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Foreword 

This volume Originates from a conference organized by the 
German Historical Institute London in collaboration with the 
Society for the Study of Labour History in February 2007. 

Entitled 'From the Blanketeers to the Present: Understanding the 
Protests of the Unemployed', the event brought together partici
pants from Germany, Britain, Ireland, France, the United States, 
the Netherlands, Belgium, New Zealand, and Israel to discuss 
their research and foster cooperation for further projects. 

As the global financial and economic crisis which started six 
months after the conference reminds us, unemployment remains 
a frequent and recurrent phenomenon in market societies. 
However, the suggestion that the unemployed resisted challenges 
to their standards of living or their dignity continues to encounter 
scepticism within the academic community and beyond. Even the 
once burgeoning history of popular protest has hardly taken 
notice of their frequent public and organized actions. Despite an 
ever growing body of research on the movements of the unem
ployed, they are still widely perceived as passive if not apathetic 
victims of circumstances which are beyond their control. 

The essays in this volume challenge this view and highlight the 
frequency and diversity of the protest of the unemployed over the 
last two centuries. The chronological scope ranges from the 
March of the Blanketeers in 1817 to the protest of unemployed 
people in Germany in 2008. Geographically, the essays cover the 
actions of unemployed people in Britain, France, Germany, and 
other European countries as well as in the USA, Palestine, and 
New Zealand. The various authors deal not just with processions 
in the streets, but also with protest in cyberspace, in the media, 
and on the pages of the Left Book Club. They also highlight the 
diverse ways in which the workless expressed their discontent, 
from individual or passive resistance using established constitu
tional forms of protest such as petitioning to large-scale marches, 
rallies, or riots. The individuals, movements, and political parties 
who tried to organize and lead the unemployed were equally 
diverse. In short, the essays in this volume reveal that many of the 
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workless were far from passive and often quite creative in their 
response to unemployment. 

Most of the essays in this book are based on papers presented 
at the German Historical Institute in February 2007. Cybèle 
Locke and David De Vries both chaired panels at the conference 
and kindly agreed to contribute to this volume to provide an 
insight into the movements of the unemployed beyond Europe 
and the USA. Unfortunately, constraints of space made it impos
sible to widen the geographical scope even further by including 
essays about unemployed movements in other countries or 
regions. The protest of the unemployed, like unemployment itself, 
is a global phenomenon and needs to be examined in an interna
tional framework. 

I would like to thank the contributors for their efforts and also 
all the other people who helped to make the conference a stimu
lating and exciting event and this book possible. Andrew Thorpe 
and David Stewart both chaired panels while Richard Croucher 
and Dick Geary gave excellent opening and closing papers respec
tively. Anita Bellamy worked tirelessly and with great enthusiasm 
behind the scenes to ensure that the conference proceeded 
smoothly and was such an enjoyable experience for all partici
pants. Deborah Cohen translated the essay by Chabanet and 
Faniel with speed and competence. Special thanks to Angela 
Davies, who shouldered the strenuous and often tedious task of 
preparing the manuscript for publication. I would also like to 
express my gratitude to Sarah Holmes for the long and successful 
cooperation between Oxford University Press and the German 
Historical Institute London. Matthias Reiss and Matt Perry 
organized the conference and edited the volume, and I should like 
to express my special thanks to them. 

London 
February 2010 

Andreas Gestrich 
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PART I 

Introduction 



1 

Beyond Marienthal: Understanding 
Movements of the Unemployed 

MATT PERRY AND MATTHIAS REISS 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

34.
29 One of the factors facilitating dialogue is that both in the main adopt diachronic 

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

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

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

30 Constantine, Unemployment inin Britain, 43.
31 Krishna Kumar, 'Unemployment as a Problem in the Development of Industrial 

Societies: The English Experience', SociologicalReview, 32 (1984), 185-233;Michae!J. Poire, 
'Historical Perspectives and the Interpretation of Unemployment', Journal ofEconomic Lit-
erature, 25 (1987), 1834-50; David N. Ashton, Unemployment under Capitalism: TheSociology of
British and American Labour Markets (Westport, Conn., 1986). Emphasizing the pre-industrial 
significance but incomplete combined character of wage labour in medieval France, 
Edouard Perroy, 'Wage Labour in France in the Later Middle Ages', &onomic History Re-
view, 8 (1955). 232--g. 

32 Putting unemployment's arrival in the British countryside during 1790-1815,John 
Burnett, Idle Hands: TheExperience of Unemployment, 1790-1990 (London, 1994), 1o-41. Also 
on rural unemployment, Peter Kirby, 'Debate: How Many Children Were "Unem
ployed" in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century England?', Past and Present, 187 (2005), 
187-202; Hugh Cunningham, 'Reply: How Many Children Were "Unemployed" in Eigh
teenth- and Nineteenth-Century England?', ibid. 202-15. 

33 Charles Sabel and Jonathan Zeitlin, 'Historical Alternatives to Mass Production: 
Politics, Markets and Technology in Nineteenth-Century Industrialisation', Past and Present, 
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ment of capitalism was messy then so, too, was proletarianization: 
the making of a modern working class. In their discussion of a 
'new global labour history', Hanagan and van der Linden iden
tified the transnational process of class formation as part of the 
establishment of international markets. For them, proletarianiza
tion took place first amongst sailors and in the expanding city 
ports of early modern Europe. 34 Yet this process was incomplete 
with the result that the sailors, dockside workers, and the soldiers 
of the chartered companies were 'partial proletarians'. A parallel 
process was taking place in the European countryside. According 
to J an de V ries, a 'massive near proletariat' had emerged as a 
result of agricultural commercialization and proto-industrializa
tion by the time of the French revolution. 35 From the point of 
view of the sociology of the labour process, supervised time-disci
plined wage labour could only come about after a painful cultural 
transition. 36 Thus compulsory education from the nineteenth 
century imitated the workplace in terms of time-keeping and 
intensity of work, thereby socializing new generations into the 
modem work ethic. The boundaries between work and non-work, 
between unemployment and leisure only became clearer after a 
long transition. 37 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

45 Comparing the emergence of unemployment and chômage in Britain and France 
and emphasizing the role of reformers and statisticians, Topalov, La Naissance du ch6meur, 
116-91.
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This does not imply that it is easy to fit the unemployed into con
ventional notions of social class. Proposing radically different 
social locations, the unemployed are either considered to be part 
of the working class or as an inferior and separate class in them
selves. Both these ideal types oversimplify what is a transitory 
social position. The relationship between the working class and 
unemployment is a complex one with both subjective and objec
tive dimensions. In certain circumstances, from this processual 
perspective, unemployment can lead to either proletarianization 
or becoming déclassé. Complicating the historical controversy 
about the sociological classification of the unemployed-either 
within the working class or relegated to a 'ragged' underclass or 
lumpenproletariat-is that these views coloured contemporary 
attitudes of labour organizations to the unemployed. The labour 
movement was long equivocal or even hostile to the introduction 
of state-sponsored unemployment insurance. In Germany, one 
trade unionist warned in r8g6 that safeguards had to be put in 
place to avoid 'creating a lumpenproletariat which regards the 
receipt of benefits as its purpose in life'. 46 Trade union officials 
criticized those who lost their jobs and drifted out of the union 
and often perceived the unemployed mainly as potential strike
breakers. Beveridge reportedJohn Burns's reaction during a visit 
to a labour exchange in Germany in rgo8: 'To him as an old 
trade union organizer the great waiting-room of the Berlin 
exchange with its rows of men waiting for a call was a repellent 
sight-strike-breaking fodder; he waxed eloquently to me on 
this.' 47 As a result, many trade unions and labour movements 
have viewed the unemployed with considerable ambivalence, 
especially since the process of degeneration caused by long-term 
unemployment was usually seen as irreversible. However, there is 
also a less significant tradition that conceptualized the unem
ployed as a revolutionary means to transcend the passivity and 
conservatism of the core of the organized working class.48 From 
the point of view of the historiography, the shift in labour history 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Essays in Context 

The First Century of Unemployed Protest I8I5-1914 

The origins of unemployed protest can be found in the century 
after the end of the Napoleonic wars. Over the course of the nine
teenth century, industrialization expanded from regional hubs in 
Western Europe. By the end of the period, there were significant 
industrial centres in Western Europe and the US north-east, as 
well as industrial pockets in parts of Southern and Eastern 
Europe, notably Catalonia and the Basque country, Italy's indus-
trial triangle, St Petersburg, and Moscow. Simultaneously, labour 
movements began to emerge in Europe and the United States. 
Unemployment itself was not generally recognized as an eco
nomic phenomenon until the last decades of the nineteenth 
century and remained a locally confined problem of the already 
industrialized areas. Having said this, there were periods of mass 
unemployment in the r84os and in r867 and in each of the 
decades thereafter. 

57 Colin P. Griffin, "'Three Days Down the Pit and Three Days Play": Under
employment in the East Midland Coalfields between the Wars', International Review of
Social History, 38 (1993), 321-43. 

58 Andrzej Olechnowicz, 'Unemployed Workers, "Enforced Leisure" and Education 
for the Right Use of Leisure in Britain in the 1930s', Labour History Review, 70 (2005), 27-
52; Michael Bailey, 'Broadcasting the Problem of Enforced Leisure During the 1930s', 
Leisure Studies, 26 (2007), 463-77.

59 Alan Deacon, In Search of the Scrounger: 17ze Administration of Unemployment Insurance in 
Britain, 192o-I93I (London, 1976); Peter Golding and Sue Middleton, Images of Welfare: Press 
and Public Attitudes to Poverty (Oxford, rg82); Lament Cordonnier, Pas de pitiéavec les gueux:
sur les théories economiques du chiimage (Paris, 2000). 
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Because the term only came into general usage in the 1888os, 
historians have shown distinct caution in applying it to early 
decades. However, the assertion of the right to work or relief 
because of lack of waged employment found expression in the 
early nineteenth century in Britain and France. In the British case, 
the economic conditions after the Napoleonic Wars formed the 
backdrop for marches and petitioning of those suffering from 
unemployment or, in contemporary parlance, 'distress'. The essay 
of Margrit Schulte Beerbiihl in this volume reminds us how 
diverse the protest of the British unemployed during this period 
was and that it often occasioned violent repression. Schulte 
Beerbiihl focuses especially on the most famous of these protests, 
the march of the Lancashire 'blanketeers' in March 1817, which 
anticipated the hunger marches of the twentieth century, though 
the term was not part of their vocabulary. The march failed, 
according to Schulte Beerbiihl, because of a lack of effective lead
ership and because such forms of popular protest, which the 
weavers only employed as a last resort, were not yet considered 
legitimate by the state. The authorities reacted with dispropor
tionate violence, a pattern that would repeat itself in many other 
marches until well into the 1930s.

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

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

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

in France (Montreal, 2000), 116,156-7, 174-9; Mark Traugott, Annies ofthe Poor: Determinants 
of Working-Class Participation in the Parisian Insurrection of June 1848 (Princeton, 1985). 
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combined harvest failure, financial crisis, and industrial depression 
spreading unemployment to industrial areas and acute underem
ployment to the European countryside. Emphasizing the role of 
the jobless, Mark Traugott highlighted the sociological similarity 
between those on both sides of the Parisian barricades in June 
1848. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

employment funds appeared anomalous, being described by the International Labour 
Organization as 'backward'. International Labour Office, 'The Organisation of Unem
ployment Insurance and Employment Exchanges in France', Studies and Reports, C/5 
(1921), I. 
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Between World Wars 

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the United States, where the movements of the unemployed 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Golden Age of Full Employment, 1945-1970s

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

89 Over Christmas 1960, strikers occupied the Decazeville mines and workshops in 
protest against the closure of the Aveyron coalfield. Interestingly, from the point of view 
of the memory of the hunger marches, during the French national miners' strike of 1 

March to 5 April 1963, the iron miners of Lorraine marched on Paris. Roger Lajoie
Mazenc, Colère au Fond des Puits, ou Comment les Gueules Noires ont popularise la grève
(Salingardes, 1964). 

90 Huey P. Newton, War against the Panthers (London, 2001). 
91 Frank Georgi (ed.), Autogestion: la dernière Utopie (Paris, 2003); Edmond Maire, Charles 

Piaget, André Acquier, and Raymond Burgy, Lip 73 (Paris, 1973); Claude Neuschwander 
and Guy Bordet, Lip vingt ans après, 1973-1993:propos sur le chômage (Paris, 1993); Alasdair 
Buchan; The Right to Work: The Story of the Upper Clyde Confrontation (London, 1972); H. 
Levie, D. Gregory, and N. Lorentzen (eds.), Fighting Factory Closures: Deindustrialisation and 
the Trade Unions 1979-83(Nottingham, 1984). 
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in detail, focusing especially on the role of a radio station set up 
to lend their struggle support. 

Unemployment since the 198os 

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

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

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

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

94 P. Oslington, 'Unemployment and Trade Liberalization', World Economy, 28 (2005), 
1139-55. For a discussion of the reconstruction of Iraq and unemployment see K. M. 
Medani, 'State Building in Reverse: The Neo-liberal "Reconstruction" of Iraq', Middle 
East Report, 232 (2004), 28-35. 
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of economic slowdown for social policy and the political landscape 
with the so-called 'crisis of the welfare state'.95 As early as 1978, 
Eric Hobsbawm pessimistically anticipated the political conse
quences of these difficulties for European social democracy as the 
'forward march of labour halted'. 96 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

105 Matthias Reiss, 'Hartz IV: Das britische Beispiel', Damals: Das Magazin fürGeschichte 
und Kultur, 36 (Dec. 2004), 8-11.



34 MATT PERRY AND MATTHIAS REISS 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sustained mobilization of the unemployed is rare in the devel
oping world. Bayat explored the way in which the unemployed of 
revolutionary Iran provided an exception to this generalization. 
Generally speaking, lack of organization and recourse to the infor
mal sector militate against mobilization, but in the case of Iran 
sudden job loss and the revolutionary process created an oppor
tune conjuncture for mobilization. 115 Whilst it is clear that the 
unemployed are not in an essentialist sense a revolutionary class 
as was once feared, research into the specific role of the unem
ployed, their organizations, and demands in revolutions is a real 
weakness in the comparative literatures of unemployed protest and 
of revolutions. All too often the unemployed are submerged in the 
mass character of revolution, and historians have largely failed to 
identify the specific contribution made by the unemployed and 
their networks to this process. 
East London', Development Southern A.frica, 19 (2002), 573-81; P. Gans, 'Das Beispiel des 
ambulanten Handel in Montevideo', Geographische Zeitschrift 78 (1990), 48-63. 

110 K. M. Osta Trestini, 'Desempleo e informalidad en America Latina: definiendo 
politicas publicas para Venezuela', Revista venezolana de gerencia, 12 (2007), 262-78.

111 Asef Bayat, 'From "dangerous classes" to "quiet rebels": Politics of the Urban Sub
altern in the Global South', International Sociology, 15 (2ooo), 533-57. 

112 L Sadiki, 'Popular Uprisings and Arab Democratization', International Journal of
Middle East Studies, 32 (2ooo), 71-95.

ll3 R. Pourtier, 'Brazzaville dans la guerre: crise urbaine et violences politiques', An
nales de Geographie, 611(2000), 3-20.

114 Y. Corcoran-Nantes, 'Women and Popular Urban Social Movements in São Paulo, 
Brazil', Bulletin ofLatinAmerican Research, 9 (1990), 249-64. 

115 AsefBayat, 'Workless Revolutionaries: The Unemployed Movement in Revolution
ary Iran', International Review ofSocial History, 42 (1997), 159-85. 
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If the British NUWM provides an extraordinary example of sus
tained and improbable mobilization for the inter-war period, the 
Argentine movement holds this exceptional status in recent years. 
The Argentine movements of the unemployed, the piqueteros, and 
their novel tactics have attracted researchers. 116 Looking at the 
role of the Central Argentine Workers' Union (Central de 
Trabajadores Argentinos, CTA), Patroni took a labour history per
spective highlighting the continuities between workers' unions and 
the movement of the unemployed. First, the novel method of the 
roadblock emblematic of the unemployed movement originated 
amongst skilled workers and their strikes. Secondly, the CT A 
union-which split from the Peronist General Confederation of 
Labour (Confederaci6n General del Trabajo, CGT) because of the 
left's failure to oppose government-driven neo-liberal packages
was central to early organizing efforts of the unemployed, with its 
FIV (Federaci6n de Tierra y Vivienda) encompassing the diverse 
victims of neo-liberalism (precarious workers, unemployed, those in 
the informal sector, landless labourers). Finally, the roadblock 
protests were not exclusively the preserve of the unemployed but 
also formed a repertoire of action that at times included strikes and 
demonstrations. 117 If Patroni deployed labour history, social move
ment theory has been the more typical paradigm through which 
to approach the Argentine unemployed. The Argentine unem
ployed organizations, such as the Movimiento de Trabajadores 
Desocupados, provide a model of a new social movement based 
on the spontaneous creativity or the establishment of autonomous 
territorial, material, and social space. 118 Another focus of study has 

116 Providing the context and arguing against the view that the unemployed are in
capable of protest, M. E. Carranza, 'Poster Child or Victim oflmperialist Globalization? 
Explaining Argentina's December 2001 Political Crisis and Economic Collapse', Latin 
American Perspectives, 32 (2005), 65-89; A. C. Dinerstein, 'A Silent Revolution: The Unem
ployed Workers' Movement in Argentina and the New Internationalism', Labour, Capital 
and Society 34 (2001), 166-83. 

117 Viviana Patroni, 'Structural Reforms and the Labour Movement in Argentina', 
Labour, Capital and Society, 35 (2002), 252-80. 

118 D. Khorasanee, "'Resistance as creation": A New Sociability in Argentina', Devel
opment in Practice, 17 (2007), 765-74 Outlining how the movement offers networked neigh
bourhoods, solidarity, protest, and self-help within this autonomous geography, P. 
Chatterton, 'Making Autonomous Geographies: Argentina's Popular Uprising and the 
"Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados" (Unemployed Workers' Movement)', Geo

.forum, 36 (2005), 545-61. On clientelist survival networks and urban coping strategies, 
Javier Auyero, Poor People's Politics: Peronist Survival Networks and the Legacy ofEvita (Durham, 
NC, 2001). 
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been the way in which these movements are able to construct 
new identities through the interaction between everyday life 
and protest. 119 Some have studied the more recent decline of 
the unemployed protest cycle through institutionalization and 
incorporation. 120 

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

119 C. Cross and D. Gorbán 'Formas de organizaci6n y acci6n colectiva de desem
pleados y recicladores en el Conurbano Bonaerense', Revista venezolana de gerencia, 9 (2004), 
201-28.

120 J. Wolff, '(De-)mobilising the Marginalised: A Comparison of the Argentine pi
queteros and Ecuador's Indigenous Movement', Journal ofLatin American Studies, 39 (2007), 
1-29; R. Villal6n, 'Neoliberalism, Corruption, and Legacies of Contention: Argentina's 
Social Movements, 1993-2006', LatinAmerican Perspectives, 34 (2007), 139-56. 
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Mobilizing the Unemployed: 
The Social Psychology of 
Movement Participation 

BERTKLANDERMANS 

In 1979 I published my first journal article, entitled 'Unemployed 
and the Unemployed Movement'. It was an attempt to understand 
why it was so difficult to organize and mobilize the unemployed. I 
came to the conclusion that discontent alone was not a sufficient 
reason for people to take part in protest. Moreover, I realized that 
being unemployed was a transitory state that people want to quit as 
soon as possible. This raised the fundamental question of how to 
make people identify with a group they do not want to be part of 
and how, under such circumstances, to develop the collective iden
tity needed for collective action to materialize? It was the beginning 
of a long journey aiming to understand the social psychological 
dynamics of participation in social movements. More than twenty
five years later, the invitation to give a keynote address at the con
ference on which this book is based made me return to that same old 
question. What would be the answer if I were to face that question 
today? This time I am armed with much more understanding and 
more sophistication than I was in those days. Would that make a 
difference? This essay results from the address I gave at the confer
ence. It tries to review what more than twenty-five years of scholar
ship have taught me-globally summarized as the social psychology 
of protest. I have not returned to the unemployed movement since 
the late 1970s. Nonetheless, I tried to imagine what our conceptual 
frameworks could tell us about protest by the unemployed. 

The Social Psychological Approach 

I shall start by introducing the social psychological approach to 
social phenomena such as social movements. The first important 
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matter to understand is that social psychology takes the individual 
as its unit of analysis. Do not expect answers to the question of why 
at a given moment a social movement develops, why movements 
grow big or disappear, or why they succeed or fail. This is the 
realm of sociology, political science, or history. A social psychology 
of protest tries to understand the dilemmas individuals face and 
the choices they make when confronted with the opportunity to 
take part in collective action. What makes them choose to engage 
or defect, to take part or quit? The second important aspect of a 
social psychological approach to social movements is time. 
Movement participation evolves over time. Movements develop in 
cyclical patterns. At the beginning when few people participate, 
participation is risky, but gradually more people come to know 
about the movement and more and more people take part. What 
was risky at the start might become routine over time. Under those 
circumstances, it makes a big difference psychologically whether 
the same activity is employed at the beginning or towards the end 
of a movement's cycle. Similarly, participation evolves over time. 
Participation is a process that develops through stages and as the 
stages change the psychological dynamics of participation change 
as well. People may change their mind and behaviour in the course 
of time. The active participant of today might be the drop-out of 
tomorrow. Time as a variable is often neglected in studies of move
ment participation; as a consequence, we may draw incorrect con
clusions about the dynamics of movement participation. 

Social psychologists have always been interested in political 
protest. However, as social psychology became an increasingly 
experimental discipline, interest waned because political protest 
is not easy to fit into a laboratory setting. At the same time, soci
ologists became more sceptical about the possible contribution of 
social psychology to the study of social movements, as we will see 
in the next section. But recently, social psychologists have been 
rediscovering protest and movement participation. Mter looking 
back to the past we will take stock of these new developments. 

Back to the Past 

For a long time scholars of social movements equated the social psy
chology of protest with relative deprivation. It was understood that 
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people who were protesting were aggrieved and relative deprivation 
theory was the dominant grievance theory in social psychology. The 
important innovation which relative deprivation brought to griev
ance theory was the recognition that feelings of deprivation result 
from comparison processes. 1 It is not absolute wealth (or lack of 
wealth) that counts, but wealth evaluated against some standard of 
comparison, be it someone else's wealth, one's own wealth in the 
past, or some abstract criterion such as equity. If the outcome of 
such comparisons is negative, that is to say, people feel that they are 
getting less than they deserve, the resulting feelings of discontent are 
called relative deprivation. In the context of protest participation a 
further distinction is of relevance. Walter G. Runciman introduced 
the distinction between comparisons of the situation of an individual 
to that of other individuals and the comparison of the situation of a 
group to that of other groups.2 He called the first egoistic depriva
tion and the latter fratemalistic deprivation. Later this was turned by 
others into individual and group relative deprivation. 3 It was gener
ally assumed and also demonstrated that group relative deprivation 
is more important for the explanation of protest participation than 
individual relative deprivation. 4 

However, in the 1970s, social movement scholars from a socio
logical background began to argue that grievances are actually not 
what count. Grievances, they hold, abound. Therefore the ques
tion for social movement scholars to answer is not so much why 
people are aggrieved, but why aggrieved people protest. Resource 
mobilization theory and political process theory maintained that 
it is not so much grievances, but rather the availability of resources 
and changing political opportunities that explain the emergence of 
social movements. 5 Grievance theory lost its significance in social 

1 Samuel A. Stouffer et al., The American Soldier (Princeton, 1949). 
2 W alter G. Runciman, Relative Deprivation and Social Justice: A Study ofAttitudes to Social 

Inequality in Twentieth-Century England (London, 1966). 
3 See e.g. John Kelly and Caroline Kelly, 'Industrial Action', injean F. Hartley and 

Geoffrey M. Stephenson (eds.), Employment Relations: The Psychology ofInfluence and Control at 
Work (Oxford, 1992), 246-70.

4 Joanne Martin, 'The Tolerance oflnjustice', injames M. Olson, C. Peter Herman, 
and Mark P. Zanna (eds.), Relative Deprivation and Social Comparison (Hillsdale, NJ, 1986), 
217-42. 

5 Anthony Oberschall, Social Conflict and Social Movements (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1973); 
Mayer N. Zald and John D. McCarthy (eds.), The Dynamics of Social Movements: Resource 
Mobilization, Social Control and Tactics (Cambridge, Mass., 1979); Doug McAdam, Political 
Process and the Development ofBlack Insurgency 1930-1970(Chicago, 1982); Charles Tilly, From 
Mobilization to Revolution (Reading, Mass., 1978). 
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movement theory, as did relative deprivation and, in its wake, 
social psychology.6 Among others I counter-argued that resource 
mobilization and political process theory seemed to have thrown 
the baby out with the bathwater.7 There is much more in social 
psychology than relative deprivation, I argued, and much of what 
is there is extremely useful for the study of movement participation. 
I spent a career on carving out those parts of social psychology that 
could help to explain social movement participation and other 
social psychologists joined in the enterprise. In the remainder of 
this essay I will take stock of what we accomplished. 

Movement Participation 

Before I start to lay out theories and frameworks I shall first clarify
what we are talking about. What is movement participation? The 
concept of movement participation is extremely fuzzy, as it refers 
to a whole array of different behaviours ranging from signing peti
tions to sit-ins, consumer boycotts, rallies, marches, demonstra
tions, vigils, violence, self-mutilation, donating money, and many 
more. I have always argued that the social psychological dynamics 
of different forms of participation diverge. From the fact that 
someone is willing to sign a petition, we cannot presume that he 
or she is also willing to take part in a rally or wants to donate 
money. Each form of participation has its own motivational 
dynamics that may lead someone to be willing to participate in 
one behaviour but not another. In Figure 2.1 I present a typology 
of forms of participation. 

The typology is built on two dimensions: effort and duration. 
Activities can require litde effort or a lot, and they can be limited 
in time or unlimited. In the four cells in Figure 2.1, I give some 
examples of the four types of participation. The story of thresholds 
and free riders shows that the social psychological dynamics vary. 
Activities in the low effort / limited duration square typically 
require large numbers to make any impression on policy-makers 
at all. It does not make much sense to have a petition with only 

6 Note that social psychology is blamed for not doing something that it never pre
tended to do, namely, explaining the emergence of social movements. 

7 Bert K.landermans, 'Mobilization and Participation: Social Psychological Expansions 
of Resource Mobilization Theory', American Sociological Review, 49 (1984), 583-6oo. 
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FIGURE 2.1. The process ofparticipation 
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ten signatures; you need thousands if not hundreds of thousands. 
People are aware that for them to be motivated it is important to 
know that some threshold level will be reached. Thus an impor
tant element of the persuasion strategy must be to make people 
believe that enough other people will participate. Activities in the 
high effort / unlimited duration square, on the other hand, must 
solve the free-rider dilemma. For high effort / long duration activ
ities it usually suffices to have only a few participants who are 
willing to make the effort. As a consequence, many people can 
afford to take a free ride. Willingness to participate in this type of 
activity thus implies readiness to give go per cent or more of the 
supporters that free ride. 

Dynamics ofParticipation 

Figure 2.2 provides the seven key concepts of the social psycholog
ical framework for the explanation of movement participation that 
I will elaborate in the pages to come. 

The first three concepts-demand, supply, and mobilization
are about the context of participation. This is a metaphor bor
rowed from economics, but it is useful. The demand side of 
protest refers to the proportion of the population in a society that 
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FIGURE 2 .2. The dynamics of participation
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sympathizes with the cause and is prepared to take part in protest 
one way or the other. The supply side of protest refers to the 
opportunities of protest offered to people. If there is no supply of 
protest, the demand might be high but nothing will happen. If, 
on the other hand, there is no demand there is no point in offering 
opportunities to protest. Mobilization is the marketing mechanism 
of social movements. Somehow, demand and supply must be 
brought together. It must be communicated to people who want 
to protest that there will be opportunities to protest. Without 
mobilization a high demand and a strong supply would get 
nowhere. 

The next three concepts- instrumentality, identity, and ideol
ogy- concern the motivation to participate. They form the core 
of the social psychological approach. They are the three funda
mental motives that drive people who participate in political 
protest. People participate in protest because they believe that 
participation helps to change their situation, because they identify
with the other participants, or because their norms and values are 
violated. As the three motives work in an additive manner, they 
can compensate for one another. 

Emotions, finally, are the most recent addition to the frame
work. It comes as no surprise that emotions play an important 
part in the social psychological dynamics of movement participa
tion. Yet emotions have only recently been taken into account. 
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Emotions have long been seen as irrational. Social movement lit
erature, however, is moving towards a conceptualization of move
ment participation as rational political behaviour, after it was long 
conceived of as irrational. In addition, emotions are complicated 
phenomena both theoretically and empirically. As a consequence, 
it is never easy to measure emotions. 

Demand and Supply 

The demand side of participation requires studies of such 
processes as socialization, grievance formation, causal attribution, 
and the formation of collective identity. In reference to the unem
ployed, one could think of matters such as having a union back
ground or not when it comes to socialization. As for grievance 
formation, it is, for instance, important to know what experience 
the unemployed have had with the social security system. Causal 
attribution relates to the question of who or what to blame for 
unemployment-mismanagement, the economic crisis, the hand 
of God? As for collective identity, it obviously makes a difference 
whether someone's unemployment is the result of a collective lay
off, a company closure, or personal reasons. 

The supply side of participation concerns such matters as action 
repertoires, the effectiveness of social movements, the ideologies 
movements stand for, and the constituents of identification they 
offer. Are there organizations of the unemployed in a society? 
What kinds of activities do they organize and are they effective, in 
one way or another? Are labour unions, or any other societal 
organization, involved in the unemployed movement? What is the 
ideological position of these organizations-socialist, leftist, 
extreme right, and so on? Do they have charismatic leaders 
people can identify with? 

Mobilization 

Much research concerns the mobilization process, understand
ably, because mobilization is the mechanism that brings demand 
and supply together. Without mobilization there will be no action, 
even in circumstances of high demand. The study of mobilization 
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concerns such matters as the effectiveness of persuasive commu
nication, the influence of social networks, and the perceived costs 
and benefits of participation. For effective communication, organ
izers must solve a crucial problem, namely, how to identify the 
people who are demanding protest and to establish how can they 
be reached. Sometimes this is easy, if, for example, it concerns the 
inhabitants of a neighbourhood or workers in a particular 
company, but most of the time there are no easy solutions to the 
problem. The unemployed are a case in point. At times when they 
were forced to report to a particular administration regularly, that 
was one way to reach them, provided that the authorities allowed 
organizers to communicate with them. Also, in those days workers 
tended to live in specific neighbourhoods, which created another 
opportunity. None of this is true any more. Today, therefore, the 
problem of how to reach the unemployed is not easy for would
be organizers of an unemployed movement to solve. 

Social networks are part of the solution to the problem of how 
to reach potential participants. People are involved in all kinds of 
organizations and social networks: labour unions, neighbourhood 
organizations, but also churches, sports clubs, and so on. In addi
tion to such formal organizations they are embedded in interper
sonal networks: friendship networks, networks of relatives, family, 
and so on. Such networks are of crucial significance in mobiliza
tion campaigns. They serve as a communication network and fuel 
the motivators of participation by controlling some of the costs 
and benefits of participation. Participation in collective action can 
be costly but also rewarding and, obviously, the balance of costs 
and benefits influences people's motivation to participate. I will 
come back to this issue in my discussion of instrumental motiva
tion, but for the moment it is important to note that the same 
factors that create a demand for protest impact on the perceived 
costs. The poor, the unemployed, and the powerless might not 
have the resources to stage viable protest. As a result, paradoxi
cally, it is often not the most deprived who protest, but those who 
are already somewhat better off. 

Consensus mobilization versus action mobilization 

Mobilization can be divided into the processes of convincing and 
activating. A movement's attempts to convince people are known 
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as consensus mobilization. These attempts embrace grievance 
interpretation, causal attribution, possible measures to be taken, 
protest activities to be staged, and so on. Consensus mobilization 
is a long-term enterprise. It takes time-sometimes years-to con
vince people of the plausibility of a movement's points of view. 
However, possible success in activating people is limited by the 
degree of success of consensus mobilization. Action mobilization 
concerns the transformation of consensus into action. Indeed, acti
vating sympathizers is difficult enough, let alone turning people 
into sympathizers. Therefore, action mobilization campaigns tend 
to concentrate on transforming sympathizers into participants. 
The time frame of the average action mobilization campaign 
leaves no time for consensus mobilization. 

Steps toward participation 

Action mobilization is a process that evolves in various steps, each 
of which has its own explanation. 

FIGURE 2.3. Action mobilization 

Not motivated 

Motivated 

As action mobilization concerns the transformation of sympa
thizers into participants, the process as it is conceived of in Figure 
2.3 starts with that part of the population that sympathizes with 
the movement's cause; in social movement literature this is often 
depicted as the mobilization potential of a social movement. As 
indicated, the size of the mobilization potential reflects the success 
or failure of the consensus mobilization efforts. The first problem 
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to solve is targeting the sympathizers. This step seems obvious but 
its significance is often overlooked, both by organizers and 
researchers. Formal and informal networks, strong and weak ties 
to movement organizations, and all kinds of communication 
channels are important vehicles of mobilization at this stage. 

The next step involves motivating people to participate. I will 
elaborate on the motivational dynamics of participation in much 
more detail in the next section on motivational dynamics. For 
here it suffices to emphasize that the fact that someone sympa
thizes with the cause of a movement does not guarantee that he 
or she is prepared to participate. Moreover, being motivated for 
one activity, for example, signing a petition, does not necessarily 
mean being motivated for another activity, such as joining a site 
occupation. That is to say, the motivation is to take part in the 
specific activity that is being mobilized for. In the final step, those 
who are motivated to participate must actually be persuaded to 
take part. This is still a significant step to take. For example, in a 
study we conducted of the mobilization campaign for a demon
stration, 6o per cent of those who said that they were prepared to 
take part in the demonstration the next day eventually did not 
go.8 Indeed, this is a complicated step for organizers. What are 
they to do? People have been targeted, their motivation has been 
aroused, what more can organizers do to make sure that someone 
participates? At this final stage, the strength of the motivation, the 
height of remaining barriers, and the influence of friends make the 
difference. It is your friends who make you live up to your prom
ises. This is understandable. If two friends decide to take part in 
an event, each of them will make sure that the other does not 
defect. 

Motivation 

Instrumentality, identity, and ideology are the three fundamental 
motives that drive people who participate in collective action. This 
is not to say that each motive necessarily has to be active, or that 
it must be equally strong. For some people one specific motive 
can be more important than another, and the same holds for 

8 Bert Klandermans and Dirk Oegema, 'Potentials, Networks, Motivations and Bar
riers: Steps toward Participation in Social Movements', American Sociological Review, 5 (1987), 
519-31. 
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some movements. One might imagine that in the case of the 
unemployed movement, instrumentality, for example, aiming for 
measures that reduce unemployment or increase unemployment 
benefits are more important. Identity motives, on the other hand, 
might be more important for the gay and lesbian movement, 
while ideological motives might have been more important for 
participants in the anti-Iraq war demonstrations. 

The three motives also to some extent reflect a development in 
the social psychological theorizing on movement participation. It 
began with models emphasizing the instrumentality of movement 
participation.9 Following resource mobilization theory, move
ments were seen as politics by other means. It was supposed that 
people participate in social movements because they feel that par
ticipation can help them to achieve some external goals at an 
affordable cost. As time went by it became clear to social psychol
ogists that instrumentality is not all there is. Simon and his col
laborators began to argue that in addition to the calculative 
instrumentality motive there is a less calculative identity motive 
that generates a felt inner social obligation to participate, and 
recently Jacquelien van Stekelenburg has suggested that ideolog
ical motives are responsible for a felt inner moral obligation to 
participate. 10 

Perceived costs and benefits

The instrumental motive to participate in collective action con
ceives of action participation as controlled by the perceived costs 
and benefits of participation. Figure 2.4 presents my expectancy
value model as it was published in the American Sociological Review 
in 1984. In the meantime, it has become a classic. The model 
holds v.rillingness to participate to be dependent on collective 
benefits and selective incentives. Instrumental motives concern the 
expected outcomes of participation multiplied by the value of 

9 Klandermans, 'Mobilization and Participation'; Karl-Dieter Opp, The Rationality of
Political Protest: A Comparative Analysis ofRational Choice Theory (Boulder, Colo., 1g8g). 

10 Bemd Simon et al., 'Collective Identity and Social Movement Participation', Journal 
ofPersonality and Social Psychology 74 (1gg8), 646-sB;jacquelien van Stekelenburg, 'Promot
ing or Preventing Social Change: Instrumentality, Identity, Ideology and Group-based 
Anger as Motives of Protest Participation' (Ph.D. thesis, VU-University, Amsterdam, 
20o6);Jacquelien van Stekelenburg and Bert Klandermans, 'Individuals in Movements: 
A Social Psychology of Contention', in Bert Klandermans and Conny Roggeband (eds.), 
Handbook of Social Movements across Disciplines (Boston, 2007), 157-204. 
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those outcomes. Between values and expectancies there is a mul
tiplicative relationship which implies that each factor must be 
higher than zero. If an expected outcome is not valued it does not 
make a difference; if a valued outcome is not expected, it does not 
make any difference either. Some outcomes are called selective 
incentives because they are contingent upon participation. Others 
are characterized by jointness of supply, that is to say that once 
they are realized everybody benefits, including those who did not 
take part in their realization. They are therefore called collective 
benefits. This makes collective action vulnerable to free-rider 
behaviour, that is, non-participation under the assumption that 
one will reap the collective benefits anyway. The key factor of this 
part of the model is the expectations: expectations about the 
behaviour of others, expectations that the goal will be reached, 
and expectations about the contribution of one's own behaviour. 

FIGuRE 2 .4.Perceived costs and benefits ofparticipation 

Value 

Expectation that 
action goal will 

be reached 

Inner social obligation 

Collective 
benefits 

Selective incentives: 
• social 
• non-social 

Participation 

The drive originating from identification with other participants is 
the felt inner social obligation to act on behalf of the collective. 
Stiirmer and his collaborators demonstrate that the motivating 
force behind collective identity is a felt inner obligation of this sort. 11 

11 Stefan Stiirmer, Bernd Simon, Michael Loewy, and Heikejorger, 'The Dual-Path
way Model of Social Movement Participation: The Case of the Fat Acceptance Move
ment', Social Psychology Quarterly, 66/1 (2003), 71-82. 
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In terms of social psychology and motivation, a felt inner obligation 
to participate is important because it is impossible to take a free ride 
on such obligation. An inner obligation to participate can only be 
met by acting upon it, that is to say, by participating. 

Inner moral obligation 

Ideology as a motivating force also results in an inner obligation, 
but this time a felt moral obligation. 12 Norms and values are vio
lated, such as equality or protecting the weak for instance, and in 
order to maintain their moral integrity, people choose to partici
pate in collective action. And again, one cannot take a free ride on 
an inner moral obligation. 

An additive model 

Instrumental, identity, and ideological motives presumably 
combine in an additive manner. That is to say, each motive adds 
to the other two in explaining why people participate in collective 
action, although the relative contribution need not be equal on all 
occasions. This implies also that the three motives can compensate 
for one another. Indeed, some people may participate in a protest 
event although they are not convinced that it will have much 
impact on politics, but they identify with the other participants, 
and that is what makes them participate. Alternatively, some 
people may feel so upset about the violation of some core value, for 
example, animal rights, that they want to express their indignation 
irrespective of the expected political outcomes. Jacquelien van 
Stekelenburg, a colleague of mine, was to my knowledge the first 
to assess the relative weight of these motives and demonstrate that 
it varied depending on the organizer or the issue. She proposed 
that movements might have different action orientations that 
appeal differentially to the three key motives, and tested this sug
gestion. Borrowing Turner and Killian's distinction between 
power-oriented, participation-oriented, and value-oriented move
ments, she argued that power-oriented movements appeal more 
to instrumental motives, and value-oriented movements more to 
ideological motives. 13 This turned out to be true. 

12 Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 'Individuals in Movements'. 
13 Ralph H. Turner and Lewis M. Killian, Collective Behavior (3rd edn.; Englewood 

Cliffs, NJ, 1987). 
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Emotions 

Politics-and especially the politics of protest-are full of emo
tions. People are fearful about terrorism, angry about proposed 
budget cuts, shocked at senseless violence, and proud of their group's 
identity. Clearly, there is an emotional component in how people 
react to their social and political environment. Yet amazingly little 
is known about where emotions exactly fit into the context of 
movement participation. In collective action research, emotions 
are a novice with a long history. In the first half of the previous 
century, emotions were at the centre of collective action studies. 
Collective action was seen as an irrational response to discontent 
and emotions were equated with irrationality. As a reaction to 
these approaches, the dominant academic discourse on collective 
action participation shifted to rational, structural, and organiza
tional explanations. As a result, emotions accompanying protest 
were neglected altogether. The rational trend has now been 
reversed and we see emotions back on the research agenda of stu
dents of collective action. 14 

Emotions permeate protest at all stages: recruitment, sustained 
participation, and disengagement. 15 Goodwin, Jasper, and 
Polletta argue that 'emotions are socially constructed', but that 
'some emotions are more [socially] constructed than others, 
involving more cognitive processes'. 16 In their view, emotions that 
are politically relevant, more than other emotions, lie at the social 
construction end of the scale. For these emotions, cultural and his
torical factors play an important part in the interpretation (that 
is, perception) of the state of affairs by which they are generated. 
Emotions, these authors hold, are important in the growth and 

14 James M.Jasper,JeffGoodwin, and Francesca Polletta, 'Emotional Dimensions of 
Social Movements', in David A. Snow, Sarah A. Soule, and Hanspeter Kricsi (eds.), The 
Blackwell Companion to Social Movements (Oxford, 2004), 413-32;James M. Jasper, "The Art of
Moral Protest: Culture, Biography, and Creativity in Social Movements (Chicago, 1997); id., 'The 
Emotions of Protest: Affective and Reactive Emotions in and around Social Movements', 
Sociological Forum, 13 (1998), 397-424; Martijn van Zomeren, Russell Spears, Agneta H. 
Fischer, and Colin Wayne Leach, 'Put your money where your mouth is! Explaining 
Collective Action Tendencies through Group-based Anger and Group Efficacy', Journal 
ofPersonality and Social Psychology, 87/5 (2004), 649-64. 

15 Jasper, 'The Emotions of Protest'; id., 'Cultural Approaches in the Sociology of 
Social Movements', in Klandermans and Roggeband (eds.), Social Movements across Disci
plines, 59-11 o. 

16 Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca Polletta, 'Why Emotions Matter', 
in eid. (eds.), Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements (Chicago, 2001), 1-24, at 13. 
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unfolding of social movement and political protest. Obviously, 
emotions can be manipulated. Activists work hard to create moral 
outrage and anger and to provide a target against which these can 
be vented. They must weave together a package of moral, cogni
tive, and emotional attitudes. 

Emotions can be classified in terms of the approach and avoid
ance tendencies they provoke. Van Stekelenburg and Klander
mans discuss various theories that elaborate on that distinction. 17 

Fear is typically an avoidance-oriented emotion that generates 
inactivity; anger, on the other hand, is approach-oriented and 
associated with participation in collective action. The factor that 
moderates whether people react with fear or anger to an infringe
ment of their rights or status seems to be control. If someone feels 
that they have some control of the situation, anger is the most 
likely response; if they do not feel that they are in control, fear is 
the most likely response. In the social psychological approaches 
of emotions, anger is seen as the prototypical protest emotion. For 
those of us who have been part of protest events or watched 
reports on protest events in the news media, this is hardly surpris
ing. Indeed, it is hard to conceive of protest detached from anger. 
But other emotions may also be relevant in stimulating protest 
participation. Indignation is one of those emotions that 'puts fire 
in the belly and iron in the soul' and therefore stimulates protest 
participation. 18 Paul Ekman defines indignation as anger about 
the mistreatment of someone or something; this makes indigna
tion the most political of feelings. 19 

Group-based theories ofemotions 

The 'self implicated in appraisals that generate emotions is clearly 
not necessarily a personal or individual self. If group membership 
becomes part of the self, events that harm or favour an in-group 
by definition harm or favour the self, and the self might thus expe
rience affect and emotions on behalf of the in-group. With such 

17 Jacquelien van Stekelenburg and Bert Klandermans, 'Instrumentality, Identity, Ide
ology and Group-Based Anger: Social Psychological Approaches to Protest Participation', 
in Klandermans and Roggeband (eds.), Social Movements across Disciplines. 

18 William A. Gamson, Talking Politics (Cambridge, 1992), 32. 
19 Paul Ekman, 'Facial Expression and Emotion', American Psychologist, 48/4 (1993), 

384-92; Roland Reichenbach, 77ze Scandalised Self: Paper Presented at the Association ofMoral 
Education (Glasgow, 2ooo). 



54 BERT KLANDERMANS 

considerations in mind Smith developed a model of group-based 
emotions that is predicated on social identification with the 
group.20 Research suggests that the same emotion processes (that 
is, appraisals, emotions, and action tendencies) operating at the 
individual level and in interpersonal situations operate in inter
group situations. People do experience emotions on behalf of their 
group when the social category is salient and they identify with the 
group at stake. 

Since collective action is by definition a group phenomenon 
and group identification appears to be an important factor in 
determining collective action one may assume that group-based 
emotions in particular impact on protest behaviour. V an 
Zomeren demonstrated that this is the case. Indeed, group-based 
anger reinforces protest participation. A question that remains to 
be answered is whether emotions function as a path to participa
tion separate from instrumentality, identification, and ideology, 
or as an amplifier of these motivations. So far, research by van 
Zomeren and van Stekelenburg suggests that either process is 
plausible. 21 

Mobilizing the Unemployed: Conclusion 

I shall now return to the question that I started this essay with: 
why is it so difficult to mobilize the unemployed? Looking back 
to the study I conducted twenty-five years ago, I was obviously 
paying most attention to the demand side of participation, less to 
the supply side, and even less to the dynamics of mobilization. I 
tried to map the grievances of the unemployed and to show how 
those grievances translated into movement participation. Had I, 
in those days, been aware of resource mobilization theory I would 
certainly have focused much more on the supply side of participa
tion. I would have looked into the features of the unemployment 
movement-its organizations, its action repertoire, its effective
ness, and so on. I would have noticed that the labour unions were 
ambivalent about mobilizing the unemployed because they had 

20 E. R. Smith, 'Social Identity and Social Emotions: Toward New Conceptualizations 
of Prejudice', in Diane M. Machie and David L. Hamilton (eds.), Affict, Cognition, and 
Stereotyping: Interactive Processes in Group Perception (San Diego, 1993), 297-315. 

21 Van Zomeren et al., 'Put your money'; Van Stekelenburg, 'Promoting or Preventing 
Social Change'. 
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difficulty in deciding how to reconcile the interests of those who 
were employed and those who were not. I would have observed 
that the organizations of the unemployed were weak and heavily 
influenced by the Communist Party. 

But with the benefit of current knowledge, I would especially 
have concentrated on the dynamics of mobilization-both con
sensus mobilization and action mobilization. How successful has 
consensus mobilization been, and to what extent does that trans
late into motivation to participate? I would probably have argued 
that most unemployed would be predominantly instrumentally 
motivated to take part in the unemployed movement, whether to 
campaign for more jobs or better social security. Unfortunately, 
however, this is not easy for an unemployment movement to 
accomplish. Social movements do not create jobs; nor do they pay 
social security cheques. Hence, the movement has no choice but 
to put pressure on government or employers, but even govern
ments and employers are limited in what they can do in this 
respect. Unemployment is a transitory status which most people 
want to quit as soon as possible. As a consequence, they might 
find it difficult to identify with other unemployed. Nonetheless, in 
those situations where people have lost their jobs collectively 
because of company closure or large-scale reorganizations, collec
tive identity might develop and people might participate because 
of a felt social obligation to other unemployed. I would probably 
also have argued that the ideological motivation would have 
worked restrictively as the Dutch movement organizations of 
those days were under the ideological influence of the Communist 
Party, with the result that people who did not adhere to the 
Communist ideology might have been put off. As far as emotions 
are concerned, I would suggest that fear was the more likely 
emotion at that time, because I assume that most unemployed 
experience little control over the situation. But in those situations 
where workers were fired collectively, I can imagine that anger or 
indignation was more likely. 

All in all, there are many reasons why the unemployed are not 
easy to mobilize. Yet history does provide examples of unemployed 
movements. Movement activity, or lack of it, by the unemployed 
is unlikely to be explained by demand factors, as I would expect 
most people who are unemployed to feel unhappy with their situ
ation. But obviously, each of the mobilization dynamics could, 
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under specific circumstances, function differently. Moreover, the 
more convincingly the supply side manifests itself, the more likely 
it is that any of these mobilization dynamics will work differently. 
But perhaps we should remember that movement activity is the 
exception and inactivity the rule. Mter all, Gerald Marwell and 
Pamela Oliver might be correct in asserting that in face of adverse 
circumstances, most people continue to do what they were doing, 
namely, nothing. 22 

22 Gerald Marwell and Pamela Oliver, 1he Critical Mass in Collective Action: A Micro-Social 
Theory (Cambridge, 1993). 
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The March of the Blanketeers: 
Tragic Failure or Pioneer of 

Unemployed Protest? 

MARGRIT SCHULTE BEERBDHL 

Unemployed protest marches are generally associated with the 
1920s and 1930s. The unemployed marches of the inter-war years 
were certainly unprecedented in terms of scale, frequency, and 
level of organization, but they were not a new phenomenon. The 
British unemployed began to march to London with increasing 
frequency in the early twentieth century, and some very early 
forerunners date back to the early nineteenth century. The best 
documented of these early nineteenth-century marches is that of 
the Blanketeers in March 1817. 

At a time when political protests, machine-breaking, and wide
spread unrest were shaking the country, several thousand mosdy 
unemployed or underemployed weavers decided to march to 
London to petition the Prince Regent for relief. The march was 
to start simultaneously for London from a number of places in the 
textile areas of the north and the Midlands. As the participants 
were seen carrying blankets, rugs, or large coats with them, they 
came to be known as the Blanketeers. 

Although the march is one ofthe 'three famous events' ofr8r7, 
not many labour historians have dealt with it in detail. Most either 
just mention it briefly, or refer to its early and unsuccessful 
ending. 1 The most detailed investigation into this event has been 
provided by the Hammonds and E. P. Thompson. The reasons 
for its neglect are twofold. First, the labour historiography of the 
early nineteenth century has largely focused on the question of 
whether Britain was on the verge of a revolution or not. 
According to the Whig interpretation of the events of r8r6-r7, no 

1 Stanley H. Palmer, Police and Protest in England and Ireland 1780-1850(Cambridge, 1988), 
!84. 
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plans for a general insurrection can be found, apart from the evi
dence of spies. 2 In Stevenson's view, the radicals of the post-war 
years took up an essentially constitutional stance and the majority 
of disturbances in 1816 and 1817 were entirely apolitical. He 
doubted that there was much behind the talk of insurrection in 
the spring of 1817.3 Left-wing historians such as Thompson, on 
the other hand, believe that there were, in fact, some preparations 
for a 'general insurrection'.4 

Secondly, the documentary evidence is thin, of questionable 
veracity, and leaves room for diverging interpretations. The avail
able records were to a large extent written by government spies 
who instigated or even invented some of the insurrectionary 
events of that year. Other reports were written either by the police 
or the local authorities. A balanced view of the working-class 
movements of those years is therefore hardly possible. Spies were 
probably not actively involved in the march, but they had a hand 
in the preparation of the other famous events of 1817: the 
Huddersfield and Pentridge risings, which aimed to overthrow the 
government. It is not the intention of this essay to discuss whether 
there was a threat of general insurrection in 1817. It is, however, 
important to point out that the authorities to some extent believed 
that there was. 

In contrast to historical evaluations of the Huddersfield and 
Pentridge risings, the march of the Blanketeers was viewed as 'a 
tragic comedy' and 'a tragic fiasco'.5 It was not the outcome of 
the march that caused the Hammonds and Thompson to pass this 
judgement. The other two events were equally unsuccessful. 
Contemporaries such as the two radicals Samuel Bamford and 
Archibald Prentice had already called the march 'a bad scheme', 
'a chimera', and a 'folly' in their reminiscences. 6 In the context 
of the reform and insurrectionary movement, the march seems 
oddly out of place. In order to understand why the march of the 

2 G. D. H. Cole and R. Postgate, The Common People (1st edn. 1938; London, 1961}, 217. 
3 John Stevenson, Popular Disturbances in England 1700-1870(London, 1979}, 206, 209-11.
4 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (ISt edn. 1963; 

Harmondsworth, 1968), 713-14. 
5 Ibid. 209; John Lawrence Hammond and Barbara Hammond, The Skilled Labourer 

1760-1832(1st edn. 1919; New York, 1967), 349.
6 William Henry Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography ofSamuel Bam.ford, 2 vols. (London, 

1967), ii. 3o-1; Archibald Prentice, Historical Sketches and Personal &collections ofManchester. 
Intended to Illustrate the Progress ofPublic Opinion from 1792 to 1832 (1stedn. 1851; London, 1979}, 
93.
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Blanketeers has been judged so negatively, this essay will start with 
a historical reconstruction of the event based on Home Office 
papers, contemporary newspapers, and the autobiography of 
Samuel Bamford before reassessing it within the framework of the 
contemporaneous pattern of social and political protests. 

The March 

The preparations for the march were in the hands of the radicals 
William Benbow, a shoemaker from Manchester,Joseph Mitchell, 
a draper from Liverpool, and Samuel Drummond and John 
Bagguley, both of Stockport. Mitchell's and Benbow's contribu
tion to the event is, however, not quite clear. In the final stages of 
preparing the march, the leadership had passed to Bagguley and 
Drummond. 7 In Manchester itself, the workers looked to 
Bagguley as their leader.8 In all probability, either Bagguley or 
Mitchell first developed the idea for a great march. The historiog
raphy is contradictory on this matter. Prentice attributed the idea 
to Joseph Mitchell, while the Hammonds ascribed the idea to 
Bagguley.9 In their view, Bagguley had come up with the plan 
after he had found an old Act from the time of Charles 11 which 
suggested that it was legal for ten out of twenty people to petition 
the Prince Regent. 10 Bamford mentioned that the plan was first 
developed in London. Benbow andJoseph Mitchell were sup
posed to have discussed the idea with Cobbett and Major 
Cartwright, who both agreed with it. 11 

The preparations for the march were carefully laid. There 
would be a leader for every hundred marchers and a subordinate 
for every ten, and provisioners who had to supply the marchers 
with what they needed for the march were to be chosen. The 
organizers calculated that they would reach London in six days. 
During their journey they would sleep either on the ground or in 

7 The National Archives (hereafter TNA}, Home Office Papers (hereafter HO) 40/5,
fos. 41-55; HO 3312, fos. 18-26. 8 Ibid. 45-6. 

9 Prentice, Historical Sketches, 92; see Hammond and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, 344-5. 
10 HO 42/161, fos. 24-5; Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography of Samuel Bam.ford, 3o-4; each 

petition carried by the marchers was to be signed by no more than twenty people in con
formity with Charles Il's Act against tumultuous petitioning; ten out of each twenty signa
tories could join the march. See also Donald Read, Peterloo: The 'Massacre' and its Background 
(1st edn. 1958; Clifton, NJ, 1973), 99 n. 2. 11 Prentice, Historical Sketches, 92-3.
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churches. Support for the marchers was to come from various 
sources. They hoped that the marchers would find many friends 
on the road, farmers and others, to assist them with food, money, 
and shelter. 12 

The planning was already far advanced when Benbow invited 
Bamford to what Bamford called a 'Blanket meeting' at 
Middleton. At this meeting he not only declined to participate in 
the march but also strongly discouraged his audience from taking 
part. Nevertheless, on the next day, 10 March, a meeting of thou
sands of operatives took place at St Peter's Field in Manchester. 
They carried rolled-up blankets and knapsacks on their backs. 
Some used walking sticks, and they had their petitions wrapped in 
brown paper. Estimates of the number assembled varied consid
erably, ranging from r2,ooo to 30,ooo. 13 Drummond and 
Bagguley were the main orators. They had already collected 
money for the support of the marchers and advised them to form 
themselves into groups of ten on the road at the very moment 
when the cavalry appeared. 14 

The next part of the story is well documented. Before the 
marchers could leave St Peter's Field, a detachment of dragoons 
under General John Byng appeared with the magistrates of 
Manchester and surrounded the orators. The magistrates read the 
Riot Act, the orators who were standing on a cart were arrested, 
and the meeting was dispersed by the military. Two hundred 
and sixty-seven people were arrested, but several hundred had 
already embarked on their journey to London. 15 A large number 
of these marchers were stopped by the yeomanry and the dra
goons near Stockport, several were imprisoned, and many were 
sent back home. A group of several hundred nevertheless reached 
Macclesfield. Others were stopped at Leek, or at the Hanging 
Bridges over the river Dove near Ashborne, which divides the 
counties of Lancashire and Derbyshire. At this last location the 
yeomanry blocked their progress. Several more were seized; the 
majority was turned back. In all, several hundred were taken into 
custody, and so the march came to an early end. Those who were 
taken into custody remained in prison for either a few weeks or as 

12 Those who stayed behind and earned 10s. a week were to give 5s. of their wages to 
support the families of the marchers (HO 40/5, fo. 53, 11 Mar. 1817); see also Hammond 
and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, 344-5; TNA, HO 40/5, fos. 49-50. 

13 TNA, HO 33/2, fo. 2o; HO 40/5, fos. 41-2; HO 33/161, fo. 11.
14 TNA, HO 40/5, fo. 45. 15 Ibid. 
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much as several months before they were discharged without 
trial. 16 The march's apparent failure must be qualified. One 
marcher, Abel Couldwell from Stalybridge, did indeed reach 
London and presented his petition to Lord Sidmouth for the 
Prince Regent on r8 March.17 This last part of the Blanketeers' 
story, however, is often left out in labour histories of the early 
nineteenth century. 

Those who went on the march were generally badly equipped 
and had to rely on public support for food, shelter, and accommo
dation. According to Bamford, their appearance was 'calculated 
to excite pity'. Some of them were covered in rags already soaked 
by the rain; others were 'decently clothed and well appointed for 
the journey'. The majority of the marchers were young men and 
weavers. Sympathy with the weavers was widespread. Some of 
those who came from as far as Macclesfield in r8r7 found friends 
who lodged and entertained them. Some paid for their quarters, 
while others had to spend all night outside. 18 

The principal aim of the Blanketeers was to seek redress for 
their grievances. According to the evidence, the weavers were 
petitioning the Prince Regent in the hope of getting some sort of 
relief. In the petitions, several of which are among Home Office 
papers, they complained of increasing rents and taxation, the cost 
of the recent war, the Corn Laws, and the suspension of Habeas 
Corpus. They blamed the unreformed House of Commons for 
the deplorable state of their affairs. 19 

The majority of the Blanketeers were probably handloom 
weavers, although Duncan Bythell in his history of the handloom 
weavers disputed this. He believes that other groups, especially the 
comparatively well-paid spinners, took part in it. 20 The sources 
convey a slightly equivocal message about the occupational back
ground of participants. The spinners took part in the preparations 
for the march insofar as they provided, among other things, finan
cial support.21 Unemployment among the weavers was high after 
r8r5 and even those who still had work often received wages close 

16 TNA, HO 42/172, fo. 173. 
17 Hammond and Hammond, SkilledLabourer, 346-7.
18 Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography ofSamuel Bamford, 33-4. 
19 TNA, HO 42/162, fos. 395-7;Arthur Aspinall, The Early English Trade Unions: 

Documents from the Home Office Papers in the Public Record Office (London, 1949), 142. 
20 Duncan Bythell, The Handloom Weavers (London, 1969), 211-12. 
21 Thompson, Making of theEnglish Working Class, 709 n. 1. 
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to, or even below, subsistence level. Like all the later unemployed 
marchers, the organizers needed support from beyond the ranks 
of the unemployed. In 1817 financial help came from various 
sources, from the spinners' union and their sick clubs, from 
weavers and other working men who had work, from a public col
lection at the meeting at Petersfield, and also during the march 
itself. There were a few spinners among the marchers. However, 
those we have some information about had litde or no work. 
According to Thompson, the overwhelming majority were hand
loom weavers. 22 Some of them were demobilized soldiers who had 
turned to weaving or other related occupations. 23 

An Untimely Event? 

Given that the authorities and the military intercepted the 
Pentridge and Huddersfield risings at a very early stage without 
these events being described as tragedies, it is unreasonable to 
characterize the Blanketeers' march in this way on the grounds 
of its abortive, pre-empted nature. For a better understanding of 
the Blanketeers, three aspects have to be taken into account. First, 
we must note that the premisses of labour historians are predi
cated on models of movements for political reform or revolution, 
on the trade union movements, or on the pre-industrial food riot. 
Although the march of the Blanketeers is generally subsumed 
under the reform or insurrectionary movements, it does not pre
cisely fit into this category. Secondly, it is necessary to see the 
march within specific contemporary repertoires of social protest 
and to take into account the economic condition of the poverty
stricken weavers. And thirdly, we must consider to what extent 
the march fitted into the leaders' plans. 

First, the march was a very peaceful matter, as contemporaries 
confirmed and historians underlined. 24 It formed part of the peti
tioning tradition in Britain dating back to at least the sixteenth 
century. Mass petitioning was a well-established and legal instru
ment to bring political pressure to bear on Parliament.25 Nor was 

22 See ibid. 712 n. 1. 23 TNA, HO 44/3, fos. 188r-w. 
24 John E. Archer, Social Unrest and Popular Protest in England 1780-1840(Cambridge, 

2000), 66; Malcolm Chase, Early Trade Unionism: Fraternity, Skill and the Politics of Labour 
(Aldershot, 2000 ), 104. 

25 For the petitioning tradition see Colin Leys, 'Petitioning in the Nineteenth and 
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this form of political activity new to the working classes. The 
working people of London had frequently used it since at least the 
early eighteenth century and the northern handloom weavers' peti
tioning campaigns for a minimum wage of J8o8-g clearly reveal 
that these had become an established pattern of protest in that trade. 

Although the Blanketeers demanded a reformed House of 
Commons, their main objective was to seek redress for their eco
nomic grievances. In his speech at St Peter's Field, Drummond 
was believed to have said: 'It is not riot and disturbance we want, 
it is bread we want and we will apply to our Noble Prince as a 
child would to its Father for bread.'26 Reform was not at the fore
front of their aims, but just one means among others to get 
redress. The idea of a march developed after other demands for 
an economic remedy had failed. 27 The objective of the Pentridge 
and the Huddersfield risings, in contrast, was a revolutionary one. 
Operatives from all parts of England were to rise and march to 
London to overthrow the government. 

Secondly, it has to be stressed that collective action by the lower 
classes largely operated within a sphere of illegality at that time. 
Trade unions were illegal until 1825 and collective action of what
ever kind organized by the lower classes was seen as a threat to 
society, and therefore regarded as a matter of law and order by 
the ruling classes. Organized industrial and other peaceful collec
tive action by the working classes was also still in its infancy. To 
make their demands heard, working people experimented with 
a variety of new collective methods of protest, such as collective 
bargaining, turnouts, riots, machine-breaking, and petitioning. 
The type of collective protest which the workers chose depended 
on the structure of the trade, the existence of a trade club or 
union, the economic and social condition of the workers, the 
social composition of the protesters, their relationship with the 
employers, and the region. Even within the same trade, workers 
changed their tactics according to circumstances. 28 

Twentieth Centuries', Political Studies, 3 (1955), 45-64; Peter Fraser, 'Public Petitioning and 
Parliament before 1832', History, 46 (1961), 195-211; for earlier forms of petitioning see 
Richard W. Hoyle, 'Petitioning as Popular Politics in Early Sixteenth-Century England', 
Historical Research, 75 (2002), 365-89. 

26 TNA, HO 40/5, fo. 43, 10 Mar. 1817. 27 TNA, HO 42/161, fos. 24-5. 
28 For the various forms of collective protest by organized workers see Margrit Schulte 

Beerbuhl, Vom Gesellenverein zur Gewerkschafl: Entwicklung, Struktur und Politik der Londoner 
Gesellenorganisationen 155o-1825 (Gi:ittingen, 1991), 237-99. 
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The years after the end of the Napoleonic Wars were a period 
when conflict between the working classes and the ruling classes 
reached a first peak. Social, political, and industrial demands 
overlapped. Since the outbreak of the French Revolution, radical 
and democratic ideas had begun to spread rapidly among the 
working classes. The first reform club, the Hampden Club, was 
founded in r8r2. By r8r6 these clubs had spread through the man
ufacturing districts and impressive public meetings were held in 
autumn and the following spring. There were also intermittent 
disorders throughout the Midlands, including a final outbreak of 
Luddism. Political unrest in the post-war years coincided with 
severe economic distress and high unemployment in the textile 
and mining areas. 

During the first five years of the nineteenth century, the 
weavers had already experienced a sharp fall in their wages. 
Despite some short-term recoveries, for example, in r8o8 after the 
strike, or in r8ro-II, weavers were unable to halt a long-term fall 
in their wages. Even those who still had work in the post-war 
depression probably worked for wages at or below subsistence 
level. The weavers' real wages are difficult to assess because they 
were paid piece rates. As Bythell has established, piece rates 
varied considerably from place to place and were also subject to 
violent short-term fluctuations. The Hammonds estimated that in 
r8r4 weavers could earn on an average r6s. 6d. per week. By r8r8, 
this figure had fallen togs. per week and below.29 

Weaving was, moreover, often only a part-time job, both in the 
countryside and the towns. Urban workers turned to weaving 
when their own trade was depressed. Women and children also 
took to handloom weaving in order to supplement male earnings 
within the household. Power-looms were first attacked in 
Lancashire during the Luddite disturbances in r8r2-r3, despite 
the fact that this new technology only seriously threatened the 
weavers from the early r82os. 30 The principal causes for the dis
tress of the weavers before the coming of the power-looms was a 
saturated labour market and declining wages. 

Despite their sufferings, the number of weavers was actually 
29 For the estimates see Hammond and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, 88 and 1 10; Bythell, 

Handloom Weavers, eh. 5.
30 For the first instances of the destruction of power-looms in West Houghton in 1812, 

see Hammond and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, eh. 10. They were burnt down after other 
peaceful attempts by the weavers had failed. 
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increasing. Large numbers of demobilized soldiers and sailors 
were thrown on to the labour market at the end of the Napoleonic 
Wars. Many turned to handloom weaving, which was easily 
learned. They entered into competition with the old-established 
weavers at a time when government orders were drastically 
reduced and a general post-war slump was setting in. The depres
sion did not drive surplus labour out of the trade, for there was a 
lack of alternatives. Moreover, handloom weaving was generally 
carried on at home and many weavers were reluctant to enter fac
tories and submit to their discipline. 

To understand the march of the Blanketeers, the chronological 
pattern of the various forms of collection actions has to be con
sidered. This reveals that the march was a desperate resort after 
a sequence offailed alternative forms of protest (see Table 3.1). 

TABLE 3.1. Chronology ofevents, I8o8-I8Ig 

Date 

r8o8 

r8o8 

1811-12

r8r2 
r8r2 

r8r6,July 

r8r6 

r8r6, Dec. 

r8r6 

r8r7, 8 Mar. 

r8r7, 27 Mar. 

r8r7, 8June 

Event 

petitioning/minimum wage 

weavers' strike 

petitioning/minimum wage 

weavers' strike 
Luddism 

march of the unemployed miners 

petitioning/minimum wage 

weavers' strike 

Luddism 

march of the Blanketeers 

Ardwick conspiracy 

Huddersfield rising 

r8r7, 8June Pentrich rising 

r8r8, Aug./Sept. weavers' strike 

r8r8, Aug./Sept Philanthropic Society 

Place 

Lancashire 

Lancashire 

Lancashire 

Lancashire 
Lancashire, Nottinghamshire 
Midlands 

Staffordshire 

Preston a 

Preston/Manchesterb 

Lancashire 

Manchester /Lancashire 

Manchester 

Huddersfield 

Lancashire 

(General Union of All Trades) Manchester/London 

r8rg, r6 Aug. Peterloo Manchester 

a Read, Peterloo, 20. 

b Bythell, Handloom Weavers, 185, 193. 
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Since the late 1790s, the weavers had been pursuing the aim of 
a minimum wage. In 18oo, Parliament passed the Cotton 
Arbitration Act instead of a legal minimum wage.31 The working 
of the Act caused general dissatisfaction and an amendment in 
1804 did not gain the consent of the parties concerned. A sharp 
decline in wages between 1805 and 1808 as well as high unem
ployment caused a new demand for a legal minimum wage, which 
was turned down by Parliament in 1808. A big strike followed. 
'With no hope of legal protection', to quote Thompson, 'the 
weavers turned more directly towards the channels of political 
Radicalism. '32 

From 1808 onwards an intermittent sequence of protests fol
lowed. Periodically, a new form of protest was added without the 
old ones being deserted. Between 18II and 1812 another attempt 
to obtain a minimum wage failed and a strike was followed by an 
outbreak of Luddism. The next stage came in 1816-17, when the 
failure of these three forms of protest led to the march of the 
Blanketeers and the Huddersfield and Pentridge risings. 
According to Mitchell, the weavers resorted to the march because 
the 'government had rejected every legal means which they had 
hitherto acted upon. When you have asked for bread they have 
given you a stone.'33 As can be seen from Table 3.1, the weavers 
continued to strive not only for a change in the political frame
work, either by peaceful reform or violent insurrection, but also 
for changes in their economic condition by strikes or Luddism. 

The extent to which the weavers turned to radicalism is dis
puted among historians and differs according to their political 
leanings. Bythell, Stevenson, and others believe that there was no 
massive following for reform ideas in the Manchester area in 
1816-17, and that the interest of the weavers in it was 'at best luke
warm and short-lived'. They attribute the weavers' turn to radi
calism to the failure of the strike of 1818.34 Thompson, on the 
other hand, dates the shift in attitude back to 1816-17.35 He inter
preted the rapid spread of the reform clubs and frequent mass 

31 The Act provided that when a dispute arose between an employer and his weavers 
about piece rates, the parties could name an arbitrator. The decision of the arbitrator was 
binding and if the parties could not agree, the case was to be referred to a magistrate 
(Bythell, Hand/oom Weavers, 150). 

32 Thompson, Making of the English Working Class, 307. 
33 TNA, HO 42/161, fos. 24-5. 34 Bythell, Handloom Weavers, 2II-I2. 
35 Thompson, Making of theEnglish Working Class, 307. 
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meetings in the industrial villages of the Midlands and the north 
as clear signs of the weavers' politicization. This was, however, 
only one amongst a number of means by which weavers expressed 
their discontent, even in r8r6-r7. In these two years, they burnt 
down several power-loom factories, for example, in Middleton 
and West Houghton, and also went on strike.36 Although the 
march was a novelty, Mitchell wished to keep it as much as pos
sible within the bounds oflegality. A few years later, when he pub
lished 7he Blanketeer and People's Guardian, a short-lived journal, he 
emphasized the 'honesty and legality of the plans of the 
Blanketeers'. 37 Even if the question of the extent to which they 
turned to political radicalism cannot be definitively settled, it is 
clear that the march of the Blanketeers was the outcome of 
various unsuccessful collective attempts to obtain relief. Although 
the march represented a new form of protest, it should not be 
regarded as a climax of social protest. It was just one of several 
peaks which culminated with the foundation of the Philanthropic 
Society, the first attempt at a national trade union, and the 
Peterloo massacre in r8r8-rg. 

While workers in London could easily put pressure on the gov
ernment, the working people of the Midlands and the north lived 
too far away. A march to the capital was, in that light, an effective 
means of creating publicity and bringing pressure to bear on 
Parliament. Even in the twentieth century the unemployed, who 
could at least count on the support of some sympathetic Members 
of Parliament, were convinced that their personal presence in the 
capital would give more force to their demands. 

The march of the Blanketeers was planned to have a star
shaped pattern, with contingents starting simultaneously from 
various places and converging on Parliament at the same time. 
This was not a new feature in r8r7. Since the early eighteenth 
century, mass petitioning either of Parliament or the King by 
London's working people had often been accompanied by mass 
processions. 38 The London silk weavers, coalheavers, and tailors, 
in particular, organized such petitioning processions. They some
times took the traditional form of a funeral or a festive procession, 
but they could also take the more modem shape of a march that 

36 Read, Peterloo, 96. 
37 The Blanketeer, and People's Guardian, no. 2, 30 Oct. 1919, 18-19. 
38 Schulte Beerbiihl, Vom Gesellerwerein zur Gewerkschaft 255-60. 
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converged upon a single location from different directions. These 
petitioning processions were well organized and mostly peaceful. 
In the case of the London silk weavers, marches peaked in the 
176os and early 1770s before the passing of the Spitalfields Act 
(1773). The convergent marches were part of a strike tactic, not a 
hunger protest. 

The march of 1817 marked a further stage in the development 
of new protest patterns by the working classes after the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars.39 The Blanketeers were probably not the first 
unemployed marchers. The unemployed colliers of the Midlands 
were also severely hit by the post-war depression and according to 
Thompson the unemployed Staffordshire miners were the first to 
attempt what he calls a 'hunger march' inJuly 1816.40 However, 
it is not clear whether the miners' march was actually a march of 
the unemployed. Bagguley perceived the idea of a march from 
Lancashire to London as entirely novel.41 Certainly the geograph
ical dimension of the planned march was new. For the first time 
it was no longer a local or metropolitan affair but a regional one. 
Also new was the fact that it was a march to alleviate the plight of 
those without work. 

Unemployed protest marches to the capital as a general tactic 
have several structural weaknesses: dependence on public support 
and sympathy, and on the goodwill of the authorities not to dis
perse them. The latter condition was not fulfilled in 1817. 
Thoroughly alarmed by the Spa Fields riots in London in 
December 1816 and the attack on the Prince Regent, Parliament 
suspended the Habeas Corpus Act and passed the Six Gagging 
Acts shortly before the Blanketeers set out on their march. 

The local authorities had been informed by spies about the 
intention of the Blanketeers from their very first meetings in 
February 1816. In addition to remarks on the insurrectionary ideas 
of the participants at the preparatory meetings, the informers also 

39 Prentice spoke of the march as an 'invention of a rather unusual mode of exercising 
the constitutional right of petition'. Prentice, Historical Sketches, 92. 

40 Not much is known about the organization of their march. Those colliers who 
reached the outskirts of London in July 1816 were given money and food to return home. 
Thompson, Making qfthe English Working Class, 712; H. W. C. Davis, 'Lancashire Reformers, 
1816-17',Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 10 (1926), 47-79, at 50; Stevenson, Popular 
Disturbances, 207. 

41 '[T] here never was such a thing done before if you look through all the annals of 
History'. Bagguley, 10 Mar. 1817, TNA, HO 40/5, fos. 43-4. 



The March of the Blanketeers 71 

reported on the peaceful intentions of the march. 42 What alarmed 
the authorities was the possible size and character of the march, 
and the unpredictable outcome of mass movements. Moreover, 
the dominant classes were either unable or unwilling to distinguish 
between various forms of protest. Even those who regarded the 
Blanketeers as misled rather than revolutionaries thought it nec
essary to intercept the march at the very beginning, given the 
general unrest and discontent in the country. Among the latter 
was William Hulton, the chairman of the Manchester magistrates. 
He referred to the marchers as 'wandering petitioners' or 'knap
sack travellers'. 43 

Thirdly, to understand the failure of the Blanketeers it is also 
important to scrutinize the march leaders. The hunger marchers 
of the 1920s and 1930s had staunch leaders in people such as Wal 
Hannington and Harry MacShane. Working-class radicalism of 
the years after the Napoleonic Wars did not have a strong national 
leadership, and this was certainly true of the Blanketeers.44 The 
radicals were divided between constitutionalists and revolutionar
ies. William Cobbett and Major Cartwright were the leading rep
resentatives of the reform movement of those years. They rejected 
physical force and believed that machine-breaking and riots would 
only provoke government repression. Cobbett had urged the 
working people to abandon violence and see the political system as 
the primary cause of their distress. The more radical section, the 
Spenceans, on the other hand, adhered to more violent methods. 
The members of the Society of Spencean Philanthropists had for
mulated a wild plan to seize the Tower and the Bank of England 
and to overthrow the government. 45 

Cobbett did not turn towards the working classes before the 
end of the wars, but since the publication of Two Penny Trash and 
the Address to the Journeymen and Labourers his influence on the 
working people had been growing rapidly. He was, however, not 
inclined to take up the role of a nationalleader,46 and his flight to 
America in 1817 demoralized popular radicalism. Cobbett is also 
believed to have had a hand in the early preparations of the 
march, but had left England before the Blanketeers set off on their 

42 TNA, HO 42/172, fos. 58-6o. 43 TNA, HO 40/10, fos. 104-5.
44 Thompson, Making ofthe English Working Class, 6g1, 833. 
45 Aspinall, Early English Trade Unions, 129-30. 
46 Thompson, Making ofthe English Working Class, 665-7.
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journey. Samuel Bamford had similarly declined to participate in 
it.47 Thus the leadership was left to the more radical wing of the 
reformers, among them Joseph Mitchell, William Benbow, 
Drummond, and Bagguley. This group had come under the 
influence of the more radical Spenceans. 48 The latter also did not 
support the march wholeheartedly, for the hunger protest did not 
fit precisely into their plans. Some of the radicals, such as J oseph 
Johnston,John Saxton, andjohn Knight even discouraged their 
followers from being drawn in.49 Samuel Benbow, who had been 
actively involved in the preparations at Middleton, did not ap
pear at the meeting at St Peter's Field, where Drummond and 
Bagguley, two young radicals, were the principal orators. They 
were arrested before the weavers had set out on their march. 
There is no evidence ofJoseph Mitchell's presence at the march. 
The marchers were therefore left more or less without leadership, 
which caused confusion and led to their early dispersal. The 
absence of leadership made repression easy for the authorities, 
and the cavalry under General Byng dispersed the marchers with 
a minimum of violence. 50 

Miscalculation of public support and marchers' hardships con
tributed to this early debacle. The hunger marchers of the inter
war period could rely on a national network oflocal committees of 
the NUWM, trade unions, and other self-help organizations for 
support on their way to London. In 1816 trade clubs and friendly 
societies were spread all over the country, but there was not yet a 
national federation. Communication between them was irregular 
and accidental, and the leaders of the Blanketeers had not con
tacted the local clubs and societies on the route to London for 
support. The speeches of Bagguley and others reveal that they 
were not blind to the difficulties. They did, indeed, warn the par
ticipants that the journey would not be easy and that they would 
have to cope with difficulties. They advised them to take some 
money with them if they had any to spare, and to take a blanket 
because 'your numbers will exceed any accommodation on the 

47 Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography of Samuel Bamford, 30-1. He feared that a march of 
this sort might do the working people's cause more harm than good. For Cobbett's and 
Cartwright's involvement see Prentice, Historical Sketches, 93-4. 

48 Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography of Samuel Bamford, 31. 
49 See Prentice's conviction that the march 'was the least likely to convince the middle 

and the aristocratic classes that the multitudes were fitted for the enjoyment of the electoral 
franchise'. Prentice, Historical Sketches, 94. 50 Read, Peterloo, 100-1.
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road'. Bagguley also suggested that they take provisions for three 
days. 5 1 Nevertheless they underestimated the difficulties and over
estimated the volume of public support. They were convinced that 
when the marchers showed themselves 'you will not want friends 
to support you and I haven't doubt you will meet many friends on 
the road, farmers and others who will assist you'. 52 Interrogations 
of imprisoned marchers reveal that they were prepared to sleep 
under hedges and bridges. Some had small sums of money with 
them, and others found friends who lodged them, but in general 
they underestimated the hardships and the inclemency of the 
weather.53 

Conclusion 

Several factors contributed to the failure of the Blanketeers' march 
of 1817. Early nineteenth-century society had not yet accepted the 
legitimacy of popular protests and consequently had not 
developed adequate democratic means for accepting and dealing 
with them. The Blanketeers lived at a time when trade unions 
were still illegal and any social and economic protest by the lower 
classes was regarded as a threat to society, irrespective of the 
legality of means they employed. In 1816-17 Britain had just won 
a war against revolutionary France. While abroad the threat of 
revolution was banished, the country itself seemed to have 
become more inflamed. Whether Britain was on the verge of a 
revolution or not, leading politicians in Britain believed that there 
was a threat and tried to suppress the protest of working people. 54 

Workers' organizations were still in their infancy. Many were 
short-lived, of a local or regional character, and mainly restricted 
to the skilled workers. British working people still had a long way 
to go, not only in organizing unskilled workers but also in taking 
the unemployed into account. The march of the unemployed was 

51 TNA, HO 40/10, fo. 101. 52 TNA, HO 4o/s/7, fos. 49, 53.
53 TNA, HO 33/4, fos. 188r-w.
54 At the forefront of them was Viscount Sidmouth, the Home Secretary, who became 

the famous victim of the infamous Oliver the Spy. Sidmouth took action against the alleged 
revolutionaries on the strength of Oliver's reports. In the days before an efficient police 
force, the government made extensive use of spies to discover revolutionary plots. Oliver 
the Spy was directly employed by Lord Sidmouth. These spies or agents provocateurs 
often hatched rather than revealed plots, and Oliver the Spy was the most notorious of 
those who were exposed. 
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a new instrument for bringing pressure to bear on the ruling 
classes, and recourse was taken to it only after other methods of 
obtaining relief had failed. 

The general prospects for a successful march were evidently 
poor in the early spring of1817. The decision was taken at a time 
when the authorities were thoroughly alarmed and feared insur
rection. Unlike their twentieth-century successors, the Blanketeers 
lacked an effective leadership. The leaders had either deserted or 
were arrested before the weavers had actually started on their 
journey. On the whole, the march of the Blanketeers was a pre
mature event which took place at an unfavourable moment. 
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From Poor Relief to Politics: 
The Protest of the British Unemployed 

in the 187os and 188os 

MATTHIAS REISS 

On 8 February 1886 a demonstration of the unemployed in 
London's West End turned into a riot. The violence originated from 
a procession headed by members of the Social Democratic 
Federation (SDF), and the leaders of Britain's first Marxist political 
party were therefore widely blamed for the subsequent devastation 
in one of London's most fashionable areas. Ever since then, unem
ployed politics in Britain has been closely associated with the far left. 

The West End riot of 1886 is often presented as the moment 
when the unemployed separated from the larger group of the 
poor and emerged as a distinct social group. As early as 1906 E. 
F. G. Hatch, MP, wrote that '"The Unemployed," as a phrase, 
used to designate a particular class, has not been in use for more 
than twenty years.' According to Hatch, it was because of the 
West End riot of 1886 'that the existence of an unemployed class 
in the modem acceptation of the term came to be prominently 
recognised. The serious disturbances in London in that year 
focused public attention upon the problem, and since then it has 
ever been to the front.' 1 Richard Flanagan, author of the most 
comprehensive historical study on the politics of the unemployed 
in Britain yet written, also regards the West End riot as a turning 
point. For the first time, Flanagan argues, the workless were 
organized and led by a political party which proposed a lasting 
political solution to the problem of unemployment. He acknowl
edges the brief agitation of the Land and Labour League in 1870, 
but treats it as a mere prelude to the more concerted efforts of the 

1 Hatch incorrectly states that the riot took place in r885. E. F. G. Hatch, MP, Reproach 
to Civilization: A Treatise on the Problem ofthe Unemployed and some Suggestions for a Possible Solution 
(London, rgo6), 1, 23. Trades Union Congress Library Collection, London Metropolitan 
University, HD 5767/81/1. 
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Social Democrats in London which started in 1884.2 According 
to Flanagan, the West End riot of r886 fundamentally changed 
the relationship between the British state and the unemployed. 
He suggests that it instilled in the latter 'a belief in the necessity of 
their own activity to improve their lot, and illustrated to them the 
related worth of street politics and the importance of conflict as a 
motor of change'. 3 Other historians have assessed the political 
impact of the West End riot much more critically, but have gen
erally accepted that the protest led by the SDF marks the begin
ning of unemployed politics in Britain.4 

This essay will show that various individuals and groups tried to 
organize the unemployed in support of their own agenda well 
before the West End riot early in 1886. The SDF was not the first 
group to hold meetings and organize processions of the workless. 
However, those who preceded the Social Democrats have 
received very little attention so far, and even the events leading 
to the West End riot on 8 February 1886 have not yet been 
studied in great detail. 5 This essay will try to close this gap in the 
scholarship and highlight that the British unemployed of the 187os 
and 188os were not regarded as apathetic in the way Marie 
J ahoda and her colleagues described the unemployed in 
Marienthal five decades later.6 They attended meetings, elected 

2 Richard Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards': A History ofthe Politics ofthe Unemployed in Britain, 
I884-1939 (New York, 1991), 17. 

3 Ibid. 32.john Burnett also holds that the 'events of 1886-7 had profound effects for 
both government and governed'.John Burnett, Idle Hands: The Experience of theUnemployed, 
1790-1990(London, 1994), 146. 

