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This comparative study of the impact of the Great Depression of
1929-33 on unemployment insurance policy in Germany and Britain
is the work of a student of Gerhard A. Ritter, whose own pioneering
study, Sozialversicherung in Deutschland und England. Entstehung und
Grundzüge im Vergleich (1983), was published in Britain as Social
Welfare in Britain and Germany. Origins and Development  in 1986.
Ritter’s work, while not exactly the first comparative history of social
policy in Britain and Germany (see G. V. Rimlinger, Welfare Policy and
Industrialization in Europe, America and Russia , 1971), did much to put
such comparative studies on the map. His book was limited to the
period before the First World War; it is easy to understand why he
encouraged one of his students to extend the Anglo-German com -
parison to unemployment insurance policy in the critical period of
the Great Depression. 

The subject indeed cries out for such treatment. By 1928 both coun-
tries possessed a system of unemployment insurance. Although there
were other European countries to which the same applied, in none
did it encompass so large a proportion of the employed population.
In both countries the system was designed to deal with the normal
cyclical fluctuations and no more. The mass unemployment caused
by the Great Depression was far beyond its capacity and led to major
crises not only for the insurance system, but for the financial stabili -
ty of the state. In both countries this in turn provoked a political cri -
sis, which swept away parliamentary government in Germany, and
the practice of single-party government in Britain. When the Labour
government was unable to resolve the problems of the spiralling cost
of unemployment insurance and its repercussions for the country’s
gold reserve, it was replaced by a National Government on the prece-
dent created in the First World War.

This study goes well beyond Ritter’s own approach to comparative
history. Social Welfare in Britain and Germany had consisted of two
extended essays in national history rounded off by eight pages of
comparison, in which a number of interesting points were briefly

67



enumerated. Berringer’s approach is comparative throughout and
one of its striking features is the persistence and ingenuity with
which he pursues comparative questions at every level of analysis.
The book begins with a description of unemployment relief policy up
to 1927 and then looks at the crucial legislation passed in both coun -
tries in that year. For the first time Germany established unemploy -
ment insurance together with a national system of labour exchanges.
The same year saw yet another British Unemployment Insurance Act,
passed in response to but not entirely along the lines of the report of
the Blanesburgh Committee. That committee had attempted to bring
some coherence to the series of short term expedients that had char -
acterized British unemployment insurance policy since the end of the
war and had produced a situation far removed from the intentions of
the original Act of 1911, with which Britain had pioneered national
unemployment insurance. While these two systems differed in many
ways, as Berringer explains, there were important similarities. Both
had been intended to limit the heavy financial liabilities of the central
state for the relief of the unemployed that had characterized the pre-
vious years. Since in both countries unemployment insurance was
calculated to deal only with short-term cyclical unemployment, there
had to be measures for relieving the long-term unemployed. In
Britain the Treasury once more assumed responsibility for all these
by the provision of ‘extended benefit’; in Germany the state provid -
ed means-tested ‘emergency relief’ for contributors to unemploy -
ment insurance whose entitlement had expired, while the remaining
unemployed were the responsibility of local authorities.

The second part of the book compares the two economies in crisis
as well as the extent and characteristics of unemployment. As is to be
expected, the statistics as collected in the two countries are not imme-
diately comparable, and much ingenuity has gone into making them
so. The most important fact to emerge is that whereas unemployment
was greater in Britain on the eve of the depression than in Germany,
the depression itself created significantly greater unemployment in
Germany than Britain. The contrast was at its greatest in 1931-2,
when German unemployment was still increasing sharply while it
was already slowing down in Britain. Thus the unemployment crisis
was significantly longer and more severe in Germany.

