
ANZAC and the myth of 
Gallipoli

UKRAINETHEORY WWI

PEOPLE POWER 
CAN STOP ABBOTT

Issue No. 65 / March/April 2014                $3/$5 

Solidarity

Russia, Crimea and the 
threat of war

Why workers can run 
the world

THOUSANDS 
MARCH IN MARCH



Solidarity | IssUE sIXTY fIvE march/aprIl 20142

Solidarity No.65
March/April 2014
ISSN 1835-6834  
Responsibility for election 
comment is taken by James 
Supple, 410 Elizabeth St, 
Surry Hills NSW 2010. 
Printed by El Faro, Newtown 
NSW.

SolIdARIty MEEtINgS 
ANd bRANcHES

Sydney

Sydney Solidarity meets 7pm every 
Thursday at Brown St Hall, Brown 
St, Newtown
For more information contact:
Jean on 0449 646 593
sydney@solidarity.net.au

Sydney Uni meeting:
G4S, Serco, Transfield and the 
Biennale boycott: 
The global detention industry
12pm Wednesday April 2
Meeting Room 1, 
Holme Building

Melbourne

Melbourne Solidarity meets 6pm 
every Wednesday Go4 room, Fround 
floor, Babel building, Melbourne 
Uni
For more information contact:
Feiyi on 0416 121 616
melbourne@solidarity.net.au

Melbourne Uni meeting:
Ukraine’s crisis
Guest speaker: Binoy Kampmark
Lecturer, Global Urban & Social 
Studies, RMIT and writer on 
imperialism and Ukraine
12pm Wednesday 2 April
Joe Nap Room A, 2nd floor Union 
House

Perth
For more information contact:
Phil on 0423 696 312

brisbane
For more information contact:
Mark on 07 3123 8585 or
brisbane@solidarity.net.au

canberra
For more information contact:
Geraldine on 0458 039 596

Magazine office
Phone 02 9211 2600 
Fax 02 9211 6155 
solidarity@solidarity.net.au

❏     5 issues—$15
❏     One year (12 issues)—$36
❏     Two years (24 issues)—$65
❏      I would like __ copies 
         to sell

Solidarity is published monthly. 
Make sure you don’t miss an 
issue—send in this form along 
with cheque or money order or 
pay by credit card online at www.
solidarity.net.au/subscribe and 
we will mail you Solidarity each 
month.

Name .................................................................................

Address ............................................................................

..............................................................................................

Phone .................................................................................

E-mail ................................................................................

SolIdARIty: 
WHo ARE WE?
Solidarity is a socialist group with branches 
across Australia. We are opposed to the 
madness of capitalism, which is plunging us 
into global recession and misery at the same 
time as wrecking the planet’s future. We 
are taking the first steps towards building 
an organisation that can help lead the fight 
for an alternative system based on mass 
democratic planning, in the interests of 
human need not profit. 

As a crucial part of this, we are committed 
to building social movements and the 
wider left, through throwing ourselves into 
struggles for social justice, against racism 
and to strengthen the confidence of rank and 
file unionists. 

Solidarity is a member of the International 
Socialist tendency. Visit our web site at 
www.solidarity.net.au/about-us for more 
information on what we stand for.

Full content from the 
magazine / online-only 
updates / Up to date details 
of demonstrations and 
meetings

SolIdARIty.
NEt.AU

SUbScRIbE

FAcEbook
Search for “Solidarity 
Magazine” or go to
facebook.com/
solidaritymagazineaustralia

Cheques/MOs payable to Solidarity Publishing. 
Send to PO Box 375 Strawberry Hills NSW 2012 or 
phone 02 9211 2600 for credit card orders.

tWIttER
@soli_aus
twitter.com/soli_aus

EMAIl
solidarity@solidarity.net.au



3Solidarity | IssUE sIXTY fIvE march/aprIl 2014

Manus Island, 
refugees and 
Abbott

coNtENtS
ISSUE 65 MARcH/APRIl 2014

Reports
8 Millers Point fight 
eviction
8 CFMEU faces fines 
and Liberal attacks
9 Liberals miss state 
elections clean sweep
10 Abbott targets the 
public service
10 La Trobe Uni job 
cuts
10 Macquarie Uni strike
11 Time for a fight for 
jobs at Qantas

International
12 Revolt of the rich in 
Venezuela
13 Ukraine crisis ignites 
imperialist tensions

Reviews
22 Land and labour
23 Unhitched

Features

things they say

5 Editorial: 
6 Rallies, the refugee movement and the 
working class
7 Transfield boycott victory at Biennale
24 Letter from Manus Island

14 the myth of soaring welfare costs 
Daisy Farnham
16 gallipoli and the myths of Anzac 
David Glanz
19 Imperialism and the US pivot to 
Asia Tom Orsag

I think it’s an extraordinary...the 
sheer vicious ingratitude of it all. 
Malcolm Turnbull denounces artists 
whose boycott forced Transfield to 
withdraw as a Biennale sponsor 

It’s not a perfect answer
Kevin Rudd struggles to defend his 
“PNG solution”

That’s a choice that they make. Some 
people decide to buy a speedboat, 
some people decide to buy an SUV. 
Barnaby Joyce claims class doesn’t 
exist in Australia because everyone has 
the chance to buy a speedboat

There are signs of progress. We have 
our first female senior executive 
service band three director, although 
it only took us 112 years.
Martin Parkinson, Treasury secretary on 
why the Department is not a boys’ club.
 
Idealistic discussions 
Harry Kenyon-Slaney, head of energy 
at Rio Tinto, on climate change
 
We’ve got to take the shackles off 
business.
Kate Carnell, new head of the Austra-
lian Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try, on the need to remove penalty rates

Arthur Sinodinos is one of the great-
est Australians to participate in 
public life
Attorney General George Brandis isn’t 
fazed by Sinodinos being caught up in 
corruption allegations 

Labor’s always believed in making it 
easier for business to do business
Bill Shorten tries to out-right the Liber-
als—again

People do have a right to be bigots 
you know
George Brandis defends changes to the 
Racial Discrimination Act
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APPLe HAS been exposed for 
paying only $193 million tax since 
2002, despite selling $27 billion 
worth of products in Australia. 
That’s a microscopic 0.07 per cent 
of their turnover. The Financial 
Review estimates Apple shifted 
around $9 billion offshore to escape 
tax. 

Corporate parasites are dodging 
tax at historically unprecedented 
levels, but Abbott’s claims he is 
“cracking down” on them are a lie.

Other offenders include Google 
who only coughed up $4.1 million 
on $1 billion revenue in Australia 
in 2012. When asked about the 
company’s tax evasion last year 
Google boss eric Schmidt said “We 
are proudly capitalistic. I’m not 
confused about this.” This from a 
company whose unofficial motto is 
“Don’t be evil”.

Treasurer Joe Hockey made a 
lot of noise about ending tax eva-
sion by multinationals during the 
G20 Finance Ministers meeting 
in February. But the Liberals’ talk 
of a “co-ordinated international 
crackdown” on tax evasion is a 
farce. 

Current Tax Office Commis-
sioner Chris Jordan stepped into 
the role straight out of accountancy 
firm KPMG, one of the big four 
international firms that advise the 
rich on how to best evade taxes. 
Jordan advised John Howard on the 
implementation of the regressive 
GST. 

Abbott is also trying to cut 
$100 million from the Tax Office 
budget over the next two years, 
with 900 job cuts by June. These 
cuts will make it even easier for 
massive corporations to rort the 
system.

Abbott’s Australia: 
open for the rich, 
closed to refugees

IF yOU come to Australia with 
nothing on a refugee boat, you will 
be locked up indefinitely on Nauru 
or Manus Island in hellish condi-
tions. If you have $5 million or 
more to invest on the other hand, 
you can be waved through on a 
Significant Investment Visa. 

Abbott wants to expand the 
program further, and has launched 
a review to consult the finance 
industry about how to do so. Labor 
introduced the visa, and issued 26 
in the year before they lost office. 
Since the Coalition came to power 
more than 116 visas have been 
granted. In the first month of 2014, 
Australia received $165 million 
in complying investments through 
the programme, massively up from 
Labor›s monthly peak of $30 mil-
lion in July last year. As a placard 
at March in March put it, Abbott 
wants a country open for business 
and closed for refugees.

Australia “assists” 
bougainville with 
mining law

 
BOUGAINVIlle, A copper and gold 
rich region in Papua New Guinea, is 
being “assisted” by Australia in writ-
ing its new mining legislation. AusAid 
has contracted academics with direct 
links to mining giant Rio Tinto to 
“help” set the rules that will determine 
who gets to mine, how and who owns 
the rights to the resources. 

One contracted academic is 
Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh who joined 
Marcia Langton as chief investiga-
tor in the research project behind her 
Boyer Lectures. The lecture series 
was propaganda funded by big miners 
including Rio Tinto and aimed to paint 
rampant mining investment as the only 
way forward for remote Aboriginal 
communities in Australia.

Multinationals 
dodging tax, 
Abbott to help

FOR MORe than eight weeks, the fire at the Hazelwood open-
cut coal mine in Victoria spewed toxic smoke and ash across 
Morwell. Meanwhile the state Liberals and the company that 
own the mine, GDF Suez, spewed out deception and denial.
The health and environmental damage show the madness of 
continuing to burn coal and the need for an immediate transi-
tion to renewable energy.

The fire is no anomaly. Australia alone has an average of 
one underground coal mine fire a year. Brown coal, like that in 
the Latrobe valley, is particularly prone to ignition, either by 
bushfires and lightning strikes, or even spontaneously as the coal 
oxidises. 

Coal fires are incredibly difficult to put out—one in the US 
city of Centralia has been burning since 1962. They release 
toxic arsenic, mercury and selenium, polluting local water 
sources and soils and contributing to global warming.

This makes the Morwell mine owners’ failure to take pre-
cautions even more outrageous. GDF Suez had not “capped” 
the disused sections of the mine with clay to cover the coal. 
They failed to revegetate or install a sprinkler system. The fire 
was entirely predictable.

The government’s disregard for the health of residents has 
been spectacular. experts in air quality and health were urging 
the evacuation of the whole town. Residents reported burning 
eyes and throats, coughing up blood, difficulty breathing and 
headaches. 

Postal workers, courts and the public service had already 
evacuated workers by the time Premier Denis Napthine offered 
inadequate evacuation grants, three weeks into the fire. Only 
people over 65, children under school age, pregnant women or 
those with pre-existing heart or lung conditions were eligible. 
even many in these categories were forced to stay, with just 
$500 provided for relocation costs.

The fire continued to burn, coating the town coated in 
toxic ash, when residents were told it was safe to return home. 
Action group Voices from the Valley have held protests at the 
GDF Suez offices and at Parliament House. local resident 
Wendy Farmer said the fire is, “just the latest in a series of 
preventable disasters occurring in the Valley as a result of 
corporate and government negligence. This time the commu-
nity demands that the responsible government departments and 
GDF Suez are held to account.”
Lucy Honan

Morwell coal fire puts 
lives and climate at risk
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THe PHeNOMeNAL turnout at the 
March in March rallies shows the pos-
sibilities for a fightback against Tony 
Abbott. Organisers estimate 115,000 
people took part across the country.

even small towns like Castlemaine 
and Byron Bay held demonstrations 
that drew many hundreds of people. 
Melbourne’s march was up to 30,000 
strong. 

These are the largest demonstra-
tions, apart from trade union mobilisa-
tions, since the Howard years. What 
is all the more remarkable is that the 
marches had next to no institutional 
support from the unions, the Labor 
Party, The Greens or even the far left. 
They were simply organised through 
Facebook, largely by people without 
links to the existing left.

Abbott has had the worst start for 
any new government in 40 years. His 
government continues to fall in the 
polls. The latest Morgan poll shows 
a two party preferred vote favouring 
Labor by 54.5 per cent to 45.5 per cent. 
The Coalition expected an easy win in 
South Australia but Labor hung on to 
form a minority government. The Sen-
ate election in Western Australia looks 
like it will also be a setback for Abbott.

Now, Abbott’s Assistant Treasurer, 
Arthur Sinodinos, has been forced to 
step down after revelations of his al-
leged involvement in corruption when 
he was a director of Australian Water 
Holdings.

Sinodinos was earning $200,000 
a year at the company for around two 
hours work a week. As if that wasn’t 
enough, he also stood to grab a bonus 
of $20 million if a shady deal with the 
then Labor state government had gone 
ahead.

Abbott declared, “I look forward 
to his restoration to the ministry”, but 
that’s not likely.

The decision to restore royal titles 
shows just how much Abbott is driven 
by his own conservative worldview.

His vindictive rule for the rich 
agenda has not let up. Abbott recently 
used a bill about government bureau-
cracy (his “red tape repeal” bill) to 
quietly slash the wages of government 
contract cleaners by between $172 and 
$225 a week—up to a quarter of their 
weekly wage.

March in March showed the pos-
sibilities of fighting such cuts, and 
his planned cuts to services such as 
Medicare, and attacks on the union 
movement.

It also showed the possibilities 
of making sure Abbott is a one-term 
Prime Minister.

