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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.
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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.
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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.
7 Kyle, 1991:89.
Kavanagh and Morris, 1989:100.
™S Ajami, 1992:140-141.
25



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'.'®

¥ Healey, 1989:90.
? Alderman, 1983:124-125.
'° Ibid:124;128; Levenberg, 1945:198-199;260-261.
"' Gorny, 1983:131;206-207.
2 Colonial Secretary, 1946-1950.
'* Gorny, 1983:152-153.
" Ibid: 185-187.
' The Labour Woman, September 1937:136-137.
'® Gupta, 1975:390.
33



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
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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.
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two elements were in conflict in the period running up to Israel’s formation, however,
the moderates dominated both the international zionist movement and Palestine Jewry.
This situation stemmed from the social characteristics of Palestine Jewry. In the pre-
state era, the majority of the Palestine Jewish community was from eastern Europe and
steeped in socialist traditions.” The Labour zionist party, Mapai, which was formed in
1930 and led by David Ben-Gurion, dominated institutions in Palestine such as the
quasi-governmental Jewish Agency in the 1940s. Moreover, organisations like the
Histadrut (the General Federation of Jewish Workers) were integral to the state-building
process.” This situation produced an alliance between the Palestine zionist movement
and the British labour movement. Ian Mikardo believed that the 'great friendship'

between Labour and Israel was based on the fact that:

Israel, the Yishuv, [had been] started by people who had
immigrated to Israel mostly from eastern Europe, not
entirely but mostly, with socialist ideals. Hence the
formation of the Kibbutzim...the whole of the leadership

of the Yishuv, virtually the whole...was of the left - Ben-

Gurion, Eshkol, Golda Meir...and all the ideologues'.33

For people like Bevan and other left-wingers in particular, the idea that Jewish
settlement of Palestine was a socialist enterprise was important: ‘'for these people
[Bevan, Foot and others], those Jews in Palestine were socialists...socialists were
creating Israel. The Labour left could not help but be excited'.**

Moreover, the wartime atrocities against the Jews gave zionism a moral
legitimacy. Dalton adopted zionism as a 'personal cause' after his experience of the
war,” claiming that the case for a limitation on Jewish immigration into Palestine had
collapsed in the face of the 'cold and calculated German Nazi plan to kill all Jews in
Europe', and the 'horror of the Hitlerite atrocities'.” The war also profoundly affected

Bevan. When he became the editor of Tribune he appointed Jon Kimche and the former

*' This account derives from Shanin in Halliday and Alavi, eds., 1988:222-229.
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German Social Democrat and anti-Nazi refugee, Evelyn Anderson,”” as his chief
assistants.”® As a result of the Nazi crimes, the left believed that the Jews’ claim to

Palestine was morally justified, contending that their right to Palestine lay:

'not only from an urge to act as a nation state, but perhaps
even more from a primeval desire for a place where they
[the Jews] can settle down and feel sure that in a few
years Egley will not be treated as "aliens" and hounded
out..."”

Crossman reasoned that anti-semitism had prevented the Jews from committing
themselves wholeheartedly to either Jewish nationalism or to assimilation and that anti-
semitism provided the historical justification for zionism. For Crossman, ‘history,
reaching its climax in the Nazi persecutions, had made these few survivors of the Polish,
Hungarian and Rumanian Jewish communities into the members of a Jewish nation'.*
Other left-wingers like Harold Laski converted to zionism after the war. As a marxist
and Jewish, Laski had objected to the idea that Jews were a separate national group,

"

envisaging a world with "'neither Jew nor Gentile, bondman nor free".*" After the Nazi
genocide of the Jews, he began to attend Poale Zion meetings,* and in early 1945 Laski
said that he felt like 'a prodigal son returning home'. Rejecting his earlier view that
religion was the opium of the masses and his belief in Jewish assimilation, Laski
became 'firmly and utterly convinced of the need for the rebirth of the Jewish nation in
Palestine'.*’

The war created a groundswell of sympathy for zionism throughout the labour
movement. Parties in areas with a significant Jewish community such as Finchley and
Friern Barnet, North Hackney, the City of Leeds Labour Party, Central Leeds CLP and
Lewisham Central Labour Party and Trades Council made a considerable contribution to

this.** The North Eastern Federation of the Labour Party at Newcastle Upon Tyne
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unanimously passed a resolution which endorsed the demand that the Jewish Agency be
given authority to develop to the full capacity of Palestine to absorb immigrants and
called upon the NEC to combat anti-semitism.*> The Liverpool Labour Party and
Trades Union Council pledged 'the wholehearted support of the Labour movement in the
fight against anti-Semitism and for safeguarding the Jewish future in Palestine'.*®

Moreover, there was a political alliance between Labour and the Jews. Jews who
came to Britain in the late nineteenth century brought with them not only zionism, but
also socialism and trade unionism. These east European immigrants concentrated in
urban areas such as London’s East End, parts of Manchester and Leeds, forming a
significant Jewish working class. The socialist zionist organisation, Poale Zion,
developed out of this population and affiliated to Labour in 1920, introducing leading
Labour politicians such as Ramsay MacDonald to the movement in Palestine.’ In the
mid-1930s, the Jewish community increasingly turned away from the Liberal Party
towards Labour. This shift occurred partly because of the Liberals’ decline, but also
because of the Jews’ economic position. Alderman has suggested that by this time
Labour ‘had become the normal political home of the mass of poor working class Jews
in Great Britain’ and probably of many middle class Jews too.*®

In the run-up to the 1945 general election, political opportunism played a part in
Labour’s pro-zionist platform.* The party, especially the leadership, saw that it was
politically advantageous to adopt a pro-zionist position. The concentration of Jews in
particular parliamentary constituencies opened up the way for a situation of mutual
electoral rewards.™® Labour candidates in areas with a high number of Jewish
constituents made very explicit appeals to the Jewish vote. In Hackney North, for
example, Harry Goodrich took great pains to inform the Jewish community of Labour's
pro-zionist stand.”’ Two Jewish candidates stood for constituencies with substantial

Jewish electorates: Maurice Orbach for East Willesden and David Weitzman for Stoke
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Newington.”> Orbach made his sympathy for the zionist cause known at a meeting
organised by the Barcai Zionist Society.”® Both candidates won their seats, although it is
not certain that their victory resulted from Jewish votes or the party’s pro-zionist
credentials. Candidates who tried to court Jewish voters in Hendon South and
Prestwich® failed to win their seats.’® Just before the election the Labour leadership
tried to influence Jewish opinion. In May 1945, Dalton declared at the party conference
that it was 'morally wrong and politically indefensible to restrict the entry of Jews
desiring to go [to Palestine].”® Attlee had always objected to 'the reconsolidation of

Jewish nationalism on a political basis'.”’

However, in the period before the election, he
emphasised that Labour was the party which would enable the Jews to fulfil their
nationalist ambitions. From the other side, Poale Zion acted as a 'powerful pressure
group’ in the labour movement.”® In the period running up to the election, it mobilised
electoral support for Labour by stressing the party’s Palestine policy.”® Non-socialist
organisations such as the Leeds Zionist Council, the General Election Bureau of the
New Zionist Organisation in Great Britain® and the Jewish press®' also informed Jewish
voters of the record of the respective parties on zionism, suggesting that to vote Labour
was to vote for Jewish interests.

These factors combined to put Arab nationalism at a disadvantage. Unlike
zionism, Arab nationalism had no ideological or political ties with Labour. Left-wing
movements, either socialist or communist, have traditionally played only a marginal role
in Arab nationalism and nationalist movements such as Nasser’s have tended to be anti-
communist in theory and in practice, implementing severely repressive policies to deal
with communist elements.”? In the 1940s pan-Arabists based in Syria made appeals to

socialist principles, but their socialism was ‘vague and mild’.* Healey has remarked
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that Labour’s overriding pro-zionism sprang partly from the fact that neither the party
nor the trade unions knew much about the Arab countries and that there were no
socialist movements in the Middle East to draw attention to the Arab case.* It was not
until the rise of Nasser and Ba’athism in the 1950s and 1960s that Arab nationalism
began significantly to draw on socialist ideals and to make inroads into western liberal
or left opinion.

Nor did the Arabs have the moral legitimacy zionism enjoyed, resulting from the
Arab states’ role in the war. As a result of the German occupation of France, Syria and
Lebanon came under Vichy control and in 1941 Iraq became 'pro-Axis'.* The British
wartime government, which included a number of Labour figures such as Attlee, Dalton,
Morrison and Bevin, was eager to check pro-German feeling in Arab countries and
engaged in considerable propaganda of a dubious quality to this end.®® Moreover,
during the war thousands of British troops were stationed in the Middle East. At the
time, constituents’ views on foreign and colonial affairs significantly constrained Labour
MPs’ positions. People like Bevan almost certainly took account of popular feeling on
this issue. Tribune for instance, made a clear link between the Arab states’ behaviour in
the war and a refusal to recognise Arab demands. It suggested that the rival claims to

Palestine had to be understood in terms of the Arabs' record against Britain and its allies:

'In the present war the Arab leaders, the Mufti, Rashid Ali
(both now in Berlin), and their gang have sold themselves
for cash to Mussolini, who exterminated thousands of
their Libyan co-religionists. = They have also sold
themselves to Hirohito...Hitler's agents were more
difficult to trace, but we know there were many,

including some of the most prominent Arabs'.%’

Moreover, a fundamental ambivalence in Labour’s thought on colonial issues,*

shaped the party’s understanding of Arab nationalism. Labour’s anti-colonialism was
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‘fragmentary’ and ‘fragile’®

and confronted with the rival nationalist movements, this
fragility came to the surface. Said has shown that west European colonialism in the
Middle East and North Africa produced a belief system which conceptualised Arabs as
backward, feudalistic and reactionary, lasting well into the post-Second World War
period.”® In relation to the Palestinian Arabs in particular, colonial history rendered
them invisible. Although Palestine contained a sizeable Arab population, which, as a
result of living under Ottoman rule and then the British mandate, had a significant
national consciousness, western politicians persistently denied the validity of this
consciousness.”” Despite having achieved paradigmatic status in the study of non-
European history,” Said has been accused of being theoretically inconsistent” and of
overstating his case. Although these comments have some purchase, Said’s insights
are of considerable empirical value and applicable to the case of the Labour Party, many
of whose members succumbed to these popular images of Arabs.

