952, and even after that date many Arabs who
asked to join were not admitted. Lack of union membership was used
to justify excluding Arabs from jobs or driving them out of jobs they
already held. In 1959, the Histadrut permitted Arabs to become full
members of the organization; this right, however, was not effectively
implemented until the 1965 Histadrut elections. Arab agriculture was
disadvantaged by a shortage of land due to extensive confiscations and
lack of access to the technical and financial support of the Zionist in-
stitutions. In sum, Arabs were denied equal opportunity with Jews in
all sectors of the economy.

Despite the relative weakness of the industrial sector and the contin-
ued reticence of private capital to invest in industry, Israel was able to
live at a standard far higher than its real productive capacity would
have permitted and to undertake a program of rapid economic devel-
opment because of an extraordinary influx of imported capital. The net
rate of domestic saving was about zero from 1949 to 1965; hence, Is-
rael’s economic development was financed by over $6 billion in capital
imports, which amounted to approximately 25 percent of the GNP dur-
ing this period. Over two-thirds of this imported capital consisted of
unilateral transfers requiring no return of dividends or interest: dona-
tions from world Jewry, reparations from the West German govern-
ment, and grants from the U.S. government.?

Although it is not immediately evident from Table 2, the United
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TABLE 2 CAPITAL IMPORTS TO ISRAEL, 1949-65
(in millions of U.S. dollars)

World Jewry W. Germany U.S. Govt.  Total

Unilateral transfers 2,152.7 1,736.7 313.9 4,203.3
Long-term capital 1,405.7 — 418.6 1,824.3
TOTAL 3,558.4 1,736.7 732.5 6,027.6

SOURCE: Nadav Halevi and Ruth Klinov-Malul, The Economic Development of Is-
rael (New York, 1968), p. 298.

States was the most important source of capital imports in this era, as
it is today. While generally supporting Israel, the U.S. government was
critical of Ben-Gurion’s activist military policies and maintained a dip-
lomatic distance from the Jewish state in the 1950s, seeking to preserve
friendly relations with the Arab states. U.S. grants to Israel were there-
fore a minuscule percentage of the current level and until 1965 made
up only a small share of total unilateral transfers, 7.5 percent. World
Jewry provided 51 percent of unilateral transfers, with American Jews
accounting for the overwhelming majority of these funds. The U.S. gov-
ernment also supplied 23 percent of the long-term capital imports on
which repayment was required; together with privately invested capital
and loans from American Jews, these loans constituted 62 percent of
Israel’s repayable long-term capital imports during 195055 and 30
percent during 1956—60.4

Israel’s heavy dependence on capital from the United States and West
Germany tied it firmly to the Western bloc, and this link was reinforced
at all levels of the economy. Over 25 percent of the total receipts of the
Israeli government came from abroad during 1949-61;° in the 1950s,
some 70 percent of Israel’s foreign trade was with the United States and
Western Europe.¢ Tourists, an important source of foreign exchange,
also came overwhelmingly from the West, Americans generally being
the largest spenders.

MAPAI-controlled institutions managed the distribution of most of
the imported capital in the statehood era, just as they had during the
mandate. The government alone disbursed about two-thirds of all cap-
ital invested in Israel in the 1950s, and over two-fifths in the next dec-
ade.” The Histadrut employed 20-25 percent of the labor force in the
1950s; that figure for the government and the Histadrut together stood
at over 40 percent. Half of all Histadrut members depended to some
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extent on the organization for their livelihood during these years.® Em-
ployment in the state or Histadrut sector often meant having the right
connections in MAPAI As major employers, the Histadrut and the state
had an interest in restraining working-class militancy, and since they
were controlled by the same party, they generally cooperated to do so.

As the dominant Israeli party, MAPAI also managed the immigrant
absorption apparatus. Settlers from Asia and Africa—the majority of
those who arrived during the 1950s—were subjected to systematic dis-
crimination and scornful dismissal of their cultural heritage. They were
disproportionately concentrated at the lowest rungs of the employment
ladder, in agriculture, construction, and unskilled industrial jobs.” With
this rapid influx of cheap, unskilled Oriental labor, many veteran Ash-
kenazi workers who had participated in the post-Stalingrad wave of
radicalization were promoted into the ranks of management or moved
into the rapidly expanding service and professional sectors of the econ-
omy, becoming part of the “state-made middle class.” 1® The remade,
largely Oriental, Jewish working class of the 1950s lacked trade union
experience and was unfamiliar with the ground rules of Israeli politics.
Culturally differentiated from the veteran settlers, these newcomers
were disoriented by the requirements of adapting to a new environment
that had little in common with Jewish life as they had lived it in their
countries of origin. Thus, despite the low wages and inadequate hous-
ing, education, and social services that were the common condition of
many Oriental immigrants, they were easily disciplined by their depen-
dency on MAPAI for housing, health care, and employment, in a decade
when the unemployment rate hovered around 7-9 percent.! Ethnic
stratification of the labor force, the replacement of veteran workers by
new immigrants in many blue-collar jobs, and the social control exer-
cised by MAPAI through both the Histadrut and the immigration ab-
sorbtion bureaucracy successfully deradicalized the working class.

The benefits of the economic development funded by imported cap-
ital were, of course, unevenly distributed. Orthodox Israeli economists
maintain that real wages rose steadily during the early 1950s. Yet as a
brilliant maverick, Shimshon Bichler, has demonstrated, this view is
unsupportable, for no reliable Israeli national statistics exist before
1953.12 The share of wages in the national economy almost certainly
declined as the gap between the rich and the poor widened significantly,
reinforced by the concentration of Oriental immigrants in the poorest
Jewish population sectors. Real wages may even have fallen during the
austerity period (tzena“) of 1949-51 because food and other commod-
ities were rationed and prices skyrocketed on the vigorous black mar-
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ket. Meanwhile, taxes rose to cover the high costs of building a military
establishment and absorbing new immigrants. There is no dispute that
the devaluation of the Israeli pound and the removal of some price con-
trols—the salient features of the New Economic Policy of February
1952—sharply reduced nominal wages as well.

MAPAM and MAKI opposed the New Economic Policy, and work-
ers frequently demonstrated to demand wage increases—sometimes
backed by the Histadrut, more often organized by MAKI or MAPAM
separately or (occasionally) jointly, both before and after the introduc-
tion of the policy. These economic struggles caused leaders of both
MAKI and MAPAM to believe that intensification of class struggle
driven by the failures of the Israeli economy would enable the Marxist
left to win the working class away from MAPAIL But even given the
difficulty of statistical measurement for the early 1950s, there is little
doubt (frequent assertions by MAKI and MAPAM to the contrary not-
withstanding) that the standard of living of Israeli workers rose steadily
after the early 1950s, especially upon the arrival of reparations pay-
ments from West Germany, which stimulated a period of rapid eco-
nomic development beginning in 1954-55.

Because of the difficult economic conditions of the early part of the
decade, the number of strikes and strikers among Jewish workers in-
creased in the 1950s in comparison with the mandate period, which
MAKI and MAPAM regarded as evidence that class struggle was inten-
sifying. But strikes were more routine, shorter, and more narrowly fo-
cused on wages than before. The social and ideological character of the
labor movement continued to weaken as trade unions and other work-
ers’ institutions underwent increasing bureaucratization by the Hista-
drut leadership.!* Three major exceptions to this tendency may be
noted: the seamen’s strike, the academicians’ strike, and the Ata textile
mill strike. Still, in the end these exceptions only serve to demonstrate
the inability of Jewish workers to break the grip of MAPAI's hegemony.

THE SEAMEN’S STRIKE AND ISRAEL’S
INTERNATIONAL ORIENTATION

The forty-three-day seamen’s strike of November—-December 1951 be-
gan over the narrow issue of what proportion of seamen’s wages would
be paid in foreign currency. As it developed, the question broadened
into one of trade union autonomy from the control of the Haifa Labor
Council, the center of MAPAI’s powerful political machine in the city,
and the central bodies of the Histadrut. Ultimately, the strike came to
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symbolize the comprehensive confrontation between the worldviews of
MAPAI and MAPAM/MAKI.* The dissident leaders of the seamen’s
union were supported by MAPAM and MAKI against the national sea-
men’s federation, the Haifa Labor Council, and the central bodies of
the Histadrut, which refused to sanction the strike. Ben-Gurion insisted
that the strike was not about economic issues at all, but a political
plot:

an attempt by the enemies of the state to paralyze the Hebrew fleet which
has found partners in certain factions who are primarily motivated by the
possibility of sabotaging the state.... The community of workers [i.e.,
the central bodies of the Histadrut] determines if this is a strike, and not the
Yevsektzia [the Jewish Communist Party, which existed briefly in the post-
revolutionary Soviet Union—often used as a derisory name for MAKI] and
its agents and partners in other factions.’s

As the strike broke out, an intense debate over Israel’s foreign policy
orientation, including the question of whether Israel should join a
Western-sponsored Middle East military alliance, which MAPAM and
MAKI opposed, was occurring in the Knesset. Ya‘akov Hazan, Yisra’el
Galili, Yitzhak Sadeh, Moshe Sneh, Shmu’el Mikunis, and Me’ir Vilner
had just shared the platform at a celebration of the anniversary of the
Bolshevik revolution sponsored by the Israel-USSR Friendship League.
Kibbutz Me’uhad was in the midst of a bitter split between MAPAM
and MAPAI supporters over the question of support for the Soviet
Union. In May 1950, the Histadrut had left the World Federation
of Trade Unions, and on July 2, 1950, the Knesset voted to support
American intervention in Korea—both decisions strongly opposed by
MAPAM and MAKI.1¢

In this context, Ben-Gurion chose to represent the seamen’s strike as
a battle over Israel’s international orientation and the divergent paths
thereby implied for its national development. Having thus defined the
stakes, Ben-Gurion and the government had no alternative but to smash
the strike, which they did following a violent clash between strikers and
police on December 14. MAKI obliged Ben-Gurion by accepting his
challenge. Mikunis agreed that the strike was a struggle over global
issues, a

more comprehensive confrontation between the reactionary triad—imperi-
alism, the government, and the MAPAI leadership—and the advance com-
panies of the forces of independence, peace, and democracy of those who
are faithful to the day-to-day and historic interests of the masses of the
working people.”
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Mikunis linked his criticism of the government’s handling of the strike
to its anti-Soviet foreign policy. Some of the strikers and their support-
ers radicalized through the protest also adopted this view of the issue.
Nimrod Eshel, leader of the strike, was a MAPAM left-winger. After
the seamen’s defeat he toured the MAPAM kibbutzim, where his mili-
tant class-struggle orientation impressed some of those who eventually
left MAPAM with Moshe Sneh and joined MAKI,*® as did Eshel and
another strike leader, Akiva Orr—a rare instance when MAKI did gain
new members through the class struggles of the early 1950s.

