
DIDIER CHABANET AND JEAN FANIEL 

The Mobilization of the Unemployed: A Recurrent but Relatively 
Invisible Phenomenon 

in 

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

pp. 387–405  

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: 



17 
The Mobilization ofthe Unemployed: 
A Recurrent but Relatively Invisible 

Phenomenon 
DIDIER CHABANET AND jEAN F ANIEL 

The prospect of collective action on the part of the unemployed 
was long considered to be highly improbable or even impossible 
by many experts on social movements. 1 The pioneering study 
conducted by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues2 in Marienthal in the 
early 193os-a study that emphasized the irremediable conse-
quences of joblessness for the unemployed in terms of destabiliza-
tion and social exclusion-serves as the basis for this theory. The 
matter seemed to be resolved and, consequently, was no longer 
really considered. Typically, several arguments were more or less 
explicitly put forward, often in a rather mechanical fashion, in 
support of this thesis. By virtue of their status, the unemployed 
were bereft of a common identity, something that was regarded as 
an indispensable springboard to any collective action. This same 
jobless status was furthermore viewed as a factor that would lead 
them to resort to individual strategies for survival rather than to 
mobilize on the basis of a shared situation from which all of them 
desired to escape. The paucity of resources at their disposal (finan-
cial, cultural, and/ or in terms of social networks) was regarded as 
an insurmountable obstacle to the birth of a movement for the 
redress of grievances. Finally, the stigmatization they faced within 
Trans. Deborah Cohen. 

1 See in particular Didier Demaziere, 'La Negociation des identites des chomeurs de 
longue duree', Revue française de sociologie, 33/3 (1992), 335-63; Serge Paugam, 'La Revolte 
des chomeurs: un mouvement sans précédent', Magazine littéraire, 365 (1998), 73-6; and 
Lilian Mathieu, 'Pourquoi les domines se revoltent-ils rarement ?', Les Cahiers de Louise, 
<http:/ /www.lescahiersdelouise.org/article.php?article=36>, accessed 12 Aug. 2009. This 
thesis was also bolstered by the works of John D. McCarthy and Mayer N. Zald, esp. 
'Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory', American Journal of
Sociology, 82/6 (1977), 1212-41. 

2 Marie Jahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Marienthal: The Sociography ofan 
Unemployed Community (Chicago, 1971; 1st German ecln. 1933). 
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the public sphere rendered any political expression on their part 
almost inconceivable and, in any event, illegitimate. 

While none of these arguments is entirely unfounded-far from 
it-various studies published over the past two decades encourage 
us to accord them somewhat less weight. The research that has 
been carried out by historians, 3 as well as by sociologists and polit-
ical scientists recording their observations in long-term studies, 
has shed new light on the issue, inviting us to reconsider the ques-
tion of the mobilization of the unemployed. 4 A quick survey of 
the essays in this volume and other publications devoted to this 
subject indicates that despite the specific difficulties involved, the 
unemployed have mobilized and manifested their grievances col-
lectively in various national contexts and that from this point of 
view there is nothing to suggest that they should be distinguished 
fundamentally from other, more socially integrated groups. 
Furthermore, this phenomenon does not appear to be limited to 
any particular region of the world. As the contributions to this 

3 Cf. Matt Perry, Bread and Work: The Experience ofUnemployment 1918-1939 (London, 
2000); id., '"Unemployment Revolutionises the Working Class": Le Cri des chômeurs, French 
Communists and the Birth of the Movement of the Unemployed in France I93I-I932', 
French History, 16/4 (2002), 44I-68; and id., Prisoners ofWant: The Experience and Protest ofthe 
Unemployed in France, 1921-1945 (Aldershot, 2007). Also see Richard Croucher, We Refuse to 
Starve in Silence: A History ofthe National Unemployed Workers' Movement 192o-46 (London, I987); 
Ad van den Oord, Voor arbeid en brood: Arbeidersbeweging en collectieve actie van werklozen in 
Nederland, een vergelijkende studie van de jaren dertig en tachtig (Amsterdam, 1990); Richard 
F1anagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards': A History ofthe Politics ofthe Unemployed in Britain, 1884-1939
(Abingdon, I 99I ); Franklin F also m, Impatient Armies ofthe Poor: The Story ofCollective Action of
the Unemployed 18o8-1942 (Niwot, Cola., I99I);JamesJ. Lorence, Organizing the Unemployed: 
Community and Union Activists in the Industrial Heartland (Albany, NY, I996); Olivier Kourchid, 
'Les Mouvements de chomeurs en France, I9Ig-I935: historiographie selon la Vie Ouvrière', 
in Images et mouvements du siècle, ii. Les Raisins de la colère (Paris, I999}, 177-200; Michel Pigenet 
and Danielle Tartakowsky, 'Les Marches en France aux XIXeet XXesiecles: recurrence 
et metamorphose d'une demonstration collective', Le Mouvement social, 202 (2oog), 69-g4; 
and Matthias Reiss, 'Marching on the Capital: National Protest Marches of the British 
Unemployed in the I920s and I930s', in id. (ed.), The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public 
Rallies since the Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 2007), I47-68. Also see the numerous studies 
reviewed by Matt Perry and Matthias Reiss in their introduction to the present volume. 

