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Preface

Although the specific experience of communist parties in the Arab world has varied from country to country, a certain common evolution underlies their individual histories. The key to this commonality lies in the two powerful, and often contradictory, forces which have shaped a distinctly “Arab” communism: the Soviet-dominated world communist movement, and cultural, economic, and political conditions in the Arab world.

With the exception of the Sudanese Communist Party, all the major communist parties in the Arab world were founded under the aegis of the Comintern. All looked to a world communist movement dominated by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) for political and ideological leadership and material support. With this acceptance of the Soviet orthodoxy came an uncritical acceptance of the canons of Soviet Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism and a concomitant failure to formulate independent social analyses of the specific conditions within the Arab world.

However, as Soviet support and control over Arab communist parties began to weaken following the death of Stalin, the Arab communist movement was forced to attune itself to local circumstances and sensitivities. It was by means of this process, through the interaction of forces of conformity and adaptation, that a distinctive Arab communist discourse was born. However, this does not mean that, at the movement’s inception, Arab communists were merely an appendage to the Soviet Union or the Comintern. Rather, communism in the Arab world developed as an approach to post-colonial liberation in which local issues interacted with a theoretical framework in an attempt to explain these Arab social, economic, and political realities. Nevertheless, despite the attempts by Arab communist parties to adapt to local issues, the harsh treatment and oppression by regional governments eventually led to a virtually complete dependence on the CPSU. As a result, local and regional issues, along with Marxist-Leninist theory, became secondary to Soviet global policy and the destinies of Arab communist parties became intertwined with the fortunes of the Soviet Union. Despite this dependence, however, they had a profound impact upon the political discourses in the region and all domestic political entities were forced to address the issues raised by the communists. Consequently, the impact of the Arab communist movement on the region cannot be measured solely by memberships or participation in governments.

This book is an examination of the linkages between Marxist-Leninist theory as the Arab communists saw it, and the influence of their activities within the Arab world. It is not about Arab communism as interpreted by other scholars or theorists. Rather, it utilizes the literature and documents of the parties and participants themselves whenever possible. Essentially, I have gone to great pains to represent the problems and positions of the Arab communists in their own words, while at the same time attempting to consolidate the greater issues and themes into this one volume.

I would like to extend my appreciation to my research assistant, Mark Bízek, who worked so hard to format the manuscript and sometimes pressurize me into raising some issues that needed to be addressed. I also wish to acknowledge the contribution of the University of Calgary, Killam Resident Fellowship, and the Social Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada for supporting this research in its initial stages, and to thank Judi Powell and Doreen Neville for their patience and skills in the struggle to bring me into the electronic age. However, as always, I hold sole responsibility for all of the opinions and information expressed in this book.






1 The heritage of Arab communist parties


A careful examination of the communist movement in the Arab world clearly reveals two major features. The first is an initial and relatively long-lasting rigorous adherence to a Soviet Marxist-Leninist ideological doctrine.1 This adherence manifested itself in an uncritical acceptance of Soviet Marxism as expounded by the leadership of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and – until the 1960s – a failure to formulate an independent social analysis of the conditions within the Arab world without reference to the canons of Soviet Marxism. This was largely due to the influence of the Comintern, which assisted the development of all the region’s communist parties, with the exception of Sudan. Indeed, the history of the Arab communist movement can be seen as one of gradual, and until the very end, just partial emergence from the penumbra of Soviet ideological influence into a movement which, nevertheless, has had a fundamental impact on the political discourse of the Arab world.

The second feature of the communist parties’ existence has been their superior party organization when compared to other indigenous Arab political parties. The communists, particularly during the 1930s and 1940s, were able to produce better, and more regular, clandestine publications, had better contacts than other parties in the nascent labor movement (especially in Egypt),2 often had sympathizers among teachers, civil servants, university students, and even within army and police circles,3 and were generally more resilient in the face of concerted government repression than the other parties. All of this constituted a considerable long-term political advantage. In turn, much of the Arab communists’ organizational strategy can be traced to the Soviet Union, which provided both an organizational model (Lenin’s concept of a revolutionary party), and much of the material, political, and ideological support for communist activity in the Arab world.4 As the Secretary General of the Palestine Communist Party, Bashir Barghouti, admitted, “The organizational forms that we had were taken from the Soviets. However, not all Marxists accepted the Bolsheviks’ type of organization. It is enough to mention Rosa Luxemburg, who stressed the necessity for democracy in the party and society.”5 In fact, after the initial successes, the strict and bureaucratic organizational model, as well as the lack of openness, and internal democracy, became a heavy burden for the communist movement in the region, causing the stifling of its leadership and an increasing political stagnation.6

