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100th anniversary of the first International Women’s Day march

Women’s struggle never 
over under capitalism
Anna Pha

March 8 is celebrated around the world as 
International Women’s Day. This year marks 
the 100th anniversary of the fi rst marches. 
IWD has its origins in the working class 
struggles for social, economic and political 
rights of women, including socialism.  For 
many years IWD took the form of militant 
marches and other actions in support of 
equal pay, the right to work, rights of mar-
ried women, the right to vote, for women’s 
services and women’s reproductive rights, 
and many other rights, and against the 
exploitation of women.

One hundred years on, many gains have 
been made and many women now have some 
measure of economic independence.

In the political sphere the right to vote is 
now taken for granted and women are regularly 
elected to all levels of government in Australia.

Progress was made in the social sphere 
on such issues as reproductive rights, sexism 
in advertising, the removal of discriminatory 
clauses in legislation and awards, elimination 
of sexism in education and doors prised open 
offering opportunities previously denied to 
women.

Struggles for the right to work, equal pay, 
access to affordable and quality childcare, 
against sexual harassment and greater par-
ticipation of women in trade unions also saw 
many gains. The Whitlam Labor government 
took up the UN’s International Year of Women 
in 1975, adopting many progressive reforms, 
including giving women greater access to 
higher education (abolition of fees, bridging 
programs, community learning centres, etc) 
and the establishment of the Family Court.

Wages struggle
Historically women’s wages have been a 

fraction of their male brothers. Discrimination 
in wage rates on the basis of gender (as well as 
race and age) has long been used by capital-
ism to increase the rate of exploitation and pit 
workers against each other in the workplace. In 
the historic Harvester decision of 1907, Justice 
Higgins set the basic wage rate for women 
at 54 percent of that of a male worker. Men 
were seen as bread-winners with stay-at-home 
wives waiting hand and foot on their husbands 
and children.

For example, during a recession in the 
1970s, The Australian newspaper ran the line 
that women who entered the workforce were 
taking their husbands’ and sons’ jobs and add-
ing to the unemployment queues. That was less 
than 40 years ago.

Continued on page 2
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Hunter Valley 
residents 

say NO to mining

“No” to invasion, 
interference in Libya
Statement from the Communist Party of Australia (CPA)
While supporting the democratic demands 
of the Libyan people, the Communist Party 
of Australia opposes imperialist interference 
in Libya. The national sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity of the Libyan people are 
threatened by the possibility of an invasion 
by the US, Britain and NATO.

We condemn western efforts to foment a 
civil war in Libya in order to pave the way 
for military intervention and the eventual 
control of Libya. The reported seizure of 
entire cities refl ects a high degree of military 
sophistication and is unlikely to be just the 
result of “peaceful protests”.

The United States has positioned its war-
ships off the coast of Libya. There is talk of 
imposing a ‘no fl y zone’ over Libya. This 
would require extensive bombing raids with 
inevitable deaths, injury and destruction.

We have witnessed how blatant lies and 
cries of “democracy” were used by the US 
and its allies to fool the world before their 

attack on Iraq. That imperialist intervention 
has cost hundreds of thousands of innocent 
lives and untold suffering. We must not allow 
the Libyan people to suffer the same fate.

Hundreds and even thousands are report-
ed to have been killed on both sides in Libya 
but the human cost of a US-NATO invasion 
would be far higher.

The CPA stresses that only the people 
of Libya can decide what political system 
they require. The US and its allies have no 
right whatsoever to violate Libya’s sover-
eignty, especially since their claims of acting 
for democracy and humanitarian aid are a 
smokescreen for their determination to seize 
control Libya’s considerable oil and gas 
wealth.

There are also calls for the indictment of 
the Gaddafi  family for crimes against human-
ity before the International Criminal Court. 
However, there are no calls for the US and 
NATO governments and corporations to be 

held accountable for arming the most brutal 
dictators in many parts of the world.

The CPA expresses its support for 
Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez’s pro-
posal to send a mission, including former US 
President Jimmy Carter, to mediate in Libya 
and seek a peaceful resolution to the confl ict.

The CPA welcomes this constructive 
approach and repeats our strong opposition 
to Western political and military intervention 
in Libya.

The CPA supports building an active soli-
darity movement strong enough to prevent 
the Australian government sending troops 
as part of any US-NATO intervention and to 
oppose any Australian political or military 
interference in Libya.

In socialism,
Bob Briton

International Department
international@cpa.org.au

Communist Party of Australia 
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PRESS FUND
This year the US national debt is expected to exceed $14 trillion 
and reach the official nominated debt ceiling. The US government 
might choose to raise the ceiling and slide even further into debt. 
On the other hand it might cut expenditure by sacrificing welfare, 
education, health etc., just as in Iceland, Greece or Ireland, rather 
than axing military programs or corporate welfare. In stark 
contrast to the US budget, the Press Fund is very much smaller in 
scale and is hardly on the brink of financial catastrophe. On the 
other hand, it’s not doing very well, and we’d really appreciate you 
sending in something for the next issue! Many thanks to this week’s 
contributors for their generous support, as follows:
Annilo Attard $50, Cam Janson $10, Jessie Kiek $100, K M $10, 
J F and A Mossen $100, H Patterson $25, “Round Figure” $13, 
Neil Sagewood $10, Shane Talbot $22
This week’s total: $340 Progressive total: $750

“User pays” comes to 
disability and carer support

There is no argument that disability and carer support is in a 
scandalous state in Australia. There is also no argument that the 
various state and federal funding mechanisms need reform and a 
lot more cash fl owing through them to help the 850,000 severely 
disabled Australians relying on them for assistance. 

“At the moment people with disability are falling through all sorts 
of gaps,” Lesley Hall, chief executive of the Australian Federation of 
Disability Organisations, said last week. “Some are shut into hospitals 
and nursing homes because the funding isn’t there to provide them 
with supports at home, which in many cases would be cheaper. Others 
rely on family and friends to give them support, which wears down 
their social networks. In some cases the lack of appropriate supports 
means people with disability are abused but they’re afraid to leave 
because there’s nothing else.”

Ms Hall was responding to the release of a draft report from the 
federal government’s Productivity Commission that sets out a plan 
ostensibly to deliver a “Long Term Disability Care and Support 
Scheme”. Like the recent Caring for Older Australians Productivity 
Commission draft report, it contains propositions that will need 
to be worked out in the months ahead but, in common with the 
aged care report the recommendations of the disability report lend 
themselves nicely to the “self-provisioning” agenda of the neo-liberals 
in government across the country.

Disability groups will welcome the idea of $12 billion fund to 
be collected centrally and distributed locally even if it means the 
Commonwealth will be calling on the states to give up $4.5 billion in 
tax revenues – the amount they currently spend annually on disability 
services. Naturally, they welcome the idea of disabled people being 
able to get assistance as a lump sum for aids and services that they 
can select according to their specifi c needs.

The worrying aspect is that the Commonwealth will be out to 
fi nd the shortfall in the funds required for the scheme by instituting 
a levy, similar to the Medicare levy, of something like 0.8 per cent 
of income. Or something akin to the superannuation levy might be 
introduced. Whatever is decided, estimates are that the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme could cost every worker $300 a year 
or $1,200 for a family of four.

The important thing to note is that this isn’t a call for solidar-
ity for disabled Australians currently putting up with inadequate 
support and services. It is a demand that Australians insure them-
selves against disability or insure for the cost of children born with 
disabilities. It used to be considered a normal feature of a civilised 
society that our collective wealth (or at least the portion that fi nds 
its way into general revenue) should be used to provide for the 
health, education, retirement and, in this instance, the special needs 
of people with disabilities.

Another of the recommendations is the establishment of a 
National Injury Insurance Scheme. This is said to be necessary to 
assist people who suffer a catastrophic injury at work like the loss of 
a limb or spinal chord damage. Former NSW government minister 
John Della Bosca says that workers in some states are much better 
looked after following car accidents by beefed up compulsory third 
party insurance than by arrangements in place for workers in the 
event of an accident at work.

This is rich. State governments have systematically reduced work-
ers compensation entitlements over the years and increased the stress 
on sick and injured workers to an intolerable degree. The solution? 
Get workers to kick into an insurance fund – pay additionally for 
what used to come out of their taxes and from the employers often 
responsible for the injuries.

There is no doubt more funds must be found for public services 
that have been degraded over recent years. This includes disability 
and carer support. But the state and federal governments must look 
elsewhere for the source of the dollars. Workers have been squeezed 
dry by spiralling housing and others costs of living, downward pres-
sure on real wages and increasingly expensive services like health and 
education. The federal government will have to seek the funds from 
the big business sector and/or scale back their military spending.

Statement from the Communist Party of Australia (CPA)

Regarding attacks on 
the Communist Party of 
Bohemia and Moravia
The Communist Party of Australia 
condemns in the strongest possible 
terms the renewed efforts on the 
part of right-wing sections of the 
government of the Czech Republic 
to ban the Communist Party of 
Bohemia and Moravia (CPBM). 
This manoeuvring is not an iso-
lated or idiosyncratic development; 
it is the latest in a series of such 
threatening moves across Europe 
to try to neutralise the most clear-
headed and consistent opposition to 
the austerity measures required by 
the planners of capitalism. Their 
intention is to make workers and 
other innocent victims pay for the 
current crisis of capitalism and to 
protect the wealthy culprits.

While it is a logical act by legis-
lators loyal to the wealthy elites and 

the monopolies to seek to suspend the 
activities of the CPBM or to ban it, 
we are, nevertheless, disgusted that 
the government of the Czech Republic 
would attempt to limit or destroy a 
party with such an important role in 
the country’s political life on behalf 
of the working people. It is offensive 
to equate, as the Czech government 
has done, the activities of dissidents 
in the former socialist Czechoslovakia 
to those of the brave anti-fascist resist-
ance carried on with great vigour by 
Communists and other progressive 
forces before and during WWII.

The CPA believes there is a warn-
ing for progressive people the world 
over in the events taking place in the 
Czech Republic. During periods of 
crisis of capitalism, subservient gov-
ernments will take the most extreme 

measures in order to survive. This 
includes the banning of Communist 
parties, trade unions and other pro-
gressive forces in society as Hitler did 
in Germany before WWII. We should 
be alert and prepared to fi ght the rise 
of fascism in all its expressions.

We shall be urging all our mem-
bers, supporters and other progressive 
and democratic forces to protest these 
actions of the Czech government to 
their representatives in Australia and 
to raise awareness of the issue in the 
Australian community.

In socialism,
Bob Briton

International Department
international@cpa.org.au

Communist Party of Australia 

Continued from page 1

While sections of the trade union 
movement have played an important 
role in the struggle for women’s 
rights, the right-wing dominated 
ACTU was much slower to come 
to the table. It eventually adopted 
a Working Women’s Charter at its 
1977 Congress. While this was a 
great advance in recognising the 
right of women to work and encour-
aged trade unions to recruit working 
women, amendments on the rights of 
abortion and married women being 
entitled to unemployment benefi ts 
were resoundingly defeated. Childcare 
did become union business, as did 
the problems faced by migrant and 
Indigenous women.

Following national test case deci-
sions in the Arbitration Commission 
in the 1960s and early ‘70s the gender 
wage gap was narrowed, but it still 
remains. A number of factors and 
barriers have contributed to this situ-
ation, including:
• The greater likelihood of women 

being employed on a part-time or 
casual basis;

• Entrenched discriminatory 
attitudes towards women that are 
nothing short of sexism;

• Ongoing under-valuation of 
“women’s work” and segregation 
of women into low paid jobs;

• Women carrying family and 
caring responsibilities;

• Lack of affordable, quality day 
care and out of school hours care 
– made worse by privatisation.

