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It is particularly necessary to arouse in all who 
participate in practical work, or are preparing to 
take up that work, discontent with the amateurism 
prevailing among us and an unshakable 
determination to rid ourselves of it.

Lenin, V. I. (1978) What is to be done. Moscow: 
Progress Publishers. p. 98.

This current edition of the AMR looks at two entwined 
themes, the need for engagement with the reality of 
Australian political circumstances and how best to or-
ganise the Communist Party to do that. As might be ex-
pected, our contributors argue for the validity of Marxist 
Leninist ideas in a world in which social media has be-
come a fertile ground for the politically alienated and the 
disembedded ultra-left. 

Issue 68 begins with General Secretary Bob Briton’s 
insights into the forms and content of opportunism in 
Australia today. He observes that while right opportun-
ism remains the dominant and arguably most dangerous 
form of opportunism, with the strongest grip on the trade 
union movement through social democracy and “fair 
chew of the chop” attitudes, “left” opportunism contin-
ues to be harmful. The internet and the atomisation of 
society provides a suitable breeding ground for ultra-
“left” ideas that divert possible Marxists down sectarian 
and utterly sterile paths. Making reference to Lenin’s 
critique of “left-wing infantilism”, Briton reveals the 
need to locate Communist Party praxis in the particu-
lar circumstances, and the specific struggles of our own 
political environment. Social media is an important tool 
for communication, but the material circumstances that 
surround us have to be the base for our engagement and 
not the disembedded, free-floating ultra-leftist theorising 
of the virtual world.

In contrast to contemporary opportunist trends, the 
Communist Party of Australia re-affirmed its strate-
gic Marxist-Leninist orientation at the 13th National 
Congress, held in December of last year. In “Taking 
the Party to the People”, Michael Hooper describes the 
contemporary political background of the Congress; the 
extensive work that went into preparing for the Congress 
and the Central Committee’s analysis of the domes-
tic and international situation. Ultimately, he suggests 
that the important lesson of the 13th Congress was the 
contradiction between old and new methods of work. It 
follows that a Party feeling confident enough to go out 
into the community, after a period of internal consolida-
tion, should embrace strategies that reject opportunism 

in its theoretical and practical forms and replace it with 
Communist action in the workplace and community.

Lars Ulrich Thomsen’s Class and class analysis reaf-
firms the practicality and appropriateness of Marxist 
ideas on class to changing a world dominated by the 
market. He reviews the differing approaches to class 
analysis since the 1970s, counters the ideas of late 20th 
Century utopian socialism, and argues the new circum-
stances of the globalised economy do not make the fun-
damental idea of class irrelevant as the key to countering 
monopolies.  The role of pragmatically approaching the 
existing conditions the party finds itself in, and draw-
ing upon historical examples of a “smart and flexible 
alliance policy” is proposed as fundamental to reforging  
Communist praxis.

Liu Shaoqi’s How to be a Good Communist is a clas-
sic text that always repays contemporary analysis. In his 
review and re-situation of the book from its origins in 
the Chinese struggle three quarters of a century ago to 
contemporary Australia, Michael Hooper argues that its 
advice on organisation is especially useful as the nature 
of the Australian working class becomes fundamentally 
changed due to the shift from industrial to service indus-
tries and new members join the Party without a devel-
oped class consciousness.

The re-publication of Pat Gorman’s 1978 article “Party 
building and the role of the youth” is bittersweet. It is 
disappointing that his arguments on how to develop a 
productive (and by implication empowering) role for 
young people in a Marxist-Leninst party are still un-
resolved, but encouraging that youth are increasingly 
choosing the Party as the vehicle for their revolution-
ary aspirations. He concludes with the observation that 
“youth is the base of the party of the future” a truism, 
but one that should be constantly borne in mind as the 
Party grows.

Continuing the theme of engaging with youth, during 
the first half of the year the right-wing think tank, the 
Institute of Public Affairs, promoted a series of public 
debates in the state capitals aimed at young adults, under 
the title of “Capitalism vs. Socialism”. In the final article 
of this issue, Richard Titelius reports on the debate held 
in Perth and argues for the necessity of engaging in pub-
lic debate and continually putting forward Communist 
viewpoints.

Editorial
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“Left” errors – opportunism in 
“revolutionary” camouflage

Bob Briton

Stalin was once asked by a foreign journalist where the 
greatest threat to Soviet power came from – left errors 
or right ones. He replied that it came from the ones they 
were paying least attention to. At a speech to the execu-
tive committee of the Communist International held in 
Moscow in 1926, he had this to say on the topic:

This idea of equity, of striking at the Rights and 
“ultra-Lefts” with equal intensity under all conditions 
and circumstances, is childish. It is one that no 
politician can entertain. The question of the 
fight against the Rights and “ultra-Lefts” must be 
regarded not from the standpoint of equity, but 
from the standpoint of the demands of the political 
situation, of the political requirements of the Party 
at any given moment ...

It should not be forgotten that Rights and “ultra-
Lefts” are actually twins, that consequently both 
take an opportunist stand, the difference between 
them being that whereas the Rights do not always 
conceal their opportunism, the Lefts invariably 
camouflage their opportunism with “revolutionary” 
phrases.

Stalin made a timeless and utterly valid point. Both 
“left” and right errors, if allowed to determine the policy 
of the Party, actively disarm the working class politically 
and ideologically. Lenin devoted considerable energies 
during his whole uniquely active political life to combat-
ting the open opportunism of the right – the Mensheviks 
and other unstable political forces. In later life, he was 
obliged to devote additional energies to combatting the 
“left” in the domestic and international Communist 
movement. Ironically, a lot of the “left’s” impatience 
and utterly inappropriate tactics drew inspiration from 
the epoch-making events of 1917 while completely ig-
noring the actual tactics of the Bolsheviks in leading 
revolutionary change in Russia.

Right opportunism is still by far the greatest danger to the 
Communist movement in Australia and countries with a 
similar political landscape. The modern Australian la-
bour movement has always been under the sway of so-
cial democratic ideas that never challenged the control 
of capital. Decades of increased ideological attack and 
efforts to marginalise socialist ideology have taken place 
following the introduction of the Hawke Labor govern-
ment’s Wages and Incomes Accord in 1983.

The ideological assault has been accompanied by a leg-
islative one, particularly following the election of the 
Howard Liberal government in 1996. The cumulative 
effect of all these changes has been devastating on the 
Australian working class’ expectations for progressive 
change. This is reflected in and worsened by the attitude 
of trade union leaderships committed to the narrow elec-
toral strategy of the Australian Labor Party.

Every now and then, hopes for a change of direction in 
social democratic parties are fanned. UK Labour Party 
leader Jeremy Corbyn, would-be US Democratic Party 
presidential candidate Bernie Sanders and, recently, 
Alexandria Ocasio Cortez have all fanned hope for a re-
newal of social democracy. Right opportunism has had 
an injection of hope for its failed political project.

If anybody needs a reminder of the real nature of this 
renewed interest in “socialism” from this source, a read 
of the US democratic socialists credo should suffice:

A Democratic Socialist is not a Marxist Socialist 
or a Communist. A Democratic Socialist is one 
who seeks to restrain the self-destructive excesses 
of capitalism and channel the Government’s use 
of our tax money into creating opportunities for 
everyone.

Democratic Socialists believe that both the 
economy and society should be run democratically 
– to meet public needs, not make profits for a few.

A Democratic Socialist does no want to destroy 
private corporations, but does want to bring them 
under greater democratic control. The government 
could use regulations and tax incentives to 
encourage companies to act in the public interest 
and outlaw destructive activities such as exporting 
jobs to low-wage countries and polluting our 
environment. Most of all socialists look to unions to 
make private business more accountable.

While the goals of curbing the excesses of corporations 
and strengthening unions are worthy ones and some 
progress is possible to a limited extent under capitalism, 
the idea of “greater democratic control” over private cor-
porations to any significant degree is fanciful. It ignores 
the reality of capitalist ruling class power. “Democratic 
socialists” have no intention of angering that beast or 
pressing for true, democratic working class power over 
the economy or society.
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So, while we know where this sort of thinking leads us 
(we’ve landed in our current predicament as a result of 
over a century of it in Australia), the current surge of 
“democratic socialist” notions promises more distrac-
tion from genuine socialist ideas and the possibility of 
action flowing from them. The defeat of this thinking is 
a major objective for the Communist Party of Australia 
as it seeks to inject more challenging analysis and action 
into the ACTU’s Change the Rules campaign.

“Left” errors
While right errors are more common and more danger-
ous to the labour movement in Australia at the moment, 
“left” errors are also diverting many from taking up the 
appropriate ideological and political approach. The in-
ternet has provided an audience for these dated and ster-
ile notions. To see just how dated they are, a read or re-
read of Lenin’s “ ‘Left-Wing’ Communism an Infantile 
Disorder” is recommended.

Lenin wrote the essay in 1920 about the “left-wing” 
tactics of some in the European Communist movement. 
Their petty bourgeois recipe for a short, direct route to 
a soviet republic? No participation in reactionary trade 
unions, no participation in bourgeois parliaments and 
“no compromises”, in fact pretty much the opposite of 
the tactics used by the Bolsheviks to lead the workers to 
state power.

On their road to victory the Bolsheviks had to “tack” 
(Lenin’s word), enter alliances with the Mensheviks, 
Social Revolutionaries and, for a short period, the 
bourgeois group around Peter Struve. They worked in 
reactionary trade unions and other organisations where 
the masses of workers were organised. To achieve their 
aims, they worked in a principled way combining legal 
work (for which the “lefts” had contempt) and illegal 
work. 

The “lefts” in Germany, the Netherlands and the UK 
were having none of that. Soviet power had made 
bourgeois parliaments and reactionary trade unions ir-
relevant, they said. Supporters of the Bolsheviks must 
withdraw immediately from those organisations, form 
revolutionary trade unions and (somehow) go directly to 
Soviet power in their respective countries. They opposed 
“leaders” who they said were separated from the masses, 
regardless of the merit of their leadership, in favour of 
the “masses” with whom they had even less connection. 
This attitude didn’t stop them from throwing up a batch 
of alternative, unauthentic leaders of their own, however.

Lenin pilloried these ideas. Writing about the “lefts” atti-
tude to participation in bourgeois parliaments, he wrote:

We must not regard what is obsolete to us as 
something to a class, to the masses. Here again 
we find the “Lefts” do not know how to reason, 
do not how to act as the party of a class, as the 
party of the masses. You must not sink to the level 
of the masses, to the level of the backward strata of 
the class. That is incontestable. You must tell them 
the bitter truth. You are in duty bound to call their 
bourgeois democratic prejudices for what they are 
– prejudices. But at the same time, you must soberly 
follow the actual state of the class-consciousness 
and preparedness of the entire class (and not just 
its communist vanguard), and of all the working 
people (not only their advanced elements).

It is frustrating to see the misguided notions of these 
“lefts” acquiring a new audience almost 100 years 
after the publication of “ ‘Left-Wing’ Communism: an 
Infantile Disorder” and the emphatic, practical demon-
stration of their error by the building of the world’s first 
socialist state. But today it is possible to find a flicker-
ing existence of all these deviations on the internet. The 
Industrial Workers of the World is there as a shadow of 
its turn of the twentieth century self, calling on workers 
to abandon their reactionary trade unions. All sorts of 
characters and grouplets attack the CPA for participat-
ing in elections when we muster the resources and, sup-
posedly thereby, “encourage bourgeois democratic illu-
sions”. So much for the admiration of Bolshevik tactics!

The parade of Facebook “lefts” is not without its amus-
ing side. One US-based “left” group, the Leading Light 
Communist Organisation (LLCO) puts forward the most 
“advanced” and “revolutionary” of these sterile plat-
forms. A visit to their website is an invitation to escape 
reality and settle into another world of vicarious revolu-
tionism. Point three of their ambitious (!) program sum-
marises their outlook:

We want New Socialism on a global scale – the 
Dictatorship of the Proletariat in the 21st century. 
The victory of People’s War may initially lead an 
anti-imperialist alliance of classes to topple the 
neo-colonial old powers across the Proletarian 
World, but there will be little momentum towards 
communism without a New Socialist proletarian 
dictatorship, leading with the revolutionary science 
of Leading Light Communism. The New Socialist 
regimes must unite and impose their hegemony, 
not only on the defeated neo-colonial lackeys of 
the Bourgeois World, but on the Bourgeois World 
as a whole. The Proletarian World must impose its 
dictatorship onto the Bourgeois World whether the 
Bourgeois World wants it or not.



3

AMR

No class struggle  
going on here!
According to the LLCO, the world is divided into the 
first world and the third world or, to be faithful to the 
texts, the “bourgeois world” and the “proletarian world”. 
The preference for this terminology rather than the more 
conventional one derives from the fact that the terms 
“first world” and “third world” come from Mao’s “Three 
Worlds Theory” in which the “First World” was com-
prised of the US and Soviet “superpowers”. Of these 
two, the chief enemy of the international working class 
was the USSR which, supposedly, was the most aggres-
sive “imperialism”. It claimed (supposedly falsely) to be 
socialist and thus misled many workers. LLCO recog-
nises Mao’s misguided practical support for US imperi-
alism in this later period of his influence on the politics 
of the People’s Republic of China.

While not rejecting the genuine importance of Mao, 
the group prefers the even more dogmatic views of Lin 
Biao. Their site is full of the iconography of the Cultural 
Revolution and images of other people’s revolutions. It 
is the go-to site for revolutionary fantasists. 

The seriously regrettable side of the groups minor im-
pact is that it neutralises the enthusiasm of adherents in 

countries like ours for the class struggle going on around 
them. According to Leading Light Communists, there is 
no working class in the “Bourgeois World”. They experi-
ence no exploitation. There is no class struggle going on 
here. Of course, this would be news to people actually 
working and being robbed of the wealth they produce 
in countries like Australia! Leading Light Communists 
are encouraged to wait for the inevitable uprising in the 
“Proletarian World”, where conditions are allegedly rot-
ten ripe for revolution.

One of the countries where the LLCO is apparently lead-
ing this uprising is Ghana.

