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I allowed my resentment of that 
fanatic to taint my attitude to the 
merits of the program. I was too 
rash in dismissing it.
Cate McGregor apologises for her op-
position to the Safe Schools program, 
but not to Roz Ward

Those forgotten people
Peter Costello on the poor sods earning 
between $100,000 and $200,000, wor-
ried they wouldn’t get tax cuts

We haven’t heard a whisper from 
those tasked with upholding Aus-
tralia’s laws condemning the unions 
inciting this action
Australian Mines and Metals Associa-
tion chief executive Steve Knott on the 
9 May stopwork rally in Melbourne 

I was in favour of freezing that when 
it happened, but I think the freeze 
has probably gone on too long.
Even John Howard thinks Newstart is 
too low

Our policies show we are serious 
about economic reform, and our 
rigorous processes show we are 
serious about budget repair.
Shadow Treasurer Chris Bowen courts 
big business

I believe it’s also a great day for 
peace.
Israeli President Netanyahu opening 
the US embassy in Jerusalem–as his 
army butchered 60 Palestinian demon-
strators in Gaza
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ASIC, bankers, CEOs—
they’re all in it together

Blackmail charges 
against CFMEU 
officials dropped

THE VICTORIAN Director of 
Public Prosecutions has withdrawn 
blackmail charges against Victorian 
CFMEU union leaders John Setka 
and Sean Reardon. 

The move came after the poor 
performance of two key witnesses, 
Boral managers Paul Dalton and 
Peter Head. The prosecution 
alleged that the two were black-
mailed by the union officials at a 
coffee shop meeting in April 2013. 
At the time the CFMEU were in 
a major dispute with construction 
giant Grocon. Setka and Reardon 
were charged with threatening 
Boral with industrial action unless 
they stopped supplying concrete to 
Grocon. 

But under questioning the 
Boral managers couldn’t explain 
why they had waited a year before 
pursuing charges regarding the 
supposed threats. As the lawyer 
for the CFMEU officials told the 
media: 

“It’s been exposed that neither 
of Boral’s men took the coffee shop 
conversation as any kind of threat... 
for over a year and after a year their 
recollection got changed”. 

“It got changed only after vari-
ous lawyers got involved, lawyers 
for Boral, lawyers for the ACCC, 
lawyers for Dyson Heydon’s royal 
commission… all of these lawyers 
were given their riding instructions 
by men who were on a mission for 
the extreme right of our politics.”

A successful attempt to use 
criminal law to prosecute union 
officials for actions covered by 
“secondary boycott” provisions in 
the Fair Work Act would have been 
a serious escalation of judicial ac-
tion against unions. 

But the decision means the only 
major case coming out of the Liber-
als’ Trade Union Royal Commis-
sion has collapsed in an embarrass-
ing heap.

THE BANKING Royal Commission has revealed that the big 
banks are engaged in systematically scamming their custom-
ers, issuing misleading financial advice to increase their profits 
and even charging fees to the dead. But the Royal Commission 
has also revealed banking regulator ASIC’s abject failure to 
prosecute offenders. 

Barrister Niall Coburn who spent 13 years working at 
ASIC told Fairfax that investigators were punished for zeal-
ously pursuing the banks. He said, “if you were outspoken 
you were basically shut down and isolated”. Another former 
employee, James Wheeldon, described the cosy relationship 
between banks and the regulator saying, “I saw ASIC literally 
changing the law, amending the Corporations Act to benefit the 
banks and the lobby groups for the banks”. 

The Royal Commission heard, via ASIC’s own senior 
executive Louise Macaulay, that the regulator had prosecuted 
only one holder of an Australian Financial Services Licence 
in the past ten years. Macaulay also admitted that, on average, 
when a member of the public complains about poor advice it 
takes two years for ASIC to reach a decision.

This shouldn’t come as any surprise when ASIC is stuffed 
full of former bankers. Its previous chairman Greg Medcraft 
took on the role following eight years in New York as manag-
ing director at Société Générale, Corporate and Investment 
Banking. Current chairman James Shipton was a managing 
director at Goldman Sachs. He was described by the Financial 
Review as “a child of the Melbourne establishment”.

Liberal says she can live on $40 a day

LIBERAL MP Julia Banks has claimed she could live on 
the $40 per day Newstart recipients are currently forced to 
survive on. She made the claim in the lead up to the Liber-
als’ budget which failed to increase the dole, making it 15 
years since there has been an increase in the payment in real 
terms. 

She told the ABC that she could, “live on 40 bucks a 
day knowing that the government is supporting me with 
Newstart looking for employment”. Banks has a base salary 
of $199,040 and her interest register says she owns five 
properties including three investment homes. When she 
travels to Canberra she receives an additional $285 a night 
from the taxpayer.

Contractors cost 
double public 
servants
AUSTRALIAN BUREAU of Sta-
tistics (ABS) bosses have admitted 
that their use of labour hire contract 
workers can cost twice as much as 
employing staff directly. 

Agency officials told a recent par-
liamentary enquiry that IT contractors 
cost twice as much as employing staff 
through the public service to do the 
same work. 

Non-IT staff cost 50 per cent 
more. The ABS spending on la-
bour hire has exploded from about 
$200,000 in 2012-13 to around $4 
million last year. The ABS cut 410 
staff in 2016-17 and its staffing cap 
will fall again in 2018-19. 

Big government departments have 
doubled their spending on contractors 
in the last five years, as the Liberals 
slashed thousands of jobs and intro-
duced staffing caps.  

Turnbull to spend 
millions on Cook 
memorial
TURNBULL’S BUDGET has set 
aside almost $25 million for a me-
morial to Captain Cook. The mas-
sive project involves the redevelop-
ment of the Meeting Place Precinct 
in Botany Bay, Sydney which falls 
within Treasurer Scott Morrison’s 
electorate of Cook. 

It includes $3 million for a new 
statue of Cook plus an “aquatic 
monument”, a new visitor centre, 
cafe, exhibition space and ferry 
wharves. 

The project is supposed to be 
completed ahead of the 250th an-
niversary of the first encounter be-
tween Cook and Aboriginal people 
on 29 April 1770. It forms part of a 
total of $49 million the government 
will spend to mark the anniversary, 
including money for a replica voy-
age of the Endeavour, a “digital 
platform” and other “educational 
material”.

At a press conference NSW 
Attorney-General Mark Speakman 
anxiously insisted that the huge 
project venerating the colonial 
invader was definitely not about 
“nostalgia for an imperialist 
past” or “white triumphalism”.



5Solidarity | ISSUE ONE HUNDRED AND FOURTEEN MAY 2018

EDITORIAL

TURNBULL’S BUDGET has once 
again exposed him as ruling for cor-
porations and the rich. 

The Coalition desperately hoped 
their cash handouts for voters, in the 
form of income tax cuts, would set 
them up for the coming election.

But the budget has failed to sig-
nificantly change the polls. Newspoll 
was unchanged, showing the govern-
ment still trailing 49 to 51 per cent, 
while the Ipsos poll had Turnbull trail-
ing 46 to 54 per cent and Essential by 
48 to 52. The more people learn about 
the tax cuts, the worse this will get.

Turnbull’s tax plan is loaded in 
favour of the super-rich. And it sits 
alongside massive handouts to big 
business and the big banks through 
corporate tax cuts worth $80 billion.

The government has set up its 
election pitch around economic man-
agement and cutting tax. It is banking 
on an improving economy to help it. 
But most workers aren’t seeing the 
benefits. 

Wage growth is still stagnant or 
declining. The $10 a week tax cuts 
for low and middle income earners go 
nowhere near compensating for this.

The budget forecasts predict that 
wages will mysteriously bounce back 
to 3.25 per cent growth within two 
years. But they rose just 2.1 per cent 
over the year to March. Reserve Bank 
chief Philip Lowe has warned that 
any increase in wages will be “only 
gradual” over the next few years. 

Any change in the next year is 
likely to be too small to notice, with 
real wages still well below the levels 
of six years ago.

The government is doing nothing 
to help get workers a pay rise. It has 
imposed a 2 per cent wage cap on its 
own workers in the public sector.

It backed the cuts to penalty rates 
for low paid hospitality and retail 
workers, and is waging war on the 
unions to make it harder to fight 
for wage rises. It has increased the 
fines on unions for taking unlawful 
industrial action and re-established the 
Australian Building and Construction 
Commission (ABCC) to go after the 
construction unions.

The ACTU is rightly saying that 
the rules around industrial relations 
are stacked in favour of the employ-
ers. Unions launched the Change the 
Rules campaign in early May with two 
weeks of protests around the country.

The highlight was the 120,000 
workers who took over the streets of 

Melbourne on 9 May. Construction 
sites and the port of Melbourne were 
shut down as workers defied the law 
to take illegal industrial action. 

Other states should follow their 
lead—and call combined delegates 
meetings and stopwork rallies. 

Electing Labor
The ACTU sees Change the Rules as 
simply an electoral campaign aimed 
at kicking out Turnbull and getting 
Labor into government. Labor is talk-
ing of modest changes on industrial 
relations around the termination of 
enterprise agreements, use of labour 
hire and will scrap the ABCC (see p6).

But Labor’s policy will be well 
short of what the unions are demand-
ing—particularly over anti-union laws 
and the right to strike.

Labor Shadow Treasurer Chris 
Bowen has already signalled that the 
ACTU’s list of changes won’t get an 
“automatic tick”, distancing himself 
from the unions by saying Labor 
would make its own decision on 
industrial relations and describing the 
unions and Labor as, “different people 
with different jobs to do.”

Responding to the budget, Labor 
leader Bill Shorten promised to 
double the tax cuts for low and middle 
income earners, saying they were, 
“more important than multinationals, 
big banks and big business.”

But he also tried to reassure big 

business that a Labor government 
would look after Australian capital-
ism, promising Labor would, “pay 
down national debt, faster” than the 
Coalition.

Labor faces a difficult series of 
by-elections after a High Court ruling 
left five Labor MPs ineligible for 
parliament due to dual citizenship 
problems. One Nation’s preferences 
could see Labor lose the Queensland 
marginal seat of Longman. But sup-
port for Turnbull’s tax cuts for the rich 
will also be on trial.

Malcolm Turnbull has to go. But 
we can’t rely on Labor to change all 
the anti-union rules or give us the 
right to strike—the only guarantee that 
workers can win decent pay rises, fight 
casualisation and improve conditions.

That’s why the Change the Rules 
campaign needs to be based on mobil-
ising for industrial action. This both 
helps to mobilise community opinion 
to get rid of the Coalition, and shows 
Labor that the unions will keep fight-
ing to get the changes we need.

And crucially it also builds 
unions’ ability to take workplace 
industrial action and break the law.

Victorian Trades Hall has raised 
the possibility of another mass rally 
in September. Rank-and-file unionists 
should push for delegates meetings, 
in Melbourne and in other cities, to 
begin mobilising for an ongoing cam-
paign of stopwork action.

Don’t rely on Labor to Change the Rules: time to flex union muscles

Above: The 
Melbourne rally on 9 
May shows the way 
for action across the 
country 
Photo: Paul Jeffers/
Victorian Trades Hall 
Council

Labor’s policy 
will be well 
short of what 
the unions are 
demanding
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UNIONS

Would a Labor government change the rules at work?