4 Cf. esp. Paul Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence? Political Movements ofthe Unemployed 
(London, I99I}; id., 'Protest, Acquiescence and the Unemployed: A Comparative Analysis 
of the I930s and Ig8os', British Journal ofSociology, 43l3 (I992), 443-61; Didier Demaziere 
and Maria Teresa Pignoni, Chômeurs: du silence àla révolte (Paris, I gg8); An drew Richards, 
'Mobilizing the Powerless: Collective Protest Action of the Unemployed in the Interwar 
Period', Estudios Working Papers, I75 (2002); Emmanuel Pierru, 'L'Ombre des chômeurs: 
chronique d'une indignite sociale et politique depuis Ies annees 30' (unpublished Ph.D. 
thesis in political science, University of Amiens, 2003); and id., 'Mobiliser "la vie fragile": 
les communistes et les chomeurs clans les annees 1930', Sociétés contemporaines, 65 (2007}, 
113-46.
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volume show, the mobilization of the unemployed has emerged 
in very different forms and with varying levels of intensity in the 
United States as well as New Zealand, Palestine, and a large 
number of countries within the European Union, particularly 
since the late 1970s.5 Taken as a whole, the literature currently 
available suggests that France is among the countries with one of 
the longest traditions of mobilization on the part of the unem-
ployed and one of those in which they have mobilized with the 
greatest frequency and intensity. 6 The present volume contributes, 
among other things, to the rediscovery and deepening of this 
question by privileging a socio-historical perspective, one of the 
major advantages of which is to show that the urge to mobilize 
and to protest on the part of the unemployed is a recurring phe-
nomenon with a long-standing tradition and that we would be 
wrong to dismiss it as either minor or insignificant. By way of illus-
tration, let us keep in mind the magnitude of the numbers on the 
streets of South Wales in 1935 (3oo,ooo demonstrators) cited by 
Stephanie Ward in her contribution to this collection.7 

Much can be said regarding the motives that led a large 
number of experts on social movements to state-wrongly-that 
protest movements on the part of the unemployed were either 
non-existent or unprecedented. The guesswork and errors of 
analysis are doubtless attributable to the fact that the various dis-
ciplines in the social sciences exist in watertight compartments, 
and that this impedes dialogue between historians and political 
scientists. The devotion of historians to precision and to the 
recounting of facts might have benefited those studies carried out 
by political scientists, which tend to prioritize generalizations and 

5 Cf. Didier Chabanet andjean Faniel (eels.), 'L'Europe du chomage', Politique européenne, 
21 (2007); eid. (eds.), TheMobilization of the Unemployed in Europe (New York, forthcoming); 
Didier Chabanet, 'When the Unemployed Challenge the European Union: The European 
Marches as Externalization of Protest', Mobilization: An International Journal, 13/3 (2008), 
3u-22; and Simone Baglioni, Britta Baumgarten, Didier Chabanet, and Christian 
Lahusen, 'Transcending Marginalization: The Mobilization of the Unemployed in France, 
Germany and Italy in a Comparative Perspective', ibid. 323-35. 

6 In addition to the contributions in the present volume see Chabanet and Faniel (eds.), 
The Mobilization of the Unemployed in Europe; Demaziere and Pignoni, Chômeurs: du silence àla 
révolte; and Matt Perry, Prisoners ofWant: TheExperience and Protest ofthe Unemployed in France 
1931-45 (Aldershot, 2007). 

7 The fact that, as Ward herself states, the '[e]stimates here have been taken from a 
variety of sources including accounts in the press, government reports, and police state-
ments' lends even more credibility to the figures she cites. 
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the modelling of political behaviour while neglecting the historical 
context. Still more fundamentally, one can also see these analytic 
shortcomings as a sign of the chronic invisibility of the unem-
ployed as a politically relevant community.8 In a sense, the blind 
spots and the scientific lapses would exclude, at least in part, not 
the existence of the unemployed but their capacity to gain accept-
ance as a claim-making group, as a group whose genealogy could 
be established, or at least whose socio-genesis could be traced, 
whose protest activity could be endowed with a historical signifi-
cance or even a historical memory, 9 both for the group and for 
the public sphere. Favouring this hypothesis has the advantage, 
in our opinion, of focusing upon the central yet problematic ques-
tion of the recognition-which is to say, the legitimacy-of collec-
tive action on the part of the unemployed. Thus the question at 
hand is no longer solely that of the organizational difficulties 
encountered by workers, as real and incontestable as these 
remain, but equally the conditions of the acceptance of their exis-
tence as a protest movement. It is thus on this dual dimension that 
we will focus in this essay. 

Between Political Invisibility and Social Stigmatization 

If from the beginning of the twentieth century, unemployment 
established itself in the majority of industrial societies as a fully 
fledged administrative category and, more broadly, as a social con-
struct10 that assumed great importance in public debates at times of 
economic crisis, the jobless, in turn, have had a very hard time 

8 Denis Segrestin, 'Les Communautés pertinentes de !'action collective: canevas pour 
l'étude des fondements sociaux des conflits du travail en France', Revue.franfaise de sociologie, 
22/2 (1980), 171-203. 

9 Charles Tilly's masterful body of work can be read as an attempt to understand the 
politico-historical processes by which social movements develop over the course of time, 
progressively managing to impose their existence and to equip themselves, through con-
frontations with public authorities, with forms of action that are more or less consolidated. 
In this sense, every mobilization inscribes itself within a cycle of protest, the modalities of 
which are the result of past compromises, at least de facto, between protesters and the 
public authorities. The knowledge of these processes and of their historicity is one of the 
factors upon which the success of a social movement is conditional, insofar as it helps to 
determine the movement's strategic dexterity. 

