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ABSTRACT 

This research compares the unemployed movements of two depressions, the 1930s 

and the 1980s and early 1990s. The research focused on Christchurch and Dunedin. 

The basic research question was whether the unemployed of these two historical 

periods engaged in the same type of collective action. There was a suggestion that 

the intervening period had seen a change in the nature of class relationships. This 

implied that differences would exist between the unemployed of the two eras. 

In the arena of social movements, Alain Touraine provided a theory that asserted that 

a fundamental societal shift had occurred. Emerging from industrial society was a 

post-industrial society. Instead of the dominant class monopolising the 'means of 

production' in the traditional sense, the new mode of production was knowledge 

based. This mode of production was used to increasingly dominate 'civil' society. 

Therefore the sub-ordinated class was the citizen rather than the traditional worker. 

New conflicts were more likely to occur around cultural issues rather than the more 

narrowly defined economic and political issues of industrial society. 

Document research was used to examine the 1930s unemployed movement while 

interviews were conducted with unemployed activists from the current movement. 

The findings describe a hierarchical 1930s unemployed movement that was orientated 

towards the labour movement. The movement was concerned with economic 

problems and was involved primarily with redistributive conflict. This was the 

expected form of an industrial society social movement. In comparison, the latter 

movement was small and isolated from the mass of the unemployed. The movement 

did not want to join with political parties or labour organisations. The activists were 

concerned with the construction of alternative ways of living and were opposed to 

bureaucracy and hierarchy. 

While economic and social differences between the two eras account for some of the 

observed differences, the findings lend support for Touraine' s assertion of a shift from 

an industrial to a post-industrial society. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The situation of marginal groups in society has long been of interest to me. I am 

particularly interested in the way these groups can articulate their grievances, goals, 

and expectations to the wider society. This interest derives from my work with 

disadvantaged people. For nine years I was actively involved with an inner city drop

in centre, At various times I led and co-ordinated the centre, while occasionally I just 

spooned the soup. Also, Megan (my partner) and I ran an inner city 'Youth House' 

for the Cl1ristchurch City Mission for eighteen months. While at the house \Ve came 

face to face with the 'dark' side of youth unemployment. During this time I became 

concerned not only about the lack of employment opportunities, but also with 

whether unemployed pe?ple could have a political 'stake' in our nation. The question 

I asked myself was, 'Are the unemployed marginalised to the extent that they have no 

effective 'voice' in New Zealand society?' 

This question led to an interest in attempts by the unemployed to gain a 'collective 

voice', and access to the same rights of citizenship as other groups. That is, can they 

have an effective say in the future direction of our society and hence over their 

individual lives? Because of my personal experiences I knew something of the 

difficulties and personal troubles the unemployed faced in trying to achieve such a 

collective goal. Subsequently I wondered whether similar social problems had 

confronted the unemployed of different historical periods and, additionally, whether 

they had reacted to these in similar or dissimilar ways. 
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To answer these questions we must not only look at the unemployed of the current 

depression but also at the unemployed of a previous period of high unemployment. 

Thus this thesis will examine attempts by the unemployed to gain a collective voice in 

society, and their attempts to influence the future direction of their lives. The method 

will entail a comparison of unemployed movements from two historical periods. 

1.2 THE TWO PERIODS 

Prior to the current era of economic recession, the last period of high unemployment 

in living memory was that of the 1930s 'Great Depression'. In September 1932, 

73,650 men were registered as unemployed in New Zealand, which was close to 12 

percent of the workforce. 1 In April 1993 there were 215,387 registered unemployed, 

just over 10 percent of the workforce.2 These two periods were similar in te~s of 

economic depression and hiQ:h unemnlovment The interve11in00- vJ ears between the tv10 
... - .I. .,, 

depressions were characterised by comparative economic stability and full 

employment. 

Pearson and Thorns (1983) comment that the 1930s depression was marked by 

"massive unemployment, wage and salary cuts and general cutbacks in government 

d 't II expen z ure . In a like manner the current depression is marked by balance of 

-payments deficits, declining profitability, falling real wages and weak aggregate 

demand, and the highest level of unemployment since the 1930s despite substantial 

1 New Zealand Statistics of Unemployment, 1938 p22. 

2 The Press 16 April 1993, pg. 1. Both statistics refer to 'registered' unemployed. In 1930 the 
Unemployment Board began collecting statistics on the number of unemployed. Men aged 20 and 
over became eligible for unemployment relief only after registering as unemployed. Unfortunately 
women, Maori, and boys were excluded from the register. The 1993 figure is from the Department 
of Labour's Job-seeker register'. This is a monthly listing of people who want full-time work and 
have registered with the department. The other two sources of unemployment data currently 
ava ii able are the Census of Population and Dwellings, with a five year cycle and the broadest 
definition of unemployment, and the Household Labour Force Survey begun by the Department of 
Stalistics in 1986. The 1931 census was skipped due to the depression therefore producing no 
statistics for that period whereas the Household Labour Force Survey is a recent innovation and 
therefore provides no backwards compatibility (New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1990:369-70). 
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emigration to Australia. In contrast to these depressions, the intervening period from 

the late 1930s to the late 1960s was one of a prolonged economic boom with very 

few registered unemployed. The Department of Statistics (19.90:369) called this era, 

"New Zealand's longest ever period of full employmenf'.3 

In periods of full employment the marginality engendered by being jobless will often 

be an individual experience (one shared with only a handful of others), and an 

experience of limited duration. In contrast, periods of economic depression result in 

large numbers of people being jobless, often for long petjods of time. Such a 

common experience has been shown to foster the emergence of a social movement 

that attempts to give the unemployed a strong collective voice in society (Bagguley, 

1991; Piven and Cloward, 1977).4 Bagguley in particular has documented the rise of 

British unemployed workers' movements during the last two depressions. Although 

the 1930s unemployed movement in New Zealand has been well researched in a 

similar manner to the British experience (Harris, 1976; Morris, 1949; Robertson, 

1979; Watson, 1984), research on the current period has only been sparingly 

attempted with comparative work even less so, with the notable exception of Davis 

(1991). 5 

Despite similarities between the two depressions, we must also consider that there 

may be dissimilarities between the unemployed of each period, particularly given the 

social change that has occurred over the intervening forty years. There has in fact 

been a wide ranging theoretical debate which argues that the intervening period was 

3 Pearson and Thoms (1983:54) comment that in the 1950s and 1960s unemployment was not a 
major feature of New Zealand's employment structure. Rather than there being a surplus of labour, 
there were labour shortages. 

4 Bagguley (1991) describes the social movements that rose amongst the unemployed in Britain 
during the 1930s depression and also the current (1980s) period of high unemployment; Piven and 
Cloward (1977) describe the 1930s unemployed worker movement in the United States. 

5 Harris (1976), Morris (1949), Robertson {1979) and Watson (1984) have studied aspects of the 
l 930s unemployed workers movement, concentrating respectively on Gisborne, Wellington, Dunedin 
and Christchurch; while research undertaken in 1992 on social movements in Christchurch showed 
that while there is currently a national unemployed movement there exists little documentation of its 
activities (Dunstan, 1992). One attempt to recitify this deficit is by Karen Davis (1991) who 
documents both the 1930s unemployed movement, and the growth of the unemployed movement in 
the current depression. 
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of such significance as to produce a change in the very nature of collective action. 

This raises the important question as to whether collective action has a different basis 

for the unemployed of the current depression in comparison with that of the 1930s. 

1.3 THE CHANGED NATURE OF CLASS ? 

There has been a debate that centres on the widespread perception that the long post 

war economic boom has changed the nature of class relations. It is proposed by some 

theorists that these changes have altered the alignment of the main Marxist classes, or 

at least restructured them internally. Dahrendorf (1959) thought that .the wide 

ranging societal changes that have occurred, such as: the diversification of the 

working class owing to technological change; the growth of people involved in 

services and state bureaucracies; the expansion of educational opportunities which 

promote social mobility; and the institutionalisation of conflict through trade unions 

• who have acted to confine disputes to the work situation; as having led to the 

'structurisation' of the two main Marxian classes (that is, they are divided within 

themselves). 

The critical theory of the Frankfurt School of neo-Marxists, particularly that of 

Marcuse, saw the emergence of a one-dimensional society. Giddens commented that, 

Marcuse 's one-dimensional society is one in which, through the 
encompassing control of the conduct and attitudes of the mass, the old 
class conflicts become, if not eliminated, at least planed out by the 

.prosperity generated by modem technique. 
(Giddens, 1973:258) 

Marcuse's (1964) theory can be seen as a response to the failure of the proletariat to 

become revolutionary, and an attempt to account for the success of advanced 

capitalism in reproducing itself This view is shared by Burawoy (1990:787) who 

describes critical theory as losing confidence in the "revolutionary capacity of the 

working class which was irrevocably tainted by capitalism 11• 
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Zweig and Klein (1961) advanced an 'embourgeoisement' thesis which argued that 

due to increasing affluence the working class were losing their identity and being 

absorbed into the middle class. 6 In a somewhat similar manner, Goldthorpe and 

Lockwood et al. (1969) attempted to explain declining working class support for 

radical politics by theorising that the post war period of full employment and rising 

standards of living led workers to increasingly adopt middle class goals and 

aspirations. Their 'Convergence' theory of class suggested that affluent workers 

converge, or have areas in common, with the middle class. Thus traditional working 

class activism is replaced by the privatised worker whose life_ is based on the middle 

class norms of money, family, and home. 

In yet another attempt to explain the changing class structure; Kerr, Dunlop, Harbison 

and Myers (1960) hypothesised that the process of industrialisation fends to create a 

certain type of social structure. This is based on their concept of 'pluralistic 

industrialism' which gives primacy to the state as regulator of competition and co.nflict 

between a variety of different interest groups. In their view, all industrial societies 

have been converging towards pluralistic industrialism. 

Lash and Urry (1987), by contrast, point to a disorganisation of capitalism, 

particularly from the early 1960s, that has led to a. decline in the core working class 

and a corresponding rise of a distinctive service class of, for example: managers, 

professionals, educators and scientists. Lash and Urry describe the rise of the service 

class as a consequence of organised capitalism which then acts to help create a 

'disorganised capitalism'. This is helped by the, 

. . . development of a educationally based stratification system which 
f asters individual achievement and mobility [in a similar vein to 
Dahrendorf] and the growth of new 'social movements' (students, anti
nuclear, ecologi.cal, and women's movements etc.) which increasingly 
draw energy away from class politics. 

(Lash and Urry, 198 7: 5) 

6 Zweig (1961:vi) in his introduction to 'The Worker in a Afiluent Society' comments, "The change 
is very deep and far-retching. Working-class life finds itself on the move towards new middle-class 
values and middle-class existence". 



14 

Lash and Urry also point to the decline of the class character of political parties, and 

the rise of the 'catch-all' parties, a move which reflects the decline in the degree to 

which parties simply represent class interests. 

The societal changes that are outlined above have led Clark and Lipset (1991) to 

entitle an article, 'Are Social Classes Dying?' They set out to question Marxist class 

theory and view it as an increasingly outmoded concept and speak instead of the 

"fragmentation of stratification". For them conflict in society is no longer dominated 

by who owns and controls the means of production. Pakulski (1993) concurs with 

their thesis, and discusses the evidence for, what she views as, the " ... partisan and 

class dealignment in the industrialised West" (ibid:283). Pakulski draws the 

· following conclu_sion on the waning of the old industrial classes, 

The evidence of this waning - in terms of socio-economic, socio-cultural 
and socio-political distinctiveness, o..s well as consciousness, identity and 
solidari'ty - seems to be indisputabie. 

(Pakulski, 1993:289) 

In the midst of this 'class decomposition', Pakulski notes the formation of 'imagined 

communities' whereby people regard themselves as a member of a community because 

of a shared concern, habit, taste or even ascriptive category. She uses as examples, 

respectively, the Green movement, non-smokers, vegetarians and blacks (1993:285). 

Although Hout, Brooks, and Menza (1993) in their article 'The Persistence of Classes 

in Post-Industrial Societies', dispute these conclusions, they too are forced to 

acknowledge the rise of a post-industrial society which has led to some important 

changes in class structures. The fact that Wright (1985), a neo-Marxist, needs to 

construct a 12 class scheme to try and capture the complexity of today's class 

relations, indicates something of the changing nature of class in contemporary society. 

Callinicos (1987:1) commented that there is a perception that class antagonisms are 

no longer the fundamental division in society. He noted that the British Labour 

Party's successive reverses in the general elections of 1983 and 1987 have, "lent 
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. apparent credibility to the idea that the working class is .finished as a social and 

politicalforce'1 (a view which he does not share). In New Zealand we could point to 
I . 

the 1984 Labour Government's policy shift towards the 'free market' as representing 

similar evidence of the decline of the working class (James, 1986; Jesson, 1989; 

Boston and Holland, 1987). 

In New Zealand the debate has been joined by a number of authors. Two political 

scientists, Jackson and Harre, writing in the mid-l960s went as far as to declare, 

New Zealand has no class struggle, no poor, no intellectual tradition, no 
overt group conflict, little self awareness as a social entity and has sought 
for similarity rather than diversity. 

(Jackson and Harre, 1967: I 25) 

While such a view is controversial, three nee-Marxists have advanced theories that 

attempt to document and explain the rise of the 'new' class structure. Steven (1978) 

and Wilkes (1990) to varying degrees include the new middle class of service workers 

into an altered class schema for New Zealand. Their class schema are based not only 

around ownership of the means of production but also control of labour power. 

Bedggood (1980) bravely stays close to orthodox Marxism and places the new middle 

class into the working class since they have the same objective interests vis a vis the 

capitalist class.7 The neo-Weberian theorists, Pearson and Thorns (1983), view the 

rise of the welfare state in New Zealand as an important aspect of resource allocation 

which has affected the nature of class relations. 

The authors have pointed to important changes that have occurred in the post war 

class structure of western nations. As already mentioned, these changes have 

impacted on the New Zealand Labour Party, traditionally the working class party. 

Colin James (1986:8) has noted that a ''profound shift in the economy and social 

policy" has occurred under the Fourth Labour Government. This shift has been in the 

7 Bedggood (1980), 'Rich and Poor in New Zealand'; Steven (1978), 'Towards a Class Analysis of 
New Zealand'; Wilkes (1990), 'Class'. 
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direction of the liberal right and non-interventionist policies advocated by Milton 

Friedman (1981). 

Bruce Jesson (1989) described what has occurred as the collapse of the "historic 

compromise" between labour and business. This is particularly evident with renewed 

demands for the deregulation of the labour market. The Fourth Labour Government 

began this deregulation with the enactment of the Labour Relations Act 1987. 

Subsequently the 1990 National Government introduced a more extreme form of 

labour market deregulation with the Employment Contracts Act 1991, Boston and 

Holland (1987:1) describe the economic measures brought in by the Fourth Labour 

Government such as: removal of wage and price controls; the liberalisation of the 

finance sector; and the removal of import controls; as a "revolution". If it is a 

revolution then it is an odd revolution for a Labour Government to have brought 

about. These recent economic reforms by a Labour Government provide some 

evidence that New Zealand has not been immune to the class changes that have 

occurred in the rest of the western world. 

Given the range of debate on the changing basis of collectivities in the post war 

period, we need a theory which examines this historical shift, while at the same time 

gives some indication of the types of action which will be prevalent in each period. 

Such a theory has been provided in the field of social movements where the debate 

has engaged with, and extended, the contrast drawn between the 'old' class based 

. labour movements and the 'new' social movements. The theory which has focused 

most clearly on this perceived 'shift' in society is the 'identity-oriented' perspective 

associated with Alain Touraine. 8 He characterises the shift as one that has led from an 

'industrial' to a 'post-industrial' society.9 Thus it is Touraine's perspective which will 

8 Alain Touraine is a professor at 'L 'Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales' in Paris, France. 

9 Post-industrial society was a concept first coined by Daniel Bell (1969) in 1962 to con:trast 
contemporary technocratic society with industrial society. Bell viewed technocrats as increasingly 
replacing industrialists and business leaders as the grouping responsible for taking the policy 
decisions which affect the whole of a society. He subsequently elaborated upon this concept in 'The 
Coming Industrial Society' (1974) to describe the economic and social changes of the late twentieth 
century. Touraine (1969) suggested there was a similar technocratic control of French economic and 
political life. 
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be used in this comparative study to evaluate the unemployed movements of our two 

periods. This theory is described in some detail in Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

This chapter will first describe Touraine's theory as it applies to social movements, 

and secondly the structure of the thesis. Lastly, the research methodology that was 

used to research the two unemployed movements will be discussed. 

2.1 TOURAINE and the IDENTITY-ORIENTED PARADIGM 

According to Scott (1991:31) Touraine provides both a historical theory of the 

transition from industrial to post-industrial society, and a sociological exposition of 

the role of social movements within industrial society (the workers' movement), and 

post-industrial society (the new social movements). In fact Touraine has gone further 

and constructed a wide ranging project that stands as a challenge to 'classical 

sociology'. 

. . . I will attempt to replace a representation of social life based upon the 
notions of society, evolution, and role with another in which the notions of 
historicity, social movement, and subject will have the same central place. 

(Touraine, 1988:xxiv) 

These elements of Touraine's theory will be introduced in the following pages as they 

constitute the heart of his theory. 10 But first, as Scott noted, Toutaine also introduces 

10 Aronowitz in his forward to Touraine's 'Return of the Actor' comments that Touraine's, "major . 
thrust is to analyse the problem of historicity, that is, how society, in his words, 'acts upon itself' to 

.remake social relations and, indeed, the cultural model by which we represent ourselves and act, the 
categories of class relations and accumulation remain crucial for this work" (Touraine, 1988:viii). 
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the idea of an historical transition from industrial to post-industrial society. In fact 

Touraine (1988:103) bluntly asks, "We are leaving the shore of industrial society, but 

whither?" His answer is that we are on our way to a society that is capable of 

exerting a higher level of intervention on itself than industrial society. Thus we are 

arriving at a new shore, one of post-industrial society. Touraine (1988:104) 

understands industrial society as having transformed the means of production, 

primarily the organisation of labour; whereas post-industrial society changes the ends 

of production, that is, culture. This post-industrial society is a new societal type, 

described by Cohen (1985:701) as, " ... characterised by new focuses of power, 

forms of domination, modes of investment, and a 'reflexive' cultural model". 

Touraine (1988:31) considers that the chief tendency of this modem society is 

towards an increased concentration of its capacity to act upon itself AB such, he 

criticises those who, like Baudrillard, proclaim the advent of a 'post-modem' era. 11 

Instead, Touraine views the fact that contemporary societies reinvest a large part of 

their production as leading to more widespread social conflicts over the management 

and appropriation of the new products resulting from these investments. Touraine 

notes that the thrust of the four main 'industries' of this post-industrial society: 

research and development, information processing, bio-medical science and 

techniques, and the mass media; is to open up more domains of social life to 

"technocratic projects of control and/or alternative projects to democratise the newly 

contested terrain" (Cohen, 1985:702). 

This means that, for Touraine (1988:xv), accumulating no longer exclusively frames 

our social existence. This does not mean that Marx was wrong, but that human action 

has transcended the conditions that produced the paradigm of economic man. The 

11 The modernity/postmodernity debate centres around a perceived shift from a world dominated by 
'modernity', a concept founded on the Enlightenment belief in progress, the belief that all societies 
can and should be changed by the power of Reason and according to universally valid value cri~eria 
(Richters, 1988:611) to one called 'post-modem'. Featherstone (1985:197) proposes that this is based 
on a negation of the modern project, or as Bauman (Featherstone, 1988:213) notes, the collapse of 
the "grand metanarrative of emancipation". Indeed, Baudrillards (ibid:201) depiction of a ''post
modern simulational world" goes so far as to propose that social relations will become so saturated 
with shifting cultural signs, that there will no longer be 'social class' or 'norms', instead society will 
be faced with, "the end of the social". 
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passage to a post-industrial society takes place when investment results in the 

production of symbolic goods that modify_ values, needs, and representations, far 

more than in the production.of material goods or even 'services' (Touraine, 1988:64). · 

In this regard Touraine (1988:25) notes the emergence of large organisations that 

exist beyond the realm of production and which are asserting their domination over all 

aspects of social life, ''from information to health, from research to urban planning". 

This leads directly to Touraine's (1988:14) view that private life is making an entry 

into the field of politics in a manner similar to- the economy during the industrial 

revolution and its aftermath. No longer is it the organisation and control of work that 

dominates the social agenda, but instead the creation of values and norms that seek to 

control our consumption and patterns of living. Hence private life becomes a public 

thing, the stake of a social movement, and therefore the central theme of emergent 

social conflicts. 

Scott (1991:36) lists four-components drawn from Touraine that act to distinguish 

post-industrial from industrial society. It is these that ,l,iave combined to shift from · 

centre stage the importance of the workers' movement. 
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TABLE 1: Touraine's 'programmed' or post-industrial society. 

1. Mode of production is knowledge based. Monopoly over information and 

knowledge production (rather than over the 'means of production' in the traditional 

sense) is the source of social inequality. 

2. Civil society is increasingly subordinated to the 'technocratic state'. It is as citizens 

(as 'the public', etc.), rather than as class members or producers, that we encounter 

the repressive nature of the programmed society. 

3. Social movements are located in civil society. Their aim is not to make demands 

on the state, but to protect civil sodety against the technocratic state, and to 

develop alternative lifestyles within.civil society . 

. 4. Consequently, conflicts are more likely to occur around, in a broad sense, cultural 

issues rather than, as in industrial society, more narrowly economic and political 

issues (in fact the expansion of the state has undermined these older distinctions). 

This shift from a society based on manufacturing, to one based on the production of 

information has profound consequences for the nature of social relations in the post

industrial era. In the former society people were commonly drawn into systems of 

collective action at the level of work, whereas post-industrial society introduces large 

centralised management systems in very diverse areas of social life. Therefore conflict 

is no longer limited to issues surrounding the workplace. Touraine (1988:105) notes 

that it is now possible to speak of the 'industrialisation' of, for example, information, 

consumption, health, scientific research, and education. The management systems are 

capable of providing not only the means but also the objectives of social life. Hence 
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for Touraine domination reaches further into civil society and touches more areas of a 

person's life than was possible in industrial society. 12 

In addition, the social conflicts that were specific to industrial society have become 

either managerial (trade unionist) or political-reformist (social democratic parties). 

This process views the workers' movement as having been ·incorporated, 

bureaucratised and therefore marginalised, because class based conflict is no longer 

the major form of domination/resistance in society (Touraine, 1981:10-12). 13 In 

contrast, Touraine sees the new social movements as taking over the mantle of being 

the major source of resistance to domination. They now bear the responsibility of 

producing alternatives to a technocratic modernity (Touraine, 1981: 11). In fact 

Touraine (1988:120) asserts that the labour movement, "simply stops being a central 

character of social history as one gets nearer to post-industrial society". The labour 

movement worked for the future, a better tomorrow, for what Marx called the end of 

the prehistory of humankind. In contrast today's social movements want to live 

Basically then, Touraine argues in his 'identity-oriented' perspective that this shift in 

society has led to a new central conflict; 

Many observers are aware of the fact that central conflicts deal less with 
labour and economic problems than with cultural and especially ethical 
problems, because the domination which is challenged controls not only 
'means of production' but the production of symbolic goods, that is, of 
information and images, of culture itself. 

(Touraine, 1985:774) 

For Touraine 'culture' becomes the new field of conflict. This he defines as a, "set of 

resources and models that social actors seek to manage, to control, and which they 

appropriate or whose transformation into social organisation they negotiate among 

12 The realm of civil society can be defined as the non-state (market-regulated, privately controlled 
or voluntarily organised) compared with the state (and its military, policing, legal, administrative, · 
productive, and cultural organs) (Keane, J., 1988). 

13 This is Touraine's version of the thesis regarding the decline of the workers' movement. 
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themselves" (Touraine, 1988:8). It is these cultural orientations that define the field 

of historicity. 14 Touraine comments that these cuitural orientations that constitute 

social practices are achieved by way of 'investment' (1988:41). This operates in a 

similar manner to the investments made in industrial society and therefore are never 

controlled by the whole group but only by those who identify them with their own 

. interests. Hence for Touraine the 'new' central conflict opposes those who make 

themselves masters of these cultural .models on the one hand, while on the other are 

those who 'partake' of them only from a dependent position and who thus seek to 

disengage themselves from the social power that determines their . orientation. 

Following on from this, Touraine introduces a new concept of social class to take 

account of the changed conflict in post-industrial society; 

. . . groups that are opposed to each other in a central conflict for the 
appropriation of the historiclty toward which they are oriented and which 
constitutes the stakes of their conflict. 

{Touraine, 1988:41) 

The ruling class in this post-industrial society can be denned as the class that holds the 

power to direct the creation of cultural models and of social norms; whereas the ruled 

class are those who must either submit to the role granted it or alternatively see~. to 

destroy the ruling class's appropriation of historicity (Touraine, 1988: 110). 

Touraine's concept of a social movement flows on from his definition of class conflict. 

He draws from Marx the idea that social life is founded upon a central relation of 

domination, of conflict, whereas from Weber comes the understanding that actors are 

orientated by values. For Touraine (1988:9) then, a social movement is defined as, 

... actors, opposed to each other by relations of domination and conflict, 
have the same cultural orientations, dnd are in contention for the social 
management of this culture and of the activities it produces. 

14 Touraine (1988:40) uses the tenn historicity to mean, " ... the set of cultural, cognitive, 
econ·omlc, and ethical models by means of which a collectivity sets up relations with its 
environn:zent; in other words produces what Serge .Atf oscouici has called a 'state of nature', that is, a 
culture". 
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This conception lies at the very heart of his sociology as he reserves the term, social 

movement, for the "truly central conflicts" which call into question the social control 

of historicity (Touraine, 1988:26). These social movements challenge the 'stake' of 

historicity which he defines as the, "set of cultural models that rule social practices 

but only through social relations that are always relations of power" (ibid). Touraine 

contends that this conflict is not zero-sum since the aim is to transform, and not 

overthrow, the institutional and organisational forms of collective life. 

The specificity of social conflict in a 'post-industrial' society rests on the fact that the 

ruling class appears to hold sway over all of social life. This prevents the dominated 

from speaking and acting from the stronghold of a social and cultural autonomy 

because there is little of social life left untouched by the ruling class (Touraine, 

1988:111). Opposition comes in the form of marginality, a pattern of life long 

considered to be a failure of integration, but now seen by Touraine (1988:106) as a 

"laboratory in which a new culture and a social counter project are being 

elaborated". Touraine (1988: 106) notes that the 'marginals' who exist at some 

distance from the ruling sphere express the fear that they are being confined within 

thick networks of rules and signals, so much so, that there is talk of a, ". . . wired 

society", of life behind grids, of normalising pressures". For example, in a modern 

city it becomes almost impossible to take a step without receiving a command, or 

being subject to some form of advertising or propaganda. This experience, Touraine 

asserts, promotes a desire to search for, alternatively, non-social relations, for 

interpersonal ones, or to erect communities that are conceived as a refuge from the 

increasingly thicker social network. 

What is interesting about this emerging cultural model of post-industrial society, is the 

new representation of a society capable of producing or generating its own normative 

guidelines. This means that there are no longer any metasocial guarantees of social 

order. Class struggles thus occur over the control of the production of society 

(historicity) itself. The main struggle being between different kinds of apparatuses 

(technocracy) and users (the public) distributed in all spheres of society. Such 

struggles are, according to Touraine, truly social struggles because they are no longer 

carried out in the name of political or economic rights, nor are they tied to actors 
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defined by specific attributes (Touraine, 1981:6-13). Instead, the main class actors 

are simply those who control the apparatus and those who resist it in the name of a 

population's right to choose its own kind of life. 

This leads to what Cohen (1983 :217) refers to as the proliferation of social 

contestation over non-economic and non-political themes such as ecology, housing, 

health, education, women's roles, and so forth. These are seen as signs of an 

increased reflexivity regarding the "social construction of reality and of an expansion 

of the social space of disputable norms to include previously reified domains of 

everyday life". 15 

A crucial aspect of the new conflict being outlined by Touraine, according to Scott 

(1991), is that the new social movements are less concerned with power than with 

creating alternative life-styles within the dominant society, and with defending civil 

society against its subordination to the state and to technocracy. Such a view of the 

subordination of civii society has paraHels with Gramsci (1971 :244,253) where he 

comments on the way the state is absorbed into civil society to organise and structure 

interests in accordance with the preservation of capitalism. 16 But a defence against 

this domination only turns into a social movement when it is associated with a counter 

offensive movement. For example, in industrial society this movement called for the 

factories to be turned over to the workers and for the creation of a society of 

'producers'. 

Thus a contrast exists between the 'workers' movement' and the new social 

movements. At an overt level the new social movements conflict with established sets 

of social relations, institutions, cultural signs and symbols of the society. These 

aspects of society are increasingly brought into being by the "technocratic project", 

and hence intrude into civil society. Touraine (1988:78) explains that these 

15 One would have to question the extent to which these "themes" are non-economic and non
political. 

16 Gramsci uses the concept of hegemony which for him implies more than just dominant values, 
but refers to; "a prevailing common-sense and way of life which is constructed as an unquestionable 
reality by dominant groups in the society" (Bilton et al., 1987:584). 
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technocratic apparatuses are able to produce demand for the goods they control to, 

"elicit needs, and thus to intervene directly in culture, in the definition of values". 

The creation of alternative life-styles, or the attempt to democratise public spaces, 

brings the social movement into conflict with this ''project". This view is opposed to 

the workers' movement that sought to intervene solely in relations of production or in 

the distribution of goods. 

Jennett and Stewart (1989:3) note that this reformulation also brings the social 

movement into conflict with the settled compromises of the past. They draw a 

distinction between the new or cultural social movements, and the old or historical 

social movements. According to Jennett and Stewart the former are able to achieve a 

transformation within society, whereas the latter are capable only of defending the 

interests of their members. From the perspective of the searchers for identity, the 

labour movement is an old social movement based on the class struggle, and since its 

victories are seen to lead to " ... a totalitarian regime and ideological arbitrariness, 

or, at best, to a prudent management of the capitalist economy", the class movement 

only confirms the hegemony of the state (ibid:4). 17 

Touraine does note that contemporary collective actors also run certain risks. They 

can entertain a quest for personal and community identity which may lead to an 

emphasis on expressive rather than strategic action. This can be accompanied by a 

focus on direct participation, all of which involves the tendency to "retreat to 

autonomy", or in other words, abandon the field of socio-political struggle and turn in 

on themselves (Touraine, 1981: 56). Because Touraine insists on the objectivity of a 

common cultural field shared by opponents, "it is the various institutional potentials 

of the shared cultural field and not simply the particular identity of a particular 

group", which comprises the stakes of struggle. Actors who focus exclusively on the 

17 Jennett and Stewart ( 1989: 1) have edited a volume that examines several social movements. They 
explicitly make use of Alain Touraine's identity-oriented paradigm and divide the social movements 
up into 'new' and 'old'. The new social movements aim to "transform existing cultural patterns" 
(Jennett and Stewart, 1989: 1) and hence contrast with political parties, pressure groups, and old 
social movements which are more involved in institutional politics. 
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dynamics of identity formation tend to veer off the map of social movements for 

Touraine (Cohen, 1985:696). 

Touraine (1988:150) considers that the new social movements originate at an even 

greater distance from the political system than did the workers' movement, primarily 

because they do not affect the divisions of labour or forms of economic organisation, 

but, more deeply, cultural values. This is particularly seen by Touraine in the current 

period when political life appears to be organised around the choice of competing 

economic policies and yet the new social movements deal with problems that are 

taken to be private, for example, health, sexuality, information and communication. 

But he does not disregard the point that the nature of the new social movements have 

led to changes in the political structures of the state. Touraine (1988:117-123) 

comments that there is a rapprochement between the base level movement and its 

means of action at the level of society. This in turn has led to a decline in the need for 

a mediating party, which helps to explain why those in power have become 

increasingly sensitive to 'public opinion'. This for Touraine indicates the appearance 

of social movements that form not at the level of political collectivity, but at the social 

problems themselves. On this point Touraine (1988:151) comments: 

The reference to minorities is clearly indicative of the fact that social 
movements are trying to limit their relations with the political system. To 
identify a social movement with the defence of majority rights is to identify 
social action and political struggle. The defence of minorities implies, on the 
contrary, that one is seeking to limit the extent of political intervention, to 
reject the idea that everything is political .... 

These movements rise against the growing concentration of power and the 

penetration of decision making apparatuses into all aspects of social and cultural life, 

but they do not seek the conquest and transformation of the State, only "the defence 

of the individual, of interpersonal relations, of small groupings, of minorities, 

against a central power and especially against the State" (Touraine, .1988:151). 

Touraine (1988:74) does warn though, that this emerging mode of production, while 

giving rise to new conflicts and hence birth to new social movements which extend 

and diversify social space, also has a dark side which allows for the extension of forms 
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of domination and social control that both reach deeper into civil society than 

previously, and are more adept at manipulation. 

Cohen (1983:212-13) comments that far from proclaiming the end of class, Touraine's 

analysis moves in the opposite direction from those of Offe and Habermas. They 

viewed the expanded role of the state in contemporary society as a sign of the 

disorganisation of socio-economic classes. Nonetheless, they do appear to accept the 

fact that there has been a shift to some form of post-industrial society in the West, and 

hence to a new basis for conflict in society. For example, Habermas (Offe, 1985) 

commented, ''In short, the new conflicts are not sparked by problems of distribution, 

but concern the grammar of forms of life", in other words, they concern conflict over 

the construction of new forms of identity. 

Cohen (1983, 1985), another theorist of the new social movements, views them as an 

attempt by non-elite's to fight back on behalf of civil society against the state and 

market, to democratise public space. Such a project does not include the overthrow 

of the state or the take over of the means of production, instead Cohen views it as a 

"self-limiting radicalism" (Cohen, 1985:664). 

It can be seen then that a radically different focus has emerged for social movements. 

This would entail actors involving themselves in a social movement to struggle for 

rights to determine their own destiny in civil society against an encroaching 

'technocracy'. Since the technocracy tends to centralised power, localism and 

individual liberties become alternative cultural models. Whereas the old social 

movements such as the labour movement in the West desired to take control of the 

state, Touraine notes that today's social movements are wary of the state and he sees 

this, more than anything else, as indicating their break with the socialist model, "They 

are outright 'civil' and attempt to extend, diversify, and even break up the field of 

politics" (Touraine, 1982:232). 

Briefly then, the two historical periods could be summarised in a table that opposes 

the types of social movement we could expect to find. 
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Table 2: Characteristics of Social Movements in Industrial 

and Post-Industrial Society 

Industrial Society 

(That of the 1930s) 

• 'Old' Social Movements (Class 

Based). 

-Hierarchical labour or nationalist 

movements. Often are represented by 

political parties. 

• Concern with labour and economic 

problems. The organisation and 

control of work is at issue. 

• Contest for State Power. Concerned 

with economic relationships. 

Primarily redistributive conflict. 

Post-Industrial Society 

(The Current New Zealand 

Economy?) 

• 'New' Social Movements 

-Horizontal, Directly Democratic 

Organisations. View with suspicion 

the state and reject granting their 

autonomy to political parties. 

e Concern with identity, democracy, the 

construction of alternative ways of 

living rather than conforming to 

those 'prescribed'. The defern;e of 

civil society against large systems of 

management that attempt to give 

prescribed objectives. 

• Target the Social Domain of Civil 

Society. Self-limiting radicalism. 

Contest for the right to produce ( an 

alternative) culture. 

The argument of Touraine centres around this perceived shift from an industrial to a 

post-industrial society. Given the increasing domination by business and the state of 

'civil' society, the central conflict no longer revolves around labour and economic 

problems, but issues concerning identity and culture. This shift removes 'class' 

conflict from the centre stage, and hence the centrality of the working class. 
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Alternative lifestyles become more important than economic redistribution. Hence 

with the post-industrial society we see the decline of the workers' movement. Instead 

of dreams of a political and economic transformation, social movements have an 

understanding that favours structural reform, the defence of civil society and the right 

to rule their own lives, or a "self-limiting radicalism" that seeks to democratise rather 

than transform. 

If a shift to a post-industrial society has occurred in New Zealand then some of the 

features of the new social movements should be found to exist in the current 

unemployed movement in contrast with the pre-war movement. For example, the 

unemployed could be engaged in action to construct a new identity, to challenge and 

reinterpret norms of work. The new collective actor would organise to defend this 

right to reinterpret norms and create new meanings. This implies social contestation 

with dominant groups who provide alternative meanings. Alternatively, it could be 

expected that the unemployed would be more concerned to engage in action that 

targeted the state and economic issues generally, than create and defend alternative 

lifestyles. If Touraine's scenario of a post-industrial society does not 'fit' the 

unemployed in New Zealand, then the problem remains one of trying to account for 

any observed differences (or indeed similarities) between the unemployed of the two 

periods. 

2.2 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

This thesis will examine three general aspects of unemployed collective action: why 

they choose to join in collective action; what they hope to achieve by doing so; and 

the type of organisation they form to accomplish this. I would expect to find a 

different profile for each of the movements if the perceived decline of the working 

class as a central actor in society has any validity. Specifically I will examine four 

aspects of unemployed collective action: membership of the movement; relationship 

with other groups; the ability to mobilise the unemployed; and fourth, their goals. 
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To describe each of these aspects of collective action, this study will require a focus 

on: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Pre 1930 economic and social conditions . 

An examination of the 1920s-1930s unemployed worker movement 

Pre 1980 economic and social conditions . 

An examination of the current movement looking for features of both the 'old' 

and 'new' paradigm. 

To provide limits to the research this project will concentrate on the South Island 

movements located in Christchurch and Dunedin. Features of the national movement 

will be examined so that the local movements can be placed in their proper context. 

If a shift is observed in the collective action of the two movements, then credence will 

be lent to the authors who have theorised a changing class structure. More 

importantly, it would mean that jobless people join in collective action for reasons at 

variance with their 1930s counterparts, some of whom may well be still alive. 

The next four chapters will follow the format outlined above while the fifth chapter 

will conclude by revisiting Touraine's argument. 

2.3 METHODOLOGY 

The choice of research methods was to a large extent forced by the nature of the 

study. Interviews could not be used for the 1930s period as most of the unemployed 

activists had passed on. This meant that document research had to be used. In 

contrast, activists could be interviewed from the 1980s period, but there was a 

scarcity of documentary material, partic':llarly for the local unemployed groups. 

Therefore two basic research methods were adopted for this study, one based upon 

document research and the other on interview data. 
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1930s Research 

The research on the 1930s unemployed movement was primarily based upon 

document analysis using archival sources. These existing sources included: history 

theses, that covered the period of the 1930s; newspaper articles, from the daily 

newspapers of the time and the official Communist Party newspapers; and archival 

material that related to the unemployed movement. The main source of the archival 

material was the Saunders Papers which are deposited in the New Zealand Room of 

the Canterbury Public Library. The Saunders Papers are a collection of letters, 

reports, and minute books which relate to the activity of the 1930s Christchurch 

unemployed movement. 

1980s and 1990s Research 

The second research method included use of an oral history archive and in-depth 

interviews with key informants from the 1980s and 1990s unemployed movement. 

Oral history archive 

The Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa Oral History Archive is based in the Alexander 

Turnball Library in Wellington. The archive is a growing collection of interviews with 

unemployed activists who were involved with the national unemployed movement in 

the 1980s. The archive consists of a series of cassette tapes that record unstructured 

face to face interviews. The interviews were conducted by Karen Davis, of the 

Auckland Unemployed Workers Rights Centre. Access to the archive is restricted to 

people who have obtained permission from either Karen Davis or Sue Bradford ( also 

of the Auckland centre). Seven interviews were accessed in the archive, from which 

extensive notes were taken. 

Interviews 

The key informant interviews were based on unstructured, face to face, interviews. A 

snowball technique was used to discover the participants. Some of the informants had 

been involved in unemployed groups dating back to the early 1980s, while others had 

become involved relatively recently. 
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Interviews were conducted with 20 participants. Twelve of the informants had been, 

or currently still were, involved in Christchurch and Dunedin unemployed groups 

during the 1980s and early 1990s. A further three informants had been involved with 

North Island unemployed groups. In addition, three unemployed people were 

interviewed in Christchurch. All of the interviews were tape recorded and fully 

transcribed. The interviews ranged in length from 30 minutes through to two hours. 

They were conducted in either people's homes or the unemployed group's office. 

Confidentiality 

With the exception of the three unemployed people, real names have been used in the 

following chapters. The unemployed activists were offered anonymity, but it was 

declined in all cases. People usually asked that personal details not be used in this 

thesis. This request has been followed for all of the interview participants. One 

informant included a great deal of personal detail in her interview. Because of this I 

decided not to use any of this material. 

The interviews with the three unemployed people were used to provide personal 

descriptions of the experience of being unemployed. As some of this material was 

very personal, their names have been changed in the text to safeguard their identities. 

The informants 

In Dunedin the following people were interviewed: Alan McDonald, Cindy Leckie, 

Jason Ferguson, Tony Mason, Ron Curr, Campbell Duignan, Elizabeth Cosgrove, 

Mike Beale. 

In Christchurch the following people were interviewed: Jim Lamb, Francis Simmonds, 

Tony Sudderly, Neil Baltrop, Susie Beri, Karen Davis, Ian Macadie, John Patterson 

and three unemployed people. 

Sue Bradford was interviewed in Auckland. 

The Christchurch interviews took place in June 1993 while the Dunedin interviews 

took place in August 1993. Sue Bradford was interviewed in November 1993. 
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The following interviews were accessed through the oral history archive: a meeting 

held by the Auckland Unemployed Workers Rights Centre (AURWC) to discuss 

disaffiliation from the national movement (6-7 July 1992); Leonie Morris (18 May 

993), Ivan Sowry (1 June 1993), and Bill and Sue Bradford (1992) of AUWRC; 

Quentin Jukes of the Wellington Unemployed Workers Union (5 December 1992); 

Jane Stevens of the national movement (3 December 1992); Bill Andersen of the 

Auckland Trades Council (2 March 1993). 18 

Limitations 

There are limitations imposed upon this comparative research by the nature of the two 

research methods. The research on the 1930s unemployed movement was based upon 

document research. This provides an insight into the issues of the era, but is limited 

because the informants were restricted to those who either wrote and kept their 

relevant letters, or newspapers, which usually have a more 'global' context to their 

interviews with key informants. 

These different data collection methods made it difficult to compare the two eras. 

The records from the Saunders Papers were rich in detail, but largely provided 

information from the life of one very committed unemployed activist. Therefore, the 

research on the 1930s period was limited to what people thought at the time was 

important to record, or what they wanted known. It is an incomplete record of events 

and actions. The interview data is also limited because it consists of people's 

recollections of events and actions. This is likely to be filtered through their own 

political views and personal biases. But the interview method does have certain 

strengths. It allows the researcher to question the participant and therefore pursue 

certain matters in more depth, and it also allows for data to be collected from a wide 

variety of people. 

18 The dates refer to when Karen Davies conducted the interview. 
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Given these methodological limitations, it would be unwise to point to anything but 

broad trends between the two periods. Small differences could be due to the different 

methods of recording and collecting the data. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

1930s ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will examine the econonuc and social conditions that led to the 

establishment of an unemployed workers' movement in New Zealand in the 1930s. 

