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Beyond Marienthal: Understanding 
Movements of the Unemployed 

MATT PERRY AND MATTHIAS REISS 

Between November 1931 and May 1932, a team of young 
researchers from Vienna conducted what they called a 'socio-
graphic study' of Marienthal, a textile village some twenty miles 
south-east of the Austrian capital. When Marie Jahoda, Paul 
Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel arrived, the people ofMarienthal had 
already experienced over two years of high unemployment. More 
than three-quarters of families were dependent on unemployment 
benefits. Even by the standards of the early 1930s, this was excep-
tional distress, though it followed a pattern of small single-industry 
communities based upon sectors worst affected by depression. 
The study, which was first published in 1933 under the title Die 
Arbeitslosen von Marienthal, described the village as 'a weary com-
munity'. Cultural activities had sharply declined and 'these 
changes penetrated deeply into the private lives of the unem-
ployed'. The area in which this trend manifested itself most clearly 
was, according to the researchers, politics. 1 Mter the initial shock 
at losing their jobs, the workless passed through various stages of 
'psychological deterioration' until they reached 'ruin and 
despair'.2 Political differences hardly mattered anymore and polit-
ical activity was at a very low level. 3 

While the Austrian researchers were conducting their study, 
the trade unionist Georg Beyer described a similar phenomenon 
among German workers in the widely read Gewerkschaflszeitung. 
Beyer was deeply concerned that 'a condition of social and 

1 Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Marienthal: The Sociography of an an Un-
employed Community (New Brunswick, NJ, 2002), 39. First published in German as Die Ar-
beitslosen von MarienthaL· Ein soziographischer Versuch über die Wirkungen langandauernder 
Arbeitslosigkeit. Mit einem Anhang zur Geschichte der Soziographie (Leipzig, 1933). All references 
refer to the English translation. 

2 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, 87, 97. 3 Ibid. 41. 
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mental nihilism' was becoming widespread among the German 
unemployed. 4 According to him, becoming unemployed caused 
'substantial social-psychological changes' in individuals who 
entered a downward spiral of mental decline.5 The final stage, 
according to Beyer, was 'total mental and spiritual apathy, com-
bined with political and ideological indifference'.6 Other studies 
of the socio-psychological effects of unemployment followed and 
largely came to the same conclusion. 7 Among other things, the 
unemployed's lack of interest in politics was persistently high-
lighted. In the late 1930s the researchers of the Carnegie UK 
Trust found that 'the overwhelming majority' of unemployed 
young men in Glasgow, Cardiff, and Liverpool 'had no political 
convictions whatsoever. When asked why, they invariably replied, 
"What does it matter?"'8 

Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal was not the first detailed study of 
the impact of unemployment on the individual.9 However, 
because of its innovative methodological approach, comprehen-
sive scope, and clear explanatory framework, it was quickly recog-
nized as a landmark in empirical sociology and social psychology. 
The study is still widely quoted today, although it has not 
remained unchallenged. 10 It provided rich conclusions about the 

4 'Der Zustand des sozialen und seelischen Nihilismus, der sich in groBem Urnfang unter 
den Arbeitslosen verbreitet.' Georg Beyer, 'Arbeitslosenprobleme und Gewerkschaften', 
pt. 11, Gewerkschaftszeitung 42/9 (27 Feb. 1932), 133-4, at 133. Italics in the original. 

5 Ibid. 
6 '. ... vollkommene geistige und seelische Apathie, verbunden mit politischer und 

weltanschaulicher Indifferenz.' Ibid. pt. I, Gewerkschaftszeitung 42/8 (20 Feb. 1932), 122-3, 
at 122. Italics in the original. 

7 Jan Rosner, 'An Enquiry into the Life of Unemployed Workers in Poland', Inter-
national Labour Review, 27 (1933), 378-92; E. Wight Bakke, The Unemployed Man: A Social Study 
(New York, 1934); Paul Eisenberg and Paul Lazarsfeld, 'The Psychological Effects of Un-
employment', Psychological Bulletin, 35 (1938), 358-90; The Pilgrim Trust, Men without Work 
(Cambridge, 1938). See also Antoni Sulek, 'The Marienthal 1931/1932 Study and Con-
temporary Studies on Unemployment in Poland', Polish Sociological Review, 1 (2007), 3-25; 
Anna Zawadzka, 'The Unemployed in the Inter-war Period and at the End of the Twen-
tieth Century: Problems, Attitudes, Narrative. Analysis of the Memoirs of the Unem-
ployed', ibid. 27-43. 

8 The study was conducted between 1936 and 1939. Camegie UK Trust, Disinherited 
Youth: A Report on the 18+ Age Group Enquiry (Edinburgh, 1943), 78-9, quoted in Stephen 
Constantine, Unemployment in Britain between the Wars (Harlow, 1g8o), 97.

9 Hans Zeisel, one of the Austrian researchers, cites B. Seebohm Rowntree and 
Bruno Lasker's Unemployment: A Social Study (London, 19n) as 'the first systematic socio-
graphic study of unemployment'. Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, 105. 

10 Critics of Marienthal include those who challenge it for its inadequate treatment of 
gender. Matthew Cole, 'Re-thinking Unemployment: A Challenge to the Legacy ofJa-
hoda et a!', Sociology, 41 (2007), n33-49· See also R. I. McK.ibbin, 'The "Social Psycho)-
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devastating psychological impact of long-term unemployment, 
and similar scholarly concerns to those at the time of the 
Marienthal study persist: well-being, health, suicide, depression, 
sociability, and social policy. 11 

Marienthal also constitutes a landmark because it changed the 
scholarly community's focus from the collective social and eco-
nomic impact of unemployment to its individual social-psycholog-
ical effects. Yet not evenJahoda and her colleagues argued that the 
unemployed's declining interest in politics meant that they could 
not be mobilized for organized protest or revolt. On the contrary, 
the Austrian researchers were clearly puzzled by the 'decline in 
political activity' in the village which 'so curiously contradicts every-
thing that is happening in Germany [in 1932]'. They could only 
speculate as to whether 'the peculiarly uniform and hence unifying 
situation in Marienthal' or 'peculiarities in the Austrian national 
temperament' were responsible. 12 Still, the researchers considered 
it entirely possible that even the unemployed of Marienthal might 
one day revolt against their fate. 13 Researchers in other countries 
did not see individual despair and collective protest as mutually 
exclusive. In Germany, Georg Beyer acknowledged that the unem-
ployed passed through a stage of 'wild radicalism' before reaching 

ogy" of Unemployment in Interwar Britain', in P.J. Wailer (ed.), Politics and Social Change
in Modern Britain: Essays Presented toA. F. Thompson (Brighton, 1987), 161-g1. 

11 RobertJ. Flynn, 'Effect of Unemployment on Depressive Affect', in Philippe Cap-
peliez and Robert J. Flynn, Depression and the Social Environment: Research and Intervention with 
Neglected Populations (Montreal, 1993), 188-9;]ahyeong Koo and W. Michael Cox, 'An Eco-
nomic Interpretation of Suicide Cycles in japan', Contemporary Economic Policy, 26 (2008), 
161-74;S. H. Wilson and G. M. Walker, 'Unemployment and Health: A Review', Public 
Health (1993), 153-62. Types of benefit, social support, and attachment to work all in-
fluence the psychological impact of unemployment. Mikael Nordenmark, Matthias 
Strandh, and Richard Layte, 'The Impact of Unemployment Benefit System on the Men-
tal Well-being of the Unemployed in Sweden, Ireland and Great Britain', European Societies, 
8 (2oo6), 83-IIo; S. Ström, 'Unemployment and Families: A Review of Research', Social 
Service Review, 77 (2003), 399-430; S. L. Brown and A. D. Vinokur, 'The Interplay among 
Risk Factors for Suicidal Ideation and Suicide: The Role of Depression, Poor Health, and 
Loved Ones' Messages of Support and Criticism', American Journal of Community Psychology
32 (2003), 131-41; Stephen Platt, Rocco Micciolo, and Michele Tansella, 'Suicide and Un-
employment in Italy: Description, Analysis and Interpretation of Recent Trends', Social 
Science and Medicine, 34 (1992), 191-201; Thoroddur Bjarnason and Thordis J. Sigurdar-
dottir, 'Psychological Distress During Unemployment and Beyond: Social Support and 
Material Deprivation among Youth in Six Northern European Countries', Social Science 
and Medicine, 56 (2003), 973-85. 

12 J ahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal 41. 
13 Other possible alternatives were migration or the final breakdown of communal sol-

idarity. Ibid. 88. 
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the final stage of apathy. Even then, the unemployed could be 
mobilized 'for any action-including actions against the labour 
movement'. 14 While the loyal trade unionist Beyer tended to see 
unemployed protest as an expression of the unemployed's mental 
decline, E. Wight Bakke, who studied the unemployed in London 
at the same time, regarded it as a 'crude but eloquent testimony 
that human nature is not yet demoralized to the brute level of being 
satisfied with mere existence'. 15 

The essays in this book confirm this analysis. Their central 
message is that many of those who were out of paid employment 
protested against their fate, long before the unemployed were rec-
ognized as a distinct social group. This protest was not always 
politically motivated; nor was it necessarily collective. It was cer-
tainly not continuous, but then, no protest activities ever are. Nor 
did all the unemployed, or even just a majority of them, partici-
pate, but this, too, mirrors the pattern of political participation in 
society at large. The aim of this book is not to dispute the findings 
of]ahoda, Lazarsfeld, Zeisel, Beyer, Bakke, and others that unem-
ployment often had a negative, if not disastrous impact on the 
individual and their families. Instead, it will confirm their analysis 
that despair and starvation did not preclude some of them from 
making themselves heard or following those who offered to lead 
them in clearly defined campaigns. The repertoires and patterns 
of protest changed over time, as the essays in this book demon-
strate, but the notion that the state had to pay attention to the 
unemployed to preserve social and political stability remains a 
constant feature of all economic and social crises from the nine-
teenth to the twenty-first century. The near collapse of the inter-
national banking system in 2008 and the resulting 'credit crunch' 
and subsequent rise in unemployment has highlighted this once 
again. In France, the trade unions called general strikes inJanuary 
and March 2oog. 16 Not only in France, but in several European 
countries, workers reacted with violence, 'bossnapping', or other 
forms of direct action to the loss ofjobs. 17 In Germany, the Social 
Democratic presidential candidate, Gesine Schwan, and the 

14 Beyer, 'Arbeitslosenprobleme', pt. I, 123. 
15 Bakke, Unemployed Man, 151. 
16 Edward Cody, 'French Workers Return to Streets in Protest', Washington Post, 20 

Mar. 2oog, A12. 
17 Jamie Smith, 'Industrial Unrest Bubbling up all over as Dole Queues Lengthen', 

Irish Times, 14 Apr. 2oog, 7.
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leader of the German trade union congress (DGB), Michael 
Sommer, both warned that rising unemployed might lead to social 
unrest. 18 Despite the still prevalent stereotype that the unem-
ployed are passive or apathetic, their potential for collective and 
disruptive protest has not been forgotten. As the case studies in 
this volume show, this potential can be substantial. Most of the 
essays in this volume were first presented at the conference 'From 
the Blanketeers to the Present: Understanding Protests of the 
Unemployed'. 19 Organized by the two editors of this volume, the 
conference took place at the German Historical Institute London 
(GHIL) in collaboration with the Society for the Study of Labour 
History on 16-17 February 2007. The editors would like to thank 
the GHIL once again for its generous sponsorship of this event, 
which brought together people from different disciplines and 
countries. 20 

Unemployment was rediscovered as a topic for historical 
research in the 1970s, when mass unemployment returned to the 
industrialized world.21 By the end of the decade, we find studies 
of protest movements of the unemployed which highlighted the 
intensity of past unemployed struggles. 22 Some scholars, such as 
Paul Bagguley, explicitly compared the unemployed's militancy 

18 'Schädliche Stimmungsmache', <http:/ /www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/6o4/ 466189/ 
text/>, accessed 16june 2009. 