The Arab communists’ ideological and organizational inheritance, and their dependence on the USSR were manifest in their relationship with popular grass-roots movements throughout the Arab world. From its initiation in the early 1920s, this relationship was characterized by the communists’ inability to adapt Marxist-Leninist ideology to Arab societies and to traditional Arab cultural norms and traditions. Not only were communist proponents antagonistic to nationalist sentiment, they were generally stridently anti-religious in their propaganda, and militantly anti-Western and pro-Soviet, and, owing to the minuscule size and political underdevelopment of the trade union movement, they were heavily dependent on support from the Soviet Union, ab initio. Unions first emerged in Egypt during the early 1920s, and the communist party did succeed in wielding some influence within them. However, with British support, the traditional Egyptian bourgeoisie eventually suppressed the unions. Later, communist parties began to develop liaisons with trade unions throughout the Arab world – in Lebanon during the 1930s, in Palestine in the 1940s, in Iraq in the 1930s (and more visibly after the 1958 revolution), and in Sudan in the 1950s. Throughout this period, the communist parties remained heavily dependent upon Soviet support. The burden of pursuing modern techniques of political persuasion, e.g. public demonstrations, publishing houses and newspapers, coupled with the limitations and lack of resources imposed by a clandestine existence and suppression were, by and large, the main reasons for the continued dependence of Arab communists on Soviet material and political support. Furthermore, the USSR, especially under Stalin, was often eager to maintain such a situation of dependence, and hence dominance, over foreign communist parties.

The ideological and organizational inheritance of the various Arab communist movements, from Soviet revolutionary and post-revolutionary experience, is of fundamental importance in their political evolution. The Arab world first encountered Marxism, though only on an intellectual level, at the end of the nineteenth century. In Europe, socialist ideas had been generated by, and later acted upon, as a result of the immediate social pressures of rapid industrialization. Despite the fact that the objective conditions of industrialization did not exist in the Arab world, capitalism and imperialism were inducing similarly rapid social change. Early (pre-Soviet) Arab Marxists were enchanted by the works of Marx and Engels as models for social change that challenged the imperialist model. However, the conditions of the Middle East were of a complexity un-addressed within the traditional Marxist model. Middle Eastern capitalism was only incipient, the national bourgeoisie was too weak to accumulate significant amounts of capital, and merely acted as a comprador for Western imperialist interests, semi-feudal production relationships still prevailed in the economy, and a class-conscious proletariat was almost non-existent, having very limited ties to the majority of the peasantry. Thus, there was an enormous gulf between the object of Marxist analysis – the evolution of capitalism – and the socio-economic conditions of Arab society. Nevertheless, a disdain for foreign capitalist domination and desire for a socialist society by Marxist supporters provided both a challenge to foreign capitalist domination, and an alternative path to development.



Basic principles of the Leninist tradition

Marx and Engels wrote relatively little about the unique problems of the Middle East. What they did write focused mainly on Turkey and the foreign policy implications of the crumbling Ottoman Empire, which Engels equated with the “rotting carcass of a dead horse.”7 The reasons for this neglect are many and varied but chief among them was the belief that the Middle East, and the Arab territories in particular, contained very little, if any, revolutionary potential. As E.H. Carr observed, it most likely did not occur to Marx and Engels that such a backward region of the world could in any way contribute to the overthrow of capitalism.8 For both, the dominant characteristic of the Arab world was a backwardness rooted in colonial domination and perpetuated by oppressive tradition. Of all Arab territory, only Palestine and the Christian valleys of Lebanon were deemed to be worthy of lengthy consideration.9 Egypt was considered “the only vital element in the Ottoman Empire.”10

Though not a topic of great concern to Marx and Engels, the material they did produce concerning the region is interesting, not only for its analysis of the social and economic conditions of the region but also in its disdain for the people. Simply stated, the objective conditions of Arab society worked against the development of any mode of production other than the Asiatic mode, which was the embodiment of underdevelopment and backwardness. According to Marx, no progress whatsoever could develop from the Asiatic mode of production, and Western intervention was the only possible way out of the impasse. The entrenched Ottoman presence throughout the Arab world that Marx perceived as “the effectual war against European progress”11 was therefore considered a negative factor, halting the prospect for future development in the area. Equally serious, however, were the bounds placed on Arab development by the influence of tradition and, much more importantly, Islam, whose followers Marx and Engels considered “fanatics.”12 These roadblocks were viewed as preventing any kind of European style of progress in the Arab world. In the eyes of Marx and Engels, Arabs, largely because of their tribal traditions and nomadic lifestyle, were destined to remain as barbarians.13

In the final analysis, one can accurately say that the greatest flaw of Marx and Engels in their analysis of the Middle East was the “extent to which they inherited virtually en bloc a traditional European discourse on Asia.
 . . . It can even be said that Marx and Engels regressed behind their ancestors in the tradition of European reflections on Asia.”14 Thus, though these were men of an ideological school, completely at odds with the dominant traditions in European societies, they were not men who could escape the traditional Eurocentric view that the root of most of the problems in Asia was simply that Asians were not European. Despite this ethnocentrism, however, the influence of Marxist thinking on the Middle East was strong, and the views of Marx and Engels toward Arabs and the Arab world did not obstruct the appeal of Marxism for some Arab intellectuals.15

Early Arab Marxists adopted and transmitted to their successors Marx and Engels’ devaluation of nationalism, per se, as an effective or progressive social force. Nationalism was, in the orthodox Marxist view, an expression of the cultural superstructure of a capitalist society, once the means of production had attained a certain level of development, and the antagonism between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie had matured. However, while Marx recognized the historically progressive qualities of national liberation movements (such as the Irish proletariat against the English bourgeoisie or the Poles against the Russians), he argued that each movement had to be analyzed with regard to its contribution to the process of world revolution, recognizing that not all movements had such a progressive nature. Marx’s familiar theses on the eventual disappearance of national antagonisms and even national diversity under socialism in the Communist Manifesto, The German Ideology, and elsewhere, scarcely need elaboration. The classical Marxist attitude toward nationalism is, therefore, contingent on the bearing that a given nationalist movement has on the international class struggle, with the understanding that socialism will witness the final annihilation of national differences. This devaluation of nationalism presented a profound epistemological obstacle to the development of the communist movement in the Arab world.