The third part of the book deals with unemployment insurance pol-
icy itself at government level, comparing the crisis of policy-making
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that caused the break-up of the broad-based coalition government
headed by the Social Democrat Hermann Müller in March 1930 with
the fall of the British Labour government due to its inability to ham -
mer out an agreed cut-back of unemployment relief entitlement in
August 1931. The Müller government had been the last to command
a majority in the Reichstag; its fall was followed by governments act -
ing by presidential decree. In terms of unemployment insurance
these months saw a succession of cut-backs of insurance entitlement
that culminated in the emergency ordinance of 14 June 1932, which
reduced insurance entitlement to a mere six weeks and once more
reduced the level of benefits in an attempt to shore up the state
finances. At a time of mounting opposition to the objectives of the
Weimar welfare state, state financial policy took precedence over
social policy considerations, and an increasing proportion of the
unemployed became dependent for their maintenance on local
authorities out of their ever shrinking budgets. This defence of state
finances at the expense of the local authorities brought the tripartite
nature of the German system into question, but despite all their
attempts the local authority lobby ( Städtetag) totally failed to obtain
the structural reform of unemployment relief for which they pressed.
In Britain the National Government had no difficulty in reducing
benefits and restoring its creditworthiness. But unlike the succession
of German governments it moved on to a consideration of structural
reforms that found their expression in the Unemployment Act of
1934. This restored the actuarial and limited nature of the insurance
system, and created means-tested, locally administered but centrally
financed and controlled unemployment relief for the rest. An Un -
employment Insurance Statutory Commission and an Unemploy -
ment Assistance Board were set up to oversee the two sides of this
system. This contrast between the single-minded concentration in
Germany on the cutting back of relief at the expense of the unem -
ployed, and the ability of the National government in Britain to move
on to a reform of the structure of relief is the principal contrast that
emerges from the study.

But Berringer goes on to look at the political process in greater
detail, comparing the respective roles of the Ministries of Labour, of
the quasi-independent bodies within the two systems, the local
authorities as political actors, and both the employer and trade union
lobbies. Each of these studies produces illuminating points of com -
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parison, for example, the more effective and creative role of the
British Ministry of Labour as an agency of reform, and the greater
helplessness of the local authorities in Britain in the face of pressure
from the centre. But transcending all such differences, what emerges
is the similarity of the political process in the two countries. In each
case important decisions are taken within a small group of ministers
and their civil servants clustered around the head of the government
and the minister responsible for finance, what Berringer calls a
process of centralization and bureaucratization, precisely because in
both countries financial policy had taken priority over social policy.

This book is an impressive achievement. One cannot but admire its
orderliness and its thorough and systematic exposition. That
thoroughness owes much to its origin as a dissertation, yet Berringer
is quite capable of cutting through the jungle of details to the funda -
mental points, not least to the fundamental points of comparison.
This is a book that does not lose sight of the wood for all the abun -
dance of trees. The eight pages of conclusions are particularly valu -
able, since they incorporate a careful résumé of the argument but also
raise new issues drawn from a wider context than the necessarily lim-
ited one prescribed by the demands of a dissertation.

The tendency for established procedures and arrangements to
dominate the way in which systems subsequently develop, often
described as ‘path-dependency’, turns out to be useful for the expla -
nation of differences in the way that the two systems adjusted to the
challenges of the crisis, even if Germany’s unemployment insurance
was to survive in 1932 as little more than a hollow shell. It was a shell,
Berringer insists, that after the stagnation of the Nazi years was once
more to be given real content through the reforms of the Federal
Republic.

This is one of the few places where the omission of the Nazi years
finds explicit recognition. Mostly it is merely an organizing principle
of the book. In spite of the date in the title and the fact that the British
study culminates in the reforms of 1934, the treatment of German
policy ends, to all intents and purposes, in 1932. There are no more
than two brief references to 1933 and 1934. As far as Germany is con -
cerned there is something surprisingly old-fashioned in the peri -
odization. It owes more to Ludwig Preller’s  Sozialpolitik in der
Weimarer Republik of 1949 than to the final two volumes of Christoph
Sachsse’s and Florian Tennstedt’s Geschichte der Armenfürsorge in
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Deutschland of 1988 and 1992. It is significant that Sachsse and
Tennstedt chose to divide their volumes at 1929 and to include the
years of economic crisis and presidential government with the early
Hitler years under the title ‘the rise of the authoritarian welfare state’.
They see the next break as occurring in 1938 with what they call ‘the
transition from the authoritarian to the völkisch welfare state’.

