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PREFACE
I was a member of the International Socialists and their prede​cessor, the Socialist Workers’ Action Group, from August 1973 until July 1978. Having been a participant in most of the events related herein, much is written from memory. This was substantiated by documents/publications in my possession, plus taped interviews I conducted with some other participants. 

This history was written in the spring of 1978 as part of a university course and was not, therefore, intended for publi​cation. On re-reading it some 6 years later, I’m somewhat bemused by its youthful enthusiasm and clumsy preoccupation with detail. It is, however, an accurate record and will be of interest to those who are interested in the history of minor left wing groups. 
It was written as part of a larger work which traced both the development of I.S. ideology in America and Britain in the 1940s and the fragmentation of the Australian left in the late 1960s. An outline of Australian I.S. 1976-78 was also included, along with footnotes, appendices, and bibliography. Given their limi​ted resources, it is understandable that the publishers have chosen to limit the history to what’s contained herein. 

My approval for publication of this history in no way suggests my support for the International Socialists or their ideas. Nor does it necessarily endorse the political views I expressed at the time of writing it. 
Phil Ilton

4 July, 1984
EDITOR’S NOTE

As Phil indicates, this is not an official history. It reflects Phil’s own views at the time he wrote it (by which time he was longer an I.S. member). 

But it’s a very useful summary of events and we are pleased to be able to make it available to I.S. members and the general public. “Big oaks from little acorns grow,” writes Phil in his closing paragraph. And while the I.S. is at best a somewhat larger acorn, rather than being an oak, it is true that the roots of our present national organization lie in the struggle to build a much smaller group in one city in the early seventies 

Readers will probably notice that the perspectives and policies of SWAG on a number of questions were somewhat different than those of the I.S. today. For example, we are considerably more critical today of the idea of separate women’s organizing, and we now stand firmly on the state capitalist analysis of the eastern bloc states. Nevertheless the underlying political continu​ity is impressive. And it has been the basics of I.S. politics, often summed up in the phrase “revolutionary socialism from below”, which have allowed us to survive and grow in difficult times, while so much of the left has fallen into confusion and decline. These basics were established in SWAG over several years of political struggle. That is why this history is not only interesting but important. 

-Tom 0’Lincoln, July 1984

WHEN Dave Nadel and Chris Gaffney assembled a small group of their political associates together on a warm summers’ evening in December 1971, they had no plan to establish an International Socialist tendency in Australia. Indeed Nadel was probably the only person who had even heard of the IS tendency. And formally, at least, Nadel’s politics at this stage were not those of IS. Both he and Gaffney subscribed to the view of Russia being a workers’ state (they differed over the nature of the other ‘socialist’ countries – Nadel seeing them as ‘state capitalist’, Gaffney seeing them as ‘deformed workers’ states’) However, it would be incorrect to see a particular analysis of the Russian Question as the basis for the formation of this new group, the Marxist Workers Group (MWG). Certainly, the Russian Question had been a major issue of con​troversy inside the Tocsin group (to which they had previously belonged). And the internecine wrangling within Tocsin had certainly been a major contributory factor in precipitating people like Nadel and Gaffney to leave that group. But the impetus which caused the first gatherings of the MWG was not well-defined on any particular issue. In general, people attended these first meetings with a dissatisfaction with the alternatives on the Left in Melbourne at the time.

This dissatisfaction did, of course, include some important themes, of which opposition to Stalinism and bureaucratic methods of waging struggles, and a recognition of the centrality of the working class in the socialist revolution were the most important. On this basic level, the early MWG had common ground with the IS tendency. But most of its participants had neither heard of the IS tendency nor were they necessarily familiar or sympathetic with all areas of its politics. Indeed, the early MWG could not even be described as belonging to the Trotskyist tradition. Nadel and Gaffney, the two participants who were instrumental in getting the group together, certainly did identify with Trotskyism. But the group also involved at least two people who had strong anarchist inclinations, and there was another individual who had blatant racist and sexist ideas, and he had his own little gathering of friends who participated in the early meetings who had similar ideas with regard to blacks and women. 

At the first MWG meeting there were 10 people including Nadel and Gaffney. Many of the other original 10 soon drifted out of the group. In fact, a float​ing population was a distinctive feature of the early MWG. If a number quickly drifted out, many others – friends and contacts of continuing participants – drifted in. In the early months of 1972, attendance at M1VG meetings numbered about 20-30 people, with a considerable turnover from one meeting to the next. These people were mostly students and former students, now working as teachers or clerks. There was also a handful of blue-collar workers, most of whom had never had any tertiary education. Early in 1972, Nadel’s two comrades from his little Monash discussion group, Tess Lee Ack and Mark Matcott, began attending MWG meetings. It was in this early period that Phil Griffiths, later to become a leading member of IS, became involved. 

In its early months of existence, the MWG was a very loose grouping. There was no such thing as formal membership. It was purely a discussion group, participants being anybody who attended at any time. There was a rapid turnover of participants, and the group was doing nothing as a group other than having its meetings where discussion ranged over any issues relevant to ‘the Left’ which any participant cared to raise. The one trend which developed was the division of opinion between the Nadel-Gaffney Trotskyist tendency and the smaller anarchist grouping, the most prominent of the latter being a couple by the name of Jim and Jeanette Rabe. But this division does not appear to have been particularly disruptive in the early months of 1972. And while there was a small racist-sexist element, restricted to a few of the blue-collar workers, neither was this a source of contention in the early period.

Quite separate from their MWG participation, Nadel, Tess Lee Ack and Mark Matcott had begun publication of a radical broadsheet at Monash University, which they called Hard Lines. It was essentially a newssheet, giving a radical-socialist interpretation of events, both on and off campus. Its general line was a Trotskyist one, but its topical presentation meant that it had little in the way of detailed theoretical analyses. This topicality, constantly presented with a strong sense of humour, gave Hard Lines a distinctive quality, rarely found in Trotskyist publications, which normally tend to be somewhat staid and ex​cessively theoretical. By 1972, the student movement had declined considerably since the late 60’s. There was, however, still some radical activity at Monash, and this remained dominated by the Maoists. A theme quickly developed in Hard Lines was, therefore, a stringent critical appraisal of the Maoists, particularly attacks on their rabid nationalism. Matcott, being a talented artist and car​toonist, also added to the colour of the broadsheet, by contributing many good caricatures and cartoons. From its first number in March 1972, Hard Lines was a weekly publication, which made it the most regular broadsheet on campus. In fact, it proved to be the most regular broadsheet at Monash for the next 4 years. 

From the point of view of its publishers, Nadel and his Monash comrades, Hard Lines was not initially considered as an activity of the MWG. This view was ap​parently shared by other MWG leaders such as Gaffney. The idea was that, although an activist orientation for the MWG was considered an eventual necessity, in this early period it was only a discussion group which hopefully would establish a common unity of thought, which could then become the basis of an agitational role for the group. Any political activity of particular members of the group in this period was, therefore, their own responsibility rather than that of the MWG. But this distinction between the collective discussion ‘activity’ of the group and the individual responsibility of the outside political agitation by MWG participants, was not necessarily clear to the rank and file. Hard Lines was, for example, regularly discussed at MWG meetings. When Phil Griffiths became involved in the group, about March or April 1972, he immediately be​lieved Hard Lines was the group’s collective responsibility. And, in his opin​ion, many of the other MWG rank and file thought the same thing. This conflict​ing attitude over collective/individual responsibility between the Nadel/Gaffney leadership and the less prominent rank and file participants, is an example of the amorphous Mature of the MWG during the first 6 months of Its existence. Not only did the group contain potentially divergent political ideologies such as anarchism versus Trotskyism, and a potentially incompatible racist-sexist min​ority, but also there were differing views about the nature of the group’s on​going activity, the latter being obscured to the extent that this difference wasn’t even clear to the participants. The only significant beliefs shared by all those involved in the early MWG, were opposition to Stalinism and a recognition of the centrality of the working class in the building of socialism. And it was this theme of anti-Stalinism which was to provide the first turning point in the group’s development. 

At the Melbourne May Day march in 1972, the MWG distributed two leaflets, one of which was an attack, from an internationalist perspective, on the Maoist notion of a ‘need’ for a nationalist alliance between workers and ‘patriotic’ bosses against multinationals. This latter leaflet, entitled ‘Kangaroo Capitalism’, proved to be the basis of many subsequent articles and leaflets produced by the group, usually with the same title. The dis​tribution of these May Day leaflets was a turning point in the MWG’s devel​opment for two reasons. Firstly, the production and distribution of the leaflets was the first definite collective activity of the group. If there had been earlier confusion over whether particular activities (i.e. Hard Lines and participation by MWG members in the Labor Party) were those of the MWG or just individual members, no such confusion existed with regard to the two leaflets. All members saw these leaflets as the work of the group as a whole. So these 2 leaflets marked the first organised public Intervention – albeit a minor one – in the name of the MWG. And the second reason these leaflets marked a watershed in the group’s early development, was be​cause of the attention they received from one particular person attending the May Day march. This was an American named Tom O’Lincoln who had immigrated to Australia about 6 months before. Prior to his leaving the US, O’Lincoln had been an active member of the International Socialists in Amer​ica (ISUS) for nearly two years. Because of his IS politics, O’Lincoln was naturally hostile to radical nationalism, and so he found the ‘Kangaroo Cap​italism’ leaflet particularly interesting. He decided to attend a MWG meet​ing soon after. Having done so, he found something else which he considered attractive about the group. This was MWG’s sense of humour, as exemplified in Hard Lines, which made a favourable impression on him. And so O’Lincoln continued to attend MWG meetings, not because of any explicit intention of converting it to IS politics, but initially because he was move favourably disposed to it than any other group on the Melbourne left, and he had the desire to become involved in some political activity. 

Almost Immediately, O’Lincoln brought two new people along to MWG meetings. One was a teacher from the high school where O’Lincoln was teaching. The other was Janey Stone who, although an Australian, had spent a considerable time in the US where she had been a comrade of 0’Lincoln’s in the ISUS. 

The long-term significance of O’Lincoln’s and Stone’s Involvement in the MWG, was their influence in bringing the group to adopt an explicit IS posi​tion in its basic politics. But they had an immediate impact on the group, long before it could be considered as having IS politics. O’Lincoln, in particular, is a very concise and articulate speaker. Coupled with his considerable experience in a national revolutionary organization, O’Lincoln’s speaking talent (distinctly better than any other MWG participant) meant that he was immediately able to make impressive contributions to the group’s dis​cussions, despite his lack of knowledge of Australian politics and culture. Anybody who was a member of the MWG at this time, remarks on the immediate impact O’Lincoln had on the group. And also immediately, O’Lincoln and Stone were to precipitate a minor Internal crisis. For Stone had no sooner attended a meeting when she voiced strong objections to the sexism and racism of the particular minority which harboured such views. Apparently, it was commonplace at MWG meetings of this period, for one particular Individual to make ‘jokes’ about ‘sheilas’ and ‘boongs’, much Co the mirth of most indivi​duals present, including the Trotskyists, who were theoretically opposed to such sentiments. Nonetheless, hard-core racism and sexism was restricted to a small minority, numbering about 3 or 4 individuals. Stone and O’Lincoln quickly convinced the majority that these sexist-racist views were quite in​compatible with any genuine socialist group. And so the 3 or 4 blatant sexist-racists abruptly discontinued attending MWG meetings about mid-June 1972. 

No sooner had this issue been resolved, when a new crisis developed. Over the proceeding months the divergence between the Trotskyists and the anarch​ists had become more defined. Soon after the racist-sexists departed, a meeting was held where the main discussion was over ‘the role of the party’ in building the revolution. The minority anarchist grouping, led by Jim and Jeanette Rabe, argued that the concept of a ‘vanguard’ party was elitist and necessarily led to authoritarianism and Stalinism. Nadel and the Trotskyists had always believed in the need for a disciplined revolutionary party which would group together the most militant workers and so provide the disciplined organization needed to lead a revolution to seizing state power. The anar​chists, on the other hand, argued for a loose federation, believing this to be sufficient in confronting the state. Now reinforced by O’Lincoln and Stone, the Trotskyist leaders pointed to the naivety of the anarchist position. The capitalist class and state is a highly organised force. Although all rev​olutions are essentially mass uprisings with a high degree of spontaneity, the organised force of the state can only be smashed by an equally organised and disciplined force which can give direction and leadership to the mass movement. This, argued the Nadel-O’Lincoln leadership, is the role of the party. Al​though it will organise the most militant workers into its ranks and therefore will in all probability be a minority of the working class, the party will still need to be a mass party in a revolutionary upheaval. Rather than being an elitist group separated from the ‘working class – as the anarchists argued a disciplined party necessarily would be – the party would be an organic, but leading element of the working class itself. There was no danger of Stalinism, argued the leadership, provided democratic structures were maintained within the party. With these sound arguments, the leadership easily exposed the anarchists’ naivety – their proposals could only lead to disorganisation and ineffective leadership in a revolutionary crisis – and clearly won the debate. Whereupon, the anarchist grouping, numbering about 6 people, also departed from the group. 

The MWG was now, in July 1972, a smaller group, numbering about 15-20 peo​ple. A few other individuals not associated with the departing anarchist group also ceased attending meetings at this time, including Nadel’s old Toc​sin comrade Chris Gaffney. But a definite political line was beginning to emerge and with it a general unity within the group. The need for a revolutionary party was now acknowledged, and the anarchist and racist-sexist elements had left. 

Independently of the MWG, O’Lincoln had initiated a rank and file teachers’ bulletin called Teacher Action, based on a handful of radicals within his union, the Victorian Secondary Teachers Association (VSTA). The concept of this multi-page bulletin was to fight for greater militancy, democracy and social awareness within the union by attempting to build struggles over work​ing conditions and methods of educational assessment. The aim of Teacher Action was similar to the ISUS concept of ‘militant, democratic and socially-conscious unionism’, and also like the ISUS rank and file strategy the bulle​tin was attempting to build a militant rank and file group to be the leader in fighting for this aim. Although O’Lincoln’s influence in establishing the ‘Teacher Action’ group and its politics is clear, the other key members in it were well-known teacher radicals who remained independent of the MWG. But Teacher Action did provide an avenue of militant action for other secon​dary teachers in the MWG who, through O’Lincoln’s Influence, became involved in its activities. The MWG members never dominated Teacher Action, but they remained a strong influence in it, and it provided much valuable experience for them. The bulletin began publication about the time O’Lincoln joined the MWG in May 1972, and continued at about two-monthly intervals until late 1974. Its hard-core activists numbered about 4 people, but it occasionally involved up to 15 or 20 in its meetings and activities at particular times. 

With a semblance of unity in the MWG, it became evident to 0’Lincoln and Stone that the group now had the potential to develop IS politics. In the months following the anarchist departure, they began a conscious interven​tion with the purpose in mind. In numerous casual encounters, O’Lincoln took every opportunity to convince Nadel of the IS analysis of the Russian Question. Gradually Nadel was won over to the view that Russia was not a degenerated workers’ state, but in fact a new exploitative system with the Soviet bureaucracy as a ruling class. Within a couple of months, Nadel, O’Lincoln and Stone formed a formal faction within the group, in which they / were joined by Lee Ack and Matcott. They called their faction Red Inc. and its stated aim was to convince the group of a Leninist position in its basic politics. 

The formation of Red Inc created some paranoia within the remainder of the group. Although the need for a revolutionary party was generally acknowledged, there were still people involved in the MWG who, while not being ex​plicit anarchists, had some hostility to what they saw as the ‘rigid’ struc​ture of Leninist organization. And some also believed that O’Lincoln was an agent of ISUS, receiving orders direct from Detroit on how to ‘manipulate’ the MWG into an IS group. While the latter was incorrect – O’Lincoln and Stone were acting on their own initiative – 0’Lincoln’s ‘American connec​tion’ and the formation of Red Inc did provide tensions within the group for some time. 

A parallel development was that the MWG now began to see itself as an activist group. The May Day leaflets had been the first public intervention. Although this did not mark an immediate surge of agitation in the ‘real world’ work in the Labor Party and the publication of Hard Lines were soon acknowledged as definite activities of the group as a whole, rather than just particular indi​viduals. And teacher members of the MWG were now becoming involved in Teach​er Action. An important landmark in this gradual turn to serious union rank and file activity occurred in late October. For the group now decided to produce a radical newssheet for white-collar workers. A few MWG members were clerks in Melbourne offices and it was considered that with the assistance of a militant rank and file broadsheet, these members could ‘flush out’ other militants working in the white collar area and so begin a rank and file movement in the industry. The name chosen for the broadsheet was Clerk and Dagger, which became known as C&D. The title reflected the humour of the group and was apt in a political sense as well. It is, of course, a play on the old cliché “cloak and dagger”, the full humour of which can be apprecia​ted when it is realised that C&D was essentially an underground newsletter – underground in the sense that neither the MWG nor MWG members were acknow​ledged as the publishers, and also that the principal method of distribution was from the ‘outside’. This was done by student members of the group stand​ing outside offices and handing them to the clerical workers as they arrived for work. (There was some discreet internal distribution by MWG members and contacts). And the name was politically apt because ‘dagger’ suggests aggres​sion or, in other words, militancy. Matcott made good use of this with his brilliant artwork, by drawing various title heads for C&D depicting a very aggressive looking female clerk attacking an equally frightened looking male boss with a pencil!

The decision that C&D should be underground appears to have been for two reasons. Firstly, it would have been unwise for MWG members to have been ac​tually named since it would have left them open to victimisation. And second​ly, there appears to have been some apprehension about having the broadsheet connected with an outside political group; it was hoped it would appear as being produced purely by white-collar workers. This was not altogether inaccurate since it was the clerical workers in the MWG who wrote most of the articles, based on inside information from their workplaces and unions. The aim was to make contact with other militants in the hope that rank and file groups could be established in particular workplaces, or within particular unions, which could then wage their own struggles, including producing their own broad sheets. And C&D could continue as a genera1 broadsheet for the industry, reporting on struggles in various places and therefore acting as a focal point for a (hopefully) growing rank and file movement across the clerical industry. Articles in C&D exposed poor working conditions in par​ticular workplaces and the relevant union’s lack of interest in fighting for improvements, argued for struggle against bosses’ attacks on wages and for higher wages, emphasized the need for rank and file initiative in winning demands, and also carried some radical commentary on topical political events such as the French nuclear tests in the Pacific. Militants were able to contact C&D through a published post office box or, in cases where it was distributed internally, by direct communication with the person handing it discreetly around the office.

There were about a dozen offices within Melbourne’s central business dis​trict where C&D was distributed, the number of offices covered by particular issues being largely dependent on the number of students available (usually 4 or 5). The criterion for selecting places of distribution was usually having somebody on the “Inside’ – i.e. working in the office concerned: either an MWG member or somebody with whom the group was in contact. The average distribution of each issue was about 1000-1500, approximately 2/3 to 3/4 of workers accepting them where it was handed to them from the outside. A fortnightly production was aimed at, although the time span between each issue was often closer to three weeks. 

There were two key MWG members involved in C&D production. One worked as a clerk at the Hospital Benefits Association (HBA) offices, the other with an insurance company. The latter was Phil Griffiths who soon became the driv​ing force of the publication. It was through his good activist work with Clerk and Dagger and in the insurance industry union (Australian Insurance Staffs Federation – AISF) that Griffiths developed into a leading member of the MWG. Early issues of C&D concentrated on the appalling working conditions at the HBA offices and attempting to mobilise a campaign for equal pay in the insurance industry. Other areas covered included Commonwealth public servants, and bank workers. 

During the latter half of 1972, Stone and some of the other MWG women were involved in a group of militant women called the Working Women’s Group. The aim of the group was to gather militant working women to co-ordinate strug​gles for equal pay and against all forms of sexist discrimination in work​places and within unions. Active participants in the group averaged 10-20 women drawn from a number of different occupations and included some students as well. Stone, who was a radical research technician at Melbourne Univer​sity, had already been the initiator of the University’s first women’s libera​tion group at the beginning of the year, prior to joining the MWG. This had quickly established her as a leading participant in the developing women’s movement in Melbourne. Being a strong proponent of the need for the movement to have a working class orientation. Stone was also particularly influential in the formation of the Working Women’s Group. Although the MWG never domi​nated the group, its influence was present through Stone’s leading position and the MWG gave much assistance with the production of the group’s broadsheet, Bread and Roses. Like other activities in which the MWG became involved during this period, its presence and influence in the Working Women’s Group reflected a turn towards serious rank and file activism; the days of the MWG as purely a ‘discussion group’ had now departed.

