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Preface

This thesis is an historical portrait of the radical 

student community at the University of Queensland during the 

years 1966 to 1972. In many ways it tries to encapsulate their 

statement - that is, what they were trying to say and how 

they went about saying it. It is not intended to be another 

definitive empirical piece on the nature and origins of 

student revolt, although it certainly does not ignore the 

findings of those scholars who have worked extensively in 

this area. I wanted to write the story of the Queensland 

New Left because I felt the time had come when another 

generation of historians started to record the saga of that 

remarkable generation of- the 1960s and 70s. It is now 20 

years since Australian troops were committed to Vietnam, 

and over ten years since the Nimbin Festival. As a scholar 

from a subsequent generation, I am optimistic that my 

impressions and analyses can contribute to the overall 

story of the New Left.

In my investigation I received extensive help and encour

agement from the following people - Mac Hamilton, Chris Rootes, 

Mark D. Hayes, Ralph Summy, Dick Shearman, David Franken,

Bruce Dickson, Dan O'Neill, Mitch Thompson, Brian Laver and 

my supervisor, Don Dignan. The staff of the Fryer Library were 

particularly helpful, as were the librarians at The Courier 

Mail and the London School of Economics. Finally, I am 

grateful to my mother, Grace Garlick, for the time and energy 

she put into typing this manuscript.



Introduction

'Liberty is telling people what they do not 
want to hear' - George Orwell

Of the radical student movements which made up the 

Australian New Left from 1966 to 1972,two stand out - the Monash 

Labor Club and the radical student community at the 

University of Queensland. This thesis is a historical portrait 

of the theory, practice and significance of the latter one.

The new student left at the University of Queensland 

(St.Lucia) was distinguishable for several reasons. Firstly, 

it grew out of the anti-Vietnam war, anti-conscription and 

civil liberties movements almost simultaneously because of 

the very nature and scope of political protest available to 

the students at the time. Secondly, the movement at St. Lucia 

incorporated radical staff members as well as students. This cooperat

ion culminated in a programme for staff-student control of the 

university (embodied in the publication Up The Right Channels). 

Thirdly, the foundation of protest was essentially moral in 

nature. (In this respect it is interesting to note that a high 

proportion of those involved in Brisbane had a Catholic background.)

As political philosopher Hannah Arendt said of the New Left:

"As I see it, for the first time in a very 
long while a spontaneous political movement 
arose which did not simply carry on propaganda, 
but acted ... almost exclusively from moral 
motives."-^

Fourthly, the movement made conscious attempts to create a



meaningful community of activists through a comprehensive 

cultural revolt and the transformation of basic social values.

In this sense it was truly 'new leftist' in the following 

ideological terms:

"The Old Left saw the capture of the State 
apparatus as the prime aim of the revolution, 
however the new left has contended that there has 
to be a transvaluation of values before a 
successful revolution can take place.

This was clearly different from the southern campuses which on

the whole were ideologically Trotskyist (Sydney) or Maoist

(Melbourne) in nature.

Fifthly, in specific theoretical terms, the new student left 

in Queensland attempted to create a political consciousness 

designed to empower people to act in order to recapture liberty, 

democracy & Equality in the face of, as they saw it, encroaching 

totalitarianism. The source of this tyranny was the ethos and 

apparatus of the advanced industrial societies where "technological 

progress is leading in so many instances straight into disaster."

The symptoms of impending apocalypse and an uncertain future 

were the distortion of human needs by an authoritarian economic 

and political system, and a repressive culture.

Thus the radical student movement at the University of 

Queensland was, as this thesis will attempt to show, a community 

of well-organised activists seeking to transform people's lives 

and values against what they believed was an immoral and repressive 

establishment which said one thing and did another.



Chapter 1, on the nature and origins of student revolt, is 

a summary of some of the more relevant findings of sociologists 

of the New Left. In this context one cannot fail to mention the 

enormous amount of work which Chris Rootes, of the University of 

Kent, has done in this area, beginning with his honours thesis 

in 1969 which surveyed the sociological anatomy of the Queensland 

new left. This chapter attempts to grapple with the fact that one 

of the distinguishing characteristics of both the Australian and 

Queensland new lefts was the high proportion of students within 

the movement. This leads on to an examination of the nature and 

causes of student rebellion which concludes that, at least in 

Australia, the revolt was a cultural one which asserted a new set 

of values over and against the prevailing ones of the affluent 

post-industrial society.. It had to do with moral issues of an 

extraordinary calibre. The subsequent growth of a movement was 

an attempt to encounter these issues with the support of a 

community of activists and a number of critical thinkers - 

demographic factors such as the increase in the number of tertiary 

students (and especially in the non-professional faculties) 

served to enhance the growth of the community, but did not 

implicitly provide its very substance.

Chapter 2 traces the political and ideological origins of the 

Australian New Left and outlines the significant developments 

leading up to the Federal election of 1966. It tries to draw 

out the uniqueness of the new left and put it in the context of 

the traditional, or 'old', left in Australia. Within this



framework, it concludes with the following remark distinguishing 

the radicalism of the 1960s from the previous high tide of 

dissent in the 1930s:

"They (the middle class leftists of the 
60s) have been forced to take a stand against 
(society) not because they have suffered a trauma 
at the apparent collapse of capitalist society 
(which was so in the 30s), but because of the 
trauma of seeing an immoral, unjust and hypocritical 
society flourishing, regardless of humanity and 
seemingly impervious to the dictates of reason."^

Chapters 3 and 4 are the hypothetical epicentres of the* 

thesis, answering the basic questions of inquiry about the theory 

and practice of the Queensland new student left from 1966 to 1972, 

outlined above. As well as the themes mentioned earlier, these 

chapters also point to deeper psychological and philosophical 

facets of this generation. George Wald’s words seem fairly 

appropriate to the new left at St. Lucia:

"what we are up
against is a generation that is by no means sure 
that it has a future." 4

Moreover, Hannah Arendt sums up the ethos of the international

and Queensland new lefts with the following statement:

"A social common denominator of the movement 
seems out of the question, but it is true that 
psychologically this generation seems everywhere 
characterized by sheer courage, an astounding 
will to action, and by a no less astounding 
confidence in the possibility of change."-^

This courage in the face of the apocalypse was, in real 

terms, a response of young people facing futile death in Vietnam - 

the urgency to act and an ideological obsession with totalitar

ianism and its antedotes (direct democracy, cultural trans

formation) were products of these fears, as well as the moral



outrage arising out of perceived injustice. And in this sense, 

because of the impressionistic methodology of the thesis, this 

work is an attempt to contribute to, among other areas of 

inquiry, the collective psychohistory of the new left.

Chapter 5 is exactly this - several 'case studies' of some 

of the prominent figures in the Queensland movement. All of those 

interviewed - Ralph Summy, Dick Shearman, David Franken, Bruce 

Dickson, Dan O'Neill, Mitch Thompson and Brian Laver - still 

have, as far as is noticeable, the radical impulse which drove 

them fifteen, or so, years ago. The fact that this chapter 

excludes any of the prominent female activists of the new left 

and feminist movements is tragically reflective of the inability 

of the male new left to come to terms with the resurgent 

consciousness amongst women. Cases of sexism and patriarchy 

among the new left were evident, but also a high degree of 

respect for the fundamentally radical questions about human 

existence which the feminist movement raised. In some ways, the 

1970s and the new issues of concern which accompanied it (racism, 

feminism, ecology) signified for the new left that although its 

life cycle was temporarily cut short (for metamorphosis perhaps) 

the revolution was obviously not complete. Bewilderment and 

introspection followed - and this is part of the subject of the 

conclusion which attempts to clarify the overall significance and 

implications of the Queensland new student left from the perspective 

of 1984. The role of the student left in the overall alliance
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of 'progressive' forces is also examined with the point noted 

that during the civil liberties campaign of 1977-9 in 

Queensland it was the students who were the first to 

respond. The new student left from 1966 to 1972 helped 

re-draw the boundaries of protest and contributed significantly 

to the embryionic revolutionary tradition in Australia.



Chapter 1

A General Discussion of the Nature

and Origins of Student Dissent



A General Discussion of the Nature and

Origins of Student Dissent

Sociologist Ronald K. Browne identifies the unifying 

factor of the student protest in the university as the 

search for community. As he states:

"The university has
lost this - the 'community of scholars' image is 
no longer realistic - and students are seeking a 
new community where each student has some sort of 
effective and personally satisfying membership."^

In Australia, continues Browne, such a feeling of common 

identity among students was missing because the nature of 

the student body was heavily inclined towards the vocational 

in outlook. This was typified by the high amount of 

financial encouragement for students to maintain their 

vocational orientation. (A UNESCO survey in 1963 showed that 

Australia had the second highest proportion of bonded students 

among the advanced western countries.) Feelings of common 

identity were also inhibited by the fact that about 75 per cent 

of students lived with their parents - in other words, there 

was little undergraduate migration to a university in a 

different city such as in the United States of America. The 

very high proportion of part-time enrolments in Australia (about 

AO per cent in the early 1970s) also restricted students' 

participation in extra-curricular activities and increased 

the likelihood of vocational considerations as being their 

principle motivation. Consequently, the predominantly
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vocational orientation of students limited the sense of 

alienation to a small minority.

Anderson argued in 1968 that Australian universities 

had two of the three prerequisites for student dissent - 

that is, they had leaders and causes but lacked a sense of 

'we - feeling', of community. Thus, there is good reason to 

believe the new student left at the University of Queensland 

was one of the most effective radical student movements, in

Australia because it did strive for, and partly achieved, a
- Jsense of community.

A prominent area of analysis among sociological investigat

ions of student dissent has been the relationship between 

students' activism and their faculty. Sol Encel found that 

the social sciences, contrary to popular belief, did not 

predominate among leaders of student radicalism. For example, 

Albert Langer of Monash studied maths, Mike Jones (Sydney) and 

Brian Laver (Queensland) both studied history. Anderson and 

Western tried to show that student attitudes differed between 

faculties but not due to the socialising influence of the 

faculty itself. Rather, it had more to do, they claimed, with 

the students' attitudes at the time they entered their chosen 

faculty (that is, they matched their image of the professions 

with their own self-concept). Neither did they find evidence 

supporting the hypothesis that students of sociology and 

political science were more inclined to be actively involved
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in protest because of the nature of their studies. If such

students were more radically inclined, they argued, it was due

to their attitudes formed from school experiences and their
Sreasons for choosing such courses.

A feature of the new student left was the students' demand 

that their education become a two-way process in which they' had 

a say with regard to what they learned and how they learned it.

It was a reaction to the traditional paternalism of universities. 

Why did such a reaction occur? As Browne states

"students today
(1974) see themselves as 'worker students' rather 
than as 'pupil students', and like workers in 
industry and the professions, they want to participate 
in decision making."6

Bettelheim argues a similar line - that students' lack of 

social status manifested itself in a call for participatory 

democracy.

Browne concluded his study with a good insight into the 

so-called "generation gap":

"the intense, multi-dimensional 
cultural explosion that our 'permissive' technocratic 
society is witnessing means that each new generation 
travels through a different mental universe en route 
to adulthood - and the gap between its cultural 
shell and that of its predecessors is constantly 
widening," "7

Browne argues that student dissent in Australia was more 

issue-oriented than ideological but that these issues were not 

big enough to polarise Australia to the same extent that issues 

had in America. Anderson concurs; arguing that one needs the 

presence of social conflict to sustain student revolt:
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"Australia’s present stability is a factor 
militating against the growth of widespread 
alienation upon which specific student dissent 
is built." t

One should be careful, however, not to nullify the conflict, 

alienation, polarisation and student dissent that was such a 

significant part of so many Australian lives.

Another area of analysis for sociologists of student 

radicalism is the relationship between the relative growth of 

tertiary education and the level of student activity. Rowan 

Cahill , a student activist himself, took up this question at 

a time when it was uncertain whether the radical student 

movement would decline or expand.

Cahill began his analysis by noting the positive correlation 

(he inferred causation) between the increase in total enrolments 

at Australian universities between 1945 and 1948 and the increase 

in student activity during this period (for example, the increased 

influence of NUAUS, the development of left political clubs, 

student concern over issues of foreign policy). The fifties 

signalled the decline of post-war student energy because of the 

Cold War and the fact that the generation of the 1950s had no 

experience of war and therefore no longer shared the concerns 

of the post-war generation.^

"The sixties saw the revitalisation of student life" - 

due to the slackening off of Cold War hysteria, the influence 

of such overseas events as CND, civil rights and the growth of 

the international new left, the Vietnam war and the commitment 

of Australian troops and conscripts to it, and developments
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relating to all university students. These included the fact 

that the university was a more flexible environment which was 

open to the mobilisation of students who were disposed to act 

politically.

Furthermore "in the sixties the universities increasingly 
became the repositories of youth between the ages of 
17 and 22. In 1969, 8.3 per cent of the Australian
youth population in this age bracket was enrolled in 
the universities. Thus a large proportion of those 
most affected by something like the National Service 
Act were located in institutions which, by their 
nature, facilitated political activity."10

Cahill also noted the disproportionate tendency among 

educated young people

"'to support idealistic movements which 
take the ideologies of the adult world more seriously 
than does the adult world itself.

This was part of the broader more striking feature of the sixties, 

that

"inequality in a society that proclaims equality motivated 
students in support of campaigns around Aboriginal 
land rights, education, working conditions, and 
social services."

The student activists of the 1960s were also alienated by the 

university as institutions and the changes which occurred within 

them after the war - namely, a student population explosion that 

was unaccompanied by increases in staff or changes in teaching 

attitudes. In short, "faculties were too inadequate to cater for 

the new demands." The manifestation of this inadequacy was a more 

bureaucratic and self-contained university administration 

dependent upon State, Commonwealth and private funding. Here 

Cahill makes the following interesting point:



"However whilst the business and government 
interests favoured the professions and faculties 
providing graduates for industry (see, for instance, 
the 1969 Australian Universities Commission g rant 
to Sydney University), students themselves during 
the sixties wanted to study in the non-science 
faculties. In 1967, 62.4 per cent of new enrolments
in Australian universities were in such faculties 
(for example, Arts, Economics etc). The effect of this 
was twofold; first there was an over-production of 
graduates for which the capitalist system had no use; 
second, there was a great proportion of students being 
trained to analyse and criticise the assumption and 
values of modern society as they studied history, 
economics, political sciences, philosophy, psychology."

In view of this, and the above findings of Anderson and Western 

on student attitudes across faculties, it would seem that there 

needs to be further study into the secondary educational back

ground of this generation and their attitudes on arrival at 

university. When this happens one can properly look at the claims 

of people like Zbigniew Brzezinski who argued that student protest 

was

"a manifestation of latter-day iLudditism>, in which social 
science students threatened with redundancy smash 
computers with the same helpless rage as artisans 
displayed against the machinery of the early 
industrial revolution." ^

Similarly, one will then be more attuned to the relative validity 

of dramatically different interpretations, such as Charles Reich 

who saw

"in student protest the birth of a new consciousness, 
pushing up like a flower through the concrete 
pavement of the Corporate State." ̂

So left us return to our central questions and see what.

conclusions do seem feasible.

Why was there protest in the Western democracies in the 1960s 

and early 1970s? What conditions and inadequacies gave rise to 

these protests? Peter Wertheim, a lecturer in the Philosophy



Department at the University of Queensland and a supporter of 

the New Left, (he spent a couple of days in Boggo Road jail 

with Dan O'Neill in November 1967 following his arrest at the 

September 8 civil liberties march), outlined several answers 

to this question.

Firstly, he argued, people, and especially young people, 

were dissatisfied with the minimal degree of participation 

they had in the decision-making processes of society. Many 

young people wanted to be part of the major decisions which 

directly affected their lives but were frustrated by an 

unresponsive, unsympathetic and often paternalistic 

representative system.^

As the Education Vice-President of the National Union of 

AUS said in 1969,

"Substantially increasing numbers of students 
are questioning society, its institutions, and their 
role of half-children, half-adults. Faced with a 
society which rejects student attempts at change, 
they sit-in or demonstrate and they look closely at 
the institution in which they are involved. The 
tertiary institution is closer and is seen to be 
more malleable than the wider society."

Secondly, Wertheim made the point that Western democracy was

"perfectly compatible with gross inequalities of various kinds,"

and was, furthermore, content to co-exist with such injustices.

In this respect, Western democracies were also "compatible with

a gross disordering of priorities." It turned a blind eye to the
idcontrasts between public squalor and private affluence.

Western democracies tended, too, to measure the individual 

in terms of how much wealth and possessions they had accumulated.



As Wertheim stated:

"one becomes an individual (and a success) 
by owning and controlling things and persons." ̂

Thus, while the democracies espoused their own virtues they

disfigured human beings, worthwhile values and human needs -

the younger generation was not going to tolerate this, even if

the older generation was.

This situation was aggravated by the unfairness of the channels 

of communication in the Western democracies. The mass media was 

controlled by powerful and wealthy individuals such that they 

had the power to determine what views the mass audience would 

receive and which minority views, if any, would have access to the 

community. As Wertheim wrote:

"'A Prime Minister can address the 
whole nation, if necessary at an hour's notice. A press 
tycoon can bring his own article on the front pages of 
his own newspapers and have it read by millions. For 
ordinary people the only way of 'answering back' was 
to walk about with a placard and hope the press or TV 
cameras would take a picture.'"20

Finally, Wertheim argued, democracy was quite compatible with 

the support of unjust foreign policies which, in terms of 

perpetrating war and social injustice,were barely distinguishable 

from those foreign policies formulated in dictatorships.

Why did university students play a leading role in these protests 

in the 1960s and 70s? In answering this question one cannot over

look the enormous increase in the number of students going on to 

tertiary education at this time. It resulted in millions of highly 

educated students with access to information that enabled them to 

penetrate the half-truths which society expressed or the justific

ation for its unjust actions. The demographic swelling of the



campuses, in short, did nothing to hinder the growth of a 

significant student radical movement.

Another factor enhancing the growth of radical student 

politics was the fact that advances in communication had 

enabled the students to identify with students in other 

countries, their common problems and those students’ responses, 

successes and failures. For example:

"It is useless for a
Vice-Chancellor in, say, the University of 
Queensland to argue that a particular thing 
can't be done if the students know that this 
very thing was demanded by students in three 
universities overseas and was conceded in two 
of them."

Students found, also, that the unresponsiveness, authorit

arianism and paternalism which were characteristic of society 

in general were duplicated at the university level. This was 

one of the conditions which facilitated the turning of the 

student left from the broader society into the university.

In summing up, as Chris Rootes, argued, "student movements
z&are overwhelmingly movements of moral protest". This moral 

impulse was facilitated by the students' "freedom from 

direct practical obligation" and their degree of careerism or 

vocational outlook.

As Rootes concludes:

"The student movements of the 1960s 
were a product of an exceptional conjunction of 
circumstances: the demographic factor of the 
post-war baby-boom,...the expansion of the 
universities and the burgeoning of the social 
sciences, the sustained economic boom, (and) 
the novelty of the mass media's instant coverage 
of foreign wars and of the domestic reaction to 
them."
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Having placed the student revolt in some sort of 
sociological context, one should now turn to the intriguing 

context of socialism in Australia and how the student 

radicals came to make up the so-called *New Left'.



