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Protesting Individuals: The French 

Unemployed in the 1 930s
MICHAEL SEIDMAN 

Much of the literature on the protest movements of the unem-
ployed has concentrated on their collectivist character. The classic 
sociological treatment of the Austrian unemployed of the 1930s, 
Marienthal, aimed to study 'the unemployed community, not the 
unemployed individual'. 1 The stress on groups, collectivities, and 
community is innate for sociologists whose discipline from 
Durkheim to Bourdieu has explored the 'social construction of 
reality'.2 Historians have continued the sociologists' focus on 
'social construction', demonstrating once again the intimate rela-
tionship between sociology and social history. Recently, both dis-
ciplines have emphasized the conceptual and legal changes which 
occurred regarding unemployment in France and other western 
nations at the end of the nineteenth century.3 At that time, a new 
stress was placed on the downturns of capitalist business cycles as 
the major factor in creating joblessness. In response, governments 
established unemployment insurance to counter recession or 
depression and to aid and integrate into society those temporarily 
excluded from wage labour. Yet it may be incorrect to conclude 

1 Marie Jahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Marienthal: The Sociography ofan 
Unemployed Community, trans.John Reginall and Thomas Elsaesser (Chicago, 1971), 2. Cf. 
Ross McKibbin, The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain, 1880-1950 (Oxford, rggo), 
253.

2 Philippe Corcuff, La Question individualiste: Stirner Marx, Durkheim, Proudhon (Latresne, 
2003), 30.

3 Robert Salais, Nicolas Baverez, and Bénédicte Reynaud, L'lnvention du chômage: histoire 
et transformations d'une catégorie en France des années 1890 aux années 1980 (Paris, rg86); Henri 
Hatzfeld, Du paupérisme àla sécuritésocial.e: essai sur lesorigines de la sécuritésociale en France, 1850-
1940 (Paris, 1971); C. Topalov, 'Invention du chomage et politiques sociales au début du 
siecle', Les Temps modernes (Nov.-Dec. rg87), 53-92; Emmanuel Pierru, Guerre aux cMmeurs 
ou guerre au chômage (Clamecy, 2005), 8, 25;J. A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic 
Thought and Public Policy (New York, r 978); Jose Harris, Unemployment and Politics: A Study in 
English Social Policy, 1886-1914 (Oxford, rg84); G. Vanthemsche, Le Chômage en Belgique de 
1929 à 1940 (Brussels, 1994), 7; Alexander Keyssar, Out of Work: The First Century of
Unemployment in Massachusetts (Cambridge, rg86), eh. g. 
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that at the turn of the century unemployment was finally seen as 
a social (not an individual) issue, 'a problem of industry', not of 
personality. Despite the new evaluation of the cyclical roots of 
unemployment, the venerable categories of worthy and unworthy 
survived. To receive assistance from the state, eligible workers in 
France and in other nations had to demonstrate that they had 
been regular wage earners. 

Both historians and social scientists often assumed wage labour 
to be an economic, social, and even an ethical norm. Not surpris-
ingly, the 'sociography' of Marienthal highlighted 'the destructive 
effect of enforced idleness'. 4 The jobless suffered from 'a diminu-
tion of expectation and activity ... a steady decline into apathy'. 
In short, unemployment was 'paralyzing' since the unemployed 
yearned for 'some kind of activity'. 5 Indeed, they would immedi-
ately seize any opportunity to engage in wage labour, which con-
stituted the core of their social being. 6 Likewise, many analysts 
have viewed unemployment as a 'curse' or as 'evil'.7 Contempo-
rary historians have seconded the sociologists' findings: 'What the 
unemployed wanted-and felt entitled to-was work. '8 

Recent literature on French, British, American, and German 
movements has corrected Marienthafs picture of passivity by em-
phasizing the collective efforts of at least a part of the unemployed 
to organize themselves.9 However, this concern with the collective 
action of 'poor people's movements' shares with Marienthal the 
focus on groups and has neglected an examination of individual 
struggles against wage labour and for access to indemnities. 10 

This is especially true for the history of female unemployed, 

4 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, p. xv. 5 Ibid. 3, 7.
6 Ibid. 24. This position is seconded by Pierre Bourdieu in his preface to Paul F. 

Lazarsfeld, Marie Jahoda, and Hans Zeisel, Les CMmeurs de Marienthal, trans. Françoise
Laroche (Paris, 1981), g. 

7 Vanthemsche, Le CMmage, 25; Keyssar, Out of Work 191-2. 
8 Ibid. 182. 
9 Matt Perry, Prisoners of Want: The Experience and Protest of theUnemployed in France, 1921-

15 (Aldershot, 2007); id., 'Unemployment Revolutionizes the Working Class: Le Cri des 
chomeurs, French Communists and the Birth of the Movement of the Unemployed in 
France, 1931-1932', French History, 16/4 (Dec. 2002), 466; Frances Fox Piven and Richard 
A. Cloward, Poor People's Movements: Why They Succeed,How They FailFail (New York, 1977), eh. 
2; Stephen Constantine, Unemployment in Britain between the Wars (London, 1g8o); Richard]. 
Evans and Dick Geary (eds.), The German Unemployed: Experiences and Consequences of Mass
Unemployment .from the Weimar Republic to the Third Reich (London, 1987). 

10 Vanthemsche, Le Chômage, 86: 'Des abus individuels existaient naturellement, mais il 
serait errone de les généraliser.'
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whom historians and sociologists have usually regarded as the 
most victimized of all. Yet victimization does not always lead to 
passivity, even if female workers were less prominent than males 
in the collective movements of the unemployed. Studying individ-
ual struggles, which often get lost in 'heroic' collectivist visions, 
will show the agency and initiative of both the male and female 
jobless.11 

A focus on 'exceptional' individuals challenges certain domi-
nant practices of social history.Jiirgen Kocka has written that 'so-
cial historians continue to be characterized by convictions and 
practices not shared by all historians. They reject all forms of 
strict methodological individualism. They are not primarily inter-
ested in single biographies and specific events, but rather in col-
lective phenomena.'12 Kocka's 'they'-all social historians-are 
said  to agree that starting from the exceptional, singular, or 
specific will lead to methodological (and political) failure.13 The 
very formulation social science (emphasis on social presupposes a 
consensus against the consideration of individuals acting individ-
ually. Steven Lukes, among other Durkheimians, has explained 
why: methodological individualism does little but mask social ex-
planations. 14 Remarks of this kind reveal the degree to which an 
emphasis on collective phenomena can lead a historian into mis-
taken generalizations. Generalizations like those of Lukes require 
that exceptions go unmentioned or be regarded as inconsequen-
tial-and it now appears to some social historians, myself in-
cluded, that our work could only benefit by research into 
neglected exceptions.15 