For prominent party members, Arab nationalism did not have the same status as
Jewish ones on a number of levels: economic, political and moral. Labour spokespeople
on colonial affairs regarded the Arabs as backward and feudalistic. Arthur Creech
Jones™ was fairly progressive on colonial affairs, having links with organisations such as
the Anti-Slavery Society and the Fabian Colonial Bureau.” However, he did not extend
his empathy for colonial peoples to the Arabs, portraying the conflict over Palestine as
one ‘between the new order for which the Jews stand in Palestine and the crumbling
feudal system for which a few rich Arab landlords stand'.”” The extra-parliamentary left
similarly viewed the Arab/Jewish conflict in terms of the Arabs’ cultural, technological

and political backwardness, saying that:

‘the great majority of the Arabs does not really know
what Democracy stands for... They were allowed to be led
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by a few half-educated landowners and greedy politicians
who soon enough made their contacts with Fascism.
Rashid Ali of Iraq, Haj Amin of Palestine, and Ahmed
Maher of Egypt, are not unrepresentative specimens of
the Arab ruling classes.’

Labour was largely ignorant of the Palestinian people’s aspirations. Leading Labour
figures took no account of the Palestinians’ views on Jewish immigration or their
identification with Palestine. Dalton proposed a total transfer of the Palestinians
suggesting that 'the Arabs be encouraged to move out, as the Jews move in’, a policy
which he thought would make the Palestinians happier.” This proposal was not merely
an expression of Dalton's idiosyncrasy. Labour’s annual conference unanimously
accepted the policy in 1944.%° Moreover, the Labour left shared these ideas. In ‘A
Palestine Munich?', Richard Crossman and Michael Foot envisaged the transfer of the
Palestinians from certain parts of Palestine. They claimed that this policy would give
the Palestinians Transjordan citizenship making them 'as they demand, citizens of an
Arab state'.®

So, by the time of the 1945 general election Labour was, for a number of reasons,
overwhelmingly supportive of the zionist aim to establish a Jewish state in Palestine.
Despite its commitment to anti-colonialism, it had very little sympathy for Arab
nationalist aspirations. In July 1945 Labour entered office with an impressive electoral
victory, having gained nearly twice as many seats as the Conservatives. The extent of
the victory produced a new optimism within the party, raising hopes for radical reforms
in both domestic and international policy. With Emest Bevin as Foreign Secretary, the
party believed that the government would break with past traditions and create a new
international order based on stability and peace. Bevin dominated nearly all aspects of
the government’s foreign policy, including Palestine.** In the following section, I shall

look at what happened when Labour won office.
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2.2 The Government and Palestine®’

Despite this groundswell of sympathy for Jewish nationalist aims and opposition to Arab
nationalism, the new government’s policies broke sharply with the party’s pre-election
commitments. Immediately after taking up his new position as Foreign Secretary, Bevin
told Attlee, ‘we’ve got it wrong. We’ve got to think again.’® As soon as Labour came
to power, the leadership decided not to repeal the central clauses of the 1939 White
Paper, opposition to which was central to Labour's pre-1945 stand.* In November, the
government announced the establishment of an Anglo-American Commission of Inquiry
to investigate the conditions of Jewish refugees in Europe and the potential for mass
Jewish immigration to Palestine. In 1946, the Commission recommended the
immediate immigration of one hundred thousand Jewish D.P.s in Germany, a policy
sanctioned by President Truman.* Despite the PLP’s support for the Commission’s
proposals, Attlee and Bevin ignored its recommendations.’” In February 1947, Bevin
told the Commons that the government intended to hand the Palestine Mandate back to
the United Nations. The leadership later refused to support the UN's proposal for
Palestine’s partition.88 Finally, in contrast to America's decision immediately to grant
Israel de facto recognition on its formation, the Labour government refused to recognise
the new state. Even some of zionism's most outspoken supporters in the leadership,
such as Dalton and Herbert Morrison, sanctioned the anti-zionist policy.” Creech
Jones, who felt great sympathy for the aims of moderate zionism, accepted Bevin's
position.” Why did Labour, once in power, deviate so sharply from its pre-election
stand?

Opponents of the government's policy have explained the departure from party

policy in terms of Bevin's personal antagonism towards Jews. Crossman, Mikardo and
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Jon Kimche all believed that anti-semitism played a part.”’ Other commentators have
been more cautious. Morgan ambivalently suggested that Bevin was not anti-semitic
but 'without doubt emotionally prejudiced against the Jews',”” while Louis denied that
Bevin was anti-Jewish at all.” Nevertheless, the Palestine conflict did bring out Bevin's
(in particular) anti-Jewish ideas. In a contradictory way, anti-semitism has traditionally
portrayed Jews as both capitalists and communists. It has also put forward a theory of a
world-wide Jewish conspiracy and presented Jews as excessively powerful. Bevin drew

on these traditional stereotypes. According to Kimche:

‘Bevin found often that his bitterest opponents in the
union were communists who happened to be Jews or
Jews who happened to be communists. Either way, the
connection became firmly planted in his mind'.**

Bevin also appeared to believe in a Jewish conspiracy, claiming that the Jews were

involved in a world conspiracy against Britain.”

The Foreign Secretary explained the
outcome of the 1948 Arab/Israeli war in terms of the role of 'international Jewry'.”* He
also made anti-Jewish jokes, attributing America's pro-zionist policy to the 'purest of
motives': the fact that the Americans 'did not want too many Jews in New York'.”” He
was also offensive about Jewish members of the party, claiming that the idea of a Jewish
state gave him nightmares of 'thousands and thousands of Harold Laskis pursuing him
down the road'® Even the party's most prominent pro-zionists held anti-Jewish
attitudes. Dalton, for example, was 'a Zionist who could lapse into anti-Semitism',”

referring to Laski as an ‘'under-sized Semite' and mocking him for his left-wing

'yideology'.!® These examples reveal a deeply rooted ambivalence towards Jews even
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amongst people who were philosemitic. Herbert Morrison showed this clearly when he

said that;

T have met many Jews in many countries. I know the
London Jews very well. But the Palestinian Jews were to
me different; so different that a large proportion of them
were not obviously Jews at all','”

implicitly introducing a distinction between acceptable and unacceptable Jews. It is
therefore clear that leading Labour people succumbed to popular stereotypes of the Jews,
confirming the thesis that anti-Jewish ideas are not restricted to actively racist groups.'®
Such ambivalence had a long history, evident in Ben Tillett’s, the nineteenth century
unionist, qualification of his welcome to a group of Jewish immigrants as brothers with
the remark that ‘we wish you had not come to this country’.'”

However, it would be a mistake to conclude that these personal convictions
dictated the government's policy. While the Palestine conflict exacerbated Bevin's anti-
Jewishness, it is unlikely that anti-semitism determined his position. If this had been the
case, one would have expected a consistently anti-zionist stand. In fact, Bevin’s attitude
towards zionism was instrumental. He moved from a pro-zionist position to an anti-
zionist position and back again to a pro-zionist one in a relatively short space of time.
Like Attlee, Bevin tended to have personal reservations about Jewish nationalism,
believing that the Jews were a religious group and not a nation. However, he adopted a
utilitarian approach to the question and this explained his support for the movement in
the late 1930s and early 1940s. As a member of Churchill’s wartime Cabinet, for
example, Bevin was a ‘champion’ of the zionist cause.'®

Labour’s pro-zionist policy was constructed in the ‘luxury of opposition’,'” when
its aim was above all to compete with the Conservatives. With respect to Jewish issues,

Labour had been at a distinct advantage over the Conservative Party. However hard

Churchill tried to show that the Conservatives had Jewish interests at heart, his efforts

101 Quoted in Gorny, 1983:125.
92 See Kushner, 1989:1-13.
19 See Husbands in Atkinson et al.1983:161.
'™ Gorny, 1983:171.
195 Alderman, 1983:
45



fell on deaf ears given the party’s track-record on zionism, most notably, with the 1939
White Paper restricting Jewish immigration into Palestine. Moreover, the Conservatives
did not have an anti-fascist current like Labour and even contained anti-semitic
elements. Furthermore, the Jewish population’s socio-economic status led it to be more
drawn to Labour than to the Conservatives, a situation which continued until the 1970s
and 1980s.

It was not a sudden change of heart about the merits of Arab nationalism that
determined the government’s position. Above all, an instrumental assessment of how
British interests could best be served underpinned Labour’s postwar refusal to
implement its pre-election promises. Once in power, the leadership jettisoned the idea
of a socialist foreign policy in favour of realism. From the outset, Bevin made clear that
he wished to maintain Britain’s international status.'”® Moreover, the Cabinet contained
a number of prominent right-wingers who shared this approach. Dalton, for example,
was unrelentingly hostile to socialist foreign policy, campaigning against those in the
party who did believe in such a notion.'” The International Secretary, Denis Healey,
also favoured a 'tough, unsentimental' approach and became a 'belligerent supporter of
Bevin's stance in foreign affairs"® and worked to bridge the gap between government
policy and the Labour Party.'” At the time, support for Jewish nationalism was linked
with socialist foreign policy.

In the postwar period, Britain continued to have substantial financial and strategic
interests across the world, but particularly in the Middle East.!'"® The Foreign Secretary
thought that Britain’s economic well-being depended on maintaining British interests in
the region. Bevin’s belief in the link between international policy and domestic

prosperity was explicit when he said, in relation to Palestine, that Britain:

'must maintain a continuing interest in the [Middle East]
area, if only because our economic and financial interests
in the Middle East are of vast importance to us and to
other countries as well. I would like this faced squarely.
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If those interests were lost to us, the effect on the life of
this country would be a considerable reduction in the
standard of living...British interests in the Middle East
contributed substantially not only to the prosperity of the

people there, but also to the wage packets of the workers
V11

in this country'. " (emphasis added).
The government's approach to the Middle East turned on a policy of non-intervention on
the grounds that intervention would undermine rather than strengthen British influence
in the area. Bevin felt that to alienate the Arabs would jeopardise British interests. His
priority was to appeal to the Arab leaders by refusing to use force and to replace the
traditionally unequal relationship between Britain and the Arabs with one based on
alliances and partnership.'"

Moreover, the government implemented its policy against the background of the
cold war. Bevin and the rest of the leadership took on board the cold war consensus,
adopting a sharply anti-communist stance. The Foreign Secretary wanted to curb the
Middle East’s revolutionary potential and to avoid provoking extreme nationalist
sentiment.'? He believed that a Jewish state could be a revolutionary socialist state and

that Russia's support for partition was based on the idea that:

'by immigration they [the Russians] can pour in sufficient
indoctrinated Jews to turn it into a communist state in a
very short time. The New York Jews have been doing
their work for them'.'"*

Developments in Palestine also contributed to the government's back-tracking.
After the war, revisionist zionists began to challenge labour zionism’s dominance in
Palestine, aiming to replace moderate demands with maximalist territorial claims.'"®
Terrorist groups such as the Stern Gang and Irgun, headed by Menachem Begin,

engaged in a series of anti-British attacks including the bombing of the King David
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Hotel in July 1946''® and, more significantly, the hanging of two British sergeants in
1947. The latter incident caused outrage in the British public and a rise in popular anti-
semitism.''” British soldiers rampaged in Palestine and anti-semitic riots broke out in
London, Liverpool, Manchester and Glasgow.'"® Attlee announced that while he

appreciated:

'the natural intensity of the feelings of those who
experienced the atrocities of the Hitler regime....this
[could] not condone the adoption by Jews in Palestine of

some of the very worst of the methods of their oppressors

in Europe'.'"?

