
Isolation, Ideology and Impotence 

ORGANIZATIONS FOR THE UNEMPLOYED 
DURING THE GREAT DEPRESSION, 1930-1935 

ANY historian who sets out to examine the role of pressure groups is 
tempted to exaggerate their importance because of his own preoccupa-
tion with their activities or simply because he lacks the essential data 
needed to place them in perspective. Unemployed organizations in New 
Zealand during the early 1930s present the historian with just such a 
challenge. The compelling rhetoric of the two national organizations for 
the unemployed — the National Unemployed Workers' Movement 
(NUWM) and the National Union of Unemployed (NUU) — their often 
highly dramatic forms of protest, and the well publicized instances when 
they were able to gain considerable prestige and success only make the 
task of assessing their effectiveness more difficult. Jim Edwards, one-
time leader of the Auckland NUWM, claimed that the union was 'the 
most important political movement' of the time.1 But were unemployed 
organizations effective or important? It is to these questions that this 
article will address itself. 

From the time organizations for the unemployed first arose at the end 
of the 1920s their membership remained small and their influence negli-
gible. Their insistence on ideological stances and their constant refusal to 
co-operate amongst themselves cost them the support of many sym-
pathetic organizations and even that of the unemployed themselves. 
Prior to 1931 the transient character of unemployed organizations fur-
ther reduced their effectiveness. In part, this reflected a lack of trade 
union support. Many trades councils, for instance, had established 
unemployment committees in the four main centres to run depots for the 
unemployed but they refused to cater for those who did not belong to 
unions and denied the unemployed the right to be represented on the 
committees.2 Most unions were fearful of separate organizations of 
unemployed men lest they conflict with their own interests and conse-

1 J. Edwards, 'Story of the Auckland Riots', unpublished manuscript held by H. Roth, 
University of Auckland Library. 

2 The attitude of trade unions towards unemployment is discussed in greater detail in 
R.C.J. Stone, 'A History of Trade Unionism in New Zealand, 1913-37', unpublished M.A. 
thesis, 1948, University of Auckland, pp. 132-4. 
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quently preferred to see any action for the unemployed taken by existing 
unions.3 The Alliance of Labour, in particular, felt incapable of taking a 
strong stand to promote the interests of those out of work because it had 
been associated with the Unemployment Committee's Report recom-
mending the establishment of an Unemployment Board and an 
unemployment levy.4 Its close involvement in the formulation of official 
unemployment policy weakened its stand against the United Govern-
ment's handling of relief provisions. 

Many unions did not even consider helping the unemployed. The 
Auckland branch of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and 
Joiners, for instance, had no job organization to encourage union acti-
vity for its own members, let alone that of its unemployed members. The 
society was little more than a dues collecting organization.' Moreover, 
union activity for the unemployed was restricted not only by these fac-
tors but also by the very real struggle most unions faced just to survive. 
Unemployment and wage cuts reduced union membership, weakened 
their bargaining power and depleted their funds. The Otago and 
Southland General Labourers' Union (OSGLU), for example, lost 79.5 
per cent of its membership between 1928 and 1933.6 

3 The Alliance of Labour chose to resolve the problems created by the depression by 
attacking the Government's deflationary policies, by stressing the need for an increase in 
purchasing power, and by supporting the Arbitration Court. It hoped that the Court would 
hot reduce wages as low as might be the case if unions were to secure redress by industrial 
action, (ibid., pp.112-23.) 

4 In late 1928 the Reform Government set up an Unemployment Committee to report 
on the nature of unemployment and recommend measures to relieve unemployment. This 
Committee presented two reports in 1929 and 1930. J. Roberts, president of the Alliance of 
Labour, and O. McBrine of the Auckland Waterside Workers' Union were both members 
of the Committee. Appendix to the Journals of the House of Representatives (AJHR), 
1929, H-11B; 1930, H-11B). When the United Government followed the Committee's 
recommendations and established an Unemployment Board in late 1930 two union 
representatives, McBrine and W. Bromley (president of the Wellington Trades Council), 
became members of the new Board. 

5 J.F. Ewen, 'A History of Trade Unionism amongst the Carpenters and Joiners of the 
City and Suburbs of Auckland, 1873-1937', unpublished M.A. thesis, Victoria University 
of Wellington, 1949, p. 141. A. Powell, a member of the Otago and Southland General 
Labourers' Union (OSGLU), claimed that 'the operation of the Arbitration Court had 
taken away the union spirit, created a secretary to function on behalf of the union in the 
Arbitration Court, until today New Zealand has no union spirit amongst the members'. 
(Quarterly Meeting, 19 July 1932, OSGLU Minutebook, 1928-32, OSGLU Papers, Otago 
Labourers and Related Trades Industrial Union of Workers, Dunedin.) 

