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ABSTRACT

The British left has confronted a dilemma in forming its attitude towards Israel in the
postwar period. The establishment of the Jewish state seemed to force people on the left
to choose between competing nationalisms - Israeli, Arab and later, Palestinian. Over
time, a number of key developments sharpened the dilemma. My central focus is the
evolution of thinking about Israel and the Middle East in the British Labour Party. I
examine four critical periods: the creation of Israel in 1948; the Suez war in 1956; the
Arab-Israeli war of 1967 and the 1980s, covering mainly the Israeli invasion of Lebanon
but also the intifada. In each case, entrenched attitudes were called into question and
longer-term shifts were triggered in the aftermath. The evolution of Labour’s debates
shows important contrasts with thinking in the Communist Party over the same period.
There are also continuities and differences between developments in both British parties
and their French equivalents.

Within the Labour Party (and the French Socialist Party) the virtual consensus of
support for Israel was maintained in 1956; was tested but not completely broken in 1967
and more or less collapsed in the early 1980s. Within the British and French communist
parties, the initial support for the formation of the Jewish state broke down by the 1956
crisis and the parties adopted a consistently pro-Arab perspective thereafter. However,
in the 1980s the extreme anti-zionism of earlier periods was replaced with a more
tolerant approach to Jewish nationalism. The left’s attitudes did not derive directly from
democratic socialist or communist principles. Non-ideological factors including
political expediency, linkages between the left and the nationalist movements, intra-
party organisational developments and the campaigning activities of certain individuals

were critical to understanding the left’s policy positions.
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CHAPTER ONE

ZIONISM, ISRAEL AND THE LEFT: AN INTRODUCTION

Socialists have found the question of nationalism particularly intractable. In theory,
the universalist principles of socialism are antithetical to the particularist principles of
nationalism. The left has responded to this opposition in two ways. Some, like
Hobsbawm, have rejected outright the integrity of nationalism.’ Others, like Debray,
believe that socialists have failed fundamentally to understand nationalism and need to
confront the question.2 However, the second solution gives way to a further problem,
namely, how to reconcile competing nationalist aspirations. This thesis considers the
way in which the left, principally the British Labour Party, has dealt with the
particular conflict between Jewish, Arab and later, Palestinian nationalism. In this
chapter I review socialist attitudes towards zionism and the development of the
Israel/Arab conflict. Section one surveys far left attitudes, including those of the
classical socialists, communists and the new left. Section two examines the attitudes
of the social democratic left, especially the Labour Party. Section three outlines the
principal objectives and structure of this study and section four looks briefly at the

particular dilemmas this project raised for its author.
1.1 Far Left Attitudes

The legacy of Marx’ efforts to reconcile the universalist principles of socialism with
the particularism of nationalism was ideological ambivalence. Marx initially believed
that national differences and conflicts would disappear under the universalising
impact of capitalism. Later, Marx understood nationalism as an expression of the
capitalist need for bigger markets. Since nationalism was the 'building block' of
capitalism and socialism was the successor of capitalism, Marx favoured the national
movements that he felt were most conducive to the development of the forces of

production, such as German and Italian unification.” In accordance with this premise,

i Hobsbawm, 1977:3-23; see also, Hobsbawm and Ranger, eds., 1983.
" Debray, 1977: 25-41.
* Avineri in Reinharz and Mosse, eds., 1992:285-286.
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it was not even the case that movements of colonial liberation could always depend on
Marx for support: In 1857-59, he refused to back Indian independence on the grounds
that the entry of British capitalism into India was a progressive development.4

If socialists have found nationalism taxing, Jewish nationalism and modern
political zionism have created an even greater source of dilemma. While Jewish
nationalism has a long history, zionism as a political movement did not properly
emerge until the late nineteenth century, largely at the initiative of Theodor Herzl,
who helped establish the World Zionist Organisation (WZO).5 Even then, Jews were
ambivalent about the attractions of zionism, with critics arguing that the movement
for the creation of a Jewish state was utopian because Jewish assimilation was
unstoppable and with thousands of Jews in western and central Europe joining left-
wing movements.’ An important historical tie between Jews and socialist movements
has existed. The classical socialists Marx, Trotsky and Rosa Luxemburg were all
Jewish. Moreover, Jews have numbered disproportionately in communist parties
such as the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB\7 and they have played a
significant role in the social democratic left8 and the new left.9 Nevertheless, the
universalist and internationalist principles of socialism have tended to militate against
recognition of a Jewish national identity. Marx, Trotsky and Luxemburg all distanced
themselves from their Jewish origins, to the extent that some commentators have
described them as 'self-hating Jews."” A more fitting description, perhaps, would be
that of the 'non-Jewish Jew’.ll Whatever the label, it is certain that these people had
little time for the concept of Jewish national identity.

Confronted with Jewish nationalism, the classical socialists typically responded
in a negative way. They considered this form of nationalism reactionary since it was
based on the idea of Jewish separateness. For Marx, Jewish emancipation did not
depend on a national solution. Jewish oppression was rooted in the historical role

Jews had been forced to play; the emancipation of the Jews therefore depended upon

+ Davis, 1965:26-31.

Peters in Foley, ed., 1994:155.
See Laqueur, 1971:161-165.
Alderman, 1992:293.

See Rubinstein, 1982,
See Cohen, 1980.

' Rubinstein, 1982:99-104.
"' See Deutscher, 1968.
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the disappearance of the Jew as historically defined.” More fundamentally, classical
socialists did not believe that Jewish nationalism had any potential for speeding up the
break-down of feudalism and consequently objected to the idea that it represented a
progressive form of nationalism."

This unwillingness to credit Jewish nationalism with any legitimacy carried on
into the international communist movement. Like their mentors, Lenin and Stalin
believed that the Jewish problem could be solved through the assimilation of the Jews.
They viewed zionism as a reactionary movement because it opposed this process.
Lenin objected to zionism on the grounds that it identified Jews as a separate caste
and hence dovetailed with anti-semitism. Stalin disapproved of Jewish nationalism on
the grounds that the Jews did not possess what he regarded as all the criteria of
nationhood: a common language, territory, economic life and culture. Most
importantly, Lenin and Stalin rejected Jewish nationalism because they thought it had
no revolutionary potential. Indeed, they characterised zionism as a bourgeois form of
nationalism that divided the Jews."

