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PREF,ACE 

THE primary purpose ()f thls book is to revil:\'\' the 
measures adopted in Great Britain fo~re!1tving aqd 
assisting ~e unemployed during t4e twellty eventful 
years since 1909~, The1e is,at present; 'no s\JC!i< 
record a¥ailable, except icattered through the pages' 
oflJlaIlf official publications ... ~ The object has been 
to write a narrative qf even~, to sum up and report 
progress, rather than to make' an e~ustive statistical 
study of any particular phase of )llletpploYment. , 

An outline 'of the earlier history before 1909 has 
been given in ,order to show the. eVblution.of thought 
on the subject and.!X> link th~ present with the Plllitj' 
II'his is followed b.v ap:,examination of the policy and 
pra«'tice of relief woiks~ a descriptiont>f the origm.al 
Unemployment Iasurance Sc1ieme (1912), the Out

,of-Work Donatron'S~heme (1918), and the post-war 
m~ures for the I resetttement~ 'of workers,: thus' 

-leading on to thehtended fnsu(i,rlceScheme of 1920. 
The effects 01 th~· BlanesbiIrgh Report ahd th~' 

" ' .... 4 fl. 1 

amending Insurlql.~ act Df 1927 are explained. 
In the la"ter chaptets of the book the modem . .. - . ...,; . 

ten~ency to" renrd 'unemoloyIIient as a singl\-



vi PREFACE 

phenomenon attributable to one general cause, trade 
depression, and susceptible \0 one cure, is, in a 
measure, challenged. The need of greater differen
tiation between the many types of unemployed: 
persons is urged. On the constructive side certain . 
methods of regulating employment are discussed, and 
partit:ular attention"is given to the training schemes 
stmed by the Ministry of Labour since 1925. 
Finally the Industrial Transference Board's report 
and -the baffling problem of the surplus workers in 
the coal and other depressed trades are considered. 

. The writer's .thanks are due to thOile friends 
",vho have helped ,to revis~ the manuscript of the 
book. and particuJa~ly to .Mr. H. C. Emmerson . 

• R. C. DAVISON;'. 
LoNDON 
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INTRODUCTION 

IT is one of the assumptions of social life. that 
every able-bodied man haS an ,opportunity ,of 
earning a ~wing, yet, m, this twentieth century, 
involuntary" unemployment is a. ,universal evil 
:which shows no signs of abatement. To-day, 
in &io~er and America, the. ,p'r~blem is in the , 
forefront.of domestic issues; neIer before has it 
attracted so much attention frot:;, ~conomists,legisla
tors, administratqrs and students of sOCial questions: 
Naturally many books have been writl~n on so 
burning a ~opic, I11ld, natUrally als6r most of them 
have dealt with 4e Jundamental issue of preveD.
tion. In their search for a cure for unemployment. 
qualified writers hll'Ye studied the prohlems of over~ 
population and,' have, ransacked the mysteries. of 
national and internationhl' finance. No one would 
wish it otherwise fo;" tllli:e is"rio ,remedy like 

'prevention, if' thai js within. human ,·attainmen1lt 
But no ~ attempt • will be rna" in these p!!ges 
to add to the literatUl"e on this branch of the 
subject. 
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There is, however, always with us the other and 
not less pressing problem of how to treat the actual 
victims of unemployment, and, so far as 'practical 
measures go, this has been the chief object of legis-.. 
lation and experiment in Great Britain. It is the 
purpose of this book to trace the evolution of such 
measures up to the present day dnd to discuss their 
successes and failures. 

The importance of the subject needs no emphasis. 
Month by month, for eight years since 1920, the 
official census has disclosed a million or more unem
ployed in Great Britain, and so persistent is the 
figure that,whatever p~liticians may say, it can no 
longer be regarded as merely a passing phenomeno·n. 
Faced with the immediate problem, the Sta~ haS 

. already, in these years, built up a new equipm«;nt, 
almost a new socia. code, for dealing with the ·worst 
effects i but no one claims that. finality has been 
reached .• ~he question of the day is how to increase 
and improve the remedial measures; how to build 
on the bare foqndation which has, with so much 
difficulty, been lj1id. Fortunately, knowledge is in
creasing in proportion to need. Thanks to the 
wealth of statistical and narrative infonnation pub
lished by the Ministry of Labour, the subject can 
now, for the first time iIl' o~r history, be studied 

""with something like d~finition. "Distinctions can be 
Inade between wieinployment which is due to the 
ordinary fluctuations of industry, or to the ~onnal 
ebb and flo~ of labour personnel, and that which 
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is due to the special cont1'lcbon of employment 
in a trade like co'al-mining ~r in a district like 
)3arroV:-in-Furness. Also the diagnosis reveals a 
hard- core of unemployment due to or, at least. 
largely associated with. the personal 'deficiencies of 
a residue of would-be wage-earners. To this latter 
class. whose special needs have 'been' rather over
looked in recent years., attention will be, given 
towards the end of this book. 

First, howeveJ:, it is necessary to review, from 
the standpoint of 1928; t)J.e past and present policies 
which have been adopte4 for relievjng the neces
,sitie!l of the,unemployed as a whole. The"'main 
task is, of .course, to trace the evolution of the State 
UJrt;inpl~yIDent Insura~Ce Scheme from its small 
b~iniWi'gS in 191;; but this: only covers' a part o~ 
the' field'.' Other remedial OJ:' phlllative measures, 
,such as public relief works and Poor Law relief, 
must be included, and they have ~ long~t history. 

To the present generation' th~ absorbing events 
of tli~ last ten years fill the scene., They include the ' 
resettlement of the population on a peace footing, 
the onset of the great post-war slump in trade, the, 
first nation-wide experiment in State-managed Un
employment insurance, the first recognition, in the 
spirit, if not in ~e letter"that ~employment is a 
national responsibilifY, and t~e first attempt "i:o'( 
provide a subsistence as the honourable right of 
workers who are genuinely seeking employment. 
But these'modern developments have their roots 
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in the past. The sweeping character of the last
mentioned principle is not simply due to the 
adoption of the Unemployment Insurance Scheme, 
but rather to the war-time wave of generosity 
towards our civilian armies and to the ample 
pledges given by the Ministers who conducted the 
War. Unemployment Insurance itself is attribut
able, not to the War, but to the new scientific spirit 
which had invaded social reform in the great Liberal 
decade before the War. That in tum had its roots 
in the Victorian reaction against the deterrent ;Poor 
Laws of 1834. There are, therefore, still some 
lessohs to be learned from the swdy of past 
experience ~f unemployment. 

The aid of history is involved, not so ,much 
because each generation has learned from'the 'errors 
of its predecessor; but rather because each genera
tion has arrived at a different diagnosis and a 
different pr~scription and has handed them on as 
a legacy to the future. It is broadly true that, after 
due experiment, each medicine has been found 
to have some virtue, and none has been wholly 
abandoned. Therefore, the effect of time upon 
the methods of treatment has been cumulative, 
rather than selective. Finally, since the year 1920, 
all previous prescriptions, good or bad, have been 
applied in some df<g~ee, toge~her with one or two 
new ones devised for the occasion. Here is a list 
of eighteen post-war methods of dealing with 
unemployment: ' 
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Private char\ty .• 
Poor Law relief (indoor and outdoor). 
],telief works with and without Exchequer grants. 
Emigration. • 
Trade union insurance. 
Systematic short time. 
National Unemployment Insurance. 
Institutional training both of disabled and of 

fit men. 
Training with employers. 
Juvenile Vnemployment Centres. 
Women's training. 
Land settldnent. 
Afforestation. 
Road construction, 
Land·drainage. 
Trade Facilities Act. 
Export Credits Act. 
State -'subsidy to an industry m; part of an 
.i:ndus~. 

Of .these remedies, at least the first sev:en had 
all been 'tried before the War, and the first three, 
i.e. charity, Poor Law relief, and relief works, 
had all been condemned' either as inadequate or 
actually harmful. But they show no sign of 
disappearing from the list, and are, indeed, freely 
resorted to in each recUrring crisik. 



THE UNEMPLOYED: 
OLD POLICIES AND NEW • 

CHAPTER I 

HISTORICAL RETROSPECT 

I. THE UNEMPLOYED IN EARLY TIMES.-ln 
England the early attitude towards ~employment 
is reflected in the mediaeval Poor Laws and in' 
charities, two institutions which were not always 
clearly distinguished. .Both were imbued with the 
teaching of the Church that, as we are all memb'ers 
one of another, money relief 'could, be given and 
received as an act of piety, and work for wages 
could be provided for the able-bodied unemployed 
without the accompaniment of penal or d,eterrent 
conditions. Relief works in tl].e modem sense were 
unknown. The professed object was to assist the 
individual to a permanent recovery of status or, 
indeed, by the method of technical training, to 
enable him to rise to Il higher industrial level than 
before. Thus the Poor Law of Elizabeth's reign 
enjoined the parishes to supply the able-bodied with 
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all kinds of raw materials for their useful labour
flax, hemp, or wool for spinning and weaving, iron 
and timber for handicrafts, and even land for culti
vation. And who will nowadays condemn these 
methods? In a sense there is a real analogy b~tween • 
the simple Elizabethan attitude towards the problem 
of the unemployed and that which we are being 
driven to adopt three hundred years later. But there 
are dark ages in between. 

In general the Reformation put some check to 
almsgiving, but it left a humane Poor Law, at least 
so far -as the legal powers and duties of parishes 
were concerned. Local administration was another 
matter, and, doubtless, the lack of central control" 
led to widespread failures. Churchwardens, over
seers, OF beadles did much as they pleased. Some 
were corrupt, others just; some harsh, others 
~enerous. Uniformity was unknown and un-. 
attempted. By the year 1700 the country seems to 
have been groaning under a plague of roving vaga
bonds. By that time also the sterner views of the 
Puritan. moralists were rapidly displacing the easy
going kindliness of the sixteenth century. In their 
approach to the problems of pauperism and unem
ployment the reformers of those days felt a growing 
perplexity. Reluctant to give money to the un
deserving, they were yet at their wits' end to devise 
any effective ways of putting them to work. At the 
same time the Puritan middle class was emerging, 
with all its rigid views on independence, prudence, 
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steady industry, ~d individualism. That it was a 

. duty to succeed in life was a part of their religious 
faith. Indeed, to them material welfare was an 
6utward sign of an inward and spiritual grace. 
Thc$e were the first modem " business ~en," and 
they were prospering at last after years of struggle 
against the ecclesiastic and civil government of the 
Stuarts. Many of them were bankers and em
ployers. Most dutiful themlelves, they expected 
a high standard of character and service fr~m their 
workpeople and inferiors. 

A vivid picture is afforded of views current at 
the time in a report by John Locke, the philosopher, 

, who was one 'of the Commissioners of the Board: of 
Tride in 1697. He says that, in spite of the laws. 
the streets were swarming with beggars and idle 
vagabonds, and he bewails the relaxation of dis
cipline and corruption of manners in his day. 

. .. Virtue and industry being as constant companions 
• on the one side as vice and idleness are on the 

other." This is how John Locke proposed to deal 
with idle vagabonds: 

"That all men, Bound of limb and mind, begging in 
maritime counties out of their own parish, shall be seized by 
an officer of the parish or by an inhabitant and brought 
before the next J.P. and be sent, not to the house of cor
rection (since those houses are now ••• rather places of 
ease and preferment to the masters thereof than of re
formation to those who are sent thither) nor to their places 
of habitation (since such idle vagabonds usually name some 
remote part, whereby the county is put to great charge, and 
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they usually escape from the negligent officers before they 
come thither, and are at liberty for a new ramble); but, if it 
be a maritime county as aforesaid, that they be sent to the 
next seaport town, there to be kept at hard labour, till som~ 
of H.M. Ships coming in, give an opportunity of pqtting 
them on board, where they shall serve 3 years under. strict 
discipline at soldiers pay." 

The same fate was suggested for a neglectful 
beadle of beggars, if.: a lusty mall and under fifty. 
On the other hand, Locke admits a certain amount 
of begging by licensed and badged beggars in their 
own parishes to ask alms at certain hours of the day 
to be appointed by the Guardians. A beggar who 
counterfeited a licence would lose his ears for a first 
offence and be transported as a felon for the second. 

Then he has some interesting things to say 
about children. All those between three and four
teen are to be taken away from pauper parents and 
put to working schools (chiefly for spinning and 
knitting). 

" We do not suppose," he says, " that children of 3 will 
be able to get their livelihoods at the working school, but 
we are sure that what is necessary for their relief will more 
effectually have that use if distributed to them in bread at 
school. • •• What they have at home is seldom more than 
bread and water and that, many of them, very scantily too. 
If, therefore, they have, each of them, their belly full of 
bread daily at school, they will be in no danger of famishing, 
but, on the contrary, they will be healthier • • • and to this 
may be added, without any trouble, in cold weather, if it be 
thought needful, a little warm water gruel, for the same 
fire that warms the room may be made to boil a pot of it." 
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It is pleasant to see that the great philosopher 
could stoop to these trifles, but he wrote this as a 
civil servant, and, possibly, he was responsive to 
some anti-waste campaign of the momen~. One 

, fact liis report brings out is that, whatever defects 
there were in the.old methods of treating unemploy
ment, the prevailing ideas in the seventeenth' and 
eighteenth centuries were not sentimental, and were 
inclined to be hars'h, if not brutal. In fact, it was 
in the application'that their schemes broke down. 
Administration was decentralised, and local authori
ties, especially in ,rural areas, were often too stupid; 
too independent, too corrupt, or perhaps too hwxiane, 

'to preserve the uniform rule pf strictness. 
In view of the rediscovery in the year, 1925, 

of industrial training as a means of restoring the 
employability of the younger unemployed men, it 
is worth adding here a reference to the scheme for 
.schools of industry introduced by William Pitt in 
1797 as a measure of Poor Law reform. Pitt's 
proposal, which was said to be bilSed on the sug
gestion of Henry Fielding, ih~ 'novelist, was that 
schools of industry'should be set up for the teaching 
of handicrafts to all unemployed adults and to the 
children of the poor. No poor relief was to be given 
save to those who accepted the offer of training and 
work in th~ school. Tools and raw materials such 
as wool, iron, leather, or flax were to be supplied at 
the cost of the rates. But the scheme was stillborn, 
being killed by the opposition of Jeremy Bentham 
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and of certain members of Parliament who followed 
his lead. 

2. THE NINETEENTH CENTURY.-In the course 
of the Napoleonic struggles and at their close, war 
produced the usual economic dislocation, and un
emploYment became- acute in Great Britain. Agri
culture was at a low ebb; prices were high, and the 
rural population suffered conspicuous distress from 
1796 onwards. The manufacturing districts were 
in no better case, and the painfuieifect of substitu
tion of machines for men was beginning to make 
itself widely felt. Then for the first time unem
ployment of the modem types was clearly revealed. 
It was not only a moral, but also an industrial 
problem, though this was far from being recognised 
at the time, or, if recognised, was ignored. A govern
ment, while it is waging a great war, has no time 
for nice adjustments of social and economic theory. 
Violent measures prevail, and if money will tide the, 
country over the emergency, any amount of money 
will be forthcoming. Reflection, repentance, and 
economy belong to the post-war mood. To keep 
their peoples quiet was the first thought of all France'. 
neighbours and enemies in 1796. Revolution at 
home was a bogey which gave England's Ministers 
no peace. Accordingly an Act was passed en
couraging the relief of distress by the distribution 
of out-relief to people in their own homes. The 
annual cost of relief was promptly doubled and 
remained at over seven million pounds a year for 
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thirty years. Locai rates frequently rose as high 
as·I9S. }on ~he pound, particularly in agricultural 
districts, with the result that many farmers were 
ihemselvetbrought to ruin ~y the burden of taxes. 

But the notorious features of Poor Law adminis
tration IJt this time were due, not only to' .whole
sale dole-giving, but also to the besetting desire to 
require some task of work from the recipients. 
Indeed the uncdhditional giving of out-relief in 
money was the l~ of the evils; it would probably 
have saved the country, both in money and morale, 
if it had been the only method. By no means the 
worst device adopted was to collect the unemployed 
each day and direct them to sit and do nothing, or 
to confine them in a gravel pit.1 

But most of 'the parish authorities went all 
lengths to secure that work, any work, was at least 
nominally perforri:!.ed by the relieved persons. They 

• harnessed the unemployed men to parish carts, and 
an overseer in Kent made an unemployed shepherd 
walk twenty-six miles every day for his money. 
The authorities were not only prepared to provide 
parish employment (where any could be invented), 
but they were happy to subsidise wages of men and 
women who were working for farmers and private 

I Such methods .... still poosible. In the ..... Iy part of 1906 the 
Norwich Guardiaua ...... paying out-relief to about 150 able-bocIjed 
men. These men were required. as a deterrent, to attend at cert:ain 
depots IDOIe than three miles outside tbe city. There tbo mOIl ....... 

=:t r.: ~~ ",:y.:::.1<. t;,:'td;~ I~~ u:.m• 9~!:h"~~ 4~~;i 
=~ O~~,::~The mOIl simply stood about fox the sevOll 

, 
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employers. In effect parish or municipal work was 
hard to create to order and was always c;xpensiv~ in 
the performance. Nor has a century of ,ears made 
any difference. Now, as then, the central govern:' 
ment urge the setting of the unemployed on local 
relief works, and now, as then, thcf:Jocai aqthorities 
reply that they are at their wits' end to discover any 
opening for useful work which is not already within 
the scope and capacity of their Ec!rInanent staff. 

Recourse to other means w~ Usually necessary, 
the chief being-: 

(a) The Allowance system, under which a family 
scale of stlbsistence was sanctioned by the 
magistrates. To any man whose earnings 
fell short of this .. living wage," the parish 
made up the balance. 

(b) The Roundsman system, under which the 
parishes sold their pauper labour to rate
payers at a certain low price and then made . 
up the difference between that and the 
scale allowance. 

The ,consequence of these misconceived efforts 
to secure the means of maintenance to all, without 
departing from the principle of requiring work, was 
that, over a large part of the land and in the agri
cultural industry, which occupied two-thirds of the 
population, the labourers were chronically under
paid and under-employed. Not only they, but their 
employers were demoralised by the scramble for 
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cheap parish labour. Poor. relief and wages cannot 

. be iiungled •• 
In d;;e course tire famous POOl" Law Com

missioners 1,£ 1832-4 took drastic .measures to 
bring' Poor.Law administration back to the ·path of 
economy" Th~ wu the full flowering of the 
Puritan seed. By their action both labourer and 
~armer· were prom~tly cut off from doles. They 
set out two main p-inciples : 

, '.. . 
(I) That relief should not be offered to the abl~-

bodied and their families <!xcept in a 
workhouse; 

(2) That the lot of the able-'bodied should be 
made less eligible than' that of the lowest 
class of independent wage-earner. 

Not that they expected the wholesale entry of 
labourers into the workhouse. That would indeed 
have brought the whole plan to ruin,. But the 
. deterrent effect of the workhouses, even if they had 
been well regulated, which they were not, cOuld be· 
relied upon to discourage any applications for relief, 
except from social outcasts aqd those who had sunk 
to the last stage of indigence and despair. Only 
destitution was provided for; unemployment was 
ignored, and the genuine unemployed were left to 
shift for themselves. 

3. THE:' FAILURE OF REPRESSION.~To a large 
extent the Commissioners succeeded in their object. 
Agricultural employment was restored to a saner 
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economic basis, and rural districts were purged of 
out-relief. But in the towns they had_ overshot 
the mark. There, unempldYment. was a genuine 
economic disease, and no amount of the moral 
medicine would do much good. Special permission 
had to be given to London a~a. other .towns to 
resume the payment of out-relief as 'one of the means 
by which the new Guardians could assist the 
destitute unemployed. Not that. it was given for 
nothing. The test of work. i1. the labour yard or 
stone yard was formally insisted on and was itself 
a deterrent. In districts of strict administration it 
involved harder physical labour for much smaller 
remuneration than would be required in any ordinary 
wage-earning job outside. But for the most part 
administration was lax and, to a gradually increasing 
extent, the enforcement of this penal labour became 
something of a sham. Each man did as little as he 
could and nothing at all if he was not being watched. 
Picking oakum and stone-breaking are not elevating 
tasks, and it is not surprising that the output of 
a labour yard in a given week should be found to 
have cost the Guardians anything from five to ten 
times as much as it would have done in the ordinary 
market. None the less that was the price which 
society in the last century was willing to pay in 
order to make men work or pretend to work for their 
relief. The outdoor labour yards dragged out a 
long life, until they were exposed by the Poor Law 
Commission Report, 1909. In fact, test work as 
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a condition of out-relief still survives to-day, and 
a ~k o~ wQrk' is still imposed ~. the casual wards. 

The same plan of a test of work and a task was 
applied thrtughout the nineteenth century to those 
of the unemployed who were prepared to accept 
relief in. the .;;vorkhouse (indoor relief). These 
instituti~ns wer~ of two types: the general mixed 

. workhouse, where the pauper women and children 
and aged were aiso iept; and the spec~sed test 
workhouse, which was- confined to the use of able
bodied men. Two conspicuous examples of the 
latter, one at Poplar and the other at Kensington, 
were a byword of dread among the destitute, the 
vagrants, and others whose economic ind,ependence 
was always shaky. Practically, they were penal 
institutions, and the labour yard and casual ward 

. were in the same class. They were patronised by 
the criminals, the deficient, and the vagrants, but 
never by the respectable unemployed, except those 
whom misfortune had brought very low. None but 
those whose sensibilities had been blunted by misery, 
or who for any reason were reduced to hopelessness, 
would enter them, and few of these would stay more' 
than a week. That they were used at all only shows 
how difficult it was to carry out the famous prin
ciples of 1834. But so wretched at times are the 
conditions of the lowest class, that not even 
penal treatment would deter them from every now 
and again casting themselves on the mercy of the 
Guardians. Moreover there was no knowing what 
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standard of life should be assumed as belonging to 
the lowest class of independent labourer (see the 
second of the two principles of 1834 set o~i: above). 
Was he a man in steady employment r If so, die 
workhouses, etc., would have been a paradise for 
thousands who were never again tikely to know a 
steady weekly wage. Was he a casual labourer 
with one day's work a week? Even that standard 
might be too high. 

The~ actual tasks of work ~ere seldom the most 
distasteful part of the conditions, but they were 
none the less difficult to justify. Either the work, 
i.e. the product, was necessary or it was unnecessary. 
If the former, the articles or services could be 
better obtained outside and far more economically. 
Moreover .to withdraw these orders from ordinary 
business tended by so much to create unemployment 
among the persons ordinarily employed in that line. 
,If the product was unnecessary, the whole require
ment amounted to no more than an expensive 
means of punishing a submerged class of outcasts. 
These objections to task work are as sound in the 
twentieth as they were in the nineteenth century. 

The deterrent policy of 1834 enjoyed a great 
immediate success in keeping down the figures and 
cost of rural pauperism, but it broke down as each 
of the recurring industrial depressions caused con
spicuous unemployment, which no one could attribute 
to the personal defects of the unemployed. Public 
opinion outwardly admired, but inwardly distrusted 
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the reformed Poor Law, and disbelieved the 
authorities who, in every crisis, asserted' that the 
Boards of' Guardians' could handle the distress 
without outside interference. or supplementary 
provision. '.I'oo many people had personal know
ledge of individual hard cases which had sh9cked 
their sensibility. 

The Commissioners of 1834 had set their faces 
against any furthelt ~gling of felief with wage
earning, but, in theit'zeal, they had literally swept 
away all provision appropriate for relieving genuine 
involuntary unemployment, and thereafter, for the 
long period of eighty years, the nation stood, 
haunted at times by an uneasy conscience, but 
unwilling to relax the Poor Laws and bafHed as to 
any other remedy. Naturally charity stepped in to 
fill the gap, and naturally it failed. 

One other contribution to the problem was 
indeed made by the Government, and that was to 
return somewhat sheepishly to the policy of relief 
works. A separate chapter on this subject will 
follow. There was, however, a third land better 
remedy devised in these. years. Contrasted with 
the sterility of governments· and the uncettPn 
interventions of charity, the scientific provision 
against involuntary unemployment which the trade 
unions invented for themselves stood out like 
a beacon. 

There are then relief works, trade union 
insurance, and ~harity to be considere.d as three 
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important factors. outside the Poor Law. The 
greatest of these is not charity, but let it be taken 
first. 

4. PRIVATE CHARITABLE INSTITUTIONS.-At each 
recurring crisis of unemployment, from 1860 on-· 
wards to 1911, Mansion House Relief Funds were 
opened or similar appeals made. The money was 
spent, and may, on balance, have done more good 
than harm, but that is the best to be said of it. 
Sometimes it was merely scrambled for j thrown 
to anyone who, at a first glance, did not look too 
respectable. Sometimes it was doled out in more 
orderly ways. 

The best considered efforts seem to have been 
those which were conducted by the Charity Organi
sation Society or under its influence. That Society, 
which was founded in 1869, was permanent j its 
local secretaries were among the few who, before 
1900, had wide experience of working-class condi
tions. True, they usually enshrined the principles of 
1834 even above the Ten Commandments, and the 
kind of people they helped had to be so very 
.. right" that there was a wide gap between those 
judged to be deserving of charity and those who 
were fit subjects for the Poor Law Guardians. But 
the Charity Organisation Society help was thorough. 
They knew that nothing but individual treatment 
was of any use for chronic cases of unemployment. 
Money was seldom given, but a man who was 
deprived of his craft through the loss or sale of his 
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kit of tools might be re-equipped. Others might 
be restored to their trade union through the payment 
of arrears of contributions. Some families were 
einigrated and given a fresh start overseas. What
ever its faults, the Charity Organisation Society of 
pre-war days pl3.yed a notable part in adding to 
our knowledge and in applying its acid tests to all 
the ambitious schemes of social reformers. The 
Society knew what it was talking about at a time 
when the ordinary citizen and even the ordinary 
statesman was ignorant, sentimental, or. indifferent. 
In the last decade of the nineteenth century and the 
first decade of the twentieth, the terms .. Workshy," 
"Weary Willies," .. Unemployable," came into 
current use, and they were used, not facetiously, but 
in deadly earnest to describe the whole of the un
employed in a lump. To-day the same prejudiced' 
sentiments are occasionally to be heard, but they 
are no longer taken seriously. In the 1890's 
most people who were not themselves of the 
working russ, were of this habit of speech and 
were unconscious of any injustice. They were 
wrong. A vast amount of distress existed in the 
homes of the better class of worker in each re
curring depression of trade, and even in normal 
times. But it was not in evidence; it was not 
measured. Indeed, faced with the Poor Laws and 
an unsympathetic public, it naturally kept out of 
sight as much as possible. Only a small proportion, 
not more than one twelfth part, of the wage-earners, 
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were covered by the ,schemes of trade union 
insurance against loss of work, but the very 
existence of these impressive but small-scale efforts 
at thrift was seized upon as ground for the easy 
assumption that they were the usual resource of all 
respectable and industrious artisans. Assumptions, 
not facts, were the order of the day before I909. 
Indeed, it was not until after the extension of State 
insurance in I920 that there were any compre
hensive figures or data which would really enable 
the public to know how many and of what sort 
were the unemployed. 

The periodic revulsions from hardness or easy 
invective to alms-giving, in days of admitted depres
sipn and distress, were consistent with nothing 
except the British character. On these occasions 
the poorest types of unemployed, singly or in daily 
processions, gleaned a precarious harvest of pennies. 
Similarly the Salvation Army, the Church Army, 
etc., collected on these occasions a large part 'of the 
finances with which they ran the labour yards or 
workshops for the so-called unemployed. In fact 
their clients were almost wholly types of human 
wreckage, tramps or persons who were sub-normal 
in their moral or physical equipment. The Salvation 
Army .. Elevators" acquired some notoriety for 
a time. To these any apparently destitute applicant 
who came along could be admitted. On the ground 
floor he was set to do hard task work at chopping 
w90d or the like. No wages were given, but only 
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lodging and a little food. If the applicant survived 
this test" he was moved up one floor and set to 
a rather less severe task. If he proved worthy here, 
he received a rather more generous supply of food 
ticketS. Abdve this was another floor for which 
only the mo~t elevated were eligible. In addition 
to all this and permeating it, was the Army's 
religious appeal. Who shall say that the Salvation 
Am:i.y had not and has not still its successes? But 
as a scientific contribution to the study of un
employment its methods had no particular value. 

Private charity. is still a recognised way of re
lieving unemployment, and a brief postscript may be 
. added here, bringing the record of charitable p'ro
vision up to date. Consideration of some of the 
best known sources of private aid suggests that, in 
spite of the immense development of State insur
ance and Poor Law relief, etc., ~ much larger sum is 
now being dispensed to the unemployed by private 
charities than. in pre-war days. The War is, eof 
course, the explanation. From it have sprung a 
multitude of new charities, by far the largest being 
the British Legion, with its administration of what 
remains of the millions subscribed to the Pr~nce of 
Wales' Fund. It seems that the Bri~ish Legion 
distributes to-day not less than [,200,000 a year, 
and, though the annual account!! do not label this 
money as being entirely devoted to the relief of 
unemployed ex-service men, it seems certain that 
unemployment is either a cause 01\ a symptoxrti""m 

" 
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almost every case of distress which is assisted. If 
the annual outgoings of other private charities, 
post-war and pre-war, including the Salvation Army, 
are added to the [,200,000 from the Prince of Wales' 
Fund, a total of over a quarter of a million pounds 1 

may safely be assumed to be spent annually in 
voluntary relief of unemployment at the present time. 

5. PROVISION BY TRADE UNIONS.-Mutual in
surance by men of a craft was, and perhaps still is, 
the most unexceptionable of all means of providing 
against the contingency of involuntary unemploy
ment, and it is a plume in the cap of the workers 
of this country that they should have built up' 80 

impressive a structure of trade union insurances for 
the purpose, and should thereby have pointed the 
way to the State to adopt the same idea of collective 
provision on a national scale. Their object in the 
payment of out-of-work benefit was not only to 
protect the wage-earner and his dependents against 
destitution, but also to protect his standard of wages 
and his industrial status. The outer world is still 
insufficiently aware of the fatal ease with which a 
craftsman may, during periods of distress, be tempted 
or forced to abandon his craft and apply for a job 
which casts him down into the heterogeneous ranks 
of unskilled or even casual labour. But trade 
unionists know it and dread it and provide against 
it so far as they can. 

• Not including the Mansion House Fund, raised in 1928 for relieving 
distreso among unemployed minenI. 
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For a hundred years before the coming of the ex

tended State scheme in 1920, trade union insurance 
was the one bright spot in the record of the treatment 
of unemployment. The practice spread, and by the 
year 1893 as many as 682,000 mem~ers of trade 
unions were covered by such insurance in one form 
or another, mostly in the metal, building, textile, and 
printing trades. Ten years later the number of trade. 
unionists so covered had risen to nearly l)ne million. 
In some cases out-of-work pay amounted to IO~. a 
week for the first twelve weeks and 6s. for the second 
twelve weeks, and it is to be noted that lOS. in those 
days was about equal to the I8s. which was drawn as 
benefit by single men without dependents insured 
under the State scheme between 1924 and 1928. 
The general policy was to fix a " waiting period" 
of days during which the unemployed member could 
draw no benefit, followed by a maximum number of 
weeks for which benefit could be allowed. 

Sometimes the unions gave travelling benefit as 
~ell, to enable men to move freely about the country 
in search of fresh employment, but this kind of 
provision was so open to abuses that it was only 
rarely continued. Generally speaking, the trade 
unions knew very well how to prevent maling~ring, 
and probably they are still in a better position than 
the officials of Employment Exchanges in this respect. 
It was, of course, vital to their schemes that the 
union machinery should also function as a work. 
finding agency. Not only were opportunitie&<,o1 
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employment made known to the unemployed mem
bers of a local branch, but one branch would notify 
another of any serious shortage of skilled labour. 
In some trades, such as printing, employers made, 
and still make, a practice of applying direct to the . 
union for any additional men they want. 

One blessing which the skilled trades have inci
dentally derived from their trade unions is that they 
have never been seriously burdened, even before 
the days of State Employment Exchanges, by the 
private fee-charging employment agency. Such 
parasitic institutions flourish in thousands in the 
United States, where trade unionism works, so far 
as it works at all, on different lines. In 1919 New 
York possessed not less than 1500 agency businesses, 
and their total drain on working men's wages must 
still amount to a high figure. Even as a political 
factor they had to be taken into account, for when 
they saw their vested interests threatened by a 
permanent system of Federal Employment Offices, 
they joined energetically in the campaign which 
ended in the suspension of the war-time Federal 
Employment Service in 1920. 

At one time it seemed as if the method of trade 
union insurance against unemployment might play 
a far larger part in our own national equipment. 
In the years 1908 to 1910, when the first scheme of 
State Unemployment Insurance was being prepared 
by the Board of Trade, many voices were raised in 
favour of the method known as the Ghent System, 
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applied in Belgium and elsewhere, by which a 
municipal subsidy was paid to associations of work
people paying out-of-work benefits. Even the 
Minority Report of the Poor Law Commission 
advocated this course? and trade unions,' possessing 
a natural pride in their own creation, were suspicious, 
or even hostile, towards the idea of an independent 
State scheme, such as was known to be in the mind 
of the Government. 

Ways were, however, found of reconciling the 
new State scheme with the best interests of the trade 
unions. In the Unemployment Insurance Act, 19t1, 
the latter were recognised as agents for the payment 
of State benefit, the chief condition being that the 
association (trade union) must have an effective 
means of ascertaining vacancies and of placing its 
unemployed members, and must provide from its 
Own funds certain minimum benefits in addition to . 
the State benefit. These facilities were continued 
by the Unemployment Insurance Act, 1920, and, 
under section 17 of that Act, the Ministry of Labour 
have, at one time or another since 1920, made 
arrangements with upwards o( 240 associations 
covering 4,000,000 members. In this way the 
craft unions were enabled to function instead of the 
Employment Exchanges, so far as their members 
were concerned, and the effect of compulsory State 
insurance has been, not to destroy the existing 
voluntary schemes, but greatly to encourage the.ir 
further extension. Voluntary insurance against 'the 
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risks of unemployment is still, therefore, an 
important factor. 

But the point to be stressed here is that it was 
the introduction and acceptance of the principle of . 
contributory insurance by the craft unions which 
pointed the way to the present national compulsory 
scheme covering 12,000,000 workers. Without their 
initiative, it is doubtful if so ambitious a scheme 

. would ever have been framed or enforced. As 
will be shown in later chapters, trade union rules 
and practices have been freely copied by the 
authorities in framing the official scheme, and 
have been officially defended against critics on the 
ground of their origins. It is well, however, to 
note that some features, implicit in the trade union 

. precedent, such as the principle of separate insurance 
by industries, have not been incorporated in the 
State scheme. 



CHAPTER II 

RELIEF WORKS 

NINBI'EJ!NTH-CENTURY governments were careful 
walkers after the precepts of 1834, but they found 
the principle of "less eligibility" rather hard to 
live \vith, so long as it meant the o~er of .. the 
House" or of test work. They therefore came back 
to relief works and, by degrees, their experiments 
became a habit which has remained fixed up to the 
present day. However sternly we may reprobate 
the schemes of parish employment in the unre
generate days before 1834, our post-war relief works 

. are a link with the past, as was shown by a recent 
official report which ingenuously related how, 'in 
1926, relief workers repairing a Yorkshire road 
came upon a tablet inscribed \VJth the message: 
.. This road was made by the" unemployed in 
1826." 

1. DEFINITION.-Relief works are undertakings 
put in hand by public authorities with the express 
purpose of creating employment. Their general 
aim may be to exact a task 'of work from the un
employed or to provide a stimulus to trade or 'to 
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relieve the poor rates or, finally, to facilitate the 
transfer of surplus labour from one area to another. 
They have usually been municipal works and 
have been financed by loans, with or without 
State aid. The undertakings are selected with 
a view to making as large a use as possible of the 
simpler forms of manual labour, so that the work 
can be performed, after a fashion, by almost any 
normal man. The work may be necessary or 
unnecessary; it may be useful here and now, 
or in anticipation of a future need, or invented 
ad hoc, simply in order to provide temporary em
ployment. Typical work is the construction and 
repair of roads, urban or agricultural drainage and 
anything which is done chiefly with the pick and 
shovel. Relief work is not test work, though the 
distinction is not always as clear as it should be. 
Test work still survives in some Poor Law unions 
as a deterrent or punishment to those on out-relief, 
but no wages are paid and there is no contract of 
service. In relief work there is a contract of service 
with the employing body and wages are paid, though 
the remuneration has, as often as not, been below 
the recognised rate for labourers and the spells of 
work for each man have usually been cut down to 
a few weeks, or even a day or two a week, in order 
to spread the relief over as many men as possible, 
or in order to leave men free to look for ordinary 
employment • 

. The Poor Law Guardians are commonly asso-
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ciated with the works in some way, though in Great 
Britain, since 1834, they have not themselves had. 
the power to spend any of the poor rates on ordinary 
employment at wages, except in the maintenance of 
their own premises. -

These definitions are admittedly somewhat 
arbitrary. So diverse are the experiments which 
have been tried. in this country and abroad that a 
complete analysis might run into many pages .of 
description. The intention here is, first, to indicate 
the prevailing type in Great Britain and then to 
record the principal developments in the last hundred 
yearS~hich have led up to relief works in their latest 
phase. 

The astonishing thing is that they should have 
endured so long. About the middle of' the last 
century (1850) probably every informed person 
would have said that relief works were dead and 
damned for ever in England. Not only had there 
been the fantastic schemes of parish e~ployment 
between 1800-34, and the forbidding strictures of 
the Poor Law Commissioners thereon, but everyone 
knew what a failure-even farc~had been the 
national works in the Paris Coxnrnune of 1848, and 
how dismal had been the record of the various 
schemes of work tried in Ireland from the year of the 
great famine (1846) onwards. A few words about 
these experiments in France and in Ireland may at
least be of historical interest, though the schemes 
thexnselves contain no peculiar lesson for us now.~· . 
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2. THE PARIS NATIONAL WORKS.-These works 

are usually associated with the name of Louis Blanc. 
The French Provisional Government which held 
office immediately after the successful Republican 
Revolution in February 1848 was confronted by a . 
commercial panic and considerable unemployment. 
Something had to be done to keep the workers quiet, 
and Louis Blanc rushed his colleagues into a pro
clamation of the Right to Work. They did not like 
it; most of them were moderate men and held 
Louis Blanc to be an extremist. So reructant were 
they that they practically nullified their own edict 
by refusing from the first to set up any machinery 
to implement it. In place of such machinery a 
Labour Commission was established at the Luxem
bourg under the presidency of Louis Blanc, with
out any executive power. Having thus side-tracked 
their enfant terrible, the Government, through the 
Minister of Public Works, tried to make as little as 
possible of their rash proclamation. Of course the 
amount of available work that could be discovered 
or improvised was ludicrously insufficient. Never 
more than six thousand men seem to have been put 
to employment. These received 2 francs a day. 
A free dole was the only alternative to stave off the 
disaffection of the rest of the Paris mob, and the 
Government promptly decreed that 1 franc So a-day 
should be paid out to each man by the Maires. 
Three months afterwards there were 120,000 men 
in: r::ceipt of relief. Of these 20,000 had been lured 
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by the dole to desert their ordinary employers and 
12,000 had flocked into Paris from the provinces. 
Emile Thomas, the director of the scheme, did his 
best to organise the unemployed army, but he was 
not supported. After four months the Government 
were so alarmed at the'financial and political con
sequences of what they had done that they arrested 
the unfortunate director and broke up the whole 
scheme. But they did not escape the consequences : 
there followed the Barricades, a week's bloody 
fighting, ana 16,000 casualties. Meanwhile Louis 
Blanc, who cannot fairly be saddled with responsi
bilitf for the futilities of the national works, had 
been starting a number of co-operative workshops 
on far better lines, chiefly outside Paris. Ten years 
later, twenty of these schemes were still flourishing. 
They constituted a serious constructive effort to 
check the evil effects of the new industrialism, but 
the national works were never given a chance, 
being less an economic than a temporary political 
expedient. Undoubtedly, however, they have always 
been held up as a warning against relief works, and 
they are still quoted to-day by those whose. dislike 
of any intervention by the State is greater than their 
acquaintance with the true history of the Commune. 

3. IIusH RELIEF WORKS.-The exceptional dis~ 
tress in Ireland from 1846 onwards was due, not to 
trade fluctuations, but to failure in the food supply, 
chiefly potatoes. For nearly fifty years schemes of 
relief were being administered, off and on, in" the 
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west of Ireland. Loans were granted to landowners 
on liberal terms for improving their estates, and 
Guardians of the Poor were allowed to start works 
in the hope that these would enable them to dis-. 
criminate I?etween the really destitute and the merely 
poor. But such employment was eagerly sought 
after by the whole population, and the authorities 
had to make the rueful admission that repairs to 
roads were no test of destitution or even of poverty. 
Later the Irish Local Government Board took a 
hand, and instead of employing pauper~ as gangers, 
borrowed from the War Office the services of non
commissioned officers of the Royal Engineers: But 
the improvement was slight and the inefficiency 
persisted: Need we wonder when it is stated that 
the wages for men were IS. a day and for women or 
aged persons 51. a week I 

4. THE COTl'ON FAMINE RELIEF WORKS.-Here 
we come to a far more instructive experiment, in 
the course of which the authorities, somewhat 
accidentally, stumbled upon a measure of success. 

England learnt a sharp lesson in the economic 
interdependence of countries and continents when, 
in 1861, the supply of raw cotton from the Southern 
States of America was suddenly interrupted by the 
Civil War. In a few months Lancashire's trade 
was paralysed, and by November 1862 half a million 
people were suffering acute distress. Yet so pro
found was the respect for the principles of 1834 
ddt for as long as two years (1861-3) DO public 
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provision for the unemployed cotton operatives was 
made save through the Poor 'Law. But it was a 
relaxed Poor Law, and charity stepped in, with the 
blessing of the ,Poor Law Board, to give further 

• expression to public sympathy by shouldering some
thing like half the. burden, and relieving some 
quarter of a million people. Out-rellef was granted 
to another quarter of a million persons on fairly 
easy terms. 

It is interesting, in the light of the modern 
Juvenile U'hemployment Centres and training 
scheI!les of the Ministry of Labour, to note that 
7o,ooa girls were employed in sewing schools 11fn 
by the relief committees and 20,000 men an"- boys 
were being taught or were teaching themselves some 
kind of book learning. These were accounted as 
performing test work as a condition of relief, but 
there were still large numbers of able-bodied males 
doing no labour of any kind in return for their sub
sistence. The public conscience grew uneasy. As 
it was obviously the cotton famine, not personal 
deficiencies, which caused so much prolonged un
employment in Lancashire, the strict letter ~f 'the 
1834 Poor Law was out of the question, yet to go 
on year after year doling out maintenance without 

. labour was calculated to sap the energies and morals 
of that most industrious county. Poor Law in
spectors were unremitting in their exhortations to 
Guardians to find useful manual work (test work) for 
the able-bodied men, and they also began to rep6rt . 
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sympathetically on the request of the workpeople 
that they should be employed, not merely as a moral 
exercise, but for wages on works of public and 
private utility. In the end they were listened to, 
and in June 1863 an Act was passed empowering' 
th'e local authorities to raise loans for the new 
undertakings. 

The loan to Lancashire was granted grudgingly 
by Parliament, and stem critics said it would end 
in failure and loss. But it so happened that sewerage 
and street improvements were urgentlY needed; it 
was therefore easy to satisfy the first condition that 
the works should be of unquestioned utility. No 
less than 133 miles of streets werejmproved during 
the two years 1863 and 1864, and one all-but
immortal monument to the relief works still re
mains in the granite sets or cobble stones with which 
so many of the cotton towns are paved. 

The scope of the scheme was, however, limited. 
In the three years of its existence never more than 
about 8000 workers (by no means all of them cotton 
operatives) were provided with employment at wages. 
The inspector, Mr. Rawlinson, said, in one of his 
admirable reports: .. It will be a great mistake to 
look on this Lancashire experiment as proving that 
large numbers of men may suddenly be turned 
from one occupation to another, wholesale." Yet, 
ultimately, many men were so transferred, and the 
inspector's disclaimer would be too modest, if it 
were not for the words .. large numbers." Such 
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success as may fairly be claiIDed for Mr. Rawlinson's 
efforts was undoubtedly due to the thoroughness 
and care with which important details were attended 
,to. Men were divided into small gangs and given 
a probationary period of training _ for about four 
weeks. Then they were put on piecework and 
encouraged to earn more than the minimum pay. 
Inefficiency meant discharge. Efficiency meant 
regular and continuous employment. The vital 
matter of clothing was attended to by the Relief 
Committees," who' issued suitably stout apparel and 
heavy boots, indispensable to the proper performance 
of wet and dirty work. In this respect they knew 
their business better in 1865 than in 1925. Modem 
relief works, such as those in the East End of 
London, usually bring out the contrast between the 
broadcloth and corduroys of the navvy and the 
miserable equipment of the relief workers employed 
by his side. 