Agency can be as much individual as collective. Individualist 

11 Sophie Maurer, Les Chomeurs en action (decembre 1997-mars1998): mobilisation collective et 
ressources compensatoires (Paris, 2001), 51, 8g, argues that individual desires for financial 
assistance, practical information, and social contacts-not the collectivist goals of the 
organization-motivated contemporary French unemployed to join protest movements. 
12 Jiirgen Kocka, 'Losses, Gains and Opportunities: Social History Today', Journal of 

Social History, 37/1(Fall 2003), 26. 
13 See e.g. Paul Cartledge, 'What is Social History Now?', in David Cannadine (ed.), 

What is History .Now (Basingstoke, 2002), 19-35, at 31; and Eduardo Grendi, 'Repenser la 
micro-histoire', injacques Revel (ed.),Jeux d'echelles: lamicro-analyseàl'expérience (Paris, Igg6), 
278. 
14 For the relationship between the Annalesschool and Durkheim seejacques Revel, 

'L'Histoire au ras du sol', in Giovanni Levi, Le Pouuoir au village: histoire d'un exorciste dans le 
Piémontdu XVI/e siècle,trans. Monique Aymard (Paris, 1g8g), p. iv. 
15 A similar point is made by Paul-AndréRosental, 'Construire le macro par le micro: 

Fredrik Barth et la micro storia', in Revel (ed.), Jeux d'echelles, 142. 
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forms of protest included refusal of wage labour, absenteeism, 
drunkenness, lateness, deception of authorities, negation of con-
trols, and violation of rules. These methods and means chal-
lenged certain social conventions, such as a good day's work for 
a good day's pay and the sanctity of private or, for that matter, 
public property. The actions of the unemployed resembled the 
'economy of makeshifts' (which included theft and faking illness) 
of the Old Regime or resistance to productive labour in the 
ateliers de charité during the Great Revolution and in the National 
Workshops during the Revolution of 1848. 16 The generous and 
undiscriminating welfare state that the jobless sought never ma-
terialized, but they sometimes won concrete benefits, challenged 
the laws of supply and demand, and provoked the repression of 
the state. The activities of these unemployed prefigured the con-
temporary radical left and, more precisely, the Comités des 
Chomeurs at the end of the twentieth century. 

In contrast to Great Britain, Germany, arid the USA, unem-
ployed workers' movements and individuals in France have not 
until very recendy received much attention, perhaps because of 
the contemporary perception of the lower percentage of jobless-
ness in France during the Great Depression: 13 per cent of the 
population was unemployed in the USA; 9 per cent in Germany; 
8 per cent in Britain; and only 2.7 per cent in France.17

French accounting procedures may have been responsible for 
this relatively low level of official joblessness, and some economic 
historians have argued that full and partial French unemploy-
ment in 1936 (10.1 per cent of the wage force) was comparable 
to German (10.3 per cent), British (12.5 per cent), and American 
(13 per cent) figures. 18 1n sum, excellent histories have studied the 

16 Olwen H. Hufton, The Poor ofEighteenth-Century France, 1750-1789(Oxford, 1974); Alan 
Forrest, The French Revolution and the Poor (New York, 1981); Donald Cope McKay, The 
National Workshops: A Study in the French Revolution of1848 (Cambridge, Mass., 1933). 

17 Nonetheless, 12 per cent of French workers lost their jobs during the 1930s. Gabrielle 
Letellier,Jean Perret, H. E. Zuber, and A. Dauphin-Meunier, Le Chômage en France de 1930 
à19J6, 3 vols. (Paris, 1938), i. 38. This study, undertaken by the Institut Scientifique de 
Recherches Econorniques et Sociales, was a collaborative project of government and the 
academy. It remains the most valuable contemporary investigation of the jobless in France 
during the 1 930s. 

18 R. Salais, 'Why was Unemployment so Low in France during the 1930s?', in Barry 
Eichengreen and T. J. Hatton (eds.), Interwar Unemployment in International Perspective 
(Dordrecht, 1988), 253. According to Salais, stricter definitions and tougher regulations 
explain in part the lower French measurement of joblessness. N. Baverez, 'Chômage des 
années 1930, chômage des années 1980', Le Mouvement social, no. 154 Gan.-Mar. 1991), 107. 
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vicissitudes of the concept of unemployment and of French 
political economy during the Great Depression; yet a social 
history of jobless individuals is missing. The following pages 
aim to contribute to that end by examining these ch8meurs' rela-
tionship to wage labour and public assistance in areas of high 
unemployment-principally the Paris region, the Somme, and 
Seine-Maritime. 

State Controls 

Some knowledge of state policy is necessary to understand the 
demands and actions of the unemployed during the 1930s. Com-
missions paritaires Goint commissions) had responsibility for deter-
mining eligibility for unemployment benefits. Members included 
the mayor, two municipal councillors, two persons from the Bu-
reau de Bienfaisance (Public Charity Bureau), two employers, and 
two worker representatives chosen, if possible, from industrial sec-
tors affected by unemployment. 19 Prefects exercised considerable 
influence over the commission and had to approve most nomina-
tions. Although members, who served voluntarily, often possessed 
the best intentions, they did not always know the complex and 
changing rules governing allocations. To qualify for a subsidy, the 
work stoppage affecting a ch8meur had to be 'involuntary'. For in-
stance, workers became eligible if they had been dismissed be-
cause of a lack of orders or raw materials. In addition, the jobless 
person had to have 'an employer's certificate attesting to definitive 
dismissal'.20 Workers fired because of drunkenness, absenteeism, 
disrespect to superiors, and lockouts did not generally qualify. No 
compensation was offered for labourers in seasonal industries or 
for employees of factories that had closed for vacation or inven-
tory. 21 Thus, 'involuntariness' of joblessness was not sufficient to 
collect. The prefect of Yvelines declared: 'In reality, there are 
only measures of solidarity with the unemployed. They do not 
have absolute rights.' Regulations made clear that striking work-
ers, picketing workers, or those who occupied their factories were 
ineligible for compensation, even though a worker qualified if laid 
off because a strike interrupted supplies. 22 

19 Archives departementales des Yvelines (henceforth ADY) 16 M 72, Commission, 
1936[?]. 20 ADY 16 M 72, Préfet, 8 May 1933. 