And the developing commitment to activism led to another ambitious project. Prior to the beginnings of Clerk and Dagger, the MWG decided it needed its own public newspaper. The aim was to produce the first issue in time for the coining Federal elections in December. The name chosen for the paper was The Battler and it appeared after an arduous 8 weeks of preparation, on 17 Novem​ber 1972. The lead article was headed: ‘A vote for Labor is THE FIRST STEP TO FIGHT THE LABOR LEADERS.’ Essentially the argument was that because the Labor Party held the allegiance of most workers, its pro-capitalist ideology could only be truly exposed if workers experienced a Labor government and its subservience to capitalism. The negative rationale also had a positive ele​ment in it:

“Labor, though it serves capitalism, depends on the working class for its political existence, and can be fought by its rank and file and the Trade Union movement. We can win certain basic demands from the Labor Party, but only if we fight them.”

And so The Battler called for a

“mass movement inside and outside the ALP to force the Labor leadership to defend the working class.”

This foreshadowed a defined entrist policy into the ALP adopted by the group the following year, which aimed at building a militant left opposition within the Labor Party, which, it was hoped, would eventually split off to participate in the formation of a revolutionary party.

Other articles in the first 8-page Battler argued for militant rank and file committees in the Moratorium movement and in the Victorian Secondary Tea​chers’ Association (VSTA); analysed the need for a working class orientation in the fight against pollution; and covered such topics as sexual revolution, the reactionary intrigues of the National Civic Council, along with analysis of the limitations of the Women’s Electoral Lobby and the Communist Party. The paper was sold at election rallies and achieved surprisingly favourable response for a new radical paper, particularly on the waterfront where it sold quite well. 

Concurrent with its publication of The Battler, the MWG chose a new name. It now became the Socialist Workers’ Action Group, usually known as SWAG. The new name reflected the group’s move to serious activist work. And along with this came another change. For SWAG became a formal membership group – mere attendance at meetings no longer meant automatic membership. To become a member a person now had to pay membership dues and be committed to the group’s activities in outside agitation. 

So in the latter months of 1972, the MWG experienced significant changes. Although it did not have by any means a definite political line on all crucial issues, the departure of the racist-sexists and the anarchists did mean a greater political coherence and unity. It had moved from a discussion group to a highly activist one; it had three publications of its own (Hard Lines, Clerk and Dagger, The Battler) including the somewhat ambitious project of producing its own newspaper. And it was involved in 2 other rank and file groupings/publications: Teacher Action and the Working Women’s Group. On top of this there was some entry work in the ALP. Without a doubt, a pretty high level of activity for a group of about 15 people. The group which gave birth to SWAG had come a considerable distance since its beginnings a year before.

Some Setbacks

In the early New Year, however, the group came to experience some setbacks. There was a further decline in membership, including 2 members leaving to join the recently formed and doctrinaire Spartacist League, the most pedantic hair-splitting tendency of orthodox Trotskyism. An additional member at this time was a young worker who had recently come from Scotland, where he had been a member of the British International Socialists (ISGB). This provided the first contact between SWAG and ISGB. The main setback was the decision to discontin​ue publication of The Battler. There were 2 basic reasons for this retreat. Firstly, it was felt that the group did not have enough political cohesion to publish a newspaper with a definite political line. Battler no. 1 had acknow​ledged this lack of cohesion openly, stating that SWAG was not a disciplined group and not all articles were a reflection of collective views. Since the object of the group – at least, as far as the dominant Red Inc faction was concerned – was to become a disciplined organization with a political line, it was decided that a paper which did not reflect this would not be of any great use in building the group in a definite direction.

Another thing was that it had taken eight weeks to produce the first issue. Obviously, at that rate the group could not publish a regular news​paper. And a paper that appeared once every two-or three months would have been no use at all in building struggles. The time and effort needed to produce the paper at this stage did not appear to be worth it. It was believed that if and when SWAG had greater political unity, when members were clearer about arguments they wished to put forward, production would be much smoother and more rapid. 

The second reason for dropping the Battler was decisive. For it was de​cided that the group did not really have the financial resources to continue producing it anyway. 

In the early months of 1973 problems arose in the Working Women’s Group, Some women from the Spartacist League had become involved in the group and their methods of ‘participation’ were extremely divisive. So doctrinaire were they in pushing their excessively theoretical dogma that they would re​fuse to recognise the authority of the chairwoman and just continue to speak for incredibly long periods, including incessant harangues on the ‘petit-bour​geois’ nature of all ideas but their own. Functioning of the group all but ceased. Plans for activity could never be made since the Spartacists left no time for proposals to be discussed. Finally, after several weeks of this near-total disruption, Stone successfully moved that the Spartacists be ex​pelled. But the harrowing experience of the proceeding weeks had left the Working Women’s Group very demoralised, and it collapsed soon after the Spartacists’ departure. 

In this period SWAG’s membership had dwindled to about 10 people. In con​trast to the latter months of 1972, activity was also diminished. Although only one issue of The Battler was published, the 8 weeks taken to produce it, and the 2 succeeding weeks of energetic selling, had meant the paper had been a major activity for over 2 months. This now was gone. And although the Working Women’s Group had not been a major activity for the MWG as a whole, this was another area of activity which became defunct. The now smaller SWAG with fewer areas of activity was entering a quieter phase of its history. In effect, it was a period of consolidation – a sort of ‘hardening up process’ – which gradually developed, with the encouragement of the dominant Red Inc faction, sought after political cohesion. 

Despite the fewer areas of agitational work there was still plenty of ac​tivity to occupy the smaller membership. The 3 Monash members, calling them​selves the Revolutionary Communist Club (RevComms) had built Hard Lines into a widely read broadsheet, its views commanding considerable respect from a number of campus militants. Sporadic intervention was maintained in the Soc​ialist Left of the Victorian ALP by the raising of motions at regional and general meetings of the SL. 

The main activity for the group as a whole during early 1973 was Clerk and Dagger. In late 1972 C&D had created a stir when it exposed the abhorrent working conditions at the HBA office, where management’s reluctance to pro​vide proper cleaning services had actually resulted in a plague of lice in the building. Also in late 1972, C&D had a measure of success in making equal pay for women an issue in the insurance industry. It continued its agi​tation on the question in 1973, and it argued the need Co unite male and fe​male workers in a fight for equal pay combined with a broader campaign for better pay and conditions, something the union leaders of the AISF were ex​ceedingly reluctant to do:

Notable exclusion from the demands is any form of WAGE CLAIM. So far, they haven’t even decided how much to ask for! Needless to say, many campaign weary veterans of last year are going to be a little im​patient at this news. Since the Executive can’t make up its mind, we suggest you demand:

· A flat 29 % rise in the male rate.

· Abolition of the female rate – women to get equal pay. 

· Paid maternity leave of 12 weeks on full pay. 
· Four weeks annual leave. 

· A11 overtime at double time rates. 

And it was pointed out how the AISF executive was so contemptuous of rank and file participation in the union, that it could cancel a delegates’ meeting without even giving an explanation! So C&D urged all rank and file clerks to become actively involved in their union’s affairs. It was in constant articles like this that C&D was promoting militant and democratic unionism. And social​ly conscious unionism – the third key element in the IS rank and file strategy – was also a central thrust of the broadsheet. A special edition of C&D was issued for International Women’s Day, attacking not only sexist discrimination in the workplace, but throughout the whole of capitalist society. It urged clerical workers to attend the IWD march and demonstration, including males, ‘who have everything to gain by supporting their sisters.’ And C&D demanded industrial action against the French nuclear testing in the Pacific. In a typ​ical example of his lively and witty Journalism, Griffiths chortled in a C&D headline:

FRENCH TESTS: AUSTRALIA GETS THE ASHES. 

Puns like this reflected the rare mixture of political militancy and humour which was common to the SWAG mentality.

About the middle of 1973 two developments took place. The campaign for equal pay in the insurance industry began to take off as many of the AISF rank and file, including men, started taking an active interest in the issue. Griffiths managed to get a few militants together and initiated the formation of a rank and file group called the Militant Insurance Clerks (MIC). Although a tiny group at first, it eventually proved to be a very effective force, being the chief mobilizing agent for a mass campaign in the industry. During this period there were a number of tiny rank and file groups In other indus​tries and unions, including tramways women and railway workers. SWAG had come into contact with some of the groups through its agitational activities. It was through the Working Women’s Group, for example, that SWAG had come into contact with the tramways women. Having constituted a rank and file group of its own (MIC), SWAG took further Initiatives by attempting to bring all known groups of rank and file militants together in a coordinating committee, which would (hopefully) lay the basis for a future rank and file movement. This was called Rank and File Liaison Committee (RFL). However RFL never really organized anything of substance, its meetings being essentially forums I–for the two competing political tendencies involved: SWAG and a rival ortho​dox Trotskyist group called the Communist League, who had created a metal​workers’ caucus. RFL’s one ‘achievement’ was the publication of two issues of a multi-page bulletin called Rafaction with contributions from a number of the rank and file groups Involved, these contributions being reports of ac​tivity/plans of the particular groups. Although the RFL was never to amount to anything (and some its constituent groups were not very substantial) its fairly regular meetings consumed a considerable commitment from a number of SWAG members until the end of the year. RFL was not revived after the Christ​mas break.

The First SWAG Conference
As SWAG was taking these new rank and file initiatives in the outside world, the Red Inc faction was taking greater initiatives within the group. It argued that the time had come for SWAG to make a definite decision as to what sort of group it wished to be in the future. Red Inc successfully moved that a conference be held for this purpose. And so over the weekend of 25-26 August 1973, SWAG held its first conference. Of course, ‘conference’ is a rather grandiose word, since we are still talking of a very small group. At the beginning of the conference membership stood at 12, two of whom had joined a week earlier. A handful of SWAG contacts also attended, 2 of whom joined at its conclusion. These new recruits included 3 students and an insurance clerk from Geelong.

There were 2 main issues discussed at the first SWAG conference. Firstly, there was the question of the Labor Party. For some time, members of SWAG had been sporadically active within the ALP. But what were they attempting to do there? There was the general view that they were attempting to build radi​calism within the ALP. But could this be successful, and how was it to be im​plemented? Dave Nadel, writing under the pseudonym of Greg McCrae, pro​duced a document which provided ‘answers’ to these questions. It’s important to note the reason for a pseudonym in this context. The ultimate thrust of the ‘McCrae document’ (as it became known to SWAG members) was to split the ALP. Although Labor Party rules permitted members of small socialist groups (excluding Communist Party members or groups standing candidates against the ALP for parliament) to also be members of the ALP, in practice such people were only tolerated provided they didn’t ‘cause trouble’. Obviously, any small group planning to actually create a significant split within the Party would have been promptly expelled by the ALP machine long before it could bring this plan to fruition. The McCrae document was written primarily for an internal SWAG document, but it was also intended as a basis for discussion with interested contacts the group had within the ALP. In case it fell into the wrong hands within the Labor Party, it was imperative that its authorship was not explicitly acknowledged, as this would provide proof for expulsion of the author from the party. Hence the pseudonym. 

And what analysis was this projected split in the ALP based upon? The ques​tion of how revolutionaries should relate to social democratic parties like the ALP has always been a controversial issue within the world Trotskyist movement. It had been the basic political question which had caused the break-up of the of British Trotskyist party, the RCP, in the late 1940’s. Some sections believed in working within the British Labour Party, others did not. Those Trotskyists who were against entry work in social democratic parties, have traditionally argued that these parties are not working-class parties, that their pro-capitalist poli​cies and increasingly middle-class leadership and membership meant that labour parties were essentially capitalist parties. Entry work within them would, there​fore, either be collaboration with the enemy or, at the very least, a pointless waste of time. Trotskyists who were in favour of entry work have argued that de​spite their pro-capitalist policies and middle-class content, these parties re​main working class parties, not just because of their mass working-class support in parliamentary elections, but also because of their relationship to the trade union movement. And among those who believed in entry work, were two different types of strategies. On the one hand, there were Trotskyists who believed in ‘deep entrism’, which is an attempt to push the whole labour party to the left. On the other, there were those who believed in ‘shallow entrism’, which argues that pushing labour parties to the left is impossible, but nonetheless entry work can be valuable in recruiting individual labour party members to Trotskyist ideas and organization. 

The McCrae document argued that the ALP was a working class party. Although Lenin wrote an article in 1913 characterising the ALP as petit-bourgeois (which anti-entrist Trotskyists in Australia have gloatingly pointed to), McCrae argued that the fundamental character of the Labor Party changed after the conscription split of 1916. For the petit-bourgeois elements were, said McCrae, the pro-conscriptionists. With their departure, the ALP became firmly based on the mass in​dustrial unions (the pro-conscriptionists being entrenched in the small, petit-bourgeois craft unions) and despite the gradual decline of union control over the party machine in recent decades, it nonetheless remained the case that the party still depended upon them for its financial and political existence. Despite its pro-capitalist policies and essentially middle-class branch membership and nati​onal leadership the ALP’s trade union base meant, said McCrae, that it was re​sponsive (within certain limits) to working class pressure, if the unions deci​ded to flex their muscles, in a way that bourgeois parties were not.

But the McCrae document did not fit into either a ‘shallow entrist’ or ‘deep entrist’ perspective. In theory, it was a new form of entrism. Despite the ALP’s working class base, the pro-capitalist sentiments of its leadership and parliamentary machine were too entrenched to realistically expect the party as a whole to be pushed fundamentally to the left. ‘Deep entrism’, said McCrae, was based on an illusion. The best socialists could expect from the Labor leadership and machine was a favourable response to working class pressure on particular progressive issues like, for example, the Whitlam government’s promotion of pref​erence for unionists in government employment. ‘Shallow entrism’, on the other hand, ignored the potential of the socialist and working class militants within the Labor Party. And McCrae saw this potential in the existence of the Social​ist Left (SL) faction within the Victorian ALP. Although the SL tended to be manipulated by the trade union bureaucrats in its leadership, its rank and file had the potential to be mobilised into a militant socialist force. What was needed, said McCrae, was active Intervention in the SL by revolutionaries – putting forward militant motions and proposals for direct action like demon​strations, support of strike pickets, etc. – and a militant left opposition could then be built within the ALP. And when the inevitable incompatibility of this opposition and the Labor Party machine reached an impasse, the opposition would undoubtedly split off from the party. This breakaway opposition, said McCrae, combined with other revolutionary groupings, would then be the basis of a new revolutionary socialist party.
In essence, the McCrae document provided a theoretical basis, and an explicit statement of aims, for the entry work SWAG had already been doing within the ALP and, particularly, in the SL. Eight months earlier. The Battler had urged the formation of a militant mass socialist movement both within and without the ALP. The McCrae document crystallised this in both theoretical and programmatic terms. Since it was really an extension of what SWAG was already attempting within the ALP, the document was readily accepted by the first SWAG Conference. The only opposition came from the former British IS member, who argued, as do the ISGB, that revolutionaries working within labour parties tended to reinforce working class illusions about the socialist potential of such parties, McCrae’s anal​ysis of the SL was seen by the SWAG majority as an effective counter to the ISGB argument.

The second main issue debated at the conference was concerned with what sort of structure was desirable for a revolutionary organization. The Red Inc fac​tion argued that ultimately the group must become a Leninist democratic-central​ist organization.  The recognition of the need for a disciplined revolutionary party had, of course, precipitated the anarchist split-off a year earlier. But the MWG did not, at that time, implement that recognition by adopting a Leninist structure for the group. Although the ideological anarchists had departed, there had remained within a section of the group, a nebulous hostility to formal internal structures.  So the 5 or 6 Red Inc members had played a low-key, but determined, role in gradually nurturing the acceptance of Leninist ideas. This conference was the time. Red Inc believed, for taking a definite step in a Len​inist direction. But even now Red Inc was not overly confident of winning SWAG to a Leninist position. So instead of arguing for the adoption of a full democratic-centralist organization, they opted for the implementation of two basic Leninist organizational principles.

The first of these principles was the need for a political, rather than administrative, leadership. Earlier In 1973, SWAG had in fact adopted a minimal in​ternal structure by electing an executive of about 3 people. But ‘the Exec’ did not have any ‘powers’ ascribed to it, being purely a co-ordinating committee for some of the group’s activities. The nominal nature of this executive can be seen in the fact that the real leaders of the group, those who had the greatest political influence and also initiated most proposals, the dominant Red Inc peo​ple like Nadel and O’Lincoln, were not even members of this body. Now, argued Red Inc, the old ‘Exec’ must be replaced by a formally elected political leader​ship. This meant that it would not only implement group decisions, but would initiate political strategies. The role of these leaders would not be purely (or even primarily) administrative, but rather, as educators of SWAG’s rank and file on both theoretical and activist questions. This new leadership body, to be called the Political Committee, should therefore, contain those members who were seen as being the key leaders in initiating and implementing the group’s politics in the outside world.

The other proposal Red Inc argued for was the adoption of political discip​line. At a basic level, this meant an explicit recognition that the group had a definite political line on a number of basic issues. Members were expected to argue for, and attempt to implement, the politics of the group in their agitational activities. More explicitly, it meant that members could neither publicly oppose SWAG policies nor frustrate the group’s implementation of those policies. If any member did indulge in such opposition, they could be disci​plined (i.e. suspended, fined or expelled). In other words, the group was to put on a ‘united front’ in its public interventions. Differences between mem​bers were to be an internal matter; once an issue had been decided by internal democracy, all members were obliged to implement these majority decisions without public criticism. Although SWAG had not had the experience of members going against majority decisions in public, Red Inc believed the adoption of these proposals was an important step in building a disciplined revolutionary party.

After the ideological anarchists departed in mid-1972, the two dominant political leaders of the group were 0’Lincoln and Nadel. After the launching of Clerk and Dagger, Griffiths quickly developed his agitational abilities and this established him as another very influential member of the group. A newcomer to the group in mid-1973, would quickly discern 3 outstanding members: Nadel, O’Lincoln and Grif​fiths. Important ‘secondary-leadership’ roles could be ascribed to Stone and Lee Ack. All of these were members of the Red Inc faction except one. This exception was Griffiths, who had retained strong reservations about structures, discipline and Leninism. So it was inevitable that the debate over the future structure of SWAG would primarily be a division between Red Inc on the one hand, and Grif​fiths on the other. At first, Griffiths was conspicuous in the debate, not be​cause of his contribution to it, but because of his silence. It appeared he wished to avoid a confrontation on the issue. But the Red Inc leaders finally challenged Griffiths to state his views and so he came out opposing the organ​isational proposals. Despite his considerable influence in the group, Griffiths proved to be particularly unconvincing in his arguments. Red Inc’s proposals for a formal political leadership and political discipline were overwhelmingly carried, Griffiths being the sole dissenter. Nonetheless, the ‘worry’ Red Inc members had over whether they would win the debate, was evident in their ob​vious sighs of relief as their motions were carried. Perhaps out of surprise at the overwhelming endorsement of the proposals, O’Lincoln and Lee Ack emitted a small cheer of victory as the vote was announced. And these cheers were to mark an important turning point in the theoretical basis of the group.

An interesting sequel was to occur to the ‘Leninist’ debate a week later. Although conference made the decision to elect a Political Committee (PC), the actual elections for the PC occurred at the next routine SWAG meeting. After it was decided that the PC should number 3 people, there was general agreement that those three members should be the 3 obvious leaders of the group: 0’Lin​coln, Nadel and Griffiths. But that general agreement was not unanimous. Grif​fiths protested that he would not serve on the PC because he was against its existence anyway. And there ensued an extremely lengthy and intense de​bate where every single member of the group, some speaking twice and even thrice, urged Griffiths to go on the PC. Like it or lump it, they said, ‘Griff (as Griffiths was known to members) was an acknowledged leader of the group; he had a responsibility to serve. The fact that Griff was opposed to the existence of the PC, said O’Lincoln, was all the more reason why he should be on it. As he was an important leader of the group, Griffiths’ opposition to the PC was an important minority viewpoint, and important minority viewpoints should be rep​resented on the leadership body. Many times Griffiths replied; each time he refused to budge. Yet it was obvious that he could not hold out. It was like a lamp being driven to the slaughter. It was not, however, an altogether unwil​ling ‘lamb’. Griffiths may have constantly protested against his going on the PC, but he did so with an increasingly sheepish grin on his face. He was ob​viously flattered by the distinct vote of confidence the group had in him. Finally he accepted his position on the PC.

Beneath his feeling of being flattered, a struggle was going on in the politi​cal make-up of Phil Griffiths. He was beginning to see the logic of a Leninist position but, because of his somewhat vociferous anti-Leninism of the past, he was finding it difficult to admit that he’d been ‘wrong’. It didn’t take long. A few weeks later Griffiths, coming forward with some proposals, commented la​conically, ‘Well, since we’ve done this stupid thing in electing a Political Committee, we may as well use it.’ And amid the laughter everybody knew that he really meant a Political Committee was not such a bad thing after all.

