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Editorial

The Iran-Iraq war is the bloodiest and most brutal of all
armed conflicts between minor powers since the second
world war. But very little has been written about it by way
of analysis, particularly on the left. Perhaps this is because
this war also seems to be the most senseless in living
memory.

A welcome initiative was taken by the Committee for the
Defence of the Democratic Rights of the Iranian People
(CDDRIP), who organized a day-long symposium on the
war. We are grateful to the CDDRIP for allowing us to
publish the proceedings of this symposium, held in New
York on 8 September 1984, and we apologize to them, as
well as to our readers, for the delay in publication.

The participants, most of them from the warring
countries, assess various aspects of the war, its wider
significance, and the lessons to be drawn from it. In a
keynote talk, Muhammad Ja‘far stresses the unique
nature of this brutal and senseless war and of the
sanguinary regimes locked in combat. Joe Stork examines
the war from the viewpoint of its main material
aspects - oil and arms. M. Arman mounts a critique of the
Iranian leftist intellectuals whose old dogmas have been
shattered by the war. Ali Ashtiani outlines the connections
between the external armed conflict and the internal
tensions within Iran’s Islamic state machine. R. Keivan’s
talk concentrates on the wider international aspects of the
war. Finally, Eqbal Ahmad returns to the keynote theme,
and attempts to draw a few conclusions from the
discussion.

Khamsin has refrained from imposing any kind of
political or other selection on the material of the
symposium. Except for minor stylistic emendations, the
talks are printed here either as recorded during the
symposium or, in some cases, as subsequently re-written
by the authors. Ali Ashtiani’s contribution was translated
from Persian by Shireen.



Another major part of this issue is devoted to a wide-
ranging essay by ‘Adel Samara, an independent Pales-
tinian Marxist and graduate student at Birkbeck College
(London University), who has recently joined our Editorial
Group. In this essay he examines the historical failure of
bourgeois Arab nationalism, resulting in defeat - the case
of Palestine is examined in some detail —as well as in
economic and political fragmentation. He then goes on to
outline how the uneven and divergent development of the
Arab countries could create the conditions for its own
supersession, and draws a possible scenario for a future
economic convergence, which may lead to unification of
the Arab homeland.
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INTRODUGTORY STATEMENT

by the Committee for the Defence of the Democratic
Rights of the Iranian People, organizers of the day-
long symposium on the Iran-Iraq war held in New
York on 8 September 1984

THE COMMITTEE for the Defence of the Democratic Rights of the
Iranian People (CDDRIP) is pleased to have organized this first in-depth
symposium on the Iran-Iraq war. It is a matter of the greatest regret that
the various organizations opposed to the Khomeini regime have not
considered this war beyond the level of rhetoric in their various publica-
tions. In the academic field, there have been a few books on the war, but
as one of our participants noted, these have been more in the nature of
historical and scholastic studies of treaties and geopolitical considera-
tions; they have not dealt with the real roots and political nature of the
elements that brought about the war and make its continuation possible.

It should be noted that our participants are from different backgrounds
and of different nationalities: American, Pakistani, Iranian and Iragi.
This variety gives a special character and depth to the symposium. It is
interesting to note also how all converged, from their different perspec-
tives, in commenting on the wastage of human life and societal wealth
that characterizes this war. Two countries are being ruined, and their
destruction is being helped along by the superpowers and the indiffer-
ence of other nations. This is an unprecedented war in the history of both
Iran and Iraq, the region and and in some ways the world.

The symposium was organized in two parts. The first attempted an in-
depth analysis of various aspects of the war; the second, conducted in
Persian, brought together in a panel format several different political
points of view on the nature of the war. The presentation of each of the
main speakers and the introductory remarks of each panel discussant
have been transcribed, but unfortunately not the ensuing lively discus-
sion with the floor. We end by expressing our appreciation to Dr Richard
Falk of Princeton University for kindly providing the reader with some
introductory remarks on the proceedings.
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THE COMMITTEE for the Defence of the Democratic Rights of the
Iranian People (CDDRIP) was set up in New York in 1982, along with
sister committees in Washington and Los Angeles. Through its activities
it aims to expose the undemocratic nature of the Khomeini regime in
Iran. It also provides a unifying forum for individuals and other oppo-
sition groups. It believes in activities that bring people of different beliefs
and ideas to share the same democratic goals.

CDDRIP organizes conferences, seminars and publications devoted to
exposing the tyrannical nature of the Islamic Republic of Iran. It also
promotes artistic groups and artistic expression for progressive purposes.
The proceeds of these occasions have been donated to Kurdish freedom-
fighters in Iran.

CDDRIP is independent of all political groups whether inside or out-
side Iran.

CDDRIP supports the true anti-imperialist and anti-reactionary move-
ments in Iran. It supports all activities in defence of the democratic and
human rights of the Iranian people. It defends the social and economic
rights of women and deprived children.

CDDRIP supports the social, economic, cultural and political rights of
the various Iranian ethnic groups and peoples. It supports the freedom of
religious conscience and the separation of religion and government.
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Muhammad Ja‘far

THE GULF WAR AS EXTINCTION
OF POLITICS

I'WANT to begin with some comparisons that highlight the fact that this
war is special in many ways. One way that has not been given due atten-
tion is with regards to its size. By any standards, the scale of the war bears
comparison only with the most momentous events of our times. At a con-
servative estimate, some 300,000 people have been killed on the battle-
field so far; other estimates put the casualties as high as 6-700,000. That
means more dead in four years of the Iran-Iraq war than in the sum of all
Arab-Israeli wars over the last forty years, inclusive of all the casualties of
nine years of civil strife in Lebanon. There have been more refugees
created by this war than by the formation of the state of Israel, and of
course the economic devastation of both Iraq and Iran is of an order of
magnitude far greater than anything caused by the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Yet another way of comprehending the scale of this war is to compare it
with a very different kind of epoch-making event — the Vietnamese war of
national liberation, which, over some twenty years, resulted in over a mil-
lion direct casualties.

These kinds of comparison draw our attention to two factors. First, there
is the question of size, which is obviously coupled to that of the overall im-
pact of the event on the populations of the two countries. The direct casual-
ties of war are only the visible tip of a gigantic iceberg of pain and suffering
which permeates not only the body politic, but every pore of a society’s
being. This is obvious. But I have felt it necessary to repeat the obvious
because there is atendency to view this war as a somewhat peripheral event
and with a certain degree of complacency, as if once the killing stops, life
will simply go on as usual. This is not that kind of war, and such compla-
cency (which is normally linked to overly optimistic prognoses of how soon
the slaughter will stop) is not only misleading, but fails to see the true
dimensions of what is a momentous event in the future of both countries.
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The second aspect I want to draw your attention to concerns the
important sense in which this war differs from all those to which I have
compared it thus far. The Irag-Iran war is the first total war within the
Third World. This is not a colonial war, not an imperialist extension of
some great power’s zone of influence; it is not an outcome of machina-
tions by insidious outsiders, nor is it a proxy conflict. It is not, nor has it
ever been, any of those things. This obvious fact by no means implies that
other countries, whether from West or East, from this bloc or that, do not
try cynically to take advantage of the fighting, or to find ways of profiting
from the misery it has brought to the Iranian and Iraqi people. I take for
granted that this is going on all the time in various forms. My point is that
such moral cynicism, such international hypocrisy and double standards,
are not intrinsic to the conflict, whether in its origins or in what has sus-
tained it thus far at these levels of casualties.

The Iran-Irag war is an event that Arabs and Iranians must come to
terms with on the basis of the polities that they have created in the post-
colonial age, and on the basis of their own histories and political tradi-
tions. We may not like the regimes that are leading us into this senseless
slaughter, but they are the genuine, if unsavoury, offspring of our own
societies. This places a new and different kind of responsibility on us, for
this time at least we have no one to blame but ourselves.

So what kind of a war is this? What forces or laws sustain it in its murd-
erous course? What is its essential nature? These are the questions that I
will be dealing with.

Once again, however, let us start considering these difficult and pain-
ful questions by looking at what this war is not. This is not a war over
possessions such as territory, or natural resources of wealth. It is not even
a bid to gain influence over another society’s independently constituted
state. The Iragi Ba‘th, and the Arab regimes that support the regime,
would like to make us think that issues of this nature lie at the roots of the
war. The Ba‘th in particular has gone to great lengths to dress up its
original aggression in such clothing. Learned professors in the West, and
even State Department analysts, have written whole books devoted to the
history of a so-called ‘territorial’ dispute which, before 1975, hardly any-
one inside Iraq knew existed.

It should not be necessary before an Iranian audience to have to refute
in detail this line of argument. The very name of the war inside Iraq—
Qadisiyyat Saddam — which is also the sense in which it is popularly con-
ceived, points to the fact that territory is not, nor has it ever been, the
main issue.* Furthermore, if chunks of territory were really at issue—as
they have been in all Arab-Israeli wars—then the war would have ended
long ago, and the levels of casualties would have been much lower.
Khomeini, like the Ba‘thist leadership, realize that this war is not about
territory. At bottom that is why, so long as Khomeini is alive and deter-
mining policy, the so-called moderates amongst the clergy (who are
receiving much attention in the press these days for their apparent will-
ingness to compromise) will not prevail. This does not necessarily mean
that the long-awaited ‘final offensive’ is going to materialize in the short
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term; it simply means that the termination of the war requires far more
than a simple papering over of a few formalities about borders and ‘non-
interference’ in each other’s affairs.

But then, we must ask, if not about territory, what is the killing all
about? This question must be seen as made up of two separate parts. The
first is: how did it start? The second stems from the realization that when
an event of this magnitude is set in motion, for whatever reason, it takes
on a life of its own, it begins to obey its own internally generated rules. It
is not enough simply to identify what set the thing in motion, it is neces-
sary to probe the logic of the event itself as it pursues its murderous
course,

This rationale can derive from structures deep within a society’s most
cherished traditions. When whole populations gear themselves up for an
engagement of such traumatic consequence, they reach out for anything
and everything that has gone into their own formation; they reach out to
these deeply felt structures as weapons with which to defend themselves
and push forward for victory. In different ways we have already seen this
happen to both the people of Iraq and Iran. Once it begins to happen,
however, the reasons that originally set this momentous event in motion
diminish in significance. Half a million dead later, who gives a damn
whose flag is flying from the boats that use the Shatt!

To return to the first part of my question: how did the war start? There
can be no doubt that Iraq was not only the first to engage in large-scale
hostilities, but also the first to conceive of the idea of total war against
Iran. Preparations and planning were probably underway from the
spring of 1980, and it is not unreasonable to establish the early part of this
year as the date in which the idea first occurred to the Ba‘thist leadership.

Notwithstanding propagandistic hyperbole from the new Iranian
regime regarding the Ba‘th, there can be no doubt that Iran was caught
off guard when the invasion came on 22 September 1980. Whatever
might be the long-term expansionist dynamic of Khomeinism, the
regime was preoccupied at the time with the intense conflicts building up
between the Islamic Republic Party and clerics on one side, and Bani
Sadr and his supporters on the other. The hostage crisis was in full swing
and internal tensions were escalating rapidly. Thus while both Iran and
Iraq were certainly engaging in inflammatory accusations and border vio-
lations in the months preceding the invasion, the notion that these could
be used as a pretext for broader aims was undoubtedly in its origins solely
a Ba‘thist one.

Why did the Ba‘thist leadership, or more precisely such an absolute
and ruthless leader as Saddam Hussein (in whose person an unprece-
dented degree of power has been concentrated since the purge of 1979),
conceive of the idea of total war? Megalomania and regional ambition un-
doubtedly form part of the answer. Imagine the scene that might have
been played in the summer of 1981 —date of the Non-Aligned Nations’
Conference, scheduled to be held in Baghdad since 1977. Consider the
implications of a victorious Saddam Hussein, only recently host of the
anti-Camp David Arab Summit in Baghdad, now receiving the mantle of
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Third World leadership from none other than Fidel Castro, and dispos-
ing of so-called Arab territory as the spoils from a fragmenting Iran. He
would have been undisputed master of the Gulf, and the symbol of a new
expanding regional power—a force to be reckoned with and feared from
one end of the Arab world to the next. The only question would be:
whom was he going to strike at next?

These are the dreams that we can reasonably imagine passing through
his mind as he weighed up his options. A demonstrably successful projec-
tion of Ba‘thist power, no matter how slight, would have catapaulted
Saddam personally, and the Ba‘thist movement in general, far beyond
even Nasser’s regional status during the peak of his popularity in the
wake of the 1956 tripartite aggression against Egypt. Here was a man out
to make his own Suez, not by standing up to imperialist powers and Zjon-
ist aggression on Egyptian territory, but by himself taking the initiative
to launch an aggression that would achieve all this and more, by breaking
the spell of the 1979 Islamic revolution.

The distance between 1956 and 1980 is the distance that separates one
era’s colonial and expansionist wars from this new phenomenon that Sad-
dam inaugurated —the Third World’s first truly indigenous great war.
One must never forget to give even the devil his due. Moreover, Saddam-
ism is as important a phenomenon to Iraqi politics, and Arab politics in
general, as Khomeinism is to Iranian politics. It is a phenomenon rooted
in violence, in the manipulation of the tools and means of violence to
achieve expressly political ideals. Saddamism is not plain thuggery, as so
many people mistakenly believe. This is not another Papa Doc or Idi
Amin on the rampage. Saddamism represents something far more com-
plex, and far more political.

 To understand this phenomenon, one must go beyond the personal
motivations of this individual, and delve into the broad societal pre-
conditions that made such an unprecedented concentration of absolute
power possible in Iraq. It is these pre-conditions that went into the forma-
tion of a man like Saddam Hussein, and that made it possible for him to
act out his fantasies. Even more important, they are the very same pre-
conditions that lie behind the answer to what is, for Iraqis at least; the
single most important and agonizing question of the war: why has the
Ba‘thist regime not fallen, despite the great reversal of this war some
three years ago? Why has Iraq’s overwhelmingly shi‘i soldiery not defec-
ted; and why are the Iragi people still willing to fight? How is it possible
for a regime that so miscalculated in its original aggression, and that has
cost its population such misery and hardship, to continue tosurvive appar-
ently as strong as ever? In Argentina, when the Galtieri military dictator-
ship went to war over a few islands, it was toppled after less than 1,000
Argentine soldiers had been killed? So how does the Ba‘th survive in the
wake of hundreds of thousands of dead, a devastated economy, and a four-
year war it had originally assumed would end in less than two weeks? Even
if the regime were to fall tomorrow, these questions would still be valid.

These are of course very difficult questions, and in the short time avail-
able to me, I can but suggest the direction I think our answers must take.
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In the fifteen years of Ba‘thist rule preceding the outbreak of total war
against Iran, Iraqi society had been transformed. It is today virtually un-
recognizable to those who knew it in the 1950s and 1960s. Leaving aside
the sociology and economics of the matter, let us consider a few of the
central political expressions of those changes. I shall conclude by suggest-
ing the relationship of these to the questions I have put forward.

I would identify at least six characteristics of the new Ba‘thist political
structure that are relevant:

1 By 1980 there were one million organized members of the Ba‘th
Party, in a country of twelve million people. The party had become the
main vehicle of privilege and advancement in society.

2 A transformation in the structure of power had taken place, away
from the army and into the institutions of the party. A country that had
been governed by the military since the 1958 revolution was now ruled
by one mammoth all-pervasive party. In effect, this meant an enormous
expansion of various networks of the security services such that they now
permeated, controlled and monitored every detail of the country’s
internal life.

3 There was a phenomenal and completely unprecedented expansion
in the number of institutionally armed men. It has been estimated that by
1980 the total personnel in the security services, the army and the party
militia amounted to a staggering 640,000, in a country of twelve to thir-
teen million people. This represents just under 20 per cent of the econo-
mically active urban labour force, and it far outstrips anything achieved
even by the Shah.

4 All internal political opposition had been crushed. Even more import-
ant, the Iragi Communist Party (for forty years the main opposition force
in Iraqi politics) had not only had its membership steadily killed off, but
had of its own accord conceded to the Ba‘th the space that the ICP had
one occupied in Iraqgi politics by entering into the Ba‘thist government.
All the traditional polarities and allegiances in Iraq’s political arena have
been shattered, and new ones have not yet taken their place.

5 Fear had become the only cement that held the body politic together.
All other forms of organization not directly controlled by the party had
been wiped out. The public was atomized and broken up as an entity
independent of the Ba‘th. A society that had once revelled in politics and
political discourse — it was a sort of hobby in every family — was not only
subdued and silent, but had become profoundly and genuinely apolitical.

Fear was the agency of that transformation in Iraqi politics — the kind of
fear that comes when not only are you afraid of what your neighbours
might report about you to the local secret police, but also when you are
careful of what you say in front of your own children, in case in their
innocence they blurt out something that turns yoru whole family’s life
upside down for ever. This is a fear that penetrates the soul and distorts
the mind. It cannot be bracketed off and set aside, because it has entered
into the psychological constitution of each and every citizen. Iranians still
do not know this kind of fear; Khomeinism is certainly capable of inducing
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it, and perhaps the Iranians have already picked up some pointers from
the Ba‘thist experience. So far, however, they have not achieved the
levels of internal organization that are required to create this awesome
bond. The horrific genius of Ba‘thism, the fundamental basis of its
power, is that it has fashioned this fear out of the raw material that Iraqi
society provided and placed it at the centre of the modern Iraqi condition.
This it has done by changing the more commonly known kind of fear,
which is essentially negative and withdrawn —a state of suspension in the
otherwise active interaction of two intact agencies—into a new kind:of
positive, if fragile, bond between the regime and the Iragi people.

6 Finally, and contrary to popular belief, the Ba‘th has presided over a
breakdown in purely local Iraqi nationalism, which in any case was
never very strong. The Ba‘th has replaced it with new bonds to its own
party and regime, derived in the first place from the fear that it has suc-
ceeded in inculcating, and also from the fact that the regime has
succeeded in compromising literally hundreds of thousands of people in
its terror.

The Ba‘th as a party is pan-Arabist, and this nationalism goes to the
very core of its ideological formation. It is impossible to understand
Ba‘thism without recourse to pan-Arabism. The main implication of this
is that, as a party, it finds the frontiers of the modern state of Iraq (as these
emerged following the dismemberment of the Ottoman empire) to be too
confining, and effectively nothing more than a temporary base from which
to spring outwards and realize its true mission, the unification of the Arab
world. The utopian and fictional character of such long-term goals does
not for a moment prevent them from remaining at the heart of Ba‘thism,
both as a movement and as a party in power. Iranians, who are today
experiencing a regime whose model of the perfect polity is the four years
of ‘Ali’s caliphate thirteen centuries ago, will understand this all to well.

These, then, are the six pre-conditions for the emergence of a person-
ality like Saddam Hussein bent on the pursuit of a war such as the one
now tearing our societies apart. They are also the primary facts we need
to work with, and whose interconnections we must understand, when we
wish to answer the questions: why has the Ba‘thist regime not yet fallen,
and why has Iraq’s shi‘i soldiery not defected, or simply refused to fight?

The 1968 Ba‘thist regime changed all the parameters affecting societal
and state-organized violence in Iraq. This it did gradually and haltingly,
but nevertheless inexorably. The expansion of the means of violence~
army, police, security apparatuses, networks of informers, party militia,
and the party and state bureaucracies —eventually underwent the classic
inversion: from being a means to an end (the elimination of opponents)
they became horrific ends in themselves, spilling mindlessly across the
borders that had once contained them. The violence that had been buried
in the subconscious culture of Iraq’s mosaic of religious sects and ethnic
groups now surfaced, as a new kind of fear drove through all political and
private space that had once existed by virtue of the remoteness and feeble-
ness of state institutions and concerns. At this point a true regime of
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terror set in, one whose deepest roots lay in the growing fear people now
had of each other.

In a very important sense war—any war, it hardly matters against
whom —is an inevitable outcome of the unchecked growth of the means of
violence, particularly when this growth is so structured as to compromise
literally masses of people in its terror. It is these features of Iraqi society
under the Ba‘th that afford some insight into what is, after all, the final
human catastrophe: a society held together because it cannot find lightin
the overthrow of those who plunged it into darkness. The Iraqi peopile’s
most basic instincts of self-preservation warn them that a defeat by the
Iranian forces would still result in a measure of Ba‘thist victory, a victory
they would snatch from the jaws of their own deaths in the form of the
emptiness they would leave behind. This emptiness would only give rise
to more dead and more killing of Iragis by Iragis. There is simply no
other explanation for the markedly improved performance of the Iraqi
army once the tide of battle had turned decisively in favour of the shi‘i
clerics. The case simply cannot be sustained that the Ba‘th’s pan-Arabism
has, despite itself, given rise to a genuine Iraqi nationalism, and it is this
which has held the Iraqi army, polity and society together in spite of the
great turn of this war.

One final observation needs to be made before I move on to the second
part of my question relating to the nature of this war. It used to be the case
that the Ba‘thist regime had no analogue in the surrounding region. This
is no longer true. Khomeinism has introduced into the politics of this
part of the world an awesome capacity for this same kind of terror; one
that comes on the back of a far-reaching revolution, and for this reason
one that could eventually make even the worst excesses of the Ba‘th look
like adolescent fumbling. The Islamic regime in Iran today lacks the all-
pervasive organization of society that the Ba‘th Party has achieved inside
Iraq over many years. It is therefore not quite there yet. But Iranians
ought to feel deep inside themselves the need to understand the horror
that Irag has become under the Ba‘th; they should feel this need because
there are so many signs within Iranian politics under the mullahs that
point in a similar direction. Needless to say, all the trappings would be
different; but the structure of political life, the kind of fear I have been
talking about, the atomization of a public, the eradication of all freedoms:
the seeds of all this certainly exist under clericalism in Iran today. It is
just possible therefore that Iranians may be looking at a pale reflection of
their own future in the abomination that Ba‘thism has created in Iraq.
After all, it takes two kinds of madness to conduct a war with this degree
of destructiveness: the first to start it and the second to keep it going.

I constantly find myself drawn to such symmetries, not only between
the two regimes as independently constructed entities, but also and more
obviously between the Iraqi and Iranian conduct of this war. It is in the
nature of such a momentous head-on collision to highlight parallels of
this kind, parallels that penetrate deeply into the heart of the question we
started off with: what is the nature of this new kind of war of the Third
World? Closely related to this, lurks another more paradoxical kind of
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question: could there have been such loss of life, such destruction, such a
devastating human price to this conflict, if such symmetries did not exist?
I leave this thought with you as we turn now to the war as an event in its
own right, putting aside the problem of why it started.

In military terms, the full extent of the Iraqi miscalculation was appar-
ent by the end of the first week of the fighting. The rest of the course of
the war can be broken down into the following phases: first, slower and
more costly Iragi advances culminating in the capture of Khorramshahr;
second a stalemate lasting through the spring of 1981; third, an Iranian
counter-offensive which eventually drove the Iraqis out of all Iranian ter-
ritory; and finally, another stalemate lasting until today and marked by
much higher levels of casualties.

Throughout these stages the fighting has been marked by one specific
characteristic, which in my opinion is quite remarkable for the consist-
ency with which it has appeared. Neither side in this war has been able to
come even close to a reasonably accurate estimate of the other’s strengths
and weaknesses, or even to learn from its own or the other side’s mistakes.
At the start this was mostly a feature of Iraqi military thinking; later on,
however, it became characteristic of Iranian behaviour on the battlefield.
This could be illustrated by dozens of concrete examples from the initial
Iraqi strategy: the use of the air force, the absence of a fall-back strategy, the
mindless and counterproductive bombing of Dezful, and so on. In effect,
this absence of strategy is the only consistent pattern in four years of war-
fare. Invariably it is expressed in the tendency of each side to up the ante
and elevate the stakes, the moment the other shows signs of conciliation.

Failures of judgement and the overestimation of one’s own capabilites
occur in all wars; gross negligence and abject stupidity are also very com-
mon; utter disregard for even one’s own soldiery not infrequent; but a
consistent inability on both sides, and even at times unwillingness (parti-
cularly on the Iranian side) to judge the other realistically in order to map
out an intelligible strategy for pursuing war aims that have as their final
objective the more or less efficient overthrow of the adversary, this type
of ingrained mental blockage is much less commuon.

A war in which only one side takes leave of its senses is very different
from one in which both sides do. The differences reside in the number of
casualties, the outcome of the fighting, the essential meaning of the kill-
ing, and, as a consequence, the positions that people feel morally obli-
gated to assume as regards the conflict. Such a war also affects the judge-
ment of those doing the dying, and their motivations for continuing to do
so. With only one side pursuing a consistently irrational strategy, the ten-
dency to be demoralized, uneasy and even rebellious, is reinforced; once
it is established, however, that both sides are intent on such a course, and
that for neither side has the war any tangible material goals, the soldiery’s
resolve and ideological commitment to its own side tend to stiffen. This is
exactly what happened to the morale of the Iragi army; it went in on a
wave of xenophobia and anti-Iranian chauvinism, but flagged appreci-
ably when nothing seemed to go according to plan and stiff resistance was
being met in the towns and cities; it then improved greatly once the “all or
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nothing’ human wave strategy lost its initial confounding novelty, and re-
vealed itself as fundamentally ideological, and thus ‘strange’ to outsiders.
The only way to understand Iraq’s newfound position of strength today is
be reference to the insanity — there simply is no more polite way of put-
ting it— of Iranian military behaviour on the battlefield over the last three
years.

Whenver Iranians have fought in defence of their homes and towns,
and in effective isolation from the clerical leadership, they have by all
accounts done well against vastly superior odds. Nothing shook the Iragi
army more than the tenacious defence put up in cities like Khorramshahr
and Abadan. The character of such fighting is defensive and guerrilla-
like, with snipers and entrenched scattered pockets putting up a sus-
tained resistance to armoured and infantry advance. The nature of the
combat was such as to place life at a premium, and so tactics evolved
which tended jealously to guard it. When the clerics took over, the milit-
ary conception changed dramatically. The idea became to use the occa-
sion of the war to prove how good a Muslim one was; winning versus los-
ing obviously took on an entirely new meaning.

It must be admitted that if a large enough number of people are pre-
pared to commit suicide, then even in modern warfare almost any fixed
position can be overrun. The problem is a simple matter of applied
mathematics; it is an equation made up of numbers of people, the speed at
which they can run, and the distance they have to cover on one side,
versus the firepower and rate of delivery on the other. Using such ‘tactics’
in the Basra region in the summer of 1982, Iran lost in two attempts
100,000 men and boys. They failed to take the city or cut off the road to
Baghdad. None the less, with time on their side, a respectable flow of oil
revenues starting to come in, an initial series of victories to bolster morale,
and tested formidable Iraqi fixed positions, the mullahs tried again and in
the same location. In February and March 1984 some 500,000 Iranians
were amassed for what was billed as the ‘final offensive’. In the initial
battles that ensued, the Ba‘th used poison gas for the first time. Reporters
who were allowed in have described scenes of carnage in language rarely
found in modern journalism. ‘Carpets of bodies’ and ‘hell on earth’ are
the sorts of phrases that cropped up to describe the fighting around al-
Qurnah, and what became known as the battle of Gzaeil. One Iranian
doctor on the front lines, who was sent to Europe to accompany gassed
victims and was obviously shaken to his very depths, has told of what he
saw: bodies left unburied, prisoners shot at point-blank range, the
wounded left on the field to become carrion for desert jackals. Gone was
the slightest implication of compassion, if it had ever existed before. ‘I
have seen young boys burned alive,’ he said. ‘I have seen Iranian and
Iragi boys tearing each other literally with their nails and teeth. It is rag-
ing hate against raging hate.’

To say that the Ba‘th and the clerical leadership in Tehran ‘took leave
of their senses’, and acted irrationally in pursuing even their own goals on
the battlefield, presumes some kind of shared sensibility on their part—
not wisdom, military experience or deep theoretical understanding, but
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plain common sense. This faculty is not an inner quality of the individual
mind, something concerned with abstract reasoning and the reckoning of
consequences; it is the series of judgements and perceptions made by us,
as human beings who share the same world and gauge its reality on that
basis. It is therefore a profoundly political sensibility concerned with
human behaviour and political affairs.

Both Saddam Hussein and Khomeini possess this sixth sense when
dealing with their own self-made worlds. Both have assessed, for
example, their own human raw material in a consistently shrewd and cal-
culating manner, surprising the sceptics time and again. The two most
important questions of this war originate in this fact. The first, which has
- already been discussed, concerns the Iraqi regime and why it did not fall
long ago. The second and parallel question concerns the Iranian situa-
tion: why is it that Khomeini has continued to be successful in his mass
recruiting drives despite unprecedented, and militarily meaningless,
levels of casualties?

By the same token, when Khomeini and Saddam Hussein deal with
each other, that very same strength which each has when firmly im-
planted in his own world turns into a colossal weakness. The common-
ality, to put it mildly, is lacking; consequently, the absence of simple
common sense in Ba‘thist Iraq and Islamic Iran is not a reflection on the
sanity or otherwise of those who have made up these worlds, or those
caught up in their vice-like grip. It is an outcome of the air of unreality
that exists, not so much in people’s daily routines, as in the fictitious
goals that their lives are wound up with and to which they are being con-
secrated.