This is the 'industrial' society from which Touraine asserts we are emerging. The 

central conflict should be oriented around the organisation of work and economic 

problems with the central classes being those of the capitalists and the workers. The 

dominant ideology of the workers could be expected to be one of socialism. 

It is important to have some understanding of the ongoing economic and social 

context in which the movement, and the nation, found themselves. As such, this 

chapter should be viewed as an adjunct for Chapter Four which will examine the 

unemployed movement. 

I will first examine the international economic conditions which led to, what is now 

known as, the 'Great Depression'. This depressed world economy constituted the 

circumstances in which the government - both local and national - found itself, and to 

which it attempted to respond. 

Secondly, the national economic and social conditions will be di~cussed with 

particular attention being paid to three aspects: first, the nature of the economy; 

second, the political environment; and lastly, the organisation of the working class. 

This economic depression saw many people lose their jobs, some of whom became 
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involved in an unemployed movement that sought to provide a v01ce for the 

unemployed victims of the economic crisis. Therefore, lastly, a brief profile will be 

developed of the unemployed in the late 1920s and early 1930s. This will seek to 

discover who they were, and how the depression impacted on their daily life. 

3.2 INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC CONDITIONS 

The depression was first and foremost an international economic phenomenon in 

which Western capitalism went through a severe crisis of over-production and 

consequent restructuring. 19 In the previous decade hopes of a new dawn for the 

world had been expressed. The ending of World War 1 in November 1918, and the 

signing of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, led to a universal hope that not only the 

end of human tragedy had arrived, but that the shattered economies of Europe could 

be rebuilt to provide prosperity for all. 

Initially pent-up consumer demand led to a post-war boom but its collapse in 1921 led 

to worrying levels of unemployment particularly in Britain, New Zealand's main 

export market. Stevenson and Cook (1977:54) observed that in Britain there were 

never less than one million people unemployed throughout the 1920s. This was not 

only due to the loss of international markets because of the war (to the rising 

industrial giants of Japan and the United States), but also because of Britain's decision 

to maintain a high exchange rate policy. This was an attempt to retain the gold 

standard, whereby the pound was as good as gold. This exchange rate policy helped 

contribute to a decline in the major export industries of coalmining, textiles, iron and 

steel, and ship building. These had in 1914 accounted for half of the country's 

national production and a full three-quarters of its exports (Stevenson and Cook, 

1977:54). 

19 Martin (1982:39) notes that because the depression was externally induced the New Zealand 
capitalist economy suffered little substantial structural change as a result of the depression. New 
Zealand did not have the fundamental contradictions that the United States and Britain exhibited and 
which led both to restructuring, and an increased concentration of capital. 
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Aside from these structural problems facing Britain, it seemed as though the 

international economy was recovering well from the devastating effects of the war. In 

1925, world manufacturing production exceeded the level reached in 1913 by 21.6 

percent, raw materials by 11 percent, and foodstuffs by 30 percent (Aldcroft, 

1977:54). But a cautionary note is sounded by Simpson (1990) who comments that 

much of the increase in production had occurred outside of Europe, 

Not only did this have a multiplier effect on the over-production when this 
emerged, it also meant that the usual market for that production, Europe, 
was not well placed to absorb the over-capacity. 

(Simpson, 1990:18) 

Simpson points to the fact that Europe was steadily reconstructing its productive 

base, but that this was causing a subsequent oversupply of goods. Countries that had 

expanded their own industry because of the vacuum created by the European war 

were naturally reluctant to return to the status-quo of the pre-war years. 

Although the 1920s proved to be boom years for the United States with national 

income rising from $60 billion in 1922 to $87 billion in 1929, this was largely due to 

increasing mechanisation than an expanding labour force (Piven and Cloward, 

1977:45). Depressed farm prices in the United States, because of overproduction 

stimulated by the demand for food in the war years, led millions to leave the land and 

move to the cities. Thus this period was one in which increasing profitability among 

the United States business sector was accompanied by high unemployment. 20 

During the decade of the 1920s the over supply of agricultural products led to a fall in 

their export prices of between 5 percent and 10 percent. This fall in export prices was 

largely offset by a 20 percent rise in production which enabled the primary producing 

countries to continue to consume the industrial products supplied from Europe and 

North America, as well as continue to meet their interest payments on overseas debt 

(Simpson, 1990:21). Much of world trade, particularly in the case of the European 

20 Simpson (1990:19) notes that in the United States profitability increased by 42% between 1925 
and 1929. 
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countries, was being financed by capital borrowing with the loans being sourced 

primarily from the United States. 

Two events occurred that combined to help drive the already shaky world capitalist 

economy into crisis. First, by 1928 debtors were beginning to have trouble repaying 

the loans as they fell due. This led to the withdrawal of firstly the French, then the 

United States, and finally Britain from the loans market (Simpson, 1990). Because 

most of the loans were in the form of short-term debt this inability to refinance had 

serious repercussions for the debtor nations. 

Second, a speculative boom in American stocks and shares drew investors money 

away from the international loan market and into the stock market. What loan money 

there was, was lent out at high rates of interest. Wheelwright (1985:143) comments 

that along with the diversion of American funds from foreign investment to domestic 

speculation, some of the short-term loans were actually withdrawn. These nations 

therefore had to finance their imports and interest payments by attempting to increase 

exports. Because of over supply and steadily falling prices, increasing exports to pay 

for imports and loans became increasingly difficult. An ever larger proportion of 

export income had to be used to pay interest on the debt. In Australia, by 1929, 29 

percent of export income was being used for debt repayment (Wheelwright, 

1983: 143). Agricultural economies, particularly those based on only one or two 

commodities, were particularly vulnerable to market contraction. In New Zealand's 

case this vulnerability extended to reliance on a single export market, that of Britain. 

On the 28th of October 1929 the stock exchange on Wall Street crashed. This crash 

was the final disastrous nail in the shaky international economy. Stevenson and Cook 

(1977:2) observe: 

Business activity declined in the European economies which had been 
sustained by American loans and credits; primary products fell in price · 
and reduced their producers' ability to buy manufactured goods from the 
industrial nations. Investment and trade declined. The reviving 
economies of Europe and the booming American markets were plunged 
into a deep and generalised depression. 
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The effects of this economic collapse were immediate. In the United States President 

Roosevelt's Committee on Economic Security later estimated that the number of 

unemployed leapt from 429,000 in October 1929, to 4,065,000 in January 1930 

(Bernstein, 1970:254). In Britain unemployment rose to over two million by July 

1930 and the country's exports were almost halved in value between 1929 and 1931 

(Stevenson and Cook, 1977:2). Stevenson and Cook (ibid.) note that by the middle 

of 1930 there were an estimated 11,000,000 unemployed in 33 countries, double the 

figure that prevailed before the Wall Street crash. 

The strategy to cope with this unprecedented economic disaster adopted by New 

Zealand's main market for her foodstuffs, Britain, was one of financial orthodoxy and 

economic conservatism (Stevenson and Cook, 1977:3). Roe (1985:37) remarks that 

this 'correct' economic policy meant, " ... balanced budgets, control of inflation and 

no public borrowing." This strategy was to have it's impact on the New Zealand 

economy. 

3.3 NEW ZEALAND ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CONDITIONS 

The Long Depression 

The depression of the 1930s was by no means the only such period in New Zealand's 

short European history. The first pronounced depression occurred in the closing 

decades of the nineteenth century. The Vogel era of the 1870s was one in which 

Julius Vogel, as Colonial Treasurer in the Fox Ministry, borrowed heavily to finance 

an extensive capital investment program of public works. A total of 20 million 

pounds was borrowed (Gardner, 1988:71). This greatly increased debt servicing was 

aggravated by falling export prices, particularly for wool and grain (Martin, 1982:1), 
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and further compounded by the collapse of a Scottish bank in 1878 which had been 

instrumental in placing Scottish investments in New Zealand (Gardner, 1988:75).21 

These circumstances helped lead to a reduction in the colony's credit worthiness in 

Britain, and also to a collapse in a speculative property boom that was occurring at 

the time. The result of this crisis was a severe downswing which lasted for two 

decades, through until 1896. This was known as 'the Long Depression', and in a 

similar manner to 'the Great Depression' was characterised by low wages, 

unemployment, poverty, and low prices for primary exports.22 

In spite of the comparatively high rate of emigration there was considerable 

unemployment.23 This was the cause of much destitution. Because of the competition 

for available work, in a time when there was no regulation of wages or conditions of 

work, men ended up working for boy's wages, while mothers competed for factory 

jobs with their children (Sutch, 1969:85). Sutch (1969:90) describes the changing job 

market brought about by the depression, ''In 1881 there had been one female worker 

for every 17 male workers in secondary industries; by 1886 there was one female to 

jive males because of the lower wages paid to women" . 

The high unemployment of this period led to some organisation by the unemployed as 

they attempted to provide for themselves and their families. An example is provided 

by these extracts from the Lyttelton Times, 4 March 1886 ( cited in Sutch, 

1969: 102).24 

21 This was the City of Glasgow Bank which collapsed in October, 1878. Gardiner (1988:75) 
comments, "Though the banks basic problems were in Glasgow, it was widely recognised as a 
principal agent in placing Scottish investments in New Zealand, notably in the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company". 

22 Sutch (1969:84-85) dates the 'long depression' from 1865 when the prices of the country's main 
exports - wool and wheat - declined leading to a sharp drop in income for fanners. Sutch does note 
that the depression was "interrupted" by a mini boom, caused by Vogels policies, which occurred in 
the early 1870s (Sutch, 1969:84-89). 

23 Sutch (1969:90) notes that between 1885 and 1892, 125,000 people left New Zealand. 

24 Because New Zealand's regional economies were still quite separate at this time, unemployment 
affected different areas at different times. During this period unemployment was most pronounced in 
Christchurch and Dunedin (NZOYB, 1990:372). 
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Yesterday forenoon some 150 to 200 men assembled round the recognised 
agitation lamp-post in Cathedral Square, in response to an invitation calling 
upon the unemployed to meet there. 

Mr Boardman stepped on to the rostrum, and, in answer to a question asking 
who he was, informed the meeting that he had started the first Protection 
Society in New Zealand 

He recommended the men who were out of employment to form themselves into 
ranks and march through the principal streets of the City, then to form a 
cordon round the Government offices, and never leave until they got 
employment. Similar advice given by him in Dunedin and followed by the 
unemployed had resulted in 213 being put to work next day. 

This era from the 1890s onwards is important because the basic industrial relations 

framework was set in place. Unions developed to represent working people and the 

State recognised this representation by introducing industrial legislation. One 

working class organisation, that included members of the unemployed, was the 

'Knights of Labour', who between 1888 and 1896 had upwards of 60 district 

assemblies and many branches in New Zealand (Davis, 1991 :8; Sutch, 1969:94).25 

They had a wide programme of radical reform which included labour regulation, equal 

pay for men and women, and the nationalisation of the land and public utilities. One 

radical wing believed in the abolition of capitalism and revolutionary action, while the 

other in a more moderate programme of collective bargaining and arbitration with 

employers (Sutch, 1969:94). 

It was during this time that working class activism became recognised by the State. In 

1890 the failure of the Maritime Strike caused unions to turn to politics rather than 

industrial action to further their cause. The working class supported the election of 

the Liberal government in 1890, when six Labour Party members gained seats 

(Martin, 1982: 11; Sutch, 1969: 162). The Liberals in turn introduced legislation in 

1894 that took account of the growth of the trade union movement. The 'Industrial 

25 The Knights of Labour were a United States order who had spread to many countries, stressing 
international brotherhood. It is interesting to note that Ballance (Premier in 1891) and his Minister 
of Lands, Mckenzie, were members. So to was William Massey, later to become a conservative 
Prime Minister with the Reform party. (Sutch, 1969:94). 
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Conciliation and Arbitration Act (1894)' was intended to, ''provide a mechanism for 

peaceful settlement of industrial disputes and encourage the formation of industrial 

unions" (Richardson, 1988:203).26 Vowles (1990:178) notes that this legally 

guaranteed platform and wage fixing process, enabled unions to organise so that by 

the early decades of the twentieth century New Zealand became the world's third most 

unionised nation. 27 

War and Prosperity 

The advent of refrigeration and ancillary services enabled the development of new 

markets for our primary produce and hence a new period of growth. This growth 

continued until the commencement of World War 1 (Hawke, 1985:98-99). The 

advent of war in Europe from 1914 saw the British government commandeer all of 

New Zealand's exports of frozen meat and cheese. Two years later, in 1917, this was 

extended to include all the butter New Zealand could land in Britain (Aldcroft, 

1977:41). The high price paid reflected the British need to feed both her soldiers and 

domestic industrial population. 28 

This arrangement guaranteed New Zealand high export prices until the termination of 

the arrangement in 1920-21. Upon the return to a free market there was a slide in the 

26 Martin (1982:17-19) notes that the I. C. and A. Act of 1894 provided for, "compulsory 
conciliation and arbitration mechanisms for registered unions of employees and employers". 
Further he notes that the Act, "acted to stabilise the relationship between employers and employees 
in the absence of indigenous industrial organisations. Through the mediation of the State the 
relationship of labour to capital was institutionalised and a multiplicity of small, scattered and weak 
unions brought into existence and related to employer unions". 

27 By 1907 there were 290 registered unions with 45,614 members, although nearly one half of these 
unions had less than 50 members (Richardson, 1988:207). This number had soared to reach 100,000 
by 1927 (Olssen, 1988:266). 

28 Sutch (1969:199) notes that World War 1 brought "unprecedented prosperity" for New Zealand. 
This was at the cost of 17,000 killed and more than 41,000 wounded out of just over 100,000 New 
Zealand troops who had been shipped overseas (King, 1981:167). John A. Lee (cited in King 
(1981: 167) comments that, " ... when you think that New Zealand was a young, developing country 
that needed all its manpower, and you then begin to realise that we had a greater percentage of 
casualties to manhood than Britain did. Further away from the war, with a greater percentage of 
casualties, greater blood sacrifice, you realise what a terrific blow it must have been ... ". Sutch 
(1969:199) refers to the years that followed the war as ''grey, drab years" without the contribution of 
the men who had been injured or destroyed. 
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price received for New Zealand's primary exports. Simpson (1990:34) noted that by 

1922 the price of butter fat had halved from 2s 4d a pound. The earlier high prices 

for agricultural exports had led to land speculation in the immediate post-war years 

(Barber, 1989: 117). This speculation was helped along by the government's farm 

resettlement scheme for returned soldiers. High debt levels were the price for farm 

ownership. With the ending of the commandeer many farmers were forced off their 

land; bankruptcies rose; and unemployment again became an upward trend (Brooking, 

1988:227).29 Brooking (ibid) notes that this depression of 1921 was only the first in a 

series ofrecessions and recoveries that were to plague New Zealand until 1930. This 

was mainly due to the world wide over supply of agricultural products. 

The Labour Party 

During this period workers were organising in a more encompassing manner. In 1898 

the Trades and Labour Conference recommended the formation of a Labour party 

independent of the Liberals. This was accomplished in 1904 with the formation of the 

Independent Labour Political League, although after the election of one Member of 

Parliament in 1908 the League faded away (Richardson, 1988:207; Sutch, 

1969: 162).30 In 1901 a more radical Socialist party was formed that sought the 

overthrow of the capitalist system. This party had close links with a radical union 

move against the arbitration system.31 The Socialist party was strongest on the West 

Coast where the New Zealand Federation of Labour also had its birth, emerging out 

of the Miners' Federation in 1908-09 (Sutch, 1969:162). 

29 The boom in land speculation peaked in 1921 when 1.7 million hectares were traded in 55,746 
transactions totalling 81.l million pounds (NZOYB, 1990:412). New farmers had to carry enormous 
debt burdens along with the drastically reduced incomes. This caused many of the ex-servicemen to 
abandon their farms or negotiate interest rate cuts with the Government (ibid). 

30 In opposition to this trend, Massey formed the conservative Reform Party in 1909; and opposed 
the Liberals, advocating resistance to the trade unions and a halt to 'socialist legislation' (Martin, 
1982:27). 

31 Under the Arbitration Court wages were being held down, and from 1905 strikes were made 
illegal for those unions covered by an award registered under the Act. This led some unions to opt 
out of the system and rely on their own strength to negotiate with employers. For example, the 
Waihi Miners' Union joined the Federation of Labour in 1911, withdrew from the arbitration system, 
and received a marked increase in their "deplorable wages and conditions" (Sutch, 1969: 159-164). 
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This 'Red' Federation of Labour, or the 'Red Feds' as they came to be known, was 

organised to try and unify the working class into one union to first, combat capitalism, 

and second, create a socialist republic (Olssen, 1988:271). Martin (1982:28) notes 

that the Government was not slow in responding to this challenge. In 1912-13, with 

the aid of employers, small farmers, and the arbitration legislation, they combined to 

smash the Federation.32 

These disparate threads came together to form the present New Zealand Labour Party 

in July 1916, with a philosophy that included, "the socialisation of the means of 

production, distribution and exchange, and a 'reformist' platform based on the 

resolutions of the trades and labour councils in the main centres" (Sutch, 1969:205). 

This programme of socialisation under worker's control was, as Vowles (1990: 179) 

points out, significantly to the left of both British Labour and the German SPD ( a 

socialist party). In 1918, Labour won two Wellington seats in by-elections to ex-Red 

Fed leaders Bob Semple and Peter Fraser (Richardson, 1988:214). In the 1919 

election, the Labour Party captured 25 percent of the vote, although this was highly 

concentrated in the urban working class (Vowles, 1990:179).33 

32 This occurred at the Waihi gold-mine in 1912, and the Wellington waterfront in 1913. In the 
former, a scab union was organised by the employer, and the police were used to arrest the striking 
miners for "disorderly behaviour". The strikers held out for 6 months before having to give in 
(Sutch, 1969: 164). In the latter, employers locked out a group of workers (who had attended a stop 
work meeting) and the rest of the watersiders went on strike seeking their reinstatement. 'Massey's 
Cossacks' (mounted police recruited from fanning districts) provoked ugly clashes with unionists in 
the streets, while fully armed troops and the navy were also called upon by the Reform Government. 
Subsequently Massey felt able to award Waikato farmers medals for their role in strike breaking 
(Richardson, 1988:212; Sutch, 1969:165-167). 

3 3 It is interesting to note that although the Conservative Reform Party was in power from 1912 until 
1928, not once did they achieve over 50% of the vote (Martin, 1982:30). For example in the election 
of 1919 Reform won 46 seats, with 36% of the vote; while Labour won 8 seats with 25% of the vote. 
In this period, along with the Labour Party, the Liberals were still a political force, capturing 20 seats 
in 1919 (Richardson, 1988:215) 
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The Communist Party 

Another political player who emerged around this time was the Communist Party. 

Although it was a relatively late arrival on the political scene in New Zealand, the 

Communist Party was to later play an important role in organising the unemployed 

throughout the 1930s. The Party began when a preliminary conference was organised 

by the New Zealand Marxist Association in Wellington in December 1920 (Scott, 

1960:39). Prior to this there had existed several study classes studying Marxist 

principles. The first Communist Party branch was not formed until April 1921 in 

Auckland, although over the next few years branches were formed in Wellington, 

Christchurch, the West Coast and Napier (Scott, 1960:40-41). 

In 1927 affiliation was granted to the Communist International, while in 1928 a 

delegate was sent to the Sixth Congress of the Third (Communist) International. The 

item of most importance to arrive back in New Zealand from the Moscow Congress 

was the need for a complete break with the Labour and Socialist Parties who were 

considered, " ... the main enemy of the working class, subtle and treacherous tools of 

the capitalist class" (Scott, 1960:54).34 This policy was to have important 

repercussions for those sections of the unemployed movement that were aligned with 

the Communist Party. 

Economic Change 

New Zealand was also changing, or one could say maturing, in other respects over 

this period. Olssen (1988:256) comments that throughout the early decades of this 

century there was a trend towards the amalgamation and monopoly of industry. The 

advent of refrigeration had required dairy farmers to regulate and organise their 

production to meet the needs of the export market. In manufacturing there was also 

increasing concentration. For example, in 1928-29 less than 3 percent of all factories 

34 The reason for this new policy is explained by Scott (1960:55) as being due to, " ... the Labour 
Parties, by offering the workers a slice of bread stopped them from stretching forth and seizing the 
whole /oaf which was their due". 
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employed more than 50 percent of the manufacturing workforce (ibid). Oliver 

(1988:19) succinctly summarises many of the changes New Zealand was undergoing 

in this period, 

The population becomes older, more urban, and more gender balanced,· more 
settled in its occupational pattern and less inclined . to see solutions in 
geographical movement; more fixed in institutions and interest groups and so 
more capable of bargaining for sectional advantage; more governed and more 
bureaucratised and so more likely to believe that solutions can be found for 
problems,· more vulnerable to depression and so more likely to be spurred into 
a quest for solutions; less secure in the world economy and so more inclined to 
diversify its natural and human resources. 

Furthermore, this was the period when New Zealand shifted from having a 

predominantly rural population to one increasingly living in urban areas. It has been 

estimated that between 1911 and 1926 around 40 percent of New Zealanders either 

migrated to the cities, or were overtaken by rapidly growing towns (Hurricks, 

1975:48-89). 

Throughout the 1920s there was a constant fluctuation in export prices, and this 

coupled with persistent unemployment, caused a feeling of economic insecurity, 

although no-one was prepared for what was about to break. (Martin, 1982:33-36).35 

After the sharp fall in export prices in 1921-22, due to the end of the British 

commandeer, export prices picked up again to peak in 1925 before falling again in 

1926 and 1927 (Sutch, 1969:201). After a further rise in 1928 there was a rapid fall 

through until 1933. The impact of this last fall in export prices was to be disastrous 

for New Zealand, particularly from 1930 following on from the Wall Street crash with 

its effects on the nation's main trading partners. 

35 In the period of the 1920s the general economic uncertainty helped contribute to a weak trade 
unionism. Martin (1982:46) notes that, " ... unions clung to the arbitration system as the only 
protection possible, whereas employers increasingly viewed it as a hindrance to an assertion of their 
strength". This situation was to continue into the depression where Oliver (1988:28) notes that a 
"ruinous series of hopeless strikes", at a time of high unemployment, acted to reduce the unions to 
impotence. 
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Depression Again 

Sutch (1936:preface) commented that with an internal economy subject more than 

perhaps any other country to influences from the outside world, New Zealand could 

not insulate itself from the world depression. In fact the effect of this depression was, 

"to produce in New Zealand almost an economic and social cataclysm" (ibid). 

Indeed it could only spell disaster for New Zealand to be wholly reliant on the 

products derived from two animals, the sheep and cow, as well as having only the one 

market for those products. 

New Zealand exported to Britain one-third of her imported butter, two-thirds of her 

imported cheese, and one half of her imported mutton and lamb (Sutch, 1936:21). In 

fact, lacking a sizeable internal market, New Zealand had the highest per capita 

external trade in the world (ibid.). New Zealand suffered more than most other 

countries as it had no alternative industries or markets to provide diversity. 

During the depression England became the dumping ground for agricultural 

surpluses, while initiating a policy of protecting its own farmers (Sutch, 1936:22). 

Alongside this, was the simple reduction in demand by the British worker who was 

also suffering from the onset of the depression. Barber (1989:122) has commented 

that the rising tide of British unemployment meant there was less demand for meat, 

wool and clothing, and even cow hide, as there were fewer shoes sold. 36 

While agricultural earnings continued to account for 95 percent of New Zealand's 

exports in the period 1929-1935, they had declined in value from around 50 million 

pounds in 1929, to 32 million pounds in 1932 (Pritchard, 1979:351). Simpson 

(1990:34) points out that the situation was worse than it appeared because as export 

36 Unemployment in Britain peaked at almost 3 million in late 1932 (In a similar manner to New 
Zealand, the British figures only include insured workers and so exclude the ·self-employed, 
agricultural workers and married women). The British government responded by implementing 
economy measures, including cuts to the unemployment benefit and the introduction of a means test 
(Stevenson and Cook, 1977:3 and 54). Such high unemployment compounded by government cuts to 
relief payments in New Zealand's main export market, could only act to deepen the depression being 
experienced in the local economy. 
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prices fell, production rose. For example, 3.3 million hundredweight of frozen meat 

was exported in 1929 for which New Zealand received 10 million pounds, the same 

amount as the country received in 1933 for exporting 5.2 million hundredweight 

(ibid). One effect of the reduced export income was that by 1933 there had been a 

decline in Government revenue by 6 million pounds, or one-third, from the peak year 

of 1925 (Martin, 1982:36-37).37 This decline in income was aggravated by the fact 

that by 1933 40 percent of government expenditure was required to pay interest on 

the national debt (Ibid). 

The country was fortunate in one aspect, imports decreased in roughly similar 

proportions to export values. Therefore there was no balance of payments crisis 

except for small trade deficits in 1930 and 1931 (Pritchard, 1979:348). The potential 

for these deficits to grow was enough to persuade the government (both United and 

the Coalition) to follow the British prescription of financial 'orthodoxy' and cut 

expenditure to achieve a balanced budget.38 

The Reform Party, which had been in power since 1912, won the elections of 1922 

and 1925 before losing to the now conservative United Party (nee Liberals) in the 

1928 election. The results gave Reform 26 seats to United's 27. Labour won 19 and 

8 were not aligned (Sutch, 1969:206). The defeat of Reform was in spite of their 

aggregate vote being 36,000 greater than that achieved by United (Burdon, 

1965: 122). Labour voted with United on a no-confidence motion, proposed by Ward, 

which defeated the Reform government by fifty votes to twenty eight (ibid). Labour's 

support of this United Government was to last for two years. 

37 Sutch (1936:22) describes the economic devastation in this way, "The index number (based on 
pre-war values) of dairy produce prices tumbled from 146 in 1929 to 93 in 1932 and 77 in 1934; the 
index of meat prices fell from 183 in 1929 to 111 in 1932 and of wool from 171 in 1929 to 63 in 
1932, ... the total/all in the value of exports from the financial-year ended March, 1929, to the 
year ended March, 1931, was 40%, and prices continued to fall; the national income/ell from 150 
million pounds in 1929 to less than JOO million pounds in 1932; imports halved their value ... ". 

38 Government expenditure was reduced from 28 million pounds in 1929 to 22 million by 1933 
(Simpson, 1990:41). The effect of this was highly deflationary given the concentration of the cuts in 
areas of social expenditure, and the higher proportion being allocated to service internal borrowing 
(ibid). 
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In 1931 United and Reform formed a Coalition under George Forbes to retain control 

of the government, winning 50 seats to Labour's 24 (Richardson, 1988:216-221).39 

Simpson (1990:57) asserts that in both the United Party and the Coalition there were 

free marketeers who wanted to deregulate the labour market to promote economic 

recovery. This entailed the abolition of both compulsory arbitration and minimum 

wage rates. This was finally achieved in 1932 by the newly elected Coalition 

Government. 40 In fact Watson (1984:60) observed that the Reform and Coalition 

Governments could only envisage an export-led recovery. Hence the felt need to 

reduce costs to make New Zealand's exports competitive. 

Joseph Ward, Prime Minister of the United Government, resigned in May 1930 due to 

ill health and was replaced by Forbes (Richardson, 1988:220). In the face of the 

depression the Forbes Government could only offer a cut in wages, a reduction in the 

number of jobs (particularly because all public works were virtually stopped), and a 

reduction in all Government activity (Sutch, 1969:210). Interestingly, two 

commissions were set up to advise the Government. One of businessmen and the 

second made up of economists. Instead of taking the advise of the economists who 

sought for adjustments to the economic system, the Government (particularly Minister 

of Finance, Downie Stewart) listened to the recommendations of the businessmen 

who advised, 11 
• •• cut every possible item of expenditure ... ", which of course led to 

severe deflation and a subsequent worsening of unemployment (Sutch, 1969:213). 

Richardson (1988:223) suggests that the chief victims of the conservative policies 

were the unemployed. At the time Prime Minister Forbes dominated unemployment 

3 9 The Labour party has been called New Zealand's first modem political party with a mass 
membership. In 1918-19 membership was 21,000 while in 1925 it had reached 45,000, although 
there was a general decline throughout the depression years (These figures do need to be treated with 
some caution as they include affiliated union members). The Reform and Liberal (United) parties 
remained "loose aggregations of individuals" (Sinclair, 1976:66-67). 

40 In 1931 Minister of Finance Downie Stewart remarked, ''It is considered that nu;my conditions 
and restrictions now in operation in many Arbitration Court awards seriously militate against the 
employment of our people. The economic conditions demand more flexibility. For the purpose of 
making it possible for employers and employees to arrive at agreements that will enable costs to be 
reduced and at the same time to allow for maximum employment and the fullest development of our 
industries, it is proposed to amend the Act . .. 11 (New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, 1931, Vol. 
230, p.47, 
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policy because of his conviction that receiving the dole was demoralising, therefore he 

considered that the unemployed should have to work to receive an unemployment 

benefit. Leading up to the depression there were heated debates about the numbers of 

unemployed. Government members at first denied responsibility for the 'problem' of 

unemployment, with questions about the phenomenon being answered by talking 

about placements, or new positions filled (Endres, 1982: 162). When unemployment 

was explicitly recognised it was regarded as either seasonal, periodical or, "related to 

the voluntary choices of certain groups in society to live extravagantly" (ibid).41 

A committee set up to examme the unemployment problem reported to the 

Government in 1929. It was their recommendations that led to the Unemployment 

Act being passed into law in 1930 (NZOYB, 1931:827). This was the maJor 

legislative response by the Government to the issue of unemployment. The 

Unemployment Board, which was under the chairmanship of the Minister of 

Employment, administered the Act by setting up various schemes to meet its 

objectives. Its basic policy decision was to follow Forbes dictum and only provide 

relief payments in return for work done. 42 

3.4 THE UNEMPLOYED 

The most difficult aspect of investigating this period is in trying to ascertain the true 

numbers of the unemployed. Women and young people aged under 20 were not 

counted, nor were Maori. Some were too proud to register, or were 'discouraged' 

41 Endres (1982:162) discusses the fact that because the census of 1931 was not taken (officially for 
reasons of economy) it lends some weight to MacRae and Sinclair's (1975:36) view that, "The 
Coalition Government of 1931-5 had no wish to collect statistics revealing the full extent of 
unemployment". 

42 Under the Act all males aged 20 years and over (excluding Maori unless they voluntarily 
registered) were required to register and pay an annual levy of l pound 10 shillings (payable 
quarterly). The proceeds were to be paid into the Unemployment Fund, subsidised by an amount 
equal to one-half of the total expenditure from the Consolidated Fund [This provision in the Act was 
repealed in an amending Act in 1932 (NZOYB, 1933:598)]. An Unemployment Board was set up to 
administer the Act (NZOYB, 1931:828). The policy decisions were administered through a network 
of local committees (Oliver, 1977:15). The board had two main responsibilities, the first being to put 
the unemployed men to work, the second to provide them with sustenance (ibid). 
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workers. 43 There is therefore some dispute over the true extent of unemployment in 

the depression. Sutch (1969:218) estimates that at the depression's lowest point 

about 100,000 men could be considered as unemployed, although Barber (1989:122) 

uses the figure of 80,000. At the time, Gordon Coates predicted that, "There may be 

perhaps 70,000 registered unemployed before the winter is over and 250,000 in 

resultant difficulties" (Keith, 1985:126). It has since been accepted that 

unemployment ranged between 12 and 15 percent of the male labour force (Brooking, 

1988:248).44 

The true extent of unemployment in this period - which includes Maori, young, and 

women, - can only be gauged by referring to media reports, or inferred from the effect 

of Government cutbacks on, for example, public works. The 'system' was designed to 

provide sustenance for men aged over 20 years old, in recognition that they were 

often the main 'breadwinner' within their household. However, the trauma of being 

jobless was also shared by the other categories of unemployed and these were often in 

a worse position. One attempt to try and ascertain the full extent of unemployment in 

this period is by Rankin (1990b), although Maori are not included because he used 

census and other Governmental data. Using a broad definition of unemployment, 

Rankin (1990b:2) reports that in 1933, the nadir of the depression, 27.9 percent of the 

available male workforce was unemployed and 46.3 percent of the female workforce. 

This calculation gave an averaged total of 33.2 percent of the workforce 

unemployed. 45 

43 Rankin (1990b:7) describes discouraged workers as including people who, "do not search for. 
employment 'actively' because of efficient information flows about available jobs, because of the 
high costs of searching for employment, or because of the high costs to morale of search failure". 

44 It must be noted that the impact of unemployment tends to vary between different age groups. It 
has been noted that in the 1930s the impact was greatest among the older members of the labour 
force (The Royal Commission on Social Policy, vol. I p.173). Robertson (1978:143-144) notes that 
from 1931 the unemployed came increasingly to be represented by the middle aged, especially with 
the number of workers dismissed from factories and government occupations. 

45 Unemployment is calculated from census and other data, and is defined as including unemployed 
wage and salary earners, relatives assisting, and unspecified (ie residual workforce participation) 
Rankin (1990b:2). 
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In the end statistics do not provide any knowledge of the experience of being 

unemployed. Much is known of the position of men as they were the target of the 

Government's unemployment schemes, and were at this time the main 'breadwinners' 

for their families. They also provided the bulk of those who were active in the 

unemployed movement. Less is known of the position of Maori, women and the 

young unemployed. To help rectify this I will provide brief descriptions of these 

groups, including men, and their social conditions. These are the people from whom 

the unemployed movement was recruited. It was their shared personal experiences 

which caused some to join together in collective action in an attempt to better their 

life chances. 

A young man comments on his feelings of anger and frustration during the depression, 

My overwhelming experience had two aspects: tremendous frustration, 
tremendous resentment against economic autocracy, old and rat-faced men 
coming out from England and telling us that we'd got to tighten our belts, take 
wage cuts, when we had no more notches to take in. And secondly, feeling that 
the normal things of life; the prospect of marrying, the prospect of e'J.,p/oiting 
your talent, were not there. It was, in my mind looking back now, an 
overwhelming experience of passive violence. We felt violence was being done 
to us in that sense and it was because of that that I understood the meaning 
and inevitability of the riots .... 

(Simpson, 1990b:28-29) 

Who were these men who faced such deprivation? Sutch (1969:218) commented that 

about one-fifth of the unemployed were general labourers, while another 7,000 were 

building tradesmen and 5,000 were farm labourers. The rest came from a broad 

spectrum of occupations. The men were given relief work at very low rates of pay. 

Later they were sent to isolated work camps in the country where they often had to 

toil in appalling conditions. Men took to the countryside in search of work. Eldred

Grigg (I 990: 15) commented that upwards of a thousand men, "wandered the roads of 

the Wairarapa 'in a state of semi-starvation' ". 

Maori, it would seem, were severely affected by the economic downturn. As far back 

as the previous depression, in 1892, Maori retained less than one-sixth of their 

previous holdings of land, much of which was rugged and bush covered. In the late 
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nineteenth century many were living a precarious existence on the fringe of the 

European economy (Sorrenson, 1988: 192). Sorrenson (1988: 192) describes the 

position of Maori thus, 11 [they] grew scarcely enough crops for their own needs and 

relied increasingly on seasonal labour on European farms and public works 11• This 

was still the case early in the twentieth century, a time when 90 percent of Maori were 

rurally based (King, 1988:284).46 

Therefore the Maori were in a marginal position to handle the on-set of the wide

spread economic downturn when it arrived in 1930. They provided unskilled seasonal 

labour to farmers and so were badly affected by the fall in farmers' incomes. The 

Government's heavy retrenchment in 1931, which dramatically reduced public works, 

would have been yet another blow to the employment chances of Maori (Sutch, 

1969:225). 

At the same time the United Party's Unemployment Act of 1930 exempted Maori 

from paying the levy, and hence from receiving relief 47 This was despite an eagerness 

amongst the Maori to participate and thus become eligible for relief (Sutch, 

1969:225). To participate in the relief schemes they first had to prove to the Native 

Department that they had been regular wage workers. The fact that by March 1931, 

1,827 Maori had voluntary agreed to become contributors to the Unemployment Fund 

highlights the plight of the Maori, most of whom could not so enrol as they had been 

engaged in seasonal work (Sutch, 1969:225). In the case of public works their 

employment had probably ceased to exist, while their other main form of employment, 

seasonal agricultural or pastoral work, if still available, suffered a marked fall in 

wages. 48 While it is difficult to say how many Maori were unemployed, because there 

46 King (1988:284) comments that the majority, "eked out a living from subsistence farming and 
seasonal labour - fencing, drain-laying, shearing, flax-cutting and processing, scrub-cutting, felling 
timber, gum digging, and public works". 

47 Sutch (1969:225) notes that the prevalent view was that the Maori had fewer needs than the 
Pakeha as he could, "go down to the stream to catch a few eels to augment his food supply". 

48 Besides having the lowest wage, agricultural and pastoral workers also had the lowest wage index 
increase of any group in New Zealand. From a base rate in 1914 of 1000 their rate had only 
increased to 1047 against an average of 1466 in 1934 (NZOYB, 1936:621-627). 



56 

were no official statistics kept, there is enough evidence to suggest that their plight 

could well have been worse than that experienced by European society. 

Youth unemployment was also hidden, but agam there are indications that its 

incidence was quite severe. Rankin (1990a:64) comments that for teenagers there 

were three main alternatives to being a wage-earner: remaining in the education 

system; assisting with a family business; or being supported by parents at home. The 

option to remain in the education system became increasingly attractive as the 

depression deepened. 

The Minister of Education, Masters, created a new standard seven in the primary 

schools to cope with the number of young people who could not find any work 

(Workers Weekly [WW], 27 Feb., 1934:4).49 

I know it is discouraging to find young people eager to take up employment 
meeting with disappointment in some cases, but while the state of affairs in 
professions, trades, etc., remains as at present, the problem must represent 
difficulties and give rise to a certain amount of anxiety on the part of parents. 

(Masters; WW, 27 Feb., 1934:4) 

It appears that there was an increase in school retention for young men in particular. 

The enrolment of men aged 16-19 year olds at public, and private, primary and 

secondary schools increased from 7.6% in 1927 to peak at 11.2% in 1932. In the 

same period female enrolment increased from 6.6% to 7.5% (Rankin, 1990a:69).50 

The difference between males and females would seem to indicate that parents saw it 

as more important for their sons to gain increased qualifications to enhance their 

employment prospects, than their daughters. 

The prospect of unemployment for young people was also raised by Mary Findlay 

who lived through the 1930s as both a school girl and teenager in search of work. 

49 The Workers Weekly was a weekly newspaper published by the Communist Party of New 
Zealand. 

50 After this point school retention rates gradually declined to 8.8% for males and 6. 7% for females 
in 1936 (Rankin, 1990a:69). 
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She commented that it was "common knowledge that many university graduates were 

unemployed" (Findlay, 1989:96). She went on to remember that, "The rest of us, of 

humbler origin, found our hopes fading as wage-cuts and staff redundancies became 

general and the prospect of employment more and more remote" (Findlay, 1989:97). 

Unemployment among women was also very pronounced. For example, the 

Christchurch Sun newspaper (cited in WW, 3 April, 1934:4) advertised a position for 

a Dental Assistant to which over 200 women aged from 14 through 40 years applied. 

Among them were girls who had won their school 'colours' and women who had 

previously worked as, 

... shop assistants, nurses, hairdressers, office girls, factory workers, domestic 
workers, book-keepers, several dentist assistants . . .. Most of them had 
received a secondary education, many had matriculated, some had first-aid 
certificates to add to their qualifications. Some had homes, but many were 
dependent on their own efforts entirely. 

(WW, 3 April 1934:4) 

This vignette again does not provide a complete picture of unemployment for women, 

but it does indicate something of the numbers searching for work, and the fact that 

many had already been in the labour force. There was also gender based 

discrimination as married women were refused employment by the Education 

Department (NZOYB, 1993:271). Later in the depression unemployment relief was 

established for single women. This entailed a six week course in cooking and sewing 

with the expectation that they would then find employment as domestics in the homes 

of prosperous families (ibid). 51 

In September 1934 a woman contributed an anonymous article to the magazme 

'Tomorrow' (cited in Keith, 1985:126) that quite succinctly describes the condition of 

unemployed women , 

51 Keith (1985:126) comments that women, as wage earners, contributed between 500,000 pounds 
and 750,000 pounds to the Unemployment Fund in 1931-32, and yet only 1550 pounds went to assist 
unemployed women during that year. 
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. . . In the search for jobs, of the kind I was accustomed to, I found Mr 
Depression had been there first, and there were no jobs of that kind left . . . 
Then the gradual coming down in the scale of jobs, as the weeks passed, and 
savings dwindled; and the growing queues qf women and girls for all jobs, 
brought realisation of the position . . .. Four days without food brought me 
down to rations and slumdom. Four weeks of this showed me that whUe I 
might lose my body in the struggle for existence and against Mr Depression, if 
I stayed on the Dole I'd lose body and soul. For the dreadful fact about Mr 
Depression's ration and dole victims is not their revolt but their apathy. An 
apathy due to low diet partly, and to a general acceptance of the supposed 
inevitability of their conditions. There were rebels of course, but in the 
minority .... 

This woman speaks of the struggle to find work and of the apathy that she found 

among the victims of the depression. The number of women entering the workforce 

and searching for work showed an increase in the depression years. Rankin ( 1990b) 

comments that it is common for household's to supply additional labour when the real 

disposable incomes of household members, who·are·permanently in the workforce, are 

reduced. Thus, the overall reduction of income for male workers, through 

unempioyment or wage reduction, helped cause an expansion of the workforce owing 

to the number of women who sought to supplement their households income. 52 This 

expanded workforce was competing for fewer jobs. Many of the women job seekers 

would have been additional workers from a household, but those who had no other 

means of support would have been in a desperate state, given that there was little 

Government relief for women. 

And what of the impact of the depression on home life? People could no longer 

afford to carry on the normal round of activities. There was a fall in the birth rate and 

a rise in the age of marriage. 53 Unemployment for many families meant destitution. 

52 This expansion of the female workforce is seen by the following statistics which compare the 
growth of the male and female workforces. The male workforce (15-64 years) in 1926 was 437,700, 
of these 417,600 were employed; in 1933 this workforce had expanded to 483,900 but with only 
349,100 employed; whereas the female workforce (15-59 years) rose from 119,700, of whom 107,700 
were employed in 1926, to 197,500 and with 106,100 employed in 1933 (Rankin, 1990b:2) .. The 
male workforce expanded by 10%, while the female workforce expanded by 65%. It is important to 
note that the workforce is people ready and able to work; in keeping with a depression, the number 
employed actually fell over the eight year period. 

53 Vance (1979:131) notes that the birth rate in Christchurch, as elsewhere, displayed a dramatic 
decline of 10% in 1932. This was partly due to a decline in marriages by an equivalent amount the 
·previous year. It is also suggested that recourse to abortion must have been widespread, with the 
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An unemployed mechanic reported to the secretary of a Christchurch charitable 

committee that, ''My house is destitute of furniture, my wife without clothes, my 

children - I have seven children - without clothes; I and my family have been several 

times without food, on one occasion for three days without food, and a young baby 

only three months old" (Eldred-Grigg, 1990: 15). The effect of this for children was 

disastrous. In 1934 seven out of every ten children in Auckland schools had some 

form of physical defect, while in five Canterbury primary schools with 886 fathers 

unemployed, 255 children were suffering from malnutrition and 618 did not have 

adequate clothing (Sutch, 1969:221-22). 