19 The essays by Matthias Reiss, Matt Perry, and David De Vries and Shani Bar-On 
have been added. 

20 For the conference report see German Historical Institute London Bulletin, 29/2 (Nov. 
2007), 149-58. 

21 See e.g. Jose Harris, Unemployment and Politics: A Study in English Social Policy 1886-1914 
(Oxford, 1972); Paul T. Ringenbach, Tro:mps and Rgarmers, 1873-1916: The Discovery of Un-
employment in New York (Westport, Conn., 1973); John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: 
Economic Thought and Public Policy (New York, 1978); Frank Niess, Geschichte der Arbeitslosigkeit: 
Okonomische Ursachen und politische Kämpfe Ein Kapital deutscher Sozialgeschichte (Cologne, 1982); 
Noel Whiteside, Bad Times: Unemployment in British Social and Political History (London, 1991); 
John Burnett, Idle Hands: The Experienceof Unemployment,179o-1990 (London, 1994); Alexan-
der Keyssar, Out of Work: The First Century of Unemployment in Massachusetts (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1986); Peter Baskerville and Eric W. Sager, Unwilling Idlers: The Urban Unemployed 
and Their Fo:milies in Late Victorian Canada (Toronto, 1998). 

22 Wal Hannington, Unemployed Struggles 1919-1936:My Lifeand Struggles amongst the Un-
employed (London, 1936) was reprinted in 1977 and Harry MacShane's autobiography No 
Mean Fighter (London, 1978) was published a year later. Rose-Marie Huber-Koller, 'Die 
kommunistische Erwerbslosenbewegung in der Endphase der Weimarer Republik', 
Gesellscho.ft: Beiträge zur Marxschen Theorie, 10 (1977), 89-140; Franklin Folsom, Impatient Armies 
of the Poor: The Story of Collective Action of the Unemployed, 1808-1942 (Niwot, Colo., 1991); 
Richard F1anagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards': A History of the Politics of the Unemployed in Britain 
1884-1939 (New York, 1991). 
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during the slump with the seeming quiescence of the rg8os. 23 

lnter-decadal comparison could take other forms. Hurstfield com-
pared the hidden experience of unemployed British women across 
these decades of mass joblessness. 24 From a perspective sensitive 
to ethnicity and gender, Cybèle Locke was interested in the 
manner in which the memory of the 1930s framed protest move-
ments in New Zealand in the rg8os.25 In recent years, the focus 
has shifted to the diversity of unemployed protest, which encom-
passed much more than marches or rallies led by Communist agi-
tators, as well as the way in which this protest was choreographed 
and performed. 26 In addition, historians have begun to look at 
the international dimension of unemployed protest and to dis-
cover its transnational aspects. 27 

This volume continues this trend by offering case studies on a 
wide variety of unemployed protests from different countries. In 
addition, it is hoped that it will help to foster a dialogue between 
historians and social movement theorists, who have approached 
the protest of the unemployed from starkly different angles. Since 
the appearance of the 'new social movements' in the rg6os, social 
movement theorists departed from the idea that protest is trig-
gered by notions of relative deprivation. They developed new con-
ceptual frameworks to explain the mobilization and success of 
social movements, such as resource mobilization, cognitive 
frames, political opportunity structure, repertoires of action, and 

23 Paul Bagguley, 'Protest, Acquiescence and the Unemployed: A Comparative Analy-
sis of the 1930s and the 198os', British Journal of Sociology, 43 (1992), 443-61; id., Protest to 
Acquiescence? Political Movements of the Unemployed (London, 1991). See also Andrew Richards, 
'Trade Unions and the Unemployed in the Interwar Period and the 1980s in Britain', in 
Marco Giugni (ed.), The Politics of Unemployment in Europe: Policy Responses and Collective Action 
(Aldershot, 2009), 83-g9. 

24 J. Hurstfield, 'Women's Unemployment in the 1930s: Some Comparisons with the 
198os', in S. Allen, A. Waton, K. Purcell, and S. Wood (eds.), The Experienceof Unemploy-
ment (Basingstoke, 1986), 2g-44. 

25 Cybèle Locke, 'Historical Consciousness and the Unemployed: Invoking the Sym-
bols from the Past to Protest a Cause', New Zealand Journal of History, 35 (2001), 70-84. 

26 Matthias Reiss, 'Marching on the Capital: National Protest Marches of the British 
Unemployed in the 1920s and 1930s', in id. (ed.), The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public 
Rallies since the Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 2007), 147-68; Matt Perry, 'The ]arrow Crusade: 
Protest and Legend (Sunderland, 2005). 

27 Matt Perry, Bread and Work: Social Policy and the Experience of Unemployment, 1918-39 
(London, 2000); Adam R. Seipp, '"An Immeasurable Sacrifice of Blood and Treasure": 
Demobilization, Reciprocity, and the Politics of the Streets in Munich and Manchester, 
1917-1921', in Reiss (ed.), Street as Stage, 127-45;LabourHistory Review, Special Issue on the 
History of Unemployed Movements (Apr. 2008). 
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protest cycles. Labour historians, members of the principal histor-
ical sub-discipline to probe unemployed protest, have commonly 
used an alternate catalogue of concepts, such as capitalism, class 
formation, poverty, the crowd, moral economy, and gender. For 
the purposes of internal communication and commonly recog-
nized procedures, both disciplines internalize particular departure 
points of inquiry. Although some historical sub-disciplines have 
become heavily theorized, many historians hesitate to employ an 
explicitly theoretical framework or acknowledge-let alone use
theoretical concepts from other disciplines. Social movement the-
orists, on the other hand, usually pay little attention to problems 
ofhistorical context, continuities, or comparability.28 Whereas for 
the sociologist, historical context clouds the study of carefully iso-
lated variables, for the historian, elaborate conceptual repertoires 
clutter historical reconstruction. 29 This is not to say that these dis-
ciplines are mutually ignorant. However, at the level of method, 
each discipline possesses its own assumed knowledge and discrete 
shared procedures. Because of this, the study of unemployed 
protest has travelled two routes. 

In the case oflabour history, generalization has taken the path 
of the empirical accumulation of the particular, slowly amassing a 
long-term and internationally comparable history of unemployed 
protest. In the case of social movement theory, generalization has 
taken the road of accumulation of empirically tested concepts, pro-
ducing generalized conceptual frameworks which can be used for 
the analysis of unemployed protest, with some efforts to synthesize 
these frameworks into a unitary model. Yet when it comes to the 
protest of the unemployed, both sets of scholars are confronted 
with the same puzzling issues. This common problematic can help 
to establish a dialogue between the disciplines, making each side 
consider the insights of the other. Facing the reality of the same 
difficulties--or what Didier Chabanet has dubbed the 'improbable 
mobilization of the unemployed' and the 'contentious politics of 
unemployment'-is prompting more scholars to look for multi-dis-
ciplinary answers. If the socio-psychological studies show that 

28 J. Craig Jenkins, 'Social Movements, Political Representation, and the State: An 
Agenda and Comparative Framework', in id. and Bert Klandermans (eds.), The Politics of
Social Protest: Comparative Perspectives in States and Social Movements (London, 2004), 14-35, at 
34.

29 One of the factors facilitating dialogue is that both in the main adopt diachronic 
rather than synchronic approaches. 
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unemployment induced 'in most of its victims a political apathy 
akin to the physical languor from which so many suffered'' as 
Constantine put it so eloquently in 1980, how do we explain their 
repeated mobilization in different countries?30 If the victims of 
unemployment become apathetic and indifferent to politics, why 
has unemployment 'remained such a contested and controversial 
political question since the early nineteenth century? 

Unemployment and the Assumptions of Labour History: 
Late Discovery, Contested Recognition 

Labour historians and historical sociologists have linked un-
employment to the emergence of a modern working class. 
Unemployment arose historically out oflong, complex, and inter-
locking processes whereby: first, wage labour came to dominate 
labour relations; secondly, the state regulated a labour market 
predicated on the assumption of generalized wage dependency; 
and thirdly, prevalent ideologies and discourses recognized unem-
ployment in a way that was mediated through specific, partial, 
contested, and refracted conceptualizations of it. 31 This is not to 
say that this perspective is universally accepted or that there are 
not disputes about the timing of unemployment's arrival.32 Nor 
do these conclusions render the emergence of unemployment 
straightforward. This is because the economic regions of the 
European early modern period journeyed multiple paths at 
unequal paces en route to industrial capitalism. 33 If the establish-

30Constantine, Unemployment nin Britain, 43.
31 Krishna Kumar, 'Unemployment as a Problem in the Development of Industrial 
Societies: The English Experience', SociologicalReview, 32 (1984), 185-233;Michae!J. Poire, 
'Historical Perspectives and the Interpretation of Unemployment', Journal ofEconomic Lit-
erature, 25 (1987), 1834-50; David N. Ashton, Unemployment under Capitalism: TheSociology of
British and American Labour Markets(Westport, Conn.,1986). Emphasizing the pre-industrial 
significance but incomplete combined character of wage labour in medieval France, 
Edouard Perroy, 'Wage Labour in France in the Later Middle Ages', &onomic History Re-
view, 8 (1955). 232--g. 
32 Putting unemployment's arrival in the British countryside during 1790-1815,John 
Burnett, Idle Hands: TheExperience ofUnemployment, 1790-1990(London, 1994), 1o-41. Also 
on rural unemployment, Peter Kirby, 'Debate: How Many Children Were "Unem-
ployed" in Eighteenth-and Nineteenth-Century England?', Past and Present, 187 (2005), 
187-202; Hugh Cunningham, 'Reply: How Many Children Were "Unemployed" in Eigh-
teenth-and Nineteenth-Century England?', ibid. 202-15. 
33 Charles Sabel and Jonathan Zeitlin, 'Historical Alternatives to Mass Production: 
Politics, Markets and Technology in Nineteenth-Century Industrialisation', Past and Present, 
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ment of capitalism was messy then so, too, was proletarianization: 
the making of a modern working class. In their discussion of a 
'new global labour history', Hanagan and van der Linden iden-
tified the transnational process of class formation as part of the 
establishment of international markets. For them, proletarianiza-
tion took place first amongst sailors and in the expanding city 
ports of early modern Europe. 34 Yet this process was incomplete 
with the result that the sailors, dockside workers, and the soldiers 
of the chartered companies were 'partial proletarians'. A parallel 
process was taking place in the European countryside. According 
to J an de V ries, a 'massive near proletariat' had emerged as a 
result of agricultural commercialization and proto-industrializa-
tion by the time of the French revolution. 35 From the point of 
view of the sociology of the labour process, supervised time-disci-
plined wage labour could only come about after a painful cultural 
transition. 36 Thus compulsory education from the nineteenth 
century imitated the workplace in terms of time-keeping and 
intensity of work, thereby socializing new generations into the 
modem work ethic. The boundaries between work and non-work, 
between unemployment and leisure only became clearer after a 
long transition. 37 

According to this historical approach, unemployment is the 
corollary of modem wage labour in the context of emergent capi-
talism and therefore has an intimate relationship with the formation 
of the working class. 38 The appearance of unemployment at the 

108 (1985), 133-76;Robert S. DuPlessis, Transitions to Capitalism in Early Modem Europe 
(Cambridge, 1997); David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, The Peculiarities ofGerman History: 
Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford, 1984). 

