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Eli Lobel

Khamsin is bereaved. Eli Lobel, editor and founder of our journal, has died
tragically on Thursday, October 4th 1979.

The life-story of this outstanding revolutionary socialist and great
internationalist is, in more than one way, the story -of a whole generation,
the tragedies and noble struggles of a whole epoch.

Born in Berlin in 1926 to a family of Polish-Jewish refugees, Eli spent his
early childhood in the Germany of the late Weimar Republic and the early
years of Nazi power. Then the family was forced to flee back to Poland.
But Poland too was unsafe; and in 1939, just in the nick of time, the family
managed to leave for Palestine. There Eli soon joined the left-zionist youth
movement Hashomer Hatzafr, and in 1946 was one of the founders of
kibbutz Nirim in the northern Negev.

A few years later, he went to Paris as a journalist for the daily paper
‘Al Hamishmar, organ of MAPAM, the political party of Hashomer Hatza'ir.
There, in Paris, he studied statistics and economics; one of his teachers was
the socialist economist Charles Bettelheim. There too the seeds of his
political radicalisation had germinated.

Hashomer Hatzair — like all left-wing zionists — was a living
contradiction: it claimed to combine ionism with marxism. Throughout
the history of that movement there were always individuals and small
groups within it who took marxism more seriously than the left-zionist
leaders had intended, and who resolved the contradiction by jettisoning
zionism. Just as, in the years immediately after the Russian Revolution, it
was dissidents from the older leftzionist Po‘alei Zion who founded the
Palestinian Communist Party and helped to spread marxism in the Arab
East, so from the 1930s onwards the revolutionary marxist movement — in
Europe and Latin America as well as in Palestine and later in Israel — was
drawing to itself a continual if small stream of dissidents from Hashomer
Hatzair. (One of the most notable figures among them was Abran Leon,
author of the brilliant marxist analysis of the Jewish Question, who was
murdered by the Nazis in 1944.)

Back in Israel, Eli joined the left opposition inside MAPAM. In 1953 the
opposition was expelled from that party and formed itself into the Socialist
Left Party which developed in an anti-zionist direction. Like other
adherents of this new party, Eli was expelled from his kibbutz, Nirim.

At the end of 1954 the Socialist Left Party joined the Israeli CP. Eli
would most probably had done the same, but by that time he had left Israel
again: at the invitation of Charles Bettelheim he joined a team of
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Eli Lobel

economists in India (including Bettelheim himself and Joan Robinson) who
were working on that country’s problems of under-development. From then
on, Eli was passionately involved in the economic and social problems of the
third world and eventually became an authority in his own right on the
economics of colonialism and under-development.

Returning to Paris, he devoted much of his energy to work in support of
the Algerian revolution of national liberation. As a result of this activity, it
was necessary for him to leave France, and he joined a team of economic
advisers in Mali, which, under Modibo Keita was then one of the more
progressive states of black Africa. In Mali Eli fulfilled tasks of great
responsibility and represented that country at the World Bank.

During all this time he kept up his interest in Israeli politics and
established contacts with the Socialist Organisation in Israel (Matzpen)
which had been formed in 1962,

After a brief stay back in France, Eli left for Cuba as a member of a team
of left-wing economic experts. Not long after his return from Cuba, the
Paris events of May 1968 broke out. Eli was passionately involved in these
events, which marked the happiest period of his life. At the same time, as a
member of Matzpen, he developed an intensive activity in France (as well as
in other countries) against zionism and in support of the rights of the
Palestinian people. It is in large measure due to his internationalist activity
as a speaker, journalist and writer that the revolutionary left in France and
in many other countries has been able to understand the true nature of
zionism and adopt a revolutionary socialist attitude towards the problems of
the Middle East.

Eli was profoundly committed to the struggle against zionism But he
was not a simplistic anti-zionist: he did not reject zionism merely to
exchange it for support for some other nationalism, no matter how
‘progressive’, but in order to transcend all nationalism in the struggle for a
united socialist Middle East and a socialist world. In particular, while being
wholely committed to supporting the struggle of the Palestinian people
against social and national oppression and for emancipation and
self-determination, he was highly critical of, and deepely greived by, recent
regressive developments within the Palestinian movement.

His great and fruitful political activity is widely known to the
revolutionary left in many countries. But his personal friends and close
comrades also knew his purity of heart, his noble simplicity. Socialism for
him was not a mere abstraction or an alienated ‘purely political’ activity. It
was a deeply felt moral commitment of a man who hated all privilege and
oppression and identified with the deprived and oppressed.

With his death, the socialist movement in the Middle East and elsewhere
has lost an outstanding torch-bearer, and we who knew him have lost a dear
and beloved comrade. His memory will illuminate our struggle for the ideals
in which he believed.

The early history of Lebanese
Communism reconsidered
Alexander Flores

Yusuf Ibrahim Yazbek, Hikayat awwal nuwwar fi al-‘alam fi lubnan (The
Story of May Day in the World and in Lebanon), Dar al-Farabi, Beirut
1974.

Muhammad Dakrub, Judhur al-sindiyana al-hamra’; hikayat nushu’ al-hizb
al-shuyu' aldubnani 1924-1931 (The Roots of the Red Holm Oak; thg
Story of the Rise of the Lebanese Communist Party), Dar al-Farabi,
Beirut 1974. ;

Khalil al-Dibs (Introduction), Sewt al-sha‘b aqwa: safahat min al-sihafa
al-shuyu‘iyya wa al-‘ummaliyya wa d-dimugratiyya fi 50 ‘emam (The
People’s Voice is Stronger; Pages from the Communist, Workers’ and
Democratic Press in 50 Years), Dar al-Farabi, Beirut 1974.

Dahir al-‘Akkari (ed.), Al-sihafa al-thawriyya fi lubnan 1925-1975 (The
Revolutionary Press in Lebanon 1925-1975), Dar al-Farabi, Beirut 1975.

In dealing with the problems facing any socialist endeavour in the Arab
East, we have to study the history of the socialist movement in this part of
the world, beginning with the emergence of a socialist trend within the
modern ‘Arab awakening’. Why did such a trend evolve at all? What were its
origins and motive forces? How did it come into being? What were thg
reasons for the slow pace of its development and for the difficulties that it

encountered?

Early beginnings

More than in other national liberation movements, in the national
awakening movement of the Arab East there was — and to a certain e).(tent
there still is — a dissociation between two principal elements of nathnal
awareness and emancipation: the conservative element of defence aggnst
foreign aggression and domination, which is rooted in a domestic tradition;
and an innovative element, which questions this very tradition and ado_pts
foreign methods when this seems necessary for enhancing its own fighting
capability.

In the Arab East the conservative-defensive element was largely conﬁr}ed
to the Sunni Muslim majority of the population. It was based on a Muslim,
rather than Arab, identity which before the first world _war  was
accompanied by a degree of loyalty to the Ottoman Empire. Thl} led tg a
rejection of virually all European values and achievements. The innovative
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