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Key question raised by the Socialist Alliance election campaign

By Tom Flanagan (Northern Rivers branch convenor)

Northern Rivers branch contested the seat of Page held by the National Party's Ian Causley. The Nationals held the seat gaining a 1.5% swing two-party preferred. The Greens increased their first preference vote by 3.6% to over 10%, and the Socialist Alliance doubled their 2001 vote, gaining 0.59% (460 votes).

The modest vote gained by Socialist Alliance, while a significant improvement on 2001, in no way indicates the gains made by the branch through contesting the election.

The branch distributed around 7,000 candidate leaflets, around 10,000 how-to-votes and around 750 Manifestos, and the candidate addressed two "meet the candidates" meetings. We joined one new member during the campaign.

We received as good media coverage as could be expected with two 250-word pieces in each of the daily newspapers and each of the weekly newspapers in Lismore and Grafton (8 x 250 words in all - basically reprints of various versions of our Socialist Alliance election statements), as well as several mentions in general campaign coverage in the Lismore daily.

So we can confidently say that if people were watching the press coverage of the election they knew we existed and had a fair idea of what we were on about. This is an immense gain for the branch. A measure of the profile we gained was the number of times people asked us the question "Why aren't you with the Greens?".

This is the exact question we need people to have in their minds. We want them to understand that yes we agree with a lot of the Greens' policy proposals, but we don't believe that the Greens' policies and other necessary social and environmental policies can be implemented without getting rid of capitalism. The first step here is not convincing people that we are right, but getting people to understand this difference we have with the Greens, and that we believe this point sufficiently strongly to build a separate organisation.

People see and respect that we are active on many key issues and standing separately to the Greens in the election underlined our conviction on the point that our goals (and the Greens' goals) can't be achieved under capitalism. Convincing people that we are right on this point is a process and won't be achieved by argument alone - it can only be achieved by argument and campaigning in the context of unfolding events that reveal the limitations of the Greens' parliamentary strategy. And it is very important when the limitations of the Greens' strategy become apparent, that people are aware that an alternative way forward exists and there is already an organisation that is a vehicle for it.

Our public profile in the election campaign helps to prepare the ground to ensure that people do learn the lessons as events unfold and that we get a hearing for an alternative strategy as people begin to understand the need for such a strategy. Only then will we see the real fruits of the work done during the 2004 campaign.

The election campaign provided such a good platform for putting forward our socialist ideas that we really need to think hard how we can maintain the momentum now that the election is over. The nuts and bolts of movement campaigns don't automatically provide a context for putting forward socialist ideas.

While we win respect as good activists, our movement work alone doesn't demonstrate to people why we need to be in a separate party to the Greens. The election campaign itself, however, demands that issues of political strategy be addressed directly.

Another interesting spin-off from engaging in the election campaign was our vote in Grafton. Grafton is over 100km from the branch's main base in Lismore and the other major urban center in the electorate, yet we gained a vote comparable to that in Lismore and stronger than all the other more far-flung parts of the electorate, and this in a context where the Greens' vote in Grafton was much less than their vote in Lismore. The Grafton vote indicates a potentially strong support base for a future Socialist Alliance branch in that city, and suggests that the nature of that support is industrial.

Strengthening the united multi-tendency socialist party in 2005

This contribution summarises the Democratic Socialist Perspective's current assessment of the state of Australian politics after the federal election and presents some ideas about how, in that context, further progress can be made in building the Socialist Alliance as a united multi-tendency socialist party in 2005. We hope this contribution will encourage more discussion amongst Socialist Alliance members about how we can continue to strengthen the unity and political influence of socialists in Australia during Howard's fourth term.

The political context

1. It is proving more difficult to progress SA towards a united multi-tendency socialist party (MTSP) than hoped. This is primarily a reflection of objective political conditions. Recognising this does not mean that the opening for SA was not very real; SA was a necessary response to the beginnings of a new cycle of working-class and anti-capitalist struggle following two decades of working-class retreat. But there have been significant setbacks in the last 18 months, in particular the attack on Craig Johnston and his removal from the leadership of the Victorian AMWU, and now his jailing, and the rapid retreat of the million who took to the streets in February 2003 against the invasion of Iraq. These objective developments have worked against speedier progress in left unity and the MTSP because the political confidence of people attracted by the idea of a united left is affected critically by such broader political conditions.

2. However, the new political situation opened up by Howard's election victory and control of both houses of parliament will favour SA if it plays a good role in any resistance to the neo-liberal attacks that arises. So, we expect that the objective conditions for progress towards building SA into a more united MTSP may improve again.

3. A fight-back is not a forgone conclusion given the current balance of forces, and the working class could suffer a serious defeat over the next period, which would impact on the potential for progressing left unity in the medium term. But Howard's mandate is not as strong as it appears on the surface. The polarisation of electoral politics evident in the Coalition win while the Greens' vote increased again, reflects part of a much wider anti-neo-liberal sentiment that is revealed in opinion polls on public education, Medicare and public health, detention of refugees, Telstra privatisation, the Iraq war; etc.

4. In this context the more Howard resorts to the politics of fear, loathing and scapegoating, the more he creates broad revulsion in wide layers of the population. Even while no fight-back - partial or generalised - is on the horizon, there will be, as in all countries ruled by outright neo-liberal governments, an ongoing discussion about alternatives to the hated status quo. This discussion will inevitably involve both the structural crisis of the ALP, the adequacy of the Greens as alternative and - for a smaller but growing number of people - the feasibility of a global alternative to the profit system (ie: the socialist alternative). On the basis of four years of work SA has an important intervention to make in this discussion.

5. The ALP has vacated the role of expressing and leading that opposition to neo-liberalism - even more decisively since their federal election defeat. This continues to create openings for building the socialist pole in politics but that cannot be done without openly criticising the rightward course of the Laborites in parliament and in the movements. The Greens are occupying more and more of the left social democratic political space vacated by the ALP, raising the need for SA to work, wherever possible, with Greens activists to strengthen broader left unity in action (also drawing in whatever ALPers retain the will to resist), while consistently pointing out the limitations of the parliamentary path to change and the need for a class-struggle approach and socialist party.

5. Even given the widespread passive dissent, active resistance to attacks does not develop spontaneously. It is a question of leadership and there are real limitations to that leadership at present. This is so within the trade unions, in the social movements and in the organised left, including the Greens who have yet to show that they are able and/or willing to play a significant role in building extra-parliamentary progressive movements. The weakness of left leadership means that the movements, such as they are, are not easy to sustain or build stronger at present. However, the SA, even with all its limitations, already contains elements of a class struggle leadership - unquestionably the strongest on the left now - and what it does over the next period will be significant, if not decisive. Our task is to build the broadest possible extra-parliamentary resistance to Howard's attacks and keep exploring every expression of the broad dissent to neo-liberalism.

6.  In the current context, SA's initiative and practical political leadership of any resistance that does develop is also essential to progressing the united MTSP. Greater political agreement/platform development in SA cannot be achieved without greater unity in the actual struggles that will be necessary over the next period.

Next steps for strengthening the united MTSP

Despite the limitations imposed by the objective conditions, progress has been made in developing the united MTSP since the 2004 national conference:

(i) SA's consistent leadership in the antiwar movement has been the greatest contributor to date to its standing among progressives and the broader community. The more politicised layers see SA as "the antiwar party". With the war on Iraq continuing as the central issue in world politics, this leadership places SA well to grow and deepen further left unity in the next period.

(ii) Through the federal election campaign SA further developed its common platform, involved more SA members in joint activity, raised SA's profile as serious new party, and modestly increased its membership.

(iii) SA has continued to strengthen its united work in specific trade unions and cross-union campaigns, including leading the campaign to free Craig Johnston.

(iv) SA members have responded to a wide range of attacks on the working class by issuing public statements of agreed position and initiating or participating in broader campaigns (including, for example, against police violence in Redfern, against the attacks on civil liberties, in support of same-sex marriage rights, in defence of Medicare, etc).

(v) Two new local branches have been established, both formed with a large majority of non-aligned members, in Central Victoria and the Gold Coast.

(vi) At a local level SA has assumed responsibility for a number of Activist Centres/offices, and has begun to pay some of its national operating costs from the regular (albeit uneven) income being received from branch pledges.

(vii) A second issue of Seeing Red has been published and the distribution of and networks of people relating to the magazine have increased significantly.

(viii) A couple of state-wide Socialist Ideas seminars have been successfully organised, attracting new members and providing a framework for more sharing of ideas and discovery of common perspectives among SA members.

The broadening and deepening of unity, and the further development of SA as a united MTSP, will proceed politically, not organisationally, on basis of joint activity around and therefore development of SA's political platform. Any structural/organisational changes made over the next period need to be shaped by political developments and SA's response to the new political context - its ability to take movement building initiatives, lead struggles that emerge, involve new forces and its existing membership in these, and, in this way become, possibly, the "party of resistance" in this period.

Given this framework, the objective conditions, and the strengths and weaknesses of SA at its current stage of development, the DSP thinks that the following specific proposals - which we present for open discussion in SA - would assist further progress towards the united MTSP in the short-term:

1. The low level of struggle at present, combined with SA's early stage of development, mean that political campaigning and organising only (or principally) through local suburban branches will limit SA's growth, even via election campaigns. SA's capacity to act, its broader political authority, its programmatic unity, its internal democracy and its membership growth can best be maximised at the moment by organising more on a citywide/regional level. This would create frameworks that are flexible and politically cohesive enough to:

(i) Relate quickly and effectively to important political openings, which are more likely to develop at a citywide/state/national level than a local suburban level for the time being;

(ii) Increase the active participation in SA's work of more of the membership and make better use of the skills and experience embodied in the membership by bringing members together, not on the basis of where they live, but around political issues/activities that they are interested or engaged in (through trade union caucuses, anti-war/refugee rights coordinating committees, etc);

(iii) Boost members' confidence in the left unity project by organising more SA public meetings, educational discussions and fundraising activities on a citywide basis, thereby "showcasing" SA's political leadership more effectively, achieving the "critical mass" needed to win others to the project, and enriching the political discussion and engagement of members.

Finding more effective forms of organisation is important because it is only by actively involving more of the membership in the day to day activities of SA that it will be possible to build broader leadership teams and deepen the political agreement in SA.

3. Strengthen the real democracy of SA and the accountability of its leaderships. If SA's formal democracy is shaky, members will have no reason to be committed to it, let alone be encouraged to take leadership of it. A real party requires real democracy.

This means electing a national executive at the next national conference that represents the working leadership of SA, that is a smaller body capable of  collectively discussing and making decisions more regularly (not leave it to the national conveners) and thereby gain the confidence of the membership as a whole, but that has safeguards against single tendency control, such as a 40% limit on the representation of any organisation. The membership-wide discussion of a new NE structure needs to be opened as soon as possible so that any proposal to conference has the confidence of the overwhelming majority of pro-MTSP members.

Part and parcel of any national leadership restructure is the need to formalise the de facto situation of SA having national organisers, even if they are honorary, who are accountable to the new national executive. Without making the reality in the SA national office transparent and democratic, any new leadership formula will be and will be seen to be fake.

