I NGED B2
PR oy

e ¢ ).

Communist Party
of Australia

Celebrating 100 years of
Struggle Against Capitalism

p e (MUY IST:

% OF AUSTRALIA

l; &2
r‘ “ [

THEORY
POLICIES
EXPERIENCE
DISCUSSION




4 issues are $25 including postage within Australia.

Please fill out the form below (or a copy) and send to:
AMR Subscriptions, 74 Buckingham St, Surry Hills NSW 2010.

Ty nynnnynmmm
Subscription type: O New QO Renewal QO Gift

Commence subscription on: O Currentlssue Q lssue number:

Optional subscription to The Guardian, the CPA's weekly newspaper:
O 12 months: $100($80 conc / $150 solidarity) O 6 months: $55($40 conc/ $80 solidarity)

Your details

Phone number: . .. o

Gift to (if applicable)

Email address: . . oo

Phone number: . .. o

Payment details

O Cheque/money order (made out to “Communist Party of Australia”) attached.

Please debit my credit card Q Mastercard QO Visa for the amount: $___
Card number: Expiry date: /
Name on card (Please print) .. .......... ... ... .. ... ... Signature: ... ... ...

Payment details can also be phoned or emailed in:  Phone: + 61 2 9699 8844  Email: info@cpa.org.au



Contenis

Editorial .. ... ... .. . . . [
The way forward for trade unions . . .. ........... ... ... 1
Theory and Practice of Class-Oriented Community Unionism . . 4
Miners make history. . ... ... ... . 11

The Aboriginal National Minority . ................... 15

Editorial Board
David Matters (Convenor)
Elizabeth Hulm
Anna Pha

The views or positions presented in articles featured in the Australian Marxist Review do not necessarily represent the
official policy or position of the Communist Party of Australia or the Editorial Board of the Australian Marxist Review,
nor should the publication of any article be taken to mean endorsement of its content.

Printed and published by the Communist Party of Australia
Postal: 74 Buckingham Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010 Australia
* Phone: +61 2 9699 9844 Fax: +61 2 9699 9833
* ¥ Email: cpa@cpa.org.au
Website: www.cpa.org.au

CPA ISSN: 2208-5238 Issue #70 — December 2020



Editorial

In this issue of the Australian Marxist Review the main
focus is on trade unions and their struggles.

The first of these articles is an interview with Warren
Smith on today’s trade union struggles. Smith has been
active in the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) for
33 years and held numerous positions. At present he is
the chair of the Maritime Branch of the CPA. He is also
a member of its CC Executive and Secretariat. Smith
worked as a wharfie prior to being elected to various po-
sitions within the Maritime Union of Australia (MUA).
He is currently the MUA Assistant National Secretary,
so is well qualified to speak on the question of trade
unions and the issues they face. The MUA is one of the
most hated trade unions by employers, the government
and mass media because of its militancy and protec-
tion of members. It is a result of a merger between the
former Waterside Workers’ Federation and Seaman’s
Union of Australia, which more recently merged with
the Construction Forestry, Mining and Energy Union,
another militant trade union.

This interview is followed by an article by Katjoesja
Buissink on community unionism in New Zealand,
which is a subject of particular relevance today. It
provides lessons and ideas that we could consider for
use in Australia. Buissink is the Chair of the Central
Committee of the New Communist Party of Aotearoa
(NCPA). Sympathetic to Marxism since their school

days, Buissink got involved with the Communist Party
of Australia while in Sydney during 2018. Experiencing
a Marxist party for the first time solidified their convic-
tions and on return to New Zealand, they resolved to
re-establish the Communist Party in New Zealand. The
New Communist Party of Aotearoa was founded in May
2019 and Buissink was elected the Chair of its Central
Committee at its First National Congress.

Outside of Party work, Buissink is an organiser for the
Hospo Workers” Union (HWU), a new trade union for
restaurant, café and bar workers in New Zealand and the
only member union of the World Federation of Trade
Unions in New Zealand. HWU was established with the
backing of NCPA members as part of the redevelopment
of the class-oriented union movement in New Zealand.

Still on the subject of trade union struggles, the third
contribution is by Edgar Ress. It provides an insight-
ful outline of the organisation and execution of historic
strike action in 1937 by the Miners’ Federation under
communist leadership. It is particularly relevant to the
present situation demonstrating education and involve-
ment of members, planning, and discipline with united
action. The strike occurred during a very dark period
coming out of the Great Depression. The trade union
movement, wages, and working conditions had taken a
hammering. Workers’” morale was low as was militancy
and class consciousness.



Ross held a number of positions including subeditor
with the Barrier Daily Truth, the newspaper of the
Workers Industrial Union of Australia, president of the
local Militant Minority Movement, and he joined the
CPA in 1933, which brought with it active membership
in the Movement Against War and Fascism.

Ross became editor of the Miners’ Federation journal,
Common Cause in 1935, and continued in that role until
1966. He vigorously supported the successful campaign
for the forty-hour week and was a mining group rep-
resentative on the New South Wales Labor Council
Executive from 1936 to 1966. Ross also published
several works of labour history, including The Russian
Revolution: Its Impact on Australia (1967), A History
of the Miners’ Federation of Australia (1970), Of Storm
and Struggle (1982), and These Things Shall Be! Bob
Ross, Socialist Pioneer: His Life and Times (1988).

The next article by Dr Hannah Middleton provides
a Marxist analysis of how Aboriginal people lived as
an integral and integrated part of the natural envi-
ronment. Their traditional life does not dominate or
exploit nature, and their social life reflects this har-
mony. She describes the impact of colonisation with
its destruction of Aboriginal traditional society, the
struggle against the British colonisers including the
seizure of their lands, and analyses this in terms of
class formation.

Middleton has been a member of the communist move-
ment in England, the German Democratic Republic
(East Germany) and Australia for 60 years. She has
held leading positions in the CPA, including former
President and General Secretary, and has written many
pamphlets for the Party. She studied the national ques-
tion at Humboldt University in the GDR and wrote
her PhD on the land rights struggle of the Gurind;ji at
Daguragu in the NT. Middleton has continuing contacts
with Aboriginal activists in most States. For a number
of years she was a Lecturer at the University of New
South Wales and continues to assist post-graduate stu-
dents with their research projects. She is Secretary of
the Port Jackson Branch of the CPA and an activist in
the peace and public housing movements.

Middleton is author of a number of publications includ-
ing But now we want the land back and Flowers to Make
Daguragu Pretty: The Gurindji 1966-2016. Middleton
lived and worked with the Gurindji at Daguragu from
April 1970 to February 1971.

The Editorial Board hopes that readers find material in
this issue of interest and useful to them.

David Matters (Convenor)
Elizabeth Hulm
Anna Pha



Celebrating the life of Harry Black on 3rd June 2011, Sydney.
Warren Smith giving his tribute. (Photo: Anna Pha)



The way forward for trade unions

Warren Smith

Warren Smith is the National Assistant Secretary of the Maritime Union of Australia
and member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Australia. He was
interviewed by Anna Pha for the Australian Marxist Review on the issues currently
facing the trade union movement during the present COVID-19 crisis in Australia.

AP: Would you like to comment on the Prime Minister’s
statement ‘we are all in this together’?

WS: Ultimately, we are not in this together. The current
situation is a case of the class divides being amplified
and that is being shown on every level, right around the
world, in the way that governments are dealing with
coronavirus and dealing with its associated economic
impacts. Morrison’s government is dealing with the
crisis ensuring the interests of the ruling class are domi-
nating every decision.

There are major assaults on working people going on,
because of the health crisis itself and through employ-
ers using the pandemic for their companies’ self-inter-
est. This all takes place under the backdrop of climate
change devastation that will also affect working people.

Workers are being denied basic essential COVID-19
protections and have to fight for them while often
their bosses are at home in isolation. Frontline work-
ers in particular have no chance to isolate they must
continue to work and should be afforded every pro-
tection. Instead they are being subjected to attacks
on wages and conditions of work, and fundamental
industrial rights, when it is those very workers who
have so explicitly demonstrated that society does not
function without them.

The same workers have been let down by the private
profit system of capitalism which is not built to cater for
the needs of the people. They are let down by the health
system and by the social security system, both victims of
profit-gouging corporations and privatisation.

It has become clear that private replacements of free
public health and other social services do not work.

A stark example in hospitals is where at one stage we
had public health workers working incredible hours
under immense pressure while at the same time nurses
in private hospitals were being made redundant.