MAINTENANCE WORKERS at 
Port Botany are coming up against 
the anti-union Fair Work Commis-
sion and anti-strike laws in their 
bargaining campaign.

The 48 Kalmar employees, 
members of the Maritime Union of 
Australia (MUA), work at the Patrick 
terminal, where they do maintenance 
work dealing with breakdowns and 
conducting checks on cranes and 
machinery on the wharf. Unlike at the 
other terminals, Patrick maintenance 
is outsourced to a separate company. 
This was one of the set backs that 
resulted from the 1998 lockout.

When Kalmar workers staged 
a 24-hour strike on 14 April the 
company brought in scab labour. 
Wharfies who operate the cranes 
at Patrick refused to work, citing 
safety issues arising from working 
alongside maintenance workers who 
were not sufficiently qualified and 
not experienced working on the Pat-
rick wharf. This occurred over three 
shifts on the Saturday.

But the Fair Work Commission 
(FWC) issued an order that placed a 
ban on refusing to work with substi-
tute labour, effectively ruling that the 
Patrick workers were taking illegal 
industrial action. 

Kalmar workers are bargaining 
for job security to stop work being 
contracted out to labour hire, such as 

changing ropes. They are also bar-
gaining for a shorter working week 
and a decent pay rise. But the com-
pany haven’t budged over months of 
negotiations. A company spokesman, 
John Payne said “we can’t guarantee 
job security because no one can”. 

The MUA had given notice of a 
seven-day strike at Kalmar beginning 
the next week, but this was with-
drawn following the FWC ruling. 
There is every likelihood further 
protected industrial action will occur. 
But the workers and union now face 
the challenge of how to stop scab 
labour undermining this action.

The wharfies and maintenance 
workers work shoulder to shoulder, 
but because they are artificially 
divided between separate employers, 
this makes it an “illegal secondary 
boycott” for workers to take indus-
trial action in solidarity with each 
other.  The Fair Work ruling shows 
how the anti-strike laws undermine 
unions and their ability to bargain.

Bringing in scabs to do such 
highly skilled work is a serious threat 
to safety at the port. But workers 
should have the right to strike in 
support of other workers regardless—
especially their own workmates. This 
is yet another example of anti-worker 
rules that need to be broken. If Patrick 
workers defy the FWC ruling, we 
should all back them.

Laws against strike action hit MUA at Patrick

By James Supple

THE MODEST scope of changes 
Labor wants to make to workplace 
laws is becoming clear. The party has 
now released its official draft platform 
in preparation for its national confer-
ence in July.

Labor’s policies echo the themes 
of the ACTU’s Change the Rules 
campaign, highlighting inequality, 
casualisation and low pay.

It says it would “set an objective 
test for determining when a worker is 
a casual”, to reduce casualisation by 
forcing employers to convert workers 
to permanent positions, when they are 
being employed in permanent roles.

Bill Shorten has also promised to 
end employers’ ability to terminate ex-
pired enterprise agreements—as was 
done at Murdoch University, Griffin 
Coal and Port Kembla Coal Termi-
nal—unless they gain the union’s 
consent. The use of sham enterprise 
agreements—as at CUB and Esso—
where bosses imposed agreements 
ratified by another group of workers, 
would also be banned. 

Labor is committed to abolishing 
the Australian Building and Construc-
tion Commission—and this time will 
not replace it with another body. The 
Registered Organisations Commis-
sion, set up by the Liberals to fish for 
evidence of corruption, will also be 
abolished and its powers rolled back 
into the Fair Work Commission.

There are also suggestions in the 
draft policy Labor might allow en-
terprise bargaining across a sector or 
industry, although as yet without any 
detail on what it would support.

The ACTU has called for the mini-
mum wage to be pegged at 60 per cent 
of the median wage, an increase from 
54 per cent currently. Although Bill 
Shorten has called for “a real living 
wage”, Labor wants to leave the final 
decision to the Fair Work Commis-
sion. But it may tell Fair Work to give 
greater weight to the needs of low paid 
workers in its decisions.

And Labor is committed to guar-
anteeing workers ten days domestic 
violence leave and reversing the cuts 
to penalty rates for retail, hospitality 
and pharmacy workers. It has also 
shown some support for the ACTU’s 
desire for greater arbitration powers to 
resolve “intractable disputes” where 
an employer refuses to bargain.

But there is so far nothing that 
would boost workers’ bargaining pow-

er through making it easier to strike. 
The requirement for secret ballots 
before any industrial action the fines 
for taking unlawful action, as well as 
even the ban on political strikes, all 
introduced as part of John Howard’s 
WorkChoices, would remain. 

Labor is even refusing to scrap 
restrictions in the Fair Work Act that 
allowed the ban on the Sydney train 
workers’ strike in January. Under 
current laws, strikes and industrial 
action can be banned completely for 
threatening damage to the economy or 
to any third party.

This should come as no surprise. 
It was the Labor government under 
Kevin Rudd that introduced the cur-
rent Fair Work Act. Turnbull has to go. 
But we can’t rely on Labor to “Change 
the Rules” we need to win the right to 
strike. It will take an active industrial 
campaign, and serious stopwork ac-
tion, to win back our rights.

There is so 
far nothing 
that would 
boost workers’ 
bargaining 
power through 
making it 
easier to 
strike

Above: Labor 
leader Bill Shorten 
addresses a union 
rally
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UNIONS

120,000 stop work in Melbourne to Change the Rules
By Judy McVey

AROUND 120,000 workers took over 
the streets of Melbourne on 9 May in 
an awesome display of working class 
power. It was part of two weeks of ac-
tion around the country launching the 
Change the Rules campaign.

Port workers walked out on illegal 
strike for six hours at DP World and 
Toll Group. According to the Financial 
Review, stevedoring companies were 
fuming with, “maritime union officials 
allegedly threatening to extend the six-
hour walk-out to 24 hours if any warn-
ings were given to the workforce.”

Also on illegal strike were huge 
numbers of building workers, their 
fellow members of the newly merged 
CFMMEU (construction, forestry, 
mining, maritime, energy and textile 
union).

“This is going to be the biggest 
campaign in more than a decade,” 
Victorian Trades Hall Council Sec-
retary Luke Hilakari said, “The rules 
are fundamentally broken for working 
people. Wages are at record lows but 
company profits are at record highs. 
We want our penalty rates back, we 
want equal pay for women, and we 
want to make sure all Australians get 
a decent pay rise.”

Around 300 Melbourne University 
NTEU members joined the march, on 
strike as part of their EBA negotia-
tions, with placards linking “Change 
the Rules” to the fight against casuali-
sation. NTEU Secretary Colin Long 
said that 50 per cent of university 
staff were now casuals. He called for 
a fight for the, “real right to strike and 
unfettered right to organise” and an 
end to fighting, “with one hand tied 
behind our back.”

Farm workers marched among 
hundreds of NUW members. From the 
stage, one of them spoke of how there 
were 100,000 like her, paid cash-in-
hand at below the minimum wage, 
many of them on expired temporary 
visas. The NUW is campaigning for 
an amnesty so these migrant workers 
can gain secure work.

Tram routes were disrupted for 
three hours as the march wound past 
the Victorian Magistrates Court, to 
support CFMMEU leaders John Setka 
and Shaun Reardon, facing a commit-
tal hearing over trumped up blackmail 
charges over industrial action.

Thousands formed contingents 
behind their union banners—con-
struction, electrical, childcare and 

metal workers, professionals, public 
sector, teachers, lecturers, firefighters, 
cleaners, public transport, plumbers, 
healthworkers and nurses. Official 
Trades Hall placards included, “We 
demand the Right to Strike”.

The size and enthusiasm of the 
Melbourne rally show why mass stop-
work action needs to be a central part 
of the campaign. In every other state 
unions simply held the usual weekend 
May Day rallies.

But even in Melbourne the empha-
sis was on preparing for an elec-
toral campaign to get rid of Malcolm 
Turnbull’s government. Luke Hilakari 

explained that the focus would be, “to 
have conversations with your neigh-
bours, your community groups and 
your friends… about the injustices 
happening to Australian workers”.

He asked the crowd, “Are you 
ready to campaign with us? Are you 
ready to knock on some doors?”

Yet it was Labor that introduced 
the Fair Work Act and created most 
of the current industrial rules. Simply 
electing Labor is not going to deliver 
all the changes unions need—including 
the right to strike. We need an ongo-
ing campaign of stopwork action, and 
further delegates meetings to build it.

WORKERS AT Esso in Gippsland, 
Victoria have been on the picket line 
for over 320 days. “This is a prime 
example of how broken current laws 
are, which allowed our company to 
legally make 230 workers redundant 
on 15 June 2017, and the very next 
day offered our jobs back to us but 
with a 30-40 per cent pay cut”, Troy 
Carter told Melbourne’s mass union 
delegates meeting last month. The 
company also wanted to move to a 
14 days on, 14 days off roster. 

Esso sub-contracts maintenance 
work at its Bass Strait oil rigs to 
another company, UGL. UGL sacked 
them and transferred the contract 
to a new subsidiary. Using the 
same tactics as at Carlton & United 
Breweries in 2016, it then tried to 
impose an Enterprise Agreement that 
was approved to cover five casual 
workers in Western Australia, none 
of them from Esso.

Unions have raised money to 
support the workers, and delegates 

from Esso have been touring work-
places to tell other workers about 
their struggle. But almost a year out 
of work has taken an immense toll. 

Current industrial laws ban work-
ers from holding effective pickets out-
side their workplace against scabbing. 
The company even gained Federal 
Court orders forcing Esso workers to 
take down the inflatable “Scabby the 
rat”, on the grounds that it was intimi-
dating scabs from going into work. 
Two union delegates at Esso were 
summarily sacked last October for 
abusing scab maintenance workers.

Another 600 other workers are 
directly employed by Esso at the 
Longford gas plant and on its oil 
and gas rigs. Solidarity strike action 
could shut down their operations and 
force the company to re-hire the 230 
sacked workers. But such action is 
illegal under the Fair Work Act.

Unions need to be prepared to 
break the rules if we’re going to 
defend our rights.

Esso bosses’ tactics show need to break the rules

Above: The 
Melbourne rally to 
Change the Rules

Even in 
Melbourne 
the emphasis 
was on an 
electoral 
campaign 
to get rid of 
Turnbull
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BUDGET

By James Supple

MALCOLM TURNBULL has deliv-
ered another budget for big business 
and the rich. 

The Coalition is handing out per-
sonal tax cuts in the hope of boosting 
their popularity. But their plan was 
quickly exposed as unfair.

Most of the benefits will go to 
the wealthy. The bulk of the tax cuts, 
to be delivered in stages over seven 
years, go to high income earners.

Lower and middle income earners 
get at most a $10 a week tax cut. 

But the government’s plan for a 
“flax tax” will eventually see every-
one earning between $41,000 and 
$200,000 paying the same rate of tax. 
That means a cleaner on just above 
the minimum wage would have the 
same tax rate as a CEO.

This is an idea straight out of the 
market fundamendalist right-wing in 
the US. 

It would make the tax system less 
progressive and increase inequal-
ity. Once it is fully implemented 
from 2024, the top 20 per cent of 
income earners get 60 per cent of the 
benefits. 

The Coalition has cut $17 billion 
from schools funding over ten years 
and cut $715 million from hospitals 
through to 2020. 