In this context, the government thought it would be politically popular to adopt an anti-
zionist position. Bevin needed to pacify people whose relatives were located in the
Middle East (especially Egypt and Palestine) at a time of considerable economic
austerity. Hundreds of thousands of British troops were stationed in the region in the
immediate postwar period at considerable cost to Britain, leaving the government
susceptible to the opposition’s jibes. Churchill constantly exploited this theme.'*
Moreover, the rise of Jewish terrorism limited people’s tolerance of the idea of British
soldiers being based in Palestine.'*!

Nevertheless, Labour’s Palestine policy came to be known as one of the
government’s major failures. Despite the anti-Jewish incidents in the main cities, the
popular mood was generally sympathetic to the idea of a Jewish national home. Morgan
has suggested that, in the war’s aftermath, Bevin fundamentally misunderstood popular
sentiment and that he failed to understand the political ramifications of Truman’s
sensitivity to the Jewish vote.'” Truman put pressure on the British government to allow

Jewish immigration into Palestine almost as soon as Attlee took office. The USA

condemned British policy, exploiting in particular Bevin’s decision to force Jewish
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refugees arriving in Palestine to return to refugee camps in Germany.'” The
Jewish/Arab conflict undermined the government’s efforts to forge a strong relationship
with America at a time of mounting tensions between the west and the Soviet Union.
How did the government succeed in implementing a policy that broke with the
party’s commitments and ideals? One factor was the extent of internal loyalty the
leadership was able to command. In Cabinet, Attlee and Bevin 'made an unbreakable

combination'.'**

Bevin dominated most of the Cabinet and the Colonial Secretary,
Creech Jones, worked very much in the Foreign Secretary’s shadow, leading zionists to
portray him as a sycophant.'” Only a few Cabinet Ministers challenged the policy.
Aneurin Bevan argued forcefully for partition and questioned the view that Britain's
interests would be damaged if the government did not comply with the Arab states’
wishes.?”® He even threatened to resign over the matter.'” Bevan and John Strachey
argued that the Jewish socialist movement would rejuvenate the Middle East, but they
and other pro-zionists like Emmanuel Shinwell were not sufficiently knowledgeable
about foreign policy effectively to oppose the Palestine policy.'?®

The leadership also depended on a fairly submissive PLP. Throughout much of
Attlee’s governments, the parliamentary party was not particularly rebellious, a loyalty
springing chiefly from a sense of shared purpose with the leadership. However,
organisational strategies, including the leadership’s decision to divide the PLP into a
number of policy-making groups, also played a part. Moreover, many of Labour’s MPs
came from the professional classes, helping to dampen down rebellions.'” Furthermore,
despite the fact that around one third of the PLP objected to aspects of Bevin’s foreign
policies, these discontented elements did not want to do anything to jeopardise the

government’s standing in its early years.'*
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The government’s strength also rested on its relationship with the trade unions,
which backed the leadership on most issues in the postwar period."”! Bevin’s Ministerial
position made him one of the most powerful trade unionists and as a Minister, he
maintained critical links with the unions."”* The unions controlled over 80 per cent of
the total conference vote and a reciprocal relationship existed, where Bevin could count
on union support for his foreign policy in return for the representation of union interests
in Cabinet."” Despite the TUC’s previous pro-zionism, it supported Bevin’s Palestine
policy. When the Histadrut asked the TUC General Council to pressurise the
government into implementing the Anglo-American Commission's recommendations,
the General Council refused and ‘strongly urged’ acceptance of British policy.'** At the
party conference, the leadership consistently defeated the pro-zionist strand. Bevin
succeeded in getting oppositional motions withdrawn, including Poale Zion’s.'"”> When
he advised the conference not to carry any resolution on the matter, the conference
complied.'*®

Labour Women also backed the leadership’s foreign policy. Mary Sutherland, the

Chief Woman Officer, wrote that despite divisions over international affairs:

'we can be sure that our Foreign Secretary will continue
to work with patience, firmness and frankness, to reach
decisions on the issues before the Conference that are in
harmony with the Charter of the UNO".'*’

In a later editorial on international affairs, Labour Woman commented that if there was
no unity among the big powers 'it is fair to claim that the fault does not lie with Ernest
Bevin and his colleagues'.'® This section’s reluctance to criticise the leadership
reflected its historically weak role. Despite the fact that thousands of women entered the

labour movement after women’s suffrage in 1918, they remained marginal to policy-
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making. Consequently, Labour Women tended traditionally to take an uncritical stance
towards the leadership.'”

So, once in office Labour abandoned its principles in favour of a policy which was
broadly in line with a Conservative approach. By the end of the war, zionism was
closely associated with the left’s international agenda, but Attlee and Bevin rejected it,
displaying the tendency for Labour to move rightwards once in office. It was not anti-
imperialist politics which led the leadership to adopt a pro-Arab stance. Bevin’s
decision to favour the Arabs over the Jews was rooted in a ‘late Forties imperialism,” an
approach which aimed to preserve Britain’s strategic position and oil interests in the

Middle East through a policy of partnership rather than domination.'*

The Foreign
Secretary’s primary goal was to maintain British economic and strategic influence in the
Middle East,"' and the left’s hopes for radical changes in foreign policies were dashed.
The government managed to implement a basically unpopular policy because of the
extent of internal loyalty it could command in the immediate postwar period.

Nevertheless, the policy did stimulate some dissent. In the following section, I shall

consider the sources of dissent and the leadership’s later return to Labour’s pro-zionist

tradition.

2.3 Intra-Party Conflict and a Return to the Old Consensus

Only a minority was willing to oppose the government’s policy, principally, the Labour
left and Jewish party members. These groups overlapped because the Jewish members
tended predominantly to come from the party’s left-wing, including people like Sydney
Silverman, Ian Mikardo, Maurice Orbach and Harold Laski. Other Jewish MPs, such as
Barnett Janner and Barbara Ayrton-Gould untiringly criticised government policy both
in parliament and in public demonstrations.'** Crossman and Foot were also vocal
critics of the policy in parliament, in public and in the left-wing press. Local parties

such as Glasgow City Labour Party,'* the Southport Trades Council and Labour
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Party,'** and Hackney North, Manchester Exchange and Leeds Central'*® all condemned
the government’s policy. At the 1946 annual conference, five critical resolutions called
on the government to revert to its pre-election pledges, but were withdrawn at Bevin's
request.*® On the whole, the critics represented the oppositional voice of the left with

147

Crossman and Foot belonging to the Keep Left group of MPs, "’ and Silverman and

Laski having a history of rebelliousness.'**

The dissenters condemned the government for refusing to implement the Anglo-
American Commission’s recommendations. Silverman described the decision as a
'plain, naked war upon the Jewish National Home'.'*” Michael Foot appealed to the
government to implement every item of the report in order to avoid a war which would
'leave an indelible and black stain on this country'.150 They also held the government
responsible for the rise of Jewish terrorism. Crossman suggested that the increase in
terrorist activities was the 'direct result' of the government's continuation with the policy
embodied in the 1939 White Paper. He attacked the government for arresting leaders of
socialist and trade union organizations and others on the ‘political left’ in Palestine.'”"
In A Palestine Munich?',"** Crossman and Foot systematically rejected the government's
justification for the policy. They recalled the party's pledges of support for zionism,
including those made by Labour leaders such as Morrison and Dalton, and condemned
the policy as 'appeasement of the Arabs'.'* They objected to the Palestine policy as one

which put expediency before questions of justice and morality. Recognising the

impossibility of pleasing both sides, Crossman and Foot commented that:

‘either course...involves the risk of bloodshed; either
course involves a measure of injustice for one side. The
question to be decided is which course involves the lesser
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injustice, the lesser amount of bloodshed and the lesser
risk to world peace.”'™

Crossman’s intervention exasperated Bevin who observed that the former’s ideas
derived from ‘'his lack of judgement and his intellectual arrogance'."”®

The 1948 Palestine Bill, introduced to deal with the termination of the British
mandate, precipitated some parliamentary rebellion. During the Bill’s second reading,
William Warbey moved an amendment for rejection on the grounds that it failed to
make provision for the 'independence of Jewish and Arab States in Palestine as provided
by the United Nations decision'. Silverman seconded the amendment and thirty Labour
MPs supported it, including: R. Acland; H.L. Austin; J. Baird; A. Bramall; F.F.
Cocks; V.J. Collins; L. Comyns; W.G. Cove; R.H.S. Crossman; H.J. Delargy; M.
Edelman; W.J. Field; B. Janner;J. Lee; N. H. Lever; BW. Levy;J. Lewis; J.D.
Mack; R.W.G. Mackay; I. Mikardo; E.R. Millington; M. Orbach; J.F.F. Platts-
Mills; J. Silverman; S. Silverman; G. Thomas; W.Vernon; W.N. Warbey; L.
Wilkes; K. Zilliacus, together with one Communist MP and Denis Pritt, an ILP
member.”** On 2 December 1948 Alice Bacon; Richard Crossman; Harold Davies;
Barnett Janner; Ian Mikardo; George Porter and David Weitzman signed an EDM
which criticised the government for the 'continued unsatisfactory situation in Palestine’
and called for the government to 'support at the United Nations a settlement which
would ensure the speedy international recognition of Israel'."’

The left's objection to the Palestine policy turned on the view that it represented a
continuation of conservative policy and a rejection of socialist principles as the main
directive of policy. Keep Left regarded the government’s approach to the Middle East
as an attempt to create 'an anti-Bolshevik bloc of reactionary Arab states', seeing the
Palestine policy in terms of this wider objective."”® The opponents consistently claimed
that a conservative and traditionally pro-Arab Foreign Office had dictated the policy in

order to preserve British interests, stating that:
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Tt [was] no accident that the Labour Government's
outstanding failure...occurred in the one field of action
where there has been less change of personnel since the
Chamberlain era than in any other sphere of the national
life. The Middle East has remained untouched by the
Labour revolution: the men, the practice and the policy
throughout the Middle East...continue entirely with the

accents of 1939 predominating'.'>

The left believed that the government's Palestine policy was based on 'narrow strategic
calculations which would make the Middle East a strategic centre and base".'® In an

unconcealed attack on the leadership, Laski said that:

'neither Arab blackmail nor the strategy on which our
policy in the Middle East was based should make these
homeless wanderers the victims of hesitation or timidity
in Downing Street. A British statesman who sacrificed
the Jews who escaped from the tortures of Hitlerism to
the Arab leaders did not understand the elementary
principles of the socialism he professed !¢ (emphasis
added).