Chapter 2

The Emergence of 

the Australian

New Left



The Emergence of the New Left 
in Australia

The year 1956 was a significant one in the 

history of socialism in Australia. In that year 

there was the beginnings of a small resurgence in 

both 'new' socialist ideas and movements after 

nearly a decade of decline. While the role of 

students was not very large at this stage, the ideas 

and ideals of this phase are significant when tracing 

the intellectual and social origins of the new left.

The major ideological characteristic of this 

emerging leftward current (mainly a movement of 

discussion groups and magazines) was a modified 

Marxist philosophy. The themes which particularly 

appealed to intellectuals of that time were a 

rejection of dogmatism, party line politics, and an 

affirmation of the ideas of humanism, political 

liberty, producers' self-management, and decentral

ization. There was also a growing concern with the 

'alienation' of the individual. Such themes endured 

into the next decade and were, on the whole, accepted 

within the ideological milieu of the Queensland New 

Left. As Alan Barcan stated, these ideas were essentially 

a "rediscovery of concepts fostered in nineteenth 

century socialist movements existing in liberal- 

democratic regimes."^-
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Significantly, too, the intellectual 'new left' of the 

late 1950s was suspicious of 'monolithic' vanguard political 

parties. This idea also reappears in the context of the 

movement at the University of Queensland.

This was largely a reaction to the disruption of the

Soviet monolith which was occurring at this time. The

revolt of intellectuals in the Communist Party was, in one

respect, a partial reaffirmation of the idea of political

liberty. No discussion on the rise of libertarian socialism

in the late 60s could fail to mention the responses by

socialists to the insights of Stalinism (expressed by

Khrushchev at the twentieth party congress) or the suppression

of the Hungarian Revolution in November 1956. The crisis in

the Communist Party at this time was worsened by the

reluctance of the party leadership to admit error over the

USSR and its subsequent attempts to discourage discussion.

This, and the expulsion-resignation of dissenters, broke the

consensus within the left and planted the seeds of a
2thorough going libertarianism.

The demographic consequence of this was a decrease of 25% in 

Communist Party membership in the years 1956 to 1958 and, 

of note, the increase in the average age of party members.

The implication of the crisis for young socialist-oriented 

people was typified by the loss to the Communist Party of 

Ian Turner and Stephen Murray-Smith after the execution 

of NagytMaleter and company. Turner and Murray-Smith had 

been prominent student leaders after World War Two and, in



some ways, it augured badly for the Communist party as 

manifest by its inability to exploit the student upheaval 

in the 1960s. They had lost their chance to take up the 

voices of dissent by their unwillingness to listen to 

similar tones within their own party.

J.Wi Burton identified a major cause of the upheaval

in the socialist environment in the 1958 Chifley Memorial

Lecture when he stated that as the economic demands of

workers became less urgent (with the rise in the standard

of living in the 1950s), the non-economic objectives of

Labor (for example, freedom, social equality, social justice)

became more important. However, the initial development of the

new democratic leftist ideology was slow because of its very

distrust of theory. But as Alan Barcan prophesized in 1961:

"... the 'new left' is significant in its 
potential, influencing as it does most of 
the Australian socialist intellectuals.
Important initiatives are likely to come 
from it in the future."^

Indeed, Barcan anticipated many other strands in the 

emerging 'new left' which would in time prove to be 

significant. For instance, he traced the rise of a clearly 

Catholic New Left in the context of the Prospect magazine - 

such a tradition was very prominent in the new student left 

(Newman Society) and intellectual spectrum (O'Neill,

Wertheim) of Queensland. As Barcan mentioned:

"The
redefinition of socialism in terms of 
workers' control, decentralisation, and
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the withering away of the state has made it
possible for many sincere Catholics to
endorse socialism as a valid social
objective, which was not easy for them to
do when socialism was regarded merely as
total nationalisation and total state control." ^

Barcan also foretold the essential moralistic nature of 

the new left by outlining (in 1960) how the crisis of 

contemporary capitalism was not so much an economic crisis 

as a crisis of standards and values. He also fused the 

traditional revolutionary potential of the working class 

with the incipient socialist revival amongst middle class 

intellectuals.

"But the working class must be seen as 
including also the new white-collar class.
In Australia the new left has certain advantages. 
The gap between intellectuals and the working 
class is less than elsewhere. This may help to 
make the new left less of a middle-class 
movement."^

Thus, the aims of the early new left, some of which 

originated in the mid nineteenth century, formed the 

ideological backdrop to the ideas and ideals of the new 

student left. Such aims included a restoration of the 

traditional links between the socialist movement and 

political liberty, a re-emphasis on the idea of the 

withering away of the state, a concentration on workers' 

control and producers' self-management (as opposed to 

nationalisation), and a conscious respect for the quality 

of existence rather than simply quantitative issues. Such 

themes, particularly the idea of workers' control and direct 

democracy which the students really took up (both in the 

university and the work place) were seen by Barcan to be
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prerequisites of democratic socialism.

In September of 1962, Jim Jupp, a member of the 

editorial board of the new left journal Dissent (which also 

included, incidentally, Peter Wertheim) concluded an article 

tracing the evolution of the new left with the following 

profound statement:

"The main dilemma of the Left is one 
which is common to all intellectual radical 
movements. It is whether to stand as humble 
suppliants in the waiting rooms of power, or 
whether to chalk rude words on the walls outside."

To me, this sums up the environment which ushered in the 

new student left of the mid 60s. The students recognized this 

dilemma and chose vehemently to leave the 'waiting rooms of 

power' in search of an expression of their own spontaneous 

and morally outraged 'power'. They reacted to the stiff 

approach of the 'bureaucratic left' - they were not prepared 

to go through a process which in many ways resembled the process 

they were fighting against. Consequently, the students spoke 

of the 'authoritarian left' and the utter impoverishment - 

psychologically and socially - of the old left's style of 

politics. Therefore, the years prior to the outbreak of the 

student upheaval were devoted to establishing a 'pattern and 

machinery of dissent' against both the capitalist establish

ment and the establishment inside the socialist movement 

itself. Many radical intellectuals, however, pondered at the 

time to ask the question: "how much, how deeply, to criticise 

a cause (the Left) under formidable attack already?"^ In many 

ways this question was never really resolved for many people

+<4
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as witnessed by the subsequent split in the anti-Vietnam 

movement between the Popular Front leftists (against the 

greater 'common enemy') and the student revolutionaries, 

who were more precise and extensive in what and whom they 

opposed. This tension was basically one of identifying 

the 'greater' and 'lesser' evils and was essentially a 

question of tactics: Should a group pursue the lowest common 

level of agreement (to ensure maximum number of people) or 

the highest (to ensure maximum commitment and stronger demands)? 

In most cases, at least in Queensland, the student revolution

aries chose the second cause, usually, though, after attempts 

to work with the traditional left had failed.

The disillusionment with parliamentary politics and the 

orthodox channels of power was heightened for many radicals 

in the 1960s by the electoral failures of the ALP, particularly 

Calwell's defeat in 1966. Waiting three years between any hope 

of success was not sufficient for those people who perceived 

the situation in Australia and overseas to be more urgent and 

demanding of change.

Despite their intentions for a fresh approach to politics, 

much criticism was levelled at the 'new' left's style of 

organization, some arguing, for instance, that it merely 

reproduced the pattern of old Left politics by too much 

attention upon its own ranks and not enough on the 

unconverted. This criticism was based on the view that the 

Australian New Left was held together by organizational 

commitments rather than, as in the American New Left's case, on a
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commonly held critique of society and a determination to 

turn the counter-values of the movement into a political 

force. As Richard Gordon and Warren Osmond noted:

"The
Australian case is .... one of many fragmented 
and highly changeable, localised cliques and 
organizations, all trying, admittedly, to 
'detonate' a mass movement for radical change, 
but all in one sense or another competing 
instead of sharing a communal dedication to 
radical change." *«0

The inability of Australian radicalism to come to grips 

with an 'indigenous revolution' was (and is) a long-standing 

one, and the students were not the first to fail nor the 

worst in their attempts to define an 'Australian revolution'.

Thus, one should be careful to note the ideological and 

organizational links between the student movement of the 60s 

and the emerging new left of the late 1950s. There was a bridge 

between the Old and New Lefts which did not simply consist of 

the reactions of socialists to the events of 1956 but also of 

a long resentment with stale politics and, specifically, a 

concern with such issues as civil liberties, disarmament and 

racism.

It was, in fact, the third of these - racism - that 

stimulated the crystallization of the student movement in the 

early 1960s. Student assertiveness, autonomy and militancy was 

revived by the growth of Student Action, designed to protest 

against the White Australia immigration policies of both major 

political parties at the time of the 1961 Federal elections. 

This certainly marked a break from the defensiveness and 

careerism of the students of the 1950s. It was an important
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campaign for the students for two reasons - firstly for its
1catalysing effect on the development of a student activist 

subculture and secondly, for its depiction of the students 

as a 'conscience of society'. Racism, apartheid and the 

inequalities of immigration were felt to be moral issues 

concerning the value of each human being's dignity.

Since, in 1961, both parties supported the White Australia 

Policy, those who wanted a change in the policy felt dis

enfranchised within the political system. This feeling of 

being excluded from the system of participation and decision 

making was a radicalising factor in Australia, just as in the 

United States of America - two countries which were never 

reluctant to espouse the virtues of their democratic system.

The students were outraged by the hypocrisy of the government 

and opposition because ... something which they felt was bad was 

being encouraged and made inevitable almost without resistance. 

Student Action was also one of the most successful movements of 

the era because it incorporated a wide representation of opinions 

and groups and attracted, moreover, students with previously only 

a marginal interest in politics. They were led on to bigger things 

by the treatment they received from the media, politicians, and the 

local community. To be criticized so vehemently for doing what 

they were convinced was right was a harsh lesson in political 

reality. Nevertheless, their actions raised the level of debate 

about the immigration policy and the students had finished the 

campaign with, they felt, their integrity intact. Moral 
indignation had been tasted - more was to come. Students were 

trying to assert an identity - a more serious and concerned one



than the image of 'student prankster' which had been so

predominant for too long*. Student Action seemed to set

the tone for the decade - their achievements, in fact,

led Peter Coleman to suggest that Student Action would
12,be the model for the 1960s.

For others, too, Student Action caught the imagination. 

Ross Terrill (circa 1962) described their campaign as
13"an interesting signpost to the politics of the 1960s."

(A decade later, ironically, the era of 'student action' 

would be sent off with the anti-Springbok Tour 

demonstrations. Ironic that it should begin and end on 

the common theme of racism; no doubt revealing something of 

where in fact the 'Australian revolution' begins - where 

else could the redemption of 'Australia' begin but with 

the acknowledgement Snd correction of the injustice 

perpetrated against the Aborigines.)

As Terrill concluded, writing in 1962:

"Student Action
will prove, in the long perspective, to have 
been significant, for it marked out one of the 
provinces of future political concern - the 
human problems and possibilities of an 
industrial society which has solved its basic 
material problems - and it also marked the 
emergence of a group of radicals who are 
interested in public affairs without being . 
irrevocably committed to a political party."

The 'tradition' of Student Action was continued by 

perhaps the most successful student enterprise of the decade 

the Student Action for Aborigines (SAFA) bus tour of 

Aboriginal conditions in northern New South Wales in
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February of 1965. SAFA grew out of the experience of thirty 

Sydney University students who, after protesting outside the 

United States Consulate on behalf of Negro Civil Rights, were 

asked by the US press: "What about (the) civil rights problem 

in Australia? Why don't you do something about the Aborigines?" 

To this group of young people, led by Aboriginal activist 

Charles Perkins, the SAFA tour served to disintegrate the myth 

of the 'Lucky Country'. As Patricia Healy said after the 

initial shock of seeing the conditions in which Aborigines 

lived:

"But when it first hits you, you're almost 
numb from shock that in a country like 
Australia where you've been told so often 
there's n£ discrimination, there's such blatant 
discrimination in practically every country 
town you come to." ^

The students declared that they were fighting 'criminal

apathy', a familiar theme of the new student left, that it was

wrong to sit back and allow injustice to occur. This perception

grew out of the experience of actually seeing the injustices

that they had been led to believe did not exist. The students

felt that they were successful because they were dealing with a

local issue, an issue in Australia's own back yard. There was

also a tinge of optimism in what they did, a belief that they

could, in fact, change things. As Patricia Healy concluded:

'"This problem is so close to home. In things 
like CND you're fighting the top men of the 
world. Here we're fighting the Australian 
government, and we know we can put pressure on 
it because we're citizens of this country. We 
can do something about this."' ^



As Jim Spigelman, who also went on the tour, said:

"(SAFA was) a student movement, which drew 
together Communists, Christians, Liberals 
and Jews, all with the same self-righteous 
indignation and a half-formed concept of 
passive resistance. It proved to be the most 
effective student movement for many years."^

SAFA was also a good example of co-operation between 

students and workers. The Australian Workers' Union (New 

South Wales) asked the students to provide them with 

information of underpayment of wages to Aborigines while 

the Federated Liquor and Allied Industries Employees 

Union cut off beer supplies to hotels which discriminated 

against blacks. ^

SAFA was significant for four major reasons. Firstly, 

it was the first time that the tactics of the US civil 

rights movement had been applied to an Australian situation 

(such tactics were subsequently utilized by Australian 

students in the anti-Vietnam and anti-conscription 

movements.

Secondly, it was the first experience of unity among a 

variety of student groups. Thirdly, it was a time when 

students realized their own potential to exert political 

pressure and act as a force for social change.

Finally, it was one of the first of many examples of 

student action 'based on conscience'.

In this instance and the increasing number of 

demonstrations against Australia's involvement in the
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Vietnam war, the students were shocked by the strength and 

forcefulness of the response they received. There is, in 

some respects, nothing more likely to make a 'liberal' into 

a 'radical' than a policeman's truncheon. As Gordon and 

Osmond wrote with regard to the repression of anti-Vietnam 

demonstrations -

"it revealed the costs of attacking the 
complacent and ignorant society's self
aggrandisement - the fact that serious challenges 
to deep rooted social institutions would be met 
with violence and repression constantly, the same 
violence the West was unleashing against the 
Vietnamese people."^0

As Prentice stated:

"Drawing the lessons of this violence, 
the new movement sees that parliamentary strategies 
only aim at the tip of the iceberg of Australian 
conservatism."

By the mid 1960s, the 'new left' as described by Barcan

had been superceded by an even newer 'new left'. As Rowan

Cahill wrote in the late 1960s:

"The leftists of today are new 
in that they are the new generation and individually 
different from those of the previous one, separated 
not only by time but environmentally by the ongoing 
processes of society and history."

In other words, Cahill stated

"It is a generation gap that 
separates the 'old' and the 'new', a separation of 
different life experiences created by developing 
under entirely different socio-economic and political 
circumstances." 2 ,3

The Australian New Left, as it was by this time, was not a 

monolithic movement, rather it was a mass of movements 

both on and off the campus. As Warren Osmond said, it was 

"'a diffuse and diverse "movement" acting with



different strategie theories, with differing 
financial, organisational and ideological 
strengths. «2-̂

It was part of the equally diverse international 'new left' 

but, says Cahill, it is important to realise that the 

Australian youth revolt was not modelled on its overseas 

counterparts. The overseas new left merely served to reinforce 

existing trends and analyses and to enrich the style of 

protest. The Australian New Left of the 1960s evolved 

from the nature of Australian society, Australia's involve

ment in Vietnam and conscription - that is, essentially
i -i zslocal issues.

However, one can surely see how the illusion of an 

international monolithic movement could have been created.

The technological development of media networks meant that
s'

ideas, symbols and events were transmitted rapidly from 

one country to another, creating a 'global village' of the 

airwaves. And even by affirming the local origins of the 

Australian new left, one still encounters even with radical 

movements the tendency of Australians to seek their identity 

outside of themselves.

The problem with looking to Australia's radical tradition 

for an identity arises from the scepticism many new leftists 

had about that tradition and its progressive and radical 

nature. For example, Humphrey McQueen argued that the radical 

image of the past was a deceptive myth because of the racism, 

chauvanism and militarism running throughout the Australian
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radical-nationalist tradition. As Jim Prentice, another 

prominent figure in the Queensland new left, said:

"Most
New Left Historians deny that the Australian 
'radical tradition' is even radical let alone 
a contributor to the newer expressions of 
revolutionary practice."

For example, Terry Irving and Baiba Berzins

wrote that the 'popularist tradition' repressed social

conflict in favour of a consensus supported by the state

and the dominant class. In Australia, this was a result of

the odd intermixing of 'radicalism' and 'nationalism' -

a belief in the inherent.radicalism of this new land.

"Although the Australian revolutionary tradition 
accepted as reality the irreconcilable class 
struggle, it basically believed the struggle to be 
an aberration. Revolutionaries have never tried to 
form 'the structure of the new society within the 
shell of the old' because they did not see the 
totality of present social relationships as an 
'old' society. It did not have to be superceded, 
only cut away from the cancer of the capitalist 
conspiracy. Australia essentially was the 'new' 
society, because revolutionaries accepted the 
radical view that Australia was a 'new country', 
developed expressly to avoid Europe's class-based 
and class-divided society."

The Queensland New Left knew it had an inadequate 

theoretical base from which to work. As Laver said:

"There
has been no real tradition of radical or _ 
revolutionary theory in Australia at all." '

Thus it set about creating its own tradition.



Chapter 3

The New Student Left at the

University of Queensland,

1966 - 1972



3z,

The New Student Left at the University of 

Queensland, 1966 - 1972.

Prior to 1965, radicalism at the University of 

Queensland was the preserve of the Labor Club, but this 

group offered little challenge to the dominant ethos. As 

Ralph Summy wrote in Semper Floreat in October 1964, the 

University of Queensland Labor Club "opts for passivism 

not pacifism".*

The year 1965, however, saw the swelling of the small 

ranks of radicalism due to the amendment of the National 

Service Act in May 1965, authorising the government to 

send National Servicemen to the Vietnam War.

On campus, a group called Professionals for Peace 

grew under the guidance of American History teacher 

Michael Kay and influenced people who would later join 

Students for Democratic Action.

By the end of 1965, a core group of twenty anti

conscription activitists had formed the Youth Campaign 

Against Conscription (YCAC), modelled after similar similar 

type groups in Sydney and Melbourne. Its primary aim was the 

enlisting of public "opposition to part or all of the 

National Service Acts 1964".

In March of the following year, an offshoot group of the 

Queensland Peace Committee, the Vietnam Action Committee (VAC) 

staged 'A Week of Vietnam Protest' in conjunction with YCAC, 

including a spectacular 'draft card' burning demonstration



(registration certificates or bits of paper) at one of the 

city's busiest intersections at five o'clock on a Thursday 

afternoon. The entire episode was, furthermore, filmed 

'live' on all three of Brisbane's television news channels - 

there were twenty seven arrests, one-third of whom, Summy 

reports, were not directly connected with the protest. These 

included bystanders who voiced criticisms of the police action 

(which was later criticised by Bill Hayden and The Courier- 

Mail) or for not moving out of the way quickly enough. The 

episode, in short, marked the beginning of the campaign in 

Queensland to alter some sections of the Traffic Regulations 

(culminating in the march of nearly four thousand students 

and staff of the University of Queensland on September 8, 

1967).*

The experiences o f VAC and the Professionals for Peace 

contributed materially to the formation of Students for 

Democratic Action in the August vacation of 1966 which was 

one of the three streams in the Queensland New Left.

