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Introduction



The Transformation of Third Worldism in the Middle East



Sune Haugbolle and Rasmus C. Elling



Third Worldism was the idea that revolutionary, anti-imperialist militancy in what we today term the Global South, buttressed by international solidarity, would not only lead to national liberation of oppressed peoples but also to universal emancipation. Today, such an idea might at once appear highly relevant and somewhat antiquated. International solidarity remains a key claim for social movements and political organisations fighting against capitalism, neo-imperialism, and racism across the world. The Western left at times appears torn between prioritising solidarity with oppressed people or supporting states fighting against Western hegemony – even if those states are authoritarian and oppressive. Third Worldist echoes can occasionally be heard in illiberal state rhetoric, such as when Russia’s President Putin in September 2022 declared an ‘anti-colonial struggle’ against Western imperialism to justify his annexations in Ukraine.


Permeating these disparate examples is a sense that even though the language is reminiscent of Third Worldism in its 1970s heyday, the ideology of Third Worldism today is little more than an echo of a more powerful past when the non-Western revolutionary was considered the vanguard of a global struggle for emancipation. Lurking in this dissonance is also the gradual change to global economic and political power, which has shifted eastwards in past decades, blurring previous distinctions between the Global South and the Global North.1 But if Third Worldism is today an echo, how and when did it cease to be a dominant global rally cry?


The aim of this book is to revisit the time when the power of Third Worldism at once peaked and dramatically declined in one of the world regions where it had up until then represented a strong promise for change. The time in question spans the historical turning points of the late 1970s and early 1980s; and the region is the Middle East. Specifically, this book focuses on two struggles for national liberation and sovereignty in west Asia – namely in Palestine and Iran – that were not only pivotal to political developments in the broader region but also of great significance to a global solidarity movement.


In Iran and Palestine, opposition and liberation movements saw themselves, and were seen by supporters around the world, as holding a torch lit by the anti-colonial rebellions of the 1950s and carried through the sixties and seventies by an array of socialist and nationalist revolutions and revolutionary states, guerrilla organisations, popular uprisings, student rebellions, and activist campaigns, as well as by artistic, intellectual, and academic activism that spanned from Vietnam to Angola, from Havana to Algiers and Paris. And yet by the early 1980s, the two movements in Iran and Palestine had arguably failed to bring about the progressive visions of independence and freedom they had been seen by protagonists and supporters to embody. Instead, while the Iranian Revolution of 1979 had secured Iran’s independence of Western powers, it had also produced an Islamic Republic with theocratic underpinnings; and by 1982, the Palestinian revolution had not only been eclipsed by civil war in Lebanon, by the Palestine Liberation Organisation’s (PLO) demise as revolutionary leader, by Israeli aggression, and by intra-Arab fratricide, but also by its alliances with autocratic regimes in Syria, Iraq, and Libya.2


Hence, historians tell us, Third Worldism came to an end in the Middle East in or around 1979. If this is correct, then how did those championing the Third Worldist revolutions in Palestine and Iran perceive that end? This book re-examines the period leading up to two historical turning points for Iran and Palestine, namely 1979 and 1982. Specifically, the book connects micro-histories of personal, social, and political-ideological change in the Iranian and Palestinian movements and in their transnational entanglements to the macro-history of Third Worldism as a global phenomenon. Such a connection, we argue, can help explain how long-gestating, interrelated, unresolved dilemmas and challenges for Third Worldist revolutionaries materialised in crisis in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The internal dimensions of this crisis pertained to questions about inclusivity and priorities, about theory and practice, about possibilities and limits, and about means and ends. These internal dimensions were coupled with or compounded by formidable external challenges: hostile counter-insurgency and intelligence operations, disinformation and propaganda, surveillance and infiltration, intimidation and assassinations. Looming just beyond these immediate trials was a broader change in global politics and ideology so profound that a decade later scholars would proclaim not just the end of Third Worldism but the end of the age of revolutions, or the global victory of liberalism or, indeed, ‘the End of History’.3


To understand how the factors that together placed Third Worldism in crisis were understood at the time, the book focuses on key protagonists: roving revolutionaries, student activists, guerrilla fighters, volunteer nurses, militant intellectuals, propagandists – and the vehicles with which they transmitted and exchanged their visions and demands: manifestos and declarations, organisations and networks, delegations and missions, conferences and festivals, newspapers and periodicals, slogans and obituaries. These people, their networks, and the artefacts they left behind are brought to the centre in this book through documents from understudied archives, testimonies, and interviews in numerous languages.


Such sources for understanding the crisis of Third Worldism, we argue in this book, can help push historical research towards a more dynamic view of the role of the late 1970s and early 1980s in world history. It can also help us explain the specific circumstances of the Middle East. Hence, by juxtaposing the cases of the Iranian and Palestinian national liberation struggles, and by harnessing insights from new research, this book presents a novel reinterpretation of a seminal period in history.


The significance of this period remains undisputed, not just in relation to the Middle East but also to universal and contemporary questions about self-determination, emancipation, change, and solidarity. However, the consequences of the period under scrutiny and the tremendous changes it embodies are still open to interpretation and final verdict. This is why we insist on talking about the fate of Third Worldism rather than about its end. Aspects of Third Worldism live on today, not least in transnational solidarity movements but also in regimes that claim to represent resistance against Western hegemony.