Sachsse and Tennstedt were, of course, writing about far more than
the history of unemployment insurance. It is certainly true that for
Berringer’s chosen subject the significance of the years after January
1933 is merely negative. The attempts at structural reform were
brushed aside, as he points out, and more important still, with quite
insignificant exceptions the drastic increases in contributions and of
cuts in benefits were not reversed until 1937, in contrast to Britain
and in spite of mounting surpluses in the insurance fund. The impor-
tant changes that occurred were in employment policy, such matters
as the provision of work, job counselling, and direction of labour.
Employment and unemployment policy had, in fact, been closely
linked to unemployment insurance in Germany ever since the legis -
lation of 1927, but Berringer has explicitly excluded it. His book is
intended as a study not of unemployment policy but of unemploy -
ment relief policy, so that the exclusion of these aspects is justified.
This is a defence, however, that I have constructed on his behalf, not
one that he puts forward himself. What one misses in his book is an
awareness that his chosen periodization is not the only conceivable
one, that it is nowadays not even the obvious one, and that it requires
justification.

Nor is this the only element that one misses. Most surprising of all
is the disregard of the foreign dimension to these policies. The May
Committee, whose critical report contributed to the flight from the
pound and whose recommendations focused public attention on the
financial problems of unemployment insurance, figures only briefly
in the story as told here. A passing reference to the need to speed up
deliberations on account of the crisis development of the pound and
of the British financial markets does little to alert the reader to the
crucial role of the American banks, for which the recommendations
of the committee became the irreducible conditions for the loan to
support the country’s essential gold reserves, and thereby effectively
put a pistol to the head of the Cabinet. Having failed to note the
importance of sterling convertibility in the rapid worsening of the
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political crisis, he also makes no mention of the National
Government’s decision to abandon the gold standard, a decision
which made it possible to regard the subsequent increase in insur -
ance contributions and reduction in benefits as an adequate response
to the financial crisis. Yet a greater emphasis on the relevance of
Britain’s international obligations for the course of the crisis and the
necessary political response required would have prompted a valu -
able comparison with Germany. Much attention has been paid by
historians to the rapid worsening of the German economy during the
Brüning era, a development that accounts for the fact that unem -
ployment continued to rise throughout 1931-2, when it was already
stabilizing in Britain. How far the policy of deflation pursued by
Brüning was freely chosen has been the subject of deep disagree -
ment. But there is general agreement that the liberation of Germany
from the burden of reparations was his first priority and that his
domestic policy was subordinated to that end, which was achieved
by the Lausanne conference but not until the summer of 1932. There
is, therefore, a further aspect to Brüning’s willingness to sacrifice con-
siderations of social policy to the financial health of the state.
Berringer himself provides no explanation for the worsening of the
economic situation at this time. It is taken for granted as the context
for the cutting back of unemployment relief. Nor does there seem to
be any reference to reparations anywhere (it is hard to be absolutely
certain since like far too many German books this book lacks an
index) and certainly no suggestion that the obligation to make repa -
rations payments might have impinged on domestic economic poli -
cy. A little less preoccupation with the finer institutional details of
domestic policy would have allowed him to incorporate the interna -
tional obligations of the two countries into his analysis. The result
would have been a fuller explanation of policy and an additional ele-
ment of comparison.

E. P. HENNOCK is emeritus Professor of Modern History at the
University of Liverpool. He is currently working on the first volume
(1850-1914) of a two-volume comparative history of social policies in
England and Germany. Among his publications is British Social
Reform and German Precedents: The Case of Social Insurance 1880-1914
(1987).
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