Lenin, following the Russian Revolution, also left a profound mark on the thinking of Arab communists in his adaptation of Marxism. Until the 1980s most communist parties in the Arab world were avowedly Marxist-Leninist in their ideological orientation. It was the adoption of Lenin’s theses that transformed Middle Eastern Marxists into political groupings actively seeking to influence the course of political developments in their respective countries. Five such theses were particularly important in the development of an Arab communist movement. The first was Lenin’s elaboration of imperialism as the final stage of capitalism, characterized by: the further concentration and centralization of capital in fewer and fewer hands; the creation of a financial oligarchy in the metropoles through interlocking bank and corporate directorships; the export of capital to countries in which the reserve army of labour is large, labour prices are low, the organic composition of capital is low, the rates of exploitation and profit are high, and the market is relatively unsaturated by manufactured commodities; the formation of international capitalist monopolies with liaisons in the exploited countries that are capable of eliciting the military, political, economic, and diplomatic support of the metropole; and, finally, the division of the world market among the leading capitalist powers.16 Furthermore, Lenin maintained that imperialism was characterized by uneven capitalist development. Its proceeds could also be used to placate workers in the rich imperialist nations, though countries such as Russia, in which capitalism was only partially developed, represented weak links, vulnerable to revolution. In the post-World War II era, with the dismantling of colonial empires, Lenin’s theory of imperialism appeared remarkably durable, undergoing minor adaptations however, such as the view that imperialist domination could continue after a colonial nation had attained independence, and adapted to new conditions needed to account for the nature of imperialist domination in the post-colonial world (neo-colonialism). On the whole though, Lenin’s thesis of imperialism remained a cornerstone of Marxist-Leninist ideology throughout the Arab world.

The second thesis accepted by the Arab communist movements was Lenin, Engels and Marx’s proposition that the relationship between the economic base of society (relationship of the means of production) and its superstructure (political forms, religions, traditions, etc.) is dialectical, not mechanical. Because of this, Lenin argued that political action by a communist party could, in fact, bring about changes in the relations of production by heightening the class struggle between the oppressed and oppressing classes. Such a revolutionary party would be composed of dedicated, professional revolutionaries whose organization would be characterized by rigid discipline, secrecy, and universal adherence to adopted policy (democratic centralism). Further, the party would be guided by Marxist-Leninist analysis, would utilize both legal and illegal actions, and would engage in mass agitation and propaganda (particularly the use of revolutionary mass media) designed to raise proletarian class consciousness and bolster mass political organization. Hence, it would prepare the way for the successful socialist revolution. In so doing, the party would be acting as a revolutionary vanguard of the proletariat (and their peasant allies), rather than merely relying on revolution through spontaneous class action.17

The third thesis of significance in the development of the Arab communist movement was Lenin’s advocacy of tactical alliances with bourgeois democratic movements in colonial and semi-colonial areas. The Marxist-Leninist position held that such alliances should only be entertained when and where the autonomy and integrity of the communist party was maintained: “We . . . should and will support bourgeois-liberation movements in the colonies, only when they are genuinely revolutionary, and when their exponents do not hinder our work of educating and organizing, in a revolutionary spirit, the peasantry and the masses of the exploited.”18 Leninist emphasis on the common (anti-imperialist) front also found a receptive audience among the Arab communists, with almost every party resorting to the common front strategy at one time or another.
 Such advocacy of an anti-imperialist common front with bourgeois elements met, however, with resistance from Indian communist, M.N. Roy, when the proposal was put before the Second Congress of the Comintern in 1921. It was, however, a position entirely consonant with Lenin’s emphasis on the use of tactical alliances, and concessions within the overall strategy of revolutionary struggle.19 It was Lenin’s understanding that the communist party would revert to opposition strategy once the national bourgeoisie had expelled the foreigners and established their own rule.

The Arab communist parties, from their inception, wholeheartedly embraced these three basic theses of Leninism. Lenin’s model of imperialism, for example, has served as one of the conceptual underpinnings of social and political analysis by Arab communists for more than four decades and had widespread popular appeal throughout the Arab world during the 1940s and 1950s, when it was adopted by other parties with a nationalist Arab appeal. The Arab communist party organization is similarly based on the Leninist model and its accompanying view of society.

