
STEPHANIE WARD 

'The Workers Are in the Mood to Fight the Act': Protest against the 
Means Test, 1931-1935 

in 

MATTHIAS REISS AND MATT PERRY (eds.), Unemployment and Protest: New 
Perspectives on Two Centuries of Contention (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) 

pp. 245–264  

ISBN: 978 0 199 59573 0 

The following PDF is published under a Creative Commons CC BY-NC-ND licence. Anyone 
may freely read, download, distribute, and make the work available to the public in printed 
or electronic form provided that appropriate credit is given. However, no commercial use is 

allowed and the work may not be altered or transformed, or serve as the basis for a 
derivative work. The publication rights for this volume have formally reverted from Oxford 
University Press to the German Historical Institute London. All reasonable effort has been 

made to contact any further copyright holders in this volume. Any objections to this material 
being published online under open access should be addressed to the German Historical 

Institute London. 

DOI: 



10 
'The Workers Are in the Mood to 
Fight the Act': Protest against the 

Means Test, 1931-1935
STEPHANIE WARD 

The historiography of unemployed protest in inter-war Britain 
has primarily focused upon key upsurges in action and the activ-
ities of the National Unemployed Workers' Movement (NUWM) 
and theJarrow Crusaders. The proliferation of street protests and 
demonstrations in 1921, 1932, and 1935 has attracted particular 
attention, along with the NUWM's six hunger marches to 
London. 1 Such work has demonstrated that the unemployed did 
take a stand against the government and how the workless were 
mobilized for mass action. However, outside the key episodes of 
protest there has been litde discussion of other examples of col-
lective action by the unemployed; in part, this can be attributed 
to the relatively recent interest in the history of unemployed 
protests. 2 Despite the very fruitful examinations of the response 
of the unemployed that have been produced, far more research 
needs to be done on local protests and the nature and expression 
of this opposition. How the unemployed expressed their resistance 
throughout the period is essential to an understanding of the 

The quotation in the tide is from Lewisjones, Daily Worker, 24]an. I935, I. 
I Peter Kingsford, The Hunger Marchers in Britain 1920-1939 (London, 1982); Richard 

Croucher, We Refuse to Starve in Silence: A History ofthe National Unemployed Workers' Movement, 
1920-46 (London, 1987); Neil Evans, '"South Wales has been Roused as Never Before": 
Marching against the Means Test, 1934-36', in David W. Howell and Kenneth O.Morgan 
(eds.), Crime, Protest and Police in Modem British Society: Essays in Memory ofDavid J. V. ]ones 
(Cardiff, 1999); Matt Perry, Bread and Work: The Experience of Unemployment, 1918-I939 
(London, 2ooo); Matthias Reiss, 'Not All Were Apathetic: National Hunger Marches as 
Political Rituals in Interwar Britain', injorg Neuheiser and Michael Schaich (eds.), Political 
Rituals in Great Britain 1700-2000 (Augsburg, 2006). 

2 Matthias Reiss has also emphasized that 'organized street demonstrations have 
received relatively litde attention from historians, except as indicators of social tensions'. 
Matthias Reiss, 'Introduction', in id. (ed.), The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public Rallies 
since the Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 2007}, 3.
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larger examples of collective action and, moreover, the govern-
ment's attitude to protesters. To this end, the protest against the 
Means Test becomes most important. 

The Means Test was introduced as a condition of receiving 
insurance benefit for all long-term unemployed registered workers 
in 1931. This was not the first time that a means test had been intro-
duced, but it was the first time that all the long-term unemployed 
were required to undergo a public assistance-style household means 
test. Throughout the decade the Means Test dominated political 
debate and was claimed to have worsened the position of the 
unemployed and their dependants more than any other factor. 
Richard F1anagan has argued that although 'the unemployed suf-
fered greatly from legislative and administrative measures other 
than the means test ... it was the means test that became the motif 
that towered over all others, that became the great symbol of the 
injustice and wrongs of the inter-war era'. 3 Outcry came from all 
quarters as Christian ministers, social investigators, and politicians 
joined the labour movement, which took the lead in speaking out 
against the test. In the early and mid-1930s, marches against the 
Means Test, in certain areas, were held on a weekly, if not daily, 
basis and opposition to the test produced the largest examples of 
inter-war protests. The hunger marches of the 1930s were princi-
pally organized against the test and in 1935 a reported 30o,ooo 
people took to the streets of South Wales to demonstrate. While no 
study of the inter-war period could fail to ignore the anti-Means 
Test demonstrations, outside the largest examples of action there 
has been little exploration of the many other marches. 

A study of the Means Test can reveal much about the mobiliza-
tion of the unemployed, how they were organized, and by whom. 
Historians should begin to look beyond the role of the NUWM and 
the hunger marchers, important as both the organization and their 
national marches were. By examining other examples of street 
protests, a greater understanding of how the unemployed took to 
the streets can be gleaned and so suggest that protest did not only 
take place during certain weeks and months. Furthermore, by 
examining police and government responses to unemployed pro-
testers at smaller-scale marches it can be ascertained why, and not 
just how, those out of work were often demonized. The govern-

3 Richard Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards': A History of the Politics of the Unemployed in Britain, 
TBB4-1939 (London, 1991), 181. 
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ment's perception and imagining of the unemployed was impera-
tive to the treatment of the out-of-work. Here, the importance of 
the police in influencing the construction of the image of the unem-
ployed is explored. How the police treated marchers in smaller-
scale protests which were for the most part peaceful, and how the 
government was drawn into debates about police action, says much 
about the relationship between the unemployed and those in 
authority. While consensus did ultimately reign, the government 
and the police were clearly alarmed by the volume of those taking 
to the streets and it was not only street protests that preoccupied 
the Home Office. The policing of meetings illustrates how seriously 
the government perceived both the threat of protests of the unem-
ployed, and other important forms of protest, to be. 

