Israel- bastion of US imperialism in the Middle East- 

Arafat and PLO leadership betray the cause of the Palestinians by giving up on the right of refugees 

to return home
[This article is dedicated to Abram Leon, a leader of the Belgian Socialist Movement, Fourth Internationalist and author of The Jewish Question ,without which this work would not have been possible- he was executed by the Nazis at Auschwitz concentration camp in 1944. Jewish at birth, his conclusion about Zionism was that 

‘it is ideological excrescence and not really scientific]

The imperialists and their puppets have declared time and again that the Middle East conflict is ‘unwinnable’ as if it is always going to exist. They declare this as surely as they declare that capitalism is here to stay. Herein lies the crux of the matter. Nationalism and national disunity is one of the tools of the capitalists in keeping the working class divided in order to maintain control for continued exploitation.  In many countries across Europe, the capitalist classes of other nationalities and those of other religious beliefs oppressed the Jews. The European capitalists and middle classes were afraid of competition from the Jewish capitalists and middle class and thus fanned the flames of anti-Semitism [anti-Jew or anti-Judaism] in order to get rid of their opposition. The suffering and harassment of the Jews, in general, is well documented. From a working class perspective, a Christian, Muslim, Jewish or atheist capitalist is still a capitalist and thus the class enemy. Workers, irrespective of being Jewish, Arab, ‘white’ or ‘black’, are still workers and have more in common with each other from the point of view of their all being exploited by the capitalist class as a whole. Herein lies the solution to the Middle East conflict. There is no shortcut around this very fundamental perspective and the very difficult task of building workers unity across all national and other artificial barriers.

In pre-capitalist times, the Jews formed a special class of merchants and usurers, which played a specific role due to the lack of development of the productive forces. [Economic methods were primitive, ie being based on slavery and later being feudal] A merchant class developed due to the strategic geographic situation of Palestine in-between the ancient civilizations in Egypt, the middle and Far East, and the barbaric [uncivilized] Europe. Production was mainly for domestic use and the Jewish merchants played the role of trading goods and slaves from the East and Egypt with Europe, in Greek, Roman and in feudal times. That the Jews survived at all in the Diaspora [scattering throughout many places in the world] was precisely because of the social function that they played. Playing a middle class role, the pre-capitalist Jew also separated themselves from the broader population – thus the Jewish ghetto was born. The Jews were an easily recognizable group and were easy targets for those wanting to use violence against them. At times, the nobles or even the monarchs, whoever bore the brunt of usury, launched attacks on the Jews. They also exploited the fact that the peasant hated the usurer, to stir attacks against them when it suited them. The Jews played a useful social function for the monarchs. They were able to extract a surplus from the nobility and the peasantry, so the ruling monarch tolerated them. From whatever the Jew collected from the nobility or peasant, they had to pay a tax to the monarch. Those Jews who did not fulfill this function were invariably assimilated [absorbed] in the society that they found themselves in. Many Jews converted to the dominant religion, be it Christianity, etc. On the other hand, other people from Africa, Mongolia, etc converted to become Jews to fulfill the social function that they played. Being a Jew was one and the same as being a merchant. So, in order to become merchants or usurers, many of other religious beliefs converted to Judaism. [Even the Torah- the Jewish bible- speaks of how noble it is to make money from money]. The so-called typical Jewish physical features are nothing but typical of many people living in Eastern Europe and areas bordering Asia. The Diaspora [the scattering throughout North Africa, Europe, Asia, etc] of the Jews predates the fall of Jerusalem in 70AD. At that time there were several different tribes living in Palestine [[Jews, Phoenicians; Egyptians, etc].