Based on a genuine commitment to ending anti-Jewish practices, opposition to
Jewish nationalism within the classical socialist tradition was fairly benign.I5
However, left-wing anti-zionism has not always been so innocuous. The anti-zionist
campaigns initiated by the Soviet Union took on particularly brutal contours. The
alliance between Soviet communism and zionism between 1945 and 1949, when the
USSR supported zionist aspirations for statehood in an effort to undermine British
interests in the Middle East,16 collapsed with the escalation of the cold war.
Communist anti-zionism was brought into cruel relief in the early 1950s. The Slansky
trials took place in Prague in 1952 when fourteen Czech politicians, eleven of whom
were Jews, were charged with involvement in a ‘world-wide Jewish-nationalist-zionist
imperialist’ conspiracy against Czechoslovakia. Under torture, the deputy premier
Rudolf Slansky, confessed to being a zionist and American agent. The so-called

‘Doctors' Plot' took place in 1953 when nine Russian doctors, seven of whom were

:i Marx, K., 'On the Jewish Question' in McLellan, D., ed., Karl Marx Selected Writings, 1977: 39-62.
Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1979:3-11.
" Ibid: 12-13; Gitelman in Wistrich ed., 1990:16.
' Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1990:46-48.
' Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1979:283; Gitleman in Wistrich ed., 1990:20.
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. . . . L .
Jews, were accused of collaboration with the western intelligence service. Russia’s

recognition of Israel in the post-1948 period was invariably accompanied by
denouncements of zionism. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU)
identified zionism with the 'Jewish bourgeoisie’, imperialism and fascism and
condemned Israel as the 'base and bridgehead of imperia]ism‘.|8

The various national communist parties have tended to mirror the CPSU’s stand.
Despite the sense of mutual identification between British Jews and communism in
the 1930s and 1940s as a result of the rise of fascism and the communists' role in
anti-fascist activities,lg the Communist Party of Great Britain (CP) has consistently
and mechanically adopted an anti-zionist stand. The party saw zionism as the weapon
of the bourgeoisie, a reactionary movement which divided the Jewish working class.
In the context of the cold war, the British communists proclaimed that zionism was an
agent of American imperialism. In France, where the Parti Communiste Frangais
(PCF) was more important to the political process than in Britain, the communists
also espoused anti-zionist ideas. Like the British party, the PCF held that zionism was
a bourgeois form of nationalism which divided the working class.” At the time of the
Slansky trials and the Doctors' Plot, the party spoke of Israeli and zionist espionage
working for American imperialism.2I Former Jewish members of the party have
testified to the PCF's uncompromising line on zionism.” Faced with criticism, the
party regularly persuaded prominent Jewish members such as Maxime Rodinson or
Annie Besse (later Kriegel) to defend its view of zionism.”

Anti-zionism, which refers to opposition to Jewish national aspirations and,
more recently, hostility towards the state of Israel, has a long tradition in socialist
thought. The predisposition towards universalism and internationalism inherent in
marxism made for an intolerance towards expressions of Jewish particularism and
provided the basis for socialism's antipathy towards modern political zionism. While

the marxist left offered its support to national movements regarded as progressive, it

" Caute, 1964:202; Gitelman in Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1990:19-21.
' Gitelman in Wistrich ed., 1990:21-24.

" See Alderman, 1992:293.

2 Caute, 1964:202.

2! Cohen and Wall in Malino and Wasserstein eds., 1985:92-93,

22 See Kriegel, 1984.

¥ Caute, 1964:202; Cohen and Wall in Malino and Wasserstein, eds., 1985:93.
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did not count Jewish nationalism among these.” Recent trends in the contemporary
left indicate both a continuity with this tradition and a departure from it. Various
historical movements and events, including the rise of Palestinian nationalism, a shift
to the right in Israel and developments in the United Nations such as the 1976 General
Assembly resolution stating that zionism was a form of ‘racism and racial
discrimination’,” provided the background to a resurgence of anti-zionism. The new
left, which identified with Third World national liberation movements, began to adopt
the Palestinian nationalist cause and to articulate an anti-zionist stand. The new
anti-zionists no longer portrayed zionism as the weapon of the bourgeoisie. Rather,
they depicted zionism as a form of racism and colonialism and the state of Israel as
inherently racist on the grounds that it was built on the idea of a purely Jewish state.”
This strand characterised Israelis as 'aggressive, expansionist, fascist colonisers'.”
The contemporary anti-zionist left’s language reflected broader changes in socialist
ideology. The new left differed from the traditional left because it envisaged a society
free not only from class divisions but also gender and ethnic divisions.”

The developments that led to a resurgence of left anti-zionism impacted upon
related movements such as the women's movement. The rise of feminist movements
in the Third World and trends in the UN had a particular effect. During the United
Nations Decade for Women (1975-1985), western and Third World feminists came
together at the three conferences held in Mexico City, Copenhagen and Nairobi. At
the meetings of the non-governmental organisations, zionism was denounced as a
form of racism. Combined with the influence of the new left on western feminism,
these developments produced a shift in attitudes towards zionism on the part of
women's movements in the west and in Britain, a trend accentuated by Israel's
invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Feminist journals such as Spare Rib and QOutwrite
portrayed zionist ideology as racist, imperialist and anti-feminist. The effect was to
split the women’s movement. Some Jewish feminists in particular objected to the

parallels being drawn between zionism and racism or antisemitism.” Others, like Gill

* Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1979:1-15.
3 See Lewis, 1976-1977:54.
*% For a good example of this position, see Weinstock, 1979.
f7 Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1990:48.
28 Caute, 1988:20-21.
** Pope, 1986:13-25.
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Seidel, dealt with the dilemmas raised by the invasion by distinguishing sharply
between Israeli government policies and zionism.”