According to Kimche, the Foreign Office had initiated a 'new look' in terms of its
attitude towards the region, involving the establishment of treaties such as the one
signed with Iraq in January 1948,'®? aimed at achieving a balance between the removal
of British troops and the maintenance of British power. Kimche concluded that a
Jewish state had no part in this scheme because the government assumed that Soviet

influence would 'seep' into such a state through immigration.l63
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The left’s opposition to the Palestine policy stemmed from its broader disillusion
with the government’s foreign policy. Divisions within Labour during Attlee’s
government centred principally on foreign affairs. From the beginning, two groups of
left-wingers, Keep Left and a small faction of pro-Soviet fellow-travellers, began
systematically to condemn Bevin’s approach to international issues, disagreeing over
ties between Britain and the Soviet Union and specific questions like Indonesia. Keep
Left was the most significant group, including Crossman, Foot and Mikardo, favouring a
neutralist, third force position, whereby Britain would stand between the two major
powers. '* Silverman also belonged to the third force movement,'®® and advocated a

socialist foreign policy.'®®

This element felt that the leadership had jettisoned its
commitment to the principle of socialist foreign policy.'” In a sense, the Jewish
leadership in Palestine appealed to both of these groups. Its claim to neutrality in the
conflict between west and east appealed to Keep Left’s neutralism and to the
communists, who saw such a stance as potentially pro-communist.

However, during most of the debates over Palestine, the dissenters failed to make
an impact. This was because the left was relatively weak at the time, having no
significant base within the constituency parties or the trade unions.'® Moreover, the
Labour left was internally divided, consisting of a number of separate elements
including pacifists as well as Keep Left and the fellow-travellers.'® The parliamentary
left was also numerically small. Keep Left had only fifteen members and did not remain
cohesive throughout the government. Moreover, the leadership formed an organised
response to the group, with Hugh Dalton, Morgan Phillips and Denis Healey launching a
campaign against the left’s idea of a socialist foreign policy. Other party members
joined in this campaign, rendering the left incapable of influencing policy.'™

Nevertheless, once Israel was established, the gap between the leadership and its
opponents narrowed. Attlee and Bevin maintained a publicly hostile attitude towards

the Jewish state, criticising the Jewish lobby in America and making anti-Israel speeches
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in the Commons.'”"

Yet behind the scenes Bevin started to make a series of gestures of
friendship. As early as May 1948, the Foreign Secretary spoke of the need to secure
Arab acceptance of the Jewish state and tried to convince Arab governments that the
new state was permanent. In October, he initiated the opening of a British Consulate in

2

the Jewish part of Jerusalem; an action which anticipated recognition.'”” In January

1949, the government responded in a restrained way to the shooting down of five British

aircraft over Egypt.'”

At the same time, Bevin began to take a more relaxed approach
to Jewish immigration, announcing that Jewish immigrants of military age detained in
Cyprus could leave as soon as transport was provided. Bevin's critics took this
statement as an indication of a modification of policy towards Israel.'”* At the end of
January 1949 Britain gave de facto recognition to Israel and, in April 1950, the
government conceded de jure recognition, although refrained from acknowledging
Israeli sovereignty over the Jewish part of Jerusalem.'”

The party also began to build bridges with Israel through a spatedznetworking with
zionist groups in Israel. In December 1949 an official party delegation, including TUC
representatives, representatives from the Co-operative movement, Alice Bacon, and the
party’s Chair, Sam Watson, visited Israel where they met the Israeli president, Chaim
Weizmann, David Ben-Gurion, the Prime Minister, Moshe Sharett, the Foreign
Minister, Golda Myerson, Minister of Labour and Social Insurance and Eliezer Kaplan,
Minister of Finance as well as Histadrut representatives and other members of the Mapai
Party. In their report, Alice Bacon and Sam Watson recommended full recognition of
Israel, assistance with its economic recovery and the establishment of strong relations.'’®
Later, Herbert Morrison and Morgan Phillips joined the Labour delegation at a reception
held by the Israel Histadrut Committee in London. At the reception Morrison said that

'Jewish Palestine was one of the greatest experiments in the modern world".'”” What

precipitated this policy shift?
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One factor was a change in the relationship between the leadership and the PLP.
As the government proceeded, the parliamentary party began to challenge the former’s
dominance. The prospect of a general election made the leadership more vulnerable to
internal criticism and the possibility of a divided party. A shift in the party’s internal
dynamics began, portending a decade of intra-party conflict and dissent, a decline in
Labour’s popularity, and the rise of the Bevanite left.' The opposition exploited these
difficulties and, over Israel, persistently called for the government to recognise the new
state. Churchill engaged in a fierce debate with Bevin in the Commons over how best
British interests could be served, arguing forcefully for recognition of Israel.” The
PLP's growing impatience with the government over,?:zsi;gg‘to light at the end of January
1949 when at least fifty Labour members abstained from voting on what Attlee saw as a
vote of confidence in the government's policy. Although the government won the
motion of adjournment, defeating its critics by two hundred and eighty-three votes to
one hundred and ninety-three, Labour’s increasing dissatisfaction was expressed in the
abstentions.'®

With the new state in existence, recognised by both the USA and the Soviet Union,
a new international context existed. Internal opponents of the policy were in a stronger
position to voice their dissent and the impact on the leadership was greater. The
dissenters enjoyed a new legitimacy since Britain was now clearly out of step with wider
international developments and especially America. The critics’ claim that the
government's policy had created a cleavage between American and Britain,'®' hit a raw
nerve with a leadership which was keen to forge a strong relationship with America.
Bevin and Attlee were still bitter about the division between the two countries over
Palestine, which they saw as damaging to the Anglo-American alliance.'®

However, Bevin’s policy change stemmed principally from his concern to forge a
strong alliance with America in the context of the heightening cold war. After the
Korean crisis, the division between countries falling within the western alliance and

neutral ones sharpened. Israel’s support for the UN in Korea was the first sign of a
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desire to ally with the west. The Israeli leadership’s earlier displays of neutrality,
designed not to alienate the Soviet Union while getting arms supplies from the eastern
bloc, began to give way to a shift towards the west. Ben-Gurion and Moshe Sharett
both wanted Israel to be included in the western bloc.'*® The Foreign Office started to
see Israel as a country which shared Britain's interests in the Middle East and rejected
ideas about Israel moving into the communist camp.'® The Foreign Office and the
American State Department wanted to put the differences between the two countries
over Palestine into the past in favour of a co-ordinated defence strategy. Bevin's aim to
secure Anglo-American collaboration to combat the Soviet Union’s influence overrode
his fears about the Arab/Jewish conflict.'®

By the early 1950s then, Bevin’s return to Labour’s traditionally pro-zionist stance
was essentially complete. He even told the Israelis that his Palestine policy had been a

failure.'¢

However, practical considerations and not a sudden spurt of pro-Israeli
altruism determined the leadership’s policy change. As Pappé has observed, ‘the
dynamism and logic of pragmatic policy...ignores past prejudices, psychological
barriers, preconceptions or emotions’.'"” Bevin’s return to a pro-zionist stance resulted
from his desire to check internal dissent in a climate of mounting unpopularity and, most

importantly, to establish a strong Anglo-American alliance in the cold war period.

2.4 Conclusion

Confronted with the rival nationalist claims to Palestine, Labour was fundamentally
predisposed towards Jewish nationalism over Arab nationalism. Internationalist and
anti-colonialist principles played very little part in policy positions. Indeed, the party
was not immune from ideas hanging over from Britain’s colonial history, making use of
a dichotomy whereby the Jews stood for progress and civilisation and the Arabs stood
for feudalism and reaction. Far from being impartial when faced with the contending

nationalist movements, Labour’s choices reflected ‘prior patterns of personal contact as
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well as ideological considerations heavily coloured by British experience and
alignments’.'"® Forced to choose between the Jews and the Arabs, Labour settled for the
movement with which it had the closest political ties and which, as a result of wartime
experiences, had won considerable moral legitimacy. Moreover, Labour’s perception of
the political advantages of a pro-zionist policy led Attlee and Bevin unreservedly to
abandon their doubts about the formation of a Jewish state in the pre-election campaign.

Once in office, the Labour leadership moved right, implementing policies which
are continuous with traditional foreign policy. In the 1940s, zionism was associated
with a left-wing agenda abroad, fitting in with Labour’s anti-colonialist ethos which
included a desire to modernise and democratise post-colonial countries. It was
traditionalism and not anti-colonialism which led the leadership to pursue policies more
favourable to the Arabs than the Jews. Bevin wanted above all to protect British
interests in the Middle East and he thought that they would be jeopardised by the
formation of a Jewish state in the face of Arab hostility. Having a loyal Cabinet, PLP
and TUC, the government was able to run rough shod over the party’s ‘conscience’,'®
that is, those who wanted the leadership to pursue a distinctively socialist approach to
international affairs.

Even so, pro-zionist sympathies remained latent throughout this time, ready to re-
emerge in the right circumstances. These circumstances came about very soon after
Israel’s formation. Under mounting international pressure in the context of the cold war,
the Jewish state’s obvious desire to ally with the west and increasing pressure from
inside the party, the government returned to Labour’s pro-zionist principles and the party
embarked on a series of measures designed to improve relations with the Israeli Labour
government. By 1951, the pro-zionist consensus re-emerged in the shape of édn:gv pro-
Israeli consensus. However, the formation of a Jewish state in the MiddleLinevitably
provided a source of tension with the Arab countries and it was not long before this
tension expressed itself in a new set of hostilities, the Suez war, forcing Labour to make

choices again. In the next chapter I shall look at how the party dealt with the dilemmas
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posed by a war which pitted anti-colonialist Arab nationalism against Israeli

nationalism.

60



CHAPTER THREE

LABOUR, SUEZ AND ISRAEL: THE END OF A 'SPECIAL
RELATIONSHIP'?