4. Create broader, stronger leadership teams in the process of carrying out the practical work of SA, most immediately by strengthening the national coordinating committees set up by the last national conference to oversee the main areas of SA activity.

The existing coordinating committees (Anti-war and Refugee Rights; Trade Union; Membership, Finances and Branch Building; and Elections and Policy Development) have different strengths and weaknesses, but because they are organised around practical movement or party building work, they have already developed, more than other national bodies, the beginnings of effective and democratic team leadership in SA.

5. Significantly reduce the administration workload associated with electoral registration. This is severely hampering SA branch leaderships' ability to create the avenues for broader membership participation in SA, carry out agreed movement and SA-building campaigns, etc. Without a degree of centralisation of the administrative work that will make a difference in the branches, we risk losing SA's electoral registration and/or stalling on SA's development as a united MTSP.

6. Continue the SA-Green Left Weekly relationship and:

(i) use the SA-GLW copy list for more practical editorial input through constructive engagement;

(ii) elect an editorial board at the next national conference that is a real working body and relates constructively to the process.

7. Consolidate existing projects (such as Seeing Red, new regional branches, the book on socialism) and make more progress in implementing the national projections already agreed by SA (including financial self-sufficiency, well-functioning trade union caucuses) in order to realise the medium-term potential of SA.

The antiwar campaigning alongside more consistent trade union work will be the backbone of developing SA as a united MTSP party in the next period. It is in striving to build and lead active resistance to the neo-liberal attacks, combined with the ideological projects - Seeing Red, socialist ideas discussions, trade union education, etc - that SA's unity in action, political platform and internal democracy will develop.

The developing revolution in Venezuela 

By Stuart Munckton (Canterbury-Bankstown branch)

First revolution of the 21st Century

Heiko Khoo from “Hands off Venezuela” wrote of his visit to Venezuela in the lead up to the recall referendum on August 15: “Caracas is a place where people have woken up. Revolution is part of everyday vocabulary’’.

The Venezuelan revolution is the first revolution of the 21st century – the first since the collapse of the Soviet bloc, and the defeat of the Sandinista government in Nicaragua.

The process begun by the election of Hugo Chavez in 1998 is not revolutionary because of any progressive laws or because Chavez says nasty things about imperialism (and increasingly capitalism itself). It is not a revolution because Chavez says that it is.

The process is revolutionary because the Venezuelan masses have thrown their hats into the political ring and are fighting for power. It is the explosion of the exploited majority onto the scene of Venezuelan politics that gives the process its revolutionary character, drives the process forward and raises the spectre of deep-going social revolution. We should judge the revolutionary character or otherwise of individuals, organisations and institutions in Venezuela according to their relation to the masses in motion.

A crisis of legitimacy

This revolution is not isolated from international developments, especially in Latin America.  It is a product of a crisis for neo-liberalism and imperialism. This was reflected in the rise of the anti-corporate-globalisation movement inside the developed countries that reached its height with the 300,000 strong street demonstrations against the G8 in Genoa.

In the aftermath of 9/11, the anti-imperialist fight has become focused on combating the imperialist military machine. Millions of people around the world were moved into action by their opposition to the blatant predatory war on Iraq. Imperialism’s crisis of legitimacy has been made worse by exposure of ruling-class lies to justify the war.

In Latin America, this crisis of legitimacy is deepest, as neo-liberal policies drive ever bigger sections of the population into poverty.  We’ve seen the overthrow of neo-liberal governments in Ecuador, Argentina and Bolivia.

It has become increasingly difficult for political forces identified with neo-liberalism to get elected. The election of Chavez in Venezuela was an early indication of a trend of electoral victories to groups identified with opposition to neo-liberalism. Since then leftist or populist governments have won in Brazil, Argentina, Ecuador and Uruguay and nearly in Bolivia. Despite pouring in billions of dollars, US imperialism has not only failed to crush the decades-long guerrilla insurgency in Colombia.

The Venezuela revolution is both a product of this situation and the leading edge of the struggle. Unlike in Central America and the Caribbean in the 1980s – where revolutions broke out in the weakest countries of the continent (Grenada, for instance, had only 100,000 people and its main export was nutmeg), Venezuela is one of the strongest and most strategic, with control of the fifth-largest oil reserves in the world. It puts the revolutionary movements across Latin America in a strong position.
Rise of the “Bolivarian” movement

It is fitting that Venezuela should be the first of the Latin American nations in the new upsurge to go from protest to revolution, given that it was in Venezuela that saw the first signs of revolt against the “New World Order”. In his speech to the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in January 2003, Chavez commented:

“The Berlin Wall fell in 1989, and the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. Then, neo-liberalism raised its flags in victory and the thesis about the end of history was formulated. ‘History is over, capitalism is the winner’…A century has passed, and the Soviet Union collapsed, socialism and communism are no more, long live neo-liberal capitalism! These were the stories.

``In a surprising parallel, while the Berlin Wall was crumbling, in 1989, a high intensity people’s rebellion broke out in Caracas. Hundred of thousands of unarmed people, poor people mostly, took to the streets in rebellion…What were the people of Caracas rebelling against on February 27, 1989? There were against the neo-liberal package imposed by the IMF.”

Chavez went on to explain how this rebellion was the trigger for the military uprising of thousands of young officers that he led in February 1992, followed by another military uprising in November 1992.

Chavez also described that following his release from prison in 1994 the Movement for Bolivarian Revolution-200, the organisation Chavez had built inside the armed forces that had led the military rebellions, went through a process of strategic re-thinking. It was not a purely internal discussion but the product of widespread debates. In his speech to the WSF, Chavez explained:

“We held major discussion in which we asked ourselves ‘do we go to elections or not?’ So far we had pursued a position of abstention: in 1993 I had called on the people from jail not to go to the polls, and again in 1994 and 1995. However, elections were scheduled for 1998. So a major discussion arose…after extensive deliberations and consultations with a diversity of social and political currents, we made a decision: ‘we will participate in the 1998 elections’.”

Chavez commented that their “alternative proposition emerged from the political battle waged in thousands of people’s assemblies”.  In this way what Chavez described as “revolutionary Bolivarian ideology” emerged. This ideology was based on the idea of genuine participatory democracy, economic independence and fairer distribution of wealth. However vague it may have been in many ways, in its essence it was a programme of an anti-imperialist, national democratic revolution. The centrepiece was the call for a constituent assembly.

Chavez comments on how they built their campaign with almost no resources and facing extreme hostility from the establishment:

“We didn’t have a party. We were a diversified social current. But we went from town to town. I remember that we got a big truck on which we painted some slogans and, under persecution, we rode from town to town calling on people with a loudspeaker.

``At one point, all those who were with me, except me, were in jail. Sometimes we would reach a village and the power supply was cut to prevent us from installing our sound system or using the local radio station.”

He was also denied access to the media, at the same time as the media ran a campaign to demonise him. Chavez said, “The battle was tough… A party, a number of left wing parties, a patriotic front, gradually emerged.”

The political party that emerged was the Movement for the Fifth Republic, established out of a conference of the MBR-200 in 1997. The Patriotic Pole, an alliance of left parties, came behind Chavez. Steve Ellner, a close follower of Venezuelan politics, in a study on the rise of Chavez posted at Z Net, commented that the MVR was very broad and brought under one umbrella those who merely wanted a cleaner version of neo-liberalism right through to Marxists.

Eight months before the election, Chavez was given 8% by the ever-reliable Venezuelan opinion polls – the establishment candidates were given 40-50%. Chavez’s victory under those extremely difficult conditions, with 55% of the vote, is an indication of just how discredited the project of neo-liberalism was. 

Three views on the Left about Venezuela

There are three broad views on the left about what is happening in Venezuela.

The first view sees Hugo Chavez as a great reformer who is trying to improve the existing system. For these people what is important is the liberal democratic façade - the lack of any significant break with bourgeois democratic norms in regards to freedom of speech, the lack of repression against counter-revolutionaries, multiparty elections to a representative body. They believe that the fact that the government has not carried out widespread expropriations of industry is evidence that Chavez is a social democrat, not really against the capitalist system, just trying to make it nicer.

Greg Palast, author of “The Best Democracy Money Can Buy” and a Chavez supporter, has pegged Chavez down as an ally of former President Bill Clinton and sees the current US administration’s hostility to Chavez as a result of the influence of the neo-conservative clique around Dick Cheney, who hates Chavez because of Cheney’s ties to the oil industry.

The Toronto Star, a Canadian liberal capitalist paper, wrote an editorial following the recall referendum entitled “Venezuela rallies behind a reformer” which, while arguing that Chavez “is no saint”, argued that his “reform program” was far from “revolutionary” and he deserved the right to serve out his whole term.

Even someone further to the left like Tariq Ali, who sees the importance of the process unfolding in Venezuela, concluded from his interview with Chavez that he was not a revolutionary, but a left social democrat whose reforms resemble those of the post-WWII British Labour Party.

The second perspective is an ultra-left one, which has the same starting point as the left liberals. According to the ultra-lefts, Chavez is a reformer who, whatever his rhetoric, has no intention of leading a revolutionary break with capitalism. Where as for the liberals this is a plus, for this second view it is a stick to beat Chavez with. 

Many of the groups still within a Trotskyist framework have taken this approach. Socialist Alternative, for example, has adopted a hostile position towards the Chavez government and doesn’t seem to have absorbed the extent of the radicalisation of the masses. Their members argue that the revolution is the product of a split in the bourgeoisie, with Chavez representing one wing. The aim of the Chavez government is to strengthen Venezuelan capitalism in relation to its competitors, they say, adding that the Chavez regime is a nationalist one willing to take limited anti-imperialist steps in so far as it gives the Venezuelan bourgeoisie breathing space, but is not attempting to govern in the interests of the workers and peasants.

The International Socialist Tendency has taken a more nuanced approach in as far as they see that the class struggle is quite advanced and the working class is radicalising. However, their position is that Chavez is either holding this back, or at the very least is unwilling to take it forward. In the July issue of Socialist Review, SWP leader Chris Harman wrote: 

“Chavez won the presidency in 1998 by tapping a popular mood of opposition to the existing political establishment, but his campaign was not in any sense anti-capitalist…Rather it centred on demands for a purer form of bourgeois parliamentarianism, which was embodied in a new constitution.”

Harman  repeats the often mentioned criticism of Chavez for supposedly being responsible for none of the coup plotters being jailed (until recently), for standing by and allowing the media to spew its lies and the right-wing Caracas Police Force to attack the working class. Harman also criticises Chavez for continuing to sell oil to the US through out the Iraq war. (What he misses is that there was a period when Venezuelan oil stopped flowing to the US – during the bosses’ lockout that started in December 2002. US imperialism regularly puts blockades on Third World governments who implement policies they don’t like. That the US is forced to continue buying oil from a regime it hates, which uses the revenue to implement policies the US detests, is a strength of the revolution. When Cuba demands an end to the US blockade, they are demanding the right to trade with the US, a right Venezuela is fortunate to still have but Harman thinks is wrong to use.)