As well as protesting in the streets, opposition to the Means Test 
led to an outpouring of literature in the press, letters, social surveys, 
pamphlets, histories, and working-class novels.4 Letters, petitions, 
resolutions, and meetings all convey a level of opposition that often 
remains hidden and yet can help to explain the mass mobilization 
of the unemployed. Although street protests were undoubtedly the 
most symbolically powerful expressions of protest, it was the less 
well-known examples of opposition that enabled a constant 
barrage of criticism against the government and simultaneously 
kept the issue alive in the public arena. These expressions of protest 
were in some ways a more respectable form of voicing discontent 
as they did not hold the radical connotations of marching in a 
public place. The distinctions in the expressions of protest from 
different groups and regions are important in determining the 
character of protest in the 1930s, and again can help us to say far 
more about perceptions of the unemployed and the government. 

Protest and the Means Test 

Within weeks of the implementation of the Means Test on 12 
November 1931, the unemployed mobilized in the streets in oppo-
sition to a measure that was blamed for disrupting family life, 

4 Sid Elias, Mass Murder: An Exposure ofthe Means Test (London, 1932); Walter Brierly, 
Means-Test Man (London, 1935); Walter Greenwood, Love on the Dole (London, 1935), 22-3, 
187, 193, 231, 194-205; Edward Warburton and Carl Butler, 'Disallowed': The Tragedy ofthe 
Means Test (London, 1935); G. D. H. Cole and M. I. Cole, The Condition ofBritain (London, 
1937); Wal Hannington, The Problem ofthe Distressed Areas (London, 1937); Lewisjones, We 
Live(London, 1939); Max Cohen, I Was One ofthe Unemployed (London, 1945). 
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attacking notions of respectability, and even leading men and 
women to suicide. Respectable social strata and organizations 
which had previously distanced themselves from the protests of 
the unemployed began to associate with the wave of opposition 
and at times even marched alongside the workless in the streets. 
In certain areas councillors took the dramatic, and indeed illegal, 
step of openly defying the government, and refused to operate the 
Means Test. 5 The notion that it was causing families to separate 
and the connection of the respectable working class with the poor 
law through a public assistance-style examination roused discon-
tent throughout those areas most affected by long-term unemploy-
ment. MPs, social investigators, Christian ministers, and trade 
union officials supported the protests of the unemployed on this 
more than any other issue. InJanuary and February 1935, these 
divergent groups united in an unprecedented display of mass 
action following the establishment of the Unemployment 
Assistance Board (UAB). The Board was created to be a 'non-
political body in order to remove the administration of the Means 
Test from the arena of politics', but, conversely, the government 
was forced to intervene as hundreds of thousands took to the 
streets.6 

The Means Test dramatically elicited protest movements from 
the unemployed and the wider community. Although the general 
picture suggests that protest ebbed and flowed during the period, 
agitation against the Means Test was in fact more of a constant.7 
In certain months it appeared as though not a day went by 
without a demonstration against the test being held. Richard 
Croucher has argued that in the summer of 1932 the usual slump 
in protest did not occur, and that 'this was a sign that the depth 
of feeling against the Means Test was sufficient to ensure a con-
tinuous wave of protest for some time to come'.8 While there was 
obvious anger against the test for the reasons outlined above, this 
in itself does not explain why so many people protested against 
the measure. For sustained mass action, organization, leadership, 

5 In Rotherham and Durham the operation of the Means Test was taken over by gov-
ernment commissioners. 

6 Unemployment Assistance Board Minutes, 31jan. 1935, 146, The National Archives, 
London (hereafter TNA), AST 12/17.

7 Wal Hannington, Ten Lean rears: An Examination ofthe Recordofthe National Government 
in the Fzeld ofUnemployment (London, 1940), 5o-3. 

8 Croucher, We Refuse to Starve in Silence, 132. 
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and a wide body of support were crucial. As Dieter Rucht has 
noted, 'social networks, mobilizing groups, a belief that the protest 
will be noticed, and perhaps even the prospect of success, must 
be present in order for a latent protest to be transformed into an 
active one'.9 Opposition against the Means Test in many ways 
created the right conditions for active protest. 

First, the abolition of the Means Test provided a clear focus for 
protesters and acted as an umbrella for wider grievances such as 
the provision of work, living conditions, and the government's atti-
tude to the depressed areas. For example, although the 1932 
Hunger March was billed as an anti-Means Test march, calls 
were also made by demonstrators 'against the National 
Government ... against the Anomalies Act and against the 10 per 
cent cut in unemployment benefit'. 10 It could be argued that until 
1931 opposition to the government's unemployment policy was 
many-sided: protest against the Means Test channelled anger 
from the many organizations which had expressed indignation at 
the position of the unemployed into one clear aim. As Alan 
Deacon has noted, opposition to the Means Test provided a focus 
for activities of the NUWM. 11 In the first edition of the move-
ment's paper, the Unemployed Special, a call was made to unite 
against the Means Test: 'we must work, using every struggle as a 
step forward to the greater mobilisation against the Means Test.' 12 

Harry Pollitt, General Secretary of the Communist Party, argued 
that the work of the unemployed could be 'pulled together' in the 
pages of the Unemployed Special so that 'along these lines we can 
not only conduct a better fight against the Means Test now, but 
we can prepare to meet the heavier attacks that are to take place 
in the coming months'. 13 

Secondly, means-tested applicants had a greater sense of iden-
tity as unemployed because of the longevity of their situation. 