Glory to our Ghanaian comrades and their 
leadership team! You have made such incredible 
progress in just one year. From your constant mass 
work, initiation of agricultural projects and rural 
education centres, your expansion into the Volta 
Region and neighbouring West African countries, 
and all around political education of the masses, it 
is awe-inspiring to see New Power sprouting from 
the seeds you planted back in 2016. You are true 
Leading Lights that are guiding humanity on the 
path to victory. Red Salute!

Readers may not be aware of this allegedly impressive 
insurgency in Ghana. Nobody else is aware of such a 

Joseph Stalin.
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thing, either! In this parallel universe of web-based revo-
lutionaries, LLCO Ghanaian comrades are conducting a 
much more impressive struggle than the New People’s 
Army of the Philippines, whose leaders have succumbed 
to defeatism and revisionism!

Speaking of leaders, the helmsmen of the LLCO are 
generally an anonymous mob. An exception was former 
leader Hector Luz who admitted to an Australian adher-
ent, when questioned about some of his recent writings:

Like with all the Leading Light articles, I wrote that 
one high on heroin and probably cocaine. I am 
not totally sure, but I think I was in a hotel room. I 
am not sure but I think I was hanging out with Emily 
at the time, a crazy girl who won some hottest 
stripper in Denver contest at Diamond Cabaret. Is 
that what you were asking? ... We on the inside 
used to call it Leading Light Cartel Organisation 
before I got I arrested on those DF2s with all those 
ounces of heroine, cocaine, MDMA. That was our 
inside joke of course ...”

Another local adherent told the author that the main 
thing “revolutionaries” in Australia could do is to send 
money to insurgents supporting LLCO. An unlikely 
plan of local members is to open night clubs to make 
profits for their projects abroad. Supposedly, “Bourgeois 
World” suckers could be fleeced by taking advantage of 
their decadent weaknesses to this glorious end. The lat-
est batch of “lefts” are a motley marginalised crew who, 
unfortunately, divert sincere people from joining the 
authentic organisations of the labour movement, chiefly 
the Communist Party.

“Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic 
facts and personages appear, so to speak, twice. He for-
got to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as 
farce,” as Marx once pointed out. So it is with the latest 
batch of “lefts” seeking to keep the working class from 
its historic tasks. The “lefts” in Lenin’s time may have 
been tragically misguided, the latest batch are farcically 
deluded.

Given the parlous state of the ideological position of main 
actors in the Australian labour movement, right errors 
remain the main danger to working class interests here. 
At the fringes, however, particularly among the youth 
for whom the internet is such a major feature of their 
social life, “left” errors are re-emerging in response. As 
Lenin noted in “ ‘Left-Wing’ Communism: an Infantile 
Disorder”, interest in things escapist and esoteric in-
creases in times of defeat and retreat of the revolutionary 
movement. It happened in Russia following the crushing 
of the revolution of 1905. The Bolsheviks held firm to 
their convictions and the application of appropriate tac-
tics. Australian Communists must do the same.
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Taking the Party to the People:  
The 13th National Congress of  
the Communist Party of Australia
Michael Hooper

Introduction
The 13th National Congress of the Communist Party of 
Australia (CPA), held in December of 2017, provided a 
golden opportunity for international observers to know 
more about the struggle of the working class in Australia 
and what direction it will take in the next few years. This 
article will briefly introduce the circumstances leading 
up to the 13th National Congress, how the Party pre-
pared to host the Congress, how the Congress was car-
ried out and the important lessons that members and ob-
servers alike can draw from this experience. Ultimately, 
the 13th National Congress represents the end of a long 
phase of retreat and consolidation following the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and the beginning of a new period 
where members turn the slogan, “Taking the Party to the 
People”, into reality.

Background to Congress
The 13th National Congress took place at a time of un-
precedented attacks on the Australian working class. 
These attacks are the culmination of three decades of 
retreat as the weakening of the Communist movement 
in Australia, due to splits, opportunism and the damage 
caused by the fall of the Soviet Union, gave the capital-
ist class a chance to go onto the offensive. The current 
offensive is characterised by growing attacks on work-
ers’ rights and unions; slashing of social services such 
as education, health and welfare; burgeoning corporate 
welfare and tax evasion. These elements are part of an 
overall process of wealth redistribution from the poor to 
the rich

The 1980s marked the beginning of the capitalist offen-
sive against organised labour in the imperialist countries. 
The Thatcher and Reagan governments of the UK and 
the US forced neo-liberalism onto their populations with 
brutally direct methods. By contrast, the Hawke Labor 
Government introduced all of the important elements of 
neo-liberalism over a ten year period by stealth. 

The Prices and Incomes Accord of 1983, a social com-
pact between the Australian Labour Party (ALP) and 
the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU), was 

offered under the false pretence that high unemploy-
ment and inflation during the 1970s and early 1980s was 
largely the result of wage rises – rises that workers had 
won through bitter struggles. Lacking the strong, class-
conscious leadership previously exerted by the CPA, the 
ACTU agreed to participate in wage restraint in return 
for the promise of automatic quarterly wage indexation 
in line with prices, which fell by the wayside after a cou-
ple of years. The Accord also promised Medicare, which 
was already Labor policy, tax cuts for workers, and im-
provements in the social wage including education.

It was claimed that “wage restraint” would lead to higher 
profits which, in turn, would be invested creating more 
jobs and improved economic conditions – the so-called 
“trickle-down” effect. The stated aim being full employ-
ment which of course never materialised, needless to say 
the higher profits did.

The Accord was based on the class collaborationist con-
cept of “co-operation with employers” or “class peace” 
in the place of class struggle. The unions co-operated 
with employers, but employers far from co-operating in 
return, heightened their attack on wages and working 
conditions.

Thus the Accord proved to be disastrous for workers and 
the union movement as real wages and union member-
ships fell. “Union density” – the percentage of workers 
who are members of their relevant trade union – fell from 
62 percent in 1954 to 15.6 percent in 2016 (Bowden 
2017). Wages growth is currently at record lows, barely 
above the level of inflation and corresponds in part to a 
lowering of expectations on the part of Australian work-
ers. Worse still, more than a decade of class collabora-
tion meant that workers and unions lost the ability to 
organise and fight for their members’ interests. Former 
ACTU president, Ged Kearney stated: “Wage restraint 
from 1983 to 1990 meant unions held back from doing 
their core work of bargaining with employers for better 
wages and conditions, and some forgot how to organise 
and are still paying the price.” (Kearney 2013)

The election of a Liberal/National Coalition government 
in 1996 under Prime Minister John Howard began an 
era of heightened attack on trade union and other dem-
ocratic rights of the working people of Australia. The 
scope for gains under the new bargaining system (“en-
terprise bargaining”) became more and more restricted. 
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Union preference and compulsory union membership 
(the “closed shop”) became illegal. Government and 
employer confrontation over pay and conditions became 
the order of the day.

Changes to the Workplace Relations Act in 2005 – the 
so-called “WorkChoices” legislation – rapidly escalated 
the war on workers’ rights. Unions’ status as the natu-
ral representative of labour was scrapped. Individual 
contracts between workers and employers (Australian 
Workplace Agreements) were encouraged in the name of 
“flexibility”. The Australian Building and Construction 
Commission (ABCC) was established to hound con-
struction unions and prevent them carrying out their 
legitimate activities. The measures were blatantly hos-
tile to workers and the ACTU mounted a very effective 
campaign against them. This assisted greatly in the elec-
tion of a Labor government with Kevin Rudd as Prime 
Minister in 2007.

Unfortunately and predictably, while Labor softened 
some of the worst aspects of “WorkChoices”, the new 
“Fair Work” framework brought forward much of the 
anti-union agenda inherited from the Coalition. The 
election of another Coalition government in 2013 took 
up where Howard left off and the consequences in terms 
of loss of effectiveness of union activity have been dev-
astating. Legislation combined with the drift to precari-
ous, casualised and contract labour have left many work-
ers in a terrible state and taken its toll on trade unionism 
in Australia.

Today, union membership is at an all-time low of 11 
percent in the private sector (Toscano 2015) and vi-
cious industrial relations instruments of the Howard-era 
such as the ABCC, rebadged with slightly limited pow-
ers and smaller penalties under Labor, have been fully 
revived and strengthened. Strikes are effectively illegal 
with “protected action” at best available during speci-
fied bargaining periods. Other essential workers’ rights, 
including right of entry for union officials, have been 
curtailed to the extent that unions are less and less able 
to perform their duties. The Australian Government’s 
tactic is to attempt to bankrupt unions by imposing enor-
mous fines on union activity. In September of last year, 
the Construction, Forestry, Energy and Mining Union 
(CFMEU) was fined $2.4 million dollars for conducting 
a 48-hour blockade of a building site (Marin-Guzman 
2017). A three day strike at a paper mill cost unions 
$101,500 in fines (Guardian (Workers’ Weekly) “Unions 
Fined”, 2017) while unionists were fined roughly 
$50,000 for a strike provoked by a company firing a 
union delegate.

Members of particularly militant unions, such as the 
CFMEU, are singled out for special draconian treat-
ment. Construction workers and union officials carrying 

out necessary union activity can be summoned to secret 
interrogations where they are forced to give testimony or 
face six months in prison. Workers who fail to attend and 
give evidence, or tell anyone they were summoned, also 
face imprisonment or massive fines on trade unions and 
individual members and officials.

Not content to harass union members with secret police, 
jail-time and huge fines, the Australian Government 
spent $46 million on a Royal Commission into trade 
union “corruption”. The media, loyal to their class mas-
ters, broadcast story after story about supposed cases 
of union corruption, spreading the myth that unions are 
composed of corrupt thugs who serve only their own 
interests, while completely ignoring how pathetic the 
evidence against unions was and the obviously political 
aims of the proceedings (Long 2015). Despite sitting for 
189 days, hearing 512 witnesses, charging 40 officials 
and workers organisations with crimes and claiming that 
union misconduct was “widespread and deep-seated” 
(Doyle & Conifer 2015), only a single official was actu-
ally convicted of wrong-doing (Karp 2016). In its final 
report, the Commission recommended that courts, and 
in the case of the CFMEU, parliament, have the right 
to dismiss any official of a union from their position 
and proposed much harsher penalties, controls and ac-
counting requirements on already overburdened unions 
(Jackson 2016).

As unions reel from these constant attacks, workers’ 
wages continue to stagnate, working conditions worsen 
and work itself becomes more and more precarious. As 
of 2017, annual wage growth was 1.9 percent, the low-
est figure since the Australian Bureau of Statistics start-
ing measurements in the 1990s (Janda 2017, Hutchens 
2017), the median household income in 2015 was rough-
ly $1000 less than in 2009 (Wilkins 2017 p.29) and in-
flation outpaced wage growth at 2.1 percent (Hutchens 
2017). In a recent controversial move, the penalty rates 
of the most vulnerable workers were cut, potentially 
costing those workers up to $6000 a year in lost wages 
(Younger 2017). Professor John Buchanan, from the 
University of Sydney business school, stated: “None of 
this stuff is an accident; we have had a 30-year attack on 
labour standards. Workers’ wages have only ever kept up 
with productivity when they have strong collective voic-
es.” (Patty 2017). Attacks on unions and workers’ rights 
don’t just cost workers financially, it also costs lives. 
Statistics from SafeWork Australia, a government body 
that monitors workplace safety, showed that the number 
of deaths on construction sites spiked dramatically with 
the original introduction of the anti-union ABCC in 
2005 and fell after its provisions were weakened in 2012 
(Keane 2016). This was because unions and safety reps 
were better able to do their job.

Construction unions do not need special laws or body 
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such as the ABCC to curb their ability to ensure work-
place safety or enforcement of workers’ rights and enti-
tlements. The ABCC in effect not only hounds workers 
and their unions, but protects employers who neglect 
safety regulations, put lives at risk and do not pay work-
ers’ their full entitlements.

Ever-decreasing real living and working conditions are 
only the most obvious manifestation of capitalism’s war 
on working people in Australia. The other major trait is 
the blatant transfer of wealth from workers to capitalists. 
Public education, health and welfare are being under-
mined to provide tax cuts and welfare for rich individu-
als and corporations. 

The trend of redistribution to the rich continues with the 
current government’s long-term tax plan that seeks to 
introduce a “flat-tax” instead of a progressive tax (Pha 
“Budget 2018-19” 2018). The result would be a $7,225 a 
year tax cut for the rich and a $200 a year cut for those in 
the lowest tax bracket (Pha “Budget 2018-19” 2018). The 
Coalition government is seeking a five percent reduction 
of the corporate tax rate to 25 percent (Coorey 2018), but 
has so far failed to get it through the Senate. The plan to 
reduce the corporate tax rate would have cost the federal 
budget -0$65 billion over 10 years (Goethe-Snape 2018) 
while the “flat tax” plan is expected to cost $140 billion 
over the same period (Irvine 2018). The poorest workers 
will be expected to shoulder a greater proportion of the 
tax burden while the rich avoid their responsibilities.

The advertised tax rates don’t tell the full story since 
both corporations and rich individuals take advantage 
of a range of concessions to further reduce their con-
tributions.  According to research conducted by the Per 
Capita think tank, “the cost of foregone tax revenue 
from the richest 20 percent of Australians is over AU$68 
billion per annum. That’s around $37 a week from every 
worker in the country” (Pha “Budget 2018-19” 2018). 
Meanwhile, according to Australian Taxation Office 
data, 36 percent of the 2000 largest corporations operat-
ing in Australia paid zero corporate income tax (ATO 
2018). Among this list are many subsidiaries of major 
Chinese state owned enterprises (SoEs) such as Sinopec, 
CITIC, CNOOC and Sinosteel (ATO 2018). While cor-
porations enjoy Australian government generosity, ben-
efits for the poor are slashed.

Although funding for welfare, public education and 
health are occasionally increased by token amounts in 
specific sectors to win votes during an election cycle, 
overall they are gradually being defunded. According to 
Anna Pha: “Over the past four budgets, the government 
has cut $15 billion from social security and commu-
nity services” (Pha “Budget 2018-19”). Applicants for 
social insurance are subjected to increasingly punish-
ing requirements to receive support that is increasingly 

inadequate. For example, new “waiting periods” have 
been introduced to force applicants for welfare to drain 
their savings before receiving help. Applicants are also 
punished for moving to a location with less employ-
ment prospects or for receiving a redundancy payment. 
In the 2018 Federal Budget, the government announced 
it would embark on another round of “robodebt” col-
lection with the aim of extracting $300 million in al-
leged over-payments from welfare recipients (Guardian 
(Workers’ Weekly) “Coalition Launches ...” 2018). The 
last round was extremely controversial for its false posi-
tive rate, the climate of fear it generated and the people 
it intimidated into paying debts they didn’t owe (Towell 
2017). This is a visceral example of extracting money 
from the desperate poor through brutal means to “bal-
ance the budget” after generously gifting billions to the 
rich. Another example of this process is the plunder of 
public schools to fund private schools.