The historical relationship between Jews and socialism has therefore been
paradoxical. While there has been a significant tie between Jews and left-wing
movements, socialists have not always been free from anti-Jewish sentiment. For
example, they have sometimes identified Jews with capitalism in their opposition to
capitalism generally. Despite Marx’ professed support for Jewish emancipation, it
cannot be denied that he associated Jews with capital and held negative stereotypes
about them as well as other national groups.31 The French socialist tradition has been
equally culpable. One of the founders of French socialism, Charles Fourier, objected
to Jewish emancipation (which followed the 1789 revolution) on the grounds that it
represented a new individualism. Fourier characterised Jews as ‘parasites, merchants
[and] usurers’, although, he later supported zionism when he began to believe that it
was a communitarian project. Marx’ contemporaries in France, such as Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon, also linked Jews with usury and capitalism.32

The recent appearance of anti-zionism within the contemporary left has raised
again the question of socialist anti-semitism. Billig has suggested that
characterisations of the state of Israel as essentially racist, colonialist or imperialist are
premised on a failure to accord Jewish national identity any legitimacy.33 Avineri has
argued that anti-zionism, which contests the idea of the Jewish state, is necessarily
anti-Jewish in so far as it refuses to allow for the secular (national) expression of
Jewish identity.34 Avineri’s contention is an overstatement because it is possible
analytically to distinguish between anti-zionism and anti-semitism. His conclusion
does not take account of Jewish hostility towards zionism on religious grounds. Some
ultra-orthodox Jews opposed zionism because as a secular movement it contravened
the messianic message of the bible.” Moreover, as Billig has noted, socialists who
reject zionism as part of a general hostility towards all forms of nationalism, are not

guilty of singling out Jewish nationalism for criticism.”

Y See Bourne, 1987:6.
1 Wistrich, 1975:1-6; Davis, 1965:33.
,; Lichtheim, 1968:316-323.
Billig, 1984a:3-4.
2% Avineri, 1982:3-4.
1 See Laqueur, 1971:169-170.
Billig, 1984a:8-9.



In practice, however, anti-zionism has frequently incorporated traditional anti-
Jewish themes, expressed in references to ‘bourg?_)is zionist Jews’ and the conspiracy
theory of zionism. In response to events such as Israel's invasion of Lebanon in 1982,
the modern anti-zionist left used typical anti-Jewish themes. In Britain, Trotskyist
groups such as the Socialist Workers' Party (SWP) portrayed zionism as an all-
powerful movement, responsible for reactionary policies everywhere, constructing a
conspiracy theory of zionism that touched on the traditional anti-semitic stereotypes of
the Jews.” The far left also equated Israelis with Nazis or fascists.” Although not
necessarily anti-semitic, these parallels understandably offended some Jews. So, in
continuation with the traditional left, contemporary far left ideology contained a
reluctance to acknowledge the legitimacy of a Jewish national identity.

The controversy surrounding Jim Allen's play Perdition” brought out the
significance of the issues surrounding the emergence of a left-wing anti-zionism in
Britain. The play was supposed to have been staged at the Royal Court Theatre
Upstairs but was cancelled at the last moment. Based on a libel case held in Israel in
the 1950s, Allen’s play elaborated views characteristic of the anti-zionist left.
Perdition centred principally on the theme of zionist/Nazi collaboration in wartime
Hungary. In the resulting furore, the divisions within the left over Israel and the
Palestinians came into sharp relief. Lining up with Allen were people like the radical
intellectuals Noam Chomsky and Maxime Rodinson. Lining up against Allen were
people like the enigmatic playwright Steven Berkoff."

The play provoked a storm of protest. The historians Martin Gilbert and David
Cesarani condemned Allen for misusing history and for exploiting anti-semitic
themes."  Cesarani argued that Perdition belonged 'to a strand of left-wing
anti-zionism that regards the accepted history of the Holocaust as an ideological prop
for Israel's survival'.” He claimed that a conspiracy theory of zionism lay at the centre
of the play in the accusation that zionist leaders in Hungary colluded with Nazi leaders

like Eichmann in order to facilitate the emigration of zionists to Palestine. Cesarani

7 Billig, 1984b:28-34.

% Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1990:48.
¥ Allen, 1987.

“ See Allen, 1987.

! Ibid:123-124.

42 Cesarani, 1987:7.



also felt that the conspiracy theory was manifest in the play’s contention that zionists
in Germany had secret meetings with the Nazis and that the American Jewish
leadership remained silent when confronted with information about the extermination
of the Jews."

Political ¢ ommentatovs on the right exploited the left’s difficulties with the
Isracl/Arab conflict and zionism. New right thinkers such as Roger Scruton
complained of the anti-racists’ failure to tackle anti-semitism, which he saw as the
principal manifestation of racism in Europe. Scruton suggested that in the postwar
period Israel became an obstacle to Soviet policy in the Middle East, resulting in
socialists dropping anti-semitism from their agenda. He argued that left-wing anti-
zionism was an ill-concealed form of anti-Jewish pre:judice.44 Scruton’s concern with
anti-Jewish views did not fit comfortably with the fact that his own attitude towards
ethnic minorities was at best ambivalent.” Entering the debate, Auberon Waugh
asserted that the left's solution to the Jewish question would be 'extermination’, in line
with the ideas of Marx.” The acrimony surrounding the debate over the left and Israel
and the ‘Perdition affair’ testifies to the importance of the issues addressed in this

study and points to the need for a less heated look at left-wing attitudes.
1.2 Social Democratic Attitudes and the Labour Party

The social democratic left’s attachment to the principles of internationalism and
anti-imperialism has also created a source of tension between mainstream socialism
and zionism. In Britain members of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) such as
James Maxton regarded zionism as an instrument of British imperialism.47 Key
figures on the anti-colonialist left such as Fenner Brockway confessed to being
completely bemused by the complexity of the Palestine question.48 Nevertheless, the
social democratic left has tended to be less hostile to zionism and Israel than the

marxist and communist left and has been more sympathetic to the idea of a Jewish

“3 Ibid; Cesarani in Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1990:53-60.
* The Times, 3 April 1984:14. .
¥ See various issues of the Salisbury Reviewand Seidel m levitus od., 1986 : 10 -136
*® The Spectator, 1 December 1984:6.
» Gorny, 1983:154-155.
Howe, 1993:149.



national identity. In the period after the First World War in particular, reformist
socialists began increasingly to acknowledge Jewish national self determination.
Indeed, they thought that zionism was compatible with democracy and progress.
British socialists like George Lansbury and Ramsay MacDonald and French socialists
like Leon Blum sympathised with zionist aims for this reason.”