The fourth thesis was based on Lenin’s proposition that countries in which capitalism was immature, weak, and structurally distorted could, under certain circumstances and with the help and guidance of the proletariat of the more advanced industrial countries, progress more rapidly to socialism by skipping the necessary requirement of full capitalist development.20 They could do this under the aegis of a highly class-conscious revolutionary party, which could lay the foundations for socialism from above, and check reactionary tendencies from bourgeois and feudal groups. Lenin believed that the international communist movement in general, and the Soviet Union in particular, could play an important role in such a transformation:



If the victorious revolutionary proletariat conducts systematic propaganda among them, and the Soviet governments come to their aid with all the means at their disposal – in that event it [would] be mistaken to assume that the backward peoples must inevitably go through the capitalist stage of development.21



This contention (and Soviet experience) also led Lenin to place increased emphasis on the revolutionary role of the “toilers” (proletariat and peasantry) rather than on the industrial proletariat per se. Under the pressure of the concrete situation, and as a tactical necessity for the surrounded Bolsheviks who were facing the defeat of the revolutionary forces in Europe, Lenin, at least, partly revised the previously accepted thesis of historical materialism, that all societies had to pass through capitalism and its attendant political trappings, before reaching socialism. This revision represented a major change from his earlier (pre-revolutionary) views, and set the Bolsheviks apart from the Mensheviks, Legal Marxists in Russia, and the Kautskyites in Western Europe, and opened for the Bolsheviks some new previously untapped prospects for political propaganda and maneuver.

The Arab communist position with regard to this thesis – the question of the transition to socialism – proved to be more problematic than their adoption of the first three. Until their discovery of the ‘non-capitalist road to socialism’ in the late 1950s, the statements and programmes of Arab communist parties seemed to reflect an adherence to a classical Marxist view that adhered to the necessity of passing through a mature capitalist stage of development, en route to socialism. This view could be found in the pre-revolutionary writings of Lenin who, for example in 1912, had derided any notion of China’s ability to pass from feudalism to socialism without a long intervening period of capitalism.22

The Arab communist position on this issue, however, was not based on such writings. Instead, two other factors molded the movements’ views. The first was the Soviet position on the transition to socialism. Under Stalin, the process of historical development was simplified so as to posit a unilinear succession of stages, a schema within which capitalism was a necessary precursor to socialism.23 Given Stalin’s ideological and political dominance over the Arab communist parties, it is not surprising that they uncritically accepted this view. The second factor was more tactical in nature. Arab communists who, as far as the vagaries of Soviet policy allowed, and who, most of the time, actively cooperated with national bourgeois elements in the struggle against Western imperialism, were often reluctant to antagonize such useful allies. As a result, the issue of socialist transformation was often deliberately obscured as the communists sought to portray themselves as moderate social reformists.

Lenin’s fifth theoretical contribution to Arab communists was his thesis on the right of nations to self-determination. For Lenin, the planting of at least some seeds of capitalist modes of production was necessary for the growth of both a bourgeoisie and a revolutionary proletariat. This had been accomplished historically only in sovereign states, not in colonies. Thus, Lenin believed that the revolutionary potential of Asia could be realized only when Asian nations emerged out from under the shadow of colonial domination, and achieved independence in the form of sovereign national states. Finally, an article by a prominent Moslem Bolshevik, M. Sultan-Galiev, entitled “The Social Revolution and the East,” published November 2, 1919 (see Appendix 6, p. 180), echoed Lenin and foreshadowed the future Comintern tactics in the 1920s and 1930s. According to Sultan-Galiev, only an alliance between the Western working class and the exploited peoples of the East would bring about a victory over capitalist domination. Further, Sultan-Galiev perceived a need for the overthrow of the national “clerical bourgeoisie” in the eastern states as they posed a threat to the socialist revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat.



The early ideological foundation

The adherence of Arab communist parties to Soviet Marxist-Leninist ideological and organizational precepts, together with their dependence on Soviet material and political support, renders it necessary to trace their initial foundations in the context of political developments in the USSR. The October, 1917 Bolshevik revolution was initially enthusiastically welcomed by many people in the Middle East. After the October, 1917 revolution, the victorious Bolsheviks inherited a strong socio-economic base to build on and were able to add a new ideological dimension to it. The communist revolutionary appeal was, at that time, enthusiastically greeted by many Muslim and non-Muslim peoples of the Middle East and Asia, who saw in it a historic chance for the fulfillment of social and national aspirations which had long been suppressed by the domination of the Western powers. The Bolsheviks condemned their underhanded diplomacy toward the Muslim countries, and published a number of secret agreements from within the archives of Imperial Russia’s Foreign Ministry, including the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which particularly compromised France and Britain among the Arab population of the Middle East. Going even further, the Soviet government’s appeal of December 20, 1917, signed by Lenin himself, to “All the Working Muslims of Russia and the East” officially declared, “the Arabs, as well as all Muslims, had the right to be masters of their countries, and to decide their own destinies as they wished.”24 It continued:



Muslims of the East, Persians, Turks, Arabs and Hindus! All you in whose lives and property, in whose freedom and native land the rapacious European plunderers have for centuries traded! All you whose countries the robbers who began the war now desire to partition!


We declare that the secret treaties of the dethroned Tsar regarding the seizure of Constantinople, and which was confirmed by the deposed Kerensky, now are null and void. The Russian Republic and its government, the Council of People’s Commissars, are against the seizure of foreign territories. Constantinople must remain in the hands of the Muslims.


We declare that the treaty for the partition of Persia is null and void. As soon as military operations cease, the armed forces will be withdrawn from Persia and the Persians will be guaranteed the right of free determination of their own destiny.


