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for an alternative system based on mass 
democratic planning, in the interests of 
human need not profit. 
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wider left, through throwing ourselves into 
struggles for social justice, against racism 
and to strengthen the confidence of rank and 
file unionists. 
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Supermarkets profit 
from end of plastic bags 

Australia cuts aid to 
Palestinians after 
Gaza massacres

AT LEAST 130 Palestinians have 
been shot dead by Israeli snipers dur-
ing the mass demonstrations in Gaza 
since March. 

Another 13,900 have been 
hospitalised with injuries, many 
from sniper fire. According to Doc-
tors without borders, “most of the 
wounded will be condemned to suffer 
lifelong injuries”. 

Israeli troops have killed journal-
ists and medics wearing well-marked 
uniforms, and at least a dozen chil-
dren.

Yet the Australian government has 
responded by cutting its $10 million 
in aid to the Palestinian Authority. The 
money will be redirected through a 
UN agency. 

Announcing the move in July, 
Foreign Minister Julie Bishop claimed 
it was designed to make sure money 
did not fund “politically motivated 
violence”. 

This refers to payments to victims 
of Israeli violence. The families of 
some Palestinians killed or imprisoned 
by Israel receive a living allowance 
from the Authority.

It follows a similar move by 
Donald Trump earlier this year, when 
he cut $65 million in aid to the UN 
Relief and Works Agency for Pales-
tine Refugees. 

PLASTIC SHOPPING bags create huge amounts of waste and 
environmental damage. So the move by major supermarkets 
Woolworths and Coles to ban them could be a big step for-
ward. But instead it looks set to do even more damage.

Shoppers are being encouraged to buy reusable plastic bags 
or “green bags” at supermarkets to carry their shopping in-
stead. But Associate Professor Karli Verghese from RMIT has 
told the ABC that each green bag needs to be used 104 times, 
that’s once a week for two years, for there to be any environ-
mental benefit.

The supposedly environmentally friendly reusable bags are 
made of polypropylene, another plastic. Like other plastics, 
it doesn’t degrade. “Green bags” can be recycled—but only 
through taking them into collection bins at Coles and Wool-
worths. 

Clean up Australia’s Ian Kiernan has admitted, “It was 
designed for people to keep reusing them, but people forget 
to take them to the supermarket and either buy another one or 
take a plastic bag”. Millions of green bags are already piling up 
unused, and end up polluting the environment. Instead of doing 
all they can to encourage re-use, supermarkets are profiting 
from selling more and more bags.

Gary Mortimer, of Queensland University of Technology, 
has also pointed out in The Conversation that the supermar-
ket giants will save $171 million a year through ending the 
practice of handing out plastic bags for free. To make matters 
worse, they will make money selling new 15 cent “reusable” 
plastic bags. Mortimer estimates this will net them another $71 
million a year. Coles and Woolworths have claimed they will 
donate some of that money to charity.

The supermarkets could do the obvious thing—and allow 
shoppers to drop off excess “green bags” so that other custom-
ers can use them for free. But that would cost them money.

Pay for Turnbull’s 
team up 32 per cent

THERE WAS widespread anger on 
1 July as Malcolm Turnbull’s pay 
as Prime Minister went up $10,000 
while thousands of low paid work-
ers saw penalty rates reduced again.

But it’s not just Turnbull clean-
ing up—the average pay of Turn-
bull’s 58 staff soared by 32 per cent 
in the last two years. His staff’s 
average pay is now $233,000. That 
compares to anaemic wage growth 
of around 2 per cent a year for the 
rest of us.

Opposition leader Bill Shorten’s 
office was well looked after too, 
with their pay up 32 per cent in two 
years to an average of $193,000 
each.

That’s not included travel 
expenses, which rose to another 
$22,000 each on top of pay.

Handouts to 
private schools 
exposed again
THE AMOUNT of government 
money flowing to private schools 
has been exposed again, as the 
federal government looks to amend 
its funding model. 

Melbourne’s elite Haileybury 
College faces an annual cut of 
$12.9 million, Caulfield Grammar 
a cut of $6.1 million and Sydney’s 
Trinity Grammar $5.7 million, 
an assessment by the Catholic 
Schools Commission in Victoria 
found. 

The government is consider-
ing changing the current Social 
Economic Status score used to de-
termine private schools’ funding to 
one directly based on the income of 
parents. The current formula looks 
at the income of the area a family 
lives in, rather than their actual 
personal income. 

Single gas plant’s 
emissions cancel out 
solar panel savings

A SINGLE gas mining project in 
Western Australia has produced 
enough greenhouse emissions since 
2016 to cancel out what’s saved by 
all the solar panels installed across 
Australia in a year. 

Chevron’s Gorgon gas plant 
promised to bury 40 per cent of the 
carbon dioxide emissions created 
in the production of the gas. But 
the date for beginning its carbon 
capture and storage process, has 
now been pushed back to 2019, due 
to technical problems with seals and 
corrosion issues.

The federal government tipped 
in $60 million to the process, 
promoted for years as a way to deal 
with the emissions from coal-fired 
power plants. Instead up to eight 
million extra tonnes of carbon 
dioxide have been poured into the 
atmosphere.

567 handbags seized from 
former Malaysian PM’s wife 
ROSMAH MANSOR, the wife of ousted Malaysian Prime 
Minister Najib Razak was notorious for her expensive over-
seas shopping trips. 

Now 567 handbags along with 12,000 pieces of jewel-
lery valued at up to $300 million have been seized from her 
home.  Her Hermes brand bags alone were valued at $17 
million in retail prices.

Najib is accused of diverting $900 million from the 
IMDB development fund into his personal bank account. He 
has been barred from leaving the country and now arrested. 
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EDITORIAL
Fight back the Liberals’ class war for the rich
ACCORDING TO sections of the 
media, the coming federal election 
is shaping up as a class war contest. 
But it is the Liberals who are the class 
warriors—for corporations and the 
rich.

The Liberals’ plans would make 
the income tax system less progres-
sive, putting everyone between 
$41,000 and $200,000 on the same 
rate of tax. Inequality is on the rise 
with corporate profits up while work-
ers’ wages stagnate. Yet the Coalition 
wants to hand back another $80 bil-
lion to business through its corporate 
tax cuts.

At the same time they are backing 
the cuts to penalty rates for 700,000 
low-paid workers in fast food, retail 
and hospitality, which were cut again 
on 1 July.

The media barons are hysterical 
that Bill Shorten has promised to re-
verse Malcolm Turnbull’s income tax 
cuts for the rich and opposes corpo-
rate tax cuts for big business. 

Labor has also promised modest 
tax increases on shares, investment 
properties and high-income earners, 
and to increase funding for schools, 
hospitals, TAFEs and universities.

When Shorten announced that 
Labor would take back tax cuts for 
companies with a turnover between 
$10 million and $50 million, business 
and the media went ballistic at the 
idea. Yet only 2.2 per cent of Austra-
lian companies would have been af-
fected. These aren’t small businesses. 
On average they employ 75 staff.

Despite the hysteria, a poll in The 
Australian showed that 52 per cent of 
voters backed Shorten’s position.

It was a bad sign that in the face 
of pressure from the media and big 
business, Shorten backed down and is 
now committed to keep the corporate 
tax cuts that are already in force. 
Labor will have to stand up to the 
pressure from business to water down 
its policies. 

Shamefully, Labor Left leader 
Anthony Albanese used his “Whit-
lam oration” speech to showcase his 
moderate credentials and suck up to 
big business and, some speculate, to 
boost his chances as the alternative 
Labor leader. 

The speech has helped feed the 
attacks on Labor from the right, by 
grandstanding about how Labor 
shouldn’t “sow discord” and needed 
to work with business.

Labor is still leading in the polls 
and would win comfortably in a 
general election. But it may face a dif-
ficult task in the Longman by-election, 
to be held on 28 July, the same day as 
by-elections in four other seats.

It was preferences from Pauline 
Hanson’s One Nation that gave Labor 
the seat at the last election. But Labor 
is right to stand up to One Nation, 
saying a vote for them is effectively a 
vote for the Coalition. One Nation has 
backed Turnbull’s tax cuts for the rich 
and attacks on unions.

Now, true to her Liberal roots, 
Hanson is telling voters to “put Labor 
last”. It says everything about One 
Nation’s racism that it is preferencing 
a Nazi ahead of Labor. 

Campaigning for change
The ACTU has mobilised an army of 
organisers and activists for the by-
elections, but we are still waiting for 
national stopwork Change the Rules 
rallies.

The unions’ campaign needs to 
be stepped up to make sure Turnbull 
is booted out, and to start to flex the 
industrial muscle that will be needed 
to pressure Labor and beat the bosses.

When workers on Aurizon coal 
trains in Queensland began strike 
action to fight wage cuts and cuts to 
conditions, the Queensland Lib-
eral National Opposition leader Deb 
Frecklington called on the state gov-
ernment to terminate the strike.

Downer engineering workers in 
Newcastle staged a three-day strike 

in June against a low pay offer of just 
2.25 per cent, despite the boost in the 
company’s profits.

Protests have swept the US against 
Donald Trump’s separation of refugee 
children from their parents at the 
border. 

His new “zero tolerance” ap-
proach, which imposes mandatory 
detention on refugees who arrive at 
the border, has put renewed attention 
on the refugee deterrence policies 
Australia has practised for years.

Trump was forced to back down 
on his family separations. Even a 
racist bigot like Donald Trump can be 
beaten if there is sufficient protest and 
mobilised outrage.

There will be rallies in Sydney 
and Melbourne on 21 July to mark 
five years since refugees were dumped 
on Manus and Nauru. 

In NSW, construction unions have 
called another stopwork rally for 6 
September. This needs to be backed 
across the union movement and across 
the states.

We need to build momentum to 
push Turnbull out.  

That means building more rallies, 
demonstrations and strikes. It means 
building stronger union organisation 
on the job. It means building stronger 
networks to link together the struggles 
for union rights, and against racism 
and sexism. 

And for that we need stronger 
socialist organisation. Join us to help 
build those struggles and fight to 
change the system.  