Markets have consistently failed the people, yet Morrison
relies on market forces at every turn.

We are not in this together at all. Quite clearly there are
those who are still continuing to make massive profits
like in the iron ore industry where nothing is too sacred
to blow up for those huge profits. Others who have been
handed the biggest corporate bailouts and the biggest
gift in the history of government handouts, through
JobKeeper. JobKeeper is not based on helping work-
ing people it is based upon maintaining the viability of
companies to bounce back. Many companies receiving
JobKeeper were and are highly profitable and it is a case
of the workers’ wages being subsidised by government
as a windfall to the boss to be used as they please while
millions miss out and are thrown on the scrapheap at the
worst possible time.

If we were all in this together two million workers or
more would not have missed out.

If we were all in this together, no one would be left
behind and unfortunately too many people are being left
behind.

To make it worse it will be the working class who are
expected to pay for the crisis.

We are not seeing the outlines or plans for increased cor-
porate taxation, for reductions in military spending, for
increased public services and an increased social wage
to protect people. We are still seeing massive disparity of
wealth, massive accumulation of wealth by the capitalist
class, so no we are not in this together.

AP: Before COVID-19 came along employers and the
government were on the offensive. Have they let up
during the crisis?

WS: Prior to COVID-19 unions were facing the crimi-
nalisation of solidarity and the criminalisation of strug-
gle. Massive amounts of state resources have been put in
place, including anti-union institutions such as the ABCC
(Australian Building and Construction Commission),
Registered Organisations Commission (ROC), Fair
Work Commission (FWC), Productivity Commission
and courts.



All of these organisations or institutions or agencies
have beefed-up powers to assault working people.

The crisis is being used as an opportunity to further
entrench corporate power and to reduce conditions
of workers, often through the restraining actions of
these institutions.

What we have seen throughout coronavirus are oppor-
tunistic attempts utilising courts and bosses’ pleas to
government for changes to industrial relations laws to
free up flexibilities and bring in essential service legisla-
tion effectively banning strikes.

High unemployment is being used as a threat to exist-
ing wages and conditions and jobs.

Redundancies are being held over workers’ heads to
force them to accept certain compromises or to even
work unsafely to improve productivity.

So, we are seeing an extremely difficult period now.
We are seeing workers fighting against the impacts of
a known Kkiller disease that they can take home to their
families, to their elderly parents, to their grandparents
at the same time employers are trying to reduce their
standard of living.

Workers are being stood down over prosecuting safety
issues around coronavirus. Employers and courts are not
only now criminalising union disputes but also critical
safety disputes to push back worker resistance. We see it
time and time again where workers who take a position
in relation to their safety, such as when in Melbourne a
group of wharfies refused to work a vessel that came in
without meeting the 14-day quarantine requirements.

AP: What happened to them?

WS: The comrades stopped work for three days on that
vessel, they continued to work on the other vessels in the
terminal, but they were subjected to intense employer
and media harassment. Workers were stood down and
put off pay, their employment was threatened, and
we have subsequently been trying to get some resolu-
tion and justice around the extreme attitude of the
employer.

This is all linked to bargaining at DP World from the
employers’ angle. Employers in bargaining are using the
coronavirus pandemic to subvert bargaining processes
and get workers into courts to place every obstacle in
the way of reaching agreement. There is a pattern of
creating manufactured disputes.

Waterside workers who stopped work in Melbourne at
DP World for three days and in Sydney at the Hutchinson
terminal where they stopped for 10 days over COVID-19
safety related matters were docked pay.

Both these matters are subject to ongoing legal hearings.

The 10-day stoppage at Hutchison featured the
company withholding information about positive
COVID-19 workers and minimising the list of poten-
tial contacts to the Health Department to maintain
workforce numbers and continue to argue that the
workers were taking industrial action not acting out
of real fear of the pandemic.

Both companies are in the midst of bargaining with
workers and their union. Both companies have sought
to make massive changes in the midst of this bargaining
process based upon firstly the coronavirus and secondly
on the fact that workers’ leverage during this period is
diminished.

This will not be uncommon for workers across the board
and even where workers are highly organised the attacks
never stop coming.

AP: Would you like to comment further on how the
coronavirus is being used by bosses?

WS: The Employers currently have been given more
rights and will be supported by the FWC to be able to
make changes when required during the life of an agree-
ment due to unforeseen contractual or economic reasons.

There was usually a consultation process in Enterprise
Agreements, but these new rights are firmly in place for
employers. Employers are using these new rights and
enforcing change for economic reasons, quite common-
ly and throughout various industries.

Large stevedoring employers are lobbying govern-
ment and seeking an end to their two-year bargain-
ing periods with unions by calling for essential serv-
ices legislation to prevent strikes.

Many employers are seeking to wind back previously
agreed wins such as pay rises. Governments are cyni-
cally trying to enforce wage freezes including obscenely
on nurses.

The Morrison government is setting up the facade of
cooperation by asking unions to talk, preparing the
way for more reactionary legislation aimed at boost-
ing profits by eroding workers’ and union rights.
Many workers face increased performance pressures
from bosses due to higher levels of unemployment
that employers inevitably use to minimise wage rises.

AP: How do you see the way forward for the working
class?

WS: We need to build a strong class-conscious work-
ing-class movement that sets its goals for social change.
The need for socialism has never been greater for



Warren Smith at a MUA Glebe Island Picket, 14 October 2005. (Photo: Anna Pha)

human and environmental reasons. The role of the
Communist Party is indispensable in this process.

The role of the unions in this struggle is vital as unions
remain the primary organisations of the working
class in Australia despite their flaws and declining in-
fluence, which in no small part is due to walking away
from the class struggle but they can be rebuilt.

We need to see huge social change and building a mas-
sive united front movement that the organised work-
ing class are at the centre of is essential.

It is critical the Party is growing and building and
playing a central leadership role in this movement
and in the trade unions.

Immediately we must demand that workers do not pay
for the crisis.

We must fight to ensure that JobKeeper is extended
and that JobSeeker never returns to its abysmal pov-
erty levels ever again. We must be fighting to protect
trade union and workers’ rights whose erosion will
be used to stop resistance to COVID-19 austerity
plans. Continuing the fight for the right to strike is
important to build worker power. There should be no
bail-outs, corporations should be assessed whether
or not they can be run as viable public institutions.
Privatisation must stop and previous privatisations
reversed. The way forward for the working class is
through class struggle and setting system change as
the goal and not as a dream while we fight our way to
the next reform.

There are many steps on the way industrially, politi-
cally and economically but we should take each step
charting the final goal of a socialist world that is our
only hope for peace and environmental survival.



Theory and Practice of Class-
Oriented Community Unionism

Katjoesja Buissink
Central Committee, New Communist Party of Aotearoa

One of the key questions that has driven the international
Communist movement since its inception is the question
of what it means to be a revolutionary and what does
revolutionary work look like in non-revolutionary times.
Two extremes exist, with one pole believing that revo-
lution can be made entirely through subjective factors
and mobilisation of the masses. The other end takes a
defeatist approach and negates the necessity of socialist
revolution. History does not look favourably upon either
extremity. The task of Communists, therefore, is to
navigate our course by creative application of Marxism-
Leninism. As Lenin said when the Russian Communist
movement was in a similar low ebb as we are now, “it is
not a question of what path we must choose, but of what
practical steps we must take” (Lenin 1977b, p17).
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This question of path is not simply a question of Party
life but, if Marxism-Leninism is adhered to, a question
of the proletariat in toto. The role of the Party is to “or-
ganise the class struggle of the proletariat and to lead
this struggle” (Lenin 1977a, p211). Stalin (1954, pp177-
179) would later conceptualise the Communist Party’s
role as the “General Staff” or “advanced detachment of
the working class”, operating with and within the work-
ing class, but not equitable. This Leninist definition of
the role of the Party can be clearly seen as a creative de-
velopment of what Marx and Engels wrote in Manifesto
of the Communist Party before the betrayal of the social
chauvinists, namely that Communists “have no inter-
ests separate and apart from those of the proletariat as
a whole” and form “the most advanced and resolute
section of the working-class parties of every country,
that section which pushes forward all others” (Marx &
Engels 1976, p497). This Marxist-Leninist conception
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A BBQ organised by ACU members at a council housing block.



of the Party stands opposed to both modern Blanquist'
secrecy and Browderist? liquidationism and emphasises
the significance and development of the mass organisa-
tions of the proletarian movement alongside that of the
Communist Party.

