
Open Let ter to Workers Van guard

Dis agree able Sectarians
The fol low ing is an open let ter to Workers Van guard, news pa -
per of the Spartacist League/U.S.:
25 April 1999
Com rades:

As we have oc ca sion ally pointed out in the past, the
Spartacist League/Par ti san De fense Com mit tee (SL/PDC)
de serves credit for its pi o neer ing work in pub li ciz ing the
case of Mumia Abu-Jamal and or ga niz ing for his free dom.
Since 1995 Mumia’s case has won ever broader sup port
within the left and la bor move ment in ter na tion ally. Re gret -
ta bly you have not seen this as an op por tu nity to en gage in
com mon work and po lit i cal strug gle with ac tiv ists from
other or ga ni za tions. In stead you have tended to al low
petty sec tar ian or ga ni za tional con sid er ations to take pre ce -
dence over prin ci pled united-front ac tiv ity to free Mumia.

The 16 April Workers Van guard (WV) com men tary on re -
cent events in Mumia’s de fense cam paign is a case in point.
The ar ti cle, head lined “Mo bi lize the Power of La bor! Free
Mumia Now!,” treats in an ex tremely cur sory man ner the
ex cep tion ally im por tant work-stoppage by the In ter na -
tional Long shore and Ware house Un ion (ILWU) on 24
April. Ev ery port from San Diego to Bellingham Wash ing ton
was shut down for the day in sol i dar ity with Mumia! It is hard to 
over state the im por tance of such an event—par tic u larly in
this pe riod in which or ga nized la bor has been on the de fen -
sive. Yet this ac tual, liv ing, mo bi li za tion of the “Power of
La bor” to free Mumia is dis missed with a sin gle para graph
bur ied in the text. You claim that it was or ga nized so as “to
min i mize the cost to the com pany,” but Sat ur day can be
one of the busi est days on the docks. You also mis tak enly
re port that the work stop page was only for two hours,
rather than for the en tire day shift.

You grudg ingly ad mit that it was, “a pow er ful state -
ment of the so cial power” of la bor to win Mumia’s free dom. 
The ILWU’s coastwide shut down for Mumia was an ac tion
that, to our knowl edge, is un prec e dented in the his tory of
U.S. la bor for at least the last 50 years. Of course we look for -
ward to the hy po thet i cal “broader ac tions” that you pro ject
for the fu ture, but this event was of his toric im por tance,
some thing you are clearly loathe to ad mit.

You re ported that “the ILWU” had called for the ac tion,
but did not in form your read ers that it had been ini ti ated by 
Jack Heyman, a for mer SL sup porter, who is cur rently on
the ex ec u tive board of the ILWU’s San Fran cisco lo cal, and
is also ac tive in the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee to Free Mumia
(LAC), along with IBT com rades, for mer SL trade-union
sup port ers and oth ers. Many LAC par tic i pants played an
ac tive role in build ing the his toric 1984 la bor boy cott of
apart heid cargo in San Fran cisco. This boy cott es tab lished
an im por tant pre ce dent for the ILWU’s re cent ac tion in de -
fense of Mumia. The SL’s shame ful sec tar i an ism in 1984
was thor oughly doc u mented by three for mer Spartacist
trade-union ac tiv ists in “Third Pe riod Robertsonism  at Pier 
80,” pub lished in Bul le tin of the Ex ter nal Ten dency of the iSt,
No. 4, May 1985.

Brother Heyman is in tro duced in the WV ar ti cle as
some one “who pos tures as the left wing of the ILWU Lo cal
10 ex ec u tive board” and roundly de nounced for hav ing the 

te mer ity to ask the “non-sectarian” PDC for a list of un ion
en dorse ments gath ered in the past for Mumia. WV ad mits
that these en dorse ments were all a mat ter of pub lic re cord,
but still smears Heyman as some one whose real aim:

“is to go af ter the reds, in the ser vice of the la bor bu reau -
cracy (whose seats Heyman et al. de sire to fill) and of con -
ceal ing the true na ture of the cap i tal ist state.”

WV de nounces the La bor Ac tion Com mit tee as a “ver i -
ta ble rogues’ gal lery” whose “vis ceral ha tred” of the
Spartacist League has led them to try to give a “la bor façade 
to the class-collaborationist pol i tics that de fine the ‘Mil -
lions for Mumia’ pro tests.” The fact that Heyman (and the
other com rades work ing in the LAC), through a com bi na -
tion of hard work and po lit i cal skill made a vi tal con tri bu -
tion to spark ing the most pow er ful act of la bor sol i dar ity in
Mumia’s de fense to date, is com pletely ig nored by WV
which claims that the LAC:

“ob scures the class na ture of the cap i tal ist state, deep-
sixes any men tion of the Dem o cratic Party and com -
pletely ob vi ates the cen tral ity of the fight for black lib er a -
tion to the cause of the eman ci pa tion of all of la bor.” 

The will ing ness to em ploy such brain less slan ders has a
great deal to do with why the con tem po rary Spartacist
League is so widely re viled on the left and has so lit tle in flu -
ence in the la bor move ment.

WV wraps up its de nun ci a tion of the La bor Ac tion Com -
mit tee with a con dem na tion of its ap peal for la bor or ga ni -
za tions to:

“join the ILWU at the head of a dem on stra tion whose
whole prem ise is not the cause of mo bi liz ing the so cial
power of the mul ti ra cial work ing class for Jamal’s free -
dom but rather one which ap peals to the agen cies of the
class en emy for ‘jus tice’.”