For Saddam Hussein, the world outside his grasp, the world he does
not control and has not made, appears to him in a guise other than that
which presents itself to our common sense. He did not need the Shah’s
ex-generals and Bakhtiar trotting in and out of Baghdad in the months
before the war to tell him that the Iranian revolution was rotten right
through, and that the masses were just waiting for his signal to rise up in
revolt. He knew that already, from ‘history’, as his choice of the name al-
Qadisiyyah expresses so aptly. For Saddam Hussein the appearance of
the Iranian revolution - the millions who marched, fought and died for it,
and the voluntary, near-unanimous lodging of all their hopes and aspira-
tions in the person of Khomeini such as to render his and their will one
and the same thing —all this was discounted at the outset. It was other
than what it seemed on the surface. The Khuzistani Arabs would wel-
come his liberating army, rise up in arms, and perhaps even secede to
Arabdom, their rightful inheritance, just as their ancestors had once done
on the plains of Qadisiyyah at the expense of the mighty Sasanian empire.
That they did not do so, and even fought him tenaciously in Ahwaz and
Khuzistan, testified not to his error of judgement, but to their treachery.

Madness in this strictly political sense is expressed in the act of sub-
ordinating each particular incident, every development on the battle-
field, each individual human life, and of course the sum of all lives, to
such indefinite, distant and fictional goals as those held by the likes of



18 Khamsin 12

Khomeini and Saddam Hussein. Here are two warring world-views that
cannot help themselves in their drive to take away from all of us that
which we have in common. It is the complete absence of common ground
that not only does away with common sense, but also in the end generates
the madness of the killing in this war.

When Saddam Hussein tells the world that if it were within his power
he would go so far as to start World War III before relinquishing office
voluntarily, no one should doubt that he means exactly that. With people
like this it is very hard to distinguish between a genuine intention and a
propagandistic flourish. On the whole, such people tend to believe in
their own utterances, and however monstrous a proposition might seem
from the standpoint of our common sense, it is essential never to indulge
in the all-too-common tendency to shy away from its insanity.

Politics is the domain of discourse and human interaction. Paradoxic-
ally, this very domain that is capable of causing such strife is itself extin-
guished once the killing begins. Politics ended between Iraq and Iran the
moment the war began. It had ended much earlier in Iraq. As we have
seen, this termination of politics in Iraq lay at the heart of the answer to
the question: why did it start? Therefore, far from this being a conflict
that ‘continues politics by other means’, as that great theoretician of war-
fare, Clausewitz, once wrote, it is the action of extending raw, unbridled
and mindless violence into new and uncharted frontiers. This is the
essential nature of the Iran-Iraq war; it is a nature that arises in the first
place from the deep-seated hostility that two world-views have, not only
towards each other (for then there would be hope; at least there may exist
on this planet other world-views with which they are compatible) but also
towards everything human that stands outside of them. The two perfect
symbols that sum up the ultimate meaning of the Iran-Iraq war are the
human wave strategy and poison gas, neither of which lends itself to a
strategy in warfare designed around expressly political ends. Both are fix-
ated on death as an obviously non-political end in itself, whether it be the
purposeless slaughter of non-combatants, or the death of one’s own
soldiery.

On these grounds I would conclude by saying that the moral meaning
of a war like this— something we have not directly addressed so far, and a
meaning which it does not share with Arab-Israeli wars, or many other
kinds of wars—resides in the simple truth that its mere occurrence has
taken away from all of us one more chunk of an already battered humanity.

Note

* The battle of Qadisiyyah (AD 636) marks the fall of the pre-Islamic Sasanian empire, and
the Arab conquest of Persia.



Joe Stork
OIL, ARMS & THE GULF WAR

WHEN THE conflict between Iran and Iraq erupted into all-out war in
September 1980, experts and the public alike in the Western capitalist
countries anticipated yet another ‘oil-shock’—a large-scale interruption
of exports from the Persian Gulf which would send oil prices soaring for
the third time in less than a decade. The two warring countries produced
one-sixth of OPEC’s total output at the time, and many feared that the
conflict would also affect the exports of Saudi Arabia and the smaller pro-
ducers on the Arab side of the Gulf. Commentators recalled that the
supply interruption accompanying the October war of 1973 sent OPEC
prices from $5.18 per barrel in the fourth quarter of 1973 t0 $11.36 in the
first quarter of 1974. The turmoil of the Iranian revolution doubled
prices again, from $12.91 per barrel at the end of 1978 to $23.55 by the be-
ginning of the new year, and further to $31.74 in the second half of 1980.

The outbreak of the war forced Iraq to suspend all exports within a
matter of days, and its production plummeted from 3.4 million barrels a
day (mbd) to less than 500,000. Iran’s production also contracted to a
trickle, from 1.8 mbd to 350,000. Since both countries depend crucially on
oil revenues to fuel their war economies, oil facilities have been key
strategic targets— both actual and potential - from the first days of the war.

In fact, actual fire has been concentrated on export rather than produc-
tion facilities. Refineries and loading facilities are inherently more vul-
nerable targets than oilfields, and it is the revenue-generating capacity
which each side wants to inderdict. Thus in the first days and weeks of
the war, Iran managed to shut down Iraq’s main export facilities, near the
port of Fao on the Gulf. Most of Iraq’s oil-based industrialization pro-
jects—steel mills, refineries, petrochemical and fertilizer plants—were
situated in the war zone, in the vicinity of Basra, and these were heavily
damaged. On the other side, the huge export refinery complex at Abadan,
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one of the largest in the world, came under heavy siege and was largely
destroyed. Iran’s main crude export facility at Kharg Island, with a capa-
city of 6 mbd, was a target for Iraqi warplanes and missiles from the
beginning of the war, but the Iragis were never able to inflict significant
or lasting damage on it.

Both Iraqi and Iranian oil production recovered somewhat as the war
settled into various phases of stalemate. Iran could still export through
Kharg, and Iraq had pipelines to the Mediterranean through Syria and
Turkey. The oil aspect of this war took another turn in April 1982, when
Syria closed the pipeline through its territory as part of its overall alliance
with Tehran (and in return for Iranian oil deliveries at concessionary
prices). This limited Iraq’s exports to just over 0.5 mbd through the Tur-
key pipeline (this has since been expanded to about 1 mbd) and shipment
via tanker trucks overland to the Jordanian port of Aqaba. This occurred
at the time when Iran had moved to the offensive on the battlefield, shift-
ing the war to Iraqi territory, and when Iraq’s foreign currency reserves
had dwindled danagerously low.

But neither this nor subsequent actions aimed at the adversaries’ oil
exports have proved decisive in bringing either side to its knees, so to
speak. Wealth has been squandered and lives destroyed, but the war
machines churn on, albeit on a somewhat desultory fashion. The ‘tanker
war’ which Iraq initiated in the spring of 1984, and which it revives peri-
odically, is only the latest instance of this lesson. For one thing, neither
side has done everything it might to exploit fully this vulnerability, per-
haps because it is mutual. Iraq’s attacks on the tankers loading at Kharg
seem to have been calibrated to keep the industrial powers’ attention
rather than achieve victory. For its part, Iran has made little or no effort,
either directly or through its Kurdish allies, to interrupt Iraq’s remaining
export pipeline that goes from Kirkuk through Turkey. This probably
stems from Tehran’s need to remain on good terms with the generals and
politicians in Ankara. Turkey is a major trading partner and supply route
for Iran in its wartime environment.

Impact on the oil markets

THE CONSEQUENCES of the war for oil prices have been surprisingly
slight. A major factor in this has been the containment of the conflict to
Iran and Iraq. Except for several Iranian attacks on Kuwaiti targets, and
Saudi involvement in the ‘tanker war’ in the summer of 1984, the conflict
has not spread. This remains a danger, to be sure, but so far it has not hap-
pened. In fact, Saudi Arabia expanded its production when the war broke
out, to over 10 mbd, thus cushioning the immediate impact of the cutoff
of Iraqi and Iranian supplies. Oil prices did rise by about $3 per barrel, to
$34.84, in early 1981, but they began to decline from this peak as early as
mid-1981. This price decline has continued ever since. In March 1983
OPEC formally lowered its price to $28 per barrel, and has had great dif-
ficulty holding that price ever since. If anything, the reduction of oil
exports from Iran and Iraq has been a boon to the world industry —oil
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companies, other OPEC producers, all those interested in maintaining
the price of crude — by removing millions of barrels of production from a
world market brimming over with more oil than it can consume (at pres-
ent prices). Indeed, the most fearsome prospect for the oil industry today
is not the cutoff of exports but renewed production by Iran and Iraq and
pressures from them to regain their pre-war shares of export markets.

What accounts for this paradoxical situation? The war, as it turned
out, coincided with a marked shift in the world oil market. This shift
began before the war itself, though its consequences were not immedi-
ately apparent. The volume of world oil production peaked in Decem-
ber 1979 —it averaged nearly 63 mbd for that year. In the first nine
months of 1980, the months just preceding the escalation of the conflict
to the battlefield, world oil production dropped by 3.6 mbd. The drop
in OPEC production was even steeper, nearly 1 mbd. In other words,
while OPEC production fell, production by non-OPEC states increas-
ed. By 1983 OPEC production had fallen to under 16 mbd, slightly
more than half of what it had been four years earlier. For nearly two
years now, OPEC production has remained at this level, 15 mbd less
than at the end of 1979.

During this same period, by contrast, world oil production fell by only
10 mbd. Thus there has been a 5 mbd increase in non-OPEC production
since 1979. Another expression of OPEC’s changed relationship to the
world oil market is that in 1979 the world oil industry was operating at
approximately 91 per cent of production capacity. In 1984 it was operat-
ing at only 75 per cent of capacity. Most of this spare capacity is in the
Gulf. This turnaround in the world oil market is related to a number of
different factors. One is the reduction in energy consumption demand in-
duced by the global recession affecting both industrialized and industri-
alizing countries. Another factor is the impact of energy conservation
measures and shifts to alternative fuels. A third is the stockpiling of oil
supplies by both consuming and producing countries. For instance, the
US strategic petroleum reserve now contains some 400 million barrels of
crude, and in recent months Saudi Arabia has had between 25 and 60 mil-
lion barrels of crude afloat on tankers outside the Gulf.

A fourth factor is the expansion of non-OPEC production. Of the 5
mbd increase since 1979, approximately half is accounted for by Mexico
and by British and Norwegian production in the North Sea. New produc-
tion in the US has enabled America to reverse the trend of several decades
of steadily increasing imports.

Last but not least, the huge industrial development and import pro-
gramme of the oil producing countries, OPEC and non-OPEC alike,
have practically eliminated surplus revenues and turned even states like
Saudi Arabia into ‘high-absorption’ producers. The absolute need of
societies like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait for imports and revenues may not
be nearly as great as that of Nigeria and Algeria, but social and political
pressures in the former countries are strong enough to erase this distinc-
tion. Thus Saudi production dropped from more than 10 mbd in early
1981 to less than 5 mbd by early 1983. Once the Saudis determined that
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they could no longer absorb further production cutbacks, the official
price cutting began.

An oil war?

THIS LAST feature —the pressure on the oil producers to produce and
export even at the cost of driving prices down still further —brings us
back to a consideration of the place of oil in this strange war. For the war
itself has proved to be an insatiable absorbant of oil revenues, not just of
the combatant states but of Iraq’a official Arab patrons as well. If the war
in the Gulf has not had the dire price consequences on the world oil mar-
ket that were once feared, it is still a war whose uniqueness is intimately
related to its proximity to and access to the fabulous oil reserves of the
Gulf region.

There are several important respects in which this war revolves around
oil. First and perhaps most obviously, oil production and revenues have
fuelled the war. Iraq began its invasion only after it had escalated oil pro-
duction and amassed foreign currency reserves that would sustain it for
two years of war. (And indeed, it was only as the war neared the end of the
second year with no resolution in sight that Iraq’s financial problems
became acute.) The war simply could not have continued at this level of
carnage and destruction for this long without the oil revenues of the
protagonists and Iraq’s Arab neighbours. A war of this duration and rela-
tive intensity between, say, Ethiopia and Somalia is uminaginable. If esti-
mates of military costs of $1 billion per month for each combatant state
are remotely accurate, this means that the war has cost nearly $100 billion
in hte military realm alone, not counting damage to economic infrastruc-
ture, or the indirect costs to these societies in their allocation of labour
and capital. Consider, for instance, Iraq’s lavish compensation to the
families of its many ‘martyrs’. Of course, this has a political purpose, to
forestall discontent and opposition stemming from this disaster.

But it is a political price that can only be sustained because of oil reven-
ues, and because of the ‘rentier state’ character that both these regimes
have inherited and encouraged. The ability of these regimes to sustain
this war bears some relation to the absence of accountability to their sub-
jects/citizens. Both are, as Eqbal Ahmad has remarked, ‘unbridled’, and
one cannot help but suspect that this shared privilege accounts at least
partially for the restraint each has shown towards the oil production (as
opposed to export) facilities of the other. The rentier character of these
societies, and the local bourgeoisie’s emphasis on contracting and foreign
trade contacts, is intensified by the war and at the same time supports it.
In Egbal Ahmad’s words, “There is too much money involved for some
people not to get rich.’

This is also an ‘oil war’ in a derivative sense. The war was unlocked,
one might say, by the Iranian revolution. This revolution was very much
a product of the social, economic and political dynamics fostered by
Iran’s ‘oil monoculture’. Furthermore, the intense hostilities between
Tehran and Baghdad in the post World War II period ~and to some extent
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even before—were very much related to the manipulations of foreign
powers, especially the United States and Britain. Washington and White-
hall and the ‘Seven Sisters’ used Irag to combat Iranian nationalism
(under Mossadeq), and the Shah to combat Iraqi nationalism (under Qas-
sem, ‘Aref and the Ba‘th).

Finally, oil has sustained this war politically, too, in terms of the re-
gional and international alignment behind Iraq. At one level, French and
American support for Baghdad is motivated by the prospect of future
Iraqgi markets for exports and contracts. More generally, though, fear of
Iranian political hegemony in the Gulf, which would enable Iran to
determine future terms of access to 0il from the Arab states there as well,
accounts for this co-operative support for Iraq aimed at preventing an
Iranian victory on the ground. At this point, the strategy seems to have
succeeded in moving the war from a stage of attrition (at Irag’s expense)
to one of stalemate (or mutual attrition). The major purpose of this
Franco-American strategy seems to be to insure the Iragi economy
against collapse by encouraging renewed financial support from the other
Arab oil states in the short run, and by increasing Iragi export capabilities
via new pipelines across Saudi Arabia and Jordan for the longer term.
The new pipelines serve the larger purpose of increasing export facilities
for the Gulfregion as a whole, and replacing ARAMCO’s aging TAPline
system.

All of this is aimed at preventing an Iranian victory which could influ-
ence the terms of Western access to Gulf oil in a later era when the pre-
sent oil glut is barely a memory. Stalemate in the war, according to the
analysis of William Quandt and Thomas McNaugher of Washington’s
Brookings Institution, lends leverage to Saudi Arabia rather than Iran,
and helps maintain OPEC weakness. Sharp competition for market
shares would remain in place of a Tehran-Baghdad-Riyadh consensus.?

0il and arms

ANOTHER IMPORTANT concern of the US and other industrialized coun-
tries is the continued recycling of capital in the form of purchases and
payments for goods and services imported by the oil producing states.
This process has accelerated in the military sector as a result of the war,
primarily through Iraqi purchases. On the other hand, development
expenditures in both countries have been cut back considerably in order
to meet the extraordinary costs of financing the war.

This war has been one of the most protracted and most devastating con-
flicts since the end of World War II, in terms of casualties and economic
damage. But it has not been a highly intense conflict in terms of arms con-
sumption, particularly of technologically advanced weapons systems. For
the most part, the war has been fought on the ground, with infantry, tanks
and artillery, and has not involved significant air or naval battles. Tosome
extent this has been dictated by the nature of the objectives of each side. It is
no doubt also related to the fact that during the first two years of the war,
both sides were cut off from their respective major suppliers —Iraq from
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the Soviet Union, Iran from the United States. Purchases had to be made
from or through third parties. Iran has remained under a fairly effective
arms embargo, at least in terms of acquiring major new weapons systems.
Iraq, for its part, has been able to acquire advanced weapons systems
from France, Italy and (again) the Soviet Union, but has been extremely
cautious in deploying or engaging them for fear of losses and casualties.
This reflects Iraq’s poor attack capabilities.

Iran had acquired an immense stock of highly sophisticated weaponry
under the Shah, but the impact of the revolutionary upheaval combined
with wartime deterioration has reduced the utility of this stock, especially
air power. The present balance of forces represents Irag’s access to re-
supply since early 1983, and Iran’s continued attrition. Iran began the
war with more than 350 combat aircraft but now has no more than 65. As
of mid-1984 Iraq had more than 330 combat aircraft. In main battle
tanks, Iran has 8-900 to Irag’s 2-3,000, despite the fact that Iraq lost some
2,500 tanks midway through the war. The ratio of armoured personnel
carriers is similar: 7-800 for Iran, to 3,000 for Iraq.

Iraq’s edge in weapons has been offset by its unwillingness to exploit
that edge and by Iran’s larger fighting population. The Iranian edge in
manpower, however, is not significant in the immediate term. The total
number of Iranian fighters is frequently estimated at 5-7,000. At the out-
break of the war, the regular army was down to about 160,000 men. It is
difficult to know to what extent recruitment has been offset by casualties.
One calculation is that Iranian regulars now number only about 100,000
—reflecting an estimated 200,000 killed and more than half a million seri-
ously wounded over the last four years. Many of these were recently re-
cruited ‘irregulars’ but regulars and seasoned officers have also been lost
in significant numbers. Iraqi casualties are estimated at 60-80,000 killed
and up to 200,000 wounded. Casualties apparently count for more in
Iraq in terms of popular war-weariness and potential opposition to the
regime. But Iraq’s army of 200,000 plus another 100,000 irregulars
means that Iranian numerical superiority is probably not the decisive
factor at this point in time.?

Perhaps the most significant consequence of this war in terms of the
international arms trade is the expansion and diversification of the ranks
of major arm suppliers. Political constraints on the superpowers have
meant many third-party sales, as Soviet arms have found their way to
Iran through North Korea and Libya while US supplies have reached
Tehran through Israel and South Korea. The war has been a boon for
Third World arms producers such as Chile, Brazil and Egypt. Its impact
on arms production within the combatant states is now known, although
the embargo agaisnt Iran has surely made that country much more self-
sufficient in terms of repair workshops and manufacturing of spare parts
and small arms. And like the major industrial arms sellers, these newer
merchants are using the war to improve their positions for other sales
and contracts as well as arms. Data compiled by the Stockholm Interna-
tional Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) indicate that the number of
suppliers of major weapons to Iran has increased from five to fifteen
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since the war began, while suppliers to Iraq have increased from three to
nineteen.*

Both superpowers have supplied both belligerents in the course of this
war, but both have done so largely through third parties. This has en-
abled them to maintain relatively low profiles in order to keep postwar
military supply and political alliance options open in the region. France
has been the major Western supplier to Iraq, providing an estimated $5
billion worth of arms since the war began. Iraq has accounted for 40 per
cent of French arms exports over this period. Paris claims, and Washing-
ton denies, that the US tacitly endorses the French-Iraqi military supply
relationship. Much less ambiguous has been Washington’s encourage-
ment of its major allies in the Arab world—Egypt, Jordan and Saudi
Arabia —to transfer arms, finance military purchases and to provide criti-
cal maintenance and training personnel to Iraq.

When the war ends or winds down, both belligerents will doubtless
engage in massive rearmament projects, especially expensive, high-
technology weapons systems. Both the war itself and this prospective re-
armament cycle have provided the motor force for major military acquisi-
tions throughout the region, especially among the Gulf Co-operation
Council countries.

The war ahead

THIS WAR may now be entering a phase of ‘no war-no peace’, reflecting
the stalemate on the battlefield. Or it may erupt again with great inten-
sity, and even lead to some truce or capitulation. Whatever the immediate
results, however, the war will not end in practice. What we are seeing
here is another hundred years’ war. The blood, treasure and political
capital invested by both sides make any pacific resolution almost incon-
ceivable. How long will it be before one side or the other, under new ‘re-
volutionary’ leadership, makes a bid to ‘recover the national honour’ or
‘patrimony’ lost in this current round? This is a conflict rooted in nation-
alism, one which even the superpowers can merely exploit, not control. It
has already suffered the political contours of the region, as Iraq has lost its
bid for regional hegemony and instead become beholden to the conserva-
tive wealthy Arab states of the peninsula.

In the years immediately ahead, oil is likely to figure prominently once
again in the political contests in the region, as both Iran and Iraq attempt
to finance their reconstruction and rearmament by increasing their oil
sales and revenues, more than likely at the expense of each other and their
OPEC neighbours.
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M Arman

IRANIAN INTELLEGTUALS &
DEPENDENGY THEORY

THE IRANIAN revolution was a defeat of the dominant mode of thought
of the Iranian left. Despite the sincerity of the left’s struggle against the
Pahlavi monarchy, its effective participation in the armed struggle of
Febuary 1979, and its organizing activities in the post-February period
which resulted in the emergence of the left as a viable social force, none of
these measures overcame the deep structural constraints which the left
imposed on itself by its thought. There were two major consequences:
first, the left’s already limited energy was misplaced; and second, the left
failed to gain an insight into the nature and goals of the dominant clerical
force that emerged. Only after the decisive days of June 1981 (during
which the clergy went on an all-out offensive) did some segments of the
left start to re-evaluate their old ways and sterile concepts. This article is
an attempt in the same direction.

There are good reasons for being critical of the left, since its previous
project has practically and theoretically been defeated. A re-examination
of the nature of that project is imperative today. Moreover, despite the
multi-faceted consequences of defeat, the bulk of those organizations that
should logically bear the main responsibility are still more or less at-
tached to the ‘old horizon’. There has been no re-evaluation of theories,
or in particular of dogmas, and the defeat is invariably presented as if it
can be reduced to the military might of the Islamic regime, or some avoid-
able ‘mistakes’. Since the objective is to exit from this impasse, it is essen-
tial to transcend the old ways of formulating questions. I hope to move in
this direction through a critique of some of the fundamental operative
concepts of the traditional left in Iran.
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Features of Iranian Marxism

MARXIST THOUGHT is interpreted in a variety of ways in different social
formations. This or that aspect is emphasized, depending on class struc-
ture, general level of development, location, pre-existing (non-Marxist)
schools of thought, and finally the particular emphases chosen by the
Marxist intellectuals of the day.

In Iran, the dominant Marxist interpretation of the 1970s, and to some
extent the post-revolutionary period, owes its origin to what is sometimes
called ‘Russian Marxism’. This is a deterministic and economistic inter-
pretation which was originally made popular in Russia by Georgy Plek-
hanov, the so-called ‘father’ of Russian Marxism. After the final consoli-
dation of the bureaucracy under Stalin, an even more rigid and now
nationalistic version of this Marxism became the official ideology of
‘Marxism-Leninism’. This was no longer a theory of action, but an ossif-
ied world-view which represented supposed ‘eternal truths’ about the
world.

The nationalistic thesis of ‘socialism in one country’ laid the ground for
a utilization of the communist parties all over the globe to serve the politi-
cal interests of the Soviet Union. With the onslaught of the Cold War and
the formation of the Cominform, the purpose became ‘to force Washing-
ton to recognize the division into zones of influence within the frame-
work of a world-wide compromise guaranteeing bipartite control of the
world by the two superpowers’.! In 1947, at the founding meeting of the
Cominform, Zhdanov, Stalin’s spokesperson, divided the world into two
camps: ‘the imperialist and anti-democratic camp on the one hand and
the anti-imperialist, democratic camp on the other’. Peripheral countries
were included in the latter only if they were anti-American, or against one
of America’s major allies. The concepts ‘national independence’ and
‘national-democratic revolution’ have since been invoked by the com-
munist parties in the peripheral countries to mobilize forces against the
US. This rigid ‘two worlds’ theory has become the principal yardstick of
the Soviet Union and the communist parties in their assessment of politi-
cal forces.

In Iran, the influential Tudeh Party has, since its inception, been the
major promoter of this politics. Various journals, social clubs and front
organizations have been the vehicles.? During the 1940s the Tudeh was
successful in attracting a considerable segment of the Iranian intelligent-
sia. Writers and poets such as B. Alavi, N. Yooshij, J. Al-e-Ahmad, S.
Hedayat, A. Nooshin and M. Oskooii, were among those associated with
the party, in one way or another. Many texts in political economy, philo-
sophy, politics and literature —which were later picked up by a new
generation of left activists—were either translated from Russian by
Tudeh theoreticians or written up by them. In this way the major ques-
tions of the Iranian left were defined by the Tudeh Party’s intellectual
‘legacy’ long after the organization itself had been discredited. The cen-
tral conception which remained dominant was the Tudeh’s definition of
Iranian class politics in terms of the international rivalry between the two
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camps.® The ‘anti-imperialist’ struggle of the Iranian nation was viewed
as a continuous drawn-out affair from the struggles against Britain in the
Mosaddeq period (with Tudeh involvement) to the involvement of the
US in the 1953 coup and the years that followed. The Tudeh leadership
so discredited itself in the course of the coup and its aftermath that by
1956 its disintegration as a viable mass organization was complete.

With the direct help and supervision of the United States, the coercive
apparatus of the Iranian state greatly expanded. In the aftermath of the
coup, this American presence in Iran, alongside the dictatorship, rein-
forced the anti-American mood of both intellectuals and the general
public over the coming years.

Another political force whose influence on the left should be taken into
consideration is the National Front — a loose coalition of liberal bourgeois
and Islamic nationalists led by Dr Muhammad Mosaddeq. In 1952 the
National Front succeeded in mobilizing a populist base against Britain’s
plunder of Iranian oil through the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.

The struggle for the nationalization of Iranian oil was but one link in
the chain of struggles in the Third World for national independence after
World War IL.# The 1955 Bandung Conference of Afro-Asian nations
marked the first collective appearance of the Third World on the interna-
tional scene, with the objective of its participating more effectively in the
decision-making process on global issues. One of the major demands of
this conference was an increase in the price levels of raw materials and
primary goods purchased by the West from the Third World.

The Cuban revolution of 1959 and its further radicalization after 1961
(which reflected itself in active political and military support for like-
minded guerrilla movements in Latin America and elsewhere in the peri-
phery) was a more far-reaching example of a national liberation move-
ment. In the first half of the 1960s Cuba’s foreign policy revolved around
the notion of forming an ‘anti-imperialist front’ of radical countries. The
impact of the Cuban revolution in particular on Iranian intellectuals in
the 1960s was considerable. Its influence was also felt indirectly through
the efforts of the Latin American ‘dependency school’ theorists, who
emphasized the exploitation of the periphery by the advanced capitalist
countries.

China during the 1950s and 1960s also based itself on the ‘anti-
imperialist struggle’ thesis. After the 1966 split in the Tudeh Party (out-
side Iran), and the formation of the Revolutionary Organization of the
Tudeh, some of its activists went to the People’s Republic and managed
to broadcast regular political programmes in Persian through Radio Pe-
king. Mao’s thought was disseminated among the Iranian left in this and
other ways. Maoist influence was pronounced in the promotion of popu-
lism on both the national level (‘dictatorship of the people’) and the inter-
national level (‘anti-imperialist block of Third World countries’). It also
fostered an aversion to theory in politics, and ‘practice’ was conceived in
an extremely narrow and mechanistic manner.

The one common element among the Third World’s communist par-
ties, national liberation movements and guerrilla organizations in the
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post-war period was a populist conception of revolution. This reduced
the term to a struggle against foreign domination (particularly that of the
United States). The Marxist conception of social revolution, which deals
with the totality of social relations of production, was cast aside to be re-
placed by a narrow political concept which revolved around foreign dom-
ination. Revolution was defined as the overthrow of puppet regimes, or
what James Petras called ‘collaborator states’.

The ideals and aspirations of these struggles were reflected in the writ-
ings of intellectuals such as Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Régis Debray,
Paul Baran and Samir Amin. Their books and articles best exemplify the
new ‘Third Worldism’ of the 1950s and 1960s. These were also the ideas
and experiences that dominated Iranian Marxism in the 1960s and early
1970s. They can be summarized briefly as follows:

1 A strong radical nationalism.

2 Economism, which expressed itself in equating human history with
the development of technology.

3 Populism and a ‘rich versus poor’ conception of politics (on both the
national and the international level).

4 An orientation towards practice as against theory.

5 Scant attention paid to democracy or fighting for the extension of
democratic rights to the popular masses.

The new Iranian left: the Feda’een

AN IMPORTANT feature of the generation that took a political lead in the
1960s and early 1970s was its earlier experience with the Youth Organ-
ization of the Tudeh Party, and its associations with the National Front
and its student organizations of the early 1960s. The National Front was
a coalition of anti-colonialist and anti-dictatorship forces which strongly
believed in a parliamentary system. The expanding international hori-
zons of the Iranian bourgeoisie in the 1950s, and the arrest of the more
radical leaders of the National Front in its formative period, had contri-
buted to a growing conservatism in the main party. None the less, in the
absence of alternatives, the student organizations of the Front had
become a centre for the progressive and radicalizing youth in the 1960s.
These two poles drew further and further apart. The radical activists
were impressed by the “Third World Marxism’ of the time, and in parti-
cular its celebration of armed struggle. Nor could this generation identify
with the Tudeh Party, which by now had become extremely unpopular
among intellectuals. The support given by the Tudeh leadership to arms
purchases from the Soviet Union and to other policies of the Shah were
among the reasons for this unpopularity.