For Harman, Chavez’s “central approach remains reformist”. Chavez is trying to implement change “from the top down.” The masses have “illusions” in Chavez, but “no revolution has taken place.”

Another expression of this approach is in James Petras’ writings. In an article about the election results called “Myth’s and realities: Venezuela’s Chavez and the referendum”, Petras argued that while the defeated recall was a defeat for imperialism:

“…a defeat of imperialism does not necessarily mean or lead to a revolutionary transformation, as post-Chavez post-election appeals to Washington and big business demonstrate. More indicative of Chavez politics is the forthcoming $5 billion investment agreements with Texaco-Mobil and Exxon to exploit the Orinoco gas and oil fields. The euphoria of the left prevents them from observing the pendulum shifts in Chavez discourse and the heterodox social welfare/neo-liberal economic politics he has consistently practiced.

``President Chavez's policy has always followed a careful balancing act between rejecting vassalage to the US and local oligarchic rentiers on the one hand and trying to harness a coalition of foreign and national investors, urban and rural poor to a program of welfare capitalism. He is closer to Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal than Castro's socialist revolution.”

According to Petras, Chavez has talked radical when he has been threatened and needed to mobilise the working class to survive, but as soon as his survival has been assured, he immediately moderated his talk and attempted to reconcile with big business.

The third view on the process underway in Venezuela is that it is a process on the road to sweeping away the old ruling class and existing social relations and establishing new ones. A social revolution has not been carried out yet in Venezuela, but it is underway.

One Latin American who has actively campaigned for this position is the veteran Chilean journalist Marta Harnecker. It is also the perspective that the Democratic Socialist Perspective has adopted.

Why the Venezuelan process is an anti-imperialist revolution

First, the liberals and ultra-lefts misunderstand or downplay the specific impact of imperialism on an under-developed country and how this determines the course of revolutionary struggle. They think that because the Chavez government has not decisively broken with capitalism and there have not been widespread expropriations of industry, therefore Chavez must be a “welfare capitalist” or “left social democrat”.

We should be clear that socialism – a socialised planned economy - is not on the agenda in Venezuela in the immediate future, unless the Chavez government is forced down that road by the actions of the counter-revolution. This is not tied to any perspective of the leadership around Chavez. Only the working class can make such a revolution. This requires the working class en masse to develop the consciousness and the organisational capacity to carry such a revolution out. This was clearly not the case in 1998, or in 2002, or even today. For instance, for all the gains in working-class organisation, Jonah Gindin reported in a Venezuela Analysis article on the labour movement that only 14% of the 50% of the workers in the formal sector are even in a union.

The central question is not one of Chavez waving a magic wand and bringing socialism into being, but whether or not the process Chavez is leading is working to increase the consciousness and organisation of the working class in an anti-capitalist direction or whether the Chavez leadership is holding that back. That is the correct framework within which to look at the Chavez leadership and draw conclusions.

Just because socialism is not immediately on the agenda does not mean there is no revolution underway. In a country oppressed by imperialism, the first stage of the revolution is anti-imperialist. Such a revolution opens the road to the socialist revolution – however fast you can take that road depends on a number of factors, both internal and external.

This is the natural course for a revolution in the countries oppressed by imperialism because in such countries the tendency is for the oppressed to see their immediate enemy not in the local capitalist class but in the imperialists who dominate and distort the economy. In fact, the local capitalists tend to appear as the enemy of the workers and peasants where they act as agents and defenders of imperialism. It is through anti-imperialist struggle that the groundwork is laid to confront capitalism itself.

Che Guevara understood and articulated this clearly. He sets out the general path of the struggle and role of various classes in his 1960 article “Cuba: Exceptional case or vanguard in the struggle against colonialism”. On the impact of imperialism on the oppressed nations he says:

“For us, the peoples of America, they have another polite and refined term: ‘underdeveloped.’ What is ‘underdeveloped’?

A dwarf with an enormous head and a swollen chest is ‘underdeveloped,’ inasmuch as his weak legs or short arms do not match the rest of his anatomy. He is the product of an abnormal formation that distorted his development. That is really what we are, we, who are politely referred to as ‘underdeveloped,’ but in truth are colonial, semi-colonial or dependent countries. We are countries whose economies have been twisted by imperialism, which has abnormally developed in us those branches of industry or agriculture needed to complement its complex economy. ‘Underdevelopment,’ or distorted development, brings dangerous specialisation in raw materials, inherent in which is the threat of hunger for all our peoples. We, the underdeveloped, are also those with monoculture, with the single product, with the single market. A single product whose uncertain sale depends on a single market that imposes and fixes conditions, that is the great formula for imperialist economic domination.”

Venezuela is far from the most underdeveloped nation in the world, but this description applies well to it. Its “single product” – which is not its only product but the one on which it is dependent – is oil. Its economy is twisted around its main role as a provider of oil for the imperialist nations, especially the United States. This seems like not such a bad deal at the moment because oil prices are abnormally high, but it leaves them vulnerable to the market – and also oil supplies do not last forever; what happens when they run out? An indication of the problem is that Venezuela has to import 70–80% of its food. The threat of hunger is a real one for the people when they are not even self-sufficient in food, but dependent on the uncertain sale of a single product. Breaking this dependency is a key task in the anti-imperialist stage of the revolution.

In his article, Che describes the importance of land reform as an immediately pressing task. He explains that the large landowners are the main base of support for imperialism and the anti-imperialist revolution requires breaking their political and economic power. Che explains that although the local capitalist class is held back from developing by imperialists’ domination of the economy, the local capitalist class is scared to arouse the masses it also exploits and therefore is afraid “to clash” with imperialist and large landowner interests. However, Che says, the working class is not, and will support the land reform measures. Workers support for land reform will win the peasant masses to support the working class and is the basis for their alliance to take the revolution forward. This general process is playing itself out now in Venezuela. The land reform is one the most decisive battles being waged. (One difference with Venezuela is that it is highly urbanised and while the rural land reform is important to the process, another important factor is the millions of urban poor who work in the informal sector or are formally “self employed”. Many of the revolutionary measures – including land reform in the poor neighbourhoods which give the poor ownership and control over their homes and communities – are aimed at, and carried out by, this sector. Land committees – directly elected by the community – helped draw up the land reform legislation and are tasked with “self government” and “self transformation” of their neighbourhoods.)

Because the local capitalist class is unwilling to confront imperialism, carrying out the anti-imperialist stage requires breaking the political power of the capitalist class and creating the power of the working class and peasants. This is the process underway in Venezuela, although it is by no means completed. But we can say that the extent to which it has progressed is the extent to which the various revolutionary measures have been able to go beyond word or paper to become reality.

The expropriation in practice of the oil industry was an anti-imperialist measure that gives the Venezuelan government control over the most decisive of its resources – 30% of GDP, 80% of export earnings – and enables it to use these resources, as well as the anti-poverty measures, to break the country’s dependency on oil.

There is nothing virtuous about being forced to carry out widespread expropriations very quickly in the early stages of a revolution. It is much better if you are in a position to take your time, establish your political power in order to force workers control on the capitalist owners to assist in the preparation of the working class to run the economy and then go as fast as you need to without causing significant disruption to the economy, which can cause all sorts of problems and threaten the revolution’s survival.

But, in an interview earlier this year with the opposition newspaper El Universal Chavez made his position clear:

“If the business owners once again close their companies, I have already prepared a decree to take them over. It would be even better because I would hand the companies in to the workers. They better don't do that or else I will snatch their companies.”

It is ridiculous for the ultra-leftists to have a go at the Chavez government for signing agreements with multinationals. Who else do they suggest the Chavez government sign agreements with? The Venezuelans need capital investment in order to develop their economy and break their reliance on oil. They are forced, on an international level, to operate according to the rules of the market. If you want them to not sign agreements with capitalist multi-nationals, then carry out revolutions in the countries the multinationals come from and expropriate them. Then the newly established socialist nations in the First World can develop trading relations with revolutionary Venezuela along socialist, as opposed to capitalist lines.

The real question is agreements on whose terms and to whose benefit. Venezuela’s refusal to sign new agreements with the IMF – with the accompanying neo-liberal measures and the significant increase in royalties for oil companies, shows that Venezuela is not simply allowing itself to continue to be plundered on the imperialists’ terms.

A July 24 New York Times article explained the changes in the oil industry since it was taken out of the hands of the corrupt elite that previously ran it: 

“’Right now, Pdvsa is not a mercantile entity,’ said Antonio Szabó, a former executive at Pdvsa … `Right now, it's an instrument of the Venezuelan government’…

“The company that has emerged from the ashes of the strike that ended in February 2003 is nothing like the button-down, corporate-style company that in the 1990's was often the No. 1 provider of foreign oil to the United States.
"Much of the [Pdvsa] earnings have been siphoned from exploration and production projects that some energy analysts say Pdvsa needs to recover fully from the strike. Instead, the windfall is financing a social revolution long promised by President Hugo Chávez's 5-year-old government to extricate the country from its malaise and ease life for the poor…”

It is wrong to conclude from the lack of further expropriations that the leadership of the revolution in Venezuela are supporters of the capitalist system with no perspective of going beyond it. It is not entirely clear from this distance how broadly the position of Hugo Chavez is shared among the leadership, but he has made his position clear many times. Chavez has repeatedly stated that the aim of the revolution is to break up, not merely neo-liberalism or imperialism, but capitalism itself.

There is a fundamental contradiction in the theory of permanent revolution that Trotskyists hold to that argues that the anti-imperialism and socialist task of revolutions in the Third World occur simultaneously. One the one hand, the theory (correctly) says you cannot have socialism in one country, on other it demands that revolutions in under-developed nations must move immediately to socialist measures. That is, you can’t have socialism in one country, but in one country you must have socialism. 

This is based on the fantasy that somehow once one country takes the socialist road the revolution will somehow automatically spread. We know that the revolution must be international and that a revolution in one country inspires movements in others and gives them a huge impetus. But an attempt to build socialism now in Venezuela would not inspire in the short term a revolution inside the United States or other First World countries. And therefore regardless of what measures are taken inside Venezuela, the Chavez government will be forced to operate along capitalist lines when dealing with the international market, until there is a shift in the international balance of forces.
An anti-capitalist trajectory

This does not mean the revolution does not have an anti-capitalist trajectory. At a series of recent mass demonstrations Chavez has spoken of the need to break with capitalism. Jorge Martin wrote in an article posted at the “Hands off Venezuela” website that Chavez declared at one such mass rally: “The capitalist system is a system of domination imposed on our people so that a wealthy minority dominates an impoverished majority. This economic tyranny is still intact. We are going to break it up once and for all through a revolutionary process of economic and social liberation.”

It is important to note that such declarations are not simply being made by Chavez in a one on one interview, or via the medium of TV or radio, or in print, although he says similar things via those mediums too. These are declarations made at mass demonstrations of increasingly confident and radical working people, gathered to celebrate the gains of the revolution. We need to think about such declarations in the context of what impact they would be having on the consciousness and confidence of a working class in motion. It must be deepening their radicalisation, their expectations and their confidence in where this revolution is heading and which classes it serves.