At the same time that many 
women found it diffi cult to return to 
the workforce with a young family, 
the lack of paid maternity leave meant 
others were forced back after child 
birth for economic reasons.

Prior to the federal elections PM 
Julia Gillard had promised to sup-
port the national test case for equal 
pay for work of equal value that was 
launched last year by trade unions in 

the community sector. She has now 
done a backward fl ip, effectively 
claiming equality is not affordable 
now. At best women in the community 
sector can expect a long-term phasing 
in of pay equity.

Eighty percent of workers in 
the community sector are female 
and their wages are low by commu-
nity standards, refl ecting a history 
of undervaluing and underpaying 
what has traditionally been seen as 
“women’s work”. This predominantly 
female workforce is highly trained 
and skilled, carrying out extremely 
demanding work and carrying huge 
responsibilities. Workers caring for 
the elderly in their homes or support-
ing families in crisis are paid less than 
those packing supermarket shelves or 
collecting garbage.

On average Australian women 
working full-time are still paid 18 
percent less than men, and community 
workers are even more disadvantaged 
when their wages are compared with 
those of men doing work of compa-
rable skill and responsibility. In the 
community sector the pay gap is close 
to 35 percent.

The pay equity test case is a test 
of the government’s commitment to 
some of the lowest paid workers in 
the community. It is strongly opposed 
by employers, who fear it will fl ow 
to women in other sectors of the 
economy.

The most recent advance is the 
introduction by the Gillard govern-
ment of a paid parental leave scheme 
which at last recognises in a concrete 
form the importance of the role of 
parents in raising a young family. 
But it falls short in its inadequacy 
in payments and availability prior to 
childbirth. The struggle is not over.

Gains never secure
These gains were not handed on 

a plate by employers or capitalist 
governments. They involved years 
of struggles led by such organisations 

as the Australian Union of Women, 
other women’s organisations, the 
Communist Party and sections of the 
labour movement.

The Howard era saw women 
suffer serious setbacks in wages and 
working conditions as well as in the 
social sphere. Attacks on “political 
correctness” were used to wind back 
the clock on attitudes to women 
– whether it be to use them as sex 
objects in advertising, opposition to 
IVF, abortion or the punitive attack on 
sole parents with cuts in their rights 
to benefi ts.

Women, in particular, who relied 
more heavily on awards were affected 
when award provisions were stripped. 
Men were more likely to be in a 
position to negotiate enterprise agree-
ments that restored much of what was 
stripped from their awards.

Like all other gains made by 
working women under capitalism 
the struggle needs to continue to not 
only hold onto what has been won in 
struggle but to make further advances.

IWD is a time to not only look 
back on past gains but to look to 
the many struggles that lie ahead 
before women achieve equality and 
emancipation.

There is one demand of the 
women marching 100 years ago – 
socialism – which needs to be taken 
up if the advances in women’s rights 
are to become permanent. As the 
present economic crisis demonstrates 
– and the Howard era in particular 
proved – gains made in struggle 
under capitalism are no more than 
concessions by the capitalist class to 
be taken back at the fi rst opportunity.

Women’s emancipation can only 
be won through the struggle of men 
and women together and fundamental 
transformation of society to a system 
to one of socialism. So, if you are not 
a member yet, what better contribu-
tion to the struggle for women’s rights 
than join the Communist Party of 
Australia! 

100th anniversary of the first International Women’s Day march

Women’s struggle 
never over under capitalism
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Bob Briton

Prime Minister Julia Gillard is tak-
ing plenty of fl ak at the moment for 
reneging on her pre-election prom-
ise not to introduce a carbon tax. 
That will probably blow over. The 
energy-guzzling trans-nationals are 
already making projections around 
a yet-to-be-fi xed “price on carbon”. 
The curious, confusing and dishon-
est “debate” that is unfolding is 
about who will ultimately pick up 
the tab for Australia’s profl igate 
energy use and the monopolies are 
making it clear – it’s not going to 
be them. While ordinary house-
holds are tightening the energy 
belt and looking to alternatives, 
monopolies in high-consumption 
sectors of the economy are angling 
for the equivalent of a licence to go 
on polluting.

The current tax proposal has a 
sordid history. The mining sector 
scuttled the Rudd government’s 
Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme 
(CPRS) and went on to sink the 
original Resource Super Profi t Tax 
(RSPT). Neither of these threatened 
to trim corporate profi ts by very much 
if at all.

They were full of exemptions, 
compensation, loopholes and work-
arounds for the mining corporations. 
This didn’t stop the same mining com-
panies waging plainly dishonest scare 
campaigns about plunging profi ts 
and massive job losses. Recent profi t 
announcements by BHP Billiton, Rio 
Tinto and others show what a lot 
of hot air it all was. An Australian 
Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 
Economics and Sciences quarterly 
report forecasts commodity export 
earnings would grow 33 percent to 
$186 billion in 2010-11!

Rudd’s real climate change col-
ours became obvious at Copenhagen 
in late 2009 when he helped the US 
derail efforts to get a post-Kyoto 
agreement with binding emission 
targets. He was a true friend of the 
resource corporations but his non-
consultative style and plummeting 
popularity brought on an inner-party 
coup and, eventually, a new Labor 
government even more commit-
ted to seeking direction from the 
transnationals.

CPRS take two
The Gillard government duly 

delivered an even more toothless 
Resource Super Profi ts Tax agree-
able to the big mining companies. It 
remains to be seen if it will deliver an 

even more toothless Carbon Pollution 
Reduction Scheme. Early indica-
tions are that it certainly wants to. 
Few things are clear at the moment 
about what will be covered under the 
scheme. It is not known if petrol will 
be in or out, for example. Agriculture 
will be exempt.

As the multi-party climate change 
committee comprised of Labor, 
Green and independent MPs begins 
its deliberations, the only other thing 
taken as given by its members is the 
neo-liberal belief that markets deliver 
the best outcomes in this policy area 
as well. The Australian Financial 
Review (AFR) summed up the credo 
in a recent editorial: “Market-based 
measures have a good record of 
achieving low-cost pollution reduc-
tions”. News from the EU about its 
cap and trade scheme and the suspen-
sion of schemes in the US, Canada 
and Japan shows this to be a very 
doubtful claim.

Climate Change Minister Greg 
Combet has been quoted in the 
media saying that legislation should 
be ready in September this year for 
the introduction of the mechanism in 
July 2012. At this stage the scheme 
is expected to be a straight levy per 
tonne of carbon emissions. “Trade 
exposed industries” will be com-
pensated so that jobs (read profi ts) 
don’t take a hit upon the introduc-
tion of a revised CPRS. The loudest 
sectional interests passing comment 
at the moment are the coal and steel 
industries.

Bluescope Steel is arguing there 
should be no penalty on the steel 
industry for its emissions because 
it will be forced to compete with 
countries that haven’t put a price on 
carbon. When Rudd sought to intro-
duce a CPRS with a starting price of 
$10 a tonne for carbon, the govern-
ment offered to pay for 95 percent 
of its permits to pollute. This was 
rejected as insuffi cient. Nothing has 
changed. Bluescope’s chief executive 
Paul O’Malley has suggested the tax 
should go onto the electricity sector 
only. The threat has been made again 
to close the Port Kembla steel works.

Big coal, represented by the 
Australian Coal Association, wants 
more than the $1.5 billion offered 
by Rudd when his CPRS was being 
sold to the transnationals. Association 
chief executive Ralph Hillman is 
considering “sending a message” to 
the government that it does not want 
member corporations to pay for the 
damage they are causing to the envi-
ronment. An ad campaign might be 

launched. “We hope we don’t have to, 
even though we were successful on 
the CPRS and the MRRT [minerals 
resource rent tax] it is not our core 
business but we are very apprehen-
sive that we will end up with a lousy 
outcome,” Mr Hillman told the AFR.

At this stage in the “debate”, the 
Liberals are banking that the public 
will be so concerned by the mislead-
ing claims about jobs and prices that it 
will back its irresponsible do nothing 
approach.

The real agenda
The resource sector is not really 

stressing about the overall policy 
direction being set by the multi-party 
climate change committee. It knows 
that a public concerned by extreme 
climate events, dwindling resources 
and food insecurity will demand 
action. The government must be seen 
to be doing something. The job for 
the transnationals will be to get other 
people – working people and small 
players – to pay their way. It is early 

days but it already appears that an 
extremely modest price of $20 per 
tonne will be put on carbon and that 
it will do little to cause the necessary 
reduction in emissions.

Governments like those in 
Australia are not serious about tack-
ling the big polluters. They aren’t 
serious about helping working people 
escape their clutches. In Australia 
they will join the private sector to 
build huge energy-gorging desalina-
tion plants selling expensive water 
but offer only niggardly and strictly 
qualifi ed rebates for rainwater tanks 
for householders.

The federal government is so 
concerned about climate change and 
the encouragement of renewables 
that it set to reduce the rebate on 
solar panels through its Renewable 
Energy Certifi cates Scheme from 
July this year. Homeowners with the 
necessary cash are scrambling at the 
moment to install systems before 
the federal government scales back 
its commitment to the environment.

The Communist Party of 
Australia does not believe a market 
mechanism will achieve the neces-
sary reductions in carbon emissions. 
Market mania got the planet into 
the climate emergency in the fi rst 
place. Planning and targeted legisla-
tion that will compel profi t hungry 
mega-polluters to clean up their act 
are the way forward.

Ultimately, more fundamental 
social change is required. As the 
Political Resolution from the CPA’s 
2009 Congress puts it:

“A planned economy which has 
eliminated the private profi t motive 
has the maximum potential for solving 
environmental problems...

“Socialist production is not a 
slave to capitalist market economics 
and its vicious, frenetic cycle of com-
petition, advertising, consumerism and 
waste. It aims at satisfying needs, not 
over-producing commodities, many 
of which have little relevance to real 
needs and lead to gross over-use of 
energy”. 

Phoney carbon debate unfolds
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Preferences vital in 
NSW elections
The stench of corruption hangs 
over the NSW government. A gov-
ernment seen to be in the pockets 
of developers – that runs rough-
shod over democratic processes; 
has sold off key assets at bargain 
basement prices; has neglected key 
responsibilities of public transport, 
health, education and housing; and 
mortgaged the state to the hilt. The 
big question in the state election 
on March 26 is where ALP voters 
who are disillusioned with Labor 
direct their votes – to the Liberals 
or to the Greens and other left and 
progressive candidates, including 
left ALP and Socialist Alliance 
candidates?

The most recent action to exempt 
Lend Lease from legal obligations and 
public scrutiny regarding remedia-
tion of a polluted site at Barangaroo 
and the shutting down of Parliament 
early to avoid debate over its fi re 
sale of state electricity distributors 
are just two recent examples of why 
it is about to go out of business. 
(Although some of its ministers may 
well have set themselves up in the 
business world for years to come with 
lucrative directorships and six-fi gure 
consultancy fees.)

The even more right-wing 
Coalition parties led by Barry 
O’Farrell are set to gain an outright 
majority in the Lower House, but in 
the Upper House where only half the 
members come up for re-election, 
there is the possibility of prevent-
ing the Coalition together with the 
extreme Right gaining absolute con-
trol. Preference allocations are vital if 
the extreme Right Shooters and other 
parties are to be kept out.

The Greens have announced that 

they will not be directing preferences 
to any party. Left unions in NSW have 
written to the Greens imploring their 
leadership to reverse their decision not 
to swap preferences with the Labor.

“We note that the Liberal-
National Coalition, the Christian 
Democratic Party and the Shooters 
Party will all swap preferences at this 
election, to maximise the chances of a 
right-wing Upper House,” the unions 
say in their letter.