Recognition of this forms the basis of the strategy of the
New Communist Party of Aotearoa. The report of the
NCPA Central Committee to the First National Congress
says:

The Central Committee developed the principle of
“one class, two unions” as practical application of
Marxism-Leninism in the 21st Century. Recognising
the need for a mass, class-oriented movement

of the proletariat, something currently lacking in
entirety in New Zealand, the New Communist
Party strives to build and strengthen two types of
unions: labour unions and a new type of union -
the revolutionary community union.

Selected Documents and Speeches of the First National
Congress of the New Communist Party of Aotearoa
2019, p13

The form and function of class-oriented trade unions is
as old as Marxism itself, and the literature on it is equal-
ly massive. In discussing our Party’s application of the
above theoretical principles, therefore, I will focus on
our conception of “community unionism”, conveniently
also the topic AMR editors asked me to write on. To give
an initial summary of community unionism as briefly as

1 Louis Auguste Blanqui was an early French Utopian communist in the
pre-Marxist period. While a follower of the 18th century materialists, he

did not connect his materialism with matters of history, where he was an
idealist. Therefore, while he recognised class struggle and the importance of
socialist revolution, Blanqui did not grasp the great role of the proletariat.
Blanqui viewed a tight network of conspiratorial revolutionaries as key to the
success of revolution. This group would establish a revolutionary dictatorship
supported by the broad masses that would disarm the bourgeoisie and

defend the construction of socialism. The classics of Marxism-Leninism while
expressing a high opinion of Blanqui as a revolutionary and an ardent partisan
of socialism, nevertheless criticized Blanqui’s conspiratorial tactics and his
failure to understand that an armed uprising can succeed only if the revolution
is carried out by the masses of the working people under the leadership of

the revolutionary party. Blanqui’s ideas are survived today not by followers of
Blanqui himself on any significant level, but those who follow an ultra-leftist and
subjective deviation, particularly those who fetishize “people’s war” and armed
struggle conducted by a small clique.

2 Earl Browder was Chairman of the Communist Party, USA from 1934 until
1945. He pursued a liquidationist policy that temporarily dissolved the CPUSA
into the non-partisan Communist Political Association. He saw the unity between
the USSR and the capitalist powers of the UK and USA, the “world family of
democratic nations” that was exhibited at the 1943 Tehran conference as a sign
that socialism and capitalism could work together peacefully on a domestic level
and renounced partisan activity in the name of the national unity of the USA.
His principle works displaying this liquidationist trend are The Road Ahead and
Teheran: Our Path Through War and Peace. Browder was widely attacked as

an enemy of socialism by American Communists led by William Z. Foster, who
re-established the CPUSA shortly after, as well as several prominent figures of
the international Communist movement such as Jacques Duclos of the French
Communist Party, who issued a widely-read polemic On the Dissolution of the
Communist Party of the USA. This polemic, as well as several speeches on the
topic by US Communists are contained within the 1946 collection Marxism-
Leninism vs. Revisionism. His spiritual successors within the international
Communist movement are those who abandon revolutionary principles and
dissolve the Communist Party either entirely or de facto and align behind their
domestic imperialist bourgeoisie.

possible, it is useful to quote at length from pre-existing
Party literature.

The New Communist Party also recognises that the
proletariat exists outside the workplace and that in
order to be fully effective, we need to be backing
the working class outside the workplace. The Party
has elevated the theory of the standard form of this
organising, tenant unionism, into a unionism of a
new type — revolutionary community unionism.

The Community Union, as a mass organisation of
working communities, should have the capacity
to focus on broader issues such as public works,
amenities and community life as the working
masses see fit, not just tenancy agreements ...

The Community Union also plays an important role
in uniting various class strata under the leadership
of the working class. The focus on the community in
a broader scope than just tenants allows for home-
owning petty bourgeoisie a route to follow the
working class in a revolutionary struggle through
their shared interest in a strong community with
public services and amenities. Unemployed people
and beneficiaries who would normally not be able
to engage with the workers’ movement can also be
brought in through their own concerns about rent,
housing condition etc.

Selected Documents and Speeches of the First National
Congress of the New Communist Party of Aotearoa
2019, p28

The ACU [Aotearoa Community Union] is inspired
by tenants’ unions that exist in the United States
and the United Kingdom, such as ACORN UK,
where a lot of the early organisational and
practical guidance for the ACU came from.
Tenants unionism has a significant difference here
however, as to a large extent there are not the
mega-landlords that exist in the USA or the UK, but
a significant number of petty landlords. It is only
through on-the-ground work that the big landlords
have really been made apparent. The significant
impact of this difference is that techniques such as
rent strikes are not as easily available to a tenants’
union as in these other countries. The ACU will
have to work to build ties with the masses and
make itself a genuine mass organisation for these
significant tactics against landlord capitalists to be
worth the risk of any political action of this sort.

Just as a difference exists between revolutionary,
class-oriented trade unions and reactionary scab
unions, we can differentiate between reformist
and revolutionary housing unionism. As this is not
normally a key point of Marxist-Leninist practice,
what revolutionary housing unionism looks like has



largely been independently synthesised by New
Communist Party cadre. The result has been the
elevation of tenant unionism to community unionism

Of course, at the current stage the Aotearoa
Community Union plays a humble role and is
largely limited to a few Wellington suburbs. At
the moment work has largely been initial door
knocking, introducing ourselves to working
communities and gaining a membership base
outside of the initial activist base of New
Communist Party and unionist core. This has been
done quite successfully, and now the Aotearoa
Community Union is beginning its first campaigns.
We provide a free mould removal service to
Wellington residents and are organising Wellington
City Council (WCC) Housing tenants to fight for
better conditions against WCC neglect. As time
goes on and the mass power which the Aotearoa
Community Union directs increases, we expect
that it will become an important and novel part of
working-class power in New Zealand.

Selected Documents and Speeches of the First National
Congress of the New Communist Party of Aotearoa
2019, pp15-16

Therefore, community unionism can be described as an
effort to extend the organised subaltern, or the mass or-
ganisations of the workers’ movement, to society, i.e. the
community, as a whole. It is not a replacement for the tra-
ditional mass organisations of both the trade unions and
the women’s, youth, students, and peace organisations,
but an organisational form that attempts to broaden and
expand the class struggle and meet the masses in more
places, thus allowing the working class to more broadly
recognise their role as builders of the new society.

The conception of community unionism that the NCPA
holds is different to the idea of community unionism em-
ployed by some IR scholars and reformist trade unions,
while both stem from the same principle. These groups
see the solution to the decline in fortune of the Western
labour movement in “moving beyond the workplace and
engaging with communities” (Cockfield et. al. 2009,
p462). These alliances with community groups, particu-
larly faith-based ones, have a dual side of essentially
being good United Front work, but also often involve a
certain resignation from building a proper union, engag-
ing in industrial action, etc. The NCPA’s conception, and
“one class, two unions” more broadly, retains class-ori-
ented unionism’s rightful place and rather seeks to build
distinct union structures in the community.

A lot of community union work is difficult to convey in
writing, particularly for an overseas audience. The most
important thing for all Communists interested in similar

activism to remember are the two fundamental princi-
ples of seeking truth from facts and practice as the sole
criterion of truth. As Deng Xiaoping (1995, p153) wrote,
these “are the basis of the proletarian world outlook as
well as the ideological basis for Marxism”. For comrades
not well familiar with Mao Zedong or Deng Xiaoping’s
works, where these terms were popularised, the two say-
ings summarise the materialist outlook and practice. We
as Communists proceed from material conditions and
address our work based on the results of our practice.
If comrades proceed from these principles and develop
strategy based on sound Marxist-Leninist thought, their
work should be of a high calibre regardless. The follow-
ing summary of some aspects of community unionism
simply developed through our work based on the above
ideas, and is presented as an example of application of
Marxism-Leninism in the conditions the NCPA finds
itself.

The foundational organisation of the community union
should be based in a suburb or similar, fairly small geo-
graphic area. Over-estimating the possible scope for one
group of comrades to cover, such as the whole of a city,
makes it hard to focus on concrete action and truly un-
derstand the needs of the masses. For us, this initially
meant one organisation focusing on Wellington Central
as that is what matched NCPA structures and capabilities
a year ago. A community union initiative with a greater
distribution of interested organisers would naturally be
able to have larger initial coverage without sacrificing
the necessary organiser density.