Some Important Achievements

In the weeks following the conference, there were two important developments. The first occurred at Monash where the RevComms, SWAG’s Monash campus group, had built Hard Lines into a widely read and respected broadsheet. But the Maoist Labor Club had remained the dominant political group largely because of its rad​ical tradition from the late 60’s. The RevComms numbered only 4 SWAG members plus a few other occasional active supporters. But the challenging position that Hard Lines now had vis-a-vis the Maoists (who, despite their greater size and dominance, produced a less regular broadsheet which wasn’t as widely read) con​vinced the RevComms that it was time to flex their muscles. They challenged the Maoists to a public debate on the question of ‘the road to socialism’. Perhaps because they were feeling threatened by the growing popularity of Hard Lines, the Maoists accepted the challenge. The meeting was well attended, several hun​dred campus militants turning up. Lee Ack, chief RevComms spokesperson, argued strongly against the ‘nationalist’ road to socialism, pointing out how patriotism was a weapon used by the capitalist class to co-opt the masses and delinea​ting the many historical examples of the failure of ‘popular front’ strategies. This internationalist position appeared to be well received in contrast to the Maoists’ radical nationalism. The RevComms reported back to SWAG that, gauging from the response of the audience, they had clearly won ‘The Great Debate’. This proved to be no hollow claim. From this time onwards, for at least the next two years, the RevComms were the dominant political group at Monash, not just because of Hard Lines, but because of their initiation and leadership of all subsequent radical campaigns on campus during this period.

In mid-1973, the equal pay campaign in the insurance industry began to get off the ground with the formation of the Militant Insurance Clerks. Over the next few months MIC began applying considerable pressure on the AISF leadership, Equal pay for women in the white collar area was the official policy of the Whitlam government and the Arbitration Commission had actually granted it for women in the insurance Industry. But the insurance companies were quite adept at working their way around the new requirement for equal pay. They began reclassify jobs; they were attempting to classify all male clerks into particular types of jobs, and all female clerks into different types of jobs. The types of Jobs in which the males worked would receive higher pay than the female jobs, the offic​ial reason being not one of sexual discrimination but because of ‘greater skill’ or ‘higher qualifications’ etc. The AISF executive knew that the employers wen reclassifying jobs to avoid equal pay. Yet it was doing little about it. And it was this lack of activity on the part of the union leaders which MIC focussed on in its agitation. MIC’s revelations and demands were well publicised in Clerk and Dagger. And it soon began publishing its own broadsheet called MICcy Finn. At its beginnings in the middle of the year, MIC had about 3 or 4 insurance workers involved. By the end of 1973, up to 20 were attending its meetings. Griffiths remained the sole SWAG member of MIC, yet he was its undisputed leader. It was Griffiths who not only initiated most of MIC’s ideas and tactics, but who also provided the energy and zest needed to carry the group forward. And, of course, the resources of SWAG were particularly useful. Griffiths produced MICcy Finn on SWAG’s duplicator.

Earlier in the year Griffiths was elected to the Victorian executive of the AISF, Now, with the rank and file backing of MIC, he was able to force the Executive into action. Revelations of undemocratic practices by the executive (e.g. cancelling meetings without explanation) had probably made the officials sensi​tive about rank and file criticism. And it became obvious that MICcy Finn was being well received in many insurance offices. Unlike C&D, MIC’s broadsheet was distributed openly inside offices. Because it was defending official union policy (which was in support of equal pay) it would be difficult for management to victimise particular distributors of the broadsheet – in this situation, the AISF officials, although they didn’t like MIC’s criticisms of their inacti​vity, would be forced to defend their members. Particularly since MICcy Finn was receiving considerable popular support. And so MIC was able to force the executive to hold a number of union general meetings on the issue of equal pay which, for the first time in the union’s history, were well attended by the rank and file – as many as 100-200 were turning up. Proposals for action, coming from Griffiths and MIC, culminated in a mass lunchtime rally in early December, which was attended by over 2000 insurance clerks. At the rally, in the face of opposition from the AISF executive, MIC moved successfully for strike action against the employers’ attempts to reclassify jobs. And so over 1000 Insurance clerks did not go back to work that afternoon. The AISF was on strike for the first time in its history.

Unionisation in the insurance industry was not, of course, particularly high – probably about 50% of office workers in the industry were members of the union. And not all of these went on strike. Nonetheless, the fact that over 1000 insurance clerks did go on strike for the first time in their lives, re​flected the widespread concern amongst the rank and file of the industry over the employers* attempts to reclassify jobs, and the union’s lack of effort in attempting to stop it. Yet the campaign was not Co succeed. The initial strike had been for the half day only. A one-day strike which the mass rally had called for the following week was cancelled at short notice by the AISF execu​tive. The reasons the officials gave for this was that the insurance companies had agreed to discuss the demands. Yet it later emerged that these discussions had achieved little and the employers continued job reclassification. But by now it was too late for MIC to mobilise the rank and file once again. For it was right on Christmas and the industry was closing down for the Christmas-New Year break. The struggle was dissipated. After the summer break, Griffiths was unable to arouse interest in continuing the campaign. Even MIC ceased to function; Griffiths’ closest activist-comrades in the industry were now uninter​ested. 

There were two important lessons of the 1973 equal pay campaign in the insur​ance industry. Firstly, it demonstrated what a small group of militants could achieve provided they were well organised, had a concept of what to do, and picked the correct issue on which they could mobilise the rank and file. For SWAG members it seemed a verification of the rank and file strategy – i.e. at​tempting to build campaigns through the formation of explicit rank and file groups – plus an endorsement of the concept of militant, democratic and social​ly-conscious unionism. But the failure of the campaign also illustrated how quickly a militant struggle could become dissipated. It seemed that a Christmas break was almost inevitably a recipe for disaster. The lesson appeared to be that the heat of a struggle must be maintained, and Christmas was no time to do that. Of course a further lesson was a verification of how willingly union of​ficials will sell out struggles under the guise of appearing to do something (discussions with the employers which don’t amount to anything). Griffiths be​lieves that the AISF leadership purposely dissipated the struggle on the eve of Christmas, knowing that it would be difficult to revive in the New Year after the break. Their motives for doing this would be that they felt threatened by the rank and file taking matters into their own hands. Given the previous rec​ord of AISF officials in attempting to discourage rank and file initiative and participation, this is a convincing argument. 

It was in late 1973 that SWAG first adopted a position on the “Russian Ques​tion”. A meeting was held where this was the main topic on the agenda. O’Lincoln argued for the adoption of the ISUS position viz. that the ‘socialist’ countries were neither socialist nor capitalist, but a new exploitative system called ‘bureaucratic collectivism’ where the bureaucracy was a new ruling class. Nadel had departed on an overseas trip of 5 months and so the group did not have the pleasure of his views in the debate. The only opposition came from Ross MacKenzie, the former member of ISGB, who put the British position that the ‘Socialist’ countries were ‘state capitalist’. O’Lincoln received support from Stone and Lee Ack, and the rest of the membership didn’t appear to know very much about the issue, including Griffiths who was an activist rather than a theoretician. The bureaucratic collectivist position was adopted with only one vote against, but the 5 or 6 votes in favour were equaled by about the same number of abstentions. This high number of abstentions reflected the low level of confidence SWAG members had in making decisions on the more complicated the​oretical questions. It was clear from the debate, however, that all members subscribed to the view that the Stalinist countries were societies each with a new exploitative minority ruling class. The actual designation of whether the system was ‘bureaucratic collectivist’ or ‘state capitalist’ was the more com​plex decision which many members felt unable to make. The general agreement that Stalinist bureaucracies in power were minority ruling classes did reflect that the theoretical basis of SWAG was within the IS ‘camp’ rather than the ortho-Trotskyist one which analyzed these regimes as ‘degenerated workers’ states’. In essence, this meant that the IS tendency within SWAG (i.e. those who had made up the Red Inc faction) had been successful, through their influ​ence in the group, in establishing the legitimacy of IS ideas. Of course, the Rank and File strategy had long been accepted in practice. And now the theor​etical basis of IS politics was accepted, in general terms, as well. Although few members realized it explicitly at this time, SWAG was now becoming, in late 1973-early 1974, an IS group.

The year 1974 opened with the forms of SWAG activism being primarily in the student arena. The RevComms were now the dominant political group at Monash. And in the latter half of l973, SWAG had recruited 2 students from Latrobe University. At the outset of the academic year in 1974, the Latrobe students now began attempting to build a group similar to the Monash RevComms. Off-campus activities were diminished by the folding of the equal pay campaign in insurance and the collapse of the RFL and MIC (of course the latter diminished the level of activism for Griffiths personally rather than SWAG as a whole). The couple of teacher members maintained some activity in Teacher Action. The main off-campus activity during early 1974 was Clerk and Dagger which maintained a regular pub​lication cycle of about 3 weeks Most members were involved with either the production or distribution of C&D. 

Action developed quickly at Latrobe. This was a campus dominated by Maoists calling themselves the Radical Student Movement (RSM), and one of the main is​sues on which they ran campaigns was the demand for reform in the prison system. At the beginning of the academic year, the Students’ Representative Council (SRC) under RSM influence, announced a general student meeting to discuss a proposal that Latrobe be declared a haven for prison escapees. The idea was primarily to draw publicity to the specific demands for penal reform. A number of students were, however, questioning the consequences if an escapee were actually to be harbored on campus. For example, what if an escapee on campus raped a woman? (And it became known to some people that the RSM had already harbored one esca​pee on campus and would do so again if it had the opportunity.) In an effort to counter these objections the Maoist front, the Prisoners’ Action Group put out a leaflet saying that if an escapee raped someone on campus, then this would be the ‘fault of the capitalist system’. The Latrobe SWAG members, also calling themselves the Revolutionary Communists (RevComms) began publishing a broad​sheet called Red Ink in which they argued that the Maoist disregard for the safety of women on campus was sexist. They also pointed out how all the PAG propa​ganda had been directed to exposing the inhuman conditions only at male prisons, totally ignoring Fairlea womens’ prison. The RevComms also argued that meaning​ful prison reform could only be achieved by direct being taken by trade unions; only the organized working class has strength to force concessions from the gov​ernment. While the RSM-PAG had received endorsement of their campaign from a few Maoist trade union officials they had not attempted, the RevComms argued, to mobilize rank and file workers in support of prisoners’ demands.

At the ensuing general meeting – well attended, with over 600 students pres​ent – the RevComms were able, on the basis of the sexist nature of the Maoist campaign, to defeat the motion declaring Latrobe as a prison escapee haven. The vote was very close – a division had to be called – and it was generally ack​nowledged that it was the RevComms’ intervention which swung the vote, a few women’s liberationists swinging to the ‘no’ side after hearing the RevComms’ ar​guments on the sexist nature of the campaign. So, at its very first interven​tion at Latrobe, SWAG achieved a substantial victory. In retrospect, however, the RevComms’ intervention can be seen as somewhat unprincipled. They had sup​ported the Maoists’ essential demands for reform (which included freedom of speech for prisoners, the right to join trade unions, much improved living condi​tions, uncensored mail, etc), their criticisms – certainly important and mean​ingful ones – being directed against the way the campaign was run, rather than the aims of the campaign. In this situation, the correct thing for socialists to do would be to give critical support to the campaign by moving amendments in opposition to its sexist and ‘grandstanding’ features, while supporting the basic demands for reform. Indeed, to appear as serious, the RevComms should have formally moved alternative proposals for action. Their failure to do this resulted in a split in the Left and defeat not just for the ‘prison haven* mo​tion, but implied defeat for the penal reform demands as well. Such unprincipled interventions did not, however, prove to be the normal practice of SWAG or the RevComms. 

The initial ‘success* of the Latrobe RevComms was not to be repeated in the sense that they never again received majority support at a student general meet​ing. But Red Ink, like its Monash cousin Hard Lines, did become the most regu​lar and widely read broadsheet on campus. Towards the end of the year, 2 more Latrobe students were recruited by the RevComms to SWAG. 

The RevComms at Monash also started the year 1974 with considerable success. Beginning with 4 members they quickly recruited a fifth and held a series of Marxist education classes which were attended by 15 to 20 students. With this nucleus of contacts and sympathizers they were to gradually build an extensive campaign demanding reforms in methods of educational assessment within the uni​versity. It took a lot of effort and solid groundwork over the early months of 1974 to build the campaign.

Meanwhile, things were happening in SWAG, Both Nadel and Lee Ack had been overseas for 4-5 months over the summer period and during their travels they had considerable contact with the IS groups in Britain and the US. Nadel re​turned much impressed by the work of British IS, and came forward with a couple of important proposals for SWAG. One was that the group should have its own of​fice, or centre. This was essential, said Nadel, if the group’s activities were to be properly co-ordinated. Until this time, SWAG had no focal point of its own. Meetings in the early days of the MWG had been held in the residential section of the ‘Pram Factory’, a well known theatre in Melbourne where an MWG member lived, and then subsequently in the Union Building at Melbourne Universi​ty. SWAG’s duplicating machine, used to produce most of its broadsheets, was kept at the home of one of the members. Although the group was in no financial position to rent a proper office, Nadel’s proposal was implemented by 3 SWAG members moving into an old house in Fitzroy in which one room was set aside as SWAG office, the group paying rental for the room only. 

Soon after the new SWAG ‘centre’ was established, a one-day SWAG conference was held at which the most important discussion was related to Nadel’s second proposal. This was that the group should make plans to begin publishing its own newspaper, rather than only restricting itself to broadsheets specifically orien​ted to particular industries and campuses. The newspaper, like The Battler of late 1972, would not replace the group’s broadsheets but rather would be compli​mentary to them by acting as a co-ordinating mouthpiece for the various strug​gles the group was involved in. And, of course, it would be able to present the group’s politics on all important, current working class and radical struggles and topical events.

Because of the group’s meagre financial resources there was naturally some ap​prehension over Nadel’s proposal, especially for those who could remember the forced dropping of The Battler 15 months before. And there was still some doubt as to whether SWAG had the political expertise and experience necessary to produce a good regular newspaper. Nadel’s proposal was not, however, that the group should begin publishing another newspaper immediately. Rather, he argued that it should set a target date for later in the year, giving SWAG the chance to make adequate preparations for this major step. And it was generally recog​nised that the group did have greater political cohesion than it had a year previously. So Nadel’s proposal for a newspaper was accepted, with a target date for sometime in the Spring of 1974. As an intermediary step, it was decided that the group should begin publishing a regular duplicated journal in which SWAG’s politics could be further developed through analytical (rather than agitational) articles. Despite the fact that journals have a necessarily theoretical emphas​is (you can’t Intervene in struggles with them), it was hoped that production of a journal would provide the group with some valuable experience for producing the later agitational newspaper. 

The journal was called Front Line. Only three issues of it appeared in 1974, the first in May. It carried analyses such as the nature of the ALP (part of the ‘celebrated’ McCrae Document), the repression of women in the Soviet Union, and surveys of topical events like the 1974 federal elections and Watergate. Its circulation was never large, probably about 50 copies per issue. One particular article, in Front Line no. 3, was to receive considerable acclaim outside the immediate women’s and left-wing movements. This was an analysis by Janey Stone of the politics of radical feminism. This particular variety of feminism anal​yses society on a sexual rather than economic basis. For radical feminists the ‘ruling class’ is all males in society, while women are the exploited class. This means they see wealthy and working class women as having essentially the same interests, ignoring the fact that wealthy women live off the exploitation of female and male workers alike. This view of seeing the sexes as the primary classes of society, leads radical feminists to see all social ills (greed, war, repression, exploitation) as purely the result of male dominance. And the corol​lary of this is that only women are truly capable of basic social ‘goods’ such as love, understanding, sympathy, affection. Stone illustrated how this view leads radical feminists to acclaim the traditional, societally-imposed pursuits of women – the non-violent child-rearing, housekeeping, sewing, etc. – as being the roost worthy social pursuits, which ‘only women could do’, which meant that women were superior to men. In fact, said Stone, radical feminist literature was now reinforcing the very ideas which were the instruments of women’s oppression; that women should be relegated to subordinate domestic activities while the pri​mary social functions of work in industry and politics were left as the domain of men. Stone’s critique of radical feminism received praise from many quarters including Elizabeth Reid, who was, at the time Women’s Advisor to Prime Minister Whitlam. It has since been reprinted more than once, most recently as part of the collection Perspectives for Women’s Liberation. 
The alternative perspective for women’s liberation, as held by Stone and SWAG, is that the movement should orient itself primarily to working women. To be sure, wealthy women are oppressed as women. But working women are oppressed both as women and as workers. Class divisions in society are economic, not sexual. The sexual exploitation of women has certainly been institutionalised by capital​ism and manipulated to the system’s advantage. Complete liberation of women will only be achieved when primary economic exploitation has been abolished, and that means socialism. The main fight to end women’s oppression is, therefore, an econ​omic one. Since only a united and organised working class can overthrew capital​ism, it is up to all workers -men and women – to fight together to end all forms of exploitation: economic, social and sexual. It’s particularly important for radicals to realise that the bosses attempt to use the sexual oppression of women to divide one section of the working class (women) from another (men) by, for ex​ample, having unequal pay levels and/or retrenching women ahead of men. SWAG recognised that there was a need to fight here and now, rather than waiting for socialism, against the anti-women sexist attitudes harbored by men, bosses and workers alike. And to do this, women needed their  own independent liberation movement. But while the Women’s Liberation Movement engages in this necessary anti-sexist struggle, it should orient itself primarily to working women. By promoting struggles of women in the workplace, women would gain confidence as organized workers. And in the process, they could convince male workers that it was in the Interests of the whole working class to shed sexist attitudes and fight together to overthrow the bosses and capitalism.

When SWAG began publication of Front Line and adopted plans for publication of a regular newspaper later in 1974, reservations over the group’s capacity to em​bark on this somewhat ambitious project, were diminished by the recognition that there was greater political development and cohesion within the membership than a year earlier. This ‘internal’ growth had been led by the Red Inc faction. A manifestation of this greater political unity was reflected in the fact that, after the “Leninism” debate at the first SWAG Conference in 1973, Red Inc believed that its primary job ‘was done’, and disbanded itself as a formal faction. Al​though this conference adopted only the basics of Leninism, rather than the whole gamut of IS politics, it was obvious the group was developing greater political coherence with an ‘IS-type’ direction. This was further reflected with the adop​tion – albeit, somewhat tenuously – of the ‘bureaucratic collectivist’ analy​sis of Russia in late 1973. And in early 1974, two Australian-born SWAG leaders, Nadel and Lee Ack, returned from overseas much impressed with the politics and practice of other IS groups, particularly in Britain. Both SWAG as a whole and most individual members, now began to consciously and publicly identify them​selves as part of the IS tendency. Although SWAG never formally declared it​self as an “IS group”. In this early period of 1974 it effectively became one. 

After the one-day SWAG Conference (sometimes referred to as a ‘mini’ or ‘mid​term’ conference, because it was half-way in between the new expected Annual Conferences to be held in August) in March 1974, the group’s activities contin​ued mainly in the student and white-collar areas. Red Ink had established it​self as the roost regular and widely-read broadsheet at Latrobe, the Monash mem​bers were building a very concerted campaign for educational/assessment reform, and Clerk and Dagger was continuing to create a regular stir in many Melbourne offices. Front Line was being produced on an attempted monthly basis. In this period the group recruited three more white-collar workers, bringing the mem​bership in mid-1974 to about 16, although two of these were to depart about this time on extended overseas; trips, reducing the effective membership to 14. 

As the Monash RevComms were going from success to success in building an increasingly growing Assessment Action group, SWAG held its second Annual Confer​ence in August. Two distinctive developments in the group in the first half of the year – becoming an IS group and plans to begin a regular newspaper – proved to be the most notable features of this Conference. The first of these was reflected in the fact that for the first time, a SWAG gathering was attend​ed by international ‘representatives’. One was a member of British IS, the other had been active for many years with a French socialist group publishing a paper called Lutte Ouvriere. The latter was not an IS group, but ISGB had been conducting ‘fraternal’ relations with it for some time. Neither of these in​ternational ‘reps’ were official delegates to the SWAG Conference (both were Australians who, having left Australia some years before, were paying temporary visits to see family relations), but their presence was seen by all as a con​crete expression of SWAG’s place within an international movement.

