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ricardian
Michael Roberts says: “What really 
drives investment in modern capitalist 
economies, where private capital 
investment dominates, is the profitability 
of projects. Private investment has 
failed to deliver because profitability 
is too low, but even so the public sector 
must not interfere” (‘Capital’s wishful 
thinking’, December 15).

It’s certainly true that capital will 
not knowingly advance additional 
capital in some endeavour that is 
loss-making (though, as Marx sets out 
in analysing rent, it may even do that 
under some conditions), but the thrust 
of Michael’s argument here is not 
Marxist, but Ricardian. Michael seems 
to have ruled out the actual driving 
force of capital - to self-expand, and 
the need to do so due to the impulsion 
of competition from other capitals - and 
replaced it with the Ricardian notion 
that additional capital will only be 
advanced where it is incentivised to do 
so, by a higher rate of profit, and higher 
prices to effect that higher rate of profit.

In Capital volume III, in discussing 
rent, and the advance of capital, Marx 
makes that clear, in his critique of 
Ricardo’s argument. Ricardo, like 
Michael, argued that capital would only 
be incentivised to advance additional 
capital, if agricultural prices, and 
thereby the rate of agricultural profits, 
rose. But this is wrong.

Capital according to Marx’s analysis 
does not require a higher rate of profit 
to persuade it to advance additional 
capital, as Ricardo and Michael believe, 
but merely requires that it can make 
additional profit - ie, that it can increase 
the mass of capital realised. The 
condition for that is that it should 
believe that a market exists for the 
new output that will result from such 
an advance of additional capital. In 
fact, in the chapters on rent, 37 to 47 
(Marx expands on this in Theories of 
surplus value), Marx deals in some 
considerable detail with the situation 
in which additional capital invested 
on the land results in a falling marginal 
productivity of capital, which results 
in a lower rate of profit on such new 
advances of capital.

But capital is driven to advance 
additional sums because its primary 
goal is its own self-expansion, and 
competition from other capitals is 
enough to force it to act to expand its 
own market share, or to not see that 
share fall, as the size of the market 
itself expands. That is particularly the 
case now that capital is dominated by 
huge socialised capitals rather than the 
private capitals that predominated in 
the early 19th century. As Marx says:

“ C o n c e n t r a t i o n  i n c r e a s e s 
simultaneously, because beyond certain 
limits a large capital with a small rate of 
profit accumulates faster than a small 
capital with a large rate of profit...

“The so-called plethora of capital 
always applies essentially to a plethora 
of the capital for which the fall in 
the rate of profit is not compensated 
through the mass of profit” (Capital 
III, Chapter 15).

And, as soon as the economy 
becomes dominated by these huge 
socialised capitals, Marx says:

“The rate of profit, ie, the relative 
increment of capital, is above all 
important to all new offshoots of capital 
seeking to find an independent place for 
themselves. And as soon as formation 
of capital were to fall into the hands 
of a few established big capitals, for 
which the mass of profit compensates 
for the falling rate of profit, the vital 
flame of production would be altogether 
extinguished. It would die out” (ibid).

Andrew Kliman is right, when he 
says: “Companies’ decisions about how 

much output to produce are based on 
projections of demand for the output” 
(The failure of capitalist production  
p16n).

If a large company sees the demand 
for its output rising sharply, it will 
increase its investment so as to be able 
to meet that demand, even if the rate 
of profit it makes in supplying this new 
output is lower than that it currently 
enjoys on its current production. It 
will do so, for the reasons Marx sets 
out above - ie, capital is concerned to 
expand the mass of profit it realises - 
and this is increasingly the case as these 
capitals become larger.
Arthur Bough
boffyblog.blogspot.com

soft stalinist
Carla Roberts’ take on Andrew Murray’s 
politics needed to be much more subtle 
to be convincing (‘A false narrative’, 
December 15).

It will simply not do to paint, as 
I feel Roberts does, Murray as some 
kind of unreconstructed Stalinist. 
Take, for example, Murray’s recent 
review of Trotsky’s biography of Stalin 
(‘Trotsky’s sins of omission’, Morning 
Star, October 17). Here, a much more 
empathetic view comes into play, albeit 
one still filtered through the apologetic 
and boring tropes of ‘soft Stalinism’. 
Murray says at one point: “At any 
event, while this book has literary and 
historical merit, it has much less as 
an actual biography of Stalin.” One 
suspects that the Murray of 30 years ago 
wouldn’t have dared to see any merit in 
Leon Trotsky. Murray has no thought, 
seemingly, of Trotsky as a traitor or 
any of the other absurd epithets that the 
‘official communist’ movement hurled 
at Trotsky and refers to Stalin’s purges 
as a “horrifying operation”.

Murray, I suspect, has gone through 
a similar odyssey to Kate Hudson, Left 
Unity leader and closet Palme Dutt 
groupie, through his work in Stop 
the War Coalition. She also left the 
Communist Party of Britain and started 
voicing a much more agnostic view of 
Trotsky. I suppose it does became rather 
difficult to hang on to otherworldly tales 
of the founder of the Red Army being a 
poisonous viper in the pay of German 
fascism (or British imperialism, or the 
Daleks, Bing Crosby or whomever) 
when you have to engage with John 
Rees and Lindsey German on a regular 
basis.

The CPB certainly does have more 
unreconstructed types in its midst. 
Take, for example, the oafish Nick 
Wright, Murray’s old comrade from 
Straight Left days and currently on 
the CPB’s executive committee. He 
wrote on the Socialist Unity website 
recently: “The assassination of Trotsky 
was the task of the security unit under 
the command of Pavel [Sudoplatov]. 
It was exceptionally well planned. As 
one would expect from professionals 
with long experience of combatting 
counterrevolution and subversion.” 
Thank god for ‘professionals’. 
(Amazingly, this doesn’t quite take 
the prize for stupidity in Wright’s recent 
output; that award must go to a recent 
attempt to tackle the SWP’s response to 
Fidel Castro’s death by quoting bigoted 
media potty-mouth Katie Hopkins. You 
couldn’t make this stuff up.) But Nick 
Wright is not Andrew Murray - a small 
mercy in these troubled times.

Also, I don’t think Murray’s 
joining of the Labour Party has much 
to do with the current struggles in 
Momentum, although he could end up 
there. There are much more pertinent 
things in Murray’s historical make-up 
(Straight Left’s inherent Labourism, 
for example) and in his immediate 
social group (Corbyn, Seamus Milne, 
Len McCluskey) that would have 
predisposed him to join Labour. There 
is simply no point in Murray remaining 
in the CPB at the present time if he 
wants to make an impact on serious 

politics and he had been drifting away 
from the organisation for a long time 
(although he will undoubtedly take a 
lot of its politics into Labour). Murray 
wrote in July on the US Jacobin website 
(‘Jeremy Corbyn and the battle for 
socialism’, Jacobin, July 2): “Can a 
fighting alliance between the most 
energetic of the new movements against 
imperialism and capitalist globalisation 
and the sturdiest organisations of the 
labour movement create a new opening 
to overturn the ruling elite and build a 
socialist society? Though the answer 
is unclear, the question seems the 
only one worth asking right now.” In 
hindsight, it was clear where he was 
headed.
Howard Philips
London

Messy end
No doubt along with your other 
3,000-odd online followers, in last 
week’s edition I read with genuine 
interest how Corbyn and his Labour 
t r ibe  of  las t -gasp Keynesians 
are continuing with their entirely 
well-intentioned but also entirely 
hopeless tasks-in-hand.

Most particularly, I’m referring 
to the excellent examination and 
analysis provided by Carla Roberts 
and Eddie Ford on various aspects of 
this matter. Comrade Carla’s article 
being based around Momentum’s 
near-Machiavellian machinations 
cum antics, probably better described 
as their introspective nonsense and 
wholly unproductive crap.

Whilst I fully understand and, 
in fact, to a large extent share the 
position of the Weekly Worker and 
the CPGB in relation to supporting 
Labour (with all of its associated 
caveats, underlying tactical thinking 
plus strategic ambitions of “turning it 
to the left”), I think that position and 
policy is now wearing very thin.

I n  m y  o w n  m i n d ,  w a t c h i n g 
Corbynism perform its role within 
our 21st century circumstances 
of globalised capitalism (along 
with those associated bloodfests of 
military-industrial brutality such 
as Syria, Libya and Yemen) is much 
like watching a furry creature from a 
long-gone age as it courageously but 
inevitably sinks deeper and deeper 
under the surface of the tar-pit into 
which it has fallen. Not a sabre-
toothed tiger, you understand - more 
of a small to medium-sized herbivore. 
In any event, surely we’re witnessing 
a black and sticky and undoubtedly 
tragic situation, bringing with it nothing 
but a sticky and horribly wasteful end.

So where to thereafter for those 
beautifully decent-minded, superbly 
honourable and fabulously enthusiastic 
supporters of Corbyn and McDonnell 
in their generalised brand new 
membership of the Labour Party? 
Indeed, where to for proactive 
supporters or even just respectful 
followers of the Weekly Worker/
CPGB policy and position in relation 
to Labour, such as myself?

Suggestions on a postcard please, 
comrades - written in clear language 
and using a glitzy-coloured ballpoint 
pen this time around, not an old pencil!
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Phased out
Adam Buick, lead attorney for the Socialist 
Party of Great Britain, has closed his 
case (Letters, December 15). Welcome 
news. I cannot say I found our exchanges 
of any particular value. Indeed trying to 
get comrade Buick to seriously debate 
has been like trying to pin down jelly. 
There is nothing consistent about him, 
except his inconsistency.

Comrade Buick began his last letter 
by stating that he fails to understand 
why I seem “unable to see what the 
point at issue is”. Apparently it is 
“not whether Marx distinguished 

between a ‘first’ and a ‘higher’ phase of 
communist society, but whether these 
two phases were different societies, as 
Lenin made them.”

Wel l ,  no  su rp r i se ,  t h i s  i s 
demonstrably untrue.

Things started with a number of 
correspondents criticising the market 
socialism nonsense peddled by Phil 
Sharpe. I readily admit that the SPGB 
comrades took the lead here and have, 
in general, done a good job. Of course, 
it has to be said, that comrade Sharpe is 
an easy target. He is a muddle head and 
cannot be regarded as a serious thinker.

My first letter was intended to 
emphasise that the first, the lower 
phase, of socialism/communism begins, 
as Marx explained, with capitalism at 
the point where the working class 
breaks through and takes state power 
(Letters, November 10).

Inescapably, that means beginning 
with money, commodity production, 
etc. Not that the aim should be some 
idealised market socialist, halfway 
house equilibrium, a stage envisaged, 
of course, by comrade Sharpe. On the 
contrary, the working class has a vital 
need to move, as rapidly as objective 
circumstances permit, to the higher 
stage of socialism/communism. Money, 
classes, the state itself wither away.

Nevertheless, this recognition of 
the two stages/phases of socialism/
communism was exactly what was 
lacking in the first SPGB contributions.

Comrade Buick then wrote that I 
confused “two different transitions” 
(Letters, November 17). He told us that 
Marx, in the 1870s, did envisage the 
period of “revolutionary transformation 
of capitalist society into communist 
society lasting a while.” However, 
comrade Buick assures us that with 
subsequent technological developments 
that transformation “wouldn’t need to 
last very long” nowadays. He might 
well be right … but no matter how 
long is not “very long”, it is vital not 
to minimise the political, theoretical 
and practical significance of this 
transitionary period.

Unless we frankly admit that there 
will be a first, lower stage of socialism/
communism, with all its inevitable 
shortcomings, we are in danger of 
merging, becoming indistinguishable 
from anarchism. This is indeed what I 
have detected in SPGB contributions 
attacking comrade Sharpe’s market 
socialism.

After the workers’ party comes to 
power, the first stage of socialism/
communism cannot be avoided or 
skipped over. Nor, therefore, should 
it be polemically ignored or brushed 
aside.

Strangely, comrade Buick took 
issue with my claim that the distinction 
between a lower and a higher phase of 
socialism/communism was a Second 
International orthodoxy. Clearly my 
preference, following Lenin’s State 
and revolution, is for calling the 
first phase of socialism/communism 
‘socialism’ and the higher phase of 
socialism/communism ‘communism’. 
This appears to have totally confused 
comrade Buick, though it ought not 
to have. Anyway he demanded proof.

In reply, I emphasised that we 
seemed to be in basic agreement 
(Letters, November 24). There will be 
a higher and a lower phase of socialism/
communism. As to the Second 
International, I simply quoted from 
Karl Kautsky’s extended commentary 
on the 1891 Erfurt programme. Kautsky 
was not only the Second International’s 
‘pope of Marxism’. He was also, let us 
note, a sort of ‘honorary’ Bolshevik.

Comrade Buick’s next reply 
claimed that my “assertion” that the 
Second International distinguished 
between a first and a higher phase 
of  social ism/communism was 
“dubious” (Letters, December 1). 
Somewhat strangely, to uphold his 
‘argument’, he quoted August Bebel 

and Lenin writing about the higher 
phase of socialism/communism. He 
then introduced the Stalinist writer 
Theodore Oizerman. Falsely, this 
hack philosopher maintained that the 
foremost representatives of the Second 
International “did not distinguish” 
between the lower and higher phases 
of socialism/communism. Comrade 
Buick imagined himself vindicated.

In my rejoinder, I insisted that 
Stal inism and Leninism were 
not, as comrade Buick claimed, 
indistinguishable (Letters, December 
8). I then went on to cite a number of 
Second International writers - Bebel, 
Kautsky, Lenin … and Stalin - dealing 
with the first phase of socialism/
communism.

Essentially, I maintained, and still 
maintain, that Lenin did nothing 
original in his State and revolution. 
True, he did give the first phase of 
socialism/communism the name 
‘socialism’ and the higher phase of 
socialism/communism the name 
‘communism’. But not for nothing does 
Lars T Lih talk of “Lenin’s aggressive 
unoriginality”.
In his ‘closing remarks’ comrade Buick 
claims that in State and revolution, what 
Lenin described was not the first phase 
of socialism/communism leading to the 
higher phase of socialism/communism. 
No, apparently what Lenin envisaged 
was “state capitalism”. This is, says 
comrade Buick, not “any phase of 
communist society”.

According to comrade Buick, the 
first and the higher phases of socialism/
communism are the “same” because 
they are both phases of a “classless, 
stateless, wageless society, with 
production directly for use.”

I fundamentally disagree. Here, once 
again, I unashamedly take my stand on 
Marx … and in particular his Critique 
of the Gotha programme (1875). Marx 
writes about the “inevitable” defects of 
the first phase of communist society. 
This first phase (socialism) cannot but 
have many of the features of capitalist 
society, because, at its outset, it has 
“just emerged after prolonged birth 
pangs from capitalist society”.

Does comrade Buick really imagine 
that on day one of socialism we shall 
immediately do away with classes, 
the state and wages and immediately 
introduce production directly for use? 
If he does, this amounts to an SPGB 
version of anarchism.

No, because socialism emerges from 
really existing capitalism, we shall 
begin with wage labour, the market and 
classes. Yes, we shall expropriate big 
capital and put the commanding heights 
of the economy into state hands … into 
the hands of the armed working class 
(aka the dictatorship of the proletariat).

But the state, albeit a semi-state, 
will still be needed. We must fend off 
counterrevolution at home and abroad. 
We must also oversee a mixed economy.

There will still be, even in a country 
like Britain, the middle classes, 
including the petty bourgeoisie. Eg, 
on day one we shall not nationalise 
every fish and chip shop. Nor shall we 
stop the petty bourgeoisie employing 
people.

Showing how close to anarchism he 
is, comrade Buick closes by extensively 
quoting the Stalin of 1905 on the 
higher phase of socialism/communism. 
Yes, the higher phase of socialism/
communism will “have no classes”, 
no “buying or selling”, etc.