Above: The union 
Change the Rules 
campaign is 
campaigning in the 
by-elections, but 
we are yet to see 
national stopwork 
rallies

Labor will have 
to stand up to 
the pressure 
from business 
to water down 
its policies. 
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IMPERIALISM

Labor’s 
workplace 
relations 
spokesman 
rejected the 
“unimpeded 
right to strike”

Above: Australia 
signed a  new 
security treaty with 
Vanuatu

By Jasmine Ali

SINCE THE beginning of 2018, the 
Turnbull government has renewed 
efforts to assert Australian control and 
dominance in the Pacific. This comes 
in response to the China’s takeover of 
the islands in the South China Sea and 
growing presence in the south Pacific 
over the last decade. 

Australian influence still exceeds 
that of China. China spent $2.3 billion 
on aid projects in the south Pacific in 
the 12 years since 2006, according 
to the Lowy Institute. But Australian 
spending outmatched this in the last 
two years alone.

Australia’s ruling class has always 
seen the south Pacific as its own 
backyard. Along with the US alliance, 
keeping rival powers out of the region 
is central to its military and strategic 
concerns. 

Far from creating “regional secu-
rity”, Australia is interested in main-
taining its own economic interests and 
geo-political control. This is produc-
ing growing imperialist tensions and 
militarism across the south Pacific.

Australian ambitions
Australia’s recent push in the Pacific 
is an open secret. The 2017 Foreign 
Policy White Paper proclaimed, “Aus-
tralia will engage with the Pacific with 
greater intensity and ambition”. 

Turnbull has scrambled to seal a 
bi-lateral security treaty with Vanu-
atu’s Prime Minister, Charlot Salwai 
Tabimasmmas, following media 
reports in April that China had ap-
proached the country about establish-
ing a permanent military base there. 
The security treaty will also focus on 
maritime surveillance and includes a 
commitment to Australia training 200 
police officers.

Turnbull also pushed to lock out 
Chinese company Huawei from build-
ing of a high-speed undersea internet 
cable to the Solomon Islands, by offer-
ing $200 million of foreign aid to fund 
the project, along with another internet 
cable to PNG. 

Australia wants to stall China’s 
ability to gain any Pacific foothold 
through its strategy of “debt diplo-
macy’—where Chinese firms fund 
the construction of strategic maritime 
ports and facilities, and then acquire 
control due to the inability to repay the 
loans, as they did in Sri Lanka with 
strategic port of Hambantota.

In June, Foreign Minister Julie 

Bishop raised the need for a refor-
mulation of the Biketawa Declara-
tion, an agreement established at the 
Summit of Pacific Forum leaders in 
2000 which established principles 
for dealing with “civil unrest” among 
other things. The Declaration was used 
as the basis for Australia’s military 
intervention in the Solomon Islands 
in 2003, known as RAMSI (Regional 
Assistance Mission to the Solomon 
Islands).

RAMSI resulted in a raft of Aus-
tralian diplomats, military and Federal 
Police being dispatched to islands 
over the course of 14 years. At the 
conclusion of RAMSI in 2017, Former 
Liberal Prime Minister John Howard, 
responsible for sending Australian 
military and troops to invade Iraq in 
2003, described the RAMSI initia-
tive as, “one of Australia’s, and my 
government’s, finest foreign policy 
achievements”. 

But Howard’s celebration of the 
RAMSI model of Australian inter-
vention can’t hide the deep-seated 
local hostility created by Australia’s 
intervention. In April 2006, a riot in 
the country’s capital, Honiara, resulted 
in the injury of 30 Australian police 
officers who had been deployed as 
part of the RAMSI mission. Two died, 
with one AFP officer shot in the back. 
At the time of the riot, then PM Mi-
chael Sogavare, was outspoken in his 
criticism of Canberra and Australia’s 
handling of the situation. 

Following the riot, the Solomons 

government decided to launch an in-
quiry and report into the causes of the 
riots, and facing interference by the 
Australian government, expelled Aus-
tralia’s top diplomat, High Commis-
sioner Patrick Cole, from the islands 
in September 2006. Despite Howard 
and the softer supporters claims that 
RAMSI was a humanitarian suc-
cess, more than half of the population 
remained without access to electricity 
in 2016.

Although the details of a refor-
mulated “Biketawa Plus” Declaration 
are yet to emerge publicly, Interna-
tional Development Minister Concetta 
Fierravanti-Wells told The Australian 
there had been discussions on co-
operation around defence, policing 
and law and order. 

The Australian government clearly 
wants to use the coming Pacific Is-
lands Forum in Nauru in September 
to update the Declaration to deal with 
China’s influence in the region. 

Following the conclusion of 
RAMSI, a new agreement was struck 
between the Australian Federal Police 
and the Royal Solomon Islands Police 
Force (RSIPF) in April 2018. In April, 
Australia also sent three warships into 
the South China Sea for military exer-
cises and increased the number of US 
troops “ready to fight” at a permanent 
base in Darwin.

Australia’s own imperialist 
interests are creating a more danger-
ous political climate, and a militarist 
trajectory in the Pacific.

 
 

Australia steps up efforts to counter China in the south Pacific
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REPORTS

Albanese shows he’s not to the left of ShortenBy Steven Kwon

LABOR LEFT MP Anthony Albanese 
has used a speech to position himself 
as alternative Labor leader and in the 
process of doing so, made a point of 
criticising Bill Shorten from the right. 

The speech came in the context of 
Shorten’s effort to tap into community 
anger at Turnbull’s proposed tax cuts 
for big business and the rich, which 
has led the Murdoch media to accuse 
Shorten of “waging class warfare”. 
In this context Albanese’s claim that, 
“our job is not to sow discord, it is to 
bring people together in the service of 
the national interest” distanced him 
from Shorten’s approach.     

To draw a contrast to Shorten’s 
populist pitch, Albanese held up the 
reformist approach of the Hawke 
and Keating governments, which, 
he claims showed that, “Successful 
Labor Governments collaborate with 
unions, the business sector and civil 
society to achieve positive outcomes 
in the national interest”. 

But Hawke and Keating were 
responsible for restricting the right to 
strike, holding down wages, jack-
ing up university fees and privatising 
government services as part of massive 
neo-liberal economic “reform”. These 
economic reforms, sold as being in the 
national interest, benefited capitalists at 
the sole expense of the working class. 

Albanese stood as the Labor Left’s 
candidate against the Right’s Bill 
Shorten in the leadership contest to lead 
the Labor Party in 2013. His speech 
indicates how small the ideological dif-
ferences are between him and Shorten. 

Other leading left MPs like Tanya 
Plibersek, Mark Butler, Penny Wong 
and Jenny Macklin have also shown 
themselves to be prepared to jettison 
a principled stand in the interests of 
taking up positions on Labor’s front 
bench. As back benchers, Albanese 
and Plibersek were willing to speak at 
refugee rallies but have since made a 
determined effort to defend the Labor 
leadership’s position. 

The Turnbull government has to 
go. A Labor win at the next election 
would bring some changes over work-
place laws, such overturning cuts to 
penalty rates, and tax increases on the 
rich, such as taxing family trusts.  

But this won’t be enough to deliv-
er the change we need. Over refugees, 
union rights and many other issues we 
will need to keep up the fight under a 
Labor government.

Whoever ends up as Labor leader, 
it is by generating pressure from be-
low that we can force serious change.

UNION BRANCH elections at Syd-
ney University are seeing a political 
contest over strategy, led by the left 
activist network, Union Action. 

At the end of last year, the 
National Tertiary Education Union 
(NTEU) campaign at Sydney Uni for 
a better enterprise agreement (EA) 
came to a halt all too early. While 
two days of industrial action won 
us some concessions and fought off 
attacks from management, a vote 
was put to the members to accept 
management’s offer before we had 
won our core demands of a better 
pay offer, no forced redundancies, no 
teaching-only advertised positions, 
and equal superannuation and sick 
leave for casuals. 

Parts of the current NTEU lead-
ership argued to wind up the strikes 
and reached an in-principle agree-
ment behind closed doors without the 
majority support of the branch com-
mittee. Their arguments for ending 
the campaign included the fear that 
our agreement would be terminated 
as occurred at Murdoch University, 
that our demands were “too radical” 
to achieve, and that we would face 
“burn out” from further strikes. 

Activists who are now running 
with Union Action argued to con-
tinue the campaign. 

Our campaign was growing in 
strength with more members joining 
the union and well-attended picket 
lines. Around one-third of members 
at a meeting of more than 400 voted 
with us –despite considerable pres-
sure from the officials to settle.

Our sector is plagued by job in-
security and intensifying workloads. 

Unless we fight to defend jobs and 
working conditions the situation will 
only worsen.  

This has been reinforced since 
finalising the agreement. Casuals in 
several areas have faced significant 
delays in contract renewals. In an-
other work area, there was complete 
lack of transparency when long-term 
casual staff attempting to convert to 
permanent positions had their appli-
cations turned down. With restructur-
ing across the university underway, 
the issues are only going to grow.

Outside the EA bargaining 
period, we cannot take legal indus-
trial action, leaving us in a weaker 
position to challenge management 
decisions over restructures, refurbish-
ments and rosters. 

Staff are being left to fight in 
isolation in their individual depart-
ments as issues arise. The strategy 
of the branch continues to be one of 
negotiations behind closed doors. 
What we need is public campaigning 
and solidarity across the campus to 
push back management. 

Union Action is running on a 
platform of confronting the top-
down corporate model of university 
governance, for a campaign against 
casualisation, greater member in-
volvement in decision-making, and 
action in solidarity with the wider 
union movement.  The ballot opens 
in August. Both vice-president posi-
tions (professional and academic) as 
well as branch committee positions 
are being contested. NTEU members 
at Sydney Uni are encouraged to get 
involved in the campaign.
Vivian Honan

Left contests union elections at Sydney Uni

To contact Union 
Action at Sydney 
Uni visit
usydunionaction.
wordpress.com

Above: Anthony 
Albanese squares 
off against Bill 
Shorten for the 
Labor leadership in 
2013
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UNIVERSITIES

Ramsay Centre a new tool for right’s ideological offensive

By Jordi Pardoel

THE RAMSAY Centre is a private 
body wanting to establish “Western 
Civilisation” degrees at major univer-
sities. It has a huge fund of $3 billion 
left to it by private health magnate 
Paul Ramsay when he died.

Thanks to a staff and student 
campaign, the Australian National 
University (ANU) in Canberra has 
been forced to end talks with the 
centre. It had demanded an “effective 
veto” over course content and how it 
was taught, as well as influence over 
staff appointments, according to ANU 
Vice-Chancellor Brian Schmidt.