Labor’s failure
But it couldn’t be clearer that we can’t 
rely on Labor. The Labor leader-
ship has been shocking on refugees 
and supports the Liberals’ efforts to 
“stop the boats”. And they continue 
to champion the detention horror of 
Manus Island as a Labor government 
achievement (see p6).

Shamefully, Bill Shorten distanced 
himself and Labor from the March 
in March protests—he was more 
concerned to keep the conservative 
editorial writers on side than he was 
to be associated with the very obvious 
anti-Abbott anger on the streets.

But that is where the power to beat 
Abbott lies.

The Greens are talking up the 
prospect of stopping Abbott in the 
Senate if they hold onto their seat in 
the WA Senate election re-run. every-
one should vote Green in WA, but the 
truth is Abbott is likely to be able to 
cobble together a majority by going 
to Clive Palmer and the other micro-
parties in the Senate, without needing 
to talk to The Greens.

To stop Abbott The Greens need to 
mobilise their members to build grass-
roots protests and campaigns outside 
parliament.

March in March gave us a flavour 

of what such a fightback on the streets 
could look like. But ongoing cam-
paigning is going to be needed to force 
Abbott back, not just a focus on the 
next election.

Imagine if the unions had called 
protests and mobilised the tens of thou-
sands of organised workers as they did 
in the “your Rights At Work” campaign 
demonstrations against Howard. That’s 
what everyone concerned to get rid of 
Abbott now needs to work for.

But to get such a response there 
is going to have to be pressure on the 
union leaders to act.

March in March drew people 
concerned about education, cuts to 
local hospitals, climate change and 
the environment. There are grassroots 
campaigns already around refugees, 
Medicare, and cuts to single parents’ 
benefits.

We need to fan every flame of 
resistance to Abbott—to build more 
protests, to fight any budget cuts and 
support every fight for jobs.

everyone who marched in March 
should join the Palm Sunday refugee 
marches and march again on May Day.

Abbott can be beaten, but to build 
a real alternative we need socialist 
organisation in every campaign, every 
university and every workplace to 
argue to link the individual campaigns 
with the power of organised workers 
and fight for a society that produces 
for need, not greed.

March in March shows: Abbott can be beaten

Above: the March in 
March rallies were 
an expression of 
opposition to all 
Abbott’s attacks 
since he came to 
power

We need to fan 
every flame of 
resistance to 
Abbott
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Stopping operation 
Sovereign Murders

By Amy Thomas

ONe DAy after the calculated murder 
and bloody retribution at the Manus 
detention camp, Immigration Minister 
Scott Morrison stood in front of news 
cameras and told a concocted, now 
completely discredited, story. 

“Illegal maritime arrivals” had 
rioted and broken out of the Manus 
camp, breaching fences. PNG police 
and local G4S security guards had 
simply “responded”. It was a “trag-
edy”, but they had brought it on 
themselves.

It was a breathtaking lie that 
showed how far the government was 
willing to go to defend its Operation 
Sovereign Borders. 

But before it was even spoken 
Morrison’s lie had begun to unravel. 
Thanks to the asylum seekers and the 
refugee movement, the truth got out—
there was no riot on 17 February, no 
break out. The murder of Reza Barati, 
the throat slashings, the blindings, 
the beatings, the gunshots fired at 
unarmed asylum seekers: these were 
the unprovoked, horrific consequences 
of a detention system imposed and 
funded by Australia.

Its sheer ruthlessness propelled 
people into action. Thousands joined 
refugee action group demonstrations; 
GetUp called vigils that drew 15,000 
at less than three days’ notice; the call 
to boycott Sydney art festival, the Bi-
ennale, over its sponsorship by deten-
tion contractor Transfield, built strong 
(and ultimately successful) momentum 
(see p7) and 500 academics signed and 
published an open letter calling for the 
closure of the Manus camp. Home-
made placards and banners calling 
for closing Manus Island and justice 
for refugees were features of all the 
March in March demonstrations.

The detention regime unravels
Operation Sovereign Borders is now 
more hated, more exposed, and more 
discredited. Abbott and Morrison are 
under pressure; and the cracks are 
showing. 

Abbott’s visit in late March to 
salvage the PNG deal only revealed 
that PNG is not really committed to 
resettling refugees at all. PNG Prime 
Minister Peter O’Neill said that PNG 
would only resettle “some” of those 
now on Manus Island and that the 
earliest PNG laws might be changed 
is May. 

Meanwhile, despite all their ef-
forts, including Julie Bishop courting 
Cambodia’s authoritarian ruler, Hun 
Sen, the government cannot name an-

other country where refugees could be 
resettled. As they grapple with what 
to do with 1300 detainees on Manus 
and the 1136 on Nauru, the calls to 
end offshore processing have gotten 
louder.

The PNG government, backed 
by Abbott, moved to halt not one, 
but two inquiries into Manus deten-
tion led by Justice David Cannings. 
But asylum seekers’ testimonies and 
reports of filthy detention conditions 
are already public as a result. 

Morrison and Abbott are desper-
ately pretending that it is “business 
as usual” on Manus Island, but they 
have been unable to bring the local 
G4S staff or the PNG police back into 
the detention centre. And political 
tensions in PNG and on Manus Island 
over the detention centre and the deal 
with Australia are growing. 

Cracks in Labor
Tragically, there is no pressure on 
Abbott coming from the Labor Op-
position. Despite the horrific events, 
Leader Bill Shorten and Deputy 
Tanya Plibersek have maintained 
their support for Manus and offshore 
processing.

But some cracks are opening up. 
Labor Senator Sue Lines declared 
Scott Morrison had “blood on his 

hands”, and spoke at a very successful 
public meeting in Canberra of Labor 
members and refugee supporters on 
breaking the bipartisan support for 
deterrence and detention policies. 
Now, NSW Labor’s right-wing faction 
leader, Sam Dastyari, has also broken 
ranks with Labor’s leadership. While 
he stopped short of calling for the end 
of offshore processing, he declared his 
discomfort with Labor’s refugee poli-
cies; and stated that what happened on 
Manus was “murder”. 

Dastyari’s call for an open debate 
on Labor’s migration policies is 
something the movement can take 
advantage of. 

An issue of class
There are two other important oppor-
tunities—openings inside the unions 
and the Labor Party.

The manufactured boats crisis 
creates the idea that refugees and 
migrants are a threat to society and 
encourages the notion they are respon-
sible for social problems like unem-
ployment and rundown social services. 
Abbott and Morrison deliberately talk 
about a war on boat people; Abbott 
even said letting the boats in would 
be “to the tremendous disadvantage to 
our country”.

Accepting anti-refugee ideas is 

Above: over 15,000 
joined vigils and 
demonstrations 
following Reza 
barati’s murder on 
Manus

the 
manufactured 
boats crisis 
creates the 
idea that 
refugees and 
migrants are a 
threat



7Solidarity | IssUE sIXTY fIvE march/aprIl 2014

REFUgEES

poison for Australian workers. It 
diverts attention from those who are 
really responsible for cuts to jobs, 
services and conditions. And it under-
mines anti-racist working class soli-
darity exactly when we need to fight 
job cuts, and the attacks on Medicare 
and welfare benefits.

Trade unions organise more than 
1.8 million workers. They are key for 
the refugee campaign because they 
provide the most effective way to 
reach mass numbers of working class 
people to counter the government’s 
anti-refugee offensive.

The ACTU, and many of their 
affiliated unions, already have very 
good pro-refugee policy. Those 
policies have to be turned into active 
involvement in the campaign. Build-
ing up trade union links with groups 
like Unions 4 Refugees is also about 
building towards the possibility of 
workers exercising their industrial 
muscle to defend refugee rights.

Organising union contingents at 
demonstrations, refugee speakers for 
union meetings, leafleting workplaces 
and encouraging the formation of 
workplace groups can be a part of 
building up to this.

Trade unions also provide a way 
to pressure the Labor Party from 
below. The bulk of the unions are af-
filiated to the AlP and unions control 
50 per cent of the vote at Labor con-
ferences, although in practice the 50 
per cent is often split between left and 
right factions. 

labor members are significantly 
to the left of their leaders on refugees. 
encouraging them to organise, inside 
and outside the party, will increase the 
pressure on Bill Shorten and Tanya 
Plibersek. Moreover, it encourages 
those who still have illusions that La-
bor can be a force for social change to 
get active and speak out against their 
own leaders.

Open the borders, close the 
camps
The refugee campaign needs to keep 
up the pressure. The rallies and vigils 
in response to the Manus horror 
brought thousands of people onto the 
streets to reject xenophobic policies. 
Protests can also boost the confidence 
of those behind the razor wire. Many 
Manus asylum seekers wrote mov-
ing tributes to the refugee supporters 
who had turned out for the vigils and 
demonstrations, thanking them for 
their support 

The confidence from acting to-
gether can now boost the pro-refugee 
argument and spread the campaign 
even further. 

A month after Reza Barati’s death, 
a group of Christians occupied Scott 
Morrison’s office to pray for asylum 
seekers—five were arrested. 

A solid turnout for the Palm 
Sunday refugee demonstrations can 
ensure we keep up the momentum. 

Despite years of bipartisan support 
for anti-refugee policies, a solid 30 
per cent of people oppose manda-
tory detention. Our task is to build on 
that to create a mass movement that 
can make refugee bashing a political 
liability. 

Rallies and demonstrations have 
been the most effective at bringing the 
widest numbers of people into activ-
ity. They are, however, not an end 
in themselves. They are most useful 
because they help build the grassroots 
networks and groups we need in every 
workplace, school, suburb, commu-
nity and university campus committed 
to dismantling deterrence policies. 

Small groups armed with facts 
and determination built the movement 
against the Vietnam War into a real 
social force. Scores of pro-refugee 
groups worked to white-ant former 
Prime Minister John Howard’s anti-
refugee hysteria, and were the reason 
why, by 2006, playing the refugee 
card no longer worked for the Coali-
tion. That kind of movement can win 
again against Abbott. 

Transfield 
boycott wins 
a victory for 
refugee rights
ARTISTS WHO boycotted the Sydney 
Biennale over its links to Transfield 
have won an important victory for 
refugee rights.

Transfield Services now has the 
contract to run detention on both 
Manus Island and Nauru—pocketing 
$1.22 billion over the next 20 months. 
Transfield Holdings, which sponsored 
the Biennale, has a 12 per cent stake in 
its sister company.

But the decision to withdraw their 
artworks by nine artists and a protest 
letter signed by 28 artists forced the 
Biennale board to sever its links with 
the company.

The backlash from media figures, 
the establishment and Liberal politi-
cians including Malcolm Turnbull 
and Arts Minister George Brandis 
shows why it was right to take a stand. 
The artists’ stance was attacked for 
everything from putting the Biennale’s 
future at risk, being pointless, to hav-
ing the wrong target. 

Some other artists including Doug-
las Gordon, who gave the Biennale 
keynote address, argued that address-
ing refugee detention through their 
artworks would have made a stronger 
statement. 

But the fact is the decision to boy-
cott has generated more controversy 
and discussion on the issue than just 
about any other conceivable action. 
The brand damage for Transfield has 
been immense. 

The fact that a number of artists 
were prepared to act, some at high 
personal cost after months preparing 
works for the Biennale, will inspire 
many others to act too. Olafur Olafsson 
withdrew his work after travelling all 
the way from Germany to attend the 
Biennale.

Boycotting companies will not end 
the offshore hell of Manus Island and 
Nauru on its own—it is the govern-
ment that ultimately pays for the 
running of the centres and upholds 
the policy. We need to change public 
opinion and force the government to 
shift. But boycotts can help highlight 
the horrendous conditions companies 
like Transfield are imposing on asylum 
seekers, and build momentum for 
change.
James Supple

Above: Photo of 
one of the injured 
asylum seekers from 
Manus Island with a 
serious head wound
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Millers Point fights housing 
sell-off to the rich
By John Morris

 
ReSIDeNTS OF Sydney’s historic 
Millers Point has vowed to fight evic-
tion plans, following the NSW Liber-
als’ decision to sell off their homes. 

The public housing, sitting on 
prime real estate on Sydney Har-
bour worth up to $300 million, lies 
next to former port area where long-
term residents worked as wharfies, 
ship crew, mechanics and ship’s 
painters. Many residents are former 
maritime workers or their families, 
who were offered housing while 
working on the docks.

A meeting of 300 residents 
was organised by independent MP 
Alex Greenwich on 22 March, and 
also heard from Mayor of Sydney 
Clover Moore, who said, “Housing 
should not be only for the rich.” 

Residents at the meeting 
groaned and jeered when the nearby 
Barangaroo redevelopment was 
mentioned. It includes a casino for 
“high rollers” being built by billion-
aire James Packer.

Community Services Minister 
Pru Goward has justified the sale 
as a cost-cutting exercise, claiming 
that sale funds would be used to 
provide public housing elsewhere. 
The government claims the homes 
cost too much in upkeep. But it’s 
clear the government wants to drive 
the poor out of the area in order to 
sell off its harbour views to the rich. 

Long term resident Dawn told 
the meeting, “This week has given 
me a lot of grief, I agree with every-
one one [at this meeting] and what 
they are going through.” She was 
followed by other residents who 
have lived in the former Maritime 
Board Tenant Service, now run by 
the Housing Commission, many all 
their life. Some have lived there for 
80 years.