But that is not what is at issue. 
What is at issue is the lower phase of 
socialism/communism.
Jack Conrad
London

skid row
What on earth is Phil Sharpe going 
on about? He claims that I “ignore 
the importance of class struggle for 
Marxism” and that “without successful 
class struggle in the form of proletarian 



London Communist Forum
Sunday January 8, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1. 
Study of Ralph Miliband’s Parliamentary socialism. This meeting: 
chapter 9 (‘The climax of Labourism’), section 3: ‘Consolidation’.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk;
and Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.

#railripOff 
Tuesday January 3, various times and locations: Nationwide protests 
against fare rises and in support of public ownership of rail. 
Details of local actions at http://actionforrail.org/day-of-action-on-3rd-
january-2017-help-us-end-railripoff
Organised by Action for Rail and numerous labour movement 
organisations. 

solidarity and mutual aid
Sunday January 8, 10.30am to 4pm: Discussion and showing of 
Ken Loach’s I, Daniel Blake, Fahrenheit Books, 47-49a Wilson Street, 
Middlesbrough TS1. Organised by Teesside Solidarity Movement:
www.facebook.com/TeessideSolidarityMovement.

stop arms supplies to saudi Arabia
Sunday January 15, 2.30pm: Meeting, St John’s church, St John’s 
Road, Sparkbrook, Birmingham B11.  
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.

Foreign policy under trump
Monday January 16, 5.30pm: Public meeting and discussion, 
Alington House, 4 North Bailey, Durham DH1.  
Speaker: Chris Nineham. Organised by Durham Stop the War:
www.facebook.com/durhamstopthewar.

stop the arms trade
Tuesday January 17, 7pm: Quarterly meeting, Quakers Meeting 
House, 7 Victoria Terrace, Edinburgh EH1.
Organised by Edinburgh Campaign Against the Arms Trade:
www.facebook.com/edinburghcaat.

Yemen - Britain’s secret war
Tuesday January 17, 6pm: Public meeting, the Old Firestation, 84 
Mayton Street, London N7. ‘Why Jeremy Corbyn is right to stand up to 
Saudi Arabia’. 
Organised by North London Stop the War:
www.facebook.com/nlondon.stwc.7.

Brexit: what demands?
Thursday January 19, 7pm: People’s Question Time, St 
Pancras Church, Euston Road, London NW1. Speakers include: 
Emily Thornberry MP, Amelia Womack (Green Party), Kevin 
Courtney (National Union of Teachers), Steve Turner (Unite), 
Malia Bouattia (president, National Union of Students), Lindsey 
German (People’s Assembly).
Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.

No to trump
Friday January 20, 5.30pm: Protest. Newcastle city centre, details 
tbc.
Organised by Newcastle Unites: www.facebook.com/
events/1366885743335950.

Palestine solidarity Campaign
Saturday January 21, 9.30am to 5pm: AGM, Conway Hall, 25 Red 
Lion Square, London WC1.
Organised by Palestine Solidarity Campaign: www.palestinecampaign.org.

Leveller revolution
Tuesday January 24, 6pm: Book launch with John Rees. Newcastle - 
address tbc.
Event page: www.facebook.com/events/1168171913217979.
Organised by Counterfire: http://www.counterfire.org/.
Ireland and the soviet Union
Thursday January 26, 7pm: Book launch, Marx Memorial Library, 
37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1. Michael Quinn’s Irish-Soviet 
diplomatic and friendship relations, 1917-1991.
Organised by Marx Memorial Library: www.marx-memorial-library.org.

Peace in Faringdon
Wednesday February 1, 7.30pm: Meeting, Friends Meeting House, 
4 Lechlade Road, Faringdon SN7.  
Speaker: Mayer Wakefield (Stop the War Coalition).
Organised by Faringdon Peace Group:
www.faringdonpeacegroup.org.uk/index.html.

American Imperialism - what now?
Saturday February 11, 1pm-3pm: Public meeting. Wesley St Peters 
Centre, Loughborough, LE11 5EQ.
Speakers: Thomas Unterrainer (Writer & anti-war campaigner).
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: http://www.stopwar.org.uk/.

Our NHs
Saturday March 4, 12 noon start: National demonstration in favour 
of the NHS. Tavistock Square, London, WCH1.
Event page: https://www.facebook.com/events/1771664639725061/.
Organised by the People’s Assembly:  
http://www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk/.

CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your 
will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.
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revolution it will not be possible to 
create a socialist economy” (Letters, 
December 15). But I don’t ignore the 
importance of class struggle at all. On 
the contrary, it was central to my whole 
argument that the revolutionary struggle 
of the class-for-itself was crucial to the 
establishment of socialism and that 
this revolutionary struggle arises out 
of class struggles of the class-in-itself.

Phil continues with his silly line 
of argument that it is “dogmatic” to 
maintain that “support for market 
socialism makes a person a confused 
defender of the capitalist society we 
are aiming to abolish”. He promptly 
shoots himself in the foot in the 
very next sentence by arguing that 
“market socialism is based on the 
understanding that important aspects 
of capitalism will have to be integrated 
into the future society” and that 
“these aspects include the role of 
prices, markets and wages”. But 
Phil - don’t you understand that these 
very aspects you speak of are what 
makes capitalism, capitalism? They 
are the core generic features that define 
capitalism. How can you propose to 
“abolish” capitalism while at the same 
wanting, in effect, to keep it essentially 
intact?

If you were a Marxist and not the 
confused defender of capitalist society 
in the guise of so-called “market 
socialism” that you unquestionably 
are, you would understand this. You 
would understand why Marx urged 
that workers ought to “inscribe on their 
banner the revolutionary watchword: 
‘Abolition of the wages system!’” 
(Value, price and profit) - the very 
wages system you wish to retain! - and 
why the Communist Manifesto could 
speak of the “communistic abolition 
of buying and selling”.

If you were a Marxist you would 
certainly not be joining forces with 
the anarcho-capitalist oddballs and 
other assorted rightwing groupies 
in the Ludwig von Mises fan club 
in calling for the perpetuation of 
the buying and selling system. You 
would certainly not be coming with 
this preposterous claim of yours - also 
propounded by those consummate spin 
doctors of capitalism, the economics 
profession - that “people can make the 
most optimum rational decision about 
their needs if goods are distributed in 
terms of the role of the market, or as 
a result of the utilisation of the price 
mechanism.”

The hell they can! Ask anyone on 
Skid Row and you will soon enough 
discover that human needs fall under 
the radar as far as this system is 
concerned. It is not human needs that 
the profit system is designed to respond 
to but “effective demand” - that is, 
demand backed up by purchasing 
power, to the extent that it can be 
profitably satisfied.
robin Cox
SPGB

energy crisis
Alan Johnstone (Letters, November 10) 
attempted to refute my argument that 
Marxism is a doctrine which falsely 
claims that capitalism came about 
primarily because of the circulation 
of money rather than the energy 
revolution.

Johnstone turned to Marx’s 
Poverty of philosophy in an attempt 
to prove me wrong. The relevant 
part of the quote he uses from Marx 
is: “The hand-mill gives you society 
with the feudal lord; the steam-mill 
society with the industrial capitalist.”

Both Johnstone and Marx are 
wrong here. The steam-mill did not 
give us society with the industrial 
capitalist, or the industrial revolution. 
It was the other way round. The 
industrial revolution gave us the 
steam-mill, which is the opposite to 
the steam-mill giving us society with 
the industrial capitalist.

By the way, for the benefit of 
Johnstone, I will also point out that 
the industrial revolution first gave us 

the steam-pump before it gave us the 
steam-mill. Another point is that even 
in the Communist Manifesto Marx 
refers in passing to the revolutionary 
role of steam power. This did not lead 
Marx to recognize that the source of 
modern capitalism was the energy 
revolution. Rather, he spent three 
huge volumes of Capital promoting 
the view that modern capitalism 
comes from the circulation of money 
rather than the energy revolution. 
Consequently, today most people on 
the left do realise that an energy crisis 
is one of several ways that capitalism 
can collapse.
tony Clark
Labour supporter

syrian revolution
I have always admired Yassamine 
Mather’s sharp analytical ability in 
her comments on the Middle East, 
and her rejection of the silly and 
dangerous notion, so common among 
the “geopolitical left” nowadays, that 
“my enemy’s enemy is my friend.” 
But her article on Syria (‘Reaping 
the harvest’, December 15) left me 
perplexed.

Yassamine seems to argue - 
obliquely, but still - that the Syrian 
uprising against the Assad tyranny 
was almost nothing else but a US, 
Saudi, and Qatari regime change 
scheme and had very l i t t le in 
common with the Arab Spring in 
other countries of the Arab world, 
Egypt in particular. She dismisses 
“socialists” who support the “Syrian 
revolution” (her quote marks in both), 
and seems to put an equality sign 
between solidarity with the Syrian 
democrats and revolutionaries and a 
call for (more) Western intervention.

It is true that the left is confused, 
and support for the Syrian revolution 
cannot, due to circumstances, be 
mostly but a Platonic affair. But I 
think that progressive US groups 
such as the Campaign for Peace 
and Democracy, Solidarity (Against 
the Current), and the International 
Socialist Organisation have taken 
quite sensible stands on Syria. CPD 
distributed a statement by a group of 
Syrian intellectuals, which called for 
solidarity with the Syrian revolution 
but explicitly condemned all outside 
interventions (www.cpdweb.org/
news/war-tyranny-Syria.shtml).

As to the ‘no-fly zone’, it is one 
thing to oppose it (correctly in my 
mind) and another to understand 
why people living under Russia’s and 
Assad’s bombs might think that it’s 
not so bad an idea.

I recommend reading Burning 
country: Syrians in revolution and 
war by Robin Yassin-Kassab and 
Leila al-Shami (2016). I had no 
previous knowledge of the writers 
but their reporting seems to be honest 
and their own comments interesting. 
The book gives a voice to the Syrians, 
so much suppressed in the on-going 
geopolitical gangster warfare, whose 
victims they are right now.
Hannu reime
Helsinki

sorry saga
Eddie Ford (‘Protecting the guilty’, 
December 15) calls this whole sorry, 
sad, disgusting narrative of the sexual 
and physical abuse of the weak by the 
powerful in its correct terms.

This is the legendary/mythical 
droit de seigneur writ large. Men 
in positions of power can take their 
sexual gratification where and when 
they like. Their victims, trapped 
within a power-relationship, are 
silent sufferers who remain ineffably 
damaged.

Unfortunately, it has ever been thus. 
William Gladstone introduced the 
‘age of consent’ (16 years) for sexual 
activity in an attempt to stamp out the 
child prostitution rampant in late 19th 
century Britain.

It will also ever be thus - sexual 
predators will still try to get their 

cake (eat it, keep it and save it up for 
a rainy day) well beyond the day of 
the revolution.
robert Leslie
email

solidarity
As terror attacks in Turkey continue 
and the death toll grows, so does the 
polarisation of communities along 
ethnic and religious lines.

On December 10, two terror attacks 
in Istanbul resulted in the death of 46 
people and injured 166. On December 
17, another terror attack took place, 
this time in the city of Kayseri, killing 
14 people and injuring a further 56. 
Whilst the relatives of the deceased 
and the injured were still recovering 
from the trauma, opposition forces 
were subject to political smearing 
by the pro-government media and 
the government, which accused 
democratic forces of being complicit 
in terrorism. President Erdoğan also 
called on all citizens to mobilise 
against opposition parties and act as 
informants within their communities. 
This has only served to heighten 
tensions within an already polarised 
country. Opposition parties such as 
HDP and EMEP have had their offices 
attacked (including arson attacks), as 
well as the lynching of young members 
of CHP by pro-government/nationalist 
forces.

Prior to the terror attacks in Turkey 
and following the consensus between 
AKP and the nationalist party MHP, 
formal proceedings to introduce 
an executive presidential system 
in Turkey have been presented to 
parliament. The proposed changes 
seek to give the president extended 
executive powers while abolishing the 
prime ministry.

A delegation of representatives, 
including PEN International, Morning 
Star and Solidarity with the People 
of Turkey (SPOT), travelled to 
Turkey last week to observe the trial 
of two Evrensel journalists (Cemil 
Ugur and Halil Ibrahim Polat), who 
faced 15 years in prison and were 
accused of being members of terrorist 
organisations following their reporting 
of a rally in Diyarbakir earlier this 
year. The charges brought against the 
journalists were unfounded. Whilst 
the state of emergency continues, 
many journalists and activists remain 
in prison based on fabricated charges.

However, the presence of this 
delegation, organised by SPOT, was an 
expression of international solidarity 
and served to increase pressure on the 
Turkish courts to obey the rule of law. 
Thanks to the struggle of domestic 
forces and through strong international 
pressure, both journalists were found 
not guilty. Steve Sweeney of the 
Morning Star also joined the delegation 
and has provided his observations here: 
www.morningstaronline.co.uk/a-c602-
Victory-for-freedom-of-expression.

SPOT will be sending a further 
delegation to Turkey on January 11-14. 
The aim of this delegation is to: meet 
with prominent progressive individuals 
and organisations in Turkey; observe 
the effects of the ongoing state of 
emergency; create wider public 
awareness in the UK; and report back 
to the UK using real lived experiences 
and case studies collected as evidence.

The delegation will visit as many 
opposition groups and organisations 
as possible in Turkey, including 
opposition political parties such as 
the HDP, LGBT groups, trade unions, 
journalists and writers. There are 
currently 10 representatives who will 
be joining the delegation to Turkey.
solidarity with the People of 
turkey (sPOt)
email

Objective
Can any of your readers recommend an 
objective book on Derek Hatton and his 
early days in Liverpool?
Brian M Leahy
email
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Keep the guards on board
Support the rail unions and support genuine modernisation, argues Eddie Ford

Most of us are familiar with the 
disaster story that is Southern 
Rail, though not from personal 

experience, if lucky.
It is consistently the worst performing 
train company in the country, with a 
customer satisfaction rating of 69%, 
bottom of the league. According to the 
offi  cial data published by Network Rail 
and the Offi  ce of Rail and Road, going up 
to November 12 of this year, on average 
27.7% of SR’s mainline and coastal 
services were late - defi ned as more than 
fi ve minutes of the scheduled arrival time 
for commuter services.

However, it gets worst. If you look 
only at the figures from October 16 
to November 12, then the percentage 
of late-running trains rises to 33.9% 
as opposed to the national average of 
14.9%. In fact, all the lines run by SR’s 
parent company, Govia Thameslink 
Railway1, were bottom of the table for 
the same period (Southern Metro, Great 
Northern, Gatwick Express, Southern 
Mainline and Coast and Thameslink), 
with between 23.1% and 36.7% of 
trains arriving late. Unsurprisingly, on 
December 6 - with strike action by the 
RMT and an Aslef overtime ban - SR’s 
own daily performance chart showed 
76.6% of its Southern Mainline services 
were turning up late.

Furthermore, using the Public 
Performance Measure, SR’s worst 
period was between May 29 and June 26 
this year, with 44.2% - almost half - of 
its services running late by more than 
fi ve minutes. Some 68.6% of trains were 
running more than 59 seconds late and 
23.6% of services were either cancelled 
altogether or ended up more than 30 
minutes late. Indeed, the unwanted prize 
for SR’s worst line of all goes to the 07.29 
trundler from Brighton to Victoria, which 
last year failed to get into the capital on 
time on any of its 240 attempts - quite 
a record.2

Not for nothing is SR’s London 
commute known as the “misery express”, 
something reinforced by reading accounts 
of a fairly typical journey - like recently 
in The Telegraph (December 18).3 You 
essentially have to gamble as to which 
train you book or use. As one veteran 
commuter put it, “You just have to turn 
up and take your chances with whatever 
is there” - going on to say that “things 
are as bad as they can possibly be”. He 
probably suff ers from fl ashbacks at night. 
Another commuter with a seven-year-old 
daughter rarely gets home in time to read 
her a bedtime story - “She is old enough 
to understand that it is not mummy’s fault 
the trains are not working, but that doesn’t 
relieve the pressure for me,” she said.