The back-down has created a po-
litical storm, with Malcolm Turnbull 
even coming out in its support, say-
ing, “I find it very hard to understand 
why that proposal from the Ramsay 
Foundation would not have been ac-
cepted with enthusiasm”.  

Sydney University is now, shame-
fully, in talks about establishing a 
course there.  

The people on the Ramsay Centre 
board alone should make its agenda 
clear. They include Tony Abbott, who 
says its Western civilisation course 
is inspired by the Rhodes scholarship, 
created by a bequest to Oxford Uni-
versity by Cecil Rhodes to help create 
“a generation of men for the world’s 
fight”. 

Rhodes was a firm supporter of 
British colonialism, growing rich from 
the exploitation of its African colo-
nies, and helped begin the policies 
that led to South African apartheid. 

John Howard, another board mem-
ber, has tried to downplay the frontier 
wars and violent dispossession of 
Australia’s First Nations people.

Though the board directors, ridicu-
lously, claim that “critical thought and 
enquiry” are exclusive achievements 
of the West, there will be no critical 
engagement with the history of West-
ern civilisation through its courses.

 
Racist project 
The content of this course will be 
a dogmatic, uncritical celebration of 
the West. 

Abbott himself has claimed that 
what is, “absent from the contempo-
rary educational mindset is any sense 
that cultures might not all be equal.” 
In other words non-western cultures 
are not only less worth studying but 
are inherently inferior. 

This is a form of racism which 

denigrates people from non-Western 
“cultures” rather than explicitly 
targeting them in terms of racial biol-
ogy. But the result is the same. 

Rhetoric about defending “West-
ern Civilisation” has become a key 
way to promote Islamophobia in 
particular. It presents Islam as a threat 
to “our way of life”, “our values,” and 
the achievements of the West, lauded 
by the Ramsay Centre’s CEO Simon 
Haines as including, “representative 
democracy, pluralism, equality.” 

But these were not simply in-
vented by European ruling classes. 
They had to be wrenched from them 
through struggle. They did not ex-
ist for the black population in the 
colonies ruled by Cecil Rhodes. 
They were only won in South Africa 
by overthrowing Apartheid through 
mass struggle. There wasn’t even 
universal suffrage in England until it 
was torn from the hands of the ruling 
class by workers’ struggle in the early 
20th Century. 

And the racism at the heart of the 
Ramsay project isn’t just a historical 
white-wash; it has real consequences 
today. It is the same racist mythology 
that our ruling class has used to justify 
wars in the Middle East, imprison 
refugees, scapegoat minorities and 
continue the dispossession of First 
Nations people.  

The implementation of the Ram-
say Centre at Sydney University will 
only serve to justify these kinds of 
policies. 

The far right is on the rise across 
the world—with fascist parties gain-
ing ground in Europe, Trump waging 
a racist offensive in the US and our 
own government stooping to new 

lows in its treatment of refugees. Op-
posing racism is as important as ever. 

The neo-liberal university
The fact that Sydney University 
Vice-Chancellor Michael Spence is 
even engaging in talks with Ramsay, 
despite the fact that ANU rejected 
them due to the centre asking for an 
“unprecedented” level of influence 
over the course, is appalling. 

Michael Spence’s justification for 
his talks with Ramsay is that money 
is on the table. But universities are 
only in need of money because of the 
Liberals’ savage attacks. 

The Ramsay Centre promises 
scholarships, and well-resourced small 
classes, to students with university 
entrance scores above 97 who show 
what the centre considers “political 
leadership”.

Students pursuing studies in other 
areas, or as Abbott describes them 
those, “pervaded by Asian, indigenous 
and sustainability perspectives”, are left 
with less resources. Sydney Univer-
sity’s art school, Sydney College of the 
Arts (SCA), for example, was shrunk 
and moved to main campus in 2016. 

Just as students fought to stop the 
closure of SCA and saved half the 
jobs, we must fight for universities 
to be fully publicly funded, and free. 
We must fight to make universities 
communities of learning, research, 
critical thinking, and a place to chal-
lenge hegemonic ideas and institu-
tions. Billionaires and conservative 
politicians should not be able to buy 
influence over curriculum and staff-
ing, in order to prop up their racism 
through shrouding it in appreciation 
for “western culture”. 

Above: John Howard 
and Tony Abbott are 
among the Ramsay 
Centre’s board 
members

The content of 
this course will 
be a dogmatic, 
uncritical 
celebration of 
the West
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Labor promises treaties, but attacks continue on Aboriginal rights 

By Padraic Gibson and Jasmine Ali 

Across the country, the Labor Party 
is making commitments to negotiate 
treaties with Aboriginal people. In 
Victoria, the Andrews government 
passed legislation in June committing 
to treaty negotiations and outlining a 
basic framework for consultations.

Also in June, in the Northern Ter-
ritory, the Gunner government signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding 
with NT Land Councils, during cel-
ebrations marking 30 years since the 
historic Barunga Statement. Although 
it called for a treaty and then Prime 
Minister Bob Hawke promised to 
deliver one, he never made good on 
that promise.

The last federal Labor government 
preached “bipartisanship” in Aborigi-
nal politics, and continued Howard’s 
racist Northern Territory Intervention, 
withdrawing funding and jobs from 
black communities and expanding 
Income Management and other puni-
tive programs.

With the promises of a treaty, and 
its commitment to support the Uluru 
statement, Labor is carving out a 
real point of differentiation from the 
blanket “no” from the Liberals. The 
recent huge Invasion Day protests, 
and consistent agitation around issues 
like child removal and torture in youth 
detention centres have helped push 
this change.

But despite the promises, Labor 
has made no commitments to end the 
NT Intervention or return the resourc-
es and control that they helped to rip 
from communities. 

In the NT, in the same month Gun-
ner signed an MOU for a treaty, his 
government also lifted a moratorium 
on fracking, opening up vast swathes 
of Aboriginal land to destruction. In 
Borroloola, residents were told their 
drinking water was contaminated 
with heavy metals and ABC 730 ran a 
major investigation showing the water 
in many other remote communities 
was also unsafe. One hundred per 
cent of kids in NT prisons are now 
Aboriginal, despite the recent Don 
Dale Royal Commission.

 Neither the Victorian nor the NT 
governments have made any commit-
ments to land rights, or to recognise 
the sovereignty of First Nations, two 
central issues which have driven the 
treaty campaigning.

 The ABC reported Michael Gun-
ner’s view that, “instead of a one-off 

reparation paid out for past injustices 
and for Aboriginal land and resources, 
a treaty could mean that the Govern-
ment provides money for education 
or housing, and the community takes 
responsibility for how it is delivered 
locally.” So a treaty would deliver 
nothing more than basic citizenship 
rights that are currently denied to 
Aboriginal people. 

In Victoria, Meriki Onus, a spokes-
person for the Djap Wurrung embassy 
set up to protect sacred trees west of 
Ballarat, told 3CR radio that the treaty 
process appeared to be, “just another 
way to configure welfare in Victoria”.

 
No trees, no treaty
The Djap Wurrung embassy is 
directly confronting the hypocrisy of 
the Andrews government, as tradi-
tional owners and supporters battle to 
defend a rich cultural landscape set 
to be destroyed by a major highway 
expansion.

The embassy camp has been set up 
to defend woodland, including trees 
culturally modified prior to invasion. 
On NITV, Djap Wurrung lawyer Jidah 
Clark explained there are “beautiful 
big redgums...  that through burning 
practices, have grown with big great 
hollows at the bottom of them”, that 
were utilised for a variety of purposes.

Djap Wurrung women speak 
of the particular significance of the 
trees for birthing children over many 

generations. The roadworks would 
also destroy hills surrounding the 
trees, which hold an important place in 
creation stories.

Meriki Onus, explained the em-
bassy slogan “no trees, no treaty”:

“If the Victorian parliament, if the 
Labor Party want to right the wrongs 
of the past, don’t chop these trees 
down. We should have this land to use. 
We have lost so much due to the vio-
lence, massacres, stolen generations, 
dispossession… assimilation. And 
these trees hold our Djap Wurrung 
stories. Why would they rob that of 
us? What good is a treaty if we can’t 
have that?”

The protests have forced a halt 
to road works until at least 4 August 
while a new cultural assessment is un-
derway. A campaign appeal has raised 
almost $20,000. But the pressure to 
bulldoze the trees will be immense, 
with more than half a billion dollars 
invested in the Western Highway 
expansion, to increase the capacity for 
trucking companies to carry freight.

Protestors have dug in for the long 
haul. On Tuesday 10 July a delegation 
from Victoria Trades Hall Council 
visited the site to meet with Elders. A 
union ban on the development would 
be a major boost for the campaign.

 If the treaty process is going to 
deliver anything more than a piece of 
paper that recognises dispossession, 
there will need to be a serious fight.

 

 

Above: Ceremony 
opens a major 
meeting of Djap 
Wurrung people 
and supporters at 
the Embassy on 
Saturday 30 June 

The Djap 
Wurrung 
embassy 
is directly 
confronting 
the hypocrisy 
of the Andrews 
government
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EMBATTLED BRITISH Prime 
Minister Theresa May’s Brexit plans 
continue to unravel amid renewed 
division in the Tory party.

Foreign secretary Boris John-
son and Brexit Minister David Davis 
have resigned from her cabinet in op-
position to her latest plan for the terms 
of Brexit. 

Davis claimed that May had sold 
out to the European Union (EU) with 
her new “soft Brexit” strategy agreed 
by her cabinet. “We have given too 
much away, too easily,” he said.

May had pushed the cabinet to 
accept that Britain would continue to 
follow EU rules governing manufac-
turing and agriculture after Brexit. 
This was the only way to deliver what 
big business wants—no obstacles to 
making profits.

In addition the European Court of 
Justice would be supreme in interpret-
ing the British-EU rules.

Such moves are hated by substan-
tial sections of the Tories. They want 
Britain to be able to make its own 
trade deals outside any EU influence. 
They also see leaving the EU as a way 
to force through even more racist im-
migration laws.

The EU is a free trade zone that 
gives firms across Europe access to a 
huge market for their goods.

The Tories’ friends in the City 
of London and big business want to 
remain in the single market and have 
opposed the idea of Brexit from the 
beginning. 

They want as few barriers to their 
trade and profits as possible.

May’s new deal represents a victo-
ry for multinational firms and bosses. 
But it has torn the Tories further apart.