The people of this period faced an economic slump which caused a general, dramatic, 

lowering of living standards along with a rate of unemployment that rapidly rose to 

levels never before seen in New Zealand. This caused untold suffering and perhaps 

some bewilderment, especially among the men, as their previous certainties were 

swept away. Two observations by people who lived through the period help to draw 

out some of the more negative ways in which people responded, 

. . . People accustomed to easy living were suddenly without money, or very 
little money. They tended to draw in upon themselves, to be rather cagey about 
other people, to keep to themselves, to not become involved if possible . 
cageyness and hopelessness degenerating into a sort of apathy. 

[In Christchurch} . .. There were an awful lot of people standing round the 
streets and smoking in doorways. At eighteen years of age and a fairly long 
time ago it's difficult to recall but I know that it used to shock me a bit. People 
standing in doorways ... waiting . .. waiting . .. waiting. You'd see the same 
people there day after day just sort of hoping that jobs would come along. I 
think it was in 1932 or 1931 . ... 

(Simpson, 1990a:29;50-51) 

McMillan Committee estimating that at least 20% of pregnancies begun during the mid-1930s being 
terminated (NZOYB, 1990: 138). The total fertility rate fell to a record low o,f 2.2 births per woman 
in 1935, although from that point it picked up with the improving economy and the consummation of 
deferred marriages (ibid). The age of first marriage went up on average two years during the 
depression years (NZOYB, 1990:174). 
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3.5 CONCLUSION 

This was a cruel depression, aggravated by a Government which sought to wait for 

conditions in overseas markets to improve. . After a period of economic uncertainty, 

the final onset of depression came about rapidly. The Government responded with 

the Unemployment Act of 1930 which provided relief work for unemployed men. 

The depression led the unemployed not only to despair and apathy, but also to anger 

and the willingness to join in collective action. These unemployed workers and their 

wives transcended their material privations, and consequent limiting social conditions, 

to provide the membership of an unemployed movement that sought to confront a 

common adversary. The following chapter seeks to discover these men and women, 

and the movement they built. It will also provide the basis to compare how similar or 

dissimilar they are, in both their organisations and goals, from their children and 

grand-children who make up the unemployed of the 1980s and early 1990s. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

1930s UNEMPLOYMENT MOVEMENT 

4.1 Introduction 

The unemployed of the 1920s and 1930s were not a homogeneous group of people. 

They came from diverse backgrounds, and while predominantly male, the ranks were 

swelled by many women "Mr Depression" had no favourites. Some of the 

unemployed were driven to despair and apathy, others to anger and revolt. The two 

common themes among the majority of the unemployed were increasing poverty and 

deprivation, and a reliance on the State's relief schemes for sustenance. The 

unemployed witnessed the Government respond to the economic downturn by cutting 

State spending, firing workers and introducing pay cuts. All of these actions had the 

effect of deflating the economy. Perhaps the most galling aspect was the 

Government's inclination to blame the unemployed for the predicament they found 

themselves in. 

It was in this situation of economic ruin, presided over by a Government which 

appeared to listen only to the arguments and pleas of the ruling class, that a new voice 

struggled to make itself heard. The unemployed were not without allies, but their 

potential strength could only be activated by mass mobilisation. This chapter is the 

story of that mobilisation, the attempt to force a new voice onto the power brokers 

within the Government. The focus will be on the social movement itself, its 

motivations, goals, achievements and failures. 
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For Touraine, this social movement should oppose itself to those who dominate the 

unemployed. It should have the 'hue' of what has been traditionally thought of as 

'class' politics. Because this is 'industrial' society, the central concern of the 

movement should be the control of the State. Touraine would expect this movement 

to demand the socialisation of industry, for the worker to control the 'tools' of 

industrial society. There will be different ideologies within the one movement. For 

example, some people within the movement will have been defensive, attempting to 

defend what rights they still had, others reformist, desiring the redistribution of power 

within the existing State. But others, at the radical edge of the movement, will have 

sought to capture the State. Their desire, the creation of an economy within which all 

workers would enjoy the spoils of success, not just the capitalist class. These were 

the ambitions, the goals of, in Touraine's terms, an old social movement. The 

dominant class is the capitalist class, because they own the means of production, and 

the State, through which the capitalist's govern. 

Unlike the social movements that Touraine categorises as 'new', the unemployed of 

the 1930s should not be concerned to protect, or create, alternative lifestyles in the 

face of an encroaching State. Nor should they be aware of increasing areas of their 

personal life coming under the authority or domination of technocrats. Instead it is 

the economic area of life (and who controls it), that should dominate their action. 

The voice of the unemployed should seek to engage the Government on these issues. 

Overview 

This chapter, in examining the collective behaviour of unemployed people in the 

1930s, provides the basis for examining the collective behaviour aJ?-d goals of those 

unemployed in the 1980s and early 1990s. It also begins the critique of Touraine's 

assertion of a shift from an industrial to a post-industrial society, to a new form of 

domination, and hence the expectation of a different form of collective behaviour 

amongst the unemployed. 
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The chapter will explore the unemployed movement with particular reference to 

Christchurch and Dunedin. The national movement will be mentioned where this 

helps to elaborate on the two local movements. First, the period 1926 through to 

1930 will be examined as this is when regular attempts to organise the unemployed 

first began. Second, the situation, and role, of the two main allies of the unemployed, 

the Communist Party and the labour movement (including the Labour Party) will be 

described; third, the interplay between the unemployed movement and local and 

central government will then be examined, as will the attempts to forge a national 

movement. Lastly, the local movements in Christchurch and Dunedin will be 

described in some detail. The chapter will conclude with a brief discussion of the 

unemployed movement as an 'old' social movement. 

4.2 BEGINNINGS: 1926 TO 1930 

Just as unemployment did not just suddenly occur in 1930, nor did the unemployed 

movement. Both had their precedents much earlier in the decade. The first significant 

unemployed action of the 1920s occurred in Christchurch at the time of the 1926-27 

recession. A fall in export prices led to a significant increase in unemployment, 

particularly during the winter months when there was less seasonal work available. 

This is seen by the increase in the number of men assisted by the employment bureaux 

of the Labour Department. 54 While the statistics do not provide a true indication of 

the extent of unemployment, they do help indicate the general employment situation. 

In the year ended 31 March 1926, 3,397 men throughout New Zealand had been 

assisted by the bureaux. By 1927 this figure had leapt to 10,268, and by 31 March 

1938 this had increased by a third to 15,246 (NZOYB, 1933:604). It was this 

worsening employment situation which gave rise to activism on the part of the 

unemployed in 1926. 

54 This is a measure of men who sought and received the assistance of the Labour Department to 
find employment, as opposed to the later registration of unemployed. 
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The Canterbury Trades Council had a Trades Hall Unemployment Committee 

operating from late 1925 (Morris, 1949: 11 ). The Committee ran a relief depot from 

the Trades Hall on behalf of the Citizens' Unemployment Committee (The Press, 12 

June 1926). 55 The secretary of the relief depot, Syd Fournier ( a member of the local 

Communist Party), used the depot to try and organise the unemployed (Robertson, 

1978:136). At a meeting of the unemployed on Saturday, 12th of June 1926, 

Fournier advocated an "unemployed union organised for their own benefit" while H. 

Dunkley ( chairman of the meeting and a fellow communist) called for "direct action 

and the demanding of food from the Charitable Aid Board" (The Press, 14 June 

1926). 56 

The call for a separate unemployed organisation was to become a familiar refrain, 

with communists in particular desiring to break the unemployed away from the more 

reformist tendencies of the union movement and Labour Party. Dunkley's call for 

"direct action II appears to have borne fruit. An activist, who was unemployed in 

Christchurch around this period, recalled a man with a very similar name to Dunkley, 

organising a raid on the Hospital Board. This activist remembers a 'Duntly' placing an 

advertisement in the newspaper telling people to come to the Hospital Board with 

their sugar bags (at this time the Hospital Board was responsible for the destitute), 

. . . four or five hundred people turned up, [Duntly said] "Well there it is 
lads, there's the stuff. I don't know anything about it. I've got nothing for 
you, but there it is, I guess you help yourselves", he said. They went in and 
helped themselves . .. and cleaned out the Hospital Board's store. 

(Dole-drums, March 1984:9) 

Thus while the early action of the unemployed was opportunist in nature, Fournier's 

call for an unemployed organisation indicated the desire for a separate, more 

55 The Citizens' Unemployment Committee was a local initiative set up in 1926 to provide relief 
works at award rates. A Christchurch retailer, R. B. Owen, was both the secretary, and the main 
driving force behind this scheme. He had interests in 'beautifying' the city, especially the riverbank 
of the Avon, consequently much of the money was spent on this project, with Owen gaining the 
nickname 'riverbank' (Morris, 1949:11; Watson, 1984:441). 

56 Morris (194 9: 11) comments that this appears to be the first time that Communists attempted to 
organise the unemployed in New Zealand. 
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'political' voice to be heard. Interestingly, opposition to this call was to come from 

both local businessmen and from within the union movement. 

Talk of a separate unemployed organisation at the June 1926 meeting organised by 

Fournier and Dunkley, and attended by the local businessman, R. Owen, secretary of 

the Citizens' Unemployment Committee, led Owen to complain that he thought, " ... he 

was in Russia for an hour or so" (The Press, 18 June 1926). Watson (1984:441) 

comments that even the trade union secretaries were disturbed, especially by a call for 

a dole to be paid, rather than for work. At this time the unions were supporting the 

provision of work at award rates of pay. 

This incident helps uncover the three groups who were to prove important to the 

unemployed in the coming years. First, the Communist Party and more radical 

members of the Labour Party and union movement. They attempted to provide a 

radical leadership for the unemployed and often insisted on a separate organisation 

that could operate to pursue its own goals. 

Second, the majority of the union movement and Labour Party attempted to provide 

leadership for the unemployed. They were more reformist in orientation in that they 

pushed for better conditions, wages, and jobs. They were not so happy to see a 

separate organisation of the unemployed, preferring them to stay members of the 

union to which they had previously belonged. 

Third, there was a wide ranging group made up of local bodies, citizen groups, local 

businessmen, and charities (including church groups). Their objective was not so 

much to provide leadership to the unemployed, but to ameliorate their suffering by 

providing relief and support. The first two groups were traditional allies of the 

unemployed, while the third group represents a loose coalition of people who were 

usually politically conservative. 

Fournier had arranged for an 'unofficial' Unemployed Committee to meet at the 

Trades Hall almost every day. He even sought to compel the presence of the 

unemployed as this notice implies, "Unemployed men registered, who miss roll calls 
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or meetings without reason, impair their claim to relief work or ration. - S.F. " (The 

Press, 24 June 1926). These actions were construed as a threat by both union and 

business interests. Fournier was removed from his position in charge of the Relief 

Depot by the Trades Hall Unemployment Committee (Morris, 1949:12). 

Aside from this attempt to organise the unemployed there were also other equally 

short lived organisations prior to 193 0. This was largely due to the seasonal nature of 

unemployment with organisations disappearing over the summer only to reappear in a 

different form the following year. Besides the unions and communists, there were 

also other groups who attempted to address the issue of unemployment. The 

Communist Party newspaper, The Red Worker [RW] (1 February 1930), reported on 

a 11crowded attendance of the unemployed" at the Trades Hall. This meeting was 

presided over by Bishop Watson, two members of the Salvation Army, the Rev. P. 

Revall, the Labour Mayor, and two or three Labour M.P.'s. The Red Worker reports 

the meeting in scathing terms, which reflect the Communist Party's attitude towards 

the Church and labour organisations generally, 

The foregoing soft-jobbers those who wine and dine at the expense of the 
workers, and whose job it is to pacify, dope and liquidate the struggles of the 
unemployed, excelled themselves on this occasion in passing resolutions, 
sending appealing telegrams to the bosses' government and wringing their 
hands. 

(RW, 1 February 1930) 

While the three groupings, mentioned earlier, tried to provide leadership or 'help' to 

the unemployed, it is obvious that there existed a considerable difference of opinion 

regarding how this should be best achieved. There was no unity amongst the allies of 

the unemployed. 

This antagonism between the local communists and other potential allies of the 

unemployed was to remain a feature of the unemployed movement for a number of 

years. For example Fred Cooke, a Labour city councilJor and trade union secretary, 

was to describe the local communists as: 
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Just a bit of loose flu.ff on the surface of the ocean ... a few years ago there 
were a few of them more or less prominent in the trade unions, but their 
activities at the present time are nil ... are not receiving any support, unless 
from a section of the unempfoyed 

(Star, 10 April 1929) 

This antagonism actually represented two different ideologies of how the unemployed 

should be organised. Morris (1949:5) comments that the organisations formed for, 

and by, the unemployed were of two basic types. The first were formed with the 

encouragement of the labour movement and had close ties with the Trades Councils. 

The second type were specifically unemployed organisations, formed more in the 

spirit of the National Unemployed Workers' Movement of Great Britain (Morris, 

1949:5).57 The New Zealand Communist Party was active in encouraging the 

development of this second type. 

This split between people desiring a radical organisation of the unemployed, and those 

·who \Vanted the unemployed to be part of ihe union movement, was to prove 

damaging to the unemployed movement. It worked to divide the unemployed among 

themselves and meant that energy was spent on internal squabbles rather than the 

external problems. In some ways the unemployed were pawns in a wider political 

debate. 

This debate led to a long lasting split in the workers' movement. The split occurred 

with the 1928 resolution by the Communist International which declared that 

'reformist' parties (this includes the New Zealand Labour Party and the trade union 

movement) were blunting the working class struggle by holding out the carrot of 

reform and thereby saving the capitalist class from the "wrath of the workers" (Scott, 

1960:55). This political antagonism was to promote the establishment of rival 

national unemployed organisations. 

57 The British movement was founded in April, 1921 by the British Communist Party, as a militant 
organisation to campaign on behalf of the unemployed. The Movement in Britain adopted the slogan 
'Work or full maintenance', and led mass demonstrations and sit-ins at Labour Exchanges and 
municipal buildings (Stevenson and Cook, 1977:145-46). 
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Because of the importance of the Communist Party and labour movement (I shall use 

this term to refer to the union movement and the Labour Party) to the unemployed as 

an organising resource, it is important to understand the ideologies they brought with 

them. This will help in understanding some of the later conflicts within the 

movement. 

4.3 ALLIES OF THE UNEMPLOYED 

The Communist Party 

In the early 1930s the only organisation to show an active interest in helping organise 

the unemployed was the Communist Party.58 Unfortunately, this was to prove 

something of a mixed blessing to the unemployed. The Party was on the extreme 

fringe of the workers movement which meant that any unemployed organisation they 

were involved with was viewed with suspicion, or in some cases with outright 

hostility. 59 

The Communist Party of New Zealand (CPNZ) set out to organise the unemployed 

with the ultimately non-negotiable goal of bringing about the overthrow of the 

capitalist system. Scott, an active member of the Communist Party, commented, 

"Certainly I felt that to work for the overthrow of this rotten social order and the 

building of a communist society, was the thing that mattered most in life (Scott, 

1960:62). 

58 Though the Communist Party was to play an important role in organising the unemployed, and in 
providing an ideology, they were always a marginal political force in New Zealand with the Party 
never growing beyond 300 members (Scott, 1960:66). 

59 Two examples of this hostility are provided by the 'New Zealand Observer' and the 'New Zealand 
Home Pictorial'. The former editorialised, "Blame hooligans, unemployed, and the depression as you 
will, but the real root cause of last week's turmoil can still be traced to those fomenters of discord, 
militant Communists and 'Red' agitators .... The latter had a cover in the August 1932 issue that 
showed a, "fiendish Bolshevik" who was stabbing the heart of the North Island with a Russian flag. 
Inside a headline proclaimed, "The red peril is here!!" (cited in Keith, 1985:127). 
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Scott goes on to recall that from 1931 until 193 3 the unemployment situation 

dominated the Party (Scott, 1960:66). The Red Worker succinctly summarises the 

attitude of the Communist Party towards the organisation of the unemployed: 

The agitation's against unemployment then, are, in reality demonstrations 
against the existing order - against the wage slavery of the workers. The 
most effective agitation is the str_ongest demonstration against Capitalism. 
The unemployed must be fed, clothed and sheltered and we must force the 
master class and their institutions to do this. We must avoid as far as 
possible providing relief from the working class and we must link up the 
demands of the unemployed with the demands of those in work, for the 
shorter working hours, abolition of overtime, a guaranteed minimum wage .... 

(RW, 1 July 1930) 

Such an ideology is full of the images of class warfare. There was a hope that the 

unemployed would demonstrate a revolutionary capacity. An activist, who was active 

in both Christchurch and Wellington, was to later claim that the Communist Party was 

the main impetus for organising the unemployed. He described their motivation for 

being involved in the following manner: 

Some members of the Communist Party, which had been largely a study 
group up till then, said, right, this is the thing that Marx was writing about. 
It was the depression that was going to be the groundwork for a revolution, 
and the unemployed were there to be organised to make a revolution. 

(Unemployed activist in Dole-drums, March 1984:9) 

Hence the prime motive for the Communist Party was not to organise the unemployed 

to make claims on the state, nor defend unemployed rights, but instead to create a 

"movement of the unemployed in a particular direction, namely to the revolution just 

around the comer" (Unemployed activist in Dole-drums, March 1984 :9). This 

ideology did not rise from the unemployed but, instead, came from an outside group 

who were in a sense using the unemployed to further their vision of a communist New 

Zealand. That this ideology proved attractive to a large section of the unemployed 

shows that it met some of their hopes and expectations of what could be a~hieved. 

It was towards the end of April 1930 that the Auckland branch of the CPNZ formed 

the first, permanent, 'Unemployed Union'. This was achieved by recruiting from 
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outside the labour bureaux as well as on relief jobs (The Red Worker, 1 June 1930). 

These were later to become familiar places of recruitment as they were where activists 

had access to a captive, and receptive, audience. 

The Labour Movement 

The labour movement was the other organising force for the unemployed, although 

they did not provide the same coherent policy or direction as the Communist Party. 

This was partly because of the difficulties being faced by the union movement, that is, 

a dwindling membership and hostile State. Despite this, the labour movement was 

still extremely important, not only because it was the traditional ally of the worker, 

but also because it had an already established infrastructure. 

Radicals and communists criticised the union movement for accepting the wage cuts 

irnnose:ci hv the State: and emnlovers. and for not fi2:htim! to retain their conditions. ---r---- -J ---- ------ -- - ----r--J- -7 -- '-J (...' 

But the experience of those unions who chose to follow a more radical stance was not 

a happy one. For example, when freezing workers refused to accept a substantial 

reduction in their pay rates, a reduction of between 16 and 66 per cent in the 1932-33 

season, they were defeated by the employers who recruited non-union labour and 

established company unions (Richardson, 1988:223). Thus it was little wonder that 

unions looked upon the radical programme offered by the Communist Party with 

some hostility. They instead preferred to support the Labour Party. This stance was 

important as it also coloured their dealings with the unemployed movement. They 

considered that the unemployed movement should be trade unionist rather than 

radical. Thus while the Communist Party was pushing for widespread radical change, 

the union movement was more content to settle for short term reforms. 

The Labour Party had tied itself to the United Government after the 1928 election in 

an effort to keep Reform (thought to be more conservative) from gaining office 

(Sinclair, 1977:93). This alliance had caused a great deal of angst in the union 

movement, particularly with the Alliance of Labour who were arguing that the 

industrial wing of the labour movement should dictate policy, not the parliamentary 
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wmg (ibid). In this period the Labour Party's efforts were more directed at 

moderating Government policy than directly opposing it. 

In 1931 the parliamentary party abandoned the Government and opposed the Finance 

Bill of that year, which cut civil service salaries by 10 per cent, increased taxes, and 

allowed the Arbitration Court to 'review' awards. Eventually the United and Reform 

Parties joined to form a conservative Coalition Government with Forbes as Prime 

Minister, while Labour announced a new policy which shifted the Party from 

socialism to a more reformist policy of a, "revival of the capitalist economy under 

state direction" (Sinclair, 1977:94). These moves were not sudden as both parties 

had been repositioning themselves over the previous few years. 

Therefore we have two ideologies opposing the Government's unemployment policy. 

First the Communist Party, which had a programme designed to radically overturn the 

way the economy was governed, and second, the labour movement, which sought a 

more reformist approach. Given the large number of unemployed and the willingness 

of many to become involved in mass agitation, this conflict amongst their most 

important allies was to become a tragedy. There was to be no separate 'third' way 

that would rise from the unemployed themselves. The interplay of these two 

'opposing' approaches led inevitably to a conflict between rival national unemployed 

organisations. 

4.4 LOCAL AND CENTRAL GOVERNMENT RESPONSES TO 

UNEMPLOYMENT 

Local Government 

The growth of agitation amongst the unemployed was matched by a growing local 

government response to their plight. The local bodies were placed in a difficult 

position during the depression. They were expected to find work, often a meaningless 
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digging of holes or sweeping the gutters, so the men could receive relief payments 

from the central Government. 

The Christchurch City Council responded with some generosity, primarily because 

they had a Labour dominated council at the time. It was the first city in New Zealand 

to elect a Labour administration. This meant that the local unemployed had a council 

that was committed to opposing the Coalition's Governments deflationary policies. 

As far as was possible for an isolated administration, they borrowed to maintain 

services and resist Government cutbacks (Welch, 1988:16). 

In 1926 and 1927 the Christchurch City Council subsidised all public subscriptions for 

unemployment relief, pound for pound. The Council then provided relief work for the 

unemployed (Oakley, 1953 :65). This was prior to any recognition by central 

Government of the growth in unemployment, and certainly before the onset of the 

depression proper. The contribution of the City Council was quite substantial with 

the reserves committee providing work costing about 200 pounds a month in 1927, 

while in the same year, road maintenance relief was also organised for the 

unemployed, at the cost of 1,280 pounds after a recommendation from the 

Christchurch Citizens' Unemployment Committee (set up by the Council to handle the 

donations from the public) (ibid:66). 

This activity was mirrored by neighbouring local authorities. The Heathcote County 

Council began small works on the banks of the Heathcote River in mid-1926 with the 

assistance of the Christchurch Citizens' Unemployment Committee. In July 1927 the 

Lyttelton Harbour Board voted 100 pounds for unemployment relief (Lyttelton 

Times, 8 July 1927, cited in Oakley, 1953:9). In a like manner the Riccarton Borough 

Council put men to work early in the depression, and appointed its own 

unemployment committee in 1928 (Oakley, 1953:66). 

There was also activity on behalf of the unemployed in Dunedin during this early 

period. The Otago Trades Council sent a deputation regarding unemployment to the 
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Acting Prime Minister, W. Downie Stewart (New Zealand Worker, 16 Feb 1927).60 

In these early years most unemployed seemed satisfied with having their affairs 

handled by the District Councils of the Alliance of Labour, and the parliamentary 

Labour Party who were arguing for some form of unemployment insurance (Morris, 

1949:18). 

After the institution of the Unemployment Act in 1930, the local bodies were involved 

in administering some of the Schemes set up by the Unemployment Board. Details of 

these and the local bodies' involvement are provided in the following sections. 

Central Government 

The number of unemployed men grew to large proportions quite rapidly. Initially 

much of this was hidden. This was witnessed by the 213 percent increase in 

registered unemployment following Prime Minister Ward's statement in 1929 that the 

Government would embark on a comprehensive programme of relief works, and that 

all engagements would be made from those registered at the bureaux of the Labour 

Department (NZOYB, 1933:605).61 

The new United Government's attitude to unemployment, and also its expectations for 

New Zealand's immediate future, can perhaps be summed up by Sir Joseph Ward 

who, as the newly elected Prime Minister, commented: 

You are bound to have unemployment but we have to handle the matter as it 
arises . . .. Why should there be any fear about the future of New Zealand? 
I believe this coming year is going to be one of remarkable prosperity for 
every section of the community. 

(Otago Daily Times [ODTJ, 5 February 1929). 

60 Stewart would later be the Minister of Finance in the Coalition, and pursue 'free-market' policies 
that sought to reduce the government's role in the economy. He later resigned in protest at the 
government's decision to devalue the New Zealand dollar in January 1933 (Richardson; 1988:221). 

61 On the 19 Aug. 1929 registered unemployment stood at 2,941; while on 14 Oct. 1929 it had leapt 
to 6,264 (NZOYB, 1933:605). The growing severity of the depression was also reflected by the 
increasing number of homeless men. The Red Worker (1 August 1930) records that 'last evening' 
the Salvation Army Men's Home in Addington sheltered a record number of 131 men. 
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Ward could not have been more wrong, even as he spoke many New Zealanders were 

experiencing the effects of a struggling economy. Perhaps it was fortunate that he 

would not live to witness the cruel deprivations that were about to befall a significant 

section of the New Zealand population. 

As detailed in Chapter 3, the Unemployment Committee laid the groundwork for the 

Unemployment Act of 1930. Robertson speculates that the Alliance of Labour's 

involvement on this committee and therefore in the recommendation to set up an 

Unemployment Board and levy, later prevented it from taking a strong stand on behalf 

of the unemployed (1978:132). At this time the Labour Party was still supporting the 

Government and would likewise have been constrained in opposing the relief 

measures. This co-option meant that there was initially little opposition to the 

Government's relief schemes. 

By the end of January 1931 registered unemployment was rising by 3000 a week 

which placed considerable pressure on the Unemployment Board to provide for them. 

This situation was further complicated by Forbes' announcement in January 1931 that 

the New Zealand unemployed would not receive any payment unless they actually 

worked for their relief. Regardless of the Unemployment Act's provision to pay 

sustenance, Forbes believed that it would be too demoralising to place men on the 

dole as the English did. 

Several schemes were set up to provide work for the men, and thus with an income. 

Schemes One through to Three were temporary and ran for four months from 

December 1930 to March 1931 (Ruth, 1948). Scheme Four was set up to provide 

subsidised employment, particularly for farmers (NZOYB, 1936:648). Scheme Five, 

the main scheme, operated from 9 February 1931. It was run by local bodies who 

provided materials, supervision and transport, and were in return refunded for wages 

from the Unemployment Fund (Ruth, 1948; NZOYB, 1936). 

Men placed on the Number Five Scheme were allotted a weekly ration of work 

dependent on their number of dependants. For example, a single man received only 
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two days work a week, a married man with one child three days and so forth. Shortly 

after its commencement - from April 1931 onwards - men employed on this scheme 

were required to stand down one week in four as it was proving difficult to find 

enough work and to pay the increasing number seeking it (Ruth, 1948). In the fourth 

week they received neither work or pay. 62 Robertson comments that the Scheme's 

history became " ... a succession of reduced allocations to districts supplying work, 

greater rationing of work, lower wage rates and attempts to exclude as many men as 

possible from under its operation" (Robertson, 1978:45). 

The Workers' Weekly reported the situation of a man who had a family of ten 

children, with the youngest two months old. To support them he received 1 pound, 

17 shillings and 6 pence for three days and six hours work, plus family allowance of 

14 shillings, giving a total of 2 pounds, 11 shillings and 6 pence to live on for the 

week (11 August 1934). The average minimum award wage of 4 pounds, 9 shillings 

and 6 pence in 1930 helps demonstrate the complete inadequacy of these relief 

payments (Sutch, 1969:219). 

Scheme Six was the controversial camp scheme. The camps were divided into single 

men's and married men's camps. The number in such camps generally numbered 

between 5,000 and 6,500 men at any one time (Ruth, 1948). Altogether there were 

thirteen schemes in total. Some were disbanded early in the depression, while others 

were devised to cater for diverse groups of unemployed men such as gold 

prospectors. 

The ideology behind the unemployment policy, and hence the unemployment schemes, 

was punitive, with the focus on the individual and not the crippled economy. It could 

be argued that the unemployed were seen as the undeserving poor, as they were able 

bodied and therefore 'should' be able to provide for themselves. The following two 

62 Expenditure on the No. Five Scheme reflected its role as the main governmental response to the 
high unemployment (expenditure that the unemployed themselves contributed to by way of the levy). 
In 1930-31, 241,618 pounds was spent; 1931-32, 2,002,874 pounds; 1932-33, 2,937,991 pounds; 
1933-34 2,889,837 pounds, and in 1934-35 2,481,951 pounds was spent on this scheme (NZOYB, 
1936:650). This expenditure provided the bulk of spending on unemployment schemes. At its peak 
on 5 August 1933 Scheme Five employed 49,219 of the registered unemployed (Ruth, 1948). 
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statements, made after the impact of high unemployment, highlight this ideology 

which reflects more the mean spirit of the old English Poor Laws than any recognition 

that the unemployed were suffering because of the deflationary policies being 

implemented by the Government. Gordon Coates, then Minister of Unemployment, 

commented, 

It was not the Government's job to keep the unemployed but to make the road 
open for the unemployed to keep themselves through thrift, perseverance and 
intelligence. 

(Otago Daily Times [ODTJ, 30 January 1932) 

In a like manner J. Jersey, deputy-chairman of the Unemployment Board, commented, 

Unemployment could be solved only by individual effort, by self-reliance and 
hard work. There existed a danger in giving too much aid to the unemployed 
It might result in perpetuating the condition of unemployment and at the 
same time permanently impair individual character. 

(ODT, 17 August 1932) 

This ideology made it easier for the Govemmeni to justify its harsh unemployment 

policy. It also made it possible to see unemployment as a 'personal' rather than 

'structural' problem. It was against this ideology that the unemployed movement 

mobilised. The mobilisation did not only confront the Government with a new 'view' 

of the situation, but displayed a willingness to take part in collective action to impose 

this alternative view. This is the nature of a social movement. 

Touraine argued that for this movement to be truly 'social' it could not just be 

defensive, but actually had to oppose the dominant forces in society. In industrial 

society we would expect opposition of this type to come about by opposing a 

different idea of how society should be organised, one that would advocate workers 

control of their own output, i.e. socialism. 
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4.5 THE RIVAL UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENTS 

Over time there developed tension between the union movement, which was initially 

unwilling to accept the existence of a separate organisation of the unemployed, and 

those who were willing to aid in the development of such an organisation, principally 

the Communist Party. For example, in May 1930 the Unemployed Union - organised 

by the Auckland branch of the Communist Party - applied for affiliation to the New 

Zealand Alliance of Labour (a national grouping of unions). Cook, the acting 

secretary, wrote back, commenting that the Alliance's constitution did not allow for 

the affiliation of unions of unemployed workers, and further, that the unemployed 

would be better served remaining with the unions covering their particular trade (RW, 

1 July, 1930). Cook went on to conclude: 

... if we had the support of the unemployed workers themselves to the extent 
that we should have, then far better results could be attained, but so long as 
they adopt, the one-eyed, wooden-headed policy of attempting to go alone, 
then they will continue to be at the mercy of the employing class. 

(RW, I July 1930:3) 

Cook appears to assume that all of the unemployed were previously members of a 

union. This would appear to indicate that union people saw the unemployed as ex

workers when a good proportion would have been new workers seeking additional 

household income. The union movement displayed distrust and hostility towards the 

idea of a separate union of the unemployed. 

The unemployed were themselves ambivalent over this issue. What they did demand, 

was action in the face of increasing hardship. In Christchurch there was growing 

agitation amongst sections of the unemployed for either the union movement to take 

up the cause of the unemployed, and their need for relief, or alternatively, the building 

of an organisation of their own so they could push their own claims. 

This tension was reflected by a meeting of the unemployed in Christchurch in early 

April 1931. They passed two resolutions: 
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The Alliance of Labour and Trades Council to take effective action to obtain 
relief for the unemployed, the second, that failing a satisfactory reply, backed 
up by action, this meeting should take the initiative in launching a Dominion 
organisation, with branches in every centre, with a militant policy to face the 
deepening depression. 

(Evening Post, 20 April 1931; cited in Morris, 1949:34) 

These resolutions indicate that the unemployed did not trust the ability of the union 

movement to take effective action in support of their demands. 

The Communist Party inspired, National Unemployed Workers' Movement [NUWM] 

was formed at a meeting in Wellington on the 27 and 28 of June 1931. It gathered 

the support of unemployed groups from around the country, initially in Auckland, 

Wellington, Christchurch, Hamilton, Palmerston North, Gisbome and Ohakune 

(Morris, 1949:38).63 

The NUWM branches had a rather fluid structure, but always had a Chairman and 

Secretary, aiong with an open rather than elected committee. One of the principles 

that the Communist Party insisted on was that no official could be allowed to 

dominate the movement. An activist noted that an official could: 

. . . suggest things to the mass of people and get them accepted, and once 
they were accepted he was authorised to go ahead, but it was always under 
the controlling influence of as many people as could be gathered together to 
go along with him and see that he did what he was told to do. 

(Dole-drums, March 1984) 

Members of the labour movement did not welcome this new organisation with open 

arms. For example, The Evening Post (cited in Morris, 1949:36) reported that a 

"largely" attended meeting of unemployed in Timaru decided not to join on the 

advice of the secretary of the Labour Party, Walter Nash. 

63 The Unemployed Workers' Movement has always been assumed to have been closely allied to the 
Communist Party, but as is often the case this influence appears to have varied markedly over the 
period of its existence. Scott (1960:67) recalls that it was, and was not, a Communist organisation. 
"Only a small proportion of the members were members of the Communist Party. It originated in the 
decisions of the Party which copied it from Britain. Yet most of the members and, at some periods 
most of the leaders, were not Party members. Most of them were Labour Party supporters or attached 
to no particular political theory". 
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The tension between the labour movement and the unemployed who allied themselves 

with the radical NUWM surfaced in 1932. This was in the aftermath of the riots that 

had struck Auckland, Wellington and Dunedin. Not all unemployed workers shared 

the policy goals, or methods, of the NUWM, therefore there was a separate attempt 

to find common ground and construct a united front of all the unemployed 

organisations. This led to a United Front Conference being held in Wellington from 

19-22 of November 1932. This conference was represented by a full range of 

unemployed groups from throughout the country (Morris, 1949:53).64 It decided to 

set up a 'National United Front Council' with an elected delegate from each district 

where a United Front Committee would be formed (ibid). When the NUWM 

withdrew, this organisation was to form the nucleus of a rival national organisation of 

the unemployed, this time affiliated to the labour movement. 

This rival national unemployed organisation was finally formed in 1933 by the 

Alliance of Labour. It was intended to be under joint trade union and unemployed 

control. Morris (1949:6) comments that this was an attempt to ensure that the 

unemployed movement remained 'close' to the union movement. Such a position 

would appear to contradict their earlier refusal to affiliate an unemployed union in 

1930, and must be seen as a strategic action to try and win support from what was 

seen as the communist dominated NUWM. The National Union of Unemployed 

[NUU] had its first conference in September 1933. 

The NUU had a programme broadly reflecting the policies of the Labour Party and 

trade unions, while the NUWM had more radical policies reflecting its own parentage 

in the Communist Party. Much of their policy was similar, for example, opposition to 

relief camps and the advocacy of work at standard pay rates. But the major difference 

between the two national organisations was the methods advocated to achieve their 

64 The organisations present included, "UWM delegates from Auckland, Wanganui, Petone, Lower 
Hutt, Dunedin, Hamilton, Christchurch, Poverty Bay, King Country, Palmerston North, and the West 
Coast; APUWA [Auckland Provincial Unemployed Workers' Association] delegates from Auckland 
and Hawkes Bay; and a number of unattached Relief Workers' Unions and Associations such as those 
at Levin and Shannon sent delegates; and so did the Wellington District Relief Workers' Union of 
the Industrial Labour Movement...." (Morris, 1949:53). 
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policy goals. The NUU advocated moderation in method, while the NUWM had a 

more radical stance. This ongoing division in leadership was to have a profound 

effect on the movement as a whole, and ultimately would weaken the unemployed 

workers ability to confront the government. 

Robertson (1979:158) comments that throughout 1933 and into 1934 the NUWM, 

"concentrated all its efforts on defeating the NUU and in the process neglected the 

real issues facing the unemployed". Ascendancy was achieved in 1934 when 

branches deserted the NUU and affiliated with the NUWM because of its 

preparedness to support strike action by relief workers (ibid: 159). The cost was an 

internally divided movement that failed to provide adequate leadership for the 

unemployed. 

4.6 CHRISTCHURCH UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENT 

EARLY DAYS, 1930-31 

Not all responses by the unemployed to the depression, and the general relief 

environment, involved political protest. In Christchurch H. E. Barnsley, who 

belonged to the 'Organised Unemployed and Relief Workers Committee' [OURWC], 

helped form a 'self help company' to do co-operative contracting work. Their hope 

was the abolition of unemployment in New Zealand through establishing such co

operative ventures in all centres (Evening Post, 28 October 1930; cited in Morris, 

1949:28). They undertook a wide variety of work including, " ... co-operative 

gardening, spring cleaning, tailoring, pressing, cleaning and repairing. Tenders for 

the demolition of old buildings like the West Christchurch School provided a good 

return" (Morris, 1949:28). Watson (1984:444) comments that the company also had 

plans to operate a fishing launch, a depot, and a cafe. 

This initiative was not looked upon favourably by either the officials in Trades Hall or 

the communists. Union officials accused the Company ot: "taking in each others 
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washing", while some communists, more radically, maintained that, "the unemployed 

should be starved so that they would.fight back" (Morris, 1949:28). The unions and 

communists were focused on wringing concessions from the Government and 

employers, who were seen as upholding the capitalist system and hence as 

perpetrators of the depression. The sort of initiative shown by Barnsley and his 

company threatened this stand as it relieved the Government and employers of any 

responsibility for the unemployed. 

On 17 November 1930 a meeting of 150 unemployed people was arranged by the 

Christchurch branch of the Communist Party to discuss the formation of a 

"revolutionary organisation of the unemployed". The Communist Party used this 

meeting to accuse the OURWC of being "reactionary ... opposing all militant 

activity" and for having "gone into business" (RW, 1 December 1930). This was an 

attempt to discredit the existing organisation and highlight the need for the formation 

of their proposed alternative, a "revolutionary" orgariisation. It was not long after 

this meeting that the communists managed to capture the leadership of the OUR WC 

leading to a fall in public support (Morris, 1949:29). 

Despite opposition to the concept, there were also other collective attempts by the 

unemployed to go into "business". For example, a group of relief workers, taking 

their lead from a Lincoln College pilot scheme, attempted to establish a tobacco farm 

near the Bower Hotel at the western boundary of the New Brighton Borough. An 

unsuitable climate and a lack of experience led to the scheme's eventual failure 

(Greenaway and Clover, 1978:96). 

In this period there was also a great deal of opportunism in a similar vain to that 

previously instigated by Duntly (Dunkley?). In late 1930 some unemployed 

Christchurch men were sufficiently impressed by B. O'Donnell's claim that the 

unemployed in Dunedin had gained a large quantity of goods from the Otago Hospital 

Board by, "approaching it en masse", that around fifty of them marched three deep 
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from the Government Labour Bureau to the Hospital. 65 After threatening to help 

themselves, they were forcibly ejected by the police (Watson, 1984:444). 

Thus early in the depression the unemployed. responded to their situation by making 

use of a number of collective strategies, ranging from attempts to form co-operatives 

to opportunistic actions designed to relieve their current suffering. It was also from 

this period that a more political voice began to be heard. The earlier meeting held by 

the Communist Party led to the formation of the Christchurch Unemployed Workers' 

Union with a recent arrival from Wellington, A.F. Marshall, as its secretary. Marshall 

was also secretary of the Canterbury District Committee of the Communist Party 

(Watson, 1984:444). 

Marshall began holding meetings in Cathedral Square in defiance of a by-law requiring 

such meetings to have Council permission. The Press records him calling for the 

formation of a "Workers' Defence Corps" to ensure that, "if the police attack us then, 

we shall be able to deal with them" (6 December, 1930). These actions were 

consistent with Marshall's purpose in Christchurch, which was to organise the 

unemployed and engage in a, "class war struggle." (R.W, 1 January 1931). The 

unemployed were being offered leadership by a group with very clear goals. It could 

be argued that members of the Communist Party were attempting to use the 

unemployed to further their aim of confronting the capitalist State. 

It appears that a section of the unemployed were struck by Marshall's vision and were 

willing to support him. This was displayed by an incident in the municipal chambers. 

Archer (the Labour mayor) ordered Marshall from the chambers for being disruptive. 

A detachment of police drew their batons because of the large number of unemployed 

present - estimated at 100 - but were knocked down in a rush by a section of the 

unemployed (Times, 11 December 1930). Unfortunately for Marshall, the authorities 

moved swiftly to try and contain his movement. 

65 O'Donnell was an unemployed member of the Otago General Labourers' Union and President of a 
Unemployed Workers' Committee. 
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Next day Archer announced that permission for processions would be denied, 

ostensibly because they interfered with traffic. He still allowed meetings in the 

squares, ''provided they are not used for seditious purposes" (Times, 11 December 

1930). The move against the unemployed activists went further as the following day 

the police arrested Marshall and another four members of the unemployed. Marshall 

was arrested for suggesting that "the mayor is a scab and a fascist, and we should 

run him out of town" (Times, 12-13 December 1930). He was sentenced to six 

months hard labour for slandering the mayor and two other charges; organising a 

procession without Archer's permission, and inciting lawlessness by encouraging an 

attempt to prevent a eviction (Watson, 1984:446). Two of the unemployed were 

sentenced to three months hard labour for their involvement in the above incidents. 

This effectively robbed the unemployed movement of several of their more radical 

leaders. 66 Incidents such as this allowed more moderate unemployed to assume a 

leadership role. 67 

There was still unemployed activity as demonstrated by a large meeting of the 

unemployed in Latimer Square on 20th June 1931. This was attended by at least 

2,000 people (Times, 21 June 1931). Relief workers marched in from their various 

work sites around the city. It was reportedly an orderly crowd with applause 

occasionally accompanying the speakers until the arrival of the men from the Rapaki 

relief works, who were about 700 strong. They came 11• • • marching with almost 

military precision, entered the square to the accompaniment of wild cheering and the 

singing of the 'red flag'" (ibid). It was further reported that, 

There was a ring of exultation in the voices of the speakers, the 
demonstration was apparently better than they had hoped for. Confidence 
had been expressed earlier that the relief workers on the various jobs in and 
near the city would 'down tools' to attend the meeting, but there was no 

66 During this period the premises of the Communist party, and the Unemployed Workers' 
Movement were raided by the police leading to the confiscation of literature and reels of Russian film 
(RW, I January 1931). 

67 Watson (1984:501) maintains that the Communist Party in Christchurch was small, numbering 
perhaps twenty members. He argues that at times the Party acquired leadership of the young men 
who sought more direct action, but once Party members were arrested and isolated at Paparua Prison, 
more moderate leadership again regained control (ibid). 
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certainty about it until the workers actually made their appearance on the 
scene. 

(Times, 21 June 1931) 

The meeting was organised and addressed by members of the Anti-Married Men's 

Camps Committee - recently set-up by the Unemployed Workers Movement - with 

job delegates organising the men at the various relief works (ibid). 