The Venezuelan revolution is on an anti-capitalist trajectory to the extent that it is breaking the political power of the capitalist class and implementing, via the organisation of the poor and against resistance by the capitalist class, measures that benefit the poor majority at the expense of the capitalists.

The land reform, although it is not based on socialising the land, is none the less expropriating capitalist property. This is 2004, we are not talking about feudal relations existing in the Venezuelan countryside. The large landholdings are owned and operated on a capitalist basis. And the president is declaring that the expropriation of this land must be dramatically deepened, according to the 2001 land reform law, using the armed forces to seize land if necessary, and in order to enable Venezuela to achieve self-sustainability in food.
Also, the nationalisation in practice of the oil industry was both a measure in the anti-imperialist stage of the revolution and an anti-capitalist move given who expropriated it – the workers involved – and for what end – for a government that serves the interests of the poor to use the wealth produced to re-distribute to the poor. The oil money being poured into social spending is money that, without the expropriation of the industry, would have ended up in the hands of the capitalist class.

The oil industry is being used in a way that contradicts and undermines the logic of the capitalist system. The money is not being re-invested to generate more profits for the local capitalist class, but is being diverted into programs of mass health care, housing for the poor, government-run markets that severely undercut the capitalist supermarket chains, free kitchens for the homeless, cheap credit of the poor, and education.

You could argue that the expansion of education gives the local capitalist class a more skilled workforce to exploit, however in Venezuela the revolution is not simply expanding education but also revolutionising it. The Bolivarian University is attempting to create a new revolutionary education system, democratised and with the aim creating new (anti-capitalist) values. 

The basic position expounded in the Venezuelan Constitution, and recently repeated by the Labour Minister, is for the protection of private property rights, but that social justice comes first. The Constitution can be interpreted in different, contradictory ways. It could be used to defend capitalist property or it could be used to justify expropriating it. In the bosses’ lockout, for example, large sections of the capitalist class used their property rights in violation of “social-justice” and as such could conceivably have been legally expropriated.

The government has created a new ministry, the ministry of popular economy. They have the aim of strengthening co-operatives and collectives as a counter-weight to big business.

A key question being pursued by the new revolutionary trade union federation is workers’ control or co-management of industry. The oil industry was re-started thanks to the blue-collar workers taking it over and running it themselves, and in transforming the industry there are attempts to introduce workers’ control via steering committees. Also, Venezuela Analysis commentator Jonah Gindin described worker “co-management” of the state-run electricity company in a recent article on the labour movement.
The question of power

All these points contribute to our characterisation of the Venezuelan revolutionary process, but the decisive question in any social revolution is who holds political power. Resolving this is the decisive question facing the revolution.

Who governs Venezuela? The working people in the cities and the countryside, or the wealthy oligarchs, the owners of industry and that 1% of the population who own 60% of the land?

The revolution has not decisively resolved what Marx referred to as “the battle of democracy”; it has yet to raise the working class to the position of ruling class. This battle is being played out in practice as the Venezuelan people struggle to implement measures according to their class interests, which clash with the class interests of their oppressors.

If we see this as a revolutionary process we are compelled to ask the question – what is the class nature of the Venezuelan state? The state, Engels said, was at the end of the day a body of armed people who use force to protect the interests of one class over another. But the state is also a lot more than that. It is made up of various institutions of which the most decisive are the armed forces, the government, the police and the courts.

The left liberals and ultra-leftists make the mistake of thinking that simply because there is not a consolidated “dictatorship of the proletariat”, therefore there is a capitalist state. They are unable to go beyond formal logic that says something is either A or B and if it isn’t one it must by definition be the other, to recognise that the situation is in flux, in transition between A and B. That is what a revolutionary process is - a process of transformation. Processes occur in different ways and at different speeds in different contexts.

Venezuela is neither a consolidated capitalist state nor a workers’ state. Any assessment we make about where it is up to is a provisional assessment subject to confirmation by reality precisely because everything is in flux and we are trying to understand a complicated process from a great distance.

We also need to recognise that under the different pressures that are coming down on the process from different sides and from the blows of class struggle, the situation can go forward or backwards. The current trajectory is not set in stone.

So where do we think the “battle of democracy” is up to? The latest article in Links magazine, by Democratic Socialist Perspective member Coral Wynter, uses the formulation that Venezuela is an “embryonic workers’ and peasants’ state”.

Embryonic means it is in its early stages and is still being created. The class nature of the government and armed forces is not decisively consolidated. It is still subject to a range of pressures and has significant contradictions. But we consider that the degree to which the government and armed forces have become institutions for the workers and peasants is qualitative.
Workers’ and peasants’ government?

How has this come about? The working class cannot simply grab hold of the existing state institutions and wield them for their own purposes. The old institutions need to be broken and new ones created.

Chavez’s 1998 election victory did not signify the creation of a workers’ and peasants’ government – or even a workers’ and peasants’ president. The question is not decided by the individual intentions of those in government.

When Chavez was elected he was completely isolated. He controlled only the presidency – the congress, the state and local governments, the police, courts and government bureaucracy were universally hostile to his agenda. Although there had been a revival in mass struggle, there was no organised counter-power outside these institutions. The Congress handed him a neo-liberal budget. At the same time thousands of the poor lined up each day outside the Presidential Palace to demand jobs.

In his speech to the World Social Forum, Chavez described how the oligarchs attempted to use his isolation to tame him and buy him off. He said they surrounded him, attempted to get him to moderate his tone, tried to convince him to stop using the word “revolution”. Why could he not simply stalk about “change”, they said? Didn’t revolution sound a little too harsh?

He said that straight after his election they took him through a series of “Christmas dinners and toasts, and good wine and I was listening, until one evening someone comes up to me, a representative of those sectors, in one of those dinners… and says to me: ‘Well, President, we have had a meeting and since we want to help you, we have bought you a list, these are our candidates for ministers.’ I looked at the list, and for the very first one, minister of finance, minister of foreign trade, further down, others: president of the Industrial Bank – a State bank – President of the National Telecommunications Council…I, of course, put the slip of paper away and didn’t appoint anybody they had proposed, not a single one!”

He also said that he none the less made mistakes, having received bad advice. He told of how he appointed one minister who turned up with some business friends trying to get a cheap loan for their company for investment. “I told him: No, that money is not for the capitalist sector… that money in the State Banks…is to give priority to the poor and middle classes.”

Chavez turned to the armed forces, where he had a cadre base. He used the army to start the social programs, to work alongside the poor. And he embarked on a strategy to shift the political relations of forces. Via a series of referendums he was able to draw up a new, more democratic Constitution and dissolve the old Congress and get a new one elected with pro-revolutionary forces in a majority.

However, even an executive with individuals who wish to govern for the workers and peasants does not make a workers’ and peasants’ government. The government was not in a position at this stage to function as a workers’ and peasants’ government because the relationship forces in society was not favourable. It is the intervention of the workers and peasants themselves that shifts the relationship of forces in their direction.

In 2001, the class struggle dramatically escalated. Chavez used Presidential decree to bring in 49 laws that tackled land reform, full government control over the industry and other encroachments on capitalist property rights. At this point, the capitalists realised Chavez was serious and stopped trying to buy him off. They decided to overthrow him.

At the same time, encouraged by Chavez’s progressive moves, “Bolivarian Circles” began to form, at first spontaneously, involving many Venezuelans in political debate and activity. Recognising the potential there, the government consciously launched and promoted the circles. It is quite clear that these groups are armed to various degrees and the government has refused calls from the opposition to disarm them.

The increased mobilisation of these two competing bases culminated in a minority military coup in April 2002, which was defeated by a popular uprising of workers and peasants in alliance with the majority of the armed forces.

The swift and decisive defeat of the coup shifted the relationship of forces much more in favour of working people. This was despite the then passivity of the industrial workers – who are not the majority of the Venezuelan workforce, but none the less carry significant weight.

But the weakness of the industrial workers was substantially turned around by the 2002 bosses’ lock-out, especially in the oil industry. The blue-collar and temporary oil workers mobilised on a huge scale to recapture the industry. This shifted the relationship of forces further in favour of the working masses and laid the basis for the government to take decisive moves in favour of working people – increasingly organised to take more power into their own hands – over the capitalist class.

For instance, the April coup was sparked when the union of oil industry management (separate from the blue-collar union) called a strike, supported by business, against attempts by the government to sack the corrupt pro-capitalist managers. After the coup, Chavez put those sacked back into their positions. This was interpreted by some as proof that Chavez was not serious about taking on the system. However, it is now clear that the reason the government did this was because the oil workers, if not actively anti-Chavez, were passive and had not played an active role in reversing the coup.

But the experience of the coup and the management lockout of the industry in December 2002 radicalised those workers and they mobilised alongside the military to physically take the industry back under their control. It was when they did this that the government, once and for all, cleaned out the scum at the top of the industry.

After the bosses’ sabotage, the economy was in crisis. Gross domestic product had contracted by 29%. The Venezuelan government applied austerity measures – but on the capitalists, not the workers and peasants. They put a week-long freeze on access to foreign currency, followed by tight controls on foreign currency, with access denied to those who had locked out their workers.

The government put price freezes on basic goods and seized hoarded goods, reselling them at cheap government markets. Most decisively, bosses were not allowed sack anyone. This enabled the expansion of new, independent class-struggle unions as bosses were unable to weed out militants. This is partly why the new UNT union federation was able so quickly to organise more workers than the old discredited CTV.

At the same time the government, having secured control of the oil, was able to begin using oil revenues to start re-distributing wealth in earnest. 

The defeat of the April coup and the bosses’ lock-out where decisive moments that established and consolidated in Venezuela a workers and peasants government. We say this despite the obvious weaknesses, contradictions and incompleteness of the workers’ and peasants’ government, but it is clear that this is a government governing in the interests of the exploited, not the exploiters.
Workers’ and peasants’ armed forces?

Is it reasonable to say the armed forces are a workers’ and peasants’ armed forces? This appears dangerous. The capitalist armed forces were not physically broken up and replaced with a new armed forces, with new uniforms and command structures.

However every capitalist armed forces has a contradiction. In all capitalist states, while the officer caste tends to be mainly drawn from, and certainly supportive of, the ruling class, the ranks are made up of from the oppressed class. In Venezuela, this contradiction was heightened by a limited democratisation of the armed forces.

Chavez was able to deepen this contradiction by using the armed forces to go out into the poor neighbourhoods to help, instead of using them as killing machines. He was also able to promote and demote officers to strengthen the position of the radical base he had helped build.

In April 2002, in the US-backed coup, the armed forces split along class lines. The majority of the ranks and the young officers sided with the people, and 400 right-wing officers were purged afterwards. This was a key turning point, possibly only because of decades of hard work by conscious revolutionaries building up a cadre force in the army. While on the surface the armed forces looks the same, there has been significant changes in consciousness and role.

