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‘Sabotage does not necessarily mean destruction of machinery or
other property, although that method has always been indulged
in and will continue to be indulged in as long as there is 2 class
struggle. More often it is used in a quieter way. Excessive limita-
tion of output is sabotage. So is any obstruction of the regular
conduct of industry.’

Frank Bohn, ‘Some Definitions: Direct Action—Sabotage’ in
Solidarity (USA) May 18, 1912

¢ deliberate violence is, no doubt, a relatively minor fact in the
case, as compared with deliberate malingering, confusion, and
misdirection of work that makes up the bulk of what the expert
practitioners would recognise as deliberate sabotage.’

Thorstein Veblen On the Nature and Uses of Sabotage (1919)

“There is no need to smash machinery if one’s ends can be served
by less destructive methods, and there are forms of sabotage, . . .
much more capable of clogging the wheels of capitalism than the
outright smashing of the machine itself.

William Mellor Direct Action (1920)

‘Sabotage consists of the workers putting every obstacle in the way
of the ordinary modes of work. . . . The term itself is derived from
the French word, sabot, wooden shoe, and means to work clumsily
as if by sabot blows. The whole import of sabotage is actually
exhausted in the motto, for bad wages, bad work.’
Rudolf Rocker Anarcho-Syndicalism (Indore, n.d.)

¢ .. the productivity of capital is itself partly determined in the
class struggle. It is part of what labour and capital are bargaining
about when they debate manning, productivity, the speed of the
line, the introduction of new equipment and so on.’

Andrew Glyn and Bob Sutcliffe British Capitalism, Workers and
the Profit Squeeze (1972)
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Introduction

I hope that readers will not feel disappointed because this book
does not deal exclusively or even primarily with industrial
sabotage in its sense of deliberate destruction or disablement of
machinery. I do not here follow the allegedly ‘broad definition’
of industrial sabotage employed by Laurie Taylor and Paul
Walton in their pioneering, but not always satisfactory, essay on
the subject : ‘that rule-breaking which takes the form of conscious
action or inaction directed towards the mutilation or destruction
of the work environment (this includes the machinery of pro-
duction and the commodity itself).’ (‘Industrial Sabotage:
Motives and Meanings’ in S. Cohen, ed., Images of Deviance,
Harmondsworth 1971, p. 219). In this book I have instead adopted
the considerably broader definition of sabotage that was devel-
oped by revolutionary syndicalists and industrial unionists around
the turn of the century. This definition was admirably sum-
marised by the young Guild Communist, William Mellor, in his
book of 1920, Direct Action. Mellor explained that :

‘Sabotage means the clogging of the machine of capitalist
industry by the use of certain forms of action, not necessarily
violent and not necessarily destructive. It is commonly sup-
posed to mean, purely and simply, the smashing of machinery,
either by the direct breaking-up of or by rendering them useless
by methods involving a deterioration of their value and effi-
ciency. This idea of sabotage is very partial and unfair. The
machinery of capitalism can be clogged quite effectively with-
out the employment of that form of sabotage which expresses
itself in destruction.’

Walton and Taylor are, however, to be thanked for giving
attention to a much neglected phenomenon—one, indeed, that
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INTRODUCTION

seems to be protected from discussion and exploration by the
existence of a powerful taboo. It is greatly to be regretted, how-
ever, that they perpetuate the view of sabotage as exclusively
involving the destruction or disablement of the means of pro-
duction, and also that they give further circulation to the hoary
old myth that the word ‘sabotage’ itself derives from the fact that
clogs were thrown by French speaking workers into their machines
in order to damage them. This may well have happened, but in
fact the word sabotage derives from the older French usage in-
volving the word sabot: such as ‘dormir comme un sabot’ (to
sleep extremely deeply or heavily) and “travailler comme un sabot’
(to work slowly, clumsily, and over-deliberately).

Only rarely in recent years has sabotage been discussed as a
labour movement tactic in the sense that it was thought of by
the syndicalists in the past. Very little has been said about it
since the turn of the century when it was brought to the fore-
front of discussion by Emile Pouget and his comrades in the
C.G.T. in France—our starting point in this book. In more recent
years the writings of the Solidarity group on sabotage have been
a notable exception to the general neglect of the subject.
Academic writers have, by and large, ignored it altogether. The
three page discussion of sabotage in the sense that it was used by
the syndicalists in K. G. J. C. Knowles’ book Strikes (1952),
where it is included in a section headed ‘By-forms of industrial
warfare’, remains one of the best and most accurate accounts of
the subject. The only other academic paper of any substance is
that by Richard S. Hammett, Joel Seidman and Jack London
called “The Slow-Down as a Union Tactic’ (in the Journal of
Political Economy of April 1957). As those authors point out,
the ‘slowdown’ is one of the least written about ‘types of pressure
employed in union-management relations.” They define the ‘slow-
down’ in a way that would have struck a chord with many of the
original advocates of sabotage :