Union Support
Drawing on their maritime union roots, 
committee member Barney Gardner, 
a 65 year resident, announced that the 
MUA will join the residents’ struggle.

Paul McAleer from the MUA 
said, “This is public housing not 
government housing, built for the 
wharfies, firehands and painters 
and dockers doing jobs no one else 
wanted. Be strong, be confident—

we can win it!”
A few days after the meeting 

residents were joined by a strong 
MUA contingent, with support from 
other unions, in a protest march 
through the suburb.

There is a strong history of joint 
action between residents and unions, 
including the successful “Green 
Bans” of the 1970/80s that saved the 
area from redevelopment. 

Already support has come in 
from the “Hands of Glebe” cam-
paign, the MUA, and FBeU Secre-
tary Jim Casey who promised that, 
“The fire-fighters union will support 
the residents in their struggle, as far 
as needed, including defying unfair 
laws if required.”

Public housing supporters, 
unionists and all others opposed to 
the austerity agenda of the NSW 
Liberal government should back the 
Millers Point residents. The history 
of this community shows that build-
ing solidarity is the way to win.

WA workers 
face fines as 
liberals begin 
war on cFMEU

 
THe ABBOTT government has the 
CFMeU construction union in its 
sights. It is promising a new version 
of Howard’s Building Construction 
Code, vowing to break union power 
and a “closed shop” on building sites. 

The attacks have already begun, 
with the existing building watchdog 
Fair Work Building & Construction 
launching legal action against 76 con-
struction workers in Perth for “unlaw-
ful industrial action”.  Workers face 
$10,200 individual fines for stopping 
work to attend a local jobs rally on 28 
February 2013. While “local work-
ers first” rallies are no way to fight for 
jobs, the legal action against individual 
CFMeU members is aimed at intimidat-
ing workers and weakening their union.

“This is an outrageous attack on 
workers’ rights and civil liberties…
Workers in Australia should be able to 
participate in a peaceful, political pro-
test without the threat of being dragged 
before the courts by the government” 
said Dave Noonan, CFMeU secretary.

Threats of court proceedings and 
massive fines are all too familiar. In 
2006, 107 workers in WA were pros-
ecuted for taking industrial action and 
paid thousands of dollars in fines.  

In 2009-10 the ABCC successfully 
forced the CFMeU to pay close to 
$2.1 million—a significant part of its 
assets—in penalties and damages for 
two days of strike action taken around 
workers’ accommodation conditions at 
the Pluto LNG project.

Again, in September 2013, the 
Federal Court in conjunction with the 
ABCC imposed fines totalling more 
than $1 million on 117 construction 
workers for an eight day strike de-
clared “unlawful” in October 2008 at 
Woodside’s LNG expansion project on 
the Burrup Peninsula. The union was 
fined another $675,000 in March.

While the ABCC was formally 
abolished in 2012 its draconian special 
powers remain. Just as the unions paid 
their fines in the years of the ABCC 
they pay them today. As Abbott goes on 
the attack a campaign of mass defiance 
against these laws, including industrial 
action, will be needed to beat them 
for good. The CFMeU and the union 
movement must defy the courts and 
defend the right to strike.
Matt Meagher

Above: An 
impressive 
contingent from 
the MUA Sydney 
branch turned out 
in solidarity at a 
protest to save 
Millers Point in late 
March
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By James Supple

THe COALITION was expected 
to march to victory in both Tasmania 
and South Australia’s March state 
elections.

yet Labor, with the support of one 
independent, will hold onto power in 
South Australia, defying predictions. 
It was a case of the “Tony Abbott 
effect”.

But hatred for the Liberals at a 
federal level wasn’t enough for the 
Labor-Greens coalition to hold on in 
Tasmania after disappointing their 
supporters during their last term. They 
lost in a landslide as the Liberals 
reclaimed majority government.

The Liberals have complained 
about unfair electoral boundaries in 
South Australia, after winning 52.5 
per cent of the vote, but not a majority 
of seats. But the swing to the Liberals 
was also far less than expected after 
12 years of right-wing Labor govern-
ment, just 0.6 per cent.

Labor’s charge that Liberal leader 
Steven Marshall would “set up a 
branch office in South Australia for 
Tony Abbott” struck a chord, given 
the contempt Abbott has shown for 
the thousands of Holden workers in 
South Australia who are losing their 
jobs.

But Labor’s return is hardly 
inspiring, with their promise to simply 
cut jobs and spending slightly more 
slowly than the Liberals. Labor is 
planning 4000 public sector job cuts 
over the next four years, compared to 
the liberals’ figure of 5170 job cuts.

In a sign of dissatisfaction with 
the mainstream parties, in the upper 
house Nick Xenophon’s independent 
ticket won almost 13 per cent of 
the vote. Sadly The Greens’ did not 
realise the opportunity to attract new, 
disaffected Labor voters. Their vote in 
the upper house held steady at 6.4 per 
cent, seeing them retain their one seat.

Tasmania troubles
In Tasmania, the Labor-Greens coali-
tion government was punished for 
adopting a neo-liberal diet of budget 
cutbacks in an effort to “balance the 
budget”. The Liberals secured a large 
swing of 12.4 per cent. 

In 2011 the government moved to 
implement austerity with $1.4 billion 
in spending cuts including 1700 job 
cuts in the public service, $100 mil-
lion in cuts to health, $190 million in 

cuts to education and an increase in 
public housing rent. But there was not 
even a thought of increasing taxes on 
business or the rich.

Voters punished The Greens 
for their decision to join a coalition 
government for the first time, with 
two Greens ministers in the Cabinet 
of Labor Premier Lara Giddings. The 
Greens vote dropped by a third, going 
backwards by 8 per cent. 

The Greens were part of champi-
oning the budget cuts and conservative 
policies of the right-wing Labor gov-
ernment. Greens leader Nick McKim 
even defending the cuts, saying, “Just 
as the Greens supported previous La-
bor and Liberal minority governments 
when tough remedial budget action 
was required, we have rolled up our 
sleeves to take on a similar respon-
sible role once again”.

As education Minister, Nick McK-
im was responsible for implementing 
the closure of 20 government schools. 
The government only backed down 
after a union and community backlash, 
but instead forced the education de-
partment to find $24 million in savings 
elsewhere, meaning a slow trickle of 
job and program cuts. 

Before the election McKim told 
voters The Greens wanted to be part 
of a coalition government again—
presumably with the Liberals, who 
were expected to beat Labor, saying, 
“We’ve done our apprenticeship in 
government and now we are ready for 
more responsibility.”

This experience is a warning for 

The Greens and the left. Forming 
coalition governments and taking the 
reins of power is not the way to bring 
change—in this instance The Greens’ 
acceptance of the limits of running 
the system saw them attack the very 
people that they should be represent-
ing.

Tasmania, where the party has 
historically enjoyed its greatest 
electoral success, has been the model 
for many within the party on a federal 
level. 

The idea that influence and 
change can come through minority 
governments, Cabinet positions, 
balance of power arrangements and 
so on, however, has seen The Greens 
support minority governments in 
Tasmania, and federally with the 
Labor government in 2010. In all these 
instances the position has changed The 
Greens more than they have won  real 
change over key political issues like 
budget cuts, refugee rights and climate 
change.

The Tasmanian Greens spent the 
final weeks of their election campaign 
in an unabashed pitch for Liberal 
voters, even launching an appalling 
website claiming The Greens were the 
only party with “real Liberal values”. 

The focus on winning elections 
and power over political principles 
will only shrink The Greens support 
base. If The Greens are going to be 
able to influence politics, it will be 
through mobilising their supporters 
outside parliament in protest move-
ments and grassroots campaigns. 

Abbott effect saves labor in South Australia, but hard lessons in tasmania

Above: Nick 
Mckim took the 
greens into a 
disastrous coalition 
government with 
labor in tasmania
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ABBOTT CAMe to power promising 
12,000 job cuts in the public service. 
Already this has risen to 14,500 over 
four years, after discovering Labor 
had already factored these cuts into 
the budget before it left office. 

The result for remaining work-
ers is a steep rise in workloads and 
decline in working conditions. 

Around 20 Community and Public 
Sector Union (CPSU) members, fed-
eral public servants, joined the recent 
March in March rally in Melbourne as 
an official CPSU “Cuts Hurt” contin-
gent. They included employees of the 
Immigration Department where call 
centres are to be cut back, reducing the 
service to migrant and refugee clients. 

The Australian Bureau of Statis-
tics (ABS) was last year forced to 
cut an important social survey which 
measured work-life balance issues, 
especially for working mothers. Now, 
100 more staff are to go in the ABS.

Recently, current head of Treasury 
Dr Parkinson, who leaves in July, 
revealed his department would shrink 
from 1100 workers in 2011 to as few 
as 730 in 2017—meaning one in three 
jobs would go. 

The message is clear: the Coali-
tion have threatened further cuts in the 
May Budget and a serious reduction 

of pay and conditions in the upcoming 
enterprise bargaining process. Most of 
the more than 100 agency agreements 
expire on 30 June this year.  

Bargaining
The CPSU pay claim is for a 4 per 
cent pay increase each year for three 
years; back-pay to cover the govern-
ment’s delays; no change to guaran-
teed 15.4 per cent super; and more 
progress on pay equity across the 
APS. However, after the government’s 
anti-worker comments that public ser-
vants should not expect pay rises, the 
union has softened its approach. 

What’s needed is a serious discus-
sion among delegates and members 
about the need for serious industrial 
action to achieve that. Some activists 
in Melbourne are working to build a 
new network of activists to start this 
process.

The union opposes the govern-
ment’s plan, but underrates the ability 
of union organisation to defend both 
the public service and CPSU mem-
bers’ jobs and conditions. We should 
be campaigning among people who 
will be further affected by welfare 
cuts to build community support for 
union action.
CPSU member, Melbourne

Macquarie Uni lecturers teach a 
lesson about pay, casualisation

STAFF AT Macquarie Uni in Sydney staged a 24-hour 
strike on 11 March to demand a reduction in casualisation 
and reject a below-inflation pay offer from management. 
Picketers at the entrances to the campus leafleted students 
and cars coming into the university.

Last year the union at Sydney Uni won 120 new ongo-
ing teaching and research positions for casual staff, enough 
to reduce casualisation there by 20 per cent.

Macquarie has one of the highest rates of casualisation 
in the country. Figures from the university’s annual report 
show that casual staff have increased by over 50 per cent 
since 2005, with a third of staff now in casual positions.

Lecturer Noah Bassil told Solidarity the union is fight-
ing, “the erosion of the core principles and core activities 
the university undertakes and that is teaching and research.”

The union is demanding the conversion of casual and 
fixed term contracts to permanent continuing staff.

“With that would come smaller class sizes… I’ve seen 
over the last ten years a huge increase in the size of our 
tutorials: from 15 to 20 and now 30 and 40 students in a 
tutorial. As far as I’m concerned that’s not university teach-
ing. There’s been a real erosion of the student experience,” 
Noah said.

cutbacks 
prompt 
fightback at 
la trobe
A TWO-DAy strike was planned at 
La Trobe Uni as Solidarity went to 
press, after management announced 
350 job cuts across its Melbourne 
and regional campuses. Its five facul-
ties will be merged into just two as 
part of a restructure plan.

The cuts are driven by manage-
ment plans to find $65 million to 
improve its research rankings. Univer-
sities across Australia are facing $900 
million of direct cuts to university 
budgets delivered by the Gillard Labor 
government, and continued by Abbott.

This comes during NTeU 
negotiations with the university on 
a new enterprise agreement. “Class 
sizes keep getting bigger and staff 
workloads are getting out of control,” 
La Trobe NTeU branch president 
Virginia Mansel lees said. This year 
alone student numbers have in-
creased by 1300—yet the university 
wants to employ less staff.

There is no reason the university 
should get away with the job cuts—a 
combined staff and student campaign 
at Sydney Uni in 2012 successfully 
resisted similar cuts. The same kind 
of action will be needed at La Trobe.

Public sector facing Abbott’s 
job cuts, pay freeze

left: cPSU members 
at the March in 
March in Melbourne
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By James Supple

TONy ABBOTT has cheered on the 
announcement of 5000 job cuts at 
Qantas, salivating at the prospect of 
a company prepared to take on the 
unions. But neither Labor nor the 
union leaders are prepared to back 
the fight to save the jobs that is sorely 
needed.

Labor leader Bill Shorten focused 
his opposition on Abbott’s desire to 
amend the Qantas Sale Act to allow 
greater foreign ownership, accusing 
him of colluding in a plan to “export 
jobs overseas”. But a nationalist cam-
paign in support of “Australian jobs” 
is not the solution.

Qantas is already cutting 5000 
jobs now before the Act can even be 
changed. These jobs are not being 
exported, they are being destroyed. 
The staff that lose their jobs will not 
be replaced—those left behind will 
just be forced to work harder.

There is no need to accept Qantas’ 
demands for cost cuts. In the context 
of public concern about the thousands 
of job losses at Holden, Toyota, Alcoa 
and elsewhere, a fight for jobs at Qan-
tas would win wide support.

Jobs before profits
Qantas says it is losing money, and 
without cutbacks to help restore the 
company’s profits might collapse. But 
if Qantas bosses cannot turn a profit 
the company’s workers should fight 
for nationalisation to save the jobs and 
guarantee continued services.