The unusual intensity of the seamen’s strike derived from its repre-
sentation as a battle over Israel’s international orientation. Because
MAPAI and its coalition partners understood the historic dependence
of the Zionist movement on political support from the West and the
continuing need for massive capital imports, Ben-Gurion’s insistence on
maintaining a Western international orientation won general accep-
tance. Israel signaled its preference for a pro-American orientation by
accepting a $100 million loan from the Export-Import Bank in March
1949, endorsing the U.S. intervention in Korea (Ben-Gurion favored
dispatching Israeli troops to Korea), rejecting feelers from the People’s
Republic of China for establishing diplomatic relations, and repeatedly
offering to conclude a military alliance with the United States. But the
Eisenhower administration, concerned about American relations with
the Arab states, rebuffed Israel’s advances. Therefore, from the early
1950s to 1967 Israel’s principal international allies were France and
West Germany, its present American orientation having been consoli-
dated only in the 196770 period.

Israel’s alliance with France led it to oppose independence for Tuni-
sia, Morocco, and Algeria and Egypt’s nationalization of the Suez Ca-
nal and to collude with France and Britain in the Suez/Sinai War, ac-
tions that increased Arab hostility to Israel and expanded the conflict
with the Palestinians into a regional confrontation with the Arab world.
The widening of the conflict merely confirmed the activist interpreta-
tion of Israel’s experiences with its Arab neighbors; the effects of the
French alliance, then, were accepted as a function of Israel’s existential
condition. For most Jews, Arab hostility unquestionably justified Is-
rael’s quest for military ties to the West (though some could not accept
the alliance with West Germany).

This foreign policy orientation prevailed despite the consistent op-
position of MAKI and MAPAM,, significant neutralist sentiment within
MAPAT’s ranks, broad sympathy for the Soviet Union in the late 1940s
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and early 1950s, and the critical contribution of the Soviet Union to the
creation of the state of Israel. After all, the capital and political protec-
tion necessary to construct the Jewish state as envisaged by Ben-Gurion
and MAPAI could come only from the West. Neither the Soviet Union
nor its Jewish citizens could possibly have provided enough capital to
maintain a European standard of living for Israel’s Ashkenazi Jews;
there was no possibility that American Jewry would be replaced as Is-
rael’s main source of economic support. Restrictions on the immigra-
tion of Jews from the Eastern European countries, Soviet reactions
against Israel’s attempts to speak directly to and for the Jews of the
Soviet Union, and the appearance of official anti-Semitism in the Soviet-
bloc countries consolidated and justified MAPAI’s preexisting foreign
policy inclinations. The defeat of the seamen’s strike signaled that the
Jewish working class, despite its combativeness on economic issues, had
neither the strength nor the independent political vision to establish an
alternative to MAPAI: MAKI and MAPAM had failed to marshal the
material and political resources needed to effect the international re-
orientation they sought.

CONFIRMATION OF MAPAI HEGEMONY

The two other major strikes of the 1950s also illustrate how MAPAI’s
control of the Histadrut kept the labor movement subservient to the
overall goal of Building the state and its hegemonic party while, despite
MAPAT’s nominally socialist ideology, creating favorable conditions for
the development of capital. The thirteen-day academician’s strike of
February 1956, although it successfully defeated the government’s ef-
fort to cut wages, established the principle of a large wage differential
between blue- and white-collar workers. The white-collar workers who
benefited from this policy counterbalanced MAPAI’s eroding support
among blue-collar workers and helped the party to remain in power
until 1977, when disaffected Oriental blue-collar workers provided the
mass base for the electoral victory of Begin’s Likud.!® The votes of Arab
citizens, induced by the “persuasive” techniques of military government
officials to support MAPAI, also compensated for the loss of blue-collar
working-class support.

In May 1957, the 1,680 workers of the Ata textile mill began a three-
month strike over management’s decision to dismiss workers in order
to increase plant efficiency. Ata was then the largest industrial enterprise
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in Israel. Its location near “red Haifa,” the traditional center of the
labor movement, favored a workers’ victory in the strike. The MAPAI
leaders of the Histadrut, however, ended the walkout with no conclu-
sive result. In retaliation, the workers deprived MAPAI of its majority
on the Ata workers’ committee in the 1958 elections and installed a
new coalition of MAPAM and Ahdut Ha‘avodah (which split from
MAPAM in 1954) representatives. Yet by 1958 their opposition was
qualitatively different than in the early 1950s and no longer represented
a potential for a radically different course, especially in such a localized
arena. MAKI received 33 percent more votes than in the previous elec-
tion, but this was still insufficient to win a seat on the committee.20

The long-term radicalization of even a small number of workers that
accompanied the seamen’s strike was atypical. More characteristic of
the political trajectory of the Jewish working class was the fate of the
joint MAKLI/Left Socialist Party (LSP) list in the June 1953 elections for
the Tel Aviv metal workers’ union—a key sector of the industrial
proletariat. In the 1945 election, the future component elements of
MAPAM had defeated MAPAI and won a majority of the seats on the
union executive committee, an expression of the postwar turn to the
left within the yishuv. In 1953, despite concerted efforts by MAKI/LSP
proponents to make the election a demonstration of worker support for
a consistent, militant, united left, MAPAI regained its majority.
MAPAM and MAKI/LSP won 24 percent and 6 percent of the vote,
respectively.?!

By 1959, MAKI’s participation in a trade union struggle was the
exception to the rule. When party members joined a demonstration of
1,500 metal workers demanding higher wages in Tel Aviv on February
2, 1959, the Central Committee reported: “This was the first time that
our members came to a demonstration together with workers from
their workplaces.” 22 MAKI’s decision to concentrate its attention on the
working class after the 1959 election debacle did not stop the steady
erosion of the party’s support among Jewish workers. During the early
1950s, MAKI had workers’ cells in several major Haifa-area enter-
prises, including the Ata textile mill, the oil refinery, the port, and the
Deshanim fertilizer plant;?® by the early 1960s these cells no longer
existed.

The left was even weaker in the national labor movement. MAKI
won 4.5 percent of the vote in the 1955 elections to the Histadrut Con-
gress, a significant increase over the 2.6 percent it received in 1949. But
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the combined vote for MAKI, MAPAM, and Ahdut Ha‘avodah de-
clined from 37.1 percent to 32.5 percent during those same years. In
1959 MAPAI and Ahdut Ha‘avodah together won the same number of
congress delegates they had in 1955, as did MAPAM and MAKI. The
elections for the Tenth Congress of the Histadrut took place after the
1965 split in MAKI. The MAKI slate, led by Mikunis and Sneh, re-
ceived 1.6 percent of the vote, a fair indication of communist strength
in the Jewish working class. The RAKAH list, headed by Vilner and
Tubi, received 1.3 percent of the vote, mostly from Arabs voting in
Histadrut elections for the first time. MAPAM received 14.5 percent of
the vote, and the newly formed Alignment of MAPAI and Ahdut
Ha‘avodah garnered a bare majority of 50.9 percent. These electoral
results confirm the secular course of the Jewish working class toward
the right—a trend consistent with the structure of Israel’s political
economy.

Ben-Gurion and MAPALI built a political economy that integrated
expropriation of Arab property, limits on Arab access to desirable jobs
through a nationally segmented and stratified labor market, discipline
of the working class by the Histadrut, pursuit of capital imports from
the West, a rising standard of living, and total and constant confronta-
tion with “the Arabs.” Consequently, the positions of MAKI and
MAPAM on the Arab-Israeli conflict became thoroughly repellent to
the great majority of Jewish workers. With MAPAI able to satisfy the
material needs of Jewish workers and their political allies and provide
a coherent interpretive framework for explaining the causes and char-
acter of the Arab-Israeli conflict that resonated with the Jewish experi-
ences of genocide in Europe and of insecure minority status in the Arab
world (greatly exacerbated by the conflict in Palestine), MAKI’s
strength among Jewish workers declined in the second half of the
1950s. Despite the party’s consistent and militant defense of labor's
economic interests, workers rejected the party’s stand on the Arab-
Israeli conflict and embraced the hegemonic Zionist political discourse
as articulated by MAPAIL Most of those who did not eventually found
their way to the Likud. MAPAM lost support among urban workers
for the same reason, as well as because of its primary orientation to-
ward the kibbutz movement; however, since no one denied that
MAPAM was a Zionist party, and since by the late 1950s it had aban-
doned many of its original positions on the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli
conflict, it was somewhat less affected by the deradicalization of the
Jewish working class.
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DERADICALIZATION AND DEPOLITICIZATION OF
THE KIBBUTZIM

The kibbutz movements were the core of MAPAM and provided a high
proportion of its ideologues, functionaries, and activists. Contrary to
the theory of Hashomer Hatza“ir, which regarded the kibbutzim as the
vanguard of the socialist revolution in Israel, the material requirements
for the survival of the kibbutzim as economic units in a capitalist soci-
ety were in contradiction to the political role Kibbutz Artzi envisaged
for itself and led to the deradicalization and depoliticization of most of
its members. A small minority of kibbutz members were attracted to
the left, but more often the kibbutzim were a force for conservatism
within MAPAM. This fact was reflected in the division of labor in kib-
butz leadership between those who devoted themselves to economic
tasks and those who fulfilled political tasks. Individuals responsible for
managing the economy of the kibbutzim and the kibbutz federations
typically did not participate actively in the political life of MAPAM,
and none were identified with the party’s left wing.

Because most of the capital of the kibbutzim was supplied by the
Jewish Agency—in the form of grants until 1930, and as low-interest
loans thereafter—it was necessary to preserve good relations with the
bourgeois and social democratic majority in the Jewish Agency and the
World Zionist Organization. Even the leftists in Hashomer Hatza‘ir ap-
preciated this need, as one of them wrote in a movement journal:

The party faces this problem: What is our stand regarding the Zionist move-
ment, since it serves as a tool of Anglo-American imperialism? It is clear that
this problem is very severe. But at the same time, it is very delicate, because
any attack we might make on the Zionist movement is liable to cause ces-
sation of the economic support which MAPAM’s kibbutzim receive.>*

Younger kibbutzim depended most heavily on the kibbutz federa-
tions, the Zionist institutions, and the state for economic support. Over
one hundred kibbutzim established after 1948 would have gone bank-
rupt were it not for the assistance they received from the Jewish Agency.
Until the mid-1960s, most kibbutzim operated at a loss. As late as
1963, 122 of a total of 228 kibbutzim (from all the kibbutz federations)
relied on financial subsidies from the Jewish Agency for their survival.s

The kibbutzim were sustained by the Jewish Agency and the govern-
ment not because they represented the vanguard of the socialist revo-
lution, but because they played a vital role in establishing a Jewish pres-
ence in formerly Arab areas of the country and defending the borders.
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These tasks made the kibbutzim essential national institutions; but the
consciousness shaped by their national role eventually undermined
whatever revolutionary socialist commitments kibbutz members may
have had, except among a small minority.