The first piece of community union work is to under-
stand the needs of the masses. As Mao (1967c, p186)
says, “to link oneself with the masses, one must act in
accordance with the needs and wishes of the masses”.
This can be fairly thankless work, as it inherently re-
quires the difficult task of making connections with
people who are unpolitical and therefore unenthusiastic.
Comrades should ensure they can explain clearly what
the community union is and what it does with corre-
sponding written material, and that they are prepared to
note any important details such as property management
company or common problems that can form the basis
of initial actions.

Through this process people who genuinely want to help
make a difference to their community should come to the
surface. These people are very important as they already
know a lot more about the on-the-ground problems in
their area and are the nascent driving force of the com-
munity union in their own areas.

These initial actions are important for establishing
and proving the community union as a genuine force
for grassroots change. They show the “community
aware” people who want to make a difference that the



community union is a useful group for them to get in-
volved in and show the broader masses that the commu-
nity union is a group that serves their interest, a connec-
tion that strengthens links with the masses even if they
do not yet actively participate in community union work.

Another piece of early work for community unionists
is to simply strengthen intra-community relationships,
i.e. to strengthen the sense of community. For us, these
have included things like community picnics in nearby
parks, Christmas barbeques for public housing tenants,
and “meet your neighbour” (dry) parties for residents
of blocks of flats. These are just social events, but they
should not be dismissed by politically minded individu-
als. These events and the associated opportunity for
discussion not only allow for shared problems to come
to the surface but for increased collective ties between
residents and even organic collective solutions to the
shared problems.

At this stage of development, the community union is
relatively mature in that specific area and the organi-
sational effort should be focused on turning this goal-
oriented social group into a genuine “shop committee”
of the community union. Develop these in accordance
with local conditions and housing system, for example
if there 1s a block of flats with the same landlord, this is
the ideal shop committee scope. In other situations, shop
committees should be formed based on shared landlord
or property management company as well as geography.

These grassroots committees allow a community union
to properly function in a way which strengthens the con-
sciousness and organised activity of the working class.
A failure to form and foster these committees creates an
instrumental culture where key cadre (probably Party
members) exhaust themselves providing services to the
masses and they are not awakened. This service-driven
culture is seen often in reformist trade unionists which
function as “the fourth emergency service”. Not only
does this not awaken the masses, but it creates an en-
vironment where “you hope you don’t need the union”
(Tapia 2013, p679). Work to mobilise and collectivise
both problems and solutions through the community
union are a priority.

A particularly harmful deviation into service-driven
culture that I have noticed Communists tend to make
is a misinterpretation of the Chinese Marxist-Leninist
slogan of “serve the people” where Communists liter-
ally serve the people soup with tea and coffee or similar
acts. This petty-philanthropic deviation is often accom-
panied with the slogan “solidarity not charity” as if they
are almost aware of its problems but not quite sure how
to rectify them beyond labelling it something different.
We serve the people not by giving handouts but strength-
ening class consciousness and organisation which allow

working people to collectively fight for and better their
interests. Soup kitchens, food banks etc are excellent
initiatives in some circumstances, for example when or-
ganised by mass organisations during particularly gruel-
ling strikes, as these are organised by the workers’ mass
organisations themselves and act as a commissariat that
strengthens the fighting power of the working class. This
is not always the case. As Chinese revolutionary Chen
Yun (2001, p165) reminds us “when we have formulated
a policy for improving the people’s welfare, we must
also rely on the masses themselves to enforce it”.

A service-driven culture also stunts the long-term growth
of community unionism within the workers’ movement.
Academic industrial relations research suggests that
genuine solidarity is intrinsically connected to proletar-
ian collective action, as union commitment (a measure
of solidarity and collective morality) strongly correlates
to participation in both militant and non-militant union
actions amongst both white- and blue-collar workers
(Monnot, Wagner, and Beehr 2011). A genuine explana-
tion of this requires a Marxist analysis.

Lenin affirms that workers are indeed theorists, even at
the stage of pre-class conscious disorganisation, but they
are only “to the extent that they are able, more or less,
to acquire the knowledge of their age and develop that
knowledge” (Lenin 1976, p384). To return to Marx and
Engels’ The German Ideology:

.. definite individuals who are productively active
in a definite way enter info these definite social
and political relations. Empirical observation must
in each separate instance bring out empirically,
and without any mystification and speculation, the
connection of the social and political superstructure
within production.

Marx & Engels 1975, p36

Therefore, it is easy for a worker to empirically observe
the imbalance and class divide that exists in the work-
place or that their landlord extracts wealth from them
through rent, but it is not so easy for cognition to observe
the essence of that class divide. Using Lenin’s example
of a glass tumbler, it is the equivalent of recognising its
use as “a drinking vessel” or “a receptacle for a captive
butterfly” but without dialectical logic and examination
of “all its facets” allowing understanding of the essence,
higher class consciousness, political consciousness,
cannot be reached (Lenin 1973, pp93-94).

Lenin’s emphasis on the merging of the workers’ move-
ment with the revolutionary youth and their scientific
socialism in What is to be Done? is recognition of this



Gestalt shift® necessary for the working class to develop
higher thinking away from trade-union consciousness.
After all, Engels (1990, 398) wrote in the last sentence
of Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German
Philosophy that the proletariat was the “heir” to classical
philosophy, a word choice which encapsulates the proc-
ess of inheritance and handing down within the gaining
of political and philosophical consciousness.

The Leninist theory of knowledge develops the pathway
“from living perception to abstract thought, and from
this to practice ... the dialectical path of the cognition
of truth” (Lenin 1961, p170). Conscious organising of
the proletariat allows for deeper perception and, more
importantly, deeper and more accurate abstraction of
empirical perception through promotion of Marxism-
Leninism. Lenin, of course, wants advanced workers
to join the Bolshevik Party, and for the influence of the
Bolsheviks to grow amongst the Russian working class.
But on a practical level of revolutionary organising, this
is a means, not an end. Lenin’s true goal is for the work-
ers’ movement to develop to the point of a simultane-
ous (yedinovremenno) uprising led by the Bolsheviks
(Lenin 1972, p178). This simultaneity, which implies
organisation and action, is the ultimate development
away from spontaneity and bourgeois hegemony over
the proletariat. If the working class is organised in serv-
ice-driven unions, community or trade, they cannot take
the cognitive leap of practice and develop their class-
consciousness. There is no hope for community unions
to develop into popular democratic organs, nor for the
workers’ movement to reach the stage of broad political
struggle without beginning the “perception — cognition
— practice” cycle of the working class’ development.
Therefore, it is important to ensure the community union
fosters an environment where workers can collectively
solve problems within their community, no matter how
small.

Readers familiar with Antonio Gramsci, late leader of
the Italian Communist Party, may see the links here
to his concept of the modern Prince. Reflecting on the
modernisation of Machiavelli’s Prince, he determined
that “the modern Prince ... cannot be a real person, a
concrete individual. It can only be an organism ... the
political party”. The role of this party is to develop a
“popular collective will, of which the modern Prince
is the active and operative expression” (Gramsci 2011,
p247; p249). This collective will drives collective, i.e.
simultaneous, action. Gramsci’s conception of the work-
ing class rising simultaneously is the proletariat as “col-
lective man” — “great mass, party and leading group”
moving together (Gramsci 1971, p429).

3 A Gestalt (the general nature of something) shift is when someone’s
interpretation of an event changes from one thing to another. In this case it
refers to the development from an unscientific to the Marxist worldview.

Therefore, a strengthening of the organisational form of
the proletarian class, is a development of revolutionary
aims, of proletarian class power. Growth of the organi-
sational form is an attack, however small, on the bour-
geoisie. As Richard Hyman (1975, p27) writes, “when
individuals band together in order to increase their col-
lective power (‘power for’), this is normally directed
towards a conflict relationship with a third party (‘power
over’)”. Again, we can remember back to the model of
the tug of war. A social version of Newton’s third law of
motion applies: for every gain the proletariat makes, the
bourgeoisie suffers.