Yet it would rather throw $140 
billion over ten years at tax cuts that 
mostly benefit the rich.

And the Liberals are still pushing 
tax cuts for big business worth $80 
billion over the next ten years. An 
obscene $17 billion of that will go to 
the big four banks.

Treasurer Scott Morrison’s pledge 
to maintain tax at 23.9 per cent of the 
economy only reveals the Coali-
tion’s commitment to neo-liberalism. 
It means holding down spending on 
health, education and welfare in order 
to cut taxes on the top end of town.

Nasty cuts
There has been an unexpected surge in 
tax income over the last year meaning 
the government has money to spend. 
Yet it still refuses to increase News-
tart payments, which at $40 a day are 
impossible to live on. They have now 
dropped to less than 40 per cent of the 
minimum wage. 

The Business Council of Australia 
and even John Howard have criticised 
the payment as too low.

They have also maintained last 

year’s cut to the energy supplement 
for pensioners, which will cost a 
single pensioner $365 a year.

And the government also went 
out of its way to deliver a series of 
nasty cuts. Migrants will now have 
to wait four years after they arrive 
in the country to access any welfare 
payments. 

This will save just $200 million, 
a fraction of the $13.4 billion it is 
spending on income tax cuts in the 
same period. 

It is also cutting funding to the 
ABC by a further $84 million. Yet it 
could find $49 million to fund a new 
monument to Captain Cook.

Labor’s response
Labor has promised to double the tax 
cuts for low and middle income earn-
ers, and oppose the other parts of the 
Liberals’ plan targeted at the wealthy.

Alongside this Bill Shorten 
repeated his promise to offer more 
funding than the Liberals for hospitals 
and schools. 

But Labor could not bring itself to 
promise to increase Newstart. Despite 
acknowledging it is too low, it has 
simply proposed a review if Labor 
forms government. 

The Greens have put forward a 
bill for an immediate $75 a week 
increase.

Shorten is also trying to appeal 
to big business, accusing the Coali-
tion of increasing government debt 
and promising to, “pay down national 
debt, faster”.

Shadow Treasurer Chris Bowen 
says the Coalition’s return to surplus 
next year is only “wafer-thin” and 
that, “We need a government prepared 

to take the tough decisions to return 
the budget to surplus and healthy, 
sustainable, ongoing surpluses”.

Labor says it can deliver a larger 
budget surplus thanks to tax increases 
on the rich through reducing negative 
gearing on property, increasing tax on 
the top 2 per cent of income earn-
ers and family trusts, and reforming 
dividend imputation.

Bowen told the Press Club that the 
majority of money “raised from our 
revenue measures over the medium 
term will go towards budget repair 
and paying down debt”—not spending 
on services.

If the economic situation worsens, 
Labor’s promise to deliver surpluses 
could also require cuts to spending. 
We saw what this meant when Julia 
Gillard was in power, when Labor cut 
university spending and payments to 
single parents.

Corporate profits are at record 
levels yet inequality is at a 70 year 
high. Labor should be talking about 
increasing the corporate tax rate, not 
just stopping Turnbull’s cuts. 

And at least a third of the biggest 
companies each year avoid corporate 
tax completely.

Labor’s reduction in the negative 
gearing and capital gains tax rorts for 
property investors is also modest.

Our cities are straining due to 
lack of spending on public transport 
and basic infrastructure, hospitals and 
schools are struggling to cope and we 
urgently need to fund a transition to 
renewable energy.

It’s time to get serious about tax-
ing corporations and the rich to boost 
government spending for the services 
we need.

Turnbull’s budget delivers more handouts to the rich

Once its tax 
cuts are fully 
implemented, 
the top 20 per 
cent of income 
earners get 60 
per cent of the 
benefits

Above: Treasurer 
Scott Morrison and 
Malcolm Turnbull 
have plenty of 
handouts for 
corporations and the 
rich
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GREENS

By Paddy Gibson

LEFT-WING GREENS MP Da-
vid Shoebridge has decisively 
defeated the right-wing challenger, 
Jeremy Buckingham, in the latest 
Greens NSW pre-selection battle, 
securing top spot on the party’s upper 
house ticket for the next NSW state 
election.

The win is a welcome reprieve 
for the left of the NSW party, who 
have suffered a series of pre-selection 
defeats over the past two years. 

Shoebridge is well known for his 
consistent support of social move-
ments, particularly around Aboriginal 
rights. He ran a left-wing campaign, 
releasing a “Greens Manifesto” cham-
pioning radical social democratic 
reforms, explicitly recognising the 
rise of Jeremy Corbyn in the British 
Labour Party.

Jeremy Buckingham is a key ally 
of Federal leader Richard Di Natale, 
who has taken the party in a more 
centrist direction. Buckingham has 
been contemptuous of the democratic 
structures of the NSW Greens and has 
been willing to openly defy progres-
sive NSW party policy to push his 
own agenda. If Buckingham had won 
this pre-selection, it would have been 
the end of the line for the left of the 
Greens in NSW.

But Shoebridge won resoundingly, 
with 1161 votes to Buckingham’s 780. 
After preferences, Dawn Walker, a 
sitting MP aligned with Buckingham, 
came behind the more progressive 
Abigail Boyd. 

Affirmative action policies mean 
that at least one of the top two spots 
on the ticket must be held by a wom-
an, and a declining Greens vote makes 
it unlikely the third placed candidate 
will be elected.

Right still strong
However, the left cannot afford to be 
complacent. The result has stopped 
a complete rout of the left, but the 
pre-selection results also show the 
continuing strength of the right. Un-
less the left gets organised, Shoe-
bridge’s pre-selection reprieve will be 
short-lived. It is only a matter of time 
before the right renews its offensive.

The other pre-selection held at the 
same time for the “casual vacancy” 
created by current NSW MP Mehreen 
Faruqi’s entry into the Senate was 
won by Cate Faermann with 1181 
primary votes. 

Faermann has spent the last few 
years as the chief of staff to Di Natale, 
helping to orchestrate the party’s shift 
to the “sensible centre”. Disgracefully, 
she even used the NSW Supreme 
Court to overturn a party decision that 
she had been ineligible to run in this 
pre-selection.

The fact that equal numbers of 
people could vote for Shoebridge and 
Faermann (including many of the 
same voters), shows the extent to 
which the significance of the Greens’ 
shift to the right is not well under-
stood by the membership. The left has 
work to build that understanding.

While Shoebridge’s campaign 
championed the need for radical social 
change, it completely avoided raising 
the way that this vision is at logger-
heads with Di Natale’s—and Faer-
mann’s and Buckingham’s—electoral 
view of the Greens gradually winning 
seats to gain the balance of power

The situation is urgent. Di Natale’s 
national march to the centre is chok-
ing the possibility of The Greens 
growing as a serious left alternative 
to Labor. The party has stalled in the 
polls. 

Thousands of teachers and public 
education activists were deeply 
disillusion by the Gonski 2.0 debacle, 
where Di Natale flirted with Liberal 
proposals to deliver a windfall to 
private schools. An appeal to Liberal 
voting self-funded retirees during 
the Batman election by-election 
compounded a view amongst many 
workers that the party can’t be trusted 
to fight for their interests. 

The prospect of another “Demo-
crats moment” is almost inevitable.

The future of the current Turnbull 
government will be largely determined 
by the ACTU’s Change the Rules cam-
paign, which has already mobilised 
hundreds of thousands of workers. 

The future of The Greens too, 
hinges on whether the party can 
meaningfully relate to this campaign 
and position itself as a consistent and 
serious part of the fight against anti-
union laws.

Shoebridge often said that mean-
ingful social change is driven by 
grassroots movements and he sees the 
importance of orienting to the working 
class and trade unions in particular, to 
build the power needed to challenge 
the system.

Realising this potential will require 
a real fight inside The Greens to orient 
on class politics and building struggle 
outside of parliament, and away from 
electioneering. 

The right of the Greens is quite 
willing to use the media and its control 
of electoral offices to attack the left. It 
already has a faction. 

Besides the Left Renewal group-
ing, there have been no attempts to 
organise a left-wing faction within 
the party, for fear of hurting Greens 
members’ sensibilities. 

That delay has held back the fight 
needed to transform the party into a 
strong left activist force. If the left is 
going to go forward, it should take the 
opportunity of Shoebridge’s victory to 
openly declare such an organisation 
within The Greens.

Left hangs on in NSW Greens, but fight against right far from over

Above: Left-wing MP 
David Shoebridge 
has successfully 
saved his spot in the 
NSW upper house
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BANKS

By John Passant

THE ROYAL Commission into Mis-
conduct in the Banking, Superannua-
tion and Financial Services Industry is 
showing the reality of capitalism. That 
is why the Turnbull government op-
posed it for so long.  They knew that 
the Royal Commission would expose 
the reality of putting profit before 
people.

This is not about a few bad apples 
in the finance industry. As the Royal 
Commission is showing, the whole 
barrel is rotten. 

From AMP to ANZ to the Com-
monwealth Bank to Westpac, one 
thing stands out. They are all ripping 
us off. They lie, they cheat, they col-
lude, all to make big profits.

Fees for services that are not 
provided; fees levied on dead clients; 
hoodwinking people into products that 
benefit the adviser or the bank; money 
laundering…  the list of crimes and 
shonky dealings goes on and on. 

The profits they make from their 
crimes against customers are huge.  
For a number of years Australian 
banks have been the most profitable or 
second most profitable in the world, 
as this graph from The Conversation 
shows. 

The super profits, or economic 
rents, Australia’s big banks earn come 
in part from screwing their staff, their 
working class account holders and 
from capturing the profits of other sec-
tors of society.  

That is why an economic rent tax 
applying to all sectors of society that 
make them would be rational even 
from the point of view of capitalist 
politicians and economists.

On top of all that the government’s 
explicit bank guarantee—a bailout at 
the time of the GFC—is worth about 
$5 billion a year to the big four banks, 
according to the Reserve Bank. 

The finance and Insurance sector 
accounts for 9.4 per cent of gross 
value added to the economy each 
year. The banks are a key part of the 
structures of capitalist exploitation and 
power.  

The Turnbull government used this 
to support their disingenuous argu-
ment that a royal commission could 
trigger a banking system collapse. 

The real reason the Liberals voted 
25 times against a banking royal 
commission was because they knew it 
would reveal the reality. 

Despite Turnbull saying he was 
shocked by the revelations, he was a 
merchant banker himself and knows 
full well that the quest for profit 
means screwing workers, customers 
and competitors.

This exchange between counsel 
assisting the Royal Commission 
Michael Hodge QC and AMP’s head 
of advice Jack Reagan captures the 
thinking of business very well.

Mr Hodge asked:
“What we seem to be seeing is 

that a conscious decision is made to 
protect the profitability of AMP at the 
expense of complying with AMP’s 
licence, do you agree?”

Mr Regan conceded:
“Yes, I believe that’s what that 

shows, yes.”

Regulation no answer
The problem goes beyond lack of 
regulation. After all ASIC, the regula-

tor, has proven itself to be (deliber-
ately) weak. 

Capture of the regulator by the 
regulated, helped along by the fact 
that key ASIC staff are drawn from 
the banking sector,  is only part of the 
problem. In the Budget the Turnbull 
government cut $28 million from 
funding for ASIC over the next three 
years.