‘a form of on-the-job activity in which workers, while appear-
ing to be engaged in their usual routines, deliberately limit
their output in order to exert pressure upon management to
make some desired change.
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INTRODUCTION

The authors observed that the ‘slowdown’ was ‘fairly common’
in American industry and to make their point they argue that
‘Few would disagree with the worker who said : “You can always
put out more work. No man puts out all he can.”’ They also note
that sabotage of this sort to be effective needed to be highly
organised, but that did not mean that workers needed to be
highly union-minded or even unionised. The ‘slowdown’ or
sabotage, in fact, often involves workers in by-passing official
union structures and procedures. Unions have not often openly
advocated sabotage—even in the form of deliberate output
restriction (or ‘ca’canny’ as it has been called in the British
labour movement) let alone in its sense of machine-breaking.
The case involving the National Union of Dock Labourers in the
late 1880s and early 18gos with which this book starts represents
one of the few occasions when the tactic has been given official
union blessing. But there has, in fact, been plenty of sabotage in
British industry since the days of the National Union of Dock
Labourers. And it has been both cause and consequence of much
of the development of management thought and practice. The
literature of the conflict between capital and labour is, as I
hope to show, littered with frequent references to sabotage. The
disjunction between capital’s view of what constitutes a ‘“fair day’s
work’ from labour, and labour’s own views on that subject have
been and still are central to ‘industrial relations’. Restriction of
output has been one of the most abiding complaints by managers
about workers—and much managerial effort has been devoted
to attempts to eradicate it. I hope that those against whom these
complaints and efforts have been directed will find this book
helpful.

Geoff Brown
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SABOTAGE AND THE SYNDICALISTS






I
EmiLe PouceT ano taE C.G.T.

In June 1889, Havelock Wilson’s young but rapidly growing
National Amalgamated Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union was organ-
ising strikes in various ports throughout Britain. In many places
the dock labourers came out too. This is what happened in
Glasgow. On June r1th Edward McHugh, a former commercial
traveller and friend of Henry George, brought the union he had
formed in February 188g, the National Union of Dock Labourers,
out on strike in Glasgow.* The strike met with a quick response
from the port employers in Glasgow. Very quickly blacklegs were
brought into Glasgow in considerable numbers from Dundee.
‘The men from Dundee got the police protection they had been
promised, and quickly set to work. But they soon left work in a
body after the strikers managed to make contact with them and
to explain their case. Sixty labourers from Tilbury, brought in
by the employers to replace the strikers, turned back for London
once they found that the labour shortage they had been going to
fill had arisen because of the strike.? Similarly, men from Leeds
turned back when they discovered the real reason for their being
needed.® But these small victories for the strikers were not enough.
Blacklegs were coming in from all over Britain, and the promise
on the company posters that police protection would be guaran-
teed was being honoured. Edward McHugh and Richard
McGhee could do little more than to call for increased picket-
ing.*

There were a number of serious scuffles between strikers and
blacklegs. At one point McHugh told some blacklegs that he
feared for their lives, since some of his men had revolvers.® But
all this was to no avail. The employers were clearly determined
to break the strike. They had imported hundreds of blacklegs
from Scotland, and especially from England.
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In this way they were more or less able to keep up the regular
hours of sailing, and to deal with the cargoes. They told the press
that they were ‘not unwilling to fairly remunerate their employ-
ees; but they have resolved at all costs to reduce the influence of
the union, observing that the shipowners all over the country
are determined to be the masters, and not a few strangers, who,
as a committee, . . . interfere with the shipping commerce of the
country.’®

On June 23rd the strikers held a meeting at which the whole
situation was considered. At this meeting such points as ‘their
severance from the union, the rate at which the Englishmen
can work, the rates of wages, and so on . . > were discussed. The
North British Daily Mail reported that :

‘None favour the idea of renouncing their combination as a
union; indeed that seems to be the last right they would forego,
maintaining they have equal rights with tradesmen in having
a society of their own. Trades, they say, have less need of
unions than bodies of men numbering thousands, and whose
work is more irregular. Again, they flatter themselves of being
able not only to discharge or load a ship in less than quarter
the time taken by inexperienced hands, but they rejoice in
being able to deal with cargo with far more caution.’”
Tt is highly likely that amongst the points raised in this discussion
between the strikers about the inefficiency of the blacklegs is the
fact that one of the ‘scabs’ was drowned after falling into the
river while wheeling a truck along a plank.® This dramatic
illustration that dock labour was not an ‘unskilled’ occupation,
was constantly borne out by the performance of the ‘scabs’. Their
speed of work was much slower than that of regular dock
labourers; it took more of them to load and unload cargoes than
it did the dockers. Although this fact was not openly admitted
by the shipping companies there is some evidence that they would
very much like to have seen the dockers return to work. A small
incident bears this out. As the strike continued into July, a
rumour arose that the Allan Line offices were so dissatisfied with
the work of the blacklegs that they wanted to re-employ the
dockers. Although this had been denied officially by the Allan
Line, one of the foremen at the Allan Line sheds had pleaded
with the strikers to go to the boss, ‘as they were sick of the men
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they had at present, and could not get on with their vessels at
all.’®