The 1956 war was the first major test of Labour’s pro-Israel loyalties. As an expression
of demands for full equality and freedom from colonial domination in the postwar era,’”
Nasser’s nationalisation of the Suez Canal appealed to Labour’s anti-imperialist
principles, which had been sharpened during the 1950s. However, by 1956, the Labour
front-bench was the most pro-Israel of the political parties.3 Indeed, all sections of the
labour movement shared this sentiment, expressed at successive party conferences,” at
the TUC conferences,’ in party publications such as Tribune® and by Labour Women.’
Israel's action against Egypt presented Labour with a predicament. For sympathisers
with Israel, opposition to the war ‘called for a less critical view of Britain's action, if not
for outright advocacy, than that which was implied by the Labour Party's all-out
opposition to Eden'.® Yet under the leadership of Hugh Gaitskell, Labour engaged in a
vigorous campaign against the war and the previously divided party united behind the
leader in all-out condemnation of the war, sponsoring a ‘Law Not War’ rally in
Trafalgar Square. Alderman has suggested that Labour’s stance ended the 'special
relationship’ between the party and the Jews.” To what extent does this claim capture
what actually happened? This chapter looks at how Labour reconciled its pro-Israel and

anti-government stance. In section one I shall show that the war did not produce a
collapse in pro-Israeli feeling. In section two I shall show that most of the party,

especially the leadership, maintained a negative attitude towards Arab nationalism. In
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section three I shall consider the reasons for the maintenance of Labour’s traditional
position on the Israel/Arab dispute and in the fourth section I shall describe the way

some members of the left started to question Labour’s pro-Israel and anti-Arab stance.

3.1 Attitudes Towards Israel

To some extent the war did produce criticism of Israeli policy. Gaitskell said that if
Labour had been in government he would have warned Israel against aggression and he
supported the UN Security Council’s resolution against the state’s attack on Egypt.'® In
response to one of Eden’s speeches, the Labour leader remarked that the Prime Minister,
instead of acting as a policeman, had gone in to ‘'help the burglar and shoot the
householder','' a comment implying that Israel was the 'burglar' and, as such, went down
badly within Anglo-Jewry.'> However, the conflict did not generate deep anti-Israel
feeling. In fact, the party exonerated the Jewish state by distinguishing Israeli actions
from British and French ones."* Holding the image of Israel as a small, embattled state
surrounded by hostile Arab neighbours, the party depicted the Anglo-French alliance as
aggressive and portrayed Israel’s part as defensive. Throughout his attack on

government policy, Gaitskell contrasted Israeli policy with British policy, saying that:

'the devastating mistake that the Government have made
in this matter is to mix up the Arab-Israeli conflict with
the Suez conflict...I warn them that until and unless they
make a sharp distinction between these two
problems...they will never get themselves right with

world opinion’."*

Hugh Dalton similarly excused Israel, arguing that the Jewish state’s action was a

legitimate reaction to provocation from Egypt and refusing to accept the view that 'Israel
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[was] a wicked aggressor and Egypt an innocent victim of aggression'. Dalton’s support
for Israel was so strong that he supported the Conservative government's rejection of a
UN Security Council resolution stating that Israel was an aggressor.IS This exonerative
attitude was not confined to the right. Tony Benn believed that the British government’s
denial of arms to Israel had made the state feel insecure and was responsible for Ben-
Gurion’s policy.]6 He and five other Labour MPs cabled the Israeli Prime Minister
asking him to confirm that Israel's action was limited to the 'protection of Israeli
frontiers and elimination of Egyptian marauders' and that it had 'no connection with
British action'. The message was signed by 'six lifelong friends of Israel'."’

Labour did not view the Jewish state as an equal partner in the tripartite attack on
Egypt, believing that Britain and France had exploited the Jewish state for their own
purposes. The NEC claimed that while Britain's desire to maintain control over the
region and France's aim to deal with Egyptian 'subversion’ in Algeria lay behind their
actions, the establishment of 'a unified Syrian-Jordan-Egyptian Command' had provoked

Israel into taking defensive action.'® Nor did the Labour lert see Israel as colluding with

the west, claiming that the ‘imperial powers’ had exploited country’s vulnerability:

'They [Britain and France] exploited Israel's difficulties,
and the tragic error by which that small nation tried to
resolve them, in order to launch a war against Egypt and
secure control of the Suez Canal'."’

The left believed that Britain’s cold war policy made Israel vulnerable because it
excluded the country from defence pacts like the Baghdad Pact, exacerbating the
Arab/Israel conflict.”® The Baghdad Pact was a treaty based on mutual defence and co-

operation between Iraq, Pakistan, Turkey, Iran and Britain.”!
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After the war, Labour tried to re-establish its pro-Israel credentials, suggesting that
the Jewish state should force Egypt to grant it recognition. Gaitskell stated that while
Israel should withdraw from the occupied territories, the UN ought to guarantee Israeli
shipping through the Canal and the Gulf of Akaba and protection from raids from Egypt,

concluding that:

‘While we are completely opposed to the Anglo-French
attack on Egypt, we in the Labour Party have always said
that Israel could not be expected just to go back to the
status quo existing at the end of October. The essential
point is that Egypt should recognise publicly that the state
of war is now at an end and that she therefore cannot
exercise her so-called belligerent rights. The United

Nations should insist upon this just as much as on the

withdrawal of the Israeli forces'.?

The Labour leader did not believe that Israel should compromise with the Arab
countries, maintaining that if the Arabs had accepted partition in 1947 Israel would have
been smaller.”® Aneurin Bevan, Labour’s foreign affairs spokesperson, objected to
American pressure on Israel to withdraw from the Sinai and wanted Israel's position to
be used as a bargaining counter to secure Arab recognition of the Jewish state.”* After
the war, Richard Crossman got in touch with Ben-Gurion with the aim of restoring good
relations between Labour and Israel.*’

The PLP also remained overwhelmingly pro-Israel during the crisis. The Labour
MP Edward Short sponsored a pro-Israel EDM which attracted one hundred and twenty-
six signatures, eighty-one (see appendix 3.1 and table 3.1) of which were from Labour
MPs. Labour’s support for the motion was twice as high as the Conservatives’, showing
that the Conservative government’s policy did not stem from pro-Israeli sentiment.

Eden accepted the Foreign Office’s pro-Arab orientation, believing that Israel should

give up some of the territory captured during the 1948 war. Moreover, he had

*2 Press Release issued by Transport House, 15 February 1957.
* Williams, ed., 1983:553.
* Foot, 1973:540.
» Howard, 1990:203.
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Table 3.1 Pro-Israel Early-Day Motion, 1956

Date of First Tabling

Number and Title

Number of Labour
Names Appended (and
percentage of total
names)

11.2.57

42. Withdrawal of
Israeli Forces

Party Support Main Sponsor Total Number of
Names Appended

Labour Edward Short 126

Conservative (Labour)

Liberal

81 (64)
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previously refrained from criticising Egypt for refusing to allow Israeli shipping through
the Canal. Nor did the party have a pro-Jewish reputation at the time, even containing
people like the MP Thomas Moore who sympathised with the British Union of Fascists
in the 1930s.”® The Conservatives’ unwillingness to sign the motion also reflected the
partisan nature of the debates over Suez, drawing attention to the shift away from
consensus politics, a» well & the Suct Bt sppositun MPswere more \ikely to sign EDMs Mt
were Coibical of ~gwernment policy.

For Jewish MPs, the dilemmas of the war were particularly acute.”’ With the
Jewish community predominantly behind Israeli policy,”® Jewish MPs were under
pressure to dissent from Labour’s anti-war policy. Barnett Janner, who was President of
the Board of Deputies of British Jews (BOD) and the Zionist Federation, came under

community
particular pressure, with the Jewisthhallenging his position on the BOD.?’ Even the
French General Zionist Party condemned Janner for having voted with Labour against
the intervention, stating that Janner's conduct was ‘incompatible with the moral
obligations of a zionist' and disqualified him from 'holding any responsible position in
the Jewish national movement'.’® Nevertheless, Janner, aiong with the other sixteen
Jewish Labour MPs,”' voted with Labour in the voting divisions. He only refused to
conform to party policy on the vote which took place immediately after the UN’s
condemnation of Israel and just before the Anglo-French attack because such a vote
criticised Israel alone. Justifying his stand, Janner distinguished between the Israeli
action and the British action, saying that Labour opposed the latter and not the former.**

For left-wing Jewish Labour MPs, the difficulties in reconciling their opposition to

the war with their pro-Israel sympathies were sharper because their involvement in anti-

26 Epstein, 1964:175-177.
* Ibid:174.
** Alderman, 1983:131.
2 This account draws heavily on Epstein, 1964:189-195 and Alderman, 1983:131-132.
%0 Jewish Chronicle, 7 December 1956:1.
! These were: Austen Albu, Frank Allaun, Maurice Edelman, George Jeger, Harold Lever, Leslie
Lever, Marcus Lipton, Ian Mikardo, Maurice Orbach, Emanuel Shinwell, Julius Silverman, Sydney
Silverman, George Strauss, Barnet Stross, Moss Turner-Samuels and David Weitzman (Epstein,
1964:185).
2 Epstein, 1964:195. The other Jewish MPs who abstained from this vote were Austin Albu, Leslie
Lever, Moss Turner-Samuels and David Weitzman (Alderman, 1983:199 26n) Shinwell and Harold
Lever.
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colonialist politics put pressure on them to adopt a pro-Nasser position. Ian Mikardo,
Maurice Orbach, Sydney Silverman and Barnett Stross all condemned the government's
reaction to Nasser's nationalisation of the Canal.*> However, these MPs’ stand was far
from anti-Israel. Like Janner, they distinguished Israel's role from Britain’s and
France’s. Mikardo denied the suggestion that Israel benefited from the Anglo-French
intervention, claiming that a demilitarisation of the Sinai Peninsula would have been

more helpful.**

Moreover, he claimed that Israel's objectives were 'limited' and were a
legitimate response to Egypt's sponsorship of the fedayeen (saboteurs) and the blockade
on Israeli shipping.”> Most of the Jewish Labour MPs responded to criticism by saying
that they represented their constituents and not the Jewish community and Mikardo
defended his obedience to the party whip in this way.*

There were two exceptions to this pattern. Emanuel Shinwell, who had never
forgiven Gaitskell for replacing him as Minister of Fuel and Power in 1947,* publicly
criticised Labour’s policy. Shinwell was not actively involved in zionist or Jewish
organisations, having a background in trade unionism and socialism,*® and as a socialist
he rejected zionist philosophy. Nevertheless, he had a strong emotional commitment to
the Jewish state, rooted in his view of it as a refuge for the Jews and as an experiment in

. g 3
socialism.*

Although he mainly voted with the party in the divisions, he deliberately
abstained from the vote condemning Israeli policy. Shinwell publicly accused the
government for having previously failed to counter Arab aggression against Israel and
suggested that the UN's delay in taking speedy action explained Israel's military
response. He strongly criticised those who portrayed Israel's action as a violation of

40

international law, including people in his own party.” Harold Lever, who represented

the Jewish constituency Manchester Cheetham, also deliberately abstained from the vote

3 Jewish Chronicle, 17 August 1956:8.
* Epstein, 1964:191.
3 Tribune, 2 November 1956:2.
%6 Alderman, 1983:132; 199 27n.
7 Morgan, 1992:222.
** Epstein, 1964:188-190; Alderman, 1983:131-132.
39 Parliamentary Debates, Commons, Vol.570, 1956-57, Cols.608-609.
0 Epstein, 1964:188-190; Alderman, 1983:131-132.
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which implicitly criticised Israeli action.*’ Lever objected to the idea that Israel was the
aggressor and supported Britain’s alignment with the state and the government’s veto of
the UN Security Council’s condemnation of the Israeli action. ~Although he did not
back the British attack on Egypt, he suggested that it showed that the government
recognised Israeli interests.*?