9 Dieter Rucht, 'On the Sociology of Protest Marches', in Reiss (ed.), The Street as Stage, 
53.

10 The purpose of the Hunger March was to present a petition against the Means Test 
and the Anomalies Acts, signed by over 1 million people, to the government. The NUWM 
also planned to demand extra winter relief if its deputation was successful in meeting with 
the government. Maud Brown's Speech to the Crowds at Trafalgar Square, 30 Oct. 1932, 
2, TNA, HO 144/18187; NUWM Handbill of Proposed Demonstration by London 
Workers to Greet the Hunger Marchers, 19 Dec. 1932, HO 144/18187.

11 Alan Deacon, 'Systems oflnterwar Unemployment Relief, in Sean Glynn and Alan 
Booth (eds.), The Road to Full Employment (London, 1987), 32. 

12 Unemployed Special, !,July 1932, 2. 13 Ibid. 3.
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Those who received transitional payments had not only been 
unemployed for a minimum of twenty-six weeks, but were also far 
more likely to remain in this position. Therefore, although for 
many of the unemployed 'being out of work did not create a per-
manent identity', for the long-term unemployed there was clearly 
a stronger association with an identity as workless than there was 
for the short-term unemployed.14 Indeed, by the mid-1930s a dis-
tinction between those in employment and those out of work was 
not always a key signifier of status in heavily depressed working-
class communities. What mattered more was whether an individ-
ual received unemployment insurance benefit or means-tested 
transitional payments. Those who received the former were con-
sidered to be 'the éliteof the unemployed' and were regarded as 
'the rich' .15 While being unemployed was an identity few would 
have wished to be associated with, the prolonged jobless were less 
likely to flow in and out of the movement against the Means Test 
than the short-term unemployed.16 
Thirdly, the administration of the Means Test through local 

institutions gave protesters a focal point as a destination for 
marches that, until 1935, could be lobbied to increase scales of 
benefit. As Paul Bagguley has demonstrated in his sociological 
analysis of protest in the 1930s, high levels of marches until the 
mid-1930s can be attributed to the fact that 'local state institutions' 
were 'open' to pressure from the 'local electorate and local social 
movements'.17When the Public Assistance Committees (PACs) 
administered the Means Test the unemployed could influence 
changes in the administration of transitional benefits by appealing 
directly to local councillors and officials.18 Local government 
buildings became a prime destination for marches of the unem-
ployed, like the Boards of Guardians and workhouses in earlier 
periods. Even after the administration of benefit was centralized 
for all the able-bodied unemployed, the local UAB offices were a 
target for demonstrations and deputations. 
14 Reiss, 'Not All Were Apathetic', 95.
15 Disinherited Youth:A Report on the 18+ Age Group Enquiry. Prepared for the Trustees of the

Carnegie United Kingdom Trust (Edinburgh, 1943), 68; John Bell, 'The Market', in Keith 
Armstrong and Huw Beynon (eds.), Hello,Are You Working? Memories ofthe Thirtiesin the North 
East ofEngland (Newcastle, 1977), 30. 
16 Whether other individuals shared this status to form a collective identity was open to 

stark regional variations, and this obviously had implications for protest movements. 
17 Paul Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence? Political Movements ofthe Unemployed (London, 

'991), 40. 18 Ibid. 
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Lastly, the call for the abolition of the Means Test, while requir-
ing legislative changes, was not revolutionary in its demands, and 
the social implications of the Means Test (especially that it broke 
down family life) widened the participation in protest. Groups 
which were against marching could express opposition to the test, 
and so reveal their sympathy towards the unemployed, without 
affiliating with the more revolutionary bodies who spoke out 
against unemployment. The churches and chapels were particu-
larly vocal in denouncing the effects of the Means Test, although 
they rarely marched alongside the unemployed. 19 An examination 
of expressions of protest beyond marches and demonstrations 
becomes particularly important in this respect. 

For those who readily took to the streets, the Means Test pro-
vided a clear purpose for a march, banners were embellished with 
bold statements denouncing it, and the administrative buildings 
associated with the test were an obvious destination for a march. 
These three factors were important in coordinating and mobiliz-
ing the unemployed in areas without the necessary funds with 
which to organize and advertise marches and demonstrations. 
However, protest against the Means Test was never automatic 
and the nature of the local labour movement was, of course, of 
fundamental importance. The leadership provided by groups such 
as trade unions, political parties, and the NUWM were essential 
in mobilizing the unemployed in protest. The traditions and 
culture of a region or locality influenced patterns of collective 
action, and while in some areas protest activity was a constant, 
elsewhere marches and demonstrations were far less common. 20 

Marching and Demonstrating against the Means Test 

With so many people taking to the streets to oppose the Means 
Test it is perhaps unsurprising that the government monitored the 
unemployed so closely. Police actions at demonstrations in Belfast, 
Birkenhead, and Sheffield are well known, as are the attitudes of 

19 In 1934 and 1935 the chapels were particularly vocal against the establishment of the 
UAB and the continuation of means testing. Free Press and Rhondda Leader, 10 Feb. 1934, 1 
Jan. and 26 Jan. 1935, 6; Aberdare Leader, 2 Feb. 1935, 1; Evans, 'South Wales Has Been 
Roused as Never Before', 190-2.