Other incidents occurred in this period, but a large upsurge in unemployed organising 

and activism had to wait for the beginning of 1932. This was after a year of 

unprecedented levels of unemployment. It was also after the apparent failure of the 

Government's strategies for reversing the course of the depression. Initially there was 

an expectation that the depression would be short and sharp, but by the beginning of 

1932 the unemployed were beginning to feel hopeless and apathetic. They began to 

lose their trust in the 'system'. They were more willing to listen to alternatives, to 

agitate for different policies, instead of simply complying with those promulgated by 

the Government. 

Disunity to Unity: 1932-33. 

The Communist Party was active in organising the unemployed in early 1932, after 

going through a period of "reconstruction" (RW, 8 February 1932). They organised 

nightly meetings for the unemployed as well as larger demonstrations. For example a 

demonstration was held in Sydenham Park on Sunday 2nd January 1932 (RW, 8 

February 1932). 

Support was forthcoming for the communist controlled Christchurch branch of the 

Unemployed Workers Movement (UMW) from certain sections of the union 

movement, namely the seamen, watersiders and tramwaymen. These unions were 

among the more radical in their political outlook. This support was expressed _not 

only by moral solidarity but also with financial contributions. For example at a 

stopwork meeting of seamen 33 shillings and 9 pence was collected for UWM 

expenses (RW, 8 February 1932). Despite this union support for the unemployed, 
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there was concern being expressed within the UWM about the extent of union 

involvement, as a UWM member commented, "The next fight is to get rid of Trades 

Hall control of our meetings. We do not want chairmen appointed from the union 

bosses" (ibid). 

In March 1932 there was a major strike of relief workers at the Waimakariri River 

Trust, a married men'.s camp. The strike resulted from the Waimakariri River Trust's 

stated desire for the relief workers to be paid different rates of pay depending on the 

number of dependants they had. The men were to still all work the same hours. The 

UWM maintained that this was unfair and called for the same hourly rate to be paid to 

everybody (Star, 5 April 1932).68 The strike ended in a success of sorts with the Trust 

agreeing to employ the men to work either a nine or twelve day fortnight dependent 

on the pay they received (Star, 11 April 1932). 

The relief workers were willing to strike rather than have what they considered an 

important principle undermined. In this case they felt it necessary to defend the 

principle of equal pay for equal work, ahead of the idea that men with larger families 

should receive more pay. This could be interpreted as an unwillingness to surrender 

past victories that had been hard fought for against employers and the capitalist state. 

As such, this action places the unemployed squarely within the traditional labour 

movement. They were fighting the same battle as other workers. 

It was shortly after the Waimakariri strike that the simmering dispute between the two 

factions offering leadership to the unemployed led to a damaging split within the 

unemployed movement. A rival unemployed organisation to the UWM was 

established by Labour supporters with R. M. Macfarlane as its leader. Watson 

(1984:454) maintains that it was the triumph of the UWM at the Waimakariri River 

Trust, an unemployed organisation closely allied to the Communist Party, which led 

68 The Waimakariri River Trust offered to pay men with more than one child, men who had been 
working four days a week under Scheme Five, 2 pound 10 shillings a week instead of 37 shillings 
and 6 pence previously offered. Married men not in this category (3 day men under Scheme Five) 
would only get 37 shillings and 6 pence. In both cases 10 shillings would be deducted for food 
(Christchurch Times, 28 March 1932). 
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the union leadership to establish the rival Relief Workers' Association [RWA]. This 

was an attempt to wrest the initiative away from the Communist Party, as the wider 

labour movement was concerned about the implications of the non-negotiable policies 

of the Communist Party. These policies were viewed by some as a threat to the 

success of any future negotiations that may be held with the Government to obtain 

better conditions for the relief workers. 

Interestingly, Macfarlane, who was secretary of the Labour Representation 

Committee, was earlier deposed from the chairmanship of the Unemployed Workers' 

Movement (RW, 8 February 1932). It is most likely that Macfarlane was deposed for 

his 'union' links. Macfarlane, after his dismissal, announced that with the help of 

supporters in Trades Hall, ". . . he would smash the UWM" (ibid). The intention of 

forming a rival unemployed workers' organisation was announced by Macfarlane prior 

to the March strike. The strikes success, and that of the UWM, undoubtedly hurried 

its establishment. 

It would appear that the new RWA was more acceptable to the authorities than the 

UWM. In a letter, Saunders (secretary of the UWM) requested A.E. Armstrong, a 

city counsellor and ally of the unemployed, to ask at the next council meeting why 

representatives from the UWM were barred from the Rum Road relief job, while 

representatives of the Relief Workers' Association were allowed free access to City 

Council jobs (Saunders Papers [SP], 14 January 1933). In reply Armstrong pointed 

out that representatives of the UWM have the right to interview council workers' 

during the lunch break; he went on to comment, 

I am quite aware that your organisation is not looked upon with very great 
satisfaction, by either the administrative officers, or the Coalition Council. 

(SP, Armstrong to Saunders, 16 January 1933) 

Armstrong (ibid) finished his letter by making clear that he saw the work of the UWM 

as very much based on the class struggle, 

... my appreciation of the good work being done by the UWM in the interests 
of suffering humanity, in striving to abolish the wretched line of class 
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distinction and establish a civilisation in our midst based on the common 
ownership by the people. 

Conflict between the two organisations extended to encouraging affiliated branches to 

switch their allegiance. For example the Christchurch UWM wrote to the Kaiapoi 

Relief Workers' Association asking them to affiliate with the UWM and that the two 

organisations would then form the nucleus of a Canterbury Provincial Council. 69 

Kaiapoi responded by asking speakers from the UWM to attend a meeting on the 6th 

of February 1933 (SP, Kaiapoi RWA to Saunders, 24 January 1933). 

Having two rival unemployed organisations in Christchurch was wasteful of resources 

and energy, especially given their competitive need to battle each other to win 

membership. Consequently it was not long before there was a request from the 

Christchurch UWM for the two organisations to meet and attempt to form a local 

united front. They unanimously agreed on a constitution, with only the proposed 
- - • - • • "'11\ 

name proving to be a sticking pomt. •v 

At a meeting of the Christchurch Relief Workers Association, in early 1933, the 

following resolution was passed, "That this meeting is in favour of complete 

amalgamation of the RWA and UWM, and suggests that a committee meet and arrive 

at a basis of agreement to affect the said amalgamation" (SP, Macfarlane to 

Saunders, 8 February- 1933). Saunders noted that the resulting conference between 

the two organisations achieved agreement on an amalgamation (SP, Saunders to 

O'Reilly, national secretary of the NUWM, undated). 

In early 1933 the Canterbury Unemployed Workers' Association (CUW A) was 

formed. According to Watson (1984:497) this was an attempt to weaken the UWM. 

This is an unlikely explanation given the amalgamation already agreed upon between 

the two rival relief organisations. Correspondence of the time indicates that the 

69 (SP, Saunders to sec. Kaiapoi Relief Workers' Association, 16 January 1933). 

70 (SP, letter from Macfarlane, sec. of the Canterbury Association of Relief Workers to Saunders, 
sec. of the UWM, 9 January 1933). 
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CUW A was indeed an amalgamation of the Unemployed Workers' Movement and the 

Relief Workers' Association, with the two previous organisations becoming defunct 

(SP, Mathieson, Canterbury Industrial Association to CUW A, 23 May 1933 and 

reply, 3 June 1933). Further evidence that the UWM had been reduced to a shell 

because of the rapprochement, comes with a request to "the remaining executive of 

the Unemployed Workers' Movement" from the CUW A that its typewriter and 

printing press be placed at the disposal of the CUWA (SP, CUWA to F. Grant and C. 

Saunders, 8 September 1933). 

The CUW A, as an unemployed worker organisation, did not regard itself to be a 

constituent member of the industrial labour movement. This was a shift from the 

policy espoused by the union movement earlier in the depression. This did not mean 

that the unemployed and employed workers did not work together to protest common 

issues. Saunders noted that the CUW A worked through United Front committees so 

that the widest mass of workers could be drawn upon when any action by either 

section was contemplated (SP, CUW A to Canterbury Industrial Workers, 3 June 

1933). 

The CUW A was organised through a job delegate system so that relief jobs would be 

represented directly on the CUW A (SP, CUW A to Canterbury Industrial Workers, 3 

June 1933). This job delegate system was first instituted by the UWM which, in early 

1933, was setting up a similar system to that already established in Wellington (SP, 

Saunders to O'Reilly, 14 January 1933). By mid-June the CUW A had a job delegate 

council of over 60 men working efficiently. 71 This job delegate council proved its 

worth by organising a demonstration in early June. The relief work sites ceased work 

at 10 am and came into town, with the "two big jobs" marching from 6 or 7 miles 

away in columns of 4 (SP, CUW A to Dunedin UWM, 26 June 1933). 

71 Because relief work was provided primarily for men, the unemployed workers organisations 
reflected this with an almost exclusively male membership. Women were often included only by 
joining separate women's branches. 
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Organising the unemployed is the key component to building a mass unemployed 

movement. The job delegate system was one way of gaining access to the various 

relief work sites around the city. Other than this, much of the organising appears to 

have taken place at the Labour Bureaux where hundreds of men would gather daily 

for their weekly registration. An unemployed activist of the time commented, 

These circumstances, when people were gathered together in these wc:rys, gave 
us the opportunity of organising workers, talking to them, handing out 
leaflets, arranging meetings, even organising demonstrations. 

(Unemployed activist in Dole-drums, March 1984:9) 

There was also competitive pressure from other organisations set up to help the 

unemployed. These could be charity groups who ran soup kitchens or clothing 

depots, or citizen groups that attempted to provide help for the families of the 

unemployed men. This competition encouraged one unemployed activist to advocate 

that there should be more emphasis on 'relief to attract recruits. He was addressing 

the problem of gaining recruits for the UWM in Wellington and commented that the 

unemployed join in activities such as, "the Santa Claus Party and free concerts put on 

by the Relief Workers' Section of the General Labourers' Union ... while meetings 

of the UWM are anything but representative of the unemployed" (RW, 11 January 

1932). The correspondent went on to call for the establishment of the movement's 

own relief depots to provide food and clothes for the unemployed, primarily it seems 

in an attempt to prevent them attaching to the more moderate organisations that 

provided some measure of relief. 

Instead of affiliating with the NUWM, which had close links to the Communist Party, 

the CUW A instead went with the Labour oriented NUU (SP, CUW A to NUU, 26 

June 1933). Although this was to be later reversed, it does appear to show a 

willingness from the more radical members of the CUW A to compromise for the sake 

of unity. The NUU required that provincial councils be established, and had divided 

New Zealand into 14 provincial areas in order to achieve this. 

In an attempt to establish a provincial council in Canterbury and bring all relief 

workers together, the CUW A invited representatives from the Rangiora, Kaiapoi, 
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Lyttleton, New Brighton, and Ashburton unemployed associations to a conference on 

1 July 1933 for the purpose of forming the North Canterbury Provincial Council of 

the National Union of Unemployed (SP, CUWA to provincial unemployed 

associations, 26 June 1933). The conference, which decided to form the Provincial 

Council, was attended by Ashburton, New Brighton and the CUW A, with no reply 

being received from the other associations (SP, CUW A to provincial unemployed 

associations, 25 July 1933). 

Only a few months later Rangiora, Kaiapoi, Oxford and Ashburton all signified their 

intention to affiliate to the National Union and thus would take part in the Provincial 

Council. This push for unity was part of a recognition for the need for a strong 

national voice to combat the, "continuing attack upon the wages and conditions of · 

the unemployed" (SP, CUWA to Lyttleton Unemployed Workers Ass., 10 October 

1933). It was claimed in a letter to the New Brighton Relief Workers' Association 

that the Provincial Council represented over 3000 unemployed provincially (SP, 30 

October 1933). The Provinciai Council acted more as a clearing house of information 

from the national organisation rather than as a policy making body. It proved difficult 

to co-ordinate protest action between centres as local relief workers were often 

focused on their local conditions and found it difficult to comprehend the link between 

their protest action and what was happening in another centre. 

To briefly summarise, as the depression wore on the unions were more willing to 

countenam;;e the establishment of a separate unemployed organisation. In many ways 

the unemployed groups were acting like a trade union. Because the unemployed were 

working at relief work sites the unemployed movement could use a similar job 

delegate system to that used by the union movement. The focus was on rates of pay 

and work conditions. They still attempted to pressure the Government with rallies 

and other meetings, but largely the unemployed movement was an extension of the 

workers movement opposing the capitalist class and the State. 
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The Unemployed Activist 

Being part of the unemployed movement called for sacrifice and hardship, particularly 

from the leadership. An example is that of Saunders, who was a member of the 

Communist Party and had a prominent role in the Christchurch Unemployed 

Movement. Saunders considered that the struggle was very much a fight against the 

capitalist class, and he used some very evocative imagery to capture what he saw as 

the different interests of the two classes: 

. . . What we should wake up to is that the Capitalist State has its shrewd 
liars who use the newspaper for (gulling) the unemployed and creating the 
right 11atmosphere "for camps and cuts. I like the term 11inhuman monsters11 

in the strike circular, for that is what these degenerate supporters of a 
criminal social system really are. Capitalism is held up by morphia maniacs 
(Goering), fanatics (Hitler), sadists (Mussolini), blood-drinking butchers 
(Chiang-Kai-Shik); and a army of swindlers and sex beasts. On the other 
hand the workers sacred cause is led by the righteous and good. . . . The 
workers must be l;iven a pride in and love for their leaders and their class 
and a consuming hatred for the sub-humans who attempt to hold them down 
in misery and degradation. 
(SP, letter from Saunders to National Secretary Nuw.A,f, 3 January 19 34) 

Saunders was the Secretary of the North Canterbury Provincial Council of 

Unemployed and also the Unemployed Workers' Movement. 72 Like most men active 

in the unemployed movement Saunders also had to work on relief jobs, and claimed to 

be financially worse off than many other unemployed. Much of his spare time 

appeared to be taken up with administrative matters. He received an average of 8 

letters a day, most of which required an urgent reply, as well as having to attend many 

evening meetings. Saunders lived at home alone with his son, and so could not easily 

travel to visit unemployed groups (SP, letter to Secretary, Eyrewell Camp Committee 

[undated]). He used to be employed by 'The Press' as a reporter until he was sacked 

for "communism" (SP, correspondence 25 January 1934).73 This appears to be 

72 Saunders considered that the Provincial Council existed to unite the provincial relief workers' 
organisations and the camp relief schemes with the CUW A (SP, letter from CUW A to Nat. Sec. 
NUWM, 29 September 1934). -

73 The secretary of the UWM described Saunders at one stage as, "one of the most prominent in the 
struggles of the workers. I doubt if it would be possible to get a speaker more conversant with the 
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because he helped to organise the speaking tour of a New Zealander recently returned 

from the Soviet Union (Welch, 1988:20). 

To be an activist in the unemployed movement required considerable sacrifice of time 

and energy in a period when making enough money to subsist was a constant grind. 

This was made worse by the threat of victimisation by the authorities who did not 

view activities on behalf of the unemployed in a favourable light. In this regard 

Saunders commented in correspondence to W. O'Reilly, national secretary of the 

UWM: 

Many of our militants have suffered victimisation or transfer to distant jobs 
since the holidays. Some have to cycle 11 miles to work; others catch a train 
at 7 am, and travel over 14 miles to the job. The Department is getting more 
and more unscrnpulous. 

(SP, 14 January 1934) 

Conditions on relief jobs could be quite punitive for unemployed activists. .An 
, llI 

example is the dismissal of three men on the Rapaki relief site for "talking too much" 

(WW, 8 May 1934). The Workers Weekly asserts that the real reason was that the 

'militants' were attempting to organise the men for better conditions (ibid). These men 

were then infonned by the Labour Bureau that, as the Public Works Department had 

dismissed them, they would be stood down for a fortnight. As a result of agitation by 

the CUW A, and resolutions of protest from both the Causeway and 'Fairymede' relief 

sites against what was viewed as victimisation, the men were offered half-sustenance 

and a restart after only a one week stand down (ibid). 

The Unemployed Movement: 1933-35 

Various tactics were used by the unemployed movement to place pressure on the 

Government and mobilise the unemployed. This included a willingness to manipulate 

the media. This is seen in a letter to Saunders from A. Knight of the Ashburton 

Unemployed Association: 

subject than this Comrade" (SP, CUWA to District Council of Unemployed, and Unemployed 
Workers' Association, Greymouth, 8 September 1933). 
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I expect to have a very large meeting on Friday evening as owing to a reply 
that we received from the Minister of Employment to the effect that a {slight 
adjustment would be made in our allocations as the weather was becoming 
warmer) I purposely made my report to the press read reduction instead of 
adjustment and it has had the desired effect. 

(SP, JO October 1933) 

Some unemployed activists were willing to manipulate the media to achieve their 

goals, in this case a larger attendance at a meeting of the unemployed. This suggests 

that activists at times had difficulty mobilising the unemployed to protest the 

Government and therefore needed to use such tactics. 

Unemployed organisations in smaller areas were not always continuously operating 

and could lapse and later be reactivated. They faced numerous difficulties in gaining 

enough resources to operate. This was not just the material costs that needed to be 

met to run an organisation, but also included finding people willing to put the time 

and energy into the operation. This was difficult as the men still had to do their relief 

work in order to have an income. The larger centres had a bigger 'pool' to call upon. 

This is what happened to the Lyttelton unemployed group which had ceased to 

function in late 1932 and was reformed in October 1933 (SP, Lyttleton Unemployed 

Organisation to CUW A, 13 October 1933). 

Prior to its absorption in the CUW A the UWM held activities such as picnics. For 

example, a large picnic was held in Hagley Park near Lake Victoria on International 

Unemployment Day, 25 February 1933. In a letter addressed to the women's branch 

of the UWM, Saunders asked for their "co-operation" in the preparations and running 

of the picnic (SP, Saunders to sec. women's branch UWM, 16 January 1933). Little is 

known of this women's branch, its membership, activities, or even role within the 

UWM, but it does appear to have undertaken some of the more 'traditional' roles 

often associated with women's groups of any organisation. 
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Around the same period as this picnic, the women's branch provided some assistance 

to destitute girls. Many of these girls were immigrants brought out from Britain with 

a promise of domestic service. If they had no family they were in a particularly bad 

situation because of the lack of relief work for women. Some of these girls chose to 

speak from the UWM platform at a rally (SP, Saunders to O'Reilly, national sec. 

NUWM, 14 January 1933). Saunders in a letter to the secretary of the Dunedin 

UWM, commented that the women's branch of the UWM was active because many of 

the girls were being refused charity, "the girl's mode of life has not been in accord 

with the concepts of morality held by their betters, the ladies who organise the 

charity stunts" (SP, 16 January 1933). The union movement also sought to help the 

unemployed women by making representations to the Prime Minister for greater 

assistance for unemployed women (SP, Brooks sec. Cant. Hotel and Restaurant 

Employees to Saunders, 6 February 1933). 

The local UWM also stood candidates for the municipal elections (SP, Saunders to 

O'Reilly, 14 January 1933). It was hoped to stand 5 candidates for both the City 

Council and Hospital Board. Some of these candidates were to be women. The 

candidates were selected from nominations taken at a general meeting, and later voted 

on by a meeting open to all unemployed regardless of affiliation. The idea was to use 

the election as an opportunity to put forward the policy of the UWM to the general 

populace (SP, Saunders to sec. Dunedin UWM, 16 January 1933). 

The Dunedin UWM was also involved in standing candidates in the municipal 

elections, but under the banner of the United Front which included the Alliance of 

Labour and the Otago Labour Representation Committee. This was viewed with 

disdain by the NUWM who saw it as allying with bureaucratic and reactionary bodies, 

and considered that we, ". . . cannot have anything in common with the Reformists 

but must wage an incessant struggle against their reactionary leadership" (SP, 

O'Reilly NUWM to Saunders, 14 February 1933). 

Not all unemployed movement activity was ostensibly for political action. There even 

appeared to be, at least on this one occasion, sporting contests between the 

unemployed of different centres. A football team of relief workers from the Ruru 
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Athletic Club visited the West Coast to play a game in mid-September 1933. 

Although even here the opportunity was taken by the CUW A to piggyback a political 

meeting with the sporting occasion. It was proposed to send Saunders, who would 

have just returned from a conference of the Provincial Councillors and Executive of 

the National Union in Wellington, to address a mas_s meeting of the unemployed. The 

CUW A hoped the unemployed organisations in Greymouth could arrange the meeting 

to capitalise on the interest being shown in the football game (SP, CUW A to District 

Council of Unemployed and Unemployed Workers' Association, Greymouth, 8 

September 1933). 

Support for the unemployed movement would at times come from the most 

unexpected places. A letter from the United Front Committee - set up in Christchurch 

to bring together the two different unemployed organisations - thanks the Right 

Reverend Bishop Brodie for a donation of 4 pounds that was used to send A.E. 

Armstrong to a conference in Wellington on the 3rd of February 1934 (Saunders 

papers [SP], 8 February 1934). This was the United Front Conference arranged by 

theNUWM. 

In a letter from Saunders to the Oamaru Relief Workers' Association, who had 

enquired about concessions gained from businesses and local bodies, Saunders notes 

that although there are concessions, "This Association has not concerned itself 

greatly with the winning of concessions from the local bodies as our main fight has 

been in the direction of maintaining wages and conditions on the jobs" (SP, 18 

December 193 3). 

Despite the above, the CUW A did attempt to secure reduced admission rates for the 

cinemas in Cathedral Square so that members and their dependants could attend the 

afternoon sessions at a discount (SP, CUW A to Ch-Ch Cinemas Ltd, 12 June 1933). 

Other discounts on offer to members of the CUW A included admittance to a 

Wednesday night dance for 6 pence on production of the membership card (SP, 

CUWA to R. Stillwell, 15 August 1933). 
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Despite the issue of concessions for unemployed people, the main thrust of the 

Christchurch unemployed movements activity was towards organising the workers on 

relief jobs and occasional advocacy work between unemployed relief workers and the 

Labour Department. An example of what this advocacy work involved is provided by 

Saunders who sought a ruling on behalf of a single man, who was the sole support for 

his mother, about whether he would be entitled to a married man's allocation of work 

(SP, to RT. Bailey, Labour Dept, undated). This would allow him to work longer 

hours and hence receive a higher pay. 

The unemployed movement was also concerned to lobby the government. In 

November 1933 the CUW A passed a resolution at a meeting of job delegates to the 

Minister for Employment asking for the restoration of the IO percent pay cut, and for 

this to be considered prior to the Christmas Holiday (SP, 6 November 1933). The 

predictable reply from the office of the Minister was that weekly expenditure from the 

Unemployment Fund had been in excess of average weekly income and this had led to 

the necessity to make adjustments in the allocation to centres outside of the four main 

cities. The Minister also commented that an expected drop in the number of 

registered unemployed had not eventuated, so there was, 11no prospect of higher 

allocations" (SP, 9 November 1933). 

The North Canterbury Provincial Council even passed a resolution demanding that 

Labour members of Parliament resign. The reason for this demand is unknown, but 

one can assume that it was intended to precipitate a political crisis. Michael Savage 

replied, 

This matter has been given careful consideration by the Party, and it is 
deemed to be decidedly dangerous to leave the field in the possession of the 
enemy. Our only course is to fight on, and at the same time try to induce the 
people to insist upon a dissolution of Parliament at the earliest possible 
moment. 

(SP, Leader of the Opposition to Saunders, 30 November 1933). 

This demand for the resignation of the parliamentary Labour Party was part of a wider 

campaign to restructure the political system. Thus while the focus of the unemployed 

movement was necessarily on the provision of jobs and higher rates of maintenance 
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for relief workers, there was also a desire to see some quite profound change on the 

political stage. For example, Saunders was constantly exhorting the movement that in 

addition to economic demands, they must lift the struggle to the political level, 

... and press for proportional representation, abolition of the upper house .. 

. , and the country quota, one electorate for New Zealand with party lists 
instead of voting for individuals, absolute free speech and assembly, removal 
of all voting disabilities, release of all political prisoners. 
(SP, Saunders to F. Neale Kaiapoi Unemployed Association, 3 December 
1933). 74 

The unemployed movement was active throughout the 1933 Christmas holiday period 

holding demonstrations and mass meetings. They even made the Deputy Mayor, 

Archer, hand over an extra 500 pounds of rations to relief workers prior to Christmas 

(WW, 23 January 1934).75 It appears that in this period unemployed activity in 

Christchurch was among the most militant in the country with the Workers' Weekly 

recording that ''Reports from Christchurch are splendid, and excepting Gisborne it 

seems to head the barometer of militancy at the present time" (30 January 1934). 

The need for unity on the national stage was also pursued with a resolution passed by 

the CUW A that first required the NUU to immediately establish a united front with 

the NUWM against the Unemployment Board and the Government, and secondly, 

called for a local United Front Committee to be set up (WW, 23 January 1934). At 

this time the NUWM was promoting the idea of a national strike of relief workers. 

Given the fact that the NUU and NUWM were extremely distrustful, even openly 

hostile, towards each other, this resolution could have been either an indication of 

local frustration over the national situation or, part of an attempt by Christchurch's 

communists to realign the CUW A with the NUWM. They were always more in 

74 In view of New Zealand's recent adoption of a proportional representation system of government, 
complete with party lists, it would seem that Saunder's only fault was that his call came fifty years 
before it's time. 

75 A letter from Saunders (secretary of the North Canterbury Provincial Council of Unemployed) to 
the National Secretary of the National Union of Unemployed, confirms that an extra 500 pounds of 
relief had been given after demonstrations by the CUW A. Saunders notes that, "... everybody 
received bread, sugar, meat, butter, oatmeal, and tea. The central depot kept open till 9 pm. 
Saturday" (Saunders papers, 8 January 1934). 



98 

favour of the national office of the UWM which was strongly influenced by the New 

Zealand Communist Party and had the more radical policy initiatives. 

By early 1934 cracks were appearing in the unity of the unemployed movement in 

Canterbury with the Lyttleton Unemployed Workers' Association breaking with the 

NUU and affiliating with the NUWM. This was due to the NUU's refusal to join the 

proposed united front. In a resolution they condemned the attitude of the NUU 

executive as reactionary (WW, 27 February 1934). Though the Lyttleton group was 

not large, with a capitation being paid to the NUU for 48 members in early January 

1934 (Saunders Papers, correspondence 8 January 1934), the split with the NUU was 

representative of what was occurring throughout the country. There was a desire to 

draw away from the negotiating tactics used by the NUU, and instead rely on direct 

action to force concessions from the Government. By September 1934 the CUW A 

itself had followed suit and joined with the NUWM (SP, correspondence 29 

September 1934). 

These concerns to confront the State over economic issues suggests that the basic 

class alignment was the one that is central to industrial society. This was a society in 

which the main domination by the 'dominant' class was of the workplace. Control of 

the State was seen to be central to any attempt to overthrow this domination. 

Not all unemployed organisations exhibited enthusiasm for a national strike. The 

Southland Provincial Relief Workers' Organisation wrote to Saunders commenting 

that the unemployed of Invercargill were not "politically conscious" and therefore 

would not respond to national strike action (SP, 16 and 22 January 1934). Saunders 

in reply stated, 

Certainly we have no economic power, but we have vast political power. Our 
numbers are so great that no Government would disregard a united protest .. 

We cannot wait, while our clothes are wearing out, womenfolk are 
becoming ill, and we are going without the necessities of life, for an election 
two years off 

(SP, 25 January 1934). 
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Despite this desire to fight on the wider national stage, the reality of the day to day 

struggle was that most energy went into protesting incidents on relief work sites. 

These were often about authority relationships on the local site, conditions of work, 

or issues of pay including relativity between men of unequal skill. For example, the 

men working on the Sumner Causeway road relief site had a meeting which demanded 

the removal of an "obnoxious" ganger, and award rates of pay for carpenters 

constructing the boxing for two new bridges (WW, 13 February 1934). Their 

complaints were forwarded to the Causeway Committee ( comprising representatives 

of the local bodies financing the job) whose reply was unsatisfactory and so, in 

protest, the men finished work early. This was also pay day and when the Assistant 

City Engineer came to pay the men he refused to pay out for the time lost. 

The Workers Weekly records that he became more conciliatory when the men 

demonstrated and threatened to tip the pay office over (13 February 1934). Delegates 

from the relief workers later nut forward their demands in nerson to the Causeway . . -

Committee, demands which now extended to award rates for engine drivers and 

blacksmiths (ibid). While they did not gain their demands, they were offered time off 

with pay to· attend stopwork meetings. Actions of this nature bear a strong 

resemblance to traditional union action. In fact only on rare occasions did protest on 

relief work sites take on a more 'political' hue. This reflects the way in which the 

unemployed were being organised onto relief jobs. Much of their daily consciousness 

was informed by their conditions of work. 

Camp Schemes and Piece Rates 

The two issues that raised the greatest opposition from the unemployed movement 

were the camp schemes, 76 and the proposal to pay the men on a piece work basis. 77 

76 The camp scheme caused much suffering to many men as it forced them to be split from their 
families and live under very primitive conditions. The nature of the camp scheme and the insensitive 
manner in which it was run caused at least one man to commit suicide rather than be returned to the 
countryside. Simen Brophy, who had been a chronic sufferer from epileptic fits since his return from 
the war, was sent to a single mens camp run by the Public Works Department at Lake Sumner. This 
was miles from the nearest medical help. Suffering much, he returned to Christchurch and applied 
for other work, but the Labour Bureau only wanted to send him to the Lewis Pass No.1 camp, also in 

THE L\GftARY 
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In mid 1933 these issues were provoking the threat of a strike of relief workers in 

Canterbury. Saunders indicated to the Workers' Defence Organisation in Wellington 

that the Kaiapoi union had established bread-making, vegetable distributing, and other 

co-operatives with the goal of helping both the men in camp at Ashley and the relief 

workers on the Waimakariri, a total of 100 men, in the event of a strike (SP, 30 

October 1933). 

These two issues, while the focus of national protest, were mainly fought locally. The 

Government hoped to get a 'better' return from the men on relief work by paying 

piece work rates. They would not get paid for the time spent at work, rather they 

would be paid for the work completed. The Waimakariri River trust attempted to 

introduce this system at the Waimakariri river diversion works where 1,200 men 

worked. In reply, the unemployed movement introduced a policy of no speeding up 

and refusal to accept less than the old wages. This was taken further by the men who 

refused to work at all while still staying on the job. This action placed the River Trust 

- the employing body - in a powerless position leading them to abandon the piece rate 

system. This led Saunders to claim in a letter to the National Secretary of the NUWM 

that the struggle against the introduction of piece work was going well from the 

movement's point of view, in fact he was confident enough to claim that, ''Relief 

piecework is a dead letter" (SP, 14 December 1934). 

The second major issue was the camp schemes. This was over the Government's 

desire to force married men into the camps. One of the most important struggles to 

occur over the camp issue in Canterbury was that centred on New Brighton, which 

had the highest concentration of unemployed in the Christchurch area. Cheap batches 

for rent contributed to a vast influx of unemployed families seeking cheaper 

accommodation. This meant that the Borough had to combine with the Christchurch 

City Council to find employment for around 4,000 people (Greenaway and Clover, 

the wilderness. Leaving his belongings in the Labour Bureau, Brophy crossed the road to the Royal 
Hotel where he committed suicide by cutting his throat (WW, 15 May 1934). 

77 The piecework system meant that men would be paid for the work achieved, not for time on the 
job. This was widely interpreted as an attempt to make relief work more productive by 'speeding up' 
the men's work output. 
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1978:92). Such a high concentration of unemployed meant that they were able to be 

vote representatives onto the New Brighton Council, with one unemployed man even 

becoming the deputy-mayor (ibid). 

In 1934 the Unemployment Board stated that there was insufficient work in the New 

Brighton area and therefore drafted a large number of men to the Ashley camp. The 

men could choose not to go to the camp, but then they would receive no relief at all. 

This action was protested by the CUW A as well as the local Borough Council, which 

not only sympathised with the men's cause, but was also upset at the Unemployment 

Board's brusque manner in dealing with the issue. In October 1934 a deputation 

which included the New Brighton and Christchurch Mayors, respectively, E. Leaver 

and D. Sullivan, travelled to Wellington to express their annoyance at the Board's 

handling of the matter (Greenaway and Clover, 1978:94). 

The New Brighton unemployed refused to comply with the Unemployment Board's 

demand that they go into camp and their struggle was taken up by both the national 

and local unemployed movements. This protest meant both practical attempts to 

provide money for the "striking" unemployed, and direct action tactics to try and 

force a change of policy. This included a mass deputation of 200 unemployed who 

entered the Christchurch City Council's chambers, to protest the camp scheme, 

singing the Red Flag (WW, 27 October 1934). 

The national appeal for funds to support the strikers did not meet with much success. 

The November 3rd issue of the Workers Weekly mentioning that three contributions 

had been sent from Ashburton, Hikurangi and two unemployed already in a "slave 

camp" who sent in 1 shilling and 4 pence. Despite this failure of the fund raising, by 

late November the fight was almost over. This was a victory for the unemployed. 

Only 24 men had gone into camp while 150 had been placed on sustenance and a 

further 228 re-instated on the No. 5 scheme. Eight men still resisted attempts to force 

them into the camp (WW, 24 November 1934). 

While these were national issues affecting all men on relief work schemes, most found 

it difficult to do more than sympathise with the workers who were directly affected. 
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To strike meant they would be deprived of an already meagre income. To strike over 

an issue happening elsewhere in the country and not directly affecting them, would 

have required a notion of solidarity or class consciousness that on the whole did not 

seem to exist. 

Unemployed Protest Meetings 

Unemployed meetings and protests were not just 'spontaneous' events but required 

extensive organising to make them a success. An idea of the amount of organisation 

needed for such an event was detailed in the Workers Weekly, in this case a Sunday 

meeting to be held in Sydenham Park. 

For three days beforehand the whole of Sydenham will be canvassed from 
door to door and dodgers distributed Intensive organisational work is being 
carried on with the everyday job being visited by speakers, and we have the 
definite promise of support on the day of the proposed mass demonstration 
from severai empioyed organisations. 

(4 August 1934) 

This organisation was undertaken by voluntary labour, often men who themselves 

worked on one of the relief sites around the city. 

On Wednesday 5th September a stopwork meeting was held to fight against the 

Sedition Laws Bill, for better conditions for the unemployed generally, and to demand 

the resignation of the Government. The organisation for this demonstration had taken 

eight weeks, with an organiser visiting relief jobs. The relief workers had voted 7 5 to 

85 per cent on each job in favour of the meeting (WW, I September 1934). 

The actual demonstration took place in wet weather. The Workers Weekly claimed 

that 5,000 marched while 8,000 people were at Latimer Square. The Workers 

Weekly noted that these figures were disputed in The Press newspaper who claimed 

only 1,600 for the march (15 September 1934). The Press was well known as a 

'conservative' newspaper, while the Workers Weekly was the official organ of the 

Communist Party. It could be argued that each had an interest to either under or over 

report the figures. 
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Leading the procession was a group of70 women who marched under the 'red' banner 

of the Working Women's Committee (WW, 1 September 1934). Demonstrations of 

this nature appear to have had an invigorating effect on the unemployed organisation 

as the next issue of the Workers Weekly noted that since the demonstration the 

meetings of the CUW A had been, "very lively and the discussion keen" (29 

September 1934). 

Anti-charity League 

In 1933 an Anti-charity League had been established which later gained a strong 

following from the unemployed workers (The Press, 7 August 1934). The system of 

relief was strongly criticised by the unemployed who thought they should receive 

enough through their pay so they did not have to subject themselves to inspections, 

queues, and the degrading nature of receiving 'charity'. In April 1934 the CUW A 

passed the following resolution opposing charity: 

That we reiterate our emphatic objection to the system of charity relief 
depots, with their consequent lowering of the moral fibre of the workers, and 
maintain that it is the duty of society to actively assist in inaugurating any 
scheme of providing the necessities of life and all those amenities deemed 
necessary, without adding the stigma of charity. 

(WW, 8 May 1934) 

The anti-charity feelings were also fed by allegations of corruption against staff at the 

relief depots (Watson, 1984:498). One Christchurch worker later recalled: 

... I was in the kitchen one day and I smv into his cupboard and it was 
absolutely packed with food All sorts of tinned stuff, and sugar and stuff. . 
. . here was a bloke who was on relief and he had stuff in that cupboard that I 
couldn't afford and I was in work. But I found out later that he had a friend 
in the relief depot and there was quite a racket going. All the good stuff was 
going out the back door to friends of the blokes in charge, and the people like 
me who were going in the front door were getting the rubbish. 

(Simpson, 1990a:J 10-l l l) 

The anti-charity campaign gathered momentum largely through the efforts of, "an 

alliance of Independent Labour, Socialist and Communist leaders" who were 
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operating through the CUWA (Watson, 1984:498-499). Early in 1935 Armstrong led 

a strong drive to destroy the relief system with the idea of forcing the Government to 

increase pay and rations to the former users of the system (Times, 17 January 1935). 

On 21st January 1935 an anti-charity demonstration succeeded in keeping Prime 

Minister Forbes trapped in the Government Buildings in Christchurch at a time when 

he was attempting to rejoin the Duke of Gloucester, who was visiting the city (Times, 

22 January 1935). After a vague promise to provide additional help for the 

unemployed, Forbes was allowed to rejoin the Duke's party. The anti-charity 

campaign continued into March with a demonstration in Latimer Square reported to 

have attracted between 1,000 and 2,000 people (The Press, 14 March 1935; Times, 

14 March 1935). Women were prominent in demonstrations at the central relief 

depot and the council chambers (Times, 12 and 22 March 1935). 

Thus an impressively wide range of issues were addressed by the Christchurch 

unemployed movement, with the unemployed achieving remarkable unity given the 

conflict that had previously existed between radical and reformist elements. There can 

be little doubt that this was an 'old' social movement, although the protest against 

charity is an interesting case. While this protest was tied to an understanding that 

people should be able to earn enough to supply their own needs, there also, from a 

distance, appear to be other concerns. People had to submit to having their personal 

circumstances surveyed before receiving charity. There is an element of control, or of 

a normalising attempt, to dominate people's personal lives. 

The Dunedin unemployed movement followed a different trajectory but again focused 

on similar issues. 
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4.7 DUNEDIN UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENT 

Dunedin Unemployed: 1930-35. 

Like Christchurch, the Dunedin unemployed movement had its roots in the union 

movement. But whereas both cities eventually set up unemployed movements 

nominally independent of the union movement, Dunedin did not undergo the same 

ideological debate Christchurch had experienced. There was not the same tension 

that had existed in Christchurch between the more reformist members of the union 

movement and the radical members of the Communist Party. The Dunedin 

unemployed movement grew from involvement with a relief depot set up in early 

1930. 

In November 1929 the Otago General Labourers' Union had appealed to the Otago 

Labour Representation Committee (OLRC) to do something for the unemployed 

(Robertson, 1978:109). At a public meeting early in 1930 the OLRC and the Otago 

Labour Council set up a Citizens' Unemployment Committee which opened a relief 

depot at the Trades Hall (ibid: 110). But the first real involvement of the unemployed 

did not come until mid-April 1930 when a group of unemployed men decided to form 

an Unemployed Workers' Committee with the specific aim of raising money for relief 

(ibid: 111 ). This was the beginning of the organised unemployed movement in 

Dunedin. 

A small sub-committee of the Unemployed Workers' Committee assisted the 'women' 

with the operation of the relief depot. The involvement of unemployed men in helping 

run the relief depot caused ill feeling, especially between the Mayor of Dunedin, R. 

Black, and the president of the unemployed sub-committee B. O'Donnell. O'Donnell 

was using the sub-committee and the depot as a means of organising the unemployed. 

He was an unemployed member of the Otago General Labourers' Union and as the 

president of the Unemployed Workers' Committee received a wage from the union for 

his services both to the committee and the depot. The mayor thought it was 
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inappropriate for unemployed workers to be involved in running the depot, especially 

if they were paid to do it. 

Other than the Unemployed Workers' Committee, the first reported meeting of an 

organised unemployed organisation was that of the 'Dunedin Unemployed Relief 

Association' held in late 1930 with 59 members present (Otago Daily Times [ODT] 13 

Dec. 1930, cited in Robertson, 1978:142). From organisation the Dunedin and 

Suburban Relief Workers' Association' was later formed with the full support of 

Dunedin trade unions. Unlike Christchurch, there was close co-operation between the 

Communist Party and the union movement in Dunedin. This co-operation continued 

even when the Relief Workers' Association transferred its allegiance to the NUWM 

and changed its name to the Dunedin Unemployed Workers' Movement (Robertson, 

1978:148). 

The Dunedin Unemployed Workers' Movement (DUWM) was active on relief sites 

and particularly sought to improve the conditions of work for the men. They claimed 

that their complaints were getting attention from the authorities and that better 

conditions had resulted (RW, 10 December 1931). As in Christchurch, they were 

active arranging mass meetings of the unemployed. Unlike Christchurch which had 

no large unemployed riots - partly due to the tramway strike - the Dunedin 

unemployed participated in two actions. 

The Unemployed Riot 

On Friday 8 January 1932 a demonstration of unemployed people elected a deputation 

of three men and three women to take the demonstration's demand for "equal relief 

for all" to the Hospital Board (RW, 8 February 1932). Hospital Boards had 

.responsibility for distributing aid to impoverished families. They often required that 

people prove they had sold all they could from their homes before receiving aid. This 

attitude created a lot of ill-feeling and meant that aid was at times unevenly 

distributed. The Board on this occasion refused their demand and said they would 

only deal with "necessitous" cases. The crowd was incensed with this reply. The 
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women in particular began urging the men to take bolder steps to gain the relief they 

needed (ibid). 

Next morning another large demonstration occurred outside the Hospital Board's 

premises with the same demand for relief (Otago Daily Times [ODT], 11-12 Jan. 

1932, cited in Robertson, 1978:149). Again they were refused, whereupon the 

movement's leaders directed the crowd to 'Wardell's' grocery shop and demanded that 

the food be immediately released to the unemployed. There ensued a struggle with 

the police. The crowd rushing the police several times, and blocked George Street to 

all traffic. This demonstration was particularly notable for the role played by women: 

. . . all through traffic was blocked, several women actually throwing 
themselves on the line in front of the cars . . . . At times the women, who 
undoubtedly suffer more than the men in times of crisis, showed an 
aggressive and defiant spirit, and adjured their menfolk to go and take for 
themselves the necessaries which had been so definitely denied them. 

(RW, 8 February 1932) 

Up until this point there was no record of women playing an active part in the 

unemployed movement. It can be assumed that desperation led to their involvement, 

as they often had the task of trying to feed their families from the meagre pay of a 

relief worker. It was not only women who were present in demonstrations, but their 

children as well. One woman remembers seeing women with children in pushchairs 

among the rioters as well as women breaking shop windows (Ebbett, 1981:162). This 

woman recalls that the atmosphere at the time was such that: 

... she and her friends were afraid to go into town because of the hysteria 
engendered by the parades. When they went out they wore their oldest 
clothes as a protection, so that they would not be classed as affluent and 
become a target. 