What the authorities achieved in Lancashire was 
something essentially different from their original 
purpose. So well did they organise the works that 
some thousands of cotton operatives were provided 
with a new trade. The men's hands and bodies 
soon hardened to the unaccustomed work. Manipu
lative skill came with long experience, and in the 
end many of them adopted navvying or the like as 
their permanent calling. It was, in fact, an experi
ment in diverting unemployed men of an educabl\' 
type from one profession to another-a problem 
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which is even more pressing in this century than in 
the last. It also gave something more than a hint 
that the provision of work for the unemployed, if it 
is to be of value, must be educationai and must aiml 
not at a mere tiding over, but at the permanent 
rehabilitation of carefully selected individuals. On 
the other modern problem of dealing with the 
chronic unemployed the experiment throws but 
little light. ' 

5. MR. CHAMBERLAIN'S CIRCULAR OF 1886.1-No 
doubt the not unpropitious venture 01 relief works 
in Lancashire opened the door to the schemes which 
have ever since been a regular feature in times of 
depression, but the real moral of the experience in 
1863--6 was forgotten or was never learnt. When, 
in the depression of 1886, Mr. Joseph Chamberlain 
issued a circular putting an official blessing upon 
municipal relief works, he rejected the only points 
that were worth having in the Lancashire scheme 
and insisted on giving to the project the deterrent 
spirit of the Poor Law. Yet the whole aim of the 
Local Government Board in 1886 was to relieve 
artisans and others who were in temporary distress 
from the necessity of going to the Poor Law, by 
putting them to work at wages under the local 
authority. It seems a strange move for 80 strong a 
defender of the dignities of local government. Not 

• For detailed iuformatioD .. to the municipal re1ief works __ 
1886 and Igo8 the reader is refenecl to the k.pom of'M Poor lAw 
C .... "'iuiott. 19"9. to U_p/oytontl: A hob_ of 1M""",. by W. H. 
Bewridge, '909. aDd '" B_ 0/ T,,,," /Upon, c. 7182. 1893. 
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merely did Mr. Chamberlain miscalculate the power 
of municipalities to create such employment, but 
he ~t a slur upon their business principles. In 
any case, it argues some confusion of mind that he 

• should have thought that the best way of helping 
the higher class of workmen was : 

(a) To send them to the Guardians to apply for 
the relief work; 

(b) To set them to short spells of unskilled work; 
(e) To pay them less than the standard wage for 

such work; 
(d) To lay down no standard of competence or 

output~ other than that set by the weakest 
worker. 

As the Poor Law Commissioners of 1909 pointed 
out: 

. .. The work in 1863 was commercial employment, the 
work in 1886 waS to be relief employment. • •• Except 
that the money paid to the workinan was called wages and 
not relief. there was little or nothing economically to 
differentiate the work in 1886 from the work provided by 
the guardians as a condition of relief." I 

Mr. Chamberlain's circular met with a hostile 
reception from many 10~ authorities of the stricter 
sort and with the positive anathema of the Charity. 
Organisation Society. But their criticisms were 
nearly all on the wrong lines. They said it was 
pampering the poor and leading them to expect 

• pOIIf' LA .. C_sri"". Z9og1 Mlljorlly R.porl. p. 378. 
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the State to provide employment as a right; that 
all distress should be left to the Guardians, aided, 
with discretion, by voluntary agencies. 

What actually happened and what has happene~ 
ever sincepn works of the kind is not that the 
treatment is too good, but that it is not good 
enough. The men for whom the relief is intended 
very seldom apply for it, and if they are driven to 
it they are so deteriorated that their industrial 
status is permanently lowered; whereas the lower 
class of labour, men who only get work for brief 
spells, simply add it to their list of low-grade 
temporary jobs by which they subsist. For such 
men rel1torative methods alone have any value • 

.. To give them relief work on conditions as attr.ictive 
as their ordinary life is to leave no incentive to return to 
independence. To make the relief less attractive than their 
ordinary life is to make it inadequate and degrading."l 

In later practice two of the conditions of the 
circular of 1886 fell into disuse: no discrimination 
was made between applicants and, until its discon
certing reappearance in 1922, the attempt to pay 
less than the standard rate of wages was more or 
less dropped. Any idea that the work should be 
necessary work of public utility was often entirely 
disregarded, and, indeed, Local Authorities were 
themselves in the usual dilemma that they could 
find no useful work for the unemployed which could 
not be better, and far more cheaply, done by their 

I u~. tsy.w. H. Be-mge. ,_ 
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own employees or in the ordinary way of a business 
contract. 
. . As to the· supposed beneficiaries, the relaxing 

effects upon them, and the cynical spirit with which 
they naturally ~egarded their tasks may be illustrated 
by the following recorded conversation between an 
inquirer and a relief worker engaged in digging up 
tree stumps in Hyde Park: 

" When you have finished this job, what will they 
give you 1" 

"This'll take a long time, guv'nor." 
, " Well, I suppose it will be finished sometime? " 
" Oh, then, I expect, they'll make us go 'and 

bottIe off the Thames I " , 
• During the exceptionally severe trade depression 

in, 1892-3, when the trade union percentage of un
employment rose to 10 per cent., municipal relief 
works were more extensively resorted to, though 
only 73 authorities out of 673 thought it necessary 
to take such action. In this year the Board of 
Trade, as the industrial authority, began to take a 
hand in dealing with. the problem and issued a, 
report on agencies for dealing with the unemployed, 
which roundly condemned the methods and ex
posed the ill results of the Local Government 
Board's policy. This marks the onset of the long 
battle of the departments as to the ptoper allo
cation of responsibility for unemployment policy. 
(Even to-day responsibility is still divided.) But, 
although the, report of 1893, by Sir Hubert 
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Llewellyn Smith, indicated a growing apprecia
tion of the industrial aspects of pnemployment 
as distinct from other causes of destitution, yet 
municipal relief works continued 'to waste the public 
resources for twenty years after 1893 and never 
more so than in, the long period of unemployment 
and agitation which followed the Boer Wa,. During 
these years the chief expression of public:: policy was 
the Unemployed Workmen's Act of 1905. ' 

6. THE UNEMPLOYED WORKMEN'S, ACT, 1905.
This piece of legislation must be taken as II, 

measure of the perplexity which beset the harassed 
Conservative Government of the day. Unemploy
ment and distress were obstinate facts from which 
there was no escape, and the failure to cope with 
them was the unending theme of Labour spokesm~n. 
Indeed the stripling Labour party owed much of 
its early successes to the growing recognition that 
unemployment and irregularity of wages consti
tuted a greater hardship in the lives of the working 
class than any of the other evils of the modem 
industrial system. Mr. Keir Hardie, " the Member 

, for the Unemployed," and Mr. Will Crooks did 
their best to awaken the parliamentary conscience. 
Demonstrations, protests, and processions were the 
order of the day, and the President of the Local 
Government Board, Mr. Walter Long, lived labori
ous days. Mr. Long was scarcely fitted by his 
experience as a country squire to solve the baflling 
problems of social economics which fell to his lot. 
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Nor was his department as well equipped for the 
task of guidinfl him as it should have "been. It 
looked at these industrial phenomena too much 
through Poor i.a; spectaFles, and, in the maip, 
regarded the matter as requiring nothing more than 
a slight adjwtment of Local Government machinery. 

Even the' agitatioIL and demands of Labour 
politicians:. trade union letders, and' experi;nced 

ott., '. 

social reformers were unhelpful in so far as they had 
,; practically not.,hing to propose save a larger dose of 
• the same medicine (i.e. relief works) as they were 
already receiving. It is therefore, perhaps, hard to 
blame the Board or itS Minister for coming' to the 

·concfusion that more and better r~lief works should 
be 'provided by municipalities, and that the best 
w~y of stirring up the laggard local authorities and 
overcoming the more fractious Guardians was to 
set up an ad hoc body in each area for the special 
purpose of dealing with unemployment. Thus were 
bom the Distress Committees, some of which still 
function in 1928. They were a kind of joint com
mittee of the Local Authority and the Board of 
Guardians, with certain co-opted members' who 
were experienced iIi the relief of distress. Their 
main function was to watch the state of employment 
in their district and act as a sorting house for all 
cases of distress which came to their notice. On 
the executive side they could assist emigration or 
migration, promote labour exchanges, or endeavo)11' 
to count the une-;nployed. Except in London, they 
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could contribute towards the provision of tempodry 
works for the benefit of the elite of the unemployed. 
In London the latter function of providing employ-
'ment was reserved to the,Central U~employel1 Body. 
which was to co~ordinate the whole' system of 
Distress Committees in the Metropolis: It was an 
urban problem, and London was, in faISt, the main 
obje~tive of the Act. " • , 

, In the first three years or" the operation of the 
Act, one half of the applicants dealt with were in. 
London, and throughout this per10donly 118. 
Distress Committees (29 in London) were set up 
for shorter or longer spells in all England and Wales. 

It seems curious nowadays to note that under 
Mr. Walter Long's Act the cost of relief works 
promoted by Distress Committees was to come .out 
of voluntary funds, though other expenses could be 
met out of a penny rate. Thus it was hoped that 
the committees would be able to avoid the evils 
arising from .. the unregulated provision of work by 
the municipalities and charitable agencies." 1 But 
such a hope was naturally doomed from the start, 

I and in less than a year practically all the expense 
had to be borne upon rates or taxes. State assistance, 
however, only amounted to /.200,000 and /.300,000 
in 1907 and 1908 respectively. In 1926, though 
relief works cut no great figure, the Exchequer's 
share of their cost amounted to over ten times as 
much as in 1906. Obviously the scale of operations 

, IUptwI 0' P_ r.- C"'",",_, 1909, p. 386. 
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Ilnd the',amount of assistance which seemed so 
impressively large at the time were really diminu
tive. Up to ~pri1 1908 the figures for applications 
received aq.d ;ntettainedYl'ere as. follows: 

~ . 
Distress Committees in Englmul filndJVales, 1905-8. 

AppHcatlaas tAppUcatlcos -- ... -1905-6 • no,835 13,811 , . 
. ~ 8,,001 60,416 
_7-8 go,051 54,613.,:. 

The contrast between these figures and those of 
omodem uneit.ployment relief is sufficiently striking. 
Assuredly the inadequacy of public and private 
provision left a large gap. Assuming an aVeIage of 
not*more than 7 or 8 per cent. of unemployment in 
tbose three years, there must have been at least 
700,006 wage-earners out of work each winter, and, 
If it were permissible to argue on the analogy of 
modem figures, not less than half of them suffered 
long spells of worklessness wWi practically no re
sources to fall back upon. The same assumption 
leads to the estimate that in 1905-8 out of every 
fourteen genuine unemployed workers, two received 
some kind of public assistance and one was abl~ to.' 
draw out-of-work pay from his trade union. How 
the remaining eleven supported themselves and their 
dependents we shall never know, but it is certain 
that our ignorance covers up a grim page of social 
history. 

Of the applications entertained by Distress Com
mittees, over half were from casual labourers and 
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another 20 per cent. were from building trade 
operatives, most of whom were labourers. Thus, 
instead of being the elite of the unemployed, the 
great bulk were labourers or low-skilled irregular 
workers whose distress was chronic rather than 
exceptional. Only a very small proportion of the 
applicants· were able to produce a record, of regular 
employment within recently preceding years. The 
stigma attaching to those foms of relief was too 
much for the average artisan. Moreover the Local 
Government Board surrounded the whole scheme 
with the atmosphere of deterrence, which showed 
that they still rejected the idea that unemployment 
was an industrial problem. Remuneration was to 
be less than that earned by an unskilled labourer 
for continuous work, and another Poor Law 
principle was implicit in the rules limiting the 
period and the frequency of temporary assistance. 
Yet, despite these regulations, the workers were 
to be so treated that, at the end, they should be 
in a position to obtain regular work. It was 
clearly a case of telling the Local Authorities to 
go and make bricks without straw. The Board 
took no account of the irregularity of employment 
which, in good times and still more in bad times, 
is the normal lot of 110 large a proportion of un
skilled labour. Men who had always been of 
this class or had fallen to it from better things, 
were glad of another opening for temporary, ill
paid employment which they could add to the 
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similar precarious openings in private industry. 
A little digging in the London parks, less than 
the full stint of work, was readily acceptable to 
all, and was noi'te lhe less attractive in that it was 
·limited to sixteen weeks at a $pell. Some were 
capable of little else than this sort oli'Job; others, 
including an t;he younger men, who might yet ,Iplve 
been rehabilitated, were further demoralised by the 
lower standards of their fellows. Some, perhaps, 

. would no€" have wdcomed an offer of help if it had 
taken the form of genuine technical or physical 
training. Yet this was the only line along which 
such a scheme of work could be developed with 
hope"of success. Why was it not taken? The 
question may seem extravagant, as applied to 
Governments twenty years ago. Even since 1920 

we have wasted time and money on much the same 
kind of local relief works. But the authorities in 
1906 had scarcely more excuse than recent Govem~ 
ments. They could have drawn the true moral of 
the Lancashire relief schemes of 1863, and they 
had themselves condemned the municipal works of 
Mr. Chamberlain, which had been a failure, or worse, 
for twenty years. 

Another guide to wisdom, of which they failed 
to take proper advantage, was the opportune gift of 
the Hollesley Bay estate by Mr. Joseph Fels, for the 
use of the London unemployed. Here, if anywhere, 
,the authorities could have given sdected men 
an intensive course of training such .as might 
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have re-equipped many a hopeful case, and might 
have anticipated by twenty years the Ministry of 
Labour experiments at Claydon and Brandon (see 
Chapter VII) in giving definite industrial training 
to the younger men. But they could see no more 
in rural Labour Colonies than another device for 
making relief unpleasant. Many me~ would with
draw their applications rather than leave homes and 
London streets for the unfamiliar terrors of a lonely 
Suffolk farm. Rustication was therefore inflicted 
and suffered as a punishment, and the colonies were 
not much more helpful than the prisons masquer
ading under the name of Labour Colonies, by means 
of which Germany used to " stiffen" her Poor Law 
administration for the able-bodied. Not the best, 
but the worst, or at any rate the less eligible, appli
cants for relief were sent to Labour Colonies' at 
Hollesley Bay and elsewhere, and, naturally, at the 
end of sixteen weeks they were returned unim
proved, save in bodily health. Their prospects of 
obtaining regular employment were, if anythiJig, 
worse than before, owing to their loss of contact 
with their own obscure comer of the labour market. 
The officials in charge of the colonies, and, indeed, 
many local authorities conducting ordinary relief 
works, were unceasing in their plea that better use 
should be made of these opportunities for refitting 
the more suitable men for some kind of employment. 
They wanted to keep the hopeful cases longer and 
train them properly. In fact a very small percentage 
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of men were transferred to rural employment or, 
by assisted emigration, to land work overseas. 
Obviously agriculture or intensive farming (as at 
Hollesley Bay) is ~ot the occupation in which it is 
easiest to establish the pooreI' kind of London 
workman. 

The J:I~Iksley Bay Labour Colony still ~xists, 
though for some years it has been handed over 
entirely t6 the Poor Law Unions of East London. 
Able-bodied paupers are still sent there to help or 
hinder the operations of the farm and, after their 
strictly limited stay, are still senti_back to begin 
again the hopeless round of a Ilttle work, a little 
unemployment benefit, and then a period of relapse 
on to the rates. The incorrigible or less efficient 
applicants for relief are still selected for this treat
ment, and rustication is still looked upon as a 
deterrent. liere,incidentally, is another proof of 
the statement that no matter what new methods or 
principles are applied for assisting unemployment, 
the old ones persist. 

The administration of the Unemployed Work
men's Act was not allowed to hide its light under 
8 bushel. Criticism of the most devastating com
pleteness was soon to show how it worked out in 
practice. One of the members of the Central 
Unemployed Body for London was Sir W. H. 
Beveridge, who, surveying the field as ,8 student of 
industry, set out in 8 book,l which has become 

I VfUfII#IloymMI, .f. Prob"'" 0' ItIl,.."". 
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a classic, the record of three years' experience of the 
Act. The following quotations from his summing 
up may be inserted here, not only for their bearing 
on the problem of the relief works of 1905, but also. 
as a criticism of any policy of relief which ignores 
industrial disorganisation and attempts to deal only 
with its results. . 

.. The operations of distress committees may be criti
cised from many points of view-on the ground' of expense : 
as involving interference with independent labour; as 
weakening the incentive to self-help or collective thrift. • • • 
There is weight in all these criticisms. The main criticism 
is • • • that these operations are altogether misdirected and 
inadequate." . 

.. The difficulties experienced throw doubts upon the 
practicability, under present conditions, of any form of 
public assistance outside the Poor Law. The agencies 
described have all been 80 many attempts to give effect 
to the principle of the ineligibility of assistance, while avoid
ing the harshness of the Poor Law. All these attempts 
• • • have substantially failed to make assistance less eligible 
than independence-simply because of the bad conditions 
of independence. A nation cannot treat its dependents 
less badly than it treats its citizens. Only when it has 
humanised industrial conditions can it safely humanise the 
Poor Law." 

A few weeks after the appearance of Sir W. H. 
Beveridge's book, the Poor Law Commission, 1909, 
made their report. In effect they endorsed, word for 
word, both its criticisIns and suggestions. 

7. RELIEF WORKS, 1920-7.-After this exposure 
of the meretricious attractions of relief work, it 
Inight reasonably be expected that Governments and 
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departments would have put aside that 'particular 
method of dealing with unemployment. Yet when 
the next trough in the curve of industrial activity 
j:8IIle round at the end. of the, year' 1920, they 
returned to the old ways Ot. something very like 
them. In the'fruitful years from 190!fto 1920 the 
whole race of social legislation' haa been changed. 
Not merelJ one new chapter, but several new 
chapters were opened. Before the war, Labour 
Exchanges, Health Insurance,and the limited scheme 
of Unemployment Insurance had entered into the 
economic structure of the nation, and simultaneously 
with $e post-war slump in 1920, the extended scheme 
of Unemployment Insurance came into operation. 
Preceding the latter there were the Out-of·Work 
Donation Scheme, financed wholly by the State,. 
and all the other apparatus of demobilisation and 
re-settlement. 

These profound changes are discussed in their 
place elsewhere. Meanwhile it is not necessary to 
interrupt .the narrative of relief works, except to 
note, first, that for the' reasons just stated the 
probl~ of 1920 looked very different from the 
problem of 1905, and, second, that, most of the 
differences were of a kind to discourage rather than. 
encourage the repetition of municipal relief works. 
Not only had the Act of 1905 been very generally 
reprobated, but the provision of unemployment 
benefit under a scheme of national insurance ought, 
in theory, to have lifted all the eligible workers 
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above the need of relief. Other countries, like 
Sweden and Germany, might still cling to relief 
works, but they had not seen fit to put their weight 
on the insurance principle and a national schemll. 
Great Britain was therefore on a. footing different 
from other lands. The real reason why the Govern
ment reverted to this particular method was that 
M~sters were persuaded that by stimulating public 
works they might stem the adverse tide of trade and 
recreate industrial activity. For ten years Mr. Sidney 
Webb and other economists had been preaching 
their own variations of this theme, and something, 

'at any rate, of their doctrine had penetrated all 
political parties. 

But if, as is contended below, the plan has 
wholly miscarried, the blame must not be saddled 
only upon the theory or the theorists. It may have 
been also a case of bad practical measures. In any 
event, disillusion, though it took a long time, fol
lowed inevitably; and somewhere about 1925 the 
motives which kept relief works in the Govern
ment programme seem to have been political. 
Primarily, they were a convenient device for sub
sidising the rates in necessitous areas. 

In 1920 the intention undoubtedly was to start 
out with a new and businesslike scheme, quite dis
similar to its predecessors, but in effect it turned 
out to be much the same as in 1886 and 1905. 
Local authorities were to be encouraged and aided 
in carrying out approved works in areas .where un-



RELIEF WORKS • 47 
employment was serious. The Unemployed Work
men's Act was not applied and no revival of Distress 
Committees was suggested, but a new Central 

, Committee, composed mainly of business men, was 
appointed to hand out the money. 

8. THE UNEMPLOYMENT
c GRANts COMMITTEE. 

, -The Unemployment Grants Committee began 
work under the chairmanship of Lord St. Davids in 
December 1920 and at once invited applications 
from local authorities. The first results were dis
cappointing, and from time to time the, scope of the 
Committee was widened and the measure !of assist
ance offered by the Exchequer was increased in 
order to tempt local bodies to undertake a larger 
volume of relief works. In 1926 the position 
reached was that on non-revenue-producing schemes 
the Government agreed to pay 45 to 50 per cent. 
of the capital and interest on the necessary loans. 
In effect the Exchequer' paid the interest and 
sinking fund charges for half the period of the loan, 
usually fifteen years. Revenue-producing schemes 
were not originally admitted, but, in their anxiety 
to make the grants look more· businesslike and 
productive, the Committee obtained authority· ,to 
extend their assistance to dock, electricity, and water 
undertakings. In the end any public utility com
pany could be subsidised, even though in private 
ownership, but relatively little was done under 
this extension. Revenue-producing schemes could 
receive assistance up to 25 per cent., i.e. the 
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Government paid the interest and sinking fund for a 
quarter of the period. It will be seen that the 
authorities who came in under the scheme have a 
heavy day of reckoning at the end of the fifteen years" 
or whenever the Government assistance ceases, for 
they have incurred a debt of over £100,000,000. 

Works could only be approved in areas where 
serious local unemployment was certified by the 
Ministry of Labour. The quantitative estimate of 
" serious" has fluctuated from S per cent. of local 
unemployment in the days of the Labour Govern
ment to IS per cent. in the days of their successors. 
For more than seven years there have been incessant 
wrangles in Parliament as to whether particular 
districts were or we(e not necessitous. Shipbuilding 
areas were obviously deserving of sympathy. These 
and many others received help in due course, though 
the works were never enough to make any con
spicuous difference to the colossal amount of unem
ployment in such towns. Moreover, it was not 
always the " necessitous" areas that were able to 
submit the most satisfactory proposals for works. 
Not only local councils, but Boards of Guardians, 
or even Universities, could get grants, and assistance 
was sometimes given to schemes in relief of particular 
industries which had been hard hit. 

Engagement of labour had to be through the 
Employment Exchanges, but where the work was 
placed on contract the contractor could choose 
10 per cent. of his own men (or more on request). 
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Obviously these were not men who needed relief 
work, but they helped to stiffen the pace of the 
others. British materials bad to be used, so that 

• the indirect effect of expenditure might benefit em
ployment generally, and preference was to be given 
to ex-service men. The lat1;er proviso tended to 
become increasingly unfair a:nd indeed unworkable, 
as the da~ of 1918 receded farther into the past. 
In mining areas the condition was wholly dropped. 
So far from any attempt being made to decasuallse· 
and raise the level of the employment, it was a 
positive rule that the work should be spread out 
over as many applicants as possible. This meant 
a few days a month or a few weeks a year for each 
man. But after some years the authorities found it 
impossible to continue to enforce the rule. Con
tractors and some of the employing authorities 'were 
more enlightened than the Central Committee of 
business men, being concerned, if not with the bad 
effect of casual jobs on the men, at leaSt with the 
uneconomical effects on the cost of the work. In 
the result, therefore, by 1926 a certain number of 
areas employed men more or less continuously and 
passed them on from one job to another. They also 
put their own interpretation on the rule that, iIi 
selecting men, full weight should be given to th~ 
applicant's degree of distress. In such areas, of 
which Hammersmith may be cited as an example, 
they engaged- for the most part only those men 
who were the right stamp of labourers and were 
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accustomed to the particular jobs in hand. Whether 
such local authorities appreciably relieved the labour 
market is another matter, because men of the navvy 
class seldom suffer from prolonged unemployment. , 
On the other hand there were areas, of which 
Stepney was one, where the old policy of spreading 
the work still prevailed. Here the local authority 
performed the work by direct labour, and one of the 
councillors was told off to select men on the basis 
of their need and give to all the needy a periodic 
spell of casual work. Thus, in this area, men came 
to the Employment Exchange year by year and 
reminded the officials, " Next month's my month on 
the relief." The Central Grants Committee evi
dently approved of this, for m their fourth report 
(1925) they pointed out with ingenuous pride" that 
the men look forward to their turn of work and 
resent keenly any seemingly partial distribution 
of it." 

Some authorities hit upon another variant of the 
plan which, besides spreading out the doles of work, 
also saved their funds. They made a practice of 
putting unemployed men on relief works and 
stamping their unemployment books for just a 
sufficient number of weeks to qualify the applicants 
for a further spell of standard or extended unem
ployment benefit. Thus the men were kept off the 
rates for a time, though, if they were among the 
chronic cases, they turned up again in due course. 
and the hopeless cycle of makeshifts began afresh. 
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Never at anyone time since 1920" have more 

than about 130,000 persons been afforded direct 
employment on all varieties of State-aided relief 

• work. The LabouI- Gazette for December 1925 set 
out the provisional calculation that on October 31, 
1925. 95.000 were directly employed as compared 
with 91,000 on October 25. 1924; These figures, 
however, included the Ministry of Transport work 
on arterial roads, the Ministry of Agriculture's 
land drainage schemes, and the schemes approved 
under the Trade Facilities Acts. On relief works 
assisted by the Unemployment Grants Committee, 
the number of men in October 1925 was only 
33,542, as compared~with 29,383 in October 1924. 
After that date the numbers dropped ~onsiderably, 
until in 1927 there were only two or three thousand . 
so employed. 

These figures show how insignificant was the 
measure of relief given by these methods during 
a period when the unemployed numbered" between 
one and two million. The moral is clear: to-day, 
as in previous emergencies, the amount of employ
ment which the State can create by these direct 
efforts is insufficient to have any material effect upon 
the labour market. It is also disproportionate to the 
expenditure in money involved; but to prove this 
some further examination of the financial features " 
of the schemes is necessary. 

Up to June 1927 the total capital cost of the 
aided works to local authorities and the State was 
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,bos,ooo,ooo and the total amount of employment 
afforded thereby was estimated by the Unemploy
ment Grants Committee to be four million man
months. But the latter figure is apparently. 
excessive, if it represents the peak figure for 
employment as obtaining for the whole duration 
of each scheme. In fact considerably less men 
can be engaged at the beginning and end of a job 
than at the most active stage. 

Taking, however, the figures claimed by the 
Committee, the cost works out at £.27 a. month or 
£.324 a year for each man employed. 

Comparing this with the cost of unemployment 
benefit, with and without allowances for dependents, 
the result is : 

Unemployment benefit, without al
lowances, at the rate of ISs. a 
week for twelve months. • £.46 16 0 a year 

Unemployment benefit, with allow
ances for a wife and three chil
dren at the rate of 291. a week 
for twelve months. • 1.7S 8 0 a year 

Even if the last figure were a reasonable mean 
instead of being, as it is, nearly the maximum, the 
cost of relief works seems to be over four times as 
great as the cost of benefit, though, of course, in the 
former case, the authorities have the value of the 
product and in the latter case there is no product. 
un a man or family maintained. 
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The Unemployment Grants Committee claimed 

that credit must also be given for as much as another 
four million man-months of employment afforded 
indirectly by the preparation of materials, though it 
is difficult to see how this can be true of such works 
as the laying out of parks, . recreation grounds, 
cemeteries, or'hen roads.1 In any case their claim 
is unsupported by any evidence. There is nothing to 
show whether the indirect employment was afforded 
in industries which were hard hit by unemployment 
or in industries already working at pressure. 

In the same seven years, 1.46,7'JO,ooo went in 
non-revenue-producing work, mainly roads and 
sewers, the expenditure on which cannot be said to 
have had any measurable effect in stimulating 
industry or remedying unemployment beyond the 
period of the job itself. Moreover, it was supposed 
to be a fundamental condition that the relief work 
must be a genuine acceleration or anticipation of 
necessary future contracts. This would involve an 
equivalent reduction of future expenditure, and 
might so far diminish the contribution which public 
bodies would make towards maintaining employ
ment in the years following.' It was a draft upon 

• It is flo be DOted that the """" important lOad contracts ....., all 
left flo the Ministry of TIBIISpOri:. BDd __ DOt attempted as cmIiDaIy 
zeIief _ In 1927 the Ministry of Transport also took over the 

~~.:u"!;~'1:"~~,,=~~~ 
• In the dark daY" of the Unomp\oyecl Workmen's Act, IgoS. when 

zeIief works __ the central feature, the Central Body far London 
held oat far _ yean apiDOt contributing flo the cost of .. meaely 

:;:.,~~ ;:.::!~ 'i!.':. the poDIId that it woDld interfere with 
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the future and, being unproductive, yielded no 
income out of which the debt could be paid. True, 
the authorities have the value of their works, but 
they cannot sell their roads or sewers or recreation. 
grounds. 

But was all the work genuinely in anticipation 
of an inevitable need? In practice lbcal authorities 
found great difficulty in thinking of jobs which they 
could anticipate, and it seems certain that any 
marginal proposal would get the benefit of a doubt. 
Parks, public conveniences, and bathing places and 
even roads may be luxuries, rather than necessities. 
And when the city fathers or county councillors 
are invited to look into the future for as much 
as five years or more, it is not possible to place 
implicit confidence in their cIairvoyance. Circum
stances might make them regret the particular work 
done or even repent of having put any anticipatory 
work in hand at all. There is, of course, a very real 
danger of this happening in areas of dwindling 
industrial activity, such as coal mining or iron and 
steel districts. In these it is only to be expected ' 
that the population will in future diminish and that 
correspondingly the need of public amenities, etc., 
will grow less. But it is also obvious that the 
members of a local authority are not the persons 
to make good judges of such dire possibilities. 
Civic pride inclines them to foresee expansion rather 
than decay. From this angle, therefore, relief works 
were p~cularIy inappropriate for some of the 
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hardest hit areas where" a permanent contraction of 
employment had set in. 

Another dilemma on which the Unemployment 
Grants Committee were impaled wasJhat they 

• were often bombarded with applications for grants 
to schemes consisting in nothing· "more than a 
local authority's current work. When this was dis
covered, it be<;ame hard to excuse the giving of 
any grant-in-aid from the Exchequer and, after a 
time, such applications were refused. 

So much for the non-revenue-producing works. 
That smaller portion of the work (costing 

['30,000,000) which was definitely productive was 
in a slightly bett~r case. The undertakings were 
more in the nature' of normal business; but the 
wisdom of anticipating them by five years or more 
is as much open to doubt as in the case of non
productive relief works. They consisted mainly in 
docks, electricity, water, and gas undertakings, and 
in their case the main question to be answered is 
whether they were sufficiently productive, directly 
or indirectly, to justify their prior claim, to capital 
investment, over the claims of ordinary industry. 
The ultimate and admittedly severe economic 
test which these favoured undertakings must stand 
is whether, so far as human judgment could 
determine, the time and place selected for the 

• improvements were the best. The fact that some 
of the undertakings would not normally have been 
put in hand at that moment does not inspire 
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confidence on the point of .. tUne," and as to the 
.. place," it would be a fortunate coincidence if the 
dock and water undertakings were always ripe for 
performance in just those areas which could pass, 
the test of being specially afilicted with temporary 
unemployment. 

Another consideration is that a large proportion 
of these schemes were aided and abetted by the 
Government in the years 1920, 1921, and 1922, and 
in those years wages were higher than in the years 
1923-4 and 1925. To that extent, therefore, the 
works were more costly in the earlier period than 
they would have been in the later. Anticipationof 
future needs in this case resulted in needlessly high 
capital charges. To the same effect is the old 
objection that any workmen selected from among 
the unemployed on the grounds of their distress, 
rather than for their fitness for the job, would be 
less efficient, waste more material, and work more 
slowly. Here again the capital costs of the works 
are increased beyond what is strictly necessary. 

9. THB ECONOMICS OF RELIEF WORKS.-In the 
end any scheme of State-aided relief works must 
stand or fall by its economic soundness, and, on this 
point, it will be useful to quote Mr. R. G. Hawtrey, 
whose views on the question appeared in the journal 
Economica (March 1925)' Mr. Hawtrey condemns 
State grants along with all other forms of public 
expenditure which are intended to stimulate the 
demand for labour. His argument may be con-
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densed into the two propositions· that State ex
penditure on relief works means either 

(1) the diversion of existing credit or capital 
from its better economic use in the ordinary 
channels of industry, or 

(2) the eJq?ansion of bank credits (new credit), 
in which case employment would be s~imu
lated in a more wholesome manner and 
with greater hope of permanence, if 
ordinary productive business were allowed 
to absorb the cheaper credits. 

II Credit expansion," says Mr. Hawtrey, II would 
melt any depression," but the present phase of relief 
works opened in 1920, just when the central bank 
was trying all it could to prevent credit expansion. 

The radical fact about the policy of the Govern-' 
ment, at any rate after 1924, was that they were 
really less concerned with the relief of unemployment 
than with the relief of the rates in certain necessitous 
areas. Post-war distress of one kind or another 
increased the burden on the Poor Rates beyond 
the reasonable capacity of some industrial districts. 
The poorest and most heavily rated areas had to 
bear the worst of the brunt. Hard-pressed Boards 
of Guardians were compelled to borrow up to the 

,limits permitted to them and still were unable to 
meet all their obligations. Some received extra 
loans from the Government after their claims had 
been examined and 'approved by a Committee 
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under Sir Harry Goilchen, but, early in 1926,' 
another Goschen Committee reported that they 
were unable to discover any sound method by 
which such subventions to local rates could be 
distributed and, indeed, that the whole principle of 
such assistance was open to question. All these. 
embarrassments go far to explain why the various 
Governments since 1920 have been willing -and 
anxious to find other excuses for bolstering up the 
finances of distressed areas. Relief works, which 
might keep a few families off the rates, were accepted 
as a loop-hole through which the Exchequer might 
give a .. dole" to the local authorities. 

It will be noticed that, from this angle, relief 
work came to be regarded as definitely for those 
men who had fallen on the Poor Law, and, in areas 
where distress rather than suitability for the job was 
the criterion of selection, this limitation was practi
cally realised. The local authorities could almost 
claim official blessing for the doctrine that only the 
lowest class of labour should be engaged. Even in 
1905-8 a better pretence was kept up, though, in 
practice, the result may have been much the same. 
But in 1920 the original idea was that the relief 
works, besides stimulating trade, would lighten the 
burden, not so much on the rates, as on the Un
employment Fund. Thousands of deserving men 
who would otherwise be in receipt of benefit, even 
standard or covenanted benefit, were to be freely 
unloaded on to the relief schemes. 
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After 1924 various Ministers openly exposed 

the w~ess of the financial policy involved in 
State grants for relief works, but the remarkable 
.fact is that, having denounced the grants, they went 
on paying them. . When the Labour Government 
.-came into office, Mr. Macdonald clearly expounded 
. theunwisdom of withdrawing these large sums from 
the ordinary thannels of trade and spending them 
on extemporised relief schemes. What was taken 
off the rateS in one direction would only be put on 
in another. But the Labour Government did not 
dissolve the organisation of the Unemployment 
. Grants Committee; it actually loosened the con
ditions and increased . the grants under which 
schemes of work might be started. Similarly the 
Conservative Ministers who succeeded denounced, . 
but did not discontinue, the subventions. The 
grants became a kind of conscience money paid out 
by the central Government, because it was quite 
properly sensitive to the reproach that it was lay
ing impossible burdens on ~e shoulders of Local 
Government bodies. Theywere thus a political com
promise, the last excuse for which will presumably 
vanish with the introduction of the scheme of rating 
reform outlined in Mr. Churchill's Budget of 19z8. 

The summing up suggested by the foregoing 
account of post-war relief works amounts, then, to 
this: that once again the policy of mixing relief and 
wage-eariUng failed. Once again the authorities 
were lured into a quagmire by the will-o-the-wisp 
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notion that " to create work," i.e. public or semi
public work, is the proper way to deal with unem
ployment. Everyone sympathises at heart with the 
cry of the unemployed man or woman: "We want 
work at wages, not charity, not doles I" But, 
essentially, it_ is not work they need above all things ; 
it is an honourable subsistence, and, being willing 
to work, they find it impossible t~ believe that 
wage-earning employment cannot somehow be found 
for them. Yet nowadays the exigencies of our 
economic system are such that full work at wages 
is something less than a right. Maintenance for 
all may be a right and a duty, but there are times 
and places where work for all cannot be provided 
without flying in the face of economics and sound 
statesmanship. 

Clearly it is difficult, if not impracticable, for the 
State to raise the level of employment or to stem 
abnormal unemployment by inventing or expediting 
public works for the needy unemployed. Nothing 
less than the stimulation of ordinary industry and 
business is of any real good. If, under a 11011-

socialist economy, this can be done at all, it would 
be by the expansion of credits through the agency 
of the central bank. Capital could thus be made 
to flow intI) the main channels of industry, em
ploying more men and women in their own trades, 
instead of being diverted from them and injected 
into specialised undertakings which are temporary 
and mainly of an unproductive character. Or if, 
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as is inevitable in these days, a dose of socialism is 
not to be ruled out, it is always open to the State 
to accelerate or guide the industrial evolution of the 
country by the judicious application, under State 
control, oi a portion of the nation's savings in 
fruitful schemes of internal development. 

But relief work, as usually conducted, has been . " 
proved over and over again to be unhelpful to the 
State and actually lowering in its effects on the 
unemployed. So far as the treatment of the latter 
is concerned, the problem is to keep them fit for 
some potential wage-earnmg employment, not to 
make them work for work's sake. Industry con
sists of specific kinds of work, each kind demlUlding 
Bome specific fitness whether mental (technical), 
physical, or moral in the workers. Any relief that 
is worthy of the name should take the form of pro
viding the potential worker with that " fitness .. if he 
has not got it, a:nd of maintaining it in him if he has. 

Postscrip# : The foregoing chapter was in 
print before the Government announced, on 
November 8, 1928, the intention to have further 
recourse to relief works in order to facilitate the 
transfer of surplus workers from the depressed areas 
to areas where local unemployment -was less in
tense. Local authorities, in areas not suffering 
from exceptional unemployment, were to be offered, 
through the Unemployment Grants Committee, 
generous financial terms for the execution of 
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approved works, provided that they employed 
thereon not less than So per ~ent. of men drawn 
from depressed areas and engaged them through 
the Employment Exchanges. Road works on non"' 
classified roads were again to become .:ligible for 
grants. Thus, after being discredited for three 
years, relief works were once more to be encouraged, 
though, this time, from a slightly diffe;ent angle. 
. Admittedly the miners' problem called for 
exceptional measures, and almost any scheme 
might be excused if it successfully provided these 
men and youths with a stepping-stone to regular 
employment in a more hopeful district. But, 
viewed from the standpoint of the foregoing 
chapter, there was nothing to suggest that the 
new scheme would be any improvement on its 
predecessors. Indeed, for the Government to 
offer large grants to areas that could already afford 
to finance their own necessary 10caI works, see-med 
even more anomalous than to assist necessitous 
areas, while the engagement of So per cent. of local 
unemployed men would presumably be even more 
uneconomic, because in such areas relatively few 
really eligible workers would be unemployed. 
The works would thus be carried out at unneces
sary cost and offered, on completion, no special 
prospect of a permanent reduction of unemploy
ment. Since, however, at the time of writing, no 
details of the new plan of action are known and 
none of the new relief works has been started, 
these criticisms are merely provisional. 



CHAPTER III 

THE CoMING OF· VNEMPLOYMENT INsURANl.. .. 

I. E,VENTS BETWEEN 1906 AND 1909.-In the last 
chapter the history of the methods of dea1in'g with 
unemployment in this country was interrupted, in 
order to review modem relief works in close con
junction with the earlier experiments of the ~e 
nature. We must now return once more to the 
pre-war period and consider the important ventures 
in scientific social legislation which opened a new 
era in the yeare 1<)06 to 1914. 

When the Liberal Government of 1906 took over 
the reins from the Conservatives, they had not at 
first any new constructive proposals to advance for 
dealing with unemployment. Hopes, which had 

'been unwarrantably raised by the warm social 
sympathy of the great election campaign, collapsed 
when the barrenness of the Gove1"IlIql:nt's subse
quent programme was disclosed. Naturally the 
reaction of feeling found an outlet in criticism. But 
it was not, in any great degree, from the trade unions 
that the criticism came. In those days labour was 
less organised and less vocal than now, and the Trades 
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Union Congress, being' dominated by the unions 
of skilled men, who were themselves only _partially 
protected by their voluntary insurance funds, had 
enough to do without taking up the cudgels on behalf 
of the mass of the workless who were unskilled and 
unorganised. But the discontent was there and 
found its own way of expression. Many unofficial 
movements were stirred up and m'hny unofficial 
leaders came forward to head them. Not the least 
interesting of these prophets was Alexander Stewart 
Gray. Between 1906 and 19II he made much copy 
for the newspapers and a certain amount of trouble for 
the police by gathering together small groups of the 
distressed and of those who had found relief neither 
in the Poor Law nor .in the new Distress Com
mittees. Stewart Gray's was almost a biblical figure, 
and his policy was biblical too. He believed it to 
be his mission to lead the unemployed out from the 
cities of England, as Moses led the Israelites from 
Egypt, to lives of freedom and usefulness on the 
land. From the Lord Mayor of Manchester and 
other authorities he demanded tracts of waste land, 
whereupon he might erect and people miniature 
viIIages and found self-supporting co-operative 
communities. Stewart Gray mocked (reasonably 
enough) at municipal relief works, and to him the 
offer of the workhouse to a man with dependents 
was a sin against the Christian institution of the 
family. He coined the phrase" Hunger Marchers .. 
for his followers and, with Mr. Robert Williams 
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as his lieutenant, he led II series of" Grand National 
Hunger ,Marches" to seek audience with the King 
at BuctiliJ.gham Palace. 

Stewart Gray was an idealist._ From being a 
~ of property, elderly and obscure, he emerged in 
those days to be the prophet of the submerged and 
the outcast. With his long hair, fine features, white 
smock, and the silver cross .hanging on his breast, 
Stewart Gray marched beside his tattered army and 
shared their npseries. At least he served to keep 
the question of the unemployed alive in the public 
mind, but his lack of any real contact with the 
labour movement deprives his Christian crusades of 
any other historical importance. 

Victor Grayson was another leader of the unem
ployed. Abandoning his profession as an -engineer 
in Lancashire, he raised a following among the 
unemployed in the cotton towns and made himself 
an apostle of violence. There was no Christian 
idealism about Grayson, but the people of CoIne 
Valley returned him to Parfuunent, while Stewart 
Gray was more than once put in prison. 

In those days the Labour Party was only getting 
-into its stride. It had no particularly new policy 
for dealing with unemployment on constructive 
lines, -but it was energetic in demanding" Work, 
not Doles." The party's main obje~tive was to 
expand the use of the Unemployed Workmen Act, 
1905. That Act was optional. No local authority 
was compelled to put it into operation or to start 

" 
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relief works if it did nof wish. The Labour party 
accordingly launched a campaign with the object 
of making the Act obligatory and, failing'that, of 
compelling the local auth6rities to use their powers 
in every area. Poster appeals were issued urging 
the workers to set up " Right to Work" councils, 
which might conduct the local propagandll. A 
National Council wasiormed with the same title 
and object, the moving spirits being Mr. G. N. 
Barnes and Mr. Ramsay Macdonald, who were then 
regarded as extremists. 

The" Right to Work " councils did not succeed 
in their aims, though in one respect at least they 
educated public opinion. Insistently they pointed 
to the admitted ignorance of the Government and 
the public as to the actual numbers of the unem
ployed, and they accordingly demanded a local 
census in every district. during each successive 
winter. The city of Manchester and one or two 
other large municipalities did try their hand at such 
a census, but the means of measurement were so 
rough that probably their effort was wasted. Most 
towns simply kept" open registers" where any 
unemployed or partially employed man or woman 
could enrol if he liked. In London the Central 
(Unemployt:d) Body started a more ambitious· 
scheme at the end of 1906. In twenty-nine boroughs 
they opened fully equipped offices under the title 
of Labour Exchanges and linked them up with a 
central Exchange. 
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The circumstances in which these Labour Ex

changes were launched were hardly propitious for 
their future as an indispensable' part of the indUs
trial machinery of the country. To begin with, they 

·were controlled by the Central (Unemployed) Body 
for London, and formed a part of the machinery 
for carrying out the purposes of the Unemployed 
Workmen Act of 1905 .• This meant that they 
were associated in the public mind directly or 
indirectly with the Distress Committees, a fact 
which in itself discouraged ordinary employers 
from notifying any but their most casual wants to 
the Exchange. For' p~rmanent jobs of superior, 
or even average, quality, men were sought for 
elsewhere and by the old individual methods of 
press advertisements, etc. Similarly the skilled 
operative of good standing would need to be hard 
pressed indeed before he would associate himself 
with the hangers-on of industry in his search for 
work. Still the new exchanges were useful as a first 
experiment with a limited system, and they were 
welcomed by those who advocated the institution of 
a nation-wide official labour market as a foundation 

. on which many useful reforms in the best interests 
of industry could be based. Some agency for 
bringing together employers needing workers and 
workers needing jobs had become aD. elementary 
necessity. The method had been tried locally and 
on a small scale in France, Germany, and Switzer
land with encouraging results, but the inbred 
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conservatism of British employers and workmen 
made its introduction very difficult in this country. 