Truly rubbing salt into the wound, 
for the pleasure of (occasionally) 
getting to work on time - unless you are 
misfortunate enough to be stuck with the 
07.29 trundler - you can pay up to £4,844 
or more for a season ticket, which is 
daylight robbery in anybody’s book.4 So 
you have to spend a mini-fortune to get 
completely stressed out. What a bargain. 
Of course, quite a lot of commuters have 
got the sack for constantly turning up 
late for work - it must be nice to have to 
a sympathetic boss.

safety
Under these appalling conditions, only set 
to get worse if nothing is done, Aslef and 
the RMT have launched a series of strikes. 
Members of the latter fi rst walked out in 
April and have been joined since by Aslef 
members, making it the longest-running rail 
strike since the railways were privatised in 
1996. The next series of strikes is planned 
to run from December 31 to January 2 
and then from January 9 to January 14. A 
high court ruling on December 8 refused 
a bid for an injunction to prevent Aslef 
going on strike, a ruling which GTR have 
lodged an appeal against but no date has 

yet been allocated for a hearing.
The fl ash point has been the issue 

of driver-only-operated (DOO) trains 
where the driver, rather than the guard/
conductor, opens and closes the doors 
- which GTR’s management wants to 
introduce as soon as possible. A third of 
Britain’s services already run that way 
and the whole London tube network is 
DOO. The rail safety regulators have 
insisted that DOO systems are safe, 
as does the government, naturally. 
Amber Rudd, the home secretary, has 
pontificated about how it is “totally 
unacceptable” that the unions are going 
on strike over DOO trains when “they 
already run safely across much of the 
UK network” - claiming that GTR’s 
plans will “lead to better journeys for 
passengers”.

Responding to this nonsense, the 
unions point out that on-board guards 
have a much better view of the doors 
and thus can prevent people getting 
trapped. The view in the driver’s cab 
on some of the older trains is quite 
poor, especially when it is raining - 
having screens that are only two inches 
by two inches with which to look at 
severely overcrowded platforms. In 
the words of Mick Whelan, Aslef’s 
general secretary, the drivers opening 
the doors are only “given two seconds 
to look at 24 diff erent grainy images” 
on CCTV - clearly compromising safety 
(tube trains are diff erent because they 
have much better cameras, both on the 
train and at the end of the platform). If 
anything, there should be more guards 
on trains because they are getting longer, 
with over 1,000 passengers. As part of 
GTR’s ‘modernising’ agenda they also 
want to run 24 new DOO trains an hour 
through central London with up 1,750 
people on each, with just 30 seconds to 
get people on and off . Such a scheme 
can only be described as reckless and 
dangerous. Who would help out if the 
driver suddenly became ill or injured, 
or there was an emergency?

The rail unions are obviously correct 
to see GTR’s stance as a long-term ploy 
to phase out a second person on services 
- guards or otherwise. But the current 
dispute is part of a larger and longer 
war. Major rises in fares in recent years 
mainly refl ect the government’s decision 
to cut the subsidy to the rail industry, that 
proportion having fallen from 50% a 
decade ago to around 25% today. Fares 
are due to go up by an average of another 
2.3% in January. Here we must recall the 
2011 McNulty report, commissioned by 
the then secretary of state for transport, 
Philip Hammond, which laid out a 
number of proposals for “cutting costs” 
on the railways.5 Ever since then, the 
Department for Transport has been 
doggedly determined to ‘streamline’ 
the railways - one of the major changes 
being, of course, to rid the network 
of guards 
(along with 
many 

other members of staff ).
In other words, SR’s DOO plans are a 

test bed for the country - designed to pave 
the way for similar staff  arrangements 
across other franchises in the future. It is 
important to understand that Southern’s 
franchise is most unusual. Normally, the 
government picks a company to run a line 
and that company collects the money 
from fares - equally, it also loses money 
if there are strikes or disruption. But this 
deal is totally diff erent. Ministers are 
paying GTR to run the services, while the 
government collects the fare money. So 
the cost of all the strikes and disruption 
is picked up by the government, not the 
train fi rm - making it an active player in 
the confl ict.

Given this peculiar arrangement, 
Govia’s senior management are 
essentially being told what to do by the 
government - ultimately, they have no 
control over Southern and cannot make 
independent decisions. All the terms and 
targets come from the DfT. In fact, the 
original contract between GTR and the 
government (totalling 668 pages) outlines 
how management are given fi nancial 
bonuses based on progress towards 
desired changes - ie, the introduction of 
DOO trains, come hell or high water.6 At 
the same time, Southern management 
act as a convenient cover for the DfT/
government - allowing it to pretend to be 
a neutral actor in the current dispute, with 
GTR playing the role of axemen. They 
can take the fl ak if it all goes totally tits 
up. More broadly still, the government 
sees a golden opportunity to advance its 
anti-union programme.

In his own way, Chris Grayling, now 
the transport secretary, was quite right to 
say that this is a “political” strike - yes, 
with government ministers orchestrating 
the dispute behind the scenes and 
pressuring GTR’s management to stick 
to its guns and not compromise on DOO 
trains or anything else. Making his anti-
union agenda perfectly clear, Grayling 
told the BBC’s Today programme that 
he will “have a careful look” at the 
possibility of legislation to prevent 
strikes on the railways - saying he would 
“not rule anything out”. At the moment 
though, he sighed, “I don’t have the 
power to step in and order people back 
to work” - because “it is, unfortunately, 
a lawful strike”.

Interestingly, Downing Street quickly 
distanced itself from Grayling remarks 
- perhaps thinking it was making the 
government’s intentions too obvious. A 
source said there were no plans to change 
current union laws. Rather, the current 
dispute will be “solved by mediation and 
we would urge the unions to 
get round the table” - adding 
that, in this parliament “we 
have already passed 

legis la t ion  to 
provide people 

with better 

protection from undemocratic industrial 
action”. Some Tories were not happy with 
his response, however, regarding it as 
lily-livered. Both Lord Michael ‘Tarzan’ 
Heseltine and the Chingford bovver boy, 
Lord Norman Tebbit, have called on 
Theresa May to take a tougher line on the 
unions. Tarzan told the Sunday Telegraph 
that “you cannot have small groups 
of people holding society to ransom, 
regardless of personal inconvenience or 
cost”, and it reported that about 25 MPs 
had called on Grayling to take action 
against the strikes. Infuriated, Chris Philp, 
the MP for Croydon South, has submitted 
a private member’s bill saying strikes on 
“critical national services” - including 
rail, buses and the NHS - should have 
to be “proportionate and reasonable” 
in the view of a high court judge, also 
suggesting that the UK emulate the legal 
stipulations that exist in Spain, Italy and 
Canada about services having to continue 
to operate at a 50% level during a dispute.

Scandalously, some Labour fi gures 
have expressed similar views. Meg 
Hillier, the Labour MP who chairs the 
public accounts committee, complained 
that the unions could be “shooting 
themselves in the foot” by opting for 
industrial action over the festive season 
- “There needs to be a wake-up call about 
the impact on hard-working people trying 
to get to work or go on holiday,” she said. 
Constituting himself a complete scab on 
LBC radio, Sadiq Khan, London’s mayor, 
described the strike as a “sign of failure” 
and - when repeatedly questioned - fi nally 
came out with what the presenter wanted 
to hear: “I have condemned strike 
action on Southern”. By contrast, Khan 
cited the RMT’s recent dispute with 
London Underground and Transport for 
London over the Piccadilly line and the 
Hammersmith and City line.7 According 
to Khan, the dispute was resolved “not 
with us caving in but with us having a 
conversation in a civilised way”. Now 
get back to work.

Meanwhile, RMT general secretary 
Mick Cash was forced to deny that the 
union was part of a “Trot conspiracy” 
after the Sunday Times gleefully 
published a video of RMT president, 
Sean Hoyle, speaking at a rally - where 
he declared that the unions were working 
together to “bring down this bloody 
working-class-hating Tory government”. 
Comrade Hoyle may have got a bit 
carried away on the occasion, maybe 
even deluded himself, but at least he 
has the right spirit of militant resistance.

Automation
For communists it is more than obvious 
that the government and its GTR cronies 

are trying to impose a settlement on the 
industry that would seriously degrade 
passenger safety and well-being, not 
to mention the working conditions of 
rail workers, and generally undermine 
the unions. It is worth noting that when 
SR took up the franchise, they did not 
even hire enough drivers. And it is also 
signifi cant that the RMT has recently 
done a deal with Scots Rail which 
includes the provision of guards, even 
if Scots Rail’s management ultimately 
has the same objective as GTR.

Frankly, even if you are a reasonably 
well-built and confident man, you 
feel a lot safer on a train which has a 
guard(s) on-board - making sure that 
people are not behaving anti-socially 
or irresponsibly, particularly if under 
the infl uence of alcohol. On the other 
hand, Docklands Light Railway, which 
started operations in 1987, has no 
drivers at all - but each train does have 
a Passenger Service Agent (or “train 
captain”) who can take control at a 
driver’s console, concealed behind a 
locked panel at each outer car end, 
if absolutely necessary. They can 
also help to keep order on the trains. 
Most of the actual DLR stations are 
unstaffed, though the four below-
ground stations are staff ed to comply 
with fi re and safety requirements in 
case of evacuation - plus a few of the 
busier interchange stations, and City 
Airport, have a manned ticket offi  ce 
for passengers unfamiliar with the 
system (DLR in 2014 carried a fairly 
staggering 110.2 million passengers).

O f  c o u r s e ,  c o m m u n i s t s 
unconditionally support the RMT and 
Aslef in their struggle against SR/
GTR - and, by extension, against the 
government. Having said that, the left 
needs to develop a programme for 
genuine technological and scientifi c 
modernisation, which, needless to 
say, has to include automation - we do 
not want to be Luddites. In this epoch 
we are moving increasingly towards 
greater levels of automation, something 
that cannot be reversed - nor would 
communists want to. For example, 
though most planes nowadays are 
already run automatically except for 
take-off and landing, the Financial 
Times recently featured an article 
about pilotless planes - with BAE 
Systems experimenting as to whether 
unmanned craft can be safely fl own in 
open airspace: “We are the guinea pigs 
for the successor to the driverless car: 
the pilotless plane”.8 Within 20 years 
or so we could be in a situation where 
driverless cars are being manufactured 
on a mass scale - meaning that not too far 
in the future someone actually driving a 
car with their hands on the wheel will be 
regarded as anachronistic or eccentric as 
someone on a horse and cart delivering 
milk or coal to your front door (what the 
hell is coal, anyway?) l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. GTR is a subsidiary of Govia, which is itself a 
joint venture between Go-Ahead Group (65%) and 
Keolis (35%) - the latter being the largest private 
sector French transport group, turning over €5.1 
billion in 2013.
2. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/road-
and-rail-transport/11339623/Britains-worst-train-
service-Southerns-7.29-Brighton-to-London-train-
was-late-every-day-for-a-year.html.
3. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/12/18/
braving-london-commute-southern-rails-misery-
express/.
4. http://www.southernrailway.com/tickets-and-
fares/season-tickets/.
5. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
realising-the-potential-of-gb-rail.
6. In particular, see David Boyle’s post - http://
davidboyle.blogspot.co.uk/2016/06/the-real-
reason-southern-rail-services.html.
7. http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/745858/
sadiq-khan-condemns-southern-rail-unions-rmt-
aslef-after-strike-action.
8. https://www.ft.com/content/8c8325d6-b89e-
11e6-961e-a1acd97f622d.
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Jewish or a democratic state?
The left should welcome Donald Trump’s nomination of David Friedman as US ambassador to Israel, 
writes Tony Greenstein

If you listen to the pro-Israel lobby 
group J-Street, which was formed 
in 2007 as a more ‘liberal’ alterna-

tive to the pro-Likud American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee and other 
liberal mainstream Zionists, then the 
nomination of bankruptcy lawyer, David 
Friedman, as the new US ambassador to 
Israel marks the beginning of the end of 
the world as we know it.

Friedman is on record as calling 
J-Street ‘worse than kapos’. In an 
article for the settler news agency Arutz 
Sheva,1 he responded to criticism by a 
liberal Zionist, Peter Beinart, by asking 
rhetorically: ‘are J-Street supporters 
really as bad as kapos?’ The answer, 
actually, is no. They are far worse than 
kapos - Jews who turned in their fellow 
Jews in the Nazi death camps.’

In the same op-ed, Friedman spoke 
of “how dangerous the Jewish left is to 
the State of Israel”, describing them as 
“the lost souls who blame Israel for not 
making a suicidal ‘peace’ with hateful 
radical Islamists hell bent on Israel’s 
destruction.” Bear in mind that what 
Friedman terms “the Jewish left” is not 
what most people would consider as 
being on the left.

The term ‘kapos’ is a favourite 
insult of Zionists. It used to be reserved 
for Jewish anti-Zionists but is now 
increasingly used against liberal Zionists. 
Anyone who is not an out-and-out racist 
or Jewish supremacist is in danger of 
being accused of being a ‘kapos’. The 
kapos, for those unfamiliar with the term, 
were prisoners in the Nazi extermination 
or concentration camps who were made 
trustees or foremen. In return for a little 
more food or favourable treatment, they 
were expected to supervise other inmates, 
and some of them, not all, developed a 
reputation for cruelty. If they didn’t beat 
others, they were beaten instead.

The Zionist use of the term ‘kapos’ 
is somewhat ironic since Zionism was a 
movement that voluntarily co-operated 
and collaborated with the Nazis. The 
kapos behaved as they did under extreme 
coercion and fear for their lives. Their life 
expectancy was not a great deal more than 
that of other prisoners. Many of them 
were not Jewish anyway, but ordinary 
German criminals.

Not only did the Zionist movement 
enter into a trade agreement, Ha’avara, 
with the Nazis in August 1933, 
undermining the international Jewish 
boycott of Nazi Germany in return for 
effectively free German industrial goods 
paid for by German Jews, but it opposed, 
and did its best to undermine, any attempt 
to rescue Jews if the destination was 
other than Palestine. David Ben Gurion, 
chair of the Jewish Agency and first 
prime minister of Israel, explained, in the 
wake of the Nazi pogrom Kristallnacht 
on November 9-10 1938, in a memo 
sent to the Jewish Agency executive on 
December 17 1938, that:

if the Jews are faced with a choice 
between the refugee problem and 
rescuing Jews from concentration 
camps on the one hand, and aid for 
the national museum in Palestine on 
the other, the Jewish sense of pity will 
prevail and our people’s entire strength 
will be directed at aid for the refugees 
in the various countries. Zionism will 
vanish from the agenda and indeed 
not only world public opinion in 
England and America but also from 
Jewish public opinion. We are risking 
Zionism’s very existence if we allow 
the refugee problem to be separated 
from the Palestine problem.2

Ben Gurion was true to his word. The 
Zionists fought ceaselessly against what 
they termed ‘refugeeism’, the separation 

of the refugee question from Palestine. 
When the British government agreed 
to accept 10,000 Jewish children from 
Nazi-occupied Europe, the kindertransport, 
the Zionists were beside themselves. 
Ben Gurion told the central committee 
of Mapai, the Israeli Labour Party, in 
December 1938 that

If I knew that it would be possible to 
save all the children in Germany by 
bringing them over to England, and 
only half of them by transporting 
them to Eretz Yisrael, then I would 
opt for the second alternative. For we 
must weigh not only the life of these 
children, but also the history of the 
People of Israel.3

Friedman is an out-and-out supporter of 
the settler right in Israel. He is closer to 
the far-right Habayit HaYehudi (Jewish 
Home) party of Naftali Bennett, which is 
part of the governing coalition, than to the 
Likud Party of prime minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu. He is ‘a darling of the Israeli 
right’ and is head of the American Friends 
of Beit El, an illegal Israeli settlement.4

Although all American presidents 
have said, before they took office, that 
they would move the American embassy 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, which Israel 
proclaims as its capital, none have done 
so. This is because the status of Jerusalem 
is supposed to be the subject of a final 
status agreement between the Palestinians 
and the Israelis. Trump and his nominee, 
however, have made it clear that moving 
the US embassy, desired by all Zionist 
governments in Israel, is something that 
is likely to happen.