THIRD WORLDISM


Third Worldism is used in this book as an umbrella term covering a range of related ideas and ideologies connected across time and space to national liberation movements in what was then considered ‘The Third World’.4 In the words of Robert Malley, Third Worldism was ‘a political, intellectual, even artistic effort that took as its raw material an assortment of revolutionary movements and moments, wove them into a more or less intelligible whole, and gave us the tools to interpret not them alone, but also others yet to come’.5


This ‘assortment’ of revolutionary movements and states had a shared commitment to assigning agency to the non-Western world, thus continuing earlier forms of internationalism but with a less Eurocentric emphasis than classical Marxism, socialism, or liberalism. Such a vision of the future of humanity – and the future of socialism – appealed to many on the Western left. Indeed, the term tiers-mondisme had its roots in France.6 Beyond the usual nationalist register, the sovereignty that Third Worldist ideologues and militants dreamed of was a radical rupture: a way to imagine and enact ‘anticolonial translocal connectivity’ that tied together liberation movements in a more or less cohesive project globally.7


In the first period, following the Second World War – during what is often referred to as ‘the Bandung Era’ after the Bandung Conference in Indonesia in 1955 – leaders such as Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser and India’s Jawaharlal Nehru championed a third way between Sino-Soviet and US hegemonies against the backdrop of the Cold War. Building on the ‘Bandung spirit’ of postcolonial self-determination,8 these leaders established organisations such as the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961 on the premise that North–South divisions and conflicts mattered more than the East–West dynamics dictated by Cold War rivalry. In their Three-World model, the countries of the First World were the ones allied to the United States, whereas the Second World referred to the industrial socialist states under the influence of the Soviet Union. The Third World defined all the other countries that remained non-aligned, whether in Africa, Latin America, Oceania, or Asia. Third Worldism was, by the early 1960s, a thriving, global constellation of organisations, movements, and ideas. This division of the world was sometimes underlain by a Marxist theory of the world economy as separated into core, peripheral, and semi-peripheral countries depending on their relation to and place in global capitalism.9


However, Third Worldists differed significantly when it came to economic policy and strategic orientation in a Cold War world, and some of them were much more radical in speech than in action. As historians of the period have noted, these significant differences and contradictions were inherent in the very emergence of Third Worldism in the early 1950s. The political reality in development states such as Egypt, Indonesia, and Algeria commonly depended on a certain biopolitics, or form of governance of their citizens, that was ‘rooted in a regime of sovereign state control, and designed to mobilise citizens in ways favourable to capital’.10 Similarly, states committed to ‘liberation’ routinely restricted individual liberty. The notion, formulated by Ghana’s Nkrumah and Egypt’s Nasser, of a possible third way to liberation between Sino-Soviet socialism and American capitalist hegemony served as a minimal ideological glue tying quite different regimes together.


It soon turned out that many leaders were not, in fact, able or willing to adhere to strict non-alignment. Rather, they leaned or were forced by military pressure towards the Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of China in the pursuit of Asian, African, Arab, or Latin American socialism. For example, Egypt’s President Nasser, who was considered an important Third World leader, opposed communism domestically, but relied on Soviet military advice and support. Such ideological and strategic differences hindered total non-alignment solidarity.


Out of the general swerve towards socialist transformation came a second generation of Third Worldists championing a less nationalist and more radical and revolutionary socialist vision. Ideologically, this generation often leaned towards Maoism. The post-Bandung generation was personified in the figure of Che Guevara and associated with the idea of Tricontinentalism,11 named after the Tricontinental Conference in Havana, Cuba in 1966, as well as with interstate-level organisations such as the Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Organisation. The emergence in Cuba of a revolutionary state with internationalist ambitions created a new focal point for the increasingly fluid landscape of protests and militant ‘direct action’ advocated by guerrilla movements in the 1960s. The second generation was also associated with less institutionalised networks of transnational radicalism, for example in student networks.12 Many of them turned against Soviet-led bureaucratic socialism and instead adopted less bureaucratic revolutionary ideals. A new form of global Maoism – with varying interpretations and adaptations – developed to accommodate these new energies of anti-colonial struggle and youth rebellion.13


This second strand of Third Worldism materialised in important iterations in the Middle East, not least in Palestine and Algeria, where Algiers became a nodal point for a transnational network of revolutionaries.14 Key thinkers like the Egyptian economist Samir Amin equipped Third Worldism with a comprehensive analysis that explained the Third World in terms of its position in the ‘periphery’ of the world economic system. Third Worldism also connected to so-called New Left political movements in Europe, the US and elsewhere, which increasingly displayed ideological and emotional investment in revolutionary struggle in the non-Western world.15 Maoist ideology appealed to them because of its non-Western origins and its emphasis on bottom-up mobilisation that centred peasants as well as workers. The Little Red Book of Chairman Mao with its aphorisms and observations on rebellion thus became a manual of revolution for Middle Eastern revolutionaries as well as for middle-class Europeans, thus creating a common – albeit differently adapted – script for social transformation.16


Here, the historiography of Third Worldism intersects and overlaps in significant ways with literatures about what some historians call ‘the long 1960s’. This generally refers to a period broader than the 1960s, spanning civil rights, anti-war, women’s, and youth movements that culminated, in Europe’s case, in the student uprisings of 1968. While there is disagreement on whether 1968 was a global phenomenon,17 historians debating the period in a broader geographical perspective inevitably view ‘the global 1960s’ in terms of decolonisation and socialist movements for national liberation and transnational solidarity.18 Thus, while in Europe and the US many embraced feminism, ecology, and sexual minority rights, liberation groups in the Global South, faced with the brutal repression of authoritarian regimes, naturally had a more concretely militant outlook.


The Middle East certainly became a very hot zone of interaction and engagement between radical regimes, revolutionary non-state actors, and solidarity movements, all of them committed to Third Worldist anti-imperialism albeit with different means and methods. The arrival on the scene of the PLO, between its creation in 1964 and its full independence from Nasser’s Egypt in 1969, gave those who advocated non-state militancy a movement to support. Student groups and particularly diasporic communities in former imperial capitals such as Paris played an important role in connecting the New Left to struggles such as those in Palestine and Iran.19 These highly politicised students and militants shared a Marxist–Leninist and anti-imperialist inclination, but also differed widely.


Crucially, the very disparate struggles lumped together here under the umbrella of Third Worldism were often connected through the moral, economic, and logistic support of solidarity networks. This new connectivity across various geographies facilitated a political globalisation of tremendous and lasting importance. Texts by non-Western thinkers and ideologues like Frantz Fanon, Che Guevara, Ghassan Kanafani, and Mao Zedong guided political orientation and created a global ‘language’ of dissent. They invested their readers in a joint world-making project referred to as ‘the revolution’ or ‘the struggle’. While different families of anti-imperialism varied in expression and focus – and in levels of freedom to organise and express themselves freely – which explains the different approaches to violent resistance – they did share the sense of being engaged in a global project that felt not only necessary but also achievable.