6 R.T. Robertson, 'The Tyranny of Circumstances: Responses to Unemployment in 
New Zealand, 1929-1935, with particular reference to Dunedin', unpublished Ph.D thesis, 
University of Otago, 1978, Appendix V, pp.470-9. In Otago and Southland the Labourers' 
Unions were the first to suffer a major decline in membership, 20.7 per cent during 1929. 
Engineering and building industry unions recorded losses of approximately 40 per cent be-
tween 1928 and 1933 although their first serious decline in membership did not occur until 
1931. These three groups of unions remained the most affected by economic circumstances. 
Those least affected in terms of membership were seamen and waterside workers, coal 
miners, and freezing workers, the latter recording a rise of 32.2 per cent between 1928 and 
1932 before being all but destroyed during a disastrous strike in 1933. Waterside workers, 
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As a result of the unpreparedness or inability of the trade union move-
ment to organize them and provide them with active support, the 
unemployed were isolated and the Communist Party (CPNZ) was given 
an opportunity it could not afford to neglect. Yet for the small CPNZ 
organizing the unemployed proved a difficult tast.7 It was on the extreme 
fringe of the labour movement and its actions were regarded with suspi-
cion not only by the Labour Party and trade unions but also by many 
members of the public, a factor which did little to enhance the 
unemployed's cause. Before 1930 almost every effort by the Communist 
Party to organize the unemployed had been made with the intention of 
forcing trades councils into granting the unemployed representation on 
unemployment committees.8 But during 1930 the party abandoned this 
tactic and deliberately refused to co-operate with, or win the support of, 
any other organizations. In maintaining such a stand it isolated itself and 
the unemployed further from public support and sympathy. 

The CPNZ's actions, of course, were precipitated by the Executive 
Committee of the Communist International which in September 1929 
urged its various world parties not to co-operate with the official labour 
movement. Unemployment, it pointed out, would create favourable con-
ditions for the Communist Party to win over the masses and supplant the 
Labour Party and trade unions as the leaders of the working class.9 The 
CPNZ took up the challenge. Whereas previously it had sought the sup-
port of trade unions in its drive to organize the unemployed or to 
publicize grievances, it now stood aloof and implemented its policy 
against co-operation. During April 1930 it formed its own Unemployed 
Union in Auckland10 and in May it re-established the Unemployed 
Workers' Organization in Wellington." In Christchurch in October it 
attempted to woo the unemployed by organizing a series of militant 
demonstrations.'2 On each occasion it met with little success. 

In the first place, none of the organizations established by the CPNZ 
proved any more durable than those established in the past. The 
unemployed were just not interested. In 1930 the majority of 

in particular, tended to retain their union membership even when unemployed and on relief 
work. Over the whole country, however, trade union membership fell 30.8 per cent between 
1928 and 1933, from 103,980 members to 71,888. (AJHR, 1928-1934, H- l l . ) 

7 In December 1935 the registered membership of the Communist Party (CPNZ) stood 
at 353. During 1928-1929 it would most certainly have been much lower, probably under 
200. (F.E. Freeman, 'Resolution on the work of the Central Committee for the 9th Party 
Congress', 1939, J. Locke Depository, University of Canterbury Library.) 

8 See J.R. Powell, 'History of a Working Class Party, 1918-40', unpublished M.A 
thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1949, p.36 and P.G. Morris, 'Unemployed 
Organisations in New Zealand, 1926-39, with particular reference to Wellington', un-
published M.A. thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1949, pp.8-11. 

9 'Extracts from the Executive Committee of the Communist International [ECCI]', in 
J. Degras (ed.), The Communis! International 1919-43, London, 1965, III, 47. 

10 Red Worker (RW), Wellington, 1 June 1930. 
11 ibid. 
12 Olago Daily Times (ODT), Dunedin, 29 October 1930. 
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unemployed men had been without work for only a short time. Most 
were young.'3 They had not yet suffered the rigours of long-term 
unemployment and its accompanying poverty. They could supplement 
their low incomes with savings or postpone replacing household effects. 
Consequently they felt no impelling need to join or support a communist 
organization and, although dissatisfied, were in late 1930 willing to place 
their trust in the United Government's new Unemployment Board, cer-
tain in the knowledge that it would provide them with permanent and 
reliable forms of relief. 

There was a further difficulty encountered by the Communist Party 
during 1930. The unemployed were scattered under the control of many 
different local authorities and government departments, often under 
widely differing working conditions. A particular grievance of 
unemployed men in Auckland, for instance, did not apply necessarily to 
those in Dunedin or vice versa. Of course, sectional conflicts also served 
to weaken the CPNZ's attempt to organize the unemployed. In both 
Wellington and Christchurch the trade union movement and the Party 
openly clashed over principles and ideology, while in Dunedin the Party 
was unable to make any headway at all. There the local trades council 
had established an unemployment committee and an effective popular 
relief depot. Unlike other trade union unemployment committees it had 
widened its membership to include members of the public and had also 
.allowed the unemployed representation on a special Unemployment 
Workers' Committee."1 The communists could do little more than accuse 
it of 'class collaboration' and 'charity mongering'." 