“An Upper House controlled by 
those parties would wreak havoc 
on public services, workers’ rights, 
environmental protection and social 
progress in this state. Also these 
preferences are vital to the election 
of former CFMEU secretary Andrew 
Ferguson, who has been an outstand-
ing advocate for workers rights and 
social justice.”

“Andrew is also well known 
for his solidarity work with Cuba, 
Colombian political prisoners and 
other progressive causes.”

In the 2007 elections Labor won 
nine seats, in these elections it expects 
to win fi ve seats with the possibility 
of a sixth depending on the fl ow of 
preferences. Andrew Ferguson, until 
recently the state secretary of the 
Building and Construction Division 
of the CFMEU, is number six on 
Labor’s list.

“As you know, preference swaps 
in no way preclude the parties 
involved from criticising the other’s 
policies or track record.

“The Greens can campaign 
robustly against Labor at this election, 
while at the same time recommending 
that your party’s supporters preference 
Labor above the conservatives and 
ultra conservatives,” the letter says.

The letter also points out that 
Greens Lee Rhiannon was elected as 
a Senator for NSW on Labor prefer-
ences in the last federal election. In 
that election the ALP preferenced the 
Greens and has indicated its prepar-
edness to do it in the state elections.

The Communist Party of Australia 
(see Guardian 23-02-2011) has 
decided that its members should work 
for the Greens, to help maximise their 
votes and increase the possibility of 
them being elected to both Houses.

In the Legislative Council, the 
CPA supports putting the Greens 
fi rst, followed by Andrew Ferguson 
(number 6 on the ALP ticket) and then 
Socialist Alliance candidates. This 
means voting below the line for the 
Upper House.

The preferences will ultimately 
decide whether the Coalition and 
extreme Right have absolute control 
over both Houses or whether Labor, 
Greens and any other less reactionary 
independents can block some of the 

most regressive, reactionary measures 
that such a government will attempt 
to foist on the people of NSW.

As the electorate looks set to pun-
ish Labor for its appalling record and 
dismal failure to address their needs 
and elect a Coalition government 
which will pursue more of the same 
and even worse, the need to build a 
political alternative and unity between 
left and progressive forces, includ-
ing the trade unions and the Greens, 
becomes more urgent. 

Labour Struggle

Richard Titelius 
(CPSU/CSA delegate)

The Community and Public Sector 
Union/Civil Service Association 
(CPSU/CSA) has for over six 
months undertaken a campaign for 
a new General Agreement (GA5) 
which will cover their wages and 
conditions for 2-3 years.

In January 2011, after nearly 
four months of waiting for a 
response from the government on 
their wages campaign, the CPSU/
CSA received their response which 
demonstrated that their employer 
the Barnett state government were 
showing their contempt for the 
unions claim.

In response the union advised 
the membership they would step 
up their campaign and these efforts 
would include publicising the 
government’s response among the 
membership and calling a mass 
meeting of members at the Perth 
Convention Centre at which mem-
bers could decide what action they 
would take in pursuit of their claim.

On March 3, over 1,300 mem-
bers attended the rally at the Perth 
Convention Centre to hear from the 
union leadership on the progress of 
the claim and the government’s fail-
ure to bargain in good faith. This 
came as a series of offers which 
if the union were to accept them 
would mean a trade off of condi-
tions in return for slightly better 
– yet still mediocre update on their 

original offer: 10.5 percent over 
three years as opposed to 9 percent, 
while the union’s claim is for 10 
percent over two years.

State branch secretary Toni 
Walkington was the fi rst to address 
the rally and spoke on the so-called 
economic boom that was principally 
being led by the mining resources 
sector and which did not necessar-
ily translate into economic prosper-
ity for the rest of the community.

Why is the government’s offer 
not fair or equitable?

In response Ms Walkington 
urged members to consider what 
their wages were worth in real 
terms, “As the cost of living is 
above the consumer price index 
(CPI), the CPI which is a measure 
of infl ation rather than a measure 
of the cost of living, may include 
items such as house prices which 
are going down while most public 
servants are not regularly buying 
and selling their homes.” She said 
that for most workers the cost of 
living is about the cost of services, 
the cost of food, petrol and rent and 
these are often increasing at a rate 
far above the CPI. Therefore added 
Ms Walkington, “The government 
needed to consider these factors 
when deciding how much to pay 
public servants.”

The next to address the rally 
was CPSU/CSA assistant branch 
secretary Jo Gaines who spoke of 
the progress to date on the diffi cult 
and often fruitless negotiations with 

the government on the GA5 claim 
and how even by the government’s 
own measure of the value of the 
conditions such as changes to long 
service leave and leave loading they 
were not offering public servants 
the percentage value on what was 
being traded off.

Ms Gaines concluded by not-
ing, “The government has an 
agenda which lowers the cost of 
employee salaries and conditions 
which amount to driving down 
wages and conditions as a precursor 
to preparing this public sector for 
privatisation.”

Branch president Lea Mackay 
next presented a series of fi ve reso-
lutions which rejected the govern-
ment’s offers to date, rejected the 
recommendations of the Amendola 
Report which would bring in invol-
untary severance, do away with 
permanency and bring in individual 
contracts, supported the union’s 
publicity campaign of paid adver-
tisements and community engage-
ment proposed that those members 
in attendance march on to the 
Premier Colin Barnett’s offi ce at the 
conclusion of the rally.

Not surprisingly considering 
the angry mood of the members 
present, they voted for the resolu-
tion to march, demonstrating that 
at times like this, the members are 
more prepared for militancy than 
some of those who are more cau-
tious amongst the leadership.

Close to 300 members with 

colourful banners and loud chants 
calling for a better deal for public 
servants and “No Privatisation” 
marched on to the Premier’s offi ce 
at Governor Stirling Tower to show 
the government that their current 
offer was not acceptable.

There will be another delegates’ 
meeting on March 31, where the 
negotiating team will report back. 
If no acceptable offer has been 
received at that time, there will be a 
members rally at Parliament House 
on April 7. 

WA public servants rally and march

Over 1,300 members attended the rally at the Perth Convention Centre.
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Members of the newly-formed 
Barrington-Gloucester-Stroud 
Preservation Alliance have 
unequivocally declared their 
opposition to mining for coal seam 
gas and coal, as well as large scale 
mining for rubies and sapphires, 
within the beautiful north-east 
Hunter region in NSW.

The Alliance has stated: “When 
we look at the map of the areas 
which the mining companies intend 
to explore and mine, it is clear that 
our best farming land, our main 
river systems and our new residential 
properties cannot coexist with mining. 
Either mining OR our current system 
will prevail. They cannot both occupy 
the same locations.”

As demonstrated in many Hunter 
Valley areas, the mining proposals are 
potentially catastrophic for agriculture 
and pose a major threat to the natural 
environment, to the health, livelihoods 
and way of life of residents, and to 
local industries such as tourism.

The mining plague
The northeast Hunter region now 

faces mining on a massive scale, 
which would include the following 
operations.

Long wall mining involves open-
ing up vast subterranean cavities that 
are allowed to collapse after the coal 
has been extracted, which usually 
results in subsidence, often metres 
deep. Gloucester mining companies 
have refused to deny that they would 
use long wall mining beneath the 
Mammy Johnson River and points of 
river convergence around Gloucester.

Open cut mines result in huge 
excavations and overburden heaps 
that ruin the landscape and spread coal 
dust over surrounding areas, as well 
as the release of toxins from fractured 
rocks. After extraction of the coal the 
original landscape is not reinstated, 
because of the technical diffi culties 
and expense in doing so. In fact, the 
excavations are not even fi lled in, just 
reshaped and replanted. Regrowth of 
natural vegetation and soil structures 
normally takes up to 70 years.

Blasting, noise, air pollution and 
increased traffi c from the two exist-
ing open-cut coal mines just south 
of Gloucester have caused major 
headaches for local residents. The 
sites of the Stratford mine, close 
to the Mammy Johnson River, and 
the Duralie mine near the Avon, are 
virtually fi nished as far as agriculture 
is concerned.

Coal seam gas mining is notorious 
for the uncontrolled escape of meth-
ane gas, (a greenhouse gas 23 times 
more damaging than carbon dioxide) 
and for the pollution of surface and 
subterranean watercourses. Pollution 
of water and soil is a particular hazard 
in the case of “fracking”, a practice 
that involves pumping water, sand 
and chemicals under pressure into 
subterranean rocks to fracture them 
and release the gas.

Large-scale mining for rubies and 
sapphires, which involves dredging or 
drilling through gravel beds alongside 
or beneath the rivers, also threatens 
their fl ow. Moreover, it involves the 
risk of leeching from tailings dams, 
and necessitates extraction of river 
water to fi ll the dams in dry weather.

Exploration licenses have been 
granted throughout most of the 
Barrington Tops area, despite its great 
natural signifi cance, and despite its 
wildlife having been classifi ed as an 

endangered ecological community. 
Drilling may be carried out in the 
Barrington sub-alpine wetlands, 
and large diameter drilling is also 
proposed in the Barrington and 
Gloucester Rivers.

One company that has been min-
ing on a relatively small scale within 
the Barrington Tops State Forest and 
State Conservation Area has also 
been carrying out exploratory mining 
since 1998, without consultation with 
local residents. The company wants to 
begin large scale mining within two 
years, which would involve use of a 
fl oating dredge, and diversion of the 
river through “temporary” culverts.

Them or us
All these practices threaten the 

supply of fresh water from streams 
and rivers, as well as sub-surface 
water, because of subterranean 
fractures. Many rivers, watercourses 
and swamps within the Hunter have 
suffered a drastic loss of water from 
mining operations carried out near or 
beneath them. Forty-three streams are 
said to have ceased to fl ow altogether.

As an example of what north east 
Hunter communities are facing, the 
current mining and exploration area 
around Gloucester covers several 
hundred acres up to 35 kilometres 
south of the town and extends beneath 
the Avon, Gloucester and Mammy 
Johnson Rivers, as well as many local 
creeks. The mining area is less than a 
kilometre from the town’s main street.

As well as opposing coal min-
ing in the north east Hunter, the 
BGSP alliance is lobbying the NSW 
Parliament to have the Barrington 
Tops State Conservation and State 
Forest areas declared national parks. 
They also want to prevent large scale 
mining of sapphires and rubies, and 
all mining in wetlands and rivers. 

Needless to say, that doesn’t suit 
the mining corporations. They want 
to extract as much coal as fast as 

possible, because of growing public 
concern about climate change, which 
will eventually force governments to 
begin phasing out the use of fossil 
fuels, particularly for coal-fi red power 
generation.

As a result, mining companies 
will cut corners wherever possible 
in order to boost production. And as 
a result of that, NSW is now littered 
with rivers and streams whose fl ows 
have been reduced or have even 
ceased to fl ow altogether. Good farm-
ing land has been ruined, and local 
communities have been badly affected 
by coal dust, soil and air pollution, not 
to mention heavy traffi c, noise and 
devaluation of properties. And now 
mining is even proposed under the 
vast, fertile Liverpool Plains.

So far, the mining industry has 
enjoyed the enthusiastic support of 
both major political parties. The 
BGSP Alliance recently commented:

“This industry has been given 
unique privileges, including the right 
to occupy and exploit land owned 

by other companies and citizens. 
Governments have been persuaded 
to maintain the privileges for mining 
companies even though such laws are 
grossly undemocratic and make little 
economic sense.”

However, the blatant arrogance 
and greed of mining corporations 
is boosting public opposition. The 

activities of community organisations 
such as the Barrington-Gloucester-
Stroud Preservation Alliance, and the 
election of progressive independent 
MPs and the Greens, will in time 
cause more of our citizens to seek 
a political system which, in contrast 
with the present arrangement, really 
cares for the Earth and its people. 