The material interests of the kibbutzim often clashed with the eco-
nomic and national demands of the Palestinian Arabs. As Yossi Amitay
has noted, the settlement of kibbutzim on Arab lands was the sharpest
contradiction between theory and practice in MAPAM’s stand on Arab-
Israeli relations.26 Until 1948, the kibbutzim had suffered from a land
shortage: in 1947 they cultivated 30.9 dunams of land per family; by
1952 the figure had risen to 88 dunams.?” Most of this increase came
about because many kibbutzim, including veteran kibbutzim whose
members had received extensive ideological training, augmented their
land holdings by seizing abandoned Palestinian lands or occupying
lands confiscated from Arabs who remained in the state of Israel, while
new kibbutzim were frequently located entirely on such lands.28

The kibbutzim were also an important force behind MAPAM’s ac-
ceptance of the post-1949 territorial status quo. In 1947, nine kibbut-
zim of Kibbutz Artzi (one-quarter of the total) were in territory allotted
to the Arab state by the UN partition plan. Nine of the fourteen kib-
butzim established in 1948—49 were also outside the partition plan
borders, as were nine more established in the early 1950s. Thus, by
1955 two-fifths of the kibbutzim of Kibbutz Artzi were located on lands
outside the Jewish state as defined in the partition plan.

The experiences of many young kibbutzim settled after 1948 im-
pelled them not toward the left but toward depoliticization. Border kib-
butzim were often isolated from the political and cultural life of the
country. They clashed regularly with Palestinian infiltrators or argued
with their Arab neighbors over boundaries and grazing rights. Physical
conditions were sometimes so difficult that few members had time or
energy for political concerns. The impact of such circumstances on the
political consciousness of kibbutz members is exemplified by the expe-
riences of two kibbutzim established in the early poststatehood period
at opposite ends of the country: Sasa on the Lebanese border, and La-
hav on the “green line” southwest of Hebron—both situated on lands
outside the borders of the Jewish state according to the UN partition
plan. These kibbutzim, located in remote and difficult spots, epitomized
Hashomer Hatza‘ir’s pioneering socialist-Zionism; their experiences re-
veal the contradictions between the material requirements of kibbutz
life and MAPAM’s expressed political ideals.
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On February 15, 1948, the Palmah attacked the village of Sasa (pop-
ulation 1,130), located in solidly Arab territory twelve miles from the
nearest Jewish settlement. The attack, in which twenty homes were dy-
namited, was one of the first operations in the Palmah’s new strategy of
active retaliation against Arabs, even those who had not attacked Jews,
“to impress and intimidate the Arab villagers.” 2 In late October 1948,
Sa‘sa was conquered during Operation Hiram. Yisra’el Galili reported
to MAPAM’s Political Committee that the IDF had murdered civilians
who raised white flags and expelled the entire village; similar atrocities
occurred in several neighboring villages during the IDF sweep through
the upper Galilee.* On January 13, 1949, about fifty members of
Hashomer Hatza“ir from the United States and Canada (joined by
thirty more the next month and several more later in the year) settled
on the cold, isolated, but strategically located spot, where they lived in
the remaining Arab houses. They had little knowledge of the country
and its conditions. As one settler expressed it, they thought it was
“strange to see Yehoshua [Dayan, the agricultural advisor from Kibbutz
Ein Hashofet] chatting away with an Arab or two in our dining hall, in
Arabic of course. Most of us still feel very strange in the company of
our neighbors.” 3!

Shortly after the settlers arrived, the IDF, which maintained a large
presence in the kibbutz through the 1970s, blew up the village mosque.
Some members opposed this act, but according to the kibbutz diary,
most agreed that

it had to be done. It would have been useless to preserve this symbol of a
population which showed itself to be, when one views the thing factually
and unsentimentally, our hardened enemies whom we have no intention of
permitting to return. The whole appearance of the village has undergone a
transformation. It’s now a mass of ruins, and yet most of us agree it’s better
this way. The hovels, the filth, the medieval atmosphere—it’s gone now for
the most part. Bring on the bulldozers and let’s plant trees.

An undoubtedly deep and sincere belief in the justice and progressive
content of the Zionist constructive project rendered the diarist entirely
unselfconscious about the fact that its realization entailed literally raz-
ing to the ground a previously existing society. The kibbutz paid hom-
age to this previous existence by hiring Arab workers to construct all
its buildings out of stone in Arab architectural style.

The physical difficulties of settling on a remote hilltop without run-
ning water, heat, or motorized transport absorbed all the energies of
Americans unused to such conditions and left most of them little time
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for political subtleties. Sasa’s military commander, Yak Matek, had no
qualms about blowing up the mosque. Since it was impossible to build
a kibbutz with a mosque in the middle, he believed

the whole discussion was pointless. . . . Were we going to leave Sasa before
we really started building our own settlement and try to solve the problem
of the Jewish-Arab conflict with all its injustices on both sides leaving the
building of the settlement to wait?

It was nothing new to us that we had been living in what was previously
an Arab village . . . so why the hesitation now? In many discussions of this
sort where we forget about the practical and people get carried away into
ideological trends . . . nothing is concluded in the end.”

Others were more sensitive to the moral dilemma of founding their
community on the ruins of a previously existing society and made at
least a rhetorical effort to resolve it. On the very first day of settlement
one kibbutz member wrote home:

I am thinking of the deserted village of Sasa, which we entered so proudly
and energetically this morning, and the lives of the Arabs, who lived here. I
wandered through some of the hovels, looked at the overturned jugs, grains,
books, baby shoes, and smelled the smell of destruction, musty and rotten,
with which many of us became familiar in France and Germany. Are we also
destroying, pillaging, being cruel in this ancient land, we Kibbutz Hei [the
fifth kibbutz of Hashomer Hatza“ir in North America), from thousands of
miles away, with our ideals and our refusals to stoop to the world’s rotten-
ness? Perhaps. We have moved into Sasa; it is ours; we are responsible for
our acts, even though we are bound under the direction and discipline of the
national agencies and those of our movement. But do we have an alternative,
can we step aside, refuse to be morally sullied by Sasa and demand some
other section of our Homeland on which to build our homes? I do not think
so. We are not responsible for this cruel and forced contradiction; we would
prefer to disown it if we could; we bear no hatred towards the Arab workers
and peasants. But we have been forced into a position where we must fight
for our lives and the lives of our people, and today life is determined largely
by frontiers, and frontiers must be defended no matter what the price. We
do not have the right to shunt this physical and moral responsibility off on
others. The kibbutz that we build at Sasa will be dedicated not only to the
renaissance of our own people but to mankind and the future of mankind.
As far as I and most, if not all of us are concerned, this includes our Arab
neighbors.>

Practical concerns soon tempered such idealism. When two Arabs
from the neighboring village of Jish stopped by after the 1949 elections
to discuss MAPAM’s political program, the kibbutz diarist noted:
“They look like intelligent chaps, but it’s been very difficult for us to be
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genuinely interested in politics these past few days.” 35 By mid-February
the most valuable abandoned property of the former inhabitants of
Sasa, the tobacco crop, was packed up by Arab workers and taken to a
government warehouse. The presence of these workers taught the kib-
butz diarist to appreciate “the infernal complicatedness of the Arab
question . . . right on our doorstep.” 3¢

Lahav has a radically different social profile from that of Sasa. It was
settled on August 4, 1952, by sabra veterans of Hashomer Hatzair
from Kiryat Haim, Rehovot, and Petah Tikvah and a Rumanian youth
group educated in Kibbutz Kfar Menahem who knew the country and
its conditions well.” But the physical conditions were analogous and
may explain the political similarity between the two kibbutzim. Lahav
is situated on a vast tract of marginal agricultural land in the northern
Negev. Lack of sufficient water for irrigation kept the kibbutz con-
stantly in debt; it was supported by the Jewish Agency into the 1970s.

At Sasa many of the first settlers left soon after arriving because they
had the option of returning to America. But Lahav’s settlers had no-
where else to go until urban jobs became more readily available in Is-
rael. An unusually high proportion of the original settlers—about 70
percent—remained in the kibbutz until 1957, when enhanced oppor-
tunities in the city induced many of them to leave the hardships of semi-
desert life. For those who remained, economic deprivation, social de-
moralization, distance from Tel Aviv, and a provincial background
shaped a minimalist cultural and political life.

Lahav’s lands were formerly occupied by the villages of Umm Ra-
mamim and Zag and the semisedentarized Lagiya al-Asad bedouin.
Many of the villagers fled after the IDF conquered Beersheba in late
October 1948; the rest were “transferred” across the border after the
conclusion of the armistice agreement with Transjordan in March
1949. Two bedouin were employed by the kibbutz as agricultural
wage laborers on lands formerly occupied by one of their clans. Despite
their training in Hashomer Hatza“ir’s principles of “brotherhood of
peoples,” some kibbutz members avoided sharing a table with these
workers in the communal dining room at lunchtime. At best, most res-
idents of Lahav were indifferent to their Arab neighbors. One of the
few who did show an interest in them became a military intelligence
officer. Another worked to create the museum of bedouin culture estab-
lished near the kibbutz in 1980. Nothing in the museum acknowledges
that Lahav was previously inhabited by the very bedouin whose culture
it celebrates and reduces to artifacts; most of the exhibits display ma-
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terials gathered during the Israeli occupation of the Sinai—a relocation
of cultural property dimly evoking the transfer of ancient Egyptian
treasures to the British Museum and the Louvre.

Both Lahav and Sasa were unusual among kibbutzim of their age
cohort because their members displayed little support for the Kibbutz
Artzi left. The weakness of the left at Lahav is especially remarkable
given the large number of leftists with a similar social background (vet-
erans of Hashomer Hatza‘ir from Tel Aviv) at nearby Shuval. Still, the
degree of depoliticization at Sasa and Lahav, though exceptional, is
significant, as these were exemplary cases of “pioneering” that com-
manded the admiration and support of the rest of Hashomer Hatza“ir
and MAPAM. Their experiences illustrate the difficulty of sustaining a
dual commitment to the Zionist settlement project and socialist inter-
nationalism.

In the discussions leading to the unification of MAPAM and during
the 1948—49 war, Kibbutz Artzi Arabists Aharon Cohen and Eli‘ezer
Be’eri shared the insight that Arab-Israeli relations would determine the
future of the Jewish state. The realities of kibbutz life and the impor-
tance of the kibbutzim in MAPAM explain why the intraparty debate
of the early 1950s could not unfold around this issue.