Clearly the government does not 
want even a soft cop on the banking 
beat. 

It is too worried about protecting 
the profits and reputation of this key 
sector of Australian capitalism.

Drive for profit
The real problem the Royal Commis-
sion is exposing is capitalism and the 
quest for profit that drives all busi-
nesses. 

This has caused banks—and other 
companies far removed from the 
spotlight of a Royal Commission—to 
cheat their small customers, lie to 
ASIC, and sack staff.  

Imagine what a Royal Commis-
sion into wage theft would yield. Or 
deaths on building sites. Or precarious 
employment. Or aged care. 

What then can be done? Given that 
the banks exist to make profit more 
regulation is akin to King Canute try-
ing to hold back the waves.

Ben Chifley had the right idea—
we need to nationalise the entire bank-
ing system. But don’t expect the Labor 
Party of today to embrace that.

The bosses’ one-sided class war 
against workers has been going on 
since the unions tied their hands 
behind their backs in 1983 when a 
Labor government brought us the 
Accord. It was then that the transfer 
of wealth from labour to capital ac-
celerated.

In Melbourne this month 120,000 
workers marched demanding the 
industrial relations rules be changed. 
The message from that huge rally 
should not just be to vote Labor.

In the face of stagnant wages, 
cuts to basic services and growing 
inequality the working class that has 
the potential to challenge not just the 
cheating banks and their CEOs but to 
challenge the whole rotten system. 

Strike action, especially by those 
who work inside the banks, is the 
key to challenging the system that 
feeds all these parasites living off our 
labour. 

Banking Royal Commission: it’s time to put capitalism on trial

The banks are 
a key part of 
the structures 
of capitalist 
exploitation 
and power

Top: Graph showing 
the profitability of 
Australian banks 
compared to over-
seas counterparts
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CLIMATE CHANGE

By Chris Breen

THE TURNBULL government in so 
committed to coal power that it wants 
to extend the life of the decrepit Lid-
dell power station. 

The Coalition has long supported 
coal profits over the climate. But 
despite still producing around 70 per 
cent of Australia’s electricity, coal-
fired power is in decline. 

The government has interfered in 
the affairs of AGL, the private com-
pany which owns Liddell, to demand 
it keep it running or sell it to another 
company that will. 

This contradicts their “let the free 
market rip” philosophy, and shows 
a distinct lack of confidence in their 
own new National Energy Guarantee 
policy. 

As the Grattan Institute’s Tony 
Wood put it, “If you believe in your 
own policy then you don’t need to 
do anything with Liddell”. So what’s 
going on?

Liddell is due to close at the end 
of its projected 50 year life in 2023. 
For half of 2017 the plant was running 
at 40 per cent capacity. 

AGL has already spent $123 mil-
lion on the plant since buying it in 
2014 and plans to spend another $150 
million to prevent corrosion shutting it 
down before 2023. 

Chief Scientist Alan Finkel esti-
mated the cost of extending the life of 
the plant by ten years would be $500-
600 million.

Liddell’s peak time capacity of 
1000 MW needs to be replaced to 
avoid an energy shortfall. 

The Coalition says that keeping 
Liddell open is needed to maintain 
“dispatchable” power that can feed 
electricity into the grid 24 hours a day. 
They have attacked renewables, say-
ing their intermittency means they are 
not as reliable a power source.

AGL has announced its own plan 
to replace Liddell with a combination 
of renewable energy, gas-fired plants, 
an upgrade to the Bayswater power 
station and demand response (paying 
customers to reduce energy use).

But its closure raises the question 
of a bigger transition.

Chris Dunstan from the UTS 
Institute for Sustainable Futures has 
pointed out that, “As much as 60 per 
cent of Australia’s coal fired power 
stations are expected to reach retire-
ment age in the next 15 years”.

Renewable energy is the logical 
replacement. Renewable plants with 
battery storage or pumped hydro are 
every bit as dispatchable as gas or coal 
power. 

Cost of renewables
The cost of renewable energy has 
fallen dramatically. Kerry Schott, the 
chair of the Energy Security Board 
that designed Turnbull’s NEG policy, 
told The Australian that, “the cost of 
coal is always going to be more than 
the cost of wind and sun” and that 
“you are unlikely to see a new coal-
fired power station built unless there 
is a change in technology or a fall in 
price of coal”. 

She added that these views were 
“not contentious at a factual level”. 
And with the cost of battery technol-
ogy dropping rapidly renewables may 
soon be the cheapest form of dispatch-
able power too.

The modelling done by Frontier 
Economics for Turnbull’s NEG as-
sumes that no new coal will be built.

Building new coal-fired power 
stations is mad from a climate point 
of view. 

Even from the Coalition’s per-
spective it is economically foolish. 
However the Coalition sees extending 
the life of coal-fired power plants as 
a way to please the hard right of the 
party, which is wedded to coal and 
climate denial. 

What best explains Turnbull’s 
actions is 30 losing Newspolls, his 
razor thin majority, and his need to 

mollify the Coalition’s hard right 
in the Monash forum—a pro-coal 
grouping around Tony Abbott that 
wants public money spent to build 
new coal plants. 

Extending the life of coal power 
also pushes difficult political ques-
tions for the Coalition, over new 
investment and power prices, further 
down the line.

AGL’s CEO Andrew Vesey has 
given Turnbull the finger for his own 
reasons. Liddell shares coal transport 
and water infrastructure with Bayswa-
ter power station that AGL doesn’t 
want to hand over to a competitor. 
Senior Coalition figures have accused 
AGL of wanting to “short” the market 
and push up power prices by refusing 
to sell. 

If true this is because privatisa-
tion and handing our power supply 
over to the free market means invest-
ment decisions are made based on 
profitability, not securing an essential 
service. 

The Coalition has long cam-
paigned on the furphy it would act on 
power prices, but has nothing to offer 
but empty political rhetoric.

Government needs to take power 
back into public hands, to take control 
of both power prices and the climate 
transition we so desperately need. Lid-
dell’s life shouldn’t be extended, but 
even closure in 2023 is too slow. 

We need renewable replacement 
built now. It should be fully govern-
ment funded and guarantee jobs to 
current power workers.

Liberals work to resuscitate dying coal plant at Liddell

Above: The Liddell 
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SCHOOLS

Teachers say no to NAPLAN, and no to Gonski’s testing tool

By Lucy Honan

NAPLAN does not have many friends 
left, but some of its critics just want 
more relentless testing.

Most state education ministers 
have now called for a review of the 
test, and the Australian Education 
Union (AEU) is speaking more loudly 
against it. 

The Gonski review 2.0 “Growth to 
Achievement”, released in late April, 
acknowledges that NAPLAN test 
results are often useless to teachers. 
Importantly, 80 educators, including 
60 primary and secondary teachers, 
published a statement calling on the 
government to scrap NAPLAN and 
the MySchool website—but unlike its 
other critics, the teachers are demand-
ing that it is not replaced with another 
standardised test.

Governments now cannot ig-
nore the damage that NAPLAN has 
done. Their own league tables show 
that over the ten years of NAPLAN 
testing, results have either flat-lined 
or plummeted, and our international 
ranking has dropped significantly.

Teachers’ concerns are deeper. 
Schools are now more severely 

divided between “rich” and “poor”, 
our curriculum is being narrowed to 
what is testable, schools are promoting 
terrible cultures of teaching to tests, 
and the MySchool website is operating 
as the perfect smoke screen for in-
creasingly inequitable school funding, 
as the “Teachers say no to NAPLAN” 
statement argues.

AEU National President Correna 
Haythorpe has added, “NAPLAN 
places unnecessary pressure on our 
children, their families and teachers 
and does not take into account the 
high quality, broad curriculum and 
learning experience that our schools 
provide”.

Gonski testing tool
But the solution proposed by business-
man David Gonski (the ruling class’s 
go-to man for dressing up neo-liberal 
education ideas as though they are 
progressive) is an unrelenting test-
ing regime that would have teachers 
feeding students through continuous 
standardised, online, “on demand” 
tests across the entire curriculum, and 
reporting on their “growth” between 
tests.

Gonski pretends his vision of a to-
tal testing “tool” would assist teachers 
to individualise learning. 

But then he describes how it 
would spit out progress reports, direct 
teachers to resources, and offer guid-
ance on “next steps”, based on the 
data. 

This is a nightmarish vision of 
automated education, far from the 
human-scale, social learning experi-
ences that teachers know our students 
need.

Turnbull and Birmingham have 
seized on the idea, and no wonder. 
Such a tool would both control 
teacher work with more intensity, and 
increase the pressure on us to deliver 
growth targets. 

It would not require giving teach-
ers what we actually need—more 
time to plan, smaller classes to work 
with, and trust that we know how to 
teach. 

Along with Gonski’s other recom-
mendations of increasing principal 
autonomy and introducing an “exter-
nal quality assurance process”, it is a 
recipe for demoralising teachers and 
standardising student learning to the 
attainment of cold and contextless 
growth targets.   

Nor did Gonski put any pressure 
on the Liberals to drop NAPLAN and 
MySchool, or to fund schools with 
even a fig leaf of equity. 

Thanks in large part to Gonski’s 
last intervention into education poli-
tics, private schools in Victoria now 
receive more government funding in 
total than government schools of a 
similar demographic. 

Gonski’s growth tool will be yet 
another humiliation for public schools 
to bear, our students struggling to 

learn, often in poverty, always in 
underfunded schools, while private 
schools are drenched in funding.

Time to dump testing
There is significant momentum to 
drop NAPLAN. But neither Malcolm 
Turnbull nor Bill Shorten is commit-
ted to dropping NAPLAN without a 
more “robust” testing regime to take 
its place. The “Teachers say no to NA-
PLAN” sign on statement is a great 
first step.

Now is the time for our unions 
to call mass meetings and stopwork 
protests for when NAPLAN results 
are released in August, to make sure it 
goes on our terms. 

While the AEU is increasingly 
critical of NAPLAN, it is yet to call 
for NAPLAN or standardised testing 
to be scrapped. 

The NSW Teachers Federation 
has concentrated its criticism simply 
on the content of the NAPLAN tests, 
based on an analysis by academic Dr 
Les Perelman. It is calling for a “new 
NAPLAN”. 

But NAPLAN must be replaced 
with greater time and respect for 
teachers, and fully funded public 
schools, rather than with more tests. 

Some school councils, such as at 
Spensley Street Primary in Melbourne, 
have written to parents encouraging 
them to have their children opt out of 
NAPLAN tests. This should be spread 
to more schools. 

We need to seize on the chance 
to get rid of standardised testing for 
good.

Above: Parents and 
students protest 
against NAPLAN 
outside NSW 
parliament last year
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INTERNATIONAL

By Charlie Kimber   
Socialist Worker UK

AROUND 200,000 people took part 
in demonstrations across France on 
1 May as the battle continues against 
President Emmanuel Macron’s neo-
liberal assault.

Rail workers are striking two days 
in every five, fighting privatisation, 
line closures and the abolition of their 
contract which prevents mass redun-
dancies.

Pierre Brun, a rail worker, said, 
“We had a good demonstration in 
Lyon, 8000 or so. It felt strong and 
united. Lots of different workers were 
on the streets with us.

“The number of train drivers on 
strike doesn’t go down. Some people 
miss a strike or two, others come out.