Lastly, it is important to note one incorrect view that
some cadre mistakenly held when our Party was first
developing community unionism was viewing it not
as an extension or separate front of the same capital-
ist class struggle, but a different class struggle against
landlords. This came from mechanical cross-application
of Mao Zedong’s thought and the semi-feudal nature of
the Chinese new democratic revolution. The landlords
in New Zealand, and in all developed capitalist coun-
tries such as Australia, are not old China’s “big land-
lord” class (see Mao 1967a, p13) nor Prussian junkers,
but a by-product of the bourgeois and petty-bourgeois
classes’ desire for a diversified investment portfolio.
Mao described the oppression of the peasants by these
big landlords as follows: “The landlord had the right to
beat, abuse or even kill them at will, and they had no
political rights whatsoever.” (Mao 1967b, p308). We
may immensely dislike our landlords, but all comrades
should be able to see the difference between this and the
relationship with their own landlord fairly clearly.

Engels’ The Housing Question is more useful study for
comrades than the class structure of old China. He iden-
tified the capitalist landlord-tenant relationship as:

... a simple commodity sale; it is not a transaction
between proletarian and bourgeois, between
worker and capitalist. The tenant — even if he is a
worker — appears as a man with money; he must
already have sold his commodity, a commodity
peculiarly his own, his labour power, to be able
to appear with the proceeds as the buyer of the
use of a dwelling or he must be in a position to
give a guarantee of the impending sale of this
labour power ... it is still only a transfer of already
existing, previously produced value, and the total
sum of values possessed by the landlord and the
tenant together remains the same after as it was
before.

Engels 1988, p320

The exploitation of tenants with soaring rent prices,
neglect of repairs, etc is a symptom of the capitalist
system rather than a mode of production, capitalist or



otherwise, in its own right. This is not to deny, however,
the class imbalance within tenancy relationships. The
petty-bourgeoisie and bourgeoisie have greater finances
than the working class and can enter into landlordry with
relative ease while proletarians may stay renters for life.
This position then allows for further wealth transfer (not
production!) as even a child who has had the misfortune
of landing on Mayfair is well aware of.

The petty-bourgeoisie and even the bourgeoisie are also
tenants, however, as Engels (1988, p319) notes and can
have similar dilemmas as proletarian tenants, particular-
ly in times of crisis. A great example of this currently is
how both McDonalds and Harvey Norman stores across
New Zealand, two of the biggest brands in the country,
are struggling to pay rent during the forced shutdown
due to COVID-19 —just as workers are! There is also the
potential for intra-bourgeois conflict between commer-
cial landlords and business owners, particularly when
their cash flow is restricted. The Australian Securities
and Investments Commissions’ current threats of signifi-
cant fines or imprisonment for landlords who ask tenants
to use superannuation to pay rent (against good-faith
financial advice provisions of the Corporations Act) is
an example at of this conflict at the state apparatus level.
Class-oriented organising around housing issues is more
complicated than one may first assume.

The basis of Marxist-Leninist organising, as opposed
to other New Left and similar political strains, is the
working class. As the thesis of the First Congress of
the Communist International, drafted by Lenin (1974,
p466), proclaimed, “The experience of all revolutions
and all movements of the oppressed classes, the expe-
rience of the world socialist movement teaches us that
only the proletariat is in a position to unite and lead the
scattered and backward sections of the working and ex-
ploited population.” Fitting the conditions of the time,
the basis of the dictatorship of the proletariat and the
Soviets was to be the industrial proletariat (and the poor
peasants). Antonio Gramsci viewed the establishment of
Soviet power as something connected with the industrial
proletariat. “The factory council,” wrote Gramsci (1977,
p100), “is the model of the proletarian state”. This was
very much in accordance with other Marxist-Leninists
of the era, who viewed the establishment of socialism
often through the lens of either the factory or an army.

The community union is our attempt at an answer to
how to develop these institutions and the revolutionary
movement, and nurture what Gramsci described as the
solidarity and “bonds of mutual affection and solidarity”
of the factory council. The community union recognises
the basis of this phenomenon existing organically within
working-class communities, and in conjunction with the
Party, revolutionises the class and strengthens solidarity
and self-organisation.

Vivian Gornick’s book The Romance of American
Communism uses a phrase I quite enjoy: “The whole-
ness of the Communist Party world”. As Dina Shapiro, a
long-time member of the CPUSA, said during an inter-
view for the book:

Your life as a Communist was everywhere: in the
shop, at home, at meetings, in the neighbourhood.
You were always being a Communist. There was
never a time when you werent a Communist. You
were a Communist when you went fo the store to
buy a bottle of milk, when you went to a movie,
attended a party or a meeting, voted in the shop,
sewed up the last two dresses of the day for the
woman at the next machine whose kid was sick,
returned a dollar to a clerk who had shortchanged
himself, sent an ignorant neighbour to a tenants’
council when the landlord wanted to evict her ... as
well as when you went to Party meetings, carried
out Party assignments, and obeyed or handed
down Party directives. It was all one. The life was
of a piece. There was nowhere in my life that |
turned that | didn't know who and what | was ... Ah
yes! That was a life.

Gornick 1977, p113

I think this is a sign of an effective Communist Party
and more broadly, an effective working-class movement
that reaches into all aspects of life. It is the broadest
possible definition of “serving the people” and of class
organisation that challenges bourgeois hegemony over
the masses. Fulfilling this is the aim of the NCPA’s “one
class, two unions” strategy and of community unionism
specifically. The community union should be there as a
vehicle and encompassing space for the working class “in
the shop, at home, at meetings, in the neighbourhood”.

Because of this, it is near impossible to give a precise
recipe of how Communists should engage in community
unionism: how to canvas, how many cadres to allocate
to mould removal, what community engagement events
to hold, etc. Conditions differ from neighbourhood-to-
neighbourhood, let alone on either side of the Tasman.
Therefore, what [ would like to emphasise as the most
important thing for our Australian comrades is not our
specific practice of community unionism as it is applied
in Wellington, Auckland, or any other part of Aotearoa,
but the Marxist-Leninist principles and theory that drove
us to develop community unionism. Do not simply treat
being a Communist or a unionist as something limited to
your workplace, union meetings, pickets and rallies. Be
a Communist everywhere in the community and foster
proletarian organisation and consciousness everywhere
in the community. In my opinion, that is the true work of
a revolutionary.
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Miners make history

Communist Review September 1937

Edgar Ross

Emerging dramatically from the dark days of disorgani-
sation and defeat following the 15 months’ lock-out of
1929-30, the coal miners of New South Wales have again
made history. Challenging the most powerful groups of
vested interests in Australia, they have shown the way
out of depression standards, have given lingering defeat-
ism, born of the years of crisis, its final blow.

It is of tremendous significance that this history-making
campaign has been conducted under the leadership
of prominent members of the Communist Party of
Australia. William Orr and Charles Nelson, the leading
officials of the Miners’ Federation, have been subjected
to their greatest test to date — as industrial leaders and
Communists.

Suffice it to say that dire predictions of disaster have
failed to eventuate. On the contrary, the carping critics
of Communist leadership have been completely con-
founded. The efforts of “snipers,” likewise, have proved
futile. The Communist leaders of the miners have come
through with flying colours.

Legacy of the lock-out

It was a disquieting legacy which was left by the period
of defeat in the coal-mining industry. The outcome of the
[1929] lock-out bred demoralisation which begat cyni-
cism and apathy. The miners’ organisation almost lost
its traditional virility and militancy. Indeed, it would not
be far wide of the mark to say the Federation was threat-
ened with disintegration.

Under the new central leadership the thankless job of
reorganisation was tackled with energy, patience and
efficiency. Finances were restored. Inter-district unity
was recreated. The organisation was once more given a
mouthpiece; the miners’ union began to act like a federa-
tion as of yore. The masses recovered their former spirit,
their class-consciousness. The Miners’ Federation, in
short, was born again.

Intense exploitation

There was plenty of work confronting it. The colliery
owners; their organisation smashed by the lock-out, were
unable to continue effective price regulation. Instead,
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they entered into a period of intense price-cutting in a
desperate competitive battle for dwindling markets. A
basis for this capitalist madness was found in the pro-
gressive worsening of the conditions of the workers.

Figures best tell the story of these years of ruthless ex-
ploitation. In 1936 about 12,000 employees in the mines
of New South Wales produced nearly as much as 21,743
in 1928 and mineworkers received £1,825,243 less in
wages. It is worthy of special mention that the increased
production of 2,419,618 tons from 1931 to 1936 was ob-
tained by the colliery owners for a wages’ cost of 2/3 per
ton! [2/3 was two shillings and three pence. Conversion
to decimal in 1966 was on the basis of £1 = $2; 20 shil-
lings equals one pound; 12 pence equals a shilling.]