As repression intensified following the bloody events of June 1963, the
idea of guerrilla warfare to defeat the Shah’s regime and imperialism
looked more attractive, particularly since there was a growing number of
such struggles going on around the world. A number of Iranian groups
were the products of the new mood (for example, the Revolutionary
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Movement of Iranian Muslims, the Organization for the Liberation of the
Iranian Peoples, ‘the Palestine Group’ which later joined the Feda’een, the
People’s Mojahedeen, and the People’s Feda’een). The Feda’een were
formed from a merger of two smaller groups identified by the names of
their principal leaders: Bizhan Jazani and Hassan Zarifi on the one hand,
and Massoud Ahmad-Zadeh and Amir-Parviz Pouyan on the other hand.
The former group had pro-Soviet leanings and three-quarters of its
founding members had been involved with the National Front’s student
organization.’

According to ‘A Short History of the Ahmad-Zadeh/Pouyan Group’,
up until 1966-67 both founders of this group had pro-Mossadeq and
religious inclinations.® All the groups were, to varying degrees, influ-
enced by Latin American revolutionary literature, particularly on the
Cuban experience, and to a lesser degree by Maoist teachings. It is be-
yond the scope of this article to analyse the structure of the Feda’een in
more detail. Suffice it to say that all groups that went into its formation
united basically on a common faith in guerrilla warfare as well as a shared
attitude to the Shah’s so-called “White Revolution’ reforms. They agreed
on the nature of the socio-economic developments in Iran and the task of
the ‘anti-imperialist’ struggle. The two groups united in 1971 to form the
People’s Feda’ee Guerrillas. A comparison of the theoretical writings of
the Feda’een with other major guerrilla movements of the times indicates
a common content: the further radicalization of a former purely national-
ist movement. Régis Debray’s depiction of the Tupamaros sums up the
essential character of the Feda’een as an organizational type:

‘Both by their links with the past and the nature of their historic
enemies, the Tupamaros constitute one branch of a vast river that flows
through Latin American history, whose source goes back very far indeed:
revolutionary nationalism. . .

“The MLN-Tupamaros is a radical movement, but not in the sense of
the word used by the peripatetic and cosmopolitan ‘New Left’. It is radi-
cal because, in its praxis and its ideology, it has unearthed the popular,
federalist, agrarian, libertarian, nationalist, indeed indigenous, roots of
Uruguayan society; and because it is itself rooted in a specific past and a
collective unconscious previously repressed or merely glimpsed...
Outside the country they are often glorified for their ‘internationalism’,
but this is usually based on a misunderstanding...””

Do not the ideals of Dr Mosaddeq reappear, however indirectly, in the
young Iranian guerrilla movements of the 1960s and early 1970s (particu-
larly the Feda’een)? The concept of ‘dependent capitalism’ best depicts
the new and subtle form in which the old nationalism reappears. This hy-
brid term, which originates in the Latin American dependency school of
thought, expresses a centrist stance between a full-fledged nationalism
and revolutionary socialism. It therefore ends up pointing to some form
of radical nationalism. It is anti-capitalist to the extent that the latter is
‘dependent’ and therefore ‘unnatural’ in some sense; and to the extent
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that it places ‘dependency’ before capitalism (say in political action), it is
not anti-capitalist. The term has occupied a central place in the theoreti-
cal armoury of the Iranian left, and in particular amongst the Feda’een.
What Jazani once said about the radical Islamic Mojahedeen also applies
to the Feda’een themselves: ‘Following the defeat of the national bourg-
eoisie vanguard, the radical petty bourgeoisie develops its ideology, and
with assistance from working-class ideology, rebuilds and gives it a revo-
lutionary spirit.’®

An obsession with dependency can be seen in Jazani’s works. For
example, in his characterization of the Iranian social formation he states:
“The character of dependency which is inseparable from this system
expresses foreign exploitation and imperialist domination in our
society.’ The next logical step is to lump together all strata and classes
that in one way or another are in conflict with imperialism, under the
catch-all term ‘people’, and attribute to them the ‘historic mission’ of
‘anti-imperialist’ revolution.

‘Not only the toiling masses and those who are under the domination of
foreign and internal exploitation, but the remainder of the national
bourgeoisie . . . stands opposed to this foreign system and as a result con-
stitutes part of the people.’?

A similar populistic viewpoint ~ influenced by Maoism — can be seen in
M. Ahmad-Zadeh, another Feda’een theoretician. He regards capitalist
development in Iran as ‘unnatural’ and ‘artificial’, and hence evil:

‘Relying on political and military force, imperialism . . . embarked on
an assault on the East and...distorted the otherwise natural develop-
ment of Eastern societies: compared to Western development, it gave rise
to an artificial [result].’!!

Historically, this argument appeared in the writings of the early “Utop-
ian socialists’. Unable to explain the nascent capitalism of their times,
they attributed social problems to ‘unnatural’ developments. The city,
for example, was to be shunned. Similarly, the Russian populists viewed
capitalism as a foreign import. They advocated ‘going back to the people’
in the countryside. The idea was to bypass capitalism, and preserve a
‘natural’ mode of social organization.

In Iran, during the 1960s, the migration to the cities from the rural
areas was at its peak. ‘Between 1966 and 1976 about 2,111,000 migrants
left their villages for the cities.”? Also between 1960 and 1970 the percent-
age of the total population living in urban areas rose from 33.9 per cent to
43.1 per cent. Considering that all major Iranian political developments of
this century have been urban in nature, it is not surprising that the radical
Iranian intelligentsia was deeply affected by the sufferings of these ‘urban
villagers’. Many Iranian intellectuals of this period used to go to the public
tea-houses to get acquainted with ‘the people’. A. Bayat, in his
remarkable study of Tehrani factory workers, states: ‘Contrary to many
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people’s understanding, the existing tea-houses in Tehran are not places
of gathering of the industrial workers. Only 2 out of every 120 workers
asserted that they spend their leisure time in the tea-houses.’!?
Nevertheless, in the writings of the radical intellectuals of the 1960s
and early 1970s, one can trace frequent references to ‘the people’, in the
sense of the oppressed urban poor. All of these writings consider
‘imperialism’ or ‘dependent capitalism’ as responsible for the miserable
situation of the masses. The Feda’een were convinced that the working
class could not play an independent role because of the Shah’s repression.
Safaii-Farahani, in “What a Revolutionary Should Know’, divides Iran-
ian society into a ‘deprived majority’ and a ‘consumer minority’, and
argues: ‘The deprived majority is the natural heir of national culture.
Lack of any relation with colonalist Western society has caused the
national values, traditions and ethics to continue in this sector ... !¢ His
main concern is reflected in the question: ‘Can the present Iranian
bourgeoisie attain the classic development of the Western bourgeoisie?’
He responds in the negative. Elsewhere he says: “This bourgeoisie cannot
liberate the domestic market [of Iran] from the international monopol-
ies.” But why is this so important for him? Jalal Al-e Ahmad, the well-
known Iranian intellectual, in his important book Gharb-Zadeq: (Being
Struck/Fascinated by the West) defines gharb-zadegi as a ‘disease’, ‘a com-
plication originating from the outside’.! He looked for a ‘third way’.
My critique of all this Third Worldism is not aimed at denying the fact
that Iranian peripheral capitalism has been dominated by the world capit-
alist system. Any revolutionary socialist movement in Iran must deal
with the question of dependency as one of its many combined tasks.
There are, however, other tasks, concerning women, the nationalities,
religion, freedom of speech, control over production, and so on. By view-
ing ‘dependency’ as the fundamental question of the movement, a prob-
lematic is formed that conditions the final goal. The struggle against de-
pendency becomes separate from the struggle for democracy and against
capitalist relations of production, and gains an independent existence.
Put differently, the struggle for socialism is postponed to the indefinite
future under the guise of formulas such as the ‘absence of objective and
subjective conditions’, and the primacy of national independence. ¢

The Iranian revolution and the left

THE UPHEAVALS of 1978-79 were the overdetermined product of various
international and domestic forces whose final outcome and form were not
clear until the final months of the process. Considering the Blanquist
method of urban guerrilla warfare — which dominated the Iranian left up
to 1976 —and the hegemony of the dependency perspective discussed
above, and of course the repression of the Shah’s regime, the left wasina
weak position to start off with. Nevertheless, as the months before and
after the uprising clearly showed, Iranian youth increasingly sided with
the revolutionary left in general, and the Feda’een in particular. The
heroic struggles of the latter in the 1970s, as well as their effective armed
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participation in the three days of the February uprising, had attracted in
addition some sectors of the petty borugeoisie and to a lesser extent the
workers. But neither before the revolution, nor after, did the left ever
have a clear vision of the future. Disregard for theoretical work, and a
one-sided emphasis on ‘practice’, prevented it from formulating a clear
strategy whose minimum function might have been political indepen-
dence from the Islamic movement. This did not happen. The left did not
challenge the ‘Independence, Freedom and Islamic Republic’ slogan of
the Islamic movement. Lacking the theoretical basis, the left was swept
up by the anti-American and populist tone of the movement.

After the February revolution, the left enjoyed a unique opportunity to
expand its activities, and it took advanatge of this. The major left organ-
izations penetrated the farthest corners of society (Kurdistan and Turke-
man Sahra, for example). In Tehran, Abadan, Tabriz and other indus-
trial centres, the left gained considerable influence. The urban youth and
the intelligentsia generally sided with the left. Nevertheless, once again,
by relying on formulas like ‘anti-imperialist’ struggle, the purposefulness
of all of this support was lost. For two years after the revolution the clergy
were still considered ‘progressive’, ‘anti-imperialist’ and hence a ‘part of
the people’. Consider this short summary of some of the positions of the
major left organizations after the revolution:

The Tudeh Party believed that ‘the dominant aspect of the national
and democratic Iranian revolution is its independence —seeking and anti-
imperialist aspect’.!?

The Feda’een (before the 1980 split into the Minority and Majority
factions) were so preoccupied with ‘anti-imperialsit’ struggle that in one
of their ‘directives’ to the workers of a Tehran factory, they said: ‘In unity
with the workers and other urban and rural toiling masses, cut the hands
of world imperialism from the factories.’!8

The Feda’een Minority (post-1980), in a resolution of their first con-
gress, stated that it ‘considers imperialist domination and dependent
capitalism to be the primary obstacles on the road of development and
evolution of society and the productive forces, and believes that any revo-
lutionary transformation must eliminate them. . . as the first step’.!®

The pro-Albanian Peykar organization, which at least made an effort to
criticize the extreme versions of the dependency outlook, still could not
break out of the same ideological constraints. In a congress resolution we
read: ‘Due to imperialist domination and the imposition of severe
national oppression...the objective and subjective conditions for a
socialist revolution are not present, and our revolution at the present
stage has a directly democratic and anti-imperialist character.’®

Finally the pro-Chinese Revolutionary Organization (later known as
Ranj Baran), whose main slogan was ‘Not America, not Russia, an inde-
pendent and self-reliant Iran’, defined the task of the Iranian left as fol-
lows: ©. .. the task of real communists and revolutionaries.. . . is to empha-
size the grand national alliance against American and Russian imperial-
ism and their agents. ..’

The list could continue almost indefinitely.
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The tragic massacre of the left and the Islamic Mojahedeen, which be-
came systematic after June 1981, was an enormous shock. As a result,
many people among the left have in recent years started to question the
old dogmas and theories. The ‘dependency’ problematic is increasingly
losing its hold. The more enlightened elements of the left have realized
the necessity of a new way of looking at things, away from such categories
as ‘national independence’, ‘people’s democracy’, ‘dependent capital-
ism’, the “Third World’, and so on.

In conclusion, it should be said that the experiences of the Iranian revo-
lution have reaffirmed that political forces seeking autarky are not neces-
sarily progressive. Opposition to the West may stem from insecurity in
face of more developed societies, as in the case of the shi‘i clergy. More-
over, as a result of the tragic acts of repression of recent years, the ques-
tion of democracy has begun to find a place in the thought of the left.
Social injustice and political democracy are increasingly viewed as inter-
related aspects of the socialist programme. There is also growing recogni-
tion of the important social weight of the working class. The Iranian
working class, which did not participate as a ‘class for itself in the 1978-
79 revolution, is increasingly showing signs of independence. In the post-
1981 period, it has been the only social group to engage in collective
action against the regime, on some occasions putting it on the defensive.
This is largely an outcome of the experiences of the workers themselves
in recent years, and the agiration of the left in industrial centres. In short,
the Iranian revolution is starting to exhibit signs that at least some lessons
are being drawn from the mistakes of the past.
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Ali Ashtiani

THE WAR & THE ISLAMIC STATE
APPARATUS IN IRAN

Today, the arms race between the Soviet Union and the USA has lost its
initial meaning and become integrated into the state ideology of each coun-
try and now functions as an apparatus for the legitimization of the policies
of these two countries.

E.P. Thompson

IN CONTRAST to the popular viewpoint which holds that the roots of the
Iran-Iraq war are to be found in the past histories of these two countries
and in the border conflicts and disputes between them, I maintain that
the war represents, not such a historical continuity with the past, but
rather a break. The causes of the war must be sought in the novelty of the
Iranian revolution, and not in any other previous historical occurrence.
Other elements, such as border and personality conflicts between
Khomeini and Saddam Hussein, and international pressures, should be
seen as secondary contributing factors to the war, important in their
impact on the Iranian revolution and its dynamic.

A notable characteristic of the Iranian revolution was the diversity of
the social forces participating in it. As a consequence, the government
emerging from this revolution lacked all homogeneity, and hte power of
the state was not only populist in nature, but transitory and inherently
unstable. The Islamic Republic of Iran may be classified as a transitional
government on the basis of the following three factors:

First, there is the fact that the shi’i clergy, as an independant social
force, share power within the regime. This makes it difficult to clarify the
class nature of the Islamic Republic.

Second, comes the incompatibility of the various factions who were
brought to power (the liberals, the Hojatie, and so on).

Finally, (and as a result of the above), there is the inability of the regime
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to present any comprehensive economic and social programme for the
country.

The basic factors holding together this heterogeneous system are: a cer-
tain limited commonality of interests between them; the fact that they all
desire some kind of Islamic government (the ideological factor); and the
decisive personal role of Khomeini himself as the main unifying factor
for the transitional government.

A ‘normal’ regime emerging from a revolutionary process needs to pre-
sent and implement programmes dealing with the society and the econo-
my, to ensure stability and continuity. However, the Islamic Republic of
Iran, an exceptional and unstable regime, has maintained itself by keep-
ing Iranian society in a tense and excited state through manipulating the
population for its own purposes. The regime’s most significant charac-
teristic is its surprising ability to make effective use of the state apparatus
for its own ideological purposes. The populace has been kept mobilized
and ‘on the scene’ through the artificial manipulation of real or imagined
antagonists in situations such as the ‘liberation of Palestine’, the Ameri-
can hostages affair and the ‘taking of Kerbala’, all just such devices used
by the regime to hold on to power.

In these conditions the state apparatus (both ideological and coercive)
is crisis-forming in the sense that it exists and develops on the basis of real
mobilizations that are organized around fabricated scenarios. Due to the
new state’s inability to answer the needs of the population, the diverting
of attention towards real or artificial crises has become the best means of
escape for the regime, and paradoxically a means of holding on to power.
In such a situation the regime has only two alternatives in any particular
course of action.

The first is to prolong the life of the transitional regime by using the
threat of foreign enemies and the creation of these crisis-forming institu-
tions. It is obviously impossible to keep up this approach indefinitely, but
this does not preclude its being maintained for quite a long period of time.

The second alternative would be for one of the factions to consolidate
power by eliminating all the others, and formulating specific social and
economic reforms to return Iranian society to a more or less stable condi-
tion. These actions would dissolve what we have called the transitory
nature of the existing government. In this way the state would take on a
specific class nature. This alternative can occur only through the forma-
tion of a new government, by whatever means.

Until the second alternative is carried out, the regime is dependent on
the first. In other words, its very existence depends on the maintenance of
a highly chaotic and perpetually renewable succession of crises. The
Iran-Iraq war is being used by the state apparatus in just such a way.

An important characteristic.of the new regime in Iran is its integration
of ideological and coercive elements within each new institution. For
example, the new prison system has the dual purpose of punishing in-
mates and islamicizing them. Similarly, the Iran-Iraq war has been used
to transform virtually all the state’s new institutions so that they feed on
the continuation of the war. This functions in a number of ways:
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First, the war is being used as a means of legitimization to substitute for
the lack of organized programming and the absence of any degree of re-
sponsiveness to the social and economic needs of the populace.

Second, the war is more and more an ideological cover for the escala-
tion of oppressive policies that might otherwise have been harder to carry
out.

Third, the war serves as a platform for indoctrination and the dissem-
ination of the official ideology. It has been used, for example, to justify
the export of the Islamic revolution throughout many countries in the
region.

War has been used in a similar way in at least two previous situations—
slavery and fascism. During the slave mode of production, war was a
means of obtaining more slaves. Under fascism, the new state arose from
a situation of social crisis. It used war as a means of social and political
reorganization, and as an answer to the otherwise insoluble (from its
standpoint) social crisis from which it had arisen.

The Iranian utilization of the war for ‘state-forming’ purposes more
closely resembles this second case, and it should not go unnoticed that
there are other similarities between fascism and the absolutism of Islamic
ideology, including the expansionist idea of exporting the Islamic revolu-
tion.

An interesting example of the use of the war as an instrument of inter-
nal coercion can also be seen in the case of the Tehran bus drivers’ strike.
Initially the strike was quite successful and the government was unable to
break it. It came to an end, however, when the government brought in the
bodies of dead soldiers, parading them across the picket lines and claim-
ing that, “While people are being killed at the front, you bus drivers are
demanding increased wages and creating problems for the government.’
The tactic was very effective. It stimulated a sense of guilt in the workers
and cultivated their nationalistic and religious tendencies.

A consideration of the regime’s internal divisions and their relation to
the war makes our argument more specific. During the disputes between
the two factions around Bani Sadr and the ‘Imam’s line’, both sides made
an effort to monopolize the issue of the war. At the height of the dispute,
Bani Sadr, wearing combat uniform, went to the front saying that the
issue of the war was absolutely central. He did his best to take control of
the war-related institutions with the aim of consolidating the powers of
his faction. His rivals, on the other hand, belittled his and the army’s
efforts, and built themselves up around the Revolutionary Guards.

The various factions within the regime have been aware of the vital role
of the war as a means of consolidating the new state. For example, the
fight between the Khomeini faction and Bani Sadr in the first year of the
war was a direct expression of each party’s desire to manipulate the war in
order to consolidate its own position within the regime.

Even today, after four long years of warfare, the conflicts among the
current factions of the regime can be seen in the approach of each towards
the war. One approach is that of the Mousavi-Khamena’i faction, which
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stresses the need for long-term economic programmies, and is in favour of
more conciliatory measures in respect of the war. The other faction, that
of Hashem Rafsanjani (the speaker of the parliament), is in favour of
maintaining the transitional nature of the state and has no specific econo-
mic programmes. It views the war as a lifesaver for the regime, and
believes that it can and should continue to play that role.

As the power of the Mousavi-Khamena’i faction increases, the other
intensifies its pro-war rhetoric. This illustrates the importance of the
war, its outcome and/or continuation, in the consolidation of power by
either of these two main factions within the regime.

It is Khomeini’s role today to keep these factions in balance and held
together. This restricts the possibility of either side consolidating its
power, and thereby indirectly ensures the continuation of the war.

As far as the future of the war is concerned, it seems that its course is
dependent on further developments within the transitional regime. As
long as the regime is able and willing to maintain its present transitional
nature, the war will in all likelihood continue to be used to bolster its
position. A change in the state of the war may emerge as a direct outcome
of the internal conflicts between the regime’s factions. Of course, one
cannot ignore the fact that Khomeini’s death will also play an important
role in determining the future of the Iran-Iraq war.



R Keivan

INTERNATIONAL DIMENSION
OF THE WAR

MY TALK today will focus on the international dimensions of the Iran-
Iraq war and particularly the posture that the West and the United States
have taken towards this war. I will also remark on what I see as some of
the most likely effects that the war will have on the social, economic and
political development of both Iran and Iraq.

The importance of the Gulf

IN THE LAST four years, the American and European press have empha-
sized one issue in connection with the war in the Gulf: the imminent
danger of the closing of the Strait of Hormuz and the ‘devastating’ reper-
cussions of such a move for the Western countries. Interestingly enough,
they basically agreed with the analysis presented by the ruling mullahs in
Iran, who based their threats against the West on precisely this ‘vulner-
ability’. Hojatt al-Islam Rafsanjani’s melodramatic orations are a case in
point, although he has recently backed off, perhaps from fear of provok-
ing a real response! Nevertheless, throughout 1983, the American and
European media played up the ‘danger’ of the closing of the Strait and
gave full support to the Western military build-up in the Gulf area. The
mullahs in turn fuelled the hysteria by continuing to threaten the West
during their Friday sermons.

I would like to begin by pointing out the fallacy of such a threat. By
promoting this illusion, the United States and Europe have sought to
legitimize their massive military build-up in the area. I suggest that the
significance of the Gulf for the West no longer lies in the Strait of Hor-
muz, per se, but rather in the geopolitical importance of the area in US
long-term strategy.

Why has the Strait of Hormuz relinquished its importance? For the
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West, the desire to keep the Strait open has always been rooted in the need
to ensure the steady flow of oil from the Gulf. The economic reality of the
world today, however, is such that Gulifoil itself| or at least that part which
passes through the Strait, has lost its former value. In the world market,
there is now clearly an over-production of oil. The factors behind this
over-production, as well as a corresponding under-consumption, are
many. The economic crisis of 1980-82 (the deepest crisis to have hit the
capitalist world since World War II) is undoubtedly the main factor
behind the recent decrease in Western oil consumption. This crisis has
meant a decrease in energy consumption overall, and particularly in oil
consumption. More long-term factors to be considered are the various
energy conservation programmes of the West. Added to these is the in-
creased use of Mexican, Alaskan and North Sea oil reserves. It is esti-
mated that if the Strait of Hormuz were blocked today, the West would
still have a supply of four to eight months of oil in reserve. . . four to eight
months to function without any threat of paralysis.

And what about Iran, from whom the threat originates? Neither Iran
nor any Gulf country can withstand the closing of the Strait for even a
month. The Strait is not only one of the principal routes for these states’
imports; without the export of oil, these countries would be helpless, par-
ticularly Iran, which has a chronic exchange problem and lacks interna-
tional credit. Indeed, the cost of closing the Strait of Hormuz would fall
most heavily on Rafsanjani’s and his cohorts’ own shoulders.

Any analysis of American policy in the Gulf must begin by looking at
strategic concerns and not simply the question of the accessibility of oil.
One of these many concerns, of course, is 0il and the other natural re-
sources of the region. The fact that zoday, due to the present economic
situation, the West does not need to monopolize the Gulf’s oil potential
does not mean that these resources are not valuable. The West views oil, as
well as other Gulf resources, as extremely important. From the US per-
spective, any Soviet access to these resources, even if the US does not need
them for its own consumption, is still troubling. Americaactively strives to
keep these resources, as well as the economic potential of the region and its
market of seventy million people within its sphere of influence.

Added toall thisis the role of the Gulfin overall US Middle East policy.
The 1984 Israeli elections and the strengthening of ties between Israel
and the US have paved the way for an Israeli-US ‘peace plan’ for the
region that probably includes some compromise with Syria over Leban-
on. All of these plans, however, could easily be sabotaged were the PLO
able to establish a base in the Gulf. Indeed, the political importance of the
Gulf for the entire area is much greater than simply that of the Strait of
Hormuz. Were the Guif'to fall out of the US sphere of influence, it would
mean a total disruption of the stability that the US has been trying to
impose since the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982.

Turning to another dimension of the strategic importance of the Gulf,
we must examine the military situation. The Western military presence
here is intimately tied to the fact that developments in the area are totally
unpredictable. Afghanistan is under Soviet control. Iran today is, in effect,
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an independent political power. The state in Iran is reactionary, but it is
not politically dependent. The present regime is the puppet of neither of
the US nor of the Soviets. It moves according to what it perceives to be its
day-to-day interests and thus its policies and actions may be in the
interests of this or that world power. As a result, the Western nations, and
particularly the US, have very limited means of controlling events in
Iran. Nor is there any regional power that can determine Iran’s move-
ments. This, coupled with the fact that in terms of military, economic
and human potential Iran is the most important country in the region,
explains why there are American and European military vessels in the
Gulfand why the West is extending massive aid to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait
and Iraq. In the case of Iraq, this aid has included international credit for
the pipeline to Egypt.

It is against this background that the effects of the war on American
policy can be assessed. Ultimately, I believe, there is no question that this
war, and its long-term effects on both Iran and Iraq, will benefit the US.
In the short term, Iranian behaviour, as for example in connection with
the attacks against US personnel in Lebanon and elsewhere, is doubtless
harmful to US interests. The long-term rewards that the war will bring
for the US, however, will outweigh any short-term setbacks.

The war and Iraq

UNTIL 1975, Iraq was basically a Third World country with close econo-
mic, military and political ties to the Soviet Union. To a large extent, it
moved within the Soviet sphere of influence. In 1975, after the signing of
the Algiers Agreement, Iraq began to show signs of moving towards the
West. These were primarily manifested in economic relations but there
were political indicators as well. All this was not a complete surprise.
There have been other countries like Iraq in which the petty bourgeoisie
established its power, moved close to the Soviet and Eastern bloc and
initially took on radical postures, but then slowly developed economic
relations with the West and little by little was pulled into the Western
sphere of influence. A coup d’etat, war or other crisis usually marked the
transfer of all power into the hands of overtly pro-Western capitalists.
One example is Egypt, where Sadat was born from the womb of the Nas-
serist regime.

After 1975, and despite maintaining relations with the Soviets, Iraq
moved closer to Europe, particularly France, and slowly took on more
and more Western attitudes and values. The present war has intensified
this trend. It has erased the possibility, at least in the near future, of Iraq
returning to the Soviet sphere. In terms of Iraq’s regional policies, the
war has diminished the likelihood of any more radical gestures, for
example towards Israel and the Palestinians. Finally, the $16-20 billion
worth of aid Iraq has received from the Saudis and the Kuwaitis to build a
war economy has created certain inescapable consequences for Iraq’s six-
teen million people. What will these be?

First, the importance of the war for the present Iragi regime and the



44 Khamsin 12

priority assumed by the war economy mean that the bureaucratic and
bourgeois forces—relying on a vast financial power which is in turn
directed towards imports from abroad — will consolidate their social power.

Second, this consolidation of political and organizational power will
take shape in the context of increasing military and economic ties with
the West. Naturally, this will bring in its wake increased political and
economic dependency. The incredible amounts of Arab capital being
poured into Irag will make it one of the most important capitalist foot-
holds in the Gulf region.

Finally, as mentioned before, Iraq’s political stance will change dram-
atically. The economic, military and political co-operation now develop-
ing between Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Egypt (countries which Iraq always
referred to as rightist and conciliatory) will force Iraq to disengage from
the radicalism which it found so useful in the past. The Iraq which was a
mortal enemy of Egypt after Camp David and which led the Rejection
Front is not only silent today on the question of Palestine and has estab-
lished relations with the US, but has even received a promise from Israel
that it will not attack Iraq’s pipelines to Egypt and Jordan. This is, of
course, a recognition —a friendly recognition ~of Israel. My point is not
that Iraq should or should not be Israel’s friend, but simply that Iraqis no
longer able or willing to maintain its radical image, and has in effect been
‘tamed’. In short, as a result of this war, whether Saddam stays or goes,
and whether there is a coup d’etat or not, the conditions for Iraq’s gradual
and complete pacification and Westernization have been sown. Because
of the war, the process which took more than twenty years in Egypt will
take a much shorter time in Iraq.

The war and Iran

‘THE OTHER speakers have already stated why the war has brought temp-
orary relief for the present regime in terms of its attempts to maintain
stability and establish its dominance. I will not repeat. The mullahs have
been able to mobilize the population and compensate for their own short-
comings by means of the war. The regime’s continued stability is in itself
beneficial to the US. This does not mean that the US sees Iran as a friend
or an ally. As stated before, this kind of deductive reasoning is incorrect.
Rather, the point is that, considering the vacuum created by the 1979
revolution and all the possible outcomes; considering the character and
form of the present regime in Iran; and considering, most recently, the
chilling of relations with the Soviets and the repression of the Tudeh, this
regime is the best possible alternative for the US. If the US had an open
hand, it would no doubt sponsor a regime similar to that of the Shah. Its
hands are tied, however, and it simply cannot do so. Amongst all the pos-
sible alternatives, the present regime is undoubtedly the best. In a recent
interview, William O. Sullivan correctly stated that US interests were
not opposed to friendly relations with Iran in the long term. Indeed, the
memory of the hostages and the bombings can be erased. One must also
keep in mind that the strengthening of the present regime during the war
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years has been accompanied by the smashing of the left and the Mojahe-
deen, in general, and the obliteration of the democratic gains eked out of
the revolution. All this has been in the interests of the US. In political
terms, society has become so passive that people from all classes infinitely
prefer the past to the present. They associate the US with the past and
thus welcome it. America, which was cursed after the revolution, is now
looked on with a favourable eye by important segments of the population
and thought to have been right all along.