20 Bagguley terms these factors 'organisational resources' and 'cultural resources'. 
Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence, 46-63. 
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the government and police to hunger marchers.21 However, it was 
not only during these upsurges of activity that the police scruti-
nized the actions of the unemployed, who faced a constant battle 
over the right to march and to demonstrate in public spaces. 22 

The large number of those participating in street protests against 
the Means Test was a symbolic display of the strength of the 
movement and the police often responded with force. 23 The 
police and the government could not legally stop the unemployed 
marching without good grounds, and the orderliness and disci-
pline of the demonstrators took away a key justification for pre-
venting street protests. 24 How the police validated obstructing 
marches and attacking marchers therefore reveals much about 
their portrayal of the unemployed which could ultimately 
influence the attitude of the government, the media, and local 
councils. 

By representing those who marched as dangerous revolutionar-
ies, the police were able to give stronger justification for prevent-
ing marches against the Means Test. As Ellen Wilkinson (MP, 
]arrow) shrewdly observed of the hunger marches, 'the comfort-
able had dismissed these efforts as "Communist Demonstrations", 
as though that accounted for everything'. 25 When the Home 
Office and the Cabinet were drawn into the debate following 
public outcry at the actions of the police, the 'official' account of 
what occurred also ultimately influenced the government's repre-
sentation of the unemployed. It was the connection of all who 
protested in the streets with the NUWM and the Communist 
Party that guaranteed the government's approval of heavy-
handed police tactics. The relationship between the unemployed, 
the police force, and the government, as well as the importance of 
the representation of the workless from all parties, was played out 
most spectacularly in South Wales. However, it was discourses of 

21 Hannington, Ten Lean Years; K.ingsford, The Hunger Marchers; Croucher, We Refuse to 
Starve in Silence; Bill Moore, All Out! The Dramatic Story ofthe Sheffield Demonstration against Dole 
Cuts on February 6th 1935 (Sheffield, 1985); Stephen F. Kelly, Idle Hands, Clenched Fists: The
Depression in a Shipyard Town (Nottingham, 1987). 

22 K.ingsford, The Hunger Marchers, eh. 6. 
23 Jane Morgan, Conflict and Order: The Police and LabourDisputes in England and Wales 19oo-

1939 (Oxford, 1987), 243-60. 
24 During the hunger marches the NUWM were careful to be disciplined because of the 

image it projected to the rest of the country. Reiss, 'Not All Were Apathetic', 100-1.
25 Ellen Wilkinson, The Town That Was Murdered: The life Story of Jarrow (London, 1939}, 

198. 
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protest that were most revealing of the identity of the unem-
ployed, constructed both by those out of work and by other 
groups. 

It is clear why South Wales was the subject of police and Home 
Office attention. The region produced the largest demonstrations 
and marches in the inter-war period, and in many respects its rep-
utation as militant and volatile is justified. 26 Activity against the 
Means Test was thought to have begun in South Wales with a 
march to Bristol, and considerable numbers participated in sub-
sequent street protests.27 In February 1935 a reported 300,000 
people marched throughout the region in the climax of a week of 
marches which daily numbered tens of thousands of partici-
pants. 28 In these weeks of intense protest, the Daily Worker urged 
its readers to look to South Wales for an example of what the 
United Front could achieve, and this was not the only time South 
Wales was used as an exemplar ofmilitancy.29 

The popularity of Communism and the NUWM in certain 
areas, a tradition of industrial militancy, and the propensity of the 
unemployed to demonstrate ensured police and government inter-
est in the out-of-work. The figure of Captain Lindsay as Chief 
Constable of Glamorgan County Constabulary served only to com-
pound the situation. The connection drawn by Lindsay between 
the Communist Party and those out of work ensured that the 
unemployed who protested were treated with distrust and suspicion 
despite the low levels of violence. 30 While the numbers who took 
to the streets in South Wales were impressive, even during the most 
intense periods of protest violence was a rarity. 31 Yet throughout 
the 1930s the police, in Glamorgan especially, remained convinced 
that those taking to the streets had revolutionary motives. In 1936, 
when the UAB regulations were reintroduced, a special meeting 
convened by the Home Secretary included representatives from the 
Ministries of Labour and Health, the War Office, and MI5 to 

26 Stephanie Ward, 'The Means Test and the Unemployed in South Wales and the 
North-East of England', Labour History Review, 72/r (2oo8). 

27 Will Paynter, My Generation (London, 1972), 85.
28 The Times, 4 Feb. 193s, 14. 29 Daily Worker, 22jan. 193s, 3.
30 Jane Morgan, 'Police and Labour in the Age of Lindsay, 1910-1936', Ilafor, 5/1

(1988), IS-20. 
3! Evans, 'South Wales Has Been Roused as Never Before', 18s. The figures of those 

who took to the streets should be viewed with caution as they were subject to exaggeration 
and under-recording on both sides. Estimates here have been taken from a variety of 
sources including accounts in the press, government reports, and police statements. 
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discuss their predicted reception in South Wales because of the fears 
of Glamorgan Constabulary.32 Despite the violence that had taken 
place in other parts of the country it was only in South Wales that 
such a meeting was held. 33 Conflict therefore occurred between the 
unemployed who defended their right to lawfully protest in the 
street, and the police who were suspicious of the motives of the 
marchers. 