Shortly after this the National Union of Dock Labourers made
a final effort to settle the strike. Deputations were sent to the
various firms asking if they were willing to grant the union’s
demands. When this last-ditch attempt failed, the Union decided
to call the strike off in order not to exhaust all its funds. At a
meeting of the dock labourers on Friday, July sth it was resolved
to return to work at the old rate on the following Monday.*
On Monday morning before the dock labourers went back to
work they were addressed by Edward McHugh. He told them :

‘You are going to return to work today at the old rate. The
employers have repeatedly said that they were delighted with
the services of the farm workers who have replaced us over
the past few weeks. We have seen them; we have seen that
they don’t know how to walk on a boat, that they have
dropped half the stuff they carried; in short that two of them
can’t do the work of one of us. However the employers have
said that they are delighted with the services of these people;
let us therefore do the same and practice ca’canny. Work like
the farm workers worked. Only it happened that several times
they fell into the water; it is useless for you to do the same.**

The Glasgow dockers returned to work, and for two or three
days went ‘canny’, and worked as slowly and inefficiently as the
blacklegs had worked. It was not long before the employers
called for McHugh and pleaded with him to ask his members
to work how they used to work. If they did the dockers would
get the d. an hour rise they had failed to get by striking.’* The
success of the ca’canny tactic at Glasgow led McHugh and
McGhee to make it the distinctive policy of the union. Reviewing
the first full year of the N.U.D.L’s activities and looking back
to the Glasgow strike, they wrote :

“The distinctive policy of the Union was inaugurated in
Glasgow during the great strike of June, 1889, and was the
logical outcome of the publicly proclaimed satisfaction on the
part of the employers with the work—small in quantity and
wretchedly bad in quality—done by scabs. Then as now we
were advised in the organs of the shipowners “to take a few
lessons in political economy” . . .’
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The N.U.D.L. took its lessons, and reported that :

‘Having mastered all the muysteries of the doctrine of value
and the distinction between ‘“value” and “price”, we were
made familiar with the multitudinous forms of orthodox
adulteration from jerry buildings and coffin ships to watered
milk and shoddy clothes. With only one exception we found
the all-prevailing practice to be this, that the “QUALITY”
of each commodity, whether it be a dwelling-house, a suit of
clothes, or a Sunday’s dinner, is regulated according to the
price which the purchaser is willing to pay—the one exception
being labour.

‘We began to ask ourselves and our fellow-members why the
“quality” and “quantity” of labour should not be subject to
the same law as other marketable commodities. We were wit-
nesses of the fact that a trifling increase in wages was scorn-
fully and insultingly refused to Union men, whilst at the same
time inexperienced and consequently .inefficient scab labour
was imported at enormous cost and trouble, and paid at higher
rates than were asked by Union men, and, in addition to
higher wages, we saw the scabs delicately entertained and
provided with free food and lodging, tobacco, and beer,—the
ability to do these things demonstrating beyond the possibility
of doubt that the demand made by Union men was a very
modest one indeed, and one which the employers could easily
have afforded to grant.

‘We had the most convincing proof of the limited quantity
of work done by scabs in the detention of vessels, and of the
inferior quality in the fact that the ships when stowed were
pronounced unseaworthy. For these unsatisfactory results the
employers paid generously.

“There is no ground for doubting that the real relation of the
employer to the workman is simply this—to secure the largest
amount of work for the smallest wages; and, undesirable as
this relationship may be to the workman, there is no escape
from it except to adopt the situation and apply to it the
commonsense commercial rule which provides a commodity
in accordance with the price.

All this could be supported by chapter and verse from the econ-
omists. W. S. Jevons was singled out, having stated that :
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‘If those who want goods at a certain price cannot get them,
they will have to offer a higher price, so that they may induce
other people to sell. The higher the price the greater the
supply.’