THE OLD REGIME AND THE EGYPTIAN
NATIONAL MOVEMENT

The Egyptian monarchy rested on a social foundation composed of the
twelve thousand owners of fifty feddans or more (0.4 percent of all
landowners) who controlled 35 percent of agricultural land.?® King Fa-
ruq sat atop this heap of landed privilege, and the royal family was
among the largest landholders. These landowners were the primary col-
laborators in European, and particularly British, domination of the
Egyptian economy, their cotton crop—Egypt’s major export commod-
ity and the leading factor in the national economy—being marketed in
Europe through a network controlled by resident Europeans, semifor-
eigners (mutamassirun), and local minorities (though beginning in the
1930s local textile mills, both foreign- and indigenously owned, began
to absorb an increasing proportion of the cotton). The monocrop ex-
port regime, the pivotal role of foreigners in the economy, the mon-
archy’s reliance on the large cotton growers, and ultimately the garrison
of British troops kept Egypt subservient to British interests despite the
nominal independence attained in 1922.
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Even though certain precapitalist social relations persisted in the
countryside, the agricultural economy was essentially capitalist. Be-
cause of their social conservatism and opposition to land reform, the
large landowners were widely perceived as “feudalists” who impeded
national independence and retarded industrial development; yet a mi-
nority had invested in industry as early as 1920, through financing of
Bank Misr. The Wafd, a Congress-type umbrella party, emerged during
the 1919 nationalist uprising and carried the flag of secular nationalism
and liberal democracy throughout the era of the monarchy. By the mid-
1930s, however, the increasing influence of large landowners in the
party leadership became an obstacle to the Wafd’s capacity to advance
its proclaimed program.

The Western-educated, urban middle strata (the effendiyya) were the
activists of all the political parties and movements during the monarchy.
Disappointment with the Wafd’s failure to end the British occupation
and its increasing conservatism, lack of employment opportunities for
high school and university graduates, and the influence of both fascist
and communist ideologies that challenged the power of the British Em-
pire worldwide caused the young effendiyya to become radicalized in
the late 1930s, and out of this political milieu emerged the post—World
War Il communist movement.*® Young radicalized students and gradu-
ates sought to ally with the emerging workers’ movement, seize lead-
ership of the nationalist movement from the Wafd, and infuse it with a
progressive social program. The potential power of the alliance of rad-
icalized students and militant trade unionists was first manifested in the
establishment of the National Committee of Workers and Students,
formed in the heat of the nationalist upsurge of August 1945—July 1946
and led by communists and young left Wafdists organized in the Wafdist
Vanguard.

After recovering from the government’s July 1946 repression cam-
paign, the left-wing nationalist alliance reasserted itself in the form of
a strike wave and student protests from September 1947 to May 1948.
The Egyptian government’s decision to “come to the aid” of the Pales-
tinian Arabs by launching an unplanned invasion, accompanied by the
declaration of martial law and the arrest of the political opposition,
allowed the monarchy to defeat this second postwar nationalist up-
surge. This was the immediate local context for the Egyptian commu-
nists’ resolution to support the partition of Palestine; moreover, the in-
ept military campaign and the revelation that malfunctioning weapons
were supplied to the army by friends of King Faruq unmasked the mon-
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archy’s corruption and incapacity to rule. Nonetheless, the regime was
still able to check all opposition: the communists were imprisoned as
Zionists; the radical Islamist Society of Muslim Brothers was dissolved
and many of its members jailed; and the Wafd was kept out of power
by rigged elections in 1944 and the connivance of the British occupiers.

The monarchy remained in power, despite its inability to resolve
Egypt’s pressing economic problems and achieve an evacuation of Brit-
ish forces, because the social base of the opposition was diverse and
unable to unite. The political loyalties of the effendiyya were spread
across the entire political spectrum. The working class was small and
the workers’ movement lacked the political experience to lead the entire
national movement, as even the communists recognized. Poor peasants,
sharecroppers, and rural wage workers, who had the greatest griev-
ances against the prevailing social order, were largely unorganized;
practically speaking, politics was a Cairo-centered activity. While the
Wafd had a substantial network of rural support, mobilization of the
poor and landless would have threatened the interests of the rich peas-
ants—the source of the party’s rural power—as well as the large land-
owners in the party hierarchy. When the Wafd returned to power for
the last time in 1950, the contradiction between the social conservatism
of its propertied leaders and the radical democratic impulses of the
Wafdist Vanguard rendered it impotent. Unable to carry out significant
reforms or save the monarchy, it was swept away by the third wave of
the postwar mass nationalist movement, which lasted from October
1951 to January 1952.

THE COUP OF JULY 23,1952

The legitimacy of the regime established by the military coup of July
23, 1952, had a simple basis. When all the civilian political forces
proved incapable of decisive action, the army successfully accomplished
tasks widely recognized as necessary by the lower and middle classes as
well as by the small class of Egyptian industrialists: ending political
corruption and power abuses by the monarchy; curbing the economic
and social power of large landowners and the foreign and semiforeign
business class; promoting industrial development; and, by an agree-
ment signed in October 1954, ending the British occupation. Accom-
plishing these tasks required a radical reduction of European influence
at all levels of Egyptian society.

The U.S. embassy and the CIA encouraged Gamal Abdel Nasser and
the Free Officers in their movement to overthrow the monarchy, recog-
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nizing the need for social reform and hoping to succeed the British as
the paramount power in Egypt.#> Abdel Nasser could not, however,
accede to American requests that Egypt join a regional military alliance
that would permit foreign troops on Egyptian soil, without risking his
claim to political legitimacy. Even the last Wafd government of the mon-
archy had refused to participate in a proposed Middle East Defense
Organization, recognizing that such affiliation would never be accepted
by an Egyptian public mobilized under slogans like “Immediate evacu-
ation,” “Complete independence,”and “Egypt for the Egyptians.”

Although the Free Officers embraced the social demands of the na-
tionalist movement in a vague, general way, their early economic pro-
gram was limited and ambiguously defined as opposing “feudalism”
and establishing “social justice.” From 1952 to 1956 the ruling Revo-
lutionary Command Council (RCC) encouraged private capital to de-
velop the national economy. It did not envisage the policies of nation-
alization and economic planning adopted after the Suez/Sinai War.

The land reform of September 9, 1952, was the only structural eco-
nomic reform adopted before the 1956 war. In retrospect, many inad-
equacies in the land reform are apparent, but it had great symbolic
importance and convinced many Egyptians that the new regime was
committed to reform and equity. Inspired not by socialist collectivism
but by the liberal goal of promoting small peasant proprietors, the land
reform was designed to coax the landed magnates to shift their capital
to industry; confiscation of property, exaction of revolutionary retri-
bution, and smashing of all remnants of the old ruling class were not a
part of the program. Only lands of the former royal family were seized
outright; other large landowners were permitted to sell or redivide their
property before the law took effect. Those who failed to reduce their
holdings to the limit of two hundred feddans plus one hundred feddans
for dependent children, received government bonds bearing 3 percent
interest as compensation for their lands. The government hoped that
these bonds would become negotiable instruments and that the pro-
ceeds from their sale would be invested in industry. It also expected the
land reform to expand the market for Egyptian industrial products be-
cause peasants who increased their production through land acquisi-
tions would have more income to spend on consumer goods.** While
the redistributed lands were insufficient to provide a viable plot (gen-
erally considered to be five feddans) for all who wished to farm, the
land reform and the banning of all the old-regime political parties in
January 1953 did break the political power of the large landowners.

This economic program was not in contradiction with U.S. support
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for the RCC, and aspects of it drew on American advice. Egypt also
turned to the United States to purchase arms to rebuild its army. Arms
acquisition was considered an urgent national security issue following
the ignominious defeat by Israel; it was also a requisite for maintaining
the loyalty of the officer corps in the first years of the new, and not
wholly stable, regime. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles refused to
believe, despite the expressed opinion of many career diplomats and
CIA officers, that an Egyptian regime that rejected joining a Western
military alliance and advocated that other Arab states do the same was
acting out of indigenously generated nationalist motives. Hence, when
the United States linked arms sales and foreign aid to conditions Abdel
Nasser regarded as infringements on Egyptian sovereignty, the RCC
was forced to abandon its American orientation and turn instead to the
nonaligned movement and the Soviet bloc.

THE REVOLUTIONARY COMMAND COUNCIL AND
THE WORKING CLASS

The turn toward the Soviet Union was not immediately reflected in the
social policies of the regime. The RCC faced the same dilemma con-
fronted by many state-building regimes: how to mobilize the nation
while maintaining social peace and discipline. Its response was to dis-
courage all forms of collective action not initiated by the government
or its series of single parties—the Liberation Rally, the National Union,
and the Arab Socialist Union. The government now regarded the same
demands, demonstrations, and strikes applauded by many nationalists
before the military coup as provocations and threats to social peace that
might destabilize the new nationalist regime and disrupt Egypt’s eco-
nomic development. Students and workers—the primary social base of
the left following the war—were closely supervised, though the major-
ity of both groups supported the regime because of its nationalist ap-
peal, despite its undemocratic character and their doubts about the
efficacy of the Anglo-Egyptian evacuation agreement.

In order to avoid any disruption of production and maintain an at-
tractive climate for private capital investment, the RCC unleashed ex-
tensive repression against the left-wingers in the labor movement.*
Explicitly rejecting the view that there was or ought to be a struggle
between classes in Egyptian society, it sought to isolate and eliminate
militant trade union leaders, especially communists and those prepared
to ally with them, and replace them with elements loyal to and to a
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certain extent dependent on the RCC. Those who were not jailed or
removed from their positions must certainly have been intimidated
seeing what happened to those who stepped beyond the acceptable
boundaries as defined by the regime. The repression of the trade union
movement’s left wing was an essential component of the RCC’s labor
strategy and preceded any of the labor reform measures it eventually
undertook.

The sharpest example of this repression may be seen in the RCC’s
response to the strike and riot at the Misr Fine Spinning and Weaving
Company in Kafr al-Dawwar on August 12, 1952. Although the strik-
ing workers clearly supported the new regime, expecting that it would
grant their economic demands, the army intervened and a violent clash
ensued. A hastily convened military tribunal tried and condemned two
workers, Mustafa Khamis and Muhammad al-Bagri, to death. Their
execution became a rallying cry for workers who opposed the regime,
and it is no accident that this textile mill became a center of communist
influence in the mid-1950s.