21 ADY 16 M 72, Préfet to Bergery, 11 Oct. 1932. 22 ADY 16 M 72, 13]an. 1938. 
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Undoubtedly, many unemployed did prefer regular wage 
labour to the dole. At the end of 1930, according to police, 'a 
good number' of unemployed were 'too proud' to enrol for 
benefits and preferred to seek whatever job they could find. 23 

Certain skilled workers, such as bronze craftsmen, sought to 
transform allocation funds into subsidies for production 'which 
would better correspond to the desires of artisans to recover their 
professional dignity, pride, and spirit'. 24 Between 250 and 300 
jobless individuals, who may have included foreigners and French 
persons ineligible for benefits, flocked to a firm near Paris which 
had advertised openings for several unskilled positions. 25 Only 
four were hired, and a large number of the disappointed demon-
strated for a reimbursement of their transportation expenses. 

Resistances 

Many other unemployed, though, were not always willing to work 
at any job at any pay. The unemployed organized in committees 
conditioned their desire to labour on a minimal standard of de-
cency. Their motto during demonstrations in the 1930s was 'Bread 
and Work', but 'Bread' meant certain free goods and services, 
and 'Work' signified decent work for all at a 'fair' wage. The 
movement and numerous jobless individuals, especially women, 
circumscribed and qualified their desire to labour. For example, 
unemployment was relatively widespread among French women 
who were unemployed in higher percentages-between 17 and 
24 per cent from 1930 to 1936-than women in Germany or 
Great Britain. 26 Many cleaning women ifemmes de ménage) were 
subject to 'special controls'. Having numerous employers, they 
had difficulty obtaining the proper documentation to receive sub-
sidies. However, along with female domestic workers (ouvrières à
domicile), femmes de ménage were suspected of having the flexibility 
of leaving their (undeclared) job and punching in for benefits at 
the scheduled time. 27 Employers dismissed maids and other 

23 Archives Nationales (henceforth AN) F7 13528, A.S., 22 Nov. 1930. 
24 AN F22 676, Le Conseil des artisans-façonniers du bronze, 4 Apr. 1934.
25 AN F7 13562, 18 Dec. 1934;jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, 24, report 

similar reactions to job openings. 26 Letellier et al., Le Chômage, i. 65. 
27 Archives departementales du Val-de-Marne (henceforth ADVM), Préfet, 30 May 

1921,7 F3. 
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household servants during summer vacations and rehired them in 
the early autumn rentree. The Chamber of Commerce of Nancy 
postulated 'a servant crisis': 'There are outrageous abuses in 
big cities because of the difficulty of inspecting a large number 
of urban chômeurs. A good illustration is Paris where servants get 
subsidies even though a large number of families cannot find 
domestics. '28 

In 1936 in the departement of the Seine, 13,352 domestics (over 
go per cent of whom were female) received allocations.29 Their 
advocates tried to turn the tables on the bourgeoisie by claiming 
that mayors who belonged to the centrist Radical Party unethi-
cally obtained benefits for their maids. 30 The number of assisted 
jobless in the Seine who were suspected of receiving undeserved 
benefits dropped in percentage terms from 14.4 per cent in 1930 
to 2.9 per cent in 1935. However, in absolute numbers those who 
were struck from the rolls because of failure to appear for an in-
terview more than doubled from 5,261 in 1930 to 10,823 in 
1935.31 During that year, 852 people were imprisoned or fined, 
and 323,498 undeservedly distributed francs were reimbursed. 
Only 12.2 per cent of those who challenged the elimination of 
their subsidies succeeded in their appeal. 32 

Cleaning women receiving allocations were required to check 
in nearly everyday. They were also objects of frequent unan-
nounced inspections at work and at home. 33 One activist decried 
the 'arbitrary' regulations of the Ministry of Labour which im-
posed four weekly check-ins, a validated social security card, and 
a one-year limit on benefits. 34 These measures would make 
cleaning women 'fall into misery'. Another female militant asked 
'how many cMmeurs have been struck from the rolls because they 
were surprised [by inspectors] when doing an odd job at 
home'. 35 One woman, Madame A., a mother of two children, 
had turned down a steady cleaning job. She claimed that she 
was an asthmatic with no tolerance for dust. 36 Authorities coun-
tered that 'she was a habitual chômeuse and has been struck off the 
rolls several times'. Of course, it is impossible to evaluate the 

28 AN F7 683, 11 Feb. 1936. 29 Letellier et al., Le Chômage, i. 167. 
30 AN F7 13557, Comité du 13e, n.d. 31 Letellier et al., Le Chômage, i. 270. 
32 Ibid. 33 AN F7 13557, ADY, 16 M 72. 
34 AN F7 13557, Reunion Bagnolet, 29]an. 1933. 35 AN F7 13557, 17 Sept. 1933.
36 Archives départementales de Seine-Maritime (henceforth ADSM), 1 M 582, Directeur, 

Main d'<Euvre, 3 Nov. 1939.
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veracity of either assertion, but it would not be surprising if the 
unemployed avoided certain types of jobs which they considered 
to be unhealthy. Marienthal showed that joblessness, whatever its 
other adverse effects, could improve the physical condition of 
workers who had been engaged in heavy factory labour.37

To prevent fraud, the state imposed severe controls. In Nor-
mandy, recipients had to swear the productivist pledge: 'I affirm 
that I am unemployed because of lack of work and not because 
of sickness, accident, strike, or any other reason.'38 Jobless per-
sons were obligated to inform the municipality if their situation 
changed and to reimburse any overpayment of benefits. In turn, 
the town or village had to verify the ch8meur's reputation for 
drinking, conditions of dismissal by the last employer, record of 
employment during the previous six months, and willingness to 
labour at municipal public works. The unemployed individual 
could testify in front of the commission, but the official emphasis 
on purely individual qualifications led to the refusal to permit 
representatives of the jobless, such as militants of the chômeurs' 
movement, to attend sessions. In fact, if delegates of chômeurs were 
present, committee decisions were considered null and void. 39 