According to the Australian Education Union’s Federal 
President, Correna Haythorpe, $1.9 billion was stripped 
from public schools for the 2018-2019 period and they 
will receive zero federal capital funds for class room 
upgrades or construction (N/A “Budget fails” 2018). 
Suspiciously, the federal government allocated $1.9 bil-
lion to private schools for capital funds! In 2017 alone, 
$177 million was cut from vocational education while 
public school students with disabilities in the Northern 
Territory and Tasmania will receive 35 and 45 percent 
less respectively (N/A “Budget fails” 2018). Now, 60 
percent of all federal school funding supports private 
schools (Ed. 2018). Rich private schools are receiving 
millions of dollars of federal and state funding to build 
extravagant facilities while the federal government’s cur-
rent plan will, as Haythorpe stated: “… leave 87 percent 
of public schools below the national Schooling Resource 
Standard by 2023” (N/A “Budget fails” 2018). A similar 
process of undermining public provision in favour of the 
private sector is occurring in health. 

Healthcare is another area where the transfer of wealth 
from the poor to the rich is plain to see. Dr Woodruff of 
the Doctors Reform Society described the government’s 
intentions well when he stated: “Whilst busy giving 
tax cuts to millionaires and tax evading corporations, 
the Federal Government underfunds public hospitals 
and primary, dental, and mental health care in its con-
tinuing ideological plan to increase private health care.” 
(Woodruff & Costa 2018). The public system is increas-
ingly becoming “user pays” as patient contributions for 
prescription medicines rise and the rebate on doctors’ 
fees fell from 85 percent of the recommended fee when 
Medicare was first introduced to the current 50 percent 
(Pha “Election 2018 Medicare” 2018). 

However rather than just defunding public healthcare, 
the Australian Government also uses public money to 
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subsidise private healthcare despite the fact that private 
healthcare delivers fewer health benefits to the popula-
tion at a greater cost. The Federal Government spends 
$11 billion a year subsidising private health insurance 
(Menadue 2017). Meanwhile, administration of the pri-
vate system costs three times more than the public system 
(Menadue 2017). Premiums on policies have increased 
150 percent since 1999 even though the consumer price 
index (CPI) only increased 60 percent (Menadue 2017). 
Before tax, private health insurance companies made a 
profit of $1.8 billion after costing Australians $4 billion 
in excess costs over the benefits provided by their insur-
ance policies (Jericho 2018). 2018’s predicted average 
premium increase of 3.95 percent is still higher than CPI 
and wages growth (Jericho 2018). In a submission to a 
2017 senate inquiry, the Australian Medical Association 
stated: “The shift to a full-profit industry has created 
the need to ensure that there are sufficient profits to 
allow a return to shareholders. This is driving much of 
the growth in increased premiums.” (Jericho 2018). In 
search of increased profits, insurance companies have 
been offering increasingly complicated insurance prod-
ucts that include more “out of pocket” expenses and 
co-payments. Australians are paying higher premiums 
for less cover and are paying outrageously inflated treat-
ment costs to doctors and surgeons enjoying the privi-
leges of an increasingly privatised healthcare system. 
The Australian Government supports these practices by 
pushing the population, through carrot and stick meth-
ods, to buy private health insurance.

Beginning in the year 2000, the Federal Government, 
regardless of the party in power, has threatened residents 
into purchasing public health insurance at an earlier age. 
The “Lifetime Health Cover” initiative requires people 
to take out private hospital cover by the age of 31 other-
wise they will be charged an additional two percent for 
their future private health insurance for every year past 
the deadline. For example, if one buys private health 
insurance when they are fifty, they will need to pay 40 
percent more as a penalty. This move stopped the decline 
in private health cover caused by the creation of the pub-
lic health system and boosted profits for private health 
companies as young people who don’t make claims are 
much better customers than older people who are more 
likely to require treatment (Jericho 2018). 

The 13th National Congress was held while this offen-
sive against the working people and their conditions was 
taking place. Delegates were keenly aware of the prob-
lems facing the Australian working class and viewed 
the Congress as an opportunity to rally the Party for the 
struggle against the ruling class’ assault. 

The availability of public data 
regarding the Communist 
Party of Australia
When trying to discuss the internal life of the Communist 
Party of Australia, it is important for readers to under-
stand the Party’s attitude to security. Although the CPA 
is currently able to operate openly in Australian society 
with minimal official harassment or interference, this 
hasn’t always been the case. The current conventions 
regarding security were established by a generation of 
members who lived through a time when the Party was 
threatened with illegality. The Liberal Party government 
of Robert Menzies banned the CPA in 1940 and again in 
1950, although both bans were short-lived due to con-
stitutional challenges in the High Court. In response, 
Menzies called a national referendum to alter the con-
stitution so that banning the Communist Party would 
be legal. Tireless campaigning by the CPA, unions and 
some social democrats narrowly defeated the proposed 
amendment, with a total “No” vote of 50.56 percent! 
This was achieved at a time when popular support for 
the Party was at a high point, partly as a result of the 
sacrifices of the Soviet Union in defeating fascism. If 
such a referendum was to be held today, the chances of a 
positive outcome are much less certain.

The CPA’s brushes with illegality, combined with regu-
lar police harassment, infiltration and constant surveil-
lance bred a healthy concern for the security of Party 
organisations and the safety of members. Comrades who 
lived through the bans and subsequent harassment later 
shaped the security culture of the Party and influenced 
following generations of Party leaders. As a result, the 
CPA has maintained relatively strict conventions re-
garding communications and membership information. 
However, as these are conventions rather than strictly 
defined policies, individual members adhere to them in 
varying degrees depending on their own self-discipline.

Bearing this in mind, it is understandable why so many 
basic details about the CPA such as the number of Party 
members, information about these members and their 
specific contributions to Congress are considered Party 
secrets. 

Preparation for Congress
The 13th National Congress was the culmination of a 
one and a half year long democratic centralist process 
where Party organisations from the grassroots level up 
participated. Although the Central Committee and the 
Preparatory Committee played the leading roles in organ-
ising the Congress, the entire membership of the Party 
participated through branch discussions, submission of 
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amendments to Congress documents and in internal dis-
cussion journals. 

The journey to Congress began in April of 2016 when the 
Central Committee Executive (CCE) met and developed 
a timeline for Congress preparations and considered areas 
of the Constitution, Program and Political Resolutions 
that required changing. Between then and May of 2017, 
the CCE and the broader Central Committee drafted, 
discussed and redrafted potential changes to these docu-
ments. Party members with expertise in specific fields 
were also invited to assist in the initial drafting period. 
With the appointment of the Preparatory Committee, 
the Central Committee’s proposed Congress documents 
were sent to all Party organisations and branches for 
consideration.

From May to June, branches held meetings to discuss the 
proposed Congress documents and to suggest additions, 
alterations and deletions. Every member was involved 
in this process and was able to voice their opinions. 
Following frank discussions, members voted on the pro-
posals made in their branches and then submitted them 
to the next highest Party body. Higher Party bodies then 
reviewed changes and either accepted or rejected them. 
This process culminated in August with the holding of 
State and District Conferences where such higher bodies 
exist. At the conferences, the relevant Committees sub-
mitted all the proposed changes to Congress documents 
indicating which ones they recommended for adoption 
by the delegates.

Upon conclusion of the various State Conferences and 
branches in other areas, the results were sent to the Central 
Committee for consideration. In this final phase, the 
Central Committee exercised its right to accept or reject 
the proposed amendments, additions and deletions from 
lower bodies. A final version of the Congress documents 
was then compiled from all of the accepted changes. 
This is the version that delegates to the Congress would 
receive. Of course, during the whole amendment proc-
ess, the Preparatory Committee was busy dealing with 
all of the practical organisational issues  for Congress 
while the Central Committee compiled a report on its 
work since the last Congress.

The participation of the general membership wasn’t lim-
ited to the discussion and suggestion of amendments to 
Congress documents. Members were also invited to con-
tribute to discussion journals. Discussion journals are a 
special opportunity for individual members to write and 
share substantive articles regarding any element of Party 
policy or work with the rest of the membership. The con-
tent of these articles is not bound by Party policy. The 
only requirement is that authors do not engage in per-
sonal attacks. Because of the sensitive nature of the arti-
cles, discussion journals are strictly internal documents, 

however it can be revealed that the topics discussed 
cover a wide variety of interests ranging from the theo-
retical to the tactical and policy-focused to practice-
focused. In the lead up to the 13th National Congress, 
a higher number of discussion journals than usual were 
produced, demonstrating the growing engagement of 
members in the internal life of the Party.

Specifics of Congress
After a year and a half of Party-wide democratic partici-
pation and preparation, the 13th National Congress of 
the Communist Party of Australia opened. Delegates and 
observers from all over Australia travelled to Sydney for 
the three-day event where the new Central Committee 
was elected; changes to the Constitution, Program and 
Political Resolutions were accepted; important issues for 
the Party’s future were debated; and numerous reports 
were delivered. 

The meetings that made up the National Congress 
were held at the New South Wales headquarters of the 
CFMEU in Sydney. This choice of location was a fit-
ting tribute to the close historical relationship between 
the Party and the militant trade union movement as it is 
communists who lead these unions during their greatest 
struggles. Congress delegates and observers would have 
recognised the portraits of great CFMEU union activists 
hanging in the corridors of the venue – because those 
figures were CPA members! The connection between 
unions and the Party is not merely historical, as the CPA 
is endeavouring to build an ever-strengthening alliance 
with unions, to restore and build more ties, to fight back 
against the current onslaught by capital against the rights 
and conditions of workers. Today, the bond must become 
stronger than ever before.

To attend the Congress, participants had to be either 
elected delegates or approved observers. According to 
Rule 11 (b) of the CPA’s Constitution: “Delegates to 
the Party National Congress shall consist of members 
of the outgoing Central Committee and of delegates 
elected by State or District Conferences, or where de-
cided by the Central Committee, directly by Branches.” 
(N/A “Constitution” 2017 p.9). The Constitution also 
requires that members seeking to be elected as del-
egates can prove that they have been members for 12 
consecutive months and have paid all party dues (N/A 
“Constitution” 2017 p.17). Although not directly stated 
in the Constitution, the CPA convention is that delegates 
should not see themselves as representatives of their 
state or their specific branch. In the spirit of democratic 
centralism and Leninist norms, delegates should be cho-
sen because they are considered to be the most capable 
members who can be trusted to make the best decisions 
for the benefit of the whole Party and the working class. 
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Party members who do not meet the above requirements 
and were not elected to be delegates were still able to at-
tend as observers. However, the Central Committee de-
cided that in order to be eligible as an observer, members 
must have no outstanding debts to the Party. Non-CPA 
members were not allowed to attend, even as observers, 
except for the special public function held on the first 
evening of Congress. 

The first order of business for the opening day of the 
National Congress was the election of the Presiding 
Committee and the various cadres necessary to ensure 
the smooth running of Congress affairs. The outgoing 
CCE was duly elected as the Presiding Committee, how-
ever much debate took place regarding the selection of 
the nominations committee. The nominations committee 
plays an important role in the selection process for a new 
Central Committee and, if insufficient attention is paid 
to the dangers, can be a target for opportunists seeking 
to undermine democratic centralist principles. With all 
positions filled, the next task of Congress was to hear the 
outgoing Central Committee’s report. 

Report of the outgoing  
Central Committee
The Central Committee’s report, given by General 
Secretary Bob Briton, outlined the key features of the 
domestic and global political situation relevant to the 
Party’s work as well as identified the general direction 
of the CPA’s political work and where attention should 
be paid in future. The overall position of the report was 
that the CPA is entering a qualitatively new phase. The 
previous phase of recovery and reconstruction marked 
by the last two Congresses is coming to an end and a 
new phase of public engagement and emergence is be-
ginning. Therefore, the Central Committee decided on 
the Congress slogan: “Taking the Party to the People”. 

The text of the Central Committee’s report will not be 
published publicly. It is considered an internal docu-
ment and mainly focuses on the internal work of the 
Party. However, the author of this paper can describe 
in broad terms the content of the report that relates to 
the international and domestic situations and the Central 
Committee’s analysis of which trends are the most 
important. 

In regard to the international situation, the report identi-
fied three major issues. In the spirit of the 100th anniver-
sary of the October Revolution, the General Secretary 
emphasised the effect that the demise of the Soviet 
Union has had on the international situation. Without the 
Socialist World, U.S imperialism has pillaged the globe 
almost unchecked. This has culminated in the interna-
tional situation we see today. As U.S hegemony is being 

challenged in various quarters, U.S imperialism is grow-
ing ever more reckless and aggressive. This can be seen 
in its attacks on Syria, constant warmongering against 
Russia and its intensifying attacks on the Left interna-
tionally, including the coup in Brazil, constant sabo-
tage in Venezuela and provocations against the DPRK. 
Political forces on the Right, previously considered too 
extreme or unpalatable, are experiencing a major resur-
gence within countries around the world. These three 
issues combined define the international situation that 
Communists in individual countries must face. In the 
face of these challenges, the Central Committee stated 
that the immediate task of the international communist 
movement is to rebuild an international mass peace 
movement to oppose the growing drive to war. 

The Central Committee’s report noted that the domestic 
situation in Australia reflects the international scene as 
workers’ conditions and rights deteriorate while right-
wing populist parties gain in power on the back of a 
growing tide of racism. 

The General Secretary emphasised the deteriorating 
working conditions of Australians. He stated: “Precarious 
jobs are predominant in the limited number of jobs being 
created in the troubled economy. Zero-hour contracts 
are common as are underpayment and non-payment of 
wages – wage theft.” Although workers’ are resisting, 
the ability to do so is constantly being undermined.