1979 AND THE MIDDLE EAST


Third Worldism in the Middle East manifested itself firstly through the liberation movements in Algeria, Oman, and Palestine, with the FLN in Algeria garnering global support and, after independence in 1962, making the capital Algiers a ‘Mecca’ for revolutionaries and liberation movements from places like Cuba, Angola, Eritrea, Vietnam, and Palestine.20 Consequently, Algeria has attracted a lot of scholarly attention from historians working on Third Worldism. These scholars highlight the initial euphoria of the FLN’s victory over the French colonial masters, which boosted a post-Bandung phase of more radical revolutions. They also stress the importance of Fanon as a global theorist of revolution who synthesised and universalised the experience of Algeria.


Palestine soon became equally central to these emerging internationalist co-ordinates, especially after the June 1967 war and the takeover of the Palestine Liberation Movement by guerrilla groups led by Yasser Arafat. During the 1960s and 1970s, other Arab radical regimes in Yemen, Iraq, Syria, and particularly Libya adopted a Third Worldist rhetoric, combined with elements of socialism and Arab nationalism, and generally with the backing of the Soviet Union.21 Through the 1970s, however, it became increasingly clear that the solidarity and unity at the heart of Third Worldist rhetoric failed to match reality in these states. Furthermore, at the ideological level, socialist regionalism and Marxist internationalism were challenged by Islamic revivalist movements such as the Amal Movement in Lebanon and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Syria.


In 1979, several of these broad trends came to a head. While Egypt, the former leader of Arab nationalism and state-led socialism, further opened its economy to foreign investment and made peace with Israel, the Iranian Revolution provided political Islam with a state project. This revolution was in crucial respects rooted in a transnational radical left and while it contained overtly socialist-inspired demands,22 it quickly led to Ayatollah Khomeini’s violent purge of almost all leftist forces. Instead, the Iranian Revolution ushered in an era of resurgent Islamists making claims to state power in the country, the region, and the world.


In Iraq, Saddam Hussein became president in July 1979 and proceeded, a year later, to launch a devastating war with Iran that would continue until 1988. In Turkey, conservative-nationalist leader Süleyman Demirel retook the position of prime minister in the midst of political turmoil that would lead to a military coup in 1980. In Saudi Arabia, the Grand Mosque Seizure in November 1979 signalled the rise of new radical religious counter-currents in the Sunni world – a trend further propelled in the backlash to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979. That invasion led to almost a decade of military conflict between the Soviets and the Mujahedeen, among whom were future leaders of Jihadist terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda and ISIS. In short, while in the 1970s political opposition across the Middle East was dominated by leftist and left-leaning movements, by the beginning of the 1980s it was clear that Islamism had become a formidable if not dominant political tendency.


Indeed, when seen in retrospect, it is difficult not to view 1979 as a turning point, not just for the Middle East but for the whole world. There was Deng Xiaoping’s introduction of free market policies in China from December 1978 and then the wave of socio-culturally conservative and economically neoliberal policies of UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher from 1979 and US President Ronald Reagan from 1981 – all of these developments marked, each in their own way, the emergence of a new politics based to varying degrees on free market capitalism, deregulation, privatisation, the undermining of collective bargaining, and attacks on welfare-state social democracy and on Keynesian economic policy.23 In Europe, welfare state policies were further challenged by ‘stagflation’, poor economic performance, and high youth unemployment. The oil embargo of 1973 marked a turning point after more than a decade of growth. In most Western societies, a sense of perpetual crisis in the 1970s – summed up by the eminent historian Tony Judt as the ‘the most dispiriting decade’ – took hold.24 Adding to the strangeness of the 1970s was the overlap of crisis with lingering social experimentation and rapid and wide-ranging technological advancement, which, for many people, created unease about the future and their ability to keep up with the speed of change.


Such developments in Europe and North America overlapped with those elsewhere to form a global paradigm shift. Whereas the early 1970s had been brimming with hope for ‘The Third World’ and the prospects of a new international economic order that would complete ‘the geopolitical process of decolonisation and create a more democratic global order of truly sovereign states’,25 the early 1980s instead became dominated by the TINA doctrine, i.e. the idea that ‘There Is No Alternative’ to Thatcherism and Reaganomics. Meanwhile, several African, Asian, and Latin American states were forced by their failing economies to seek loans from the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank and adopt ‘the Washington Consensus’ of structural adjustment towards economic liberalisation that arguably involved a reinvention of neocolonial means of control, with devastating repercussions for the working class and rural poor in some countries. In sum, it is not only the change of political leadership around 1979 that signals a shift, but equally the material and cultural effects that new politics and economics had on daily life, on ideas, and on the sense of historical direction.26


While Washington played a long game against Soviet influence and Marxist ideas on the global stage, Khomeini’s battle against socialism, atheism, and secularism was arguably different – and yet both had an impact on the global role of the revolutionary left. The new leaders of 1979 can be seen as partaking in a global conservative attempt to counter and dismantle the revolutionary rebellions of ‘the long 1960s’ that advocated a secular socialist way.27 Even where these rebels had succeeded in their revolutions, repressive forces outmanoeuvred their erstwhile allies. By the early 1980s, most if not all of the states that retained a form of state socialism were ruled by autocratic regimes. In the case of Iran, Iraq, and Libya, the states co-opted the revolutionary spirit of Third Worldism, weaponising it to institutionalise authoritarian regimes. Over time, these regimes used their self-defined position as standard bearers of Third Worldism to prevent democratic reform. The co-optation of Third Worldism thus had lasting effects and continues to inform authoritarian states’ claim to anti-imperialism today.