These factors worked against the CPNZ and against the foundation of 
an effective organization to pressure the Government into a more sym-
pathetic approach to unemployment relief. When the party proposed a 
one day strike at the end of December 1930 against the new unemploy-
ment levy" it received little support. Not only did it lack the organization 
necessary to direct a mass refusal to pay the levy, it also lacked the sup-
port of most of its own members. Payment of the levy was a prerequisite 
for any form of relief and very few unemployed men, indeed very few 
communists, were willing to give a lead in the protest.17 

If the faith placed in the Unemployment Board by those who sought 
work negated the Communist Party's attempts to form an effective and 

13 In December 1930 57.6 per cent had been registered as unemployed for only under 
three months. 16 per cent were between 20 and 25 years; 40.5 per cent between 25 and 44 
years. (AJHR, 1931, H-35, p.40.) 

14 ODT, 27 February, 16 August 1930. 
15 RW, 1 April 1930. 
16 CPNZ Broadsheet, 19 November 1930, NUWM Papers, MS Papers 130, Alexander 

Turnbull Library. The annual levy of 30/- on all males was introduced at the end of 1930 to 
provide the new Unemployment Board with an income. (AJHR, 1931, H-35, p.3.) In July 
1931 this was supplemented by an emergency tax of 3d in the £ on all incomes, raised to 
l/-in the £af te r May 1932. (ibid., 1932.) 

17 CPNZ Broadsheet, 3 December 1930, NUWM Papers. 
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enduring unemployed organization, then the failure of that Board to live 
up to expectations provided the party with its first real opportunity. 1931 
was a year of change. First, the nature of unemployment altered. The 
numbers of registered unemployed rapidly increased as employers took 
advantage of the new relief schemes to dismiss surplus staff.18 This had 
the effect of throwing out of work those who because of age were less 
able to compete for what jobs remained. The predominance of youth or 
young men among the unemployed gradually ended. Increasingly the 
unemployed came to be represented by the middle-aged, less adaptable to 
their new circumstances because of family, moral or psychological fac-
tors. 

Second, the Unemployment Board failed to provide sufficient or ade-
quate work for the growing number of unemployed. By April 1931 the 
majority of relief workers were engaged under the urban No. 5 Scheme 
which provided part-time labouring work under the supervision of local 
bodies. Twice the Government considered ending the scheme because its 
costs had risen phenomenally and once in mid-April it temporarily ended 
the scheme for two weeks. The unemployed still had no guarantee that 
they would be able to earn a certain amount of relief. By May 1931 the 
Government made it clear that it no longer intended to provide all 
unemployed men with work and during the remainder of the year con-
tinually sought to exclude single men from its urban schemes. At the 
same time, it reduced the amount of relief each man could work for and 
cut its allocations to local bodies. 

These changes, while they spelt misery and disillusionment to the . 
unemployed, provided a fresh opportunity for the Communist Party. 
The majority of unemployed were now working in local relief gangs 
under the No. 5 Scheme. That made the task of establishing unemployed 
organizations seem much easier. Through its schemes the Unemployment 
Board created the basis for organization that the CPNZ had previously 
lacked. And by stopping relief work, reducing relief pay, cutting relief 
allocations to local authorities, and excluding single men the Govern-
ment created powerful grievances which the Party could exploit. 

At the beginning of 1931 the Communist Party began its second 
attempt to form an independent unemployed organization and estab-
lished small Unemployed Workers' Movements (UWM) in Wellington, 
Auckland and Palmerston North.19 Although determined to remain 
independent of the labour movement the UWM agreed to attend the 
Alliance of Labour's 'No Wages Reduction' Conference in Wellington in 
mid-March, but fell out with the Alliance over the tactics proposed to 

18 Unemployment rose from 6,768 in November 1930 to 11,442 in December (AJHR, 
1931, H-35, p.35) and to 51,100 by late June 1931. (ibid., 1936, p.7.) For the effect of 
retrenchments in government departments on unemployment see Robertson, Appendix II, 
pp. 440-54. 

19 RW, 2 February 1931. 
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overcome the Government's retrenchment policies.20 Ever eager to show 
itself as the leader of working class militancy, the Auckland Unemployed 
Workers' Movement called for a national strike against the Unemploy-
ment Board's reductions in relief pay. Again few relief workers re-
sponded,21 and the CPNZ and UWM's second national strike action 
failed. 