In 1936 the production per head of employees in New
South Wales was 647 [tons], as against 411 in 1931, last
year’s figure for underground employees only being 841.
Here are some of the corresponding figures for other
countries: India, 186 tons; France, 261 tons; Canada,
561 tons; Great Britain, 331 tons. The story behind the
fact that in New South Wales’ individual productivity is



about 50 per cent higher than anywhere else in the world
is ever-intensifying speeding-up. The other side of the
medal shows increasing accidents and industrial disease,
and the sending of wrecks to the scrapheap at an ever-
advancing tempo.

An intolerable position

A rejuvenated organisation, then, found that an intolera-
ble position had been allowed to develop throughout the
coalfields, with nearly 50 per cent of the skilled miners
unemployed, not only spelling chronic poverty among
mineworkers, but the degradation and threatened ruina-
tion of whole communities. Indeed, conditions threat-
ened the coal-mining industry itself.

On the basis of the economics of industry, a programme
of demands was formulated for discussion by the rank
and file, demands alleviating the suffering existing
throughout the minefields. Soon, the mining lodges were
tackling the question with some of the old enthusiasm.
Suggestions poured into the central office. The “log”
became the main topic of conversation on the job. The
miners were on the march!

Meanwhile, increasing resistance was being offered to
the grasping proclivities of the coal owners. Speed-up
methods were fought. Greater safety was demanded.
The filching of “concessions” and the abrogation of age-
long customs were met with strike action. The miners
had regained their strength and confidence!

On the move

The incessant demand for the adoption of some de-
termined measures to recover lost conditions and win
improvements was reflected in the final meeting of the
Central Council of the Federation for 1936, when resolu-
tions from the various New South Wales districts were
tabled calling for early action. These also received the
solid support of the delegates from other States, where
improvements had been gained but further progress held
up pending a forward move in New South Wales. A com-
mittee was established to draft a log of claims and formu-
late methods of enforcing them. Organisation was com-
menced for the calling of a conference of rank and file
delegates to discuss the position in the mining industry.
As near as practicable every member of the Federation
had a say in the drafting of the log of claims. It became
more than a series of demands for improved conditions.
It was an historic document, relating the needs of the
coalminers to the economics of the industry.

Discussion. Mass Meetings. Articles. Lectures.
Pamphlets. Seldom, if ever, has the rank and file of any
organisation been so completely drawn into the task of

framing a log for service on the employers, verily an ar-
resting contrast to the picture of bureaucratic control so
often linked by inspired propagandists with Communist
leadership!

The log in its completed form was enthusiastically
adopted by meetings in all districts which were the larg-
est experienced for many years. Yes, the miners were
certainly wide-awake now!

As finally served on all colliery proprietors in New
South Wales, the log called for a restoration of wage
cuts, shorter hours and an all-round improvement of
conditions, while a parallel agitation was initiated for a
pensions scheme for old mineworkers, amendments to
regulations governing safety, an improved compensation
act and other questions.

Mobilising the Membership

Then, the mobilising of the membership for the cam-
paign to force better conditions from the coal owners!
Agitation, demonstration, organisation. Preparations
were made for struggle with a thoroughness probably
never before exceeded in the Federation before an actual

stoppage.

The prevailing “will to win” was stimulated and directed
along correct channels, until there was the spectacle of
some 15,000 men with but a single thought — to force
an improvement in conditions by whatever means were
found to be necessary. The intense preparatory work told



the tale — the membership pronounced itself unanimous-
ly behind the Federation leadership in any measures
adopted to win the day.

Will those record-breaking meetings when the miners
voted “Yes” ever be forgotten? The unanimity with
which they accepted the prospect of a lengthy struggle
on “bread and dripping” if necessary was unparalleled
in the Federation’s history. It was at once an indication
of the solidarity and militancy of the membership and
its unqualified confidence in the leadership which had
shown it the way out of the morass of defeat to a new
morale.

Wide support

Meanwhile, the Federation’s leaders had succeeded
in mobilising the whole of the industrial and political
labour movement of the Commonwealth behind the
Federation’s struggle, through the ACTU Congress,
State Labor Councils, individual unions, the ALP and
the Communist Party. Moral support was promised by
a wider strata of the population, including civic and re-
ligious bodies.

In the battle of propaganda for the prize of public opin-
ion the Federation has won all along the line. The bosses’
squealing for a “better deal” was exposed by a wealth of
evidence. It was proved for instance, that the total wages
cost per ton to the New South Wales coal owners was
4/1 as against 15/7 in the Saar, 10/1 in Canada and 9/11
in Britain. It was shown that on the basis of low prices
for coal, steel, gas, shipping and other interests had been
able to make enormous profits.

The timely announcement of arecord profitof £1,183,171
by the BHP, owner of a quarter of the coal mines in the
State, was the final blow which shattered the whole case
of the colliery proprietors based upon the hoary plea of
complete “inability to pay.”

Despite this defeat, however, and the verdict of the aggre-
gate miners’ meetings, with their practically unanimous
acceptance of the idea of strike action, the coal owners
were surprisingly slow in awakening to a realisation that
the mineworkers were really in earnest. They were ap-
parently still suffering from the “lock-out” psychology!

Arrogance of bosses

The early approaches of the Federation for a considera-
tion of the log of claims were met with a characteristic
display of arrogance and the rank and file gave further
spectacular and inspiring evidence of their determina-
tion, solidarity and resentment at the employers’ attitude.

For over a week the public of New South Wales, nay,
Australia, were held spellbound by the exploits of the
miners in their sustained job activity. Streamer headlines
in the press reported the latest stoppages in “the fields.”
All were on tenterhooks — what would the next move be?

The spotlight of publicity was centred particularly on the
“stay-in” strikes at Burwood and John Darling, and the
mass demonstrations of employees of all the BHP col-
lieries in support of the men underground. Here was this
dangerous new technique which had rocked the capital-
ist system of America come to our very door! Where
would it all end?

The government intervenes

An immediate result was the intervention of the State
government, through the Industrial Commissioner,
Mr Justice Cantor, and the assembling of conferences
at which the coal bosses adopted a more reasonable
attitude.

The campaign was complicated by the conflicts within
the employers’ ranks owing to the underlying struggle
for markets, and the ultimately different interests rep-
resented. The BHP was more concerned with coal as a
raw material rather than as a product for sale in the open
market, and sought throughout to pursue an independent
line to place other producers at a disadvantage. Others
were working definitely for government action to stabi-
lise price levels.

While there were many colliery proprietors in a posi-
tion to show that they were earning small profits or none
at all, it was conclusively established by the Federation
that this policy paid them, particularly the BHP, because
it enabled them to win enhanced profits from their other
enterprises.

On the other hand, it was revealed that there were people
producing coal and selling it at the pit top for 8/- — to
10/- per ton and making profits. These are the same in-
terests which told a Royal Commission in 1929 that they
could not make a profit at 25/- per ton!

The crocodile tears being wept for the consumers by the
colliery proprietors were exposed in all their hypocrisy
by the Federation pointing out that while the wages cost
per ton of coal amounted to 5/- it was being sold to mem-
bers of the working class, who accounted for 0.3 per cent
of the total coal consumed, for 50/- or 60/- per ton.

Mass pressure!

While the negotiations were proceeding the Federation
was making its plans for struggle. Credits to the
extent of £100,000 were arranged, mainly through the



Cooperative Wholesale Society. A levy of 71 per cent on
working members of the Federation was imposed in the
event of a stoppage.

Machinery was instituted for supplying relief to mem-
bers. Special committees were set up throughout the
coalfields for the organising of relief distribution, propa-
ganda campaigns, entertainment, and other activities.

As the conferences proceeded under the chairmanship
of Cantor, with the coal owners indulging in desperate
“stalling,” ludicrous bluffing and barefaced manoeu-
vring, the rank and file provided an object lesson to the
whole trade union movement in the tactic of exerting
mass pressure. The further the conferences went, with
no decisive result accruing, the more pits were thrown
idle through protest demonstrations. Hardly a day
passed without thousands leaving the mines. Excellent
discipline was preserved, and the demonstrations were
organised so as not to force a disproportionate amount
of sacrifice upon any one section.

The result of these demonstrations and the state of pre-
paredness for struggle revealed a determination to wage
it if necessary forced the coal owners to capitulate and
from a refusal even to consider the Federation’s claims
they were forced to concede very substantial improve-
ments in conditions.