The report identified different mechanisms that are being 
used in this capacity. The most obvious means are the 
increasingly draconian anti-union laws, especially in the 
construction industry, that have now made strike action 
illegal in virtually all cases. The media and politicized 
courts cooperate to smear unions with specious claims 
of corruption. Aside from the obvious legal and ideo-
logical assaults, General Secretary Briton also identified 
other threats to the conditions of working people includ-
ing the use of overseas labour on temporary visas to un-
dercut local wages, and automation leading to greater 
unemployment and a higher rate of exploitation for the 
remaining workers. 

The Central Committee noted that workers’ frustration 
at their worsening situation is being channelled into rac-
ism and xenophobia, which racist, right populist parties 
such as “Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party” have used 
to win seats in state and federal parliaments. Although 
Australia has a long and dark history of systemic rac-
ism, there have been a growing number of attacks, with 
the report noting that Muslims and recently-arrived 
migrants are now targeted by racist groups. The report 
also mentioned the Australian Government’s captivity to 
the fossil fuel lobby and its continued resistance to in-
ternational efforts to control greenhouse gas emissions. 
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To this end, anti-science attitudes, particularly climate 
change scepticism, have been encouraged.

Although there are many other specific issues facing the 
Australian people, the Central Committee identified the 
“…ruling class’ war on workers and their trade unions” 
as “The most pressing direct challenge to the working 
class…”. It is this threat domestically, and the threat 
of war internationally, that the Communist Party of 
Australia will attempt to unite the working class around 
in their struggles over the coming five years. 

Following Bob Briton’s speech, reports were delivered 
regarding amendments to the three central documents of 
the Party; the Constitution, the Program and the Political 
Resolution. The Party Program was updated to include 
a more thorough analysis of the role of emerging pow-
ers like China, Russia and India. Up-to-date information 
about domestic political and economic circumstances 
was added. However, the Party’s basic position and core 
principles have not changed.

The main task of the second day of the National Congress 
was the election of the new Central Committee. A spe-
cial closed session, which only delegates to the Congress 
and members of the outgoing Central Committee were 
allowed to attend, was held to explain the voting process 
and to allow for additional nominations and endorsement 
of candidates. At this session, the nominations commit-
tee presented a list of 19 candidates for election to the 
19 positions on the new Central Committee. Following 
the report by the nominations committee, delegates were 
able to suggest new names to be added to the ballot. 
After intense discussion, three new names were added. 
Once preparations were completed, delegates cast their 
votes in a secret ballot to determine the composition 
of the new Central Committee. The ballots presented 
to delegates included all of the names provided by the 
nominations committee and then, below a line, the extra 
names endorsed by the Congress. Delegates cast their 
votes in a secret ballot by crossing out the names of the 
nominees they did not want until only 19 names were 
left on the ballot paper. Delegates could cross out more 
names and add additional names if they so wished. Once 
the voting finished, observers were allowed to return and 
discussions resumed until the results were announced 
and members of the incoming Central Committee left 
for their first meeting.

The final day of the Congress focused on considering 
and adopting the three core documents of the Party, a 
meeting for young delegates and observers, and discus-
sion and adoption of special resolutions. Six special 
resolutions were raised at the Congress and all five were 
adopted. The first two demonstrated the Party’s com-
mitment to supporting struggles of the working class in 

Australia while the other four showed an internationalist 
spirit in supporting fraternal parties. 

The first of the domestic resolutions encouraged Party 
members to support the First Nations Workers Alliance, 
an organisation which is struggling to ensure that aborig-
inal workers in a federal government-run employment 
project receive the same rights other Australians receive. 
The second resolution supported coal miners who have 
been locked out for over six months because they re-
fused to accept new contracts that stripped away their 
rights and the ability of unions to maintain safe working 
conditions. The four international resolutions expressed 
solidarity with Cuba, the working people of Honduras, 
the Communist Party of Poland and the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea who are all facing their own 
difficult struggles.

A feature of the Congresses held by the Communist Party 
of Australia is the speeches and discussions of delegates. 
During the three day event, delegate speeches allowed 
comrades the chance to share issues that were important 
to themselves and their branch members. Since it was 
an excellent opportunity for members from across the 
nation to meet, comrades were eager to share their expe-
riences and learn from the work of other branches. The 
13th National Congress was no exception to this tradi-
tion as delegate speeches and discussions made up the 
majority of the agenda outside of electing the incoming 
Central Committee and adoption of main documents. 
No official written record exists of what delegates said 
or how others reacted. This privacy allows delegates to 
speak their minds and for those in attendance to benefit 
from the frank discussion that follows. While there is no 
formal record, there is also no prohibition on recount-
ing, in general terms, what was discussed or publishing 
a contribution where the comrade is in agreement.

Although delegates spoke on a wide-range of issues, the 
two overwhelming foci of speeches were the topics of 
trade unions and Party work. These two topics were like-
ly so popular for a couple of reasons. Firstly, the focus 
of the previous and new periods of Party work; secondly 
the significant numbers of union delegates, organisers 
and officials in attendance at the Congress; and thirdly 
the importance of workers’ rights and the role of unions 
in the new period. 

The slogan of the 12th National Congress of the CPA 
was: “United and Active for a Socialist Australia”. 
It represented a period of internal reorganization, re-
training and reorienting of the Party and its membership. 
This process, although achieved unevenly within the or-
ganisation, was largely successful. The 13th Congress 
officially recognised these achievements and turned the 
Party’s attention outward with the new slogan “Taking 
the Party to the people”. In this context, it is no wonder 
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that delegates to the 13th Congress paid close attention 
to questions of inner-Party work, achievements in lo-
calities and how to reorient towards accomplishing new 
goals. 

The Communist Party of Australia maintains a high pro-
portion of members hailing from the industrial working 
class. This is especially significant considering the de-
industrialisation of the Australian economy beginning 
with the Hawke Labor government. These members 
join relevant unions and, through their consistent class 
conscious stand and tireless work for the proletariat, are 
often chosen by fellow workers as union representatives. 
Whether as shop stewards, delegates or direct employ-
ees of trade unions, Communist Party members work to 
raise the class consciousness of workers and better serve 
workers’ interests. With a high proportion of delegates 
coming from this background, it should come as no sur-
prise that unions and the work of CPA members within 
them were a key topic of discussion.

Finally, the importance of trade unions and their role in 
defending the rights of workers, especially in the cur-
rent context of the ruling class’ increasing attacks, can 
account for the popularity of this topic at the most re-
cent Congress. There is a keen awareness among the 
members of the CPA that the current downward trend in 
the levels of membership and action on the part of trade 
unions poses a grave threat to the future wellbeing and 
organisational capacity of the Australian working class. 
CPA members must be in the forefront of turning this 
trend around. 

Results and Lessons
At the Congress, the incoming Central Committee was 
expanded significantly; representatives of the youth 
within the Party were subsequently elected; the Program 
and Constitution were updated and a Political Resolution 
was adopted. The Party’s focus on workers’ rights and 
the trade union movement were emphasised. However, 
the Congress didn’t establish much in the way of new 
policy, but rather reinforced the strategy and focuses that 
members had already identified as necessary through the 
course of their own struggles. This Congress is nota-
ble not for its policy documents but because of recent 
changes in the Party that were made clear during pro-
ceedings. It laid bare the central contradiction between 
new and old methods, and showed the major growth and 
improvements that took place since the 12th National 
Congress.

To understand the significance of the new trends, it is 
necessary to comprehend the serious historic difficulties 
of CPA inner-party life. These realities include the harm-
ful effects of deeply-ingrained bourgeois liberalism in 

the psyche of many members; new online habits; inter-
generational changes; and the difficulty of reaching a 
critical mass of members and finances to achieve politi-
cal projects. Out of this list, bourgeois liberalism is the 
most damaging trend.

No one should be surprised that in an imperialist coun-
try with an extremely well developed and sophisticated 
propaganda system like Australia, Communist Party 
members are still afflicted with elements of bourgeois 
thought. In the case of these members, it isn’t the po-
litical positions of the bourgeoisie that cloud their 
minds but rather their prejudices and personal attitudes. 
The behaviour criticised by Mao Zedong, in “Combat 
Liberalism” was unfortunately all too common, espe-
cially the unprincipled elevation of one’s own desires 
over the collective need of the Party. 

However, since the 12th National Congress, this situation 
has already begun to change. Initiatives at the grass roots 
level in numerous branches have drastically reduced the 
stranglehold of liberal habits on inner-party life. Where 
rectification has taken place, members now demonstrate 
much greater discipline and engage in inner-party life in 
a truly Leninist way. Their initiative has been awoken 
and branch life thrives. Examples of this revival can be 
seen in the states of Western and South Australia, where, 
after successful rectification efforts, membership num-
bers are growing rapidly. Two Sydney Branches have 
also recruited significant numbers of younger members 
who have been very active in Party work. In Adelaide 
alone, the active membership of the largest branch dou-
bled in a year and tripled over two years. These branches 
are recruiting young, dedicated, highly skilled and polit-
ically conscious people rather than politically unsuitable 
misfits too often accepted out of desperation in the past. 
The social influence of these branches is also growing 
as comrades join social organisations and win members 
over to the Party’s policies. They are now also establish-
ing their own organisations, such as community union 
defence leagues and university clubs to improve the 
Party’s ability to lead the masses. The political quality 
of members in these branches, especially their ability to 
apply Marxism-Leninism critically to Australian reality, 
has improved considerably. 

Unfortunately, this trend has yet to reveal itself across 
the country. Some members’ behaviour accords with 
Mao’s eleven point list of liberalism and, so far, they 
steadfastly refuse to change their opportunist behaviour. 
Aside from liberalism, the other key opportunist trend 
among these comrades is the narrow-trade union out-
look and the dragging of bad habits from the trade union 
movement into the party.

The 13th National Congress demonstrated to all par-
ticipants the existence and relative strength of two 
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competing trends within the CPA – a dynamic, growing 
membership of Marxist-Leninists and a declining group 
of opportunists. 

Conclusion
The 13th National Congress of the Communist Party of 
Australia took place in the midst of a prolonged assault 
by the ruling class on the working class. A major redis-
tribution of wealth is occurring from working people to 
the rich and the working class’ conditions and ability to 
organise are being undermined. Unions and other or-
ganisations of the working class are weaker than at any 
other period in living memory. The situation shows that 
what is needed is a strong communist party.

The Congress showed that, after almost two decades of 
limited success, the CPA is finally emerging as a fight-
ing organisation with a chance at providing leadership to 
unions and other left-wing forces. The Party, the incom-
ing Central Committee and the membership are aware 

of their historic tasks and have identified the key issues 
facing the Australian working class in the current period. 
The fullest discussion has taken place internally and the 
membership is united around the need to “take the Party 
to the people”. 

The Congress was successful in demonstrating the bank-
ruptcy of certain opportunist trends in the Party. These 
trends include a liberal one that shies away from activity 
in the workplace and the community and another im-
porting social democrat-style politicking into the Party. 
Indications are that healthy new forces recently recruited 
to the Party and the expected influx of younger members 
will be imbued with proper Marxist-Leninist methods of 
work. Enthusiasm for greater professionalism in every 
aspect of the Party’s work would have received encour-
agement from the work and outcomes of the Congress. 
The task before the new Central Committee in the cur-
rent period is to harness the results of recent years of 
Party building to take the Party to the people and rally 
the working class to fight back against the ruling class’ 
offensive.
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Class and class analysis

Lars Ulrik Thomsen

Editorial Note: This article is a collective work 
based on a debate on the Editorial Board of 
Communist Review, Britain. It was printed 
for the first time in Communist Review No. 
88, 2018.

“Thoughts live easily together, yet in space things 
push harshly against each other”

Schiller, Wallenstein

The ideological struggle plays an increasingly important 
role in the class struggle today. The strengthening and 
elaboration of the ideological unity of the communist 
movement, is one of the most important ways to bring 
new progress to the labour movement. Instead of high-
lighting the differences, we must seek unity about all 
that unites by using the method of unity in action. This 
also applies to class analysis.

Class analysis and class theory is indispensable for 
any communist party. Without theory and analysis of 
social conditions, it is impossible to determine a politi-
cal course that leads to progress. It is incredibly easy, 
in today’s media-driven society, to be a victim of any 
kind of voluntarism and spontaneity. In his first major 
work, What is to be Done?, Lenin elucidated the signifi-
cance of theory and the need to overcome voluntarism 
In the labour movement.1 It was a process that 15 years 
later secured victory for the Russian Bolsheviks in the 
October Revolution. These experiences not only relate 
to Russia, but are fundamental guidelines for all revolu-
tionaries once adapted to existing conditions.

Class analysis
The issue of class analysis took almost a religious char-
acter in the late 1980s. The Scientific and Technical 
Revolution caused changes in the production process, 
and in society as well, and these formed the material 
basis for the discussions. Among the participants in the 
debate were several who thought that we were moving 
away from the old-type production community, towards 
a knowledge society or post-industrial society, as it was 
termed. These theories would later form the basis for a 
new trend in the labour movement, the so-called “New 

1	 V I Lenin, Selected Works, Vol 1, pp 119-271.

Left”. In fact the ideas were not new, but a revival of 
utopian socialism in new forms. The great advantage of 
Marxism is its scientific outlook in all aspects of life, 
whereas the utopian outlook is an idealist view hoping to 
convince the ruling classes of a more reasonable policy. 
It is like asking a bear to become a house pet.

There are still a number of issues that require clarifica-
tion, including the following subjects:

•  What is the impact on class analysis of the changes in 
the internationalisation of production?

•  How do we create a greater degree of cooperation across 
borders, which can curb the monopolies and the domina-
tion of finance capital?

•  How do we strengthen internationalism in the commu-
nist movement?

There are features in our current society that are point-
ing towards socialism, including the internationalisa-
tion of production and enhanced international coopera-
tion in regional groupings, such as the EU, the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the Latin 
American and Caribbean Economic System (SELA), the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) etc. 
But as things stand now, this internationalisation does 
not happen for the benefit of the people, but solely to 
promote capital accumulation and its concentration.

The efforts of the monopolies, and capitalism in general, 
promote a competitive society with “winners and los-
ers”, including a tremendously rich upper class and an 
increasingly impoverished underclass.

This development is not a law of nature. It can be bro-
ken if the labour movement and the communist parties 
are able to develop closer cooperation than is the case 
today. This is the objective for a renewed debate on class 
analysis. 