(Eb bet, 1981: 162) 

The slogan, "Food for All or None at All" was chanted until the offer of 800 food 

parcels to the value of 5 shillings each was accepted by the leaders of the 

demonstration (RW, 8 February 1932). These ''food riots" were a success as the 

Hospital Board released funds that it previously claimed not to have. The 
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unemployed also insisted on controlling the relief depot previously run by the mayor 

and his wife (ibid). The Dunedin UWM co-operated with the Central Methodist 

Mission to open a Citizens' Depot. This distributed supplies donated by a public 

shocked by the violence demonstrated by the unemployed. Though the riot ended in a 

success, it still led to the arrest and imprisonment of five men, one for three months 

and the other four for one month (RW, 8 February 1932). This successful action 

helped establish a women's branch of the Dunedin UWM. The initial meeting, on 12 

February 1932, was attended by 300 women (Robertson, 1978:151).78 

· Almost immediately the women sought to engage in militant action and announced 

that, " ... they would put their men's inactivity to shame" (Robertson, 1978: 158). 

On Friday 8 April 1932 they led a gathering outside the St. Andrew Street Depot. 

. The depot's windows were smashed and an attempt made to overturn the Mayoress's 

car (ibid). 

The Dunedin UWM tried to push the militancy along, and the next day led a large 

procession through the centre of Dunedin to canvas businesses for supplies and funds 

(Robertson, 1978:151). Noonan describes this as an operation that had all the signs 

of "organised intimidation" with a delegation entering into each business while the 

demonstration waited outside (1968:48). On Monday 11 April, it was the tum of the 

single men who attempted to storm the Dunedin Hospital Board's premises only to be 

dispersed by a police baton charge. In reaction to these events the UWM called a 

meeting of the unemployed which declared all relief work 'black' (ODT, 12 April 

1932; cited in Robertson, 1978: 159). 

The Mayor of Dunedin called a ballot on 15 April to try and discern the amount of 

support for the strike. The strike call was defeated by the large margin of 703 to 90 

with 73 men having no opinion (Robertson, 1978: 159).79 This again shows the 

78 The Dunedin UWM had been struggling to start such a womens' branch since Nov. 1931, but had 
met with no success. The successful action of 9th of January 1932 showed that collective action 
could lead to practical benefits. 

79 Robertson (1978:159) notes that the strike call was also made in support of the striking 
Waimakariri relief workers. 
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difficulty involved in asking men with families to strike. Many were only just 

surviving with the pay from the relief work and what they could get from relief 

depots. Having to forgo income would have placed an intolerable burden on many of 

the families. 

The Charity System 

Seeking relief in the form of food or other goods, meant that the family had to subject 

itself to the investigation of a Central Investigating Committee of six members. The 

Committee was composed of 'leading' members of the community. This system was 

set up to ensure that relief depots would be free from personal contact with 

applicants, a situation that had led to some unpleasantness. All applicants for relief 

had to go before the Committee and be subject to investigation, with volunteers 

visiting all applicants at home (Robertson, 1978: 117). 

In a similar vane to the Christchurch unemployed, those in Dunedin intensely disliked 

having to be investigated in this manner. The women's branch of the UWM passing 

the following resolution to try and put a halt to the practice, 

This meeting pledges itself to prevent any person or persons from 
investigating homes for the purpose of qualifying them for relief at the 
Mayor's Depot. We hold that the fact of being a relief worker is sufficient · 
qualification. 

(ODT, 4 March 1932; cited in Robertson, 1978:120) 

The resolution did not achieve a halt to the investigation process. 

Decline 

With the exception of temporary local gains there was a general failure of the riots to 

achieve lasting change. This failure of the riots to achieve any lasting change to the 

relief system led to a weakening of the local UWM. This was mirrored nationally in 

the position of the NUWM. The NUWM had always supported this type of action 

saying that the fight had to be taken to the streets. This tactic had apparently failed, 
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not only in Dunedin but also in Auckland in April, and Wellington in May of the same 

year. This was the period in which the rival NUU was gathering support for itself. 

The general fall in support for both the national and local UWMs was also due to the 

level of violence perceived to be associated with the riots. In Dunedin the UWM 

went from meetings of 800 relief workers earlier in 193 3 to the branch being run 

solely by a small committee in August (Robertson, 1978:327). Other groups 

disaffiliated from the UWM, such as the Mosgiel Unemployed Workers' Committee 

which preferred to concentrate on its own list of "non-militant and non-political 

suggestions" (ODT, 26 March 1932). 

Steps were taken to try and halt this drift away from the UWM. They included a 

workers' relief depot opened on 10 June 1932, and a social committee formed to 

organise weekly dances and socials (ODT, 25 June 1932). Later the UWM attempted 

to strengthen its ties with the wider labour movement and formed a united front 

council with the Alliance ofLabour and the Labour Party (RW, 19 May 1933). But it 

seemed that the heyday of the UWM had passed. During 1934 the Dunedin UWM 

faced competition from no less than five rival unemployed organisations which all 

sought to emphasise their non-militant and social aims (Robertson, 1978:346). An 

attempt was made by the UWM to unite the various groups into an Otago District 

Council of Unemployed. This was achieved in mid-May but by the end of the year the 

Council had ceased to function (ibid:347). 

Even though the UWM struggled to regain the initiative with the unemployed, they 

were still concerned to improve the conditions of relief workers on the job. They had 

a campaign demanding payment for wet weather on relief jobs. At the time, if men 

could not work because of the weather they had to make up the day at a later date. 

The UWM desired to implement the practice used in Wellington. This was that men 

reported to the job and if wet were sent home with no standing around or making up 

of time. In Christchurch, men were paid for half a day but had to make up the other 

half A deputation to the Dunedin City Counil resulted in a motion being passed in 

full accordance with the demands of the UWM (SP, Dunedin UWM to CUWA, 4 July 

1933). 
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Piece Rates 

The issue of piece rates on relief works was also controversial. It was claimed that 

the Government, faced with increasing expenditure on relief works, were attempting 

to secure a higher return in the form of a work speed-up which meant payment only 

for work accomplished (WW, 14 November 1933). At a mass meeting, chaired by 

Gilchrist of the NUWM, the following resolution was passed which both condemned 

piece work, and drew a contrast with the subsidies and other help given to the 

business sector. 

This mass meeting of Dunedin citizens emphatically protest against the 
proposals of the Unemployment Board to introduce piece rate methods of 
payment, the purpose of which is to still further reduce the already 
insufficient relief of unemployed workers. In view of the large subsidies to 
wealthy companies and the indemnification accorded to the banks, such 

• • -, T , J J J .,, J • J_.1. _J .f' • actwn appears to oe oom a catcutmea msuu anu a measure OJ economic 
cruelty. 

(Ww, 14 November 1933) 

Clearly the implicit understandings behind this resolution equated the Government 

with the business, or capitalist, class in opposition to unemployed workers. Equally 

clear was the hand of the NUWM in wording the resolution. 

A national call by the NUWM for a strike of relief workers was balloted in Dunedin. 

A meeting held in January 1934 passed a resolution calling for a provisional 

organising council (including the Alliance of Labour, Trades and Labour Council, 

Labour Party and all unemployed organisations) to be set up to arrange plans to carry 

out the strike action (WW, 30 January 1934). The inclusion of the wider labour 

movement in the proposed council was due to recognition of the UWM's own 'weak' 

position. This was pointed out later in the year by the visiting national secretary of 

the NUWM who reported that the branch was "undoubtedly weak", but who in a 

hopeful vain said that there is every prospect of once more rallying the, "toilers 

around the militant policy of the NUWM" (WW, 18 August 1934). His hopes still 

had not been fulfilled by December when the Workers Weekly noted that Dunedin 
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was still in a "lull in activity" but was raising the question of extra Christmas relief 

through open-air meetings in the Museum grounds (22 December 1934). 

The Dunedin movement did not have the same debate over alternative strategies that 

was a vivid part of the Christchurch movement. Despite this, the DUWM was still 

seen as being too radical for many of the unemployed. There were similarities with 

Christchurch through the predominant concern for conditions of work. With the 

exception of the unemployed riots, much of the action resembled that taken by the 

wider labour movement. The role of women was significant, particularly with the 

protests about charity and the way relief depots were being run. 

4.8 CONCLUSION 

An unemployed movement, by definition, cannot be anything other than a response to 

an economic downturn. Its membership is drawn from people who have become 

jobless, or who have entered the work force and are looking for work. As such, the 

unemployed movement consists of people who have become marginalised from the 

workforce, people who can no longer fully participate in society. This is reflected in 

the precarious position of the movement itself Unlike other organisations it does not 

have underpinnings of financial strength or stable membership. 

A true social movement should not just be defensive but should also offer alternatives 

to the 'dominant' ideology. For Touraine, the 1930s represented 'industrial' society. 

Thus we would have expected to find a social movement that put forward an 

alternative view of how work, and the rewards of work, should be organised. They 

would seek to take charge of the future direction of society and oppose a socialist 

ideology to the capitalist society the movement found itself in. It should not have 

features of a 'new' social movement. 

Touraine claims that a 'new' social movement forms because of the 'shift' to a post

industrial society. This would see new forms of conflict, no longer centred on what 
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has been traditionally called the 'class' struggle. Instead there would be resistance to 

the expansion of the state and business into what is termed 'civil' society. The new 

conflict would oppose an expanding 'technocracy' that was attempting to 'create' 

norms of consumption, to marginal groups who would instead offer alternative ways 

of living, would demand the right to create their own norms, or styles of life. 

So the question that needs to be answered of the 1930s unemployed is, 'what form of 

collective action did they engage in'? To begin an answer, we need to understand 

the economic context that created the 'Great Depression' and hence gave birth to the 

1930s unemployed movement. Prior to the depression, New Zealand's economy had 

been through a series of boom and bust cycles which mirrored what was occurring in 

the·British economy. The export economy was totally reliant on the export of sheep 

and dairy products to this single market. This double exposure, a reliance on the 

export of farm products and a single market, meant that when the crash in the world 

economy finally occurred in 1929 New Zealand had no alternative products to export, 

or indeed markets for its products. As Britain slumped into a deep depression, New 

Zealand followed. The result was unprecedented levels of unemployment. 

The Government responded with the Unemployment Act of 1930 which established 

an Unemployment Board that rationed out relief to the unemployed. The 

environment, both for the Board and the unemployed, was constrained by Forbes' 

dictum that the unemployed should work for their supper. This decision ushered in 

the Number Five Scheme and the work camps, or as they were commonly called, the 

slave camps. 

The unemployed movement was a response to this economic downturn of the late 

1920s. There was early unemployed activity in Christchurch, which in a refrain which 

was to become familiar, was aided by both communists and the union movement. 

They were not the only allies the unemployed had, but they were the closest. Local 

bodies also sided with the unemployed by providing relief work prior to the 

Unemployment Act, setting up relief depots, and sending deputation's to Wellington. 

Members of the Church and the voluntary sector provided support for the 

unemployed, but largely it was the Communist Party and the labour movement - the 
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union movement in conjunction with the Labour Party - who consistently attempted 

to organise, support, and direct the unemployed. 

The Communist Party became alienated from the wider labour movement in the early 

1930s. This was in response to the 1928 initiative taken by the Sixth Congress of the 

Third (Communist) International. This called for a complete break between the 

Labour and Socialist Parties. The Communist Party sought to pursue radical policies 

and were critical of, what they saw as, the reformist measures being pursued by the 

union movement and Labour Party. The Communist Party tried to forge a powerful 

'independent' national unemployed movement. Independence in this context refers to 

a break with the labour movement, and alignment with the radical policies of the 

Communist Party. They anticipated_ that the unemployed could become a political 

force strong enough to act as the vanguard of the 'revolution'. Hence the NUWM had 

militant, non-negotiable, policies. The labour movement was generally more 

moderate in its approach, and was at first reluctant to see an unemployed movement 

that was separate from the union movement. They later moved to help establish a 

rival national movement, the NUU, which acted to moderate unemployed radicalism, 

particularly in the wake of the 1932 riots. 

The unemployed movement had two main places of recruitment, the Labour Bureaux 

and the relief jobs. These were inhabited by unemployed men given the exclusionary 

nature of the government's unemployment policy. But they were places where large 

numbers of the unemployed were forced to congregate, and hence would have 

provided a fertile atmosphere for propaganda. This is reinforced by the occasions 

when spontaneous demonstrations were organised from the Labour Bureaux. The 

only other place of a like nature, were the relief depots. It is interesting to note that it 

was at the relief depots that women were more likely to be involved in unemployed 

activism. There were two reasons for this. First, it was the only place where large 

numbers of women in need of relief gathered, and second, women had a strong 

interest in ensuring they had access to goods to supplement the relief workers' meagre 

wages. 
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The relief jobs were perhaps the most organised, with the Christchurch UWM, and 

later the CUW A, operating a job delegate council. Through this system the 

unemployed movement could keep in contact with a disparate number of relief work 

sites. Lastly, public meetings and demonstrations provided a way of contacting 

people who did not frequent any of the other three places. Besides the unemployed 

men, these meetings would have helped attract; women, those aged under 20 years, 

and the employed. 

The two strands of the unemployed movement represented different goals. One 

strand was made up of social actors attempting to gain control of the state to enable 

them to restructure the economic base of society. They were a . class movement 

operating in direct opposition to business interests. For Touraine, this first strand 

represents the cutting edge of the social movement as it alone has the capacity to 

oppose 'class' actors. These unemployed were attempting to take control of the 

production of historicity, while the capitalist class, through the state, continued their 

domination of the workers' labour power. By contrast, the reformist strand had been 

incorporated into the capitalist society, and as is the case with most trade unions, even 

the Labour Party of the time, it sought only to 'negotiate' better conditions for the 

unemployed. At various periods the unemployed were more allied closely with one 

than the other. 

There was always an attempt to build a mass movement with meetings and 

demonstrations. Deputation's were often supported by a demonstration allowing the 

mass of people immediate access to decisions being made on their behalf Despite 

this, the movement was often weak. Their allies were themselves either weakened by 

the depression, as was the union movement, or in the case of the Communist Party, 

intent on pursuing a separate policy. The option of strike action on relief jobs was 

always a painful one to take up given the fact that many unemployed were existing in 

poverty. 

Given that a number of names keep reappearing over several years it can be assumed 

that the leadership was· actually in the hands of a few stalwarts. The local unemployed 

organisations, in both Dunedin and Christchurch, affiliated to national movements in 
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an attempt to present a united voice for their common concerns. Unfortunately the 

national movements appear to have spent much of their energy fighting each other 

rather than the Government. This situation seriously compromised the unemployed 

movement. In the end small battles were won, but the war lost. 

The unemployed movement proved to be successful on local issues, particularly when 

it could place pressure on officials through mobilising its membership. That it could 

not place sustained pressure on those officials indicates a failure to transform itself 

into a true mass movement. When it came to national issues it proved a dismal 

failure. The split into radical and reformist wings tended to divide the movement and 

moderate its demands. 

This movement reflects Touraine's expectation of what one would find in an industrial 

society. The movement was concerned almost entirely with work or economic issues. 

It was dominated by radicals and reformists who, to varying degrees, sought to exact 

change on the country's economic management. The unemployed did have a 

collective voice and at times it was heard with telling effect. In the end they did not 

succeed in forcing an alternative economic strategy on the Government, only in 

moderating somewhat the thrust of the Government's unemployment policies. 
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The period from the end of the 'Great Depression' through to the late 1960s was one 

that saw great social change in New Zealand. In common with many other Western 

nations, New Zealand experienced an extended period of economic stability and 

growing affluence. Touraine asserts that this period saw the birth of the post

industrial society. A period when the 'old' class conflict engendered by industrial 

society was overtaken by a new central conflict. Civil society rather than control of 

industry becomes the new battlefield. In Touraine's view, the new social movements 

that develop in this period attempt to extend and diversify their 'social space' against 

the increased domination by the state and industry of the previously private sphere of 

civil society. 

A shift to such a society would be difficult to document and is outside the scope of 

this thesis. Instead, the next chapter, which describes the unemployed movement, will 

look for 'indicators' of the new conflict. To try and understand this movement, and 

the activists who people it, we need a context from which to view its development. 

Therefore this chapter will examine the economic and social conditions which led to 

the establishment of our second unemployment movement. 
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5.2 INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC CONDITIONS 

The Western nations, including New Zealand, went through a long period of 

economic expansion following the Second World War. This expansion was due in 

part, to first, the amount of reconstruction needed by Europe and Japan following the 

war, and second, the anus build up that followed the implementation of the 'cold war' 

between NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation), dominated by the United 

States, and the Warsaw pact nations (primarily those of eastern Europe), dominated 

by the Soviet Union. 

This post-war economic boom allowed Western states the comparative luxury of 

looking towards the social well-being of their citizens rather than having only a 

concern with material progress. Thus in the fifties and sixties welfare states came into 

full bloom. They were a compromise between capital, labour, and the State. Capital, 

or the bourgeoisie, moderated their economic demands in return for steady economic 

growth; while labour moderated their demands for a socialist economy in return for a 

wider redistribution of the economic benefits brought by economic growth. The State 

grew in significance as the redistribution mechanism. New Zealand was at the 

forefront of this process largely because of the reforms introduced by the First Labour 

Government. This concern for state intervention was also made possible by the new 

economic orthodoxy of Keynesian economic management. This new orthodoxy 

allowed the state a role in managing the economy. In New Zealand, both major 

political parties accepted the need for a mixed economy (Shirley, Easton, Briar, 

Chatterjee, 1990:13).80 

One of the reasons for the severity of the 1930s depression was New Zealand's over

dependence on selling primary products to the British market. In the 1930s Britain 

took 81 percent of New Zealand's total exports while by the beginning of the 1970s 

this had slipped to only 3 5 percent. The USA, Japan and Australia were the other 

80 A mixed economy is described by Shirley et al (1990: 13) as one which has two components, first, 
"a market system of production and distribution", secondly, the state has responsibility for, 
"economic policy and the enhancement of social welfare". 
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main trading partners. A further 30 percent of exports were being shipped to other 

parts of the world (Franklin, 1978:86). Despite this diversification of exports, the 

New Zealand economy was still overly dependent on Britain in particular, and OECD 

countries in general. 

In the 1960s it became obvious that Britain would join the EEC (European Economic 

Community) therefore undermining New Zealand's established position in the British 

market. From the late 1960s New Zealand could no longer sell everything that was 

produced on the farm, nor could Britain provide a guaranteed market. Attempts were 

made to diversify the nation's exports and markets, and while these were relatively 

successful, New Zealand's terms of trade still declined by 25 percent over a 25 year 

period (Jesson, 1992:43). In 1967 a balance of payments crisis (the difference 

between New Zealand's exports and imports) occurred (Franklin, 1978:109). This 

led to a recession, in New Zealand, which for some marks the end of the post war 

boom, and the start of a period that saw increasing economic stagnation. 

The 1970s saw the world economy in trouble. This was amplified by two oil price 

shocks, in the early and late 1970s, which saw the price of crude oil increase 

dramatically in price. The world recession saw a slow down in growth and the return 

of persistent unemployment. 

The growth of the welfare state in many countries led to increasing government 

regulation of the economy. This was true of Britain and New Zealand. The recession 

of the 1970s and the stagnant economies of many countries was blamed on the 

inhibiting effect these regulations had for business. The 1980s saw Britain and the 

United States go through a deregulation of their economies. In the United States this 

was led by Ronald Reagan, while in Britain the Conservative Prime Minister Margaret 

Thatcher introduced a series of economic reforms designed to free up the economy. 

These reforms ushered in an extended period of high unemployment. 

Britain's unemployment rate rose above three million (10.6 percent of the workforce) 

for the first time in the nation's history in September 1982, and while it slipped below 

this figure in May 1987, by January 1993 it had again risen above the three million 
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mark (The Press, 20 February 1993). During this period of high unemployment 

Britain had experienced economic growth. This raised the notion that economic 

growth could no longer be used to reduce the unemployment rate. Economists 

predicted that unemployment would rise in Britain even as the economy recovered 

(ibid). 

New Zealand went down a similar track to Britain. New Zealand had the largest 

decline, of all OECD countries in the period 1987-1992, in the proportion of people 

employed in the secondary sector, by 4.5 percentage points (Statistics New Zealand, 

1994: 146). This decline was a reflection of the weak state of industries in this 

secondary sector, primarily manufacturing and construction. Overall, the number 

employed fell by 5.8 percent in this period compared with employment increases of 9 

percent in Japan and 8 percent in Australia and Germany (ibid: 145). This period saw 

unemployment in New Zealand increase by 6.2 percentage points while the OECD 

average rose by 0.2 of a percentage point (Statistics New Zealand, 1994:146). 

5.3 NEW ZEALAND ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CONDITIONS 

Out of Depression 

After many years of stringent Coalition rule, 193 5 saw Labour win a landslide election 

victory. Labour gained a total of 59 seats ( counting sympathetic independent MPs) to 

the 19 retained by the Coalition. Labour was to govern for the next 14 years during 

which they laid the foundations for New Zealand's welfare state. 81 

The decimation of the Coalition saw the emergence of the other major political party 

of the post war years, National. The National Party rose from the ashes of the 

Coalition to fight the 193 8 election and eventually became· the Government in 1949. 

81 In 1938 Labour passed the Social Security Act. This was a watershed Act which, among other 
aims, introduced medical and hospital benefits as well as new cash benefits which included: sickness, 
unemployment and superannuation (Department of Statistics, 1990). 
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Except for two interruptions by one term Labour administrations m 1957-60 and 

1972-75, National would remain in government until 1984. 

From the low point of the depression in 1933 the New Zealand economy gradually 

revived. Economic growth, combined with a large public works program saw 

unemployment rapidly reduce to 8000 on "sustenance and relief" by December 1937 

(Department of Statistics, 1990). In contrast to the Coalition's conservative 

management of the economy, the Labour Government followed an economic 

interventionist line. They were able to provide a badly needed stimulus to the 

economy. Somewhat perversely, they were also helped by the advent of the Second 

World War which stimulated demand for raw products and helped soak up the 

lingering unemployment. 

The Long Boom 

The period following the war is described, now with a touch of nostalgia, as the 'long 

boom'. The post war period of economic stability meant that for much of the next 

three decades unemployment in New Zealand was, what one commentator has called, 

"microscopic" (James, 1986:55). The State had a policy of full employment, at least 

until the late 1960s when, Pearson and Thorns (1983: 20) assert, there was a shift to a 

more activist restructuring policy by the Government which saw a greater willingness 

to use unemployment as an economic policy tool. Some unemployment in the fifties 

and sixties would have been hidden. For example, if a woman was looking for a job, 

and she had a working partner, it is unlikely she would have registered as jobless. 

This scenario would result in some under-counting, but overall unemployment would 

have been a minor component of this period. 

The period of the long boom was one of growing affluence; a diversification of 

employment opportunities; and a growing heterog;eneity in the workforce. The post

war period witnessed a marked increase in the participation of additional groups of 

workers in the workforce. Women and Maori moved into the workforce in growing 

numbers while immigration was a widely used policy to make up for the labour 
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shortages being experienced in this period. In New Zealand's case, this included large 

numbers of Pacific Islands people as well as immigrants from the more traditional 

areas of Northern Europe and Britain. The majority of the immigrants were from the 

United Kingdom, and were brought out under various assisted passage schemes 

(Dept. of Statistics, 1990 NZOYB). Large numbers of Maori and Pacific Islands 

people became concentrated in the unskilled sector of the workforce. 82 In particular, 

the increased participation of women, Maori and Pacific Islanders had a widespread 

impact on New Zealand's occupational structure (Thoms, 1992:7).83 

A Stagnating Economy 

This unprecedented run of economic growth was broken by 1967 and the long post

war boom began to stagnate. In 1967 wool prices failed to reach the reserve set by 

the Wool Commission and 706,000 bales had to be stockpiled around the country 

(Franklin, 1978). This failure to sell the wool overseas led to a dramatic worsening in 

New Zeaiand's terms of trade. The New Zealand economy began to falter and there 

was the reappearance of unemployment. This was exacerbated in 1973, and again in 

1978, by a sharp rise in the price of oil by the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC). Despite a commodities boom from 1972 to 1974, fuelled by 

rising wages, the 1970s were years of economic stagnation. 

The New Zealand economy of the late 1970s and early 1980s was described by David 

Caygill, Minister of Finance in the Fourth Labour Government, as being afflicted by 

serious problems that included: rising unemployment, a high rate of inflation, an 

economy that had been spending more overseas than what the country was earning 

since 1973, a Government spending more than it was raising in taxes, and 

consequently a climbing level of overseas debt (Caygill, 1992: 68-69). Unlike the 

82 For example, while 59 percent of Maori men and 47 percent of Maori women were in the 
unskilled sector of the labour force, the equivalent for men and women in the European population 
was, respectively, 31 percent and 17 percent (Thorns, 1992:97). 

83 The female labour force increased by 179 percent between 1961 and 1986, from 240,134 to 
670,002; while the male labour force grew by 39.1 percent over the same period, from 674,578 to 
938,613; (NZOYB, 1990:361-62). 
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financial 'orthodoxy' of the 1930s, the National Government of the time chose to 

borrow heavily in an attempt to support the local economy, and hence keep living 

standards at an artificially high level. This policy was consistent with Keynesian 

demand management. 

The 1930s depression saw the New Zealand economy being buffeted largely by 

exogenous economic forces, therefore there was no great pressure to restructure the 

economy. Instead the Government of the time chose to wait for the British economy 

to strengthen and regain its former ability to absorb the country's exports. By the 

1970s New Zealand was had a highly regulated economy. In an effort to provide full 

employment, the Government had used tariffs, subsidies, import licences and other 

controls to protect jobs and industries. This left the country ill-prepared to compete 

in the increasingly competitive international market place, particularly since the 

country could no longer rely on the British economy to pull it out of the economic 

mire. The Fourth Labour Government of 1984 chose to restructure the troubled 

economy, a decision which was to reshape the New Zeaiand sociai iandscape. 

Despite the differences between the two depressions there are also similarities. For 

example, Frank Pearson, an investment adviser, suggests that the excesses that 

occurred in the 1980s - the rise of conspicuous consumption perhaps best understood 

by the creation of the 'yuppie' (young upwardly mobile professional person), and the 

soaring sharemarket - were similar to those of the mid- l 920s. The reason, Pearson 

asserts, that the early 1990s have not seen depression on the same scale as the 1930s 

is because of the markedly increased size and role of the state (Sunday Times, 19 

September 1993). Government deficits have been accumulated to artificially sustain 

consumption and economic activity. 

The difference is that 60 years ago society took the hit front on and quickly -
hence the depth of the Depression. Nowadays it's not respectable for banks 
to go bust and for people to lose everything and have to beg. The 
consequence of such different social attitudes would seem to be that the 
adjustments to excesses of the recent past will be strung out over the entire 
1990s. 

(Pearson, Sunday Times, 19 September 1993) 
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It is easy to forget how important the state has become to the economy. Despite the 

Government's policy since 1984 to reduce its role, the influence of the state is still far 

larger and more dominant than in the 1930s. Recent affluence, and income transfer by 

the welfare state, also tends to hide obvious poverty and make its existence 

unacceptable to many New Zealanders. 

In a similar manner to business figures of the l 930s, the influential Business 

Roundtable - a grouping of representatives from New Zealand's largest businesses -

has been calling for deep cuts in Government spending. For example, in an effort to 

encourage the Government to reduce the budget deficit the Roundtable recommended 

that Government Departments should be required to shave 5 percent off their 

spending each year for the next two budgets (The Press, 14 April 1992). A strategy 

since adopted in a modified form by the Government. This was part of a package of 

spending reductions they were recommending in a report 'Budgetary Stress: Why 

New Zealand Needs to Reduce Government Spending, Deficits, and Debt'. This 

mechanism has become common with Government Departments being rnutinely 

required to make up budget short falls through efficiency gains. The Roundtable's 

austerity package was designed to reduce State spending from the current 42 percent 

of GDP (Gross Domestic Product) to between 25 and 30 percent of GDP (ibid). 

Economic Deregulation 

The growth of the State in the post war period was largely due to the aftermath of the 

1930s Depression which saw the First Labour Government regulate the economy and 

construct what came to be known as the 'cradle to the grave' welfare state. Fifty 

years later its progeny, the Fourth Labour Government, set in motion a complete 

deregulation of the New Zealand economy. Ironically this deregulation, since 

extended by the 1990 National Government, has returned New Zealand to similar 

policies expounded by the Coalition Government of the early 1930s. 

The Lange Labour Government deregulated the economy by deliberately removing 

the barriers that protected the domestic market from overseas competition. This had 
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the immediate effect of producing a huge increase in imports which replaced many 

New Zealand made goods. At the same time the Government ran a deflation policy 

which dramatically raised the cost of borrowing money. This further squeezed the 

local economy. It was these policies, coupled with the down-tum in the international 

economy, that were responsible for the dramatic increase in unemployment from 4 

percent of the workforce in 1985 to 11.1 percent in 1992 (Prime Ministerial Task 

Force on Employment, 1994). 

One political commentator asserted that the deregulation of the economy has had the 

consequence of New Zealand losing virtually all its economic autonomy (Jesson 

1992:44). It was this period that saw a large number of New Zealand state assets 

transfer to overseas ownership. It could be said that this divestment of state assets 

was one of the major features of the 1980s. These range from the sale of New 

Zealand Steel in October 1987 to the sale of New Zealand Rail in July 1993. In all, 

the Fourth Labour Government disposed of 20 state assets while since 1990 National 

has sold a further six. 84 

A majority of these assets were sold directly to overseas compames or to New 

Zealand companies with significantly large overseas share holdings. Some of the 

assets were subsequently sold overseas after the failure of the original New Zealand 

purchaser. For example, Equiticorp purchased New Zealand Steel in 1987 but it was 

subsequently sold to overseas interests after Equiticorp' s collapse. The net result of 

the deregulation and sale of assets for unemployment, was that the Government 

became less important as a lever for job creation. 

84 The list ofassests sold by the Government (both Labour and National) since 1987 include: NZ 
Steel, Petrocorp, Development Finance Corporation, Health Computing Services, Postbank, Air New 
Zealand, Shipping Corporation, Landcorp Mortgages, Rural Bank, Communicate New Zealand, 
Government Printing Office, National Film Unit, State Insurance Office, Tourist Hotel Corporation, 
Telecom, Maui Gas, Synfuels, New Zealand Liquid Fuel Investment, Export Guarantee Office, 
Government Supply Brokerage, Housing Corporation Mortgages, Petroleum Mining Licences, Bank 
of New Zealand, New Zealand Timberlands, Forest Cutting Rights, and New Zealand Rail. 
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Political Parties 

The post-war period in New Zealand was dominated by two parties, National and 

Labour. They purported to represent, respectively, the right and left of New 

Zealand's political spectrum. In reality they were both broad spectrum parties with a 

commitment to the welfare state. The post war political environment (until 1984) was 

dominated by National with their reign on government interrupted by two periods of 

Labour administration. These were formed in 1957 - 1960 and 1972 - 1975. 

During this post-war period collective actions began to take on a new character 

somewhat resembling Touraine's description of new social movements. For example, 

James (1986) explicitly compares the anti-Vietnam war protests with three 'industrial' 

clashes: those of the 1913 Waihi gold-mine and Wellington waterfront confrontations; 

the unemployed riots of 1932; and the 1951 waterfront strike. 

Those clashes were negative and hard, centred on individual need or greed 
The underlying characteristic of the 1960s radicalism was a big optimism, 
concerned often with the self in the sense of individual spiritual salvation but 
allied to a broader quest for the salvation of humankind, a belief in human 
perfectibility. 

(James, 1986:31) 

While James makes use of metaphor by asserting that the anti-war protests were soft 

and optimistic as against the hard and negative character of the earlier protests, he is 

attempting to point to what he sees as a qualitative difference between the two eras. 

The Vietnam protests were no longer focused on economic issues or problems 

surrounding the workplace, instead there was a, "belief that a new society could be 

created without the dehumanisation of materialism, its emphasis on size and 

hierarchy, its exploitation of the powerless and rape of the physical environment" 

(James, 1986:31). It is interesting that James - a political commentator - draws such a 

contrast between the earlier collective movements, which included the 1930s 

unemployed movement, and those that emerged in the 1960s. This contrast resembles 

Touraine's thesis regarding the emerging post-industrial society. 
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In late 1972 a new political party emerged that captured some of these 'new' concerns, 

particularly those being expressed by the younger generation. Values had a message 

that was at odds with the traditional parties who sought sound economic 

management, growth, and the distribution of those benefits through the welfare state. 

Instead they wanted to limit economic growth, particularly energy, and they were 

concerned to protect the environment. Values also called for the decentralisation of 

power to local communities (James, 1986:34). These concerns were partly reflected 

by the major parties. For example, the Labour government of 1972-75 sent a warship 

to protest French nuclear weapon tests in the South Pacific. These were policies that 

do fit well within the concept of Industrial Society with its commitment to economic 

growth. 

Despite this growth in alternative political issues, traditional economic management 

was to have the greatest impact on New Zealand in the next two decades. In 1984 

Labour, under David Lange, was elected to power in a landslide victory. The most 

important figure in this Government was not to be Lange but his finance minister, 

Roger Douglas. Douglas was an advocate for free market reforms, subsequently to 

be called 'Rogernomics'. 

Under his influence the Fourth Labour Government acted in a very un-labour-like 

manner by deregulating the economy. The Labour Government reduced inflation by 

imposing a high interest rate monetary policy, reduced the level of protection for local 

manufacturers by allowing free import of commodities, and privatised or created state 

trading organisations of much of the public sector. Jesson (1989:9) places what he 

refers to as the collapse of the "historic compromise" in this period. The historic 

compromise was introduced by the First Labour Government of the late 1930s and 

saw the working class moderate its goal of socialism in return for the business 

community accepting a regulated and protected economy along with the welfare state. 

Dissatisfaction with the radical shift to the free market was the cause of a split in the 

Labour Party in April 1989. A number of previous Labour Party members split to 

form 'New Labour' with a former Labour president, Jim Anderton, at its head. This 

new party espoused many of the traditional values that Labour appeared to have 
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forsaken. Later Anderton was to form the Alliance, a coalition of parties which 

included the Greens (a party with strong environmental concerns), New Labour, the 

Liberals, the Democrats (formerly Social Credit), and a Maori party, Mana Motohake. 

In the 1990 general election the conservative National Party won a landslide victory 

over Labour. It continued the economic reforms instituted by Labour but also sought 

to cut expenditure in the social arena. Boston and Dalziel (1992:ix) comment on the 

direction of this Government, a direction that bears an uncanny resemblance to that 

taken by the Reform Government 60 years previously . 

. . . the Government's undue emphasis, like its predecessors, on achieving price 
stability; its questionable wisdom in pursuing the goal of a fiscal balance in 
the midst of a serious recession, together with the doubtful merits of relying 
primarily on expenditure cuts rather than tax increases to reduce the fiscal 
deficit; the severity of the cuts in welfare benefits and their damaging social 
consequences .... 

It would almost seem that the ghosts of Forbes and Coates were again stalking the 

land. Indeed, 1991 saw the introduction of cuts to social welfare benefit levels. 

Although these cuts were widely protested, the Government was intent on widening 

the income gap between those in work and those on a welfare benefit. The 'benefit 

cuts', as the income cut came to be known as, were part of a package announced by 

Ruth Richardson, Minister of Finance, on 19 December 1990. In addition to the 

benefit cuts for 'short-term' beneficiaries, the policy proposals included a more 

stringent administration of social security benefits, a new work test and stricter 

eligibility requirements, and the introduction of more user pays for health, education 

and housing. The 1990 statement asserted that these measures were necessary to 

produce fiscal savings, produce an incentive to work, and to reduce the degree of 

dependence on the state (Richardson, 1990).85 

85 The amount of benefit that was cut varied acccording to family type. For example, single people 
aged 20 to 24 had their benefit cut by $35.40 (24. 7 per cent) to the previous youth rate of $108.17 a 
week. A married couple with one child had their benefit cut by $25.20 to $271.88 a week. 



129 

In 1993 continued public dissatisfaction with the way New Zealand was being 

governed led to the public voting for an MMP (Multi Member Proportional) system 

of government. This system will be introduced at the next election and greatly 

increases the chance of a coalition government. There will be a tendency for the two 

dominant parties to fragment at their extremes, that is, at the left and right of their 

respective spectrums. Christine Dann (1992:53) (Leader of the Green Party of 

Aotearoa/New Zealand) comments that once two parties could cover most of the 

range of public opinion but that now, " ... there are many ideologies in the political 

market place. Our electoral system does not suit the fact that we have become so 

politically diverse". Interestingly, Dann views the current political environment as 

the most unstable she has experienced and considers that you would have to go back 

to, " ... the early 30s to find an equally unstable period" (ibid). National were re

elected with a slim one seat majority in 1993. The opposition, in addition to Labour, 

now included the Alliance (left of centre) and New Zealand First (a middle of the road 

party) with two parliamentary seats each. 

Trade Unions 

The 1930s depression saw the union movement at a low ebb because of a combination 

of falling membership, unemployment, and government and business attacks on the 

wages and conditions of workers. The 1980s have witnessed a similar phenomenon. 

This was a period that saw many changes in the union movement as they struggled to 

adapt to the new environment. 

One dramatic shift was the virtual disappearance of small unions, those with 

memberships under 1,000. This was because of a new "1,000" members rule 

introduced by Labour's 'Labour Relations Act 1987' (Harbridge, Hince, Honeybone, 

1994:175). In 1985 there were 136 such unions whereas by 1992 there were only 7. 

Overall the number of unions in New Zealand fell from 227 in 1986 to only 58 in 1992 

(Statistics New Zealand, 1994: 13 7). This was part of a deliberate drive to combine 

the small fragmented unions into organisations that would be stable and more able to 

negotiate from a position of strength. 
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Perhaps the most sobering aspect of the late 1980s for the union movement was the 

sharp decline in membership. In 1992 there were 428,160 union members, down 16.9 

percent from 515,311 in 1991; and 34.1 percent down on the 649,857 unionists in 

1989 (Statistics New Zealand, 1994:137). Union density decreased from a coverage 

of 66 percent in 1985 to 43 percent in 1993 (Harbridge, Hince, Honeybone, 

1994: 17 5). There was also a decline in work stoppages as the depression gathered 

strength. From a peak of 383 stoppages in 1985 which involved 182,200 workers, 

there was a rapid decline in union militancy until in 1992 there were only 54 work 

stoppages involving 26,800 workers (ibid, 1994:135).86 This is the lowest number of 

employees involved in work stoppages since 1965 when 15,300 employees were 

involved. 

Some theorists would argue that the reduction in union membership was due to a 

wider class re-alignment, particularly the growth of the 'new' middle class (see 

Chapter One, The Changed Nature of Ciass?), but Colin Clark (1992:93) - retired 

General Secretary of the Public Service Association - considers that the cause can be 

summed up in one word, "unemployment'. In Clark's view the pendulum has swung, 

". . . firmly back to the employers side. They are very much on the front foot, the 

unions are on the backfoot, and the Employment Contracts Act is a reflection of 

that" (Clark, 1992:93). 

In 1991 the Employment Contracts Act (ECA) was introduced by the new National 

Government. The ECA dismantled the industrial relations system that had stood since 

the introduction of the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1894. No longer 

did unions have a central role in industrial relations, instead there was a shift from a 

collective bargaining system to one based upon the concept of individual contracts. 

This labour market reform had begun under the previous Labour Government with 

the Labour Relations Act 1987 but it reached its peak under National. Walsh 

(1992:74) comments that the introduction of the ECA has seen: 

86 These figures also refer to employer lockouts of which there were 8 in 1985 and 7 in 1992. 
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a substantial, perhaps irreversible fall in trade union membership and 
collective bargaining coverage, the continued erosion of employment 
conditions and employment security, a growing sense of employer strength and 
(in some quarters) militancy .... 

Thus there is a repetition of the 1930s situation where the union movement, a 

potential ally of the unemployed movement, is again weakened at the very time the 

unemployed are organising and casting around for allies. 

This weak position of unions in the current econonuc and political climate is 

illustrated by the ability of New Zealand Rail to force the Seafarers and Engineers 

Unions and Merchant Service Guild (traditionally powerful unions) to accept a 

dramatic increase in the number of days worked each year on the road/rail ferries and 

also a significant number of redundancies (The Evening Post, 24 June 1994). This 

was achieved by employer militancy, a threatened lockout and the in.troduction of 

alternative crews, in the face of apparent union weakness.87 

The Communist Party 

The Communist Party, though small in numbers, was a ma_ior player within the 

unemployed movement of the 1930s. By the current depression the Party had become 

almost irrelevant as an organising force. The Party had switched it's allegiance to 

China from the Soviet Union. It had lost much of the force of its ideology in a world 

that had seen the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 

Union, and the introduction of free market reforms in China. The Communist Party 

still produced a radical publication, 'Workers Voice', but, except for one very notable 

occasion, no longer sought to provide leadership to the unemployed. In 1988 the 

Communist Party attempted to take control of the national unemployed movement 

(See Chapter Six). Perhaps of more significance was the Socialist Unity Party ( allied 

to the Soviet Union) who used their influence in the trade union movement to try and 

gain some control over the unemployed movement. 

87 The new deal agreed to by the unions includes 190 redundancies and agreement by seafarers to 
work 183 days a year, up from 135. Masters and officers will work for 154 days a year up from 89 
days for masters and 112 for officers (The Evening Post, 24 June 1994). 
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A Response to _Unemployment? 

The Muldoon National Government of 1975 through to 1984 used subsidised work 

schemes to occupy the unemployed and teach them work related skills. These were 

phased out by the Fourth Labour Government who withdrew from this form of help 

for the unemployed. Instead, the Labour Government's major response to the rapid 

growth of unemployment in the 1980s was the establishment of the ACCESS training 

programme, first implemented in 1987 (Gordon, 1989). 

Gordon indicates that the ACCESS training programme was designed to focus on 

labour market transition training rather than any wider educative function (1989: 190). 

It was explicitly designed to retrain unemployed people so they could enter or re-enter 

the labour market. The policy was initially put together in the 1984 to 1986 period to 

cope with unemployment that appeared to be falling or at worst stable. When the 

policy was announced in June 1986, registered unemployment stood at just under 

60,000~ by December 1987 it had risen to nearly 106,000, whereas a year later in 

December 1988 it had reached 162,000 (ibid: 193). The ACCESS programme -was 

totally under-resourced to cope with unemployment growth of this magnitude. 

In the mid to late 1980s the ACCESS training programme was the only major 

response by the Government to unemployment. Subsidised job creation employment 

schemes had been abolished with the programme's introduction. The numbers on job 

creation schemes fell from 16,054 people in December 1985 to only a residue 316 in 

December 1987 (Gordon, 1989:192). Despite the rapid increase in unemployment 

and the tailing off of other job schemes, the implementation of ACCESS in April 1987 

in fact meant a large reduction in the Government's overall spending on unemployed 

programmes. Gordon notes that the numbers on ACCESS schemes remained 

constantly under 18,000 for the first two years despite the rising unemployment levels 

(ibid:194). In the year to June 1992, only 13,082 training places were made available 

through ACCESS. Nineteen percent of these trainees eventually found employment 

(Department of Statistics, 1993:274). 
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Gordon argues that the ACCESS programme actually masked a retreat of the state 

from intervention in unemployment. Certainly, in percentage terms, ACCESS reached 

few unemployed people and was itself replaced, from 1 January 1993, by an even 

more limited training scheme, TOPS (Training Opportunities Programme). To qualify 

for TOPS a person had to be unemployed for over six months and have fewer than 

two School Certificate passes. This left a large proportion of the unemployed 

ineligible to participate. 