34 Michael Hanagan and Marcel van der Linden, 'New Approaches to Global Labor 
History', InternationalLabor and Working-Class History, 66 (2004), 1-11. 

35 Jan de Vries, 'Poverty and Capitalism', Theory and Society, 12 (1983), 249; Catharina 
Lis and Hugo Soly, Poverty and Capitalism in Pre-Industrial Europe (Brighton, 1979). 

36 E. P. Thompson, 'Time, Work-discipline, and Industrial Capitalism', Past and Present, 
38 (1967), 56-97; Sidney Pollard, 'Factory Discipline in the Industrial Revolution', Economic
History Review, 16 (1963), 254-71;Carlo M. Cipolla, Clocks and Culture 1300-1700 (London, 
1967).

37 Keith Thomas, 'Work and Leisure in Pre-industrial Society', Past and Present, 29 
(1964), so-66, at 54.

38 An alternative emphasis might be placed upon market relations rather than on 
wage labour, as with: 'one can talk about "unemployment" only under the conditions of 
a "market society"' ('von "Arbeitslosigkeit" kann iiberhaupt erst unter den Bedingungen 
einer "vermarkteten" Gesellschaft gesprochen werden'). Manfred Prisching, Arbeitslosen-
protest und Resignation in der Wirtschaftsktise (Frankfurt am Main, 1988), 21. 
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macro-level (consequent upon the cyclical accumulation of capital, 
unprecedented technological innovation and attendant technolog-
ical obsolescence, patterns of cutting-edge and declining industrial 
sectors) was predicated upon micro-level proletarianizations of 
ruined artisans, those in cottage industry, marginal peasants, often 
involving the uprooting experience of migration. The interplay 
between these processes precipitated the spread of wage labour. 
From a global and long-run perspective, the persistent incomplete-
ness of wage labour means that unemployment is often disguised 
or not clear-cut. Mixed productive relations existed (and continue 
to exist) within working-class households. Families balanced formal 
and informal activities, paid employment and petty commercial 
activity or small-scale land cultivation. This attests to a more 
complex reality than theoretical models of class formation tend to 
suggest. Moreover, the commodification oflabour did not automat-
ically result in wage labour. As Marcel van der Linden recently 
observed, slavery, peonage, and sharecropping were also significant 
alternative outcomes to the process of the commodification of 
labour, and this created a temporal and geographical complexity 
to unemployment's arrival.39 Nevertheless, the generalization of 
wage labour over the last two centuries has entailed the globaliza-
tion of unemployment, which should be considered a transnational 
phenomenon amenable to comparative perspectives. 

If the transformation of labour during industrialization was a 
crucial dimension of the emergence of unemployment, then the 
state regulation and the institutionalization of the labour market 
were others. Modem labour market categories of 'employed' and 
'unemployed' were constructed and institutionalized by interven-
tions into the workings of the market. Factory legislation limited 
the working week and restricted child labour. Compulsory school-
ing, pension rights, and retirement ages clarified the boundaries of 
the working-age population. The poor law, social insurance, and, 
ultimately, the welfare state constructed categories of those 
assisted by social policy, eventually providing the historian of 
advanced economies with a measureable category of the unem-
ployed. These processes occurred in gendered ways and were tied 

39 'I tend toward the Marxist definition, albeit with an important qualification: in cap-
italism labor can become a commodity in several ways, that is, not only wage labor but 
also through slavery, debt peonage.' Marcel van der Linden, 'The "Globalization" of 
Labor and Working-Class History and its Consequences', International Labor and Working-
Class History, 65 (2oo4), 136-56, at 142. 
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up with notions of eligibility, deservingness, and citizenship.40 

These socially constructed categories also allowed the potential 
for exclusion and concealment. This had led some-classically 
formulated in Salais, Baverez, and Reynaud's L'lnvention du chômage
(rg86)-to view unemployment as institutionally 'invented' by the 
work of the state and the employers through statistical definitions, 
work contracts, and social policy.41These overall processes of 
welfare, regulation, and institutionalization therefore both helped 
to identify unemployment and provided a second source for the 
potential concealment of its true extent. 

Unemployment has a history of late recognition and official 
denials. Indeed, the primacy oflabour and the unemployed in the 
production of unemployment as a category highlights its contested 
character. Crucial for the public recognition of unemployment 
was the understanding that it was not due to the individual's per-
sonal or moral failings but attributable to the nature of the capi-
talist economy. This dichotomy between individual and structural 
explanations of unemployment is a recurrent feature of its history, 
rendering it since birth a site of contentious politics. In line with 
this, John Welshman has charted the long continuities between 
the various labels attached to the urban poor, from Charles 
Booth's 'residuum' to New Labour's 'social excluded'.42 These 
individualistic/behaviourist categories tend to view the unem-
ployed as an underclass rather than part of the labouring poor and 
such constructions are associated with coercive social policy pre-
scriptions. In nineteenth-century Britain, where Adam Smith, 
Samuel Smiles, Thomas Malthus, and Charles Darwin framed 
British thinking about the poor, unemployment could only achieve 
public recognition through contesting the prevailing discourses of 

40 On gendered construction of unemployment, Marilyn Waring, !f Women Counted: A 
New Feminist Economics (New York, 1988). 

41 Robert Salais, Nicolas Baverez, and Bénédicte Reynaud, L'Invention du chômage: histoire 
et transformations d'une catégorie en France des annies 1890 aux annies 1980 (Paris, 1986); Christian 
Topalov, Naissance du chômeur, 1880-1910(Paris, 1994); Malcolm Mansfield, Robert Salais, 
and Noel Whiteside (eds.), Aux sources du chômage 1880-1914:une comparaison interdisciplinaire 
entre la France et la Grande-Bretagne (Paris, 1994); Bénédicte Zimmermann, 'Die Perspective 
einer Geschichte der Genese: Das Beispiel der Arbeitslosigkeit', Mitteilungsblatt des Instituts 
zur Erforschung der europiiischen Arbeiterbewegung, 14 (1993), 96-112;ead., Arbeitslosigkeit in 
Deutschland: Zur Entstehung einer sozialen Kategorie (Frankfurt am Main, 2oo6). 

42 In the 188os, the residuum; in the 1900s, the unemployable; in 1920s and 1930s, the 
social problem group; in the 1950s, the problem family; in 196os, the culture of poverty; 
in the 198os, the underclass. John Welshman, The Underclass: A History OFthe Excluded, 
1880-2000 (London, 2006). 
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social and economic thought. 43 Analogous battles of ideas have 
taken place in different national settings within the framework 
of indigenous intellectual traditions. For instance, in Catholic 
countries, the construction of the poor as the dependent object 
of compassion and charity obstructed the social recognition of 
unemployment. 

Followingjohn Garraty, several historians have worked within 
a paradigm of the late and contested recognition of unemploy-
ment. The paradigm is based upon the following assumptions. 44 

First, unemployment resulted from the completed process of the 
establishment of free wage labour within modem capitalist pro-
duction. Secondly, because of prevailing social, economic, and 
moral ideas and discourses, there was a culturallag between unem-
ployment's emergence and its general recognition. This is even 
true linguistically in so much as 'unemployment', 'Arbeitslosigkeit', 
and 'chomage' make a delayed appearance in official discourse 
and lexicography.45 Thirdly, recognition was a process within 
which the unemployed themselves were primary actors, through 
the protests of the unemployed and given the fact that the litera-
ture of the early workers' movements catalysed wider understand-
ing of the phenomenon. Finally, contestation persists after initial 
recognition. The policy, scope, and language of unemployment 
continue to be disputed as are the representations and claims of 
the unemployed. Moreover, levels of joblessness remain a crucial 
element in the balance of power between capital and labour, a 
threat to those in work and a determinant of wages through the 
operation of labour markets. 

Taken as a whole, this collection of essays suggests that unem-
ployment elicits contention both in the narrow sense of unem-
ployed protest and a broader sense of wider contentious realms 
of politics emanating from unemployment. From a labour history 
vantage point, this broader sense derives from the centrality of 
unemployment to the experience of a modem class of wage 
labourers and its profound effects upon class relations of power. 

43 S. Hollander, 'Malthus and the Post-Napoleonic Depression', History o Political Econ-
omy, r (rg6g), 306-35. 

44 John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic Thought and Public Policy (New 
York, 1978). 

45 Comparing the emergence of unemployment and chômage in Britain and France 
and emphasizing the role of reformers and statisticians, Topalov, La Naissance du ch6meur, 
116-91.



Beyond Marienthal 15 

This does not imply that it is easy to fit the unemployed into con-
ventional notions of social class. Proposing radically different 
social locations, the unemployed are either considered to be part 
of the working class or as an inferior and separate class in them-
selves. Both these ideal types oversimplify what is a transitory 
social position. The relationship between the working class and 
unemployment is a complex one with both subjective and objec-
tive dimensions. In certain circumstances, from this processual 
perspective, unemployment can lead to either proletarianization 
or becoming déclassé. Complicating the historical controversy 
about the sociological classification of the unemployed-either 
within the working class or relegated to a 'ragged' underclass or 
lumpenproletariat-is that these views coloured contemporary 
attitudes of labour organizations to the unemployed. The labour 
movement was long equivocal or even hostile to the introduction 
of state-sponsored unemployment insurance. In Germany, one 
trade unionist warned in r8g6 that safeguards had to be put in 
place to avoid 'creating a lumpenproletariat which regards the 
receipt of benefits as its purpose in life'. 46 Trade union officials 
criticized those who lost their jobs and drifted out of the union 
and often perceived the unemployed mainly as potential strike-
breakers. Beveridge reportedJohn Burns's reaction during a visit 
to a labour exchange in Germany in rgo8: 'To him as an old 
trade union organizer the great waiting-room of the Berlin 
exchange with its rows of men waiting for a call was a repellent 
sight-strike-breaking fodder; he waxed eloquently to me on 
this.' 47 As a result, many trade unions and labour movements 
have viewed the unemployed with considerable ambivalence, 
especially since the process of degeneration caused by long-term 
unemployment was usually seen as irreversible. However, there is 
also a less significant tradition that conceptualized the unem-
ployed as a revolutionary means to transcend the passivity and 
conservatism of the core of the organized working class.48 From 
the point of view of the historiography, the shift in labour history 

46 ' ... das nicht durch die U nterstiitzung ein Lumpenproletariat herangezogen wird, 
welches das Empfangen von Unterstiitzung als Lebenszweck betrachtet.' Karl Christian 
Fiihrer, Arbeitslosigkeit und die Entstehung der Arbeitslosenversicherung in Deutschland (Berlin, 1990), 
38. 47 Harris, Unemployment and Politics, 207 n. 3.