The military intervention at Kafr al-Dawwar came about because of
the conviction of some RCC members that in order to encourage pri-
vate capital investment in industry by both Egyptians and foreigners,
the labor militancy that had been a prominent feature of the social crisis
of the last years of the monarchy had to be quashed. Unsubstantiated
fears that communists had instigated the strike at Kafr al-Dawwar mo-
tivated the decision to execute Khamis and al-Baqri. ‘Abd al-Mun‘im
Amin, who presided at the military tribunal that found them guilty, was
known to have close relations to the American embassy and to favor
encouraging foreign capital investment in Egypt.

The new regime’s commitment to industrial development motivated
the state to seek a new relationship with the working class. Labor policy
reforms were required to control industrial conflict, increase the pur-
chasing power of workers, and encourage greater productivity. Laws
317, 318, and 319 of December 1952 granted many long-standing de-
mands of the trade union movement. In March 1953, as the RCC and
the cabinet considered a law to encourage foreign capital investment,
all except Khalid Muhyi al-Din agreed that to encourage such invest-
ment it would be necessary to amend the Law of Individual Contracts
to give employers more freedom to dismiss workers arbitrarily—that
is, to dismiss workers not for misbehavior on the job but solely because
of production cutbacks or other market considerations.** Muhyi al-
Din, who was close to the DMNL, submitted a letter of resignation over
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this issue. Abdel Nasser intervened, however, and the crisis was re-
solved by an agreement to prohibit employers from dismissing workers
for trade union activity—though in practice this prohibition was
loosely enforced. Pro-labor reform forces succeeded through subse-
quent regulations and legislation in further restricting employers’ abil-
ity to close factories and lay off or dismiss workers.*

The improvements in labor legislation and the special attention the
RCC gave to cultivating good relations with trade union leaders explain
why Abdel Nasser received general union support in his struggle for
power against Muhammad Naguib during the crisis of March 1954.4
On the whole, the organized labor movement now saw the state as a
reliable ally—a dramatic change from the era of the monarchy. But the
state’s commitment to workers’ interests was limited by its goal of in-
dustrial development and by its unwillingness to permit the labor move-
ment to exercise even the limited civil autonomy it had enjoyed under
the monarchy. Although the regime’s new labor legislation provided job
security, wage increases, and encouragement for trade unions, enforce-
ment of this legislation was completely out of the hands of workers
themselves. The most critical indication of the RCC’s intention to re-
strict working-class collective action was its decision to declare strikes
illegal; thus, workers had no means to insure that the new legislation
was applied. An unspoken bargain was struck: no strikes, in exchange
for no dismissals without cause. Yet without the credible threat of a
strike, employers often found ways to circumvent the law.

Although the formation of individual trade unions was encouraged,
the RCC refused to allow the formation of a national trade union fed-
eration in the fall of 1952, despite its promises to the contrary, because
it feared the influence the left might have in such an organization. In-
stead the council sanctioned the Permanent Conference of Egyptian
Trade Unions as a controlled forum that would allow trade unionists to
engage in a dialogue with the regime. Some of the participants in this
body resigned in protest over Major Ahmad ‘Abd Allah Tu‘ayma’s ef-
forts to interfere in trade union affairs. (As director of trade union af-
fairs for the Liberation Rally, Tu‘ayma was charged with winning the
support of the trade unions for the new regime.) The formation of the
General Federation of Egyptian Trade Unions (GFETU) was delayed
until January 30, 1957, and even then the government took no chances
on the political composition of the federation leadership. The govern-
ment merely submitted its candidates for the executive board of the
GFETU to the founding conference; there were no nominations from
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the floor, and no election was held. The government continued to ap-
point the GFETU executive board for several more terms of office.*¢

Ahmad Fahim, GFETU vice president and representative of the tex-
tile workers’ unions, was the only member of the executive board as-
sociated with the left in the workers’ movement, although he was a
pragmatist and never a communist. In 1942 he had helped form a sepa-
rate union for textile foremen in the Cairo suburb of Shubra al-Khayma
that had weakened both worker unity and the communists’ influence.
In the spring of 1955, the RCC pressured several unions to withdraw
their legal business from the office of Yusuf Darwish, who since becom-
ing legal counsel for the Shubra al-Khayma textile workers’ union in
1942 had been a key figure in establishing New Dawn’s influence
among trade unionists. Fahim agreed to transfer the business of the
Cairo Textile Workers’ Union, of which he was then president, to a new
attorney.*” His appointment to the GFETU executive may have been a
concession to the left’s continuing strength in the textile industry, but
the regime clearly sought to use Fahim to contain labor militancy and
bring the left under the government’s control.

Despite RCC repression of the working-class left, the institution of
a corporatist regime of labor control and real improvements in the job
security and standard of living of organized industrial workers won the
regime the support of most trade union leaders. The communists, of
course, criticized the regime’s labor policies, but such criticism had a
diminishing impact as most of the movement’s base of support in the
working class was eroded by the combination of repression and reform.
Moreover, when the communists began to reassess their attitude to-
ward the regime in 19585, the impetus lay primarily in the government’s
anti-imperialist foreign policy. Therefore, the economic struggle of the
working class and other social questions became largely subordinated
to the task of uniting with the regime against the imperialist enemy.

THE WORKERS’ MOVEMENT AND THE 1956 WAR

During the Suez crisis and the 1956 war, trade unions mobilized sup-
port for the nationalization of the Suez Canal and actively participated
in the national defense. Trade union leaders called a general strike on
August 16, 1956, to coincide with the London conference as a demon-
stration of support for the canal’s nationalization. Many unions col-
lected financial contributions from their members to aid the war effort.
The textile federation urged its unions to set aside labor disputes during
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the war, and production in some mills was increased. The Trade Union
Committee for Popular Resistance organized workers to support the
national defense; together, trade union leaders and rank-and-file work-
ers established over fifty local committees, some with hundreds of mem-
bers.

Although it welcomed most of the trade union actions around the
Suez crisis, the government felt threatened by activities that might
change the balance of forces within the regime. For example, it re-
garded the establishment of the Trade Union Committee for Popular
Resistance with suspicion because of the prominence of communists
and other leftists in the organization. For the left in the labor move-
ment, the image of the armed working class defending the homeland
had positive associations that opened new political horizons. But the
government could not accept the prospect of armed workers led by
communists, even if the purpose of arming workers was to defend the
national soil of Egypt. On November 26, 1956, it closed the law office
of Yusuf Darwish, a leading organizer of the committee, though it was
reopened on December 6, following protests by workers and others.*
After the war the popular resistance committees were quickly dis-
banded.

During and after the war the left tried to emphasize the role that
workers had played as workers in the Suez crisis, a political theme that
appeared frequently in the pages of Al-masa’ (The evening).*® Four well-
known trade unionists—Fathi Kamil, Ahmad Fahim, Sayyid ‘Abd al-
Wahhab Nada, and Nur Sulayman Jasr—published a book describing
the contribution of the working class to the war effort. They recounted
workers’ enthusiastic expressions of support for the anti-imperialist
and nationalist stands of the government, arguing that workers had
“played the most important role in the defeat of imperialism.” 5° This
phrase, however, which was intended to establish a legitimate nation-
alist basis for granting workers’ economic and political demands,
claimed for the working class a political role far exceeding what the
government was prepared to accept.

This book was also noteworthy because it was published by the Dar
al-Fikr (House of Thought) publishing house operated by the Unified
Egyptian Communist Party (UECP), successor to the DMNL. Nada and
Jasr were members of the UECP, while Fahim and Kamil had a history
of cooperation with the communists. Publication of this volume there-
fore represented an attempt to reconstruct the progressive coalition
whose efforts to organize a general federation of trade unions in 1951
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and 1952 had been blocked by both the monarchy and the RCC. The
committees of popular resistance and the proclamations about the lead-
ing role of the working class in the anti-imperialist struggle were in-
tended to articulate and implement a more radical version of Nasserism
than the government itself embraced. The communists and their allies
who advocated this perspective envisioned the working class as the van-
guard of the national united front against imperialism; the government,
in contrast, viewed the working class as only one element in a coalition
of popular forces that was, in fact, led by the army. Even as Abdel
Nasser proceeded to implement new economic policies enthusiastically
embraced by the communists, he never considered loosening the bonds
of social control over the working class.

GUIDED CAPITALISM

In 1957, the government embarked on a new economic policy aptly
described by Patrick O’Brien as “guided capitalism.” In January, a Na-
tional Planning Commission was organized; that same month the Eco-
nomic Organization was established to manage the foreign assets se-
questered after the Suez/Sinai War of 1956 and all other publicly owned
industrial and commercial enterprises. Since the Egyptian bourgeoisie
and private foreign capital had failed to invest in basic industrial proj-
ects on their own initiative, the state now took the opportunity pro-
vided by the seizure of a substantial amount of foreign capital to be-
come more closely involved in directing the economy. Before the end of
1957 Abdel Nasser announced that the path for Egypt’s economic de-
velopment was to be “democratic cooperative socialism.”“National”
capital was still encouraged to play a role in developing production, but
it was not to be permitted to exercise decisive power over the govern-
ment. These policies reversed the relative importance of private and
public capital in Egypt. In 1952-53, 72 percent of gross capital for-
mation took place in the private sector; by 1959—60 the state was re-
sponsible for 74 percent of gross capital formation.s!

Contrary to the expectations of many communists, however, the
shift in the balance of private and public capital did not automatically
imply a dramatic change in the social relations between labor and cap-
ital. Powerful forces within the government itself adopted a conserva-
tive interpretation of the new economic policy. Minister of Finance and
Economy ‘Abd al-Mun‘im al-Qaysuni, an influential technocrat and
strong supporter of foreign investment and private enterprise, asserted
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that the government had established the Economic Organization not to
compete with private enterprise, but to stimulate investment.5? Minister
of Agriculture and Agrarian Reform Sayyid Mari, a former large land-
owner, argued that the right to form trade unions should not be ex-
tended to agricultural laborers, a very substantial fraction of the wage
labor force.s? In February 1959, a ministerial decision classified the em-
ployees of the Transport Authority as state employees and therefore
ineligible to join a trade union, whereupon their trade union was dis-
solved retroactively and its funds transferred to the Ministry of Social
Affairs and Labor.5* By 1959 the call for democratic cooperative social-
ism had receded from prominence, while the speeches of Abdel Nasser
repeatedly encouraged and reassured private capital.’s The government
seemed to be turning away from an officially sympathetic stand toward
workers and trade unions.