The N.U.D.L. commented :

‘This is precisely what we affirm with regard to labour. If
those who want dock labourers at a certain amount of wages
cannot get them, they will have to offer higher wages. The
higher the wages the greater the quantity and the better the
quality of work, and vice-versa. . . . The employer insists upon
fixing the amount he will give for an hour’s labour without
the slightest consideration for the labour; there is surely, there-
fore, nothing wrong in the labourer on the other hand, fixing
the amount and the quality of the labour he will give in an
hour for the price fixed by the employer. If employers of labour

or purchasers of goods refuse to pay for the genuine article
they must be content with veneer and shoddy.®

The N.UD.L., whose claim to be ‘the pioneer organisation of
what is called the New Unionism’** is well founded, made a
special effort to inculcate its members with the theory and
practice of the tactic which had worked so well in Glasgow in
1889. The tactic seems to have spread to the London dockers
not long after their success in the famous strike of the summer
of 188g. The consequent increase in the dockers’ bargaining
power led to widespread rank and file sentiment for the manning
ratio on gangs to be increased. This aspiration led to a serious
slowing down in the tempo of work. Since, as the historian of
trade unionism in the Port of London records, ‘Such “ca’canny”
practices were bound to generate among the workers a most
determined resistance to union monopoly’, the London based
Dockers’ Union officials found themselves encountering difficulties
in dealing with the port employers.” Tom Mann, the union
president, signed several appeals intended to get the men to
work more energetically,’® and he even went so far as to suggest
in 1892 in evidence to the Royal Commission on Labour (of
which he was a member) a new system of ‘co-operative’ working,
‘by which the minimum time rates would be abolished and the
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men left to stand or fall by their earnings on a piece-work basis.!”
A similar appeal had, indeed, been issued by the Executive of
the union immediately after the conclusion of the strike. In a
‘Manifesto Urging Members of the Union to Work Energetically
it was stated that

‘Complaints have been made by the Dock Directors that the
men are not working as energetically and heartily as in times
past, and in consequence they are not only put to a very con-
siderable expense, but very serious delays are brought about
in the departure of vessels.

“The Union will, of course, at all times and places protect
its members against anything in the nature of nigger-driving,
but we regret to know that at some of the docks the men are
not working with that hearty goodwill and efficiency that is
necessary to make our position strong. . . . We therefore most
earnestly appeal to all our members, now that they are secure
from many of the former indignities they formerly had to
battle against, to work in a smart and workman-like manner.’*®

Although the London dockers’ leaders clearly disapproved of
the ‘ca’canny’ policy, the Glasgow dockers’ leaders made extrava-
gant claims for its efficacy. ‘A strike of workmen may be
defeated,” wrote McGhee and McHugh, ‘but this strictly econ-
omic and commercial policy is invincible.’*® Sidney and Beatrice
Webb read the report in which those words appeared. They were
neither amused nor impressed. In 1897 they recorded that the
N.UD.L.’s advocacy of ‘ca’canny’ earlier in the same decade
was the only case they knew of where a trade union had advo-
cated what they called ‘an insidious diminution of their energy
without notice to the employer.’?® They were worried, it seems,
not only for the employer, but also for the workmen who prac-
tised such a policy. They commented :

“To the unskilled labourers of a great city, already demoralised
by irregularity of employment and reduced below the average
in capacity for persistent work, the doctrine of “go’canny”
may easily bring about the final ruin of personal character.’®

The original Glasgow story was re-told many times. The person
largely responsible for its repeated re-telling was the French
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anarcho-syndicalist, Emile Pouget (1860-1931). Between 1889
and 1894 Pouget edited and master-minded the production of
the ‘most famous, the most violent and the best written of all
the anarchist papers published in Paris,®* Le Pére Peinard. The
early 18gos in France were the high point of anarchist propa-
ganda by the deed with the bombplantings of Ravachol in par-
ticular attracting great notoriety for the anarchist movement. An
assassination attempt on the French president, Carnot, in 1894
was followed by a massive attempt by the French Government
to repress the anarchist movement by restrictive press laws and
by putting many leading anarchists on trial. Le Pére Peinard was
forced to close down, but Pouget quickly came over to England
where he spent part of 1894 and 1895 in exile in London. From
his Islington address of 23 King Edward Street, Pouget pub-
lished eight further issues of Le Pére Peinard. By October 1896,
when the heat had gone out of the situation in France, Pouget
had returned to Paris and resumed publication of his paper
there.?® His period of exile in London had an important effect
on his thinking, and this was in turn crucial for the future
development of French anarchism. Pouget, like many other
French anarchists, realised that the period of the assassination
attempts (‘attentats’) had been counter-productive. He was clearly
impressed by the effectiveness of British socialist initiatives in
the trade union movement, and by the ‘New’ unionism gener-
ally. In an article in the London published Le Pére Peinard of
October 1894 he called on the French anarchists to enter and
revolutionise the French trade unions, les syndicats. The tradi-
tional sectarian isolationism of French anarchism took a fair
degree of overcoming. But Pouget kept at it, arguing for instance
in 1897 that : ‘If there is one place where the anarchists must get
themselves into, it is clearly the trade union movement.’**