The main debate at the conference was whether or not to proceed with plans for publishing a regular newspaper. One leading SWAG member now came out firm​ly opposed to the newspaper proposal. This was Griffiths, who argued that the group did not have the capacity, in either financial or political terms, to produce a paper. Although Griffiths’ opposition received some sympathy from a couple of the newer white-collar members, and O’Lincoln and Stone also expressed some initial reservations, a proposal to begin publishing a newspaper in October was overwhelmingly carried, O’Lincoln and Stone voting with the majority. There was a touch of irony in Griffiths’ opposition to the paper. A year before, he had been the sole opponent of the formal identification with Leninism and the con​sequent formation of a Political Committee. Yet within a short period, he became an ardent advocate of implementing these proposals. Now too, he was out on a limb in his opposition to the paper, only to quickly reverse his initial view by soon becoming its active industrial editor. Later he was to become a long-serving and successful general editor. 
The name of the paper, chosen at a SWAG meeting soon after the second conference, was the same as the earlier short-lived SWAG paper, The Battler. One SWAG leader, Lee Ack, initially opposed the name on the grounds that it had a negative sound about it – that it implied one was always ‘battling’ but never winning. But Nadel, who was the driving force in convincing the group that it must begin pub​lishing a paper, successfully argued that it was a positive identification with Australian workers. The concept of a ‘battler’ was, he said, an Australian col​loquialism which meant an ‘underdog’ (being repressed, like a worker) but not a ‘loser’. Because Nadel was the only member with an explicit concept for the poli​tical content and presentation of The Battler, it was generally accepted that he would be its first editor. Lee Ack was considered, however, to be a better practi​cal organiser, and was given the editorship for the first couple of issues in order to establish practical procedures which Nadel’s political expertise could then take over. 

Soon after SWAG’s second annual conference, the assessment/educational struggle at Monash exploded. The campaign had been gathering momentum since mid-year. Through the initiative of the RevComms, an Assessment Action (AA) group was formed which began developing an analysis of the role of tertiary education in capitalist society. The issue of the modes of assessment within the university proved to be a matter of concern for many Monash students, AA was soon attracting as many as 30 and more students to its meetings. The 5 RevComms were the core political unit of AA, and Lee Ack was its outstanding leader – indeed, she had been the most widely respected left-wing political activist on campus ever since the ‘Great De​bate’ nearly 12 months earlier. Through a series of public forums and student general meetings, AA began to mobilise student opinion on the need for education reform. The fact that so many public meetings of one form or another could be held on the issue – there were about a dozen within the space of three months – re​flected the level of student interest in the issue. Over 100 students attended the first official Monash Association of Students meeting devoted to assessment on 26 June, and this grew to several hundred at subsequent general meetings as the campaign gained momentum. 

Beginning with the analysis that universities serve the capitalist system, the RevComms and AA argued that educational assessment under capitalism is essentially a method of disciplining students into accepting the values and authority of the system. Modes of assessment and course-content/structure are handed down from above – students have no say in them whatsoever. This means university assessment is designed to select those who will best serve capitalism as technocrats, managers, teachers, and ‘weed out’ those who will not be completely subservient to the syst​em. And the competitiveness of capitalism was instilled in its education system through the policy of grading marks and failing set quotas of students. This forced students to compete against each other for the coveted honours, and even for a pass. AA also pointed out the class bias in education: very few working class kids ever make it to university – they are ‘weeded out’ long before they reach tertiary level education. The anti-assessment activists were attempting to illustrate the social role of assessment in capitalist society and propose some al​ternatives.

The demands debated and adopted at successive MAS meetings during the campaign were many and varied. Essentially they can be summarised as follows:

· optional assessment! individual students should have the right to choose the method of their assessment (option of exams, essays, projects, orals), including the right not to be assessed at all.

· no grading of marks, no failures. An end to competitive assessment, replaced by diagnostic assessment: where a student’s work has deficiencies, it should be redone in consultation with staff. Completion of course work should be all that’s necessary for a pass.

· course content and structure should be decided by student-staff consensus. 

· open admissions: all who wish to attend tertiary institutions should be able to do so without pre-requisite qualifications. If quotas had to be imposed, a random ballot should select those who attend. As this was policy of Vic​torian Secondary Teachers’ Association, support of VSTA policy. 

· rapid expansion of facilities to enable the abolition of quotas.

· no assessment records to be supplied to employers or held by university.

In the present social context, the demands can appear as unwinnable and utopian. The central idea was, however, to build a struggle which pointed towards the ideal education system, and how this was not possible under capitalism. For example, the right to choose not to be assessed illustrated that education should essenti​ally be a learning process (the student developing his/her interests) rather than necessarily being one of obtaining qualifications. The demand for no failures was meant to illustrate that all individuals are gifted in something, and Chat the Imposition of judgements based on inflexible abstract criteria worked against the development of individual skills. Diagnostic assessment would overcome this. Most radical struggles within capitalism that have a revolutionary content do con​tain demands which are not immediately winnable. The crucial element is the struggle itself. An AA broadsheet put this succinctly!

The class bias in education, something that’s been around as long as capi​talism, won’t be eliminated under capitalism, but its something we should fight against as well as talk about!

Hard Lines developed this further:

“ … a fundamental change in the social role and function of assessment means a corresponding fundamental change in society. But we don’t have to wait for a revolution to do something. Not only can we win important reforms now, but a successful anti-assessment struggle could be a step towards the fundamental social changes we need”

And a struggle sure was mobilised. After months of receiving little sympathy from the university administration and higher echelons of academic staff, a substantial majority of students at a general meeting, attended by several hundred, voted to occupy the administration offices.

The occupation began on 18 September 1974 and lasted for a week. It was the first occupation at Monash for several years, and the longest ever at that campus – not even in the hey-day of student radicalism in the late 1960’s had an occu​pation at Monash lasted as long as a week. The number who initially occupied was about 150-200, and it fluctuated a good deal throughout the week. The lowest numbers were overnight when they dropped to between 70 and 100. Students took their sleeping bags to sleep in, organised food and coffee, entertained themselves with card games, guitars, and singing. A communal spirit developed, and general meetings of occupiers were held each day to organise activities. Not all the time was spent on entertainment. Many leaflets were produced in the occupation, ex​plaining the demands and action taken, which were distributed on campus each day, urging other students to join the struggle. Many workshops were held, devel​oping further the students’ ideas and demands for educational reform. The occupation finally came to an end when, after students forced entry into the university’s council chambers, the administration called in the police and 77 students were arrested, being charged with ‘besetting a building’. Faced with the prospect of a much larger occupation protesting the arrests (a stu​dent general meeting of 1800 voted overwhelmingly for a further occupation, but delayed taking action). Vice Chancellor Matheson cleverly diffused the struggle by dropping the charges on condition that there was no further occupation. 

In terms of its aims, the occupation did not achieve a great deal, although in some courses staff agreed to consult general meetings of students doing the course on curriculum and course structure. But for SWAG, the struggle was a massive success. The RevComms had been the initiators of the campaign and were in the leadership throughout. This gave SWAG much credibility, particu​larly with the more politically aware activists. SWAG’s regular weekly meet​ing was held, in the week of the occupation, in Monash’s administrative build​ing amongst the occupiers. A number of activists attended, and they contin​ued to come to subsequent SWAG meetings. Not long after, about ten people joined SWAG, all within the space of about 3 weeks. For the older members of the group, this was almost unbelievable. After attending meeting after meet​ing and seeing the same old faces, with the occasional coming and going of the odd one or two, they now attended successive meetings with new members joining at each one. There was an almost euphoric atmosphere at SWAG meetings during this period, around late October and early November 1974, the level of which has since probably never been repeated in the group’s history. And the group had suddenly grown from 14 to 24 members, the largest it had been since the early days of the MWG, a period which only about 7 members could remember. 

The new recruits were mostly Monash students, but two students from Latrobe also joined at this time, largely because they were impressed by SWAG’s role in the Monash occupation. These latter two had come into contact with the group through the Latrobe RevComms who had attempted to mobilise a sim​ilar anti-assessment struggle at their campus. The only significant action to occur at Latrobe was when, during the Monash occupation, a sit-in by about 50 students was held in the University’s Council Room in support of the Monash struggle and its demands. It lasted about two hours, and was addressed by one of the occupiers from Monash, brought out by the RevComms. Both the RevComms and the RSM had been influential in mobilising the sit-in. The one result of the sit-in was the formation of the Education Action group, in which the RevComms played a leading role. It initially attracted about 20 students to its meetings, but fizzled out over the summer. 

The newly won confidence of SWAG was not due solely to the Monash occupa​tion. A couple of other developments happened about this time. Just prior to the outbreak of the occupation, the group had moved into new offices in Block Place, in the heart of Melbourne’s business district. The old office in Fitzroy had been discontinued a couple of months before when the three SWAG members living there had decided they were sick of the dilapidated prem​ises, and moved out to find better accommodation. The new office was the first real centre for the group, occupying the top floor of a small building. It consisted of three rooms, including a reasonably large one in which meet​ings were frequently held. The new office was obtained at the remarkably cheap rental, given its location in the heart of the city, of $80 per month. But for a tiny group such as SWAG, it was still a lot of money to raise. The acquisition of the Block Place centre added to the confidence of SWAG; it boosted the self-importance of such a little group to have its own office. This development was soon dwarfed by another, the latter being the main rea​son for the acquisition of the new office. This was the republication, after nearly two years in abeyance, of The Battler. 

Publishing The Battler

The dust hadn’t settled on the Monash occupation before the group was fever​ishly involved in the preparation of the first issue of the new Battler. So many things were happening at once, it hardly seemed the same group as a few weeks before. All of a sudden SWAG was publishing its own newspaper from its very own city office with almost double the membership, after having led a history making occupation at Monash. For the older members of the group it was almost too good to believe. Yet the very hyper-activity of all these -events left little time to believe or think anything beyond immediate tasks. 

Many members were involved in the production of The Battler. Facilities were meagre but sufficient. A few months earlier, the group had obtained its own electric typewriter. A layout table was rapidly built and one of the centre’s rooms was set aside for Battler production. All layout was done by SWAG and a reasonably cheap printer was found to run it off the press. The issue chosen for the lead article of the new Battler no. 1, was the Whitlam government’s ‘bailing out’ of British Leyland, the car manufacturer which had been screaming ‘collapse’ unless it received government assistance. The govern​ment argues, said The Battler, that if it hadn’t

“ … spent $25 million buying the factory site and 782 Leyland cars then Leyland would have had to close completely and the 9000-plus workers involved in making buses and assembling mini’s would have lost their jobs as well.”

The article went on to point out Leyland was only in ‘trouble’ because of two unprofitable models, rather than all the company’s operations, and the govern​ment was doing nothing for those workers who were getting the sack anyway:

“Garbage! Buses and Mini’s are profitable. P76’s and Marina’s weren’t. Besides, Enderby’s proposals do nothing for the 3,000 and more workers who are going to lose their jobs at Leyland, not to mention the many other workers in industries supplying component parts to Leyland.”

And where companies are really facing bankruptcy, rather than being bought by the government, they ought to be ‘nationalised – without compensation – under workers’ control.’ And this means, concluded The Battler, the unions must be prepared to fight:

We must be organised to make sure they don’t make presents of our future next time a company fails. 

Other reports in the first Battler reported on American working women organising to fight sexism in the unions, coverage of a general strike in Western Australia against newly introduced severe anti-working class legislation, and an analysis of the causes of inflation. One particularly important article was the coverage of the takeover of the foreign owned building group. Mainline, by Australian owned building group, E. A. Watts. Maoist building union leader Norm Gallagher, following his ‘radical’ nationalist politics, had supported the takeover and was involved in the deal. Yet, said The Battler, E. A. Watts was one of the few companies that wouldn’t pay crane drivers and dogmen between jobs. 

“For Gallagher, it’s nationality that’s important. But for any union, the first concern should surely be with the interests of its own members. 

“The boss’s national background is irrelevant – all employers are in the business to make as big a profit as they can, and that means hitting workers’ wages and conditions if they can.”

And The Battler went on to point out that Gallagher ‘really has nothing to say about the problems in the building industry, and no strategy to protect jobs’. The article concluded by stating:

“The BL’s must strengthen their organization, both on the job and in the union, so that Gallagher cannot get away with making deals with the kangaroo-capitalists to eliminate the hard won right to fight the bosses, all bosses now that the unions are coming under general attack.”

This was invoking the rank and file strategy of SWAG: rank and file workers needed to mobilise to fight both the bosses and the sell-outs of their union leaders. This has remained a constant theme of The Battler. 

This first edition of the new Battler was eight pages in length, and was to remain this size until it went to twelve pages a year later, in October 1975. It began publication as a monthly. One thousand copies were run off, costing about $320. About 700 copies were sold, at ten cents, a copy. This meant the group was heavily subsidising the cost of production. It was, of course, like all left-wing papers, sold at demonstrations. But right from the beginning, SWAG placed an emphasis on selling at factories, which few left-wing groups do. SWAG members would stand outside factory gates, often very early in the morning, selling to the workers as they came to work (or, sometimes, as they knocked off). The number of sales per factory in this early period averaged about 5 to 10 copies. Not infrequently, demoralising sales of only 2 or 3 copies occurred. Occasionally good sales of 20 or more copies were achieved. There were a number of criteria for selecting factories to be sold at. Generally speaking these were plants with known traditional militancy, recent industrial action at the plant, or the few factories where SWAG had contacts on the inside. An emphasis on selling to plants in the engineering and metals industry was made for two reasons. Firstly, it was one of the most traditionally militant areas of the workforce, and was particularly important since, especially at this time, the annual Metal Trades Claim was usually considered by the Arbitration Commission as the ‘test’ case in National Wage hearings. If the metal trades won a wage increase, it usually flowed on to other industries. And secondly, the few militant workers with which SWAG was in contact at this time, were mostly in the metals industry. One factory at which Battler No. 1 was sold remains a regular selling point to this day, in 1978. This is Johns and Waygood, an engineering plant in Clayton, where sales have reached as high us 50 to 60 copies per issue, and have regularly been a good 20 to 30 copies each edition. 

The first Battler was also sold in shopping centres in working class areas – and within an issue or two, SWAG embarked upon an adventurous step. It was decided to sell The Battler by knocking door-to-door in Housing Commission estates, the poorest of working class areas. Although selling outside factories by other socialist groups in Australia is rare, it is not unknown. But no left-wing groups had ever (with the possible exception of the CPA back in its earlier years) sold their newspapers on a door-to-door basis. ‘Hawkers’ of anything at all, are generally ill received by householders. How would they react to young radicals ‘hawking’ a communist newspaper? If other left-wing groups had tried it, they certainly hadn’t persisted. It was a daring step for SWAG to take. As it turned out, housing commission sales went reasonably well. Although Battler sellers occasionally encountered comments like ‘Go back to Russia’ or ‘What are you lot, commie bastards?’ (comments like these are also encountered in factory sales), more often the response was a firm but polite ‘no’. And the numbers sold by a housing-commission Battler seller in the usual two-hour selling round averaged 20 to 30 copies. Building up regular selling rounds, SWAG members established regular ‘customers’ and did not return to houses at which they had been refused. 

This practice of making regular door-to-door sales in the housing commission areas of Melbourne continued until about mid-1976. Although the actual number of ‘commission’ sales were reasonable, this activity was never very useful in attempting to influence struggles in particular industries as were sales at factories and strike/stop-work meetings. It was probably for this reason that door-to-door sales were eventually considered a low priority and, given the very limited resources of the small group, therefore discontinued. 

In late 1974, on top of activities at Monash, Latrobe, and production of The Battler, SWAG continued its other regular activities. Clerk and Dagger appeared on a regular fortnightly basis, teacher members (and occasionally the student members who were training to be teachers) were involved in Teacher Action, and some members were sporadically involved in the ALP. The latter activity must be emphasised as being sporadic. SWAG’s strategy for working in the ALP was constantly discussed at the group’s weekly meetings and some members, particularly Nadel, continually argued for greater effort in its implementation. But these exhortations were usually in vain. Rarely was serious effort put into ALP work. This was partly because the SL was disintegrating. Its meetings were so few and far between by this time, that it had virtually ceased to exist. But there was also a constant lack of commitment to SWAG’s ALP strategy by most of the group’s membership. Although most thought it was a good idea in theory, few members could be enthused about putting the strategy into practice. Entrism in the Labor Party was to remain the bane of the SWAG’s activist perspectives. 

There was also a short revival of the Militant Insurance Clerks in late 1974. Following the retrenchment of 250 clerks at the Commercial Union Insurance Group (25% of its workforce), MIC attempted to mobilise a struggle to win back the jobs. A few issues of MICcy Finn re-appeared at this time, and MIC organised a couple of small demonstrations outside the Commercial Union offices. But nothing much came of the struggle.

Another occasional activity for women members of the group was work in the Women’s Liberation Movement. Stone was probably the only SWAG member to maintain a regular presence in the WLM, but other SWAG women were sporadically involved. Their work in WLM was usually fairly low-key, attempting through debate to orient the movement towards working women and to view women’s liberation as a class issue, rather than being highly interventionist. 

So, all-in-all, SWAG was a very busy little group. It was involved in about 8 different ‘arenas’ of work and/or publications: The Battler, Clerk and Dagger, Monash, Latrobe, teachers’ union, women’s movement, insurance industry, and the Labor Party. Members were usually concurrently involved in several arenas. Life of the typical SWAG member was one of frenetic activity: writing/duplicating/distributing various broadsheets, attending demonstrations, producing/selling The Battler, and attending almost constant meetings of one form or another, many of which would go into all hours of the night. Whatever the deficiencies of SWAG members during these early days, lack of dedication was not usually one of them. But all this hyper-activity did mean that members often became ‘burnt out’ and consequently less effective in their work. In more recent years, the level of activity per member has probably decreased, but they are also probably more effective in what they do. 

While all this activity was going on, two important internal debates occurred in the group towards the end of 1974. Both were connected with The Battler. Firstly Nadel argued there needed to be a concept about what the group was trying to do with the paper, and that it needed to be aimed at a specific readership. Obviously the newspaper of a political group is attempting to recruit people to its ideas and organization. At the beginning of publication of The Battler, most members probably did not think of the paper’s role beyond this general view that it was the public organ for expressing the group’s ideas. Nadel now forced SWAG to think more closely about the Batter’s function. 

Revolutionary papers, he said, usually fell into one of two categories; they are either propagandistic, or they are agitational. Propagandistic papers attempted to recruit people directly to their ideas and therefore contained much detailed theory. Agitational papers, on the other hand, placed an emphasis on building struggles, and presented their ideas within this context. Since revolutionary groups aim to overthrow capitalism, they need to build struggles, and their paper should be part of this work. The Battler should therefore, said Nadel, be an agitational paper – an ‘organiser’ of struggles. Rather than having  lengthy theoretical articles – as most left-wing papers do – this meant Articles must lead somewhere. They must, point towards action. It means that as far as possible we should not simply be commenting. This does not mean we should be patronisingly lecturing from outside. This means we should be working towards conclusions, which our readers will be able to draw from the articles. 

There would still be analytical/theoretical articles, but the emphasis would be on agitational articles based on a few key theoretical ideas relevant to the particular struggles at which these articles were aimed. Propagandistic papers essentially aimed at recruiting other people from the ‘Left’. The Battler, on the other hand, because it was attempting to intervene in working class struggles, would be aimed at militant workers

“We are aiming at militant shop stewards. We are aiming at young workers influenced by the better aspects of the peace movement. We are aiming at the minorities who vote to continue strikes when the union leadership recommends a return to work. We are aiming at the woman who heckled Ken McLeod at the equal pay meeting … the workers who support political black bans for political reasons rather than out of loyalty to the leadership.”

And this meant a change in direction for SWAG’s activities. Until this time the groups’ work had been mainly amongst students and white-collar workers. Because of its Marxist politics, SWAG had always recognized the centrality of the working class – especially blue-collar workers, who are at the heart of production – in building the socialist revolution. This meant that it also recognized it could not continue its activist work solely amongst students and white-collar workers. Publication of The Battler meant for the first time the group as a whole was attempting to orient towards blue-collar workers. White-collar and student work did, of course, continue. But The Battler did mark a turning point, where blue-collar workers became significant in the group’s immediate work. 
Nadel’s ideas on attempting to use the paper as an ‘organizer’, and aiming at militant workers, were readily accepted. There was however one aspect to his new editorship of the Battler which sparked a major controversy. This was his use of words like ‘tradesman’ and ‘businessman’. Many members of the group, including most of the women, believed these words were sexist and therefore should not be used in the Battler. Nadel argued that while he thought blatant sexist phrases such as ‘weak as a woman’ were quite unacceptable, the use of such artificially-created words as tradespeople would make the paper seem too intellectual to workers, and therefore not win credibility with them:

“Using ‘tradespeople’ or ‘business person’ in articles on any question, as many times as we like, will not win workers away from sexism. Establishing credibility as a group that understands factory conditions will put us in a position where the same workers will take our ideas seriously. Then they will read articles that attack sexism and really stand a chance of being convinced.”