According to Abe Foxman, former 
national director of the Anti-Defamation 
League, a centrist Zionist group in the 
United States, “the bad news may be 
that he has espoused publicly positions 
which may be to the right of the Israeli 
society and the current Israeli government 
position on a two-state solution”.

J-Street president Jeremy Ben-Ami 
declared that “This nomination is 
reckless, putting America’s reputation 
in the region and credibility around the 
world at risk”. The Union for Reform 
Judaism spokesman, Rabbi Rick Jacobs, 
likewise criticised the appointment 
because: “Mr Friedman’s personal 
connection to and support of a number 
of organizations committed to building 
additional settlements in the West Bank 
certainly suggests that he will not be an 
advocate for a two-state solution”. Jacobs 

described Friedman as “more extreme 
than any government of Israel”.5

J-Street issued as statement urging 
US Senators to veto the appointment, as 
is within their right, arguing that he was 
“beyond the pale.”6 It is quite possible, 
if three Republican senators defect, 
that Friedman’s nomination could be 
in jeopardy.

In an interview with Ha’aretz in 
June, Friedman was asked whether 
Trump would support an independent 
Palestinian state. His response was: “not 
without the approval of the Israelis.” In 
Friedman’s opinion it is not “an American 
imperative” for there to be an independent 
Palestinian state.7

According Daniel Kurtzer, former 
US ambassador to Israel and Egypt and 
a Princeton professor, the importance 
of Friedman’s appointment cannot be 
overstated. “Everything an ambassador 
says and does has an impact on policy.” 
The problem is compounded in his 
eyes because, whereas usually it is the 
administration that sets the policy and 
the ambassador who puts it into practice, 
there is every sign that Friedman is 
going to make policy. “The president 
hasn’t been sworn in yet, the secretary 
of state hasn’t spoken about this, and 
he’s already talking about the policy he 
is going to change,” said Kurtzer. “This 
is unheard of.”8

The settlers, however, have been 
effusive in welcoming him. According to 
Oded Revivi, spokesman for the Yesha 
settlement council, “Friedman has a 
deep love for all of the land and people 
of Israel, including those in Judea and 
Samaria.”9

Ha’aretz, Israel’s sole liberal paper, is 
beside itself. In an article by Chemi Shalev, 
which suggests, somewhat unfairly, that 
Friedman makes Netanyahu “look like a 
J-Street lefty” it suggests that, but for his 
diplomatic immunity, he might be arrested 
by the Israeli police for incitement. 
Unfortunately, in a state where the call to 
set fire to mosques and churches by Benny 
Gopstein, leader of the fascist Lehava, is 
met with equanimity by Israel’s forces of 
law and order, this is a case of hyperbole.10 
Of course if Friedman were an Arab, then 
his feet wouldn’t have touched the floor.11 
Chalev lays out the bill of indictment 
against Friedman thus:

He opposes a two-state solution, supports 
settlements and advocates annexation, 
has denigrated president Obama as an 
anti-Semite, questioned the citizenship 

of Israeli Arabs, compared J-Street to 
Holocaust-era kapos and so on. It’s 
good he’ll be coming with diplomatic 
immunity. This is not an ambassador 
that a rational US administration would 
send if it had any plans whatsoever 
to advance the peace process. This 
is an ambassador who will please 
evangelicals, delight Jewish settlers 
and bring pleasure to Land of Israel 
zealots far and wide.

Why therefore do I welcome the proposed 
appointment of Friedman? Clearly he is 
not a pleasant individual, either personally 
or politically. He fits in well with the 
racism and alt-right anti-Semitism of the 
Trump administration, to say nothing of 
its fanatical pro-Zionism.

The reason is quite simple. For over 
40 years there has been a ‘peace process’ 
in the Middle East and in that time, not 
one inch of Palestine territory has been 
liberated and in the meantime more than 
600,000 settlers have become rooted in 
the West Bank. The Palestinians of Gaza 
today live in an open-air prison and the 
openly far-right in Israel are established 
in government. The conditions for 
Palestinians get steadily worse, the 
occupation tightens, settler attacks on 
Palestinian civilians are undertaken 
often with the protection of the Israeli 
military - and yet we have a ‘peace 
process’. The chances of a two-states 
solution are minus zero. Anyone with half 
a brain should see that. The chances of 
even a cut-down version of a Bantustan 
are minimal.

The illusion of a two-states solution 
is a smokescreen, a cover for continued 
Israeli military rule over the Palestinians. 
It also perpetuates the continuation 
of the quisling administration of the 
Palestine Authority of Mahmoud Abbas 
in Ramallah. The same Abbas who 
declared that co-operation with the 
Israeli military is sacred.12 When there 
was the beginnings of an uprising 
against Israeli occupation earlier this 
year, the PA stretched every muscle to 
put an end to it. It arrested, tortured and 
drove off the streets, wherever it could, 
any opposition to Israel’s rule. The PA 
is a subcontractor to the Israeli military 
and the sooner it is put out of existence 
the better. It is time that the two-states 
solution was buried, as it is an obstacle 
to liberation. Partition, even if it were 
feasible, would lead to, in the words of 
James Connolly, a ‘carnival of reaction’ 
on both sides of the border.

Without this illusion there can be no 
doubt in peoples’ eyes that Israel is an 
apartheid state. There is no possibility that 
the Palestinians in the occupied territories 
will be given the vote or any measure of 
political or civil liberties, and Israel can 
continue to call itself a Jewish state.

This is precisely what the liberals of 
J-Street, the ADL and Ha’aretz fear above 
all. Once the two-states cat is out of the 
bag then people have to confront a very 
simple question. Is Israel a Jewish state 
or a democratic state? l
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MOMeNtUM

refendarii dolosi1

Mike Macnair exposes the anti-democratic nature of referendums, including the membership ‘survey’ 
just sent out by Lansman & Co

tim Stanley in the Daily Telegraph 
(December 12) writes, apropos 
of Brexit and of the election 

of Donald Trump, that “The left are 
being sore losers and democracy is 
the poorer for it”. His objection is that 
by failing to accept the result of these 
votes, “the left” is failing to “move on” 
to challenge the actual policy choices 
of Trump, and, or, of the Brexiteers; 
so that ‘democracy’ is “poorer” both 
because there is insufficient ‘scrutiny’ 
of the winners’ policies, and - more 
emphasised in his argument - because 
the tendency of the criticisms is, he 
says, to undermine the practice of 
having elections and votes at all.

Stanley’s argument is a defence 
of the devices by which capital turns 
universal suffrage into an ‘instrument 
of deception’. These devices have been 
so ostentatiously on display in 2016 that 
they can hardly be missed; and hence 
might - just possibly - be threatened 
with public revulsion, which would 
make ‘democracy’ poorer, meaning, 
make journos and their employers 
poorer.

But, of course, much of the 
mainstream ‘left’ is perfectly willing 
to help out Stanley and his ilk in this 
matter. To characterise Trump, or 
the Brexiteers, as fascists or proto-
fascists - as something unusual - is 
to divert attention from the routine in 
which journos’ lies fool enough people 
enough of the time to swing plebiscites 
and elections.

And, moreover, part of the left 
positively supports  the sort of 
plebiscitary politics which facilitates 
journo-fraud as an instrument of 

corruption. This is the nature of Jon 
Lansman and his allies’ campaign 
for a plebiscitary constitution for 
Momentum: a campaign which 
reveals its nature by being carried 
out through ‘red scare’ witch-hunting 
in the advertising-funded media, a 
small-scale imitation of the techniques 
of the Blairites against Corbyn, and 
of the Trumpites and Brexiteers in 
mainstream politics.

the left
“The left” in the context of Stanley’s 
argument means, of course, the US 
Democrats, and the British Labour right 
and Lib Dem ‘Remainers’; not anyone 
further left. Stanley might have noticed, 
if he bothered to, that the Corbyn camp’s 
position was ambiguous (complained 
of, indeed, by Remainer journos and 
MPs) and that the main forces further 
left, the Morning Star’s Communist 
Party of Britain, the Socialist Workers’ 
Party and Socialist Party (England and 
Wales), were all advocates of ‘left exit’, 
so that from their point of view the Brexit 
vote was a victory. Here “the left” is a 
selective view of the left, meaning “the 
right wing part of the left which we 
right-wing journos are willing to regard 
as respectable”. The plain dishonesty 
or self-serving self-deception in this 
selective identification of the target 
should alert us to the probable dishonesty 
or self-serving self-deception of the rest 
of the argument of the article.

Perhaps more immediately to the 
present point, CPGB, and hence this 
newspaper, did not wait until the 
‘unpleasant’ (from a liberal point of 
view) results of the Brexit referendum 

and Trump’s election to complain of the 
fraudulent character of the referendum 
process, of the direct election of 
presidents, party leaders, and so on. 
We argued for an active boycott of the 
Brexit referendum on this basis.

We were already arguing against 
these ‘Bonapartist’ operations in 
relation to the “Vote for the crook, not 
for the fascist” presidential election 
in France in 2002. We argued on the 
same basis against the direct election 
of individual officers in Left Unity in 
2013-14. We argued, similarly, for a 
boycott of the Scottish independence 
referendum in 2014, on the basis that 
it offered a false choice. Our tactics 
in relation to all these are no doubt 
debateable; but we can hardly be 
accused of raising objections to the 
process as a sour-grapes response to 
results we didn’t (or don’t) like.

Nor is this CPGB position a novelty. 
It is merely a matter of recovering 
the historic position of the labour 
movement against plebiscites/
referenda, and against the elevation of 
‘single person’ executive presidencies, 
as forms of the ‘Bonapartism’ of 
Napoleon III (directly elected president 
of France 1848-52 and emperor 1852-
1870). Napoleon III’s 1851 coup was 
endorsed by ... a rapid referendum, 
followed by a second referendum in 
1852 to make him emperor.

It is against these methods that 
Marx and his co-authors argued in the 
Programme of the Parti Ouvrier that 
the creation of a workers’ party “... 
must be pursued by all the means the 
proletariat has at its disposal including 
universal suffrage which will thus be 

transformed from the instrument of 
deception that it has been until now 
into an instrument of emancipation.”2 
Similarly, that socialists sought to 
abolish the US presidency (like similar 
offices) was already a commonplace 
in 1893.3

We have published in 2014 Ben 
Lewis’s overview of Karl Kautsky’s 
1893 Parliamentarism, direct 
legislation by the people and social 
democracy, and earlier this year Ben’s 
translation of extracts from Kautsky’s 
book.4 This argued at length against 
the idea of legislation by referendum.

Forgotten
The fact that this routine pre-1914 labour 
movement understanding has been 
lost by the majority of the left results 
from two sets of ideas. The first is that 
called by György Lukács the ‘actuality 
of the revolution’: the idea, posed by 
the early Communist International in 
1919-1922, that revolution was on the 
immediate agenda, and that this meant 
essentially the struggle for power, 
growing directly out of strike struggles, 
as opposed to any thought wasted on 
concrete constitutional arrangements. 
This was a reasonable interpretation 
of conditions at the end of World War 
I and immediately after, but was already 
becoming problematic by 1923.

The second is the concept of the 
‘transitional method’ developed by 
post-1945 Trotskyists on the basis of 
the idea of a ‘transitional programme’, 
first posed at the Fourth Congress of 
the Comintern in 1922, then elaborated 
in the Transitional programme of the 
founding congress of the Trotskyists’ 

Fourth International in 1938.
While the ‘transitional programme’ 

had some substance to it ,  the 
‘transitional method’ turns out to be 
merely an attempt to con the working 
class into taking power by avoiding 
talking about constitutional issues: 
a variant on the line of the Russian 
economists of the early 1900s.

In this context, talk of the Lukácsian 
‘actuality of the revolution’, and the 
recital by modern leftists of old leftist 
objections to pre-1914 socialist policy, 
turn into pseudo-leftist alibis for a 
concrete policy which fails to challenge 
the existing constitutional order.

When people who think like this 
argue, like Socialist Resistance or 
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, for 
resistance to ‘Trump’ or ‘Trumpism’, 
or to ‘Brexit’, they do indeed engage 
in sour-grapes reasoning - and, in 
addition, appear merely as the enraged 
wing of the liberals.

Old corruption
It is, however, more interesting that Stanley 
argues that criticisms of the electoral 
process will necessarily undermine the 
practice of holding elections, because 
the defects complained of are merely 
normal. “Have you ever known an 
election in which a politician didn’t fib? 
It’s up to voters to play detective ...”

Back to the beginning. Stanley’s 
argument shows signs of either 
dishonesty, or self-serving self-
deception, in the targets he selects as 
‘the left’. We may reasonably infer that 
the rest of the argument is the same. But 
what is it defending?

The underlying nature of his 

Not our method of arriving at decisions
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argument is not dissimilar to arguments 
made against electoral reform in the 
19th century: for example, an opponent 
of banning candidates’ agents bribing 
voters complained in 1870 that “Given 
that ‘free trade’ was otherwise ‘a 
principle of universal application’, 
why ‘affect a fastidious indignation at 
a political offence that poverty makes 
venial?’”5

We can, of course, push this sort 
of argument further back. A close 
analogy with Stanley’s argument that 
voters should act as detectives is Mr 
Justice Grose’s argument in Pasley v 
Freeman (1789) that there should be 
no civil legal liability for causing loss 
by fraud in the absence of a contract 
between the parties, since “I believe 
there has been no time when men have 
not been constantly damnified by the 
fraudulent misrepresentations of others: 
and if such an action would have lain, 
there certainly has been, and will be, a 
plentiful source of litigation” and that 
in the instant case “it is that sort of 
misrepresentation, the truth of which 
does not lie merely in the knowledge 
of the defendant, but may be inquired 
into, and the plaintiff is bound so to 
do; and he cannot recover a damage 
which he has suffered by his laches 
[carelessness].”6 (The argument was 
rejected by the majority of the judges). 
Or Chief Justice Holt’s 1704 objection 
to criminal liability for fraud, “Shall 
we indict a man for making a fool of 
another?”7 (In this case the indictment 
was quashed. The conduct charged 
would now be covered by Fraud Act 
2006 s2.)

Nonetheless, even when this sort 
of argument was commonplace, and 
buying votes was normal, the ‘voters 
play detective’ logic was fully not 
followed through. Sir John Trevor 
was sacked as Speaker of the House of 
Commons in 1695, when he was caught 
taking a large bribe from the City of 
London for facilitating legislation 
they wanted.8 Bribing voters was 
acceptable; fraud, of a sort which would 
be illegal in modern times, was on the 
edge of legality. But the speaker of the 
House of Commons taking bribes was 
unacceptable - and so, even earlier, was 
the Lord Chancellor taking bribes.9

In other words, there are limits. Even 
suppose that you are a strong advocate 
of free markets and the idea that caveat 
emptor (let the buyer beware). Still, 
without some degree of bribe-free and 
manipulation-free decision-making, 
there can be neither legally binding 
contracts, nor property rights among 
market actors. The real meaning of 
‘anarcho-capitalism’ is warlordism, 
in the style of Afghanistan or Somalia.

Over time, the limits have shifted. In 
the 19th century, in particular, there was 
a major shift against ‘Old corruption’; 
one which in the later 19th century, 
both in England and the US, produced 
institutional steps against vote-
buying.10 It is clear enough that these 
steps were linked to other institutional 
changes of the period, which involved 
most famously the extension of the 
franchise. Less famously a process 
of ‘professionalisation’ of the state 
apparatus which actually involved its 
proletarianisation: that is, that public 
office ceased to be a marketable asset 
(‘offices of profit under the Crown’, 
the sale and purchase of commissions 
in the army, and so on) and became 
instead mere employments, with the 
state official as an employee limited 
to a wage (salary).