2. THE LABOUR EXCHANGES Acr, 1909.-No new 
move of any importance to our subject was made 
until 1909, but in that year a Bill was introduced' 
for the setting up, not of municipal exchanges on the 
foreign model, but of a national system of Labour 
Exchanges under the direct control of the Board of 
Trade. Public sceptici~m was pronounced, and the 
political leaders of labour were only faint-hearted in 
support. Nor, in this matter, was any encourage
ment offered by the trade unions, who saw, or thought 
they saw, the red light of danger in an institution 
which !night usurp some of their functions. Indeed, 
without the impulsive energy of Mr. Churchill, who 
was the Liberal Minister in charge of the Labour 
Exchanges Bill, it !night never have reached the 
Statute Book. "One hundred new Labour Ex
changes," he was reported to have said, .. would be 
less costly and more valuable to the nation than one 
new battleship," and this statement was prophetic. 
At no time was it more justified than in the war 
years, 1914-18, whon the need of capital ships was 
less urgent than the possession of national machinery 
for mobilising all the nation's resources of labour
power. 

But the Government's Bill was not without sup
porters. The Majority and Minority Reports of the 
Poor Law ComInission in 1909 were unanimously 
in favour of the scheme, as, indeed, were all who 
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had read the arguments in Sir W. H. Beveridge's 
book. It is worth recalling, however, that while 
the Majority Report recommended the purely vol-

. untary use of the new exchanges ~y employers and 
workpeople, the Minority wanted to make notifica
tion of vacancies compulsory upon employers and 
workpeople so far as discontinuous or casual employ
ments were concerned.. Such a drastic attempt to 
regulate the freedom and alter the ingrained habits 
of a large section of industry would have been far 
too much for the infant system to attempt. Indeed 
it has proved impracticable right up to the present 
time, except for certain local dock schemes, where 
compulsory registration and partial decasualisation 
have been effected by voluntary agreements be
tween the associations of employers and workers. 

The national system of Labour Exchanges came 
into operation in January 1910, and Sir W. H. 
Beveridge was placed in control as their first director. 
Three main objectives were kept in view: 

(I) To effect the mechanical reduction of avoid
able unemployment J3y enabling the better 
adjustment of labour supply and demand, 
by speeding up the passage from job to job, 
and by increasing the power of intelligent 
movement of labour j 

(2) To lay the substructure of a scheme of unem
ployment insurance, i.e. to set up local 
offices which could apply a test of genuine 
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unemployment by reference to the un
satisfied demand for particular kinds of 
labour known to exist at the time; 

(3) To add to the available statistics of unem-, 
ployment. 

None of these objectives, particularly not the 
last, could be satisfactorily attained without either 
general support from the industrial world or some 
measure of compulsion or inducement upon em
ployers and workers. For two years, therefore, the 
Exchanges maintained only a precarious existence 
without these conditions of success. It was not until 
the first Unemployment Insurance Act came into 
force in 19IZ that the new institutions could be 
regarded as a permanent part of our State equip
ment. Meanwhile the Board of Trade had to run 
the gauntlet of much industrial and political criticism. 
Undoubtedly they were handicapped at the start by 
the association in the public mind with the old 
municipal Labour Exchanges. The taint clung about 
the system for years. It was an article offaith among 
a large proportion of employers that these offices 
were not, and never would be, a market-place for 
skilled employment. None the less the Exchanges 
set about the task of converting the sceptics and 
disarming the suspicious. By quiet persistence and 
honest endeavour to meet the needs of employers 
and trade unionists, they gradually got a footing as 
one of the local labour markets in most industrial 
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Centres. But as a means of measuring the degree of 
unemployment, i.e. statistically, the Exchanges by 
themselves were of little avail. It was just in those 
areas and trades where the labour supply was in 
marked excess that employers could safely ignore 
the official machinery and engage workpeople at 
their gates. As a natural tonsequence,. men and 
women seeking work in those areas would not make 
a general practice of register.fng at the Exchanges. 

In the side lines of its business the Labour 
Exchange system could justly claim credit. From 
the first, special methods were devised for dealing 
with the boys and girls passing from school to wage
earning, or from one job to another, up to the age of 
seventeen. In recognition of the personal factors 
which obviously ought to be taken into account in 
dealing with children, Juvenile Advisory Committees 
were appointed with functions of advice and guidance. 
Attention was also paid to the intractable problems 
of adult casual labour in ports such as Liverpool.1 

When all is said, however, the Exchanges by them
selves were of little avail as a means of alleviating 
unemployment even among t1~ rather nondescript 
classes of labour which called at their counters. 
What was gained during these two years was 
chiefly knowledge and experience. Nor were such 
gains to be despised. They were indispensable 
assets in launching the first experiment in State 
Unemployment Insurance in 1912. Without some 

I See page 207 f below. 
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such local machinery ~ working order and staffed 
by men and women who knew, and were known in, 
their districts, the enforcement of entirely new and 
strange duties on two and a quarter million work- , 
people in the seven selected trades would have been 
a muddled and ineffective business. Health Insur
ance was far more familiar and had been voluntarily 
practised by millions for many years. There the 
State found Friendly Societies and the like already 
performing functions which could be adapted and 
extended so as to c~ the chief administrative 
burden of the National Health Insurance Scheme.1 

So far as insurance against unemployment was 
concerned, there were, of course, the trade unions, 
but in 1912 only one-eighth of the workers in the 
seven selected trades were covered by voluntary in
surance in their unions, and it would not have been 
practical politics to insist upon membership of these 
unions as the normal method of entry into the State 
scheme. Among other reasons was the fact that, to 
a large extent, the unions were, unlike the Friendly 
Societies, fighting and political organisations. 

Labour Exchanges, or Employment Exchanges, 
as they are now called, were therefore indispensable, 
if only as the first stage in a big strategic plan, which 
was carried farther in the tentative Unemployment 
Insurance Scheme of 19I2 and finally realised in 

1 Whether this was altogether an advantage need not be inquired 
into here. There are those who regret that the State did not aae 
purely official machinery in health .. in unemployment insurance, 
instead of relying OD and 8Ilbsidiaing the Friendly Societies and lad .... 
trial llUIuranco Companies. 
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the extended scheme of 1920. In the twenty years 
since their false start"underthe Central (Unemployed) 
Body for London the Exchanges have come into 
.their own and justified, their existence as part of the 
normal J;Illlchinery of national government. If they 
have come to be used rather more as insurance 
offices than as placing agem;ies, that does not mean 
that the two functions are inconsistent with one 
another. They are, indeed, complementary, as will 
be seen from many references in later chapters. 
When the Exchanges had been in existence for 
two years without any unemployment insurance 
scheme, they recorded less than 1,000,000 regis
trations a year, whereas in 1927 they recorded 
in one year over II,OOO,OOO registrations and over 
1,250,000 places filled. In some intervening years 
there had been still higher figures. 

3. THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF 'mE POOR LAW 
COMMISSION, 1909.-As a matter of history, and in 
order to indicate the trend of informed opinion 
about the, time when Labour Exchanges and un
employment insurances were started as a hopeful 
official experiment (190lrIl): it is necessary to 
indicate at this point the proposals put" forward by 
the famous Poor Law Commission in 1909 for the 
improved treatment of the able-bodied unemployed. 

As has been stated in an earlier chapter, the 
Minority Report rejected the idea of a State 
scheme of unemployment insurance in favour 
of the .. Ghent Scheme "-of a 50 per cent. 
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grant to trade unions paying out-of-work benefit. 
The majority of the commissioners were not so 
definite, but they seemed to be mainly in agreement 
with their colleagues. These reports, therefore, 
though they represented the opinion of the best 
unofficial experts of the day, were unhelpful towards 
a scheme of compulsory insurance. In view of the 
State scheme soon to be launched, it is rather 
remarkable that the commissioners did not envisage 
the provision of maintenance allowances, whether 
in the form of insurance benefit or otherwise, as 
a means of tiding over the unemployed who might 
not be or could not be covered by voluntary trade 
union schemes. Instead, they proposed institutional 
relief for the wage-earner apart from his family in 
industrial and agricultural workhouses (Majority), . 
in training establishments, day and residential 
(Minority), in labour colonies and detention colonies 
(Majority and Minority alike); and the repeal 
of the Unemployed Workmen Act, 1905. Relief 
works as such the commissioners refused to coun
tenance, but they were optimistic enough to hope 
for the stabilisation of employment by the regulation 
(i.e. postponement and anticipation) of Government 
contracts. In nearly twenty years since that time 
the only one of their unemployment proposals to be 
developed is that relating to training establishments. 

4. THE UNEMPLOYMENT INsURANCE ACTS, 1911 
AND 19I6.-The Unemployment Insurance Scheme 
of 191 I was an almost unsolicited and spontaneoqs 
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venture on the part of the Board of Trade. 
Mr. Lloyd George used all his fighting powers to 
carry the unpopular National Insurance Bill and, 
!is Part II of that ~ill, the tentative Unempioyment 
Insurance Scheme ctept on to the S.tatute Book 
under the shelter of its more conspicuous twin. 

The twofold Act was ptobably the most am
bitious administrative experiment, and one of the 
most daring social experiments, ever attempted in 
this country. In the teeth of bitter opposition, 
it laid the foundation of compulsory contributory 
social insurance, which is becoming a character
istic institution of the present century, not only 
in Great Britain, but abroad also. At long last 
the principle was officially accepted of granting 

I the unemployed worker an honourable mainten
ance, without deterrent penalties or a task of 
work of any kind, and a break was made with the 
traditions which had endured since 1834. True, 
it was a strictly limited insurance, since the periods 
of benefit were to be proportional to the number 
of contributions paid, but that was a principle with 
which workers had long been familiar in their own 
trade union insurances. 

A new kind of State Unemployment Fund was 
now established on the basis of the threefold contri
butions of employers (zld.), workpeople (zid.), and 
the State (lid.). Out of this fund a small weekly 
maintenance at the rate of 7s. for a man and 61. for 
a woman could be drawn for fifteen weeks, subject 
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to the proof of genuine unemployment and the 
satisfaction of certain other elementary tests to 
prevent abuse. The standard procedure, so far as 
the claimant was concerned, was that he mus~ 
make his claim, lodge his unemployment book at 
the Exchange or local office, and then sign the 
register daily during working hours. 

Only seven trades were covered, numbering 
among them 2,250,000 workpeople. These insured 
trades were 

Building, 
Construction of works, 
Shipbuilding, 
Engineering, 
Construction of vehicles, 
Ironfounding, 
Sawmilling (some kinds only). 

All these seven industries were regarded as 
specially prone to fluctuations of a seasonal or 
cyclical character. Most of them also had some 
acquaintance. with contributory unemployment in
surance, as least in so far as the organised craftsmen 
were concerned. The experiment was, none the less, 
hazardous. It was feared that the low-skilled and 
the labourers, in particular, might rebel against the 
compulsory deductions from wages and against the 
necessity of obtaining an unemployment book from 
the local Exchange. A non-contributory system on 
the lines of the Old Age ~ensions Act of IIJ08 would 
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have been far simpler, but it would not have accorded 
with."popular sentimen~ against giving or getting 
something for nothing, '~d it wouid have caused 
manifest difficulties in defining the classes and 
'personsentitled to benefit. To-day the method 
of compulsory contributions is not seriously 
challenged j it has become second nature to the. 
wage-earners, whether skilled or unskilled, in all 
Great Britain and Ireland. 

In both the original insurance schemes there was -
a good deal more than the plain principle of -con
tributory national insurance. This central prin
ciple 'WllS ~t off by manifold frillings and clever 
devices, due partly to political exigencies and partly 
to the abundant ingenuity of the experts who drafted 
the Acts. Seldom has the scientific social reformer 
had a larger hand in legislative schemes. But 
time, which has justified the central structure of 
the original unemployment insurance scheme, has 
pruned away the trimmings, attractive though they 
seemed at the outset. The most important of all 
these secondary provisions was that which offered 
subsidies to unemployment funds set up by volun
tary associations, i.e. by trade unions, in any industry. 
This provision was clearly a sop to those who, like 
the Poor Law Commissioners and the trade unions 
themselves, advocated the continental system of 
grants in aid of voluntary insurance, but it was 
never a success, and it was jettisoned in 1918. 
Similarly there were clauses in the Unemployment 
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Insurance Act holding out the prospect of rebates 
to those employers who gave regular employment 
and to those workpeople who received it. Even 
the casual worker was not ignored: to meet his 
case, the principle of a flat rate of contributionS 
was waived in favour of a lower rate for employ
ment not exceeding two days in a week. 

All these devices have gone by the board now, 
in favour 'of the simpler and more downright plan 
of flat rate insurance and no rebates. Speaking 
generally, the preventive elements in the scheme 
were ineffective or unworkable. Industry com
plied with the new tax and obeyed the law, but it 
could not be made to change its methods or to 
stabilise irregular employment merely on the minor 
inducements offered by the Act. Irregularity was 
too deeply ingrained in the economic system. 

The new Act came into operation on July 12, 
1912, but no benefits were paid until January IS, 
1913, thus allowing six months for contributions 
to accumulate. This delay was naturally a prolific 
cause of grumbling, and it was never again enforced in 
subsequent extensions of unemployment insurance. 
When benefits became payable, they were, unlike 
the post-war benefits, on a conservative basis--more 
conservative and more restricted than the corre
sponding health insurance benefits. The maximum 
period was shorter (IS weeks, as against 26 weeks, 
in the year), and there was always an overriding 
statutory condition that only one week's benefit 
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could be allowed in respect of every five contri
butions. These limitations;. coupled with the low 
rates of benefit, were defended as leaving an ample 
.incentive to voluntary insurance in tmde unions on 
the part of insured persons. The argument was, 
perhaps, disingenuous; the real reason being the 
difficulty of imposing high enough contributions to 
justify higher benefits. But at least it showed the 
anxiety to prove that the State scheme would not 
scotch the old voluntary methods of the trade 
unions. In fact, during these first two years, there 
was a considerable increase in the membership of 
the unions in the insured trades, but such increase 
may have been due to many causes, particularly to 
the p~evailing prosperity. 

None the less, speaking generally, the Act was 
. not popular. The very fact that times were pros

perous and the state of employment was good was 
only a mixed blessing for the insurance scheme. 
Trade, which had been depressed, improved about 
the time when the Act came into force, and 1913 
was a " boom" year. Only once before had the 
trade union unemployed percentage been lower than 
it was in 1913, and by the end of 1914 it was lower 
still, at the abnormal figure of 3 ·24. The only 
considerable claims made on the fund were those 
made by workers in the building trade, due in some 
measure to seasonal factors, but in a greater degree 
to the chronic su~lus of men calling themselves 
builders' labourers. Such conditions, since they 
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did not turn men's minds to the insecurities of 
their industrial lives, tended to obscure the merits of 
State insurance against unemployment. Possibly, 
if the scheme had then, as now, covered large: 
groups of miscellaneous unskilled labour, the em
ployment position would not have seemed quite so 
favourable. Indeed the scheme may have been 
more protected by its scope, i.e. its limitation to 
seven .. craft" industries, than the authorities were 
at that time aware. It was true that these seven 
industries were known to be liable to severe" cycli
cal" depressions, but recent experience of the 
extended scheme of 1920 indicates that in all the 
large industrial centres which are not dominated 
by a single .. craft.. trade there is, year in and 
year out, a higher percentage of unemployment 
among the lower grades of labour than among the 
artisan grades (see Chapter VI). 

However that may be, the first sign of a serious 
strain upon the scheme came only with the out
break of war, and even that passed off in a few 
weeks. It is indeed curious to remember that in 
the early days of the War one of the chief anxieties 
of the Government .was as to how they should 
pacify and maintain masses of civilian workers 
thrown into idleness for the period of hostilities. 
In fact, after the first two months, involuntary idle
ness among wage-earners was practically banished 
from the land for the duration of the War. 

S. OUT-oF-WORK DONATION, 1918.-The fore-
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going outline of the first,Unemployment Insurance 
Act and its working during the' first two years brings us 
to the war catastrophe of 1914, but there is not much 
to be gained by dwelling on the course of employment 
and unemployment during the four war years. 

Unemployment as an immediate problem did 
not exist after the first ten weeks' or" war, but the 
certainty of it as soon as peace came was an ever
present menace; Steps had to be taken to prepare 
for the future. In the year 1916, the insurance 
scheme was extended to cover all workers engaged 
on "munitions," and the term "munitions" in 
those days was accepted as meaning almost all war 
supplies. Obviously these were the workpeople 
most likely to be out of work immediately after the 
War. This extending Act nearly doubled the 
number of insured workpeople, bringing the total 
to about four million in the year 1919. Over one 
quarter of this total were women who had been 
drawn from their homes or from domestic service 
into industrial occupations by the demands of the 
War. Naturally, after the Armistice, the greater part 
of these women dropped out of insured work, but 
neither they nor the men who lost their war-time 
jobs made any serious demands upon the unemploy
ment fund. They were all provided for by means 
of the more generous and free allowances granted 
by the Government and known as Out-of-Work 
Donation. It is, indeed, not clear that anything was 
gained, except financially, by extending the original 

G 
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insurance scheme in 1916 to cover munition workers, 
in view of the fact that they were able to rely, in 
their time of need, upon a ,new and separate non
contributory fund. The financial gain was, of 
course, to the Unemployment Fund which waS 
augmented by their contributions. 

The Out-of-Work Donation Scheme was 
originally confined to ex-service men who were 
unable to find work for the first year after their 
demobilisation. Civilian workers were not to be 
included. Owing, however, to the limited scope 
of the Unemployment Insurance Scheme, the 
Government decided at the last moment of the 
Armistice to extend it to the whole working class 
population over fifteen years of age. It was perceived 
that the process of converting the industrial economy 
of the country on to a peace basis would cause 
dislocation, from which practically no class would 
escape. Provision in the form of out-of-work 
donation must therefore be made for all. The 
test of eligibility was, in fact, the possession of 
a health insurance card,l thus covering even the 
agricultural workers and private domestic servants. 
But the conditions for civilians differed from those 
applied to ex-service men and women. There were 
thus two schemes launched on November 25, 1918 : 

(1) The H.M. Forces Scheme, which remained 
in force until March 1921. It applied 

I Euept for javeniles betwoea'5 aDd .6 yea,n at.,... 
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to each individual for 12 months after his 
demobilisation, and during this period he 
could claim dTlltion for 39 weeks. To this 
four special extensions were subsequently . 
added, amounting iJ!. the end to an extra So 
weeks. 

(~) The Civilian Scheme, which was more modest. 
Even after it had been extended, it only 
allowed 26 weeks' donation in the year, and 
it closed down promptly on November 24. 
1919. The weekly rate of donation for both 
classes was 29.1'. for a man, 2SS. for a woman, 
6.1'. for the first child, and 3.1'. for each, ~ddi
tional child. These figures are the high-water 
mark of any form of out-of-work pay known 
in this country, but after the first year for 
ex-service men, and after the first six months 
for civilians, the basic rates were lowered 
to 20S. for a man and ISS. for a woman. 

"Out-of-Work Donation policies"l were issued 
to applicants at Exchanges and donation was paid 
subject t~ much the same conditions as unemploy
ment benefit. The launching of this scheme by 
the Ministry of Labour had to be performed at· 
short notice and under almost impossible conditions 
at the end of November 1918, a fact which, coupled 
with the wide sweep of the scheme, led to the 

• The auggestion of "" Insurance policy conveyed by tmo term was 
strangely inappropriate .. applied to & free grant of money from 
the State. 
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inclusion of many thousands of men and women with 
no real title to donation, but in those days, when 
the generosities of the War .were reinforced by the 
optimism of a newly won peace, a few more or less 
mattered little. The Irate of unemployment waS 
only about five per cent. in the years 1919 and 
1920, but in eighteen months over [,60,000,000 were 
distributed to the men and women demobilised 
from the forces or from the war factories. It was 
not a good example of the way to provide a money 
maintenance for the unemployed, but perhaps in 
the abnormal circumstances nothing very scientific 
was ~o be expected. The main aim 9f the Govern
ment was to forestall any general discontent during 
the time of transition, and undoubtedly this aim 
was achieved. Undoubtedly, also, there was a good 
deal of malingering and waste of money on persons 
who had ,no moral claim to these generous payments. 

One new departure which was associated with 
the Donation Scheme may be mentioned here, 
because it was of constructive value and was sub
sequently followed up. During the war years the 
Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Recon
struction had prepared in outline a scheme for 
dealing with the young persons under eighteen who 
might be workless after the Armistice. The prin
cipal feature was to gather the boys and girls into 
some kind of local school or centre, pending their 
return to wage-earning, since no class of human 
beings deteriorate more rapidly than boys and girls 
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·when they are forced to live a life of idleness in the 
streets of modern towns. The Ministry of Labour 
and the Board of Edllcation acCordingly provided 

.a number of Juvenile -Unemployment Centres, 
attendance at which was made a condition for the .. 
receipt of donation by young persons between fifteen 
and eighteen. The nature of the centres, some two 
hundred of which were established, varied from 
one place to another, but generally there was an 
effort to fulfil an educational purpose and advance 
the capacities of the pupils in book-work and in 
mechanical or hand-work. Premises and equipment 
were largely improvised, and most of the conditions 
of the time were hostile to success. None the less 
success was achieved. Large numbers of young 
people were saved from an irreparable loss of phy
sical and moral quality by this temporary return to 
.. school" during their spells of inevitable unem
ployment. In all about 200,000 boys and girls were 
enrolled in the first year, but many districts were 
not provided for, because the number of juveniles 
registered at the local Exchange as unemployed did 
not reach the required minimum for a centre. 

This venture represents the first attempt in 
Great Britain to make the receipt of insurance 
benefit conditional on attendance at some kind of 
instruction or training. A clause to this effect in 
the Unemployment Insurance Act, I9II, had armed 
the authorities with the necessary powers, but it had 
never been put into operation, either for adults or 
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juveniles. These particular centres were allowed 
to lapse in 1919 and 1920, and it was not until 
1923 that the Gove~ent made any serious effort 
to revive them. The wider implications of these 
centres and their subsequent history are discussed 
in Chapter VII. 

One unfavourable result which followed from the 
Out-of-Work Donation Scheme was that it prevented 
or postponed the extension of the contributory insur
ance scheme to the generality of wage-earners. If 
the insurance scheme had been re-formed, as it 
might well have been, on the wider and practically 
universal basis in November 1918, instead of in 
November 1920, a comfortable reserve of contri
butions would have been collected before the trade 
collapse and the outbreak of serious unemployment 
in the winter of 1920-1. This reserve, put by in the 
relatively prosperous years of 1919 and 1920, would 
have been a blessing both to the individual contri
butors and to the Unemployment Fund as a whole 
in the lean years that were to follow 1920. But the 
depression was not foreseen, and the War Cabinet, 
having failed to provide for a general contributory 
scheme, was compelled at the Armistice to improvise 
the Donation Scheme on a non-contributory basis. 

Nothing; however, was done to interfere with 
the continuance of the. original Unemployment 
Insurance Scheme for the seven trades (as extended 
by the Act of 1916). Contributions were still col
lected in these trades, but scarcely any benefit was 
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paid out. For obviously no one who could draw 
291. a week as donation was likely to draw Unemploy
ment benefit of ISS. a l'eek. Thus during the years 
of the War and the;: year of donation there was 

• a large accumulation of money in the Unemploy
ment Fund, which by the end of 1920 amounted' 
to [,22,000,000. This saving was ultimately trans
ferred to the credit of the extended scheme in 1921, 

and the particular group of insured persons to 
whom it strictly belonged were compelled to share 
it with the rest of the 11,000,000 workers brought 
into the new insurance scheme by the Act of 1920. 

6. THBPOST-WAR~.-Beforegoing 
on to describe the great extension of the Insurance 
Scheme in 1920, some indication must be given of 
the abnormal conditions with which that scheme 
had to deal as a direct result of the war and of the 
post-war resettlement. 

During the years 1914-18 practically the whole 
population stood to war stations. Not only the 
5,000,000 men who joined the fighting services, but 
also 4,000;000 civilian workers were moved from 
their ordinary vocations in response to war con
ditions. Migrations of tribal proportions were the 
order of the day. War munition volunteers and 
millions of other workpeople were transferred to 
war work through the medium of the Labour 
Exchanges. Without the latter the task could 
scarcely have been performed, and the State at war 
appreciated the value of a nationalsystem of Labour 



88 THE UNEMPLOYED 
Exchanges which the State at peace had been inclined 
to despise as the ugly duckling among its depart
ments. Great Britain was in fact unique among 
the nations in possessing such an instrument for 
industrial mobilisation. Not merely did the Ex
changes bring the workers in millions to the jobs 
and the plant which needed them, but they also 
played a vital part in bringing the necessary factories 
and machinery to the workpeople in their own 
districts. They were able to show that, contrary 
to the wishes of the armament firms, it would be 
a wise economy to spread the work rather than to 
depopulate half a city and remove the workpeople 
to overcrowded munition areas. Thus, national 
shell factories were built at such towns as Notting- . 
ham, which enabled thousands of lace workers and 
men and women from other local trades to turn 
their hands to work on munitions of war without 
leaving their home district. To women the War 
was a great emancipator. It opened a thousand 
closed doors in industry and brought in a million 
extra women, besides transferring something like 
another million from domestic and non-industrial 
occupations. 

After the Armistice in 1918 the task of suddenly 
demobilising and resettling these millions of soldiers 
and ci~ was even more formidable than had 
been the task of mobilising them for war. Some
thing like a complete economic reconstruction was 
required throughout the country. War factories 
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had to be dismantled or reorganised for peace-time 
production. Government controls were relaxed in 
a hurry-perhaps in $00 much of a hurry-and 
private businesses were hastily reorganised by 
employers who rejoiced in their newly recovered. 
freedom. In many cases new men and new methods· 
took the places of the old. 

As regards the workers themselves, the general 
post was accomplished more easily than might have 
been expected, but, once back in their homes, the 
task of finding new employment was not so easy. 
Men found that their pre-war employers had gone 
out of business. Apprentices had to find new 
employers to complete their training or were com

. pelled to abandon altogether the hope of entering 
a skilled trade. The disabled soldiers required 
training for new vocations which were not incon
sistent with their disability. Women who had in 
the war years become settled in men's occupations 
found themselves with nothing in view but some 
kind of domestic or shop employment. It is already 
difficult to picture the immense reshuflling which 
occurred throughout the population in the years 
following 1918. That many were stranded by the 
way was inevitable. For them the War meant 
ruined hopes, an ebbing away of their industrial 
quality, and, in greater or less degree, demoralisation. 
It is indeed strange that there could have been a 
short prosperous spell during the twenty-two months 
prior to September 1920, though it must not be 
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forgotten that, during these critical months, Out-of
Work Donation was being paid to about a million 
elt-service men and.civilians, and that Government 
money was being poured out in other forms o~ 
assistance., 

Then came the blow which shattered the whole 
house of cards. "Financial demobilisation" was 
decided upon, and with it came the great economy 
campaign. Both began to be effective in the late 
months of 1920. All other forms of demobilisation 
had apparently work~d according to plan, but not 
the demobilisation or deflation of money. 

No attempt will be made in this book to discuss 
the effects upon industry of such a financial process. 
Unemployment ensued and rapidly became intense, 
reaching, during the coal dispute in June 1921, a 
maximum of 2,500,000 totally unemployed, with 
another 1,000,000 working short time and claiming 
benefit. The basic industries of engineering, ship
building, and coal were, from the first, responsible 
for the largest contingents. In June 1921 unem
ployment had risen to 23 per cent., and the price 
level had fallen 130 points (i.e. the index of whole
sale prices). 

But we must not now over-blame monetary 
policy. Other countries besides ourselves deflated 
their currencies and returned to a gold standard, and 
not all of them were plunged in a morass of unem
ployment. Moreover, some of those countries 
which, like Germany, at first refrained from re-
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stricting credit, have not succeeded ,in preventing 
unemployment, but only in deferring it. Financial 
dislocation must, however, tak.~·its place with the 
other retributions of the Wat. 
• The resettlement in civil life of millions of 
ex-service men, whether disabled or fit, was one ot 
the most bafHing problems which the Government 
had to face. There was no forgetting that the man 
who was drawn to the ranks from office or factory 
was solemnly guaranteed a safe job when he returned. 
It is indeed hard to credit that such wild promises 
should ever have been flung from war poster and 
recruiting platform, for certainly more than half the 
men who returned have found themselves sooner or 
later among the unemployed. They; at any rate, 
learned that the recruiting guarantee was worthless, 
and that the war poster was a fraudulent prospectus. 
In the existing state of society such pledges could not 
be redeemed. Not that attempts at performance 
were lacking. No charge of indifference can be 
sustained against Governments since the War. They 
sacrificed the interests of civilian workers and they 
spent money lavishly, if not always wisely, as an 
earnest of their good' intentions, but the promised 
preferences for ex-service men, eased conditions for 
the disabled, even" homes for heroes," all assumed 
a measure of authority over the wide fields of 
employment which no British Government has yet 
possessed in peace time. 

If the Coalition Ministers who had made the 
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promises had retained, improved, and adapted the 
controls which they had plentifully built up by 
the end of 1915, they might have gone some way 
towards ensuring tlie promised benefits to the deo; 
mobilised, but at a given signal, as it seemed, the 
word went round the Press, platform, and Govern
ment departments that the ship of State was to be 
abandoned in favour of the old policy of UUssetl 
laire. The result was not surprising. Private 
industry, even if composed of considerate employers, 
could not shoulder all the pledges of the Govern
ment, least of all in times of trade depression. 
However well conceived the schemes of State 
assistance may have been, they broke down, wholly 
or in part, when they came to the point where the 
ex-service man had to be launched into the hard 
world of private enterprise. 

Among other features of the Government schemes 
were Land Settlement, Civil Liabilities Grants, 
and Overseas Settlement. All that need be said of 
the Land Settlement Scheme is that it was an 
incredibly expensive form of assistance, and that it 
cost [,12,500,000 to provide 16,000 men with small 
holdings. But the drought of 1921, and the bad 
years following, spelt ruin to the small men with no 
free capital. Many failed and deserted their hold
ings, falling back into the ranks of the general 
labouring class. 

The same tale applies to the scheme of Civil 
Liability Grants, which cost over [,3,500,000. Men 
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who sought to set up as carters or,: poultry farmers 
or small shopkeepers failed by the hundred. and the 
grants. varying between [,20 and ['100 were wasted: 
Of the 114,000 recipients, some never really in
'tended to· set up any business of their own, others 
were unfitted by incapacity or ill-health. . They too 
contributed to the mass of unemployed. 

Mr. Lloyd George, when he was Premier, 
announced that in the settlement of ex-service 
men overseas lay the real panacea, and succeeding 
Governments have shown spasmodic enthusiasm for 
the same idea. Probably by 1928 the methods of 
selection at home and reception abroad have been 
reformed, but in the first few years there was 
certainly a steady stream of failures repatriated by 
the Dominion Governments or returning home of 
their own accord. Every Employment Exchange 
knows individuals who, having suffered this 
experience, and very likely having had a Civil 
Liabilities grant or a course of industrial training 
as well, have become regular clients at the Exchange. 

The bond entered into with ex-service men must 
be doubly binding in the case of men who were 
wounded, but here again there was an element 
of fmIure. Under the admirably planned Industrial 
Training Scheme, an expensive course of technical 
instruction was given to 100,000 disabled men, with 
the hope of re-equipping them for wage-earning. 
Not many of them were seriously disabled, and some 
were given a solid start in a new career. On the 
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other hand, thousands never followed up their 
training, but relapsed into the ranks of unskilled 

, labour, and have been in chronic need of unemploy
ment benefit or poor relief ever since. Of course 
a' proportion are still drawing a small pension, which 
helps towards their maintenance. 

In spite of everything, then, the War left a special 
legacy of unemployment as a result of its harmful 
effects on individuals. The' number of failures, 
ineligibles or men of low eligibility was seriously 
augmented. In the sample analysis of claimants 
to benefit made by the Ministry of Labour in 
April 1927 (i.e. nine years after the Armistice), it 
was found that, of the men aged 30 to 34, fully 
80 per cent. were war service men, while in the age 
period 25 to 49 as many as 58 per cent. had been 
taken from their civil occupations during the War. 
It is no small lesson that we must learn. Preferences 
and privileges, on other than industrial grounds, are 
not a practicable way of securing steady employment 
for ex-service men as such, and they may cause 
hardship to innocent people, not to mention a 
serious danger of inefficiency. But, above all, the 
first lesson to be taken to heart is that, if modern 
nations fiy to arms, the wage-eamers cannot hope 
to return to their peaceful occupations unprejudiced 
and unimpaired. In the last struggle our citizen 
armies really believed that, after they had triumphed, 
they would return to enjoy the security and rewards 
held out to them on enlistment. They were wrong I 
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. On the other hand: the list ofi-elief measures 

indicated above is impressive e,iidence that the State 
tried to fulfil its responsibilities. 'Never before or 
since has so much money been spent or so great a 
·national effort made to restore individuals to em
ployment. It was, in the nature of things, a tem
porary emergency which passed away, but the 
various schemes and measures have'left their, mark. 
Both the experience gained in their administration 
..and the problems they left behind them have had 
their effect on later policy. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE SCHEME. 1920-1927 

I. THE ORIGINAL SCHEME.-We can now resume 
the narrative at the point where the great insurance 
scheme of 1920 was launched to bear the brurit of 
unemployment. 

Out-of-Work Donation had been cut off abruptly 
for civilians on November 24. 1919. and for the 
next twelve months nothing was put in its place. 
and no maintenance was provided except for ex
service men and the relatively few unemployed 
wage-earners in the insured trades. If employment 
had not been fairly good the non-insured civilians 
would have had a hard time. Few people had any 
idea of the deep-seated damage done by the War 
or any premonition of the slump soon to come. 
and the Government went very leisurely about the 
extension of the Unemployment Insurance Scheme. 
That such a universal extension of insurance should 
be adopted had been the urgent recommendation 
of the National Industrial Conference. called by 
Mr. Lloyd George in February 1919. but the 
Conference was divided on the alternatives of a 
contributory and a non-contnoutory scheme. There 



UNEMPLOYMENT !t'lSUR.WqE SCHEME 97 

was, however, no real d~ubt that the scl1eme, when 
it came, would be on a contributory basis. The 
Chancellor and the T~easUry wo~d see to that: 
l'he new BpI was introduced at.the end of 1919, 
but Was not passed into law until August 1930, and 
did not come into operation until November 8, 1920. 
By it all the previous Acts were repealed and an, 
entiIely new start was made, though the principles 
of the original scheme were retained. 

The scheme covered over eleven million persons, 
and applied to all trades except agriculture, private 
domestic service, and certain classes of permanent 
employees, such as civil servants, railwaymen, etc.,
numbering about three million' altogether. Its 
definitions of insurability, exceptions, and exemptions 
kept closely to the model of the Health Insurance 
Scheme. There were and always will be great 
administrative advantages in this uniformity; for 
one thing, it facilitates the use of a joint inspectorate 
to enforce compliance with both the compulsory 
insurances. Enforcement is not an easy task, for 
negligence and evasion are still not uncommon. 
Moreover, the whole system of collecting contribu
tions by the sale of stamps has opened new vistas 
for the criminally inclined, and fraudulent dealings 
in used or stolen stamps on a large scale have been 
discovered in recent years. It is never, therefore, 
likely to be possible to relax official vigilance over 
the steady payments in respect of some twelve 
million wage-earners. 
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In the Act of· 1920 the original contributions 

were not oppressive (for a man Sd.; for a woman 
6!d.; see table on p. IIO), and were on the flat 
rate principle for employments of any duration OJ; 

at any rate of wages. Contributions were to be paid 
by the employer on or before each payment of wages, 
by means of stamps affixed to the unemployment 
book, the employer having the right to deduct the 
worker's share from his wages. Similarly, the 
benefits were only modest as compared with the 
ampler distributions under the Donation Scheme. 
After three (later six) waiting days of unemployment 
a man could draw ISS. a week, a woman 121., a boy 
7s. 6d., and a girl6s. (Dependents' allowances were 
not introduced until the end of 1921.) The main 
conditions for the receipt of benefit under the 1920 

scheme were substantially the same as under the 
earlier scheme; they were briefly: 

(I) The payment of a minimum number of con-
tributions during a prescribed period; 

(2) Capability of and availability for work; 
(3) Inability to obtain suitable employment. 

The scheme thus continued the principle of 
limited liability laid down in the repealed Acts, 
i.e. it established an arithmetical test, a definite 
relation between the number of contributions and 
.the period of benefit. First there was a qualifying 
requirement of twelve contributions before any 
claim was eligible; next, there was a limit of 
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fifteen weeks' (sul?sequently increased to twenty-six 
weeks') benefit' in anyone year; finally, and most 
important of all, no ~t could draw more th3n 

• one week's benefit for every six contributions. 
The 1920 scheme was an endeavour to carry on 

and apply to all industrial workerS the scientific 
theory of unemployment insurance which had pre
vailed in the years 1909-14. The theory was that 
a certain minimum of unavoidable unemployment 
would always be created by the fluctuations and 
transitions of industry. Spells of worklessness 
might be short, but they were to be expected by 
nearly all workers. Thus the risks would, on the 
whole, be fairly evenly spread. Contributions 
shoul~ be kept low, and benefits at the rate of IS". 
a week. while not the equivalent of wages, would 
serve to tide men over from one job to another 
without complete cessation of income. Moreover, 
trade unionists who could afford it would be 
encouraged to make supplementary provision for 
themselves by the method of voluntary insurance. 
Nor did a period of fifteen weeks in a year seem to 
be an unreasonable maximum. In 1913 and 1914 
less than I per cent. of the claimants of benefit had 
reached such a limit. The longer duration of unem
ployment in any individual cases would argue the 
existence of personal defects or other special factors 
which would render such cases unsuitable for the 
methods of insurance, or, at any rate, unsuited for 
further assistance under this scheme. 
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These benefits looked very meagre, both in 
amount and duration, as compared with the generous 
payments under the Out-of-Work Donation Scheme, 
on which, it must be remembered, the unemployed. 
ex-service men could still draw until April 19z1, 
i.e. for four months after the new Unemployment 
Insurance Scheme came into action. It is, indeed, 
difficult to believe that the 15'. a week would have 
satisfied the ex-service men, even if there had been 
no more than the estimated nonnal figure of 4 per 
cent. of unemployment. 

But the matter was never actually put to the 
test, for the deep wave of unemployment began to 
reveal itself in the autumn of 19zo, and no sooner 
had the new Act come into operation than the entire 
outlook was altered, and altered for the worse: AC:
centuated by the demobilisation, not only of our war 
annies, but also of our war finance and of our war 
industries, the numbers of unemployed were greatly 
increased even before the start of the scheme in 
November 19Z0. 

Annual Percentage of Insured Persons Unempkryed, 
19Z1 to 19Z7. 

~~.~ .... 
·~FF. 

. .., 
!-

Pen:entage • • '1 '4' 3 11 °1 10"3 11"3 12"5 9'1 

Average = '2'4 per c:eut. 

Instead of 4 per cent. of unemployment, these 
seven years showed the unprecedented average of 
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over 12 per cent. During the.coal dispute of 1921, 
well over two million ~orkers were unemployed, or 
over 20 per cent. of the whole insured population, 

.and the year 1926 was, for the same cause, nearly 
as bad. 

It is obvious that no insurance scheme could 
pretend to cope with 20 per cent. of unemployment 
unless it had been in force for· some years during 
which the state of employment had been good 
enough to enable the great majority of contributors 
to accumulate considerable reserves. Under the 
scheme as it stood only a small proportion of the 
workless, probably a minority, would have been 
appreciably assisted or .. tided over" the gaps in 
-yvage-iaming by the benefit to which they would 
have had a tide. Many thousands of unemployed 
men would never have qualified at all, and many 
would not even have had a single' contribution to 
their credit, let alone the minimum twelve required 
by statute. For them there would be nothing but 
the Poor Law. The only alternatives open to the 
Government were either to revive the Donation 
Scheme, or invent some other grant of xnaintenance. 

In the year 1920 British public opinion was in 
a state of transition. The feverish faith in a recon
structed and more generous world, both at home 
and abroad, was rapidly cooling. But the pledges 
and hopes of 1918 had not so far faded from memory 
that any Government could face the country with a 
proposal to leave large masses of the unemployed to 
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the mercies of the Poor Law. Moreover, the Boards 
of Guardians were not a work-finding agency, and 
out-relief, given by them on a large scale, could be 
less well protected from abuse than benefit given 
by an Employment Exchange. National opinion 
and sentiment had, in the previous decade, definitely 
decided to lift the treatment of the genuinely unem
ployed and able-bodied man on to a higher plane, 
where it must be made possible for him to exercise 
a constitutional right to subsistence without incur
ring any stigma or reproach. High principles are 
dangerous things, and this particular principle, how
ever just, was now to be put to the severest test. 

2. THE EXPANSION OF BENBFITS.-The Govern
ment of 192~1 had to determine whether,. tem
porarily, to return to the method of a separate 
scheme of Out-of-Work Donation, or to adapt and 
greatly expand the benefits of the newly launched 
Unemployment Insurance Scheme. To the latter 
course there was the important objection that it 
would disrupt the whole actuarial basis of the 
scheme. Not only had the contributions and 
benefits been carefully related to one another, but 
they were in the nature of contractual obligations 
into which the Government had entered as the 
price of imposing a compulsory system upon 
industry. To manipulate the benefits for its own 
convenience in an emergency, and to use the funds 
for the relief of non-contributors, !night look like 
breaking faith with the contributors. Indeed the 
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whole principle of contributory iI1surance might be 
put in jeopardy. 

On the other hand, there were formidable diffi-
• culties in the alternative method. The "renewal of 

a free donation by the State would be even more. 
likely to undermine the contributory principle than 
a widening of the insurance benefits and would cost 
far more. The Chancellor of the Exchequer must 
be saved from so calamitous an expenditure by 
calling in partners (employers and workpeople) to 
help him pay the bill, for by this time the Treasury, 
which had never shown any love for -the insurance 
schemes in the early days, had become fully alive to 
the advantages of raising money for social purposes 
by means of insurance premiums, rather than by 
"the hand of the tax-gatherer. Moreover, that de
partment undoubtedly wished to turn to account 
the reserve of [,22,000,000 which had been accu
mulated in the Unemployment Fund under the old 
limited scheme before 1920. A further considera
tion was: How could any distribution of allowances 
be organised, except through the Inachinery of the \ 
Employment Exchanges, which were already charged 
with the work of unemployment insurance? A work
finding agency was indispensable, and, although 
the notification of vacancies by employers was still 
far from being the general rule, still there was no 
other agency at hand which could hope to beat 
the Exchanges at their own function. The tests 
of genuine unemployment and the measurement of 



104 THE UNEMPLOYED 

labour supply and demand must be the business 
of the Exchanges, whether the relief given was 
in the form of insurance benefit or a free dole of 
money. 

It was therefore decided that the whole mass of 
the insurable unemployed should be kept, so far as 
possible, within the four comers of the Unemploy
ment Insurance Scheme and dealt with by the 
Employment Exchange system. The importance of 
that step, taken by the Coalition Government in 
March 1921, when the ex-service Donation Scheme 
ended, was far-reaching. What was done was to 
graft on to the rights to benefit which were cove
nanted under the Act, a new kind of benefit beyond 
what was due on the basis of the original contribu
tions. At the same time the weekly benefits were 
temporarily raised to 20S. for a man and 16s. for a 
woman. Insured persons who had exhausted their 
covenanted rights, or who in many cases had never 
acquired such rights at all, were granted increased 
periods of benefit on conditions which, broadly, 
amounted to this: that they were genuine workers, 
able and willing to work, but unable to obtain it. 
Their stake in the insurance fund might be even 
a minus quantity. This was a wholly new kind of 
benefit, the true status of which has never been 
properly defined. In so far as it rested on a very 
slender contributory basis, it may have earned the 
name of .. the dole." On the other hand the 
theory was advanced that these new grants of 
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benefit were given to persons who would soone); 
or later secure regular insurable employment, and 
thus be enabled to pay back their debt to the fund. 
!The payments were none the less held to be dis
cretionary payments, which, unlike covenanted 
benefit, could not be claimed as.a right. The 
theoretical issue became even more confused when, 
a few months after the new benefits wexe started, 
the rates of contribution wexe also raised. thus 
completely altering the contractual basis laid down 
in the principal Act;,. 

The benefits of the 1920 Act having thus been 
transformed both in amount and duration, there 
was no great stir when another new benefit in the form 
of family allowances was introduced in November 
1921. The addition of dependents' allowances for 
wife and children was not consistent with the 
original scheme of flat rate insurance for all adult 
men, and it further revolutionised the finance of 
the scheme, but it was none the less a very benefi
cent and acceptable form of benefit. Without it 
thousands of families would have been compelled 
to resort to the Guardians for supplementary out
relief with which to eke out their 1 sr. a week benefit. 
Even as it was, plenty of recipients of benefit were 
able to prove their need of small weekly doles from 
the Poor Law; in order to avoid destitution. 
Dependents' allowances have doubtless come to 
stay, as a feature of Unemployment Insurance, and 
a Royal Commission has since recommended (so 
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far without success) that the' Health Insurance 
Scheme should follow suit. 