Racism
Two years ago Britain voted to leave 
the EU in a referendum. There was 
a significant racist element to the No 
vote, with the campaign run by racists 
from UKIP and the Tory right-wing. 
But with the establishment lining up 
in support of the EU, the vote was also 
a cry of rage against big business and 
the elite. 

As Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn 
put it, the vote was a message, “that 
millions of people feel shut out of a 
political and economic system that has 
let them down.”

The Tories have tried to pull 
people’s anger against the establish-
ment in a right-wing, racist direction 
by scapegoating migrants.

To win back UKIP voters May 
dressed up the Tories as the party of 
Brexit and promised to dump freedom 
of movement for EU migrants as part 
of any Brexit deal.

May is also hemmed in by the 
EU’s insistence on a hard line in 
Brexit negotiations, designed to pun-
ish Britain and deter moves to exit the 
EU from any other country.

Some on the left in Britain are 
campaigning for a new referendum to 
try to overturn the decision to leave 
the EU. 

This is a huge mistake. It sends a 
message of contempt for the demo-
cratic vote to exit, and would drive 
people towards the far right.

Labour Party leader Jeremy Cor-
byn, who has already made conces-
sions to support a negotiated “single 
market”, is now under pressure  from 
sections of the party to support a new 
referendum.

But the EU is a pro-capitalist and 
pro-imperialist institution that acts as 
the guardian of the bosses’ interests 
across the continent.

The EU’s single market rules 
ban socialist policies such as whole-
sale nationalisation of industries or 
services.

This was seen most graphically in 
its strangling of the Greek Syriza-led 
government’s attempt to break from 
austerity. As Yanis Varoufakis, then 
Greece’s finance minister, wrote, the 
EU, “effectively condemned Greece 
to a modern version of the Dickensian 
debtors’ prison.”

Even when the Greek people voted 
to reject the austerity deal through a 
referendum, the EU simply ignored 
their democratic decision and insisted 
on enforcing it anyway.

The EU imposes limits on each 
country’s public sector deficit, which 
has been used to demand sweep-
ing cuts to government spending on 
services.

The EU is no force for interna-
tional solidarity and anti-racism. Its 
Fortress Europe border regime has 
seen it strike deals with Turkey and 
Libya to keep out refugees. Its leaders 
are now discussing plans for refugee 
detention camps in Africa, in imita-
tion of Australia’s offshore detention 
regime.

At least 1400 refugees and mi-
grants have drowned in the Mediter-
ranean so far this year. EU countries 
are now preventing rescue efforts by 
detaining rescue boats run by aid or-
ganisations. This condemns migrants 
to death at sea. 

The Tories stuck together after 
their shattering blow at the last general 
election, where they came close to 
losing government. Theresa May’s 
leadership appears to be secure for 
now. But they face ongoing divisions 
and a torturous process of negotiations 
with the EU. The Tory government is 
weak.

More serious anti-austerity and 
anti-racist resistance from below could 
finish them off.
Adapted from Socialist Worker UK

 

Tories fall out over plans for a Brexit to please the bosses

Above: Theresa 
May’s cabinet has 
suffered a series of 
resignations as she 
tries to work out a 
plan to exit the EU

The EU is a pro-
capitalist and 
pro-imperialist 
institution 
that acts as 
the guardian 
of the bosses’ 
interests
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David Albrich of the Austrian 
socialist group Linkswende jetzt 
is visiting Australia to speak at 
Solidarity’s Keep Left conference 
in August. He spoke to Solidarity

Since the election in October last 
year, the fascist Freedom Party 
has joined a coalition government 
in Austria. Why has its support 
grown?
Both the Conservative Party of now 
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz and the 
Freedom Party of Vice-Chancellor 
Heinz-Christian Strache campaigned on 
an anti-establishment basis. They were 
able to present themselves as forces for 
change against the previous coalition 
government of Tories and Labor.

This comes after years of stagnat-
ing wages, austerity, disappointed 
hopes in the European Union and so 
on. Kurz and Strache are tapping this 
anti-establishment sentiment with 
racism, blaming Muslims and refugees 
for this situation. The previous govern-
ment, including Labor, sowed the 
seeds for this by attacking Muslims 
with a special “Islam law”, talk that we 
cannot bear any more refugees, etc. 

How has the new government 
pursued its racist and anti-Muslim 
agenda?
Not one week goes by without the 
government announcing an attack. 
Just a month after taking office the 
minister of interior, Herbert Kickl of 
the Freedom Party, announced that 
he would again seek to “concentrate” 
refugees in one place. And he deliv-
ered. The number of negative applica-
tions for asylum has risen significantly 
and deportations have accelerated, 
especially to Afghanistan. 

They want to ban the heads-
carf in Kindergartens, schools and 
universities, announced the closure 
of seven mosques, and deportation of 
40 Imams to Turkey. And on the top 
of it, the government set up a new 
anti-refugee police force, a 600-strong 
special border guard, and held an 
exercise to practice for preventing an 
influx of refugees at the border. They 
are seeking allies in Europe for their 
racist agenda, building an axis from 
Berlin through Vienna to Rome—in-
spired by the fascist Berlin-Rome axis 
in the 1930s.

What resistance has there been to 
the government’s racism?
We have been building the “Platform 

for a Humane Asylum Policy” since 
the great “refugee crisis” in 2015, 
when on 3 October 2015 over 70,000 
marched for welcoming refugees and 
open borders. It includes ourselves, 
revolutionary socialist organisation 
“Left Turn” (Linkswende), refugee aid 
organisations, refugee-run associa-
tions, youth organisations of the La-
bour party, the Green Party in Vienna 
and the Volkshilfe, an NGO close to 
Labour. 

This campaign is at the forefront 
of the resistance to the government’s 
racism. We mobilised 10,000 people 
on the government’s inauguration day 
in December 2017 and then 70,000 
people on 13 January under the slogan 
“against racism and social cuts”. Then 
8000 marched on the UN day against 
racism on 17 March and 5000 on 
World Refugee Day in June. 

What role have Linkswende jetzt 
played in the anti-racist campaign?
We are trying to build the broadest 
possible coalition by bringing together 
Social Democrats, Greens, trade 
unionists, refugees, Muslims, and 
other anti-racist forces. On our initia-
tive in 2016 the campaign confronted 
and stopped two Pegida-style racist 
marches of the Freedom Party in 
Vienna.

One of our most important 
interventions recently was defending 
Muslims within the campaign from 

attacks not just by the media and the 
right-wing government, but from 
within the coalition. 

Now the campaign is explicitly 
fighting “anti-Muslim racism, anti-
semitism and all forms of discrimina-
tion”. 

The government is saying it wants 
to close “the mosque route”, another 
term they use for the “Balkan route” 
that refugees take from Greece over 
the Balkans to Austria and Ger-
many by “hopping” from mosque to 
mosque. Anti-racism today means 
defending refugees and Muslims.

The government has also launched 
a major attack on workers through 
allowing more “flexible” working 
hours. What will this mean and 
what is the unions’ response?
This means not just reductions of 
wages through loss of overtime pay-
ments but incompatibility of family 
life and job, more job insecurity etc. 
At the same time the government is 
cutting funds for Kindergartens so it 
will especially hit women and single 
mothers. 

The Austrian Trade Union Federa-
tion (ÖGB) called for a massive protest 
against the government’s plans on 30 
June, with a fantastic turnout: over 
120,000 people took to the streets in 
Vienna. The trade union leaders are 
afraid of losing their ability to negoti-
ate, so they had to mobilise their base.

Is the government using its racism 
to try to force these attacks 
through?
Yes, the reaction of FPÖ leader 
Strache is characteristic. On the very 
same day of the demo he posted on 
Facebook that all Turks who voted 
for Recep Tayyip Erdoğan should im-
mediately leave Austria. 

Every time the government an-
nounces another attack, they also put a 
racist attack forward. 

It is crucial to reject this racism 
unambiguously and intervene in the 
movement against the 12-hour work-
ing day. Our platform built a Refugees 
Welcome-block on the massive trade 
union demo with the slogan, “Yes to 
welcoming refugees! No to 12-hour 
working day”. 

Unless we confront the racist of-
fensive of the government we won’t 
be able to fight back effectively the 
austerity that comes along with rac-
ism. We want Muslims and refugees 
in, and the Nazis out. 

Resisting racism and Austria’s hard right government

Above: In January 
70,000 joined a 
march against 
racism and the 
new government in 
Austria

David Albrich
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By James Supple

EVER SINCE his election, Donald 
Trump has threatened to impose tariffs 
and blamed “unfair trade deals” for 
hurting US industries. Now he is start-
ing to act—threatening trade wars and 
destabilising global capitalism.

The bulk of the US ruling class, 
in both big business and the political 
elite, look with horror on Trump’s pro-
tectionist embrace of tariffs. Since the 
1970s, US multinationals have backed 
free trade policies as the best way to 
boost their profits. In partnership with 
the European Union, the US has used 
bodies like the World Trade Organ-
isation to force open other countries’ 
markets to US goods.

So it’s tempting to dismiss 
Trump’s actions as bumbling incom-
petence. 

But his pursuit of tariffs is a 
response to real threats to the US’s 
economic and military power. 

Trump has threatened a 20 per 
cent tariff on cars from the European 
Union, mostly produced in Germany. 
The US is the biggest export market 
for European cars. More than four 
times as many European cars are 
sold in the US as Europe buys from 
America. Trump wants to even this up.

The US is a superpower in decline. 
Its relative economic power has been 
in decline for decades, accelerated by 
the economic crisis after 2008. The 
credibility of its military power is also 
in tatters after the disastrous invasion 
of Iraq and its impotence in Syria. 

After rapid growth in recent 
decades China’s economy poses a 
growing challenge to the US. 

Trump has announced a 25 per 
cent tariff on around $70 billion of 
Chinese imports. This would increase 
the price of Chinese products sold in 
the US, encouraging customers to buy 
from elsewhere. China retaliated by 
announcing tariffs on an equivalent 
amount of US imports.

Trump has now raised the stakes 
by threatening tariffs on another $270 
billion of Chinese goods, meaning half 
of all imports from China to the US 
would face tariffs.

The US imports almost four times 
as much from China as it sells there. 
So Trump thinks he can win a trade 
war, with China much more reliant on 
selling its products to the US than the 
Americans are on selling in China. He 
tweeted in March, “When a country 

(USA) is losing many billions of 
dollars on trade with virtually every 
country it does business with, trade 
wars are good, and easy to win.”