It is common on the left to regard 
the changes made at this time, either 
as mere technical ‘modernisation’ 
(following Weber, perhaps by way of 
Lukács); or as ‘bourgeois democracy’ 
on the supposition that the capitalist 
class is inherently ‘democratic’. The 
error is the supposition that ‘Old 
corruption’ was feudal - an error 
encouraged by 19th century radicals’ 
own interpretation of it.

It is clear, however, that capitalist 
groups down to the early 20th century 
preferred restrictive franchises 

and co-optative systems of self-
perpetuating oligarchy; a form of 
governance which continues to this 
day in the City of London, for example. 
The partial suppression of certain open 
forms of corruption, together with 
the extended franchise and the partial 
proletarianisation of the state apparatus, 
reflected partial concessions to the 
proletariat as a class, in response to the 
political threats faced by capital around 
1848 and again in the 1860s.

Once we see this, we can also see 
that while the boundary of unacceptable 
‘corruption’ moved outward in the 
later 19th century, what continues is 
a regime of corruption and electoral 
fraud under limits - not one of the actual 
elimination of corruption. Actually to 
eliminate corruption and fraud would 
be to destroy the underlying Burkean 
conception of the state as a ‘joint 
stock’, a quasi-corporation owned by 
its ‘shareholders’, the property-owners, 
in proportion to their wealth.11 If 
anything, the acceptance of extended 
suffrage (ultimately and currently, 
universal adult suffrage) requires more 
means of control both of the electoral 
system, and external to it.

Fraud
There are a variety of such means. 
But one central aspect is the role of 
advertising-funded media as engines 
of electoral fraud.

It is a marked feature of writers in 
the advertising-funded media to deny 
the influence of its own fraudulent 
misrepresentations when - as now - the 
legitimacy of this influence is called 
into question. But when the papers, 
and so on, are selling advertising 
space, a very different story will be 
told. And the same is true when efforts 
are being made to persuade the leaders 
of political parties that they cannot 
realistically ‘go up against’ the media, 
or are doomed to defeat if they do so. 
To sell advertising space, or to back up 
advocates of ‘better media relations’, 
the story told is one of the great power 
of advertising and media.

In reality, the story is neither one 
of feeble illusions that anyone can 
see through - the voters effectively 
playing detective - nor one of omni-
powerful media controlling completely 
the terms of ‘discourse’. Consider, 
for example, the Brexit referendum 
result - 17,410,742 or 51.9% ‘leave’, 
16,141,241 or 48.1% ‘remain’. Or the 
US presidential election: 62,979,636 
or 46% for Trump-Pence, 65,844,610 
or 48% for Clinton-Caine, with 6% 
given to third-party candidates and 
the votes distributed in such a way that 
the popular plurality for the Democrat 
ticket nonetheless produced a clear 
electoral college majority for Trump. 
In neither of these cases - and in no 
recent British general election - is it 
necessary to fool all the people all the 
time, or even to fool a majority. It is 
only necessary to fool a small minority 
of people, the ‘swing voters’, for a 
small period of time - the immediate 
run-up to an election or referendum.

sign up now!
How does it work? A large part of the 
doorstep conman or other fraudster’s trick 
is to reduce the information available 
to the mark. The primary fraudulent 
misrepresentations are expected to crowd 
out other information, less attractively 
presented, which might conflict with 
them; but also, pressure is put on to 
‘close the deal’ before the mark has had 
an opportunity to rethink. It is precisely 
for this reason that consumer protection 
regulation against these forms of fraud, 
primarily the Consumer Credit Acts, 
impose cooling-off periods during which 
the consumer can back off from the deal 
which has been pressure-sold to them.

Electoral fraud works in the same 
way. The primary fraudulent misrep-
resentations are broadcast by paid 
advertising and the state and advertis-
ing-funded media, crowding out other 
messages (indeed, the phenomena of 
junk mail, billboard advertising, and 

flyposting for clubs and gigs, themselves 
work to drown out all forms of political 
communication not backed by advertis-
ing agencies or the mass media).

The role of the advertising-funded 
mass media is, in fact, central to cor-
ruption and sleaze, because the only 
way (within the rules of the game) that 
politicians can hope to counter the biases 
of the mass media and behind them 
the advertisers, is to buy commercial 
advertising, which demands donations 
from the rich to fund the advertising, 
which in turn demands the policy payoff 
to the donors.12

Meanwhile, elections happen once 
every five years, and the campaign 
is short: and the message from both 
the media, and the main parties, is 
that the job of elections is to choose 
a government. So don’t waste your 
vote - or your thinking time - on fringe 
parties. Close the deal!

Political action in local government 
elections and the internal life of parties, 
which can provide some degree of 
political life outside the ‘government 
election season’, is as far as possible 
closed down: by first-past-the-post, 
which results in big-party control of 
councils and ‘rotten boroughs’, by the 
enormous expansion of judicial review 
(why fight for council policies when 
the lawyers will tell you what to do 
anyhow?) - and, in the Labour Party, 
by bureaucratic intervention by the 
central apparatus, backed if necessary 
by the trade union bureaucracy. Only 
in general elections are the voters to be 
allowed to make ‘real choices’. Close 
the deal! Close the deal now!

No cooling-off period is to be permit-
ted: this is the exact point of the intense 
campaign of the Brexiteer wing of the 
media to insist that the referendum result 
is final and force through irrevocable 
steps for Brexit. This campaign against 
cooling-off is precisely evidence that 
what they are engaged in is a fraudulent 
operation.

The anarchists produced a true slogan 
about capitalist elections: “whoever you 
vote for, the government will get in”. It 
would be even truer to say: “whichever 
of the main parties you vote for, you 
will have been conned.” The more 
referendum-like the election process 
is - the more the question set is defined 
by full-time political operators, the more 
access to information and to arguments 
is controlled by full-time staff or MPs 
and by the advertising-funded media, 
and the more there is no opportunity to 
repent and change your mind - the more 
you will be conned.

Momentum
As I said earlier, Stanley is concerned to 
defend ‘democracy’, meaning corruption 
through media control of limited elections, 
against the threat that the obvious 
manipulation of recent plebiscitary votes 
just might lead enough people to call 
into question the ‘process’, that is, the 
instruments of manipulation. It is deeply 
ironic that at the same moment the group 
round Jon Lansman in the leadership of 
Momentum should be using just these 
old media-manipulative methods, to 
defend the old plebiscitary methods which 
make media manipulation more effective 
(and thereby enforce corruption though 
donations to parties); and to defend these 
old methods as somehow ‘new’.

Lansman & Co lost a number of votes 
in Momentum’s National Committee 
meeting on December 3. It is perfectly 
legitimate for them to argue for the 
reversal of these decisions. It is equally 
legitimate for them to argue that the 
Momentum NC is unrepresentative. 
It could hardly be anything but, given 
Momentum’s weak structures; but then, 
the small Steering Committee which 
the NC left in place on December 3 
is even more unrepresentative, and 
Jon Lansman as the individual private 
owner of the companies which own 
Momentum’s funds and data is more 
unrepresentative still. When, however, 
the form of the campaign to reverse the 
decisions is not through Momentum 
internal structures or self-publishing, 

but through the Blairite and employers’ 
technique of briefing the advertis-
ing-funded media, it is reasonable to 
suppose that Lansman and his camp 
have committed themselves to the 
constitutional order in which capital 
rules inter alia through journo-fraud. An 
example of the journo-fraud operations 
in progress can be seen right now in the 
concerted media campaign against the 
strikers in the rail and the post.

This very old-fashioned Bonapartist-
plebiscitary form of politics, routinely 
used as a means of political corruption 
by capital, is nonetheless presented by 
Lansman & Co as new politics. The 
latest version of this is an email issued 
by ‘the Momentum team’ to Momentum 
members and supporters in the name 
of Jeremy Corbyn - and presumably 
actually agreed by him. We are told that

We must not let internal debate distract 
from our work that has to be done to 
help Labour win elections.
Momentum needs to be an organisation 
fit for purpose - not copying the failed 
models of the past but bringing fresh 
ideas to campaigning and organising 
in communities, helping members 
be active in the Labour Party and 
helping secure a Labour government 
to rebuild and transform Britain. That’s 
why the Momentum team has drawn 
up a survey to give every member a 
direct say in its future. ...

The email points members to ... a “survey”, 
or opinion poll, carefully drafted to 
maximise the vote for Lansman & Co’s 
preferred approach: that ‘key decisions’ 
should be taken by referenda; and that 
the job of Momentum should be to turn 
out the vote - ie, that it should not ‘waste 
time’ discussing policy questions.

The activists, it is suggested, should 
not bother their fluffy little heads with 
these issues. They are to be treated as 
belonging to the party leadership, or 
the leader’s office, or the Momentum 
‘team’: as, for example, the ‘team’ 
decided, without consultation beyond 
the ‘Steering Committee’, to dump 
Jackie Walker out of the sleigh to 
feed the journo-wolves of the media 
witch-hunt round alleged Labour anti-
Semitism: briefed by what can best be 
called the Start the War Coalition of 
Labour MPs gung-ho for bombing Syria.

How can this very traditional 
bureaucratic, media and professional-
politician management possibly be 
claimed to be new politics?

The simple version is that Jeremy 
Corbyn was elected by online one 
member one vote, and if it’s good 
enough for him it should be good enough 
for taking all sorts of policy decisions. 
But this, of course, has nothing new 
about it at all, being merely a revived 
form of the argument of Louis Bonaparte 
for his legitimacy to overthrow the 
French republican constitution in 1851 
and his use of plebiscites to decide 
‘key’ questions. It is, of course, true 
that a combination of accidents meant 
that Ed Miliband’s Omov scheme for 
election of the Labour leader allowed 
hundreds of thousands of people fed up 
with ‘Blairmeronite’ bipartisan politics 
to revolt at a low cost.

This low cost, however, has meant 
that the Labour left has been affected 
by an illusion of strength through social 
media - shown to be an illusion by the 
practical results of the political war 
actually being waged by the Labour 
right, which has allowed it to tighten 
its grip on party conference and party 
institutions. A similar, but desperately 
more serious, example of the illusions 
of ‘new media’ activism, this time 
under conditions of real repression and 
war, can be seen in the Syrian uprising 
and civil war: a point made recently by 
Riham Alkousaa on Al-Jazeera.13

Leaving aside illusions of strength, 
does the new tech change the delusive 
character of ‘plebiscitary democracy’? 
Not in the least.

It is just in the nature of things that 
human beings have disagreements. 
Assuming there is a straightforwardly 

‘right thing to do’, it is rarely obvious 
what the right thing to do is. Very 
frequently, there is not only a choice 
to be made between option 1 or 2, but 
option 1 ... 7 and within these, 1 (a) (i), 
1 (a) (ii), 1 (b), ... and so on.

To reach a decision, then, it is nec-
essary to reduce the range of options. 
This is, of course, why the Labour Party, 
when it functioned at all democratically, 
had (1) the right of constituencies to 
introduce amendments to proposed 
motions, (2) compositing procedures, 
and (3) even then, discussion at party 
conference before the vote was taken.

Without such methods, let us imagine 
a Momentum of 200,000 members, of 
which every member has (a) the right to 
put proposals by electronic circulation 
to the whole membership, and (b) the 
right of individual veto over all such 
proposals (which is what is actually 
meant by proceeding by consensus, 
rather than proceeding by vote).

Then on the one hand I get up in 
the morning, open my emails and find 
10,000 emails with individual proposals 
for Momentum decisions waiting to 
be read. However, on the other hand, 
actually, I needn’t read them, because 
I can be pretty certain that someone 
among the 200,000 members will veto 
any of them, so that none of them will 
be adopted.

The reality is that someone has to 
reduce the range of possible choices. 
Behind any consensus process, there 
must be some decision-making mech-
anism which works otherwise. Thus in 
the World Social Forums, the decisive 
voice was of the bureaucratic apparatus 
of the Brazilian Workers’ Party; in 
the European Social Forums, that of 
Rifondazione Comunista; in the London 
variant, Ken Livingstone’s London 
mayor’s office. In the absence of elected 
bodies able to narrow the options down, 
and of debate among rival trends, 
factions, and so on, it must be so.

That this is how Lansman & Co 
see ‘new politics’ is plain enough. 
They are already operating under a 
regime in which ‘the Momentum team’ 
exercises bureaucratic control and Jon 
Lansman has the authority to act on 
his own - though in consultation with 
the equivalent full-timers in Jeremy 
Corbyn’s office, and so on. The idea that 
referendumism is new or ‘horizontal’ 
is a scam or, at most, a self-deception, 
just like Tim Stanley’s scamming or 
self-deceptive claims that criticisms of 
fraud in the Trump victory or the Brexit 
vote make ‘democracy the poorer’. They 
are, in truth, just the same argument in 
favour of media control: reflected in 
the use made by ‘the Momentum team’ 
of traditional media spin techniques l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Corbyn intervenes ... on wrong side
Labour Party Marxists are proposing a transparent, simple and effective draft constitution

Jeremy Corbyn has intervened in 
the debate raging in Momentum 
over its conference and its 

constitution. In a December 20 email 
to every member of the organisation, 
the Labour leader warns that, “We 
must not let internal debate distract 
from our work that has to be done 
to help Labour win elections.” 
So to spike diversionary chatter 
about accountability and internal 
democracy, Corbyn unmistakably 
implies that he is on board with 
Jon Lansman’s plan to do without a 
democratic conference, elected dele-
gates, self-activating local branches, 
regional committees, etc. Instead, the 
wonders of “participatory activities” 
like “phone-canvassing” are recom-
mended, along with events such as 

the September 2016 (non-voting) 
‘The World Transformed’.

Momentum members are asked 
to complete a ‘survey’ asking 
them about what activity they do 
at present, what they would like 
Momentum to do in the future and 
do they wish to have a delegate 
conference or decisions made by 
Omov. Like all plebiscites, this 
‘survey’ will probably get the result 
‘Team Momentum’ wants. After all 
they phrase the questions. They also 
count and interpret the results.

In effect, this is an attempt 
to override the decisions of the 
December 3 National Committee 
meeting and the subsequent decisions 
of its Conference Arrangements 
Committee. Proposals from the CAC 

(which has a 4:3 leftwing majority) 
on how conference will be organised 
were supposed to be sent out on 
December 16. But this was blocked 
by Team Momentum. As a result 
the CAC decided to act unilaterally. 
The CAC has also set up its own 
Facebook page, which shows they 
are not taking this undemocratic 
manoeuvre lying down. Good. But 
of course, they will reach far fewer 
members that way.

It does not take a genius to work 
out how comrade Lansman will 
use his ‘survey’ majority. He will 
cancel the democratic conference 
planned for February ‘in light of the 
overwhelming mandate in favour 
of Omov…’ You get the picture.  
Nevertheless, we urge Weekly Worker 

readers to complete the survey ... but 
denounce the whole thing and don’t 
trust the result.

There has been talk of a draft 
Momentum constitution. Obviously 
it is urgently needed if members are 
going to debate it and elect delegates 
to agree or change it. Meanwhile, 
allies of comrade Lansman have 
been coming out with proposals 
which lean heavily on the awful ‘A 
transparent structure that involves all 
Momentum members and groups’, 
which we discussed in Weekly 
Worker last week (December 15).

Our approach is very different. 
We want thoroughgoing democracy, 
political clarity and an orientation 
that puts transforming Labour into 
a genuine socialist party at the heart 

of Momentum work. Membership 
should be open to all who accept 
this perspective. We see no need for 
Momentum to mimic the Labour Party 
or student unions with affiliations, 
liberation groups and special quotas. 
Comrades should have the right to 
establish factions, platforms, etc, but it 
is the national conference that should 
exercise sovereignty.