One of the first occasions on which the government became 
involved in the aftermath of a Means Test protest in South Wales 
was in October 1933 following public outcry at police action 
during a protest march from Maesteg to Bridgend PAC. The 
march, organized by Bridgend Central Marchers' Council, was 
broken up by the Glamorgan Constabulary which used extra 
police reinforcements and, quite extraordinarily, an aeroplane.34 

Given the nature of the assault against the unemployed, the 
actions of the South Wales police provoked outrage from the 
unemployed protesters and the events that ensued set the tone for 
future protests against the Means Test.35 Lewisjones later com-
mented that the incident in the Ogmore V alley and the 
Monmouthshire Hunger March in August 1933 made it clear 'that 
the authorities were prepared to use extreme measures to prevent 
the unemployed demonstrating for better conditions'. 36 Almost 
immediately after the incident, two mass meetings were held by 
the 'citizens' of Nantymoel and Ogmore. It was decided that a 
resolution of protest would be sent by the Bridgend Central 
Marchers' Council to the Home Secretary 'to protest against the 
unwarranted and unconstitutional action of the Glamorgan 
Constabulary, under the direction of Col. Lindsay in using mass 
police formation, [and] an aeroplane . . . to prevent a peaceful 
march of the unemployed' .37 Mass meetings were also held in 

32 UAB, Effect of the New Regulations in South Wales, TNA, HLG 30/37· 
33 Ibid. 
34 Kingsford, The Hunger Marchers, 172-4; Daily Herald, 10 Oct. 1933, 3; Police Review, 20 

Oct. 1933, TNA, HO 144/20132. 
35 Although outrage was recorded amongst many working-class people in the area, the 

local press were not as sympathetic. The South Wales Evening Post, for instance, praised the 
'innovation' of the police force. South Wales Evening Post, 9 Oct. 1933, 6. 

36 Lewis ]ones, From Exchange to Parish to the PAC: For Decency and Destitution (Central 
Marchers' Council, Tonypandy, n.d.), 7, ldris Cox Collection, Item no. 45, National 
Library of Wales (hereafter NLW), Aberystwyth. 

37 Bridgend Central Marches Council to the Home Secretary, 9 Oct. 1933, HO 
144/20132. 
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Caerau and Maesteg over the weekend and a resolution was for-
warded. 38 The issue was discussed in the local council and reso-
lutions were passed. 39 Protests also came from outside the region, 
and a letter of support was sent by the South-West Lancashire 
NUWM District Council to the Home Office.40 The unemployed 
highlighted the orderliness and the peaceful nature of their march 
in comparison to the overpowering tactics of the police. What is 
perhaps most telling of the attitude of the marchers was that they 
retreated once the police moved to act, and they did not enter 
into a battle.41 

Despite the impression of respectability cultivated by the mass 
meetings and the general outcry, the Home Office was able to 
assume, even before an investigation had taken place, that 'the 
CCs [Chief Constable's] justification would presumably be the 
common law duty of the constable to take action to prevent a 
breach of the peace where he has good ground to anticipate 
[what] is about to occur'.42 The supposition that the unemployed 
would have acted unlawfully was reinforced by reports from both 
Captain Lindsay and the Ministry of Health. Lindsay argued that 
he was acting upon MI5 intelligence reports thatjackjones, a 
Communist, had moved to Maesteg for the purpose of increasing 
support for his party. Lindsay argued that he therefore prevented 
the march because of its illegality and size and noted thatjones 
was to be arrested for his Communist speeches.43 The association 
between the Communist Party and the unemployed reinforced 
the government's perception of the workless. The much quoted 
Ministry of Health's comments on the events are reflective of 
more general attitudes: 'one rather hopes this may give the move-
ment a wholesome check, for marches long and short are becom-
ing all too common. '44 Based upon the evidence collected, the 
Home Office concluded that 'it is clear that the march was delib-
erate intimidation and propaganda' and they decided to not 
pursue the complaint. 45 

38 L. Eadie to the Home Office, 10 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132.
39 Aberdare Leader, 14 Oct. 1933, 6. 
40 W. Leigh (Secretary, NUWM South West Lancashire District Council) to the Home 

Secretary, 28 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132. 
41 Lindsay to Mr Trubshaw, Chief Constable, Preston, 10 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132. 
42 Home Office File Minutes, 12 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132. 
43 Lindsay to Trubshaw, 10 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132. 
44 Ministry of Health to the Home Office, 11 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132. 
45 Home Office File Minutes, 16 Oct. 1933, HO 144/20132. 
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By associating all unemployed street protesters with the 
Communist Party the police and the government were able to 
justify their distrust of the unemployed. Even when the 
Communist Party and the NUWM did not declare responsibility 
for a march, the connection could still be made as it served a con-
venient purpose. For example, on 9 April 1935 Charles Edwards 
(MP, Bedwellty) wrote to the government to complain that a 
march against the Unemployment Assistance Board in Caerphilly 
had been broken up unlawfully by the police. Edwards stated that 
the route used on 24 February was a common course of protest 
and that the marchers were not given the same rights as others.46 

The Superintendent at Ystrad Mynach, when questioned about 
his actions, claimed that although many marches had recently 
been held which included 'all Public and Religious Bodies', this 
particular demonstration had been 'organised by unattached 
undisciplined parties from the surrounding district'. The police 
offered an alternative route for the march but were refused, and 
so four men were arrested for blocking the highway. On the basis 
of this evidence, the Home Office did not investigate Edwards's 
complaint.47 Once more, there is clear evidence that the unem-
ployed were viewed with distrust and treated with suspicion. 
Without the presence of more respectable bodies (that is, the 
churches or chapels) those marching were treated quite differ-
ently, despite the orderliness of the demonstration and the prece-
dent of marching on previous days along the route. It is 
noteworthy that the police had not intervened in the major 
demonstrations which displayed united action between the labour 
movement and groups outside the working class; instead they 
focused upon those marches which were primarily composed of 
unemployed people. 