The development of capitalism was precisely what ended the role that Jews played in society. Thus it was first from Western Europe that the Jews were driven out. Capitalist commodity production meant that trade now fell directly in the hands of the capitalists. The Jews were regarded as competitors and their role was limited to usury. Even this was forced to the sidelines as capitalist banks developed. The latter-day Jew in Western Europe became the petty usurer and pawnshop owner living off mainly the hard times of the proletariat. Many Jews became proletarianised [ie became part of the working class] but many more fled to Eastern Europe, where capitalism was not so well developed and where feudal relations still abounded.  The modern Jew under capitalism was thus completely different from the Jew of pre-capitalist times. As capitalism developed more and more in Eastern Europe in the late 19th century the position of the Jews was undermined and greater proletarianisation took place. In Poland, for example, at one stage about 40% of Jews were living on handouts from the state. At that time, a great wave of emigration to Western Europe and North America took place. As happened among all religious groups in Western Europe, while most became proletarianised, a few rose to become capitalists. The established middle class and capitalist Jews in West Europe and North America took fright at the wave of their poverty-stricken ‘brothers’ arriving. Religion played no role at all. In fact, they feared a rise of anti-Semitism, which would mean them being targeted as well. They helped set up barriers in the USA and Western Europe to limit the entry of Jews. Thus the capitalist classes made common cause with the petty bourgeois nationalists, the Zionists, to create what was, in effect, a dumping ground for impoverished Jews fleeing mainly from Eastern Europe. Thus the idea of a Jewish homeland in Palestine took root. 

The development of nation states was nothing else but the division of the world among the capitalists. Areas of influence to exploit the working class were accordingly territorially divided. These lines drawn in the sand were often not based on any scientific criteria, but were often completely arbitrary. In the north of the province of KwazuluNatal, the boundary with Mozambique divided people with the same language living on either side of the border; In the north of Namibia, the border with Angola divides the Ovambos into areas on either side of the dividing line, etc, etc. There are a multitude of such examples worldwide. The Middle East is no exception. In the Middle East there is a strong anti-imperialist sentiment among the working class in general. It is in the interest of imperialism to fan the flames of nationalism and division by any means necessary, in order to maintain their control.

From about the end of the 1800’s capitalist expansion had reached the point when one or other imperialist controlled the world and the period of capitalist decay had decisively set in. The scene was set for fights among the imperialists for the extension of their areas of influence and for redivision of the world.  This was the basis for the 2 world wars and many other wars. Up to the first World war, Palestine was ruled by the Turkish and German empires and it was to them that the leaders of the Zionist movement turned. As happened in other parts of the world by imperialist intrigue, British imperialism started to artificially create a bulwark of division among the working class in the Middle East, so as to ensure imperialist domination. British imperialism used Zionism to achieve its objectives. They started a policy of forced immigration into Palestine of Jewish nationalists, with the aim of forming a Jewish homeland within it. The British also fanned the sentiments of Arab nationalism as part of their policy of divide and rule.

What is Zionism?

Zionism is a bourgeois nationalist ideology using Socialist phraseology. The founders of Zionism reasoned as follows: The Jewish nation has suffered for several centuries, having been removed from their original homeland. They are primarily capitalists and middle class, and in order for there to be development towards Socialism in their new homeland, the Jews had to work on the land and had also to become workers and peasants, so a peasantry and working class had to be  developed. The Jews would be doing this on their own land so they would not be exploiting anyone. This was the origin of the Kibbutz system. 

In practice, though, the kibbutz system was subsidized heavily by billions of dollars from US imperialism and took place through the forced removal of Arabs, and on the free labour power of Jewish volunteers. Thus the aims of the Jewish bourgeois nationalists coincided with the aims of British imperialism: Create an area by forced relocation of impoverished Jews from all over the world, irrespective of their ability even to speak Hebrew or even basic knowledge of the Jewish traditions and practices. The Jewish bourgeois nationalists would have their area for capitalist enrichment, while the British imperialists would create a basis for long term division of the working class in the region, thus facilitating control by the respective capitalist state structures on behalf of imperialism. In the First World War the imperialists agreed on a redivision of the world among themselves. As part of this, under the Balfour Declaration of 1917 , British imperialism agreed to set up a Jewish homeland within Palestine, effectively partitioning it. After the Second World War, with the rise of the dominance of US imperialism there was again a repartitioning of the world among the various imperialists. US imperialism ensured the establishment of the state of Israel and a completely dismembered state of Palestine in 1948. US imperialism had displaced British imperialism. From the beginning until now, the state of Israel is artificially propped up by US imperialism through annual payments of billions of dollars. The world Jewry has also assisted imperialism through contributions of $100 Billion towards the Israeli state since 1948. In return the capitalist state apparatus in Israel plays the role of policeman for imperialism in the Middle East. Zionism was the cover under which capitalist development took place in Palestine: a working class was created through importation of Jews from all over the world as well as the forced dislocation of the pastoral Arabs. The Jewish worker was given a position of privilege through subsidization from US imperialism, as well as from super-exploitation of the Arab-Palestinian worker.