SDA, a cross of the initials SDS (Students for a 

Democratic Society) with VAC, attempted to interrelate 

several contemporary social and political problems, such as 

Vietnam, conscription, education, civil liberties, Aborigines, 

conservation of natural resources, and local government. As 

Summy, one of its founders wrote:

"The inspiration for its 
formation was derived from the US group called 
the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) - 
in particular from that group's manifesto issued 
from Port Huron, Michigan in 1962."-^



This Port Huron Statement incorporated the ideals of the

early American New Left - non violence, individual liberty

from the state, and concern with disarmament. SDA, basically,

was an activist issue-oriented group motivated by moral

idealism. For instance, its founders stated that SDA was

"'an association of individuals united by a 
belief that democratic freedom... must be 
fought for and once having been achieved must 
be protected.'"^

Moreover, as Dan O'Neill wrote in 1969,

"(SDA) began
to think beyond Vietnam to a critique of the 
Australian social system in terms of 
'participatory democracy', of bringing the 
social reality in various areas of life into 
line with the liberal rhetoric." "7

Significantly, SDA broke with the traditional left before 

the 1966 elections whereas in other states most of the New 

Left groups had formed after the elections.

On October 5, 1966, SDA demonstrated against conscription 

as part of a NUÄUS-sponsored campaign. Twenty seven of the 

forty people who marched were arrested, all on charges of 

violation of the Traffic Acts. The Queensland Trades and Labor 

Council carried a motion in support of the students but the 

Queensland University Students' Union remained non-committal
gabout the demonstration. (Brian Laver, Mitch Thompson, Gail 

Salmon and Barbara Jane Gaines chose to go to jail, in 

January/February of 1967, rather than pay fines over their 

participation in the march.)

More arrests, six to be precise (on charges of disorderly 

behaviour), followed after the visit of President Lyndon B.
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Johnson to Brisbane on October 22, 1966. The press, which 

welcomed the President and his wife gleefully, reported the 

morning after the visit

"In Brisbane, the President's 
welcome was warm, and unmarred by Communist 
demonstrations... " ̂

Three days later, The Courier-Mail published a letter by student

New Left historian Chris Rootes complaining about the mentality

of the paper; that anyone who demonstrates against Vietnam is a 
/oCommunist. In the following months prior to the Student Presid

ential elections of July 1967, SDA took part in demonstrations 

against South Vietnam's Marshall Ky (January 20, and 21, 1967), 

and an illegal peace march from Brisbane to Ipswich (April 1967).

The second stream of the Queensland New Left, after the 

VAC - SDA stream, was the Newman Society and the related 

Christian Humanist tradition. They began an analysis of the 

nature of the university and developed an essentially liberal 

critique - that it was utilitarian in structure and content, 

had over-specialized professional courses and a lack of 

communication between disciplines and between staff and students/ 

As Jim Prentice wrote of the Christian Humanists:

"As a view
of man and society Christian radicalism had great 
similarities with the moralistic and commitment- 
oriented New Left."**

The third stream of the movement at the University of

Queensland was the younger staff members. They attempted to

provoke and antagonise the administration and the public at
/3large to think about the issues. For example, in late 1966 they 

organized a forum of some two thousand people in response to an



allegation that the University Administration had 

discriminated against a peace conference on South East Asia.

The staff also introduced SDA to new theoretical arguments
Msuch as Marxism, anarchism and socialist humanism.

These three streams - SDA, the Newman Left, and the 

younger staff - were brought together under the University 

Reform Group (URG) which asked the question: 'What

should a university be like?'

In early 1967, SDA (now calling itself Society for 

Democratic Action) ran a counter-orientation programme on 

social issues which set the tone for the year of protest that 

was to follow. In preparation for the Union Council elections, 

the majority of radicals on campus combined to form the New 

Student Movement. O'Neill stated that NSM was inspired by 

a talk by Don Mannisoh from Berkeley about their intra

university political party designed to contest student 

affairs elections/^"

NSM had over forty candidates contest the 1967 elections 

with Laver running as an independent for President following 

a dispute within the ranks of the NSM over Laver's 

identification with SDA. As Summy wrote:

"Unwittingly,
the mass media was probably largely responsible 
for Laver's surprisingly good showing in the 
election, enabling him to capture about one third 
of the student vote."^

NSM won twelve positions in a record turn-out of 6500,

(there were 12 010 internal students that year eligible to vote), 

making it one of the most significant student elections in years.
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However the major event of 1967 and indeed of the entire 

first phase of the movement (up to 1968) was the Civil Liberties 

march of September 8 in which four thousand students and staff 

marched and one hundred and fourteen were arrested. The Nation 

declared the procession 'the biggest peaceful demonstration that 

Brisbane has witnessed.'̂ Ralph Summy, who was one of the leaders 

of the march, wrote later:

"While the SDA'ers may have genuinely 
felt thwarted in their attempts to exercise their 
rights of peaceable assembly and freedom of 
expression, they also turned from Vietnam protest to 
the issue of civil liberties, because they saw this 
as a most effective way of beginning the task of 
mobilising a wide base of radical student dissent.
In terms of this last objective, they were rewarded 
far beyond any reasonable expectations. Abetted by an 
inept Government and some blunders on the part of their 
student opponents, the SDA'ers steered a campaign 
which reached a climax in the illegal march of nearly 
4000 students and staff and in the arrest of over 
one hundred persons." ^

Moreover

"the march had 'radicalised' large numbers of 
students, most of whom came from middle class, 
conservative homes."

Thus SDA was able to gain on campus a degree of tolerance for

radical dissent and direct action tactics. As Summy concluded:

"A new role - incorporating political involvement - 
had been defined for the students."^*

John Carmody wrote to Tharunka outlining the effect of the

march on the student body -

"Many people are saying that 
Laver is not the ratbag that they thought he was - 
after all, the situation he described as being the 
state of civil liberties, did turn out to be 
the reality."^
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What was it about the civil liberties march that had such a 

significant effect on students in Queensland and around 

Australia? There are a number of outstanding features of the 

event - namely, the staff support for the students (the Professors 

of both the Philosophy and Government departments were seen at the 

watchhouse bailing out a good half of their respective staff), the 

healing of the splits among the students prior to September 8, 

the support from other universities' student bodies, trade unions, 

and from a student from KAMI (Indonesian Student Front). Also of 

note was that Christians marched together with crosses and palm 

branches, civil disobedience tactics were well disciplined and 

effective in making the police look bad; and many students who
2*3

didn't 'march' walked alongside the procession on the footpath.

The editorial of On Pit, paper of the Adelaide University SRC 

stated :

"For anybody desiring evidence of the creeping 
authoritarianism that is manifesting itself in 
this country one need only to look at the recent 
events in Brisbane. " ^

They subsequently outlined the 'illiberal' laws that precipitated

the demonstration - the need for a permit two weeks before any

march and a penalty of $1 for each placard carried on a march
2*5(embodied in section 126A of the Traffic Act).

On July 4, 1968, the students took to the streets again, 

also over section 126A of the Traffic Act. Although participants 

on this occasion numbered only fifteen hundred, the march did 

attract the support of such political figures as ALP Senators 

0'Byrne, Keefe and Georges. One reason for the lower turnout was
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the belief amongst opponents to the march that other issues, 

specifically the consequences of SDA's involvement in the 

Postal Strike earlier that year, were creeping into the basic 

grievance, that is, the right to demonstrate. The polarisation 

of the student campus was typified by the following two state

ments, the first by Laver, and the second by Bob Allen, an 

arts law student and member of the CMF.

Laver: '"I’m a revolutionary, I'm not denying that. If I was
in Vietnam or Guatemala, I'd be fighting with the 
liberation forces. I think there is a good chance 
that Australia doesn't necessarily need a change by 
violence. But I want a social Revolution."

Allen (in a petition prior to the July 4 march): "'We object
to the fact that a small group of a few hundred 
quasi-students, drop-outs, hangers-on and other 
assorted rubbish should give the university a bad 
name through anti-social activities directed 
against law and order, dragging the name of the 
university into the mud and alienating the respect 
many citizens hold for it." ̂

By the eve of the march, Union Council had voted against 

its initial motion supporting the march. Although not as big 

as September 8, 1967, the July 4 march was still one of the 

most significant highlights in 1968, a year which proved to 

be the turning point in many new left movements around the

in Zlworld.

Malcolm Thomis writes in his forthcoming 75th Anniversary 

History of the University of Queensland:

"By 1968 the
radical students who had existed somewhat apart 
from the student body as a whole in the early 
part of the decade were now in the centre of 
things, no longer a highly self-conscious minority 
but confidently proclaiming a message to their fellow 
students and to society as a whole. The University was 
about to enter its most troubled phase when there 
would be endless soul-searching about the nature of
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universities and their role within society. The 
old answers to these questions would no longer 
seem sufficient to many people."^

The highlights of 1968 for the new student left in Queensland 

were the founding of the FOCO club at Trades Hall (March) as an 

independent, radical cultural centre (see below), the July 4 

civil rights march discussed above, the visit of Brian Laver to 

Europe, a joint protest between staff/students and the Alliance 

of Czechoslovakian Democratic Organizations in Australia against 

the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia (August), the production of 

three issues of The Brisbane Line (for national distribution), and 

the distribution of anti-Vietnam leaflets by the University of 

Queensland Labor Club to high school students at State High,

Yeronga State High School and Kedron State High School (October 2) 

and the uproar following this. Also a new SDA headquarters was 

established called 'The Cellar' (July) on the corner of Roma and 

Turbot Streets, City. Spring of 1968 was a period of recon

struction and transformation for SDA and an assessment of the 

ongoing student-worker relationship. 1968 also saw the National 

Radicals' Conference in Sydney (May 20-24), a National mobilisation 

march and sit-in at Holdsworthy Army prison, and local protests 

against Dow Chemical Company (May) for its prime role in the 

production of napalm.

Furthermore, 1968 was a year for distributing information 

about the student uprisings in Germany, France, Chicago, and 

elsewhere.

Input at the university included talks by future actor 

Jack Thompson, a teach-in on drugs (including Hadyn Sargent),



Senator J. Wheeldon, dialogue between the CPA (Ted Bacon,

John Manifold, Wally Stubbons, Charles Gifford, Ron Brown,

Dr. Silverstone) and University figures (Peter Wertheim,

Gay Summy, O'Neill, Summy, Roy Forward and Laver), 

the first Free University lecture (by Graham Rowlands and 

Wilma Hedley), and Frithjof Bergmann (Professor of Philosophy 

at the University of Michigan) and Hugh Childers (a student 

from South Africa who spoke at the University of Queensland 

on 'Sharpeville Day').*^

1969 was dominated by the student movement's desire for 

greater participation in university government. But it saw 

also a number of other events which were significant to the 

overall direction of the Left in Australia. Over Easter, for 

instance, in Sydney (April 4-7), the Conference for Left Action 

was held at which Brian Laver, Dan O'Neill and Peter Wertheim 

spoke

Meanwhile, the students conducted a running protest against 

the mass media and its role in the covering of events and 

reproduction of the perceptions of the status quo. For instance, 

the students conducted an April Fool's Joke - a one man 

demonstration (Kim Bannikoff with a sign I AM THE DEMONSTRATION) 

outside Australia House, headquarters of the Department of Labour 

and National Service - to challenge the media's manipulation of 

news. (The radical students alleged that midleading media reports 

had been transmitted solely 4-om the basis of a misleading press 

release issued by the right-wing University Democratic Club about 

the 'violent' intentions of the anti-conscription students.)

As it turned out, according to the radical students,



the media ignored or trivialised the entire issue of the 

harshness of the Crimes Act, or alternatively created 

expectations of violence. As Dick Shearman wrote:

"The

Press does not present issues objectively but 
uses their unique position to condition the 
public in favour of the present status quo.
What began as a PEACEFUL protest against 

conscription has now widened into a protest 
against the incredible irresponsibility of 
the mass media in relation to legitimate 
peaceful d i s s e n t . " ^

The months of reflection for SDA came to a head in late 

April of 1969 with the dissolution of SDA. As chief organiser 

Mitch Thompson wrote, it was time to pass from a protest 

organisation to a radical or revolutionary movement because 

the specific issues that SDA was concerned with were only 

symptoms of a deeper malaise. Thus a more extensive analysis 

of the nature of society was needed but more specifically, 

Thompson called for the decentralisation of the organisational 

structure into a number of Action Committees at all levels. 

Many in SDA felt that the organisational structure of the 

movement resembled the traditional format of other groups -

therefore it needed a transformation if it was to build 'dual

. . 3S
power or alternative answers to society s institutions.

By May 1969, the embryo of the structure and ideology 

of the Revolutionary Socialist Students Alliance (RSSA) began 

to take shape. It evolved in response to a breakdown in 

relations between the radical students and the Labor Party 

'bureaucrats'. Prior to the 1969 May Day march, the students

wrote :
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"The significance of this day should be 
brought back, symbolically under red and 
black flags - socialism and freedom."*3®

Students began to be identified as ’workers' while Laver called

for all workers to take their struggle out of the confines of

the unions, ALP and CPA and, instead, demand direct workers'

31
control. The Revolutionary Students, workers and Young 

Communists (based at the Socialist Humanist Action Centre) broke 

the traditional 'consensus' of the May Day march and wrote:

"1969 saw
the reintroduction of politics into the May Day march with 
the entry of three hundred workers and students demanding 
workers control, a socialist society and victory for the 
Vietnamese people." ®

This was a reaction to the routine and disciplined policies of the 

'Labor bureaucrats' and their direct collaboration with the 

'political police' to expel 'undesirable' elements from the march. 

The Labor Day Committee, they said, was undemocratic because it 

only represented the interests of the ALP. Moreover, workers 

should control the functions and organs of the working class, not 

a clique of labour bureaucrats. The revolutionary students resented 

the removal of FOCO from Trades Hall, exclaiming:

"This reaction
came in spite of the history of student solidarity 
with worker struggles, such as support for the 
Brisbane Tram Strike (1968), participation in the 
struggle to smash penal clauses (1969), and the 
exposing and public ostracizing of student scabs 
who worked during the 1967 postal strike."'3^

The FOCO club to April 1969 had witnessed a number of people 

give talks, poetry readings and folk concerts to its membership 

of up to three thousand people. Visitors included Aboriginal 

activist Dexter Daniel, poet Tom Shapcott, Max Merritt and the
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Meteors, actor Jack Thompson, American Civil Rights activist 

the Reverend Bill Yolton, Ted Baldwin from the Queensland 

Teachers' Union, the Coloured Balls, cartoonist Bruce Petty,

Monash student activitists, Aboriginal poet and (1969) ALP
• 40candidate Kath Walker and meditation teacher Michel Corbold.

The last week of May saw a Socialist Student Alliance conference 

at Monash University prior to the formation of the Revolution

ary Socialists Students Alliance in June 1969.

Meanwhile the attacks on the existing structure and function 

of the Universityof Queensland began to accelerate. Dan O'Neill 

prefaced the growth of "Student Power" with the following 

statement:

"It is no accident that such movements (that is to 
diminish and decentralise the power of the 'authorities') 
began in the universities for they are the institutions 
most vital to the continuance of a complex society, 
the institutions that contain both the oldest and the 
newest historical trends, the most explosive contra
dictions in the whole of contemporary society."4 f

Earlier in the year, on March 6, 1969, Margaret Bailey, a member

of Students in Dissent - a radical group of high school students

formed in February to promote"'reform in education and democracy

in the schools'" - was suspended from Inala High School over a minor

offence concerning the length of a student s uniform. SDA took up

her cause, linking it in with their own struggle against the

"Draconian and broad ranging university regulations designed to crack

down on dissidents."4 ^

As Philip Richardson, a staff member from the Government 

Department, wrote

"nowhere in nearly three hundred pages of 
regulatory rigmarole is there one sentence stating 
what the HUMAN PURPOSES OF THE UNIVERSITY OF 
QUEENSLAND ARE SUPPOSED TO BE. Welcome to 'a place



of light, liberty and learning', where the 
light is dim, the liberty is non-existent and 
the learning is dull."^

The campaign stepped up in the winter of 1969 with a 

ten minute address by Brian Laver and two other students to 

the University of Queensland Senate on the questions of 

'what is man?'and 'what is the role of the university 

within society?'; a Senate-approved 'teach-in' in the Great 

Court (July 2) at which three thousand staff and students 

attended to discuss the role of the university. And a rather 

tame 'Erotica Display' in the forum area on July 16 caught the 

imagination of many but not the Professorial Board.

Frank Varghese, member of the New Left Group, president of 

the Student Christian Movement, and contributor to Semper Floreat, 

summed up thelast year of the decade as follows:

"1969 was a
mixed year for the Rads .... What is significant 
about 1969 is that the Radicals are talking about 
Revolution. And what's more they are talking about 
it seriously."

Varghese went on to give Laver credit for

"transforming a
dwindling, dispirited and disunited SDA into 
RSA (Revolutionary Socialists' Alliance) in the face 
of cynicism about the possibility on the part of 
his comrades.... Laver, fresh from the European 
Student Revolts of 1968, and articulating a 
resurgent Marxism has actually succeeded in 
starting a whole new serious debate on the 
necessity for revolution... (he) is no copybook 
revolutionary - he retains his intellectual autonomy 
and cultural authenticity and articulates his 
revolutionary message in the compelling style of a 
compassionate humanism."^7

Others in RSA, however, he went on, had mistaken delayed 

adolescent revolt for revolutionary militancy - their politics 

were part of their individual neurosis.



1970 was dominated by the concerns of the Vietnam war 

movement. RSSA called for a teach-in and general strike at 

the university in preparation for the moratorium of May 8.

This was the first of quite a few attempts to set up a People's 

Park in the Great Court.

The May 8 moratorium brought to a head the ideological split 

in the 'Coalition of the Left' between the CPA and ALP on the 

one hand and the RSSA, Brian Laver, and a few dissenting CPA 

members on the other. One observer described the dispute as an 

illustration of the correctness of Max Weber's 'ethic of ultimate 

ends' and 'ethic of responsibility' distinction with the CPA/ALP 

complex concerned with the latter; and the radical students with 

the former. As this writer continued,

"the Vietnam moratorium
was never really about Vietnam at all... Rather, 
the Vietnam moratorium concerned the question of 
political power in Australia - whether that power 
should be in the streets or in the parliamentary 
institutions and as to who should control the power 
in the streets."^”0

The conflict in Brisbane reached a stage where Laver was 

physically prevented from speaking during the main march in 

Queen Street by "Communist Party stalwarts and trade unionists.

Carlene Crowe, who subsequently resigned from her position of 

joint secretary of the Queensland Moratorium Campaign, pointed 

out that of the five thousand demonstrators on May 8, three 

thousand were students. Bruce Dickson put the figure at three 

thousand five hundred. Both claimed that the Trade Unions, the 

CPA and the ALP had 'sold out' the militant student groups.