Employers from industrialized areas of France were not hostile 
to unemployment compensation if carefully monitored, and they 
supported a strong role for the national government since they be-
lieved that local governments were too often influenced by 'unions 
and [left] political parties'.4° For example, the unemployed were 
not required to take any job that 'did not correspond to their 
physical and professional capacities and was not paid at the nor-
mal rate'.41 The national governments of the 1930s did not gen-
erally desire to lower the general wage level by providing 
employers and local governments with poorly paid workers.42 Yet 
patrons insisted that the national administration must limit com-
pensation to prevent 'individuals who refuse to accept another 

37 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, 34. 38 ADSM, 10 M 146,Rouen. 
39 AN F7 13562, Comité du 2oe, 24 May 1934; AN F22 677, Comité Saint-Etienne, 12 

Dec. 1934. 
40 AN F22 677, Chambre de Commerce de Saint-Etienne, 10 Oct. 1934· Employers in 

Belgium also preferred national to local, especially union, control. See Vanthemsche, Le 
Chômage. See also Peter Baldwin, The Politics ofSocial Solidarity: Class Bases of the European 
Welfare State 1875-1975(Cambridge, 1990), on the supportive role of the middle classes in 
establishing European welfare states. 41 ADY 16 M 72, n.d. 

42 Christine Daniel and Carole Tuchszirer, L'Etatface aux chômeurs: l'indemnisation du 
ch6mage de !884 ànosjours (Paris, 1999), 27, 139, 148. 
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line of work from receiving benefits'. According to many cham-
bers of commerce throughout the nation, localities should pay 
some share of benefits to make them compel eligible ch8meurs to 
work. Employers approved the most common requirements for el-
igibility: to have worked at a regular job for at least six months 
and have resided during that length of time at one location. These 
prerequisites were more rigorous than in other major capitalist 
nations. 

National, departement, and municipal governments often shared 
costs of unemployment benefits, and after 1931 the national gov-
ernment contributed from 6o to go per cent of the total budget.43 
Municipalities claimed that even 10 per cent participation was 
too burdensome.44 By 1934, many tax-starved towns, especially in 
the Paris region, wanted the state to take over the entire expense. 
Sometimes, street demonstrations of militant chômeurs - for exam-
ple, at Sarcelles and Argenteuil-attacked police and pressured re-
luctant municipal authorities to establish compensation funds. 45 
As employers had urged, national authorities made sure that mu-
nicipalities shared responsibility for funding and therefore inves-
tigating the eligibility of chômeurs. Without cooperation at the local 
level, government officials feared that they would have no effective 
way of identifying those whom they considered the legitimate un-
employed:46 'The national government cannot supervise ch8meurs 
as steadily and continuously as the towns that have constant con-
tact with them. National inspections, which are conducted very in-
frequently, already eliminate 10 per cent of the number enrolled. 
We fear that the number will rise iflocal authorities do not finan-
cially participate.'47 For instance, police in Sèvres investigated 
each chômeur who applied for assistance.48 'The spirit of the un-
employed is clearly good. In fact, so good that some boast that 
they are happier jobless than working. Because of this mentality, 
they are enrolled only after the most thorough inspection. This 
enables us to eliminate abuses. '49 

43 AN F7 13527, Chambre des Députés, 2ojan. 1927; ADY 16 M 72, 2 May 1935; Walter
Rice Sharp, The Government of the French Republic (New York, 1938), 271; Daniel and 
Tuchszirer, L'Etat, 351. 44 ADY 16 M 72, Le Petit Journal, 1 Feb. 1934.

45 ADY 16 M 74, Sarcelles, 27 Nov. 1931; ADY 16 M 74, Le Commissaire, 27 Nov. 1931; 
L'Humanité, 28 Nov. 1931; L'Humanité, 3 Feb. 1931. 46 ADY 16 M 74, Chômage, n.d. 

47 AN F22 684, Secours, 15 Feb. 1935. The Nancy Chamber of Commerce shared this 
opinion. 48 ADY 16 M 74, Commissaire, 30jan. 1931. 

49 ADY 16 M 74, Commissariat de Sèvres, 14 Sept. 1932. 
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Authorities worried that declining wages in the mid-1930s 
would create a situation in which chomeurs who headed larger 
families would profit from indemnities, which were tied to the 
number of children, to accumulate subsidies that would surpass 
a normal salary.5° For example, police suspected that many in 
Argenteuil who received income from funds were 'the voluntary 
unemployed', some of whom profited from their large families to 
receive high subsidies based on the number of their children. 51 

To avoid this situation, which officials believed would encourage 
chômeurs to avoid seeking jobs, they were prepared to reduce the 
subsidy allotted to the children of the unemployed. Authorities 
remained concerned that some unionized jobless-although a 
distinct minority-collected benefits both from their union and 
from the state, and in 1934 took measures to restrict dual alloca-
tions. 52 Both CGT (Confédération Générale du Travail) and 
CGTU (Confederation Générale du Travail Unitaire) affiliates 
continued to administer their own unemployment funds, which 
were partially subsidized by the government.53 The Minister of 
Labour worried that continuous unemployment payments pro-
duced negative 'material and moral consequences'. 54 Chômage was 
supposed to be temporary, and long-term assistance would make 
the jobless lose their will to engage in wage labour. 55 

The state tried to create a municipal consensus that permitted 
allowances to what it defined as deserving workers, but in 1934 
Jean-Baptiste Decoman, mayor of Argenteuil, complained that 
commission members risked 'crude insults' and threats if they 
pared the rolls of the unqualified. 56 'In certain towns, the jobless 
have invaded the mayor's home and threatened his person and 
terrorized his family.' The wary Argenteuil mayor suggested that 

.fonctionnaires of the Ministry of Labour--not local officials-take 
full responsibility for both financing compensation and establish-
ing individual eligibility. After the Labour Ministry and Argen-
teuil officials eliminated several hundred from the dole, the PCF 

50 For a general treatment of this issue see Susan Pedersen, Family, Dependence, and the 
Origins ofthe Welfare State: Britain and France, 1914-1945 (Cambridge, 1993). 