Economically, the war has brought devastation to Iran, particularly in
the south. Added to this are the millions of dollars wasted on armaments.
Today estimates of human losses are in the hundreds of thousands. Iran-
ian society must carry this burden for many years to come. Another con-
sequence of this war, stemming from the stability it has brought for the
regime in the past five years, is the widespread chaos, waste and destruc-
tion, not necessarily even connected to the war but to the regime’s policies.
The list of economic and social disasters that this regime and its war
policy has incurred is endless.

The important question, however, is what consequences these disasters
hold for the future, and particularly for future regimes that might follow
this one. Suppose that this regime were overthrown, or perhaps under-
went fundamental change from within, and the war were to come to an
end. Any government that came to power would be faced with the recon-
struction of the devastated areas and would have to make economic re-
vival its central political concern.

What would this reconstruction entail for a country like Iran, a country
which has had an immense proportion of its productive capacity des-
troyed, a country which is, in terms of technology, backward and stag-
nant? Can it mean anything other than a turn to the West, particularly
when this reconstruction must take place at a time when the oil market is
a buyer’s market?

Clearly, it has been possible to keep Iran alive by means of its oil in-
come. It is possible today to excharge oil for arms and food and this is pre-
cisely what the economic policy of the mullahs has been. But if the goal
be one of economic growth, this income will not suffice. Iran’s income
from oil today is approximately $18 billion—somewhat less than the
income of the years 1976-77. The only difference is that from 1977 to
today, inflation in the world market has more than doubled the prices.
Tran’s oil income today cannot under any circumstances support econo-
mic growth.

Iran’s future allies will naturally be found in the West and such allies
will be desperately needed to supply technology, credit and aid. Along
with this assistance will also come political and economic influence.
Today Iran imports commodities from the West and generally pays for
them in cash or short-term credit. Economic development, however, can-
not be paid for in this manner. It will require long-term credit and politi-
cal stability. There is no question that these will bring about the condi-
tions for political dependency.

This is the legacy that the Iran-Iraq war will leave for the peoples of the



46 Khamsin 12

two countries. With it have come new realities and responsibilities that
must be faced by the left and democratic forces in the area. The Iranian
monarchists propagandize today that if they were to gain power, they
would be able to reconstruct the country in a few years. In short, they
paint a very rosy picture of the future. It is easy to dismiss the monarch-
ists, but do we, on the left, have the courage to tell the truth? After this
war, after passing through this present hell, the future — the reconstruc-
tion of Iran—will take a very long time and entail many difficulties.
People’s standard of living today will not be much better tomorrow, and
this economic burden will naturally have to be shared if there is to be any
social justice.
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Eqbal Ahmad
WAR OF THE RENTIER STATES

DURING ALL THE YEARS of war between Iran and Irag, there has been
one element of common ground between the combatants: in both coun-
tries there is a pretence that this is a war against imperialism and a war of
imperialism. This is a lie. For whatever one may call the Iran-Iraq war, it
stretches anti-imperialist reasoning to call it an imperialist war. It is evi-
dently true that the US initially encouraged Iraq in its aggression. But en-
couragement should not be confused with involvement. None of the
great powers — whether the Soviet Union, Britain, France or the US—ap-
pears to have had any role in initiating the war, or for that matter in con-
ducting it. That the capitalist countries have profited from it and are con-
tinuing to profit from it does not make it an imperialist war.

There are several points which need to be made. First, this is a war of
local ambitions: President Saddam Hussein’s opportunism and regional
reaction to Iran’s revolutionary promise were responsible for Iraq’s initi-
al aggression in 1980. The primary responsibility for this war, then, must
lie with at least two people and two governments. The horrors of the war
and its losses must be attributed to two generalized forces and to two indi-
viduals. The two generalized forces are nationalism and the post-colonial
state, which have more to do with the Iran-Iraq war than does imperial-
ism. And the two individuals, namely Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah
Khomeini, have a great deal to do with the war, one for starting the ag-
gression and the other for prolonging the agony.

Second, the great powers have undoubtedly played a significant role in
prolonging the war. While they did not initiate it, they have alternatively
leaned towards each side as it appeared to be losing, in order to avoid an
outright victory for either. That was true, for instance, of the US at the
beginning of the war: sensing that Iran was in deep trouble, and that the
Iraqi forces were pushing ahead, Washington looked the other way as US
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operatives sold supplies to Iran, and in fact promoted and gave a certain
monopoly to the Israelis in supplying spare parts and small arms to Iran,
just enough to keep the war going and prevent Iran’s defeat. When Iran
made its rebound (which was by no means because of the support from
Israel or the US, as the Iraqis would have us believe: the primary reason
was that Iran had a well-mobilized and revolutionary mass, its territories
were under attack and it fought back) and the tables were being turned, all
the great powers — the Soviet Union, the US, France and everybody else -
became very interested in helping Iran, so that Iraq would not be defeated.
Thusitis clear that by merely trying to prevent the defeat of either side, the
superpowers have helped to prolong the war. One could conclude from
this, and also from the example of the 1965 war between India and Paki-
stan, that in the Third World imperialism does not like to see a winner.

Third, the logic of regional politics and geopolitical realities in the
Middle East have severely limited, though not eliminated, the role of the
great powers in the Iran-Iraq conflict. The United States, the most acti-
vist of the great powers, has refrained from intervening because it does
not have a sure client in either Iran or Iraq; because its logistical lines
would be dangerously extended in case of a substantive riposte from the
USSR; and because American congressional and public support for such
an intervention is lacking. The Soviet Union, still involved in Afghani-
stan, anxjous over events in Poland and sceptical of the left forces in Iran,
has been acting with its customary combination of opportunism and caut-
ion. Hence the basic logic of the war remains regional and local.

What, then, are some of the lessons of the war? One basic lesson to be
drawn is that we, as Middle Eastern peoples, live in societies which suffer
from a disastrous separation between political power and civil society.
And when such a separation occurs, it produces societies which are not
productive, creative, democratic or lively. Personalism has reached a
hitherto unexperienced pinnacle in our countries, so that the war is not
really a war between Iran and Iraq, it is a Saddam-Khomeini war. Itis a
person-to-person war in which entire nations, entire peoples, are being
made to pay the price of the criminal ambitions of one minority govern-
ment and crazy individual and the mindless stubbornness of another.
That is the fact, but why are such individuals able to get away with it?
They are able to get away with it because both men, for different reasons
and in different ways, have been able to establish a total separation bet-
ween their power and the civil society. Muhammad Ja‘far was correct in
saying that the two defining symbols of this war have been the human
wave attacks by Iran, and the use of chemical weapons by Iraq. Both refer
to one tragedy, and both define one attitude—the attitude of not caring
about the cost of their ambitions, and their ideological arrogance as re-
gards the common people, especialy the young. Both indicate moreover a
lack of thought; they cannot figure out a strategy, they cannot figure out
diplomatic manipulations or intelligent manoeuvres, so they turn to
brute attack: human waves and chemical weapons. Both reveal a certain
callousness towards the mass of humanity with whose lives these men are
playing—and I use the word men specifically.



War of the Rentier States 49

Another noteworthy fact is that the Middle Eastern states have evinced
deep, if unworthy, interest in the outcome of this war. From Morocco to
Pakistan, Middle Eastern governments have shown greater interest in
preserving the status quo than in defending national sovereignty and in-
dependence, or serving the common good. So Saudi Arabia has expended
much greater sums of money in saving the precious skin of Saddam Hus-
sein than it has been willing to do to save the lot of the Palestinians in the
West Bank and Gaza. Or to protect the sovereignty and territorial inte-
grity of an Arab country called Lebanon. Or even to protect the sover-
eignty of Jerusalem and assure access for both Muslims and Christians to
the sacred city. While it was Saddam’s ambition that initiated the war, it
is the Arab states, Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Morocco, which have
sustained him through these years of senseless conflict. Their solidarity
betrays the simple fact that the fear of upsetting the szarus quo is much
greater than the question of history, or of sovereignty, or the question of
humanity and the costs to common people. It is clearly not their love for
Saddam Hussein but their fear of change, their anxiety over the conse-
quences of a ruler having to pay for his mistakes, that have kept the Iragi
president in power, thereby prolonging this personalized war.

We have also seen through this war the harmful effects of the emerg-
ence of rentier states in the Middle East and North Africa. By the rentier
state, [ mean the state that has become rich on the basis of one product; or
rather, one source of profit, since in the Middle East only the peasants
and some artisans produce anything. The elite profit a great deal without
producing. They buy machines without technology. They have oil, gas
and other minerals. Some foreign company comes and extracts it for
them. It puts a rentier regime in power; that regime doesn’t need its
people. Its elite doesn’t need to work even to exploit the people properly.
Because it doesn’t need a tax base. And when a regime doesn’t need a tax
base, it loses literally all organic links to the civil society. And it loses any
reason for maintaining accountability to the people, to society, to history
itself. A rentier state is an entity suspended in time, detached from
politics, disengaged from history.

Fourth, I wish to underline that, with dramatic intensity and at the
highest cost, this war has demonstrated the damage inflicted on the Third
World by the merchants of death, namely the armaments industry of the
First World. The Iran-Iraq war has yielded a sobering demonstration of
the harm done to us by the arms trade. The arms trade in our time is the
twentieth-century equivalent of the slave trade in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. We have to find ways to stop this horror, to ban it.
The arms trade and the arms habit of our leaders must be abolished. The
two sides in this war have poured billions of dollars into killing each
other; the same regimes dread the typewriter. It is not widely known that
the possession of a typewriter in Iraq requires a special licence. In Iran,
on the other hand, you cannot sing an ordinary song and even the words
of Ferdowsi, for centuries the greatest of Persian poets, are banned and
censored.

This takes me to the fifth point. There is a frightening absence on the
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world scale of any mechanism to pursue or ensure peace in the world.
This senseless war has been going on for ? years and the world has
watched callously and with indifference. The United Nations, which
pretends to be concerned (and probably is concerned), has been reduced
to an expensive cipher. Because it lacks the support on this issue both of
the superpowers and of the constituted governments that make up its
membership, it is entirely dependent on the mutual interests of the Iran-
ian and Iraqi governments. After countless trips, the UN delegation was
finally able to get both sides to agree — which is a very great achievement
under the circumstances~ not to hit each other’s civilians. At present the
UN is sitting tight, hoping that it will be in the interest of both sides to
reach at least those minor agreements that would give us a no-war, no-
peace situation, a kind of institutionalized stalemate.

The world will not be safe to live in as long as, through the power of
public opinion and the power of movements, we do not produce new
institutions, and new ways of ensuring peace between madmen who drag
in large numbers of decent people, because they are powerless.

What interests has the war served? First, the regime in Iran has pro-
fited. As of 1980, it had nothing to show for the great revolution that had
occurred in Iran. The Nicaraguan revolution occurred at about the same
time as the Iranian revolution — Somoza went to Florida at about the same
time as the Shah left Iran. By 1980, that is, a year and a half to two years
later, Nicaraguan revolutionaries were able to show UNESCO that the
Nicaraguan literacy rate had risen from roughly 35 per cent to 85 per
cent, a full-fledged land reform had been implemented a viable agrarian
policy has been instituted. The Iranian revolution, in comparison with
the Nicaraguan revolution, was richer and had a highly mobilized popu-
lation; but its accomplishments did not compare either then or now with
those of the Sandinista regime. Well-endowed Iran not only did not com-
pare favourably with scarcity-ridden Nicaragua’s accomplishments, but,
worse, Iran had no programme. The Islamic Republic of Iran is still with-
out a viable programme of social reconstruction. The Iraqi invasion
helped Ayatollah Khomeini and his mullahs to mobilize popular support
around nationalism: the regime can now claim that it has succeeded, at
least temporarily, in consolidating power.

Second, the war has helped the elite in Iraq to profit from the war. The
massive spending on war is going into buying arms, into infrastructure,
into contracting and contacting~ which is the business of Third World
bourgeoisies. Businessmen on both sides of the war are getting rich. But
the Iraqi elite has probably profited the most from subsidized war pro-
fiteering. The Arab world is paying the bill.

Third, great profit has accrued to Israeli contractors, acting on behalf
of the Israeli government. The Israelis, very intelligently and with skilled
American help, have cornered the market in spare parts and small arms to
the Iranians. This is another irony of the Islamic Republic.

Fourth, the war has profited the superpowers and their multinational
corporations, for obvious reasons. The losers are the two countries and
their inhabitants. Their resources depleted, their cities destroyed and
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their economies in ruins, Iran and Iraq are countries of orphans and
widows, of sacrificed youths whom those in power have entitled martyrs.

How long is this killing to go on? What are the prospects, and what are
our obligations? I think the present prospect is one of less-war, no-peace.
Iran, in particular, would like to see a kind of stalemate that it could mar-
ginally institutionalize. Given Iran’s population and resources, in the
long run it stands a better chance to endure a stalemate. The Iraqis prob-
ably have no alternative to the stalemate either. Saddam Hussein’s power
is obviously more precious than Iraq’s peace; and Ayatollah Khomeini
won’t grant peace unless President Hussein departs. What can we do? I
think we ought to recognize several facts. One is that our responsibilities
are greater than our capabilities. Our responsibility is great because the
civil society in our part of the world has been suppressed. There used to
be a saying in the old days of feudalism and the monarchies that there are
two types of poet in the Muslim world, sha‘er al-imama and sha‘er al-
khelafa: the poet of power and the poet of prophecy. In other words there
was a literature of dissent and there was a literature of conformity to
power —the poets who were located in the power establishment and those
who belonged in the civil society. In a double entendre, the phrases also
meant ‘the poet behind’ and ‘the poet ahead’. The saying used to go
~ further: that the sha ‘er al-imama will usually be found in the ‘provinces’;
he is not likely to be found in the dar al-khelafa (capital; literally, the seat
of power).

Our problem is that they have now abolished the ‘provinces’. Modern
communications, the capitalist economy, modern management techni-
ques, have all brought the ‘provinces’ within easy reach of the repressive
state. Earlier, Muhammad Ja‘far was saying that politics has been abo-
lished in Iraq, and the Ba‘thists presided over its abolition. To a large
extent, Ayatollah Khomeini is doing the same in Iran. The ‘provinces’
are not there, and the actual and potential ‘poets of the provinces’ have
gone into exile, mostly to the capitalist metropolis, or are in prison if they
are spared execution, or have been forcibly silenced. Qur responsibilities
are therefore very great. We must analyse, innovate, dissent. We need
courage, which we have, and patience, which we do not always have. We
must work very hard to keep the civil society alive, and to make alterna-
tives appear viable and necessary. This meeting is a beginning. If we can
get together, we may keep pushing forward, critically and honestly.
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ARAB NATIONALISM, THE
PALESTINIAN STRUGGLE
& AN ECONOMIC SGENARIO
FOR A POTENTIAL
ARAB UNITY

INTRODUCTION

IN THIS ESSAY, which covers an entire century, I shall deal with two
groups of themes.

First, I shall discuss the failure of bourgeois Arab nationalism to
achieve its avowed aims: economic independence and national victory,
that is, the liberation of occupied Arab territory. Despite its failures, the
Arab bourgeoisie still holds power throughout the Arab homeland,
except in South Yemen. I shall also try to explain how and why the Arab
bourgeoisie has intentionally amplified the unevenness of economic
development between the Arab countries. I shall discuss Palestine as the
obvious example for the national failure. And I shall use the Gulf Co-
operation Council as an illustration of the policy of uneven development.

Second, I shall try to show that the nationalism of the bourgeoisie dif-
fers from and conflicts with the national consciousness of the masses —the
working class, the peasantry and the rest of the poor. The material inter-
est of the masses in Arab unity is also discussed.

Ishall try to show that the continuation of the trend of uneven develop-
ment will create the need for inter-Arab integration, contrary to the aims
of the authors of the policy of unevenness. The latter will, in a sense,
produce the conditions for their own destruction.

Stressing the objective necessity for integration, I shall outline an
economic scenario for Arab unity. If such unity were to be realized, it
would create the social and economic conditions for a common struggle
for socialism. Indeed, I argue that Arab development requires Arab
unity, and is hardly possible in a state of fragmentation.

Many points touched upon here are not sufficiently discussed and
developed; it would be impossible to do so in one relatively brief essay.
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However, my aim is to raise as many issues as possible, for the sake of the
debate which I hope will follow, concerning the future of the Arab
homeland.

1: BOURGEOIS ARAB NATIONALISM

BY VIRTUE of national affiliation and origin, the Arab world has been,
and still is, the strategic rear base or hinterland of the Palestinian people’s
struggle against the Zionist state of Israel. Regardless of the actual role
this strategic hinterland has played ~be it helpful or obstructive-its
existence is an issue that cannot be ignored among the Palestinians. In the
last few years, various trends of Palestinian opinion have been rethinking
and re-evaluating this issue.

One school of thought, conditioned by the bitterness of the Palestinian
experience with the Arab regimes, even goes so far as to suggest that an
Arab strategic hinterland no longer exists (if indeed it ever did) for the
Palestinians, who should therefore be reconciled to doing without it.

A different approach to this issue is based on a class analysis. While
calling for a critical re-examination of the role played by the Arab
hinterland and the extent to which it has come up to expectations or fallen
short of them, this approach stresses that the concept of an Arab hinter-
land is no mere abstraction, but corresponds to an objective reality. The
actual position within this hinterland is not uniform, however, inasmuch
as each of its parts is represented by its own ruling Arab bourgeoisie. This
theme will govern the discussion in the present article.

To be more explicit, the view adopted here is that in reality there does
exist an all-Arab nationality (gaumiya) but that it is regionally split up,
each region (ig/im) possessing its own peculiarities, which have been
greatly intensified over the last five decades ~ ‘the decades of fragmenta-
tion’. Politically and ideologically, this contradictory reality has been
represented by the contradictory political practice and ideology of
current Arab nationalism, which is bourgeois Arab nationalism.
Towards the end of this article we shall outline the characteristics
and dimensions of another, latent, all-Arab national identity, which
is essentially that of the working classes and other repressed classes
in the Arab world.

The pioneers of Arab nationalism

THERE IS a consensus among Arab, and perhaps also non-Arab, writers
on modern Arab history, that most of the early pioneers of Arab national-
ism were Christian Arabs.

We mention this oft-repeated observation not in order to assess its
historical accuracy, but rather to discuss the ideological use to which it
has been put by Islamic fundamentalists and others who wish to discredit
Arab nationalism and the idea of Arab national unification (as opposed,
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for example, to pan-Islamism) as inauthentic foreign imports. It is some-
times alleged that the Christian pioneers of Arab nationalism, living
under the Ottoman empire, were basically motivated by the wish to
emancipate themselves from the rule of that Sunni Muslim caliphate-
state. A somewhat more sophisticated version of the same thesis main-
tains that these early pioneers anticipated the impending and inevitable
collapse of the Ottoman empire; but they were alarmed at the prospect of
its being replaced by a Sunni-dominated Arab state (or states) in which
Muslim Arabs would hold all positions of power and influence. In order
to prevent themselves being thus marginalized, these Christians hatched
and fostered secularist Arab nationalism.

There are several reasons for rejecting such attempts to invalidate the
authenticity of Arab nationalism. First, let us note that from the end of
the nineteenth century, with the increasing incorporation of the Arab
homeland (then still under Ottoman rule) in the world system,! and with
the growing number of Arab students—both Muslim and Christian—
studying in Europe, a new environment was developing in the Arab
world. Such an environment would have encouraged Muslim Arabs to
adopt nationalist ideas whether or not Christians were the first to do so.
Indeed, Muslim Arabs had adequate grounds for adopting such ideas,
given their bitter experience under Ottoman rule (1516-1919) and the
plausibility of the view that the only way to emancipation was through
Arab nationalism.

Second, those who wish to deny the authenticity of Arab nationalism
are displaying their own ideologically motivated bias by stressing exclus-
ively the Christian background of pioneers of Arab nationalism such as
Qustantin Zuraiq, while glibly ignoring the genuineness of their national
aspirations.

Third, even if it were conceivable that the early pioneers—whose com-
mitment to nationalism was expressed solely through the written
word—were merely self-seeking opportunists using nationalism as a
cloak, surely such an accusation cannot possibly apply to the second gen-
eration of militants, who personally led an organized struggle, as was the
case with both the Ba‘th Party and the Movement of Arab Nationalists
(Harakat Qaumiyun al-‘Arab).

Fourth, if Arab nationalism was merely the invention of a few Christ-
ians, how can one account for the fact that the Muslim Arab multitudes
responded so massively (albeit unevenly as between one Arab country
and another) to its call and were mobilized in their millions for the
national movement, despite having been influenced by Islam for fourteen
centuries? Moreover, why has this massive acceptance of Arab nationa-
lism continued until the early 1970s, for almost a whole century, ‘the cen-
tury of bourgeois Arab nationalism’, despite the fact that the Arab
national movement was not alone in the field and had several political and
ideological competitors in the Arab homeland during this century?? Does
not all this show that the slogans of nationalism and national unity corres-
ponded to real popular aspirations?
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The question that poses itself now is the following: who is to blame for
the failure of the Arab nationalist movement to achieve development and
all-Arab unification? Is it the fault of the early pioneers? Or of the
militants of the second generation? Or perhaps the fault lies with the
bourgeoisie of the various Arab regions (=Arab countries)—a bourgeoi-
sie which is in fact almost exclusively Muslim?

The only Arab country to have been ruled to any extent by Christians is
Lebanon. This small country, with its marginal development—distorted
even when compared with the distorted development of the other Arab
countries—has two special characteristics: on the one hand, it has exper-
ienced a semi-liberal bourgeois political system; on the other, it has
spawned the fascist Phalange (a/-Kata’ib). Thus the Lenanese state was
but a reflection of the European political model, rather than the thing
itself.

Two trajectories of uneven development

ARAB BOURGEOIS nationalism emerged in the period of tightening
incorporation of the Arab homeland in the world market. Under such cir-
cumstances, an independent capitalist development became impossible.
Moreover, unlike India, for example, which was incorporated into the
world market as a unified entity, the Arab homeland underwent this pro-
cess piecemeal; each Arab country was incorporated directly and separ-
ately, rather than as part of an all-Arab entity. As for the fragile political
independence of the Arab countries, this too came separately to each
individual country, under its own regional bourgeois leadership, which
in most cases was the creature of the departing colonial powers.

The unevenness of development between the Arab countries goes back
to the pre-colonial past, though it has been greatly amplified during the
century of bourgeois Arab nationalism. One of the most important causes
of this unevenness is the highly unequal distribution of natural agricul-
tural resources. Some Arab regions—most notably the Nile Valley—are
endowed with ample resources which have enabled them to sustain dense
settlement and population growth. Other regions—such as most of the
Arabian peninsula—are almost totally lacking in natural agricultural
wealth, and have therefore been a perennial source of migration.

Nevertheless, the Arab homeland had to a large extent experienced a
common history, even if not quite as unified as the pioneers of Arab
nationalism imagined it to have been. This was manifested in the Umay-
yad and ‘Abbasid states, and to some extent in the Fatimid state. Later,
the Arabs shared a common history of submission under the Ottoman
empire, which incorporated the Arab homeland into the Islamic cali-
phate but also hindered its socio-economic development.

What we are saying, then, is that the Arab proto-nation had existed as a
visibly coherent entity prior to the century of bourgeois nationalism; and
that the uneven economic development occurred within this one general
national framework.

This unevenness between the Arab regions became an acute problem
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only during the century of bourgeois Arab nationalism, when imperial-
ism granted a separate political independence to each country, and
pushed each regime to build a separate economy. We must now deal with
the different paths of this development.

Development of Arab unevenness

Unevenness of development between the Arab regions existed, as
already mentioned, before they fell under the sway of colonialism and
were incorporated into the world market. Nor is such unevenness pecul-
iar to the Arab homeland; it is a world-wide phenomenon. The south of
the United States, for instance, is poorer than the north; and the same
holds true for Italy. Likewise, not all the various regions of China are
equally developed. An even clearer example is perhaps provided by
India, although it is really more a multinational state than a nation. The
decisive factor in all these countries, however, is that each constitutes one
state; whereas the absence of this very factor is the key problem of the
Arab world and the secret behind its weakness. The political fragmenta-
tion imposed on the Arab homeland by colonialism,® and subsequently
intensified by the regional Arab bourgeoisies, has provided an institu-
tionalized basis for the development of unevenness between the Arab
countries. The bourgeoisie of each country, separately and directly con-
nected to the world market, has acquired a vested interest in maintaining
the fragmentation. This process has continued throughout the last five
decades. Even the seemingly genuine attempt at unification, that
between Egypt and Syria in 1958, was implemented in the only way of
which the Arab bourgeoisie is capable—by the ruling class of the stronger
country trying to impose its hegemony over its weaker ‘partner’—and
was bound to fail.

The bourgeoisie’s division of interest, and vested interest in division,
does not extend to the Arab poor classes, notably the peasantry and prole-
tariat. The Egyptian peasant, for example, stands to lose nothing and to
gain much by having direct and unhampered access to the exportable
surplus produced in Iraq. Indeed, the ruling Arab bourgeoisies have been
aware of this fact, and have therefore paid lip-service to the masses’ aspir-
ations by mouthing slogans about unity and all-Arab nationalism, while
in practice pursuing a policy of division and fragmentation, especially
through developing the unevenness. They probably hope that as the
divergence between Arab countries proceeds, they will be exempted from
giving up their regional interests; since growing unevenness would
remove any real basis for unification, the popular feeling of a common all-
Arab national identity would fade away.

However, as we shall argue later, the very fact of divergent and uneven
development may, on the-contrary, favour all-Arab national unification
under the leadership of the working class.

The first trajectory of uneven development
Both before and after gaining political independence, the Arab bour-
geoisies transformed uneven development from a ‘natural’ process
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occurring within a state or a nation into an institutionalized unevenness
between states. And because these bourgeoisies were backed and pro-
tected by colonialism, the uneven development over which they presided
was born as, and still is, a dependent development.

The first trajectory of this development has been traversed by a group
of countries that share certain particular structural characteristics, over
and above the traits common to all Arab countries. These particular char-
acteristics are basically economic, but have given rise to social and organ-
izational characteristics as well.

In Egypt in particular, but also in Iraq and Syria, there is arable land cap-
able of producing an agricultural surplus whose proceeds can be invested
in industrial growth; and any industrial products can find a suitable local
market, especially in Egypt with its large population of potential
consumers. These economic capabilities have played a role in orientating
the regimes of these countries towards trying to build an independent
economy (be it capitalist or ’socialist’) inasmuch as the regimes have
dreamed of the possibility of severing the ties of dependence on the world
market through the development of capitalism or self-styled ‘socialism’.
(It must be noted here, however, that there is a huge gulf between the
availability of economic and human resources needed to constitute a
state, and the possibility of achieving an actual capitalist economic inde-
pendence under the auspices of imperialism.)

These very countries, due to their economic and social potential, have
in general also been the breeding-ground of the bourgois national move-
ment throughout the century of Arab nationalism. This manifested itself
in the Ba‘th Party (born in Syria and Iraq and also in Lebanon, Palestine
and Jordan), the Movement of Arab Nationalists (born in Palestine,
Lebanon, Syria and Iraq) and Nasserism (born in Egypt). All these coun-
tries have constituted the first wave along this first trajectory.

A second wave (also along the same trajectory) consisted of Morocco,
Tunisia and Algeria, which gained their political independence during a
later period. These countries of the Maghreb—somewhat similar in their
economic and demographic structures to Egypt, Syria and Irag—had
been strongly influenced by the bourgeois Arab nationalism that pre-
vailed in the Mashreq, especially Ba‘thism and Nasserism. The two
Yemens can perhaps also be included in this trajectory.

The second trajectory

A different path has been followed by countries such as Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait and the other Gulf states, as well as Libya, which lack agricul-
tural resources and consequently have a sparse population. In these coun-
tries not only did the development of social classes occur later, but their
political independence was also (in most cases) gained more recently.
Moreover, their political struggle for independence was hampered by the
higher degree of subordination of their ruling classes to the colonial
powers.

However, a radical turning-point in the lives of these countries was the
discovery of oil, which transformed them from poor and backward regions
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into distortedly wealthy ones. This transformation enabled the Saudi rul-
ing class to come forwards in the 1970s as the leader of those forces that
were calling for closer dependence on imperialism, as opposed to the
leadership of the countries of the first trajectory, whose declared aim was
to sever this dependence. This was described at the time as an opposition
between the reactionary and progressive Arab camps.

The inability of the countries of the first trajectory to break loose from
that dependence (because their programme was in reality capitalist) en-
abled the rival camp—and Saudi Arabia specifically—to take the lead in
Arab politics, thus superseding Egypt in this role. This is what has been
happening in the 1970s and 1980s. ‘

There are Arab countries which do not quite fit into the two-trajectory
scheme we have just outlined. Sudan, for example, has economic resour-
ces somewhat similar to those of the countries of the first trajectory, but
they have remained largely unexploited. Despite the backwardness of
Sudan’s economy, however, the political movement there was very active
and relatively advanced.