48 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (London, 1968); with the concept of 'multi-
tude against Empire' including the unemployed rather than the 'imperial proletariat', 
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Mass., 2000), 394-413. 
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from the emphasis upon the organizations of the labour move-
ment to the cultural emphasis of history from below facilitated 
enquiry into the unemployed. One might even argue that post-
structuralism's emphasis on the marginal and 'the other' licensed 
study of the unemployed. For instance,Jacques Ranciere's decen-
tring of nineteenth-century French labour history has rescued 
from the footnotes individual activists drawn from the precariously 
employed and unemployed. 49 

Labour history has tended a priori to locate work and production 
at the centre of its understanding of society. These productivist 
assumptions are not without alternatives, and a number of eminent 
thinkers have praised idleness as a natural, normative, or desirable 
alternative to industrious society. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing com-
posed a poem 'In Praise ofldleness' in the eighteenth century, and 
John Stuart Mill argued in 1850 that 'there is nothing laudable in 
work for work's sake'.50 As a riposte to the slogan of the right to 
work, though he did not call for the abolition of work, Paul 
Lafargue posited a 'right to be lazy', rejecting work under capitalism 
as alienating and debilitating. 5 1 Lafargue regretted the proletariat's 
acceptance of the 'dogma of work' and encouraged leisure and 
revelry on the part of workers, who through their own overwork 
generated cyclical economic depressions. These fragmentary writ-
ings might be considered an intellectual and political genealogy 
encompassing the anti-work elements within 1g6os libertarianism 
and more recent incarnations such as Die Gliicklichen Arbeitslosen 
(The Happy Unemployed) founded in Berlin in 1gg6.52 The latter 
argued that the willingness to abstain from work should be finan-
cially rewarded since a reduction of the workforce would increase 
the profitability of modem businesses, proposing the abolition of 
job centres and a tax on vending machines to fund the project. 53 

49 Jacques Rancière, La Nuit des proletaires (Paris, 1981).
50 John Stuart Mill, 'The Negro Question' (t85o), quoted in Keith Thomas, The Oxford

Book of Work (Oxford, 1999), 559.
51 Paul Lafargue, Karl Marx's son in law, first published his classic The Right to be Lazy 

in a French newspaper in t88o, before it appeared as a book in 1883. 
52 Waiter Fahnders, 'Vom Recht aufFaulheit zu den Glucklichen Arbeitslosen: Tra-

ditionen der Arbeitskritik und der Arbeitsverweigerung', in Rain er Noltenius, Gibt es ein 
Leben ohne Arbeit? Arbeitslosigkeit in Kunst und Medien-Mangel und Hoffnung (Essen, 2ooo), 16-
19; NeilJ Smelser, 'Vicissitudes of Work and Love in Anglo-American Society', Bulletin 
of the American Academy ofArts and Sciences, 33 (Apr. tg8o), 8-25, at 13. See also Gruppe Kri-
sis, Manifest gegen die Arbeit (Cologne, tggg). 

53 Calling for a refusal of the totalitarian logic of industrial consumer capitalism, Mar-
cuse argued that the marginal, especially students, unemployed, and ethnic minorities 
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This perspective has the virtue of forcing us to reconsider the 
relationship between choice or agency and unemployment, 
although the conclusion of the neoclassical right that unemploy-
ment is voluntary should be guarded against. 54 As well as a polit-
ical practice of a minority strand of the left, this anti-productivist 
approach has spawned an intellectual critique of the prevalent pro-
ductivist paradigm of social history and its dealings with the unem-
ployed. Gary Cross and Michael Seidman have been central to 
developing this approach, which offers a reinterpretation of the 
behaviour and outlook of the unemployed. 55 This anti-productivist 
paradigm reads leisure, unemployment, and reductions in the 
working week (quite differently from other labour historians) as a 
general desire to avoid work and a ready acceptance of workless-
ness. 56 Short of accepting the anti-productivist paradigm, some his-
torians have re-posed the relationship between unemployment and 
leisure. For instance, Colin Griffin questioned the sharpness of the 
boundary between leisure and unemployment in the coalfields of 

were a new revolutionary social force. Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: The Ideology 
ofIndustrial Society (London, 1968). The situationist movement developed a series of slogans 
condemning work during the events of 1968. 'Heitere MiiBiggangster', Der Spiegel, 48 (25 
Nov. 2002), II3 and 116;Guillaume Paoli (ed.), Mehr Zuckerbrot, weniger Peitsche: Aufrufe,
Manifeste und Faulheitspapiere der Gliicklichen Arbeitslosen (Berlin, 2002). Even a successful Ger-
man entrepreneur now campaigns for the introduction of a guaranteed monthly payment 
to all citizens to break the connection between work and wages and abolish unemploy-
ment. '"Wir wiirden gewaltig reicher werden": DM-Chef Wemer zum Grundeinkom-
men', Spiegel Online, 30 Nov. 2005, <http:/ /www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft/o,1518,386396,oo. 
htrnl>, accessed 12 Sept. 2008. 

54 Dan Benjamin and Kent Matthews, US and UK Unemployment between the Wars: A 
Dolefol Story (London, 1992). 

55 On Marienthal, Cole, 'Re-thinking Unemployment'; Michael Seidman, 'Making 
the French Unemployed Work, 1930-6', French History, 18 (June 2004), 196-221; id., Work-
ers against Work: Labor in Paris and Barcelona during the Popular Fronts (Berkeley, 1991); id., 
'Work and Revolution: Workers' Control in Barcelona in the Spanish Civil War, 
1936-38', Journal of Contemporary History, 17 (1982), 409-33; id., 'Towards a History of 
Workers' Resistance to Work: Paris and Barcelona during the French Popular Front and 
the Spanish Revolution, 1936-38', Journal of Contemporary History, 23 (1988), 191-220; id., 
'The Birth of the Weekend and the Revolts against Work: The Workers of the Paris 
Region during the Popular Front (1936-38)', French Historical Studies, 12/2 (Autumn, 1981), 
249/6. 

56 Gary Cross, 'A Right to Be Lazy? Busyness in Retrospective', Social Research: An In-
ternational Quarterly of Social Sciences, 72/2 (2005), 263-86; Gary S. Cross, 'The Quest for 
Leisure: Reassessing the Eight-Hour Day in France', Journal ofSocial History, 18/2 (Winter, 
1984), 195-216; id., 'Les Trois Huits: Labor Movements, International Reform, and the 
Origins of the Eight-Hour Day, 1919-1924', French Historical Studies, 14/2 (Autumn, 1985), 
240-68; Gary Cross, 'Vacations for All: The Leisure Question in the Era of the Popular 
Front', Journal of Contemporary History, 24/4 (Oct. 1989), 599-621. 
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the English East Midlands during the 1930s.57Historians have also 
examined the way in which official discourses-moralizing about 
the need for the long-termunemployed to use their time 'posi-
tively'-reconceptualized joblessness as an 'enforced' form of 
leisure. 58 While recognizing the necessity of questioning one's own 
assumptions, the anti-productivist challenge has made limited 
impact on social and labour historians because of the strong 
element of economic and social compulsion characteristic of unem-
ployment as well as historians' awareness of the widespread endur-
ing governmental and media stigmatizations of the unemployed as 
dole abusers, idlers, and scroungers.59 

The Essays in Context 

The First Century ofUnemployed Protest I8I5-1914 

The origins of unemployed protest can be found in the century 
after the end of the Napoleonic wars. Over the course of the nine-
teenth century, industrialization expanded from regional hubs in 
Western Europe. By the end of the period, there were significant 
industrial centres in Western Europe and the US north-east, as 
well as industrial pockets in parts of Southern and Eastern 
Europe, notably Catalonia and the Basque country, Italy's n

trial triangle, St Petersburg, and Moscow. Simultaneously, labour 
movements began to emerge in Europe and the United States. 
Unemployment itself was not generally recognized as an eco-
nomic phenomenon until the last decades of the nineteenth 
century and remained a locally confined problem of the already 
industrialized areas. Having said this, there were periods of mass 
unemployment in the r84os and in r867 and in each of the 
decades thereafter. 
57 Colin P. Griffin, "'Three Days Down the  Pit and Three Days Play": Under-

employment in the East Midland Coalfields between the Wars', International Review of
Social History, 38 (1993), 321-43. 
58 Andrzej Olechnowicz, 'Unemployed Workers, "Enforced Leisure" and Education 

for the Right Use of Leisure in Britain in the 1930s', Labour History Review, 70 (2005), 27-
52; Michael Bailey, 'Broadcasting the Problem of Enforced Leisure During the 1930s', 
Leisure Studies, 26 (2007), 463-77.
59 Alan Deacon, In Search ofthe Scrounger: 17ze Administration ofUnemployment Insurance in 

Britain, 192o-I93I (London, 1976); Peter Golding and Sue Middleton, Images ofWelfare:Press 
and Public Attitudes to Poverty(Oxford, rg82); Lament Cordonnier, Pas de pitiéavec les gueux:
sur les théories economiques du chiimage (Paris, 2000). 
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Because the term only came into general usage in the 1888os, 
historians have shown distinct caution in applying it to early 
decades. However, the assertion of the right to work or relief 
because of lack of waged employment found expression in the 
early nineteenth century in Britain and France. In the British case, 
the economic conditions after the Napoleonic Wars formed the 
backdrop for marches and petitioning of those suffering from 
unemployment or, in contemporary parlance, 'distress'. The essay 
of Margrit Schulte Beerbiihl in this volume reminds us how 
diverse the protest of the British unemployed during this period 
was and that it often occasioned violent repression. Schulte 
Beerbiihl focuses especially on the most famous of these protests, 
the march of the Lancashire 'blanketeers' in March 1817, which 
anticipated the hunger marches of the twentieth century, though 
the term was not part of their vocabulary. The march failed, 
according to Schulte Beerbiihl, because of a lack of effective lead-
ership and because such forms of popular protest, which the 
weavers only employed as a last resort, were not yet considered 
legitimate by the state. The authorities reacted with dispropor-
tionate violence, a pattern that would repeat itself in many other 
marches until well into the 1930s.

The Luddites, Swing rioters, and blanketeers were all in their 
different ways responding to the pressures of proletarianization 
and unemployment. 60 Indeed, these protests of the unemployed 
provided the British labour movement with both its formative 
moments and a key reference point of collective memory. 
Violence also characterized the protest in France. The silk-
working canuts in Lyons proclaimed in 1831 and 1834 that they 
would 'live working or die fighting' and threatened 'work or lead'. 
Roughly at the same time, a growing consciousness of the 
problem developed in British trade union circles and amongst 
French utopian socialists, notably Charles Fourier, who appar-
endy coined the phrase the right to work.61 This slogan became 
a central motif of the revolution of 1848.62 That year of revolution 

6° Christopher Weir, 'The Nottinghamshire Luddites "men meagre with famine, sullen 
with despair"', Local Historian, 28 (1998), 24-35;john Rowland Dinwiddy, 'Luddism and 
Politics in the Northern Counties', Social History, 4 (1979), 33-63.