Hunter Valley residents 
say NO to mining

A leading American military expert has urged Australia and 
its East Asian allies to increase spying against China by using 
unmanned spy planes. Thomas Mahnken of the US Naval 
War College also backed the recent proposal by Kokoda 
Foundation founder Ross Babbage that Australia buy nucle-
ar submarines. Mr Mahnken said that the US was stepping up 
its “high-end capabilities” in the western Pacifi c, such as send-
ing Global Hawk unmanned surveillance planes to its military 
base on Guam (which is in the middle of a huge upgrade cost-
ing about US$8 billion) and deploying to the region the US 
fi rst-line attack submarines. It is obvious that the US would 
like to involve Australia and other countries in the region in an 
anti-China coalition. Australia’s political leaders should be well 
aware, though, that Australia’s population wants to see an inde-
pendent foreign policy based on cooperation and trade and a 
government which does not take orders from foreign powers.

The outgoing chief scientist, Professor Penny Sackett, urged 
the federal government to consider what it wants from the posi-
tion. Professor Sackett recently resigned her position halfway 
through her fi ve-year term. She is an astronomer and though 
she said she had been under no pressure to resign she also 
pointed out that she had never met with the Prime Minister and 
briefed the former prime minister Rudd only once. She said 
that she had never been invited by the government to any dis-
cussions on appropriate emissions reduction targets before 
the Copenhagen conference in December 2009. She had 
not been invited to join the Australian delegation either. It is 
a strange position for the government to take but as Professor 
Sackett pointed out, “in this country and in other countries 
around the world” there is a “blurring of distinction between sci-
ence and policy”. And that blurring is detrimental to science.

In Canberra, important cultural centres have been reducing 
costs by cutting programs and calling for voluntary redundan-
cies. This comes out of federal funding cuts to the government’s 
effi ciency dividend. The National Museum, celebrating its 
10th birthday this month, has approached staff about tak-
ing a payout. The effi ciency dividend requires every public 
sector agency to fi nd annual budget cuts of 1.25 percent.

Australia

Exploration licenses have been granted throughout most of the Barrington Tops area, despite its great natural 
significance.
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James Petras

Most accounts of the Arab revolts from 
Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, Morocco, Yemen, 
Jordan, Bahrain, Iraq and elsewhere have 
focused on the most immediate causes: 
political dictatorships, unemployment, 
repression and the wounding and killing of 
protestors. They have given most attention 
to the “middle class”, young, educated activ-
ists, their communication via the internet, 
and, in the case of Israel and its Zionists 
conspiracy theorists, “the hidden hand” of 
Islamic extremists.

What is lacking is any attempt to provide a 
framework for the revolt which takes account 
of the large scale, long and medium term socio-
economic structures as well as the immediate 
“detonators” of political action. The scope 
and depth of the popular uprisings, as well as 
the diverse political and social forces which 
have entered into the confl icts, preclude any 
explanations which look at one dimension of 
the struggles.

The nature of the Arab 
economies

With the exception of Jordan, most of the 
Arab economies where the revolts are taking 
place are based on “rents” from oil, gas, minerals 
and tourism, which provide most of the export 
earnings and state revenues. These economic 
sectors are, in effect, export enclaves employing 
a tiny fraction of the labour force and defi ne a 
highly specialised economy.

These export sectors do not have links to a 
diversifi ed productive domestic economy: oil 
is exported and fi nished manufactured goods 
as well as fi nancial and high tech services are 
all imported and controlled by foreign multi-
nationals and ex-pats linked to the ruling class. 
Tourism reinforces “rental” income, as the sec-
tor, which provides foreign exchange and tax 
revenues to the class-clan state. The latter relies 
on state-subsidised foreign capital and local 
politically connected real estate developers for 
investment and imported foreign construction 
labourers.

Rent-based income may generate great 
wealth, especially as energy prices soar, but the 
funds accrue to a class of “rentiers” who have 
no vocation or inclination for deepening and 
extending the process of economic develop-
ment and innovation. The rentiers specialise in 
fi nancial speculation, overseas investments via 
private equity fi rms, extravagant consumption 
of high-end luxury goods and billion-dollar 
and billion-euro secret private accounts in 
overseas banks.

The rentier economy provides few jobs 
in modern productive activity; the high end is 
controlled by extended family-clan members 
and foreign fi nancial corporations via ex-pat 
experts; technical and low-end employment is 
taken up by contract foreign labour, at income 
levels and working conditions below what the 
skilled local labour force is willing to accept.

The enclave rentier economy results in a 
clan-based ruling class which confounds public 
and private ownership: actually absolutist mon-
archs and their extended families at the top and 
their client tribal leader, political entourage and 
technocrats in the middle.

These are closed ruling classes. Entry is 
confi ned to select members of the clan or family 
dynasties and a small number of entrepreneurial 
individuals who might accumulate wealth servic-
ing the ruling class. The inner circle lives off of 
rental income, secures payoffs from partnerships 
in real estate where they provide no skills, but 
only offi cial permits, land grants, import licenses 
and tax holidays.

Beyond pillaging the public treasury, the 
ruling class promotes “free trade”, i.e. importing 
cheap fi nished products, thus undermining any 
indigenous domestic start-ups in the productive 
manufacturing, agricultural or technical sector.

As a result there is no entrepreneurial 
national capitalist or middle class. What passes 
for a middle class are largely public sector 

employees (teachers, health professionals, 
functionaries, fi remen, police offi cials, military 
offi cers) who depend on their salaries, which, in 
turn, depend on their subservience to absolutist 
power. They have no chance of advancing to 
the higher echelons or of opening economic 
opportunities for their educated offspring.

The concentration of economic, social and 
political power in a closed clan-class controlled 
system leads to an enormous concentration of 
wealth. Given the social distance between rulers 
and ruled, the wealth generated by high com-
modity prices produces a highly distorted image 
of per-capital “wealth”; adding billionaires and 
millionaires on top of a mass of low-income and 
underemployed youth provides a deceptively 
high average income.

Rentier Rule: 
by arms and handouts

To compensate for these great disparities 
in society and to protect the position of the 
parasitical rentier ruling class, the latter pursues 
alliances with multi-billion dollar arms corpora-
tions, and military protection from the domi-
nant (USA) imperial power. The rulers engage 
in “neo-colonization by invitation”, offering 
land for military bases and airfi elds, ports for 
naval operations, collusion in fi nancing proxy 
mercenaries against anti-imperial adversaries 
and submission to Zionist hegemony in the 
region (despite occasional inconsequential 
criticisms).

In the middle term, rule by force is com-
plemented by paternalistic handouts to the rural 
poor and tribal clans; food subsidies for the 
urban poor; and dead-end make-work employ-
ment for the educated unemployed. Both costly 
arms purchases and paternalistic subsidies refl ect 
the lack of any capacity for productive invest-
ments. Billions are spent on arms rather than 
diversifying the economy. Hundreds of millions 
are spent on one-shot paternalistic handouts, 
rather than long-term investments generating 
productive employment.

The “glue” holding this system together is 
the combination of modern pillage of public 
wealth and natural energy resources and the use 
of traditional clan and neo-colonial recruits and 
mercenary contractors to control and repress the 
population. US modern armaments are at the 
service of anachronistic absolutist monarchies 
and dictatorships, based on the principles of 
18th century dynastic rule.

The introduction and extension of the most 
up-to-date communication systems and ultra-
modern architecture shopping centres cater to 
an elite strata of luxury consumers and provides 
a stark contrast to the vast majority of unem-
ployed educated youth, excluded from the top 
and pressured from below by low-paid overseas 
contract workers.

Neo-liberal destabilisation
The rentier class-clans are pressured by 

the international fi nancial institutions and local 
bankers to “reform” their economies: “open” 
the domestic market and public enterprises to 

foreign investors and reduce defi cits resulting 
from the global crises by introducing neo-liberal 
reforms.

As a result of “economic reforms” food 
subsidies for the poor have been lowered or 
eliminated and state employment has been 
reduced, closing off one of the few opportunities 
for educated youth. Taxes on consumers and 
salaried/wage workers are increased while the 

real estate developers, fi nancial speculators and 
importers receive tax exonerations. Deregulation 
has exacerbated massive corruption, not only 
among the rentier ruling class, but also by their 
immediate business entourage.

The paternalistic “bonds” tying the lower 
and middle class to the ruling class have been 
eroded by foreign-induced neo-liberal reforms, 
which combine modern foreign exploitation 
with the existing traditional forms of domestic 
private pillage. The class-clan regimes no longer 
can rely on the clan, tribal, clerical and clien-
telistic loyalties to isolate urban trade unions, 
student, small business and low-paid public 
sector movements.

The street against the palace
The immediate causes of the Arab revolts 

are centred in the huge demographic-class 
contradictions of the clan-class ruled rentier 
economy. The ruling oligarchy rules over a 
mass of unemployed and underemployed young 
workers; the latter involves between 50% to 
65% of the population under 25 years of age. 
The dynamic “modern” rentier economy does 
not incorporate the newly educated young into 
modern employment; it relegates them into the 
low-paid unprotected informal economy of the 
street as venders, transport and contract workers 

and in personal services.
The ultra- modern oil, gas, real estate, tour-

ism and shopping-mall sectors are dependent on 
the political and military support of backward 
traditional clerical, tribal and clan leaders, who 
are subsidised but never incorporated into the 
sphere of modern production. The modern urban 
industrial working class with small, independ-
ent trade unions is banned. Middle class civic 

associations are either under state control or 
confi ned to petitioning the absolutist state.

The underdevelopment of social organisa-
tions, linked to social classes engaged in modern 
productive activity, means that the pivot of social 
and political action is the street. Unemployed 
and underemployed part-time youth engaged in 
the informal sector are found in the plazas, at 
kiosks, cafes, street corner society, and markets, 
moving around and about and outside the centres 
of absolutist administrative power.

The urban mass does not occupy strategic 
positions in the economic system; but it is avail-
able for mass mobilisations capable of paralys-
ing the streets and plazas through which goods 
and services are transported out and profi ts are 
realised. Equally important, mass movements 
launched by the unemployed youth provide an 
opportunity for oppressed professionals, public 
sector employees, small business people and 
the self-employed to engage in protests with-
out being subject to reprisals at their place of 
employment – dispelling the “fear factor” of 
losing one’s job.

The political and social confrontation 
revolves around the opposite poles: clientelis-
tic oligarchies and déclassé masses (the Arab 
street). The former depends directly on the 
state (military/police apparatus) and the latter 

on amorphous local, informal, face-to-face 
improvised organisations. The exception is the 
minority of university students who move via 
the internet. Organised industrial trade unions 
come into the struggle late and largely focus 
on sectoral economic demands, with some 
exceptions – especially in public enterprises, 
controlled by cronies of the oligarchs, where 
workers demand changes in management.

Roots of the Arab revolts and 
premature celebrations

The urban mass does not occupy strategic positions in the economic 
system; but it is available for mass mobilisations capable of paralysing 

the streets and plazas through which goods and services are 
transported out and profits are realised.
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As a result of the social particularities of 
the rentier states, the uprisings do not take the 
form of class struggles between wage labour 
and industrial capitalists. They emerge as mass 
political revolts against the oligarchical state. 
Street-based social movements demonstrate 
their capacity to delegitimise state authority, 
paralyse the economy, and can lead up to the 
ousting of the ruling autocrats.

But it is the nature of mass street movements 
to fi ll the squares with relative ease, but also 
to be dispersed when the symbols of oppres-
sion are ousted. Street-based movements lack 
the organisation and leadership to project, let 
alone impose a new political or social order. 
Their power is found in their ability to pressure 
existing elites and institutions, not to replace 
the state and economy. Hence the surprising 
ease with which the US, Israeli and EU-backed 
Egyptian military were able to seize power and 
protect the entire rentier state and economic 
structure while sustaining their ties with their 
imperial mentors.