These vast accretions to the original scheme 
must be regarded, not as developments of a logical 
plan, but as arbitrary improvisations to meet the 
economic emergency with which the country 
was faced. The patchwork system was charac
teristic of English methods and escaped serious 
criticism mainly because no responsible persons 
had anything better to propose. In effect it still 
holds the field in 1928, and'the history of the 
scheme in the intervening year's is largely that of 
a struggle to adapt its emergency provisions to 
meet the diverse needs of over a million unem
ployed, to protect the Poor Rates as much as pos
sible, and yet not allow the benefits to degenerate 
into a mere duplication of the Poor Law or a general 
distribution of charity to the needy. The per
plexities of the various Governments are reflected 
in the fact that no less than twelve amending Acts 
were passed by a bewildered Parliament between 
1920 and 1927. The original fabric of the scheme 
was retained, and a large proportion of claimants 
drew benefit only within the statutory conditions, 
but it was by means of the emergency provisions 
that the greater part of the unemployment up to the 
year 1928 was relieved. Most of the claims were to 
uncovenanted (extended) rather than to covenanted 
(standard) benefit, and although the actual amounts 
paid out in the two kinds of benefits have never 
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been sh~wn' sepllI'l\\ely, it is safe to say that the 
largest drain on the fund was due to uncovenantec;l 
benefit." " 

So far as the recipients were concerned, the 
payments were very like the old Out-of-Work 
Donation, but they werl! made only to persons who 
were normally in insured trades, thus cutting out 
men and women in agriculture "and private domestic 
service, and only subject to certain new tests. That 
there was, however, a substantial difference from 
the point of view. 'of the Exchequer will be seen 
from the following review of the contributions 
policy. 

3. CONTRIBUTIONS POLlCY, 1921-1927.-The 
financial basis of the original Act had, of course, 
made no sort of provision for these ex gratia grants; 
new sources of supply had therefore to be found. 
Three steps were taken, each of them inspired by 
a desire to cut to the bone any new burden on 
the Treasury. First, the accumulated fund of 
[,22,000,000, handed over from the earlier insur
ance scheme, was spent in meeting the rush of 
claims in the first six months! Secondly, the 
weekly rates of contributions were by the end of 
1921 advanced to II. 7d. (for a man) and ~s. 3d. 
(for a woman), and the Exchequer's share, i.e. one 
quarter of the total contribution, was correspond
ingly raised to 6!d. (man) and Sid. (woman). Finally; 
power was taken to borrow, at interest, from the 
State, loans up to a maximum of ['3°,000,000. 
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Thus, for seven exceedlngly~le~n years, three
fourths of the cost of 'maintaining the unemployed 
on benefit had to be borne, and was borne without 
serious complaint, by the insured workpeople and 
their empl~yers; indeed for' a few months only 
one-fifth was contributed ·by the State. Whether 
this apportionment of the cost was equitable to the 
steady-going workers who never exhausted their 
credit with the fund or never needed to claim benefit 
at all is open to question. Na~rally it is inherent 
in any scheme of mutual insur~nce that the good 
lives must pay for the bad, and if it could be proved 
that the risk of unemployment was, in fact, fairly 
evenly spread over. the whole body of insured 
persons, no reasonable ground· for complaint would 
exist, but if a scrutiny of the ledger accounts at 
Kew showed, over a long period, an unreasonably 
marked discrepancy between the amount of money 
drawn from the fund by the group of steady con
tributors on the one hand and the amount drawn 
by the group of persistent claimants on the other, 
it might be held that here was a case where the 
method of compulsory contributory insurance at 
a very high flat rate had been misused. No such 
analysis of the expenJitUTB from the fund has, in 
fact, been possible, but an official investigation 
made in 1926 revealed that, over a period of five 
years, only S2 per cent. of those insured persons 
who had paid contributions had at any time drawn 
benefit. Such a disclosure cannot be altogether 
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reassuring for ~ ;S .per cent. of insured persons' 
whQ paid these heavy contrit1utions for every week 
of their employment in the five-year period without 
drawing a penny in benefit. The employers of 
the regular workers have a similar "'grievance. 
Assuming that the whol~ burden of the emergency 
unemployment had to be borne by the contributory 
insurance scheme, the conditions were, indeed, just 
those in which a low contribution from industry 
and a high contribu~iop from the State would have 
been more fitting'lhe same result might, of course, 
have been achieve by a system of rebates to non-

, claimants, but that system, though it may work well 
in motor car insurance nowadays, had . already 
proved an administrative failure under the 19II' 
Unemployment Insurance Act. 

The foregoing facts mayor may not provide 
useful arguments for the advocates of a non-con
tributory system, but they certainly add force to 
the contention that the State ought, in all the 
circumstances, to have shouldered a larger share of 
the increased contributions or even have paid the 
equivalent of the whole cost of extended benefit. 
During the seven years from November 1920 to 
December 1927, the State contributed £83,000,000, 
while the employers' share was £II7'ooo,oo~ and 
the workpeople's was £104,000,000. 

Reviewing the whole history of the contributions, 
there were four changes between 1920 and 1928. 
They are as follows : 
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Unemployment Insuranc& Acts, 1920-1928. 

Changes in Rmes of Unemployment lJUUranu Contribution 
for Men. 

Date 01 
U.I. CQlltribuUoo. borDe.". 

change. • Employen. EmpI ...... s ..... 

19"0 ..". .." . .4. 
19"1 84. 7d• 3td. 
19"1 (Nov.) lod. 911· 6fd. 
19"3 lOll. 911· 4td. 
1926 84. )4. 64 • 

• The history of th~ State 6d., which is the last 
item in the table, is not without interest. In 1925 
the Government were compelled to review the whole 
question of insurance contributions, because they 
were carrying through the new Widows, Orphans, 
and Old Age Pensions Act as a large addition to the 
social insurance of the people. Health and unem
ployment contributions were both readjusted and 
the Government then admitted that, ever since the 
unemployment insurance contribution had been 
raised to IS. 7d. (Iod. and 9d.), industry had been 
left to carry a disproportionately heavy share of the 
burden. They therefore proposed not only to 
lowe~ the rates to II. 3d. for industry, but also, as 
from April 5, 1926, to raise the State share from 
4!d to 8d. This would have xnade the Exchequer 
responsible for more than one-third of the whole 
unemployment insurance contribution-not, per
haps, an undue share having regard to the partial 
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responsibility ~f natignal policy for the wave of 
unemployment. But the rep~ntance was shortlived. 
In February 1926 the Economy Act of Mr.'Churchil,! 
lowered the State shale again to 6d. Thus, under 
the spur of economy, the decision to raise the State 
contributions to 8d. as frdtn April S, 1926, was thrust 
aside before the date arrived for the Government to 
implement its promise. The argument was that 
relief had already been given to the contributors in 
industry by the reduction from u. 7d. to II. 3d., and 
that it was the State;s ~ next. No corresponding 
reduction was made in benefits. In three months 
came a general relapse of employment as the reSult 
of the calamitous coal strike of 1926, and the Unem
ployment Fund ran deeper into debt to the extent' 
of a further [,IS,OOO,poo, making altogether an over
draft of [,23,000,000. Finally, in 1928, the debt of 
the Fund mounted so near to the statutory liMit of 
['30,000,000 that. the G,:>v~rnment introduced a, 
stop-gap measure extending the borrowing powers 
by another [,10,000,000, and during all this time the 
Unemployment Fund had to pay to the Treas~ry 
the current rates of interest on the loan. ' 

4. BENEFIT POLICY, 1921-1927.-ln these years 
the changing political and economic conditions 
were responsible for several changes in the'rates 
of unemployment benefit as well as in the rates 
of the threefold contributions. Benefit was raised" 
lowered, and raised again, and the precise conditions 
under which it might be drawn underwent several 
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V'ariations. The following table shows the rates of 
benefit at different tilDes :-

Rates of Unemployment Benefit from 1920-1927. 

WIJISk1y Rates of BeoeAtI ,.yable to 

Da""~ 
M ... w ....... Joveul1el UDder l8. 

November 1920 . ISS. 125. Half rates 
March 1921 . 201, 165. .. 
July 1921 • ISS. 125. 

for d.;p...d'::'ts November 19:21 . Introduction 01 allowances 
August '924, 18s. • ISS· 75. 6d. boys; 

6s. girls 

Between 1921 and 1924 dependents' allowances 
were at the rate of 5s. a week for a dependent adult, 
and IS. for each child. From August 14, 1924, 
they were raised in the case of dependent children 
to 2S. 

The more generous benefits of 1924 represented 
an attempt of the Labour GoveIl!JIlent to improve 
the lot of those claimants who were suffering long 
or frequent spells of unemployment. Explicitly, 
the Labour Government's efforts were directed 
towards keeping the able-bodied off the Poor Law. 
Under the lower scales thousands of families had 
fallen"back on the Guardians for out-relief to supple
ment their insurance benefit. Similarly the gaps 
in uncovenanted benefit, which had been imposed 
on claimants who had drawn such benefit for a 
certain limit of weeks, had Llerely been a signal for 
recourse to the Poor Law. The admitted oscillation 
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of large num»~i:s~ of-famines from the Employment 
Exchange to the Guardians and pack again was, in 
fact, a standing reproach to the administration of 
the day. Against some of these limitations and half 
measures the Labour Government set i~ face. Not 
'only were the scales of, benefit raised, as shown 
above, by the Act of 1924, but the arbitrary limits 
on the duration of free benefit were abolished. Un
covenanted, which was now re-named " extended .. 

. benefit could be dl:a~ .indefinitely and drawn as 
aright. Atthesa~etime,however, the requirement, 
which was never enforced, that at least thirty con
tributions must have been paid in the past two to 
four years, was announced as a pious intention to 
be brought into force when trade improved. , 

But such b~d statements of policy are hardly 
fair to the general reader. Some explanation of 
.. benefit law" and administrative practice during 
the years 1921-7 PlUst be attempted, and since the 
social effects were important, this retrospect would 
be incomplete without it. 

Every claimant to benefit, whether standard, or 
extended, in addition to proving that he was 
genuinely unemployed, had first to show that he 
had at least eight stamps in the two pre~ding 
Insurance years (July to July) or, if not, thirty 
stamps at any time since ep.try into insurance. 
This condition limited benefit to thos& who had 
paid at least some contributions and were within 
the scope of the scheme. It represented the 



114 THE UNEMPLOYED 
temporary relaxation of the statutory requirement 
of thirty contributions in two years. To qualify for 
standard benefit a claimant had to show that at 
least twenty contributions had been paid since the-· 
beginning of the last preceding insurance year. 
If this condition was not satisfied, or if standard 
benefit was not payable owing to exhaustion of 
contributions, the claimant, unless he belonged to 
one of the classes specially excluded under the 
Minister's discretionary power, was considered 
for a grant of extended benefit. Four additional 
conditions were then applied. 

These Special Conditions for extended benefit 
were: 

(I) That the applicant was normally in insurable 
work and wopld normally seek to obtain his 
livelihood by means of insurable work; 

(2) That in normal times insurable employment 
would be likely to be available for him ; 

(3) That he had during the two preceding years 
had a reasonable amount of employment, 
having regard to the opportunities for ob
taining employment; 

(4) That he was making every reasonable effort 
to obtain employment. 

To enable the Minister to apply these admittedly 
indeterminate rules, he was empowered to con
sult the Local Employment Committees attached 
to each Exchange (as had been done in the case 
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of Donation)~' which meant that in practice the 
recOmmendations of the colllIllittees would neaIly 
,always be carried out. The committees also had 
·to review certain clain}8 to dependents' allowances 
and questions as to the adequacy of family income 
in the case of single young men living with their 
parents. But, in the exercise of his discretionary 
power under the amending Act, the Minister of 
Labour applied, from March 1921, certain over
riding limitations as to the classes of persons who 
were eligible for extended benefit. Single men 
and women residing with their parents (subject to 
an income test), married women whose husbands 
were in employment, married men with wives in 
employment, persons working short time, and 
certain classes of alien were all excluded. 

These overriding restrictions were temporarily 
abolished by the Labour Government in 1924. 
The discretionary power was waived, so that no 
class as such could be excluded from extended 
benefit, which was to be claimed as a right. The 
new policy looked dangerous, and politicians wrung 
their hands over the prospect of more" doles." 
But claimants to extended benefit still had to face 
the ordeal of interview by the Local Employment 
Committees, and still had to satisfy the extra con
ditions over and above those laid down for standard 
benefit; and as they were not automatic or mechanical 
rules, the Committees still had to weed out the 
undeserving cases. 
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Extended benefit from 1921 to 1924 took the 
form of grants for a specified maximum number of 
weeks to unemployed persons who had exhausted 
their contributory rights. Special periods were de-. 
termined, within which these grants of extra weeks 
could be drawn, and the thousands of claimants 
who were cut off from benefit at the end of their 
allotted weeks had to wait until the next special 
period before they could qualify for another grant. 
Out-relief from the Guardians commonly filled the 
gap. The Labour Government of 1924 abolished 
these arbitrary periods, and they were never restored. 

Finally there was the difference between the 
methods of determining standard and extended 
benefit claims. The determination of claixns to 
benefit in respect of contributions (standard benefit) 
rested with the Official Insurance Officer, subject 
to the worker's right of appeal to the Court of 
Referees and, in certain cases, to the Umpire, who 
was an independent authority, equivalent to a High 
Court Judge. His decision was final. Extended 
benefit, on the other hand, was a purely discretionary 
grant by the Minister of Labour and was dependent 
upon the claimant satisfying the Minister that the 
four additional conditions were fulfilled, over and 
above those which applied to standard benefit 
claiIns. 

It is difficult to make any precise measure of the 
effects of the Labour Government's amendments 
on the numbers drawing benefit. Mter August 
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1924 there' was a fall of about 20,000 (or one-fifth) 
in the number of insured able-bodied men in receipt 
of out-relief, but the MiniStry of Health attributed 
.part of this deCline to a seasonal improvement 
normal to the autumn months. At the same time 
claims -to unemployment benefit increased slightly 
between August and December 1924-

How much or how little it all amounted to in 
numbers was further indicated when, in 1925, 
under the succeeding .Conservative Government, 
the discretionary power was resumed by the Minister 
of Labour and the administrative rules were re
introduced as regards the claims of young single 
persons, married women, etc. In the ensuing 
four and a half months, under these rules, about 
5-4 per cent.1 of claims to extended benefit were 
then disallowed, which would have been allowed if 
the policy of the Labour Government had continued 
in force. Two years later, in 1927, these admin
istrative exclusions were responsible for 1820465 
rejected claims, which represented the same pro
portion (5'4 per cent.) of cases Considered' as 
in 1925. The limiting effect therefore of these 
restrictions was not sensationa1. 

It seexns clear, however, that in the year 1925, 
quite independent of any changes in legislation, 
there was a tightening up of benefit administration, 
and this affected claimants to standard as much as 

I Under the revived diIcret:ionuy power obtamed in 1925. 13.604 
persona weze disallowed d1llin8 the period August '5. 1925. to 
January II. 1926. 
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claimants to extended benefit. In 19z4 267,579 
claims (chiefly standard benefit claims) were dis
allowed by the Chief Insurance Officer and 47,907 
by the Courts of Referees (who heard cases on. 
appeal against the Insurance Officer), whereas in 
1925 these two totals for disallowances rose re
spectivelyto 442,000 and 90,026.1 .. Not genuinely 
seeking work" is the new ground of disallowance 
which in 1925 seems to have been responsible for 
the increase. Such broad numerical comparisons 
may require qualification on points of detail, but at 
least they prove the direction of policy during the 
two consecutive years 1924 and 1925, when the 
annual percentage of unemployment only varied 
from 10· 3 to JI. 3 per cent. 

The following figures, which were officially 
quoted in 1927 in the House of Commons, are also 
of interest, even though they omit any comparison 
with earlier periods: Between January I, 1925, and 
May 25, 1927, 316,261 claims were disallowed 'by 
the Chief Insurance Officer on the ground .. not 
genuinely seeking work," but 48,222 of these were 
allowed on appeal to Courts of Referees. In addi
tion, 720,254 applicants for extended benefit were 
disallowed by Local Employment Committees as 
.. Not making reasonable efforts to obtain employ
ment." (Not all of these referred to separate 
individuals.) 

It was also stated incidentally that, in the 
1 See Mi"..".,. of l.Gbotw .b .. fIJI IUpom. Cmd, .<j81 and Cmd. "736. 
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administration of extended benefit. the proportion 
of female claims disallowed was twice as large as 
the proportion or"male claims. 

Altogether there is hardly room for doubt that 
the authoritieS were making special efforts. par
ticular1y after 1924. to tighten up the administra
tion. Without altering the rules of benefit •. and 
still accepting extended benefit as a necessary 
relaxation. they were striving to restore to the 
scheme some semblance of its original principles. 
Fundamentally. what stood in their way was their 
inability to insist upon the thirty contributions rule 
without a social upheaval in some districts. From 
1924 onwards successive Acts laid it down that 
no one should receive any benefit. standard or 
extended. unless they had paid at least thirty con
tributions in the two preceding insurance years 
(July to July). But each Act in tum postponed the 
date of operation of this fundamental condition. 
Each Minister took the line that some rock bottom 
must be afforded to the scheme. but each Said" Not 
just yet." The latest. though not necessarily the 
last, c:xtension1 was to April 19. 1929. i.e. five years 
after the pious resolve was first put into an Act of 
Parliament. Meanwhile about one quarter of the 
beneficiaries under the scheme. i.e. over a quarter 
of a million at anyone time. were only kept in 
benefit by the waiver of this rule. . 

Not that. in spirit and effect. the rule was never 
1 Covering adulta but Dot juveniles under 18. 
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applied. Much depended on the district and on 
the view taken by the Local Employment Committee 
of the word .. reasonable" in the formula, .. not 
a reasonable period of insurable employment in. 
the preceding two years." In South Wales, for 
instance, or at Barrow, LocaI Employment Com
mittees feltl unable to disallow claimants who, they 
knew, had never had a chance of any local employ
ment whatever. These were the .. catastrophic" 
districts. The bottom had fallen out of the pre
vailing local industries, causing the tragic spectacle 
of young, vigorous men continuously out of work 
for as much as thirty months on end. In other 
districts, notably London and the south-east of 
England, where new enterprise and new openings 
made amends for the slackness and decay of older 
businesses, the LocaI Employment Committees 
gradually raised their standards, with official en
couragement, until very few claimants were allowed 
to draw extended benefit without being able to show 
thirty contributions in the foregoing two years. 
Naturally, the same elasticity was found in the stand
ards applied, district by district, to the claimant's 
efforts to obtain employment on his own account. 
In the" catastrophic" areas, not even unskilled em
ployment of low grade and temporary duration was 
likely to be available for anything like the number 
of able-bodied men thrown out of wage-ear:ning. 
and it was of little use to insist on a personal search 
for work which everyone knew to be hopeless. In 
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London, on the other hand, where the search for 
work was never a hopeless proposition for the 
energetic type 9.f worker, higher standards were 
~dopted by rota committees and officials. 

Such local variations might be an easy target for 
criticism. They might, for instance, be attacked 
as having immobilised hibour in decaying trades or 
districts; but any payment of maintenance has that 
effect, unless accompanied by restorative methods 
such as training, transfer, etc. In fact, there was a 
considerable migration of unskilled and semi-skilled 
labour from the North and from the West into the 
more prosperous area of the South and South-East. 
Discovering, even before the statisticians, that the 
springs of industrial energy were moving south 
(after a century of movement in the 0ppQsite 
direction) men left their Lancashire towns and their 
Welsh coalfields and transferred their claiIns to 
benefit to other areas. Some were found jobs by 
the Exchanges with advance of fares, but many of 
them tramped the distance to London, putting in at 
casual wards on the way. They might be met in 
the country roads, or at the Employment Exchanges 
when they arrived at their destination. Known 
individual instances of this kind do not, of course, 
prove a regular migration of working people, but, 
in any event, it is sufficiently obvious now that not 
even the strictest administration of benefit and 
Poor Law would have cleared the stagnant pools of 
unemployment in the" depressed areas." 
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s. SOMB EFFECTS ON EMPLOYMENT EXCHANGES 

AND ON LOCAL EMPLOYMENT COMMITTEES.-It will 
have been seen above that the authorities, in their 
efforts to administer extended benefit so that it 
only reached the right recipients, were led on to 
adopt methods which were inconsistent with the 
principles of the original State Insurance Scheme. 
Home visits became necessary; family incomes were 
assessed, and the needs and merits of applicants 
were taken into account. 

For the performance of these functions neither 
the Employment Exchanges, nor the Local Em
ployment Committees attached to them, were 
fitted. It may even have conflicted with their 
proper functions and their standing in their locality. 
Industrial inquiries and the detection of benefit 
fraud were naturally within the official sphere, but 
every investigation into home circumstances and 
merits was, potentially, an instance of overlapping 
with the administration of the Poor Law. In the 
event of a subsequent application for outdoor relief, 
the relieving officer would be legally required to 
investigllte the home all over again. Nor were the 
members of Local Employment Committees, or the 
persons co-opted by them to assist in manning the 
rota committees, particularly equipped for assessing 
the needs and merits of applicants. 

These committees were first set up in 1917, as 
advisory local bodies to assist the Employment 
Exchange to keep in closer touch with employers, 
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trade unions, and local industry. They were almost 
entirety composed of persons nominated by asso
ciations' of employers or trade, unions, and were 
.not originally intended to playa part in the Unem
ployment Insurance Scheme. They were only called 
upon in 1921 because there was no other body 
available. To a large extent the personnel of the 
interviewing committees was made up of local trade 
unionists, because it was difficult to get the em
ployers to attend, when daily or very frequent 
meetings were required. As business men they 
could not comply with such unremitting demands on 
their time. Not that any general charge of lenience, 
still less of extravagance, can be brought against the 
Labour personnel. They perfonned their task of 
interviewing applicants with conscientious zeal; 
indeed some of them were, if anything, inclined to 
be more royalist than the King I The point is that 
the distribution of money to a miscellaneous assort
ment of working men, some of whom might be 
members of their own union, was not an appropriate 
function for trade unionists, who had been nomi
nated to the Local Employment Committees to 
advise and assist the Exchange on purely industrial 
questions. To the applicants for extended benefit 
and to the outside public it certainly looked as if 
the Local Employffient Committees controlled the 
purse-strings, and disbursed monetary aid to whom
soever they would. But nominated persons, with 
no electoral sanction behind them, and responsible 
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to no one, have not usually been allowed to take a 
hand in the spending of public funds in this country. 

In actual practice there was ,a less widt! de
parture from this constitutional rule than appeared 
to be the case to applicants. The Local Employ
ment Committees were bound by a series of official 
instructions and definitions; they knew that any 
recommendation contrary to official policy would 
not be implemented. Their interviews were 
attended by local officials and their decisions, if 
disapproved, were referred to a higher authority 
for decision. If necessary the Headquarters of 
the Ministry of Labour were called in to keep the 
erring committee, or the too independent member, 
within bounds. Unreasonable disallowances were 
checked~ no less than undue generosities. Sporadic 
revolts by committees were not unknown, but in 
the end practically all the 324 committees came 
into line and did as the Department told them. 

Looking back on this phase of the scheme, there 
is no doubt that the Rota Committees always~had an 
invidious task in applying the special conditions for 
extended benefit. It was not easy to decide whether 
a man over sixty or a disabled Inan was ever likely 
to get insurable employment again. Still worse was 
the perpetual difficulty of deciding whether a Inan or 
woman was Inaking reasonable efforts to obtain work. 
Sometimes the applicant was ingenuous enough to 
give himself away, but more often he had a ready 
tale and even documentary proof of employers 
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visited. It was well-nigh impossible to detect 
impos~es, and Rota Committees came to rel:( on 
the mer::St shred!i;of evidence in order to arrive at 
their verdict. ' Within theh- limits, however, the 
committees performed a valuable 'Voluntary service 
for the Ministry of Labour and saved the local Ex
change officials from many inappropriate responsi
bilities. .It is indeed arguable that the committees' 
decisions, 'even if wrong, were less resented by 
applicants than wrong decisions by " bureaucrats .. 
would have been. The system was b,rought to an 
end in April 1928, as will be seen in the next chap
ter, but in their six years of work the committees' 
had, according to the official calculation, reviewed as 
many as twenty-five and a quarter million applications 
for benefit. Such voluntary service deserv~ a full 
measure of praise. 

So far as the " placing" work of Employment 
Exchanges was concerned, the great onrush of benefit 
claims in 1921-27 could hardly fail to be a mixed 
blessing. Often the best interests of the Exchanges 
were overmastered by considerations of benefit 
administration, and notable among such considera
tions was the new insistence on a personal search 
for work by claimants for benefit. The rule that 
registration at an Exchange or Branch Office was 
not enough to prove genuine unemployment was 
first laid down in 1921 for claimants to extended 
benefit only, but in 1925 (pursuant to the 1924 
Amending Act) it was xnade to apply generally to 
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claimants of standard benefit, who still possessed 
conttactual rights under the Acts. It was, of course, 
a deliberate repudiation of the ,Employment Ex
change policy followed in earlier years, for it involved 
the sacrifice of the cherished ideal of making the 
Exchanges the sole placing agencies and the sole 
market-place for labour. It stressed the obvious 
fact that the Exchanges were hardly equal to the 
task of applying in every case the fundamental test 
of unemployment, e.g. "Is suitable employment 
available or not?" Admittedly, employers had 
only reluctantly and partially come round to the 
idea of notifying their vacancies to Exchanges, but 
between 1910 and 1921 much of the aloofness had 
been overcome, and as many as 25 per cent. of the 
vacancies in some of the large towns were put 
thxough the Exchanges. Under a system of ex
tended benefits, however, such a proportion was 
not enough. With well over a million claimants 
pressing upon the Unemployment Fund-, the test of 
" genuinely seeking work " and " making reasonable 
efforts" had to be interpreted in something wider 
than a technical sense. Claimants must not merely 
register at the Exchange for employment; they 
must actively seek it on their own account. 

The effect of the changed policy on the morale 
of the unemployed may have been stimulating, and, 
doubtless, large numbers of persons found short 
jobs in unskilled work soon after they were struck 
off benefit as .. not making reasonable efforts." But 
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it is unsafe to assume that they found jobs which 
would otherwise have gone begging. Som€;one 
would have filled'each place, and for the lack of it 
someone else wocl.d be likely to claim benefit. 
Wherever there was a surplus of labour, no employer 
would fail to get a man if he wanted one, either at 
his own gates or through the Exchanges. In all 
probability the policy of the Ministry of Labour 
resulted and still results in a further spreading of 
work and benefit among the surplus of labour, 
instead of concentrating employment and defining 
the surplus more sharply. Moreover, it was clearly 
against the best interests of the Exchanges to insist, 
upon applicants tramping from firm to firm and 
applying daily at employers' gates. It was simply 
saving the foremen and others the trouble of noti
fying vacancies. It encouraged them to take what 
men they might find at their hand, instead of 
looking to the Exchange to choose, from a large 
number, the men judged most suitable for their 
particular requirements. 

6. ALLEGED ABUSES OF BENEFIT.-It is always a 
popular pastime to allege that the beneficiaries under 
an official relief scheme are able to defeat the pre
cautions against fraud, but allegations Qf this nature 
about the Unemployment Scheme have usually 
been exaggerated. That some mistakes were made 
and some frauds perpetrated goes without saying 
in the case of so vast a distribution as the pay'
ment of benefit to seven or eight tnillion different 
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individuals over a period of years. Such mistakes 
are of many different kinds: some are official-errors, 
not due to any guile on the claimants' part j others 
are errors of judgment which are obviously insepar
able from any scheme of discretionary payments 
such as extended benefit. The anxiety of the 
Ministry of Labour to check any improper authorisa
tions of benefit is shown by the fact that there were 
ten special investigations l by Headquarters Officials 
into large samples of authorised claims between 
I920 and I927. Of the claims and claimants ex
amined not more than 5 per cent. were ultimately 
disallowed. One of the protections of a scheme of 
payments of this kind is that when an error or 
overpayment is discovered, there is often an 
opportunity of recovering the money by deduction 
from later payments. Recovery of benefit overpaid 
is an abomination to the unemployed man or 
woman, but it has always been a regular feature of 
administration. 

Criminal frauds upon the Fund fall into a 
different class. It is one of the inevitable draw
backs of paying a fairly generous rate of benefit, 
that it adds to the attractions of successful fraud. 
Many kinds of deception have been attempted, the 
commonest being to claim benefit whilst in employ
ment or to misstate the facts in order to draw 
dependents' benefit . 

• These are Dot to be confused with the three .. Sample" Iovesti· 
gations into the personal circumstances of unemployed applicaDts, 
referred to 10 Chapter VI. below. 
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Probably most of these 3Ie discovered and 
brought to book sooner or later. It is, however, 
not so easy to' secure a conviction in Court in 
Tespect of every suspected case. The figures for 
an average yeaI show that, out of every 4000 
claimants, II 3Ie suspected of fraud and 2 3Ie 
actually prosecuted. Such a proportion of crimi
nals, whether measured against the total number of 
beneficiaries or against the total number of insured 
persons, is obviously not very alarming. 

A word must be added to dispose of the allega
tion that, owing to the fact that the payment of 
benefit 1IIld the distribution of Poor Law relief are 
under entirely separate authorities, there are many 
individuals who manage to secure both kinds of 
payment simultaneously and dishonestly. It is said 
that they hoodwink both the Employment Exchange 
and the GU3Idians, because neither know what the 
other is paying. There may have been some 
ground for this suggestion in 1921, but, for several 
years past, a systematic co-operation has been 
established between the Exchanges and the relieving 
offir.ers. If the relieving officer is told by an 
applicant that he is getting the full rate of unem
ployment benefit and dependents' ~owances . to 
which he is entitled, no question of fraud can 3Iise. 
If, however, he states that he is receiving less than 
this, or denies that he is getting any benefit at all, 
it is the regul3I practice of the Poor Law authorities 
to give the applicant a form to be filled up by the 

" 
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Exchange manager with regard to the facts as to 
benefit. Workhouse officials supply the Excnanges 
with lists of their inmates in case, during temporary 
absence from the institution, they may apply for 
benefit; and, finally, when the Guardians pay relief 
to an applicant whose benefit claim is under con
sideration (often for several weeks), the Exchange 
reimburses the Guardians by deductions from any 
benefit allowed to the claimant in respect of the 
period during which relief was paid. 

7. SOCIAL EFFECTS OF THE BENEFIT POLICY.

From the foregoing record of the policy followed in 
respect of unemployment insurance, it is clear that, 
under the spur of necessity, Ministers and their 
officials were driven into strange courses. Fits of 
generosity were succeeded by fits of economy. 
Compulsory insurance contributions were piled high. 
The State share, the amount of the debt, in fact 
the whole financial basis, became quite arbitrary. 
Benefit was expanded until it practically became a 
gift to at least half the claimants. Then, in an effort 
to check the flood of claims and weed out some of 
the less deserving cases, new tests were invented 
and new functions were vested in the Exchanges 
and the Local Employment Committees. The 
original insurance scheme of 1920 was distorted 
almost out of knowledge. 

But, after all, the need was overmastering. It 
was no time for the nice adjustment of insurance 
principles. Maintenance of Borne kind had to 
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be provided for millions of workers, (and their 
dependents) who were deprived of their weekly 
wage through no fault of their own. And it was 
no small achievement that, during such a time of 
unexampled stress, the worst ravages of povertY 
should have been kept at bay. Starvation was 
scarcely known and children were kept clothed and 
fed. In 1923 an inquiry, conducted by Toynbee 
Hall, in the heart of East London, revealed no out
standing evidence of unrelieved distress, and similar 
reports came from other industrial areas. It was 
mainly the provision of unemployment benefit 
which kept the community going on a more or less 
even keel during these years. Discontent was 
naturally there, but outbreaks of violence were 
scarcely noticeable. In 1921-3 groups of the unem
ployed, usually inspired by communists, marched 
about the country, after the manner of Stewart 
Gray's -hunger marches. A few town halls were 
besieged or commandeered for an hour, a few Boards 
of Guardians were invaded in their council chambers. 
These incidents were sporadic. The movement 
never got into its stride on a national scale, and, 
after 1923, it rather surprisingly died away altogether. 
Naturally the ever-changing personnel of the unem
ployed mass made organisation very difficult. The 
trade unions were never directly involved, and 
the Trade Union Congress was divided between 
a dislike of the threat of a separate organisation 
for the unemployed and a distaste for accepting 
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responsibility for them. Moreover, the unions had 
plenty of work on their hands in coping with the falling 
wage-rates of their members who were still at work. 
Politically, the subject was kept in the forefront: 
Regularly in crvery session of Parliament motions or 
votes of censure were moved demanding more 
relief works and more generous maintenance for 
the unemployed. Not to have made these demon
strations would have argued a callous disregard of 
the human and economic tragedy that was being 
enactea, but nothing, at least nothing significant, 
came of them, because the Government believed no 
longer in relief works, and there was no money to 
spare for higher benefits. A revival of trade was 
the only hope. 

Effects on 1M p()(JI' LtlfII.-The beneficial effects 
of the payments distributed from the Insurance 
Fund may be compared to a net spread in the 
emergency to check the fall of as many as possible 
of those who temporarily or permanently had lost 
their footing on the industrial structure. It served 
at anyone time to catch a million or more of the 
unemployed who, with their dependents, accounted 
for, say, 4,000,000 persons, and to hold them just 
above the level of destitution. But at all times 
there were a few who fell through the co benefit net." 
What of them? Did they all become clients of the 
Guardians? The answer is that a considerable 
number of them did apply for poor relief, though 
not ao many as some critics alleged. Admittedly, 



UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE SCHEMEI33 

the workhouse test had broken down and out-relief 
in their homes had to be freely given in most unions 
to able-bodied ~en who. were destitute, whether 
'being insured persons under the Unemployment 
Scheme or not. Nothing less was to be expected 
in the lean years following x92o. The annual cost 
of out-relief in England and Wales jumped from 
[,2,SOO,000 pre-war to [,xS,ooo,oooin 1925-6, but this 
increase was by no means wholly due to the destitu
tion of employable and insured persons. The larger 
share of the money was paid out to households' 
where there was no insurable wage-earner and, 
therefore, no question of a claim on the Unemploy
ment Fund. Exact statistical analyses were not 
kept until October 1926. All that can be said is 
that the Poor Law figures for out-relief fluctuated 
wildly after 1920, showing sudden increases during 
strikes, lock-outs, and the recurring gaps in benefit 
periods. Taking the average of normal months 
throughout the seven-year period, about 120,000 to 
140,000 insured unemployed persons, numbering 
with their dependents about half a million, seem to 
have been in receipt of out-relief, At the same time 
the average figures for out-relief in England and 
Wales were about a million men, women, and chil
dren. Thus, families in which the wage-earner was 
normally an insured person accounted for about 
half the total number on out-relief. But they did 
not cost as much. The average weekly cost per 
head of families in which the bread-winner was 
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insured amounted to from 2S. to IS. 6d.less than the 
cost per head of families where the bread-winner, 
if any, was uninsured. Thus the total cost to the 
rates of the latter was greater than the total cost of' 
the former; a fact which must be remembered in 
estimating the adequacy of the Unemployment 
Insurance Scheme in keeping the able-bodied 
unemployed and their families off the poor rates. 
It is well known that the burden on the localities 
was most unequally distributed, and that the heaviest 
burden fell on areas which were already subject to 

. high rates or were, for other reasons, less well able 
than their neighbours to bear the extra strain. On 
the other hand, many Poor Law unions paid no out
relief to able-bodied workers or their dependents, 
and in such areas the Unemployment Insurance 
Scheme, with its emergency provisions, was the 
only resource. 

Looking at the figures from the insurance point 
of view, it appears that less than one in nine of the 
insUred persons unemployed at anyone time relapsed 
into partial or complete destitution and became 
chargeable to the rates. How did they come to be 
in this position? It is worth while to consider 
briefly the principal types of case. 

A certain number, probably a minority, were 
chronic cases-members of that class which 
habitually ekes out a precarious living by short 
spells of employment, separated by long spells of 
dependence on whatever public or private relief is 
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available. Such persons would always outrw:\ the 
limits of any insurance benefit, unless it was equi
valent to a pension for life. Another. group had not 
necessarily exhausted the wide limits of extended 
benefit, but had disentitled themselves by some 
fault of their own. Others· again had been dis
allowed by the Local Employment Committees on 
one or other of the special grounds set out above, 
and others, who had not been disallowed at all, had 
nevertheless to apply to the Guardians, either 
because the weekly amount of benefit they could 
draw was insufficient for the bare maintenance of 
their large families, or because they could not 
subsist even for the six waiting days which must 
elapse before benefit could be drawn on a new claim. 

The two last-mentioned classes introduce a 
difficulty which is inherent in all our social insurance 
schemes. Health, Pensions, and Unemployment In
surance all have fixed rates of benefit, and, so long as 
these rates, even when they include fixed rates for 
dependents, are below the actual cost of living, there 
will be a need for some other source of supplemen
tary relief. Certain families will always be found 
whose bare physical necessities give them a claim 
to something more than the fixed scales of benefit. 
Out-relief or public assistance of one kind or another 
cannot be denied to them merely on the ground 
that they are already the recipients of benefit under 
a State scheme. 

The foregoing analysis does not account for 
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all the insurable unemployed persons who were 
disallowed or struCK off benefit. Not all were re
cipients either of benefit or of out-relief. There was 
always an intermediate class which received neither.' 
Many thousands, whose benefit was stopped or 
whose claims were disallowed from the start, dis
appeared like ghosts: at any rate they did not apply 
to the Guardians. In one East London area, out 
of 4000 persons struck off benefit at the Exchange 
in six months, only 500 could be traced as applying 
for Poor Law relief. In other London areas one
third or more found their way to the Guardians. 
Much would depend on the amount of casual work 
in the area for which all comers could scramble, 
but the real determining factor was the relative 
leniency or strictness of the Guardians, which, in 
these years, is well known to have varied widely 
from district to district. The official assumption 
has always been that most of those who are refused 
out-relief find other means of support among 
relatives and friends. It may be true; family 
resources can sometimes be pooled and made to 
stretch a littl~ further. But it is to be feared that 
our ignorance covers up many a human tragedy, 
involving loss of industrial quality and waste of life. 
Most Boards of Guardians still insist on the able
bodied workman sinking to an unmistakable stage 
of destitution before they grant any relief. Families, 
therefore, which keep their homes together so long 

, as benefit lasts, and perhaps a bit longer, may have 
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to sell or pawn furniture or·belongings before they 
can substantiate their claim to otit-relief. ' 

There are, of course, other important classes of 
-unemployed persons which are missed by the 
official statistics. Among the "invisibles" are 
those whose occupation falls outside the scope of the 
Unemployment Insurance Acts: for instance, clerks 
whose normal wage is at the rate of [,5 a week or 
more, agricultural workers, private domestic servants 
male and female, railwaymen, persons normally 
employed on their own account, and even a few who 
are still evading the Act or are unaware that they 
ought to have been insured and in possession of an 
unemployment book. In all these class~ the unem
ployed remain uncounted in official statistics, unless 
they apply to the Guardians or register at the 
Exchange for work. Such defects in our statistics 
are inevitable 1 at present; even admitting them, it is 
still true that our British census of the unemployed 
is probably the model for the world. No other 
nation has evolved so complete a national system 
of recording unemployment. 

But after making due allowance for these 
exceptions it is clear that the Unemployment 
Fund bore the real brunt of the trade depression 
so far as the provision of a subsistence for the 
unemployed workers was concerned. In the ten 
years following the Armistice nearly ['50,000,000 

I Except in the cue of the railwaymen. whose continued exclusion 
110m the oc:beme __ to be anomalous BDCluDfair. 
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a year was spent in donation and benefit. Such 
distributions in small amounts did not prevent 
privation in individual cases, but the sum of 291. 
a week, which could be drawn by an unemployed . 
man with a wife and three children under fourteen, 
served in most cases to tide them over the intervals 
when no wages were coming in. It also helped at 
the next remove, because, being spent mainly in 
the local shops, it enabled small shopkeepers to 
keep their heads above water. Thus money was 
kept circulating in the right channels where it was 
most needed. 

The modified insurance benefit achieved the 
main object of the Government, but the Act was 
clearly being used for purposes for which, in its 
original form, it had never been designed. The 
emergency provisions would have to be either 
abolished or incorporated in the statutory scheme. 
The Act would have to be remodelled sooner or 
later, and the Blanesburgh Committee was, in 1926, 
set the task of finding away. The report of that 
Committee and the amending Act of 1927, based 
upon it, are considered in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER V 

THE BLANESBURGH REPORT AND THE UNEMPLOy-

MENT INSURANCE Ac:r, 192.7 

I. THB BLANESBURGH COMMITTEE.-The prolonged" 
experiment of dealing with .. masS" unemploy
ment through the medium of the Unemployment 
Insurance Scheme, which had been in force from 
192.1, never found much favour with public opinion. 
One PartY still hankered after a task of work in 
return for maintenance and was always suspicious 
that benefit was being abused by undeserving or 
even fraudulent claimants of both sexes. Another 
party looked in vain for such. a thoroughgoing 
extension of benefits as would effectively remove· all 
the genuine unemployed from any contact with the 
Poor Law. All parties were mystified as to the 
reality of any insurance basis to the scheme since 
extended benefit had apparently become a per
manent outgrowth on the original structure. 

To answer the critics on the general points of 
administration and, if possible, to rid theInselves of 
the anomaly of extended benefit, to alter its form, 
if not its substance, the Government appointed, in 
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November 1925, a Departmental Committee under 
the chairmanship of Lord Blanesburgh with the 
reference: 

"To consider, in the light of experience gained' 
in the workin~ of the Unemployment Insurance 
Scheme, what changes in the system, if any, ought 
to be made." 

The Committee sat for a year and, in January 
1927, issu~d an interesting report, which, like others 
of its kind, was stronger in what it denied than in 
what it affirmed and proposed. The signatories, 
having seen all the difficulties, were unmoved by 
any passion for scientific reforms or thoroughgoing 
reconstruction. If they had been intent on a logical 
scheme, they might have chosen either of two 
courses: They might have favoured the method of 
low contributions and of high benefits to be paid 
under statutory conditions to a limited class of 
beneficiary. Such a scheme would doubdess find 
favour with the more regular industrial workers, 
but the chronic casuals and the men or women 
who have only a precarious footing in industry 
would soon exhaust their rights to benefit or would 
never qualify at all. For them the State would 
have been invited to make other provision, if not 
through the Poor Law, then through some other 
intermediate fund financed by the Exchequer. Or 
they might have gone to the other extreme and 
devised a scheme for carrying the able-bodied 
indefinitely on the insurance fund. This would have 
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meant abandoning all arithmetical ratios between 
contributions and benefit, and relaxing all limits on 
the duration of standard ·benefit. True, the con
-tributions would have been high and the injustice 
to the regular contributors would 1lave been con
spicuous, but at least a unified method would 
have been achieved and there would have been less 
left for the Poor Law to do in respect of the able. 
bodied. But neither of these courses was adopted. 

2. THE NEW BENEFIT POLlCY.-In effect Lord 
Blanesburgh's Committee favoured a compromise. 
They saw their way to the elimination of extended 
benefit by expanding the whole basis of standard 
benefit, but that expansion stopped short of the full 
range of extended benefit and was therefore calcu· 
lated, unless trade gready improved, to leave a larger 
remnant of the unemployed to the Poor Law than 
the existing system. They proposed to relax the 
limits of standard benefits as far down the scale as 
was consistent with a moderate charge to the insured 
contributor, the employer, and the Exchequer. The 
condition of one week's benefit for every six contri· 
butions was finally scrapped; it had really lost its 
virtue six years before, when extended benefit 
became a recognised part of the scheme. In future 
all genuine claimants were to be entitled to benefit 
for an indefinite number of days, provided only 
that they could show, at each three-monthly review, 
that they had had 30 weeks' insurable work in the 
preceding 104' weeks. Such a rule achieved the 



142 THE UNEMPLOYED 
Committee's p~ose of opening the door of 
standard benefit far wider than ever before. It 
would, moreover, lie a uniform arithmetical test 
fairly easy to apply. But it was a rigid rule, lacking
the flexibility of the one-in-six provision. Not every 
type of claimant would welcome it. For instance, 
the elderly man, who, having been regularly em
ployed for many years, had piled up a large credit 
of contributions in the fund and then suffered two 
or three years' unemployment or very intermittent 
employment, would fare less well than the man who, 
though" regularly irregular," always managed to 
show his 30 weeks' work in 104 whenever he wanted 
benefit. In a word, the proposal favoured the 
unsteady at the expense of the steady workers. And 
these terms are not used merely in the moral sense ; 
they refer also to the different economic conditions 
prevailing in different occupations. The real point 
of difficulty was that any arithmetical test of employ
ment had.to be imposed at all. In effect the Com
mittee were only repeating the" thirty contributions 
test" which the 1924 Act had made the" first 
statutory condition of benefit, but which, in the 
intervening years, no Minister of Labour had felt 
able to enforce. 

Another criticism of the abolition of the one-in-six 
rule and other changes introduced by the new Act 
is that they may enable insured persons who are 
careful students of all the rules so to arrange matters 
that they remain continuously on benefit until they 
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die. There is apparently nothing to prevent a man 
from qualifying for an indefinite time so long as he 
does one day's work a week and 'obtains a stamp on 
his book for that week. He must, of cOurse, refrain 
from signing the register on that day and must 
submit to the loss of one day's benefit out of six. 
Such a man would, at each -quarterly review, be 
able to satisfy the arithmetical test of a sufficiency 
of contributions during the 104 weeks. 