BEYOND 1979



The fact that 1979 seems to embody many of the changes discussed above clearly makes it a pedagogical way to explain the fate of Third Worldism in the Middle East.28 Indeed, the 1979 revolution in Iran is still treated in much of the broader literature on the Middle East as the breaking point between the decades dominated by secular and left-leaning ideologies and the following decades dominated by Islamism. However, a too narrow focus on 1979 as the proverbial ‘sharp turning point’ entails the risk of downplaying the precursors. It also affirms a traditional historiographic focus on political leadership – as opposed to social, cultural, or economic history – as the main marker of historical periods.29 When we turn our gaze to social movements, as the authors in this book do, it becomes clear that trends manifesting themselves in 1979 had been a decade or more in the making. These trends point to an emerging social order and include authoritarian co-optation of Third Worldist anti-imperialism, splits and infights between revolutionary groups, Islamic revivalism, and the global advancement of economic liberalism.


The social order that emerged in the Middle East in the 1970s was, as the Egyptian sociologist Saad Eddin Ibrahim pointed out in an influential 1982 study, largely the product of the shift from Arab nationalist and socialist politics once embodied by Egypt’s President Nasser to the ‘Petro-Islam’ of the Gulf states.30 During the 1970s, this emerging Gulf power created great wealth disparity with clear social, cultural, and political ramifications: mass in-region migration, new capitalist values, and behavioural patterns linked to liberalisation alongside supposedly ‘culturally authentic’ identity projects propagated by authoritarian states. The Westernised capitalist turn also produced dissent, however, in the form of Islamisation, on the one hand, and the enduring attraction of revolutionary currents, on the other. If Third Worldist revolutionaries were still fighting by the mid-1970s, they were largely struggling against the current.


Due to these trends, the basic sense of historical direction arguably began to change in the late 1970s as dilemma and even defeat replaced possibility as the primary ‘structure of feeling’ on the anti-imperialist left. These dilemmas partly resulted from the dynamics of the Cold War, in particular the Sino-Soviet conflict, as well as from the USA’s covert and open counter-revolutionary measures and increasingly broad overtures to states and movements. They also came from internal contradictions on the left concerning the role of women, the lack of democratic organisational culture, and, more generally, a sometimes-destructive debate about the degree of economic, social, and political liberalism that the left should embrace. Another debate that was particularly heated in the Middle East, and which already created significant fissures in the mid-1970s, concerned the role of political Islam in otherwise largely secular opposition movements and organisations.


The structural change of Third Worldism played out inside and between states in the region, but it also echoed in the transnational revolutionary alliances and networks in which movements were embedded. In this way, the drift towards authoritarianism and Islamism had consequences for how the Western world viewed the rest of the world. By 1979, many Western leftists, who had generally viewed the southern political subject as inspiration for their own revolutionary ambitions in Europe and elsewhere during the Third Worldist period, became disenchanted and instead increasingly began to regard the Global South as an object in need of development and assistance.31


In short, it is possible to trace many of the reasons why Third Worldist movements were weakened or underwent significant changes in the latter part of the 1970s. Therefore, this book argues, the focus on 1979 also obscures the possibility that the ‘breaking point’ might be periodised differently. While the Iranian Revolution certainly had a major impact on the Palestinian (yet-to-be-fulfilled) revolution, there are also limits to the explanatory power of 1979. Rather, in a Palestinian historiographical lens, it is arguably 1982 that stands out as the marker of the end of an era. Following the Israeli military campaign that included full-scale bombardment of west Beirut in the summer of 1982, Arafat and the PLO were forced to leave Lebanon, ending the revolutionary stage of the Palestinian struggle, and starting a new stage that would culminate in the PLO’s transformation to a state-like entity in the West Bank in the 1990s.


Third Worldism, as indicated above, from the beginning encompassed a statist and a non-statist project. If Iran’s revolution built on earlier postcolonial liberation and state-building projects – only with a new religious colouring – the Palestinian liberation movement until 1982 embodied the spirit of guerrilla struggle. In this sense, 1982 signals a very important shift away from the broader appeal of local military mobilisation that brought initial successes in Cuba, Algeria, Vietnam, and elsewhere. Not that guerrilla activity ceased – as witnessed, for example, by the Iran-inspired and -­sponsored Hizbollah movement in Lebanon, founded that year. Rather, the problem-space of Third Worldism transformed from one overwhelmingly concerned with revolution from below, and its contiguous forms of transnational networks, to one concerned with state-driven interventions.


Mirrored in this shift was the gradual decline of Marxism–Leninism as the overarching ideological framework for Third Worldist alliances and the rise of a diverse range of anti-imperialisms throughout a decade of internal splits that had begun around the 1967 war. Dominant political discourse shifted as militants began to question their tactics and commitments, from what remained of the leftist, Marxist discourse towards discourses of political Islam. As Homa Katouzian has put it, the late 1970s saw the face of resistance against imperialism change from the secular fida’yi to the religious mojahed.32 Iran played a key role in that transition, but it also involved decades of deliberation in Arab societies. Regional tensions and fault lines meant that resistance had now acquired a wider meaning than the straightforward anti-imperialism of the 1950s and 1960s.


Lines that had begun to blur in the 1970s between former allies in the Third Worldist project became deadly in the 1980s. In fact, the most common themes in political studies of the Middle East today refer back to the conflicts of that decade: the solidification of authoritarianism, Islamism as the main oppositional camp, the decline of Arab nationalism, the bifurcation of regional politics between a normalisation camp led by Egypt and the Gulf states versus a rejection camp led by Syria and Iran, the decline of Marxism and the suppression of liberalism, and the rise of the authoritarian-neoliberal axis of power centred in the Gulf countries.