61 Raymond Williams, Keywords (London, 1983), 326. 
62 Pamela Philbeam, French Socialists before Marx: Women, Workers and the Social Question

in France (Montreal, 2000), 116,156-7, 174-9; Mark Traugott, Annies ofthe Poor: Determinants 
of Working-Class Participation in the Parisian Insurrection of June 1848 (Princeton, 1985). 



20 MA TT PERRY AND MA TTHIAS REI SS 

combined harvest failure, financial crisis, and industrial depression 
spreading unemployment to industrial areas and acute underem-
ployment to the European countryside. Emphasizing the role of 
the jobless, Mark Traugott highlighted the sociological similarity 
between those on both sides of the Parisian barricades in June 
1848. 

This phase oflabour history witnessed periodic agitation for the 
reduction of working time, which fused various aspirations: the 
demand for repose or leisure, entitlement to family life or religious 
observation. But the demand for reduced working hours was also 
part of a wider effort to regulate labour markets and reduce 
unemployment by a more even distribution of work within trades, 
especially where craft unions were concerned. Others favoured 
the resettlement of urban unemployed on the land, either at home 
or in the colonies abroad, or the protection of the domestic 
market through tariffs. As the essay by Matthias Reiss points out, 
land reformers, missionaries and charity workers, protectionist 
conservatives, and socialists all tried to win the unemployed over 
for their respective programmes in the 187os and 188os. Others 
simply demanded temporary relief in the hope that the economy 
would eventually recover. Agitation among the unemployed pro-
vided marginalized individuals and groups with a chance to create 
a mass following to gain political influence and often enrich them-
selves. Reiss stresses that unemployed agitation took place in 
many British cities. However, it was the confrontation between 
two groups competing for the leadership of the unemployed in 
the capital in Trafalgar Square on 8 February 1886 and the sub-
sequent riot in London's West End which transformed unemploy-
ment from a problem of relief into a problem of politics. 

Another phase of unemployed protest took place in the 
Edwardian period, with hunger marches from the provinces 
reaching London and the right to work campaign initiated by 
various socialist groups rather than the official leadership of the 
labour movement.63 In Germany, too, the unemployed clashed 
with the police in several German cities between 1902 and 1913, 
and it was usually the latter who triggered the violence. 64 This was 
the period in which the 'Germans learned how to demonstrate', as 

63 Kenneth D. Brown, Labour and Unemployment (Newton Abbott, 1971); Jess Jenkins, 
Leicester's Unemployed March to London 1995 (Leicester, 2005). 

64 Fiihrer, Arbeitslosigkeit, 33-
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one publication put it.65 In the United States, unemployed 'annies 
from all over the continent' began to march to Washington in the 
r8gos as a 'petition in boots'.66 The German state enacted three 
groundbreaking compulsory social insurance schemes between 
r883 and r88g which covered workers against industrial accidents, 
illness, invalidity and old age. However, the Imperial government 
was unwilling to provide insurance against unemployment as this 
would have altered the balance of power on the labour market in 
favour of the workers. Instead, it only monitored the activities of 
local authorities, trade unions, and employers in this field before 
the First World War.67 British reformers studied the German 
experience and took the lead by creating a national system of 
labour exchanges in rgog and introducing compulsory state-spon-
sored unemployment insurance for certain trades two years later. 
In the period from r886 to the First World War the framework of 
the modem welfare state was outlined in Great Britain, and the 
relationship between unemployment and these developments have 
therefore attracted long-standing scholarly attention.68 

The outbreak of the First World War and the need of the 
German and British governments to secure the cooperation of 
organized labour provided the condition for the extension of 
benefit and insurance schemes in both countries. In addition, the 
sacrifices made during the war raised expectations that the state 
would provide 'a land fit for heroes' in return, as the British Prime 
Minister LloydGeorge so famously put it. Thus in the aftermath 
of war, unemployment assistance and insurance schemes were 
enacted across the industrial world. 69 

65 Bemd Jiirgen Wameken et al., Als die Deutschen demonstrieren lemten: Das Kulturmuster 
'friedliche Straßendemonstration' im preujJischen Wahlrechtskampf 1908-1910 (Tiibingen, 1986). 

66 Folsom, Impatient Armies of the Poor, 155-86; Lucy G. Barber, Marching on Washington: 
The Forging ofan American Political Tradition (Berkeley, 2002), 11-43.

67 Amselm Faust, 'Der Staat und die Arbeitslosigkeit in Deutschland 1890-1918: 
Arbeitsvennittlung, Arbeitsbeschaffung und Arbeitsversicherung', in WolfgangJ. Mommsen 
and Wolfgang Mock (eds.), Die Entstehung des Woh!fahrtsstaates in Großbritannien und Deutschland 
I85o--1950 (Stuttgart, 1982), 159/2. 

68 Harris, Unemployment and Politics. 
69 In international comparison, the French system of ad hoc and non-mandatory un-

employment funds appeared anomalous, being described by the International Labour 
Organization as 'backward'. International Labour Office, 'The Organisation of Unem-
ployment Insurance and Employment Exchanges in France', Studies and Reports, C/5 
(1921), I. 
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Between World Wars 
These hopes were disappointed. With world recessions at the turn 
of both decades, the inter-war period witnessed the first global 
crises of mass unemployment. In the early 1930s Communist pam-
phlets could talk with some plausibility of 50 million unemployed. 
The First World War had accelerated the process of industrializa-
tion which was now deeply rooted in much ofWestern Europe and 
the United States. Japan and Russia were industrializing rapidly, 
and new industries, such as automobiles, tyres, chemicals, electric-
ity, and light engineering were expanding. The desire to quell 
political unrest among the returning veterans had led to the intro-
duction or expansion of unemployed insurance schemes or welfare 
systems in many states after the First World War.70 However, 
rising unemployment already caused protest and unrest in 
Germany and other industrial states during the 1920s.71 When the 
slump came, the existing insurance and welfare systems were 
unable to cope. Structural reforms, increasingly strict administra-
tion, and benefit cuts led to protest which sometimes turned violent 
and seemed to threaten the established order. In Britain, the 
protest against the introduction of the household means test led to 
clashes between unemployed protesters and police in 1931 and 
1932, and regional and national hunger marches became regular 
events. In the United States, unemployed veterans marched to 
Washington in 1932 to demand early payment of a bonus, only to 
be scattered by troops using bayonets, tanks, and tear gas. 72 In 
Germany, the National Socialists became a force in national poli-
tics after the general election in July 1932. In response, two leading 
cabinet ministers stated that the survival of every government 
depended on its success in reducing unemployment.73 

Because· the 1920s and especially the 1930s have become syn-
onymous with mass unemployment, they have attracted a great 
deal of academic scrutiny. Much of the research has focused on 

70 Hans-Walter Schmuhl, Arbeitsmarktpolitik und Arbeitsverwaltung in Deutschland, 1871-2002: 
Zwischen Fiirsorge, Hoheit und Markt (Nuremberg, 2003), 96-156; Karl Christian Fiihrer, 
'Solidarität und Magenfrage: Arbeitslosenproteste und Arbeitslosenrate in Hamburg 1918-
1923', 1999, 2 (I99I), 11-33.

71 For Germany see e.g. Dirk Schumann, 'Der aufgeschobene Biirgerkrieg: Sozialer 
Protest und Politische Gewalt in Deutschland 1923', Zeitschrift Geschichtswissenschaji, 
44/6 (1996), 526-44. 

72 Barber, Marching on Washington, 75-107. 
73 Michael Wolffsohn, 'Arbeitsbeschaffung als Wohlfahrtspolitik? Die Endphase der 

Weimarer Republik', in Mommsen and Mock (eds.), Entstehung des Woh!fahrtsstaates, 239-
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the Communist agitation in different countries, which can obscure 
other less visible and often (though not always) more moderate 
activism of the unemployed as well as the efforts of other political 
currents, such as the socialists or anarchists. 74 In Britain, the 
National Unemployed Workers' Movement (NUWM) continues 
to elicit the most attention. 75 In the German case, scholars in East 
and West studied the unemployed agitation of the German 
Communist Party (KPD). 76 Much of the research focused on the 
way in which failure to cope with mass unemployed contributed 
to the end of the Weimar Republic. 77 

In the United States, where the movements of the unemployed 
74 The case of the United States is particularly significant in this regard. Roy Rosen-

zweig, 'Radicals and the Jobless: The Musteites and the Unemployed Leagues, 1932-
1936', Labor History, 16 (1975), 52-77;id., 'Organizing the Unemployed: The Early Years 
of the Great Depression, 1929-1933', Radical America, 10 (1976), 37-6o; Daniel Leab, 
'"United We Eat": The Creation and Organization of the Unemployed Councils in 1930', 
Labor History, 8 (1967), 30o-15. For the British case, Richard Croucher, 'Divisions in the 
Movement: The NUWM and its Rivals in Comparative Perspective', in Geoff Andrews, 
Nina Fishman, and Kevin M organ ( eds.), Opening the Books: Essays on the Social and Cultural 
History ofBritish Communism (London, 1995), 23-43. For Spain see Chris Ealham, 'Revolu-
tionary Gymnastics and the Unemployed-The Limits of Anarchist Utopia 19311', in 
Keith F1ett and Dave Renton (eds.), The Twentieth Century: A Century of Wars and Revolutions 
(London, 2ooo), 133-55; Chris Ealham, 'The Struggle for the Streets: Unemployed Hawk-
ers, Protest Culture and Repression', Labour History Review, 73 (2oo8), 19-38. For a survey 
of the Communist movements see Richard Croucher, 'Communist Unemployed Organ-
isations between the World Wars', Archiv for Sozialgeschichte 30 (1990), 584-98. 

75 Croucher's work remains the only monograph on the national organization, but 
there is a developed regional literature on the NUWM. Sam Davies, Genuinely Seeking 
Work: Mass Unemployment on Merseyside in the 1930s (Birkenhead, 1992); Máirtín 6 Catháin,
'Struggle or Starve: Derry Unemployed Workers' Movements 1926-35', Saothar: Journal 
of the Irish Labour History Society, 28 (2003), 49-6o; George Rawlinson, 'Mobilizing the Un-
employed: the National Unemployed Workers' Movement in the West of Scotland', in 
Robert Duncan and A. J. Mclvor (eds.), Militant Workers: Labour and Class Conflict on the 
Clyde 1990-1950. Essays in Honour ofHarry McShane (Edinburgh, 1992), 176-95. 