The debates within the highest councils of the state and between the
state and radical workers over the operative content of democratic co-
operative socialism were accompanied by an intensification of indus-
trial conflict.’¢ The labor columns of Al-masa’ regularly reported labor
disputes whose causes and circumstances do not differ substantially
from those of the old regime. Workers continued to complain of low
wages, unemployment, and dismissal from work due to production cut-
backs or the introduction of mechanization. Many enterprises contin-
ued to enforce labor discipline by deducting fines from workers’ pay.
Contract labor was still the normal mode in certain industries, notably
construction and longshore work. Some categories of workers re-
mained outside the scope of the Law of Individual Contracts. Collective
contracts, though permitted by law, were rare. Trade union activists
were subject to many pressures from employers, including frequent dis-
missals from their jobs. Employers continued to abuse the six-month
probationary period by dismissing workers just before they completed
probation, perhaps then immediately to rehire them for a second pro-
bationary period; this practice allowed employers to avoid paying the
minimum wage as well as to evade the restrictions on dismissing fully
qualified workers. They were also able thereby to eliminate militant
workers and prevent them from gaining permanent jobs. Abuse of the
probationary period was especially widespread in the textile industry,
where the workers’ federation vigorously demanded a reduction in the
length of the probationary period, a limit of one probationary period
per worker with the same employer, and transfer of probation time
from one employer to another if the same work was to be performed.s?
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Chronic unemployment in the textile industry and a preponderance
of textile workers in the industrial labor force made that industry the
most visible arena for labor-management disputes over arbitrary dis-
missals, but such disputes were by no means limited to textile manufac-
turing. In 1958, Salman °Ali, president of the Safaga Phosphate Com-
pany Workers’ Union, reported that all the workers had been dismissed
and replaced by new employees (presumably receiving lower wages or
diminished benefits) with no prior notice. “‘Ali expressed his surprise
that this action had been taken after the formerly British-owned com-
pany was Egyptianized.’®* Many workers expected that a reforming na-
tionalist government would resolve both their national and their class
grievances. Clearly, this was not necessarily so.

After July 23, 1952, the public perception and social status of “the
worker” underwent a dramatic transformation. Under the old regime,
workers were a despised underclass who, at best, commanded public
attention only because the wave of post—World War Il industrial conflict
forced “the workers’ question” onto the social and political agenda. In
contrast, the new regime hailed the virtues of industrialization, and as
part of the campaign to win public approval for its economic policies it
promoted a positive view of industrial workers as playing a vital role
in the development of the Egyptian national economy.

A striking advertisement in Al-masa’ announcing the sale of shares
in the Egyptian Iron and Steel Company (at £E2 each, guaranteed by
the government to return at least 4 percent) graphically conveyed the
approved new image of the working class. Under the title “Yesterday,”
the ad portrays a traditionally clad fellah with a hoe standing in a field;
under the title “Today,” a worker in modern clothing in front of an
industrial plant wields a sledgehammer. The caption under the pictures
proclaims: “Yesterday we depended on agriculture alone. Today we
build our industrial glory with iron and steel.” 5 The government pro-
moted this positive image of workers to stimulate industrial employ-
ment and productivity, encourage public concern about the welfare of
workers, and foster respect and recognition for the role that workers
were playing in the construction of a modern and independent Egypt.
Yet all the government’s improvements in the social and material status
of the working class were contained within a fixed framework: corpo-
ratist integration into a bureaucratic-authoritarian regime in which
workers had neither autonomy nor legitimate independent power.

The government’s concern for productivity and economic develop-
ment limited workers’ freedom to express their own vision of their role
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in the new industrial Egypt. By effectively banning the public use of
certain words, the government established the terms of political dis-
course and marginalized those whose vision exceeded what the govern-
ment was prepared to grant. Thus, Sayyid ‘Ali Rustum, a member of
the executive board of the Cairo Textile Workers’ Union, argued that
trade union rights could not be protected unless workers had the right
to strike. But he did not use the word strike (idrab); instead he used (or
Al-masa’ printed) “peaceful stoppage of work” (al-tawaqquf al-silmi
‘an al-‘amal).®° Similarly, when Al-masa’ reported on the January 1958
conference of the textile union federation, the account noted that a call
had been made for abolishing compulsory arbitration and “establishing
the right to refrain from work” (tanzim baqq al-imtina‘ “an al-‘amal).*
The word strike simply disappeared from the public political vocabu-
lary. Strikes could be referred to by elliptical phrases, but they could
not be openly and directly advocated. Once this restriction on language
became internalized by workers and political activists, it tended to be-
come a fact of life that could not be seriously questioned. The limits of
permitted language thus became the limits of politics.

Because of such restrictions on explicitly political discourse, literary
forms were, as they always had been, an important vehicle of expres-
sion for workers. The workers’ column of Al-masa’, especially under
the editorship of Lufti al-Khuli, encouraged workers to submit poetry
and short stories for publication. One of the most popular forms of
workers’ literary expression was colloquial poetry (zajal). After the
Suez/Sinai War it took weeks for all the poems submitted to be printed.
Most of the poetry reflected a nationalist consciousness shared by
workers and other supporters of the Nasserist regime and the partici-
pation and support of organized workers in its anti-imperialist cam-
paigns.

Only a few workers’ poems of this period reveal a specifically
working-class consciousness rooted in the experiences of work. One
Tahir al-‘Amiri, a worker at the Filature Nationale spinning mill in Al-
exandria, published a poem entitled “I the Worker” in the bulletin of
the federation of textile unions.s? Its refrain, “I the worker built this
glory with my arms,” repeats a theme first popularized in “The Egyp-
tian Worker” (“Al-‘amil al-misri”) by Bayram al-Tunisi, a popular poet
of the 1919 revolution.®® The title of al-‘Amiri’s poem is “borrowed”
from the title poem of a collection published in 1946 by an earlier tex-
tile worker—poet, Fathi al-Maghribi. Situated in this tradition of popu-
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list and workers’ poetry, the poem offers compelling evidence that some
Egyptian workers continued to view the working class as a unique and
vanguard constructive element in Egyptian society. This formulation
was one of the principal political and cultural images associated with
the radical tradition in the workers’ movement.

Although it was severely diminished and confined primarily to a nar-
row sector of the textile industry where workers had been most influ-
enced by Marxism, the spirit of working-class radicalism nourished by
the communists in the 1940s and early 1950s survived into the period
of Abdel Nasser’s ascendancy. Working-class opposition to the regime
increased after 1954, especially during the period of guided capitalism,
when the regime’s efforts to ally with the “national bourgeoisie” led to
a diminished rate of growth in real wages and a drive to raise produc-
tivity that sometimes led to worker dismissals. However, even this lim-
ited workers’ opposition was constrained by the need to maintain the
sporadic national united front between the communists and the regime.

THE COMMUNIST INTELLIGENTSIA’S
ACCOMMODATION WITH NASSERISM

After the 1956 war all the communists were united in enthusiastic sup-
port for Abdel Nasser’s anti-imperialist foreign policy. During the era
of guided capitalism, well before the “socialist transformation” of
1961, communist intellectuals began to perceive economic planning
and the nationalization of significant sectors of the economy as a pre-
lude to socialism. This view was legitimated by Soviet and Eastern Eu-
ropean theorists who espoused the concept of the “noncapitalist road
of development.”é* Inspired by this theoretical innovation, or by the
more traditional notion of the need for the proletariat to ally with the
national bourgeoisie in the national liberation struggle, Egyptian com-
munists minimized the significance of the continuing struggle between
labor and capital and of the state’s attack on labor movement auton-
omy by absorbing the trade unions into the state apparatus and repress-
ing workers who refused to accept state tutelage. The communist
intelligentsia, in its zeal to unite with the Nasserist state in the anti-
imperialist struggle, played its own small role in limiting the extent to
which an autonomous workers’ voice could be raised.

This situation is illustrated by the critical response of Anouar Abdel-
Malek, a former DMNL member and a prominent figure in the editorial
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committee of Al-masa’, to a poem by Darwish Muhammad al-Mihi
entitled “The Story of May First.” ¢ The poem plainly retold the story
of the 1886 Chicago Haymarket affair, which gave birth to the May
First international workers’ holiday. The poet expressed solidarity with
the American workers and called on all workers to celebrate May Day.
While acknowledging the poem as an expression of international
working-class solidarity, Abdel-Malek objected that the poem made no
reference to imperialism. It was not proper, he wrote, to speak about
the events in the poem without linking them to current events and
mentioning American imperialism. This criticism suggests a political-
cultural class struggle within the communist movement: the worker-
poet articulated his unadorned class sentiment, while the intellectual-
critic argued against expressing class consciousness independent of the
anti-imperialist national struggle.

This response to a rather simple poem advocating international
working-class solidarity, a sentiment that in principle Marxists should
have applauded without reservation, indicates the difficulty of sustain-
ing an independent working-class vision outside the limits of Nasserist
political discourse. As long as the communists subordinated articula-
tion of this goal to support for Nasserist anti-imperialism, the small
number of workers who did actively attempt to preserve such a vision
had to face virtually insurmountable opposition by a much strength-
ened Egyptian state. When the Nasserist-communist alliance dissolved
in 1959 and all known communists were arrested, the organized, polit-
ically conscious, working-class opposition was eliminated in Egypt, not
to reappear until after the 1967 war—most notably in the wave of
strikes and protests responding to the “open door” economic-policy
introduced by Anwar al-Sadat in 1974.

The communist intelligentsia’s accommodation with Nasserism was
facilitated by the regime’s removal of many of the social grievances that
had contributed to radicalization of the intelligentsia in the 1930s and
1940s. Educational opportunities expanded very rapidly after 1952:
from 1953—-54 to 1965-66, average student enrollment for all educa-
tional levels combined increased by 132 percent. Tuition fees were re-
duced in 1956 and 1961 and abolished entirely in 1962, making uni-
versity education available to the children of the lower middle class.¢¢
Because the increasing number of university graduates was larger than
the economy could absorb, the government removed the potential pres-
sure of an unemployed intelligentsia by guaranteeing all graduates who
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could not find private employment a position in the state bureaucracy.
Some of these state employees were dissatisfied by the lack of meaning-
ful work to perform, but at least their incomes were sufficient to sustain
them until the period of rapid inflation released by the open door eco-
nomic policy.

ARAB SOCIALISM

Nationalization of the banks and large commercial and industrial en-
terprises initiated the era of Arab socialism in 1960—61. The limit on
land holdings was further reduced to one hundred feddans. New con-
sumptionist policies further increased the standard of living, although
the principal beneficiaries were skilled and white-collar workers and
owners of agricultural plots of twenty to fifty feddans. Real wages in-
creased at a faster rate between 1961 and 1964 than they had in the
period of guided capitalism, and there was a modest redistribution of
national income as rents, profits, interest, and dividends declined rela-
tive to wages and salaries.” Despite these advances, rural villages and
agricultural cooperatives were often dominated by the same families
that had been local powers under the old regime.®® Trade unions re-
mained under the control of the government. In 1962, Anwar Salama
resigned the presidency of the GFETU and became minister of labor,
the first worker to serve in an Egyptian cabinet. From 1969 to the late
1980s the presidency of the GFETU and the Ministry of Labor (now
the Ministry of Manpower and Training) were occupied by the same
individual, a corporeal expression of the integration of the trade unions
into the state apparatus.