51 ADY 16 M 74, Situation economique, 30Jan. 1931. 
52 Letellier et al., Chômage, i. 240; Daniel and Tuchszirer, L'État, 125. 
53 Letellier et al., ChiJmage, i. 218-25. 
54 Archives departementales de la Somme (henceforth ADS) 2657, Ministcre, 23]une 

1936. 55 AN F22 684, Ministre, n.d. 
56 Le Petit Journal, 1 Feb. 1934. 
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(Parti Communiste Français) successfully organized the chômeurs 
of this industrial suburb, 175 of whom marched to the town hall 
to demand their re-enrolment.57 

French legislation insisted that the distinction between the poten-
tially productive and the physically incapacitated be maintained. 
All those who were liars or alcoholics were to be removed from the 
lists. In Cayeux-sur-Mer (Somme) only approximately ten of the 
forty workers who were unemployed in March 1934 could legally 
qualify as chômeurs. 58 The mayor expressed the fears of the righteous 
(bien-pensants): 'The others were older men, workers who laboured 
sporadically, or day labourers who had little desire to find steady 
work. They were inclined to become professional unemployed if as-
sured of a regular indemnity. '59 Likewise, some non-Communist 
municipalities accused the unemployed of 'laziness and drunken-
ness', qualities that were almost always paired in the inter-war pe-
riod.60 The Liboume (Gironde) town council insisted that its 
chômeurs toil: 'Right now an unemployed person gets 9 francs per 
day without doing anything. Workers received approximately 20 for 
a full day's labour. We have confirmed that many chômeurs prefer 
to receive 9 francs without working than to labour to get 11 more.'61 

The mayor of Angers (Maine-et-Loire), Eugene Proust, em-
ployed the harsh and deliberately offensive language of a grand 
bourgeois who demanded effort from the less fortunate. He argued 
that 'professional chômeurs, parasites of the nation' constituted 20 
to 25 per cent of the unemployed who received benefits. 62 His 
percentage may have been confirmed by the experience of 
Fontaine-au-Pire (Nord), a small textile town, where 50 of the 200 
heads of household were struck from the rolls because of incom-
plete documentation or 'inaccurate declarations', a finding which 
would not have surprised the authors of Marienthal. 63 Throughout 

57 ADY 4 M 2/96, Le Préfet, 5 Feb. 1934. Among this group were 30 Poles who 
protested to their consulate. 

58 ADS 2362, Le Maire de Cayeux-sur-Mer àM. le Préfet, 28 Mar. 1934. 
59 Ibid. Italics in original. For a somewhat similar situation in London, see Barry 

Eichengreen, 'Unemployment in Interwar Britain: New Evidence from London',Joumal 
of Interdisciplinary History, 17 (1986), 335-58. 

60 AN F7 13557, Comité du XX, 27 June 1933; AN F7 13557, Comité de Maisons-Alfort, 
15 Sept. 1933; ADY 4 M 2/g6, Commissaire de Chaville, 16 Nov. 1933. See also André
Gueslin, Les Gens de rien: une histoire de la grande pauvreté dans la France du XXe siècle (Paris, 2004), 
94-5, 101. 61 Préfecture, 5 Nov. 1934, AN F22 677. 

62 AN F22 67g/68o, Association des Maires de France, 1934.
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the département of the Somme, 365 (20 per cent) of 1,847 applicants 
were refused allocations.64 The Somme's commission paritaire re-
jected 22 per cent of applicants, some of whom had found a new 
job without informing the commission. It therefore insisted on 
daily check-ins for all assistedjobless.65 The Nancy Chamber of 
Commerce postulated that 1,500 of 3,500 chômeurs in its département 
were 'hard-core unemployed' (un élément incompressible).66 At 
Brunoy (Essonne), 'professional chômeurs' seem to have been mid-
dle-aged men who refused work because they either owned their 
home or had other, undeclared sources ofincome.67 

Militants targeted Henri Sellier, an ex-PCF member who had 
become the Socialist mayor of the industrial suburb of Suresnes, 
not only for his introduction of what they saw as labour camps 
but also for increased control and inspections of the jobless. 68 

To illustrate its accusation, L'Humanité quoted Sellier himself: 'In 
the month of November 1933, the Seine [departement] checked 
5g,ooo unemployed. It eliminated 4,ooo [7 per cent] of them. 
More than 3,ooo of the eliminated had not met their scheduled 
appointments. Only 2,375 appealed, and only 184 of them 
won.'69 Sellier's rigour, it was charged, provided a fascist model 
for both the bourgeoisie and suburban municipalities. 70 The PCF 
attack on Sellier, who had been the head of the departement place-
ment office, was an assault on the entire system of distribution 
of jobless benefits. Communists considered control and investiga-
tion of workers 'fascist' and wanted to distribute indemnities 
much more widely and generously. 

Frequent clocking-in (pointages) eliminated a good number from 
the rolls. For example, 'all it took in one locality to reduce sub-
stantially the number of subsidized "jobless" bakers was to re-
quire them to sign on very early in the morning'. 71 In this case, 
entrepreneurial 'unemployed' believed that they could tap two 
sources of income-one from the private sector and the other 
from the state. The Ministry of Labour suggested that chômeurs be 

64 ADS 2636, Office, n.d. [1931?). 
65 ADS 2636, Office, 29 Dec. 1931. 66 AN F22 683, II Feb. 1936. 
67 AN F22 682, Maire, 22 Nov. 1932. In Raincy, only approximately 5 per cent (10 out 

of 200) of the unemployed were prosecuted or jailed for fraud. Authorities fined employers 
who permitted them to leave work to check in. 