76 In addition to the work by Huber-Koller already cited see e.g. Klaus Dettmer, 'Ar-
beitslose in Berlin: Zur politischen Geschichte der Arbeitslosenbewegung zwischen 1918-
1923' (Ph.D. thesis, University of Berlin, 1977); Hildegard Caspar, 'Die Politik der RGO: 
Dargestellt am Beispiel der Arbeitslosenpolitik in Hamburg', Deutsche Arbeiterbewegung vor 
dem Faschismus, Argument-Sonderband AS 74 (Berlin, 1981); Arne Andersen, 'Die Er-
werbslosenpolitik der KPD', Soziale Bewegungen, 3 (1987), 52-68; Anthony McElligott, 
'Mobilising the Unemployed: The KPD and the Unemployed Workers' Movement in 
Hamburg-Altona during the Weimar Republic', in Richard]. Evans and Dick Geary 
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Weimar Republic to the Third Reich (London, 1987), 228-60; Siegfried Bahne, 'Die Erwerbs-
losenpolitik der KPD in der Weimar Republik', in Hans Mommsen and Winfried Schulze 
(eds.), Vom Elend der Handarbeit: Probleme Historischer Unterschichten.forschung (Stuttgart, 1987), 
477-96.

77 The role of the German trade union movement is examined e.g. by Rose-Marie 
Huber-Koller, Gewerkscha.fien und Arbeitslose: Eifahrungen der Massenerwerbslosigkeit und Aspekte 
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displayed a much greater political and geographical diversity than 
other national cases, the work ofFrances Fox Piven and Richard 
Cloward has shaped the debate. 78 Among other things, Fox and 
Cloward argued that bureaucratization of 'the poor people's 
movements' smothered the intrinsic rebelliousness of the poor and 
that the state used welfare as means of social control. 79 

In the 1930s, Communists in the depression-ravaged West 
traded on the USSR claim to be the 'only country without 
unemployment'.80 However, Caroli observed that Stalin's first 
Five Year Plan 'solved' unemployment through compulsion, 
exclusion, and criminalization of the unemployed and the dis-
abled, while Schrand demonstrated that women workers were 
disproportionately affected by lay-offs and exclusion during the 
course of the first Five Year Plan.81 Failing to attract the attention 
of scholars during the social turn in Russian Studies, more 
research is required about the unemployed during the Tsarist, 
revolutionary, New Economic Policy (NEP), and Stalin periods.82 

.freigewerkscha.filicher Arbeitslosenpolitik in der Endphase der Weimarer Republik (Pfaffenweiler, 1992); 
Claudia Kaiser, Gewerkscha.fien, Arbeitslosigkeit und Politische Stabilität Deutschland und Großbri-
tannien in der Weltwirtscha.fisk:rise seit 1929 (Frankfurt am Main, 1999). The policies of the 
Nazis also attracted some research. See e.g. Claudia Brunner, Arbeitslosigkeit im NS-Staat: 
Das Beispiel Mfinchen (Pfaffenweiler, 1997). 

78 Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Poor People's Movements: Why They Suc-
ceed, How They Fail (New York, 1977); eid., Regulating the Poor: The Functions ofPublic Welfare
(New York, 1971). 

79 Steve Valocchi, 'The Unemployed Workers' Movement of the 1930s: A Re-exam-
ination of the Piven and Cloward thesis', Social Problems, 37 (1990), 191-205; Robert B. 
Albritton, 'Social Amelioration through Mass Insurgency? A Reexamination of the Piven 
and Cloward Thesis', American Political Science Review, 73 (1979), 1003-11;Waiter I. Trattner, 
Social Welfare or Social Control? Historical Reflectionson 'Regulating the Poor' (Knoxville, Tenn., 
1983); Mitchell B. Chamblin, Melissa W. Burek, and John K. Cochran, 'Welfare Policy 
as Social Control: A Specific Test of the Piven and Cloward Thesis', Criminal Justice Policy
Review, 18 (2007), 132-52; Edward Scanlon, 'Critical Perspectives on Welfare and Poverty: 
A Review Essay of Regulating the Poor and FlatBroke', Qualitative Social Work, 4 (2005), 
n4-22. On the problem of the 'poor' as a category ofagency,Janet K. Roach andJack 
L. Roach, 'Turmoil in Command of Politics: Organising the Poor', Sociological Quarterly,
21 (198o), 259-70.

80 Sophie Cœuré La Grande Lueur ii /'Est: les Français et l'Union Soviétique I9I/39 (Paris, 
1999). For its impact on the Labour Party, Andrew Williams, 'The Labour Party's Atti-
tude to the Soviet Union, 1927-35: An Overview with Specific Reference to Unemploy-
ment Policies and Peace', Journal of Contemporary History, 22 (1987), 71-go. 

81 Dorena Caroli, 'Bolshevism, Stalinism, and Social Welfare (1917-I936)', International 
Review of SocialHistory, 48 (2003), 27-54; T. G. Schrand, 'The Five-Year Plan for Women's 
Labour: Constructing Socialism and the "Double Burden", 193o-1932', Europe-Asia Studies, 
51 (1999), 1455/8. 

82 Ronald Grigor Suny, 'Towards a Social History of the October Revolution', Amer-
ican Historical Review, 88/1 (Feb. 1983), 31-52. 
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Detailed scrutiny does not exist, certainly in the English-language 
literature, of the activities of the unemployed during the revolu-
tions of 1905 and 1917.83 

The vitality of the research into the inter-war period is again 
underlined by a special issue of Labour History Review on unemployed 
protest in April 2008.84 Given the extent of unemployment in the 
inter-war period worldwide and the high level of unrest among the 
workless in these two decades, it is not surprising that the majority 
of the essays in this volume also deal with the period between the 
world wars and with the Great Depression in particular. 

Alex Zukas argues that unemployed workers in the Ruhr region 
of Germany at the end of the Weimar Republic mobilized not 
only to protest against their situation but also to change it. In-
corporating insights provided by recent developments in social 
movement theory, Zukas examines key factors that promoted as 
well as inhibited the political mobilization of the unemployed. He 
argues that miners protested the most frequently and violently 
because of the pre-existing communities they had formed, the 
severity of long-term unemployment for these workers, the reso-
nance that an activist and militant political party consequently 
found among them, and the behaviour of the state in the related 
areas of social insurance and social control. 

Jeannette Gabriel highlights in her essay how the collective 
protest of the unemployed in the United States influenced policy 
decisions at local, state, and federal level during the Great 
Depression. Far from being passive, the unemployed in America 
organized a wide range of different protest actions in support of 
relief or work programmes during the New Deal. Especially after 
uniting under the banner of the Workers Alliance of America in 
early 1936, the organized workless managed to win important 
concessions from the authorities and forced President Roosevelt 
and his administration to provide more support for the unem-
ployed than they had intended. 

David De Vries and Shani Bar-On's essay studies the interplay 
between unemployment and nationalism in British-ruled Palestine 
from 1917 to 1947. They show that unemployed protest exacer-
bated the conflict between Jews and Arabs during the 1920s and 

83 For a pamphlet originally published in 1931 highlighting the potential for such a 
study, see Sergei Malyshev, How the Bolsheviks Organized the Unemployed (London, 1992). 

84 Labour History Review, 73/1 (2008). 
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1930s because it was predominately organized along national 
lines. In the 1940s, however, the protest was depoliticized and the 
unemployed occasionally cooperated, if only temporarily, across 
ethnic lines to gain economic concessions. 

The problem of nationalism also features prominently in Philip 
H. Slaby's essay on the protests of jobless immigrants in inter-war 
France. As unemployment grew, non-French workers faced 
growing pressure to give up their jobs and return to their country 
of origin. Despite massive repression, many of them protested col-
lectively and sometimes violently against the mounting pressure, 
often copying the methods of the French unemployed movement. 
But while the latter were able to achieve some success, the immi-
grants did not. Lacking political and social resources, their protest 
had little impact. 

As in Germany, Great Britain, and the United States, French 
Communists were at the forefront of the struggle to organize the 
unemployed as a political force in their country. Matt Perry's 
essay examines the newspapers of the French unemployed move-
ment during the 1930s. Describing the precarious situation and 
many problems these publications faced, Perry is sceptical about 
the papers' ability to fulfil their initial goal of catalysing protest. 
However, the newspapers do provide an interesting means to 
explore the wider problematic of a collective unemployed identity 
and its relationship to collective action. In other words, he 
addresses the difficulty of 'how to make people identify with a 
group they don't want to be part of and how under such circum-
stance to develop the collective identity', as Bert Klandermans 
puts it in his essay in this volume. 

Not all protest materialized as rallies, marches, or other forms 
of collective action. Michael Seidman highlights how jobless indi-
viduals in France resisted wage labour and welfare regulations 
during the 1930s. Although these individuals conducted their 
struggle discreetly, Seidman argues that 'they certainly were not 
as docile, passive, or "resigned" as Marienthal concluded'. 

At the same time, the unemployed in the ironstone mining 
communities of East Cleveland showed little inclination to protest 
or resist. As Malcolm Chase reminds us in his essay, 'a failure to 
protest was arguably the norm among British unemployed 
workers in the inter-war period'. The absence of overt protest in 
East Cleveland resulted to a large extent from the actions of the 
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local social and political elite. By creating the impression that 
something was being done about it, they softened the impact of 
unemployment and de-politicized the issue at the local level. 

The workless in other regions of the British Isles were more 
unruly. Stephanie Ward's essay reminds us that the NUWM's 
hunger marches were not the only form of street protest in this 
period, but only represent its abiding memory. Agitation against 
the means test was broad and remarkably persistent and included 
respectable forms of protest, such as letters, resolutions, meetings, 
or petitions. This 'constant barrage of criticism', which could not 
be ignored by the authorities, kept the issue in the public arena 
and provided the foundation for collective street protest. 

Antoine Capet, finally, examines how the unemployed were 
treated in the publications of Victor Gollancz's Left Book Club 
from 1937 to 1945. Although only a small number of books pub-
lished in the series dealt explicitly with unemployment, most of 
them addressed the issue in some way, conceiving of unemploy-
ment as a symptom of a wider crisis of capitalism. The fights 
against unemployment and fascism were conceived of as different 
aspects of the same struggle for the authors, and when both 
enemies seemed defeated after the Second World War, the days 
of the Left Book Club were numbered. 