10 Robert Salais, Nicolas Baverez, and Bénédicte Reynaud, ['Invention du chomage (Paris, 
1986); Malcolm Mansfield, Robert Salais, and Noel Whiteside (eds.), Aux sources du chômage
J88o--I914: une comparaison interdisciplinaire entre la France et la Grande-Bretagne (Paris, 1994); 
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getting people to talk about them, even more so, to speak .for them. 11 

The various essays in this volume indicate very clearly that regard-
less of the country and the epoch, the unemployed are defined first 
and foremost by a negation, an absence or a deprivation. In con-
tradistinction to the norm that constitutes the figure of the worker: 
they are the UNemployed, the jobLESS, the ArbeitsLOSEN, 
the ArbejdsL0SEN, the WerkLOZEN, the SANS-emploi, the 
DISoccupatti, the DESempleos, the DESempregados, and so on. 
These are some of any number of terms that show how deeply this 
meaning is inscribed in the language and thus taken for granted. 
For the average person, it goes without saying that the term 'unem-
ployed' designates someone whose situation is burdensome and 
whose primary task must be to find another form of employment as 
quickly as possible. Thus collective action on the part of the unem-
ployed would appear to run counter to the dominant representa-
tions, not only because in so doing the jobless would be mobilizing 
as such-stepping away from the somewhat shameful anonymity 
that society confers upon their situation-but also because they 
would be agitating for a policy aimed at improving their condition 
rather than devoting all their time to searching for work. Of course, 
there have always been certain individuals who have claimed the 
right to be unemployed, even if this status is not exactly a happy 
one. The example cited by Michael Seidman in this volume 
somehow parallels that of the Cargo activist group in France, which 
today calls for a universal income untethered to salaried labour and 
thus, in a sense, for the recognition of the right not to have to search 
for employment. 12 Seidman underlines the point that individual 
protests against wage labour and welfare regulations challenge the 
Christian Topalov, Naissance du chômeur 1880-1910 (Paris, 1994); and id., 'Une revolution 
dans les representations du travail: !'emergence de la categorie statistique de "population 
active" au XIXe siecle en France, en Grande-Bretagne et aux Etats-Unis', Revue française 
de sociologie, 40/3 (1999), 445-73.

11 The studies led by the UNEMPOL research group in six European countries 
(France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Sweden, and Switzerland) based on a systematic 
analysis of the principal national press organs in the period 1990 to 2002 have shown that 
unemployment is regarded as much more of a social than a political issue and that organ-
izations of the unemployed are effectively voiceless, having virtua!Iy no capacity to express 
their demands. Cf. <http://www.eurpolcom.eu/unempollresearch.cfm>, accessed 12 
Aug. 2009; and Marco Giugni, 'Contentious Politics of Unemployment in Europe', 
Mobilization: An International Journal 13/3 (2oo8), 249-335. 

12 Lilian Mathieu, 'Eléments pour une analyse des coalitions contestataires: la lutte 
contre le sida et le mouvement des chomeurs, de "Nous sommes la gauche" à Occupation', 
Revue .franfaise de science politique, 5911 (2009), 77-96.
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productivist and collectivist assumptions of labour history. 
Furthermore, those who preferred benefits to wage labour defied 
the productivist ethos common to both the bourgeoisie and the 
workers' movement. 13 In the same vein, Baumgarten and Lahusen 
note the presence of anarchist and situationist anti-work discourses 
in the protest movements of the unemployed which have been 
taking place in Germany over the past thirty years. 14 

The fact remains that the audience for such demands is always 
extremely marginal, even within the ranks of organizations of the 
unemployed. The various essays in this volume furthermore 
emphasize that the value of work was and remains a pillar of 
industrial and post-industrial societies, constituting for more than 
two centuries the almost unavoidable epicentre of political strug-
gles and grievances. The dawning of a 'leisure society' and the 
'end oflabour' which some had foreseen in the early 1970s, from 
this point of view appears out of step with the cultural and ideo-
logical obstacles that, today as in the past, have faced the jobless 
as they struggled to establish the legitimacy of a movement that is 
by definition based on a situation of unemployment. 15 

The state of political invisibility to which the unemployed are 
generally relegated is inextricably linked to a certain number of 
received ideas, stereotypes, and stigmatizations that inhibit their 
ability to organize, or tend to lose them public favour if and when 
they do succeed in organizing collectively. In other words, certain 
factors of a cognitive nature play a crucial role in the circumstances 
that might favour the emergence of a movement of the unem-
ployed. Two elements, directly linked, deserve mention here. First, 
unemployment must necessarily be considered as a structural 
problem requiring global economic reforms; in the absence of this, 
public opinion and elected officials emphasize the individual 
responsibility of the jobless. Secondly, the fact of being out of work 
must be understood as a situation inflicted upon an unwilling indi-
vidual. If these two conditions are not met, the mobilization of the 
unemployed might appear to be lacking in legitimacy and could 

13 See the essay by Michael Seidman in this volume. 
14 Britta Baumgarten and Christian Lahusen, 'The Mobilization of the Unemployed 

in Germany', in Chabanet and Faniel (eds.), The Mobilization of the Unemployed inEurope. 
15 Although the present context does not permit us to pursue this question more deeply 

here, we will return to the importance of religious factors and to Max Weber's famous 
thesis on the connections between Protestantism and capitalist accumulation, The Protesto.nt 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York, 1958; 1st German edn. 1904-5). 
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even seem shocking to some. However, under these two aspects, 
the unemployed are rarely free of all suspicion, even if the idea 
that certain people profit from existing systems of social assistance 
varies greatly according to the state of the economy and the 
national context. 16 Set up in the last century, the various systems 
of the welfare states have always more or less implicitly been based 
on the distinction between the 'good' and the 'bad' poor, 17 the 
objective being not so much to help the latter as to put them back 
on the path to gainful employment. 18 Seidman reminds us that 
French social legislation of the 1930s discriminated between the 
potentially productive and the physically incapacitated in order to 
root out the professional unemployed. 19 

The fear that the unemployed would abuse their benefits is 
therefore not new, even if it has grown again over the past thirty 
years with the rise of neo-liberalism. 20 In any event, it is this fear 
that motivates the various forms of control of the unemployed put 
in place in some cases by the very labour unions that historically 
were the instigators of unemployment insurance programmes in 
several European countries, but which nevertheless had no inten-
tion of encouraging idleness in their members. 21 Beyond the 
stereotypes relating to the unemployed, we must study the per-
ceptions the jobless harbour about themselves regarding their sit-
uation and the impact that these perceptions have on their 
capacity for collective organization. 