Converging conditions and 
the “demonstration effect”

The spread of the Arab revolts across North 
Africa, the Middle East and Gulf States is, in the 
fi rst instance, a product of similar historical and 
social conditions: rentier states ruled by family-
clan oligarchs dependent on “rents” from capital 
intensive oil and energy exports, which confi ne 
the vast majority of youth to marginal informal 
street-based economic activities.

The “power of example” or the “demonstra-
tion effect” can only be understood by recognis-
ing the same socio-political conditions in each 
country. Street power – mass urban movements 
– presumes the street as the economic locus 
of the principal actors and the takeover of the 
plazas as the place to exert political power and 
project social demands.

No doubt the partial successes in Egypt and 
Tunisia did detonate the movements elsewhere. 
But they did so only in countries with the same 
historical legacy, the same social polarities 
between rentier – clan rulers and marginal street 
labour and especially where the rulers were 
deeply integrated and subordinated to imperial 
economic and military networks.

Conclusion
Rentier rulers govern via their ties to the US 

and EU military and fi nancial institutions. They 
modernise their affl uent enclaves and marginal-
ise recently educated youth, who are confi ned to 
low paid jobs, especially in the insecure informal 
sector, centred in the streets of the capital cities. 
Neo-liberal privatisations, reductions in public 
subsidies (for food, unemployment subsidies, 
cooking oil, gas, transport, health, and educa-
tion) shattered the paternalistic ties through 
which the rulers contained the discontent of 
the young and poor, as well as clerical elites 
and tribal chiefs. The confl uence of classes and 
masses, modern and traditional, was a direct 
result of a process of neo-liberalisation from 
above and exclusion from below.

The neo-liberal “reformers” promise that 
the market would substitute well-paying jobs 
for the loss of state paternalistic subsidies was 
false. The neo-liberal polices reinforced the 
concentration of wealth while weakening state 
controls over the masses.

The world capitalist economic crises led 
Europe and the US to tighten their immigration 
controls, eliminating one of the escape valves of 
the regimes – the massive fl ight of unemployed 
educated youth seeking jobs abroad. Out-
migration was no longer an option; the choices 
narrowed to struggle or suffer. Studies show 
that those who emigrate tend to be the most 
ambitious, better educated (within their class) 
and greatest risk takers. Now, confi ned to their 
home country, with few illusions of overseas 
opportunities, they are forced to struggle for 
individual mobility at home through collective 
social and political action.

Equally important among the political youth, 
is the fact that the US, as guarantor of the rentier 
regimes, is seen as a declining imperial power: 
challenged economically in the world market by 
China; facing defeat as an occupying colonial 
ruler in Iraq and Afghanistan; and humiliated 
as a subservient and mendacious servant of an 
increasingly discredited Israel via its Zionist 
agents in the Obama regime and Congress. All 
of these elements of US imperial decay and 
discredit, encourage the pro-democracy move-
ments to move forward against the US clients 
and lessen their fears that the US military would 
intervene and face a third military front.

The mass movements view their oligarchies 
as “third tier” regimes: rentier states under US 
hegemony, which, in turn, is under Israeli–
Zionist tutelage. With 130 countries in the 
UN General Assembly and the entire Security 
Council, minus the US, condemning Israeli colo-
nial expansion; with Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia 
and the forthcoming new regimes in Yemen and 
Bahrain promising democratic foreign policies, 
the mass movements realise that all of Israel’s 
modern arms and 680,000 soldiers are of no 
avail in the face of its total diplomatic isolation, 
its loss of regional rentier clients, and the utter 
discredit of its bombastic militarist rulers and 
their Zionist agents in the US diplomatic corps.

The very socio-economic structures and 
political conditions which detonated the pro-
democracy mass movements, the unemployed 
and underemployed youth organised from the 
street, now present the greatest challenge: can 
the amorphous and diverse mass becomes an 
organised social and political force which can 
take state power, democratise the regime and, at 
the same time, create a new productive economy 
to provide stable well- paying employment, so 
far lacking in the rentier economy? The political 
outcome to date is indeterminate: democrats and 
socialists compete with clerical, monarchist, and 
neoliberal forces bankrolled by the US.

It is premature to celebrate a popular demo-
cratic revolution…. 
James Petras is a retired Bartle Professor 
(Emeritus) of Sociology at Binghamton 
University, SUNY, New York, U.S., 
and adjunct professor at Saint Mary’s 
University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada 
who has published prolifically on Latin 
American and Middle Eastern political 
issues.
Information Clearing House 
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In contrast with what is happening in Egypt 
and Tunisia, Libya occupies the fi rst spot on 
the Human Development Index for Africa 
and it has the highest life expectancy on 
the continent. Education and health receive 
special attention from the State. The cultural 
level of its population is without a doubt 
the highest. Its problems are of a different 
sort. The population wasn’t lacking food 
and essential social services. The country 
needed an abundant foreign labour force 
to carry out ambitious plans for production 
and social development.

For that reason, it provided jobs for hun-
dreds of thousands of workers from Egypt, 
Tunisia, China and other countries. It had 
enormous incomes and reserves in convert-
ible currencies deposited in the banks of the 
wealthy countries from which they acquired 
consumer goods and even sophisticated 
weapons that were supplied exactly by the 
same countries that today want to invade it in 
the name of human rights.

The colossal campaign of lies, unleashed 
by the mass media, resulted in great confu-
sion in world public opinion. Some time will 
go by before we can reconstruct what has 
really happened in Libya, and we can sepa-
rate the true facts from the false ones that 
have been spread.

Serious and prestigious broadcasting 
companies such as Telesur saw themselves 
with the obligation to send reporters and 
cameramen to the activities of one group and 
those on the opposing side, so that they could 
inform about what was really happening.

Communications were blocked, honest 
diplomatic offi cials were risking their lives 
going through neighbourhoods and observing 
activities, day and night, in order to inform 
about what was going on. The empire and its 
main allies used the most sophisticated media 
to divulge information about the events, 
among which one had to deduce the shreds of 
the truth.

Without any doubt, the faces of the young 
people who were protesting in Benghazi, 
men, and women wearing the veil or without 
the veil, were expressing genuine indignation.

One is able to see the infl uence that the 
tribal component still exercises on that Arab 
country, despite the Muslim faith that 95 per-
cent of its population sincerely shares.

Imperialism and NATO – seriously 
concerned by the revolutionary wave 
unleashed in the Arab world, where a 
large part of the oil is generated that sus-
tains the consumer economy of the devel-
oped and rich countries – could not help 
but take advantage of the internal confl ict 
arising in Libya so that they could pro-
mote military intervention. The statements 
made by the United States administration 
right from the fi rst instant were categori-
cal in that sense.

In spite of the fl ood of lies and the con-
fusion that was created, the US could not 
drag China and the Russian Federation to 
the approval by the Security Council for a 
military intervention in Libya.

The problem that perhaps the actors 
were not imagining is that the very leaders 
of the rebellion were bursting into the com-
plicated matter declaring that they were 
rejecting all foreign military intervention.

It is noteworthy that in that regard, not 
one single worker, peasant or builder is 
mentioned, not anyone related to material 
production or any young student or com-
batant among those who take part in the 
demonstrations. Why the effort to present 
the rebels as prominent members of society 
demanding bombing by the US and NATO 
in order to kill Libyans?

For anyone harbouring any doubts, 
about the inevitable military intervention 
that shall occur in Libya, the AP news 
agency, which I consider to be well-
informed, headlined a cable which stated: 
“The NATO countries are drawing up a 
contingency plan taking as its model the 
fl ight exclusion zones established over the 
Balkans in the 1990s, in the event that the 
international community decides to impose 
an air embargo over Libya, diplomats 
said”.

Further on it concludes: “Offi cials, who 
were not able to give their names due to 
the delicate nature of the matter, indicated 
that the opinions being observed start with 
the fl ight exclusion zone that the western 
military alliance imposed over Bosnia in 
1993 that had the mandate of the Security 
Council, and with the NATO bombing in 
Kosovo in 1999, that did not have it”.
Fidel Castro Ruz 

Reflections by Comrade Fidel
NATO’s inevitable war
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Barry Eichengreen

The single most astonishing fact 
about foreign exchange is not the 
high volume of transactions, as 
incredible as that growth has been. 
Nor is it the volatility of currency 
rates, as wild as the markets are 
these days.

Instead, it’s the extent to which 
the market remains dollar-centric. 

Consider this: When a South 
Korean wine wholesaler wants to 
import Chilean cabernet, the Korean 
importer buys US dollars, not pesos, 
with which to pay the Chilean 
exporter. Indeed, the dollar is virtually 
the exclusive vehicle for foreign-
exchange transactions between Chile 
and Korea, despite the fact that less 
than 20 percent of the merchandise 
trade of both countries is with the US.

Chile and Korea are hardly an 
anomaly: fully 85 percent of foreign-
exchange transactions world-wide 
are trades of other currencies for 
dollars. What’s more, what is true 
of foreign-exchange transactions is 
true of other international business. 
The Organisation of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries sets the price 
of oil in dollars. The dollar is the 
currency of denomination of half of 
all international debt securities. More 
than 60 percent of the foreign reserves 
of central banks and governments are 
in dollars.

The greenback, in other words, 
is not just America’s currency. It is 
the world’s.

But as astonishing as that is, what 
may be even more astonishing is this: 
the dollar’s reign is coming to an end.

Over the next 10 years, we are 
going to see a profound shift toward 
a world in which several currencies 
compete for dominance.

The impact of such a shift will be 
equally profound, with implications 
for, among other things, the stability 
of exchange rates, the stability of 
fi nancial markets, the ease with which 
the US will be able to fi nance budget 
and current-account defi cits, and 
whether the Fed can follow a policy 
of benign neglect toward the dollar.

The Three Pillars
How could this be? How could 

the dollar’s long-time most-favoured-
currency status be in jeopardy?

To understand the dollar’s future, 
it’s important to understand the dol-
lar’s past – why the dollar became so 
dominant in the fi rst place.

First, its allure refl ects the singu-
lar depth of markets in dollar-denom-
inated debt securities. The sheer scale 
of those markets allows dealers to 
offer low bid-ask spreads. The avail-
ability of derivative instruments with 
which to hedge dollar exchange-rate 
risk is unsurpassed. This makes the 
dollar the most convenient currency in 
which to do business for corporations, 
central banks and governments alike.

Second, there is the fact that the 
dollar is the world’s safe haven. In 
crises, investors instinctively fl ock 
to it, as they did following the 2008 
failure of Lehman Brothers. This ten-
dency refl ects the exceptional liquid-
ity of markets in dollar instruments, 
liquidity being the most precious of 
all commodities in a crisis. It is a 
product of the fact that US Treasury 

securities, the single most important 
asset bought and sold by international 
investors, have long had a reputation 
for stability.

Finally, the dollar benefi ts from a 
dearth of alternatives. Other countries 
that have long enjoyed a reputation 
for stability, such as Switzerland, 
or that have recently acquired one, 
like Australia, are too small for their 
currencies to account for more than a 
tiny fraction of international fi nancial 
transactions.

What is changing
But just because this has been true 

in the past does not guarantee that it 
will be true in the future. In fact, all 
three pillars supporting the dollar’s 
international dominance are eroding.

First, changes in technology are 
undermining the dollar’s monopoly. 
Not so long ago, there may have 
been room in the world for only one 
true international currency. Given 
the diffi culty of comparing prices in 
different currencies, it made sense for 
exporters, importers and bond issuers 
all to quote their prices and invoice 
their transactions in dollars, if only 
to avoid confusing their customers.