Undaunted, the Movement continued to consolidate itself. In June 
and September it held conferences to form a national organization. But 
far from solving the Movement's problems, national organization em-
phasized them. Previous attempts at strike action at the local level 
pointed to the improbability of effectiveness at a national level. 
Organization had first to begin at the local level without being sub-
ordinated to a national policy. The creation of the National Unemployed 
Workers' Movement (NUWM) and a national executive simply made this 
more difficult. Nevertheless, some branches were able to overcome these 
problems and mould the unemployed into an effective pressure group at 
a local level. Dunedin's branch was such a case. 

There was little open hostility between communists and trade unionists 
in Dunedin, a marked contrast to the situation existing in Christchurch 
and Wellington. When the drive for organization began in April 1931 it 
came as much from the official labour movement as from the CPNZ. 
This lack of real antipathy ensured closer co-operation and harmony and 
provided the basis for constructive unity. The Otago and Southland 
General Labourer's Union, for instance, co-operated with the new 
Unemployed Workers' Movement and refused to follow the Wellington 
General Labourers' Union lead and form its own special relief workers' 
section.22 Local issues played a more prominent role in the life of 
Dunedin UWM than national policies or ideological differences. The 
distribution of food was the most important complaint of local 
unemployed men towards the end of 1931 and the UWM deliberately set 
out to emphasize this grievance. During the mid-summer months all 
relief depots in Dunedin were closed and the Otago Hospital Board, 
unlike its Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch counterparts, refused 
to borrow in order to supplement relief workers' payments regularly. To 
add to local problems all relief work stopped over the Christmas weeks 
and when it resumed again many single men found themselves stood 
down without any assistance at all.23 

From December the UWM embarked on a campaign of demonstra-

20 ibid., 1 August 1930. The Alliance proposed a boycott and tamely left its application 
to the discretion of individual unions. The UWM stressed the need for strike action as a 
means of protest. 

21 Powell, p.39. There was little response in Christchurch, Dunedin and Auckland to the 
strike declaration but in Wellington 200 relief workers walked off their jobs. 

22 Monthly Meeting, 10 November 1931, OSGLU Minutebook, 1928-1932, OSGLU 
Papers. Many union members were also members of the UWM. 

23 Robertson, pp.54-56. 
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tions to bring to the attention of local authorities the problems that had 
been created by their neglect. On 9 January 1932 one of these demonstra-
tions broke out into a riot outside a large grocery store in the centre of 
Dunedin. The unemployed refused to disperse until food was released to 
them. Their dramatic stand proved successful for the Hospital Board 
immediately released funds that it had previously denied having, while 
many businesses quickly donated food. The movement followed up its 
actions by co-operating with the Central Methodist Mission in opening 
up a Citizen's Depot to release supplies donated by the public. 24 

The UWM had had its first indication that militancy could be suc-
cessful. But the whole affair had been carefully conducted and when 
promised relief the movement had received further support, not by re-
emphasizing militancy but by co-operating with the authorities. The 
gamble paid off. Supplies of food poured in and the relief depots 
opened. Membership of the local branch increased rapidly. In early 
February it formed a women's branch and in the same month con-
solidated its new-found strength by forming a united front with the 
labour movement.25 The Dunedin UWM proved that a militant policy, 
and co-operation with the labour movement, were both possible and that 
it worked to the advantage of the unemployed organization not to isolate 
or alienate itself from the public or from any avenue of possible support. 

Unfortunately the Dunedin experience was lost on the national 
organization and its northern branches. In Wellington the Movement 
concentrated on militancy and opposition to the labour movement. It 
bitterly opposed the new Relief Workers' Section of the General 
Labourers' Union (GLURWS) which had been established in September 
1931 to represent unemployed union labourers. When relief workers in 
Lower Hutt, Petone and Eastbourne went out on strike over local 
grievances in late January 1932 the national movement tried to spread 
the strike to Wellington. But the rivalry between the two unemployed 
organizations lessened the effectiveness of strike action. The General 
Labourers' Union forced a ballot on Wellington relief workers before the 
Movement could raise support for a strike.26 In defiance the Movement 
organized a hunger march in sympathy with the strikers but it achieved 
little more than the saving of face. 27 

The failure of the Wellington strike clearly demonstrated the dangers 
of militancy without adequate support. It also highlighted the difficulties 
involved in co-ordinating the activities of groups of relief workers who 
each felt that their own particular grievances were of more immediate 
concern. Strikes in sympathy with other relief workers were unlikely to 
succeed since the hardships involved offered no immediate solution to 

24 ODT, 11, 12 January 1932. 
25 Meeting, 11 February 1932, Dunedin UWM Minutebook, P.G. Morris Notes, MS 

Papers, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
26 Powell, p.46. 
27 ODT, 30 January, 4 February 1932. 
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present difficulties, already worsened at the beginning of 1932 by official 
relief restrictions. 