As states adopted different positions and alliances, transnational revolutionary actors were often caught between their agendas. Many militants ended up on the receiving end of state repression, as they ran afoul of the official positions of authoritarian regimes. For their part, the regimes of leaders like Ruhollah Khomeini, Saddam Hussein, Hafez al-Assad, and Muammar Gaddafi sought to monopolise and instrumentalise the anti-imperialist struggle in this new age. Conflicts such as the Iran–Iraq War and the Lebanese civil war pitted them against each other, and at the same time exacerbated state repression across the region. The competition for hegemony and ownership of the Third Worldist mantle meant that authoritarian states took a firmer grip on their control over cultural expression, sidelining, exiling, incarcerating, and killing dissidents. This meant that by the mid-1980s, the dominant expression of Third Worldism in the region was no longer organically produced material from social movements, dissident intellectuals, and artists, but rather regime-sponsored propaganda.33


CONTRIBUTIONS, METHODOLOGY, AND THEORY


The aim of this book is to show how revolutionary groups and milieus experienced and negotiated the watershed moment before the new order of the 1980s settled. While historians have written detailed accounts of the emergence of Third Worldism in its heyday of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, no one has really explained why Third Worldism declined or ended. This book makes four related proposals for resolving this question. First, that the most instructive answers can be found in the Third Worldist revolutionaries’ own words and deeds; second, that analytical explanations must be rooted in the study of a longer history of gradual change, which in turn challenges the historiographical privileging of 1979 as a ‘breaking point’; third, that a dual focus on Iran and Palestine as two cases and two causes with global ramifications can help bring about a more nuanced and comprehensive account of the fate of Third Worldism in the Middle East; and fourth that such research is of direct benefit to a global history of revolution and solidarity beyond the Middle East.


Regarding the book’s first contribution, we have been inspired by histories of periodic shifts that allow for both large-scale structural analysis of, for example, geopolitics and ideology and for granular analysis of social transformations.34 International and diplomatic history, for example, might render the reasons for political mobilisation as primarily a game of elite actors, thus obfuscating the deeper roles of non-elites and social movements, where fundamental negotiations of values, norms, and ideological direction often take place. Hence, this book joins a recurring trend in history in which focus is shifted from the macro-scale of ‘big politics’, ‘big men’, and grand narratives to the meso- or micro-scale of personal and interpersonal experience in collectives. Instead of the focus on geopolitics, states, and state leaders typical of the literature that associates fundamental change with 1979,35 the focus shift to a smaller scale allows this book to dissect the internal contradictions and splits in the Third Worldist movement.


The focus on key actors in the movement, we argue, can open our eyes to new, surprising, and often contradictory dimensions of ideological formation, forms of mobilisation and organisation, political sensibilities, and subjectivities inside and between the movements and networks connecting militants across the region and globally. For example, recent research36 has shown the importance of recognising authoritarian, regressive, nationalist, localist, and so-called nativist currents in global and transnational settings as being on a par with those normally favoured by scholars, i.e. internationalist solidarity. Hence, by connecting international relations to social and militant movements and to gradual social change, we hope to shine a light on such seeming contradictions.


Answering big sociological questions about the world and the region four decades ago through ‘small’ histories37 of Third Worldism is only possible by pushing methodological boundaries. It has required all the authors in this book to cross-read between historical sources – such as written and visual material and oral history – and knowledge production from the time before and after 1979/1982. Historical sociology involves a quest for new archives that can challenge (or confirm) established foci and narratives about the period. Hence, this book brings various ongoing excavations of new archives and materials into dialogue. We believe that these sources fill gaps but have the potential to also provide a narrative that is largely lacking.


The second main contribution of this book lies in its emphasis on the gradual nature of change in the late 1970s and the early 1980s, during which the internal contradictions of and external challenges to Third Worldism crystallised. Instead of the spectacularising focus on 1979, we consider longer historical perspectives with an appreciation of the contingency of local events with global and regional processes. We are not the first to highlight this gradual transition as opposed to what we could call ‘the 1979 paradigm’ in Iranian, Middle Eastern, and global history. Even in Iranian studies, where attention to 1979 may be understandable given the defining nature of the revolution, the paradigm is being challenged. In path-breaking research like the NYU-based project Global 1979: Geographies and Histories of the Iranian Revolution, and the resultant edited volume, scholars have argued that the political struggles associated with 1979 should be decentred: that the revolution should be placed within genealogies that do not dictate linearity in causation; and that the revolution should be understood as a way of imagining the world rather than (only) the nation. Indeed, cutting-edge Middle East history projects have shown that 1979 can only be analysed properly in a longer perspective38 and in a broader, indeed global, context that releases the narrative from the confines of national history.39


This book further develops this ‘global but grounded’ approach, which reconfigures historical ‘turning points’ as gradual transformations crystallising around 1979 and 1982. Indeed, as studies of the change from communism to democracy in Eastern Europe after 1989 have shown, ideological transition rarely happens in a condensed period but is more likely to be effected over a decade or more of cultural and political changes.40 Hence, the book shows that 1979 was not a birth moment either of Islamisation or of authoritarian politics in the Middle East; nor was it necessarily a death moment of Third Worldism in the Middle East.


The third major contribution of this book lies in the methodological, theoretical, and historiographical challenge of juxtaposing two cases of Third Worldism that are often mentioned together in the existing literature but rarely if ever studied closely together. The point with placing Iran and Palestine into dialogue is not to reify or pass an essentialist judgement on the nature and fate of ‘Middle Eastern Third Worldism’. It is rather a methodological challenge designed to tease out new findings that are relevant both to the two countries’ histories as well as to a comparative discussion about Third Worldism regionally and globally. The substantial differences between the two cases of Iran and Palestine highlight commonalities and divergences, and thus open a conversation about an analytical object that is avowedly transnational and yet tangibly anchored on national, regional, and local scales. Indeed, the historiographic discussion about how to study a transnational phenomenon such as Third Worldism is as much about methodology as it is about theory.


By extension, a fourth contribution we hope this book will provide is to nuance our understanding of revolutions as a global phenomenon. This, we argue, requires historians to take globality down to the analytical scale of collective and individual trajectories, and thus to engage with how historical change was experienced, analysed, and lived. In this respect, the book is in dialogue with a field of scholarship that since the 1990s has made the case for approaching the history of revolutions through a framework of connected, or crossed, histories (histoires croissées). As expressions of the globalisation of the field of history and concerted attempts to overcome the limitations of conventional nation-state histories, new historians of revolution – such as Houri Berberian in her Roving Revolutionaries41 about the interconnected revolutions in Russia, Iran, and the Ottoman Empire in the early 1900s – tend to follow the cue of Micol Seigel and go ‘beyond comparison’. This approach, Seigel writes, allows the historian to ‘illuminate the complex, global networks of power-inflected relations that enmesh our world, including those connections generated by the academic engagement and observation’.42 Our aim with studying the revolutions of Iran and Palestine together as a methodological challenge is to go beyond merely comparing and contrasting the two parallel cases and instead to highlight the ‘enmeshment’ of the world in and through the cases of Iran and Palestine.


