THE 1930S AND THE NATIONAL GOVERNMENT
“BAD (OR GOOD?) OLD DAYS”

Quotes
 

1. Long before the 1930s, it was the “Bad Old Days”, e.g. the famous war poet, Seigfried Sasson said: 

 

“… I was only beginning to learn that life for the majority of the population is an unlovely struggle against unfair odds, culminating in a cheap funeral.”

2. In his novel, “Love on the Dole”, Walter Greenwood speaks of the problems of living through the Depression … 

 

“She opened her door and walked into the stinking hovel, leaving the door wide open so the house’s pestilential odours swept, an inexhaustible river, into the street.”

 

“Next Friday or Saturday they would hand over their wages to Mr Price (Pawnbroker) in return for whatever they had pawned today.  And next Monday they would pawn again whatever they had pawned today.”

 

And Greenwood tells us of the penalty for lying in your Means Test with the man from the Public Assistance – 

 

“Posted next to it was pink bill, a warning to the unemployment, telling how a local man who had drawn benefit for his employed wife whom he had represented not to be working, had been sentenced to “THREE MONTHS HARD LABOUR”.

 

3. Professor T C Smout (a left-wing historian) in his book discusses the Depression in Scotland (A Century of the Scottish People, 1830-1950). 

 

He says it was worse in Scotland.

 

“The depression, of course, was not confined to Scotland, though it was a good deal worse there.”

 

He also says that Scottish economy had been in decline even before the 1930s –

 

“The years after 1920 were dominated by the slide of the Scottish economy into depression and the concomitant growth of long-term unemployment, affecting not merely the unskilled and lasting not only a few months or a year or two, but affecting whole communities and lasting many years.”

 

I.e. our older, traditional industries in Scotland were in decline before  the general Depression – began :- 1929 (coal, shipbuilding, cotton, etc)

He quotes from the finds of the charity, the Carnegie UK Trust – 

 

“With drooping shoulders and slouching feet they moved as a defeated and dispirited army.  They gave their names, signed the necessary forms and shuffled out of the Exchange.  This, twice a week, was the only disciplined routine with which they had to comply.”

 

For some families, it was awful – 

“The demoralisation of the Scottish workforce in the inter-war years was enormous, especially in the families of skilled workers with no previous tradition of being out of work for a long time.” 

 

4. Edwin Muir, in his famous 1930s book “Scottish Journey”, says of the unemployment men hanging about the streets – 

 

“Perhaps at some time the mirage of work glimmered at the extreme horizon: but one could see buy looking at them that they were no longer deceived by such false pictures.”

 

5. Tom Steel in “Scotland’s Story” quotes an Inspector of Poor in Airdrie in the 30s – 

 

“The means test was iniquitous and a shatterer of homes.

It broke up families, it penalised the tryers, it starved children, it drove people to suicide and insanity.”

 

Steel also describes life on the dole –

 

“Families were forced to ration their food.  Mothers took their children to the local cinemas in the afternoon to keep warm.”

 

“During the Depression, the children of the unemployment suffered most, crowded in tenements and rarely given proper food.  Childhood for most was a nightmare that was to haunt them in adult life.”

 

Tom Steel also refers to the Boyd-Orr Survey of poverty

 

John Boyd-Orr, Scottish Nutrition expert in the early 1930s said –

 

“Half the population of Britain lived off less than a pound per head per week and less than half of the sum was pent on food.”

 

Tom Steel says the same – 

 

“Men in work lived miserably.  Bread, jam and tea was their staple diet.  Eggs, sausages and meat rare luxuries.”

 

6. Eric Hopkins, Lecture in Economic and Social History at the University of Birmingham, in his book “A Social History of the English Working Classed, 1815 – 1945, says of the depression – 

 

“ For most men unemployment meant an apathetic form of existence, a feeling of uselessness, a loss of personal dignity.”

Of the Means Test ‘enquiries’, Hopkins says,

“Such enquiries were bitterly resented by many working men who were out of work through no fault of their own. Fathers were humiliated by being made to rely on the earnings of their children, who would sometimes leave home rather than be forced to support their parents.”

He feels most sorry for the wives of the unemployed – 

“ The housewife was scarcely responsible for the failure if the economic system to work properly, yet, she was condemned to an endless scrimping and saving in an attempt to make both ends meet.”

7. The famous playwright, J B Priestley visited Jarrow (Newcastle) in the 1930s. Jarrow was famous for shipbuilding and was suffering with 7 out of 10 men unemployed. He said of Jarrow,

“The whole town looked as if it had entered a perpetual bleak Sabbath. The men wore the drawn masks of prisoners of war.”

8. On the economic recovery of the late 1930s, Malcolm Muggeridge in his book The Thirties, said the threat of war was a big reason for economic recovery – 

“Derelict factories and shipyards continued idly until war spurred them into renewed activity; in peace they were paralysed, but the threat and the reality of the war brought them back to life - like an indolent giant who cannot summon up the energy to move his huge limbs except to kill!” 

9. Stephen Constantine, in his book, Unemployed in Britain between the wars, has some praise for the policies of the National Government – 

“ There was no shining foreign model of a government dealing effectively AND humanely with mass unemployment” i.e our government did as well as any government in the world. 

“Extensions of Britain’s unemployment insurance scheme plus the additional assistance of local welfare and voluntary services did prevent a huge social disaster in this country.” i.e poor/unemployed managed to get by, just!

“ Intolerable though the effects of the Depression on the unemployed may now seem, ministers had some grounds for feeling relieved that their policies had prevented a more grinding reduction in living standards, a more alarming deterioration in health and more dangerous outbreaks of violence and political militancy.” i.e the British people didn’t turn to violence.

Constantine also says that there were some fundamental changes taking place then in our economy anyway –

“Basically what was happening in these 20 years, especially in the 1930s, was the modernisation of the British economy, a substantial shift of resources from the 19th century staple trades into newer industries such as motor-car manufacturing, chemicals, electrical engineering goods production.”

10. The St Andrew’s University historian Bruce Lenman is critical of the National Government – 

“ Seldom can so uninspiring a group of politicians as Ramsey McDonald and his Liberal and Conservative allies have received such a crushing electoral endorsement as the British people gave the National Government in 1931.” i.e he finds it hard to believe that the people of Britain voted for such weak men (in the National Government). 

He is critical of the National Government’s attempts to help Scotland –

“An economy-minded National Government.” i.e.  unwilling to spend money!

“By the end of 1938, the Commissioner for the Special Areas had spent £4.9 million in Scotland, but the brutal fact was tat the basic problems of the Scottish economy had barely even been touched.”

But he does excuse the National government’s policies – 

“That government did provide a framework of protection within which Scottish agriculture could at least partially be stabilised.”

He blames Scotland as well though – 

“Scotland’s failure between 1921 and 1939 was primarily a failure to attract or develop new industry.”

11. Anne Crowther in her book Social Policy in Britain 1914-1939 does not have much in the way of praise for the National Government of the 30s – 

“The National Government made relatively little effort to provide work for the unemployed….. it’s financial policies are seen as, at best, mildly reflationary, at worst, counter productive.”

She also states that – 

“….the commonly held view was that the National Government was simply timid and lacking in the imagination necessary to deal with an unparalleled problem.”

It seems that economic recovery was not the result of National Government policy, but more to do with Britain re-arming due to the threat of war in the late 1930s. 