Since its establishment, Israel has generally been able to count on the support of
parties such as the Labour Party and the French Socialist Party. Harold Wilson in
Britain and Guy Mollet in France expressed a strong attachment to the Jewish state.
According to Rubinstein, the social democratic left’s identification with Israel rests on
three main factors: First, the influence of nineteenth century liberalism on social
democratic thought. Liberalism opposed the religious persecution of the Jews and
fought for the removal of legal restrictions on Jewish participation in western society.
Second, the tradition of reformism that enabled social democrats to reject aspects of
marxist doctrine and to view Israel as historically justified. Third, the historically
close association between western Jews and social democratic parties.50 The Israeli
Labour Party’s dominance from 1948 to 1977 also contributed to this sense of unity.
Starting off as Mapai in 1930, the Labour Party was formed in 1965 when three left-
wing groups, including Mapai, merged.SI Like the British Labour Party, the Israeli
one was a member of the Socialist International.

However, the identification between Israel and social democracy has recently
deteriorated. Rubinstein suggests that two particular developments underpin this shift.
First, the view of the Palestinians as victims of Israeli policy that challenged the
conception of Israel as the state of a persecuted minority. Second, the growing
influence of what he describes as extreme socialist elements in the social democratic
parties combined with a decline of consensus politics and economic affluence in the
1970s.™ Changes in Israeli policy also contributed to this deterioration, including the
disenfranchisement of Palestinians living in the occupied territories and the rise of the
Likud right, which adopted a series of uncompromising policies in the West Bank and

Gaza and annexed the Golan Heights.

9 Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1979:11-12.

+) Rubinstein, 1982:103-104.
Ovendale, 1989:242.
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This picture of the social democratic left is based on impression rather than
systematic research. Compared with the work done on the marxist left, few scholars
have looked carefully at the mainstream left’s attitude towards zionism and Israel in
the post-state period. Only a single volume considers the Labour Party and zionism in
a methodical and detailed way, looking at Labour's policy in the post First World War
period and through various crises until 1948.53 Gorny provides an account of the
views of various strands of the party: the leadership, from Arthur Henderson to
Clement Attlee; the Fabians through a consideration of the Webbs; and the Labour
left, including the ILP. A critical limitation of this volume is its failure to grapple
with the moral and political issues at stake for the Labour Party in its assessment of
zionism and the genuine sense of dilemma within the labour movement over the
conflicting claims to Palestine.”” Indeed, most of the literature on socialism and
zionism has failed to understand just how perplexing the Israel/Arab conflict has been
for the left.

This failure has created a climate of polemicism rather than reasoned research.

For instance, Wistrich has gone as far as to say that:

"anti-zionism" has...become an integral part of the
political culture of the left as a whole, contaminating the
mainstream social democratic parties, the trade unions,
the liberal-left intelligentgia as well as the traditionally
receptive student milieu'.”

Rubinstein has asserted that:

‘the main enemies of the Jews and Israel are almost
exclusively on the political left...Within the Western
democracies, the main danger to contemporary Jewish
interests comes from left-socialist anti-zionists,
especially if they gan wrest control of the social
democratic parties’.’

 See Gorny, 1983.
% Lockman, 1984:135-136.
:Z Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1990:49.
Rubinstein, 1982:77.
20



The starting-point of these studies is that zionism has a monopoly over justice
whereas Palestinian nationalism has no legitimate basis.” Billig’s contribution to the
debate is a notable exception to this patte:m.58

In the 1940s, socialists were confronted with two movements for national self-
determination: Jewish and Arab. The question of Palestine divided the left in an
unprecedented manner and cut across the division between colonialists and anti-
colonialists.” As the Israel/Arab conflict intensified, especially in the post-1967
period, the dilemmas facing the left were sharpened. Sartre has succinctly expressed
this sense of predicament. As a result of his experience of the war, Sartre strongly
identified with the Jews. He reported his horror at anti-semitism in a short book on
the question.w However, the Algerian national liberation movement also made him
sensitive to the Arab cause. When the 1967 war broke out, Sartre felt torn by a sense
of conflicting loyalties and he suggested that the conflict had paralysed the left. He
dealt with this tension by devoting an entire volume of Les Temps Modernes to the
hostilities and placing the opposing views of the Jews and Arabs side by side.
However, Sartre still concluded that the two cases were virtually irreconcilable.”

This brief review of the literature on the left, zionism and the Arab/Israel conflict
shows the need for a systematic account of the social democratic left’s attitudes. With
obvious exceptions such as the material on the Soviet Union and the PCF, the existing
literature has focused principally on left-wing groups and movements that are not part
of mainstream politics. The marxist and new left play a vital role in bringing issues
on to the political agenda, but their main goal is not to obtain office. These groups are
relatively free to give full rein to their ideological position. What about left-wing
parties that are ideologically committed to socialist principles but also constrained by
their objective to gain power? How have they dealt with the dilemmas posed by the
Israel/Arab conflict? Has there been a shift in the social democratic left’s ideas and if
so, what are the dynamics behind the change?

The Labour Party, like other socialist parties and groups, has a deeply rooted

ideological tradition of internationalism. Labour's attitude towards international

*7 See for example, Wistrich in Wistrich ed., 1979:viii-xi.
*® See Billig, 1984a; 1984b.
* Howe, 1993:148-149.
% Sartre, 1948.
o Les Temps Modernes, Vol.22.3, 1967.
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issues cannot simply be read off Marx or other classical socialists. Movements as
diverse as liberalism, Fabianism and Methodism influenced Labour thought.62
Nevertheless classical socialism’s affect on the party has not been insignificant.
Labour was a member of the Second International in the early 1900s. It later became
a member of the Socialist International. First formed in 1923 and then reformed in
1951 after its wartime postponement, the Socialist International was based on
reformist rather than revolutionary principles, having a membership of social
democratic parties. Nevertheless, Labour tried to develop a distinctively socialist
approach to foreign affairs that incorporated the principles of internationalism,
international working-class solidarity, anti-imperialism and pacifism.(’3 The view that
socialist principles should govern international policy as much as domestic policy has
been an important part of Labour thought, constituting Labour's ethos” in relation to
international matters.