Identity as a Precondition ofOrganization? 

Classically, the sociology of social movements established a com-
monly shared identity as a precondition for the potential organi-
zation of any given group. Such is the thesis advanced by those 

16 For a synthesis, see Alain Touraine, Le Retour de l'acteur: essai de sociologue(Paris, 1984). 
17 The first category includes above all widows and orphans, while vagabonds, alco-

holics, the idle, etc. belong to the second. 
18 Robert Caste!, From Manual Workers to Wage Laborers: Transformation of the Social Question

(New Brunswick, NJ, 2003). 
19 See the essay by Michael Seidman in this volume. 
20 Vincent Dubois, 'État social actif et contr6le des ch6meurs: un tournant rigoriste 

entre tendances europeennes et logiques nationales', Politique europeenne, 21 (2007), 73-95. 
21 Cf. Jean Faniel, 'Belgian Trade Unions, the Unemployed and the Growth of 

Unemployment', in Marco Giugni (ed.), The Politics of Unemployment in Europe (Aldershot, 
2009), 106-7.
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who adhere in particular to the theories of Alain Touraine, 22 who 
argues that the demand for a redress of grievances on the part of 
the unemployed remains a challenge inasmuch as they seem to 
represent a social group that is not only socially heterogeneous 
but also deeply atomized and destructured, and whose only 
common denominator is often the sole fact ofhaving lost a job. As 
David De Vries and Shani Bar-On remind us in their essay, 
unlike salaried workers at the same enterprises the unemployed 
are not united by a common professional project but have dis-
parate points of origin and follow different trajectories. However, 
Ward, for her part, emphasizes that more than other jobless 
workers, the long-term unemployed tend to make this situation 
into one of the constitutive elements of their identity, something 
which could constitute a lever to possible collective action. And 
yet, if this latter group is indeed more inclined to share the expe-
rience of a community of fate, it is also the one most deeply 
affected by the trauma this experience involves, such as losing the 
hope of ever finding another job, and they suffer profoundly from 
the desocializing effects of unemployment. 

If the 'identity of the unemployed' is so problematic that no one 
uses it-unlike the 'identity of the worker', for example-how is 
one then to explain the existence of organized political activity on 
the part of the unemployed attested to by the multitude of exam-
ples described in this volume? Two major interpretations could 
be put forward here. First, the idea that a social group can only 
engage in collective action if and when it is united by a common 
identity is today viewed from a much more nuanced perspective. 
As Klandermans has shown, a social action movement does not 
necessarily (and rarely does) imply either an ideological consensus 
or sociological cohesion on the part of its constituents. 23 The 
analysis of protest marches by the unemployed in Europe, 24 or of 

22 For an application of this thesis to the mobilization of the unemployed, see Olivier 
Galland and Marie-Victoire Louis, 'Chômage et action collective', Sociologie du travail, 23/2 
(1981), 173-91.

23 Bert Klandermans, 'The Formation and Mobilization of Consensus', in id., Hanspeter 
Kriesi, and Sidney G. Tarrow (eds.), From Structure to Action: Comparing Social Movement Research 
across Cultures, International Social Movement Research (London, Ig88), 173-g6. 

24 Jean Faniel, 'Les Chômeurs entre action locale et altermondialisme: le collectifbelge 
des marches europeennes contre le chomage, la précarité et les exclusions', in Anne Morelli 
andJose Gotovitch (eds.), Contester dans un pays prospère: l'extrême-gauche en Belgique et au Canada 
(Brussels, 2007), 197-219;and Chabanet, 'When the Unemployed Challenge the European 
Union'. 
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the jobless movement in France,25 underlines the fact that these 
struggles often include a strong instrumentalist or strategic dimen-
sion which can lead some individuals to unite in order to achieve 
a common goal without their engagement necessarily leading in 
the same direction or reflecting a common sense ofidentity.26 In 
addition, numerous studies have shown that the feeling of a 
shared identity has not always preceded protest movements but 
can also be built through and thanks to them. The works of 
Maurer are important in this regard, analysing and revealing the 
process-diffuse, chaotic, and uncertain-by which the unem-
ployed, although atomized and devoid of any political conscious-
ness, may sometimes, through grievance-driven protest actions, 
discover forms of resilience and self-reconstruction in order to 
engage in a collective struggle. 27 Here identity is the direct 
product of conflict. 28 Maurer thus emphasizes that a politically 
structuring sociability can sometimes be born amidst the shambles 
of unemployment. In this sense, a doubtless too-hasty and system-
atic analogy was drawn in the literature on this topic between 
'exclusion' and 'atomization'. The contributions gathered in this 
volume teem with examples attesting to the fact that a strong and 
enduring social bond can develop on the basis of the experience 

25 Didier Chabanet and Jean Faniel, 'Quand "l'improbable" se produit: !'action 
collective des chomeurs en France', in eid. (eds.), Les Mobi/isations de chômeurs: problématiques
d'alliances ou alliances problématiques?(Paris, forthcoming). 

26 Thus in France from the mid-1g8os, committees of the unemployed from the CGT 
union led protest actions to access funds not utilized by local agencies and to have those 
funds divided among the jobless as a supplement at the end of the year. The entitlement 
to such a 'Christmas bonus' could correspond to the needs of the jobless whose benefits 
have run out, whose position has become extremely precarious, and who are not very 
politicized, just as it could satisfy particularly hardened militant trade unionists concerned 
with sustaining a dynamic of social protest at the end of each year. For that moment, both 
groups could rally around the same issue, although they were embedded in different tra-
jectories and were pursuing different long-term goals, both individually and collectively. 