„¿7



It was felt by the new student left that they were being made 

'cannon-fodder' for the moratorium organisers and were denied 

control of their own activities. °

June 1970 saw the formation of the Draft Resistance Union 

and the escalation of the anti-conscription movement in Queens

land. This culminated in the spontaneous occupation of the CMF 

building (September 2) and the obstruction of a South Vietnamese 

diplomat Mr. Luic Tuong Quang (September 4) on campus, which 

led to a number of federal warrants being issued, two students 

being suspended, and a cat-and-mouse chase between police and 

'peace criminal' student activists.

In October, members of the pacifist ROC (Revitalization of 

Christianity) Community supported a Pensioner Rally in 

Anzac Square and a fortnight later declared ' non-violent 

love on the disciplinary committee' outside the Administration 

building in protest over the recommended sentences against the 

students involved in the Quang incident. ROC also spent the year 

trying unsuccessfully to hand out 'disrespectful' leaflets at an 

Anzac Day mass, 'non-commercial' ones on Hiroshima Day, and 

flowers at a 'Celebration of Life' rally and march. Two of their 

members, David Franken and Jim Varghese, made the news by returning 

their cadet trophies to their old school, Gregory Terrace as an 

expression of their pacifist principles. In April of the following 

year, Franken, David Mdrtih and Bill Cochrane appeared in Court for 

refusing to register for the draft.
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1971, though, saw the new student left give their curtain 

call at the anti-Springbok tour protests. It; also saw further 

demonstrations against the war in Vietnam featuring Dr.

Benjamin Spock, from the United States of America, and the 

growth of a Women’s Lib. movement, and a Nader-type Public 

Interest Research Group (P.I.R.G.).

But undoubtedly, the highlight of the year for the new

student left was the decision on Friday July 23 by three

thousand students and staff of the University of Queensland to

go on strike in protest against the Springbok Rugby Tour, South

African and Australian racism, and the Queensland Government's

S S
State of Emergency which was enforced on July 14. (The State of 

Emergency incorporated the Government's taking over of the 

Brisbane Exhibition Ground for the matches and fortifying it 

against protest.) The strike, wrote Roger Stuart... was 

catalysed by the police's strong response to a demonstration 

against the Springbok Tour outside the Tower Mill hotel on the 

evening of Thursday July 22.

The President of the Staff Association of the University of

Queensland, Derek Fielding, wrote later to The Courier-Mail,

"The state of emergency has revealed that any 
government can, by a simple administrative procedure, 
deprive all citizens not only of all civil rights, 
but of any subsequent redress through the courts... 
This is a matter of much greater importance 
than any temporary disruption at the university 
(that is, the strike)."'*''®

The Tower Mill demonstration (three hundred each of 

demonstrators and police) of July 22 captured the crowd-control 

philosophy of Queensland Police Commissioner, Ray Whitrod:
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"With a weak show of force, all you do is 
tempt the more radical people to have a go.
You don't tempt radicals. I'd rather have 
my police on display."

The radical students set about turning the university into 

a 'citadel of anti-racist propaganda' amd successfully gained 

the co-operation of the Students Union and its facilities.

But, also

"Students from the faculties of architecture, medicines 
engineering and English were all working on projects 
planned to improve the standard of living, situation 
and education of Queensland Aborigines."^

Students also raised over $1000 for ABSCHOL, the Aboriginal
S*lScholarship scheme, some doing this by working at week-ends.

Thus, the students recaptured the effective practical idealism 

of Student Action and SAFA of the early and mid 1960s.

The radicals, however, were rebuffed at the Union Elections of 

1971 failing to win one seat on the nine member executive, 

with their leader Jim Prentice being easily beaten for the
ioposition of President by Paul Abernathy by 2590 votes to 907.

The prominent figures coming out of the university against 

the Springbok Tour were again English lecturer Dan O'Neill (who 

created a furore by drinking blackened-faced at the Regatta 

Hotel), his younger brother Errol (a self-confessed "socialist- 

humanist-Christian" who studied for the priesthood for four years 

in Rome at one stage), John Maguire (a Roman Catholic priest who 

taught European history at Queensland University), Dick Shearman 

(a "Marxist - Leninist"who was suspended the previous year),

Mark Georgiou ("anarchist" and also suspended in 1970),

Jim Prentice ("Marxist-anarchist"), Denis Walker (son of 

Aboriginal poet Kath Walker and, although not a student, a
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prominent figure on campus) > and no doubt some others who 

while playing major roles probably attracted less publicity.

This was undoubtedly the case with the whole movement - 

there were many quietly committed people who enabled the more 

prominant figures to take their place up front.



Chapter 4

From Moral Idealism to Revolutionary Socialism 

The Central Ideas and Ideals of the

Movement



Si.

From Moral Idealism to Revolutionary Socialism: 

The Central Ideas and Ideals of the Movement

Robert Allen Skotheim an American intellectual historian, 

has argued that the young radicals of the late 1960s and early 

1970s had an influence beyond their numerical importance 

because of the historical continuity of their ideas and ideals. 

As he stated in his study of Totalitarianism and American Social 

Thought :

"They have their roots firmly in the soil of 
earlier twentieth century social thought and 
thus go deeper than the apparent origins 
in a conflict of generations."

The recurring theme of these periods was a preoccupation with 

totalitarian social relationships and a consideration of the 

most appropriate response to them either in their own societies 

or in other countries. With regard to the New Left of the 1960s 

and 1970s, their perception of totalitarianism amounted to its 

identification within the structure, culture and ideology of 

advanced industrial (technocratic) capitalism.

As Hannah Arendt pointed out, the New Left was

"the first
generation to grow up under the shadow of the atom 
bomb. They inherited from their parents' 
generation the experience of a massive intrusion 
of criminal violence into politics: they learned 
in high school and in college about concentration 
and extermination camps, about genocide and torture, 
about the wholesale slaughter of civilians in war 
without which modern military operations are no 
longer possible even if restructed to 'conventional' 
weapons."^

Both Arendt and Skotheim made these observations at the
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actual time of the student upheaval. Even though this thesis is 

considering the era over a decade since its end, one feels 

that this central notion of a moral revulsion with totalit

arianism and the whole ethos of death and despair is still 

as good a starting point as any when examining the 

ideological evolution of the new student left in Queensland.

The radicals of the 1960s had to challenge the dominant 

ideologies of their societies in order to carve out a place 

for themselves in the tradition of social protest and 

alternative lifestyle. They had to transcend and erode the 

major ideological framework of the era, namely the Cold War 

bipolar world view. In order to do this, they attempted to 

highlight the credibility gap or contradictions between the 

ruling elite's rhetoric or theoretical premises and the 

reality of the situation. In other words, the students 

wanted to expose the discrepancies between what their rulers 

preached and practised. In this sense, the movement can be seen 

as a crusade against hypocrisy, against the immorality of 

conventional morality and ethics, and against the obstacles 

to a truly free and sustainable human existence.

Within this framework, it was also a resistance to 

encroaching totalitarianism and, in many respects, a celebration 

and affirmation of the very social unit which totalitarian 

societies prey on and sacrifice, that is, the individual. This 

is summed up perfectly by the words of Brian Laver in late 1966 

outlining the purpose behind the newly formed Students for 

Democratic Action (SDA):
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"The students (for democratic action) want a 
re-affirmation of values which respect the 
integrity of the individual. The students 
therefore are united in a belief that our society 
needs to be geared away from war and death to 
communication of life. The program to do this is 
found in the American 'New Left' students' concepts 
of 'Grass Roots Democracy'".'^

This programme incorporated opposition to militarism, racism 

and totalitarianism through a process of radicalization, or as 

Laver added:

"Our method is by sincerity and personal commitment.
Our end is the sanctity of life."^

There is something here of an appeal to a higher plane of

morality and to the essential humanness within the individual.

This is not surprising considering the great influence of the

ideas of Erich Fromm on Laver. Consequently, Fromm's thesis

that totalitarianism is essentially a product óf indifference

to life (to one's own self) provides the setting for Laver's

question on how to overcome the 'apathy' of Australian students.

"In a society where life is materially... good to the 
average Australian how does one convince the 
individual that he has an obligation beyond his 
immediate interest and that he has a world responsib
ility to the millions who are hungry and do not know 
economic security."">5"

Laver's determined opposition to totalitarianism had its

origin in his own youth and his reactions to concentration camps

and the overall apparatus of tyranny, be it in fascist or

communist states. Laver's initial reaction was an embracing of

representative democracy but this gradually evolved into a more
6radical critique of the whole of society. His philosophy in the 

early stages of SDA appeared to be typical of the overall



ideological perspective of the movement. Its central thesis, 

that it is irresponsible, wrong and unjustifiable to 

sacrifice human needs for any purpose whatsoever, was 

intended as a deliberate challenge to the dominant ideology 

of Australian society. There was certainly no fear of being 

radical. Consequently, they re-drew the battle lines laid 

down by the Cold War and identified a new set of enemies 

within their own social system.

This redefinition of the enemy took on a diversity of forms 

proportional to the diversity of groups within the overall 

movement. Frequently, though, be that enemy the international 

ruling class, the state, the dominant forms of socialisation 

or simply conservatism, in practice the ideological differences 

were relegated behind the 'barricade' and the more concrete 

battle lines which tended to tnify the various groups of the 

new student left against their more immediate and visible foes.

One should bear in mind that despite the

relative political unity of the Brisbane movement (vis a vis 

other Australian movements) the power of ideas had an effect 

both on the relative growth and decline of the student movement 

and the subsequent patterns of protest and lifestyle which grew 

out of this period.

Apart from the simple act of opposing what they perceived 

to be wrong in the world, the radical students also struggled 

within their own environments to take a more positive role in 

creating and controlling their own lives. It was not just a 

disease of an infected government and bureaucratic apparatus 

but also a deeper malaise of powerlessness and meaningless



extending throughout the daily lives of ordinary people of 

all sections of society.

In terms of how the students saw their own role in 

combatting this 'disease', they tried hard to

present themselves as a model of liberation and an expression 

of their own common experience of life together for other 

oppressed sections of society.

The early leaflets of the Students for Democratic Action 

expressed a rather simple and idealistic humanistic individ

ualism. These ideas were modified significantly over the course 

of the next few years but re-emerged within the anarchist- 

libertarian stream in the early 1970s. For example, one could 

easily compare the following SDA statement with the personalist 

politics inherit in the therapeutic stream of the counter

culture. ■”

"Who can deny that single individuals have changed 
the whole course of history. There is much that 
each can do, and, foremost of all is that each 
person can improve himself. Only then, through 
education, through knowing, can come the ^  
individual commitment essential to success."

And the influence of Erich Fromm's Fear of Freedom is 

never more apparent than in this same leaflet:

"In the frantic
search for security (man) is afraid. Afraid to be 
different, afraid of failure, afraid to live as he 
might like to live, afraid to die, afraid of anything 
his paper tells him to fear. In his fear he seeks 
security, the security is in his leaders. The elite 
becomes fatherly - the womb of retreat, and promises 
an escape from fear." &

The SDA in its early stages saw the source of evil in the 

way individuals were conditioned by those people who would have



the most to lose if society and the world were improved.

This represented the embryo of subsequent Marxist streams 

within the movement which concentrated on taking on 

those people with a vested interest in the corrupt system of 

capitalism and state capitalism.

There was also a noticeable apocalyptic flavour to the 

early pronouncements of compassion and commonsense.

"There is
a possibility that the human experiment may soon 
be over. Today we still see the conditioning of 
mankind to accept war as a means of settling 
disputes."

Within the perception of totalitarianism the students

found themselves trying to identify the areas in which their

society was approaching dictatorship. Connections were

frequently made in attempts to implicate the system and

expose the espousersoí democracy as their betrayers. For

instance, a SDA leaflet in late 1967 to the Spanish Davis

Cup team at Milton highlighted the ongoing role of the US

and Australia in supporting the military dictatorship of Franco

after the war. It also emphasized the students' frustration

with the concentrated ownership of the press and what they

saw as its defence of the interests of its proprietors. This

formed one of the backdrops ; to the civil liberties movement.

"Our streets are not patrolled by police armed 
with sub-machine guns. But thought is effectively 
controlled by our monopolistic press."

By this time, Laver had clearly made his mark as an 

opponent of all forms of totalitarianism. As he wrote from 

prison in Impact in early 1967:

"I must make my protest against



creeping totalitarianism for which I feel great 
disgust whether it arises in Communist or 
Democratic countries." ^

Furthermore, he urged people not to 'cede their consciences 

to the state', even if it meant breaking the law. As he ration

alized, 'man-made laws are subordinate to the conscience. This 

was decided at the Nuremberg trials.' These remarks probably 

reflect the influence on Laver of the ideas of Thoretu and 

Gandhi. They were based on the premise that there was a 

discrepancy between society's values and people's basic moral 

needs, and that society must be moulded according to the needs of 

human nature rather than the other way around.

The general challenge to authoritarianism and the social 

manifestations that were incompatible with human needs also 

incorporated a challenge to theforces of conformity and distortion 

all over the world, East and West.

"Many students are marching 
throughout the world in socialist and capitalist 
societies because they are tired of hearing the big 
lie. Tired of living in a society which talks about 
individual freedom and in practice enforces 
conformity."

This was echoed by the words of Frithjof Bergmann, Professor 

of Philosophy at the University of Michigan, on the eve of the 

July 4 Civil Liberties march (1968) to fifteen hundred students 

in the forum area at the University.

"We should march because the 
last twenty years have been full of lies and things are 
bad now. Our most important effort must be to try to 
tell the truth to people. And we shall tell that truth 
even if we don't get 'the right' to do it - but we 
should have that right because it is not much to ask." ^

This revulsion to hypocrisy and the dominant ideology of force



was epitomised by SDA's opposition to conscription. It also

called forth an appeal to the rights of the individual:

"What was it that we fought against in World War II?
What was the meaning of the Nuremberg Trials? And 
what is it in the Communists that we condemn? - The 
relevance of the individual. We condemn in the 
Communist countries the subservience of the /£■
individual to the state and yet we condone it here...

"... Conscription is the Badge of the Slave.
Compulsory military service is the negation of 
democracy. It compelis youth of the country, under 
penalty of fine and imprisonment, to learn the art 
of war. That is despotism and not democracy."

In other words, conscription to the students was ’a modern form

of slavery (of) eight thousand voteless twenty year olds.'*"^

What comes across both here and elsewhere is an attempt to

make proper sense of the world over and against the established

model which had prevailed, as a kind of 'consensus', for nearly

two decades. The new student left put forward their own outrage

at the contradictions of their society in order to create

similar feelings of cognitive dissonance (or anxiety over

conflicting 'realities') within the hearts and minds of the

unconverted. Perhaps, then, these people would be shaken free

from powerlessness and helplessness by the very power and impetus

of the contradictions around them. And not only the contradictions

of what the state said and did but also the contradictions of

daily life, conventional morality, sexual mores, religious

rituals and actions, and the very boredom and meaningless which

pervades an existence of personal repression and self-contempt.

For the New Left, all around the world, was essentially a

movement concerned with consciousness rather than, like the old



left, the capture of power and the apparatus of the state.

They wanted to change people - as a first step to transforming 

society (and thus give the system of government a truer sense 

of democracy and legitimacy) rather than changing society and 

people simultaneously from the top down via the state.

Thus, they preached a decentralised socialism which granted 

dignity to the individual by allowing them all their deserved 

amount of participation in the decision-making process. They 

stressed the need for direct democracy rather than the 'pseudo- 

democracy' of Australia which pursued a programme of 

sophisticated exploitation of the great majority of people by 

wayof the concentration of power, resources and information in 

the hands of the few. Western countries, they argued, were 

oligarchies which practised a dual policy of external

colonization (economic imperialism) and internal colonization

/ 8through a semi-monopolised system of power.

The significance of the Queensland new left's perception 

of totalitarianism as being endemic in the advanced industrial 

countries of the West (as well as in the dictatorships of the 

'socialist' and Third Worlds) is beautifully captured by a 

graphic in the SDA publication Student Guerilla of adjacent

photos of Adolf Hitler and 

Lyndon B. Johnson in near 

identical poses and comparable 

quotations, the former 

concerning Poland and the 

latter Vietnam. ñ

■ lull Hitler. Sept. I. 1919: "(l)  love pence... 
run no longer find ony willingness of thr 
«lidi government to conduct serious nego
jliunj.

I.yndon fnhnson. Sept. 21. 1VM. " M V  love pena 
untesi the aggressor i ,  willing to give up hit 

aggression nud sit down unit talk we Imre nochoice ..."



This perception of totalitarianism extended to the 

general belief in the overall repressiveness of the 

mainstream culture and the alienation and distortion of 

life by the dominant forces in society (for example, the 

media, the education system, the established institutions).

In this light, the new student left can be seen as a 

passionate objection to and rejection of the impoverish

ment of life in a system of apparent affluence and all of 

the hypocrisy inherent in the defence of this system by the 

establishment.

Vietnam proved to be the radicalising agent for subsequent 

protest. It broke down the initial barrier by dissolving for 

the students (and many others) the myths of the accepted 

Cold War worldview.

As Dave Nadel wrote in the first edition of The Brisbane 

Line in protest against 'the soul-less society':

"Young people
(particularly) are no longer swallowing the cold- 
war bullshit that our parents' generation 
swallowed. Vietnam has proved all that wrong...
The lesson Australian youth has learned is that, 
in time, it can happen here." 2,0

It radicalised a whole generation and sparked off the 

initial revolts - for example, the civil liberties movement 

and the right to protest against an unjust war. It brought 

the students to a stage whereby they were sufficiently imbued 

with the outlook of alternative vision and radicalism to be 

able to examine their own institution, the contradictions 

within it, and its role in the overall machinery of capitalism.
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The University was like the wider society scaled down to

manageable proportions. If the students could not incite the

workers for a social revolution then they would become their

own proletariat within the sandstone megalith of the

University of Queensland - an institution tainted with, as

they saw it, the dehumanising functions of capitalism and

technocracy. Perhaps, also, a successful student revolution

in the university could lead the way for workers and minority

groups in the common struggle, the former of whom it was

acknowledged would provide the 'necessary power institution
for change'. As The Brisbane Line wrote,

"Students can provide an example and the necessary 
catalyst for realite of 'workers power' by 
establishing student power in the University." * ' t

By early 1969 , students were arguing for the need to 

concentrate on the university because this was the one area where 

the contradictions of society were clearly shown. As Jim Cleary 

wrote :

"Neo-capitalism relies on the university to turn out the 
technicians while at the same time exposing them to 
an intellectual process potentially critical of its 
very nature. At a time when the traditional working 
class has been co-opted by the affluent consumer 
society, the university is one of the few hopes left 
for the promotion of a radical consciousness and a 
realistic challenge to the status quo."^

The synthesis of revolutionary socialism within the broader

society and within the university was summed up by the proposed

RSSA manifesto, presented by SDA for discussion in Adelaide: 
"(Our means)
We reject traditional parliamentary politics, and 
trade unions, as being capable of sustaining in the 
long-run a revolutionary socialist movement. A basic 
precondition of a successful revolution is the



active engagement of all sections of the 
'working class' - comprising both the old 
industrial, basically manual workers, and the 
'new', more intellectually and technically 
trained workers. The basic agent of this 
change will be a revolutionary party, based on 
mass democracy, and participation.
In the present period of late capitalism the 
education system is the area most acutely felt. 
While ultimately the essential contradictions, 
and their negation, are within the 'working 
class', we regard students now as an authentic 
revolutionary force, and the university as a 
crucial area for revolutionary struggle."^

Moreover
"It should not be forgotten that the mental labour 
of students is often just as severe a form of 
exploitation by capitalist society as physical 
labou r. " W

The analysis of the University was characterized by the 

drawing of connections between the university structure and the 

broader spectrum of capitalist society. For instance, the 

students highlighted the composition of the University Senate 

and its overlap with the power brokers of private enterprise 

and governmental institutions. As a RSSA publication called 

The Red Organ stated

"the values, norms and assumptions of the 
ruling elites in our society permeate all facets of the 
University. " ^

Even the Student Union was complicit in this hierarchical 

structure because it was built on the indifference rather 

than the active participation of the great mass of students.