Not long after, other anarchists re-iterated his call. An import-
ant pamphlet, Les Anarchistes et les Syndicats (1898) criticised ‘the
repugnance of certain anarchists for entering the trade unions.’
It was in these initiatives that the subsequent anarchist near
domination of the French syndicalist movement had its origins.
In the words of Georges Sorel (a close observer of the French
syndicalist movement, but by no means an influential theorist
in it): ‘
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‘Historians will see, one day, in this entry of the anarchists
into the trade unions, one of the greatest events which took
place in our times.’?

Pouget kept his eye on developments in British trade unionism in
the 189os. And so did a French institution, le Musée Social,
which was particularly interested in labour questions. In Sep-
tember 1895 le Musée Social sent a team of investigators,
including Octave Festy and Paul de Rousiers over to England
to study the trade union movement. The result was a book,
published in 1896, under the title of Le Trade-Unionisme en
Angleterre. Le Musée Social kept up its interest in British
developments, and printed in 1896 in one of its circulars, the
story of the 1889 Glasgow ca’canny incident.?® Pouget incorpor-
ated material from the circular into his pioneering pamphlet, Le
Sabotage. Here he referred to the Glasgow incident as one of
the landmarks in the development of sabotage. It was, to trans-
late his words, ‘the practice’. He continued by dealing with the
theory, taking his text from an English pamphlet published in
the mid-18gos. The pamphlet he quoted from was published by
the International Federation of Ship, Dock, and River Workers.2

This organisation—which in 1898 assumed its present name
of the International Transport Workers Federation—was
founded in 1896 by a group of the leading figures in the British
dockers’ and seamen’s unions. The great gains that had been
made by these unions in the late 1880s and early 18gos had been
seriously eroded by a vigorous employers’ counter-offensive. The
Shipping Federation had been formed, and it had _developed
sophisticated strike-breaking machinery and had encouraged the
growth of the National Free Labour Association. Throughout the
1890s the transport workers’ unions had been looking for a
chance to re-establish themselves. One organisation had been
tried, and had failed. In 1896, Havelock Wilson, Ben Tillett,
Tom Mann, L. M. Johnson, Richard McGhee, Edward McHugh,
James Sexton and others decided to try again by launching a
national organisation that would co-ordinate the work of their
unions and stimulate them to a new strength. The National
Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union already had some branches in the
Continental ports, and were concerned, following the nature of
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their trade, to operate on an international basis. This desire
became a reality at the time of a strike in the port of Rotterdam.
L. M. Johnson, the editor of the Seamen’s Chronicle, the organ
of the N.S.F.U, explained the origins of the International
Federation in the following way :

‘It arose from an almost fortuitous meeting on the terrace of
the House of Commons of Mr. Havelock Wilson, M.P., Mr. R.
McGee, M.P., Mr. Tom Mann, and myself. As a result of a
conversation there a meeting of delegates of the unions con-
nected with the shipping and carrying trades was held in
Anderton’s Hotel, London, and it was decided to form a
national Federation of the whole of the unions of the trade.
Whilst this was being carried out, a strike occurred at Rotter-
dam. . . . Mr. Wilson . . . on going over, was struck with the
idea of making the movement international.”*®

The Rotterdam Strike, which began in May 1896, thoroughly
internationalised the newly formed federation. Strenuous efforts
had to be made by Wilson, Johnson, and McHugh to prevent
British sailors from working the cargoes on their ships that the
Dutch dockers would not handle, and to prevent the importation
of blacklegs from Amsterdam. An ‘Appeal to British Dock
Labourers’ was issued. Part of it read as follows:

¢ .. we desire you to bear in mind that the same class of
employers who are endeavouring to crush the workers in
Rotterdam will, if they succeed, make further reductions of
your own wages in England, with endeavour to use the labour-
ers of Rotterdam, in the event of your resisting such reductions,
to bring about your defeat.’