The kind of society we are working towards is what 
Marx and Engels called “the society of freedom”, where 
we go from the domination of the blind law of the mar-
ket to a society governed by strict control and account-
ing of all values in society.2 A society where equal coop-
eration is achieved – nationally and internationally – is 
of paramount importance and an objective goal for the 
international labour movement.

2	 K Marx and F Engels, Selected Works, Vol 1, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 
1969, pp 98-137.
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Contradictions in capitalism
The fundamental contradiction in capitalism is that be-
tween labour and capital. In the 1970s, the other main 
contradictions were between:

•  the state monopoly capitalist system and the interests of 
the people;

•  monopoly interests in different imperialist countries;
•  imperialist integration and national democratic interests;
•  capitalism and socialism;
•  the interests of imperialism and those of humanity as a 

whole.
Today, class relations have changed, because since the 
counter-revolution of 1989 we have been living in a pe-
riod of reaction, with intensified competition between 
the monopolies. Also, Russia must be added as a new el-
ement to the opposition between the imperialist powers. 
With regard to the final bullet point, the climate crisis, 
imperialist wars and the great refugee and hunger prob-
lems have all worsened in the 21st Century.

Understanding all these contradictions and how they are 
solved is crucial for a current class analysis. The task 
therefore consists in showing the dialectical connections 
between them and prioritising which takes precedence 
over the others.

As a consequence of the 2007-08 financial crisis, the rel-
ative unity of the imperialist powers has been replaced 
by obvious and serious contradictions. The picture of 
imperialism is more and more reminiscent of the 1930s 
trade war and protectionism. This development means 
a sharpening of the wars in Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa. It means increased military spending, at the ex-
pense of social and educational budgets.

In this restructuring of capitalism, right-wing populism 
and fascism play an important role. They are used to 
split the labour movement and impede the struggle of 
the democratic forces against the cut-backs in social 
welfare.

In this connection, the contradiction between imperial-
ist integration and national interests is of particular sig-
nificance.3 From a development with centripetal forces, 
the tendency today has shifted towards domination by 
centrifugal forces. The working class has an objective 
interest in supporting this development towards national 
self-determination.

3	 This is the main link in the chain, because of the direct impact on people’s 
standard of living.

Critique of Marxism
When analysing class relations at the national level, 
many claim that Marxism is obsolete and that it does 
not give a true picture of societal development. But the 
question is whether one can only look at these relation-
ships within a national framework?

The monopolies method of controlling production is 
significantly different from the 1970s. They move pro-
duction according to the highest profitability, and geo-
graphical distances no longer play any significant role.

Therefore, to get a true picture of class relationships, it is 
crucial to include most countries and their economic and 
political development in the analysis. If you close a car 
factory in Birmingham and move it to Bucharest, then 
you need to incorporate the relationship of both coun-
tries. The class analysis of Marxism therefore remains 
fully valid, when used in the right way.

Another argument against Marxism is that Marx’s divi-
sion of society into the three main classes of working 
class, capitalists and landowners is far too simplistic.4 
In fact, in his short (unfinished) section on classes in 
Capital, Vol 3, Marx truly presents the foundation for un-
derstanding class society. It is the way in which revenues 
are distributed that is central to the analysis. The sec-
tion should be seen in conjunction with the previous one 
on “Distribution Relations and Production Relations”, 
which shows that revenues are distributed among the 
classes according to their position in the hierarchy.5 The 
landowner’s income may be called rent, but it is derived 
from the surplus value created in the conflict between 
wage-labour and capital.

Marx expressly points out that agriculture is increasing-
ly being driven on capitalist grounds, and that the main 
opposition is between labour and capital. Is this not the 
actual development we can see in all highly developed 
countries today?

The same questions are elaborated in Vladimir Lenin’s A 
Great Beginning from 1918:

And what does the ‘abolition of classes’ mean? 
All those who call themselves socialists recognise 
this as the ultimate goal of socialism, but by no 
means all give thought to its significance. Classes 
are large groups of people differing from each 
other by the place they occupy in a historically 
determined system of social production, by their 
relation (in most cases fixed and formulated in law) 
to the means of production, by their role in the 

4	 K Marx, Capital, Vol 3, in K Marx and F Engels, Collected Works, Vol 37, pp 
870-1.

5	 Ibid, pp 863-870.
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social organisation of labour, and, consequently, 
by the dimensions of the share of social wealth of 
which they dispose and the mode of acquiring it. 
Classes are groups of people one of which can 
appropriate the labour of another owing to the 
different places they occupy in a definite system of 
social economy.6

This is an extended explanation of classes, compared 
with Marx definition of classes. Compared with Marx’s 
remarks in Capital, Lenin continues:

Clearly, in order to abolish classes completely, 
it is not enough to overthrow the exploiters, the 
landowners and capitalists, not enough to abolish 
their rights of ownership; it is necessary also 
to abolish all private ownership of the means 
of production, it is necessary to abolish the 
distinction between town and country, as well 
as the distinction between manual workers and 
brain workers. This requires a very long period 
of time. In order to achieve this an enormous step 
forward must be taken in developing the productive 
forces; it is necessary to overcome the resistance 
(frequently passive, which is particularly stubborn 
and particularly difficult to overcome) of the 
numerous survivals of small-scale production; it is 
necessary to overcome the enormous force of habit 
and conservatism which are connected with these 
survivals.

This passage raises questions about politics in those 
countries still considered to be socialist, where the mar-
ket economy is part of production. This surely has to be 
seen as a temporary measure, and not a lasting one.

Despite all the predictions about the disappearance of 
the working class and a transition to a post-industrial 
society or a knowledge economy, the working class is 
growing in number. The confusion arises because of the 
decline of the old industrial workplaces, together with 
a lack of recognition that workers in high-tech jobs are 
part of the working class. This gives a false picture of the 
general development of society, and promotes illusions 
about the transition taking place.

The second point that many overlook is that the function-
ing of state monopoly capitalism (SMC) requires a lot of 
new features in society. This applies, for example, to so-
cial tasks, health care and education. It was this analysis 
that was the prerequisite for the anti-monopoly strategy 
of the communist parties in the 1970s. This strategy 
should be expanded, to include international class alli-
ances that can counter the dominance of the monopolies.

6	 V I Lenin, “A Great Beginning”, in Collected Works, Vol 29, pp 408-34.

The working class
What are the primary changes in the working class since 
the 1970s? The internationalisation of production has 
meant that part of industry – shipyards, engines, foun-
dations for oil platforms, textiles, electronics etc – has 
shifted to low pay countries with few or no unions. 
Traditionally these sectors were among the best organ-
ised by trade unions, with a high degree of class con-
sciousness. New industries have replaced the older ones, 
but without the same degree of organisation. Generally 
the opening and closing of branches in different coun-
tries is a major problem for the unions, increasing the 
insecurity of the working class.

However, the internationalisation of commodity produc-
tion means a considerable growth in freight transport, 
by land, sea and air. This can open up possibilities for 
united action against monopoly policies, if there is a co-
ordinated effort from the unions.

The breaking down of national borders and customs has 
meant an increase in migration of people from overseas 
countries who are trying to make a living. This adds to 
the insecurity of working class people in the countries re-
ceiving migrants, because of the impact of social dump-
ing on wages and working conditions. Unions must exert 
great efforts to organise the new colleagues from abroad.

The changes in the public sector are also consider-
able. With or without privatisation, austerity means that 
former agreements are undermined by lower real wages 
and worse terms and conditions. The fight for defending 
social rights has been a central question for the unions. 
Solidarity with public sector workers fighting austerity 
measures is of great importance.

The role of the media is increasing in modern society. 
This means a growing number of waged jobs in this sec-
tor, with a lot of new functions. Again it is a problem 
to organise these workers, and to build cooperation be-
tween the different unions.

The total picture of the conditions in the different 
branches is one of considerable changes, both on a na-
tional and an international level. That is why a topical 
class analysis must involve workers on an international 
level.

Many new branches have occurred, and it takes time be-
fore the unions are able to adjust to the new conditions. 
In a few words, these changes are a true revolution in 
technology, transport and commodity production. They 
have meant export of jobs from the old capitalism to 
the new, and a growing insecurity in employment, with 
short-term contracts. These challenges must be solved 
on the basis of solidarity and cooperation on an interna-
tional basis.
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Corporatism in new forms
It is an important lesson that the fundamental issues in 
the labour movement do not change significantly. If you 
do not comply with this principle, it will inevitably lead 
to new defeats. The prerequisite for renewed progress is 
that the communist parties maintain the anti-monopoly 
strategy and learn from historical experience.

In order to understand today’s development in capital-
ism, it is necessary to give a short summary of corporat-
ism in the 1920s and 30s, as well as showing how it has 
occurred in different forms in the 1970s and today.

The corporate state was created as a counterweight to 
the rapid development of the labour movement and the 
growing influence of Marxism. The Italian monopolists 
and the owners of the great latifundia agreed to finance 
the fascist state whose superstructure was corporatism. 
It was the same development that took place 10 years 
later in Germany, and roughly simultaneously in Spain 
and Portugal. All the current definitions of the corporate 
state deny this fact.

As in many other circumstances, capitalism and its apol-
ogists hide the true content of the nature and forms of 
exploitation in the corporate state. In Italy, it required 
significant and serious considerations in the labour 
movement of how to counter the new threat to the work-
ing class. We can thank the Italian Communist Party be-
cause they were able to develop a strategy that matched 
the new conditions.

Palmiro Togliatti´s contribution to the development of 
the popular front policy is remarkable. In a series of lec-
tures in Moscow in the 1930s, he generalised the Italian 
experience and made it available to workers fighting in 
other countries. In these lectures, corporatism is shown 
in its true form. Togliatti provided an excellent picture 
of how the corporate state covers all aspects of society, 
not only in the factories but also in the family, and in 
leisure time.7

But not only did he analyse the character of the new 
state. He also showed the ways to overcome it through 
the development of very flexible and thoughtful tactics, 
including: “penetrating and working inside the fascist 
organisation and the masses that it influences”; taking 
up immediate demands that can mobilise the masses, 
relying on their discontent and will to struggle; bringing 
down the barriers that formerly divided communist and 
social-democratic workers; raising democratic demands; 
and making “the most vast and courageous utilisation of 
the legal possibilities offered by fascism’s manoeuvres 
themselves.”

7	 P Togliatti, Lectures on Fascism, Lawrence & Wishart, 1976, especially pp 
114-5, 151-4.

These lectures are valuable in the struggle against to-
day’s monopolies because they contain the germs for 
understanding the tactics that may be used – of course, 
adapted to today’s conditions.

Corporatism shows different content today because, in-
stead of fascism, the main tendency is towards bourgeois 
democracy being replaced by autocracy and decisions 
being made by a small elite, while nominally democracy 
still exists. The ruling classes have new opportunities 
for controlling the masses of the people, for example by 
continually monitoring the activities of the revolutionary 
elements in society, and then excluding them from hav-
ing a regular life with work and leisure. This has been 
evident over a long period but the secret activities are 
accelerating.

Class alliances
A central issue for the labour movement and communist 
parties is that of alliance policy. Was the anti-monopoly 
strategy developed by the communist parties in the post-
war era, especially in the 1970s and 80s, correct? Did 
not the defeat in Chile by the fascist coup in 1973 con-
firm the validity of criticisms of this strategy?

These are questions that deserve a more detailed analy-
sis. The fight against fascism in the 1930s and later in 
World War II meant that the communist parties changed 
their course and proposed a new alliance policy.8 It was 
a matter of stopping fascism at all costs and replacing 
it with Popular Front governments in various countries 
such as Chile, Bulgaria, France and Spain. The basic 
question was a defence of bourgeois democracy that 
could unite across political boundaries.

Was the popular front only a tactical manoeuvre to de-
feat fascism? This is where the waters are separated in 
the present debate between communist parties, especial-
ly after the counter-revolution starting in 1989, which 
has given rise to self-examination. But the communists’ 
strategy is not based on fluctuating economic condi-
tions, victories or defeats. It is developed on the basis 
of a careful analysis of the basic contradictions and the 
main motives of capital at the time.

Nowadays, we see a clear right turn in all capitalist 
countries as a result of the financial crisis of 2007-08. 
Therefore it must be an obvious consideration to look 
at the profound experiences of the unity and people’s 
popular front policy in the 1930s. It was not a tactical 
manoeuvre but a long-term strategy, which was a conse-
quence of the changes in capitalism.

8	 At the 7th World Congress of Comintern in Moscow 1935.
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It was the same attitude that Palmiro Togliatti took in the 
post-war era, which contributed to the Italian Communist 
Party (PCI) becoming the strongest political force in the 
country. He advised using the experiences of the popular 
front adapted to the new conditions in post-war Europe.9 
What we can see is that a smart and flexible alliance pol-
icy, in conjunction with a consistent class attitude, leads 
to the desired results.

This does not mean that no errors were made during the 
work. Those errors included the historic compromise in 
Italy in the 1970s, and Chilean Popular Unity govern-
ment’s undervaluation of the military’s loyalty to US 
imperialism. However, these errors are not linked to the 
strategy, but to its tactical execution in the individual 
countries.

Was it a relevant decision to call the new strategy one for 
anti-monopoly democracy? It was a completely correct 
decision, because it clarified the new conditions based 
on democratic experiences and that the main opponents 
were the monopolies and finance capital. In other words, 
it was a renewal of the unity and popular front policy.

The question of leadership
Where problems arose in several developed countries, 
the question was about the leadership of the peace and 
democratic movements. It is a classic question that was 
also relevant in the Russian Revolutions, in that the 

9	 P Togliatti, “The Marxist Conception of the Working Class Party”, in 
Ausgewählte Schriften (Selected Works), Neue Kritik, Frankfurt am Main, 1967.

working class should under no circumstances leave the 
leadership to the petty bourgeoisie or others.10 

In the 1970s we saw a tendency to leave the leadership 
to the petty bourgeoisie in the growing state functions, 
social services, education and administration, which in 
these years grew sharply. Many were well-educated and 
were often elected to positions of trust in the various 
movements, especially the peace movements. When the 
reaction began in the mid-1980s, these people became 
more susceptible to anti-communism. They turned to 
utopian socialism, giving up the alliance with the work-
ing class, forming new parties such as the so called 
Red-Green Movement or those regarded as “New Left”, 
and turned to the bourgeois parties in the various parlia-
ments, hoping to gain influence.