With such large distance between 
Australia’s cities air travel is an es-
sential service, for travel as well as the 
transport of many goods and services. 
Qantas was government-owned until 
its privatisation in 1993 and could 
be taken into public hands again to 
guarantee jobs and services.

Nor is Qantas facing imminent 
closure. Before it announced losses 
over the last six months, its domestic 
business made $365 million in 2012-
13.

Qantas and Virgin have both lost 
millions of dollars through scheduling 
extra domestic flights, more and more 
of them with empty seats. Qantas sees 
this as a short term sacrifice in order 
to maintain its stranglehold on the 
lucrative business market.

Australian domestic flights include 
the Sydney to Melbourne route, 
the fifth busiest airline route in the 

world. CeO Alan Joyce has also said 
Jetstar’s losses in the last six months 
are a result of its disastrous foray into 
Asia.

Where’s the fight?
But instead of fighting for jobs union 
leaders have accepted the airline’s 
goal of cutting labour costs. A joint 
Qantas unions’ statement committed 
the unions to “working with Qantas 
to developing a sustainable plan for 
growth”, simply insisting on “con-
sultation” of the unions about these 
plans.

Transport Workers Union Secre-
tary Tony Sheldon spelled out what 
this meant, saying he wanted to “dis-
cuss cost-saving measures to mitigate 
job losses”. In other words, the union 
would accept cuts to pay and condi-
tions if the airline would reduce, not 
scrap, the job cuts.

But Qantas CeO Alan Joyce is 
happy to have it both ways—demand-
ing a wage freeze, even on pay rises 
already locked in during previous 
enterprise bargaining, as well as the 
5000 job cuts.

The weakness of Qantas unions 
has been Alan Joyce’s trump card as 
he pushes to slash the airline’s costs. 
In 2011 Joyce declared a lockout, 
dramatically grounding the entire Qa-
ntas fleet in order to force Fair Work 
Australia to ban all further industrial 
action. This was deeply damaging for 
Qantas, costing it $20 million a day, 
something the airline could not have 
sustained for long. The unions could 

have called his bluff and turned the 
lockout into an ongoing strike, but 
instead they caved in and went along 
with the ban on further strikes or 
industrial action.

Union leaders have been unwill-
ing to lead a fight for jobs at Holden, 
Toyota or SPC. Instead they have 
looked to lobbying government to bail 
out the companies through subsidies. 
But billions of dollars in subsidies 
over decades have not saved jobs in 
the car industry—the bosses simply 
pocketed the money and kept cutting 
jobs and wages in the name of remain-
ing profitable.

Fight from below
In the face of the union leaders’ un-
willingness, a fight will have to come 
from rank-and-file union members and 
workers.

This would require a united union 
campaign at Qantas—one that brings 
together workers from across the 
company’s 15 separate unions. 

Too often in the past, individual 
unions have agreed to sign separate 
deals, undermining the prospect of 
united action.

As the cost of lockout in 2011 
shows, serious strike action would hit 
Qantas hard. If workers shut down 
the airline, the impact on businesses 
across the country could also force the 
government to act.

With 5000 jobs on the line, and 
conditions for those that remain likely 
to worsen, Qantas workers have noth-
ing to lose.

Instead of 
fighting for 
jobs union 
leaders have 
accepted the 
airline’s goal of 
cutting labour 
costs

Above: cEo Alan 
Joyce has announced 
5000 more job cuts 
at Qantas
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Right-wing protests aim to exploit Venezuela’s problems

By Lachlan Marshall

VeNezUelA HAS again been 
rocked by right-wing protests intent 
on overthrowing the democrati-
cally elected government of Nicholas 
Maduro. Since mid-February middle-
class students and right-wing militias 
have erected barricades in major cities 
and traded blows with state security 
forces causing at least 31 deaths.

The deaths are by no means solely 
due to a government crackdown. Op-
position forces have deployed brutal 
measures like suspending wires across 
roads, decapitating a motorcyclist, and 
shot dead two Chavistas (government 
supporters) on 6 March in a prosper-
ous Caracas suburb.

Crippling inflation and staggering 
levels of crime, coupled with a sense  
that the “Bolivarian revolution” is 
stalling, the right is striking at a sensi-
tive time for the Chavista government.

Anti-democratic
The location of the protests is reveal-
ing. They have broken out in the 
wealthy eastern part of the capital, 
Caracas, while working class areas 
and the poor barrios in the west have 
remained silent.

The old ruling elites who lead the 
opposition hold a deep hatred for the 
government’s social justice programs, 
won as a result of the mass movements 
against neo-liberalism and the election 
of Hugo Chavez’s government.

For instance, protesters vandal-
ised vehicles from the government’s 
new bus service that provides cheap 
travel and also besieged the Bolivarian 
University, which educates students 
from poorer backgrounds traditionally 
excluded from tertiary education.

The protests are the latest in a 
number of right-wing attempts to 
topple the PSUV government. Unable 
to oust it through democratic elec-
tions, the right has routinely resorted 
to unconstitutional means, with a coup 
attempt in 2002 followed by a bosses’ 
strike in the oil industry. Both times 
Chavez was saved by mass pro-gov-
ernment mobilisations.

This time the right is exploiting 
the bitterness generated by an acute 
economic crisis. In 2012-13 billions 
of dollars left the country in capital 
flight. Despite the nationalisation of 
the oil industry and the channelling of 
wealth into social programs, the bulk 
of the economy remains in the hands 
of private capitalists.

Massive shortages of consumer 
products have resulted from hoarding 
by big business, and other forms of 
economic sabotage like electricity out-
ages are common. Inflation of 56 per 
cent last year is being blamed by car 
companies like Chrysler, Toyota, Ford 
and General Motors for their decisions 
to cut back production.

Popular mandate
But life has undoubtedly improved 
for the majority of Venezuelans since 
Chavez was first elected in 1998. 
Poverty declined from 50 per cent of 
the population to 27 per cent in 2011, 
school enrolment increased, and infant 
mortality has dropped.

All this has been made possible 
by harnessing the vast oil wealth of 
the country in the midst of high global 
oil prices. But this is also a source of 
weakness. Oil income accounts for 45 
per cent of federal budget revenue, and 
95 per cent of export earnings.

But some of the government’s 
recent economic decisions have had 
the opposite effect. The devaluation of 
the currency by 32 per cent last year 
increased inflation, impacting on what 
workers can buy with their wages.

There is real resentment at corrup-
tion in the state bureaucracy, with bil-
lions of dollars swallowed up by a new 
“boli-bourgoisie.” This was reflected in 
the April 2013 elections, only narrowly 
won by Maduro, Chavez’s successor.

Mass mobilisations saved the 
government from collapse in 2002-03 
and are needed again. Crucially, safe-

guarding the gains of the revolutionary 
process necessitates a deepening of 
democratic control. 

Chavistas have often rallied behind 
the chant, “they will never come back,” 
in reference to the right’s repeated at-
tempts to restore the old order.

Now, however, the government is 
conceding to the opposition and big 
business. After a Peace Conference 
held in early March it committed to 
“dialogue” with business and the right 
through the formation of an economic 
Truth Commission to tackle corruption 
and speculation. But the commission 
will be staffed by precisely the busi-
nesspeople and speculators respon-
sible for inflation. 

As Marea Socialista, a revolution-
ary socialist grouping inside the PSUV 
wrote: “The government of Maduro is 
committing a grave error insofar as it 
believes that there is a ‘violent’ right 
and another one that’s ‘peaceful,’ with 
which the government can negotiate…
these sectors converge among them-
selves around a common objective, the 
defeat of the Bolivarian Process.”

Any attempt at “peace” with the 
capitalist class, without grassroots pres-
sure from below and a deepening of 
the revolutionary process, will lead to 
defeat for Venezuela’s workers and the 
poor. There is no middle way—either 
the movement must advance or retreat.

Only through further mobilisations 
to take greater popular control of the 
economy, and dislodge the profiteers 
and speculators, can the revolutionary 
process move forward.

Above: the 
protesters in 
Venezuela have 
used violence and 
built barricades 
across the streets 
in an effort to 
disrupt everyday 
life
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By Adam Adelpour

RUSSIA’S SeIzURe of control of the 
Crimea has taken Ukraine to the brink 
of war and escalated tensions between 
the US and Russia.

Imperialist tensions in the Ukraine 
escalated immediately after former 
Ukrainian president Victor Yanu-
kovych was toppled in late February. 
This pro-Russian leader was replaced 
by a pro-Western interim government 
in a significant blow to Russia’s politi-
cal influence in the country.

In order to compensate for this 
Russia quickly mobilised troops to 
occupy Crimea. This was a rela-
tively low risk strategy due to popular 
identification with Russia in Crimea, 
the only majority Russian speaking 
part of the Ukraine. After the fall of 
yanukovych pro-Russian protests be-
gan and supposedly local pro-Russian 
vigilantes, almost certainly Russian 
soldiers without their uniforms, began 
to seize control of government build-
ings and airfields. 

After local leaders requested 
Russian help the Russian parliament 
approved the use of military force and 
launched the take-over virtually unop-
posed. A hastily organised referendum 
served to tighten and legitimise this 
grip.

According to official results, the 
referendum saw 97 per cent of vot-
ers in favor of joining Russia. The 
Crimean Tartar minority, 12 per cent 
of the population, largely boycot-
ted the referendum on the basis that 
secession was a foregone conclusion. 
The Tartars were brutally persecuted 
under Stalin when the Ukraine was 
part of the USSR and remain fearful 
of Russian rule.

Imperialist rivalry
Russia’s determination to control 
Crimea is part of its push-back against 
the US and eU encroachment on its 
old sphere of influence in eastern eu-
rope. After the collapse of the USSR, 
the eU and NATO both expanded 
eastwards, incorporating former 
Russian-controlled states stretching 
from estonia and Latvia on Russia’s 
border, through Poland and Bulgaria 
to the south. 

Russia therefore fears military 
encirclement by the West. This 
fear motivated Russia’s invasion of 
Georgia in 2008, after it moved to join 
NATO too. Crimea is also particularly 
important to it since it is home to Rus-

sia’s Black Sea naval base. 
Russia’s take-over has drawn the 

ire of Western leaders. US Presi-
dent Barack Obama condemned the 
referendum as illegitimate and has 
initiated travel bans and asset freezes 
against selected Russian officials. The 
eU, Canada and Australia have all 
followed suit. 

But beyond Obama’s bluster 
about showing Russia that “there are 
consequences for their actions,” the 
sanctions have had little impact. Most 
senior officials facing the sanctions 
have openly mocked them. Dmitry 
Rogozin, the Russian deputy prime 
minister, tweeted a picture of a bear 
with a bottle of vodka and an AK47 
with a caption reading “We’re waiting 
for sanctions”.

 
An unstable stalemate
Putin’s move raised the serious pros-
pect of war, but his calculation that the 
Ukrainian military would retreat and 
that the West would not offer meaning-
ful resistance has so far been right.

Ukrainian military forces in the 
area were only small and lightly 
armed, compared to Russia’s presence 
at the strategic Sevastopol naval base. 
Successive Ukrainian military instal-
lations have fallen to Russian forces 
without a fight.

Putin has also gambled on the 
weakness of the West. Following 
disasters in Iraq and Afghanistan the 
US military has shown their reluctance 
to intervene in conflicts like Syria. 

Their key focus is now on diverting 
resources to confront China in the Pa-
cific. The eU also depends massively 
on Russian gas, is already economical-
ly fragile and will be looking to avoid 
any destabilising military conflict.

The tokenistic economic sanctions 
currently in place also reflect this. 
Tougher economic sanctions by the 
eU would threaten damaging Russian 
retaliation and the weak economic re-
lationship between the US and Russia 
means US sanctions will likely have 
little effect.

There are signs the situation has 
reached a stalemate with Russia pro-
posing talks to resolve the crisis even 
as sanctions were imposed. 

However, if Russia seeks to extend 
its intervention beyond the Crimea 
into eastern Ukraine this could still 
lead to a full scale disaster. Such a 
scenario remains a possibility due 
to ongoing pro-Russian protests in 
eastern Ukraine that could be used as 
a pretext for invasion.

The choice between either the 
West and the IMF or Russia, and local 
oligarchs aligned one way or the other, 
will deliver nothing for Ukrainians. 
Neither Washington nor Moscow are 
the answer here.

Ukraine remains one of the poorest 
countries in europe with a nominal in-
come per person of only $3969 a year, 
less than Jamaica or Tunisia. Without 
a fight for genuine social demands 
this situation will persist regardless of 
which flags the oligarchs are waving.

Ukraine crisis ignites tensions between Russia and the West

Russia fears 
military 
encirclement 
by the West

Above: Russian 
troops in crimea as 
part of the takeover
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tHE MytH oF SoARINg 
WElFARE coStS
The Liberals’ claims that welfare spending is unaffordable and must be reined in don’t 
stack up, argues daisy Farnham

SINCe COMING to power, Tony 
Abbott has been unrelenting in his 
insistence that we are in the midst of 
a budget crisis. As he tries to soften 
us up for a raft of spending cuts, the 
welfare system is a key target. 