The development of the Israeli state

From the beginning, the Israeli state was in a position of dependence on imperialism. If imperialism was really interested in developing Israel they would long ago have promoted its industrialization. 30% of income from exports are from diamond cutting and polishing for the world market. A great percentage of the world’s diamonds are processed here even though there is no diamond mining industry. This is an artificially created industry being propped up by funds extracted from the world Jewry. Despite the arms industry, up to today, the value of imports still far outweigh the value of exports. In 1997, imports stood at $27 billion and exports were $21 billion. A deficit of about 30%.  There are only 5 million Jews in Israel. From the beginning up to now, the vast majority of Jews live in the Diaspora. The population growth has come only from the immigration of Jews, mainly impoverished ones arriving from various quarters of the world. From the beginning Israel had mainly state industry, that is, industry propped up by imperialism and the funds extracted from world Jewry. Industry, manufacturing and mining makes up only 20% of all employment. The ongoing battle with the Arab Palestinians is in effect a testing ground for weapons for the world market. The state is one of the channels for the world arms industry. Arms expenditure in the state budget has dropped from 40% to 11%, reflecting the increasing number of surrounding states that now recognize the state of Israel. In addition, the PLO leadership has since the 1993 Oslo/Washington accord, recognized Israel as well. Since about 1986 there has been increasing privatization and today, official unemployment stands at 12%.  The Israeli state is primarily a military state acting to ensure control by imperialism in the region. The Jews in Israel are used as cannon fodder in this task, in place of a permanently stationed imperialist army which would have been exposed to much greater opposition, not only by the working class in the Middle East but also by the working class in the imperialist centers.

The role of Stalinism

In 1919 the PCP [Palestinian Communist Party] was formed. It soon became stalinised and followed the various turns of the Soviet bureaucracy. From the beginning it was plagued by nationalism. After several failed attempts, the PCP managed to initiate a bourgeois nationalist movement that soon became the Popular Front. [This was soon taken over by the guerilla and is today the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine or the Fatah faction. This is today the leading faction in the PLO and is headed by Arafat.] The dominance of the PCP was soon diminished in line with the policy of Stalin to place the building of a nationalist movement above the building of the Communist party and its programme for Socialism was postponed into an indefinite future. The Arab League, a collection of the Arab nationalist leaders [from Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Yemen], at its summit in 1964 set up the PLO. This was for co-ordination between the main guerilla Palestinian groups and factions, and the respective national leaderships of the Arab League. After the formation of Israel, in accordance with the deal with imperialism of partitioning the world in the aftermath of World War 2, the PCP changed its name to PCI, the Communist Party of Israel. [It was part of the same process that saw Germany partitioned into East and West, etc] The Soviet bureaucracy was among the first to recognise the State of Israel even though at that stage the numbers of Arab to Jew was still 2:1. This showed that the Soviet bureaucracy was party to the partitioning of Palestine, even though the programme of the PCI was to fight for the right of the Arab Palestinians to self-determination. This nationalist turn of the PCI laid the basis for the later split of the party into 2 groups along the lines of pro-Zionist and pro-Arab. After this split, the party degenerated and lost the mass support that it had built up through parliamentary participation from the start of the state of Israel. It was stalinism that played a decisive counter-revolutionary role in diverting the struggle of the working class in the Middle East into nationalism. The split hardened on national grounds so that today there exists a Communist Party of Israel and a Communist Party of Palestine. [The Communist Party of Israel has since the fall of Stalinism converted itself into the Democratic Front for Peace and Equality].