Now, however, nearly everyone 
carries hand-held devices that can 
be used to compare prices in dif-
ferent currencies in real time. Just 
as we have learned that in a world 
of open networks there is room for 
more than one operating system for 
personal computers, there is room 
in the global economic and fi nancial 
system for more than one interna-
tional currency.

Second, the dollar is about to have 

real rivals in the international sphere 
for the fi rst time in 50 years. There 
will soon be two viable alternatives, in 
the form of the euro and China’s yuan.

Americans especially tend to dis-
count the staying power of the euro, 
but it is not going anywhere. Contrary 
to some predictions, European gov-
ernments have not abandoned it. Nor 
will they. They will proceed with 
long-term defi cit reduction, something 
about which they have shown more 
resolve than the US. And they will 
issue “e-bonds” – bonds backed by 
the full faith and credit of euro-area 
governments as a group –  as a step in 
solving their crisis. This will lay the 
groundwork for the kind of integrated 
European bond market needed to cre-
ate an alternative to US Treasury’s as 
a form in which to hold central-bank 
reserves.

China, meanwhile, is moving 
rapidly to internationalize the yuan, 
also known as the renminbi. Last 
year has seen a quadrupling of the 
share of bank deposits in Hong 
Kong denominated in yuan. Seventy 
thousand Chinese companies are now 
doing their cross-border settlements 
in yuan. Dozens of foreign compa-
nies have issued yuan-denominated 
“dim sum” bonds in Hong Kong. In 
January the Bank of China began 
offering yuan-deposit accounts in 
New York insured by the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corp.

Allowing Chinese companies 
to do cross-border settlements in 
yuan will free them from having to 
undertake costly foreign-exchange 
transactions. They will no longer 
have to bear the exchange-rate risk 
created by the fact that their revenues 
are in dollars but many of their costs 
are in yuan. Allowing Chinese banks, 
for their part, to do international 
transactions in yuan will allow them 
to grab a bigger slice of the global 
fi nancial pie.

Admittedly, China has a long 
way to go in building liquid markets 
and making its fi nancial instruments 
attractive to international investors. 
But doing so is central to Beijing’s 
economic strategy. Chinese offi cials 
have set 2020 as the deadline for 
transforming Shanghai into a fi rst-
class international fi nancial centre. 
We Westerners have underestimated 
China before. We should not make 
the same mistake again.

Finally, there is the danger that 
the dollar’s safe-haven status will be 
lost. Foreign investors – private and 
offi cial alike – hold dollars not simply 
because they are liquid but because 

they are secure. The US government 
has a history of honouring its obliga-
tions, and it has always had the fi scal 
capacity to do so.

But now, mainly as a result of 
the fi nancial crisis, federal debt is 
approaching 75 percent of US gross 
domestic product. Trillion-dollar 
defi cits stretch as far as the eye can 
see. And as the burden of debt serv-
ice grows heavier, questions will be 
asked about whether the US intends 
to maintain the value of its debts or 
might resort to infl ating them away. 
Foreign investors will be reluctant to 
put all their eggs in the dollar basket. 
At a minimum, the dollar will have to 
share its safe-haven status with other 
currencies.

A world more 
complicated

How much difference will all this 
make – to markets, to companies, to 
households, to governments?

One obvious change will be to 
the foreign-exchange markets. There 
will no longer be an automatic jump 
up in the value of the dollar, and 
corresponding decline in the value 
of other major currencies, when 
fi nancial volatility surges. With the 
dollar, euro and yuan all trading in 
liquid markets and all seen as safe 
havens, there will be movement 
into all three of them in periods of 
fi nancial distress. No one currency 
will rise as strongly as did the dol-
lar following the failure of Lehman 
Bros. There will be no reason for the 
rates between them to move sharply, 
something that would potentially 
upend investors.

But the impact will extend well 
beyond the markets. Clearly, the 
change will make life more compli-
cated for US companies. Until now 
they have had the convenience of 
using the same currency – US dollars 
– whether they are paying their work-
ers, importing parts and components, 
or selling their products to foreign 
customers. 

They don’t have to incur the cost 
of changing foreign-currency earn-
ings into dollars. They don’t have 
to purchase forward contracts and 
options to protect against fi nancial 
losses due to changes in the exchange 
rate. This will all change in the brave 
new world that is coming. American 
companies will have to cope with 
some of the same exchange-rate 
risks and exposures as their foreign 
competitors.
Information Clearing House 

Why the US dollar’s reign 
is near an end

Perth

Women in Struggle in 2011

6pm - 8pm6pm - 8pm
Thursday March 17Thursday March 17

Carlton HotelCarlton Hotel
248 Hay St East Perth248 Hay St East Perth

100th Anniversary of 
the fi rst International Women’s Day (IWD) March

(guests to be announced)
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Britain’s transport union RMT 
has secured a major victory in the 
Court of Appeal over UK strike 
laws that will pave the way for 
millions to take action over cuts 
to jobs and services in the months 
ahead.

RMT had appealed an injunc-
tion granted in the High Court in 
January preventing a 48 hour strike 
on Docklands Light Railway. That 
injunction – which would have taken 
the anti-trade union laws in the coun-
try to within a whisker of effectively 
banning the right to strike – has been 
overturned in the Court of Appeal.

The judgment has massive 
implications for ongoing disputes, 
including on Arriva Trains Wales and 
London Underground, and clears a 
path for unions in all sectors planning 
ballots over jobs, pensions and cuts 
to living standards.

RMT general secretary Bob 
Crow said:

“This morning’s judgment is 
not only a victory for staff on Serco 
Docklands and RMT’s 80,000 mem-
bers but it is also a massive victory 
for the seven million trade unionists 
in the UK.

“The Serco Docklands injunction 
on balloting process would have taken 
the anti-union laws in this country to 
within a whisker of effectively ban-
ning the right to strike if it had been 
allowed to stand and would have 
tightened the noose around the necks 

of nurses, fi refi ghters, ambulance 
crew, home helps and others engaged 
in fi ghting back, to the point of stran-
gulation. This victory helps clear the 
path for those workers to take action.

“This landmark victory for 
working people in this country could 
not have been secured without the 
sterling work of Richard Arthur and 
Doug Christie from Thompson’s 
solicitors and the advocacy of RMT’s 
standing counsel John Hendy QC. 
The result also means that the best 
part of £100,000 (AU$160,000) in 
RMT’s legal costs will be paid back 
to the union.

“We said on the steps of the High 
Court last year after the Network 
Rail case that it was round one to the 
employers. Well, this is round two to 
the trade unions and the millions who 
count on us to defend their jobs, pen-
sions and workplace rights.”

Summary of judgment
The Court of Appeal has given 

a landmark judgment on industrial 
action. The judgment overturns the 
injunction granted against RMT in 
respect of its planned industrial action 
on Serco.

For the fi rst time in the United 
Kingdom, the Court of Appeal recog-
nises the right to strike in the context 
of the United Kingdom’s obligations 
under international law.

The only reason why the injunc-
tion was granted was because of a 

technicality. Serco couldn’t convince 
the High Court that the RMT’s 
detailed lists and fi gures for members 
was inadequate. But the High Court 
held that the union’s explanation as 
to how it had arrived at those fi gures 
were inadequate. 

The Court of Appeal today ruled 
unanimously that the union’s expla-
nation of how it had arrived at the 
fi gures was more than adequate. It 
also unanimously rejected Serco’s 
cross-appeal that the fi gures for mem-
bers were not suffi ciently accurate.

There has been a series of cases 
over the last few years where the 
Courts have interpreted the industrial 
action legislation in ever more restric-
tive ways against trade unions. This 
judgment should put a halt to that 
trend. The union must pass on the 
information that it has about members 
in its notices, but that is all. It should 
not be tripped up by inadvertent errors 
in complying with the extremely com-
plex balloting requirements. 

The industrial action legisla-
tion in the United Kingdom is still 
amongst the most restrictive in the 
western world. The RMT maintains 
that the United Kingdom has failed 
to comply with its obligations under 
international law, a matter which it is 
pursuing against the government in the 
European Court of Human Rights. The 
union says the landmark judgment goes 
some way to showing why the RMT 
has been right all along. 

COLOMBIA: Colombians for Peace founding member Piedad 
Cordoba, a campaigner for peaceful resolution to Colombia’s 
armed confl ict and release of prisoners, was instrumental in the 
staggered liberation from February 9 - 16 of six prisoners held 
by Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) guerril-
las. Cordoba once more facilitated unilateral prisoner releases, 
this time by coordinating efforts of the FARC, the Colombian 
and Brazilian governments and the International Red Cross 
Committee. She is optimistic, TeleSur reported, that all FARC 
prisoners may soon be released and the “possibility of arriv-
ing at a dialogue for peace.” On February 21 in Buenos Aires, 
Cordoba joined activists and intellectuals from three continents 
at an international symposium on “Making Peace in Colombia.”

ETHIOPIA: According to the February 18 issue of Africa 
Review, which cited an African Union offi cial, a NATO legal 
team recently visited AU headquarters in Addis Ababa. This 
visit, says the Review, signifi es preparation for a NATO-
AU military cooperation pact. NATO will open a liaison offi ce 
there and has provided transport and logistical support for 
AU operations in Sudan and Somalia. And crucially, accord-
ing to analyst Rick Rozoff, NATO offers “capacity building 
support” for the AU’s African Standby Force, “a joint project of 
NATO and US Africa Command.” Rozoff sees NATO’s African 
build up as aimed at Russian and Chinese oil and natural gas 
ventures and arms sales. NATO, he points out, “set itself a 
target to be a global ‘security guarantor’ by the year 2020.”

SOUTH KOREA: Philippines native Michel Catuira arrived 
in 2007, fi nding work in a small shoe factory. Two years lat-
er he became president of the Migrant Trade Union, which, 
founded in 2005, has resisted abuse from employers and 
frequent deportations of workers by the government. The 
International Labor Organisation had earlier protested the 
deportation of fi ve MTU leaders. Pressure against Catuira 
increased last year as the MTU, denied legal status, resist-
ed arrests and the police killing of a protesting Vietnamese 
worker. Alleging Catuira had faked his employment, the gov-
ernment lifted his visa in February, reported the MTU website.

FRANCE: Budget Minister François Baroin indicated last 
month that the Sarkozy government would soon remove the 
“solidarity wealth tax.” Introduced by socialists in 1981, the tax 
has symbolised government dedication to wealth redistribu-
tion. Individuals’ assets worth more than 790,000 euros each 
are presently taxed at rates up to to1.8 percent. Dropping 
the tax, which accounts for 1.5 percent of all revenue, would 
deprive the treasury of US$5.41 billion annually. As if to com-
pensate, the government is considering removal of a “shield” 
restricting taxation to the fi rst 50 percent of wealthy person’s 
income. L’Humanite, the newspaper of the French Communist 
Party, speculates that abandoning the wealth tax is aimed 
at shoring up conservative electoral support for Sarkozy. He 
claims the wealth tax gives Germany a competitive edge.

Global Briefs

UK:

Major victory for 
transport union

RMT general secretary Bob Crow.

India:
Two hundred thousand 
workers march
The working people of India rep-
resented by all the major Central 
Trade Unions (CTUs) and National 
Employees’ Federations assembled 
in the national capital on February 
23. They were there to demand the 
Indian Parliament ensure urgent 
corrective policy measures by 
the government to mitigate the 
immense sufferings of the workers 
and the people owing to continu-
ing rise in prices of the essential 

commodities, rampant violation of 
labour laws and attack on labour 
rights, rising unemployment, reck-
less contracting out, casualisation 
and outsourcing.

The CTUs demanded concrete 
action for the universalisation of 
social security benefi ts for the entire 
unorganised workforce without any 
restrictions on entitlements and 
allocation of adequate funds for the 
National Social Security Fund. The 

CTUs also urged the government to 
stop disinvestment of shares in the 
public sector.