Minister for Social Services Kevin 
Andrews has denounced welfare 
spending as “unsustainable” and 
growth in recipients as “relentless”.

Attacking welfare is a familiar 
Liberal agenda. John Howard’s gov-
ernment imposed ever harsher penal-
ties in an effort to try to force people 
off the dole. 

Now they want to go further. 
In opposition in 2013, Joe Hockey 
argued that, “addressing the ongoing 
fiscal crises will involve the winding 
back of universal access to payments 
and entitlements from the state…
This will require the redefining of the 
concept of mutual obligation and the 
reinvigoration of the culture of self 
reliance”. 

The Commission of Audit, led 
by business leaders such as Business 
Council of Australia President Tony 
Shepherd, has been charged with find-
ing ways of cutting back social spend-
ing across the board. Kevin Andrews  
has ordered a welfare review, led by 
former Howard government advisor 
Patrick McClure. 

A key focus of the review is the 
Disability Support Pension (DSP). 
At a slightly more liveable rate than 
Newstart, Andrews is claiming that a 
“perverse incentive” exists for people 
to seek access to the DSP. This poison-
ous rhetoric is designed to paint DSP 
claimants as welfare “bludgers”. An-
drews has suggested creating a single 
universal payment that encompasses 
both Newstart and DSP. 

But both payments are already 
low. The basic rate for Newstart is 
$510.50 a fortnight, and $766 for the 
DSP. The most recent figures from 
2012 show that Newstart was $230 
a week below the poverty line, and 
the DSP $127 below. 41.5 per cent of 
households with their main earner on 
the DSP live in poverty. In the context 

of increasingly expensive costs of liv-
ing and housing, both payments need 
to be raised, not reduced. By contrast, 
McClure is receiving just under $700 
a day to plan the government’s cuts to 
social security.

Welfare costs
A number of myths underpin the gov-
ernment’s assault on welfare. The first 
is that the welfare system is putting an 
impossible strain on the budget. 

Kevin Andrews has cited figures 
showing one in five Australians re-
ceive a welfare payment as evidence 
of the need for cuts. But over half 
of welfare recipients are on the Age 
Pension. even Kevin Andrews is not 
arguing to cut that—and has left it 
completely out of his review.

In any case, the talk of welfare 
as a “drain on the public purse” just 
doesn’t match up with reality. Aus-
tralia’s spending on social security is 
one of the lowest amongst the OeCD 
rich nations, at 8.6 per cent of GDP 
compared with the much higher 13 
per cent OeCD average. 

Research by the Grattan Institute 
shows that welfare spending as a 
proportion of GDP has in fact shrunk 
over the past decade. Only 4.3 per 
cent of the working age population 
claim Newstart or youth Allowance, 
costing the government a mere 0.5 
per cent of GDP annually. Slightly 
more, 5.5 per cent of the working age 
population, claim the DSP.

But the Abbott government is 
determined to attack the poorest and 
most vulnerable. 

The government’s emphasis on 
the cost associated with supporting 
the poor and unemployed redirects 
attention away from hefty govern-
ment subsidies for big business and 
the rich. 

The Australia Institute estimates 
that mining companies receive at 
least $4.5 billion per year in subsidies 
and tax breaks. Superannuation tax 
breaks, which are skewed towards 
high income earners, are set to cost 
$45 billion by 2015-16, more than the 

Age Pension. 
It is the government’s warped 

spending priorities, and not “relent-
less” spending on social services 
that is driving the current attack on 
welfare. 

Stigmatising the unemployed
The attacks on welfare are also ideo-
logical. The government claims that 
the welfare system is being abused, 
with a “culture of dependency”, where 
welfare is seen as a “way of life”. 

Terms like “dole bludger” and 
“welfare dependent” are useful tools 
for the government in redirecting 
blame for unemployment onto the 
unemployed themselves. In mid-2013, 
there were five people for every job 
available. But this didn’t stop gov-
ernments from blaming the personal 
shortcomings and laziness of the 
unemployed. 

Demonising people on welfare for 
wasting government money is also 
used to justify the need for cuts to 
other areas of the budget. 

This is part and parcel of the neo-
liberal world view. Unemployment 
and poverty are presented as the fault 
of individuals, rather than a structural 
product of capitalism and recession, or 
entrenched social disadvantage. 

Politicians and right-wing com-
mentators have talked up welfare 
rorts and the importance of forcing 
welfare recipients into the workforce. 
Obscenely rich mining magnate Gina 
Rinehart saw no irony in declaring 
that the “age on entitlement” is the 
cause of Australia’s social ills, saying 
that “What Thatcher did for Britain 
our own leaders should do for us—cut 
spending, cut waste, cut the shackles 
and back hard workers.”

Anyone familiar with the reality of 
being “on Centrelink” knows how far 
from reality these claims of an “age of 
entitlement” are. Australian govern-
ments have successively attacked the 
idea of rights to welfare and social se-
curity since the 1980s, introducing the 
neo-liberal idea of welfare recipients’ 
“responsibilities”. 

Research by 
the grattan 
Institute 
shows that 
welfare 
spending as 
a proportion 
of gdP has 
shrunk over 
the past 
decade
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Howard famously argued that 
those on benefits should “give some-
thing back” to the community. This 
was a rejection of the idea that the 
state has a responsibility to provide 
for the disadvantaged and unem-
ployed, as existed during the post-
Second World War period. 

Since the 1980s, Labor and 
Liberal governments have enforced 
strict eligibility criteria to limit access 
to welfare payments. Those deemed 
eligible for benefits then face extreme 
surveillance by Centrelink over their 
lives for any changes that could jus-
tify reducing their payments. 

Welfare recipients are required to 
complete a range of “mutual obliga-
tion” requirements, such as jobseek-
ing, training and even compulsory 
work for benefits. 

Non-compliance with these require-
ments meets harsh penalties. So called 
“voluntary” unemployment and the re-
fusal of “reasonable” job offers results 
in a payment freeze for eight weeks. 

The other reason the govern-
ment peddles anti-welfare rhetoric 
is practical. By stigmatising welfare 
recipients, the government effectively 
discourages anyone from staying on 
benefits, or from seeing them as a 
viable alternative to low waged work. 
Demonising those on benefits has 
gone hand in hand with requirements 
that force recipients to accept low 
paid and poor quality work. 

The Hawke and Keating Labor 
governments introduced the concept 
of “activating” those on welfare. 
This put the emphasis of government 
policy on changing the unemployed, 
rather than on creating jobs. It means 
forcing people on welfare to look for 
jobs, even if there aren’t any, and to 
either accept low paid work or risk 
having payments cut off. 

In the context of large-scale job 
losses in car manufacturing, at Qantas 
and in the public sector, this is an 
increasingly problematic approach. 

“Activating” welfare recipients 
is useful for governments because it 
puts downward pressure on wages 
and conditions across the economy. 
If there are more people looking for 
jobs, and willing to accept low paid 
work, it is easier for bosses to lower 
wages and conditions. 

The Abbott government has com-
mitted to ramping up the work for the 
dole program initiated by the Howard 
government in 1997. The program is 
compulsory for Newstart recipients 
under 50, for below award wages, not 
covered by any standard workplace 
health and safety agreements. 

At the moment, work for the dole 
becomes compulsory after one year on 
Newstart. Kevin Andrews is arguing 
that it be made compulsory after just 
six months. 

Modelled on Howard’s Green 
Corps, Andrews has proposed a “green 
army” of 15,000 unemployed young 
people, to be paid as little as half the 
minimum wage, to complete basic 
community work such as clearing 
waterways, fencing and tree planting. 
ACTU President Ged Kearney is right 
to say, “this is not about getting people 
on the margins of the workforce into 
work, it is about providing a low-paid 
workforce”. 

The Abbott government is intent on 
stirring up anti-welfare sentiment, and 

vilifying people on welfare benefits. 
But the government is limited in how 
far they can cut back by the necessity 
of providing workers with basic health-
care, education and social security. 
They cannot scrap welfare completely.

But workers also fought to win the 
right to welfare for the unemployed, as 
a basic support for those who through 
recession, misfortune or illness had no 
income from work. 

Cutbacks to welfare can be 
stopped if ordinary people refuse to 
accept them. This will require building 
a movement, based on the vision of a 
society where welfare is a universal 
right, and the needs of workers and 
the poor are put before the profits of 
businesses. 

As the graph above 
shows, growth in the 
number of disability 
Support Pensioners 
has risen at a far 
slower rate than the 
overall working age 
population.
source: combined 
pensioners & superan-
nuants Association of 
nsW, submission to 
the Federal Budget 
2014/15
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As First World War centenary celebrations begin, david glanz looks at the Anzac myth, 
and how it is used to promote nationalism and the glorification of war

MIlItARISM ANd tHE 
MytHS oF ANzAc

FEAtURES

MORe THAN 30,000 Australians 
have entered the ballot for 8000 tickets 
for next year’s Gallipoli centenary 
commemorations in Turkey. For those 
who miss out, options include joining 
a cruise ship in Anzac Cove as Bert 
Newton narrates the war. 

The federal government 
is spending $325 million 
commemorating everything 
Anzac, including creating a line of 
merchandise. In the private sector, 
one company hopes to sell an Anzac 
ice cream, while another is planning 
to literally bottle and sell the Anzac 
spirit.

Over the next year, leading up 
to April 25, 2015, we will be fed an 
increasingly shrill set of messages. 
Gallipoli was the true birthplace of 
Australia. Australian soldiers were 
laconic heroes, whose irreverence 
and fighting spirit typified what 
made their country special. The 
Diggers paid the price of British 
incompetence in the planning of the 
Gallipoli campaign.

We will be told about the 8587 
Australians who died at Gallipoli and 
the 19,367 wounded there. But the 
media is unlikely to remind us that the 
Anzac landing was just one of three on 
the Turkish peninsula that day.

We are likely to hear little if 
anything about the 24,945 dead or 
59,151 wounded among the British, 
French, Indian, Nepalese (Gurkha), 
New zealand or zionist forces who, in 
the case of the first three nationalities, 
heavily outnumbered the Australian 
contingent.

There will be little pause for 
thought for the estimated 56,000-
68,000 Turkish dead or for the fact 
that overall some half a million men 
died, many of sickness, during a 
campaign that lasted less than eight 
months.

We will hear about the Anzac 
spirit, of freedom and defiance. But 
it’s unlikely we’ll read about the 
Diggers’ victory over the “wogs” and 
“Gyppos” in the “battle of the Wadir”, 

when thousands of drunken, racist 
Australian troops en route to Gallipoli 
via egypt rioted in Cairo and burned 
down a brothel.

The story of Simpson and his 
donkey will be re-told, but not that 
Simpson was a radical socialist who 
wrote home to his family in Britain: 
“I often wonder when the working 
men of england will wake up and 
see things as other people see them. 
What they want in england is a good 
revolution.”

The bestial realities of trench war-
fare, the cowardice, self-woundings 
and the killing of prisoners-of-war 
will also be edited out of the story, 
as they were first time around in the 
seminal account of Gallipoli by the 
Australian official war correspondent, 
C.e.W. Bean.

Gallipoli landings
The Gallipoli landings were part of 
an attempt by Britain and its allies 
to seize the Dardanelles, the narrow 
passage through which ships could 
pass from the Mediterranean to the 
biggest Turkish city, Constantinople 
(now Istanbul), and on to the Black 
Sea.

The hope was to knock Turkey, 
which was allied with Germany, out 
of the war, freeing the way for Russia, 
a British ally, to export grain from its 
Black Sea ports—some of the same 
ports that Putin has seized today, for 
similar strategic reasons.

An element of the national myth is 
that the campaign itself was a mistake 
by the British and doomed from the 
start, a situation compounded by the 
Anzac troops landing more than a ki-
lometre from their intended position.

But the fundamental military 
problem was that an attempt by the 
British and French navies to force 
a way through the Dardanelles in 
March had failed badly. By the time 
the landings took place a month 
later, the Turks had strengthen their 
fortifications and all the invaders were 
trapped close to the shore.

The Gallipoli campaign made an 
impact back in Australia almost im-
mediately. 

Australian deaths on the Western 
Front in 1916-18 were to be much 
higher, the horror much greater. But 
the war in Turkey was the first time 
Australia had suffered casualties on a 
scale that touched many in a popula-
tion of less than five million.

In the short term, enlistment 
surged. Accounts of the landing at 
Anzac Cove by Bean and his British 
counterpart were widely distributed 
amid what historian Joan Beaumont 
describes as “an extraordinary chain 
reaction of public euphoria”.

Labor Prime Minister Billy 
Hughes, who came to office in Octo-
ber 1915 during the Gallipoli cam-
paign, promised Britain 50,000 troops 
on top of the 9500 a month needed to 
replace the dead, wounded and sick.

Promotion of the Gallipoli sac-
rifice was an important weapon in 
mobilising potential soldiers, directly 
or by encouraging pressure from their 
families.

Bean’s account was printed for 
use by NSW school students within 
four days of its arrival in Australia. In 
Victoria, the government reproduced 
a report on a tribute to the soldiers in 
Hamilton for framing and as an insert 
in the monthly paper read by all state 
school students.