4 e.g. Jose Harris argues that the events of1886/ had 'little direct influence on the for
mation of social policies for the relief of the unemployed' and that the riot revealed 'not 
the strength but the weakness of unconstitutional pressures; and tactically they were self
defeating'. For Clive Bloom, the violent protest was 'a serious failure', and Marc Brodie 
considers the events 'not in themselves of great consequence politically'. Jose Harris, 
Unemployment and Politics: A Study in English Social Policy I886-I9I4 (Oxford, 1972), s6; Clive 
Bloom, Violent London: 2ooo Years ofRiots, Rebels and Revolts (London, 2003), 230; Marc 
Brodie, The Politics ofthe Poor: The East End ofLondon 1885-1914(Oxford, 2004), 24. 

5 Harrison's book stops in 1881 and mentions neither the Working Men's Committee 
of the Unemployed nor the London United Working Men's Committee. Royden Harrison, 
Beforethe Socialists: Studies in Labourand Politics I86I-I88I (London, 1965). Flanagan starts his 
study in 1884, Brodie in 1885, and Harris in 1886. Brodie remains the best treatment of the 
West End riot, but he focuses on the social composition of the riotous crowd and pays 
little attention to the events before the riot. Marc Brodie, 'Artisans and Dossers: The 1886 
West End Riots and the East End Casual Poor', London Journal, 24/2 (1999), 34-50; 
reprinted almost verbatim in Brodie, Politics ofthe Poor, 16-43. 

6 Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal: Ein 
soziographischer V er such iiber die Wirkungen langandauernder Arbeitslosigkeit. M it einem Anhang zur 
Geschichte der Soziographie (Leipzig, 1933). 
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deputations, and passed resolutions, and there was also a sense 
that they would do even more if pushed too hard or led astray. 

The Land and Labour League 

Organizations for the unemployed existed well before the 'discov
ery of unemployment' in the last third of the nineteenth century.7 
These organizations, such as the Poplar Working Men's 
Committee for the Relief of the Unemployed in the 186os, focused 
mainly on providing the impoverished workless and their families 
with the basic necessities of life. 8 Those who tried to find a more 
systematic and permanent solution for the problem mainly sug
gested that the urban unemployed should start working the land, 
either in Britain or in the colonies abroad. Among the former was 
the republican Land and Labour League. Inspired by the Marxist 
First International, the Land and Labour League was founded in 
London in October 186g. Among its members were Charles 
Bradlaugh and George Odger, but the League's first President 
was Patrick Hennessey, an Irish tailor and trade unionist. The first 
and most important part of its platform was the demand that the 
British government should buy all waste and uncultivated land 
at market value to provide agricultural work for those without 
paid employment. 9 The Land and Labour League emphatically 
rejected emigration as a solution to an overcrowded labour 
market and claimed that the Royal Parks in Britain would alone 
maintain 1.7 million poor if properly cultivated. 10 

At first, the League followed established political practice by 
asking Prime Minister William Gladstone to receive a deputation. 
When Gladstone refused, it organized a procession from 
Clerkenwell Green to Trafalgar Square on 15 April 1870, Good 
Friday, to win public support. The procession and subsequent 
meeting in Trafalgar Square created a substantial echo in the 

7 On the discovery of unemployment see John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: 
Economic Thought and Public Polity (New York, 1978), 103-28. 

8 'Finding Mouths for the Food!', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 28 July 1867, 1. 
9 Other demands were home colonization; free and compulsory state education; a 

state monopoly on the issuing of paper money; the replacement of all taxes by a direct 
and progressive property tax; the liquidation of the national debt; the abolition of the 
standing army; a reduction in working hours; equal electoral rights; and payment for 
Members of Parliament. Harrison, Beforethe Socialists, 215-20. See also Henry Collins and 
Chimen Abramsky, Kart Marx and the British Labour Movement" Years of the First International 
(London, 1965). 10 Editorials, The Times, 18 Apr. 1870, p. 6. 
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press, although very few papers were impressed or supportive. 
The pattern of the procession was familiar. The Times described it 
as similar to 'the out-door gatherings of times preceding the new 
Reform Act' combined with a good dose of French revolutionary 
pageantry, while the Daily News was reminded 'of the worst of the 
Fenian gatherings of a year or two since'. 11 Several newspapers 
admitted that these kinds of public gatherings had already become 
a tradition in the capital. 12 

The event was certainly designed to attract attention. The pro
cession was led by a brass band playing the 'Marseillaise'. Red 
flags and the banners of temperance societies or other organiza
tions were displayed, 

the banner-bearers and others with them wearing broad scarlet sashes 
. . . round the waist, in the exact pattern current among the leaders of 
the sans culottes of the first French Revolution, and, in further imitation 
of that class, poles were borne aloft with the emblematical Caps of 
Liberty. There were lictors, too, bearing the favourite Republican 
emblems ofjasces, also surmounted with little red caps. 13 

For the Daily News, however, the Caps of Liberty were 'wretched 
two-penny-halfpenny [sic] red nightcaps' and the whole event was 
'one of the most lamentable exhibitions of wildness and weakness 
which ever sought an open-air embodiment'. 14 

As always on such occasions, the exact number of participants 
remains unclear. Newspaper estimates range from 100to Boo 
people in the procession and up to 2,ooo in Trafalgar Square. 15 

The nature of the participants was equally disputed. The organ
izers of the meeting claimed that they were 'working men out of 
employ' and 'peaceably disposed, honest, and industrious working 
men'. 16 At the same time, they stressed the starvation that existed 
among the 'unemployed poor' .17 Hennessy, who presided over 
the meeting, claimed that its purpose 'was not to insist upon the 

11 '"Land and Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6; 'A Trafalgar 
Square Demonstration', Daily .News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.

12 See e.g. 'Land and Labour League Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Evening 
Standard, 16 Apr. 1870, 1. 

13 '"Land and Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6. 
14 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily .News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.
15 Ibid. 'The Land and Labour League', Morning Post, 16 Apr. 1870, 2. 
16 'Land and Labour League Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Evening Standard, 16 

Apr. 1870, 3.
17 See e.g. 'The Land and Labour League', Daily Telegraph, 16 Apr. 1870, 2; "'Land and 

Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6. 
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Government carrying out the whole programme of the Land and 
Labour League, but merely to do something to help the unem
ployed'.18 He also drew a direct connection between unemploy
ment, poverty, and crime, and proclaimed that a 'great and 
material social revolution was imminent', and that it depended 
on the government whether 'that change should be peaceful and 
constitutional'. 19 Another speaker even declared that it was wrong 
to hold land as private property and asserted that landlords were 
'not only robbers, but murderers and thieves'. 20 

Many newspapers expressed doubts or disputed the claim that 
the demonstrators were indeed unemployed workmen. According 
to the Echo, 'a large number of idlers had assembled to watch the 
proceedings' in Trafalgar Square because of the good weather. 21 

The Daily News was more specific and reported that Trafalgar 
Square 'had for some time before the arrival [of the procession] 
been defiled by the St. Giles's gang'. The paper described the rep
resentatives of the various Land and Labour League branches as 
'an ill-looking set offellows of the baser sort, some of whom might 
by a stretch of the imagination be regarded as specimens of the 
unemployed honest labourer'. It also expressed the hope that most 
people in the crowd 'were neither members nor supporters of the 
"League," for, although they were very quiet throughout the 
meeting, their general character could hardly be mistaken'.22 For 
1he Times, it was enough that the procession started 'from the sug
gestive neighbourhood ofWhitecross-street', and it described the 
marchers 'as "casual" in more senses than one'. 23 The Record 
simply stated that 'the attendance was small and the working men 
were conspicuous by their absence'. 24 

No correspondent or journalist claimed that the procession and 
rally had been a success, and the Land and Labour League evi
dently struggled to defray the costs of the event. 25 The League 

18 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5. 'The Land and 
Labour League', Daily Telegraph, 16 Apr. 1870, 1. 'Land and Labour League Demonstration 
in Trafalgar Square', Evening Standard, 16 Apr. 1870, 3.

19 'The Land and Labour League', Morning Post, 16 Apr. 1870, 2; 'Land and Labour 
League Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Evening Standard, 16 Apr. 1870, 3.

20 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.
21 'Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Echo, 16 Apr. 1870, 2. 

22 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.
23 '"Land and Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6. 
24 'Good Friday Communistic Demonstration', Record, 18 Apr. 1870, 2. 

25 'Reports of Meetings', National Reformer, 17 Apr. 1870, 254.



8o MATTHIAS REISS 

continued to exist for a few more years, but it was eventually 
weakened by the creation of competing organizations and the fact 
that many of its leading members focused on other activities. 26 

Some of its ideas continued to find supporters, but an attempt by 
Hennessey to revive the Land and Labour League in r88r failed. 
However, the Scottish section of the SDF, which adopted the 
name Scottish Land and Labour League in October r884, kept 
the name alive. 27 Despite the scorn and ridicule of the press, the 
Land and Labour League's demonstration in Trafalgar Square 
represented a new departure. No other political organization had 
so far tried to find a political solution for the plight of the workless 
at the bottom of society-mainly because these people were 
usually regarded as work-shy and criminal. The speakers of the 
Land and Labour League offered them a new identity by calling 
them unemployed. 28 Others would pick up that term and con
tinue to use it. 

The Land and Labour League never attempted to repeat its 
Good Friday demonstration. Even the one publication sympa
thetic to the League argued that rallies in Trafalgar Square would 
not move the government. Instead, Bradlaugh's National Reformer
suggested leading the starving masses into the centre of political 
power: 'The sight of a few hundred men, standing calm and delib
erate, one night, the second night a few thousands, the third night 
20,000, the fourth night 30,000, and so on, in the front of St. 
Stephen's, would probably induce the Ministry to think it was 
more dangerous to starve the poor than to offend their aristocratic 
friends.' 29 Others would eventually come to the same conclusion 
and lead the workless to Parliament Square and Downing Street. 

The shift from the already too familiar format of Trafalgar 
Square meetings to mass processions of the unemployed to (or 
through) the centres of power was an important one and loaded 
with symbolic significance. By showing their numbers in public, 
the workless refused to accept the stigma that unemployment was 
the result of individual failure or shortcomings. Marching to the 
seats of political power instead of the traditional protest venues 
carried the same message. 

26 Harrison, Before the Socialists, 238-g. 27 Ibid. 245-6. 28 Ibid. 245. 
29 'To Correspondents', National Reformer, 17 Apr. 1870, 249.
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Reuben May and the Working Men's Committee of the Unemployed 

The organization which eventually adopted such a tactic for the 
first time was led not by Socialists or Marxists, but by a Baptist 
pastor. Reuben May had started to visit and preach in the inaptly 
named area around Golden Lane in the City of London in I86o 
and eventually established a mission hall in Great Arthur Street. 30 

He started his work among the unemployed by soliciting 'sub
scriptions for soup and left-off-clothes ... for the distressed' in 
London newspapers in late I867. 

The pastor repeatedly made negative headlines. Mter failing to 
send his daughter to school for over six months, May was sum
moned by the London School Board in I877. He disobeyed the 
summons and was subsequently convicted.31Two years later, he 
again appeared in court after failing to fully pay for a special train 
he had hired to take around 2,ooo London poor for a trip to the 
countryside.32 By I879 Reuben May was also involved in organ
izing meetings and processions of the unemployed. Several meet
ings of unemployed workers were held in his Mission Hall, and 
May himselfled a deputation to the Radical MP Samuel Morley 
on I January I 88o. Morley was not only a philanthropist and suc
cessful businessman, but also a major proprietor of the Daily News, 
which subsequently began to cover May's activities. 33 

Mter the deputation to Morley, the decision was made to organ
ize an even larger meeting 'to which gentlemen of position might 
be invited' to discuss the widespread distress. 34 It took place at 
Lower Bemers Hall in Upper Street, Islington, on 6January and 
was attended by around 2,ooo people.35 The meeting was, 'as 
might be supposed, of an extremely rough and ready character', as 

30 Advertisement, Daily News, 3 Dec. 1867, 1; 'Distress in Golden-Lane', Daily News, 5 
Dec. 1867, 6; '"Missions" to the Poor and to the Rich', Reynolds's Newspaper, 19 Mar. 
1871, 4.

31 'A Missionary Convicted for not Sending his Children to School', Lloyd's Weekly
Newspaper, 22 Apr. 1877, 7.

32 'Summary of this Morning's News', Pall Mall Gazette, 19 Feb. 1879, 613. 
33 On Morley seeJonathan Parry, 'Morley, Samuel (I8o9-1886)', OxfordDictionary of

National Biography, Oxford University Press, online edn., Jan. 2008 <http:/ /o-www. 
oxforddnb.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/view/article/ 41067> (OxfordDNB), accessed 14July 2oo8. 

34 'The Unemployed ofLondon', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, llJan. 188o, 7.
35 The chair, Benjamin Lucraft of the London School Board, argued that 'had the 

meeting been properly advertised, the whole Agricultural Hall would hardly have been 
large enough to have contained the unemployed men who would have attended.' 'The 
Unemployed of London', Daily News, 7 Jan. 188o, 7.
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even the sympathetic Daily News put it. 36 At the meeting, May gave 
an overview of previous meetings of the unemployed and 
expressed his belief that many more would have to be held. He 
admitted that he had no idea how to solve the problem of unem
ployment, but stated that several unemployed had favoured emi
gration as a solution. Also on the platform was the chaplain of the 
House of Correction in Clerkenwell, RevdJ. W. Horsley, 'whose 
connection with prisoners did not appear to be appreciated by his 
audience', as one observer put it. 37 Horsley told the audience that 
'he felt bound to attend the meeting' as lack of work pushed people 
into crime. 38 The unemployed and the criminal were still synony
mous in 188o. 

When a resolution in favour of state-assisted emigration was 
moved, it was opposed by Patrick Kenny, the secretary of the 
Bricklayers' Labourers' Society. Kenny had been expelled from 
the London Trades Council in 1878 for attacking the secretary 
and for conduct which was 'a disgrace to the principles of trade 
unionism'. 39 However, the majority of the unemployed present 
sided with him on this occasion. Reuben May then moved a res
olution asking for work projects to be started and relief to be pro
vided to alleviate the immediate distress, which was carried 
unanimously. When the meeting ended, Kenny suggested organ
izing a demonstration in Hyde Park which, given 'the temper of 
some of those present at Berners Hall', filled one middle-class 
observer with considerable alarm.40 However, the demonstration 
on 17 January 188o, which attracted over 3,000 people, remained 
peaceful. Its only immediate outcome was the appointment of a 
deputation to the Lord Mayor ofLondon.41 

Mter the meeting in Hyde Park, the Charity Organization 
Society (COS) issued warnings in the press against donating to the 
Great Arthur Street Mission. 42 As late as December 1go8, people 

36 Ibid. 
37 'Utopias for the Unemployed', Letter to the Editor, signed 'A.', Pall Mall Gazette, 7 Jan. 

188o, 4.
38 'The Unemployed of London', Lloyd's Weekly .Newspaper, 11 Jan.188o, 7.
39 Quoted in Benjamin H. Brown, The Tariff ReformMovement in Great Britain I88I-I895 

(New York, 1943), 31-2. 
40 'Utopias for the Unemployed', Letter to the Editor, signed 'A.', Pall Mall Gazette, 7 Jan. 

188o, 4; 'The Unemployed of London', Lloyd's Weekly .Newspaper, 11 Jan. 188o, 7. 
41 Annual Register: A Review ofPublic Events at Home and Abroad (London, 188o), 6. 
42 'A Caution: Derby Charity Organisation Society', Derby Mercury, 8 Dec. 188o, 8. 

Reuben May is not included in the 1882 Charities Register and Digest published by the Charity 
Organization Society. 'The Charity Search', Daily .News, 19 Oct. 1882, 2. However, his 
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were advised in The Times not to respond to May's appeals for 
donations until his accounts had been audited by a public account
ant nominated by the COS.43 Despite such opposition, Reuben 
May continued to provide meals for the poor for many more 
years.44 At the same time, he remained involved in unemployed 
politics. By 1882 May chaired the Working Men's Committee of 
the Unemployed, which had its headquarters at his Great Arthur 
Street Mission. The Committee held numerous public meetings, 
during which it now openly advocated state-assisted emigration to 
ease the pressure on the domestic labour market. At the same time, 
May showed concern about who would lead the emerging unem
ployed movement. At a 'largely attended' meeting at Hyde Park on 
31 March 1882, a resolution was passed in which the 

unemployed working men from all parts of the metropolis, respectfully 
and earnestly call upon the clergy and ministers of all denominations 
(they in virtue of their position being able to sympathize and judge of 
our case) to assist us in truthfully representing our cause; and that the 
unemployed themselves at once ask the above gentlemen in their respec
tive districts to convene meetings of the unemployed; or lend their halls 
and schools for the purpose. 45 

Again a deputation was sent to the Lord Mayor of London, and 
a Manifesto of the London Unemployed was adopted at two sub
sequent meetings on Clerkenwell Green and Trafalgar Square in 
April 1882. The document was essentially a petition addressed to 
the authorities and the unemployed's social superiors.46 Written in 

Great Arthur Street Mission continued to receive charitable contributions. See e.g. 1898 
(389) Return ofReports to Charity Corns. (Parishes ofHolbom, Bloomsbury, St. Luke and St. Saviour), 
172. 

43 W. H. Winterbotham, 'Pastor Reuben May', Letter to the Editor, The Times, 25 Dec. 
1908, 11. 

44 A reporter posing as an unemployed workman to visit a Salvation Army shelter in 
1895 was warned by the veterans there 'against wasting any of my money in breakfast at 
the shelter; I was informed that the proper thing to do was to breakfast with Reuben May, 
dine with the Sisters at Kilburn, and return to tea with Reuben May.' 'In a Salvation 
Shelter', Pall Mall Gazette, 28 Sept. 1895, 3.

45 'Labour and Wages', Reynold's Newspaper, 2 Apr. 1882, 5.
46 'Manifesto of the London Unemployed. By whose request it is circulated, and who 

as therein expressed, pray for it a considerate perusal by Her Majesty's Ministers, the Right 
Hon. the Lord Mayor, Members of Parliament, Ministers of the Gospel, Philanthropists, 
Guardians of the Poor, Commissioners of Police, &c., &c.' The document lists Reuben 
May as Chairman of the Working Men's Committee of the Unemployed and over twenty
one years Missionary in Mission Hall, Great Arthur Street, Golden Lane, London. The 
National Archives / Public Record Office (hereafter TNA/PRO), HO 45/g62o/ A15967. 
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a deferential manner and made respectable by a list of 'gendemen' 
who had attended the various meetings organized by the 
Committee, the Manifesto advocated emigration as a solution to 
unemployment, underemployment, and poverty. Reuben May 
knew that there was opposition to this proposal. The Manifesto 
urged the 'friends of the poor . . . to cease to oppose the 
Emigration Movement by advising starving men to "stay and fight 
it out," as we seek not lawlessness, but labour-not blood, but 
bread'. 47 Although the document stressed that 'the presence of 
vast numbers of unemployed persons ... is an element of danger 
in any community', it was very concerned with the public image 
of the unemployed. It asserted that the 'unemployed or insuffi
ciendy employed working-men of London ... are neither idlers, 
drunkards, nor beggars, but hard-handed labourers' and 
demanded that the leading members of the charitable societies 
'advise their officials to cease to slander the unemployed working
men of London by representing them as loafing beggars and by 
declaring that there is no lack of employment in London at the 
present time'.48 The Manifesto finally invited philanthropists to 
come forward to lead the unemployed: 'We have no organization, 
and no leaders. The few kind men who have assisted us thus far 
have neither ability nor desire to carry forward and direct the 
enterprise, but simply wish the movement success, and will be 
glad to step aside and make way for the direction of more com
petent and influential men. '49 

The Manifesto of the London Unemployed betrays May's 
anxiety that the leadership of the unemployed could fall into the 
wrong hands. However, he was able to report some progress at a 
subsequent meeting in the Pavilion Theatre in Whitechapel on 18 
April 1882. May informed the meeting that the Lord Mayor now 
accepted that a large number of respectable working men in 
London were unemployed and anxious to emigrate. The Lord 
Mayor had therefore promised to raise a fund at the Mansion 
House, his official residence, to support 200 unemployed and their 
families willing to go to Canada. If that scheme proved a success, 
it could be expanded. 50 In response to this news, a resolution was 
passed which reaffirmed that 

47 Ibid. 48 Ibid. 49 Ibid. 
50 The project was a failure, as only enough money for about three families was raised. 

'The Immigration of the Unemployed', The Times, 26 Apr. 1882, 12. 
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the Right Hon. the Lord Mayor, the Lord Mayor and the Mansion 
House Fund being from time immemorial the source looked to for assis
tance in exceptional case of need-the movement has so far been kept 
clear of all political, commercial, trade, religious, and other party ques
tions, and we feel that the immediate and pressing need of the case will 
be best obtained by strictly adhering to the same rule, especially as the 
movement has hitherto obtained the respectful notice of all parties 
alike.51 

When 'a young man' rose to suggest 'that they should appeal to 
the Government instead of the Lord Mayor', no one seconded his 
motion. 52 

This refusal to frame unemployment as a problem of national 
politics rather than local relief was short lived. The Committee 
continued to hold meetings, but it also organized a 'Procession of 
the London Unemployed ... to ask for Work, Bread, and Homes 
for yourselves and families for life' on 25 April 1882.53 Two days 
before the procession Reuben May informed the Home Secretary 
that they would march to the Houses of Parliament. This violated 
the law as Parliament was in session, but the Home Office only 
received the letter on the day of the procession. 54 Despite heavy 
rain, 3,000 to 4,ooo unemployed started from Clerkenwell Green 
in the early afternoon, led by the Working Men's Committee of 
the Unemployed. The men marched via Farringdon Road, 
Embankment, and the Strand to Trafalgar Square and then down 
Pall Mall, Stjames's Street, and Piccadilly to Hyde Park Corner. 
When the police denied them access to Hyde Park, they made 
their way via Grosvenor Square and Victoria Street to Parliament 
Square, where another body of police waited. The marchers 
stopped for a few minutes opposite Palace Yard Gates until they 
were asked to move on. They proceeded up Parliament Street and 
tried to enter Downing Street, but the entrance was blocked by a 
row of policemen. The unemployed marched on to Whitehall and 
stopped briefly at the Admiralty, where they gave a few cheers, 
before returning via Charing Cross and the Strand to Golden 

51 'The London Unemployed', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 23 Apr. 1882, 4.
52 Ibid. 
53 'Procession of the London Unemployed on Tuesday, April 25'h, 1882', Handbill, 

Working Men's Committee of Unemployed, TNA/PRO, HO 45/g62o/ A15967. 
54 Letter, Reuben May to William Vemon Harcourt, Home Secretary, 23 Apr. 1882. 

Memo, unsigned, Home Office, 25 Apr. 1882. Both in TNA/PRO, HO 45/g62o/ A15967. 
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Lane, where they dispersed peacefully.55 Contrary to what 
Richard Flanagan asserts, it was not the 'Clerkenwell unemployed 
who, on 31 January r886, beneath a black banner and behind 
George Bateman, inaugurated the tactic of the West End unem
ployed march', but the unemployed from Golden Lane, led by 
Reuben May's Working Men's Committee of the Unemployed in 
April 1882.56 

Like the Land and Labour League, the Working Men's 
Committee of the Unemployed did not seem to have organized 
another procession or rally after its initial effort, in this case the 
march to Whitehall in 1882. Reuben May continued his charitable 
work in Great Arthur Street, but the Working Men's Committee 
of the Unemployed disappeared from the scene. One explanation 
is that a non-partisan organization of the unemployed, led by a 
reluctant Baptist pastor, was somewhat at odds with the spirit of 
the time. In addition, unemployment steadily declined from its 
record high in 1879 to its lowest rate in years in 1882, which prob
ably also contributed to the Committee's disappearance. 57 

Unemployed protest in other British cities was often even more 
short-lived and sporadic. In Dublin, for example, the first unem
ployed meeting took place on 15 January 188o. Led by the 
labourer John Murphy and others, the unemployed adopted res
olutions and sent deputations to the authorities, but the agitation 
ended in February. Murphy and his friends tried to revive the 
movement in the following two summers, but he and his 
Committee of the Unemployed Labourers ofDublin disappeared 
from the records in October 1882. When the unemployed demon
strations in Dublin started again in 1886, they were organized by 
the socialists and inspired by the unemployed protest in London. 58 

55 'The Unemployed of London', Reynolds'sNewspaper, 30 Apr. 1882, 1. The police report 
states that just 300 people participated in the procession. Metropolitan Police, A Division, 
Special Report, 26 Apr. 1882, TNA/PRO, HO 45/962o/ A15967. 

56 Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 28. 
57 Unemployment figures for that period are based on trade union data and therefore 

very unreliable. However, they can be used to illustrate the general trend. Unemployment 
peaked at 11.4 per cent in 1879 and declined to 2.3 per cent in 1882 before rising again to 
the next peak of 10.2 per cent in 1886. For a general discussion of the problem of unem
ployment statistics see William R. Garside, The Measure of Unemployment: Methods and Sources 
in Great Britain IBjo--1979 (Oxford, 1980). For a discussion of unemployment figures during 
this period see George R. Boyer and Timothy J. Hatton, 'New Estimates of British 
Unemployment, I8]o-I9I3',Jouma/ ofEconomic History, 62/3 (Sept. 2002), 643-75.

58 Fergus A. D'Arcy, 'Unemployment Demonstrations in Dublin, I8]g-1882', Saotharl 
Journal of the Irish Labour History Society, 17 (1992), 15-25. 
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The Social Democratic Federation 

The Social Democratic Federation was founded as the 
Democratic Federation in 1881, but renamed in August 1884. Its 
central figure was Henry Mayers Hyndman, a wealthy Tory who 
had converted to socialism after reading a French translation of 
Karl Marx's Capital in 188o. Other leading members at that time 
were Jack Williams, Henry Hyde Champion, George Bateman, 
John Burns, and Harry Quelch. 59 

A tiny and insignificant party, the SDF eventually turned to the 
growing number of unemployed in London in an effort to gain a 
mass following. It started its agitation among the workless in 
September 1884 and the campaign climaxed on 17 February 1885, 
when the SDF led up to s,ooo unemployed in procession from the 
Embankment to Whitehall. A small deputation was received by 
the Parliamentary Secretary of the Local Government Board, Sir 
Charles Dilke.60 The members ofthe deputation demanded that 
the government find work for those who needed it, but received 
only a statement of sympathy for the suffering unemployed in 
return. At the same time, the objects ofDilke's sympathies repeat
edly tried to storm the Local Government Building but were 
pushed back by the police. Those SDF leaders who had remained 
with the marchers outside again and again appealed to the crowd 
to preserve order. Ironically, one of them was briefly able to dis
tract the impatient unemployed with a speech 'of a somewhat 
inflammatory character', as The Times described it, but the unrest 
quickly resumed after he had finished. 

When the deputation returned, the unemployed marched back 
in procession to the Embankment for another meeting. One 
speaker called Dilke's reply 'a direct incitement to violence', while 
Hyndman told the cheering crowd that if they wanted 'the 
Government to do anything for them they must follow the course 
which the Irish had adopted. "A life for a life" must be their motto.' 
The meeting ended with cheers for the 'Social Revolution'.61 Lord 

59 Paul Thompson, Socialists, Liberals and Labour: Struggle for London 1885-1914 (London, 
1967), 112-35; Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 21-5; H. M. Hyndman, The Record of an 
Adventurous Life (London, 1911),246-50. 

60 They were informed that the President of the Local Government Board was at a 
Cabinet meeting and therefore unable to see them. 'Demonstration of the Unemployed', 
The Times, 17 Feb. !885, 6. 61 Ibid. 
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Brabazon, President and Chairman of the National Association for 
Promoting State-Directed Colonization, later commented that it 
was hardly surprising in the face of government indifference that 
the unemployed 'should turn a ready ear to the only men who can 
apparently show them a way of escaping from the miseries which 
surround them, even though that way may be slippery with 
blood.'62 

Birmingham 

Other British cities also experienced protests of the workless, but 
these events were not organized by the SDF. In Birmingham, for 
example, an unemployed movement started in January 1885, 
when the first open-air meetings and processions were held. 63 

Birmingham also suffered from the prolonged economic crisis 
between 1873 and 1896 which has become known as the Great 
Depression. In response to the distress, the mayor opened a 
special relief fund for the growing number of unemployed 
workers. As always, the authorities and the Charity Organization 
Society were concerned that only deserving cases should get relief, 
which was given in the form oflabour tickets for work in a stone 
yard. In return for hard labour, the unemployed received food, 
not money, to deter those who were not genuinely distressed. The 
authorities had no doubts that such measures were necessary. 
Revd Gardiner, a member of the mayor's Special Relief 
Committee, told the unemployed at a meeting that 'they must 
remember that there were always a great number of men mixing 
up with the unemployed who were undeserving of charity' and 
that the Committee therefore had to be 'very stringent'. 64 

From the very start, agents of the conservative National Fair 
Trade League tried to use the emerging unemployed movement 
in Birmingham for their purposes. The anti-Free Trade forces had 

62 Lord Brabazon, 'The Unemployed of London', Letter to the Editor, The Tunes, 2 
Mar. 1885, 10. Brabazon was even invited by the SDF to speak at one of its meetings on 
7 Jan. 1887. The hostile audience frequendy interrupted him and when one man shouted 
'I should like to cut off your head', Brabazon replied: 'If they could prove to him that 
cutting off his head would save the starving poor, he was quite willing that it should be 
cut off.' John Springhall, 'Brabazon, Reginald, twelfth Earl of Meath (1841-1929)', Oxford
DNB, accessed gJuly 2008. 

63 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 16 Jan. 1885, 5.
64 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', ibid. 22 Jan. 1885, 6. 'The Distress in 

Birmingham', Daily News, 23]an. 1885, 3.
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started to organize themselves into a single movement in r879 and 
consciously decided to start the campaign against Free Trade 
from the provinces. In r88r, the National Fair Trade League was 
founded by half a dozen wealthy conservative businessmen and 
political backbenchers amidst great publicity and press coverage. 
Its aim was to press for retaliatory tariffs against foreign countries 
practising protectionism and a system of imperial preference. 65 

Fair traders presented their programme as a solution to Britain's 
economic problems, but they struggled to gain influence among 
the workers. This was partly because Free Trade was strongly 
associated with cheap food, but also because leading Fair Traders 
were on record demanding lower wages and a longer working 
week.66 

To increase their influence and spread their ideas, the National 
Fair Trade League paid agitators and lecturers to promote its 
cause. Some of them actively tried to win over the unemployed. 
In Birmingham, W. F. Hyde, a professional speaker for the Fair 
Trade League, declared himself secretary of an unemployed com
mittee after the first meetings of the workless in January r885. 
However, when he tried to address a procession of the unem
ployed in Birmingham, he barely escaped being thrown into a 
nearby fountain by his audience. 67 

Instead, John Bolland, a local shoemaker and former candidate 
for the town council, emerged as the most prominent and influen
tial member of the unemployed movement in Birmingham. While 
Gardiner told the unemployed that 'holding those meetings would 
do them no good', Bolland asserted that they were 'their only 
means of making themselves heard'.68 The Special Relief Com
mittee began to offer the unemployed work other than stone-break
ing, but the protest meetings continued. The involvement of the 
COS in the administration of the relief fund was especially resented 
by the workless, but speakers also protested against press reports 
that those who attended these meetings were mainly 'youths and 
roughs'. Bolland clearly had political ambitions, although he 

65 E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The Politics, Economics and Ideology of the British 
Conservative Party, I88o-I9I4 (London, 1995), 30-5; Sydney H. Zebel, 'JosephChamberlain 
and the Genesis ofTariffReform',Joumal of British Studies, 7h (Nov. 1967), 131-57, at 135-
6; Brown, Tariff Reform; 'National Fair Trade League', The Times, 31 Aug. 1881, 12. 

66 Brown, Tariff Reform 29-31. 
67 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 16jan. 1885, 5.
68 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', ibid. 22jan. 1885, 6. 
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claimed that 'he was not a Radical of the old type; he hated 
humbugs of any party'. At a meeting of the unemployed on 22 

January r885 he suggested 'that they should form a league amongst 
themselves to protect themselves. They would not then be paupers . 
. . . They had better be hungry lions than poor little lambs led to the 
slaughter.'69 Bolland also admitted that he was inspired by the 
events in London: 'The London men who were unemployed could 
speak out, and they were ready for hotter work if necessary. In 
London there would be something heard of. '70 

Despite such talk, the 'hungry lions' of Birmingham did not 
fight. The agitation in the city petered out, but started again in 
September 1885. At an unemployed meeting chaired by Bolland, 
criticism was voiced of the way in which the COS had distributed 
relief the preceding winter. At Bolland's suggestion, a Working 
Men's Committee was formed and he became its chairman. The 
Committee publicly appealed for subscriptions and donations and 
began to distribute food, clothing, coal, and other items to the 
workless.71 It probably also had links to the Fair Trade League, as 
one leading Committee member distributed Fair Trade literature 
at a rival unemployed meeting in October r885. 72 

This rival movement was started by a man called Evans, who 
was expelled from Bolland's Committee and in return accused it 
of mishandling funds.7 3 An audit of the Working Men's 
Committee's accounts indeed showed that more than one-quarter 
of the donations it had received were paid to its members and 
their staff as wages. 74 This was not illegal, but highly unusual and 
triggered strong condemnation from the Birmingham Trades 
Council, the local authorities, and sections of the unemployed 
who decided to form yet another organization. 75 

Evans also led between 400 and 500 unemployed to Joseph 
Chamberlain's private home, four miles from the city centre, on 
20 October 1885. They had already gone there the week before, 

69 'Meeting on Gosta Green', ibid. 23]an. 1885, 5. 70 Ibid. 
71 'Birmingham', Daily News, 18 Sept. 1885, 6; 'The Unemployed of Birmingham', 

Birmingham Daily Post, 9 Oct. 1885, 3. 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily
News, 4 Nov. 1885, 7.

72 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 30 Oct. 1885, 3.
73 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', ibid. 9 Oct. 1885, 3; 'The Unemployed in 

Birmingham', ibid. 21 Oct. 1885, 7.
74 'News of the Day', Birmingham Daily Post and]oumal, 6 Nov. 1885, 4.
75 'Trades Unionists and Commercial Depression', Birmingham Daily Post, 9 Nov. 1885, 

7; 'Deputation of the Unemployed to the Guardians', ibid. 28 Nov. 1885, 6. 
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when the Radical leader was still in London. Birmingham police 
were 'alive to the fact that such a procession might easily lead to 
riot, and accompanied it in force', as The Times put it. 76 

Chamberlain received a small deputation, but was hardly pleased 
and told them to 'avoid demonstrations of this kind, for they will 
do a great deal of harm and will prejudice your cause in the eyes 
of all reasonable people'. 77 The Times commented with ill-dis
guised glee that he found 'himself in the peculiar and unpleasant 
position of having to rebuke the very clients in whose name he 
has been speaking'. 78 

The London United Working Men's Committee 

In London, the Fair Trade League paid a number of individuals, 
who became known as the Kelly-Peters group, to gain the ear of 
the unemployed. Thomas Kelly and Samuel Peters were both 
from Bristol where they had run into trouble with the local Trades 
Council. Kelly was expelled from the Council for misappropriat
ing funds, while Peters was censored for introducing a resolution 
condemning trade unions for alienating 'the affection that ought 
to exist between employers and their employees'.79 In r88r, the 
two were condemned for falsely passing themselves off as repre
sentatives of the Bristol Trades Council and attacking the char
acter of the Labour candidate for Stafford. 80 They moved to 
London where they teamed up with Patrick Kenny, who had 
opposed Reuben May at the meeting on 6January r88o. Kenny 
was now secretary of the General Labourers Amalgamated 
Union. 81 A further member of this group was William Patterson 
Lind. According to John Saville, the Kelly-Peters group special
ized in creating or controlling a large number of fictitious or 
defunct working-class organizations which represented 'only the 

76 Editorial, The Times, 21 Oct. 1885, g. 
77 A member of Bolland's Committee had already called upon Chamberlain and 

briefed him on Evans and his colleagues. 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham 
Daily Post, 21 Oct. 1885, 7.

78 The Times, 21 Oct. 1885, g. Another deputation was sent to, and received by, 
Randolph Churchill. 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 30 Oct. 
1885, 3. 79 Brown, Tariff Reform 31. 80 Ibid. 

81 Despite its new name, it remained a builders' union. Eric]. Hobsbawm, 'General 
Labour Unions in Britain, 188g-1914', Economic History Review, 1/2-3 (1949), 123-42, at 126. 
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scum of the East End'. 82 Acting as head of their bogus organiza
tions, the group hired out their services for a wide range of differ
ent activities and causes. 83 

The relationship between the Kelly-Peters group and the Fair 
Traders started in 1879 and eventually became a matter of 
common knowledge.84 Peters, claiming to represent the Bristol 
Operatives, and Lind of the Seamen's Protection Society were 
both expelled from the Trades Union Congress in September 
1881 for accepting money from the Fair Trade League, together 
with three other delegates. 85 The following day, Peters and Lind 
forced their way back into the meeting hall, and the latter had to 
be removed by force after refusing to leave voluntarily.86 Kelly 
and Kenny also went to the 1881 Congress but their credentials 
were accepted. Kelly, Kenny, and Peters already had a reputation 
for conducting slander campaigns against various well-known 
trade unionists who opposed them. Mter the 1881 Congress, they 
stepped up their campaign against the secretary of the TUC's 
Parliamentary Committee, Henry Broadhurst, MP, whom they 
publicly accused of mismanaging funds and betraying striking 
workers. The accused exposed what he labelled 'a system of con
spiracy' in a speech at the Trade Union Congress in Manchester 
in 1882, and the delegates passed a unanimous resolution con
demning the actions of Peters, Kenny, and Kelly as 'cowardly, 
false, and slanderous'.87 Kenny's and Kelly's credentials had been 
revoked shortly before, and the two were informed that they 
would not be allowed to sit in Congress as they 'had brought dis
credit on the labour cause'.88 Both replied through the press that 
they would 'sever themselves from the Trades Union Congress'.89 

82 John Saville, 'Trade Unions and Free Labour: The Background to the Taff Vale 
Decision', in Asa Briggs and John Saville (eds.), Essays in Labour History (London, 1967), 
317-so, at 331-5. 

83 This included the breaking up of meetings, the hiring of audiences, or the organiza-
tion of strike-breaking; ibid. 334-5. 84 Brown, Tariff Reform, 32. 

85 Two days earlier, the Bristol Operatives had already unanimously disavowed any 
connection with Peters for attending a Fair Trade Conference in London immediately 
before the TUC Conference. The Fair Trade League had paid the expenses of the 
working-class delegates to this conference. The sponsored delegates then stayed on to 
attend the TUC meeting and to promote the cause of Fair Trade there. 'The Proceedings 
at the Trades Union Congress', The Times, 16 Sept. 1881, 7; Brown, Tariff Reform, 34-7.

86 TUC reports on these events are reprinted in House of Commons Papers, 1884 (345) 
Correspondence between Foreign Office, Board of Trade and Foreign Governments on 
Export Bounties on Sugar, 104-12. 

87 Report of the 1882 TUC, 1-5. 88 Ibid. 6. 89 Ibid. 8. 
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Ostracized by the TUC they founded their own organization. 
The London United Working Men's Committee was an umbrella 
organization for fifteen trade unions controlled by the Kelly
Peters group. 90 Kenny had been involved in unemployed politics 
since the days of Reuben May's organization, and he continued 
down that path with his new associates. This brought the 
Committee into conflict with the SDF, which had carried on its 
own agitation among the unemployed after the march to the 
Local Government Board on I7 February r885. As Hyndman per
ceived it, 'the whole movement was used by the capitalists against 
us'. For Burns, the members of the Kelly-Peters group were just 
some 'of the most infamous scoundrels that ever wore boot-leather 
in the streets ofLondon'.91 The conflict between the two groups 
climaxed in February r886. 

The Conflict between the SDF and the 
London United Working Men's Committee 

Through deputations and mass meetings, the London United 
Working Men's Committee created the impression in the press 
that it was speaking for the rising number of unemployed workers 
in the capital. On 3 February r886 the Mayor of London received 
eleven delegates from the Committee, including Kelly, Peters, and 
Kenny.92 Kelly stressed that the members of the deputation rep
resented 'every class oflabour peculiar to the metropolis'. Kenny 
emphasized the extent of the economic crisis in the capital and 
that the unemployed 'abhorred charity; they wanted work and 
wages'. Nevertheless, the deputation's sole request was for the 
opening of a relief fund for the unemployed at the Mansion 
House, to which the Lord Mayor agreed. Captain Thomas S. 
Lemon, speaking for the British Seamen's Society, hinted that the 

90 Kelly gave this number to the Lord Mayor on 3 Feb. 1886. 'The Unemployed', The
Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7. Kelly and Peters were also involved in a number of other organiza
tions, such as the Workmen's Association for the Abolition of Foreign Sugar Bounties, but 
most of these were connected to the Fair Trade cause and short-lived. 

91 Hyndman, Adventurous Life, 4oo;]ohn Burns, The Man with the Red Flag: Being the Speech 
delivered at the Old Bailey when tried for Seditious Conspiracy on April 9th, 1886 (London, 1903), 7.
London, LSE Archives, ILP 13/1903/3.

92 Kelly was now listed in The Times as representing the dock and riverside labourers, 
while Peters claimed to represent the sugar operatives in the capital. 'The Unemployed', 
The Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7.
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economic crisis might spark an uprising, but the Lord Mayor 
emphatically rejected the idea 'that the working men might be 
driven to desperation and to violence by a continuance of the 
want of employment'.93 The Lord Mayor 'confessed he had too 
good an opinion of the working men of this country to think that 
they would ever resort to such devices', and reminded the depu
tation that the other classes were suffering 'to as great, or even 
greater, an extent than they, for their mode oflife and their habits 
and training rendered a deprivation of means keener to be borne 
than it would be by others who had never known what compar
ative prosperity was'.94 In other words, the working classes should 
count themselves lucky that they had never experienced affiuence. 

The SDF reacted to the deputation with a large meeting in 
Holborn town hall later that day, which was attended by more 
than a thousand people.95 A show of hands at the start of the 
meeting revealed that nearly all of those present were without 
work; many of them had been workless for more than a month. 
H. H. Champion in the chair criticized the deputation to the Lord 
Mayor, as 'the people wanted work, not charity'. In contrast to the 
London United Working Men's Committee, the SDF demanded 
that the government provide work for the unemployed, for 
example, by initiating building projects or introducing the eight
hour working day for all government employees. George Bateman, 
the main speaker, warned that 'if the measures advocated were not 
granted ... then the people would have to put into the governing 
classes the "fear of man"'.96 

On the same evening the London United Working Men's 
Committee also held a meeting chaired by Kenny. He praised the 
Lord Mayor for opening a relieffund, but stressed that 'the exist
ing state of things involved a social problem with which some 
Prime Minister, Liberal, Radical, or Tory, must grapple and 
solve.'97 Two days later, the London United Working Men's 
Committee had a chance to state its case to a former and soon-to
be Prime Minister. On 5 February, Lord Salisbury received a dep
utation consisting of Kelly, Peters, and Lemon for a private 

93 It is not clear whether the British Seamen's Society is identical with Lind's Seamen's 
Protection Society, although it seems probable. 

94 'The Unemployed', The Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7.
95 Burns claimed that 3,ooo people attended. Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 21. 
96 Ibid. Flanagan, Parish-Fed Bastards', 28. 
97 'The Unemployed', The Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7.
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interview at his residence in London. 98 Salisbury and Kelly had 
known each other for a number of years, and the Conservative 
leader was one of the individuals who financed Kelly's and 
Peters's endeavours.99 During the meeting, Salisbury said that he 
considered the present economic distress 'a very grave subject 
... much graver than the Irish question' which was at that time 
dominating the political agenda and reshaping the political land
scape. He advocated emigration as one solution for reducing 
unemployment, but also public work projects and other measures. 
At that time, many people still publicly doubted that there was, 
indeed, exceptionally high unemployment in Britain. That a 
person of Salisbury's standing and influence went on record 
saying that it was more serious than the Irish question was there
fore a significant success for Kelly and his colleagues. Overall, the 
Committee must have been pleased by the positive publicity the 
meeting created. 100 

In contrast, a very large unemployed meeting convened by the 
Marylebone and St Pancras branch of the SDF on the same day 
attracted litde public attention. 101 More unemployed meetings 
were held in the capital on 7 February. The East London Labour 
Union organized a meeting of several thousand unemployed on 
Hackney Downs, where delegates from various trade societies and 
labour organizations demanded that the government should start 
work projects. 102 The SDF held an unemployed meeting at 
Battersea, while the various organizations of the London United 

98 'Lord Salisbury and the Unemployed', Freeman's Journal and Daily Commercial 
Advertiser, 6 Feb. 1886, 6. Robert Cecil, third Marquess of Salisbury and leader of the 
Conservative Party, resigned as PM on 2gjan. and returned to 10 Downing Street on 25 
July 1886. 

99 Peters sued Bradlaugh in 1888 for claiming that Salisbury and other leading 
Conservatives had paid him to promote unemployed meetings. He won his libel case, 
mainly because of Bradlaugh's incompetent defence. Saville, 'Trade Unions and Free 
Labour', 334-5; Harris, Unemployment and Politics, 55 n. 2; 'Occasional Notes', Pall Mall 
Gazette, 4 Oct. 1887, 4.

100 'The Distress in the Metropolis', The Times, 6 Feb. 1886,8. One of those questioning 
whether exceptional distress really existed was e.g. the Pall Mall Gazette. The journal chal
lenged both the SDF and the Fair Traders to prove their point. Hyndman accepted the 
challenge and the Pall Mall Gazette later had to admit that the situation was indeed 
extremely serious. 'Occasional Notes', Pall Mall Gazette, 6 Feb. 1886, 3. 'The Truth about 
the Distress', ibid. 24 Feb. 1886, 1-2. 

101 According to a Belfast newspaper, some 7,000 people attended the meeting. 'Our 
London Letter', Be!fastNews-Letter, 6 Feb. 1886, 5. 'The Unemployed in London', Pall Mall 
Gazette, 6 Feb. 1886, 7.

102 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 8 Feb. 1886, 7.
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Working Men's Committee held meetings in different parts of the 
capital. 103 The General Labourers Amalgamated Union rallied the 
unemployed on Clerkenwell Green, where the local SDF branch 
was led by Bateman and Champion. 104 When the union's General 
Secretary Kenny moved a resolution thanking the Lord Mayor 
and protesting against 'the revolutionary advice given to the unem
ployed by members of the Social Democratic Federation', an 
amendment was proposed by a John Murray demanding the intro
duction of the compulsory eight-hour working day to reduce 
unemployment. Kenny ruled the amendment out of order, which 
triggered a sharp exchange of words between the Social Democrats 
and members of the General Labourers Amalgamated Union, and 
the resolution was passed without the amendment. 105 

On the following day, the London United Working Men's 
Committee held a mass rally at Trafalgar Square to promote the 
Fair Trade League's agenda and 'demand from the Government 
some means to relieve the now existing distress and starvation 
amongst multitudes of the wage-earners of London'. 106 Lemon 
presided over the meeting, which was attended by between 
2o,ooo and 50,000 people. How many of them actually sup
ported the Fair Trade cause is still a question of debate. Without 
doubt, there were also many curiosity seekers in Trafalgar Square, 
and the SDF had mobilized its own supporters for a counter
demonstration. Given the relatively small size of previous SDF 
demonstrations, however, it is fair to assume that its followers 
were in the minority.107 

Bums, Williams, Hyndman, and other leaders of the SDF 
actually arrived before the London United Working Men's 
Committee in Trafalgar Square and began to address the crowd 
which had already assembled there. 108 Mter Lemon and his col-

103 Lemon presided over a meeting on wasteland at Mile-End; R. D. Butler, who had 
also been a member of the deputation to the Lord Mayor, chaired a meeting at St Pancras; 
a Mr Hill presided over a meeting at the Bricklayers' Arms, Old Kent Road; and Kelly 
chaired a meeting in Deptford. 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 8 Feb. 1886, 7.

104 Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 27-8. 
105 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 8 Feb. 1886, 7.
106 'The Distress in the Metropolis', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 7 Feb. 1886, 3.
107 Crick incorrectly states that the SDF called for the meeting in Trafalgar Square and 

was heckled by members of the Fair Trade League on that day. Martin Crick, The History 
ofthe Social-Democratic Federation (Keele, 1994), 45.

108 Report of a Committee to Inquire and Report as to the Origin and Character of the 
Disturbances which took place in the Metropolis on Monday, the 8'h of February (London, 
1886), iii. 93. Statement by William Edwin Barling, Daily Telegraph, 1, TNA/PRO, HO 
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leagues arrived, the Social Democrats continued to address the 
crowd from the raised part of Trafalgar Square in front of the 
National Gallery. Friedrich Engels, relying on Karl Kautsky who 
had attended the meeting, claimed that 'the mass of the real 
workers had been around the "fair traders," whilst Hyndman and 
Co. had a mixed audience of people looking for a lark, some of 
them already merry' (i.e. drunk). 109 A 'red flag' was displayed by 
the SDF, which was actually a red handkerchief tied to a stick, 
and tensions developed between the competing factions. 
According to Hyndman, the police reacted by suggesting that the 
SDF should take its followers to Hyde Park. John Burns led the 
way carrying the red flag, and some 3,000 to 5,ooo people fol
lowed him, including, as Hyndman put it, 'many of the other 
side'. 110 

The crowd walked through Pall Mall and StJames's Street, 
where the situation got out of hand after speeches were given in 
front of the gentlemen's clubs. According to some reports, the pro
testors started to smash the club windows after being heckled by 
people inside. 111 Jack Williams, however, told a reporter during 
the riot that it started after John Burns pointed to the Carlton 
Club, saying that its members lived in luxury while the unem
ployed were starving. 112 

Because of a misunderstanding, the police reserve was deployed 
to the Mall instead of Pall Mall, so that the rioters had free rein 
for over an hour. Carriages and pedestrians were attacked and 

I44/ I65/ A42380. Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 7-9; Hyndman, Adventurous Life,400; 
'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 11 Feb. I886, 8; Brodie, Politics of thePoor, I6-I7. 

109 Letter, Friedrich Engels to August Bebel, '5 Feb. I886, in Marx-Engels Correspondence 
1886, <http:/ /www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/ I886/letters/86 _ 02_15.htm>, 
accessed 9 Aug. 2008. 

110 Report of aa Committee, vi; Hyndman, Adventurous Life, 401; Burns simply states that sug
gestions for a procession to Hyde Park were made to him 'from many quarters', but also 
claims that the SDF 'completely stole the audience of the Fair Traders'. Burns, The Man 
with the Red Flag, g. Brodie confirms the people who rioted were a 'socially mixed cross
section'. Brodie, 'Artisans and Dossers', 38. 

111 According to Flanagan, some members of the Conservative Carlton Club threw 
'crusts of bread at the unemployed', while Hyndman recalls that the Reform Club's ser
vants threw missiles at the crowd. Burns blames the members of the Carlton Club and 
Thatched House Club, while the official inquiry states that a shop window was broken 
first before the crowd attacked the Carlton Club. Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 29; 
Hyndman, Adventurous Life, 401; Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 10-11I; Report of aa Committee, 
vi. 

112 This is also the conclusion of the official inquiry. Statement Barling, I3. Report ofa 
Committee, vi. 81. 
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shops looted. Only a small group of around 500 people followed 
the SDF leaders to the statue of Achilles at Hyde Park. From the 
plinth of the statue, Bums, Champion, Williams, and Hyndman 
admonished their audience for the looting and for attacking 
women and urged them to go home. 113 Champion, a former 
army officer, warned them that 'this crowd can't stand against sol
diers or even against Police' and Bums also told them that 'we 
are not strong enough at the present moment to cope with armed 
force'. Clearly the SDF leaders felt that the revolutionary moment 
had not yet come, and all that Bums could do was to ask: 'When 
we give you the signal will you rise?' This was answered with loud 
cries of 'yes', but the crowd then returned to the streets to do 
more damage, despite the best efforts of the SDF leadership, who 
openly disapproved of the unorganized violence. 114 

The Consequences of the West End Riot 

The events on 8 February 1886 had a number of consequences. 
First, they created widespread fear in the capital, including among 
the SDF's own inner circle. The unemployed reassembled in 
Trafalgar Square the following day, but this time the police was 
on guard and no incidents occurred. 115 On 10 February, however, 
a cloud of black fog lay over London, which caused the SDF to 
cancel a scheduled unemployed meeting at Cumberland Market. 
Two organizers from the SDF told the police that they were 
'afraid there would be some disturbances as a number of men had 
congregated and some of them seemed inclined for mischief, and 
that 'the affairs of Monday [8 February] had put fear into every
one'.116 They were right. Businessmen in the area had already 
expressed their concerns to the police, and the Royal Horse 
Guards were confined to their barracks, prepared for the worst. 117 
When the assembled crowd of 5,ooo people learned that the 
meeting was cancelled, some indeed became violent and threw 

113 Flanagan seems to imply that the SDF leaders left the scene after the riot started, 
which is not correct. Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards',30. 

114 Statement Barling, 1-14. 
115 Annual Register: A Review of Public Events at Home and Abroad (London, 1886), 7.
116 Report, Superintendent W. M. Nuis, Metropolitan Police, S Division, 11 Feb. 1886, 

TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/ A42380.
117 Letter, R. Moon, Insp., Metropolitan Police, 10 Feb. 1886. Letter, Chaslvlong & 

Son to SuperintendentS Division, g Feb. 1886. Both in TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380. 
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stones under cover of the dense fog. 118 The weather conditions 
also caused considerable concern in other parts of the capital. 119 

Another effect of the West End riot was that the authorities 
tried to improve the material situation of the unemployed. The 
day after the riot,Joseph Chamberlain announced a relaxation of 
the rules governing the provision of outdoor relief. 120 On 10
February the committee administering the Lord Mayor's Mansion 
House fund 'for the relief of the deserving unemployed in the 
Metropolis' met for the first time. The fund had been opened on 
the suggestion of the deputation to the Lord Mayor on 3 
February. Patrick Kenny, Thomas Lemon, and Thomas Kelly 
were on the committee as representatives of the working class. 121 

Kenny and Lemon expressed 'utter abhorrence and shame' about 
the riot and assured the committee that the unemployed had not 
participated in it. Despite, or perhaps because of, the riot, contri
butions to the Mansion House fund quickly came in. At the time 
of the first committee meeting, the fund stood at over £3,300. 
Within just six days it rose to £45,700, and by I9 February, 
£s6,ooo had been given by wealthy individuals, including the 
Queen, and various companies and organizations. 122 

The pattern was repeated in other British cities. In Glasgow, 
the magistrates provided work for 895 unemployed on I I 
February and handed out food, clothing, and boots. At the same 
time, they made preparations to suppress possible uprisings. 123 

On the same day, I,soo unemployed held a meeting in Norwich. 
The authorities mobilized the full strength of the police, but also 
started a relief fund for the unemployed. 124 In Windsor, a relief 
fund was organized by Princess Christian of Schleswig-Holstein, 

118 Report, Superintendent W. M. Nuis, Metropolitan Police, S Division, I I Feb. I886, 
TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380. JackWilliams told the crowd that 'in consequence of 
the dense fog he was unable to discern the unemployed from the roughs' and that the 
meeting therefore had to be postponed. Report, W. Martin, Acting Inspector, 
Metropolitan Police, S Division, 11 Feb. I886, TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380. 

119 'The Riots in London', The Tzmes, II Feb. I886, 6. 
12o Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 31. 
121 'The Unemployed in London-Mansion House Relief Fund', The Tzmes, I2 Feb. 

I886, 8. 
122 Flanagan fails to mention that the fund was only opened on 6 Feb., thereby creating 

the impression that it was undersubscribed before the unemployed resorted to violence 
two days later. F1anagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 30; 'The Unemployed in London', Lloyd's 
Weekly .Newspaper, 7 Feb. 1886, 7; 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 11 Feb. 1886, 
8; without title, Birmingham Daily Gazette, 17 Feb. I886, 5; 'The Unemployed', The Tzmes, 2o 
Feb. I886, 12. 123 'The Unemployed', ibid. 12 Feb. 1886, 6. 124 Ibid. 
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fifth child of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, who devoted 
much of her time to charitable causes. 125 In Leicester, unem
ployed and striking hosiery workers rioted for several days. 126 In 
Bradford, the chief constable was able to convince the organizers 
of an unemployed meeting scheduled for 14 February to cancel 
the event. 127 On the following day, an unemployed meeting was 
held in Gateshead, and unrest broke out among the unemployed 
in Yarmouth. 128 On 16 February, the unemployed in Nottingham 
tried to attack Nottingham University College. The next day, a 
big rally of the unemployed was held in Sheffield. 129 On 28 
February, the SDF held a public meeting in Manchester, which 
was followed by clashes between 'large numbers of men of the 
lower orders' and the police. 130 One of the speakers at the 
meeting was J oseph Waddington, who had already played a 
leading role in the unemployed demonstrations in Manchester 
two years before. 131 In Wolverhampton, the mayor initially 
refused to issue an appeal on behalf of the unemployed, but 
changed his mind after a large protest meeting on 1 March. 132 

The West End riot also boosted the fortunes of the struggling 
SDF and its leaders. Hyndman, Burn, Champion, and Williams 
appeared before Bow Street police court and were charged with 
sedition. Although they were acquitted in April 1886, the riot and 
subsequent trial made them famous-or notorious, depending on 
one's point ofview.133 

In Birmingham, the leaders of the local unemployed movement 
tried to benefit from the SDF's new-found fame. The Birmingham 
SDF branch had followed William Morris into the Socialist 
League when the party split in 1884 and confined its activities to 
spreading socialist propaganda. 134 As a result, it was left to other 

125 Ibid. John Van der Kiste, 'Helena, Princess [Princess Christian of Schleswig
Holstein] (I846-I923)', Oxford DNB, accessed 5 Feb. 2010. 

126 'Rioting at Leicester', The Times, I3 Feb. I886, 8; 'The Riots at Leicester', ibid. I5 
Feb. I886, 8. 

127 'The Unemployed in the Provinces', Birmingham Daily Gazette, I5 Feb. I886, 5.
128 'The Unemployed in the Provinces', ibid. I6 Feb. I886, 5.
129 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, I6 Feb. I886, 3.
130 'Socialist Demonstration in Manchester', Manchester Examiner and Times, I Mar. I886, 6. 
131 'Disturbances at Manchester', The Times, I Mar. I886, 7.
132 'Wolverhampton', Manchester Guardian, 2 Mar. I886, 6. 
133 Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 29. 
134 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, I5 Feb. I886, 2; 'Birmingham Socialists 

and the Demonstration', Birmingham Daily Gazette, I6 Feb. I886, 5; Thompson, Socialists, 
Liberals and Labour, I 3 6-7. 
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groups to exploit the political opportunities created by the events 
in London. The Birmingham Daily Mail reported that the 'slumber
ing activity of the Birmingham unemployed had been ... stimu
lated by the great riot in London' and a mass meeting was called 
for 15 February r886. 135 The handbill advertising the meeting 
announced that 'Mr. Hyndman and others, from London, are 
expected to attend' and concluded with the words: 'Come in your 
thousands and do your duty to yourselves and families, and see 
that the Town Council and the Board of Guardians do theirs. 
Why should you starve in the midst of plenty? Justice! Justice!! 
Justice!!! to the starving poor.' 136 For the organizers of this 
meeting, the unemployed and the poor were still interchangeable. 

The leaders of the SDF in London were indeed invited to attend 
the meeting in Birmingham, but Hunter Watts, the SDF's hon
orary treasurer, replied that they were too occupied with the events 
in the capital. The organizing committee in Birmingham had ini
tially considered holding three simultaneous meetings, or marching 
to Chamberlain's private residence again, but eventually settled for 
one big meeting at Gosta Green. The authorities allowed the 
meeting to take place, but prohibited any procession before or 
afterwards. According to a local newspaper, 'considerable numbers 
of men were seen hurrying' towards the meeting place shortly 
before it was due to begin, 'some evidently belonging to the rough 
element and some to the unemployed. A large proportion, 
however, appeared to be artisans keeping St. Monday, and 
attracted to the meeting out of curiosity.' 137 A group of youths 
briefly kidnapped the wagon which was to be used as a platform, 
but it was brought back and the meeting started as scheduled. 

Five people were on the platform. The first resolution was 
moved by J. J. Whelan, who stressed 'that they did not appear on 
that platform in the character of Socialists, and they did not agree 
with all that was said and done at the Trafalgar meeting'. 
However, Whelan added that 'if Socialism meant giving food to 
the starving poor, then he and others on the platform were Social 
Democrats', and went on to praise Hyndman as 'a great agent' 
and 'an eminent writer'. This was greeted with applause, as was 
his strong denial that the unemployed were lazy or drunkards. 

135 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 2. See also 'The Unemployed', 
7he Times, 12 Feb. 1886,6. 

136 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 2. 137 Ibid. 
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John Bolland seconded the resolution which demanded work or 
outdoor relief for the unemployed. The next speaker, W. Medcalf, 
triggered a hostile reaction from the crowd when he said that he 
had agreed 'to take part in that "said-to-be-unemployed" meeting' 
on the condition that there would be no inciting language or brute 
force. He was unable to finish his speech because of the heckling 
from the crowd. Kossuth Hopkins got a much more positive reac
tion when he called upon the crowd to stand together and fight 
for bread. He even suggested that they might be able to defeat 
the military in a riot. The chairman tried in vain to stop him, and 
Hopkins went on to tell the crowd that 'they were entitled to 
march through town and show their distress'. In contrast, the final 
speaker, Revd Gardiner, strongly advised them against issuing 
threats, as they could gain nothing from it. 138 In response, some 
of the 'roughs' charged the platform and nearly overturned it. 
They again took control of the wagon, forcing the people on the 
platform to jump off as they wheeled it through the streets until it 
was confiscated by the police. As was now common on these occa
sions, the authorities had taken elaborate precautions and mobi
lized a large force which was able to prevent any serious 
disorder. 139 More importantly, however, the mob lacked purpose 
and leadership: 'the crowd was composed merely of individuals 
without the resolution to do anything themselves and waiting for 
some beginning to be made by others. They stood like an army 
without a general, and without an enemy.' 140 

In London, the struggle between the SDF and its opponents for 
the leadership of the unemployed continued. Patrick Kenny and his 
General Labourers Amalgamated Union issued a handbill which 
called a meeting for the purpose of 'protesting against the wealthy 
leaders of the Social Democratic Federation' on Clerken-well Green 
for 14 February. The handbill did not mention the London United 
Working Men's Committee. Although Kenny had been involved in 
the organization of the unemployed meeting at Trafalgar Square 
on 8 February, he now distanced himself from the National Fair 
Trade League and other political movements. The handbill 
announced that the 'Unemployed Workmen have nothing what
ever, in any shape or form, to do with either Political Party, Fair 

138 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 2-3. 
139 'The Unemployed Demonstration in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Gazette, 15 Feb. 

1886, 5. 140 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 3.
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Trade League, Free Trader or Foul Trader. Their's [sic] is purely a 
Labour Movement.' 141 As Kenny remained involved in the activi
ties of Kelly and Lemon, this was probably just a manoeuvre to 
strengthen the group's claim that it represented the working class. 

At the meeting in Clerkenwell, Kenny denounced the SDF and 
the West End riot in the strongest terms. He denied that 
Hyndman and his colleagues represented the working classes and 
that the latter had participated in the riot. Instead, Kenny claimed 
that the SDF leaders had incited 'the idle and dangerous rabble' 
of the capital to loot the West End shops. 142 Champion, Bums, 
and Williams were in the audience, along with a large number of 
their supporters. They announced the start of a counter-meeting 
at the fountain on Clerkenwell Green, and a large number of 
people followed them there. The police were present in great 
numbers, but the two meetings ended peacefully. 143 Kenny's 
meeting adopted a resolution which was forwarded to Prime 
Minister Gladstone, who received it 'with pleasure'. 144 

Two days later, on 16 February, the SDF branch in Bermondsey 
held a meeting in the town hall. Between 2,ooo and 3,ooo listened 
to speeches by Quelch, Bums, Hyndman, Champion, and 
Williams. Quelch, who chaired the meeting, asked those who were 
without work to raise their hands. Everybody in the audience did. 
Having established that this was indeed a meeting of the unem
ployed, Champion stressed that 

It was important that the workers on the south side of the Thames 
should declare in an unmistakable manner whether the speakers on that 
platform ... were their chosen champions, or whether Messrs. Kelly 
and Lemon were-the latter being the individuals who had gone to the 
Mansion House and asked the Lord Mayor for the charity of the rich, 
in order to relieve the misery which had been brought about by the mis
management of the rich themselves. 145 

141 'To the Unemployed Workmen of London', handbill, 12 Feb. 1886, TNA/PRO, 
HO 144/165/ A42380.

142 'The London Riot', Birmingham Daily Gazette, 15 Feb. 1886, 5.
143 'The Late Riots in London', The Times, 15 Feb. 1886, 7; 'The London Riot', 

Birmingham Daily Gazette, 15 Feb. 1886, 5.
144 The SDF had to put pressure on the PM for a reply to its memorial. 'London', 

Manchester Examiner and T imes, 1 Mar. 1886, 6; 'The London Riots', Birmingham Daily Gazette, 
16 Feb. 1886, 5. Gladstone also refused to receive a deputation ofSDF leaders who called 
at 10 Downing Street on 13 Feb. 'The Late Riots in London', The Times, 15 Feb. 1886, 7.

145 'Socialist Demonstration at Bermondsey', Daily Telegraph, 17 Feb. 1886, clipping in 
TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/ A42380.
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Conclusion 

Champion did not need to worry. The momentum was clearly 
with the SDF after the West End riot. Even Friedrich Engels, who 
was usually very critical of the SDF and especially of Hyndman, 
conceded reluctantly in November r886 that the Social Democrats 
were 'beginning to become a power'. 146 The SD F told those who 
were out of work and starving that they were not paupers, but 
unemployed workmen. They argued that the political and eco
nomic system was to blame for their fate and that their situation 
could be improved by political action. The Social Democrats 
offered the workless not only an explanation for why they were 
unemployed, but also a coherent programme of economic, social, 
and political demands to fight the problem and its effects. 147 In 
addition, the SDF also expanded its repertoire of protest and 
launched a number of attention-grabbing protest actions which 
cemented its credentials as a party of action. 148 When it came to 
organizing a spectacle, the SDF was hard to beat, and street 
protest at that time was always also about providing entertainment. 
The SDF leader urged their audiences to remain peaceful, but they 
spoke of violence and revolution. The fact that authorities all over 
Britain felt the need to mobilize overwhelming forces every time 
the unemployed met after the West End riot must have given the 
latter a rare sense of importance and empowerment. 

In contrast, the leaders of the London United Working Men's 
Committee cooperated with the political and economic elite, and 
remained deferential towards their social betters. Like Reuben 
May and John Bolland, they became involved in the collection 
and distribution of charity. Kelly, Lemon, and Kenny sat on the 
Mansion House Fund Committee, and The Times reassured its 
readers that they were 'not likely to advise the granting of help in 
any except true cases of exceptional distress, and they have sent 
out papers in which applicants are requested to answer some 

146 Letter, Friedrich Engels to Laura Lafargue, 24 Nov. 1886, quoted in Henry Collins, 
'The Marxism of the Social Democratic Federation', in Asa Briggs andJohn Saville (eds.), 
Essays in Labour History J886--1923 (London, 1971), 47-69, at 63. 

147 Ibid. See also GrahamJohnson, 'Making Reform the Instrument of Revolution: 
British Social Democracy, 1881-1911', Historical]oumal, 43/4 (2ooo), 977-1,002; id., Social 
Democratic Politics in Britain I88I-I9II (Lewiston, NY, 2002). 

148 Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 32-3. 
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simple and necessary questions, so that there will be inquiry in 
each case before reliefis given'. 149 Such character testing could 
hardly have endeared Kelly and his colleagues to the unemployed 
workers who were desperate to stress their own respectability. 

In addition, many of the individuals who preceded the SDF or 
competed with it for influence among the unemployed were 
accused of the mismanagement of funds, personal enrichment, or 
other vices. Reuben May appeared twice in court, and the 
Charity Organization Society was so suspicious of the way he 
handled donations that it published warnings in newspapers. John 
Murphy, the driving force behind the unemployed protest in 
Dublin, was described by the police as 'an idle drunken fellow' 
who was 'living by his wits and is taking advantage of the want of 
employment to impose on idle labourers'. 150 In Birmingham, 
John Bolland was accused of misusing donations for the unem
ployed. In February 1886 he and one of his deputies were picked 
up by the police in an inn after an unemployed meeting. Both 
were allegedly drunk, as the Birmingham Daily Post gleefully 
reported, and the paper added that 'it will doubtless interest the 
genuine unemployed working men of the town to know that 
another of the leading promoters of the ... meeting is a person 
who has several times been in custody on charges of fraud and 
felony'. 151 Kelly and Peters generated a substantial personal 
income from their various endeavours. 152 Lemon, their close asso
ciate, was accused by the TUC of siphoning off most of the 
income of his trade union. 153 In contrast, Burns was able to say 
with some credibility that the members of the SDF had not 
profited financially from their work among the unemployed: 'on 
the contrary, we have lost what material well-being we had.' 154 

Hyndman's acceptance of'Tory money' in 1885 had damaged the 
SDF, but this money was used to finance the party's-admittedly 
disastrous-general election campaign of that year and not 
diverted into private pockets. 155 

Kelly and Peters did not disappear from the scene, but contin
ued to work for the Fair Trade cause. On 3 October 1887 they 

149 'The Late Riots in London', The Times, 15 Feb. 1886, 7. See also 'The Unemployed', 
ibid. 20 Feb. 1886, 12. 

150 D'Arcy, 'Unemployment Demonstrations in Dublin', 24. 
151 'A Significant Sequel', Birmingham Daily Post, 16 Feb. 1886, 5.
152 Saville, 'Trade Unions and Free Labour', 334. 153 Ibid. 335.
154 Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 13. 155 F1anagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards`, 27. 
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organized a protest of 'out-of-work' people against foreign sugar 
bounties. According to The Times which was openly hostile, some 
3,000 to 4,000 people marched in procession from the Embank
ment to Hyde Park, where a rally was held. This was a substantial 
turnout, even though The T imes denounced those who participated 
as 'the very picture of men whose lives were passed between the 
prison, the casual wards, and the streets, and are, as occasion suits, 
thieves or beggars'. 156 In 18g2, the year the Fair Trade League 
disbanded, Kelly appeared at one of the regular meetings of the 
unemployed at Tower Hill. These meetings were organized by 
the SDF, and Kelly had to be protected by the police during his 
speech. When he announced that 'he was in receipt of a commu
nication from a gentleman well known in the City, who promised 
to give £1,ooo to benefit the unemployed provided that there was 
no anarchism or socialism imported into the movement', he got 
only 'derisive laughter' in return. 157 A few months later, Kelly 
used the London United Working Men's Committee as a front to 
organize a demonstration against the Direct Veto Bill in Trafalgar 
Square. 158 In contrast to the other organizations run by Kelly and 
Peters, the London United Working Men's Committee enjoyed a 
remarkably long career. It made its last appearance in 1905, when 
Kelly testified in court against a former member who had col
lected, without authorization, donations on behalf of the 
Committee from people such as Steel-Maitland, Lord Newport, 
and the Duke ofNorfo1k.I59 

Lemon and Kenny's organizations had less successful careers. 
The Seamen's Protection Society made its last return to the Chief 

156 The Times contrasted the absence of genuine unemployed with the 'real out-of-work 
men' who had attended the meeting in Trafalgar Square on 8 Feb. 1886. 'Anti-Foreign 
Bounty Demonstration', The Times, 4 Oct. 1887, 12; 'The Sugar Bounties', Daily News, 4 
Oct. 1887, 3; 'Occasional Notes', Pall Mall Gazette, 4 Oct. 1887, 4.

l57 'The Unemployed', The Times, 19 Nov. 1892,8. 
158 According to Reynolds's Newspaper, Kelly was 'provided with ample funds ... by the 

Licensed Victuallers' Association' for this demonstration. He had sent a circular to various 
trade unions asking them to lend their banners for this occasion and indicated that every 
bearer would receive 10s. each in return. A counter-demonstration was organized by the 
temperance movement, whose supporters attacked the protesters and destroyed several of 
their banners. The police interfered and the meeting ended in chaos. 'Bung's Big Bugbear 
Bill', Reynolds's Newspaper, 16 Apr. 1893, 8. 

159 Kelly gave evidence as the honorary secretary of the London United Working Men's 
Committee. Steel-Maitland testified in court that he gave 10s.,Lord Newport deposed that 
he donated a pound, and the Duke of Norfolk, through his private secretary, gave £2. 
'The Police Courts', The Times, 7]une 1905, 5.
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Registrar in 1882, although it continued to exist and remained 
available for hire. Kenny's trade union also survived, but only, as 
Eric Hobsbawm has put it, 'in a shadowy way' .160 In contrast, the 
SDF was briefly able to leave its hitherto shadowy existence 
because it successfully associated itself with what a contemporary 
called the 'large if not menacing army' of the workless. 161 As this 
essay has shown, the Social Democratic Federation was not the 
first organization to do so. Nor were the Social Democrats the 
first to warn that economic misery could spark riots. The poor 
had used rioting as a means to bargain with the authorities for 
centuries. 

But these had been localized and relatively spontaneous events. 
The SDF's claim to be the champion of the unemployed gave the 
West End riot a new meaning, even though the leaders of the 
Social Democrats openly disapproved of the violence, and their 
influence over the unemployed, even in London, was clearly 
limited. As agitators in other British cities tried to exploit the pub
licity and fear created by the West End riot, the SDF's influence 
suddenly seemed to extend far beyond its strongholds in London. 
Socialist ideas and rhetoric now seemed to link the formerly local
ized protests and connect them to an international revolutionary 
movement. This also infused the protest of the unemployed with 
a new stability, as it was no longer attached to prominent local 
leaders who could fall from grace or be tamed by co-aptation into 
charity committees. Instead, it became attached to an alternative 
model of society in which unemployment would be abolished. 
When the influence of the SDF declined, other groups on the 
political left took over and continued to promote this promise. 162 

In response, the government was increasingly forced to turn its 
attention to the problem of unemployment and find political solu
tions for it. Gradually, unemployment became transformed from 
a problem of poor relief into a problem of politics. 

160 Hobsbawm, 'General Labour Unions in Britain', 126. 
161 'Our London Letter', Belfast News-Letter, 6 Feb. 1886, 5.
162 See e.g. Kenneth D. Brown, Labour and Unemployment 190o-I9I4 (Newton Abbot, 
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'Natural Love for a Good Thing': 
The Struggle of the Unemployed Workers' 

Movement for a Government 
Jobs Programme, 1931-1942 

jEANNETTE GABRIEL 

The development of government work programmes in the 1930s 
has traditionally been viewed as a relatively smooth transition 
from the first, experimental Civil Works Administration (CW A) 
programme to the more long-term Works Projects Administration 
(WPA), with the Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
(FERA) filling in the gaps. However, this was a volatile period 
when it was not clear the unemployed would be given controver
sial government jobs as opposed to the more limited and long
standing policy of direct relie£ This brief time period, from the 
autumn of 1933 when CWA began until the summer of 1935 when 
WPA was instituted, is insignificant when viewed in terms of cal
endar months. However, despite its brevity, this period was polit
ically significant. The implementation of a mass public works 
programme-the CWA-ignited hopes that the government 
could pull the country out of the Great Depression. But these 
expectations were quickly dashed when the programme was dis
mantled in the spring of 1934. A snapshot glimpse at March 1934 
shows the impact of the loss of the CW A. In just a single month, 
federal aid rolls rose 13 per cent and relief expenditures went up 
20 per cent. By May 1934 the impact of the cuts was clear. Harry 
Hopkins, who shifted from top administrator of the CW A to 
FERA, issued a report showing that in cities representing 64 per 
cent of the total urban population, the number of people on relief 
rose 38 per cent between March and April 1934 and relief expen
ditures shot up 46 per cent. 1 By rnid-1934, Hopkins estimated that 

1 'w,ooo Hear Mayor Protest on CWA Cuts: He Tells Rally of all Faiths at St. John's 
Cathedral Aid is Now Imperative', New rork Tzmes, 22jan. 1934, 1; 'Families on Relief 
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wo,ooo more people were on relief than a year earlier, signifying 
the extent to which elimination of the CW A and the continuing 
economic crisis had exacerbated mass unemployment. 2 

This period greatly impacted upon organizing amongst the 
unemployed community. Local and national unemployed groups 
protested against the collapse of the CW A and this set the tone for 
the future tactics and strategies of the unemployed workers' move
ment. The unemployed organizations responded to the shutdown 
of the CW A with hundreds of public meetings, protests, and strikes 
all across the country. While this generated significant publicity and 
contributed to widespread sympathy for the plight of the unem
ployed, ultimately the fledgling movement was too internally 
divided to effect a reversal in the government's decision. Earlier 
attempts at unification into a single national unemployed organiza
tion were stymied by political differences amongst the groups. But 
after the CW A was dismantled, the need for unity became more 
urgent and by April 1936, the unemployed groups had overcome 
their differences and coalesced into a single nationwide organiza
tion called the Workers Alliance of America (WAA). The purpose 
was to 'speak with one voice and act in unison on all matters of 
concern to the victims of mass unemployment'. 3 The newly formed 
national organization held a series of coordinated protests and 
powerful strikes throughout 1936 that effectively halted proposed 
cutbacks. Throughout the late 1930s, the Workers Alliance of 
America exerted its influence through ongoing protests and strikes, 
winning concrete gains for WPA workers such as the right to 
unionize, better on-the-job conditions, and increased wages, as well 
as struggling against proposed cutbacks in WPA jobs.4 

Nearly 2 Million: Number Rose 38 per cent in April in 140 Cities and the Expenditures 46 
per cent', .New York Times, 17 May 1934, 5.

2 'Federal Aid Rolls Rose 13 per cent in March', .New York Times, 14 Apr. 1934, 4.
3 Herbert Benjamin, 'Men Who Won't Be Forgotten', Herbert Benjamin MSS, Library 

of Congress. 
4 The role of the unemployed workers' movement is generally viewed as waning dra

matically after 1934 for a variety of reasons, such as collaboration with the government, 
revitalization of the labour movement, and a disintegration of interest from the left. 
Therefore the maintenance of the WPA programme throughout the 1930s has not been 
linked to the powerful unemployed workers' movement, but rather the commitment that 
Roosevelt had to the programme, as well as the input from social reformers and politicians. 
The rising unpopularity ofRoosevelt in the late 1930s and the intensified pressure from the 
business community were key elements contributing to the dismantling of the WPA pro
gramme. However, the Workers Alliance of America worked closely with a broad range 
of progressive allies to minimize cutbacks throughout the latter part of the 1930s. Edwin 
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The unemployed workers' movement organized dynamic local 
groups that encompassed both people on relief and those 
employed on the WP A. The weekly neighbourhood meetings 
brought together all types of WPA employees-blue-collar 
workers based in construction and sewing projects, with white
collar social workers, artists, actors, and teachers. In addition, the 
WPA workers continued to maintain close ties within their com
munity-based organizations with people on relief who were 
unable to get WPA jobs. This new type of labour organizing 
bridged the gap between community and workplace mobilization 
to build a powerful working-class force. The unemployed also pro
vided crucial direct and indirect support to the labour movement 
during the Great Depression by refusing to scab during strikes, 
such as the historic Toledo Auto-Lite and Minneapolis Teamster 
strikes in 1934, and offering examples of militant strategies such 
as sit-down actions and mass picketing.5 

Labour historians who have examined the unemployed move
ment have focused primarily on the Communist and Socialist 
Party's projects that provided structure to the limited militant 
upsurge in the first half of the 1930s. The early days of unem
ployed protests from 1929 to 1934 were important in laying the 
organizational groundwork for the national movement. However, 
the consolidation process, which began in 1934 and culminated 
in 1936, provided local unemployed groups an opportunity to 
directly challenge state governments that sought to cut off funding 
to relie£ The unemployed movement has been largely understood 
as a powerful, fleeting, but unsustainable force that was replaced 
by permanent labour structures better able to address workers' 
concerns. But the Workers Alliance of America provided critical 
Amenta and Drew Halfmann, 'Who Voted with Hopkins? Institutional Politics and the 
WPA', Journal ofPublic History, 13/2 (2001), 251-87; James E. Sargent, 'Woodrum's 
Economy Bloc: The Attack on Roosevelt's WP A, 1937-1939', VirginiaMagazine ofHistory and 
Biography, 93/2 (1985), 175-205; Ronald E. Marcello, 'Senator Josiah Bailey, Harry 
Hopkins, and the WPA: A Prelude to the Conservative Coalition', Southern Studies: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal ofthe South, 22/4 (1983), 321-39;]ason Scott Smith, Building New Deal 
liberalism: The Political &onomy ofPublic Works, 1933-1956(New York, 2006). 

5 Meridel LeSueur discusses the role of the unemployed during the Minneapolis 
Teamsters Strike in her famous essay 'I Was Marching'. In addition, the daily strike bul
letins of the Teamsters Local574 discuss the significance of the unemployed in the struggle. 
The role of the unemployed during the Toldeo Auto-Lite Strike is quite famous. The Lucas 
County Unemployed League intervened in the strike, engaging in mass picketing as a way 
of helping to break the injunction. Art Preis, Lahor's Giant Step: Twenty rears ofthe CIO, 1936-
55 (New York, 1964). 
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pressure on the government fighting the proposed WPA cuts, 
occupying state legislatures to demand maintained funding for 
relief and protesting, and lobbying against President Roosevelt in 
an attempt to thwart cutbacks. This essay pushes the boundaries 
of the standard interpretation of the unemployed movement of 
the 1930s by examining the fundamental weaknesses of the earlier 
fractured movement and assessing the increased political clout the 
movement gained through its national consolidation.6 

This evaluation of the unification of the unemployed movement 
into a united organization relies heavily on internal Workers 
Alliance and Communist Party documents, particularly the 
Herbert Benjamin papers. Benjamin, as head of the Unemployed 
Councils and then Secretary-Treasurer of the Workers Alliance, 
was the central strategic thinker within the Workers Alliance. He 
disregarded international and national Communist Party policy 
by prioritizing the unemployed over organizing industrial workers 
within the Congress oflndustrial Organizations (CI0).7 In addi
tion, the Workers Alliance consistently attacked Roosevelt for not 
going far enough throughout a time when the Communist Party 
was supporting Roosevelt through the Popular Front strategy. 
This account also examines internal documents between Hopkins 
and his CWA state administrators to determine how the govern
ment developed its policies toward the unemployed, as well as 
press reports of Workers Alliance activities in local newspapers 

6 A wide range oflabour historians and sociologists who have studied the unemployed 
workers' movement in the 1 930s have overlooked the significance of the unification of the 
Workers' Alliance of America. A few examples that have focused on the unemployed 
workers' movement in the early half of the 1930s are Dan Laeb, '"United We Eat": The 
Creation and Organization of the Unemployed Councils in 1930', Labor History, 8/3 (1967), 
300-15; Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Poor People'sMovements: Why They Succeed, 
How They Fail (New York, 1977); eid., Regulating the Poor: The Functions ofPublic We!fore (New 
York, 1993); Roy Rosenzweig, 'Organizing the Unemployed: The Early Years of the Great 
Depression, 1929-1933', Radical America (1976), 37-6o; id., "'Socialism in Our Time": The 
Socialist Party and the Unemployed, 1929-1936', Labor History, 20/4 (1979), 485-510; Steve 
Valocchi, 'External Resources and the Unemployed Councils of the 1930s: Evaluating Six 
Propositions from Social Movement Theory', Sociological Forum, 8/3 (Sept. 1993), 451-70.
Two noted exceptions that consider the significance of the unemployed movement in the 
latter half of the 1930s are Chad Alan Goldberg, 'Contesting the Status of Relief Workers 
During the New Deal: The Workers Alliance and the Works Progress Administration, 
1935-1941', Social Science History, 39/3 (2005), 337-71andJamesJ. Lorence, Organizing the 
Unemployed: Community and Union Activists in the Industrial Heartland (Aibany, NY, 1996). 

7 Herbert Benjamin, 'Unemployment Organizing in the 30s', in id., David 
Montgomery, and Ronald W. Schatz, Yesterday's Lessons: Layoffs, Unemployment, and Working 
Class Unity (Chicago, 1977) in Herbert Benjamin MSS, Library of Congress. 
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throughout the country which illuminate how the unemployed 
were viewed on a local level and how sentiment towards the 
unemployed developed as their national structure developed. 