The balance in favour of Israel also remained in the party’s policy-making sections
(see tables 3.2 and 3.3). The NEC and the International sub-committee contained
Jewish MPs like Ian Mikardo and Sydney Silverman and people like Gaitskell, Anthony
Greenwood, Crossman, Bevan and Alice Bacon, all of whom supported the formation of
Israel for historical reasons. Although Barbara Castle sympathised with Nasser, she
was not anti-Israel. Edith Summerskill was the only strongly pro-Arab member of the
NEC and International sub-committee and her views brought her into conflict with other
NEC members.*

Nor were there any signs of a grass-roots retreat from Labour’s pro-Israel
consensus. Speeches at the party’s conference stressed the view that Israel wanted peace
and that the west should arm the Jewish state in order to reduce its sense of insecurity.**

At the TUC conference, speakers claimed that peace in the Middle East depended on
the Arab states recognising the Jewish state.*> Labour Women also remained loyal to
Israel. Like the rest of the party, this section exonerated Israel for its role in the crisis,
criticising the government's Middle East policy on the grounds that it threatened the
existence of Israel.*® At its conference in February 1957, Mary Mikardo, from Poale
Zion, moved a resolution condemning Egypt for its anti-Israel policies and called for UN
guarantees of Israel's borders and shipping. The conference carried the resolution and

Morgan Phillips, the general secretary, sanctioned it.*’

! Alderman, 1983:132.
*2 Epstein, 1964:190; see also Alderman, 1983:199 26n.
“ Gaitskell in Williams, ed., 1983:569.
* LPACR, 1956:70-75.
* TUC Report, 1956:436-440.
“® NCLW, 1956:44.
NCLW, 1957:42-43.
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Table 3.2 NEC Members, 1956

Pro-Zionist/Israel Pro-Arab/Palestinian
Alice Bacon Barbara Castle
Aneurin Bevan Edith Summerskill

R.H.S. Crossman

T.E.N. Driberg (Vice-Chair)
Hugh Gaitskell

E.G. Gooch

AW.J. Greenwood

M. Herbison (Chair)

Ian Mikardo

S. Silverman

H. Wilson

Table 3.3 International Sub-Committee Members, 1956

Pro-Zionist/Israel Pro-Arab/Palestinian

Hugh Gaitskell Barbara Castle
E.G. Gooch Edith Summerskill
A. Greenwood

R.G. Gunter

M. Herbison

Sam Watson (Chair)

So, Labour’s anti-war campaign did not undermine the party’s basic pro-Israel
orientation. Indeed, the party rallied to support the Jewish state, reconciling its anti-war
stance with its support for Israel by distinguishing sharply between Israeli actions and
British and French actions. This suggests that although the party’s policy was badly
received by the Jewish community, the relations between Jews and Labour were not
irreparably damaged as implied by Alderman’s claim.*® In the following section I shall

consider the way the war affected the party’s attitudes towards Arab nationalism.

8 See Alderman, 1983:133.
69



3.2 Attitudes Towards Arab Nationalism

Although Labour opposed the war against Egypt, the crisis did not dramatically
challenge its traditional hostility towards Arab nationalism. If anything, the hostilities
showed just how deeply rooted anti-Arab feeling was, paralleling Conservative attitudes.
This similarity between Labour and the Conservatives was most evident at the start of
the crisis when only Gaitskell’s emphasis on Israeli interests distinguished his position
from the Conservatives’.** The Labour leader saw the Egyptian president as a dictator
with expansionist aims and opposed the nationalisation of the Canal, calling for
American-backed sanctions against Egypt.”® Dalton went even further, welcoming
Israel's defeat of Egypt and claiming that 'the myth of Egypt as a military power and a
leader of the Arab world is smashed for ever. All this is wonderful'’>’ In a
parliamentary debate, Dalton asked whether Ministers had ever thought that Nasser
should have been left to the Israelis, since they ‘were doing a very good job'.** Herbert
Morrison and other right-wingers such as Reggie Paget, Frank Tomney and Jack
Jones,* favoured military action against Egypt.* Some TUC members also advocated
outright condemnation of the nationalisation and objected to the idea that force could
only be used after referral to the UN. However, the mainstream view prevailed in the
end,” reflecting Gaitskell’s influence in the TUC leadership.’ 6

Throughout the crisis, the leadership was at pains to show that its position did not

imply support for Nasser. Gaitskell was contemptuous of people who sympathised with

¥ Kyle, 1991:164-165.
%0 Epstein, 1964:66.
3! Quoted in Pimlott, 1986:687.
* Parliamentary Debates, Commons, Vol.561, 1956-57, Col.1294.
>} Reggie Paget represented Northampton from 1945 to 1974. Frank Tomney was the MP for North
Hammersmith from 1950 to 1979 and Jack Jones was a junior Minister between 1947 and 1950 and MP
for Bolton from 1945 to 1950 and for Rotherham from 1950 to 1962 (Williams, ed., 1983:349 17n; 366
4n; 569 21n).
™ Gaitskell in Williams, ed., 1983:569.
55 The Times, | September 1956:6.
™ See Foote, 1985:230.
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the Egyptian president, including John Hynd,”’ William Warbey, Tony Benn and Edith
Summerskill, challenging what he saw as their automatic defence of any eastern country
and their failure to recognise that Nasser was a dictator. He believed that Summerskill's
views stemmed from her being 'a woman whose political views are almost entirely
dependent on personal contacts'.”® Gaitskell publicly denied that Labour was taking a
'pro-Nasser' line.”” The MP Patrick Gordon Walker,” advised the annual conference
not to become ‘pro-Nasser' because it was anti-government, distinguishing popular

nationalism from the Egyptian leader’s nationalism:

‘We must come to terms with the genuine nationalism of
the Middle East and cut the ground from beneath Nasser's

feet by saying openly that we recognise the right of the

Arab states to nationalise the oil wells and installations'.®!

The TUC leadership made a similar distinction. At its conference, C.J. Geddes, head of

the international committee, said:

'We must not let our legitimate criticism of the
Government's handling of this situation be interpreted as

praise for Colonel Nasser...Nasser is a military dictator

and this movement has no love...for military dictators'.®2

Even Bevan described Nasser as a 'thug' who needed to be 'taught a lesson'® At
the ‘Law Not War’ rally at Trafalgar Square, he stressed that although he thought that
Eden was wrong, he did not think that Nasser was right.** While opposed to the war,
Bevan maintained that even the existence of western imperialist interests in the Canal

did not justify Nasser’s 'extreme nationalism', contending that:

7 Former Minister and Labour MP for Sheffield Attercliffe, 1944 to 1970.
%8 Gaitskell in Williams, ed., 1983:567-569.
% Jewish Chronicle, 9 November 1956:8.
% Labour MP for Smethwick.
% The Times, 2 October 1956:11.
2 TUC Report, 1956:434.
% See Mikardo, 1988:158.
% Foot, 1973:526.
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it is no answer to say that the Suez Canal was an
imperialist project from the beginning and that it has been
exploited ever since. That does not establish Egypt's right
to exploit the Canal in her own interests’.%

Arab nationalism never had the same emotional appeal as Israeli nationalism for

Bevan.%

Arabs:

His perception of the Middle East drew heavily on traditional stereotypes of

'the collective psychology of the Moslem states is
definitely repulsive to me. It is so morbid and wildly

irrational that I am conscious of an abiding sense of
' 67

unease when I am in one of them'.
Bevan’s attitude impressed Gaitskell.®® Prior to Suez, he and the leader had been rivals.
Gaitskell saw Bevan as excessively volatile, even comparing him with Hitler on one

occasion.®’

As Chancellor, Gaitskell provided B octasion for Bevan’s resignation from
government over NHS charges. In opposition, the two disagreed over German
rearmament and Bevan resigned from the shadow Cabinet. However, the Suez war
united the former opponents and they co-operated over the anti-war campaign. Gaitskell
later rewarded Bevan by making him shadow Foreign Secretary.m

Bevan’s position reflected his ambivalent attitude towards international affairs,
putting him at odds with the rest of the left. Mikardo thought that his anti-Nasser

71

statements had 'blunted’ his attack on Eden.”” The press commented on the emerging

division between 'Bevan and the Bevanites'.”> One of Tribune’s readers remarked that

‘as a disciple of Mr. Bevan, it was most disappointing to see "Our Nye" climbing on to

% Tribune, 10 August 1956:12.
% Foot, 1973:517.
%7 Quoted in Foot, 1973:547.
% See Kyle, 1991:190.
% Morgan, 1992:225.
7 Pelling, 1991:107-118.
! Mikardo, 1988:157.
™ The Times, 10 August 1956:2.
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the Eden-Gaitskell bandwagon of hate against Nasser and Egypt.”> This development

was highly portentous, presaging Bevan's growing alienation from the left-wing. His
new closeness with the right led to bitter differences with the rest of the Bevanite left,
including people like Crossman, Castle and Foot. This became especially evident
during the 1957 annual conference when Bevan urgéd Britain to hold on to its nuclear
weapons, overturning his previous commitment to unilateralism.”

Labour’s anti-Arab current was also evident in its treatment of the Palestinian
crisis. By 1956 there were about one hundred thousand refugees living in Jordan,
Lebanon, Syria and the Gaza Strip. Despite UNRWA'’s (the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees) efforts to provide the refugees with homes, medical and
educational services and the Palestinians’ success in finding employment in countries
like Lebanon, many of the refugees lived in very sub-standard conditions.” However,
the party showed little sympathy for their situation. The leadership marginalised people
who drew attention to their position. Before the war, Anthony Greenwood reprimanded
Summerskill for suggesting that some of the refugees should return to Israel, claiming
that her proposal gave the false impression that Labour held Israel responsible for the
resettling of the refugees.”® Whenever the issue came up during the war, leading party
members portrayed it as a problem for Egypt and the Arab countries to resolve. Dalton
argued that the refugees should be resettled in (unspecified) 'Arab lands' and that Israel

had no responsibility for them:

'There is no room for them [the Palestinian refugees] in
Israel, that is clear. Their place has been taken by other
refugees, by Jewish refugees from Arab lands and we
cannot keep turning people round and round".”’

Even left-wingers portrayed the Palestinian incursions into Israel as instances of

'mindless terrorism'. As part of a series of visits to the Middle East in the early 1950s,

™ Quoted in Kyle, 1991:190.