In practice, the party's ethos and the actual policies adopted or implemented
when in office have often clashed. In the area of international affairs, Labour has
traditionally been divided between those committed to a radical transformation of
international relationships and those committed to a more pragmatic stand. This split
has tended to reflect the cleavage between left and right.65 In the 1940s the Keep Left
group put pressure on the Labour government to pursue socialist policies abroad. In
the 1960s a younger generation of left-wing activists campaigned vigorously against
aspects of Wilson’s foreign policy, especially his tacit support for American
intervention in Vietnam. In both cases, the left felt that the leadership had abandoned
the aim of pursuing a socialist agenda abroad. Whether the party's ethos is translated
into policy at any given moment depends upon a variety of factors including whether
Labour is in office, the particular balance of power held by the competing ideological
strands, changes in the party's social base and an assessment of how British interests

should be pursued.

% Elliot, 1993:3.
% Gordon, 1969:1-30;43.
* According to Drucker the ideology of the Labour Party contains two dimensions: doctrine and ethos.
Whereas the party's doctrine refers to explicitly formulated policies, its ethos alludes to a set of values
not always spelled out (Drucker, 1979:8-9).
5 Seyd, 1987:2.
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From the end of the Second World War, Labour's approach to international
affairs has gone through several radical phases. By radical I mean a commitment to
the pursuit of specifically socialist principles, such as internationalism or anti-
colonialism. In the 1940s, Labour's radicalism was expressed in its commitment to
decolonisation embodied most notably in the case of India. However, the party’s
principled support for decolonisation was gradually undermined in the course of
office, manifest chiefly in the government's desire to hold on to Britain’s non-Indian
empire. The Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, thought about extending British control
in parts of Africa and he wanted to strengthen Britain’s military and economic role in
the Middle East.” In the mid-1950s a more socialist approach to foreign affairs re-
emerged. Despite Gaitskell’s hard-headed approach to international issues, as the
Labour left gained strength and put pressure on the leadership to take on board some
of its ideas, the party re-asserted its commitment to anti-colonialism. The campaign
against the Suez war was a clear example of this new trend.67 .

The Wilson governments reverted to a more pragmatic approach, re-instituting
the Atlanticism of other Labour leaders, manifest principally over Wilson’s reluctance
to criticise American involvement in Vietnam. The leadership’s failure to condemn
the USA generated a good deal of internal criticism and contributed to the collapse of
consensus politics in the 1970s and 19805.68 In the early eighties the party embraced
a new kind of radicalism in international affairs. Under the leadership of Michael
Foot, Labour took on board a range of left-wing issues, including unilateral
disarmament and opposition to American neo-imperialism.69 The party began to take
up causes such as anti-racism, anti-apartheid and opposed American involvement in
the Third World. This trend ended in the late 1980s when the new leadership tried to
make the party more electable after Labour’s resounding defeat in 1983. How did
shifts in Labour’s internal politics and approach to international affairs interact with

its position on zionism and the Israel/Arab conflict?

** Morgan, 1989:191-193,
o [Kavanagh and Morris, 1989:98-99.
¢ 101d:102-103.
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1.3 The Structure of the Thesis

This thesis principally considers the evolution of the Labour Party's position from the
postwar period to the late 1980s. Using a narrative style, I look at Labour’s responses
to four critical turning points in the history of the Middle East: the period surrounding
the establishment of the Jewish state; the 1956 Suez war; the 1967 Arab/Israeli war
and the invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and its aftermath. I have chosen to organise the
thesis around these events for two reasons. First, they triggered debate within the left.
Second, they represent important turning-points in the history of the Israel/Arab
conflict and called into question entrenched attitudes, forcing socialists to confront
rival national claims. Although the 1973 war was important, I have not included it
because the debates centred principally over the oil crisis rather than the rival
nationalist claims. The study seeks to shed light on the way Labour’s ideology
interacted with these developments and the process of policy formulation and
ideological change. The thesis is divided into two parts. Part one examines Labour
Party policy and part two considers the British Communist Party and the French left
and ends with a general conclusion.

When Labour came to power in 1945 it was ostensibly committed to a process of
decolonisation. Although ambivalent on the question of political change in the
colonies, the party explicitly favoured Indian indepe:ndc:nce.70 Immediately before
éntering government, Labour was overwhelmingly committed to zionism, " opposing
the Conservatives’ restrictions on Jewish immigration into Palestine and supported the
development of a Jewish state. Chapter two examines a number of issues. It
considers the construction of a consensus of support for zionism and the way the party
reconciled its anti-colonialist ethos with its pro-zionist position; the process by which
Labour threw aside its commitment to zionism once in office, generating intra-party
conflict as a consequence, and finally, the way the party reverted to its pro-zionist
position in 1949-1951, this time in the form of a pro-Israel orientation.

By the time of the Suez war in 1956, Labour contained a strong current of

anti-colonialist ideology, partly as a result of the rise of the left. The Movement for

" Howe, 1993:143.
"' Alderman, 1983:125.
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Colonial Freedom (MCF), formed in 1954, was dominated by Labour people. The
organisation opposed the economic exploitation of the colonies and supported
independence. The Labour left put pressure on the right to adopt a more critical
approach to a range of foreign policy issues, including Atlanticism and American neo-
colonialism.” Also by 1956, the party was a staunch supporter of the state of Israel.”
Given Labour’s anti-colonialist ideology, Israel's role in the war against Egypt
represented a particular challenge. How did the party reconcile its identification with
Israel with its part in the anti-war campaign? Chapter three looks at the way Labour
resolved this challenge to its previous consensus of support for Israel, showing how
this consensus was maintained despite the party's impassioned opposition to British
and French military interventions in alliance with Israel. I also identify the sources of
dissent that emerged as a result of the war and investigate their dynamics.

Labour’s ostensible commitment to decolonisation continued during the 1960s.
Between 1964 and 1970 a number of countries gained independence, including
Northern Rhodesia, the Gambia and British Guyana.74 At the time of the 1967
Arab/Israeli war the party's identification with Israel was deeply entrenched. Wilson
was notably pro-Israel and the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) was similarly
inclined. Israel's role in the conflict, especially its decision to maintain a military
occupation of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and the Golan Heights, provided a major
challenge to this pro-Israel orientation, as did the rise of an independent Palestinian
nationalism stimulated by the defeat of the Arab states.” These developments forced
Labour to confront the opposing claims of the rival nationalisms. Chapter four
considers the way Labour leaders, MPs and factions dealt with the dilemmas raised by
the war. Was the party able to stand by its identification with Israel while it was in
government? Did the growing divisions within the party over foreign policy affect
attitudes towards Israel? Did 1967 stimulate a break-down in Labour's consensus of
support for Israel and if so, who were the key dissenters?