Politicians, church leaders (primar-
ily Protestant ones—many in the 
Irish-Australian Catholic community 
opposed the war) and newspapers 
banged the Anzac drum again on em-
pire Day, May 24.

The first Anzac day, in April 1916, 
coincided with easter—linking memo-
rial ceremonies with the Christian 
narrative of death and resurrection. 
Recruiting agents held nine rallies in 
Sydney alone that day. 

In Victoria, the education De-
partment created a special medallion 
for students to buy. Students were 
recruited to form the word Anzac on 
the pitch at the MCG.

bean’s account 
of gallipoli was 
printed for use 
by NSW school 
students 
within four 
days of its 
arrival in 
Australia.
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In London, the King and Queen 
marked the anniversary by attending 
a memorial service in Westminster 
Abbey, along with Hughes. Two 
thousand Anzacs marched to the 
ceremony, and Hughes later addressed 
the 1300 Australian soldiers among 
them.

The immediate impact was a surge 
in recruitment. Some 10,600 men 
signed up in May 1916. But as news 
of the bloodbath on the Western Front 
sank in, there was a sharp fall in en-
listment. By June the figure was down 
to about 6000 and it stayed there 
throughout the Australian winter.

Hughes argued for conscription, 
against a majority in the ALP. Labor 
expelled him in September 1916 for 
calling a referendum that October. He 
went on to call another in December 
1917. Both were defeated.

The push to popularise Gallipoli 
did not end there, however. Bean 
compiled poems, anecdotes and writ-
ings by soldiers who served there in 
The Anzac Book, which proved mas-
sively popular. 

Another front in this “culture 
war” was opened by C.J. Dennis, who 
wrote Songs of a Sentimental Bloke 
(1915) and The Tales of Ginger Mick 
(1916), portraying the average Digger 
as a larrikin. Both books sold 40,000 
copies in their first months and were 
reproduced in pocket editions for the 
trenches.

The myth-making was not just 
about boosting recruitment figures. It 
also offered consolation to those fami-
lies who lost sons, brothers or fathers, 
or who saw loved ones return from 
the trenches without limbs or suffer-
ing from shell shock (today known as 
post traumatic stress syndrome).

And it helped consolidate a pro-
monarchy, pro-empire loyalist bloc 
within the population at a time of 
rising radicalism and worker mili-
tancy. Hughes famously argued that 
“Australia was born on the shores of 
Gallipoli”, thereby linking national-
ism to blood sacrifice and aiming 
to smear the anti-war left and most 
Catholics as traitors.

The government did not have 
things all its own way. Many soldiers 
who returned from Gallipoli found as 
early as July 1915 that they could not 
fit neatly back into Australian society 
and often could not find work.

Beaumont writes: “Within months 
ex-servicemen were involved in riots, 
drunkenness and violence in the 
streets so regularly that their behav-
iour had become a cause for press 
alarm …

“To conservatives, this larrikinism 
and lack of discipline, which might be 
tolerated in the battle zone if it were 
translated into initiative in combat, 
was deeply threatening at home. even 
mateship was considered to have the 
potential to be ‘the spring-board for a 
new socialist movement’.”

Some of the organisations that 
emerged to represent ex-servicemen 
were of the Left. The Hughes govern-
ment in response threw its weight 
behind the “non-political” Returned 
Sailors and Soldiers Imperial League 
of Australia (RSSILA)—now the 
RSL. 

Its representatives were given the 
right to recruit ex-servicemen on their 
sea journeys home. RSSILA was also 
given the unique right to lobby the 
Cabinet directly over pensions and ac-
cess to land settlement schemes.

In return, RSSILA reinforced a 
conservative and nationalist view of 
the Anzac legend, organising memori-
als and parades that celebrated the 
soldiers as national heroes. 

It helped defeat a campaign by 
unemployed ex-servicemen against the 
building of the Melbourne Shrine of 
Remembrance (they wanted a hospital 
instead).

Reviving the myth
The promotion of the Gallipoli legend 
continued after the war. Anzac Day 
became a public holiday in all states 
between 1921 and 1927. School books 
told of the Diggers’ heroism—heroism 
that placed them “among the very best 

of the empire’s soldiers”. everywhere, 
Anzac Day was marked with two min-
utes’ silence and the reciting of “They 
shall grow not old …”.

The Parliamentary Library writes: 
“In the 1930s, there was rhetoric about 
the need to pass the ‘Anzac spirit’ 
down to the next generation. This was 
partly politically motivated, as there 
was a feeling that people needed steel-
ing for another war.”

Despite the best efforts of the state, 
the Gallipoli myth waned—initially 
because of competition from new 
myths from the Second World War 
(such as Kokoda or the bombing of 
Darwin), and later, because of the 
impact of the movement against the 
Vietnam War.

The Parliamentary Library again: 
“In the Second World War, the ‘sons 
of the Anzacs’ were welcomed, and 
the day now honoured veterans of all 
wars. But despite greater numbers of 
veterans, by the 1960s its popularity 
had waned, and many wondered if 
Anzac Day would survive.” 

In 1976, Peter Weir visited Anzac 
Cove. “The area is still a military 
zone, and apart from the War Graves 
Commission and the odd tourist, no 
one goes there,” he wrote after direct-
ing the film Gallipoli in 1981.

But he added: “I felt like an ar-
chaeologist wandering through the ru-
ins of some earlier Australian civilisa-
tion … overwhelmed by an emotion I 
could only partly understand. It wasn’t 
only pity at the waste of it, but also a 
sense of discovery—it did happen, 

Above: dawn servic-
es at gallipoli have 
been promoted as 
a means of reviving 
the Anzac myth
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they did die, we do have a past.”
Weir’s film played a significant 

role in putting Gallipoli back into the 
national consciousness—and on to the 
backpacker trail. In 1975, fewer than 
300 people had attended the Anzac 
Day ceremony there. In 1990, the 
Australian government spent more 
than $2 million, to send 58 veterans, 
six doctors, 26 nurses, hundreds of 
defence and service personnel and a 
range of politicians including Prime 
Minister Hawke.

Hawke reinforced Hughes’ narra-
tive of a nation born in blood, telling 
the dawn service: “Because these 
hills rang with their [Diggers’] voices 
and ran with their blood, this place 
Gallipoli is, in one sense, a part of 
Australia…We have not come in order 
to dedicate this place—it is already 
sacred because of the bravery and the 
bloodshed of the Anzacs.”

Researcher Richard Nile wrote: 
“Two weeks after the event, the 
Australian Parliament unanimously 
endorsed a resolution: ‘The people 
of Australia are the inheritors and 
custodians of the Anzac Tradition’ 
… [the event] expressed the ‘spirit of 
national commitment to the continu-
ing relevance of Anzac’.”

1990 was the 75th anniversary of 
the original landings. But it was also 
the year that the US ally Iraq, under 
Saddam Hussein, offended its masters 
by invading Kuwait. Despite a signifi-
cant nationwide anti-war movement, 
Australia joined the US-led Operation 
Desert Storm the next year.

The “spirit of Anzac” helped 
legitimise Australia’s involvement 
in what became a “turkey shoot”, in 
which retreating Iraqi soldiers were 
killed in massive numbers.

Since then, Australian troops have 
been deployed again and again—in 
Cambodia (1991–93); in the Balkans, 
the former yugoslavia (1992–97); So-
malia (1992–94); Rwanda (1994–95); 
east Timor (1999–2003); in the war in 
Afghanistan, (2001–2014); and in Iraq 
(2003–2009).

Politicians have once again found 
it useful to focus on the Gallipoli 
myths, to rally support for Australian 
nationalism and militarism, to console 
the families of the dead and to win 
new generations of young men and 
women into uniform.

But the myths do not go uncon-
tested. Peter Stanley, president of 
a group of historians called Honest 
History and a former historian at the 
Australian War Memorial, told the 
ABC: “Anzac Day has gone through 
a cycle of boom and bust. In the 

’60s and ’70s it declined. Then from 
about 1980, coinciding with the Peter 
Weir film, attendances at Anzac Day 
marches began to increase.

“What we don’t see is the people 
who don’t come to Anzac Day. It 
is a fraction of the population [who 
attend], but we impose upon that 
fraction assumptions about the 
way Anzac Day is overwhelmingly 
popular.”

Some progressives try to claim 
elements of the Anzac story for the 
Left. Greens Senator Penny Wright 
told Parliament in November: “It was 
from this socially advanced democ-
racy that young Australians set out 
to fight … [and] demonstrated the 
remarkable resilience and other quali-
ties that have come to be known as 
the Anzac spirit …

“Our Anzacs showed our na-
tion that we could act on the world 
stage. They showed us how they 
were capable of rising to unthinkable 
challenges. They demonstrated values 
of leadership, passion and audacity. 
In the lead-up to the 100-year com-
memoration, let us bring the Anzac 
spirit home.”

This is fundamentally miscon-
ceived. As historian Joan Beaumont 
said last year: “The emphasis on Gal-
lipoli and the Anzac legend has really 
been part of our political culture. It is 
not part of history.

“The Anzac legend today serves 
particular purposes. One is to rein-
force those values which court the 

Anzac legend such as endurance, 
sacrifice, mateship.

“Those values continue to be very 
important to Australian governments 
who are trying in a very materialistic 
and secular and individualistic society 
to still persuade Australians to be will-
ing to volunteer for war ...”

Just as importantly, it reinforces 
the myth of national unity, obscuring 
class divisions between the majority of 
ordinary working class people and the 
wealthy elite who run up enormous 
profits at our expense.

Gallipoli was not a moment of 
national awakening, let alone an op-
portunity for national pride. It was a 
small part of a war that was fought 
between the most powerful euro-
pean states for control over colonial 
empires. It was, for Australian troops, 
a prelude to the industrial slaughter of 
the Western Front. 

Rather than remember Gallipoli, 
we should pay our respects to those 
Australian soldiers who mutinied in 
France in 1915 and again, multiple 
times in 1917-1918.

On September 21, 1918, the 1st 
Battalion was ordered back to the front 
halfway through a relief by another 
battalion. “One company refused to 
comply. The mutiny quickly spread 
throughout the battalion and when it 
went forward again it did so with 10 
officers and 84 men; 119 had gone 
missing.”

Now that is a tradition worth 
honouring.

Above: Australian 
soldier in Iraq. 
the Anzac myth 
has been used by 
governments to 
mobilise support for 
more recent wars
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cAN WoRkERS RUN tHE WoRld?
Erima dall begins a series answering common questions about socialism

CAPITALISM TODAy relies on two 
great myths. One is that we in “the 
West” live in a democratic society. 
The other is that ordinary people are 
incapable of running society. 

Capitalist democracy is confined 
to one tiny sphere, parliament, where 
representatives are elected just once 
every three years or so. These repre-
sentatives cannot be recalled when 
they inevitably break promises and 
betray those who voted for them. 

Many people with immense power 
are entirely unelected. The state is full 
of unelected individuals who make 
decisions that affect all of us—mili-
tary leaders, judges, top bureaucrats, 
police chiefs, the governor of the 
Reserve Bank and so on. 

The economy itself is completely 
undemocratic. Our workplaces are 
mini-dictatorships where we do what 
we are told and can be fired if we 
don’t. Nobody elects the bosses. Un-
elected capitalists decide the direction 
of our economy, including what to 
build and produce, what jobs will be 
provided and what jobs will be lost. 
And they do this entirely on the basis 
of what is profitable, not on the basis 
of what will meet human needs.

Workers’ power
We are told to be grateful because, the 
story goes, without these capitalists 
production would cease and chaos 
would reign. They’d have us believe 
they produce the wealth, as if money 
makes money. 

But as Jordan Belfort tells his 
stockbrokers in the recent film The 
Wolf of Wall Street, “I’m gonna let 
you in on a little secret about these 
telephones. They’re not gonna dial 
themselves! Without you, they’re just 
worthless hunks of plastic.” The same 
is true throughout the whole econo-
my—trains cannot drive themselves, 
hospitals cannot run themselves, 
newspapers cannot write themselves.

The competition for jobs, promo-
tion, housing and services under 
capitalism makes us feel like we’re all 
in it alone, against one another. This 
obscures the fact that even under capi-
talism we work cooperatively to pro-
duce everything. Factories, transport, 
supermarkets, banks, and businesses 
are run by teams of workers working 
together.

It is workers who really do the 

work and create wealth in society. So-
cialists fight for a genuine democracy 
where political and economic control 
of society and its wealth are put back 
in the hands of those who produce it, 
the working class.

This is only possible when mil-
lions of ordinary people organise 
themselves to take decision-making 
power away from the bosses and the 
state that rule us today, and impose 
their own collective power through a 
new form of workers’ democracy.

Many movements of the past that 
challenged capitalism have involved 
the development of workers’ control 
of society, starting with the Paris 
Commune in 1871 and encompassing 
the German Revolution in 1918, the 
revolutionary upsurges in Spain 1936, 
Hungary 1956, Chile 1973, Portugal 
1974, Iran 1979, Poland 1981, and 
most importantly the Russian Revolu-
tion of 1917.

Our own bosses
Those who question the possibility 
of working class power say we need 
managers and bosses who are more 
highly skilled and know how to run 
industry. 