The SL did not or ga nize a con tin gent in ei ther the San
Fran cisco or Phil a del phia “Mil lions for Mumia” dem on -
stra tions on 24 April and it is clear that you op posed mo bi liz -
ing the la bor move ment (or any one else) for these events.
The os ten si ble rea son for this sec tar i an ism is that you dis -
agree with one of the main slo gans of the ral lies (i.e., for a
“New Trial” for Mumia). You pre fer the call to “Free
Mumia!” So do we. None the less we do not see this as a rea -
son to ab stain from par tic i pat ing in na tional events that are
many times larger than any ral lies the SL/PDC has been
able to or ga nize. Of course we par tic i pate in these dem on -
stra tions with our own slo gans, in clud ing the call to “Free
Mumia!”

We re call that dur ing the Viet nam War the SL marched
in many dem on stra tions or ga nized around clearly so cial-
pacifist slo gans, but car ried its own plac ards call ing for vic -
tory to the Indochinese Rev o lu tion. The ILWU con tin gent,
which headed the 24 April dem on stra tion in San Fran cisco,
raised the call to “Free Mumia!” It did not, to my knowl edge, 
call for a “New Trial.”

WV ap prov ingly quoted the re marks of a par tic i pant in
an SL meet ing last Feb ru ary who asked:

“How about some body tell ing the truth, that there’s no
way that Mumia’s go ing to get jus tice in the courts. It’s go -
ing to be ex actly the same frame-up bullshit that hap -
pened the first time.”
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It is not im pos si ble that a new trial could re sult in an ac -
quit tal. To as sert oth er wise is fake ul tra-leftism. Fake, be -
cause the SL does n’t truly be lieve it. If a new trial can only
re sult in “ex actly the same frame-up bullshit,” why is the
PDC’s Ra chel Wolkenstein still par tic i pat ing in Mumia’s
de fense team which has been pur su ing ev ery pos si ble le gal
av e nue, in clud ing try ing to win a re trial? Fur ther more, in
the 1970s, the SL it self launched suc cess ful court chal lenges 
against in fringe ments of its dem o cratic rights by both the
U.S. Se cret Ser vice and the Fed eral Bu reau of In ves ti ga tion. 

The SL’s abstentionism was not fun da men tally dic tated
by the choice of slo gans by the “Mil lions for Mumia” or ga -
niz ers. This is proved by the fact that both the Lon don and
To ronto united-front events held in con junc tion with the
Phil a del phia and San Fran cisco ral lies were or ga nized on
the ba sis of the call to “Free Mumia!” Yet in both cases, the
Spartacist League’s co-thinkers re fused to en dorse or help
build the events. In Lon don, where a sol i dar ity night or ga -
nized by the “Mumia Must Live!” co ali tion drew over 100
peo ple, the SL did not send even a sin gle sup porter.

In To ronto, a united-front dem on stra tion was held in -
volv ing many of the same groups that had or ga nized a suc -
cess ful 14 No vem ber 1998 pro test to de mand Mumia’s free -
dom. On that oc ca sion the Trotskyist League (the SL’s
Ca na dian sis ter sec tion) had been an ac tive par tic i pant in
the united front. But al though it was in vited, it re fused to
at tend the plan ning meet ings for the 24 April dem on stra -
tion. At one of these meet ings, a pro posal was floated to
change the ba sis of unity from “Free Mumia!” to a call for a
new trial. Our com rades, and oth ers, ar gued against mak -

ing such a change and the pro posal was shelved.
In To ronto, 150 peo ple turned out to dem on strate for

Mumia’s free dom across the street from the U.S. con sul ate.
Among the par tic i pants were ten TL sup port ers. Speakers
from the en dors ing or ga ni za tions ad dressed the crowd, in -
clud ing rep re sen ta tives of the United Sec re tar iat, the In ter -
na tional So cial ists, So cial ist Re sis tance (for merly La bour
Mil i tant), the Black Ac tion De fense Com mit tee, New So -
cial ists, Friends of MOVE, Na tion of Is lam and our selves.
TL mem bers marched in the picket line, car ried their own
plac ards and raised their own chants. Two TL sup port ers
stood in front of the rally with a large ban ner fea tur ing a
pic ture of Mumia and vir tu ally iden ti cal slo gans to those
that the dem on stra tion had been or ga nized around. The
ab sur dity of the TL’s pos ture was widely com mented on at
the dem on stra tion—they agreed with the slo gans, turned
out and par tic i pated in the event, but for some in ex pli ca ble
rea son re fused to en dorse or build it.

Such “tac tics” are not likely to win many con verts
among the left. Most po lit i cal ac tiv ists re gard the SL as a
slightly ri dic u lous, fre quently hys ter i cal and gen er ally dis -
agree able sect. The only pur pose of the SL lead er ship’s
semi-abstention from the cam paign to free Mumia can be to 
seal off their mem ber ship from ex ces sive ex po sure to other
left ists and so cial re al ity in gen eral. In the pro cess, the
SL/PDC has man aged to squan der the po lit i cal cred i bil ity
it gained from its im por tant early work in the fight for
Mumia’s free dom.
Sam uel T.
for the In ter na tional Bolshevik Ten dency
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To ronto, 24 April: IBT sup porter speaks at ‘Free Mumia’ united-front dem on stra tion