The anger at the role and structure of the university was 

reinforced by the radical students' frustration with the 

political conservatism and inactivity of the academic ethos 

and particularly the intellectual tyranny of the notion of

objectivity :



"The smug intellectuals who manage to avoid 
social questions by invoking their desire for 
objectivity, liberal scholarship and dis
interested research are as guilty as American 
and Australian troops for the present slaughter 
in Vietnam. Their inactivity ensures that the 
present world status quo is maintained."^

Strong words, nothing less than moral outrage at the evil

of silence in the face of catastrophe. It was at this point

that the perilous__situation in Vietnam and the nature of the

university intersected - the role of the intellectual in a

crooked society, if not a full-blooded dictatorship. The

students pleaded that intellectuals, if they were to remain

honest to themselves both as seekers of truth and as critical

human beings, should openly take sides in the struggle

without resorting to mental distractions, rationalization

or appeasements. They should develop integrity through

honesty, and action "from criticism.

To rectify the ills of the way the university operated, 

the part it played in the overall machinery of society, 

the student radicals and sympathetic staff advocated direct 

democracy based on staff-student control. There was, needless 

to say, conflict within the radical student community over the 

degree to which they should concentrate on the issues of the 

university. For instance, against the tide of 'student power' 

some sections of RSSA suggested that the student movement needed 

to make links outside of the university. As one leaflet 

stated:

"The notion of socialism in one campus is an 
infantile disorder. "Z1



Within the framework of perceptions of totalitarianism,

one inevitably runs up against the powerful and emotive

responses of people to such a social system. The key

concept which lies at the very heart of why one could perceive

tyranny in government policy is the fear of allowing wrong to

occur by inaction. It is an appeal to the conscience, an appeal

to make socially inert people come to the realisation that by

doing nothing one is actively supporting the forces of the

status quo and is, therefore, indictable for the crimes arising

out of it. This concept is consistent with the view that the

students of the late 1960s and early 1970s acted as the

'conscience of society'. This is particularly true of, say,

Brian Laver whom Mac Hamilton described as 'the conscience of

ItBrisbane when it didn t have one . And as a RSSA leaflet 

stated prior to the May moratorium of 1970:

"This is not the
time for inaction, personal integrity demands that 
we voice our dissent and act on our convictions."^»

For the Vietnam war was seen by the students as analagous

to Nazi-expansionism in World War II, with the students finding

themselves figuratively carried back in time behind the lines

of the Third Reich. What were they to do? As the RSSA leaflet

also stated:

"The western 'democracies' raised their voices 
in horror against the barbarism of Nazi Germany, but 
officially we rationalise behaviour which has a 
similar result when performed by the United States 
and its allies."^0

These sentiments were symptomatic of a generation's disposal 

of the Cold War as an ideological framework.



What did the students see as the dissolving 

myth of the Cold War. Simply that

"there is no free world,
(and) no communist world.

That' is, the 'free' world was not truly free and the 

'communist' world was not truly.communist. Vietnam was the 

evidence of this as well as the rottenness of the system.

The key point from which the analysis of the Vietnam war 

extended to a criticism of the social system which 

perpetuated it is found in the following comments:

"Vietnam
is a stake not a mistake.... The war in Vietnam 
is a war to perpetuate US control over the 
Third World... Son My (My Lai) was not caused 
by a breakdown in (the) machine, it is the 
logical outcome of it."^

This is essentially what distinguished the 'radical' from 

the 'liberal' - the liberal claiming that Vietnam was a
y

mistake in an otherwise workable system, the radical 

claiming that Vietnam was the logical outcome of the system 

itself. The problems arise when we step back and examine 

carefully what is 'the system', what is it within the 

'system' that is good/evil, what is it about the human 

condition and the way people relate to each other in society 

that we need to understand in order to enhance the quality of 

social relationships and prevent the ultimate disfigurement &£ 

these relationships; totalitarianism and war.

The New Left Group, an offshoot of the Labor Club, 

adopted what they saw as a more discerning and penetrating 

ideological position. Of course, they essentially belonged 

to the same tradition of dissent as the other radical group and
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consequently also perceived the ingredients of totalitarianism 

to be awakening with the contemporary crisis. For instance, 

they highlighted the fact

"that America and its allies in 
Vietnam are now committing war crimes for which 
German Generals were executed after World War II:
The Christian Science Monitor of 8 September 1967 
notes that American planes bombarded dikes along 
the rice producing areas in the Red River Valley 
of North Vietnam - German General Seyss-Inquart 
was condemned to death at Nuremberg for opening 
the dikes in Holland at the time of the allied 
invasion." 33

The New Left Group, despite its smallness, acted as a 

moderating influence on the socialist revolutionaries, 

tempering their reactions to catastrophe with appeals to 

humanism and personal dignity. In this respect, they 

resembled the early humanistic concern of the SDA philosophy.

For instance, on the ideological front, the New Left Group 

argued against what they saw as the totally uncritical 

support for the victims of imperialism. Instead, although 

they admitted that it could not choose which victims of 

imperialism it was going to support, the New Left Group 

emphasized the need to keep the support for oppressed peoples 

in perspective in order to make it more effective. As one of its 

leaflets stated:

"Revolutionary chauvanism is not an effective 
weapon against Imperialism. "

Perhaps with regard to Vietnam, the most revolutionary thing to

do, they argued, was to stop the genocide. In their own words:

"There are too many revolutionaries who are all too 
willing to fight Imperialism to the last Vietnamese 
while thousands of miles from where the slaughter is
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taking place, who practice flag waving and 
slogan chanting as substitutes for the hard 
work of winning support for the people of 
Indo-China."

The NLG's spokesperson, Frank Varghese, warned against 

the cynicism and 'revolutionary' nihilism which affected 

sections of the anti-war movement. This was an open 

warning against the historical mistakes of fighting 

unrestrained totalitarianism with its own source of 

Nourishment. One needed to assert human dignity and critical 

observation in order to penetrate and erode the bonds of 

totalitarianism. ^

Thus, the NLG advocated the democratisation of dissent 

against authoritarian tendencies within the movement. As 

the NLG argued, no group had the right to impose their 

will on the others by such acts as sti-downs, or monop

olisation of loudspeakers. As they stated:

"We will resist
any attempts by any group to force people to 
actions they do not understand or agree with."

It is difficult ' to tell if the NLG was being over

sensitive or over cautious in their firm reminders to the 

movement. What is clear is that the NLG identified them

selves ideologically speaking, within the anarchist socialist 

tradition exemplified by the anarcho- syndicalists of 

the Spanish Civil War. They, moreover, played a clarifying 

and less up front role in the student movement and consciously 

rejected the vanguard role played by RSSA. The NLG urged, for 

instance, the RSSA to first show people exploitation and cold 

war power politics before explaining 'imperialism' and not the
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other way round. In sum, the New Left Group wanted to 

preserve the integrity of the movement after which they 

were named. This, they sensed, was the strength of this 

current political upheaval of young people - that they 

were prepared to work with oppressed people rather than 

for them.^

The New Left felt relentlessly oppressed - from 

conscription to conformity - and thus set about providing 

an opposition to this oppression with a resistance and an 

alternative vision that was equally as relentless.

In doing this, the radicals virtually set a new political 

agenda for a large proportion of society - they actually 

initiated social issues and movements and this, perhaps, 

is their greatest achievement because it teaches us a 

lesson in politics; that is how to at least begin to 

creatively discuss and explore the problems which we face 

and the answers to these problems. The New Left was a model 

of a new wave of political consciousness designed to liberate 

the human spirit in all aspects of life while simultaneously 

transforming the society away from destruction and repression 

to a fresh, if not uniquely youthful, view of life.

However, conflicts developed within the movement over 

a whole range of ideological and personal differences, one of

which the students themselves identified as the need for a total



all-encompassing cultural revolution against a purely 

political revolution. This response was a reaction to the 

repressive culture which drained away not only the vital 

energies of the revolution but also the hope inherent in 

a new way of thinking. It seems that tensions developed 

over the questions of motivation (revolutionary consciousness 

that is, an awareness of the need for revolution) and 

commitment. Being a numerical minority and suffering the 

resentments and frustrations of being an overworked, tired 

political activist naturally took its toll. With this kind 

of deflation in energies (’burn-out’) and thwarted goals, 

people could have been forgiven for turning their anger 

upon their fellow comrades.

Therefore, the total cultural revolution was' an attempt 

to sustain and maintain a degree of activism and inspiration 

which had emerged in student circles at this time.

This meant

"a dramatic reorientation in attitudes to sex, 
women, family, personal relationships, forms of 
artistic expression as well as the political and 
economic revolution."^

In other words, one needed a revolutionary lifestyle j_n 

order to confront the bourgeois ideology at all levels

The strains of a social movement are usually present in 

appeals for unity against the enemy. The new left was no 

exception as it was reiterated by the 'cultural revolut

ionaries' within the movement that capitalism was only
4 0strengthened by sectarianism on the left.



The cultural revolution was needed to free people from 

age-old rules and taboos. The real issue, it was argued in 

this context, was the complete change of our way of life to 

enable all people to achieve self-determination and realize 

unexplored possibilities. The young radicals could see that 

"behind the haze of prosperity, catastrophes are in the 

making, not only atomic war but total dehumanization. As 

Jim Prentice stated,

"The fight in Australia for radical 
change is a fight against what this society 
has done to our minds. " *2

What has changed since then? Perhaps rather than 

trying to answer definitively it may be wise to take a 

signpost of the present; an identifiable common 

denominator between the present and the past. For instance, 

take the following quote from a student who took part in 

the blockade of Roxby Downs in South Australia in August 

of 1984.

"The Roxby Downs blockade is more than a protest 
against uranium mining. It is a rejection of a 
totalitarian social structure which takes the right 
of decision making away from the individual under 
the guise of democracy."^

This firmly places it within the same tradition as the 

new student left of the late 60s and early 70s. Did the 

’new left' ever die completely?



Chapter 5

CASE STUDIES - 

Summy, Shearman, Franken, 

Dickson, O'Neill, Thompson, Laver



Ralph Summy

Suramy interviewed: 18.4.84

Ralph Summy is living proof that the Australian New 

Left was not isolated from the international new left. Summy 

came to Australia in 1962 from the United States of America 

where he was involved in the Committee for a SANE Nuclear 

Policy. When he arrived at the University of Queensland from 

Sydney University in the mid 1960s, he was not the only 

expatriate from the United States. An American History teacher,
r> ; i i ■ h k t  )

Dr. Mieháel Kay was working in the History Department - of more 

significance for this study, he had started a group at the 

University of Queensland in 1964 called Brisbane Professionals 

for Peace and was active in the Queensland contingent at the 

Sydney Peace Conference in October 1964. A dynamic speaker 

and organiser, Kay left the campus in 1966.

Summy became active in Brisbane Professionals for Peace 

and brought along Brian Laver, who he had met quite independ

ently, to PFP. As Ralph says, 'it was Brian's first political 

baptism'. Laver and Summy complemented each other well, the 

enthusiastic and voracious reader on the one hand and the 

wealth of American resources on the other. Summy told Kay, 

who was one of Laver's teachers:

"If there is anyone who 
can organize a movement at the university, it 
is Laver."

The American new left material Summy was introducing into 

the Australian context (anarcho-pacifism, the Partisan Review
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debates of 1965, Thoreau, Scott Nearing) was only one source 

of exotic information. The second stream came from the British 

and European new left which was more Marxist-oriented 

(Blackburn, Cochrane, New Left Review).

Laver was more influenced by the anarcho-pacifism of the 

American movement prior to his European trip in 1968, after 

which he became more militant and radicalised along Marxist 

lines. This was coupled with Summy's transfer to External 

Studies and his decreased involvement in student politics. 

However by 1970 Laver, like the prodigal son, had returned to 

his initial direction - but, as Summy says, his early radical 

liberalism had passed through the furnace of Marxism-Leninism 

to a fully developed anarchism which he embraced thereafter.

1968 not only marked the turning point in Laver’s ideolog

ical direction but also in the student-worker relationship. The 

good relations fostered prior to 1968 by Laver as research and 

education officer at Trades Hall and Mitch Thompson as secretary 

to ALP Senator George Georges deteriorated gradually to the open 

conflicts at the May Day marches in 1969 and 1970.

Another influential figure of the Queensland New Left, says 

Summy, was a mature age student named Tony Bowen. In his late 

20s, Bowen was knowledgeable both in the history of Vietnam and 

the involvement of Australia in South East Asia. He was an 

effective speaker whom people would listen to and was successful 

at imparting information. In this regard he provided a good foil 

to the charisma of Laver and O'Neill.
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As an analyst of the movement, Summy rejects behaviouristic 

analyses of the origins of the student revolt such as Feurer's 

conflict of generations. Instead, he believes that the 

upheaval was caused by a credibility gap within the pervading 

ideology of anti-communism and corporate liberalism. Radical 

movements, he goes on, run in cycles - prior to the mid 1960s 

there existed a period of blandness, anti-communism and subtle 

pressure on young people by their peers to conform. Consequently, 

youthful exuberance was confined to, as Summy remarks, 'panty 

raids on sorority houses'. However, gradually issues appeared 

and the students' exuberance found a political outlet which 

snowballed - an outlet against injustice. Moreover, the image 

of monolithic communism also broke down and pluralism within 

the left surfaced, particularly at the university level. But, 

as Summy states, 'Viettiam is what really set it off.'

The previous consensus of anti-communism and corporate 

liberalism was shattered. This was evident in the civil liberties 

campaign when students found that the 'consensus' of society 

which offered freedom of speech, assembly etc was merely an 

illusion when they were prevented from distributing leaflets 

and marching down the street in September 1967. It came as a 

shock because 'it was supposed to be a free country'. In 

other words, they found out that what they had been taught 

was a lie and consequently, were prone to over-react. Such are 

the responses of the naive who encounter bitter realities.

Even Union President Frank Gardiner was furious when the 

State Government betrayed him. Thus the march of September 8,



1967 was a culmination of some very rude awakenings - their 

rough treatment by the police did absolutely nothing to 

diminish their outrage. As Summy mentions (he was in the 

front row of the march): "There is nothing more radicalising 

than rough handling by police when they felt they were doing 

nothing wrong." Why is it, the students asked, that society 

punishes us for doing what we believe to be right and good?

Then came the lies of Vietnam and the dissidence between 

the prevailing justification and alternative explanations of 

the situation. These are what led to the student upheaval - 

credibility gaps - and other factors such as availability 

of education and employment did not work against it, but 

were of secondary importance.

Why did the student Movement fall away? Basically, says 

Summy, because their expectations were too high. Thus, their 

hopes were never realised, not even on a minimal scale - and 

this led to factionalising within the movement. The results 

the students had to produce in order to mobilize support were 

not appearing to the extent that they had promised. Their 

short-term successes in reforming the university structure 

(advisory councils, undermining of idea of Professor as 

god, rotating headship) were, says Summy, eventually 

cancelled out by the little change that took place in the 

years that followed.



Dick Shearman

Shearman interviewed: 4.5.84

In any other era Dick Shearman would probably have been a 

typical Australian young man intent on the joys of life 

rather than its shortcomings.

From a Victorian Catholic ALP (anti-DLP/NCC) family back

ground, Shearman's radicalism began, he says, during his last 

year of school at Kedron High in 1967. At this young age, he felt 

that there was- something wrong about what the papers and some of 

his teachers were saying about Vietnam. There was something 

disturbing, for instance, about his French teacher who asked the 

class, on the occasion of President Johnson's visit to Brisbane, 

to say 'I love the United States' and was also heard to say 

'more people have died on the roads than in Vietnam.'

"That's fine," his parents responded, "if you're not Vietnamese."

So Shearman set about finding out the truth. He found some good 

material from the Quakers and also information on Vietnam and 

imperialism from the People's Bookshop near the Valley pool where 

he swam.

Therefore, motivated by the issues of Vietnam and conscrip

tion, Dick Shearman decided that he would seek out the 'left' 

on his arrival at the University of Queensland in 1968. However, 

being quite anti-communist, he wanted to avoid the Monash-style 

Labour Club which favoured material support for the NLF (National 

Liberation Front of South Vietnam). Consequently he was
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attracted to the extensive SDA bookstall.

Shearman recalls that he found the jump from school to 

university to be enormous because of the university's freer 

environment compared to school which was less open to 

social criticisms.

He, also, was particularly influenced by the reason and 

argument of Tony Bowen from the Government Department - 

especially Bowen's assessment of the lack of real freedom 

in Australia.

In general, Shearman didn't think the political thinking 

of the new left was very sophisticated - action often, in fact, 

emerged spontaneously. However, some material was particularly 

drawn upon - Trotskyist material from England (Black/Red Dwarf , 

Village Voice, Bay Area Collective and Tribune,' which was 

widely circulated.)

Shearman's role in the new student left in Queensland is 

best remembered in terms of the CMF (Army Regiment) and Quang 

incidents, the second of which resulted in his suspension from 

the University of Queensland for two years.

The CMF incident occurred on Wednesday the 2nd of September 

1970 and the Quang incident two days later on the 4th. The 

first action emerged out of a group of students within RSSA 

which had been influenced by similar American campaigns against 

R.O.T.C. At 1.00 p.m. of this day a lunch time meeting began 

with 15 to 20 students aware of what was going to happen. At 

the end of the meeting they announced their intention to raid 

the Army Regiment building. As Shearman remembers, many people



agreed to the plan without really thinking about it. Getting 

inside the building was the easy part - the main problem was 

how to get out. One-quarter of the two hundred students 

barricaded themselves in; the ROC people - the "Berrigan 

faction" - took out and ripped up military files and maps 

which surprised Shearman. Meanwhile the Army had arrived 

along with students from the Union and 'would-be Liberal 

candidates'. The people inside began to wonder why they were 

there and felt the need to get out - 'for French at two, or 

a tute at three'. Thus, they broke some windows and climbed 

out the back through International House. Shearman, though, 

being one of the last to get out, was left to negotiate.