Given the fullness of the literature concerning the protest of the 
1930s, it is unsu:rprising that it should pose wider questions that 
are fundamental to the study of unemployed protest. One such 
controversy is how to judge the success or failure of movements of 
the unemployed. Where the British NUWM is concerned, this 
resulted in radically different criteria and conclusions. Harmer 
judged the movement's achievements against the revolutionary 
goals that the Communist International set for it, whilst Richard 
Croucher evaluated it against its leader Wal Hannington's retro-
spective claims. 85 Of course, allowing movements to be judged by 

85 For a discussion of the success or failure of the NUWM see Maureen Tumbull, 'At-
titude of Government and Administration towards the "Hunger Marches" of the 1920s 
and 1930s', Journal of Social Policy, 2/2 (1973), 131-42;john Stevenson and Chris Cook, The
Slump: Society and Politics during the Depression (London, 1977), 145-g4; Ralph Haybum, 'The 
National Unemployed Workers' Movement, 1921-36: A Re-Appraisal', International Review 
of Social History, 28 (1983), 279-g5; Harry Harmer, 'The Failure of the Communists: The 
National Unemployment Workers Movement 1921-39: A Disappointing Success', in An-
drew Thorpe (ed.), The Failure of Political Extremism in Interwar Britain (Exeter, 1988), 29-
47; Richard Croucher, We Refuse to Starve in Silence: A History of the NUWM, 1920-46
(London, 1987), 202-10; Perry, Bread and Work, 103-24. 
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their own standards is obviously not the only possible means of 
appraising success. Brown has maintained, in relation to the 
Canadian case, that welfarist reforms (the institution of unemploy-
ment insurance in 1941) and an upsurge in labour movements in 
the later 1930s can be taken as indirect but real indicators of the 
successes of unemployed protest. 86 Ulf Andreasson also suggested 
that the Swedish movements of the unemployed brought local 
concessions in the short term, challenged the stigma of relief, and 
had an intangible but genuine impact upon longer-term construc-
tion of the Swedish welfare state. 87 Suggesting alternative criteria 
of success, Matthias Reiss has pointed out that the unemployed 
marches to London were enthusiastically supported by a majority 
of local trades council members in Britain who valued the mobi-
lizing effects of these marches on local workers. 88 

The Golden Age of Full Employment, 1945-1970s
The three decades after the Second World War witnessed a 
golden age of capitalism with high growth rates and low unem-
ployment in the industrial West and the industrial parts of the 
Soviet bloc. Industrialization continued to spread in the Eastern 
bloc and also in the developing countries, with some of the latter 
also witnessing an agricultural revolution. Although far from being 
a uniform process, policy in the West operated within a welfarist 
consensus and was directed at eliminating unemployment and 
poverty through counter-cyclical government spending and tar-
geted relief measures. Economic dissidents such as Hayek and 
Friedman remained marginalized figures until the mid-1970s. The 
post-war boom was also the apogee of the Fordist model of large 
factories, assembly lines, and mass standardized production. 

Despite full employment, unemployment remained a matter of 
contention. There were battles to extend job security or to facili-
tate lay-offs through redundancy arrangements, such as the British 
Redundancy Payments Act of 1965. Signs of economic slowdown 
and rising unemployment became apparent in the second half of 

86 L. Brown, 'Unemployed Struggles in Saskatchewan and Canada, 193o-1935', Prairie 
Forum, 31 (2oo6}, 193-216. 

87 Ulf Andreasson, Arbetsliise i Rörelse: organisationssträvanded och politisk kamp inom arbet-
swshetsrb'relsen i Sverige, 1920-34 (Stockholm, 2oo8), 272-3. 

88 Matthias Reiss, 'Circulars, Surveys and Support: Trades Councils and the Marches 
of 1936', Labour History Review, 73/1 (Apr. 2008), 8g-u2. 
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the 1g6os. In the industrialized nations ofWestern Europe and 
North America, this was especially felt in the old staple industries 
such as coal, shipbuilding, and steel, and the regions dependent 
upon them. The long decline and haemorrhaging of jobs in the 
American and European coal industry was punctuated by strikes 
and occupations. 89 It is noteworthy that even at a time of pros-
perity, unemployment featured amongst the grievances oflabour 
during the French events of 1968, though this was not in the first 
rank of issues. Whilst some graffiti artists daubed anti-work 
slogans like 'Ne travaillez pas' (Don't work), the famed Atelier 
Populaire produced posters with the slogan 'Les cadences 
accélèrent, le chomage aussi' (Workrates increase, unemployment 
too), or depicting a child and the caption 'Sera-t-il un chomeur?' 
(Will he be unemployed?) Likewise, the question of racist discrim-
ination in the labour market and black unemployment came to 
the fore in the Civil Rights movement of Mrican Americans and 
their allies in the United States. The 1963 March on Washington 
was a March for Jobs and Freedom, and afterwards Martin 
Luther King increasingly turned his attention to the economic 
rights of Mrican Americans. Black Power activists also stressed 
the importance of jobs, and the second demand of the Black 
Panthers' ten-point plan was: 'We want full employment for our 
people.'90 

During the 1970s, workplace occupations against redundancies 
took place across Western Europe, notably the Lip watchmakers 
in e n on and the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders in Glasgow.91 

Between March 1979 and January 1981, the steelworkers in 
Longwy fought against plans to restructure the French steel indus-
try. lngrid Hayes's essay in this collection examines this campaign 

89 Over Christmas 1960, strikers occupied the Decazeville mines and workshops in 
protest against the closure of the Aveyron coalfield. Interestingly, from the point of view 
of the memory of the hunger marches, during the French national miners' strike of 1 
March to 5 April 1963, the iron miners of Lorraine marched on Paris. Roger Lajoie-
Mazenc, Colère au Fond des Puits, ou Comment les Gueules Noires ont popularise la grève
(Salingardes, 1964). 
90 Huey P. Newton, War against the Panthers (London, 2001). 
91 Frank Georgi (ed.), Autogestion: la dernièreUtopie(Paris, 2003); Edmond Maire, Charles 
Piaget, AndréAcquier, and Raymond Burgy, Lip 73 (Paris, 1973); Claude Neuschwander 
and Guy Bordet, Lip vingt ans après,1973-1993:propos sur le chômage(Paris, 1993); Alasdair 
Buchan; The Right to Work: The Story of the Upper Clyde Confrontation(London, 1972); H. 
Levie, D. Gregory, and N. Lorentzen (eds.), Fighting Factory Closures: Deindustrialisation and 
the TradeUnions 1979-83(Nottingham, 1984). 
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in detail, focusing especially on the role of a radio station set up 
to lend their struggle support. 

Unemployment since the 198os 

Studies of unemployment since the 1g8os have new realities with 
which to grapple. One aspect is regional de-industrialization 
whereby many of the sites of the first or second industrial revolu-
tions have suffered economic decline or eventual post-industrial 
regeneration. The return of mass unemployment occasioned 
repertoires and cycles of protest to contest this. Riots which have 
been attributed in part to the effects of unemployment broke out 
in areas of urban decay such as the British inner cities in 1981 and 
the French banlieues in 2005. In the former Soviet bloc and the 
People's Republic of China, de-industrialization caused regional 
decline and structural unemployment and has been one dimen-
sion of the transition to the market. 92 The pattern of global manu-
facturing has undergone a dramatic shift over the past forty years, 
and unemployment is one consequence of this. Several old indus-
trial heartlands underwent a painful loss or decline in their tradi-
tional sources of employment. The old textile, mining, manu-
facturing, and steel-producing factory districts created 'rustbelts' in 
most mature industrialized countries 'when work disappears'. 93 

The neo-liberal economic order has accelerated this transforma-
tion of the location and character of jobs. 94 Equally significant 
from the perspective of the unemployed have been the implications 

92 Guy Standing, 'Why Measured Unemployment in Russia is so Low: The Net with 
Many Holes', Journal ofEuropean Social Policy, 4 (1994), 35-49; S. Bernabe and A. Kolev, 
'Jobless or Working Poor in the Kyrgyz Labour Market: What Role for Social Policies?', 
Social Policy and Administration, 39 (2005), 409-30; S. K. Wegren, D.J. O'Brien, and V. V. 
Patsiorkovski, 'Russia's Rural Unemployed', Europe-Asia Studies, 55 (2003), 847-67; S. 
Song, 'Policy Issues of China's Urban Unemployment', Contemporary Economic Policy, 21 
(2003), 258-69; D.J. Solinger, 'Why We Cannot Count the "Unemployed"', China Quar-
terly, 167 (2001), 671-688; A. Dawson, 'Unemployment in Poland', Geography, 80 (1995), 
287-9.

93 On the effects on the US inner cities, Williamjulius Wilson, When Work Disappears: 
The World ofthe New Urban Poor (New York, 1996); Ray Hudson and David Sadler, 'Con-
testing Closures in Western Europe's Old Industrial Regions: Defending Place or Betray-
ing Class?', in Alien J. Scott and Michael Storper (eds.), Production, Work, Territory: The 
Geographical Anatomy ofIndustrial Capitalism (London, 1988), 172-93. 

94 P. Oslington, 'Unemployment and Trade Liberalization', World Economy, 28 (2005), 
1139-55. For a discussion of the reconstruction of Iraq and unemployment see K. M. 
Medani, 'State Building in Reverse: The Neo-liberal "Reconstruction" of Iraq', Middle 
East Report, 232 (2004), 28-35. 



Beyond Marienthal 

of economic slowdown for social policy and the political landscape 
with the so-called 'crisis of the welfare state'.95 As early as 1978, 
Eric Hobsbawm pessimistically anticipated the political conse-
quences of these difficulties for European social democracy as the 
'forward march of labour halted'. 96 

Compared to the 1930s, there is a relative lack of research 
examining the movements of the unemployed in the 1970s and 
1980s. One of the exceptions is Cybèle Locke's research on the 
unemployed movements in New Zealand. In her contribution to 
this volume, Locke, using the much debated 'reserve army of 
labour' concept, examines the often difficult relationship between 
the trade union movement and Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa, 
an unemployed movement which championed the rights of 
women and ethnic minorities. Elsewhere, Frédéric Royall wrote a 
sociological study of the Irish movement of the unemployed 
between 1985 and 1995, focusing upon the absence of mobiliza-
tion.97 In Germany, Manfred Prisching also looked for explana-
tions of why the unemployed were 'so "quiet"? ... Why are there 
at best scarce beginnings of protest?'98 Two essays in this book 
also address the question of why the workless are often so difficult 
to mobilize. In the first essay in this book, Bert Klandermans reca-
pitulates his own search for an explanation to this crucial question 
over the last twenty-five years and offers some insights from the 
field of social movement research. The final essay in this book, by 
Didier Chabanet andJean Faniel, tries to find answers by looking 
at various case studies of unemployed protest. Surveying the 
history of past unemployed protests, Chabanet and Faniel once 
again stress the capacities of the jobless to act on their own behalf. 
In their essay, they examine the social and economic context in 

95 A. Hicks and C. Zorn, 'Economic Globalization, the Macro Economy, and Rever-
sals of Welfare: Expansion in Affiuent Democracies, 1978-94', lntemational Organization, 59 
(2005), 631-62. 

96 Eric Hobsbawm, 'The Forward March of Labour Halted?', Marxism Today (Sept. 
1978), 279-86.

97 He identified three reasons preventing mobilization: the non-ideological and clien-
telist character of Irish party politics; government agencies and the services provided to 
the unemployed; and the absence of strong self-organization of the unemployed with 
clear definitions of adversaries, goals, and collective identity. Frédéric Royal!, Mobilisations 
de chômeurs en lrlande, 1985-1995 (Paris, 2005). On specific opportunity structure in Euro-
pean comparative context, id., 'Assessing the Level of Political Mobilisation of the Un-
employed in Ireland from rggr to 2005', Irish Political Studies, 22 (2007), 287-301. 

98 Manfred Prisching, Arbeitslosenprotest und Resignation in der Wirtschaftskrise (Frankfurt 
am Main, 1988), 13. 
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which unemployed protest can occur, as well as the political 
alliances the jobless can seek, and resources which are available to 
them to support their activities. Chabanet and Faniel also consider 
the ideological and cognitive features in which the mobilization 
of the unemployed takes place. Stigmatization has always been 
one of the most important obstacles the unemployed have had to 
overcome, one which has made it difficult for them to present 
themselves collectively in public space and make claims. 