Tillett, Sexton and other leaders of British transport workers’
unions sent letters and telegrams of support to the Dutch dockers,
and promised that they would do all they could to prevent black-
legs leaving England for Rotterdam. The Dutch strikers, after
making some concessions, settled the strike. The settlement was
sufficiently in their favour for them to claim victory. The Sea-
men’s Chronicle commented :

I1
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‘So ends, and ends happily, an eventful industrial dispute, and
one which has done more, probably, than is fully realised to
bring about international unity amongst the workers than any-
thing that has taken place for years.’2®

Encouraged by this success, a letter was sent to the press announc-
ing the formation of the International Federation. Tom Mann
and L. M. Johnson, after detailing the reductions in wages that
had been made in the transport industries since 1889, concluded
with the following statement: “The demands will be made shortly,
and if they result in a cessation of labour, every port in the
three Kingdoms, on the Continent, and the principal ports of
America, will be simultaneously affected.®® During the weeks
that followed the activities of the Federation were surrounded
by rumours of an international strike if the demands drawn up
were not granted. After a spell of initial audacity, the Federa-
tion’s leaders realised that they did not yet have the depth of
organisation necessary to call a successful international strike.
"Tom Mann’s views were reported in August to be as follows :

‘He did not pretend that they were arranging for a big strike.
They were not seeking a strike. They held it their duty to
avoid a stoppage of labour, but they were determined that
their grievance should be redressed by hook or by crook.’s!

But, in spite of the denials, rumours did appear in the press that
the Federation was planning a strike. And these rumours became
more widespread after the Federation submitted its demands to
the Shipping Federation. The latter was given until September
21st, 1896, to grant the demands. Much of this was clearly bluff
on the part of the International Federation. It was not very long
before the ultimatum was extended until September 28th.*> The
Seamen’s Chronicle, the newspaper of the Sailor’s and Firemen’s
Union and the chief organ of the International Federation, was
itself strangely contradictory about whether or not strike action
would follow if the demands were not met. In the August 2gth
issue an unsigned article promised a strike. Yet in the same issue
an interview that Tom Mann, the Federation’s President, had
given to the Weekly Sun, was reprinted giving the opposite view.
When asked about the threatened strike, Mann replied force-
fully :
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‘Strike ! We are certainly not going to strike. . . . We are not
organising a strike.’

Before long, the Seamen’s Chronicle did some thinking out loud
about strikes. It was concluded, realistically, that organisation was
the priority for the Federation, and also that effective organisa-
tion would make strikes largely unnecessary.*® The next week it
became more clear what the Federation had in mind if the
Shipping Federation rejected the demands—and it seemed highly
likely that it would. The Seamen’s Chronicle, in an article
called ‘Value for Value’, stated that :

“f, after the 28th September, the employers refuse to accede
to the moderate demands of the men, then the weapon is to
use the famous “Ca’canny”.

If the employers decided to ignore the demands :

‘they will find it the most costly and expensive luxury they
ever indulged in. Value for Value will be put into operation.
Pay £4.10s. a month to a seaman and he will give them £4.10s.
worth of seamanship or firing. Pay them £3.10s. and they will
give £3.10s. worth of work. The same simple commercial rule
will be religiously observed by the dock and river workers,
and they can and will reduce this system to a positive fine
art. . . . There will be no strike—not a bit of it! Men will
remain peacefully at work, but they will hurry up or ease
down according to the pay received.’*

This is the first of many statements on ‘value for value’, or
‘ca’canny’, by the International Federation. It was clear that
the employers were not going to be frightened by the Federa-
tion’s threat of strike action. The International Federation had
neither the organisational strength nor the financial resources to
conduct an international strike. It is, of course, more than a
coincidence that McHugh and McGhee, the National Union of
Dock Labourers’ leaders in Glasgow in 1889, were active mem-
bers of the Central Council of the International Federation.®® In
an interesting editorial in the same issue of the Seamen’s
Chronicle mention was made of the successful use of ca’canny
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in Glasgow seven years earlier. There was nothing but enthusiasm
for the new tactic. Strikes were now called ‘old, effete, barbarous
weapons—and they are only fit for museums! . . . Strikes are as
effete as the ancient modes of agriculture, locomotion, and com-
munication; they must give way to modern methods— value for
value I’

When, at the end of September 1896, the employers had still
not met the International Federation’s demands, the Inter-
national Federation balloted its members on what action should
be taken. These were the three questions asked in the ballot
paper: ‘1) Are you favourable to an immediate International
Strike to enforce the demands sent in to the employers, as per
accompanying statement? 2) Are you favourable to a further
period of organisation prior to definite action being taken? 3)
Are you in favour of resorting to “Ca’canny”, i.e. value for value,
as explained in the accompanying leaflet, until such time as the
employers agree to meet your Representatives in conference ?’
The questions were loaded. It was pointed out with the ballot
papers that ‘in’the event of a strike this year, no Strike Pay will
be given’. The Federation leadership had settled in its own mind
for ca’canny. This is abundantly clear from the number of articles
on the subject in the Seaman’s Chronicle. It can further be seen
from the fact that the results of the ballot were never made
known to the Federation membership. As was revealed some
years later by the Swedish transport workers’ leader, Charles
Lindley, the ballot showed strongly in favour of a further period
of organisation.®® But, in spite of this set-back the Federation
leadership continued to try to convert the membership to
‘ca’canny’. In fact, it erected a distinct theory around the tactic—
what E. J. Hobsbawm has called ‘free market bargaining’.®” A
special leaflet, ‘What is Ca’Canny’ was issued on October 22nd,
1896. Part of it read :