But the Trump administration has 
also cited technology theft by Chinese 
firms as an important reason for act-
ing. Many of the good slapped with 
25 per cent tariffs are in technology 
industries. 

As Marxist economist Michael 
Roberts writes, the Trump admin-
istration is focused on, “stopping 
China from gaining market share in 
America’s key industries: technology, 
pharma and other knowledge-based 
sectors.” 

While China has developed into 
a manufacturing powerhouse, many 
of the goods it produces include 
components manufactured or de-
signed elsewhere. Apple’s iPhone, for 
instance, is assembled in China from 
high tech components produced in the 
US, Japan and South Korea.

China wants to take over these 
high tech sectors as well, through a 
plan known as “Made in China 2025”. 

The Chinese government often 
forces US multinationals who want to 
manufacture in China to share tech-
nology with local firms. Trump wants 
to prevent this.

America first
Trump claims that his tariffs will 
bring back jobs in American manufac-
turing, promising to make sure, “trade 
deals are in the interests of American 
workers”.

But tariffs won’t save jobs. A study 
cited in the bosses’ Financial Times 
showed that 85 per cent of jobs lost in 
US manufacturing between 2000 and 
2010 were due to labour saving tech-
nology that allows factories to operate 
with fewer workers.

Trump and the bosses are not allies 
when it comes to boosting jobs. Their 
trade policy is run to boost corporate 
profits.

A full-blown trade war would 
create serious problems for corpora-
tions in the US. Recent decades have 
seen multinational companies develop 
production networks stretching across 
national borders. Many US companies 
run part of their production in China. 

A trade war threatens widespread 
disruption and a new global recession. 
US motorcycle manufacturer Harley-
Davidson has already announced that 
it will shift part of its production to the 
EU, to avoid loss of sales in Europe.

Trump’s aim is probably to force 
more beneficial trade deals from China 
and the EU—as well as renegotiating 
NAFTA with Canada and Mexico.

Trade negotiations with China 
have been going on for months. In 
April Trump economics adviser Larry 
Kudlow told the media, “This is a 
negotiation, using all the tools. What 
you’ve got is the early stages of a 
process which will include tariffs, 
comments on the tariffs, then ultimate 
decisions and negotiations.”

But Trump’s efforts to asset US 
power threaten chaos for world trade 
and the global economy.

Trump’s tariffs an effort to revive US dominance

The US is a 
superpower 
in decline. 
Its relative 
economic 
power has 
been in 
decline for 
decades

Above: Trump wants 
to exact concessions 
on trade from China
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Trump retreats amid outrage at detention of migrant children

THE EUROPEAN Union is further 
increasing its efforts to keep out mi-
grants and refugees. European lead-
ers have agreed to ask North African 
countries to host detention camps for 
refugees and migrants, in an effort to 
stop boats arriving in Europe.

But they still need to find a 
country to host them. An EU summit 
on migration also called on ships run 
by aid organisations to leave rescues 
at sea to the Libyan coastguard—
meaning that refugees will drown.

They also agreed to do more to 
share the responsibility for accepting 
refugees. But there is little detail on 
how this will happen.

There is no real “migration crisis” 
in Europe. The number of refugees 
and migrants has dropped dramatical-
ly since 2015, when the Syrian crisis 
saw over a million refugees arrive in 
Europe. Last year less than 172,000 
people crossed the Mediterranean. 
This is less than 0.4 per cent of the 
European Union’s population.

What has changed is the rise of far 
right. The governments of Italy and 
Austria now include far right parties 

By Michael Thrower

THE TRUMP administration has been 
forced to partially back down on its 
“zero tolerance” immigration policy 
which resulted in the separation of 
children from their parents at the 
border. This reversal comes following 
mass outrage and protests. 

Trump’s new executive order 
means that, while separations will 
end, families could be detained indefi-
nitely. Additionally, with parents still 
likely to be charged with a criminal 
offence for crossing the border, they 
will be separated from their children 
when they are taken to court.

The US Navy is reportedly plan-
ning tent cities at military facilities for 
tens of thousands of newly detained 
immigrants. 

Protests are continuing throughout 
the country. On 19 June, Homeland 
Security Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen 
was met, while at a Mexican res-
taurant, by Democratic Socialists 
of America members who chanted 
“Shame!” and played recordings of 
terrified children in a Texas detention 
centre. 

There have been protests outside 
a number of Immigration Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) offices including 
in Portland Oregon, where protestors 
blocked a regional ICE office in what 
was labelled “Occupy ICE PDX”. A 
blockade grew to hundreds of people, 
with dozens camping overnight. Po-
lice reportedly attempted to persuade 
protestors to leave by stating that the 
ICE employees needed to “go home to 
their families”, apparently missing the 
irony of this statement. 

On 30 June marches under the 
banner of “Families Belong Together” 
were held in 750 cities and in every 
US state, marking the largest demon-
stration in defence of immigrant rights 
in the Trump era. While the focus of 
many of the speakers was the need 
to “get out and vote” for Democrats 
in November’s mid-term election, 
more radical slogans such as “Abol-
ish ICE”, recognising the need for a 
wholesale overhaul of the US immi-
gration system, were also popular.

The exact number of children 
removed from their parents is un-
certain. Trump’s Secretary of Health 
and Human Services Alex Azar says 
the administration doesn’t know how 
many children have been removed, 
only that it was “fewer than 3000”.

The U-turn by the Trump admin-

istration ought to serve as a reminder 
that even the most intransigent leaders 
are susceptible to popular mobilisa-
tion. While Trump’s family separa-
tions policy marks a new low, it is 
worth noting the complicity of the 
Democrats under Obama in creating 
the legal framework which allowed 
this policy to take place.

Australia too has been detaining 

asylum seeker children under the man-
datory detention policy since 1992 and 
children remain imprisoned on Nauru. 
Australia remains a world leader in 
cruelty towards asylum seekers, under 
the justification of deterrence. In his 
now famous phone call with Malcolm 
Turnbull, Trump noted that Australia’s 
policies mean, “You are worse than I 
am”.

determined to stop immigration. Italy 
has closed its ports to rescue ships in 
the Mediterranean, and turned away 
three separate boats, which have been 
forced to land in Malta and Spain.

German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel has adopted new anti-migrant 
measures after her coalition govern-
ment faced collapse. Her interior 
minister, from ally the Christian So-
cial Union, threatened to resign unless 
Germany closed its border to asylum 
seeker arrivals. His party faces an 
electoral threat from the far right AfD 
in upcoming elections in Bavaria.

Merkel has agreed to set up de-
tention centres on Germany’s border 
with Austria to try to send back 
asylum seekers already registered in 
another European country. But this 
requires agreements with other coun-
tries to accept them back. Austria and 
Italy have threatened to close their 
borders in turn if this goes ahead.

Across Europe, the right is scape-
goating immigrants for unemploy-
ment and inequality. The left has to 
pin the blame on those really respon-
sible—corporations and rich. 

Europe further tightens border controls

Above: One of the 
protests in 750 
cities across the 
US in the “Families 
Belong Together” 
protests
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will end, 
families could 
be detained 
indefinitely
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REVIEWS

Politics of the mind: 
Marxism and mental 
distress
By Iain Ferguson, 
Bookmarks, $25

IAIN FERGUSON’S new 
book is a useful examina-
tion of the current world-
wide mental health crisis, 
and a detailed history of 
the understanding of men-
tal distress from Freud, to 
the anti-psychiatry move-
ment of the 1960s and 
1970s, to the psychiatrists’ 
handbook the DSM-5.

Ferguson writes, 
“simply stated, the central 
thesis of this book is that 
the economic and political 
system under which we 
live—capitalism—which 
is responsible for the 
enormously high levels of 
mental health problems we 
see in the world today. The 
corollary of this argument 
is that in a different kind 
of society, a society not 
based on exploitation of 
oppression, but on equality 
and democratic control—a 
socialist society—levels of 
mental distress would be 
far lower”. 

Ferguson argues more 
specifically that neo-
liberalism has dramati-
cally increased levels of 
mental distress. This is the 
product of opening up all 
aspects of society to the 
market, from never ending 
tests for school children, 
to privatised aged care, 
creating a more atomized 
and individualized society. 

He writes, “anxiety, 
which was barely recog-
nized as a mental health 
condition 50 years ago, is 
perhaps the condition par 
excellence of neo-liber-
al capitalism”.

He argues for a 
historical approach to 
understanding mental 
distress, both in terms of 
how different societies 
recognise what constitutes 
mental distress, and for 
understanding why par-
ticular individuals become 

unwell. 
Rejecting the idea 

that forms of mental 
distress are biologically 
programed or inevitable, 
he argues that they are a 
product of experiences and 
social interactions. These 
do not occur in a vacuum, 
he points out, but, “are 
structured by the domi-
nant oppressions within 
society”. 

Anxiety disorders, for 
example, occur more fre-
quently amongst women 
than men, and poverty 
increases the risk of many 
mental health problems.

Mainstream 
psychiatry
Ferguson is rightly critical 
of the biomedical model 
of mental distress which 
has become dominant 
among medical psychia-
trists today. 

He asks, “Why then 
given this weak evidence 
for the biological causes of 
mental health issues and 
the effectiveness of drug 
treatments on the one hand 
and strong evidence for 
social factors on the other 
do drug interventions con-
tinue to be the main way 
in which society responds 
to mental distress?”

A large part of the 

answer is that it is driven 
by the profits of the phar-
maceutical companies, 
who have an interest in 
promoting the sales of 
drug treatments. 

But as he also stresses 
elsewhere, another part of 
the answer is the individu-

alisation and depoliticisa-
tion of what are social 
problems. If psychiatry 
as a whole were to accept 
that mental distress had 
social causes, it would be 
driven to do something 
about it. Instead it accepts 
and ends up reinforcing 
neo-liberal capitalist ideol-
ogy, and an individualist 
view of the roots of mental 
distress.

Ferguson is also 
rightly critical of the new 
field of “Mad studies” that 
often argues that difficul-
ties experienced by mental 
health users lie primarily 
in psychiatry, rather than 
neo-liberal capitalism. 

Ferguson argues that 
a majority of people 
experiencing mental 
distress never encoun-
ter a psychiatrist, so it 
is difficult to argue that 
their problems stem from 
“psychiatric oppression”. 
It is true that most mental 
distress has its roots in the 
material circumstances of 
neo-liberal capitalism (and 
the clash of these with 
what the system tells us to 
think). However psychia-
try can play a role rein-
forcing the atomisation 
of neo-liberal capitalism.