But the most common complaint 
in any workplace is that, most of the 
time, bosses and managers don’t know 
the half of it. Much managerial work is 
just maintaining discipline: think of a 
supervisor in a call centre who doesn’t 
answer the phone, just roams the floor 
keeping an eye on the workers. 

There may be a genuine need to 
co-ordinate the work of a big firm or 
factory, but there is no reason why 
anyone should earn more and be 
treated as superior for doing so. They 
should instead be democratically ac-
countable to the workforce.

Instead of being considered part of 
management, separated from the pro-
cess of production, white collar work-
ers and those with particular skills 
would be part of the workers council 
where all aspects of production would 
be democratically discussed and 
determined.

Any co-ordinating roles would be 
democratically elected and account-
able.

Workers’ democracy
In 1917 in Russia, in a society where 
workers were far less educated and 

skilled than today’s working class, 
workers led a revolution that put Sovi-
ets, workers’ councils, in power.

At both a local and national level, 
workers were in control of society. 
Factory Committees based in individ-
ual workplaces controlled production. 
They took over where owners and 
administrators had fled or been forced 
out by workers. 

Workers learnt in the course of the 
struggle how to run their workplaces, 
against attempts by the old ruling class 
to restore their control. As American 
journalist and eyewitness to the revo-
lution John Reed put it: 

“The owners [of the factories] 
attempted to falsify the books, to con-
ceal orders; the Factory Shop Com-
mittee was forced to find out ways to 
control the books. The owners tried 
to strip the works—so the committee 
had to rule that nothing should go in or 
out of the plant without permission… 
In the breakdown of the railroads, 
committee agents had to make agree-
ments with the Railwaymen’s Union 
for transportation of freight. To guard 
against strike-breakers, the committee 
had to take over the function of hiring 
and discharging workers.” 

Russian workers’ representa-
tives from different workplaces met 
together in Soviets to co-ordinate 
production and make decisions about 
society as a whole. 

Similarly in Iran in 1979, the 
institution of workers’ control, the 
“shora”, “comprised the whole work-
force of a given enterprise, manual 
workers and professionals, men and 
women, and constituted itself through 
general assemblies. In the assembly, 
an executive committee was elected, 
a constitution drafted, and major deci-
sions taken. The executive committee 
reported back to the assembly, and 
mandates could be revoked at any 
time.” 

The reason these experiments in 
workers’ control have been short lived 
is not because ordinary people can’t 
run society, but usually because they 
were not convinced to take power off 
the old rulers completely. 

The ruling class does not relin-
quish their control without a fight. To 
secure genuine democratic control, it 
must be spread internationally. If his-
tory tells us anything it is that workers 
can run the world, but nothing less. 

Even under 
capitalism 
we work 
cooperatively 
to produce 
everything
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lAST NOVeMBeR, Foreign Minister 
Julie Bishop summoned the Chinese 
ambassador to protest China’s move 
to control the Senkaku islands, five 
uninhabited islands disputed with 
Japan. This was a very public decision 
to side with the US and Japan against 
the rising power of China. 

Since the collapse of Russian 
power with the disintegration of the 
USSR and the end of the Cold War 
in 1991, the US has been the world’s 
sole superpower. The American ruling 
class, including Presidents George 
Bush Snr, Bill Clinton, Bush Jnr and 
Barack Obama, have operated with 
one long-term political goal—to stop 
the emergence of a superpower rival. 

While the US still faces interna-
tional rivals, witness the present clash 
of the West with Russia over Crimea 
(see p13), the most likely challenger to 
the US on a global scale is China. 

economic and military competi-
tion have been inter-related features 
of the world economy since the great 
powers began carving out colonies and 
spheres of influence over the last few 
hundred years. 

While US economic power is in 
decline relative to its rivals, militar-
ily the US still outweighs the ten next 
strongest countries combined. 

Its military power has been seen 
most recently in the invasions of 
Afghanistan and Iraq and NATO’s 
intervention in Libya. The setbacks for 
American imperialism in the Middle 
east and the emergence of Asia as a 
growth area of the world economy 
has brought a reappraisal of the US’s 
strategic interests. 

In November 2011 President 
Obama spelt out a new “Pivot to 
Asia”, in a speech delivered to the 
Australian parliament. He laid out 
plans to reposition the US military, de-
claring “our presence and our mission 
in the Asia-Pacific a top priority”.

This move reflects the US ruling 
class’s concern that China’s fast-grow-
ing economy will allow it to become a 

IMPERIAlISM IN tHE PAcIFIc

AUStRAlIA, cHINA ANd 
tHE US PIVot to ASIA

more dominant international power.
Geoffrey Garrett, Professor of 

Political Science at the US Studies 
Centre at Sydney University, wrote 
in the Financial Review, “The real 
reason for Obama’s regional bullish-
ness is his belief that the US’s biggest 
asset in the Asia-Pacific is its dense 
network of allies (like Australia, Ja-
pan, the Philippines, South Korea, and 
Thailand), new partners (India and 
Indonesia) and new friends (Vietnam 
and potentially even Burma).”

Australia is seen as a key partner 
in this effort. Successive Labor and 
Liberal governments have maintained 
US spy bases and now a permanent 
base for US marines and supplies in 
Darwin.

The US has even lifted its 30 
year-old ban on New zealand ships 
visiting US ports, imposed because 
New zealand would not allow visits 
by nuclear-armed US warships. 

US decline and China’s rise
At the end of the Second World War, 
the US created 50 per cent of the 
world’s industrial output—cars, steel 
and manufactured goods.

By the mid-1980s this had fallen 
to 25 per cent, with the German and 
Japanese economies emerging as 
economic rivals.

In the past 30 years it is the Chi-
nese economy that has grown dramat-
ically. China became the world’s fifth 
largest economy in 2005 and overtook 
Germany in 2007 to become the third 
largest. In 2010, China pushed Japan 
out of the position it held for 42 years 
to become the second largest econo-
my in the world. 

Since 2008, China has been the 
largest trading partner of both Japan 
and South Korea, displacing the US in 
both countries. 

China’s demand for raw materials 
has also resulted in closer ties with 
countries in Africa and Latin Ameri-
ca, further challenging US influence 
internationally.

As China’s economic strength 
increases so does its political clout and 
it chafes at the existing world order 
dominated by the US. 

This is the same process of imperi-
alist rivalry that led to the First World 
War, as Japanese PM Shinzo Abe 
noted in his speech at Davos in Janu-
ary, when he compared the tensions 
created by the rise of China to those 
between Britain and Germany prior to 
the First World War.

Chinese expansion?
Historically, China has been a self-
contained continental power. How-
ever, as China globalises, its maritime 
expansion becomes necessary to 
protect its sea-going supply lines and 
its economic sphere of influence in 
north and south-east Asia.

As China has projected its power 
globally, the US, quite hypocritically, 
has accused China of aggression. 

China’s regional expansion has 
however resulted in a series of ten-
sions with countries like Japan and the 
Philippines over disputed islands and 
rocky outcrops like the Spratlys in the 
South China Sea.

Some estimates have China’s 
military budget as high as $200 billion 
a year, but this still pales beside US 
spending of $527 billion. 

Nonetheless, China has launched 
its first aircraft carrier, and is devel-
oping missile systems able to sink US 
carriers at distances of hundreds of 
kilometres—and push the US’s mili-
tary reach back further from China’s 
coast.

In January last year, James Fanell, 
intelligence chief for the US Pacific 
Fleet, which commands six aircraft 
carrier groups, told a San Diego con-
ference that China’s “expansion into 
blue waters is largely about countering 
the Pacific Fleet”.

But as Rory Medcalf from the 
Lowy Institute wrote in September 
2010, “Beijing’s naval modernisation 
is the response of a vast trading power 

tom orsag looks at the US military’s efforts to face China, and the implications for Australia

As china’s 
economic 
strength 
increases 
so does its 
political clout 
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to deep insecurity about its supply 
vulnerabilities.” 

Australia: ruling class quandary
The Australian ruling class has always 
pursued its own interests under the 
umbrella of a more major imperial 
power; firstly Britain and then, begin-
ning in the Second World War, the 
US.

In the past these military alliances 
were coupled with strong economic 
ties. The rise of China however has 
separated that connection, with China 
becoming Australia’s key economic 
partner and the US the key military 
ally. China now buys one-third of 
Australia’s exports.

Foreign policy expert Professor 
Michael Wesley has noted that more 
than half of Australia’s trade passes 
through the contested area of the 
South China seas. Any outbreak of 
armed conflict there would “destabi-
lise” Australian trade. 

yet militarily Australia has locked 
itself strongly behind the US. Geoff 
Raby, the former ambassador to China, 
argued Australia’s 2009 Defence White 
Paper, “was read and understood by 
media in both Australia and China as 
being about the ‘China threat’.”

Although Australia relies on ex-
ports to China to keep the Australian 
economy afloat Julie Bishop point-
edly ignored the facts to declare the 
US, not China, to be “our single most 
important economic partner” during 
her US visit in January. 

In February, Bishop was publicly 
rebuked by China’s Foreign Minister 
over Australia’s decision to side with 
the US over the Senkaku Islands. Aus-
tralia is also extending military links 
with India, another key country in the 
US’s plan to contain China.

While managing the relationships 
with China and the US is creating 
some diplomatic tensions, over-
whelmingly, the Australian ruling 
class favours continued support for 
the US alliance to bolster its own 
imperialist interests in the region.

In her first public meetings in 
October 2013 after her fall as PM, 
Julia Gillard said securing annual 
high-level talks with China was her 
“biggest foreign policy achievement”, 
and that Canberra and Beijing now 
have “a new special relationship”. 
yet she was the PM who invited US 
troops to Darwin.

In October, Anthony Bergin, 
deputy director of the Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute, a Defence 
Department-funded think-tank, wrote 
in the Sydney Morning Herald that 

Australia should welcome the “US 
pivot” with open arms, “As a pivotal 
power strategically located on the 
hinge of the Indo-Pacific…we should 
think big when it comes to our place 
in the world.”

For now, the tensions over China 
in Australian politics have mostly been 
focussed on economic concerns. 

Corporate boss Kerry Stokes owns 
the Seven West media conglomerate 
and Westrac, a mining services com-
pany in WA. But he also has a Westrac 
China arm investing in China’s con-
struction industry and joint venture TV 
interests. Kerry Stokes responded to the 
agreement to post US troops in Darwin 
by saying he was “physically repulsed” 
and that it was “disrespectful” to “lec-
ture” China on human rights.

The Abbott government has main-
tained the previous Labor government’s 
ban on China’s Huawei Technolo-
gies bidding for work on the National 
Broadband Network (NBN). yet it also 
hopes to finalise a free trade agreement 
with China by the end of 2014, al-
though this, in turn, may fuel concerns 
about easier Chinese investment in real 
estate and Australian agribusiness. 

US fans the flames
The US’s efforts to bolster alliances in 
the Asia-Pacific are fuelling milita-
rism in the region. In Japan, previous 
limits to Japan’s military are being 
hammered away at by its ruling class, 
who see an expanded military role as a 
way of countering its declining global 
economic significance.

Japan’s PM Shinzo Abe is an 

ultra-nationalist and his government’s 
policy on China reflects that. One of 
his first decisions was to increase the 
Japanese Defence Budget for the first 
time in 11 years.

The Trans Pacific Partnership 
Agreement (TPP) (a free trade 
agreement being secretly negotiated 
between US, Japan, Australia, New 
zealand, Malaysia, Singapore and six 
other countries) is the other element 
of the US’s Asia pivot. It is seen as an 
important step to link the US to the 
growing economies in the Asia Pacific. 

Until now, China had been quite de-
liberately excluded from the TPP. But 
in an attempt to outflank China’s own 
Regional Comprehensive economic 
Partnership (RCeP) negotiations, 
President Obama has recently invited 
China to join the TPP. China however 
is unlikely to accept the invitation 
given the enormous advantages the TPP 
would give to US corporations. 

Meanwhile, the TPP also has the 
potential to have a significant detri-
mental impact in Australia. Among 
other things, it potentially gives 
greater power for global corporations 
over domestic law, threatens internet 
freedom, food labelling, aspects of 
the Pharmaceuticals Benefit Scheme 
and the ability to develop and market 
generic drugs. 

The Abbott government is taking 
Australia deeper and deeper into the 
US alliance, feeding a local arms race 
and regional military tensions while 
boosting corporate power.

It is an alliance we have to demand 
be broken.

Above: china’s 
growing economic 
strength is 
allowing it to build 
a sophisticated 
modern military, 
capable of 
challenging the US
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Marxism, ecology and human history

Nevertheless it covers 
a lot of ground. Although 
empson is not a profes-
sional historian, anyone 
who has read his articles 
and reviews knows he has 
read an enormous amount 
and is unrelentingly enthu-
siastic about both his-
torical and contemporary 
environmental issues.

Land and Labour also 
deals with urbanisation. 
A discussion of cities is 
sometimes left out of writ-
ing on the environment but 
deserves attention. Most 
people in the world now 
live in cities, but although 
they are often seen as 
environmentally destruc-
tive, research shows that, 
depending on how cities 

land and labour 
by Martin Empson
bookmarks, $28

HUMANS ARe part of 
the natural world yet we 
also shape that world. The 
type of society we live 
in, and crucially the way 
human labour power is 
organised, are central to 
how we relate to nature. 
But as Martin empson 
argues, the changes we 
make to nature also affect 
the ways that societies are 
run. Crucially the shift 
from fairly egalitarian 
hunter-gatherer societies 
towards societies based 
on agriculture—known as 
the Neolithic agricultural 
revolution—enabled the 
evolution of class society.