The whole event was spontaneous, he says, but the motives 

were clear: the Army had no place on campus. The problem was 

that the action was not preconceived by a large group. In fact, 

a leader in the movement later accused Shearman of being a 

'provocateur' because of the doubtful nature of the decision

making process.

Things started to get really serious for the students 

thereafter with talk of being charged and jailed under the Crimes 

and Defence Acts (friends recommended false passports to leave 

the country).

Eventually, seven students were issued with federal warrants 

for their arrest (the so-called 'St. Lucia Seven' consisted of 

Shearman, David Franken, Mark Georgiou, Mitch Thompson, Jim 

Prentice, Michael McRobbie and Henry Prokuda). Shearman turned 

himself in (on September 9 he was fined $25 in a magistrates



court for trespassing) because he did not want to jeopardise 

his planned visit to China.

On Thursday the 10th of September, the police raided the 

Crystal Cinema, Windsor, during a screening of "Marat-Sade" to 

arrest the remainder of the St. Lucia Seven. The wanted students, 

however, escaped through a machinery room, jumping over a fence, 

and running across the yard of the neighbouring house to a car 

of two sympathetic college friends. The intervening days of 

hiding were spent lying on the floors of cars to avoid Special 

Branch and sleeping in different houses each night to avoid 

being raided. (One unlucky student was Jim Prentice who made the 

mistake of answering the door to the authorities at 10 o'clock 

on the evening of Monday the 7th of September while his comrades 

jumped out the nearest window. Prentice was taken on a 

memorable adventure in which he was apparently threatened with 

a gun.) Leaflets were distributed during this week complaining 

that these students had been arbitrarily chosen in a 'deliberately 

politically motivated attempt to "deal with the leadership'".

The traumas of this fortnight in September (1970) were 

intensified by the Quang incident on 'Black Friday' the 4th of 

September 1970. The Democratic Club at university had invited 

the First Secretary of the South Vietnamese Embassy, Mr. Luic 

Tuong Quang, whom RSSA had quaintly labelled 'Mr. Rah Ning Dog', 

to speak in the Relaxation Block. The Radical students, again 

not having really worked out what they were going to do, turned 

up and decided by the end of the lunch hour that they should not 

let him out. They asked Mr. Quang about his role in support of the



French after World War Two and the arrest of a student leader in

Saigon, calling for his immediate release. Quang, so the story 

goes, denied any arrest had been made and could not assure 

this student's release. RSSA reciprocated and said they could 

not assure his release. They congested towards the narrow exits 

of the Relaxation Block while members of the Democratic Club 

escorted Quang to the nearest escape route. Now those hundred 

or so students who were 'only crowding the door' probably had 

not considered the implications of what they were doing but soon 

pondered the question 'how long can we keep him here?'. Scuffles 

broke out between students and security officer Mr. Hunt Sharp 

and several Union cleaners as Quang was escorted down some stairs 

through Student Health to a waiting car. The real confrontation, 

though, came with the arrival of Special Branch soon after the 

diplomat's departure. Students surrounded the police cars, 

debate followed, then Special Branch decided to take a walk around 

Circular Drive towards the Administration building. (At this time, 

Shearman claims he was tracking down Quang.) The radical students 

went to the library calling for reinforcements and by the time 

the police reached the Engineering and Science buildings, there 

were five hundred to six hundred students following them. Nearly 

one hundred police had gathered on the other side of the campus; 

scuffles broke out with injuries to both sides; a policeman was 

allegedly injured by Mark Georgiou who was subsequently found 

guilty in the courts. Two and a half hours after their arrival, 

the police departed and the tension subsided.
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Semper Floreat (11.9.70) claimed the police had

provoked the situation by their refusal to depart. Moreover,

"This relatively mild confrontation was 
sensationalized and distorted to the extreme 
by the mass media and grasped eagerly by 
those in the government as an opportunity to 
make much political capital out of their 
desired ’law and order' election."^"

The University of Queensland Staff Association also made 

reference to the exploitation of the incident by the media 

and government when it moved,

"The association deplores the 
manner in which the incidents of September 4 
have been distorted by the mass media’s 
sensationalistic coverage and the inaccurate 
and inflammatory remarks that some politicians 
have made on these matters."^

This incident has been compared to the 1967 Civil Liberties 

campaign for its intensity and repurcussions. O ’Neill who along 

with Bruce Dickson set up a University Co-ordinating 

Committee to rival the University Chancellor's investigating 

committee, claimed the behaviour against Quang, for all the 

questions it ráised about civil liberties and the limits of 

protest, was no worse than the actions of engineering students 

against radicals or intimidation against Freshers (or 

genocide in Vietnam for that matter).

Meanwhile, Shearman went to China not knowing that he, 

Georgiou and one other student had been charged with bringing 

the University into disrepute under Statute 13 of the University 

Discipline Code. Shearman denied these charges at a 

Disciplinary Tribunal (which subsequently recommended that he 

appear before the Senate), suggesting instead that he had, in



fact, raised the esteem of the university by highlighting 

the war. As he recalls, "They didn't like my argument."

Thus he appeared, attired in Mao suit, at a special 

Senate meeting during SWOT Vac of 1970 and argued the same 

line:

"I was guilty of obstruction and incitement, 
but that didn't warrant punishment. Rather, it 
deserved praise or maybe even a university 
medal.'

Plus, he went on, a suspension would not make him mend his 

ways. They suspended Shearman (for the rest of 1970 and all 

of 1971) and Georgiou (for 1971) on October 28, 1970.

Meanwhile, angry students occupied the Administration 

building downstairs ... in a sit-down of fifty students... 

and followed Zelman Cowan and his wife on a walk around the 

campus (ROC later apologised for this).

Shearman was barred from setting foot on the university and 

was threatened with explusion which, he says, was serious 

because he 'spent most of his life at university'. During 

his year of exile he was refused jobs and entered a period 

of personal introspection. Indeed the years immediately 

following the student movement's collapse were a difficult 

time of readjustment and reappraisal. One of the problems was 

that other people saw him as a 'media freak stuck in a time 

warp'.

On the movement in Brisbane itself, Shearman argues that 

it was very spontaneous and perhaps even a little arrogant.

But, he says, 'we were committed to what changes we believed 

in'. The students felt they were a special generation of



people who would make massive changes - the 'madder' things 

they did were due to genuine and credible motives despite 

their lack of sophistication. (Shearman himself admits to 

being a little 'undisciplined politically'.) Overall, it 

was a unique period because of the great sense of solidarity, 

the large number of people involved and the great importance 

of the issues. Those students, he concludes, who arrived like 

he did in the late 60s, rather than the mid 60s, were faced 
by a radical movement which had already established itself. It 

was becoming increasingly anti-imperialist and socialist and 

less like the initial liberalism of SDS, the Port Huron

Statement and Tom Hayden.



The ROC (Revitalization of Christianity) Movement

"I have chosen to be branded as a peace criminal 
by war criminals; it is impossible to remain 
Christian and abide by the law of this land."s3

- Dan Berrigan S.J.

By the beginning of the 1970s a remarkable new social, 

political and religious phenomena emerged from within the 

student community at the University of Queensland - a 

revolutionary Christian-pacifist movement known as the 

Revitalization of Christianity (ROC). In the self-confessed 

tradition of the Early Church, ROC began as a result of the 

inter-action of three former students at St.Joseph's College 

Gregory Terrace - David Franken (senior class of 1967),

Tony McSweeney (1966) and Jim Varghese (1968). This 

inter-action peaked during the first three days of October 

1969 when they underwent a conversion experience together 

which had, for them and many others, profound consequences.

The significance which David Franken drew from the 

experience was a reaffirmation of the original Christian 

message ("the ecstasy of the early church") against the 

backdrop of a contemporary church gone astray. As Franken 

recalled: "It was the church's experience that was wrong - 

not Christianity itself."

Whatever the nature of the perceived instruction, these 

three young undergraduates sensed that nothing could be the



same again - there was a need to do something in a very 

real way. Thus by late 1969 the newly formed ROC 

movement published its first newsletter, titled 

’Catacomb'. Franken, who along with Varghese was the 

prominent figure in ROC, saw the movement as developing 

independently of the 'Jesus Movement' in the United 

States, chronicled by Time magazine in 1969.

During 1970 and 1971, the ROC movement (and later 

community) raised questions of militarism, racism, 

educational inequalities, and unjust laws. But it was a 

combination of the first and last issues (the Vietnam War 

and the National Service Act) which became the movement's 

prime concern. To Franken they were "the greatest political 

issues of the time".

Once again one finds young people trying to expose what 

they saw as the hypocrisy of the established institutions. 

For instance, prior to the Moratorium of 8th May 1970 the 

ROC movement highlighted the fact that Roman Catholic and 

Anglican Bishops were silent (and therefore, according to 

ROC, condoning of) the Vietnam War. As Graham Williams 

wrote at the time:

It appears that violence perpetuated 
systematically and on a massive scale in the 
name of freedom, justice, human rights, decency - 
that is, violence committed by our side - 
raises for our bishops moral issues so complex 
that they must remain silent.^

Such silence, they argued, was comparable to that which 

allowed Naziism to come to power in Germany. In part, this



view that 'apathy is a political stance' was a 

reaction to President Nixon's claim that those who did 

not protest ('the silent majority') were on the side of 

the establishment.

As David Franken wrote in 1970: "Silent co-operation 

supports the killing done by others."^ This view also 

reflected a transformation of the ROC movement's ideology 

from simple pacifism (that is, 'war as such was evil') to 

Christian non violence (in the tradition of Martin Luther 

King junior, Tolstoy, Thoreau, Gandhi, the early Christians, 

the Old Testament Jews, and, of course, Jesus himself). This 

form of religious anarchism asked the question: "Is the 

State made for the service of its citizens, or do the 

citizens live to serve the State?"^

Franken arguedthat the government relied upon the fact 

that most people would leave everything up to it, and, in 

doing so, pushed the two myths that it alone knew what was 

going on and what was best for the population.

Within this context Franken urged a response of total 

non co-operation with the National Service Act (which he 

thought was 'irrevocably un-Christian') in so far as 

"conscientious objection allows objection to war, non 

registration implies objection to war and conscription".

In this regard ROC opposed all wars and consequently 

supported neither side in Vietnam.

Such a view pre-supposed a strategy for social change 

typified by the statement: "Absolute non co-operation with



unjust laws is the way they will be changed." This 

strategy was elaborated upon by Pat Drummond of the 

Sydney ROC movement in a letter to the National Service 

Department:

It appears to me that there are two ways to 
abolish a law. The first is by parliamentary 
action which, in the case of the National 
Service Act at least, has proved to be totally 
ineffective. The second method is by mass 
non compliance with the Act. Should this action 
prove to be taken on such a scale that the 
present law enforcement agencies find, for 
political or physical reasons, they can no 
longer impose the penalities required by the 
Act upon its violators then, effectively, the 
Act has been abolished. A LAW WHICH CANNOT 
BE ENFORCED HAS NO POLITICAL RELEVANCE.

The Catholic members of ROC, similarly, justified 

their position with the words of Pope John XXIII: "The 

degree to which a person justifies violence and war is 

in inverse proportion to his awareness of the unity of 

the human race." ^

The recurring equation by the radical student 

community of Australian and American power-brokers with 

those of Nazi Germany manifested itself in a leaflet 

published by ROC which quoted Herman Goering's statement 

that: "The people can always be persuaded by their leaders. 

You tell them that they are being attacked. Then you say 

that the pacifists are helping the enemy. It works the 

same in any country." Ie

Young people's preoccupation with encroaching totalit

arianism was a feature of the radical student movement. One 

ROC leaflet, for instance, stated that:
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It's painfully clear that the present lack 
of political activism by Christians is 
identical with the moral failure of churches 
in Hitler's Germany that neglected political 
issues and concentrated on spiritual and 
institutional questions while fifty million 
men, women and children were slaughtered.

It may only appear like provocative rhetoric hut it 

in many ways reflected the reality of their consciousness. 

For example, such images of totalitarianism were evoked 

in a leaflet criticising Professor Zelman Cowan's role 

in the suspension of two students following the Quang 

incident :

Professor Zelman Cowan is a lawyer; this means 
that his quide stick for determing whether 
something is 'wrong' is the LAW and not 
necessarily MORALITY or JUSTICE. This attitude 
is the one held by German 'Christians' during 
the War - the Law of the Land must, not be 
questioned or opposed even if it supports 
genocide^ torture, and nuclear murder.1*'

Along with images of totalitarianism there was also 

a strong eschatological flavour to much of the ROC people's 

thinking. The awareness of the global threat of nuclear 

arms reinforced this idea of the 'end of time' within 

the radical Christian framework (not unlike, incidentally, 

the Marxist notion of the 'end of history'). As one ROC 

member wrote:

As a followed of Christ, I believe it is a 
reasonable thing to trust in him, much more 
reasonable in fact than the faith all of us ^  
place in our being here five minutes from now.

There was a strong notion of the apocalypse behind 

many of their attempts to explain evil and injustice in 

the world. More than once it was mentioned that a true
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Utopia would "probably never really (be) attained until 

the second coming." ̂

Indeed, ROC published an 'apocalyptic post-gospel 

apocrypha' or reading list of books and writers who had 

influenced their philosophy. It included Michael Novak,

Thomas Merton, Paul Ormonde, A.S. Neill, Carl Amery,

Camilo Torres, Erich Fromm, Thomas Altizer, Harvey Cox,

R.D. Laing, Theodore Roszak, Francine Gray, Ted Noffs,

Dan and Phil Berrigan, and a variety of American Christian 

periodicals such as Commonweal and The Christian Century.

The ROC movement's general philosophy incorporated a 

kind of 'Great Refusal', but in the form of an absolute 

rejection of the whole hierarchy of evil (and later of the 

evil of hierarchy). It was for them like draft resister 

Michael Hamel-Green's analogy that evil was like a twig, 

which led to a branch, and a tree, and eventually to an 

entire forest. Thus ROC opposed the Department of Defence 

with the following rationale:

If you love your fellow man, 
then you have to seek to abolish the 
instruments that kill and oppress him; 
instruments like the Department of Death (Defence).. 
.. and if others who hold political office 
won't abolish these structures which have 
no moral right to exist, then you MUST take 
action to abolish them YOURSELF. ^

This also shows the degree to which the radical 

movement as a whole advocated that people take personal 

responsibility rather than handing it over to the

authorities.



With this in mind, members of the ROC movement 

joined with students from the revolutionary left to 

occupy the CMF building on 2nd September 1970 - as 

well as destroying military files and maps. The 

justification was simple and absolute:

No man or
government has the right to take the life 
of any man, on any pretext, according to 
the sermon on the mount .... We can no 
longer allow that murderous system to 
function smoothly in our name. So we 
struck. /6

Within this justification some members of ROC 

argued that violence against property (which harmed 

people) was morally sound so long as nobody got hurt in 

the process. The media and government, however, were 

oblivious to this distinction as evidenced by its 

constant criticism of 'violent' protest. ROC replied to 

this situation with the words of American draft resister 

and Jesuit Daniel Berrigan who said: "It is better to
/  * 7burn papers than children." 1

David Franken, in particular, identified with Daniel

and Phil Berrigan and their self-definition as 'peace

criminals'. For example, Franken declared, after

refusing to appear in a Magistrates Court following the

federal warrant out for his arrest over the CMF incident:

"I am under a moral obligation as a Christian to struggle

for a world, a society, where man will respond to his fellow
l iman in terms of love."



Added to this was an awareness within the movement

of their part in an international movement. As one of its 

members wrote in a publication entitled Christian 

Underground : "One of the startling developments of the 

60s has been the reawakening of revolutionary Christianity." ̂  

In particular, the ROC movement identified with the 

struggles of Christian revolutionaries in Latin America 

and the Basque areas of Spain. Within this, one detects a 

note of trying to justify the whole concept of a 'Christian 

Revolutionary' in the shadow of the resurgence of revolution

ary socialist ideas on campus.

Indeed by September 1970, ROC was describing itself as 

a 'Christian guerilla movement'. Such rhetoric certainly 

helped relations with the student Left who looked upon the 

ROC movement with, to say the least, curiosity. RSSA, in all 

likelihood, viewed ROC as an opportunity to bring previously 

uncommitted Christians into the Left. But, says Franken, "they 

did help us be real, and come out of the Christian ivory 

tower and come to terms with the world. It was a challenge 

to realism that wasn't coming from anywhere else."

A degree of convergence arose, in fact, in some areas.

For instance, in an article by ROC member Michael Carden 

(entitled "Christianity and Social Change - Revolution to 

end the War"), the author argues that, for him, the truly 

Christian society "would be a form of socialism. It would



entail total disarmament, worker's control of industry, 

participation by the people in the decision-making 

processes of the community, a world confederation of 

peoples, and new structures based on sharing and co

operation to tackle the major social problems of the 

world."

Like the RSSA, ROC tried to attack the question of 

war at its roots and consequently make the anti-war 

movement more than purely a negative phenomena. Further

more, ROC under the influence of Helden Camara and 

Dorothy Day sought a 'cultural revolution' through a 

transformation in lifestyle. In many respects their model 

of the 'post-revolutionary society' resembled the 

anarchist model. As Carden wrote: "Political action occurs 

when the underground surfaces.... Everywhere possible the 

old order must be attacked and an alternative model 

presented." ^

Differences, though, occurred over the Vietnam War.

ROC, unlike RSSA who openly supported the NLF, advocated

a 'third solution' to the conflict, namely that of non

violent reconciliation (since "to use violence would

indicate alignment with one or other of the warring 

ZZ
parties"). In adopting this policy, they identified with 

the millions of Vietnamese who supported neither the 

National Liberation Front nor the Saigon regime, that is, 

'The Third Force' of Buddhists, Catholics, students and 

'neutralists'.



ROC by its very nature was only a short-lived 

movement. It was deliberately wound down by the second 

half of 1971. Yet, as Franken recalls, the movement 

could not have existed during a more significant 

eighteen-month period. As a conglomeration of small 

autonomous cells, the ROC community had a core member

ship of forty, but it 'influenced hundreds, maybe 

thousands more'. The movement described itself as 

'post-denominational', that is, Christian first and 

denominational later. On other occasions it would call 

itself 'multi-denominational' as a tribute to its diverse 

membership of Catholics, Baptists, Salvation Armyites, 

Anglicans, Lutherans, Quakers, Christian anarchists, 

Methodists, Presbyterians, Mormons and Street Christians.

In view of this relatively small core membership, ROC 

had a disproportionately large impact on both the protest 

movement and the wider society. Such events as Anzac Day 

actions, the returning of cadet trophies by Franken and 

Varghese to their old school, the 'Celebration of life' 

marches, the 'freedom festivals', the CMF occupation, and 

the moratorium marches (it led the one in May 1970) 

showed the commitments and convictions which this group 

of young people had. Moreover, the trademark of the 

movement - the handing out of flowers to policemen at 

demonstrations - gives the ROC movement a special place 

for those who remember the "Flower Power" era.
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What is significant here is the tremendous interest 

which ROC prompted throughout the nation. They 

received numerous letters of enquiry from southern 

student, Christian, and anti conscription organizations 

and assisted in the formation of a ROC community at 

Sydney University in February 1971 (which subsequently 

grew to a size of eighty members).

