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(1944 - 1999)

Y abu Bilyana, amember of the Socialist Equality Party of Australia, andthefirst
Australian Aboriginetojointhelnternational Committeeof the Fourth International, died
onMonday, April 5at ahospital in Brisbane, almost exactly two yearsafter aseverestroke
whichleft him permanently disabled. Hewas54 yearsold.
Whilethe exact cause of death hasyet to be determined, Bilyanahad become
progressively weaker during the past several months. On Sunday, hewastransferredfrom
hisnursing hometo L ogan hospital, where, dueto extensivehemorrhaging, herapidly lost
blood pressure. Themedical staff were unableto savehim.
Throughout hisadult life, Y abu Bilyanachampioned therightsof Australia sindigenous
workersand youth. When hejoined the Socialist L abour L eague (forerunner of the SEP)
in1990, hewasawell-known Aboriginal activist and cultural eader. But, asheexplained
inaspeechto Aboriginal studentsat Tranby Collegein Sydney in1994, “when| metthe
Socialist Labour League, | understood for thefirsttimeinmy life, that human emancipation can only beachieved through the class struggle—through
' theabolition of classsociety by theinternational working class.”
Fromthenuntil thestrokein May 1997 that tragically cut short hispolitical life, hecommitted himself, body and soul, tothefight for socialism.
BorninBrisbaneon December 2, 1944 Y abu Bilyanagrew up with hissister and threebrothersintherural town of Springsure, inthecentral highlandsof
Queensland. Conditionswereharshfor Aboriginal families. Likemany other children, Y abu’ sformal education finished early. By theageof nine, hewas
aready assisting hisfather, adrover and sheep shearer on outback properties. At 14 heleft homeand began workingin Brisbaneand then Sydney. His
Yabu Bivane: §944-1553 firstjobswerein stormwater and sewerageinstallation, then asafactory hand. Eventually hebecameabuilder’ slabourer intheconstructionindustry.
Itwasnot long beforeY abu’ ssense of outrageat thelack of safety conditionson the building sitessaw him el ected by hisworkmatesto the position of
union delegate. When oneof hisclosest friendswaskilledin anindustrial accident, thethird onthat site, Y abuled astrikethat spread thoughout
Brisbane. For that, hewasblackballed fromtheindustry.
Many other jobsfollowed, including iron worker and truck driver. In 1976, after yearsof defending therightsand conditionsof Aboriginal people, hewasel ected Queensland state president
of theAboriginal Legal Service. Hesoonbecamedisenchanted, however, not only withtheL egal Service, but withthepolitical perspectiveof black nationalism.
Heresigned hispositionand beganto search for an alternativethrough which the concernsand aspirationsof Aboriginal peoplecould begenuinely addressed. In 1986 hedecided to resume
hiseducation, entering the Mt Gravatt Teacher’ sCollegein Brisbane. Thefollowing year, aged 43, heenrolled asastudent of social work at the University of Western Sydney.
Y abu never tired of explaining what it wasthat attracted himto Trotskyism. It wastherecognitionthat Aborigineswerepart of theinternational working class, and that thesolutiontothe
terribleconditionsthey continuedtofacelay inunifyingwiththeir classbrothersand sistersof all skin colours, racesand nationalitiesinacommon struggleagainst the profit system.
Hebegantounderstand thisbasictruthat thefirst party meeting heattended, in May 1989. Addressed by David North, national secretary of the SEPintheUnited States(thentheWorkers
L eague), themeeting had been called to defend theworkersand studentsinvol ved in theexpl osive confrontation that had erupted with the Chinese bureaucracy, soonto bedrownedin
blood inthe Tiananmen Square massacre. Y abu explained | ater that hewas profoundly moved by what he heard at the meeting. It reveal ed to him something of the complex history and
experiencesof theinternational working classabout which hehad knownvirtually nothing.