27 Sophie Maurer, Les Ch6meurs en action (decembre 1997-mars1998): mobilisation collective et 
ressources compensatoires (Paris, 2001), 85-g4. The author insists on the necessity of compre-
hending the notion of'resources' in a much broader manner than is generally done in the 
social sciences and in political science in particular. Thus, idleness and the absence of social 
ties, for example, can provide sufficient incitement for one to join a collective of the unem-
ployed, be it only to escape temporarily from a solitude that has become unbearable and 
to find oneself at the beginning of a process of political apprenticeship. Anger, far from 
being just a sign of irrationality, can also be a motor of political engagement. See Sophie 
Maurer and Emmanuel Pierru, 'Le Mouvement des chomeurs de l'hiver 1997-1998:retour 
sur un "miracle social"', Revue française de science politique, 51/3 (2001), 371-407. 

28 Cf. the classic works by Lewis Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (Glencoe, Ill., 1956), 
151-7;and Georg Simmel, Le Conflit (Saulxures, 1962). 
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of unemployment. Ingrid Hayes's study of unemployed workers 
of Longwy, a town that experienced massive lay-offs in the late 
rg7os, is a good illustration of this, showing how an industrial area 
with a strong labour tradition, hit hard by an economic crisis, 
managed even in a situation of generalized unemployment to 
resist politically, thanks in part to the existence of permanent local 
support networks based on labour unions, associations, and 
family. Certain aspects of collective action on the part of the 
unemployed, such as the production and distribution of journals 
(or more recently ofblogs and electronic newsletters) or the organ-
ization of protest marches, rallying other activists, likewise foster 
a sense of cohesion among the unemployed workers involved as, 
for example, the contributions by Matt Perry, Deborah Vietor-
Englander, and Stephanie Ward in this volume show.29 

However, the fact remains that the ties binding the unemployed 
to one another are characterized by their extreme fragility, are 
never freely chosen, and can be an unstable construction, 
somehow arising by default. In this regard it is significant to note 
that the condition of the unemployed often reflects other commu-
nities to which they belong-women, immigrants, colonized pop-
ulations, and so on30-communities that have been tested so 
severely that the loss of employment seems almost natural, like an 
accident of birth. Unlike the world of the workers, which for 
decades has been solidly bound together, united by a very strong 
feeling of pride, transcending the idiosyncratic differences based 
on gender or ethnic origin and which, for this very reason, has 
historically constituted 'the' figure of the social movement in 
industrial societies,31 the 'identity of the unemployed worker' is 
incapable of fostering the same degree of social cohesion and 
cannot constitute anything more than a temporary reference 
point. This is one of the main reasons why protest movements on 
the part of the unemployed are inevitably sporadic and intermit-
tent in character. 

29 See also e.g. Croucher, We Refuse to STarvein Silence, 130-2; Pigenet and Tartakowsky 
(eds.), 'Les Marches'; Reiss (ed.), The Street as Stage; Chabanet, 'When the Unemployed 
Challenge the European Union'; and Lilian Mathieu, 'La Mise en representation d'un 
mouvement de chomeurs composite: Occupation', in Chabanet and Faniel (eds.), Les 
Mobilisations de chiJmeurs. 

30 See e.g. the essays by David De Vries and Shani Bar-On, Matt Perry, Ingrid Hayes, 
Cybèle Locke, and Philip H. Slaby in this volume. 

31 Edward P. Thompson, The Making ofthe English Working Class (London, 1963). 
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Specific Organizational Modes Based on a Relation ofProximity 

This effort, so difficult and uncertain, of a group by and for itself 
and aimed at giving it a consciousness of its own existence can only 
be the fruit of a long and continuous process of socialization and 
mobilization and must inevitably be supported by one or more 
organizations. Social movements are never spontaneous events and 
always require that a more or less trained network of actors engage 
in the work of consciousness-raising, of defining and rationalizing 
social action-all the more so when one is dealing with a popula-
tion as fragile and heterogeneous as that of the unemployed. 
'Organization' as such is therefore not, as Piven and Cloward 
somewhat hastily concluded, an obstacle to collective action on the 
part of the poorest and most desocialized groups. 32 It would even 
appear to be an indispensable prerequisite to the political expres-
sion of discontent by the unemployed. It is nevertheless true that 
in their case, this formation reflects relatively specific motives. Thus 
the mobilization of the unemployed is often very localized in char-
acter. Based upon the studies ofReiss and Ward, one could suggest 
that they organize themselves around 'foci' such as the Public 
Assistance Committees, the local Unemployment Assistance Board 
offices, local government buildings, and, in earlier periods, the 
Boards of Guardians and workhouses. 33 

Concerning the protests of the unemployed in Britain in the 
1930s, Bagguley has already shown that the phenomenon was 
generally limited geographically, 34 which did not impede the 
development of coordination on the national or international 
levels. 35 It appears that the process of political sensitization on the 
part of the unemployed can only take place in a relationship of 

32 Frances F. Pivenand Richard A. Cloward, Poor o Movements: Why TheySucceed, 
How They Fail (New York, 1977). 
33 See the essays by Matthias Reiss and Stephanie Ward in this volume. 
34 Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence, eh. 3; id., 'Protest, Acquiescence and the 

Unemployed'. 
35 On this subject see Andy Mathers, 'Euromarch: The Struggle for a Social Europe', 

Capital and Class, 68 (rggg), rs-rg; Chabanet, 'When the Unemployed Challenge the 
European Union'; FrédéricRoyall, 'Building Solidarity across National Boundaries: The 
Case of Affiliates of the European Network of the Unemployed', Journal ofContemporary 
European Studies, ro/2 (2002), 243-58; and id., 'Transnationalite et le reseau europeen des 
chomeurs', in Actes du colloque 'Mouvements sociaux et transnationalisation des pratiques: les Amériques
sont-elles distinctes' (Trois-Rivieres, 2007), 87-ror. 
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proximity, sticking as closely as possible to their concerns and to 
the places they frequent. While a worker can be approached at 
his place of work and is most likely, in one way or another, to sub-
scribe to the set of grievances articulated by his trade union, the 
task is much more difficult when it comes to the unemployed. In 
their case, potential political engagement is generally preceded by 
a long phase of education, sensitization, and, above all, self-recon-
struction. This is the reason why comfort and support, administra-
tive guidance, material assistance, and, in a more general manner, 
the provision of services are often intrinsically linked with a move-
ment for the redress of grievances on the part of the unemployed 
and, in any event, constitute a prime lever. 