It is an important lesson that the fundamental issues in 
the labour movement do not change significantly. If you 
do not recognise this, it will inevitably lead to new de-
feats. A scientific approach means using dialectics in all 
these questions; to understand what the core of the mat-
ter is and then replacing obsolete parts with new ones.

The prerequisite for renewed progress is that Communist 
parties stick to the anti-monopoly strategy, learn from 
historical experience and develop our theory further.

That is the primary challenge of the labour movement: to 
find new forms to counter the monopolies. This can only 
be done by uniting efforts on a national and international 
basis – proletarians of all countries unite!

10	 V I Lenin, “Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic Revolution”, 
Section 12: “Will the sweep of the democratic revolution be diminished if the 
bourgeoisie recoils from it?”, in Collected Works, Vol 9, pp 92-104.
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Michael Hooper

Liu Shaoqi’s How to be a Good Communist is a book 
that every Communist should read. Despite being pub-
lished 79 years ago in the mountainous hinterland of 
China, the standards, advice and examples provided are 
timeless and as relevant to Communist parties in devel-
oped capitalist countries today as they were to the peas-
ant guerrillas of Liu’s time. 

How to be a Good Communist describes the thinking, 
practice and morals that Communist Party members 
must embody if the cause of Communism is to be ulti-
mately successful. Liu not only describes these elements 
but also exposes common shortcomings that members, 
especially new and inexperienced ones, suffer from; the 
class origins of these defects; and the correct methods 
for rectifying these limitations. 

These lessons are especially important for the 
Communist Party of Australia as it goes through a period 
of growth and attracts well-meaning but inexperienced 
new comrades. 

Liu Shaoqi’s experiences 
leading up to How to be a 
Good Communist
Today, both within China and abroad, Liu Shaoqi is best 
known for his leading positions in the newly founded 
Peoples’ Republic and as the most high profile victim of 
the Cultural Revolution. His name is often invoked as a 
warning about the dangers of ultra- “left” errors. Aside 
from the role of martyr, Liu Shaoqi is also typically por-
trayed as a would-be supporter of Opening and Reform 
and his quotes are often presented out of historical con-
text to suggest that he would have implemented reform 
and opening policies had he lived. However, these two 
caricatures do an incredible disservice to a committed 
Communist who was above all else, a disciplined prole-
tarian educator and organiser.

Compared with most CPC leaders, Liu Shaoqi spent a 
lot of his time organising industrial workers rather than 
peasants. As Boorman observes, during the 20s and 30s 
Liu was a veteran organizer with “years of experience 

propagandizing and mobilizing miners, factory workers, 
and students in many parts of China ... .” (Boorman 1963 
p.374). 

After joining the fledgling Communist Party of China 
and spending a year at the Soviet Union’s University of 
the Toilers of the East, Liu was sent to Anyuan to help 
another leading Party cadre, Li Lisan, organise a strike. 
The 1922 Anyuan Strike successfully achieved all 13 of 
its goals, one of which was the official recognition of the 
union Li Lisan had established. This success was won 
without a single injury, a feat unheard of at that point in 
China’s labour struggles (Perry 2012 p.71). Following 
the strike, Li Lisan was immediately reassigned, leaving 
Liu Shaoqi in charge. Under Liu’s leadership, Anyuan 
became the “paramount centre of the Chinese Labour 
Movement” (Perry 2012 p.78). The union became 
an “embryonic soviet” that wielded de facto political 
and cultural control of the region (Perry p.80). During 
this period, Party membership surged as all manner of 
worker-controlled and Party-led political, economic and 
cultural activities took place. In the last six months of 
1924 alone, the membership of the Anyuan Party branch 
grew 350 percent and accounted for 20 percent of the 
total membership of the CPC (Perry 2012 p.84). It also 
had the highest proportion of proletarians of any CPC 
branch (Perry 2012 p.84). The Anyuan experience was 
so successful that potential Party recruits from across the 
country were sent there for training and the first regional 
Party school was established in Anyuan with Liu Shaoqi 
as its principal (Perry 2012 p.94). 

The value of Liu Shaoqi’s leadership can also be seen 
in the demise of the movement in Anyuan. Just five 
months after Liu was reassigned, the delicate balancing 
act of local class forces that he had established was un-
done by “left” adventurists, leading to the “September 
Massacre” where government troops assaulted the union 
and its properties. The union’s schools and cooperatives 
were seized, seventy staff members were incarcerated, 
some were killed and the principal/deputy director of the 
union was executed (Perry 2012 p. 115). Anyuan never 
recovered but the class conscious students of Liu Shaoqi 
spread across the Chinese countryside, bringing their 
revolutionary ideas and methods with them.

Liu Shaoqi continued to play an important role in other 
labour struggles, including the 1925 Shanghai General 

How to be a Good Communist: 
A review of Liu Shaoqi’s famous 
work and its relevance today
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Strike, where he was chief of General Affairs of the 
Communist-led Shanghai General Labour Union (Ku 
1979 p.205) and the Canton-Hong Kong Strike which 
lasted 16 months. In 1927, he became the head of the 
Central Committee’s Labour Department and then 
steadily rose through the ranks of the Party, taking on 
positions of ever greater responsibility. By 1939, when 
Liu was recalled to the Party Headquarters in Yan’an, 
he had served as Party Secretary of Fujian province, 
Party head for Manchuria, been elected to the Central 
Executive Committee, joined the Long March and then 
separated off from the main force to organise guerrillas 
in the enemy controlled territory of North Eastern China. 
His almost two decades of experience organising work-
ers and peasants wherever the class struggle was fiercest 
earned him deep insights that he would go on to share 
with comrades in Yan’an.

In 1939, while in Yan’an, Liu presented two lectures 
at the Marx-Lenin Institute (Boorman 1963 p.375). 
Boorman described the focus of the lectures as being 
“ ... the ‘self-cultivation’ of individual party members 
as an integral part of ‘building’ and ‘strengthening’ the 
party” (Boorman 1963 p.375). The content of these two 
lectures were to be published as the book How to be a 
Good Communist.

The Content of How to be a 
Good Communist
The book is divided into the following nine chapters:

1.	Why Communists must undertake self-cultivation
2.	Be worthy pupils of Marx and Lenin
3.	The self-cultivation of Communists and the revolution-

ary practice of the masses
4.	The unity of theoretical study and ideological 

self-cultivation
5.	The cause of Communism is the greatest and most ardu-

ous undertaking in human history
6.	A party member’s personal interests must be uncondi-

tionally subordinated to the interests of the Party
7.	Examples of wrong ideology in the Party
8.	The source of wrong ideology in the Party
9.	Attitudes towards wrong ideology in the Party and 

towards inner-Party struggle
Although the text is divided into discrete chapters, the 
main themes of the book are woven throughout its en-
tirety, with each chapter acting to reinforce Liu’s key 
points. How to be a Good Communist is filled with 
interesting historical lessons that modern Communists 
can learn from, however there are a few core messages 
that permeate the book. Firstly, for Communism to be 
achieved, a Communist Party requires members who 
learn from the revolutionary practice they engage in, 

diligently study Marxism-Leninism, cultivate a pro-
letarian stand and put the interests of the cause above 
their own personal interests. Liu goes into great detail 
explaining precisely what he means by all of these terms 
so I won’t repeat them here. 

Liu’s second main idea is that people don’t join the Party 
as fully fledged Communists who correctly apply and 
embody all of the above points. He mentioned that re-
cruits may study Marxism but not sincerely. For this ex-
ample, they may memorise key phrases like dialectical 
materialism but not understand what it really means or 
how to apply it, brandishing the term as a magic wand 
when their views are questioned. Another example is 
comrades who are still slaves to petty bourgeois indi-
vidualism. Liu described the actions of these people well 
when he stated: “Often, in their unprincipled factional 
struggles they deliberately undermine Party organization 
and discipline, making unprincipled and sometimes cal-
culated attacks on certain people, while contracting un-
principled friendships to avoid giving offence, to cover 
up for one another, to sing each other’s praises, etc” (Liu 
Shaoqi 1939). These are only two of the many kinds of 
incorrect thinking and practices that Liu lists.

Yet Liu Shaoqi wasn’t content to produce a list of prob-
lems; he also explained the class background and causes 
of these problems. Essentially, he argued that the politi-
cal and ideological problems described throughout the 
book, especially in chapter seven, are the result of non-
proletarian ideology in the Party. Liu quoted Stalin as 
saying there are two contributing factors to this infiltra-
tion: Firstly, the fact that the working class is not homog-
enous but is made up of different strata, and secondly the 
influence of the ruling class’ ideology on the proletariat. 
While the second point is obvious to any Marxist, after 
all Marx and Engels did say that “The ideas of the ruling 
class are in every epoch the ruling ideas” (Marx, Engels 
2004 p.64), Liu’s first point deserves closer attention.

China was still fundamentally a peasant society how-
ever the ranks of the proletariat were growing. Peasants 
were leaving their homes to become workers in cities 
and mines while some intellectuals, petty merchants and 
gentry fell from their privileged status. There was also 
a stratum of well-off workers that Liu described as the 
“labour aristocracy” (Liu 1939). As a result, the working 
class was comprised of various strata that maintained 
various non-proletarian ideologies, habits and prejudic-
es. The new comers to the proletariat were in Liu’s words 
“the most favourable soil for all sorts of anarchist, semi-
anarchist and “ultra-Left” groups” (Liu 1939) while the 
labour aristocracy “constitutes the most favourable soil 
for outright reformists and opportunists” (Liu 1939).

Having described the sources of non-proletarian ideol-
ogy within the Party, Liu Shaoqi finally discussed how 
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best to overcome these problems and the correct way to 
struggle against incorrect ideas within the Party. He first 
recognised that these ideas are inevitable and will con-
tinue to be introduced into the Party. Liu stated: “But is 
it so strange that certain members bring some of the filth 
of the old society with them into our Party or reflect it 
there? Is it so strange that a person that has just crawled 
out of the mud is covered with slime?” (Liu 1939). He 
further stated that as long as the Party continues to exist 
within a class society with exploiting class influences, 
the Party will not be free of ideological “filth”. 

With this in mind, Liu Shaoqi accepted that it is not a 
question of whether conflicts and struggles will exist 
within the Party but instead of how these contradictions 
are resolved. Throughout chapter nine, Liu compares 
harmful attitudes towards inner-Party contradictions 
and the class background of these errors, with the cor-
rect approach to inner-Party struggle. He concludes that 
comrades must be mentally ready to engage in princi-
pled criticism and struggle against incorrect ideas and 
to punish incorrigible elements that refuse to change 
their ways. However, he also emphasises that the point 
of struggle is to strengthen the unity and effectiveness of 
the Party and to educate members. Liu summarised his 
position thusly: “Properly combine irreconcilability and 
clarity in matters of principle with flexibility and patient 
persuasion in methods of struggle; in the course of pro-
longed struggles, educate, criticize, temper and remould 
comrades who have committed errors but who are not 
incorrigible.” (Liu 1939)

The Significance of How to be 
a Good Communist
Liu Shaoqi’s speeches at Yan’an were deeply significant 
given the situation of the CPC at the time. The content 
of How to be a Good Communist is also highly relevant 
for Communist parties in the developed capitalist world 
today. His speeches at the Marx-Lenin Institute were 
given to a guerrilla army that was mostly composed of 
non-proletarian elements. The effects of non-class ele-
ments and their non-proletarian thinking was immense 
and it was necessary to forge these comrades into dis-
ciplined Marxist-Leninists who could be relied upon to 
carry China through the Anti-Japanese war, the upcom-
ing Civil war, and to create the Peoples’ Republic. 

Communist parties in developed capitalist countries 
have a far higher proletarian composition than the CPC 
had in its early days, or in fact even has today. However, 
just like in Liu’s time, the proletariat as a class is made 
up of numerous strata which have differing experiences 
of exploitation and differing levels of consciousness 
as a result of the particular ways they are exploited 
and the propaganda from the class enemy. Fewer and 

fewer Australian workers experience large-scale social-
ised production in industrial fields like manufacturing. 
Instead, they are increasingly employed in service sec-
tors, isolated from fellow workers, turned into “con-
tractors” and a range of other changes in the way they 
experience exploitation. These changes will divide the 
working class into new strata with differing levels of 
class consciousness.

The effect of the class enemy’s extremely effective 
propaganda system can also be seen in the ideological 
mud that prospective members are steeped in. As educa-
tion increasingly becomes an industry, which is located 
as firmly in the base as in the superstructure, it is not 
reasonable to expect recruits to have acquired critical 
and analytical skills at school, as these are not required 
in the new precarious economy. It becomes increasingly 
incumbent on the Party itself to provide the foundations 
of philosophical thinking that might have been taken 
for granted two decades ago. So just like the CPC in 
1939, we are also in need of forging our membership 
comprised of disparate class elements into a disciplined 
fighting force capable of uniting and leading the work-
ing people of Australia.

Conclusion
Liu Shaoqi’s observations in How to be a Good Com-
munist are timeless and relate as much to Communist 
Parties in developed capitalist countries today as they 
did to his own Party nearly eighty years ago. Unfor-
tunately, many of the examples of incorrect thinking 
presented in the book are painfully familiar to modern 
readers and represent enduring problems facing the 
Communist movement. To be successful in achieving 
the greatest cause humanity has ever known, Commu-
nists should heed Liu Shaoqi’s advice on the standards 
they must live up to and the methods for doing so. I 
cannot recommend this book highly enough.
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Party building  
and the role of the youth

Pat Gorman

AMR Volume 6, Issue 3, April 1978
Editorial note: A recent poll by the Centre 
for Independent Studies showed that 58% 
of Millennials – those born between 1980 
and 1996 – favour socialism. However, that 
same study showed that only 26 per cent of 
those polled knew who Vladimir Lenin was. 
Marxist-Leninists should be concerned by 
these results but should also view them as 
an opportunity. We should be concerned be-
cause these results represent a clear victory 
on behalf of capital’s “left” ideologues to di-
lute the revolutionary character of socialism, 
to deny its scientific nature. Nonetheless, we 
should still see these results as an opportuni-
ty because it is a clear indication that young 
people are not happy with the status quo, 
with capitalism, and that they are increas-
ingly willing to turn to radical alternatives. 
This is understandable, given the reality of 
youth unemployment and underemploy-
ment, increasing workplace casualisation 
and a rising cost of living. 