68 AN F7 13562,8 Aug. 1934; Perry, 'Unemployment', 462. 
69 L'Humanité, 21 Dec. 1933. 
70 AN F7 13562, 8 Aug. 1934, Comité d'Alfortville; AN F7 13562, Tract, Union des 
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obligated to punch in three times per week at varied hours. A 
labour inspector warned the mayor of Amiens that the five un-
employed persons who had not reported for three weekly check-
ins were ineligible to receive benefits.72 National authorities 
accused other towns, such as Viry-Chatillon (Essonne), of har-
bouring 'a certain number of irregularities', notably only one 
pointage per week persistently scheduled at the same hour. In ad-
dition, local authorities had neglected to require the necessary 
documentation to prove that the candidate had earned wages 
for at least six months. 73 Inspectors insisted that chômeurs be 
notified only the night before their scheduled check-in. Partici-
pation in labour disputes, for example, in solidarity with strikers, 
was not a valid excuse to miss check-ins.74 

Throughout the Depression, government officials continued to 
voice economic (and military) worries about what they saw as the 
lack of initiative of the jobless: 'Abuses inevitably occur because 
the unemployed put all their energy into profiting from their sit-
uation. They consider unemployment as a time of relaxation .... 
By insisting on unemployment compensation, the propaganda of 
extremist parties strives to discourage volunteering and re-enlist-
ments in the Army.'75 According to the Minister of Labour, au-
thorities had the duty to ensure the unemployed workers' desire 
to work: 'It is an absolute obligation of officials to avoid any 
measure which might weaken the will to work that manifested it-
self most vigorously in previous crises [ 1921 and 1927] .'76 

In the Somme, a larger number tried to get assistance than re-
ceived it. At Amiens and Abbeville, 1,413 applied and 835 (6o per 
cent) were approved. 77 The following month at Abbeville, nearly 
30 per cent of applicants were rejected. 78 The commission paritaire 
of Amiens examined 1,847 cases in 1931-2 and refused 365 appli-
cations (20 per cent). 79 The prosecutor told organized Amiens 
ch6meurs that none of their members would be evicted except for 
B., 'who refused to pay his rent for four years and turned down 
a job paying 32.5 francs per day. He prefers not to work and to 

72 ADS 2657, L'Inspecteur divisionnaire. Chômeurs wanted 'Sunday payment'. See ADS 
2362, Prefecture de la Somme, 5]an. 1935. 73 AN F22 684, Ministre, 31 May 1935. 

74 Archives departementales du Val-de-Marne (henceforth ADVM) 7 F 3, Le Plessis, 
21 Sept. 1938. 75 AN F7 13562, A.S. du chômage, 6 Sept. 1934· 

76 AN F7 13550, Le Ministre du Travail àM. le Préfet de la Seine, 8 Feb. 1932. 
77 ADS 2636, Office, 4 Feb. 1932. 78 ADS 26g6, Ville, 1 Mar. 1932. 
79 ADS 2636, Préfecture. 
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get benefits.'80 The Labour Minister insisted that all those who re-
ceive allocations sign a statement that they were legitimate 
chômeurs.81 If convicted of fraud, the written form could be easily 
used against them. The minister lamented the lack of inspectors, 
one of whom could check 'only' 250 chômeurs per day.82 He also 
knew that if the unqualified received benefits, they would not re-
turn them. Inspections were needed before and not after distribu-
tion of benefits. The resistance of the unemployed hindered 
investigations: 'Direct control is very difficult for inspectors who 
are unfamiliar with the locality and are often greeted with hostility 
and obstruction. The jobless have threatened and injured them.'83 

If département or national authorities suspected that local officials 
were too liberal with awards, they put professional work inspec-
tors on the case. At Amiens (pop. 9o,ooo), which enrolled 8o per 
cent (1,6oo) of the chômeurs of the Somme in 1934, inspectors 
found dozens who received benefits for which they did not qual-
ify.84 Supervisors reminded the mayor that 'no chômeur is exempt 
from periodic controls'. Provisions for the part-time unemployed 
existed, especially after 1933.85 The state could assist those who 
had been regularly employed and who were working fewer than 
32 hours per week, a situation which at the beginning of 1935 
characterized 3.45 per cent of the active labour force. 86 However, 
municipalities were reluctant to do so since they considered that 
'control [of chômeurs and chômeuses] is very difficult. There are nu-
merous ways to commit fraud. These towns are afraid that once 
they provide help to part-time workers, the latter will become de-
pendent on welfare and increase their income more than full-
time workers. '87 Municipal leaders wished to limit expenses by 
allowing the unemployed to work part-time, thus reducing their 
indemnity by the amount of wages earned. The Minister of 
Labour endorsed these money-saving measures. 88 

The city was forced to reimburse some funds because of 'ir-
regularities' in the office for part-time unemployment.89 The 

80 ADS M 116, Reunion, 3o]une 1933. 
81 ADS M 116, Préfecture, 17 Aug. 1933· 82 AN F22 684, Ministre, 22june 1934.
83 Letellier et al., Chômage, i. 266. 84 ADS 2657, L'Inspecteur, 13 Apr. 1937.
85 AN F22 684, Fonds National, 23 Nov. 1934; ADSM 10 M 139, 17 Dec. 1931. 
86 ADY 16 M 72, Ministere du Travail, 13]une 1932; AN F22 684, Secours, 15 Feb. 
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89 ADS 2657, Ministere du Travail, 19 Nov. 1936. 
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state argued that Amiens neglected to make periodic inspections, 
to demand daily pointages, and awarded benefits without de-
manding proper documentation, especially a work certificate. 
The national government requested the repayment of 145,000 
francs. The mayor responded that he had applied the rules 'hu-
manely'. 90 He argued that if the regulations were strictly obeyed, 
no part-time unemployed person would get assistance. The 
mayor continued to resist the state's demands for repayment, 
but he also refused the unemployed committees' appeals, voiced 
during the Popular Front, for increased benefits to keep up with 
inflation. It is not known how he responded to the prefect's frus-
tration that 'numerous' chomeurs frequented bars (debits de boissons) 
located near the Placement Office, where pointages and distribu-
tion of benefits occurred.91 The prefect recommended that the 
latter functions be moved to the more intimidating atmosphere 
of the district police headquarters. 

lnjuly 1937 the Amiens municipal commission recommended 
eliminating 'a certain number' who were either drinking heavily 
or not searching for a job.92 In principle, the jobless were obli-
gated to accept any proffered position.93 Under certain circum-
stances, however, they could refuse: if housing were unavailable; 
if pay fell well below their professional norms; if the new post in-
volved an entirely new profession; or if the new post was involved 
in strike-breaking. These regulations were quite favourable to 
chômeurs compared to rules in other European nations.94 An ex-
ceptional drinking binge was no reason to eliminate a chômeur 
from compensation, but habitual drunkenness was. As a result of 
eliminations and summer hiring, the number of subsidized un-
employed in Amiens dropped from 2,105 injune to 1,412 in No-
vember 1935.95 Mter that time, authorities conducted biannual 
investigations of the resources of each ch8meur's family, physical 
capacities, and job searches. Many, if not most, who remained 
eligible were older workers whom employers were reluctant to 
hire.96 

Some municipalities-such as Rouen and Blosseville-Bonse-
cours, one of its industrial suburbs-did an extremely thorough 

90 ADS 2657, Maire, 12 Apr. 1935.
92 ADS 2657, Mairie, 23july 1937.
94 Letellier et al., Chômage, i. 254. 
96 ADS 2657, Le Directcur, 28july 1937.