Explosions of Anger 

In early April 1934, 6,ooo unemployed demonstrators in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, captured national attention by initiating 
a street battle with police. Relief workers who had just lost their 
jobs on the first comprehensive federal government jobs pro
gramme, the CW A, sent a delegation to the City Council to 
protest while taking to the streets at the same time. Conflict ensued 
when the delegation was arrested; protesters threw coal at the 
police who in turn responded with tear gas and beatings. National 
media reports of the event, including an article in Time Magazine, 
expressed concern over the strength and militancy of the protest. 
Another issue of concern was that the local Fire Chief refused to 
turn water hoses on the protesters and the City Council quickly 
agreed to the rioter's demands. Due to strong public support for 
the CW A workers who had lost their jobs, charges against the 
leaders were quickly dropped.8 Seeking to explain the local events 
to the Washington office, T.J. Edmons, Minnesota CWA admin
istrator, said that the protest was a 'universal desire for the contin
uance of CW A, natural love for a good thing and the lack of 
understanding that CWA cannot be continued'. While the formal 
position of the Washington relief programmes office was that the 
protests were led by a small group of Communists who did not 
represent the sentiment of the unemployed, the national CW A 
administrator, Harry Hopkins, expressed private concern about 
the volatility of the protests. He commented that the Minneapolis 
office had 'closed down work entirely for two weeks and were very 
sure they could get away with it. We were very dubious about it.'9 

8 '6,ooo Jobless Battle Police in Minneapolis: Rioting Rages for Hours as Mob 
Threatens Bomb Attack upon City Hall', New York Herald Tribune, 7 Apr. 1934, 3; 'Riots of 
Jobless in Minneapolis Laid to Reds: Police Chief and Governor Agree that Paid Agitators 
Caused Trouble', New York Herald Tribune, 8 Apr. 1934, 8; 'Police Rout 6,ooo, 18 Hurt in 
CWA Riots', New York Daily News, 7 Apr. 1934, 2; 'An Mtermath of CWA Editorial', 
Washington Post, 8 Apr. 1934, 4; 'Pay-Off', Time Magazine, 16 Apr. 1934, 18. 

9 Memorandum of Milford-Olson and Edmonds conversation, 7 Apr. 1934, FERA
WPA Transcripts of Telephone Conversations with State Relief Directors and Other 
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Just a few days after the protests in Minneapolis on 7 April, 
about 250 New York City CWA workers protested over the dis
manding of the programme, shouting 'Minneapolis yesterday, 
New York next'. In addition, the Committee of One Hundred for 
United Action on CWA and Unemployment, an unemployed 
group made up of white-collar workers and construction workers 
from the Bronx, sent a telegram to the Minneapolis unemployed, 
'congratulating them on their splendid victory'. 10 But it was not 
in New York that the protests against the CWA lay-offs next rose 
to a fever pitch; a few weeks later tensions broke out in Kansas, 
where there had previously been conflicts between CW A officials 
and the unemployed workers. On 24 April workers protesting 
against the elimination of the programme broke into the CW A 
administrator's office in Topeka, Kansas, and attacked him. The 
administrator tried to defend himself by throwing a tear gas bomb 
at the protesters, but he could not avoid a beating and was left 
with bruises, abrasions, and a ruptured left kidney. 11 A few days 
later and 120 miles away, more than I,ooo protesters went on 
strike at the Witchita, Kansas, projects protesting against the elim
ination of the CW A programme. 12 The resulting mêlée led to the 
police beating protesters, a policeman being stabbed, fifty-eight 
men and three women being arrested, and twenty men being 
charged with 'criminal syndicalism'. 13 A few days later, when 
Officials: Michigan-New Mexico, Harry L. Hopkins Collection, Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Presidential Library, Hyde Park, NY; Memorandum ofHopkins-Daniels conversation, 7 
Apr. 1934, FERA-WPA Transcripts of Telephone Conversations with State Relief 
Directors and Other Officials, New York-North Dakota, Harry L. Hopkins Collection, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library, Hyde Park, NY. 

10 'Threats Are Shouted in CWA Protest Here', New York Times, 8 Apr. 1934, 30. 
11 'Kansas Mob Beats a Relief Official', New York Times, 25 Apr. 1934, 44; 'Tensions 

Brewing in Kansas', New York Times, 25 Apr. 1934, 44.
12 The workers were able to go on strike even though the CWA programme was ter-

minated because the programme had not yet officially ended, and the state administrators 
were trying to find money to keep it going for an interim period of time. In this case, the 
WPA state administrator felt he could not terminate the jobs programme because the ex
CWA workers would receive such minimal relief payments that he would be publicly 
attacked. When government jobs programmes that were dismantled through CWA did 
continue through the FERA programme, it was often with a smaller number of workers 
who worked fewer hours at lower wages. 

13 Criminal syndicalism laws criminalized anyone who advocated or suggested ideas of 
radical political change. These were passed at the peak of the Red Scare originally 
designed to destroy the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Between 1917 and 1920, 
twenty-two states adopted criminal syndicalism laws. By the mid-1930s criminal syndical
ism laws were still on the books in eighteen states. The Supreme Court overturned state 
criminal syndicalism laws with the unanimous Fiske v. Kansas decision in 1927 defending 
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another group of 400 unemployed assembled for a street meeting 
in Witchita, the Kansas Governor with the support of the CWA 
state administrator called out the National Guard to break up the 
protests, hoping to prevent more public unrest. The unemployed 
strikers ridiculed the National Guard, a group of very young men, 
with calls of 'Boy Scouts' and 'school patrol'. Rather than fulfilling 
the stereotype of the unemployed as meek and grateful, the CW A 
workers expressed rage at the government that had taken away 
their jobs and forced people back onto minimal relief payments. 
The widespread public support for the unemployed encouraged 
the protesters to challenge the National Guard despite over
whelming odds. 14 

The regional CW A administrator, Mr Stutz, defended his use 
of the troops to quell the protesters who had walked out on strike. 
'We have been panned for having shut down work relief in two 
counties because there was some trouble. If I stop it, then they 
accuse me of starving the people.' But Harry Hopkins, again 
seeking to minimize public conflict, was adamant that the militia 
could not be used against the relief workers in response to the 
labour unrest. He told Stutz: 'It makes us look ridiculous to have 
strikes on work relief projects. If we can't run it without [the 
militia] than we better stop .... It gives a very bad idea all over 
the country .... The impression is that we have a work program 
and the men go on strike and we have to call out the militia to 
keep the people working.' 15 

the rights of an IWW organizer Harold B. Fiske. Ahmed A. White, 'The Crime of 
Economic Radicalism: Criminal Syndicalism Laws and the Industrial Workers of the 
World, 1917-1927', Oregon Law Review, 85 (2006), 649-742;Eldridge Foster Dowell, A History 
of Criminal Syndicalism Legislation in the United States (Baltimore, 1939); Richard C. Cortner, 
'The Wobblies and "Fiske" v. "Kansas": Victory and Disintegration', Kansas History, 4/1
(1981), 30-8. 

14 'Troops Rout Kansas Idle', New York Tzmes, 11 May 1934, 2; 'Troops Quell Jobless 
Riot by Tear Gas: Kansas Rioters Dispersed by Four Companies of Militia', Washington 
Post, 11 May 1934, A1. 

15 Memorandum of Hopkins-Stutz conversation, 11 May 1934, FERA-WPA 
Transcripts of Telephone Conversations with State Relief Directors and Other Officials, 
Indiana-Kansas, Harry L. Hopkins Collection, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library, 
Hyde Park, NY. 
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7he Significance of the CWA for the Development of the 
Unemployed Workers' Movement 

The widespread public support for the CW A programme was a 
mix of many different factors including the dramatic unemploy
ment rate compounded with a backlash against the conservatism 
of the earlier Hoover administration. One of the most significant 
episodes which contributed to a sharp drop in popular support 
for President Hoover and increased support for the unemployed 
was the use of troops to disperse the Veterans' Bonus March in 
July 1932. When 17,000 First World War veterans and their fam
ilies marched to Washington, DC, seeking Congress to grant them 
immediate cash payments of promised Service Certificates, they 
were initially met by a crowd of wo,ooo supporters cheering them 
on. But after their proposal failed in Congress and the well-coor
dinated protest movement refused to disperse, General Douglas 
McArthur commanded the Twelfth Infantry and Third Calvary 
Regiments in an attack on the veterans' encampment, using tear
gas bombs, bayonets, and tanks. Armed only with bricks, one 
veteran responded: 'They are shooting us down like dogs! Don't 
stand for it! We are free Americans and better men than the cops.' 
Initially public opinion supported the government action, but as 
the details emerged concern over excessive force and support for 
the unemployed increased. Eight state legislative bodies passed 
resolutions condemning the government's use of force. The 
administration's attempts to dismiss the protesters as criminals and 
Communists failed.l6 

While Hoover was dealing ineffectually with the developing 
crisis, the unemployed were building a national infrastructure of 
overlapping local, state, regional, and national organizations. 
Repeatedly challenging the police, the unemployed marched 
through their communities to their city halls demanding increased 
relief payments and the right to jobs. In addition to the localized 
protests, the unemployed movement began holding regional and 

l6 'Congressmen and Liberals Voice Strong Protest against Hoover's Use of Troops to 
Rout B.E.F.', Editorial Commentary, New York World Telegram, 30 July1932, 12; Stephen 
R. Ortiz, 'Rethinking the Bonus March: Federal Bonus Policy, the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars, and Origins of a Protest Movement', Journal ofPolicy History, 18/3 (2oo6), 275-303;
Lucy G. Barber, Marching on Washington: The Forging ofan American Political Tradition (Berkeley, 
2004), 99.
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state conferences and regularly sending delegates to events in 
Washington, DC, to protest against federal policies. 17 Through 
their national newspapers, the Communists, Socialists, and 
Trotskyists shared stories of hardship and protests throughout the 
country to challenge the individuality of unemployment and 
expose the crisis of mass unemployment as an Achilles heel of the 
capitalist system. These leftist organizations used their internal 
organizational structures to shift the perspective beyond the day
to-day crises of hunger and homelessness to long-range demands 
for radical change, including increasingly social democratic poli
cies such as permanent support for the unemployed and granting 
federal government worker status to WPA workers. New York 
based Herbert Benjamin called for long-range demands. 'The 
political task was to make sure that the struggle around the imme
diate demands did not become an end in itself. They were a 
means to the larger and longer-range purpose which was the 
struggle for unemployment and social insurance.' 18 

From the very beginning of his term, President Roosevelt sought 
to address the unemployment crisis and distance himself from the 
bloody repression of the Veterans' Bonus March. Roosevelt's main 
strategy was to implement work programmes rather than to provide 
widespread relief payments. As William Bremer observed, the 
notion of work for the unemployed is rooted in the capitalist creed 
of individual advancement linked to hard work versus free handouts 
from the state. 19 Roosevelt's initial jobs programme, the very 

·limited Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) based 
wages on an estimation of family needs. But by November 1933, 
with no end of the Depression in sight, Roosevelt undertook Aubrey 
Williams's plan for the government to become a direct employer 
through the CWA programme, which quickly employed 4,264,000 
people on over 18o,ooo local projects. 'By this one stroke', Roosevelt 
proclaimed, 'at least two-thirds of the families in the country now 
receiving relief will be placed on a self-sustaining basis. '20 

17 'Fifteen Cities in Federation Combine Plans', The New Frontier, 4 Mar. I933, I; 
'Demonstrations Held in Twenty Cities: Solidarity Made Keynote in Nation-wide 
Meetings ofJobless Federation', ibid. 22 Mar. I933, I; 'Call NationalJobless Convention', 
ibid. I9 Apr. I933, I; 'National Conference Meets', Unemployed Union, I7 Sept. I934, 4; 
'Relief Workers Meet', ibid. 1 Oct. I934, 4.

18 Benjamin, 'Unemployment Organizing in the 30s'. 
19 William Bremer, 'Along the "American Way": The New Deal's Work Relief 

Programs for the Unemployed',Jouma/ ofAmerican History, 62/3 (Dec. 1975), 641. 
20 June Hopkins, 'The Road Not Taken: Harry Hopkins and New Deal Work Relief, 
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The CW A project was 'the most daring response to unemploy
ment during the New Deal',21 in that it went far beyond previous 
unemployment programmes in terms of wages, government 
control, and the incorporation of blue- and white-collar workers, 
not just the very desperate poor. The CWA programme provided 
workers with cash payments whereas earlier relief had been dis
tributed in the form of food vouchers. The cash payments to tens 
of thousands of workers moved a large amount of federal money 
directly into the private economy, largely into the hands of small 
business owners, acting as a direct stimulus to the economy. But, 
in a trend that continued throughout the 1930s, the unemployed 
groups and craft unions were not satisfied and put pressure on the 
government to pay union wages for skilled workers on the pro
jects. The result was that 'CW A workers and their families, who 
might otherwise have starved and suffered intense privation from 
cold, did not'. 22 

For all the groundbreaking policies of the CWA programme 
there were significant structural problems in implementing these 
lofty goals. The administrative understaffing was compounded by 
the tiny number of available jobs when compared to the total 
number of desperate and impoverished unemployed workers. In 
cities all across America, tens of thousands of unemployed people 
lined up in the streets for hours in the biting cold in front of CW A 
offices waiting for jobs to be distributed. In New York City alone, 
where the CWA spent $50 million from December 1933 to March 
1934, as many as 15,000 unemployed lined up in front of the 
CWA office each day waiting for work. The frustration of waiting 
on long lines for such a paltry number of jobs quickly brought 
about angry responses. Local citizens in Dayton, Tennessee, were 
so outraged that only 299 CW A jobs were available for the thou
sands of men who needed work that a crowd of 2,000 took control 
of the city streets and in anger drove the CW A administrator out 
Presidential Studies Quarterly, 22/2 (1999}, 306-16; Franklin Roosevelt, 'Remarks on Signing 
Executive Order Creating Civil Works Administration', 8 Nov. 1933,john T. Woolley 
and Gerhard Peters, The American Presidency Project [ online], Santa Barbara, Calif.: University 
of California (hosted}, Gerhard Peters (database). 

21 Bonnie Fox Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934: The Business of 
Emergency Employment in the New Deal (Princeton, 1984), 259.

22 Ibid. 64;]ohn A. Salmond, A Southern Rebel: The life and T Timesof Aubrey Willis Williams
1890-1965(Chapel Hill, NC, 1983), 59; Mark Erlich and David Goldberg, 'Work, Not 
Relief: Massachusetts Carpenters, Craft Unionism and the Great Depression', Construction 
History, 4 (Jan. 1988). 
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of town. In St Louis, Missouri, hundreds of thousands assembled 
for only about 23,000 jobs. The result was that the crowd broke 
out into fistfights as the unemployed desperately tried to get one 
of the few jobs available. While things were more peaceful in 
Chicago, 300,000 unemployed showed for 49,000 CWA jobs. 
This great disparity forced the officials to hold a lottery to deter
mine who would be allowed onto the payrolls. Again and again, 
the available number of jobs simply did not match workers' needs 
and expectations. 23 

The unemployed workers' organizations understood the signifi
cance of the nascent government jobs programme as a way to 
strengthen their base of support and further their efforts to win 
widespread unemployment insurance. The unemployed formed 
CWA workers' associations, organized on the pattern of regular 
unions to fight for wages, hours, and jobs. The national Communist 
newspaper, Party Organizer, immediately began calling for a CW A 
organizing campaign against low wages, long hours, and loss of 
pay due to weather conditions. In Chicago, the Cook County 
Unemployed Councils went one step further, demanding that all 
Mrican-Americans, single men, and women be hired at the same 
number and pay rate as married men. This dramatic demand for 
equal pay on gender and racial grounds went far beyond the trade 
union demands of the day. 24 

On 9 November 1933, only two days after CWA was launched, 
the Socialist Party's Association of Unemployed Single Women 
urged Eleanor Roosevelt to implement work relief for women and 
proposed the establishment of a large needleworks project on the 
basis that so many women garment workers were unemployed. 
The Unemployed Union also demanded more government jobs 
for women: 'When CWA jobs were given out last winter, less than 
ten percent of them went to unemployed women. The rest were 
left to get along on home relief ... using $2.50 that is given for 
food, stockings, for haircuts, bobby pins, for all those things that 

23 'Chicago to Employ Lottery for Jobs: 300,000 Men Will Join in a Drawing for 49,000 
Relief Posts under CWA', New York Times, 2 Dec. 1933, 30; '15,000 at Offices to Apply for 
Jobs: Many Wait All Night Long in Lines at Agencies of Civil Works Administration', ibid. 
28 Nov. 1933, 26; Barbara Blumberg, The New Deal and the Unemployed: The View .from New 
York City (Lewisburg, Pa., 1979), 32. 

24 Nathan Rogg, 'The Unemployed Unite', Social Work Today (June 1936), 5-8; 'Some 
Suggestions on Organization', Party Organizer, 6/11 (Nov. 1933); 'Unemployed Councils of 
Cook County', Hunger Fighter, 27 Nov. 1933, 1; I. Amter, 'The Unemployed Plan for Battle', 
Labor Unity, 9 (Mar. 1934), 6-7-
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women who are earnest in seeking work must have!!' Eleanor 
Roosevelt worked to have women included in the CW A pro
gramme and struggled against Hopkins to give equal pay to 
women on white-collar jobs. The moves towards government 
work for single women represented a significant shift in govern
mental policy-previously relief had only been given out to male 
heads of the household. 25 

The CW A responded to demands from unemployed workers 
by both making direct concessions and developing an internal 
grievance committee. Hopkins sought to stabilize labour relations 
by setting up wage boards that included American Federation of 
Labor (AFL) representatives. However, despite Hopkins's efforts, 
each regional CWA official set their own rates of pay, and some 
refused to work with the AFL with the result that the pay rate for 
CW A work often dropped below the prevailing wage rate. The 
organizing drive within CW A quickly led to strikes on the jobs 
programmes among dynamic new relief worker organizations rep
resenting skilled, unskilled, and white-collar workers. When 2,700 

CWA workers went out on strike at a construction project in Bear 
Mountain just north of New York City in December 1933, the 
workers formed the ReliefWorkers League of Greater New York 
to demand higher wages and better working conditions. A delega
tion of workers negotiated with the state CW A administrator and 
won a few concessions. But after the strike ended the Relief 
Workers League of Greater New York put forward a series of 
more strident demands including more work and higher pay. 
Organizing at the Bear Mountain project continued until the 
project was shut down in the spring of 1934.26 

In an important early labour case, CW A worker Amed Kayt 
was fired from Bear Mountain after being arrested by police for 

25 'Unemployed Single Women Organize', The Black .News: Published by the Association of
Civil Works Employees, Workers Unemployed Leagues and Workers Committee on Unemployment, I / I 

(Feb. I934), 3; 'Mrs. Roosevelt Hits Low Pay for Women Enrolled as Skilled Relief 
Workers', .New York Times, 5 Dec. I933. 2; 'Unemployed Single Women Organizing', .New 
Leader, I6 (25 Nov. I933), 2A; Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 203; 'Why No Jobs 
for Unemployed Women?', Unemployed Union: Publication ofthe Workers Unemployed Union, 2/2 
(24]une I935), 6. 

26 '27,000 in Strike Row on Civil Works Job: Bear Mountain Recruits Balk atJersey 
Station over Pay and Time Schedule', .New York Times, 5 Dec. 1933, 2; 'Two More CWA 
Workers Suspended in Inquiry: Kenny Says They Were Not on the Jobs but Got Pay-
500 at Bear Mountain Protest', ibid. 2ojan. 1934, 8; 'Emergency Workers Union Wins 
Job for Discharged Relief Worker', Unemployed Union: Publication ofthe Workers Unemployed 
Union, 29 Oct. I934, 4.
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distributing leaflets for a Relief Workers League meeting. The 
New York City Socialist Workers Unemployed Union assisted 
Kayt in getting onto the relief rolls and filed a complaint on his 
behalf with the Regional Labor Board, claiming the termination 
was a violation ofKayt's right to organize a union under Section 
7(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act. The Regional Labor 
Board ruled that it had no jurisdiction over the government works 
projects. The Socialist Party's Workers Unemployed Union 
planned to take the case to the National Labor Relations Board 
to get a clear answer to the question: 'Have relief workers the 
rights of workers, or are they outcasts?' However, the city WPA 
department intervened and rehired Kayt with a $6 per month pay 
increase in order to avoid setting a legal precedent on government 
works projects. The unemployed groups viewed the CWA as an 
opportunity to expand the federal government's commitment and 
make relief more substantial as well as to recognize the govern
ment works programme as a legitimate site of union organizing. 27 

The gains that were made by the unemployed workers' move
ment on the CW A programme were jeopardized by the short life
span of the project. But the unemployed had many allies in their 
struggle against the termination of the CW A. Pressure demanding 
the continuation of the CW A included not just a progressive wing 
in Congress led by Senator Robert LaFolletteJr. from Wisconsin 
and Representative Kent Keller from Illinois, who sought a per
manent budget for CW A, but also the municipal leaders who 
anticipated a disastrous outcome within their local communities if 
the programme was cut. 28 On the other hand, fiscal conservatives 
led by Director of the Budget Lewis Douglas aligned with business 
forces to demand a termination of the programme. 

The conservative forces won the fight by focusing on the com
petitive aspect of government work. Nels Anderson, a sociologist 
from Columbia University who later became head of the WPA 
labour department, pointed out the difficult position of the 
Roosevelt administration: 

27 'WUU Fights for Right to Organize', Unemployed Union: Publication of the Workers 
Unemployed Union, I Oct. I934, 3; 'The Unemployed Must Fight the Threat of Slavery', 
ibid. I7 Sept. I934, 2; 'Emergency Workers Union Wins job for Discharged Relief Worker', 
ibid. 29 Oct. I934, 4.

28 'Roosevelt Studies Longer CWA Term: Reconsiders Plan to End it on May 1stas 
"Left Wing'' Gains Strength', New York Times, 3 Feb. I934, I. 
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How can the government employ the jobless on useful and non
competitive projects in accordance with its pledge to industry without 
invading the realm of private enterprise? It is demanded of work relief that 
it be socially useful and yet not compete with private enterprise. The 
'socially useful' phase of that policy is a recognition of federal responsibility 
to the jobless worker and to the community. The 'non-competitive' phase 
seems to recognize the proprietary right of private industry to exploit the 
labor market. 29 

In the end, the CW A programme became only a stopgap 
measure, lasting from November 1933 to March 1934. While this 
short programme hardly seems significant in retrospect, it repre
sented the first step in federal government involvement in public 
works and it was the first opportunity of the unemployed workers' 
organizations to make workplace-based demands. 

Early 1934 was filled with a wide array of protests including daily 
marches, pickets, community meetings, and street fights with police 
demanding that the CW A be continued. Three thousand workers 
at two mass meetings in New York City adopted resolutions 
stating: 'We will not accept as final this decision which dooms 
us to starve.'30 A mass meeting was held in StJohn the Divine 
Cathedral in New York City late in January 1934 where w,ooo 
unemployed were addressed by clergymen, government officials, 
and educators urging that the CW A programme be sustained. 

The immediate response of the unemployed workers' movement 
was to merge in order to organize large protests against the New 
Deal administration. As early as 15 February 1934 a joint demon
stration to defend CWA was held between the Communist-led 
Unemployed Councils, the Socialist-led Workers Unemployed 
Union and Association of Civil Works Employees, and the in
dependent Workers Unemployed Leagues, and the Workers 
Committee on Unemployment held a march demanding a contin
uation of CW A, a restoration of all the wage cuts, a bipartisan 
board to investigate grievances, and a promise that all current 
CW A workers as well as the 40o,ooo who filed applications for 
CWA jobs would receive either jobs or unemployment insurance. 31 

29 Nels Anderson, The Right to Work (New York, 1938), 59.
30 'City CWA to Drop 11,000Tomorrow: 22,000 Will Go in State as Mayor and Relief 

Officials Speed Plea to Roosevelt', New YorkTimes, 14 Mar. 1934, 6. 
31 'Government Dooms CWA Work to End by May 1st, The Black News: Published by 

Association ofCivil Works Employees, Workers Unemployed Leagues and Workers Committee on 
Unemployment, 1/1(Feb. 1934), 3; 'CWA Workers Tell Grievances to the Board', New rork 
Times, 2 Mar. 1934, 2. 
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The point of weakness in the coalition was that the Workers 
Unemployed Union would only agree to the joint action on the 
basis that the Trade Union Unity League (TUUL)not be allowed 
to endorse or participate in the event. The TUUL was the inde
pendent trade union federation organized by the Communist Party 
that was in direct competition with the AFL. The Unemployed 
Council agreed to this concession only based on the urgency of 
forming a united front and immediately after the march the coali
tion fell apart. 32 

The brief union that WUU and the Unemployed Councils 
formed was undermined by other coalitions of unemployed 
workers that remained independent. The very next day after the 
Socialist and Communist protest on 16 February 1934, a coalition 
of unemployed organizations led by the Trotskyist-based Workers 
Unemployed League and the independent ReliefWorkers League 
marched in a group of 5,000 to the CW A office to demand imme
diate restoration of all pay cuts, no lay-offs or dismissals, and con
tinuance and expansion of the CW A programme to include all 
unemployed and the right to organize. 33 While demonstrations 
against the destruction of the CWA continued throughout the 
spring and summer of 1934, the chaotic nature of these separate 
and yet very similar demonstrations made it easy for the officials 
to dismiss the unemployed. 

The divisions continued within the unemployed throughout the 
difficult period of 1934 after the CWA had been dismantled. In 
addition to the concerns over the TUUL, the Socialists attacked the 
Unemployed Councils as being partisan for publicly supporting 
Communist Party electoral candidates. The Socialists began 

32 The connection to the TUUL was a point of contention between the Communist 
and Socialist Parties. While small in numbers the TUUL disproportionately mobilized its 
members. During the first ten months of 1933 Devinatz determined that the AFL led one
sixth of its membership on strike, while in comparison the TUUL led 1.6 times the number 
of its members on strike. The greatest success of the TUUL was in the needle trade unions 
in New York City where the Socialist Party had traditionally maintained a strong base of 
support. The Socialist Party-based unemployed workers' organizations were concerned 
that direct connections to the TUUL would jeopardize their relationship with the AFL. 
Victor Devinatz, 'A Reevaluation of the Trade Union Unity League, 192g-1934', Science and 
Society, 71/1 (Jan 2007), 44, 48-so; Edward P.Johanningsmeier, 'The Trade Union Unity 
League: American Communists and the Transition to Industrial Unionism: 1928-1934', 
Labor History, 42/2 (2001), 159-77.

33 'Government Dooms CWA Work to End by May 1st, The Black News: Published by 
Association ofCivil Works Employees, Workers Unemployed Leagues and Workers Committee on 
Unemployment, 1/1(Feb. 1934), 3; 'Mayor Tells Reds they Prey on Poor: "You Want People 
to Starve to Serve Your Ends," He Says to Delegation',New York Tzmes, 3]une 1934 3.
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holding regional and national events that specifically prohibited 
Unemployed Council participation. In June 1935 the Socialists 
organized a Greater New York Conference for United Action and 
held a series of protests demanding a government jobs programme 
and unemployment insurance. Later in the year the Socialists 
organized a National Unemployment Day on 24 November 1934 
that sought the unification of all unemployed and part-time workers 
(excluding Communists) around a series of demands including 
public works projects where the workers had the right to organize 
and unemployment insurance. The organizers claimed that 250,000 
marched and hundreds of thousands more sent in telegrams to 
the White House demanding that more attention be given to the 
unemployed. 

At the same time the Communists were organizing their own 
similar formation, the National Congress on Unemployment and 
Social Security, to hold a national day of protest on 7 January 
1935. The Communists hoped for the Socialists to join in their 
protest, but the Socialists put forward the conditions that the 
Unemployed Councils publicly disavow the TUUL and exclude it 
from any mobilization conferences or demonstrations. Edward 
Walsh, representative from the Workers Unemployed Union, 
explained that 'trade unionists had failed to come to the 
November 24 demonstration because they read an announce
ment of the fact TUUL was coming to the demonstration'. The 
Unemployed Councils rejected these terms and possibilities for 
unity fell apart. As long as the unemployed workers' movement 
remained ideologically divided, it could not foster enough strength 
to halt cuts in government job programmes. The New Deal 
administration successfully ignored the activities of the movement 
because of their disparate nature. 34 

The period between the CWA and WP A was a difficult time for 
the unemployed. The only remaining public works programme 
was FERA, but this programme provided limited work opportuni
ties and drove the unemployed back down to substandard wages 
that were equal to relief payments. At the same time relief faced 
cutbacks as local and state officials responded angrily when the 
federal government demanded matching payments in order to 
provide relief. Throughout late 1934 journalists working for 

34 'Council Rejects United Front Terms', Unemployed Union: Publication of the Workers 
Unemployed Union (10 Dec. 1934), 3.
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Hopkins sent him reports from all over the country on unemploy
ment conditions, the state of the unemployed movement, and 
sentiments of the business community. The overall tone of the 
reports indicated that 'for the rank and file relief clients, pleading 
has changed to demanding'. 35 Many people were pushed back into 
the punitive relief systems that were being systematically cut by 
conservative state governments. Throughout the country unem
ployed organizations protested against cuts in relief spending and 
in some cases successfully forced state governments to reinstate 
spending. But with the lack of national organization, the disunity 
of the movement made it impossible to launch a powerful, coordi
nated strategy that could demand immediate implementation of a 
national government works programme.36 

The funding to establish the Works Projects Administration was 
finalized by Congress in April 1935. Roosevelt believed that the 
WPA was less of a direct threat to private industry than the CWA 
since the projects were developed on a local basis and were not 
supposed to compete with the private sector. An early challenge 
to the private sector was Administration Order No. 15 issued by 
Harry Hopkins in August 1935, mandating that all private 
employers on WPA projects hire unionized workers. However, by 
January 1936, Hopkins had rescinded the order and go per cent 
of all WP A workers were taken direcdy from the relief rolls rather 
than the unions. The impact of this shift in policy was to push 
down wages which made the WP A programmes less direcdy com
petitive with the private sector. An editorial in the Unemployed 
Union pointed out that 

The metropolitan newspapers have been carrying stories in the last few 
days that employment under WPA will begin July I 8t. In another section 
of this paper is carried the wages to be paid under the Federal Works 
programme. The average wage is litde more than is being paid on Home 
Relief today for the average family. But deducting from the wages the 
extra expense of carfares, lunches and clothing, the wages to be paid will 
be lower than the amount received on Home Relie£ What must be done 
in the face of this is clear. The unemployed and relief workers must 
begin to organize now. 37 

35 Wayne W. Parrish, 'Report, Brooklyn, New York, November 24, 1934', 24 Nov. 1934. 
Hopkins Papers, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library. 

36 Michael B. Katz, In The Shadow of thePoorlwuse: A Social History of Welfare in America, 10th
anniversary edn., rev. and updated (New York, 1996), 230. 

37 Editorial, Unemployed Union: Publication of theWorkers Unemployed Union, 10 Dec. 1934, 3.
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The labour movement always negotiated agreements with 
workers being paid the prevailing wage rate, which Roosevelt 
refused to adopt for the WP A project. 38 Instead a 'security' wage 
was developed that represented the absolute minimum wage that 
people needed to survive. Hopkins's justification for the wage 
policy was that low pay would make the programme more accept
able to the business community. This led to a series of strikes 
throughout the country. While Roosevelt maintained his support 
for the 'security wage', Hopkins dealt with the strikes by giving 
concessions increasing the number of hours that WPA workers 
were able to work in a given month, thus pushing wages up to 
prevailing rate standards. This made the programme weaker than 
the earlier CW A project where all the workers were given pre
vailing wage. 

The unemployed workers' movement was furious with the 
Roosevelt Administration for these perceived betrayals. It 
responded to the looming cutbacks by organizing mass protests 
across the country that turned into a coordinated strategy to fight 
the impact of relief being pushed back to the state. Throughout 
early 1936, the emerging unemployed workers' movement 
adopted the tactic of occupying state legislatures in Wisconsin, 
Ohio, New Jersey, New York, Missouri, and Pennsylvania. These 
occupations became the frontlines of a battle against Roosevelt's 
policy of shifting responsibility for relief back to the state and local 
level. By taking over government buildings and state legislatures, 
as well as putting forward their own legislative demands, the 
unemployed workers' movement challenged the legitimacy of the 
republican system of representation and instead insisted on direct 
democracy. That these actions served to build public support for 
the unemployed, instead of creating a backlash against it, is an 
indication of the power and success of the movement. 39 

Evidence of the growing power of the unemployed movement 

38 Prevailing wage rate is a mandated minimum wage on public works projects. The 
idea began in the Progressive Era when individual states passed legislation mandating pre
vailing wage rate for state and local government projects. The prevailing wage rate became 
national policy in 1931 with the Davis--Bacon Act. Edwin Amenta and Drew Halfmann, 
'Wage Wars, Institutional Politics, WPA Wages, and the Struggle for U.S. Social Policy', 
American Sociological Review, 67 (Aug. 2ooo), 506-28; John P. Gould and George 
Bittlingmayer, The Economics of the Davis-Bacon Act: An Analysis of Prevailing- Wage Laws 
(Washington, DC, 1980), 278. 

39 David Lasser, 'Report to the National Executive Board, Workers Alliance of 
America', 12 Sept. 1936, r, Herbert Benjamin MSS, Library of Congress. 
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can be seen in the volatile labour relations surrounding the WPA 
workers in March 1936 in Wisconsin. Tensions began when 200 

striking WPA workers from the Fox River Valley-an industrial 
area 100 miles north-east ofMadison, the state capital-travelled 
down to demand higher wages, no work on Saturdays, and 
payment on time. They picketed the home of the WPA state 
director, M. W. Torkleson, for several days. This turn of events 
took place at the same time as the state was refusing to continue 
adequate relief funding. Now that the burden of relief funding had 
been pushed from the federal level back to the state as part of the 
restructuring to establish the WPA, many states were refusing to 
contribute as much as the federal government. 

Workers Alliance members from throughout the state joined 
the strikers and occupied the state capitol, taking over the legisla
tive chambers and acting like the sitting legislatives. Once 
ensconced in the capitol, the strikers passed resolutions attacking 
state officials and Torkleson in particular. Initially, Governor Paul 
LaFollette embraced the WPA strikers in the hope that this would 
pressure the State Assembly to allocate more money for relief. But 
after a ten-day occupation, when it became clear the State 
Assembly would not budge, the Governor had the National 
Guard evict them.40 

The New Jersey Workers Alliance initiated the second state 
house occupation in April 1936 when the New Jersey state legis
lature refused to.allocate funds for relief and government jobs pro
grammes. On the day that the New Jersey legislators decided to 
close the legislative session in Trenton without allocating further 
funds for unemployed relief, unemployed workers' organizations 
in the state got together and invaded the state legislature. As soon 
as the legislators left the chambers, their seats were quickly occu-

40 'W.P.A. Strikers Promise Lengthy Wisconsin Siege', New York Herald Tribune, I5 Mar. 
I936, 2I; 'W.P.A. Strikers See Gov. La Follette', New York Sun, I6 Mar. I936, I8; 'Wisconsin 
Strikers Move into LaFollette's Office', New York World-Telegram, I7 Mar. I936, 3; 'Strikers 
Threaten to Call out All Wisconsin WPA Workers', Washington Morning Post, I6 Mar. 1936, 
I; 'Now it's WPA Marchers', Wall Street]ouT7Ull, I6 Mar. 1936, 4; 'Asks U.S. End Strike in 
WPA', Milwaukee]oumal, 16 Mar. I936, I; 'Governor and the WPA "Strikers"', ibid. I6 
Mar. I936, 10;'Strikers Picket La Follette Office', Milwaukee Herald and Examiner, 16 Mar. 
I936, I; 'WPA Strikers Enlist Recruits', Milwaukee JournalI8 Mar. I936, 6; 'Picketing the 
Governor', ibid. I8 Mar. I936, 10;'Governor Ousts WPA Strikers', Washington Morning 
Herald, 22 Mar. I936, 5. All in Clipping Files, Strikes, Wisconsin, Record Group 69, 
Records of the Work Projects Administration I922-I944, National Archives and Records 
Service, Washington, DC. 



JEANNETTE GABRIEL 

pied by unemployed activists. The purpose of the unemployed 
workers' movement was to protest against the unwillingness of the 
state government to respond to their plight. They did this both 
by mocking the legislators and also by presenting their own pro
gramme as alternative policy. For ten days the Workers Alliance 
staged a 'paupers' parliament'. When they were pretending to be. 
the state legislators, they sat around reading newspapers and 
smoking cigars to portray the indifference the political officials felt 
towards the plight of the unemployed. But when they were pre
tending to carry out their own policies, they acted as serious politi
cians developing complex financial alternatives to solve the relief 
crisis in New Jersey. 

The theatrical occupation of the legislature drew national press 
attention and crowds of people to witness the event. The cham
bers were packed with an audience as the unemployed leaders 
called their mock sessions to order. For three days, the security 
guards at the capitol refused to move against the occupiers by 
either cutting off the electricity or forcefully ejecting the protesters. 
The local police were wary about becoming involved when it was 
clear the unemployed workers' movement enjoyed broad support. 
While the occupation was ultimately unsuccessful, it did establish 
a precedent for a formidable strategy that the unemployed nation
ally could use to greater success.41 

Just a few weeks later, the St Louis unemployed workers' move
ment carried out the same type of activity in response to cuts in 
relief funding. The American Workers Union (AWU), a regional 
formation of unemployed workers' groups that had been organiz
ing since the early 1930s, carried out a series of occupations of 
City Hall and the local relief offices. The urgent issue was that the 
state's relief fund had run out in April and 23,700 people had been 
cut from the relief rolls. In addition, the St Louis relief committee 
was considering dropping more of the 2g,ooo who remained on 
the rolls. This drastic retrenchment threatened the future exis
tence of the relief system in Missouri. The African-American and 
white contingent, made up of men, women, and children, held a 

41 The final settlement in New Jersey was that relief administration would be allo
cated by municipalities and the determination of how much relief people would be 
granted would be decided at a local level. Kirk W. Fuoss, Striking Performances / Performing 
Strikes (Jackson, Miss., 1997); :Jobless Invasion', Time Magazine, 4 May 1936, 24; 'Mice 
and Men', ibid. 11 May 1936, 13; 'Republicans Agree on Jersey Relief, New York Times, 
25 Apr. 1936, 1. 
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forty-seven-hour long occupation of City Hall singing songs and 
engaging in chants such as: 

'What about Hoover? He's a Republican.' 
'Booo, booo, nooooo, not him!' 
'What about Roosevelt? He's a Democrat?' 
'Boooo, sell-out, noooooo more!' 
'Well form a Labor Party then.' 
'Yeah! Yes, that's what we'll do! Hurrah!' 

The occupiers held mock sessions of the Board of Aldermen. 
The protesters, parodying the Board's inability to pass funding for 
relief, proposed that $r,ooo,ooo be appropriated for relief and sent 
a delegation to the state capital, Jefferson City, appealing to the 
Governor to hold a special session of the legislature to address the 
unemployment crisis. After receiving the promise from Mayor 
Bernard F. Dickmann that 'No one would starve', the protesters 
left City Hall, only to march with 100 people to St Louis relief 
headquarters, where they held an outdoor siege on City Hall lawn 
for two nights condemning the Mayor and the Board of Aldermen 
for inadequate relief appropriations.42 

When the demonstrators attempted to occupy City Hall once 
more and were blocked from entering the building by local police, 
they marched, 150 strong, to the relief station where fifty protest
ers managed to occupy the building before the police locked more 
out. St Louis relief administrator, RobertJ. Crump, begged the 
protesters to leave but the reply was that they had 'no place else 
to go'. In response to Crump's assertion that the Aldermen were 
doing everything they could, J oe Hoffman, A WU leader in St 
Louis observed that 'The city seems to have plenty of money to 
build bridges and fine houses for the snakes at the zoo, but they 
don't seem to be able to find the money to give us a few meals.' 
Crump finally agreed that the protesters would not be evicted but 
supporters who were outside picketing would not be allowed in 

42 '50 Jobless Camp in City Hall After Alderman Fail to Vote Relief; Noisy 
Demonstration', St Louis Post Dispatch, 28 Apr. 1936, 2A; 'Job Holders Grab Seats; Jobless 
Kept Out', ibid. 10 May 1936, 3A,; 'Lodging but no Food for Jobless at the City Hall', 
ibid. 11 May 1936, 1A,; 'St. Louis Jobless Hold Relief Office: Group of 100 Plans March 
to Meeting of Board of Aldermen', Baltimore Morning Sun, 11 May 1936, 1; '"Hunger Army" 
Besieges St. Louis City Hall', ibid. 12 May 1935, 6; 'To March on St. Louis City Hall', 
New York Times, 11 May 1936, 2. All in Clipping Files, Strikes, Missouri, Record Group 69, 
Records of the Work Projects Administration, 1922-1944, National Archives and Records 
Service, Washington, DC (hereafter cited as Clipping Files, Strikes, Missouri, NARG 69). 
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and food could not be brought into the building. However, 
Crump did not anticipate the tremendous local support for the 
protesters. 

In response to the occupation, the St Louis Welfare Guild, the 
union for social workers, provided funds for food and numerous 
local merchants donated food for the protesters. A mass meeting 
was held at the Labor Center and representatives from churches 
and social welfare organizations called an emergency conference 
to discuss a future mass demonstration to 'register public opinion'. 
At the same time 100 squatters took over St Louis relief headquar
ters for two days and entertained themselves with singalongs. 
They demanded the removal of the Chairman of St Louis' Relief 
Committee singing: 'We'll hang William Connett to a sour apple 
tree, for the union makes us strong.' The occupiers settled in for 
a two-night long occupation, with nappies hanging up to dry and 
children playing tag in the office. On the third day the group 
marched to City Hall to continue their demonstration. 

Local and state government was forced to respond to this 
growing movement. While the Aldermen refused to meet directly 
with the agitators, two bills were introduced to increase the city 
relief contribution to $250,000 a month and. to continue the 
$147,500 monthly appropriation. The unemployed succeeded in 
stopping the cutbacks and restoring 23,700 people to the relief rolls. 
This was a big success for the unemployed workers' movement and 
set the tone for the next actions in Pennsylvania and Ohio.43 The 
victory in Pennsylvania came after a deadlock in the state legislature 
for a period of thirteen weeks during which relief was cut off three 
times throughout the entire state. The Workers Alliance called three 
marches on Harrisburg during this period, each one involving from 
several hundred to several thousand workers. In the third and final 
march, the largest of them all, several thousand marchers occupied 
the state capitol for a period of nearly two weeks. 44 

These successful actions led to state groups forming across ideo
logical lines bringing together all the factions to challenge the 
lay-offs on the WP A projects. The ideological divisions between 
the political groups were swept aside. The activists realized that 

43 'St. Louis jobless Renew Demands: Prepare to Make Second March to City Hall', 
New York Times, 10 May 1936, 18; Clipping Files, Strikes, Missouri, NARG 69. 

44 David Lasser, 'Report to the National Executive Board, Workers Alliance of 
America', 12 Sept. 1936, 7, Herbert Benjamin Collection, Library of Congress. 
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they operated from a much stronger position when they sent a 
united message to Washington. 

The tensions between the federal and state governments over 
distributing unemployment relief, jobs programmes, and unem
ployment compensation continued throughout the mid-1930s. 
When discussions began in Congress for relief appropriations in 
April 1936 the response was increasingly hostile towards work relie£ 
The unemployed movement was represented by their strongest 
Congressional ally, House Representative Vito Marcantonio from 
East Harlem, NY, a supporter ofboth the Socialist and Communist 
Parties, who put forward the the Relief and Works Projects 
Standards Bill to allocate $2 billion in grants to states for direct 
relief, $2 billion in grants to states for state and local works projects, 
and $2 million for the continuation of the WPA for the 1936/7 
fiscal year. But the business community, through a group of pow
erful conservative bankers and politicians called the National 
Economy League (NEL), pressured Congress to eliminate all WP A 
white-collar jobs and 20 per cent of all WPA jobs. The NEL 
demanded the federal government return the 'major responsibility 
for unemployment relief to the State and local government where 
it logically belongs and that the Federal Government makes grants 
in aid to states to supplement unemployment relief. Such a plan 
would leave to the discretion of local authorities whether relief 
should be in the form of work relief wages, cash home relief or a 
combination of the two.' The end result was that the April 1936 
Congressional relief appropriation followed the NEL's recommen
dation (which Roosevelt had adopted) to allocate $1.5 billion in 
relief and cut 7oo,ooo WPA jobs, many of which had been created 
just a few months before. Combined with the federal government's 
abandonment of federal relief, these cuts represented a huge attack 
on the unemployed workers' movement.45 

The Creation of the W AA 

The response of the unemployed workers' movement was twofold. 
Their first response was to lash out angrily at Roosevelt for his 

45 'Grants to States, End ofW.P.A. Urged by Economy League', Philadelphia Record, 20 
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attempts to balance the budget on the backs of the WPA budget. 
Herbert Benjamin spoke for the movement when he said, 'This 
is the manner in which Roosevelt, the "humanitarian" solves the 
problems of unemployment and unemployment relie£ This is the 
manner in which he placates the Liberty Leagues, the Economy 
Leaguers, the National Association of Manufacturers and the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce. This is how he balances the budget and 
buys the support of big business for the forthcoming elections.'46 

In addition, the cutbacks were a powerful impetus that pushed 
the unemployed workers' movement to unite. 

National unification of the unemployed workers' movement 
happened at the very moment that mass demonstrations, protests, 
and marches were needed to keep the government jobs programme 
alive. Earlier attempts to unify had been stymied over political ten
sions between the Communists and the Socialists-most centrally 
over their differences regarding the TUUL. However, the path had 
been cleared for unification by the Communists' shift in policy in 
December 1934. The Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of the USA (CPUSA), in response to orders from the Executive 
Committee of the Communist International, ordered remaining 
TUUL unions to join respective AFL unions. Throughout most of 
1935 the Socialists and Communists had been engaged in heated 
bilateral negotiations within which the Socialists demanded a 
majority of Executive Board members and the Communists 
worked stealthily behind the scenes to convert key Unemployed 
League and Socialist leaders to their side.47 Finally, the Workers 
Alliance of America-a merger of 7oo,ooo members from all the 
unemployed groups-held its founding convention in Washington, 
DC, in April 1936 to coincide with the elite's Easter Day Parades 
festivities when socialites took the streets in fancy dress and osten
tatious hats. The Communists and Socialists had found unity with 
a shared leadership structure that, though tenuous, remained in 
place for the next three years. At the founding convention 700 

46 Bremer, 'Along the "American Way"', 648; Herbert Benjamin, 'Unity of the 
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delegates from thirty-five states overwhelmingly voted to merge into 
a single national organization of the unemployed. According to a 
reporter, Nathan Rogg, who was covering the event, the delegates 
included 

tall, husky lumberjacks from the Northwest, militant office workers from 
New York, Negro millhands from the south, automobile and steel 
workers from the industrialized midwest-men and women, doctors, 
lawyers, teachers, social workers, engineers-all races, creeds, colors and 
many occupations were represented. 48 

Their demands included the Frazier-Lundeen Unemployment 
and Social Insurance Act (which put the financial onus on the 
federal government, rather than the more limited Social Security 
Act of 1935 which was funded by individual workers); the 
Marcantonio Relief Standards Act, which proposed allocating $6 
billion for relief; the thirty-hour working week; and the adoption 
of the American Youth Act for unemployed youth. The positive 
reports from the convention drew fifteen bus loads of unemployed 
workers activists from New York City, including 500 members of 
the Joint Relief Committee. They met up with more buses from 
Camden, NJ, and Philadelphia, Pa., to join in the Hunger March 
of 2,ooo to the White House and the Capitol on the last day of 
the conference. 49 

The first big victory for the W AA was achieved when the WPA 
Administration conceded the W AA's right to organize within the 
WPA. Nels Anderson, the WPA labour director, announced at 
the April convention that WPA workers had the right to organize 
'as long as their collective activities did not interfere with the 
efficiency of the projects'. Since the main effect of the strike tactic 
is to interfere with the efficiency of work, this was a confusing 

48 Nathan Rogg, 'The Unemployed Unite', Social Work Today, June 1936, 6-8. 
49 The Unemployed Council envisioned a massive march on Washington as soon as 
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political position. The WPA was forced to clarify their position 
after the W AA organized mass strikes throughout the long 
summer of 1936. On 3 September 1936 Aubrey Williams, now 
the deputy WPA administrator, announced that the WAA would 
be recognized as the sole collective bargaining agency for WPA 
workers. While many state WPA administrators refused to ac
knowledge the W AA, Williams's announcement emboldened 
the Workers Alliance and led to the nationwide WPA strike on 
1january 1937 that succeeded in winning considerable concessions 
in wages and working conditions.50 

The Workers Alliance of America responded to the ongoing 
attacks against the WPA programme from 1936 to 1939 with 
strikes, occupations, and marches, both in cities throughout the 
country, and in front of the White House in Washington, DC. 
The WAA succeeded in fighting back cutbacks in 1936, 1937, and 
1938 and launched a mass strike wave to keep the programme 
alive in 1939. While the WPA was a relatively short-lived project, 
the united unemployed movement was able to stop the elimina
tion of the jobs programmes and force the government to main
tain funding throughout 1939. Benjamin's assessment that 
'Unification and consolidation of this movement will mean the 
creation of a mighty force that can strengthen and make more 
effective our very resistance to all attempts to lower the living stan
dards of the employed and unemployed and of the populations as 
a whole' proved true. By consistently going on the offensive 
against the Roosevelt Administration and demanding far more for 
the unemployed than the New Dealers ever intended, the unem
ployed workers' movement was able to maintain a base of support 
for the unemployed in both relief and government jobs pro
grammes throughout the Great Depression. 

50 'Vote Union ofldle: soo,ooo to Belong', New York Times, g Aug. 1936, 32; Salmond, 
A Southern Rebel, 93; David Lasser, 'Report to the National Executive Board, Workers 
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Explaining Unemployed Protest in 
the Ruhr at the End of the 

Weimar Republic 

ALEX ZUKAS 

Relying on the findings and theories of the once dominant 'strain' 
or 'breakdown' school of social psychology, the prevailing thesis 
among historians who deal with the German unemployed is that 
unemployment atomized and demoralized industrial workers and 
made them incapable of protesting or changing their situation 
because it had psychologically paralysing effects. 1 An early propo
nent of this thesis, Rose-Marie Huber-Koller, published a long 
article in the late 1970s that claimed the Communist Party of 
Germany (KPD) failed to mobilize the unemployed in large part 
because it did not take into account their generally 'broken' subjec
tivity and numbed mindset. In this regard she uncritically repeated 
the conclusions of earlier social psychologists whose assumptions, 
methodology, and findings have come under critical scrutiny and 
which she herself subsequently questioned.2 In addition, Huber-

I would like to thank Matt Perry and Matthias Reiss for their comments on earlier drafts 
of this essay. 
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Koller criticized the KPD for its economism, its unwillingness to 
touch themes of unemployed daily life, its hierarchical structure, 
its obsession with organizational issues, and its 'sloganeering poli
tics'. 3 She believed that the KPD preferred to remain in the realm 
of abstract theory and political goals, aloof from the concrete prob
lems and daily needs of the unemployed. Her article remains the 
standard interpretation in the field and while it retains a great deal 
of merit concerning many internal party processes, discourses, and 
concerns, there are a number of problems with her analysis. 
Relying mostly on internal party documents and party publications, 
Huber-Koller generally restricted her analysis to the realm of the
oretical and political discourse. She did not base her study on the 
experience of any particular region of Germany to see if the 
Communists engaged concrete problems of unemployed life and, 
as a result, seldom addressed actual practices.4 Arne Andersen's 
and Hildegard Caspar's studies of Communist unemployed politics 
in Bremen and Hamburg respectively are in broad agreement with 
Huber-Koller's conclusions. They remedy some of the deficiencies 
in her analysis with their local foci and add to our knowledge of 
local Communist political discourse, but they in turn replicate 
many of the limitations of her analysis. 5 

An examination of unemployed collective action in a German 
heavy industrial region, the Ruhr, will show that Communists not 
only engaged problems of unemployed life but also succeeded in 

89-140, at 91-4. Concerning problems with the validity of these early studies of unem
ployed psychology, a good place to start is P. Kelvin andJ. E.Jarrett, Unemployment: Its 
Social Psychological Effects (Cambridge, 198s), 18-26, 47. ss-6, 6s-6. Huber-Koller revised 
her views in a subsequent but far less well-known work, Gewerkschaften und Arbeitslose: 
Erfahrungen der Massenerwerbslosigkeit und Aspekte freigewerkschaftlicher Arbeitslosenpolitik in der 
Endphase der Weimarer Republik(Pfaffenweiler, 1992), esp. s-19, 22S-317, 435-43, 8s7-61, 86s, 
869-70.

3 Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische Erwerbslosenbewegung', 94-127. 
4 She concedes that her study has limited explanatory reach given the incompleteness 

('Zufälligkeit') of the materials upon which she based it and its 'one-sided' focus on party 
ideology, policy formation, and culture to the neglect of other factors such as the trajectory 
of the Depression and attempts to counter it, the constellation of political forces, charac
teristics of the labour movement, and so on. See Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische 
Erwerbslosenbewegung', endnotes 17a, 121, 180. 

5 Caspar, 'Die Politik der RGO', ss, s8, 631, 70, 75-9.Andersen, 'Lieber im Feuer', 17g-
93, 207-29. One has to wonder how ineffectual Communist organizing in Hamburg and 
elsewhere was if, as Donna Harsch contends, close to the end of 1932 'Social Democrats 
in Saxony, Bavaria, the Rhineland, the Ruhr and Hamburg began to imitate communist 
methods of organizing the unemployed'. Donna Harsch, German Socinl Democracy and the 
Rise ofNazism (Chapel Hill, NC, 1993), 214-1s. 
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mobilizing the unemployed to protest against their condition, seek 
immediate and long-term remedies as a call to social justice, and 
escalate protests as the Depression and material deprivation wore 
on. Communists understood that unemployed workers could 
choose to be passive or join fascist organizations in the face of the 
personal shock and existential angst they faced as 'workless 
workers' and Communists took it upon themselves to prevent such 
developments. 6 

Unemployed Protest Cycles 

The party and its auxiliaries at the local level in the Ruhr were 
much looser organizations than the image Communist leaders 
projected and Huber-Koller and others accepted. Leading func
tionaries often complained about the lack of ideological unity and 
commitment on the part of party members. 7 Party members, 
sympathizers, fellow-travellers, and members of the Ruhr's 
Communist/ syndicalist milieu, marrying the long-standing 'syn
dicalist' inclinations and repertoire of Ruhr miners with the press
ing day-to-day material exigencies of immiserated unemployed 
workers, showed a preference for direct action and immediate 

6 On Ruhr Communist concerns regarding unemployed passivity and attempts to 
combat it see e.g. BezirksausschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'Auswertung des 
KongreBes des Elends am I8. und I9. April in Essen', 23 Apr. I93I, Staaatsarchiv Munster 
(StAM), Polizeiprasidium Bochum (PPB), Nachrichtensammelstelle (NSS) no. 58, 
Demonstrationen Erwerbsloser im rheinisch-westfälischen lndustriegebiet, Feb. 1930-März 1932; Der 
Polizeipräsident (PolPr) in Essen an den Herrn Regierungspräsident (RegPr) in Diisseldorf, 
'Konferenz der RGO und "Roten Verbänden" in Essen am 29. Aprili932', 7 May I932, 
Hauptstaatsarchiv Diisseldorf (HStAD), Regierung Diisseldorf (RD), 17179, Tätigkeiten der 
KPD und politische Zusammenstöße, 1932. On general RGO awareness of the appeal of fascism 
to unemployed workers see Reichskomitee der RGO, Abteilung Erwerbslose, 'An alle 
ortlichen Erwerbslosen-AusschiiBe', n.d., attached to brief note of 10 Oct. I930 from the 
Police Chief in Bochum, StAM, RM, VII, I, I, Erwerbslosenbewegung, Okt. 1930-Aug. 1931, 
and on Ruhr Communist awareness see 'Entwurf: EntschlieBung der Plenar-B.L. des 
Bezirks Ruhrgebiet zu den ErgebniBen der Reichstagswahl am 6. November I932', 
HStAD, RD, 30657g, Agitation der KPD, 1932. 

7 See e.g. Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Parteitag der KPD Bezirk 
Ruhrgebiet', 4 Apr. I929, HStAD, RD, 3065Ic, KPD Versammlungen, 1930 for a description 
of the low level of ideological training and commitment among delegates to the Aprili929 
regional party congress. Klaus-Michael Mallmann argues that a lack of ideological uni
formity and 'disobedience' and 'selective obedience' characterized KPD locals throughout 
Germany. See Klaus-Michael Mallmann, 'Milieu, Radikalismus und locale Gesellschaft: 
Zur Sozialgeschichte des Kommunismus in der Weimarer Republik', Geschichte und 
Gesellschafi, 2I (I995), 5-3I, at 25-3I, and id., Kommunisten in der Weimarer Republik: 
Sozialgeschichte einer revolutionären Bewegung (Darmstadt, I996), I54-64, 365-87. 
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confrontation with authorities in the public sphere over organiza
tional loyalty and obedience.8 Nonetheless, they appreciated 
and facilitated the notoriously unruly activism of the German 
Communist Party. Finally, Communists were well connected to 
the unemployed: in June 1930, 50 per cent of Ruhr KPD 
members were unemployed and understood the life of the unem
ployed from the inside out.9 By May 1931, go per cent of KPD 
members were unemployed. 1o 

The KPD charged its trade union auxiliary, the Revolutionary 
Trade Union Opposition (RGO), with organizing unemployed 
workers into a coherent political movement during the Great 
Depression.'' Following precedents that went back to the early 
1920s, the RGO and KPD wanted the unemployed at each 
employment office to elect a council which was supposed to set up 
counselling services, prepare meetings and demonstrations, report 
to the regional unemployed council monthly, and work closely with 
Communist councillors to propose and support initiatives that 
would improve the lives of unemployed workers materially. The 
councils were meant to constitute a united front facilitating non
party participation but were usually Communist dominated. 12 

8 See e.g. the police reports of 'wildcat' unemployed insurrections (what the police 
termed Ausschreitungen and Unruhen) from late May to early June 1931 in central and western 
Ruhr (Essen, Duisburg, and Hamborn) sponsored but not controlled by the KPD or RGO, 
in HStAD, RD, 17168, Tätigkeiten der KPD und politische Zusammenstösse, 1931; HStAD, RD, 
30648c, Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1931-32; and HStAD, RD, 17188, Tiitigkeit der KPD, I9JI-J2. 
On the 'voluntarist' streak in much of German Communism and the radicalism of rank
and-file Ruhr Communists see Eric D. Weitz, Creating German Communism: I89o-1990. From 
Popular Protests to Socialist State (Princeton, 1997), 59-61, 98-g, 149, 160-71.

9 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Dtisseldorf, 'Rundschreiben der KPD, Bezirksleitung 
Ruhrgebiet, Abt. Org., vom 21.6.1930 über geringen Erfolg der Werbetatigkeit für die 
Partei und Presse', 28 June 1930 and Der RegPr Dtisseldorf an den Herrn 
Oberprasidenten (OberPr) in Koblenz, 'Bericht der Bezirksleitung der KPD an den 
Bezirksparteitag', 5July 1930. Both government intelligence reports on the Ruhr KPD are 
HStAD, RD, 30657d, Agitation der KPD, I9Jo-I. 

10 'Parteiarbeiterkonferenz mit den unteren Parteileitungen des U. B. Duisburg, ein
berufen aufVeranlaBung der B.Z.-Leitung, Essen', 31 May 1931, HStAD, RD, 10673bI, 
Kommunistische Bewegung, 1928-32. 

11 On the history of the RGO see S. Lehndorff, Wie kam es zur RGO? Probleme der 
Gewerkschriftsentwicklung in der Weimarer Republik von 1927 bis 1929 (Frankfurt, 1975); Jozsef 
Wieszt, KPD-Politik in der Krise, 1928-1932: Zur Geschichte und Problematik des Versuchs, den Kampf 
gegen den Faschismus mittels Sozialfaschismustheseund RGO-Politik zu führen (Frankfurt, 1976), 341-
458, 512-82; Freya Eisner, Das Verhältnis der KPD zu den Gewerkscha.fien in der Weimarer Republik 
(Cologne, 1977), 222-47; Werner Müller Lohnkampf Massenstreik, Sowjetmacht:Ziele und Grenzen
der 'Revolutionären Gewerkscha.fts-Opposition' (RGO) in Deutschland 1928 his 1933 (Cologne, 1988). 

12 See e.g. 'Richtlinien für die Organisierung der ErwerbslosenausschtiBe und zur 
Aktivierung der Erwerbslosenbewegung', 11 Nov. 1928, HStAD, RD, 30648a, Erwerbslo-
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Through the councils and community organizations such as recre
ational associations, sports clubs, and neighbourhood groups, 
Communists provided unemployed industrial workers with a forum 
for activities, hope for a better future, ways to feel and act empow
ered, and an explanation for unemployment which did not blame 
the individual and offered a structural remedy: end capitalism. 

In keeping with their social framing of the causes and effects of 
unemployment, Communists linked short-term demands with 
medium- and long-term ones. Demands for immediate relief (food, 
clothing, heating fuel, rent) went hand-in-hand with demands for 
social justice to reduce the number of categories of support, to end 
the means test and waiting period, to support all unemployed as 
long as they were out of work, to institute a relief system funded 
by the state and employers, to pay higher levels of support, to 
reduce bureaucratic controls, to permit council representation of 
unemployed workers in their dealings with governmental bodies 
and with larger political demands of a more revolutionary, sys
temic, or structural character. Even before 1929, Communists 
never made purely political demands and tried to address the 
immediate material concerns and worries of the unemployed 
about food, money, clothing, and rent even as they argued that 
the needs of the unemployed would never be met under capital
ism. The KPD's demands usually outlined a new distribution of 
wealth and power, presented a cultural, political, and economic 
challenge to the status quo, and encouraged discontented workers 
not to accept things as they were. 13 The demands were outrageous 
and utopian from the standpoint of the prevailing bureaucratic 

senbewegung, 1928-1930. On the collaboration between unemployed councils and Com
munist city council members in the Ruhr see Beatrix Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik der 
KPD im Ruhrgebiet, 1924-1933(Wuppertal, 1977), 93-4, 177-8. Unemployed councils had 
already been quite active in the post-war period to 1923. See Der PolPr Essen an RegPr 
Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische Erwerbslosen-AuschiiBe', 14]an. 1929, HStAD, RD, 30648a. 
See also David F. Crew, 'A Social Republic? Social Democrats, Communists, and the 
Weimar Welfare State, 1919 to 1933', in David E. Barclay and Eric D. Weitz (eds.), Between 
Reform and Revolution: German Socialism and Communism.ftom 1840 to 1990 (New York, 1998), 
235-7.

13 For just one of many examples from the Depression era, see the extensive political, 
social, cultural, and material demands in the 'Kampfprogramm der Erwerbslosen, 
Wohlfahrts-, und Pflichtarbeiter Rheinland und Westfalen' attached to Der PolPr Essen an 
RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB der RGO am 31.1 und BezierkskongreB 
des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 1.2.1931 in Essen', 6 Feb. 1931, StAM, PPB, 
NSS no. 57, Demonstrationen Erwerbsloser im rheinisch-wes!folischen Industriegebiet, Dez. 1929-März
1932. 
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arrangements, political dispensations, and market logic. The SPD 
made this point often, calling Communist proposals unrealistic, 
demagogic, and fantastic. 14 What the SPD did not see was that 
the RGO was appealing to a competing frame of reference where 
the avowed priority was not the acceptance and preservation of 
the status quo but the satisfaction of human needs and the mitiga
tion of people's suffering. Communists encouraged the unem
ployed to practise solidarity, to base demands not on what the 
system could provide or was willing to give, but on a need for work 
and a decent standard ofliving, and to link demands for jobs and 
relief with long-term demands for socialism. Local party leaders 
did worry that the unemployed suffering pauperization might 
accept their fate and remain passive victims or be seduced by 
other political movements, including the Nazis. The conclusion 
Communists drew was that, in the role of political vanguard, they 
would have to be the spark plugs of the unemployed movement. 
In fact, the Nazis were no competition to the Communists when 
it came to organizing street protests of the unemployed. There are 
no archival records or police reports of Nazis leading unemployed 
mass protests in the Ruhr. Nazis did recruit some unemployed 
workers for the Stormtroopers (SA) and party work, and in this 
way unemployed workers were instrumentalized to support Nazi 
political goals in public, but the Nazis did not organize the unem
ployed to protest outside mayors' offices, city council chambers, 
welfare offices, or labour exchanges as unemployed workers. 15 

The timing of major protest cycles16 correlated strongly with 
changes in unemployment benefits by decree in July 1930 and the 
deep cuts decreed in June 1931 andJune 1932. 17 The suffering of 

14 See almost any issue of the Social Democratic newspapers Volkswacht in Essen and 
Westfälische Volkszeitung in Dortmund between 1929 and 1933. Andersen and Caspar echo 
tbis SPD criticism which is misplaced against a party whose stated goal was not to work 
within established socio-economic and political frameworks but to undermine them at 
every turn and, in the long run, overthrow them. Andersen, 'Lieber im Feuer', 179-94; 
Caspar, 'Politik der RGO', 70-2. 

15 Die Delegierten Konferenz der Erwerbslosen Rheinland-Westfalens, 'Aufrufan die 
Erwerbslosen Rheinland-Westfalens', Dortmund, 13 Aug. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58;
RuhrkongreB der Erwerbslosen, 30 and 31 Aug. 1930 in Dortmund, 'Schafft Arbeits
losenstaffeln injedem Ort, aufjeder Stempelstelle', StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. See Wilfried 
Bohnke, Die NSDAP im Ruhrgebiet 1920-1933 (Bonn, 1974), 127-8,214-19, on tbe 'verbal 
proletarianism' of the SA and Nazis in tbe Ruhr. 

16 Regarding the formation of protest cycles see Sidney G. Tarrow, Power in Movement:
Social Movements and Contentious Politics, 2nd edn. (Cambridge, 1998).

17 Friedrich Syrup, Hundert ]ahre staatliche Sozialpolitik, 1839-1939, ed. Otto Neuloh 
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their families, the uncertainties surrounding benefits as well as the 
loss of rights to (shrinking) benefits supplied the material condi
tions, motivations, and impetus for unemployed collective action. 
While they might have felt helpless to stop the effects of the busi
ness cycle or prevent employer lay-offs, government action after 
1929 gave them a clear target for their anger and collective protest 
especially since visible government action in the form of emer
gency decrees was directly responsible for lowering already pre
carious living standards and violated workers' historically 
developed expectations of state support. 18 Working within and 
from their local milieux, unemployed Communists contributed 
organizational skills, political leadership, and institutional 
resources that helped the unemployed create a 'public sphere' for 
themselves where they could organize and mobilize their discon
tent and their numbers in their communities and direct their 
protest at the state. 19 Arne Andersen sees KPD proposals in and 
out of city councils to relieve the misery of the unemployed as 
pure theatre, what he termed 'agitational slogans'. 20 The 
Communists might indeed have followed a long tradition of 'the
atrical' political protest.21 If that is all that it was, it may have been 
all the more appropriate given that even modest proposals for 
improvement had no chance to become law once the Prussian 
state government had hollowed out the long-standing independ
ent budgetary authority of Prussian city councils after mid-1931. 
Unemployed collective actions became larger and more vehement 

(Stuttgart, 1957), 343;Ludwig Preller, Sozialpolitik in der Weimarer Republik (Diisseldorf, 1978; 
rst edn. 1949), 418-53.

18 On workers' expectations of state support see e.g. Syrup, Hundert Jahre; Richard 
Breitman, German Socialism and Weimar Democracy (Chapel Hill, NC, rg8r); Heinrich August 
Winkler, V on der Revolution zur Stabilisierung Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung in der Weimarer Republik
1918 his 1924 (Berlin, 1984); id., Der Schein der Normalität: Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung in der 
Weimarer Republik 1924 his 1930 (Berlin, 1985); Eric D. Weitz, 'State Power, Class Fragmen
tation, and the Shaping of German Communist Politics, r890-1933', Journal of Modem 
History (June 1990); id., German Communism, 28-35. 

19 On the concept and practices of left-proletarian milieux see Mallmann, 'Milieu', 
9-10, 13-15, 17, 19-29. 

20 Andersen, 'Iieber im Feuer', 182-3, 191. Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische 
Erwerbslosenbewegung', and Caspar, 'Politik der RGO' treat Communist proposals to 
city councils in the same dismissive fashion in contrast to Herlemann who treats 
Communist proposals as serious political efforts and mentions numerous joint SPD-KPD 
proposals to relieve the misery of long-term unemployed that Ruhr city councils fail to 
pass. Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 175-82. 

21 Matthias Reiss (ed.), The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public Rallies since the Nineteenth
Century (Oxford, 2007). 
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partly in response to the increasingly undemocratic methods of 
governance rising across Germany and partly because they 
allowed popular voice at a time when the Ruhr city government 
and their budgets became less responsive to democratically elected 
representatives of city budgets. Municipal democracy had become 
'theatre' as well. 22 

Communists saw the creation of a strong organization and an 
activist, fighting spirit among the unemployed as the key to helping 
the unemployed in their struggles. 23 Partly as a result of the pref
erences of grass-roots Communists who did not want to lose touch 
with life in their localities and who found neighbourhoods and 
public spaces easier terrains to organize than workplaces and pri
vately owned spaces of production, and partly as a result of slowly 
increasing lay-offs since early 1930, Communist street cells operat
ing within the larger milieux of working-class neighbourhoods out
numbered factory or enterprise cells (the focus of Communist 
revolutionary theory and practice) in the Ruhr by mid-1930.24 

Working-class subcultures or milieux in the Ruhr provided 
communicative 'lifeworld' spaces of mutual support, mobilization, 
and associational culture. 25 Street cells, unemployed councils, and 

22 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik I75-87. 
23 See e.g. 'Sturrn- und Arbeitsplan der revolutionäre Gewerkschafts-Opposition (RGO) 

bis I5.8.3I', StAM, RM, VII, I, I and 'Halbjahresplan der RGO Ruhrgebiet', n.d. 
(attached to Bochum police report of 29 Aug. I93I), StAM, RM, VII, I, 2, 
Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1931-32. Andersen, Caspar, and Huber-Koller are generally right that 
the KPD was never able to create the stable organization of the unemployed that it 
wanted, but organizational failure is not by itself evidence that the unemployed were docile 
and passive. Surviving evidence suggests that other factors (a lack of money for dues, syn
dicalist sensibilities, and a history of impatience with bureaucratic labour and political 
organizations in the Ruhr, boredom with internal party politics, anti-Communist agitation 
by churches, the state, and other parties, and police harassment and violence against polit
ically organized unemployed workers) provide better explanations for organizational 
difficulties than does unemployed docility or disinterest, since the numbers repeatedly 
mobilized for unemployed protest extended well beyond the membership of unemployed 
councils and dole groups. 

24 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Rundschreiben der KPD, Bezirksleitung 
Ruhrgebiet, Abt. Org., vom 2I.6.I930 iiber geringen Erfolg der Werbetatigkeit für die 
Partei und Presse', 28june I930, HStAD, RD, 30657d. 

25 Stefan Berger introduces the Habermasian concept of 'lifeworld' into his discussion 
of heterogeneous working-class cultures in the Ruhr and homogeneous working-class 
culture in South Wales. Stefan Berger, 'Working-Class Culture and the Labour Movement 
in South Wales and the Ruhr Coalfields, 1850-2000: A Comparison', Llo..for, 8/2 (200I), 5-
40, at 5-6, I2-23. Berger's emphasis is on what divided workers' cultures in the Ruhr, 
placing them in quite separate and sealed-off cultural worlds. My emphasis and that of 
other recent research is on what these cultures had in common as working-class cultures, 
something that emerged more clearly in the Weimar Republic. See also Leighton S.James, 
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community work became acknowledged foci of Communist prac
tice especially in the mining colonies and urban slums even if 
enterprise cells always retained theoretical primacy.26 While not 
directly discussing a neighbourhood milieu but invoking many of 
its attributes, a historian of German Communism wrote that 
'Much like a nation, the communist movement was all-encompass
ing. It offered a vibrant club culture, a large and varied press, and 
a system of schools for political education. '27 Moving outside its 
milieu in its organizing drives among the unemployed, the KPD 
made numerous appeals along lines of class solidarity and com
monality of interest to try to keep unemployed workers linked to 
traditions of the German labour movement and, by means of 
unemployed councils, stewards, dues, handbills, rallies, demonstra
tions, congresses and conventions, Communists tried to apply and 
adapt the forms, discipline, and traditions of union and workplace 
organizing to the new and unfamiliar socio-economic conditions 
and circumstances with which unemployed workers struggled in 
their neighbourhoods every day. 28 The. actual results of their efforts 
were mixed. 

The Politics ofIdentity and Civil Society in Britain and Germany: Miners in the Ruhr and South Wales 
1890-1926 (Manchester,2008) who uses the concept of'lifeworld' as well as discourse analy
sis to explain how various miners' movements in the Ruhr and South Wales used ideas 
such as class, religion, 'the people', socialization, and nationalization to construct working
class organizational identities between I89o and I926. 

26 On the theoretical priority see Mallmann, Kommunisten, 306-I2, and Weitz, German 
Communism, I 55. On the unemployed becoming central to KPD political activity after I929 
see S.Bahne, 'Die Erwerbslosenpolitik der KPD in der Weimarer Republik', in Hans 
Mommsen and Winfried Schulze (eds.), Vom Elend der Handarbeit (Stuttgart, I98I), 487-g6. 

27 Catherine Epstein, The Last Revolutionaries: German Communists and Their Century 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2003), 42. For insight into the extent, dynamism, membership, and 
cultural, political, and organizational activities of the Communist milieu in the Ruhr 
during the Weimar Republic, see Ludger Fittkau (ed.), Das 20. Jahrhundert der Gaudigs: 
Chronik einer Arbeiterfamilie im Ruhrgebiet (Essen, I997), 17-47.Among other organizations affili
ated with the milieu were the Workers' Sports Cartel, the Workers' Chess Club, Friends 
of Nature, and Workers' Samaritan League. 

28 See 'Richtlinien ftir die Arbeit der Stempelstellengruppen der RGO', n.d. (attached 
to the 5 Nov. 1930 report of the Police Chief in Bochum), StAM, RM, VII, I, I; 
Bezirkskomitee der RGO, 'An alle Unterbezirks- und OrtsausschiiBe', 4 Nov. I930, StAM, 
RM, VII, I, I; BezirksausschiiB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'An alle Erwerbslosen-Leiter 
der Ortskomitees der RGO! An alle Erwerbslosen-AusschiiBe!', 10 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, 
NSS no. 58; Bezirkskomitee der RGO, 'Sturmplan der RGO', n.d. (c. Feb./Mar. I93I), 
StAM, RM, VII, I, I; Der PolPr in Bochum an OberPr in Munster, 'Ruhr-Erwerbs
losenkongreB in Dortmund am 3I.8.I93o', 3 Apr. 1930,StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58; Der PolPr
in Essen an RegPr in Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB der RGO am 31. I 
und BezirkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 1.2.1931 in Essen', 
6 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; BezirksauschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 
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Protesting against Unemployment in the Ruhr 

The KPD worked diligently to intensify the class struggle on the 
streets. Even before the Depression struck, the KPD's repertoire 
of collective action was evident in the large unemployed demon
strations injanuary 1929 that occurred in front of the city council 
chambers in Essen and Heme to apply pressure on city council 
members from other parties to support Communist bills for 
increased winter relie£ Such actions were repeated in late 1929 
and early 1930 in Gelsenkirchen, Oberhausen, Wanne-Eickel, and 
Wattenscheid. Communist city council members had close ties to 
the local unemployed councils and appeared at their meetings to 
report on city council business that affected the unemployed and 
to ask for the vocal and public support of the unemployed councils 
for Communist bills to relieve the dreadful material situation of 
unemployed workers in the Ruhr.29 Uniformed Schupo (public 
security police) and undercover officers attended all Communist 
rallies and public meetings as well as the public meetings of unem
ployed councils, listened attentively to speakers and discussions, 
took notes on what was said, and picked up any literature, circu
lars, or leaflets distributed there for later analysis. Beyond gather
ing information, the Schupo enforced laws on treasonous speech. 30 

The Schupo took a hard line against Communist attempts to mobi
lize the unemployed, did their best to thwart Communist plans to 
organize the unemployed, and moved energetically against the 
unemployed when demonstrations turned defiant. Following 
orders from the Prussian Interior Ministry, the Schupo acted swiftly 
and harshly throughout the Depression to break up unemployed 
demonstrations, arrest ringleaders, and clear the streets and the 
unemployed responded with ever greater violence. 31 Much of the 
'Auswertung des KongreBes des Elends am 18. und 19. April in Essen', 23 Apr. 1931, 
StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. On the Communists' ability to retain the support of unemployed 
workers in older urban working-class districts see Adelheid von Saldern, Hiiuserleben: Zur 
Geschichte uon städtischen Arbeiterwohnens uom Kaiserreich bis heute (Bonn, 1995), u9-g2. 

29 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 177-8. 
30 See e.g. Der PolPr in Essen an RegPr in Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB 

der RGO am 31.1 und BezirkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 
1.2.1931 in Essen', 6 Feb. 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57 and Der PolPr in Essen an RegPr 
in Diisseldorf, 'Politische Ausschreitungen bei Erwerbslosen-Demonstrationen am 13. 
Oktober 1931 in Essen', 16 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172, Tätigkeiten der KPD und politische 
Zusammenstöße, I9JI. 

31 Der PreuBische Minister des Innern an die samtliche Herren Polizeipräsidenten, 
'Erwerbslosenbewegung', 18Jan. 1930, HStAD, RD, 30648b, Erwerbslosenbewegung, I9Jo-JI. 
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public face and experience of the unemployed workers' movement 
in the Ruhr took place in the dialectic of violence between the 
Schupo (including both patrol officers and mobile riot squads) and 
the jobless. 

Schupo actions, preparations, high states of readiness, and will
ingness to use force cut short many unemployed demonstrations. 
Partly for that reason and partly due to bad weather and the fact 
that mass unemployment was only beginning to be felt in the 
Ruhr, the first half of 1930 saw rather small demonstrations and 
short protest cycles. Even when, as on 6 March 1930, mass 
demonstrations failed to materialize because of Prussian Interior 
Ministry bans on all assemblies and demonstrations, police chiefs 
noted the high levels of resistance and depth of organization and 
discipline that smaller groups of demonstrators who dared to 
march exhibited. 32 Favourite mobilizing sites for working-class 
demonstrations and rallies in the Ruhr's major cities were prole
tarian districts such as Segeroth in Essen and adjacent city centre 
areas and squares bordering proletarian districts such as Ehren
zellerplatz, Republikplatz, and Moltkemarkt in Bochum, and 
Viehmarktplatz, Borsigplatz, and Hansaplatz in Dortmund. These 
places were favoured because of their central location, their prox
imity to working-class neighbourhoods, and their consequent 
familiarity to workers. Staging areas for demonstrations in mining 
towns like Buer, Marl, Horst, Gladbeck, and Bottrop usually 
occurred in proletarian residential colonies and squares near the 
town centres. 33 

Communist propaganda appealed to a sense of class injury and 
material self-interest and stressed the need for collective action if 
the unemployed were to win concessions from the state while 
authorities did their best (as in the autumn of 1930) to prevent the 
initiation of a collective protest cycle.34 Communists placed great 

32 See e.g. Der PolPr in Dortmund an RegPr in Arnsberg, 'Intemationaler Kampftag 
der EIWerbslosen', 12 Mar. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.

33 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Miinster, 'EIWerbslosende
monstration am 6. März', 27 Feb. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58; Der PolPr Bochum an 
RegPr Arnsberg, 'Kommunistischer Kampftag gegen die EJWerbs-losigkeit', 7 Mar. 1930, 
StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr Dortmund an RegPr Arnsberg, 'Internationaler 
Kampftag der EIWerbslosen', 12 Mar. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr in 
Recklinghausen an PolPr Bochum, 'Linksradikale Demonstrationen am 6.3.I930', 7 Mar. 
1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.

34 Der PolPr Bochum, NSS, an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Miinster, 6 Oct. 1930,
'EIWerbslosenmarsch nach Dortmund am 27.10.1930', StAM, RM, VII, I, I; BezirksausschuB 
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weight on public displays of mass solidarity and power,35 and the 
organs responsible for maintaining public order at the local, 
provincial, and state levels often banned major unemployed 
demonstrations and public marches in the Ruhr, such as those 
planned for March, October, and December 1930 and October 
and December 1931 as disruptive of public safety and security.36 

The ban curtailed participation in the hunger march to Essen 
from the eastern Ruhr on 26 October 1930 to a few thousand, but 
there was a major clash between the Schupo and the unemployed 
at the entrance to the Segeroth district of Essen, a poor and 
densely populated community that was a leftist cultural and polit
ical stronghold. 37 The ban did not prevent the first cycle of unem
ployed protest (late October to mid-December 1930) from 
emerging in the western, central, and northern Ruhr. It should be 
pointed out that all figures provided in this essay need to be 
treated as rough estimates of the size of demonstrations and 
protests because of the biases of the bodies providing figures. The 
KPD had good reason to inflate the size of demonstrations in its 
published accounts and internal circulars in order to boost morale 
among supporters and to cause consternation among opponents 
and because it placed great weight on public displays of power. 
While historian Eric Weitz maintains that the German police were 
'professionally inclined to see major disturbances behind every 
voice of protest', 38 police chiefs in the Ruhr generally maintained 
a very sober and subdued tone in their reports to superiors and, if 
anything, showed bias in the other direction by downplaying 

der RGO Ruhrgebiet (Essen), Abteilung Erwerbslose, 'Hungerrnarsch nach Dortmund!', 10 

Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, I; Bezirkskomitee der R.G.O. Ruhrgebiet und Bezirksleitung 
der K.P.D. Ruhrgebiet, 'StraBe frei! Der Hunger marschiert!', 10 Oct. I930, StAM, RM, 
VII, I, I. 

35 See Weitz, Gernum Communism, I6o-87, and Alex Zukas, 'Social Immiseration, Class 
Conflict, and Working-Class Mobilization: Unemployed Workers in the Ruhr and 
Communist Politics, I923-I933' (Ph.D. thesis, University of California, Irvine, I99I), 
373-BI, 521. 

36 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Munster, 'Erwerbslosen
demonstration am 6. Marz', 27 Feb. I93o, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. The KPD switched 
the march's destination from Dortmund to Essen at the last minute to try to foil police 
tactics. See Der PolPr Bochum, NSS, an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Munster, 
'Erwerbslosen-Hungerrnarsch', 3I Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. 

37 Der PolPr Bochum, NSS, an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Munster, 
'Erwerbslosen-Hungermarsch', 3I Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, 1, I; Der PolPr Essen, 
Landeskriminalpolizeistelle, an RegPr Dusseldorf, '"Hungerrnarsch"-Demonstration in 
Essen', 30 Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. 38 Weitz, German Communism, I85. 
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unemployed protest and seldom acknowledging that any situation 
was out of control. 39 Official police estimates of crowd size are 
used throughout this chapter, unless otherwise indicated, for 
reasons of availability, uniformity, and comparability: they provide 
the number of participants more consistently (Communist 
accounts are often vague in this area) and their biases with regard 
to downplaying the size of protests and demonstrations serve to 
establish a uniformity of reporting and a better basis for compar
ison over time. In addition, their reporting biases serve to establish 
a numerical lower limit which most demonstrations likely 
exceeded. 40 

Relief workers improvised a one-day strike and demonstration 
on 12 September 1930 in Essen against a proposed lowering of their 
hourly wage but the first true cycle of unemployed protest began 
on 23 October 1930 when the unemployed in the small mining 
communities ofWehofen and Walsum in the north-western Ruhr 
protested en masse against changes in the rules for paying unem
ployment benefits and 3,000 people demonstrated on 24 October in 
the nearby mining community ofDinslaken for the same reason.41 

In Gelsenkirchen 7,ooo people (according to the Communist 
daily Ruhr-Echo) protested against the new emergency decree at the 
Gelsenkirchen city council chamber at the end of October and a 
comparable number of protest marchers to the municipal welfare 
committee's meeting at the end of November blocked all traffic in 
the city.42 In November relief workers in the north-central mining 
districts ofRecklinghausen, Datteln, Herten, and Marl went out on 
a Communist-led strike. Relief workers were required by the city 
welfare office or labour exchange to work at projects administered 
by municipalities in return for their benefits. This form of social 
control was designed to test fitness for and willingness to work. 

39 See Zukas, 'Social Immiseration', 617-27. 
40 For an insight into police estimates of large demonstrations see the one in late 

September 1931 (estimated by Schupo at around 21,000 people and 8 kilometres long plus 
around IO,ooo supportive spectators). Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Massen
Kundgebung der KPD Ruhrgebiet, in Essen am 27. September 1931', 1 Oct. 1931, HStAD, 
RD, 30673bI.

41 Der Landrat in Dinslaken an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Erwerbslosendemonstrationen', 27 
Oct. 1930 and 'Versammlungsbericht', Wa!sum, 24 Oct. 1930, HStAD, RD, 30648b. 