As the Union Recorder wrote in May 1971 about ROC:

ROC's general disillusionment with the 
institutionalised church, and in particular 
with its bureaucratic nature, the 'church is 
so constipated that nothing gets done' 
feeling, clearly places this movement within 
the broad dissident trends of western youth 
in the 1960s. It reflects the prevalent 
frustration and irritation with established 
institutions,philosophies and leadership, 
which are unwilling to support new avenues 
for fundamental social change.

The ROC movement represented another group of young 

people seeking to create a community against a backdrop 

of indifference and cynicism. There is no question that 

they were idealistic but to say that such idealism has no 

historical significance is to deny the many Christian 

communities which grew out of that period of time. (See, 

for example, Noel Preston's booklet 'Christian 

Communities in Australia'). It also reflects another 

chapter in the (so far) unwritten account of Australian 

pacifism.



Bruce Dickson

Dickson interviewed: 5.6.84

Described by David Franken as a 'pocket historian', Bruce 

Dickson as editor of Semper Floreat in 1969 and 1970 was one of 

the official chroniclers of the new student left's development. 

Semper became a truly alternative publication under his 

direction with issues on Vietnam, the RSSA Manifesto, drugs, the 

counter-culture, sexuality and anarchism, to name a few. Thus his 

observations of the movement are likely to be insightful.

He was interviewed at the Queensland Institute of Technology 

Students' Union.

Student radicalism, Dickson recalls, underwent a period of 

quiet build-up over a number of issues during the years 1962 to 

1966. The situation intensified with the NUAUS anti-conscription 

action in Canberra. Meanwhile in Brisbane, Brian Laver would 

lead a dozen smartly-dressed people on a march against the 

Vietnam war, while engineering students gave them a hard time.

The Brisbane scene hotted up in 1967. SDA was instrumental 

in this build-up of momentum largely because it had its own 

off-set press and printers who would work long hours to put out 

good quality leaflets about issues that had emerged over the 

past day or so. In other words, SDA was well organized and had 

committed people in it. Their leaflets often provided the first 

impression for many students and, more significantly, their first 

exposure to different ideas. SDA was also the first group to 

institutionalize the bookshop scene (combined with a drop-in and



meeting centre at the market area in Roma Street.)

The student movement at the Queensland University was 

unique among the Australian campuses for many reasons, one of 

which was that it contained 'free-thinking radically minded 

people', whereas the southern campuses were more ideological 

and doctrinaire (for example, Trotskyist, Maoist). Jim Cairns, 

Dickson remembers, said at the time that the University of 

Queensland provided the most significant radical thinking of 

all the campuses. The radicals in Brisbane had a fresh approach 

and commonsense, too.

One of the people who embodied both the efficiency and 

commonsense of SDA was its chief organizer, Mitch Thompson.

He was "the executive arm of Laver... he and Laver complemented 

each other really well as a team."

The huge output of leaflets by SDA was part of a broader 

'paper war' at St. Lucia. Often the tables of the refectory 

would contain masses of leaflets giving six or more perspectives 

on any one issue. The dialogue between groups was a positive 

thing because of its educative value. There was essentially a 

common aim of the many groups: to break through the myths of

the Cold War, communism and the notion that leaders wouldn't 

lie to you. They wanted to show people (by fighting the half 

truths within the 'law and order' propaganda) that the system 

as they'd been sold it was deceiving them.

In their voyage of common discovery, the students were 

helped by older people such as O'Neill and Summy who could
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dispel the myths about Korea, the 40s and 50s - because

as Dickson says, "the issues didn't differ that much."

"Laver's oratory powers were fundamentally 
important to the speed with which the 
movement grew. He was undoubtedly a 
charismatic figure."

The massive growth in lunchtime forums, besides the issues 

themselves, was largely due to Laver. He was the catalyst.

The positive interaction and cohesiveness between all the 

groups provided the basis for a radical community, a hetero

genous body of varying perspectives. This mutual respect 

and community was the strength of the Queensland movement 

compared to the factionalism so rife in southern campuses.

The Labour Club, of which Dickson was a prominent member, 

was, he says, the major anti-conscription group especially 

as tactics changed from conscientious objection to actual 

draft resistance. Other important groups were ROC, Newman 

Society and the New Left Group.

(Ralph Nader had a big impact on his visit to the 

University of Queensland on July 5, 1972, attracting the 

biggest crowd ever. He inspired Peter Thompson, tutor in 

economics, to initiate a Public Interest Research Group.

PTRG was a major development. Dickson says, because it was a 

practical application and provided a forerummer to the 

Council on Civil Liberties "which, for a while, was the 

opposition in Queensland".)

One of the major cultural factors of the student 

community was drugs which was part of a general youth culture 

rather than being isolated to the left or activists. The



experimental use of drugs was symptomatic of the radical 

ethos of the 60s. It was, he says, a period when young 

people challenged all that they had been told and wondered, 

particularly after Vietnam, what other lies had been told - 

such as in relation to drugs. That is, people began to 

question (but only question) the government's equating of 

marihuana with heroin as an addictive substance.

The student culture was also characterised by a 

phenomenal social activity. As Dickson recalls: "You could go 

to any table at the refectory and have amazing discussions on 

issues... everyone talked to everyone." It was an exciting 

feeling to learn so much - but such was often the case, that 

they would ¿o their most enthusiastic reading and discussing 

outside the inhibiting environment of the classroom.

The awareness of this sub-culture had a political edge to 

it - there was a common feeling that one was involved in 

building a new society. The emphasis was on community rather 

than self-interest.

It was a time of hope and optimism with a prevailing belief 

in finding new and more honest ways of doing things, of building 

a just and better society. (Whitlam came to power on this wave 
of hope and optimism.)

Of the Erotica Display of 1969, Dickson remembers, it was a 

bit of an anti-climax. As an attempt to highlight censorship in 

an outrageous manner it faded next to the efforts of Oz, Tharunka

and Wendy Bacon in New South Wales where censorship was more of
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an issue.

On the mass media, Dickson argues that it tended to use 

the left more than the left used it (which it often tried 

to do). This was a problem.

Many novitiates to radicalism were converted by police 

repression at demonstrations, particularly in the context of 

the civil liberties issue. Civil liberties touched a nerve with 

many people who were only peripheral to the left, that is, 

people who at least accepted the freedom to hold differing 

opinions. Consequently, they were shocked to see the extent 

the state would go to crush opposition in 1967 and 68.

Dickson remarks that there was a strong anarchist/ 

libertarian tradition running throughout the Queensland 

movement. It was also distinguishable by a greater communica

tion between students and workers than in other parts of 

Australia even if they didn't always understand each other.

What was the impact of the student movement? Some 'semi- 

important hangovers' included the present shape of the students' 

union, Semper, 4ZZZ, Schoneil Theatre and its choice of films, 

and the Community Arts Centre. In academic terms it forced 

lecturersto provide a rationale for what they taught. At that 

time, he goes on, educational reform was especially imperative 

because there was no student representation - now, at least, 

there are three students on the University Senate.

The latest generation has absorbed or taken for granted a 

lot of what the 60s generation did. Nowadays, though, the 

present generation is faced with a greater number of assessment



commitments (due to semesterization) whereas in the late 

60s students could more often fail and still remain students.

Were the radicals of the 60s and 70s truly radical? Maybe 

not totally. They were understandably naive at times. The 

left in Australia have also suffered traditionally from a lack 

of imagination (that is, more repetitive, knee-jerk tactics 

for change). The feminists, however, says Dickson, were 

genuinely radical in a fundamental sense.
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Dan O'Neill

O'Neill interviewed: 18.6.84

Dan O'Neill was the key 'analyst-activist* in the 

Queensland New Left. As a lecturer in the English Department, 

O'Neill was able to lead many of the staff-student struggles 

for a democratic university and play an active role in the 

anti-war and radical socialist movements, particularly in 

terms of placing contemporary events in a theoretical frame

work*

He also inspired many students with his ebullient and highly 

articulate oration as well as the strength of his intellectual 

convictions.

Coming from a Catholic tradition, O'Neill was first 

involved with the movement at the University of Queensland 

through the Newman Society and the University Reform Group 

which drew upon the ideas of John Henry Newman on the 

nature of universities.

He believes the role of radical staff members at the 

time was to provoke and antagonise the administration and 

the public at large to think about the major issues of the 

day. Their role assumed greater importance as they began 

to clearly align themselves with the dissident students.

Others, he recalls, believed that they were departing from 

the proper role of academics.

The radical staff were also able to give the impression 

to many ordinary students that the radical students should not
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be written off as 'ratbags'. Their involvement led to what 

was one permanent feature of the movement that was also 

unique to the University of Queensland - a genuine staff- 

student movement both for social change and change in the 

university. This led to the movement for staff-student 

control and alliances with non-academic employees of the 

university. Thus, the radical staff were able to turn the 

movement towards the question of what a modern, democratic 

university would look like.

Meanwhile, the storm of September 8 (1967) was brewing,

largely due to the efforts of Brian Laver, Tony Bowen,

Mitch Thompson and Philip Richardson.

"Laver had the extraordinary ability to 
dramatise issues and produce a visual impact 
for students who hadn't thought much about the 
issues at all... (furthermore) he articulated 
things in an extremely attractive way."

O'Neill believes that Laver had a new kind of rapport 

with student audiences because he encapsulated the idea of 

expectancy, that something could happen. And it did.

September 8, 1967, was significant, O'Neill says, not 

just because four thousand marched but also because many 

of those who did not march walked alongside the procession 

on the footpath. Therefore, "it represented the physical 

displacement of the university downtown."

The march was a novel experience for many people because it 

energised the discussions and gave them a focus. Moreover, it



also introduced an entire civil libertarian argument into 

people’s thinking including those who hadn't even thought 

about Vietnam. Thus the civil liberties issue provided a 

platform for the discussion of many other issues.

The march also legitimized to some extent the concept of 

student protest and broke down the provincial roughneck image 

of the 'bully-boys' and their ability to mobilize ridicule 

against anyone who took issues seriously. In other words, 

it broke down College domination of social mores such that 

it became unrespectable to be a 'yahoo', and established the 

new idea of extra-curricula intellectual life.

One of O'Neill's major theoretical contributions to the 

movement was his ability to draw realistic connections 

between Vietnam and the university. Essentially, the war in 

Vietnam and an awareness of the Third World enabled people, 

who were sympathetic to the plight of the oppressed in those 

countries, to see the dissolution of the myths of the cold 

war. One could not understand Vietnam as a purely bi-polar 

war with a cold war world view. Vietnam eased the dilemma of 

having to choose either between the free world and Stalinism. 

Great interest developed within the new left in the Vietnamese 

struggle as a prototype - they re-read the history of Castro's 

struggle in Cuba and Mao's in China in this light.

"This led," says O'Neill, "to a new need to analyse 

capitalism, and the present stage of capitalism in particular, 

as a world-wide system with imperatives that were not only



economie but strategie as well."

Strategic insofar as Vietnam was seen as an attempt to hold 

together the American political and cultural empire. Domestically 

Vietnam provided the metaphor of an 'internal colony' which became 

the prototype for Black Power in the United States and potentially 

student power around the world. Therefore, Vietnam was an 

important kind of paradigm. It served as a model for a new kind of 

human solidarity and precipitated the destruction of the Cold 

War view of the world.

Significantly, many students came to see Vietnam and 

conscription in the course of their struggle against them as 

"not simply aberrations of the system, (but) the system itself 

operating on one of its fronts, to protect its own interests as 

a totality, Thus an important minority of students came gradually 

to consider Vietnam as part of a wider problem... (such that) 

around 1968, most of the leaders of the student movement became 

declared anti-capitalists and anti-imperialists."^

In time, too, as university authorities hindered political 

organising, students came to see in practice that

" (a) the
university was in certain respects simply part 
of the system and later
(b) that not only in its government but also in 
its day-to-day teaching and learning it quite 
often did not concern itself with the real world 
that was capable of producing Vietnam."^

The university came to be
"seen primarily as the

mind factory within capitalism, an intellectual 
part of the capitalist system designed soon 
after the steam engine and seemingly for a 
purpose as utilitarian." ¿6



O'Neill reflects that Queensland students, unlike their 

American counterparts, did not make strong enough links in 

the neighbourhood with the poor and underprivileged.

However, the movement did make concerted efforts to link up 

with workers and working class organizations.

For instance, he says, the new left in Queensland talked 

about 'student-worker alliance' even before May 1968 in Paris 

when the idea became fashionable. Certainly there were tensions 

in the relationship but in general the working class left had 

great sympathy for the students movement. However, the alliance 

never achieved a permanent organizational form; that is, at a 

grass roots level.

O'Neill reflects that the movement did not have, or build

itself, the theoretical base needed to sustain itself:

"Much of the theorizing was still hungover 
from the thirties... we didn't realise how 
deep-rooted the problems were in the system."

Thus by the end of the 1960s new issues had emerged such as the

environment, racism and sexism, the last two of which, O'Neill

remarks, the movement was not prepared for. Therefore it was

no accident that the new left in the West turned towards

anarchist philosophy - not everything could be embraced with

either a Leninist or social democratic perspective.

Despite the problems caused by an over-emphasis on the public 

side of personal relations there was a real community feeling 

at the university as evidenced by subsequent nostalgia and



regret that the radical movement did not continue. There was 

a high level of generosity and sociability - as O'Neill states, 

"the place had a heart to it."

Symptomatic of this was the fact that certain books went 

round the radical community; there was a real intellectual 

agenda outside the courses. For example, books by Camus, Paulo 

Friere, Summerhill, Ivan Illich, Holt ('Why Children Fail'), 

David Horowitz ('From Yalta to Vietnam'), Marcuse and Marxist 

theory all did the rounds.

Reflecting on the period 1965 to 1972, O'Neill concludes 

"it was as if the world had got new axioms in the mid-60s." 

Afterwards there was a feeling of bewilderment; why had the 

wave receded? In a world that seemed more complex every day, 

the era at the University of Queensland was an education in 

the power of human interests and what deep-rooted things held 

society together.

O'Neill also called for the left to take seriously the 

rights of underprivileged people like pensioners, Aborigines and 

migrants. Students, he said, ought to follow the example of 

Students for a Democratic Society in America and actually 

integrate themselves structurally with the underprivileged in 

Australia. He also remarked, in this context, that the left 

wing lacked passion (it was 'bloodless' and 'impersonal') and 

spoke about humanity yet too frequently felt no real humanity.

As he stated (in 1969 at the Conference for Left Action):

"if we live repressively now, if we live without
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charity and without concern and compassion for 
one another now, we'll live exactly that way 
after the revolution which is supposed to have 
reduced alienation."

The Bolshevik (insurrectionary) and reformist strategies 

to capture state power were inappropriate to developed 

countries because the state was only one of the many 

agencies designed to protect the status quo. As O'Neill argued 

"the great initiation of socialism must begin in the schools, 

must begin in men s minds, must begin in communication . 

Education served the needs of the status quo and pot the needs 

of the individual.

Workers could learn from the student movement's demands 

for staff-student control of the universities - because it 

embodied the idea of 'producer democracy', that those who 

produce in the institution should democratically jrun that 

institution.

In all areas, O'Neill argued, people must attack the 

'mythology of the status quo'. Students, especially so 

because "the men in the universities may be villains but 

they're not stupid villains."'2^

Students and workers, he stated, seemed to have little in

common except the future. Therefore, there was a need for

cross-fertilisation - students should go into the work place

as part of their courses and workers should be invited into

the universities as part of their work. But, as O'Neill said,

"the concept of student and the concept of 
worker are concepts of capitalist society or 
bureaucratic socialist society but not



concepts of the society that we're fighting 
for." 30

O'Neill concluded his speech at the Conference for Left 

Action in 1969 by criticising the 'immature' reformist

revolutionary distinction as a product of negative thinking 

and a lifetime of opposition and oppositional perception. He 

also asserted that the ruling class were the barrier in 

society, and not the forces of evil - and that non-violent 

revolution was the only final form of revolution that could 

exist in the world.

O'Neill also had some interesting things to say about 

intellectuals and their role in society. The major problem 

of scholarship, he argued, was that it tended to dull the 

senses to the real world. As he wrote:
Y

"It is in turning away 
from the one-dimensional world of scholarly 
brilliance to the three-dimensional world of 
non-intellectuals that scholarship will renew 
itself as potentially revolutionary action."8

This was one of the strongest themes of O'Neill's 

philosophy - a call for non-elitism and egalitarianism. In 

this regard it is worth noting the man's working class 

background.

Finally, O'Neill believed that (writing in the turmoil of 

the late 60s) people needed patience and skill for the 

revolutionary struggle but also endurance and strength to 

survive in the pre-revolutionary society:

"people, even
if they are committed to concretely changing 
the society, have to go on living in i t . " ^



At a talk at a SDA Radical Conference in September 1968

O'Neill gave a comprehensive critique of capitalism. He began

with the following statement: "capitalism is being 
revealed as an increasingly wasteful and 
unjust system that to continue actually 
has to suppress human needs and hold back 
the productive capacity of its citizens, 
distorting them psychologically and 
morally while doing s o . " ^

Moreover, there were four characteristics of capitalism

needing closer examination. First the fact that a greater

number of people were being admitted to the functions of

controlling and influencing the status quo - that is, capitalism

was become a more sophisticated exploiter such that more people

found it advantageous to go into the existing system. However,

the underprivileged were still structurally excluded from the
•34benefits of this status quo.

Coupled with this was the greater powers of capitalism to 

co-opt its opposition. For instance, the trade union movement 

had conceeded to capitalism the right to exist thus limiting the 

scope of its opposition.

Thirdly was the co-existence of contradictory objective 

and subjective conditions. In other words, people have needs 

which were being obstructed yet didn't feel this to be so (a 

kind of false consciousness). As O'Neill outlined,

"the system
has encouraged people not to want conflict... 
(moreover) the dominant factor is that we are 
faced with a completely integrated society; mentally, 
emotionally and culturally stereotyped in favour of 
the status q u o . " ^
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Consequently, the mass of people were not conscious of 

the need for change in society and therefore were not 

motivated to change society. The population was depressed. 

Working class people did not ask themselves questions 

relating to social justice or the need for human 

liberation and equality.

Fourthly, the controllers of the means of production, 

distribution and exchange had gained control of education 

and the mass media too. The consequence of this was a 

deliberate neglect of events in Africa and Latin America 

because -

"the events occurring in any part of the third 
world, if they are reported with any degree of 
fairness or fullness, would immediately break 
up the Cold War attitude of 'Communism versus 
anti-communism.' The emerging forms of 
socialism ijj Latin America and Africa would 
immediately rend apart this very simple view 
of the world, but there are powerful vested 
interests opposed to any destruction of this
view." 36

Educational institutions had become the main area in 

which the contradictions of capitalism occurred. That is, 

the technological system needed to give students exposure 

to the intellectual culture of the university in order to 

train them to become part of the machine. However within 

this culture were ideas at variance with the status quo and 

the potential for students in technical areas to transcend 

the requirements of the system (to be bland and obedient).