In the early 1980s, Labour’s approach to international issues was radicalised.

The invasion of Lebanon in 1982 symbolised the rise of the right in Israel, taking

72 Kavanagh and Morris, 1989:98-99.
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place under the government headed by Menachem Begin. Begin personified Israel's
post-1977 shift to the right.76 The invasion seemed to unleash a torrent of left-wing
anti-zionism in general. Chapter five explores how Labour responded to this further
challenge to its pro-Israel tradition and the tensions that resulted from the invasion. It
investigates how a new consensus emerged around support for Palestinian national
rights. It identifies the major sources of the movement for Palestinian national rights
within the party and assesses the movement’s success in getting Labour to adopt a
pro-Palestinian platform. It asks whether sections of the Labour Party, like other
strands of the left, became anti-zionist or even anti-semitic. Finally, the chapter
examines the ways in which the pro-Israel strand of the party tackled this new
development and the eventual policy compromise.

A secondary aim is to compare Labour’s position with the British Communist
Party’s and the French left’s. I have chosen these comparisons mainly because the
existing literature tends to neglect differences over Israel within and between left-
wing parties and groups. With respect to the communist left, the literature assumes
that its position was unchanging and static, determined by ideological heritage and
Soviet policy. The question of whether the communist parties’ stance generated
internal dissent and whether national political factors influenced their policy positions
needs to be considered. For example, was the British party less circumscribed than
the French party, given the former’s marginal position in the political system? With
respect to the British/French comparison, the part played by its particular historical
and political needs to be addressed. Did French socialists’ experience of Nazism
produce a specific effect? Did the fact that France had a different colonial experience
in the Middle East than Britain play a part in shaping left attitudes? Unlike in Britain,
moreover, the French left has a history of fragmentation and rivalry between two large
parties. Did this affect its approach to the Arab/Israel conflict?

Chapter six provides an account of the evolution of attitudes within the British
Communist Party (CP). The CP has never been a major political force. After a brief
spell of some popular sympathy in the 1930s and 1940s, its history had been
characterised by a sharp decline in its membership and electoral base. Consequently,

it has not constituted a serious rival to the Labour Party, a situation stemming partly

" For a fuller account of the subordination of the moderate strand of zionism to the activist and
fundamentalist strand see Shanin (1988:232-242).
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from the nature of the political systﬁm.77 Nevertheless, there are good reasons for
including the party in this study. First, although the communists’ relationship with
Labour has been difficult,78 there have been significant links between the parties,
operating principally through the trade unions and the constituency parties. Second,
the CP’s relative distance from the formal political system provides the opportunity to
delineate the effects of freedom from the political establishment on policy positions.
Third, it is worthwhile including the CP for intrinsic reasons, namely, the historical tie
between communism and the Jews.

The literature shows that the communists’ position on zionism, Israel and the
Palestinians largely mirrored the Soviet Union’s and fundamental communist
principles. However, following the chronology of the thesis, this chapter considers
internal dissent over the question of zionism, Israel and the Palestinians and changes
in the party's attitudes. Whereas in the case of the Labour Party there was a
break-down in the consensus of support for zionism and Israel, the CP developed in a
different direction. It ended up supporting Palestinian national rights but also
adopting a more accommodating approach to Jewish nationalism for the first time.
This chapter therefore focuses on the break-down in the consensus of opposition to
zionism and Israel.

Chapter seven centres on the French left. The French left differs from the British
left because it comprises two major parties, both competing for electoral support. The
French Socialist Party started off as the Section Frangais de I’Internationale Ouvricre
(SFIO) in 1905 and ended up as the Parti Socialiste (PS), formed in 1969. Like the
Labour Party, French socialists have a strong tradition of support for zionism and
Israel. Leon Blum was actively involved in the zionist effort to establish a Jewish
state. In 1956 France allied itself with Israel in the war against Egypt under Guy
Mollet’s socialist government. In 1967 the SFIO remained one of Israel’s strongest
supporters. This consensus dramatically broke down in 1982, giving way to a
significant pro-Palestinian current. Why did this break-down occur? How did the
French socialists’ attitudes compare with Labour’s? Formed in 1920, the Parti
Communiste Frangais (PCF) enjoyed considerable electoral support until the 1970s,

and was a serious rival to the Socialist Party. As a member of the international
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communist movement, it persistently adopted an anti-zionist stand. In 1967, the two
parties clashed over their respective responses to Israel's role in the war. Even so, was
it the case that the PCF's position never changed? Was the PCF’s ideology unaffected
by the constraints imposed by its incorporation into the formal political process?
Chapter seven examines the evolution of the French left’s approach to Israel. In
chapter eight, the conclusion, I describe the main themes concerning changes in the
left’s attitudes and then go on to draw some conclusions about the theoretical question

of policy change in political parties.
1.4 A Note on Research Method, Terminology and Sensitivity

The nature of the research topic and the kinds of questions asked should direct the
way the researcher conducts her research. This study’s focus on policy and attitude
change over time led me towards qualitative documentary research. Pre-existing
documents of the parties under investigation were the only means by which I could
access past policy positions and trends within the left’s attitude towards Israel. My
sources included both published and unpublished documents such as conference
reports, biographies, political diaries, party newspapers and journals, parliamentary
reports and Early Day Motions (EDMS),79 interviews and internal policy
documentation where available or appropriate.so The problems associated with
archival research are numerous. Unlike other forms of research, such as questionnaire
surveys, it does not generate evidence but depends upon finding it.81 This gives rise to
a series of difficulties, including: document availability, sampling problems when
confronted with a profusion of documents and making inferences from documents

2

. 82
other than their factual statements. Moreover, once documents have been dug out,
o , 83
they can turn out to be ‘unyieldingly barren’.
During the course of my research, I encountered some of these difficulties.

Formal government rules, such as the thirty-year rule, meant that I had no access to

” An EDM is a parliamentary member’s motion for which no date has been fixed for debate and, in
most cases, never gets debated. Its function is to record members’ opinion and to canvass support from
gother members (Factsheet No. 30, Early Day Motions, Public Information Office).
¢ See appendix one.
¢» Goldthorpe, 1991:213-214.
¢y Platt, 1981a:33.