™ See Morgan, 1992:216-217.

7 Rodinson, 1970:52.

76 Poale Zion Press Release, 7 October 1955.

7 Parliamentary Debates, Commons, Vol.561, 1956-57, Col.1299.
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Crossman inspected the refugee camps.”® Before the 1956 hostilities, Crossman and
Maurice Orbach acted as 'mediators' between Egypt and Israel when America and
Britain sponsored the peace plan Project Alpha. This plan proposed that Israel would
take back about seventy-five thousand refugees and compensate the rest in return for a
guarantee of Israel's borders and an end to the Arab blockade on Israeli shipping.”
However, the experience did not make Crossman sensitive to the Palestinians’ situation.
After the war, he spoke of the impunity under which the Fedayeen gangs' entered Israel
and said that he would not blame the Israelis if they tried to 'drive the Egyptians out and
clean up the Fedayeen'®® Ian Mikardo described the Palestinian fedayeen as 'murder-
trained infiltrators',®! indicating a failure to acknowledge the fact that many of the
refugees who crossed Israel’s borders were not sponsored by Arab states but merely
trying to return home.®

Labour’s anti-war campaign did not therefore hinge on pro-Nasser sympathies and
the hostilities did not produce a groundswell of support for Arab nationalism, especially
on the part of the leadership, but also in the PLP, the NEC and the trade unions. In the

next section, I shall consider why the crisis did not significantly affect Labour attitudes.

3.3 Explaining Labour’s Policy

One of the reasons why the war did not dramatically affect Labour’s outlook was
because anti-imperialist politics played no part at all in Gaitskell’s campaign against the
war. On the contrary, as a member of the revisionist right, the Labour leader
disapproved of the idea of socialist foreign policy, favouring pragmatism over what he
saw as left-wing 'utopianism'.®* Ever since the Korean war, Gaitskell had been strongly

pro-American and anti-communist.* It was the leader’s view that Britain’s policy

7® Morgan, ed., 1981:195.
7 Shamir in Louis and Owen, eds., 1989:77; Oren, 1990:358.
80 Parliamentary Debates, Commons, Vol.566, 1956-57, Cols.1418-1419.
8 Tribune, 2 November 1956:12.
%2 See Rodinson, 1970:68.
* Haseler, 1969:112-113.
* Morgan, 1992:224.
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undermined the Anglo-American alliance which principally lay behind his protest
against government policy.*> Under the Eisenhower government, America’s desire to
improve its position in the region led it to shift from a pro-Israel to a pro-Arab policy.%
The leadership’s respect for the UN also determined its anti-war stance. Gaitskell
constantly stressed 'the wrongfulness of acting outside the United Nations and...in
defiance of the United Nations',*’ protesting against the government’s failure to comply
with Britain’s pro-UN policy.® Before the hostilities, Labour claimed that Britain
should use the UN Security Council to help it resolve its problems with Egypt, saying
that Britain should not contemplate using force without the UN’s approval. Gaitskell
argued that military intervention disregarded the UN’s Charter. Labour’s deputy leader,
James Griffiths, centred on this theme in his motion of censure.®’

Internal party pressure also persuaded Gaitskell to adopt an anti-war position, with
people like Denis Healey and Douglas Jay on the right and Barbara Castle on the left,
being particularly influential.”® Healey was more ‘pacifist’ and ‘neutralist’ than
Gaitskell had anticipated,91 stemming partly from his vehement distaste for the Soviet
Union’s invasion of Hungary.”? Gaitskell himself admitted that Healey had critically
influenced his decision to oppose government policy.”® A ginger group called the Suez
Emergency Committee, operating from the Movement for Colonial Freedom’s (MCF)
offices, organised over two hundred and forty protest meetings across the country.
Constituency party activists also protested against the intervention.”* The Labour left
attacked Gaitskell for 'outdoing the Tories' in his response to the Canal’s nationalisation

and his comparison of Nasser with Hitler, suggesting that the leader’s proposal that

Egyptian funds in Britain be blocked was 'indefensible in law or morality'.95 Gaitskell's

% Foot, 1973:518.
% Ovendale, 1992:157-158.
8 Epstein, 1964:80; See also Morgan, 1992:228..
% Epstein, 1964:75.
% Ibid:80 62n.
% Morgan, 1992:228.
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characterisation of Nasser as Hitler also went down badly, with Tony Benn feeling so
embarrassed that he 'wanted to shout "Shame". As a member of the back-bench foreign
affairs group, Benn, along with his colleagues, tried to persuade the leader to take a
more oppositional line towards government policy.96

Labour’s stance also reflected the shift away from consensus politics, especially
over colonial policy. Under the impact of the Labour left’s rise and this faction’s
pressure on the party to adopt a more confrontational approach to foreign policy, in the
mid-1950s the two major parties began to polarise over colonial issues and
decolonisation, with Labour adopting a more moralistic opposition to colonialism now
that it was in opposition. The previous agreement between the two major parties over
the inevitability of decolonisation gave way to Labour strongly opposing the
Conservative government’s use of force, especially in British Guyana and the Suez crisis
almost led to a ‘total break-down in communication’ between the two parties.””’

Although the anti-war campaign satisfied a variety of elements in the party,
including pacifists, anti-colonialists and UN supporters,” this unity obscured some
fundamental differences between the factions. It was not pro-American feeling which
led left-wingers like Bevan and Crossman to oppose the war. Bevan was deeply
suspicious of American motives in the Middle East.”® Critical of American and Soviet
policy, he wanted the two powers to disengage from the region. In the postwar period,
Gaitskell went on to support the Eisenhower Doctrine whereas Bevan went on to oppose
it as much as he had objected to the Anglo-French intervention.'” Crossman believed
that America's policy of appeasement to the Arab states had previously shaped British
policy, contending that the consequence of America's patronage of the Middle East was
'the job of bribing the Arabs on our side by sacrificing the essential rights of the Jews''"!
Labour’s reluctance to acknowledge Nasser’s nationalist movement also stemmed

from the nature of the Egyptian regime. The leadership, in particular, was unwilling to
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embrace a movement which was not social democratic. Nasser’s desire to increase
Egypt’s independence and to modernise the economy by adopting a neutralist position
had a progressive element. The Suez campaign turned him into something of a hero
within Arab nationalism, scuppering Britain and France’s intention to weaken the

Egyptian leader. 102

However, in terms of internal policies, Nasser’s promise of
progress and democratic control of the economy turned out to be superficial. Through a
system of state control over the economy, landowners, officers and bureaucrats
continued to have a monopoly over power and the Egyptian people suffered

considerably as a result of Egypt’s foreign policies.'®

Moreover, although Nasser
opened up the political system with elections to the Legislative Assembly and by giving
the left greater freedom of expression, the military remained overwhelmingly
powerful.'%

Labour's neglect of the Palestinian refugee question reflected the Palestinians’
dependence on Nasser. In the 1950s, the Palestinian cause was intimately bound up
with Egypt and Palestinian activists were 'drawn into the orbit of Nasserism'.'®
Although Nasser's policy towards the refugees was ambivalent and instrumental,
Palestinians living in Jordan, Syria and Lebanon saw the Egyptian leader as their natural
ally against Israel. While Palestinians in Egypt and the Gaza Strip were more sceptical
about the president, Egypt sponsored some (although not all) of the raids into Israel.
However, there is a sense in which the Suez crisis helped to stimulate Palestinian
nationalist consciousness, precipitating the formation of Fatah, which later became the
dominant faction of the PLO.'® This development would later prove critical to
Labour’s subsequent shift towards a pro-Palestinian stance.

The party’s hostility towards Nasserism also reflected its ambivalence towards

anti-imperialist movements. Gaitskell, Dalton and Morrison all valued a pragmatic

approach to international affairs. The Labour leadership’s aims were not dissimilar from
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the Conservative government’s in so far as they prioritised the protection of British
interests. The difference between the two turned on the means by which these interests
could best be protected rather than the aims, with Labour believing that force was not
the way.'”” Carlton has suggested that this sentiment stirred the leadership’s protests
over Suez and represented a form of ‘inverted jingoism’.108 Gaitskell initially opposed
Nasser because he felt that the Canal’s nationalisation threatened British interests in the
region and he did not believe that these should be sacrificed in favour of anti-imperialist
nationalisms.'® The Labour leader felt that stability in the Middle East was vital to
Britain's oil interests.''® A number of backbenchers objected to intervention against
Egypt because they believed that it would 'inflame the Arab nations against us and have
11l

the gravest repercussions in Asia and Africa’. John Strachey,'"* a member of the

revisionist right, argued that:

'We are supposed...to be safeguarding our oil supplies,
but where will our oil supplies be if we are at war with
every Muslim state between the Persian Gulf and the
Atlantic?.'"?

Even Bevan argued that the Suez Canal was critical to Europe’s supply of oil, giving
Egypt the potential to put ‘a stranglehold on the economic life of Europe’.''*

Nor was it politically advantageous for Labour to identify too closely with Arab
nationalism. In an attempt to portray the opposition as unpatriotic, Conservatives
derided Labour for being 'Nasser's party' or 'Nasser's little lackey', playing on its
reputation for failing to protect national interests.''”> By opposing the war and

simultaneously objecting to Nasser, Labour could avoid being explicitly jingoistic while
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continuing to allay public fears by appealing to popular hostility towards Arabs. While
the general public was split along party lines over Suez, some leading party members
were worried that support for Egypt would alienate working class voters. Bevan, for
example, thought that middle class ideas overly-influenced Labour's approach to foreign
affairs.''® The Arab states’ role in the Second World War had created some wariness
within the British public.''” Before the 1956 hostilities, opinion polls suggested that
there was widespread opposition to the hostilities. However, once the conflict started,
the public showed a lot more sympathy for the government and ‘rallied to support’
Britain’s position.''®

Labour’s continuing sympathy for Israel reflected a number of ideological and non-
ideological factors too. First, whereas it opposed Nasser for being anti-social
democratic, it supported the Jewish state for its commitment to social democratic
principles. Defending the Jewish state, Dalton appealed to its democratic nature and

said that:

‘T am not a Jew. But I am a very warm admirer of the
achievements of the State of Israel. In this, I am in the
mainstream of thought and sympathy of the British
Labour Party, which has always been very friendly to the
State of Israel’.'"’