But again the NUWM misunderstood the reasons for its failure and 
concentrated on reorganizing itself. At its Third National Conference in 
Wellington on 25 March it established a series of new sub-committees in 
an attempt to spread responsibility among more members and to have an 
efficient organization operating before it might be needed, especially for 
strike action.28 The Conference resolved that 'under the slogan of 
"Employed and Unemployed, Fight Together," every local should set up 
these committees for the purpose of unity against capital. Demands 
should be formulated for the unemployed and employed; all working 
class organisations should be drawn together for immediate fight. . . . '2 ' 
It was an extraordinary slogan for the Movement to choose in view of its 
previous antagonism towards labour organizations but it was one which 
it and the Communist Party had little opportunity to implement. Events 
of the next month came too swiftly for the NUWM to take advantage of 
them and showed once and for all that the Movement was incapable of 
acting on the communist directive to turn spontaneous actions into 
organized political struggle.30 

In April and May 1932 riots and demonstrations occurred in Dunedin, 
Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch and succeeded in taking not 
only the NUWM by surprise but also the whole nation. Unlike the distur-
bances in Dunedin in January they were spontaneous.31 The causes of the 
riots were various but essentially they were a simple reaction by the 
unemployed to the laws and prejudices which had reduced them to 
second-class citizens and which denied them adequate relief on the 
grounds that it would destroy their willingness to work. The unemployed 
felt isolated and insecure. Granted only immediate relief by the 
authorities, they found it increasingly inadequate as allocations were cut 
and the work provided became more and more demoralizing.32 

Charitable bodies were unable to cope with the insatiable demands 
placed upon them and hospital boards, many of which had already over-
spent, publicly questioned their duty to provide unemployment relief at 
all.33 

There were also local factors which spurred the unemployed into 
rioting. In Dunedin the relief depots had imposed new restrictions on ob-
taining relief. There were also large numbers of single men who had been 
unable to obtain urban relief work.The future looked bleak. They could 

28 RW, 16 May 1932 and Minutes of NUWM Conference, 25 March 1932, p.l , NUWM 
Papers. 

29 RW, 16 May 1932. 
30 'Resolution of ECCI Presidium', Degras, p. 108. 
31 R. Noonan maintained that the riots were the last assault by the unemployed to try 

and assert themselves. ('The Riots of 1932, a Study of Social Unrest', unpublished M.A. 
thesis, University of Auckland, 1968, p.173.) 

32 ODT, 11, 12, 16 April 1932. 
33 ibid., 18 December 1931. 
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look forward only to a long hard winter.34 In Auckland the strike of the 
Huntly relief workers initiated demonstrations but the violence which 
erupted in Queen Street was simply the result of frustration and anger.35 

It was the same in Wellington at the beginning of May. There discontent 
was fermented by the closure of the No. 5 Scheme in several districts, by 
the suggestion of country camps for single men, and by a new revision in 
relief rates of pay which left the unemployed little better off than before 
because it appeared to deny them the right to receive food rations from 
relief depots. In Christchurch fighting broke out between the 
unemployed and the police during the tramway strike in May. 36 On each 
occasion insecurity and frustration resulted in violence. 

The NUWM, caught up in the events, was entirely helpless. In 
Dunedin it tried to organize the unemployed to strike but received little 
support.37 In Christchurch the unemployed were scattered under the con-
trol of a large number of employing authorities and proved too 
disorganized to unite around any one grievance. In Auckland the 
NUWM rapidly collapsed, its leaders were imprisoned, and rivalry with 
the labour movement's Auckland Provincial Unemployed Workers' 
Association (APUWA) prevented any firm action being taken. In Wel-
lington it was the same. Many leading NUWM and CPNZ officials were 
imprisoned after the riots and the National Executive of the NUWM 
broke up, some members seeing only 'prison bars on all sides of them' if 
they continued their work. 38 

The riots should have taught organizations for the unemployed a very 
important lesson. The unemployed could not be isolated from the rest of 
the community. By themselves the unemployed could achieve little. Co-
operation was the only pre-requisite for success. Unfortunately the 
lesson went unheeded. Following the riots the various NUWM branches 
were in a state of disarray. This confusion was made worse by the con-
tinuing ideological strife within the Movement, between branches such as 
Dunedin's which wished to co-operate with the labour movement3 ' and 
those like Wellington's which continued to insist that the Labour Party 
and trade unions were the chief enemy in the ranks of the toilers.40 A fur-
ther source of confusion was created by a sudden growth in labour-
dominated unemployed organizations. In Wellington the NUWM lost 
ground to the Wellington District Relief Worker's Union (WRWU), the 

34 ibid., 12 March 1932. 
35 See J. Edwards, 'Story of the Auckland Riots'; J. Edwards, Riot, 1932, Christchurch, 