Goldsworthy, 1971:4-5.
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Cabinet documents on the 1967 hostilities and the subsequent conflicts. Moreover,
although the Labour government’s Palestine policy in the 1940s has been well
researched, some relevant documents have not been released on the grounds of
sensitivity.84 The Labour Party itself operates a fifteen-year rule covering its internal
documentation, which meant that documents relating to the early 1980s were
unavailable. I also came across incomplete archives. Neither Labour Friends of
Israel (LFI) nor the Labour Middle East Council (LMEC) appeared to have complete
records of their membership over the years, prohibiting a systematic analysis of trends
in participation in these organisations. The British CP’s archives, moreover, turned
up some interesting internal documentation relating to the 1956 crisis, but very little
on the other wars.  Rather dubiously, the PCF claimed that it had no internal
documents whatsoever relating to Israel. Dryness was another problem. It was not
unusual to trawl through several years’ conference reports from the Labour Party,
TUC or Labour Women, only to discover no reference at all to Israel. Alternatively
the references were sometimes very dull. After discovering ‘Israel’ in the index to one
of Tony Benn’s diaries, I was disappointed only to find that Benn had had ‘a long talk
with Messaoud about Israel’.85 Such experiences were not atypical.

These difficulties in turn gave rise to the question of bias and the plausibility of
inferences. I tried to resolve these problems by using a plurality of sources in the
hope that a consistent picture of party attitudes and policies would emerge. With this
in mind, I interviewed some people directly involved in the parties’ debates over Israel
and, although they came from different perspectives, some consistency in their
accounts of policy changes did emerge. With respect to the Labour Party in particular,
I carried out a quantitative analysis of EDM signatures to show trends in the PLP’s
attitudes. The use of EDMs is itself problematic, with parliamentary members signing
them sometimes in an arbitrary way.86 Nevertheless, groups of MPs have tended to
unite around particular issues.87 My own use of them certainly confirmed my

perception of opinion changes towards Israel derived from other sources.
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A further issue that needs to be addressed here is the use of the categories pro-
Israel or pro-Arab in this study. I attribute a 'pro-zionist/Israel' category to individuals
or groups who show a slightly more favourable attitude towards Israel than to the
Palestinians or a definite sympathy in this direction. This orientation may be
expressed in assertions about Israel's right to exist, opposition to pro-Palestinian
elements in the party and opposition to recognition of the Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO). A ‘pro-Arab/Palestinian’ label is attributed to those individuals
or groups who show some sympathy for Arab and Palestinian national goals. This
may be expressed in criticism of Israel's policies with respect to the Arab countries or
the occupied territories, outright anti-zionism or declarations of support for
Palestinian statehood and for the PLO. Such a simple classification obviously
obscures subtle differences in positions within both strands. It lumps Michael Foot
and David Watkins together as pro-Palestinian but obscures the fact that their views
are different in important respects. However, it is justified on the grounds that it gives
a feel for shifts in opinion. In fact, I have used these categories throughout the study
and in different contexts. The categories are useful only as summaries and I have
drawn out the more subtle distinctions in the text.

Finally, the sensitivity of the topic being examined should be considered.
Research takes place in a political context, either institutional or interpersonal, which
can affect the outcome of the work." According to Lee and Renzetti, a topic is
sensitive when it is potentially threatening to the researcher or the researched or both
and when this has problematic consequences in relation to the research.” The
sensitive nature of the topic in this study certainly had serious repercussions for the
outcome of the project. As a researcher who did not belong to any of the
constituencies being studied (I am neither Palestinian, Jewish nor a member of any
political organisation), I had been unprepared for the consequences of tackling the
issue. My motives for engaging in the research were constantly questioned, with some
direct implications for access to crucial material. For example, Poale Zion refused to
allow me access to its internal documentation on the grounds that the question being
addressed in my thesis was 'too fundamental'. A Palestinian who worked closely with

the labour movement in Britain said that he would give me access to campaigning

** Bell and Newby, 1977:10.
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activities amongst the constituency parties only if I allowed him to read my work first
of all. Finally, a former editor of the Tribune newspaper, who had agreed to provide
me with material on contacts between the newspaper and Palestinians, became less co-
operative after I indicated that my interest in the topic had originally been motivated
by an interest in the relationship between anti-zionism and anti-semitism. I do not
blame these organisations or individuals for their defensive attitudes. Given the way
people unsympathetic to their goals can exploit their respective positions, they are
entirely understandable.

More importantly, however, the sensitivity of the topic was manifest in the way I
often felt that I was walking on a tightrope in my efforts not to offend either Jews or
Palestinians, or sometimes even the left. In relation to the first two groups, the effect
of reading, firstly an account of the suffering of the Jews under Nazism and then an
account of the problems experienced by the Palestinians, was very disorientating. I
have tried to resolve the dilemmas raised as a result of dealing with a topic such as
this by being as neutral as possible. Part of this has been achieved by describing the
views of the left instead of entering into the debates that rage over the nature of
zionism, Israel and the Palestinians. However, even description can be infused with
values and I do not deny that some of the accounts could seem biased. In conclusion,
although I have been systematic and rigorous in my treatment of data, I do not pretend
that the story I tell will be complete and impartial. This is for two reasons. Firstly,
the thesis is based primarily on 'relics of the past’90 with all their attendant difficulties.
Secondly, the sensitive nature of the topic has limited the possibility of total

impartiality.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE LABOUR PARTY AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE STATE OF
ISRAEL

The conflicting aspirations of the Jews and the Arabs in the period leading up to the
formation of Israel were a problem for Labour. For the Jews, Palestine was to be the
national home promised by the Balfour Declaration in 1917." The country offered a
territorial basis, rich with historic and religious symbolism, for a distinctive national
identity and freedom from persecution. For the Arabs, Palestine was to be the
independent Arab state promised by the 1916 Sykes-Picot agreement.> Zionism was not
a straightforward form of colonialism, representing an oppressed people’s nationalist
aims.” Nevertheless, as far as the Palestinian Arabs were concerned, Jewish
colonisation of Palestine represented an unwanted 'import* at a time when the Middle
East sought independence from external domination. Both movements therefore
appealed to the party’s support for national self-determination and anti-colonialism.’
Having a long internationalist tradition that was radicalised in the early 1940s with a
demand for full social, political and economic rights for colonial peoples,® Labour came
to power in 1945 committed in principle to anti-colonialism and decolonisation.’