The role of the bourgeois nationalist regimes in the Middle East

When the state of Israel was formed through the 1948 war of expulsion of the bulk of Arab Palestinians, the Zionists had made a deal with the Jordanian regime that they would not intervene and in return they would get control of the West Bank. The Zionists also made deals with several Arab landowners, who secretly sold their land, sacrificing the tenant farmers to the attack by the Zionist military forces. Several of these rich Arab ex-landowners went into exile and later formed part of the PLO. Over the years various Middle East regimes, like the Saudi, the Egyptian,  have all been in one way or the other, subject to the whims of US imperialism. After the Gulf war of 1991, the Saudi and Jordanian regimes had to pay reparations to the Israeli state [protection money]. In short, nationalism has been one of the ways of diverting the strong anti-imperialist feelings of the masses into a dead-end. The regimes have clamped down heavily on working class opposition, often in the name of Islam. Despite the anti-imperialist rhetoric of these regimes, they have maintained control for world imperialism, which still remains dependant on oil supplies from the Middle East.

The role of the United Nations

It was the United Nations that paved the way in 1947 for the division of Palestine into Jewish and Arab states. US imperialism provided the political and military support to divide the working class along nationalistic lines. All the imperialists agreed with this division. This was also agreed to by the Soviet bureaucracy. In 1948 the state of Israel was formed by the expulsion of over 400 000 Arabs. [The figures vary up to 850 000]. The role of the UN up to now has been consistent with dividing the working class in the region and ensuring control by imperialism. Thus, for example, it is not surprising that during 1982 during the Israeli state attack on the Palestinian refugee camps in South Lebanon, it was the UN that opened the way for the massacres of disarmed guerilla in the Sabra and Shatilla refugee camps. The UN had given the assurance that if the guerilla gave their undertaking that they would disarm and were prepared to move out of Lebanon and move to other neighbouring countries like Iraq, Jordan Syria, etc [except Israel, of course], they would be allowed to leave in peace. The guerilla disarmed under the supervision of Arafat and then were massacred by the Israeli state machine , under the leadership of one Ariel Sharon. In the months before this, the Israeli state machine had killed of over 14 000 of the Palestinians in South Lebanon. The call by the PLO leadership and other groups for UN intervention in the current onslaught by the Israeli state in 2001, is nothing but asking imperialism to intervene in a conflict that they created and have an interest in continuing. 

The position of the working class in Palestine 

During the First World War, in 1916, the imperialists agreed to divide up areas in the Middle East between French and British imperialism. [Lebanon and Syria were given to the French while Palestine and other areas were given to the British]. Since the start of the state of Israel, the Histadrut, the Jewish union movement supported the ruling Labour Party. This union movement was based on the privileged position of the Jewish worker and excluded Arab workers from membership and labour agreements. The pockets of Palestinian reserves were homelands/Bantustans [but without any form of political autonomy] for the Arab worker. Those Arab workers, who were expelled from their homes in what became known as Israel, are reduced to migrants. They have to carry passes to be in Israel. These migrant Palestinian workers were/are working under conditions of virtual slavery akin to the slave capitalist relations prior to 1994 in South Africa. The Israeli state advised the National Party regime from the beginning. The very method of creating of homelands can be said to have been imported from Israel by the South African regime. It is a major weakness in the struggle in the region that the working class movement is very weak and besides the conservative Histadrut, there are only advice offices and the weak Palestinian unions [which do not operate within Israel, nor do they attempt to organise or unite with Jewish workers, or even the Histadrut]. Due to the crisis of capitalism, there has been a trend of more and more immigrant workers being allowed to come into Israel. This poses more problems for the local capitalist, who in the past never took responsibility for housing and social benefits for the Palestinian workers, seeing that at the end of each day, the worker would return to his ‘bantustan’. This is leading to undercutting of wage levels and greater unemployment among both Jewish and Arab workers. The increase in resistance of the Palestinian worker has gone hand in hand with their further exclusion from work permits and their replacement with other immigrant workers from other parts of the world. All Palestinian workers in Israel have to pay an agency shop fee to the Histadrut of which they are not members, as well as a so-called equalisation levy [so that the nett effect of employing Palestinian workers would not be cheaper than employing Jewish workers, and thus they would not be displaced.] This fee is in theory paid to the municipal services in the Palestinian bantustans and are currently subsidising the municipal control of the PLO in the West Bank and Gaza strip. This is rather like the levies paid by the mine bosses in South Africa to the respective tribal chiefs and so-called independent authorities, in return for the provision of cheap labour. The fragmented nature of the working class does not point to seeking solutions outside the working class, but rather points to the difficulties that any working class movement in the region has to face: How to undermine the nationalist divisions and how to unite the working class as a whole in the region? How to unite the working class struggles in the region with those in the imperialist centres? Etc. It follows that the building of working class parties across the region is a pre-condition for the struggle for Socialism to succeed. Any other approach means bowing to non-working class forces, and sidetracking of the struggle.