Labour Party Marxists proposes 
the following draft constitution as 
our contribution to what is a vital 
discussion. It is brief, simple, and 
democratically transparent on the 
rights and duties of members and 
their leadership. We believe that 
active, self-activating branches 
should constitute the foundation of 
Momentum l

LPM draft constitution
1. Aims
1:1 Momentum exists to build on the 
energy and enthusiasm of the ‘Jeremy 
Corbyn for Labour Leader’ campaign, 
to increase participatory democracy, 
solidarity, and grassroots power. We 
want to transform the Labour Party into 
a real party of labour. The fundamental 
change we work for is the winning of a 
socialist society to replace the existing 
system of capitalism. Our end goal is 
a world based on the principle ‘From 
each according to their abilities; to each 
according to their needs’.
2. Organisation
2:1 Momentum organises on the basis 
of individual membership and the most 
thorough-going democracy. Decisions in 
Momentum meetings are taken by a simple 
majority of members voting (excluding 
abstentions). All officers and delegates 
on all levels can be recalled by a simple 
majority of the body that elected them 
(for example, a conference, the National 
Committee or a branch). Draft agendas 
must be published well in advance of any 

Momentum meeting; minutes must be 
published as soon as possible afterwards.
2:2 As a general principle, we organise on 
the basis of the part being subordinate to 
the whole. The conference is the highest 
decision-making body and elects the 
National Committee, which oversees the 
branches and any national groups and 
structures and elects a Steering Committee.
2:3 Members have the right to submit 
their views to higher committees up to 
the national Momentum leadership for 
discussion. In the spirit of the radical 
democracy that motivates our whole 
organisation, members may publicly 
oppose decisions of higher committees, 
as long this opposition does not disrupt 
specific concrete actions.
2:4 Momentum members have the right 
to form factions, platforms, tendencies, 
special interest groups/networks with a 
view to changing the organisation’s policy 
or its leadership.
3. structure
3:1 Momentum membership is open to 
everybody who: 

- supports the objectives and aims of 
Momentum, and 
- is not currently a supporters of any 
organisation that stands candidates 
against the Labour Party.
3:2 The basic organisational elements 
of Momentum are the branches, which 
should meet at least monthly and, within 
their sphere of operation, exercise a 
wide degree of autonomy.
3:3 Conference is the highest decision-
making body of Momentum. Conference 
should normally be held every year and 
the date and conference arrangements 
should be announced by the National 
Committee at least three months in 
advance. The NC is ultimately responsible 
for conference arrangements and how 
participants are elected.
Extraordinary conferences can be 
called by a majority decision of the 
National Committee, by a third of 
Momentum’s branches, or by a third 
of the national membership. If such 
a demand arises, the NC is obliged to 
convene an extraordinary conference. 

It should be held within three months.
3:4 Conference elects the National 
Committee and decides on its size. 
Between conferences the NC represents 
Momentum and is empowered to issue 
statements on behalf of the organisation, 
launch campaigns, etc. To facilitate 
its work and the effectiveness of the 
organisation, the NC is empowered to 
form other committees - organisational, 
political, editorial, regional, etc. The NC 
elects a Steering Committee and decides 
on its size. The SC is accountable to 
and recallable by the NC.
3:5 The National Committee controls 
and administers the national database 
and the income from membership 
dues. At least 30 percent of the income 
is distributed back to the branches, 
in proportion to the size of the local 
membership. In addition, branches are 
able to raise their own funds.
4. Discipline
4:1 All members of Momentum have to 
abide by the rules of Momentum and 
conduct themselves in a disciplined and 

comradely way. This does not imply 
that people cannot use harsh language 
or express themselves in angry tones 
when debating political differences. 
Our comrades are political people, 
who hold strong political opinions 
and may have sharp observations 
to make on the ideas of others. 
Examples of basic breaches of 
discipline in Momentum would be: 
the refusal to pay dues because of 
political differences; disrupting or 
sabotaging an action agreed by a 
majority of members; threatening or 
using violence; behaving in a way 
that brings discredit to Momentum.
4:2 A comrade’s level of political 
experience and familiarity with the 
culture of our organisation should 
always be taken into account when 
disciplinary measures are mooted.
4:3 Every member of Momentum who 
is subject to disciplinary procedures 
has the right to appeal to higher bodies 
of Momentum, up to and including 
the conference l

Nothing new about plebiscites ... they’ve always stunk
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Jesus - armed and dangerous
Forget the virgin birth, the stable, the wondrous star, the shepherds and the wise men, the massacre of 
the innocents and the angel of the lord telling Joseph and Mary to flee to Egypt. All pure invention. Jesus 
was an apocalyptic revolutionary, says Jack Conrad

Palestine lay at the crossroads of 
Middle Eastern civilisations. 
This made it a land of milk 

and honey for the superpowers of the 
ancient world. That is why one foreign 
invasion followed another. Egyptians, 
Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians and 
after them the Macedonian Greeks and 
finally, in the 1st century BCE, the 
Romans. Between these seismic events 
there were occasional power vacuums, 
and given decisive action, brief inter-
ludes of Judean independence. Eg, 
the guerrilla leader Judas Maccabee 
led a revolt against the Syrian-based 
Seleucid empire and their Hellenised 
allies, which saw him seize power in 
164 BCE. Independence was not only 
fleeting, but often purely notional. All 
in all, the Jews became an oppressed 
nationality, which, given the dominant 
ideology of the time, bred a national 
fanaticism of the highest order.

Adherence to Judean ethnic purity, 
the Ezraite historical outlook, the 
sexual taboos, the dietary stipulations 
and intolerant Yahweh monotheism 
fashioned in Babylonian exile had, over 
the span of a couple of centuries, become 
something entirely different. What was 
originally designed to cohere the elite and 
exclude the people of the land had been 
progressively taken over, colonised, by 
the people of the land themselves. The 
lower classes, in part instinctively, in part 
cunningly, in part goadingly, wielded the 
holy texts against their oppressors. The 
rallying slogan of the downtrodden and 
disaffected in 1st century BCE Palestine 
was ‘loyalty to god and his law’. It was, 
after all, the rich and powerful who 
were now the ones happily mixing with 
ritualistically unclean foreigners and 
who aped their abominable heathen 
ways. They became the heretics, the 
law-breakers, the outsiders. Their wanton 
ungodliness was blamed for bringing 
defeat and humiliation down upon Israel.

Literacy was no longer the exclusive 
preserve of the upper classes. Villagers 
and humble townspeople had their own 
teachers (rabbis). They scoured the 
established canon for guidance. The 
books of Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Micah, 
etc, were read as if they contained hidden 
codes of class and national liberation. 
Whole passages were committed to 
memory. Commentaries, inspired 
readings and interpretations were also 
carefully written down and circulated; 
new, dissident, holy books were thereby 
created. Prophesy and sects flourished.

With the coming of the Romans 
there was a widespread feeling that 
the last times had arrived. Family and 
everyday social relations were lived 
under the palpable idea of an impending 
apocalypse. Soon the dead will rise 
from their graves and face Yahweh’s 
judgement. A new, communistic world 
was ready to be born. The poor will 
inherit the earth and be avenged. Jewish 
eschatology (the lore of the last times) 
taught that Yahweh would destroy all 
earthly powers and institute his divine 
rule on earth. Naturally, god will rescue 
his chosen people and bring terrible 
retribution against foreign oppressors and 
their quislings: namely the Herodians. 
The royal household and its parasitic 
circle were virtually alone amongst the 
Jews in being positively pro-Roman. 
Not that the sadducees, the conservative 
priest-caste, would be spared.

A range of religious/political factions 
existed. The Jewish writer Josephus 
lists what he calls the three schools 
of thought. Sadducees, pharisees and 
essenes. Nowadays the sadducee party 
would be described as hidebound, 
self-interested, cowardly, rightwing but 

relatively rational. Being worldly-wise 
and educated, the sadducees could not 
believe in the resurrection of the dead, 
angels or predestination. The sadducees 
must be distinguished from the Herodian 
royal family and the internationalised 
Jewish aristocracy - who proudly adopted 
Greek customs and served as client-
state agents of Roman exploitation. 
Sadducee is virtually synonymous 
with the caste of temple high priests 
and those who were related to them. 
According to Josephus, 1,500 priests 
received tithes and religiously served 
the community. However, a rapid class 
differentiation took place. Half a dozen 
families elevated themselves above the 
common priesthood and secured a tight 
grip over key appointments. Disdainful 
of their social ‘inferiors’, the high priests 

had no compunction about stealing the 
tithes allocated to other, less grand, 
priests. Occasionally violence erupted. It 
was, though, mostly an uneven contest. 
High priests had temple guards, many 
servants and other such dependants and 
hangers-on. They could also afford to 
hire baying mobs and gangs of heavies.

The functions of the priesthood 
centred on ritual, collecting the obligatory 
religious taxes and the sacrifice of 
animals. The Jerusalem temple was, in 
fact, a giant slaughterhouse. Anyhow, 
though the sadducees occupied the top 
tier of the Jewish social hierarchy, they, 
like the post-Babylon priesthood, lacked 
anything that can reasonably be called 
state power.

Sadducees resented the prerogatives 
over the temple secured by the Herodian 

kings and the Roman procurators. They 
could, though, do little about it. Herod 
ruthlessly purged the priesthood of 
Maccabees (Hasmonaeans) and made 
the high priests into his subordinates. As 
for the Romans, they even took charge 
of the sacred vestments used on the Day 
of Atonement (Yom Kippur). Hiring and 
firing became their preserve too. Eg, 
Valerius Gratus, predecessor of Pontius 
Pilate, deposed and appointed four high 
priests. One consequence of such cavalier 
interference was that the popular esteem 
of the priesthood stood at less than zero. 
Temple ceremony was not invalidated as 
such, but the high priests as individuals 
were widely viewed as frauds, polluted 
and even outright enemy agents.

Sadducees, for their part, felt 
themselves to be conducting a rearguard 

battle on two fronts. Roman interference 
and the founding and growth of Greek 
cities in Palestine - along with their 
gymnasiums, athletic contests and 
polytheistic temples - must have been 
hated. Yet, being aristocratic and in 
possession of large landed estates, they 
also loathed notions of democracy and 
feared the common people more. With 
their sober-minded understanding of 
the geo-political realities of the eastern 
Mediterranean, the sadducees rejected all 
notions of actively resisting the Romans. 
Broadly speaking, therefore, they fall into 
the category of unwilling collaborators.

Judaism defined itself as a religion 
of the book. The age of prophesy was 
formally closed with Persian domination. 
With a few notable exceptions the 
Hebrew canon was finalised by the time 

“two swords... enough.” said Jesus. Painted by José Joaquim da rocha 1727-1807 (O beijo de Judas)
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of Ezra (the writer, Esdras, in the Bible) 
and Nehemiah (the governor appointed 
by Cyrus). In religious terms, that froze 
the meaning of the past from the time of 
creation to the building of the ‘second 
temple’. However, future generations of 
priests are thereby condemned to merely 
preside over forms which inevitably lose 
their content. The medium therefore 
becomes the message. They can neither 
reinterpret text nor initiate.

But life moves on and constantly 
creates new needs. Between the written 
word and the changing requirements of 
the everyday there stepped the pharisees. 
A religious intelligentsia, expert in the 
obscure methods of scholastic dispute and 
adept at bending the law, the pharisees 
formed a party which not only rivalled the 
discredited temple priesthood, but sunk 
far deeper organisational roots amongst 
the masses. Josephus writes glowingly 
about the pharisees being the “most 
authoritative exponents of the law”. He 
also credits them as the “leading sect”.1 
A widely accepted designation. From 
Karl Kautsky to Hyam Maccoby, the 
pharisees are held to be the popular party 
of the 1st century.

Robert Eisenman disagrees. For 
him the pharisees were part of the 
establishment and had a programme 
of accommodation with both the 
Herodian state and its Roman sponsor. 
As evidence he cites countless passages 
in the Dead Sea scrolls against “seekers 
after smooth things” and the historic 
fact that the pharisee party nowhere led 
the way against foreign occupation, but 
everywhere sought compromise.2 In 
fact, phariseeic Judaism emerged as the 
dominant school of thought only after the 
destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans.

Finally, going down the threefold 
list given by Josephus, we arrive at the 
essenes. Interestingly, where he gives 
the sadducees and pharisees a rather 
pinched treatment, the essenes are 
afforded considerable space. In part this 
is no doubt due to a desire to entertain 
high-class Roman readers with their 
unusual monastic lifestyle and strange 
doctrines - of which Josephus had 
first-hand knowledge. He spent a year 
as an initiate. According to Josephus, 
the essenes rejected slavery. More than 
that, maintaining a strict discipline in 
their isolated, but “large”, communities, 
they “eschew pleasure-seeking”. Sexual 
intercourse was outlawed, it seems. 
Despite that they are “peculiarly attached 
to each other”. Josephus does, though, 
report that one branch allowed marital 
relations between men and women, albeit 
purely for reasons of procreation.

The essenes were “contemptuous of 
wealth” and “communists to perfection”. 
All possessions were pooled. Members 
gave what they had and took what 
they needed.3 Universal suffrage was 
used to elect those in authority over 
the community. Dietary laws were 
rigorous. No-one was allowed to defile 
themselves by eating “any creature 
or creeping thing”. Nor was alcohol 
permitted. Life was materially simple. 
Everyone wore the same white linen till 
it was threadbare with age. Ritualistic 
washing was performed round the clock. 
Josephus chuckles that they even cleaned 
themselves after defecating - “though 
emptying the bowels is quite natural”.4 
The idea of a clean body had nothing to 
do with our modern notions of hygiene. 
It was to render oneself fit for god’s 
knowledge and purpose. Something 
gained by painstaking study of the holy 
books and the special insights of the 
sect. Not that the community was merely 
contemplative. Essenes took part in the 
anti-Roman uprising of 66.

Despite certain differences there 
is a striking parallel with the group at 
Qumran responsible for the Dead Sea 
scrolls (written between 200 BCE and 68 
CE). The Qumran community likewise 
demands that those “entering the sect 
transfer their property to the order”. 
Extreme communism is practised. Ritual 
is laid down in great detail. Key decisions 
are taken by majority vote. Meals are 
eaten in common. There is an annual 
membership review. Clearly the essenes 

and the Qumran community belong to, or 
stem from, the same tradition. Qumran 
itself seems to have been overrun by 
the future emperor, Vespasian, and his 
army in 68.

It is germane too that Qumran members 
living in wilderness camps are described 
as “volunteers” and are supposed to be 
organised into thousands, hundreds, 
fifties and tens. An echo of the way 
the mythological Moses and Joshua 
marshalled the men under their command 
for their invasion of Canaan. Elsewhere 
the scrolls envisage the recruitment of 
virtually every Jewish male over the age 
of 20 into the holy army. Only the very old, 
the mentally impaired and those deemed 
religiously unclean are to be excluded.

The Qumran community, and the 
movement of which it was a part, were 
apocalyptic revolutionaries, or holy 
warriors, awaiting their predetermined 
fate. They fasted, prayed for and expected 
Yahweh’s divine intervention against the 
Romans and a messiah (in the Dead Sea 
scrolls there were to be two messiahs - one 
in charge of religious affairs; the other a 
military leader). After the hour appointed 
by god, there would ensue a protracted, 
33-year war in what were the last days:

[Then ther]e shall be a time of salvation 
for the people of god, and a time of 
domination for all the men of his 
forces and eternal annihilation for all 
the forces of Belial [the devil]. There 
shall be g[reat] panic [among] the son of 
Japheth, Assyria shall fall with no one 
to come to his aid, and the supremacy 
of the Kittim (Rome - JC) shall cease, 
that wickedness be overcome without 
a remnant. There shall be no survivors 
of [all the sons of] darkness.5

People’s party
Thankfully Josephus extends his list. He 
writes of a so-called ‘fourth philosophy’. 
Here at last we surely have a description, 
no matter how crude, of what must have 
been the highly fragmented and complex 
people’s party. Mostly Josephus simply 
writes of “bandits” and “brigands”. Clearly 
what he means, though, are not normal 
thieves who are simply out for personal 
gain. He is referring to what we now call 
the left; a left that inevitably combined 
national liberation and class vengeance 
with religion. Josephus mentions the 
sicarii. A movement of urban guerrillas 
which “committed numerous murders in 
broad daylight”.6 Their preferred tactic 
was to “mingle with the festival crowd” 
in Jerusalem. Concealing razor-sharp 
curved daggers underneath their cloaks, 
they would stab to death their target. Like 
fish the sicarii would then disappear in 
the sea of people. Evidently they enjoyed 
wide support. One of their first victims 
was Jonathan, the high priest. But there 
were many more. Roman collaborators 
lived in constant fear.

