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Long shore/Ware house Mil i tant Cau cus: a Great Tra di tion

Or i gin of ILWU’s Po lit i cal Ac tion

The idea of mo bi liz ing the power of the or ga nized work -
ing class for Mumia’s free dom did not arise spon ta ne ously
in the Bay Area or Brazil. Many of the mil i tants as so ci ated
with the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee to Free Mumia Abu-
Jamal (LAC), as well as some of the key ini ti a tors of the
Oak land school teach-ins, were in volved in the trade-union 
work of the then-revolutionary Spartacist League (SL) of
the 1970s. Some also par tic i pated in the more mod est ac tiv i -
ties of the fore run ners of the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten -
dency. In Rio de Ja neiro, the teach ers’ ac tion has been
spear headed by mil i tants as so ci ated with the Liga Quarta-
Internacionalista do Brasil, which is linked to the In ter na -
tion al ist Group in the U.S., it self a re cent split from the SL.

The LAC re ferred to the his tor i cal pre ce dents for the In -
ter na tional Long shore and Ware house Un ion’s 24 April ac -
tion in an 8 April press re lease:

“This ground break ing call for a work ac tion in de fense of
a po lit i cal pris oner co mes out of a long his tory of ILWU
sol i dar ity with nu mer ous strug gles, in clud ing ship ping
boy cotts to pro test the right-wing coup of Gen eral
Augusto Pinochet in Chile in 1973, and against apart heid
in South Af rica in 1984, which re ceived rec og ni tion from
Nel son Mandela.”

The 1984 ac tion, which lasted 11 days and took place in de -
fi ance of sev eral back-to-work or ders, was led by long shore 
mil i tant and IBT sup porter, Howard Keylor. Keylor
pointed out that many left ists are un aware of the back -
ground to the long shore stop-work ac tions and strikes of
the 1970s and 1980s, which in turn laid the ba sis for the
ILWU’s cur rent de fense of Mumia:

“In the pe riod be tween 1974 and the early 1980s (by
which time the Spartacist League had wrecked the work

and driven the best trade-union po lit i cal mil i tants out of
pol i tics and, in many cases, out of their un ions), the ILWU 
Long shore/Ware house Mil i tant Cau cus posed a clear
class-struggle pole to the class-collaborationist pol i cies
that had be come so deeply engrained in the un ion. Per -
haps the great est suc cess we had in try ing to deepen
work ers’ class con scious ness was in demystifying the
sanc tity of the cap i tal ist laws which for bid work ers’ po lit -
i cal or sol i dar ity strikes, as well as job ac tions in their own
de fense. By 1984, the San Fran cisco long shore men were
able to carry out a suc cess ful 11-day il le gal po lit i cal strike
re fus ing to work South Af ri can cargo with out suf fer ing
state or em ployer re pri sals. The West Coast long shore
un ion went on to wage port, re gional, and coast wise
strikes in vi o la tion of the con tract and of fed eral law in
their own de fense, as well as in sup port of other work ers
such as the Liv er pool dock ers and Aus tra lian wharfies.”

We up hold the per spec tive of build ing pro gram mat i -
cally-defined class-struggle cau cuses in the un ions. None
of the la bor ac tions car ried out in sup port of Mumia have
been ini ti ated or ac tively sup ported by the Spartacist
League. In re cent years, the SL has done some valu able
work in Mumia’s de fense, but these days it gen er ally
avoids par tic i pat ing in united fronts with other left ists.

Any ini tia tive that points in the di rec tion of class-
struggle union ism is wel come, but even the skill ful ap pli ca -
tion of united-front tac tics by in di vid ual la bor mil i tants
can not sub sti tute for or ga nized nu clei of class-conscious
mil i tants within the un ions strug gling to win the mem ber -
ship to a per spec tive of pow er ful, united class strug gle.
This ul ti mately re quires the cre ation of a po lit i cal or ga ni za -
tion link ing the strug gles of ev ery sec tor of the ex ploited
and op pressed—a mass rev o lu tion ary work ers’ party. ■
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De cem ber 1984: Howard Keylor ad dresses Berke ley stu dents on anti-apartheid boy cott