In this chapter I shall consider, first, the construction of a consensus of support for
zionism and why Labour identified with Jewish national aspirations over the Arabs’.
Second, I shall discuss the collapse of this consensus in the post-1945 government and
the leadership's adoption of a pro-Arab policy. Finally, I shall look at the resulting intra-
party conflict and the re-emergence of a consensus of support for zionism in the

leadership's gradual acceptance of the new Jewish state.
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2.1 The Construction of a Consensus of Support for Zionism

Despite the di gg';cgvc_, nature of the Jewish/Arab conflict, there is not much evidence
that Labour did a lot of soul-searching over the rival nationalist movements in the period
running up to the 1945 general election. As Denis Healey recalls, the labour movement
was 'overwhelmingly pro-zionist' by the end of the Second World War.? Between 1936
and 1945, the party’s annual conference repeatedly confirmed its support for a Jewish
national home or state.” Successive TUC conferences also accepted this policy, arguing
for Jewish refugees to be admitted to Palestine.'® Although the Labour leader, Clement
Attlee, was personally anti-zionist, believing that this particular nationalist movement
was irrational and romantic, he publicly endorsed Labour’s pro-zionist policy in 1945."
Right-wing members of the leadership like Hugh Dalton and Herbert Morrison were
pro-zionist. Even Bevin backed zionist goals during the war. On the left, Arthur Creech
Jones,'> Aneurin Bevan and Richard Crossman strongly supported Jewish nationalist
aims. The radical left also favoured the establishment of a Jewish state. The leader of
the Socialist League, Stafford Cripps, welcomed Jewish developments in Palestine as a
just response to Germany’s persecution of the Jews."" Fenner Brockway and most of the
Independent Labour Party defended zionist goals."* Labour Women also supported the
construction of a Jewish national home in Palestine.” Why, given the party’s
commitment to anti-colonialist politics, did it choose so overwhelmingly to support
Jewish aims over Arab ones?

One of the reasons was Labour’s political identification with zionism. Seeing the
Jewish nationalist movement as a progressive form of nationalism, the party
incorporated it into its anti-colonialist vision. An important aspect of Labour’s attitude

towards colonialism was based on social engineering or ‘'modernising imperialism'.'®
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Leading party members saw zionism as a means by which the Middle East region could
be modernised. Dalton, for example, believed that Jewish immigration into Palestine
would facilitate the economic development of the area, largely through the introduction
of advanced irrigation techniques.” Labour’s Advisory Committee on Imperial

Questions used these ideas in its internal policy documents.'® Even Bevin said that:

'there would be a great welcome for many more Jewish
brains and ability throughout the Arab world. They

possess the scientific, cultural and other abilities which
' 19

the Middle East requires'.

This attitude was not confined to the right. The Labour left’s identification with
internationalism had previously made it sceptical about zionism. Non-zionist Jews like
Lucjan Blit,20 who represented the Bund* in London, influenced this faction. The Bund
was a marxist and anti-zionist party that believed that the Jewish problem could be
solved without resorting to a territorial solution.> Nevertheless, the left began to believe
that Jewish immigration would enhance the economic potential of Palestine. This
faction argued that the Middle East was a region of 'vital imperial communications'
which had been held back by 'a medieval land system’, claiming that there was a need for

a:

'unified development plan for the Middle East, based on
irrigation, land reform and new industries...a sort of
Tennessee Valley Authority for the whole Middle
East...Into such a plan, Jewish colonisation in part of

Palestine...could be fitted without real difficulty".?

Left-wingers felt that Jewish colonisation of Palestine would facilitate the development

of that country, encourage industrial development and raise the Arabs’ standard of

"7 Correspondence, Hugh Dalton to Herbert Morrison, 28 October 1944, Hugh Dalton's Private Papers,
File 8/1.
'8 ‘Economic Approach to the Palestine Problem’, International Department, No. 276A, October 1944.
' Labour Party, Foreign Affairs, 1946-1947:9.
2 Interview with Michael Foot, 1 November 1990.
2! The General Jewish Labour Alliance in Russia, Poland and Lithuania (Alderman, 1983:53).
2 Alderman, 1983:53.
3 Tribune, 25 May 1945:8.
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living.* They maintained that the Jews in Palestine were 'spiritually and physically
virile, a progressive, civilised society’ whose place in Palestine was of 'paramount
importance in relation to the fate of democracy'.” Indeed, many saw zionism as a
revolutionary movement that would bring Palestine into the modern world. Reflecting

on the dilemmas posed by the contending nationalisms, Crossman commented:

'Looking at the position of the Palestinian Arab, I had to
admit that no other western colonist had done so little
harm. Arab patriotism and Arab self-respect had been
deeply affronted...by the development of a national home;
but if I believed in social progress, I had to admit that the

Jews had set going revolutionary forces in the Middle

East which, in the long run, would benefit the Arabs'.*®

The ILP also supported Jewish immigration for this reason. Disaffiliated from Labour
in the early 1930s as a party committed to revolutionary politics,” the ILP contained
ethical socialists®® like H.N. Brailsford and Fenner Brockway who both were principled
anti-imperialists.  However, they supported zionism on socialist grounds, with
Brailsford enthusing about the movement’s potential for introducing socialism into the
region and with Brockway welcoming the Jewish labour movement in Palestine as a
‘constructive contribution to socialism’.”

Developments in Palestine reinforced this position. The zionist movement was
politically heterogeneous, but contained two basic elements: the fundamentalist strand
represented by the revisionists and the moderate or liberal strand including people like
Chaim Weizmann and Labour zionists. Based on the principle of nationalist exclusivity,
the Revisionist Party” led by Jabotinsky adopted a maximalist position towards the
Jewish state, opposing any co-operation with the Arabs. In contrast, the moderate strand

was based on more universalist principles and favoured co-operative policies. These

* Tribune, 25 May 1945:8.
™ Tribune, 31 July 1942:8.
*® Crossman, 1946:176; my emphasis.
*" Foote, 1986:151.
* Ibid:17.
¥ Gorny, 1983:154-155.
** The Revisionist Party was formed in 1925 in opposition to Chaim Weizmann’s and labour zionism’s
practical approach to the establishment of a Jewish state (Lucas, 1974:131).
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