During the final years of Herod 
there were numerous urban and rural 
rebellions. Riots erupted in Jerusalem. In 
Galilee guerrilla foci found themselves 
gaining enough adherents to allow 
regular military units to be formed. 
Their leaders sometimes had themselves 
crowned kings on the messianic model. 
Among them was Simon, a former 
slave of Herod and Athronges, who was 
once a shepherd. However, the most 
successful liberation fighter was Judas, 
whose father, Ezechias, was a well 
known “bandit” who was executed in 
47 BCE. Josephus rages against Judas 
because he “tried to stir the natives to 
revolt” by encouraging them not to 
pay taxes to the Romans. Judas “was a 
rabbi” (teacher), says Josephus, “with a 
sect of his own, and was quite unlike the 
others”.7 His message was republican, 
not monarchist. The people should have 
no master except god.

The Romans felt compelled to 
intervene and decided to establish 
direct rule over Judea. Resistance was 
crushed. There was much bloodshed. 
Two thousand captives were reportedly 
crucified and many sold into slavery. 
Amongst the first measures enacted by 
Quirinius, the Roman legate of Syria, 

was to order a census in 6 CE. There 
was, to state the obvious, no stipulation 
that every adult male had to register at 
their place of birth - a purely literary 
device invented by Bible writers in 
order to move Joseph and the pregnant 
Mary from what was at the time a 
non-Roman-administered Galilee in 
the north to Bethlehem, the family 
town of the biblical king, David, in 
the south. Nor, once again to state the 
obvious, was the census anything to do 
with the provision of public services or 
population projections. Like the famed 
Doomsday book of William I, its purpose 
was quite unambiguous. Assessing a new 
acquisition for purposes of taxation: ie, 
surplus extraction. As such it was deeply 
resented and triggered another popular 
rebellion.

Judas in Galilee aligned himself 
with the dissident pharisee, Zaddok, 
whose agreed task was to rouse the 
people of Jerusalem. What Josephus 
calls the fourth philosophy was born. 
It had many names, including ‘the 
way’, ‘the sons of Zaddok’, ‘the holy 
ones’, ‘the poor ones of piety’, ‘the 
zealots of righteousness’, ‘the poor’, 
‘the meek’, etc. Its various components 
and factions would dominate popular 
politics till the fall of Jerusalem in 70 
and the final heroic stand at the desert 
fortress of Massada in 74 - rather than 
surrender to the Romans they preferred 
mass suicide. Despite being a member 
of the establishment, and someone 
seeking to ingratiate himself with the 
Romans, Josephus has to admit that these 
“bandits” and “false prophets” inspired 
the masses “to bold deeds”. Their 
“madness infected the entire people”, 
Josephus writes sorrowfully.

Josephus exhibits mixed feelings 
towards this fourth party. He was upper 
class, but also a proud Jew. On the 
one hand, he indignantly attacks them 
as “bandits” because they butchered 
“distinguished people” and because 
eventually they “brought about our ruin”. 
Supposedly due to such revolutionaries 
the Romans sacked Jerusalem and 
crucified tens of thousands - a moral 
stance akin to blaming the Bund for the 
destruction of the Warsaw ghetto rather 
than the Nazis. On the other hand, he 
cannot but admire their religious and 
moral conviction. Judas and the most 
audacious of the liberation fighters 
“showed a stubborn love for liberty” and 
would rather suffer torture than “call any 
human being their master”.

This party combined religious 
nationalism with physical force - they 
were committed to a realistic, long-term 
guerrilla war against the Romans. 
Formally the odds were hopeless. 
However, their ‘zeal’ would triumph, 
as with Judas Maccabee, Samson, 
Gideon and Joshua before them. God 
would lend aid; but they did not expect 
miracles. During the 66-70 revolution 
in Jerusalem the zealot party emerged 
under Eleazar to lead the poorer quarters 
of the city. Together revolutionary 
preachers, messianic prophets and 
zealot guerrilla leaders turned biblical 
texts against the Herodian aristocracy 
and the sadducee priest-caste. Their 
subservience to the ‘beast’ - ie, Rome 
- was denounced as blasphemy against 
god and religious law. Because of their 
heinous sins Yahweh no longer brought 
Israel victory, but punishment in the form 
of defeat, poverty and humiliation. To 
cap it all, the Romans were not averse to 
parading images of their god-emperor in 

Jerusalem - sacrilege for any Jew. They 
even proposed in 39-40 to erect a statue 
of Gaius Caligula in their temple. No 
wonder the Jewish populous detested 
the Romans.

For over a hundred years Palestine 
was a hotbed of revolt within the Roman 
empire - the uprisings of 6 CE and 66-70 
CE and the Bar-Kokhba kingdom in the 
2nd century being outstanding examples. 
However, if Palestine was the Romans’ 
Ireland, Galilee in the far north, where 
Jesus was supposed to have grown from 
childhood, was its county Fermanagh.

Set against the nationalist-religious 
background, the New Testament Jesus 
is a very strange person, to say the least. 
Nowhere does he challenge or even 
question Roman occupation of Judea 
and indirect rule of Galilee (at the time 
of Jesus it was ruled by a pro-Roman 
Jewish satrap - Herod Antipas). Instead 
he appears to positively love the Roman 
tyrant. It is the pharisees who earn 
his condemnation and rebukes. Jesus 
even urges fellow Jews to dutifully pay 
Roman taxes: “Render unto Caesar ...” 
Frankly that would have been akin to 
Tommy Sheridan telling the people of 
Glasgow the rightness of paying the 
hated poll tax under Margaret Thatcher. 
And yet Jesus manages to gain an 
enthusiastic mass following among the 
rural and urban poor.

His birth and infancy are even harder 
to swallow. The Roman census in what is 
now 1 BCE - as we said, there was one 
in 6 CE - unbelievably requires subjects 
of the empire to travel to the place of 
their birth! If such a stipulation had 
been made, the subsequent movement 
of people would surely have caused 
complete chaos. In fact all the Romans 
required was registration at one’s normal 
place of residence. Galileans incidentally 
would not have been affected. Anyway, 
or so the story goes, Joseph, the ‘father’ 
of Jesus, and his heavily pregnant, but 
virgin, wife trek all the way from a place 
supposedly called Nazareth in the far 
north to Bethlehem in Judea.

There, guided by a wondrous star, 
shepherds and wise men shower the 
child with praise and gifts, just before 
king Herod, the father of Herod Antipas, 
orders the massacre of the innocents. But 
only after Joseph and Mary, having been 
warned by an angel, flee towards Egypt. 
All pure invention, as was the ability 
of Jesus to outwit the temple priests in 
theology when he later visits Jerusalem 
as a 12-year-old child.

Here, as with much else, we have 
the heavy hand of propaganda and later 
Greek rewriters. In general it has to be 
said that the gospels - written between 40 
and 90 years after Jesus’s death - display 
profound ignorance of the elementary 
facts of Jewish life. Moreover they 
become progressively more anti-Jewish. 
In John, the last of the four official 
gospels, Jesus is a pro-Roman, Mithras-
like man-god who was put to death solely 
due to the collective wish of the Jewish 
people. In this tradition he knowingly 
sacrifices himself in order to atone for 
the sins of humanity.

Yet by drawing on what we know 
of the Jews at the time and removing 
obvious invention, we can arrive at a 
much more probable version of events. 
Charismatic, fearless and well educated, 
Jesus was probably a rabbi (teacher and 
preacher). He appears to have come to 
believe, during the course of his ministry, 

that he was not only a prophet, but the 
messiah (or anointed one), who would 
deliver the Jewish people from Rome 
(and end the days of the robber empires). 
He therefore spoke of himself as the ‘Son 
of David’ or ‘Son of god’. By saying 
this he certainly did not mean to imply 
that he was a man-god - a blasphemous 
concept for Jews. That is why two of 
the gospels - Matthew and Luke - are 
interesting in that they leave in the great 
lengths earlier source accounts had gone 
to in order to prove that through Joseph 
he was biologically directly related to 
king David “14 generations” before ... 
and before that to Adam himself. Luke 
iii provides a much longer list compared 
with Matthew and a genealogy which 
also contains many different names 
(passages in the Old Testament, such 
as 1 Chronicles iii,19, contradict both 
Matthew and Luke - so much for the 
inerrancy of the Bible).

The prophet Micah had predicted that 
the messiah would be born in Bethlehem 
- the royal seat of David. By placing his 
birth in this town, Jesus and his early 
propagandists were proclaiming him 
to be the lawful king, as opposed to 
the Herodian upstarts. It was like some 
medieval peasant leader announcing 
themselves to be the direct heir of Harold 
Godwinson and hence the true Saxon 
king of England against the Plantagenet 
or Angevine descendants of William 
of Normandy. Roman domination was 
initially imposed through Herodian 
kings, who were Idumean (ie, from the 
area to the south of Judea) and therefore 
at most only semi-Jewish in background 
and religious observance. The Dead 
Sea scrolls exude an uncompromising 
rejection, disgust and hostility for the 
king - presumably Herod, or one of 
his successors - who was appointed 
by the Romans. He is condemned as a 
“foreigner” and a “covenant breaker”.

Jesus’s claim to be king of the Jews 
was unmistakably political. He was 
proclaiming himself to be the leader of a 
popular revolution that would bring forth 
a communistic ‘kingdom of god’. No 
pie in the sky when you die. The slogan, 
‘kingdom of god’, was of this world and 
was widely used by fourth party, zealot 
and other such anti-Roman forces. It 
conjured up for Jews an idealised vision 
of the old theocratic system - which 
could only be realised by defeating the 
Romans. In the new days it will be the 
poor who benefit and the rich who suffer:

[B]lessed be you poor, for yours is the 
kingdom of god .... But woe unto you 
that are rich ... Woe unto you that are 
full now, for you shall hunger. Woe 
unto you that laugh now, for you shall 
mourn and weep.8

This imminent class retribution was not 
to be confined to Israel alone. The Jews 
were Yahweh’s revolutionary vanguard. 
Through them Jesus’s plan was for a 
universal utopia. From Jerusalem a 
“world theocracy”, with Jesus at its 
head, would redeem “all nations”. Then 
onwards peace reigns; swords are beaten 
into ploughshares and the wolf lies down 
with the lamb.

Samuel Brandon (1907-71) argued 
in his noted 1967 study that Jesus 
and the zealots were part of the same 
revolutionary movement.9 But I think it 
is obvious that Jesus was no zealot. He 
was an apocalyptic revolutionary similar 
to John the Baptist. He “believed in the 
miraculous character of the coming 
salvation, as described in the writings 
of the scriptural prophets”.10 Jesus was 
not interested in military strategy or 
tactics. Rome would be beaten without 
either conventional or guerrilla war. 
Nevertheless, though Jesus did not 
train his followers in the use of arms, 
five of his 12 inner circle of disciples 
clearly came from the ranks of the 
revolutionary ‘bandits’ and retained 
guerrilla nicknames (including Peter 
Barjonah - ‘outlaw’; Simon - the zealot; 
James and John - the ‘sons of thunder’; 
and Judas Iscariot - the ‘dagger-man’).

This is not surprising. Jesus was 
no pacifist: “I come not to send peace 
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What we 
fight for

n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree  with  the  
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars   and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question - ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n  The  working  class  must  be 
organised    globally.    Without 
a global Communist Party, a 
Communist International, the 
struggle against capital is weakened 
and lacks coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising   the  importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism  in  its  ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances  
allow to  achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists   are   champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism  represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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but a sword!”11 While liberation would 
have a military aspect, primarily it 
depended on supernatural power. There 
would be a decisive battle where a 
tiny army of the righteous overcome 
overwhelmingly superior odds. In the 
Bible Gideon fought and won against 
the Midianites with only 300 men - he 
told the other 20,000 men in his army 
to “return home”.12 So the methods of 
Jesus and the guerrilla fighters differed, 
but were not entirely incompatible. They 
differed on the degree that their strategy 
relied on divine intervention. Either 
way, the zealots were unlikely to have 
actively opposed Jesus. He might have 
been a factional opponent. But he was 
no enemy. His mass movement would 
at the very least have been seen by the 
zealots as an tremendous opportunity.

Jesus was therefore not isolated from 
Jewish life and the political turmoil that 
swirled around him. On the contrary, 
he was its product and for a short time 
its personification. The notion that 
Jesus opposed violence is a pretty 
transparent Christian invention designed 
to placate the Roman authorities and 
overcome their fears that the followers 
of the dead man-god were dangerous 
subversives. The real Jesus would 
never have said, “Resist not evil.” 
The idea is a monstrosity, fit only for 
despairing appeasers. Jewish scripture 
is packed with countless examples of 
prophets fighting what they saw as 
evil - not least foreign oppressors. The 
real Jesus preached the ‘good news’ 
within the Jewish tradition against evil. 
He appears determined to save every 
‘lost sheep of Israel’, including social 
outcasts and transgressors such as the 
hated tax-collectors, for the coming 
apocalypse. Salvation depended on a 
total life change.

After the execution of John the 
Baptist Jesus reveals himself to be not 
simply a prophetic ‘preparer of the way’, 
but the messiah. “Whom say you that 
I am?” he asks his disciples. “You are 
the christ,” answers Peter.13 This was an 
extraordinary claim, but one fully within 
the Jewish thought-world. He was not 
and would not have been thought of as 
mad. In biblical tradition there had been 
prophets and even prophet-rulers (Moses 
and Samuel). Jesus was claiming to be 
the messiah-king: ie, the final king. In 
Jesus the spiritual and secular would 
be joined. A bold idea which must 
have aroused an intense commitment 
amongst his followers, and raised the 
hopes of the popular masses. Perhaps 
this explains why after he was cruelly 
killed on a Roman cross the Jesus party 
refused to believe he had really died. 
His claimed status put him in terms of 
myth at least on a par with Elijah: he 
would return at the appointed hour to 
lead them to victory.

Last days
New Testament (re)writers are at pains 
to play down or deny Jesus’s assumed 
royal title. Claiming to be king of the 
Jews was to openly rebel against Rome. 
Instead they concentrate on terms like 
‘messiah’ or ‘christ’, which they portray 
as being other-worldly. The Jews, and the 
disciples, are shown as not understanding 
this concept, though it existed in their 
sacred writings, which they had surely 
studied and thoroughly internalised. 
Nevertheless, even in the gospels, the 
truth occasionally flashes through the 
fog of falsification and makes it possible 
to reconstruct the probable pattern of 
Jesus’s brief revolutionary career.

The account of the so-called 
transfiguration on Mount Hermon - 
though it could have been Mount Tabor 
- described in Mark was no mystical 
event, but the crowning (or anointing) of 
king Jesus by his closest disciples, Peter, 
James and John. Having travelled to the 
far north country, one disciple seems 
to have crowned him, while the other 
two acted as the prophets, Moses and 
Elijah.14 Like Saul, David and Solomon, 
the new king was, through the ceremony, 
“turned into another man”.15 A ritual 
of which the gospel writers were only 
dimly aware. Having been crowned, the 

prophet-king began a carefully planned 
royal progress towards his capital city, 
Jerusalem. The idea would have been 
to evangelise at each stop and build up 
a fervent mass movement. All the time 
he has 12 close disciples acting for him 
- their number symbolising the so-called 
12 tribes of Israel. He also sends out 
before him 70 more into “every city and 
place” - a significant number in Jewish 
culture - the law-making council, the 
sanhedrin, had 70 members, the children 
of El, the special polytheistic god of 
Israel, numbered 70, etc.