THEMES OF THE BOOK


This book is the result of a research project that engaged Middle East-focused historians working on social and revolutionary movements, guerrilla groups and militias, solidarity networks and activism, intellectuals and ideologues, and cultural production. In a series of workshops, we invited them to reflect on a set of overlapping questions and themes that were meant to unpack the year 1979 as a turning point for Third Worldism.


As our conversations progressed, we realised that we had to decentre 1979 and rather see it as part of a continuum of around a decade. Here, 1982 emerged as an equally crucial median for the historical forces that together undid the second phase of Third Worldism. During the 1970s, the Palestinian liberation movement had gained such a central and iconic role for anti-imperialism, that the PLO’s demise in Lebanon’s civil war and the end of its revolutionary period had to be engaged with. This is how 1979 and 1982 became the two pivots of the book’s analysis. The themes we initially suggested to our contributors related to broad propositions about the transformations that the world and the region underwent. We were inspired by the workshop participants and other scholars whose work is currently reshaping our view of the period.


The first theme concerned the dilemma of nationalism. We asked if nationalist registers of liberation clashed with (Marxist) notions of internationalism, and if so, how questions of nationhood and self-determination or particularist or even chauvinist tendencies were resolved. Similarly, we asked how issues pertaining to the mobilisation of a popular movement – including the bridging of class, generational, socio-cultural, or geographic divides – impacted on the power or viability of Third Worldism as a movement, and which role theory played in hampering or impeding intersectional activism. Some of these questions are addressed by Rasmus Elling and Jahangir Mahmoudi in their chapter on the radical left in Iran and its uneasy relationship with the Kurdish national liberation struggle during the 1979 revolution. In this case, questions of majority and minority ethnicity and nationalism to some extent undermined the solidarity between oppressed peoples prescribed by Third Worldism.


A related theme was that of internal diversity and the gender blind-spot – a topic which has been addressed in research on leftist, Islamist, and anti-imperialist movements during the long 1960s and beyond43 – but still warrants further questioning. Did Third Worldist movements fail to embrace gender equality in practice and thought? Did critiques and experiences from below reverberate, or were they effectively shut down? These questions are addressed by Marral Shamshiri in her chapter about the gendered politics surrounding the death of female transnational revolutionaries of a Third Worldist cause.


Another overall question related to the study of the micro-practices of infighting, sectarianism, and splits in Third Worldist movements. Did such fragmentation undermine the aspirations of a movement that was formally internationalist and universalist? On the Palestinian side, fighting in the Lebanese civil war certainly altered political positions and worldviews. As the chapter by Nathaniel George shows, the late 1970s was a time of internal splits and reorientations among ordinary fida’yin. At the same time, the Palestinian internationalism that had expanded through solidarity networks in the early 1970s no longer enjoyed a free and open space in Beirut, as Klaudia Wieser shows in her chapter about the PLO Research Centre. Ideological fragmentation, therefore, was not just a result of deliberation in the PLO leadership in reaction to regional splits. It also emerged as emotional, individual reactions to personal experiences in the Lebanese civil war.


However, two chapters of the book indicate that the focus on fragmentation might also hamper an understanding of both continuity and the forging of new bonds. In her chapter on Cuban–Palestinian solidarity, Sorcha Thomson shows that even though official state−quasi state relations could make transnational bonds prone to instability, the solidarity forged between actors and activists often developed into deep friendships. Conversely, Simon Wolfgang Fuchs, in his chapter on the Islamic Republic of Iran’s ‘revolution export’ to African and Asian countries, shows that even though this endeavour took place simultaneously with an Islamist expropriation of a previously left-dominated Third Worldism, it nonetheless constituted a vigorous and, to some extent, successful ‘afterlife’ of revolutionary solidarity across the Global South.


In other realms, the afterlife of revolution primarily manifested itself as regret and self-critique. Memory sharing by the left became a major theme in the historiography of the period after the end of the Cold War, when some former militants wrote mea culpa memoirs of their experiences. We invited reflection on whether the style and practice of self-critique, including in debates over the legitimate use of violence, impacted Third Worldist and New Left movements already during the period. As Sune Haugbolle shows in his contribution, some Marxist–Leninists began to perceive their ideological framework as insufficient for creating the necessary ‘Mass Line’ to mobilise the broad population. Even before the Iranian revolution, Palestinian Maoists turned to Islamist thought to seek an alternative. This transformation became much more prevalent and visible in the early 1980s with the formation of Islamist resistance groups in Palestine and Lebanon.


There is little in terms of mea culpa to be found in the object of study in the chapter by Nasser Mohajer and Eskandar Sadeghi-Boroujerdi. Here, the focus is on a key translator of Third Worldist ideas from around the world into the Persian language and into Iranian political discourse, namely Manuchehr Hezarkhani. The chapter uses critically contextualised biography to show how the fate of one person can exemplify the contradictory trajectories in and around Third Worldism, that in this case brought an internationalist student activist through revolution, political defeat, exile – and then unfaltering, unrepentant support for a faction that degenerated into an isolationist personality cult. With Hezarkhani’s fate in focus, the chapter raises broader questions about the relationship between praxis, concrete political decisions, and manoeuvring through turbulent times.


A further theme pertained to global institutions: How did the relationship between formal organisations championing Third Worldism (e.g. NAM, OSPAAAL, AAPSO) and the New Left movements on the ground impact the gradual demise of Third Worldism? And related to this, how did revolutionary movements such as the PLO react to changing registers of solidarity? Here, the chapter by Pelle Valentin Olsen on Norwegian Palestine activists and their medical aid programmes in Lebanon is instructive. Olsen shows how these activists, hailing from solidarity movements founded around 1970 and active in Lebanon throughout the decade, gradually embraced humanitarian aid. However, contrary to existing scholarship, Olsen argues that this transformation did not de-politicise solidarity activists. Rather, he finds a remarkable continuity between the early 1970s and the 1980s in terms of the political commitment of solidarity activists.