The most outstanding exceptional case is of course Palestine, which
was taken over by the British (according to an imperialist agreement fol-
lowing the First World War) in order to displace its people and set up a
Zionist state that would serve imperialist interests in the area. Asa result
of these special circumstances, the emergence of a bourgeois nationalist
movement here was hampered and delayed, especially when compared
with the Arab countries of the first trajectory.

The inexorable decline of bourgeois Arab
nationalism

We have already noted that the countries that followed the first trajectory
of evolution were those in which capitalist economies had developed ear-
lier, giving rise to greater unevenness of development. Thus, when the
bourgeois national movement achieved power in these countries (Egypt,
Syria and Iraq), it was faced with a contradiction that proved difficult to
resolve: a contradiction between its ideological nationalist aspirations for
all-Arab unity, and the clear and confined regional (i.e. local) interests of
the bourgeoisie of each country.

Economically, these regions have been handicapped in various ways:

1 Weakness in the structure of production and low productivity,
resulting in an unfavourable ratio between the exportable surplus
and the import requirement.

2 Low technical standard of production, resulting in sub-standard
products that cannot compete in foreign markets.

3 The neighbdouring countries, which could have provided a natural
market, are directly linked to the world market,

4 The economy of these regions themselves has not dismantled its
dependence on the international capitalist system.
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In a nutshell, the first failure of this group of countries was the failure
of their regional bourgeoisie to achieve economic independence and
development. Consequently, the bourgeoisie of each region turned in-
wards, clinging to its local interests.

The period from 1950 to 1970 can be seen as one in which an attempt
was made to build an independent economy and unify the Arab nation—
the twin aims of the Arab national bourgeoisie. But attempts at unifica-
tion ‘from below’ never amounted to much, and the dividing boundaries
remained intact. Nor was any single country able to develop its own
economy sufficiently and impose unification ‘from above’ (as Prussia had
been able to unify Germany).

Although the development plans of the period were draped in ‘social-
ist’ rhetoric, they were in reality grounded on capitalist relations. Exter-
nally too these countries remained dependent on the world market,
despite their economic and political relationship with the Soviet camp.

In its relations with Third World countries, the Soviet Union was
guided by the theory that these countries could evolve towards socialism
under the leadership of their nationalist bourgeoisie. In reality, however,
the Arab regimes—based on capitalist structures and on class alliances
between the bourgeoisie and the lower middle class, under the political
leadership of officer juntas that came to power through coups d’état—
produced a type of bureaucratic capitalism.

Trade with the Soviet Union, and the economic aid received from it,
were in reality based on the norms of international commercial exchange,
which can in no way be regarded as a socialist mode of relations. (Inciden-
tally, even had the Soviet Union granted non-profitable aid to these non-
socialist regimes, such aid could only derive from the exploitation of the
Soviet working class.) The result was that the Soviet Union contributed
to the maturation of the economy of these peripheral capitalist states
ruled by bureaucratic bourgeoisies, thus facilitating their integration into
the world market through a process that can be called ‘the new depend-
ence’, which has evolved after a volte-face that has occurred over a period
of two decades.

The second failure of this group of countries was manifested in their
defeat in the struggle against the occupation of Palestine, especially after
1967. This was defeat in the external national battle, as distinct from the
internal national struggle for achieving unification and economic inde-
pendence.

The Arab bourgeois national movement confronted socially and tech-
nologically advanced imperialism and Zionism with Arab backwardness
and deformed economic development, a development of unevenness
rather than of all-Arab convergence. It confronted the cohesive alliance of
Israel and imperialism with internal Arab fragmentation and the exclu-
sioni of the Arab masses from the struggle, and its own fragile alliance
with the Soviet Union could not save it from a shattering defeat.

This defeat has enabled the countries of the second trajectory, particu-
larly Saudi Arabia, to achieve ascendancy and lead the Arab homeland
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towards complete dependence and incorporation into the world market
system. The slogan of Arab unity has been replaced by that of solidarity
between the ruling classes. The newly dominant policies are designed to
perpetuate the fragmentation of the Arab homeland, to recognize and
accept the Zionist state, and to downgrade the Palestinian question to a
problem of refugees dependent on the Arab regimes.

The Arab regimes and Palestine

THE FOREGOING discussion can serve as an introduction to the next sec-
tion of this article, which focuses on the Palestinian issue. Let us start by
outlining the manner in which the Arab regimes (and bourgeois all-Arab
nationalism) have reacted to the struggle of the Palestinian people against
the Zionist appropriation of Palestine.

As we have already pointed out, most of the regimes that have presided
over the Arab homeland since the eve of independence were the creation
of British and French colonialism, which was also responsible for the
balkanization of that homeland. In other words, these regimes did not
achieve power through a radical struggle leading to the expulsion of col-
onialism, but through compromise and accommodation. The Arab
homeland has thus never severed the umbilical cord of dependence.

Palestinian opposition to Zionist immigration and colonization began
shortly after the profulgation of the Balfour Declaration (November
1917), which sanctioned the creation of a Jewish ‘national home’ in Pales-
tine. This opposition had a local Palestinian as opposed to all-Arab char-
acter.

With the rise of Zionist influence in Palestine, the Palestinians’ strug-
gle also escalated, most notably in the 1930s. The armed resistance led by
Shaikh ‘Izz al-Din al-Qassam in 1935 was a prelude to a general uprising,
which culminated in the famous six-month general strike of 1936.% After
this event, Arab volunteers from the neighbouring countries began to
join the struggle of the Palestinians, who were desperately short of the
basic requirements of guerrilla warfare, especially weapons.

But while these volunteers were coming to the Palestinians’ aid, the
Arab regimes were bowing to the desire of Britain (and, by implication, of
the Zionist movement) by helping to paralyse the struggle. On Britain’s
behalf, the regimes of Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Trans-Jordan did
their best to induce the Palestinians to call off their general strike.” They
exerted their pressure mainly through Hajj Amin al-Husaini, the tradi-
tionalist Palestinian leader who belonged to one of the country’s top land-
owning families. He believed that the emancipation of Palestine could be
achieved through a deal with Britain, and was generally restricted to the
political, intellectual and ideological horizon of the Arab regimes.

We must emphasize here the decisive difference between the two Arab
responses to the Palestinian issue: at the grass-roots level Arab volunteers
joined the armed struggle; while at the governmental level the Arab rul-
ing classes were behaving in a manner which, in effect, smoothed the
path of colonialism and Zionism.
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Through an agreement between Britain’s prime minister Winston
Churchill and the Egyptian government, the idea of creating the League
of Arab States was proposed in 1944 and promulgated in the Alexandria
Protocol.® The significance of the Arab League was that it institutional-
ized the regional borders dividing the Arab homeland and excluded the
latter’s organic unification. The League was conceived and set up as a
political alliance between countries that—despite their cultural and his-
torical affinities—were strictly separate ‘nation-states’. In joining this
organization, the Arab regimes in effect renounced the aim of unifying
the balkanized nation.

The declaration of the Jewish state in 1948 came as a serious political
embarrassment to the Arab regimes, some of which declared war against
Israel. The war itself was conducted on the Arab side as a political char-
ade. The two main Arab armies in Palestine were the Trans-Jordanian
and the Egyptian. The former was commanded by British officers, led by
Brigadier Sir John Bagot Glubb; the outcome of the war on this front was
largely fixed in advance through secret negotiations between Jordan’s
Amir ‘Abdallah and the Zionist leaders (including Moshe Dayan, Golda
Meir and others). The Egyptian army was disastrously badly armed and
under-equipped; indeed, the scandalous way in which it conducted the
war discredited the Egyptian regime and led directly to its downfall in
1952. These two Arab armies, far from collaborating or even co-ordinat-
ing with each other, were in fact gleefully looking forward to each other’s
defeat. Syria’s role in the war was strictly limited; and the Iraqi forces,
which initially penetrated Palestine in two sectors of the eastern front,
were soon withdrawn.

Even more important: the Palestinians, on whose behalf the war was
ostensibly being fought, were after May 1948 prevented from actively
participating in it; they were relegated by the Arab regimes to the role of
mere spectators in their own calamity.

Here, in 1948, we can already discern the Arab regimes’ policy of sup-
pressing the Palestinian identity and trying to eliminate it altogether.
This was the best gift that these regimes could offer to the nascent Zionist
state. Soon the Arab governments were to be involved in armistice nego-
tiations with Israel, ostensibly on behalf of the Palestinians, but in fact
only to carve up between them what remained of Palestine, in accordance
with an implicit agreement they had reached with Britain after 1937. Thus
Trans-Jordan swallowed the West Bank (and accordingly renamed itself
‘Jordan’), Egypt grabbed the Gaza Strip, and Syria kept a small pocket of
land around al-Hammah. During the following two years, the so-called
General Government of Palestine, located in Gaza, was eliminated and the
Strip came under Egyptian military administration, although it would
have been possible to keep Gaza as the germ of a Palestinian state.

Clearly, what the UN partition resolution of 1947 had offered the
Palestinians—the creation of a Palestinian state comprising about half of
Palestine’s territory—was preferable to what the Palestinians actually got
from the Arab regimes, which did their best to prevent the creation of
such a state.
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Leaving aside the Suez war of 1956, the next round in the war over the
Palestinian question between the Arab regimes and Israel was the war of
June 1967, which was started by Israel. The Arab side in this war was led
by countries which were following what we have called the first trajectory
of development, and their defeat sounded the death-knell of the Arab
bourgeois national movement, with its ambition for unification.

Whereas in 1948 the Arab regimes had entered the war under the
umbrella of the Arab League, in 1967 they joined the struggle under the
umbrella of the Arab Summit, one of the new political forms of the Arab
League.

The next war, that of October 1973, was started by Egypt and Syria,
whose main aim was to regain their own territories (occupied by Israel
since 1967) rather than the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. This war was
to lead to a political accommodation with the Zionist state rather than a
radical struggle against it.

Following the 1973 war, the Arab Summit produced a slogan which
was even more feeble than the Summit itself: the slogan of ‘Arab solidar-
ity’, which marked the new hegemony of the Arab countries of the second
trajectory, especially Saudi Arabia, over the bourgeois national regimes
in the Arab homeland.

In all these wars, the Arab masses were not allowed to participate or
even to criticize, and their voice remained unheard. The only exception
was the clandestine infiltration of some Arab militants, who managed to
cross the barriers erected by the Arab regimes and joined the Palestinians
after 1967.

To conclude this part of our discussion, let us emphasize once more that
the Arab masses have been denied participation in the Palestinian struggle,
and their national position towards Palestine has always been submerged.
Their position is not represented by that of their rulers. To confuse these
two positions is, at best, an error; at worst, it is a mark of dubious intent.

2: THE PALESTINIAN IDENTITY -
BETWEEN DISSIPATION,
RECONSTRUCTION AND NEGLECT

THE CATASTROPHIC outcome of the 1948 war disrupted the develop-
ment of a Palestinian identity and Palestinian social formation, as com-
pared to the rest of the Arabs. Not only was the country carved up between
Israel and the neighbouring Arab states, but the majority of the Palestin-
ians of all social classes were uprooted and dispersed. Through this double
fragmentation —territorial and human —the Palestinian people lost the
natural basis required for the existence and development of any normal
human society.

Those who remained in Israel were officially defined as ‘Israeli Arabs’
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and their Palestinian identity was suppressed. Those who came under
Jordanian rule were forced to assume Jordanian nationality; those crowded
into the Gaza Strip had to carry identity papers that were accepted only
in Egypt; and the situation of the Palestinians displaced into Syria and
Lebanon was similar.

As a result of the geographic, human and social dispersion of the Pales-
tinians, their political struggle was likewise fragmented: the Palestinian
militants were distributed among the various Arab movements and
trends, each according to his or her ideological affiliation.

The bourgeoisie and the remnants of the aristocratic land-owning fami-
lies not only joined the Jordanian ruling apparatus, but offered the West
Bank as a present to King ‘Abdallah at the stage-managed Jericho Confer-
ence (May 1949), where the main protagonist was Shaikh al-Ja‘bari.”
This section of the Palestinian bourgeoisie has continued up to the pre-
sent time to collaborate with the Hashemite regime, against the Arab
revolutionary movement and the interest of the Palestinian people. Suf-
fice it to say that during the massacre of September 1970 (Black Sept-
ember), the head of the military authorities in Amman was Colonel
Mahmoud Daoud, a Palestinian.

In the post-1948 period, the Arab nationalist and communist move-
ments also fell into the trap of suppressing the Palestinian identity. The
Palestinian Communist Party (then called ‘The League for National Lib-
eration’) demanded in 1949 that both Israel and the Arab states withdraw
from the area allotted to the Palestinians in the 1947 UN resolution, and
that a democratic independent Palestinian state be established there. By
1951, however, the party had accepted the new carve-up of Palestine: the
Palestinian communists remaining in israel helped to form the Israeli
CP, while those in the West Bank formed the Jordanian CP. Thus the
communists, instead of trying to preserve the Palestinian national iden-
tity (wataniya), submitted to its dissipation by the regimes of the area.
The Jordanian CP continued to adhere to the same line even after 1967,
until an acute conflict broke out among its leaders and intellectuals in
1972-75, which brought it close to fragmentation, to the point where it
was named the Palestinian Communist Organization for almost one year,
until renamed the Palestinian Communist Party. Without any doubt, the
Palestinian communists’ distorted understanding of the national ques-
tion had been a major cause of that crisis.

After 1948 those Palestinians who had Arab nationalist aspirations dis-
tributed themselves among the Ba‘th Parties, the Movement of Arab
Nationalists and the Nassarist movement. However, these also failed tc
appreciate the necessity of maintaining a Palestinian national identity.
Like the communists, they too felt in a rather confused way that to up-
hold such an identity would be inconsistent with their belief that Pales-
tine could only be liberated through a united Arab struggle. They failed
to realize that the existence of a Palestinian national identity is quite com-
patible with a united Arab struggle; indeed, the former may reinforce the
latter and enable the Palestinians to pressure the rest of the Arabs intc
a more radical position on the Palestinian issue. What attracted those
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Palestinians to the Arab nationalist parties and movements was the
latter’s commitment to Arab unification. The defect lay in their inability
to realize that Zionism, imperialism and the reactionary Arab regimes
were all intent on eliminating the Palestinian identity. Thus, adherence
to this identity would have been consonant with a radical position, rather
than with a regional fragmentary tendency opposed to Arab unification.

The Palestinian movement, 1967-1970

THE TREND of Palestinian incorporation into Arab political movements
and regimes was dominant in the period from 1948 to 1965. After that
period, there emerged new Palestinian movements that advocated very
clearly the need for Palestinian action within a framework of autonomous
organizations, independent of the Arab parties and regimes. The first
group to urge such a course was Fatah.

Before going any further, it is essential to note that the new Palestinian
national movement, with its new structure, that emerged in the mid-
1960s —and was, in effect, the Palestinian version of the bourgeois Arab
nationalist movement—came into the world belatedly, a decade or so
after what would have been its ‘natural’ time. Instead of coinciding with
the revival and high tide of nationalism in the Arab homeland, the new
Palestinian national movement emerged when its Arab counterpart had
already been ebbing away. This late arrival of the Palestinian movement
(compared to its Arab sisters) is due to the destruction of the Palestinian
social structure.

The leadership of the Palestinian national movement had to develop
outside Palestine, for two main reasons. First, the Palestinians belonging
to the largest and most central concentration —on the west and east banks
of Jordan — were officially regarded as ‘Jordanians’, and were prevented
from showing any sign of Palestinian affiliation and identity. Second, the
Palestinian bourgeoisie in Jordan had incorporated itself into the Jordan-
ian regime and lost all national or political aspirations to go beyond that
regime’s framework. The West Bank had also been economically integra-
ted into the Jordanian economy.

In the surrounding Arab countries, on the contrary, the Palestinians
were not given citizenship but were more or less segregated. As a result,
the bourgeois Palestinian political movement in these countries, though
initially still linked with Arab political groups, found an adequate envir-
onment for its own political crystallization; it therefore developed politi-
cally before the propertied bourgeoisie inside Palestine.

The Palestinian subjective factor —the politically oriented national
petty bourgeoisie —was thus able to develop in advance of the objective
conditions such as the economy and the general material life of the Pales-
tinians, scattered in several states. As a result, it is the petty bourgeoisie
that has led the Palestinian resistance movement, especially after 1967,
with the radical turn in the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO).

The early 1960s saw the beginnings of the new orientation of the Pales-
tinian struggle, largely independent of the Arab regimes and to some



66 Khamsin 12

extent also independent of Arab political forces. This drove the Arab
regimes to reinforce their policy of containing the Palestinian struggle.
Thus in 1964 Nasser established the old PLO —an institutional appara-
tus rather than a mass movement. The man appointed to lead it was
Ahmad Shuqairi, a traditional Palestinian politician who had spent many
years in the service of various Arab regimes, and would ensure that the
politics of the organization would not go beyond the confines of the Arab
political establishments.

The development of the Palestinian armed struggle organizations (in
particular Fatah) started in 1965 outside Shuqairi’s PLO. The decisive
turning-point came in 1967, with the defeat of the Arab regimes and,
more generally, of the Arab national bourgeoisie. This led to the discred-
iting and demise of Shuqairi’s apparatus. The armed organizations—
mainly Fatah, but also other groups such as the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP)—had little difficulty in ousting the
Shugqairi leadership, thanks to a clear programme of armed struggle
which had already been put into practice.

The Palestinian organizations’ engagement in armed struggle won
them huge mass support, especially against the background of the defeat
of the Arab regimes with their regular armies. This support was given a
further boost by the battle of al-Karameh (March 1968), in which the
Israelis were surprised by the hitherto unfamiliar guerrilla tactics of their
antagonist.

However, the Palestinian organizations’ opportunity for developing
their activity, based in Jordan, proved to be short-lived. It was made pos-
sible by the Hashemite regime’s weakness and the disintegration of its
institutions following the 1967 war, which created a space for the devel-
opment of a situation of dual power. But the Jordanian regime was trying
hard to consolidate its power and reconstruct its institutions, while the
Palestinian organizations were unable to overcome the fragmentation
that has always been their bane. Moreover, they did not succeed in
attracting the Jordanian masses and in consolidating an alliance with the
Jordanian national movement. The showdown came in Black September,
1970, when Palestinians living in Jordan were massacred and their armed
organizations were evicted from the country.

It should be noted here that most of the Arab regimes gave their bless-
ing to the massacre, and merely offered to ‘mediate’ in order to reach a
unanimous resolution that the Palestinian organizations should evacuate
Jordan. A notable—but short-lived —exception was the Syrian regime,
still dominated by the left wing of the Ba‘th Party, which offered the
Palestinian resistance some help against the Jordanian regime. A ‘slow-
motion’ military coup was already well on its way in Syria, however, and
Hafez al-Assad —no friend of an independent Palestinian movement —
soon assumed full power.

The Palestinian organizations were not allowed to use Egyptian or Syr-
ian territory as a base for military operations against Israel, and after 1970
they were excluded from Jordan as well; so they moved their main forces
into Lebanon. But for geographical and demographic reasons, Lebanon
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could never be a substitute for Jordan as a natural base for the struggle
against Israeli occupation. Besides, it was only a question of time before
one or more of the rival Lebanese power mafias would acquire —or be
given —the capability and the opportunity to perpetrate another massacre
of the Palestinians.

In retrospect it is clear that the PLO’s eviction from Jordan signalled
the end of its claim to be the vanguard of the Arab revolution.®

U-turns of the PLO

AFTER SEPTEMBER 1970, the Palestinian right reached a conclusion that
has affected its conduct ever since: that the way to achieve a solution was
through a diplomatic settlement. However, the Palestinian right realized
the need to play this card cautiously and to be wary of the reaction of
other wings of the movement. This conclusion led to theorizing about a
Palestinian state in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. This may be
regarded as the PLO’s first U-turn, which brought the organization into
line with the positions taken by the Arab regimes since 1967, in confining
their demands to the territories occupied in the June war of that year.
Moreover, it should be noted that the left has followed the right in this
U-turn, albeit using a different rhetoric. The Popular-Democratic Front
for the Liberation of Palestine (PDFLP), for instance, has joined in the
theorizing process for a programme of a ‘national authority” and later for
a ‘Palestinian state’. By 1974 the PDFLP had changed its political and
ideological platform from a call for action against the Arab regimes to a
stance of reconciliation; from a call for struggle led by an all-Arab com-
munist movement to advocating an exclusively Palestinian struggle; and
from a call for critical alliance with the ‘socialist camp’ to an uncritical
acceptance of the positions and analyses of the Soviet Union.

The October 1973 war accelerated the shift of the PLO towards a dip-
lomatic settlement. Following the war there was much talk of convening
a top-level Middle East conference in Geneva, to be chaired jointly by the
US and the USSR; and it was widely believed that this would lead to a
Palestinian state. But the real outcome of the war was the PLO’s total
exclusion from any position of influence on Arab policy-making, which
was now completely subordinated to the interests of the Egyptian and
Syrian regimes.

Despite the friendly attitude of the Soviet Union towards the PLO, the
latter’s leadership gradually came to realize that a diplomatic settlement
in the Middle East in the foreseeable future would only be possible if it
were imposed by the US, as a Pax Americana. This gave the PLO’s lead-
ership all the more reason to fall in with the political outlook and methods
of the Arab regimes, which had meanwhile come under the leadership of
America’s staunchest Arab ally, the Saudi regime.

The ‘American’ trend within the PLO, encouraged in the post-1973
atmosphere, was apparent in the activity of persons such as Sartawi and
Dajani. Sartawi, for example, forged links on the PLO’s behalf with
middle-of-the-road Israelis (who would never go beyond agreed American



68 Khamsin 12

policy in the area) but neglected or excluded Israeli leftist and communist
forces.

The PLO leadershsip’s orientation towards an American diplomatic
settlement had a detrimental effect on its conduct in the Lebanese civil
war, which broke out in 1975 and in which the Palestinians were em-
broiled from the start. The PLO leadership refused to put into practice
the socially radical programme for the establishment of a non-sectarian
‘democratic Lebanon’, and became involved in confessional alliances.
This offered the Syrian regime the chance to prop up the sectarian set-up
in Lebanon, and in so doing, it found it expedient to conduct a massacre
against the Palestinians. Thus the PLO lost its second historical opportu-
nity to establish a base for its struggle.

Then came Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem in 1977 and his recognition of
Israel. This made it patently clear not only that any diplomatic settle-
ment in the area would be an American-Israeli one, but also that the Arab
regimes would be assigned the task of imposing it on the Palestinians. As
recent years have proved, the Arab governments’ boycott of Egypt was
merely a charade; in fact, the Egyptian regime has only done what the
others had always been willing to do.

The American-mediated 1981 truce between the PLO leadership and
Israel, and the consequent halting of operations from southern Lebanon
against northern Israeli settlements, marked the second U-turn of the
PLO leadership, bringing it into line with the Arab regimes. This was, in
effect, a step towards recognizing Israel. Although some people alleged
that the truce also implied recognition of the PLO by Israel, this is not the
case: Israel made no real concession but merely bided its time, preparing
and awaiting a pretext for a major war against the Palestinians. This is
exactly what took place in June 1982,

The evacuation of the PLO from Lebanon in 1982 paved the way for
the organization’s third and most recent U-turn towards acquiescence
and submission to the Arab regimes. In this respect, Arafat’s visit tc
Egypt was not as dangerous as his reconciliation with Jordan and the
revival of the Jordanian parliament, including appointed ‘representatives
of the occupied territories’. Indeed, Arafat’s visit to Cairo was perhaps nc
more than an attempt to divert attention from his blossoming relations
with Jordan, which were condemned by most Palestinian forces. One of
the first results of Arafat’s rapprochment with Jordan - surely, second
only to Israel in its hostility to a Palestinian identity —was a joint accept-
ance by Arafat and Hussein of UN Security Council Resolution 242 as s
basis for proposed negotiations with Israel. Hitherto, Resolution 242 had
always been rejected by the whole Palestinian movement, mainly because
it refers to the Palestinians merely as ‘refugees’ rather than as a national
entity, as object rather than subject.

Thus in making this third U-turn, the PLO leadership has delivered
itself as hostage into the hands of the Arab regimes.
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The West Bank is the object

THE WEST BANK has the largest concentration of Palestinians within
their homeland, and is therefore the focus where several issues intersect:
the Palestinian struggle; the PLO’s aim of establishing a Palestinian state
in the West Bank and Gaza; Israel’s drive to annex these territories for
good; Jordan’s wish to regain its domination over the Palestinian popu-
lation and, if possible, over the West Bank itself; and the Arab regimes’
interest in seeing the territory revert to Jordan, thus freeing themselves of
the burden of the Palestinians. The US too has an interest in these terri-
tories, which it hopes to use as a counter in an American-backed settle-
ment designed to satisfy the ambitions of Israel and the interests of some
Arab regimes. As for the Palestinians, they are assigned the passive role of
mere props on the stage where the action takes place.

From dependence to atrophy

In the present section I shall discuss the occupation regime in the West
Bank, concentrating on its economic aspects.

The West Bank did not have an independent economy when it was
under Jordanian rule. Following the 1948 defeat, the territory’s popula-
tion, economy and land were simply incorporated into Jordan, whose
development efforts were deliberately concentrated on the East Bank.
The economic neglect of the West Bank fitted in with Jordan’s policy of
suppressing the Palestinians and obliterating their identity.

Thus in 1967, when Israel occupied the West Bank, it found a weak
and ramshackle economic structure, no match for Israel’s capitalist and
relatively developed economy, which was incorporated into the world
system. Whether or not Israel had prior designs to subordinate the West
Bank’s economy to its own needs, such a policy has certainly evolved dur-
ing the years of occupation, as a corollary of Israel’s political ambitions
over what it regards as ‘liberated’ territory. Both major parties in Israel,
the Likud and Labour, insist on retaining Israeli domination over most, if
not all, of the territory’s lands, and are at best ready to negotiate with
Jordan over the status of the Palestinian inhabitants, as is clear from the
Camp David accords.

From the early days of occupation, Israel has decreed a large number of
military orders and regulations, governing all aspects of life. (Among the
first was an order according to which the Palestinian inhabitants were
issued with identity cards for personal identification, but not as proof of
nationality or national identity.) In particular, the military governor pro-
mulgated various economic regulations, such as the imposition of Israeli
currency and a ban on exports and imports except through Israel; this lat-
ter ban does not, however, apply to a limited number of products that
could compete with Israel’s own products, and which are therefore still
exported across the ‘open bridges’ into Jordan.

The West Bank soon became economically dependent on Israel. The
local merchant was forced to import from the Israeli market. Similarly,
Israel was the only source of raw materials and other inputs for manu-
facture, and the same was true of certain inputs for agriculture. Thus the
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various social classes were linked to the Israeli economy for the operation
of the processes of production in the West Bank.

In addition, workers became dependent on employment in the Israeli
economy. A surplus labour force had existed in the West Bank even
before the 1967 war. Despite a wave of emigration on the eve of the war,
and mass expulsions immediately after it, the size of this surplus actually
increased. The reason for this was a sharp decline in demand for labour in
the West Bank: the effects of the war paralysed various spheres of manu-
facture and agriculture. Moreover, the public services sector, which had
been a major employer under Jordan, was cut down to a minimum by the
Israeli occupation authorities; besides, Palestinian workers are not attrac-
ted by this new employer. As a result, many Palestinian workers were
faced with the choice between emigration and seeking work inside Israel.
This large supply of new Palestinian labour coincided with an increased
demand for labour in the Israeli economy, which revived from its
pre-1967 recession and, due to foreign investments, boomed for the
following six years. At the same time, the expanding Israeli military-
industrial complex, closed to Arabs, absorbed a growing proportion of
Israelis, thus creating a need for Palestinian workers in other sectors of
the economy. These Palestinian workers came not only from the cities
and refugee camps, but also from rural areas; even before the large-scale
expropriation of lands, the capitalization of the relations of production
forced the peasant family to increase its cash income by sending some of
its members to seek hired employment.

The economic structure that took shape in the occupied territories dur-
ing the first ten years of occupation can be described as colonial. Israel
harnessed the territories’ economy to its own; the various sectors of the
local economy were prevented from fitting in with each other, but were
instead made to fit into the capitalist Israeli economy. This was an
instance of what Chattapodaya has called ‘reservation/disintegration’.’
Thus local agriculture was directed towards producing for the needs of
the Israeli economy, and local manufacture was fitted into slots in Israel’s
industrial production.

However, the term ‘colonial’ is no longer adequate for describing the
pattern that began to emerge after the first ten years. Through massive
expropriation of lands, Israel had by 1984 seized about half of the West
Bank’s area. Taxes were imposed on local industries, leading to their
eventual bankruptcy or at best halting their development. Economic
hardship (exacerbated by a spiralling inflation imported from Israel) and
political repression led to increased emigration. Israeli settlements, rap-
idly growing in number, also changed their character: they became overtly
civilian (rather than military outposts) and spread into the heartland of
the occupied territories, invading even the cities. All these processes go
beyond the colonial aim of merely harnessing the local economy to Israeli
needs; rather, they tend to destroy the very structure of production.