From Mount Hermon the royal 
procession makes its way south, into 
Galilee, then down the banks of the 
Jordan and into Peraea, before reaching 
Jericho. King Jesus has a big entourage 
and is greeted by enthusiastic crowds. 
He preaches the coming kingdom of god 
and with it “eternal life”. The poor are 
to inherit the world and unless the rich 
sell what they have and give to the poor 
they will be damned: “It is easier for a 
camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to enter the kingdom 
of god”. Jesus performs many miracles. 
The blind are given sight, cripples walk, 
etc (cities and towns were teeming with 
professional beggars, no doubt including 
the professionally crippled and blind).

Finally, he triumphantly enters a 
swollen Jerusalem - either during the 
spring Passover or possibly in the 
autumn festival of the Tabernacles. 
Pilgrims could double the normal 
population. Then there was the 
additional influx produced by the Jesus 
movement itself. Symbolism is vital 
for all such apocalyptic revolutionaries. 
Jesus rides upon an ass’s foal (thus 
fulfilling the prophesy of Zechariah 
ix,9). There is no doubt what the masses 
think. They greet Jesus with unrestrained 
joy and proclaim him ‘Son of David’ and 
‘King of Israel’ - as I have argued, both 
revolutionary/royal titles. Palm branches 
are strewn before him, and showing their 
defiance of Rome, the crowd cries out, 
‘Hosanna’ (save us).

With the help of the masses Jesus and 
his lightly armed band of close followers 
force their way to the temple. Zealot and 
other fourth party cadre perhaps play a 
decisive, if discreet, role. Suffice to say, 
the religious police of the high priest are 
easily dispersed. Jesus angrily drives 
out the venal sadducee priesthood from 
the temple. They “have made it a den of 
robbers”. Meanwhile, the other priests 
carry on with their duties.

The Romans and their agents would 
have viewed these events as a nuisance 
rather than anything much else. Little 
rebellions at festival times were not 
uncommon. Nevertheless, in possession 
of the temple, Jesus and his followers 
were protected by the “multitude” 
from the poor quarter of the city. The 
priesthood is said to have been “afraid 
of the people”. It debated theology with 
Jesus but could do no more.16

Jesus expected a miracle. There 
would be a tremendous battle. On the 
one side, the Romans and their quislings. 
On the other, his disciples alongside “12 
legions of angels”. Jesus, his disciples 
and his angels will assuredly win. The 
defiled temple will then be destroyed and 
rebuilt in “three days”.17 Simultaneously, 
the dead will rise and Yahweh, with 
Jesus sitting at his right hand, will judge 
all the nations.

Jesus waited seven days for the 
apocalyptic arrival of god’s kingdom. 
It was expected to come on the eighth. 
At the last supper he expectantly says: 
“I will drink no more of the fruit of the 
vine [juice, not alcohol] until that day 
I drink it in the new kingdom of god.” 
Having taken himself to the garden 
of Gethsemane - outside the temple 
complex and the city walls - Jesus 
prayed his heart out. But “the hour” did 
not arrive. A cohort of Roman soldiers 
(300-600 men) and the religious police 
did. Perhaps they were guided by Judas, 
perhaps not (Kautsky says the idea 
of anyone in the sadducee party not 
knowing what Jesus looked like is just 
too improbable).

Jesus was easily captured. (In Mark a 

naked youth narrowly escapes - frankly, 
I do not have a clue what this aspect of 
the story is about. Were Jesus and his 
closest lieutenants about to carry out 
a miracle-bringing human sacrifice?) 
It is a grossly unequal contest. His 
disciples only had “two swords”. “It 
is enough,” Jesus had assured them.18 
There was a brief skirmish, according 
to the biblical account. Supposedly 
Jesus then says, “No more of this”, 
and rebukes the disciple, Simon Peter, 
who injured Malchus, a “slave of the 
high priest”. His right ear had been 
lopped off. Miraculously, Jesus heals 
him. Jesus is thus presented as being 
opposed to bloodshed: “for all who take 
the sword will perish by the sword”.19 
Obviously a fabricated interpolation. 
We have already seen Jesus promising 
cataclysmic violence and arming his 
followers, albeit with only two swords 
(the angels though would have been 
fully equipped for the final battle).

Interrogated by the high priest, 
Jesus was quickly handed over to the 
Roman governor, Pilate, as a political 
prisoner. Without fuss or bother Jesus 
was found guilty of sedition - he was 
forbidding the payment of Caesar’s 
taxes and had proclaimed himself king 
of the Jews. Jesus had no thought or 
intent of delivering himself up as a 
sacrificial lamb. He had expected an 
awesome miracle and glory, not capture 
and total failure. The gospels tell of his 
dejection and refusal to “answer, not 
even to a single charge”.20 Pilate was 
doubtless confronted by Jerusalem’s 
revolutionary crowd. It would have been 
demanding Jesus’s freedom, not crying, 
“Away with him, crucify him”.21 There 
was certainly no custom in occupied 
Palestine whereby the population could 
gain the release of any condemned 
prisoner “whom they wanted”.22 Pilate 
did not seek to “release him”. The notion 
of Pilate’s “innocence” is as absurd as 
the blood guilt of the Jews. Obviously 
yet another later pro-Roman insert.

After whipping, beating and spitting 
upon him, Pilate had Jesus thrown into 
prison. Then, perhaps straight away, 
perhaps after a number of months, had 
him sent to an agonising death (Pilate may 
well have waited till the spring Passover 
festival, so he could make Jesus an 
example before as many Jews as possible). 
Jesus was paraded through the streets, 
guarded by a “whole battalion”. Pilate’s 
plan was to humiliate the king of the Jews 
and demonstrate his powerlessness. Jesus 
is stripped and a (royal) scarlet robe is 

draped over his shoulders. To complete the 
picture, a “crown of thorns” is mockingly 
planted on his head and a “reed” placed 
in his right hand.23 He is crucified along 
with two other rebels and derided by the 
Romans and their collaborating allies. 
Over his head they, on Pilate’s orders, “put 
the charge against him” - “This is the king 
of the Jews”.24 John has the chief priests 
objecting. That has the ring of truth. They 
wanted Pilate to write: “This man said 
he was king of the Jews”. A headstrong 
Pilate has none of it. John puts these 
blunt words in his mouth: “What I have 
written I have written”. 25 The last words 
of Jesus are heart-rending: ‘Eli, eli, lama 
sabachthani?’ (My god, my god, why hast 
thou forsaken me?) Yahweh had not acted. 
There were no angels, no last battle. Jesus 
was a brave revolutionary who wrongly 
staked his all not on the masses, but on a 
coup and divine intervention.

There are supposedly miraculous 
happenings at his moment of death. 
Saints rise from their graves and walk 
about. There are earthquakes. The 
curtain in the temple is torn in two. Even 
more fanciful, the Bible has it that it is 
the Roman centurion and guard who 
are first to declare that the man they 
have just killed is: “Truly son of god”.26 
Actually for them it was just like any 
other day’s work. The execution of rebel 
ringleaders was a common occurrence 
for the Roman garrison l
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think and rethink
thankfully, our readers have 

responded to my urgent call 
last week to help ensure we reach 
our £1,750 target for December. I 
can report - in this, our final issue 
of 2016 - that an extra £673 has 
come our way over the last seven 
days, taking our running total to 
£1,371.

Amongst the readers who 
responded via PayPal were two 
from overseas - PM from the US, 
who donated a brilliant £100, and 
SS from Canada, who transferred 
a more than useful £25. Another 
£25 PayPal donor was MT, while 
our standing order supporters also 
came up with the goods this week. 
These included a fantastic £230 
from SK, £100 from PM, £75 from 
MM, £50 from TB, £40 from TR 
and £20 from KB.

So we now have just over a 
week to reach that £1,750 target 
- although, with the Christmas 
holidays intervening, that is not 
such a long time.

Talking about holidays, there 
will be no Weekly Worker on 
December 29 or January 5, and 

the first edition of 2017 will appear 
on January 12 in the increasingly 
desired print format (more and 
more teenagers and twenty-
somethings are wanting vinyl, 
paperbacks and real papers). No 
doubt, in the meantime, thousands 
of older comrades will be catching 
up with us online - we had 3,198 
internet readers last week.

And we wish every reader, print 
or online, all the best for 2017. 
The Weekly Worker is committed 
to being part of the renewal of 
communist and working class 
politics. And for that to happen we 
must think and rethink.

But, as ever, we need your 
help - firstly, to ensure we reach 
our monthly target (not to mention 
eating into the November deficit!) 
and, secondly, to guarantee that this 
paper has the resources to continue 
its vital role over the coming year l

Robbie Rix
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Christians 
borrowed 

from Persia

Yalda - triumph of light
Yassamine Mather explains the Zoroastrian winter solstice festival of light, Shabe Yalda, and how 
Iran’s ruling clerics have failed to extinguish it

shabe Yalda, the festival of Yalda, 
is celebrated by Iranians, Kurds, 
Afghans, Tajiks and others, on the 

last day of the Persian month of Azar - 
which falls on December 21 or 22. It is 
a celebration of the longest night of the 
year, 40 days before what is assumed to 
be the end of the coldest period of winter. 
It dates back to Zoroastrian times and is 
considered a joyous occasion as it coin-
cides with the time of year when days start 
getting longer. 

Zoroastrianism is one of the oldest 
extant religions in the world, practiced 
in ancient Persia, it influenced Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam. Above all else, 
Yalda was a celebration of light winning 
over darkness, commemorating the 
triumph of the sun god Mithra. The ancient 
belief has it that  when the sun rises, 
the light shines and goodness prevails. 
According to professor Joel Willbush, 
Yalda was “a celebration dating from early 
in the second century BC, representing 
the efforts by Antiochus IV (Epiphanes 
175–163) to consolidate his father’s 
conquests by cultural uniformity. Judea’s 
monotheism presented special problems, 
and its acceptance of the mid-winter 
celebration of Shab-é-Chel must have 
encouraged him”. 

 Mithraism, inspired by Persian 
worship of Mithra, was practiced in 
the Roman empire from about the first 
to fourth centuries, although there is 
considerable academic debate about the 
level of continuity between Persian and 
Greek-Roman practices.1

In ancient Persia, during Shabe Yalda, 
fires burnt all night and Zoroastrian 
worshipers prayed for the absolute 
victory of light over darkness, longer 
days and the sun, all necessary for 
winter crops. The myth about Mithra 
was popular in the Roman military, and 
the birth of the sun god was celebrated in 
much splendour by the Romans. When 
Christianity took over, many of the 
stories about Mithra were incorporated 
into stories about the birth of Jesus 
Christ. According to some historians, 
the birth of the sun god was combined 
and celebrated as Christmas.

There are two interpretations of the 
name Shabe Yalda - literally, night 
of birth. According to some experts 
it was imported into the Persian 
language by Syriac Christians and 
it means birth (tavalud and meelad, 
in contemporary Persian vocabulary, 
derive from it). A rival interpretation is 
that ‘da’ in the word ‘Yalda’ is from an 
Indo-European, Persian word meaning 
‘birth’ so Yalda means the birth of 
“day, light”. For Iranians it remains 
a significant cultural celebration, 
part of pre-Islamic traditional rituals. 
Historians believe the Persians adopted 
this annual renewal festival from the 
Babylonians and incorporated it into 
the rituals of their own religion. For 
them it was important to stay up all 
night in Shabe Yalda in order to fight 
the forces of evil - Ahriman - who were 
thought to be at their most powerful 
during the long darkness. Keeping the 
fires alight all night is to ensure the 
defeat of the forces of evil. 

According to Massoume Price, 
“There would be prayers to god 

Mithra (Mithr/Mihr/Mehr) and 
feasts in his honour, since Mithra is 
an īzad (av Yazata) and is responsible 
for protecting ‘the light of the early 
morning’, known as ‘Hāvangāh’. It 
was also believed that Ahura Mazda 
would grant people’s wishes on that 
day.”

The following day, the first day of the 
month of Day, also known as khoram rooz 
or khore rooz - the day of sun - belongs 
to the Zoroastrian god Ahura Mazda, the 
‘Lord of Wisdom’.2

Persians continue the fight against 

Ahriman throughout the winter, with 
the culmination on Charshanbeh souri, 
the festival of fire, on the eve of the 
last Wednesday before Norooz, which 
is celebrated on the day of the spring 
equinox3 and marks the beginning of 
spring in the northern hemisphere, usually 
around March 21. 

Modern day celebrations of Shabe Yalda 
include consumption of fruits, especially 
fruit containing water, such as watermelon, 
pomegranate and grapes, as well as dried 
fruits and nuts. The most typical fruit to be 
consumed is watermelon, often kept from 

late summer or autumn. Water represents 
light, and consuming watermelon or 
pomegranate on the night of čella (the night 
of forty, or Yalda night) is supposed to bring 
good health and well-being. 

After food, Iranian families gather 
to read poetry from Dīvān Ḥāfeẓ (fāl-e 
Ḥāfeẓ). The book is used as a form 
of fortune telling. Everyone makes a 
wish, someone opens Hafez’s book of 
poems and reads out the 14th century 
poet’s response to the wish, with elders 
interpreting the poems.

Of course Iranians of all classes have 

always drunk alcohol on Shabe Yalda, 
and the banning of alcohol imposed 
by the Islamic Republic regime in Iran 
when it came to power almost 38 years 
ago has had little effect on this - except 
that nowadays, because of prohibition, 
more Iranians drink and most Iranians 
drink more than they used to, despite the 
fact that imported alcohol - as opposed 
to a variety of home made versions - is 
more expensive. 

The Iranian Jewish community, who, 
after the Zoroastrians are the oldest extant 
religious community in the country, 
celebrate the festival of Illanout - the tree 
festival - at around the same time. Illanout 
has many similarities to Yalda: candles 
are lit and the celebrations include the 
consumption of fresh and dried fruits.

In the first years after coming to power, 
Iran’s clerics did their best to ban the 
celebration of Zoroastrian festivals, as 
symbols of Persian rather than Islamic 
culture. Norooz and Shabe Yalda were 
undermined, while Muslim religious 
festivals were promoted.

However a combination of resistance 
by the overwhelming majority of the 
population, as well as political expediency, 
led to a reversal of such policies. Isolated 
in an Islamic world dominated by Sunni 
Muslims, faced with a war with Saddam’s 
Iraq in 1980 and later a series of proxy 
wars with jihadist Saudi Arabia, Iran’s Shia 
clerics moved quickly, first to tolerance 
and later to promotion of Persian/Iranian 
ceremonies from Yalda to Norooz, even 
though some of the more fundamentalist 
clerics bow out to popular pressure with 
considerable resentment l 
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Notes
1. For more, see Beck, Roger, July 20 2002 
‘Mithraism’ Encyclopaedia Iranica online edition, 
retrieved March 3 2011: “The term ‘Mithraism’ is 
of course a modern coinage. In antiquity the cult 
was known as ‘the mysteries of Mithras’; 
alternatively, as ‘the mysteries of the Persians’. ... 
The Mithraists, who were manifestly not Persians 
in any ethnic sense, thought of themselves as 
cultic ‘Persians’. ... the ancient Roman Mithraists 
themselves were convinced that their cult was 
founded by none other than Zoroaster, who 
‘dedicated to Mithras, the creator and father of all, 
a cave in the mountains bordering Persia’, an 
idyllic setting ‘abounding in flowers and springs 
of water’ (Porphyry, On the Cave of the Nymphs 
6).”
2. Massoume Price - quote from http://www.
iranchamber.com/culture/articles/festival_of_
yalda.php.
3. In the northern hemisphere the March equinox 
is known as the vernal, or spring, equinox, and in 
the southern hemisphere as the autumnal equinox. 
It is the moment the sun crosses the celestial 
equator – the imaginary line in the sky above the 
Earth’s equator.

Zoroastrian fire ceremony in Tehran