Many members initially remained unconvinced of Nadel’s arguments. Some of the women, including Stone, apparently threatened to resign from SWAG if Nadel continued as editor. Stone believes the dispute almost ‘split’ the group. Certainly the Political Committee (consisting at this time of 5 members, including Nadel and Stone) was worried enough about the situation to issue a lengthy statement to members on the controversy. The statement, formulated by 0’Lincoln, argued for a temporary compromise solution. It stated that the group can “only establish a clear conception of what it wants from the paper after some conception has been implemented for a period of time”. Since Nadel was the only prospective editor with a clear conception, he should continue as editor until February in the context of the following conditions:

“Janey and Tess will take responsibility in the interim for investigating to determine whether workers in a particular situation are all male, or some females … Where there are no women, words like ‘tradesmen’ may be used. Where there are women, alternative formulations will be used. Where nothing can be found out, there will be consultation but the final decision lies with the editor.”

It is understood that in some cases the style of the paper may
“have to suffer in the interests of avoiding sexist language, and also that in some cases expressions may appear in the paper which some comrades may not like. There must be an atmosphere of flexibility on both sides until February, when a final decision may be made.”
0’Lincoln’s compromise was accepted. The issue was finally resolved at the next SWAG Conference in March 1975, where a formulation very similar to the initial compromise was adopted. In recent times, the Battler appears to have stopped using words like ‘tradesmen’ altogether, simply using words like ‘workers’, ‘skilled workers’, ‘women workers’. Because most industrial articles in the paper these days are based on inside information. Battler reporters are usually aware of whether or not there are women working at a particular plant on which they are reporting. However, in cases of reports not based on inside information, it is unlikely that any special effort is made to determine whether the plant has women workers.

Early 1975
The year 1975 began with another development. For the first time, SWAG split into branches. Until this time, general weekly meetings of the group had been held, which in theory all members attended. Following the substantial recruitment in late 1974, the group now had about 25 members and it was felt that general meetings had become too ‘unwieldy’ – with many more people wishing to participate in discussion, there was less time to make important practical- decisions, and meetings of over 20 members did not give sufficient opportunity for all those wishing to speak to do so. Informal discussions amongst SWAG members indicated there was general consensus that the group would divide into two branches. But when the meeting to discuss the issue came up in early January, Griffiths, often known for dropping bombshell proposals, came forward with the idea there should not be two branches, but three. Three branches! The immediate response of most members was that this was absurd – that meeting in tiny ‘cell-like’ groups of only 6 to 8 people would atomize the group too much, and render it ineffective.
However, Griffiths had a well worked out rationale for his proposal. The central idea was that SWAG should become very familiar with some key working class areas, to enable it to intervene in struggles on a locality basis. The group was already beginning to build a network of regular Battler buyers through its door-to-door sales in Melbourne’s 5 large Housing Commission areas; Doveton in the east, West Heidelberg in the north, and Braybrook-Sunshine in the west. By developing this network, and establishing branches based on these three areas, the group could become well-informed on the problems and issues facing the workers in these areas. Such concentration would tend to limit the number of struggles the group could be involved in, but it would increase the effectiveness of intervention. 

Griffiths’ proposals included a shift in ALP work. The emphasis would now be on working in local Labor Party branches, rather than the crumbling SL:

“I propose that. . . We alter our strategy from the raising of motions (“about the economy” bleah) in abstract. They get passed at branches and filed away in someone’s drawer. 
“We look around the areas for industrial disputes. This/is where it becomes a key part of the SWAG branches proposal and vice versa. We will know the industrial disputes in the area for Battler reporting, Battler sales and because that’s part of the whole bloody idea.  In the ALP branch we’ll do things like ask for reports on the local industrial situation (and then give them to the embarrassment of the local union big shits), and then move for action … such as picketing, setting up of local liaison with the union branch, recruiting to the ALP.”
Despite the initial surprise at Griffiths’ proposals, they were adopted. SWAG divided into three branches: East, based on Monash and Doveton; North​east, based on Latrobe and West Heidelberg; and West, based on Sunshine-Braybrook, with responsibility for Melbourne University, should any students be recruited from that campus. Since no members actually lived in the western suburbs, a couple moved out there especially to establish West branch, the other members involved in the branch living in the east, but (in theory) doing most of their SWAG activity in the west. So as the group wouldn’t be too atomized, general meetings were held every three or four weeks.

At the end of 1974, SWAG had embarked on yet another activity. With 5 to 6 members working in tie Commonwealth Public Service, it was decided to initiate a rank and file group in the public service unions, particularly the Administrative and Clerical Officers Association (ACOA). This group was called Servants for Action (SFA) and some non-SWAG public servants were involved. Its meetings were fairly irregular and it never achieved very much. Although it sometimes attracted as many as 15 people to its meetings, only the SWAG members put any effort into SFA activities. It published a sporadic broadsheet the title of which, taken from the initials of the group’s name, was SFA. There was a pun intended on this title; working as a public servant, you got SFA i.e. ‘Sweet Fuck All’. 
SFA argued for higher wages, exposed poor working conditions, and urged public servants to get involved in their unions, particularly attending their union meetings and supporting militant demands. Attempting to mobilize public servants to attend their union meetings was the main activity of SFA. Despite the fact that SFA averaged between 4 to 6 SWAG members participating in it, it became, like the ALP perspective, a ‘lame duck’ SWAG activity which never really achieved anything. 
One of the changes in SWAG activity in 1975 was a very much decreased  level of activity at Monash. All the former RevComms had  completed their studies and left the campus. SWAG only having one or two of its newer members at Monash. Hard Lines still appeared on a less frequent basis (about fortnightly, instead of weekly) and was edited by a leader of the 1974 Monash occupation who was not actually a SWAG member. This was Alec Kahn. Though not a member, Kahn was a strong supporter of the group, and regularly attended South branch meetings. He published Hard Lines with the assistance of one or two SWAG members plus a couple of SWAG campus supporters. Kahn finally joined SWAG about mid-year and later became a leading member of the International Socialists. A couple of other former activists of the Monash occupation joined the group in the first half of 1975. One of these, who joined about the same time as Kahn, was Steve Morgan, who later became a leading Battler reporter and important IS functionary.

A RevComms group still functioned at Latrobe in 1975, its membership now being 3, one member having left the campus at the end of 1974. Red Ink continued to appear about every 2 weeks. Opposition to the violence of the Maoists’ club, the RSM, was an important issue at Latrobe in 1975. In Jan​uary, RevComm Mick Armstrong, an accredited delegate to the Australian Union of Students (AUS) Council, was physically attacked by RSM members (claiming to be the ‘real’ Latrobe delegation) while Council was in session. In March, they overturned the RevComms bookstall in the union building, and in July they pushed a member of the Spartacist Club through a plate-glass window – he was injured and had to be taken to hospital. 
The Latrobe Maoists were also well known for beating up their left-wing opponents off campus. After the July incident, a coordinated campaign against the RSM violence was organized by the RevComms, the Women’s Lib​eration group, the Gay Liberation group, the Socialist Workers’ League, and the Spartacists. A petition denouncing Maoist violence was signed by hun​dreds of Latrobe students. The result of the campaign was the disaffiliation of the RSM from Latrobe’s Clubs and Societies Council. The other significant issue in 1975 at Latrobe was a strike by maintenance and catering workers, some of whom were actually being paid under-award by the University and Union administrations. The RevComms were influential in mobilizing a number of students to support the workers’ picket, in getting a student general meeting to support the strike, and collecting $80 for the workers’ strike fund. The workers ended up winning pay increases of between $3 and $5 after a week-long strike.
In early March 1975, SWAG held what is normally called its ‘Third’ Conference (though, strictly speaking, it was the fourth, if the ‘mini’ conference of a year before is included). 
The most significant aspects of the conference were plans to begin a blue-collar rank and file broadsheet, and the group’s second and final (to date) formal discussion of the Russian Question. The latter discussion revealed a more defined division on the question than when it had been last discussed in late 1973. 
0’Lincoln argued for the ‘bureaucratic-collectivist’ analysis (SWAG’s formal position adopted in 1973) and successfully won re-affirmation of this position. But there were interesting differences in comparison to the 1973 debate. At that time only one member supported the ‘state-capitalist’ analysis, and while ‘bureaucratic collectivism’ won, about half the group abstained from voting for either view. This time there were 3 or 4 ‘state-capitalist’ sup​porters, and few, if any, abstentions. 
This reflected a growing confidence of members (including newer members) to take a position on the question, and the developing support for the state-capitalist viewpoint. This latter development has increased in recent years. Since it has never formally been altered, bureaucratic collectivism remains, technically, the position of the Australian International Socialists on the Stalinist countries. 
But it appears that most members, strongly under the influence of ISGB (now SWP), now support the state-capitalist analysis. O’Lincoln himself, has privately stated he no longer supports the bureaucratic-collectivist analysis, believing both theories are inadequate, so that a new theory has to be developed explaining the exploitative-class nature of the Stalinist countries. Given the current emphasis in Australian IS today of limiting all formal debates to immediate activity and/or ‘topical’ issues, the organization is unlikely to clarify its position on the nature of the Stalinist countries for some time.

Early 1975 witnessed another significant event is SWAG history. The white-collar broadsheet, Clerk and Dagger, had been under criticism from a number of white-collar members in the group for sometime. Major criticisms were that its style of humor was of an ‘undergraduate-student’ type, alien to most office workers; and that its constant ‘bashing’ of left-wing, albeit moderate left wing, union officials, made it seem to many workers as a right-wing/NCC publication, using left wing rhetoric to discredit the ‘Left’. Another criticism, coming from public servants Bob and Anne McCue, was that it was ‘too political’ for the relatively low-level of political consciousness of clerical workers, particularly public servants. 
The McCues’ criticisms of C&D had been an influencing factor in the decision to initiate the formation of SFA the previous December. SFA, under the editor​ship of the McCues did reject some differences from C&D in that it did spend less time attacking left-wing union officials. It was, perhaps, less political, although it still covered political issues such as Vietnam. Certainly the McCues had a strong vein of syndicalism in their thinking, not shared by other SWAG members. And despite the ‘sweet-fuck-all’ pun on its title, SFA did not contain as much humor as C&D. 
Because of the criticisms made by a number of members of C&D, and because of the McCues’ attempt to present an alternative style for the group’s clerical broadsheets with SFA as the example, a debate ensued in which the two pub​lications appeared counterpoised. Although no other members shared the syndicalist criticisms of C&D, both the McCues were considered leaders of the group, and this inevitably meant the tone of the debate was fashioned to a considerable extent in their format of SFA versus C&D. And at the conclusion Bob and Anne McCue were to draw from their position, was that C&D should be discontinued altogether. Yet this made the debate somewhat artificial. If there were deficiencies in C&D style, it could always be improved; this was no argument for scrapping C&D. 
So, because two of SWAG’s leaders (Bob McCue was on the Political Committee in late 1974, and Anne McCue was on the PC in early 1975) presented an impor​tant debate in an artificial fashion, the group experienced a very confused debate. And not only confused, but drawn out as well. 
The first serious move to scrap C&D occurred in late 1974. At this stage, the ‘old’ SWAG leadership (viz.  O’Lincoln, Nadel, Lee Ack, Stone, Griffiths) were firmly in support of continuing C&D, though they were, as was all the member​ship, also in favour of initiating SFA. The latter was seen as a good oppor​tunity for building a militant rank and file group in the public service; the McCues’ new approach could be tested in practice. 
Because of their confused presentation of the issue, and the discernable syndicalist streak in their politics, the McCues won little support for the scrapping of C&D at this time. There were, however, some members who agreed with their criticisms relating to C&D’s style of humor and its excessive (in their opinion) ‘bashing’ of union officials. 
The controversy dragged out for several months until, about March 1975, a formal debate was once again held on the issue. This time, two relevant aspects of the debate, which had been mentioned before but were lost in the confusion, became prominent. These were reasons for dropping C&D, different to those presented by the McCues. 
It had been generally acknowledged by all, that C&D had not been successful in terms of its original purpose – that is, to ‘sniff out’ militants in order to encourage them to build rank and file groups in their workplace/unions and, hopefully, recruit them to SWAG. While many clerical workers displayed a lively interest in reading it, no rank and file groups had been initiated through C&D’s influence (the two rank and file groups in which SWAG had partic​ipated, MIC and SPA, were initiated by SWAG members). 

And while one or two SWAG members had initially come into contact with the group via C&D, these appear to have not been impressed with the publication and had joined for other reasons. While the McCues believed this substantiated their argument, some other members believed there was a more important reason for C&D’s failure. They argued that a broadsheet attempting to cover issues/struggles across the whole white collar industry was premature – that a publication not based on a defined rank and file group (which C&D wasn’t) could only be effective when there was a possibility of building an across-industry rank and file movement from a number of existing rank and file groups. This particular argument appears to have had some influence in the debate. 

The most decisive issue became, however, a question of resources. It was argued that since C&D had not been very successful, and since SWAG had now began publication of The Battler (which was being sold to militant and polit​ically aware clerical workers), it could not afford the extra strain (especially given SWAG’s many other activities) on resources that C&D production/dis​tribution required. The old leadership, with the exception of Griffiths (who had been the driving force and editor of C&D) now swung to this view, and the decision to scrap C&D was endorsed almost unanimously. 

The dropping of Clerk and Dagger was an important debate in SWAG’s history. Firstly, the confused, intense, and drawn-out nature of the dispute was consid​erably disruptive to the group’s activities which contributed to the general demoralisation that developed in SWAG in the late autumn of 1975. And secondly, the actual dropping of C&D marked the end of SWAG’s longest consistent activity up to that date. While the frequency of C&D appearances was scaled down after the beginnings of Battler production in October 1974, it had been published consistently (most of the time on a fortnightly basis) for 2½ years: from Oct​ober 1972 until late February 1975. Many of the older members had a fond and nostalgic attachment to Clerk and Dagger. Its passing was the end of an era for SWAG.

There is an interesting sequel to the “Clerk and Dagger story’. At the time C&D was dropped, SWAG leaders (other than Bob and Ann McCue) were not convinced about criticisms of its style. In a recent (1978) IS document, analysing the organization’s early rank and file work, they now come to the conclusion that C&D
“ … was far too much orientated to “bureaucrat-bashing”, and too little to attacking the boss. This was partly a reflection of our weakness, but partly also a reflection of mistaken politics. We tended to identify the union officials as the immediate enemy, whereas 99 percent of the workers identified the employers as the main problem. 

“This error sometimes made us seem to be an amusing, but irrelevant, group of people. It also laid us open to being attacked as splitters, and even to being seen as right wing to many who had seen the NCC operate in an apparently similar fashion.”
It’s taken quite a while for the old SWAG leaders to adopt this view.

Major Problems

Soon after the March 1975 Conference, 0’Lincoln and Stone departed on a lengthy trip overseas (they were away for seven months). This was not an insignificant event. 0’Lincoln had been the dominant figure in the group ever since the latter half of 1972. Although he did not initiate many of SWAG’s important decisions (e. g. re-publication of The Battler was initiated by Nadel, the branch structure was initiated by Griffiths), 0’Lincoln provided a unifying force in the group which no other leader could match (his role in finding a compromise in the sexist language schism is a good example of this). 

And although he did not initiate many of the long-term directional decisions, he was and remains, the, group’s most articulate speaker, which meant that he was often influential in moving the group towards a particular decision. In general, proposals come from Nadel and Griffiths, and the rest of the membership would wait to hear what 0’Lincoln had to say. Also, 0’Lincoln’s grasp of basic theo​retical issues was ‘head and shoulders’ above any of the other leaders, which is reflected in his initiation of one important decision – the adoption of a position on the Russian Question. (0’Lincoln was also the main force in having the group adopt Leninist principles of organization, but it would be inaccurate to attribute him as the sole initiator of this. Nadel, for example, was arguing with the anarchists in the old MWG over the ‘role and structure of the party’, for several months before 0’Lincoln ‘arrived’ in May 1972. ) On top of this 0’Lincoln was probably the most consistent and hardest worker for SWAG. 

This is not to suggest that other members were not hard-working – most were highly activist and made personal sacrifices for the group, including all other leaders. But if something needed to be done, if a broadsheet needed to be written, or run-off on the duplicator, or distributed, you could almost bet your bottom dollar that 0’Lincoln would be there. 

And that’s not just ‘giving orders’, but doing the shitwork as well. One of his consistent activities was the production and despatch of the weekly SWAG News​letter, a newssheet on the group’s activities posted to members and contacts, plus the typing-up of minutes of PC meetings; no mean feat, given his many other activities. If O’Lincoln hadn’t produced the Newsletter and ‘PC minutes’, they would have rarely been done. 

Stone, also, was an important leader of the group, and was a chief spokeswoman on women’s issues. So, together, O’Lincoln and Stone provided an important core of the leadership and the group. Their departure was looked on with some tre​pidation by all. How well would the group function without them? To say the least it was obviously going to be more difficult. Yet most members recognised that O’Lincoln, in particular, needed a lengthy break from SWAG and political activity – without it, he may have been heading for a complete breakdown. 

In the autumn of 1975 SWAG began moving into an internal crisis, the most serious (to date) in the group’s history. The level of activity decreased, morale of the membership became low, and some members even began to talk about whether the group could survive. A few of the late 1974 recruits had dropped out, and a couple of others had gone on extended overseas trips. But the slight decrease in membership was not the problem. 

Contributory factors to the demoralisation was the several months of internal wrangling over SWAG’s white-collar activity, plus the departure of O’Lincoln and Stone. The group found itself in severe financial difficulties. The cost of its many activities, particularly Battler production, proving a great strain on resources. 

There were also hassles with the printers during this period; it was difficult to find a printer who didn’t believe The Battler was too libellous to print. This was partially solved by it being ‘acknowledged’ in the paper that Nadel was not only publisher, but ‘printer’ as well. Nonetheless, there were a number of successive issues each run-off by a different printer. Each new printer found after one issue that The Battler was ‘unsatisfactory’, or vice versa. The many difficulties with which SWAG was faced, affected production of the paper. There were seven weeks in between Battler No’s 4 (15/2/75) and 5 (5/4/75) and also seven weeks between No’s 6 (3/5/75) and 7 (21/6/75). While attempting to cope with all, and while the activity of a number of members was slacking off, the leadership was working harder than ever to hold the group together. Since the early days of SWAG, there had always been the provision that if a particular member was exhausted by overwork, or their personal circumstances precluded them from being politically active for a given time, they could apply for Leave of Absence (LOA). It was generally understood that a member would not be politically active during the period they were on LOA. Despite her political differences with the old leadership and most of the group, Anne McCue had put much effort into her activities over the past months. At the end of April she applied for LOA. She gave as her grounds for LOA that she was overworked and needed a rest, but also that she wanted to use the extra time to ‘build SFA’. 

This latter reason posed a problem. SFA had been initiated by SWAG, it was under SWAG’s leadership, and it was considered an important SWAG activity. Although the group could not actually claim to ‘own’ SFA – there were non-SWAG members involved in it – SWAG naturally wished to direct its own members’ intervention in SFA. Yet a member on LOA was not under the group’s direction – it was an essential condition of LOA that the group could not direct a member to do anything politically during the period of LOA. 

Given the political differences between Anne McCue and the SWAG majority over the role of SFA, it appeared that she wished to use LOA not so much to give herself a break from political activity (after all she was still prepared to work in SFA), but as a means to attempt to shape SFA according to her own ideas without being responsible to the SWAG majority. The Political Committee therefore decided that Anne’s reasons for LOA were unacceptable and provided the following alternatives:

“Anne Mc may take leave of absence from all political activity, including SFA, or she can build SFA as a member of SWAG and have her personal workload sympathetically reviewed.”

Anne McCue rejected the PC’s position and promptly resigned. Bob McCue resigning in protest with her. This had a decided impact on SWAG’s already sagging morale. It meant the loss of two important members (only weeks after the ‘loss’ of leaders 0’Lincoln and Stone) at a time when activity was on the wane. And while all SWAG members agreed with the PC’s position on the matter, and recognised political differences between SWAG and the McCues, many had considerable respect for Bob and Anne and saw their departure as a blow to the group. 

The significance of the dispute with the McCues was not just in terms of its immediate impact. Two important principles on the conditions of membership in the group, already operative in theory, now became firmly established. Firstly, the group considered that it had the right to direct all political activity of its members. What individual members did in their personal lives was their business, but a condition of membership was that they put their political activity at the service of the group. All members had the right to express their viewpoint within the group but once a majority decision had been made, it was expected that members would act according to such decisions. And the elected Political Committee represented in theory, and usually in practice, the majority of the group between General Meetings. 

Secondly, it was firmly established that LOA was a provision for members to have a break from political activity, not for them to ‘go elsewhere’ (i.e. without the group’s direction) for their political work. Since the McCues were outstanding figures in SFA, and since they did not continue their involvement in SFA after resigning from SWAG, their departure from SWAG almost inevitably spelled the doom of SFA. The other SWAG members in SFA proved incapable of holding this amorphous rank and file group together, although two issues of SFA appeared after the McCue’-s departure, before it finally collapsed in July. 