It is imperative that the Communist Party of 
Australia strengthen its work among youth 
and students. 

As Pat Gorman correctly identifies in this ar-
ticle – painfully relevant even forty years on 
– the most effective way to do this is through 
the creation of a young socialist league; a 
league that would function as a “reliable 
helper and reserve of the Party” and not a 
“Communist Party of the youth”. 

We must be careful not to get our hopes up 
and presume that the proliferation of young 
socialists will naturally lead to a prolifera-
tion of Party membership applications being 
filed. We must actively wage an ideological 
battle against this warped socialism, expose 
it for the liberal illusion that it is. However, 
this must be done in the most respectful, 
non-sectarian way possible. It must, and can 
only, be done under the guise of a young 
socialist league with a Leninist leadership. 
Only then can we become the masters of the 
united front of youth and turn the confused 
socialists of today into the revolutionaries of 
tomorrow. 

A basic feature and responsibility of the on-going work 
of a Marxist Leninist Party is its ability to continually 
replenish and develop its revolutionary cadre force. 

On this question Karl Marx in 1867 wrote: “The most 
advanced workers fully realise that the future of their 
class and consequently of all mankind wholly depends 
on the education of the rising generation of workers.” 1

Lenin recognised this when in 1905 he wrote: “All we 
have to do is to recruit young people more widely and 
boldly, more boldly and widely again more widely and 
again more boldly, without fearing them ... .The Youth, 

1	 World Marxist Review, Vol16 (6),1973, p. 26.

the students and still more so the young workers will 
decide the issue of the whole struggle.” 2

These two quotes from Marx and Lenin clearly illustrate 
the importance that the founders of scientific socialism 
placed on the winning of youth to the vanguard of revo-
lution. However it should be clearly understood that they 
in no way attempted to represent youth as the most ad-
vanced or leading force in social revolution, as revision-
ist and bourgeois ideologists endeavour to do.

While recognising the tremendous importance of win-
ning youth to the struggle for socialism we must see 
them as a component of the overall struggle based, not 
on the generation syndrome perpetrated by revisionist 

2	 Collected Works, Lenin. VoI8,  1962. p. 146.
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and bourgeois ideologists, but on the Marxist-Leninist 
principle of the leading role of the working class.

Historically, the international communist movement has 
always placed particular importance on the development 
and extension of its work amongst the youth, particu-
larly young workers.

Recent years have seen even more attention being paid 
by our fraternal communist parties to the struggles of 
young people particularly after the massive youth strug-
gles of the late 1960s.

The increased social and political activity of youth 
against a background of the deepening of the general 
crisis of capitalism reflected itself in more revolutionary 
demands.

However, because of the spontaneous nature of this 
struggle and given the diverse class composition of 
youth, particularly the strong petty-bourgeois influence 
in the student movement, the Communist parties found 
that they did not command any great influence in the 
youth struggles.

This was and remains today, an important objective 
problem for without the leadership of the vanguard party 
the essential class nature of youth’s struggles continues 
to be submerged beneath the superficial social character 
of their struggles.

Recognising the immediate need to win these new 
forces, who were objectively fighting against the many 
manifestations of the contradictions inherent within the 
capitalist system, Communist parties throughout the 
world began to re-analyse their approach to youth.

An international seminar on work amongst youth was 
held in Moscow in 1972. It was found that of the 75 fra-
ternal communist and workers parties in the non-social-
ist world who attended, 71 had produced programmes on 
activities amongst youth. 

Of these 71, 45 parties had developed special documents 
on various aspects of work amongst youth.

The Socialist Party of Australia, however, is one Marxist-
Leninist party that does not have policy of work amongst 
youth. The coming 3rd Congress of the Party provides 
the opportunity for this to be rectified by the adoption at 
Congress of a comprehensive policy of work amongst 
youth Australians, as an important and integral part of 
our overall party programme.

As the general crisis of capitalism continues to deepen 
more and more young people are coming to realise that 
this society cannot satisfy or fulfil their ambitions and 
aspirations. Australia now has the second highest rate 
of youth unemployment in the western world. For over 
200,000 young unemployed it is apparent that this sys-
tem denies them the most fundamental of all human 
rights – the right to work, is a system without a future yet 
the future belongs to youth.

Today the younger generation lives in an epoch of fun-
damental social change, an epoch of transition from 
capitalism to socialism on a world wide scale. The bal-
ance of forces in society has changed in favour of peace, 
democracy and socialism. Imperialism is forced to adapt 
to the new international situation.

The historic confrontation of the two systems, capital-
ism and socialism is taking place in conditions of the 

Communist Youth Easter camp at Serpentine Falls WA, April 1947.
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scientific and technological revolution, mounting politi-
cal consciousness of the masses and an atmosphere of 
acute ideological struggle.

As the contrast of life in the socialist world to the capi-
talist world becomes more apparent the forces of impe-
rialism resort to every method to divert the people away 
from class struggle.

Imperialism has concentrated its main ideological attack 
on the youth in an effort to divert their attention from the 
inability of this system to offer them any future. With 
more than 50% of the world’s population under 25 years 
of age this battle for the minds of youth takes on addi-
tional significance. 

Imperialism promotes all types of fads and crazes 
amongst youth, but it cannot obliterate the objective re-
ality of the antagonistic contradictions in the capitalist 
system it creates.

The material base to bridge the gap between present con-
sciousness and objective reality of the struggles of youth 
exists today.

However, the very important subjective factor of the 
role of the Marxist-Leninist party to effectively and 
concretely guide and lead the youth needs to be made a 
majorly and urgent priority in Australia. 

The problem we face in extending our influence amongst 
young people with a view to building our Party is not 
without parallel. 

At the 17th Convention of the Communist Party of the 
USA, the average age of party members was the oldest 
of any party in the international communist movement. 
However, recognising the importance of winning new 
young forces to the party, that Convention instructed its 
members to give priority to developing work amongst 
the youth.3

At the18th Convention Gus Hall happily reported 
that 25 percent of the party membership was under 23 
years of age. Shortly afterwards, with the assistance 
of the CPUSA, the Young Workers’ Liberation League 
(YWLL) was established. The YWLL late last year held 
its fourth Convention and nearly 800 young people from 
all over the USA participated. The CPUSA continues to 
extend its influence amongst the young and recognises 
this as an essential component in developing the revolu-
tionary movement.4

Communist parties throughout the world are finding that 
their increased support is coming mainly from the youth. 

3	 American Youth Today, Brychkov. 1973, p. 202.

4	 Political Affairs, Journal of Marxist Thought. Ristorucci. 1977. Vol. 56 (12) pp. 
12-15.

In Italy the proportion of communists in parliament is 
higher than in the Senate. 

Explaining the reason for this the Communist Party of 
Italy pointed out that the voting age for the Senate is 25 
while for Parliament it is 18.

It is worth noting that the Australian voting trends in the 
last Federal election showed that the section of voters in 
the 18 to 25 group strongly favoured Labor.5

Indeed recognising the importance of winning the 
youth to its ranks, the Queensland State Executive 
of the Alp last January decided to launch a recruiting 
campaign aimed mainly at young people. As part of 
this move it was decided to revitalise the Queensland 
Yong Labor Organisation. Commenting on this decision 
the Queensland secretary of the ALP, Gerry Jones said: 
“New blood into the party means new ideas and thoughts 
and gives us a broader base.” 6

How best to win more Australian youth into the Socialist 
Party of Australia? I would like to put forward two 
considerations:

Firstly, the more politically developed and conscientious 
youth can and should be attracted directly to the Party. 
But before this can be done they must have an under-
standing of our party’s attitude towards their struggles. 
This can only be so if we have a party programme which 
explains our position on the vital and important issues 
facing the youth of Australia today.

In this, the year of our 3rd Congress, the party has a 
tremendous opportunity to develop concretely its own 
work amongst youth, through wide party discussion 
on the most effective way to consolidate our influence 
amongst the struggling youth of Australia. To be effec-
tive, this work should culminate in the adoption by the 
3rd Congress of a concrete and comprehensive program 
of work amongst youth.

Secondly, young people can also and must be won to the 
party through the Young Socialist League of Australia. 
Emphasising the importance of winning youth to the 
Party and the role of the YSL the Party Program adopted 
at the 2nd Congress states:

“The Socialist Party fully supports young people in their 
many struggles, and has a most important responsibility 
to propagate the ideas of scientific socialism, counteract-
ing both the outright ideology of the ruling class and the 
false theories which parade under a revolutionary cloak.

The Socialist Party is fully aware of the importance of 
young people in a political organisation and aims to win 

5	 National Times, 23 to 28 January, 1978.

6	 Australian, 23 January, 1978
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wide support amongst young people, to enrol many of 
them into the Party and to encourage their active partici-
pation in the work of the Party and its leadership.

The Socialist Party highly esteems and assists the 
Young Socialist League of Australia. While the SPA 
and the YSL are organisationaly independent of each 
other, they have fraternal ties based on the ideology of 
Marxism-Leninism.

The YSL has a special task of working among young 
people for their needs and interests and winning them to 
Marxism-Leninism.

The SPA regards the YSL as a reliable helper and reserve 
of the Party”. 7

But whereas the YSL serves as a reserve for the Party it 
should not substitute for the Party and objectively play 
the role of a young communist party. Unfortunately in 
the absence of a developed party youth policy there re-
mains complete reliance on the YSL programme to im-
plement party policy amongst the youth.

To best serve as an effective reserve for the party the 
League needs to be a mass youth organisation capable of 
attracting all progressive and democratic youth. It must 
at all times avoid being sectarian. 

In 1935 Georgi Dimitrov warned of the dangers of sec-
tarianism to the youth leagues. He said:

Our Young Communist Leagues, in a numer of 
capitalist countries, are still mainly sectarian 
organisations divorced from the masses. Their 
fundamental weakness is that they still try to 
copy the Communist Parties, to copy their forms 
and methods of work, forgetting the YCL is not a 
Communist Party of the youth (Dimitrov’s emphasis). 
They do not take sufficient account of the fact that 
it is an organisation with its own special tasks. 
Its methods and forms of work, education and 
struggle, must be adapted to the actual level and 
needs of the youth.8

Comrade Dimitrov’s words are as true today as they 
were in 1935. The YSL, in my opnion, still has two main 
obstacles to overcome before it can become an effective 
vanguard of progressive youth in Australia and serve as 
a reliable reserve for the party.

We must overcome our sectarianisms and tendency to 
function like a CP of youth. We must learn to master 
the united front method of mobilising and leading young 
people.

7	 Socialist Program of the Socialist Party of Australia, as adopted by the SPA 
Second Congress, Sydney June 13-16, 1975. pp. 37-38.

8	 The United Front, The struggle against Fascism and War. (1938) Dimitrov. 
p.65.

The YSL if it is to play a mass role must, as Comrade 
Dimitrov emphasised, be attuned in its methods and 
forms of work, education and struggle to the actual level 
and needs of youth.

The YSL must actively recruit youth who are in most 
instances unfamiliar with the principles of Marxism-
Leninism and are just coming to the struggle itself.

Gus Hall emphasised this point in his address to the 4th 
Congress of YWLL. He said: “Are you less Marxist-
Leninist because you permit and try to recruit young 
people ot join the YWLL who are not Marxist-Leninist? 
Of course not! Mass work does not dilute one’s Marxism-
Leninism. It enriches it. For those of you who are com-
munists and Marxist-Leninists the test of your Marxism-
Leninism is to be able to lead an organisation in which 
most likely the majority are not Marxist-Leninists.” 9

The work of the YSL amongst youth needs to reflect its 
revolutionary character and spirit. The League is study-
ing more novel and militant styles of work designed to 
catch the imagination and attract the attention of the 
youth. The recent National Council meeting of the YSL 
analysed our present activities and concretely deter-
mined our perspectives for the future development of the 
League.

However, there remains an urgent need not only for the 
YSL in its own right to analyse its work amongst youth, 
but also for the party to have a full and comprehensive 
analysis of its direct work amongst young Australians.

International experience has shown that the forces of 
Marxism-Leninism can attract masses of energetic and 
enthusiastic young people to its ranks. I believe our 
party can also. But before we do, much discussion needs 
to be entered into to ensure that we do it in the best and 
most effective way – the way which will help build our 
party now and strengthen it in the future.

To work amongst youth is to work for the future. The 
present generation of youth is the base of the party of the 
future. Without full attention of its needs and develop-
ment, therefore, the party jeopardizes its very existence.

9	 Political Affairs, Journal of Marxist Thought. Hall. 1977, Vol 56 (12) p. 11.
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Richard Titelius

“A victim of collision on the open sea 
Nobody ever said life was free/sink, swim,  
go down with the ship 
But use your freedom of choice” 

“Freedom of Choice” (1980) – Devo

The right-wing think tank the Institute for Public Affairs 
(IPA) which recently announced the creation of its youth 
wing, Generation Liberty, held a public debate entitled 
“Capitalism vs Socialism” at the Wesfarmers Lecture 
theatre in the Business School of the University of 
Western Australia.

According to its website, the Generation Liberty program 
“targets those aged 16-25, bridging the gap between the 
next generation and the ideas of free markets, individual 
responsibility, capitalism and democracy.”

The group chose writer Nicola Wright of Liberty Works 
author of articles, “Why capitalism trumps socialism”, 
“No we don’t need a law for that” and “It’s time to say 
no to renewable energy targets”, to advocate the benefits 
of capitalism while Dr Christopher Crouch, cultural his-
torian and author of “An introduction to the Aesthetics 
of Sustainability”, “Modernism in Art, Design and 
Architecture” amongst others was approached to advo-
cate the benefits of socialism.

A capacity crowd of over 150 predominantly young com-
merce and finance students filled the lecture theatre for 
the event which would feature 12-minute speeches by 
each speaker followed by a five-minute rebuttal speech.  
Attendees using their mobile phones could indicate their 
preference for each system in three questions before and 
after the speeches to see if their preference changed as 
a consequence of what they had heard and understood.