1972, and T. Simpson, The Sugarbag Years, Wellington, 1974, pp.116-26. 
36 H. Roth, 'The Christchurch Tram Strike of 1932', New Zealand Monthly Review, 

XIV (August 1973), 12-14. 
37 ODT, 16 April 1932. The Mayor forced a ballot on relief workers and the majority 

voted against strike action. 
38 M. Wilkinson, national secretary, NUWM, to Saunders, Christchurch, 5 July 1932, 

C.F. Saunders Papers, Christchurch Public Library. 
39 ODT, 24 July 1933. 
40 RW, 19 May 1933. 
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reformed Relief Workers' Section of the General Labourers' Union, 
while in Auckland it was superseded by the Provincial Unemployed 
Workers' Association. In November 1932 the NUWM tried to strengthen 
its position by suggesting the formation of a national united front of the 
three organizations, but the attempt failed.4' Ideological differences had 
been stressed for too long to be overcome quickly. 

The labour organizations grew in strength at the expense of the 
NUWM. In May 1933 the APUWA and its various provincial councils 
formed themselves into a national organization, the National Union of 
Unemployed (NUU).42 But, unlike the NUWM, this organization was 
predominantly rural in membership, representing country districts and 
towns in the Manawatu, Wairarapa, Wanganui, South Canterbury, 
North Canterbury and Southland. The new type of membership reflected 
a basic change in the issues facing the unemployed. Since mid-1932 the 
Government had endeavoured to have single urban relief workers enter 
new public works camps in the country. During 1933 it also attempted to 
force married men into country camps. There was a double dilemma here 
for the NUWM. Not only did it appear as if the emphasis of unemployed 
action was moving away from the cities, but it might also be captured 
and controlled by the rapidly growing NUU. For the remainder of that 
year and for much of the next the NUWM concentrated all its efforts on 
defeating the NUU and in the process neglected the real issues facing the 
unemployed. 

In its self-imposed struggle the NUWM could well have relied simply 
on patience. It had only to wait for the NUU to destroy itself. The prob-
lems confronting the NUU concerned its leadership. Despite its over-
whelming rural character the Union was dominated by the urban 
APŪWA and the very small Wellington Union of Unemployed. This 
imbalance might not have proved disastrous for the National Union had 
its leaders been fully committed to the wishes of its rural members. But 
they were not. The Union branches wanted immediate action over the 
camp issue and the different scales of relief given rural districts. Unfor-
tunately the urban leaders refused to consider militancy as a positive 
policy and preferred to reserve their anger for the NUWM and CPNZ 
rather than the Government. The salvation of the unemployed, the NUU 
secretary maintained, depended on 'the political machine', not on 
militancy.43 Having adopted a passive policy of protest the NUU was left 
with little it could do or achieve. 

The National Union's reluctance to support any militant activities by 
the unemployed was first witnessed during the Hawkes Bay strike in June 
1933 when it failed to support one of its own branches in a struggle 
against the introduction of camp schemes in the district. The NUWM 

41 Minutes of the United Front Conference, Wellington, p.13, NUWM Papers. 
42 Minutes of First National Conference of NUU, 27-29 May 1933, Wellington, 

Saunders Papers. 
43 Workers Weekly (WW), Wellington, 15 April 1934. 
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took the opportunity to step in and give aid to the strikers and, although 
unsuccessful in having the strike spread to Wellington, the mere fact that 
it was prepared to assist won it the allegiance of the East Coast 
unemployed organizations.4'1 In January 1934 Gisborne relief workers 
were again on strike, this time over cuts in relief pay.45 The NUWM 
promised support and attempted to produce a national strike. Although 
the national strike failed to eventuate as planned, it was the NUU which 
bore the brunt of the criticism. It had refused to help and had hindered 
the strikers by issuing strong condemnatory statements through the 
press. As a result branches of the National Union left the parent body in 
droves during 1934 and affiliated with the NUWM.46 The threat to the 
NUWM was over. 

Having regained ascendancy again the National Unemployed 
Workers' Movement set about consolidating its position. Although some 
abortive attempts were made at reconciling the differences between the 
NUU and the NUWM, too much bitterness remained for them to be suc-
cessful. Instead, the NUWM launched a Worker's Charter in June 1934 
with the expressed intention of uniting the unemployed around a set of 
national grievances.47 There was, however, to be no unity with trade 
union leaders or NUU officials and for that reason the Charter opposed 
the trade union demand for the restoration of arbitration. Of course the 
Charter failed to produce the desired unity with the employed, nor did it 
promote the welfare of the unemployed. Rather it served to highlight the 
disunity that still existed with the NUWM. Both the Canterbury 
Unemployed Workers' Association (CUWA) and the Dunedin UWM 
opposed their national executive's continued opposition to the labour 
movement, but to little avail. When it became clear that the Workers' 
Charter had failed the NUWM and the New Zealand Communist Party 
simply pushed aside all discussion of the Charter and the problems of 
urban support, and turned their attention to the new camp struggles in 
the rural districts. They alone seemed to promise the much sought-after 
symbols of success that were so obviously lacking in the urban centres. 