This has become clear in the difference between the 2002 coup and the bosses’ lockout. In the latter, opposition media and figures called for a new coup and no officers responded. In fact, the armed forces became a weapon to defeat the lock-out. There was a famous scene where the national guard stormed into a shut down Coca-Cola plant to open it up and seize the hoarded goods, and the general opened a can of coke, took a swing and spat it out in disgust.

However, the Caracas Police Force, under the control of an anti-Chavez mayor, was used to repress the Chavistas. The government used the armed forces to surround the police stations and disarm the police. Police were only allowed to patrol with a National Guard soldier alongside them.

There are accounts of how in the country-side the armed forces have been defending peasants who have seized land and, in the cities, workers who have occupied factories. There are exceptions, but this appears to be their general role. After the defeat of the recall referendum, a “civic-military” parade was held, where the armed forces marched with the popular sectors in a celebration of the revolution.

As the revolution deepens, some officers and soldiers may break with Chavez. There may be consciously counter-revolutionary elements remaining, heads down, in the army waiting for better conditions. Now, the officer corp, selected by Chavez, is probably more reliable than the rank-and-file.

Very important is the arming of the people, as Chavez has encouraged people to do. He has spoken of the need to create a people armed along the lines of Cuba. He is pushing for the continued integration of the armed forces with the people. Moves in this direction will help consolidate and guarantee the class nature of the armed forces.

Following the Chavistas’ election victories in regional and local elections, the class nature of the government and armed forces will be further tested. Chavez has signalled that the next major battle will be carrying the land reform law out to its completion. He has insisted that all levels of government prioritise making thus happen, and has threatened the use of the armed forces to carry the reform out.

Saying that the referendum is a “mandate” to deepen the revolution, the government has signalled moves to clean out the judicial system and the police force. Both the courts and the police remain tools in the hands of the capitalist class and moves to break this will be crucial.
Need for a mass workers’ party

There is a lot to be excited about in Venezuela, but there are many problems.  At the heart of the problems is the question of leadership, of constructing a mass, leadership party. 

Chavez worked hard to develop a cadre base inside the armed forces for a decade, leading to the uprising he led. The key cadres in the process have come from this source. 
There are various political parties that support Chavez, although most are considered to be tainted with corruption, bureaucracy and nepotism. This includes the MVR, many of whose elected members are seen as untrustworthy (and some clearly are).

However, the struggle has also thrown up a new leadership organised through the Bolivarian circles, the popular assemblies that have sprung up across the country, the elected land councils in the poor areas, the new unions and other popular organisations. But they are not organised in a common group, with a common program, and have not established authority with the masses on that basis.

This problem is recognised by the various forces in Venezuela and steps have been taken to try and resolve it. A National Front has been formed to bring all pro-Chavez forces under one umbrella. Perhaps the most significant proto-party formation is the Command Maisanto and the Units of Electoral Battle groups that organised under it. The command is a front of pro-Chavez parties and popular organisations set up to organise the poor to defeat the recall referendum. On the base level it involves groups of 10-15 people organised on the ground to mobilise people. It was formed after the previous command, set up to prevent the recall from going ahead, was disbanded after being widely considered a failure. The previous command was more weighted towards the pro-Chavez parties and apparently discredited amongst the masses for being top down, bureaucratic and inefficient.

Chavez has been pledging a “war to the death” against corruption, which slows down and sabotages the social programs. He has been using the example and ideas of Che Guevara about personal sacrifice and revolutionary morality. But not having a reliable cadre generated through a leadership party makes it harder to combat it.

Controlling elected officials, a lot of whom are viewed as unreliable, if not corrupt and openly treacherous, is harder without such a party. There has been a big debate about how to select candidates, with many people advocating democratic selection from the ranks, including key people in Command Maisanto. However, these calls were ignored and the slate prepared by the first Command, basically an alliance of the parties, went ahead. Since the elections the decision has been made that candidates must be elected, and therefore controlled, by the base, which is a step in the right direction.

Tied to this is the question of ideology. “Bolivarianism” is a mishmash of ideas and means different things to different people. At its best it is the ideology of the national democratic revolution, but a lot of things aren’t resolved. What exactly does participatory democracy mean? Is it as a code name for establishing a dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry, or merely a bit more involvement in politics by the poor?

The Venezuelan revolution cannot rely on trade with the Soviet bloc as a counter-weight to imperialism, but it is also freed from the stranglehold of Stalinist ideology. While extremely positive, a by- product of this is a certain ideological confusion.

Chavez himself says he is not a Marxist, and we have no reason to doubt him, but he is also not an “anti-Marxist” and openly says that there is much to learn from Marxism. He has clearly absorbed key lessons on the state, given the measures he has taken with the armed forces. 

His discourse is also obviously radicalising, as the revolution and mass consciousness deepens – and not in a way that merely tail-ends mass consciousness but is in many ways in advance of it. In recent times Chavez has increased his explicit attacks on capitalism (including after the recall referendum and regional elections, thus dealing a blow to Petras’ claims that he only talks radical when threatened and moderates once safe).

He is also increasingly identifying with socialist solutions to capitalism. In his speech to workers in Spain during his visit there he declared that the revolution must be international and raised the idea of a new “International” for revolutionary workers and the oppressed. He claimed that workers were the vanguard of the revolution and he declared that if Bolivar was alive today he would be a socialist. 

At a conference in early December in Venezuela for progressive artists and intellectuals to develop practical alternatives to neo-liberalism, Chavez, according to Jonah Gindin, surprised the gathering with the radicalism of his speeches. Whereas many present were used to Chavez attacking neo-liberalism and quoting 19th century independence leaders, Chavez denounced capitalism and looked to 20th century revolutionary socialists. Most significantly, he said a return to the ideas of socialism was needed, especially Leon Trotsky’s idea that the revolution must be international.

We should not view the ideology or party questions as static, they are moving and developing through struggle. But it is also true that these questions ultimately have to be decisively resolved in order to continue going forward.
Solidarity

Venezuela is playing an important role as a beacon of hope in a dark world. Our role is to spread the word about the positive gains and how they have been won, to attempt to understand the process in order to better understand how to make a revolution here and, most importantly, build a movement of solidarity to defend the process against the attacks of imperialism.
End police brutality!

Statement in support of the Aboriginal community

[The following statement was issued on behalf of Socialist Alliance by the Queensland State Convenors on December 2, 2004.]

The brutal imposition of martial law and the use of armed Tactical Response Group officers against the Aboriginal community on Palm Island has shocked many Australians. Yet another indigenous person has died in police custody. Yet another community must mourn the loss of one of its sons.

Instead of treating this horrific death with sympathy or consideration, the Premier and the Queensland police have completely by-passed the local indigenous authorities on the Island's council and have chosen instead to invade the Island, treating it as a legitimate target for state terror. Children, pregnant women and the elderly have been forced to bury their faces in the dirt by police officers toting laser-guided machine guns.

The Island has been isolated, it services cut off, its residents stranded and the desire of the community to mourn its loss has been thwarted by the determination of the state to vigorously impose the rule of law on a people who have been so poorly served by it. Palm Island is a creature engineered by the chronic racism of successive state governments. This is an undeniable historical fact. The guilty aren't those young men incarcerated in Townsville jail and the victims are not the Queensland Police.

Any comment contrary to that expressed by the QLD Police Union or Police Commissioner Bob Atkinson is denigrated out of hand. Is Queensland now run by its police force? As Murri Indigenous leader and Socialist Alliance activist Sam Watson says, the QLD Crime Misconduct Commission (CMC) "is just a rubber stamp for a vicious corps of armed, violent and racist thugs who act with impunity to terrorise our communities. Neither the CMC nor its predecessor [the Criminal Justice Commission] have ever recommended a single criminal charge against any police officer for alleged violence against an Aboriginal person."

This state's indigenous community has suffered much at the hands of those who would displace them. With the brutal events of the past week, the Indigenous community must feel that they are under siege and that their struggle for justice has reached a low ebb. The Socialist Alliance extends its love, sympathy and solidarity to the Palm Island Aboriginal community and commits itself to supporting all endeavours by the residents of Palm Island, its council and the wider Aboriginal community to restore services on the island and to seek justice for those now being held in custody.

On December 1 the Murri Indigenous community held a mass meeting in Brisbane to address the Palm Island tragedy. The meeting decided on the following demands:

· that the QLD Police leave Palm Island immediately;

· that all those charged over the alleged public disorder on Palm Island be released immediately without charge;

· that the QLD government pay all expenses and transport costs for the funeral service expected to be held on the Island on December 10;

· that QLD premier Peter Beattie and other politicians refrain from further comment on the tragedy. The Aboriginal community strongly believes that this is a criminal matter, not a political football. A murder has been committed and the police officers responsible for this murder must be arrested and charged; and

· that all documents relating to Aboriginal deaths in custody in QLD be placed in the hands of the United Nations and that the UN be asked to send in an investigative team to examine the evidence.

The Socialist Alliance supports these demands and urges all progressive organisations and individuals to mobilise in support of the Aboriginal community and to express our outrage at the police brutality directed against them.

Drop the charges against refugee rights activists!

[The following statement was issued by the National Conveners on December 5, 2004.]

The Socialist Alliance has joined the call for the dropping of all charges against five people accused of "unlawfully harbouring" escapees from immigration detention centres and helping asylum seekers who had escaped from detention to obtain false passports so they could get to a country that would offer them protection. The charges carry a maximum penalty of 2 years' imprisonment or a $5000 fine.

The asylum seekers arrested by the federal police during their raids on the activists' homes in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne on December 1 must also be released without charge.

The Australian government's treatment of asylum seekers is acknowledged around the world to be inhumane and contrary to many international treaties on human rights. Its regime of mandatory detention and forcible deportation is so brutal that many asylum seekers would rather starve themselves to death than suffer years of isolation and trauma before being returned to persecution and possible death in their country of origin.

When such gross injustices become the law, resistance to those laws becomes a moral duty. Any effort by refugee rights activists to assist asylum seekers to find safety and freedom is an act of humanity and is entirely morally justifiable.

Socialist Alliance members around the country have volunteered their homes as sanctuary for asylum seekers. Like the majority of people in Australia, the Alliance condemns the government's incarceration of people whose only crime was to be born in a poor, war-torn country and who we believe have a basic human right to freedom, equality and a secure, decent life.

The Socialist Alliance will be actively supporting the campaign to have the charges against these activists and asylum seekers dropped, and we will continue to build the growing movement demanding that the government abolish mandatory detention, close all of the detention centres, and welcome and support refugees.

Letter of congratulations to Socialist Party

[The following letter was sent to Steve Jolly/the Socialist Party by the National Conveners on behalf of Socialist Alliance on December 9, 2004.]

Dear comrade,

This letter from the national convenors of the Socialist Alliance is to congratulate you on your election to Yarra Council.

Your victory gives heart to the socialist movement across Australia, showing that there is a growing audience for socialists who make their ideas relevant to the concerns of working class people.

You will be pleased to know that our candidates on November 27 also scored some heartening results, including 12 per cent in Boroondara and 11 and 9 per cent in Moreland.