So by May 1975, SWAG found itself well and truly in crisis. Nominal membership was still about twenty and most arenas of activity were still continuing, but on a much reduced and less regular basis, due to a general malaise of apathy and demoralisation. 

At the beginning of the year, Griffiths had given up his job as an insurance clerk (after more than two years at it) and returned full-time to Melbourne University to complete an unfinished degree. Faced with the crisis in SWAG, he now decided to quit his university course and work full-time for the group, becoming the first permanent full-timer. The group could not, of course, afford to pay him, so he subsisted on the dole. The almost boundless energy Griffiths devoted to SWAG at this time was an important contributory factor in its survival. On an organisational level, he stepped into 0’Lincoln’s shoes. And on a political level, only Nadel and Griffiths had the capacity to hold the group together. 

Lee Ack, the only other outstanding political leader, while remaining a hard​working member, was consciously de-escalating her leadership role for personal reasons. 

Because of their credibility within the group and their capacity for giving it a positive direction, Nadel and Griffiths became, in effect, the sole source of important decision-making. Mid-1975 could aptly be described as the period of the ‘Nadel-Griffiths’ partnership. The PC and the General Meetings (held every three weeks, branches meeting on the other weeks) formally made important decisions. But in reality, as many members half-jokingly acknowledged at the time, decisions were made by Nadel and Griffiths over late night cups of coffee at Genevieve’s restaurant in Carlton. 

Griffith’s becoming full-time for the group was the first important step in contributing to SWAG’s survival. Another was soon to develop. A number of individuals on the Left in Melbourne began talking about the need for a fusion of revolutionary elements, in order to build a genuine revolutionary socialist party. The impetus for ‘this move came from a group of about ten people who, having been expelled from the orthodox Trotskyist Communist League (CL), formed the Melbourne Revolutionary Marxists (MRM). 

The leaders of the MRM were Rob Doming, who had been with Nadel in Tocsin, and Ken Mansell, ‘who had been in both Tocsin and MWG. While retaining many essentials of Trotskyist politics, MRM saw the habit of the various Trotskyist groups to ‘import’ their full programmes from overseas as the ‘bane’ of the revolutionary left in Australia. They wished to see a new revolutionary organization built from the Left’s many disparate groupings which, while opposed to the ‘radical’ nationalism of the CPA/Stalinists/ Maoists, would develop its programme on the peculiarities of the Australian working class tradition. 

Since the MRM believed that SWAG had not come under the domination of the International Socialists to the same extent that the orthodox Trotskyists had with their international affiliates, it approached SWAG with the view to holding joint ‘regroupment’ discussions. 

SWAG, believing its adoption of IS politics did not mean that it had imported a full programme from overseas, and that it was attempting to adapt these politics to Australian conditions, was likewise interested in having regroupment discussions. SWAG saw that if regroupment could be achieved, it would be a positive step towards building a revolutionary party in Australia. Added to this genuine interest in regroupment SWAG leaders probably also believed that even if nothing came of the regroupment discussions they would at least boost the demoralised SWAG by giving the group a positive sense of direction. 

Revival

Meanwhile, another development which later proved to be significant in relation to regroupment occurred in Hobart. This was the formation, at the end of May 1975, of the Socialist Labour Club (SLC), a band of about a dozen revolutionaries coming out of a couple of previously smaller socialist clubs. 

One of the significant leaders of the SLC was Rana Roy, who has sometimes been called the ‘child prodigy’ of the Australian Left. At the age of 14, already well read in revolutionary socialist politics, he joined the Hobart ALP as an ‘entrist’ revolutionary. Gaining support for his militant politics, Roy experienced a meteoric rise in credibility within the left-wing of the Tasmanian Labor Party. At the age of 16 he was president of the ALP’s Hobart branch and national Young Labor Association (YLA)’s delegate to the party’s National Conference at Surfers Paradise in January 1973. The daily media took great delight in splashing a photo of ‘young radical’ delegate Roy posing with Gough Whitlam, and a drawn-out faction fight between the Left and Right in the Tasmanian ALP (in which Roy was at the centre – the Right-wing were attempting to have him expelled) was also reported by the media from time to time. Some SWAG members had met Roy in January 1975 at the AUS Council and discovered that he was not only familiar with the politics of the overseas IS tendency, but also had many areas of agreement with them. From this time on, regular contact was maintained between Roy and SWAG. With the formation of the SLC, SWAG believed this group could be important in a future Regroupment of the Australian revolutionary Left, and Griffiths attended the founding conference of the SLC in late May. About three months later, as Regroupment discussions developed, Griffiths made another visit to Hobart. 

As regroupment prospects opened up and gave SWAG a mild boost, the group took on another activity. This was the beginnings of the blue-collar rank and file broadsheet, planned at the SWAG Conference in March. It was called Rank and File Mettle, a pun being intended on the word ‘mettle’ since it was based in the metals industry. This title was later changed to Rank and File Metal (in January 1976) after a number of SWAG members believed that the pun was a form of ‘undergraduate’ humor, not appreciated by workers. An important secondary leader of SWAG, Kevin Bain (a former Monash RevComm) had got himself a job as a metalworker and was able to provide much inside information for Rank and File Mettle, of which he was editor for most of its year-or-so existence. Bain has been one of the few members of the group to have easily adapted to working in factories and to win on-the-job credibility with workers. In 1976 he was to become shop steward (for the metalworkers’ union the AMWSU) at Repco’s East Brighton plant, a position he held until May 1978, when he left for an extended overseas trip. The first issue of Rank and File Mettle appeared in June 1975 and was published on o-roughly monthly basis for about a year. It never achieved any startling interventionist success, but it did establish a more meaningful contact between SWAG and a number of metalworker militants. It also probably assisted in Bain’s election as Repco shop steward, this being a fairly militant plant. What credibility Rank and File Mettle did achieve, was supplemented by The Battler, which carried constant articles written by Bain, on the state of the metalworkers’ wage claims and the ‘sell-outs’ by the Communist Party AMWSU officials. The Battler was sold to many metalworkers at various plants, usually from the outside, though Bain sold it on the job at Repco. Rank and File Mettle was also distributed at a number of plants, usually by SWAG student members handing it to workers as they arrived for work.

In the spring of 1975 another blue-collar rank and file broadsheet was briefly published by SWAG. A student member worked for a couple of months at the big Ford Trucks plant at Broadmeadows, and while he was there about three issues appeared of a SWAG-produced broadsheet called On the Line, aimed at car-industry militants. It was distributed, in the same manner as Rank and File Mettle, to two or three car plants in Melbourne, but does not appear to have had any influence. 

Membership of SWAG started to pick up a little about June, with the recruitment of Kahn and Morgan, both well-respected militants at Monash. The SWAG leadership now believed a further boost could be given to the membership’s morale by holding another conference. At the first SWAG Conference back in August 1973 the group adopted basic principles of Leninist organization – that is, it was to be a disciplined group (members could not publicly express a viewpoint different from the group’s majority, and members would accept direction of the group in all their political activity) and have leadership elected on a political (rather than administrative) basis. The leadership now believed that the adoption of a more detailed democratic-centralist structure, would further reduce any remaining apathy by giving the PC more authority to prod members into activity. And a consequence of more efficient organization and activity would be, it was hoped, a morale boost for the group as a whole. So the main agenda item for the one-day Conference (SWAG’s fifth and last), held in July 1975, was the presentation of a PC-endorsed document which intended a strengthening of the group. It was presented not only within the framework of being designed to boost the group’s unity, efficiency and morale, but also that its centralist aspects (allowing no institutionalised autonomy for branches, which were to be purely organizing units of the group as a whole) would be important in laying the foundations for a national organization which now appeared to be a realizable aim because of the forthcoming Regroupment discussions. 

One of the key features of the PC document was the provision that the PC had the responsibility, among others, of setting membership dues and determining the existence of branches, and that it had the right to expel members. The PC’s powers were limited to the extent that Conference or (while the group existed only in Melbourne) a General Meeting could overturn its decisions. It was argued that the PC needed the power to make such decisions about branches, dues, membership because emergency situations may arise, and that, once the group was a national organization the membership could no longer be got together to make these decisions, except at Conference. 

An alternative document, presented by member Phil Ilton, recognized the need for the leadership to have these powers in a national organization, but argued that they were an unnecessary restriction on the membership’s decision-making initiative while the group was confined to Melbourne, which could lead to a further loss of morale, rather than strengthening it. Membership dues, the formation/dissolution of branches, and situations where a member or members may need to be expelled for contravening group policy, were not of such urgency, argued Ilton, that they couldn’t wait for the next General Meeting or for the convening of a special general meeting – a relatively easy task while all the members were in Melbourne. 

Essentially, Ilton was arguing that the PC document was premature, and should therefore be adopted as the basis for a future national SWAG organization, rather than being implemented immediately. The leadership countered by inaccurately arguing that Ilton’s document was ‘federalist’, which, being contrary to democratic-centralist organization, should be rejected. (While Ilton’s document contained some unnecessary restrictions on the leadership, it was centralist in its direction – it gave no autonomy or decision-making powers to the branches.) This last argument easily swung the membership and adoption of the PC’s document was overwhelmingly carried.

The significance of this debate was not in that it was a major division in numerical terms (only one member voted with Ilton), but that it did produce a greater sense of unity and a consequent boost in morale. And while the content of the PC’s arguments provided the leadership with a greater moral authority within SWAG, the immediately discernable increase in cohesion was a result of the nature of the debate itself. Ilton’s document polarised a debate which otherwise would have been lack-lustre and less directly unifying. Ironically, the actual presentation of an alternative accelerated the morale boosting process which both the PC and Ilton had hoped would be the outcome of their respective positions. 

Shortly after the July Conference an individual joined SWAG who proved to be of some significance. This was Jeff Goldhar, who had participated in the old MWG for a couple of months, some three years before. While travelling in North America and Britain, Goldhar had come into contact with IS groups and became convinced of IS politics. Learning that former fellow-activists had forged MWG into an IS group, Goldhar joined SWAG upon his arrival back in Australia in July 1975. He not only promptly joined, but quickly became a central figure in the group. 

A qualified solicitor and experienced in financial management (he was a former Treasurer of the Victorian YLA), he took over a number of important functions in SWAG such as Treasurer, office-manager of the SWAG centre, legal advisor, and manager of the SWAG book service. 

The bookservice has never been a very elaborate enterprise in terms of sales and turnover. It began in the early days of the group, distributing and selling a few pamphlets from overseas IS groups. After the acquisition of the Block Place centre, a small bookshop was established in the office foyer. Its patrons were mostly SWAG members, with an occasional sale to friends and contacts of the group. The bookservice appears always to have been more concerned with acting as a wholesale distributor to local left-wing bookshops, such as those run by the CPA, for overseas IS publishers (Britain’s Pluto Press, the US’s Sun Press) rather than a retail outfit. 

Goldhar noticeably upgraded the service but it remained a low-key affair. Although a small profit was made on some lines, it never appears to have netted the group any money as revenue was ploughed back into increased stocks. 

In 1977 Australian IS began its own publishing ‘house’ called Redback Press, which published a few pamphlets written by local IS members and, for a time, a revived Front Line.

If the prospects of regroupment, the recruitment of a few key militants, and the July Conference, all contributed to an increase in SWAG’s morale in the winter of 1975, a couple of events occurred in August which were to give the group a real shot in the arm. These were two strikes – one by printers at the Herald and Weekly Times Ltd, the other by meatworkers employed throughout Victoria by the major slaughtering companies and supermarket chains. The print workers were fighting an attempt by the bosses to smash their union, the PKIU. The meatworkers were fighting under award payments to supermarket butchers, for a general wage increase, and for a nine-day fortnight. 

The Battler presented a good expose of the sort of manipulative tactics employers use in their efforts to crush unionism:

“The trouble arose after unions covering workers at the Age and the Herald-Sun served a log of claims on the newspaper owners. The bosses saw their chance. They offered a pay increase of 5% on condition that the Printing and Kindred Industries Union (covering tradesmen) allowed 22 leading hands at the three papers to be exempt from union membership. With the introduction of electronic computer scanning equipment, these 22 non-unionists would be able to put out the newspapers through a strike. It was a blatant attempt by the owners to smash unionism in the papers.”

SWAG members did much support work for the pickets in both strikes, particularly in the printing dispute, where practically the entire SWAG membership of twenty spent at least some time on the picket lines, many for several all-night vigils. A SWAG leaflet calling on other workers to come and support the printers’ picket was distributed in letterboxes throughout large Housing Commission areas where The Battler was regularly sold. This probably had little effect, but it demonstrated the serious effort the group was putting into attempting to mobilise support for the workers. (This letterboxing also precipitated one of the several attacks the rightwing NCC News Weekly has made on SWAG/IS.)

A few members also spent the night in vigils on the meatworkers pickets at the slaughtering works in Melbourne’s western suburbs. Griffiths in particular established a good rapport with the striking slaughtermen, which has resulted in a lasting contact between the group and a number of militants in the industry. 

Many members also struck up a good communication with the printing strikers, a number of whom liked the Battler. A shop steward at the Herald-Sun sold 40 or 50 Battlers on the job (after the two-week strike ended in defeat) and the paper’s report on the strike was well received. The Battler’s report on the meatworkers’ strike, which contained interviews by Griffiths with militants on the picket line, also established the paper’s credibility with a number of these workers.

On a number of occasions in subsequent years IS has played a much greater interventionist role than it did in these two particular disputes. The significance of these two strikes was that it was the first time that a substantial number of the group’s members were to establish a rapport with blue-collar workers, and gain  direct experience on the picket line. An these struggles brought home very clearly to members the bias of the State. If the police were neutral. , they wouldn’t have been there protecting the scabs and harassing the pickets almost to the point of outright attack. These two strikes also provided the group with its first permanent and meaningful contact with blue-collar militants outside the metal industry. The activity and experience of these struggles completely revitalised the group. 

By late August 1975, SWAG was well and truly ‘back on the tracks’. 

The Toma Dispute
It was also in late August that another internal dispute developed  which had some significance. At Latrobe, a leading RevComm was Joy Toma, an activist with considerable credibility on campus, particularly with women’s liberationists. Toma had joined the group in the spring of 1974, during the recruitment ‘rush’ in the wake of the Monash Occupation. Just prior to this, her father had died and she had taken over the management of the family’s business (a small retail liquor store and travel agency) which employed members of the family plus a handful of other workers as well. The family’s income depended on the business and Toma was the only one in the family in a position to manage it. 

While many SWAG members knew of Toma’s business interests, only one or two knew of her managerial role, and the group did not bother to adopt a position on having an employer as a member. In 1975 Toma continued managing the and business, pursuing her studies while engaged in considerable SWAG activities at Latrobe, but she was finding it increasingly difficult to maintain these many commitments. In August she withdrew her enrolment at Latrobe without notifying SWAG that she was doing so, and she remained out of contact with the group for a week or two afterwards. 

Hearing indirectly of Toma’s action, the PC became concerned about the future of SWAG’s Latrobe activity, which had depended to a considerable extent on Toma’s participation (there were only two other SWAG members on campus). While it was recognised that Toma had the right to leave Latrobe if she wished to, SWAG leaders hoped she would be able to advise them of the viability or otherwise of continuing Latrobe activity with only two members. The PC was also concerned about Toma’s plans for future activity with the group – her lack of contact with the group for two weeks or more, and the apparent heavy commitment of managing the family business suggested that she may not have wished to, or was not able to, a meaningful level of pa/itical activity. With these ideas in mind, the PC contacted Toma and requested she attend a PC meeting to discuss Latrobe and her future activity, which she did although a couple of weeks later than she had indicated. 

Confronted now by the fact that Toma was becoming a full-time business manager, some members began for the first time to give serious consideration to the political implications of her role as an employer. While it was probably unlikely in such a small business, what would happen if the workers employed by Toma were to be involved in a strike ometime? Presumably, in such a situation, Toma would be torn between conflicting loyalties – her understandable committment to her family on the one hand, and her committment to socialist politics (support for the strikers) on the other. 

Members concerned about this aspect of Toma’s position had hoped she may be able to give an undertaking to the group that she would eventually ease – herself out of the management of the business by traing someone else to take it over. 

So, before Toma finally attended a PC meeting, informal discussion among some members had taken the issue of her future political activity much further than Toma realised. Furthermore, her irresponsibility in not notifying the group of her intention to leave Latrobe (which made planning future activity there more difficult), and in not attending one or two PC meetings despite her agreeing to do so, probably left some members less sympathetic to the delicate issue of her conflict of interest than they would otherwise have been. 

The PC had originally intended only to discuss the future of Latrobe activity and Toma’s own immediate political activity, but the prior informal discussions meant that when Toma finally attended a PC meeting the specific issue of her conflict of interest was raised. The presence at the PC meeting of a couple of rank and file SWAG members,who were more concerned with this issue than the PC itself was, contributed to this. Toma was not aware that the delicate issue of her business interests would be raised and she became particularly distraught, believing (wrongly but understandably in the circumstances) that members were questioning her committment to socialist politics. After an awkward and inconclusive discussion she left the meeting, accompanied by a close companion and supporter, Geoff Munro, also a Latrobe SWAG member. 

Recognising that the manner in which Toma’s business interests had been raised was unfair to her, the PC decided to apologise. Because they believed that a direct approach would not be well recieved by Toma, the PC decided to convey the apology indirectly. (A member was to tell Munro who would, it was hoped, tell Toma. ) However, Toma, because of the manner in which the question of her business interests was raised, and because she believed the PC’s failure to communicate directly to her their apology meant that they did not care about her being a member (when actually they did care), resigned a few days later, Munro resigning in protest with her.

One immediate effect of this dispute was the discontinuation of SWAG’s Latrobe activity – with only one remaining member on that campus, it was de​cided that continued organised intervention there was not worthwhile. Be​cause the group had re-established its confidence and positive direction, this particular dispute did not, as the “McCue dispute’ of some four months earlier had done, deal SWAG a damaging blow, although both Toma and Munro had been well-respected members and all were sorry to see them go. But, like the ‘McCue dispute’, it did establish a couple of important procedures. Firstly, the condition of membership that members put their political activity at the group’s disposal, had always implied that members should notify the group of any changes in their work/vocation which would affect SWAG’s political acti​vity. While it was up to individual members to choose where they worked or studied, the ‘Toma dispute’ established firmly that the group had a right to know as soon as possible of any changes. And secondly, the dispute introduced a new provision in the procedure of PC meetings. There had been a substantial number of rank and file SWAG members (about 5 or 6) present at the controver​sial PC meeting (most of whom were unaware, prior to their attendance, that Toma’s activities were to be discussed) and it was now believed that the pre​sence of all these ‘onlookers’ (a couple of whom explicitly contributed to Toma’s distress) had created an atmosphere unfair to Toma (as though she were ‘on trial’). So it was resolved, with the group’s approval, that henceforth the PC would exclude rank and file members from any discussions it had with a particular member about that member’s activity. This was later extended to the right of the PC to exclude rank and file members from its meetings, where it considered it had too much to discuss to allow rank and file participation. 

And there is, perhaps, another ‘legacy’ of the ‘Toma dispute’. To this day, IS has not adopted a position on its attitude to having an employer within its ranks. This leaves it open to the possible repetition of a similar conflict. However, it may have learnt sufficiently from the ‘Toma experience’ to adopt an immediate position, if and when another employer applies to join – as it should have done at the time Toma applied to join. 

Regroupment Discussions

In September 1975, regroupment discussions were well underway, after some preliminary discussions between the leaders of SWAG and MRM. In Melbourne, two other groups were involved in these discussions. Firstly, there was a group of about six former Monash students who, for two or three years, had been assis​ting with the publication of the official bulletin (called The Link) of the Dandenong-Frankston branch of the metalworkers’ union (AMWU). This group was known, after the name of the bulletin, as ‘Link’. And in Melbourne’s northern suburbs, a similar group, calling themselves ‘Northern Link” had begun similar work with the AMWU in their area. This group comprised about 10 or 15 students and militant workers, including a few members of the Carlton branch and ‘left tendency’ of the CPA. A number of joint meetings of the four groups, attended by 30 to 40 people, were held in the August-October period of 1975. 

From the outset, however, there appeared to be a strong division between SWAG on the one side, and the other three groups on the other. The MRM/Link/ Northern Link combination had strong reservations about what they saw as the ‘imported IS programme’ of SWAG, and the latter was not about to immediately give up its IS politics, which it saw as a guide for action rather than a de​tailed programme. Perhaps because of its paranoia over SWAG ‘importations’, the MRM-led grouping wanted a detailed ‘worked-out’ programme as the basis for fusion. SWAG, on the other hand, argued that the working out of such a de​tailed plan as the MRM-group wanted, would take a very long time and would, therefore, detract from meaningful activity in the class struggle. 