Besides TOPS, current initiatives include Job Plus and Taskforce Green. These 

schemes provide a wage subsidy, equivalent to the average unemployment benefit, to 

assist the long-term unemployed into work. The Enterprise Allowance provides a 

similar wage subsidy and is designed to help those entering self-employment 

(Department of Statistics, 1993 :275). Compared to the number of unemployed, the 

numbers receiving these benefits was relatively low. In fact during the 1993-94 year 

the Government's intervention in the labour market, by way of employment initiatives 

to help the unemployed, was very small with oniy $319 million spent (The Dominion, 

1 July 1994). 

Various schemes were also introduced by the government in an attempt to do 

'something' for the young unemployed. Operation Krypton (the Limited Service 

Volunteer Scheme) was one such scheme. This was designed to give 1000 young 

people a year (aged between 18 and 25 years) and who had been unemployed longer 

than 52 weeks, a six week course with the military. The scheme was designed to " ... 

raise the self esteem of the young people and better equip them for dealing with 

prospective employers" (The Press, 25 March 1993). This new scheme was, initially 

at least, not a success. The first Burnham (army camp located near Christchurch) 

programme attracted 25 trainees, nowhere near the 120 "training slots" that were 

available. Predictably the unemployed received the blame for the low response with a 

Defence Force spokesman, Commander Richard Jackson, saying that if applications 

did not pick up soon "he might be forced to conclude that many unemployed people 

were 'just layabouts' "(The Press, 12 May 1993). 
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This low level of state intervention in the labour market could be influenced by an 

expectation that economic recovery will not lead to a return to full employment. This 

is partly the result of natural increases in the labour force (mainly school leavers minus 

retirements), a decline in the numbers migrating and an increase in participation 

rates. 88 In 1988 Campbell (1988: 16) commented: 

Whether the recovery is upon us already, a year away, or still glimmering off 
somewhere in the medium term, one thing seems certain: it will make little or 
no dent in unemployment. . .. Economists show rare unanimity on this point. 
For instance, the Informetrics business services group predicts there will be 
more than 120,000 registered unemployed in 199 3. 

The Infometrics forecast proved to be wildly optimistic as there were 218,276 

registered unemployed in December 1993 (Department of Statistics, March 1994). 

As the depression wore on, schemes that were remarkably similar to those operated 

during the 1930s were instituted. For example, in July 1993 the Minister of 

Employment, I-Ar Birch, announced a variant of the Taskforce Green scheme which 

was designed to subsidise local councils employment of short-term workers to clean 

up streets and parks (The Press, 21 July 1993). 

Punitive Measures 

The National Government's first task after it was elected in 1990 was to announce the 

1991 benefit cuts. The Government's December 1990 "Economic and Social 

Initiative" cut the unemployment benefit by 25 percent. In addition, youth rate 

benefits, previously paid to those below the age of 20, were extended to apply for 

those aged up to 25 years. Thus a 25 year old beneficiary previously on $143.57 lost 

$35.40 a week to $108.17, while an unemployed couple with 3 children had a 

88 The participation rate is the labour force expressed as a percentage of the working age population. 
Generally, the participation rate is higher in good economic times because more people are actively 
looking for jobs or working. In worse times, the participation rate declines as more people become 
discouraged about finding a job and drop out of the labour force. 
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reduction from $341 to $316.89 These economic savings were predicted to save the 

Government $1,275 million for the full 1991-1992 year. 

In addition to the cut in benefit levels, the state increased its powers of surveillance on 

beneficiaries. The Department of Social Welfare, which provides beneficiaries with 

their income, began accessing the computerised data records held by Inland Revenue 

and Customs to ensure that beneficiaries were getting no undeclared income. This 

was soon extended to checking student rolls held by tertiary institutions, immigration 

records, prison rolls, and Justice Department data (The Press, 6 May 1993). 

The Government introduced a provision that if a person left or lost their employment 

"without a good and sufficient reason" they would face a 26 week stand-down from 

the unemployment benefit (The Press, 24 June 1993). Mike Moore (then Leader of 

the Labour Opposition) commented that the effect of this policy was to discourage 

people on benefits from seeking work: 

That is because people out of work fear, for good reason, that if they take a 
job and it goes wrong and they are dismissed, then they will have to face 26 
weeks with no income. This fear is very realistic in terms of employment that 
is often very insecure. 

(The Press, 24 June 1993) 

Confirmation of the reality of Moore's comments comes from an interview with two 

young men, both eighteen years old. The stand down period was always in the back 

of Bill's mind. He felt that searching for a job was a risky strategy. 

I can 't be bothered with job searching, there 's too much pressure from the 
benefit, that is, losing it or being mucked around, its too much pressure for 
me. 

(Interviews, 12 July 1993) 

Toby was in a similar situation to Bill although he was attending Hagley High School 

part-time while also receiving the unemployment benefit. 

89 The Press, 20 December 1992. 
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I would take any job, but I'm worried about taking on short-term employment 
because of the stand-down period from the unemployment benefit. 

(Interviews, 12 July 1993). 

The Government was always under pressure to be seen to be doing something about 

unemployment. For example, opinion polls continually placed unemployment as the 

number one concern of New Zealanders. In a Time-Morgan poll the issue was rated 

as New Zealand's major problem by 52 percent of the people polled (Christchurch 

Star, 7 August 1993).90 

Prior to the 1993 General Election, both the National Government and Labour 

opposition announced policies that would see under 20 year olds off the dole and 

placed in work or training (The Press, 13 October 1993). Significantly seven months 

after their re-election this policy is no longer discussed by the National Government 

let alone implemented. This lack of activity increases the validity of Gordon's earlier 

assertion that the state has been withdrawing from involvement with unemployed 

people. This is despite Jim Boiger' s (Prime Minister) 1993 assertion that, "/ regard 

fighting unemployment as the No 1 priority" (The Press, 30 August 1993). 

Many of the economic and social policy shifts that were introduced by the Labour and 

National Governments resemble those of the previous depression. This suggests the 

existence of 'traditional' class players. Despite this, the environment for the 

unemployed is very different. While there are still punitive measures, the unemployed 

are not required to work for their relief The growth of new forms of political 

expression suggest that some unemployed may be concerned with issues that have 

little to do with traditional class politics. 

90 The poll was taken from 989 potential voters who were asked to choose the one, two or three most 
important political issues of the day. 
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5.4 THE UNEMPLOYED 

The re-emergence of large scale unemployment has been a phenomenon of the 1980s 

which has continued unabated into the early years of the 1990s. As already 

mentioned, the three decades following World War Two were remarkable for their 

very low level of registered unemployment. It was in the early 1970s that 

unemployment resurfaced as an issue, but it was from the late 1970s that 

unemployment began its rapid rise to top 200,000 registered unemployed by the early 

1990s. 

Between 1951 and 1976 each census period saw employment grow by 8 to 14 

percent. It was after 1976 that employment growth waned. In fact the 1986 - 1991 

census period saw a 8 percent contraction in employment, the first since World War 

2. This was accompanied by a decline in employment in the public sector as the 

Government sold off or dovv·nsized many state agencies. TP..is sa\x1 the proportion of 

employment in the public sector fall from 34 percent in 1980 to 27 percent in 1991 

(Department of Statistics, 1993a). This environment of growing unemployment was 

what confronted many of the unemployed activists who were interviewed for this 

thesis. 

Characteristics of the Unemployed 

Unemployment has been distributed unequally across society with the young, Maori, 

and increasingly, Pacific Island minorities having unemployment rates two to three 

times the national average. While the overall unemployment rate for the 15-19 years 

age group was 21.8 percent in the September 1992 quarter, Maori teenagers had a 

massive 45.5 percent unemployment rate while Pacific Islands teenagers had an 

equally large 44.2 percent rate. Nationally, unemployment rates for Maori and Pacific 

Island people averaged 25.3 percent and 25 percent respectively. Pacific Islands 

people now account for 10 percent of total unemployment while they comprise only 3 

percent of the labour force (Household Labour Force Survey, Sept. 1992). 
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A Council of Trade Unions report revealed that between 1986 and 1990 the number 

of Maori in employment fell 20 percent, while numbers of non-Maori in employment 

fell by only 5 percent (The Press, 23 November 1992). The report showed that there 

was a heavy concentration of unemployed Maori outside the main centres, with job 

losses coming from a narrow range of industries and occupations. One significant 

finding was that the participation rate of Maori had declined by 8 percent between 

1986 and 1991.91 At the same time the participation rate fell by just 3 percent for the 

non-Maori population (ibid). This suggests that many more Maori than non-Maori 

became discouraged from looking for work and were no longer actively in pursuit of a 

job. 

With regard to gender, in 1992 59 percent of the unemployed were male while 41 

percent were female. This proportion closely resembles their respective proportions 

in the labour force which at the time was 57 percent male and 43 percent female 

(Household Labour Force Survey, March 1992 Quarter). 

A large number of the unemployed have been long-term unemployed. Forty seven 

percent of the unemployed had been unemployed for 27 weeks or more .. This 

represented 75,500 people in 1992. This was a significant rise from just 12,200 or 25 

percent of the unemployed in 1987. Perhaps most disturbing was the relatively high 

number who were unemployed for 12 months or more. In March 1992 this 

represented 46,900 people or 27 percent of the unemployed. Of these people, 20,500 

or 12 percent of the unemployed had been unemployed for more than two years 

(Department of Statistics, 1993a). Of the long-term unemployed, 58 percent had no 

formal qualifications while one half of all unemployed people had no formal 

qualifications (Birch, 1992: 5). 

91 In 1986, 67 percent of working age Maori were in work or actively seeking work, by 1991 this 
had declined to 59 percent (The Press, 23 November 1992). 
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Shifting Times 

There was concern that unemployment could become a permanent reality for a section 

of the workforce. David Grimmond, an economist for the Institute of Economic 

Research, commented: 

It could well be during an upturn in the economy the long-term unemployed 
are not going to be the people who get any jobs. . . . There is a possibility of 
there being a lost generation who continue to stay unemployed even with 
strong job growth. The indications are that if you have been unemployed for 
over six months then there is a strong negative probability of your ability to 
find work. 

(The Press, 26 May 1993) 

To this negative assessment of the ability of people who have been long-term 

unemployed to find work can be added a new group, or generation, of young people 

who were beginning to reach adulthood at this time. James (1986:68) captures well 

some of the more extreme values that mark this upcoming generation: 

To add to the confusion, a new generation began to reach adulthood in the 
mid-1970s which seemed to carry to new heights the disenchantment of youth 
with the world they were growing up in: a disdain for work and commitment; 
a disbelief that there was a place in society for them amidst widespread 
unemployment; doubt that the world would survive the nuclear superpower 
race; uninterest in politics. The clash of the Vietnam generation with its 
elders created tension enough. The younger generation presented a picture 
of disintegration. 

James provides us with a small snapshot of a generation that appears to be 

incompatible with the world they find themselves in. Not only were some long-term 

unemployed people unlikely to find work, some would actively avoid paid work. 

Indeed the next chapter will show that some of these young people were to be found 

in the contemporary unemployed movement. This contrast in values, with those more 

commonly found, could be seen in Tourainian terms as a resistance to the dominant 

culture, the formation of a counter cultural project. 

There have also been many structural changes that have acted to change the 

'experience' of being unemployed since the previous depression. No longer is there a 
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requirement for people to work for their unemployment benefit, while the actual 

payment of the benefit has been privatised. With the institution of payments into 

people's bank accounts there is no longer the need to queue and therefore no 

opportunity to meet other people in a similar situation. Many of the changes to the 

administration of the unemployment benefit are similar to trends that have occurred 

elsewhere in the Western world (Bagguley, 1991). Even the work schemes of the late 

1970s and early 1980s have been discontinued. It is no longer acceptable to exclude 

women and Maori people from gaining access to unemployment benefits. These two 

groups now participate in the workforce to a much greater extent than was the case in 

the 1930s. In this way the unemployed are a more diverse group. 

Adding to this diversity is the range of benefits that can now be claimed. Some of 

these benefits can act as a defacto unemployment benefit. For example, the Domestic 

Purposes Benefit (DPB) was introduced in 1973 and is payable to a parent caring for 

children without the support of a partner (Department of Statistics, 1993). As 'sole' 

parents were either laid off or were unable to find employment, many chose the DPB 

over the unemployment benefit as there is no work test or stand down period. This 

was one of the causes of the rise in numbers receiving the DPB. In 1985 there were 

56,548 people on the DPB while by 1991 this had risen to 97,000 (Department of 

Statistics, 1990 and 1993). This mirrors the increase in the number of registered 

unemployed. Because of this range of benefits, the term 'beneficiaries' is often used 

instead of unemployed. 

Society is relatively more affluent, more spatially mobile, and technologically 

advanced than in the 1930s. An increased number of leisure pursuits are available to 

those with time on their hands while there is not the same degree of poverty as was 

seen in the previous depression. In a way unemployment has become hidden, not only 

from the public, but the unemployed have become isolated from each other. The 

Government knows who the registered unemployed are, it monitors many details of 

their lives, but to a large extent the unemployed are no longer required to be spatially 

present with each other. This physical 'invisibility' does not mean that the 

unemployed do not have common problems, they do. It does mean that the 

experience of being unemployed is often borne by the individual, not the group. 
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The unemployed are still jobless, as were there counterparts fifty years previously. 

They are still reliant on the State for their sustenance, but the structural changes mean 

today's unemployed experience unemployment differently from the unemployed of the 

1930s. The mere fact that they have a privatised experience rather than a collective 

experience of unemployment would suggest the current unemployed will react in 

different ways, as they are confronted by an institutional stage that offers a different 

set of opportunities and constraints. 

Christchurch and Dunedin Unemployed 

Both Christchurch and Dunedin were hit by the rise in unemployment. For example, 

between 1985 and 1992 they both experienced increases in unemployment of over 

200 percent. Christchurch went from having 6,566 registered unemployed to peak at 

20,585; while Dunedin increased from 3,205 to 10,717 in the same period 

(Department of Statistics 1993 b). 

Two surveys conducted in these cities provide some insight into who the unemployed 

are and their plight. The first was conducted in Christchurch in the early 1980s and 

the second, more extensive study, was conducted in Dunedin almost a decade later. 

Christchurch 

A qualitative survey was conducted with 3 5 unemployed people who sought 

assistance at the Christchurch City Mission over the period October 1982 to February 

1983 (Anglican Social Services [ASS], 1983). This study, 'Unemployment - As 

Experienced', sought to document the plight of the unemployed and reported that in 

addition to having to cope on a limited income the unemployed have an additional 

burden to bear. 

They are often decried by society as 'lazy, no-hopers, bludgers' and the like, 
which in turn accentuates their own feelings of self-worthlessness. Many feel 
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impotent in face of little future hope of work, or acceptance, or a better way of 
life, and most lapse into a state of apathy, depression, anxiety and despair. 

(ASS, 1983:8) 

This litany resembles that told of the unemployed in the late 1920s and 1930s. 

Interestingly, the majority of their fathers had had a life-long stable working life. This 

would reflect the employment stability of the post war years. The work ethic was also 

apparent among the interviewees as all 35 " ... vehemently expressed a desire to 

work", but the majority expressed a negative view regarding an improvement in the 

overall availability of work in New Zealand. All thirty five people considered it 

important to have a job and that work should be available until retirement age. 

A report from the same period, authored by the Christchurch Housing Research Unit 

1982 (cited in, ASS, 1983:47), commented that there was an increase in the number 

of itinerant homeless people in Christchurch, 

Typically a family will pack up, sellup and leave the smaller town where the 
redundancy occurred and come to Christchurch in the expectation of finding 
work in a larger city. 

The Housing report asserted that these households often had insufficient income to 

adequately house themselves. This situation worsened as the depression lengthened. 

Financial strain saw a growing number of families living in what the census calls 

"tempora,y private dwellings". Temporary dwellings are primarily tent and caravan 

dwellers. On census night in 1991 there were 13,749 temporary dwellings, a rise of 

29 percent on the last census (Christchurch Mail, 23 March 1992). 

The growing homelessness was also exemplified by the increasing pressure being 

placed on traditional suppliers of emergency housing. In Christchurch, the Salvation 

Army noted that it was having to turn away homeless families because its facilities 

were so full, while the YWCA commented that there was an increasing group of 

elderly people, aged over 60, who were being evicted from rental flats because they 

had fallen behind in their rent, or had ''fallen out" with their extended family. At the 
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other end of the age range, 15 to 16 year old "itinerants", who had been kicked out 

of home, were also seeking a bed in the YWCA shelter (The Press, 15 May 1993). 

This is exemplified by the 'street kid' phenomenon. The economic depression has 

been partly responsible for a breakdown in family structure. Increased tension in the 

'home' has caused a number of young people to choose life on the street rather than 

be with their family. Thus in Christchurch it has become common to see young 

people aged 12 through 25 living rough in the inner city (The Press, 16 November 

1992). In November 1992 seven 'street kids' were killed by a fire in an outbuilding in 

Christchurch. It was claimed that these deaths reflected the hopelessness brought 

about by a changing society. Father Consedine, a Catholic priest, commented: 

It is becoming clear that the best accrued benefits of our national life are 
being shared by fewer and fewer people. Christchurch, the city that shines, 
certainly does not shine for all. From a structural point of view, the deaths 
of these seven young people reflect the end point of what we can call a spiral 
of violence - with its roots in poverty. The poor were alienated from health 
care, food and housing, nourishing spirituality, and cultural and family 
identity. This led directly to street-life, alcohol and drng abuse, and glue 
sniffing. 

(The Press, 25 November 1992) 

In addition to the unemployment benefit, assistance for the Christchurch unemployed 

came from a number of sources. 

Assistance varied from material, to counselling, to belonging to the 
Unemployment Collective or being involved in craft work at Aldersgate, and 
attending Drop-in Centres such as St. Johns Church. Only a few said they 
gained adequate emotional support and material assistance from their own 
families or friends. 

(ASS, 1983:51) 
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Dunedin 

The second report was jointly sponsored by the Dunedin City Council and the 

Dunedin Council of Trade Unions. They interviewed 1,403 unemployed people, 

about 1 in 6 of the registered unemployed in Dunedin in early 1990. 

The report, 'Pride and Prejudice: A Matter of Facts' (Ng and Beer, 1990), noted that 

66 percent of those registered with the New Zealand Employment Service in Dunedin 

were men. This was higher than the national average of 59 percent. The report 

suggested that part of the reason for this could be a greater tendency for the male to 

register as unemployed as 'Head of the Household', while married women or women 

in defacto relationships tend to be under-represented in official unemployment figures 

because there is no financial incentive to register. 

Community agency services were used by only 4.6 percent of the sample of 

unemployed people, this was in spite of the fact that 56 percent of the sample had 

been unemployed for over 6 months with a further 36 percent unemployed for over 

one year. It seems that the unemployed do not turn to community agencies for 

assistance even when faced with an extended period of unemployment. One quarter 

of the unemployed had sought tertiary education as an option to fill their time and 

increase their chances of gaining employment (Ng and Beer, 1990:44). 

Nine Hundred of the unemployed had a previous employment history with one quarter 

being 'professionals', and nearly one half 'skilled or trades' people. The remaining 30 

percent of the sample had no previous employment history. As with the earlier 

Christchurch study, the large majority of those surveyed still had getting a job as their 

predominant goal although many saw long term unemployment as a reality. Long 

term unemployment was found to bring many negative lifestyle changes, with reported 

deterioration's in the number of social contacts, mobility, confidence, self-esteem, 

fitness, and family relationships (Ng and Beer, 1990:44). 



145 

The Experience of Being Unemployed 

The experience of being unemployed is not often accompanied by happy feelings. 

More often it leads to depression and even suicide. Two studies have provided some 

evidence for a correlation between unemployment and suicide in New Zealand. 

Howell et al (1980) studied suicide in the Wellington area and found that the highest 

rating group were the unemployed at 26 per 10,000. They also rated the highest for 

attempted suicide. A slightly later study by MacDonald et al (1982) also found a 

correlation between suicide and unemployment. These studies must be viewed with 

some caution as the ranks of the unemployed are more likely to hold people with 

mental health problems unrelated to unemployment. Despite this, there is little doubt 

that increasing unemployment and social dislocation have gone hand in hand with an 

increase in the suicide rate for young people. 

By 1991, New Zealand's youth (aged 15-19 years) suicide rate had reached 15.7 per 

100,000, the highest rate in the world. This was largely a male phenomenon. The 

rate for teenage girls was 3.6 per 100,000 while for teenage boys the suicide rate was 

26.9 per 100,000 (The Dominion, 1 July 1994). Males in the 20 to 24 year old age 

group were killing themselves at the rate of 53.7 per 100,000 (ibid). While the male 

suicide rate ( aged 15 to 24 years) had been gradually increasing to 1984 it was after 

this date that the rate more than doubled to reach 39.9 per 100,000 by 1992. 

John Pratt (The Dominion, 1 July 1994) blames the increase in suicides on the societal 

changes that have occurred in New Zealand post 1984, namely the shift from being a 

highly regulated society to one of the most deregulated in the Western world.92 This, 

he asserts, has led to feelings of insecurity, particularly among males. Therefore 

suicide is not just a response to unemployment, but can be read as a response to social 

strain, or dislocation. 

92 John Pratt is a senior lecturer in criminology at Victoria University Wellington. 
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Unemployment in a period of rapid social change could conceivably have 

compounding effects on the suicide rate. This situation resembles Durkheim's anomic 

suicide. This can occur when there is a disruption to the social order such as an 

unexpected catastrophe, rapid economic growth, or indeed rapid deregulation of the 

economy, and hence uncertainty about what the future holds. This is partly borne out 

by the coroner in Wellington, Erika Kremic, who commented: 

From the information available it would seem that the economic situation ... 
the loss of a job or the inability to find one is a contributing factor in the 
decision to take their own lives. 

(The Evening Post, 12 April 1994) 

The unemployed are also less likely to have close relationships with other people. 

Morris and Irwin (1992: 185) intensively studied the population of Hartlepool in 

Britain, and found that 24 percent of the long-term unemployed were unable to name 

any close mends, in comparison with 16 percent of the securely employed. They 

suggested that this represents the possibility of an attenuation of friendship links with 

long-term unemployment, and in tum limits the potential for developing a collective 

awareness. 

As in the 1930s, the statistics cannot tell the whole story. Unemployment has a 

human face. It has the unique characteristic, along with other human disasters, of 

totally dominating the people who suffer its clutches. The following stories are brief 

insights into the individual lives of the unemployed. 

Graham Howell has been unemployed for three and a half years. During that time he 

has sent in 150 job applications and been to 40 interviews. He remains unemployed 

and is now resigned to that fact. Graham also works for the Wellington Unemployed 

Workers Union where he is a volunteer working a 40 to 50 hour week (The Evening 

Post, 11 May 1994). 

It's hard to make ends met on the dole. You have to cut out all sorts of things 
in your diet and so on - making yourself a mixed bean stew and eating it for 
four days because you don 't have enough for meat, adding carrots one day, 
and silverbeet the next to give it a bit of flavour. You get sick of eating 



147 

bloody beans. That's not say a mixed bean diet isn't better for you than fatty 
red and white meat - red beans, black-eyed beans, kidney beans. It's 
nourishing. But after a few days you 're sick of the sight of it. 

(The Evening Post, 11 May 1994) 

There are differences for the unemployed of the two depressions. Perhaps the main 

difference surrounds the Government's provision of an unemployment benefit. In the 

1930s Forbe's dictum of 'no work no pay' meant that local councils had to provide 

work for the unemployed. Therefore men were working together on relief sites and 

queuing together to receive their pay. They could share their experience as well as 

bring pressure to bear for local improvement to either conditions of work or 

remuneration. 

Currently we have a centralised administration of the unemployment benefit and a set 

of bureaucratic rules which are followed for its administration. There is no work 

requirement and it is paid direct into the recipient's bank account. Hence it has 

become extremely difficult to place pressure on the authorities for a change to the 

ievel of payment. It is no longer possible to have spontaneous protests when the 

unemployed never regularly assemble spatially. Instead they have become an 

atomised 'mass' when compared with their colleagues of the 1930s. 

Thus unemployment brings with it isolation from wider society. This is particularly 

difficult for people made redundant who were previously active members in the 

'workforce'. Phil Hollis, aged 43 and previously a grocery manager for a 

supermarket, comments: 

Some weeks you can go a few days and not even talk to anybody. That's the 
hard part, when you 're used to working in a supermarket with a lot of people . 
. . . You lose a lot of friends. We didn't have many friends but what we did 
have were people I used to work with. They don't want to know because they 
think there 's something wrong with you. Of the four or five couples we used 
to be friendly with, there's really only one that stuck with us. 

(O'Hare, 1993:16) 

Even the threat of unemployment can have a tragic impact on families and 

relationships. Moira Ransom of Marriage Guidance comments: 
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The worst part is the uncertainty before the axe finally falls. What if I can't 
get another job? What if I can't pay the mortgage? What if I don't get any 
redundancy money? The whole family is caught up in the what-ifs and the 
what-ifs are hell. They impact enormously on a relationship. 

(0 'Hare, 1993:19) 

Diana, a middle aged woman with one child and who is on the Domestic Purposes 

Benefit, commented on how her clothes became downgraded the longer she was 

unemployed. For a time she joined a job club; " ... they pumped you up. I even 

brought a nice suit to look for a job in, but I never got any interviews" (Interviews, 

12 July 1993). Diana wanted the work both for "the money" and because it helped 

her to structure her life. She also noticed that most of the people she spent time with 

were in a similar situation to herself: 

You can draw away from people with jobs because of embarrassment. I tend 
to spend most time with people who are in the same situation as me, although 
it cuts down on the number of jobs you hear about. 
(Interviews [part of a group of interviews undertaken for this thesis]). 

Bill is 18 years old and unemployed. Like Diana he had negative feelings about being 

unemployed: 

You feel as though you 're going two feet forward and six feet back. They 
build you up at school, that you'll get a job, and then when you leave school 
you go boom. They don't help you to cope with the lack of work. You 're 
classed as a nothing. I don't want to get into crime or get a bad attitude like 
me mates. 

(Interviews) 

Bill commented that his friends just tended to; "smoke dope, watch soaps, and bum 

out". Bill felt that he was at the mercy of 'others' and was quite bitter at the way he 

had been brought up with the expectation of finding a job. 

I'm sick of being a pawn on a chess board . We 're getting a benefit they say 
you can live on but you can't, it's a bloody joke. You 're also asked what you 
want to be, always brought up to have a job. I've been brought up to have a 
job, and I still expect one. This is not just in the home environment, but at 
school as well until you 're 16 or 17, then the tune changes. 

(Interviews) 
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There were small scale initiatives to help alleviate unemployment by both local 

councils and church groups. One example from Christchurch was a small project 

being run by the Hoon Hay Sisters of Mercy to help unemployed men in Spreydon 

and Heathcote. The Sisters employed two Task Force Green workers to work with 

the unemployed by running courses on practical skills and promoting affordable 

leisure activities (Observer, 1 November 1993). One of the proposals under the 

scheme was a gardening co-operative where local families pooled resources, skills and 

time, to work on each other's gardens with the idea of forming a produce marketing 

venture. But such ventures are often very low key, never approaching the scale seen 

in the 1930s. 

The phenomenon of food banks also emerged during the current depression. These 

were a reincarnation of the 1930s relief depots. Although the State provided 

monetary support, this was often not enough to support famiiies. After the National 

government cut benefit levels in 1991 many low income families found it very difficult 

to cope without support from a food bank. In Christchurch, during the winter of 

1992, the Pataka Trust Food Bank was receiving 100 requests for food each week 

(The Press, 13 June 1992). The co-ordinator, Warwick Naish, commented that the 

majority of clients were young beneficiary families who were trying to get by on the 

weeks they did not receive their benefit (ibid). 

As in the 1930s, the various church groupings were again at the forefront of meeting 

the needs brought about by unemployment and low benefit levels. The level of help 

provided by the various churches was both quite substantial and increasing. For 

example the Salvation Army's food parcels service showed an average 548 percent 

increase in demand in the 1991 year (Crosslink, June 1992). This was a dilemma for 

the church as Shaun Robinson - executive director of the Council of Christian Social 

Services - comments,93 

93 The Council of Christian Social Services incorporates the social services of the Anglican, 
Catholic, Methodist, and Presbyterian Churches along with the Baptist Union and the Salvation 
Army. 
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It can be argued that we are letting the government off the hook by stepping 
in to fill the charity gap. We feel obliged to respond to the immediate needs 
of the community, but we must also speak out for those people whose 
humanity is being violated We believe no government has the right to make 
a human sacrifice of its people. 

(Cross/ink, June 1992) 

A new benefit was introduced as from the 1st of April 1992 for unemployed people 

aged 55 and over. The "55 plus benefit" was a recognition by the government that 

people in that age bracket were finding it very difficult to find work. The new benefit 

paid out the relevant unemployment benefit rate without the requirement that they 

seek work. It removed the compulsory redundancy stand down where by all of the 

redundancy payment had to be accounted for before the benefit was paid. 

Another sign of hard economic times was an increase in prostitution. A police study 

in 1993 showed that the sex industry had increased quite dramatically in the last five 

years. The study estimated that more than 300 women worked in Christchurch city's 

massage parlours and escort agencies, and an undetermined number walked the streets 

for clients. The Prostitutes' Collective noted that the hard times encouraged people 

to resort to sex work (The Press, 20 February 1993; Christchurch Star, 27 February 

1993). 

By 1994 the economy had begun to improve with the Government declaring New 

Zealand's first surplus of income over expenditure for 17 years. Unemployment was 

also falling with registered unemployment down to 182,969 by the end of May 1994. 

Perhaps the most significant aspect was that long term unemployment (more than six 

months) was down by 12,383 for the year to May 1994, but was still over one half of 

all registered unemployed (The Evening Post, 18 June 1994). Any fall in 

unemployment is likely to be gradual with Treasury forecasting that the current rate of 

9.1 percent (Household Labour Force Survey) will drop to 8 percent in 1996-97 and 

still be around 5 and 6 percent in 2003-04 (The Dominion, 1 July 1994). 

The post-war economic boom reshaped the character of the workforce by expanding 

employment in the secondary sector and by removing the European male from his 
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traditionally dominant position. Many of the Maori and Pacific Island people ended 

up in the unskilled section of the workforce. This suggests that the current 

unemployed movement may have significant Maori and Polynesian involvement when 

compared with its 1930s counterpart. In fact, Thorns (1992:9) asserts that there now 

exists an ethnically segregated underclass in New Zealand. He suggests that this 

raises important questions about the, "future shape, size, and political significance of 

traditional labour organisations and class formation" (ibid). 

Besides a greater cultural diversity within the unemployed movement, there could also 

be a concurrent expansion in the nature of 'support' that the movement receives from 

the wider community. In the 1930s most support came via the traditional labour 

organisations. At that time Maori were not included as they were still a 

predominately rural people. If Maori people have not been incorporated within these 

traditional 'class' organisations in the intervening decades, they, as unemployed 

people, may look for support from more informal, or traditional, networks, such as 

whanau and hapu. 

5.5 CONCLUSION 

The decades following the Second World War introduced a higher degree of affluence 

to New Zealand society. Touraine's thesis would identify the changes documented in 

this chapter as evidence of a shift to a post-industrial society. For him, economic man 

is no longer the dominant player in society, therefore the unemployed could be 

expected to protest a more diverse range of issues than did their forebears. Indeed, 

the political spectrum has fragmented from a traditional left-right split to include new 

voices, for example the Greens. With a post-industrial society comes increasing 

domination of areas of life that were previously considered to be private. Touraine 

views our consumption patterns, the information that we access, the education and 

health systems that we use, as increasingly constraining and controlling our private 

lives. Our private sphere is becoming 'industrialised'. Opposition should come in the 

form of a defence of alternative ways of living, a demand for inclusion in decisions 
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that impact on the community. Besides demanding inclusion on decisions about 

economic goals, groups would propose their own alternative patterns of consumption, 

as has the Green movement. 

Many of the 'new' movements in New Zealand, that rose from the 1960s onwards, 

were not concerned with economics as such, but instead ranged from opposition to 

the Vietnam war through to the anti-apartheid and peace movements. There is a 

growing Maori assertion of their culture and a women's movement that seeks equality 

for women not only on economic issues, but also in their sexuality. These movements 

sought to take control of issues that ranged from the 'personal', or control of ones 

own body, to the direction ofNew Zealand's foreign policy. 

Therefore the 1960s saw the emergence of new social movements that contested 

diverse 'political' fields. Some would see these movements as a fragmentation of 

class relations, that is, they are still old class movements that are fighting Capital's 

intrusion into, and commercialisation of, new areas of profit making endeavour. 

Instead, these movements can be interpreted within a Tourainian model of a shift to a 

post-industrial society. The social movements fight against the increasing domination 

of social life. Examples are the way the women's movement has rebelled against the 

portrayal of women's sexuality in the media, or the success of the movement to pass 

the Homosexual Law Reform Bill which extended the same rights that heterosexual 

men enjoy to 'gay' men. These movements were not contesting for control of the 

State nor were they concerned with economic issues. Instead they sought to defend 

the individuals right to live and portray themselves in a manner they choose rather 

than what was being 'prescribed'. 

These were the new movements that increasingly usurped the traditional or old labour 

movements place of prominence. This is because class alignment has shifted to reflect 

the shift in society. This is not to say that the 'old' classes have declined, just that the 

central conflict has shifted from one that opposes the worker to the capitalist. Indeed 

the Government's actions in the face of the depression could be seen as aiding the 

restructuring of Capital to the detriment of the worker. The unemployed have been 

left with a monetary welfare benefit. There are few initiatives for the unemployed, 
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unlike the 1930s and much of the intervening decades. The State has largely 

withdrawn from having any responsibility for them. 

The unemployed face similar issues to their counterparts of the 1930s: the need for 

work, food, shelter. They still face a lack of social acceptance and a tendency to be 

blamed them for their position in society. Structurally things are quite different. They 

are more isolated than before, while the ideologies that might rouse them to action are 

more diffuse. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENT OF THE 

1980s AND 1990s 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 
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This chapter describes the second unemployed movement that rose in response to the 

depression outlined in the previous chapter. The first unemployed movement of the 

1930s managed to mobilise large sections of the unemployed, and spoke the language 

of industrial society. The intervening years brought prosperity and a welfare state, 

both of which led theorists to speculate that the basis for collective action had 

changed. Some theorists proposed a thesis that spoke of the death of social class and 

the rise of a mass society, while Touraine declared that class remains, instead it is the 

central conflict in society that has shifted. With a shift in the central conflict there is a 

shift in the class alignment to reflect the move to a post-industrial society. These 

arguments were discussed at length in Chapters One and Two. The central question 

to be examined by this chapter is 'What form of unemployed activism is there in this 

second depression?' 

The second depression was not foreshadowed by tumultuous world events such as the 

1929 Wall Street stock exchange crash, although the oil price rises of 197 4 and 1978 

could be placed in this category. The depression slowly gathered pace as the 

economy laboured through to 1984, supported by the National Government's 

overseas borrowing programme. After 1984 the new Labour Government set about 

deregulating the local economy. This deregulation and subsequent restructuring of 
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the state sector eventually led to unemployment rates not seen since the depths of the 

last depression. Two of the changes to emerge from the intervening decades were the 

development of a workforce that included additional groups of workers, and the 

introduction of a bureaucratically administered unemployment benefit. 

The unemployed are no longer in the position of having to work for their sustenance. 

Nor is there the same poverty that was seen in the 1930s. The workforce has 

diversified. No longer is it homogeneous in terms of being largely European and 

male. Women, Maori and Pacific Island's workers are the most significant of the 

additional groups in percentage terms. Their entry into the workforce has meant that 

today's unemployed are a more diverse group than were the unemployed of fifty years 

ago. 

The following chapter does not attempt to provide a comprehensive 'narrative' of this 

• "r1 .f' I ,.l • • L • ..i •t ,. • • •" • • ~ entire penou Oi. unemp.oyeu actrv1sm, uut msteau prov1oes nrsr, a oner exammatton ot 

how the movement began, second, an overview of the national movement, third, a 

description of the Christchurch unemployed movement and fourth, a description of 

the Dunedin unemployed movement. 

6.2 BEGINNINGS 

The first unemployed groups emerged in the late 1970s. In 1978 one of the longest 

surviving groups opened its doors, the Palmerston North Workers Unemployed 

Centre. There were also two other, more short lived, groups, one in Auckland the 

other in Christchurch (Davis, 1991). The next step in the growth of the unemployed 

movement occurred in 1980 when the National Government ended the Temporary 

Employment Scheme (TEP). Fifteen thousand workers lost their employment. This 

action led some ex-TEP workers in Wellington to form the TEP Unemployed 

Workers Action Committee. This was primarily a young group of people. Jane 

Stevens, one of the leaders, was in her late teens (Stevens, Te Roopu Rawakore o 

Aotearoa Oral History Archive [TRRA]). 
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In May 1980 these unemployed workers held a meeting attended by 400 unemployed 

at the St. James Theatre, Wellington. After the meeting there was an impromptu 

march on Parliament. This new unemployed group received some initial support from 

the union movement, who helped them set up a room in the Wellington Trades Hall 

(Davis, 1991 :45). Not to long after this the unemployed worker group broke away 

from the union movement, or as Stevens described it, "grew up and left home". The 

unemployed group operated as a collective and objected to the union's hierarchical 

way of operating. Stevens felt that the unions became threatened by this open way of 

operating, especially as the unemployed group consciously set out to " ... to operate 

from people's level, and not top heavy down" (Stevens, TRRA). 

There were elements within the trade union movement who were suspicious of the 

growing unemployed movement. The movement was not established by the unions 

and therefore was not easily controlled. In turn, many of the unemployed were 

suspicious of what they saw as an overly bureaucratic union movement. These 

suspicions were one cause of the infighting and misunderstandings that were to mar 

the relationship between the union and unemployed movements. 

Economic Summit and Employment Conference 

The newly elected Fourth Labour Government held an economic summit conference 

in 1984 to try and gain a consensus for the economic changes it wanted to introduce. 

Jane Stevens, as a leader in the unemployed movement, was invited to speak. This 

decision was attacked a by triumvirate from the unions. Jim Knox, Ken Douglas and 

Bill Andersen went to see the new Labour Prime Minister, David Lange, to complain 

that Stevens could not possibly represent all of the unemployed . 

. . . she couldn't possibly represent all unemployed people, they demanded 
that a member of the SUP based 'Upper North Island Regional Structure' 
had a representative there as we fl. So there was undermining going on from 
the trade union movement. They weren 't trying to deal with us, they were just 
undermining the movement with the Government. 

(Stevens, TRRA} 
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The 'Upper North Island Regional Structure' was an organisation set up by the 

Auckland Trades Council, and was intended to bring unemployed groups under a 

regional structure. There was a lot of debate over who was the "real" unemployed 

group in Auckland, the Auckland Unemployed Workers Rights Centre (AUWRC) or 

a group allied to the Trades Council. Ken Douglas and Bill Andersen were among the 

main protagonists on the union side of this debate. Because these two were on the 

national council of the Federation of Labour (FOL), unemployed groups had great 

trouble gaining recognition from the FOL. Stevens (TRRA) commented that Douglas 

and Andersen used to, "play the undermining and discrediting games all the time". 

The following is a section of the speech made by Stevens at the Economic Summit 

Conference. She expresses her frustration at being unemployed and having no say in 

what will happen to her. 

Before we discuss the future economy, the rhetoric and the theory, I should 
like to present to you the product of the last decades decisions in planning: 
me. I am unemployed I have been allowed no dignity. I have been given no 
hope. My future is decided by the economists and the decision makers, and I 
have no say in what you will do with me. I am representative of the 
thousands of people in our society who suffer the indignity of poverty. I am 
resentful and angry at the way I have been treated by you. 

(Stevens, 1985:62) 

After the Economic Summit Conference an Employment Promotion Conference was 

held in Wellington in March 1985. This was the first time that unemployed groups 

were given equal representation with other sector groups (Davis, 1991:55-56). 

Stevens (TRRA) commented that the unemployed movement was vigorously attacked 

at this Conference. 

The Employers Federation was getting really pissed off They had seen us 
win some ground with government from the Economic Summit point of view. 
They wanted it to be really employer based, they lost the emphasis being on 
them. They weren 't happy on us being represented on a equal basis to them. 
At one point they threatened to withdraw from the Employment Summit 
because we had argued for, and won equal representation for unemployed 
people . ... The Employers Federation was organising against us. It was nice 
in a way for them to see us as being such a threat to them. 

(Stevens, TRRA) 
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The conference ended with bitter recriminations against the unemployed movement. 

There were accusations that many unemployed representatives were there just for the 

food. The unemployed movement refused to place their trust in the Government to 

provide the answers to unemployment (Stevens, TRRA). 

From the Conference, the Government set up the Employment Network headed by 

Paul Swain (later to become a Labour MP), or "Paul Swine" to Jane Stevens 

(Stevens, TRRA). The Network was funded by the Government to advise on 

employment and job creation issues (Davis, 1991:56). This helped override the 

contributions of the unemployed movement. Stevens (TRRA) noted that the 

Employment Network was looking at co-operative ventures, the more practical aspect 

of unemployment, whereas Te Roopu Rawakore (the national unemployed 

movement) was much more "political" in their lobbying (Stevens, TRRA). 

This early movement introduces many of the issues that were to remain through out 

the 1980s. The most significant was the difficult relationship with the union 

movement. This was not based on the same ideological differences that were seen in 

the 1930s. Instead the unemployed wanted an independent organisation partly 

because they did not subscribe to the unions ideological position and partly because 

they rejected the bureaucratic way unions organised themselves. 

The early unemployed movement was peopled by a diverse range of people. In 

particular many women and Maori were involved. This diversity helped the 

movement stand out from the union movement which was, at the time, dominated by 

males. 

[They were a] white male dominated organisation and those were the people 
they were used to dealing with. They had a problem with dealing with Maori 
and women. We were kinda like the naughty children there for a while. 

(Stevens, TRRA) 

An incident that occurred in 1984 helps to demonstrate the relationship between the 

unemployed and union movements. Pat Kelly, of the Trades Council, ordered the 
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unemployed group not to have a demonstration outside the National Party's election 

campaign launch. He was afraid that such a demonstration might reflect on the 

Labour Party and somehow prevent them from being elected. Stevens (TRRA) 

commented that they went ahead anyway and that the demonstration was a success. 

Incidents such as this indicate a paternalistic attitude held by some people in the union 

movement, while the unemployed group was able to demonstrate it's independence. 

6.3 THE NATIONAL UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENT 

By 1983 there were 17 or 18 unemployed groups around the country. Many 

expressed a desire to organise nationally. The groups themselves had very diverse 

memberships, at one end of the spectrum there were anarchist groups, who Stevens 

noted, "didn 't want anything with a head on it, or anything that might look like it 

was organised", while at the other there were groups that were orientated towards 

the Socialist Unity Party (SUP) (Stevens, TRRA).94 

The desire to build a national movement led to the first national conference of the 

unemployed movement in March 1983. The conference was held at the Victoria 

University ski lodge at Mt. Ruapehu. Stevens (TRRA) commented that the 

unemployed movement began to have problems with SUP oriented groups. For 

example, at the Ruapehu conference Pat Shepherd kept leaving the meeting to phone 

Bill Andersen, leader of the Socialist Unity Party and a prominent unionist, for 

instructions on how to proceed. 