We would like to extend an offer of collaboration, not least in Yarra, on work of common concern in 2005. Once again, congratulations.

Yours fraternally,

David Glanz, Louise Walker, Lisa Macdonald, Raul Bassi and Lalitha Chelliah

National co-convenors

Free Craig Johnston sign-on statement update

[Following is the list of signatories to the Free Craig Johnston campaign statement current at December 13, 2004. If you wish to add your name to this statement, email: sueb@dsp.org.au, or post to: Free Craig Johnston Campaign, PO Box 12263, A'Beckett St, Melbourne 3006, Australia. For further information, phone Sue Bolton on 0413-377-978.]

Free Craig Johnston! Trade union leader jailed for defending workers

Former AMWU Victorian secretary Craig Johnston was jailed for nine months by the Victorian Supreme Court on 27 August for taking part in brief occupations of the premises of Skilled Engineering and Johnson Tiles during an industrial dispute over job cuts in 2001.
All social protest movements – the student movement, environment movement, anti-racism movement, women’s movement and others – as well as the trade union movement, have at times occupied or walked through premises. Sometimes this has resulted in damage to property.
No trade unionist or political activist should be jailed for taking part in such a protest.

This nine month jail sentence is totally disproportionate. For all the workplace deaths and injuries suffered by Australian workers every year – including thousands of deaths caused by James Hardie asbestos products - you won’t find one single employer behind bars.
Despite 17 others being arrested during the industrial dispute at Johnson Tiles in Melbourne in 2001, only Craig Johnston has been jailed. The others either had their charges dismissed or received good behaviour bonds.
Some of the Johnson Tiles workers haven’t worked since the dispute. Johnson Tiles has not been prosecuted for stripping away the livelihoods of the 29 workers, and yet one of the unionists defending jobs is in jail.
Fifteen unions in Victoria have signed a statement calling for the release of Craig Johnston. We join them in calling for the immediate release of Craig Johnston. 

SIGNED: 

International: 

Jon Bekken, International Solidarity Commission, Industrial Workers of the World;
Canada: Greg Albo, Toronto, Ontario;

Cambodia: Dr Helen Jarvis, Phnom Penh; 

Chile: Independent Union Movement;

China: Adrian Keefe, Pingyuan University;

Colombia: Sinaltrainal Industrial Food Union;

Denmark: Jørgen Arbo, union branch, The Red Green Alliance; Jette Kromann; Hamid Sotoude,
Iranian political refugee;

El Salvador: Pedro Pena, International Representative, Movimiento Unidad Revolucionaria (M.U.R).;

France: Pierre Rousset, Europe Solidaire Sans Frontière (ESSF); Alain Krivine, former European Parliamentarian (MEP) and spoke person of LCR; Ligue Communiste Révolutionnaire (LCR); 

India: Srilata Swaminathan,vice president, All India Central Council of Trade Unions and president, All India  Progressive Women's Association;  Dipankar Bhattacharya, General Secretary, CPI(ML) Liberation, New Delhi; B. Sivaraman, editor, Liberation, CPI (M-L); P.K. Murthy, All India Federation of Trade Unions; Kunal Chattopadhyay, Reader in History, Jadavpur University, Calcutta; Soma Marik, Reader in History, RKS Mission Vivekananda Vidyabhavan, West Bengal; Tapan Bose, Government Employees Union, West Bengal; Sushovan Dhar, Calcutta; Neeraj Jain, LOKAYAT; Sushovan Dhar, Calcutta; 
Indonesia: National Front for Labour Struggle in Indonesia (FNPBI); Zely Ariane, Secretary General & Internationl Officer, People's Democratic Party; Rebecca Meckelburg, economics lecturer, University of Islam; Roni, FSPMI;
Japan: Kenji Kunitomi, Japan Revolutionary Communist League; 

South Korea: YungChan Choi, All Together;
Malaysia: Arif Abdullah;

Mauritius: Lindsey Collen, Lalit;

Mexico: Prof. Octavio Ibarra, 30th Technical Secondary School, Malpaso, Calvillo, Aguascalientes
New Zealand: Maire Leadbeater, Member PSA; Matt McCarten, Leader of the NZ Alliance Party and secretary of the Unite Workers Union; Youssef Mourra; Don Franks, voluntary organiser, UNITE; Dougal McNeill, Association of University Staff, Wellington; Daphne Lawless, Association of University Staff, Wellington & co-editor, Socialist Worker; Lynda Boyd, organiser, UNITE; Thomas O'Neill, organiser, SFWU; Denis O'Connor. Chairperson, Canterbury Regional Alliance Council Christchurch;

Philippines: Executive Committee, BMP(Solidarity of Filipino Workers); Partido ng Manggagawang Pilipino-Pinagsanib (PMP or Workers Party of the Philippines-Merger); 

Scotland: Allan Green, SSP National Secretary, Steve Arnott, Regional Council, Highlands and Islands, Scottish Socialist Party; Frank Ward, Secretary, Caithness & Sutherland Branch, Scottish Socialist Party; Alister Black, SSP International Committee; Bill Scott, Shop Steward, National Union of Journalists, Scottish Socialist Party Group, Scottish Parliament; Tom Jones, St Andrews, Scotland; Dr Lani Russell, SSP research and media unit, Scottish Parliament; Lisa Young, Distribution Co-ordinator, Scottish Socialist Voice; Jo Harvie, Editor, Scottish Socialist Voice; Roz Paterson, Deputy Editor, Scottish Socialist Voice; Bob Goupillot, Scottish Socialist Party (Midlothian Branch); Linda Gibson, Scottish Socialist Party (Midlothian Branch); Les Robertson, branch organiser, Dumbarton & Vale of Leven Branch, Scottish Socialist Party; Dr Patrick Shaw, University of Glasgow, Scotland; Sarah Peart, Dennistoun branch, SSP; Matt Preston, Dennistoun branch, SSP; Julia Davidson, Edinburgh; Campbell McGregor, Kelvin West branch, SSP; Keef Tomkinson, SSP international committee/Maryhill South branch;
Switzerland: Colin Medland, Union Network International, Nyon;

Turkey: Levent Dalyan, International department, Communist Party of Turkey; 

Wales: Dr Barry Wilkins , Cardiff University; Professor Robin Attfield, Cardiff University;
South Africa: Dr. Dale  T. McKinley, Anti-Privatisation Forum; Thozama Hela, Eastern Cape Development Corporation;

UK: John Pilger, journalist; Dr Andrew McGonigal, University of Leeds; Vicki Morris, National Union of Journalists, London Branch; Narendra Mohan Kommalapti, Chelmsford;  Prof Alex Callinicos, University of York, York;  Professor John Divers, University of Sheffield; Norman Traub, RESPECT; Roland Rance, Chair, Amicus Central London (0692) & Secretary, Waltham Forest Trades Union Council; Dave Callaghan, SADP; Jim Jepps, 

Socialist Alliance national executive (England and Wales); Andy Newman, National Executive, Socialist Alliance; Lee Salter, University of the West of England;

USA: Caroline Lund,Trustee and member of Executive Board, United Auto Workers Local 2244, Fremont, California; Professor Brian Leiter, University of Texas, Austin; Nancy Reiko Kato, National Organiser, Radical Women; Brett Ward, UAW Local 1700; Megan Finn, community activist, Louisiana; Ricky F. Page, State Chair, Socialist Party of Pennsylvania/ SPUSA.
Australia:

Federal department of Family & Community Services section council, CPSU; Jean Cockram; Craig Greer ; Lesley Cockram; Manuel Piris; Lyn Cockram; Jane Copeland; Margaret Campbell; Rodney Hall, novelist; Lliam Caulfield; Brett Naseby, project manager; Jessica Eggleton; Juliana Virine; LHMU; David Nicks; Michelle Yomtov; Richard Morris; Blakey Mulraney, SDA; Tom Morrison, Resistance; Socialist Alliance; Resistance; Socialist Party; Mark Emmerson, AMWU; Faye Sakaris; Jak Allison, EHSH; Codie Croasdale; Ashlea Kellner; 

ACT: Humphrey McQueen, historian; Nathan Gilbert Quimpo, Department of Political and Social Change, ANU; Lesley van der Velden; John van der Velden; Michael Karadjis; Dr Pat Brewer; Peter Ellett, Workplace Delegate, CPSU; Andrew Hall, workplace delegate, CPSU; Paul Oboohov, workplace delegate, CPSU; Stephanie Hicks,  POACH; Sophie Singh, CPSU; James Vassilopoulos, AEU & Socialist Alliance; Dr Kristian Whittaker;  Jane Keogh, ACT Refugee Action Committee; Russell Dovey; Dr Paul Kringas; 
New South Wales: Susan Price, UNSW branch vice-president, NTEU; Newcastle University Students' Association;  Beatriz Bassi, delegate, PSA; Raul Bassi, TWU; Shane Bentley, MUA; John Percy, national secretary, Democratic Socialist Perspective in Socialist Alliance; Helen Bansgrove, IEU; Peter Boyle, national executive Socialist Alliance; Bea Brear, RTBU; Michelle Breer, UNSW branch cttee, NTEU, Kim Bullimore, NTEU; Brian Concannon, CFMEU; Charmaine Enright, delegate, CEPU-postal branch; Karol Florek, NUW; Dave Fox, delegate, AMWU; Adam Leeman, delegate, AMWU; Jenny Long, delegate, PSA; Angela Luvera, state councillor, NSWTF; Lachlan Malloch, delegate, PSA; Liam Mitchell, delegate, AMWU; Kylie Moon, CEPU; Noreen Navin, state councillor, NSWTF, Anne Picot, Sydney Univ, NTEU, Owen Richards, NSWTF; Graeme Robinson, state councillor, AMWU; Philippa Skinner, PSA; Jonathan Strauss, UTS branch cttee, NTEU; John Tognolini, state councillor, NSWTF; John Gauci, state councillor, NSWTF; Darren Whitaker, delegate, AMWU; Paul Benedek, Socialist Alliance; Brett Collins, Justice Action; Alison Dellit, editor, Green Left Weekly, Kerryn Williams, assistant editor, Green Left Weekly; Katie Emiston; Jill Hickson, Actively Radical TV; Justin Hughes; Stuart Munckton, national co-ordinator, Resistance; John Reynolds, Actively Radical TV; Amanda Lane; Amanda LeMay; Michael Whitbread, president, Newcastle University Students Association; Shauna-Marie Wilson; Bill Keats; Pip Hinman, Stop the War Coalition; Michael McKeon, Music Students' Representative, Newcastle University Students Association (NUSA); Mehrdad Valipour; Alex Miller, Macquarie University; Dale Mills, civil rights activist; Dr Pat Brewer; Bea Bleile, UNE branch cttee, NTEU; Canterbury-Bankstown Teachers Association; Brad Westlake, University of Sydney; Katie Cherrington, delegate, CPSU; Chris Pickering, delegate, PSA; Doreen Borrow, secretary, south coast branch, Australian Peace Committee; Kathleen Scott, branch cttee, Sydney University, NTEU; Tony Ramsay, University of New England; Andrew Watson, delegate, CPSU; Grant Focas, NSW PSA; Phil Dickie, TWU; Peter Robson, Vice President NUSA; Megan Conner, education officer, UWS-Bankstown campus; Jakki Trenbath; Mike Birch; Ray Jackson, president, Indigenous Social Justice Association Inc; Roberto Jorquera, CISLAC; Paddy Gibson, Sydney University National Union of Students delegate 2004; Claire Pettigrew, Univeristy of Technology, Sydney SRC Vice President; Hall Greenland, former Leichhardt councillor; Dr Nick Smith, Macquarie University; Ruth Ratcliffe, NSWTF; Rosemary Webb NTEU; Ammer Sabir; Jon Foye, student; Kathleen Scott, Sydney University branch committee, NTEU; Ronald Terence Gannon; Clint Bonser; Eddie King, MUA; Sam Sebastian Agostino; Sam Benjamin; Adam Donnelly, SDA; H. Wellsmore, NSWTF; Era Wellsmore; Jane Beckman, NSW Nurses Assoc; Kim Linden; Ben Reid, NTEU; Ian Mansfield, CFMEU; Lyn Mansfield; Niko Leka, NSWNA; T. O'Beirne, CFMEU; Katie Cherrington, delegate, CPSU; Brendan Rosser; Ali Aktas; Dr Nerida Burton, Blue Mountains for a Fairer Australia; Alfred Farmanian; Anna Samson, CPSU; Nick Fredman, Southern Cross University branch secretary, NTEU; Damian Cooper, NTEU; John Kirk, NSWTF;
Northern Territory: Jon Lamb, AMWU; PARIAH (People Against Racism In Aboriginal Homelands;