Relations in South Wales between the unemployed protesters 
and the police became especially fraught in March 1935 following 
scenes of violent confrontation in Blaina. The events of 24 March 
later became known as the Blaina Riots following the police's depic-
tion of what occurred. On this occasion a battle did take place 
between the police and the marchers but only after the police, 
apparently unprovoked, charged the crowds. Contingents had 

46 Charles Edwards to Harry Crookshank, 9 Apr. 1935, HO 144/20132. 
47 Lindsay to Superintendent at Ystrad Mynach, 17 Apr. 135; Crookshank to Charles 

Edwards, 29 Apr. 1935, HO 144/20132. 
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marched from Blaina, Nantyglo, Abertillery, and Brynmawr to 
meet at Blaina PAC for the purpose of sending a deputation to 
meet with council officials, although they had been informed a dep-
utation would not be met. Seventy policemen were stationed in 
Blaina and when contingents met in the town the police, before 
giving the marchers a chance to retreat, were ordered to charge the 
crowd. 48 The Chief Constable of Monmouthshire argued that the 
crowds 'were "begged" by the Police not to march to the Public 
Assistance Offices' and they were left with no choice but to baton 
charge the marchers.49 However, it later emerged that the reason 
the PAC officers would not meet with the deputation was because 
they were not sitting on that day. The police only informed one 
contingent of this fact once the marchers had set off. 50 In the after-
math of the march, four men were charged with riotous assembly 
and were imprisoned for nine months, and a further five were 
imprisoned for six months for unlawful assembly. 51 All were known 
Communists or NUWM members. Although outcry could have 
been predicted in Blaina area, what is perhaps more remarkable is 
the wider breadth of opposition that came from right across Britain. 

Beyond Street Protests: Other Expressions ofOpposition 

Requests by Labour MPs in a deputation to the Home Office for 
the government to show clemency towards those imprisoned were 
initially rejected because it was believed that the Communist Party 
was primarily responsible for agitation in the area. A memoran-
dum prepared for the Home Secretary argued that 'when the 
Unemployment Assistance Regulations were suspended, the 
Nantyglo and Blaina unemployed claimed credit and preached 
the doctrine that by demonstrating anything could be secured. It 
became obvious to the Police that the demonstrators were 
depending on numbers to overawe resistance to their demands.'52 

48 Hywel Francis and Dai Smith, The Fed: A History of the South Wales Miners in the 
Twentieth Century (Cardiff, 1998), 263-4. 

49 Chief Constable of Monmouthshire to C. D. C. Robinson (Home Office), 27 July 
1935, TNA, HO 144/20032. 

50 Minutes ofDeputation of Representatives from South Wales Meeting with the Home 
Secretary, Councillor Evans' Comments, 23 Sept. 1935, HO 144/20032. 

51 Resolutions and Protests against Sentences, HO 144/20032. 
52 Memorandum to the Home Secretary from C. D. C. Robinson, 12 Aug. 1935, HO 

144/20032. 
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There was no mention here of the united front support and 
involvement in the anti-Means Test demonstrations of the early 
months of January and February 1935 and instead it was argued 
that "'Moscow" was a party to the original agitation, but here 
again, proof cannot be produced. '53 The connection between 
alleged police brutality and the harsh sentencing of the men was 
all too clear to Councillor Evans when he met months later with 
the Home Secretary: 'his point was that the Police emphasised 
that some of the men had belonged to a particular political party 
and he had never seen such a thing done on any previous occa-
sion. '54 Those within the labour movement also continued to 
protest, although marches and demonstrations only formed part 
of this opposition. 55 

From the day of the sentencing of the four men for riotous 
assembly a plethora of written oppositions were sent to the Home 
Office and the Prime Minister. Opposition from the NUWM was 
particularly prominent and it utilized this form of protest to 
express disagreement with the police's action. Branches across 
Britain sent in resolutions passed at meetings in telegrams and 
letters. Given that their members were involved in the case and a 
call for action was placed in the movement's newspaper, the 
Unemployed Leader, this breadth of support from the NUWM was 
perhaps unsurprising.56 However, the resolutions of protest the 
government received also reveal a much wider level of support, 
both for those who were imprisoned and for the unemployed 
more broadly. This level of opposition often remains hidden as 
written expressions of protest do not generate the publicity that 
street demonstrations can and yet they say much about how the 
unemployed could organize support and be organized. In the case 
under consideration here, they convey how the unemployed could 
coordinate themselves for meetings and, given the scarcity of 
source material for such occasions, they highlight the great poten-
tial that existed for collective action amongst the unemployed. In 
Ton Pentre, Nantyglo, Ebbw Vale, Cardiff, Bath, Mexborough, 
Paisley, and Jarrow meetings of the unemployed were held and 

53 C. D. C. Robinson from the Home Office, 6 Aug. 1935, HO 144/20032. 
54 Minutes of Deputation of Representatives from South Wales Meeting with the Home 

Secretary, Councillor Evans' Comments, 23 Sept. 1935, HO 144/20032. 
55 Demonstrations could still attract large audiences and after the event a reported 
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56 Unemployed Leader, 5h6, Aug. 1935, 4.
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resolutions passed that were not associated with any political party 
or organization. 57 The geographical stretch of this opposition 
reveals how far the reverberations of police conflict went, the 
ability of the unemployed to organize themselves for action, and 
the importance of this mode of opposition for expressing protest. 