An average of fifteen weeks' work in the year 
does not in theory seem to be an unreasonable 
minimum to require of a man who seeks to show 
that he is genuinely in the insurance field. But, 
none the less, experience has shown and, in 1928, 
still shows, that this condition is, in practice, too 
severe for a large section of the chronic cases of 
unemployment in all areas and for thousands of 
genuine workers, male and female, who have been 
dispossessed of their callings in the "derelict" 
districts. 

The sample analysis of benefit claimants taken 
by the Ministry of Labour in April 1927 showed that 
as manyas 13.8 per cent. ofthose who were claiming 
benefit at that date had less than thirty contributions 
to their credit in the two previous years'. For unem
ployed colliery workers alone the figure was 2S per 
cent., while for all other industries, except coal mines, 
it was II·2 per cent. If this percentage still holds 
good it means that, if ever the condition is fully 
enforced, there will be about 130,000 in every million 
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persons claiming benefit who will fail to qualify 
for it. 

In this matter the Committee really spoke with 
two voices. They said that" the insurance scheme 
should not fail to provide benefits for all insured 
persons who can fairly be described as genuinely 
unemployed," and then they propounded a scheme 
which they knew would fail to provide for thousands 
of genuine cases. In order to avoid the immediate 
difficulty the Committee proposed "easy transi
tional provisions," which came to this: that for 
those on benefit when the scheme came into force 
and for those who claimed within six months (twelve 
months as subsequently enacted) the new thirty 
contributions condition would be waived and benefit 
would continue to be paid on the old emergency 
conditions of " eight contributions in two years or 
thirty contributions at any time." 1 In harmony 
with the report of the Committee, the Act which 
came into force on April 19, 1928, laid it down that 
for insured persons over eighteen years of age, the 
new thirty contributions condition would not be 
enforced until April 19, 1929, and would not come 
into operation for all claims before April 19, 1930. 
Time will show whether the state of employment 
will be such as to compel even a further postpone
ment of the return to a " genuine insurance basis," 

• It is to be DOted that during the trausitiooa1 period the .,.,.,. 
ditiooo of beoeftt are made -... than they have ever been for adults. 
No cl ...... are ruled out by the discretionary power (DOW abandoned). 
and all beoeftt is drawn .. a right. It is believed that • coosiderable 
part of the increase in the pen:entage of unemployed claimaDto between 
April and October 1928 has been diIectIy due to __ tiona. 
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and political considerations will, -of course, enter 
into the decision. ' 

A serious weakness of the Committee's proposals 
'WaS that they pinned their faith to a reduction in the 
total amount of unemployment to 6 per cent. That, 
at any rate, was to be the basis of the actuarial calcu
lations over a cycle of years of good and bad trade. 
It was an arbitrary piece of optimism, which events 
have failed to justify. They thought that the scheme 
as remodelled could not only pay its way, but could 
also payoff its load of debt into the bargain, and 
could do all this on a reduced contribution. 

3. THE PROPOSED CoNTRIBUTIoNS.-The follow
ing table shows the normal weekly contributions 
which the Committee proposed should be paid for 
men and women by each of the three parties to the 
scheme, as compared with those actually being paid 
at the time of the report : 

lU.TES OF UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE CONTRIBUTIONS. 

IImp\oJm. Bmpl-. s ..... 

)lB.: 
In force 1921 ' • • 811, 111• 611. 
Propooed by Bla.nesburgh 

Committee • • s4- sII· sII· 

WOKEa: 
In force 1927 ' • • 111• 611. 611. 
Proposed by Bla.nesburgh 

Committee • 31<1· 31<1· 3i"· 

For the purpose of extinguishing the debt on the 
fund, which then stood at over [.20,000,000, there 
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were to be temporary additions of Id. for men and 
id. for women, making the threefold contributions 
6d. for men and 4d. for women. It is, however, 
necessary to add that the Committee only intended' 
their scheme to come into force when the Fund 
had once more started repaying its debt to the 
Treasury. They could not foresee that the debt, 
instead of dwindling, would mount steadily up till 
it involved an extension of borrowing beyond the 
legal limit of £30,000,000. 

In the event, the Government ignored this part 
of the report, and the 1927 Act left the contribu
tions in respect of men and women exactly what 
they were before. The objections to any reduction 
were, of course, threefold: The Committee had 
made no allowance for the cost of their .. tran
sitional provisions," they had anticipated a reduction 
of unemployment, and they had the temerity to 
propose a larger proportional contribution from the 
Exchequer. 
....... There were a number of other revisions recom
mended in the Blanesburgh Report, but as they 
were for .the most part incorporated in the Un
employment Insurance Act of 1927, they may 
more conveniendy be considered in the form in 
which they reached the Statute Book. 

4. THE 1927 Acr. A, summary of the actUal 
provisions of the Unemployment Insurance Scheme, 
as amended by the Act of 1927, is given in the 
Appendix, but some further explanation of the 
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more important amendments is also desirable. 
Under the Act which came into force on April 19, 
1928, there is only one kind of benefit;' the dis

.tinction between standard and extended benefit 
has disappeared. Thus· benefit, even under the 
transitional provisions, is claimed ~ a right, and 
the "ministerial discretion," which· was held to 
be an anomaly in an insurance scheme, has been 
dropped. To that extent we are back at the point 
reached by the Labour Government in 1924, and 
there are, now as then, no distinctions made 
beween different types of claimant and no dis
crimination against single men living with relations 
or against married women whose husbands are in 
employment. 

Just as there is one kind of benent, so there is 
a single form of procedure for the adjudication of 
claims. The initial determination on a claim 
to benefit is made by an Insurance Officer, but 
aggrieved claimants have the right of appeaL to the 
Loc31 Courts of Referees and,' in proper cases, 
to the Umpire appointed by the Crown. Besides 
hearing appeals the Courts of Referees. are now 
called upon to perform new functions in place of 
the Local Employment Committees, and the latter 
are relieved of their duties in respect of benefit 
administration. Every claimant who has received 
an aggregate of thirteen. weeks' benefit, during a 
period not exceeding six months, must have his 
case examined by the district Court of Referees, 
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and the Court must be satisfied that the statutory 
conditions, particularly the "genuinely seeking 
work" condition, are fulfilled. Such wholesale 
reviews, where large numbers are concerned, do. 
not necessarily involve personal interviews by the 
Courts, but only by officials. But there are many 
individual cases which come before the Courts in 
the following manner: Employment Exchanges, in 
pursuance of their duty, must watch the " genuinely 
seeking work" condition very closely and send up 
to the Chief Insurance Officer every case which 
they suspect. The Chief Insurance Officer nearly 
always disallows the claim and thereupon benefit 
is suspended at once. An aggrieved claimant may 
then appeal to the Local Court of Referees. 

In any event the Courts are still faced with 
the old difficulty of interpreting and applying 
the condition " genuinely seeking work." It must 
always be so in any system of unemployed benefits 
where mere daily signature at a local office is not 
accepted as sufficient proof of inability to get work. 
The Umpire had struggled with the problem for 
years, and the Blanesburgh Committee recom
mended a statutory definition of doctrine which 
would serve as a guide to the Courts. The follow
ing among other considerations were, therefore, to 
be taken into account: 

The period or periods of unemployment. 
Oualifications in a particular occupation. 
Record of previous employments. 
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Prospect of re-employment in previous or usual 

occupation. 
Efforts to obtain employment which claimant 

has a reasonable chance of obtaining. 

On such tests the conclusions of any tribunal 
must be largely a matter of personal opinion, and, 
if some Courts are stricter than others, there will be 
wide variations in the treatment of marginal cases. 
Nothing but the application of rigid rules, centrally 
determined, can alter this. And after all, it may be 
argued, Health Insurance has been shown to be in 
no better case. Here too, in marginal cases, the 
grant of a certificate depends in the end on the 
personal factor as between panel doctor and patient. 
The administration of out-relief by local committees 
under the County Councils under the reformed Poor 
Law is likely to be met by much the same difficulty. 

Another issue, allied to the .. genuinely seeking 
work" condition, is the question, how long a claimant 
may stand out for a job in his own particuIai- occu
pation. After how many weeks on benefit must, 
for example, an ex-shop assistant seek and accept 
a job as a general labourer? This had long been 
an issue in the administration of insurance benefit, 
but there had never been any" law" on the subject. 
The new Act attempted to grapple with the problem 
as follows: Section 5 (2) (ii) enacted that-

II After the lapse of IUch an interval after the date on 
which an insured contributor becomes unemployed as, in 
the circumstancca of the case, is reasonable, employment 
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shall not be deemed to be unsuitable by reason only that it 
is employment of a kind other than employment in the 
usual occupation of the insured contributor, if it is employ
ment at a rate of wage not lower, and on conditions not less 
favourable, than those generally observed by agreement 
between associations of employers and of employees, or 
failing any such agreement, than those generally recognised 
by good employers." 

Here, again, the crux of the matter-what is a 
reasonable period-is, of necessity, left open to the 
personal judgment of the official adjudicators and 
the Courts of Referees. 

5. THE NEW INSURED CLASS.-The Act of 1927 
created a new class of insured person aged eighteen 
to twenty-one, intermediate between adults (over 
twenty-one) and juveniles (sixteen to eighteen). 
Lower contributions and lower benefits were pre
scribed for these young men and women, the idea 
being to save the fund and avoid making benefit 
too attractive to youthful workers whose normal 
wage was below that of adults. From July 5, 1928, 
the rates of benefit for this age group were fixed as 
follows: 

Apd J8to If. ApI! Ig to eo. .\pd __ s,. 

Young men lOS. I,. .. I .... 
Young women • Ss. 101. I,... 

but these are not to apply to those who, though 
under twenty-one, are precocious enough to have 
become married or those who for any special reason 



THE BLANESBURGH REPORT 151 

are entitled to dependents' ~enefits. Such young 
men and women may still receive the adult rate of 
benefit. 

Adult and juvenlle rates of benefit were also 
changed by the Act so as to favour the married men 
as against the unmarried men and the juvenlles. 

Weekly Rates of Benefit and Dependents' Benefit 
payable after July 5, 1928, as compared flJitA the 
Rates payable during the years 1924-7. 

Weekly Rate 01 Beoafit. 
,CIaoIal-' 
,t . .....,. ... s. 

Men aged .. to 65 • 18s. 17s• 
Women aged 21 to 65 ISS. tss .. 
Boya aged 16 to 18 7s•6d• 65. 
Girls aged .6 to .8 • 65. 55. 
Adult dependenta • ss· 75• 
Dependent childIen 2S. 2 •• 

The Act slightly extended the category of per
sons who could be regarded as dependents for the 
purpose of dependents' benefit, though unmarried 
women, living with claimants as their wives, but not 
having the care of the claimant's dependent children, 
were no longer to be included in that category. 

One ~1fect of the above changes in benefit 
deserves a word of notice. The British schemes of 
contributory insurance have always been held to be 
examples of the "flat rate" method. Foreign 
countries might prefer to experiment with graded 
systems, under which wage-groups were formed 
and a different rate of contribution and. benefit 
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fixed for each; but such elaborations were con
demned here as being financially dangerous and 
administratively unpractical. Not that the doctrine 
was ever applied as thoroughly in Unemployment· 
Insurance as in Health Insurance. The latter has 
only two rates of ordinary contributions, those for 
males and females; in the former there have always 
been different rates for the four categories of men, 
women, boys, and girls. The new Act decrees 
that there shall now be six categories of con
tributors and no less than ten different grades 
of benefit. This is a kind of graded insurance, 
and it complicates the task of the Employment 
Exchanges. Nominally the system is still one of 
"rate for age" rather than " rate for wage" on 
the continental plan, but, at bottom, the change is 
a confession by the British authorities that the vary
ing rates of workers' earnings do, in practice, require 
recognition in the grading of benefits. It is an 
argument to arm those critics who advocate grading 
by wage-groups in all our contributory insurance 
schemes, whether, like Miss Eleanor Rathbone, they 
aim at abolishing sex distinctions in rates of benefits, 
or, like Mr. Seebohm Rowntree, they desire to make 
benefits bear a regular proportion to the normal 
wage income of the insured person. 

6. MINOR AMENDMENTS.-It will be noted that 
persons over sixty-five years of age are no longer 
included in the scope of insurances. This is due to 
the Contributory Pensions Act of 1925, under which 
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employed persons became eligible on January 3, 

1928, for a pension of 10$. per week at sixty-five. 
Neither benefit nor contributions are, therefore, 
payable at that age, either for Unemployment or for 
Health Insurance. But the employers' own por
tion of the weekly <:ontribution is still payable for 
both insurances. A joint scheme has, therefore, 
been set up for the payment by employers of both 
Health and Unemployment contributions, at the 
.. exempt persons" rate, on one single card. This 
is the first attempt to unify the cards and contri
butions for the two insurances. 

TM Trade Dispute Disqualijication.-No one has 
ever been able to devise a really satisfactory clause 
defining the conditions under· which a claimant 
should be disqualified for benefit by reason of the 
existence of a strike or lock-out. The 1927 Act 
revised the clause for the third time since 1911. 
Insured persons who are theIDSelves directly in
volved in a trade dispute are, of course, clearly 
d~entided to benefit, but the difficulty is to say 
who is and who is not so involved. Most stoppages 
of work have wide repercussions in unemployment, 
and the question is how far the disqualification 
should stretch. The position in recent years has 
been that persons, though not theIDSelves partici
pating in or financing a trade dispute which caused 
a stoppage at the premises where they were working, 
might nevertheless be disqualified from benefit if 
other members of the grade or class to which they 
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belonged were participating in or financing. the 
dispute. The penalty had been upheld by the 
Umpire in the mining dispute of 1926, even though 
the "other members" in question had not been' 
employed at the same premises or even in the same 
district. The effect of the amendment in the 1927 
Act was to prevent such a strict interpretation. 
Henceforth the disqualification was not to apply to 
persons who ~ere not themselves directlf interested 
in a trade dispute, unless there were other members 
of their grade or class at the same premises QI them
selves who were participating in or financing the 
dispute. 

Special and Supplementary Schemes.-The Act 
finally abolished the power of the Minister of Labour 
to allow special industries to contract out of the 
State scheme, thus putting another nail in the coffin 
of specious proposals for "insurance by indus
tries." Continued existence was, however, allowed 
to the special schemes of two industries which 
had already contracted out: the banking industry 
and the insurance industry. These arrangements 
.ar~; of c~urse, quite distinct from those known as 
Supplementary Schemes, under which trade unions 
are allowed to payout State benefit to their members 
in addition to their own trade union benefits. Such 
arrangements are to continue under the new Act, 
though the conditions (see Appendix) to be enforced 
on the unions are made more stringent. 

Instruction QI a Condition of Benejit.-The only 
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othel:' provision of the Act which need be desctibed 
here is 'that by which the Minister of Labour was 
given power to make grants out of the Unemploy

"ment Fund towards the expenses of .. approved 
courses of instruction" for unemployed juveniles of 
sixteen to eighteen years.. The policy and :\Ustory 
of the Juvenile Unimployment Centres are dis
cussed elsewhere in this book. They had proved 
their value in 1918 and subsequently, but they had 
been run on too small a scale, and had"always been 
hampered by the lack of a firm financial basis. 
Local Education Authorities had long ceased to pay 
anything towards them, and direct payments from 
the Exchequer were hard to COlne by. Such money 
as had been appropriated for this purpose had, for 
four years, been drawn from the Exchequer on the 
Ministry of Labour vote. Under the 1927 Act such 
appropriations will continue, but the Ministry of 
Labour now has the power to contribute up to 
SO per cent. of the cost out of the Unemployment 
Fund. A much-needed extension lof centres, in dis
tressed Inining towns .and elsewh((re, -has followed 
this financial adjustment, but that doeS not mean 
that the nature of the bargain with the Treasury is . 
beyond criticism. Ought the Unemployment Fund 
to be drawn upon at all for such purposes? In a 
later chapter the future possibilities of training and 
other" restorative" treatment for the workless are 
discussed, but there is less hope of advance along 
these lines if, following the precedent of juvenile 
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unemployment centres, they are all to be, even 
partially, a charge on the Unemployment Fund,' 
which is itself heavily in debt. There is a case 
for regarding all such existing schemes and future' 
projects as part of the national problem of industrial 
reconstruction and not as mqe devices for getting 
the unemployed off the Unemployment Fund. A 
larger principle is at stake, and it may, as .yet, 
be too s00l'- to dogmatise about the financial 
arrangements that will ultimately be recognised 
as appropriate. In the future, industry itself 
may be called in to play its part, both in the 
organisation of instruction and in footing the bill. 
Meanwhile it is necessary to bear in mind that the 
Unemployment Fund is a trust fund, belonging, 
not to the State, but to the contributors. As the 
declared object of the fund is to provide for the 
cost of unemployment benefit and administrative 
costs incidental thereto, has the State any right to 
divert the money to extraneous purposes, however 
beneficent? 

7. Is A UNIFIED SCHEME POSSIBLE ?-Before 
concluding this chapter something further must be 
said as to the fundamental question-raised but not 
settled by the Blanesburgh Report-Is a unified 
scheme for relieving the necessities of all the able
bodied unemployed possible? Can the Poor Law, 
or its equivalent, be dispensed with 1 Must there 
always be a division of functions between the 
Employment Exchange and the Guardians, between 
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the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Health ? 
Again and again unemployment insurance benefits 
have been expanded, but, . even at their most 
generous, they have always left to the Poor Law 
a margin of msured men and women whQ were 
suffering f~om not:h4tg except prolonged inability 
to get work. Under the latest revision-if the full 
BlaI!.esburgh scheme is ever brought into force-

.. it seems certain that the share of resp~nsibility left 
to the Poor Law will increase in proportion to the 
greater restrictions on unemployment benefit. If 
the Poor Law is .. strict," if out-telief is denied, 
the gap between the two systems, which already 
exists in many districts, will be widened, and no one 
can say that those workers who fall into that gap 

'through no fault of their own are being logically, or 
even humanely, treated. It is a dilemma for which 
no satisfactory final solution has yet appeared, and 
none can be suggested here. It is more or less 
agreed t,hat, apart from the question of monetary 
assistance, the Ministry of Labour is the right 
authority to deal with the unemployed," because 
it considers the cause of their distress-lack of 
employment-whereas the Ministry of Health and 
the Poor Law regard only the effect-destitution. 
The Ministry of Labour possesses in its Exchanges 
a work-finding agency and also the nucleus of other 
remedial measures, such as training institutions for 
the younger men. The industrial aspect of un
employment can only be properly treated by a 
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national authority, and an authority possessing 
technical knowledge of industry. 

The trouble is that the Unemployment Insurance 
Scheme, while it copes fairly well with a great part 
of unemployment, cannot, by reason of its nature, 
cope with the whole. It can never be the sole agency 
for maintaining the whole cl~s of able-bodied un
employed persons. Any insurance scheme, however 
generous, must impose limits, standards, and tests 
on the unemployed claimants, and there will always 
be (at least since 1920 there always have been) many 
unemployed persons who cannot fulfil those con
ditions. The present problem is, not how to relax 
the conditions still further, but how to tighten them 
in the best interests of the majority of insured con
tributors. Tentative suggestions have been heard 
from time to time that insurance benefits should 
no longer be payable in cases of chronic unemploy
ment, and- that a separate fund of a non-contribu
tory kind should be available for those who cease 
to be eligible for standard benefit. Such insured 
persons, 'instead of being left to the Guardians or 
the Public Assistance Authority, should continue to 
be dealt with by means of the Exchanges and the 
insurance machinery in exactly the same way as 
before, but their maintenance or dole (at the same 
or at a lower rate than the ordinary insurance 
benefits) should be a charge on the Exchequer 
rather than on the Insurance Fund or the local 
rates. This would mean dualism inside the Ex-
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changes, instead of outside. Oscillation. between 
contributory benefit and non-contrib~tory dole 
would be no better than oscillation between in-

's\u'ance benefit and Poor Law relief. It would 
mean a partial return to the post-war out-of-work 
donation system, and, would gradually undermine 
the prestige of the contributory insurance scheme. 
Particularly would this be the case if both forms of 
payment were made by the Employmen~ Exchanges, 
in-as-much as a man whose benefit was stopped at 
one counter would only have to pass on to another 
counter to make his claim to the alternative form 
of maintenance. Moreover, what of those families 
for whom neither form of subsistence would 
suffice? From what fund other than Poor Law 
out-relief could thei?· maintenan~e be supple
mented? Then there is the question of workers 
who are disallowed benefit under the rules b~ause 
they left employment of their own accord or were 
discharged for misconduct or were on strike or 
locked out. And outside the insurance \ scheme 
there are still the three million work~rs in agri
culture and private domestic service, not to 
mention the self-employed, hawkers, etc. Would 
they be covered by the non-contributory fund, 
although they are not covered by the contribu
tory scheme, or would the Poor Law be retained 
for them? Finally, there would necess~ly be 
some . conditions and tests laid down even for 
this secondary kind of benefit or donation, and 
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many persons would fail to satisfy them. In none 
of these cases could proved destitution be left to 
fend for itself. If, indeed, destitution were made 
the sole test, the Exchanges would be saddled with/. 
the functions of the relieving officer-a most un
desirable conclusion. No solution, it is argued, 
lies along the lines of a dual system of State 
benefits. 

But there must be some basic provision for 
those unemployed who are unable to draw benefit 
under the State scheme, or for whom benefit is 
insufficient. For these, relief on a need basis, 
grant-aided by the State, but at the hands of the 
local authorities-in future, the same authorities as 
are already responsible for other forms of home 
assistance-will still be a necessary resource. It 
would, of course, be an invariable condition that 
the recipients of such relief should continue to 
register at ·the Exchange, so that they could still 
be served by the national authority so far as their 
empkJyment needs were concerned. The Ministry 
of Labour would still be responsible for the restora
tive remedies, such as transfer and training (see 
Chapter VII), and the closest possible relations 
should obtain between the local relieving authority 
and the central employment machinery. If any 
applicants for relief are selected for training, the 
cost of their maintenance would be defrayed, not 
by the local authority, but from the Unemployment 
Fund or, preferably, from a special fund provided 
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by the Exchequer, but, in ordinary areas, not many 
who are in chronic need of relief are' likely to be 

'" fit subjects for training. 
The question, How many of the unemployed 

will inevitably ,come on the hands of the local 
authorities? is difficult to answer. Apparently for 
some years past the average numbers falling to the 
Guardians have been between 70,000 and 150,000; 
in 1928 the number was near the lower of these 
two figures. In the future much depends on the 
methods of salvage ultimately adopted in the de
pressed areas, where undeserved destitution has 
become a tragic fea~e, and even more depends 
on whether the 30 contributions test for benefit is 
generally enforced. But, when all is done by way 
of restorative measures and the payment of benefit, 
there will remain in all large towns a body of 
defective labour, a partially submerged class, whose 
normal lot it is to relapse, at times, into a state of 
dependence. For them the word" able-bodied," 
though technically correct, is really misleading. In 
addition there will always be Ii residue of ordinary 
workers, who, in the emergencies of their industrial 
lives, will escape the meshes of any nets which the 
State can spread to maintain them. It seems, there
fore, vain to search for a unified system of State 
benefit which could cope completely with the needs 
of all the varied types among the unemployed. 



CHAPTER VI 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE UNEMPLOYED 

THE preceding chapters have recorded the evolution 
of the measures for the maintenance of unemployed 
workers as a class. Subsistence is a need common 
to the whole class, but that does not end the matter; 
it is only the beginning and foundation of a con
structive poliCy. For unemployment is a many
sided problem, covering many diverse factors, 
and the unemployed persons are of many kinds. 
Differentiation, both of the types of person affected 
and of the causes which affect them, is necessary 
and possible. It is possible to-day owing to the 
statistical measures so readily applied by the opera
tions of unemployment insurance and the Employ
ment Exchanges; and it is necessary because on 
it depends the discovery of the paths of further 
progress. If it be true that the larger issues of 
prevention of unemployment rest with the economist 
who is intent on the fluctuations of world trade, 
credit regulation, and the like, it is also true that 
his eagle vision needs to be supplemented by the 
humbler, more close-grained study of the actual 
persons who are workless and of the conditions 
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wliich have brought them low ••. Only by such 
a method of approach can some of the most chronic 
forms of the disease be adequately diagnosed. 

[. THB DISTRIBUTION OF UNEMPWYMENT.--. The 
Ministry of Labour publishes in the Labour Gazette 
statistics showing the unemployment in each in
dustry and in one hundred subdivisions of industries. 
This great monthly round-up of the insured trades 
omits only agriculture, private' domestic service, 
and about half a million excepted workpeople, 
none of whom are exposed to the average risk of 
unemployment. ~Otherwise, substantia1ly all work
people over sixteen years of age and earning less 
than a rate, of l.s a week are brought within the 
statistical net. Taking :first the classification by 
trades, it is possible to draw a broad distinction 
between the heavy industries, such as coal, iron, 
engineering, and shipbuilding, on the one hand, and 
the remaining insured trades on the other. These 
four industries, covering about two and a half Inillion 
workpeople, have been responsible for 40 per cent. 
of the total unemployment among nearly twelve 
million insured persons. Clearly, therefore, there 
has been an abnormal contraction of the heavy in
dustries, and, as coal, iron, and shipbuilding are 
highly regionalised, their collapse has amounted to 
the economic collapse of special regions. In the 
case of coal, some of the districts affected have now 
been recognised as semi-derelict areas, the grievous 
problems of which will be refer~d to separately. 



164 THE UNEMPLOYED 

But what has been the geographical distribution 
of unemployment over the whole country? The 
figures for unemployment in the eight Employment 
Exchange areas at two years interval are as follows: 

JaauaryJ~ Apdh .... 

London 7'7 S'3 
South·eastern 6·8 4'9 
South-western 9'5 7'4 
Midlands 8'2 8'0 
North ...... tem 14':1 13'1 
North·western 11'0 10·8 
Scotland '5'7 ... 11<1 
Wales '4'4 '9'S 

Average 10'9 10'0 

2. THE REsIDUE OF CHRONIC UNEMPLOYMENT <

These figures show that there has been something 
, like a fixed relation between the amount of unem
ployment in different districts, and that the relation 
is definitely in favour of the south of England. But 
the south, though prosperous, still has a residue of 
about 6 per cent. of unemployment. It is a con
siderable figure and represents a serious burden 
on the Unemployment Fund and the rates. Is it 
an irreducible minimum? Is there, throughout 
the industrial community, and in all areas, a sub
stratum of chronic unemployment due to other 
causes than to business depression? There may, 
for instance, be social and industrial factors at work 
which, at the best of times, waste the supply of 
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willing labour, and there may be deficiencies in the 
quality of some of ,the human material available. 
Such personal defects may' lie in the technical 
inexperience of the workers, or in their physique or 
in their 'moral character. They may be largely 
industrial in their origin. H they can be remedied, 
in whole or in part, the cost of benefit and relief 
will by so much be reduced. 

In this chapter some of the types and causes of 
chronic unemployment are considered. Seasonal 
and casual emplo~ents are well-recognised illustra
tions of the kind of irregularity which causes chronic 
unemployment, not only directly, but also in
direcdy, by its lpwering effect on the human beings 
who are involved. The neglect of juvenile labour 

. is another cause of a similar type; it has for twenty 
years been. known and studied as the blind-alley 
employment of young persons, chiefly boys. Allied 
to this is the insecurity .of status which runs right 
through all industrial and commercial life. A nar
rowly specialised craft decays and leaves its crafts
men stranded; or a spell of unemployment compels 
men to step down in the industrial scale, a personal 
disaster which few can retrieve. In a surprisingly 
large number of cases ill-fortune of one kind or 
another, and particularly the oppressive working of 
the industrial machine, has reduced men to the 
lowest rung of the ladder-that is, to the lowest 
class of unskilled labour. It will be suggested 
that, at this level, an unnecessarily large surplus of 
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somewhat damaged, humanity tends to accumu
late. Finally, the method of individual analysis 
and differentiation brings out the factors of old 
age, premature infirmity and sickness as important 
causes of personal ineligibility leading to chronic 
unemployment. Any representative sample of the 
unemployed would naturally contain a proportion 
of cases of this type. 

All these are factors which, in recent years, 
have been oversh~dowed by the more obvious 
problems of mass unemployment in the basic 
industries and the necessitous areas, but they may 
none the less turn out to be profoundly important 
to the proper understanding of unemployment as 
a whole and to the framing of a constructive policy. 

3. THE lNDIVIDUAL ANALYSIS.-Firstly, the 
official figures and data, which constitute the 
modem census of unemployed persons, must be 
further examined. It will be convenient to take 
the round number of a million unemployed, which 
happens to represent the position as actually 
recorded in the month of April 1926. Analysing 
the returns for that month into men, boys, women, 
and girls, it is found that the proportions were as 
follows : 

Men 
Boys under 18 • 
Women. 
Girls under 18 

Per Cent. 

77 
3 

16 
3 
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Two years later, in April 1928, the proportion 
of men was even higher, ,being 80 per cent. of 
the total. Statistically, therefore, unemployment is 
mainly ~ problem affecting male workers over 
eighteen. 

Another classification separates from the mass 
that section of unemployment which is due to short 
time anlt casual labour. Thus, there were in 
April 1926 : 

(x) 75 per cent. wholly unemployed. 
(2) 18 per cent. temporarily unemployed., 
(3) 7 per cent. casuals. 

Of the first class, i.e. the wholly unemployed, 
600,000 were men, which is near the low-water mark 
of male 'unemployment .since 1920. The second 
class covers all those who were reported at local' 
offices to be still attached to some employer, i.e. 
persons on short time or temporarily suspended. 
-Such suspensions represent serious loss of income 
to the wage-earners concerned, but they are a less 
desperate evil than complete loss of work. Simi
larly, the third class of unemployment is essentially 
different from the other two. Casual employment 
always involves casual unemployment, and, seeing 
that there are not less than a quarter of a million 
casuals, their spells of unemployment will eventually 
swell the total figures, even in the best of times. 

The next question is as to the duration of un
employment. In any year, with an average of 
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one million unemployed, the number of individuals 
registering at the Ministry of Labour local offices 
would, it is officially estimated, exceed three million. 
Their periods of worklessness in the year would vary 
from one day to 365 days. The average could be 
determined, but between such extremes the average 
spell means little. 

On the other hand, the doctrine of an ever
chapging personnel is only true within limits. 
There is 'a considerable nucleus of individuals who 
suffer long and frequent unemployment. Figures 
obtained in an official investigation of a large 
sample of claims covering all areas showed that 
in the three and a half years ending April 4, 1927, 
approximately 17 per cent. of the male claim~nts 
had been on benefit for more than half of the whole 
period, while approximately 50 per cent. of the 
male claimants had been on benefit for more than 
one-fifth of the whole period. 

The first figure of 17 per cent. obviously con
stitutes the most formidable part of the problem. 
To be more out of work than in it argues that a man 
is either stranded in an area where industries are 
contracting or is one of those individuals who, for 
some personal reason, lack the normal eligibility 
for employment. It is, perhaps, true that a retro
spect over several more years would disclose some 
improvement in the proportion of employment 
obtained by these claimants. Similarly over a 
number of years, the ratio of individuals registering 
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to the average live register would be increased 
beyond the above estimate of three ·to one for 
a single yeat. But even so the above figure of 
17 per cent. indicates the existence of a large class 
that can fairly be called chronic cases. This is the 
class that has borne most heavily on the insurance 
fund, and it is for their maintenance that the regular 
workers have had to pay such high weekly con
tributions in the years 1921-1928. 

It is natural to inquire what sort of persons they 
were who composed. this hard core of unemploy
ment. Such knowledge is hard to come by, but 
we can learn something about the individuals who 
compose the unemployed as a whole by examining 
the reports of the Ministry of Labour on three 
special investigations which were made between, 
1923 and 1928. The original object of the first of 
these inquiries seems to have been to challenge the 
loose criticism of the Insurance Scheme and to 
disprove the allegation that its benefits were being 
widely abused, but, besides achieving this negative 
object, the information collected has been turned to 
account in administration. Incidentally it threw 
new light on the incidence of unemployment, and 
even on the whole social conditions of qur time. 

The value of the investigations was increased by 
the large scale on which they were conducted. In 
November 1924 the circumstances of no less than 
11,000 claimants were scrutinised on the basis of 
a 1 per cent. selection from the registers of every 
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Employment Exchange. This was a large order, 
such as could only be performed by a national 
organisation. But it had the defects of its qualities. 
No really searching diagnosis of the personal char
acters of so many human beings was achieved. 
An inquiring Government Department can easily 
determine their insurance records, but cannot hope 
to appraise the real quality or the real employability 
of 11,000 persons as human beings and as workers 
merely by instructing 400 officials to fill up 
questionnaires. 

According to the official analysis in November 
1924, as many as 63 per cent. of the males and 77 per 
cent. of the females were, in the opinion of Exchange 
officials, persons who in normal times would have 
been in steady employment. The figures appear 
to be very creditable to the personal quality of the 
unemployed as a whole, and they acquire added 
authority from the later inquiry, in April 1927, which 
produced nearly identiCal results. But the fact 
remains that over one-half of the whole sample had 
outrun their claim to standard insurance benefit and 
were receiving benefit not justified by their contri
butions. Moreover, 55 per cent. of the men had 
not been employed (at any rate, no contributions 
had been paid for them) for as much as half their 
time in the previous 122 weeks, and as many as 
28 per cent. of them had worked for less than 
30 weeks out of 122 weeks. These facts are not 
reassuring as to the average quality of the unem-



ANALYSIS OF THE UNEMPLOYED 171 

ployed. That they are not necessarily inconsistent 
with the rather generous vieW of their quality taken 
by Exchange managers may, of course, be due to 
the fact that the depression was so severe that men 
of the highest qualifications were continuously 
deprived of work. In the black areas. such as the 
Welsh coalfields, this would no doubt be true, and 
as the Exchanges in such areas all contributed their' 
quota to the sample---imd a heavy quota too-the 
results would be weighted . thereby. It might 
indeed have been better ~o exclude these areas from 
the inquiry, in order to give a clearer picture of the 
quality of the' claimants in the less abnormal dis
tricts. In any case the figures call attention to the 
fact that, in the opinion of the officials, as many as 
37 per cent. of the men were something less than 
fully equipped industrial units. The precise degree 
of their ineligibility is naturally not assessable, but, 
under the conditions of the inquiry, it varied from 
the type which, though never in steady employment, 
would, with favourable conditions, obtain a fair 
amount of work, down to the type that was con~ 
sidered to be verging on the unemployable. The 
sample of workers here examined cannot, of course, 
be held to be representative of the insured popu
lation as a whole. They were doubtless heavily 
weighted with .. inferior lives." None the less a 
proportion of over one-third of unemployed insurable 
persons, whose eligibility for employment was for 
one reason or another very imperfect. indicates the 
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presence in the community at large of a considerable 
body of defective labour. 

A further analysis of the sample of II,OOO 

claimants of benefit brought out the significant fact 
that the heaviest proportion of men was in the age 
group 2<>-Z4, and in the age group SS and over. 
In the case of :women, the heaviest proportion was 

. found in the age group 18--z4. It is difficult to say 
how much in excess of the normal these proportions 
may be, for, notoriously, these age periods are bad 
periods at the best of times. Youths who have 
failed to secure entry into a skilled trade between 
sixteen and eighteen are always liable to find them
selves a drug in the market when they reach man's 
estate. It is also obvious that some men over 
fifty-five are only feeble competitors, at any rate 
in the unskilled labour market, whenever it is 
overcrowded. 

As regards the young men, their unemployment 
in the age period 2<>-Z4 could not, in November 1924, 
have been due, to any marked extent, to service with 
the Colours prior to 1918. These men were in fact 
civilian boys who entered industry during the War 
at the age of fourteen or thereabouts. Mer the 
Armistice the universal appeal was to employ ex
service men in preference to others. One of the 
results of this intense propaganda, already referred 
to in a previous chapter, was to deprive a large pro
portion of the younger generation in industry of 
their normal chances of entering either a skilled 
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employment or any employment carrying prospects 
for the future. Clearly these lads, no less than 
'ex-service men, were waJ; victims in a very real 
sense, and it might have been better if their interest 
had been more carefully considered in the days of 
resettlement between 1918 and 1920. Even apart from, 
the effects of the War, it is one of the normal results 
of a trade depression to reduce the n~bers of open~ 
ings for new entrants. Not for a hundred years 
has the industrial world offered so bleak a prospect to 
young people as it has done since 1920. Part of the 
price paid for these dislocations has been the un
natural drain on the Unemployment Fund by a mass 
of young men who should be in the heyday of their 
industrial careers. Far more serious is their loss of 
tone and quality as men and as workers. There is 
indeed some evidence that this particular generation 
or age period of workers is carrying its defective 
quality with it through the years; .lor .the investi
gation in April 1927, when these youths would be 
between 23 and 27, showed that the proportion of 
the sample between the ages of 25 'and 29 had in
creased by 2 per cent., while the proportion between 
the ages of 20 and 24 had fallen by l' 3 per cent. 
Altogether the ten-year age group 2Q-Z9 included 
nearly one-third of all the male claimants. In the 
end their hard case had to be recognised, and it is 
precisely for them that, since 1925, the experimental 
training centres at Birmingham and elsewhere have 
been started by the Government (see Chapter VII). 
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No attempt to ascertain the personal qualities of 

the unemployed is likely to be other than incon
clusive, if only owing to the not-to-be-regretted fact 
that the characters of men and women still elude the 
official measuring rod. None the less, enough has 
been said to prove that it is still unwise to ignore the 
personal factor ,in employment and in unemploy
ment, and, since work and character react on one 
another, some attempt must now be made to show 
the other side of the picture; i.e. how the irregu
larities of industry are themselves responsible for 
much of the harm; how, in fact, unemployment 
is inherent in the whole system and part of its very 
bone. 

4. THE DISCONTINUITY OF EMPLOYMENT.

Industry is like a kaleidoscope; an incessant change 
and interplay of labour is always going on. Con
tinuity and established security are everywhere the 
exception rather than the rule. Big businesses 
contract; small ones expand. In every large 
factory, some branch or department is in a stage of 
transition which affects employment. To some 
extent the number of employees is stabilised by 
overtime and short time, but the greater number of 
wage-earners are accustomed to frequent changes 
of jobs. They are not casuals; they would be 
regarded, for the most part, as regularly employed. 
Many of them would not need to go to the Employ
ment Exchanges to find a new job, though most 
would take the precaution of registering, in case 
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their interval of unemployment might last longer 
than they expected and might justify the payment ' 
of Wlemployment benefit. Some of the discon

'tinuity of employment may be due to wage-earners 
giving Up' their jobs of their own accord, e.g. in the 
hope of abetter job. Most workers, however, seek 
new employment because their employer no longer 
,needs their services. Even for the men whose 
abilities are in general demand, the search for a 
new place may take time. It may be one day, it 
may be a month. In any case, if the man is in 
an insured trade and registers at the Employment 
Exchange he would help to swell the statistics of 
unemployment. 

Special statistics on this point are availabl~ for 
the year 1923, from which it appears that 3,700,000 
separate persons were recorded as unemployed. 
Of these no less than 470,000, or one-eighth, received 
no unemployment benefit, principally because they 
were Wlemployed only for six days or less, and thus 
never passed the waiting period. 

In some London districts the turnover of male 
claimants to ben~fit is more than So per cent. in a 
month. But labour is ,not a fluid, and it does not 
abhor a vacuum; it is composed of human beings 
with diverse ties and wants outside their functions 
as industrial units. It follows that changes in the 
demand for labour are not always immediately 
accompanied by the necessary adjustments in the 
labour supply. Since 1910 the national system of 
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Employment Exchanges and the wide circulation 
of vacancy lists have made for improvement, but 
labour still -finds itself unemployed or under
employed in one place simultaneously with an un
satisfied demand for its full service in other places, 
perhaps only a few miles away. 

Such maladjustment of the demand for and supply 
of labour affects some trades more than others. 
Take the building trade: comment and even con
troversy often centre round the fact that at a time 
when house building is held up for lack of building 
operatives, there are thousands of men recorded as 
unemployed in that industry. The number on 
January 25, 1926, was 107,000, including all grades. 
Why were these men not at once absorbed in an 
industry which was known to be in urgent need of 
more labour? A closer analysis is necessary before 
coming to any conclusion. 

The figure given above is for nine different 
classes of unemployed building trade operatives, 
107,000 in all. Unempl~yment was least amongst 
plasterers and bricklayers, being 3.2 per cent. and 
4·9 per cent. respectively. Such low figures in this 
industry are an indication, not of a surplus, but of 
a serious shortage. The Unemployment Insurance 
Acts and the Employment Exchanges have certainly 
increased the mobility of labour of this kind, if 
they cannot overcome some of the natural barriers. 
Prejudice against strange surroundings has a good 
deal to do with it, but there are practical barriers. 
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For example, there is the case of the plasterer of 
sixty or,sixty-five, .whose local job has come to an 
end. Employers at a distance have particulars of 
the applicant submitted to them by the Employment 
Exchange, through the National Clearing House 
system, but, seeing the man's age, they will not take 
the risk of engaging him; so even in a world which 
is clainouring for plasterers, he is among the unem
ployed. Other men cannot move freely about the 
country because of family ties or because of the cost 
of keeping themselves in board and lodging away 
from home. 

There is always a high percentage of unemploy
ment in the winter among painters, which accounts 
for 30 per cent. of them being without work in 
January 1926. Building trade labourers with 16 per, 
cent. of unemployment were also heavily hit. 
There is, of course, never a shortage of building 
trade "labourers, and it is certain that the statistics 
for this grade are swollen by a large number of 
unskilled workers, who only cling to the fringe of 
the building industry and are only nominally 
members of it. 

These last two factors heavily weight the figures 
for the building industry. Cut them out and the 
rate of unemployment for building trade operatives 
falls to about 8 per cent., which is not high for the 
month of January, when the building industry, 
being predominantly an outdoor trade, must, in 
the nature of things, be slacker than in the summer 
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season. But even a rate of unemployment of 
8 per cent. may be artificial, being partly due to the 
local shortages of plasterers and bricklayers, without 
whose work other craftsmen could not get on with 
their jobs. Discontinuous employment may thus 
be the result, not of lack of demand, but of a shortage' 
of pivotal men. It may be doubted, however, 
whether the figures for unemployment in the 
building trade would ever fall as low as 4 per cent. 
owing to the inherent lack of mobility on the part 
of human labour, the inevitable gaps between 
building jobs and to the fringe of hangers-on, who 
are not fully eligible workers, but cannot be excluded 
from statistics. The building trade is, of course, 
an extreme instance of discontinuity, but such mal
adjustment, besides being important in itself, illus
trates what occurs in some degree in other trades. 

S. CASUAL EMPLOYMENT.-This is always a 
prolific cause of unemployment and, as will be 
argued later, taken in conjunction with the unem
ployment of the lower grades of unskilled labour, 
is, in many areas, the largest factor in swelling the 
Employment Exchange Registers. About twenty 
years ago students of employment questions spent 
a great deal of energy in attacking this perplexing 
and wasteful feature of modem industry. They 
discovered that " casual" employment, in the widest 
sense of the word, ran right through industry, that 
almost all employers engaged casual labour, skilled 
or unskilled, at some time, and that some employers 



ANALYSIS OF THE VNEMPLOYED 179 

engaged hardly any other kind of labour. In the case 
of the skilled mim, e.g. compositors, the higher wages 
and the resources of the trade union were sufficient to 
tide them over from job to job, but in the case of 
the unskilled and unorganised no such comforting 
reserve of strength was discoverable. Dockers and 
building trade labourers were cases in point, and for 
the alleviation of the dockers'lot many schemes have 
been devised; some have been realised and others 
are still in the embryo stage (see pages 207-209). 

Some part of the problem is recognised as being 
due to the faulty organisation of industry, yet there 
is some responsive factor on the men's side. To 
say" once a casual aiways a casual .. would be going 
too far, but it is undoubted that the habit of irregu
larity is easily acquired and difficult to throw off. 
For one thing, the rate of pay of such work is nearly 
always higher than the hourly rate of the lowest class 
of non-casual unskilled work, and, after all, most 
people would join the casual in preferring three days 
a week at lOS. a day to a regular job at 35s. or even 
40S. a week. In any case, little success has attended 
the repeated efforts of social workers, Government 
Departments, and even of some employers and trade 
union leaders to cope with the problem. Casual 
labour in industry, as a whole, has been too obstinate 
for them, and the possibility of drawing unemploy
ment benefit for the days off work has probably 
helped to crystallise the habit. As was seen in 
Chapter V, a man who manages to do one day's 
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work in every week is able, under the Blanesburgh 
scheme, to draw benefit continuously, provided 
that he satisfies the other statutory conditions. 