Throughout the remainder of 1934 and for much of 1935 the NUWM 
concentrated on assisting the strikes of camp workers or relief workers 
threatened with camp work.4" Yet on each occasion its successes were 
negative in character. In part this was due to a conflict within the CPNZ 
and the NUWM over whether they should ban camp work altogether or 
simply attempt to change conditions within camps.49 The conflict was 
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never successfully resolved. In October 1935, for instance, the Movement 
claimed success when the Unemployment Board closed down a camp in 
Gisborne, conveniently forgetting, of course, that the struggle had been 
against task work (a new contract system of work devised by the 
Unemployment Board at the end of 1933) and for standard rates of pay. 
The closure of the camp did not bring the NUWM any closer to achieving 
its goal.50 

Almost by accident the national executive of the Movement drew 
attention to the folly of its own policies in early 1935. The urban 
unemployed had rarely been impressed with the ideological divisions be-
tween the Communist Party and the official labour movement. By 1935 
most urban relief workers were more concerned with the increased use of 
sustenance payments or the need to extend local body work at standard 
rates of pay. For them the level of sustenance given when camp work was 
refused or the rate of pay on urban relief work were more important than 
the NUWM's anti-camp campaign or the Workers' Charter. Besides, the 
Government had largely negated the former campaign after 1934 by 
backing down whenever strong opposition was met, at least in the four 
main centres. The most serious problems facing the urban unemployed 
by 1935 were not camps or ideology, but poverty and destitution. Only in 
early 1935 did the NUWM produce a campaign which illustrated the real 
grievances held by the urban unemployed. 

In February 1935 the NUWM launched a More Relief Campaign 
which demanded a 10/- per week increase in pay for all unemployed 
men.51 It was instantly popular. The campaign's demand was simple and 
certainly contrasted with the long-winded Workers' Charter of the 
previous year. It was also the first of the NUWM's campaigns presented 
without political implications. Yet the real significance of the More 
Relief Campaign lay in the way it captured the public's imagination. And 
in doing so it provided the Movement with a practical example of the 
value of widespread support, for on this one occasion the national 
executive had not insisted that assistance be sought only from those who 
held similar ideological beliefs. As a result the Campaign received the 
endorsement of the Municipal Association, the Labour Party, trade 
unions, several newspapers and many other organizations. So over-
whelming was the support given for the immediate amelioration of the 
plight of the unemployed man and his family that the Government felt 
compelled to offer relief workers an increase of 3/- per week (2/- if 
single) in June. At first it proposed to have the unemployed work for the 
increase but so strong was the opposition that the Government gave way 
and agreed to grant the increase as a bonus.52 
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The More Relief Campaign should have stirred the NUWM into a new 
burst of activity. Instead it opened old wounds. Many branches saw the 
campaign as vindicating their argument for co-operation. The problem 
first surfaced in Christchurch in early 1935 when the CUWA proposed a 
United Workers' Council, composed mostly of trade union represen-
tatives, that would agitate for more relief and against camp schemes." 
When the Council was established, the national executive of the NUWM 
stubbornly refused to recognize it.5,1 In Auckland the NUWM and 
APUWA Avondale, New Lynn and Glen Eden branches formed a 
United Western Suburbs Council of Unemployed in October 1935 and 
expressed their disappointment at both unemployed organizations for 
squabbling and bickering amongst themselves." 

Again the NUWM national executive refused to face the issue. Instead 
it proposed the publication of an Unemployed Leader, a weekly paper 
which it felt certain would heal the rifts and consolidate the Movement." 
The gamble failed. Little interest in the paper was shown by the 
unemployed and it served only to place the national executive in debt.'7 

The Movement seemed to be failing, weakened by internal wranglings 
and shunned by the unemployed. The secretary of the Dunedin UWM, F. 
O'Rorke, claimed that the communist bogey frightened people from 
joining the NUWM, and that improved wages and conditions in camps in 
late 1935 made it impossible to get the unemployed to do anything." Yet 
his branch was possibly the strongest in New Zealand with a total of 500 
financial members in November 1935. One year earlier there had been 
only three financial members. Why had the Dunedin UWM succeeded 
both as an organization and as an effective pressure group for the 
unemployed when its parent body had failed? 