Substantial gains

These provided for an increase in contract rates of ten
per cent and five per cent for off-hand labour. This gave
the off-hand men, constituting the overwhelming major-
ity of workers in the industry, the highest wages ever
known in the NSW coal mines. How important was this
gain will be recognised when it is pointed out that on
the South Coast, for instance, not one worker in this cat-
egory averaged as much as £200 gross income for any of
the years from 1931 to 1936.

Youths also received a five per cent increase in addition
to altered bases of progressive increases in the south-
ern and western district, which actually meant a much

greater improvement. Other important advances made
were the payment of 1/6 water money to all employees,
the establishment of higher guaranteed wages in cases of
deficiency, and better overtime rates.

So, for the first time in 20 years the Federation has been
able to wage a campaign for uniform rates and condi-
tions on a State-wide basis, forcing all proprietors to
meet its representatives as one body and agree to con-
ditions representing a substantial advance on previous
conditions. Thorough preparatory work under a militant
leadership had brought inevitable results.

The way was now clear for further consolidation and
organising to gain the major claims of the original log
not yet conceded. The agreement arrived at was the
first round of the miners’ new series of struggles. Far-
reaching results will follow.

Lessons for labour

The campaign of the coal miners of New South Wales
has lessons for the whole labour movement. It has dem-
onstrated how the masses can be mobilised for militant
action under a conscientious revolutionary leadership.
It has revealed the vital link between propaganda and
organisation.

It has once more been demonstrated that powerful capi-
talist groups can be forced to negotiate against their will
by demonstrative mass action. It has shown how better
conditions can be won in the teeth of opposition from
the employing class as a whole. It has provided a clas-
sic example of the winning of public opinion by careful
explanation and patient educational work.

The superiority of direct negotiations backed by mass
pressure over the method of placing the fate of work-
ers in the hands of an Arbitration Court judge has been
clearly revealed. The miners’ campaign has opened up a
new period of working-class history in Australia. Who
will be next?



The Aboriginal National Minority
Class and National Formation

Dr Hannah Middleton

1. Introduction

The ancestors of the Aborigines came to Australia at
least 60,000 years ago. They developed a semi-nomadic,
hunting and gathering economy based on communal
ownership of the main means of production, the land.
Their intimate and detailed knowledge of the land and
nature was essential for their economic success.

They lived as an integral and integrated part of the natu-
ral environment rather than alienated from it, not domi-
nating or exploiting nature, and their social life reflected
this harmony. They developed relations of co-operation
and reciprocity for production, distribution and ex-
change, expressed through their classificatory kinship
system.

In their mode of production, in everyday life there was a
biological division of labour in which the hunting work
of the men and the collecting done by the women were
complementary (although women provided the bulk of
the food) and the products of their labour were shared.

Traditional Aboriginal social organisation was based on
their economic life and allowed them to use the available
food and other resources efficiently and effectively. It
was specifically adapted to their environment to ensure
the continuation of the group.

In times of localised hardship extended families could
move and exercise secondary rights to live on and use
the food and water resources on land belonging to a dif-
ferent local group.

The territory of each group was defined and recognised;
members of other local groups were expected to contrib-
ute some form of payment to use it. Collective ownership
of a specific area of land by a local group was expressed
and reinforced through spiritual beliefs and ceremonies.

Traditional economic and social life was the antithesis
of'individualism and competitiveness; a society in which
the highest value was placed on the collective nature of
its constituent communities and on co-operation and
sharing between its members.

The Aboriginal people, because of their economic de-
pendence upon and spiritual ties with the land, had in-
tensely emotional feelings for it. To be alienated from
their land meant loss of a sense of physical and spiritual
continuity and psycho-social security and also led to
death, great material poverty and massive socio-cultural
destruction.

This destruction was brought about as British imperial-
ism, from 1788 onwards, colonised the Australian con-
tinent, seizing vast areas for farming, for sheep after the
1820s, and then later for more agriculture and in the
north for cattle. Land was the key to the struggle that
developed as settlement was expanded despite the bitter
and prolonged guerilla war fought by the Aborigines.

Despite the destruction sharing and concern for other
people persisted. In 1970 Gurindji men and women ex-
plained their attitude towards me by saying: “No matter
who you are, we are here to look after each other.”

2. Class Formation

The establishment of a convict colony in 1788 had
catastrophic effects on traditional Aboriginal society.
The colonists brought with them the ideology of racism
which was used to justify the theft of land and the murder
of Aborigines.

With the impact of British colonialism the socio-
economic base of traditional Aboriginal society was
destroyed as local groups were driven from their land,
were killed or died from new diseases, malnutrition and
despair.

The basic means of production, the land, was taken over,
farming, sheep and cattle modified the environment in
which the Aborigines had previously lived and worked,
and social relationships were disrupted by deaths and
forcible relocation.




Sheep, gold and later agriculture laid the basis of pros-
perity for the colonists in the south and cattle did the
same for the north.

As well as causing a dramatic increase in the white
population, gold (discovered in 1851) made an essen-
tial contribution to the foundation of modern Australia.
It stimulated the development of an Australian local
industrial capitalism and with it the growth of a local
bourgeoisie and proletariat.

There was a sharp distinction between settlement of
the south, dominated by sheep between the 1820s and
1860s, and the occupation of the north after the 1880s
for the pastoral (beef cattle) industry. The former was
accomplished by murder, deaths from disease and star-
vation and relocation of the indigenous population with
enforced segregation on reserves.

In the north, however, different geographical and climatic
conditions strictly limited the number of cattle that could
be maintained. This, combined with slowly changing at-
titudes towards Aborigines (much assisted by consolida-
tion of the process of land theft) and a developing appre-
ciation of their labour potential for the pastoral industry,
meant that extermination was not carried out to the same
extent as in the south and Aboriginal traditional society
remained relatively unchanged for a longer period. An
uneasy compromise between the needs of Aboriginal
communities and of the cattle grew up.

The results of the two different forms of colonialism,
however, were the same in content. The people were
changed from self-determining, semi-nomadic hunters
and gatherers into dependent, settled, unskilled labour-
ers held in subjection by monopoly capitalism under
conditions more often like slavery than wage labour.

Aborigines were gradually drawn into and exploited by
the money-commodity, economy of monopoly capital-
ism in Australia. In the workforce they were used pre-
dominantly as cheap labour or a form of reserve army
and with the impact of racial discrimination and oppres-
sion, segregation and isolation, they came to comprise
the lowest stratum of Australian capitalist society under
imposed conditions of backwardness, extreme poverty
and deprivation.

The destruction of Aboriginal traditional society, the
relocation of the people (on missions and reserves, for
example) and their increasing use as cheap labour con-
tributed to the breakdown of local boundaries and the
development of new, wider affiliations.

This process (called ethnic consolidation) has continued
at an accelerating pace since the Second World War. In
the Australian context, the process of ethnic consolida-
tion among the Aboriginal people has taken the spe-
cific form of proletarianisation — the transformation of
Aborigines from their traditional hunter-gatherer situa-
tion into wage labourers working in urban or rural oc-
cupations within the capitalist system.



This process of socio-economic integration or proletari-
anisation has been not spontaneous but forced and has
resulted in the great majority of Aborigines being trans-
formed into members of the working class.

However, this has not been and is not a simple process. It
must be stressed that in a context of rapid and disruptive
social change such as the Aborigines have undergone,
the process of class formation is uneven and highly com-
plex and various groups pass through a number of stages
before their transition into a particular class is complete.

The process of class formation among the Aborigines has
taken two forms, both so far at a low level. Pastoral and
other workers, mainly in the north, tend to be in a transi-
tional stage living in traditionally orientated groups or as
rural workers. In the south they tend to be wage workers
but are scattered, often not union organised, lack train-
ing and suffer from high levels of underemployment
and unemployment. Thus there is an Aboriginal work-
ing class at a number of stages of development towards
fully-fledged wage labourers: from groups with much of
their social organisation and ideology still largely tradi-
tional through rural workers to urban workers and some
members of the industrial working class.

This process of proletarianisation is not contradicted by
the very high levels of unemployment among Aborigines.
Objectively employment as a wage labourer is not what
defines a member of the working class; such a position
is determined primarily by relationship to the means of
production and place in the social system of production.
A worker does not stop being a member of the working
class because the capitalist system forces her or him into
unemployment.