We declare that the treaty for the partition of Turkey, which was to deprive her of Armenia, is null and void. As soon as military operations cease, the Armenians will be guaranteed the right of free determination of their political destiny.25





On January 19, 1918, the Soviet government established a Commissariat for Muslim Affairs. A Central Bureau of Muslim Communist Organizations was set up in November, 1918 by a regional Muslim congress meeting in Moscow. In November, 1919, a Second Congress met in Moscow and passed a resolution calling for the establishment of communist parties throughout the Muslim world.26 According to British Foreign Office reports, within a year of the establishment of the Comintern in March, 1919, Bolshevik propaganda and ideas began to appear in Palestine, and Jewish immigrants established the Socialist Workers’ Party (Mifleget Poalim Sozialistim).27 It was, in fact, this party that initiated the formation of communist parties in Syria and Lebanon and influenced the transformation of the Egyptian Socialist Party into the Egyptian Communist Party. In 1920 the Bolshevik government consequently refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of the British-mandated rule in Iraq, Palestine, and Transjordan, and of France in Syria and Lebanon. The egalitarian Treaties of Friendship and Brotherhood – concluded in 1921 by Soviet Russia and the Muslim countries of Turkey, Afghanistan, and Iran – repudiated the very concept of the mandate system. Moreover, the USSR was the first country to establish full diplomatic relations with Hijaz (after 1932 the name was changed to Saudi Arabia) and in 1926 recognized an independent Yemen.28 It is in this context that Arab communist groups and parties began emerging throughout the region:






	The Socialist Party of Egypt formed in 1921, elements of which formed the Egyptian Communist Party in 1922. In 1923, the Comintern recognized the Egyptian Communist Party. 


	The Spartacus group was formed in Beirut in 1921; in 1924, the Communist Party of Syria and Lebanon (CPSL) was established. In 1928, the Comintern recognized it.


	The Palestine Communist Party (PCP) was established in 1923 and was officially recognized by the Comintern in 1924. 


	In the Maghrib, in 1919, communist parties began as extensions of the French Communist Party.


	The Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) was organized in 1934.







Subsequently, the Third International issued a call to the Muslim peoples to attend a congress, to be convened at Baku on August 15, 1921, devoted to a discussion of their future. The announcement read:




Peasants of Mesopotamia! The English have declared your country independent, but 80,000 English troops are on your territory, plundering and killing you and violating your wives. . . . Peasants of Syria and Arabia! The English and French have promised you independence but now their troops have occupied your country, imposing upon you their own laws; and you, after liberating yourselves from the Turkish Sultan and Government, have now become the slaves of the Paris and London governments, the only difference from the Sultan being that they will keep a stronger hold on you and will plunder you more effectively.29







Only three Arabs, all of them nationalists, none of them communists, attended the Baku conference. Following the Baku congress, the Communist International issued “A Manifesto to the Peoples of the East” (see Appendix 1, pp. 124–132) decrying English subjugation and the oppression of the Arab people:




Peoples of the East! What has England done to Mesopotamia and Arabia? Without any ado, she declared these independent Muslim countries to be her own colonies, drove from the land the former owners, the Arabs, deprived them of the best fertile valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates, deprived them of the best pastures indispensable to subsistence, took away the richest oil resources of Mosul and Basra, thus depriving the Arabs of all means of subsistence, and counted on starvation to make them her slaves. What has England done to Palestine where, at first, to please the Anglo-Jewish capitalists, she drove the Arabs from their lands in order to transfer these lands to the Jewish settlers, and then in order to provide an outlet for the discontent of the Arabs, she turned them against the very Jewish settlements she had established, sowing discord, hostility, and resentment among the various tribes, weakening both sides, in order to rule and govern herself?


What has England done to Egypt, where the entire native population already for the eighth decade is sighing under the heavy yoke of the English capitalists, a yoke even heavier and more ruinous for the people than the past yoke of the Egyptian pharaohs, who with the labour of their slaves built the huge pyramids?


. . . the English capitalists are trying to seize Turkey and Persia, Mesopotamia and Arabia, Afghanistan and Egypt, in order to take away the land from the peasants in these countries, by buying for a mere trifle all the plots of those who are ruined and deeply in debt; out of these plots they purchased they in tend to create huge estates and plantations, and to drive the landless Eastern peasants onto them as farm hands and slaves. In Turkey, Persia, and Mesopotamia they want, by means of cheap labour, with the unpaid hands of the hungry Turkish, Persian, and Arab poor, to construct factories and foundries, to build railroads, and to work the mines. They want by means of cheap production of factory products, to destroy native trades and millions of local craftsmen with whom the cities of the East are teeming, to throw them into the street, depriving them of work. By establishing huge firms, they want to ruin the small local merchants and to throw them likewise into the street, into the ranks of the proletariat who sell only their labour.30





Early Soviet initiatives in the Muslim world were a reflection of geopolitical reality, the proximity of the Middle East, and the longstanding tradition of Russian interests in the region, and would soon find a practical outcome in the foreign policy of the Soviet government. There was a personal element as well, as Fedor Aronovich Rothstein (1871–1953), who had been private secretary to Lenin after the Bolshevik revolution, and later became the first Soviet envoy to Teheran, had worked in Cairo for the English paper of the Nationalist Party (al-Hizb al-Wantani), The Egyptian Standard, at the turn of the century. Indeed, his socialist ideas had a great influence on the party and its leader, Mohammed Farid (1867–1919). In 1910, Rothstein published his seminal work on British imperialism in Egypt, Egypt’s Ruin: A Financial and Administrative Record, and later became editor of the Manchester Guardian and co-editor of Egypt. Roth-stein’s significance lies in his connection to both Egypt and Lenin. When Lenin was in France and Switzerland, all his correspondence with the Bolshevik Party was sent via Egypt. In this way, he was able to evade Tsarist censorship. In fact, it is likely that Rothstein was the conveyor through which this correspondence was transmitted.31 Furthermore, Rothstein continued to provide a direct link of personal involvement and connections between Lenin and Arab political figures.