In the memorandum to the 
Parliamentary Speaker, the CTUs 
stated that the government of India 
is ignoring the protests of the work-
ing people. On the contrary, they 
are relentlessly pursuing policies 
that accentuate price rises, namely 
deregulation of petroleum prices, 
continuing indulgence and patroni-
sation to speculative trade in the 
commodity market and allowing a 
huge stockpile of food grains in the 
Food Corporation of India (FCI) to 
rot.

The CTUs called the govern-
ment’s argument, that “increases 
in the earnings of the people are 
responsible for price rises” a cruel 
joke. They noted that owing to 
rising prices along with increas-
ing job losses, unemployment and 
reduced earnings through wholesale 
contracting out and casualisation of 
employment, masses of the people 
are facing a sharp decline in per-
capita availability of food grains 
and other basic commodities. 

The unions also condemned 
fl awed government policies that 
created such a distortion in the 
economy that despite an increase in 
GDP, workers’ share in value added 
in manufacturing has been consist-
ently declining. 

Sydney

The Fight for Workers’ Rights in Chile
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USA and 
China: 
compare 
the pair
The USA is the world’s biggest 
debtor nation. The economy at 
the heart of the capitalist system 
owes so much money that if the 
countries that loaned the money to 
the US asked for it back, the effect 
would be an economic disaster.

Shortly after WW2, the US 
was the leading economic power 
globally, and could impose its will 
on much of the rest of the world. 
Only the socialist countries were 
able to withstand its economic pres-
sure, but doing so meant enduring 
a US-imposed economic blockade 
that warped their development and 
frustratingly denied their people many 
of the consumer-oriented products of 
modern technology.

The US and European leaders 
of imperialism successfully used the 
shortages and other supposed “inad-
equacies” of socialism to besmirch 
the very concept of a non-capitalist 
system.

The leaders of the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) watched these 

developments with interest, especially 
after the treacherous strategies of the 
opportunist Gorbachev fi nally led the 
USSR to destruction. 

The Chinese Communists ana-
lysed the experience of the USSR 
and of their own chequered history, 
and realised afresh that any revolu-
tion that failed to raise the living 
standards of the people, that failed 
to meet their hopes and aspirations, 
would not last. To lift the living 
standards of the Chinese people, 
the CPC would have to rein in the 
population growth and create jobs 
for millions of people.

The harsh but necessary one-child 
policy took care of the fi rst problem; 
offering China’s huge but untrained 
population to capitalists in search 
of cheap assembly labour began the 
process of dealing with the second 
problem.

Steps were taken to minimise the 
anticipated ill-effects of working with 
and for capitalists: their factories were 
restricted to certain designated zones, 
workers in those zones had to be paid 
at higher rates than in other parts of 
China, the factories were on leases 
that in 20 to 40 years reverted to 
China. The foreign companies using 
the cheap Chinese labour also had to 
train the workforce in all aspects of 
the business, from the factory fl oor 
to international sales, so that when 
the factories reverted to China, they 
could be successfully managed by the 
local workforce.

As China’s workforce learnt how 
to run the various industries now oper-
ating in the country, and took more 
and more control of it, the country’s 
economy grew apace. Socialist China 
became more and more entrenched 
in the global economic system, and 
there was nothing the capitalist could 
do about it.

The US firm Wal-Mart, the 
world’s biggest retail outfi t, has some 
7,000 suppliers. Every one of them 
sources their materials from China. 
The US was once (and for a long 
time) the world’s biggest manufac-
turer of automobiles. That title now 
belongs to China.

Last year, China’s GDP (Gross 
Domestic Product) grew by a whop-
ping ten percent, despite the global 
economic crisis. The government was 
able to rake in eight billion Yuan in 
taxes, which allowed it to meet one 
of the targets set at the previous Party 
Congress of signifi cantly raising the 
standard of living of the working peo-
ple. (The target set before the onset of 
the global fi nancial crisis was to raise 
per capita standard of living fourfold
in the course of the present fi ve year 
plan. They may yet do it.)

Already, China has displaced 
Japan as the world’s second largest 
economy (it has also replaced Spain 
as the world’s third most popular 
destination for tourists). It maintains 
the world’s largest monetary reserves, 
which the cash-strapped USA fi nds 
particularly galling.

Both the US and the EU have 
pressured China to revalue the Yuan 
and to open its markets for “free 
trade” with them both. The Chinese 
government seems unlikely to fall 

for that. In fact, in a tactfully worded 
warning, China’s President Hu Jintao 
told US journalists in January that 
both countries had “gained bilateral 
benefi ts from an equally solid win-win 
relationship that would be lost if there 
is confrontation”.

The US would seem to be in a 
poor position for throwing its weight 
around in this regard. It is so deeply 
in debt that the Republicans are 
threatening to shut the government 
down by refusing to authorise fresh 
borrowings.

Public employees (teachers, offi -
cials, anyone in a semi-government 
job) are being attacked in various 
Republican-controlled states in an 
attempt to force them to accept 
wage cuts, as though the country’s 
debt problems have been caused by 
“greedy workers” rather than really 
greedy capitalists.

When the US economy was domi-
nant, the US dollar was the currency 
of international exchange. Today, 
however, governments are cautious 

about accepting US dollars as pay-
ment, regarding a currency guaranteed 
by the US government as a dubious 
asset at best.

One of the factors that precipi-
tated the Iraq war and the attacks on 
Iran was the decision of Iraq and 
some other Arab countries to begin 
writing oil contracts in Euros instead 
of US dollars.

Globally, the US and Europe are 
being challenged fi nancially by the 
emerging BRIC countries: Brazil, 
Russia, India and China. Last year, 
China’s direct foreign investment 
grew by a whopping 36.3 percent, to 
US$59 billion (and that’s excluding
the fi nancial sector).

US right-wingers express concern 
about Chinese investments in the 
US and Europe, but actually most of 
China’s foreign investment is in Asia 
and Latin America. By foolishly aping 
the US position, Australian politicians 
– both Labor and Liberal – are dig-
ging a most uncomfortable hole for 
themselves, and for us. 

Letters / Culture & Life

Opposing the NT 
intervention

A group of Elders from remote 
Northern Territory communities 
have demanded the return of their 
rights and freedom to live their 
traditional lives. They recently 
travelled to Melbourne to speak 
out against the ongoing interven-
tion into NT communities. In a 
statement issued on February 9 
they called on the federal govern-
ment to end “the nightmare”.

“Under the intervention we 
lost our rights as human beings, as 
Australian citizens, as the First People 
of the land. We feel very deeply the 
threat to our languages, our culture 
and our heritage. Through harsh 
changes we have had removed from 
us all control over our communities 
and our lives. Our lands have been 
compulsorily taken from us. We have 
been left with nothing,, the statement 
said.

There is a situation here, in 
Australia when our fellow citizens 
are denied the rights of being equal to 
other fellow citizens. We have a situ-
ation when the legislation had been 

introduced which does not comply 
with international law and is discrimi-
natory and racist. And it was all done 
“democratically”. Do we see protest 
actions breaking out everywhere? No, 
we don’t. True, there were protests at 
the beginning but they petered out.

Indigenous Elders are asking 
for help and support. “So extreme 
have been the actions against our 
people that we must appeal to all 
people of Australia to walk with us 
in true equality. Speak out and help 
put an end to the nightmare that NT 
Aboriginal people are experiencing 
on a daily basis,” they say.

Support our fellow citizens – tell 
the federal government to respect 
basic human rights for Indigenous 
peoples in the NT.

T Southern
Brisbane

Beware bourgeois 
democracy
Although it is terrifi c to witness 
people out on the streets in the 
Middle East it is depressing to 
see what appears to be a lack of 
these populations looking for Left 
leadership.

Without a Left direction they will 
end up with a bourgeois democracy 
which does not necessarily mean any 
improvements or very few. Ask the 
poor in Pakistan since it has reverted 
back to capitalist democracy if they 
have experienced any gains. Still the 
continuation of massive unemploy-
ment and poverty, still repressed by 
the authorities and still the govern-
ment is obedient to the imperialists.

Some of the vilest countries in 

the world are capitalist democracies 
but are covered up by the silence of 
the capitalist press. They normalise 
poverty as “natural” (unless it is a 
communist country) but this does not 
only apply to the imperialists but third 
world nations. For instance, is there 
anything more disgusting in relative 
terms than the abuse of Aboriginals 
by Australia’s capitalist democratic 
decision-making processes? Or giving 
the green light for the dictatorship of 
BHP to stealing $10 billion in only 
half a year. Is this any worse than 
Mubarak’s theft?

Or where is our freedom to go out 
on strike for other workers, or even 
go out on strike at all or to be able to 
attend union meetings without being 
picked up off the streets by the secret 
police and threatened with six months 
jail for not disclosing what was said.

Or the fact that capitalist 

democracies (Western) have murdered 
more people in the Middle East than 
the horrible regimes in power now, 
possibly two to three million if the 
sanctions are included (interestingly 
the Western journalists never mention 
how many people their regimes have 
killed). Beware bourgeois democra-
cies dressing themselves up as some-
thing better but they are really the 
wolf dressed in grandma’s clothing.

Unfortunately it appears that the 
people of the Middle East are to learn 
that some might do okay out of bour-
geois democracy but a lot will wonder 
what if any improvements have been 
achieved.  The millions who ended up 
dying or living in poverty once the old 
Soviet countries turned to capitalist 
democracies bear witness to this.

H Patterson.
Vic
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The very fi rst fi lms were simple 
records of everyday reality: a 

train coming in to a station, a crowd 
in a street, a public meeting. Very 
quickly, however, fi lmmakers began 
to try their hand at fi lming stories, 
recreating historical events, even 
creating fantasies.

As the potential of story fi lms 
captured the public imagination, fi lms 
and fi lmmakers moved further away 
from the presentation of reality on the 
screen. But not all fi lmmakers did so.

A few were still enraptured by the 
ability of cinema to portray the reality
of the world, to fi lm real people in 
real situations and show us the reality
(not just the appearance) of their lives. 
Filmmakers like Flaherty in the USA, 
Grierson in Britain and Dziga Vertov 
in the USSR brilliantly carried aloft 
the banner of what Grierson termed 
“documentary” fi lmmaking.

Today, any non-fi ction fi lm is 
classifi ed as “documentary”, even 
simple filmed journalism that is 
concerned solely with showing what 
something looks like, whereas a genu-
ine documentary would be concerned 
with what made it tick.

Today also, it is almost de 
rigueur when shooting a television 
series – fi ction or non-fi ction – to 

simultaneously shoot a “documen-
tary” about the making of the series. 
It is really a shameless ploy to get a 
30-minute (or even one hour) trailer 
for the series shown on TV as a pro-
gram in its own right.

You can tell how far such pro-
grams are from genuine documen-
tary by the absence of any trace of 
criticism of their subject. They are 
basically “puff pieces”.

Attenborough’s Journey (ABC1 
Sunday March 13 at 7.30 pm) is 
such a piece of pseudo-documentary, 
purporting to be a report on the mak-
ing of David Attenborough’s latest 
natural science series, First Life. But 
this is just journalism, journalism so 
lightweight, so devoid of any kind 
of critical approach, so adoring of 
Attenborough himself, that it ends up 
being a super-sized trailer.

Which is a pity, because he is 
an interesting man, whose various 
programs resolutely push evolution 
in spite of a rising tide of religious 
obscurantism, especially from the 
USA.

The second series of Party 
Down (ABC2 Thursdays 

at 8.30 pm from March 17) begins 
this week. I never saw any of the fi rst 
series, so I was pleasantly surprised 
to discover that the fi rst episode of 
series two is both clever and amusing.