Written expressions of protest further demonstrate how groups 
that were perhaps not associated with the agitation of the unem-
ployed could involve themselves in protest. Organizing meetings, 
the act of passing and sending resolutions, and arranging deputa-
tions all reflect positive action which did not have more radical 
connotations. Indeed, W al Hannington wrote that 'many resolu-
tions ... to compel the Government to withdraw the Means Test, 
were passed in the Trade Union branches' as the TUC leaders 
were opposed to 'militant action along with the unemployed'. 58 

Clearly, meetings, resolutions, and petitions were arguably a more 
respectable way of protesting than taking to the streets. In the area 
around Blaina, in addition to protests that would be expected from 
groups such as the NUWM, the Communist Party, and the South 
Wales Miners' Federation (SWMF), resolutions were also received 
from district councils, the Nantyglo Church Cricket Club, the 
Working Women's Guild, the Ex-Servicemen's Club, the Old Age 
Pensioners Social Club, and the Blaina Council of Evangelical 
Churches. 59 These were all groups that rarely participated in street 
protests let alone involved themselves in supporting the Communist 
Party and the NUWM. Outside the region, protests came from 
groups as diverse as the Rutherglen branch of the National Union 
of Railwaymen, the Amalgamated Society of Woodworkers in 
Cambridge, the Vale ofLeven Co-operative Society Limited, and 
the Amalgamated Society of Lithographic Printers and Auxiliaries 
of Great Britain and Ireland, Stoke-on-Trent branch.60 While 
protest against the Means Test is often associated principally with 
the NUWM and the hunger marchers, the feelings that could be 
stirred up against the measure and unemployed issues more 
broadly clearly stretched much further. The involvement of trade 
unions, religious groups, local councils, women, and youths can all 
be exposed through an examination of this form of protest, and 

57 These letters were signed by 'the workers' of 'mass' or 'public' meetings and do not 
suggest overt affiliation with a trade union or political organization. Resolutions and 
Protests against Sentences, HO 144/20032. 58 Hannington, Ten Lean Years, 51. 

59 Resolutions and Protests against Sentences, HO 144/20032. 60 Ibid. 
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this demonstrates how unity beyond the working class was at times 
achieved. 

The plethora of resolutions, petitions, letters, and deputations 
expose a much broader level of discontent than an analysis solely 
of marches: an exploration only of street protests can create a false 
impression oflevels of discontent against the Means Test. In areas 
where the unemployed appeared relatively quiet, assessing expres-
sions of protest apart from marches and demonstrations can show 
that opposition did exist. As is asserted in the introduction to An 
Atlas of Industrial Protest, 'blanks on maps cannot be read as an 
absence of class conflict'.61 For example, the distinct lack of anti-
Means Test demonstrations in County Durham suggests that the 
unemployed did not have any real objection to the measure. 
However, an examination of written pledges of protest and the 
deputations who called on Durham PAC reveals that hostility to 
the Means Test was much deeper. lnJanuary 1932 alone Durham 
PAC received resolutions and letters ofprotest from the Town 
Clerk of the County Borough of Dewsbury, Eldon Lane and 
District Branch of the British Legion, Tyne and Blyth District 
Committee of the Shipconstructors' and Shipwrights' Association, 
the Secretary of the Jarrow Labour Party and Trades Council, 
and theJarrow branch of the NUWM.62 Even during the period 
of greatest unrest, resolutions of protest and meetings remained 
the preferred expressions of protest within the labour movement 
in the north-east of England although, as events in August 1936 
showed, the unemployed could be organized for collective 
action. 63 Therefore, to ignore meetings and written expressions 
of protest is to ignore an important manifestation of grievance that 
had a function beyond merely highlighting opposition. 

While meetings and written protests were not as successful in 
generating publicity or demonstrating the plight of the unem-
ployed as hunger marches and other street protests, they did serve 

61 Andrew Charlesworth, David Gilbert, Adrian Randall, Humphrey Southall, and 
Chris Wrigley (eds.), An Atlas ofIndustrial Protest in Britain 1750-1990(London, 1996), p. xiii. 

62 Durham Public Assistance Committee Minutes, 28jan. 1932, 17-34,Durham Record 
Office. 

63 On 16 Aug. 1936 demonstrations took place throughout County Durham against the 
Means Test which were organized by the Durham Miners' Association. This was one of 
the few occasions in the 1930s when the unemployed in Durham were mobilized on such 
a scale. Durham Miners' Association Committee Meeting Minutes, 27 July 1936, 2 and 
Circulars 7 and 17 Aug. 1936, Durham Area Miners' Office, Redhills, Durham. 
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the protest of the unemployed in other ways.64 First, written oppo-
sition gave groups who were usually against marching a way of 
expressing their protest. Marchers could easily be dismissed as 
revolutionaries, and this did not only happen to the hunger 
marchers or the unemployed in South Wales.65 Many bodies were 
well aware of this fact and the TUC, for example, rarely advo-
cated marching against the Means Test. Instead, it opposed the 
method by passing resolutions and organizing deputations. 66 The 
volume of resolutions that were passed by bodies such as the trade 
unions, the Labour Party, religious bodies, and groups such as the 
British Legion, alongside such groups as the NUWM, ensured 
that an almost constant barrage of criticism against the govern-
ment was maintained throughout the period. 

Secondly, behind every resolution that was passed lay a 
meeting, and these were extremely important in keeping the 
movement against the Means Test in the public eye. Meetings 
provided a forum for explaining key changes to unemployment 
benefit legislation where those sympathetic to the out-of-work 
could detail how they viewed the effects of the administration of 
a household Means Test. Consequently, meetings laid the founda-
tion for street protests by, on the one hand, educating and inform-
ing, and, on the other, collectively uniting groups in one space. 
Some of the major episodes of street protests against the Means 
Test were the consequence of months of campaigning. For 
example, the Birkenhead demonstrations in September 1932, 
while they took place during a period of upsurges across Britain, 
had their origin in previous months. 67 The massive street protests 
against the UAB which occurred very quickly after the Board was 
established were made possible by the 1934 Unemployment Act's 
long passage through Parliament. Information about what the 

64 In the Blaina case the government, after months of receiving a constant barrage of 
resolutions and two deputations of MPs, finally released those sentenced for nine months 
after serving six months of their sentences. 