“But the issue is how we’re going 
to win. There has to be something 
that paralyses the country—a general 
strike, and for more than one day. 
Macron is very determined. Gestures 
won’t win.”

On 14 May rail unions called for 
“a day without rail workers”. It was 
highly successful, with few services 
running. It also saw an escalation of 
militancy. Around 200 strikers from 
Paris Nord station invaded the SNCF 
rail management headquarters.

From Marseille, CGT union 
member Bernard said, “We struck and 
we blocked the road near the Saint-
Charles station. Some people, strikers 
and supporters, occupied the tracks.

“The bosses brought in the police. 
But they couldn’t stop the occupation. 
All the trains were halted.”

The strikes need urgently to accel-
erate. Eight trade union groups have 
called a day of public sector strikes 
and demonstrations on 22 May.

Strikes are planned by rail, air and 
maritime transport workers, and in 
every level of education from nurser-
ies to universities. Postal workers, 
firefighters, health workers, electricity 
and gas workers, refuse workers and 
many more will also strike.

Macron wants to eliminate 
120,000 public sector jobs and in-
troduce individualised “payment by 
results” for workers.

Occupations
Meanwhile the student movement con-
tinues to resist Macron’s plan to 
increase selection and make it harder 
to go to university—despite police 
attacks on occupations.

In April police attacked and 
evicted occupying students at the Sor-
bonne university in Paris. This was the 
campus where 50 years ago students 
in revolt helped to spark the famous 
general strike in May 1968.

Protests in response meant the 
university was closed for two days. 
It’s one sign of the boiling political 
atmosphere in France.

Police have cleared out occupying 
students in Nantes, Bordeaux, Paris, 
Lille, Caen, Dijon, Grenoble, and Stras-

bourg. There were dozens of arrests.
Sylvine, a student from Paris, 

explained, “The movement is not 
intimidated, we’re angry. There are 
thousands of young people involved—
against selection, with the strikers, 
against the new laws that crackdown 
on asylum.

“There were lots of students on 
the demos last week. In 1968 when 
the students were attacked the unions 
called strikes. We want that now—for 
themselves and for us.”

ISRAELI SOLDIERS shot and 
killed at least 60 Palestinians in 
Gaza on the eve of Nakbah Day on 
14 May—more than doubling the 
number they have killed over the 
previous six weeks.

Around 40,000 people joined the 
protest in Gaza, as just miles away 
Israel celebrated the move of the US 
embassy to Palestinian city Jerusa-
lem. US President Donald Trump 
said it was “a great day for Israel”.

A 14-year-old boy was among 
those killed on Monday. The slaugh-
ter brings the number killed by Israel 
since protests began on 30 March to 
over 100. No Israeli has been injured 
during the weeks of protests.

Alongside the killings, more than 
5000 Palestinians have been injured 
by Israeli soldiers, who attacked the 
protests with sniper fire, live ammu-
nition, rubber bullets and tear gas.

The Israeli airforce also boasted 
of carrying out fresh airstrikes on 

Gaza on Monday, as well as shelling 
by an Israeli tank.

The protests on 14 May marked 
the culmination of weeks of planned 
actions. They demanded an end to the 
siege of Gaza and the right to return 
to the land Palestinians were expelled 
from 70 years ago when the state of 
Israel was founded.

Some 750,000 Palestinians 
were forced out of their homes in 
1948—a process designed to ensure 
Israel had a clear ethnic majority. 
Israel’s military has prevented them 
and their descendants—including the 
majority of Gaza’s population—from 
returning ever since.

The move of the US embassy 
to Jerusalem was timed to coincide 
with the 70th anniversary of Israel’s 
foundation. It seeks to legitimise Is-
rael’s claim to own Jerusalem—and 
encourages the theft of even more 
Palestinian land through settlement 
building.

Israel massacres over 100 Palestinian marchers

Occupations and strikes hit France as students, workers resist Macron

Above: Rail workers 
in France are 
striking two days 
out of every five

In April police 
attacked 
and evicted 
occupying 
students at 
the Sorbonne 
university in 
Paris
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By Jason Wong

AGAINST ALL odds and despite 
blatant vote-rigging, the Barisan Na-
sional coalition (BN) which has ruled 
Malaysia since independence in 1957 
was thrashed in the election on 9 May.

The Pakatan Harapan (PH) op-
position, led by former Prime Minister 
and notorious strongman Mahathir 
Mohammad, has seized power. PH 
now controls the governments of six 
states to BN’s two, while the Islamist 
party PAS claimed two states on the 
conservative east coast.

Defeated Prime Minister Najib 
Razak’s introduction of a GST was 
deeply unpopular, and he has been em-
broiled in an embarrassing years-long 
scandal around his embezzlement of 
billions from the 1MDB development 
fund. He has continued racist policies 
benefiting the Malay business class 
and a crackdown on free speech.

By contrast, PH vowed to abolish 
the GST, bring corrupt politicians to 
justice, reduce the cost of living and 
champion minority groups.

For many, this regime change has 
been 20 years in the making. In 1998, 
Mahathir sacked his deputy Anwar 
Ibrahim and had him imprisoned on 
false charges of sodomy. In response 
Anwar’s wife formed the PKR party, 
the core of the opposition coalition.

Many are hailing the 92-year-old 
Mahathir as a hero, a former dicta-
tor who tore his old party in half and 
joined forces with his enemy to right 
past wrongs. 

Devil you know
But Mahathir is no saint. He blamed 
the bloody 13 May race riots of 
1969 on non-Malays, producing The 
Malay Dilemma, a racist treatise that 
espouses economic apartheid and the 
creation of a new Malay bourgeoisie 
to prevent “Chinese takeover”. This 
strongly influenced the ideology of 
UMNO, the ruling Malay party, and 
was used to justify race-based welfare, 
biased university quotas and purging 
of non-Malays from the civil service.

Mahathir became PM for the first 
time in 1981, and over the course of 
his 22-year rule oversaw a crackdown 
on political opponents, introduction of 
military service and mass privatisations. 
His cronies grew fat off government 
contracts while attacks continued on the 
few remaining independent unions.

Opposition coalitions in Malaysia 
have always been based on marriages of 

convenience, and PH is no exception. It 
contains the centrist PKR, the centre-
left DAP, the progressive Islamist 
Amanah, and Mahathir’s party Bersatu, 
which is politically identical to UMNO.

Bersatu was formed in late 2016, 
when Mahathir engineered a split 
in UMNO that caused the defection 
of thousands of loyalists and sev-
eral prominent leaders. Bersatu is an 
openly race-based party where only 
Malay members have voting rights. 
Its support is based on rural patronage 
networks. Bersatu joined an electoral 
pact with the opposition in December 
2016. Mahathir was named Chairper-
son of the alliance in mid-2017 and its 
PM candidate in January this year. 

The PH Manifesto made good 
promises about civil liberties and 
inequality. Its leaders declared that 
the end of race-based politics was 
at hand. But the impact of allying 
with Mahathir is clear. The coalition 
appealed to Malay voters by talking 
up Mahathir’s past record in power 
and promised them similar handouts 
to those BN habitually offers during 
elections. Proposals for eliminating 
race-based welfare were gradually 
replaced by platitudes about unity.

When the Socialist Party of 
Malaysia (PSM) opposed an electoral 
pact with Mahathir involved, it was 
sidelined. Standing separately from 
the opposition coalition, PSM lost its 
only parliamentary seat.

On a knife edge
Malaysians are already celebrating 
the possibilities of the new regime. 
There is open talk of exacting revenge 
against Najib and his cronies in the 
courts and the Election Commission. 
Rumours that Najib was attempting to 

flee to Indonesia prompted hundreds 
to descend on the airport. Najib has 
resigned as UMNO leader.

Anwar has now been released from 
prison and Mahathir has promised to 
hand power to him after two years. 

But the fate of PH’s promises 
stands on a knife edge. The govern-
ment is already hinting that it may 
cancel the TV license of a pro-BN 
station. Mahathir himself is having 
second thoughts about repealing some 
censorship laws that ban political ac-
tivity on campuses and “fake news”.

There is a dangerous complacency 
that change is now inevitable. 

Even parts of Bersih, the move-
ment for clean elections, have been 
sucked in. Its leader Maria Chin 
Abdullah is now an MP, and a previ-
ous chair has warned against criticis-
ing Mahathir’s cabinet picks for the 
sake of “stability”. But without contin-
ued mobilisation to demand promised 
reforms, it is more likely Mahathir 
will water them down to reinforce his 
rural Malay base. 

Most of PH’s leaders are neo-
liberals. As pressure mounts on them 
to stabilise the economy, deal with the 
massive debt accrued under Najib, and 
renegotiate an infrastructure-bailout 
deal with China, their promises to sup-
port union rights and increase the mini-
mum wage may fall by the wayside.

Bersatu’s entry into PH snuffed out 
its commitments to dismantling Malay 
supremacist ideology. An unsuccess-
ful term in government could pave the 
way for a disastrous BN return in five 
years’ time. Activists and socialists will 
have to make good use of the tempo-
rary opening provided by BN’s defeat, 
and mobilise workers and the poor to 
defend the reforms they voted for.

Change sweeps Malaysia as Najib swept from power

INTERNATIONAL

Opposition 
coalitions 
in Malaysia 
have always 
been based on 
marriages of 
convenience

Above: Supporters 
of Malaysia’s 
opposition celebrate 
their victory over 
Najib Razak
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MARXIST CLASSICS

In 1871 workers took power in Paris. Their actions taught Karl Marx about the need to 
dismantle the existing state in order to bring about socialism writes Tom Fiebig

LESSONS OF THE PARIS COMMUNE

MARX’S CIVIL War in France 
chronicles the first time in history that 
the working class took power, show-
ing the workers’ movement every-
where that another world is possible.

The text contains Marx’s lengthy 
addresses to the International Working 
Men’s Association (the First Interna-
tional), a loose collection of socialists 
and trade-unionists in which he had 
been a leading member since 1864. In 
this address, adopted by the General 
Council, Marx attests to the incredible 
feats of the Paris Commune, hurling 
a barrage of vitriol and insult at its 
gravedigger, the “monstrous gnome”, 
M. Thiers. 

Speaking a mere days after its 
brutal suppression by the French state, 
Marx mounts an inspired defence of 
the power, and revolutionary poten-
tial, the Parisian workers demonstrat-
ed in their struggle. And although he 
and his long-time collaborator Fried-
rich Engels were unable to signifi-
cantly influence the workers’ struggle 
from abroad, they didn’t just gloat 
over events from an “ivory tower”. 
Instead, they drew not only inspiration 
but significant political lessons from 
the Commune, most importantly, that 
workers had to smash the organs of 
the capitalist state

Between the aborted French 
revolution of 1848 and the Paris 
Communes of 1871, capitalism had 
produced a significant expansion 
in industrial production in France. 
At around this point in time Paris 
contained as many as half a million 
industrial workers. In July 1870, 
France’s Emperor Louis-Napoleon 
was provoked by Otto von Bismarck 
into declaring war against Prussia. 
After his devastating defeat by Prus-
sian forces at Sedan, Louis-Napoleon 
was forced to abdicate. A new repub-
lican government was formed on 4 
September 1870, with the 71-year-old 
Adolphe Thiers at its head.