42 On the one-day strike in Essen and the Communist standing demand for union 
wages for relief workers and the mass demonstrations in Gelsenkirchen see Herlemann, 
Kommunalpolitik, 180, 184. Herlemann indicates that her figure of7,ooo demonstrators comes 
from the Ruhr-Echo. 
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If an unemployed person turned down relief work, he or she would 
have their support suspended as punishment. The work was hard 
and deliberately labour intensive. The RGO organized these 
workers at their workplace and not at the registration offices. The 
police chief ofRecklinghausen mentioned an extraordinary political 
fact without comment: around half of the relief workers in the 
Recklinghausen region belonged to the KPD. On the first day of 
the strike, 17 November, almost 2,ooo workers participated and 
relief workers in other parts of the Recklinghausen region were 
sympathetic to the Communist strike call. Of the 910 'unemployed 
on welfare' in Recklinghausen city, 760 were employed as relief 
workers and 750 went on strike the first day. On 20 November, the 
fifth unemployed demonstration in a week took place and I,ooo 
demonstrators marched to the Recklinghausen town hall where the 
city council was in session. The demonstrators kept regrouping after 
every dispersal by mobile riot police and, three hours after it started, 
the collective action finally ended when it began to rain in the early 
evening. The protesters articulated their grievances through a peti
tion which combined demands for immediate aid as well as major 
economic and political concessions from the cities. Its immediate 
demands included extra relief payments for the winter, 30 Marks 
(RM) per relief worker to buy warm outdoor clothing, waterproof 
shoes (the wooden shoes supplied by the city to relief workers 
impeded work), free potatoes (in lieu of charging relief workers for 
bulk delivery at reduced prices), and the inclusion of single workers 
on the welfare rolls. Beyond such direct questions, the protesters 
asked for major economic and political concessions: that relief 
workers work a forty-hour week, receive the same pay as compara
ble city employees, be paid for strike days, and that municipal 
administrations recognize the elected representative of the relief 
workers under the Factory Council Law. In putting forward these 
demands, Communists were pressing the city to treat the 'working' 
unemployed like regular workers in the hope that doing so would 
keep the unemployed anchored to working-class cultural networks, 
economic institutions, and political practices in their daily experi
ences. The strike in the Recklinghausen region lasted nine days. 
Government coercion and the withdrawal of welfare support to 
strikers won in the end.43 Nevertheless, a twenty-four-hour relief 

43 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtspflichtarbeiter 
im Bezirk Recklinghausen', 18 Nov. 1930, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 1. For the progress of the 
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workers' strike occurred in the Gelsenkirchen region between 
Recklinghausen and Bochum on 29 November in which 78 per 
cent of the relief workers in Gelsenkirchen and roo per cent in Buer 
struck. 44 Having to perform relief work radicalized many unem
ployed workers. Their grievances included objecting to having to 
perform strenuous, unskilled jobs, usually ditch-digging, in all sorts 
of weather for welfare payments that were only a little above the 
norm (usually to pay for work clothes and extra food for the labour
ers who burned up more calories than the typical unemployed 
workers) and which still did not cover the actual living expenses of 
those workers and their families. Many unemployed felt they had a 
legal entidement to benefits without forced labour and Communists 
agitated around the issues of entidement and social justice. 
Communists framed the issues in terms of a right to productive 
work (already set out in Article 163 of the Weimar constitution) and 
payment of compulsory labour at union rates. If the unemployed 
were apathetic and passive when they just hung around and 
received benefits they became animated when the state forced them 
to labour actively for their support money. When confronted with 
work, they demanded the rights of workers to organize and go on 
strike and they quickly returned to the tactics and attitudes of the 
labour movement. The protest cycle intensified as unemployed 
protests and fights with patrol and mobile riot police erupted in the 
Recklinghausen, Gelsenkirchen, Bottrop, and Buer mining districts 
in the first half of December.45 According to the historian of 
Communist municipal politics in the Ruhr, Beatrix Herlemann, 
several thousand demonstrators protested and fought with riot 
police in Gelsenkirchen in the first half of December and she 
concluded that 'with regard to Gelsenkirchen one could speak of a 
strike and protests see Recklinghiiusner Zeitung, no. 272, 2I Nov. I930; Der PolPr
Recklinghausen an PolPr Bochum, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtspflichtarbeiter im Bezirk 
Recklinghausen', 2I Nov. I930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an 
RegPr Munster, 22, 24, and 27 Nov. 1930 StAM, RM, VII, 1, I. For the strike demands see 
Die Streikleitung an die Stadtvetwaltung Recklinghausen, 17 Nov. I930, StAM, RM, VII, 
1, 1. Herlemann gives the number of initial strikers as 750 for Recklinghausen, 450 for 
Herten, 400 for Mar!, and 385 for Datteln. Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, I84. 

44 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtspflichtarbeiter', 
2 Dec. 1930, StAM, RM, VII, 1, I; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 3 Dec. 
1930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 184. 

45 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Kundgebung der RGO am '4· 
Dezember I930', 17 Dec. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr 
Munster, 'Etwerbslosendemonstration in Gelsenkirchen', I9 Dec. I930, StAM, RM, VII, 
I, I. 
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permanent mobilization in the last months of 1930'.46 A combina
tion of exhaustion, miserable weather, thinning the ranks of pro
testers through arrests, and a fiercely enforced ban on marches and 
assemblies from 19 December 1930 to 3]anuary 1931 ended the 
Ruhr's first major collective protest cycle that began in late October 
and spread well beyond its initial site and constituency.47 

Reports filed by police chiefs in early 1931, six months after the 
first wave of mass lay-offs in the Ruhr began,48 acknowledged that 
Communists were gaining greater influence in the Ruhr working 
class and that the distressed situation created an opportunity for 
Communists to politicize and organize the unemployed as an oppo
sitional force. Drawing lessons from the first major protest cycle, 
the Schupo increased the severity of its crowd control after December 
1930 and unemployed workers stiffened their resistance. Police 
officers noted that Communist meetings were well attended, that 
Communist agitation and propaganda was becoming more effective 
in mobilizing the jobless to demonstrate, and that the tone of the 
meetings and marches was more aggressive. A major concern for 
the Schupo was that Communists were making significant progress 

46 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, I84. Her book on the KPD's municipal politics is a close 
study of the troubled intersection of national KPD internal party politics and long- and 
medium-term national political goals with the shorter-term goals of municipal politics and 
local political agitation. 

47 Der Preußische Minister des Innern [Car! Severing], Berlin, an die Ober- und 
Regierungspräsidenten, u.a., 'Treiben radikaler Elemente', I7 Dec. 1930,StAM, RM, VII, 
I, I; Der RegPr Munster an PolPr Recklinghausen, I9 Dec. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, I; 
Der PolPr Recldinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Erwerbslosendemonstrationen der KPD 
am 24.I2.I930', 30 Dec. 1930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. See also Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 
I84. 

48 Lay-offs in Ruhr heavy industry were constant from January 1930 until June I932 
but mass lay-offs came in two cycles. The first began in June 1930 and lasted until 
December 1930; the second started in July I93I and ended around March I932. By 
September I932, I87,000 miners and 116,500foundry workers had been made redundant. 
Looked at from another angle, 656,g6I people were employed in Ruhr heavy industry in 
I929. That number fell to 529,029 in September 1930, 376,566 in September I93I, and 
348,511 in March I932. See Landesarbeitsamt Westfalen, 'Die Entwicklung des 
Arbeitmarktes 1930', Westfälische Wirtschaftsarchiv (WWA), KI 5IB, Berichte des 
Landesarbeitsamt Westfalen und Lippeiiber die Lage des Arbeitsmarktes, 193o-JI; Landesarbeitsamt 
Westfalen, 'Die Entwicklung des Arbeitmarktes I93I ', WW A, K2 350, Arbeitsmarkt Westfalen
und Lippe, 1932-3; B. Ordemann and E. Mangels, 'Der westfälische Lebensraum vom 
Standpunkt des Arbeitmarktes aus gesehen', in Hermann Aubin (ed.), Der Raum Westfalen
iii. (Berlin, I932); E. Mangels, Der Westfälische Arbeitsmarkt, 5/1(Dortmund, I932), WWA, 
K2 350; Dr Rubel, 'Zahlen zur wirtschafdichen Entwicklung seit I929 in wichtigen 
Wirtschaftszweigen', 5 Dec. I932, typescript, Stadtarchiv Dortmund (StaDo), Fa 83,
Statistisches Amt der Stadt Dortmund, 1929-1933; id., 'Wirtschaftslage und Arbeitslosigkeit seit 
I929', I Jan. I933, typescript, StaDo, Fa 83, I2-I5. 
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with the majority of Ruhr workers, that is, with the previously unor
ganized. Ofthe 88o people who attended the second Ruhr RGO 
Unemployed Regional Congress in late January I93I, 7I per cent 
were from the KPD and 27 per cent were unaffiliated with any 
labour organization. On I February, a day after this congress 
ended, about 7 ,ooo people formed a procession complete with 
seventeen bands and innumerable flags, streamers, and banners. 
They marched through the working-class districts of Essen to the 
Ehrenzellerplatz.49 Communists sustained long spells of activity 
among the unemployed with membership drives, membership 
meetings, leadership conferences, organizing meetings, preparatory 
meetings, congresses, rallies, demonstrations, and literature distribu
tion in neighbourhoods.50 Such efforts at creating activist and 
organizing networks paid off. Despite wet and cold weather, 
demonstrations occurred throughout the Ruhr in the evening of 25 
February I93I in honour oflntemational Unemployment Day. To 
take a few examples, about I,ooo people accompanied by two 
bands demonstrated in Bochum, 200 in Castrop-Rauxel, I,5oo in 
Essen, 1,200 in Oberhausen, and 500 in Miilheim. Mobile riot 
police escorted the more militant and persistent protesters and 
broke up the more raucous and verbally abusive demonstrations in 
the central Ruhr. 5 1 Figures for all cities are not available but, given 
the figures for only five cities above, overall turnout was probably 
higher than it had been for the I February regional march, since 
these were local dispersed demonstrations across dozens of large 
and medium-sized cities and scores of mining communities. These 
were good numbers for the Communists given the inclement 

49 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-EIWerbslosen-KongreB der RGO 
am 3I.I. und BezirkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am I.2.I93I', StAM, 
PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr Bochum an RegPr Arnsberg, 'WelteiWerbslosentag am 25. 
Februar I93I', 26 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57. The regional congress of the Fighting 
League Against Fascism (KgdF), which the unemployed congress delegates also partici
pated in, took place on I February I93I, the day after the unemployed congress and in the 
same building. The demonstration took place at the end of the KgdF congress. 

50 Just for the first few months of I93I see e.g. the level of activity expected in 
BezirksausschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'Arbeitsplan März I93I', n.d., StAM, PPB, 
NSS no. 57; the April Arbeitsplan of the Ruhr Unemployed Committee, 'Mass Attacks 
against the State of Emergency', 3I Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS, no. 58; Bezirkskomitee 
der RGO, 'Sturmplan der RGO,' n.d. (c. Apr. I93I) StAM, RM, VII, I, I. The national 
and regional offices of the KPD and RGO issued 'Storm Plans' and 'Implementation 
Plans' every few months during the Great Depression. 

51 Der PolPr Bochum an RegPr Arnsberg, 'WelteiWerbslosentag am 25. Februar I931', 
26 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.
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weather, but the KPD exhorted its members to increase the size of 
future protests. To boost participation, in April 1931 regional 
Communists again called for unemployed councils that were dis
tinct from the RGO, elected by the unemployed, and responsible to 
them. The RGO would still perform a vanguard role and 
Communists encouraged the unemployed to demand a level of 
support that promoted material well-being and security as well as 
political empowerment. To those ends, activists insisted that unem
ployed workers not be forced to work on relief projects; they wanted 
fewer bureaucratic controls on the unemployed such as signing-on, 
means testing, eligibility requirements, and compulsory labour; they 
denounced waiting periods, punitive measures, and penalties 
against the unemployed; and they wanted councils to represent the 
unemployed in all appeals and grievances to local officials.52 

'Choreographed' collective actions like those of 1 and 25 February 
and the 'national day of mourning' against suffering and oppres
sion, 27 August 1931, when 20,000 people demonstrated in Essen 
in good weather, 53 were part of a broad repertoire of protest that 
included various forms of direct action from marches to rallies to 
occupation of municipal buildings to relief workers' strikes. Planned, 
provocative yet peaceful protests that had official permits tended to 
elicit broader participation than other 'choreographed' collective 
actions whose character was not only provocative but openly trans
gressive like the hunger marches of March, October, and 
December 1930 and October and December 1931, where permits 
were denied or not sought, public order appeared threatened, and 
vigorous police intervention to prevent the protest appeared likely. 
Nevertheless, the increasingly dire situation of the unemployed 
elicited bold, unplanned, and sometimes large protest cycles whose 
militancy relied on shared interpretative frames, broad activist net
works, and historically developed repertoires of contention. 

The western and central Ruhr witnessed a second major unem
ployed protest cycle from early May to early June 1931 which 

52 BezirksausschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'Auswertung des KongreBes des 
Elends am 18. und 19. April in Essen', 23 Apr. 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58;
Organisationrichtlinien für den Aufbau und die Arbeit der Industriegruppe Bau der RGO, 
n.d. (c. Apr. 1931), StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. All programmes and resolutions from the 
April 1931 Communist-sponsored Ruhr Congress of Misery are attached to the following 
police report: Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Dusseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB der 
RGO am 31.1 und BezierkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 1.2.1931 
in Essen', 6 Feb. 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.

53 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 175. 
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Herlemann characterized (at least with regard to Essen), as 'per
manent actions [by the unemployed that] created for a time a 
near revolutionary situation'.54 Government cuts in unemploy
ment support in June 1931, which the jobless knew were coming, 
provided the 'trigger' for this second protest cycle. The cuts 
fomented widespread dissatisfaction and made the government an 
obvious target for unemployed grievances. The cycle began when 
major disturbances broke out in Duisburg-Hamborn on 6 May. 
Hundreds of unemployed protested against the new emergency 
decree nearly every day until g June and reinforcements of riot 
police were needed to suppress the unrest. 55 The protest cycle 
spread as unemployed workers in Essen, Bochum, Gelsenkirchen, 
Wanne-Eickel, and Wattenscheid opposed the imminent lowering 
of support rates and unemployed demonstrations in Herne in 
mid-May 1931 pressured the city council to restore most of the 
money for upcoming winter relief by instituting various savings 
and cutting expenses for council employees and councillors. 56 As 
the protest cycle gained momentum the Communist-inclined 
Essen unemployed council held one of its regular public meetings 
and marches on 21 May. About 350 people took part in a march 
through the working-class districts of northern Essen that ended at 
noon. Shortly thereafter between 200 to 300 of the participants 
made their way to the city council chamber to offer public support 
for the bills of Communist councillors. They were denied permis
sion to demonstrate because their action would interfere with 
traffic and this denial served as a transforming event, immediately 
escalating the protest as the unemployed resisted the order to dis
perse and began throwing stones and bottles at advancing riot 

54 Ibid. 184-5· 
55 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Ausschreitungen im AnschluB an eine kom

munistische Erwerbslosen-demonstration am 21. Mai 1931', 23 May 1931, HStAD, RD, 
17167, Tiitigkeiten der KPD und politische Zusammenstösse, 1931; Der PolPr Essen an RegPr 
Diisseldorf, 'Ernste Ausschreitungen nach einer kommunistische Kundgebung am 22. Mai 
1931 in Essen', 26 May 1931, HStAD, RD, 17167; Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 
'Kommunistische Ausschreitungen in Essen vom 8. Mai bis 6.Juni 1931', 8June 1931, 
HStAD, RD, 17168; Der PolPr Duisburg-Hambom an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Einschreiten 
gegen eine Erwerbslosendemonstration am 6.5.1931 in Hambom', 7 May 1931, HStAD, 
RD, 30648c; Der PolPr Duisburg-Hamborn an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische 
Unruhen am 3.6.1931 in Duisburg-Hambom', 5]une 1931, HStAD, RD, 17188; Der PolPr
Duisburg-Hamborn an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Zusammenrottungen und Ausschreitungen 
kommunistischer Anhänger aus AnlaB der zweiten Notverordnung am 8. und 9.]uni 1931 
in Duisburg-Hamborn', 11 June 1931, HStAD, RD, 17188; Herlemann, Kommunalpolitilc, 
185. 56 Ibid. 186, 178. 
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police. Running battles between a growing number of unem
ployed and riot police continued for another eight hours with 
Communists claiming that unemployed protesters had besieged 
and surrounded the city council chamber. By the end, 450 people 
had been arrested. In the following days the protest cycle 
expanded geographically and sectorally. Communists were well 
entrenched in the working-class sport movement in Essen, an 
important part of proletarian culture in the Ruhr, and the 
Communist-led Workers' Gymnastic and Sports League of Essen 
held a demonstration to protest its expulsion from the city's 
Committee for Youth Welfare. About 3,500 people turned out, 
1,,ooo of whom wore sports clothing. The majority of the demon
strators, around 2,500 people, hung around after the march was 
over and began to plunder shops. Riot police drew their weapons 
and were able to prevent large-scale looting but they encountered 
serious resistance, especially in the areas just outside Segeroth. 
The Essen police department issued press releases on all of the 
incidents and sternly warned the public not to participate in 
unemployed gatherings. Including these two incidents there were 
ten instances of major unrest in Essen from 8 May to 4]une 1931 
involving at least 300 people each. At least three of the distur
bances explicitly involved demands of the unemployed. On 3]une 
there were disturbances in nine areas of northern Essen involving 
hundreds of demonstrators each. Segeroth was an area of partic
ularly intense activity against the Schupo. From 22 May to 8 June 
the police chief in Essen refused to issue permits for public 
demonstrations or open-air meetings to Communist organiza
tions. His action probably explains why six of the incidents after 
22 May were so violent against the riot police. Patrol and riot 
police took this rash of defiant public action very seriously and 
began raiding centres of unrest at the first report of gatherings. 
The Schupo arrested 225 people during the first raid on 5]une and 
this tactic helped settle things down according to their reports. 
Another reason for the bitter fighting in Essen and Duisburg
Hamborn was no doubt related to the fact that radical miners 
were laid off in January 1931 following an unsuccessful wildcat 
strike. Already committed militants when in a job, these activists 
were probably ready for a fight as their prospects for re-employ
ment dimmed. In private meetings the local party leadership 
admitted that the uprisings had been unprompted and without 
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direction from above. Ruhr police chiefs reported that, after a 
year of almost incessant agitation and economic decline, the mood 
of the membership and the wider milieu was increasingly militant 
and that the party and its mass organizations, including the unem
ployed councils, was experiencing high turnover rates which con
tributed to weak party discipline. These militants belonged to the 
more spontaneous elements of the Communist movement who 
seldom joined organizations but responded to Communist calls 
for demonstrations and violent confrontations with the Schupo. 
The history of the Ruhr working class shows that syndicalist atti
tudes and practices were common among miners and other 
workers; they seldom stayed in hierarchical organizations but pre
ferred direct action and turned out to confront the state or 
employers when other forms of redress failed.57 The KPD's vol
untarism and 'revolutionary impatience' held great appeal for 
these workers; its organizational preoccupations did not. 58 From 
the first week of May to the first week of June 1931, these radical
ized unemployed engaged in bitter street fighting with riot police 
who were surprised by the level of coherence and resistance pro
testers exhibited. Arrests, exhaustion, and sustained repression 
ended the Ruhr's second major collective protest cycle. 

The vanguard party and the unemployed councils had to live 
with a new contradiction: they finally had the militant movement 
they wanted but they were losing control of their base. Put 
another way, the political influence of the Communist-inspired 
unemployed workers' movement always exceeded its organiza
tional boundaries. Unemployment was becoming endemic and 
there was no end in sight as a second wave of lay-offs began in 
July 1931. Continued government assaults on the unemployed 

57 K.laus Tenfelde, 'Linksradikale Strömungen in der Ruhrbergarbeiterschaft 1905 his 
1919', in Hans Mommsen and Ulrich Borsdorf (eds.), Glück auf, Kamaraden! Die Bergarbeiter 
und ihre Organisationen in Deutschland (Cologne, 1979), 199-223;]iirgen Tampke, The Ruhr and 
Revolution: The Revolutionary Movement in the Rhenish-Westphalian Industrial Region, 1912-1919
(London, 1979); Dick Geary, 'The Ruhr: From Social Peace to Social Revolution', European 
History Quarterly, 10 (1980), 497-511. 

58 Anthony McElligott makes a similar point about the 'spontaneous' elements within 
the unemployed movement in Hamburg who remained beyond the control of the party 
hierarchy. See Anthony McElligott, 'Mobilising the Unemployed: The KPD and the 
Unemployed Workers' Movement in Hamburg-Altona during the Weimar Republic', in 
Evans and Geary (eds.), German Unemployed, 252. On the radicalism of rank-and-file Ruhr 
Communists see Weitz, German Communism, 149, 160-71.On the lack of ideological unifor
mity as well as the 'disobedience' and 'selective obedience' of KPD locals throughout 
Germany see Mallmann, 'Milieu', 25-31, and id., Kommunisten, 154-64. 246-7,365-87. 
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standard of living only added fuel to the fire. When the RGO 
organized demonstrations in mid:July 1931 to mark another 
World Unemployment Day a short protest cycle emerged. The 
rallies in the Bochum region were peaceful and attracted about 
3,300 people, but confrontations occurred in Wanne-Eickel 
(where all militant demonstrations were banned because of public 
disturbances in early June during a city council meeting), in 
Essen's Segeroth, and in Gelsenkirchen. The violence in the last 
two central Ruhr cities took the form of organized street fighting 
which lasted for days, a development which worried police 
authorities. 59 The Essen police chief acknowledged that 'the desire 
to fight among the masses of the KPD has risen in the last days to 
a fever pitch. The masses barely allow themselves to be led, espe
cially in the Ruhr. The masses want to strike out now under all 
circumstances .... the movement is on a razor's edge here in the 
Ruhr insofar as the leaders who have been whipping up the 
masses for a long time can now hardly contain them. '60 

Plans announced by the Prussian Interior and Finance 
Ministers to lower the rates for welfare payments by 12 per cent 
on 1 November 1931 from the levels of1july 1930 triggered a third 
major protest cycle of these radicalized unemployed from mid
October to late December. As a prelude, in mid-September large 
groups of demonstrators protested against the actions ofBochum's 
mayor in reducing welfare rates and the city council restored the 
cuts.61 In October 1931 Essen experienced politically inspired col
lective protest by the unemployed who expanded their repertoire 
of action in response to the cut in welfare rates. Numerous inci
dents occurred on 13 October in Essen-Borbeck in which partic
ipants broke windows in grocery stores and the district court 
house. Seventy-three people were arrested. Rioting went on for 
days and local authorities banned unemployed rallies in the centre 
of Essen and Essen-Borbeck. As darkness fell on 20 October patrol 
and riot police arrested hundreds of people who had gathered in 
the city centre, but hundreds more began throwing stones and 
shooting at the riot police. The Essen police chief believed it was 

59 Der PolPr Bochum an RegPr Arnsberg, 'WelteiWerbslosentag der RGO-Abteilung 
EIWerbslose am 15.7.31', 18july 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57 and Der PolPr Bochum an 
RegPr Diisseldorf, 'EIWerbslosen-Demonstrationen am 14. und 15.Juli in Essen', 1 Aug. 
1931, HStAD, RD, 30648c. 

60 Report of the Landeskriminalpolizei in Essen, 16july 1931, HStAD, RD, 17149.
61 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 186. 
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an ominous sign that the protest constituency had expanded sig
nificantly since the men arrested had no record of any previous 
political activity. Food plundering continued at the K.rupp retail 
store in Essen-Borbeck and a workers' co-op store.62 Resistance to 
the riot police was stiff and people demonstrated despite a police 
ban on outdoor rallies. Many of the participants were becoming 
politically active for the first time. The Essen police chief noted 
that the activist base of these collective actions were males 
between the ages of 20 and 45 who lived in the Ruhr's compact 
mining colonies and communities or its crowded urban working
class quarters and had been out of work for six months or more.63 

They were the most enthusiastic protesters and the most eager to 
combat all elements of the Schupo and defy political authorities 
when the opportunity arose. Most were previously unorganized.64 

The District President in Dtisseldorf noted in a report to the 
Prussian Interior Ministry that the proposed 12 per cent cut in 
benefits would not guarantee the necessities of life (rent, lighting, 
heating, clothing, and food) as the government claimed. The cut 
would create further hardships that he did not think were accept
able in view of the political situation in the Ruhr. He linked fierce 
demonstrations on 31 October in Wehofen and grocery shop 
plunderings in Duisburg-Hambom, Moers, and Duisburg
Meiderich throughout November 1931 directly to the cut in 
welfare rates. 65 He could have linked them to the repertoire of 
collective action miners and other workers had developed during 
and after the First World War to ease their suffering and that of 
their families, 66 and to the second wave of mass lay-offs that was 
placing more and more jobless and anxious proletarians onto the 

62 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Politische Ausschreitungen bei Erwerbslosen
Demonstration am 13. Oktober 1931 in Essen', 16 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172; Der PolPr 
Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische Ausschreitungen am 20. Oktober 1931 in 
Essen', 22 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172. 

63 Der PolPr Essen, an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Politische Ausschreitungen bei Erwerbslosen
Demonstrationen am 13. Oktober 1931 in Essen', 16 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172. 

64 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische Ausschreitungen am 20. 
Oktober 1931 in Essen,' 22 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172. 

65 Der RegPr Diisseldorfan Oberbiirgermeister des Bezirks, 'Wohlfahrtsrichtsatze', 8 
Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 30648c; Der RegPr Diisseldorfan Minister des Innern in Berlin 
und den OberPr Koblenz, 'Unruhen infolge Herabsetzung der Wohlfahrtsrichtsatze', 14 
Nov. 1931, HStAD, RD, 30648c. 

66 Karin Hartewig, Das unherechenbare Jahrzehnt: Bergarbeiter und ihre Familien im Ruhrgebiet, 
1914-1924 (Munich, 1993), esp. 225-40, 243, 319. The repertoire included public assemblies, 
wildcat strikes, hunger marches, demonstrations, consumer riots, and shop plunderings. 
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cold and crowded streets of the Ruhr. The third cycle of protest 
subsided in early December as Communists mobilized local 
resources in an effort to extend the protest cycle on the occasion 
of a national day of protest and as authorities, worried about the 
spread of Communist influence among the Ruhr unemployed, 
took vigorous steps to contain its public expression. 

At the end of 1931 Communists mounted their annual cam
paign for increased winter relief and the KPD and RGO called 
for a National Unemployed Day on 15 December. Wanting to 
keep local governments from succumbing to the effects of mass 
public pressure and fearing disruption of public order during and 
after this day of public protest and the intensification of the cycle 
of protest over the winter, a time when physical hardship for the 
jobless would only increase, Chancellor Briining's government 
issued an emergency decree that banned all public meetings and 
marches from early December 1931 to 3 January 1932. Since 
Communists had spent a great deal of time and energy preparing 
the nationwide rallies on 15 December, the police chiefs in the 
Ruhr expected that the ban would not prevent spontaneous 
demonstrations in individuallocalities.67 In fact, the ban fomented 
greater volatility for a time and gave rise to dozens oflocal collec
tive actions across the Ruhr over several weeks. There were large 
mass demonstrations in several locations but the assiduous 
enforcement of the ban, the blatant illegality of all collective 
actions, the inclement weather, and the severity of riot police inter
vention forestalled larger demonstrations. After great exertions the 
riot police contained and ended the third cycle of collective action 
but they noted that the call to demonstrate was hardly ignored by 
unemployed workers and that they were now confronting the 
KPD's radicalized unemployed base.68 This pattern of protest was 
becoming common in the Ruhr: a trigger event like a cut in 
welfare or other support led to a demonstration or protest whose 
suppression or banning initiated a rising cycle of protest that 
spread geographically and sectorally and included a surge in spon
taneous and improvised actions, a radicalization of protesters, and 
the disruption of the normative order by transgressing any limits 

67 Der Po!Pr Bochum an RegPr Munster, 11 Dec. 1931, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 2. 

68 Der RegPr Diisseldorf an OberPr Koblenz, 'Verlauf des kommunistischen 
Reichserwerbslosentages am 15.12.1931',HStAD, RD, 30670, Kommunistische Demonstrationm, 
I9JI. The demonstrations are documented in reports from the Bochum, Dortmund, and 
Recklinghausen police in StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. 
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to demonstrations. What was new was the disruption of the nor
mative order by means of mass plundering of shops for food and 
goods brought about by economic immiseration. Once again a 
combination of exhaustion, miserable weather, and relentless 
police repression ended the Ruhr's third major collective protest 
cycle that began in late October. 

There were some intense, if sporadic, protests by unemployed 
workers in early 1932 whenever support payments were 
modified. 69 In May 1932, massive protest erupted in Essen after 
the city took measures to reduce its expenditures and cut support 
for some unemployed. On 2 May Essen ended its programme of 
work relief because of mounting indebtedness. About 4,ooo unem
ployed were affected. They were earning around 100 RM a 
month, which was better than the relief payments they would have 
been getting and now started to receive. An additional 3,500 com
pulsory labourers were also suspended and they lost their small 
bonuses for working. Ending these programmes caused those 
directly affected to become agitated and a small clash with patrol 
officers occurred on 2 May. Things got more serious on 3 May 
when 500 people gathered in the evening in the northern working
class districts and began yelling 'Hunger' and 'Red Front' as they 
marched down the street. As the patrol officers tried to disperse 
the crowd, the people threatened the police officers and showered 
them with rocks. Only by calling in the Schupo mobile riot squad as 
reinforcements did police finally succeed in clearing the streets. 
The next day the laid-off relief and compulsory workers staged. 
spontaneous demonstrations in Essen-Kray, another solidly 
working-class mining district of eastern Essen. Patrol officers had 
to fire warning shots to disperse the crowds. 70 These conflicts were 
the beginning of a fourth cycle of protest involving relief workers 
at its core that lasted longer than previous cycles and included the 
formation of a Central Fighting Committee (ZKA). Appreciable 
tension was building during the first ten days of May as clerks in 
branches of the municipal welfare office were threatened and 
bullied by unemployed workers. On 10 May a serious confronta
tion occurred at the main welfare office in Essen which required 

69 See e.g. police reports in StAM, RM, VII, 1, 3, Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1931-32. 
70 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Störungen der offentlichen Ordnung aus 

AnlaB der Einstellung der Arbeitslosenflirsorge der Stadt Essen', 7 May 1932, HStAD, RD, 
17179· 
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the use of the mobile riot squad again. The building was com
pletely filled with workers and demonstrators and the main 
entrances were besieged. As the Schupo riot police tried to enter 
offices filled with infuriated demonstrators, they were attacked by 
the people waiting. Benches in the hall were broken apart and the 
pieces used as weapons against the riot police. Doors and windows 
were broken and five police officers were beaten. Their injuries 
were not serious but it took the riot squad about an hour to clear 
the building. Communists organized an impromptu march from 
the various districts of Essen into the city centre to hold a rally to 
protest against the city's decision to cut its programmes for the 
unemployed. People began marching in the early afternoon and 
around 5 p.m. in the evening about 3,500 people gathered in the 
Republikplatz. Some were dismissed relief workers while others 
were members of Essen's Communist street cells and their wider 
milieu. Mter hearing a couple of speeches the angry crowd 
marched around the city centre, assaulted riot police when it 
reached Ehrenzellerplatz, causing the police to discharge their 
weapons and attack the crowd with nightsticks. In response, the 
riot police were fired on from the crowd and from houses in the 
vicinity. About 500 demonstrators regrouped in Segeroth and 
began taunting the arriving riot police. When riot police tried to 
contain the crowd they were met by rocks thrown from the crowd 
in front of them, from people behind them, and from houses above 
them. The police then fired into the crowd, wounding four people. 
The crowd dispersed around 10 p.m., three hours after the first 
disturbance occurred. In the end, twenty-one people were arrested. 
The riot police were certain that the final battle of the evening was 
an organized attack but they were nevertheless astounded by the 
fury of the unemployed, 'a spirit of resistance and aggression which 
has not been seen for a long time' and which was due in large 
measure to Communist activism71 and the quick formation of the 
ZKA. Militant protest wrested concessions from the authorities in 
the form of pay restitution for dismissed workers, a reversal in 
the proposed benefit cuts, and food vouchers. 72 The protest 
cycle spread to Hamborn, Dortmund, and Herringen which also 

71 Der Po!Pr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Ernstere Ausschreitungen kommunistischer 
Demonstranten am 10. Mai 1932 in Essen', 11 May 1932, HStAD, RD, 17179· 

72 'Anlage', Berlin, 18june 1932, Bundesarchiv Koblenz, Nachrichtensammelstelle im 
Reichsministerium des lnnern, R134/83 (160-2), Meldungen (1929-33). 
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experienced fierce protests by the unemployed and relief workers 
in May. In Heme the KPD gathered thousands of signatures on a 
petition opposing benefit cuts in late May and around 1,ooo unem
ployed demonstrated at the mayor's office and city council 
chamber on 2 June after the first reduced payments were made. 
Police chiefs related the surge in Communist activism among the 
unemployed to Communist agitation for the Reichstag elections 
in July.73 Mter a short lull the fourth protest cycle picked up in 
mid-June when 560 relief workers went on a one-day strike in 
Recklinghausen to protest against a 15 per cent cut in their support 
rates ordered by Chancellor von Papen's latest emergency 
decree.74 Between 500 and 2,160 compulsory workers in Gelsen
kirchen struck for several days in late June for the same reason. 
They demonstrated outside the mayor's office and council 
chamber on 23 June.75In their reports to superiors, police chiefs 
conceded that the RGO was now very influential with the jobless 
who were angry and mobilized. They also noted that the socialists 
were starting to look for ways to integrate the unemployed into the 
trade unions to counter the RGO's rising influence and its ability 
to mobilize the unemployed for public protests. 76 

Changes in the way state agencies treated the unemployed 
coupled with mass lay-offs in the private sector created a militant 
mood that facilitated Communist mobilization of unemployed 
workers. The unemployed who lost their relief work or had 
support cut had probably been out of work for over a year at least. 
They were the long-term unemployed for the most part and the 
object of their anger rose to a large degree out of the situation of 

73 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 186. 
74 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtsarbeiter', 16 

June 1932; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, Polizeidezernat, 'Streik der 
Wohlfahrtsarbeiter', I8June 1932. 

7 5 The lower figure of 500 strikers comes from police reports while the higher figure of 
2,160 strikers is from an account published in the Communist Ruhr-Echo cited in 
Herlemann. The widely divergent figures (by a factor of 4) for the Gelsenkirchen strike 
remind us that all figures for the size of demonstrations and protests in the early 1930s 
Ruhr must be treated as inexact estimates which served different agendas. Der PolPr 
Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrts- und Pflichtarbeiter', 21June 
1932; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, Polizeidezernat, 'Streik der 
Wohlfahrts- und Pflichtarbeiter', 23 June 1932; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr 
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76 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Munster, 'Zunehmende Aktivitiiten der RGO', 11 

June 1932, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 3.
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long-term unemployment itsel( Even small adjustments in support 
or changes in requirements for the unemployed who were already 
on the margins of society materially and psychologically released 
a pent-up frustration and anger whose object was only indirectly 
the capitalist system, a somewhat abstract target; its direct object 
was the bearers of state power who could be directly influenced in 
their decisions by mass pressure. Rioting in front of closed 
company gates would not get people their jobs back but severe 
civil disorder would get the attention of those responsible for 
public order and put pressure on them to find more acceptable 
solutions. The protests in May andjune were remarkable not only 
for their numbers but for the tenacity of the crowds and the esca
lation of violence. For those whom welfare authorities forced to 
work in order to receive benefits, it was a bitter experience when 
those meagre benefits were cut. Communists had their greatest 
success in organizing the long-term welfare unemployed, precisely 
those people the social psychologists who wrote Marienthal pre
dicted would be the most psychologically broken and politically 
apathetic. Instead, these unemployed were the activist core of the 
movement and their militancy subverted the four-phase temporal 
model ('unbroken', 'resigned', 'broken', 'apathetic') suggested by 
the authors of the Marienthal study in which the experience of 
long-term unemployment led the jobless inexorably to 'broken' 
or 'apathetic' states of mind, paralysing any effective political 
response by the unemployed to their condition. The long-term 
unemployed in the Ruhr disrupted this and other teleological 
models of unemployed experience. 77 

June 1932 brought the von Papen emergency decree which cut 
unemployment support levels and a Prussian decree which 
revoked poor tenants' exemption from the rent-tax. Their com
bined effects caused 'a mass storm on the welfare bureaus during 
the whole of July', 78 because the Prussian government raised 

77 Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeise!, Die Arbeitslosen von MarienthaL· Ein 
soziographischer Versuch iiber die Wirkung langdauerukr Arbeitslosigkeit (Bonn, 1960; 1st edn. 1933). 
In P. Eisenberg and P. Lazarsfeld, 'The Psychological Effects of Unemployment', 
Psychological Bulktin, 35 (1938), 358-90, the authors posited a different four-phase temporal 
model but the end result was the same: the initial shock of job loss led to a phase of inten
sive but unsuccessful job-hunting followed by a phase of anxiety, resignation, and exhaus
tion and ending in a stage of fatalism, the broken, discouraged, and apathetic psychological 
condition of the long-term unemployed. 

78 Dr H. Kraus, 'Auswirkungen der Juni-Notverordnung unter dem Blickpunkt der
kommunalen Wohlfahrtspflege', Arbeitenvoh!fahrt 7, 19/I (Oct. 1932), 578. 
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housing costs for the unemployed poor at the same time as the 
national government cut their benefits. Both government actions 
occurred right before the crucial parliamentary election of July 
1932. A protest in the north-eastern Ruhr mining town of Ahlen 
on 8 July that demanded city officials not enforce the new cuts 
and instead provide more coal and potatoes to the welfare unem
ployed involved around 1 ,ooo protesters and showed how the 
protest cycle was widening. Wives of unemployed workers played 
a prominent role in the demonstrations and protracted resistance 
to the riot police. What is also remarkable is that a lengthy speech 
by a Communist calling for the demonstration and explaining its 
goals had occurred the evening before at an SPD-sponsored 
public meeting, showing that at the grass-roots level at least a 
common left-wing milieu still functioned in parts of the Ruhr. 79 

This should not be surprising. Klaus-Michael Mallmann and 
other historians have argued forcefully that Social Democrats and 
Communists at the local level shared a common 'socialist' milieu, 
'associational network', and 'public sphere' that facilitated ex
changes and critiques based on a common Marxist-socialist 
heritage with many shared symbols, songs, and texts. While there 
is no evidence that workers held formal dual-party memberships, 
a common milieu facilitated the quite noticeable shifting of alle
giances and votes between supporters of the Social Democratic 
and Communist parties in the Ruhr and elsewhere during the 
Weimar Republic. The relationship between local Communists 
and Social Democrats, especially when they were unemployed, 
was not predetermined by party leaders and could assume a 
number of different forms from cooperation to hostility depending 
on the local history of the labour movement and the parties and 
their milieux.80 In the wake of large protest demonstrations from 

79 Der 1. Biirgermeister [Ahlen] als Ortspolizeibehorde an den PolPr Recklinghausen, 
'Erwerbslosenunruhen in Ahlen/Westf. Am 8.7.1932', 9]uly 1932, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 
57. Ahlen had some of the largest and most modem mines in Germany. 

80 Mallmann, 'Milieu', 9-10, 13-15, 17, 19-29 and id., Kommunisten, 165-81, 241-83, 365-
87. For the Ruhr see Detlev Peukert, 'Kolonie und Zeche: Arbeiterradikalismus, 
Widerstandigkeit und Anpassung: Ruhrbergarbeiter zwischen Faschismus und 
Wirtschaftswunder', Sozialwissenschaftliche Informationen, 9 (1980), 24-30; M. Zimmermann, 
"'Ein schwer zu bearbeitendes Pflaster": Der Bergarbeiterort Hochlarmark unter dem 
Nationalsozialismus', in Detlev Peukert andJiirgen Reulecke (eds.), Die Reihen fast geschlossen:
Beitriige zur Geschichte des Alltogs unterm Nationalsozialismus (Wuppertal, 1981), 66-8, 72-3; A. 
von Plato, '"lch bin mit alien gut ausgekommen" oder: War die Ruhrarbeiterschaft vor 
1933 in politische Lager gespalten?', in Lutz Niethammer (ed.), 'Die]ahre weiß man nicht, wo 
man die heute hinsetzen soll': Faschismus-Eifahrungen im Ruhrgebiet (Bonn, 1983), 31-65; and 
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May to September, welfare officials in Dortmund, Hagen, and 
other large Ruhr cities restored eligibility and benefits to unem
ployed workers on welfare.81 Individual protests ended when relief 
workers and welfare unemployed wrung concessions from local 
governments. The police chief in Bochum, as head of the regional 
police force's Intelligence-Gathering Office, noted to his superiors 
that the poor organizational and financial state of the RGO 
should not deceive anyone: it had substantial and strong support 
among the unemployed, most of whom could not afford to be 
dues-paying members of the RGO or affiliated organizations of 
the unemployed. He also noted that the RGO had a significant 
number of sympathizers among employed workers, even if these 
workers were members of the socialist or Christian unions. 82 The 
RGO's influence extended well beyond its organizational bound
aries and local Communists attributed their success at the polls in 
July and November 1932 to a broad and lively extra-parliamen
tary mass mobilization which included the protest and public col
lective activism of unemployed workers.83 

Communist efforts to propagate unemployed militancy, coupled 
with the inability of Ruhr cities to pay unemployed benefits in 
timely fashion and the success of unemployed protests at the local 
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level, resulted in a continuation of the fourth cycle of unemployed 
protests until December 1932. Mining communities in the northern 
Ruhr spawned angry crowds of jobless people who responded with 
public protests to the news that their full allowance would not be 
paid to them on time. A serious outbreak of collective violence 
occurred in Marl on 2 September, involving hundreds of protesters 
at welfare offices and city council chambers. Police reserves from 
the heavily armed Recklinghausen riot squad appeared but order 
was restored once the mayor negotiated with the representatives 
of the unemployed and promised to take all necessary steps to get 
the rest of their money to them as soon as possible.84 To pick a 
few more instances, hundreds of unemployed protested and battled 
with riot police in the northern Ruhr mining town of Oer
Erkenschwick on 7 September, in the central mining town of 
Wattenscheid on 14 October, outside mayors' offices and council 
chambers in Bochum, Essen, and Dortmund in late November 
and early December, and in the central Ruhr mining town of 
Herten on 3 and 5 December for similar reasons. 85 In early 
December 1932 police chiefs did not dispute an internal RGO 
report that claimed the union initiated eighty-three relief-worker 
strikes in that month. 86 Communists in Dortmund and elsewhere 
in the Ruhr at the end of 1932 saw themselves as 'self-confident 
and successful leaders of hunger demonstrations'.87 With all the 
cuts in support that had been made over the last eighteen months, 
and with municipal finances in complete disarray, unemployed 
workers watched closely for any signs that they would suffer further 
deprivation and reacted sharply. The very system of frequent small 
payments, that is, making the unemployed appear at the welfare 
office two, three, or four times a week to receive partial payments 
that were near or below subsistence levels, probably did more to 
mobilize the unemployed for confrontation and direct political 
action than anything else. They were forced to congregate a couple 

84 Gelsenkirchener Zeitung, no. 244, 3 Sept. I932; Buersche Zeitung, no. 243, 3 Sept. 1932.
85 Der KreisauschuB des Landkreises Recklinghausen, 'Unruhen in Oer-Erkenschwick', 

7 Sept. I932, StAM, RM, I, 4, Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1932-33; Recldinghiiuser Vol/cszeitung, 7 
Sept. I932; Landeskriminalpolizeistelle [Bochum] an RegPr Arnsberg, 'Erwerbslosen
demonstrationen in Wattenscheid', 15 Oct. I932, in StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der 
Biirgermeister Herten an Landrat Recklinghausen, 'Demonstrationen von Fiirsorge
empfängern', 5 Dec. I932, StAM, RM, I, 4; Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 187.

86 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Miinster, 'Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus', 3 Dec. 
I932, StAM, RM, VII, 66, 2, Einschreiten gegen die Antifaschistischen Organisationen, Mai 1932 
his Dezember 1932. 87 Klotzbach, Gegen den Nationalso;:ialismus, 8o. 
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of times a week only to be told that they would have to return later 
for the rest of their money. When they went to pick up their 
money, they never knew how much they would get. The authori
ties got them on their feet, out of the house, onto the street, report
ing for the dole, and then sent them away with maybe enough 
money to sustain them and their families for a few more days. This 
procedure brought the unemployed together frequently and gave 
them an immediate object for discontent on which the Communist 
milieu could easily build. The grievances were genuine and the 
confidence of the unemployed in the ability of the system to pay 
them what they needed to live was eroding. By late 1932 some of 
the poorest unemployed in the Ruhr, the long-term unemployed 
on municipal relief, were willing to battle the riot police for the few 
Marks that they felt they were entitled to have. The Prussian 
Interior Minister issued a decree at the end of 1932 that was 
designed to make organizing unemployed workers at labour 
exchanges and welfare offices less easy for Communist activists. He 
proposed increasing the number of local payment and reporting 
offices and reducing the number of reporting days in big cities. The 
Prussian government planned to institute structural changes that 
would create a 'as large a ... dispersal of the masses of unem
ployed on payment and reporting days as possible' to counteract 
increasingly successful Communist organization and agitation 
among jobless workers. 88 

Conclusion 

Despite almost endless exhortations from the national and 
regional KPD and RGO leadership for local cadres to build the 
unemployed movement, the organization and protest of the 
unemployed developed unevenly and cyclically in the Ruhr. In 
this regard it shared many characteristics with unemployed move
ments in industrial countries around the world during the Great 
Depression. Most historians, sociologists, psychologists, and 
activists attributed the causes of this phenomenon to the emo
tional instability and volatility of the unemployed, whose psych
ology, while generally depressed, also allowed bursts of visceral 

88 Cited in 'Erwerbsloscnversammlungen vor den Arbcitsamtern', Arbeit und Beruj, 
Ausgabe A, 12/6 (1933), 95. A copy of the Prussian Interior Minister's directive is in 
HStAD, RD, 30648b. 
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anger. What is remarkable is that in almost all cases there is only 
one explanation for unemployed passivity or activism: the pre
sumed emotional instability of the unemployed. These explana
tions do not allow historians to see various strategies and 
adaptations of unemployed workers (including theft) as rational 
or logical responses to extremely hard, if not life-threatening, cir
cumstances. In the case of organizational involvement, the unem
ployed may epitomize the free-rider problem: there was no need 
to join an organization formally, be required to pay dues with 
money they did not have, and be subjected to organizational dis
cipline when the benefits of participating in public demonstra
tions, protests, and collective actions did not require belonging 
to an unemployed council or RGO group. The unemployed 
behaved quite rationally: individuals could easily be in touch with 
a council or group since nearly every labour exchange and welfare 
office had one, find out about a collective action, and join it if 
inclined to do so. Membership was not the only way to show 
support, 89 especially for the majority of Ruhr workers and miners 
who shunned formal political and economic organization in good 
times. 

The KPD and RGO were keenly aware of the uneven develop
ment of the unemployed movement in the Ruhr but were seldom 
able to combat it. Progress made in organization and membership 
in Recklinghausen or Essen was lost in Dortmund and Duisburg 
and the movement experienced surges in growth and collective 
action, as in late 1930 in the wake of major lay-offs, followed by 
periods of collapse, as in early 1931after a failed wildcat miners' 
strike, followed by periods of resurgence, as in May and June 
1931.90Temporally, the movement and collective actions usually 
grew within months of major lay-offs and after major membership 
campaigns, around the time of benefit cuts or changes, and during 

89 The findings of recent social movement research support this contention. See Mark 
Traugott {ed.), Repertoires and Cycles of CollectiveAction {Durham, NC, 1995); S. M. Buechler, 
'Beyond Resource Mobilization? Emerging Trends in Social Movement Theory' and D. 
McAdam, 'The Political Process Model', in Steven M. Buechler and F. Kurt Cylke,Jr. 
(eds.), Social Movements: Perspectives and Issues (Mountain View, Calif., 1997). 

90 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Weitere Bericht über den 
Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus, die Betriebswehren und Erwerbslosenstaffeln', 15 Dec. 
1930; Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Munster, 'Entwicklung der kommunistischen 
Erwerbslosenstaffeln und der roten Betriebswehren', 13 Jan. 1931; Bezirkskomitee der 
RGO, 'Sturmplan der RGO', n.d. (probably early spring 1931). All are in StAM, RM, 
VII, I, I. 
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the feverish campaigning that accompanied election cycles.91 

Geographically, growth and decline in the movement and in 
protest depended on the situation of local labour markets and 
industries, firms' use of short-time, the depth and resources of a 
Communist milieu, the quality of local cadres, organizational sta
bility, and the actions of authorities among other factors. Sectorally, 
protest usually spread from the mining to the non-mining working 
classes, from young men to older men and women, from previously 
organized to previously unorganized workers. What is noteworthy 
is that places of major unemployed unrest in the 1930s were places 
where left-wing milieux had emerged during and after the First 
World War: the mining districts where unions had made only 
recent gains (Dortmund Ill, Recklinghausen West and East, 
Gelsenkirchen, and Duisburg) and in Hamborn, Buer, Herne, and 
Gelsenkirchen as well as Dinslaken, Herten, Horst, Sodingen, and 
Castrop.92 The left-wing milieux that emerged in these regions 
under the pressures of employer paternalism, war, revolution, 
repression, and rationalization often provided support networks for 
unemployed workers there. 

On occasion the Communist base and the even broader unem
ployed constituency of the KPD and RGO showed a militancy 
and spontaneity which smprised and often alarmed the party's and 
union's regional leadership. The jobless often saw reductions in 
entitlements and benefits as provocations and reacted strongly, as 
in Dinslaken in October 1930 (soon after the fervent campaigning 
and mobilization for parliamentary elections had ended), and in 
Essen in May 1931 and May 1932 (in reaction to news about 
upcoming emergency decrees) and they needed very little prodding 
to attack the government at the dole office, the labour exchange, 
the mayor's office, or city council chamber in such situations. Such 
'spontaneous' insurgencies and their repertoire of collective action 

91 Charles Tilly found that 'social movements parallel and feed on electoral politics, 
precisely because they signal the presence of mass support--and even potential votes
for programs that lack strong voices in existing legislatures'. Charles Tilly, 'Contentious 
Repertoires in Great Britain, 1758-1834', in Traugott (ed.), Repertoires, 37.

92 See esp. Erhard Lucas, Zwei Formen von Radikalismusin der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung 
(Frankfurt, 1976); Tampke, The Ruhr and Revolution; and Hartewig, Das unberechenbare 
Jahrzehnt. On the heavy industrial capitalist development of the Ruhr, its dialectical rela
tionship with the geology and topography of the region, and its social production of space 
see Alex Zukas, 'From Farmsteads to Slag Heaps: The Restless Ecoscape of the Ruhr 
Valley of Germany, 183o-1930', in Gary Backhaus and John Murungi (eds.), Ecoscapes: 
Geographical Patternings ofRelations (Lanham, Md., 2006), 139-64.
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recalled miners' protests, marches, and 'consumer uprisings' from 
1916 to 1924 documented and analysed by Karin Hartewig and the 
'wildcat' insurrections of the revolutionary period documented and 
analysed by Larry Peterson. 93 While a majority of unemployed 
likely never joined a protest, the Ruhr unemployed who did protest 
from 1930 to 1933 continued the history of proletarian insurgency 
and activism that reached back decades and found resonance in 
the experience, world-view, and collective action of wide sections 
of the Ruhr working class. In keeping with the course of earlier 
wildcat strikes and insurrections that overtook the cautious leaders 
of organized socialist and Catholic workers and which involved 
crucially large numbers of unorganized workers, the political 
influence of the Communists outstripped their organizing ability 
and by late 1930 many unemployed in the Ruhr were angry, impa
tient, and often took spontaneous action. Major success came in 
the second half of 1932, at the start of Communist mass mobiliza
tion of its supporters for the last election cycle in the Weimar 
Republic, when municipal authorities negotiated with unemployed 
demonstrators and their representatives to pay benefits on time 
and when welfare officials in many large Ruhr cities restored eli
gibility and benefits to unemployed workers on welfare in the wake 
of major demonstrations. 

Evidence from the recurrent collective protest of the Ruhr 
unemployed, especially their timing around the announcement of 
the emergency decrees, undermines Heidrun Homburg's general 
conclusion concerning 'the admirable patience, calm and disci
pline with which the population and the unemployed accepted 
the drastic government measures between mid-1930 andJanuary 
1933'.94 While there are few detailed studies oflocal unemployed 
protest in Germany during the Great Depression, the majority of 
studies regarding Communist unemployed movements conclude 
that unemployed protest was a failure and that the unemployed 
movement was dead in Germany by the end of 1932.95 In that 

93 Hartewig, Das unberechenbare Jahrzehnt, 215-83; Larry Peterson, German Communism, 
Workers' Protest, and Labor Unions: The Politics of the United Front in Rhineland-Westphalia, 192o-
1924 (Dordrecht, 1993), 61-g, 94-125, 160, 171-209, 266-88. 

94 Heidrun Homburg, 'From Unemployment Insurance to Compulsory Labour: The 
Transformation of the Benefit System in Germany, 1927-1933', in Evans and Geary (eds.), 
German Unemployed, 103. 

95 Richard Croucher summarized this literature well. See Richard Croucher, 
'Communist Unemployed Organisations between the World Wars: International Patterns 
and Problems', Archiv.fiir Sozialgeschichte, 30 (1990), 584-g8, esp. 594-5. 
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regard, the movement and protest of unemployed workers in the 
Ruhr may be exceptional since the Ruhr unemployed movement 
was going strong and enjoyed success in the last half of 1932, 
although as the response to the Prussian decree of late 1932 indi
cates, at least in Prussia unemployed movements and protests 
were not dead. There could be a number of reasons for its excep
tionality beyond methodological ones.96 The Ruhr was more pro
letarian than any other region in Germany; it was also more 
youthful and more masculine; it was one of the two regions 
hardest hit by unemployment;97 miners had developed a reper
toire of wildcat strikes and independent direct actions to address 
difficulties encountered in the workplace or the political sphere; 
the moderating influence of Social Democracy and trade union
ism was relatively weak in the Ruhr. Unemployed miners initiated 
protest cycles because of ties and milieu they had formed at their 
workplaces and in their communities, their anti-authoritarian atti
tudes and experience with self-organization on the job, their 
well-developed collective protest repertoire, their long-term 
unemployment, and the resonance that an activist and militant 
political party found among them. Many of these factors were not 
present in other regions or in the same combination. Once 
started, the cycle of unemployed protest expanded through left
wing milieux to other Ruhr workers and, rather than waning, the 
militancy of unemployed crowds increased from protest cycle to 
protest cycle. 

During the Great Depression the first three unemployed protest 
cycles peaked in the Ruhr in November and December 1930, May 
andJune 1931, November and December 1931; the fourth long 
cycle (May to December 1932) produced several peaks. Many of 
these collective protest cycles began as a result of national emer
gency decrees while others had more local causes because cities 
cut or revoked benefits or could not pay full relief benefits on time. 
Still other collective actions began as relief workers' strikes. In 
most of these cases it was the long-term unemployed on poor relief 
in particular who resisted further immiseration. Using a steward 

96 See the abbreviated critique of the major studies in this essay's introduction and notes 
3, 5, and 6. 

97 O.Most, Die Finanzlage der Ruhrgebietstädte: Tatsachen und ursächliche Zusammenhänge (Jena,
1932); K. Werner, Die deutschen Wirtscha.fisgebiete in der Krise: Statistische Studie zur regionale ver
gleichenden Konjunkturforschung (Jena, 1932); Dr Riibel, 'Zur Struktur der Dortmunder 
Bevolkerung und Wirtschaft', 31 Mar. 1933, StaDo, Fa 83. 
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system and organizing at the levels of the neighbourhood and dole 
office, Communists tapped into the pre-existing community ties 
and working-class networks (milieux) to mobilize the unemployed 
for street protests. Police chiefs noted that the KPD intensively 
worked the Ruhr's proletarian milieux with handbills and 
speeches, lead articles in its daily press, political 'graffiti' on the 
sides of houses, congresses, and street agitators who discussed pol
itics in backyards and alleys of working-class neighbourhoods.98 

Although the KPD was an organization with 'a vested interest in 
contentious collective action' since protest was one of its major 
political resources, in internal memos the Ruhr Communist Party 
constantly criticized the unemployed movement's lack of formal 
organizational stability. The party's organizational fetish blinded 
it to the deep informal networks provided by Communist and 
working-class milieux that mobilized the unemployed to protest 
against their ever-worsening condition. 99 That blindness is seen in 
the complaint by the leader of the regional unemployed council 
injuly 1932 that the party and the RGO had more unemployed 
members than the unemployed movement, as if somehow that fact 
was a barrier to mobilizing unemployed workers for successful 
protest. 100 What he was probably lamenting was the fact that 
rather than the unemployed movement building the party's base, 

98 For examples of Communist community organizing and propaganda efforts in the 
Ruhr see Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 175-82 and Kiihr, Parteien und Wahlen, 195, 273, 275, 
277, 283, 286, 292-3; Der RegPr Diisseldorf an OberPr Koblenz, 'Bericht der 
Bezirksleitung Ruhrgebiet der KPD an den Parteitag', 5]uly 1930, HStAD, RD, 30657d; 
'Unsere Anweisungen zum Aufbau und zur Arbeit der Erwerbslosenstaffeln', n.d., attached 
to Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Miinster, 'Kommunistische Anweisungen zum Aufbau 
der Erwerbslosenstaffeln', 2 Oct. 1930, StAM, PPB, no. 58; 'Richtlinien iiber die 
Organisierung der Erwerbslosenbewegung, der Erwerbslosen-AusschiiBe und ihrer 
Hilfsorgane', n.d., attached to Bochum police report of 29 Oct. 1931, ST AM, PPB, no. 58; 
'Kommunistische Erwerbslosenbewegung', PolPr Gelsenkirchen an PolPr Recklinghausen, 
8 Sept. 1932, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 4.

99 See e.g. 'Richtlinien ftir die Arbeit unter denJugend-Erwerbslosen', n.d. (Sept.
Oct. 1930, attached to Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Westfalen, 'ErwerbsloseJugend', 18 
Oct. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58; 'Disposition für den 1. Fraktionstag der Erwerbslosen 
im U. B.-MaBstabe: BeschluB der UB Delegierten-Konferenz', n.d. [early 1932], HStAD, 
RD, 3064Bc; 'EntschlieBung der Plenar-B.L. des Bezirks Ruhrgebiet zu den Ergebnissen 
der Reichstagswahl am 6. November 1932', HStAD, RD, 30671, Oberwachung der KPD, 
1932-33. Most historians of the German unemployed, especially Huber-Koller, Caspar, 
and Andersen, reproduce in their own studies the KPD's organizational focus. Quotation 
from S. Tarrow, 'Cycles of Collective Action: Between Moments of Madness and the 
Repertoire of Contention', in Traugott (ed.), &pertoires, 93.

100 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Sitzung des Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-AuschuBes 
am 5.7.1932 in Essen', HStAD, RD, 30648c. The leader was Isidor Piontek. 
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the party's base built a radical unemployed movement outside the 
bounds of party organization and discipline. 

Rather than assume a 'natural' apolitical passivity on the part 
of unemployed workers in the Great Depression as so many his
torians, social psychologists, and sociologists have done, historians 
would do well to take a less essentialist view of the unemployed 
and their capacity for social protest. In fact, apolitical passivity on 
the part of the unemployed also needs to be explained historically 
and not by an appeal to an ahistorical 'unemployed personality 
or character' as so often has been the case. Towards such an open 
and less dogmatic view of the unemployed and their capacity for 
collective and individual protest, passivity, or criminality, histori
ans would do well to consider, among other factors such as 
gender, class, occupational and ethnic backgrounds, the political 
economy of a region or country, the degree of material depriva
tion suffered by the jobless and their families during an economic 
crisis, the nature and history of the working class and the com
munities and repertoires of contention it formed over time, the 
effect of a militant political party or movement as a coordinating 
force, and the actions of the state. 101 

101 I consider all of these factors at great length in my doctoral dissertation. See Zukas, 
'Social Immiseration'. 
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Violating the 'Rules of Hospitality': 
The Protests ofjobless Immigrants in 

Depression-Era France 

PHILIP H. SLABY 

In recent decades, historians of France between the world wars 
have increasingly illuminated the role of immigration in shaping 
key national developments during these turbulent decades. For 
instance, they note that neither France's post-war recovery nor its 
economic expansion in the rg2os can be understood without 
appreciating the contribution offoreigners, whose labour permit
ted France to overcome crippling labour scarcity. In the 1930s 
France's unemployment rates were lower than those of Britain 
and Germany. Immigrants softened the sting of joblessness as the 
government pressured them to cede positions to Frenchmen and 
to depart from France and its unemployment rolls. The presence 
of numerous non-natives in France also shaped political develop
ments of the rg3os by feeding right-wing xenophobia. Immigrants 
in inter-war France have thus been understood largely as workers, 
as passive victims of economic downturn, and as the scapegoats 
for political demagogues. 1 Yet such a portrait renders only part 
of the immigrants' experience and only a portion of their 
influence on French economic, social, and political development 
in the rg2os and 1930s. While immigrants indeed were members 
of the workforce, they also ranked among the unemployed. While 
some foreigners submitted to state and employer pressure to 
depart the French labour market and the nation, others contested 
their lay-offs and their expulsions. And while xenophobes painted 

1 Pioneering works on the subject of French immigration between the world wars 
includejean-Charles Bonnet, Les Pouvoirs publics.franrais et /'immigration dans l'entre-deux-guerres 
(Lyon, 1976); Gary S. Cross, Immigrant Workers in Industrial France: The Making ofa New 
Laboring Class (Philadelphia, 1983); Ralph Schor, L'Opinion.franraise et les etrangers: 1919-1939
(Paris, 1985). Even scholars offering broader histories of France in the inter-war decades 
have acknowledged immigration's influence on inter-war French political and economic 
developments. See e.g. Eugen Weber, The Hollow rears: France in the 1930s (New York, 1994), 
esp. 87-110. 
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non-natives as undermining French institutions and security, 
many foreigners appealed to and upheld French republican prin
ciples to protect themselves in France. 

This essay seeks to highlight the complex position of immigrants 
in 1930s France. It examines foreigners as a unique component 
within the French unemployed population and considers jobless 
non-natives as a group that actively defended its interests. Focusing 
on the coalfields of the Pas-de-Calais, a departement in France's 
north-eastern industrial heartland, it analyses the interaction 
between French coal firms, officials, and locals, and the members 
of the mostly Polish immigrant community experiencing or threat
ened by unemployment during 1934, a year in which France 
neared its Depression-era economic nadir. The analysis reveals 
why and how unemployed immigrants embraced collective and 
often violent protest in the spring of 1934 as a means to shield 
themselves against the winds of a social and political climate turned 
harsh by economic decline and by abusive government and 
employer policies. To out-of-work foreigners, for whom unemploy
ment could trigger expulsion from France, organized protest 
appeared to provide promising shelter. Indeed, demonstrations by 
the French unemployed in the region wrested concessions from the 
state and management, leading non-native protesters to hope for 
similar results. Immigrants, thus, embraced the protest methods of 
the French unemployed-disciplined marches and aggressive out
bursts-as well as their own innovations such as strikes and the 
mobilization of women, children, and full families to carry their 
grievances to the government and employers. The essay ultimately 
illuminates the weakness of the immigrant jobless. As the foreigners 
possessed only feeble economic and political rights in France, their 
protest scarcely affected employers who sought their dismissal and 
French workers who remained unmoved by the migrants' plight. 
In fact, the immigrants' actions weakened their position in the Pas
de-Calais, as officials viewed protests as evidencing the seditious 
will of out-of-work foreigners, an attitude that invited and justified 
their arbitrary expulsion. Though ill-fated, the Pas-de-Calais 
migrants' protest in 1934 represents an important facet of the 
history of unemployed protest in France, a history that is just now 
receiving scholarly attention.2 Unemployed immigrants shared the 

2 For recent work on the history of the unemployed in inter-war France see Matt Perry, 
Prisoners of Want: The Experience and Protest of the Unemployed in France, 1921-I945 (Aldershot, 
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frustrations and hardships of their French neighbours, experiences 
that drove natives and foreigners to take up similar forms of 
protest. Yet active, public, and politically inspired protest carried 
consequences far more stinging for unemployed immigrants than 
for Frenchmen. 

Immigration to the Pas-de-Calaisfrom Good Times to Bad 

Mter the First World War, France developed a controlled immi
gration system that permitted the nation to access and regulate 
foreign manpower. The web oflaws and regulations constituting 
the system enshrined contradictory impulses. On the one hand, 
liberalism and the desire to attract labour moved legislators to 
promise freedom of conscience, speech, and assembly to immi
grants. Further, foreigners received numerous rights such as pay 
equal to natives and access to French unemployment and welfare 
benefits. 3 On the other hand, seeking to protect the interests of 
the French state, its citizens, and its employers, officials expanded 
their authority over foreigners. To reduce competition between 
native and non-native workers, the government regulated both 
the number of immigrants who entered France and the occupa
tions they held. Further, the state strengthened its ability to act 
against potential non-native threats to national security. Officials, 
thus, screened entering immigrants and monitored their subse
quent movements. Additionally, the state afforded its officials 
great power to police foreigners. They could initiate against a 
foreign resident the process of refoulement, by which the immigrant 
was either expelled or his or her residential status was rendered 
probationary. Offences warranting refoulement ranged from break
ing work contracts to crime and acts deemed politically seditious. 
These were discretionary powers; acts punishable by them were 
never codified, leaving authorities to enforce them as they wished. 
2007); id., 'Unemployment Revolutionizes the Working Class: Le Cri des chômeurs, French 
Communists and the Birth of the Movement of the Unemployed in France, 1931-1932',
French History (2002), 441-66; id., 'Sans distinction de nationalite? The French Communist 
Party, Immigrants and Unemployment in the 1930s', European History Quarterly, 34 (2004), 
337-69; and M. Seidman, 'Making the French Unemployed Work, 1930-1936', French 
History (2004), 196-221. 

3 Such rights did not extend to all immigrant labourers, but only to those whose nations 
had signed immigration-emigration accords with France. Such agreements governed 
migration from the main sources of immigration to France such as Italy and Poland. 
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Furthermore, immigrants lacked any right to appeal such deci
sions in court. 4 

During the 1920s the immigration system satisfied employers, 
French workers, and immigrants alike. Its contradictions-cou
pling liberties and rights for foreigners with arbitrary state powers 
to overrule them-remained masked by prosperity. In fact, immi
grants swifdy filled gaps in the French labour market. The number 
of non-French residents climbed in the 1920s from 1.5 to nearly 3 
million, making them a record 7 per cent of the total population by 
1931.5 Industrial regions such as the Pas-de-Calais attracted many 
of these immigrants. The site of France's premiere coal basin, 
the Pas-de-Calais encountered debilitating worker scarcity in 
the 1920s.6 Only mass immigration filled the void oflabour in the 
mines. Contracted by coal firms, foreign personnel poured into the 
Pas-de-Calais, sending the departemenfs foreign population surging 
from less than 3 per cent before the war to reach 13 per cent in 
1926.7 Predominant within the immigrant population were Poles. 
This group, virtually unknown in the departement before the war, 
became the single largest non-French ethnic group in the region, 
representing 8 per cent of all Pas-de-Calais inhabitants by 1926.8 

In 1931, the Polish population in the Pas-de-Calais reached a peak 
of more than 129,600 individuals, the majority of whom worked 
in the mines and lived in the mining towns of the département's coal 
basin, particularly within the arrondissement ofBethune.9 

4 Bonnet, Les Pouvoirs publics.franfais, 106-7.
5 Though the total number of foreigners in France eventually exceeded the three 

million mark in the later twentieth century, as a percentage of the total population, foreign
ers have never exceeded the 7 per cent mark attained in 1931. Gerard Noiriel, Population, 
immigration et identiténationale en France X/Xe-XXe siècle (Paris, 1992), 61. 

6 Before the First World War, the region was a beehive of industry, boasting a popu
lation of 58o,ooo, most of whom directly or indirectly drew their livelihood from mining. 
German invasion and war extensively damaged the region's mines and towns and deprived 
them of inhabitants. In fact, in 1918 the mining districts formerly home to over half a 
million counted just 45,000 residents. Michel Huber, La Population de la France pendant la 
Guerre (New Haven, 1931), 183-4. 

7 For an examination of the Polish immigrant community of the Pas-de-Calais and its 
relations with French officialdom, employers, and the local native population during the 
inter-war period see Philip H. Slaby, 'Industry, the State, and Immigrant Poles in 
Industrial France, 1919-1939' (Ph.D. thesis, Brandeis University, 2005). 

s Ibid. 6o1, 868. 
9 Archives departementales of Pas-de-Calais (hereafter ADPdC) M6677, 'Situation 

numerique des etrangers dans l'arrondissement au 20 decembre 1930' for various arrondisse
ments and ADPdC M66n, 'Situation numerique des etrangers dans l'arrondissement au I 

janvier 1931'. 
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The economic context in which immigration functioned 
changed radically in the 1930s, as Pas-de-Calais mines and miners 
grappled with economic decline. Though management aimed to 
retain workers, the economic uncertainty and frustration still 
affected miners and their families. Pas-de-Calais coal firms entered 
the Great Depression with a labour force of unprecedented size 
and ethnic diversity. In the struggle for competitiveness, slashing 
personnel presented a logical method to reduce company costs. 
Early in the downturn, however, the mines avoided mass lay-offs. 
Memories of post-war labour scarcity and the difficulty of recruit
ing, training, and maintaining immigrant personnel left companies 
loath to dismiss their staff.10 Consequently, they adopted short
time work schedules in which the mines regularly ceased opera
tions on an appointed day or days each month. During closures, 
the majority of miners-French and foreign alike-simply stayed 
at home and drew no pay. This policy permitted management to 
scale back output while retaining workers. 11 Firms viewed their 
actions as necessary belt-tightening; however, the miners chafed 
under the policy. 

As they grappled with hardship, Frenchmen of the Pas-de
Calais coal basin searched to assign blame and to remedy their 
position. Their gaze soon fixed on Poles and other foreigners in 
the region, and wider public opinion reinforced local animosity. 
Bitterness toward aliens grew, as many French miners perceived 
a direct link between their precarious fortunes and the continued 
employment of immigrants. As early as 1931, coalfield natives 
alleged that firms dismissed French workers for trumped-up 
infractions, while hiring still more Poles. 12 Additionally, certain 
critics sought to deny out-of-work Poles welfare benefits, even 
though Franco-Polish agreements guaranteed them such funds. 13 

10 Pierre Galand, Les Mines duNord et du Pas-de-Calais depuis la Guerre (Paris, 1936), 141, 158. 
11 Friedel, 'Rapport de M. l'Ingenieur en chef des mines sur la situation de l'industrie 

minerale dans l'arrondissement mineralogique d'Arras pendant l'annee 1934', in Département
du Pas-de-Calais Conseil General deuxième session ordinaire de l'année 1935: rapports des chefsde service 
et renseignements divers, troisième partie (Arras, 1935), 189. 

12 Representative Larue called the attention of the Conseil Général of the Pas-de-Calais 
to the plight of Frenchmen who, he alleged, 'cannot raise their eyes without a threat of 
dismissal'. Yet at the same time he proffered that companies continued to hires Poles 'even 
without worrying about their background'. Session 27 April 1931, Départément du Pas-de
Calais Conseil Général rapport supplémentaire du Prefetet proces-verbaux des déliberations première session 
ordinaire de I9JI, deuxième partie proces-verbaux des déliberations (Arras, 1931), 27. 

13 ADPdC M5624, 19 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
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Open violence toward foreigners, nevertheless, remained limited 
as class consciousness tempered worker resentment. Most Pas-de
Calais miners belonged to the reformist Confédération Général
du Travail (CGT), with a sizeable minority loyal to the Com
munist Confédération Général du Travail Unitaire (CGTU). Both 
groups professed fidelity to internationalism and solidarity among 
all labourers during the recession. Nevertheless, while union 
leaders espoused principled positions toward foreigners, the rank 
and file often remained indifferent or unreceptive toward non
natives.14 Anti-foreign sentiment in the Pas-de-Calais echoed 
nationally, as Frenchmen of dissimilar political opinions and occu
pations held immigrants responsible for the national employment 
crisis. Many called for the dismissal of immigrant labourers, 
arguing that such a move would create openings for unemployed 
Frenchmen. 15 Discontented Frenchmen also held employers 
responsible, asserting that businessmen placed profit before soli
darity, employing foreigners while eager-to-work natives went 
hungry. 16 Further still, the public viewed foreigners as a menace 
to national security. Dramatic events appeared to justify such sen
timents. In May 1932, a Russian assassinated French President 
Paul Doumer on French soil, and in 1933 and 1934 allegations of 
crime, murder, and official corruption swirled around the shady 
death of the immigrant conman Alexandre Stavisky. 17 

The Rising Climate of Immigrant Abuse 

The central government eventually responded to public misgiv
ings about immigrants in a way that expanded the horizon for 
abusive treatment of foreigners by the state and employers in the 
Pas-de-Calais. In the wake ofDoumer's assassination, the central 
government called on its subalterns to invoke their arbitrary 
powers and to act aggressively against immigrants menacing 
national security. In May 1932, the Interior Ministry encouraged 
local officials to identify immigrants who violated 'the hospitality 
of France' by activity 'tending to disturb the established social 

14 Schor, L'Opinion.franfaise, 562-5 and 570-1. 
15 Ibid. 557-67. 16 Ibid. 559,567. 
17 Ibid. 636--8. For a thorough study of the Stavisky scandal and its social and political 

ramifications see Paul F.Jankowski, Stavisky: A Confidence Man in the Republic of Virtue (lthaca, 
NY, 2002). 
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order in their country or in ours'. It asked departement authorities 
to recommend deportation for such foreigners. Speaking plainly, 
the minister wrote: 'I am disposed ... to make decisions of expul
sion against all foreigners who do not observe strict political neu
trality.'18 Pas-de-Calais officials registered well this appeal for 
resolute action, as they had long suspected the Polish community 
of allegiance to the revolutionary left. 19 The Pas-de-Calais prefect 
even amplified the minister's request. Communicating to local law 
enforcers, he noted that 'more and more, some foreigners allow 
themselves to be involved in demonstrations against the public 
order, unreservedly mixing with the agitation of [political] parties, 
taking the floor at meetings, distributing propaganda tracts in the 
streets, [and ignoring], in a word, the rules of hospitality they 
receive in France and the correctness of attitude to which they are 
held'. He requested that the departemenfs subprefects, special com
missars, and gendarmes place Poles and other foreigners involved 
in such activities 'under special surveillance'. Additionally, he 
asked them to propose against the immigrants in question any 
'sanctions which your investigation shows necessary'. 20 This policy 
stifled the immigrants' ability to register grievances or to protest 
their interests meaningfully. 

The economic policies of Paris also raised the prospects of 
abuse for Pas-de-Calais immigrants. As the government threat
ened sweeping state oversight of the non-native workforce, it 
spurred coal firms to move resolutely, even irresponsibly, against 
foreigners in an effort to preserve their economic liberties. Much 
to the chagrin of business leaders, the government heeded popular 
calls for action against non-native labourers.21 On 10 August 1932 

the government passed the Law for the Protection of French 
Labour. Despite its grand title, the act offered Frenchmen no pref
erence in hiring; instead, it focused on immigrant workers. The 
statute granted the state unprecedented authority to shape staffing 
within private concerns, permitting it to fix maximum levels for 
non-French personnel.22 Though many industries escaped formal 

18 ADPdC 1Z501, 26 May 1932, Ministry oflnterior to Prefects. 
19 Session 19 May 1932, Département du Pas-de-Calais Conseil rapport supplémentaire du Prefet

et procès-verbaux des deliberations de l'année 1932, première partie (Arras, 1932), 164. 
20 ADPdC 1Z501, 6 Aug. 1933, Prefect Pas-de-Calais to Subprefects of Bethune, 

Boulogne, Montreuil, Saint-Omer, Special Commissar of Arras, Commissars of Police of 
Arras and of Avion, and Commander of the Gendarmes. 

21 Bonnet, Les Pouvoirs publicsftanfais, 273-4. 22 Schor, L'Opinionftanfaise, 591-2. 
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limits on immigrant workers, coal companies accurately perceived 
the potential of the 1932 law to challenge the supremacy of man
agers. 23 The French coal cartel, the Comite Central des 
Houilleres de la France (CCHF), starkly assessed potential state 
intervention, envisioning serious disruptions and even disaster if 
the state imposed a quota on foreign miners.24 As the economic 
crisis deepened in late 1933 and early 1934, the government 
increased pressure on coal firms. 25 The Ministry of Labour plainly 
communicated its desires to executives, calling for the removal of 
6,ooo to 7,000 foreign miners, 5,000 to 6,ooo of them Poles from 
the Pas-de-Calais and elsewhere. 26 By dismissing and repatriating 
immigrants, the government sought, in the Labour Minister's 
words, to 'relieve the congestion of the mining labour market'. 27 

If coal interests refused this invitation to act, officially imposed 
quotas on non-native manpower would likely follow. 

The scope for abusive treatment of immigrants widened still 
further as the central state placed the power of Pas-de-Calais offi
cialdom at the service of coal firms. The Labour Ministry, con
vinced of the 'necessity' of dismissing foreign personnel to improve 
the job market for Frenchmen in the coalfields, called on the Pas
de-Calais to aid the effort 'by facilitating, insofar as possible, the 
departure of foreign workers ... from the mines to their country 
of origin'.28 Such instructions moved officials to lend personnel 
and resources to support managerial efforts to purge immigrant 
personnel and to encourage their departure from France. Further, 
they eroded the immigrants' legal ability to challenge any irregu
lar and unjust treatment they received from employers seeking 
their dismissal. Foreigners' appeals to local officials for defence 
could come to little, as these same authorities endeavoured to 
support the efforts of management. Thus official channels for 

23 Ibid. 592-3. 
24 Centre des Archives du Monde du Travail (hereafter CAMT)40 AS 11:CCHF, 16 

Aug. 1934, Circular II28 regarding Law to Defend French Employment. 
25 e.g. while officials established just five quotas in 1932, by the end of1933 the requests 

for quotas had risen to twenty. Bonnet, Les Pouvoirs publics.franfais, 213. 
26 CAMT 40AS1: CCHF, Extrait du rapport présenté à l'Assemblee Générale du 23 

mars 1934, 5. Ponty cites the numbers for Polish expatriation.Janine Ponty, Polonais mécon-
nus: histoire des travailleurs immigrésen France dans l'entre-deux-guerres (Paris, 1990), 301. 

27 ADPdC M5624, 12 Apr. 1934, Confidential dispatch from Ministry of Labour to 
Prefects and Chief Mine Engineers. 

28 ADPdC M5624, 12 Apr. 1934, Ministry of Labour to Prefects and Chief Engineers 
of Mines. 
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complaint deliberately became unresponsive, and this at a time 
when authorities had already effectively barred immigrants from 
alternative forms of protest. Indeed, non-natives who expressed 
their grievances in meetings, in demonstrations, and in leaflets 
risked police suspicion or punishment. 

For the immigrants in the Pas-de-Calais coalfields, the growing 
possibility of joblessness, repatriation, and ill-treatment by man
agers and state authorities became a reality in the spring of 1934, 
as firms issued mass lay-offs of foreign personnel and pressured 
them to depart France. In April, anxious to earn the goodwill of 
the central government, Pas-de-Calais coal companies began mass 
lay-offs of their immigrant staff. Upon government suggestion, 
employers also offered free travel to any Polish employee, either 
laid off or active, and his family who voluntarily left for Poland. 29 

However, as few volunteered, the mines also resorted to question
able means to obtain departures. As long as the residency papers 
of out-of-work Poles were in order, the law permitted them to 
remain in France. Nevertheless, if laid-off immigrants chose to 
stay, they thwarted management's bid to please the government 
through company-arranged repatriations. Consequently, execu
tives pressured recently fired foreigners to leave France. Firms such 
as the Mines-de-Marles exploited the confusing moments after they 
delivered lay-offs to Poles to secure their exit. As they issued sever
ances, managers also pressed the workers to surrender their iden
tity documents in advance of their return to Poland. By yielding 
their papers, the immigrants sealed their fates. Once begun, the 
repatriation process was difficult to reverse. Predictably, only a 
minority of laid-off Poles resisted such company manoeuvres. 30 

Further, as Poles approached local officials with evidence of 
company wrongdoing, Pas-de-Calais officials, complicit with the 
companies, refused to defend the migrants. 

This situation presented Poles with fearsome prospects. Some 
Polish miners had resided in the region for as long as fifteen years, 
time enough to raise children who knew only life in France. As 
one contemporary reported, many Poles had thus become 'used 

29 The north-eastern region's organization of coal companies noted that they offered 
subsidized transport 'upon the request of officials'. Centre Historique Minier de Lewarde, 
CHM D.400.3, 2 Mar. 1935, Comité Houilleres du Nord et du Pas-de-Calais to Ministry 
of Labour. 

30 ADPdC M5624, 19 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
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to French life and dread[ed] to leave it'.31 A permanent return to 
Poland threatened their economic well-being. Indeed, because of 
rural overpopulation, agrarian backwardness, and industrial 
weakness, few jobs awaited returning Poles. 32 As one official sur
veyed the immigrants' mood, he noted their disquiet, writing: 'It 
is certain that these workers show no enthusiasm to see themselves 
repatriated ... dismissed from the mines, or [working] under the 
threat of an eventual discharge that would end in unemployment 
and all its consequences.'33 Yet harsh company tactics meant that 
a growing number of migrants found such a situation thrust upon 
them.34 

Facing stark employer pressure to repatriate and the complicity 
of local officialdom, many newly unemployed Poles and those 
facing joblessness opened another official channel for their 
defence. They called upon Polish consular authorities to force 
Paris to recognize their right to fair treatment. Complaints moti
vated the Polish consulate to amass clear evidence of coal firm 
improprieties in lay-offs and repatriations and to communicate 
these violations to French officials. 35 Authorities in Paris largely 
overlooked and even excused abusive treatment toward the immi
grant jobless in the Pas-de-Calais. Officials, for example, received 
Polish consular reports detailing the deception and force with 
which Pas-de-Calais companies moved Poles to repatriate, yet 
they never reprimanded the businesses. 36 Likewise, Paris reacted 
meekly to indications that Pas-de-Calais officials had incorrectly 
expelled immigrant Poles.37 The Minister of Labour actually let 
the offending authorities off with the softest warning. He even 
proffered an excuse for their excess: they might have just been 

31 Galand, l.es Mines du Nord, 161. 
32 For a brief overview of Polish economic conditions in the 1930s seejoseph Rothschild, 

East Central Europe between the Two World Wars (Seattle, 1979), 66-9. For a more detailed and 
statistical look at Poland in the Depression years, see the contemporary discussion by J an 
Rosner, 'Measures to Combat the Depression and Unemployment in Poland', International 
Labour Review, 30/2 (Aug. 1934), 159-89. Also useful on economic conditions awaiting return
ing Poles is Marie Niemyska-Hessenowa, 'An Enquiry into the Position of Returned 
Migrants in Poland', International Labour Review, 34/2 (Dec. 1936), 782-9. 

33 ADPdC M5624, 19 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
34 ADPdC M5624, 7 May 1934, Ministry of Labour to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
35 ADPdC M5624, 14 Mar. 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais, and 

ADPdC M5624, 19 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
36 ADPdC M5624, 19 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
37 ADPdC 1Z1046, 10 Apr. 1934, Ministry of Labour to Prefect Pas-de-Calais and Chief 

Mining Engineer. 
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doing their duty too well under trying conditions. Though he 
frowned on maltreatment, he noted: 'I do not overlook any of the 
difficulties that prefects can encounter owing to the intense unem
ployment currently running rampant.' In fact, he confided that 
he showed great interest in efforts taken 'with a view to assuage in 
all possible ways the situation in the labour market in the 
[prefect's] administrative jurisdiction'. 38 

Anxious over expulsions and frustrated by the ineffectiveness 
oflegal and official appeals for fair treatment, Pas-de-Calais immi
grants sought alternative, unofficial methods to press their case. 
In this search, they encountered the example of the French move
ment of the unemployed in the region. This protest movement 
had opened the eyes and ears of the government and employers 
to the plight of the jobless. As Matt Perry has shown, organiza
tions of and for the unemployed scored impressive gains in late 
1933 and 1934, particularly in the Pas-de-Calais and throughout 
the French north-east. In these areas, the movement reached, in 
Perry's words, 'its highest range, its pinnacle of achievement'.39 

Activists and protesters, in this period, developed two sets of 
tactics that permitted them to thrust the demands of the unem
ployed into the view of employers and authorities. The first set 
coalesced around well-organized, peaceful, and disciplined hunger 
marches in which the unemployed processed en masse, delivering 
their requests for relief to the state. The Lille-to-Paris hunger 
march from 18 November 1933 to 2 December 1933 figured as the 
most important example. This Communist-organized demonstra
tion attracted thousands of participants who overcame a host of 
police obstacles to complete the march. The disciplined tactics of 
this march motivated numerous regional and local hunger 
marches throughout 1934, all emphasizing orderly mass proces
sions to sites of state authority such as town halls.40 A second, 
aggressive type of unemployed protest, one targeting sites both of 
government and employer power, emerged in the Pas-de-Calais 
port city of Calais. In early 1934, thousands of unemployed 
demonstrators in Calais violently confronted local authorities 
demanding expanded benefits for the out-of-work. The protesters 
also challenged employers, appearing at company offices and 
calling for the rehiring of laid-off dockworkers. This brand of 

38 ADPdC M5624, 7 May 1934, Ministry of Labour to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
39 Perry, Prisoners of Want, 167. 40 Ibid. 121-43, 145-6, and 155-66. 
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assertive and violent action inspired the unemployed and activists 
to make similar stands .in the Pas-de-Calais and throughout the 
north-east.41 

In the spring of 1934, confident French activists of the unem
ployed and apprehensive immigrants in the coal basin began to 
forge links to protect out-of-work foreigners. Advocates for the 
jobless, most of them Communist, saw in the immigrants' predica
ment an opportunity to draw foreigners both to the cause of the 
unemployed and to that of Communism. Organizers had long 
endeavoured to make inroads among migrants. Activists, for 
example, often placed unemployment benefits for foreigners equal 
to natives and an end to forced deportation on the list of demands 
carried in regional hunger marches.42 Such tactics, however, 
attained little, as immigrants avoided such demonstrations. Local 
Communist groups now hoped to go beyond marches, taking up 
new methods to defend and attract foreigners. In leaflets and in 
meetings, CGTU representatives loudly denounced abusive lay
offs, arbitrary expulsions, and coerced repatriations in the 
coalfields. Leaders did more than simply echo the frustrations of 
Poles; they demonstrated practical ways to resist pressures to depart 
for Poland. Most usefully, they advised immigrants to sign no doc
uments presented to them by employers. Once in writing, agree
ments to leave France proved difficult to rescind. Additionally, 
activists instructed foreigners facing expulsion to insist upon addi
tional compensation from their former employers. Their demands 
included a travel indemnity of 300 to 400 francs for each man, 
woman, and child returning to Poland, the abolition of limits on 
the transport of baggage and household goods, and documents 
attesting to the immigrants' lay-off, which would afford them 
unemployment benefits once home. Further, in April 1934, the 
CGTU helped form a committee of immigrant worker defence to 
address the foreigners' grievances.43 For their part, Poles and many 
other immigrants had long been wary of association with 
Communists, as such brought unwanted police attention. However, 
in the spring of 1934, as their powerlessness against the French state 
and employers became manifest, the Poles became more receptive. 