Queensland: Jim Sharp; Jim McIlroy, workplace delegate, CPSU; Mike Byrne, workplace delegate, CPSU; Andrew Martin, AMWU; Lynda Hansen, FSU; Robert Austin, NTEU; Terry Spackman; Viviana Ramírez, QTU; Marce Cameron, Socialist Alliance; Jason Lane; Tim Stewart, CPSU; Michael McDonald, Socialist Alliance; Communist Party of Australia, Brisbane branch; Jack Brown-Kenyon; Josh Grant, QTU; Lisa Durnian;

South Australia: Simon Wright, delegate, AMWU; John McGill, delegate, CEPU-postal branch; Bronwen Beechey, delegate, CPSU; Rob Graham, CPSU; Trish Nacey, documentary film-maker; Alan Kerley, AMWU; Emmo, AMWU; Sue McKay, delegate, CPSU; David Reeves; Vasilis Lazarou; Bill Weller, AMWU & Greens; Melissa Hughes, student;

Tasmania: Alex Bainbridge, AEU; Mandy Bowden, HACSU; Linda Seaborn, HACSU; Kamala Emmanuel, Socialist Alliance; David Nicks; D'Arcy Johnston; Dave Moore, Assistant Secretary, CEPU P&T branch;

Victoria: Tim Gooden, assistant secretary, Geelong & Region Trades & Labour Council; Wes Hayes, organiser, ETU; 

Vannessa Hearman, Action in Solidarity with Asia and the Pacific; Terry Costello, CPSU Telecommunications Section Secretary and CPSU national Councillor; Refugee Action Collective; Dr Carol Williams, president, Monash branch, NTEU; Phil Andrews, vice-president (Academic), Monash, NTEU; Sandra Cockfield, secretary, Monash University Branch, NTEU; Jamie Doughney, president, Victoria University branch, NTEU;  Jeremy Smith, Vic division executive, NTEU; Melanie Lazarow, University of Melbourne branch executive; Norrian Rundle, state councillor, AEU; Mary Merkenich, state councillor, AEU; Mick Bull, CFMEU; Karen Fletcher, national councillor, NTEU; Chilean Popular and Indigenous Network; Joe Gorman, lawyer; Billy Love, Webb Dock, MUA; Sue Bull, Geelong Socialist Alliance & AEU; Bronwyn Jennings, state councillor, AEU; Alison Thorne, CPSU delegate; Debbie Brennan, ASU delegate; Graham Williams, delegate, AMWU; Stuart Martin, AMWU; Lisa Farrance, national councillor, NTEU; Natalie Zirngast, national councillor, NTEU; Sue Bolton, national trade union convenor, Socialist Alliance; Jody Betzien, delegate, ASU; Judy McVey, President, FaCS Section, CPSU; David Glanz, delegate, MEAA; Patrick McLiesh, delegate, CPSU; Ray Fulcher, delegate, CPSU; Chris Slee, CPSU; Cathy Molnar; David Latham, delegate, CPSU; Graham Matthews, Victorian convenor, Socialist Alliance; Viola Wilkins; Henk Eijkman, senior lecturer, Monash University; Steve Cilia, Vic Regional Councillor CPSU; Margarita Windisch, Victorian Peace Network; Rosalyn Townsend, delegate, CPSU; Kerry & Jason Potter; Louise Walker, delegate, NTEU; Zoe Kenny, Resistance; Manuel Perez, TWU; Lucho Riquelme, CFMEU; Brigitte Ellery,  Radical Women; Paul Coats, NUS National Education officer; Louisa Bassini, education officer, Latrobe University SRC; Rebecca Barrigos, queer officer, Melbourne University student union; Allison Hogg, education officer, VCA student union; Heidi Claus, campus chair, RMIT northern student union; Peter Murray, Freedom Socialist Party; Hannah Carrodus, academic; Enver Erdogan welfare officer, La Trobe University SRC & incoming 2005 President; Chris Johnson, Geelong Anti-War Coalition; Steven Curry, academic; Steve Presley, steward AMWU Gippsland; Judi Hale, student; Siobhan Lynch; Dr John Tully, lecturer, Victoria University & NTEU; Daryl Baker; Leigh Ewbank; Lalitha Chelliah, ASU; Ben Van Berkel, student; Jami Jones, Environment officer 2004, La Trobe University SRC; Chris Lewis, Queer officer 2004, La Trobe University SRC; Stephanie Vukadian, co-women’s officer 2004, Latrobe University SRC; Rochelle Boland co-women’s officer, 2004, La Trobe University SRC; Lindsay Rayner,2004 president, La Trobe University SRC; James Crafti, La Trobe University SRC; 

Western Australia: Chris Cain, state secretary, MUA; Ian Bray, assistant state secretary, MUA; Greg Wilton, Vice President, ETU; Peter Carter; organiser; CEPU; Ian Gill, organiser, CEPU; Max Lane, Research Fellow, Asia Research Centre, Murdoch University; Andrew Jamieson, MUA; Sam Wainwright, P&O committee, MUA; Anthony Benbow, state councillor, CEPU; Nikki Ulasowski, Socialist Alliance; Russell Pickering, Socialist Alliance; Fred Fuentes, UWA Guild Councillor and NUS delegate 2004-elect; John Tattersall, AMWU; Catherine White; Chris Latham, Murdoch branch, NTEU; Brett Linden, IT worker; Alan Woodcraft; Don Cowan, ETU; Julie Simpson.

Questionnaire to all Socialist Alliance members: What do we need in our book on socialism?

The following questionnaire was developed by comrade Bryan Sketchley. Bryan, and comrades David Glanz and Dick Nichols were given the job by our last National Conference of producing the text of an introductory book on socialism for the Socialist Alliance.

Dick is preparing a first draft, to be discussed by the drafting committee then circulated to the membership for feedback. In the meantime, the following questionnaire will help the drafters get a better understanding about the content, approach, style and look of the work that Socialist Alliance members feel we need to have.

So please make sure you fill it in, as well as bringing it to the attention of other Alliance members, and to your branch and/or working group.

The more Socialist Alliance members reply, the better will be our final product.
You can return the questionnaire by email to national_office@socialist-alliance.org, by fax to 02 9690 1381, or by mail to Socialist Alliance, PO Box A2323, Sydney South 1235.

Dick Nichols

A really useful book on socialism needs to be clearly thought out, and also needs to be the result of wide-ranging discussion. The process of talking this over among Alliance members would be educational in itself, and hopefully produce a book on socialism with strong commitment and a sense of passion. The ideas presented here then are intended as discussion starters, which might lead to some creative thinking and input that can lead to a richer more meaningful book on socialism.

The Alliance needs to confront the challenges facing socialists, and be open and frank about the difficulties and weaknesses of our history, as well as presenting positive and inspiring stories and ideas. If we limit the book on socialism to only “inspiration” it will ring false to readers, it will not equip us or our sympathisers to deal with the real problems we face, to understand the choices that confront activists and socialists, and to break out of our relatively marginal political position.

How and to what extent this should be presented in a book can be decided once these issues and Alliance reactions to them have been canvassed. Your responses to the following questions will help in developing a book that reflects the interests and concerns of Socialist Alliance members.

1. Audience

When writing an introductory book on socialism it is important that we correctly identify who our audience is MOST likely to be. Rank the following choices in order.

□ 1. Existing socialists (of various stripes)?

□ 2. Campaign activists, eg war, refugees, environment?

□ 3. Working class activists, eg unionists, workers support?

□ 4. Local community/NGO activists?

□ 5. Identity activists, eg Indigenous, women, GLBT?

□ 6. Working class people who are not particularly active, or class conscious?

□ 7. Young people, students, unemployed, young workers?

□ 8.  Other?

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Purpose

What do you see is the main purpose of a SA book on socialism  (in relation to possible audiences)? Rank the following choices in order.

Should a SA book on socialism 

□ 1. Include an expanded platform statement?

□ 2. Present the richness of thought, range of agreement and scope for diversity in a Multi-Tendency Socialist Party?

□ 3. Provide a stimulus to self-sufficient political discussion amongst readers?

□ 4. Provoke feedback to the SA on our ideas and issues?

□ 5. Understand and resolve historical and theoretical differences between socialist tendencies?

□ 6. Other?

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Questions about socialism

(A) Which of the following questions would you consider to be the MOST useful questions to address in a book on socialism? Rank in order of most useful:

□ 1. What is socialism?

□ 2. Who can get us there?

□ 3. How?

□ 4. What are the pre-conditions to a serious struggle for socialism?

□ 5. If it's such a good idea, why aren't more people socialists? (And, why do so many people vote ALP or Green, rather than SA?)

□ 6. What are the strengths of socialism?

□ 7. The “inherent conservativeness” of the Australian working class (i.e., its indifference to the socialist message)?

□ 8. What are the potential problems, difficulties of socialism?

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

(B) Indicate your preference to the options given below:
a. The book should link our vision of socialism on one hand, and working class organisations, communities, and struggles of today on the other:

□ 1. At a general level; or

□ 2. By directly addressing unionists, activists about making the link in their own work?

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b. The book should contain:

□ 1. A general statement about socialism, which will have relevance for some time, whatever the major activist campaigns of the day, whether Coalition or Labor is in government? Or;

□ 2. Be situated within a particular campaigning or governmental context (e.g. the next period of Coalition rule)?