It is becoming clear that Israel’s aim is not merely to subjugate the
Palestinian inhabitants and concentrate them in reserve areas, but to dis-
place them altogether, to be replaced by Israelis. Unlike the South African
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settler-colonial policy of herding the indigenous people into segregated,
purely black reserve areas, the Israeli colonization policy is to set up
settlements inside densely populated Palestinian areas, in order to
achieve an Israeli demographic majority and disperse the Palestinian
society, as a step towards its ultimate expulsion across the Jordan. This
clearly goes beyond the formation of a settler-colonial mode of production;
it is an ideologically and politically motivated programme of complete
destruction of the structure of production, of uprooting the Palestinians
from the soil, preventing them from owning industrial and technical
means of production and, finally, encouraging or forcing the largest
possible number to emigrate.

The present economic situation in the occupied territories is that of
transition from a settler-colonial mode of production to economic atro-
phy, partly masked by a sizeable inflow of political funds— mainly
through Jordan, with Israel’s acquiescence — on which a growing number
of Palestinian inhabitants have become dependent. True, the local bour-
geoisie and land-owners are trying to protect their interests by clinging to
their role of subservience to the Israeli economy, thus tending to preserve
the colonial mode of production. However, Israel’s ideological and politi-
cal plans spell the doom of this attempt, and will finally lead to the disso-
lution of the local social and economic fabric.!® The Palestinian population
of the occupied territories already produces less than it consumes; and the

disruptive economic situation has led to confusion and unease in daily
life.1!

Aspects of deformation

In 1970 about 20,600 workers from the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,
comprising 13.5 per cent of the total number of workers in these territor-
ies, were employed in Israel; in 1975 the number was 66,300 (about 47.8
per cent); and by 1985 the number had reached 85,000, of which 47,000
come from the West Bank and the rest from Gaza. Together with some
50,000 who work in Israel illegally,'? this adds up to well over half the
total number of wage workers in these occupied territories (estimated at
slightly less than 250,000). Despite this, unemployment in the territories
ranges from 16 to 20 per cent, due to the economic crisis in Israel, which
has led to the replacement of Palestinian workers by Israelis. The situa-
tion is exacerbated by the policy of Jordan, which prevents Palestinian
inhabitants of the West Bank from staying in Jordan for an extended per-
iod or migrating elsewhere. This policy — aimed not so much as entrench-
ing the Palestinians in their territories as at maintaining their dependence
on the Jordanian authorities — adds to the pressure of unemployment.

The grossly deformed character of the economy of the occupied terri-
tories is revealed by the fact that well over half of their workers are
employed outside, in Israel, which retains all the surplus produced by
these workers. The picture becomes even worse when we remember that
a major part of the wages brought in by these workers, as well as incomes
generated within the occupied territories and private remittances and
political funds that flow in across the Jordan bridges, are used to pay for
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consumer goods imported from Israel, and are thus drained away into the
Israeli economy.

The situation of the peasants, however, is more complicated. In the
early years of the occupation, the Israeli authorities directed local agricul-
ture into producing crops that were needed by the Israeli economy,
whether for its domestic consumption or to fill gaps in Israel’s exXports.
Israel granted incentives for growing such crops, and guaranteed their
sale. But once local agricultural production had been completely reorien-
ted to serve Israel’s needs, the Israelis stopped offering incentives and the
produce became subject to market fluctuations. Moreover, while the flow
of Israeli products into the occupied territories is unrestricted, a permit
from the military governor is required for exporting Palestinian products
to Israel or to foreign markets where they might compete with Israeli
products.

All these pressures, as well as the continual decline in the number of
people engaged in agriculture, created a highly unstable economic situa-
tion during the early years of occupation.

Since 1973 matters have been getting steadily worse, due to the proli-
feration of Israeli settlements and massive expropriations of lands. Land
seizures, at first gradual and piecemeal, have assumed vast proportions,
especially since 1980; it is estimated that by the end of 1984 about 2.5mn
(million) dunums, constituting about half of the total area of the West
Bank, had been seized.!* The number of Israeli settlements is estimated
at about 165. (The exact number is difficult to determine, because the
Israeli authorities take new decisions almost daily; this also applies to the
exact area occupied by each settlement.)

‘The number of Israeli settlers in the West Bank was 20,000 in 197 3,
and grew rather slowly until 1982, when it reached about 22,000. But in
recent years the numbers have escalated rapidly, reaching about 43,000
in early 1985. To this should be added 78,000 settlers in the areas sur-
rounding East Jerusalem, which have been officially annexed to Israel,
making about 121,000 settlers altogether, or approximately 11 per cent of
the entire population of the West Bank.

A recent significant trend has been the industrialization of Israeli
settlements. In 1982 Israeli settlements already employed about 3,000
industrial workers (out of a total of 18,300 in the whole West Bank). But
in that year the Israeli authorities decided to build 79 new factories (over
the next two years) in existing or projected Israeli settlements. The effect
of this trend is to cut the cost of transporting Palestinian workers
employed in Israeli industry, as well as the cost of transporting Israeli
industrial produce into the West Bank. This gives Israeli industry addi-
tional advantages in its competition with local industry over labour and
markets, leading to the virtual extinction of Palestinian industry. Thus
the Israeli settlement policy not only results in uprooting the Palestinian
farmers and peasants, leading to their proletarization, but also under-
mines and destroys the other productive sectors.

This amounts to a deliberate strategy of annexing the occupied terri-
tories from within, by settling large numbers of Israelis in them and
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fragmenting their weak indigenous socio-economic structure. Thus the
process of external Israeli annexation of these territories, through milit-
ary occupation, is being complemented internally by their complete
economic dissolution into the economy of the occupier.

Balance of trade

The data on the occupied territories’ imports and exports for the years
1981-83 are summarized in Table 1. It is clear from these data that the
territories’ trade deficit derives for the most part from their exchange
with the Israeli economy. The trade deficit is covered by a unilateral
inflow of funds: Arab aid, assistance from the Joint Palestinian-Jordanian
Committee, and the remittances of migrant workers in Israel, Jordan and
elsewhere.

Table 1. External trade of the occupied territories, 1981-83
in millions of Israeli shekels"

West Bank Gaza Strip
1981 1982 1983 1981 1982 1983

Imports from

Israel 4,409.5 9,254.6  23,372.2 3,259.1 6,891.1 17,009.6

Jordan 85.2 223.5 378.2 — — -

other 485.8 1,066.9 2,244.9 317.1 689.7 1,513.9
Exports to

Israel 1,496.8  2,726.0 7,300.1 1,790.3  3,609.9 8,125.9

Jordan 880.6 2,319.5 4,266.9 292.7 694.1 971.7

other 171 21.2 62.0 79.6 127.0 369.6
Trade deficit with

Israel 2,912.7 6,528.6  16,072.1 1,468.8  3,282.1 8,883.7

Jordan -795.4 -2,096.0 -3,888.7 -292.7 -694.1 -977.7

other 468.7 1,045.7 2,182.1 231.5 536.7 1,144.3
Total deficit 2,586.0 5478.3 14,365.5 1,413.6  3,124.7 9,050.3

The occupied territories are thus net exporters of labour-power and net
importers of goods. This reflects the structural weakness of their
economy, and its dependence on the economies of Jordan and other Arab
countries, and to an even greater extent on that of Israel. Moreover, the
occupied territories are peripheral to these other economies, while the
whole region is peripheral to the world economic system.

In addition to exploiting the labour-power of the occupied territories
and using them as a market, Israel derives another economic benefit from
the occupation: a significant quantity of Israeli goods are re-exported
from these territories into the Arab countries, under local or foreign
labels. It seems almost as though this is a sort of pilot project, in prepara-
tion for much larger and overt Israeli economic penetration of the Arab
markets, as part of an American-sponsored settlement.

Finally, let us point out that the bourgeoisie of the occupied territories
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exports its capital to Jordan, Egypt and other Arab countries, although
much of this capital originates from the ‘steadfastness’ funds donated by
the Arab world; thus these donations are recycled back to the Arab coun-
tries, but in the process they serve to subsidize the Palestinian bourgeoisie
and secure its political allegiance.

The traditional local bourgeoisie

In the foregoing discussion we have tried to describe and analyse the
deformations of the socio-economic structure of the occupied territories.
We pointed out that the peasantry is shrinking, due to the loss of lands
through Israeli colonization. At the same time, the working class has
become an object of double exploitation, through the export of its labour-
power, and as consumers of Israeli goods. The deformation of the peasan-
try and working class goes hand in hand with the deformation of the bour-
geoisie of the occupied territories. This latter class is mainly made up of
mercantile and comprador elements, as well as landlords of estates, and to
alesser extent of owners of small-scale industries. The productivity of the
local economy is very low compared to consumption, about half of which
is covered by remittances of migrant workers and political subsidies from
the Arab world.

The Palestinians of the occupied territories cannot, of course, be con-
sidered as an entity separate from the Palestinian people as a whole. For
one thing, many workers from these territories are employed in Israel and
the surrounding Arab countries, where they mingle with other sections of
the Palestinian people.

In addition to the demographic, economic and cultural interdepend-
ence between the Palestinians in the occupied territories and those out-
side, there is the Palestinian struggle, in which the Palestinians of the
diaspora still play a pioneering and leading role. The PLO was formed in
the diaspora, and its leadership, as well as its main forces, are still outside
the occupied territories.

The PLO is the only organization that can claim to represent the inhabit-
ants of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and it has firm links with all the social
classes there. It still enjoys the virtually undivided loyalty of the masses. The
only social class whose allegiance to the PLO is less than solid is the
bourgeoisie, which is more inclined to be loyal to the Jordanian regime.

It is clear that in the last few years the local traditional bourgeoisie has
exerted pressure on the PLO leadership in favour of delegating to Jordan
the role of representing the Palestinians. This is because, if Jordan were
to be accorded this role, it would in turn use local bourgeois elements as
spokesmen for the Palestinians, thus bypassing the PLO.

Two factors have contributed to turning the local bourgeoisie away
from the PLO. First, the Camp David accords, which were designed
(among other things) to exclude the PLO from the political process, were
welcomed by this bourgeoisie. The second factor is the Joint Palestinian-
Jordanian Committee, which has facilitated Jordanian interference in
local Palestinian affairs through pro-Hashemite loyalists inside the
occupied territories.
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In addition to maintaining relations simultaneously with the PLO and
Jordan, the traditional bourgeoisie also flirts with Israel and the US.
These latter contacts have resulted in a plan to set up inside the occupied
territories a ‘development project’ which is to be financed mainly by
American capital, under Israeli-American supervision. This will no
doubt deepen the dependence of the occupied territories and reinforce
their role as a link between the economies of Israel and the Arab countries.

To justify its flirtations with the US and Israel, the traditional bour-
geoisie argues that the Palestinians of the occupied territories have been
abandoned by all the Arabs, and they must therefore look after them-
selves as best they can; if that means making a deal with the US, and even
with Israel, then so be it.

In this argument, the traditional bourgeoisie misleadingly glosses over
the fact that the politics and positions of the Arab regimes do not truly
represent the aspirations of the Arab masses.

It is important to point out that the defeatism of the traditional bourge-
oisie has been fostered by the weakening of the PLO and its growing
dependence on the Arab regimes, as well as by the apparent inability of
the left of the PLO to offer the Palestinian masses a credible alternative
strategy.

The recent policy of the PLO leadership —signalled most clearly by its
acceptance of Security Council Resolution 242 —has resulted in strength-
ening the position and role of the traditional bourgeoisie. In turning back
to the circle of the Arab regimes, that leadership has lost its revolutionary
principles, and with them its very raison d’étre.

3: CRISIS, INDUSTRIALIZATION AND
THE DEVELOPMENT OF SUBMERGED
ALL-ARAB IDENTITY

IN PART 1 of this essay we discussed the incorporation of the Arab
economies into the world capitalist market and the new Arab dependence
on the imperialist centre. We also explained how the uneven develop-
ment between Arab countries became, for economic and political reasons,
an aim in itself. Through uneven development, the direct interrelations
between the Arab countries have been attenuated and have given way to
the separate attachment of individual Arab countries to the world system
and, more recently, to relations between some Arab countries and the
Zionist regime, which pastly mediates between them and the world
system.

Since the first boom in oil prices (1973), the oil-exporting Arab coun-
tries have become increasingly incorporated into the world economic sys-
tem. They have acquired huge liquid reserves, which they have used, in
part, to enlarge their exchange with the outside world. This has still left
them with surplus funds for investment in the region itself—and hence
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they have acquired an increased stake in the region’s political stability. At
the same time, the Arab bourgeois ruling classes have reached a certain
ideological maturity, mobilizing into their ranks a host of writers and
academics who advocate capitalist development through ‘open door’ rela-
tions with the world system in general, and with the US in particular.
These theoreticians argue against the ideas of Arab nation, all-Arab
national identity and unification of the Arab world.

These developments prepared the ground for Sadat’s visit to Israel,
where he declared that there would be ‘no more wars in the Middle East’.
In this he was representing the beliefs not only of Egypt’s ruling class but
also those of other Arab countries, mainly Saudi Arabia and Morocco.
Projecting this analysis forwards, we can detect the beginning of a new
front in the area, with the Israeli regime and the Arab ruling classes as the
local junior partners, and the US as the dominant senior partner.

All this constitutes a total U-turn by bourgeois Arab nationalists, away
from their erstwhile preaching of ‘Arab unity and the liberation of Palestine’.

In this third part of our essay, we shall outline a hypothetical economic
scenario for the development of the Arab homeland. If this scenario is
indeed realized, its outcome will supersede all the present centrifugal
deviations of the Arab bourgeoisies and bring the region to the threshold
of a new era.

The present economic scene

AS AN introduction to our scenario for the economic future, we must first
discuss the present economic situation in the Arab world. We shall con-
centrate mainly on Saudi Arabia and Egypt, as being the most important
representatives of their respective types.

Despite a long series of pan-Arab economic and trade agreements, the
Arab ruling classes have continued the process of divergent development,
using these agreements merely to cover up their real policies.

The majority of industrial workers in the Arab countries are concen-
trated in simple and craft industries, mostly in plants employing no more
than 100 workers. The proportion of industrial workers in the total
employed labour force is still only 20 or 21 per cent!5—a clear symptom of
under-development. (In the developed countries of both West and East
the figure is around 40 per cent; in countries whose per capiza income is
near the world average it is around 28 per cent.)

However, the share of industry in total employment varies consider-
ably from one Arab country to another. The same holds true for the share
of industry in the gross domestic product (GDP): it is 48 per cent in
Algeria, 25 per cent in Egypt, 24 per cent in Syria and 20 per cent in
Lebanon.!® In the least industrially developed Arab countries, such as
Sudan, Jordan and Yemen, the proportion is even lower.

In most Arab countries, the growth of industry’s share in the GDP has
gone hand in hand with a decline in the share of agriculture. At the same
time, the public and private service sector has grown continually at the
expense of the first two sectors. This tertiary sector absorbs 71 per cent
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of the workforce in Lebanon, 68 per cent in Jordan and 58 per cent in
Syria. This reflects the large size of the bureaucratic apparatus in the
Arab countries.

Despite the mainly agricultural character of the Arab economies, pro-
ductivity in this sector has declined during the 1970s and 1980s. During
the 1970s the Arab world doubled its agricultural imports and is now, in
relative terms, the greatest importer of food products in the Third World.

Between the 1950s and 1960s agriculture’s share in the GDP declined
from 33 to 16 per cent in Algeria, and from 33 to 18 per cent in Syria. In
most Arab countries, agriculture absorbs over half the workforce, in some
cases as much as 70 per cent; but its share in the GDP is only around 20
per cent, and in South Yemen and Sudan it is as low as 9 and 4 per cent
respectively. At the same time there are huge tracts of untilled arable land
(100,000 hectares in Morocco, 126,000 in Egypt, 427,000 in Libya, 1.3
million in Algeria, 2.5 million in Syria, 12.6 million in Sudan) and a high
rate of unemployment, particularly disguised unemployment in rural
areas, in all Arab countries (11.5 per cent in Libya, 15.6 in Jordan, 25.7in
Iraq, 66 in North Yemen and as much as 73 per cent in Somalia).!?

Migration of labour

Chronic unemployment persists in most Arab countries, despite the
sizeable migration of workers to non-Arab countries as well as between
Arab countries. According to a French survey, France has 754,000 mig-
rant workers from Algeria, 400,000 from Morocco and 134,000 from
Tunisia. There are also smaller, but significant, numbers from Syria and
Libya.’

As for migration of Arab workers to oil countries, Table 2 shows the
number of such migrants from six labour-exporting countries, as well as
the percentage of the total labour force in the country of origin represen-
ted by these workers.

Table 2. Migrant labour force in oil-producing countries'

Country of origin Number of workers % of total workforce
Egypt 397,000 3.7
North Yemen 290,000 27.1
Jordan 150,000 28.1
Syria 70,000 3.8
Sudan 45,000 1.2
Oman 38,000 27.7

Most of these workers are employed in construction and in government
jobs; a minority are employed as skilled workers.

In the labour-importing oil countries, Arab migrant workers are
increasingly outnumbered by non-Arab ones. Table 3 contains data on
the total workforce employed in the major oil-exporting Arab countries,
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as well as the number of expatriate workers (including migrants from
Arab and other countries). As the table shows, the proportion of migrant
workers has been increasing rapidly. At the same time, it is known that
the share of Arabs in this expatriate workforce has declined.

Table 3. Total and expatriate labour force in major
Arab oil-exporting countries; selected years?

Year Toral number employed Exparriates employed Exparriates
%
1975 6,210,900 1,661,200 27.1
1980 8,252,000 2,658,000 32.2
1985 10,306,400 3,616,100 35.1

These trends reflect a deliberate policy on the part of the governments
concerned: migrant workers are preferred because they accept lower
wages; and non-Arab migrant workers can more easily be kept ‘out of
politics’. In the last few years, however, the governments are becoming
increasingly concerned that this policy is leading to the creation of
national minorities.

The remittances of migrant Arab workers form an important part of
the national income of their countries of origin and help to offset their
trade deficit. Syria receives some $50 mn each year from Syrian workers
employed in other Arab countries; the corresponding figure for Egyptis
at least ten times as high. And the remittances of Jordanian migrant work-
ers make up about 40 per cent of Jordan’s GDP.

Inter-Arab trade

Under Ottoman rule, the Arab countries formed a common market,
and the exchange of commodities between them was free. In the years just
before the First World War, a quarter of all Syrian exports went to Egypt
alone, and another quarter to the rest of the Ottoman empire. In 1910
one-fifth of all Egypt’s imports came from Arab countries, excluding
Sudan; by 1929 this proportion had dwindled to 3 per cent. Trade
between the Arab countries declined drastically during the 1930s: from
1928 to 1938 the share of Syrian exports going to Egypt fell from 17 to
only 5 per cent, and Syria’s share in Egypt’s exports was halved.?!

The decline in inter-Arab trade was due to the balkanization of the
Arab homeland following the war, and the fragmentation of the interests
of the ruling classes. At the same time, trade between Arab countries and
the rest of the world increased, as each Arab country conducted its
exchange separately.

There have been many attempts to tighten economic relations between
the Arab countries and to re-create an Arab common market. Thus in
1953 several Arab countries agreed to lower duties on trade and trans-
portation between them. In 1957 members of the Arab League signed an
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agreement for complete economic unity; in 1964 they agreed to form an
‘Arab Common Market’ and in 1965 they undertook to set up a Council
for Arab Economic Unity. Some time after that, they established the
Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC). The
1970s were likewise punctuated by similar bilateral agreements; the
decade also saw the creation of Arab committees for industry and for joint
arms production, and so on.

The results of all these agreements fell far short of expectations: rather
than becoming mutually interdependent, the Arab countries deepened
their separate dependence on the world market. Those countries which
followed the first trajectory of development, such as Egypt, failed to
develop an independent industrial base; and when oil prices boomed,
Saudi Arabia and other countries of the second trajectory used their new
financial strength to become even more integrated into the world capital-
ist system.

Briefly, the 1970s were a period of ‘recompradorization’ (to use a term
coined by S. Amin) of the Arab countries, especially Egypt, Syria, Iraq
and Algeria.

Trade between the countries of the so-called Arab Common Market
remained weak; it represented 6 per cent of their total foreign trade in
1970, and declined even further in 1973 and 1976. At the same time
imports from the West went up. From 1972 to 1976 the share of the US
in Algeria’s imports increased from 6.6 to 8.9 per cent; the corresponding
figures for Iraq are from 3.2 to 9.5; and for Syria, from 3.7 to 14.4 per
cent. The rise in Egypt’s imports from the US was particularly steep:
from 7.8 to 27 per cent.?? The former French possessions in North Africa
conduct much of their trade with the EEC; for example, 63 per cent of
Tunisia’s total foreign trade was with the EEC.

In 1983 inter-Arab trade was worth just under 10 per cent of total Arab
exports and imports. While this is still a very modest figure, it is three
times as high as a decade before; it seems to indicate a new development
in inter-Arab exchange and economic relations, and a growing tendency
in some Arab countries to become involved in their neighbours’ markets.

Egypt

A modest industrial development began in Egypt in the 1920s. The
pace of industrialization quicked in the 1940s, largely due to the presence
of a very sizeable British garrison during the war. The British forces in
Egypt and the Western Desert had to rely to a considerable extent on
local supplies and presented Egyptian industry with a lucrative market.
A large and ambitious programme of industrialization began to be imple-
mented under Nasser’s regime, which stressed the need to create an infra-
structure for traditional industries, such as steel. Stagnation set in at the
end of the Nasser era, and was exacerbated under Sadat’s regime, which
adopted an ‘open door’ policy, exposing local industry to the competition
of technologically superior and cheaper foreign goods and diverting the
purchasing power of the affluent strata to imported luxuries. The annual
economic growth rate, which averaged 7.1 per cent over the years 1945-
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65, fell in the 1970s to 3 per cent, which is about equal to the population’s
growth rate.

Egypt’s foreign trade makes up only 0.25 per cent of total world trade;
the corresponding figure for Israel —whose population is less than one-
tenth of Egypt’s —is 3.3 per cent. In the financial year 1982/83, the Egyp-
tian budget deficit exceeded E£4.8 bn; the government offset this deficit
by issuing banknotes, thus stoking inflation.?® As a direct consequence,
the Egyptian pound had to be devalued: its value dropped to $1.43 in
1983, compared to $2.56 in the early 1970s. By the end of 1983 Egypt’s
debts amounted to over half its gross national product (GNP).

Alongside the deep and widespread poverty —over 27 per cent of the
population live below the officially defined poverty line —there are enor-
mous riches. Egypt has 250,000 millionaires, 150,000 large building
landlords, 7,500 owners of export-import firms, 15,000 owners of trans-
portation fleets and 4,000 persons owning more than 50 acres of land.

Other Arab countries which have followed the first trajectory of devel-
opment also face grave economic difficulties. Let us take Syria as an
example. The agricultural sector employs almost half of Syria’s labour
force, but produces less than one-fifth of the GNP. In 1963 Syria’s
exports covered 80.4 per cent of its imports; but by 1974 Syrian exports
($778 mn) covered a mere 22.5 per cent of imports.

The oil era

OILIS, in more than one sense, liquid wealth; it is not a true indication of
real economic development. The 1974-80 boom in the price of this
exceptional commodity sharply increased its exceptional role in the Arab
economies. In that period, the oil revenues of the Arab states jumped
from $53.1 bn to $213.8 bn. But at the time of writing it is expected that
in 1985 these revenues will not exceed $75 bn,* which in real terms (tak-
ing into consideration the rate of inflation and the dollar’s rate of
exchange) is Jess than the 1975 level.

Total Arab exports in 1970 were estimated at $11.9 bn. By 1974 they
had gone up six-fold, and by 1981 they amounted to eighteen times the
1970 figure. Most of this increase is due to oil. Indeed, the share of oil in
total Arab exports had risen from 74.5 per cent in 1971 to 93.3 per cent in
1981.

The bonanza in oil revenues actually had a harmful effect on the Arab
economies, turning them into economies of revenue distribution rather than
developing productivity. In the period 1971-81, when exports multiplied
eighteen-fold, imports also increased by the same factor, and consisted
largely of consumer goods. The Arab homeland became one of the world’s
regions which suffer most from a shortage of locally grown foodstuffs.

Despite the growth in Arab agricultural development in the early
1960s, a serious shortfall arose during the 1970s: food consumption was
increasing by 6 per cent annually, which is double the rate of population
growth. Food importation shot up at an alarming rate: from $1 bn in
1970 to $53 bn in 1982.%
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Perhaps one of the best proofs of the mal-investment of Arab oil reven-
ues is the Arab world’s large foreign debt, totalling some $105 bn; the
biggest debtors are Iraq (32 bn), Egypt (21 bn), Morocco (12.5 bn) and
Sudan (8 bn).

The huge surplus oil revenues have been used in several ways, most of
them non-productive. Large sums are kept as reserves in Western banks,
and used by the banks to acquire high profits; another major part of the
surplus is spent on luxury consumption by the ruling classes— while the
Arab homeland still has one of the world’s highest rates of infant mortal-
ity —or on buying real estate and investment shares in the West.
Another part is lent by the Arab oil states to Third World countries. Arab
non-oil countries in particular receive substantial loans and even free
gifts; but much of this is in turn spent non-productively.

Some of the oil revenues have nevertheless been used for industrial
investment within the Arab world, particularly in constructing a petro-
chemical industry in member countries of the Gulf Co-operation Council
(GCC) as well as in Algeria, Iraq and Libya.

Algeria was the first Arab country to invest in this field, in the mid-
1960s. However, despite the Algerian government’s heavy concentration
in this sector, the share of industrial production did not exceed 12 or 13
per cent of the total domestic product. There were several reasons for
this: lack of skilled labour, maladministration, the backwardness of the
industrial infrastructure, and international competition.

Following Algeria, the GCC embarked on large-scale development in
the petrochemical industry. This was motivated by the availability of the
necessary raw materials, cheap energy and ready finance. The multi-
national corporations were involved in this development; they contri-
buted investment capital as well as technology and expert personnel.
Indeed, the whole programme was based on advice from foreign sources
and was i#f essence externally oriented, irrespective of the potential harm
that might be caused to the local economies. In other words, the project is
merely a branch of the multinational petrochemical industry that—for
reasons of convenience and low costs— happens to be located in the Gulf
countries.

The member governments of the GCC are fully aware that the age of
oil cannot last for ever and that substitute resources should therefore be
developed well in advance, before the oil reserves begin to dwindle. But
in practice the GCC petrochemical industry was based on a short-sighted
policy which was externally oriented and neglected the need for balanced
industrialization. Moreover, the GCC remains an exclusive club that
does not admit new members. This reveals the orientation of the GCC
towards the development of unequal development between Arab coun-
tries.?

The profits which the multinational corporations are syphoning off
and the shares that they hold are not the only losses of the GCC. One of
the GCC petrochemical industry’s major weaknesses lies at the level of
marketing. Despite the fact that the GCC petrochemical companies are
merely branches of the multinationals, the latter have joined Western
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officials, businessmen and ‘opinion-makers’ in demanding high tariffs on
the importation of GCC petrochemicals into Western markets.?? Their
argument is that the Arab oil countries are rich enough not to be treated
as underdeveloped countries in need of preferential treatment. Thus, for
example, in July 1985 the EEC decided to impose a 13.5 per cent duty on
imports of methanol from Saudi Arabia, rather than offering the facilities
accorded to products of underdeveloped countries.3

At the same time, Western companies continue to push the GCC to
invest even more in the same field, and their advice is being accepted.3!

Wrong-headed policies of the GCC

It is obvious that the GCC industrialization policy is a continuation of
the policy of uneven development between Arab countries. The petro-
chemicals produced in the GCC plants are basic products which serve as
inputs for manufacturing in the West. This new role of the GCC economy
is an example of international re-specialization.

Besides its technological dependence (on imperialist countries), the
GCC also suffers from its dependence on a foreign workforce. The reason
for this dependence is the sparsity of the indigenous population—a mere
twelve million,* spread over a very large area. As we have already noted,
however, this creates a dilemma for the GCC governments. The presence
of a large number of non-Arab workers may eventually lead to the crea-
tion of a national minority which, given the small size of the indigenous
population, would threaten the Arab character of the host country. On
the other hand, foreign Arab workers do not regard themselves as really
foreign; following a time-honoured tradition, they feel it is their right as
Arabs to play a part in the politics of their Arab host country.

Possibly the gravest problem for the GCC industrial policy lies in the
sphere of marketing. Because of the nature of the GCC’s main industrial
products, their principal markets are in the industrialized countries. If
these markets refuse to absorb all of the output, the GCC cannot switch
over to production for the Arab market, because the latter has little
demand for these products.

Another aspect of the GCC’s economic dependence, often reflected in
speeches made by leaders of its member governments, is the GCC’s great
concern about the international economic order, in other words, the stab-
ility of the capitalist West. This concern is, alas, rather one-sided; the
major capitalist powers have been busily engaged in plans and policies
designed to break the bones of OPEC, with the result that the latter has
now become immersed in a real crisis. It is clear that the West would like
to compel OPEC to push oil prices down, and keep them down, to the
pre-1974 level.