The international orientation of Arab socialism was pan-Arab and
pro-Soviet. Pan-Arabism had been advocated by some elements of
Egyptian society as early as the 1930s. Bank Misr, for example, had
long viewed the broader Arab world as a market for Egypt’s industrial
exports and a natural hinterland for the bank’s activity. In 1954, the
Nasserist regime began to embrace pan-Arabism as an instrument for
asserting Egyptian leadership of the Arab world. The Arab world’s sup-
port of Egypt in its decision to nationalize the Suez Canal and in the
Suez/Sinai War consolidated the regime’s pan-Arab outlook. As a result
of Israel’s attack on Egypt and the harsher stand toward the Palestinian/
Arab-Israeli conflict implicit in pan-Arabism, Abdel Nasser’s rhetorical
stance toward Israel became more aggressive than it had been before
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the 1956 war. Yet in practice he continued to exercise caution and re-
straint.

Pan-Arabism did not necessarily imply an anti-Western orientation.
In the 1940s the British had promoted such an outlook to buttress their
influence in the Arab world—which is why the communists first op-
posed it. As for the United States, since it had demanded the evacuation
of British, French, and Israeli troops from Egyptian territory after the
1956 war just as strongly as the Soviet Union did, it was well positioned
to expand its influence in the Arab world. However, announcement of
the Eisenhower doctrine in January 1957 quickly dissipated any Egyp-
tian appreciation for America’s stand, which Abdel Nasser correctly
perceived as directed against his growing influence in the Arab world.
Covert American actions in Syria and Jordan in 1957 and the invasion
of Lebanon in 1958 confirmed his suspicions.

American inability to accommodate Egypt’s assertion of indepen-
dence, combined with the continued failure of both Egyptian and for-
eign private capital to invest in industrial projects, ultimately drove Ab-
del Nasser toward the Soviet Union and its economic model. Although
the industrial development of countries like Brazil and South Korea in
the 1970s has demonstrated that metropolitan capital does not neces-
sarily block third world industrialization, in the 1960s Marxists gen-
erally believed this to be the case. Abdel Nasser, too, gradually accepted
this view, along with the necessity of economic planning and a large
public sector. The nationalization of the commanding heights of the
economy created an affinity between the economies of Egypt and the
Soviet bloc. An uncritical view of the Soviet Union and the similarities
between Egyptian and Soviet modes of planning and bureaucratic con-
trol allowed the Egyptian communists and many Soviet economists to
believe that Egypt was on the “noncapitalist road of development.” As
a consequence, the communists endorsed the policies of Arab socialism
from their prison cells.

Ironically, just as the communists were released from jail in 1964,
the Arab socialist system entered a general crisis, as increased consump-
tion and investment were not simultaneously sustainable. The rate of
investment and real wages began to decline. The fact that wages as a
share of the national income peaked in 1963—64 indicated that the
more egalitarian distribution of the national income was only a tem-
porary phenomenon.s® The communists did not call on the regime to
account for these failures because by then their parties were in the pro-
cess of dissolution; in any case, the scope of the crisis was not yet widely
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recognized. Moreover, because the onset of the crisis was shortly fol-
lowed by the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, the economic shortcomings of
Arab socialism were attributed to the war and its aftermath, which did
indeed exacerbate Egypt’s economic problems. The government was
thus absolved of responsibility for its economic failures, and most of
the political energy that these problems might have generated became
focused on the conflict with Israel.



CHAPTER IV

A Window of Opportunity?
19491955

With the benefit of hindsight it is easy to judge that even in the uncer-
tain situation of late 1948 and early 1949 the intractability of the Pal-
estinian/Arab—Israeli conflict and the limited capacity of the Marxist
left to struggle for its resolution on the basis of mutual recognition and
self-determination were immanent. Yet such a judgment obscures the
processes that have formed the present situation. By examining these
processes we may appreciate the historical construction of the cate-
gories and conceptions in which we now frame our understanding of
the conflict. My purpose here is not to argue that there was a realistic
chance to resolve the conflict peacefully during the period 1949-55.
However, during this period the Marxist left, in alliance or in coinci-
dence with other efforts, was able to sustain an alternative conception
of the conflict that opposed emerging hegemonic nationalist political
discourses in both Israel and Egypt.

Until 1954, the main concern of all the political forces in Egypt was
to expel the British troops from the Suez Canal Zone. The communists
continued to advocate a peaceful settlement of the conflict with Israel,
just as in 1947-48, while the RCC was busy stabilizing its own rule.
The conflict with Israel was not a salient issue in Egypt. The ascendancy
of the activist outlook precluded Israeli recognition of the possibilities
for peaceful resolution of the conflict at this moment and also made
consideration of the sort of concessions that would have been necessary
to maximize this potential inconceivable. By late 1954 Abdel Nasser
had begun to conceptualize the conflict in much broader terms. The
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Lavon affair (see Chapter 1) and the first expressions of Egypt’s emer-
gent pan-Arab orientation now made any accommodation with Israel
much more problematic for both the regime and the communist move-
ment. Nonetheless, until 1956 Abdel Nasser agreed to participate in
diplomatic efforts to resolve or moderate the conflict, albeit on the basis
of conditions far beyond what Israel was prepared to accept. At this
point, Egypt’s differences with Israel were not usually represented as an
existential battle of destiny, as after the 1956 war they came to be.

In Israel, MAPAM emerged as the second largest bloc in the Knesset
after the 1949 elections, and MAKI continued to grow, reaching the
peak of its strength in the 1955 Knesset elections. Therefore, there was
a significant Israeli constituency for a peaceful settlement of the conflict
based on the principle—if not the precise boundaries—of the UN par-
tition plan. Despite the Jewish tilt in the line of unified MAKI, the party
consistently defended the rights of the Palestinian Arabs, including their
right to an independent state and the right of all refugees to return or
receive compensation, and relentlessly opposed Israeli government pol-
icy on the conflict. Although MAPAM eventually capitulated to the
hegemonic Zionist discourse and abandoned radical opposition to
MAPAT’s positions on the Palestinian/Arab—Israeli conflict, sections of
the party continued to move toward the left until the Slansky trial in
Czechoslovakia in November 1952; some elements of MAPAM contin-
ued their trajectory toward the left even afterward.

MAPAM and MAKI, however, unlike Ben-Gurion, did not appre-
ciate that the establishment of a state would reorder the Zionist dis-
course and eliminate binationalism and Palestinian Arab national
rights—ideas that had been respectable despite their minority status in
the prestate Zionist movement—from the political agenda. The Marx-
ist left was transformed by its need to accommodate to the hegemonic
discourse in order to participate in national politics. This necessity ul-
timately diminished the left’s oppositional capacity, not only on this
issue but on others as well. After 1956, the conflict assumed a static
and permanent character; its peaceful resolution on the basis of the
partition plan principles was eliminated from the political agenda in
both countries.

THE JEWISH QUESTION IN EGYPTIAN COMMUNISM

Many Egyptian communists attributed their incarceration as Zionists
during the 1948—49 war and their failure to lead the post—World War
II upsurges in the nationalist movement in expelling the British to the
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“opportunism” of the DMNL.: its lack of a written program and inter-
nal regulations; its tactical flexibility; its members’ lack of theoretical
training; its lax recruitment standards; its loose structure, combining
aspects of a front and a party; its national united front strategy; and its
overattention to nonproletarian social forces—in sum, to the failure to
build an orthodox Bolshevik organization. Variations of these criticisms
were common to all the groups that split from the DMNL in 1947-50.

Yet as Curiel and Mohamed Sid-Ahmed indicated, there was a sub-
text to this criticism. The individual most responsible for shaping the
line of the DMNL was Curiel; and Curiel was a cosmopolitan Jew, as
were many others at all levels of the DMNL. In a country dominated
economically by Europeans and suffering a British military occupation,
it was more than a little unusual for a French-educated, cosmopolitan,
petty bourgeois and bourgeois minority, detached from the fabric of
popular life, to become so prominent in a movement claiming to rep-
resent the disenfranchised masses. In the post-1948 atmosphere of de-
feat, Curiel’s leadership and the Jewish presence in the movement be-
came focal points of communist self-criticism as well as of the regime’s
continuing attacks on the movement. The style and tone of these criti-
cisms, as much as their content, ultimately affected the communists’
stand on the Palestine question.

Of all the major communist groups, Iskra had the highest proportion
of educated, upper-class foreigners and francophone Jews; its Marxism
was characterized by bookish theoretical discussion, liberation of
women, and Jews reaching beyond the boundaries of their community.
Many Jews and their schoolmates from elite Egyptian families were
recruited into Iskra from Cairo’s French lycée through combined social
and political activities. The first women in the communist movement
were mainly from Iskra.! Young men and women mixed easily at Iskra’s
public events, scandalizing their conservative contemporaries. Leaders
encouraged premarital sex as part of the assault on Egyptian bourgeois
ideology in the same spirit that they provocatively promoted atheism.
Mixed couples were formed, with several marriages resulting, usually
between Jewish women and Muslim or Coptic men. Mohamed Sid-
Ahmed, a former Iskra member and schoolmate of several Jewish mem-
bers, summarized the effects of the social style of Iskra (and its suc-
cessors) thus: “We imported things that do not fit in the cultural
setting. . . . We tried not to see them. . . . Then we paid the price.”?

Egyptian literary representations of the communist movement have
focused on sexual libertinism, a good indication of the prominence of
this theme in the public perception. The inevitable personal and politi-
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cal tensions in Iskra’s ambience were vividly depicted in Yusuf Idris’s
semiautobiographical novel Al-bayda’ (The fair one), about a young
Muslim doctor drawn into work on a communist newspaper through a
love affair with a Greek woman. The Egyptian émigré Waguih Ghali
used the same trope—a love affair between a wealthy Jewish commu-
nist woman and a European-educated Copt—in Beer in the Snooker
Club, a refreshingly unrestrained satire of the political dilettantism, cul-
tural alienation, and self-indulgence of the upper-class left.