41 Ibid. 145/4, esp. 146-55· 
42 Perry, 'Sans Distinction', 356. 
43 ADPdC M5624, 26 Mar. 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais and 

ADPdC 1Z1048, 10 Apr. 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
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The Immigrant Protests ofMay 1934 

By late May the atmosphere in the Pas-de-Calais coalfields had 
become volatile. French and immigrant activists of the unem
ployed, hoping to capitalize on this climate, planned protests in 
the name of foreigners facing joblessness and an unwanted return 
to Poland. Organizers and participants aimed to draw attention to 
the plight of unemployed immigrants and to gain concrete 
benefits for them. In the best case, they could force coal firms to 
end the lay-offs of foreign personnel. If they fell short of this goal, 
activists still hoped to benefit the immigrants by protecting their 
access to unemployment benefits and their right to remain in 
France even when unemployed. At the least, they sought fairer 
treatment for those foreigners forced to repatriate. They set 23 
May 1934 as the date to launch their protests, a date charged with 
meaning for coalfield immigrants. The Company of Courrieres 
arranged for the repatriation of a group of 240 Polish men, 
women, and children on this date. Among this group, many only 
consented to leave because of employer pressure or chicanery. 
This instance of company high-handedness became well known. 
Indeed, Pas-de-Calais officials even developed a term for the 
group, referring to them collectively as the 'non-volunteers'.44 

Nevertheless, prefectural authorities refused to intervene on the 
foreigners' behalf. 

The immigrants' strategy combined tactics taken from the Lille
to-Paris hunger march and from the demonstrations in Calais 
along with methods innovative to the movements of unemployed. 
As in Calais, the protesters targeted sites of employer power. In 
fact, they exclusively targeted coal firm offices and pitheads, 
excluding locations of state authority from their initial focus. As in 
hunger marches, planners took up orderly mass processions and 
demonstrations as tools of protest. On the morning of 23 May 
they intended to assemble throngs of immigrants who would 
process to the headquarters of the Company of Courrieres. Once 
there, they would present delegates who would bargain, perhaps 
for an end to the dismissal of foreigners, or at least for fairer com
pensation for immigrants left unemployed and those facing repa
triation. The group also intended to communicate their position 

44 ADPdC M5624, 19 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
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through a means not yet used to defend the jobless: the strike. 
Immigrant protesters and French activists hoped to move miners 
in the region to down their tools in opposition to employer policies 
that unfairly forced migrants to repatriate. This, then, would be a 
strike by the employed in support of the unemployed. 

Early on the morning of 23 May a group of foreigners, guided 
by both French and immigrant leaders, put their plans for protest 
into action. Their demonstrations led them to clash with the 
forces of the French state assembled to protect property and 
public order. This often violent contest between immigrants and 
officials spanned days. In it, the protesters, drawing on their best
laid plans, on tactics used by previous unemployed protests, and 
on sheer improvisations, periodically gained the upper hand over 
the police. 

Events on 23 May demonstrated both the weaknesses and the 
strengths of the protests. The flaws in the immigrants' initial plan 
revealed themselves as protesters encountered a formidable police 
presence at pitheads, at company offices, and elsewhere, which 
blunted the effect of strikes and of mass marches against manage
ment. Nevertheless, the foreigners' ability to shift methods from 
the orderly and peaceful to the violent, and their switch of target 
from sites of employer power to those of the state, kept officials 
off-balance and strengthened the immigrants' position. In the 
early morning of 23 May, CGTU activists and immigrants 
expected to establish picket lines to disrupt and to win the sympa
thy of miners arriving for the 5.30 a.m. shift at certain coal pits 
near the town of Sallaumines. Privy to the immigrants' strategy, 
authorities had reinforced the presence of the gendarmes and 
local police. By 4.00 a.m. officers had moved into action, securing 
the worksites and patrolling the neighbourhoods near the coal 
pits. Thus, much to the frustration of the would-be immigrant 
strike leaders, the morning shift began undisturbed. Undeterred, 
a group of immigrant men, women, and children began to rally at 
g.oo a.m. near coal pit number 4 in Sallaumines, preparing for a 
mass march to Courrières' headquarters in the town of Billy
Montigny, approximately five kilometres away. Once again, the 
police anticipated the protesters and waited near the meeting 
point. As the group reached 200, officers stepped in hoping to dis
perse the crowd before it grew larger and unruly. The immigrants 
responded defiantly, refusing to disperse even when approached 
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by gendarmes on foot. Only the arrival of police on horseback 
disbanded them. Certain immigrants still refused to go without a 
fight. One Pole seized the reins of a mounted policeman and 
kicked his horse. He subsequently threw volleys of punches and 
kicks at arresting officers, and some of these strikes connected. 
One such blow brought a police agent to his knees and another 
dented the automobile of the gendarme captain.45 Police orders to 
disband and the issuance of a ban on marches on public roadways 
did not dissuade the protesters. They instead drew on the tactics 
of the Lille-to-Paris hunger marchers. They left the rally site 
walking individually and in small groups toward Billy-Montigny, 
where they planned to reassemble and send their delegation to 
the company. They found various routes blocked by gendarmes 
on foot and on horseback. Nevertheless, the crowd reassembled at 
Billy-Montigny, and its representatives approached the offices of 
Courrieres, only to be refused by management. Rebuffed and 
frustrated, the protesters grew still more defiant. After brief on
the-spot consultations, they marched back to Sallaumines where 
they met to replenish their numbers and strategize their next 
steps. On the road back, the protesters communicated their confi
dence and their audacity to the police and to the public. They 
abandoned the cautious tactics of earlier hunger marchers. For 
much of the five-kilometre walk from Billy-Montigny, the protest
ers advanced en masse, blocking the national road and singing 
and shouting their discontent. Once again, only the appearance of 
mounted gendarmes cooled the crowd, which eventually opened 
the roadway to traffic. The protesters arrived at their meeting hall 
in Sallaumines, buoyed by their encounter with the police and still 
determined to forward their message.46 

In the afternoon, the immigrants' tactics became more violent 
and the target of their protests expanded to locations of govern
mental authority. Back in Sallaumines, a group of some 300 immi
grants and CGTU representatives met and then trooped to pit 
number 5 to enforce the strike among the miners of the 1.30 p.m. 
shift. Much to the surprise of the police, immigrant women, many 

45 'Des incidents ont marque le rapatriement des émigrés polonias àSallaumines et à
Billy-Montigny', Réveil du Nord, 24 May 1934, press clipping: in ADPdC M5624, and 
ADPdC M5624, 28 May 1934, Captain Geus, Sectional Commandant of the National 
Gendarme to Subprefect Béthune, Procurator of the Republic, et al. 

46 See ibid. For the Pas-de-Calais Prefect's ban on demonstrations see ADPdC M5624, 
23 May 1934, Prefect Pas-de-Calais to Chevalier oflhe Legion of Honour. 
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with children in their arms, led the charge. They focused partic
ularly on Polish miners arriving for work. Hoping to dissuade 
them from reporting, they struck the workers with fists and stones 
and latched onto their gear, dragging them away from the work
site. The authorities intervened to separate the protesters from 
the miners, permitting the shift to begin. The police response, 
however, was insufficient. Soon after this exchange, and following 
yet another hasty strategic meeting in Sallaumines, the immi
grants and activists trained their anger on positions of state 
authority. By the late afternoon and early evening, a crowd of 
immigrants numbering some 1 ,ooo assembled before the police 
station on the Place de la Mairie. The square reverberated with 
speeches, conversation, and shouts. The crowd demanded the 
immediate release of a Pole arrested earlier that morning. The 
few police officials present explained that the man was now await
ing charges in the town of Bethune. Hearing this, activists 
demanded that the officers telephone the court in Bethune and 
order the Pole's release. Tense moments passed until a detach
ment of gendarmes appeared at the town square, calming the 
group. The protesters eventually filed away but intimated dire 
consequences if the Pole was not released by g.oo a.m. on 24 
May.47

Nightfall only emboldened the immigrants who, under cover 
of darkness, disrupted the 10.00 p.m. shift change at pit number 
5. The neighbourhoods surrounding the pithead lacked street
lights; this fact permitted protesters to attack arriving and depart
ing workers as well as the gendarmes guarding company facilities 
and staff. The protesters hurled stones at the police and miners. 
The gendarmes endured a nearly constant barrage from approx
imately 10.00 p.m. on 23 May to 12.30 a.m. the next morning, sus
taining injuries.48 

On 24 May, local officials reinforced their advantage in per
sonnel, using their manpower to disrupt and suppress immigrant 
protest. At Sallaumines, the gendarmes received reinforcements, 
secured the pithead at number 5, and patrolled neighbourhoods 
around Courrières pits number 3, 4, and 13. The show of force 
kept protesters away from the pitheads, permitting the 5.30 a.m. 

47 ADPdC M5624, 28 May 1934, Captain Geus, Sectional Commandant of the 
National Gendarme to Subprefect Bethune, Procurator of the Republic, et al. 

48 Ibid. 
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shift to begin undisturbed. Protest activity thus shifted eastward 
from Sallaumines to the nearby town of Henin-Lietard. Here 
protesters sought to wield the tactics of protest employed at 
Sallaumines. They resolved to carry their demands for fairer treat
ment for unemployed immigrants via a mass march on the head
quarters of the Company ofDourges. A group of about fifty men 
and fifty women thus departed the town ofEvin-Malmaison, gath
ered members at Dourges, and processed toward Henin-Lietard. 
As they approached the company offices, they found the police 
waiting. Gendarmes on horseback blocked the main approaches, 
and their presence moved many foreigners to abandon the march. 
Nevertheless, a core of some fifty immigrants, many of them 
women, pressed on, sending a delegation to the head office. 
Executives refused this contingent. As the dispirited foreigners 
filtered from Henin-Lietard, the police barred the groups' 
advance along all roads except those leading them to their homes. 
Further, mounted officers pursued the demonstrators along the 
entire route of return in what amounted to a forced march, as the 
horsemen drove the group forward at a demanding pace. In the 
process, the police elicited a violent outburst from a fleeing immi
grant woman, whom the gendarmes' captain identified as a 'true 
tigress'. She struck an officer's mount with an umbrella and gave 
the same treatment to the policeman who took her into custody. 49 

That afternoon, foreigners and activists in Sallaumines again met 
to discuss their next move. However, as numerous police took up 
conspicuous positions, displaying their intention to enforce a ban 
on public gatherings in the town, the participants brought their 
meeting to a quick close. The group then disbanded without 
further protest. 50 

Immigrant demonstrators remained inactive on 25 May. But on 
26 May they again improvised methods of protest that briefly 
granted them the initiative against the police. In the mining town 
of Leforest, immigrants took a violent stand in support of those 
who joined the strike for the jobless. In the late morning, 210 Polish 
miners barricaded themselves in the locker rooms at pit number 
10 of the Company of Escarpelle, arming themselves with mining 
tools. They resolved to vacate the facility only if the company 
agreed not to punish those Poles who had observed the walkout. 

49 Ibid. 50 Ibid. 
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Again, immigrant women and children mobilized for protest. Yet 
police intervened, blocking their access to the locker rooms. 
Frustrated by the police, the women lashed out, hurling insults at 
the officers. Authorities arrested two women for resistance. A third 
woman fiercely defied arrest by kicking the captain of the gen
darmes hard enough to knock him to the ground and by casting 
coal dust in his eyes in order to escape his grasp. She, too, was 
apprehended. Tensions then escalated as the foreign demonstra
tors remained in the building as the end of the miners' shift 
approached. The return of workers to the surface would bring a 
flood ofFrench labourers, most of them hostile to the immigrants' 
activities, towards the locker room. Police and company officials 
envisioned the worst: a clash between armed immigrants and 
incensed French miners. The protesters soon reduced their 
demands. If the police released the three women just taken into 
custody, the foreigners would abandon the occupation. 
Reluctantly, the police acceded, sure that they would have occa
sion to arrest the women again. The protesters then abandoned 
the building and made their way home, their victory a small one. 51 

In the wake of these events in May 1934, the authorities' ability 
to maintain close surveillance and to dispatch rapidly police and 
gendarmes to sites of potential immigrant protest permitted them 
to retain the upper hand for the remainder of the year. Open 
immigrant defiance of employers and the state remained rare, 
with the notable exception of a brief occupation of company facil
ities in Leforest in August 1934. 

7he Powerlessness ofthe Immigrant Jobless 

Ultimately, the protests of May 1934 secured few of the benefits 
for which the unemployed immigrants had hoped. Indeed, the 
lay-offs of foreign personnel from the mines and repatriation of 
Poles and their families from the Pas-de-Calais coalfields contin
ued throughout 1934 despite the protests. The year 1934, as com
panies forcefully launched the lay-off and repatriation campaign 
among their Polish staff, saw the single largest one-year fall in the 
Polish labour force. Over 5,8oo, or nearly 18 out of every 100 

Poles still employed by the mines, left their jobs either voluntarily 

51 ADPdC M5624, 28 May 1934. 
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or under pressure in that year.52 Nor did repatriations cease: from 
April to late June, coal company charter trains returned some 
3,250 immigrant miners and their families to Eastern Europe.53 

The departure of these trains once or twice each week became an 
occurrence punctuating immigrant life in the region throughout 
1934, and it would remain so throughout 1935 and much of 
1936.54 Company policies contributed to a sharp decline in the 
Polish workforce and in the Pas-de-Calais Polish population. On 
the eve of the Depression, in 1930, the Pas-de-Calais mines pos
sessed a total workforce of 131,381, of whom 44,614 were Poles. 
By 1935 the number of employees had declined to 94,463 workers, 
25,000 of them Polish. Thus immigrants, whose ranks had been 
nearly halved, contributed disproportionately to the ranks of 
jobless miners. 55 

The powerlessness of the movement of the immigrant unem
ployed doubdess took many activists and migrants by surprise. 
Indeed, their protests appeared to capitalize on the strength of the 
unemployed movement in the Pas-de-Calais and in the north-east. 
As Perry reveals, 1934 and early 1935 represented the 'highpoint 
of unemployed protests', a period when the movement con
tributed to the climate of 'rising working-class militancy and unity 
of action' affecting France at the time. 56 Why were the immigrant 
jobless unable to cultivate sympathy for their cause and mobilize 
resources for their defence at a time of unity, militancy, and 
growing support for the unemployed? The answer lies in the 
immigrants' myriad vulnerabilities. The foreigners' protest move
ment in part failed because it resonated only with a minority of 
immigrants. The majority avoided participation out of political 
conviction and out of a desire to remain in the good graces of 
employers and French officials. Still more important was the 
immigrants' profoundly weak position vis-a-vis French employers, 
French labour unions and workers, and the French state. 

No matter how forcefully immigrants stated their demands, 

52 These figures are calculated from the statistics of Galand. Galand, Les Mines du Nord, 
135,196. 

53 ADPdC M5624, 29 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais; 13]une 
1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais; and 22june 1934, Subprefect Bethune 
to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 

54 See Subprefect Bethune's reports on departing repatriation convoys in folder 
'Rapatriement d'ceuvriers etrangers-mesures d'ordre', in ADPdC M5624. 

55 Galand, Les Mines du Nord, 135, 196. 56 Perry, Prisoners of Want, 173, 174. 
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their protests would scarcely resonate with executives driven to 
lay off and repatriate Poles in order to defend their economic 
liberty from state intervention. In late 1934 the central govern
ment, seeking to reduce foreign labour within the economy, issued 
a wave of decrees capping immigrant personnel. 57 As the govern
ment formulated foreign worker quotas, the mines played the 
cards they had amassed through voluntary lay-offs and repatria
tions. Acting through the CCHF, they called the Ministry of 
Labour's attention to their own reductions of non-native man
power, noting that, nationally, companies had financed the depar
ture of 10,500 Poles. Though management welcomed French 
replacements, the industry reported that few took these positions. 
In light of these points, the CCHF informed the government 'that 
it would be advisable to leave to the coal industry the freedom to 
pursue with all desirable flexibility the efforts that it has under
taken during the course of the last years to reduce foreign person
nel'.58 The coal companies' policies paid off. The government 
spared the mines formal controls over immigrant personnel. With 
managerial control over the mining workforce threatened by the 
state, foreign protesters could expect little more than deafness to 
their pleas. 

The jobless immigrants' call for action also registered faintly 
with French unions and with French miners generally, institutions 
and social groups from which the protesters might have drawn 
support. The reformist unions of the CGT and the Socialist Party 
at times took up the cause of unemployed immigrants, but more 
often they simply paid lip service to the foreigners' plight. 
Communist Party and CGTU activists, on the other hand, sensing 
an opportunity to attract immigrants to their cause, spiritedly 
defended foreigners in the early Depression years. While they 
availed themselves of an opportunity to mobilize foreigners in the 
name of all workers, Communist activists failed to appreciate the 
deep divisions separating French miners from non-natives. In fact, 
the CGT's lifeless defence of immigrant rights aligned better with 
native worker sentiment than did Communist assertiveness. Few 
French miners rallied to the immigrants' side in May 1934. Indeed, 
coal basin natives identified the walkouts and protests as a 'Polish 

57 Bonnet, Les Pouvoirs publics français, 301-4, and Cross, Immigrant Workers, 200. 
58 ADPdC1Z501, 2 Mar. 1935, Comité des Houillières Nord et Pas-du-Calais to 

Minister of Labour. 
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strike'.59 During the protests, officials reported that French miners, 
particularly those associated with the CGT, ignored calls for 
common action with the Poles. 60 Indeed, native hostility toward 
immigrant protesters created the tense moments of 26 May, when 
the Poles' refusal to abandon coal firm facilities threatened to spark 
a violent clash with French workers. In the wake of the events of 
May, French miners often scoffed at the foreigners' actions, and 
some applauded their failure. The subprefect ofBethune reported 
that CGT members and 'the vast majority of French workers, far 
from unifying with the Poles, are infuriated by their shrieking and 
arrogance'.61 Indeed, many native miners, facing the threat of job
lessness and the burdens of making ends meet on reduced work 
schedules, supported the dismissal of foreigners. As one police 
official noted, certain inhabitants viewed the lay-offs as 'an appre
ciable remedy-and the only effective [one ]-against the current 
crisis'.62 

Finally the immigrants' actions failed to carry their intended 
message to the French state. On the contrary, the strikes and vio
lence of May 1934 further undermined the ability of out-of-work 
migrants to combat unjust treatment. This result, however, was far 
from apparent immediately following the unrest. In fact, the pro
testers initially convinced the central government of the seriousness 
of their cause. Following the demonstrations, Paris sought to 
soothe immigrant tensions by rededicating the government to 
lawful treatment for out-of-work Poles. It underscored a distinction 
that it had long obscured. Central authorities did continue to 
condemn immigrants who dabbled in French political life and 
those connected to radical organizations. However, for law-abiding 
immigrants whose only transgression was joblessness, Paris now 
favoured-and demanded-just treatment. The Ministry of 
Labour, for instance, insisted that company trains leaving the 
Pas-de-Calais for Poland include only individuals departing 

59 ADPdC M5624, 25 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
60 ADPdC M5624, 24 May 1934, Commissariat of the Police City ofHarnes to Prefect 

Pas-de-Calais. 
61 ADPdC M5624, 28 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. The 

government's chief mine inspector communicated similar sentiment in his district, noting 
that the 'French miners had had enough of the perpetual agitation of the Poles', with some 
seeking to protest against the migrants. See M5624, 28 May 1934, Subprefect Bethune to 
Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 

62 ADPdC M5624, 24 May 1934, Commissariat of the Police City ofHarnes to Prefect 
Pas-de-Calais. 
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voluntarily. 63 And as new reports of company bullying of immi
grants reached the Minister of Labour in the autumn of 1934, he 
admonished Pas-de-Calais officialdom for its lax enforcement of 
the government's wishes. He showed impatience, writing to the 
prefect: 'I have called to your attention on many occasions . . . 
[that] repatriations must never be carried out against the wishes 
of the party concerned. I have insisted particularly on the fact that 
no pressure must be placed on unemployed workers in order to 
bring them to request repatriation, and that convoys include only 
workers who have themselves shown the desire to return to their 
country of origin. '64 Local authorities, for their part, acknowledged 
little difference between law-abiding, out-of-work immigrants and 
subversives. To them, particularly after the clashes of the spring, 
harsh treatment for all foreigners appeared justified. While repri
manded for the continued high-handed treatment of unemployed 
immigrants, the Pas-de-Calais prefect remained defiant. His atti
tude underscored the precarious position of immigrants in the 
département. In correspondence with Paris, he stated that 'the truth 
obliged' him to underscore that unemployed immigrants 'too often 
use their great leisure to engage in revolutionary agitation'. He 
thus excused any irregularities as evidence of his struggle to defend 
national security, not abuse. He all but admitted that certain immi
grants were repatriated against their will, but he added that, for 
such an individual, 'the measure of expulsion ... is not because 
he has been laid off from the mine; it is not at all at the instigation 
of the company, but because he has abused the hospitality that our 
country has freely given him and because his pernicious action has 
been recognized by the police services'. He closed his exchange 
with the minister: 'In sum, no neglect of your instructions has been 
observed. Foreign workers stay in France who want to, [but] on 
the condition, of course, they keep a correct attitude. '65 In this 
way, local administrators continued to wield their power arbitrar
ily, just as authorities had earlier encouraged. Of demands from 
Paris to return to strict legality, they took no notice. 

63 ADPdC M5624, 7 June 1934, Subprefect Betbune to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
64 ADPdC M5624, 9 Oct. 1934, Ministry of Labour to Prefect Pas-de-Calais. 
65 ADPdC M5624, 22 Oct. 1934, Prefect Pas-de-Calais to Ministry of Labour. 
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Conclusion 

The powerlessness of the movement of the immigrant jobless and 
the weakness of immigrants within the French economy, society, 
and polity of the 1930s emerged fully in the years following the 
protests of 1934. Though spared officially imposed limits on 
foreign personnel in 1934, Pas-de-Calais coal firms played it safe. 
Sensitive to the temper of Paris, they continued to dismiss Poles 
and to promote their return home. The intensity of dismissals and 
repatriations only dissipated in late 1935 before ceasing in early 
1936.66 The objections offoreigners played no role in halting these 
policies; only a more accommodating relationship between coal 
firms and the central government on the issue of foreign man
power did so. The immigrants' rapport with French unionism also 
deteriorated, as Communist organizations nationally and in the 
Pas-de-Calais relented in their defence of foreign workers by 
adopting a position akin to that of the CGT.67 Further, the central 
government abandoned principled treatment for the immigrant 
jobless. As the French economy and labour market deteriorated in 
1934, governments of the right came to power in 1935 and 1936. 
They dedicated themselves to removing foreigners from French 
jobs and from French territory in an effort to combat native job
lessness. Their policies excused and even condoned earlier 
overzealous harrying of foreigners by Pas-de-Calais officials. 
Through new rules and sanctions, administrators found abundant 
opportunities to expel immigrants. Expulsion became a real 
prospect even for law-abiding but jobless immigrants. The central 
government revoked earlier protections: now, all laid-off immi
grants could face repatriation after a period of grace. 68 The Polish 
community of the Pas-de-Calais coalfields, powerless to contest 
the will of employers and the state and unable to mobilize French 
union and popular support, thus experienced precipitous decline 
in the mid-1930s.69 Only renewed labour scarcity in the mines 

66 e.g. during 1934 the mines of the Pas-de-Calais lost nearly 6,ooo Poles. By 1935, the 
number had declined by just over 2,000. See Galand, Les Mines du .Nord, 196. In early 1936, 
as public and official circles began questioning the wisdom of immigrant lay-offs, the 
CCHF informed the state that the mines had laid off all foreigners possible. See CAMT 
40AS1: CCHF Extrait du rapport presente à l'Assemblee Générale, 19 Mar. 1936. 

67 See Perry, 'Sans Distinction'. 68 Bonnet, Les Pouvoirs publics français, 293-301. 
69 Indeed, in early 1934, before the policy of mass lay-offs and repatriations, 103,741 

Poles resided in the arrondissement of Bethune, the administrative district containing most of 
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during the late 1930s would strengthen the immigrants' position. 
As demand for coal grew with the approach of war, officials and 
employers once again regarded foreigners as desirable economic 
assets and French workers again regarded them with tolerance. 
Immigrant protest could not effect such a change. 

the Pas-de-Calais miners. By late 1935 this figure had fallen to 87,673, a decline of more 
than I6,ooo or 15 per cent. ADPdC M6677 Situation numerique des etrangers residants 
dans l'arrondissement de Bethune au I janvier 1934 and Situation numerique des etrangers 
residants clans l'arrondissement de Bethune au 15 decembre 1935. 
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Politicization of Unemployment in 
British-Ruled Palestine 

DAVID DE VRIES AND SHANI BAR-ON 

Unemployment in Mandate Palestine (rgr7-47) has long attracted 
the attention of historians. One reason was the sheer size of unem
ployment, its share in the labour force, and its relation to immi
gration. The second reason was the politicization of the issue. 
Whilst the Arabs persistently claimed that expanding Jewish 
immigration aggravated unemployment, the Jews retorted no less 
vociferously thatJewish immigration brought along capital and 
skills which, in turn, enhanced economic opportunities, thereby 
eventually reducing unemployment. Against the background of a 
social phenomenon hitherto unknown in Mandate Palestine in 
such dimensions, and of political leaders in the two communities 
mobilizing the unemployed for political purposes in the Arab
Jewish conflict, emerged a third characteristic of contemporary 
unemployment: the yawning gap between the potential it created 
for social unrest and the paucity of organized protest by the 
unemployed themselves. Contemporaries were keenly aware of 
the wrath of the unemployed. It evoked substantial fears among 
the British authorities, in particular during the Arab rebellion; and 
many among the leaders of the Jewish polity in pre-rg48 Palestine 
suspected that it undermined the hegemony of Zionist institutions 
in the towns. At the same time, however, hardly any serious insti
tutional measures were required in response to the scattered 
protests of the unemployed-they simply died out on their own, 
and to many they unsurprisingly seemed to lack energy and per
sistence. This interplay between the enormity of unemployment 
and the feeble expression of protest is a telling prism through 
which the protests of the unemployed in Mandate Palestine and 
the contexts in which they emerged can be understood. 

First we focus on the Yishuv, and in particular on the economic 
crisis which dramatically affected the Jewish sector of the Palestine 
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economy in 1926-8. It was here that post-First World War 
Palestine first witnessed the full intensity of the social force inher
ent in unemployment, its impact on Zionist institutions and on 
the Zionist labour movement itself. Our second focus is on the 
potential in the anger of the unemployed to influence ideology, 
organization, and politics. Here we turn to the Arab community 
of Mandate Palestine and, in particular, to the Arab revolt of 
1936-9 and the politicization of unemployment. Finally, we con
sider the British Mandatory 'state' as a major employer in 
Palestine and in particular the united Jewish-Arab protests of 
May 1947 against the threat of unemployment faced by demobi
lized servicemen and those employed by the Mandate authorities 
during the Second World War. 

Unemployment and the Jewish Community 

Organized protest of unemployed immigrants and workers was 
introduced to Palestine in the 1920s, largely by Jews. Sporadic dis
content about lack of jobs emerged among Arabs during the First 
World War and amongJewish immigrants during the economic 
slowdown of the early 1920s, but it did not amount to much. If any
thing, the response to mounting unemployment was mainly institu
tional. The British Palestine government sought to reduce the cost 
of its rule and shirked responsibility for the unemployed, and it cur
tailedJewish immigration because of the conviction in government 
circles that the Palestinian economy was incapable of absorbing 
new entrants. 1 Response in the Jewish community came mainly 
from the labour movement. Using the Histadrut (established in 
December 1920), its trade union organization, and local labour 
councils, labour developed a more active approach seeking to con
vince Jewish employers to prefer Jewish immigrants and workers 
over 'cheap' Arab labour. Many Histadrut members joined this 
national-oriented campaign, often by participating in strikes and, 
occasionally, in violence. Although these battles employed the 
Zionist terminology ofJewish state-building, they hardly had an 
impact on private employers and without concerted Zionist pres
sure to bring about a change in Britain's non-interventionist 

1 John Gal, Burden by Choice? Policy Towards the Unemployed in Pre-State Palestine and Israel 
I92o--1995 (Beer Sheba, 2002, in Hebrew), 40. 
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approach there was not much labour could do. 2 The Histadrut was 
left, therefore, to develop a series of social and cultural institutions 
which, through its town-based labour councils, catered for the needs 
of the unemployed and served as a surrogate address for their eco
nomic plight and anger. During the economic boom of the mid-
1920s, which was set off by Jewish immigration and import of 
capital, and significantly eased the pressure of unemployment, these 
labour institutions became labour's main lever in organizing new 
immigrants, finding jobs for them, and providing economic and 
social institutions and a sense of community. Clearly, the mix of 
Zionism, institutional care, and control of urban labour that these 
communal arrangements entailed was hardly a hothouse for 
working-class radicalism. 3 

It was only in the wake of the 'great economic crisis' which beset 
the Jewish building and manufacturing sectors in 1926-8 that job 
scarcity became a specific cause for social unrest. However, the 
main reason why protest was, by and large, an internal Jewish 
affair was that it followed the large wave ofJewish immigration (of 
Russian and Polish Jews)in 1924-5 and focused on the inability of 
the Jewish private and public sectors to absorb the immigrants. 
Among the Arab majority of the population in Palestine, unem
ployment was harsh, in particular, in the agricultural sector, as the 
British government well noted. But during the 1920s as a whole 
and the downturn of 1926-8 itself, unemployed Arabs hardly 
turned to organized protest at all. 

In the eyes of contemporaries, the crisis was indeed unprece
dented. In 1926 the construction industry stagnated totally, and the 
number of those without work was five times that of the previous 
year. In 1927 the crisis climaxed, hitting in particular Jewish immi
grants, Jewish workers in the towns, and the unskilled. Of the 
Jewish population of 149,800 in 1927 with a workforce of 55,900, 
the unemployed reached a decadal high of 7,300.4 Though the 

2 On the emergence of the concept see A viva Halamish, 'Immigration According to 
Economic Absorptive Capacity: The Guiding Principles, Modes of Operation and the 
Demographic Implications of the Interwar Immigration Policy', in Avi Bareli and Nachum 
Karlinsky (eds.), Economy and Society during the Mandate (Beersheba, 2003, in Hebrew), 
179-216. 

3 Dan Giladi, 'The Yishuv during the Fourth Wave oflmmigration, 1924-1929' (Ph.D. 
thesis, Hebrew University,Jerusalem, 1968), 33-5; David De Vries, Idealism and Bureaucracy 
in 1920s Palestine: The Origins of 'RedHaifa (Tel Aviv, 1999, in Hebrew), chs. 3-4. 

4 Jacob Metzer and Oded Kaplan, The Jewish and Arab Economies in Mandatory Palestine: 
Production, Employment and Growth (Jerusalem, 1990, in Hebrew), 104. See also Nadav Halevi, 
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impact of the crisis was not uniform, hitting low-waged workers 
more than salaried workers and the urban areas with a strong 
Histadrut presence, the sense of catastrophe was widespread. 5 

The major repercussion of the crisis was that it exposed the 
inability of the Histadrut and the Zionist movement in general to 
ease the levels of unemployment and to close the gap between the 
influx ofunskilledjewish immigrants and low capital investment.6 

Pressure exerted by labour on both the Palestine government and 
the Zionist leadership to create jobs resulted eventually in only a 
marginal increase in employment. Inability to influence the avail
ability of jobs induced the Histadrut to acquiesce in the granting 
of material support to the unemployed, using small sums of 
money fromjewish capital funds transferred by the World Zionist 
Organization. 7 

The second repercussion of the crisis was the increasing 
ambivalence in Jewish society concerning the viability of the 
Zionist project in Palestine.8 Chronic lack of employment entailed 
severe hardship and affected the ability to provide even the most 
basic essentials. In many places real hunger took hold, and 
workers faced difficulties paying for accommodation, clothing, and 
medical treatment. Hence the letter written by 'workers who have 
been hungry for two days' to the Histadrut-affiliated Petah Tikva 
labour council: 'The situation has reached the point where there 
isn't even a morsel of bread to last the day.'9 Physical debility as 
a result of the shortages made it difficult for workers to return to 
manual labour, even when this could be found. Conditions regu
lating aid were such that it barely provided minimal subsistence, 
and until the financial support programme of Zionist institutions 
in the summer of 1926, hunger and destitution were the lot of 
'The Political Economy of Absorptive Capacity: Growth and Cycles in Jewish Palestine 
under the British Mandate', Middle Eastern Studies, 19 (1983}, 458-9

5 Giladi, 'The Yishuv', 186; De Vries, Idealism and Bureaucracy, 211. The inconsistency in 
the figures is not coincidental. On the one hand, the leadership of the Yishuv had an inter
est in hiding the real data in order not to question 'absorptive capacity'; on the other, in 
the historiography the crisis was conceived as more serious than it actually was. 

6 On the causes of the crisis see Giladi, 'The Yishuv', 18o-4. 
7 For details on the financial support plan see John Gal, 'Unemployment Insurance, 

Trade Unions and the Strange Case of the Israeli Labour Movement', International Review 
ofSocial History, 42 (1997}, 357-g6. 

8 Ruben Schindler, 'Unemployment Assistance during the Period of the Yishuv: 
Philanthropy, Productivity and Mutual Aid', Journal of JewishCommunal Service, 53 (1977}, 
3s6-61. 

9 Lavon Institute Archive of the Labour Movement (hereafter LA}, IV-250-54-231-c. 
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many urban workers. 1° Consequently, there was a net emigration 
ofJews from Palestine. The difficulty faced by the Jewish commu
nity in providing materially for itself brought with it the threat that 
the Palestine government would reduce the number of immigra
tion permits. The Yishuv's leadership seemed to concur. Long 
espousingJewish workers' hegemony inJewish-owned workplaces, 
it expressed sympathy with the plight of the unemployed. At the 
same time it recognized the shortage of work as a malignant 
disease liable to derail the entire Zionist project. 11 

The third repercussion was the growing threat of chronic 
unemployment to the political and organizational control of 
Jewish institutions and those of the Histadrut in particular. The 
unemployed fought each other for jobs-sometimes physically
in the queues outside the Histadrut-run labour exchanges, the 
institutions turned to as the best means of finding work. 'No sub
stantial projects were initiated', claimed a senior Histadrut func
tionary regarding incidents at Haifa's labour council, 'and all the 
difficulties of the situation and the bitterness of the jobless were 
expressed, sometimes in the form of shouted demands and some
times even with violence-and all of this directed solely and exclu
sively at the representatives of the unions and the employment 
exchanges.' 12 Attempts on the part of the small Histadrut-affili
ated trade unions to decrease unemployment by advertising job 
vacancies were indeed only partially successful. Consequently part 
of the economic infrastructure of the Histadrut (such as its build
ing contracting company) collapsed, and the opportunities for cor
ruption among the bureaucrats proliferated. 13 When the crisis 
peaked in 1927, the Histadrut was increasingly perceived as inca
pable of protecting the unemployed; many workers with more 
stable employment left it, and its membership plummeted. 14 This 

10 The aid started in July 1926, approximately one year after the onset of the crisis. It 
was given only to those who had been unemployed for at least two months, and the entided 
had to attend the employment office three times a week. The aid supplied about half of the 
minimal expenses. See Gal, Burden by Choice, 55-6.

11 De Vries, Idealism and Bureaucrary, 216-17; id., 'Drawing the Repertoire of Collective 
Action: Labour Zionism and Strikes in 1920s Palestine', Middle Eastern Studies, 38/3 (2002), 
93-122. 

12 Berl Repetor, Kuntres, 258 (2 Apr. 1926, in Hebrew). Kuntres was the bulletin of Ahdut 
Haavoda, the majority party in the labour Zionist movement in 1919-29. 

13 Shabtai Teveth, David's Passion: LifeofDavid Ben Gurion Gerusalem, 1976), ii. 365-83; 
Giladi, 'The Yishuv', 194-6. 

14 For the strategy of segregating strong workers in Haifa see De Vries, Idealism and 
Bureaucrary, 221-34. 
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deepened the Histadrut's dependence on support from below of 
the better-off industrial workers and on more economically pow
erful groups, in particular, private sector Jewish manufacturers. 15 

Furthermore, the weakness of the Histadrut vis-a-vis the Zionist 
movement became a chief cause for Mapai, its leading political 
party, to consider a political takeover of the Zionist movement 
altogether. 16 

The fourth effect of the unemployment crisis of 1926-8 was on 
the institutions of the Histadrut. An all-out war over the few jobs 
that did exist was fought between the workers' councils, between 
union members and non-union workers, between those with per
manent jobs and the unemployed, between women workers and 
men, and between farmers and artisans. 17 The violence of the 
'Petah Tikva incidents' is a case in point. 18 As long as unemploy
ment lingered, the unemployed of the Petah Tikva plantation (a 
few miles east of Tel Aviv) turned their resentment against the 
farmers who, for economic reasons, preferred to employ Arabs in 
the plantation's orchards. 19 There were even those who declared 
that the war against the farmers should be fought shoulder to 
shoulder with the Arab workers, on the grounds that the 'gulf that 
separates the Jewish worker from the Arab worker is endangering 
more and more the status of the worker in the settlement, since it 
provides the farmer with the means to oppress and exploit them 
both'. 20 The Histadrut for its part imposed a different policy. 
With the onset of the citrus-picking season of November
December 1927, and after negotiations with the Jewish citrus
growers had come to nothing, it organized a protest through the 

15 De Vries, Idealism and Bureaucracy,273-85. 
16 David Ben-Gurion, From Class to Nation (Tel Aviv, 1933, in Hebrew), 241; see also the 

conflict between the Histadrut and the Hadassah Medical Organization over the require
ment that unemployed workers produce a 'poverty certificate' as a precondition for exemp
tion from hospitalization charges. Shifra Shvartz, 'Charity or Social Right? The 
Controversy over the Hospitalization of Members of the Jewish Labour Federation in 
Palestine, 1926-1928', Israel]oumal of Medical Sciences, 32/3-4 (1996), 248-55. 

17 For the tension between the labour councils see the correspondence concerning the 
Jaffa to Petah Tikva road in LA/IV-250-54-146. For the tension between Histadrut 
members and other Jewish workers see Anita Shapira, Futile Struggle (Tel Aviv, 1977, in 
Hebrew), 38-g. 

18 The Petah Tikva Agricultural Committee, The Petoh Tikva Troubles (Petah Tikva, 1928, 
in Hebrew). 

19 Petah Tikva Labour Council to the Agricultural Council, 18 Apr. 1927, LA/IV-250-
54-230-a. 

20 Minutes ofPoalei-Zion party in Petah Tikva, 5 Nov. 1927, LA/IV-250-54-231-b. 



Politicization of Unemployment in Mandate Palestine 205 

local labour council.21 Pickets were stationed at the entrances of 
orchards where Arabs were employed, and occasionally these 
groups came to blows, ending in violent dispersal by the British 
police. After a series of incidents which came to a head on 17 
December 1927, the Histadrut sealed an agreement with the 
farmers that stipulated that at least 50 per cent of the citrus-pickers 
should be Jewish, and that the difference between the wages of 
the Arab workers and those of the Jewish workers would be paid 
by the Agricultural Council, a Zionist-backed Histadrut organi
zation. The power of the unemployed was therefore diverted into 
the struggle against elements external to the Jewish labour com
munity-Jewish landowners and Arab workers. 22 Moreover, the 
difficulties of coping with unemployment and its after effects in 
1927-9 increased the orientation of Histadrut leaders towards 
Zionist, rather than class, solidarity. 23 The financial support which 
the Histadrut gave to the unemployed was abolished in order to 
force their migration from the towns to the agricultural settle
ments,24 and to enlist them more fully in the Histadrut's campaign 
to secure more control in the labour market. 25 

In the longer term this policy reorientation proved to be a 
double-edged sword which turned against the Histadrut. This 
indeed happened in the unemployment crisis of 1936, when a 
large and organized group of unemployed among the ranks of 
construction workers in Tel Aviv demanded material support 
from the Histadrut and threatened to destabilize Mapai's control 
of the town's Histadrut-affiliated labour council.26 The storm this 
affair caused in the labour movement has to be understood 
against the background oflabour's aspiration in the 1930s to wrest 

21 This policy was driven by David Ben Gurion himself, who was behind the decision 
on the struggle in the executive committee of the Histadrut. See Teveth, David's Passion, ii. 
435-55. 22 Shapira, Futile Struggle, 37-42. 

23 De Vries, Idealism and Bureaucracy, 267-73; Eliezcr Rosenthal, 'Unemployment
Attitude, Crystallization of Policy and Practice in the Labour Movement, 1927-1948' (MA 
thesis, Tel Aviv University, 1976, in Hebrew). 

21 Teveth, David's Passion, ii. 436; LA/IV-235-1-996-c. 
25 In 1930, after the crisis had ended, Histadrut members were transferred to Petah 

Tikva in order to get the citrus work. Sec Shapira, Futile Struggle, 89. On gendered aspects 
in the Histadrut approach to unemployment see Deborah S. Bernstein, 'On Rhetoric and 
Commitment: The Employment of Married Women during the Depression of 1936-1939', 
Women's Studies International Forum, 20/5-6 (1997), 593-604. 

26 The affair was known as 'Ha-Martef (the cellar) after the group's meeting place in 
Tel Aviv. See Meir Avizohar, Through Broken Mi1Tor: National and Social Ideals as Reflectedin 
Mapai (Tel Aviv, 1990, in Hebrew), 293-313. 
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provision for the unemployed from all other public institutions. 
Since 1933 Mapai had controlled not only the Histadrut but the 
Jewish Agency which ran the entire system of Zionist institu
tions.27 Shaping an unemployment policy meant responding to 
the huge expansion of the Histadrut's urban base resulting from 
large-scale immigration from Central and Eastern Europe in the 
wake of the rise of fascism. Through a Histadrut-run unemploy
ment fund, and by mobilizing non-labour forces in the Jewish 
community and the Zionist movement, Mapai and the Histadrut 
assured provision for the unemployed, their organization, and 
their affiliation to labour's institutions in the latter half of the 
1930S.28 

However, institutionalization of unemployment provision and 
the focused efforts to control the labour market were associated, 
in the eyes of many non-affiliated workers and unemployed, with 
political control and even corruption. The violent protest at the 
Tel Aviv labour council in 1937-9 (mostly by building workers) 
and its political implications therefore signalled that unemploy
ment could not simply be resolved by political and bureaucratic 
control of the labour market or by the social regimentation of the 
unemployed themselves. The affair reflected intra-communal and 
intra-labour social tension. However, it did not evolve into an 
open conflict, mainly because of the economic impact of the 
Second World War and the virtual disappearance of unemploy
ment that the war brought about.29 

Unemployment and Arab National Resentment 

The prevalence of a protest culture of the unemployed within the 
Arab population of Mandate Palestine is, in all probability, a 
question of definition. Many scholars reckon that the course and 
duration of the Arab revolt (1936-9) cannot be understood 

27 Giladi, 'The Yishuv', 243;on Mapai's social ideology see Zeev Stemhell, The Founding 
Myths ofIsrael: Nationalism, Socialism, and the Making of the Jewish State (Prince ton, 1998). 

28 Histadrut, 7he Unemployment Fund: Report 1933-1938 (Tel Aviv, 1938, in Hebrew); 
Histadrut, 7he Unemployment Fund, 1936-1940 (Tel Aviv, 1941, in Hebrew); Avraham 
Milshtein, Unemployment Fund, 1933-1941 (Tel Aviv, 1985, in Hebrew); Sternhell, The Founding 
Myths, 306-17. 

29 Nachum Gross andJacob Metzer, 'Palestine in World War II: Some Economic 
Aspects', in Geofrey. T. Mills and Hugh Rockoff (eds.), 7he Sinews of War: Essays on the 
Economic History of World War 11 (Ames, Ia., '996), 59-82. 
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without reference to the socio-economic background of the 
peasant population, unemployment included. However, this socio
economic background has not been defined as unemployment in 
the accepted sense of the term. 

Although the Arab economy was far from stagnant during the 
Mandate period, underemployment, in particular among the .fellahin 
(peasantry), was chronic. 30 Among other factors this derived from 
natural growth in the rural population, while the area of land avail
able to extended families remained static or even contracted. For 
this reason, hidden unemployment evaded official statistical meas
urement.31 Even when totally lacking employment, the majority of 

.fellahin remained bound administratively to the family farm. 
Therefore, when they were not working for hire, they were not con
sidered part of the workforce. 32 It is for these reasons that estimates 
of Arab unemployed in Mandate Palestine are very unreliable. 33 

The causes of deprivation of a significant proportion of the .fel
lahin population are well known. First, hardship emanated prima
rily from eviction from the land on which the .fellahin had long 
subsisted. 34 Late nineteenth-century changes in Ottoman law and 
the British Mandate's changes in land control and ownership led 
to the loss of entitlement to land that had been worked for cen
turies. Secondly, Zionist land acquisition and settlement began at 
the end of the nineteenth century, a process that continued over 
the years of the British Mandate. Finally, the pressure of mount
ing debts forced the.fellahin population to sell its land. These debts 
were created by population growth, British taxation policy, 
natural disasters, and the agricultural methods that the .fellahin 
adopted. The wealthy landowners and financiers who lent money 
to the .fellahin took over their land as surety for the debts. If the 

30 Here we focus on the fellahin. For a more general picture of Arab society see Rochelle 
L. Taqqu, 'Arab Labor in Mandatory Palestine' (Ph.D. thesis, Columbia University, 1977); 
for Haifa seejoseph Vashitz,]ewirh--Arab Relo.tions at Haifa under the British Mandate (Givat 
Haviva, 1973, in Hebrew). For an example of the protest of unemployed inJaffa demand
ing public works see Palestine Post, 15 May 1938; see also A. Becker, 'Is There an Arab 
Unemployment Problem in Palestine?', Palestine and Near East Economic Magazine, 5/12-13
(1930), 233-6. 

31 Mahmoud Yazbak, 'From Fellahin to Rebels: Economic Causes in the Breakout of the 
Arab Revolt in 1936', Hatzionot, 22 (2000, in Hebrew), 185-205, at 200. 

32 Issa Khalaf, 'The Effect of Socioeconomic Change on Arab Societal Collapse in 
Mandate Palestine', International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 29 ( 1997), 93-1 12, at 95.

33 Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 54, and 62-3. 
34 For their description as 'banished', see Yazbak, 'From Fellahin to Rebels', 196. 
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land was sold to Jews, the fellah lost any access to his former land 
(those of tenant status under an Arab landowner had customary 
rights to land). A significant proportion ofthefellahin were there
fore deprived of the means of subsistence. 35 

However, only partial proletarianization of the fellahin ensued. 36 

They usually remained tied to their family and village, whither 
they returned at times of shortage of work or seasonal lulls in agri
culture. Admittedly, the prodigious expansion of coastal towns 
was partly created by an influx of fellahin, but the latter tended to 
setde in shanties on the outskirts of the towns, without women, 
dependent adults, or children. The inhabitants of the shanties, 
such as those in 1920s and 1930s Haifa, lived in conditions of 
abject poverty and were set apart from the other Arabs in the big 
cities. In the mid-1930s some shanties were cleared and the inhab
itants forced to return to the villages. Some of the fellahin did, 
indeed, remain in the towns and became a regular part of the 
workforce, but many continued to roam between paid employ
ment and village life. They were therefore still regarded asfellahin 
and most were not counted as unemployed. 37 

By and large, until the 1930s no political activity or significant 
self-organization was attributed to this social stratum. 38 Neither 
the socio-economic causes behind the violent events injerusalem 
in 1929, in the wake of the Muslim-Jewish dispute over access to 
the Wailing Wall,39 nor the unemployment in the Arab sector,40 

which was lower than that in the Jewish sector,41 produced a sig
nificant voice for the unemployed in local Arab politics.42 Change 

35 See Kenneth Stein, 'Palestine's Rural Economy, 1917-1939', Studies in Zionism, 8 
(1987), 25-49.

36 Avraham Cohen, The Economy of theArab Sector in Mandatory Palestine (Givat Haviva, 
1978, in Hebrew), 41. 

37 Khalaf, 'The Effect of Socioeconomic Change', 102; Yazbak, 'From Fellahin to 
Rebels', 201-2. 38 Stein, 'Palestine's Rural Economy', 26. 

39 Mahmoud Yazbak, 'Immigrants, Elite Groups and Popular Organizations in Haifa's 
Arab Society from the British Occupation to the End of the Arab Revolt', in Bareli and 
Karlinsky, Economy and Society, 381. See also Colonial Office, Palestine Royal Commission Report 
(London, 1937), 72-6; Vashitz,Jewish-Arab Relations, i. eh. 3, g. 

40 In 1926-8 the rural sector suffered from natural disasters (locust,cattle epidemic, and 
drought), for which see Stein, 'Palestine's Rural Economy', 4o--1. For the extent of unem
ployment in the Arab sector see Tamar Gozansky, The Development of Capitalism in Palestine 
(Tel Aviv, 1986, in Hebrew), 210. 

41 BarbaraJ. Smith, The Roots ofSeparatism in Palestine: British Economic Policy, 192o--1929 
(Syracuse, NY, 1993), 82. 

42 Also influential was the lack of a legacy of a class-based organization. On the hard
ships of the Arab unionization see Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 113-58. 
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emerged only at the turn of the decade when the Palestinian rural 
economy suffered some serious setbacks, mainly on account of 
natural disasters, and balanced only by meagre public works in 
the cities in whichfellahin were employed. The construction of the 
Haifa port in 1929-33, the laying of the oil pipeline, and other 
projects sponsored by the British government combined with 
increased seasonal work in the citrus sector to bring sporadic 
employment and a slight improvement in working conditions.43 

The Zionist campaign for control of the labour market was not 
yet as effective as it was to be later in the decade. Thus fellahin 
found employment even inJewish-owned industries and agricul
tural settlements (sources of income which would later be eroded). 
The huge wave ofjewish immigration in 1932-4 put an end to 
this period of relative prosperity. Admittedly, until 1935 there was 
an impressive increase in the flow of capital into Palestine, and 
this led to a boost in the construction sector, offering employment 
to Arab job-seekers too. 44 In these years Arab workers were still 
benefiting from buoyancy in the construction sector, in the citrus 
sector, and in the docks.45 But increases in the sale ofland to Jews 
and the completion of some of the public projects threatened the 
fellahin, who at the beginning of the 1930s had for the first time 
known a period of relatively respectable paid employment. 46 Signs 
of the impending crisis were beginning to show.47 

As early as 1931 a new line of action emerged. The letter from 
Ramsay MacDonald to Chaim Weizmann, called by the Arabs 
the 'Black Letter', abrogated the agreements that had followed 
the events of 1929 and led to increasing unrest against the British 
and renewed agitation against theJews.48 The anti-British and 
anti-Zionist lzz al-Din al-Qassam organization was already 
recruiting members, especially from the rural sector.49 In 1933, 

43 Khalaf, 'The Effect of Socioeconomic Change', 99-100. 
44 Vashitz, Jewish-Arab Relations, ii. eh. 5, 47. 45 Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 56-6o. 
46 Mahmoud Yazbak, 'From Poverty to Revolt: Economic Factors in the Outbreak of 

the 1936 Rebellion in Palestine', Middle Eastern Studies, 36 (2ooo), 93-113. 
47 See data on unemployment in Haifa in May Seikaly, Haifa: Transformation of an Arab 

Society, 1918-1939 (London, 1995), 147 n. 34.
48 For the Palestinian response to British policy see Smith, The Roots of Separatism, 15-16. 
49 lzz al-Din al-Qassam, the Palestinian militant (1882-1935), established the organiza

tion in 1930 as 'Black Hand'. See Yuval Arnon-Ohana, A Sword .from Within: The Internal 
Struggle in the Palestinian Movement 1929-1939 (Tel Aviv, 1981, in Hebrew), 268-9; Ted 
Swedenburg, 'The Role of the Palestinian Peasantry in the Great Revolt (1936-39)', in 
Edmund Burke IIIand Ira Lapidus (eds.), Islam, Politics and Social Movements (Berkeley, 1988), 
169-203.
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with the surge injewish immigration, large-scale demonstrations 
were called and strikes erupted throughout Palestine. 50 When war 
broke out between Italy and Abyssinia in 1935 and Arab agricul
ture was still suffering the effects of earlier natural disasters, the 
crisis was unleashed in earnest.51 Short-lived strikes invigorated 
the Izz al-Din al-Qassam group, which intensified its activities. In 
April 1936 the Arab revolt finally broke out, partly comprising 
sporadic strikes organized by the Supreme Arab Council, the 
body that since 1922 had run the life of the Muslim community of 
Palestine. In many towns Arab workers stopped work, and the 
unemployed and the rural population joined the agitation. 52 

From the summer of 1936, the centre of gravity of the revolt 
passed to the rural sector.53 Most of the rebellious activities 
emanated from the rural population, and the fighters themselves 
were primarily drawn from among the dispossessed Jellahin. 54 This 
is not the place to describe the dynamics of the revolt as a whole, 
but it is important to stress that the social bedrock on which it was 
based was the same stratum that had undergone proletarianiza
tion and was therefore the most prone to unemployment, both 
overt and covert. 55 Resentment was directed against the British 
and their policies, perceived as discriminating in favour of the 
Jews; against the Jews who had, as they saw it, stolen their liveli
hood, their land, and their ancestral rights; and against the Arab 
social elite, for charging exorbitant rates of interest on loans and 
expropriating land, and for arrogant and exploitative attitudes in 
general. 56 Bitterness was simultaneously economic, social, and 

50 Arnon-Ohana, A Sword .from Within, 245-50. In most cases the demonstrations ended 
peacefully. In one demonstration injaffa anti-British violence erupted and few Palestinians 
were killed by the police. Fellahin were not included in this protest in order to prevent esca
lation. 

51 Vashitz, Jewish-Arab Relations, i. eh. 2, 13. 
52 Arnon-Ohana, A Sword .from Within, 21-41. 
53 Baruch Kimmerling andJoel S. Migdal, Palestinians: The Making ofa People (Jerusalem,

1999, in Hebrew), 102-7.
54 Amos Nadan, 'From the Arab Revolt to the Al-Aqtsa Intifada: The Socio-Economic 

Dimension', in Tamar Yegnes (ed.), From lntifada to War: Landmarks in the Palestinian National 
Experience (Tel Aviv, 2003, in Hebrew), 53-85; Yehoshua Porat, The Palestinian Arab National 
Movement: From Riots to Rebellion, 1929-1939 (London, 1977), 261-2. 

55 Yazbak, 'From Poverty to Revolt', 93-113;Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 68; Avraham Sela, 
'Society and Institutions among the Palestinian Arabs during the Mandate: 
Transformation, Lack of Social Mobility and Demise', in Bareli and Karlinsky, Economy and 
Society, 291-347; Seikaly, Haifa, 243.

56 On arrogance towards the shanty residents see Yazbak, 'From Fellohin to Rebels', 
201. On elements of class struggle at the end of the revolt see Seikaly, Haifa, 255.
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political, reflecting an inability to distinguish between unemploy
ment and land, between economics and politics. 57 

The same forces that led to the outbreak of the revolt and to its 
prolongation and, in particular, unemployment among thefillahin, 
also led to the termination of the revolt and the loss of leader
ship. 58 In the second phase of the revolt the leadership lost control 
of its activists, and the latter formed splinter-groups that 'settled 
scores' rather than set a political agenda. The cruel treatment that 
the rebel activists meted out among the Palestinian population in 
1938-g aroused fervent Arab opposition to the continuation of the 
revolt. Alongside Britain's repressive measures (exiling leaders, 
arresting and prosecuting the activists, and more), the general 
exhaustion of the population after three years of struggle resulted 
in the decline of the movement. 59 Here, too, attention may be 
drawn to the duality inherent in unemployment: the social force 
deriving from it was indeed expressed in the 1930s in opposition 
to external enemies (the British and the Zionists in this instance),60 

but it also worked against the traditional leadership and the social 
elites of the Palestinian population. 

Moreover, the revolt politicized the social and the economic. 
The leadership of the fillahin remained religious and traditional, 
but from the early 1930s onward the patriarchal structure of rural 
society began to disintegrate, and control passed to external 
forces, as represented, for example, by Izz ad-Din al-Qassam.61 

The change was accompanied by nationalist and religious radi
calization, both anti-Zionist and anti-colonial.62 Radicalization 
and mounting anger directed towards the elites favoured the class 
aspect of political organization.63 The revolt gave expression to 
anger, hostility, and violence towards all those social strata blamed 

57 For the need to mix political and economic approaches to the revolt see Nadan, 
'From the Arab Revolt', 59.

58 For the failure of the Arab political organization see Sela, 'Society and Institutions', 
and Yazbak, 'Immigrants'. 

59 Kimmerling and Migdal, Palestinians, IO]-IO. 

60 The struggle bore some fruit and the government changed its policy towards the 
fillahin, as in the case of the tax system. See Yazbak, 'From Fellahin to Rebels', 192. 

61 Arnon-Ohana, A Sword .from Within, 266. 
62 Yazbak, 'Immigrants', 384.
63 Khalaf, 'The Effect of Socioeconomic Change', 107. Khalaf suggests that class 

conflict among the Arab community had a tragic effect on the community's collapse in 
1948. The point is also made by Rashid Khalidi, 'The Palestinians and 1948: The 
Underlying Causes of Failure', in Eugene L. Rogan and A vi Shlaim (eds.), The War for 
Palestine: Rewriting the History of1948 (Cambridge, 2007), 12-36. 
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for the dire predicament of the ftllah and for the lack of attention 
paid to his socio-economic grievances. However, this class anger 
was, above all else, articulated in nationalist terms. 64 

Unemployment among the Palestinians in the period of the 
Mandate therefore became a potent social force, but never tran
scended social, political, and cultural limitations. This synthesis 
found its most eloquent expression in the strike, imposed for polit
ical reasons, which initiated the revolt. The strike directly improved 
the employment opportunities ofjewish workers, and increasingly 
separated the Jewish and Arab economic sectors. Jewish workers 
were recruited to work in the Mandatory administration and were 
also authorized to operate the port ofTel Aviv, an aspiration which 
had hitherto remained unrealized. While called for political 
reasons, the strike therefore further aggravated the unemployment 
situation among the Arabs.65 Unemployment became political, and 
it often created a social base for the nationalist struggle. And it is for 
this reason that we have to turn now to British policy. 

Unemployment and British Policy 

Unrest among the unemployed in the period of the British Mandate 
did not pose a substantial problem for the colonial government. 
However, the politicization of unemployment, as in the case of the 
ftllahin, was critical, often provoking among British policy-makers 
fears of disquiet and disorder.66 It is against this background that 
the basic principle of British economic policy regarding Palestine 
of minimal intervention should be understood. It should be seen as 
a complex policy that was reminiscent of Britain's gatekeeping 
approach in Africa. 67 A striking example of this nebulous and open
ended policy was the concept of 'absorption capacity'. Following 
the crisis of 1926-8, the British announced that henceforth there 
would be a link between the level of unemployment in Palestine 
and the issuing of immigration and work permits to Jews. 68 In other 

64 Joel Beinin, Workers and Peasants in the Modem Middle East (Cambridge, 2001), g8. 
65 For the impact of the strike see Stein, 'Palestine's Rural Economy', 46. 
66 Yazbak, 'From Fellahin to Rebels', 196. 
67 For the basic principles of Mandatory economic policy see Nachum Gross, Not on 

Spirit Alone: Studies in the Economic History of Palestine in the Modem Era Gerusalem, 1999), 75.
68 For the period before the formal declaration see Halamish, 'Immigration According to 

Economic Absorptive Capacity', 1 8o-I. For the debate regarding the origins of this principle 
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words, the British government did not commit itself in any way to 
providing public works or unemployment relief (and this was widely 
recognized during the crisis69) but preferred to regulate immigration 
as a safety valve. The 'absorption capacity' principle had already 
emerged in the crisis of the late rg2os, when the quota of migrant 
labourers was restricted, but it was reinforced in the aftermath of 
the Arab revolt and the government inquiry that followed. The 
application of this principle, however, had subdy changed. While 
in the rg2os this policy was implemented on the basis of unemploy
ment levels in the Jewish community alone, in the late 1930s it also 
took the situation in the Arab economy into account. 70 A direct 
result of this policy was the politicization of unemployment, in par
ticular on account of its linkage with the granting of immigration 
permits to Jews. Palestine's Arabs interpreted economic laissez-faire 
as a political act, and it therefore aroused anti-colonial, nationalist 
resentment. As the latter threatened to disrupt the social order, as 
had happened during the Arab revolt, and as the Second World 
War required social peace, the British engaged in large-scale and 
cosdy intervention. 71 It was therefore the action of the Mandate 
government that indirecdy caused the association between unem
ployment, national anger, and anti-colonial resentment. Until the 
end of Second World War this resentment was only rarely trans
lated into united supra-national resistance, mainly in joint labour 
strikes in government workplaces. However, the government's new 
policy led to short-lived cooperation which was expressed in 
workers' protests against the threat of unemployment. 

In the rg2os and 1930s a gulf was created between the percep
tion of Palestine's economic development and the condition of the 
workers, in particular, the unskilled. With non-Jews arriving from 

see Smith, The Roots ofSeparatism, 74-85, who claims a pro-Zionist political 'twist'. See also 
Jacob Metzer, The Divided Economy of MandatoryPalestine (Cambridge, 1998), 66-7,who empha
sizes that political considerations gained prominence from 1936 onwards. In any case, Jews 
and Arabs alike considered it to be more than just an economic issue. For the concept of the 
'gatekeeper' see Frederick Cooper, Africa since 1940: The Post ofthe Present(Cambridge, 2002). 

69 Although the government provided a few public works, these years ended with 
budget surplus despite the acute crisis. See the example of the Jaffa to Petah Tikva road 
in Smith, The Roots ofSeparatism, 153; Gross, Not on Spirit, 191. 

70 Another example of this economic policy was protective tariffs for local goods. See 
Gross, Not on Spirit, 184. 

71 In this period the government deviated from its policy of balancing the budget, which 
had been retained until then even during an economic downturn. See tables, ibid. 186-7.
Keeping the public peace was paramount for the British from the start. 
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the Mediterranean basin andJews from further afield, an influx of 
workers stemmed from, amongst other things, British promises of 
work. The workforce was based primarily on migrants from 
various places who in reality were struggling to realize the dream 
for which they had come. At times of hardship and crisis, many 
of them were left frustrated and jobless. The Second World War 
was at first a time of opportunity, when many who had not pre
viously found regular work came and placed themselves in the 
labour market. 72 To a large extent this was the only period under 
the Mandate when there was full employment in Palestine. This 
was accompanied by a change of policy. 

The Second World War did not bring. about an immediate 
change in the economic situation and in levels of unemployment, 
but when the change came it was dramatic. 73 Palestine became 
an Allied bridgehead for the whole of the Middle East. Indicators 
of economic buoyancy (employment, growth, and productivity) 
soared in 1942 and then rose steadily throughout the duration of 
the war. 74 Employment came from various sources: growth of 
local industry in the absence of competitive imports; and an 
increase in agricultural production to supply the needs of the 
forces stationed in the country, in addition to local needs. But 
most influential of all was the recruitment of tens of thousands of 
Arabs andjews to meet Britain's manpower requirements in the 
region. 75 Employment was available in all branches of the public 
sector: communications, transport and infrastructure, technical 
services for the army, and even service in the army itself. 76 

Improved working conditions for those the British government 
employed did not accompany the economic boom and this, in 
conjunction with rampant inflation, led to severe erosion in the 
standard of living of those who had held these posts before the 
war. 77 But for many these were places of stable employment after 

72 Histadrut, Work and LackofWork in Town and Village, 1933-1941(Tel Aviv, 1942, in 
Hebrew). 

73 For details about the British policy during the war see lan W. Gaskin, 'Palestine, 
1939-1945: A Study of Colonial Economic Policy' (Ph.D. thesis, University of Oxford, 
1992). 74 Metzer and Kaplan, The Jewish and Arab Economies, 144-72.

75 Gross, Not on Spirit, 304-13. 
76 In 1943 e.g. the War Department employed so,ooo civilians. See Zachary Lockman, 

Comrades and Enemies: Arab and Jewish Workers in Palestine, Igo6-1948 (Berkeley, 1996), 336. 
77 David De Vries, 'British Rule and Arab-Jewish Coalescence oflnterest: The 1946 

Civil Servants' Strike in Palestine', International Journal ofMiddle East Studies, 36 (2004), 613-
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many years of uncertainty and seasonal unemployment. A change 
in Britain's interests in the region was accompanied by a change 
in its policy towards work and workers. 78 The most visible sign of 
this change was the founding in 1942 of the Labour Department, 
headed by Richard Graves. The creation of this department 
favoured a new direction, leading to increasing state intervention 
in everyday working lives (issues such as safety and hygiene, for 
example), alongside an experiment in the control and supervision 
of the activities of the workers, a policy which continued even 
after the war. 79 In tandem with increasing intervention by the 
state as an employer, there was a prospect of far-reaching change 
in the policy of non-intervention. The Labour Department 
encouraged the establishment and consolidation of Arab workers' 
unions which represented tens of thousands of workers by the end 
of the war. 80 The new policy eventually brought about further 
politicization of economic issues. 

With the end of the war there was a new upsurge in demands 
that had previously been repressed by the war, and there was pres
sure to prevent large-scale unemployment. Demands for improved 
conditions for state employees came to a head in April 1946, in the 
most extensive strike hitherto known in Palestine. All public sector 
workers went on strike, Arabs and Jews alike.81 Cooperation 
between public service workers also came to the fore on the rail
ways and in army camps. 82 In most cases the struggle was over 
conditions, recognition oflabour unions, war gratuities, and com
pensation for demobilization. But it seems that it was above all in 
the army camps that joint Jewish-Arab resistance on the part of 
those facing unemployment came to be expressed. Differences 
between the public services and other sectors of the economy were 
prominent throughout the lifetime of the British Mandate. In the 
public sector, strikes were initially banned (by an ordinance of 1942 
which was not abolished until spring 1946), and employment was 

78 And also in its macro-economic policy. See Gaskin, 'Palestine, 1939-1945', 310-29. 
79 Gross, Not on Spirit, 222; Jane Power, 'Different Drummer, Same Parade: Britain's 

Palestine Labour Department, 1942-1948' (Ph.D. thesis, Simon Fraser University, 2007). 
80 On the consolidation of the Arab unions see Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 194-221; Jane 

Power, '"Real Unions": Arab Organized Labor in British Palestine', Arab Studies 
Quarterly, 20 (1998), 13-28. The main unions were the Arab Workers Congress (A WC) and 
the Palestine Arab Workers Society (PAWS). 81 De Vries, 'British Rule'. 

82 For cooperation in the railways see Deborah S. Bernstein, Constructing Boundaries: 
Jewish and Arab Workers in Mandatory Palestine (New York, 2000), 197-205. On other sectors, 
Vashitz,]ewish--Arab Relations, chs. 6 and 7; Lockman, Comrades and Enemies, 322-39. 
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offered on the basis of equal access and pay. Jews were a minority 
in this sector, but contrary to the situation in other sectors, no dis
tinction was made betweenJewish and Arab workers in the same 
post. 83 Moreover, the trade union organization of workers in the 
public sector differed from that in the other sectors, and in general 
reflected the relative size of the two national communities. While 
the workers affiliated with the Histadrut or any other Jewish labour 
union never succeeded in getting a substantial foothold in the 
public services, 84 a number of the Arab labour leaders emerged 
from its ranks (such as Sami Taha).85 

It is against this background that workers' cooperation which 
took place in the two years following the end of the Second World 
War should be understood. Early in 1947 the government 
embarked on a new wave of redundancies in the War Department 
and this led to a rare instance of cooperation, not only between 
Jews and Arabs, but also between the two rival Arab organizations. 
On 20 May 1947 there was a one-day strike by all the employees 
of the War Department, some 40,000 Arabs andJews.86 There 
were differences of opinion between the workers' organizations 
over the best way of continuing the protest. But before the further 
industrial action which had been set by one organization could 
take place, the British struck an agreement including union recog
nition with the three unions. Consequently the goal of thwarting 
the redundancies failed. Apart from the successful cooperation, 
what stands out in this case is the direct appeal to the British as 
employers, something that was widespread in the two years after 
the war. Unlike on other occasions when unemployment threat
ened, the British feared the political repercussions of unemploy
ment, especially since now for the first time the demands were 
directed at them rather than a third party. To a considerable 
extent, this was caused by Britain's greater wartime intervention 
in everyday economic life. 87 

83 Compare with the British attitude towards Jewish employees in the railways and 
Haifa port, in Bernstein, Constructing Boundaries, 205. 

84 In 1943 e.g. the Histadrut declared a strike in the army camps but Arab workers, 
who were the majority, did not join in. See Lockman, Comrades and Enemies, 338. See also 
344-7for the unsuccessful attempts by the Histadrut to organize the Arab workers in the 
public service. 

85 Ibid. 238. For Taha's rural origins and his reliance on the social organization of the 
village see Bernstein, Constructing Boundaries, 73; Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 293.

86 Except those who worked in essential services. See reports in Palestine Post, 20 and 21 
May 1947. 87 Lockman, Comrades and Enemies, 338-g. 
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Arab-Jewish cooperation did not, however, last long. By the 
time of the strike in the army camps in May 1947, the United 
Nations Assembly had begun debating the future of Palestine. 
Political tension lay behind Histadrut opposition to the proposals 
of the Arab unions, principally the Palestine Arab Workers Society 
(PAWS). In September 1947 Sami Taha, the leader of this union, 
was assassinated, apparendy by the henchmen of Mufti Haj Amin 
el-Husseini (exiled leader of the Palestinian Arab national move
ment) who felt threatened by the ideological and organizational 
changes which Taha was proposing to make to the traditional 
leadership of the Palestinians. His death, coinciding with the UN's 
decision on the end of the Mandate and the partition of the 
country, once again pushed-in the face of national considera
tions--the fate of the workers and the unemployed into a corner.88 

The end of the British Mandate in Palestine exacerbated the 
problem of unemployment. This was because political transition 
in 1947-8 destabilized the economy, and because the British 
administration was the largest employer in Palestine. Moreover, 
the shortage of jobs was further aggravated by the displacement 
of many Palestinians following the 1948 war and by the mass 
influx ofJews into Israel in the early 1950s. Albeit under totally 
different political circumstances, a legacy associating unemployed 
discontent with issues of national identity persisted. 

During the Mandate period increased social tensions during 
recessions were far from negligible and mass unemployment had 
the potential to disrupt the social order. Just as the unemployed 
could identify their social and political adversaries, they could 
equally turn on each other. In the economic crisis of 1927 and the 
Cellar affair of the late 1930s, as well as at the end of the Arab 
rebellion in 1938-9, these tensions could well shake social institu
tions and even result in their transformation. Whenever this social 
force organized on a national or anti-colonial basis, as it did in 
the Petah Tikva affair and during the Arab revolt, it was fiercer 
and harboured the potential to turn social tension into an open 
conflict. While unemployment resulted from the pattern of 
Palestine's economic development, it was often blamed on one 
side or the other in the national conflict and therefore exacerbated 
Jewish-Arab relations. 

88 For decline of the unions see Taqqu, 'Arab Labor', 318-24; Lockman, Comrades and 
Enemies, 339-44. 
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To convert the scourge of unemployment into nationalist anger 
required its politicization. Palestine government policy in the 1920s 
and 1930s indirecdy brought about such politicization. It was prac
tically British laissez-faire on matters of unemployment on the one 
hand, and the absorptive capacity principle on the other, that 
made Arab leaders associate unemployment with the Jewish immi
grants. Such politicization led to the nationalist defiance and anti
colonial discontent that surfaced in periods of economic recession 
and rising unemployment. At these times, Jews demanded prefer
ential employment of 'organized Jewish labour', and when the 
Arabs demanded 'a halt to immigration' or an end to 'the 
Mandate's support of Zionism', all were referring among other 
things to the threat posed by the other side to livelihood and work 
opportunities. To the extent that unemployment was an economic 
issue, it also shaped the conflicted collective identities of Arabs and 
Jews. WhenJews attacked Arabs in theJewish-owned orchards, or 
when Arabs attackedJews at the port ofJaffa with its Arab-domi
nated workforce, these incidents were more often than not acts of 
unemployed resistance. In other circumstances, however, unem
ployment could push aside national identities and political consid
erations and foster supra-national cooperation. 

The de-politicization of unemployment which took place in the 
1940s defused the national tension and invigorated enmity 
towards the British along class lines. This was primarily a conse
quence of the colonial regime becoming a major direct employer 
ofboth Arabs andJews. Before the outbreak of the Second World 
War, the public servants, clerks, and railway employees working 
for the government had enjoyed relatively stable employment and 
a higher social position, but these advantages evaporated with the 
wartime erosion of their salaries. Furthermore, a significant pro
portion of the workforce in government services and the military 
were only recruited during the war. It is against this background 
that Arab-Jewish cooperation to oppose the threat of unemploy
ment in the army camps in 1947 should be understood. In this 
extraordinary situation, unemployment unleashed a powerful 
social force that challenged the British, neutralizing both internal 
sectarian tensions (that is, cooperation between the Arab unions) 
and national resentment. 

Thus the mobilizing potential of unemployment and the 
unemployed took a variety of forms, some turning from mere 
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discontent to open conflict, some remaining much more 
subdued.89 Unemployment had the capability to inflame the 
national conflict and, at the same time, it could occasion an 
extraordinary cooperation between ethnically based unions and 
between national rivals. Politicization of unemployment entailed 
escalation of the national conflict while its 'economization' could 
well entail supra-national cooperation. Here the manner of 
organization was decisive. When the unemployed were organized 
along national lines and national identity was emphasized, the 
effect was to escalate the inter-ethnic conflict. Unemployed 
protest followed nationalist lines during the rg2os and 1930s 
largely because those involved were unorganized or only in inter
mittent employment. When defiance and protest were based on 
the workplace, as in the case of the workers in the British army 
camps at the end of the Mandate, protest was predominantly 
expressed in economic terms, and occasioned-admittedly only 
half-hearted-instances of Arab-Jewish cooperation. 

89 See Khairia Kasmieh, 'Economic Aspects of the Arab-Zionist Confrontation in 
Mandatory Palestine', in Nadine Mouchy and Peter Sluglett (eds.), The British and French 
Mandates in Comparative Perspectives (Leiden, 2004), 447-56. For a wider perspective on protest 
culture in later Israeli society see Sam Lehman-Wilzig, Stiff-Necked People, Bottle-Necked System:
The Evolution and Roots ofIsraeli Public Protest, 1949-1986(Bloomington, Incl., 1990). 
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Protesting Individuals: The French 
Unemployed in the 1 930s

MICHAEL SEIDMAN 

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

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

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

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

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

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

This is especially true for the history of female unemployed, 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Agency can be as much individual as collective. Individualist 

11 Sophie Maurer, Les Chomeurs en action (decembre 1997-mars 1998): mobilisation collective et 
ressources compensatoires (Paris, 2001), 51, 8g, argues that individual desires for financial 
assistance, practical information, and social contacts-not the collectivist goals of the 
organization-motivated contemporary French unemployed to join protest movements. 

12 Jiirgen Kocka, 'Losses, Gains and Opportunities: Social History Today', Journal of 
Social History, 37/1 (Fall 2003), 26. 

13 See e.g. Paul Cartledge, 'What is Social History Now?', in David Cannadine (ed.), 
What is History .Now (Basingstoke, 2002), 19-35, at 31; and Eduardo Grendi, 'Repenser la 
micro-histoire', injacques Revel (ed.),Jeux d'echelles: la micro-analyse àl'expérience (Paris, Igg6), 
278. 

14 For the relationship between the Annales school and Durkheim seejacques Revel, 
'L'Histoire au ras du sol', in Giovanni Levi, Le Pouuoir au village: histoire d'un exorciste dans le 
Piémont du XVI/e siècle, trans. Monique Aymard (Paris, 1g8g), p. iv. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

State Controls 

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

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

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

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

Resistances 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

51 ADY 16 M 74, Situation economique, 30Jan. 1931. 
52 Letellier et al., Chômage, i. 240; Daniel and Tuchszirer, L'État, 125. 
53 Letellier et al., ChiJmage, i. 218-25. 
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(Parti Communiste Français) successfully organized the chômeurs 
of this industrial suburb, 175 of whom marched to the town hall 
to demand their re-enrolment.57 

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

The mayor of Angers (Maine-et-Loire), Eugene Proust, em
ployed the harsh and deliberately offensive language of a grand 
bourgeois who demanded effort from the less fortunate. He argued 
that 'professional chômeurs, parasites of the nation' constituted 20 

to 25 per cent of the unemployed who received benefits. 62 His 
percentage may have been confirmed by the experience of 
Fontaine-au-Pire (Nord), a small textile town, where 50 of the 200 

heads of household were struck from the rolls because of incom
plete documentation or 'inaccurate declarations', a finding which 
would not have surprised the authors of Marienthal. 63 Throughout 

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

58 ADS 2362, Le Maire de Cayeux-sur-Mer àM. le Préfet, 28 Mar. 1934. 
59 Ibid. Italics in original. For a somewhat similar situation in London, see Barry 
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15 Sept. 1933; ADY 4 M 2/g6, Commissaire de Chaville, 16 Nov. 1933. See also André
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62 AN F22 67g/68o, Association des Maires de France, 1934.
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the département of the Somme, 365 (20 per cent) of 1,847 applicants 
were refused allocations.64 The Somme's commission paritaire re
jected 22 per cent of applicants, some of whom had found a new 
job without informing the commission. It therefore insisted on 
daily check-ins for all assistedjobless.65 The Nancy Chamber of 
Commerce postulated that 1,500 of 3,500 chômeurs in its département 
were 'hard-core unemployed' (un élément incompressible).66 At 
Brunoy (Essonne), 'professional chômeurs' seem to have been mid
dle-aged men who refused work because they either owned their 
home or had other, undeclared sources ofincome.67 

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

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

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

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

of 200) of the unemployed were prosecuted or jailed for fraud. Authorities fined employers 
who permitted them to leave work to check in. 
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obligated to punch in three times per week at varied hours. A 
labour inspector warned the mayor of Amiens that the five un
employed persons who had not reported for three weekly check
ins were ineligible to receive benefits.72 National authorities 
accused other towns, such as Viry-Chatillon (Essonne), of har
bouring 'a certain number of irregularities', notably only one 
pointage per week persistently scheduled at the same hour. In ad
dition, local authorities had neglected to require the necessary 
documentation to prove that the candidate had earned wages 
for at least six months. 73 Inspectors insisted that chômeurs be 
notified only the night before their scheduled check-in. Partici
pation in labour disputes, for example, in solidarity with strikers, 
was not a valid excuse to miss check-ins.74 

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

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

72 ADS 2657, L'Inspecteur divisionnaire. Chômeurs wanted 'Sunday payment'. See ADS 
2362, Prefecture de la Somme, 5]an. 1935. 73 AN F22 684, Ministre, 31 May 1935. 
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77 ADS 2636, Office, 4 Feb. 1932. 78 ADS 26g6, Ville, 1 Mar. 1932. 
79 ADS 2636, Préfecture. 
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get benefits.'80 The Labour Minister insisted that all those who re
ceive allocations sign a statement that they were legitimate 
chômeurs.81 If convicted of fraud, the written form could be easily 
used against them. The minister lamented the lack of inspectors, 
one of whom could check 'only' 250 chômeurs per day.82 He also 
knew that if the unqualified received benefits, they would not re
turn them. Inspections were needed before and not after distribu
tion of benefits. The resistance of the unemployed hindered 
investigations: 'Direct control is very difficult for inspectors who 
are unfamiliar with the locality and are often greeted with hostility 
and obstruction. The jobless have threatened and injured them.'83 

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

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

80 ADS M 116, Reunion, 3o]une 1933. 
81 ADS M 116, Préfecture, 17 Aug. 1933· 82 AN F22 684, Ministre, 22june 1934.
83 Letellier et al., Chômage, i. 266. 84 ADS 2657, L'Inspecteur, 13 Apr. 1937.
85 AN F22 684, Fonds National, 23 Nov. 1934; ADSM 10 M 139, 17 Dec. 1931. 
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state argued that Amiens neglected to make periodic inspections, 
to demand daily pointages, and awarded benefits without de
manding proper documentation, especially a work certificate. 
The national government requested the repayment of 145,000 

francs. The mayor responded that he had applied the rules 'hu
manely'. 90 He argued that if the regulations were strictly obeyed, 
no part-time unemployed person would get assistance. The 
mayor continued to resist the state's demands for repayment, 
but he also refused the unemployed committees' appeals, voiced 
during the Popular Front, for increased benefits to keep up with 
inflation. It is not known how he responded to the prefect's frus
tration that 'numerous' chomeurs frequented bars (debits de boissons) 
located near the Placement Office, where pointages and distribu
tion of benefits occurred.91 The prefect recommended that the 
latter functions be moved to the more intimidating atmosphere 
of the district police headquarters. 

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

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

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

91 ADS 2657, Prefet, 8 Oct. 1934.
93 ADSM 10 M 139, Rouen, 24 Feb. 1938. 
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job investigating all those who applied.97 They researched the 
situation of each applicant, usually male, and verified his work sit
uation, number of children, incomes of household members 
(including common-law wives), type of pension, home owner
ship, willingness to seek and engage in wage labour, arrest 
record, and-not to be neglected-drinking habits. A total of 
170 Blosseville-Bonsecours residents applied, 140 were accepted, 
and 30 rejected. At another Rouen suburb, Notre-Dame-de
Bondeville, the mayor feared that awarding benefits to one chômeur
professionel would stimulate the demands of many others. 98 In 
Rouen itself, dozens were refused assistance, often for inebriation 
or refusal to seek work. Police investigated 'so-called indigents' 
who applied for local charity and found a few 'fraudulent 
abuses'. 99 At the level of the départernent, an inspection resulted in 
the elimination of hundreds from eligibility for poor relief and 
medical assistance. 100 However, at Lyons the percentage of those 
eliminated from the dole dropped precipitously, from 15 per cent 
in 1930 to only 3 per cent in 1935.101 

Denunciations 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

112 AN F7 677, Comités, 21jan. and 24jan. 1935.
113 AN F22 679/68o, Comité, 23june 1936. 
114 ADY 16 M 72, Conjoints, n.d., 1936[?]. 115 Perry, Prisoners of Want,196. 
116 ADVM 7F 2, 1939. 117 AN F7 13557, 18june 1933.
118 AN F7 13557, Tract, Union des Comités de Chômeurs de la Region Parisienne, 

June 1933. 119 Perry, Prisoners of Want, 174, 176; Pierru, Guerre aux chômeurs, 174-
120 ADY 16 M 72, Commissaire, 10 Feb. 1939, 39-41. 



Protesting Individuals 

never worked outside of her home.' When she began to receive 
benefits, a few of her friends were scandalized and stopped seeing 
her. In February 1939, police investigators determined that 
Madame X continued to receive her indemnity of 7.5 francs per 
day, which amounted to a total of 8,212 francs since May 1936. 
They turned the case over to prosecutors. 