The GCC’s concern for the economic stability of the West has several
material explanations, not least of which is the fact that GCC govern-
ments, as well as individuals, have invested heavily in the West. This pol-
icy of investing abroad was pioneered by Kuwait and Abu Dhabi in the
1960s, with the aim of offsetting their non-oil foreign trade deficit. Des-
pite this laudable aim, the policy in fact enhances dependence. The
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investment —even where it is in industrial shares rather than real estate -
is unproductive from the point of view of the Arab homeland, because it
does nothing to develop production there. Moreover, Western govern-
ments may one day nationalize these assets, or block remittances from
their profits. Needless to say, Western experts and advisers are very
enthusiastic about this investment policy and do much to encourage it.3

GCC aid to other Arab countries is also largely oriented towards non-
productive projects. Most of this aid is spent simply on offsetting the
current trade deficit of the recipient states; very little is invested product-
ively. Thus in 1976 the Kuwaiti government paid out $170 mn ear-
marked for Arab development projects, through the Kuwaiti Develop-
ment Fund; but in the same year the government paid out $1 bn in direct
aid to the Arab regimes. Similarly, the Saudi Development Fund paid out
some $100 mn in that year for investment throughout the Arab world,
but the Saudi government spent directly $2 bn in backing various Arab
regimes, 3

Significantly, inter-Arab exchange underwent a relative decline during
the era of oil price boom, and now stands at a mere 4 per cent of total Arab
foreign trade.

What is the alternative?

IT ISOBVIOUS that a small country cannot compete in this age of regional
or continental blocs. The only apparent exceptions are small countries
such as Kuwait, which are endowed with great natural wealth. But even
there this advantage cannot last in the long run, and Kuwait is, despite all
its wealth and development, a dependent economy. Indeed, liquid assets
and current surpluses alone do not suffice to overcome economic depend-
ence; they may merely mask it.

In a world of huge blacs, the only way for the Arab countries to develop
is by initiating common Arab policies, programmes and projects. The
present dominant theories of Arab economic integration, indicative plan-
ning and free trade still harmonize with the trend of growing uneven
development; and they are centred on exchange rather than production,
which must be the point of departure for any genuine development.

The productive programme could proceed in two stages. The first step
is to set up joint classical industrial projects between the GCC, which
would contribute the capital, and Egypt, which would be the source of
abundant cheap labour power. Such joint projects could solve at least the
problems of dependence on foreign labour, the GCC’s dependence on
insecure foreign markets, and Egyptian unemployment. Concurrently,
joint agricultural projects could be started along similar lines between the
GCC and Sudan, with GCC capital and Sudanese (as well as Egyptian)
land and labour power.

The second stage would be to involve other Arab countries, which
would initially at least subscribe financially to the projects. Eventually,
the bilateral projects would be transformed into common all-Arab
national ones. This two-stage programme should not ignore the existing
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petrochemical plants, but rather rationalize this sector and subject it to
the priorities of balanced development.

The common projects and the overall programme encompassing them
would offer several important advantages: the creation of a common pro-
ductive basis, enjoying the use of mutually complementary resources of
different Arab countries; the employment of millions of workers; a saving
of surpluses which are at present squandered on imports; and the creation
of a regional market which would automatically give priority to the pro-
ducts of the joint enterprises. The Arab countries would be obliged to
buy from these enterprises, in which they themselves had invested, or in
which their own workers were employed. Moreover, aid from the richer
Arab countries could be made conditional on giving preferential treat-
ment to these products. The joint enterprises would also be able to sell
their products relatively cheaply on Arab markets because the transporta-
tion costs would be small, and the oil-exporting countries could offer
their aid in the form of price subsidies.

Because of these and other advantages, and due to the objective econo-
mic pressures of the world market, it is quite possible that the capitalist
ruling classes of the Arab countries will be impelled to pursue such a
course of development, despite the fact that it would imply a certain
degree of de-linking from the world capitalist system.

Indeed, the creation of joint Arab productive projects would reduce
Arab dependence and harm imperialist interests in the region. From the
point of view of the imperialist countries, the main loss would be that of
the large Arab market for consumer goods. This in itself would create a
real contradiction between the Arab bourgeoisie and the imperialist cen-
tres, whether or not the Arab ruling classes intended it.

What would be the political consequences of such an economic scenario,
if it were to be implemented? As far as the Arab homeland itself is con-
cerned, the development of economic interdependence and a regional
market would no doubt play an essential role in encouraging Arab politi-
cal unity.

At the same time, it would provoke economic conflict not only with the
imperialist countries but also with Israel. At present, one of the main
incentives that may induce Israel to accept some kind of American-
imposed political settlement is the prospect of being able to break into the
large Arab markets. However, the creation of joint Arab development
and an Arab common market might raise the spectre of a boycott, or at
least of rigid tariff barriers against the penetration of Israeli goods. More-
over, any move towards Arab unification is anathema to Israel’s strategy,
which aims at maximal fragmentation of the Arab world. It is no secret
that Israel would like to see the Arab countries break up into three or four
times their present number. Therefore, the probable Israeli reaction
would be to use military force-in order to try to prevent a ‘dangerous’ con-
vergence between its Arab neighbours.

In this new environment, however, the Arab regimes would have a real
stake in struggling against Israel (and indirectly against imperialism) in
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order to defend their own interests. This struggle would, in turn, create
two new variables: first, a new chance for the Palestinians to intensify
their struggle for a genuine solution to the Palestinian question; and
second, a new motive for the internal revolutionary forces inside Israel to
fight against its aggressive regime and to achieve a real solution to the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, which can only be a socialist solution through
a regional socialist state.

This line of analysis points to the probable conclusion that the present
policies of uneven development —which have oriented the Arab regimes
against unity and in favour of the recognition of Israel —may create the
conditions for their own negation, in other words, the necessity for Arab
unity on the one hand and a new wave of struggle against Israel and
imperialism on the other.

If the Arab regimes were to adopt the scenario outlined above, they
might well succeed in offsetting the Arab social crisis in the short run.
However, it is a moot question as to whether this scenario can actually
achieve an articulated development along a capitalist route. Can an Arab
common market and political convergence be created while internal
social differences become crucial?

Be that as it may, the working-class movement in the whole region will
continue its struggle for a socialist solution to the social, economic and
political questions. This movement also includes those Israeli revolu-
tionaries who are struggling against the capitalist Zionist regime; in their
joint struggle with Palestinian and Arab revolutionaries, they will help to
build a socialist Palestine as part of the Arab socialist homeland.

The struggle of the working class, jointly with other oppressed classes,
for socialism and unity implies the rise of the submerged feeling of all-
Arab identity, which is even now the aspiration and an expression of the
aims of the Arab socialist nation.
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REVIEW ARTICLE

Azar Tabari

IRAN’S INGOMPREHENSIBLE
REVOLUTION

THE DATE 9-10 February 1985 marked the sixth anniversary of the Iran-
ian revolution. The ‘aging’ of the revolution was reflected, among other
things, in the types of books on Iran published in 1984. In contrast to the
more journalistic accounts of earlier years, the latest books deal more sub-
stantively with the colossal changes that the new regime has brought
about in society. Among these are: Shaul Bakhash, The Reign of the Aya-
tollahs: Iran and the Islamic Republic (Basic Books, New York, 1984, 276
pages, hc, $18.95), and Cheryl Benard and Zalmay Khalilzad, The
Government of God: Iran’s Islamic Republic (Columbia University Press,
New York, 1984, 240 pages, hc, no price indicated).

1 The first book is notable for its wealth of information and detail. It is
the only systematic presentation of the events of the first five years of the
revolution. It is extremely accurate and objective, avoiding selectivity
aimed at confirming pre-conceived notions. It is particularly invaluable
to readers not familiar with Persian sources, as the author uses a wide
range of original Persian sources, books, biographies, declarations and
periodicals. This alone makes the book indispensable for any student of
the Iranian revolution. Chapter 2, ‘Khomaini: the “Idol Smasher”’, for
instance, provides the essential background to an understanding of the
consolidation of Khomeini’s leadership and hegemony over the move-
ment. It surveys the changes in the political thinking of theological cir-
cles in the 1960s, and traces to this period of reorganization and turmoil
in Islamic circles the emergence of whole layers of politically militant
clerics, later to become the new leaders of Islamic Iran. As the biographi-
cal information (provided on various personalities in office in post-
revolutionary Iran) builds up throughout the book, it becomes evident
that this turmoil was not limited to the clerical hierarchy. A whole layer
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of young activists, from traditional middle- and lower middle-class back-
grounds, were becoming politicized and enmeshed in a growing network
of Islamic associations.

There was much overlap amongst the various factions that later
became such bitter enemies. The Mojahedeen-e Khalg and what are now
referred to as the Islamic fundamentalists both recruited from the same
milieu; they used the same front covers (high schools owned and run by
sympathetic Islamic supporters, charity organizations, and so on) in
order to keep in touch, to recruit and to organize. The same individuals
passed through different organizations and worked with many of them
simultaneously. This is one reason why the Islamic regime’s later crack-
down on the Mojahedeen was so effective: the people now on opposite
sides had worked together and had known each other intimately for many
years. Sometimes they were members of the same family. This also
explains how the Mojahedeen had so successfully ‘infiltrated’ high levels
of government and the Islamic Republican Party (IRP). The person said
to have planted the bomb in the IRP headquarters that killed Beheshti
and other prominent IRP leaders was part of the special security team for
the building.

The information provided by Bakhash thoroughly debunks the myth
that the Islamic leadership ‘imposed’ itself on the movement, or at some
late stage ‘hijacked’ the revolution. Almost two decades of systematic
political work had gone into the building of an Islamic movement. By the
mid-1970s the signs of its growth were becoming evident in society at
large: in the numerous Islamic schools set up, in the Quran-reading cir-
cles, in young women turning to Islamic codes of dress, in the prolifera-
tion of Islamic literature, in the increased frequency of mosque sermons
with a political theme, and so on.

Chapters 3-6 cover the period of Bazargan’s premiership and Bani
Sadr’s presidency. The powerlessness of both men confirms the same
point in a different way: that the organized base of mass support belonged
to Khomeini. Under such circumstances, it is legitimate to ask .why
Khomeini appointed Bazargan as the provisional premier, or gave his
support to Bani Sadr’s candidacy, vetoing Beheshti’s attempt to stand as
the IRP candidate.

It is tempting to read into these events a grand design of manipulation:
that Khiomeini used various lay and semi-lay politicians to smooth the
transition from the Pahlavi state to a full-fledged clerical state. This type
of argument may very well constitute one element of an explanation. Buf
from all accounts and observations of that transition period a more
important explanation emerges: the Islamic movement and Khomein:
were themselves caught off guard. Three developments took them by sur-
prise, just as they surprised almost everyone else.

First came the rapid collapse of the Pahlavi state. Although Khomein
and his supporters had succeeded in organizing a powerful mass move
ment, they did not expect, nor were they prepared, to take over the state
0 soon and be in charge of running the country. Once in power, they
found themselves, despite their doctrine, forced to depend not only or
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the old government bureaucracy, but on people like Bazargan and the
whole layer of technocrats and functionaries that such a man could attract
to the service of the new state. In later years, Khomeini, Rafsanjani and
other Islamic leaders have repeatedly said that in the early period they
simply did not have the personnel to put in charge. They had to depend
on people who were not as ideologically committed as they were.

A second factor was their own strength relative to that of other opposi-
tional forces. Although they were aware of the depths of their support,
given the long decades of political repression, they were not sure how
much support other forces (such as Bazargan’s Freedom Movement, the
National Front, the Mojahedeen, the Feda’een, and so on) could muster.
They needed time and a gradual testing of relative strengths to be con-
vinced of the feebleness of their rivals.

The third element that came as a surprise to Khomeini and his follow-
ers was the complete lack of any substantial and material American inter-
vention against the revolution, despite years of solid support for the
Shah. The new regime expected at least heavy US material support for
the royalist forces, if not US direct intervention. For this reason, the
rapid consolidation of the new power was of paramount concern to
Khomeini and his supporters, even if it meant making temporary margi-
nal concessions to Bazargan or other more secular forces. The incident
surrounding the passing of the new constitution —related by Bani Sadr in
his book Khianat be Omid (Hope Betrayed) and referred to in Bakhash’s
book—is indicative of this concern. The original new constitution,
drafted by the provisional government, made no reference to velayat-e
fagih. Despite numerous references to Islam, it did not invest the clergy
with any special powers. Even the Council of Guardians, envisaged as
composed of five clerics, three professors of law, and three judges of the
supreme court (all to be elected by the Majlis), did not have the automatic
power to veto all legislation. Only if the council was asked by one of the
established Mujtahids, the president, or the head of the supreme court to
look into some new legislation, and if it found the said legislation to be
against the shari‘a or unconstitutional, would it have the right to investi-
gate the matter and return it to the Majlis. As Bakhash notes, the draft
‘hardly bore out the worst expectations of the secular parties’. Khomeini
made ‘only two small changes’, barring women from the presidency and
the judiciary, and to expedite matters he proposed bypassing a constitu-
ent assembly and putting the document directly to a referendum. Bazar-
gan and Bani Sadr both objected. So did other political parties, with the
exception of the IRP. A compromise was finally arrived at: the setting up
of an elected assembly of experts, composed of seventy-five delegates,
rather than the constituent assembly of several hundred demanded by the
secular parties. In the discussions in the Revolutionary Council around
this issue, Bani Sadr reports a prophetic retort made to him by Rafsanjani
(who was later to be the president of the Majlis): ‘Who do you think will
be elected to a constituent assembly? A fistful of ignorant and fanatic fun-
damentalists who will do such damage that you will regret even having
convened them.’
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The affair not only shows the concern to gain time that overrode all
other considerations in Khomeini’s mind; it also provided him with a
unique opportunity to test the relative strength of the various forces as
reflected through the debates on the constitution and the subsequent
election of the assembly of experts. The IRP alone won over fifty seats,
with several other delegates tending to vote with it on all controversial
issues. Once the balance of forces was out in the open for all to see, the
theocratization of the state rolled on at full steam: velayat-e fagih was
introduced into the constitution, and the Islamic Council of Guardians
was given full vetoing power over all legislation. All clauses in the draft
that referred to popular sovereignty were eliminated. The new constitu-
tion specifically spelled out that the basis of the Islamic Republic was
faith in various Shi‘i dogmas and that the power of legislation belonged to
God. Attacks against the provisional government were stepped up, event-
ually forcing Bazargan’s resignation in the aftermath of the hostage-
taking at the American embassy in November 1979.

There was yet a fourth consideration on Khomeini’s mind that
explains his initial support for Bani Sadr’s candidacy in the presidential
elections. In this Khomeini was more astute than even his keenest fol-
lower and disciple, Beheshti. Although Khomeini argued for, and was
assured of, complete control of the government by the clergy, he still pre-
ferred to fill the formal positions of the state—such as the presidency,
premiership, ministries, and so on—with loyal lay politicians. This
reflects his deep existential concern for the clergy as a caste. He was fully
aware that he had inherited a crisis-ridden society, with high expectations
for improvement on the part of a volatile population. He was deeply con-
cerned that a certain formal distance should be preserved between the
clergy and official posts, so that failure would not reflect directly on the
clergy. As he later stated, when addressing the Council of Guardians on
11 December 1983:

‘Before the revolution, I used to think that once the revolution was vic-
torious, there would be virtuous individuals who would run our affairs
according to Islam. Therefore, I repeatedly said that the clergy would
attend to their own affairs. But later I realized that in their majority they
[the available people] were not virtuous. I saw that I had been wrong.’

He continues to voice concern over this intimate involvement of the
clergy in the day-to-day running of the country, repeatedly warning the
clergy that if they should fail in their current mission, Islam will be lost
for ever.

Bakhash’s book provides enormously rich material for a discussion and
analysis of these and many other crucial issues. His own presentation,
however, is for the most part descriptive. There are numerous insightful
textual analyses of various political declarations and texts, the positions
of various political groups and leaders, and so on, but the author fails to
provide any overall analysis of the Iranian revolution.
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2 In the second book, The Government of God, the authors devote much
attention to analysis, not an analysis of the Iranian revolution, but an
analysis of various theoretical and analytical models. The first chapter,
aptly entitled ‘Crisis in Iran, Crisis in Development Theory’, reviews the
shortcomings of what it refers to as the two main trends of academic
thinking about the Third World. The first, the ‘mainstream version’, is
exemplified by the writings of such figures as Samuel Huntington. The
second trend is that of the dependency school of development theory (of
Gundar Frank and many Latin American theorists). The authors sharply
criticize both versions, concluding that:

‘Given their theoretical framework, the emergence of an Islamic
Republic in Iran was “unthinkable” for most modernization theorists.
Popular uprisings, virulent anti-Western sentiments and the ascent of the
clergy, the ousting of the Shah, these were developments not at all in line
with either orthodox or neo-Marxist theory; for if there was ever a
country that apparently conformed to the expected orthodox course of
modernization, it was Iran, and if there was ever a country whose prolet-
ariat and peasantry were bound to be politicized by the left against all the
traditional forms of oppression (by king, landowners, imperialists, and
clergy), surely it was Iran.’ (p12)

The authors substantiate their point by ample reference to the writings
of both trends. Their own alternative argument, however, is unsatisfac-
tory, to say the least. Put simply, they argue that the mainstream theory
was ‘too universalist’, that is, it had generalized the applicability of the
West European model of modernization to the Third World, without
taking into account the historical and cultural particularities of these
countries. The dependency school, on the other hand, by focusing on the
relation between the metropolis and the periphery, could have corrected
this bias, had the ideological controversy between the two schools not
precluded a constructive dialogue between them. (pp22-3) They consider
some ‘middle road’ between the two as a desirable compromise.

As an example of such mistaken generalizations, the authors refer to the
role of religion. Although their conclusion is not definitive, they seem to
argue that religious culture and elites should have been integrated into
the modernization process:

‘In Europe, the religious values and elites were among those traditional
forces blocking the way of new forces; the conflict therefore ultimately
involved what we term secularization. Religion as traditionally practiced
is also a blocking factor in Islamic societies. .. However, in Iran there
were critical differences from Western revolutionary societies. Religion
was part of the beleaguered national culture. .. In the European revolu-
tionary context, to be oppositional meant to oppose the established insti-
tutions and to rebel against one’s own solidified culture, including the
church. In an anti-colonial context where *“the church’ was under attack
by domestic power-holders with strong ties to a foreign power, religion



92 Khamsin 12

could play a part in nationalism. To modernize while at the same time
rebelling against a dominant Western modernity involves a new set of
complexities. It also offers possible affiliations, coalitions, and settings
that did not exist for European actors during their own period of modern-
ization.” (pp23-4)

But what exactly are these possibilities? The authors refer to ‘processes
crucial to modernization’, giving as an example ‘the integration of the
population through such socializing institutions as schools and the mili-
tary, efforts to impose a common language and to control other socially
authoritative institutions, including religious institutions’. (p22) But this
was precisely what the Pahlavis had set themselves to achieve. So, from
the authors’ viewpoint, the question remains unanswered: what was
wrong with ‘the mainstream model’? How would a ‘middle road’ have
been different? Would it have made more concessions to the clergy?
Would it have attempted to integrate the clergy into the new ‘state-build-
ing’ process? One could argue the opposite just as strongly: that the
inadequacies of the modernization process, the shallow nature of its secu-
larization, its failure to cultivate thoroughly a secular politics and cul-
ture, were responsible for the revival of religion in politics.

Similar weaknesses overshadow many of the other chapters. Chapter 2,
‘Why Islam?’, reviews the various ‘responses to domination’, ranging
from secularist Westernizers (in which category the authors include stat-
ist leaders such as Ataturk and Reza Shah; nationalists, socialists and
communists of various tendencies); Islamic modernists (such as Shari‘ati
and the Mojahedeen-e Khalq); Islamic traditionalists (in Iran represen-
ted by a figure such as Shari‘atmadari, in Pakistan by Maulana Maududi);
and Islamic fundamentalists, represented by Khomeini in Iran.

The authors note that Khomeini held traditional views in his early
writings, and only by the 1970s had become a genuine fundamentalist.
This transformation, they argue, can be explained:

‘as a radicalization of tradition resulting from the combustible joining
of new social forces with foreign interference (material and ideological)
and the stress of multiplied domestic and international conflicts. All led
some sections of the traditionalists, including Khomeini, to the conclu-
sion that the traditional balance was too threatening to be salvageable by
the customary means, and that to fight only for restoration of their tradi-
tional position in the old Iranian pattern this time would mean eventual
defeat. The dynamics of the situation would in time sweep them away
unless they took over control and radically transformed the system.’ (p37)

This assertion is followed by a review of the positions of both Khomeini
and Shari‘ati.

But surprisingly, for a chapter entitled “Why Islam?’, the question is
not posed, much less answered, of ‘why Islam for the Iranian masses?
After all, without millions of Iranians’ turning to Islamic politics in gen-
eral, and their support for Khomeini in particular, it is difficult to see how
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the question ‘why Islam?’ would even have been posed for political scien-
tists. Moreover, it is this latter question that remains at the heart of the
complexities of Iranian events. Unless one subscribes to some notion of
‘mobs being manipulated by leaders’ — which still does not answer the
question ‘why Khomeini and not some other leader?” —we must seek
answers for this profound transformation in the Iranian mass conscious-
ness. Superficially, Iranians had often been thought of (and thought of
themselves) as the most secular Muslim society, since they possessed a
pre-Islamic/non-Islamic national identity, in contrast to the strong affin-
ity between Islam and Arab nationalism. Why did Iran, then, among all
Muslim societies, produce such a strong mass Islamic movement over the
1960s and 1970s?

The third chapter of the book, ‘Iran— What Happened?’, reviews vari-
ous theories of revolution from Huntington to Brinton and Moore, in
each case making a comparison with what happened in Iran, in an
attempt to answer the question, ‘Is what happened in Iran a revolution?’
The chapter also discusses ‘millennialist movements’ and arrives at the
rather strange conclusion that:

‘our final definition will have to be postponed; [because] just as a
revolution is contingent on its success, a millennial movement is charact-
erized by its failure, as it gives way to the rise to dominance of elements
within its membership or to the reassertion of part of the former ruling
government’. (p65)

This is a peculiar definition of a revolution. First, it excludes the very
notion of a defeated revolution. Why should one’s definition of revolu-
tion be contingent upon its success? There have been periods of colossal
mass movements and social upheavals that have generally gone down in
history as revolutions without having been successful, such as the 1905
revolution in Russia. Second, it makes the definition dependent on a
long-term political transformation (whether ‘it gives way to the rise to
dominance of elements within its membership or to the reassertion of
part of the former ruling government’). A similar debate exists on the left
as to whether the Iranian revolution should be characterized as a political
or a social revolution. If one restricts the definition of social revolution to
a change in the ‘mode of production’, again, one would have to ‘suspend
final definition’ to future years to wait and see what sort of economy
emerges from the current ruins. Or else one could postulate that the cur-
rent mode is the same mode of production as under the Shah and con-
clude that therefore what happened was a political revolution. The
problem with such semantic disputes is that their analytical relevance is
far from clear. Iranian society today looks very different, to say the least,
in every important social and political sense from the society prior to
1979. If such a transformation does not qualify for the term ‘revolution’—~
in contrast to ‘millennial movements’— or for ‘social revolution’, then it
may well be appropriate to rethink our definitions.

Chapter 4 is a brief and insightful one on ‘Prejudice as a Cultural



94 Khamsin 12

Weapon’. The rest of the book, however, becomes progressively descrip-
tive. In this, it cannot compete with Bakhash’s book, which is more thor-
ough and systematic. The book concludes by discussing possible future
scenarios: ‘the consolidation of fundamentalist republicanism’, ‘another
overthrow’ and ‘intervention of the military’. The authors, unconvin-
cingly, argue that all are possible trends.

Both books, despite shortcomings, make important contributions in dif-
ferent ways to discussions surrounding an understanding of the Iranian
revolution—something that still eludes us all.



REVIEW ARTICLE

Azar Tabari

A HISTORY OF MODERN IRAN

AMONGST THE myriad of books about Iran which have appeared over the
past few years, one work stands out as a unique contribution to modern
. Iranian history: Ervand Abrahamian, Fran: Between Two Revolutions
(Princeton University Press, 1982, 562 pages, cloth £31.80, paper
£10.30). Although it covers a long period ~from the late nineteenth
century and the constitutional revolution (1906-11) to the late 1970s and
the Islamic revolution (hence the title of the book)—it is unique in its
detailed and in-depth coverage of a very important period of modern
Iranian politics: 1941-53. No other book covers this period of social
upheaval and political struggles at the same length and based to the same
extent on original documentation. This is significant, because the politics
of that period have left their deep imprint on the subsequent period down
to the present day.

The book is organized in three parts. Part I, ‘Historical Background’, is
subdivided into three chapters. The material here is on the whole not
new to the reader familiar with Iranian history, although substantial new
documentation is introduced. The first chapter covers nineteenth-
century Iran from a new angle: that of investigating the various ethnic,
national and religious divisions that made up the mosaic of the Iranian
social formation. Abrahamian argues that this very diversity lay at the
root of the failure to construct a modern, reform-orientated polity:

“The communal ties —especially those based on tribal lineages, relig-
ious sects, regional organizations, and paternalistic sentiments—cut
through the horizontal classes, strengthened the vertical communal
bonds, and thereby prevented latent economic interests from developing
into manifest political forces. Insofar as numerous individuals in early
nineteenth-century Iran shared similar ways of life, similar positions in
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the mode of production, and similar relations to the means of administra-
tion, they constituted socioeconomic classes. But insofar as these individ-
uals were bound by communal ties, failed to overcome local barriers, and
articulated no state-wide interests, they did not constitute sociopolitical
classes. This absence of viable classes had far-reaching political conse-
quences; for, as long as the central government was not confronted by
statewide forces, the Qajar dynasty was able to dominate society in the
typical manner of, to borrow a nineteenth-century term, oriental
despots.” (p36)

The argument is novel and brings to the fore a frequently ignored aspect
of the sociopolitical structure of nineteenth-century Iran. (The work of
the prolific twentieth-century Iranian historian and author Ahmad
Kasravi is a notable exception.) None the less, presented as the central
obstacle to the emergence of a bourgeois political order in Iran, the argu-
ment is unsatisfactory. Many of the present-day nation-states also grew
out of a heterogeneity of ethnic and national groups. Some are still sub-
stantially segmented along such lines. Amongst the more recently estab-
lished states, India is a striking example of a divided ‘nation’ and yet,
compared to many other post-colonial states, it has a much more cohesive
bourgeois political system. In Iran itself, despite all the tribal, ethnic and
religious divisions, a movement developed towards the establishment of a
modern parliamentary system, with political and intellectual leaders
sharing a vision of replacing the Qajar autocracy with a strong reformist
central authority based on a secular constitution. The constitutional
revolution — against the combined forces of the Qajars, some of the tribes,
an important sector of the clergy and even the help of Tsarist Cossacks —

succeeded in establishing a constitutional regime. And yet it failed to bear
the promised fruits of ‘civilization and modernization’. It began to col-
lapse almost as soon as it had declared itself. Was this because the multi-
plicity and depth of tribal/ethnic/religious divisions had prevented the
shaping of a cohesive class with a developed sense of purpose and social
outlook? Abrahamian’s third chapter on the background to the emerg-
ence of Reza Shah (1909-21, The Period of Disintegration) sheds more
light on this issue.

The debates and divisions in the second Majlis (parliament) were not
along ethnic and religious lines, but over political and ideological issues:
over what reforms were necessary in governmental structure, laws, edu-
cation, economic policies, land titles, banking, commercial and industrial
policies, and so on. The problem was that the Iranian middle class, unlike
its European counterpart from whom it had taken its polirical ideas, did
not have the social and political base that would embolden it to carry out
the necessary reforms to do away with an archaic system. It was tied to the
clergy, so it could not be secular enough. It was a landed class —since the
commercial interests had been buying state lands over a long period~so
it could not be socially radical enough. It was deeply interconnected with
European industrial and commercial concerns, so it could not be nationa-
list enough. This was another aspect of the Iranian middle class’s dilemma:
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many of the economic and political measures that it needed to carry out in
order to remove some of the obstacles it had faced during the Qajar period
would bring it up against the European powers, particularly Britain and
Tsarist Russia. But it owed its own growth and prosperity — not to men-
tion its political ideas— to Europe. All these problems more than explain
the indecisiveness and oscillations of the political leaders of this class.
Even Reza Shah, with his brute military ‘decisiveness’, could not get very
far in tackling these problems. His secular reforms, for example, and
those followed up by his son Muhammad Reza Shah barely scratched
the surface. It was possible, within the short space of three years and
without meeting much popular resistance, for the Islamic regime to undo
all the secular institutions built up over some sixty years.

The chapter on Reza Shah is very well argued and documented. Unlike
the usual ‘conspiracy’ theories prevalent on the Iranian left about Reza
Shah’s rise to power, Abrahamian describes the internal political and
social setting that led to the emergence of a military figure as the chief
architect of some of the projects that the constitutionalists had fought for:

‘Although Reza Khan based his power predominantly on the military,
his rise to the throne would not have been so peaceful and constitutional
without significant support from the civilian population. Without such
civilian support, he might have been able to carry out another military
coup d’etat, but not a lawful change of dynasty; he might have seized the
capital, but not the whole country with an army of a mere 40,000 men;
and he might have rigged enough elections to provide himself an obed-
ient party, but not enough to enjoy a genuine parliamentary majority.
Reza Khan’s path to the throne, in short, was paved not simply by viol-
ence, armed force, terror, and military conspiracies, but by open alliances
with diverse groups inside and outside the Fourth and Fifth National
Assemblies.’ (p120)

In fact, one could argue that the parliamentary leaders of the constitu-
tional revolution, having felt their own impotence in dealing with the
country’s problems, sought in Reza Shah a ‘superman saviour’ who
would achieve through force what they had failed to do through parlia-
mentary experiments. Many of them complained about his dictatorial
methods, but they generally gave him their support and often partici-
pated in his administrations. The popularity later enjoyed by Hitler
amongst certain layers of Iranian nationalists was not simply an ideologi-
cal/mythical return to Iran’s past ‘Aryan’ glories (which was admittedly a
strong element in the anti-Arab consciousness of Iranian nationalists); it
was also based on the belief in the necessity of a strong military figure to
head ‘national progress’ and overcome backwardness.