While the focus of the book is often bottom-up, the larger geopolitical landscape is of course never distant. Thomson’s chapter on the Cuban state’s politics of solidarity with Palestine has already been mentioned, as has Fuchs’ chapter on the Iranian state’s outreach abroad. In Ataie’s chapter on the Gathering of Liberation Movements in Tehran in 1980 we see how the question of alliance with or resistance to the Soviet Union – on the background of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan – became a crucial driver of the division between Islamists and secular/leftist forces of Third Worldism during the tumultuous process of turning a revolution into a state apparatus. The final result of this process is foreshadowed in the material under investigation in Alemzadeh’s chapter, namely the discursive transformation of Palestine solidarity in Iran after 1979 as expressed in a key newspaper published by what would soon become the sole, ruling faction. In this fashion, Alemzadeh documents the subtle but foundational changes in Third Worldism between its revolutionary phase and its post-revolution state phase.


To summarise, the chapters aim to answer several overlapping questions that are not easy to divide neatly. For the same reason, we have not imposed a chronological order on the chapters. In keeping with the global-historical ambition behind the book, we have instead ordered chapters according to the scales or levels that they are addressing in their key foci. In Part One, we have three chapters dealing with the directly transnational and international scale of Third Worldism: Cuban–Palestinian solidarity, Norwegian−Palestinian solidarity, and Iranian−African/Asian outreach. In Part Two, there are four chapters dealing explicitly with an intra-regional scale: Iranian engagement in Dhufar, Middle Eastern representatives in Tehran, a Lebanese revolutionary whose life was entangled with Palestine, and Iranian views of Palestine. And then, finally, in Part Three, four chapters zoom in on the intra-national and sub-national scale: one on the role of an Iranian activist in bringing Third Worldist ideas to Iran, one on relations between the majority and the minority in the midst of a revolution, one on the intellectual labour of a Palestinian political centre, and one on Palestinians between Lebanon and Palestine.


We hope that together these in-depth studies can give a stronger impression of what the rallying cry of Third Worldism sounded like. And why its echoes remain important.
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DEMYSTIFYING THIRD WORLD SOLIDARITY


Cuba and the Palestinian Revolution in the Seventies



Sorcha Thomson



International solidarity and the politics of Third Worldism have been fundamental to the Cuban revolutionary project. In the 1970s, Cuban state solidarity was explicitly internationalist, and it intended to ‘export revolution’ to the world by supporting fraternal struggles for national liberation.1 Due to its successful armed struggle (1953–1959) and continued defiance against US imperialism, the post-1959 country became an inspiration to anti-colonial and leftist movements around the world. As the seat of the Tricontinental movement after 1966, Cuba represented a militant strand of anti-imperialism within the broader landscape of Third Worldism. The Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO), and the fida’yin at its helm after 1968/1969, held a special place in Cuba’s Tricontinental vision, presented across Cuban publications as a fraternal revolutionary force on the frontlines of global anti-imperial struggle.


Part of the mission of the Tricontinental Conference in 1966 and the Havana-based Organisation of Solidarity with the Peoples of Africa, Asia, and Latin America (OSPAAAL) it created was to elaborate diverse historical experiences into a general line of thought and action.2 Across OSPAAAL platforms, in its publications, statements, artwork, and events, was a remarkable integration of distinct anti-colonial, anti-racist, and anti-imperial struggles into a common language and imagery of revolutionary solidarity. In the case of Palestine, this contributed to the positioning of Palestinian national liberation as a central Third Worldist cause in the aftermath of the 1967 Arab–Israeli War, when Palestinian organisations were provided with a Tricontinental platform to communicate their strategic and ideological positions to a broad international audience.3


As much as the Tricontinental archive remains a rich and yet to be fully explored source of material about the connections established between revolutionary states, national liberation movements, and left groups of the 1960s and 1970s, it is necessary to critically interrogate the rhetoric of transcontinental cohesion within it, especially if we want to better understand what was lost of that world, and what might remain. In line with the enquiry of this book, this chapter looks to the transformations of Third Worldism through the lens of the Cuban–Palestinian fraternal relationship between 1973 and 1983. To demystify this relationship, it is necessary to move beyond hagiographical interpretations of Third Worldism shaped by lament and nostalgia for a lost imagined unity, or by a narrow focus on factionalism and internal divisions as a sign of terminal weakness.


To do so we must begin with the recognition that the transnational movement of revolutionary solidarity with Palestine that emanated from Cuba is separate but connected to the formal positions of the Cuban state.4 One of the defining features of solidarity in the seventies was the relationship between transnational movements and Third Worldist states, like Cuba, that participated in an infrastructure through which connections of anti-imperial internationalism could take place.5 Distinguishing and viewing state and transnational solidarities in relation to one another can serve to illuminate various of the factors often cited as characteristic of the decline of Third Worldism, including the NGOisation of solidarity at the expense of state-sponsored and movement networks, and the turning of postcolonial nations towards neoliberal state-building at the expense of transnational liberation ideals. Rather than seeking another causal explanation for the decline of Third Worldism, this chapter makes the methodological point that state and transnational solidarities must be looked at in tandem as a starting point from which to assess the transformation of the Cuban–Palestinian Third World relationship across the seventies and beyond.