65 Bristol, Recent Disturbances and the Conduct of the Police, June 1932, TNA, HO 
144/22587. 

66 The great exception was the mass demonstration organized by the TUC in conjunc-
tion with the Labour Party and the Co-Operative Union in Hyde Park on 5 Feb. 1933. A 
total of 80,000 were reported to have marched, and demonstrations across the country 
took place in the following week. The Times, 6 Feb. 1933, 9, 13;The Labour Woman, 21/3, 34.
See also The Times, 4 Apr. 1932, 14 Nov. and 5 Nov. 1932, 10; TUC General Council 
Deputation to the Minister of Labour, 1 Feb. 1932, TNA, PRO 30/69/442. 
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DAB's establishment would entail had been dispersed since 1933 
through pamphlets, meetings, and conferences. 68 

Bill Moo re has shown the importance of the foundations for 
protest that were laid by various groups in Sheffield leading up to 
the demonstration on 6 February 1935. Many of the mass demon-
strations, because they had descended into violence following 
clashes with the police, are often depicted as a spontaneous reac-
tion to the Standstill announcement of the previous day; in fact, 
the marches had been planned from the autumn of 1934.69 

Therefore, when the Board began its work the labour movement 
was ready with a counter-attack and the drastic cuts many 
received provided the stimulus for the assault. The importance of 
meetings lies not only in providing further evidence of protests 
from the unemployed, but also in helping to explain the more 
spectacular examples of opposition. 

Conclusion 

Matthias Reiss's recent work on the National Hunger Marches has 
shown that the unemployed were not 'apathetic victims of the 
Depression'. Reiss showed that the hunger marches were 'regarded 
as a successful expression of public political action' and that their 
significance stretched beyond the 1920s and 1930s. 70 The hunger 
marches were, in fact, only the zenith of public protests from the 
unemployed and accounted for only a handful of the marches and 
demonstrations that were held. As this essay has attempted to high-
light, marches against the Means Test reveal a much broader level 
of agitation and it is through these lesser-known examples of protest 
that a more detailed picture of collective action by the unemployed 
can be ascertained. The hunger marches and thejarrow Crusade 
were not the only examples of street protests, in the same way that 
the NUWM was not the only body responsible for mobilizing the 
workless.7 1 Indeed, marches against the Means Test took place 

68 The Royal Commission's Final Attack on the Unemployed: To Action against More Starvation: An 
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(NUWM, London, 1933). 

69 Moore, All Out, 6-u. 70 Reiss, 'Not All Were Apathetic', 93, 116-18. 
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throughout the 1930s because the issue was almost constantly at the 
centre of public debate, and this was the consequence of a broad 
movement against it. 

In certain areas the support for the campaign against the 
Means Test revealed a great deal of sympathy for those out of 
work, and this posed a particular problem for the National 
Government. As Matt Perry has shown, the government por-
trayed the workless in such a way as to influence public opinion 
in favour of their policies. 72 Ministers could not simply ignore 
protests when respectable groups became involved, and this is 
why the police and the Cabinet so often declared that all who took 
to the streets were Communists. The connection ensured that the 
press would not sympathize with street demonstrators, and this 
also fed into wider notions of the deserving and undeserving poor. 
However, the association between the unemployed and the 
Communist Party was not only an attempt to manipulate public 
opinion. It reveals the very real fear the government had of so 
many people taking to the streets. In the aftermath of the Sheffield 
riots,]. B. Adams, a divisional officer for the Ministry of Labour, 
expressed his fear that 'one cannot imagine where the stampede 
is going to stop, and, of course, the more the Government gives 
way the bigger are the preparations on behalf of the Communists 
to pursue them fiercely and ensure their final overthrow'. 73 The 
unemployed were not simply a body for whom work should be 
found, but a large proportion of the population to be feared. 
Their protests in the street revealed their strength and the 
National Government needed to be careful not to act in such a 
way as to fuel their cause. This clearly had wider implications for 
policy, and when the government appeared to make concessions, 
this was the consequence not just of an immediate upsurge in 
activity, but months of constant action. 

Street protests were the most spectacular examples of collective 
action, but they were not the only expression of protest. Trade 
unions, Labour councillors, and MPs remained a focal point for 
leadership for the unemployed and such groups were not always 
in favour of marches. Instead, protest meetings were held against 
the Means Test and resolutions were passed that were sent on to 

72 Perry, Bread and Work, 59-60.
73 Commander J. B. Evans to Violet Markham, 8 Feb. 1935, Thomas Jones C. H. 
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the government. This form of protest kept the movement against 
the Means Test in the public arena, ensuring that the government 
received a constant barrage of opposition, and also built up a 
foundation of protest that allowed collective action to take place. 
A consideration of the written protests provides another perspec-
tive on an explanation of why and how the unemployed took to 
the streets, and shows that in many cases marches were the result 
of months of preparatory ground work. Involvement in marches 
and demonstrations by the unemployed was never automatic and 
written expressions of protest show where support for marches 
stemmed from. Furthermore, resolutions also reveal how groups 
outside the working class became involved in protest. While few 
of these may have been prepared to march alongside the unem-
ployed, many were prepared to speak out against the hardship 
that the National Government's legislation could cause. To 
examine only street protests can, therefore, reveal only half of the 
picture. Given the limited sources that contain the voices of the 
unemployed, historians should begin to examine written sources 
of protest as a means of generating a greater understanding not 
only of their protest, but, ultimately, their experience. 