In addition Aboriginal communities in fringe settle-
ments, on stations and reserves, particularly in the north,
have traditionally been used as pools of cheap labour.
Among them a high rate of unemployment has been
maintained in order to ensure a regular supply of re-
placement labourers (a cheaper way of getting workers
than giving wages and conditions adequate for natural
replacement). These labour pools have also helped to
maintain the very low wages and conditions common to
the Aboriginal workforce.

Equally, while it is true that class consciousness is not
developed among many Aborigines, class position and
class interest are not determined by the consciousness
of the class but by its position and role in the system
of social production. Ideology here is a significant but
secondary factor.

Some of the most traditional Aboriginal groups which
are at the lowest stage of the proletarianisation process
(such as the Gurindji in the Northern Territory) have
also used a typically working class method of struggle,

strikes, giving an indication of the proletarian content of
their movements.

It is also important to realise that a traditional spiritual
expression or form of struggle may tend to obscure the
real content of that campaign or movement. Engels has
pointed out that:

... religious wars of the 16th Century involved
positive material class interests; those wars were
class wars, too, just as the later internal collisions in
England and France. Although the class struggles
of that day were clothed in religious shibboleths,
and though the interests, requirements, and
demands of the various classes were concealed
behind a religious screen, this changed nothing

in the matter, and is easily explained by the
conditions of the time ... .

F Engels, The Peasant War in Germany, Progress
Publishers Moscow, 1956,Preface p 54

The picture of class formation and differentiation among
the Aborigines is incomplete, however, without exami-
nation of two additional aspects of this process. Firstly,
the results of almost 200 years of discrimination, ex-
ploitation and oppression have created groups of black
Australians with acute problems of crime, juvenile de-
linquency, prostitution, alcoholism and so on.

While there is ample evidence that, given power to de-
termine the direction and conduct of their own lives,
members of such groups can offer a considerable eco-
nomic and social contribution to their community, under
present conditions they cannot be included in the work-
ing class.

Secondly, the development of middle class elements and
ideology are also part of the picture of class formation.
Although clearly quantitatively small at present, there
are sufficient concrete examples of small businesses,
entrepreneurial activity, employment in government de-
partments and other activities to show that an Aboriginal
middle class is growing.

3. National Liberation

The historical period in which the movement of the
Australian Aborigines underwent a qualitative change
was, and is, decisively determined by the October
Russian Revolution, the founding of the first social-
ist state in 1917 and the defeat of fascism in 1945. It
is an age of social revolutions and national liberation
struggles.

Australia is not isolated; it has been influenced by inter-
national economic and political trends. Developments in
Australia will always reflect the dialectical relationship



between international trends and specific national
conditions.

The political and social struggle that has developed
among Aboriginal communities since the Second World
War shows that they are part of the worldwide national
liberation movement.

What has and is occurring in their fight against the form
of colonialism existing on the Australian continent is an
example of the extraordinarily rapid growth of a national
liberation movement among a numerically small people.
The development of their struggle for emancipation
and equality has gone hand in hand with the extremely
rapid growth of their consciousness and political or-
ganisation. Today their struggle has broad aims and is
Australia-wide.

4. National Formation

Ethnic groups are small communities, ranging from
several hundred up to several thousand people, often
dispersed and therefore lacking centralised organisation
or a cohesive social unity. They are identifiable almost
exclusively by language, territory, a sense of common
origin and a common culture, life-style and traditions.

In the epoch of the primitive communal system there
was a dominant tendency towards the growth and fission
of the basic social units, a process of ethnic division.
During the decline of this socio-economic formation and
in later historical periods, the characteristic tendency has
been towards ethnic amalgamation. These processes of
amalgamation have taken two forms: consolidation and
assimilation.

Ethnic assimilation is most characteristic of countries
with a high level of social and economic development.
The progress of assimilation is influenced by a number
of assimilated, their social and legal status, the type of
employment of the members of the group(s) and their
economic ties with the dominant (assimilating) group,
the attitudes of the dominant group, and the degree of
linguistic, cultural, spiritual and racial affinity between
the two or more groups.

The processes of ethnic assimilation can be voluntary
(subjective) or forced and spontaneous (objective) and
it is the latter, together with ethnic consolidation, which
is typical of Aboriginal society under the impact of a
history of colonisation and integration into monopoly
capitalism. It is particularly significant that under the
specific conditions existing in Australia these two ethnic
processes, consolidation and assimilation, have been and
are developing in contradiction to each other.

Under conditions of racial discrimination, exploitation,
isolation and extreme poverty, the process of spontane-
ous assimilation to the (white) Australian nation (a proc-
ess inevitably produced by integration of the Aborigines
into the capitalist system) has been significantly retard-
ed. As a result, Aborigines have retained to a greater or
lesser degree many traits of their traditional way of life
and thought, culture, languages, customs and institu-
tions although often with new meanings and functions.
In addition they have adapted elements of the Australian
capitalist nation to their particular needs and imposed
low levels in distinctive forms of their own.

While factors such as the small numbers of Aborigines,
their scattered distribution and the trend to urbanisation
have accelerated the assimilation process, the imposed
low economic and social standards Aborigines suffer,
the degree of their cultural, linguistic and spiritual dif-
ferences from white society, and particularly the preju-
diced and discriminatory attitudes and practices of the
dominant society have all held back ethnic assimilation.

Involvement in a money-commodity economy has
promoted ethnic consolidation among Aborigines. The
material basis for contradictions and hostilities between
different local groups no longer exists and the resultant
consciousness of strangeness and suspicion is fast fading.
Individuals and groups have been brought increasingly
in contact with each other through forced removals to
reserves and other areas and even more through their in-
volvement in the same economic activities.

The new material conditions provide a basis for unity
and a consciousness of shared experiences and suffer-
ing. Ethnic consolidation reflected in this growing con-
sciousness of common identity and interests also retards
(but does not negate) the processes of ethnic assimila-
tion among the Aborigines.

Of course this new black consciousness does not include
every Aborigine but the knowledge of and interest in
other groups among even remote Aboriginal communi-
ties is considerable.

The development of a national liberation movement
among the Aborigines is both a product of and con-
tributes to ethnic consolidation as well as holding back
ethnic assimilation. In their resistance to and strug-
gle against racial discrimination and deprivation the
Aborigines have developed an Australia-wide common
consciousness of themselves as a people of their own
and distinguished from the (white) Australian nation and
are organising themselves and campaigning on a conti-
nent-wide level.

All this amounts to ethnic consolidation developing to
the stage of national formation among the Aborigines.
Since they are scattered over the continent either as



single local communities or as individuals or small
groups in towns and cities they do not constitute a nation
but, as an integrated part of Australian capitalist society,
they have assumed national traits in the form of an op-
pressed national minority.

As a national minority the Aboriginal people share a
number of determining characteristics:

* A common territory. This is the national aspect.
The Aborigines have rights to land by virtue of
prior occupation and ownership.

* Ethnicity. The Aborigines share a common ances-
try; they are a black minority.

» Language. In their traditional society the
Aborigines had several hundred languages (as well
as many dialects), some of which are still in use
today.

* In art, dance, myths and stories, in their attitudes
towards and appreciation of nature, and in their
common social and ethical values (for example,
their ideology of co-operation, mutual support and
sharing) the Aborigines still have a complex- and
distinct culture.

The very fact that imperialism spills over the boundaries
of national states and extends and intensifies national
oppression on a new historical basis means that we must
link the revolutionary struggle for socialism with the
revolutionary program on the national question.

The struggle for Aboriginal rights, including improved
health, housing, education and employment and for com-
munal, inalienable land rights and autonomous areas, is
an integral part of our struggle for socialism.
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condemned the injustices of capitalism in moral language. The volume covers ethical
concerns that were deemed important by the young Marx; the question of determinism
in Marx’s writings; justice and workers’ interests; integration of needs and rights of the
individual with that of whole society; the intersection of the arts and morality; and much
more. (International Publishers)

A Short
Exposition

Willis H. Trairs

Shop@CPA

shop@cpa.org.au  www.cpa.org.au/shop 02 9699 8844

postal: 74 Buckingham St, Surry Hills NSW 2010

All prices include postage & packaging (p&p) within Australia.
Make all cheques and postal orders out to “CPA”. For credit cards provide name-of-card-holder,
card-type, card-number, and expiry-date. Minimum credit card payment is $20.




“There are many steps on the way industrially,
politically and economically but we should take each

step charting the final goal of a socialist world that is
our only hope for peace and environmental survival.”

Warren Smith
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