Given the limitations of the sources, it is impossible to evaluate 
the accuracy of these seemingly unsolicited denunciations. Nev
ertheless, these examples of individuals' alleged deceptions are in
teresting and important in themselves for a number of reasons. 
Informing was a tradition rooted in popular culture and would 
take even nastier forms during the Second World War. 121 De
nunciations in totalitarian and authoritarian states-such as Vichy 
France, Nazi Germany, or the Soviet Union-have often proven 
to be unreliable. 122 However, unlike those regimes, the Third Re
public was democratic: 'Denunciation is a marginal practice in 
democracies, where there are strong norms against it.' 123 Letter 
writers responded to defiance of a conventional moral economy 
('a good day's work for a good day's pay') by their 'jobless' neigh
bours with their own individualized rebelliousness against social 
norms ('mind your own business'). Paradoxically enough, popular 
culture often stigmatizes 'welfare cheats',foux chômeurs, andfoineants 
in the strongest terms, but it reacts equally negatively against 
'rats', 'snitches', 'squealers', delateurs, or mouchards. This widespread 
condemnation explains why many letters were left unsigned. Fur
thermore, unlike during the Vichy period, when rewards for de
nouncing résistants or Jews were common, delateurs or dénonciateurs 
during the Third Republic seemed to have little to gain from de
nouncing their free-loading neighbours. In this context, the Third 
Republic was closer to its Weimar counterpart and the Vichy 
Regime to the Third Reich. 124 Of course, informants may have 
been merely satisfying their vengeful, jealous, or other personal 

121 Pau!Jankowski, Communism and Collaboration: Simon Sabiani and Politics in Marseille, 
1919-1944(New Haven, 1989), 133.

122 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (New York, 2006), 341. 
123 Ibid. 358. Cf. Sheila Fitzpatrick and Robert Gellately, 'Introduction', in eid. (eds.), 

Accusatory Practices: Denunciation in Modern European History, 1789-1989(Chicago, 1997), 20. 
124 Ibid. 6, 15; Robert Gellately, 'Denunciations in Twentieth-Century Germany', in 

Fitzpatrick and Gellately (eds.), Accusatory Practices, 196: 'Certainly, its [the Nazi regime] 
responsiveness and (generally) positive attitude toward information provided by denouncers 
represented a major change from the pre-1933 era, and this new attitude must have fos
tered denunciations.' 
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impulses, and there is no evidence that they received any material 
rewards for their accusations. In a larger and longer framework, 
'denunciation lies along the fault line dividing those who find 
themselves in tension with the state and those who see some of 
their own identity in the state'. 125 I would add that those who 
condemned publicly or privately alleged welfare fraud expected 
the French Republic to act as the upholder and enforcer of a sec
ular work ethic which it had always promoted. 

Conclusion 

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

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

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

125 Colin Lucas cited in Fitzpatrick and Gellately, 'Introduction', 17. 
126 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Marienthal, 53.



Protesting Individuals 243 

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

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

127 Maurer, Les Chomeurs, 42, 79; Nicole The, Entre revendication et subversion: le mouvement 
des chômeurs en France, supplement to Courant altematif, no. 101 (Summer 2000), 13. 

128 For the present-day debate see Pierru, Guerre aux chômeurs, 113; Chloé Mirau, 
'L'"affaire Laroque-Salanié": une controverse avortee en matiere d'expertise economique 
et sociale', Geneses, 49 (Dec. 2002), 110-22.
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'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 élite of 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 Thirties in 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. 40-4.
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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 

w,ooo people took to the streets in protest. Morgan, Conflict and Order, 268. 
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. 

67 Kelly, Idle Hands, Clenched Fists, 48-64. 
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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 
Examination of the Late Labour Government's Royal Commission of Unemployment's Final Proposal 
(NUWM, London, 1933). 

69 Moore, All Out, 6-u. 70 Reiss, 'Not All Were Apathetic', 93, 116-18. 

71 Richard Croucher, '"Divisions in the Movement": The National Unemployed 
Workers' Movement and its Rivals in Comparative Perspective', in Geoff Andrews, Nina 
Fishman, and Kevin Morgan (eds.), Opening the Books: Essays on the Social and Cultural History 
ofBritish Communism (London, 1995), 23-43. 
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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. 

Collection, NLW. 
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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. 
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Unemployment without Protest: 
The Ironstone Mining Communities 

of East Cleveland in the 
Inter-war Period 

MALCOLM CHASE 

This is a study of absences. It treats an area of Britain-East 
Cleveland (on the North Yorkshire coast between Teesside and 
Whitby)-almost totally absent from histories of the inter-war 
period. 1 And it considers an occupational group-ironstone 
miners-that are largely ignored by labour historians. 2 More par
ticularly, however, this essay is about the absence of protest by 
the unemployed. A failure to protest was arguably the norm 
among British unemployed workers in the inter-war period. As 
well as seeking to fill geographical and occupational lacunae in 
our knowledge of inter-war unemployment, this study will there
fore develop some tentative conclusions that may contribute to an 
understanding of the circumstances in which protest does not 
happen. 

On the face of it, it is strange that the histories of inter-war 
Britain and its unemployed have ignored East Cleveland. At the 
beginning of 1930, Cleveland's ironstone mines employed 4,271 
workers; by the winter of 1932-3, the workforce had shrunk to 
1,253. The eastern part of the district was particularly affected, its 
two Labour Exchange districts recording unemployment figures 
(for workers registered under the National Insurance scheme) that 

1 A neglect all the sharper given the extensive study of neighbouring Teesside in the 
period, see Kate Nicholas, The Social Effects of Unemployment on Teesside, 1919-39 (Manchester, 
1986). 

2 The only works of substance on the Cleveland ironstone mining district are: Anthony 
Nicholson, 'Common Ground: The Dynamics of Mutuality in the Cleveland Ironstone 
Field, 185o-1914' (Ph.D. thesis, CNAA, Teesside Polytechnic, 1988); and Margaret 
Williamson, '"The Iron Chancellors": The Dynamics of the Domestic Economy in 
Ironstone-Mining Households, 19I8-1g64', Journal of Family History, 28/3 (July 2003), 
391-410. 
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nudged go per cent. 3 The extent and depth of poverty in these 
'most sordid little villages, each so harsh and depressing', appalled 
visitors from southern England. 4 Michael Tippett was among 
them. For him the experience was politically formative, encapsu
lated in the recollection of hiking with a friend through the area, 
and stopping 'for a picnic of bread and cheese and apples when 
some children, covered with sores, appeared from nowhere, 
picked up the breadcrumbs, grabbed the apple cores and ran off 
eating them'.5 

When in June 1934, the Manchester Guardian ran a series of articles 
titled 'Blackspots ofUnemployment', it chose to illustrate Yorkshire 
through one of the mining villages of East Cleveland, Boos beck. 
The article focused on a small terrace, two-thirds of the adult male 
residents of which were without employment. Of the seven who 
had jobs, one was a hawker and two-a grim irony-were assis
tant relieving officers based at the Loftus Labour Exchange.6 No 
women in the terrace had waged work. Historically the area had 
offered little opportunity for female waged labour and the erosion 
of the male breadwinner ideal, wrought by mass unemployment, 
profoundly affected community relations. East Cleveland exhibited 
all the characteristic features of 'outer Britain' in the 1930s: struc
tural long-term unemployment, especially among older males, 
forlorn hopes of recovery, and disinclination to disrupt kinship ties 
by migrating in search of work. 7 Diet was severely deficient, 'the 
principal foodstuffs are potatoes, bread, and margarine', reported 
the Guardian. However, in six of the fifteen households surveyed by 
the newspaper, access to an allotment mitigated poverty. 'These 
allotments not only provide a fair supply of vegetables but also give 
their owners something to do.' The concept of 'an economy of 
makeshifts', generally applied to survival strategies of the early 
modern and nineteenth-century poor, is no less apposite in the 
context of East Cleveland in the 1930s.8 

3 Ministry of Labour Gazette, 38/2 (Feb. 1930) and 41/1 (Jan. 1933); Michael McCann, 
'Organised Labour and the Unemployed on Teesside, 1930-36' (MA thesis, CNAA, 
Teesside Polytechnic, 1985); Malcolm Chase and Mark Whyman, Heartbreak Hill: A Response 
to Unemployment in East Cleveland in the 1930s (Redcar, 1991), 7· 

4 Phyllis Crawford, In England Still (Bristol, 1938), 33-4. 
5 Ian Kemp, Tippeu: The Composer and His Music (Oxford, 1987), 30. 
6 Manchester Guardian, 9 June I 934.
7 N. F. R. Crafts, 'Long-Term Unemployment in Britain in the 1930s', Economic History 

Review, 40/3 (1987), 418-32. 
8 See particularly Steven King, Poverty and Welfare in England, 1700-1850 (London, 2000); 
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Access to the land features very prominently in this study. 
Within East Cleveland it was at the heart of an organized strategy 
devised to address the consequences oflong-term unemployment, 
the Cleveland Unemployed Miners' Association. Nationally, land 
schemes of one kind or another were a very prominent part of 
Britain's unemployment coping strategy. 'How undying is the 
notion that the place for the unemployed is there!', a Welsh 
reformer commented in 1935. 'Nothing seems to kill it .... It is the 
persistent consciousness, ineradicably in the heart of the populace, 
that all renewal of life must come from the soil.' 9 There were 
three elements to inter-war land schemes. First were traditional 
local authority and charitable allotments, accessed by the unem
ployed on an ad hoc basis and of the kind the Manchester Guardian 
found so important in Boosbeck. Second were some thirty-five 
workcamps for the long-term unemployed, directly run by the 
Ministry ofLabour between 1929 and 1939. 10 These were deeply 
unpopular, both because benefits were disallowed to those who 
refused to attend and because of the morale and energy-sapping 
disciplinary basis upon which these 'reconditioning centres' were 
conducted. Absenteeism ran at nearly 25 per cent. 11 

The third and most important category of inter-war land 
schemes was a wide variety of formalized, voluntarily assisted proj
ects, often receiving direct government support. These have 
received scant attention from historians: they are given half a sen
tence, for example, in the widely cited book by John Stevenson 
and Chris Cook, 77ze Slump. 12 However, 2,6oo allotment societies 
were registered in 1936, of which a substantial proportion was run 
by voluntary occupational centres for the unemployed, often initi
ated by religious bodies, notably the Society of Friends (Quakers). 
The Quakers also contributed generously to the costs of statutory 

Steven King and Alannah Tomkins (eds.), The Poor in England 170o-I85o: An Economy of
Makeshifts (Manchester, 2003); Samantha Williams, 'Earnings, Poor Relief and the 
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9 J. W. Scott, Self-Subsistence for the Unemployed: Studies in a New Technique (London, I935), 
74.
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Dave Colledge, '"To Recondition Human Material": An Account of a British Labour 
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and charitable allotment holders who were unemployed, making, 
for example, donations to some 100,000out-of-work men on the 
principal coalfields in 1928-g. In the same period this initiative was 
extended to the Derbyshire, Somerset, Forest of Dean, and North 
Wales coalfields, and to the Cleveland ironstone field. 13 

Considerable research would be needed to build up an accurate 
picture of the extent of the voluntarily assisted land schemes, but 
it was clearly significant. In the area covered by the south-east 
Lancashire and north-east Cheshire Regional Advisory Council 
for Unemployed Workers, for example, there were no less than 
thirty-two occupational centres with allotment schemes attached 
in 1936. 14 Nationally, fifty-one schemes were substantial enough 
to merit detailed treatment in the considerable contemporary lit
erature on the land and the unemployed. Their distribution is 
informative-west Durham but not east; North, East, and South 
Yorkshire but not West Yorkshire; and particular concentrations 
in South Wales and Lancashire (beyond Manchester). 15 The 
Cleveland Unemployed Miners' Association (CUMA) was one of 
these schemes. 16 

From 1931, the CUMA ran an ambitious land reclamation and 
cultivation scheme on three sites in the district, adjacent to the pit 
villages of Boosbeck, Lingdale, and Margrove Park. Its title is 
deceptive. It was intended to resonate with the name of the iron
stone miners' trade union-the Cleveland Quarrymen and 
Miners' Association (CQMA). The CQMA was absorbed into the 
General & Municipal Workers' Union in 1932 but it retained a 
clear sectional identity. Neither union initiated the land scheme 
and the CQMA had an uneasy relationship with it. This was very 
much a movement for - not of-the unemployed. The scheme 
was the brainchild ofMajorJames Pennyman and his wife Ruth, 
of Ormesby Hall, Middlesbrough. When the oral history research 
on which this study is largely based was undertaken in the 198os, 

13 'Unemployed Miners' Allotments', The Times, 10 Sept. 1930. 
14 Ralph Hayburn, 'The Voluntary Occupational Centre Movement, 1932-39',]oumal 

of Contemporary History, 6/3 (1971), 156-71
15 Total calculated by comparingjohn S. Hoyland, Digging with the Unemployed (London, 

1934); id., Digging for a New England: The Co-operative Farm for Unemployed Men (London, 1936); 
Field, Learning through Labour; and Hayburn, 'The Voluntary Occupational Centre 
Movement'. 

16 Aspects of the CUMA scheme are explored in Chase and Whyman, Heartbreak Hill; 
and Malcolm Chase, 'Heartbreak Hill: Environment, Unemployment and "back to the 
land" in Interwar Cleveland', Oral History, 28/1 (Spring 2000), 33-42. 



Unemployment without Protest 

there were many who still recalled the Pennymans as larger-than
life figures in the politics and public life of the region. Ruth 
Pennyman, who publicly professed to sympathize with Commu
nism, 'was a very big charity lady', one miner's daughter recol
lected, while 'he was like anybody would call Father Christmas 
then'. 17 'Major and Mrs Pennyman did so much to restore hope 
to the village. They were a tremendous source of encouragement,' 
recollected a miner's son. 18 'He was a very good Conservative 
squire', one of G. D. H. Cole's former students, a Manchester 
Guardian journalist who knew the Pennymans well, recalled. 19 The 
Quaker son of an engineering shop steward, who managed 
Boosbeck Industries (a furniture workshop associated with the 
CUMA), remembered 'old noblesse oblige. He really thought he had 
a responsibility. Never mind the politics of it, he'd got a respon
sibility to do what he could for these people. '20 

Yet, even accepting that the Pennymans had an unusually gen
erous understanding of the obligations of rank, it is curious that 
they were not themselves mine owners; nor did their landed estate 
lie within the ironstone field, being situated ten miles away on the 
eastern flank of Middlesbrough. They patronized a wide range of 
good causes on Teesside but their greatest philanthropic effort was 
targeted on communities unconnected to the Ormesby Hall 
estate, and for the benefit of unemployed workers with no con
nection to any business in which they had an interest. Why? 

Beneath the veneer ofJames Pennyman's humanitarian con
cerns lay a strategy for sustaining Tory paternalism in a marginal 
parliamentary constituency. Pennyman was the chairman of the 
Cleveland Conservative Association. In 1929, against all expecta
tions, the CQMA leader and North Riding County Council 
Alderman William Mansfield was elected MP for Cleveland. 
Though the seat was lost when the second Labour government col
lapsed in 1931, the thin majority obtained by the Conservative can
didate was a serious concern to Pennyman. Existing resettlement 

17 Newry Miller (miner's daughter) and Bill Miller (miner) interviewed at Boosbeck, 13 
Nov. 1989. Tapes of this and other interviews cited in this study have been deposited by 
the present author at Teesside Archives (Middlesbrough), catalogue number US/1516. In 
references to this material, interviewees' social status during the 1930s is given in brackets. 

18 Mr C., letter to the author, 31]an. 1990. 
19 David Ayerst Gournalist, then teacher), interviewed at Burford, 29 May 1989. 
20 Bernard Aylward (teacher, then manager of Boosbeck Industries), interviewed at 

Oadby, 6Jan. 1989. For a less dyspeptic analysis of the Pennymans than the one offered 
here, see Mark Whyman, The Last Pennymans of Ormesby (Richmond, 2008). 
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schemes in East Cleveland involved removing the unemployed 
from the area altogether, either through the British Boys for British 
Farms initiative administered by the Young Men's Christian 
Association, or sending them to train as restaurant waiters in 
London, a project as incongruous and insubstantial as it was insult
ing.21 The CUMA initiative, on the other hand, enabled the unem
ployed to remain in their own homes. It was also a highly visible 
intervention in the east of the Cleveland constituency. It involved 
visits by the royal family and the patronage of the region's most 
stately home, Castle Howard. William Temple (the socially pro
gressive Archbishop ofYork and the best-known churchman of the 
1930s) was a patron, as was the constituency's Conservative MP. 
So, too, was William Mansfield. This was a nice finesse of the local 
labour movement and Mansfield studiously never mentioned his 
role as patron of the land scheme in either his reports as parlia
mentary candidate to his constituency party, or in the Cleveland 
miners' section of the General & Municipal Union Journal. So total is 
the silence in the records of the organized labour movement that, 
outside of newspapers, CUMA appeal leaflets are almost the only 
documentary record for Mansfield's involvement.22 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, considerable tension underlay the 
project. Furthermore, though East Cleveland shared in the inter
war agricultural depression, Pennyman rejected the option of 
returning temporarily uncultivated farmland to the plough and 
instead leased unbroken moorland as the sites for his land scheme. 
The area's defining topographical features are tracts of marginal 
farmland and rugged moorland extending to the very edge of cliffs 
that face the North Sea, punctuated by steep-sided narrow 
wooded valleys. Even by the standards to which the miners were 
habituated, reclaiming virgin moorland was arduous, as the 
names they gave to its three sites indicate: Dartmoor (at Lingdale), 
Busky Fields (from the local dialect busk meaning a gorse-bush, 
situated near Boosbeck) and, most evocatively of all, Heartbreak 
Hill (at Margrove Park). In the 1g8os, the memory of 'Heartbreak 
Hill' endured as the generic term for all three sites. And as one 

21 In 1932, 10 'boys' were placed as waiters, and 20 as farmworkers. See 'Distressed 
Cleveland', The Tunes, 15 Feb. 1933; also 21 Dec. 1932 (YMCA training for the land); and 
11 Dec. 1935 (Cleveland Training & Employment Council). 

22 e.g. handbill tided 'The Unemployed Miners of Cleveland: An Appeal', Feb. 1932, 
Pennyman Papers, Teesside Archives (Middlesbrough) U/PEN u/28; also The Times, 16 
Feb. 1932. 
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ex-miner commented: 'it was all land that had to be reclaimed. It 
was all just moorland, rough ground, wind bushes, brackens, you 
know, anything, rubbish. '23 

The miners disliked the back-breaking task of working unbroken 
land, described in one local paper as hitherto offering no more than 
'perhaps a few days eatage for an occasional sheep'.24 Their strong 
preference was to be allocated plots to cultivate individually; but 
from the outset, Pennyman insisted 'that the difference between 
this scheme and an Allotment Association is that it means a com
munal plot and not many small plots'. 25 He sugared the pill by 
obtaining an exemption from the North Riding Public Assistance 
Committee, so that produce from the scheme did not affect culti
vators' benefits under the Means Test. This tacit endorsement of 
the economy of makeshifts that sustained so many of the unem
ployed was one of many ad hoc local agreements that eventually 
persuaded the Ministry of Labour to codify terms upon which allot
ments and smallholdings could be cultivated by the unemployed 
without adversely affecting their benefits.26 A Boosbeck teenager, 
who left school at 14 and went straight to work on Heartbreak Hill, 
recalled that 'they were paid in produce and the more hours you 
put in the more produce you got ... the rest was taken to Saltbum 
with a pony and flat cart and sold ... the money earned purchased 
livestock, seed, manure and tools'. 27 Hotel and guesthouse owners 
in the small resort were the main customers. 

However, this sales policy was criticized by non-mining trade 
unionists in the area as 'an avenue which grossly hinders local 
tradesmen and trade union principles'.28 The scheme had a divi
sive impact on local labour solidarity, while simultaneously acting 
as an initiative in class conciliation. The Christian socialistJohn 
Hoyland saw schemes like Heartbreak Hill as expressing a spirit 
embodied 'in action of reconciliation; instead of in action of 
warfare', 'an atmosphere will develop in which relationships 
of patronage or class superiority are unthinkable'. 29 In East 
Cleveland, visiting parties of British and Continental university 
students and pupils from progressive public schools helped reclaim 

23 Bill Miller (miner). 24 North-East Daily Gazette, 13 Apr. 1933. 
25 Northern Echo, 27 Feb. 1932. 
26 Northern Echo, 16 Apr. 1932; Ministry ofLabour Gazette, 41/6 (June 1933), 202. 
27 Chase and Whyman, Heartbrealc Hill, 37.
28 'Willing Worker', letter to the editor, Northern Echo, 16 May 1932. 
29 Hoyland, Digging for a New England, 224; and id., Digging with the Unemployed, 100. 
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and cultivate the land. This aspect of the scheme was coordinated 
by Rolf Gardiner, an energetic promoter of German-style youth 
movement ideals in inter-war Britain and prominent 'fellow-trav
eller of the right'. 30 An aspiring artist from London, Wilf Franks, 
unemployed at the time, had first met Gardiner through Rover 
Scouting and the maverick Kibbo-Kift Kindred; Franks joined 
the student volunteers at the 1931 work camp and described the 
first morning at Busky Fields: 

There was a pile of spades you see, and the group of miners-they stand 
like soldiers-they all stood and watched us coming and they moved 
back. As we came forward they moved back, they weren't meeting us. 
Then Rolf came along, and he said, 'We'll alright now, you line up there 
and we'llline up here and we're going to roll the turf back'. 

So we're lining up here, and the miners are lining up there. So I delib
erately went and stood on the line of miners, you see. We began to dig 
and somebody said, 'You've used a shovel before, haven't you? I can see 
that from the way you work-you work like us'. And, of course, we were 
turning the turves over three times as fast as them. We went on, we 
worked for about an hour, no contact between them, you see. Anyway 
we were probably about ten foot ahead over our twenty-foot strip, you 
see, on the others. Then somebody said, one of the miners said, 'Here 
he is, here he is'. And they all stopped work and looked. And there was 
a car coming down road. And he is Major Pennyman. He came walking 
across and they stood, waiting for him to come across. The others, they 
were digging, after all they'd got to catch us up. He came along: 'This 
won't work. It's no use. We must all dig together in a line. You mustn't 
get ahead, you mustn't get ahead. Now: one miner, one student, one 
miner, one student'. 

And the miners were standing there like this. And one of them shoves 
his spade in and walks away. And another one did the same thing. And 
they all did the same thing. And there was me with a shovel, so I shoved 
mine in and walked away. We walked in silence for a while and then 
they began asking me who I was, where I lived and so on. 31 

Clearly, though East Cleveland was devoid of unemployed 
workers' protest, it was decidedly not devoid of social tension. 

The social chasm that separated the unemployed miners from 
well-meaning intervention from outside their communities did 
narrow to some extent. Furthermore, 'it was the German students 

30 Richard Griffiths, Fellow Travellers of the Right: British Enthusiasts for Nazi Germany, 
1933-39(Oxford, 1983), 40, 74-5, 142-6, 321, 324, 326-7, 362, 372. 

31 WilfFranks (unemployed artist), interviewed at Middlesbrough, 4 Nov. 1988. 
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that went over there and did a lot of back-breaking work', one 
miner's daughter emphasized.32 This recollection of a specifically 
German input brings us to a deeper motive underlying Gardiner's 
and the Pennymans' involvement in the CUMA. They subscribed 
to a current of organicist thought that emerged in the 1930s in 
reaction to industrial modernity. Features that distinguished this 
from simple nostalgic ruralism included a call for the revival of the 
social and political leadership of landed elites, a pronounced 
antipathy to capital-intensive agriculture and support for the 
emerging organic farming movement, and a racialist philosophy 
that believed pure-bred Englishness resided in its rural populations 
and their cultures, and which emphasized the congruity of English, 
German, and Scandinavian racial stocks. Gardiner's journal North 
Sea and Baltic was an early proponent of this current of thought and 
the East Cleveland workcamps were intended to be its testing 
ground. Here would be replicated the rural reconstruction efforts 
of the biindische youth movement of 1920s Germany, especially the 
Deutsche Freischar with which Gardiner was closely associated. 
German, Scandinavian, and English participation in the reclama
tion of hitherto unproductive moorland was of huge symbolic 
importance. 

Gardiner came from a Dorset landowning family and, like 
James Pennyman, had been appalled by Labour's victory at the 
1929 General Election. Pennyman placed his political hopes in a 
revived Conservative Party and his economic trust in the opening 
up of new markets in the British Empire. Gardiner was more 
iconoclastic. Turn aside from 'the foul sewer of the Tees and 
begin to reconstruct and re-energise Cleveland', he urged 'My 
dear Jim and Ruth': 

The duty of my generation is to keep aloof from the policies of sixty
year olds, Tories and Socialists alike, to learn, and keep eyes and ears 
alert. Isn't it possible that we shall have to step into the breach, twenty 
years hence, with mature plans for execution when those which are fash
ionable today have crumbled to pieces? Recendy I have felt this respon
sibility of detachment and self-preparation with unaccustomed intensity. 
. . . Socialism is dreadful, Jim. Is everything to be swallowed up in trust 
concerns, in big-machine undertakings? Is the man of individual creative 
initiative to be enslaved everywhere, even in agriculture? I see a horrible 

32 Newry Miller (miner's daughter). 
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pestilence of organisation coming over England mopping-up old fash
ioned privacy good and bad alike .... What will be the fate of Ormesby, 
for example, after the generation of Jims and Ruths? ... In getting to 
know you two, I have felt in some way made responsible for securing 
for a living future, not for a museum posterity, the values of the imper
ishable 'Ormesby's'.33 

The historiography of the far-right in Britain, understandably 
centred as it has been on Mosley and the British Union of Fascists, 
has tended to overlook fellow-travellers of Nazism outside the 
BUF. Gardiner's sense of destiny as a man of vision and action 
makes for unsettling reading. There was, however, one sense in 
which Gardiner's nihilistic anti-modernism resonated with the 
oudook oflocal ironstone miners. Bert Klandermans' essay in this 
collection speaks of the 'injustice frame' within which unemployed 
workers' engagement in protest takes place. But in East Cleveland 
the inclination to protest was powerfully constrained by a systemic 
factor that substantially eroded the injustice frame: a perception 
that the mining industry's future was itself ephemeral. Periodic pit 
closures were general in the industry, but nationally it was in steep 
decline fromjanuary 1930 to early 1933. Recovery thereafter was 
slow (see Table 11.1). 

Moreover, for basic geological reasons, East Cleveland's 
prospects were especially bleak and local mining never fully recov
ered from the slump of 193o-3. The most easily mined ore was sit
uated on the west of the ironstone field, where the seam reached 
3.4 metres in thickness; but at the eastern edge seams were 1.3 
metres thick (and sometimes less), and intercalated by a band of 
shale as much as 0.9 metres in thickness. 34 Cleveland ore was also 
poor quality, the iron content being only around 20 per cent. The 
output of the Cleveland mines, especially those in the east, was 
therefore in demand only when the region's iron and steel industry 
was buoyant. Even when Teesside's furnaces returned to full pro
duction from 1935, the take-up of Cleveland ore was low because 
the industry's first preference (as it increasingly had been since the 
r88os) was to import better-quality Swedish and Spanish haematite 

33 Gardiner to the Pennymans, 19 Aug. 1929 and 18 Jan. 1931, Gardiner Papers, 
University of Cambridge Library, Archives Department. 

34 Figures for Eston and Stanghow mines respectively, adapted from]. S. Owen, 'The 
Cleveland Ironstone Industry', in C. A. Hempstead (ed.), Cleveland Iron and Steel 
(Middlesbrough, 1979), 14. 
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TABLE I I. I. Quarterly figures for the percentage unemployed among insured 
workers, aged 16-64 in UK ironstone mining, and the size ofthe Cleveland mines' 
labour force, 193o-I936 

Year % unemployed Cleveland workforce 

1930 
1 9.2 4,271 
2 12.3 4,063 
3 22.4 3,308 
4 31.7 3,049 

1931 
1 31.6 2,977 
2 36.1 2,952 
3 45.2 2,583 
4 42.9 2,046 

1932 
1 40.5 2,055 
2 42.1 2,085 
3 46.7 1,958 
4 54.3 1,340 

1933 
1 51.1 1,253 
2 44.2 1,594 
3 40.6 1,612 
4 38.0 1,835 

1934 
1 29.4 2,429 
2 26.4 2,501 
3 25.6 2,474 
4 23.5 2,456 

1935 
1 23.8 2,474 
2 24.0 2,484 
3 20.3 2,542 
4 20.7 2,450 

1936 
1 16.7 2,599 
2 14.4 2,698 
3 11.4 2,731 
4 11.1 2,941 

Source: 'Detailed Reports on Employment', Ministry ofLabour Gazette, vols. 38-45 passim. 
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ores (of around 8o per cent iron content). In 1938, for example, 
Teesside's iron and steelworks used only 1.47 million tonnes oflocal 
ore, while importing 2.46 million tonnes, plus a further 0.5 million 
tonnes from the newly opened Northamptonshire ironstone field. 35 

An air of resignation, sometimes approaching fatalism, hung over 
the East Cleveland ironstone field. 

Almost from its inception in 1855, the Cleveland mining indus
try had begun to exhaust its best-quality and most easily accessible 
seams. The secular trend in production was downwards from 
1907.36 Cleveland miners worked in the knowledge that their 
output was increasingly marginal to the regional iron and steel 
industry which they had effectively created. Furthermore, there 
was no alternative source of industrial employment. This was not 
just a depressed area, it was a steadily de-industrializing one. 
Gardiner's notion that industrialism was a spent force therefore 
had a strong resonance and getting 'back to the land' a particular 
appeal. Indeed, of the twenty-three pits operating between the 
wars, only eight survived beyond 1945, and none beyond 1964.37 

There is, though, no evidence that East Clevelanders endorsed 
fascism (unlike Middlesbrough, where support for the BUF was 
evident), or the broader racialist aspects of Gardiner's ideology, 
stressing the natural affinity of the North Sea and Baltic peoples 
with the English, especially East Clevelanders whom he supposed 
came from the same Viking stock. He was the principal English 
supporter of the independent German youth movement prior to 
the Nazi seizure of power in 1933.38 Unlike, however, other 
Britons influenced by non-party political youth movements such 
as the Deutsche Freischar, Gardiner continued a high level of 
contact with organized German youth after 1933. On his initia
tive, for example, East Cleveland sword dancers visited Germany 
at least twice in the 1930s, in 1934 as the guests of the Deutsche 
Arbeitsfront (the Nazi-sponsored German workers' 'union') and 

35 The Times, 14 June and 28 Sept. 1938; G. A. North, Teesside's Economic Heritage 
(Middlesbrough, 1975), 204. 36 Owen, 'The Cleveland Ironstone Industry', 44-7.

37 North, Teesside's &onomic Heritage, 243-4 
38 See Malcolm Chase, 'North Sea and Baltic: Historical Conceptions in the Youth 

Movement and the Transfer ofldeas from Germany to England in the 1920s and 1930s', 
in Stefan Berger, Peter Lambert, and Peter Schumann (eds.), Historikerdialoge: Geschichte, 
Mythos und Gediichtnis im deutsch-britischen kulturellen Austausch, 175o-2ooo (Gottingen, 2003), 
309-30. Also Waiter Laqueur, Young Germany: A History of the German Youth Movement 
(London, 1962), 241-3; and Peter D. Stachura, The German Youth Movement (London, 1981), 
136, 139-41, 150. 



Unemployment without Protest 

in 1936 to participate in the cultural programme linked to the 
Berlin Olympics. 39 In 1935 Gardiner also arranged for a party of 
German miners, organized by the Deutsche Arbeitsfront, to visit 
East Cleveland. Shortly afterwards, he wrote an article on the 
encounter: 

These simple Yorkshire families spared themselves no effort to make 
them welcome. On the last evening there was a party organised by the 
miners and their wives, at which every kind of old-fashioned dance and 
polonaise was performed with tremendous gusto. The gathering broke 
up at midnight with speeches and 'Auld Lang Syne', the German 
Anthem, the Horst Wessel Lied and 'God Save the King'.40 

Michael Tippett dismissed Gardiner as a 'crazy Morris dancer' 
and thought local people did so too.41 However, Gardiner's overt 
sympathy for Nazism introduced a layer of complexity into the 
oral history research for this study. No one ever admitted to 
singing the 'Horst Wessel Lied', even though musical activities 
were an important ancillary part of the CUMA scheme. Several 
participants, however, readily recalled singing the 'Red Flag', 
under the baton of the young Michael Tippett (briefly a 
Communist Party member, then an active Trotskyite, and subse
quently one of the major composers of the second half of the 
twentieth century). Robin Hood, Tippett's first opera, was written in 
1934 for performance at Boosbeck by unemployed miners, their 
families, and supporting students. It is a moot point whether it 
was his subsequent fame that ensured memories of singing the 
'Red Flag' endured, or whether the uncomfortable associations of 
the 'Horst Wessel Lied' led to the emphatic recollection of music 
from the opposite end of the political spectrum.42 

The post-1933 German dimension to Heartbreak Hill meant 
that many East Clevelanders were subsequently reluctant fully to 
discuss the scheme. At least one collection of related photographs 
and personal letters was apparently burnt in September 1939.43 

On the other hand, it is clear that the involvement of European 

39 North-East Dai{y Gazette, 21july and 22 Aug. 1934. 
40 Cleveland Standard, 29 Aug. 1936; North Sea and Baltic (Spring 1936), 12. 
41 Michael Tippett (musician), interviewed at Birmingham, May 1989; cf. Kemp, 

Tippett, 26. 
42 Mr and Mrs Teesdale (miners' children), interviewed at Guisborough, 9 Feb. 1990; 

Chase and Whyman, Heartbrealc Hill, 21-6; Kemp, Tippett, 80-3.
43 Madge Tansley (miner's daughter), interviewed at Skelton,Jan. 1990. 
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students in general was highly appreciated by the unemployed and 
their families: it had the effect of internationalizing the problem of 
unemployment and ostensibly, therefore, offurther de-politicizing 
their predicament within a local and national context. 

In the final analysis, Heartbreak Hill is a mass of contradictions. 
A young Marxist, Michael Tippett, composes an opera for per
formance by-and in aid of-unemployed miners and their fam
ilies, eulogizing Robin Hood: 

God, he made the cottager 
He made him brave and free; 
But the Devil made the landlord, 
To steal from you and me. 
So God he made us oudaws, 
To beat the Devil's man, 
To rob the rich to feed the poor 
By Robin's ten year plan.44 

When not rehearsing, the men among the performers work, 
rather grudgingly, on what are effectively collective farms leased 
and managed by a local Tory grandee whose closest adviser is a 
Nazi fellow-traveller. The patronage of a leading figure in the 
local miners' union and Labour Party is necessary to overcome 
the suspicions of the unemployed. But what they really want is 
not collective cultivation but allotments they can call their own. 

In the end, the dogged individualism of the ironstone miners 
ground Pennyman down and from 1935 he consented to the divi
sion of the farms into individual plots. Then, from 1936, the mines 
began to reopen and one by one the men withdrew from the land 
to hew the stone beneath, as the daughter of one of them vividly 
recalled: 

If you'd seen the relief in these villages you wouldn't have believed it. It 
was though someone had given me Dad a fortune. He went down to the 
pit. He got a start. He came back to me Mother (it was just before, or 
just after, me litde brother was born). He said, 'If anybody had said to 
ya' here's £roo I couldn't have been more pleased. To think I'm going 
down that pit on Monday morning'. 45 

Pennyman's insistence that each cultivator spend a minimum of 
three hours each day on the land was incompatible with work on 

44 Robin Hood, in Two Actr: Written and Composed by David Pennyless and Michael Tippett 
(Beverley, [1934Jl. 45 Newry Miller (miner's daughter). 
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the stone beneath. Anxious to recoup the annual cost of the 
twenty-five-year lease he had signed in 1931, James Pennyman 
agreed to turn the land over to working miners to cultivate in their 
spare time, either as allotments or commercially with the aid of 
horses. One of those interviewed for this study, Bill Miller, contin
ued to farm Busky Fields, paying a rent set by the standards of 
depressed inter-war agriculture, until the lease fell-in in 1955. 

This study has tried to unfold some of the layers of meaning and 
interpretation attached to 'Heartbreak Hill'. Set against the stag
gering scale of unemployment in the Cleveland region it had little 
to offer in directly practical terms; but the most common view of 
the project was, and remained, that it was an exemplary act of 
charity. 'I must thank both you & Mr. R. Gardiner because you 
are Both good. Best wishes to Both of you', one grateful member 
of the CUMA wrote toJames Pennyman.46 Less commonly, it was 
seen as a shrewd political manoeuvre that outflanked the local 
labour movement. For Gardiner and the Pennymans, it was a 
rejection of'the foul sewer of the Tees' and all that the latter rep
resented (in their opinion) as one of Britain's largest centres of 
heavy industry: economic instability born of rampant industrial
ization, the erosion of the organic authority of the gentry and aris
tocracy, and the debasement of the English race and culture by 
urbanization. 

Though Gardiner's iconoclastic vision for it never materialized, 
the Cleveland Unemployed Miners' Association did have a sig
nificance that extended well beyond its immediate locality. In 
directly practical terms it was a mere palliative (and could never 
have been otherwise). However, it created a local culture that 
'softened' unemployment both by tacitly endorsing the economy 
of makeshifts, and by giving the local establishment an ostensibly 
de-politicized arena for the display of public concern. It accrued 
considerable publicity and broadcast a message that something 
was being done about unemployment. Local and regional press 
coverage was extensive, even without the glamorous visitors from 
Germany or the royal family. 47 The furniture made in its adjunct 

46 Undated letter [1932?),john Hunter (North Skelton) tojames Pennyman, Teesside 
Archives, Pennyman Papers, U/PEN/11/28. 

47 e.g. Cleveland Standard, 23 Nov. 1935; Northern Echo 17, 26, and 27 Feb. 1932, 19 Apr. 
1932, 17 Feb. 1933, 12 May 1934, 19 Nov. 1935; North-East Daily Gazette, 16 Apr. 1932, 13 
Apr. 1934, 19 and 20 Nov. 1935; see also the collections of unsourced press cuttings in 
Teesside Archives, Pennyman Papers, U/PEN/11/2 and U/PEN/11/12. 
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workshops, Boosbeck Industries, was exhibited and sold in a spe
cially furnished show house on Teesside but also much further 
afield, including the Peter Jones department store in Sloane 
Square, Chelsea. 48 In short, this scheme functioned to advertise 
across industrial Teesside and the North Riding ofYorkshire that 
the local political and social elite cared about unemployment. It 
also proclaimed that practical solutions to the problems of unem
ployment were available. In explaining the absence of protest by 
the unemployed in this region, the climate of opinion nurtured by 
Ruth andjames Pennyman's land scheme is an important factor. 

For perfectly understandable reasons, historians have generally 
placed greater emphasis on movements of theunemployed, rather 
than movements for them. However, the relative absence of unem
ployed protest nationally is a phenomenon needing explanation. 
The experience of East Cleveland underlines the significance of 
voluntary occupational schemes, both in ameliorating the physical 
impact of unemployment but, more particularly, in creating a 
climate of opinion wherein the psychological impact was softened. 
For obvious reasons, voluntary assistance schemes were strongest 
in those regions worst hit by unemployment, but more research is 
needed to establish where and to what extent such intervention 
was motivated by party political considerations or by general phil
anthropic motives, and to assess its practical and psychological 
impact.49 

The ready availability of marginal land in East Cleveland was 
a powerful contributory factor in explaining why the response of 
the local unemployed to their predicament was not one of overt 
protest. Around 40 per cent of households had the use of an allot
ment. This was one of the factors, the Manchester Guardian thought 
in 1934, which meant conditions in East Cleveland were not as 
serious as in jarrow, Hebburn or Tyneside, for example, [where] 
it is extremely difficult to secure land for this purpose'.50 

Variations in the availability ofland adjoining urban communities 
may have been a significant factor contributing to the absence of 

48 Chase and Whyman, Heartbreak Hill, 27-34. 
49 For a local case study of these issues see Matt Perry, 'The Limits of Philanthropy: Sir 

JohnJarvis and the Attempt to RegenerateJarrow, 1934-39', .North East History, 33 (2ooo), 
35-59, and for a more generalized perspective, Bernard Harris, 'Responding to Adversity: 
Government-Charity Relations and the Relief of Unemployment in Interwar Britain', 
Contemporary Record, 9/3 (1995), 529-61.

50 Manchester Guardian, 9]une 1934. 
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protest. Successive issues of the Ministry ofLabour Gazette certainly 
suggest that allotments and land reclamation were seen as integral 
to official management of the consequences of unemployment. 
Indeed, the government held in reserve powers to compel owners 
to release unused farmland for cultivation by the unemployed, 
under the 1931 Agricultural Land (Utilization) Act. These were 
never implemented, pardy because the Treasury was unwilling to 
finance the compulsory programme its implementation would 
have required, but also because of the widespread success of vol
untary initiatives.51 A substantial literature examining and advo
cating the role of the land in voluntary assistance for the 
unemployed emerged in the period. 52 

In assessing why the response of the unemployed in these 
mining communities to their predicament was quiescent, we also 
have to take into account other powerful local factors. Geology 
was one: the emerging perception that the life of this ironstone 
field would be limited, whatever the prevailing economic circum
stances, arguably acted to subdue local anger when pits were 
mothballed. In the early nineteenth century belligerence had been 
a keynote in the response of occupational groups, such as the 
handloom weavers, to structural shifts in the economy that left 
them with rapidly diminishing employment. Then, industrializa
tion had seemed raw and, if not exacdy reversible, at least with a 
potential capacity to be redirected to labour's advantage. A 
century later, there was no such optimism among the miners of 
Cleveland. Industrialism was no longer raw; indeed in many 
respects its local appearance was one of decrepitude. These were 

51 Ministry of Labour Gazette, 39/8 (Aug. 1931); Robert Skidelsky, Politicians and the Slump: 
The Labour Government of 1929-1931(London, 1967), 256-9, 262.james Pennyman was nom
inated the North Riding's District Commissioner under the Act, Teesside Archives 
Pennyman Papers U/PEN/11/26, Sept. 1931. For the mothballing of these land reclama
tion powers see Unemployment Service Bulletin, 2 (Sept. 1932), 25. 

52 See e.g. Hoyland, Digging with the Unemployed; id., Digging for a New England; National 
Council for Social Service, Work with the Unemployed: An Account of someExperiments [1930?]; 
William Noble, 'Miners' Training Clubs', Contemporary Review (Sept. 1931); F. M. Osborn, 
'Allotments for the Unemployed: A Sheffield Enterprise', Social Service Review (May 1930); 
Ralph Parnell, Back-to-the-Land: A Scheme for the Selection and Training ofSurplus Industrial Workers 
as Small-holders (Cheltenham, [1933]); Scott, Se!fSubsistencefor the Unemployed; 'Unemployed 
Miners' Allotments', The Times, 10 Sept. 1930. This is a selection only of literature relating 
to allotments and smallholdings for the unemployed. The literature on the role of land 
reclamation in national reconstruction more generally was vast. See e.g. D. R. Denman, 
J. F. Q Switzer, and 0. H. M. Sawyer (eds.), Bibliography of Rural Land Economy and 
Landownership, Igoo-1937 (Cambridge, 1958), passim. 
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not propitious circumstances in which to build a protest move
ment demanding the right to work and there is no evidence the 
local labour movement attempted to do so. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, it was outmanoeuvred on the 
stage of constituency politics by the CUMA initiative itself. The 
project simultaneously thrust the Conservative constituency's 
chairman into the heart of East Cleveland, whilst acting to de
politicize local unemployment. Wilf Franks's account of the first 
day at Busky Fields vividly conveys that the miners were sensitive 
to being patronized by James Pennyman. Yet there was sufficient 
latent deference in their (in essence rural) communities to cement 
viable working relationships. Organized Labour was hamstrung by 
a reluctance to be seen to criticize voluntary charitable initiatives. 
It was not just Alderman Mansfield, the Cleveland constituency 
Labour Party, or the miners' trade union that succumbed to the 
moral hegemony of the CUMA. One Cambridge student volun
teer at Heartbreak Hill (a Communist Party member until 1956) 
later reflected that, 'whether or not [Pennyman's] scheme made 
any material difference to the villages I never discovered, but they 
certainly made a lasting impression on me'. 53 And as the daughter 
of one of Heartbreak Hill's cultivators (subsequently an ironstone 
miner's wife, a lifelong Labour Party activist and local councillor) 
disarmingly told the present author: 'Son, I don't think politics 
came into it. '54 

53 Frida Knight, unpublished autobiography (c.1970) (in possession ofMalcolm Chase), 
eh. 7, fo. 3· 54 Newry Miller (miner's daughter). 
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Between 1932 and 1939, newspapers purporting to vocalize the 
opinions, interests, and grievances of the unemployed, typically 
being called La Voix des chômeurs or Le Cri des chômeurs, were associated 
with activists, led predominantly by Communists, who sought to 
create social movements of the unemployed. This essay seeks to 
examine these newspapers and their relationship with the move
ments of the unemployed. Of late, these movements have attracted 
attention from historians, including another contribution in this 
volume. 1 The newspapers constitute a key resource for the historical 
reconstruction of these movements, particularly since their editors 
and journalists intended these periodicals to serve as instruments to 
draw together movements of the unemployed. The question of their 
meaning to the unemployed and precisely what role they played in 
the movements is yet to be resolved. What is not in doubt is their 
utility to the historian. Apart from the police surveillance, which 
provides a hostile witness of unemployed movements, the absence 
of interviews or memoirs of participants underlines the importance 
of this source. 2 Despite their stuttering existence, these fifteen or so 
papers covered most of the major industrial areas ofFrance.3 

1 Danielle Tartakowsky, 'Syndicats et mobilisations de ch6meurs dans les annees trente', 
Cahiers de Ressy, 3-4 (June 20oo), 16-21; Agnès Colnet, 'Les Mouvements des ch6meurs' 
(MA thesis, Paris I, 1984);Jean-Pierre Rioux, 'Du pain, du sang et du reve', Histoire, 58
(1983), 42-56; Michael Seidman, 'Making the French Unemployed Work, 1930-1936', 
French History, 18/2 (June 2004), 196-221; Emmanuel Pierru, 'Mobiliser "la fragile": Les 
Communistes et les ch6meurs dans les annees trente', Sociétés contemporaines, 65/1 (2007), 
113-45. 2 With the exception of Charles Tillon, On chantait rouge (Paris, 1977). 

3 Giving a precise number is problematic because undoubtedly some have been lost, but 
also because the difference between a newspaper and bulletin is not always easy. The 
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This essay will explore three central issues revealed in the news
papers of the unemployed. The first is the discontinuities and gaps 
in the coverage of this press. These journals sought to speak for the 
jobless but they were brief, weak, and isolated voices amid a prevail
ing tranquillity. Explaining that silence is as necessary as scrutinizing 
the message. Secondly, given that the express purpose of these news
papers was to generate social protest, the relationship between col
lective action and this press is examined. Both protest and the 
appearance of these publications possessed geographical and 
chronological complexity and the degree of synchronization of these 
two processes at the local or regional level will be investigated. 
Thirdly, as these periodicals purported to provide 'the voice' of those 
without work, the formation of a unitary identity for the unemployed 
through multifaceted constructions of self and other is probed. 

The scholarly literature concerning movements of the unem
ployed has a specific bearing on their newspapers. One of the key 
debates within this field has been the Piven-Cloward thesis elab
orated in a study of the movements of the unemployed in the 
United States of the 1930s and 1g6os.4 This functionalist Marxist 
interpretation maintained that welfare reforms were interventions 
into the process of class conflict with the objective of dissipating 
unrest and attaining social control over the poor. More significant 
for present purposes, the Piven-cloward thesis also articulated the 
trope, strongly associated with the new left of the 1g6os, of spon
taneity versus bureaucratization as the principal dialectic of 'poor 
people's movements'. Recendy, criticism of this dimension of the 
Piven-Cloward thesis has been forthcoming from a resource mobi
lization perspective. 5 Steve V alocchi maintained that sponsorship 

following were double-sided A4 publications in the style of the ubiquitous factory bulletins: 
Le Chomeur (Lille), I Ganuary I932); Le Cri des chomeurs (Halluin), I (I932); ibid. 2 (I932); ibid. 
5 (I932); L'Eveil des ch6meurs (Rouen) (I934); Le Cri des chomeurs (Valenciennes Nord), I-2 
(Oct.-Nov. I934); ibid. 2 (Nov. I934); ibid. (Dec. I934)· At the other end of the spectrum, 
the newspapers ran to several pages with good-quality reproductions of photographs, car
toons, and mastheads. La Voix des chômeurs (Nord) was a four-page large-format broadsheet 
with articles on occasion written in Polish. La Voix des sans-traJJail (Marseilles) was more pro
fessionally produced than many of its predecessors, with regular photographs, an artistic 
masthead, careful layout, and well-drawn cartoons. 

4 Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Poor People'sMovements (New York, I977); 
eid., Regulating the Poor: The Functions ofPublic Welfare (New York, I971). 

5 Steve Valocchi, 'The Unemployed Workers Movement of the I93os: A Re-examina
tion of the Piven and Cloward thesis', Social Problems, 37/2 (May Iggo), 191-205;another 
study taking a resource mobilization perspective (on the latter-day movement of the French 
unemployed) is Sophie Maurer, Les Chômeurs en action (Paris, 2001). 
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of competing organizations rather than spontaneity explained the 
rise of these movements, and that organizational inflexibility 
accounted for their decline. The concept of resource mobilization 
and political opportunity as being vital to social movements offers 
an alternative understanding of bureaucracy as a potential facilita
tor rather than a block on mobilization. These concerns are of par
ticular significance for understanding the role of the newspapers 
of the unemployed as they necessarily presuppose a degree of 
bureaucratization and formalization of the movement. A second 
aspect of the historiography of unemployment that has a bearing 
upon this investigation is how the social recognition and meaning 
of unemployment was created. One approach, most classically for
mulated in Salais, Baverez, and Reynaud's L'/nvention du ch8mage 
(rg86), is that unemployment is an institutional invention-the 
work of the state and the employers through statistical definitions, 
work contracts, and social policy.6 Alternatively, from a social or 
labour history perspective, the unemployed through their protests 
have a major part in the generalization of a social awareness of the 
lived experience of their plight. Whether unemployment is 
'invented' or experienced opens a wider controversy about the 
social location of the unemployed: either within the working class 
or relegated to a 'ragged' underclass or lumpenproletariat. These 
differences evidently have significant implications for the under
standing of the process of identity formation with regard to the 
unemployed and can be interrogated through the newspapers of 
the unemployed under discussion here. 

There has been little systematic discussion of the newspapers 
of the unemployed, largely because these were such fleeting and 
ephemeral affairs. 7 Comparison with the British case is instructive. 

6 Robert Salais, Nicolas Baverez, and Bénédicte Reynaud, L'lnvention du chômage: histoire
et transformations d'une catégorie en France des années 1890 aux années 198o (Paris, 1986); Christian 
Topalov, Naissance du chômeur, 1880-1910(Paris, 1994); Malcolm Mansfield, Robert Salais, 
and Noel Whiteside (eds.), Aux sources du chômage, 1880-1914:une comparaison interdisciplinaire 
entre la France et la Grande-Bretagne (Paris, 1994). 

7 Comrade Schröter's report, 'The Unemployed Movement in Germany', International 
Press Correspondence, 11/56(31 Oct. 1931), 1004-5, suggested that in June 1931, at least fifteen 
local papers of the unemployed in Germany had a circulation of 485,000. Richard 
Croucher, We Refose to Starve in Silence: A History ofthe National Unemployed Workers' Movement 
1920-46 (London, 1987), 130-2; Richard Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards': A History of the 
Politics of theUnemployed in Britain, IBB4-1939 (New York, 1991), 144. On the Parisian paper, 
Matt Perry, '"Unemployment Revolutionises the Working Class": Le Cri des chômeurs, 
French Communists and the Birth of the Movement of the Unemployed in France 1931-
2', French History, 16/4 (2003), 441-68. 
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The National Unemployed Workers' Movement (NUWM), 
widely acknowledged as a much more significant organization of 
the unemployed than its French counterparts, failed to establish a 
permanent national newspaper despite intermittent attempts to 
do so.8 Richard Croucher deemed the demise of its newspaper 
Out of Work in 1923 to be a blow that the NUWM did not fully 
recover from for the remainder of the decade. Indeed, in contrast 
to the French case, the NUWM did not seek to establish regional 
newspapers for the unemployed, this therefore being one of the 
peculiarities of the French movement and a function of the 
greater regionality of unemployed movements in France, even of 
French unemployment itself. 9 In this sense, there are greater 
resemblances with movements of the unemployed in the United 
States than in Britain. 

Challenging and Explaining the Silence: Financial and 
Motivational Deficits 

As far as its desire to build a protest movement of the unemployed 
was concerned, the Communist Party's strategy was to establish a 
model movement in Paris and for the procedure used in the 
nation's capital to be replicated elsewhere. This consisted oflocal 
committees of the unemployed convened at public meetings, net
worked into a regional structure, overseen by a permanent 
regional leadership, and communicating regionally through a 
monthly newspaper. Communists believed that a newspaper 
would provide a secure mooring for the unemployed movements. 
This beliefwas drawn from a variety of sources. In Lenin's classic 
text on the character of the revolutionary party, What is to be Done? 
(1902), the functions of a revolutionary paper were elaborated at 
some length. The leader of the Bolsheviks used the metaphor of 
scaffolding to denote the way in which the paper could survey the 
party's progress and allow communication between the party's 
constituent elements. The sale of the newspaper became an act 

8 Out of Work (this had originally been the paper of the London District Council of the 
National Unemployed Workers' Committee Movement, 1921-3), New Charter (1923), 
Unemployed Worker (1924), Unemployed News (1928- ), Unemployed Special (1932), Unemployed 
Leader (1932-5). Croucher, We R.e.fose to Starve in Silence, 6o-I. 

9 Although there is evidence of ephemeral efforts in the early 1930s, such as Unemployed 
Demonstrator of West Fife, ibid. 131. 
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of party-building in itself with readership being conceived as a 
step towards membership. Moreover, France had a long tradition 
of a revolutionary press stretching back to the French Revolution 
of 1789, with each subsequent revolution generating its own news
papers. L'Humanité, the daily organ of the Parti Communiste 
Français (PCF, French Communist Party), was indeed inherent 
to the way that the party organized its activists, ran its campaigns, 
and dispensed the views of the party leadership. 10 Founded in 
1904 by Jeanjaures, the paper conferred on the party sensitive to 
the criticism of being a foreign import an authentic connection 
with an indigenous socialism and thereby with France's revolu
tionary traditions. In addition to the national daily, the PCF pub
lished several regional periodicals. 11 Perhaps more crucially for 
Communist work amongst the jobless, the centrality of a newspa
per was axiomatic for the 'mass organizations' that the PCF was 
involved in: the unions (La Vie ouvrière and factory bulletins), the 
tenants' organizations (Le Locataire), campaigns in the armed forces 
(Le Conscrit, La Caserne, Jean Le Gouin), and the veterans' movement 
(Association Republicaine des Ancien Combattants, ARAC's 
Réveil des combattants). The newspaper had embedded itself as a req
uisite organizational form into French revolutionary, left, and 
Communist political cultures. This goes some way to explaining 
why French Communists at the regional level put such resources 
into newspapers of the unemployed. One consequence of this ori
entation upon a revolutionary press, however, was that the cover
age of the national and regional Communist newspapers as well 
as those of its auxiliary mass organizations could either create 
space or crowd out opportunities for newspapers of the unem
ployed, depending on timing and locality. 

These papers had twin rationales. First, the unemployed needed 
a voice to challenge the silence and servility into which they were 

10 Romier, 'Suivons l'exemple de la Pravda: pour une Humanité bolchevik', Cahiersdu 
Bolchévisme, 7/14 (15july 1932), 937-44; Lecouteux, 'Sur "Imitons l'exemple de la Pravda"', 
ibid. 7/21 (1 Nov. 1932), 1532-3; Gaston Monmousseau, 'Les Taches syndicates du parti et 
la presse regionale', ibid. 12/6 (1935), 364--g; Bigot, 'LesJournaux de cellules de la region 
Nord-Parisien enjanvier 1935', ibid. 12/5 and 6 (1 and 15 Mar. 1935), 312-14, 370-3; J.B.,
'Le Travailleur du 18e est bien parti', ibid. 11/9 (1 May 1934), 550-4; J.B., 'LesJournaux des 
regions parisiennes', ibid. n/5 (1 Mar. 1934), 313-17. 

11 In 1925 the party had three local dailies and seventeen weeklies, 'La Presse commu
niste en France', Cahiersdu Bolchévisme, 1/28 (1 Oct. 1925), 1889-go. For instance L'Enchainé
(Nord), L'Éclaireur de L'Ain, and Le Travailleur de Somme et Oise all extensively covered unem
ployed protests. 
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plunged. Mainstream politicians and the press dominated the 
public discourse about mass unemployment. Although far from 
uniform, the key themes of that discourse were the threat of immi
gration to jobs, charitable generosity of social elites and the 
Church, statistics with their dehumanized anonymity, dole abuse, 
and malingering. 12 The newspapers would vocalize the ignored 
experiences of the jobless, articulate their grievances, and reveal 
the unknown 'lower depths' to a wider audience. These papers 
identified themselves as 'led, composed and belonging to the 
unemployed'. 13 They would also allow the unemployed to come 
together and fight for their interests. Several papers provided an 
opening statement to explain their existence. La Voix des chômeurs 
(Saint-Etienne) saw its purpose as to reply to the 'calumnies of 
enemy hack journalists [plumitifs]'.14 In Toulouse, La Tribune des 
sans-travail set out to contradict those who 'depicted the unfortunate 
unemployed as idlers, using the epithets of drug addicts and pro
fessionally unemployed'. 15 Descriptions of the unemployed as 
'malingerers [oisifs], petty rentiers on society with just enough 
courage to collect their "fat" benefit payment, but very little to find 
work', prompted the publication La Voix des chômeurs of Sotteville. 16 

The Limoges paper pinpointed the refusal of the two local news
papers, which supported either the government or the council, to 
give a hearing to the activities of the Comités des Chômeurs 
(CdCs, Committees of the Unemployed) as the catalyst for its 
establishment. 17 If this purely discursive or counter-hegemonic 
element provided the most common theme, a combative action
based element often accompanied it as well as a cognitive aspect of 
assisting the unemployed to become aware of their own interests. 

The second, usually unspoken, rationale of these papers was 
that they allowed the Communists to retain hegemony and shape 

12 Matt Perry, Prisoners ofWant: 77ze Experience and Protest ofthe Unemployed in France 1931-
45 (Aldershot, 2007), 47-9; Philippe Hesse andjean-Pierre Le Crom, 'L'Indemnisation des 
chomeurs clans les annees 1930', in Les Sans-Emploi et la loi hier et aujourd'hui (Nantes, 1988), 
49 and 65; Gabrielle Letellier,Jean Perret, H. E. Zuber, and A. Dauphin-Meunier, Une 
enquête sur le chômage, 3 vols. (Paris, 1938-46), i. 27o-1; André Gueslin, Les Gens de rien: une his
toire de la grande pauvreté dans la France du vingtièmesiècle (Paris, 2004), 92. 

13 La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), 1 (11 Jan. 1932); or similar sentiments, Le Cri des 
chômeurs (Pyrenees-Orientales), 1 (11 Nov. 1935); La Voix des sans-travail, 1 (May 1938). 

14 La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), 1 (11 Jan. 1932). 
15 La Tribune des sans-travail, 1 (20 May 1936). 
16 La Voix des chômeurs (Sotteville), Nov. 1935. Sotteville is near Rouen. 
17 La Voix des chomeurs (Limoges), 1 (1 Mar. 1932). 
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the movement of the unemployed. At a Comintern congress in 
Prague on work amongst the unemployed, Walter Ulbricht in his 
presidential address described unemployed newspapers as one of 
the 'forms of organisation ... [that] should be used to control the 
unemployed movement' and bemoaned the 'direct catastrophe' 
that internationally most newspapers had collapsed in the previ
ous months. 18 Obviously, with its threat to the vital cooperation 
of non-Communists within the committees of the unemployed, 
this rationale was less explicit. 19 The newspapers presented 
support for the Communists as the spontaneous and unpremedi
tated response to policies and events. Communists were the 
'friends of the unemployed', whilst others sought to divide the 
unemployed in the interests of the bourgeoisie. 20 Where iden
tifiable by the historian, Communist influence was strong in the 
editorship and contributions to these papers. With La Voix des 
chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), all five out of fifteen named contributors 
whose party allegiances are known were Communists. In the case 
of La Voix des chômeurs, the paper of the Regional Committee of 
Unemployed (Nord), amongst the ten contributors at least four 
were Communists. 21 Whilst Le Cri des ch6meurs of V alenciennes 
Nord was at pains to explain that it 'belonged to no party and 
that all the unemployed participated in its production, we have 
Christians and those of no trade union or political party, etc.', the 
manager was Communist Raymond Choquez. 22 

The experience of producing papers did not measure up to the 
optimistic estimations of those who laid out the blueprint of how 
to construct movements of the unemployed. The most immedi
ately obvious trouble for these papers was financial. The move
ment of the unemployed in Lyons illustrates the problem. From 

18 Comrade Ulbricht's address, 'The Tasks, Methods, and Forms of the Unemployed 
Movement', lnternational Press Correspondence, 11/56(3I Oct. I93I), IOI8. 

19 With the exception of Sotteville's La Voix des chômeurs, in which Louis Vaubaillon 
explained from the outset that the paper was both pro-Communist and pro-popular front, 
La Voix des chômeurs (Sotteville), Nov. I935.

20 La Voix des chômeurs (Limoges), I (I Mar. I932); La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), I 
(11Jan. 1932); ibid. 2 (30 Jan. I932); ibid. 3 (Mar I932); ibid. 4 (Apr. I932); Le Sans-Travail
(Valence), Feb. I932; only the Drancy paper had a genuinely cross-party autonomy, Le 
Chômeur(Drancy), I (Aug. I932). 

21 One was Section Française de l'Intemationale Ouvrier (Jean More!, Sin-le-Noble), 
and one had participated in the Lille to Paris hunger march (Alex Dussart, Waziers). 

22 Le Cri des chômeurs (V alenciennes Nord), Dec. 1934. Le Chômeur (Drancy) was an excep
tion, having been set up in response to the sectarianism of the Parisian movement and its 
paper Le Cri des chômeurs (Paris). 
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early 1932, a network of 17 CdCs and a relatively sizeable mem
bership developed. 23 Yet Le Cri agonized from birth. 24 An internal 
bulletin explained the difficulty. It noted that the paper was strug
gling to survive because, despite its moderate price, there was no 
adequate mechanism to distribute and sell enough papers. The 
Lyons paper had to rely heavily on contributions from the sympa
thetic local Communist-affiliated Confédération Générale du 
Travail Unitaire (CGTU, United General Confederation of 
Labour). 25 Such support was difficult to sustain or justify over the 
longer term. After the first two instalments in March and April, 
the paper faltered and only two issues came out between April 
1932 and November 1933.26 

Unexplained temporary disappearances and the failure to 
maintain regular publication were common to most of these 
papers. 27 When the third issue of La Voix des chômeurs (Bordeaux) 
was transformed from a typed sheet to a newspaper proper, it 
stretched to four pages and doubled its price to 20 centimes. 28 

There is no record of a fourth issue. Recognizing the hardship of 
the unemployed, not all newspapers had a cover price and for 
those that did, prices ranged from 10 to 30 centimes (although the 
solidarity edition of the Marseilles paper was sold at 1 franc). 

One variable in the viability of these newspapers was the orga
nizational structure of the local movements of the unemployed that 
supported them, which differed very considerably. As the report 

23 AN F7 13549 Special Commissioner (Lille) report, 2 May 1932, appended L'Union 
des Comité de Chômeurs de la Region Lyonnaise, Bulletin intérieur d'injimnation, 2 (n.d.). 
Five Lyons arrondissements had CdCs (first, third, fourth, sixth, and seventh) as did Bron, 
Decines, Caluire, Saint-Fons, Villeurbaine, Oullins, Venissieux, Bourgoin, Cours, Givors, 
Vienne, and Villefranche. Between February and April1932 the regional leadership body, 
Union of the Unemployed, issued 3,630 membership cards to the CdCs. The CdC of the 
third arrondissement with 550 members and the seventh with 450 were the largest. For 
instance, in the seventh arrondissement, whilst 450 cards had been issued, only 288 members 
attended the CdC at least once in a month. 

24 With a print run of 6,ooo, only 876 were sold in Lyons, nearly half in the seventh 
arrondissement, and 200 purchased in the third arrondissement, 1 oo in the first, and go in the 
fourth. AN F7 13549 Special Commissioner (Lille) report, 2 May 1932, appended L'Union 
des Comité de Chômeurs de la Region Lyonnaise, Bulletin intérieur d'information, 2 (n.d.). 

25 During the period February to April1932 local trade unions donated 5,568 francs to 
the unemployed movement, of which nearly four-fifths came from the railworkers of 
Oullins. Ibid. 2 (Apr. 1932). 26 Le Cri des chômeurs(Lyons), 5 (Nov. 1933). 

27 See Appendix: Table 12.A1. Coverage and dates of the provincial press of the unem
ployed. 

28 A front page article explained that this 20 centimes contributed to the suppression of 
overtime, double-earners, and the employment of the retired, La Voix des chômeurs: organe du 
Comité des Chômeurs (Bordeaux), 3 (23 May 1933). 
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to the CGTU conference of 1935 highlighted, departments might 
claim as many as 75 committees of the unemployed and 2o,ooo 
members (in the case of the Nord) or as few as one committee with 
35 members (Ardeche).29 Some of the papers, such as those centred 
on Lille, Saint-Etienne, Lyons, and Marseilles, would support a 
regional network of a large number of committees. Other papers 
were based on a single committee within a wider regional network, 
such as those ofValenciennes Nord and Sotteville, or single, stand
alone committees without organizational ties to others, as with 
Valence and Limoges. 

Even in Nord, the site of the largest provincial movement of 
the unemployed, the paper struggled. Having been launched in 
the early spring of 1932 as a monthly, La Voix des chômeurs (Nord) 
appeared only on exceptional occasions.30 Whilst a regional bul
letin noted that the number of committees had recently doubled 
and celebrated the securing of local concessions, it emphasized 
the severe difficulties in the sale and distribution of La Voix. 31 

Given that the paper's print run was 2o,ooo, the fact that many 
CdCs did not even place an order for the paper, or did so too late, 
meant that the Comité Regional des Chômeurs (CRC, Regional 
Committee of the Unemployed) had to send it irrespectively. Only 
a few committees ordered and paid the 15 centimes per roo 
required. The bulletin laid great stress both on settling up for the 
first issue as well as the importance of better organization for the 
second issue that would appear on 19 April. The aim was to make 
La Voix 'a living organ responding to the desire of all, which will 
allow us to prepare seriously for 1May'. The regional committee's 
front page article in La Voix upbraided local committees for failing 
to order the paper's first issue or for not distributing effectively. 32 

The following internal regional bulletin opened with the question 
of the paper which had not been taken with sufficient seriousness 
by comrades: teams of sellers had not been constituted, and 
bundles of unsold papers lay at the bottom of committee 
members' closets, which created an enormous problem of remu
nerating the printers. The bulletin ended with a terse appeal for 
committees to pay for the second issue, and in some cases the first 

29 CGTU, Huitième Congres de la CGTV: Issy-les-A1oulineux au 24 à27 septembre 1935 (Paris, 
1935). 30 La Voix des cluimeurs (Nord), 1 (n.d., c. Mar.-Apr. 1932). 

31 ADN M616 27 Bulletin regional à!'usage des comités des chômeurs, 2 (Mar. 1932). 
32 La Voix des chômeurs (Nord), 2 (May 1932). The same point was made at the regional 

congress, ADN M616 27 Central Commissioner to Prefect (Nord), 18 Apr. 1932. 
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issue as well. Only then could a third issue be envisaged. 33 

Unsurprisingly, then, there was a long hiatus before La Voix reap
peared. The fourth issue came out in August 1933 with the express 
purpose of advertising the national congress of the unemployed 
of 20 September which would plan the hunger march to Paris. 34 

The front page stressed the difficulties of printing the newspaper, 
its importance, and the onus on the committees of making it 
viable. As it did not appear again untiljanuary 1936, this injunc
tion seemed not to have had the desired effect. 

Likewise, the fifth issue of the Limoges paper explained its 
seven-month absence as due to its feeble resources and implored 
readers to 'help us to live'. 35 Whilst Le Sans-Travail of Valence was 
an exception in seeming to avoid financial difficulties, the cost of 
printing it accounted for half of the local CdC's expenditure.36 

Papers sometimes ran articles on successes in sales of the paper 
with, for example, the Douai committee of the unemployed 
showing the way by selling seventy papers outside the Arbel 
factory. 37 The Sotteville paper, with a sale of Boo, even offered a 
prize for its best seller.3B 

Newspapers did carry advertising to offset the costs, which was 
something pioneered in La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne).39 This 
paper even went so far as to implore the unemployed only to shop 
with those who advertised in its pages. To gain more substantial 
revenue from advertising obviously entailed a softening of atti
tudes to business and this matched a relaxation from the sharpest 
political sectarianism of the third period. Many papers carried 
notices mainly for small businesses such as hairdressers, bars, 
tailors, cobblers, and the like. Le Cri des chômeurs (Pyrénées-
Orientales), which generally had a page and a half of advertise
ments in each issue, ran front page editorials inviting advertisers, 
and costed advertisements according to size and prominence.40 

33 ADN M616 27 Bulletin regional àl'usage des comités des chômeurs, 3,july 1932. La Voix des 
chômeurs (Nord), 2, May 1932. 

34 ADN M616 28 La Voix des chômeurs (Nord), 4 (Aug. 1933). The congress actually took 
place on 21-2 Sept. 35 La Voix des chômeurs (Limoges), 5 (Mar. 1933). 

36 Le Sans-Travail (Valence), Mar. 1932. The committee received money from trade 
union donations and fund-raising parties leaving a healthy balance. 

37 La Voix des chômeurs (Nord), 6 (Mar.-Apr. 1936). 
38 La Voix des chômeurs (Sotteville), Feb. 1936. Ten of its members were able to sell more 

than 10 papers with Lemarchand's tally of 120the most impressive by some distance. 
39 La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), 2 (3ojan. 1932). 
40 Le Cri des chômeurs (Pyrénées-Orientales), 2 (17 Nov. 1935); ibid. 6 (22 Dec. 1935). 
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The revenue generated by this means poses a question as to 
whether it contributed to the longevity of papers. This is difficult 
to answer definitively because of the host of other factors involved. 

Clearly, the newspapers were not 'desired by all' and regional 
leaderships were presented with the option of further moralistic 
urgings and escalating debts or quietly dropping papers that they 
had once deemed vital to the future of the movements. It does 
seem that a small number oflater papers (1936-9) had prolonged 
life cycles compared with earlier ones (1932), probably because the 
changed political and trade union conjuncture of the Popular 
Front era put greater resources at the disposal of CdCs in those 
larger conurbations with extended networks of committees ( espe
cially Lille/Nord and Marseilles/Bouches du Rhône). For these 
reasons, then, these brief publications scattered sporadic voices 
amid the preponderant silence which resulted from the financial, 
organizational, and motivational probabilities loaded against them. 

Elusive Synchronization ofPublications and Protest 

Recurrent insolvency and intermittent publication disguised a 
more fundamental problem for these newspapers, that is, their 
relationship with the dynamics of contention of the unemployed. 
What financial constraints obscured was that there was little cor
relation between the existence of newspapers and mobilization of 
the unemployed. The most intense moments of unemployed agi
tation took place in the absence of such a press. In some respects, 
local protest of the unemployed in France, particularly in the 
years 1934-5, exhibited an impressive, albeit forgotten and histor
ically neglected, militancy. This was, paradoxically, a barren spell 
for the movement's press. The riot and mass demonstrations in 
Calais in January and February 1934; the relief strikes, invasion 
of the mayor's offices, and demonstrations throughout 1934 in 
Saint-Quentin; and the occupations of the mayor's office in the 
Sambre V alley during the Christmas period of the same year took 
place without the instrument of a local newspaper of the unem
ployed. For a press initially conceived as a catalyst of protest, this 
failed synchronization between publication and protest is a sig
nificant verdict. 

Considering the degree of grass-roots vitality and volatility of 
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such events, this might not be surprising, but nor was there a nec
essary connection between hunger marches and the newspapers 
of the unemployed. Between I932 and I935, nineteen provincial 
hunger marches took place in France, coinciding only rarely and 
tangentially with a newspaper of the unemployed. Appearing as a 
one-off during a long period of absence, La Voix des chômeurs (Nord) 
campaigned for the national congress that would organize the Lille 
to Paris hunger march. Indeed, the only paper to appear simulta
neously and make reference to this event, the best known of the 
French hunger marches, was produced in distant Lyons.41 Despite 
the name, La Marche de la.faim (Ardennes) does not invalidate the 
thesis of incompatible chronologies of protest and press. It was 
produced after the regional hunger march to Charleville. 42 It 
evoked the scene of police violence against the marchers in order 
to mobilize sympathy and capitalize politically out of the arrests 
and jailings of participants. Despite being prosecuted and fined for 
printing La Marche de la.faim, Fuzellier won the mayoralty ofJoigny 
three months later. 43 Rather than using the Charleville paper to 
assist in the preparation of the hunger march, its creators intended 
it to campaign for those imprisoned during the march and to gain 
from its impact. Le Cri des chômeurs (V alenciennes N ord) appeared 
in the aftermath of the regional hunger march to Lille and seems 
to have been inspired by this event, seeking to sustain the interest 
that it generated.44 Clearly, the view that newspapers were indis
pensable for the mobilization of the unemployed was misplaced. 
Indeed, this survey suggests strongly, and this makes sense from 
the point of view of resource mobilization, that these publications 
and major protests were mutually exclusive. 

To add weight to the mismatch between mobilization and press, 
some newspapers were premissed not on the building of a move
ment of the unemployed per se, but on the more specific goal of 
campaigning against the repression of its activists. In other words, 
they were a response to the threat of decline. Like La Marche de la 
.faim, the Perpignan CdC launched Le Cri des chômeurs on I I 

November I935 to campaign for those facing the courts and jails 
41 Le Cri des chômeurs (Lyons), 5 (Nov. 1933). 42 La Marcke de la.foim, 1 (Mar. 1935). 
43 AN F7 13024 Prefect (Ardennes) to Minister of the Interior, 22 May 1935, 40 attended 

a protest meeting in Chateau-Regnault on 14 May over Borgniet's arrest. Furthermore 
Revin SFIO lost Estivalet, one of their activists, to the PCF. He had participated in the 
march and was dismayed by his party's failure to support the event. 

44 Le Cri des chômeurs (Valenciennes Nord), 1-2, Oct.-Nov. 1934.
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for their part in the grape-pickers' strike. It published six issues 
before Christmas. 45 As well as reporting on the wider political 
world, the imprisonment of the leaders of the strike ran in every 
issue of Le Cri.46 This was the underlying objective of the paper. 
In contrast, Le Cri could report very little unemployed activism. 

The functions of the unemployed press evolved as did the 
movements, so that even the intention of creating newspapers inti
mately connected with protest disappeared. Thus the agitation 
and party political dimensions of the third period were replaced 
with popular front-style coalition politics, charity, and campaign
ing. The Marseilles paper went furthest in this direction. Each 
issue came out in two editions: one in the standard format as the 
paper of the unemployed movement; and the second as a 'sup
porters' edition' with a higher tariff of one franc, so that the 
receipts could go to 'those unemployed without benefits and assis
tance committees'. 

Collective Self, Demonic Other: Constructing an Unemployed Identity 

If financing and the dynamics of unemployed contention presented 
fundamental difficulties to the newspapers of the jobless, then so 
too did the peculiarities of the unemployed as a social group and a 
social identity. Unemployment is a negation of those features of 
social exchange around which richly meaningful identities and self
awareness are formed, most obviously pertaining to the relatively 
stable work-based hierarchies, relationships of skill, occupation, or 
industry, and senses of gender or place. Movements had to establish 
group identification in the absence of these factors but also encour
age positive identification with a situation nobody wanted and 
everybody sought to escape from as soon as possible. This nega
tional quality to the goals of the movement was neatly encapsulated 
in articles entitled 'So that there are no more unemployed', or cel
ebrations of the USSR as 'The land without unemployment'.47 

From an economic viewpoint, the unemployed are wage labourers 

45 Le Cri des chômeurs (Perpignan), 1, 11 Nov. 1935. The contributors were La Fouine, 
Jean Dupuy, François Goze, Le Winger, Daniel Chabanié, Irenee Espigule, and Alfred 
Beau court, the secretary of the CdC. 46 Ibid. 

47 La Voix des ch6meurs (Saint-Etienne), 1 (11Jan. 1932); La Voix des chômeurs (Limoges), 1 
(1 Mar. 1932); Le Cri des chômeurs (Lyons), 5 (Nov. 1933); Le Cri des chfJmeurs (Perpignan), 1 (1 1 
Nov. 1935); La Voix des sans-travail (Bouches-du Rhone), 1, (May 1938). 
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unsuccessful in the search for work and therefore forced to compete 
with one another in the labour market. Their very situation is indi
vidualized and competitive, in some senses much more so than that 
of their peers inside the workplace. They are also more vulnerable 
to the arbitrary decision of an employer whether or not to recruit 
them, and have no recourse to the collective protection of fellows in 
the shape of a trade union. Contemporary evidence points to how 
the specific characteristics of joblessness-its shameful, negational, 
transitional, and centrifugal qualities-render group identity for
mation inherently problematic.48 

Therefore the newspapers articulated those strategies that the 
activists within these movements devised to allow collective iden
tification. Without this, sustained collective action would be incon
ceivable. Indeed, group identity was not an explicit end in itself but 
an intrinsic, often unacknowledged, dimension of the process of 
struggle. It should be stressed that it was not exclusively the news
papers of the unemployed that performed this function-public 
meetings, pamphlets, leaflets, posters, speeches at demonstrations 
also did-but newspapers provide us with the fullest account of this 
process as these other vehicles of identity formation are more 
ephemeral and leave a lesser trace in the historical record. Indeed, 
as examination of the newspapers and the dynamics of contention 
reveals, the existence of newspapers may even give a misleading 
picture of the geography and timing of when this process was most 
successful. 

The Demonic Other: Humiliators and Vultures 

One means of creating a common identity for the unemployed 
was through negative alterity; that is, the unemployed were 

48 MauriceJoyeux, Le Consulat polonais (Paris, 1957), 14. It is worth noting that the move
ment of the unemployed was largely a movement of those on benefit and several docu
ments noted how the CdCs largely failed to attract the unemployed who were denied relief 
('chomeurs non secourus'). Paul Guitard, Le Chômage (Paris, 1933), 14-17, 33-81; Roland 
Weil, Le Chômage de lajeunesse intellectuelle diplômée (Paris, 1937); MauriceJoyeux, Souvenirs d'un 
anarchiste 1913-44 (Antony, 2002), 163-4; id., Consulat polonais, 14-18. One said, 'Coal. We 
don't give a damn about that. We sleep under the bridges, us.' AN F 22 683 Prefect (Indre) 
forwarded the resolution of Blanc council to the Minister of Labour, 12 Feb. 1936. Michel 
Augé-Laribé, 'Labour Conditions in French Agriculture', International Labour Review, 25/1
(1932), 23-57. For example, in a song ostensibly written by a workless person about unem
ployment, this predicament was identified with particular trades: miners, metalworkers, 
and builders, Anon., La Grise du chômage (Millau, 1921). Denis de Rougement, Journal d'un 
intellectuel en chômage (Paris, 1937), 59-62. 
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defined collectively through opposition to common adversaries. 
The strength of this strategy was that these adversaries were 
drawn from everyday experience of the jobless, such as officials 
at the labour exchange or council officers. The humiliations 
(brimades) that the unemployed were subjected to as they waited 
to sign on became a recurrent theme. La Voix des ch6meurs (Saint
Etienne) adroitly twisted the right-wing discourse so commonly 
levelled at the unemployed of 'dole abuse' to denote the long 
hours that the unemployed had to queue for their benefit. 49 

The negative representations of landlords were constructed as 
another enemy common to all unemployed. Many of the news
papers denounced the activities of the 'vultures' who without 
qualms evicted unemployed tenants and their families, or seized 
their furniture in lieu of rent. Le Cri des chômeurs (Lyons) depicted 
the scene of Gerland in the south of the city: 

The quarter of slums and black plumes of smoke ... In the insalubrious 
lodgings live entire families ... And the vultures are there, intransigent, 
who demand the rent without pity ... 

Recently, a family in the most complete distress were threatened with 
eviction. The landlord, with an incomprehensible rapaciousness, did not 
hesitate to draw 300 francs from the 400 francs that the mother received 
from her maternity benefit for her last baby. 50

The struggle against landlords took the physical form of direct 
action to foil bailiffs during evictions or seizures of property and 
this was subject to several reports in the press of the unemploy
ment movement.51 Alongside the landlords stood the police and 
the entire capitalist class condemned in similar fashion. 

Another dimension of negative otherness as a strategy of iden
tity formation was the newspapers' opposition to the philanthropy 
of the political, Catholic, and social elites with regard to the 
unemployed. The newspapers highlighted the way that philan
thropy was 'the politics of the outstretched hand' and assigned to 
the unemployed an atomized and servile status denying collective 
recognition and entitlement to 'bread or work'. 52 These criticisms 

49 La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), I (uJan. I932); ibid. 2 (3o]an. I932). 
50 Le Cri des chômeurs (Lyons), I (Mar. I932). 
51 Le Sans-Travail (Valence), Feb. I932; ibid. Mar. 1932; La Voix des chomeurs (Saint

Etienne), 4 (Apr. I932); La Voix des chomeurs (Limoges), 5 (Mar. 1933); ibid. 6 (Apr. I932); Le 
Cri des ch6meurs (Valenciennes Nord), Dec. 1934-

52 La Tribune des sans-travail (Toulouse), 4, July I936. The Bordeaux paper publicly 
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softened very considerably over time. During the popular front 
period, CdCs embraced wider social forces including Catholic 
organizations in fund-raising for the unemployed. 53 

These periodicals campaigned for the establishment of unem
ployment funds in localities where such provision did not exist. 
Generally speaking, with the onset of the slump in 1931 and 1932, 
councils or departments created unemployment funds in larger 
urban and more industrial areas. This left many communes 
without coverage. Within the regional networks of the unemployed 
committees and therefore the territory of most regional newspapers 
of the unemployed, in the smaller towns or the villages, unemploy
ment funds at least initially did not exist. Papers recorded cam
paigns for the establishment of such funds. 54 These campaigns, 
emphasizing the rights of the unemployed, presupposed a recogni
tion of the unemployed as a social group with some cohesive inter
ests and juridical status. This recognition was as necessary on the 
part of the local authorities as on the part of the unemployed, so 
strategies of group identification were part and parcel of the 
achievement of wider social recognition. In other words, conces
sions from the authorities required them to accept, at least par
tially, the normative framework of unemployed entitlement. 

Adversarial representations of municipalities also assisted iden
tity formation in the realm of public works which, like unemploy
ment benefits, were devolved to the local level. One of the 
recurrent demands of the papers was for job creation. Yet, the 
papers were sharply critical of'forced labour', which consisted of 
councils requiring the unemployed to work for their benefits, and 
argued for relief work to be paid at trade union rates. The local 

shamed the Countess de Mata because she had refused to donate to a collection for the 
CdC, La Voix des chômeurs (Bordeaux), 2 (5 May 1933). 

53 During the Third Period (1928-33), the Communists had exploited the embittered 
response of the unemployed to local social hierarchies and those in petty positions of 
power. In these years, the jobless and the PCF had overlapping demonologies. The CdCs 
had branded landlords 'vultures', condemned Christians for their charitable efforts, and 
antagonized rate-paying shopkeepers. Of course, some of the unemployed, internalizing a 
reactionary discourse peddled in much of the press, supplemented this list with foreigners, 
women, and non-veterans. Yet with the Popular Front, their demonologies diverged. Now 
the middle classes were allies that the PCF did not care to alienate. The directly visible 
antagonists of the unemployed were not the haute bourgeoisie--or in the PCF's demonology 
of clay, the 200 families'-but these more lowly tormentors. 

54 In Saint-Just and Andrézieux La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), I (IIjan. 1932); in 
Villars, ibid. 3 (Mar. 1932); in Petit-Quevilly, Le Houlme, Montvilliers, and Maromme, La 
Lutte des chômeurs (Rouen), Feb. 1932. 
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public works had associations with serf obligations (la corvee), the 
poor law, or even slavery.55 This was a matter of particular con
tention in Tarbes, where correspondents from the local committee 
explained that those who were obliged to work for four hours 
simply in order to receive their benefit were reduced to the status 
of the slave rather than the worker who was able to enter freely 
into a contract of employment with an employer. In Dax, local 
officials tried to use forced labour to keep women from claiming 
benefit, demanding that those female workers who had been laid 
off from the Mermay factory (Narrosse) go to the council worksite 
and perform heavy labour with pick and spade if they were to 
receive benefit. 56 Yet, like the hunger marches, the newspapers of 
the unemployed did not coincide with the numerous strikes on 
relief work schemes that took place in 1930s France.57

More generally, the activities of councils also provide the means 
of collective identification and the assertion of interests. The news
papers generally worked within, and sought to disseminate, a nor
mative framework wherein the unemployed possessed rights, 
through a sense of natural justice where such rights did not exist 
in law. Le Cri des ch6meurs (Valenciennes Nord) sought to 'make our 
hardship known and demand our rights' and solicited their peers 
to allow the paper to expose the 'injustices' committed against 
them.58 La Voix des chômeurs (Landes-Pyrenees) also took up this 
liberal contractualist discourse of rights. The unemployed 
demanded the right to live, to work, to produce, to be paid, being 
'free citizens and not prisoners'. 59 Responding to the denial of 
municipal meeting rooms, the stephanois paper took up this lan
guage even more forcefully. The unemployed were 'not dogs' of 
the street, not 'undesirables', but had the same rights as other tax
paying citizens.60 

Each newspaper published lists of demands (cahiers de revendications) 
which were framed very much within this logic. Most fundamen
tally, the newspapers appealed to an entitlement to unemployment 

55 La Tribune des sans-travail (Toulouse), 20 May I936. The Limogcs paper warned of 
government intentions to force the unemployed to move to areas of high seasonal labour 
demand in terms of the threat afforced labour, La Voix des chômeurs (Limoges), 4 (July I932). 