Paris Besieged 
For the next five months, Paris lay 
under siege. In order to protect the 
city and its citizens from Prussian 
invasion, Thiers was forced to estab-
lish a volunteer army, the National 
Guard, the bulk of which consisted of 
Parisian workers. The working class 
was now armed. 

Throughout the siege, the work-
ers of Paris staged regular public 
demonstrations with demands for a 
democratically elected government. 
Fearful of where this might lead, 
Thiers signed an armistice with Prus-
sia in January 1871, subjecting France 
to harsh peace terms. The workers of 
Paris were disgusted at having suf-
fered months of siege for nothing. 

As France’s National Assembly 
moved to disarm Paris’ workers, they 
fiercely resisted. In the uprising that 
followed, workers took “undisputed 
sway” of the city, expelling Theirs’s 
government to Versailles. 
 
The Commune
The Paris Commune was born. The 
National Guard, having taken control 
of key strategic sites in Paris, initiated 
elections for municipal councillors to 
govern the city. The “Commune” that 
resulted represented, in Marx’s eyes, 
“essentially a working-class govern-
ment”. 

Marx therefore examined it closely 
to try to understand how a future 
workers’ government might function. 
The Commune’s first decree was, 
naturally, “the suppression of the 
standing army [and the police], and 
the substitution for it of the armed 
people”. 

Its council, consisting of 60 
members, were not only democrati-
cally elected, but were “all, without 
exception” recallable at any point in 
time. Councillors were permitted a 
maximum salary of 6000 francs—
equivalent to that of a skilled worker. 
In subsequent decrees, the Commune 
also abolished the death penalty, 
granted citizenship rights for migrants, 
enacted the separation of Church from 
State, and seized all Church property 
as national property. 

Marx drew a lesson of utmost 
importance. Workers had to smash 
the existing state. He writes that, “the 
working class cannot simply lay hold 
of the ready-made state machinery, 
and wield it for its own purposes.” 

As the Parisian workers showed, a 
working class government could only 
be established through the dissolution 
and destruction of the essential organs 
of the old state. This is because the 
state had become a tool of the capital-
ist class. 

As Marx puts it, “state power as-
sumed more and more the character 
of the national power of capital over 
labor, of a public force organised for 
social enslavement, of an engine of 
class despotism.” 

Only through the Parisian work-
ers’ actions was Marx able to grasp the 
impossibility of workers simply taking 
over the existing state and using it in 
their own interests. Nowadays after 
the dictatorial regimes of Stalin, Mao 
and other forms of “socialism-from 
above”, Marx’s opposition to the state 
is often forgotten. 

The phrase “dictatorship of the 
proletariat” used by Marx, Engels, 
and Lenin is often equated with blind, 
authoritarian rule. However, as Engels 
declares in the afterword to Civil War 
in France, their use of the term did not 
mean a dictatorship over the proletari-
at. It meant simply the immediate po-
litical supremacy of the proletariat, as 
a class for itself. He comments: “Look 
at the Paris Commune. That was the 
Dictatorship of the Proletariat!” 

Marx and Engels were however 
critical of some actions of the Com-
mune. In their view, the communards 
should have marched on Theirs’ forces 
in Versailles immediately after having 
expelled them from Paris. 

The failure to do so gave the lat-
ter an opportunity to re-organise and 
strengthen his army through the return 
of prisoners of war, granted freedom 
by Bismarck. 

The communards also showed 
an inexplicable respect for property 
by failing to seize the cash reserves 
kept in the national bank of Paris, 
which contained all the country’s gold 
reserves. In Engels’ mind, “this was 
also a serious political mistake. The 
bank in the hands of the Commune—
this would have been worth more than 
10,000 hostages.” 

After 72 days, Thiers and his 
forces gained Bismark’s blessing to 
pass through Prussian lines and ad-
vance on Paris. On 21 May 1871, his 
army stormed the city and slaughtered 
tens of thousands of Parisians. 

The Commune was crushed. But 
as Marx wrote elsewhere in a letter to 
his friend Ludwig Kugelmann, their 
brief experiment with workers powers 
provided, “a new point of departure of 
worldwide significance”.

The Commune 
represented, 
in Marx’s eyes, 
“essentially a 
working-class 
government”
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IN MAY 1968 France seemed on the 
brink of revolution. Thousands of 
students built barricades and engaged 
in pitched battles against the police. 

Then almost ten million workers 
went on strike, with factories occupied 
across the country in what was the 
biggest general strike in history to that 
time. 

These workers and students gave 
the foundations of French capitalism a 
mighty shake and proved that revolu-
tionary struggle was still possible even 
in rich Western countries. It seemed 
like anything was possible.

The backdrop to this huge tumult 
was the longest ever sustained boom 
that capitalism has experienced. Flush 
with US investment after the Second 
World War, economies in Western 
Europe grew steadily and living stan-
dards were rising. The modern welfare 
state was being constructed, provid-
ing significant benefits to the working 
class.

But despite this there were also 
real grievances bubbling away. In 
France while wages were rising, a 
large section of the working class still 
suffered from low pay. Unemployment 
had risen to over half a million. Young 
people were particularly affected; in 
the Burgundy region 29 per cent of 
those under 25 were jobless.

The unions were in decline—they 
had lost half their membership since 
the war. This meant that employers 
were riding roughshod over workplace 
conditions, causing widespread anger 
among workers. 

The end of 1967 saw a wave of 
strikes in key sectors of the economy. 
But the explosion of 1968 didn’t just 

come through growing working-class 
militancy. Students provided the 
detonator.

Students 
Radical student movements exploded 
all across the Western world in the 
1960s. Following the student revolt 
at Berkeley in the US in 1964, new 
student movements spread across 
Europe. The regime of Charles de 
Gaulle was trying to modernise 
French capitalism. One part of this 
was a huge expansion of higher 
education. In the decade before 1968 
student numbers rose from 175,000 to 
530,000. Overcrowding was rampant 
and staff numbers and facilities were 
inadequate.  

Before the war students had been 
a relatively small elite, training to 
become members of the ruling class 
or its well-paid agents. But with 
the expansion of the universities 
most students were now destined to 
become technicians and administra-
tors, not radically separate from 
the working class. And because the 
expansion was so uncontrolled many 
couldn’t find work at all, heightening 
the discontent. 

Students were being radicalised 
by the mass movement against the 
Vietnam War. Another issue that 
sparked outrage was the ban placed 
on sex in student accommodation, 
causing regular protests in the years 
leading to 1968. 

Demonstrations around these 
issues began to escalate and the victi-
misation of student organisers simply 
poured fuel on the fire. At the begin-
ning of May in Paris the situation was 

almost totally out of control. Authori-
ties closed the Sorbonne University on 
3 May, but this did not quell protests. 
Over the next week students clashed 
with police every day. On 10 May the 
students made a crucial stand against 
police who had been viciously bat-
tering them. They took over the Latin 
Quarter of the city and with the help 
of workers built over 60 barricades to 
repel the police. 

This courageous stand inspired 
workers who had been pummelled by 
the bosses over the preceding years. 
The trade unions called a one-day 
strike for 13 May in protest at the po-
lice violence, as well as a mass dem-
onstration to fight for wage increases 
and stronger union rights. 

The government retreated, im-
mediately reopening the Sorbonne and 
saying imprisoned students would be 
released. This showed that militant 
protest action could beat the govern-
ment. 

The strike was a powerful show 
of force by the working class, with 
around a million people marching in 
Paris alone. One eyewitness wrote: 
“Every factory, every major workplace 
seemed to be represented… row upon 
row upon row of them, the flesh and 
blood of modern capitalist society, an 
unending mass, a power that could 
sweep everything before it, if it but 
decided to do so.”

Workers had gained a sense of 
their power. But for a group of avia-
tion workers in the western city of 
Nantes, this one-day strike was not 
enough. The next day, they declared 
an indefinite strike and occupied their 
factory. 

FRANCE MAY 1968—
WORKER AND 
STUDENT REVOLT 
THAT STOPPED FRANCE

MAY 1968

May 1968 showed the power of the working class to take control of society—even in the 
rich countries of the West, argues Miro Sandev

On 10 May 
students 
took over the 
Latin Quarter 
of Paris and 
built over 60 
barricades 
to repel the 
police
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THE FACTORY occupations began 
at Sud-Aviation, an aircraft factory in 
Nantes in western France.

A revolutionary socialist militant, 
Yvon Rocton, had been arguing for 
a strike and occupation, but he got 
little support.

News of the Paris demonstra-
tion changed everything, as another 
worker in the factory described: “A 
whole unknown world was revealed 
to the startled eyes of the majority 
of workers: a world of struggling 
students which had been forgot-
ten… Sud Aviation suddenly felt less 
alone.”

The next day the workers voted 
for indefinite strike and occupation.

A couple of days later a march 
of a thousand students came to the 
factory, and hundreds spent the night 
inside the plant.

This picture was repeated across 
France. Socialist Worker at the time 
described the scene outside a Paris 
factory:

“When a student spoke to a fac-
tory gate meeting at the Renault car 

factory... a union official suggested 
that the paramilitary police were 
waiting nearby, and that the student 
had called them there.

“Little attention was paid to the 
officials, and the young workers 
suggested factory occupation and 
machine-breaking.

“They were talked out of the 
latter, but the massive Renault plant 
was immediately taken over.”

Another Renault worker recount-
ed, “Every evening I took five or six 
workers in my car to the Sorbonne.

“When they returned to work 
next day they were completely 
changed people...

“In Renault their freedom was 
alienated. In the Sorbonne they felt 
free.

“Within Renault he was only a 
thing. In the university he became a 
human being.

“This atmosphere of freedom in 
the sense of being considered human 
gave great combativity to the young 
workers.”
Socialist Worker UK

In the factories: ‘An unknown world revealed’
In one sense the action was spon-

taneous because no union leader had 
called for it. But in reality, militant 
activists in the local union branch had 
been calling for more serious struggle 
for months. 

Within days similar occupations 
spread throughout France. The strike 
spread to the railways and soon after 
became a general strike of more than 
nine million workers in almost every 
industry. 

As it spread, the union bureau-
crats who had previously been taken 
aback by the movement, stepped in 
to encourage it so that they would not 
completely lose control.

Political Power
A general strike raises the question of 
which class controls society. Normally 
the bosses make all of the economic 
decisions about what gets produced, 
how much is produced, how much it 
is sold for and how it is distributed. 
In a strike confined to one area of 
industry workers can halt production 
entirely until they win. 

But in an ongoing general strike 
workers are forced to begin working 
out how to organise food and other 
essentials to keep themselves going. 

Above: A 
demonstration 
outside an occupied 
Citroen factory in 
May 1968
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MAY 1968

How workers 
occupied
“ON 17 May, when we came in to 
work on the night shift at 6.30pm, 
we heard that the Montparnasse 
railway workers were on strike. 
We did not need a vote to decide 
and do the same, enthusiastically. 
It is true that the night shift is 
composed of a majority of young 
people. The first evening, we did 
not even think of occupying the 
office for lack of experience. 

The next morning, some of the 
day shift workers wanted to come 
in. We had to convince them. We 
then understood that we had to oc-
cupy the place and protect it with a 
strike picket.”