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

c. The book should distinguish the Alliance’s view of socialism from other views and historical attempts and misconceptions of socialism, social justice and social progress:

□1. At a level of principle? or;

□2. On specific day-to-day policies (e.g. social-democratic, Greens) and in contrast to commonplace prejudices (e.g anyone can make it with hard work)?

d. Which of these two approaches most matter to the audiences Socialist Alliance is trying to reach?

□

□

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

e. Which of the following contentious or challenging aspects of socialism should the book address?

□ 1. The dangers of bureaucracy and how to avoid them?

□ 2. Individual freedom vs collective responsibilities?

□ 3. “Human nature” vs social conditioning?

□ 4. The role of the working class and “the people” more broadly?

□ 5. Self-emancipation of the oppressed and the need for leadership?

□ 6. What role for the state?

□ 7.Other?

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Questions about capitalism

Which of the following questions would you consider to be the MOST useful questions to address in a book on socialism? Rank in order of most useful.

□ 1. What is capitalism? 

□ 2. What are the problems, difficulties of capitalism in Australia?

□ 3. What are the problems, difficulties of capitalism globally?

□ 4. What are the strengths of capitalism, (in Australia and globally)?

□ 5. What are the systemic problems of capitalism?

□ 6. How capitalism has changed in the last decades?

□ 7. In the light of (6) how to build solidarity and class-consciousness as the basis for struggles which can lead to socialism?

□ 8. Other

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Style and format

Comment on the following questions.

a. How can we make the book on socialism appealing, and readable as well as serious and informative?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b. What forms of presentation will best meet our needs? (E.g., plain text, stories, questions, graphics, cartoons, suggested readings etc)? What communication format? (E.g., print, web, online discussion, video etc)

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

c. Do you think there is value in a staged process in which we publish a first edition which includes as well as statements on issues, quite a few open questions, challenges and counter-points that can be expanded? (The idea of such a process would be to allow for feedback from members and discussion with readers, and to incorporate responses into a second edition.)

□ 1. Yes  □ 2. No

Any further comments________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Please send any further comment you want to make.
National trade union work

[The following resolutions were adopted by the National Executive on December 12, 2004. All except #6 were adopted unanimously.]

1. Local branches to collect as many signatures on the Free Craig Johnson petition as possible over the next few weeks.

2. SA union comrades to continue putting Craig Johnston motions to union meetings.

3. That cities which haven't organised them yet, consider public meetings either around the Free Craig campaign or combining the Free Craig campaign in with public meetings discussing resistance against Howard.

4. That where possible, cross-union caucuses be organised to discuss Craig Johnston campaign and how to get the campaign for a cross-union mass delegates meeting off the ground in each city.

5. For the cities with multiple branches to consider having one or two comrades play the role of trade union coordinator.

6. That Socialist Alliance continue to make Alliance Voices (AV) available via the web, but allow authors to request that their individual contributions not be included in the on-line version if they contain sensitive material that contributors do not wished to be made available beyond the Alliance membership. If the author/s of a contribution does not wish to have their article published in the on-line version, that they advise this when submitting the contribution.

7. That the SA national union committee come up with a proposal for the proposed one-day fight-back conference before the next SA national conference on the June long weekend.

2005 National Conference dates set

The National Executive voted unanimously on December 12, 2004, that the 2005 Socialist Alliance National Conference be held in Melbourne on June 11-12.

The rationale for this decision was:

With the Coalition now in control of both houses of parliament the attacks on the working class and oppressed are likely to escalate in the next period. While the exact pace and targets of the capitalists' offensive are still to be seen, the need for SA to do everything we can to strengthen the capacity of the working class to fight back, in particular the trade unions to whom many others will look for leadership, is self-evident.

Over the last year, we have talked about the possibility of hosting a broad, national conference/seminar of militant trade unionists to help strengthen the unity of fighting unions. In the new political context, it may be that such a national conference/seminar would be very timely in 2005.

By holding the 2005 SA national conference on a long weekend it allows the option of attaching a broad fight-back conference/seminar to the SA decision-making conference, and thereby maximise the participation of SA members and supporters at both events if we decide next year to organise such a seminar.

The Queen's birthday long weekend falls on June 11-13 for all states except (possibly) WA. It is the preferred option because the SA-sponsored Asia Pacific International Solidarity Conference (APISC) is being held on Easter (March 25-28) and the only other long weekends in the first half of 2005 are the Anzac Day and Queen's birthday weekends. The ANZAC day holiday falls just four weeks after the APISC. Holding the SA conference in June (10 weeks after the APISC) would make it easier for those SA members who would like to attend both.

Holding the SA national conference in Melbourne makes sense as the most geographically central location for a majority of SA members, and because if we decide to organise a broader trade union seminar/conference attached to the SA conference, the concentration of militant unions in Victorian makes Melbourne the most suitable location for such a gathering.

A decision on the date and city for the 2005 SA conference needed to be made before the end of 2004 in order to firmly book a suitable venue and avoid the problems of limited access that we experienced at the 2004 national conference, and so that SA members can plan it into their calendars and book airfares (those members in distant cities) well in advance to avoid the higher costs of air travel on long weekends.

SA backs national day of action on Redfern death

[The following resolution, moved by Alison Thorne, was passed unanimously by the National Executive on December 12, 2004.] 

Socialist Alliance backs the call by ISJA for a National Day of Action on February 14th to call for a new inquiry into the death of the young man in Redfern and advance the broader struggle to end Aboriginal deaths in custody.

The National Conveners/National Executive calls on local SA branches to support and help organise and build protests on February 13th or 14th in as many locations as possible around the country.

Socialist Alliance-Green Left Weekly Editorial Board report and resolutions

[The following two resolutions proposed by the SA-GLW Editorial Board were adopted by the National Executive on December 12, 2004. The vote was: For - Louise Walker, Tony Dewberry, Sue Bolton, Lisa Macdonald, Raul Bassi, Peter Boyle, John Percy, Mark Lockett, David Scrimgeour, Daniel Jardine, Ray Hayes, Dave Riley, Jude Morton, Pip Hinman, Stuart Munckton. Against -  David Glanz, Brian Webb, Juliet Edeson, Greg Adler, Alison Thorne. Abstentions -  Riki Lane, Ken Davis. Members can contact the SA-GLW Editorial Board c/- Alex Miller at amiller@scmp.mq.edu.au for a copy of any of the appendices referred to in the report below.]

SA-GLW Editorial Board Resolution 1

That the NE adopt the following resolution, which was adopted by the Socialist Alliance-Green Left Weekly Editorial Board on 23 November 2004:

1. The charter for the trial period was outlined in the protocols agreed to between Socialist Alliance and Green Left Weekly last year and endorsed by the February 2004 National Executive.

`This first set of protocols between Socialist Alliance and Green Left Weekly has as its main objectives (a) encouraging and securing greater access and input by the Socialist Alliance, its members and affiliates into Green Left Weekly; and (b) placing the projection of Socialist Alliance within Green Left Weekly in the hands of an editorial body that is accountable to and appointed by the Socialist Alliance.'

2. The first objective (a) has been achieved during this current trial period.

2a. See Appendix A – a report from GLW editors, which statistically presents participation rates, etc for each edition of Green Left Weekly during this period. 

2b. See Appendix B [inserted below] - a snippet list of the exchanges on the GLW copy e-list. The GLW copy list is open to all members of the Socialist Alliance.

3. The GLW editors' draft plan for each approaching issue is now submitted for discussion to the copy list and this board proposes that the National Executive seek agreement from GLW for this to be formalised as part of the protocols commitment.

4. During the trial period so far only one article submitted by a Socialist Alliance member has been rejected by GLW editors as not suitable for publication in the paper. That article (by Michael Morphett) was discussed by the SA-GLW editorial board which agreed that it was not suitable. It was subsequently withdrawn by the author.

5. Green Left Weekly editorials have been written within the framework of SA policy, as agreed, and no objections to any of these have been recorded by the board from within the board or the broader SA membership, so far.

Summary and Recommendation:

The Board recommends that the National Executive continue the existing relationship with Green Left Weekly and attempt during the next six months to take some modest steps forwards with a constructive engagement in the broader editorial process. The SA-GL copy e-list offers a practical medium in this can be done. Board members should join this e-list to participate in this process. GLW editors have been posting the weekly content draft on the copy list for comment. We recommend that this practice be consolidated into a formal commitment by GLW under the SA-GLW protocols.

SA-GLW Editorial Board Resolution 2

That the NE adopt the revised guidelines for the Our Common Cause column adopted by the SA-GLW Editorial Board on November 27 [the original guidelines are inserted below for members’ information]:

“The column is a vehicle for building and displaying broad left unity, the same focus as SA, thus representing what SA stands for as a multi-tendency party within a socialist framework. Overall, the column is meant to be an illustration of what we commonly agree on, who we are.

The column is also intended as a "soapbox" for SA, advancing SA, acting as an "advertorial" for SA. The overall focus is to promote broad left unity and Socialist Alliance, a broad alliance of socialist parties, independent socialists, and those who concretely share our socialist reform policies.

The column can have a degree of flexibility from week to week within its focus and the guidelines herein laid out. It is not intended to be a formal Board editorial or a device for setting formal Alliance policy.

While the column must represent the majority of SA opinion most of the time, the column may occasionally reflect the views of minority groups, tendencies, or affiliates within SA, and may even reflect views not held by the majority of the GLW-SA board (on such occasions the board may explicitly signal this). The suitability of submissions will be based upon the majority Board opinion on a case by case column basis, and its resolution of editorial content. As before, differences can be aired via the Letters page in GLW, correspondence to the Board, or through normal channels of SA leadership bodies (National Conveners and National Executive) to which the SA Board is accountable.”

[The original OCC column guidelines were: 

The column is a vehicle for building and displaying broad left unity, the same focus as SA, thus representing what SA stands for as a multi-tendency party within a socialist framework. Each column is meant to be an illustration of what we commonly agree on, who we are.

The column is also intended as a "soapbox" for SA, advancing SA, acting as an "advertorial" for SA. The overall focus is to promote broad left unity and Socialist Alliance, a broad alliance of socialist parties, independent socialists, and those who concretely share our socialist reform policies.

For the duration of the pre-conference SA-GLW Trial period, the column shall be written by members of the SA Editorial Board, or its delegates from within the SA leadership bodies and political sub-committees.

What the Column is Not

The column can have a degree of flexibility from week to week within its focus and the guidelines herein laid out. It is not intended to be: (1) a formal Board editorial or a device for setting formal Alliance policy; (2) a personal comment piece; (3) highly controversial or a platform for debate. The column can touch on controversy, in particular by way of setting existing controversy in context.. When the column is part of a theme page, it can act as a bridge or perspective for different shades of opinion that are expressed on the theme. But the column must represent the majority of SA opinion at all times, and the determination of that majority SA opinion is based upon the majority Board opinion on a case by case column basis, and its resolution of editorial content. Differences can be aired via the Letters page in GLW, correspondence to the Board, or through normal channels of SA leadership bodies (National Conveners and National Executive) to which the SA Board is accountable.]
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