At one time it was believed that the disorganised 
methods of engagement by a multiplicity of em
ployers, each encouraging a small reserve of men to 
wait upon them, was the source of all the trouble. 
An effective remedy was the substitution of a central 
market-place in each area for the supply and demand 
of all such labour. Some casuals would be trans
formed into regular weekly workers, even though 
engaged by different employers day by day, while 
the remainder would be defined as surplus to re
.quirements. In 1909 decasualisation of this kind 
was certainly one of the hopes of those who brought 
the Labour Exchanges Act on to the Statute Book. 
But, speaking generally, the Exchanges have failed 
to fulfil expectations in this respect. In some places 
they have been only another market-place, not sub
stituted for, but added to those already existing at 
the employers' gates. Some large employers, how
ever, now take all their labour through the Employ
ment Exchange, and, as will be described in the 
next chapter, something has been done by tally 
systems and the registration of dock workers.· 
Looking at industry and commerce as a whole, it is 
likely that there are to-day more daily or short term 
engagements than there ever were. The practice is 
spreading rather than dying away, partly because 
industrial conditions since 1920 have created a 
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larger surplus of labour, and, therefore, a larger 
number of men willing to take"anything, even casual 
jobs. And the statistics show that, out of about 
250,000 casual workers who are officially identified 
as such, there are always between 70,000 and 80,000 

unemployed. 
6. SEASONAL TRADBS.-The ebb and flow of 

industrial activity at different seasons of the year 
is another factor which has a serious effect upon 
employment, but it is possible to overrate the 
hardship caused thereby. The temporary character 
of the work is known beforehand to those who 
engage in it, and seasonal trades would be unable 
to carry on at all unless they could count on a 
certaiIC supply of workpeople who have other 
resources out of season, or who, for some personal 
or domestic reason, prefer not to be employed 
throughout the year; 

The fluctuations may be conditioned by the 
weather, at home or abroad, or by social habits and 
fashions. Fortunately, seasonal variations are not 
always in the same months for all seasonal trades. 
The building, furnishing, and even the engineering 
trades are busier in summer. Printing and coal 
inining are, however, slack in the autumn. Dock 
workers have several seasons, dependent on con
ditions in different exporting countrieS. Women's 
trades are particularly liable to seasonal fluctuations, 
notably dressmaking, the fur trade, and, in Scotland, 
the fishing industry (i.e. the handling of th~ fish 
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after landing at ports). Generally speaking, it is, not 
the export, but the home trades which present the 
most marked seasonal changes. 

Obviously, any industry which is so handicapped 
by seasonal limitations should, in compensation, 
make some· extra provision in wages or in some 
other way to help their employees over the slack 
times. To some extent rates of wages are indeed 
higher at the docks and in the building trades. But 
the interruptions in wage earning, from which their 
employees suffer, are far from being met by the 
slightly higher remuneration which they receive 
when in work. 

Short time is another common device for meeting 
the hardship of seasonal fluctuations. In the coal 
industry, for instance, short time masks the seasonal 
unemployment that would otherwise occur in the 
summer. In building there is a short working week 
of forty-four hours in the winter. Thus in trades 
where this device is adopted, the loss of employment 
is spread over all the workpeople, rather than con
centrated in the form of full unemployment upon 
a minority. 

Why do not those who accept employment in 
a seasonal trade take steps to provide themselves 
with a subsidiary employment for the other months 
of the year? Some men and women do accomplish 
this difficult feat, but it is relatively uncommon to 
find a wage-earner with two trades at his command. 
Tradeunion policy has never favoured such dualism, 
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and has preferred the device of paying unemploy
ment benefit to members during the slack seasons. 
This raises the question of the operation of benefit 
rules under Unemployment Insurance in the case 
of seasonal ,workers who claim benefit out of the 
season when their work is normally available. In 
past years they have usually been disallowed benefit 
on the assumption that they were not genuinely 
seeking work. But, if they could never claim 
benefit, why should they pay contributions? The 
amending Act of 197.7 tried to solve the problem by 
exempting from, compulsory contributions persons 
whose only occupation is a seasonal one which does 
not ordinarily extend over more than eighteen weeks 
in any year. This seems to be the easiest way out of 
the dilemma; it still leaves the worker the option 
of remaining in insurance if he wishes, and it leaves 
the employer with the obligation of paying his 
share of the contribution in any event. Such 
optional exemption does not, of course, apply to 
such a trade as the building trade, which is only 
partly seasonal, but must be confined to trades 
which cease altogether out of the season. 

7. JUVENILE LABOUR MJSuSED.-For thirty years 
• we have known, from well-established evidence, 
that the haphazard methods of entry into employ
ment are a serious blot on our industrial system. 
It is universally recognised that one of the results 
of blind-alley employment at fourteen to seventeen 
years is prolonged unemployment at eighteen or a 
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little older, and a premature drop into the lowest 
ranks of industry. This knowledge was given 
greater definition and proof by an inquiry conducted 
in 1925 by the Ministry of Labour into the circum
stances of 3331 boys and 2701 girls, being 10 per 
cent. of those registered at Employment Exchanges 
and Juvenile Employment Bureaux in all parts of 
England, Scotland, and Wales. In effect the sample 
test was intended to do for juveniles what had 
already been done for adults in 1923 and in 1924, 
but it is unfortunate that the age limit should have 
been put so low as eighteen. Doubtless it was un
avoidable, since eighteen was the dividing line 
between the juvenile and adult departments of 
Employment Exchanges. A further defect in the 
sample was the unduly small proportion of juveniles 
between fourteen and sixteen as compared with the 
proportion between sixteen and eighteen, the reason 
being that persons under sixteen are outside the 
range of Unemployment Insurance and,are under no 
obligation to have any dealings with the Exchanges 
or Bureaux. But for practical purposes the sample 
may be taken as sufficiently representative of the 
whole body of unemployed boys and girls at the 
time of the inquiry. 

The two chief conclusions reached in the report 
were those which might be expected: that industry, 
while it was ready enough to snap up each generation 
of school-leavers, showed a serious lack of openings 
of an educative kind for young persons, and that an 
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excessive amount of unemployment fell to their lot 
at the age of seventeen to eighteen. The home con
ditions 'and physical characteristics were not closely 
investigated, but appear to have been normal to the 
districts. An attempt was, however, made to sum 
up the quality of the boys and girls as industrial 
units, and they were placed in three categories of 
employability. In the result not less than 37 per 
cent. of the boys and 25 per cent. of the girls were 
found to be in the highest class, A, and on their 
merits fitted for skilled employment. Had the 
industrial system given them the opportunities they 
deserved, this section, and more than this, would 
at the age of sixteen, or ea!lier, have been taken by 
employers for training in some trade, commercial 
occupation, or profession. Probably the number of 
individuals entitled to inclusion in Class A would 
have been markedly increased if the boys and 
girls of 17 to 18 had been assessed at their best 
period-=-ay on leaving school or a yea! after
before the damaging effects of unworthy jobs had 
deteriorated them. But taking the group of 37 per 
cent. of good human material, and measuring the 
boys against the jobs they filled, 'it was found that 
only 59 per cent. of that group, or little more than 
half, had been engaged in educative employments 
which provided training, whereas 18 per cent. had 
been in the lowest category of jobs defined as casual 
or seasonal. The rest were in inferior jobs, defined 
as .. employment which did not provide training 
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but was not specifically casual or seasonal." It 
must be remembered that the sample ,cases were 
selected on a 10 per cent. basis from all the juvenile 
registers in the country, and, in some heavily in
dustrialised areas, a higher proportion of relatively 
good openings exist than in the rest of the country. 
It is, therefore, safe to say that, in the large dis
tributive centres and in normal areas, the proportion 
of Class A vacancies open to Class A juveniles must 
be smaller than indicated by the national figures. 
Even so, the classification of all situations obtained 
by all the boys in the sample showed only 16·5 per 
cent. of Class A vacancies as against 66 per cent. 
Class B and 17 ·5 per cent. Class C. For boys and 
girls together, the percentages were much the same. 
Clearly, then, there were far more boys and girls of 
the best type than there were jobs of the best type. 

And what of the remainder of the juveniles 1 
It is not clear from the report that any of them were 
found to be really ineligible for decent educative 
employment. Even the lowest category, C, is only 
defined as the type of juvenile that would normally 
take any job that was available. This simply 
implies that the juveniles were grouped partly on 
their social standing and expectations and not 
entirely on their intrinsic merits. It may, therefore, 
be unsafe to assume that none of those, even in the 
lowest category, were fitted for good educative 
employment. 

This authoritative inquiry shows that not more 
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"than one in every six of the 'whole· sample had 
even a mathe~tical chance of starting his or h!lr 
industrial Career in a job that offered prospects 
of training or permanence. Thus the industrial 
machine absorbs over half a million young persons 
leaving school every year and then proceeds to 
thrust down into' the ranks of the uriskilled many 
thousands who are in every way fitted for a more 
ambitious walk in life. Managers of boys' and girls' 
clubs and officials who deal with juveWIe employees 
find to their perpetual discouragement that in 
industry the quality of the boys and girls passing 
from school to work is greatly superior to the 
quality of the employment which this industrial age 
offers them. But the jobs must be accepted; a wage 
must be earned, and must b~ earned within reach . 
of home. There is no way of escape :ithe juvenile 
wage-eamer must take the economic world as he 
finds it. Not that he is reluctant. Lured by the 
hope of independence and by the added importance 
which even a small wage brings, he rushes eagerly 
enough to join the ranks of labour, but at the end 
of four years, if his lot has been cast in the lower 
walks of industry, it will be hard indeed to recognise 
k him the bright, energetic boy who left his school 
at fourteen full of high hopes. Juvenile Employment 
Committees 1 have for some eighteen years done 
what they could to improve the lot of the working 
juvenile, but less than 20 per cent. of all situations 

1 Deocribod in Chapter VII. 
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are obtained by juveniles through these friendly and 
Ul/eful agencies, and, in any event, the Exchanges 
and committees cannot create educative employment. 
They have to fill the vacancies notified to them. 
There is another and even darker side of the pic
ture to be examined: the boys in this sample were 
unemployed, and, inferior though their employment 
so often was, yet their unemployment, if it was 
of a lasting nature, was worse. Among insured 
juveniles between sixteen and -eighteen there is 
about 3 or 4 per cent. of unemployment, but there 
are no data for measuring the total amount of un
employment between fourteen and eighteen. The 
point is, however, that at that age period there 
ought to be no unemployment that is due to the 
hazards of industry. It is through unemployment 
in the first years of manhood that the worst moral 
damage is done. These are the dangerous years 
for the boy who has been relegated to blind-alley 
employment as an adolescent, and these are the 
years which decide whether he will sink to the lower 
levels of the labour market. Employment in boy
hood gives him no marketable skill or experience, 
and the consequent unemployment in early man
hood may permanently impair his human quality .• 

Earlier industrial reports and surveys have 
pointed to the same conclusion as the inquiry dis
cussed above. Here and there, in individual firms, 
conditions have been readjusted so that, even when 
large numbers of boys or girls are taken on at fourteen 
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or fifteen years, they can :work their .way up to sew
skilled jobs by the time they are adults. Even some 
of the railways, who are old offenders, have done as 
much (notably the L.M.S.) for their van boys and 
messengers. But many more illustrationS of less 
satisfactory conditions could be given. One or two 
will suffice. 

In 1920 the Ministry of Labour surveyed 907 
large firms in the shipbuilding, engineering, and 
iron trades. These firms together employed as many 
as 97,168 boys, and reports on their conditions 
showed that in 671 out of 907 firms no regard was 
paid to the boys' future careers. That is to say that 
this considerable army of boys was taken on and 
discharged with only one end-their immediate 
productive capacity. Another official publication.1 

sets out the classification of the employees in an 
iron and steel works, from which it is proved that 
the firm employed five times as many unskilled and 
semi-skilled boys as it employed apprentices. The 
figures also show that, while there were insufficient 
apprentices to maintain the number of skilled men 
(only one boy to eighteen men), there were far more 
sew-skilled boys than could possibly be absorbed 
o~ sew-skilled work as men. Out of every two 
semi-skilled boys one had to face the prospect of 
either leaving the works or sinking into the ranks of 
the unskilled labourers. 

These examples have been deliberately chosen 
I B_1'" WIII_ Sup",,"_, 1_-
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as representing the big national industries where 
conditions might reasonably be expected to be 
better than in the inferior trades. 

Thus the system continues. Its harmful results 
have been recognised for many years, but industry 
still offers to children the bribe of premature wage
earning in order to tempt them to tasks that will 
lower the level of their future lives, both as workers 
and as citizens. Surely the methods of entry into 
industry are accepted with too much complacency, 
not only by employers and parents, but by trade 
unions I From the economic point of view it simply 
does not pay, for this is one of the sure ways to lay 
up a store of unemployment for the future. 

8. THE DOWNWARD DRAG OF UNEMPLOYMENT.

If, when the state of employment is good, a list of 
the able-bodied wage-earners in any district were 

. arranged in order of their industrial status and 
personal merit, and if a parallel list were drawn up 
of all the jobs existing in that district in favourable 
times, it would be found that appropriate work 
suitable to each wage-earner's status would be more 
or less readily available. When, however, limes 
are unfavourable and workpeople at any level in the 
list are subjected to long unemployment, the gr~t 
majority do not stand out for a job in their own 
line, but are eager for any work, even though it may 
be below their normal standards. Thus, among the 
individuals at all levels, there is, during a period 
of unemployment a downward trend in industrial 
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status, conditions, and pay. For lhose who fall far 
enough and remain away from their trade and 'their 
union fot several months, recovery is hard, and it is 
improbable that there is any compensating move
ment up the scale.. Broadly speaking, the skilled 
trades are irrevocably closed to any man who does 
not enter them in youth, though there may be a few 
exceptions, notably some of the building crafts and 
some of the new industries. 

To obtain any statistical proof of this downward 
tendency it would be necessary to have ail inves
tigation of a large number of industrial histories. 
Failing this, a few instances discovered in one 
London area in a single week may be given for what 
they are worth. The following skilled men had all 
taken to unskilled labouring as the only employ
ment remaining open to them: a cabdriver; a 
dairyman; a timekeeper; a painter (sixty-one 
years old); a trainee in chair-making; a wallpaper 
binder; two trunk-makers (leather displaced by 
three-ply); fitter-erector; fitter-turner. \ Other 
inst;mces may be mentioned a little more fully : 

A. L. A motor fitter, forty-three years old. 
Did odd jobs at Wembley in 1925. Artist's 
model. Labourer for showman. 

J. M. Steel erector, also painter, twenty-five 
years old. Had worked at motor factories 
in Coventry and London, 'but after a spell of 
unemployment had taken to labouring in a 
concrete factory; 
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L. S. Forty-two years-old. Had worked as 
fitter-erector in a motor firm for eighteen 
years, but his last six jobs had been labouring 
for a refrigerator company, a large firm of 
ice-cream vendors, etc. 

A. P. Gave up engineering trade after an 
operation. Wants light work. 

E. A. Aged twenty-two. Had been electro
plater and polisher for seven years. Unem
ployed eight months. Barman one month. 
Labourer four weeks. 

D. A. Aged thirty-one. Engine fitter. III 
for four years. Then in Lord Roberts 
Memorial Workshops. Then an enamel 
mixer (unskilled). 

F. A. Aged twenty-two. Silver polisher. Six 
months unemployed. Then a fruit fronts
man, i.e. arranges fruit in shop front. 

D. A. Aged twenty-seven. Formation hand 
(electrical). Porter at Messrs. Lyons for 
six months. Labourer. 

It may be asked whether the Employment ,Ex
changes in their anxiety to get men off their registers 
are responsible for this down-grading, but the 
answer is that the unemployed men are themselves 
really eager for work, at wages even below their own 
usual standards. The rules of insurance benefit 
allow them to stand out for a certain number of 
weeks for a job at their normal wages in their normal 
trade, but many of them do not wait for pressure 
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from the Employment Exchange offi¢ials. It is. of 
course, also true that the Exchanges naturally try 
to "give . the best selection to their clients, the 
: employers, and faced with the daily registrations 
.ot\ a, number of good ~d indifferent workmen, 
they try to help the beSt men first. Even if the 
Employment Exchanges were to reverse their policy 
they could not do much to prevent this downward 

. movement, since 7S to 8S per cent. of those 
claimants who find work find it for themselves, 
and only the balance are actually placed in jobs by 
the Employment Exchanges. 

A further result ensues, for, with the downward 
pressure of competition, there is an inevitable· loss of 
employment among those who were already at the 
bottom-of the list. The least efficient are in fact 
unable to obtain even those low-grade jobs upon 
which they normally depend for a livelihood, and 
the severer competition drives them entirely from 
the field of employment, which would be their 
preserve in normal times and would indeed be most 
appropriate for them at all times. Where there is 
always much casual work-one-day or half-day jobs 
-the result is much the same. New-comers from 
other occupations only intensify the scramble. and 
the" regular" casuals have to meet the keener com
petition. In the end, the result is to isolate and 
throw upon the Unemployment Fund or the Poor 
Law the burden of supporting a body of would-be 
wage-earners who are always on the fcingeofindustry. 

o 
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A po~tscript may be added here which may give 

general force to the illustrations of the " downward 
drag" given above, where the decay of a particular 
trade or craft has deprived a man of his normal 
means of wage-earning. Such misfortunes have 
always been recognised as a source of unemploy
ment, but it is doubtful if their frequency and 
prevalence in the industrial world have yet been 
appreciated at their full value. The plight of the 
coal industry since 1924 immediately comes to 
mind and, certainly, after a lapse of years, public 
attention is now riveted on that national problem! 
But colliery workers are only a fraction, perhaps not 
a Inajority, of the industrial population which, in 
these years, has been or will be left stranded by an 
ebbing tide in their occupation. This is an age of 
transition, and the peak in the curve of change Inay 
still lie ahead of us. Great changes were beginning 
long before the War, and the War only speeded them 
on. Between 1881 and 1921 there was a drop of 
no less than half a million in the numbers employed 
in agriculture, and the decrease is still going on. 
The .. passing of the horse" meant an immense 
displacement of labour, the effects of which have 
not yet passed away. Not only horse transport, but 
much of the supply and the use of leather have 
vanished. Another illustration is the glass bottle 
trade, the workers in which complain that modem 
Inachinery has enabled one InaD' and a boy to 

produce the same output as forty skilled men. 
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In recent years other large transitions can" be 
traced by the help of the annual statistical measure 
of the insured trades. Between 1923 and 1927 there 
was a net loss of 304,000 insured persons in twenty
seven industries which employed (in 1923) over 
4,000,000 workers. TheSe trades were on the wane, 
though the decline was n~t necessarily permanent 
in all cases. At the same time there was a net gain 
of 874,000 in thirty-five trades covering about 
6,000,000 workers. These were the industries which 
had absorbed the natural increase of the population 
and something more in addition. Noticeable among 
them were the distributive trades, which had added 
327,000 workers to their ranks, or more than the 
whole loss on the declining trades. (These figures, 
which are taken from the Nineteenth Abstract of 
Labour Statistics, exclude from the "distributive 
trades the railway workers and the gas, water, 
ana electricity supply services, because of their 
exception, wholly or in part, from the scope of 
unemployment insurance.) In the four years the 
increase in the distributive trades, shown above, 
amounted to more than 2 per cent. of the total 
insured population. Broadly speaking, the pros
pect in the years to come is that a smaller and 
smaller proportion of employment will be afforded 
by the producing industries, owing to the increased 
productive power of machines and other transitional 
changes, while a larger proportion of services will be 
required for distributing that product, catering for 
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the amusement and entertainment of the people, and 
moving them about. But it may well be that the 
rate of decrease in the former will soon exceed the 
rate of increase in the latter branch of economic life, 
thus causing something like a permanent burden of 
unemployment even in times of prosperity. In 
any case, in an age when such rapid transformations 
are being effected, it seems inevitable that many 
thousands of workers will suffer the shipwreck of 
their industrial careers. If they are deprived of 
some specialised job, long experience of which is 
their only asset in the labour market, and are left 
to find their footing as best they can without special 
assistance, they will, in too many cases, fall into the 
undifferentiated class of the unskilled and into the 
ranks of the chronic unemployed. 

9. THE UNSKILLED IN THE LABOUR MARKET.
The preceding sections of this chapter, particularly 
the last two, are stepping-stones to the conclusion 
that it is among the lower ranks of industry that 
unemployment persists in an aggravated form. 
The vagaries and varieties of the unskilled labour 
market have been studied before, but there is 
much more yet to be learnt. In the first place, 
the term itself is criticised by those who say that 
there is nowhere such a thing as really unskilled 
labour. Every job requires qualities of some 
kind: experience or character or physical strength. 
Labouring work is associated with every business, 
whether manufacturing or commercial. Much of 
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it is worthy enough and meets the needs and 
tastes of a robust type of man who is not remark
able for ambition or wits. Permanence of em
ployment is possible and is common' practice in 
the larger and more stable firms. Special physical 
strength is by no m~ always necessary. but the 
man who possesses'it is not likely to be long un·. 
employed between one job and the. next. More 
often it is the quality of individual character 
and the bond between master and man that en
sures permanence and security with one employer. 
Another factor in favour of this walk in life is that 
it offers a wider range of choice and oppo~nity 
than that of the specialist. and probably the range 
is increasing with the greater simplification of 
machines and processes. Men who lose their place 
as building labourers can tum to road work or 
works of cOnstruction. Men who have laboured in 
a warehouse can labour as well in many (though 
not'ell) kinds of factories. So much. then. may be 
said on the brighter side of unskilled work. 

But there are lower levels. Over the greater part 
of this field impermanence is the rule rather than the 
exception. For many thousands of men there is 
nothing available except work of the lowest type. 
There is no need to set out again the evila of 
casual labour. which in all big centres of distribu
tion seems to be ineradicable. There are about a 
quarter of a million casuals. most of them unskilled. 
and their story is well known. But there is an even 
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larger range of low-grade unskilled work which, 
though not casual, is purely temporary. It exists 
everywhere, and in the large cities there are all too 
many men who are entirely dependent upon it for 
wages and ready to scramble for it. When a man 
has fallen from better things, it is not at the higher 
grades of unskilled work that he secures his footing. 
Too often it is to these lower levels that he falls 
and becomes one more recruit to the ranks of those 
" willing to take anything." The very existence of 
ample supplies of this partially submerged class of 
worker has something to do with the existence of the 
low-grade job. The interplay between the two is 
exceedingly close, and it is not too much to say that 
the ample supply sometimes creates the demand. 

No adequate data exist for the measurement of 
this suggested surplus of low-grade labour, nor 
even of unemployment among the whole class of 

. the unskilled as compared with the skilled. The 
Ministry of Labour statistics are divided up 'into 
100 industrial classifications, but in each industry 
the figures for the skilled and unskilled are published 
together. In any case, it would be difficult to dis
entangle them or to determine the precise line of 
division. To a large extent classification depends 
simply on the way the men describe themselves on 
registering. Only men who admit to the style of 
labourer would be entered as such. Many who 
were really of the same type, such as carmen, 
kitchen porters, or barmen, would be classed as 
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skilled men. The ee sample investigations" went 
into detail about the personal circumstances of 
claimants, but not into their categories of skill. 

It is, however, believed that any Employment 
Exchange in the large towns could show the heavy 
concentration of the registered unemployed on the 
classifications of building labourer, general labourer 
(miscellaneous), and road and transport labourer. 
The most numerous type of applicant for extended 
benefit has been the less eligible type of unskilled 
labourer, or the man who has reached the stage of 
being compelled .. to take anything." Only rarely 
in 1926 and 1927 did a London committee have to 
interview skilled craftsmen, still able and willing 
to follow their craft, always excepting the painters, 
among whom, in London, there seems to be a' 
surplus even during the summer season. 

The object of this chapter has been to show that, 
in many occupations, the conditions of employment 
and of unemployment, both acting singly and re
acting on one another, have a lowering effect on 
industrial fitness and on the quality of the men and 
women who fall under their spell. The economic 
machine, working blindly, thrusts thousands of men 
downwards in the scale of social and industrial 
values,and then finds itself unable to afford them any 
but the most spasmodic employment. Perhaps no 
reform can altogether abolish this reserve of un
wanted labour, but at least the aim must be to reduce 
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it to the smallest possible proportions. Thepayment 
of unemployment benefit is a basic necessity, but it is 
not enough. On the one hand, there is need for the 
better regulation of industrial practices, and, on the 
other hand, for more constructive methods of treat
ing the unemployed victims: 



CHAPTER VII 

MAINTENANCE IS NOT ENOUGH. 

I. SUPPLEMENTARY MBAsURES.-In the pre
ceding chapter consideration was given to certain 
causes of unemployment which are not due to a 
general depression of trade, but are inherent in the 
industrial system itself. This problem of chronic 
unemployment was also examined in the persons 
of the unemployed themselves. It was found that 
employment and unemployment act and react on 
many individuals so as to drag them downwards in 
the human and in the economic scale. From this 
angle, therefore, there is a twofold problem of 
reform: how to improve the conditions of certain 
occupations, and how to restore or maintain the 
quality of the men and women whom industry 
leaves stranded by the way. 

It is the purpose of this chapter to describe in 
brief outline the measures which have been taken 
(and to indicate, here and there, those that might 
be taken) by the State to cope with these two 
fruitful sources of unemployment. Both classes of 
provision are in some degree preventive in character. 



202 THE UNEMPLOYED 

In the first case, the State is mainly using the instru
ment of the Employment Exchanges, with or without 
compulsory powers; in the second, it is making 
tentative experiments in institutions for training 
the unemployed. Hitherto the interventions of the 
State have been on a relatively small scale, and some 
of them may have been ill conceived or not con
spicuously successful, but their importance lies in 
their general character, for they introduce a new 
technique, a new weapon, ready to hand in future 
struggles with some of the most persistent and 
intractable forms of unemployment. 

2. THE REGULAnON OF THE LABOUR MARKET.
(a) Th$ Primary Functions of Employment E:xclumges. 
The first place among the measures for the better 
regulation of industry must be accorded to the 
creation of the national system of Employment 
Exchanges. Machinery of this kind, co-ordinated 
nationally, is an elementary necessity in Great 
Britain,. if not in every modern State. Its full 
potentialities have never been realised in peace-time, 
but none the less it does perform the primary 
functions of a market-place for labour, and it has 
become an indispensable instrument of the State 
for producing specific results on certain employ
ments or on certain classes of worker. 

To-day, although the Exchanges fill about one 
and a quarter million vacancies every year, they are 
only used for a fraction, less than one-fifth, of the 
vacancies which trade and industry have to offer. 
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Undoubtedly they already save many employers and 
workers from an aimless search for one another. 
Not only locally, but over wide distances, the supply 
and demand have been brought together bymeans of 

I a national clearing house, by the advance of fares to 
workers, and, not least, by the assistance rendered in 
finding accommodation. Mobility has been increased 
among the skilled workers, even though the craft 
trade unions always did and still do a big business 
in this field. Thus, while the Exchanges cannot of 
themselves create employment, they can and do 
perform a service indistinguishable from it when 
they satisfy a demand for labour sooner than it 
would otherwise be satisfied. But to get full value 
out of the Exchange system-value, that is, to the 
State, the employers, and the workers alike-at least 
three times as many vacancies ought to be handled 
by it. That is why there are periodic proposals for 
making the notification of vacancies compulsory. 
Unemployment insurance has, since 1920, brought 
most of the IUpply of labour within the purview of 
the Ministry of Labour, and there are over twelve 
million registrations l at Exchanges in a year, so why 
should not the demand be made to follow suit? 
But this is a large order and may never be attain
able or even desirable. Already the Exchanges have 
a monopoly of vacancies in certain well-defined 
cases, and their monopolies might be increased to 
something like the same extent as during the War, 

1 Not 011 _tiq oeparate.JDdividuals. 
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but in a vast range of the miscellaneous jobs their 
intervention might often be meaningless and obstruc
tive. Compulsion should probably be an ad /we 
weapon to be used sparingly and perhaps only for 
limited periods in each case. By such means there' 
is hope that the Exchanges can acquire a greatly 
increased value in regulating employment and 
eliminating av.oidable unemployment. 

(b) Special Met/wds of Regulating the Supply of 
Labour.-Passing over the detailed working of the 
Employment Exchange system which has often 
been described elsewhere,l we can tum at once 
to some of the special functions which have been 
vested in the Exchanges in recent years. They have, 
indeed, come to be used by the State as one of the 
instruments for enforcing a national employment 
policy, for diverting the stream of labour this way 
or that, for allotting certain types of labour to cer
tain jobs, and even for weeding out the superfluous 
workers. Gradually, and on the most empirical 
lines, a technique is being worked out which will 
enable, persuade, or compel industry to conform 
more nearly to the interests of society, and every 
step towards the better regulation of the labour 
supply is also a step towards diminishing and 
defining the chronic residue of unemployment. 

(e) Ex-Service Mm.-The Exchanges have, as 
a working rule, always aimed at impartiality in 

I See particularly TM BrilisIJ E".p~ E,.""",., by J. B. 
Seymour (P. S. King), and the report of the _try of Labour for 
1923 aDd 1924. 
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selecting applicants for jobs. lt has been their duty 
to send to any vacancy only those best qualified 
for it. But among applicants equally suited it has 
been. since 1918, the Government policy to secure, 

'So ~ar as possible, a preferen9Cl for the ex-service 
man. For some Government posts the rule has 
been laid down that applications .are limited to 
ex-service men and· must be made through the 
Exchanges. It is, however, doubtful if this kind 
of preferential treatment has worked out well, and 
it has become increasingly meaningless and unfair 
as the war years receded into the past. 

(d) Disabled Ex-Service Men.-There was more 
to be said in favour of the scheme for lending a 
helping hand to the men who were seriously dis
abled in the War. They were all in receipt of some 
kind of pension, but that was not enough to m~e 
ends meet. They needed employment at wages, 
·and, except for about one-third of .them who were 
only equal to some light job, they were capable of 
an ordinary day's work alongside their able-bodied 
fellows. In August 1919, therefore, the King's 
National Roll was inaugurated by royal proclama
tion, by which all large employers of labour were 
invited to sign an undertaking to employ disabled 
men up to a proportion of 5 per cent. of their total 
staffs. The administration is in the hands of local 
King's Roll Committees working with the Employ
ment Exchanges. In December 1927 as many as 
380,000 disabled men were being employed by 
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27,500 employers (including public bodies) on the 
King's Roll. This left only 5 per cent. unemployed 
at a time when nearly I~ per cent. of the general 
in,sured population were without work. In other 
countries there have been similar schemes of 
employment for disabled ~x-service men, with 
the important difference that they were made 
compulsory on employers, and, in I92J1., with 
these examples before them, the British Legion 
were nearly successful in promoting compulsory 
legislation in this country, but in the end the 
method of voluntary persuasion has been pre
ferred. Taking it on the whole, the British scheme 
has been effective; it seems to prove that, given 
a good ground of appeal and adequate organisation 
to back it, the unemployment of a special and not 
overwhelmingly numerous class of men can be 
reduced by social and industrial efforts. Some
thing like the same idea is now being tried in the 
case of ex-miners from South Wales, etc., but 
possibly the method might be more successfully and 
appropriately applied to a special type of worker 
who, through no fault of his own, is somewhat 
below the average in eligibility for employment. 
In the next chapter it is suggested that here is 
one way of diminishing the chronic unemployment 
of the veterans of industry, the prematurely aged, 
or the infirm, who fall behind in the race, and are 
not less deserving of sympathy because their wounds 
have been suffered in civil life. 
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(e) Dock LaboureTS.-Reference has already been 
made to the Port Registration Committees, whose 
main object in later years has been to reduce the. 
surplus of casual labour which accumulates at every 
docks in the country. There are Port Registration 
Schemes set up by the Ministry of Labour to work 
in co-operation' with the Local Employment Ex
changes in twenty-five of the larger ports in England, 
Scotland, and Wales. The procedure of the com
mittees and Exchanges is to attempt to restrict the 
number, of persons seeking employment at the docks 
by the issue of tallies and, by an agreement with 
employers, only to employ men holding such tallies. 
Such a method, if it had some sanction behind it to 
make it compulsory, would regularise the work of 
the dock labourer, but the trouble is that neither the 
employeJ:!! nor the dockers will accept compulsion, 
and, left to themselves, they are unwilling to be 
drastic enough in cutting men oft' from the list of 
tally-holders. Theoretically it ought to be possible 
to employ full time such a nucleus of dock labour 
as is equal to the minimum or even the normal 
requirements of the port, but no such result is 
known to have been attained so far. Irregularity 
is too deeply ingrained in the industry. The 
Transport and General Workers Union has taken' 
the line that only a guaranteed weekly wage will 
solve the problem. This maintenance wage would 
be paid to the regular tally men whether they worked 
or not, so long as they were available. To meet the 
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cost and spread it equitably over the various dock 
employers, a levy on all tonnage coming to the port 
was to be introduced. At present, however, such 
ideal schemt;s or reforms wait upon the successful 
enforcement of registration in the various ports 
and the revision downwards of the numbers. In 
1927 the Committee for the London Docks suc
ceeded in reducing the number of men on the 
registers from 52,000 to about 40,000, but as this 
nUmber is still too large, casual labour persists. 

At Liverpool there has been a remarkably 
elaborate organisation ever since 1912. It is a 
registration scheme, and, at the same time, an 
arrangement for the collective payment of wages 
and stamping of Health Insurance cards and Unem
ployment books. Instead of having to seek their 
wages each week from every separate employer 
for whom they have worked, the registered dockers 
receive their pay in a lump sum at one of the special 
Employment Exchanges (called Clearing Houses). 
Each employer is then debited with his share in 
a collective weekly account. That so much c0-

operation should be possible between the Employ
ment Exchanges and such deep-dyed individualists 
as the shipping companies and the dockers is highly 
creditable to all parties, but it cannot be said that 
the scheme has yet brought about the decasualisation 
of dock labour in the Mersey. 

One of the worst evils associated with waterside 
work is the casual employment of boys and girls. 
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In the larger Seaport towns boys are employed as 
boiler scalers ~d scrapers-a rough, dirty, and inter
mittent job-undesirable for boys in any case, but 
made ~ the worse by its excessively casual nature. 
Ia Liverpool. and in Southampton ~ngements 
have been made by the Exchanges with the shipping 
employers and the trade unions for a system of 
registration so as to effect a considerable advance 
towards decasualising the occupatiolt of these boy 
scalers. 

(/) Emigration and Aliens Restriction.-The Ex
changes play an important part in encouraging the 
movement of labour away from Great Britain and 
discouraging the movement into it. As to Overseas 
Settlement, it is not necessary to say more at this 
point than that, under the Empire Settlement Act, 
1922, the Exchanges advertise all suitable openings 
for workers in the Dominions and make the pre
liminary selection of candidates for assisted passages. 
The recent development by the Ministry of Labour 
of triuning facilities for agricultural work overseas 
is referred to in a later section of this chapter. As to 
the restriction on the entry of aliens, the policy of 
the Ministry of Labour is said to be to prevent the 
further overcrowding of the British labour market 
without denying to British employers the services 
of aliens whose work may set in motion other work. 
Doubtless nursery governesses and variety artistes 
satisfy this last criterion I Anyhow, these are the only 
numerous types of worker admitted under certificate 
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by the Ministry of Labour and the Home Office. 
In a few cases, also, an exchange of hotel employees 
is arranged between employers in Great Britain and 
employers in France or Switzerland. At the most 
only about seven thousand permits are issued in a 
year, and these are mostly for short periods of time. 
This restriction, like one or two others which have 
been attempted, may not be beyond criticism as a 
matter of polky, but it is none the less interesting 
as illustrating one of the ways in which the State 
intervenes in order to regulate the home labour 
market. 

(h) Restrictions on the recruiting for Coal Mines. 
-To an increasing extent the Exchanges are assist
ing in the great task of moving colliery labour from 
depressed coalfields to other employment, including 
vacancies in other more prosperous pits. Under 
the Mining Industry Act, 1926 (section 18), regula
tions were to be made to secure that preference should 
be given, in the engagement of labour, to persons 
who were employed in the mining industry in the 
week before the big stoppage in 1926, or whose last 
regular employment before that date was in coal 
mining. In effect, no regulations have been made, 
owing to the acute sensitiveness of all parties in 
that industry to anything in the nature of outside 
control. The Minister of Labour has, however, 
accepted a voluntary undertaking by the members 
of the Mining Association to carry out the scheme 
and, so far as is known, they have loyally abided by 
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it up to 1928. The undertaking provides that no 
new entrant over eighteen: years of age shall . be 
engaged in any of the specified mining occupations, 
unless particulars of the vacancy have been notified 

. for fourteen days to the local Employment Exchange, 
and n,? suitable applicant has been submitted. 
The exception of juveniles under eighteen is a-wise 
one, which avoids my undue interference with the 
age distribution of the workers and admits a reason
able proportion of the younger generation. Most 
of the new openings are in South Yorkshire or 
Kentish mines, and the movement into these districts 
of unemployed miners from South Wales or Durham 
is obviously a sensible course. But it is attended by 
many difficulties, such as the lack of housing, the 
unwillingness of the miners to move, and, above all, 
their profound conservatism which prevents them 
from adapting theInselves to new conditions of 
work, temperature, dampness, or dryness in the pits 
underground. All the same, that the State should 
have taken legal powers to control the recruiting of 
any industry in this manner is a new move which 
may have a wider application'and usefulness in the 
years to come. Even to-day there may be other 
waning occupations which could advantageously be 
treated in the same way, and made, as it were, to 
consume some of their own wastage. 

(&) Juvenile Employment Committees.-Ever since 
the year 1910 there have been arrangements made 
in association with Employment Exchanges for 
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advising and placing boys and girls in employment, 
and, in so far as these arrangements mitigate the 
misuse of juvenil~ labour, they form a part, and a 
most valuable part, of the State equipment for 
regulating the labour market. But the full story of 
the Juvenile Employment Committees, their failures 
and success, is too long to set out here. It would 
require a book to itself, and would include the 
history of an administrative civil war which has 
hampered their growth for seventeen years. It will 
perhaps be sufficient to refer to some of the principal 
features of the work of the Juvenile Exchanges and 
Committees, and, on a later page, describe the 
Juvenile Unemployment Centres which have already 
been mentioned in connection with out-of-work 
donation. 

Owing to the duplication of legislation, there 
have always been two types of public arrangement 
for advising boys and girls and placing them in 
employment. The first type is the Juvenile Depart
ment of the EmploymenJ: Exchange, assisted by an 
Advisory Committee specially appointed to super
vise the work as regards juveniles under the Labour 
Exchanges Act, 1909, and the second type is the 
Juvenile Employment Sub-Committee of the Edu
cation Authority, set up under the Education (Choice 
of Employment) Act, 1910. Both types of com
mittee include some members of the Local Education 
Committee, together with representatives of em
ployers, trade unions, voluntary organisations, and 
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teachers. In some areas' the Local Education 
Authority have taken the initiative and established a 
Juvenile Employment Sub-CoJIUnittee; in other 
areas the Ministry of Labour has been left free to set 
up Juvenile A4visory Coinmittees and ruri the whole 
work as a special branch of the Exchange system. 
Such dualism ~ been unfortunate, but no one has 
ever been able to determine which type ought to oust 
the other. Those who held that it was most 
important that the .. placing" authority should 
understand industry favoured the Ministry of Labour 
arrangements, while those whose first thought was 
for the prestige of the LodU Education Authority 
and the enlargement of its sphere of activity, con
sidered that a .. Choice of Employment II scheme 
was best. Probably on the whole the Ministry of 
Labour schemes had a better record of activity and 
achievement than the LoCliI Education Authority 
schemes, but there was nothlng to choose between 
the best of each type. There was, however, 
especially after 1920, a difficulty in the adIninis
tration of Unemployment Insurance for juveniles 
of sixteen to eighteen in the areas where the Local 
Education Authority controlled the juvenile work. 
Under the latest adjustment (1927) of this difficult 
question local option between the two types of 
arrangements is to continue, but they are now 
both supervised by the Ministry of Labour instead 
of the central administration being divided between 
that Ministry and the Board of Education. 
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The careful placing of school-leaving children 
and. juveniles under eighteen in employment is a 
task which the strict individualist would leave solely 
to parents and to chance. It has, however, been 
proved b{ experience that a public ~gency such as 
the Juvenile Employment Exchange, staffed as it 
always should be, and usually is, by a man or woman 
who possesses, not only industrial knowledge, but 
a sympathetic understanding of working boys and 
girls, can immensely help young people over the 
snags and pitfalls which beset the entry into industry. 
Satisfactory placings can, of course, be occasionally 
effected by other means, but the public organisation 
with its wide range and accumulated experience 
can always do better for the average juvenile. As it 
is, however, not one-fifth of all the 2,000,000 young 
workers between fourteen and eighteen are placed 
in employment through the Exchanges and the 
committees attached to them; nor is the proportion 
of juvenile vacancies notified any better. In most 
places, inferior jobs are all too easy for boys to 

find, and it is safe to say that all juvenile workers 
could do with advice and supervision, whether they 
are in good or bad employment or in a condition 
of unemployment. Clearly, then, as things are, 
the Education Authority, the Juvenile Employment 
Exchanges, the two kinds of advisory committees and 
the voluntary agencies working with them, have 
a large and almost impossible task before them. 
As shown in the last chapter, it is the low average 
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quality of the available employment which is at the 
root of the trouble. Industry does not absorb into 
adult employment all the juvenile labour it takes 
in. One proof of this is that the percentage of 
adult unemployment is three. times as great as the 
percentage of juvenile unemployment. 

No complete remedy can be put forward here. 
but various measures of partial reform are advocated 
in different quarters. One is to raise the school 
age or to halve the amount of juvenile labour by 
requiring half-time attendance at schools between 
fourteen and eighteen. Another is to take full' 
advantage of the fall in the birth-rate during the 
war years 1914-18. This. as is now well known, ~ 
leading to a sensational fall in the supply of juvenile 
labour duriDg the six years up to 1934. Tables 
prepared by the Ministry of Labour show that the 
number of wage-earning j~veniles between fourteen 
and eighteen is due to fall by nearly half a million, 
i~. actually 20 per cent., in the years 1927-33. It is 
clear that such contraction of supply will be a matter 
of serious concern to employers in areas where the 
supply of. and demand for. boys and girls have 
been approximately in equilibrium during previous 
years. Some dislocation of industrial arrangements 
is likely to be caused, but it will be no bad thing if 
it leads to more facilities for training by employers. 
to a more sympathetic appreciation of the value 
of juvenile labour. and even to the occasional 
substitution of adults for young persons under 
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eighteen. Particularly in the Midlands and 
the South of England such results may be 
appreciable. On the other hand, there are areas 
where the unemployment among boys and girls 
is so widespread that the dwindling supply may 
not materially alter the situation for many years 
to come. In these areas boys and girls will still 
find it impossible to obtain educative work and 
difficult to obtain wQrk of any kind. Derelict 
areas in certain colliery districts are, of course, 
leading cases, and here the fall in the birth-rate was 
not so marked, because they were partly sheltered 
from recruiting in the War. Redistribution of 
juvenile labour seems to be the remedy, and the ways 
and means of achieving this are being examined by 
the National Advisory Council for Juvenile Em
ployment (appointed by the Ministry of Labour 
in 1928). But young people, though more adapt
able than adult workers, and without ties, are 
almost as difficult to ~ove about the country, and 
girls present even gr~ter problems than boys. 
Large questions arise of providing preliminary 
training, good homes or hostels, and the right kind of 
supervisory care. Voluntary effort, having already 
been appealed to by the Minister of Labour, will 
perhapB"'help to solve the personal problems; while 
training institutions, which are discussed below, 
may be developed out of the existing Juvenile 
Unemployment Centres, as an important factor in 
dealing with the juvenile problem. 
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3. TRAINING.-It should be. a mere axiom of 
business to shorten the penod of benefit and relieve 
the strain on the unemployment fund by neglecting 
nothing that is calculated to maintain or improve 
the employ~bility of claimaIits. The State would 
otherwise fall'mto the very error which sceptics' of 
unemployment insurance have always pointed out: 
Covenanted benefits,' they say, lull the workers and 
the State into a sense of false contentment and 
. immobility. For precisely this reason many foreign 
countries have refused to follow the British example 
of instituting a system of statutory benefits. True, 
these foreign critics have exaggerated the danger, 
and have themselves, apparently, been led astray by 
the will-o'-the-wisp of relief works or task work, 
but there is, none the less, an element of truth in 
their criticism. Cash benefits are only sound if they 
are supplemented by preventive and restorative treat
ment in those cases which require it. 

The question, then, is: how to repair the lack of 
fitness for employment in those who, from personal 
or industrial causes of the kind discussed in the last 
chapter, have lost their h0ld on the regular labour 
market or, even, have never,as young persons, had 
a chance of securing any real hold at all r The 
prospect is £un of difficulty, but a beginning has 
already been made, and there are signs that the diffi
culties can be overcome, for the State has, during and . 
since the War, definitely entered on the business of 
the industrial training unemployed men, women, 
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and juveniles, in order to improve their eligibility for 
employment. The Instructional Centres for un
employed young men between the ages of nineteen 
and twenty-five (twenty-nine for ex-service men) 
are the most recent and the most important of the 
experiments; those for women date back to the 
post-war months; those for juveniles of insurable 
age (sixteen to eighteen) are similarly a war product, 
and their beginnings have already been described 
above. 