Account by a young worker at a 
Paris railway station

Above: Workers and students 
meeting at a football station
Left: Barricade built by students on 
the Left Bank in Paris
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So while gas and electricity workers 
joined the strike—despite a few power 
cut offs as warnings—they decided to 
maintained supplies. The same hap-
pened for food. 

In some workplaces democrat-
ically-elected strike committees 
controlled every aspect of organising 
the strike, with regular meetings of all 
strikers where they decided on how to 
run the strike and how to connect to 
other workplaces. 

In Nantes the movement reached 
its peak with workers’ organisations 
effectively running the city for an 
entire week. The police and admin-
istration simply looked on power-
lessly. Peasants from the countryside 
put up roadblocks on all main roads, 
reinforced by transport workers and 
students who began controlling traffic. 
Workers took control of petrol sup-
plies; no petrol tankers were allowed 
into the city without workers’ authori-
sation.

But these were isolated examples. 
Union leaders, many of whom were 
members of the Communist Party 
(PCF) set out to control the strike and 
prevent it from developing in a radical 
direction. 

The PCF, with its 300,000 
members and control of the largest 
union confederation in the country, 
was the strongest organisation on the 
French left. It had been excluded from 
power since 1947 and was desperate 
to enter into a coalition government. 
This meant it had to prove itself to be 
a party committed to parliamentary 
methods and so was very hostile to 
more militant tactics. 

Its trade union officials worked to 
demobilise the rank-and-file and keep 
them separated from revolutionary 
students wherever possible.

In most workplaces the strike 
committees were controlled by the 
union machine. They appointed people 
to them who were loyal to the union 
leadership. There was no role for those 
newly radicalised and inspired by 
the strike, although they might have 
been the most imaginative and active. 
Known members of revolutionary 
socialist groups were also carefully 
excluded.

This narrow focus of the union 
leaders also meant they excluded 
strikers who were not union members. 
And they made up two-thirds of all the 
people on strike. 

The union bureaucrats also had no 
desire to hold mass meetings as they 
were threatened by the prospect that 
revolutionaries would use them to ex-
pand their influence. So in many cases 
a small strike committee organised the 

continued occupation and the rest of 
the workforce was simply sent home, 
where they were exposed to the influ-
ence of the mainstream media and 
government-controlled radio and TV. 

What was needed was a revolu-
tionary party with deep roots in the 
working class, that could counter 
the PCF and the trade union leaders. 
Such a party could have pushed for 
democratically elected strike commit-
tees in the workplaces, and worked to 
link them together into a network of 
workers’ councils similar to those that 
emerged in the Russian revolution. 

But the revolutionary left was 
fragmented into a number of Trotsky-
ist and Maoist groups, as well as anar-
chist groupings, and largely confined 
to the student scene. Altogether the 
revolutionary socialist groups con-
tained less than 1000 members.

Describing the revolutionary left 
at the time, Alain Krivine, a French 
Trotskyist, has explained: “There 
were small groups among the students 
and the workers, but there was really 
nothing… We had maybe twenty 
workers in all… we had almost no 
influence. Among the students yes, 
but not among the workers.” 

For instance at the massive 
Renault factory outside Paris, with 
30,000 workers, “The PCF had 2000 
members there and we had nothing, 
maybe two or three.”

Forwards or backwards
By the last week of May the move-
ment had reached a critical point: to 
go forward it needed to begin prepar-
ing to take power. The government 
had negotiated concessions which 
trade union leaders accepted but 
workers at the larger factories rejected 
the offer and the strike continued. 

President de Gaulle tried to defuse 
the situation by calling a referendum 
with some vague promises. But not 
a single print shop in France would 
print the ballot papers needed, so the 
referendum could not go ahead. 

The state was in relative disarray, 
shown by de Gaulle’s panicked disap-
pearance to Germany. For several 
days in the last week of May there 
was a power vacuum in France.  

Despite this, the movement was 
not able to implement total workers’ 
control in the factories or to discuss 
how to topple the government. This 
was because workers lacked revolu-
tionary leadership. 

So they were unable to resist the 
right-wing counter-offensive when it 
came. On 30 May de Gaulle called 
parliamentary elections. The PCF 
could not denounce the elections as 

they were central to their whole politi-
cal strategy, so they now had to play 
the game on de Gaulle’s terms.

De Gaulle made some economic 
settlements in the larger plants and 
promised modest wage increases. The 
union leadership began ordering ev-
eryone back to work. De Gaulle also 
unleashed armed thugs and police to 
violently break any of the occupations 
holding out. The PCF did not raise a 
word of criticism about this and its 
union officials manipulated the return 
to work votes in order to wind up the 
occupations. 

The elections a month later were 
a landslide win for de Gaulle, giving 
him and his right-wing allies a par-
liamentary majority. Given the scale 
of the movement in May this seems 
astounding. 

But winding down the movement 
had demoralised many workers. They 
were then less likely to vote and more 
susceptible to the ideas pumped out 
by the mainstream media. Voting in 
mass meetings at work meant they 
were exposed to the arguments of 
militants who could sway them into 
action. But at home and at the ballot 
box, they were on their own facing 
the propaganda of the bosses and the 
state. 

The absence of a revolutionary 
party meant the enormous creativ-
ity and militancy that developed 
was largely wasted away. But for a 
moment the potential for revolution-
ary change had been glimpsed by 
millions. 

May 1968 showed the immense 
power of the working class to run 
society—and proved that revolution-
ary upheaval is still possible even in a 
Western capitalist country like France 
or Australia.

‘People became 
unrecognisable’
“I SAW people talking to each 
other on the street, people you 
would pass every day and never 
say hello and then everyone 
was talking to everyone. On the 
metro too everyone talked. It was 
fantastic. You never drove alone, 
you picked people up and took 
them, it was absurd to be alone. 
People became unrecognisable. I 
never saw it before and never saw 
it again.”

Alain Krivine, Trotskyist and 
participant in 1968 revolt

The Communist 
Party worked 
to demobilise 
workers and 
keep them 
separated from 
revolutionary 
students
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Above: Poster encouraging workers to take over their factory reading 
“Occupied factories—Yes” 
Right: Poster depicting a student throwing a cobblestone at police 
that says “Beauty is in the streets” 
Below: Designs were pasted up on walls across Paris as shown below
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BY OCCUPYING the factories, by 
turning out into the streets in their tens 
and sometimes hundreds of thousands, 
by hoisting the red flag over their 
workplaces, by spreading every-
where such slogans as: “Ten Years is 
Enough”; “The Factories to the Work-
ers”; “Workers’ Power”; “Power to the 
Working Class”, the mass of strikers 
expressed aspirations which went far 
beyond purely economic demands.

But there is a far more convincing 
proof still of the fact that the work-
ers too wanted to go beyond a simple 
routine campaign “for wages and good 
elections”… wherever they had the 
opportunity of expressing themselves 
freely, wherever the bureaucratic 
screen had been shaken or had given 
way... Nothing like a complete inven-
tory of such experiences as yet exists; 
but the list is already an impressive 
one:
• at the CSF factory in Brest, the 

workers decided to carry on pro-
duction, but they produced what 
they themselves considered im-
portant, notably walkie-talkies to 
help the strikers and demonstra-
tors to defend themselves against 
the forces of repression;

• at Nantes, the strike committee 
tried to control traffic to and from 
the town; they distributed permits 
for the use of vehicles, and 
blocked the entrances to the town 
with barricades. It also appears 
that the same committee even 
issued credit-tokens which were 
accepted as currency by certain 
shopkeepers and farmers;

• at the Rhone-Poulenc factories, 
at Vitry, the strikers decided to 
establish relations of direct ex-
change with the farmers, sought 
to extend this experiment to other 

firms, and discussed the transi-
tion to an “active strike” (i.e. to 
a return to work, but work for 
themselves, according to their 
own plans)—though they came 
to the conclusion that it would 
be better to postpone this last 
experiment until such time as 
several other firms were ready to 
follow their example;

• at the Mureaux Cement Works, 
the workers voted in a general 
assembly to remove the manager. 
They refused to accept the em-
ployers’ proposal for a new vote. 
The manager in question was 
thereupon sent off to a differ-
ent branch of the same Cement 
Works, where, out of solidarity 
with the lads from Mureaux, the 
workers immediately came out 
on strike—for the first time in the 
history of the factory;

• in several Paris printing works, 
the workers either insisted on 
changes in a headline (Le Figaro) 
or refused to print a newspaper 
(La Nation), when the content 
was directly damaging to the 
strike;

• at the Citroen factories, in Paris, 
a first modest and embryonic 
attempt was made to requisition 
lorries for the purpose of supply-
ing the strikers;

• perhaps the most eloquent case 
of all: in the Atlantic Yards 
at Saint-Nazaire, the workers 
occupied the plant and for ten 
days refused to submit a list of 
immediate demands, despite 
constant pressure from the union 
apparatus.

From Ernest Mandel, The Lessons of 
May 1968, written July 1968

How workers began taking controlThe night of the 
barricades, 10 May
12AM: MILITANTS begin to dig 
up cobblestones... Decision is 
taking to occupy the Latin Quarter 
peacefully, not to provoke police 
but to defend ourselves if at-
tacked... We just wanted to hold 
the Latin Quarter to show police 
who had been occupying the Sor-
bonne for five days that they must 
leave. 

1am: Literally thousands help build 
barricades (Europe No. I Radio re-
ported that more than 60 barricades 
were built in different streets), 
women, workers, bystanders, 
people in pyjamas, human chains to 
carry rocks, wood, iron.

A tremendous movement is 
started. Our group (most have 
never seen the others before, we 
are composed of six students, ten 
workers, some Italians, by-standers 
and four artists who joined later; 
we never even knew each other's 
names) organises the barricade at 
the angle of Rue Gay Lussac and St 
Jacques. 

One hundred people help 
carry the stuff and pile it across the 
street. From then on I was so busy 
coordinating work at our barricade 
that I don't know what happened 
elsewhere.

Witnesses say it all happened 
at the same time and more or less 
in the same way all over the Latin 
Quarter. Our barricade is double: 
one three-foot high row of cobble 
stones, an empty space of about 
twenty yards, then a nine-foot 
high pile of wood, cars, metal 
posts, dustbins. Our weapons are 
stones, metal, etc found in the 
street...

A great deal of spontaneous 
help is given from inhabitants of 
nearby houses who offer water, 
sugar and cloth as protection 
against gasses and warn us of po-
lice movements.

Jean-Jacques Lebel “The night 
of May 10”, Black Dwarf, 1 June 
1968.

The mass 
of strikers 
expressed 
aspirations 
which went far 
beyond purely 
economic 
demands
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MAKING A MARX 
ON HISTORY—
CELEBRATING 200 YEARS SINCE 
KARL MARX’S BIRTH
On the anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth, Alex Callinicos looks at the lasting legacy of the 
great revolutionary

KARL MARX died in obscurity in 
March 1883. A dozen people attended 
his funeral at Highgate Cemetery in 
London.

Even though he had been witch-
hunted by the press of Europe for his 
role in championing the Paris Com-
mune of 1871, The Times learned of 
his death from its coverage in French 
papers.

Marx has been buried again sym-
bolically many times since. During the 
Cold War, the sociologist Daniel Bell 
announced the “End of Ideology”—by 
which he meant above all the end of 
Marxism.