Curiel opposed Iskra’s social style, criticizing its “sexual scandals”
and its method of recruiting through “baflat [parties] ... in which
dancing and flirting came to the aid of political discussion.”? He also
disparaged Iskra’s lack of workers. The Jewish presence in the united
DMNL was smaller than in Iskra. The first Central Committee in-
cluded, out of ten members, two Jews (Curiel and Schwartz); several
other Jews occupied secondary leadership posts. After several splits in
the organization, in April 1948 the women’s section organizer, Aimée
Setton, became the third Jew in a Central Committee of seventeen.*
Jews formed a larger proportion of the leadership of two DMNL splin-
ter groups: Voice of the Opposition, which formed in mid-1948 and in
December fused with Toward a Bolshevik Organization to become the
Egyptian Communist Organization (MISHMISH, al-Munazzama al-
Shuyu‘iyya al-Misriyya); and Toward an Egyptian Communist Party
(NAHSHAM, Nahwa Hizb Shuyu‘i Misri).

Nonetheless, Iskra’s reputation became part of the identity of the
DMNL and was associated with the role of Jews in the movement.
When three DMNL members—two Muslim men and a Jewish
woman—were arrested, the U.S. ambassador took the occasion to re-
port that “the popularity of communism with Egyptian students [was
widely believed to be] due to the fact that ‘cooperative’ young girls
belong to every cell.”$ Several veteran communists cited discomfort
with their perception of the DMNL'’s social norms as one factor that
repelled them from the organization.¢ Fu’ad Mursi spoke more bitterly
than others of what he considered the

very bad experience with Jews in the Egyptian communist movement. It was
a symbol of dissolution: sexual dissolution, moral dissolution. This might
be justified as liberation of thought. But the Egyptian people did not accept
this or regard it as anything other than dissolution.”

Disapproval of Curiel and the DMNL led Mursi and Isma‘il Sabri
‘Abd Allah, graduate students in economics who had joined the Com-
munist Party of France while living in Paris, to establish a new organi-
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zation, the Communist Party of Egypt, in late 1949, when Mursi
returned to Egypt after obtaining his doctorate. (This group was com-
monly known as al-Raya [The Flag] after its underground newspaper,
Rayat al-sha‘b [People’s flag]; 1 shall use this designation here to
avoid confusion with the united Communist Party of Egypt formed in
1958.) Al-Raya’s leaders were convinced that Jews and sexual libertin-
ism had been responsible for the errors of the DMNL; as a conse-
quence, Jews and women were excluded from membership. Al-Raya
later admitted women (at first only wives and sisters whose activity
could be “supervised” by their male relations), but Jews were never
accepted.?

Al-Raya was founded during a period of reorganization in the com-
munist movement, after martial law was lifted and detainees were re-
leased from prison. By 1951-52, though beset by continuing factional-
ism, the DMNL absorbed some of those who had split in 1947-48 and
reemerged as the largest and most active organization, with about two
thousand members.® Popular Democracy continued to work within the
Wafd, having no more than three hundred members and no indepen-
dent public presence. Al-Raya was the smallest of the major organiza-
tions, with less than one hundred members, mostly intellectuals, carry-
ing on only underground activity.’® In the first stage of reorganization
Jews remained an important, though diminished, component of the
communist movement despite internal criticism of their role and the
government’s efforts to equate communism with Zionism. Curiel was
still the leader of the DMNL; Hillel Schwartz was at the head of
NAHSHAM; Odette and Sidney Solomon were the dominant figures in
MISHMISH; Yusuf Darwish, Ahmad Sadiq Sa“d, and Raymond Douek
continued in leading positions in Popular Democracy.

In 1950-51, however, large numbers of Jews were arrested for a
second time when the Wafd government launched a new anticommunist
campaign in a futile attempt to preserve the embattled monarchy. Arrest
reports provide rough statistical evidence of the extent of Jewish partic-
ipation in the Egyptian communist movement during the 1950s. As
Table 3 indicates, 17.4 percent of those arrested as communists in
1949-50 were Jews, a far greater percentage than their share of the
total population (less than 0.05 percent). Among the detainees were
many leaders, including Curiel and Schwartz, who were expelled from
Egypt in the summer of 1950. Curiel was deported as a foreigner even
though he had renounced his Italian citizenship and become an Egyp-
tian citizen on reaching his majority fifteen years earlier. Many other
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Jewish communists reluctantly accepted the Egyptian government’s def-
inition of their status as foreigners and left the country.

After arriving in Paris, Curiel organized the Egyptian-Jewish com-
munist émigrés into a DMNL branch in exile, which became known as
the “Rome group.” They provided financial support to the DMNL,
translated its documents and publications into French, and circulated
them in Europe. This activity was viewed by the DMNL’s opponents,
both inside and outside the communist movement, as “proof” that the
organization was controlled by Jews. Although Curiel remained a
member of the Central Committee, sending advice (often ignored) on
theoretical matters, he was not in touch with the DMNL’s day-to-day
activity. In May 1953 he complained that he had not been consulted by
the leadership for two and a half years.!* After 1950, except for Curiel,
there were no Jewish members of the DMNL Central Committee.

The DMNL, in accord with Curiel’s strategic conception, supported
the coup of July 23, 1952, as an expression of the “national democratic
movement.” 12 All the other communist organizations opposed the new
regime, especially after the repression of the strike at Kafr al-Dawwar
and the execution of two workers accused of leading it. Despite these
events and the arrest of other communists, especially trade unionists,
the DMNL continued to support the new regime. Even after the RCC
banned all political parties but its own Liberation Rally and closed the
DMNLs legal press in January 1953, the DMNL refrained from open
opposition until August, when, with encouragement from the American
embassy in Cairo, the RCC launched a campaign to suppress commu-
nist activity.

In 1953-54, as the American embassy reported, “the overwhelming
majority” of those arrested were Muslims,'3 whereas the percentage of
Jews convicted of communist activity (9.6 percent) declined to almost
half that in 1949-50 (Table 3). Moreover, none of the Jews arrested
after 1950 were leaders. In the two most important cases—those of
September 1 and December 31, 1954—only four of sixty-nine defen-
dants were Jews (5.8 percent), three of whom later left Egypt. In the
two cases with the largest numbers of Jewish defendants, most were not
actually members of communist groups, and in one of these most of the
defendants were acquitted. The case of October 4, 1954, was signifi-
cant, however, in that Joyce Blau, who had served as a courier between
Curiel and the DMNL leadership, was among the accused. Following
her arrest, communication between Paris and Egypt was even less fre-
quent. After 1954 the number of Jews arrested became inconsequential.



ased efey-[e
UE SEM 15911 pu0d3s ‘smaf Jou £|qeqoad ‘urerasun

AIUSPT {[[oM SE U UI) eI II9M SIAYIO / ISI1IE ISIY U 0°0 9T ‘¢ ys61 “ue(
0 4 €961 2a
SISTUNWIWod
10U 2J5M ISOWI PUE ‘PaIdIAUOD 3I9Mm T A[UO “Isaire
yunoj uy {sased eAey-Te ¢ sapnpoul axndy isa1g 8 891 €$61 "AON
0 L4 £S61 PO
91 6 0S—6v61 [EI0L
s1apea] Aoedowa( Jendog . .
19410 pue ysimIg(J Jnsny jO SEM ISAIIB PUOIIG 1 a4 0S61 "AON
1 ‘€' 0561 1d3g
paUyy-pis
paweyoIN ‘uayo)) ALeITjA pue UR[Sy ‘Uowo]og
a13pQ pue £duplg :s13pe3] 0318 HSIWHSIN L4 S 0s61 “3ny
UO01G 119qOY ‘[eYIuasoy BN ‘Zasemyds [d[[IH
:diys1apes] WYHSHVN Sutpnpur ‘sisaxre ajeredss g € 33 0561 3unds
eupuexsly HSIWHSIN 0 [4
sI1apea] J0[g LIBUONN[OAIY JO SEM 1SI1IE PUOIIS 0°‘0 €€ 6p61 AjIE3
sisa1xe aeedos ¢ 00y ‘T €s1T‘E 6v61 "1dy
Bxliclinniilve) pasanry palsairy
smaf *ON [B10L,

85—6¥61 n...v.m.wnvm NI .ﬂh.~>m.ﬁ0< LSINNWWOD 404 SLSTYYV € AT1dVL



*39A1BIUIS

-a1da1 Ay8no1 3q 03 y3nous 381e] Inq ‘wopues Jou 313[dwiod JaIRY S| A[dures a3 ‘sny |, ‘sIeak Juanbasqns 10§ a3jdwodur 1e Aoy pue ‘wsunuuwod
M pagIeyp pue palsalre 25aM smaf JO Joquinu 331e] AIA B UIYM ‘gpg] 10j siodas snewoldip 10 sIAIY>IE ssa1d ou aze 239y ‘sued ur  dnosd swoy,
sINING 243 Jo suodal pue ‘suiodas onewo]dip UBDUSWY “Wpigp-1y PUE Jpqqyp-]y JO SIATyoIe ssaid o woy pafidwod seam 3[qel s, 2LON

"8561 ‘81 "2 *LS61 ‘0€ B0V ‘5561

‘9 °qad tHS61 “I€ 20 ‘T 3498 ‘T *qad ‘wpsyp-1y ‘9561 ‘67 Jun[ Paruvny,T (sS61 "92d) ¥T (pS61 ‘ST "Uel) 11 (€661 ‘T€ Q) 01 (€561 ‘L "PO)
9 *s0u ‘71443, p sajfaanoN ‘pS-6/100"FLL ‘bS=0561 3437 ‘I [EnU) JduIEdaq AW SN T T0SE/8ST ‘PS6T *ITOSE/LET TS-0S61 ‘SpIooay
[eousn) Assequig 031D ‘b8 O VNSN ‘6v61 ‘b1 AIf ‘Wst-y 6p61 bT 2unf ‘c ey ‘8T 3dy ‘soso-y ‘6peT LT 1AV ‘Dzqp] 413y :S3OUNOS

paunupe Ajuaxeisiw maf e sapnpout ¢ased efey-[e

YElV Py,
uqeg [1,ews] Surpnjut ‘pauinboe g7 ‘ased edey-[e

Y031A0G9T JUWSD) $3SED JUOI ONEIIOWI(] [EUONEN
diyszaquisur TNJAQ Jo pasnode 4[asjej

auy uqy
‘[eqauasoy Sue ‘|Pue) 1woe)] (ased INJNJ Jole

- o~

o

0

(papnp
-ur a1e smaf
pawtauodun

Ji61) £1
1
L

1
8
81

Sel

~ ¥l

8S—SS61 [BI0L
8561 924
LS61 “8ny

9561 aunf-gggT dunf
§S61 924

pS—ES61 [E0L
$S61 "3A—¥S61 "4
$S61 PO

ys61 3dag



110 Was the Red Flag Flying There?

False allegations about the Jewish role in the communist movement
persisted, even though it diminished sharply after 1950. The press high-
lighted every arrest of Jews to “prove” that communism and Zionism
were synonymous. Jews were almost always designated “Israelites”
(isr@’iliyun, as opposed to yahud, “Jews