In the late 1990s, reflecting the trend of economic globalization, 
the protest of the unemployed became increasingly transnational. 
On 14]une 1997, the 'European marches against unemployment, 
job insecurity, and social exclusions' numbering so,ooo converged 
on the European summit in Amsterdam after two months on the 
road. Two years later, the same network mobilized at the 
European summit in Cologne. The success of these two protest 
events surprised many who had believed that the unemployed 
were not able to act collectively and at a transnational European 
level. 99 Didier Chabanet has tried to explain the 'improbable 
mobilization' of such a group with 'fragile and problematic cohe-
sion' .100 In France, a dynamic of cycle of unemployed protest 
swept through the country during the winter of 1997-8, with occu-
pations of benefit offices and public buildings. Addressing the 
occupation of the Ecole Normale Superieure by the unemployed, 
Pierre Bourdieu described such collective action as miraculous. 101 

Sociologist Serge Paugam described the revolt as a 'movement 
without precedent'. 102 Both Chabanet and Royall emphasized the 
activist rather than self-help/ advice stance of Agir contre le 
Chômage! (AC!) as the catalyst of mobilization. 103 Inspired by the 

99 Didier Chabanet, 'Les Marches europcens contre le chomage, la précarité et les 
exclusions', in Richard Blame, Didier Chabanet, and Vincent Wright (eds.), L'Action 
collective en Europe: Collective Action in Europe (Paris, 2002), 461-93. 

100 Ibid. 465. Chabanet turned to a combination of factors: the lack of institutionalized 
(trade union) representation, the rise of the European social forum movement, and the 
existence of local and national associations of the unemployed that had a critical core 
leadership of networks of far left activists. 

101 Pierre Bourdieu, Acts ofResistance: Against the New Myths of Our Time (Oxford, 1998), 
88-go. 

102 Serge Paugam, 'La Revolte des chomeurs: un mouvement sans précédent',
Magazine Littéraire, 365 (1998), 73-6. 

103 For accounts of the recent unemployed movement in France, Marie-Agnes 
Combesque, Ça su.Jfit! Histoire du mouvement des cluJmeurs (Paris, 1998); Sophie Maurer, Les 
CMmeurs en action (Paris, 2001); Richard Dethrye and Malika Zediri-Corniou, La Révoltedes 
chômeurs (Paris, 1992); Christophe Aguiton, 'Le Reseau des marches europeenes contre le 
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events in France, the Coordination Bureau of Trade Union 
Unemployed Groups (Koordinierungsstelle gewerkschaftlicher 
Arbeitslosengruppen) and a number of German trade unions 
called for regular protest days of the unemployed in early 1gg8. 
The first national protest day was held on 5 February 1998 with 
a turnout of around 50,000 people in over 200 cities. The event 
was repeated on a monthly basis until September. 104 A few years 
later, the German Federal Government started drastically to 
reform the German insurance and social benefit system. The 
reforms resembled those implemented by the British government 
in 1934-5 and triggered a similar outburst of sustained public 
protest. 105 The reforms initiated a steady decline of the ruling 
Social Democratic Party at the polls and provided the conditions 
for the rise of Die Linke (The Left), led by the former leader of 
the Social Democratic Party, Oskar Lafontaine, and the Partei 
des Demokratischen Sozialismus (Party of Democratic Socialism, 
the successor of the East German Socialist Party), Lothar Byski. 

In her essay in this volume, Deborah Vietor-Englander shows 
how the reforms affected the lives of the long-term unemployed in 
Germany, who responded by creating new forums of protests on 
the internet. These were, however, only accessible to the com-
puter literate. The unemployed with higher levels of education 
also turn to lawsuits and court cases as a means of protest. Street 
protest of the unemployed continued after the introduction of the 
new welfare system, but demonstrations are infrequent and the 
turnout is usually very low. Protests organized to stop the loss of 
jobs usually have much higher mobilization rates, which Vietor-
Englander explains in terms of apathy among the long-term 
unemployed. 

chomage, la précarité et les exclusions', inJean-Claude Boual (ed.), Vers une société civile 
europeenne (Paris, 1999). A study comparing the German and French unemployed move-
ments 1994-2004 noted that support of trade union activists and inter-union competition 
facilitated the more effective mobilization of the French unemployed. Christian Lahusen 
and Britta Baumgarten, 'Die Fragilitat kollektiven Handelns: Arbeitslosenproteste in 
Deutschland und Frankreich', Zeitschrift für Soziologie, 35/2 (2oo6), 102-19. 

104 Koorclinierungsstelle gewerkschaftlicher Arbeitslosengruppen (ed.), Arbeitslosenproteste 
1998: Dokumentation (Bielefeld, 1998); Britta Baumgarten, 'The German Unions and 
Unions' Organisations of the Unemployed: Different Communicative Strategies Attempt-
ing to Shape the Discourse of Unemployment', paper for the ECPR conference, Mar-
burg, Germany, 18-21 Sept. 2003. 

105 Matthias Reiss, 'Hartz IV: Das britische Beispiel', Damals: Das Magazin fürGeschichte 
und Kultur, 36 (Dec. 2004), 8-11.
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Since the anti-globalization protest in Seattle in 1999, the global 
justice movement has been associated with hopes of a revitalization 
of the fortunes of unemployed protest and labour movements more 
generally. Given the perceived connection between trade liberal-
ization and job losses, scholars have situated the protests of the 
unemployed within the wider anti-globalization movements. 
Highlighting the role of Europe-wide strikes against the closure of 
the Renault Vilvorde factory and the European march of the 
unemployed, Löwy and Stanley anticipate a convergence oflabour 
internationalism of the twentieth century and the issue-based plu-
ralism of the new social movements allowing a new international-
ism of the twenty-first century to emerge. 106 Research into this 
phase of protest is dominated by social movement theorists rather 
than historians for obvious reasons. Central to the evolving project 
of understanding the protests of the unemployed has been the 
Unempol research network which has organized a series of con-
ferences guided by the focus of the 'contentious politics of unem-
ployment in Europe'. Their work has opened up a field of research 
that offers opportunities for interdisciplinary dialogue. 

If the European context has spurred renewed scholarship in the 
protest of the unemployed in the era of globalization, then the 
developing world has its own distinctiveness. In the new 'planet of 
the slums', urbanization and industrialization have been decoupled. 
In many less developed parts of the world the neo-liberal urbaniza-
tion of the 1990s and 2000s was not accompanied by industrializa-
tion.107 Indeed, in many of the rapidly expanding cities of the 
developing world, global restructuring brought a net decline in 
industrial and public sector jobs. The growth of the urban informal 
sector poses definitional problems for researchers of unemploy-
ment.108 Estimates put the numbers of urban underemployed or 
unemployed in global cities at one billion. In such contemporary 
urban environments, those marginalized by joblessness have 
adopted various survival strategies, such as street trade or crime. 109 

106 M. löwy and C. C. Stanley, 'Toward an International of Resistance against Cap-
italist Globalization', Latin American Perspectives, 29 (2002), 127-31. 

107 United Nations Human Settlement Programme, The Challenge ofthe Slums: Global Re-
port on Human Settlements 2003 (London, 2003). 

108 For a pioneering account of the informal sector, Keith Hart, 'Informal Income Op-
portunities and Urban Employment in Ghana', Journal ofModern African Studies, II (1973), 
61-89.

109 R. Haines and G. Wood, 'Unemployment, Marginalisation and Survival in Greater 
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These new contexts for protest and micro-economic activity have 
generated scholarly controversies. 110 The growth of informal 
sectors, street trade, and survival strategies also poses new questions 
about the relationship between the urban poor and collective 
action, bringing new grass-roots terrains for political struggles. 111 

There is no single pattern. Sadiki has highlighted the role of the 
bread riots of the unemployed and urban poor in the democratiza-
tion of the Middle East. 112 In Brazzaville, capital of the Republic of 
Congo, the context of surging unemployment and poverty trans-
formed neighbourhood solidarities constructed around ethnic differ-
ences into militias and inter-ethnic violence in the crises of 1993-4 
and 1997. 113 In São Paulo, these networks of self-help crystallized 
into a largely women's movement of the unemployed (Movimento 
dos Desempregados).114 

Sustained mobilization of the unemployed is rare in the devel-
oping world. Bayat explored the way in which the unemployed of 
revolutionary Iran provided an exception to this generalization. 
Generally speaking, lack of organization and recourse to the infor-
mal sector militate against mobilization, but in the case of Iran 
sudden job loss and the revolutionary process created an oppor-
tune conjuncture for mobilization. 115 Whilst it is clear that the 
unemployed are not in an essentialist sense a revolutionary class 
as was once feared, research into the specific role of the unem-
ployed, their organizations, and demands in revolutions is a real 
weakness in the comparative literatures of unemployed protest and 
of revolutions. All too often the unemployed are submerged in the 
mass character of revolution, and historians have largely failed to 
identify the specific contribution made by the unemployed and 
their networks to this process. 
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If the British NUWM provides an extraordinary example of sus-
tained and improbable mobilization for the inter-war period, the 
Argentine movement holds this exceptional status in recent years. 
The Argentine movements of the unemployed, the piqueteros, and 
their novel tactics have attracted researchers. 116 Looking at the 
role of the Central Argentine Workers' Union (Central de 
Trabajadores Argentinos, CTA), Patroni took a labour history per-
spective highlighting the continuities between workers' unions and 
the movement of the unemployed. First, the novel method of the 
roadblock emblematic of the unemployed movement originated 
amongst skilled workers and their strikes. Secondly, the CT A 
union-which split from the Peronist General Confederation of 
Labour (Confederaci6n General del Trabajo, CGT) because of the 
left's failure to oppose government-driven neo-liberal packages-
was central to early organizing efforts of the unemployed, with its 
FIV (Federaci6n de Tierra y Vivienda) encompassing the diverse 
victims of neo-liberalism (precarious workers, unemployed, those in 
the informal sector, landless labourers). Finally, the roadblock 
protests were not exclusively the preserve of the unemployed but 
also formed a repertoire of action that at times included strikes and 
demonstrations. 117 If Patroni deployed labour history, social move-
ment theory has been the more typical paradigm through which 
to approach the Argentine unemployed. The Argentine unem-
ployed organizations, such as the Movimiento de Trabajadores 
Desocupados, provide a model of a new social movement based 
on the spontaneous creativity or the establishment of autonomous 
territorial, material, and social space. 118 Another focus of study has 
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been the way in which these movements are able to construct 
new identities through the interaction between everyday life 
and protest. 119 Some have studied the more recent decline of 
the unemployed protest cycle through institutionalization and 
incorporation. 120 

Despite these analytical differences, it is clear that the Argentine 
movement once again dramatically challenged the commonplace 
that the unemployed do not have the capacity to organize and 
protest. Their example highlights the continued significance of 
unemployment as a site of contestation, one that requires fuller 
historical and sociological analysis and offers opportunities for a 
dialogue between these disciplines. 
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