In February 1985 a national hui of unemployed and beneficiaries groups was held in 

Mangataipa in the Hokianga. It was at this hui that the Mangataipa people gave the 

national movement it's name, 'Te Roopu Rawakore o Aotearoa'. The name means 

'the people who have nothing'. This name was meant as a reflection of the powerless 

94 Anarchist groups advocate the abolition of government and a social system based on voluntary co
operation. 
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position of unemployed people (Davis, 1991). Jane Stevens, who had been very 

active in the unemployed movement since the late 1970s, became the first national co

ordinator. 

The national organisation was set up on the basis that it would be a co-ordinating 

body and act to unite unemployed groups rather than control them. The national 

body also provided a unified voice for lobbying the Government and unions. Stevens 

(TRRA) commented, "It became the political wing in a way of the unemployed 

movement". 

Maori Representation 

Maori unemployed people argued that they were the worst group affected by 

unemployment, and so needed a strong representation in the movement. To provide 

this, a parallel Maori structure, Te Iwi Maori, was set up alongside the general 

movement (Stevens, TRRA). Davis (1991:53-54) commented that Maori people 

stressed, " ... they did not want to work within Pakeha strociures inside the 

unemployed movement as well as outside it". 

In July 1985 the Hui o te Maori Rawakore was held in Westport and formally set up 

Te Iwi Maori. This hui also elected the first Tumuaki Maori (Maori president), Dixon 

Chapman. He was replaced by Anna Meihana in September 1985. Meihana remained 

the Tumuaki Maori until she was elected national co-ordinator in September 1986 

upon the retirement of Jane Stevens (Davis, 1991:58). 

Two groups in particular caused problems when Te Iwi Maori was being set up. 

First, the "Pakeha chest beaters, 'I'm a pakeha and I'm going to take the blame for 

everything that happened' "and second, people who felt defensive and threatened by 

the establishment of a separate Maori organisation (Stevens, TRRA). Stevens 

(TRRA) commented that the latter group was mainly comprised of older Pakeha. 
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Te Roopu Rawakore had, on average, three National Planning Committee (NPC) 

meetings a year. There was always an attempt to have the meetings at different places 

around the country to avoid domination by Wellington. This included holding one of 

the meetings each year in the South Island. Because this commitment to consultation 

and accountability was financially taxing, much energy was spent on fund raising. The 

result was that Te Roopu Rawakore was constantly in a state of financial crisis. Jane 

Stevens retired from the national co-ordinators job towards the end of 1986 after an 

involvement with unemployed groups that stretched back seven years (Stevens, 

TRRA). 

Stevens commented that the unemployed movement tended to wax and wane. She 

thought that there were times when it was better to let the movement fall apart so that 

others could build it afresh. 

It can be only successful if it's coming from the people themselves, who are 
affected. You need new blood constantly. If you are in a situation where you 
are starting to become really disconnected or it's really kinda bureaucratic 
the option might be that it stagnate and die. 

(Stevens, TRRA) 

At the Wellington NPC held in the middle of 1987, there was a "huge" battle over 

Sue Bradford's bid to become the co-ordinator of Te Roopu Rawakore. Quentin 

Jukes (TRRA) commented that at that time, "the national movement was in disarray, 

in that the national co-ordinator had disappeared . . . there were about three in a 

row who just disappeared". This was the period in-between Jane Stevens' retirement 

and Sue Bradford's election as national co-ordinator. 

Sue Bradford was from the Auckland Unemployed Workers Rights Centre 

(AUWRC). There were worries that Auckland would become too dominant in the 

movement and would push a brand of politics that not everyone would agree with. It 

was only at the December 1987 NPC in Christchurch, that Bradford was finally voted 

into the position (Ivan Sowry, Quentin Jukes, TRRA). 
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After the move of the national office to Auckland, members of the SUP began to 

become more active in the national movement. 

... they could see it starting to slip out of their influence in some wcrys. We 
were taking on campaigns that didn 't fit hand and glove with the FOL and 
CTU [Combined Trade Unions]. We were starting to get more militant, more 
stroppy, and asking questions as much of the union movement as of the 
government. I think that started to get up their noses. 

(Jukes, TRRA) 

While Auckland was a strong centre which put a lot of effort into maintaining and 

growing the national movement, other unemployed groups were going through hard 

times in that period. For example, the unemployed group that Jukes was a member 

of, the Wellington Unemployed Workers Union (WUWU), was, in the winter of 1988, 

"near death" (Jukes, TRRA). There were only three or four members who would 

come into the centre each day and huddle around an old pot belly stove. There was 

majority of unemployed groups at the time, WUWU operated as a collective with 

open meetings (Jukes, TRRA). 

The NPC meetings were not always taken seriously by the unemployed who attended 

them. This was partly because of a high turn over of people. Few of the same people 

ever went to two consecutive national meetings, " ... decisions could be made lightly 

at national meetings. We would all scry yes yes and off we 'd go. National days of 

action, and it would never come to pass" (Jukes, TRRA). One of the positive aspects 

to emerge from the national meetings was a sense that they were not just isolated 

groups of unemployed individuals, but that they shared problems in common with 

other groups (ibid.). 

There was a campaign to get recognition of Te Roopu Rawakore at the 1990 CTU 

conference. Instead unionists, "slagged off at the movement, they thought we were 

doing things just to aggravate them, rather than doing things alongside them" 

(Jukes, TRRA). There had been a lot of work to get recognition, but there was a 

strong impression that the unions either wanted the unemployed movement with a 

strong collar around their necks, or not at all. Jukes commented that the union 
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movement was scared that "we weren't controllable ... we weren't working to their 

agenda" (Jukes, TRRA). 

One unemployed activist claimed that Te Roopu Rawakore was a movement in name 

only. If Sue Bradford was the co-ordinator, then she was the national movement. 

Suddaley claimed that unemployed groups would affiliate to Te Roopu Rawakore, but 

there was no national control or integrated organisation as such (Suddaley, 

Interviews). 

There was a strong impression that the national unemployed movement was a very 

loose structure which did not have a strong ideological position, except for a desire to 

be inclusive and non-hierarchical. Certainly it was different from the two national 

movements that operated in the 1930s. They were allied to either the Communist 

Party or the union movement. In the 1980s, the unemployed movement was run by 

unemployed people who placed a high premium on their independence from these 

'worker' movements. 

6.4 DISINTEGRATION? 

In November 1990 Sue Bradford stepped down after three years as national co

ordinator. She was replaced by Simon Lindsay of the Taranaki Unemployed Workers 

Rights Centre who was elected to the position of co-ordinator with Metiria Turei of 

Palmerston North as the Tumuaki Maori (Davis, 1991). The following two years 

were difficult ones for the unemployed with the introduction of the new National 

Government's package of 'benefit cuts'. 

In June 1992 an NPC meeting was held in Christchurch. This meeting would widen 

and exacerbate existing rifts between unemployed groups and would eventually lead 

to a split in the unemployed movement. The lightening rod for this dissatisfaction was 

a new unemployed group, ARM, who had applied for affiliation to the national 

7 
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movement. ARM was a group with anarchist ideals. AUWRC had previously had a 

difficult time with ARM in Auckland, particularly it's leading figure, Richard Jeffries. 

ARM had previously critiqued AURWC as being too bureaucratic and had tried to 

destabilise the Rights Centre and associated Peoples Centre.95 Consequently their 

affiliation to the national movement was a contentious issue for the Auckland centre. 

Sue Bradford (Interviews) noted that there was a deep divide between the AUWRC 

core group and the anarchist group who could not see the value of the People's 

Centre. ARM thought that providing advocacy and medical services was a waste of 

time, they considered that it was better to take the fight to the streets. 

We just see them as very selfish young people who don't have families or 
anything like that, they're not thinking of anyone except themselves. There 
has always been that tendency in unemployed groups, it really became so 
much stronger in the last year. 

(Sue Bradford, Interviews) 

ARM were originally a splinter group from the AUWRC. The AUWRC ran a 

magazine called 'Meantimes', and the editor was Richard Jefferies. He wanted to run 

a cartoon called 'Save fuel, burn a bureaucrat'. When the cartoon was vetoed by the 

Auckland Centre, Jefferies attacked AUWRC for being too 'structural' (Jim Lamb, 

Interviews). 

Support for ARM came from other delegates to the NPC who saw ARM as providing 

a ''younger" voice in the movement. After four hours of somewhat bitter debate 

ARM were granted associate membership. They could not have full membership as 

they were not a corporate body as stated in Te Roopu Rawakore's constitution 

(AUWRC meeting, TRRA). Sue Bradford (Interviews) commented that some 

unemployed groups in the national movement saw AUWRC as being hierarchical and 

bureaucratic. "As soon as you are committed to turning up to work everyday and 

staying there for a certain number of hours and doing a given number of jobs, from 

the Arm group point of view you are part of a hierarchy as soon as you do that. " 

95The Peoples Centre is an offshoot of Auwrc. It provides medical, dental and other services at low 
cost to beneficiaries. Besides helping beneficiaries gain access to resources it was also used as a 
means of securing new members for AUWRC (Bradford, Interviews) 
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AUWRC considered that there was also a "bad" attitude towards them from many 

South Island unemployed groups. This attitude focused on AUWRC direct action 

tactics which tended to gain publicity and reflect on the movement as a whole. The 

South Island groups felt that this was making it difficult for them to obtain 

Government funding . 

. . . there was another trend from groups like Southland Unemployed who 
thought we were a menace to the movement because of our political action, 
our street action. That we'd be the reason that funding would be cut for the 
whole unemployed movement, because of our direct actions, which is a real 
contradiction because you get the anarchists abusing us for not doing enough 
action on the one hand, although we are doing actions to the limit of our 
physical and financial capacity and then you get the other groups like 
Southland and Marlborough and Nelson, a real South-North divide there, but 
seeing us as a threat because they see us as being responsible for their 
funding being lost. 

(Sue Bradford, Interviews) 

At a subsequent meeting of the AUWRC, held on 6 and 7 July 1992, a motion to 

disaffiliate Auckland from the national movement was carried (AUWRC meeting, 

TRRA). Sue Bradford. felt personally hurt by the response that the AUWRC received 

from the other unemployed groups. 

So it was pretty horrible you know, it was a real stab into our heart. There 
were seven of us down there, so it wasn't just me, it was all of us who all got 
really bitterly shafted I don't know how else to put it, we really got done 
over in a big wqy. 

(Sue Bradford, Interviews) 

Jim Lamb thought that there had always tension between AUWRC and the rest of the 

unemployed movement. They were better organised than the other unemployed 

groups. Auckland would take a half dozen to a dozen people along to an NPC 

meeting even though they only got the single vote. This tendency to be better 

organised and their greater numbers always made the AUWRC appear to dominate 

the movement. 
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At the NPC prior to that, Auckland had come along with a plan for action in 
Wellington, it was basically to go to the official prime minister's residence 
and do some street theatre and so on, now there was a lot of resentment 
among people that Auckland would come along and dominate the 
proceedings. 

(Lamb, Interviews) 

There was a strong feeling among the unemployed groups that no person or group 

should be allowed to dominate. This was tied to their desire to have a non

hierarchical movement. If anything, the debate in the 1980s unemployed movement 

was between groups who organised themselves in what could be loosely called a 

bureaucratic manner, and groups with anarchist ideals who did not want to have such 

organisational methods in the movement. This is a contrast with the 1930s where the 

main debate was between social reformists and socialist radicals. 

6.5 THE NATIONAL UNEMPLOYMENT MARCH 

In 1988 there was a 'March Against Unemployment' in the North Island and a 'Job 

Search Tour' in the South Island. These actions were a major protest against the 

Government's lack of action on the burgeoning rate of unemployment. The South 

Island 'Job Search Tour' was by bus, because of the long distances between towns, 

and was accompanied by a brass band. The bus stopped in towns around the South 

Island where the unemployed gave street theatre displays. The North Island march 

was transported by convoy between towns, but the whole distance between Te Hapua 

and Wellington was covered by a relay of runners (Davis, 1991:61). 

While the South Island Tour went smoothly, there was conflict on the North Island 

march between unemployed groups affiliated to Te Roopu Rawakore and people with 

a belief that the unemployed should have political leadership. In this case by the 

Communist Party. When the groups converged on Wellington, Quentin Jukes 

remembers a happy South Island group and a frustrated, angry and scared North 

Island group. Communist Party members had tried to take control of the North Island 

march, initially by trying to control all the microphones (Jukes, TRRA). 
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Ian Sowry (TRRA), of the AUWRC, commented that the Communist Party was very 

persistent in trying to reclaim what they saw as their rightful place of leadership of the 

unemployed movement. Sowry commented: 

They believed they had the correct political line, so had the right to lead the 
unemployed movement. . . . They thought they had the right to take over the 
unemployed movement nationally and were prepared to resort to any tactics 
to achieve that end 

(Sowry, TRRA) 

The period of the North Island march was the worst two weeks of Sowry's life, in 

terms of politics. Every night on the marae or community hall they were staying at, 

members of Te Roopu Rawakore were verbally attacked by members of the 

Communist Party. There was even the threat that the Mongrel Mob would "smash" 

them over (Sowry, TRRA). Davis (1991:62) notes that the Communist Party's 

attempt to dominate the march failed leaving unemployed groups more determined to 

keep control of their movement and not allow political groups to take over. 

Francis Simmonds (Interviews), a Christchurch unemployed activist, commented that 

he found the march on Parliament to be a good experience, but the Communist bid for 

control of the unemployed movement was "horrific". 

They just violently wanted to take over, and they did to a degree. That was 
shocking. A Jew of us have got a personal rapport with a few of the local 
ones and I told them to get fucked when I came back Their comrades actions 
ip north, they physically and through straight muscle and physical violence 
just took over. 

The actual march on Parliament was a success. The South Island and North Island 

groups met in Porirua and marched to Parliament. Davis (1991 :62) comments that 

"demands for a living wage and work for all were presented and the Labour Minister 

of Unemployment Phil Goff was jeered by the unemployed". 

In contrast to the l 930s, the current unemployed movement did not want to affiliate 

to any political groupings. This could be because the ideology of the workers 
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movement, that the Communist Party represented, no longer had a strong explanatory 

value. 

6.6 WHY THE DIFFICULTY TO MOBILISE THE 

UNEMPLOYED? 

Activists questioned why the unemployed movement was unable to reach the 

unemployed and promote mass protest. Unemployed groups tended to be small in 

numbers while street marches or demonstrations were generally poorly attended. 

. . . the problem is, with three or 400,000 people who haven't got the 
employment they want, we have a Government that is attacking low income 
people, why isn't there three or 400,000 people out on the streets or busily 
forming co-operatives to do what they want? 

{Jim Lamb, Interviews) 

Sue Bradford (Interviews) thought that it was difficult to mobilise the unemployed of 

this generation. People were no longer gathered together in work camps, nor were 

they having to queue for their 'dole'. In the previous depression the unemployed 

movement was able to put unemployed movement organisers in the job schemes 

where there were, at times, hundreds of men gathered. Nowadays if activists go to 

the Department's of Social Welfare or Labour they may speak to only twenty or thirty 

people at any one time. 

The difficulties in organising the unemployed were exacerbated by the instability of 

many unemployed groups, often because of the types of people who tended to 

become involved. For example, Sue Bradford (Interviews) commented: 

Christchurch has always had that really strong anarchist trend in it. 
Different types of anarchists, not all the same. There has been generation 
after generation of anarchists in Christchurch. But that's what they do, they 
say we like taking drugs, we like having a good time, were quite happy to rip 
money off We 're quite happy to have this image in public. 
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This image was seen as turning many unemployed people away. It also helped 

unemployed groups to stay small in numbers as they only attracted people from an 

alternative lifestyle . 

. . . if you are conveying this image that you are only a young street punk, in 
ragged smelly clothes, you're vegetarian and you take a lot of drugs, which is 
the image the young anarchists portray, its very negative to most unemployed 
people. 

(Sue Bradford, Interviews) 

Another example is the removal of Quinton Dukes from WUWU. He was "thrown" 

out of that unemployed group in 1992. He had been a major figure in the Wellington 

Centre for a number of years, acting as co-ordinator and holding it together in lean 

times. He was guilty of trying to stop people from turning up to work drunk, 

"People were saying, 'Why can't I? It's my right, I can handle it" (Lamb, 

Interviews). From Sue Bradford's (Interviews) viewpoint, WUWU crashed in July 

1992 when some men became involved who were only concerned with their own 

enjoyment. 

While the structural position of the unemployed was pointed to as a reason for the 

inability to mobilise the unemployed, perhaps a more pertinent reason was the 

composition of unemployed groups. They tend to have memberships drawn from 

people with alternative lifestyles who are perhaps not interested in organising the 

unemployed around 'traditional' unemployed issues. The next two sections provide a 

more in-depth examination of unemployed groups and of the people who join them. 

6.7 CHRISTCHURCH UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENT 

The Early Years 

Francis Simmonds had been involved in the Christchurch unemployed scene for a 

number of years. From 1975 to 1981 he was employed by PDL (a manufacturing 

company) in Christchurch. He was dismissed for "mucking around". For nine 
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months after his dismissal, his previous work colleagues chipped in to ensure he was 

still paid his previous wages. That was his last full-time permanent job except for two 

four month periods on work schemes in the mid-l 980s. 

They were just a joke. One of them was, there were nine of us raking the 
sand on the beach at New Brighton. . . . It's what you can turn those jobs 
into, I had access to a tractor and trai !er everyday, so we just used to have a 
ball taking kids up the beach everyday. Until the bureaucrats in the city 
council got to hear of it, they just sacked us all. The crowd I was working 
with all young drug addicts, punk rockers that kind of thing. 

(Simmonds, Interviews) 

This work scheme in some ways was the epitome of the early 1980s Christchurch 

unemployed movement. The Christchurch unemployed group was strongly influenced 

by the ''punk rock and skin head" culture. The people who were organising the 

Christchurch Unemployed Rights Centre (CURC) were also into the drug scene. 

Simmonds considered that the people involved in running the centre in the early 1980s 

were not particularly concerned about the mass of the unemployed, instead they had 

"their own reasons and motivations and [were concerned about] a lot of things like 

power and control, they put themselves on a pedestal" (Simmonds, Interviews). 

The trade union movement in Christchurch tended to keep CURC at arms length 

because of the way it was being run, and the group of people involved. 

It was the trade union sore point, understandably. The trade union 
bureaucrats have had their fingers burnt by associating with people who 've 
been busted on drugs or have misused funds for drugs. 

(Simmonds, Interviews) 

The national movement was also having problems with what Bill and Sue Bradford 

(TRRA) call the "anarchist tendency" in Christchurch. For example, the 

Christchurch unemployed activists would not vote on policy at NPC meetings as they 

did not believe in voting. Prior to the 1984 election, at an unemployed meeting, a 

unionist gave a speech about the need to support the Labour Party when a young 

unemployed person from Christchurch spoke up and said, "I don't believe in any of 

these parties, probably the most useful thing we could do in this election is steal [the 
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vote boxes]". Sue and Bill Bradford {TRRA) remember the "horror of the unionist 

at that remark". 

Simmonds (Interviews) alleges that in this early period of CURC there was, "always 

violence on the periphery or underlying it all the time, it frightened most of the 

unemployed people off". Indeed, during this period many of the 'members' were 

heavily into the drug scene. CURC appeared to be used as a base for an alternative 

culture rather than as a contact point for the unemployed at large. 

There 's some pretty strong fucked personalities, who were dictating events 
and running it if you like, and they were on their own. Peter Elliot, he was 
the sorta boss if you like, but he had a big homebake problem. There were 
four of them involved; there was Kate and Craig and Peter and his partner. 
They were all into homebake in a big way. Peter actually ran it almost as a 
fascist, almost to the point where people who disagreed with him at a 
meeting, or money was going missing, he'd just get up and bang them over 
type thing. 

(Simmonds, Interviews) 

It was in this period that Tony Suddaley first became involved with CURC after he 

was laid off from his freezing works job. He saw CURC advertise a meeting and 

went along as he considered that they were his new union. After a while it became 

more of a social activity as two of the leading figures, Peter Elliot and Craig Sutherley 

were into a large "alternative network of bands and pseudo skinheads" (Suddaley, 

Interviews). Suddaley commented that the people who ran CURC during this era did 

not like people who were not part of that scene. 

They didn't like people who weren't part of their culture even though they 
were unemployed, they didn 't want it to be taken over by especially political, 
Communist Party, S. U.P. types, who were involved in unemployed rights 
then, in Dunedin especially. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

Part of CURC's agenda was to keep the "Communist faction" out of the Rights 

Centre. CURC was largely staffed by people who were very fiinge unemployed, 

"part of an alternative culture ". Suddaley remembers that they would deliberately 

schedule meetings to exclude people who had political leanings (Suddaley, 
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Interviews). CURC was the only 'organised' response to unemployment in 

Christchurch over this period. There is a suggestion, from this period, that some of 

the people involved in CURC used the funding they received, some of it from the 

union movement, to support their drug habit (Simmonds, Interviews). 

Simmonds alleges that right through the 1980s there was very little actual contact 

with the unemployed in Christchurch. This was not only a Christchurch phenomenon, 

as Simmonds thought that many of the collectives around the country have been 

"guilty of not associating with the unemployed". Despite this lack of contact with 

the mass of the unemployed, there were still small protests designed to help keep up 

CURC's profile as an unemployed group. 

I remember one where they dragged around a box full of beef bones or 
something, around the Square or Malls on Friday. They had signs saying 
that this is what the unemployed eat. You'd ring up the Press and they'd send 
down a photographer and you'd get a photograph in the paper. So one thing 
was trying to just keep a profile in the media. You didn't need to do terribly 
much in terms of trying to keep a profile. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

Peter Elliot had stressed that CURC should not be seen as a community group, or as a 

representative group of the unemployed, instead, "It just represented a group of 

unemployed, as opposed to speaking for the unemployed as such". Suddaley thought 

that this was a good way of operating as there was no mandate to speak for the 

unemployed (Suddaley, Interviews). 

Perhaps because of the alternative culture that many of it's members embraced, the 

CURC collective had to move their office quite frequently in the mid 1980s. The 

collective would set up in an office and advertise their presence when the landlord 

would either ask them to leave, or surrounding shops would take up a petition to have 

them moved out. At one stage there were seven shifts in a 14 month period. This 

made it very difficult for unemployed people to actually find the collective 

(Simmonds, Interviews). 
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There were a few trade unions who were willing to be supportive of the Rights 

Centre. For example, the Clothing Workers Union provided a regular donation of 

$40 a month. This was the only union who would provide support with no questions 

asked. Suddaley (Interviews) commented that many people from the unions used to 

"hate, detest, the wtry the unemployed centre was run then" . 

. . . it wasn't sorta proper working people, they weren't seen as workers, and 
there was allegations of drug use. Peter Elliot was into home bake, but he 
had quite a clear analysis, it was like it wasn't destroying his life, he kept it 
under control. That was just an excuse not to give money. They wanted to 
control it. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

There were many arguments among the collective members, particularly about 

funding issues. Suddaley commented that Peter Elliot, who had a very strong 

personality, would often manipulate meetings to meet his own ends. 

The volunteers expenses used to be the big one. We used to get volunteers 
expenses, $20 each. That must have been about 1986-87 which was the first 
year they got a COGS grant. Up until then there wasn 't much money coming 
in. When Peter Elliot took over, the Rights Centre had just about gone out of 
existence. It was him and a group of people who got it going again. COGS 
started up about the same time and they got a COGS grant of about $20,000. 
They 're weren't many records kept. And also flying off to meetings, it used to 
cost a fortune. That was Te Roopu Rawakore 's, they would have these 
NP. C. 'sand that used to be a big expense. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

During the period when Peter Elliot ran CURC, there was a core of between six and 

ten people in the Rights Centre. If they needed more people for any actions they 

would hook into what Suddaley refers to as "the fringe crowd". These were people 

who, while unemployed, were not the 'traditional' unemployed. Many had never 

experienced waged work. Suddaley (Interviews) noted that this was common as 

many of the unemployed centres around the country at that time were staffed mainly 

by young people who had never experienced any type of waged work. 
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The Christchurch collective argued that it was a right to be unemployed and yet still 

have access to any benefits that society could offer. This ideal was opposed to the 

idea that work was the answer to unemployment. 

We used to argue that unemployment was a right too. That whole idea that 
work wasn 't so much what we were looking for as opposed to the unemployed 
people ... there is nothing morally wrong with it, it was just financially hard 
And that unemployed people had rights to be able to go to the doctor, the 
dentist, to the university and get access to housing and things like that. The 
whole idea that work was the answer, or that people should force them into 
work was opposed 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

There was strong opposition to the idea that people with waged work should be 

telling the unemployed what they should do. 

They enjoyed having arguments with unionists and the Communist Party, and 
Socialist Unity about what type of society we should have. The unions stand 
up and the Communist Party stand up and SUP and teli unemployed people 
what they need all the time. That's one thing about unemployment is that the 
people who comment on it mostly are workers, people who have jobs. But it's 
like providing a voice for unemployed people and what they want as opposed 
to what other people want for them. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

The message that resources, not jobs, was what the unemployed wanted was put 

forward in various forums. Generally the message was not well received, nor was the 

messenger. For example, CURC was asked to take part in planning a meeting 

designed to stimulate ideas for growing the local Christchurch economy. The meeting 

had a theme of 'Lets go Canterbury'. In addition to people from CURC, there were 

people from the unions and Chamber of Commerce present at the planning meeting. 

Craig Sutherley said to them, 'It's not jobs we want but money we want'. But 
they assumed that what the unemployed wanted was jobs. I think what they 
wanted was resources, access to resources. We walked out, it [the idea] was 
a bit radical. That was the kind of line the centre pushed cit that time. 
Confronting that sort of mentality that the unemployed, that they spoke for 
the unemployed somehow, and that they knew that what the unemployed 
wanted was jobs. We tried to present this counter point of view, and they 
couldn't see it. We would say something to them like, 'It's not jobs we lack, 
it's money we lack'. I remember the guy from the Chamber of Commerce, he 
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just couldn't understand And because of what people were wearing, we 
weren 't in suits and ties. It was the leather jackets and short hair of Craig 
and Peter, and they just dismissed it. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

The CURC collective tried to put up this 'alternative' solution to unemployment, to 

confront the "mentality" that work was the answer but had problems with this 

because the collectives very structure meant that it was, "a lot weaker and a lot more 

disorganised [than other sector groups], and it wasn't really interested in going to 

meetings and sitting on committees" (Suddaley, Interview). Despite this background 

of organised instability, Suddaley thought that there were "positive actions" 

occurring, such as supporting picket lines and helping with demonstrations for the 

Campaign Against Foreign Control. 

The early Christchurch movement was concerned not to be hooked into 'political' 

groups. This is a Tourainain theme to the extent that 'new' social movements do not 

'Nish to capture the State. They also had an ideology that proposed unempioyment as 

part of a lifestyle choice. It is interesting that this group was small and run by people 

with alternative lifestyles, and yet there was no alternative or competing unemployed 

group. For whatever reason, the Communists and other people from the workers 

movement were unable, or unwilling, to have much influence on the Christchurch 

unemployed scene. 

The Later Years, 1989-1993 

After the South Island Job Search Tour in 1988 there was very little unemployed 

collective activity in Christchurch. Francis Simmonds and his partner Jackie ran the 

collective from their home for the next 18 months to two years. During this period 

activity mainly centred around providing an advocacy service over the telephone. 

Simmonds noted that through having his home being used in this way he came into 

contact with a different type of unemployed person. These were people who were 

genuinely concerned to find employment (Simmonds, Interviews). 
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Around 1990 Francis and Jackie began to apply for Restart finance. Restart was a 

Government programme designed to help people get back into work. The scheme 

provided funding amounting to a years wages for a long term unemployed person. A 

new unemployed collective was started around the people who were hired with this 

funding. These people were either employed to complete research projects into 

unemployment issues, or were given office titles to satisfy Labour Department criteria 

that they be given a job with tasks to complete. 

We actually built up a new unemployed collective out of Restarts. They used 
to come around home here and we would interview them, and that's actually 
how Jim Lamb came on board He rang up with a problem at.first and then 
he got involved with this Restart. We had to come out with labels to keep the 
Labour Department happy, and we made Jim an office manager. Now you 
just don 't have office managers when you 're working in an unemployed 
collective, it was all a bullshit thing. 

(Simmonds, Interviews) 

:Many of the people who were employed under this scheme were middle aged women 

in the forty to fifty year age group. These 'employees' took their work titles 

seriously, which created difficulties for the collective. Having positions and titles 

went against the ideal of collective leadership. Many of the positions were given to 

people who could not necessarily do them. Jim Lamb commented that the allocation 

of jobs seemed to be based on: 

... it was all poor old Craig, he's really depressed, lets give him a job 
because we can do it. And the same applied for everybody else. A lot of it 
was quite well intentioned, but the effect of it was that the movement got 
nothing out of it, and I got increasingly distressed towards the end of that 
period, in that we had 10 people working for us, full time, and we got nothing 
out ofit. 

(Lamb, Interviews) 

There was an ethic that income is a resource and people should not need to work to 

get resources, "If you look at the wages bill you can see that some people were paid 

past the time that they were employed" (Baltrop, Interviews). 

Neil Baltrop became the treasurer of CURC in December 1991. He noted that the 

wage bill was up to $130,000 a year. A large amount of money for an unemployed 
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group to handle. Baltrop commented that people in the collective still had the view 

that it was their right to be unemployed, "That reflected in other sort of subtle things 

through the accounts that, we are taxed enough and we shouldn't have to pay the 

Inland Revenue Dept. G.S. T. ', which we are required to pay. There was that sort of 

ethic". The collective failed to pay GST or make tax returns to the Inland Revenue 

Department leaving a bill of $50,000. By 1993 there was still $8,354 owing. 

Around half of the people involved with CURC had an anti-organisation view. 

Baltrop thought that was how they ended up with the debt to the Inland Revenue 

Department, and how some could justify not doing anything about the debt, or paying 

it back. 

That sort of thing about annual meetings or structure or Jul.filling your 
requirements for the Trusts Act, no there wasn't a lot of patience for it at all. 
Which is okay but they were also on the verge of saying you shouldn't do it. 

(Baltrop, Interviews) 

Baltrop asserts that no-one in the collective thought of themselves as representatives 

of the unemployed. People would have liked to be doing something that the 

unemployed would have found useful, but every time an idea was put forward people 

did not have the time or the commitment to do it. 

Despite the fact that many of the Restart employees were women, most of the people 

involved in the collective were male. For example, at the final collective meeting for 

1992, there were ten people present, nine of whom were male, the majority of whom 

owned their own homes. Simmonds (Interviews) commented that this represented a 

new clique who had taken over the unemployed collective. He was critical of these 

people as they tended to run the organisation along more traditional lines . 

. . . the Jim Lambs and the Sue Bradford's tend to get there and sit there, and 
don't actually encourage involvement to a stage where they'll see it as 
threatening there situation. They 're getting to know too much about the 
books or organising street demos. They 're the ones who like to deal with the 
police, the media, and sit on the right committees. It even got to the stage 
there where we got a computer for a while. You know computers and 
unemployed things, a whole new breed has taken over. 
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(Simmonds, Interviews) 

Simmonds (Interviews) felt that Jim Lamb, who became the co-ordinator of CURC, 

was on the periphery of the unemployed movement and that he was tied up into the, 

"whole middle class, liberal, community house concept". Lamb commented that he 

preferred the more 'traditional' way of running organisations. He commented that 

when he first became involved the collective was being run on a very lazzie faire basis. 

I know when I started, we had this argument in our centre, and it's not been 
resolved, but Jackie is a prime example by and large, she was in charge and 
made the decisions, but her statement to me was that if you are in the centre 
and you pick up the phone, you are in charge of the centre. And that to me is 
an impossible way of doing things. 

(Lamb, Interviews) 

This style of running unemployed groups appears to have been the norm through out 

New Zealand. 

And most centres seem to have operated on that principle, that if you get 
people together who are unemployed, all the problems will sort themselves 
out. And what you end up with is very small groups who tend to be friends, 
or all live in the same house, or have relationships with one another. What 
you then get is a group for the people involved, it's not a group for the 
unemployed 

(Lamb, Interviews) 

The CURC collective was still being run on a non-hierarchical basis. Some of the 

members even opposed the norms that society had about working, by providing pay 

cheques in the form of a resource for people to access. There was no expectation that 

they would provide work in return. This attitude was a source of conflict with people 

who had a more traditional view of the way organisations should be run. 



180 

CURC during the 1991 Benefit Cuts 

Many unemployed groups around New Zealand protested the introduction of the 

1991 benefit cuts. CURC was no different. David Hanlon was involved in the protest 

action with CURC and Christchurch's 'Coalition Against Benefit Cuts'. In a story 

similar to the previous history of CURC, Hanlon thought that the Coalition was 

dominated by people who were "playing games", and who were not interested in 

organising beneficiaries to protest the cuts to any significant degree (Hanlon, 

Interviews). 

The protest marches organised by the Coalition Against Benefit Cuts failed to gain the 

support of the unemployed. Hanlon (Interviews) commented that they usually 

managed to mobilise around 50 people for their protests "There were the anarchists, 

Morris the communist bus driver, and people from CURC. " One of the protest 

strategies used in this period was setiing up a table in Cathedral Square, and one 

outside the Sydenham office of the Department of Social Welfare, where literature on 

the effects of the benefit cuts was handed out and people were asked to sign a petition 

against the introduction of the cuts. 

When considering why the benefit cuts failed to stimulate a mobilisation of the 

unemployed, Hanlon thought that people were "shy" about protesting. He 

considered that unemployment was an individual experience, isolating, and expressed 

more with feelings than with actions. Hanlon remembers a conversation with a 

Samoan man, Babs, who mentioned that Samoan people did not protest because 

shame prevented them from publicly admitting they were unemployed (Hanlon, 

Interviews). 

During early 1991 CURC was still organised around weekly collective meetings. 

These meetings were attended by a core of a dozen people, while a number drifted 

around the edge of the group. The main activity of CURC in this period was 

advocacy work, "People would come in with benefit problems and they would go to 

Social Welfare and argue the case on their behalf" (Hanlon, Interviews). Hanlon 
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asserts that the collective saw political protest as being a secondary task to the 

advocacy work, although some in the collective still saw themselves as part of a wider 

political movement. Hanlon could not fault this emphasis on advocacy as he 

considered that it was more realistic than trying to fill the streets with protest. 

I can 't fault that as protest will get nowhere. I first went in all 'Ra Ra' about 
filling the streets with thousands of people to protest the benefit cuts. I tried 
to build a climate of protest and spread a lot of graffiti around town. 

(Hanlon, Interviews) 

Towards The End 

More recently the CURC collective has had people involved who have, what 

Suddaley calls, a "real" work ethic. Jim Lamb (the co-ordinator) and Neil Baltrop 

(the treasurer) were placed in this category. They were willing to treat their work 

with the collective as a 'job'. Several of the other activists were still concerned not to 

get sucked into this, especialiy not the "whole meeting thing··. These activists found 

it frustrating to go to meetings with waged people who were quite prepared to sit 

around for a few hours and discuss the issues. 

But the people who you are dealing with, or trying to get the money out of, or 
push a view on, or get some resources from, it's like their job. They 're on 
this wage and they don't care if they sit around for three hours and have a 
meeting because they 're getting paid for it. But being unemployed when 
you 're not getting paid, unless you 're really dedicated to it you can't see 
much point in turning up for it. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

Suddaley also noted other contrasts between the 'two' groups of unemployed people. 

Some were seen as deserving, or "morally good" unemployed people, while others 

were considered to be "morally bad" or undeserving. 

Peter Elliot and people with him probably weren't seen as deserving and they 
were treated as drug addicts or people with problems. As opposed to Jim 
Lamb and people who come from that culture are almost seen as deserving. 
It's just the way he dresses, and he has worked a lot. He turns up for work. 
Peter Elliot used to be a great one for having a meeting organised and they'd 
never get there. We 'd be rung up to see where we were, and we would just 
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say that we are tied up with a client. Meetings were never taken that 
seriously. 

(Suddaley, Interviews) 

Funding for CURC became increasingly problematic as contracting for service 

delivery became the norm for access to Government funding. Lamb (Interviews) 

noted that to get Community Funding Agency (CFA) funding, the CURC collective 

first had to get over the philosophical problem of doing something that the 

Government "wants you to do". This was a problem faced by many unemployed 

groups around the country. In addition to the philosophical concerns, many groups 

were just not organised enough to meet the CF A's contract criteria. A similar trend 

towards greater accountability was occurring with grant money from COGS and the 

Lottery Board (Lamb, Interviews). 

Lamb commented that funding from the union movement was always problematic. 

Unions were reluctant to fund CURC partly because of the strained relationship 

caused by previous collectives. Lamb commented: 

It's always had a strained relationship with the unemployment movement. 
Because, it used to be a factor in the early days that people in the collective 
used to claim that unions tried to control the' movement, I think it would be 
more down to the lack of skills and communication. One unionist said we 
don't appreciate giving money to people who come along to our meetings and 
tell us what bastards we are. Probably quite rightly, the union movement has 
had huge amounts of money disappear into the unemployed movement with 
no result whatsoever, or can tell you where the money went, into somebody's 
arm or something which used to be a problem a while back. 

(Lamb, Interviews) 

While Baltrop was a member of CURC, from December 1991, there were still 

between eight and ten people regularly attending the Wednesday collective meetings. 

Baltrop (Interviews) commented, "They were pretty much the same people all the 

time, there were a few changes, as there stars rose and fell as it were". Baltrop 

thought that there were not many people involved outside of this core group. 

Because he was the "new boy around the place", Baltrop concentrated on trying to 

get the financial books straightened while assuming that the business of the Rights 
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Centre was going on around him. "It was after three or four months that I realised 

that the place was pretty isolated and likely to remain like that" (Baltrop, 

Interviews). Baltrop commented that he never actually found out the function of the 

collective. 

In addition to his involvement from 1991, Baltrop had been aro.und the collective in 

the mid-eighties. He thought that there was more activity in the earlier period. 

Well in the early days it was free swinging, it was like, there was jump about 
the place, different groups meeting in different places, with 20 or 30 people 
hanging around I do realise in retrospect that there was the same group 
running the place, keeping the books in order and writing letters etc. There 
seemed to be more going on, maybe it was the time, I'm talking of the mid 
80s. 

(Baltrop, Interviews) 

In 1992 there was very little activity at CURC. They had two offices and two phones, 

an organisational size that was a iegacy of the Restart workers. Baitrop feit that 

CURC was still acting like a large organisation although it was in fact very small. 

And they met about what they were going to do, without actually realising 
that they didn't have enough resources. There wasn't anybody sitting around 
that table who had sufficient time to do anything. It took me a while to work 
out that it didn't actually have any connections with the grass roots. There 
was still people ringing up on the phones, and an illusion of activity, but it 
wasn't really activity at all. We had this meeting once a week. We sorta 
discussed, go down to Jenny Shipley's house at Ashburton and have a demo 
etc., but there were no real initiatives taken, except training advisors. 

(Baltrop, Interviews) 

Baltrop thought that some people came along to the collective meetings only from 

habit. "The organisation existed and appeared to have a function, so they came 

along. " Despite a seeming lack of activity there were still tasks achieved in 1992. 

For example: the collective organised the ill fated Christchurch NPC after which 

AUWRC withdrew from Te Roopu Rawakore; they started a food co-op; kept the 

advisory service going; and ran a radio programme on the local community station. 

But through out 1992 it was the tax burden with the Inland Revenue Department that 

dominated the collective (Baltrop, Interviews). 
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Baltrop thought that CURC still had to find a reason for existing. By the middle of 

1993 CURC disintegrated. Jim Lamb left to start another organisation, the 

Christchurch Community Project, while Baltrop continued to work on the financial 

statements and a report to COGS to try and account for past spending. 

I'll be a one man band until the rent money runs out, and then who knows? 
What Unemployed Rights is, is that it's got an office and a telephone, and a 
Post Office Box. Its a corporate shell, with a large debt. 

(Baltrop, Interviews) 

The CURC collective mimicked the privatised position of the unemployed. It was 

isolated, not really connecting with the unemployed. It could not be called a mass 

movement, as it acted more as a support group for the people involved. 

Mature Employment Service (Fe Roopu Mahi Pakeke) 

An interesting development is the growth of the Mature Employment Service. This is 

an unemployed group, but not one in the traditional sense The Mature Employment 

Service (MES) is a self help organisation for unemployed people aged over 40 years. 

John Patterson, founder of the Mature Employment Service, set up the organisation 

to help mature unemployed people either find new employment, or learn how to cope 

with their unemployment. The MES saw itself as being an apolitical, multi-partisan 

organisation (Macadie, Interviews). The MES was interesting because it effectively 

saw the over 40 year olds as a particular 'market segment' with special difficulties. 

Patterson (Interviews) thought that the relative affiuence of the post war years made it 

more difficult for the unemployed to cope with a reduced income. In particular, 

people aged over forty found it hard to cope with the loss of a job and very difficult to 

re-enter a workforce that gave precedence to youth. There are now several MES 

type services around New Zealand, set up in a informal network (Patterson, 

Interviews; MES Brochures). 
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The philosophy of the organisation reflects the self help and support orientation of 

MES: 

• To run an efficient organisation promoting public awareness of the needs of 

unemployed people aged over 40; 

• To assist people in this mature age group through the trauma of redundancy; 

• To assist them to continue to believe in themselves, their own abilities, and in the 

future; 

• To challenge age discrimination in all its forms (MES, Brochures). 

Ian Macadie, who works for the Christchurch MES finds that many people lose much 

of their peer support when they become unemployed. For example, because they can 

no longer reciprocate rounds of drinks for their "mates", they no longer get invited 

for a drink as often, "Gradually your support networks filter out" (Macadie, 

Interviews). In addition, Macadie (Interviews) saw many of people as being 

"unemployable" because the jobs that they used to do are no longer there. These are 

people who were employed in the old Government Department's such as the Post 

Office or Railways. 

There were four people working for the MES. All four were receiving funding from 

Government schemes. Three were funded by Job Plus, while the fourth had funding 

from Taskforce Green. The MES had a membership of 1,300 in Christchurch in 

1993. They got their membership through advertisements in New Zealand 

Employment Service and Social Welfare offices. This MES acted like an employment 

agency and support group for its older unemployed members. 

Overall, the unemployed movement in Christchurch was small with very little interest 

in organising the unemployed. There was an anarchist theme that ran right through 

the decade of the 1980s. The group was actively non-political in the traditional sense, 

but it did have an ideology. Unemployment was considered to be a choice and access 

to resources a 'right'. This belief was acted upon with the Restart workers in the 

early 1990s. It could be argued that this was an act of defiance against the 

technocracy, or bureaucratic hierarchies, as the unwillingness to pay tax or comply 
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with 'nonnal' organisational matters ultimately brought the unemployed into conflict 

with these other groups. Interestingly, potential allies like the unions were seen in the 

same light, as they too were hierarchical organisations. 