Lenin did have direct personal contact with the Arab nationalist leaders, particularly those in Egypt and Syria, and he had a long personal correspondence with Ibrahim Hananu (1869–1935), who led the Syrian rebellion against the French in 1921–1922. He may also have known Egyptian nationalist leader, Mohammed Farid (1867–1919), from his days of exile in Geneva. According to Farid:


It was brought to my attention that Lenin, the head of the Russian government, issued a call for the liberation of Egypt and India. This news came to me through Prince Shakib Arsalan, directly from the Russian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs. The call was published in all the neutral countries, but not here. For that reason, we found it necessary to thank Lenin by telegram for this attention.32




According to the distinguished historian, Yusuf Ibrahim Yazbak (1898– 1982):



The leader Ibrahim Hananu informed me . . . that Lenin dispatched to him an officer from the Kafkas who knew Hananu years ago and worked with him in the service of the Ottoman empire in Aleppo. The officer carried with him a message from Lenin written in Turkish, offering to help the Syrian revolution . . . against the French occupation. When I asked the leader Hananu about the disposition of this message, he replied . . . there are several letters and not only one exchanged between me and the hero of the Bolsheviks . . . for the purpose of igniting the flames of revolution on the French and English in Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Palestine and Egypt. Lenin was very sincere in what he offered. However, he wanted these revolutions to be by the Islamic nations . . . and that means we must rejoin Turkey and our relationship will return to what we were suffering from . . . I loved Lenin for what he did and told him that a lot of people in the Aleppo area will be frightened by the idea of a return to [working with] Turkey. The Arabs and all the Arab regions will not forget the tyranny of the [Ottoman] Unionists and the abuse and ridicule of their main segments. It would be illogical to expect an agreement and the return of relations.



Lenin replied in another letter expressing his surprise at my statements because he learned from the Turks that Prince Faisal bin Hussain had negotiated last year (1919) for a common action against the French in Syria and Turkey, but the Turks did not trust him. They considered him, his father, and his brothers British puppets. Ibrahim Hananu treated the correspondence of Lenin with great respect and appreciation.33




Assistance from Russian communists was welcomed, though not always accepted. According to Mohammed Ridha al-Shibibi (1886–1967), a participant of the 1921 Iraqi revolution, the Bolshevik government, through communist groups in Iran, offered the Iraqi revolution both moral and material assistance. However, the offer was ignored because of the suspicions of Bolshevik motives by the religious leadership of the revolution.34

The accusation of support from the Bolsheviks also became a potent weapon in discrediting Arab movements opposed to the status quo in the region. For example, during the 1919 Egyptian revolution against the British, official British reports attempted to link the leader of the Wafd Party, Saad Zaghlul (1858–1927), to the Soviet government, both in order to discredit him, and to legitimize their opposition to the Wafd.35 While attending the peace conference in Paris, Zaghlul sent a letter to the central committee of the Wafd, which stated that accusations that the Wafd supported the Bolsheviks would “be beneficial to our enemies in alleging that the Egyptian [national] movement has contacts with the Bolshevik movement.”36

The Fourth Congress of the Comintern (Moscow, 1924) urged the creation of a politically conscious cadre in the “East” – including the Arab world – able to lead the progressive national movement against the colonial powers. Accordingly, representatives were dispatched to Palestine, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt during the 1920s and 1930s to propagate Marxist-Leninist ideas, recruit members, and send the most promising to Moscow for further training in the University of the Toilers of the East, established in Moscow in 1922. The indoctrination of party leadership in the 1920s and 1930s at the University of the Toilers of the East must be credited with inculcating these slogans. Among the graduates of this institution were: Asim Flayeh, a member and (unofficially) the first General Secretary of the ICP; Yussif Salman Yussif (1901–1949; more commonly known by his party name “Fahd”), official founder and General Secretary of the ICP; Khaled Bakdash (1912–1995), General Secretary of the Communist Party of Syria (SCP); and Nikola Shawi (1912–1982), General Secretary of the Lebanese Communist Party (LCP).

With Stalin’s ascendancy in the mid-1920s, the Middle East became an important sphere of Comintern activities. In his tract, Marxism and the National and Colonial Question (January, 1913), Stalin advanced the idea that the national proletariat of a country could lead a nation into socialism without obliterating its peculiar national characteristics. National self-determination was inherently neither progressive nor regressive – that depended on its bearing on the international class struggle. Tactically, Stalin urged caution in propagating anti-religious ideas in Muslim areas, counsel to which Arab communists later paid scant heed.37 The Sixth Congress of the Comintern (1928) adopted a document entitled Theses on the Revolutionary Movement in the Colonies and Semi-Colonies, which stated:


The toiling masses of the colonies struggling against imperialist slavery represent the most powerful auxiliary force of the Socialist World Revolution. . . . The revolutionary emancipatory movements of the colonies, ex-colonies, semi-colonies, and quasi-colonies, more and more rally around the banner of the Soviet Union, convincing themselves through bitter experience that there is no salvation for them except through alliance with the revolutionary proletariat and through the victory of the world proletarian movement over the forces of world imperialism.38



This document outlined basic strategies and became the basis for the Arab Communist Party’s programs for a quarter of a century. According to the thesis of the Sixth Congress,39 the fundamental slogans, through which the Party must seek to win over the masses, were the following:







	Overthrow of imperialist domination.