Much better, said SWAG, that the groups fuse on the basis of a few key points in a plan for immediate action – such  as the building of rank and file groups in particular areas – and leave the finer points of theoretical detail to be worked out in the process of struggle. The issue of building rank and file groups also became one of division and confusion. While the MRM grouping believed in theory in the building of specific rank and file groups within particular unions, they placed greater emphasis on the building of shop committees, which represent all workers on the shop floor. And while SWAG agreed with promoting the existence of shop committees (by linking work​ers from various unions, they assist in breaking down divisive craft conscious​ness) it placed emphasis on the building of rank and file groups because, not directly representing all workers in the plant, such groups can intervene in​dependently in times of struggle, rather than being hamstrung by union bureau​cracies or conservative workers, as shop committees often are.

These divisions between the MRM grouping and SWAG soon made it clear to SWAG that there could be no realistic fusion in which SWAG could take part. About half-way through the series of discussions, SWAG decided that fusion was not possible, but decided to continue in the discussions for the time being in case it could recruit a few of the rank and file of the other groups directly to SWAG. But even in this, SWAG was not successful, and it withdrew from the Melbourne regroupment discussions sometime in October. 

Yet the discussions with MRM/Link/Northern-Link were not, from SWAG’s point of view, a failure. SWAG members generally found the debates a boost in con​fidence for their own politics. Rank and file members of SWAG believed they were ‘beating’ (from their own point of view) the leadership of the other groups in discussion. This gave them a new-found confidence and a confirma​tion of SWAG’s politics – particularly the Rank and File strategy. And if discussions had resulted in nothing concrete in Melbourne (even after SWAG pulled out, the other three groups did not fuse – instead they all folded soon afterwards) prospects for regroupment were not yet over. The spotlight now turned to Hobart.

In September 1975, the Socialist Labour Club split into two smaller groups – one being sympathetic to the orthodox-Trotskyist SWL, the other group, led by Rana Roy, being formed on the basis of IS politics. This latter group called itself the Workers’ League (WL) and had about 6 members, including a couple of workers, the rest being students. The building of a pro-IS faction in the SLC was largely the work of Roy who had, by mid-1975, moved firmly into the IS ‘camp’, not so much because of his contact with SWAG, but because of his knowledge of the theory and practices of ISGB. Nonetheless, the build​ing of this pro-IS faction was helped along by the ‘implanting’ of a former ISGB/SWAG member in the SLC who (unbeknown to Roy and the SLC) was acting un​der SWAG direction. Prior to the split, the SLC published a journal called Labour Voice and had influence in a couple of factories in Hobart. One of these was the engineering plant Johns Phoenix, where an SLC member working at the factory was victimised (sacked) in the wake of a strike in which all the workers had taken part. The plant held a slopwork in protest, demanding rein​statement of this victimised worker, but the campaign folded when conservative shop stewards successfully argued for a return to work, and the victimised SLC member decided he didn’t want to return to the plant. The SLC also had a couple of members working at the Universal Textiles factory in Hobart and, following the split, these two joined the pro-IS Workers’ League.

The WL sold The Battler in the metals and textiles industries, on campus at the University of Tasmania where the group had considerable influence, and on the Hobart wharves, where a good rapport was established with a number of militant wharfies. Two student members of the WL were also able to get jobs at Universal Textiles, and with a core of four WL members, a rank and file group was established at the plant, involving six workers altogether. This rank and file group published a few issues of a broadsheet called Textile Worker which had considerable influence at the factory.

With the formation of an IS group in Hobart which was selling The Battler, the prospects of SWAG becoming part of a ‘national’ IS-type organization became very real. And despite SWAG’s withdrawal from the regroupment discussions in Melbourne, both SWAG and the WL were still genuinely interested in attempt​ing to ‘regroup’ with other left-wing groupings not immediately in their own periphery. For some time, SWAG had been in contact with a group of about half a dozen activists in Canberra. This group was led by David Lockwood later to become a leading member of IS, and consisted mostly of students at the ANU. Although Lockwood had contributed the occasional article to The Battler, and his group sold a few copies of the paper, they had not adopted IS politics at this stage, and were not part of a defined SWAG/WL orbit. In late September, SWAG wrote to Lockwood requesting that his group attend a regroupment conference with SWAG and the WL, and a conference was duly organised by the three groups, scheduled for early December.

It was also in September 1975 that SWAG acquired another office. The many activities held or organised, from the city SWAG Centre – meetings of various sorts, organising of SWAG contingents to city demonstrations. Battler distri​bution, the bookshop – had all interfered considerably with the production and layout of The Battler, done in the same premises. It was decided the group could now stretch its financial, resources enough to maintain an office to be used solely for Battler production, and one was duly acquired in Richmond, which was both larger and more expensive to rent than the one in the city. So the group now had two offices, a situation which was to continue until mid-1977. 

When 0’Lincoln and Stone arrived back from overseas at the end of September 1975, they returned to a considerably changed SWAG. While the group had gone through a severe crisis during their absence, by now it was much stronger and had a greater sense of purpose than- when they had left back in March. Formal membership was still about the same in number (about 20), but the group had now achieved its first serious work with blue-collar workers (the printers’ and meatworkers’ strikes), activity was on the increase, and there was a general air of confidence amongst the members. The Battler had gone to its first 12-page edition in September, it had broadened it’s contact and sales with blue-collar workers, and was now operating from its own office. And there was the very real prospect that SWAG was soon to become part of a national organization – something which had seemed like a distant dream six months before. There was also the new blue-collar activities of Rank and File Mettle and On the Line, while SFA and the Latrobe Rev Comms had collapsed. And the absence of 0’Lincoln, in particular had contributed to a development which was to have a lasting effect. While Griffiths and Nadel had always been leaders of the group, the mid-year crisis had tested and developed their leadership capa​cities. They were now, more than before, 0’Lincoln’s ‘equals’. Neither 0’Lincoln nor any other individual has since dominated the group to such an ex​tent as 0’Lincoln did prior to March 1975. 

Constitutional Crisis

When Malcolm Fraser blocked supply to the Whitlam government on 15 October 1975, and ushered in the ‘Constitutional Crisis’, all sections of the Austral​ian community were agog with speculation as to what was going to happen, and the Left was certainly no exception. And amid the speculation, many sections of the working class began to take direct action in protest against Eraser’s bid for power. Twenty-four hour stoppages by wharfies throughout the country, strikes in more than 30 metal shops in Melbourne, stop works by 7,000 building and factory workers in Adelaide, brewery and railway workers in Perth, PMG linesmen in Newcastle, tug crews in both Melbourne and Newcastle – all in pro-text against the blocking of supply, quite an impressive list. And there were mass protest rallies in all cities, the one in Melbourne reaching as many as 20,000. Some sections of the conservative press began saying that it may be impossible for Fraser to govern with ‘any measure of cooperation from the un​ions’. So the SWAG leadership thought that, in the face of this militant ac​tion by sections of the working class, the ruling class and consequently Fraser were in retreat. Above a picture of the Melbourne mass rally and a list of the various stoppages. The Battler declared:

“THIS IS HOW WE STOPPED FRASER”

Which proved to be a very embarrassing headline. Three days later, Kerr sacked Whitlam!

However, wiping the egg from their faces, the SWAG leadership quickly com​posed itself and acted in a remarkably rapid and positive fashion, given their somewhat amazing ‘faux pas’. After a number of SWAG members had attended the spontaneous demonstrations in the city and at the Liberal Party headquarters on the afternoon Whitlam was sacked, a general meeting of all members was rapidly convened that evening. And the SWAG leaders came forward with a positive plan of action. Fortunately, not many copies of the embarrassing Battler had, as yet, been sold. It would be withdrawn, and a new edition printed, hopefully in time for the general 4 hour stoppage and mass protest rally to be held in Melbourne three days later. By working overnight that same evening, Nadel and the leader​ship produced another Battler ready to be sent off to the printer the next day. Layout of The Battler normally took a week or more. The remarkable feat of pro​ducing a new edition overnight, was done by cleverly re-arranging pages of the previous edition, so that the offending material relating to ‘Fraser’s defeat’ (about 4 pages) was eliminated with only a minimum of re-layout and re-writing needing to be done. The front page of the second edition of Battler no. 12, ready as planned for the general stoppage and mass rally, certainly had a dif​ferent look about it:

“Whitlam had the votes, the Constitution and public support. Fraser had the bosses and the Governor-General … he won. So much for democracy in Parliament. Defend yourself with democracy on the job. STRIKE TO STOP FRASER.”

And this was the central demand which SWAG and the WL agitated for in the ensu​ing election campaign: a national general strike until Whitlam was reinstated. At first this appeared to be a realisable demand; many militant workshops and left-wing unionists were clamouring for it, and the working class was highly mobilised with mass demonstrations numbering 50,000 and more. The move for a general strike was eventually diffused by conservative labor leaders arguing that mass industrial action would destroy Labor’s chances in the elections. It was a commonly held view within SWAG at the time, that a general strike would improve Labor’s chances in the elections – such massive, united and aggressive action by the working class would intimidate swinging voters to vote Labor. With the diffusion of the general strike movement, this view was not put to the test. The elections, however, were not the main issue for socialists. The very tenuous and practically meaningless ‘democracy’ of Parliament had been graphically exposed by Kerr’s action. As The Battler said, ‘defend yourself with democracy on the job. ‘ There was a fundamental socialist principle being invoked here. Socialism can only be constructed, and workers’ interests can only be meaningfully defended under capitalism, by the initiative and direct, participatory democracy of the working class itself. Mass industrial action and rallies are a central aspect of real workers’ democracy. Eraser’s sinister removal of a government supported by working class votes, and his anti-union proposals such as the Industrial Relations Bureau (IRB), were a direct attack on workers. Now is not the time, said The Battler, to ‘keep calm’. Rather it was the time to be ‘ANGRY, MILITANT, AND UNITED’ and to ‘FIGHT BACK’:

“We face a grave threat. Fraser wants to attack union rights. He wants to undermine our ability to strike. He wants to protect scabs, and he wants a special police force (IRB) to do it. The last thing we can af-^ora/ +00(0 !s exercise ‘restraint’ and turn the other cheek. We did that be​fore and the Liberals and their Governor General tried to kick our faces in!

“We have to organise action to defend ourselves. We cannot rely on any​one to do it for us. The Labor Party certainly can’t; the rules are stacked against it. 

“We need a general strike to smash Fraser. If the ACTU won’t organise it, we’ll have to build it from the rank and file ourselves. “
And more important than the role of ‘swinging voters’ was the possibility of the ruling class itself being intimidated. The industrial action prior to Whitlam’s dismissal may not have been sufficient to stop the bosses and their representatives, but an indefinite general strike would have the potential to win reinstatement of the Labor government prior to the elections:

“ … we have to make the bosses realise that the cost of a Liberal victory will be too high. We need an all-out industrial campaign to shut this country down until Fraser goes.”

And so The Battler, in an attempt to be an organiser of struggle, urged ‘every rank and file unionist’ to raise the demand for a general strike in their work​places, in their unions, and at the mass rallies.

After the movement for a general strike had been diffused and defeated. The Battler, urging a vote for Labor, had an incisive point to make with regard to the elections:

“If Fraser is elected, it will mean that the Senate got away with block​ing supply and Kerr got away with sacking an elected government. It will mean that no matter how many times we elect the Government of our choice, we can no longer rely on it taking office. If that happens, we |« may still have elections where we write numbers on a piece of paper, but they will have no more meaning than the elections in countries like Spain and Russia, where the results are known before the election.”

The main result of Fraser being elected would be an outright attack on the working class through anti-union laws and increased unemployment. And the im​plication of a Fraser victory would be the sweeping away of the one tenuous ves​tige of democracy in the country. 

The period of mass working class demonstrations during the 1975 election cam​paign was one of intense activity for all the Leftj, and SWAG was certainly no exception. Rally after rally was attended with members waving banners and pla​cards demanding a general strike. The Battler solid like ‘wildfire’. At the rally of 50,000 people in Melbourne on 14 November, over 600 copies were sold and more than $100 collected in donations. This didn’t mean sudden mass support for SWAG. All left-wing groups experienced similar phenomenal upswings in their popularity. What it did reflect was the anger and confusion of Labor supporters – they’d buy almost anything ‘left-looking’ and they wouldn’t give you 10 cents for a copy, they’d throw you a dollar, or two dollars, or more. Hundreds of SWAG-produced badges with the main SWAG slogan ‘STRIKE FRASER OUT’ were also sold. The group probably did not influence anybody to go on strike, but it did attempt to organise, through it’s working class contacts, on-the-job meetings with this view in mind. At a large slaughtering works, meat-workers were addressed in their canteen by Griffiths, Stone and Roy (recently arrived in Melbourne to attend the coming Regroupment conference). Many took a lively interest in The Battler and several donations were collected. Another development during this period of hyper-activity was the dissolution of SWAG’s three branches. As a focus for organising, recruitment, and general ‘com-rades-come-rally’, weekly general meetings were held in the SWAG Centre to which much effort was put into mobilising the attendance of the group’s peri​phery, about 30 to 40 people generally turning up. A number of individuals joined SWAG during this period. 

The zenith of SWAG’s campaign, in terms of intervention, occurred at the big 50,000-strong rally in Melbourne on November 14. After listening to a couple of hours of long-winded speeches from Labor leaders and ‘radicals’ like the CPA’s John Halfpenny about the Kerr Coup being a blow at democracy (which every​body knew), the angry crowd was told by these ‘militant leaders’ to disperse and go home. But an angry crowd wants action. What was needed in a situation like this, was for an organised group to provide leadership – proposals for action through which the crowd’s anger could be focussed and expressed. The Labor and CPA ‘leaders’, scared of rank and file initiative, left a vacuum of leader​ship; rather than going home, most of the crowd milled around in the Treasury Gardens not knowing what to do next. Only two groups attempted to provide the necessary leadership. Firstly, the Maoists urged the crowd, as they did at every single demonstration (no matter what the issue) to march on the US con​sulate. This proved singularly inappropriate, hardly any of the crowd moving to follow the Maoists. 

SWAG leaders, in rapid consultation with each other, came up with the answer. Griffiths got a megaphone and urged the crowd to march on the Stock Exchange. Griffiths was now in his ‘element’. It was he, two years before, who had, far and above anybody else, stirred insurance clerks into action in the equal pay campaign, resulting in the first strike in their union’s history. Now, the nature of the proposal to march on the Stock Exchange, coupled with Griffiths’ agitational skill, was all that was needed. Suddenly the little band of ‘SWAG-gies’ found themselves at the head of an angry crowd of 15,000 people, surging down Collins Street towards the Stock Exchange. The police must have been alerted very quickly. A hundred or more of them were waiting. The crowd did not make its objective – the Stock Exchange’s Trading Floor. But that march provided a very useful function and made the appropriate and essential politi​cal point. It provided a focus for the crowd’s anger – that focus being the very symbol and bastion of capitalism: the Stock Exchange. 

It was obvious from the response of those on the march, that they believed the capitalist ruling class were the cause of the crisis. But latent beliefs become meaningful and imprinted in people’s consciousness when they are trans​lated into action – people learn through the process of struggle. Many mil​itants would have gone away from that confrontation at the Stock Exchange with a clearer view of where to focus their agitation in the future. It’s worth noting that IS has been successful in mobilising further demonstrations at Stock Exchanges. After Fraser brought down his vicious anti-working-class budget in August 1978, IS led a crowd of 2000 to the Stock Exchange in Mel​bourne, and a crowd of 1000 to the Stock Exchange in Sydney. 

It would be wrong to suggest that the CIA was not involved in the Kerr Coup (the import of the Maoist proposal to march on the US Consulate) – they may well have been. But the CIA are only agents of a system – an interlocking network of capital embracing both the multinationals and the Australian bosses. The demand to march on the Stock Exchange not only made the crucial political point of confronting the main enemy, but also proved to be the issue on which the crowd could be mobilised. 

It would be inaccurate to suggest that SWAG had mass influence in the 1975 election campaign. Few of those people on the stock exchange march would have known who SWAG was, or, indeed, that they were being led by a small group of socialists. The significance of the march was twofold. It revealed the group’s capacity to intervene effectively and provide leadership in mass-militant situa​tions. And it has been, to date, one of the most successful – though momentary – acts of intervention by the group in its history. 

Foundation of the International Socialists

Amid all the commotion of the election campaign, the Regroupment Conference went ahead as scheduled. On 6 December 1975, a collection of about 40 social​ists and radicals gathered in a meeting room in Melbourne University’s Union building. They included 5 WL members from Hobart, 4 or 5 people from Canberra, and the remainder were from Melbourne, most of whom were SWAG members but not all. 

Discussion throughout the day was related mainly to what was considered as the immediate strategy for a new ‘regrouped’ organization: the building, on the basis of militant socialist politics, of rank and file groups in workplaces and unions and from this a cross-industry rank and file movement which, eventually and hopefully, would lead to the formation of a revolutionary socialist party. Essentially, this was SWAG’s Rank and File strategy, with some valuable contri​butions coming from Roy and the WL. Not surprisingly, there was general con​sensus for the strategy. Reservations were, however, expressed by the Canber​ra group, which appeared to fall into three main categories. Firstly, although Lockwood and his comrades recognised the need for socialists to orient to the working class, they were apprehensive that the proposed strategy might result in students approaching workers in a heavy-handed manner and ‘telling them what to do. ‘ Secondly, the Canberra people were concerned about the SWAG/WL commitment to the need for independent progressive movements fighting sexual/racial oppres​sion (Women’s Liberation, Black Liberation, Gay Liberation). And lastly, they appeared to have doubts about the suitability to Australian conditions of the ‘imported’ IS programme of SWAG and the WL. Despite assurances to the con​trary from SWAG speakers, the Canberra group retained their reservations. To​wards the close of the session, documents from SWAG/WL, relating primarily to the Rank and File strategy, were adopted by the conference as the basis for a new organization, there being a number of abstentions and possibly one or two votes against. 

A paper was then passed around for those to sign who wished to join the new organization. This paper was signed by 32 people, including all SWAG members present (about 23 or 24) Roy and 3 other WL members, and a number of individu​als from Melbourne who had not previously been members of SWAG. Those declin​ing to join were all the Canberra group, one WL member (who agreed with the proposals but was going overseas soon after and therefore didn’t think it worth​while) plus a few of the non-SWAG people from Melbourne. The 32 signatories were now technically members of a new organization and, by implication, SWAG and the WL no longer existed. Any SWAG/WL members not present were not given automatic membership – they would need to apply if they wished to join. Mem​bers only of the new (and as yet unnamed) organization were invited to the second day of the conference. 

The following day the new organization convened in the SWAG Centre. Early in the session, identification of the group as part of the IS tendency was acknowledged. There now came the question of a name for the new organization. This proved to be a rather interesting debate. The former SWAG leadership were divided three ways. 0’Lincoln and Stone proposed the name ‘Workers’ Ac​tion’, Griffiths proposed ‘Socialist Workers’ Movement’ and Nadel came up with a very long-winded title which read something like ‘Workers League for Democ​racy and Socialism’. Indeed, it could be said that the SWAG leaders were di​vided four ways, since secondary-leader Kahn proposed the name should be either ‘Militant Socialists’ or ‘Socialist Militants’. Rank and file SWAG mem​ber Peter E. proposed ‘International Socialists’ and this was strongly supported by WL leader Roy. 

Since the group was identifying with the IS tendency, this last name would have appeared the most logical to adopt. So why then were the old SWAG leadership opposed to it? 0’Lincoln and Stone argued the emphasis in the name should be on the word ‘action’, to help differentiate it from other little socialist groups around which tended to be sectarian ‘talking shops’. Since the new name should also be short, ‘action’ would be too difficult to include with ‘International Socialists’. Griffiths argued the emphasis should be on ‘move​ment’ since this would make it sound less like a small sect. After all, the group was trying to build a movement, irrespective of whether or not it re​cruited directly to its own organization (assuming, of course, it would be at​tempting direct recruitment as much as possible). Of the old SWAG leaders, Nadel had the most explicit rationale for his proposal. He admitted his pro​posal was ridiculously long and therefore somewhat silly sounding. But there was method in his madness. Since the name was so long, argued Nadel, people would tend to ignore it, and the group would become known, after its paper, as ‘The Battler group’. (It was generally assumed that the new organization would take over The Battler, retaining its name.) Since The Battler was to be the main vehicle through which the organization was attempting to build itself, this would be a most desirable outcome. In other words, said Nadel, he wanted the group to choose a ‘non-name’ – a mere formality, designed to emphasize the paper rather than the organization. Nonetheless, in the exhaustive ballot that followed, Nadel’s proposal was quickly eliminated (only Nadel voting for it), soon to be followed by Griffiths’ proposal (‘Socialist Workers’ Movement’ – about 5 votes) and Kahn’s (‘Militant Socialists’ – about 8 or 10 votes). Although the 0’Lincoln-Stone proposal of ‘Workers’ Action’ polled strongly, ‘International Socialists’ won by a substantial majority. So two years after SWAG had become effectively an IS group, the International Socialists were ‘born’ in Australia, in name as well as organization.