Y abu’ spolitical break with black nationalism earned himmany enemiesamong themilieu of radical Aboriginal activists, who perceivedit asathreat totheir increasingly privileged positions
andtheir tiesto the L abor and trade union apparatuses. Any perspectiveof independently mobilising Aboriginesaspart of theworking classcut directly acrosstheir orientation and appeals
tothecapitalist stateviaitspoliticians, judgesand commissioners.
Y abu never adapted himself to the pressuresthey exerted upon him. Onceamember of the party, heimmersed himself inthefight for asocialist perspective. Hebegan reading extensively,
intent on devel oping aMarxist understanding of Aboriginal history, society andreligion. Hebecameapostal worker, workingfirst at the StateMail Centrein Alexandria, thenat the Seven
HillsMail Centrein Sydney’ swestern suburbs, and he campaignedtirel essly for the party among all sectionsof theworking class.
In1991 heattended, asan SLL delegate, theWorld Conference Against Imperialist War and Colonialism, organised by the| CFl inBerlin, inresponsetothe US-led war against Irag. His
addressto the conferencewasapassi onate denunciation of thegenocide carried out against A ustralian Aboriginesand the continuing deathsof Aboriginal workersandyouthinthe
country’ spolicecellsand prisons.
Inthe 1993 Federal elections, hestood asthe SL L’ scandidatefor Chifley, in Sydney’ swestern suburbs.
InMarch, 1994 Y abu served asoneof six commissionersonthe WorkersInquiry intothe Death of Daniel Y ock, organised by the SLL. Prior tothehearing, heplayed acrucial roleinthe
extensiveinvestigation, conducted by theinquiry, into the circumstances surrounding the death of this18-year old Aboriginal youthin broad daylight, at thehandsof Brisbane' spolice. He
participatedininterviewing Daniel’ sfriendsand other witnessesin the Brisbane suburb of West End, wherethekilling took place, aswell asDaniel’ sfamily inthe Aboriginal community of
Cherbourg, some 300 kilometresnorth of Brisbane.
Followingtheinquiry and the publication of itsfindings, Y abu spokeextensively to audiencesof Aboriginal students
andyouthinschools, collegesand universities, drawing out itspolitical significancefor all young people.
In1995, Y aburepresented theparty intheNew South Walesstateel ections, intheseat of Heffron,inSydney’s
south-eastern suburbsandinthefollowing year, 1996, stood asthe SLL’ scandidatefor Kingsford-Smithinthe
Federal elections.
Y abuBilyanabrought toall hispolitical work atremendousreservoir of humanity, warmth and humour, born of
yearsof first-hand experiencewithracism, poverty and expl oitation. Hehad, likethemajority of Aborigina workers,
morethan hisown share of personal crises. For many yearshefought an on-going battlewith alcoholism, abattlehe
eventually won, but not without leavingitsscars, both emotional and physical. Thecircumstancesof hischildhood,
coupledwiththedifficultiesof hisadultlife, left Y abu suffering diabetes, chronic high blood pressure, heart disease
and asthma, conditionsthat contributed to hisstroke and eventual death. Thisisthereality behind thestatistic that the
lifeexpectancy of Aboriginal malesissome20years|essthantherest of themalepopulation.
Inthefinal twoyearsof hislife, after thestroke, Y abu dealt with histerrible condition with extraordinary courageand
dignity. Suffering permanent damageto thoseareasof the brain concerned with movement, balance and speech, he
wasneverthel essableto understand and appreciate everything that was going on around him. Visitorsto hishospital
or nursing homeward would bewel comed with ahuge smile and avoracious appetitefor news. Hefollowed as
closely ashecouldtheparty’ spolitical analysis, andlooked forward to every visit, | etter, messageand tapefrom his
comradesin Australiaand aroundtheworld.
Y abu Bilyanaadored hisninechildrenand 11 grandchildren. Heloved painting and thearts, aswell assports, -
ecially rugby leaguefootball. Hehad aloud, bellowing laugh that infected anyonewithin earshot withinstant R s = WA
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