Socialism
Dr Christopher Crouch began proceedings by acknowl-
edging the meeting was taking place on Aboriginal land 
and though the crowd may be not warm to the ideas of 
socialism they were here for what was, “essentially an 
event marking Karl Marx’s bicentennial and the impor-
tance of his ideas.” 

Dr Crouch continued by observing, “We can’t ignore 
Marx’s sociological ideas in the same way we can’t ig-
nore Darwin on biology or Einstein on physics, which 

are foundational sets of ideas that emerged as the world 
industrialised.” The ideas were not fixed but were start-
ing points which would develop and be modified as our 
expertise changed.

He proposed that the origin of socialist ideas was inti-
mately linked with the emergence of capitalism and a di-
rect consequence of its historical excesses in the late 18th 
and 19th centuries during the Industrial Revolution. The 
economies which grew out of these times had been built 
on trading human beings as commodities – the trade in 
people as slaves in Europe, England and the US. The im-
perialist countries at the time divided the world up into 
colonies and extracted low cost raw materials that were 
then transformed through cheap disposable labour – in-
cluding that of children – with a minimum of regulation 
of wages and working conditions for making products 
for sale on domestic and world markets. He continued, 
“For Marx, and his co-researcher Friedrich Engels, it 
was as if everything which had previously been tangi-
ble about how people observed human social experience 
was melting away – in Marx’s own words, “all that is 
solid melts into the air.” As Crouch said of these changes 
observed by Marx and Engels, “Everywhere they looked 
they saw economic relationships supplanting social 
ones, creating people who were increasingly alienated 
from one another, themselves and from nature.” Every 
aspect of life was being commodified – and those with-
out capital were treated mercilessly.

Crouch suggested that no social advance has ever been 
made be it the provision of employment rights, health 
care or education without being fought for every step of 
the way, if not by organised labour or political parties 
then by coalitions of concerned citizens. Social research 
has shown us that ultimately only communal endeavours 
make us happy which is facilitated by sporting clubs, 
art clubs, good public transport, easily accessible health 
centres, kindies and aged care centres. The heart of 
everyday life rests on how our work is valued and how 
our everyday lives intersect with our work. When we 
work (under either socialism or capitalism) we sell our 
time as labour, and we produce surplus value for those 
who employ us. What is done with that surplus and how 
it is managed lies at the heart of how our lives are lived.     
An example, Crouch said can be found in the research 
of PerCapita (a not-for-profit institute interested in the 
social aspects of taxation) who for the last eight years 
has surveyed national attitudes about tax. During that 
time there has been a continual rise in the support for the 
increased taxation of profits. The more we are taxed to 

Capitalism vs Socialism:  
The great debate
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provide social amenities, the happier we are. Increased 
taxes added Crouch, provide resources for our commu-
nity as we all need access to kindies, schools, hospitals 
and health centres. The purpose of this infrastructure 
should not be to make medical corporations or schools 
wealthy or independent of the state, their purpose is to 
help build communities that are physically and psycho-
logically sound so our children and people of all ages 
can develop their full potential.

Crouch concluded by making a plea for a living wage in 
this country, a wage which isn’t just a wage that helps the 
individual exist from day to day, but is a social wage for 
transforming whole communities enabling them to live 
full, empowering lives. The construction of such a wage 
is about social cohesion, social trust and co-operation for 

our mutual benefit. All those qualities said Crouch, are 
dependent upon the social regulation of profit.

Capitalism
Nicola Wright began her presentation by saying while 
socialists have good intentions as they see inequalities, 
people needing change, profits shared and power cen-
tralised. Under the values of capitalism there is a desire 
for decentralised resources, monetary exchange for 
goods and services and a free exchange of these goods 
and services in a market with minimal regulation. Free 
markets are democratic as they allow people to satisfy 
their wants dependent only on the value of money they 
possess determining their access to resources.
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Wright continued by asserting that free markets want 
people to be free.

Wright proposed that Marx’s view of how economies 
work presents many problems to people who try to put 
his ideas into practice today. She used the example of 
how the workers in the Pilbara would move the iron ore 
from the mines to the ports on the coast without the en-
trepreneurial skill and investment of the capitalist.

She went on to say that in Russia under the Soviet Union, 
Stalin wielded power to force the people into factories 
and agriculture to produce materials in a way which 
was foreign to them. He also killed millions of his own 
people in purges to maintain his control of power over 
the Soviet state. In China under Mao during the 1950’s 
and 1960’s he collectivised agriculture in a program of 
agrarian reform which moved China backwards and 
caused starvation and hardship for millions of Chinese 
people. However, from the late 1970’s under the new 
leadership of Deng Xiaoping a process was begun of in-
troducing market reforms to the Chinese economy and 
today China is the second fastest growing economy in 
the world.

Wright continued by asserting where there is more eco-
nomic freedom there is a greater opportunity for the 
improvement of people’s lives and as an example; child 
mortality is lowest in free market economies. Where 
capitalism has not lived up to its promise is where cro-
nyism and corruption have given capitalism a bad name.  
Government itself is bloated as it tries to do too much 
which capital could do better, and smaller governments 
are better as they are less able to interfere in the market 
and economy. It is natural for people to be lovers of the 
free market once they have had a taste of them whilst 
poverty was a default human condition. “Never before 
have so many people had it so good”, added Wright 
as entrepreneurs make the whole pie bigger. However, 
there were people under a free market system who do not 
fare so well as not everyone is equally talented. Wright 
also asserted that only through coercion and control can 
people live in collectives where resources are pooled 
for the benefit of all as would occur under socialism. It 
has been shown the bonds of altruism can only exist in 
small groups such as a Kibbutz or commune within a 
large capitalist economy – and then only for relatively 
short periods of time as there are restrictions put on peo-
ple’s freedoms in these types of communities. Freedom 
is achieved for the greater number of people in capital-
ist economies through the exercise of their freedom of 
choice in the products and services you choose to buy.

In socialist societies these freedoms could not exist and 
therefore concluded Wright, “Socialism is slavery.”

Rebuttal by socialism
In response to Nicola Wright’s remark that all social-
ists did was seize existing assets created by capital, Dr 
Christopher Crouch began his rebuttal of the arguments 
for capital by saying he looked forward to seeing some 
manufacturing being developed in Australia rather than 
being moved offshore.

He observed that the operations of markets were also 
on display during the recent US led missile attacks on 
Syria which saw the stock market value of Raytheon, 
Boeing Lockheed and Northrop Grumman – the missile 
manufacturers rise by $5 billion. “There was a time”, 
said Crouch,” when it would have been impossible to 
imagine a world without kings and queens. Today it is 
hard to imagine a world where capitalism behaves ethi-
cally under its own volition, but when it does that will be 
socialism. It was Marx who observed how a world exclu-
sively focused on economics destroyed social relations.  
Because of these observations Albert Einstein argued for 
a, “socialist economy, accompanied by an educational 
system which would be oriented towards social goals.”

He concluded by saying that Socialism is about taking 
control of our lives and working together for the com-
mon good, to build a world that acknowledges our in-
terconnectedness; “Let’s join together in trying to live 
differently – a better world is possible”.

Rebuttal by capitalism
Nicola Wright began her rebuttal by saying it was dif-
ficult to argue against the most central aspect of social-
ism which was the collective ownership of the means 
of production when the advocate for socialism had not 
elaborated upon the point. However, notwithstanding 
the presentation of the argument, Wright went on to say 
under socialism, people have to be forced to participate.  
Socialism brings its own demise as it denies people their 
freedom.

Wright concluded her rebuttal by offering a quote from 
the Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter who was an 
advocate for capitalism (but ironically also later in life 
an advocate for socialism replacing capitalism) “At the 
heart of capitalism is creative destruction.”

Results of the debate
The format of the debate did not allow for any testing of 
propositions as there was no Q & A. Instead, in the style 
of the type of freedom which we have under capitalism,  
a predetermined choice lacking any nuance was offered.  
Prior to the debate starting, participants were asked to 
log on to the website of Generation Liberty and answer 
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three questions about their preferred system: capitalism 
or socialism. The result listed online before the debate 
was 54 percent in favour of capitalism and 27 percent 
for socialism while after the debate it was 63 percent for 
capitalism and 26 percent for socialism with the balance 
being undecided. It should be noted that these results 
can’t be independently verified and it seems highly un-
likely that Generation Liberty would publicise a result 
that didn’t reflect favourably! In the absence of a Q & A, 
I approached Nicola Wright and put two propositions to 
her. The first was about her proposition that more people 
are better off as there is more wealth in the world today. 
I suggested to her there was more wealth in the world 
but it was concentrated in fewer hands; the 1 percent, 
while many of the 99 percent were worse off. Wright 
said that in China more people had moved out of poverty 
as China chose a more capitalist model for its economy.

In regard to her identifying the countries which had so-
cialist societies/economies I reminded her of her omis-
sion of Cuba. Wright responded by saying that if Cuba 
was so good why were people fleeing to Miami. I re-
sponded that the Cuban Blockade by the United States 
government produced distortions in the way wealth was 
generated in Cuba but also that people were no longer 
fleeing to Miami as the previous administration of 
President Obama had abolished the Wet Foot/Dry Foot 
policy which made it profitable to flee Cuba but almost 
impossible to legally migrate to the US. Cuba also had 
one of the lowest rates of infant mortality in the world, 
better than the US and equal to Australia.

Debating dishonestly 
Wright and the organisers of the event were wise to avoid 
any mechanism whereby their fallacious arguments 
could be verified. This is because her arguments rest 
upon baseless assertions, cold war black propaganda, 
and absurd “newspeak”. Indeed the phrase “socialism is 
slavery” would have made Orwell proud and would not 
be out of place alongside his famous lines: “war is peace, 
freedom is slavery, ignorance is strength”!

Rather than debunk each of Wright’s specious claims 
step by step, it is enough to point out a key flaw in her 
argument: the idea that the market, aka capitalism, is 
democratic and encourages freedom while socialism is 
the opposite. She stated that free markets are democratic 

because they distribute resources based only on the abil-
ity to pay. If something is democratic it implies that all 
participants are equal and one person has one vote. A 
system could hardly be considered democratic if most 
people only get one vote while a handful of people get 
millions! So how could the market possibly be demo-
cratic when individuals participating are not equal in 
their ability to access resources? The idea of market 
distribution being democratic is patently absurd. Yet 
absurdity doesn’t bother the ideologues of capitalism. 
Just like when advertising a product, all they need do is 
create associations with positive terms, rather than en-
gage in honest discussion over the real character of their 
system. 

Freedom is a catch cry among the propagandists of capi-
tal. Yet, what does freedom actually mean in a capitalist 
context? What does it boil down to? According to the 
content of Wright’s speech, freedom under capitalism is 
essentially the freedom to choose what to buy! Setting 
aside the other inequalities which exist in a capitalist 
society, most people’s “freedom of choice” is limited by 
their lack of income. In fact, what capital really means 
when they say freedom is the freedom to exploit and do 
whatever they want in the pursuit of profit. People would 
do well to remember that. 

Rather than people being forced to participate under so-
cialism, it is capitalism where the stick of poverty, hun-
ger and homelessness is wielded against working people 
to force them into an unequal exchange with capitalists. 
No one accepts zero-hour contracts, being on call 24 
hours a day and no job security without coercion. Such 
is the newspeak of modern capitalist apologia that such a 
“choice” is presented as freedom while socialism’s guar-
anteed work for life and state provided housing, health-
care, education, childcare and retirement are “slavery”. 

In contrast to Wright’s apologetics, Crouch’s arguments 
for socialism relied less on emotive responses and more 
on appeals to reason, historical context, sustainability 
and what was better for the common good.

Ultimately, should the Communist Party have engaged 
in such a forum and would we do it again? The answer 
is most definitely yes. When your opponent fears the 
threat of a good example we should show people what 
the Communist Party of Australia has to offer as often as 
is possible.
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Capitalism and its primary concepts

Lars Ulrik Thomsen

Neo-liberalism refers primarily to the 20th-century 
resurgence of 19th-century ideas associated with 
laissez-faire economic liberalism. Those ideas 
include economic liberalization policies such 
as privatization, austerity, deregulation, free 
trade and reductions in government spending in 
order to increase the role of the private sector in 
the economy and society. These market-based 
ideas and the policies they inspired constitute a 
paradigm shift away from the post-war Keynesian 
consensus which lasted from 1945 to 1980.

This is the definition of neo-liberalism in Wikipedia. Is 
it a thorough and acceptable definition? It has become 
the common term for explaining the economic changes 
since the counter revolution began in the 1980s. But is it 
the correct definition of capitalism?

In my view it gives a false explanation, because it 
doesn’t coincide with the general trends in capitalism. 
Understanding capitalism and imperialism means to re-
flect the actual development in the superstructure.

On the contrary neo-liberalism gives that the impression 
that opportunities are open, and it’s just a matter of using 
them. One of the main trends in the media is the topic of 
innovation. There is a lot of propaganda for this trend 
and many people make their own small companies in 
pursuit of the dreams the media pushes.

Unfortunately they come to realize that their idea will 
just be incorporated into a bigger firm, with better pos-
sibilities for commerce and trade. So these youngsters 
spent several years trying to realise their dream on false 
premises.

But it isn’t just a matter of cheating people, it is also a 
matter of giving scientific, correct explanations or cor-
rect concepts correlating with reality. The factual devel-
opment in capitalism is concentration of capital and mo-
nopolization of industry. This was a trend already visible 
in Marx’s Capital.

So 150 years later we are still subject to misinformation 
and incorrect application of concepts. The correct termi-
nology for modern capitalism is corporate capitalism in 
its supranational monopolistic phase or period (SMC). 
This gives the most relevant and factual information on 
the current place in the epoch of imperialism.

Another common concept used in many ways is globali-
sation. Is this the correct definition of capitalism in the 
21st century? No, it isn’t.

Already Marx showed how capitalism was hunting profit 
all over the globe. So again, 150 years later this is not a 
satisfactory definition of the rise in internationalization 
of production and finance.

The correct definition is to combine supra state mo-
nopoly capitalism with the new phase of imperialism 
described above. This is not just playing a game with 
words and concepts. The bourgeois media avoids giving 
correct and scientific definitions in order to delude and 
falsify reality. After all, this is part of maintaining power 
over the masses.
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