Consequently, there was the emergence of the student 

power movement - motivated by the students' realisation that
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their development was being impaired by the way the 

university was structured and the "compliance in this 

status quo of most of the academic staff.'"^^Theref ore, if 

(the students Wanted to get the things they were logically 

impelled to seek,they were going to have to transform the 

conditions and structures of the university , and "so you 

get the slogan of student power."

O'Neill noted that his views were based on Dr. Jim 

Cairns' perception that

"Australia is a political democracy 
which contains inside itself a collection of 
social and economic autocracies."3Ä

One of which, O'Neill believed, was the university.

Out of this analysis, O'Neill set out a strategy for 

change. Firstly, he argued, there was a need to live out the 

future. That is:

"provide institutions to consolidate 
the advances in the growth of new moral and 
social attitudes" ^

rather than
"simply an oppositional element that's 

defined by the thing we're opposing.^0

O'Neill believed that direct action could provide the

necessary catalyst for political change.

Secondly, there was a need to create new counter-

institutional structures based on, for instance, alliances

between students and workers, and students and the under

privileged .
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Thirdly, issues needed to be linked up, and a theory 

developed of an extra parliamentary opposition.

Finally, O'Neill said,

"we need to deepen the sort of 
community that we want to exist pervasively 
throughout society."^

That is, a democratic socialist type of community which gave 

primacy to the rank and file and denied the elitist leadership. 

As he concluded:

"unless we try to live out the ideals of the 
revolution now, however hard it may be, as well as 
trying to bring about the structural and 
institutional changes, then we've already sold away 
the soul of the revolution."^2.

Finally in this section, one needs to look at O'Neill's 

analysis of the student movement and its rise and fall.

O'Neill remembers the period 1965 to 1972 as 'one long year' 

after the 'long sleep' of the preceding decade and a half.

In the early years, 1965 and 1966, the movement consisted 

of a number of different groups, "each moving along its own line 

of development," centred around particular concerns. However, 

with more lessons in political theory and practice an 

explicitly anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist and revolutionary 

consciousness developed. Although the University of Queensland 

changed overnight with the 1967 civil liberties march, it was 

the Vietnam war which throughout provided "the most powerful 

incentive to continued protest and resistance." Daily forums 

provided an alternative education and an avenue for expressing
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the discoveries of human possibilities and liberation and 

the sources of public pretentiousness and alienation. In 

these forums

"you could feel yourself being re-defined, 
entering deeper into a new dialectic of 
community with others escaping a similar 
entrapment, forming a sharper and sharper contrasty 
with an 'enemy' that grew clearer and clearer." ^

"The movement," says O'Neill, "was betrayed by its own 

ambition." It fell prey to cynicism, "the psychic fifth 

column of the establishment" and declined, leaving many with 

a feeling of bewilderment: "Whatever happened to the 

revolution?"

O'Neill reflected in 1976, on the eve of the turbulent 

civil liberties struggle of the late 1970s, on what could be 

learnt from the era and how to sustain radicalism against a 

seemingly awesome social system:

"The society does not
encourage people to seek the sources of joy, of 
hope, of personal restoration, of friendships and 
permanent happiness in the midst of struggle 
against injustice. But does the radical orthodoxy? 
And if it does not, why not? And what would?"
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Mitch Thompson

Thompson interviewed: 3.7.84

Mitch Thompson was one of the key organizers of Society 

for Democratic Action and the Revolutionary Socialist 

Students Alliance. He identified two phases in the movement - 

the first one lasting from 1966 to 1968 and the second from 

1969 to 1972. The early years, he says, were a "fantastic 

period of creativity at all levels" because of the diversity 

and cohesiveness of the movement. The high point of this period 

was undoubtedly the civil liberties march of September 1967 - 

a remarkable achievement of mobilization in view of the 

twenty or so people who began the campaign in 1966. The student 

radicals were able to produce 15,000 leaflets in one day and have 

them distributed to the University and Teachers’ College within 

a few hours of having written them.

The second phase of the movement was marred by the frag

mentation of the different groups. This occurred, Thompson 

argues, because "the new left questioned everything including 

its own internal contradictions." The highlight of this phase 

was the moratorium movement but, in general, this period 

was less dynamic and deep than the original wave of radicalism. 

However the new student left in Queensland was less faction- 

alized than those in Sydney and Melbourne because it had no 

history and thus was able to start from a clean slate. Certainly, 

Thompson goes on, Brisbane SDA, with over five hundred members



at one stage, was one of the two strongest student organizations 

in Australia - the other being, of course, the Monash Labour 

Club. This was interesting because these two groups were 

totally divergent in ideological terms, yet were able to achieve 

a real sense of radicalism and honesty.

The New Left, argues Thompson, gave birth to the extra- 

parliamentary resistance that exists now. Furthermore, it 

mobilized people into opposing the Vietnam war and "created the 

social phenomena to challenge the ALP and drag them into the 

movement." The student revolt represented the first time, for 

many, of questioning society's culture and understanding the 

nature of exploitation.

The movement had its victims, though, but this was not the 

fault of the movement - rather it was the price one paid for 

existing outside the norms of a repressive society. As Thompson 

remarks :

"Ideology is culture. Once you start seeing things 
differently, the movement had to create a different 
culture."

Being isolated from the mainstream culture raised tremendous 

insecurities in some people - particularly those only partially 

involved or committed to the movement.

Other people who had been more committed dropped out after 

the decline of the new left due to fatigue and the cynicism 

that comes from being in the (unsuccessful) left in Australia. 

Thompson, though, believes that, unlike these people, he did 

not burn out because he 'always knew when to retreat.'



The generation of the new left was special, he concludes, 

because for all its innocence they found themselves on the 

side of humanity.

"Morality was on our side as far as Vietnam and 
conscription were concerned."

Moreover, they didn't feel guilty about being 'middle class 

revolutionaries' because they did not initially see themselves 

as middle class, or, more precisely, they thought everyone was 

middle-class, because there was only two per cent unemployment.

Things were very different then.

And what of people like O'Neill, Laver, Shearman and Co.?

"The movement threw up people who had a
disproportionate influence on others in 
terms of ideas."
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Brian Laver

Laver interviewed: 31.7.84

The name Brian Laver is synonymous with the Queensland

New Student Left. Donald Horne described him as follows:

"In Brisbane there was the mercurial and silver- 
tongued Brian Laver, a cousin of the tennis player 
Rod Laver, quick talking, quick thinking, an 
admirer of Herbert Marcuse, who went about organizing 
passive resistance with military precision."

If one substituted Erich Fromm for Marcuse this description would 

be closer to the truth. As a twelve year-old schoolboy at 

Rockhampton Boys' Grammar, Laver won oratory competitions 

speaking against fascism and communism in support of represent

ative democracy. Up until he came to University, Laver was headed 

towards Duntroon Military College because he thought that:

"if you were serious, you had to be prepared to 
militarily defend democracy against totalitarianism."

His initial politicization was therefore humanist and anti- 

totalitarian. Major influences on his philosophy were Janita 

Laver (his wife and a pacifist initially), Gandhi, Thoreau (a 

’radical ecologist' like the present-day Laver), and the 

existentialists, Camus, Sartre and de Beauvoir. The ideas of non

violence, radical individualism and self-sustaining life were 

clearly influential - but none more than the ideas of Erich 

Fromm:

"It was Erich Fromm who was probably the most influential 
moral, social and psychological influence on my 
social theory - and still remains so, along with 
Thoreau."
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1968, as mentioned earlier, was the turning point in the 

new left’s history and perhaps also in Laver’s radicalism at 

this time. Libertarianism emerged as his response to his worries 

about collectivism, Marxism-Leninism and the revolutionary party.

In terms of the significance of the campaignsthemselves, 

the anti-Vietnam struggle and the civil liberties movements 

were all important.

"In most of these campaigns we tried to make the 
demands radical and uncontainable in ideas and have 
within them our vision of a new society. The most 
important role I played was to continue to try and 
formulate a body of ideas which couldn't be 
contained. You have to do two things to build a 
social revolution based on individualism and 
freedom. One, construct a body of ideas that is 
based in real human nature about mutual aid and 
love and social co-operation. Then you have to 
carry out actions which contain the embryo of the 
new society; because we rejected Marxist-Leninist 
strategies of capturing the state."

In his attempts to "build holistic and humanist organiza

tions, Laver tried to emphasize the need for an adequate and 

uncontainable social theory - specifically, he found the 

problems of human existence to be based in the concepts of 

hierarchy and the entire socialisation of sado-masochistic 

feelings. This was indicative of his love of life and his wish 

to inspire people with hope, in order to empower them to act 

in a life-enhancing way.

The staff-student movement was the biggest potential threat 

to the system if it could break out like it did in France 

in 1968. Up the Right Channels was important in showing people 

that ’the university has stopped studying the universe and it now 

studies its navel'.



Laver's own interpretation of the causes of the student 

upheaval at this time are consistent with his libertarian and 

humanist orientation. He believes that the revolt occurred, 

not because of economic reasons, but because of moral issues 

and high idealism. This manifested itself in the concerns of 

the mainly middle class radicals for individual freedom, 

democracy and the quality of life. Thus, it was a movement, 

at least in Queensland, led by libertarians and Marxist humanists 

with moral demands and desires to re-define the role of the 

individual in society and build both a better society and 

culture.

To achieve a cultural presence, Laver and Mitch Thompson 

established the FOCO club - FOCO being the Spanish word for 

'guerilla encampment' - in an attempt, also, to introduce a 

variety of people to radical ideas.

The students tried to transcend their struggle and avoid 

isolation from 1968 onwards by attempting to integrate with 

working class socialists all around Australia. Laver claims that 

the Communist Party of Australia tried to integrate the 

revolutionary socialists by asking delegates from the Revolut

ionary Socialist Alliance to bring the militants into the CPA 

in exchange for executive positions and a role in Tribune.

Laver refused, along with some others, because he wanted nothing 

to do with the CPA's 'Stalinist history'.

Finally, in theoretical terms, Laver believes that the



communitarian movement is

"the crucial praxis area 
where people will learn to be self-effective, 
empowered and build the new economic and 
cultural base to dual power the system."

This point, along with Laver and Greg George’s essay

"Beyond the Illusions of the Left", mark Laver's break

with Marxism. He is truly uncontainable.
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Conclusion

Chroniclers and analysts of the rise and fall of student

consciousness need naturally to look at why the level of

political activism declined in the 1970s in the industrialized

nations. As Philip G. Altbach says, one needs to understand the

lack of activism and changes on Western campuses just as much as

the more 'abnormal' activist period of the 1960s.

The first identifiable cause of the decline of the student

movement was the fact that it is nearly impossible to maintain a

high level of political activism over a long period of time. Mass

mobilization cannot last forever - the leadership of the movement

did not have the energy to pursue the struggle permanently.

Furthermore, the momentum of student campaigning was constrained

by the breakdown of the year into semesters and the annual influx
2,of new students and exodus of veterans.

Rootes argues that the movement was 'broken on the rack 

of its own contradictions' because

"its rapid growth attracted 
many students whose political commitment was newly 
acquired and shallow-rooted."-3

Moreover it encouraged the growth of

"exclusivist groups 
among veteran activists concerned to maintain 
the movement's ideological purity and its 
distinctiveness from a growing and increasingly 
heterogenous mass of camp-followers."^

Altbach makes the point that the mass media were less

interested in student unrest in the 1970s and therefore, any
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new sparks of activism were not publized or transmitted to 

far-off campuses.

Furthermore, Altbach says, the concerns and issues of 

students in the 1970s were not the issues that mass move

ments are made of. With fewer jobs available, political activism 

became a risky undertaking: this is another way of saying that 

the prosperity of the 60s enabled students to engage in political 

activity with less worries about surviving in the existing 

society. The activist thrust was also depleted by the successes 

of university reform efforts in the 1960s. That is, institut

ional participation won in the activist period involved students 

in internal university politics and kept them, to some extent, 

away from external politics. The expansion of tertiary education,

which, says Altbach, may have led to strains and crises in the
S60s has abated in many countries.

Of particular interest among the several causes listed so 

far is the idea that the student movement perceived itself to 

have 'failed' to achieve its basic goals of massive social 

change and revolution. This perception led to cases of 

extremism and the consequent alienation of the majority of 

students as well as more efficient government repression. ^

Finally, in simple terms, the external political realities 

have changed since the 1960s. The end of the Vietnam war and 

conscription removed the major catalyst for the continuing



growth of the student movement.

In concluding this thesis, it is difficult to sum up or

extract the essence of the New Left in some ways because of

the complex interaction (and often conflict) between what was

obviously a special generation of young people and the shifting

world around them. As Peter Wertheim wrote in 1969:

"Since this is a period of transition (in all the 
institutions of our western life) it is a period 
of great confusion and such periods, where old 
structures and ways of thinking are being replaced 
by new forms of life, exhibit almost inevitably, 
clashes, even of a violent kind, between those who 
see the future possibilities and those who can't 
see these possibilities, or who can see them but 
find them dangerous or bad." ”7

The students' ideas, once lost upon an unsympathetic society 

and culture,crystallized into the 'safe' confines of the counter

culture. Whereas the students vented wrath upon dehumanisation, 

coercive violence, ruthless competition, and the control of 

human beings, the counter-culture picked up the remnants of 

their tired and red-faced psyches and soothed them with talk of 

universal trust and love, and the value of co-operative, self- 

sustaining work. If society wouldn't listen to the students' 

demands, the counter-culture would embrace them in a festival 

of consolation and celebration. Both the political new left and 

the counter-culture stressed the importance of the individual. 

Without going headlong into an analysis of the counter-culture, 

which has been done by Denis Altman, Peter Cock and others, 

it is simply worth noting that the counter-culture was a social 

manifestation of an incipient psychological introspection amongst 

the burnt-out activist and quasi-activist crowd. As Henri ^ouwen



wrote of the New Left:

Many of those who worked hard for civil 
rights and were very active in the peace movement 
of the sixties have grown tired and often cynical.
When they discovered that the situation was out of 
their hands, that little could be done, that no 
visible changes took place, they lost their vitality 
and fell back on their wounded selves, escaped into 
a world of dreams and fantasies, or joined spitefully 
the crowd they had been protesting against. It is, 
therefore, not surprising to find many of the 
old activists struggling with their frustrations 
in psycotherapy, denying them by drugs or trying to 
alleviate them in the context of new cults. If any 
criticism can be made of the sixties, it is not 
that protest was meaningless but that it was not deep 
enough, in the sense that it was not rooted in the 
solitude of the heart. ^

However, one should not observe a sense of finality within 

Nòuwen's remarksLIhe new left>as a movement, did rise and fall, 

as did the political consciousness of students. However the peak 

of activity and reflection which occurred among the radical 

student community at the University of Queensland was special 

and probably never will be repeated in exactly the same way.

This is not to say that this generation is finished with the 

world. Indeed, most of the people interviewed - many of 

whom are approaching their mid thirties and early forties - 

are still active in some way or another in such projects as 

People for Nuclear Disarmament (PND), Committee in Solidarity 

with Central America and the Carribean (CISCAC), the Socialist 

Left of the ALP, and the newly formed Green Party. (At the 

Green Party's inaugural meeting there were at least a dozen major 

figures from the Queensland new left, including Dan O'Neill,

Brian Laver and Mitch Thompson). Their personal situations 

have obviously changed but in many ways the issues have lingered



on, such as the lack of civil liberties in Queensland, the 

lack of direct democracy at local levels, American 

imperialism in Central America, the cataclysmic nuclear 

arms race, Aboriginal Land Rights, and the concentrated 

ownership of the mass media.

With reference to the University itself, it is difficult 

to assess the degree of correlation between the significant 

developments of the 1980s and those which were demanded in 

the 1960s and early 1970s. There are certainly a number of 

memorials to the 'armies of the night' of the radical era - 

the shape of the Union, Semper, 4ZZZ, clubs and societies, 

activities, student representation at faculty and Senate 

levels, and, as some veterans of the movement believe, the 

obstruction of free speech zones with extensive landscaping.

In this context, It is worth putting the 'student power' 

movement in some sort of perspective. Specifically, calls for 

the democratization of the university structure and a trans

formation or explanation of the human purposes of a modern 

university were set against the 'findings' of the Martin Report 

(1964) which stated:

"it is both realistic and useful to 
regard education as a form of national investment 
in human capital."' 10

It was also a plea to students and academics to avoid the hypocrisy 

and immoral purposes which technocratic capitalism had 

designed for them, via the university. As a poem in Semper

Floreat read:



"In India they count their destitute in millions 
and in the staff club the question is 
when is the next pay rise."

Against the students was the notion that

"if the students 
should succeed in destroying the universities, 
then they will have destroyed their own base of 
operations."

That is, the belief that "universities make it possible 
for young people over a number of years to 
stand outside all social groups and obligations" ̂

and be free. The movement for staff-student control dealt with

this question when it identified the revolutionary potential

and internal contradiction of intellectual life in a technical

training ground like the university. The distinction made between

these two views lies in the fact that the radical students

argued, in most cases, for the transformation of the university

rather than its destruction, as part of an attempt to ’build

the new society in the shell of the old.' (Of course, implicit

in this transformation is the destruction of the idea of a

repressive university - but also the belief that once

consciousness is raised throughout society even the administrators

will 'see the light' and want change, if only for the satisfaction

of their needs as human beings.)

Thus, the movement for a democratic university and indeed for 

a social revolution must be seen in the light of the dominant 

philosophy of the New Left. This philosophy is embodied in the 

belief that revolutionary change requires a transformation of 

consciousness as a prerequisite and accompaniment for larger 

social and political change. People must change themselves and
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their view of human nature and human relationships in order 

to 'live the revolution'. This is a slightly lesser version 

of the counter-cultural idea that 'one re-makes society by 

re-making the self.' However, one should not infer from this 

personalist style of politics that the new student left had no 

social analyses - the diversity of ideas and opinions was one 

of the features of the movement in Queensland.

Another focus for the significance of the student revolution 

was provided by Hannah Arendt when she argued in 1970 in an 

interview with Adelbert Reif that:

Vlf you look at the history of 
revolutions, you will see that it was never the 
oppressed and degraded themselves who led the way, 
but those who were not oppressed and not degraded 
but could not bear it that others were.
Only, they were embarrassed to admit their moral 
motives - and this shame is very old ... the moral 
factor has always been present, although it finds 
clearer expression today because people are not 
ashamed to own up to it." 7,3

All this should contribute to the collective historical portrait 

of the first generation to be born under the cloud of the atom 

bomb. The fact that the activists had an importance and 

significance out of proportion to their numbers is a tribute to 

their creativity, commitment and belief in the ability to change 

things by their own efforts. In short, the New Left rejected the 

prevailing ideology's pronouncement that this is the 'most perfect 

of imperfect worlds'. Because of their blend of utopianism, 

innocence, common-sense and eschatology, the New Left, for all 

their naivete and mistakes, had a strong image of their own
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significance in history. It is perhaps somewhat incongruous 

to conclude with the words of Tom Hayden, a leader in the 

American New Left, but his words carried the temporarily 

dashed hopes of a generation:

"'Bitter days will pass 
if ever sweet ones come to be.'"
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