These points have 
been made elsewhere—
Karl Marx touched on 
the subject of nature, 
and other writers such as 
US Marxist John Bel-
lamy Foster have built 
on Marx’s insights and 
developed a critique of 
the way capitalism today 
creates environmental 
crises. But few have at-
tempted to spell out how 
our dynamic relationship 
with nature has developed 
as human societies have 
changed. empson’s Land 
and Labour is a valuable 
contribution to the devel-
opment of a theory of this 
dynamic relationship

From the earliest hu-
man societies, the effect 
we have had on the natural 
world has been profound. 
An increase in the abun-
dance of hazelnuts across 
europe 9000 years ago 
can still be detected. emp-
son suggests that this is 
because people at the time 
planted hazelnut bushes 
because they provided 
a nutritious food source 
to add to what could be 
obtained by hunting and 
gathering.

In Britain, the intro-
duction of new forms 
of farming machinery 
replaced strip farms with 
large open fields. The 
highland clearances, 

driven by the profits to be 
made from sheep farming, 
saw hundreds of thousands 
of farmers forced from 
their land. empson argues 
that “the development of 
modern agriculture...is 
inseparable from the rise 
of capitalism”.

Replacing the sheep 
with deer for hunting in 
the 19th century, such as 
on the Balmoral estate, 
created the “wilderness” 
environment that Queen 
Victoria was so fond of. 
So although we might 
think of this type of land-
scape as typically Scottish 
today it has changed 
considerably in the past 
few centuries.

Land and Labour 
discusses a broad range 
of human societies to the 
present day and crosses 
seven continents. I found 
the section on the efforts 
of the Brazilian landless 
workers movement to oc-
cupy land and experiment 
with different ways of run-
ning agriculture particular-
ly enlightening. The book 
highlights key examples 
to make a point rather than 
being an attempt to write a 
complete history.

are organised, people in 
cities can use less energy 
than those in rural areas. 
For example, city dwellers 
often travel shorter dis-
tances to get to work and 
use public transport.

Cities can also be 
sites of anti-capitalist 
protest—bringing people 
together in large numbers 
such as in Istanbul’s Gezi 
Park and Tahrir Square in 
Cairo. But empson also 
shows, with the example 
of the history of Chicago, 
that cities aren’t separate 
from the countryside.

The need to bring food 
into cities in large quanti-
ties has also transformed 
the rural areas that sur-
round them. As empson 
says: “Chicago sucked in 
vast quantities of grain, 
encouraging grain farms 
to spread over a huge re-
gion”. Much of this grain 
was then sold on to cities 
on the east coast such as 
New york.

This attention to the 
way society and natural 
systems interrelate in com-
plex and evolving ways is 
demonstrated throughout 
the book.

Importantly, it puts 

the struggles of ordinary 
workers and peasants at 
the centre of history. So 
the transformation of the 
environment after the 
highland clearances is 
not seen as an inevitable 
result of progress but as 
a consequence of class 
struggle. In this case, the 
struggle was won by the 
emerging capitalist class. 
But the democratic societ-
ies glimpsed briefly during 
the Russian Revolution 
and the Paris Commune 
provide an example of 
the way society could be 
run, and the way environ-
mental problems could be 
tackled, in a world run by 
ordinary people.

Marxist geographer 
Neil Smith once argued 
that, in starting to develop 
a historical materialist 
approach to nature, Marx 
had given us the corners 
and most of the straight 
edges of a jigsaw puzzle. 
The job of later genera-
tions has been to lay out 
these pieces and fill in the 
rest of the picture. This 
book is an important con-
tribution to that tradition.
Camilla Royle
Socialist Review UK

Above: Humans have 
always reshaped the 
environment, especially 
since the rise of 
agriculture, but also 
depend on it for survival
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Hitchens on trial: Islam, religion and the left
Unhitched: the 
trial of christopher 
Hitchens
by Richard Seymour
Verso, $22.95

Richard Seymour’s latest 
book Unhitched: The Trial 
of Christopher Hitch-
ens exposes one of the 
most celebrated public 
intellectuals of the last 30 
years.

As a prolific journal-
ist and author, Hitchens 
impressed readers with 
stylish commentary on 
a wide range of cultural, 
political and philosophi-
cal topics. These talents 
were however placed in 
the service of right-wing 
politics.

Most famously, Hitch-
ens became not only an 
apologist for George W 
Bush’s war in Iraq, but a 
war-enthusiast, advocating 
American empire during 
one of the most bloody 
imperialist adventures 
since the Vietnam war. In 
books such as God Is Not 
Great, Hitchens provided 
intellectual legitimacy for 
anti-Muslim racism and 
the war on terror.

In exposing both 
the intellectual sloppi-
ness and flimsiness of 
Hitchens’s views, as well 
as the wider contradic-
tions that underpinned 
his life, Seymour does 
a great service. In only 
134 pages, he manages to 
cover Hitchens’s career 
(and careerism) includ-
ing his early cultural and 
political life, such as his 
enthusiasm for Margaret 
Thatcher. Another section 
highlights Hitchens’s de-
fence of empire literature, 
like Rudyard Kipling’s 
canonical poem, The 
White Man’s Burden, and 
the wider Western literary 
canon from academic 
criticism that challenged 
its racism and support for 
imperialism.

The most piercing 
section is the critique 

of Hitchens’s views on 
religion. Hitchens argued 
that modern conflicts 
from Northern Ireland, 
Israel-Palestine, to the Iraq 
war could be explained 
through the simple phrase, 
“religion poisons every-
thing”. This crude idea 
was shared by “new athe-
ists” like Richard Dawkins 
whose intolerance of reli-
gion gained considerable 
currency after 9/11.

Hitchens also misap-
propriated radical thinkers 
to justify his reaction-
ary positions. Hitchens’s 
more theoretical polem-
ics against religion were 
often supported by lengthy 
quotes from Karl Marx. 
But he completely dis-
torted the actual meaning 
and views of Marx on 
religion.

Marxism and religion
Religion and religious 
movements are always 
expressions of real class or 
material interests, not sim-
ply a product of irrational 
ideas. Religion has been 
a vehicle for a variety 
of political movements 
seeking very different 
ends. Islam in the last 30 
years has expressed the 
opposition to imperialism 
in the Middle east, and the 
poverty and humiliation 
this has caused. Christian-
ity was used to bolster the 
US civil rights movement 
in the 1960s by pastors 
like Martin Luther King. 
Hitchens’s views on 
religion completely ignore 
this.

They also obscure 
the role of other actors in 
creating conflict. It was 
Britain’s desire to colonise 
Northern Ireland that cre-
ated the divisions between 
Catholics and Protes-
tants. Western imperialist 
interests were behind both 
the creation of Israel, as 
a colonial settler state in 
Palestine, and the mainte-
nance of its overwhelming 
military superiority over 

the nearby Arab states. 
In the case of Iraq, 

Hitchens’s theory ignores 
that resistance to US oc-
cupation comprised other 
forces beyond religious 
organisations, such as 
secular Baathists, and 
was driven by opposition 
to western plunder and 
control of the country. US 
occupation forces also 
played a conscious game 
of divide and rule, setting 
Sunnis, Shias and Kurds 
against one another, in 
order to maintain control.

Hitchens’s gross sim-
plifications about the role 
of religion were the result 
of his political commit-
ment to the militarised US 
nation-state as a defender 
of progress and democ-
racy. 

In accepting this, 
Hitchens had to deny that 

imperialism and US inter-
vention were the problem 
and look elsewhere for 
answers. Religion offered 
a convenient scapegoat. It 
was this political commit-
ment that fuelled Hitch-
ens’s diatribes to “bomb 
the shit out of them” in 
Iraq.

Moving to the right
One of the wider aims 
of Unhitched is to explain 
the broader phenomenon 
of left-wing figures who 
have shifted away from 
radical anti-capitalist 
politics. After all, Hitch-
ens gained notoriety as an 
unorthodox intellectual 
because he started on the 
left. Initially a member of 
the British Labor Party, 
until expelled for activ-
ism against the Vietnam 
war, then briefly a member 
of the forerunner to the 
British Socialist Workers 
Party, Hitchens identified 
with the radical upsurge 
of the 1960s. But when he 
moved away from the left, 
he did so whilst professing 
a sustained commitment to 

left-wing principles. This 
led to him being nick-
named “Hypocritchens”.

But conservative 
sympathies did not simply 
replace his allegiance to 
the left, but were a feature 
even of his early political 
life. His aspirational goals 
of dining with the rich and 
powerful, a product of his 
middle-class background, 
became more pronounced 
and played a larger role 
in his later life. Seymour 
argues that, “Hitchens’s 
story was, then, not 
exactly that of noble mind 
overthrown...Rather, the 
elements of his peculiar 
political personality were 
displaced, shaken by 
events, and recomposed 
in a new articulation that 
leaned heavily on the 
right.”

The book’s inflated 
language, witness the 
above quote, is annoying 
and unnecessary. This 
will put off readers and 
limit the accessibility of a 
sorely needed demolition 
of this vile individual.
Jasmine Ali

Above: christopher 
Hitchens moved from the 
left to become a backer 
of US militarism



LETTER fROM MANUS ISLAND

'G4S ATTACKED US-
THEY KILLED REZA'

ThIs LETTEr was written by one 
of the injured Manus asylum 
seekers and smuggled out of 
a Port Moresby hospital where 
he was sent for treatment. It 
gives an eyewitness account of 
the attack on 17 February. It has 
been slightly edited to protect 
identities. 

❛I am in Mike compound. For three 
weeks, our camp, as well as others, 
carried out peaceful protests…because 
there had been no processing of our 
refugee applications.

[On the 16 February] Oscar camp 
began a demonstration following a 
meeting held with DIBP and the Camp 
authority with all nationalities.

In that meeting we were told ‘the 
processing of your refugee application 
might take one, two years or more,’ 
and if you were accepted as a refugee 
at the end of this process you will be 
given to PNG. If PNG does not ac-
cept you, you will be handed over to 
United Nation to find a third country 
willing to make decision for you.

After the meeting at 3pm all camps 
began protesting. The Oscar camp 
was the first one to be attacked. G4S 
guards armed with rocks, woods, 
chairs attacked the camps. Many of 
the guys were injured and badly hurt. 

On that day, 16 February, all the 
windows in Oscar camp was smashed 
and broken; the detainees [took ref-
uge] in their rooms and tried to secure 
their doors to prevent further attacks 
by the G4S guards. 

On 17 February we had no protest 
or demonstration and in line with 
usual routine and expectations of G4S, 
we calmly queued for dinner at 5pm. 
We [waited] but dinner did not come 
at the usual time of 6pm.

After 9.30, dinner arrived. 
We all had [our]meals and many 

returned to their rooms. A few were 
walking about and some of us busy 
cleaning, as there was no kitchen or 
dinning room staff that night and the 
food was given in containers.

[Around] 11pm, the power to the 
camp was suddenly shut down and 

immediately the entry to camp was 
opened and many people rushed in.

In the dark many people shouted 
to G4S for ‘help’. However when 
they get near we began to recognise 
their faces and voices and they are the 
guards themselves!

They were armed with wooden 
and metal poles, machetes and knives. 
They attacked everyone and the beat-
ing began. 

I was still in the dining room 
finishing the work when the G4S at-
tacked us.

We all frightened and confused 
about why G4S security are attacking 
us. Six G4S guard gathered around 
me with wooden poles and hit me. I 
fell to the ground and tried to cover 
my head and face with my hands to 
reduce the chance of injury to my 
head. I saw a Salvation Army worker 
among them. He kicked my face so 
hard that my nose broke and I began 
to bleed heavily. They then left me 
and moved into the rooms.

They forced detainees out of 
their rooms and began to beat them. 
G4S guards began to throw some of 

detainees from the second floor down 
to the ground.

My dear Reza [Reza Barati - ed] 
was pulled out and they began beating 
him to death. I was taken to medical. 
After 30 minutes they moved us from 
medical to the soccer field nearby. It 
was there that I lost conscious for two 
hrs. [When] I opened my eyes, I was 
on the wharf next to the BB ship [the 
staff accommodation ship – ed]. 

There were about 50 others injured 
rolling in their blood near me. They 
were crying and moaning in pain. 

After six hours they returned us to 
the camp, and I saw that the hallway 
to my room covered with blood. 
[Other] detainees told me how G4S 
beat Reza with metal and wooden 
poles until he was dead.

PNG police began shooting into 
the direction of crowd. [The detainees] 
were unarmed and already injured. 

Before they send me back to Ma-
nus Island they brought a form to us 
which said, Australia and PNG govern-
ments are responsible for your safety 
in the island. But unfortunately they 
are the ones who did cause all this… ❜

Solidarity

❛they were 
armed with 
wooden and 
metal poles, 
machetes 
and knives. 
they attacked 
everyone and 
the beating 
began. ❜

Above: Vigils and 
protests were held 
around the country 
after Reza’s murder 
on Manus