Training Centres/or Men: Originso/the Scheme. 
-The policy of training and re-equipping young 
unemployed men between the ages of nineteen and 
twenty-nine was only adopted as recently as No
vember 1925, but both in theory and in practice it 
has a parentage of respectable antiquity. Reference 
might indeed be made to the Lancashire experiment 
in turning cotton operatives into navvies in 1863, or 
to William Pitt's projected schools of industry in 
1797. or even to the Tudor experience that" to 
put the poor on work" mst involved training them 
to the use of the necessary tools. In case, however, 
the originators of modem training schemes should 
prefer to be credited with a less ancient source of 
inspiration, it is sufficient to go back to the Poor 
Law pbmmission, 1909, or to the Unemploy
ment Insurance Act, 19II, which provided the 
insurance officer with power to test the skill or 
knowledge of any claimant to benefit and, if neces
sary, to insist on and pay for a course of technical 
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instruction as a conditj.on of the receipt of unem~ 
ployment benefit. if he (the insurance officer) was 
" of opinion that the charge on the !Jllemployment 
fund ... • was likely to be aecreased by .the pro
vision of the instruction." Although this section 
of the 1911 Act was never actually used. the general 
purport of it was incorporated in Section '1 (v.) of the 
1920 Act. except that the Ministry of Labour was 
given no power to pay the costs of the instruction. 
. ·In practiCe. the training experiments. started by 
the Ministry of Labour in the autumn of 1925. were 
based on a somewhat different conception. Young 
men of nineteen to twenty-five. who had been long 
out of ,work, and whose defects could be diagnosed 
as mainly due to a lack of opportunity to acquire 
a trade of any kind, were offered a short course of 
training which, though it might not actually equip 
them with the full skill of a qualified journeyman, 
would be likely to restore their personal and physical 
qualities. teach them the use of tools. and accustom 
them to workshop practice. The obligation to 
accept the course as one of the conditions for the 
receipt of benefit was not enforced on any of them. 
There was no compulsion. but there is no doubt that 
many of the earlier trainees commenced their course 
with the wrong-headed notion that it was a penalty 
for being so long on benefit. They changed their 
view, later and came to appreciate the advantages 
that were offered to them i but that there should 
have been any initial reluctance is Bome measure'of 
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the difficulty of keeping the whole experiment on 
the right plane. 

The existing training centres are directly 
descended from the munitions training estab
lishments set up in 1916 to increase the supply 
of semi-skilled machine workers for the war 
factories. 'During the last two years of the War 
at least 50,000 people graduated through these 
schools after a short course of intensive practical 
instruction and were able to earn good wages in 
the munitions factories. Mter the Armistice, 
and indeed for two years before, the same staff, 
premises, and plant, with additions and subtractions, 
were used for disabled men under the Industrial 
Training Scheme. That scheme, to which reference 
has already been made, was in itself a high achieve
ment, for it had to deal, not with able-bodied men, 
but with the human wreckage of the War. As many 
as 100,000 disabled men passed through the hands 
of the instructors, and it was no fault of the scheme 
if they did not all make good their footing in the 
skilled and semi-skilled trades for which they had 
been trained. A new and valuable technique was 
worked out by the Ministry of Labour; a new 
chapter was added to the science of industrial 
education. While imitating the working conditions 

. of a productive factory, instruction rather than 
production was the first aim; and, while giving the 
trainees a real grounding in their subjects, the 
academic methods of a school were avoided. As a 
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result it was conclusively proved that men and 
women, past the age of apprenticeship, could be 
fitted for ordinary production work by training, not 
in the factory, but in special training institutions, 
whether State or private. In the working factory 
they would be'too much, in the way, and they would 
learn more slowly, if at all. While they were still 
in the stage of'" raw material .. employers would 
refuse to be troubled with them. 

It is this technique of industrial training" 
acquired during the last twelve years, in, at least 
two different schemes, that is being applied to the 
problem of the young, able-bodied, but unemployed 
man of to-day. Why was this class specially' 

,singled out for treatment by training under these 
new conditions? The general answer has already 
been given in the analysis of the unemployed in 
Chapter VI. Not only do such youths and young 
men between the ages of twenty and twenty-nine 
bulk more largely in the ~otal of unemployment 
than the numbers of that age group in the insured 
population would warrant, but also the rate of 
unemployment among all insured persons of that 
age group is higher than the average. The figures 
show that the age group twenty to twenty-nine 
includes nearly 30 per cent. of all the claimants. 
On April 4, 1927, 10·6 per cent. of all those 
between twenty and twenty-nine were unemployed, 
as compared with 9,8 as the percentage for all ages. 
The same analysis shows that of the younger youths 
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aged siXteen to twenty only 4'9 per cent. of all at 
that age were unemployed, while of those aged thirty 
to thirty-nine only 9'2 were unemployed.1 

Description of Existing Training Centres.-In 
April 1928 there were four urban centres at Birming
ham, WalIsend, Dudley, and Bristol, the two latter 
being recent additions intended to cater specially for 
ex-miners from South Wales. These were alI day 
centres, attended by unemployed men who lived in 
their own homes or in lod"gings. There were also 
two rural centres of the residential type at Claydon 
and Brandon in Suffolk and Norfolk respectively. 

Day Centres.-The two original day centres at 
Birmingham and WalIsend were opened at the end 
of 1925. They each have accommodation for 400 
men between nineteen and twenty-nine years of 
age, who are put through a course of .. handymen .. 
training for a maximum of six months, with a view 
to improving their employability in this country. 
The trades taught include an elementary practical 
course in all the building crafts, in furniture-making 
and, to a less extent, in motor engineering. Even 
ladies' hairdressing seems to have been included as 
a sideline for the miners at Wallsend I The aim 
was to lay a good foundation for employment in the 
seIni-skilled or manipulative grades of almost any 
industry, but the chief bias was towards the building 
trade, because it was the least overcrowded. It was 

I See Ministry of Labour Report on the third Inveotiaation of • 
aample of 10.000 c:laimanta. 
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held to be impracticable to qualify the men for 
specific skilled crafts, even as improvers, in so short 
a time, and there was no pretence of an essential 
connection between the subjects taught and the 
subsequent employment to be obtained by the 
ex-trainees. 

During training the men received unemployment 
benefit at the usual rates, if they were otherwise 
entitled to it, plus a personal allowance of 21. 6d. 
a week and (important boon I) a free midday meal 
at the centre. Certain travelling expenses were also· 
paid. Except for the weekly payments of benefit, 
the cost has been met by the Exchequer. 

Practically all the men passed through the 
Birmingham and Wallsend centres are believed to 
have found regular employment after leaving the 
centres. Many were taken on by employers even 
before their six months' course was completed, so 
that the average duration 9f 8tay at a· centre has 
been only four and a half months. Their physical 
improvement was often the factor which made all 
the difference in getting an employer to give them 
a start. Indeed, for many of them the training 
course was the first chance they had known in 
their lives of working, and working hard, under 
congenial conditions, and the resulting improve
ment in their energy and self-confidence was 
remarkable. . 

It was estimated in 1928 that the cost of a course 
of training at these day centres worked out at [,28 a 
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man, apart from the cost of benefit. Whether good 
value has been obtained by' the State for the money 
spent cannot yet be finally determined, but the 
rewards must be measured not merely in terms of 
future unemployment or pauperism prevented, but 
also in terms of human values raised or restored. 

In the early part of 1928 a quota of young men 
from the South Wales colliery districts were brought 
to Birmingham and, similarly, men from the Durham 
coalfields were brought to the Wallsend centre . 
. They were found lodgings in the neighbourhood 
and were allowed an extra haIf-crown a week to 
meet their expenses. Such men constituted a new 
type of trainee-the migrant type, as contrasted 
with the non-migrant type who is expected to 
find work, after training, in his home area. This 
migrant group from Wales imposed on the centres 
new problems both of management during training 
and placing afterwards. The trainees were hand
picked from hundreds of stranded youths in the 
derelict coal areas, and their standard of quality 
was high. If their training and subsequent em
ployment were successfully achieved they would, 
it was hoped, settle down permanently in the 
Midlands or the South of England, becoming the 
forerunners of many others of their kind. It was 
mainly with a view to increasing the contingent of 
trainees from South Wales that new centres were 
opened at Dudley Uanuary 1928) and Bristol 
(April 1928). Each was intended to cater for ISO 
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miners and fifty local men. An ,additioIhl centre 
to serve some of the needs of the south of Scotland 
has been announced. 

Rural Centres: The Overseas Men.-The resi
dential centres are, at Claydon and Brandon, in 
East Anglia. The Claydon centre was previously 
an instructional factory for disabled ex-service men 
and accommodated 500 men, all but fifty of whom 
were intending emigrants to Canada and Australia. 
The remaining fifty were trained as handy-men 
in the building crafts for employment in Great 
Britain. The Brandon centre, a converted country 
mansion, supplemented by extensive hutments, 
was capable of holding the same numbers of each 
class' of trainees as Claydon. The course of train
ing of the overseas men was arranged in co-operation 
with the Overseas Settlement Committee, and the 
men themselves were provisionally selected by the 
Canadian and Australian, authorities. These men 
received no unemployment, benefit, but were given 
free board and lodging and an allowance of 5'. 
a week, together with a small outfit of suitable 
.clothes, etc. - The whole cost was met out of the 
British Exchequer. 

The training included stock-keeping, milking, 
tree-felling, and rough carpentry, and care was taken 
to reproduce as far as possible the conditions anct 
methods characteristic of farming overseas. The 
objects at first put forward were to give the men 
a grounding in the technical operations which would 



226 THE UNEMPLOYED 
make thl!m more attractive to overseas employers 
than urban dwellers from the home country usually 
are, but, latterly, the aim which is equally emphasised 
is the testing of individual men in order to eliminate 
those who are not likely to succeed in the Dominions. 
Clearly the lesson learned from so many unfortunate 
experiences in the past is that it is a waste of money 
and no kindness to the men themselves to assist them 
to go overseas, unless they belong to the type of 
worker who is reasonably likely to make good in the 
arduous life of a settler. But, if elimination of the 
unfit is put in the forefront, it has also been proved 
that the men's chances of success have been much 
enhanced by the acquirement of definite qualifi
cations, such as familiarity with animals, capacity 
to milk quickly, or the ability to clear a piece of 
ground and erect fencing. Even the mere art 
of living in a rural district has to be learnt by the 
urban dweller. 

It is generally held that youth is an indispensable 
condition in an intending settler. At first, men 
were only taken between nineteen and twenty-five 
years of age, but in 1927 the upper age limit was 
raised to thirty-five. Strange as it may seem, there 
has been a difficulty in securing enough young 
men to keep the residential centres full. In 1928, 
even after the raising of the age limits, vacancies 
existed at Claydon and Brandon for overseas men. 
This seems to be due partly to insufficient publicity 
in this country and partly to the obstacles put in 
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the way of candidates by the overseas ciuntries. 
According to the view of the Industrial Trans" 
ference Board (see Chapter VII!), it is the latter 
cause which is the chief lion in the path. 

Tire Results of the FiTst Two YeaTs (to December 
1927).-The following figures give the general 
results of the first twelve months of the training 
schemes up to November 1926 : 

The four centres, Birmingham, Wallse~d. Clay
don, and Brandon, passed 1646 men through a course 
of training, exclusive of 492 men (nearly one-third) 
who had either voluntarily withdrawn or had been 
dismissed as unsatisfactory. Of the total of 1646, 
emigration overseas accounted for 250, and 989 were . 
known to have found jobs in Great Britain in no less 
than thirty different occupations. The remaining 
407 were, at the time, still out of work. It was only 
a moderate record, but subsequently the men were' 
more carefully selected, an<lmore effort was made _ 
by the Ministry of Labour.\o place the ex-trainees, 
with the result that, at the end of the year 1927, 
as many as 92 per cent. of the men trained, .other 
than overseas men, had been fixed up in some 'kind 
of wage-earning employment in this country. 

In December 1927, after two years of the 
schemes, 6000 unemployed men had passed through 
the same four centres, including 1480 men for 
overseas. The proportion of failures (i.e. men dis
missed or withdrawn voluntarily) had fallen to about 
one-sixth (1091 men), and of nearly 5000 men who 
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had completed their training as many as 4544 were 
known to have found employment or' to have pro
ceeded to farm work overseas. Such figures were 
not only encouraging, they showed that the scheme 
and the methods were to be regarded as having 
passed through the stage of tentative experiment. 

Selection.-The selection of men of the right 
type is a vital part of the problem; it has a direct 
effect on the ultimate success or failure of the scheme 
in securing the re-employment of the trainees, 
which, after all, is the only real object. In one 
instance a mistake was made at the outset in taking 
a large contingent of chronic cases all from one 
town (Sheffield). At the residential centre they 
congealed into something like a gang and were 
difficult to handle. A considerable number had 
to be dismissed and sent home at the taxpayers' 
expense. Moreover, when the training of the rest 
had been completed, they were not very successful 
at finding jobs. 

Perhaps the main difficulty in securing the best 
selection of men was that the offer of training 
was, under the original conditions, delayed until 
a man had been unemployed and drawing benefit 
for ~o long a time that he had probably become a 
" hard case." Attention might only be drawn to, 
him after demoralisation, or something very like it, 
had already set in. If this were the only way of 
officially recognising a man's need of a training 
course, it would be both illogical and unfair, result-
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ing in the unnatural selection of the most hnfit, but 
in later practice the scheme did not work out in 
this way. Inquiries made in March 1928 showed 
that there were long lists of applicants eagerly 
applying for a place in one or other of the training 
factories. They were not by any means the lowest 
type of unemployed youths, even though, like those 
from the coal mines, they had been out of work for 
years. Many of those recruited locl!lly· had not 
been out of work more than a week or two, but they 
managed to satisfy the requirement that they were 
unemployed on the day ~f selection. It was even 
rumoured that some fathers who were men of sub
stance and local standing were sending their sons· 
to seek admission to the centres. By such means 
the pitfall was avoided of giving the undeniable 
privileges of training to the least eligible of the 
young unemployed men. . 

But the question at once .arises, Do not the im
plications of such a sc~eJhe outrun the original 
intentions of the authorities in starting the centres ? 
Where will it all end? The theorist may protest 
that, if the State steps in to provide courses of trade 
training for young unemployed men it ought, in 
equity, to provide similar opportunities for all 
young men or boys who would benefit by it. Thus 
the responsibility for the training of semi-skilled or 
even skilled labour might in time pass from private 
employers to the State. The centres might come 
to be looked upon as a new kind of industrial 
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University where the students are not only taught, 
but maintained free of charge. 

But for immediate practical purposes the 
dilemma is not so acute. Training, as conducted 
at present, does not create inequalities by raising 
certain men above their fellows; it simply tends 
to maintain an approximate equality of opportunity. 
In other words, it is a necessary check on certain 
kinds of maladjustments caused by the blind 
workings of the modem labour market. The 
problem, however, remains of devising the right 
tests of selection. Ideally, a youth or man who is 
going to be trained ought to be recognised as in 
need of such assistance by other tests than that of a 
prolonged claim to benefit and demoralising idleness, 
and the earlier those tests are applied the better. 

Placing.-The task of finding employment after 
training is, generally speaking, one which cannot be 
left to the trainee's own unaided efforts. Delay in 
finding regular work is only too likely to undo half 
the good which the training has achieved. Origin
ally no special provision was made beyond utilising 
the ordinary services of the Employment Exchanges, 
but, at an early stage, it ""as also found necessary 
to employ the aid of special canvassers to visit 
employers and try to secure places for individual 
men some weeks or days before the latter left their 
training centres. Actually, the Ministry of Labour 
used the services of those canvassers who were 
engaged in findini places for disabled ex-service 



MAINTENANCE IS 'NOT ENOUGH 231 

men trained under the Disabled Men~1i Scheme. 
In addition, steps were taken to enlist the personal 
interest of employers in the training centres. 
Employers, having seen the men at work and 
having noted their general improvement, have 
often been glad to take them into their works 
even before the six months' training was over. 
The urban centres have, on the whole, been more 
fortunate in these respects than the rural centres in 
East Anglia. About one-half of the men passing 
out of the centres up to March 1928 are believed to 
have found jobs as .. journeymen improvers," or 
labourers in the building trade, others have gone 
into the various metal trades in the Midlands. 

In many industries, however, the ex-trainees 
have come up against the trade union difficulty. 
The opposition of trade unions is always a factor 
to be taken into account in placing the men after 
their training, and it is not to be expected that the 
average trade unionist will- take kindly to the 
invasion of his occupation by men }Vho have been 
half-trained in a Government institution. He always 
feels that his own trade is already overstocked, or 
likely to be so at a neaI"4date. At one time this 
feeling was 80 strong that the official policy of the 
National Federation of Building Trade Operatives 
was directed against the admission of these trainees, 
but, since 1926, there has been less evidence of 
nationally organised opposition, though local diffi-
culties still occur. . 
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It is to be hoped that, in spite of these obvious 

stumbling-blocks, the authorities will not be content 
with a vague policy of training men only for the 
sake of the moral and physical refit which attendance 
at an instructional centre can provide. The centres 
should not be merely a new kind of convalescent 
home for the unemployed. Along such lines there 
is no permanent future for them. They might aim 
at performing a more specific industrial purpose and 
becoming an indispensable part of our economic 
machinery. In the labour market every unit of 
labour is specific; it follows, therefore, that every 
demand for and supply of labour must be specific 
too. There is no such thing as a " general .. demand, 
or a " general" supply, of labour. The order of 
the day in industry is greater differentiation of 
machines and greater differentiation of types of 
skilled or semi-skilled workers to man them. 
Schemes of training can, one hopes, be devised in 
harmony with this tendency of the age. If necessary, 
the centres should even be allowed to cater for the 
labour requirements of particular firms, or groups 
of firms, in a local industry. Why should they not 
undertake orders to put- men through elementary 
courses of instruction specially adapted to the 
prospective employer's purpose? It may be that 
only a foundation would be laid. Employers would 
have to finish the training on their own machinery 
in their own works, but co-operation of this kind 
between the State and private industry is in the 
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best interests of both if it diminishes unemploy-
. ment and renders labour mo~ fluid and adaptable 

to. the ever-changing. demands of the industrial 
machine. The inevitable objection to subsidising 
employers at the expense of the taxpayers or the 
unemployment fund would have to be faced and 
met as far as possible. 

It is not, however, likely that training in State 
institutions can ever be a wholesale matter, even if 
industry could absorb the output. For one thing, 
the cost of the training factories to the Exchequer 
would be forbidding, though much expense might 
be saved if industry could find ways of playing a 
larger part in the scheme. In the case of the 
scheme for disabled men, a large proportion of the 
100,000 trainees were never in the instructional 
factories at all, or only for a short period. They 
were attached, for training purposes, to small 
private employers who, in return for a diminishing 
weekly subsidy from the Ministry of Labour, con
tracted to teach the men tIi.eir own trade, or at least 
complete their training. How far could such a 
method be applied to the able-bodied unemployed? 
Certain obvious objectiol18 are that it would some
times be indistinguishable· from subsidising an 
employer for doing that which he would, in the 
ordinary course, have had to do without any.State 
aid, and that, in the presen(state of the law, it is 
impossible to pay unemployment benefit to a man 

. who is under a contra~t of emploYI!lent with an 
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employer, even as a learner. Other difficulties of 
various kinds could no doubt be raised which might 
or might not outweigh the merits of such a possible 
development. 

Trai1ling a1ld the Rules of Benefit.-It has been 
said above that the men in training for employment 
in this country (though not the overseas men) have 
been paid benefit at the cost of the unemployment 
fund; but there is a difficulty here in that, under 
the rules, any person in receipt of benefit must be 
instantly available for employment the moment it 
is offered. The Exchanges might, therefore, be 
expected, in the course of their duties, to offer to 
trainees some of the vacancies notified, or to require 
a personal search for work, thus withdrawing them 
prematurely from the centres, and upsetting the 
whole scheme of restorative treatment. If the men 
refused suitable jobs they would at once lose their 
benefit and, without that subsistence, not many 
could carry on with training. In practice, however, 
no such cases arise, because the Exchanges put the 
registrations of the trainees on one side and submit 
other men for the vacancies notified. Hitherto 
there has been no dearth of suitable men, and it is 
very unlikely that the temporary removal of the 
trainees from the labour market has ~ompelled any 
employer to go without the labour he required. 

No one has yet, so far as is known, challenged 
this action of the Exchanges in turning the blind 
eye to their obligations to offer work or to require a 
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search for it. The irregularity is one which it is easy 
to condone. But if the training schemes are to en
dure and expand it would be far better to legalise the 
position. A simple remedy would be to relieve the 
unemployment fund of all liability in respect of men 
in training and pay them the same rate of subsistence 
out of State funds. Already this is done in the case 
of women in training, in the case of the men in 
training for overseas,l and partly also in the case of 
the home service men at the rural centres.. There 
is almost as good a case for putting the home 
service men in the urban centres in a like position. 
The State already pays for all the training, but it 
stops short at the maintenance of a certain section 
of the men. 

There is indeed a doubt whether, in principle, 
the unemployment fund ought legally to bear any 
portion of the cost. It iS,a contributory fund and 
the Minister of Labour is responsible, as trustee, 
for seeing that it is spent on the benefits contracted 
for in the scheme. Maintenance during training is 
not one of those benefits. Another argument is that, 
regarding the training schemes as part of a wide 
programme of industrial reconstruction, th,e facilities 
of training ought not to be confined to those unem
ployed persons who are actually on benefit.. There 
are always some of the unemployed who are not 
eligible for benefit. They' may be on the Poor 

I Partly because both domeStic aervice Bud agriculture are outaide 
tho ocope.1 tho UDemploymOllt 10811 ........ Schom •• 
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Law, and they may often be in peculiar need of the 
help which a full course at a centre can give. It 
seems, therefore, that in future the State might well 
undertake the whole cost, not only of training, but 
of maintenance during training. This point also 
arises in the case of juveniles attending Juvenile 
Unemployment Centres and is referred to below. 

Situation of Centres.-Training centres provide 
one of the methods of draining the swamp of intense 
unemployment in dwindling trades or derelict areas, 
and Government action in the provision of more 
such centres is under way. But it is important 
that new centres should not be dumped down any
where. Above all, they should not be in the neigh
bourhood of the deserted coal mines or in any 
depressed district. "Migrant" trainees ought, so 
far' as practicable, to be drafted to centres in the 
areas where they may hope to get employment. 
It is part of the secret of success that the men should 
be acclimatising themselves to their new life and 
picking up new connections during the months of 
training and while they are under the friendly super
vision of the training authority. By this test the 
Birmingham and Dudley centres are well placed, 
but the Wallsend centre is less fortunate. The 
Midlands, London, and the south of England 
seem to be the most favourable ground for any new 
extensions. 

Juvenile Unemployment Centres.-:-The evil effects 
of worklessness upon boys and girls in modem 
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-cities, both as regards. their character, health, and 
future efficiency,· have always been so conspicuous 
that the recognition that .. maintenance was not 
enough" came earlier in their case than in that of 
the young men. There have always, in emergencies, 
been voluntary institutions, here and there, which 
made it their business to provide some care and 
supervision for such out..:of-work juveniles, and the 
State itself has answered the call, ever since the 
Armistice in 1918, by the limited provision of 
Juvenile Unemployment Centres. 

Some description of the first experiment in these 
institutions has already been given in the chapter 
on" Out-of-work Donation" above, and, in the inter
vening years since 1918, their general character and 
purpose have not essentially changed. Unemployed 
boys and girls between sixteen and eighteen have, 
in certain areas, been required, as a condition for the 
receipt of insurance benefit;, to attend these centres 
so that, instead of roaming the streets, they might 
be afforded some daily supervision and even some 
instruction of an informal type. As an aid to 
securing attendance at the centres, fares up to 
IS. 3d. a day may be paid by the Ministry, thus 
widening the area for which a centre can cater. 
Physical exercises, recreative occupations, and 
practical work have been prominent features of 
the curriculum, but formal instruction was not 
pressed; it would have been impracticable seeing 
that attendance was only required for fifteen or 
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twenty hours a week, and there were daily changes 
in the personnel of each class. The highest number 
attending the centres was about 17,000 in March 
1919. Since then the numbers have varied from 
a few hundreds in 1920 to over 10,000 in the 
General Strike of 1926. The movement, which 
suffered severely under the Geddes axe, recovered 
some of its ground in 1923-4, but up to 1928 there 
have only been enough centres to affect something 
less than 10 per cent. of juveniles unemployed at 
anyone time. 

Three public authorities have been concerned 
with the centres: the MiIiistry of Labour, the Board 
of Education, and the Local Education Authorities, 
and it is no matter for surprise if they have not 
always seen eye to eye with one another. Speaking 
generally, the Ministry of Labour has been the 
moving spirit and the other authorities have been 
either doubtful allies or open critics. In the earlier 
days the costs of the scheme came out of educational 
funds, the Board of Education paying, without 
enthusiasm, percentage grants to the local bodies; 
but gradually the financial burden has been trans
ferred from educational funds to the Ministry of 
Labour Vote for the relief of unemployment. Since 
April 1924 the division of functions has been 
broadly as follows: the Ministry of Labour certified 
the necessity of a centre in an area suffering from an 
abnormal amount of juvenile unemployment and 
offered to bear the whole cost, while the Local 
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Education Authority undertook the management of 
the centre, finding the premises 1lIld teachers and 
syllabus. 

The chief defects of the scheme in the eyes of 
educationists - have been its hnpermanence, un
certainty, and discontinuity. These faults were 
inherent in the nature of the case, since the centres 
were dependent on the fluctuating factor of excessive 
'local juvenile unemployment. If the numbers in 
attendance fell below fifty,1 the expense could not be 
justified and the centre. was closed. Even more 
disintegmting was the requirement that all juveniles 
who were receiving benefit as a condition of attend
ance must take the first suitable job that came along. 
They were, indeed, intended to utilise their spare 
time in searching for work, and it was to this end 
that attendance at the centre was only for fifteen 
hours a week as a minimum. It will be noted there
fore that the "benefit" policy as applied to the 
juvenile centres was at variance with the more 
generous methods of the training centres for young 
men between nineteen and twenty-nine. 

The effect has been that the personnel of the 
classes has changed from day to day, and that the 
period of attendance has averaged only about three 
weeks per juvenile. These are conditions under 
which no teacher could hope to achieve any 
measurable results in academic or industrial train
ing, and they serve to explain the l}esitation of the 

1 In a few ...... thirty instead of fifty was the atandanl. 
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education authorities, both centrally and locally, to 
espouse the $cheme. None the less such a criterion is 
irrelevant to the real objects which the centres were 
intended to serve. In fact, the verdict on the merits 
of the scheme has been wholly favourable, when 
considered, not as a new departure in education, but 
as a measure of unemployment relief for juveniles. 
Thus the Committee on Education and Industry 
(1926) reported that the centres were becoming 
year by year increasingly valuable in keeping unem
ployed boys and girls physically and mentally fit, 
and that many local authorities had, in spite of 
difficulties, evolved a highly successful technique 
of management. The interest of the temporary 
pupils was aroused; they forgot that they were 
" Out-of-Works" and even forgot that they were 
at school. The Committee backed up their favour
able opinion by recommending that there should 
be a permanent system of Juvenile Unemployment 
Centres run by the Local Education Authorities 
under the supervision of the Ministry of Labour, 
and that where, for any reason, a local authority 
was unable or unwilling to play its full part, the 
Ministry of Labour should undertake all the work. 
In any case the Ministry should foot the bill. It 
was this report which paved the way for section 8 
of the 19'1.7 Unemployment Insurance Act, enabling 
the Minister of Labour to draw upon the Unemploy
ment Fund to the extent of 50 per cent. of the cost 
of centres. 
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At the same time the report 0{ the Committee 
revealed, between the lines, a considerable uneasi~ 
ness as to the logical development of. the juvenile 
centres and their relation, on the one hand, to the 
ordinary educational facilities and, on the other, to 
the new problems of industrial training. . No one 
who is acquainted with the problem could fail to 
see that the centres might have a more ambitious 
aim than merely to keep boys and girls out of 
mischief. It is good to prevent their deterioration, 
but could not something more than a negative ideal 
be introduced? Could not the teaching be made 
to ·bear directly on their future industrial careers? 
Yet it seems impossible to propose that the unem
ployed boys and girls should be given a continuous 
and definite course of vocational or trade training. 
For one thing, where would the benefit rules be ? 
Moreover, if such a course gave a lad an advantageous 
start in a skilled or semi-skilled trade, why should 
the privilege be confined to the unemployed boy 
only? Even better human material for training 
could be found among bop at work, who are not 
claiming benefit. Thus the issue speedily merges 
into the question of repairing the deficiencies of 
our secondary and technical education system, and 
even suggests a revolution in the current methods 
of industrial training. It will be remembered that 

, the discussion of the young men's training centres 
came up against the same question mark. 

This large and difficult subject cannot be pursued 
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in these pages. There is, however, this to be said: 
Here, as in all other parts of the unemployment 
problem, it is helpful to apply the method of differ
entiation. Not all unemployed juveniles are of the 
same kind-they require different treatment accord
ing to type. These Juvenile Unemployment Centres 
have been set up in the larger industrial cities and 
in some twenty-five coal-mining centres. In the 
large towns the problem is mainly one of tiding 
young persons over short spells of unemployment; 
and some sort of temporary school, on the lines of 
the existing centres, may well be a near approxi
mation to their needs. Some day, perhaps, they 
will be linked on to a system of compulsory Day 
Continuation Schools, instead of standing apart 
in their present isolation from all other educational 
institutions. But there is quite another type of 
unemployed juvenile to be found, particularly in 
mining districts and other depressed areas. Their 
unemployment, 80 far as all local industries are con
cerned, is often final, and to receive benefit and to 
mark time in a semi-recreational unemployment 
centre is not adequate treatment for their more 
desperate case. Still worse is the lot of those who 
never having had any insurable employment are in
eligible for benefit and under no obligation to attend 
any centre. Transfer to other industries may well 
involve a definite course of preliminary training 
in some institution, and their migration to other 
districts may often require the establishment of 
hostels for them to live in. In 80 far as definite 
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industrial instruction is given to this or any other 
category of unemployed juvenile, it is not clear why 
the natUre of the teaching, or of the institution 
should differ markedly from the provision made 
for the unemployed youths of nineteen to twenty
five years. The needs in both cases would be much 
the same, and the age differences between them 
could be recognised by suitable grouping and grading 
of classes. No such amalgamation is yet in sight, 
but it is understood that, in some of the new juvenile 
centres set up in the depressed mining areas during 
1928, the principle of more definite technical 
instruction has already been recognised. 

Reference must also be made to the special case 
of the training of juveniles for migration overseas 
to Canada or Australia. Both in England and in 
Scotland certain small schemes exist for the purpose 
of fitting out unemployed boys for emigration as 
farm workers, but these are not at present connected 
with the Juvenile Unemployment Centres or the 
Ministry of Labour. Voluntary effort, supplemented 
by Government grants and free passages to the 
Dominions, comes in here. In one important 
experiment at Newcastle-on-Tyne, the City Council 
and the Local Guardians have co-operated with 
the Overseas Settlement Committee in a scheme 

,for training 200 boys a year on local farms pre
liIninary to their assisted passage to the Dominions. 
The Salvation Army uses its large estate in Essex 
for the· same· purpose; the Church Army has 
two farms near London; and Dr. Cossar's farms 
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near Glasgow are another contribution. So that 
altogether there must be provision of this kind for 
over tWo thousand boys a year. 

NllTTofJ) Scope of tire Centres.-Taking Juvenile 
Unemployment Centres in their present form and 
accepting them as a valuable moral support for the 
youthful worker when out of a job, it is necessary to 
mention certain limiting factors which impede their 
proper extension and use. Not only is the accom
modation often poor and the equipment merely 
improvised, but the teachers have no security of 
tenure and in some cases very little co-ordination 
from their Local Education Authority. Perhaps an 
even worse fault is that under present conditions 
the centres deliberately turn from their doors many 
of those who most need their help. Just as in the 
case of the centres for young men, the system suffers 
from being too closely bound up with the Unemploy
ment Insurance Scheme. In the first place it 
creates an illogical distinction between juveniles of 
fourteen to sixteen and those of sixteen to eighteen 
years. The former are in the labour market, but 
are not admitted into the Unemployment Insurance 
Scheme. Consequently they cannot be subjected 
to the same inducement to attend the centres as 
the older juveniles, whose weekly benefit is made 
dependent on attendance. It is not, therefore, Bur
prising that the number of these young juveniles 
who attend voluntarily should be small, and that 
superintendents of unemployment centres some-
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times find that the real mischief to a boy's character 
is done before he is brought within the scope of 
the scheme. There is really no juStification for 
this gap in public supervision between the school
leaving age and the insurance age, and a heavy 
responsibility rests on those educationists who, in 
1924, worked up a spurious indignation against 
Mr. Tom Shaw's draft legislation to make the 
insurance age the same as the school-leaving· age, 
whatever the latter !night be. That pr.oposal had 
to be dropped because local education officials and 
others, although still unable to raise the scho~l 
age above fourteen, or to deal with unemployed 
adolescents, were deterInined to hinder any other 
authority from doing service in the same field. 

A further difficulty caused by the insurance rules 
is that e~en insured juveniles are, in many cases, 
disallowed benefit (and consequently are under no 
obligation to attend the centres) because they have 
not been in insurable employment for a sufficient 
period to build up the required credit of contribu
tions in the fund. In April 1928 they were specially 
singled out for severer treatment under the Act of 
1927, which liInited the "transitional" concessions 
as to the required number of outstanding contribu
tions to persons over eighteen years of age.. Thus 
1;hose insurable boys and girls who fall into unem
ployment before they have built up a reserve of 
thirty contributions are ineligible for benefit, and 
the full stringency of the thirty weeks condition has 
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been enforced upon all juveniles at least two years 
before it is enforced on all adults. It follows that, 
unless voluntary attendance on a large scale .ccomes 
a popular pastime, fewer new centres will be opened 
and fewer young persons will attend those that are 
established. 

Women's TTaining.-The re-equipment of unem
ployed women with a view to increasing their 
employability has cut a smaller figure recently than 
the similar efforts in respect of men and boys. In 
the main, domestic service has been the occupation 
aimed at, the governirig idea being that the great 
excess of women in war industries had to be assisted 
after the War to pass back into the only employment 
which was clamouring for them. These training 
schemes, like nearly all the others, have been cared 
for, since 1921, by the Ministry of Labour, but that 
Department has always worked this scheme through 
the Central Committee for Women's Training and 
Employment, which came into being during the early 
days of the War and was responsible for expending 
in those years some £600,000 of voluntary funds. 
Since the War the Committee have had to submit 
to Government dictation and to depend on Govern
ment grants, which have steadily dwindled to about 
£45,000 a year. Their operations in the matter of 
training have therefore dwindled to a corresponding 
degree. None the less, during the years 1921 to 
1927, over 50,000 women and girls were trained or 
assisted under one branch or another of the scheme 
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and over {,I,OOO,OOO was expended. One of the 
points of policy at issue between the Central Com
mittee4nd the Government has been the question 

, whether or not women admitted "to Home Training 
Courses should or should not give an undertaking 
to accept actual employment in resident domestic 
service at the end of their course. The Committee 
and many outside organisations continually de
manded Government assistance, both for those 
unemployed women, e.g. in the textile trades, who 
had a regular trade to which they counted on 
returning when the depression had passed, and also 
for the provision of other kinds of training than 
domestic service. They argued that, while much 
was being spent on relief work for men, the only 
special provision made for the relief of unemploy
ment among women was the grant to the Committee 
for training, and that this Ciught to be extended in 
amount and freed from restrictions. In 1924 the 
Labour Government listened to these pleas and the 
work began to expand, but in less than twelve 
months the succeeding Conservative Government 
put on the brake again, and the old restrictions were, 
in effect, restored. In the interval, however, 352 
women were given clerical courses and 145 took 
what was called II individual vocational training." 
It is interesting to note that the selection of the 
women and girls for the Home Training and other 
courses has "been made by the Women's Sub
Committee of the Local Employment Committ.ee, 
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attached to the Employment Exchanges. Possibly 
this method of selection may be a precedent for 
other training schemes. The women attended the 
courses, which were in many areas managed by the 
Local Education Authorities, for six hours a day on 
five days a week for thirteen weeks and received a 
maintenance allowance of i.I a week during training, 
from which they were expected to pay 31. a week 
towards the cost of materials. Girls of sixteen to 
eighteen received only lOS. a week and contributed 
only 21. for materials. Unemployment benefit was 
not payable during the period of training. 

Lack of Uniformity in Training Schemes.-In this 
chapter some account has now been given of the 
schemes of training for young unemployed men, 
for juveniles, and for women, and it will be noted 
that all three schemes differ in their methods, 
management, and rules. Sometimes there is good 
reason for such differences, and no one should deny 
the authorities freedom of initiative and experiment 
in this field of endeavour. But, seeing that one 
authority, the Ministry of Labour, is at present 
responsible for all the State schemes, it is difficult 
to see why some of the divergencies of policy should 
continue. 

The following is a comparative statement of the 
methods of management, the sources from which 
the cost of training and maintenance are met, and 
the application of the " benefit conditions" under 
the Unemployment Insurance Acts ~ ~" 
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Comparison of State Training Schemes for 
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~ .. H ... _ 

, 
DantIooo/ 

Tnoeclc... .... -by TnlDiD& 
~ --

I._c...-

}~cI ~{ 
I.)U_- Stsmonths. 

t:na far IIJiI:D meo.t benefi.t (Benefit rules - .. pia allow- ... .......-) -..... .....-c-l Home .... -. 
Ita=. . N ') EsdIoq .... 

SIx_ -'-.. J1l9IIDIIe tJn.. LooalBd_ -- U~t No hed perioc1. ... - Authorities, Unem~- Bmploymfllt 
"""- rmbject to lIP- Dlf!Ut Fund ill oBered as 

=~ =.- tIOOJlUpoes1"b1e 
taldar' benefit ...... 

l._ ... Cmtzo1.,."...... BzdIeqaor. ~ . ~--- -toe _ Looal 

...... Edacatioa. Au-
tbaritial. W'" Jeel to approval 
of Mhdatry of 
LoI>ouz. 

The chief point at issue is the relationship which 
crops up ~ here and there between the training 
schemes and the Unemployment Insurance Scheme. 
The juvenile centres are practically dominated by 
the Insurance Scheme, both as regards the finance 
of training and the application of benefit rules.. In 
the case of. the young men, benefit is drawn by one 
type of trainee, but the usual benefit rules and 
conditions are not enforced. while. the training of 
the overseas men and the women is entirely divorced 
from any contact with the Insurance Scheme. 

The disadvantages of this occasional inter· 
vention of fuSurance considerations have been 
already discuslled. The general conclusion is that 
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it would be more logical, and better for the training 
schemes, if they were recognised as an entirely 
separate service. The Unemployment Fund should 
be conserved for its proper objects-the payment 
of benefit to insured persons who are really available 
for employment. This would still permit of the 
payment of benefit to those insured juveniles who, 
though unemployed, are, in fact, only marking time 
between jobs. Their case is different from that of 
the trainees. Ideally all such boys and girls should 
be required to attend at a school or centre of some 
kind as the natural alternative to employment even 
for short spells. But those unemployed persons of 
any age, for whom definite training or restorative 
treatment is prescribed, should be transferred to 
some other fund than the Unemployment Fund 
for the purpose of maintenance. 

Training by Poor Law Gumdians.-A few words 
must be added here regarding the recent emergence 
of the same idea of "training the unemployed" 
as one of the resources open to the Poor Law 
authorities. And, indeed, since most of the Guardians 
have had to take their share of the burden of main
taining the able-bodied unemployed and have accu
mulated considerable numbers of such men on 
out-relief, it is hardly surprising that they also, as 
well as the Ministry of Labour, should, here and 
there, have reached the conclusion that a definite 
course of training was the most hopeful way of 
restorinl! some of their helpless clients to inde-



MA1NT~NANCE IS NOT ENOUGH .. 1SI 

pendence. The Salford Guardians are a case in 
point. They have announced a project whereby 
men on out-relief are to be required, first of all, to 
clear a six-acre site and turn part of it into a motor 
track. Workshops are then to be erected imd the 
men are to be taught how to drive motors and do 
running repairs, with a view to qualifying as motor 
drivers. The Guardians also had schemes for 
instruction in woodwork and other crafts. As many 
as 170 men had already, in August 1928, been passed 
through courses of training and had been placed 
in situations. On the more extensive scheme the 
Guardians hoped to employ up to 300 of their 
able-bodied applicants. 

It is believed that· other Boards of Guardians 
have attempted !limilar developments on a lower 
plane, so~e of which would amount to little. more 
than task work to test men's willingness to work. 
But should the Guardians be attempting such ex
periments at all? What are their qualifications 
for undertaking the responsibilities of industrial 
tr.Pning? Already we have the Ministry of Labour 
entering into the field to supplement the functions 
of the Board of Education and the Local Education 
Authorities, but there is only too likely to be waste 
and misdirection of effort if the Ministry of Health 
and the Poor Law bodies are independently to 
perform similar functions. It may, for the present, 
be impracticab{e to bring all measures for relief of 
the able-bodied unemployed under a unified scheme, 
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but there does not seem to be the same difficulty in 
arranging for the control or co-ordination of all 
industrial training for the unemployed .by one 
central authority. 

4. THE TREAT~ OF THE ELDERLY OR INFIRM. 

-In the foregoing 'section emphasis has been laid 
upon training as a method of restoring the employ
ability of certain important types of unemployed 
persons, mostly of the younger ages, and it will be 
generally agreed that these experiments are among 
the more hopeful of our newer improvisations. 
But training is not the only way of supplementing 
the basic provision of maintenance, nor is it appro
priate to the needs of many classes of cases where 
unemployment is associated with some personal dis
qualification or disability. There are, for instance, 
the many tragic cases of premature old age or 
infirmity, and the cases where sickness or neglect of 
health is the key to a man's failure to secure or 
retain his place in industry. Such men and women 
hang on the fringe of every industrial community. 
They are still in the labour market, but cannot, in 
times of stress, compete with the able-bodied or 
the energetic or the steady-going workers in their 
particular line of employment. From the angle of 
unemployment insurance, the trouble with the 
elderly men and the infirm is that they are bad 
risks for insurance. The official aqalysis in 1927 
showed that 27 per cent. of all the unemployed men 
,were between fifty and sixty-four' years of age, 
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whereas, among insured males as a whole, those 
ages only represent' approximately I~ per cent. 
Another.;.'calculation showed that the insured men 
of these ages suffered 13'1 per,cent. of unemploy
ment as compared with 10'3 p~r cent. for men of 
all ages. 

It wouljl, of course, be absurd to suggest that 
all men over fifty who claim benefit are verging on 
the unemployable. Only a small fraction fall into 
such a category, but it is that fraction which cop.
stitutes the excess and creates the problem from the 
point of view of. unemployment insurance Take 
the case of the house painter, who, at fifty-five, 
cannot work-oil ladders or can only do 80 at grave 
risk. He may get twenty-six weeks', work orless in 
an average year and then draw benefit for long spells, 
curtailed. ~ future, by the operation of the rule of 
thirty contributions in two years, if that is ever en
forced. Thousands of elderly labourers are in a 
like position. Some of them have declined in status 
after twenty-five years or more of steady work for 
one employer. That employer fails or, sometimes, 
simply turns his old servant away. Such men, even 
in a great centre of employment like London, are 
a drug in the market. though they may get odd jobs 

- (and insurance stamps) every now and then. There 
is no old age pension for them until they are 
sixty-five, and,that too is dependent upon stamps. 
In any case what is to happen in the ten or fifteen 
years that diviQe themJrom the enjoyment of that 
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ten shillings a week? Ought they to draw benefit 
up to the maximum to which they are entitled, 
and ought they to be left to the Poor Law when 
benefit is exhausted? An earlier pension would 
be the happier form of maintenance appropriate to 
their case, but there is scant prospect that money 
will be found either from insurance or State funds 
for such a project. 

One alternative might be to find, in the holes 
and comers of the industrial field, light jobs such as 
watchmen, messengers, etc., suited to their dimin
ished capacities. At present such employment, 
either temporary or permanent, is relatively scarce 
and the competition is keen, but the number of 
openings might be increased, if a lower wage were 
recognised as admissible. Many of these situations 
are filled by men who are physically capable of more 
exacting work, and it would be a very real gain if 
some system could be introduced into the selection 
of the men and the distribution of the jobs. Is it 
possible that here a leaf might be taken out of the 
book of the disabled ex-service men's scheme? 
Could employers throughout the land be rallied 
to create every possible opening for the slightly 
decrepit, the elderly or the infirm on the lines which 
have been fairly successful for disabled men since 
1918? A permanent King's National Roll might 
be maintained for the purpose, and it might become 
a matter of honour for every substanfiaI firm or local 
authority to enrol. Enrolment woilld involve a 
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guarantee that a certain percentage, say 5 per Cent., 
of the labour employed would be of the type here 
considered, and that work suited to their strength 
would be made available. Neither, industry nor the 
State can afford to neglect the hard lot of these 
veterans and casualties, and, in so far as any national 
effort might lead to the increased supply and better 
organisation of useful and regular work for them, 
a great weight of human misery would be relieved. 
At the same time the Unemployment Fund would 
be conserved. 