The richest and most important part of Abrahamian’s book is Part I1,
“Politics of Social Conflict’. It covers the period 1941-53 in much greater
detail than any previous work. Compared to Part I it is more descriptive
than analytical, but this is partly because the absence of any comparable
history necessitates such minute descriptions of events.
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The bulk of Part II consists of a study of the Tudeh Party; as Abrahamian
explains in the Preface, the book itself ‘began in 1964 as a study on the
social bases of the Tudeh Party’. It is all the more surprising that there is
no satisfactory explanation for the failure of this party, despite its growth
and increasing popularity over a prolonged period of political activitism
(1941-53). The picture presented is of a party of immense industrial
muscle, having succeeded in unionizing the modern working class as well
as sectors of traditional craftsmen and state employees; a party with
almost total hegemony amongst intellectuals and political writers; a party
with vast mass influence throughout society, including the government
apparatus and the army.

The party was founded immediately after Reza Shah’s abdication and
the release of political prisoners in September 1941, Already by mid-
1943:

‘In the provinces north of Tehran, [the Tudeh] had branches in all the
twenty-one cities with a population of over twenty thousand, and in nine
of the seventeen towns with a population of between ten thousand and
twenty thousand. In the provinces south of Tehran, it had opened
branches and secret cells in siz of the twenty-three cities with populations
of over twenty thousand.’ (p291)

It published three major newspapers in Tehran and three in the pro-
vinces. In the elections for the Fourteenth Majlis (1943) the party’s
‘twenty-three candidates obtained over 70 percent of the votes cast in
their constituencies, over thirteen percent of those cast in the whole
country, and over twice as many as any other political party’. (p292) It
successfully merged various unions into a single Central Council of
Federated Trade Unions of Iranian Workers and Toilers in 1944. By
1946 it had successfully expanded in the southern provinces, publishing
another six provincial newspapers, and holding larger and larger mass
demonstrations on various occasions. The Tudeh held three cabinet
posts in Qavam’s administration in 1946. In January 1946 the British
Military Attaché reported to the Foreign Office:

‘In the Caspian provinces all Persian officials from the Governor
downward are under Tudeh supervision. No government official is
allowed to send telegraphic messages in code. No movement of gendar-
merie can take place without prior permission of the Tudeh. The railway
administration is completely under Tudeh control. In fact, the Tudeh
can take over whenever it wished to do so.” (Quoted by Abrahamian,
p304.)

Similar reports were produced for other provinces, industries and gov-
ernment departments. Despite a period of repression and partial setback
(October 1946-February 1950), the Tudeh revived rapidly as the govern-
ment began to relax censorship and allow political activities. This picture
of growth continues up to the 1953 coup:
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“The Tudeh continued to gain strength in 1952. In the dramatic events
of the July uprising, the participation of the pro-Tudeh unions made the
general strike a success throughout the country ... The Tudeh gained
even more strength in 1953. .. on the anniversary of the July uprising,
the Tudeh called for a mass meeting outside parliament, . .. mobilized
nearly 100,000 outnumbering the National Front ten to one... By the
last days of Mossadeq’s administration, observers were reporting that the
Tudeh had over 25,000 members, some 300,000 sympathizers, and, des-
pite police restrictions, the most effective organization in the country.
One foreign correspondent warned that the Tudeh was gaining so many
adherents that it would “sooner or later take over the country without
even the need to use violence”.’ (pp320-1)

And yet, not only did the Tudeh Party not take over the country, it
failed to act against the 1953 coup; it did not even put up any defence of
its own organization. The 1953 coup succeeded with relative ease and
comparatively few executions and arrests. Between 1953 and 1958 forty
Tudeh leaders were executed, fourteen were tortured to death, over two
hundred were given life sentences, and many rank-and-file members
were released after signing public recantations. By 1959 the party had
lost its effective organization. (p325)

It is surprising that Abrahamian offers no explanation for this paradox.
There are references to government repression in the period 1946-50,
with Qavam moving to the right, expelling the Tudeh ministers from his
cabinet, and the attacks against the Azarbaijan autonomous government
and the Kurdish Republic; there are references to various political errors
that cost the Tudeh some popularity, as in the case of its support for the
Soviet Union’s demand for an oil concession in the north. But clearly,
from Abrahamian’s account, none of these were of any long-lasting signi-
ficance: down to the time of the coup, Tudeh could have taken over the
government, or at least foiled the coup through a general strike, as in July
1952. It had an impressive underground officers’ movement in the army
that informed the party of the coup ahead of time. It is even implied that
the party’s failure to act against the coup was a reaction to Mossadeq’s
rejection of an alliance with the Tudeh. (p325) Least plausible of all is
Abrahamian’s attempt to attribute the failure to the Tudeh’s lack of roots
amongst the rural masses: (pp375-82)

“The inability of the Tudeh to find roots elsewhere proved in the final
analysis to be disastrous. Without rural support in a society in which vill-
agers and tribesmen formed over half the population, the Tudeh, how-
ever successful in the cities, remained an oasis in a desert of peasant con-
servatism. As the Tudeh leaders admitted in analyzing the defeat of
August 1953, the royalist officers could not have carried out their coup
d’etat if their peasant rank and file had mutinied or the rural masses had
risen up in revolt. Had the countryside rebelled or the army troops
refused to obey orders, the Tudeh party, with its effective urban network,
would wundoubtedly have tried to lead a Bolshevik-style revolution.
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Without a peasant uprising, the Tudeh failure was sociologically pre-
determined.’ (p382, my emphasis)

Coming from a historian of Iran’s two revolutions, this sociological
pre-determination is somewhat surprising: after all, both the constitu-
tional revolution and the Islamic revolution were urban revolutions with
no peasant uprisings involved. The constitutional revolution was con-
fined to a few major cities; to the extent that some tribes were also
involved, they constituted military units, some fighting for and some
against the constitutionalists. The Islamic revolution was much more
national; it involved all the major cities and towns, but still there were no
peasant uprisings. To the extent that there was any ‘rural component’, it
was in the participation of migrants to the cities, rather than any rural up-
heavals as such. All peasant activities effectively started after the old
regime had collapsed, rather than causing its collapse. None the less,
both revolutions succeeded in taking power and neither was sociologi-
cally doomed to failure from the outset. Moreover, to expect the army
rank-and-file to revolt before any uprising amongst the civilian population
is to expect the impossible. In no revolution in the past, anywhere in the
world and with no matter how much rural involvement, has the army
rank-and-file refused orders unless the strength of the revolution has
already demonstrated the possibility of a victory. To do otherwise is
plainly suicidal.

Even more astonishing is the certainty with which Abrahamian asserts
that with a rural rebellion (or an army revolt) the Tudeh would have tried
to make a revolution. There is no evidence for this assertion. On the con-
trary, from his own presentation of Tudeh literature and internal discus-
sions throughout this whole period, it is quite clear that the party never
saw itself as a party of a Bolshevik-style revolution. Its initial positions
had specifically excluded the possibility and necessity of a revolution in
Iran, had considered the country ‘premature’ for revolution, and had set
the party the task of uniting all progressive forces to weaken the ruling
class and to strengthen the forces of democracy. (p285) Although over the
subsequent few years the Tudeh, both in theory and in practice, put
much greater emphasis on the working class, small producers (crafts-
men), state employees and intellectuals, none of its work was directed
towards the aim of making a revolution, much less a Bolshevik-style one.
It continued to view itself as a parry of opposition rather than as a party of
government. It continued to emphasize its task as that of helping ‘the
national and democratic forces’ against ‘reactionary oligarchies’. Despite
its industrial muscle and organizational strength, it remained politically
weak. In fact, because it saw its role as an ‘auxiliary’ one, it made crucial
concessions in important political and industrial clashes whenever it was
faced with a decision to challenge decisively the government of the day
(for example, in the important industrial disputes of Isfahan and Abadan,
and the party’s failure to mobilize nation-wide support for the struggles
in Azarbaijan and Kurdistan). These successive concessions paved the
way for further clamp-downs on the party resulting in irreversible losses
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for the Tudeh. Even its short-lived left zig-zag (in 1951-53) was directed
not at leading the working class to power, but simply at attacking Mossa-
deq, much in the same manner as it had opposed the Shah and some of the
previous prime ministers. It opposed Mossadeq without projecting and
building any positive governmental alternative.

Abrahamian’s view of the Tudeh’s failures as being ‘sociologically pre-
determined’ is also reflected in later sections of the book. For instance, in
analyzing the Tudeh’s failure to recover politically after the 1953 coup,
everyone is blamed and accounted for except the previous policies and
record of the party itself. Mention is made of police repression; the
regime’s psychological war against the Tudeh; the rapid industrialization
that brought some four million peasants into the urban labour force (this
is surprising, since for the previous period Abrahamian notes the success-
ful impact of the Tudeh’s propaganda and organization on a previous
first generation of semi-literate workers—see Chapter 6); and the weaken-
ing of the leadership by death, infirmities of old age and defections
(pp451-5). This approach is all the more astonishing if we remember that
in introducing the book, Abrahamian has argued that:

“The Tudeh success [in the period 1941-53] could not be fully assessed
without constant reference to the failures, on the one hand, of its many
contemporary nationalistic parties; and on the other hand, of its ideologi-
cal predecessors, especially the Social Democrats of 1909-1919, the
Socialists of the 1920s, and the Communists of the 1930s.” (pxi)

It is not clear why the same approach could not be followed in evaluat-
ing the failures of the Tudeh and, by contrast, the success of the present-
day Islamic political currents (from Khomeini to the Mojahedeen). In
discussing the recent events in Iran, the issue of the past record of the
Tudeh (and of the National Front, for that matter) is not even raised.

In general, Part III, ‘Contemporary Iran’, and the Conclusion are
rather disappointing. Unlike the other two Parts, the subject is treated in
a rather superficial and journalistically descriptive manner. At times, it is
factually sloppy. The Tudeh’s strength in the latter days of the Shah and
after the 1979 revolution is wildly exaggerated without substantiating
evidence being provided (p457). Moreover, in discussing Khomeini’s
immense popularity, Abrahamian says that in his fifteen years of exile
Khomeini ‘carefully avoided making public pronouncements, especially
written ones, on issues that would alienate segments of the opposition’.
He gives the issues of clerical power and sexual equality as two examples.
This is simply not true, however. In the 1960s Khomeini made numer-
ous pronouncements, including written ones, opposing the vote for
women, the reform of the family laws, the right of women to join the judi-
ciary, and so on. His views on clerical power were published in 1971 and
have never been retracted. Most surprising of all, and contrary to Abra-
hamian’s objectivist treatment of the Tudeh, he attributes the decisive
element in the success of Islamic politics to the person of Khomeini. (See
Conclusion.)
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None of these weaknesses, however, undermines the value of the book
as a history of the period for which it was 1n1t1ally prO)ected (1941-53).
On that level alone, Abrahamian’s work remains a unique contribution.
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Moshé Machover

FOOTNOTE TO THE DEBATE
ON JEWISH RAGISM

IN HIS MAJOR essay ‘The Jewish religion and its attitude to non-Jews’
(Khamsin 8 and 9), Israel Shahak exposed and demonstrated in great
detail the virulent racist strand in the Halakha (the corpus of Jewish relig-
ious law evolved over the last two millenia) and showed how this racist
body of thought, far from being a dead letter or a mere museum piece,
actually serves to encourage and justify the racist practices of Zionism
and the State of Israel.

Roberto Sussman, in his ‘Reply to Shahak’ (Khamsin 10), comes very
close to conceding this point, although he shies away from using the cor-
rect term, ‘racism’, and prefers to speak of ‘chauvinism’ (a trace of apolo-
getics here, perhaps?...). Besides, this thesis of Shahak is irrefutable,
and has been amply corroborated by events and developments in Israel
since the publication of his essay.

But Sussman attacks Shahak’s view of Jewish history, as well as his gen-
eral ‘moralistic’ attitude.

As for the Shahak-Sussman debate on various aspects and events in
medieval and early-modern Jewish history, I do not feel competent to
enter into it. In any case, I consider it to be largely a diversion, since—in
my view—Shahak’s excursions into history, though interesting and
thought-provoking, are merely ancilliary to the main theme, which T have
outlined above. Let mé simply comment that if Sussman chides Shahak for
being too damning towards historical Jewish actions and attitudes, he him-
self seems occasionally to incline to the opposite vice of over-indulgence.

Pure historical ‘objectivity’, free of all moral judgement and unaffected
by present-day concerns, is neither possible nor desirable. Perhaps the
difference in approach between Shahak and Sussman is to be explained
by the fact that the former is conditioned by the present Israeli reality of
Jews as the ‘master race’, whereas the latter’s more defensive attitude is a
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hangover from the days when Jews were much more to be found among
the victims of persecution than among its authors.

Here I come to my main criticism of Sussman’s position. He fails ser-
iously to come to grips with Shahak’s justified, if painful, challenge dir-
ected at Jewish socialists: they have been remiss in remaining largely
silent about Jewish racism and utterly failing to combat it.

Let me make it quite clear that by ‘Jewish socialists’ I do not mean here
those socialists who merely happen to be of Jewish origin but have opted
for assimilation in their host societies (a choice, by the way, which Suss-
man, with perhaps a touch of chauvinism, condemns as ‘miserable’).
Such socialists may reasonably claim that they have no specific interest in
Jewish affairs, and hence no particular responsibility to combat Jewish
racism (as distinct from other reactionary phenomena).

Rather, I have in mind those socialists who devote at least part of their
activity to specific Jewish issues. If in the past their silence on the ques-
tion of Jewish racism could be partly excused - though never condoned! —
on the grounds that the defence of Jews against anti-Semitism was a more
urgent task, this excuse is utterly unacceptable today.

Here~ contrary to what Sussman seems to believe - the task of develop-
ing a scientific materialist analysis of the socio-historical roots of racism,
however desirable and important such a theoretical enterprise may be, is
less urgent than the political imperative of exposing racism and combat-
ting its every manifestation. After all, as Sussman himself concedes,
‘Marxist research. . . has not yet produced a satisfactory account of rac-
ism in its most virulent forms’. Should we then wait for the elaboration of
such an account before exposing racism and fighting against it?

As far as Jewish racism is concerned, it is not merely, or even mainly, a
question of ‘the Jew [having to] confront his/her past’, which would
involve ‘a thorough and open critique of the Jewish religion as an import-
ant ideological source in Jewish history’, as Sussman puts it. Again, here
he puts too much stress on the purely theoretical task of historical
analysis, rather than on the duty to bring out into the open the facts and
texts of Jewish racism and to point out their present political role.

Of course, Shahak too goes at length into historical analysis and inter-
pretation; but he does this in addition to, not in place of, engaging in the
present fight against racism. His historical analysis and interpretations
may be flawed, too moralistic, too bound by the old-fashioned idealism of
the Enlightenment; but Sussman’s critique of these flaws would be infin-
itely more convincing if he could point at an alternative, materialist and
scientific analysis wedded to a Jewish-socialist practice of exposing Jewish
racism and combatting it.



REVIEW

‘Adel Samara

TRADE UNIONS UNDER
OCGUPATION

SIMON TAGGARTs little book Workers in Struggle— Palestinian Trade
Unions in the occupied West Bank (Editpride, London, 1985; £3.00) de-
serves notice as perhaps the first book dealing with the trade-union move-
ment in the West Bank. Despite its small size (a mere 79 pages), Workers
in Struggle manages to cover its subject in some detail.

The author begins with a brief historical outline, starting from the
period of British colonial rule in Palestine (1917-48), then— after devot-
ing a few words to the period 1948-67 — he gets to his main subject: the
trade-union struggle under the Israeli occupation since 1967.

Repression began at once, with a ban on all trade unions imposed by
Israel’s military rule. It is worth pointing out here that the Israeli military
apparatus ruling the West Bank, although theoretically subject to Israeli
parliamentary control, has in practice virtually a free hand in ordering
the life of the Palestinian population under its rule. Later, some unions
were allowed to re-open, but many remain permanently banned.

The author refers to Section 83 in the Jordanian trade-union law,
which prohibited the election of convicted felons to a union’s executive
committee. Israel’s military rule has amended this law to include those
convicted of political ‘crimes’. All political strikes are forbidden, trade-
union activists are often arrested and the leaders are deported; some have
even been shot and killed. Union offices are raided, and landlords who
lease their premises to unions are subjected to heavy pressure by the
military government. Jewish workers are incited to attack Palestinian mi-
grant workers.

The author describes the harsh conditions to which Palestinian workers
employed in Israel are subjected. “Many earn as little as one third of that
of comparable Jewish workers’. Although taxes and social security pay-
ments are deducted from their wages, these migrant Palestinian workers
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receive none of the fringe benefits enjoyed by their Israeli counterparts. As
for unemployment, official Israeli sources estimate it at 1.5 per cent in the
West Bank, but Palestinian trade-unionists put the figure at around 20 per
cent. The author notes that unemployment is very noticeable in the streets.
He also describes the labour markets where Palestinian workers gather
early in the morning, waiting for the Israeli employer or the local broker
who come to choose the fittest young workers to do a day’s labouring with-
outany contract and for low wages. In many cases these workers are beaten
and kicked and sent home at the day’s end without being paid at all.

In addition to its first major theme —the trade unions’ struggle against
the occupation’s repression and discrimination, on both national and
class level —the book also discusses a second theme: the internal political
and ideological disputes within the movement.

In discussing the political rivalry among West-Bank unions, the author
distinguishes two political currents: the nationalists and the socialists.
Competition between them led to a split of the trade-union movement
into two groupings. The nationalist grouping preaches a position of na-
tional unity and discourages internal Palestinian class conflict. This is
used as justification for neglecting the struggle against Palestinian
employers, for better wages inside the West Bank. The general secretary
of this grouping is also quoted as saying that “workers are less interested
in politics than in which union helps them feed their families.” (p68)

The socialist current points out that workers and their dependents con-
stitute 65 per cent of the Palestinian inhabitants of the occupied terri-
tories. “Who are the Palestinians? The working class is the Palestinian
people.” (p25) For this reason, the socialist unions regard the struggle for
improving local wages as a patriotic duty. They criticize the Joint
Palestinian-Jordanian Committee for the way in which it distributes its
financial assistance to the occupied territories: the funds are used to line
the pockets of the bourgeoisie instead of being channelled to the working
class and the various popular voluntary working committees.

The author predicts that the differences between the two currents will
narrow in the coming period. ‘Israeli bosses already employ more Pales-
tinians from the occupied territories than do the Palestinian agricultural
and industrial sectors combined. As Israel increasingly undermines,
manipulates and dominates the economy of the occupied territories, so
the socialist and nationalist characteristics of the trade-union movement
will merge as class and racial oppression become synonymous.’ (p26)

I would like to comment here on a few points raised in Simon Taggart’s
book, which require some clarification.

1 Although the author’s historical outline goes back to the very begin-
nings of the Palestinian working class, the peasant origin of this class is
not sufficiently stressed. This peasant origin is of course by no means
unique to the Palestinian proletariat. What is unique, however, is the
continual expropriation of the peasants’ land for the sake of Jewish colon-
ization. Thus the growth of the Palestinian working class was not mainly
a result of a gradual organic internal capitalist development.
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2 The author does not clarify the attitude of the West-Bankk working
class towards the PLO. In fact, this class has given its undivided support
to the PL.O — in contrast with the bourgeoisie, whose loyalties are divided
between the PLO, the Jordanian regime and the Israeli occupation,

3 The reasons for the split in the trade-union movement require some
clarification. In fact, the split was created by Chairman ‘Arafat’s loyal
supporters, The PLO’s chairman believed - and apparently still believes
—in the imminent likelihood of his gaining a Palestinian state in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. With this in mind, he wishes to dominate all Palest-
inian institutions in these territories. However, the trade unions were
dominated by the Communist Party, and for that reason he decided to
split them.

4 As for the demand, raised by one of the leaders of the socialist current,
that the Joint Committee’s funds should be channelled to the trade
unions, I believe that he missed the main point here. The Committee
itself is bourgeois in its class nature and composition, and its finances are
supplied by the Arab ruling classes. The idea that such a body could use
its funds in any other way is therefore quite illusory. Rather, the socialist
leader quoted by the author should have criticized the very principle of
the creation of this kind of committee, which has used its bribes to create
a parasitic and corrupt political elite in the occupied territories.

5 It should be pointed out that the harshest repressions are directed
against the socialist trade unions, precisely because that part of the move-
ment was created by the Communist Party-and serves as its broadest base.
From the occupiers’ point of view, the purely nationalist wing of the Pal-
estinian movement can be destroyed by smashing the military organiza-
tions; but in order to destroy the CP, its trade-union base must be
smashed directly. By this two-pronged approach, the occupiers believe
that they can destroy the whole Palestinian national movement.

Despite its shortcomings, and its necessarily limited scope, this book
should be welcomed as a useful contribution to the study of the Palestin-
ian working class.



REVIEW

Haim Bresheeth

THE TORTURED DILEMMA

‘THE HISTORY of the conflict in Palestine is thick with sub-plots and
minor contradictions, all adding to its complexity. One of these is the his-
tory of left-Zionism and its internal contradictions. This tendency within
Zionism was, after all, toying with internationalism, anti-imperialism
and class struggle as if they were meaningful terms. This was of course
purely in the realm of debates and publications, while on the daily level of
nfaterial reality, they took part in reinforcing the domination over the
Palestinians. Nowhere did this internal conflict show more clearly than
in the two main areas of control, the economic and the military. While the
first aspect has already attracted some body of writing and research, the
second aspect has been so neglected, that the few exceptions have become
quite well-known. One such example is Siah Lokamim (Warriors’ Chat)
—a collection of interviews with left-Zionists about their experiences in
the 1967 war, about the sobering and anti-humanistic aspects of war.
That today this book appears as an extremely gentle reader for children,
in the context of the war in Lebanon, must be evidence to the degree of
dehumanization that the Israeli society has undergone in recent years. At
the time the book was seen by the right and militarist wing as an attack on
Zionism, as questioning some basic tenets of the faith. On the other hand,
the writers and many left-Zionists did not conceive of it as a critique of
Zionism, but rather as an essential part of it, of the ‘humanist’ set of
values supposedly inherent within the movement and its history.

While an objective analysis may fail to detect much evidence of the ‘hu-
manist’ principles and activities within Zionism’s history, there is no
doubt that a large part of the Israeli left is projecting this self-image and,
incredibly, believe in its accuracy. This is worthy of a proper study else-
where, as it seems to be based, at least partially, on a racist interpretation
of the conflict, and on a set of ideas about the Israeli perspective as part of
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a European, humanist-liberal tradition as opposed to the ‘Oriental’
Levantine tradition. In this ideological battle-of-shadows between stereo-
types of ‘progress’ (Europe/civilisation/liberalism/humanism/socialism/
science) and ‘reaction’ (Levant/despotism/backwardness/oligarchy/tradi-
tionalism/religion) the Israeli Zionist left is clearly placing itself on the
side of the angels.

Hence, taking Palestine over from the indigenous population is seen as
the importation of progress into the Levant, some kind of socialist mis-
sionary work in the desert of barbarism. This type of description is used
for the introduction of a modern banking system, intensive agriculture
and industry, or the kibbutz and a national health system, depending on
the political perspective from which it is perceived. Subsequent occupa-
tions have also been described in this light, including the 1982 war in
Lebanon. Dov Yermiya’s My War Diary (Pluto Press, London 1985)
is not so much an analysis of the left-Zionist position towards the
Lebanon war, but rather an accurate description of the contradic-
tions exposed in that position during the war. Yermiya is a typical
veteran activist; his biography ranges from the establishment of a
kibbutz in the Gallilee, to becoming a full colonel in the Israel De-
fence Force and fighting in all Israel’s wars since 1948. He has been
the ideological father and initiator of the Civil Guard, an urban civil
defence militia, armed and supplied by the IDF.

Yermiya goes to this war with mixed feelings, as he tells us in his
book. His wife seems to be much more far-sighted, urging him not to
g0, not to take part in this ritual murder that has become habitual.
He chooses to ignore her advice; he has to join his unit; he cannot
stay behind. His argument is that he will minimize the damage by
being at the front line.

This initial conflict, outlined at the beginning of the book, seems
to sum up the contradictory nature of his venture. His inability to
stay behind and fight against the war from outside is turned into a
stance of internal opposition within the army machine. Typically, he
ends up in a unit specially constructed to liaise with and help the civil-
ian population in Lebanon. (It seems that the war machine has been
tuned so well that it uses even its internal opposition to attain its
goals . ..) By definition the ‘civilian population’ does not include
any Palestinian able-bodied males, who are automatically deemed to
belong to another group, one beyond the pale of humanity; in his
words — The Terrorists. The book is a diary of his successes and fail-
ures, a Quixotic battle against the IDF windmills in Lebanon and
Israel.

That the army was not bent on assisting civilians in Lebanon should
surprise no-one, at least no-one who watched the newscasts on televi-
sion, which showed the effects of the brutal bombings and shelling
on the cities of Sidon, Tyre and Beirut. No army of occupation is in-
terested in assisting ‘enemy’ civilians, but least of all an army choos-
ing the cities as its main battlefield. Fighting the PLO in Lebanon
was not, as most Israelis were willingly led to believe, fighting a small
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heavily-armed ‘terrorist’ organisation. The battle was waged against the
full machinery of the PLO state-in-exile ~ defence, health, housing, welfare
and education systems set up and controlled by the PLO in the camps.

More surprising, then, is Yermiya’s surprise and shock at what ensued
in front of his eyes. If his shock was genuine, and one is inclined to believe
that it was, it serves as evidence of personal and political naivity. This
naivity, typical of some left-Zionists, functions as a shield against hard-to-
digest facts. Some pointers here may illustrate his predicament. His
chosen terms of reference, like the word ‘terrorist’; his refusal to fight
against the war and outside of it; his self-perception as a ‘humane saviour’
—all this points to his acceptance of IDF normative descriptions as fact,
rather than propaganda. He is bitter about the facts that some soldiers
‘are giving a good army a bad name’, to coin a phrase. The good name of
the army, &is army, is very crucial throughout, and may even provide the
main rationale for his writing. This concern about the positive image of
the IDF he probably shares with most Israelis, who use terms such as
‘purity of arms’, an incredible misnomer denoting the noble nature of the
IDF soldier, as opposed to ‘other’ soldiers.

These and other numerous indications, clarify for us Yermiya’s posi-
tion on the Palestine question, and he appears as the disturbed humanist
of the colonial variety - his actions somewhat stilted, Hamlet-fashion (on
a smaller budget). What emerges is, indeed, a disaster—not just for the
Lebanese and Palestinians, but also for the self-image of the Israeli sold-
ier and civilian. Probably Yermiya believes this is so; however, a pre-
sentation which appears to equate the Lebanon invasion with the erosion
of the Israeli self-image presents an unpalatable and problematic set of
values on the part of the author.

A quite disappointing facet of the book is its combination of raw writ-
ing of poor quality, understandable under the circumstances, with a post-
mortem editorial rewrite, rationalizing that which is not rational. One
would not necessarily be seeking literary gifts in the barracks, but the
book suffers from not being so much a diary, as a personal diatribe against
the authorities, without a political dimension. Its personal and self-
congratulatory style, the many compliments to the writer (carefully cata-
logued by him), make it difficult reading for the wrong reasons. His
characterization of secondary figures, such as the Lebanese officials with
whom he worked, however sympathetic, is never totally devoid of a ‘man
friday’ touch - all dependent, forever thankful and efficiently obedient.
When this pattern is broken here and there the description gains in
credibility.

Many claims were made, in Israel and abroad, as to the book’s value as a
‘historical document’. Indeed, such a document it is, but its value seems
to be in unveiling some of the elusive features of left-Zionism. This is a
naive and depoliticized tendency, based on a ‘humanist’ racism, attuned
to seeing Palestinians and other Arabs as victims. Whether this is ‘better’
than dominant, militant Zionism, is probably a question of taste, rather
than a political one.

Nevertheless, the fact that this might be an impoverished example of a
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literary genre, of political importance in Israel at the present juncture,
should be noted. Books of this nature, hopefully with a political perspec-
tive that time and commitment may provide, will one day be important in
dismantling the ideological and material mechanisms of oppression. One
wonders about the memories and nightmares that might fuel such writ-
ings, the suffering that may one day reach the public through literary or
other representational discourses. The redressing of the balance is likely
to come from the Palestinians and Lebanese, who have survived their
many local and daily holocausts. Whatever merits or drawbacks to the
book, Dov Yermiya has won a place in this future, by actively assisting
the survival of thousands of human beings. This, of course, is more than
can be achieved by books.
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