The series follows the fortunes 
and misadventures of a group of strug-
gling actors and musicians working 
for a catering company in Los Angeles 
while waiting for their “big break”.

The dialogue is scripted but is 
presented as though the cast were 
adlibbing, helped by up close camer-
awork. The humour is off the wall, but 
it is credible and insightful. In fact, 
the series is everything The Librarians
tries (and fails) to be. 

I look forward to episode two.

The ABC continues to pursue 
programming of the type that 

John Howard would have approved 

in preference to whatever they were 
running when he accused them of 
having a “left wing bias”. If the ABC 
had been running Strike Back (ABC1 
Saturdays at 8.30 pm from March 
12) at the time, he would certainly 
never have made such a claim.

From some of the team that makes 
Spooks, this new series mixes right-
wing propaganda with equally right-
wing macho heroics and garnishes 
the lot with a hefty dose of cynicism. 
This latter quality can make a casual 
observer mistake the series as “anti 
establishment”, but that would be 
very wrong.

The series follows the adventures 
of a special unit in British Intelligence 
specialising in so-called “black opera-
tions”. This is James Bond for the 21st

century: no dinner jackets, just murder 
and mayhem in the dustier corners of 
the world, using helicopters, machine 
guns and hi-tech support systems.

Shot in South Africa to look 
suitably foreign and poor, the series 
opens in Iraq on the eve of the 
Anglo-US invasion. A British Special 
Forces unit fl ies in ahead of the 

invasion forces, but not to assassinate 
anyone or to massacre civilians or to 
do anything bad at all: no, they are 
there to rescue an unfortunate British 
civilian who is being held hostage 
by Saddam’s troops. Because that’s 
what imperialists do, you see: they 
rescue people.

Imperialism, especially US impe-
rialism, leads the world in the use of 
torture. In this series, however, it is 
the swarthy foreigners (insurgents, 
terrorists, jihadists, etc) who are the 
practitioners of refi ned torture. In last 
week’s opening episode, a British 
woman journalist taken hostage in 
Iraq had her hand chopped off when 
her kidnappers were offended by the 
British government’s offer of money 
for her return; later she was fl ogged 
with a heavy bull whip to make a male 
British prisoner talk; he had already 
been repeatedly water-boarded.

The series is big on violence 
and sadism, and on trying to make 
its sadism look as real as possible. 
Is this really what viewers should be 
offered by way of adventure on TV?  
Scenes of even simulated sadism are 

no substitute for genuine drama and 
cinematic excitement. In fact, placing 
such emphasis on scenes of this type 
displays only the inadequacies of the 
script-writer.

The series was made for Rupert 
Murdoch’s British pay TV channel 
Sky1, which probably accounts for 
it being little more than action-
packed hokum mixed with right-wing 
propaganda. 

Mind you, not all the British 
reviews were bad: GQ actually 
praised its “surprisingly balanced 
global perspective”! However, even 
those who liked it such as Jack Foley 
of IndieLondon had to admit that 
“the politics and the script some-
times proved laughably gung-ho 
and naive.”

John Lloyd of The Financial 
Times commented that the story 
lines “make Spooks look true to life” 
(ouch!). The Guardian perceptively
called it a “pathetic male fantasy”, 
while Rhiannon Harries in The 
Independent wrote that Strike Back
was “in almost every respect, a ter-
rible piece of television drama”. 
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Clara Zetkin was not only a lead-
ing fi gure in the women’s move-
ment. Her contribution to anti-war 
campaigns is remarkable and her 
working class Marxist position in 
relation to imperialism, militarism 
and war is not only relevant today 
but can extend our understanding 
of these issues.

The anti-war struggle is an 
extremely important component of 
class struggle. As Clara Zetkin put 
it: “Imperialist wars are directed 
against the workers; they are the 
inevitable expression of the very 
being of capitalism. The fi rst decisive 
step towards demolishing the system 
of blood-sucking capitalism must be 
strong and inexorable recognition that 
the workers are against imperialist 
wars”. (Clara Zetkin, The Toilers 
Against War, 1933).

In August 1914 WW1 began. 
Even before the war Clara Zetkin had 
been conducting a vigorous campaign 
against militarism and imperialist war. 
She went on campaigning even after 
the war broke out – an extremely 
courageous action considering that 
her country, Germany, was at war.

In 1915 she passionately 
addressed “Women of the Working 
People” asking a rhetorical question: 
– “Where are your husbands? Where 
are your sons?

“For eight months now they have 
been at the front. They have been 
torn from their work and their home. 
Adolescents, the support and hope 
of their parents, men at the prime of 
their lives, men with greying hair, the 
supporters of their families: All of 
them are wearing military uniforms, 
are vegetating in trenches and are 
ordered to destroy what diligent 
labour has created.

“Millions are already resting in 
mass graves, hundreds upon hundreds 
of thousands lie in military hospitals 
with torn-up bodies, smashed limbs, 
blinded eyes, destroyed brains and 
ravished by epidemics or cast down 
by exhaustion.

“Burnt villages and towns, 
wrecked bridges, devastated forests 
and ruined fi elds are the traces of 
their deeds”.

People were told then that men 
went to war to protect their homes, 
their wives and children and their 
country.

Nowadays nobody talks about 
protecting their wives and children 
– it’s all about installing democracy 
and freedom.

But is it so? The main question 
is seldom asked – who profi ts from 
a war?

Clara Zetkin answered this ques-
tion back in 1915.

“Only a tiny minority in each 
nation. The manufacturers of rifl es 
and cannons, of armour plate and 

torpedo boats, the shipyard own-
ers and the suppliers of the armed 
forces’ needs. In the interests of 
their profi ts they have fanned the 
hatred among the people, thus 
contributing to the outbreak of the 
war. This war is benefi cial for the 
capitalists in general.

“Did not the labour of the dis-
possessed and the exploited masses 
accumulate goods that those who 
created them are not allowed to use? 
They are too poor to pay for them! 
Labour’s sweat has created these 
goods and labour’s blood is supposed 
to create new foreign markets to dis-
pose of them. Colonies are supposed 
to be conquered where the capitalists 
want to rob the natural resources and 
to exploit the cheapest labour force”.

The list of manufactured weapons 
differs from those of almost a hundred 
years ago but the rest is the same. It is 
the same tiny minority who benefi ts 
from war. And it is the same people 
who pay the price – the working 
people and their families. 

When Clara Zetkin said in 1915, 
“The capitalist system wants it that 
way, and without the exploitation 
and suppression of man by man, 
that system cannot exist,” she was 
absolutely right. 

Military budgets eat up people’s 
taxes to make super profi ts for war 
mongers. Real needs are neglected to 
grab other countries’ natural resourc-
es. Regimes are changed to suit big 
transnationals’ demands. Millions of 
people are uprooted and move from 
one country to another trying to fi nd 
security, stability, peace and work.

At this time of year we are paying 
tribute to women and their struggles 
for equality. In times of upheavals 
women have to carry a tenfold burden 
and often are the fi rst victims of ter-
rible abuse. Women and their children 
who fl ee armed confl icts often do not 
survive – they are often the forgotten 
victims of wars for profi t. Who counts 
them as war casualties?

“Imperialist wars are equivalent 
in meaning to the murder of peoples 
and world devastation,” Clara Zetkin 
wrote in 1933 and called on all work-
ers to be engaged in the struggle 
against capitalism, for socialism.

The Muslim 
Women’s Club

Due to very bad health Clara 
Zetkin spent the last years of her life 
in the Soviet Union and died there 
in 1933. Despite this she remained 
as active as her poor health allowed. 
In 1926 she wrote about her impres-
sions of the Muslim Women’s Club in 
Tifl is (now called Tbilisi in Georgia). 
At the time it was part of the Soviet 
state and one of the most important 
issues the young Soviet government 

was facing was the actual, practical 
liberation of women.

“A symbol for the broad Oriental 
women’s masses are the Muslim 
Women’s Clubs of the Soviet 
Republics. Their creation and 
development are of great historical 
signifi cance”, Clara Zetkin wrote in 
the article “In the Muslim Women’s 
Club”. She pointed out that Muslim 
women who were “the lowest of the 
low, who had been pushed into the 
deepest depths of social enslavement 
by traditions, laws and religious 
decrees, are rising. Diffi dent and 
wounded in body and soul, they are 
nevertheless rising steadily in order 
to achieve freedom and equality… 
The Muslim Women’s Clubs are not 
the tender breeding grounds for suf-
fragette tendencies but the gathering 
places and schools for revolutionary 
forces.”

The Muslim Women’s Club in 
Tifl is was founded by the Communist 
Party. It was realised at the time that 
the new Soviet laws which proclaimed 
the full equality of women in all social 
fi elds had to be put into practice as 
well. The progress of Muslim women 
was obstructed by age-old prejudices 
and customs. The Muslim Women’s 
Club was set up in order to break bar-
riers and educate Muslim women. The 
Tifl is Club was founded in 1923 and 
at the time it consisted of forty mem-
bers. The Club was provided with a 
hall to accommodate that number and 
nobody at the time expected the rapid 
growth of the membership. But within 
a year the membership reached 200 
women and was growing steadily.

One of the women at the Club 
spoke about her life: “How was our 
life before the revolution? Our fathers 
sold us like young lambs when we 
were hardly ten or twelve years 
old – sometimes even younger. Our 
husbands demanded our affection 
and love, even when they seemed to 
us revolting.

“When our husbands were in the 
mood for it, they beat us with clubs 
or whips. We had to serve them day 
and night like slaves. When they grew 
tired of us they told us to go to hell. 
They rented us out as mistresses to 
their friends. They starved us when it 
suited their fancy. They took away our 
dearest daughters who were the joy 
of our eyes and the aid for our weak 
arms. They sold them just as they had 
bought us. No mullah came to our aid 
when we were in need. Where could 
we have found a judge who would 
have given us legal aid?”

Everything changed for Muslim 
women after the revolution. Clara 
Zetkin talked to the female comrades 
at the Club who organised activities 
for the Muslim women. It was in such 
clubs that Muslim women gathered to 
obtain their fi rst political and social 
training. It was there that they were 
given classes on different subjects.

It was also a place of refuge for 
those Muslim women who needed 
counsel and aid. Women were taught 
to read and write; lectures were organ-
ised on natural and social sciences. 
There were legal aid workers who 
helped the women with their many 
legal questions.

“The proclamation of legal 

equality cannot, of course, overcome 
all at once with a magic wand the 
traditional attitude of men towards the 
female sex which has developed over 
the centuries. Very often the women 
have to fi ght to obtain justice and 
that means going to court,” observed 
Clara Zetkin.

It was an uplifting experience for 
millions of illiterate and oppressed 
women who for the fi rst time in their 
lives felt confi dent and strong. It was 
done even under the most trying 
circumstances because the will of 
the state and the people was there. 
It was the same situation in Central 
Asia and other regions of the former 
Soviet Union. 

In every country where social-
ist revolutions took place or even 
in those moving towards socialism 
the position of women changed for 
the better.

In the short period of the Afghan 
April revolution in the 1980s great 
attempts were made to liberate women 
and girls. One of the fi rst steps was 
a successful fi ght against illiteracy 
and the provision of public health 
facilities. All this was lost when the 
government of national unity was 
overthrown.

We are witnessing huge upheavals 
in different countries – Middle East 
and Northern Africa are the latest 
examples. Knowing the history of 
liberation struggles and the forces that 
are involved will certainly help future 
generations. Clara Zetkin’s writings 
are a good example for the study and 
understanding of the dialectics of the 
struggle. 

Clara Zetkin speaks at a protest rally of the Communist Party in Lustgarten, Berlin, Germany, 1921

International Women’s Day 100th march (Part 2)

Against capitalism, 
against war