Mirroring the developments in South Africa, when the Intifada [mass resistance of the Palestinian youth and workers] started in 1987, demonstrating that the Palestinian working class and youth were no longer prepared to accept the form of capitalist exploitation and domination, in 1988, the PLO decided on negotiations to accept the partitioning of Palestine and their position of permanent  subjugation to imperialism. The PLO rescued imperialism-capitalism from a threat to its rule. The negotiations culminated in the 1993 Oslo agreement where the sellout of Palestinian demands were consolidated. The Oslo agreement entrenches Israeli state rule and reduces the Palestinian self rule to a municipal level. The responsibility for acting against those who break Israeli law is left to the ‘Palestinian Authority’ to carry out. Arafat and his Fatah faction have entrenched themselves militarily and ensure loyalty through allocating to supporters public sector jobs, which make up a sizeable percentage of employment in the West Bank. That the 1994 elections in SA achieved greater democratic demands, relative to the West bank, was a reflection of the greater working class presence, unity and pressure in South Africa. Both deals ensured the continued rule of imperialism. The PLO is now in charge of arresting dissidents and there are many political prisoners in ‘Palestinian Authority’ jails.  

The current Intifada
Since September of last year there have been renewed uprising by the Palestinian youth, supported by some of the guerilla. This mass uprising has come about not only due to dissatisfaction with the continued Israeli state rule but also due to dissatisfaction with the PLO leadership. Bit by bit, the PLO leadership has been compromising more and more of the demands of the Palestinians. The uprising of last September came about when the Palestinian masses rejected the latest Camp David deal. We should not forget that the Palestinian masses have a deep hatred for Zionism and imperialism. Underlying this latest uprising is the worsening position of the Arab Palestinian masses and the acceptance by many of the PLO leadership of positions in capitalist companies. These companies are at the beck and call of Israeli capital and US imperialism. Unemployment in the Gaza strip is at about 50% while in the West Bank it is about 30%. The PLO leadership has betrayed one of the fundamental demands of the Arab Palestinians, namely the right of the refugees to return to their original homes. Instead they have  reached agreement over a financial package for resettlement in order that the over 4 million Arab Palestinians in the Diaspora give up their right of return. The figure which is quoted is that the PLO accepted $40 billion and the Jordanian regime an equal amount. When the PLO leadership was challenged over this deal by one of their top officials in charge of refugees, he was placed under immediate arrest by the ‘Palestinian Authority’. The current 8 month old Intifada is witness to the widespread massacre of unarmed/ poorly armed Arab Palestinians while the PLO leadership holds back the masses and allows the resistance fighters to be targeted by the Israeli state.  The Israeli state forces have even occupied land given to the Palestinians under the Oslo accord. What is in common between the first and second Intifada is that on both occasions, the PLO leadership had no control over these uprisings. The PLO managed to get control of the first. The current Intifada is both against the Israeli state machine and the PLO leadership! The PLO leadership will continue to use the Palestinian masses as cannon fodder to achieve more gains for the bureaucracy in their ranks.