	Confiscation of foreign enterprises and banks.

	Unity of the country, with recognition of the right of each nationality to self-determination.

	Overthrow of the power of the militarists and the Kuomintang.

	Establishment of the power of soviets of workers’, peasants’, and soldiers’ representatives.

	An eight-hour working day, increase of wages, assistance to the unemployed, and social insurance.

	Confiscation of all lands of big landlords; land for the peasants and soldiers.

	The abolition of all governmental, militarist, and local taxes and levies; a single progressively-graduated income tax.

	Alliance with the USSR and the world proletarian movement.





The bitter experience of the Chinese communists at the hands of the Kuomintang led the Sixth Congress in 1928 to alter the Comintern position regarding “common front” tactics, and the replacement of it by class against class tactics. Henceforth, any cooperation with bourgeois groups against imperialism in the colonial and semi-colonial countries was to be carried out with the utmost caution. “Bourgeois nationalism” was to be opposed, while communist parties were to maintain their autonomy and pursuit of revolutionary goals at all times.40 The Sixth Congress also endorsed the notion that communist parties in the colonial world should work to obviate the need for a bourgeois-democratic stage of development and instead try to establish socialism directly. The Congress noted, “the removal of the excessively marked disproportion between the objective revolutionary situation and the weakness of the subjective factor . . . represents one of the most important and primary tasks facing the Communist International.”41 This referred to the fact that the communist parties in the colonial world still lacked popular support, a large membership, and the ability to lead the national movement. Furthermore, the Arab communist parties, for their part, existed in a hostile social milieu. Arab societies were dominated by feudalistic tribal, military, and colonial authorities and semi-feudal means of production and economic relations still prevailed over much of the countryside. In addition, the Arab bourgeoisies in this era lacked the dynamism and vision to lead the masses in a national struggle of liberation against European domination. The Sixth Congress theses described the bourgeoisie accordingly:


The petit bourgeoisie in the colonial and semi-colonial countries plays a very important role. It consists of various strata, which in different periods of the national-revolutionary movement play very diverse roles.


The artisan, who is hit by the competition of foreign imported goods, is hostilely disposed towards imperialism. At the same time, he is interested in the unlimited exploitation of his journeymen and apprentices, and accordingly, he is hostilely disposed towards the class-conscious labour movement. At the same time, also, he usually suffers himself from the exploitation of trading and usury capital. The exceedingly ambiguous and hopeless position of this stratum of the petit bourgeoisie determines its vacillations, and it frequently falls under the influence of utopian reactionaries.


The small trader – both in town and village – is connected with village exploitation through usury and trade, and he clings to the old forms of exploitation in preference to the prospects of an expansion of the internal market. These strata, however, are not homogeneous.




The petit bourgeois intelligentsia, the students, and suchlike, are very frequently the most determined representatives, not only of the specific interests of the petit bourgeoisie, but also of the general objective interests of the entire national bourgeoisie, and, in the first period of the national movement, they often come out as the spokesmen of the nationalist struggle. Their role at the head of the movement is comparatively important. In general, they cannot act as representatives of peasant interests, for the very social strata from which they come are connected with landlordism.

The level of industrialization in the Arab world remained so low that the proletariat accounted for only a small fraction of the total population, and was characterized by a low degree of class consciousness. The labor movement was only beginning to be organized, and was encountering stiff opposition from mandate governments when it attempted to enter the political sphere. In short, the communist movement lacked strength, and its ideological appeal was too narrow to attract the masses. Consequently, party memberships rarely exceeded a few hundred anywhere in the Arab world at this time.

Just as in many other Third World countries, most followers of the nascent communist movement were frustrated members of the middle class, mostly Western-educated intelligentsia, with rather weak social roots and limited popular appeal. Despite many changes in the years to come, the peripheral character of the Arab communist movement, with the exception of its Sudanese and Jewish Palestinian components, would persist and have an indelible impact on its sociopolitical character and future development.42

In the Arab world, as in many other Third World countries, the political role and activism of the new intelligentsia was particularly important. Its development “meant the birth of a new locus of loyalty – nationalism.”43 Ambiguity and internal division, however, marked the intelligentsia’s attitudes toward socio-economic issues. Under the conditions of a predominantly rural – and semi-feudal – economy, and its corresponding traditional society, they were often dependent upon or connected to large landowners sharing and supporting the landowners’ interests. However, many in the intelligentsia joined the leftist movements for other reasons. For instance, in Iraq, the monarchy, by providing the intelligentsia with the education which “differentiated them more and more . . . from the unlettered masses, was giving them a middle class status without assuring them of a middle class income.”44 Similar situations became prevalent in the entire Middle East region. The striking contrast between exalted social status and self-perception, and economic reality inevitably led to recurring tensions and agitation. What was even more important in the Middle Eastern socio-political environment was that “Marxist theory, with all of its shortcomings was, at least in its trenchant class criticism, relevant” to dissatisfied intellectuals.45 It provided people, who due to their professional training were able to think critically, with revealing explanations and the promise of a bright future. The critical intellectuals were, however, only a small minority within the Arab population as a whole.