In 1989, as the Stalinist regimes 
in Eastern Europe and Russia began 
to collapse, the US State Depart-
ment official Francis Fukuyama went 
even further. He proclaimed the “End 
of History”. Liberal capitalism had 
triumphed over its rivals and would 
dominate the future.

Yet the 200th anniversary of 
Marx’s birth on 5 May was widely 
covered in the media and marked by 
many conferences and events.

Even the president of the European 
Commission, the preposterous Jean-
Claude Juncker, helped unveil a statue 
of Marx in his native Trier.

So why is Marx proving so hard 
to bury? The fundamental answer is 
capitalism.

Fukuyama’s “End of History” 
reflected the height of neo-liberal tri-
umphalism that the free-market capi-
talism promoted by Margaret Thatcher 
and Ronald Reagan would bring peace 
and prosperity.

He wrote, “the class issue has 
actually been successfully resolved in 
the West. The egalitarianism of mod-
ern America represents the essential 
achievement of the classless society 
envisioned by Marx.”

These words ring very hollow 
now. The American working class has 
experienced a generation of stagnant 
living standards.

The neo-liberal era is one of 
growing economic inequality, which 
the research of Thomas Piketty has 
shown to be approaching the levels 
prevailing before the First World War.

The neo-liberal “extreme centre” 
that has dominated Western politics 
since the 1980s is facing growing 
challenge from so-called “populist” 
revolts from both right and left.

All these problems are failings of 
capitalism, which is still recovering 
from its worst crisis since the 1930s. 
And Marx’s great theme was capital-
ism.

As a young radical democrat in 
Germany during the 1840s he found 
himself, as he later put it, “in the 
embarrassing position of having to 
discuss what is known as material 
interests”.

He came to the conclusion that the 
great modern revolutions—England 
1640, America 1776, France 1789—
had confined themselves to narrow 
political changes.

What he called “human emancipa-
tion” required a transformation in “the 
material conditions of life”, or what 
the philosopher Hegel called “civil 
society”.

Marx also discovered that “the 
anatomy of this civil society, how-
ever, has to be sought in political 
economy”.

But Marx’s studies of the classi-
cal political economists—Sir James 
Steuart, Adam Smith, David Ri-
cardo—led him to what he called the 
critique of political economy.

This involved criticising not just 
their theoretical categories but the 
economic system that these simulta-

neously revealed and mystified—what 
Marx called the capitalist mode of 
production.

His masterpiece Capital develops 
a systematic analysis and critique of 
modern industrial capitalism.

At the time he wrote it this system 
occupied only a few beachheads. 
These were in Britain, a few other 
parts of northwestern Europe and on 
the northeastern seaboard of the US. 
But Marx understood that this system 
was in the process of conquering the 
world.

Indeed, in his most famous work, 
the Communist Manifesto, Marx 
almost celebrates capitalism saying 
the, “Constant revolutionising of 
production, uninterrupted disturbance 
of all social conditions, everlasting 
uncertainty and agitation distinguish 
the bourgeois epoch from all earlier 
ones.”

Many have pointed out that 
Marx’s description of capitalism in the 
Manifesto fits the contemporary era of 
globalisation very well.

He wrote, “The bourgeoisie has 
through its exploitation of the world 
market given a cosmopolitan charac-
ter to production and consumption in 
every country.”

But it is in Capital that Marx un-
covers the underlying logic that makes 
capitalism behave like this.

Unfreedom
He starts with a chapter called “The 
Commodity”. It might seem like he’s 
agreeing with mainstream economists 
who identify capitalism with the mar-
ket. But whereas for them the market 
allows us to realise our desires, for 
Marx capitalism is a realm of unfree-
dom and exploitation.

The means of production are con-
trolled by capitalist firms that survive 

His 
masterpiece 
Capital 
develops a 
systematic 
analysis 
and critique 
of modern 
industrial 
capitalism
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and flourish to the extent that they are 
able to sell their products.

This means they are driven by 
competition. The capitalists, like 
“hostile brothers”, seek to undercut 
each other, steal each other’s markets, 
and if necessary to drive each other 
out of business.

In this deadly struggle, profits 
are the measure of success. Building 
on Smith and Ricardo, Marx shows 
that these are created by the labour of 
the workers the capitalists employ to 
make their products.

In what he calls the “hidden 
abode” of production, workers are 
systematically exploited in order to 
screw as much profits as possible 
from them.

Workers may seem free to choose 
their employer. But Marx points out, 
since they own only their labour 
power, the only way they can get 

access to the means of subsistence for 
themselves and their dependents is to 
submit to exploitation.

In one of the most brilliant parts of 
Capital he shows how the conditions 
for capitalist production are created by 
driving peasants off the land.

They have to become workers and 
through the process of conquest, rob-
bery, and enslavement through which 
Europe came to dominate the world.

This is a system no one controls. 
To survive capitalists must not just ex-
ploit, but accumulate, or reinvest their 
profits in expanded and more efficient 
production.

It is this that leads to the dy-
namism and disruption that Marx 
celebrates in the Manifesto.

But competitive accumulation also 
gives rise to the crises that regularly 
punctuate the history of capitalism.

Firms invest more and more heav-

ily in labour-saving technologies that 
bring down the rate of profit and push 
capitalism towards these crises.

But, Marx argues, “there also 
grows the revolt of the working class, 
a class constantly increasing in num-
bers, and trained, united, and organ-
ised by the very mechanism of the 
capitalist process of production”.

Divide
Capitalism depends on increasing 
cooperation in production, but seeks to 
divide and exploit the workers who do 
the actual producing.

This gives workers an interest in 
acting collectively against the bosses.

Solidarity is the essence of effec-
tive working class action. But it is also 
the basis of the alternative to capital-
ism—communism, a society run by 
the “associated producers”, in which 
the people who do the work make the 
decisions.

Contrary to the distortions of 
Stalinism, Marx conceived the over-
throw of capitalism as a fundamentally 
democratic process.

The First International, which he 
led between 1864 and 1872, pro-
claimed that “the emancipation of the 
working classes must be conquered by 
the working classes”.

But the International also had to 
confront the divisions that can prevent 
workers from making a revolution.

In 1870 Marx pointed to the racial 
antagonism between “native” British 
workers and Irish migrant labourers. 
He said this was “the secret of the im-
potence of the English working class, 
despite its organisation.

“It is the secret of the maintenance 
of power by the capitalist class.”

Marx’s thought retains its actual-
ity therefore not just because of his 
critique of capitalism.

He understood that the road to 
socialism lay through the unity of the 
workers against the bosses and against 
the different forms of oppression that 
divide them.

Not long before his death Marx 
was interviewed by an American jour-
nalist, John Swinton, while on holiday 
in Ramsgate, in Kent.

Swinton wrote, “I interrogated the 
revolutionist and philosopher in these 
fateful words, ‘What is?’

“And it seemed as though his mind 
were inverted for a moment while he 
looked upon the roaring sea in front 
and the restless multitude upon the 
beach. In deep and solemn tone, he 
replied, ‘Struggle!’”
Republished from 
Socialist Worker UK

Above: Karl Marx, 
who was born 200 
years ago in Trier, 
Germany on 5 May 
1818
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US DEAL FARCE AS 
DUTTON ADMITS NO 
THIRD COUNTRIES

Above: Refugees 
on Nauru protest in 
2016

By Ian Rintoul

LARGE-SCALE REJECTIONS on 
Nauru have revealed the US resettle-
ment deal to be a complete farce. 

When US assessors returned to 
Nauru in May all Iranian, Somali, 
Sudanese and Iraqi refugees, with the 
exception of one Iranian single woman, 
were rejected for US resettlement. 
These nationalities make up around half 
of all the refugees on Manus and Nauru. 
This time around 80 of the 150 Nauru 
refugees given answers were rejected.

Hundreds of refugees from the 
same countries on Manus Island now 
know that they will be rejected by the 
US too.

Despite the assurances given to 
Iranians and others that there was no 
ban on refugees from certain coun-
tries, the nationalities of the rejected 
refugees coincide with the countries 
named by Trump’s travel ban.  

It is now clear that hundreds 
of people found to be refugees by 
Australia’s own determination process 
will be denied resettlement places in 
the US.  

The US deal was never acceptable. 
It was always a way Australia denied 
providing protection to those who 
needed it. And, even if the US deal had 
been met in full, there were not enough 
places to resettle the hundreds of 
asylum seekers who have not yet been 
given a refugee determination, were 
found not to be refugees, or who re-
fused to cooperate with the process after 
being forced to Manus five years ago. 

After lying for years that the 

Coalition government was negotiating 
with “third countries” to resettle the 
refugees, Home Affairs Minister Peter 
Dutton admitted that actually there 
were no other third countries willing 
to do so. 

Yet the government continues to 
reject the New Zealand government’s 
offer to take 150 refugees a year from 
Manus and Nauru.

The US deal was always a fraud. 
It was first announced in November 
2016. But it was almost a year later 
before the first small group of refu-
gees went to the US from Manus and 
Nauru in September 2017. More than 
18 months after it was announced 
only 85 refugees have gone to the US 
from Manus and 162 from Nauru.  

Successive governments have 
brutalised around 2000 people on 
Manus and Nauru in the attempt to 
deny them protection in Australia. 
After almost five years they still have 
nowhere to resettle them. 

The situation on Manus and Nauru 
is set to get worse. In the aftermath of 
the rejections, two despairing Iranian 
refugees on Nauru attempted suicide.

Election looms
With polls showing that the Coalition 
faces defeat in the next election, there 
will be constant attempts by Dut-
ton to play the refugee card over the 
coming months. When a Sri Lankan 
boat carrying 130 asylum seekers was 
intercepted in Malaysia in early May, 
the media lit up with Dutton warn-
ing about people-smuggling, and the 
“danger” of Labor softening its refu-
gee policies at its conference in July.

While Shorten has said that a 
Labor government will accept New 
Zealand’s offer to take 150 refugees, 
Labor remains completely committed 
to offshore detention. Shorten has only 
criticised Turnbull and Dutton for the 
length of time that refugees have been 
kept on Nauru and Manus.  

He says that Labor is committed 
to getting all refugees and asylum 
seekers off the islands, but simply 
maintains that Labor will find “third 
countries” to accept them. But Labor 
won’t find third countries for the same 
reasons that Dutton can’t find any.  

Resettling countries are not going 
to accept Australia undermining the 
Refugee Convention and international 
resettlement agreements with the UN-
HCR by taking refugees that Australia 
has turned away in violation of them.

Shorten says that Labor does not 
accept “indefinite detention”, but also 
that it would not put a time limit on 
offshore detention. Every time he says 
that Labor will get everyone off Nauru 
and Manus, he raises expectations. But 
getting everyone off Nauru and Manus 
is a demand that we will have to fight 
a Labor government to fulfil. 

Labor for Refugees and the Labor 
Left will move resolutions at Labor’s 
conference to close Manus and Nauru. 
But there should be no illusions. 
Shorten will almost certainly have the 
numbers to keep boat turnbacks and 
offshore processing in Labor policy.

That’s why “Bring Them Here,” 
will remain at the forefront of the refu-
gee movement’s demands. The fight 
won’t end with the election of a Labor 
government. 

US DEAL FARCE AS 
DUTTON ADMITS NO 
THIRD COUNTRIES
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Trump’s travel 
ban