One other class that might be singled out from 
among the general body of the unemployed, with 
a view to special treatment, is the sick. All workers 
are, of course, covered by the National Health In
surance Scheme and, as a whole, they make good 
use of it. But there is a surprisingly large amount 
of remediable illness, disability and disfigurement 
which entirely escapes the care of the panel doctor. 
For one thing there is a considerable gap between 
illness, which a panel doctor will certify for health 
benefits, and a full measure of fitness in the 
industrial sense. Yet these physical complaints 
impair both the vitality of the individi1al. and his 
chances of securing employment. Moreover, there 
are many shiftless people who never even attempt 
to make the best of themselves physically. Many 
young able-bodied men, who suffer from sore eyes 
or loss of voi~, have never been near a doctor, 
nor do they intend to do ~,xthing about their 
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complaint. Yet their employability is often seriously 
reduced, and they are frequent applicants at the 
Exchanges and claimants of benefit. It is not a 
large class that is here referred to, but it is worth 
attending to. It differs from the class of the elderly 
and the infirm in that the disabilities are r~mediable. 
Clearly the Unemployment Fund should be pro
tected against any unneedful prolongation of claims 
due to such causes, and, in fact, Exchange managers 
have power under the Unemployment Insurance 
Acts to obtain a medical report on the health of any 
claimant who, in their opinion, is unfit for work 
and whose claim, therefore, ought to fail under the 
statutory condition .. capable of and available for 
work." But such a power does not go far and is, 
apparently, not used except where a man has been 
absent from work owing to illness and there is 
doubt whether he is sufficiently recovered to resume. 
The term .. unfit for work" is relative. What is 
suggested is that a claimant to benefit who, though 
not necessarily ill, is neglecting Borne physical com
plaint, which lowers his eligibility in the labour 
market, should at once be referred to a doctor for 

, advice and treatment. In due course the acceptance 
of treatment might be made a condition for the 
receipt of further benefit, always assuming that the 
patient was not eligible for sick benefit. The merits 
of such cases might usefully be assessed by some 
special interviewing body containirig ciinployers and 
workpeople, e.g. the Local Employment Committee. 
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The .arguments set out in sections 3 and 4 of 

this chapter are d!xected to show that something 
more than th~· weekly payment of benefit is neces
sary in any constructive scheme of dealing with the 
various types of unemployed •. To treat the man 
who is deprived of his trade, or the claimant who 
for any reason is relatively ineligible for employ
ment as if he were in the same category as the 
efficient and regular worker is, to put it at its 
lowest, unsound economy, from the point of view 
of the insurance scheme. And the more generous 
the insurance benefits, the greater the need to 
protect them. Firstly, there ought to be careful 
differentiation between the types of claimant, a~ 
then, in select cases, a bold application of any 
measures which are likely to restore their personal 
or industrial quality and to shorten their spells of 
unemployment. Only by such measures can' We 
hope to diminish the stream of.those who, though 
still wage-earners and still in the insurance field, are 
persons for whom unemployment has become less· 
an industrial accident than a chronic malady. 



CHAPTER VIII 

MIGRATION FROM DEPRESSED AREAs 

IN the foregoing discussion of modern methods and 
institutions for dealing with the unemployed worker, 
various references have been made to the case 'Of 
the men and boys from the coal districts who have 
been left stranded by the slump and disorganisation 
which have befallen the coal trade since the year 
1924 or earlier, and, indeed, scientifically regarded, 
their case presents scarcely any feature which does 
not come under one or other of the heads already 
considered. But in practice the magnitude and 
urgency of the crisis in what have corne to be 
known as the "depressed areas" have tended to 
separate it off from the rest of the unemployment 
problem and caused it to have almost a history of 
its own. 

Coal, and, to a less extent, shipbuilding, have 
been marked illustrations of the contraction of 
employment in a localised industry which is the 
sole or the dominant activity of the district. In 
every British coalfield, but particuJarly in South 
Wales, Durham, Northumberland,' and Scotland, 
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some of the pits have been closed down and dis-: 
manded under circumstances which seem to pre
clude the hope that they will be worked again. 
Taking Great Britain as a whole, it is officially 
estimated that as many as a quarter of a million 
workers have been permanendy dispossessed of 
their traditional and 1!felong means of livelihood. 
With their dependants the number reaches the 
formidable total of about 800,000 persons. It is 
perhaps· the most melodramatic feature of the 
economic upheaval since the War, and, although 
several years have. slipped past since the facts 
of the. situation first emerged, it· cannot be said 
that even now, in 1928,. any adequate remedial 
measures are yet in sight. For the majority of the 
surplus miners, men and boys, migration from their 
industry involves the even more unpalatable prospect 
of migration from their homes. For them it is the 
final act in the long-drawn-out tragedy of coal. 
But it is more than an individual tragedy; it means 
the collapse of the economic life of whole districts. 

In South Wales, towns and villages which for 
generations have been the hives of activity must be 
left silent and deserted. Nothing less than complete 
evacuation seems to be in prospect. The movement 
has, indeed, been going on for some years. Ever 
since 1924 a few miners have straggled off to seek 
their fate in the Midland towns, in London, or 
in the south V£. England. Some have emigrated; 
many have walked the roads, using the casual wards 
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as their hotels; others have been transferred to 
vacancies by the Employment Exchanges. For the 
most part their relatively strong physique has won 
them a welcome in the unskilled labour market, 
though often at lower wages and on a lower status 
than they possessed in the colliery. But these are 
only a handful, the advance guard. The main army 
remains behind, helplessly dependent on unemploy
ment benefit or a bankrupt Poor Law, and often 
unwilling to quit the valleys and towns in which 
they have lived. Prior to 1928 the only special 
action taken by the Government (apart from 
sporadic relief works, which fell into disfavour from 
1925 onwards) was an attempt to limit the number 
of surplus coal workers by securing that the wastage 
of labour in the working collieries (always relatively 
high) should be made good from among the industry's 
own unemployed. Except for the recruiting of 
juveniles under eighteen years of age, all vacancies 
were to be filled so far as practicable by adult mine
workers who were out of work. The working of 
this legislative measure since August 1927 has 
already been described in Chapter VII above. 
Clearly it could not be expected to make any great 
impression on the size of the surplus as a whole. 

The first public recognition that the coal crisis 
had entered on a new phase was the appointment in 
January 1928 of the Industrial Transference Board, 
composed of Sir Warren Fisher, Sir John Cadman, 
and Sir David Shackleton, with' the following 
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reference: .. To be a Board for the purpose of 
facilitating the transfer of workers, and in particular 
of miners, for whom opportunities of employment 
in their own district or occupation are no longer 
available." The impression was at first created that 
this was to be an executive body-a new official 
Board, and it is by no means certain that such was 
not the intention before the members of the Board· 
discovered what they were, so to speak, .. up 
against." They did, in fact, attempt to facilitate 
transfers in several small ways, such as negotiations 
with leading employers, increasing the number of 
trabing centres, and securing State aid for the 
removal expenses of married men. But if, like many 
before them, they were hoping to launch some 
heroic campaign which would quickly strike at the 
root of the problem, they were disillusioned by the 
time their report was drafted. 

This report, which was published in July 1928, 
was by no means a soothing document. It drew a 
dark picture of the plight of the depressed areas and 
urge4 immediate action on a large scale, though as 
to the precise forms which such action should take 
the report was vague and somewhat despairing. 
None the less the Board probably rendered good 
service in stirring up the official and public minds 
to the realities of the situation. They rebuked the 
optimists and denounced the previous easy-going 
policy which had been" largely one of the tide-over OJ 

mingled witii~hemes of relief works ... The id~ 
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of a transient <ir cyclical depression must," they said, 
.. now be recognised quite unflinchingly as no longer 
tenable." There was nothing for it but to transfer 
the surplus men and boys" to districts, not enjoy
ing immunity from unemployment, but bearing a 
lighter load." The Dominions, too, must be asked 
to playa part and urged to open their doors much 
wider than, judging by the meagre results under 
the Empire Settlement Act of 1922, they had been 
recently willing to do. The will to move from their 
homes and make a fresh start elsewhere must be 
created in the stranded populations of certain 
districts. The co-operation of employers in· the 
other industries of Great Britain must somehow be 
secured, and, above all, State help, both in organisa
tion and money, was indispensable. At the same 
time they emphasised the important truth that 
transfer must be a natural process if it was to lead 
to permanent re-establishment of the workers, and 
they dismissed the idea that armies of unemployed 
could be put to road work or reclamation of land 
wholesale. Training facilities must be developed 
for the younger men and the juveniles, while, to 
meet the intractable problem of the older men, 
experiments in extended afforestation might prove 
one of the few hopeful measures. The report con
templated that perhaps a thousand holdings might 
be created by the Government for Ininers' families, 
but, seeing that there must be at least 100,000 

unemployed Ininers over thirty-six years of age, 
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they admitted that this provision wohld not gQ far. 
As to agricultural small holclli;lgs, the Board rejected 
them on the ground of cost. A ·million pounds 
spent on such a Scheme would, according to the 
report, settle not more than 500 to 700 families on 
the land. 

The transfer of the boys and younger men was 
more hopefully envisaged. While it was the most 
urgent part of the whole transfer problem, it was 
also more manageable in size. Not much more 
than 2000 of the boys were estimated to be between 
sixteen and eighteen, and, say, 45.000 between 
eighteen' and twenty-five. Most of these workers 
would have a .. high transfer value," but in practice 
much depended on, whether the wage offered· to 
a boy in a strange town was sufficient to pay for his 
board and lodging. There was also the difficulty 
that parents were often unwilling to let their 
children leave home for fear of unsatisfactory asso
ciations in their new jobs and new surroundings. 
Here, in the Board's view, was a proper opening for 
the use of voluntary funds and services. 

But, when aU was said, individual transference 
within the home country offered only a bleak 
prospect, and of 'mass migration there was no 
prospect at aU. The Board therefore laid great 
stress, perhaps rather undue stress, on the hopes of 
extensive migration overseas, and they at once set 
about the task of stimulating it. Canada and 
Australia, they said, were each comparable in size 
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to the United States, but had populations compar
able merely to that of London. Moreover, such 
emigrants as they did admit consisted too much of 
continental Europeans. In 1927,82,000 non-British 
people settled in Canada and 22,000 in Australia. 
Emigration formalities were too strict and elaborate 
for British workers. Passage rates must be reduced. 
Altogether the Board's remarks on emigration were 
exceedingly critical of the two Dominion Govern
ments. 

What will be the ultimate outcome of the Board's 
report in terms of new measures to assist and re
establish surplus miners and their families? In 
November 1928 there was little to report. New 
emigration schemes were being discussed to provide 
in course of time for annual contingents of a few 
thousand families, and 8500 unemployed' men had 
been hastily selected arid despatched at a cost of 
1,15 per man for temporary work in the harvest 
fields of Canada. The hope was that a large pr()oo 
portion of these men would find a permanent 
footing in the Dominion, but the hope was not 
realised. At home, industrial training was to con
tinue, a few more juvenile unemployment centres 
had been opened, and intensified canvassing had 
been conducted by the Employment Exchanges 
on behalf of the men and boys in the depressed 
areas. To assist this campaign the MinistIy of 
Labour issued in August a letter of appeal signed 
by the Prime Minister to 166,000 employers in 
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Great Britain. In filling,tip both their industrial 
and their domestic vacancies, ~ployers were urged 
to give favourable consideration to the claims of 
surplus miners submitted by the E~hanges.l 

Only the first mov~ have yet been made, and 
it is too soon to assess their value or success. . Up to 
October 1928, somew~tover one thousand men 
and boys were being moved from the dtrelict 
districts each month. Probably the Exchanges will 
improve upon this, but it will take a long time to 
make any real impression on the total surplus. 
Transfers are bound to be limited by the specialised 
character of the labour offered, the reserve of the 
better qualified workers already waiting on the 
fringe of almost every established industry, and, 
not least, by the physical and psychological obstacles 
which always impede the free mobility of large 
masses of labour. No appeal on grounds of senti
ment, however justified, can prevail over these facts. 

From the labour standpoint it was easy to criti
cise this scheme. An ex-miner from the Rhondda 
might be moved to a vacancy in the Midlands, but· 
that only meant that a local unemployed man was 
left on the register as a claimant of benefit. Against 
this the official defence was that London and the 
Midlands ought, in justice, to take over some of the 
burden of the depressed districts, and that, in a 

• T.... Government's further attempt to speed up I:ransferl by 
ollering to IlUboidise local relief works m relatively prosperous areas, 
provided that SO per cent. of m ... from the depreooecl areas ... _ 
employed thereon; has been mentioned in " postscript inserted at 
the end of Cbept. II. 
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developing area, new men with new qualities could 
often be . fitted. into. post&· that would otherwise 
remain unfilled.: The latter argument, which waS 
first developed in the annual report of the Ministry 
of Labour for 1927 and was restated in the report 
of the Industrial Transference Board, is technically 
justified by the actual workings of the labour market. 
If it were not so, direct transference and transfer 
after training would only be workable in areas 

. suffering from a pronounced shortage of labour. 
But the doctrine is only true within narrow limits. 
If large numbers of ex-miners are quickly dis
persed, with or without official aid, they can hardly 
fail to intensify the competition for work in the 
ranks 'of low-skilled labour generally and thus 
lower their standard of life. Such competition 
xnay, of course, be beneficial to industry in so far as 
it raises the standard of the labour employed, but it 
will not perceptibly reduce the total amount of un
employment. Moreover, the Industrial Transfer
ence Board seem to be putting too great a strain on 
the doctrine when they entertain the idea of equal
ising the burden and incidence of unemployment all 
over the country. Carried to its logical conclusion, 
this would mean that the surplus miners and ship
builders should be redistributed in Great Britain in 
the inverse ratio to the percentage of local unem
ployment, without regard to other vital factors. 
Fortunately no such result is attainable in practice. 
These depressed areas with their marked concen-
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trations of unemployment .. may be politically em
barrassing to the Govilnmient, but that does not 
mean that the desired reshufH~g 'c1fthe population 
can safely be forced or hurried. Probably the rate 
of transference is of fundamental importance. It 
may even be right to retard the,' rate when the 
spontaneous movement to the South or Midlands 
gathers speed. Meanwhile there is another side to 
the problem: the maintenance of the morale _and 
physical condition of the dispossessed workers 
while they are awaiting transfer. Some loss of 
quality is inevitable ;it is one of the most sorrow-
ful features of their hard case, and, unless it is 
checked, many of them will fail to make good their 
footing when the chance of new employment'comes 
to them. 

It is not as if coal were the only industry showing 
a permanent contraction of employment. The same 
is true of the heavy metal industries, which, taken 
as a whole, accounted in August 1928 for over 
150,000 men wholly unemployed. Moreover, cotton 
is rapidly travelling along the same road and cannot 
permanently mask its true position by the extensive 
practice of short time. In August 1928, nearly 
one-fifth of the half-million workers in cotton were 
wholly out of work or temporarily stopped. This 
trade, which has known many bad times before, 
may hope for a measure of recovery in the times 
ahead, but not without scrapping the small, ill
equipped factories and not without large-scale 
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amalgamations, all of which will reduce the labour 
force required. Here again there will 'be a surplus 
to be absorbed,~,and it will differ from the heavy 
industries in that two-thirds of the dispossessed 
workers will be women. 

But these are large issues on which definite 
knowledge is still lacking. They must, however, 
be mentioned as an indication that the efforts 
made to cope with the immediate problem of the 
ex-miners may be only the first essays in a new and 
vital technique affecting the economic life of the 
nation over many years. Not only coal, but other 
industries, are in a stage of transition, and large 
localised accumulations of unemployed workers may 
become one of the chief problems confronting future 
Governments. 



CHAPTER IX 

C.ONCLUSION 

THE main purpose of this study of unemployment 
has been to record the measures which, up to 
1928, have been tried in Great Britain for the 
treatment and assistance· of unemployed persons. 
The list is already long, but finality is far:. from 
having been reached. We must still stUdy the 
problem with open minds and be prepared to face 
its ever-changing forms with new initiative. . 
~dy the responsibilities of the Stati: are 

grave enough. Slowly, through the past century, 
Governments have come to realise that, if unem
ployment cannot be eliminated, at least the social 
distress due to it must be relieved, and relieved by 
special methods appropriate to the needs of different 
types among the unemployed. For the last twenty 
years the doctrine has been accepted that some 
form of maintenance, outside the Poor Law work
house, must be provided for the worker during 

. spells of involuntary idleness and cessation of wage
earning. Since 19II the main emphasis has been 
laid on the needs of the comparatively steady and 
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competent worker, who, whenever his trade was in 
full swing, would command a ready market for his 
services. State. insurance against unemployment 
has been the remedy, and, for the mass of workers, 
insurance benefits have proved reasonably appro
priate and adequate. Contributory insurance, if 
it is consistent with its title, is simply a way of 
spreading out their collective earnings so as 
to maintain them and their families through the 
vicissitudes of their callings. Nor will a workman's 
physical or moral qualities be wrecked, nor his 
status lowered, if, every few years, he has the mis
fortune to be "on benefit" for a month or even 
for three months on end. The enforced holiday 
will nQt permanently injure him any more than 
a similar rest demoralises a Member of Parliament, 
though he might not enjoy it as much. 

But the difficulty to-day which still faces the 
authorities in framing a complete policy for dealing 
with unemployment is the same as that on which 
earlier schemes have come to ruin, namely, that the 
unemployed are never all of the same kind; no 
single medicine is good for all. Treat unemployment 
as a moral or personal problem, as was the way of 
the nineteenth century, and you are too harsh; it 
is discovered to be mainly due to the ebb and flow 
of trade activity. Treat it as a problem of economic 
fluctuations, provide an honourable maintenance for 
all unemployed persons, and it turns out after all to 
be, at least in part, a problem of personal quality 
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or unfitness for specific work. Added to all this 
there is now the hard case of a quarter of a million 
workers who are permanently ~w1>lus to require
ments in their own local industries. 

It --is possible. then, to recognise among the 
general mass of unemployed persons, who claim 
benefit, three broad categories, not sharply defined, 
covering many lesser distinctions, but each calling 
for different treatment at the hands of their fellow
citizens : 

(I) The comparatively regular worker who needs, 
in his spe& of unemployment, just the 
assistance which insurance benefits provide. 

{2) The worker who is dispossessed of ru. :trade, 
but has not, as yet, suffered any 1:oss of 
quality as a man or as a potential wage
earner. His need is for a new opening and 
a reasonable opportunity to qualify himself 
for it. 

(3) Persons who, though still in the labour market, 
suffer from a comparative ineligibility or 
incapacity to obtain or retain employment. 
Their lack of quality may be inherent or due 
to outside causes. In either case they are 
below the current standard -required for 
regular work. 

All these three classes exist everywhere and 
in every industry, though the second class; is 
particularly concentrated in the 'f depressed areas." 
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Special attention has been devoted in the latter 

part of this book to the group of problems which 
centre round the.third category of the unemployed. 
It is here that the nucleus of chronic unemployment 
accumulates, forming at all times a considerable 
fraction of the total unemployment percentage. Not 
only does this class put a strain on the insurance 
scheme, but being still in some measure employed, 
it clogs the wheels of industry. Workers, both 
adult and juvenile, have to struggle against the 
insecurity or other bad conditions of certain em
ployments and against the devitalising effects of 
prolonged unemployment Many individuals pull 
through, but many are dragged downwards both 
in status and quality. In the labour market it is 
easy to fall, but hard to rise again. The danger 
to-day is that the numbers in this third category 
will be abnormally increased by a heavy quota of 
workers whose long unemployment in the depressed 
areas will not leave them unscathed. 

For the victims in all three categories a sub
sIStence is the first essential, but, as these pages 
have shown, the attempt to make the Unemploy
ment Insurance Scheme stretch to cover the needs 
of all three classes is not working smoothly. For 
seven years the weekly contributions have been 
oppressive, yet the fund is heavily in debt; for 
four years benefit administration has rested on 
makeshift rules. The whole financial basis of the 
scheme will have to be recast, not merely in order 
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to extinguillh the debt, but also, if at all possible, 
in order to reduce the rate of contributions. 
Benefit ought to be administere"· in accordance 
with principleS more clearly fixed as regards the 
duration and type of unemployment which it can 
appropriately relieve. The motive for such a policy· 
should be, not to economise public funds, but to 
serve the best interests of the majority of the insured 
workers themselves. Alternative provision will, 
of course, be necessary, and such provision will be 
made partly by the Local Authorities and partly 
by the State. On the former should fall the duty 
of relieving the necessities of those workers who, 
for personal reasons or in emergencies, escape 
th~ meshes of any other ne~ that are sp~ead to 
maintain them jn independence. Some such basic 
provision will always be needed. On the national 
authority, presumably the Ministry of Labour, 
should fall the responsibility for those preven
tive and restorative remedies which are industrial in 
character. Acting, if possible, in co-operation with 
industrial organisations, the State can, on the one 
hand, promote and enforce the better regulation of 
industrial practices and, on the other, undertake the 
training and transfer of unemployed: persons, par
ticularly the younger -men and women. Such 
measures are not merely measures of humanity; 
they are, in the long run, measures of economy 
both for the State and for industry. 
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SllMMARY OF UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE ACTS, 

J9ZO-J927 

Tm! following summary gives an outlinll of the Unemploy
ment Insurance Scheme as in force on. April J9, Jgz8. 
The actual legal provisions governing the scheme can only 
be studied by reference to the text of the principal Act 
passed in J920 and of the various amending Acts passed 
subsequently. It should also be noted that some of the 
provisions on points of detail were made by Regulations and 
not by the Acts themselves. 

I. INSURABILlTY.-The following persons are required to 
be insured : 

All persens between the ages of J6 and 65 who are' 
employed under contract of service in Great Britain, 
including apprentices in receipt of a money payment. 

The following persoll4. are rwt req.m.ed to be insured: 
Persona employe~ in agriculture, horticulture, and 

forestty. 
Penona employed in private domestic service. 
(Note.-Persona employed in domestic service in any 

trade or businesa carried on for gain are insurable.) 
Established civil servants. 
Penons who are not manual workers and who are 

receiving remuneration at a rate exceeding [,250 a year. 
Persons to whose employera the Minister has granted 

a Certificate of Exception. Such certificates can only be 
;r~ 
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granted to Government Departments, Public and Local 
Authorities, Railway Companies, Public Utility Com
panies (such as gas, water, etc., companies), and em
ployers whose employees have superannuation rights 
under an Act of Parliament. The Certificate is limited 
to permanent employees in whose case the Minister 
thinks insurance against unemployment is unnecessary 
and. the Certificate covers only permanent employees 
who have completed three years' permanent service. 

Female professional nurses and probationers. 
Regular sailors, soldiers, and airmen. But reservists, 

territorials, etc., are insurable during a period of training 
if they are normally insurable at other times. 

Members (other than temporary members) of a police 
force to which the Police Act, 1919, applies. 

Teachers in established posts. 
Persons employed as commission agents who are 

mainly dependent upon some other occupation or who 
are employed as commission agents by more than one 
employer and are not mainly dependent upon anyone 
such employer. 

Persons casually employed for private purposes. 
(Casual employment for the purposes of the employer'8 
business is insurable and also casual employment for the 
purposes of a game or recreation where the employee 
is engaged or paid through a club, e.g. golf caddies 
engaged or paid through a club are insurable.) 

Persons employed in certain part-time subsidiary em-
ploymentsspecifiedinSpecial OrdersmadebytheMinister. 

Share fishermen wholly remunerated by share. 
Persons employed by their husbands or their wives. 
Persons employed by their parents and receiving no 

wages or other money payment. 
Persons maintained by the employer and not re

ceiving wages or other money payment. 

The decision on questions of insurability lies with the 
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Minister of Labour, but any person aggrieved by a decision 
of the Minister may appeal to the High Court, and the 
Minister may, instead of himself deciding any question, 
refer the question to the High Court. 

The following persons may apply for a: Certificate of 
Exemption during the currency of which they are not liable 
to pay contributions and are not entitled to receive benefit: 

(a) Persons in receipt of a pension or income of the 
annual value of at least [,26 not dependent on their 
personal exertions. 

(6) Persons ordinarily or mainly dependent for their 
livelihood on some other person. . 

(e) Persons ordinarily and mainly dependent fo!: 
their livelihood on earnings in an uninsurable occupation. 

(d) Persons who are employed in a seasonal occupa
tion not usually extending over more than I S weeks in' a 
year and who are not ordinarily employed in any other 
insurable occupation._ 

The employers of persons holding ,Certificates of 
Exemption are still required to pay the employer's share of 
the contribution. 

a. UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCB CONTRIBUTIoNs.-Con
tributions are payable by employers, employed persons, and 
the Exchequer. 

Pruent Ratu of Contribution (since July a, I92S) 
CI .... /"'"1>'oyl4 Emp~;". Empl:'Y.tJ EXe"",_ T., __ . por..... _,;"",. .... por,:::.::. _""",..,.. 1,;_ .... 

Boys aged 16 and 17 4'1. 3id. 3d. loid.· 
Girla aged 16 and 17 3id. 3d. 'ald. Sid. 
Young men aged IS, 7d. 6d. Sld. ISld. 

19 and zoo 
Young women aged 

IS, 19 and zoo 
6d. 

Men aged al to 65 Sd. 
Women aged aI to 65 7d. 

7d. 
6d. 

3td. 

6d. 
... id· 

~ ald. 
17id . 
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It is the duty of any person on entering insurable employ

ment to obtain an unemployment book if he has not already 
obtainedpne and to hand the book to his employer. It is 
the duty of the employer to obtain an unemployment book 
from the employed person at the commencement of the 
employment. 

The employer of an insurable person is, in the first 
instance, liable to pay the joint contribution of himself and 
the employed person. This· is in general to be done by 
affixing an unemployment insurance stamp to the unemploy
ment book issued in the name of the employed person. An 
unemployment book has a currency of one insurance year, 
ending early in July each year. 

In general contributions must be paid before wages are 
paid. If the employment tenninates, contributions must be 
paid up to date at once. When the unemployment book 
expires, it must be stamped up to date within six days after 
expiration. 

The employer is entitled to recover the employed 
person's contribution by deduction from his wages or any 
other remuneration, but only from wages or remuneration 
paid for the period to which the deducted contributionS 
apply. The employer cannot recover by deduction from 
any subsequent payments due to the employed person, but 
he may recover by legal process in certain cases. 

A weekly contribution is payable for each calendar week 
(Sunday midnight to the following Sunday midnight) 
during any part of which the person is employed. Only one 
contribution is payable in respect of each week, although the 

• person may be employed insurably in the same week by 
~more than one employer. 

Special arrangements may be made by employers with 
the Ministry of Labour under which the employer may make 
a deposit with the Ministry in order to enable him to stamp 
his employees' books at quarterly or half-yearly intervals 
insteacJ c! at each payment of wages. 

Stamps affixed to unemployment books must be date-
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cancelled by employers, who muSt not make any other 
writing or mark upon the book or stamp. 

Employers wlj.o fail to pay contributions as ~quired or 
employed persons who do not comply with the requirements 
of the Regulations are liable to be prosecuted. 

The. employers of persons who hold Certificates of 
Exemption pay only the employer's contribution, by affixing 
a stamp to a special book issued to exempt persons. 

Employers of persons aged 6S or over who are in in
surable employment pay the employer's share of the con
tribution only, and pay it whether or not the employee is in 
receipt of a State Old Age Pension. 

Contributions paid in error' may be refunded to a person 
and to his employer, if the application for such refund is 
made within six years of the date of payment. The amount of 
any benefit paid to the employed person in respect of such con
tributions is deducted before any repayment is made to him. 

Seamen serving in the Navy, marines, soldiers, and ail'
men are entitled (subject to certain exceptions) to receive on 
discharge a credit of contributions which gives them the 
same benefit rights as if their period of service with H.M. _ 
Forces had been insurable employment. To meet the cost 
of this, payments are made to the Unemployment Fund by 
the Admiralty, the Army Council, and the Air Council, and 
an Exchequer contribution in the usual proportion is added. 

3. UNEMPLOYMENT BBNEFlT.-Insured persons between' 
the ages of 16 and 6S who are unemployed and who fulfil 
tiJ.e statutory conditions and are not disqualified are entitled 
to receive benefit at the following rates: . 

Rates of Benefit. 
CIGS. of 1 ...... 14 P, .. "". 

Men aged al to 6S 
Women aged al to 6S 
Boys aged 16 and 17 
Girls aged 16 and 17 

W ..... I"RGI6. 
s. d. 

17 0 

IS 0 

6 .,p~ 
5 0 
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elMs of 1 fISU,etl P.rst", 

Young men not in receipt of de-
pendents' benefit: 

Aged zo 
Aged 19 

Aged 18 

w .. Al" Ral. 
•• d. 

14 0 

IZ 0 

10 0 

Young women not in receipt of de-
pendents' benefit: 

Aged zo lZ 0 

Aged 19 10 0 

Aged 18 8 0 

Dependents' benefit: 
For an adult dependent 7 0 

For a dependent child . Z 0 

Young men and young women aged 18 to zo, if in receipt 
of dependents' benefit, get the same rates of ordinary 
benefit as adults aged ZI to 65. 

Persons aged 65 and over are not entitled to receive 
benefit. 

Benefit for Deperulents. The dependents in respect of 
whom the above-mentioned additional rate of 7" a week 
may be paid are as follows :-

A wife living with the claimant or being maintained 
wholly or mainly by him. 

A female person residing with the claimant (male or 
female) and wholly or mainly maintained by the claimant, 
if that female person has the care of the dependent children 
of the claimant. 

A dependent husband if he is prevented by phyaical or 
'-'mental infinnity from supporting himself and is being 
maintsined wholly or mainly by the claimant, his wife. 

A widowed mother, a widowed step-mother, a mother 
who has not been married or a mother whose husband is 
permanently disabled and unable to work, if living with the 

. claimanl;,and being wholly or mainly maintsined by him or 
her. • 
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The additional benefit of 7s. per week can ~ received 
only in respect of one dependent at a time, and is not payable 
for a wife or female person who is in receipt of unemploy
ment benefit or who is in regular wage-earning employment 
or is engaged in an occupation ordinarily carried on for 
profit. 

The additional benefit of u. a week. is payable in 
respect of any child under the age of 14 whl> is maintained 
wholly or mainly by the claimant and any child aged 14 or 
I S who is under full-time instruction in a day school and is 
wholly or mainly maintained by the claimant. The u. 
may be claimed for a step-child, an .adopted child, and an 
illegitimate child. 

W Iliting Period and Continuity Rllk. There is a waiting 
period of six days for which no benefit is payable. Once a 
claimant has completed a waiting period, another waiting 
period is not required so long as the unemployment is 
.. continuous." The rules under which two or more spells 
of unemployment can be regarded as one continuous spell so 
that no fresh waiting period is required are as follows : 

Any three days of unemployment within six consecutive 
days are to be regarded as continuous. 

Any two periods of three continuous days are to be 
regarded as continuous with one another if they are not 
separated by more than 10 weeks. Sundays are ignored. 

Statutory Conditions for tM Receipt of Benefit. The' 
conditions for the receipt of benefit are as follows : 

(I) That not leas than 30 contributions have been 
paid in respect of the two years immediately preceding 
the date of the application for benefit. 

A person who is during the two years in receipt of a 
disability penaion for a disability contracted during the 
late War and who, by reason of his disability, fails to 
eatisfy this condition need only prove the payment of 10 

contributions instead of 30. .... .. 
H a person is unfit for work by reason of sickneas 



THE UNEMPLOYED 
during the two years, the period of two years may be 
extended by the period of sickness, but 80 that the total 
period shall not exceed four years. 

If a claimant satisfies this condition at the date of hia 
claim, he;: is regarded as satisfying it for the next three 
months, and thereafter he must satisfy it at quarterly 
intervals. 

Note. See paragraph below as to the special temporary 
nIles under which this first statutory condition is relaxed 
for a period after April 19, 1928. 

(2) That the insured person proves that since the 
date of the application he has been continuously unem
ployed. 

An applicant is not regarded as unemployed on any 
day on which he is following any remunerative or profit
able occupation unless that occupation is Qne that could 
ordinarily have been followed by him in addition to his 
usual employment and outside the ordinary working 
hours of that employment and unless he does not receive 
more than 3'. 4'1. a day. Again, a person is not regarded 
as unemployed, although his employment has terminated, 
during a period for which he continues to receive wages 
or compensation for the loss of employment substantially 
equivalent to wages ; 

(3) that the claimant is capable of wOJk and available 
for work; 

(4) that the claimant is genuioely seeking work, but 
unable to obtain suitable employment; 

(5) that the claimant, if 80 required, has duly 
attended an approved course nf instruction. [Specially 
applied to juveniles.] 

The following rules apply in regard to these conditions : 

A person does not fail to satisfy the conditions merely 
because he declines an offer of employment in • situstion 

. v~t in consequence of • stoppage nf work due to • 
trade dispute. 
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Similarly, he does Dot fail to satisfy the conditions 

merely because he has declined an offer of employment in 
his usua1 occupation in his usual district at a rate of wage 
lower or on conditions less favourable than those which 
he might reasonably have expected 16 pbtain ha.ving 
regard to those which he habitually obtained in his usual 
occupation in that district or would have obtained had he 
continued to have been so employed; or because he has . 
declined an offer of employment in his usual occupation 
in any other district at a rate of wage lower or on con
ditions less favourable than those generally observ;ed in. 
that district by agreement between Associations ot em
ployers and employees or, failing any such agreement, 
than those generally reco~d in that district by good 
employers. 

After the lapse of a reasonable interval, a claimant . 
may be required as a condition of receiving benefit to 
seek and to accept employment of a kind other than his 
usua1 employment if it is employment at a rate of wage 
not lower and on conditions not less favourable than. 
those generally observed by agreement between Associa
tions of employers and of employees or, failing any such 
agreement, than those generally recognised by good 
employers. 

Transitional Conditions for ths Receipt of Benefit.-Up 
to April J9, J929, or the end of a benefit year begin
ning before that date (whichever is the later), a claimant who 
cannot satisfy the first Statutory Condition (the 30 contri
butions condition referred to above) may in lieu thereo~ 
satisfy the following three conditions : 

(J) That eight or more contributions have been paid:. 
in the two years before the date of the claim : 

I or 
that 30 or more contributions have been paid a~ any 
time; and .... . 
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(2) That he is normally employed in insurable 

employment and that he will normally seek to obtain 
his livelihood by means of insurable employment j 
and 

(3) That he has during the past two years been 
employed to such an extent as was reasonable, having 
regard to all the circumstances of the case and in particu
lar to the opportunities for obtaining insurable employ
ment during that period. 
M~ who have during the last two years been in' 

receipt of a pension for a disability received in the late 
War are excused from condition (I) above. 

Disqualifications /01' tire Receipt 0/ Benefit. The dis-
qualifications for the receipt of benefit are : 

(I) An insured contributor who has lost employment 
by reason of a stoppage of work which was due to a trade 
dispute at the factory, workshop. or other premises at 
which he was employed is disqualified for receiving 
unemployment benefit so long as the stoppage of work 
continues. 

Separate departments on the same premises may be 
treated as separate premises for this purpose where 
separate branches of work which are commonly carried 
on as separate businesses in separate premises are carried 
on in separate departments on the same premises. 

H the insured contributor obtains other employment 
during the stoppage of work, this disqualification may, in 
certain cases, be removed. 

The disqualification on the ground of a trade dispute 
is not imposed if the insured ~ntributor can prove both 
of the following: 

(0) That he is not himself participating in or 
financing or directly interested in the trade dispute 
W;hich caused the stoppage of work; and 

(b) that the persons who are so participating in or 
financing or directly interested in the dispute do not 
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include any members of his own grade or class who 
immediately before the stoppage were employed at 
the premises at which the stoppage is taking p~. 

(2) An insured contributor who loses his employment 
through misconduct or voluntarily leaves his employ
ment without just cause, is disqua1ified, for receiving 
unemployment benefit for a period of six weeks, or such 
shorter period as may be determined,' from the' date 
when he so lost or left his employment. . 

(3) An insured contributor is disquilified for receiving 
unemployment benefit while he is an inmate of any 
prison or any workhouse or other, institution supported 
wholly or partly out of public funds or while he itl 
resident, whether temporarily or permanently, outside 
theUcitedKin~om. ' 

(4) An insured contributor is disqualified forreceiv-' 
ing unemployment benefit while he is in receipt of any 
sickness or disablement benefit under the N ationa! 
Health Insurance Acts, or while he is in receipt of a blind 
person's pension under Section i of the Blind Persons. 
~,~~' . ' 

Procedure for Deciding Claiml. All claims for unemploy-
ment benefit (including dependents' benefit) and all questions 
whether the statutory conditions are fulfilled, or whether a 
person is disqua1ified for receiving benefit or otherwise 
arising in connection with claims for benefit, are deter
mined in the first iilstance by statutory officers known as 
" Insurance Officers." 

The claimant for benefit may at any time within 21 days 
from the date on which the Insurance Officer's decision is 
commucicated to him, appeal to a Court of Referees. The 
Insurance Officer may, instead of himself deciding a claim 
or question, refer it at once to a Court of Referees. 

The Court of Referees, after, considering the' case, 
makes a recommendation to the Insurance Officer, and the 
Insurance Officer, unless he disagrees, gives effect to the 
recommendation. 



286 THE UNEMPLOYED 
If the Insurance Officer disagrees with the recom

,mendation made by the Court of Referees, he refers the 
case to the Umpire, an officer appointed by the Crown. 

Any association of employed persons, or any individual 
claimant for Mnefit, may, with the leave of the Court, 
appeal to the Umpire against a recommendation of a Court 
of Referees, and the Court will give leave in any case in 
which it appears to the Court reasonable so to do, having 

,regard to the importance of the principle involved, or to 
any other special circumstances. 

The decision of the Umpire is final and conclusive. 
After a claimant has received benefit for 78 days within a 

period of six months; his claim is reviewed by a Court of 
Referees. 

If benefit is refused on the ground that a claimant is not 
capable of and available for work, or is not genuinely seeking 
work and unable to obtain suitable employment, he may 
renew his application and have it reviewed at intervals of 
six weeks. 

Constitution of Courts of Referees. A Court of Referee. 
consists of an impartial Chairman appointed by the Minister, 
one or more members chosen to represent employers and 
'an equal number of members chosen to represent insured 
contributors. Panels of persons chosen to represent 
employers and insured contributors, respectively, are 
constituted by the Minister for each district. 

Administration of Benefit by Local Education Authorities. 
Certain local education authorities have undertaken duties 
in connection with the payment of benefit for boys and girla 
aged 16 and 17. In the areas of those authorities boys and 
girls aged 16 and 17 must c1aim their benefit at the Bureau 
of the Education Authority. 

Arrangements with Associations for tM Administration of 
State Benefit : Indirect C1ai1lU. The Minister may make an 
ammgement, for the administration of State benefit, with 
any trade union or with a society approved under the 
Natioi1al Health Insurance Act, or a body ancillary thereto. 
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The society or association must be one whose rules provide 
for payments to its members. wbile they are unemployed. 

H such an arrangement is made, the association inakes 
payments to its unemployed members under its rules, and 
there is repaid to the association a sum equivalent to the 
aggregate amount which those members would have been 
entitled to receive as unemployment benefit, if they had 
made a direct claim for it at an Employment Exchange. 

Among the conditions which an association must satisfy 
as from January I, I9Z9, before such an arrangement cari. 
be made or continued are the f?llowing ::- . 

(a) The association's rules· must provide .for pay
ments to its unemployed members at minimum rates 
exceeding the amount of State benefit by the following 
amounts : 

P"W.d . 
•• <I. 

In the case of men aged 21 or over 3 0 

In the case pf women aged 21 or over. . 2.6 t 

In the case of young men and boys..' 1.1' 6 
In the case of young women and girls • I; 3 
(h) The aggregate amount payable in a year to each 

unemployed member, under the rules of the association, 
out of its private funds, mU$t be at least:· . , 

•• <I. 
In the case of men aged 21 or over. 75 0 

In the case of women aged 21 or over 60 0 

In the case of young men and boys. 37 6 
In the case of young women and girls' 30 0 

(e) The rates payable under the rules by the associa- ' 
tion out of its private funds must be payable in at least, 
10 weeks in a year. ' ' 

(d) The rates payable b:v the association out 'of its 
private funds must be payable on each occasion on which 
a member would be entitled to receive direct payment of 
bene~t if,he made a claimat an Employment Exchange. 
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(e) The association must have an effective system 

of ascertaining the wages and conditions prevailing in 
every employment, in which its members are engaged, 
and of obtaining from employers notification of vacancies 
for employment. 

Under such an arrangement the association will pay 
amounts representing State unemployment benefit to its 
unemployed members in accordance with its rules, including 
the provisions detailed above, and if at any time a member 
exhausts his right to receive private benefit from the funds 
of the association, the latter will cease to pay to him the 
amounts representing the State unemployment benefit, but 
will refer him' for further payments to an Employment 
Exchange. 

';rhe Minister may pay to an association having an 
arrangement a contribution towards the administrative 
expenses of the association in connection with the arrange-
ment. . 

4. MISCELLANEOUS.-PTovision for Training. Grants 
may be made out of the Unemployment Fund towards 
the cost of approved courses of instruction for boys and girls 
of the ages of 16 and 17 years who are insured persons or are 
normally employed or likely to be employed in an insurable 
occupation. 

TrafJelling Expenses. If an advance is made to a person 
for the expense of travelling to a place where work has been 
found for him by an Employment Exchange and that person 
satisfies the first statutory condition (see paragraph above), 
part of the advance may be met out of the Unemployment 
Fund. 

Paymmts to Poor LarJJ Authorities. If. claimant for 
benefit pending allowance of his claim is granted outdoor 
relief by a Poor Law authority in excess of the amount 
which would otherwise have been granted, the Minister 
may pay, out of benefit ultimately allowed, the amount of 
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the excess Poor Law relief to the Poor Law authoritY 
instead of to the claimant. " 

In deciding whether outdoor relief should be given', a ' 
'PoOr Law authority must take account of the whole ~f any 
unemployment benefit received by the appli~t,' , ' 

:&cavery of Benefit Improperly Paid.' A PerBori is liable 
to repay any benefit improperly received by hitn by reason' 
of the non-disclosure or misrepresentation' by ,him of" a 
material fact (whether fraudulent or not) •. ,Such benefit' 
cannot, however, be recovered by deductions from benefit to 
which he becomes entitled later if he ,.an shoW 'that he 
received it in good faith and without knowledge ~t he Waa 

. not entitled to it. ' ' 
Abolition of the POfIJer to' make Special Schemu. The 

Minister has no longer the power to 'make a Special Scheme 
. under which an industry may centract out, of the general 
provisions of the Act. The two existing Special Schemes
namely, those for the insurance industrY and the banking 
.industry-remain in existence. " " 

Supplementary Sthemu. The Minister may appr\lve a 
scheme submitted by a joint industrial council or an'associ
ation of employe1'8 and employees for giving additional bene-· 
fits to insured contributo1'8 in any industry. . . 

No part of the funds required for such a scheme is to be 
derived from the Exchequer. ' 

Legal Proceedings. If any employer or employed pe1'8on 
fails to pay 1lIly contributions which he is liable to payor 
refuses to comply with any of the requirements of the Acts 
or ~tions, he is liable to a fine not exceeding [.20. 

, In addition to other methods of recovery of unpaid 
contributions, an employer who is convicted of the offence 
of failing to pay any contribution may, apart from other 
penslties, be ordered to pay to the Unemployment Fund a 
sum equal to the tots! of sll the contributions which he has 

, failed to pay during the two years preceding the date of the 
'offence. ' 

Any person who buys, offe1'8 for ssle, takes or gives 
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'in exchange, pawns or takes in, pawn any unemployment 
book or used unemploymen~ insurance stamps is liable to a 
fine not exceeding /,20 or to imprisonment for a term not 
exceeding ,three months, or to both such fine and imprison-
ment.' ' 

';['he Minister ~y recover' any sums due to the 
, Unemployment Fund by means of civil proceedings • 

• If a person has lost any unemployment benefit to which 
he would be 'entitled by reason of the failure or neglect of ' 
his employer to pay contributions, or to comply with the 
requirements of ~e Regulations, that person is entitled to 
recover summarily from the employer as a civil deb1; the 

~ amount of the benefit 80 lost. Proceedings may be brought' 
for this purpose at any time within one year after the date 
on which the employed person would have been entitled to 
receive the benefit. 

Unpaid contributio~ for the preceding year are en
titled to priority in cases of winding-up of companies or 
of bankruptcy. ,. . , , 

Financial Provisions. 'There is established, under the 
control and management of the Minister, a fund called the 
Unemployment Fund into which are paid all contributions, 
and but of which are paid all unemployment benefit and any 
.other payments payable out of that fund. 

The Treasury may advance sums required for the pur
pose of discharging the liabilities of the Unemployment 
Fund, provided that the total amount of advances outstanding 

,at any time does not exceed /'30,000,000 (subsequently ex
tended to /'4°,000,000). Interest on such advanqes is paid 
out, of the Unemployment Fund, and sums advanced are 
'repaid from time to time. ' 

The cost of administration of the Unemployment 
Insurance Scheme is paid by the Unemployment Fund itself 
up to a limit fuoed at 121 per cent. of the income of that 
fund. 
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