In addition, a protest movement must, in order to develop, 
make sense to its protagonists, especially when the political skills 
of the individuals involved are limited, a state of affairs that makes 
it necessary for a certain number of relevant institutional targets 
to be clearly identified. This is why the anger of the unemployed 
tends to focus on the local public authorities or job centres-with 
the jobless sometimes occupying their offices and taking the staff 
hostage-rather than national institutions, which are both geo-
graphically and symbolically at a greater remove, even when the 
latter define the conditions of the struggle against unemployment 
and the operation of the relevant social services. This embedded-
ness in the local explains why, in the same country and during the 
same period, such extreme contrasts can exist from one town or 
city to another, a fact that likewise attests to the difficulty of build-
ing a national movement of the unemployed. 36 

Between Constraint and Necessity: The Search for External Alliances 

When demonstrating, the unemployed are most often supported 
by other types of organizations, thus appearing permanently to 
shuttle between a will to self-assertion, which favours their cause 
and their representation as such, and the practical need to deal 

36 For an example of the powerful mobilization of the unemployed at local level in a 
country where such movements generally do not exist, see Simone Baglioni, 'The 
Mobilization of the Unemployed in Italy: The Case of Naples', in Chabanet and Faniel 
(cds.), The Mobilization of the Unemployed in Europe. In his works, Matt Perry shows that in 
France in the 1930s, even when the political mobilization of the unemployed was at its 
peak, the movement never achieved national proportions. 
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with relationships of power that are largely exogenous and which 
to a large extent determine the conditions of their action. While 
the unemployed do not have a monopoly on this tension, it pres-
ents itself in particularly crucial terms to a population that has been 
rendered fragile, has scant resources, and must rely on outside 
help to have a hope of being heard. As Lipsky has stressed, 'the 
"problem of the powerless" in protest activity is to activate "third 
parties" to enter the implicit or explicit bargaining arena in ways 
favourable to the protestors'.37 In his contribution, Klandermans 
also insists upon the necessity for the unemployed to establish links 
with social groups or with individuals who have more influence 
than they.38 From this perspective, the publication in the United 
Kingdom during the inter-war period of works denouncing the 
effects of unemployment by Victor Gollancz's Left Book Club con-
stitutes one of the forms of outside support for the cause of the 
unemployed. 39 

On the whole, two large schools of thought have lent their 
support to the cause of the unemployed. From the Bolshevik 
Revolution of October 1917 to the early 1970s, the Communist 
parties and the satellite organizations under their sway often con-
stituted the natural allies of the unemployed, as has been demon-
strated in a large number of studies.40 In industrialized countries 
during this period, Communism played a central role in stimulat-
ing democratic debate, polarizing the positions taken by either 
side. In such a configuration, the situation of the unemployed 
formed part of a global ideological struggle surrounding the cap-
italist system, conferring a special importance on the question of 
non-employment while at the same time providing a systematic 
explanation for it. Unemployment thus inevitably made sense 
politically. After the collapse of the Soviet regime, the fall of the 
Berlin Wall and, more broadly, of all the European Communist 

37 Michael Lipsky, Protest in City Politics: Rent Strikes, Housing and the Power ofthe Poor 
(Chicago, 1970), 2. 
38 For an analysis of this question based on movements of the unemployed in France 

since the mid-1g8os, see Chabanet and Faniel (eds.), Les Mobilisations de ch6meurs. 
39 See tbe essay by Antoine Capet in this volume. 
40 See esp. Anthony i ott  'Mobilising the Unemployed: The KPD and the 

Unemployed Workers' Movement in Hamburg-Altona during the Weimar Republic', in 
Richard]. Evans and Dick Geary (eds.), The German Unemployed: Experiences and Consequences 
ofMass Unemployment fromthe Weimar Republic to the Third Reich (London, 1987), 228-6o; 
Croucher, We Refuseto Starvein Silence; Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence, section 4-6; 
Pierru, 'Mobiliser "la vie fragile"'; and Perry, Prisoners ofWant. 
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parties, the context for the mobilization of the unemployed is 
today less favourable. This is due firsdy to the current hegemony 
of neo-liberalism, which is stifling the impact of the most radical 
critiques and, by the same token, has a tendency to diminish the 
political salience of unemployment, relegating it to the level of a 
social problem. Furthermore, in such a context, the temptation is 
great to relegate unemployment to the supposed responsibility of 
the jobless rather than attempt to understand and explain the eco-
nomic and political mechanisms at work. The work of construct-
ing it as a public issue-without which no social action is 
possible-is therefore very complicated,41 even when the organi-
zations of the far left,42 often Trotskyist, have participated in this 
process and have tended to favour it. 