What people with 
mental health problems 

do encounter are the 
ideas that mental distress 
is an individual prob-
lem—whether they see a 
psychiatrist or not—since 
these ideas dominate our 
society. 

These ideas are 
reinforced by much of 
the psychiatric profession, 
and particularly captured 
in “the psychiatrists’ 
bible” the DSM-5. And the 
lack of services, or shame 
that prevents people from 
seeing a psychiatrist, are 
reinforced by the idea 
that mental distress is an 
individual problem.

Another feature of the 
neo-liberal era has been 
the weakening of trade 
unionism and collective 
resistance. Early in the 
book Ferguson quotes 
journalist Tim Adam’s 
comments on a conference 
on workplace stress: 

“It was tempting to 
think that the frontline of 
labor disputes had shifted 
from picket lines to worry 
lines and that collective 
grievances had become 
individual psychologi-
cal battles; in the 1980s 
an average of 7,213,000 
working days were lost 
to strikes, that number 
fell to between 647,000 
between 2010 and 2015. 
Meanwhile the days lost to 
stress-related illness went 
exponentially in the other 
direction”.

Ferguson argues to 
fight to defend the services 
we currently have, while 
simultaneously demand-
ing the less medicalised 
services, and greater 
acknowledgment of the 
social causes of mental 
distress, which users 
have been demanding for 
decades. 

Ultimately he argues 
for struggle for a different 
sort of society, and that 
the struggle itself shifting 
back from “worry lines to 
picket lines” can play a 
role in making us well.
Chris Breen

Ferguson 
argues that neo-
liberalism has 
dramatically 
increased levels of 
mental distress

Capitalism and the social source of mental distress
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ROSA LUXEMBURG: REFORM OR REVOLUTION?
Daniel Cotton looks at Rosa 
Luxemburg’s famous pamphlet, 
first published in 1900

HUGE NUMBERS of people are 
dissatisfied with life under capitalism. 
Real wages continue to fall, a climate 
crisis looms, casualisation and labour 
hire are eating away at job security, 
and people constantly face sexism, 
racism, and homophobia. This gener-
ates resistance. People march against 
refugee detention, strike against their 
bosses for better pay, and vote in 
elections for parties like the ALP or 
the Greens, who promise to reform 
aspects of the system.

Most of these people see revolu-
tion as unnecessary. It is enough, they 
say, to fight for reforms within the 
existing system. This idea—known 
as “reformism”—was critiqued in a 
classic pamphlet by Rosa Luxemburg. 
Released in 1900, Reform or Revolu-
tion argues that revolution is not only 
necessary to bring about socialism, 
but even to win lasting reforms.

Luxemburg was among the first 
to analyse reformism, in the context 
of her involvement as a revolutionary 
inside the world’s largest social demo-
cratic party, the German SPD. The 
party boasted one million members 
and reached hundreds of thousands 
more with its many newspapers. It 
had workers’ chess and bicycle clubs, 
workers’ choirs and grocery stores. 
Alongside this, it was theoretically 
committed to revolution and the over-
throw of capitalism.

But in practice it was becoming 
reformist. It had developed a layer of 
politicians, union leaders and party of-
ficials who had a stake in the system. 
They feared the SPD would again be 
declared illegal, as it had been from 
1878 to 1890, threatening their careers 
and livelihoods. 

As a result, leaders like Vollmar 
argued for alliances with bourgeois 
reformers. Other leaders such as Max 
Schippel begun to argue in favour 
of German military expansion and 
expenditure. This kind of opportunis-
tic acceptance of the status quo is all 
too familiar to those watching a Labor 
party vote with the Liberals to torture 
refugees. 

One politician—Eduard Bern-
stein—created a reformist theory to 
go with the reformist practice. And al-
though his writings are over a century 
old, similar ideas can be found in the 
heads of reformists today. Luxem-
burg’s critique of Bernstein’s reform-

ism remains important for us today.

Reformism
Bernstein argued that Marx had been 
wrong about capitalism. Capitalism 
was not geared towards ever-deepen-
ing crises, but rather had “the capacity 
of adaptation”. New developments 
like financial credit and the existence 
of cartels were alleviating the system’s 
problems, he claimed. This meant 
capitalism could be tamed. 

Reformist tactics were enough. In 
the workplace, trade unions could fight 
for better wages and conditions. In the 
parliament, politicians could pursue 
political reforms like better labour 
laws. For Bernstein, this could deliver 
“progressively more extensive control 
over the conditions of production”.

These reforms could gradually 
move towards “social control” over 
capitalism, he claimed. They could 
eventually turn capitalists from the 
wielders of power to “simple admin-
istrators” and turn capitalism into 
socialism. There was no need for a 
tumultuous overthrow of capitalism—
it could be reformed out of existence.

Many young people today look 
to figures like Jeremy Corbyn and 
Bernie Sanders, inspired by a vision 
of reforms to control the excesses 
of capitalism. Many others believe 
that action through trade unions or in 
parliament, in cooperatives or lobby 
groups, will be enough to deliver the 
change they desire.

Why reformism fails
Luxemburg argued that the struggle 
for reforms was not enough—not only 
to bring about socialism but not even 
enough to win lasting and meaningful 
change. 

Luxemburg argued that action 
inside parliament was limited. The 
parliament was not a neutral body 
exercising full political control of 
society, but a part of a capitalist state, 
whose role was to manage capitalism.  
It “preoccupies itself only with one 
side—the formal side—of democracy, 
but does not take into account the 
other side, its real content.”

Most decisions in society are made 
by a powerful minority who hold the 
real economic power and the means of 
production—the factories, offices and 
mines. The parliament couldn’t pass an 
act changing this fact any more than it 
could pass an act turning the sea into 
lemonade. Ultimately, workers are not 
forced to sell their labour to capitalists 
by any law or government decree, but 

are economically compelled to do so 
by the threat of starvation. 

Likewise, trade unions struggled 
inside the system of exploitation. 
Fights for wages and conditions could 
regulate that exploitation, but not chal-
lenge its base. Unions had no power to 
end unemployment, create industries 
where work was needed, or impact the 
investment decisions of companies. 
These conditions ultimately deter-
mined the bargaining position of la-
bour and the outcomes possible, but sat 
outside the control of union activity. 

On top of this was the fact that, de-
spite Bernstein’s protestations, capital-
ism remained a system geared towards 
crisis. The 2008 global financial crisis 
again showed his claim that finance 
would prevent crisis laughably wrong. 
In times of prosperity, Luxemburg 
argued, workers could take a bigger 
slice of the healthy company profits. 
But the onset of slump would erode 
precisely the conditions and pay won 
previously. These lessons could not be 
clearer here in Australia, where wages, 
conditions, and the right to strike have 
gradually been ground away. 

Luxemburg insisted that socialists 
keep the eventual goal of the revolu-
tionary seizure of power. 

This did not mean Luxemburg was 
opposed to fighting for reforms. Far 
from it, the “daily struggle for reforms, 
for the amelioration of the condition of 
the workers within the framework of 
the existing social order”, she wrote, 
is the only way of “engaging in the 
proletarian class war and working in 
the direction of the final goal—the 
conquest of political power”.

The fight for reforms helped 
develop workers’ class consciousness 
and confidence in their own capacity 
to change society. 

But without the aim of revolu-
tion, Luxemburg argued, reforms 
were merely a “labour of Sisyphus”: 
the thankless task of pushing a heavy 
stone up a hill, only to see it fall to the 
bottom again. 

Revolution and reform are not two 
different tactics to be chosen in pursuit 
of the same aim. For Luxemburg, 
“people who pronounce themselves in 
favor of the method of legislative re-
form in place and in contradistinction 
to the conquest of political power and 
social revolution do not really choose 
a more tranquil, calmer, and slower 
road to the same goal, but a different 
goal.” They choose not the realisation 
of socialism but accept the framework 
of capitalism.

Luxemburg 
was among 
the first 
to analyse 
reformism, in 
the context of 
involvement 
in the German 
SPD
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INEQUALITY AND 
THE CLASS DIVIDE 
It’s widely acknowledged that inequality is growing. Behind this is the enormous wealth 
and power of a tiny minority—the capitalist ruling class, argues Miro Sandev

IT IS common to hear these days that 
social class no longer really exists, or 
if it does then it has radically changed. 
It’s not like the old days of factory 
workers and capitalists, you often 
hear. Workers have superannuation 
and own houses, some people say, 
meaning that the “proletariat” that 
socialists like Karl Marx talked about 
is gone. 

But the truth is that the class 
divide is starker now than ever, and 
the working class is now bigger than 
it has ever been as a proportion of the 
world’s population. 

The world’s eight richest bil-
lionaires own more wealth than the 
poorest half of humanity, 3.6 billion 
people, according to Credit Suisse, 
one of the biggest global banks. 
Inequality is inherent to the capital-
ist system and is something Marx 
predicted 150 years ago.

The same report revealed that the 
wealthiest 1 per cent in Australia own 
more wealth than the poorest 70 per 
cent combined. The number of billion-
aires in Australia has grown to 76, up 
by 16 in the last year alone. 

Rising inequality, particularly over 
the last two decades, has seen the gulf 
between the wealth held by the top 1 
per cent and the bottom 50 per cent 
now the greatest at any time over that 
period. 

Inequality in terms of income, 
whether from wages or investments, 
is also rising. The income of the top 1 
per cent has doubled since the 1980s, 
to 8.3 per cent of the total, while the 
bottom 20 per cent have just 7.5 per 
cent of income.

And there’s no sign of this slow-
ing, with the Turnbull government 
passing income tax cuts heavily 
weighted to the richest in society. The 
top 20 per cent will receive 60 per 
cent of the money handed back in tax 
cuts, if the full plan is implemented. 
Turnbull tried to justify the cuts by 
decrying the plight of police super-

intendents, who pay too much tax 
apparently. The base level salary for 
a police superintendent is $154,412, 
triple the amount an average worker 
earns.

Turnbull also wants to slash 
the tax on corporate profits for his 
parasite mates in the banks and big 
business. 

The banks, who have been fleec-
ing their customers, as the Royal 
Commission is showing, will get a 
handout of $7.4 billion. 

It will rip out $80 billion in total 
from funding over ten years that could 
go to schools, hospitals and other use-
ful things. 