At the time of the Sixth Congress in 1928, the level of industrialization throughout the Arab world was still so low that the proletariat accounted for only a small fraction of the population. The labor movement was only beginning to organize, and was encountering strong opposition from mandate governments. The communist movement lacked vitality, as its ideological appeal was too narrow to attract the peasant masses.











2 The Soviet legacy



After the Seventh Congress of the Comintern (1935), ideology in the Soviet Union became an explicit tool of state policy. In effect, this represented the subordination of ideology to state interests. The change in the relationship between ideology and state in the Soviet Union had a profound impact on the development of Arab communist parties. This chapter examines this impact over the course of the twentieth century.



Arab communist parties under Stalin

Under Stalin, the Soviet State conceived of the Arab communist parties primarily as a tool of Soviet foreign policy. Stalin was highly suspicious of genuinely popular and successful revolutionary groups, since such groups were correspondingly less reliant on Soviet assistance and, hence, less amenable to Soviet control. To counter the independence of Third World communists, Stalin insisted on rigid discipline within, and tight Soviet control of, foreign parties, despite the often-detrimental effect this had on their political appeal.1

As a result of both the popular front tactics which were promulgated at the Seventh Congress of the Comintern (1935), and the intensification of great power conflict in Europe, particularly the rise of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, the colonial question receded into the background. At the Congress, the Comintern re-emphasized the utility of the united front and communist parties were directed to renew alliances with national bourgeoisies against [international] imperialism.2 Indeed, one slogan, which emerged from the Congress, was the statement that “the work for the creation of an anti-imperialist front is the main task of the communists.”3 Arab parties followed the Congress’s instruction by forging tactical alliances with some of the same parties they had broken with following the Sixth Congress in 1928. This shift to align with the bourgeoisie was seen especially in Iraq, where the communist movement supported the military coup of 1936, and in Syria, where, between 1936 and 1945, the movement cooperated (and even offered to amalgamate) with al-Kutlah al-Wataniyah and other bourgeois parties.

The eruption of war between the USSR and Germany in 1941, the wartime alliance with the West, and the dissolution of the Communist International led the Soviet Union to hold in abeyance its commitment to support the Arab communist parties. As a result, Arab parties were generally left to their own resources. During this period, revolutionary rhetoric and activity by the Arab communists slowed considerably as they directed much of their attention toward building anti-fascist alliances and supporting the war effort. In Syria, for example, Khalid Bakdash set forth an exceedingly moderate social program during the election campaign of May, 1943:




The issue for us in our opinion is not the establishment of a socialist system in Lebanon or Syria. All that we demand and struggle for with our few members of parliament of both Syria and Lebanon is the introduction of some democratic reforms accepted by all as necessary. . . . we have not demanded, do not demand now, and do not even contemplate socializing national capital and industry. On the contrary, we wish that both national capital and industry should make progress. We only want the improvement of the living conditions of the national workers and democratic labour legislation to regulate labour relations between employers and employees. We promise the landowners that we shall not demand in Parliament the nationalization of their land or property. On the contrary, all we want is to help them by demanding irrigation, the mechanization of agriculture, and the importation of fertilizer. All we want of them is that they should pity the peasant, and that an effort should be made to help get the peasant out of his present state of poverty, illiteracy, and disease. We promise the big merchants that we shall not demand the confiscation of their trade, no matter how large it is, and we only want to put an end to speculation. We shall support the small merchants and demand a lightening of their burden of taxes.4



Because of such wartime restraint, 1941–1945 was a period of considerable indigenous communist expansion in the Arab world. The pre-eminent military role of the USSR in the war against Germany, the concomitant popularity of the Soviet Union, and newfound legality or semi-legality in many areas for Arab communist parties or communist-sponsored organizations all spurred communist recruitment.5 Furthermore, the war (and the industrial demand generated thereby) brought with it an expansion both of Arab trade unionism, and of communist links with the union movement.

However, with the end of World War II, the situation began to change. State repression against the communists reappeared or intensified – in 1946 in Iraq and Egypt, and in 1948 in Syria and Lebanon – becoming particularly acute after the Soviet Union’s support for the partition of Palestine and the creation of the state of Israel. The dissolution of wartime alliances and the onset of the Cold War saw the reassertion of Soviet control over Arab communist parties. In a series of speeches and addresses in 1947, Stalin and Andrei Zhdanov outlined the doctrine of rigid bipolarity. Arab communist parties were enjoined to sever popular front alliances with bourgeois national groups that had flourished during the war and reassert their independence and commitment to orthodox communist doctrines. Within the international sphere, the decisive criterion distinguishing the national progressive movement from the reactionary national bourgeoisie was to be the respective attitude of each group toward the Soviet Union and the West. Only wholehearted acceptance of the Soviet Union as leader of the world progressive movement could qualify a group for Moscow’s approval and enable it to cooperate with the communists within the framework of a “progressive front”. Neutralism was, in Stalin’s eyes, tantamount to support for imperialism. His American adversaries, such as John Foster Dulles, viewed neutralism in the same light.
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