Guerrillaism- no way out for the working class

Guerrillaism as a method of struggle has nowhere led to a workers’ state. By its very nature it implies that a small band of soldiers will free the working class and fellow poor. This turns the working class into spectators in determining their own destiny. Terror tactics as a method of struggle has the effect of inviting a clampdown by the state on progressive forces when they are still weak or unprepared. They give the state an excuse to clamp down, developing and using a host of draconian laws. In the Middle East, the guerilla methods are even worse, when we consider the suicide bombers. Here, militant and progressive youth are sacrificed by the guerilla for ‘exciting’ the masses into action. The guerilla leadership could identify people who are critical of their leadership and send them out on these suicide missions. As Lenin says, the working class is in no need of stimulants – their daily lives provide enough of these. It is long overdue to abandon petty bourgeois methods of struggle and to turn towards working class methods in the Middle East. Even the Intifada is not solely directed at the capitalist state apparatus but also targets Israeli civilians and even Jewish workers. This misdirection drives a further division among the working class and is an obstacle in the struggle for Socialism.

Sharon or Barak? Was this really a relevant question?

It must be recalled that Barak also held a position previously in the military and that his Labour Party had ruled Israel from inception for 30 years. Despite this, Sharon still represented the more drastic suppression of the bourgeois democratic rights of the Palestinians, reflecting the crisis of US imperialism as demonstrated by the electoral fraud in their presidential elections last year in order to secure the office of a Republican conservative President, namely Bush. In order for the sellout of Oslo to be carried to its logical conclusion, imperialism-capitalism wants to break the back of the resistance to them and to PLO rule. This is the role of the Sharon regime.

The way forward for the struggle in Palestine

There needs to be developed a programme of struggle for the working class in the Middle East, based on the overthrowal of the capitalist states led by revolutionary working class parties in each country. This would involve including bourgeois democratic demands such as the unconditional right of return of all expelled Arab Palestinians, the demand for land, for jobs for all, trade union rights, etc, as part of the broader Socialist programme. A Palestinian working class party should be formed that opens its doors to all workers , Jewish , Christian or Arab , irrespective of religious belief or country of origin. Communist work should be conducted in building a trade union movement as a first line of defence, this would entail working with and uniting with the workers of the Histadrut in action in defence of the working class interests as a whole. Independent working class organisation needs to be built.

From the history of the negotiated settlement in South Africa and the role played by the ANC in rescuing imperialism-capitalism when they faced imminent revolution from the working masses, we need to draw the lessons. In other words the role of Mbeki as mediator or facilitator in so-called peace talks, has nothing to do with support of the Palestinian cause but of maintaining capitalist stability in the Middle East so that imperialism would have a new form of control. The theory of permanent revolution has clearly shown that in backward neo-colonial countries in the imperialist epoch, the capitalists are incapable of even completing the bourgeois democratic revolution. It is only the working class in power who can achieve this, and then such a working class in power would not stop at the bourgeois democratic stage but immediately advance to the start of the construction of Socialism. This implies that the struggle of the working class in Palestine is inextricably linked to that of the working class in the whole of the Middle East, and indeed linked to the worldwide struggle for Socialism.

Due to the heavy subsidy from US imperialism, any economic crisis in the US is likely to impact strongly on the ability of the Israeli state to maintain the position of privilege of the Jewish worker. Working class unity will be facilitated by such a crisis for imperialism.

Whatever form the federation of Socialist states of the Middle East take, this can only be determined by the working class in the region, building confidence and trust among themselves, even allowing the unconditional rights to secede to national groups where a sizeable section of the working class still needs convincing of trusting their fellow workers of other nationalities. These workers will quickly realise that the bourgeois nationalist leaders in their seceded state were nothing but opportunists wanting to build up capitalism and their own self-interests, instead of really developing all of that nationality. The workers would soon realise that they have more in common with their fellow working class brothers and sisters across the artificial border and the unity among the working class in the region that will be built up will be unshakeable. 

Stop the massacre of the Arab Palestinian militants and fighters!

Direct the struggle against the Israeli state machine and US imperialism, not Jewish civilians!

Down with the PLO leadership!

Forward to the building of a revolutionary working class party in Palestine and the rest of the countries in the Middle East!

Forward to the rebuilding of the Fourth International!

Footnote: When referring to Palestine we refer to the pre-1948 state.  June 2001