Transformed
Capitalism has certainly been trans-
formed since the time of Marx. Then, 
capitalists tended to own most of the 
private property directly—as single 
owners of factories for example. Later 
came the emergence of joint-stock 
companies, with the capital split 
among a number of shareholders. This 
is the dominant mode of ownership 
now. 

A small number of massive 
corporations dominate the Australian 
economy. The top 100 companies 
control 40 per cent of Australian GDP, 
with a further 20 per cent controlled 
by the government sector. 

The big four banks control 80 per 
cent of banking, three telco compa-
nies hold 90 per cent of the mobile 
phone market and two supermar-
ket chains have 70 per cent of that 
market.

Some people try to claim that 
because some workers own shares 
this makes them capitalists as well as 
workers, and so class doesn’t matter 
as much anymore. 

But the truth is that a tiny per-
centage of the population own the 
vast majority of the shares. Dyer’s 
research from 2003 published in 
Business Review Weekly showed that 

86 per cent of shares were held by the 
wealthiest 10 per cent of families. This 
same top 10 per cent owned 62 per 
cent of rental properties, 60 per cent of 
cash deposits and 50 per cent of busi-
ness assets.

Another study similarly showed 
that the number of people who derive 
their income from property ownership 
was very small in Australia. The top 
20 per cent of Australians owned 72 
per cent of all property and the bottom 
50 per cent owned only 1.6 per cent of 
all property. 

The vast majority of the popula-
tion derives almost all their income 
simply from their capacity to work. 
This is the working class. 

There is another group of people 
classed as “self-employed”, but they 
only make up around 17 per cent of 
the population. And a portion of these 
are actually workers, because many 
people are illegitimately classed as in-
dependent contractors by their bosses, 
such as in construction. 

Marx described the capitalist class 
as those who own or control the means 
of production—in other words owners 
and managers of large private and 
public enterprises.

But who are they?

Owners
The super-rich have all amassed their 
wealth through the ownership of major 
companies. The major owners of the 
means of production in Australia are 
the financiers, property developers, 
manufacturers, media moguls, pasto-
ralists, wholesalers, retailers and the 
mine owners among others. 

Australia’s richest person is card-
board manufacturing owner Anthony 
Pratt, with an obscene $12.9 billion 
under his belt. 

He owns Visy, a cardboard box 
manufacturer and recycling company 
in Australia and the US. He has been 
a strong supporter of Donald Trump, 
spruiking his huge corporate tax cuts 

The wealthiest 
1 per cent in 
Australia own 
more wealth 
than the 
poorest 70 per 
cent combined
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as a win for ordinary people. Trump, 
in turn, has lavished praise on Pratt, 
giving him a standing ovation when 
he decided to build more factories in 
the US. 

Property developer, Harry 
Triguboff, is the second richest person 
in the country. He owns Meriton, 
which builds apartment towers. Un-
surprisingly, he is a big supporter of 
increasing house prices, and keeping 
interest rates low so there are more 
people looking to buy. 

Two more billionaires on the top 
ten list are Andrew “Twiggy” Forrest 
and Gina Rinehart, both in mining. 
Along with other mine owners they 
bankrolled a scare campaign about the 
former Labor government’s mining 
profits tax, which would have returned 
some of their ill-gotten gain to the 
public purse. The campaign succeeded 
in scaring the government into a dra-
matic backdown. 

Rinehart has also bought stakes 
in media companies like Ten and 
Fairfax. At Ten, she was a strong 
supporter of right-wing attack dog 
Andrew Bolt.  

Directors
Many of those who run companies on 
a day-to-day basis are effectively sala-
ried managers, including CEOs and 
directors, rather than people who start 
out owning companies themselves.

There is a very small group 
of people who form an interlock-
ing network on the boards that run 
Australia’s top companies. In 2016 
only 109 non-executive directors ac-
counted for 245 seats, or 37 per cent 
of the total, on the boards of the top 
100 companies. Those at the top of 
the list held five directorships at the 
same time. 

A few well-known figures can 
give a sense of who these people are. 
David Gonski was the architect of the 
Rudd-Gillard government’s educa-
tion policy, which entrenched public 
funding for private schools and also 
continued neo-liberal policies like 
standardised testing.

He made his name as an invest-
ment banker. At various points he 
has been on the boards of Coca-Cola, 
ANZ, Westfield, Fairfax, Transfield 
and Singapore Airlines. He was a 
close friend of the media mogul 
Kerry Packer and was a director of his 
company Consolidated Press. Gonski 
took over the chair of the Australian 
Government Future Fund from David 
Murray in 2012. 

David Murray, who is a rabid 
climate sceptic, was CEO of the Com-

monwealth Bank for over 13 years. He 
was recently appointed AMP chairman 
after the company’s former chair Cath-
erine Brenner was forced to resign 
amid the scandal that emerged at the 
Banking Royal Commission. Brenner, 
like Gonski, was also on the board of 
directors of Coca-Cola for over ten 
years. 

Brenner is also a director of build-
ing company Boral, a notorious union 
buster that is pursuing the construction 
union for millions of dollars in fines 
and damages.  

This small group of people mostly 
went to the same private schools and 
universities and are members of the 
same exclusive social clubs. The busi-
ness media even talk about them as 
“the directors club”. 

The way CEOs and directors get 
bonuses and improve their lot in life 
is by increasing the exploitation of the 
workers they supervise. While these 
people may not own much capital 
directly (although some of them do), 
the fact they run companies in the 
ruthless pursuit of profit makes them 
align their interests with those that do 
actually own them. 

These two groups of people make 
all of the major business decisions that 
have decisive impacts on our economy 
and society. 

They decide how workplaces are 
run and have the power to hire people 
as well as close down firms and sack 

tens of thousands.
Their investment decisions 

determine what is produced, how it’s 
produced and their decisions about 
prices determine who can afford these 
things. 

They decide whether new tech-
nologies are introduced and whether 
jobs are lost because of it. When they 
threaten to pull investment out, they 
can blackmail governments into doing 
their bidding. 

It is its ownership of the capital, 
along with control of the state, which 
gives the ruling class its power. It 
uses capital to foster political and 
social projects that entrench its posi-
tion, like funding political parties, 
think-tanks, social organisations and 
media.

The capitalists themselves are not 
ordinarily the main politicians that 
sit in parliament. Malcolm Turnbull, 
with his $185 million, is an exception 
to that. 

The main political parties pander 
to the interests of the capitalist owners 
because the state they run is dependent 
on them for revenue and jobs. 

If we want to get rid of inequality, 
exploitation and racism, and deal with 
climate change it’s not enough to just 
vote in more left-wing politicians. We 
will have to take control of the source 
of the capitalists’ power: their private 
property.  

Above: The Occupy 
movement raised 
the issue of growing 
inequality and the 
wealth of the 1 per 
cent



18 Solidarity | ISSUE ONE HUNDRED AND SIXTEEN JULY 2018

FEATURES

THE CRIMES OF 
STALINISM 
Some of the left are still nostalgic about Stalin’s Russia, yet it was a brutal capitalist regime 
locked in competition with the West, writes Tom Orsag

IN OCTOBER 1917 Russian work-
ers took power in the only successful 
socialist revolution in history to date.

But the civil war after 1917 deci-
mated the working class and ruined 
the economy. By 1920 industrial pro-
duction had fallen to a mere 13 per 
cent of its 1913 level. 

The population of Petrograd, the 
major industrial city of the revolu-
tion, fell from 2.5 million in 1917 to 
574,000 in August 1920. The economy 
entered perpetual crisis, and peasant 
opposition threatened to topple the 
regime.

By 1928, a new ruling class 
centred on the state bureaucracy and 
the upper levels of the Communist 
Party (CPSU) around Joseph Stalin 
had staged a counter-revolution and 
introduced state capitalism. 

Today most people look back at 
Stalinist Russia with horror. But there 
are still those on the left who view it 
as some kind of model for socialism.

When Stalin’s first five-year plan 
was introduced in late 1928 it was the 
beginning of a program of forced col-
lectivisation in farming and industri-
alisation at breakneck speed. 

Russia’s poverty meant that 
industrialisation, without aid from 
the outside world, could only take 
place through ruthlessly exploiting 
the working class and extracting huge 
surpluses from the peasantry.

To accomplish this, the regime had 
to abolish the last remnants of work-
ers’ control in the factories. Previously 
a troika in each factory made up of 
Communist Party members, a work-
ers’ committee, and a technical expert 
under their control, jointly ran the 
workplaces. 

Now the manager was to 
have complete control. Their or-
ders were, “unconditionally binding 
on his subordinate administrative staff 
and on all workers.”  

Trade unions were stripped of all 
functions, especially their right to 
negotiate wages. Speed-ups and new 

work “norms” were introduced across 
the board. Until then workers still had 
the right to strike. Strikes were now 
illegal and not even reported in the 
papers. 

An internal passport system was 
introduced, with an employment 
record of behaviour. In 1930, all 
industrial enterprises were forbidden 
to employ workers who had left their 
previous job “without permission”.

Wages fell by half from 1930-37. 
Wage inequality between workers and 
managers increased. Abortion rights 
and the divorce reforms of 1917 were 
withdrawn. 

Forced or slave labour was intro-
duced on a massive scale.

As Stalin put it in 1931 to a meet-
ing of managers, “No comrades...
the pace must not be slackened!...
On the contrary we must quicken it...
To slacken the pace would be to lag 
behind; and those who lag behind 
are beaten...We are fifty or a hun-
dred years behind the advanced 
countries. We must make good this 
lag in ten years. Either we do it or 
they crush us.”

Stalin wanted to do in 20 years 
what had taken Britain over 200 
years—what Karl Marx called the 
primitive accumulation of capi-
tal. This meant driving peasants from 
the land to establish a working class 
and accumulating the wealth neces-
sary to produce the factories and 
raw materials needed for capitalist 
production.

Accumulation, not consumption 
became the goal of production in 
Russia. 

State capitalism
In January 1924 after Lenin’s death, 
Stalin declared his new aim as 
building “socialism in one country”, 
discarding the Bolsheviks’ insistence 
that real socialism could only survive 
if it spread internationally.

Many on the Left have trouble 
understanding what capitalism is. 

Capitalism is often equated with pri-
vate ownership of companies and state 
ownership with socialism. 

But socialism is fundamentally 
about democracy and workers’ control 
of society, something Stalin complete-
ly extinguished.