6.9 DUNEDIN UNEMPLOYED MOVEMENT 

As has been the case with other cities, Dunedin has seen several unemployed groups 

come and go throughout the 1980s. Each subsequent group has had little knowledge 

of those that preceded it. At best, a member of the previous group became involved 

in the subsequent group so that there was some continuity, at worst, the new 

unemployed group was unaware of what had been before. 

One of the earliest unemployed groups is dated around 1973 and 1974. This 

organisation was church based and had a practical orientation, such as finding short

term work for unemployed people. Despite this, Jane Stevens (who was involved 

with this group), noted that the group did some ''political work" (Stevens, TRRA). 

The Dunedin Unemployed Rights Centre 

The next 'known' unemployed group was one that operated during the early to mid 

1980s. Campbell Duignan was an unemployed activist with this group. A group of 

predominately young people set up the Dunedin Unemployed Rights Centre (DURC) 

under the jurisdiction of the local Dunedin Trades Council. 

There was a difficult relationship with the unions. This manifested itself in a struggle 

for control of DURC between the unemployed workers, who ran the centre, and the 

unions, who provided the funding. 

Basically the point of debate there, and it was a similar one throughout the 
rest of the country, was what the relationship should be between unemployed 
workers and unions. · The group down here did want to have contact with 
unions, they weren't, they were a pro-worker sort of group so it was a natural 
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alliance. I guess my perspective on it was that, as far as the Trades Council 
was concerned, they wanted to dominate that relationship on the basis that 
they were providing money and therefore they should have the say so in the 
organisation. 

(Duignan, Interviews) 

This struggle for control left many unemployed people feeling antagonistic towards 

the union movement. Duignan asserted that several of the people who staffed the 

centre were not well regarded by some unemployed, as it was felt they had 

compromised themselves by being prepared to do what the Trades Council told them. 

So things were in quite a mess, and there were a lot of people, who were good 
people, and were quite embittered by the whole process. People who hadn't 
had a lot of dealings with unions previously, but after that didn't want to 
have a lot more to do with them. 

(Duignan, Interviews) 

The argument was around the issue of autonomy. The unemployed were insisting that 

they have the right to formulate their own policy. The difficulty was that most of the 

funding during those years came from the union movement, who insisted that this 

entitled them to a say in how DURC was run (Duignan, Interviews). This argument 

over who would control the growth and direction of the unemployed movement was a 

repeat of one that was being experienced in other cities. 

It pretty well expressed itself in just about every centre around the country, 
where there was anything happening, the same argument came up. 

(Duignan, Interviews) 

Alan McDonald who was vice president of the Otago Trades Council at the time, 

thought that the conflict between the unions and the DURC was over the issue of 

accountability . 

. . . we ran into trouble with each other because some people involved in the 
group didn 't want to be accountable to the trade unions, and the people in 
the Trade 's Council insisted that because the unions were funding the centre . 
. . there had to be accountability. If you get the money from somewhere 
you 're accountable to them. 

(.McDonald, Interviews) 
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This issue of union funding and accountability was finally settled with DURC 

accepting that the unions had a right to know how the money was being spent. This 

did not mean control over spending, but instead meant disclosure in the form of 

financial reports. 

One of the best financial supporters of the unemployed movement in Dunedin at this 

time was the Public Service Association (PSA). They also received good support 

from other unions, as Duignan (Interview) commented: 

It certainly wasn 't the case of all the unions lined up on one side and this 
unemployed group on the other side. It was definitely the case where there 
was some very good support from some of the unions in town for our position 
of being independent but receiving funding. 

Because unemployment had a fluid nature, DURC chose to have a similarly fluid 

structure. This was designed to be flexible and open so that people could move into 

the Centre, and back out again, with relative ease. The Centre worked on the 

principal of consensus leadership, although this style of working caused a lot of 

conflict with the Trades Council who questioned whether it could be made to work 

(Duignan, Interviews). 

Both the unions and unemployed people were represented on the committee that ran 

DURC. There was conflict between these two groups as, according to McDonald 

(Interviews), many of the unemployed on the committee were not interested in getting 

work and had no concern for trade union philosophies. Some of the unemployed 

were actually openly anti-trade union. 

. . . they weren 't really interested in not being unemployed and they had no 
interest in the trade union philosophies. They were anti-trade union, and that 
was an eye opener to me because I couldn't understand I just took it for 
granted that people who were in a down and out situation would have trade 
union principles. Of course it was silly of me to think so because then I 
thought 'why should they'? Of course some of them were younger people 
who had probably gone from school to being unemployed, so they had never 
known anything about unions. So why the hell should they have union 
philosophies. 

(McDonald, Interviews). 



189 

This attitude towards unions resembles that taken by other unemployed groups. Prior 

to the establishment of DURC, the issue of whether unemployment was a 'right', that 

is, a right not to work but still have access to services, was an item of hot debate. 

McDonald (Interviews) commented that there were still a few people involved in the 

Centre who saw being unemployed as a choice, a right, ". . . that was part of the 

trouble there too. And I got quite heavy with them at times, and just said that's not 

what we are about, we 're trying to get credibility". 

Although there was a divergence of opinions on this point, DURC itself had a 

practical focus, "we focused on ... useful things that we could do to assist people" 

(Duignan, Interviews). DURC had rooms at 145 Rattray Street, directly opposite the 

Department of Social Welfare. This location meant that a main focus of the work 

became advocacy for the unemployed with Social Welfare. The location also helped 

with recruitment into the unemployed group, "If people come in with a problem we 

would always sign them up and talk about the other things we could maybe help them 

out with, and try and develop organisation that way;; (Duignan, 30 August 1993). 

The Centre also worked with the Department of Labour and ran a food co-op 

(Duignan, Interviews). A factor that limited the DURC's effectiveness was having 

access to resources . 

. . . the resources were just absolutely as rare as hens teeth in the unemployed 
workers group. That was the thing that was most difficult. Basic things like 
getting a letter typed. An enormous hassle to try and get a typewriter and 
then getting someone with the skills to actually type it. I mean it's so basic 
right? It certainly wasn't a case of having things all nicely set up there, I 
mean everything was a bit of a battle to get established There were a couple 
of unions and a couple of organisations around town who were supportive 
and helped us out at different times. It would have been damn near 
impossible without that backup and support. 

(Duignan, Interviews) 

During the period that DURC operated there were some protest actions although 

most of them were small scale. One protest occurred over a change of hours at the 

Department of Labour. This had upset many of the unemployed. 
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We got a petition going in the Labour Department initially, but they booted 
us outside. We got people to sign it, and got up their noses. But from 
memory we worked out a deal there. 

(Duignan, Interviews) 

There were no large scale protests during this period. Duignan (Interviews) 

speculated that this was because people had a, " ... hell of a lot on their plates", and 

that the unemployed were a very hard group to organise. He asserted that it was very 

difficult to get access to people once they were jobless. 

After the demise of the Dunedin Unemployed Rights Centre in mid 1986, another 

group was established in 1987, and lasted into 1988, by Peter Hall Jones and Kerry 

Donaldson. This group, the Dunedin Unwaged Worker's Rights Centre, helped to 

organise the South Island 'Job Search Tour' and folded soon after it's completion 

(Karen Davis, Interviews). 

1991 Benefit Cuts 

The next major unemployed group to surface was the Otago Unemployed and 

Beneficiaries Centre (OUBC). The OUBC has roots that can be traced to the 

announcement of the benefit cuts in 1990 by the newly elected National Government. 

Jason Furguson, a beneficiary, became angry and responded to the announcement by 

starting a petition that sought to reverse the announced cuts to benefit levels. 

I just got bloody angry. When the cuts were announced it didn 't affect the 
type of benefit I was on. But I knew the types of salaries that those in 
Parliament are on. It annoyed me that they attacked the most vulnerable 
people they could I thought that something had to be done about it, it 
couldn't just slip by like that, especially when it was announced It was 
announced at Christmas. It was absolutely disgraceful. 

(Furguson, Interviews) 

The petition was eventually signed by between four and five thousand people and 

presented, prior to the benefit cuts taking place, to Parliament by the local Labour 

Party MP Michael Cullin. Several other people joined with Ferguson to help obtain 
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signatures for the petition. These people collectively decided that other protest action 

should also be taken. 

The main figures in these protests were, in addition to Jason Ferguson, Cindy Leckie 

and Alan McDonald. One action was a protest rally in the Octagon. Michael Cullin's 

electoral office helped by providing organisational support for the rally. McDonald 

(Interviews) saw a cynical motive to the help they were receiving from the Labour 

Party, "They saw a little group starting, and they probably thought that they would 

be a nice group of puppets", although Leckie found Michael Cullin's secretary, 

Rosie, to be very supportive (Leckie, Interviews). McDonald considered that this 

rally was a 'success'. 

The first one we had was quite good, because people were still angry you see. 
We assembled people in the exchange on the Civic plaza, we got a big crowd 
there at 8.30 am in the morning. We gave them all a rev up there, there was 
several hundred people. Then we walked around the corner and stood 
outside the employment service. We stayed there for a while and had a bit to 
say. We went inside and gave the management some letters and stuff. Then 
we marched from there across the exchange to Social Welfare, and did· the 
same there. Then we went down to the Octagon. We had a lot of support. 

(McDonald, Interviews) 

Dunedin Coalition Against Welfare Cuts 

Steps were taken to formalise themselves into the 'Dunedin Coalition Against Welfare 

Cuts', with the sole aim of lobbying the Government to back down from the 

announced benefit cuts. The Coalition had a conservative approach to the protests, 

which caused people who argued for a more radical approach to drift away . 

. . . a lot because we weren't as radical as maybe they wanted, or we weren't 
going in the direction they wanted, those sort of people just filtered out. But 
left behind was a really good core group of people who really got stuck in. 

(Ferguson, Interviews) 

On the 13th of January 1991 a public meeting opposing the benefit cuts was staged in 

the South Dunedin Town Hall. This meeting drew three to four hundred people. The 

speakers included: Michael Cullin; Harry Love, the New Labour candidate for St. 
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Kilda; Bronwyn Bannister, a young solo mother who had had difficulties with Social 

Welfare and who was publicly speaking out on her own accord; and McDonald 

(McDonald, Interviews). The Coalition went on to stage a number of other street 

marches and protest rallies. 

On a separate occasion we had a big meeting in the middle of the Octagon, 
about a month later. We marched from there down to the Hanover Street 
Employment Service office. We jammed the office out. And spent several 
hours queuing up and asking the staff questions. We did it at Social Welfare 
too, asking them about special needs grants. We all went and asked about 
jobs, made enquires about jobs. 

(McDonald, Interviews) 

Cindy Leckie commented that despite these protest meetings, the main focus for the 

Coalition remained the petition that Ferguson had started. After the South Dunedin 

meeting an interim management committee was set up to keep the fight against the 

benefit cuts going and to tell the Government that what they were doing was "unfair 

and unjust". 

Then of course the benefits were cut. But we got the message [from J 
beneficiaries that it was important that they did have someone who did speak 
up for them. Because there was no-one else in Dunedin who did anything like 
that. 

(Leckie, Interviews) 

Meeting weekly, the dozen or so people involved in the Coalition decided that they 

wanted to continue and do something practical for the unemployed. The group 

started by having regular meetings in a member's house. These meetings were 

regularly attended by up to 25 people. While Ferguson, aged 21 years, headed the 

group at this stage, McDonald assisted by working with the media. 

Otago Unemployed and Beneficiaries Centre 

At this stage they decided to create a more formal organisation, a decision which led 

to the formation of the Otago Unemployed and Beneficiary Centre (Ferguson, 

Interview). They were initially helped by members of the Southland Unemployed 

Workers Rights Centre. They used Southland's constitution as a model and followed 
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their advice on setting up the centre. The constitution allowed up to five people from 

the trade union movement to sit on the management committee, although this 

provision has never been taken up (McDonald, Interviews). 

They also received support from the Christchurch Unemployed Rights Centre who 

telephoned and kept the Dunedin people in touch with what was happening nationally. 

Leckie (Interviews) commented, "They were always pleased to hear that someone in 

Dunedin was doing something, because there hadn't been anything happening here 

for so long you see ". 

The earlier Unemployed Rights Centre, which McDonald had been involved with, had 

folded with a $7,000 credit balance. These funds had originally come from COGS 

(Community Organisations Grants Scheme) funding. The money had been held in 

trust by the Community Law Centre, and upon approval, the OUBC was given 

permission to access this money. This helped to pay the rent on their first premises, 

one room on the third floor above the Mid-City hotel in Princess Street. Soon after, 

they moved to their current premises at 152 High Street (McDonald, Interviews). 

The union movement did not want to have much to do with the OUBC, or provide 

funding, because they of trouble they had with previous unemployed groups. 

. . . because of the way previous organisations, they had supported them 
considerably, like financially, and they had been let down. That's what they 
say. I understand it's true, they got left with some huge bills. 

(Beale Interviews) 

Service Provision 

Service provision became one of the main activities of the OUBC. This had the 

advantage of attracting new members, " ... that's one of the main reasons they have 

joined us" (McDonald, Interviews). One of the activities was a food co-op. This had 

proved difficult to operate because of trouble finding enough people to help run it. 

The food was purchased from a market and resold, at cost price, to members who had 
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phoned in orders. Only financial members of the OUBC were eligible to join the food 

co-op, but annual membership fees for the OUBC were low at $6. 

In addition to the food co-op, sewing classes were run from the Centre. They made 

use of a $3,000 grant from the Dunedin City Council to buy three machines plus 

associated cutting equipment and tables. Generally classes were run once or twice 

weekly and attracted up to a dozen people. But in a similar fashion to the food co-op 

it had proved difficult to provide continuity. 

Again that's an operation that sometimes its stopped, because the tutors have 
had to pack it in, or we've had to look for someone else, generally on and off 
for the last 18 months we 've being running sewing classes. 

(A1cDonald, Interviews) 

The Centre also ran a clothing exchange that allowed members the opportunity to get 

second hand clothing for a donation of 20 or 50 cents. Clothes that were not 

wearable were used by the sewing class. The OUBC offices acted as a drop in centre 

for people who wanted to talk and have a cup of tea. From the office they ran an 

advocacy service for unemployed people. 

It hasn 't been a confrontational thing between us and them. We 've developed 
it that way. We've let them know we 're not mugs, but we haven't just gone 
table thumping. So what happens now is that our co-ordinator can phone up 
different Departmental heads in Social Welfare and the tax department and 
that. They'll talk to us and will help, and we'll just be the middle person. 

(Af cDonald, Interviews) 

Many of the people who came to the Centre for help were passed on to other agencies 

such as; Budget Advice, Citizens Advice Bureau, or a food bank. In 1992 the OUBC 

got a grant from the Dunedin City Council to hire a bus to take families with children 

(around 80 to 100 people) out to a park for a barbecue. 

We did it a fortnight after New Year which is the period when all these people 
haven 't got two bloody cents to rub together, and there kids are still not back 
at school, they all said it was a great time to do it. 

(AfcDonald, Interviews) 
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To be political? 

Despite much of the activity centring around service provision, the OUBC still saw 

itself as a lobby group. In a similar pattern to many other unemployed groups around 

the country, they chose not to align themselves with any political grouping. 

We didn 't want to just be a do-gooder organisation, and stay out of politics 
altogether. We were determined not to be aligned to any party, and there 
were people in our group who belonged to several different parties. I was 
still a member of the Labour party when I joined Then there are a couple of 
people who are involved with the Alliance now. Cindy Leckie, one of the two 
people who started the petition had been a member of the National party. So 
we are non-political, but we don't believe in being a-political. 

(McDonald, Interviews) 

The twin aims of being a 'service' organisation as well as one that tried to lobby for 

changes at the political level, was the cause of considerable tension among some of 

the members. Severai of the peopie on the management committee, who emphasised 

practical help for the unemployed, were concerned that being outspoken would affect 

the OUBC's ability to attract funding from Government agencies. 

We had people in our own organisation who said we 'd better be careful or we 
won't get funding because we 'II be too outspoken. I said if we lost our 
funding sources because we are too outspoken, I'd rather we closed the thing 
up and went back to being a lobby group which met in each others houses. 

(McDonald, Interviews) 

This split, between people with a service orientation and those who still saw a 

'political' role for the organisation, became the cause of factions in the OUBC. Some 

people wanted to concentrate on the service side of the organisation, for example the 

advocacy work and food co-op, while others favoured maintaining a 'political' voice. 

We 've always had the advocacy and the food co-op and the sewing classes 
and everything else. Some people would prefer that we kept to that, and 
concentrated on that, other people would prefer that we definitely keep up the 
political side of it. I feel that was the way that it was brought about and I feel 
it is a very important job to do. So I've always pushed it that we carry on 
[with the political side}. 

(Leckie, Interviews) 
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Mike Beale, a previous co-ordinator of OUBC, did not think that people disliked 

being political but that there were differing views on how it should be achieved .. 

Beale thought that much could be achieved through the media rather than by having a 

protest action that may not attract many people. He also commented that the tension 

between being political as well as being a social service agency could be solved by 

separating the two, "and to get funding I think you have to separate the two, if you 

·want to get funding" (Beale, Interviews). 

When Beale commented about protest actions not attracting many people he was 

referring to a recent public meeting called by the OUBC that was attended by only 20 

people. Ferguson (Interviews) put this small attendance down to: 

It's not because people are uninterested and don't want to go. It's just that 
people have been through three years of utter hell. It's got to the stage where 
people think it doesn't matter what we do, it doesn 't matter anywey. People 
are just tired People are just disheartened 

Martin, the co-ordinator of OUBC in late 1993, acknowledged the conflicting views 

of committee members over the future direction of the organisation. He thought that 

no organisation could be political and still expect Government funds. Martin 

(Interviews) felt that the larger group wanted to "do things'. By this he meant they 

would rather see " ... the funds and effort devoted to helping the poor. You can 

have a political voice through your deeds, rather than marching up and down". 

Leckie (28 August 1993) was concerned that the Centre would become just another 

charitable organisation and lose what ''political voice" it had. She commented: 

We are all individual activists in a wey anywey. I still sey that it is important 
to get out there and talk about it and just let people know what it is like 
[being on a benefit]. Although sometimes it is embarrassing, but on the other 
hand I know that I haven't done anything wrong because I am on a benefit. 
Although to a lot of people it is something wrong. 

Ron Curr, the co-ordinator of the Dunedin Mature Employment Service, was co

opted onto the management committee of the OUBC. When he joined he found the 
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committee to be " in tatters". He noted there was a struggle over the direction of 

OUBC and that this had caused disillusionment among some of the members. 

It seemed to be wallowing and woo/ting, and there were factions formed. 
There were those who were strongly lobbyists and those who were strongly 
'lets get on and do practical things for the people everyday and help them 
directly rather than just trying to beat your gums at Government and places 
like that'. Those factions still exist and there are still some very strong 
factions. It still is in total disarray, there have been mass defections from 
office to the point we have to re-elect a whole new committee, there are no 
office bearers left. 

(Curr, Interviews) 

These divisions within the organisation almost seems to reflect a desire on the part of 

some members to retreat from the political. Unemployment was not a political issue. 

While this was in dispute, it does reflect some of the attitudes held by Dunedin 

unemployed in the 1930s. Some unemployed groups had split away from the Dunedin 

Unemployed Worker Movement because it was considered to be too political, and 

they preferred to focus on more practical activities. 

Mike Beale became the OUBC's new co-ordinator after Jason Ferguson stepped 

down in 1992. After the initial agitation at the time of the benefit cuts, Beale (31 

August 1993) felt that the focus shifted as people who wanted to do practical things 

for the unemployed surfaced. He felt that the people with a 'political' orientation 

were more inclined to drift in and out of the organisation. 

Because people like her [Elizabeth Cosgrove J were the ones putting in the 
most, perhaps the focus shifted. People who are political they seem to be 
more, they seem to come and go. They are not very constant, I don 't think. 
Because it's a reaction isn't it. A reaction that isn't really based on 
principle, I don't know. I'm just not political. 

(Beale, Interviews) 

Although Beale became involved by "sort of stumbling into it", he found that his 

previous experiences with the Department of Social Welfare, when he was 

unemployed, helped to give him an empathy with unemployment issues. Beale did the 

job as a volunteer for the first three months and then was paid with the help of a 

Lottery Board grant for the next nine months (Beale, Interviews). Tony Martin, who 
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took over from Beale as co-ordinator of the OUBC, commented he had no specific 

interest in unemployment or beneficiary issues. 

An interest in helping, or rather in meddling, rather than just a specific area. 
I don 't see that we need to concentrate on the one thing, the beneficiaries, 
the unemployment. Its just the person as a whole that we should be looking 
at. 

(lvfartin, Interviews) 

Duignan, who was a member of the earlier mid eighties unemployed group, 

commented that he went to an annual general meeting of OUBC and thought it to be 

bureaucratic, "with points of order and all that sort of carry on". Duignan saw the 

group as having a 'service' view rather than being concerned about the 'politics of 

unemployment'. 

I think if they just have a service view then they should go and join Anglican 
Family Care or Presbyterian Social Services. I'm not knocking what they do, 
I think what they do is fine and it helps out a lot of people. It seems obvious 
to me that one of the things that should be on the agenda of a unemployed 
workers group, is if you like, the politics of unemployment and what should 
be done about it. 

(Duignan, Inten1iew) 

Links to the Wider Movement 

The OUBC had links with Te Roopu Rawakore, but some members strongly felt that 

these links should be tenuous and that the national movement should only be a loose 

federation of unemployed and beneficiary groups. This view was due to concern that 

smaller centres, in this case Dunedin, could become dominated by more powerful 

(northern) centres. This desire to be autonomous extended to an unwillingness to 

take part in national days of action planned by Te Roopu Rawakore. They instead 

preferred to do things in their own time and in their own way. 

Some of us, including me, had seen what happens when you form national 
organisations. Seen what happens to the less populous parts of the country 
internally, and generally we didn 't want to belong to a national organisation 
that will be dominated by Auckland or Wellington interests. We 're happy 
with the situation the way it is. We exchange newsletters and occasionally 



199 

phone calls, not that often, but we would back each other up if need be, but 
we don't think we need to belong to one organisation. 

(McDonald, Interviews) 

Ferguson (Interviews) had attended a South Island hui of Te Roopu Rawakore in 

Blenheim shortly after the Coalition Against the Benefit Cuts began. He 

acknowledged that the management committee was not keen on being involved with 

the national movement, although he thought that it was a good idea to stay in touch 

with like minded organisations. Beale also regretted not being more closely aligned to 

the national movement as he felt this increased the workload of individual unemployed 

centres. 

Its crazy for us down here to struggle away and try and achieve something, if 
on a national level, or a more organised centre up country somewhere, or 
Invercargill has already done it, or is already doing that type of work, and 
they are arranging meetings. I mean there 's no point doubling up all the 
time. Like preparing submissions and stuff on Bills in Parliament, the 
amount of work there is to do. I realised before I left that it is silly trying to 
plug away doing it ourselves, especiaUy if a loi of people are wrwilling or 
don 't have the time. Use the other centres, and we can still make our own 
submissions, we can stiil pui in what we want to, but we can base them on 
what the other centres are doing, work together on it. 

(Beale, Interview) 

Sue Bradford commented that the OUBC had not maintained links to the national 

movement. Otago was considered to be non-political. 

Otago is a group that has shown no interest in maintaining links with us 
really. But we still mail our stuff to them, but there hasn't been any direct 
contact for a long time. I think this group in it's current formation, it might 
of changed recently, is very non-political, very Labour party really. From 
the last time I knew of it. That might of changed. But with a group that 
doesn't like our direct action tacti~s, doesn't like us criticising the Labour 
party, well obviously there is going to be problems. 

(Bradford, Intervie1vs) 
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The Struggle To Involve The Unemployed 

While the Centre had 400 members in the last financial year, finding people to 

participate on the management committee was very difficult. 

Yes, I suppose like with any committee people go through quite regularly. 
We've had time when things have been stretched to the max, sort of thing, but 
we've always got there in the end, the place hasn't crumbled. 

(Ferguson, Interviews) 

Leckie (Interviews) commented that the OUBC had always faced a large tum over of 

volunteers. She thought that this was because people who volunteered were those 

who were motivated and therefore were going to find a job. Leckie found this 

frustrating, particularly when the unemployed also failed to support the protest 

actions. 

We always found that we had a turn over of clients, people would be involved 
with us for a number of months, or for how ever long they need us, and then 
they move on. It could he that they leave the town, they go north to find work 
or it could be that they find work here in Dunedin, or there circumstances 
improve and they don't need us anymore, which is good, but again, its always 
a turn over of clients as well which does weaken the organisation. In the 
beginning I was always very disappointed that we didn 't have huge turnouts 
at our demonstrations, they were always well publicised People who were 
there were very good and very vocal and supportive and everything. Bitt I 
was so angry at times that I thought we should be having riots in the streets. 
But it never happened I was always disappointed, but you know if you get a 
150 people that's something, but I always wanted 10,000. 

(Leckie, Interviews) 

Beale (Interviews) commented that the OUBC would lose members and then have to 

try and rebuild again. This happened when he first arrived and has recently occurred 

again with the start of a new co-ordinator and the resignation of all the management 

committee's office holders. Beale also thought that working at the Centre often did 

more good for the people who were running it than for the people they were there to 

help. 

I've thought for a long time that there is a certain type of person who gets 
involved, they come from different backgrounds and they have all got 
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different personalities but they have all been hurt in some wqy, you h10w 
there is a weakness there, and a place like this can do more good possibly, I 
suspect, for the people who are doing the work than it does for the people 
they are supposedly there for. It gives them a purpose. It gives them an 
environment that is not harsh, its not like the commercial world, perhaps 
someone who has been long-term unemployed, they can come in here and 
they feel like they have achieved something, they have started to get some self 
worth back. 

(Beale, Interviews) 

The Dunedin unemployed movement has shown more discrete development than 

Christchurch. Like Christchurch, the movement remained small and relatively isolated 

from the unemployed. There was also an unwillingness to join in any political 

grouping, except for other unemployed groups. Even this was a 'distant' relationship. 

The earlier DURC, of 1984 to 1986, resembled groups in the national movement and 

Christchurch by attempting to keep the union movement at arms length. Some of the 

same ideology was present, that is, unemployment is a right, and the desire to have a 

an open leadership style. The OUBC was structured along more traditional lines with 

a management committee and office bearers. Although they had a membership 

scheme, they too failed to attract the support of the mass of the unemployed. There 

was an ongoing debate about whether the 'political' side of the organisation should be 

dropped. 

The Mature Employment Service 

As in Christchurch, there was an unemployed group set up to cater for unemployed 

people aged forty and over. The Dunedin Mature Employment Service (DMES) 

began in May 1993 and grew to have 140 members in three months. Ron Curr 

(Interviews), who began the service and is the co-ordinator, commented that the New 

Zealand Employment Service had almost two thousand people in Dunedin who were 

aged over forty. Curr suspected that many people in this age bracket were not 

registered with the Service. Many of the unemployed in this age bracket were from 

ex-Government Department's such as Railways and Telecom. 

DMES was mainly a support structure to help people work through the issues of 

jobless, especially the fact that many of the older unemployed will never see full-time 
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employment again. Curr notes that unemployment brought on a number of crises for 

people in this age bracket. People have an identity crisis, followed by financial, 

matrimonial, and lastly health crises. 

What we find with people who first make contact with us, they have an 
unemployment problem, but they also have an identity crisis. We identify so 
closely with our work, we see what we are, who we are, as what sort of work 
we do. So they have an identity crisis for a start, after a while this rolls on 
into a second crisis which is a financial crisis. They try and continue living 
their lifestyle believing that sooner or later they wi II get a job and they will be 
able to carry on. Stay in the golf club and keep their three mortgages going 
and keep their kids at university and so on. 

(Curr, Interviews) 

Curr did not see the DMES as a political body, instead they sought to help people 

adapt to their new situation . 

. . . it's an apolitical body, we don't see ourselves as lobbyist, there are lobby 
groups around and they do a fine job, but we just want to get on and try and 
get people restructured We don't want to sap our energy and motivation by 
wallowing in the negative. I don't mean that lobbying is wallowing 
negatively, but it's not a positive environment for people if they just keep on 
focusing on everything that is wrong. We know that a lot of things are wrong, 
and we leave that to those that are best able to do something about that. 
What we want to do is try and get people putting their lives right, within the 
framework that they find themselves. 

(Curr, Interviews) 

Curr considered that the OUBC and DMES who dealt with "quite different segments 

of the market". He saw the following differences between the MES and the OUBC: 

Whereas our support is psychological support and direct things to help 
people get jobs, the OUBC is things like the food co-op and clothing and stuff 
like that, things that people desperately need. The people who are involved 
in that group are also much more hard-line, hard-core poverty type people. 
It's no reflection on the people, it's just the situation they find themselves in. 

(Curr, Interviews) 

The establishment of the Mature Employment Service effectively divides the 

unemployed into two groups based upon age. The non-political nature of the MES 

means that the field becomes de-politicised because the focus is on individual support 
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rather than collective action. There was no desire to raise the issue of people's right 

to work. That claim was central to the unemployed of the 1930s. 

6.9 CONCLUSION 

This latter day unemployed movement is very different from the one that formed 

during the 1930s. The intervening years have seen much change. During the 1950s 

and 1960s there was a general lift in living standards helped in large part by the long 

boom and the introduction and development of a welfare state. These years saw 

growth and diversification in the labour force and the development of new 'political' 

concerns that did not fit neatly within the confines of the traditional political parties. 

There were several striking differences between the two unemployed movements. 

These differences relate to the issues that were raised in Chapter Two; first, 

membership; second, relationships with other groups; third, the ability to mobilise the 

unemployed; and fourth, goals or aims. I will comment on each of these issues in 

tum. 

1). With regard to membership, the 1930s unemployed movement consisted of 

people who were marginalised from the workforce. They were jobless and sought to 

re-enter the workforce at decent rates of pay. They were predominately male, as 

much of the recruitment took place at relief work sites. Women were only sparingly 

provided with relief work. In comparison, a large section of the 1980s unemployed 

movement chose unemployment as part of an alternative lifestyle. This option was 

especially prevalent in Christchurch. Maori people played a more prominent role in 

the 1980s, not so much in Christchurch and Dunedin, but certainly at the national 

level. Maori had a separate structure within the national movement, as they did not 

want to be dominated by Pakeha structures within the movement, as they were 

outside of it. Women were also prominent, providing several of the national co

ordinators of Te Roopu Rawakore. 
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A feature of the 1980s and early 1990s unemployed movement was it's small, often 

isolated, membership. Even when there were significant numbers of members as in 

Otago in 1992 with 400, the unemployed group struggled to find enough people to 

run the unemployed centre. While this phenomenon may well have held for the 1930s 

unemployed movement, as many of the same names reappeared over a number of 

years, there were large numbers of unemployed who supported the protest rallies and 

meetings. The mass of the unemployed were conspicuous by their absence from the 

current movement. 

2). Relationships with other groups. The 1930's unemployed movement was 

dependant on two main allies for support and organisational help, the Communist 

Party and the labour movement. The former was the radical side of the movement 

while the latter was the reformist. While there were problems with this arrangement, 

it was a natural alliance as they spoke the same 'language', that of socialism. The 

unemployment movement spawned by the recent depression was more removed from 

the union movement. In fact there was an sense that certain sections of the 

unemployed movement actively sought to alienate themselves from the union 

movement. These sections were concerned to separate from trade union philosophies 

and what they considered to be the hierarchical and sexist manner in which they 

operated. 

This created distrust between people in the unemployed and uruon movements. 

Although the Communist Party made a major 'play' for control of the unemployed 

movement, their socialist ideology did not appear to have the same ability to mobilise 

the unemployed as it did in the 1930s. There was also a desire to have autonomy 

from other political groupings. This 'fear' of being dominated by hierarchical and 

bureaucratic organisations led unemployed groups to only actively link with each 

other. Even here there was an insistence on a loose federation, and problems emerged 

between anarchist groups and groups that operated within a more traditional 

hierarchy. 

3). The ability to mobilise the unemployed. In the 1930s the unemployed movement 

was able to mobilise the unemployed for marches, rallies, and relief work strikes. In 
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comparison, the 1980s and early 1990s unemployed movement was unable to mobilise 

the unemployed. The 1991 benefit cuts should have provided a rallying point for the. 

unemployed and yet only 50 people could be mustered to protests in Christchurch. 

With the exception of the 1988 North Island 'March Against Unemployment' and 

South Island 'Job Search Tour' which met in Wellington to march on Parliament, 

there were no large protest actions that resembled those of the 1930s. Undoubtedly 

this was partly due to the current structural position of the unemployed. Unlike their 

counterparts of the previous depression, today's unemployed can sit at home, alone, 

and collect their welfare payments. They are never spatially concentrated, instead 

they are isolated from each other, and often from 'mainstream' society. A common 

refrain was the difficulty in organising the unemployed. 

4). What of the movement's goals and aims? A similar question was asked of the 

1930' s unemployed movement. Part of the answer, and one of prime interest to this 

research, was that the goal of the 1930's unemployed movement was to exact change 

in the country's economic management. It was dominated by a socialist ideology. 

The movement was the image of what one might expect from an 'old' social 

movement based on the central conflict of industrial society, that is the conflict 

between labour and capital. 

Touraine would argue the we should expect to see a different type of social 

movement nowadays. In contrast to industrial society, which saw the domination of 

work by the 'capitalists', a post-industrial society is one in which there has been a 

shift to a new type of domination, and hence new class relationships. This new 

domination is able to intrude into our daily lives and-create the styles of living that we 

follow. The technocracy (one of the class actors) elicits needs and produces a 

demand for the goods they control. In Touraine's terms the technocracy is able to 

control the production of society, or culture. In other words, our identity as 

consumers is being forged for us. 

Therefore the new social movements will struggle against domination in the social 

arena, not by struggling for political or economic rights, but by resisting this 

domination or control of culture by asserting a population's right to choose it's own 
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kind of life. The new social movements do not want to capture the State. Instead, 

they form around social problems or the defence of civil society (public space). 

One of the aims of the national unemployed movement, Te Roopu Rawakore, was to 

lobby Government and business interests about the need for jobs for all. In this 

respect it resembled an 'old' social movement. But the movement was also concerned 

to organise itself in a non-hierarchical manner. Some anarchist groups distrusted any 

kind of organisation, "anything with a head on it". So, while the movement sought 

out the support of the union movement, it was also very critical of the way unions 

operated. The message from the movement seemed to be as much about 

unemployment issues as it was about different ways of organising and involving 

people. It could be argued that they were defending the right to produce different life 

styles. The movement, both nationally and locally, was concerned not to give up their 

autonomy to political parties or the union movement. In Christchurch, in the mid-

1980s, this concern resulted in a campaign to actively exclude people with socialist 

leanings from the Cl.JRC collective meetings. 

The unempioyed groups were often run by people who were living 'alternative' 

lifestyles. One of the goals of these groups was to argue for unemployment to 

become a 'right', or in other words, a lifestyle choice. As such, these groups did not 

see themselves as representing the unemployed in general, but there own point of 

view. In Christchurch the unemployed group became a vehicle to support the 

lifestyles of those who were involved with the collective. Employing the ten people 

on Restart in 1990-91 could be seen as ~n extension of this idea. It was seen as a 

means of providing some unemployed people with an income without the need to 

work. There was even resistance to paying the income tax money to the Inland 

Revenue Department. 

One of the mam goals of the movement was to provide advocacy services for 

unemployed people on an individual basis. In Christchurch and Dunedin there was 

very little effort to lobby the Government for jobs. The OUBC was split between two 

factions. The first wanted the Centre to remain as a lobby group, while the second 
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wanted a concentration on service provision for the unemployed. If the second option 

became dominant then it would no longer be a social movement. 

To conclude, the two movements differ on each of the four issues. These differences 

are enough to suggest that the unemployed were joining the current unemployed 

movement for reasons at variance with their predecessors. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

This thesis has taken us on a journey between two different social worlds. The worlds 

occupy the same space but different time periods. The journey started with a concern 

about whether the unemployed have an effective 'voice' in New Zealand society. This 

led to a question that sought to examine if the unemployed of two different historical 

periods, separated by fifty years, spoke with the same voice. There was a suggestion 

that the intervening period had seen a change in the nature of class relationships. 

Some theorists were suggesting that a re-alignment of class had taken place. This 

view usually allowed room for the rise of the 'new' middle class within a traditional 

class schema (Steven, 1978; Wilkes, 1990). Other theorists speculated on the rise of 

a mass society (Marcuse, 1964) or one in which the working class had become, in 

some manner, incorporated into the middle classes (Zweig and Klien, 1961; 

Lockwood et al., 1969). One theorist asserted that the old industrial classes were on 

the wane as we moved towards a new post-industrial society (Pakulski, 1993). This 

led to speculation that if there has been a change in the nature of class relationships, 

then this change will have influenced the current unemployed movement. 

Indeed, in the arena of social movements, Alain Touraine provided a theory that 

asserted that a fundamental societal shift has occurred. Emerging from industrial 

society was a post-industrial society. Instead of the dominant class monopolising the 

'means of production' in the traditional sense, the new mode of production was 

knowledge based. This mode of production was used to increasingly dominate 'civil' 

society. Therefore the sub-ordinated class was the citizen rather than the traditional 

worker. New conflicts were more likely to occur around, in a broad sense, cultural 
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issues rather than the more narrowly defined economic and political issues of 

industrial society. Touraine's theory was discussed in some depth in Chapter Two. 

The two depressions have some similarities, but it is the dissimilarities that are most 

striking. In the 1930s it was primarily overseas economic conditions that brought 

about the depression. There was little need to 'restructure' the country, instead the 

Government tried to sit out the depression. Local and central government were 

involved with providing work for the unemployed. These 'relief works became a 

major feature of the depression. The 1984 Labour Government was faced with a 

highly regulated economy that was not competitive in the international market place. 

Roger Douglas, as Minister of Finance, introduced a 'revolution' that turned New 

Zealand into one of the most de-regulated economies in the western world. The 

recession was turned into depression as the effects of this shake-up worked through 

the system. The Government's response was unlike that of the 1930s. The 

Government's since 1984 have withdrawn from supporting the unemployed. There 

were no schemes to rival those of the 1930s. This was partiy because the welfare 

state meant there was no need for relief schemes. On the other hand, there was a 

virtual withdrawal of Government intervention in unemployment as the decade of the 

1980s wore on. 

It could be argued that the Government's from both eras acted to support Capital. 

This was particularly evident in the 1980s and early 1990s as the economy was 

deregulated and labour costs were reduced. The 1991 benefit cuts and the 

introduction of the Employment Contracts Act, were designed to reduce the cost of 

labour and weaken the labour movement. This could suggest that little had really 

changed. The central conflict still involved Capital and labour, and was centred 

around the workplace. Despite these surface similarities between the two periods, the 

unemployed movements were radically different from each other. 

There are many contrasts that could be drawn between the unemployed movements of 

the two periods. Perhaps the most striking picture is one which opposes a movement 

that managed to mobilise the unemployed in the 1930s with one that remained small 

and isolated in the 1980s and early 1990s. The 1930s movement was using mass 
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agitation and collective bargaining in an attempt to improve the conditions for the 

unemployed. In comparison, the 1980s movement was largely a loose grouping of 

people who were exploring alternative lifestyles. They were not going to mobilise the 

unemployed, and they indicated that they had no right to speak for others. 

In the 1930s there was an alliance of the left between the Communists, the Labour 

Party and the union movement. They did not work in harmony with each other as 

they pursued, respectively, radical and reformist policies; yet they attempted to 

organise the unemployed and in tum they received the unemployed's allegiance. 

The 1980s saw no such alliance. There were some of the same 'players' involved; the 

Socialist Unity Party; the Communist Party; and the union movement. The Labour 

Party was disqualified by being the Government and pursuing a policy that helped lead 

to mass unemployment. They were no longer viewed as being a champion of the 

unemployed. Despite these potential allies being available, many unemployed groups 

of the 1980s chose instead to isolate themselves from the traditional left. The 

unemployed movement emphasised it's autonomy from these other organisations. 

Indeed, some groups held views that implied that the 'left' was part of the 'enemy'. 

The union movement was seen as being hierarchical, bureaucratic and sexist. Nor was 

the union movement enamoured with the unemployed groups. They expressed 

concern about the way the unemployed groups were organising themselves. For 

example, the anarchist groups were established around 'open' collectives and had a 

free and easy attitude towards meetings. Unemployed groups claimed a right to 

resources without having to participate in the traditional economy. 

One noticeable effect of the Welfare State ( an unintended consequence?) has been to 

make the unemployed invisible. They receive state support in the form of a ~onetary 

payment direct credited into their bank accounts. Therefore there only communal 

event need be to stand in a queue outside a money machine. Whereas once they were 

forced into each others arms on work schemes nowadays the unemployed have no 

need to congregate. Perhaps this is a reason for the tendency for unemployed groups 

to be staffed by friends and acquaintances. 
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There are several features of the current unemployed movement that could lend 

support to Touraine's thesis of an emerging post-industrial society. First, while there 

were some unemployed groups that were aligned with the political 'left', most resisted 

any encroachment. In Christchurch, for some of the 1980s, there was an active 

rejection of the labour movement's emphasis on work as the answer to 

unemployment. Instead there was a desire to participate in society, but without 

having to buy into the cash-work nexus. 

Second, the Otago group of the early 1990s was debating a withdrawal from 'politics' 

to concentrate on service delivery to the unemployed. This was the path the Mature 

Employment Service had already chosen. Third, while some of the unemployed 

movement still demanded work, a stronger theme to emerge was a desire, particularly 

among anarchist groups, to avoid working in bureaucratic, hierarchical structures. 

This rejection meant they were ineffective when dealing with organisations that were 

structured around the bureaucratic style. They would not tum up for meetings or run 

there own organisation in what was seen by others as an acceptable style. 

In Chapter 2 a table was set out (Table 2), based on Touraine's theory, that attempted 

to describe the characteristics of social movements in industrial and post-industrial 

society. It is interesting how closely the two movements fit there respective profiles. 

As has been mentioned, the l 930s movement was a hierarchical labour movement 

with links to political parties. It was concerned with labour and economic problems 

and was involved primarily with redistributive conflict. 

While part of the 1980s and early 1990s movement was concerned about the same 

issues as the 1930s movement, and therefore was an 'old' social movement; much of 

the current movement resembled the 'new' social movements. The movement was a 

horizontal, as opposed to hierarchical, democratic organisation. It did not want to 

grant it's autonomy to political parties or any other labour organisation. The activists 

were concerned with identity and the construction of alternative ways of living. Their 

opposition to bureaucracy and hierarchy could be seen as an attempt to defend civil 

society against large systems of management. They did have a self-limiting radicalism 
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and were concerned about having the right to produce an alternative culture; in their 

case the claim to a right to be unemployed and still have access to societies resources. 

These differences add validity to Touraine's argument that there has been a shift in the 

central conflict in society. Without doubt the 'experience' of being unemployed is still 

very unpleasant, but the 'voice' with which the unemployed express themselves has 

changed between the two depressions. 
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