The remainder of the founding IS Conference was devoted largely to a more detailed perspective for the coming year. This involved 3 key proposals. Firstly, it was planned that The Battler should begin fortnightly publication in early 1976, the tentative target being sometime in the autumn. Secondly, the group planned to build a national organization. Technically, there were already branches in two states. But Hobart was never formally declared as a branch, since it was anticipated that the four ex-WL members, now IS members, would be moving to Melbourne early in the new year. Three of them were stu​dents who, by choice, wished to continue their studies in Melbourne rather than Hobart. And the fourth Hobart member also wished to move to Melbourne for personal reasons. Political considerations, and perhaps encouragement from the former SWAG leadership, may have influenced this decision to move to Melbourne. The building of a Hobart branch was generally considered to be low priority – establishing a branch in Sydney was much more important. And since SWAG had never been able to recruit directly its few Sydney contacts, it was decided that the new IS would have to ‘colonise’ that city – that is, the organization would call for a few volunteers to move to Sydney and form the nucleus of a branch there. The plan was that about half a dozen members would hopefully go to Sydney about February or March. In this context, the anticipated move of Hobart members to Melbourne was seen to be desirable, at least in one respect: although it might mean no Hobart branch, this move would help fill the ‘gaps’ left by those going to Sydney. Of course, it was hoped that before the Hobart members moved to Melbourne, they might be able to leave behind them an embryonic branch, either by directly recruiting a couple of former WL contacts, or by at least organising amongst these contacts a Battler distribution network.

The third immediate plan adopted at the Conference, was a policy which be​came known as ‘industrialisation’. The central idea was to build IS influence in industry by encouraging ex-student members to get jobs in blue-collar areas. And the metals/engineering industry was to be a priority in this pol​icy. If former students did decide to get blue-collar jobs (and the decision was theirs – the policy was one of strong encouragement, not compulsion), they would be further encouraged to get jobs in the metals industry, parti​cularly those covered by the AMFSU. There were a number of reasons for choos​ing the AMFSU. It was one of the 2 or 3 blue-collar unions in which the group had a meaningful contact with a number of worker-militants. It was not only Australia’s largest union, but also one of the most militant and political. Improvements won in the metal-workers’ award often flowed on to other indus​tries. The annual metalworkers’ claim was, therefore, one of the most impor​tant regular working class struggles. And last, but not least, it was the un​ion in which the CPA had its strongest influence. If IS was to build a revol​utionary movement in Australia, it would need to win militant workers away from the CPA. It was considered that this would be a long and arduous task –most IS members, including the leadership, were acutely aware of their inex​perience (in comparison with the CPA) in industrial matters. But it was hoped that, by establishing a small but well-organised presence in the CPA’s bastion experience in industrial agitation would be further developed, and the basis laid for the future struggle. And a priority industry was also considered de​sirable from the point of view of the group’s meagre resources – attempting concerted work in a number of industries would spread resources too thinly, and consequently be less effectual than concentrating in one industry.

This policy of the metals-industry/AMPSU being a priority area of work for IS was not meant to exclude other activities. It was envisaged that the group would continue to work in other areas where opportunities arose – such as other industries where valuable contacts were made (eg meatworkers),campuses, the women’s movement, teachers, the currently developing movement against the Indonesian invasion of East Timor. 

What ‘priority’ for the metals industry did mean, was that generally the group’s resources would be put at the disposal of work in that area, in precedence to work in other areas. And it meant that if ex-students were to get blue-collar jobs, they should try initially to get them in the metal industry. It was hoped that if their work situation was sufficiently militant or condu​cive to agitation, these ex-students would attempt to build rank and file groups in their workplaces and link them with a broader rank and file grouping within the AMFSU. With this view in mind, the credibility of Rank and File Mettle would hopefully be enhanced by changing its title to Rank and File Metal, and also by now having it professionally printed, rather than being run off on a duplicator. 

Another immediate plan, already set in motion by SWAG and endorsed by the Conference, was to organise a speaking tour in Australia by a leading member of ISGB. The speaker chosen by arrangement with ISGB, was Nigel Harris, who was not only well known in leftwing circles but had a world wide reputation in academia. Harris is a noted authority on the problems and politics of underdevelopment, particularly in Asian countries. His many books and arti​cles on China and India, although written from a revolutionary viewpoint, are scholarly works which have received wide acclaim. For this reason, it was relatively easy for Australian IS to organise a number of official guest lectures by Harris at various universities, where he was paid a fee by the campus administration. The proposed Harris tour was seen by IS in conjunction with building a national organization. With Harris speaking in a number of cities where the group had contacts, it was hoped some people would be suffi​ciently impressed by him to join IS, and therefore form the nucleus of new branches. While expectations were not too grandiose, it was believed that Harris speaking in Sydney would be particularly useful in launching the new branch there. For this reason, it was planned that some members should move to Sydney prior to, and in preparation for, Harris’ arrival there about late March or early April. 

The main discussions at the founding IS Conference were devoted to these perspectives and plans for immediate strategy. Where more basic political po​sitions were not adopted, it was endorsed by Conference that former basic doc​uments of SWAG would become IS policy until the new organization chose, if it wished, to change them in the future. The only other important decision made at Conference was the adoption of a structure for the new organization. With modifications, designed to more specifically cope with a national organization, the structural/conditions-of-membership document adopted by SWAG the previous July was now endorsed by IS. The former SWAG Political Committee was replaced by a National Executive (NE) and a larger National Committee (NC) would be comprised of representatives from the various branches. Conference would be the Supreme decision-making body and would meet on an approximate annual basis. Until the organization was considerably larger, conference would not be a del​egated body – all members could attend with equal voting and speaking rights. In between Conferences, the supreme decision-making body would be the NC, meet​ing at roughly 8 weekly intervals. In between NC meetings, the supreme body would be the NE, which was responsible for the day-to-day running of the organization, and expected to meet on a weekly basis. Thus the NE was responsi​ble to the NC, and the NC was responsible to Conference. The NC and the NE would make decisions within the guidelines of Conference policy. 

An interesting ‘twist’ was proposed, and adopted, for representation on the NC. Griffiths, in a motion endorsed by the former SWAG PC, proposed that in the immediate future, all branches should be guaranteed representation on the NC. It was admitted that this was not in accord with strict Leninist/democra​tic-centralist principles. In the latter, individuals should be elected to a ‘secondary-leadership’ body such as the NC, on the basis of their political abilities, irrespective of which branch they came from. (Which, in theory, means all branches are not necessarily represented.) It was argued that while the group was going through the ‘teething’ problems of establishing a national organization, communication between the branches and the NE would be particu​larly important, and therefore all branches should be represented on the NC (NE members were automatically members of the NC). There was general agreement with this proposal, and it was envisaged that sometime in the future, when branches were well established, the NC would be elected on a more definite po​litical basis. The proposal was not completely federalist. Although the bran​ches were to be guaranteed representation on the NC, they would have no power of direction over ‘their’ representatives. Nonetheless, there was a twist of irony here. Five months earlier, Griffiths had vehemently attacked Ilton’s proposed organisational document for being ‘federalist’ when it wasn’t, only now to be proposing a structure which, by his own admission, had federal​ist elements in it. Such are the vicissitudes of revolutionary leadership.

A National Committee was not, however, elected at the founding IS Confer​ence – as it would be at future conferences. At this stage it was unclear as to exactly where IS would have branches in the immediate future. While the four Hobart comrades were moving to Melbourne in the new year, it was pos​sible that an embryonic branch would be established there. While it was al​most certain that a branch would be established in Sydney, it was possible that the Harris tour would precipitate the formation of small branches elsewhere. So it was decided that the NE would call for NC elections, conducted on a branch basis just this once, sometime in the autumn when it was clearer where branches would be for the immediate future. The first National Executive was, however, elected at this conference. It consisted of Nadel, Roy, Griffiths and 0’Lincoln. If Roy wasn’t the youngest member of the group, he was certainly close to it, being 19 years old at the time. The ages of the other NE members were: Nadel 29, 0’Lincoln 28, and Griffiths about 24. (There were at least three mem​bers of the group at the time who were older than Nadel – one being about 40.) Most of the others were in their mid or early 20’s,) Partly as a recognition of Roy’s political abilities, but also as an attempt to give the ex-WL members the impression that a genuine fusion had taken place, the former SWAG leaders recom​mended that Roy be appointed as National Organiser. In theory, this meant Roy was the chief executive ‘officer’; Nadel was re-affirmed as Battler editor. Both the editor and the National Organiser were responsible to the NE.

The quasi-manipulative ‘diplomacy’ of the former SWAG leaders in nominating Roy for National Organiser raises an interesting aspect of the Conference and the formation of the new organization, The Conference had been labelled and or​ganised as a ‘Regroupment’ on the left. ‘Regroupment’ was intended to mean a fu​sion of organisations, rather than SWAG merely recruiting a few people and chang​ing its name. Yet the outcome of the Conference was much closer to the latter. The only people from another organization who joined the ‘new’ IS were the four ex-WL members (one of whom was a SWAG ‘implant’). And although the WL had been structurally independent of SWAG, its IS politics and its close collaboration with SWAG in the latter months of 1975 (eg. selling The Battler) meant that it was already, in some respects, an extension of SWAG. This does not mean, how​ever, that it wasn’t a genuine regroupment conference. The MRM-Link grouping had been invited to the conference, though they chose not to attend. (If they had attended, they would have been accorded equal speaking and voting rights.) And the presence of the Canberra group who did not, at this time, identify themselves as an IS group, meant there were ‘tendencies’ independent of one another repre​sented. There is, therefore, a distinction between the regroupment ‘nature’ of the Conference and of the new organization. Because the Canberra group chose not to join, a genuine Regroupment Conference resulted in an ‘un-regrouped’ organization. 

There is, however, a sequel to the Regroupment question. In September 1976, Lockwood and three of his comrades joined IS as a group, which was the beginning of the Canberra branch. So if could be said, perhaps, that regroupment was ef​fected in the long term. 

Retrospect

When the curtain lowered on the Socialist Workers’ Action Group in December 1975, it was four years since the old MWG had first met in December 1971. Gauged in numerical terms, there was no spectacular growth of the group. Ten people at​tended the first MWG meeting, thirty-two joined at the founding IS Conference. And that latter figure is probably no greater than the MWG at its peak in the autumn of 1972. Neither is the proportional growth of around 300% impressive when commenting on such small figures. Indeed, the very existence of SWAG ap​pears unimpressive when one considers, that it never had more than about thirty members. 

Nonetheless, there was a qualitative development in the four years of MWG/ SWAG history, which gave this tiny group considerable prospects for the future. When the MWG first gathered together in those early months of 1972, it was a mot​ley group of students and ex-students, with a sprinkling of workers – none of whom had a very clear idea of what they were ‘on about’. All wanted socialism, but what was that? And how does such a tiny group go about winning it? With the exception of Nadel, few had much experience as activists. The one common view in the early MWG was that all recognised the centrality of the working class in building socialism. And most were probably international​ists but not necessarily all. The lack of detailed theory coupled with the group’s lack of experience meant that it had a long way to go. It is not an easy task for a tiny group of idealistically motivated but somewhat naive stu​dents to win credibility with workers. Many qualitative changes needed to oc​cur if the group was to become a serious leader of a potential revolutionary movement. 

There were a number of turning points which were significant. The departure of the anarchists and the racist-sexists gave the group greater cohesion, while the intervention and leadership of the Red Inc faction added to a further ‘hardening up’ process. One of the most distinctive qualities of the group from about mid-1972 has been its highly activist orientation. Few members knew how to mobilise people, but the majority of the group always had the determination to go out and try. Most of the early work was very clumsy, and appeared to have little or no effect. Broadsheet after broadsheet would be produced with no concrete results. But there was a cumulative effect of these activities – constant interaction with militants in the areas in which the group was working, restricted at first to students and teachers/white-collar workers, gradually provided valuable agitational experience. The beginnings of Clerk and Dagger in late 1972 marked the first concerted and, as it turned out, sustained effort to mobilise people outside the student/teacher intellectual milieu. This effort led to the later attempts to form rank and file groups in white-collar industry, of which the Militant Insurance Clerks was the most significant. MIC’s mobili​sation of the equal pay campaign in late 1973 was not only one of the most sig​nificant acts of intervention by SWAG, but was also to provide valuable first​hand experience on the manipulative techniques employed by trade union officials, and how to mobilise workers in spite of them. This did not mean SWAG could sud​denly repeat this elsewhere, but it did contribute to the group’s development. The gradual adoption of IS politics was also an important qualitative change: it provided a firm guideline for action while leaving enough flexibility to adapt to particular situations. IS politics also brought a greater sense of unity and purpose, and helped to lessen the feeling of isolation – ‘big brother’ comrades in the US, and particularly in Britain, were leading the way. 

The Monash occupation of September 1974 was another of SWAG’s important acts of intervention, but its significance was not so much in the occupation itself (as with the insurance equal pay campaign, very little was achieved in terms of the concrete demands). Rather, because SWAG presented the demands for educational reform within a left wing, class oriented perspective, the kind of students that it recruited from this campaign tended to be ones who were then prepared to go out and attempt serious agitational work with militant workers. The beginnings of The Battler was also another qualitative leap. Clumsy at first, with little inside information and a strong ‘student flavour’, the paper gradually built a credibility with a number of militant workers. SWAG members gained experience through interaction with militants, and The Battler became the most important vehicle in the process. The printers1 and meatworkers’ strikes of August-September 1975 were an important breakthrough in this develop​ment. And The Battler as a vehicle for interaction with militant workers, pro​vided meaningful links with like-minded radicals in other areas. Despite the common politics of SWAG and the WL, and SWAG’s intervention in the latter, it is doubtful that this Hobart group would have been ‘recruited’ without the paper; The Battler provided the same function for them as it did for SWAG members. In​deed the paper became the principal medium for building a national organization. Lockwood’s Canberra group were able to use it in the same way as SWAG and the WL, and this is almost certainly the main reason that they finally decided to join IS. 

The development of any group is not, of course, all ‘beer and skittles’. Sustained periods of hyper-activity, usually coupled with no tangible results, caused much friction, tension, and almost constant mini-crises within the group. Although undesirable in its initial impact, the major internal crisis of mid-1975 tested and steeled the leadership’s and the group’s ability to cope with crises in the future. And it gave an impetus to the development of the democratic-centralist structure which has provided the organization with the nec​essary discipline to intervene as a cohesive, and sometimes effective, unit in various struggles. 

Any group of people, no matter what its purpose, size, composition or turno​ver of membership, will undergo qualitative changes over a period of four years and such changes do not necessarily mean it has greater prospects for the fu​ture (in terms of its purpose). The experience of being a member of the group in the early days would have had some noticeable differences from the experi​ence of being a member in the latter half of 1975. Of course, the MWG began as a discussion group, so there was initially no organising of activity by the group as a whole. But even after the group began collective activity, debates in the early days of SWAG tended to be over abstract and/or theoretical issues. From late 1975 the debates tended to be related to immediate activity. In the early days, meetings invariably started late, and were often long tortuous affairs, not infrequently going into the early hours of the morning. This was a reflec​tion of the essentially student milieu from which the group came: students live a less structured existence than the community at large, and have a propensity for long-winded debate over abstract issues and the finer points of philosophi​cal detail. By late 1975, meetings were beginning to become more ordered, a process which became accelerated in the subsequent IS years. These differences in the conduct of meetings meant a difference in the impact of the group on the personal lives of members: by late 1975 (with the notable exception of the constitutional-crisis/election period) it was generally less hectic. Again, this difference became more noticeable in subsequent years. Yet these internal developments such as the conduct of meetings, cannot be measured solely in their effect on members’ personal lives. They were a reflection of the greater seriousness of the group, partly a result of a conscious effort to make the group more ‘habitable’ for workers, who are used to ordered and practically or​iented discussion. 

The few successes SWAG had in mobilising people – the insurance equal pay campaign, the Monash occupation, the Stock Exchange march – are quite impres​sive given its small size. They were a product of the determined hard work of the membership, the agitational skill of the leadership, plus the activist and working-class orientation of IS-type politics. (Of course, no intervention, irrespective of the skill with which it is conducted, has a measure of success unless conditions are ‘ripe’ for such intervention – this was particularly true of the Stock Exchange march) The most distinctive aspect of tiny SWAG’s existence is not, however, it’s few momentary successes. 

Big oaks from little acorns grow. Only nine people attended the founding conference of the Russian Social Democratic Party (later, the Bolsheviks) and that party went on to lead one of the world’s great revolutions. Australian IS may never lead a revolution. But if the objective conditions become ‘ripe’, if the capitalist system goes into severe crisis – and present indications are that it will – the experience IS will have gained through its constant inter​action of its politics with working class militants, will certainly give it the ‘potential to lead a socialist revolution in Australia. And the basis for that potential was laid in the formative SWAG years.

EPILOGUE 1984

We have no space to offer even a brief history of the International Socialists since 1976. However the following sketch may be useful. The perspectives adopted at the founding conference of the I.S. were based on the assumption of rapidly deepening social crisis and considerable prospects for building the I.S. into a larger organization. In the event, we overestima​ted both. As a consequence, we soon found that our attempts to maintain a fortnightly paper were foundering since we lacked a large enough membership base to sustain it. Our “industrialisation” program soon collapsed, because we were not strong enough to carry it through. The group subsequently arrived at the view that industrialisation – sending students into factories – is not the best way to build working class influence anyway. The paper returned to monthly publication. 
The Sydney branch was a modest but enduring success. And within two years we had gained branches in Canberra and Brisbane, without having to “colonise” those cities. The Brisbane branch played an important role in the civil lib​erties struggles which took place in that city from late 1977. Branches were also established in Wollongong and Adelaide by I.S. members who moved there, but neither has survived.
Attempts to build “rank and file” groups in unions continued for quite a few years, and enjoyed some success especially in the public service. However, with the major downturn in the class struggle which set in from about 1982, the I.S. abandoned this approach. This decision was part of a major turn away from agitation and towards propaganda, which we believed suited the new cir​cumstances. 
After two more attempts at running a fortnightly paper we have settled down to a three-weekly schedule. 
I.S. membership was a bit over 70 at the end of 1977, and rose to about 100 by 1980. At that time the Brisbane branch experienced a major internal crisis and split, costing us about 15 members. However the numbers have since bounced back and are presently a bit over 100.
Of the personalities mentioned in Phil’s history. Mark Matcott, Tess Lee Ack, Phil Griffiths, Janey Stone, Tom 0’Lincoln, Mick Armstrong, Jeff Goldhar, Alee Kahn and David Lockwood are still active members of the I.S. Rana Roy, Dave Nadel and Phil himself resigned in the latter half of the seventies.
Tom O’ Lincoln, July 1984

EPILOGUE 2003

As with Tom O’Lincoln’s comments in the 1984 edition, there is far too much ground to cover to address the history of IS politics in Australia in detail.

In 1985 the I.S. suffered a split, a group called Socialist Action leaving the organisation, led by Tom O’Lincoln. Despite this, the I.S. grew slowly in the late 1980’s, and after a fusion with Socialist Action was renamed the International Socialist Organisation (ISO). After very effective interventions in the student movement and during the campaign against the Gulf War in 1990-91, the ISO reached a peak membership of about 350, which included the some very talented student activists.

Between 1993 and 1995 the organisation became severely disoriented, with different sections of the leadership developing substantially different assessments of the changed period after 1990. In 1995, after a decline, the group suffered a further tragic split, this time with leading Melbourne comrades being expelled. The expelled comrades and their supporters formed Socialist Alternative. In the years since, the ISO roughly held its ground, and Socialist Alternative grew marginally until a renewed wave of struggle amongst young people that developed after the Seattle demonstration of November 1999 provided new opportunities. In the changed political climate after Seattle, the ISO, despite limited initial growth in Sydney and Brisbane, went into major crisis and has markedly declined, while SA grew substantially and developed a national organisation. The two groups are now of similar size, at around 170 each. Both groups remain committed to the politics of the IS tradition.
Of the IS members still active in 1984, Jeff Goldhar has died, Alec Kahn and Janey Stone both became inactive in the early 1990s, while Tom O’Lincoln resigned from the ISO in December 2002. Phil Griffiths remains politically active, but is on the margins of the ISO. Mick Armstrong and Tess Lee Ack are members of Socialist Alternative, as were David Lockwood (who resigned) and Mark Mattcott (who became inactive) in the late 1990s.

Marc Newman, January 2003
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