56 La Voix des chômeurs (Landes-Pyrénées), 5 (Oct. I936). 
57 Michael Seidman, 'Making the French Unemployed Work, 1930-1936', French 

History, I8/2 (June 2004), I96-22I; Perry, Prisoners of Want, I5I-5, 172. 
58 Le Cri des chômeurs (Valenciennes Nord), Dec. 1934-
59 La Voix des chômeurs (Landes-Pyrénées), 3 (Apr. I936). 
60 La Voix des chomeurs (Saint-Etienne), I (I 1 Jan. I932). 
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benefit, or, where available, higher benefits, in circumstances where 
social provision for the unemployed was at the discretion of the 
local municipal or departmental authorities.61 Contributors to the 
newspapers wrote various justifications of this position including the 
right to live, to freedom from hunger, to health, to dignity, to 
provide for spouse and children, and to equality of treatment with 
others in the same circumstances. 62 

Negative alterity was complemented by virtuous alterity: an 
'other' that provided solidarity, or whose interests coincided with 
the unemployed. This positive other also helped to give meaningful 
shape to the place and cohesiveness of the unemployed in French 
politics and society. In contrast to the self-identification through 
opposition to hostile councils, the unemployed were asked to iden
tify collectively with Communist and later anti-fascist or popular 
front councils. Mter the legislative elections of 1936, this collective 
identification was extended to the government. A universal theme 
in these papers was the shared interest of the unemployed and 
workers in employment. Newspapers confidently spoke of how the 
unemployed would not be used to break strikes or to push through 
wage cuts. Local disputes, such as the militant textile strike in 
Vienne in early 1932, were celebrated in the unemployed press. 53 

The unemployed were also asked to identify with the USSR.64 

The Collective Self: Aggregation, Visualization, and Collective Action 

If the newspapers of the unemployed claimed to articulate the sin
gular collective voice of the unemployed by defining it in relation 
to social groups outside their ranks, they adopted three mecha
nisms to forge a common identity by reference to the unemployed 
themselves. These three forms were identification through aggre
gated integration and identification through collective action. The 

61 Philippe-Jean Hesse, 'France and Unemployment Insurance from I920 to I958: The 
Myth of Social Security', in Noel Whiteside and Robcrt Salais (eels.), Governance, Industry 
and Labour Markets in Britain and France: The Modernising State in the Mid- Twentieth Century 
(London, I988), I93-2II. Philippe-Jean Hesse andjean-Pierre Le Crom, 'L'Indemnisation 
des chomeurs clans les annees I930', in Les Sans-Emploi et la loi hier et aujourd'lwi (Quimper, 
I988), 43-67. 

62 On this last point, the Marseilles paper campaigned for equalization of benefits 
between Marseilles and Paris, La Voix des sans-travail (Bouches-du-Rhone), I (May I938); 
ibid. 2 (June I938); ibid. 3 (I938); ibid. 5 (I938). 

63 Le Cri des chômeurs (Lyons), I (Mar. I932); ibid. 2 (Apr. I932). 
64 La Voix des clu5meurs (Saint-Etienne), I {I I Jan. I932); La Voix des chômeurs (Limoges), I 

{I Mar. I932); Le Cri des clu5meurs (Pyrénées-Orientales), I (11 Nov. 1935).
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first consisted of appeals to specific groups within the unemployed 
(women, immigrants, those without benefits, the old, and so on) to 
prevent their exclusion and overcome the group fragmentation. 
The sub-groups that the newspapers appealed to varied geograph
ically and over time. For instance, reflecting the local pattern of 
industry, La Lutte des chômeurs (Rouen) articulated the demands of 
sailors and dockers and integrated these into its work. 65 At a more 
general level, whilst during the earlier phase (1932-3) the period
icals appealed to foreigners, those without benefits, and women, 
in the later phase (1936-9) they appealed to less controversial sub
groups of the unemployed: older workers, veterans, the young, 
and women. 

The second instrument of imagining the jobless collectively was 
via visual representations of the unemployed in photographs, 
drawings, mastheads, and cartoons. These visualizations of the 
jobless strongly overlapped with generally recognizable represen
tations of urban manual workers. The stylized worker in cloth 
cap, trousers, and jacket on one level reflected contemporary con
ventions ubiquitous amongst the jobless, but those without work 
were not exclusively male industrial workers. Some were women, 
rural migrants, ruined property owners, or white-collar workers. 
This abstraction simplified the message and underlined the desire 
to create a sense of uniformity and association with the industrial 
working class. To some extent this pictorial language conforms to 
mainstream visions of the unemployed, but there are also subtle 
differences. In the press of the unemployed, the figure of the 
tramp was absent and renderings of the jobless could not be con
fused with this stereotype as they were elsewhere. Images, espe
cially in the earlier more militant phase of policy, often challenged 
prevalent conventions of depicting the unemployed slouching, 
leaning against objects, hands in pocket, eyes cast to the floor 
denoting idleness, passivity, shame, or submission.66 The photo
graph in La Voix (Nord) of a group of unemployed who had just 
defeated the bailiffs is a particularly striking illustration of this with 
several looking determinedly, almost threateningly, in the direc
tion of the camera.67 Photographs and line drawings also capture 

65 La Lutte des chômeurs (Rouen), Feb. 1932. 
66 For a picture of a mass protest meeting with a figure in the foreground raising his fist 

in the air, La Voix des sans travail (Bouches du Rhone), 5 (1938). In the following issue a 
picture bears the by-line 'waiting for degrading alms', ibid. 6 (1938). 

67 La Voix des chômeurs (Nord), 6 (Mar.-Apr. 1936). 
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demonstrations in which the unemployed are active, upright, and 
on the move. 68 The iconography of these images, with red flags, 
placards, and union banners, corresponds to that of the labour 
movement. 

Coverage and encouragement of collective action constituted 
the third mechanism of self-referential group identification. This 
process linked together the realization of shared interests with 
identity formation resulting in the achievements of common goals. 
Indeed, in general, the newspapers of the unemployed connected 
the construction of a shared identity as a vital element in unified 
action. The comments on collective struggle versus individualism 
in La Voix des ch8meurs (Bordeaux) were representative of all these 
papers: 

But if the ideology of struggle persists, if the understanding of solidarity 
wins out and not that of personalities, it is evident that the final outcome 
will not be in doubt. When, on the contrary, personal and arrogant igno
rance persists, its vitality weakens, becomes a lot more incoherent, that 
leads to fragmentation and ultimately defeat. 69 

This press presented the struggle as the only escape from starva
tion, hunger, ill-health, suicide, and even war. 

Self-help was another means of identification through collective 
action. Whereas the early unemployed movements had staunchly 
criticized bourgeois charity and philanthropy, later in the decade 
committees established their own soup kitchens and hostels to 
undermine fascist ones. 70 La Voix des ch8meurs (Marseilles) featured 
the Foyer des Chômeurs (Hostel of the Unemployed) that the 
movement had set up. Having said this, earlier papers occasion
ally accepted the self-help ethos. In La Ricamarie, the committee 
organized a children's party for Christmas. The Comité Central 
des Chômeurs de Saint-Etienne et des Environs (CCdC, Central 
Committee of the Unemployed of Saint-Etienne and District) 
arranged a party on 2january that attracted 4,000 people in the 
Saint-Etienne Bourse du Travail and distributed several thousand 
francs worth of toys to children of the unemployed.7 1 In Saint-

68 La Voix des sans travail (Saint-Etienne), 2 (3o Jan. 1932). 
69 La Voix des chômeurs (Bordeaux), 3 (23 May 1933). 
70 For discussion of veterans' issues and on the establishment of soup kitchens to under

mine the influence of the fascists, see La Voix des sans-travail (Bouches-du-Rhi'me), 2 (June
1938); ibid. 3 (1938); ibid. 5 (1938). Thibaud, 'De beaux résultats du Front Populaire', Cahiers 
du Bolchévisme, year 12, special issue (15 Oct. 1935), 1225-86. 

71 La Voix des chômeurs (Saint-Etienne), 1 (nJan. 1932). 
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Etienne and Lyons, the papers reported the launching of cooper
atives to buy in bulk in order to reduce prices for the unemployed. 

The negative side of the collective-individual choice was also 
stressed in such regularly appearing themes as suicide, hunger, 
despair, servility, or humiliation, which could all be transcended 
by collective action. The papers criticized various social categories 
within the working class for their individualism. Those who broke 
strikes, or accepted lower wages, or worked overtime, or contin
ued to work while drawing a pension were examples of people 
who made things worse for their fellows. 72 Overall, what made 
these diverse strategies of identity formation relatively consistent 
across these newspapers was that writers shared a sense of class, 
that the unemployed belonged to the working class, and that 
enemies and allies were defined by the process of class conflict. 

Conclusion 

At the outset of this essay, three factors common to the press of 
the unemployed were problematized: first, their viability and 
rationale; secondly, their relationship with protest; and finally, 
their creation of a collective identity for the unemployed. On the 
first count, it is clear that this press operated within stifling finan
cial and motivational deficits and that this accounts for their spas
modic appearances and warped periodicities. If the neglected 
protest amongst the French unemployed provides evidence that 
the Marienthal thesis overstated and over-schematized the inca
pacities of the unemployed, the discontinuities of their press sug
gests that this thesis did contain a valuable insight into the specific 
problems of collective motivation for the unemployed. 

Secondly, from an evidentiary viewpoint, the relationship 
between these newspapers and social protest is highly ambiguous 
and potentially misleading. The reliance on these newspapers 
might even lead to mistaken assumptions about the relative 
absence of protest in France. The counter-intuitive implication is 
that, despite the desire on the part of creators of these newspapers 
to generate militant action, such papers correlate negatively with 

72 Accusing workers on overtime, La Voix des chômeurs (Bordeaux), 3 (23 May 1933). On 
the cumuls - thoseworking while in receipt of a pension-La Voix des chômeurs (Landes
Pyrénées), 3 (Apr. 1936). 
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protest and therefore give reasonable grounds to believe that they 
actually impeded such action. The reasons for this can be located 
in the incompatible spatial and temporal dynamics of producing 
newspapers on the one hand, and unemployed contestation on 
the other. These papers were not what they originally set out to 
be in 1932 and over time their goals migrated pragmatically from 
this ideal. Given the less ambitious rationale of challenging dom
inant discourses that stigmatized the unemployed as scroungers 
and circumventing the mainstream media that denied their organ
izations a hearing, the press of the movement cannot be simply 
discounted. The papers were either symptomatic of a preparatory 
phase when protest was low key and diffuse, or a stage after the 
height of protest when they gave a sense of order to retreat and 
shored up the declining movement against extinction. 

Where the relationship between protest and the social move
ment is concerned, neither the Piven-Cloward thesis nor a 
straightforward resource mobilization approach suffices. The 
newspapers provide evidence of the organizational networks that 
existed prior to significant mobilization. Yet, there was no given 
organizational form, certainly not the newspaper, that could in 
itself generate militant protest or rapid growth in influence, even 
in conditions where sponsoring organizations occasionally lav
ished resources upon the movement. The dynamics of unem
ployed protest therefore had an element conditioned by the 
delicate processes of the mass experience and psychology of the 
unemployed which, at moments, created possibilities at the grass 
roots for dramatic collective action. 

Thirdly, it is instructive that this press devoted so much of 
its precious space either directly or indirectly to group identity 
formation. This highlights the contribution of the unemployed 
themselves to the social recognition and public 'invention' of 
unemployment. This was not an institutional process manufac
tured subjectively and imposed from without, as some emphasize, 
but one in which the unemployed articulated-admittedly in 
politically mediated ways-their own experiences in order to 
create a self-consciousness. This was an indicator of a wider 
process within the movements of the unemployed and amongst 
the mass of unemployed themselves more generally. The newspa
pers did not simply reflect this process, however; they also assisted 
it by providing arguments to take on prevailing discourses about 
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the jobless. The process of an unemployed identity and self-aware
ness was central to these papers; it was contextualized in terms of 
the experiences and conflicts of class. Ultimately, therefore, these 
papers subscribed to the belief that collective identity formation 
was dependent on an awareness of class and the assignment of the 
unemployed to being a constituency within the working class. This 
does not prove that the jobless were indeed part of the working 
class. Instead, what can be observed in the press of the unem
ployed is a battle against the estrangement of the unemployed and 
other workers, the continual reassertion of the unemployed as part 
of the working class. This suggests that a process with two tenden
cies was at work. With the first tendency, the unemployed con
ceived of themselves as part of the wider working class and 
organized collectively as such. With the other, the unemployed 
became estranged from those in employment and working-class 
institutions. Given the contradictory and dynamic character of 
this process, the unemployed defied formalistic static categoriza
tion as either underclass or working class. Unemployment was for 
some a route into (proletarianization), for others a route out of 
(for example, clochardisation), the working class. 

At a more general level, what the papers meant to the unem
ployed can only be partially answered. Clearly their fitfullifespans 
of publication suggest that the general mass of the unemployed 
did not see local newspapers as indispensable in the same way that 
the editors and writers drawn from their ranks did. Disappearance 
is highly instructive, but this should not be read as complete dis
regard on the part of the unemployed because the financial logic 
of these papers was so precarious. Their sources of income all had 
their own structural flaws, whether the limited number of shop
keepers sympathetic to organizations linked to the Communists, 
or the costs for trade unions that were generally in minority posi
tions. Most fundamentally, the survival of these papers depended 
on the money and motivation of the unemployed, two things that, 
as a general rule, they were notorious for lacking. An almost 
intractable problem of resource mobilization was therefore the 
condition of existence of most of these papers. The activists who 
sought to forge movements of the unemployed were faced with 
additional problems to those of trade union work or other social 
movements in the sense that unemployment as a collective iden
tity was so problematic. The extent to which different modes of 
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identity formation dominated the columns of this press underlines 
the problems of the unemployed conceiving of themselves collec
tively and therefore being able to act together. This was indispen
sable to forging a social movement with some success and being 
able to generate protest. They also in some way contributed to 
the batde of ideas, the contestation of dominant modes of thinking 
about the unemployed during a longer period in which attitudes 
changed quite dramatically with the definitive replacement of 
the old consensus by 1944-5. It is impossible to weigh this contri
bution, but it would be wrong to ignore the way in which self
organization and protest of the unemployed registered on a wider 
cultural level. For the unemployed, this shift in attitudes had a 
particular meaning, one that these papers returned to again and 
again: those without work were not lazy or scroungers, and there 
was nothing shameful about being unemployed or claiming 
benefit. 



APPENDIX 

TABLE I2.AI. Coverage and dates ofthe provincial press ofthe unemployed

Paper and location no. I no. 2 no.3 no. 4 no.5 no. 6 no.7 no. 8 no.9 no. 10 

Voix des chômeurs
(Saint-Etienne) 

11 Jan.I932 3o.Jan.I932 Mar. I932 Apr. I932 

Lutte des chômeurs (Rouen) Feh. I932 

Sans-travail (Valence) Feb. I932 Mar. I932 

Voix des chômeurs (N ord) Feb. I932 May 1932 Aug. I933 Jan. I936 Feb. I936 Mar. I936 Apr. I936 May I936 July I936 Aug. I936 

Voix des ch6meurs (Limoges) I Mar. I932 July I932 Apr. I933 

Voix des ch6meurs (Bordeaux) 26 Apr. I933 5June I933 23 May I933 

Chômeurs(Drancy) Aug. I932 Sept. I932 Dec. I932 Jan. I933 

Cri des chômeurs Oct. I934 Dec. I934 
(Valenciennes Nord) 

Marche de lafoim (Ardennes) Mar. I935 

Cri des chômeurs 11 Nov.'935 17 Nov. 1935 25 Nov. 1935 I Dec. 1935 8 Dec. I935 
(Pyrenees-Orientales) 

Voix des ch6meurs (Sotteville) Nov. '935 Feb. I936 

Voix des ch6meurs Jan. 1936 Feb. I936 Apr. 1936 June 1936 Oct. I936 
(Landes-Pyrénées) 

Tribune des sans-travail 20 May I936 2June 1936 I4June 1936 I July 1936 
(Toulouse) 

Ch Occitan (Toulouse) Sept. I936 Oct. I936 Nov. 1936 

Voix des sans-Travail May I938 June I938 n.d. n.d. n.d. Feb. '939 
(Marseilles) 
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From Protest to Warning: 
Representations of the Unemployed in 

Victor Gollancz's Left Book Club, 
1937-1945 

ANTOINE CAPET 

In the classic published literature, Victor Gollancz's Left Book 
Club seems to be unduly associated with an uncritical admiration 
for the Soviet Union as well as the fight against the 'capitalist plot' 
of appeasement and fascism-in other words with foreign affairs. 1 

But in a way, most of the books of the Left Book Club have some
thing to say on home affairs, notably unemployment. Roughly 
speaking the series can be divided into books on fascism and how 
to fight it and books on the economic crisis and how to fight it. 
But of course, the two struggles are basically the same-they are 
against the central enemy, decaying capitalism. If one takes a 
book with an unlikely title for its relevance to the subject of this 
essay like Europe, Russia and the Future by G. D. H. Cole (September 
1941),2 it explains the post-Ig18 'inability of capitalism to find work 
for all willing hands, even at the top of a boom' with the inevitable 
result that 'such a situation was bound to lead to a violent recur
rence of the disease of economic nationalism', culminating in the 
Nazi state.3 If we take an earlier book, this time with a more 
promising title, The Condition ofthe Workers in Great Britain, Germany 

1 See, notably,John Lewis, The Lefl Book Club: An Hiswrical Record (London, 1970); Gary 
McCulloch, '"Teachers and Missionaries": The Left Book Club as an Educational 
Agency', History ofEducation, 14 (1985), 137-53; Gordon Barrick Neavill, 'Victor Gollancz 
and the Left Book Club', Library Quarterly, 41/3 (July 1971), 197-215; Betty Reid, 'The Left 
Book Club in the Thirties', in Jon Clark, Margot Heinemann, David Margolies, and 
Carole Snee (eds.), Culture and Crisis in Britain in the Thirties (London, 1979), 193-208; Stuart 
Samuels, 'The Left Book Club',Joumal ofContemporary History, 1 (1966), 65-86. The best 
biography of Gollancz is by Ruth Dudley Edwards, Victor Gollancz: A Biography (London, 
1987).

2 The month and year in parentheses indicate the date when the book appeared as a 
'selection'. Sometimes the book had already been published in another Victor Gollancz 
series. 3 G. D. H. Cole, Europe, Russia and the Future (London, 1941), 47-8. 
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and the Soviet Union, 1932-1938, by Jiirgen Kuczynski (August 1939), 
it contains the unpalatable truth for the progressives who had 
joined the Left Book Club that '[u]nemployment has to all intents 
and purposes disappeared in Fascist Germany' and, to make 
things worse, the author continues, 'it is not merely that unem
ployment in Germany is negligible; there is, in addition, a serious 
shortage of labour'. 4 

Now of course these international comparisons only have one 
objective: to show that Britain is worse off than not only Soviet 
Russia, but also Nazi Germany in the field of unemployment. 
These Left Book Club selections which do not directly allude to 
unemployment in their titles in practice provide context by asso
ciating a domestic economic problem with the gigantic worldwide 
conflict of ideologies which was raging when the Club was formed 
in 1936. 

The first selection was in fact a translation, France Today and the 
People's Front by Maurice Thorez, General Secretary of the PCF, 
the French Communist Party (May 1936). Even though Thorez 
naturally discussed the worker's condition in France and 
inevitably the unemployment problem, subscribers had to wait 
until March 1937, with the publication of Orwell's The Road to 
Wigan Pier-and, incidentally, it is too often forgotten that this 
book was first published in the Left Book Club series-to have a 
monograph, if not specifically on the unemployed, at least on life 
in the depressed industrial north. In it, Orwell famously con
trasted the lives of the married and unmarried unemployed men: 

At times I have seen unmarried men on the dole living in the extreme 
of misery .... But this kind of thing is exceptional. A working-class bach
elor is a rarity, and so long as a man is married unemployment makes 
comparatively litde alteration in his way of life. His home is impover
ished but it is still a home, and it is noticeable everywhere that the anom
alous position created by unemployment-the man being out of work 
while the woman's work continues as before - has not altered the relative 
status of the sexes .... The man is idle from morning to night but the 
woman is as busy as ever--more so, indeed, because she has to manage 
with less money.5 

A month later, in April 1937, the selection comprised The Condition 

4 jUrgen Kuczynski, The Condition of the Workersin Great Britain, Germany and the Soviet Union, 
1932-1938(London, 1939), 43.

5 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pi.er (reissue, London, 1959), 82. 
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of Britain by G. D. H. and Margaret Cole, with a fifty-page 
chapter entitled 'The Unemployed'. The tone is set in the opening 
paragraphs: 'The strongest social fact of the post-war period is 
that destitution has stalked out from its lurking places in the slums 
and spread its contagion over the homes of respectable people
even over whole towns and once-flourishing villages in the 
depressed areas.' The Coles were of course fully aware of the neg
ative representation of the unemployed in literature and the press, 
and they were at pains to distinguish between the 'old' unem
ployed and the 'new' ones: 

The 'unemployables', the 'casuals', the 'incorrigible' slum-dwellers, the 
bodily or mentally disabled wrecks, are with us still; but side by side with 
them there queues up for the 'dole', in one or another of its forms, the 
skilled hewer, or cotton-spinner, or shipwright, or potter--not merely as 
suffering from a short spell of unemployment between jobs, but, all too 
often, week after week and year after year, until hope dies out altogether 
from his mind and spirit. 6 

One section of the chapter is entitled 'Who are the unemployed?' 
In it, the Left Book Club subscriber could learn that the four sectors 
most affected were coalmining, with one miner in four, that is 
nearly a quarter of a million men, out of work; public works and 
the building trades, with another quarter of a million men; and 
shipbuilding, with one worker in three out of work. Add to that the 
textile trades, and the four industries account for 87o,ooo of the 
unemployed, about 55 per cent of the official total of r,6oo,ooo in 
1936. A number of tables refine the breakdown according to age, 
sex, and geographic location, and the chapter ends on a plea: 

Until we abolish unemployment in its present form, and especially in its 
worst form of chronic unemployment, we have at least a duty to ensure 
that the unemployed shall be treated as human beings who are the 
victims of social disorder, and not as either criminals to be punished or 
'social nuisances' to be barely kept alive at the lowest possible cost. 

But also on a warning: 'It may be "cheap" in the short run to keep 
the unemployed on a low diet. It may diminish the immediate 
risks of social revolution or radical uprising. But in the long run it 
is not cheap, or good insurance. For in the long run misery is apt 
to take its bloody revenge.'7 Interestingly, and we are back to what 

6 G. D. H. Cole and Margaret Cole, The Condition ofBritain (London, 1937), 188-9.
7 Ibid. 235-6. 
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we argued at the beginning, the Coles do not see this possible 
eruption in the form of the proletarian revolution, but in that of 
fascist violence: 'Men turn Fascist when they have lost faith in the 
continuance of the conditions under which they have managed to 
find a tolerable accommodation with life.'8 

In the next Left Book Club selection to address the plight of 
the unemployed extensively, Wal Hannington's The Problem of the
Distressed Areas (November 1937), the same question recurs in one 
of the final chapters, 'Is there a Fascist danger amongst the 
Unemployed?' This is not a rhetorical question in Hannington's 
eyes. We have to bear in mind that in addition to being the leader 
ofthe National Unemployed Workers' Movement (NUWM), he 
was an active member of the Communist Party of Great Britain 
(CPGB), which did not deny that fascism had, as Hannington put 
it, 'swept through the ranks of the unemployed in Germany'. So 
Wal Hannington is fully alive to the danger, but he argues that 
the danger has been averted so far, notably thanks to the action 
of his own movement and party: 

There are five factors which have up to now prevented Fascism from 
taking root in the Distressed Areas: (1) the revolutionary traditions of 
these areas, going back to Chartism in South Wales; (2) the greater 
measure of working-class unity which exists in these areas; (3) the more 
militant character of the leadership in the miners' trade unions as com
pared with others; (4) the influence of the Communist and other Left 
Wing forces in those areas; and (5) the militant leadership of the unem
ployed through the National Unemployed Workers' Movement and its 
constant service to the unemployed in defence of their standards and 
benefit rights.9 

What is most striking in Wal Hannington's book, arguably, is the 
thirty-two-page section of photographs which graphically illustrate 
the condition of the unemployed, and not only in the Distressed 
Areas, since some cover Canning Town and Camberwell in 
London. It is unusual for Left Book Club books to have photo
graphs. 10 Hannington does not show the dole queues as such
that would probably be too demeaning, and therefore counter
productive. Instead, what he shows is the job queues, suggesting 
that all these men (and white-collar female employees as well, since 

8 Cole and Cole, The Condition ofBritain, 421. 

9 Wal Hannington, The Problem of the Distressed Areas (London, 1937), 239.
10 In fact, this is the only one I have seen. 
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there is a powerful picture of hundreds of women queuing for one 
librarian's post), are not work-shy scroungers, but respectable 
working people eager to find jobs. In his next book published by 
the Club, A Short History of the Unemployed (September 1938), 
Hannington devotes a chapter to discussing the 'Not Genuinely 
Seeking Work' clauses of the Unemployment Acts passed in the 
previous decade. 11 The effect of his photographs in The Problem of
the Distressed Areas had, of course, been to show that the vast major
ity of the unemployed did 'genuinely seek work'. In this instance, 
of course, one no longer has to do with a protest against unemploy
ment as such-it becomes a protest against the distorted, malign 
picture of the unemployed in the Tory press. 

The discourse on the risk of a fascist temptation seems to be 
more pessimistic in September 1938, when he concludes that it 
will be touch-and-go whether Britain follows the fate of Germany 
because of the weight of its unemployed: 

The problem of unemployment will persist as long as capitalism lasts, 
and the tendency will be in the direction of a deepening of the problem, 
rather than its elimination. As to the outcome of the struggle between the 
forces of progress and the forces of reaction, much will depend upon the 
future attitude of the official trade union and Labour movement towards 
the unemployed. If unemployment reaches the same dimensions in this 
country as it did in Germany in 1931-2, then the unemployed will be a 
decisive factor in determining whether democracy and progress prevail, 
or reaction, in the form of Fascism, conquers. 12 

Here, Hannington seems to be speaking with two hats: the old 
CPGB discourse on 'the historic role of the working class' is 
twisted into a new notion of 'the historic role of the unemployed' 
which enhances the action of the NUWM. By making the unem
ployed the key to the future political orientation of the country, 
Hannington naturally emphasizes the importance of his own lead
ership. In passing, he denounces the Trades Union Congress 
(TUC), which 'has never treated the building of their own unem
ployed associations seriously with the idea of advancing the fight 
of the unemployed'. 13 In other words, only his NUWM can save 
the unemployed from the despair seen in pre-Hitlerite Germany, 
and, therefore, ultimately from fascism. 

11 Wal Hannington, A Short History of the Unemployed (London, 1938; first published in 
The New People's Library, no. 1, 1938), 53. 12 Ibid. 92. 13 Ibid. 93.
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We know, of course, that this has to be understood in the 
context of the rejection by the Labour Movement of a People's 
Front which would have included the CPGB and the NUWM. 
But a few months later, in September 1939, Ellen Wilkinson, then 
a maverick MP on the Labour left, published 7he Town That Was 
Murdered: 7he Life-Story qf]arrow.Jarrow was, of course, well known 
for thejarrow Crusade of October 1936, a march to London that 
was naturally reminiscent of that of the Blanketeers in r8r7, or in 
more recent times, of the Hunger Marches organized in 1932, 
1934, and 1936 by the NUWM. In fact, the official Labour 
Movement kept aloof from that initiative, which Wilkinson fully 
backed, leading the march on some days. The leadership of the 
Labour Movement instructed local Trade Councils not to help 
the Crusaders, officially because the march was not organized by 
an affiliated organization, but in reality because the ]arrow 
Crusade was too much like the actions promoted by the NUWM 
and the CPGB. Wilkinson, who had been involved in the 
International Commission of Enquiry into the Reichstag Fire and 
later in the Spanish Civil War, was far readier than mainstream 
Labour MPs to collaborate with the Communists and their organ
izations on occasion. This may explain why in the book she insists 
on the fact that the unemployed demonstrators of J arrow were 
not manipulated by any organization-that is, they were not 
Communist stooges-pointing to the difference, as she saw it, 
between the English marcher and his counterparts elsewhere: 

English men and women differ from French and Germans, and for that 
matter from Scotch and Welsh, in that they hate going on to the streets. 
Marching to a demonstration in some square or park of their town is 
about as much as the most enthusiastic among them can be persuaded 
to do .... The English worker dreads even feeling that he may possibly 
be looking a fool in the eyes of his neighbour. ... Refugees from Socialist 
Movements on the Continent have commented on the smallness of even 
our largest English demonstrations compared to those they used to have. 
But when the Englishman turns out in any sort of numbers for a march, 
it means that individually he is roused. Otherwise the most persuasive 
organizer agitates in vain. 14 

What strikes the modern reader most vividly in her account, 
beyond the implicit political tug-of-war between Labour and the 

14 Ellen Wilkinson, The Town That Was Murdered: The Life-Story of Jarrow (London, 1939), 
197.
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Communists, is how she strives not to idealize this sort of flash in 
the pan in the struggle of her unemployed constituents. Her 
description of their arrival in London de-romanticizes any bleary
eyed vision of working-class militancy which Left Book Club 
readers might have entertained: 

We had looked forward all the way to our march through London. In 
fancy, we had seen ourselves carrying our box with the petition inside it 
through sunlit streets and smiling citizens. Actually, rain soaked us 
through to the skin. The pressmen told us consolingly that we all looked 
so utterly shabby and weary in our wet clothes that we presented 
London with the picture of a walking distressed area. 15 

She insists that the unemployed ofjarrow-the town had been 
'murdered' when the closure of its shipyards led to an official rate 
of unemployment of over 8o per cent in 1932-in fact gained 
nothing from the march. 16 If somebody gained, she suggests, it 
was the financiers. ]arrow did eventually get a new industry, 
although not the steelworks envisaged in 1935-6, but a factory 
producing metal tubes. It was built with government subsidies, 
but this was no guarantee for the future, she argues: 

When the works are built they will be subject to the toll of profit, the 
exigencies of a system where they can be closed at the will of people far 
away to suit a financial policy. People have said to me with a sneer ... 
'You can't have a steel mill for charity'. That's true ... and we wouldn't 
want it. Plenty of charity has, in fact, been given to the steel industry, 
but it has not been the workers who have got the presents. 1 7 

The book was written in the last month ofpeace,18 but the out
break of war did not seem to lead to an immediate change of tone 
in the discourse of the Left Book Club. In March 1940, the Club 
published Ten Lean Years: An Examination of the Record of the National 
Government in the Field of Unemployment by W al Hannington. Most of 
the book is an amplification of his earlier A Short History of the 
Unemployed. Admittedly, there is an additional final chapter with 
the promising tide 'The Unemployed and the War', but this 
chapter is extremely disappointing. It is mosdy a presentation of 
the Communist anti-war case: 

15 Ibid. 208. 16 Ibid. 259. 17 Ibid. 213. 
18 'By May 1939, when the last chapters were being written, things seem [sic] to develop 

into a race between Hitler and me-whether he would get his war before I finished my 
book. That race I won.' Ibid. 8. 
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Now, after ten lean years of'peace', this Government has again plunged 
the British people into war. We are again being told that it is a war for 
democracy, and that the bloody sacrifices and suffering involved will lead 
to a better life for all mankind. One might be excused for asking why 
this better life is dangled before the people only as something to be 
attained beyond the carnage, and why it has been denied to the people 
in the intervening twenty-one years of Peace since the last war? 19 

The most striking piece of information is that the start of the war 
not only did not lead to a decrease in unemployment, but actually 
resulted in an increase. Even worse, Hannington argues, the 
Minister of Labour took advantage of the new powers that the 
Emergency Powers Act gave him to introduce measures 
unfavourable to the unemployed, notably a reduction of the 
maximum permissible period offull insurance benefit from 312 to 
180 days. This leads him to the conclusion that the National 
Government is in fact at war against the unemployed: 'We see 
from this how the Government is now using the special powers 
introduced as war measures to attack the unemployed and deprive 
them of their rights which have been laid down by Act of 
Parliament. '20 

The selections of June 1940, Production for the People, and 
September 1941, Productionfor Victory, Not Profit!, also alluded to full 
employment and, indirectly, therefore to unemployment. But it is 
in December 1941, with What it Will Be Like (in the New Britain) by 
Sir Richard Acland, that the most forceful attack on the pre-war 
entrenched politics was launched. The 'utopian', 'idealist', 'vision
ary'-call him what you will-Acland entitled his last chapter 
'Unemployment is Impossible', with the final sentence in italics: 
'There can be no circumstances in which we cannot o.ffer a man something to 
do.' Acland's plea was based on his system of common ownership, 
the key to full employment, because, as he claimed, 'Private own
ership is the root cause ofunemployment.'21 

Now, unlike Wal Hannington or Ellen Wilkinson, Sir Richard 
Acland had never been involved in demonstrations by the unem
ployed. The case of G. D. H. Cole, who wrote the October 1943 
selection, The Means to Full Employment, is slightly different in that 
he had arguably been associated with all the struggles of the Left 

19 W al Hannington, Ten Leanrears: An Examination ofthe Record ofthe National Government 
in the Field ofUnemployment (London, 1940), 274. 20 Ibid. 279.

21 Richard Acland, What it Will Be Like (in the New Britain) (London, 1941), 182-5passim. 
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in the inter-war years. Still, the risk was clearly there of the Left 
Book Club now giving priority to intellectuals and theoreticians 
rather than people who had been active in the pre-war struggles 
of the unemployed. The danger was warded off with the publica
tion in October 1945 of I Was One of theUnemployed by Max Cohen, 
who recounts his pre-war experience as a young cabinet-maker 
leading the kind of precarious existence which must have been 
the lot of many working people. His unique dispassionate tone is 
very convincing and, of course, far more effective as a social doc
ument voicing the real feelings of 'one of the unemployed' than 
any number of diatribes coming from Hannington or Wilkinson. 
The general atmosphere of the book is one of weariness-weari
ness with the kind of entirely unrewarding life, in all meanings of 
the word 'unrewarding', that he had to endure-so much so, that 
at some stage, when he has absolutely no money left, he is 
tempted by self-injury: 

Sometimes I toyed with the idea of getting myself injured in an accident. 
It seemed to me that nothing could be more delightful than being a 
patient in a hospital, even at the cost of broken limbs. Or I hoped that 
I would become seriously ill, so that I would be taken to hospital. But my 
health perversely refused to break down; my vitality sank lower and 
lower, but technically I was not ill. 

Driven by despair, he even contemplates suicide: 'There was no 
hope from any side. The thought of suicide occurred to me many 
times, not as a sudden neurotic impulse, but as a stark necessity, 
the only outlet from circumstances which had become too much 
for me. It was an abyss towards which I was being resistingly but 
implacably impelled. '22 

The more theoretical authors of the Left Book Club could not 
match the poignancy of such testimonies. What is most striking 
about Cohen's ordeal is that he remained isolated, like so many of 
his counterparts working in the crafts as opposed to large-scale 
industry. At one stage he goes to answer a job advertisement, only 
to be greeted by angry workmen on strike who explain that the 
boss is in fact trying to recruit blacklegs: 

'It's alright!' I said hastily. 'I'm not going to blackleg on you. I'm a Union 
man myself, anyway'. Their faces lightened immediately. 'Oh, you're a 
Union man, eh?' 'That's different then'. 'A Union man! That's the stuff! 

22 Max Cohen, I Was One of theUnemployed (London, 1945), 218. 
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'What branch, mate?' The last question rather stumped me. I had meant 
that I was a Union man in the spirit, even if I had never come into 
contact with my Union in any shop at which I had worked, had scarcely 
ever heard it mentioned, and had never been asked to join. 'Well-er
I'm not exactly in the Union now', I answered awkwardly. 'But I'm one 
of you, anyway'. The man who had first approached me slapped me on 
the back. 'That's the stuff, mate. Believe me, things would be a lot better 
in the trade if we had more young fellows like you'.23 

This is the only encounter in the book we have with organized 
labour. It is thus clear, in fact, that Cohen does not belong to any 
union, although he occasionally mentions the union rate for the 
job, which all potential employers try to avoid paying him. Still, 
he has a very acute class consciousness and a pride which makes 
him prefer the sack rather than crawling before employers who 
take advantage of the situation. It is, in fact, not clear when the 
book was actually written, possibly at the beginning of the war: 

These last lines are being written at a time when the storm-clouds of war 
have burst over Europe. The social implications of such experiences as 
have been here recounted may seem no longer relevant in the face of 
the more dramatic social danger. But there is a very definite link 
between unemployment and war. The anarchic social forces producing 
the one produce also, as a direct result, the other. 24 

This, of course, corroborates the line of reasoning followed by 
Hannington in The Problem of the Distressed Areas: unemployment 
leads to fascism, and fascism leads to war. Even though this was 
very much the line which the Left Book Club defended before the 
war, one likely conjecture is that Victor Gollancz kept the book 
until the end of the war in order not to demolish the morale
boosting efforts of the War Cabinet. Mter May 1940, and espe
cially after June 1941, anything which reminded the country of its 
acute class divisions would impede the war effort. 

This was not the first personal testimony by a 'real working 
man' that the Club had published. In June 1939, the selection 
included These Poor Hands: The Autobiography ofa Miner Working in 
South Wales by B. L. Coombes. Strictly speaking, however, the 
theme of the book was not unemployment, but the degradation of 
the conditions of work and living of the miners since 1918. 
Describing the introduction of machinery in the mid-r920s at a 

23 Cohen, I Was One ofthe Unemployed, 132. 24 Ibid. 243. 
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coalface which had not been designed for it and was therefore far 
too small to accommodate both the men and the coal-cutting 
apparatus, he writes: 

I should gladly prefer three months in gaol, if I had the choice, to 
another three months under those conditions. There were days when I 
hoped that an accident would happen to me so that I would be crippled 
enough not to have to work there again. At the end of three months they 
decided that it would not be suitable to use machines there for awhile 
[sic], and I was unemployed once again, and could have been sorrier.25 

In other words, Coombes raises another aspect of the question. 
We saw that Cohen was prepared to face the sack, and inevitable 
unemployment, rather than accept humiliation from an employer. 
Here, Coombes seems to suggest that unemployment could be 
preferable to some excruciatingly hard work. In his book, 
Coombes also shows the financial consequences of the underem
ployment which characterized the coal industry from the mid
rg2os: 

It often happened that we would not know that there was no work until 
we got on the colliery, and we had our journey for nothing and bus fare 
to pay .... All that spring I was working but was not a penny better off 
than ifl had been on the dole; while the men with big families and who 
had a shilling a day bus fare to pay were losing money every week by 
working.26 

Thus, if the consequences of unemployment form the theme of 
Cohen's book, it is the fear of underemployment that permeates 
These Poor Hands. Hallway through the book, Coombes has that 
cri de cœurs. 'What a help it would be if the Labour Exchange man
agers had all suffered a long spell of unemployment themselves, 
and if the fear of it was not completely removed from their 
minds!'27 

The discourse of despair on the part of the 'real working 
people' who had suffered from unemployment or underemploy
ment before the war remained the same from Coombes in 1939 to 
Cohen in 1945. Likewise, if we turn to 'outsiders' and 'commen
tators', it could easily be demonstrated that there was a perfect 
continuity between the description given of Jarrow by Ellen 
Wilkinson in 1939 and that of the mining districts given by Margot 

25 B. L. Coombes, 1hese Poor Hands: The Autobiography ofa Miner Working in South Wales 
(London, 1939), 193. 26 Ibid. 215. 27 Ibid. 150.
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Heinemann in Britain's Coal in May 1944. In this respect, it could 
be argued that the representations of the unemployed in the Left 
Book Club did not vary, projecting an undiluted image of doom 
and gloom. 

Something had changed, however, in the other books published 
by the Club. If we take a typical 1944 selection, Rebuilding Britain: 
A Twenty Year Plan by Sir Ernest Simon (later 1st Baron Simon of 
Wythenshawe), then a Liberal (he was to join Labour in 1946), it 
is clear from the beginning of the book that post-war govern
ments, even with the Conservatives, are considered as potential 
allies in the fight against unemployment. Simon specifically refers 
to the 1944 White Paper on Employment, quoting the famous pre
amble: 'The Government accept as one of their primary aims and 
responsibilities the maintenance of a high and stable level of 
employment after the war.'28 This is, of course, in total contrast 
to the pre-war Left Book Club selections, which all saw absolutely 
no hope in the Conservative-dominated National Government. 
Arguably, therefore, the discourse of protest of 1939 had become 
a discourse of warning in 1945. Max Cohen's book of October 
1945, I Was One of the Unemployed, had become 'history'. It was 
history with a warning, of course: 'Never Again', but history all 
the same in the context of Labour's 'five shining years', which 
hopefully were only just beginning and would last forever. 
Appropriately, the Left Book Club was terminated with The 
Meaning ofMarxism by G. D. H. Cole (October 1948). Whether one 
believes or not that by then the Club had outlived its usefulness as 
a channel of protest, the fact remains that the disappearance of 
unemployment and the capital which the Left Book Club could 
make by its many-sided representations of it before and during 
the war certainly deprived the Club of one of its mainstays. 

28 Emest Simon, Rebuilding Britain: A Twenty Year Plan (London, 1944), 21. 
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Radio Lorraine Cœur d' Acier, 
Longwy-France, 1979-1980: 

Reacting to the Threat of Unemployment 

INGRID HAYES 

Between March 1979 and January 1981, France's largest trade 
union confederation, the Confédération Générale du Travail 
(CGT), set up a radio station, Lorraine Cœur d'Acier (LCA, 
Lorraine Heart of Steel), as part of the Longwy steelworkers' strug
gle. Many of LCA's programmes were taped and deposited in the 
Archives Departementales de Seine-Saint Denis (Bobigny), allowing 
research into the station's role in the 197g-8o campaign against job 
losses. 1 The steelworkers were challenging the plan of the French 
government and the European economic authorities to restructure 
the European steel industry and render it more globally competi
tive. However, they eventually lost their struggle and although the 
loss of jobs was, at the time, almost totally compensated for by the 
retirement or voluntary severance of steelworkers, the blow was 
fatal for the region: 6,500 jobs, half the global number of steelwork
ers in the industrial basin ofLongwy, disappeared within two years. 
Unemployment had already risen since the crisis began in the 
middle of the 1970s; it multiplied by seven within five years, reach
ing a level of over 2,200 people in May 1979. In the latter years, it 
rose even further. When a new restructuring plan was announced 
in 1984 (a cutback of another 3,000 jobs), unemployment had 
already reached 13 per cent of the workers (9 per cent on a national 
scale), even though 6,ooo people were crossing the border every 
morning to work in Luxembourg. 2 

The crisis of the French steel industry had started a good fifteen 

1 LCA was on air for 21 months, 12 of which (Mar. 1979 to Mar. 1980) were recorded. 
The tapes have partly been transferred to CD for ease of access and conservation. Only 
programmes directly related to the struggle of the steelworkers were transferred to CD, 
but the tapes still exist, and it is to be hoped that the remaining tapes will eventually also 
be transferred. 

2 Gerard Noiriel, Longwy: immigrés et prolétaires, 1880-1980(Paris, 1984), 388, 394.
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years earlier.3 The advocates of restructuring maintained that the 
French steel industry was too expensive, operated in conditions 
of overproduction, and was internationally uncompetitive. Since 
1966 there had been considerable lay-offs and restructuring, not 
only of the steel industry itself but also of the iron mines in 
Lorraine which supplied the industry. In the mid-1970s the steel 
crisis began to affect Longwy. In 1977 one of the big steel firms 
controversially cut 5,000 jobs in Thionville, not far from Longwy, 
which triggered a strike and protests calling for nationalization of 
the steel industry. One of the arguments was that as the patronat 
(the employers) had already benefited from substantial govern
ment subsidies, nationalization seemed logical. The government 
of Prime Minister Raymond Barre, from the centre right Union 
pour la Democratie Française (UDF) of President Giscard 
d'Estaing, however, insisted that nationalization would not solve 
the French steel industry's problems. In the following year the 
government revealed a rescue plan that would cut a further 21,000 
jobs in the steel industry, mainly in the Lorraine region. In 
Longwy alone, 6,500 jobs were jeopardized. It was obvious to the 
trade unions, political parties, and the general population that the 
region itself was under threat. Steel production was the only eco
nomic activity in Longwy and the surrounding areas. Half of the 
28,ooo workers in the Longwy region were registered as steelwork
ers, and most of the other half also depended on the steel industry 
for their livelihood. 4 The decimation of the steel industry was tan
tamount to condemning the whole region to dereliction. 

The workers were not actually unemployed at the time, but the 
threat of unemployment acted as a catalyst for their resistance. 
This essay will explain their reaction to this threat and demon
strate how the threat of unemployment and the use of a new 
mode of action, the radio station, affected the collective identity of 
the Longwy steelworkers. 

Resisting Unemployment 

This region has had a strong local tradition of labour militancy 
since the early twentieth century, and the most obvious reaction 

3 For details see Michel Freyssenet, La Sidérugie française 1945-1975: l'histoire d'une faillite,
les solutions qui s'affrontent (Paris, 1979). 

4 Claude Durand, Chômage et violence: Longwy en lutte (Paris, 1981), 13, 102. 
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was therefore to organize a large-scale protest campaign, which 
started in December 1978 and lasted for eight months.5 It was 
Longwy's longest protest cycle and acquired a national dimension. 
Massive protest marches took place, including one by 12,000 chil
dren on 24]anuary 1979. Different unions formed a local alliance. 
The pressure was so intense at the beginning that even the local 
Gaullist political party Rassemblement pour la Republique took 
the workers' side. 

By the standards ofFrench industrial relations, an unusual level 
of violence marked the campaign against the restructuring of the 
steel industry. The press focused on the violence at the end of a 
huge demonstration in Paris on 23 March 1979. The CGT insisted 
that the police had instigated the disturbances. 6 Whoever was 
responsible for the violence in Paris, the police were not responsible 
for a series of violent incidents in Lorraine. On 28 December 1979 
management offices were broken into, windows were shattered, 
and furniture destroyed. On 26january 1979 files were burned in 
the offices of the metal industry employers' organization, Union de 
la Metallurgie. In addition to these acts of vandalism, violent 
clashes occurred with the police. On 30 January 1979 the first 
attack on a police station took place and riots erupted at night in 
and outside town. Disapproving of this action, the CGT tried to 
keep control of the movement's modes of action and discouraged 
recourse to violence. It did not go so far as to condemn those steel
workers involved, arguing that the government and patronat had 
provoked the violence by the announcement of redundancies and 
the tactics of the police. 

A wide repertoire of action was used in 1978-9. Although the 
events of 1968 in Longwy had been relatively small scale because 
of a long strike in 1967, the campaign against redundancies of 
1978-g echoed the widened repertoire of action deployed in May
June 1968.7 As in 1968, in 1978-9 there were factory-wide general 
assemblies, strikes, and workplace occupations. 8 These activities 

5 Noiriel, Longwy, 390. 
6 On this subject see Régis de Castelnau, Daniel Voguet, and François Salvaing, La 

Provocation (Paris, 198o);Jean-Claude Monet, 'Maintien de l'ordre ou création du desordre? 
Les conclusions de l'enquete administrative sur la manifestation du 23 mars 1979', in Pierre 
Favre (ed.), La Manifestation (Paris, 1990); Claude Picant, Le 23 mars 1979: une provocation poli
tique (Paris, 1981). 

7 Gilles Nezosi, La Fin de l'homme dufer, syndicalisme et crise de la sidérurgie (Paris, 1999), 
53-79.

8 If the repertoire of actions can be linked to 1968, then as Vigna observed, the defeat 
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took place mainly during the first few months, when the struggle 
was most intense. 

One mode of action requires particular scrutiny because it tran
scended the traditional trade union campaigns. The opérations coup de 
poing (literally: 'punch operations' or stunts) flirted with illegality and 
sometimes violence, and elicited a great deal of media interest. 
They were spectacular one-off actions designed to enhance the 
struggle's profile and popularity as well as involving people outside 
the factory, especially, as far as the local Confédération Française 
Democratique du Travail (CFDT, French Democratic Confeder
ation ofLabour) was concerned, the unemployed. The first of these 
actions was the CFDT's occupation of a slag heap on 9 December 
1978. Not to be upstaged, on 29 December the French Communist 
Party's (PCF) factory cell in USINOR-Longwy occupied the 
Parisian office of USINOR's managing director (USINOR was one 
of the two large privately owned French steel firms). On 17]anuary 
1979 the CFDT and the Confederation Générale des Cadres (CGC, 
General Confederation of Middle Management) occupied Longwy 
railway station. Finally, the CGT occupied the main public revenue 
office in Longwy on 18 January 1979 and blocked the Comité
d'Entreprise of USINOR on 26january.9 These stunts were a way 
for the CFDT to compete with the CGT although it was much 
smaller. In response, the CGT initiated a few opérations coup de poing, 
even though it was more cautious about breaking the law and 
always accused leftists of provoking police retaliation against the 
workers. 10 It is unclear whether these ethereal leftists had an audi
ence among the steelworkers, or whether they were simply inven
tions of CGT /PCF rhetoric. The only leftists referred to on LCA 
were Alain Krivine, who came from Paris for a meeting, and a 
small number oflocal Maoist activists who regularly spoke on LCA, 
one of whom was a member of the local CFDT. 

of the steelworkers can also be considered the closure of the '1968 years'. Symbolic of this 
closure might be the CGT's failed attempt to occupy USINOR in spring 1979. Xavier 
Vigna, La Contestation ouvrière pendant les années 1968 (Paris, 2oo6), 107, 141, 142; and id., 'Luttes 
clans la siderurgie en 1979: la fin de !'insubordination ouvriere', in Philippe Artieres and 
Michelle Zancarini-Foumel (eds.), 1968: une histoire collective (1962-1981) (Paris, 2008), 75o-3. 

9 Chronology provided by Albert Falcetta. 
10 On 31 Mar. 1979 a debate was organized on LCA with Alain Krivine, the Trotskyist 

leader of the Ligue Communiste Revolutionnaire (LCR). A trade unioni.st explained that 
there had been trouble on the streets ofLongwy on the day that Krivine held a meeting, 
and suggested that there had to be a connection. Leftists, he said, were known for organ
izing trouble and working against the workers' best interests. 
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The CGT therefore needed to propose alternatives to violent 
direct action. The unions were willing to deploy modes of action 
that were relatively rare for the French labour movement, such 
as illegal blockades or the occupation of administrative buildings 
or railway stations. 11 It is in this context that the CGT took the
for it-novel step oflaunching the radio station LCA. At that time 
the free radio movement was in full swing in France, drawing 
inspiration from the British example (Radio Caroline on the 
musical and commercial side) and Italian precedent (Radio Alice 
on the political side). 12 Illegal free radio stations in France tried to 
organize themselves into a movement, despite the diversity of their 
aims. Some had commercial ambitions while others wanted to use 
radio as a political platform for those otherwise without a voice. 
One aspect united them: all were fighting against the state 
monopoly of radio and television. Around 1979 trade unions and 
left-wing political parties decided that it would be useful to identify 
with the free radio movement, which was quite popular, and to 
use this new means of communication to spread their ideas and 
publicize ongoing struggles. The main problem was that given 
their statist/public service orientation, the left-wing parties and 
union confederations did not want to end the state monopoly. 
Although the distinction was lost on the public and the police, 
these radio stations, especially the ones created by the CGT, did 
not call themselves free radio stations but 'radios de lutte' (radio 
stations for the struggle). 

At the start of the Longwy struggle, the Longwy section of the 
CFDT, a smaller rival of the CGT, launched its own radio station 
SOS Emploi. Although it was very small and few people were able 
to receive its broadcasts, the step had a huge symbolic impact. In 
response, the local CGT decided to found its own radio. The 
CGT national office supported this initiative and another radio 
station, Radio-Quinquin, was set up in Nord, the other region 
affected by restructuring in the steel industry. The CGT bought 
a powerful transmitter and hired two professional journalists from 
Paris to set up and run the Longwy station. They were both PCF 
and CGT members. One was an experienced TV journalist, the 

11 Durand, Chômage et violence, 20-44, also Christian de Mondibert, Grise economique et 
conflits sociaux dans la Lorraine sidérurgique(Paris, 1g8g). 

12 For a detailed study see Mathieu Dalle, 'Les Ondes déchaînées: analyse culturelle 
des radios libres françaises, 1977-I981' (thesis, University of Pennsylvania, Dec. 2002). 
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other worked mainly for the CGT and experimented with new 
modes of communication. From the very beginning, it was LCA 
policy that anyone on the phone or in the campaign was allowed 
to interrupt the programme. 

LCA Discourses: Regional/ National Defence, 
Economic Alternatives, Negotiations 

Given that the government's plan for the steel industry in Lorraine 
would have potentially devastating effects on the region's economic 
and social life, LCA largely focused on defending the region that 
was threatened with de-industrialization. While the French Prime 
Minister wanted to encourage workers' mobility, the CGT stressed 
the workers' identification with the region and desire for local 
employment. The trade unions deployed and invented regional 
traditions that they had habitually dismissed as spurious creations 
of the local bourgeoisie. Thus children wore 'traditional' costumes 
during the campaign. 13 The historical legacy of recurrent conflict 
with neighbouring Germany strengthened a tradition of national
ism and a siege mentality within the local working class. The local 
and national organizations of both the CGT and the PCF were 
attuned to this nationalism. Not for the first time in their history, 
these organizations articulated a belligerent French nationalism 
and adopted a populist anti-German discourse. Evoking memories 
of the bataille du rail, local PCF and CGT activists blocked and 
derailed trains carrying imported iron. 14 Communists argued that 
the reorganization of the steel markets in Europe would favour the 
German steel industry and that the European Community should 
not restore Germany's industrial strength. Instead, French interests 
and French independence should be preserved. Indeed, one of 
the PCF's slogans for the 1979 European elections was 'Against 
German Europe'. This rhetoric drew on working-class identifica
tion with region and nation as a vehicle for popular mobilization. 
Obviously, this strategy de-emphasized class and potentially 
excluded those without a strong sense of French national or 
regional identity. 

13 N oiriel, Longwy, 390. 
14 In a first instance of this, the local PCF publicly unloaded Swedish iron ore on 28jan. 

1979, according to the chronology of the events provided by Falcetta, CGT activist. See 
also Durand, Chômage et violence, 22-3. 
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Around the time of the announcement of the government's plan 
in late 1978, the National Metal Workers' Federation of the CGT 
issued a 'memorandum'. 15 It provided an analysis of the French 
steel industry and offered very precise proposals for how to rescue 
and modernize it. This was quite an important change for the 
trade unionists, who were used to protesting against redundancies 
but not suggesting an alternative industrial policy (other than 
demanding the nationalization of the entire steel industry). The 
memorandum also departed from traditional CGT policy by rec
ognizing the existing economic system. Various local and factory 
branches of the trade unions debated the document. The LCA also 
disseminated the memorandum's message via round tables with 
political organizations (PCF, Socialist Party, leftist organizations) 
or unions (CFDT) and commentaries given by economic experts. 16 

The idea was to allow the mobilization to continue, but to give the 
struggle some achievable demands. According to this logic, if the 
labour movement was listened to rather than the dictates of the 
law of profit,. the steel industry's crisis could be surmounted and 
industrial performance improved. 

In terms of political context, the French Communist Party and 
the French Socialist Party (PS) had recently tried to cooperate by 
means of the Common Programme and the Union of the Left 
(19721). Despite its collapse by the time of the Longwy struggle 
and the PCF's recriminations against the PS, the political left was 
still hoping for a long-awaited victory in the 1981 presidential elec
tions. The memorandum has to be seen in this context. Although 
the CGT was careful to stress that it was not offering a government 
policy, since this was not the task of the trade unions, the intended 
implication for a left electoral triumph in 1981 was clear. 

In addition to the alternative industrial policy, the CGT con
structed a symbolic significance for the steel industry as part of its 
strategy of defence. The 'men of steel', and especially those in the 
Longwy area, embodied the archetypical image of the proletarian. 17 

Serge Bonnet, historian of the steelworkers, later reflected upon the 

15 'Face àla crise de la sidérurgie, les solutions de la FTM-C.G.T. pour une negociation 
immediate', Le Guide du militant de la métallurgie, 36 (Nov. 1978). 

l6 For an example of how the proposals were explained by experts see CD 4A V /690 
and CD 4AV/691, 4 Apr. 1979. For an example of a debate see CD 4AV/1040 to CD 
4A V /1043, 11 June 1979. 

17 See Serge Bonnet, Etienne Kagan, and Michel Maigret, L'Homme du fer,4 vols. (Metz, 
1976 and 1977), i. 149, 154. 



330 INGRID HAVES 

constructed or mythical character of the image of the 'men of steel'. 
The destruction of the French steel industry therefore threatened 
not only the collective identity of the steelworkers, but also, from 
the symbolic viewpoint, the French labour movement per se. 
Historians saw the defeats of the steelworkers in 1979 and 1984 as 
the end of a historical phase for the whole French labour move
ment, viewing with morbid pessimism its present situation. Gilles 
Nezosi also referred to this radical change identified by Bonnet, 
though not in such violent terms as the latter. The sociologist 
Michel Verret even described the situation in Lorraine after 1984 
as 'social death' or 'historical agony'. In the epilogue to his history 
of the Longwy steelworkers, Gérard N oiriel, who was himself 
associated with the LCA, echoed this sentiment, writing of the 
'end of an agonizing world' .18 Of course, their own collective idea 
of the working class has to be put into historical perspective, but 
the simple fact that they all diagnosed its death in similar fashion 
reveals the deep impact of the events of 1979. 

As well as constructing an idealized image of the steelworker, 
the CGT used LCA to comment upon the negotiations between 
the patronat, the unions, and the government. LCA regularly 
explained the state of play in the national negotiations of late 
February andjuly 1979. 19 The unions and steel industry employ
ers negotiated the restructuring plan and measures to alleviate the 
social consequences of de-industrialization. The CGT interpreted 
the talks about social programmes as a means to demobilize 
protest and facilitate restructuring. In terms of industrial policy, 
the CGT insisted that the steel industry should not only be main
tained, but expanded. As far as the CGT was concerned, the 
social dimension was not negotiable until industrial matters had 
been settled. The government and patronat took the opposite posi
tion. Mter a vote in the factories to justify its position, the CGT 
refused to sign the Convention sociale (Social Convention) on 24]uly 
1979. The other unions, including the national CFDT, signed it, 
even though the local CFDT disapproved. It was an important 
blow to inter-union unity and, to a large extent, signalled the 
defeat of the campaign. 

18 Ibid. iv. 544; 'L'Homme de la terre et du feu: l'homme de la frontiere, de la guerre 
et de l'imaginaire', in Michel Verret, Chevilles ouvrières (Paris, 1995), 104; Gilles Nezosi, La
Fin de l'homme dufer: syndicalisme et crise de la sidérurgie (Paris, 1999), 282; Noiriel, Longwy, 395.

19 CD 4A V /1005, 25july 1979. 
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LCA programmes discussed various elements negotiated in the 
Social Convention. First, there was the early retirement scheme, 
offering retirement at 50 or 55 with a good pension. The CGT 
found this part of the agreement acceptable, but many workers 
speaking on the radio thought this would undermine steelworkers' 
solidarity, thereby weakening their struggle. Two other proposals 
were clearly rejected on LCA. One was the allowances given to 
those who chose to leave the steel industry (and, by implication, 
the struggle) voluntarily. The second measure that was rejected 
outright was the relocation scheme. Certain workers were given 
two weeks to settle in another part of France or face redundancy. 
The CGT was opposed to this as it considered it tantamount to 
accepting restructuring. There was a lot of talk on the radio about 
immigrant workers, the great majority of whom were from North 
Mrica. It is important to recall that the French government had 
tried to reduce immigration since 1974 and repatriate the 
'unneeded' immigrants. In 1979 new laws restricting the right to 
stay in France were introduced, and they were used to reduce the 
workforce in the crisis-stricken steel industry. Immigrant workers 
were offered a very small repatriation bonus. The CGT strongly 
opposed this measure. At first, the union stuck to its long-standing 
view that immigration should be limited, but that existing resi
dents should be given the same rights as French citizens in order 
to limit the patronafs capacity to divide and pressurize workers. 20 

On occasion, the CGT also suggested that immigrants return to 
their native countries after having received training in France, 
thereby increasing cooperation between France and their coun
tries of origin and easing the reintegration of return migrants into 
those societies. At the time, however, the CGT was changing its 
position on immigration and from April 1979 on, the local trade 
unionists speaking on LCA defended the right of the immigrants 
to stay and tried to persuade them to do so, explaining that the 
repatriation bonus was less than they would gain by staying. This 
policy shift came about because trade unionists connected the 
state's immigration policy with its restructuring of the steel indus
try. Jean Soulignac, a local trade unionist, explained that the state 
wanted to expel immigrants in order to be able to close their fac
tories more easily: 'The immigrants are 40 per cent of the workers 

20 René Gallissot, Nadir Boumaza, and Ghislaine Clement, Ces migrants qui font le 
prolétariat(Paris, 1994}, 57.
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in USINOR, especially in the phase liquide that they want to close 
down. How strange!' A few days later he added: 'It has to be 
understood that without immigrant workers the French economy 
will come to a stop ... so they work it out since they want to grad
ually dismantle the working tools in all the industries . . . the 
redundancies imply the elimination of the steel industry, and the 
elimination of the steel industry inexorably implies the deportation 
of the immigrant workers in France, which is neither in the 
French worker's nor France's interest.'21 LCA therefore deemed 
it important to fight against the deportations of immigrant 
workers. By defending the immigrants, it argued, the trade union
ists were defending the interests of all steelworkers. 

Identity Challenged: Worklessness, Gender, Ethnicity

The threat of unemployment destabilized the collective identity 
of steelworkers and trade unionists. As an examination of the 
radio station records reveals, the struggle against unemployment 
generated changes and new contradictions in the identity of 
Longwy's steelworkers. 

First, individual workers' reactions to unemployment-whether 
trade unionists or not-had some significance for their self-per
ception. These people did not speak for the trade union, but were 
personally confronted with the prospect of unemployment. As well 
as threatening collective identity, unemployment destabilized the 
individual sense of self and caused a state of personal anxiety. 22 

LCA openly welcomed any testimony on that subject. However, 
the workers themselves rarely spoke on the radio, especially about 
their individual situation. When they made a statement, most did 
so on behalf of their union or because there was an action or a 
strike in their factory. As a result, their own anxiety was obscured 
by a collective discourse. The journalists at LCA tried to get chil
dren to express their fathers' anxieties by making them report the 
conversations going on at home, but they usually only succeeded 
in getting the answers the children thought were expected of 
them. 

21 CD 4A V /761, 22 Apr. 1979, CD 4A V /790, 29 Apr. 1979. 
22 A medical study dated 1980 once again confirmed that the number of psychosomatic 

illnesses rose in these situations, Le Républicain lorrain(5 Mar. 1980). 
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Gerard Noiriel's study ofLongwy stressed the centrality of work 
to the construction of workers' identity. Mter all, in a region 
where immigration contributed greatly to the formation of the 
local working class, employment provided the only chance for suc
cessive generations of immigrant workers to achieve 'integration 
into the national community and to defend a dignity that had 
been refused to their parents'.23 But, surprisingly enough, work 
as such was rarely mentioned on LCA. The trade unionists talked 
about strikes, negotiations, or factory elections, but rarely of the 
labour they performed. Work was sometimes mentioned in other 
ways. Medical experts discussed the negative impact of work on 
people's health: for example, the medical and social consequences 
of shift work in the steel factories. In addition to this detrimental 
aspect of the working experience, the positive aspects were also 
mentioned. On a few occasions, broadcasts took place about 
women working outside their homes. Most women in that area 
did not work, and the discussion explained the advantages of paid 
employment. 24 Working women themselves, who were usually 
activists in either the trade union or the Union des Femmes 
Françaises (UFF), the PCF's women's association, put forward 
their arguments in a very traditional way. It is true that, in such 
a mono-industrial region, employed women were a minority. In 
this, Longwy did not join the trend leading to the women's liber
ation movement of the rg7os. The only radical feminist from a 
woman-only Parisian radio libre ('les radiotteuses') to visit the 
station was given an ambiguous welcome. She tried to point out, 
from what she saw, the very small part that women played in 
LCA. One trade unionist started defending men against what he 
felt was an attack: 'It's not men's fault, it's a national policy, espe
cially at school.' A journalist talked about another local trade 
unionist, explaining that he always did his best to help his wife 
'cast offher chains', and deplored that 'nowadays you can't tell a 
woman she's beautiful anymore'.25 The reactions that were aired 
on LCA seem to indicate that the women's movement had not 
yet reached Longwy: feminism was anti-men and pro-capitalist, 
male activists were the potential saviours of women, and tradi
tional relationships were viewed with nostalgia. Talking about 
their own experiences, women activists mentioned the difficulties 

23 Noiriel, Longwy, 389. 
24 e.g. CD 4A V /689, 4 Apr. 1979. 25 4AV/711, 9 Apr. 1979.
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of maintaining their relationship with their children. Although 
they admitted feeling guilty, they also said that on the whole they 
would rather keep on working. They also tried to convince those 
who did not work outside the house to do so, saying that it could 
bring them freedom, independence, and that it was a good way to 
socialize and join a collective environment. The type of arguments 
used implied that the value of women's employment was still not 
obvious in Longwy. However, things were more complex since, 
progressively, non-working women took an important part in the 
radio and formed a substantial part of the radio's inner circle 
around the journalists. This contradiction created some tensions 
between the two groups of women, the first corresponding to 
the idealized image of the working woman, the other of non
working women volunteers in fact closer to the heart of things at 
LCA. 

The journalists mediated the questions of gender and identity 
at the radio station. They reinforced the arguments of the women 
activists about work, though sometimes in a patronizing tone. 
Coming from Paris, these intellectuals influenced by 1968 felt the 
need to introduce new questions and new ideas. Although they 
were men, they did not match the masculinity of the steelworkers; 
they were hardly men of steel. As intellectual workers talking 
about literature or poetry (and one sharing child-rearing and 
household duties with his wife), the journalists challenged the 
steelworkers' sense of masculinity. Steelworkers did not question
the journalists on this score. Yet when women spoke about 
women's issues, their statements did not have the same legitimacy 
as the pronouncements of the male journalists: some things were 
easier to take from men. Also challenging the crucial roots of steel
workers' identity, the discussions ofworkingwomen were discon
nected from, and transcended, the steel industry. 

Men monopolized work in the steel industry but rarely spoke 
about it specifically on LCA. There were a few exceptions. On 12 

and 24 April 1979, for example, two programmes described the 
labour process in different factories in great detail. 26 In March 
and April, three old steel or mine workers narrated their working 
lives. Between May and July, however, LCA largely remained 
silent on this subject, reflecting both the more pessimistic mood 

26 CD 4AV /769. 
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of the campaign as well as the narrowing horizons of, and declin
ing participation in, the radio. Some people went to the studio to 
talk about their work, but they had specialist or rare jobs, such as 
travelling entertainer, road mender, acrobat, or dog breeder, and 
the programmes were made not to convey a collective work expe
rience but to inform the listeners about curiosities they might not 
know much about. 27 

An examination of the radio broadcasts suggests that the steel
workers' identity was more fragile, contradictory, and complex 
than might be assumed. The centrality of work to identity can be 
connected to identification with a class, nation, or, even more in 
this case, a region. These complementary modes of identification 
are easier to detect on LCA than identity constructed around 
work itsel£ In this sense, LCA conveyed something quite different 
from what is expected in terms of the collective identity of the 
steelworkers. There is, of course, the paradox of a strong identifi
cation with an industry in which the work is hard, dirty, and dan
gerous. Such work is perhaps more easily discussed among peers, 
within the routines of working life and in situ. 

Whatever the reason, LCA also contributed to changing this 
identity by taking the struggle out of the factories. This had started 
even before the establishment of the LCA, since the street demon
strations between December and March were made up not only 
of workers but also of their families, and people from outside the 
steel industry, such as teachers and shopkeepers. The participation 
of these groups had been welcomed as it broadened the protests 
while leaving the unions, especially the CGT, in control. 

True to the radio's purpose, the LCA reported on all activity, 
whether large or small scale, in which the CGT (or the PCF) was 
involved, because their activists immediately informed the jour
nalists. More generally, whenever something happened, a worker 
could call LCA and read out a declaration, asking for help against 
the police, or informing the radio audience of what was going 
on. This function of LCA was obviously more central during 
the first few weeks of the struggle before the level of activity 
declined, but the reporting of activism continued until the end. 
In this way, LCA provided a new mode of communication as 
far as the unions were concerned, and a new space for popular 

27 See e.g. CD 4A V /878, 25 May 1979. 
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participation while being directly involved in the ongoing mobil
ization outside the factories. 

When it became clear that LCA was going to be on air for 
more than just a few weeks, its role diversified. The station's jour
nalists quickly made it clear that anybody with something to say 
on any subject would be allowed on air. In fact, anybody with an 
idea could come to the studio and have a one-off or a regular pro
gramme. As a result, a new agenda emerged. The journalists' role 
became restricted to providing a critical analysis of the daily press, 
and they trained the trade unionists involved to do likewise. 28 As 
a result, the LCA covered a wide range of topics, from interna
tional matters to racism, politics, the death penalty, and any other 
topic someone deemed important. People with an interest in 
music or poetry produced cultural programmes. 29 People went to 
the studio to talk about their personal hobbies, such as cycling or 
repairing old instruments. Most of these broadcasts were quite dis
connected from work or the future of the steel industry. The atti
tude to programming was eventually formalized and structured 
around core topics, such as immigration, justice, and the condi
tion of women. 

Initially, the LCA mixed work-related and non work-related 
broadcasts, and the latter could be interrupted at any time if some
thing happened in collective action. But as the struggle weakened, 
the focus began to change. There were three main trends. First, 
from May, and even more after the signing of the Convention sociale 
in July 1979, the struggle in Longwy began to focus on the preser
vation of LCA. On 17 May 1979, for example, violent fights erupted 
between the police and a group of demonstrators protesting against 
the authorities jamming LCA. When the struggle for jobs was lost, 
the struggle to maintain LCA seemed to take its place. Secondly, 
LCA gradually became a local radio station. It was still 'a radio for 
the struggle', since it relayed any action of any scale going on 
around Longwy. When the steelworkers' struggle had come to an 
end, LCA tended to focus on local conflicts and mobilizations, such 
as a strike in a small firm in May 1979, the struggle of immigrants 
for better living conditions in their hostel, and the launching of a 

28 There was a daily programme, 'Revue de presse', which took up most of the morning. 
29 These were generally weekly programmes devoted to jazz and led by Longwy Jazz 

Action, a local association, literature, focusing on one author each week and usually organ
ized by teachers, poetry, and various other topics. 
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local anti-racist committee in December. At the same time, partic
ipation in LCA also declined. Thirdly, the group at the heart of 
LCA structured itself around the journalists, who gradually found 
peers in the neighbourhood, in particular teachers, with whom they 
had more in common than with steelworkers, especially on cultural 
matters. At the same time, workers were less present as the struggle 
declined. 

All three trends departed from the national CGT's initial 
rationale for the LCA. It was clear that something new was 
coming to life, a different mode of action, with different preoccu
pations and deep local roots. Transcending the narrow confines of 
the struggle for the steel industry, the radio station also gave less 
space to themes of work and workers and much more to the world 
outside the workplace. 

Still, the radio station relied on the participation of steelwork
ers. Through their involvement they challenged their social status, 
general assumptions about themselves, and their sense of identity. 
Working for LCA subverted the representational function of, and 
hierarchy within, the trade unions. Those involved with LCA 
usually did not belong to the elected leadership of the trade union 
movement. Most of the traditional leaders were good at writing a 
leaflet or leading an assembly of workers, but learning how to talk 
freely on air and to improvise was a different matter. Those who 
learned these skills and emulated the radio professional felt that 
their experience at LCA had broadened their perspectives, espe
cially on cultural matters. These people were actually able to 
imagine a different future for themselves: one that would lead 
them out of the working class. One such individual discovered a 
talent for writing, eventually published a book about his experi
ences, and was invited onto a national TV programme.30 Another 
thought that he might be able to replace the Parisian journalists 
on their departure. This participation in the radio station sub
verted the normal social order in which steelworkers remained 
steelworkers and their children followed in their fathers' footsteps. 
It must also be stressed that none of the people working at LCA 
openly described themselves as future members of the unem
ployed; in fact the unemployed were rarely mentioned except as 
a general group existing on a national scale. The only exceptions 

3o Marcel Donati, Cœur d'acier: souvenirs d'un sidérurgiste de Lorraine (Paris, 1994). 
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were schoolleavers who were either unemployed or felt threat
ened by unemployment. 

The journalists played an important role at LCA because of the 
way they used their cultural capital and power. This is one reason 
why so little airtime was devoted to industrial work. The journalists 
from Paris created a framework within which the trade unionists 
operated. The intention was that the amateurs would learn from 
these professionals. The trade unionists appropriated cultural and 
historical references and learned to express themselves with the 
help of irony and subtle jokes. However, they rarely talked about 
subjects that the journalists had not sanctioned. The experience of 
working at the radio station was genuinely transformative for the 
trade unionists, but they also internalized a sense of cultural infe
riority. This transformation seriously challenged their identity as 
steelworkers but simultaneously revealed the way in which the 
ethos and practices of professional journalism subtly shaped LCA. 

The metamorphosis of the steelworker participants in the radio 
had other implications. Over time, LCA gradually moved away 
from the role the CGT had envisioned. Eventually, the CGT felt 
it was investing a lot of money in a tool it could no longer control. 
As the struggle had ended, the radio could not possibly continue 
the role the CGT had assigned to it. The journalists were the first 
to feel the impact of the union's change of attitude. Without 
advance warning, the CGT decided to stop paying them in the 
summer of 1980. In September, after the summer break, LCA 
stayed silent. In November, a new team started LCA again, but 
although it had the same name, it was a very different station. The 
participating trade unionists displayed a different kind of behaviour 
after the restart. Those who had been deeply changed by the expe
rience were ready to contest what the union and the PCF said. 
This, in turn, signified a challenge to the institutional sources of 
the steelworker's identity. 

Two groups-women and Inigrants-played a particularly 
important part in the construction of a new agenda of identity on 
LCA's airwaves. The working class of Longwy was composed of a 
large proportion of immigrants and their descendants. Immigration,
mostly from Poland, Belgium, and Italy, had been strong since the 
region had begun to industrialize in the 188os.31 Italian immigration

31 Maryse Tripier, L'lmmigration dans la classe ouvrière en France (Paris, 1999), 53.
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in particular had a large impact on working-class organizations, 
since many of the Italian migrants of the 1920s and 1930s were anti
fascists and became members of the CGT and the PCF. The immi
grants mentioned on LCA were not from this earlier generation, 
but came from North Mrica. The first immigrants from Mrica had 
arrived in the region in the 1930s but their numbers grew signifi
cantly during the 1950s and 1g6os. By 1978-g, however, the CGT 
had still not managed to organize them on a large scale, partly 
because of xenophobia and racism. On LCA there was a clear will
ingness to accommodate the migrants, voice their concerns, and 
rally them as an important part of the community. North Mrican 
migrants had their own weekly programme, La Parole aux immigrés, 
which was partly in Arabic. There were two trends: programmes 
essentially of (usually male) immigrant testimonies about their life 
in France; and programmes that explained a particular aspect of 
the struggle in Arabic. Beyond this, the problem of racism was 
addressed and condemned regularly. Having said this, matters were 
not straightforward. The way in which migrants participated in 
LCA showed the difficulty of forging and sustaining unity between 
the French nationals and the migrants. Apart from La Parole aux 
immigrés, migrants rarely spoke on air. Surprisingly, this programme 
was, for the most part, restricted to the North Mrican immigrants, 
although the workers of Italian origin, including the second and 
third generation, were on the whole, much more numerous. Of 
course, this was linked to the fact that Italian immigration was older, 
and Italian migrants were more strongly integrated into the local 
working class. But Italian immigration was a subject often referred 
to, so it could have been a strong part of the specific programme. It 
is significant that it was not. Beyond this, only a few North Mricans 
(all Moroccans) participated in LCA. Also, LCA aired La Parole aux 
immigrés on Sundays in part of the programming schedule that 
nobody else wanted. Migrants were sometimes spoken to in a highly 
patronizing way, and North Mrican societies were at times pre
sented stereotypically, as if there was no class structure or conflict. 

One journalist spoke of 'the pride of the Arab man' and 'the 
strong sense of hospitality there is over there', without acknowl
edging that these general statements were based on preconceived 
cultural judgements. 32 There was also a tendency to characterize 

32 CD 4A V /707, 8 Apr. 1979. 
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North African societies in terms of their state of advancement on 
a scale of development or customs. The North African immigrants 
involved in the programme did the same thing. An Algerian 
activist explained that the Algerian people had the means to resist 
and would not submit 'because it had been civilized by the 
French'.33 Asked ifhe would have married a woman who was not 
a virgin when he was younger, he answered in the negative 
'because he wasn't civilized enough yet'. 34 When trade unionists 
and journalists who worked at LCA were later asked in interviews 
who they would like to meet again, no one mentioned North 
Africans. This shows that the links between the French nationals 
and the immigrants dissolved after LCA shut down for good. 

However, the way in which LCA was organized made it rela
tively easy for women to participate. Women formed a large 
majority of contributors, speaking on their own behalf, not repre
senting a militant group of some sort, and performed an impor
tant role in the emergence of programmes that were not related 
to work or the steel industry. This majority female participation 
did not, however, signify a position of power at LCA. In the first 
few weeks, most women devoted themselves to service tasks, such 
as cleaning or food preparation. Very few women spoke on air 
and their number rose only very slowly. Women never organized 
the programmes and very rarely participated in the editorial 
meetings. When female experts were invited, they spoke on issues 
within a traditional female domain, such as abortion, social work, 
or midwifery. When a woman eventually presented a programme 
on LCA, it was a weekly children's programme, Les Mini-cœurs
d'acier. 35 Even when the condition ofwomen was discussed, male 
journalists dominated the debate. 

This discussion of the role of immigrants and women at LCA 
leads to a number of conclusions. Despite the shortcomings men
tioned above, LCA tried to address the problems of both groups 
and devoted airtime to them. By doing so, LCA presented a more 
diverse picture of those involved in, and affected by, the struggle in 
this region than the unions and the PCF, who focused exclusively 
on the French, male, white, organized steelworker. However, the 
distribution of power at LCA also revealed that to construct strong 
and equal relations between the different groups was not an easy 

33 CD 4AV /789. 34 CD 4AV ho86, 22june 1979. 
35 Les Mini-cœurs d'acier, a programme which was broadcast on Wednesday afternoons. 
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task. The struggle in Longwy and the practice at LCA suggests that 
the organized labour movement had problems adapting to changes 
in post-war French society, namely, the growth of the immigrant 
and female workforce. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the history of LCA shows that the creation of a new 
and effective mode of protest offered a transformative experience 
for those who participated in it. This experience did not eradicate 
the longer-standing identities, but it had the potential to destabi
lize them. Furthermore, this venture confirms that the CGT was 
capable of being flexible in its efforts to mobilize the working class 
against the threat of unemployment. However, it was difficult for 
the CGT to conceive of unemployment as a collective experience 
and this seriously hampered its willingness to organize the French 
unemployed themselves. 

The history of LCA provides a chance to listen to the voices of 
those the trade union leadership and the political elite claimed to 
speak for and represent. During the struggle in Longwy in 1979-
8o, despite the mediation of the journalists who ran LCA, the 
people threatened with unemployment constructed representa
tions of themselves and forged their own discourse of protest. 
They did this at a turning point in French history. The struggle to 
'save' the French steel industry was eventually lost. The region 
may live on, but it is a shell of its former sel£ Despite nationaliza
tion in 1981, Longwy and the steel industry's defeat was confirmed 
in 1984 when the Socialist Party under newly installed Prime 
Minister Laurent Fabius broke its former commitments and 
decided to implement the restructuring plan. 

Efforts were made to regenerate the region. A Pôle Europeen 
de Developpement (European development plan) was created in 
1985 for that purpose, associating Longwy, a part of Belgium, and 
Luxembourg. The aim was to attract multinational plants by 
offering material and financial advantages, and cheap, relatively 
trained labour. Daewoo, which opened its first plant in Longwy in 
1988, benefited strongly from these advantages-European, 
national, and regional. But the repercussions of the Asian financial 
crash put an end to the Korean episode in Lorraine: in 2002, 
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three plants faced closure. The hardest struggle took place in 
Longwy-Mont Saint Martin at the end of 2002 and the beginning 
of 2003. Only one plant was re-bought, but not all the workers 
were taken on again. Most of the other workers never found 
another job. The unemployment rate remains slightly above the 
national average, the loss of jobs having been partly compensated 
for by a loss of population. Between 1975 and 2005 the steel indus
try in Longwy disappeared. Out of 39,000 employed people, 8,700 
also disappeared, while the number of people working across the 
border in Belgium or Luxembourg rose from 6,ooo to more than 
15,000. Between 1975 and 1999 the global population lost nearly 
23,000 workers. 36 

36 Catherine Lévy andJean-Claude Feite, 'Un aspect de la reconversion des zones 
industrielles', <http:/ /www.nancy-luttes.net/soutien.kamel.daewoo/ documents/Catherine 
ShanghaiFr.htrnl>, (2003), accessed 19 Nov. 2008. 
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Fractious Factions: 
The Organized Unemployed and the 
Labour Movement in New Zealand, 

1978-1ggo 

CYBÈLE LOCKE 

There were national organizations of unemployed workers in both 
the 1930s and 1g8os in New Zealand. Yet what has lived on in 
folk memory and history books are the bands of unemployed men, 
marching to the beat of a drum under the banner of the National 
Unemployed Workers' Movement (a New Zealand descendant of 
the British movement) during the 1930s Depression. 1 And what 
has come and gone with barely a trace, is Te Roopu Rawakore o 
Aotearoa (which literally translates as the New Zealand move
ment of those who have nothing), a national unemployed and 
beneficiaries' movement organized largely by women, Maori, and 
young people during the 1g8os recession.2 Te Roopu Rawakore o 
Aotearoa has received so little attention because of the different 
kinds of people who led the movement: labour's reserve army 
rather than unemployed male breadwinners. When large 
numbers of white male breadwinners became unemployed in the 
1930s, this was perceived as a threat to the status quo and required 

1 Paul Harris, 'The New Zealand Unemployed Workers Movement, 1931-1939: 
Gisborne and the ReliefWorkers' Strike',New Zealand Journal of History, 10/2 (1976), 130-43;
R. T. Robertson, 'Isolation, Ideology and Impotence: Organizations for the Unemployed 
during the Great Depression, 193o-1935', ibid. 13/2 (1979), 149-64; T. Simpson, The Sugarbag 
Years (Martinborough, 1974); Cybèle Locke, 'Demanding "Jobs with Justice": Maaori and 
Paakehaa Organisation of the Unemployed in the 1930s and 198os' (Ph.D. thesis, University 
of Auckland, 2000); Vincent O'Malley, 'A United Front against Capitalism? Unemployed 
Workers' Organisations in Christchurch, New Zealand, during the Depression', Labour 
History Review, 73/1 (2oo8), 145-66. 