Greenwood stated that Israel was the only country in the Middle East ‘which [thought]
and [felt] and [had] the same standards as ourselves’.'*® These ideas were pervasive in
the party. The Labour left believed that Israel’s socialist experiment would raise the

2 .
12l This sense of

Arabs’ standard of living and teach them progressive practices.
common politics led Labour to ignore developments in Israel such as the rise of hard-

liners like Ben-Gurion over moderates like Sharett. As Israel’s Prime Minister between
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1953 and 1955, Sharett negotiated with Egyptian officers and his diplomatic approach to
the conflict impressed Nasser.'”> Ben-Gurion initiated a campaign against Sharett’s
moderation, forcing his resignation in 1955 so that he could become leader again. It was
Ben-Gurion’s tough approach to foreign policy which provided the backdrop to the 1956
conflict.'*

Whereas Labour had no political links with Arab nationalism, it had strong ones
with the Israeli government and Labour Party. Gaitskell’s visit to the Jewish state in
1953 had already sharpened his pro-Israeli leanings.'* Dalton was also influenced by
his links with the Israelis, having met Sharett, his former student at the LSE, and other
members of the Knesset during one of his visits to the Jewish state. After one visit, he
claimed that Israel was a country based on the principle of social equality.'*> Bevan was
on very close terms with Yigal Allon, the Labour Minister.'?® Moreover, the Israeli
labour movement was well-represented at the Socialist International, providing an arena
for contacts between the two parties.'”” Furthermore, there were significant relations
between the British trade union movement and the Israeli trade union movement, in the

28

form of reciprocal visits.'?® Finally, there were linkages between Labour Women and

the Israeli Labour movement through the International Women's School.'?

These ties enabled the Israeli Labour Party, Mapai, to lobby the British party over
Suez.  During the crisis, Mapai was worried about Labour’s policy. Golda Meir
recalled that some Israeli socialists felt that Labour had ‘swallowed Nasser’s line
whole’.'* Israeli politicians tried to rectify this situation, with Mapai, for example,

contacting the party about the number of fedayeen attacks against Israel.'*' Moreover,

talks with the Isracli Ambassador in Britain influenced Gaitskell’s view that Nasser had
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expansionist ambitions and that his rise would harm Israel in the long term.'*> More
locally, Poale Zion put forward Israel’s case during the debates over the crisis, arguing
that the Jewish state put into practice the British labour movement’s ideals by trying to
build socialism, condemning the Conservative government for refusing to supply Israel
with arms and allowing Nasser to prevent Israeli shipping from using the Canal.'*
Poale Zion tried to re-build relations between Labour and the Jewish community, taking
part in the creation of Labour Friends of Israel (LFI) in 1957."3*  As a non-affiliated
organisation, LFI aimed to lobby opinion on behalf of Israel. Formed at a public rally at
Labour’s annual conference, Herbert Morrison was among a number who addressed the
rally and Anthony Greenwood was its first chair.'*®

Historical considerations also played a part in the maintenance of Labour’s pro-
Israel sympathies. Leading Labour figures supported Israel because memories of
Germany’s wartime atrocities were still fresh in their minds. Gaitskell saw the state as

6

the progressive homeland of an oppressed people,'*® and both he and Bevan were

7 Gaitskell’s commitment stemmed from his

emotionally attached to the country.13
experiences in 1930s Vienna where he met Jews brought up in the Central European
tradition of Marxism,'*® and the collapse of social democracy in Austria led him to
become a strong supporter of anti-fascist causes.'*” The ‘spirit of the resistance’ which

140" was not lost on this generation of Labour politicians whose

was so strong in France,
experience of the war converted them to the zionist cause. They believed that the
Jewish people’s survival depended on Israel’s existence and that Egypt threatened this.
In fact, recent contributions to the crisis show that Nasser was not a great threat to Israel
at the time and that he wanted to avoid conflict with Israel up to 1955 and for a while

opposed Palestinian raids into the country.14 Nevertheless, emotional commitment to
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the Jewish state remained an important determinant of pro-Israel feeling. Labour
continued to regard Israel as a refuge for the Jews from persecution and Shinwell spoke

for many when he said that:

'When, as a result of Hitler's dastardly acts, millions of
people were destroyed in gas chambers, what could one
expect? There must be a haven, a refuge for persecuted
people, the victims of the pogroms and the rest, and there
was the state of Israel'.'*?

There were also compelling political reasons for maintaining a pro-Israel position,
rooted in the continuing link between Jews and social democracy. By 1956, there were
still significant ties between Labour and the Jews, with the party containing seventeen
Jewish Labour MPs. Moreover, there was a notable connection between these and the
party’s left-wing. Six of the MPs were among the fifty-seven who joined Bevan in
voting against defence policy in 1952. Ian Mikardo and Sydney Silverman were
prominent left-wingers. Mikardo had close ties with the affiliated organisation, Poale
Zion and Silverman had connections with various zionist organisations.'** In the same
way as the Conservatives exploited the party’s (largely ungrounded) ‘pro-Nasser' stand,
they also made much of Labour's apparent ‘betrayal’ of its friendship with Israel. In one
Commons’ debate, a Conservative MP, Charles Waterhouse, and an enthusiastic

supporter of force against Egypt, said that:

it is a very cruel thing that the Israelis, in this hour of
their tribulation, in this hour when every hand is turned
against them, should find that many of the voices to

which they have been used to listen have been silent'.'**

Gaitskell himself represented a constituency, Leeds South, which contained a significant

Jewish community. He was married to a Jewish women and his father-in-law was an

"2 Parliamentary Debates, Commons, Vol.570, 1956-57, Col.609.
3 Epstein, 1964:186-187.
'** Quoted in Epstein, 1964:192.
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active zionist."*® Such was the strain between Gaitskell's opposition to the war and his
sympathies with Israel that he felt compelled to make clear that he had not given up on
Israel. During his anti-government attack Gaitskell telephoned a close Jewish friend in
Leeds to reassure her that he was not 'turning against' Israel.'*® This concern was not
groundless. Maurice Orbach’s case illustrated the costs of too close an identification
with the Arabs’ case. Unlike the other left-wing Jewish MPs, Orbach clearly
sympathised with Nasser, having previously mediated between Egypt and Israel over the
Palestinian refugee question.'*’ At a public meeting, he defended Nasser, eliciting a
good deal of anger from the Jewish community.'*® Orbach represented Willesden East,
a marginal constituency which contained a good number of Jews who were in a position

to affect election results.'*

Local Conservatives exploited the MP’s difficulties up to
the 1959 general election and he lost the seat by over two thousand votes.'>°

The 1956 war did very little to change Labour’s fundamental loyalties in the
Israel/Arab conflict. Ideological and non-ideological factors combined to produce this
situation. Committed to social democracy, Labour looked more favourably on Israeli
nationalism because the Jewish state was a liberal democracy led by a sister party. In
contrast, although Nasserism appealed to progressive values, it was not a social
democratic movement and had no political ties with Labour. Moreover, Israeli
nationalism, because of the history of Nazism, had more of a moral and emotional
appeal to the party than Arab nationalism. Even so, instrumental factors also played a
part. Despite Labour’s commitment to anti-imperialism, it was ambivalent towards anti-
imperialist movements, sharing with the Conservatives a commitment to the
preservation of British interests. Furthermore, its pro-Israeli stance stemmed also from a
rational calculation of the political costs associated with a pro-Arab policy and the

benefits arising from a pro-Israeli one. However, there was some evidence of changing

dynamics and I shall consider these in the next section.
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3.4 Towards Dissent

Despite the overwhelming tendency to continue to support Israel and to be sceptical of
Arab nationalism, the 1956 conflict did produce a slight shift from the prevailing Labour
views. People like William Warbey, Edith Summerskill and Tony Benn challenged the
leadership’s hostility towards Nasser. Benn claimed that 'no country has committed so
many crimes against Egypt as this country has'.'*' After a meeting of the executive of

Bristol South East CLP in August, he issued a statement which said that:

'the real issue is very simple. Egypt is a poor country
which since 1882 has been fully or partly occupied by
British troops. Now free, she is anxious to raise her
living standards. Without the Aswan Dam she cannot

succeed...she deserves the support of the British
152

people'.

Edith Summerskill knew Nasser personally. After the war, she visited Egypt and

returned saying that the Anglo-French attack caused many more casualties than

acknowledged.'”* Barbara Castle and Fenner Brockway led a march of five hundred

people to protest against the govemment.154 People linked with the Tribune newspaper

described the Anglo-French intervention as a '‘Crime Against the World', suggesting that

Britain and France had, in defiance of the United Nations, engaged in an ‘evil,
imperialist struggle against the Arab peoples’.'”

The rise of the MCF partly accounted for this development. Formed in 1954, it

was not linked specifically to one party, however, Labour tended to dominate it."” % The

organisation aimed to support national liberation movements and decolonisation. It

attracted people from the party’s left-wing, including Michael Foot, Barbara Castle,
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pacifists like Frank Allaun, and Tony Benn, who was its treasurer. William Warbey was
also closely involved in the organisation, having chaired its London Area Council.
There was a particularly strong link between ILP members like Fenner Brockway and
the MCF. The body’s links with Labour also operated through affiliated constituency
parties, local and national trade unions. It was the MCF which originally planned the
anti-war demonstration in Trafalgar Square, allowing Labour to take it over after the
latter showed some interest.'’

Unlike the leadership, these elements did oppose the war on anti-colonialist
grounds. Warbey was highly critical of Labour’s foreign policy and although he was
not a fellow-traveller, he had some sympathy for communist principles. Brockway was
a committed anti-colonialist for humanitarian reasons. He believed in the absolute right
to national self-determination on moral grounds and wanted Labour to strengthen its
anti-colonialism and to support independence for all the colonies. The Labour left
identified with the third force principle, opposing the cold war division between
America and the Soviet Union.'*® It argued that freeing the Middle East from cold war
ambitions would provide stability in the region and that this depended upon recognition
of Arab nationalism."”® Barbara Castle advocated a new approach to the Middle East
'based on the political co-operation of all the great powers, including Russia, in an effort
to solve the problems of the area’. She claimed that military pacts should be replaced
with economic aid through UN agencies and suggested that Nasser's position was a
weaker nation’s response to 'imperialist polices’.'®® Left-wing opponents of the war
were very critical of America’s decision to withdraw aid for Egypt’s Aswan Dam
project.

Developments in the Middle East also contributed to this shift. In the late 1950s,
Arab nationalism began to make appeals to socialism and these forms of nationalism

went on to dominate in Egypt, Syria, Algeria and Iraq in the early 1960s.'®" The rise of
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Nasser was particularly important. Whatever his shortcomings in terms of domestic
policy, he was a charismatic leader who won the loyalty of Arab people but also
appealed to western politicians. Nasser attended the Bandung conference in 1955. The
conference’s pro-Arab views impressed him and he began to believe that African and
Asian states needed to distinguish themselves from the superpowers in order to achieve
independence and argued that they should act as a third force in international politics.
Nasser created the idea of positive neutrality, which suggested that states like Egypt
could build up independence if they avoided alignment with the great powers in the cold
war