‘If labour and skill are ‘marketable commodities’ then the
possessors of such commodities are justified in selling their
labour and skill in like manner as a butcher sells beef . . . [if
the housewife] . . . will only pay two shillings, she will have
to be content with an inferior quality of beef or a lesser quan-
tity.’8
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The ca’canny leaflet aroused much interest. It was quoted at
length in The Times of October 1oth, 1896, and a number of
shipping trade journals reprinted it. What it was recommending
seems to have struck a responsive chord amongst dockers in
London. In 1897 Charles Booth and a collaborator noted that:

‘An attempt on his [the employer’s] part to reduce wages, or
the refusal to raise them, is not met by seeking to increase the
value of the services offered, but always and solely by the
refusal to render them at all, or the threat of this; or occasion-
ally (if a strike is inconvenient) even by the opposite and really
suicidal plan of giving as little value as possible in exchange
for the wages earned—known as the “ca’canny” policy—that
is, by the fatal recourse of giving inferior work to match in-
adequate pay.’®®
The leaflet on ca’canny that was published by the International
Federation of Ship, Dock, and River Workers was translated by
the Musée Social in Paris, and published by it in French in
October 1896. It was from this translation, as we saw, that
Emile Pouget derived much support for the development of his
ideas on sabotage. The translation of the ca’canny leaflet, and
an instance of sabotage on the French railways the year before,
were extremely important starting points for the infiltration of
sabotage into the canon of French revolutionary syndicalist
theory and practice.* But, as Pouget himself was the first to
admit, it must not be thought that these events or his own cham-
pioning of sabotage, meant that sabotage only made its appear-
ance in France from around that time. By its very nature,
sabotage had a much longer history than that. But it was
previously only practised ‘unconsciously’ and instinctively by the
workers. Only after the mid-18gos, did sabotage, to translate
Pouget’s words, ‘receive its theoretical consecration and take its
place among the established, approved, recognised and advocated
means of struggle of the syndicalist organisations in France.*
It was at the Toulouse 1897 Congress of the Confédération
Générale du Travail that sabotage received this ‘bapteme syndi-
cale.’ The Prefect of the Seine had refused leave to the delegates
of the municipal workers who were meant to attend the Congress.
This decision was regarded as being extremely high-handed, and
so at the first session of the Coongress a resolution condemning
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the Prefect’s actions was passed. One of the delegates—Pouget
himself—then rose to point out how little the Prefect would be
worried by the criticisms of a workers’ congress. It was his advice
that the Congress, instead of bothering about making protests
and denunciations, should rather take action. Pouget then
reminded the Congress that action of the sort he was talking
about was due to be discussed at a later session of the Congress,
so he concluded by putting forward the following resolution :

“The Congress, recognising that it is superﬂuous to blame the
Government—which is carrying out its role of tightening the
reins on the workers—calls on the mummpal workers to do a
hundred thousand francs worth of damage in the city of Paris
services, to recompense M. de Selves [the Prefect] for his veto.’

This proposal immediately caused a storm; and eventually the
resolution was ruled out of order. But, as far as Pouget was
concerned, it had had the desired effect. It had opened up the
question for discussion at the later session of the Congress.