2 Maori tribal elders from the Hokianga, in the north of New Zealand, who were 
involved in the formation of the national unemployed and beneficiaries' movement, pro
vided the movement with its name: Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa. People described 
as beneficiaries are those in receipt of benefits that are not work related; e.g. Domestic 
Purposes benefits for single parents or pensions for retired people. 
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immediate state action. The first New Zealand Labour govern
ment, elected in 1935, instituted a strong, interventionist state to 
support full employment, which continued into the 1950s and 
196os with the support of consecutive governments. Women and 
ethnic minorities were drawn into the workforce in significant 
numbers but were then the first to be laid off when New Zealand 
entered a recession in the mid-1970s. Rather than take state action 
to create employment, National government politicians dismissed 
the unemployed as social deviants or 'dole-bludgers' who did not 
wish to work. 3 In response, sections of the reserve army oflabour 
formed unemployed and beneficiaries' groups and Te Roopu 
Rawakore o Aotearoa to publicize their cause and relieve the 
poverty of their communities. I have drawn on oral histories, 
archival materials, union newspapers, and journals to tell their 
stories; to describe how they championed 'social justice unionism': 
grass-roots organizing that employed non-hierarchical structures, 
consciousness-raising, creative protest action, and broad-based 
alliances to bring about social justice and equality; and how they 
challenged trade unions to restructure their organizations to take 
race and gender into account, as well as class. 4 

Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa successfully forged alliances 
with individual trade unions within both the Federation of Labour 
(NZFoL) and the Combined State Unions (NZCSU) in the early 
1980s. When the recession first began to bite in the late 1970s, 
working-class trade unionists, particularly those who were 
members of the Socialist Unity Party (NZSUP) or the Workers' 
Communist League (NZWCL), played an important role in 
forming unemployed workers' unions and centres. They were 
instrumental, along with unemployed workers, temporary scheme 
workers, students, and community workers, in forming Te Roopu 
Rawakore o Aotearoa (Te Roopu). However, when the Labour 
Party (the traditional political ally of working-class people) was 

3 Shirley R. Leitch, 'Unemployment in New Zealand, 1981-1983: A Study of the 
Presentation by Radio, Television and the Press of a Major Social Problem' (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Auckland, 1986), 177-g. 'On the dole' referred historically to men on relief 
work in the 1930s. By the 198os it was used to describe anyone on an unemployment 
benefit. 

4 This terminology owes much to Vanessa Tait, Poor Workers' Unions: Rebuilding Labor 
From Below (Cambridge, Mass., 2005). For a detailed discussion of this tripartite approach 
refer to Cybèle Locke, '"Blame the System, Not the Victim!" Organizing the Unemployed 
in New Zealand, 1983-1992', International Labor and Working-Gloss History, 71 (Spring 2007), 
162-84. 
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elected into power in 1984 and instituted a series of neo-liberal eco
nomic reforms which devastated the New Zealand economy and 
contracted both the private and public sectors, early alliances 
forged between employed and unemployed workers began to frag
ment. Organized private-sector workers were increasingly haunted 
by the spectre of unemployment and they looked to an active 
alliance with large state-sector trade unions of white-collar workers, 
rather than to their comrades who had lost their jobs. 

7he Reserve Army ofLabour 

When political scientist Rob Steven analysed the New Zealand 
working class in the 1970s, he identified three major elements. The 
first was the aristocracy of the working class: skilled workers with 
trade certificates, supervisory workers, and well-organized workers 
in strategic sectors of the economy. When recession hit in the mid
1970s, the aristocrats of the working class were able to protect 
their jobs and conditions. The second element were the less 
organized, less skilled workers, domestic market producers who 
held on to their jobs (but with decreasing success) during this time 
and suffered from falling wages. And finally, at the bottom of the 
heap, there was the reserve army oflabour, who were not able to 
protect their incomes or their jobs at all. 5 Steven explains that to 
'function as a reserve army, workers must be capable of being 
hired and fired at short notice without provoking other workers 
and without any inconvenience to capital', and this category 
mostly comprised women and a significant number ofMaori and 
Pacific Island workers. 6 Unemployed, underemployed, and first
time job seekers were also important members of the reserve 
army, although they were not the focus of Steven's work. 7 

5 Rob Steven, 'Towards a Class Analysis of New Zealand', Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Sociology, 14/2 (June 1978), 113-48, at 126. 

6 Ibid. 127-8.
7 Rob Steven does not include unpaid family workers, the unemployed, and women 

engaged in domestic production in his analysis but does acknowledge they are part of the 
reserve army. Roberta Hill, supervised by Rob Steven, engages with international debates 
among feminists and Leftists, such as Milkman, Adamson, Beechey, and Owen, that char
acterized women as a reserve army oflabour, but she studies the impact of unemployment 
on employed clothing workers rather than the unemployed themselves. Roberta Hill, 
'Women, Work and Recession: The Other Face of Unemployment', New Zealand Journal 
of Industrial Relations, 7/3 (1982), 157-71.
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The 1950s and 1g6os were remarkable years in New Zealand 
because of the low levels of unemployment, and it was during this 
period that married women, Maori, and Pacific Islanders were 
drawn into the industrial workforce. However, in 1976 registered 
unemployment began to climb from 5,000 and reached 48,ooo in 
1g8r. While this was low when compared to Australia, the United 
States, and the United Kingdom, New Zealand unemployment 
was distributed more unequally, where women and young people 
were concerned, than in other countries (ethnic minorities made 
up a similarly high proportion of unemployment statistics in the 
United States). Working women were segregated into low-status 
positions within low-paid occupations-such as teaching, manu
facturing, and clerical work-and although their share of employ
ment rose from 2g.6 per cent in 1971 to 31.7 per cent in 1976, their 
share of unemployment statistics during this period was about 45 
per cent.8 Women also made up 8o per cent of the part-time 
workforce. Women's unemployment or underemployment was 
often hidden in the official records because neither part-timers 
nor spouses whose families earned over $rr 1.40 per week in 1978 
could receive an unemployment benefit, and therefore did not 
register with the Department ofLabour.9 

Unemployment hit semi-skilled workers (sales workers, farm
workers, logging/ sawmilling workers, miners and quarry workers, 
seafarers, drivers, cooks) and unskilled workers (warehouse workers, 
packers, meat workers, factory workers, general labourers) ofboth 
sexes the hardest in the 1970s, particularly those in construction, 
manufacturing, wholesale, and retail trades. 10 Most Maori and 
Pacific Island workers were engaged in the manufacturing, mining, 
transport, and construction sectors of the workforce, which made 
them especially vulnerable to job loss. 11 In 1981 Maori and Pacific 
Islanders made up 10.4 per cent of the workforce, but were 31 per 
cent of the total of unemployed. The number of unemployed first-

8 John Hicks and Peter Brosnan, 'How does New Zealand Compare? Some 
International Comparisons ofDisaggregated Unemployment Data', New Zealand Journal of
Industrial Relations 7 (1982), 107-22, at 110. 

9 Unemployment News, June 1979.Anne Else, False Economy: New Zealanders Face the Conflict
between Paid and Unpaid Work (Auckland, 1996). 

10 Hicks and Brosnan, 'How does New Zealand Compare', 118. Meat workers included 
meat processers and meat packers. 

11 Evan Te Ahu Poata-Smith, 'The Political Economy of Inequality between Maori 
and Pakeha', in Chris Rudd and Brian Roper (eds.), The Political Economy ofNew Zealand 
(Auckland, 1997), 160-79,at 163. 
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time job seekers (across all ethnicities in New Zealand) was four 
times the national unemployment rate in 1980. Maori and Pacific 
Island women aged 15 to 19 had the highest unemployment rate 
of any group in the country and their share of unemployment was 
over nine times their share of the New Zealand workforce in 
1981.12 

It was the reserve army oflabour that Steven suggested should 
be organized first in 1978, because they were the most exploited 
section of the working class. He warned that in the coming years 
of economic crisis, wages and conditions of other groups of 
workers in the working class would also decline and unemploy
ment would threaten them too. He urged potential allies to unite 
around a socialist vision and campaign for job security and a 
living wage for all. 13 

Organizing the Unemployed 

And in the late 1970s, it did seem as though the trade unions were 
taking this advice. A number of people in the NZSUP had gained 
strategic positions in blue-collar trade unions and they played an 
early role in organizing the unemployed. Unhappy with the 
Communist Party of New Zealand's (CPNZ) decision to ally with 
the Chinese Communist Party, a core group of people had left 
the CPNZ and formed a new Marxist party, the pro-Soviet, New 
Zealand Socialist Unity Party, in 1966, under the leadership of 
Alex Drennan, national executive member of the Auckland 
Brewers' Employees' Union, and Bill Andersen, secretary of the 
Northern Drivers' Union and president of the Auckland Trades 
Council. According to historian Bert Roth, 'The SUP, being com
posed mainly of trade unionists, was naturally less revolutionary 
and more pragmatic than the Communist Party, and advocated 
policies of broad socialist alliance and development of the labour 
movement.' 14 The NZSUP were strong in the drivers', storemen 
and packers', carpenters', labourers', and the chemical and drug 
workers' unions, as well as the Auckland Trades Council and the 
NZFoL, with NZSUP member Ken Douglas becoming national 

12 Hicks and Brosnan, 'How does New Zealand Compare', 113, 116. 
13 Ibid. 129.
14 Kerry Taylor, 'The Communist Party of New Zealand from its Origins until1946' 

(Ph.D. thesis, University ofWellington, 1995), 53.
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secretary ofNZFoL in 1979 and Bill Andersenjoining the national 
executive in 1982. 

The Auckland Trades Council employed their first full-time 
unemployment officer in 1977 to advocate on behalf of unemployed 
and beneficiaries at the departments of Labour and Social Welfare, 
and the position was consistently filled by members of the NZSUP. 
The Waikato Combined Beneficiaries' Union was set up, with the 
support of the Waikato Trade Union Centre, in 1978, with a focus 
on benefit rights for single parents. 15 Retired trade unionist and 
NZSUP member John Mitchell organized the Auckland 
Combined Beneficiaries' Union, working predominantly with those 
on invalid, sickness, and domestic purposes benefits. 16 The secre
tary of the Christchurch Trades Council, Leon Morel, was the 
main player behind the formation of a Union for Unemployed in 
1978. By 1981, it had been renamed the Christchurch Unemployed 
Rights' Centre, and was run by a group of anarchists; trade union 
involvement became limited as a result. The majority of unem
ployed workers were young people who had never been involved 
in a union, and trade union officials found it difficult to bring the 
unemployed into their organizations. However, where trade union 
officials stepped back from positions of leadership and allowed 
unemployed people to run unemployed groups, they had more 
success. This occurred in Palmerston North. 

Three female meat workers, Viv Porzsolt, Wendy Craig, and 
Susan Gray, who became 'class conscious' while working at the 
Longburn meat works in the 1970s, decided to form the 
Palmerston North Workers' Unemployed Rights Centre to look 
after unemployed meat workers in 1978. 17 Porzsolt, influenced by 
the women's liberation movement (in both London and New 
Zealand) and the Socialist Action League in Wellington, talked 
about her experiences of trying to ally with working-class men 
while advocating women's rights inside the Meat Workers' Union: 

15 Oral interview (hereafter OI) withJoeJones and Patsy Barry conducted by (hereafter 
cb) Karen Davis, Tape 31, 26 Aug. 1993, Hamilton, Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa Oral 
History Project (hereafter TRRoAOHP), Alexander Turnbull Library (hereafter ATL), 
Wellington. 

16 Report to the Income Maintenance Taskforce, 1986, Combined Beneficiaries Union 
Papers, Ace 91-26I-58, ATL. OI Frank Clarke, cb Karen Davis, Tape 14, 1 Mar. 1993, 
Auckland, TRRoAOHP, ATL. Benefits were payments made to single parents or old age 
pensioners. 

17 Maud Cahill and Christine Dann, Changing Our lives: Women Working in the Women's 
liberation Movement (Wellington, 1991), 19. 
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Some left wingers, largely male, regard it [the women's movement] as 
divisive of the working class, the concern of only affiuent, educated, 
middle-class women. Some feminists do not see the relevance of the 
working-class movement to the women's movement. I think they are 
both wrong. Male chauvinism is a great divider of the working class, not 
women's efforts to challenge it. ... How then do we confront the 
undoubted sexism that exists among workers? We must unite with men 
on a class basis but struggle against their chauvinism. We must work 
with the knowledge that no matter how screwed up in the head some 
men are or how antagonistic they are, objectively, working men are our 
allies. It can be demonstrated to workers over time that divisions in our 
ranks serve only the boss. 18 

Porzsolt coordinated the Palmerston North Workers' Un
employed Rights Centre and it was administrated by trade union
ists.19 She recalled that over half of those who were unemployed 
in Palmerston North had never belonged to a union, so she 
handed the leadership of the Centre over to a young unemployed 
woman, Karen Sole, in 1g8r. Sole remembered the polarization 
between men and women in the centre when sexism was chal
lenged-she described herself, Porszolt, and Penny Poutu, an
other member of the Centre, as 'loud, stroppy women' who were 
sometimes accused of ganging up on men who worked there
but differences were reconciled and a common agenda was 
forged. 20 Penny Poutu was also instrumental in making Maori 
rights a central issue, and in 1982 the Centre hired a Maori youth 
worker to look after young people, mainly Maori and Pacific 
Island, who were living on the streets. 2! This combination of 
issues became the focus of the Wellington Unemployed Workers' 
Union as well. 

In the late 197os,Jane Stevens joined a labour cooperative called 
Aroha Trust, formed by a group of Maori teenage women in 
Wellington. Aroha Trust aimed to provide work, housing, and a 
shared sense of identity for young Maori women. 22 It was from 
this base that Stevens got her first Temporary Employment 
Scheme (TES) job, labouring for the Wellington City Council in 

18 New Zealand Monthly Review, Apr. 1977
19 OI with Karen Sole, cb Karen Davis, Tape 32A, 31 Aug. 1993, Wellington, 

TRRoAOHP, ATL. 
20 OI with Karen Sole, cb Karen Davis, Tape 32A. 21 Ibid. 
22 Cited in Pip Desmond, 'The Interviewer as Insider', paper for the National Oral 

History Conference, 2-3june 2001. 
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1979 when she was 19.23 However, in the wake of the second oil 
shock in 1979, Stevens and 20,000 other TES workers nationwide 
were made redundant. With the support of the Labourers' Union, 
Stevens organized a public meeting and protest for TES workers 
in Wellington, early in 1980, and she gave her first speech along
side experienced trade unionists Ken Douglas and president of the 
Federation of Labour, Jim Knox. Unemployed scheme workers 
formed the Wellington Unemployed Workers' Union and Stevens 
became the first Chairperson, later that year. The Unemployed 
Workers' Union was managed by trade unionists, notably from the 
Clerical Workers' Union, Grocers and Butchers' Union, Tramway 
Workers' Union, Caretakers and Cleaners' Union, and the 
Wellington Trades Council.24 Women from the clerical and 
grocers and butchers' unions, influenced by socialist feminism, 
played a prominent role in shaping the politics of the Wellington 
Unemployed Workers' Union, and Stevens brought a commitment 
to young people, particularly Maori, into the organization. 

As the combined figures for unemployment and temporary 
employment scheme employees reached 71,ooo in August 1981, 260 
delegates, representing employed and unemployed workers, 
attended the Federation of Labour and Combined State Unions 
(NZFoL/CSU) Unemployment Conference.25 The conference was 
largely organized by Wendy Davis, Research Officer for the 
NZFoL, with considerable help fromJane Stevens, and the focus 
was unemployment as a working-class issue. 26 The consensus was 
that the responsibility for creating employment lay with the gov
ernment and employers. It was decided that in order to change the 
direction of government policy, the trade union movement, organ
izations of unemployed workers, and other community groups 
should become allies, and policy was constructed to direct trade 
unions to donate 1 per cent of individual union membership fees to 
unemployed workers' centres. Jim Knox stated at this conference: 

It is obvious that a united working class demands that unemployed and 
employed workers fight unemployment jointly and not separately .... 
Today, a large number of unemployed people are young. Many of them 
have never had jobs at all, have never come into contact with unions, 

23 OI with Jane Stevens, cb Karen Davis, Tape 6, 3 Dec. 1992, Greytown, 
TRRoAOHP, ATL. 

24 Ibid. 25 Textile News, 6l3 (1981), 12. 
26 Wendy Davis to Ken Douglas, 12 Aug. 1981, NZFoL MS papers 4100 14/2/1, ATL. 
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and are inexperienced in some aspects of organization and decision
making. If we are to fight unemployment, one of the biggest stumbling 
blocks which we must somehow get over is how to involve young unem
ployed workers in the fight back. Unions, which are traditionally working 
class organizations, are not designed to assist workers who do not have 
jobs. Union organization is based on organization within workplaces. 
Obviously if the strength of existing union organizations is to be used to 
assist unemployed workers, changes will have to be made and we will 
have to become more flexible in our thinking. 27 

Trade union structures did not become more flexible, but 
unions did pledge financial assistance for new unemployed 
workers' unions and centres. The Wellington Trades Council 
supported regional branches of the Wellington Unemployed 
Workers' Union in Lower Hutt and Porirua (suburbs/cities with 
higher proportional unemployment, higher proportional Maori 
and Pacific Island populations, and a larger share of the kinds of 
working-class jobs that were increasingly being cut from the 
economy), and NZFoL district councils funded unemployed 
centres in New Plymouth, Auckland, Rotorua, and Whangarei. 28 

Unemployed and beneficiaries forged their own groups with stu
dents, churches, and community workers, and Maori were partic
ularly active. Huhana Oneroa and Anna Meihana were active in 
an unemployed rights' group called Te Whare Awhina o te Iwi 
(Te Whare Awhina) organized in the Hokianga, which provided 
both advocacy for people with problems related to the Department 
of Labour and Social Welfare and information on land issues, legal 
matters, peace campaigns, cooperatives, and tenants' rights. The 
main issues facing Maori in rural places were racism at their local 
welfare offices and the 'remote areas clause', a Department of 
Labour and Social Welfare directive that denied people benefits if 
they moved to rural areas where there was no work available. This 
especially affected young Maori, who returned to their ancestral 
homelands once they became unemployed in the cities.29 By 1984, 
31 unemployed and beneficiaries' groups existed; 50 per cent of the 
membership was Maori, about half the groups were supported by 
individual trade unions and trades councils, and a significant 

27 NZFoL/CSU, Out ofWork: The Fight forFull Employment (Wellington, 1981), 18. 
28 OI with Dave McPherson, cb Karen Davis, Tape 9, 5 Dec. 1992, Wellington, 

TRRoAOHP, ATL. 
29 For a fuller discussion of these issues refer to Locke, '"Blame the System, Not the 

Victim!"' 
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number were coordinated by women. These groups decided to 
form a national movement for unemployed and beneficiaries and 
Jane Stevens became the national coordinator of the movement in 
1984. 

Forging a collective identity was not an easy process because 
for many unemployed centres the only thing they had in common 
was that they were involved, one way or another, with the unem
ployed. There were tensions between those centres that set them
selves up as support groups, offering such things as 'coffee 
mornings for company', and other groups which were highly 
political and frequently used protest action to present the plight of 
the unemployed to the general public. Maori activists injected 
Maori cultural perspectives into the political philosophy, strate
gies, and tactics of the movement. Feminist Maori activists, such 
as Anna Meihana and Huhana Oneroa, were influenced by 
activist groups such as the Waitangi Action Committee that 
demanded 'te tino rangatiratanga o te iwi Maori' ('the sovereignty 
ofMaori people, collectively, over their lives and resources') and 
organized a 'liberation struggle against racism, sexism, capitalism 
and government oppression'. 30 For some Maori unemployed, 
material dispossession was the consequence of colonization and 
would only be cured by the return of their sovereign power. In 
addition, there were those unemployed groups which were trade 
union based and had close links with trades councils and the 
NZFoL, and those that did not. It took between eighteen months 
and two years of sustained endeavour to produce reference points 
that would encompass these factions. 31 

A National Unemployed Workers' Charter was drawn up 
which laid down the principles that unemployed groups held in 
common and became a movement-building tool for social change. 
The Charter demanded: 

(1) Government and public recognition of the extent and effects of 
unemployment. 

(2) Policies aimed at meaningful work available for all, regardless of 
sex, sexuality, race, age, marital status, or disability. 

(3) Equal distribution of the wealth and leisure created by the new 
technology. 

30 Ranginui Walker, Ka Whawhai Tonu Matou: Struggle without End (Auckland, 1990), 220. 
31 OI with Brian Avison, eh Karen Davis, Tape 20, 4 Apr. 1993, Wellington, 

TRRoAOHP, ATL. 
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(4) An adequate income for all unemployed workers. 
(5) No discrimination against unemployed and temporary workers. 
(6) No discrimination among beneficiaries due to race, sex, sexuality, 

age, marital status, nationality, or disability. 
(7) Full rights and responsibilities as Trade Unionists. 
(8) Recognition and support of unemployed workers' groups by the 

government and trade union movement. 
(9) Free access to information on government department decisions 

and policies affecting the unemployed. 
(10) Full information on all benefits and entitlements; published in all 

main languages used in New Zealand. 
( 11) The protection of personal privacy and dignity of all beneficiaries. 32 

A culture of 'social justice unionism' developed among the 
groups that formed Te Roopu. Social justice unionism 'rejects rou
tinized bureaucracy in favor of rank-and-file control and activism, 
participatory democracy, broad alliances, innovative tactics, and a 
focus on far-reaching goals such as justice and equality'.33 For 
example,Jane Stevens rejected the hierarchical style of organizing 
characteristic of the trade union movement and utilized a collective 
consensus model, demonstrated to her by New Zealand women's 
liberation groups and Maori labour cooperatives. For Stevens, this 
model encouraged young, first-time job seekers to participate and 
Maori and women to become leaders in the movement. 34 Many 
of the city-based and rural Maori groups promoted activism and 
innovative tactics to promote the cause of the unemployed. During 
national meetings, the unemployed occupied their local Depart
ment of Labour and Social Welfare to publicize the injustice of 
being blamed for high unemployment. When Te Whare Awhina 
hosted the first national meeting of Te Roopu in February 1985, 
for example, 150 people took a day off to occupy the Kaitaia 
Department of Social Welfare and demand that the 'remote areas 
clause' be revoked. The department director agreed to reinterpret 
the clause and people were treated noticeably better after that. 35 

It was the aim to build strong alliances with the trade union move
ment that became a matter of controversy in 1985. 

A minority of groups, led principally by the Auckland Trades 
Council-sponsored Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union 
(many of whom were members of the NZ SUP) advocated that 

32 Dole-drums, no. 14 (Aug. 1g8g), 11. 
33 Tait, Poor Workers' Unions, 8. 34 OI withJane Stevens, eh Karen Davis. 
35 OI with Stevens, eh Karen Davis, Tape 7.
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unemployed and beneficiaries should be organized by the trade 
union movement and become part of the union bureaucracy, for
mally adopting NZFoL and NZCSU policy and a political strat
egy of support for the Labour Party in the upcoming election. 
However, a strong majority of groups argued that one of the most 
important aims ofTe Roopu was that unemployed workers' and 
beneficiaries' groups must be initiated by unemployed and benefi
ciaries themselves. It was finally agreed that Te Roopu would 
remain independent of the national bodies representing the trade 
unions, but encourage active alliances. 36 In the lead-up to the 
national election, not all Te Roopu-affiliated groups supported 
the Labour Party, so they ran a negative campaign for the defeat 
of Robert Muldoon's National Party rather than a positive cam
paign for a Labour Party victory. 

The Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union opposed both the 
decisions to become an independent movement and to organize 
a national protest campaign. They therefore called a meeting of 
groups from Kaitaia, Whangarei, Auckland, Waikato, Napier, 
Rotorua, and Tauranga and set up a rival upper-North Island 
regional structure for unemployed and beneficiaries, directed by 
the Auckland Trades Council.37 The only groups left in this rival 
unemployed organization by the time it formed were the 
Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union and the Auckland and 
Waikato Combined Beneficiaries' Unions, but they were to play 
a significant role in damaging Te Roopu's credibility with the 
newly elected Labour government and the NZFoL in rg85. 

'Snookered' 

Te Roopu, the NZFoL, and the NZCSU were jubilant when the 
Labour Party was elected in rg84 and believed that positive polit
ical and economic change was imminent. Prior to the rg84 elec
tion, two opposing strategies had been operating within the 
Labour Party. There were those who advocated 'corporatism', 
negotiations between employers, unions, and the state to develop 
a broad consensus on economic and social issues. In stark contrast 
to the corporatists were advocates of neo-liberalism such as Roger 

36 OI with Stevens, cb Karen Davis, Tape 7.
37 Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union, Out of Work (April 1984), 1. 
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Douglas, who argued that democracy was a threat to economic 
policy and recommended divorcing economics from social policy 
and the political sphere, and allowing economic decision-making 
to occur in the market place. 38 The only indication that corpo
ratist ideas would be abandoned by the Labour Party in 1984 was 
a briefing paper written by Treasury officials, which argued that 
'any barriers and controls [to the operation of the free market] 
should be removed and that the state should be reduced to a 
residual role facilitating the process of restructuring and targeting 
assistance to individuals in exceptional circumstances'. 39 

Mter an internal struggle, the fourth Labour government 
accepted the policy suggestions by pro-market extremists-Roger 
Douglas became Minister of Finance-and the policy aim of full 
employment, supported by consecutive governments since the 
mid-1930s, was abandoned. A range of New Right economic 
reforms were instituted in late 1984 and early 1985 that caused 
employment to contract in the private sector.40 The manufactur
ing sector, which employed a quarter of the workforce in 1985, 
lost one-fifth of its jobs by 1990, one in seven jobs were lost in agri
culture, and almost one-quarter of jobs in construction. The only 
growth area was the financial sector.41 Registered unemployment 
increased 146 per cent between 1984 and 1990 and New Zealand, 
in contrast to earlier times, had a higher unemployment rate than 
most other OECD countries. Unemployment remained unequally 
distributed, although the number of unemployed prime-aged men 
had increased. 42 

What happened to our united front of trade unionists and 
unemployed? Peter Brosnan, David Rea, and Moira Wilson 
describe the trade union movement as 'snookered' in the mid-
198os. The state had protected private sector trade unions since 
the inception of the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 

38 Ian Shirley, Brian Easton, Celia Briar, and Srikanta Chatterjee, Unemployment in New 
Zealand (Palmerston North, 1990), 34. 39 Ibid. 35.

40 New Zealand is thus somewhat of an anomaly on the world stage because it was the 
Labour Party who put into practice a New Right political agenda based on neo-liberal 
economic theories during the 198os. The Labour Party's neo-liberal economic reforms of 
this period were nicknamed Rogernomics after the Minister of Finance. 

41 Peter Brosnan, David Rea, and Moira Wilson, LabourMarket Segmentation and the State: 
The New Zealand Experience (Wellington, 1991), 32. 

42 Peter Brosnan and Moira Wilson, 'How does New Zealand Compare Now? 
International Comparisons ofDisaggregated Unemployment Data', New Zealand Journal of
Industrial Relations, 14 (1989), 241-50 at 241-2,249.
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in 1894. The Act established a system that encouraged the forma
tion of trade unions, ensured compulsory conciliation and arbi
tration between employers and workers, and established an award 
system to regulate wages and conditions. 43 The Court of 
Arbitration moderated the impact of market forces and gradually 
adopted the 'living wage' concept-pay rates should broadly 
increase at the same pace as the cost ofliving.44 It also established 
a highly gendered hierarchy of occupational wage differentials 
which became fundamental to wage-bargaining, and established 
occupational class status. Men were given higher wage rates than 
women, based on the male breadwinner wage concept. The 
blanket coverage of awards did not discriminate between Pakeha 
(New Zealanders of European descent) and Maori and Pacific 
Island male workers; the disadvantage for those Maori and Pacific 
Island men who joined the industrial workforce was the small 
number of occupations open to them because of the state's edu
cational, training, and immigration policies alongside employer 
prejudice and discrimination.45 

Private sector trade unions gained considerable political weight 
in national politics when compulsory membership was legislated 
by the first Labour government in 1936, and unions grew in size 
and income. Because the state protected union membership, there 
was little impetus for developing grass-roots activism amongst 
trade union members, and most unions were industrially weak. A 
handful of unions-waterside workers, seafarers, miners, meat 
workers, and drivers-were the exception, and they mobilized 
their memberships with effective leadership and workplace struc
tures to bring improved wages and conditions through industrial 
action.46 While the state unions did not have the luxury of com
pulsory membership, they increasingly became reliant upon com
parability with the private sector, which was enforced through the 
arbitration system.47As a result of this state dependence, the main 
strategy of trade unions was political rather than industrial, and 

43 Melanic Nolan, Breadwinning: New Zealand Women and the State (Christchurch, 2ooo), 
20. 

44 Pat Walsh, 'From Arbitration to Bargaining: Changing State Strategies in Industrial 
Relations', in Chris Rudd and Brian Roper (eds.), The Political Economy ofNew Zealand
(Auckland, 1997), 183-201,at 187. 45 Ibid. 188. 

46 Tom Bramble and Sarah Heal, 'Trade Unions', in eid. (eds.), The Political Economy of
New Zealand (Auckland, 1997), 119-40, at 129. 

47 Pat Walsh, 'The Privatisation of Social Aspiration: Trade Unions in New Times', 
Sites (Autumn 1990), 99-109, at 102. 
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the Labour Party had historically been the vehicle for achieving 
trade union demands. 48 When the Labour Party embarked on its 
neo-liberal agenda in 1984, the trade union movement was afraid 
that if they strongly opposed fiscal reforms, the National Party 
would be elected in 1987, and unions would lose what litde polit
ical power they had. They were also becoming increasingly afraid 
of the organizational potential of the unemployed, whose mem
bership gain was their loss. 49 Private sector trade unions lost 
40,000 members between 1982 and 1989 and public sector unions 
lost 30,000 members between 1985 and 1989.50 Trapped in this 
dilemma and industrially weakened, negotiation between the 
unemployed organizations and unions stagnated. 

Fractious Factions 

When the Labour Party failed to follow through on their pre-elec
tion promises of financial support for organizations of unem
ployed and increased welfare spending, Te Roopu publicly 
condemned the Labour government in early 1985, much to the 
discomfort of the NZFoL and the NZCSU. It was at this point 
that the Auckland Unemployed Workers' Union approached 
Kerry Burke, Minister of Employment, and told himjane Stevens 
did not represent many unemployed workers, which Burke then 
reported to the press, damaging the reputation of Te Roopu.51 

Relations between Te Roopu and the Auckland Trades Council 
became even more strained when unemployed groups honoured 
the demands of their Maori members and developed a bicultural 
structure forTe Roopu Rawakore, with eight Maori representa
tives to the national committee and a national Maori eo-coordi
nator, Anna Meihana, elected to sharejane Stevens's load in the 
national office in 1985. Anna Meihana recognized the significance 
of the membership's willingness to share power equally with 
Maori in the movement and acknowledged her political roots 
inside the Waitangi Action Committee: 

It was a real buzz finding that Maori side of me that had been mis
sing for so long, and in being amongst my own people fighting for 

48 Brosnan, Rea, and Wilson, Labour Jvlarket Segmentation, 31. 
49 Very few New Zealand trade unions maintained their members once those members 

had lost their jobs. 
50 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 131-2. 51 Evening Post, 12 Mar. 1985. 
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self-determination and Maori sovereignty. That [Waitangi Action 
Committee] was a really good group to start off working in because of 
their uncompromising stand on Maori self-determination-They believe 
in Maori control[,] after all Aotearoa is our country, and so do I. ... I 
want to see us taking over and getting back what[']s rightfully ours .. . 
and I'm glad to see that the pakeha people in Te Roopu Rawakore are 
giving up a lot of their white privileges and powers for us. 52 

This was not the position of members of the Auckland Trades 
Council. They accused Te Roopu Rawakore of being racist, sep
aratist, and undemocratic, stated that the movement was doomed 
to failure, and recommended all union funding be withdrawn 
from unemployed groups affiliated to the national movement. 53 

These accusations were a smoke screen; what really rankled 
members of the Auckland Trades Council was the fact that Te 
Roopu decided to remain independent of the trade union move
ment and refused to support the newly elected Labour govern
ment uncritically. 

A number of members of the Workers' Communist League were 
playing prominent roles in the Auckland Unemployed Workers' 
Rights Centre, Taranaki Unemployed Workers' Rights Centre, 
Wellington, and Hutt Unemployed Workers' Unions (all Te Roopu 
affiliates), and this also fuelled the differences between the Auckland 
Trades Council and Te Roopu. The Maoist Wellington Marxist
Leninist Organization joined with the Northern Communist 
Organization and the recently expelled South Auckland branch of 
the Communist Party of New Zealand to form the NZWCL in 
1978.54 Challenged by feminist Maori sovereignty activists to rec
ognize the revolutionary potential of their cause, the NZWCL 
decided to reject a monolithic Communist model that put the 
primacy of class struggle above all others, and adopted a pluralistic 
and democratic stance on how socialist societies should be organ
ized in 1984. David Steele, a Wellington NZWCL member 
recalled: 'Women in the League fought hard and draining battles 
to get ... women's liberation accorded equal status with liberation 
from class oppression .... We [WCL] also came to recognize that 
the struggle for Maori self-determination was of equal significance 

52 Dole-drums, no. 36 (Oct. 1985), 6. 
53 Simon Wallace Unemployment Officer, Report to the Auckland Trades Council on 

Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa, 30 Aug. 1985, MS go-385-3/u, ATL. 
54 David Steele, 'Whereto the Socialist Left Now?', The Republican (Apr. 1990), 14. 
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to the class and gender struggles. '55 It was this tripartite analysis 
that meant NZWCL members in Te Roopu supported Maori 
demands for a bicultural unemployed and beneficiaries' movement. 

While the Auckland Trades Council was influential in the 
Auckland region, in other areas individual trade unions continued 
to fund unemployed groups. However, all negotiations to forge 
an official relationship between the national trade union bodies 
and Te Roopu stalled. Paranoia grew when Maori trade union
ists, upset with the lack of support for Maori issues within the 
trade union movement, organized a national meeting to decide 
whether or not to form a separate Maori trade union movement. 
Anna Meihana represented Te Roopu at this meeting. Over 400 

Maori trade unionists attended and many different views were 
expressed on how relevant trade unions were to Maori and 
whether they should set up their own trade union or not. Tom 
Murray, from the Timber Workers' Union and convenor of the 
Maori Trade Union Committee, opened with the well-known 
phrase 'an injustice to one is an injustice to all' and went on to 
explain: 

we Maoris, who as the indigenous people of Aotearoa [New Zealand] 
were decimated by disease and warfare by the turn of the century, and 
who have in turn in the last 86 years been destroyed culturally, academ
ically, and economically by the society we live in, believe that it is the 
duty of the whole working class of Aotearoa to support the struggle of 
Maoris for full participation within the working class movement. 56 

Jim Knox, president of the NZFoL, who opened proceedings 
on the Saturday, represented a different approach to working
class solidarity. He stated: 

The Federation of Labour and the Combined State Unions are con
scious of many of the deficiencies that exist, of the failure of past prom
ises to be kept. But at the same time we must avoid the danger of seeking 
to remedy the deficiencies by resorting to divisively separatist tactics. It 
has been well said that racism and nationalism are the two blades of the 
employers' scissors, used to cut up and divide the working class. Whether 
or not the Trade Union Movement can influence improvements will be 
determined by how clearly the needs of the Maori people are seen as 
being relevant to the members of all Unions.57

55 Ibid. 16. 56 Socialist Action, 28 Mar. 1986. 
57 Statement of the New Zealand Federation of Labour and the Combined State 

Unions toTe Hui a Nga Kaimahi o Aotearoa, 94-106-58/06, ATL. 



CYBÈLE LOCKE 

Executive members of the NZFoL and NZCSU were strong on 
the point that it was shared class interests that would unite people 
from diverse cultures and political attitudes. The Auckland Trades 
Council directed this same point at Te Roopu when Te Roopu 
formed a bicultural structure. 

The drivers' unions were well represented at the Maori trade 
union meeting and they advocated unifying along class lines, and 
not allowing racism and sexism to divide the trade union move
ment. A very small minority of participants argued that class 
analysis had no relevance for Maori workers at all, while the 
majority of delegates pushed for a substantial restructuring of the 
union movement to better meet Maori aspirations. And so, much 
to the relief of the NZFoL and NZCSU, Maori trade unionists 
decided not to form their own union movement, but demanded 
the trade union movement support Maori self-determination and 
Maori representation on all union decision-making structures. 
Another demand was that 5 per cent of fees collected by the 
NZFoL and NZCSU go to all unemployed and beneficiaries' 
groups, and finally, Maori rejected the proposal to amalgamate 
the NZFoL and the NZCSU into the Council of Trade Unions 
because the draft constitution did not mention Maori, let alone 
the right to Maori self-determination. 

Rather than create more flexible trade union structures to 
involve Maori and unemployed without making them subordinate 
to the trade union leadership, the NZFoL and the NZCSU focused 
their energies on merging to form the Council of Trade Unions 
(NZCTU) in 1987. Ideas for organizational and tactical change had 
been percolating in the union movement since Muldoon's National 
government had instituted a three-year wage freeze, voluntary 
unionism, and a series of repressive union laws, which deprived 
unions of their function and seriously impacted membership 
numbers in the early 1980s. Before the Labour government 
repealed voluntary membership in 1985, trade unions lost, on 
average, at least 5 per cent of their members, with the Engineers' 
Union losing 12 per cent and the New Zealand Shop Employees' 
Union losing 42 per cent. 58 Other factors were the decline ofblue
collar trade unions in manufacturing and export sectors (because 

58 Bruce Jesson, FragmentsofLabour: The Story Behind the Labour Government (Auckland, 
1g8g), 92; Raymond Harbridge and Susan Webber, 'Trends in Official Union Member
ship: 1983-1985', New Zealand JournalofIndustrial Relations, 12/2 (1987), 81-7,at 82. 
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of Labour's reforms) and the increasing power of white-collar trade 
unions, thanks to rank-and-file strikes in the 1970s. 59 Also impor
tant was the belief that one large centralized trade union organi
zation would act as a counterweight to the increasingly centralized 
power of employers. The proposed NZCTU structure was highly 
centralized and those unions with the biggest memberships were to 
have the most power in the organization. A minority of blue-collar 
unions-the transport and maritime unions, electricians, and 
timber workers-opposed the winding down of the NZFoL 
because they remained committed to industrial action in the work
place and were afraid that the voice of blue-collar trade unionists 
would be significantly reduced in the new organization. 60 When 
they were outvoted, they remained outside the newly formed 
NZCTU. 

Women and Maori, particularly members of the Clerical 
Workers' Union and the Hotel and Hospital Workers' Union, 
were successful in lobbying for separate advisory committees for 
women and Maori, with representatives at the district, regional, 
and national levels, inside the new structure of the NZCTU, 
despite opposition from the NZSUP and the Engineers' Union. 
The continued commitment to a Maori advisory committee kept 
Maori trade unionists from forming their own trade union organ
ization that year. NZCTU policy on unemployed people and their 
unions stipulated that financial assistance and support (it was sug
gested affiliated unions contribute I per cent of their union fees) 
would only be provided for those unemployed organizations 
working in conjunction with NZCTU regional and district organ
izations, supporting NZCTU policies, and presenting satisfactory 
financial reports to the National Executive.61 Unemployed groups 
affiliated to Te Roopu actively opposed the Labour Party as well 
as the National Party in the lead-up to the 1987 election, and noisy 
disruptive protest wasTe Roopu's main strategy to pressure the 
government into bringing about positive change for unemployed 
and beneficiaries. On these terms, very few unemployed groups 
enjoyed the support of the NZCTU. The NZCTU also found it 
easier to ignore Te Roopu oncejane Stevens had resigned at the 
end of 1986 and the movement suffered from a leadership crisis 
when Anna Meihana focused her energies on the Maori wing of 

59 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 130. 60 Socialist Action, 23 May 1986. 
61 The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions, Official1988 NZCTUDirectory, 133, 135.
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the movement and then herself resigned in June 1987. Further 
negotiation with the NZCTU did not take place until Sue 
Bradford and Huhana Oneroa were elected eo-coordinators of 
Te Roopu at the end of 1987. 

The main strategy of the NZCTU was political between 1987 and 
1990. Its aim was to unite the membership around 'strategic union
ism', which was a comprehensive corporatist political programme, 
first put forward by trade unionists Rob Campbell and Alf Kirk in 
1983. They had proposed to broaden the trade union movement's 
industrial relations focus to wider political and economic questions 
and argued that unions should negotiate a trade-off with the govern
ment: in return for influence on social and economic policy, unions 
would accept lower wage rises. 62 Labour Party officials rejected this 
proposal in 1983 because the union movement was too fragmented, 
but with the formation of the NZCTU, its officers Ken Douglas and 
Angela Foulkes hoped some such compact could be negotiated. This 
strategy relied, of course, on the government and employers being 
willing to consult with trade unions on policy setting, production, 
and job creation. While the unions had some impact on the creation 
of the Labour Relations Act 1987, this Act still prohibited unions 
from seeking access to enterprise bargaining (second-tier agree
ments) while they maintained award coverage for affected workers, 
and unions had no say in the State Sector Act in 1988, which under
mined unions by scrapping job tenure in the public sector and 
reducing other long-established conditions of employment.63 

Workers and unemployed, feeling utterly betrayed by the Labour 
Party, became disillusioned with the NZCTU leadership because 
they had so little impact on policy-making and offered no industrial 
resistance to economic reforms. 

In contrast, Te Roopu became an increasingly united move
ment during 1988, with the successful leadership of Sue Bradford 
and Huhana Oneroa. They were instrumental in organizing a 
March Against Unemployment, walking the length of the North 
Island, and the Job Search Tour across the South Island, with 
2,ooo people converging on parliament in Wellington to demand 
job creation, a living wage, human rights for beneficiaries, and 
Maori self-determination from the Labour government. It was 
during this time that key members of the NZSUP, who had been 

62 Jesson, Fragments ofLabour, 93. 63 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 132. 
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involved with unemployed groups that stood outside Te Roopu, 
began to lose faith in a political strategy of support for the Labour 
Party, and those groups decided to join Te Roopu at this point. 

The NZCTU secretly negotiated an 'agreement for growth' 
with the government and employers in rg8g and rggo, which 
'stipulated a two per cent ceiling on wage settlements unless 
justified by higher productivity. In exchange for a union restraint 
on wages, businesses would agree to invest . . . higher profits to 
expand output and thereby create jobs. Workers would be com
pensated by improvements in the social wage, especially in health 
and education. As a deflationary measure, the Reserve Bank 
would be requested not to keep interest rates high to promote 
investment in industry.'64 Effectively, the NZCTU settled for a 
wage cut in return for the promise of union input into economic 
planning. And even this weak agreement was never put to the test 
because the Labour Party was defeated in the polls in rggo.65 

It was only when one of the trade union movement's worst fears 
was realized, the National Party was elected back into power in 
rggo, that they decided to recognize Te Roopu as the national 
organization of unemployed and beneficiaries; representatives were 
granted observer status at NZCTU district council meetings, the 
national coordinator was invited to present a report at NZCTU 
national conference, and affiliate unions were encouraged to 
support all local unemployed groups. This recognition was too 
little, too late. Te Roopu Rawakore collapsed in the wake of 
benefit cuts legislated by the National government in rggr and 
trade union membership halved when the rggr Employment 
Contracts Act removed compulsory unionism and all that was left 
of the arbitration system. 

Conclusion 

The trade unions played an important role in the formation of 
unemployed and beneficiaries' groups, beginning in the late rg7os. 
Unemployed workers' groups were committed to building strong 
alliances with trade unions, but not at the expense of their inde
pendence, as they formed their own national structure. While the 

64 Nick Pacey, 'Trade Union Support of the New Zealand Labour Party, 1984-1993' 
(research essay, University of Auckland, 1993), 21.

65 Bramble and Heal, 'Trade Unions', 136. 
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National Party was in power, the NZFoL, NZCSU, and Te Roopu 
acted in concert and built a significant number of alliances at the 
local, regional, and national levels. However, when the Labour 
Party was elected, the NZFoL and NZCSU engaged in strategic 
unionism in the hope of gaining some political clout, and backed 
away from industrial action. When the Labour government began 
to implement neo-liberal economic reforms and trade unions lost 
their members to unemployment, ascendant sectors of the trade 
union movement began to regard Te Roopu as more of a threat 
than a potential ally. Antagonism increased when Te Roopu 
formed a bicultural structure that gave a substantial amount of 
power to Maori unemployed and used protest action to condemn 
publicly the Labour government for their economic reforms in 
1985. The reserve army oflabour-the insecurely employed, unem
ployed, and beneficiaries-were left out in the cold when the 
NZCTU was formed in 1987. The union movement became dom
inated by moderate state-sector unions and a leadership that would 
make any political or industrial compromise to maintain compul
sory membership. Te Roopu was only recognized by the NZCTU 
when the Labour Party was no longer in power and it became clear 
that the National Party would introduce legislation to remove com
pulsory unionism and all that was left of the arbitration system. 

Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa was an organization that 
championed the rights of women and ethnic minorities while main
taining a class position at the heart of its politics. Affiliated groups 
recognized that unemployment was unevenly distributed and 
working-class women, ethnic minorities, and young people bore 
the brunt of economic reforms in the 1g8os. Influenced by Maori 
sovereignty activists, it was one of the first organizations in New 
Zealand to form a bicultural structure, where power and resources 
were shared equally between Maori and Pakeha unemployed in 
the movement. Socialist feminists challenged sexism in the move
ment and organized unemployed groups as non-hierarchical col
lectives rather than adopt the bureaucratic style of trade unions. In 
this regard young women and Maori were encouraged to take on 
leadership positions, which was less common in the trade union 
movement. Unemployed workers engaged in creative street actions 
to protest their cause and refused to remain invisible or take the 
blame for a systemic problem that was not of their own making. 
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How Far beyond Marienthal? 
Unemployed Protest in Germany in 

the Internet Era 

DEBORAH VIETOR-ENGLANDER 

In August 2002 a German government commission under the 
chairmanship of Peter Hartz proposed radical reforms to the 
German labour market and measures to stimulate employment. 
Hartz, who five years later received a suspended prison sentence 
for bribery, was at that time head of personnel at Volkswagen AG, 
Europe's biggest car manufacturer. To this day, the reforms 
remain closely associated with his name. Mter the implementation 
of stages I and 11 on I January 2003 and stage Ill a year later, the 
fourth and most controversial stage of the reforms, commonly 
called Hartz IV, came into effect on I January 2005. Hartz IV rad
ically changed the benefit system for long-term unemployed (those 
unemployed for more than one year). Until then, the duration for 
which an unemployed person could receive income-related unem
ployment insurance from the Central Unemployment Insurance 
Fund had depended on how long they had paid contributions. The 
second tier of the system was means-tested benefits for the long
term unemployed (Arbeitslosenhilfe). Thirdly, welfare payments 
(Sozialhilfe) were designed to deal with cases of poverty and were 
administered by a different agency. 

The new system merged the welfare payments for able-bodied 
claimants and the means-tested unemployment benefits and 
brought the latter down to the level of the former. Unemployment 
Benefit 11 (Arbeitslosengeld If), or Hartz IV as it became known, was 
designed to provide only the most basic necessities of life. The 
reform also created a new type of local agency to administer 
Benefit 11, the Arbeitsgemeinschaften (ARGEn). Under the new 
rules, people who are made redundant are entitled to a maximum 
of one year's unemployment pay if they have paid insurance con
tributions for a total of twelve months during the preceding 
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twenty-four months. Twelve months is the limit, regardless of how 
long unemployment insurance contributions have been paid, 
except for workers who are near retirement age. When insurance 
payments have ceased, residents of the Federal Republic between 
the ages of 15 and 65 who are physically able to work for a 
minimum of three hours a day can apply for Unemployment 
Benefit II. Low-paid workers whose wages are inadequate can also 
apply and receive a subsidy which is the difference between their 
net wage and Benefit II. 1 Benefit 11 is subject to a household 
means test. Applicants have to reveal all their sources of income 
and the income of a spouse or partner living in the same house
hold is also taken into consideration. 

The reforms resemble those attempted by the British govern
ment in 1934-5 and described by Stephanie Ward in her essay in 
this volume.2 And as in Britain almost seventy years earlier, they 
triggered spontaneous outbursts of protest action all over the 
country when the government moved to implement them from 
2003 onwards. As in Britain, the household means test was partic
ularly resented. Protest was strongest in eastern Germany, where 
unemployment was especially high after reunification in 1ggo. 
The Monday Demonstrations became the signature event of this 
surprising wave of protest in which the workless and those who 
still had paid employment participated together. The name was 
taken from the weekly protest marches which initiated the down
fall of the East German regime in 1g8g, but the Monday Demon
strations against the welfare reforms were less successful. 

A New Forum ofProtest 

While the Monday Demonstrations were unable to stop the 
reforms, the internet offered some of the unemployed a new forum 
in which to voice their protest. This essay provides an analysis of 
this protest based on a continuous study of internet forums in the 

1 Benefit II consists offour segments paid by tbe ARGE: health insurance, excluding tbe 
standard fee of 10 euros per quarter for tbe first visit to a GP; contributions to tbe pension 
and care insurance fund; housing benefits for a flat of appropriate size for tbe number of 
people in the household and heating allowance; and monthly benefit allowance (Regelsatz) 
of 351 euros for a single person over 25 and child allowance (211 euros up to the age of 14 
and 281 euros up to the age of 25 minus state child benefit of 154 euros per child). 

2 See also Matthias Reiss, 'Hartz IV: Das britische Beispiel', Damals: Das Magazin für
Geschichte und Kultur, 36 (Dec. 2004), 8-II. 
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twenty months from I June 2006 to I February 2008. There are 
currently between twenty-five and thirty forums for the unem
ployed and their number is rising. They differ considerably in type. 
One forum named Chefduzen, which is not included in this study, 
uses the German term Schmarotzer (scrounger) to describe itself. It 
sees itself as a forum for the 'happy unemployed' whose main aim 
is to avoid work and obtain maximum benefits, and it includes a 
section entitled 'arbeitslos und SpaB dabei'--in other words, being 
unemployed is fun. A semi-official forum, Diskussionsforum der 
Sozialamter, can be read by anyone, but only people actually 
working in welfare offices can contribute to it. It had I,468 regis
tered users and 2o,I67 contributions in November 2007. This chat 
room is less relevant here as it is not a forum for protest, but has 
the purpose of facilitating exchange between officials. All the 
forums stress that they are not allowed to give legal advice and that 
they will not support fraudulent behaviour. Anonymity in the 
forums is by no means absolute. Unusual names, for example, can 
be traced through search engines, and references to local groups 
and demonstrations are frequently made in the messages. For this 
study, eight forums have been examined. 3 

The internet is, of course, not accessible to all the unemployed. 
According to statistics published by the Bundesverband fiir 
Alphabetisierung in September 2008, there were four million illit
erate adult German citizens plus an unknown number of illiterate 
foreign residents. 4 This figure refers to people who are unable to 
read and write, not to computer illiteracy. However, illiterate 
unemployed frequently ask friends and relatives for help, so that 
their voices are represented in the forums to a certain extent. A 
large number of contributors to the forums (approximately 35 per 
cent) stated that they were writing on behalf of a friend or relative 
who was computer illiterate. Unemployed who are computer illit
erate and have no friends or relatives to help them are, however, 

3 These chat rooms (number of queries as at Nov. 2007) are as follows: (1) 
<www.tacheles-sozialhilfe.de>, 430,8919 queries; (2) <www.erwerbslosenforum.de>, 8,8oo 
users, 5oo-6oo users online at any one time; (3) <www.arbeitslosenselbsthilfe.org/forum>, 
154,848 contributions, 8,035 users; (4) <forum.kijiji.de/forum-19.html>, 96,923 contribu
tions, 1,584 users; (5) <forum.ahfd.org>, 98,611 contributions, 2,354 users; (6) <www.arbeit 
slosennetz.de> 68,ooo contributions, 8,900 users; (7) <www.sozialhilfe24.de>, 93,629 con
tributions, 14,035 users; (8) <www.sozialhilfe-online.de>, 70,000 users per month. No. 2 

is the nearest thing there is to a lobby representing the unemployed, or, at least, it sees 
itself as such; nos. 7 and 8 include contributions from benefit office employees and are 
therefore not only protest forums. 4 <www.alphabetisierung.de>. 
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excluded. As a recent sociological analysis has shown, the digital 
world has created a new information underclass composed dis
proportionately of the elderly and the poor. 5 This underclass is 
unable to deal with the world of the intemet and has very infre
quent, if any, access to it. Many of its members have spent their 
lives working in occupations that do not require computer skills. 

Young people (those under 25) are more likely to be computer 
literate and are therefore over-represented, although they do not 
dominate the forums. However, the younger generation is split 
into two groups by their level of educational attainment. Members 
of both groups are frequently computer literate and have access to 
the intemet. However, the less well educated often use the inter
net mainly to play games, while the better educated also use it for 
other purposes. The German school system divides children into 
three groups after four years of schooling at the age of 10. There 
are also a number of comprehensive schools ( Gesamtschulen) in 
Germany, but the three-tier system (Gymnasium, Realschule, and 
Hauptschule) still dominates. As several researchers have noted 
recently, children of claimants are most likely to attend the lowest 
tier (Hauptschule). Markus Breitscheidel, for example, revealed that 
every third child living in poverty had to repeat a year at primary 
school and that those attending Hauptschulen are well aware of the 
fact that they are considered losers. Many of them see no point 
in making an effort since their chances on the labour market are 
very slim anyway.6 

Geographically speaking, internet protest occurred on a very 
broad scale throughout Germany during the period under exam
ination here. Certain areas, such as Berlin, were slightly more 
active than others, and more forums were created in the old states 
of West Germany than in the new Länder of the former German 
Democratic Republic, where the rate of unemployment was 
highest and wages low. 

For the purpose of this study, intemet protest is defined as 
voicing discontent about one's fate or level of benefits in the 
forums and asking for and receiving advice related to these griev
ances. Contributors can remain anonymous if they wish and can 

5 Nadja Klinger andJens Konig, Einfach abgehängt: Ein wahrer Bericht iiber de neue Armut
in DeuLrchland (Berlin, 2006). 

6 Ulrike Meyer-Timpe, Unsere armen Kinder: Wie Deutschland seine Zukunft verspielt(Munich, 
2008), g; Markus Breitscheidel, Arm durch Arbeit: Ein Undercover-Bericht (Berlin, 2008), 57, 62; 
Huberta von Voss, Arme Kinder, Reiches Land: Ein Bericht aus Deutschland (Reinbek, 2008). 
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participate with relatively little effort. In the forums, comments 
are made as to the efficacy and efficiency-or the opposite-of 
specific ARGEn. In addition, people are put into contact with 
local advisory groups and local lawyers. 

The Reasons for the Internet Protests 

Further clauses were added to Hartz IV on rJune 2006 and came 
into force two months later. The government intended these to 
stop what it considered abuses of the new regulations. These 
clauses were the main cause of protest in the forums during the 
period of twenty months under review. 

The new regulations stated that if young people under the age 
of 25 were living in a flat of their own with the ARGE paying the 
rent before 17 February 2006, they could not be forced to return to 
their parents' household. If they were resident in their parents' 
home on or after this date and decided to move out, they would 
receive only 80 per cent of their benefits. Those who still lived with 
their parents after r August 2006 were considered to be part of 
their parents' Bedarfsgemeinschaft. Their share of the rent and their 
benefits were now paid to their parents. If the parents' income is 
high enough, they usually have to support their children until they 
turn 25 or have completed an apprenticeship or traineeship. 7 

The new regulations also prohibit unemployed people from 
leaving their immediate area of residence without the ARGE's 
permission, and not at all during the first three months of unem
ployment, when special efforts are to be made to help them back 
into work. Benefit recipients are also required to check their mail
boxes once a day. However, many ARGEn use private postal 
services which deliver several times a day. The letter from the 
ARGE might inform the unemployed of an appointment for the 
following day, and failure to keep such an appointment might well 
be penalized. Sanctions are frequent and can account for up to 
roo per cent of the Regelsatz for under-25s; a second sanction can 
mean that rent is no longer paid. The ARGE can permit fifteen 
working days' a year absence, but it is not obliged to do so. This 

7 This regulation can be lifted in special circumstances, e.g. if children physically attack 
their parents or cause damage in the household and are therefore no longer entitled to 
support from their parents. 



372 DEBORAH VIETOR-ENGLANDER 

must not be referred to as a holiday (claimants are not entitled to 
holidays) but as absence with permission. This is one of the most 
common causes of protest, as most people incorrectly think that 
they are entitled to three weeks' holiday. Permission is only 
granted just before the departure date. If claimants stay away for 
longer, or leave without permission, their benefits are cut. 

The regulations were also tightened in other areas. The 
ARGEn have always been allowed to verify the information that 
claimants provide about their bank savings, and from 2007 

onwards they were no longer obliged to inform claimants about 
this. Since the cut-off date of 1 August 2006, people sharing 
accommodation have been under much greater pressure to prove 
that they are not living in a civil partnership similar to a marriage. 
Until that date the ARGEn were obliged to prove that it was a 
marriage-like partnership, and this was usually not assumed unless 
a couple had lived together for twelve months or they had biolog
ical children together. Now the burden of proof has been 
reversed. The ARGEn assume the existence of a civil partnership 
from the moment people live together, which makes the partner 
liable to support a benefit claimant. Home visits seek to prove the 
existence of a partnership, such as a shared bed, refrigerator, 
washing machine, joint food budget, and so on. These visits often 
lead to confrontational situations. Contrary to official guidelines 
the inspections are often unannounced, and the unemployed are 
usually unaware that they can refuse a visit. Nevertheless, many 
ARGEn cut off benefits if a visit is refused, which leaves the 
unemployed no other option but to go to court. 

Protest by Young People 

It is essential in this context to quote extensively from my study of 
the internet forums for the unemployed and claimants fromjune 
2006 to February 2008. Generational attitudes towards work in 
the Federal Republic of Germany have undergone extreme 
changes since the so-called post-Second World War economic 
miracle and 2006. However, there is little or no secondary aca
demic literature available on these attitudes as expressed in recent 
years in the internet forums, and this generation's direct state
ments must therefore be used as evidence, however problematic 
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this may seem. It is unlikely that the statements were engendered 
by mere bravado, as young people consult the forums for support 
in obtaining what they feel to be their rights and entitlements. 
From the evidence of the forums, the 'culture of entitlement' 
appears to exist to a greater extent among the less well-educated 
young contributors whose first concern is to obtain maximum 
state support. It is nurtured by a general generational attitude of 
'buy now pay later'. 8 The evidence of the forums indicates that 
many under-25s felt that the state owed them a living and deeply 
resented the more restrictive regulations from I August 2006
onwards. Their statements also provide evidence of a limited sense 
of realism and a lack of realization that they should work for 
material comforts and not rely on the state. The most frequently 
read column in all the forums was the information for under-25s 
on the possibility of obtaining their own accommodation. 

The following are typical contributions from the forums. A fully 
apprenticed 22-year-old could not see the point of going to work 
unless the salary was very high indeed. His stated aim in life was 
to be able to sleep and 'chill out' all day. 9 Three I7-year-olds 
wanted to share a flat and thought it unjust that the state would 
not pay the rent. A I6-year-old wanted to work part-time for 400 
euros a month, which meant that 240 euros would be deducted 
from the benefit his mother received for the two of them. He felt 
that this was unfair and suggested that his mother should marry 
an old age pensioner so that he could keep his full benefits. 10 A Ig
year-old who was completing an apprenticeship and wanted to 
move out of her parents' house remarked that 'a one or two room 
flat and a car would be sufficient for her. Because she did not 
want to ask her parents for money she wanted to know what she 
was entitled to from the state.' 11 A schoolleaver with low final 
marks wanted an office job but had nothing in the way of skills to 
offer; nor did it seem to occur to her that she needed any. All she 
was thinking about was what she wanted in the way of a salary, 
and this was high. Her posting indicated that she thought she 
would be doing a firm a favour by working for them. 12 Another 
IS-year-old who left school with no qualifications and was not pre-

8 Klinger and Konig, Einfoch abgehiingt, 55.
9 Skolje, 23Jan. 2008, <www.kijiji.de forum-Ig.html>. 

10 Thomass945, 27 Jan. 2008, <www.arbeitslosennetz.de>. 
11 Quisira, 7 Jan. 2008, <www.sozialhilfe24.de>. 
12 Nenne, 2oJan. 2008, <www.arbeitslosennetz.de>. 
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pared to try to obtain any or apply for an apprenticeship wanted 
to know how much the state would give him, as he wanted an 
LCD TV, a car ('a Mercedes Smart would do to start with'), and 
a flat of his own. He expressed envy of all foreigners who seemed 
to be able to get jobs, whereas he felt that his own country did 
nothing for him. He had dreams and wanted to drive around lis
tening to music. 13 Like many other contributors, he was almost 
incapable of formulating a complete sentence. Many young con
tributors asked why they should bother to train for anything if 
they could get the same amount of money for doing nothing and 
staying at home. Before the new rules were introduced, many of 
them had moved into their own flats. There were frequent com
plains that their benefits were insufficient for cigarettes, alcohol, 
and the clothes they wanted. A 17-year-old was solely concerned 
with the tattoos he intended to get when he had come of age. His 
parents objected to them, and he did not seem to realize that 
piercing and tattoos would affect his chances of getting an appren
ticeship. His future did not seem to concern him. 14 Many ofthese 
young people mentioned that their parents, and in some cases 
their grandparents, 15 were welfare recipients. A recent publication 
on the underclass, a term which had become obsolete but 
returned in 2006 in new publications, highlights the frequent 
descent into apathy. 16 When Mariejahoda and her colleagues 
wrote Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal, young people were far more 
aware of their family's situation and far more prepared to make 
sacrifices. 17 It has to be stressed, however, that a proportion of 
young people in eastern Germany felt justifiably frustrated by the 
lack of local opportunities. Despite reasonable educational qual
ifications, they were unable to get an apprenticeship. 18 

Ethnicity was also an issue in the forums. As already hinted, 
some contributors expressed hostility and envy towards foreigners 
in the forums. Some young people of Turkish origin probably fed 
this animosity by claiming that their mothers who were claimants 

13 Boytim, 24 Feb. 2007, <arbeitslosennetz.de>. 
14 skeykati, 31 Oct. 2oo8, <www.kijiji.de/forum-1g.html>. 
15 lnge Kloepfer, Aufstand der Unterschicht: Was aufuns zukommt (Berlin, 2008), 45.
16 Klinger and Konig, Ein.fach abgehängt, 25, 28; Kloepfer, Aufstand der Unterschicht, 223. 
17 MarieJahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal: Ein 

soziographischer Versuch (Frankfurt am Main, 1975), 77-8.
18 Nadja Klinger and Jens König analyse this aspect trenchantly in Einfach abgehängt,

16-17.
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should not be forced to attend German language classes as they 
did not need to speak German in their largely Turkish neighbour
hood in Berlin. One young man argued that his mother did not 
need German language skills to do the housework, and was hor
rified by the prospect that her benefits might be cut. 19 

Protests by Women 

Pregnancy was a frequent topic among young people in the 
forums, and pregnant women were over-represented. Given their 
youth, they or their partners were often computer literate, and 
their pregnancy entitled them to additional benefits which they 
were determined to secure. From the thirteenth week of their preg
nancy, women are entitled to a 17 per cent increase in benefits. 
They also receive an allowance for maternity wear and baby 
clothes, or access to a second-hand furniture shop for a cot and so 
on when they reach the seventh month of pregnancy. Many preg
nant women complained in the forums about delays in payment, 
or that they had to go to a particular second-hand clothes shop 
instead of being able to shop on e-Bay. Some women resented 
having to make do with used items and thought that they should 
receive everything they needed brand new. 

Pregnant women over 18 are allowed to move out of their 
parents' homes into flats with the fathers of their children. How
ever, the ARGEn do not always tell them about this or some of the 
other extra benefits available to them. In the forums, the women 
also often objected to being told that their child's father was 
expected to pay support for them and the child until the child's 
third birthday if they were not living together. Pregnant unem
ployed women felt disadvantaged by the new system of parental 
leave which was introduced on I January 2007. Working mothers 
get 67 per cent of their income for twelve months up to a maximum 
of 1,8oo euros per month. The father is entitled to the same for 
another two months if he chooses to take paternity leave. Provided 
that the father takes at least two months' leave, parents can divide 
these fourteen months as they wish. Unemployed parents also com
plained in forums that they only receive 300 euros per month for 
twelve months, instead of twenty-four months, after the birth. 

19 Dardan, 8June 2006, <www.sozialhilfe24-de>. 
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High unemployment in the east also triggered nostalgic com
parison with the GDR, where everyone had at least had paid 
employment. In the new German states of the former GDR, older 
women found it especially hard to adjust to enforced idleness. 
Many were highly qualified and used to work full time, with 
full-time child care provided. In Marienthal, Jahoda and her 
colleagues observed in the rg3os that women were often much less 
apathetic as housework gave them something to do, and they also 
had to make the gready decreased household budget stretch. 20 In 
the internet forums, women displayed a much greater willingness 
than men to fight for their, and especially their children's, rights. 
For example, mothers, especially single women, complained that 
their children were being socially excluded and marginalized. 
Extra-curricular school activities cost money which they did not 
have. The ARGE is obliged to pay for class trips of more than 
one day in duration, but not for one-day excursions, school books, 
and school supplies. School books are a burning issue in the 
forums at the beginning of each school year, as the ARGE is only 
prepared to provide a loan which has to be paid back. 21 Shoes 
and clothes for growing children were a constant problem, as 
were social events such as birthday parties. In the forums several 
women declared that Benefit 11 was enough to exist on but not to 
live on. At the end of each month, their living status was reduced 
to a bare minimum. 

Another source of discontent among women was the vexed 
question of child support and step-parents (another clause which 
was revised in August 2006). They felt it was unjust that biological 
fathers could avoid child support by various means, while a new 
partner or husband was obliged to support the child without any 
of the parental rights or tax advantages to which the biological 
father was entitled. When this regulation was confirmed by a court 
decision in November 2008, it triggered an outcry in the forums. 22 

Food also was a major cause of protest in the forums, again 
mainly from women. They felt that they were often accused of 
failing to provide a healthy diet for their children, but considered 
it almost impossible to do so with the small food allowance they 

20 Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal, 8g. 
21 From mid-2009 onwards children up to and including tenth grade received an 

allowance of 100 euros for school supplies at the beginning of each school year. 
22 Frank.forter Rundschau, 14 Nov. 2008. 
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received.23 Towards the end of each month, the charity food 
kitchens run by the German organization Die Tafel were even 
more overcrowded than usual and short of food to distribute. In 
2005, a Hartz IV cookery book was published, and The Times 
commented: 'The way forward for Germany, the book suggests, 
is to eat more dandelions, pick rocket leaves from overgrown 
pavements, improvise meals with stale bread and rustle up turnip 
stews that were first tried out in the First World War. It is a case 
ofhard cheese for hard times.'24 Benefit recipients found the book 
too expensive at 12 euros and preferred a free download of far 
more appetizing recipes developed by two unemployed men and 
presented free on Stem TV.25 

All the forums contained numerous protests against the wide
spread discourse on the way in which claimants spent their 
income. A politician named Oswald Metzger claimed in Nov
ember 2007 that claimants spent their time stuffing themselves with 
carbohydrates and alcohol in front of the TV and treated their 
children in the same way.26 Many forum participants referred to 
comments made to them by neighbours and in supermarkets, par
ticularly emphasizing that they bought large televisions instead of 
buying their children proper food. 27 The contributors also com
plained that the mass media had used a series of incidents in 
March 2005 Gessica), March 2007 Gacqueline), and November 
2007 (Lea-Sophie) in which three children of benefit recipients 
were discovered in a severely malnourished condition and subse
quently died of starvation, to slander the image of all long-term 
unemployed. 28 There was also widespread resentment in the 

23 In the period under consideration here, the food allowance was 121.45 euros per 
month for an adult and 2.72 euros per day for a child or 3 euros for a teenager. This usually 
meant a preponderance of cheap carbohydrates in the diet unless the women were partic
ularly good managers. School lunches, if provided, often cost 2 euros, which put them out 
of reach for claimants. 

24 The Times, 6 May 2005, 3. Sigrid Ormemon and Nicole Schlier, Hartz IV Kochbuch 
(Berlin, 2005). In England, Bernadine Lawrence published the Benefit Book: How to Feed your 
Family on £4 a Day as early as 1989. The revised edition, £5 a Day, followed in 1991. In con
trast to the ultra-healthy diet devised by Lawrence, the Hartz IV cookery book offers 
Spartan and unappetizing food. 

25 Uwe Glinka and Kurt Maier on the Stern TV website in Nov. 2008, downloaded 
by more than 40o,ooo people. 

26 <www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland>, 21 Nov. 2007. 
27 Newspaper Mainspitze quoted on <www.erwerbslosenforum.de>, 27 Dec. 2008. 
28 Also mentioned in Meyer-Timpe, Unsere armen Kinder: Wie Deutschland seine Zukunft ver

spielt, 7; and von Voss, Arme Kinder, Reiches Land, 115. 
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forums about two studies on obesity and poverty in 2007. The first 
study (Robert Koch Institute) in May 2007 established a clear link 
between being overweight and poverty among children, 29 and a 
second study of 28,ooo children in Berlin (June 2007) found that 
16.2 per cent of underclass children were overweight as opposed 
to 7 per cent of middle- and upper-class children.30 In January 
2009 the job Centre in Flensburg tried to introduce special 1 euro 
jobs for overweight benefit recipients, and forum participants felt 
that this reinforced the stereotype of the overweight, underedu
cated claimant with a plastic bag full of beer bottles.31 

All this fuelled a feeling of marginalization which was frequently 
and powerfully expressed in the forums. Some contributors, for 
example, said that they felt people were looking at them judge
mentally for being out on the street during the day. Whether these 
grievances were real or imagined, these and other comments 
provide clear evidence of the strong pressure the long-term unem
ployed often feel. The perception of social exclusion was most often 
expressed in comments such as 'society doesn't need me any more 
and I have no role to play', quoted in a book published in 2006 on 
the problem of exclusion, which analysed precisely this problem 
in fourteen papers by experts in various academic fields. One of 
them asked how it was possible not to have discussed problems of 
exclusion or marginalization for such a long time, despite four and 
a half million unemployed in Germany, half of them long term. 32 

Protest by the Older Unemployed 

Older people over 50 did not use the forums to the same extent 
as the younger generation, and the culture of entitlement was not 
nearly as noticeable in this generation. While it was accustomed 
to having a great deal less, this generation had never.been unem
ployed. In East Germany work had been available for all, while in 
West Germany this generation had profited from a labour market 
which had successfully absorbed not only millions of foreign 'guest 
workers' (Gastarbeiter) but also millions of workers who left the 

29 KiGGS (K.inder- undJugendgesundheitssurvey), Robert Koch Institute, May 2007. 
30 <www.berlin.de/ sen/ statistik/ gessoz/ .index.html>. 
31 <www.eiWerbslosenforum.org>, 18 Jan. 2oog, examining these 1 euro jobs. 
32 Martin Kronauer writing in Heinz Bude and Andreas Willisch (eds.), Das Problem der 

Exklusion: Ausgegrenzte, Entbehrliche, Überflüssige (Hamburg, 2006), 27. 
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GDR between I949 and the construction of the Berlin Wall in 
I961. However, the over-sos did protest against a range of issues 
on the intemet. One issue they felt particularly strongly about was 
the feeling that many employers discriminated against people 
aged over 45 and even more over 50 when they applied for jobs. 
Many also objected to receiving only one year of income-related 
unemployment pay, despite having contributed to the unemploy
ment insurance fund for many years. There was widespread 
resentment against being forced to work in I euro jobs. In these 
jobs, the unemployed did community work for a maximum of 30 
hours per week so that they had time to apply for other jobs. 
Benefit recipients received all their benefits plus I euro an hour 
for the hours they worked. The jobs were supposed to be of use 
to the community and they were not meant to be work that 
regular employees usually did. Finally, the older unemployed 
expressed concern about their personal debts. Many had taken 
out a mortgage while employed and now found themselves in 
difficulties. They were allowed to remain in owner-occupied prop
erty, but received help only with the mortgage interest, not the 
capital, which still had to be repaid. 

Other Problems Discussed in the Forums 

Most of the forums were (and still are) divided into different sec
tions dedicated to specific target groups or problems. A common 
section, for example, dealt with the behaviour of ARGE staff. In 
the forums potential claimants reported what in the USA is called 
'diversionary' behaviour, that is, ARGE staff gave inexperienced 
unemployed people the impression that it was pointless to apply 
for benefits, even though they were entitled to them. 33 Others 
used the forums to let off steam or dispense advice on how to deal 
with particular problems. In the forums, the unemployed often 
expressed resentment at being called work-shy, lazy fiddlers, 
scroungers, or parasites who abused the system, by widely read 
magazines such as Der Spiegel, 34 and subsequently by neighbours or 

33 Sharon Hays, Flat Broke with Children: Women in the Age ofWelfare Reform (Oxford, 2003), 

104. 
34 A very influential article in Der Spiegel on 24 Oct. 2005 on 'how social welfare encour

ages people to help themselves to benefits' caused massive protests in the forums. The 
terms in German are: arbeitsscheuefoule Abzocker, Schmarotzer, and Parasiten. 
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even their own acquaintances. However, these terms were used 
in the forums to refer to contributors who were suspected by 
others of being guilty of benefit fraud. As already mentioned, 
ARGE employees also contribute to the forums, and their mes
sages reveal what some of them think of their 'clients'. One par
ticular ARGE employee posted comments including: 'Are you too 
stupid or too ignorant to read the court verdict?', 'what is the 
point of that stupid question?', and 'you are the worst kind of 
social welfare scrounger. It is not surprising that I want to puke 
every day at work having to deal with people like you. '35 This par
ticular ARGE employee had made 9,743 contributions to index
sozialhilfe24.de since December 2005 (an average of I2.5 per day); 
I,2I8 to Beamte4U; 377 in twelve months to arbeitslosenselb
sthilfe.org; I79 to the Diskussionforum der Sozialamter; and 458 
to sozialhilfe-online.de. The statistical frequency of her contribu
tions makes one wonder how she was able to hold a full-time advi
sory job, why she found it necessary to express herself in personal 
attacks (frequently so vulgar that the gentle reader is spared here), 
and whether this was how she treated her clients. Her comments 
were typical of those made by the majority of ARGE advisers in 
the forums and in a short book published by one of them, but the 
majority did moderate their language. 36 

All the forums contained numerous and constant protests that 
the official unemployment figures stated in the media do not convey 
the full extent of the problem. On I February 2008, the official 
unemployment figure for Germany was 3,659 million, while the 
total number of claimants was given at 8,rr8,oo7. The unemploy
ment rate in Germany was 8.7 per cent. In western Germany, 7.I 
per cent were officially out of work, while the rate for eastern 
Germany was 14.9 per cent. Of the 8. I million claimants in 
Germany, I,ogo,g5o received Benefit I and 5,ro6,ogo Benefit 11; 47 
per cent of Benefit 11 recipients were registered as unemployed. 
According to the official figure, I. I million people were working and 
receiving Benefit 11 to supplement their income. 37 Approximately 

35 Turtle, an ARGE employee, to Riljana, 1 Feb. 2007, <www.sozialhilfe.de>; to 
Ausgebeutete25 on 3 Feb. 2007, <www. sozialhilfe24.de>; and to Nina18, 13]an. 2008, 
<www.beamte4u.de>. All translations by the author. 

36 See also Eva Sach-Bearbeiterin, Gang, Giinge, Giingeleien: Hartz IV Episoden. Per Tiefgang
durch die ARGE (Kaarst, 2007). 

37 The lnstitut für Arbeitsmarktforschung (Labour Market Research Institute) put their 
number at 1.33 million on 28jan. 2008, <www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft>, 31]an. 2oo8. 
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40o,ooo Benefit II recipients were in workfare measures 
(MajJnahmen) or were doing 1 euro jobs, while 246,ooo were so 
close to retirement age that they were no longer obliged actively 
to seek employment. 38 In other words, around 5·5 million people 
instead of 3,659 million were without work in Germany in 
February 2008. However, this figure does not include those who 
would have been eligible for Benefit II were it not for the high 
income of their partners or parents. The forums tended to include 
them and also family members in the figure of those affected by 
unemployment as did the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, bringing the 
total number of people closer to 10 million. 39 

Other Forums ofProtest: 7he Street and the Court Room 

The internet forums were, of course, not the only arena for unem
ployed protest available to the unemployed. As already mentioned, 
the German government's reform plans triggered widespread street 
protest, in which both the employed and the unemployed partici
pated. Mter the implementation of the reforms, however, the street 
protest of the unemployed quickly became insignificant, while the 
employed continued to participate in large-scale public protest 
when jobs were threatened. In other words, people who were still 
in employment were much more likely to protest in the street 
against unemployment than those who were already out of work. 

A demonstration of unemployed people from all parts of 
Germany held in Berlin on 3]une 2006, for example, produced a 
turnout of only 3,500 to 5,ooo people. There was deep disappoint
ment among the organizers, participants, and in the forums that so 
few people had taken part. The Monday Demonstrations of the 
unemployed also continued, but on a much smaller scale. In addi
tion, the protesters faced occasional harassment by the police. On 
22 January 2007, for example, only about 100 people joined a 
protest march against Hartz IV. Although they had a permit for 
the protest, a police officer interfered with the march and tried to 
ban the protesters from using loudspeakers. The officer refused to 
give his name and police number and assaulted a demonstrator 
who was trying to take pictures of him. Arrests were made and 
people taken away in handcuffs. 40 

38 <http:/ /www.pub.arbeitsamt.de/hst/service ... onat/2oo8oi.pdf.> 
39 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 2jan. 2008. 40 Junge Welt, 25]an. 2007. 
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By way of contrast, the threat of job losses at Airbus produced 
a much larger turnout in early 2007. Demonstrations against plans 
to restructure the company, which endangered between 5,000 and 
8,ooo of the 23,000 jobs in Germany, were organized at several 
production locations, and 24,500 people turned up. Similar large
scale protest was organized against the phasing-out of coal mining 
in Germany during 2007, and the transfer of a Nokia factory from 
Bochum to Romania early in 2008. On 22january 15,000 people 
took to the streets in Bochum to protest against the move. Schools 
gave their pupils the afternoon off if they wanted to join the 
demonstration, and employees from the Opel car manufacturing 
plant and many other companies marched with the 2,300 Nokia 
employees who were to lose their jobs.41 Once again, people still 
in paid employment took to the street, supported by the public, to 
protest against job losses. 

Unlike these protests focused on job losses at specific work
places, the numbers participating in demonstrations by the unem
ployed remains very low. I have listed the large number of 
participants who voice their discontent in the internet forums. 
Many unemployed use the information supplied in the forums to 
launch their own individual protest by going to court. The forums 
often motivate people to start court proceedings by giving precise 
advice on what should be done and how to appeal. 42 Some 
forums run virtual law offices, or help people to find the right 
lawyer to take their case to court.43 

Lawsuits and court cases are an effective form of protest, espe
cially if the appeal is directed against sanctions imposed by the 
ARGEn.44 The unemployed only have to go to the nearest 
Amtsgericht (District Court) and pay ro euros for a voucher for 
legal aid which entitles them to a lawyer. At the Sozialgericht 
(Social Court) in Berlin, Germany's largest court for these cases, 
52 of the 8o judges were exclusively occupied with Benefit II and 
the number of judges was increased from 59 to 103 during the 

41 An additional 2,ooo workers may also be affected as they work for subcontractors in 
Bochum. 42 See e.g. <www.sozialticker.com/widersprueche>. 

43 The forum <www.arbeitslosenselbsthilfe.org> has four virtual lawyers' offices avail
able for consultation, while <www.anwaltssuchdienst.de> helps to find specialized lawyers. 

44 Sanctions are imposed if a recipient leaves a job voluntarily, is guilty of misconduct 
at work, refuses a job interview or the offer of a 'reasonable' job, for failure to carry out a 
mandatory employment programme, i.e. a programme supposed to fit them for employ
ment, or missing appointments. Sanctions are also imposed if a jobseekers' agreement 
between claimant and adviser (EGV) is violated. 
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three years of Benefit II, from 2005 to 2008. The 6o,oooth case 
was expected inJanuary 2009. In 2008 this court received 21,500 
new Benefit II cases and completed 17,000 cases in the same year, 
finding in favour of the unemployed litigants in 48 per cent of 
cases. For the Federal Republic as a whole 122,000 had been sub
mitted by the end of November 2008, whereas there had only 
been 99,150 for the whole of 2007.45 Judges presiding over Benefit 
II cases commented that ARGEn officials started to improve their 
handling of cases from the moment litigation started. When it was 
obvious that the ARGEn had made significant errors, a phone 
call from a judge was often sufficient to rectify the matter before 
the case was heard.46 In June 2007 405 new cases were filed at the 
Social Court in Berlin; 83 per cent were settled by mutual agree
ment before the case was heard, and 45 per cent of those which 
were heard were decided in favour of the Benefit II recipient.47
In June 2007 325,000 households in Berlin were in receipt of 
Benefit II payments. In December 2007 the Berlin newspaper Der 
Tagesspiegel called the Social Court in Berlin the 'repair shop of an 
overtaxed social bureaucracy'.48 A similar situation exists in other 
federal states. In North Rhine Westphalia, where there are eight 
Social Welfare courts, half of Benefit II notifications and assess
ments issued to benefit recipients were incorrect in 2007. The 
backlog for 2007 amounted to 78,ooo cases, plus 5,ooo new cases, 
making a total of 83,000 for 2007.49 By November 2008, the 
number of Benefit II cases had increased by 25 per cent compared 
to the previous year. 50 Because of the growing number of appeals, 
even the Bundessozialgericht (Federal Social Court) in Kassel had 
to take on more judges. 

Conclusion 

Germans still hesitate to talk about the existence of an 'underclass' 
in their society, although this term has been used more often since 
the adoption of the welfare reform measures. But a new term has 
also emerged for those who are now in danger of falling into 
dependency on means-tested welfare benefits within one year of 

45 <www.morgenpost.de/wirtschaft/article>, 17 Jan. 2009. 
46 Berliner Zeitung, 23 Jan.2007. ''7 Berliner Zeitung, 18july 2007. 
48 Der Tagesspiegel, 5 Dec. 2007. 49 <www.justiz.nrw.de/Presse>, 23 Jan.2008. 
50 Frankfurter Rundschau, 14 Nov. 2008. 
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becoming unemployed: the Prekariat. Etymologically derived from 
the word precarious, the term refers to those who have no job secu
rity or work for low wages. Because Germany has no general 
minimum wage law, German trade unions have expressed concern 
about the low wages paid, for example, by Zeitarbeitsfirmen(private 
temporary employment agencies). The Ver.di trade union chapter 
in Hamburg established a hotline for low-waged workers in 
January 2007, and the lowest wage reported was 1.75 euros an hour. 

The Prekariat was-and still is-more prevalent in the east than 
in the west of Germany. High unemployment and low wages have 
created a feeling of nostalgia for the socialist regime in the east 
('Osta!gie'), especially among the older generation. This may account 
for the election successes of the party Die Linke, whose origins can 
in part be traced to the GDR's totalitarian Socialist Unity Party. 
Its successes were greatest in the east of the country, but in January 
2009 it also gained some seats in the Landtag in Hesse. In the 
Austrian village ofMarienthal in the early rg3os, the lives of several 
hundred people were geared to a fortnightly rhythm between the 
days when benefits were paid. More than seventy years later, the 
long-term unemployed in Germany wait for their benefits payment 
on the last working day of the calendar month. Each month, large 
numbers of Benefit II recipients express their concern and fear in 
the forums that the payments might be late. Nevertheless, their fears 
and frustration are not transformed into collective public protest 
action. Unemployed demonstrations remain small, infrequent, and 
not coordinated in any significant way. In their lack of political 
activity, the modem unemployed in Germany resemble the unem
ployed ofMarienthal. As Nadja Klinger andjens König put it in 
2006, Marienthal reads as if it were written yesterday. 51 However, 
the intemet forums continue to offer the unemployed new chances 
to vent their anger, exchange experiences, get advice, or organize 
resistance to real or perceived injustices. The forums are not acces
sible to all the unemployed, but they are a new and important tool 
for many of them. The Monday Demonstrations failed to prevent 
the reforms of the German welfare system which created the 
Prekariat. The forums, however, have created a network which 
empowers and encourages people to resist individually by going to 
court. In this sense, they might nowadays be a more effective arena 
for protest than the streets. 

51 Klinger and Konig, Einfach abgehiingt, 83-6. 
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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). 



The Mobilization of the Unemployed 397 

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. Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Poor People's Movements: Why They Succeed, 
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'; Frédéric Royall, 'Building Solidarity across National Boundaries: The 
Case of Affiliates of the European Network of the Unemployed', Journal of Contemporary 
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 of the 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 McElligott, '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 from the Weimar Republic to the Third Reich (London, 1987), 228-6o; 
Croucher, We Refuse to Starve in Silence; Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence, section 4-6; 
Pierru, 'Mobiliser "la vie fragile"'; and Perry, Prisoners of Want. 
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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. 
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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). 
53 Sophie Beroud, 'La Mobilisation des ch6meurs en Espagne: la difficile emergence 

d'un mouvement autonome (1988-2002)', Politique europienne, 21 (2007), 133-56; and 
Catherine Spieser, 'Labor Market Policies in Post-Communist Poland: Explaining the 
Peaceful Institutionalisation of Unemployment', Politique europeenne, 21 (2007), 97-132. 
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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
Unemployment in Europe, 117-32; and Michel Berclaz, Katharina Fiiglister, and Marco 
Giugni, 'Political Opportunities and the Mobilization of the Unemployed in Switzerland', 
in Chabanet and Faniel (eds.), The Mobilization of the Unemployed in Europe. 

55 Ted Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Princeton, 1971). Also see the essay by Bert Klandermans 
in this volume. 

56 Christopher Whelan and Frances McGinnity, 'Unemployment and Satisfaction: A 
European Analysis', in Duncan Gallic and Serge Paugam (eds.), Welfare Regimes and the 
Experience ofUnemployment in Europe (Oxford, 2000). 
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