91 ADS 2657, Prefet, 8 Oct. 1934.
93 ADSM 10 M 139, Rouen, 24 Feb. 1938. 

95 Ibid. 
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job investigating all those who applied.97 They researched the 
situation of each applicant, usually male, and verified his work sit-
uation, number of children, incomes of household members 
(including common-law wives), type of pension, home owner-
ship, willingness to seek and engage in wage labour, arrest 
record, and-not to be neglected-drinking habits. A total of 
170 Blosseville-Bonsecours residents applied, 140 were accepted, 
and 30 rejected. At another Rouen suburb, Notre-Dame-de-
Bondeville, the mayor feared that awarding benefits to one chômeur
professionel would stimulate the demands of many others. 98 In 
Rouen itself, dozens were refused assistance, often for inebriation 
or refusal to seek work. Police investigated 'so-called indigents' 
who applied for local charity and found a few 'fraudulent 
abuses'. 99 At the level of the départernent, an inspection resulted in 
the elimination of hundreds from eligibility for poor relief and 
medical assistance. 100 However, at Lyons the percentage of those 
eliminated from the dole dropped precipitously, from 15 per cent 
in 1930 to only 3 per cent in 1935.101 

Denunciations 

The system of awarding benefits necessitated information. Of 
course, not all chômeurs revealed their sources of income or prop-
erty holdings. The anonymous informer became part of the qual-
ifying process. Free and secular education under the Third 
Republic had rendered almost all informers (and jobless) literate. 
With varying motives, individuals of different persuasions wrote 
to officials and denounced what they considered to be fraud and 
immorality. One anti-clerical letter from Paris complained that 
the Church was feeding 'professional chômeurs'. 102 At Lillebonne 
(Seine-Maritime), a chômeur who regularly became intoxicated but 
had been receiving assistance for three years was anonymously de-
nounced.103 'The jobless in general are humiliated by their lack 
of work. To make it worse, the uncivilized sneak in among them 
and damage their reputations even more.' The denunciation was 

97 ADSM 10 M 146, Blosseville, 1933-7.
98 ADSM 10 M 319, Demandes, 5 Nov. 1932. 

100 ADSM 1 NP 151, Conseil, 1935. 
102 AN F7 13550, 2ojan. 1932. 
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signed 'a chômeur who speaks in the name of many'. Another in-
formant denounced the failure of an unmarried woman who was 
living with a man to return to her seasonal job. According to this 
informant, the offending female publicly boasted: 'I don't need to 
tire myself.'104To ingratiate herself with the Socialist Prime Min-
ister, a woman wrote directly to LéonBlum informing him that 
members of an affluent family were receiving allocations: 'Every-
one in the neighbourhood is disgusted, but no one says a word 
because [the family] is [extreme-right] Croixfeu [sic]' and had a 
son employed by the police. 105 On the other side of the political 
spectrum, the then-Socialist Marcel Déat forwarded a letter from 
a resident of Bobigny who claimed that he was struck from the 
rolls because he was anti-Communist. 106 Jacobin sentiment in-
spired another informant who revealed that a chômeur had aristo-
cratic friends and was accumulating a nest egg for his old age. 107 

Officials prosecuted some of those accused of fraud and sent the 
most egregious offenders to jail for several weeks or months. 

The 'morality' of female applicants was investigated. 108 Of 
course, these probes reflected conventional bourgeois values but 
were, at the same time, effective in discovering deception. 109 One 
woman was able, through the efforts of a friend, to document 
that she was a shop employee. However, her constant refusal to 
accept any job offered led authorities to prosecute her. Along with 
her friend, she was forced to repay the year's unemployment sub-
sidy that she had received. It was implied that her reimbursements 
to the state came from her earnings as a prostitute. Women 'living 
in concubinage' could not be considered heads of household and 
were refused assistance. This was a significant exclusion since 19
per cent of the unemployed cohabitated or lived in 'irregular 
households'.ll0 The Construction Union of Trouville-Deauville 
contested traditional bourgeois morality and argued that 'the chil-
dren of women who live continuously and publicly with comrades 
should be considered legitimate with regard to receiving unem-
ployment benefits'. 111 Committees of the unemployed maintained 

104 ADSM 10 M 321, 10 July 1936[?]. 105 ADSM 10 M 321, 1 July1936. 
106 AN F22 684, letter, n.d. 107 ADS 2657, letter, 20 Aug. 1936. 
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that when widows, even common-law widows, became heads of 
households, they should automatically receive the same benefits as 
deceased husbands. I I 2 During the Popular Front (1936-8), the 
Comité Mondial des Femmes contre la Guerre et le Fascisme 
(Global Committee ofWomen against War and Fascism) argued 
that if a husband died or left his wife, she should receive his al-
location. I I 3 It claimed that all women with children, regardless of 
marital status, deserved a subsidy. The Popular Front government 
of 1936 did try to liberalize the administration of subsidies to the 
'permanent and stable' partner of a jobless man. 1 I4 It also raised 
minimum benefits for the mass of subsidized jobless. I I5 

Chômeuses generally had a more difficult time finding work than 
chômeurs, but they also had more access to aid from a wider circle 
of friends and relatives. Females living with a male friend were 
often assumed-usually correctly-to be dependent upon his 
(often undeclared) income. I I6 On the other hand, women com-
plained that missing a job interview to look after the children re-
sulted in benefit elimination. Of course, young women had special 
difficulties. A female activist of a Communist front organization 
(Union des Femmes contre la Misere et la Guerre) reported sexual 
harassment by investigators of the twelfth arrondissement. I I 7 One 
female was told: 'As beautiful as you are, you don't need aid. Use 
your talents as an attractive young woman.'118

When organized militancy of the unemployed committees 
waned during the late 1930s after the election of the Popular Front 
government, I I 9 individual struggles against exclusion from benefits 
nonetheless continued. For example, Madame X was a comfort-
able widow with a reputation for frugality, if not miserliness. Her 
husband had died in 1935, leaving her a fortune of at least 150,000 
francs. 120 The widow, though, was not satisfied with her inheri-
tance, and-through the complicity of a friend who was a mem-
ber of the Argenteuil chômeurs' committee-was able to acquire the 
documentation necessary to obtain unemployment benefits. Yet 
'everyone [in the neighbourhood] knows that Madame X . 

