2.8 million
Palestinians live
under Israeli
occupation in the
West Bank, and 2
million
blockaded in
Gaza. In Arab
states other than
Jordan,
Palestinians are
denied
citizenship and
sometimes the
right to work and
get public
services.
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From The
Militant (USA), 24
August 1946.
From August
1946 to January
1949, Britain ran
internment
camps in Cyprus
(then Britishruled) for Jews
caught trying to
flee to Palestine

Note

This is an expanded version of a pamphlet, “Arabs, Jews,
and Socialism”, produced by Workers’ Liberty in 1989. The
main addition is the debate between Jim Higgins (former
National Secretary of what is now the SWP) and Sean
Matgamna in 1996-7, which was the major sustained public
exchange of polemics in that period. Some errors and
omissions in the 1989 edition have been corrected.
The pamphlet should be read together with our 2002
pamphlet (expanded edition 2016), “Two nations, two
states”, and in particular with two articles in it. One is “Marxism and the Jewish Question” (of which an earlier version
was published as “Trotskyism and the Jews” in Workers’
Liberty 31, May 1996, and a yet earlier version as “Trotsky
and the Jewish Question” in Socialist Organiser 266, 10
April 1986). The other is “The Stalinist roots of left ‘antiZionism’”, first published in Workers’ Liberty 10, May 1988.
The bulk of the pamphlet collects the debate in Socialist
Organiser (a forerunner of Solidarity) from the mid-1980s.
There was a big campaign against us — as being part of
“the world Zionist connection” — by Gerry Healy’s “Workers’ Revolutionary Party”, which would fall apart in 1985,
but in the early 1980s still had wide outreach through the
newspaper Labour Herald, 1981-5. That forced us to begin
to deal more systematically with “anti-Zionist” antisemitism
on the left. We had already in the 1970s condemned ″leftwing″ harassment of Jewish student societies on university
campuses. Around 1985 there was a larger spate of that
sort of harassment. A debate in which we would come to renounce the formula of a single “secular democratic state”
as a way to deal with the conflict in Israel-Palestine and
adopted a “two states” policy had also started inside our organisation in the late 1970s.
Activists and friends of Workers’ Liberty need to know
about those debates: if a revolutionary socialist party is to
be “the memory of the class”, as Trotsky put it, then revolutionary socialists must for a start have an informed collective memory of our own debates and political
developments.
Another reason for putting this content back into circulation is that it represents the only sustained debate on the
would-be Marxist left on issues of Israel, Palestine, Zionism, and antisemitism for a whole epoch, in Britain at least.
We invited a wide range of contributors to join the debate in
Socialist Organiser, including, as the reader will see, some
very hostile to or political direction. The debate was untidy,
with many loose ends, but it was a debate.[1]
The policies counterposed then against “two states” were
generally that of a single “democratic secular state”, or that
of a socialist union or federation of the whole Middle East.
Sometimes the two policies were combined. Advocates
would explain that the “democratic secular state” could be
brought into existence only by a socialist revolution across
the whole region. Thus, problems with the formula were
covered because it could be assumed that when it was implemented a powerful socialist consciousness would already prevail on all sides...
Since then “absolute anti-Zionism” (“anti-Zionism” which
means an absolute condemnation of Israel as such) has
less and less been accompanied by explicit argument either for the “secular democratic” (unitary) state or for the
“socialist federation”. Such slogans sit ill with alignment with
Hamas (founded only in 1987, and a relatively small force
for some time after that) or Hezbollah. Often now “absolute
anti-Zionism” is expressed only as a negative attitude of
root-and-branch hostility to Israel and “Zionists”, without
any definite positive programme.
The debate mostly took place in the period between Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and the “first intifada”,
the mass uprising of the Palestinians in the Occupied Territories, which started in December 1987 and pushed the

PLO into officially adopting a “two states” policy. This was
both a period when hostility to Israel in Britain was at feverpitch, and a period where there was a big peace movement
within Israel and some sort of a left in the PLO. (That left
had in fact pioneered a “two states” policy back in the
1970s).
A factor often discussed in the debate was the intermeshing of populations of the Occupied Territories and Israel, notably the fact that, at the time, a large proportion of
Palestinian workers from the Occupied Territories worked in
Israel, commuting daily. Border-crossing restrictions since
then, especially since the “second intifada” started in 2000,
have reduced that commuting drastically.
The years following the debate saw the Oslo Accords of
1993-5, which opened at least tentative possibilities of
progress to “two states”. In 2000, however, negotiations between the PLO and Israel broke down. Palestinian and Israeli negotiators, meeting unofficially, produced a
full-fledged “two states” plan in 2003, and there were some
efforts to restart negotiations for a few years after.
The main direction of events since 2000, however, has
been a strengthening of right-wing and chauvinist forces on
both sides, and the continued expansion of Israeli settlements in the West Bank. Israel dismantled Jewish settlements in Gaza in 2005, and withdrew, but maintains control
over its water, electricity, and telecom supplies and (together with Egypt) a blockade on the territory.
Among the Palestinians, Hamas has grown; the left has
dwindled, and the Palestinian Authority (dominated by the
Fatah faction) has been increasingly reduced to a corrupt
agency for managing aid money and keeping quiet the bits
in the West Bank which it administers. In Israel, the rightwinger Binyamin Netanyahu has, as we produce this edition, just completed ten years as prime minister and won a
further election. He has expanded the settlements, used
brutal but successful military force for Israel’s short-term security, and got both rapid economic growth and increasing
social inequality within Israel by harsh neoliberal policies.
In April 2019 Netanyahu declared plans to annex to Israel
“Area C” — more than 60% of the West Bank, including the
Jewish settlements, and encircling the 160-odd patches of
land which make up the Palestinian Authority’s Area A and
Area B. If he goes through with it, those plans will create
still further obstacles to any democratic or even liveable
settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
All the more important for the left to work out what the
principles of democracy and national rights mean in this situation, and to fight for them, even against all the odds.
Martin Thomas

[1] The Mandelite Fourth International had something of a
debate in the 1970s, between supporters of the “secular
democratic” single-state formula, and partisans of the slogan of a socialist federation of the Middle East with self-determination for minorities like the Kurds and Jews, a slogan
which implied “two states”. However, that debate did not circulate much in Britain, it petered out, and since then that international network has drifted to a “destroy Israel” stance:
bit.ly/usfi-ip.
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