The Dunedin UWM understood that success did not necessarily come 
through militancy, at least not through militant independence. Unlike 
the NUU the branch was able to follow a basically passive policy and at 
the same time provide the necessary symbols of success that encouraged 
membership. That in itself was only made possible by the branch's very 
close association with the Labour Party and because Labour in Dunedin 
was in the fortunate position of being able to improve the lot of the 
unemployed, at least at the local level. The revitalization of the Dunedin 
UWM began with the election of Mark Silverstone as its president in 
mid-April 1935. A highly articulate and active man, Silverstone posses-
sed a long record of service in the labour movement. In 1933 he had 
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become a city councillor and in May 1935, when the Labour Party 
achieved a slender majority on the Dunedin City Council, he was 
appointed chairman of the Council's finance committee. His influence 
on the Council provided the UWM with the opportunity it had long 
awaited, a channel through which it could secure improvements for the 
unemployed. 

Silverstone reorganized the UWM, obtained the co-operation of rival 
Dunedin unemployed associations, and began social activities to attract 
men back into the Movement. Through the City Council he alleviated 
many of the small problems of the unemployed. By the end of 1935 the 
Council had granted generous allowances to workers required to stand 
down during wet weather, increased the availability of light work under 
the reserves department, and extended free transport on city buses to the 
families of unemployed men. But its real achievement lay in the introduc-
tion of subsidized relief work and the provision of standard rates of pay 
for relief work." 

Because of its close involvement with the Labour Council the local 
UWM's prestige grew. By April 1936 its membership had risen to 800,60 

by December to 1,000.61 Nor was this all. In February 1936 the City 
Council recommended that when work was offered, preference should be 
granted to unionists and for that purpose the UWM would be regarded 
as a union.62 It was an advantage and status that few other branches ever 
achieved. But it was not until after the November 1936 election that the 
national executive appreciated the full significance of the Dunedin ex-
ample. By then it was too late to change, although both the NUWM and 
CPNZ did attempt to reconcile their differences with the Labour Party, 
and place the blame for their policies elsewhere. 'When the working class 
was driving for unity to defeat the reactionary Coates-Forbes Govern-
ment . . . there were comrades in the leadership of our party [who] . . . 
instead of concentrating all the forces against reaction . . . decided the 
line of the general elections on the slogan "Neither reaction nor 
Labour ." Yet the slogan had not been new in late 1935, nor the result 
of one or two leaders within the Communist Party or Workers' Move-
ment. It had been the hallmark of communist policies since 1930.64 
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The election of 1935 merely demonstrated the absurdity of the NUWM 
policy of isolation from the labour movement. It presented a final 
dilemma that destroyed what remained of the Movement. 'If we pro-
nounce the Labour Government as bad as the Tory Government,' wrote 
the editor of the Workers' Weekly, 'what conclusion obviously 
follows?'65 The answer was both sharp and painful. 'It would mean that 
we would be pursuing the United front with Hamilton, with Coates, with 
Poison, and with the whole reactionary gang.'66 To avoid such a situa-
tion the NUWM belatedly chose reconciliation with its old ideological 
enemy in order to survive. Yet in doing so it forgot that in the past it had 
survived only because of activity. Like the NUU during 1933 and 1934, 
the NUWM after 1935 declined because it could no longer present sym-
bolic gestures or achievements to the unemployed. In supporting the new 
Labour Government it adopted a passive policy and ceased to exist as an 
active organization for the unemployed. It had replaced reckless 
independence with total dependence, swinging from one extreme to 
another. 

As a pressure group, then, the National Unemployed Workers' Move-
ment possessed little influence between 1931 and 1935. After all, it had 
no real bargaining power, very little muscle, and often only minimal sup-
port from the unemployed themselves. Apathy and a feeling of isolation, 
of being left out in the cold, ignored and useless, developed among the 
unemployed. In time these feelings came to affect the very organizations 
which set out to help them. But the psychological impact of unemploy-
ment was not the main reason why a strong unemployed movement did 
not develop. The NUWM was crippled by its own basic philosophy 
which divided when it should have united, which called for a united front 
against the Coalition Government but denied the value of trade union 
and Labour Party support. The Movement's oi^ly saving grace was its 
policy of militance. Used widely and ably, militance provided members 
with rallying points and with a sense of direction. It was one of the most 
effective means of countering the material and spiritual poverty of relief 
work. Unfortunately, even that sense of direction was lost as the Move-
ment divided over ideology and lost support as a result. 

The National Union of Unemployed, on the other hand, did not even 
possess that sense of direction. It refused to be drawn into militant action 
yet failed to take any positive steps to demonstrate that it was willing to 
foster the interests of the unemployed. The quarrels that existed between 
the two national organizations further weakened the ability of the 
unemployed to effect change. Only at the local level where branches were 
able to overcome the stranglehold of ideology was any success recorded. 
Co-operation was the only means by which the isolation of the 
unemployed could be ended. Without co-operation unemployed 
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organizations were impotent to effect change. Such was the record of the 
NUU and the NUWM during the early 1930s. 
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