Another current, of Christian influence and offering faith-based 
assistance, has also often been at the side of the unemployed, pro-
viding valuable support. In this case, the grievance aspect of the 
engagement is often less pronounced or is understood within a 
more reformist framework. Generally, the Catholic or Protestant 
organizations that come to the aid of the most vulnerable are rather 
reticent about the idea of political involvement. On this subject, 
Fillieule notes that the growth of faith-based assistance in France at 
the beginning of the 1g8os, in response to the rise in inequalities, 
may have served as a brake on the emergence of a social move-
ment on the part of the unemployed.43 The urgent help and assis-
tance they provide to persons in a situation of great difficulty do 
indeed contribute to the improvement of the living conditions of 
the unemployed; however, that help does not enhance the con-
struction of a political project upon which basis one could build a 
social movement for the redress of grievances, and in fact it could 
even contribute to the extinction of such a movement. 

The coexistence of two firmly established philosophical and 
political traditions, even if they do not stand in direct opposition to 
one another, is one of the most formative elements in the struggle 

41 See esp. David A. Snow, E. Burke Rochfordjr., Steven K. Warden, and Robert D. 
Benford, 'Frame Alignment Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation', 
American Sociological Review, 51/4 (1986), 464-81. 

42 For a French example, see François Bourneau and Virginie Martin, 'Organiser les 
sans emploi? L'experience de I'APEIS clans le Val-de-Marne', in Olivier Fillieule (ed.), 
Sociologie de la protestation (Paris, 1993), 157-80. 

43 Olivier Fillieule, 'Conscience politique, persuasion et mobilisation des engagements: 
l'exemple du syndicat des ch6meurs, 1983-1989', in id. (ed.), Sociologie de la protestation, 150. 



The Mobilization of the Unemployed 401 

of the unemployed. At all times, the very ambiguous relationships 
between secular militants, often adhering to a Communist ideol-
ogy, on the one hand, and militants of Christian faith, on the 
other, have given expression to quite different concepts of social 
action and protest and of the kind of support to be given to the 
unemployed, as Matthias Reiss's essay in this volume illustrates. 
At the same time, any history of the mobilization of the unem-
ployed shows that the assistance given to the jobless is inextricably 
linked to the processes of mobilization, recruitment, and political 
struggle of the latter, which requires that a minimal degree of 
comfort and (re)socialization be provided in advance. 

Because their purpose is to express social forms of discontent 
and because the public authorities regard them as legitimate part-
ners, the trade unions are often an indispensable source of support 
in the mobilization of the unemployed. The relations between the 
two parties are nevertheless extremely complex and ambiguous. 
Because it is endowed with resources and a legitimacy that organ-
izations of the unemployed lack, the trade union movement hes-
itates openly to support social actions that it cannot fully control, 
actions which have a claim to originality, and sometimes to auton-
omy, and which in any case tend to remain outside the organized 
core of the working class. Historically anchored in the world of 
work, the unions assure above all the defence of the most active 
segments of the waged workforce, who benefit from quite stable 
employment, especially in the iron and steel producing or indus-
trial sectors.44 In her contribution in this volume, Cybèle Locke 
quotes a union organizer from New Zealand on the need to 
'become more flexible in our thinking' if unions were to assist the 
unemployed. 

Without necessarily being uninterested in the suffering of the 
unemployed, the trade unions seldom make their predicament a 
priority, considering--rightly or otherwise-that the struggle for 
full employment is of crucial importance and that it will in the 
long run be of benefit to all, including unemployed workers. 
Certain unions have gone further than others in the assistance 
provided to politically mobilized jobless workers, sometimes to the 

44 Immanuel Ness, Trade Unions and the Betrayal ofthe Unemployed: Labor Conflicts during the 
1990s (New York, 1998); Andrew Richards, 'Trade Unionism and the Unemployed in the 
European Union', La Lettre de la Maisonfranraise d'Oxford, 12 (2ooo), 153-81; and Faniel, 
'Belgian Trade Unions, the Unemployed and the Growth of Unemployment'. 
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point of creating committees of the unemployed in their midst or 
in their wake. Still with reference to New Zealand, Locke adds: 
'Trade union structures did not become more flexible, but unions 
did pledge financial assistance for new unemployed workers' 
unions and centres. '45 But even when they are united in action 
and officially in solidarity with one another, the rivalry and mis-
trust between the unemployed and the trade unions never totally 
disappears as the two parties draw upon widely divergent concepts 
ofidentity, interests, and understandings of social action.46 From 
the viewpoint of the unemployed, the main fear is of being instru-
mentalized or even sacrificed on the altar of global political-tacti-
cal considerations which they cannot control. It is true that even 
when the trade unions support the actions of the unemployed, 
they comprehend their decisions within the framework of a wider 
political game, which can also lead them to neutralize a protest 
movement. The relations that the unions have with political 
parties largely determine their position with respect to the griev-
ances of the unemployed and vary, especially relative to changes 
in government administrations. In addition, since the end of the 
Second World War the unions have in many countries shared in 
the management of the system of unemployment insurance, thus 
frequently behaving like social partners at the expense of defend-
ing the specific grievances advanced by the unemployed.47 In this 
regard, it is necessary to distinguish those countries where today 
unemployment benefits are paid via the union as an intermediary 
(Belgium, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden), a system which seems 
better to protect the social rights of the unemployed while at the 
same time limiting their organizational capacity. 

In any event, by its very nature the support of unions compen-
sates the unemployed for their organizational difficulties, but it can 
also hamper their collective emancipation. Of course, the division 
and fragmentation of unions generally offer more possibilities of 
action to groups of the unemployed, who may benefit from this 
potential rivalry in order to find some room for manoeuvre within 

45 See the essay by Cybèle Locke in this volume. 
46 Emmanuel Pierru, Guerre aux chômeurs ou guerre au chômage (Broissieux, 2005), 174-88; 

and Jean Faniel, 'L'Organisation des chomeurs clans les syndicats', Courrier hebdomadaire du 
CRISP, 1,929-30 (2oo6), 5-76.