Several days later, the Congress commission on boycott and
sabotage, through Paul Delesalle, made its report to the Con-
gress.*® The idea of sabotage then met with widespread sympathy.
The burden of the report was that up till then the workers had
affirmed themselves as revolutionaries. But for the most part
this revolutionism had remained a theoretical and not a practical
thing. A great deal of theoretical and educational work had to
be done, but, important as this was, there had been a failure on
the practical level to resist the encroachments of the capitalists.
The report pointed out that meetings of the C.G.T. always dis-
persed with shouts of ‘Long Live the Social Revolution’, but no
really practical steps were taken to bring it about. The strike
was regarded as the sole tactic. But, the report continued, there
were other methods which could be used in a certain measure
to hold the capitalists in check. One of these means was the
boycott. The other was sabotage. The report then proceeded to
detail the use of ca’canny in Britain, and outlined, using the
International Federation of Ship, Dock, and River Workers’
leaflet, the value for value, labour as a commocﬁty theory. It
concluded by using the catch phrase of ca’canny, of sabotage :
‘For Bad Pay, Bad Work.”#*
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The resolution on sabotage was re-adopted by the 1898 and
1900 Congresses of the C.G.T. The particularly large vote in
favour of the tactic at the 1goo Congress, according to Pouget,
closed the period of the theoretical gestation of sabotage and its
infiltration into the French syndicalist movement. From then on,
sabotage became an important part of syndicalist theory and
practice, so much so that in an anti-strike law put through by
the Briand administration, it was deliberately singled out. The
law defined sabotage as ‘the wilful destruction, deterioration, or
rendering useless, of instruments or other objects, with a view
to stopping or hampering work, industry or commerce.’*®
Sabotage had become an integral part of syndicalist thought.
In Victor Griffuelhes’ Le Syndicalisme Révolutionnaire, a classic
statement, sabotage takes its place alongside the strike, and the
general strike as the main means of direct action. Griffuelhes
wrote that the strike was ‘for us the weapon par excellence that
present society puts into the hands of the working class.*®
Sabotage was ‘a form of workers’ struggle which is the contrary
to the strike. The strike is the workers’ struggle carried on outside
the place of work that is stopped, sabotage is the struggle being
carried out at work.”*” So much stress seems to have been put on
sabotage by certain leading figures in the C.G.T., that Leon
Jouhaux, the General Secretary of the C.G.T. from 1909, felt it
necessary just before the First World War to explain that sabotage
might not always be the best tactic to adopt, and suggested that
it was an ‘incidental’ rather than a central tactic in the workers’
struggle.* Some historians have, indeed, concluded that the
French syndicalist predilection for sabotage was a sign of weak-
ness rather than of strength and that it indicated an inability to
organise effective strikes. The most recent historian of French
syndicalism has gone much further and has argued that in
general French workers were moderate in their aims and actions
and that they were largely uninfluenced by the rhetoric of
syndicalist leaders. One of the major exceptions he finds to this
pattern is in the conduct of the French railway strike of 1910.
He notes that before the strike syndicalist leaders paid a fair
amount of attention to the advocacy of sabotage, and that during
the strike, ‘significant acts of sabotage occurred. . . . Between
October 8th and 21st, 1,411 acts of sabotage were reported,
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1,035 of them on the Nord line, where the excitement had been
highest. In the next three months there were g12 sabotage efforts,
and for some time thereafter strikes by ditchdiggers and other
labourers included some wire cutting. This sabotage undeniably
shows syndicalist influence as well as worker frustration.’ But,
he adds, most of the acts were quite minor and did not involve
the vast majority of railway strikers.*®

Similarly, Georges Sorel had been stating as early as 1905 that
sabotage ‘does not at all tend to direct the workers in the path
of emancipation.”™ Remarks of this sort must be set against the
continuing advocacy of it by Pouget, and others like Sébastien
Faure. In 1913 both of these delivered speeches on the subject
of ‘technical instruction as revolution’s hand-maid’—in which
they stressed the importance of the electrical and other industries,
and pointed out ways in which the power might be cut off during
industrial disputes.’

The theory of sabotage migrated round the world along with
the rest of syndicalist theory. Britain did not escape this influence.
But before dealing with this migration of sabotage to English
speaking countries, and its ‘return’ to Britain, it is useful to g0
into further detail about what forms sabotage might take.
Pouget’s Le Sabotage is again the best source for this informa-
tion. Apart from outlining the all-important ca’canny, value for
value, policy, Pouget had some other suggestions. He refused to
be dogmatic about what forms sabotage might take, but he did
indicate a number of main types. For him ‘the primary and
instinctive form of sabotage’ was slowing down on the job. This
tactic, he felt, was unlikely to be widely adopted by workers
on piecework.®® For such workers other methods presented them-
selves. Not long after the 1goo Congress of the C.G.T., the
Bulletin de la Bourse du Travail de Montpellier gave the follow-
ing suggestions, amongst many others :

‘If you are a mechanic, it’s very easy for you with two pence
worth of ordinary powder, or even just sand, to stop your
machine, to bring about a loss of time and a costly repair for
your employer. If you are a joiner or cabinet-maker, what is
more easy than to spoil a piece of furniture without the
employer knowing it and making him lose customers?’s3
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The list was a long one. It showed that in any trade or occupa-
tion, and under any payment system, sabotage could be practised
in one form or another. Apart from the two main methods dis-
cused so far—slowing down on the job, and deteriorating the
quality of work—Pouget had some other variants. There was
sabotage by ‘la méthode de la bouche ouverte”—open mouth
sabotage. This involved workers divulging the industrial or com-
mercial secrets of their employers, or making public instances of
adulterated or shoddy products. Possibly a more important tactic,
to which Pouget devoted a separate chapter, was ‘Pobstruction-
nisme’, or what has become known in Britain as working to rule.
Pouget defined l'obstructionnisme’ as sabotage in reverse—
applying the rules with a meticulous and exaggerated care.™
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