Student activities in Cuba are a fruitful source for investigating these transformations, as they in many ways existed between state and transnational spheres. They were closely connected to the positions and priorities of the government, and they generated transnational journeys and lasting friendships and solidarities among participants. Today, the granting of scholarships to Palestinians to study in Cuba remains an important expression of Cuba’s solidarity with the Palestinian people and an avenue for Palestinian activism in Cuba. Rather than viewing Cuba as an anomalous location from which to assess the fate of Third Worldism, its continued existence as a socialist revolutionary state defiantly at odds with the changes that accompanied the end of that era, this chapter views Third Worldism in Cuba as part of a global political culture whose transformations were more gradual, relational, and continuous than a list of causal factors or landmark moments can define. By tracing the inception of the scholarship tradition to the seventies, I want to demystify the fraternal Third Worldist relationship, showing that it was not an imagined ideal connection of a unified revolutionary era. Rather, it was the product of political relations between groups, institutions, and movements, and so subject to the changing internal dynamics, external pressures, and structural realities they faced. These political relationships produced forms of interaction, through which political imaginations were exchanged and expanded, and which shaped transnational lines of solidarity beyond the shifting dynamics of state−quasi state relations.


ARCHIVES OF SOLIDARITY WITHIN AND BEYOND THE STATE


Because of the global reach of the Palestinian movement, traces of its activities and ideas can be found in state archives, personal archives of activists, extant archives of local movements, institutional archives of international organisations, and in various forms of print and visual culture in different parts of the world. Recent work has shown that while they are unable to replace what was lost, stolen, or destroyed in the Israeli looting of Palestinian institutions, these archives can help to mitigate the scattered and precarious nature of the Palestinian archive.6 However, there is a danger in relying on accessible public statements and curated public activities of solidarity, which can tell a story of unity and transnational cohesion at the expense of the contentious politics that were ever-present.


While it is true that the vast archive of global history is not primarily held in official buildings or documented on letter-headed paper, the fact that access to state archives remains in many places all but impossible means that gaining access to such ‘conventional’ archives – even when fragmentary – can offer up important findings in tandem with other sources.7 In Cuba, the intelligence archives, the armed forces archives, and the central committee archives of the Cuban Communist Party (CCP) remain classified.8 Other institutions such as the Institute of Friendship with the Peoples (ICAP), established in 1961 and responsible for non-governmental solidarity relations, hold a wealth of material about Cuban connections with the world that has not yet been processed into an accessible archival collection.9 The MINREX archive, which has been opened selectively, houses documents related to Cuba’s bilateral international relations, and therefore makes it possible to ascertain a key part of the Cuban state’s official, behind-the-scenes perspective on important events.10 Without a formal declassification process, the granting and scope of access remains unpredictable. Researchers are not allowed to access entire collections for reasons of national security or in cases where there is information about a friendly leader or movement regarding delicate internal problems in their own country. Just as there must be caution when reading the public archives of solidarity, relying on the limited availability of internal state archives also presents only a partial story.


Visiting the MINREX archives between 2020 and 2022, I consulted material on Palestine in the 1970s, including minutes from meetings with Palestinian delegations, internal Cuban reports on the Palestinian movement, and material received from Palestinian groups (sometimes via Arab embassies in Havana or Cuban representatives in Beirut, Baghdad, and Pyongyang). As with all archives, the material is fragmented, incomplete, and in many cases raises more questions than it answers. But when read alongside other materials and secondary literature, these MINREX records offer an important insight into the internal considerations of the Cuban state regarding relations with the Palestinian movement, and the operation of Third World state solidarity in the seventies. This chapter connects the fragmented material available in the MINREX archives with more heterogenous archival material, including documents from the Palestine Mission in Havana,11 materials relating to student solidarity activities from the José Martí National Library in Havana, Cuban and Palestinian publications, and interviews conducted between 2020 and 2022 with Cuban and Palestinian cadres active in international work in the seventies. From these combined sources, it is possible to tell a history of the fraternal Cuban–Palestinian relationship in the seventies that avoids only seeing factionalism or alternatively sliding into nostalgia for the unity of a lost Third World project.



SUPPORTING THE PLO: FROM STATE POLICY TO STUDENT NETWORKS



Charting the evolving dynamics of the Cuban–Palestinian relationship shows how the formalisation of student networks was a direct consequence of Cuban state policy in relation to geopolitical and internal Palestinian developments. Though the majority of Afro-Asian countries and the USSR broke off diplomatic relations with Israel after the 1967 Arab–Israeli War, and a revolutionary discourse of solidarity emanated from Cuba through OSPAAAL and other institutions, it was not until 1973 that Cuba broke off diplomatic relations with Israel, and only in 1975 that a representative PLO office was first established on the island.12 This is not to deny the longer history of Cuban support for the Palestinian cause: its delegation (the only Latin American country to do so) voted against the 1947 UN partition plan;13 meetings had taken place between Cuban representatives and Palestinian resistance groups in the 1960s; military training links with fida’yin groups had existed since at least 1968;14 artists, filmmakers, and writers travelled between the regions;15 Cuban media elevated Palestinian perspectives across Latin America and beyond; and joint communiqués called for the establishment of a Palestinian homeland and for the recognition of Palestinian national rights.16


All these factors played an important role in mobilising solidarity for and on behalf of the Palestinian movement. But until 1973 Cuba maintained a dual policy of recognition of Israel and defence of the Palestinian position, at odds with the position of OSPAAAL which called for a cultural, economic, and political boycott of Israel in 1966.17 Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad) recalled in the memoirs of his trip to Cuba in 1970 how Castro spoke frankly to him about the limitations of Cuba’s ability to offer its full public backing to the Palestinian struggle. Despite considering Israel a tool of US imperialism, ‘Cuba had relations with influential Jewish business circles for its foreign trade, he explained, and still maintained diplomatic ties with Israel which he didn’t want to compromise’ – and so he wanted to avoid ‘strong language’ in the joint communiqué released after the meeting.18 It was the same attitude that Abu Iyad had encountered on an earlier trip to North Vietnam, where the Worker’s Party Politburo had preferred to use ‘moderate, even vague terms, so as not to offend American Jews, many of whom were active in the anti-war movement’.19 Such exchanges provided a valuable lesson for the Palestinians on the politics of international solidarity with their cause.


There are multiple explanations for why Cuba broke off relations with Israel in 1973 and strengthened its relations with the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO). Some explanations describe the stages of Cuban foreign policy as it evolved from 1959, in which 1973–1975 marks not just a turning point in relations with Palestine but also in Cuba’s status, ability, and willingness to intervene in the Third World.20
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