47 Jean Faniel, 'Entre gestion et contestation: les syndicats beiges et l'assurance-
chomage', in Sophie Beroud, Corinne Gobin, andJosette Lefevre (eds.), LeSyndicalisme au 
défi du politique (Rennes, forthcoming). 
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the multiplicity of possible alliances. However, the unemployed 
cannot escape from a relationship of dependency which frustrates 
their desire for autonomy and renders them subject to a global 
political situation over which they have no control. In many cases, 
the initial urges on the part of the unemployed for social action 
have been discouraged by unions desirous of maintaining control 
over the social protest movement. Given their links to the New 
Zealand Labour Party which was at that time in power, Locke 
explains the attitude of the New Zealand union leaders to Te 
Roopu, the movement of the unemployed, as 'more of a threat 
than a potential ally'.48 Here we see a deep chasm emerge between 
the reform-minded unions close to the governing parties, which 
approve, in many cases, of the reforms aimed at curtailing unem-
ployment benefits, and the other unions, often less powerful and 
more rooted in the culture of opposition, which back the desires 
of the unemployed. 

The crucial role played by the unions allows us to focus our 
attention even more generally on the importance of the socio-
political and institutional context from which movements of the 
unemployed can develop (or not, as the case may be). To that 
end, some experts on social movements have created the concept 
of 'political opportunity structures'.49 In their view, the form and 
degree of mobilization of a social movement vary depending upon 
whether the administration in power is more or less open to its 
cause, whether its political alliances are more or less stable, 
whether elite groups are more or less divided as to the risks and 
challenges involved, and whether the action enjoys the support of 
some influential allies. Many of the studies in this volume remind 
us quite powerfully of the fact that even when peaceful, organized 
demonstrations by the unemployed have often been brutally sup-
pressed by the police and that this kind of harsh treatment has 
obviously had some discouraging consequences. Thus Margrit 
Schulte Beerbuhl described this process in relation to the 
Blanketeers of 1817,whose march to London was thwarted by 
mass arrests. 50 Ward emphasizes that more than a century later 
and using different methods, the police attempted to limit the 

48 See the essay by Cybèle Locke in this volume. 
49 Sidney G. Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action and Politics 

(Cambridge, 1994), 8s-g. 
50 See the essay by Margrit Schulte Beerbuhl in this volume. 
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protests against the Means Tests by attempting to discredit them 
publicly as composed by 'dangerous revolutionaries'.51 

Conclusion 

The mobilization of the unemployed is a complex phenomenon 
that responds to a plurality of logics. We have emphasized that 
over the course of the past two centuries, this issue has proved to 
have been much more frequent than the majority of experts on 
social movements have claimed. Despite their political invisibility, 
the public stigmatization from which they suffer, and their socio-
logical fragility, the unemployed have, from time to time and in 
different countries, succeeded in acting collectively. Modes of 
organization adapted to the circumstances, based upon a relation-
ship of aid to and proximity with the jobless, as well as the support 
of influential third parties are all determining factors in the emer-
gence of their movements. The production and distribution of 
ideological systems in which the unemployment situation is under-
stood as an injustice inflicted upon the jobless also constitutes a 
key element in the political mobilization of the unemployed. 52 

Inversely, the absence of such a framework and a certain fatal-
ism with regard to the situation reduces the propensity of the 
unemployed to mobilize collectively, as Malcolm Chase shows in 
his contribution. Some economic variables also play a certain role. 
In general, moments of intense mobilization correspond to 
periods of high unemployment, even if it is tricky to establish a 
direct and automatic link between those two factors. For the past 
two decades, for example, Spain and Poland have suffered from 
levels of unemployment that are among the highest in the 
European Union without the emergence of any significant social 
action on the part of the unemployed. 53 On the other hand, 
during the same period, groups of unemployed mobilized in both 
Ireland and Switzerland, even though the levels of unemployment 

51 See the essay by Stephanie Ward in this volume. 
52 William A. Gamson, Bruce Fireman, and Steven Rytina, Encounters with Unjust 

Authority (Homewood, Ill., 1982). 
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there were quite low.54 In accordance with the theories of 
T ocqueville, the question of collective action by the unemployed 
does not just come down to certain objective indicators-the 
number of jobless persons, the degree of social exclusion, and the 
prevalence of situations of poverty. Rather, subjective factors, 
which constitute key elements in comprehending the phenome-
non, must also be considered. From this perspective, it is indeed 
the generalization (of the fear) of unemployment that creates feel-
ings of relative anger and deprivation, exacerbated by the fact 
that expectations may have been high, 55 and this can weigh even 
more heavily than the gravity of the social problems as such. One 
of the factors most likely to lead to protests on the part of the 
unemployed is a situation in which a relatively high level of pro-
tection coincides with reforms intent upon restricting such pay-
ments. The perception of these challenges and risks varies 
significantly according to the country as well as from one era to 
another, depending especially upon the level of development and 
on the existence of familial solidarity networks, which can more 
or less mitigate the consequences of unemployment. 56 It is on this 
fertile ground of disillusionment that certain groups of the unem-
ployed emerged in several European countries in the early rg8os, 
mainly in Germany and France, and, more intermittently, in 
Belgium, Finland, and Ireland. At the beginning of the twenty-
first century as at the beginning of the nineteenth, the protest 
movements on the part of the unemployed continue to see the 
light of day, but one hopes that they will not go unnoticed. 

54 Frédéric Royall, 'Political Challengers, Service Providers or Service Recipients? 
Participants in Irish Pro-Unemployment Organizations', in Giugni (ed.), The Politics of
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55 Ted Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Princeton, 1971). Also see the essay by Bert Klandermans 
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56 Christopher Whelan and Frances McGinnity, 'Unemployment and Satisfaction: A 
European Analysis', in Duncan Gallic and Serge Paugam (eds.), Welfare Regimes and the 
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