In Russia the state bureaucracy 
emerged as a “collective capitalist”, 
working to promote the accumulation 
of capital just as private capitalists 
do in the West. Russia was sealed 
off from price competition with the 
outside world. But it was still exposed 
to military competition with the West. 
Stalin aimed to build up an economy 
capable of competing gun for gun, 
bullet for bullet, bomb for bomb with 
the largest capitalist powers in the 
world at the time, Britain, Germany 
and the US.

By 1932 munitions plants account-
ed for as much as 46 per cent of iron 
and steel consumed. By 1938 this rose 
to a staggering 94 per cent! 

There was resistance by work-
ers and peasants in the form of strikes 
and riots to the massive cuts to living 
standards, speed ups and disposses-
sion. These were ruthlessly repressed. 
Kirov, party boss of Leningrad 
and Stalin’s henchman, said in 1933, 
“We shall be pitiless [to] those lack-
ing in firmness in the factory and the 
villages and who fail to carry out the 
plan.”

In 1928, after a decade of civil 
war and revolution, there were only 
30,000 political prisoners in Russia, 
and the number was falling. They 
could not be used for forced labour. 
By 1931, there were two million 
people in a system of prison camps 
known as gulags. By 1933, it was five 
million and by 1942, a staggering 15 
million people.

In order to entrench its power, 
the Stalinist machine also set about 
eliminating all Communist Party 
members with any link to the 1917 
revolution. 

Grotesque show trials saw the ex-
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ecution of all of the 21 members of the 
1917 Central Committee, except Stalin 
and Kollontai, with Leon Trotsky as-
sassinated in 1940. 

By 1939 only 8.3 per cent of 
Communist Party members had 
joined before 1920, the end of the 
civil war. Trotsky rightly described 
Stalin as “the grave digger of the 
revolution”. 

The boss dies
After his death in March 1953, recent-
ly lampooned in the film The Death 
of Stalin, his loyal lieutenants, like 
Nikita Khrushchev, began to reveal the 
hideous nature of Stalin’s rule. 

Stalin’s use of slave labour and 
brute force was only effective to a 
point. Poverty and the random use of 
terror had become a barrier to increas-
ing workers’ productivity and further 
expanding the economy. Stalin’s heirs 
decided reforms were necessary to the 
regime’s survival.

In 1953, the CPSU gave an am-
nesty which led to the release of over 
a million prisoners. But they were still 
prepared to be brutal. In July an upris-
ing began at the Vorkuta prison camp.

Vorkuta housed 56,000 prisoners 
working in constructing coal mines, 
coal mining and forestry. A passive 
walkout involved up to 18,000 strikers 
for two weeks. 

On 1 August authorities ordered 
shots to be fired on the crowd, killing 
over 66 people instantly. Many of 
those injured also died after being 
deprived of medical aid.

By 1956 Khrushchev was secure 
as the new leader. That year he made 
his famous “Secret Speech” to a 
closed session of the party congress. 
He said, “Stalin showed in a whole 
series of cases his intolerance, his 
brutality, and his abuse of power... he 
often chose the path of repression and 
physical annihilation, not only against 
actual enemies, but also against indi-
viduals who had not committed any 
crimes against the party or the Soviet 
Government.” 

Khrushchev wrote later, “Everyone 
lived in fear in those days. Everyone 
expected that at any moment there 
would be a knock on the door in the 
middle of the night... people not to 
Stalin’s liking were annihilated, honest 
party members, irreproachable people, 
loyal and hard workers for our cause 
who had gone through the school of 
revolutionary struggle under Lenin’s 
leadership. This was utter and com-
plete arbitrariness.”

Of the 139 members and candi-
date members of the party’s Central 

Committee elected in 1934 at the 17th 
Party Congress—all of them support-
ers of Stalin—98, that is 70 per cent 
were arrested and shot by 1940. 

But as the inheritor of the system 
Stalin built Khrushchev was not about 
to challenge it completely. Stalin’s 
crimes, he said, began only in 1934. 
Events prior to that were not called 
into question. 

The effects of destalinization 
were strictly limited. Most of the 
labour camps were closed down and 
certain social reforms were made. But 
there was still no right to organise an 
oppositional political tendency inside 
the CPSU or an independent trade 
union.

And Khrushchev was quite 
willing to send Russian troops into 
Hungary in October 1956 to put down 
a genuine workers’ revolution.

Nor was he averse to putting 
down Russian workers. In June 1962, 
workers at the electric locomotive 
building factory in Novocherkassk 
went on strike. Khrushchev had raised 
food prices as well as the production 
quotas required from each worker. 
The strike spread to other factories 
and a march followed to the town hall 
and police HQ.  

Soviet troops fired on the crowd 
killing 26 and wounding 87, three of 
whom died of their wounds.

The following morning, several 
hundred demonstrators again gathered 
in the square. One hundred and six-
teen were arrested. Fourteen of them 
were convicted through show trials, 

seven receiving a death sentence. The 
others were sentenced to prison terms 
of ten to fifteen years.

 
Autopsy of Stalinism
When Stalinism collapsed in Eastern 
Europe in 1989 and Russia in 1991, 
the working class of those countries 
did not come out to defend the system 
that some still called “workers’ states”. 
In fact, many were active in the end-
ing of the grotesque parody of one-
party rule masquerading as socialism.

In Russia, many of the people at 
the top—the nomenklatura—senior 
Communist Party members, managed 
to survive the fall of Stalinism. 

Large numbers of them ended up 
owning factories and businesses under 
the new free market system. They 
managed to move seamlessly from 
being bosses of state-owned indus-
tries to bosses of privately-owned 
industries. This is further proof that 
they had operated as a ruling class all 
along.

The assumption that Russia 
was more progressive than Western 
capitalism has fallen to pieces. Under-
standing Stalinist Russia as a form of 
state capitalism explains the dynamic 
of the system and its drive to accumu-
late capital. 

The theory of state capitalism 
allowed Marxists to see that Stalinist 
Russia had nothing in common with 
genuine socialism. 

There is nothing to mourn in its 
passing. The future belongs to interna-
tional socialism. 

Above: A 
statue of Stalin 
toppled during 
the Hungarian 
revolution in 1956
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By Ian Rintoul

TRUMP’S “ZERO tolerance” refugee 
policy brought a storm of protest 
across the United States, ultimately 
forcing Trump to back down from his 
child separation policy. As the protests 
gathered momentum, the demand 
to abolish ICE (Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement), the agency 
that captures and deports so-called 
aliens and asylum seekers, began to be 
raised.

For months on this side of the 
Pacific, Home Affairs Minister Peter 
Dutton had refused to bring a dying 
Afghan refugee to Australia for pallia-
tive care. When the issue became pub-
lic, outrage grew. Over 2000 doctors, 
and 25,000 others, signed petitions to 
bring “Ali” to Australia

Then, on the same day that Peter 
Dutton was on the front page of The 
Australian warning against a “single 
act of compassion to refugees”, Ali 
was transferred from Nauru to a Gold 
Coast hospital.  

Right to the last minute, Dut-
ton had insisted that Ali would not 
be brought here, but the protests and 
petitions finally won his transfer from 
Nauru to Australia. 

The lesson from both sides of the 
Pacific—that protest works—is going 
to be needed by the refugee movement 
in the weeks and months ahead. 

Albanese falls into line
For months now, Labor leader Bill 
Shorten has spelled out Labor’s posi-
tion on offshore detention. At the Vic-
torian State Labor conference Shorten 
said, “A Labor government will stop 
the boats.” He has also said repeat-

edly, perhaps most publicly on Q&A 
in June, that a future Labor govern-
ment would not place a time limit on 
offshore detention. 

Now Anthony Albanese, the 
parliamentary leader of the Labor 
left, has fallen into line. Speaking to 
Sky News in July, he agreed that the 
Coalition’s policies “have stopped 
the boats”. He also rejected calls to 
put a time limit on offshore detention, 
and repeated that asylum seekers who 
came by boat would not be allowed to 
settle in Australia.

At the national conference in 
2015, Albanese had opposed turning 
back boats, “because he himself could 
not turn back an asylum seeker boat at 
sea.” Now, it seems that is no longer a 
problem for Albanese.  

While turnbacks separated La-
bor’s left and right at the last confer-
ence, Albanese at least is now singing 
from the same song sheet. 

Albanese’s re-positioning has 
shocked some of the Labor left, but the 
differences were always minor. (Even 
in 2015 Albanese said that, “Everyone 
in Labor wants to make sure there 
aren’t turn-backs because there aren’t 
boats.”). It seems to be designed to be 
a pre-emptive strike against moves to 
debate offshore detention at Decem-
ber’s Labor national conference. 

But it also opens a bigger gap 
between the Labor leaders and the 
majority of the rank-and-file that op-
pose existing Labor policy.

There will still be a debate at 
Labor’s national conference. But it 
is very clear that Labor’s leadership 
is determined to maintain offshore 
detention on Nauru. The 2016 PNG 
Supreme Court ruling means that asy-
lum seekers can’t be sent to Manus 

Island under existing laws.  
But both Shorten and Albanese 

also say that Labor will find third 
countries for the refugees and asylum 
seekers on Manus and Nauru.

Albanese said he believed Austra-
lia could end “long-term indefinite de-
tention”. Shorten told Q&A, “I believe 
a Labor government can actually make 
sure that we don’t have to have people 
on Manus and Nauru, because we will 
prioritise resettling people.”

Labor will accept New Zealand’s 
offer to resettle 150 a year. But there is 
no “third country” that will accept the 
hundreds of people that are excluded 
from the US deal. 

Labor’s inability to resettle 
refugees from Manus and Nauru will 
further expose the tensions between 
a Labor government and the expecta-
tions of Labor supporters.  

Protests around the country will 
mark 19 July, the shameful fifth an-
niversary of Labor establishing the 
Pacific Solution II, that the Liberals 
now so viciously impose. 

The same Victorian branch of 
the CFMEU that moved to prevent a 
resolution to end offshore detention 
being debated at the state Labor con-
ference in May, has now endorsed the 
Melbourne rally, at odds with federal 
Labor policy, to end turnbacks and 
close Manus and Nauru. 

To “bring them here”, this is kind 
of grassroots opposition we will need 
to keep building over the coming 
months. Labor can no more resolve 
Manus and Nauru than the Liberals. 
But the protests and campaigning to 
get Ali to Australia shows the possibil-
ity of the campaign that can both take 
the fight to Turnbull, and to a future 
Labor government—and win.

Above: The hospital 
on Nauru has 
seriously limited 
medical services
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