112 AN F7 677, Comités, 21jan. and 24jan. 1935.
113 AN F22 679/68o, Comité, 23june 1936. 
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never worked outside of her home.' When she began to receive 
benefits, a few of her friends were scandalized and stopped seeing 
her. In February 1939, police investigators determined that 
Madame X continued to receive her indemnity of 7.5 francs per 
day, which amounted to a total of 8,212 francs since May 1936. 
They turned the case over to prosecutors. 

Given the limitations of the sources, it is impossible to evaluate 
the accuracy of these seemingly unsolicited denunciations. Nev-
ertheless, these examples of individuals' alleged deceptions are in-
teresting and important in themselves for a number of reasons. 
Informing was a tradition rooted in popular culture and would 
take even nastier forms during the Second World War. 121 De-
nunciations in totalitarian and authoritarian states-such as Vichy 
France, Nazi Germany, or the Soviet Union-have often proven 
to be unreliable. 122 However, unlike those regimes, the Third Re-
public was democratic: 'Denunciation is a marginal practice in 
democracies, where there are strong norms against it.' 123 Letter 
writers responded to defiance of a conventional moral economy 
('a good day's work for a good day's pay') by their 'jobless' neigh-
bours with their own individualized rebelliousness against social 
norms ('mind your own business'). Paradoxically enough, popular 
culture often stigmatizes 'welfare cheats',foux chômeurs, andfoineants 
in the strongest terms, but it reacts equally negatively against 
'rats', 'snitches', 'squealers', delateurs, or mouchards. This widespread 
condemnation explains why many letters were left unsigned. Fur-
thermore, unlike during the Vichy period, when rewards for de-
nouncing résistants or Jews were common, delateurs or dénonciateurs 
during the Third Republic seemed to have little to gain from de-
nouncing their free-loading neighbours. In this context, the Third 
Republic was closer to its Weimar counterpart and the Vichy 
Regime to the Third Reich. 124 Of course, informants may have 
been merely satisfying their vengeful, jealous, or other personal 
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impulses, and there is no evidence that they received any material 
rewards for their accusations. In a larger and longer framework, 
'denunciation lies along the fault line dividing those who find 
themselves in tension with the state and those who see some of 
their own identity in the state'. 125 I would add that those who 
condemned publicly or privately alleged welfare fraud expected 
the French Republic to act as the upholder and enforcer of a sec-
ular work ethic which it had always promoted. 

Conclusion 

The issue of deception and legitimacy is obviously a charged 
matter that has its own loaded vocabulary. Terms such as 'wel-
fare cheating' or 'welfare fraud' seem to editorialize. The classic 
sociological finding-followed uncritically by some historians-
that work provided meaning for workers is no more helpful than 
the moralists who charged the unemployed with unethical and 
parasitic behaviour. The assumed productivist beliefs of historians 
and social scientists cannot account for the literally repulsive na-
ture of wage labour and some workers' refusal of it. There are 
indications-even though the sources are often bourgeois, gov-
ernmental, or anonymous-that a significant number of the un-
employed engaged in deceptive practices. 

A number of chômeurs fought as individuals against wage labour 
itself, even though the demand for zero work was never publicly 
articulated. These jobless may have been discreet, but they certainly 
were not as docile, passive, or 'resigned' as Marienthal concluded. 126 

Nor did they propagate their struggle against wage labour in the 
productivist language of the official chômeurs' movements of leftist 
parties and unions of the 1930s. If actual 'abuse' of benefits was lim-
ited to an important minority of cMmeurs, potential 'abuse' was 
enormous. In other words, unemployment had two sides. On the 
one hand, the fear of dismissal increased work discipline amongst 
the employed; on the other, the possibility of receiving subsidies 
tempted some-whether eligible or not-to seek benefits and not 
steady wage labour. Individuals used the recognized social/ eco-
nomic problem of unemployment for their own purposes. 

125 Colin Lucas cited in Fitzpatrick and Gellately, 'Introduction', 17. 
126 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, 53.
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The individual and collective actions of the unemployed be-
tween the wars anticipated the contemporary radical left, and 
the revival of the movement of the unemployed in the rggos re-
called its counterpart of the rg3os. Like its predecessor, the new 
movement fought zealously for higher subsidies, greater mini-
mum wage, free rent, and services for the jobless. However, un-
like its 1930s forerunner, some of the components of the rggos 
movement voiced an anti-productivism which severed the rela-
tionship between work and revenue. 127 Chômeurs, they argued, 
should receive a decent income regardless of their involvement 
in wage labour. As in the 1930s, the reactions were similar. Many 
suspected that the jobless-in one estimate almost 50 per cent-
were chômeurs volontaires or faux chômeurs. This perception revived 
the anti-welfare policies of the French right. 128 

The emphasis on individual protests against wage labour and 
welfare regulations qualifies several axioms common to labour 
history. Historians have often assumed that the working class is 
the class of production and solidarity. Yet some unemployed 
workers avoided work, the major social discipline, and profited 
from benefits offered by national or local collectivities. These 
chômeurs preferred to live without wage labour and defied the pro-
ductivist ethos of both the bourgeoisie and of workers' parties 
and trade unions. A focus on individuals also implicitly contests 
historians' and social scientists' emphasis on collective identities, 
whether political, social, or cultural. The men and women as-
serted their own personal needs and desires against the official 
rules and regulations of the nation and, at times, against the 
dominant customs of their own communities. 

127 Maurer, Les Chomeurs, 42, 79; Nicole The, Entre revendication et subversion: le mouvement 
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