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Abstract
The impact of warfare on the development of welfare has interested scholars for some
time. While a number of studies assert that there is a positive relationship between
war and social policies, others claim that war obstructs their progress. Irrespective of
its positioning, this literature shares a focus on combatants. But what about countries
that remained neutral? The distance between a state at war and a state in a world at
war may not be great in all aspects.
My comparative study investigates the warfare to welfare nexus in two case
studies: unemployment policies during and after the Great War in the neutral
Netherlands which nevertheless mobilised for war, and belligerent Germany. My
research is predominantly based on an analysis of archival material, collected in the
Nationaal Archief in The Hague and the Bundesarchiv in Berlin. Sources include
parliamentary proceedings as well as communications of political parties, employer
and worker organisations, social commentators and interest groups.
I contend that mobilisation for war rather than combat created an urgent need
for the German and Dutch state governments to address the new phenomenon of
mass unemployment which, prior to the Great War, they had not considered to be
their responsibility. Mobilisation and demobilisation played a determining role in
speeding up unemployment social reform. Initially considered to be of a temporary
nature in times of crisis, regulating the care for the unemployed became, however
unintended, a permanent state responsibility. While strategies differed, at no time did
these governments fully surrender their increased interventionist position.
My research adds to scholarship on the debate of state involvement in the
growth of unemployment social policies and how this debate differed from that
concerning other social legislation. It addresses a gap in the warfare to welfare debate
and contributes to an understanding of welfare state development in the twentieth
century.
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Introduction
In much of Europe, state welfare is taken for granted. Governments have assumed an
ever-increasing obligation to look after their constituents, affecting virtually every
aspect of their lives. The population, in turn, insists on state support as a customary
right. When expectations are thwarted and welfare spending is cut, as currently in
Greece and other countries affected by the ‘Euro Crisis’, demonstrations, peaceful or
violent, are never far away. Today it is hard to imagine that a time existed when
workers were not covered for accidents, sickness, old age and unemployment, that
parents did not receive support to raise their children, that state housing was not
available, and that contemporaries likely would raise an eyebrow about such a thing as
‘middle class welfare’. Public social policy1 has developed into one of the most
important areas of government concern.
Yet, this immense involvement of the national administration in the private
lives of its citizens is a relatively new phenomenon, gathering momentum only after
the First World War. Prior to the late 1800s, central government did not consider the
social wellbeing of the people to be its responsibility, leaving care for the needy to the
family, the church and, in the last instance, to the municipality. Not until

1 An in-depth overview of the use of the terminology relating to social policy and welfare state

historiography is provided by Gerhard A. Ritter, Der Sozialstaat. Entstehung und Entwicklung
im internationalen Vergleich, Munich: Oldenbourg Verlag, 1989, pp. 4-16. The term ‘welfare
state’ as we currently interpret it is often associated with post-World War II, capitalist,
democratic nations and may be less suitable to use for the period under investigation,
although many accounts that look at the origins of the current welfare state use this term
throughout their publications. See also Niklas Luhmann, Political theory in the welfare state,
trans. J. Bednarz Jr, Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1990, p. 21; p. 23. Luhmann
makes a distinction between the (early) social state and the (current) welfare state. A social
state is ‘a state that reacts to the effects of industrialization with measures of social help’; a
welfare state is based on the concept of compensation, used for making claims, and ‘ultimately
excludes nothing and consumes itself’. This system is based on inclusion, according to
Luhmann. Scholars differ in their inclusion and exclusion criteria for the term ‘social policy’.
Some writers interpret it exclusively as labour-related social legislation, whereas others view it
more broadly, also including poor relief, health and housing. I will use the term ‘social policy’
as acts of government designed and implemented to enhance the welfare of the population in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. My definition of social policy includes a
focus on poor relief as public assistance and social insurance as labour policy. This thesis does
not focus on health, education and housing policies.
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industrialisation created a new, organised, and potentially unruly class of workers, did
authorities intervene, introducing public social policies for workers in such key areas as
accident, disability and sickness.
However, states continued to dismiss a major vulnerability of modernity,
unemployment, and excluded this social evil from their insurance legislation agendas.
Many segments of society held the view that unemployment was uninsurable. Not
only the advocates of social insurance but also traditional poor relief organisations
thought that the unemployed were ‘not unfortunate, but solely sluggards and loafers’
and largely responsible for their misery.2 Although the debate about the risks of
unemployment gained momentum towards the end of the nineteenth century, central
authorities failed to develop a satisfactory solution to a plethora of associated
problems.
This outlook changed with the onset of the First World War. The economic and
political climate surrounding mobilisation for war necessitated governments to drop
their non-interventionist stance in the unemployment problem and include it in their
policies for the first time. On the whole at this time, the level of state intervention into
matters concerning the welfare and private life of its citizens increased dramatically.3
Such intrusion made sense for belligerent nations. For instance, scholars have argued
that the war was a ‘watershed’ in the development of state welfare in Germany and
Russia.4 The social, economic and psychological impact of the war on society was vast,
leaving millions of soldiers dead, disabled or dislocated, and traditional family
structures disrupted. Political unrest, radicalisation of the troops and revolution added
to the crisis. Mobilisation for war forced combatant states to take on many

2 Bernard Gewin, Arbeidsbeurzen, Utrecht, 1898, cited in J. A. A. van Doorn, ‘De strijd tegen

armoede en werkloosheid in historisch perspectief’, in W. P. Blockmans & L. A. van der Valk
(eds), Van particuliere naar openbare zorg, en terug? Sociale politiek in Nederland sinds 1880,
Amsterdam: NEHA, 1992, pp. 1-30, here p. 11.
3 I will use the term ‘state’ to indicate national or central government, in the German case

Reich, in the Netherlands rijk.
4 Richard Bessel, Germany after the First World War, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993, p. v; Greg

Eghigian, Making security social. Disability, insurance, and the birth of the social entitlement
state in Germany, Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2000, p. 159; David L. Hoffman,
Cultivating the masses. Modern state practices and Soviet socialism, 1914-1939, Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 2011, p. 9.
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responsibilities previously carried out by private charities and local authorities. State
obligations went far beyond caring for war victims, extending to workers, women and
families. Governments were required to adopt a more active approach to citizen
welfare than before the war.5 Despite being spared the actual fighting, the Great War
also affected neutral countries. While refusing to take sides, the Netherlands for
example mobilised for war in August 1914. Although the psychological impact on its
citizens was limited in comparison with its neighbours, it also suffered economic and
social consequences resulting in increased state intervention and less distinct
boundaries between state and society.6
I contend that mobilisation for war rather than actual combat created an
urgent need for state governments to address the social issues associated with
unemployment, which had been of concern since the late nineteenth century, but
largely put in the ‘too hard basket’. My thesis tests this hypothesis in two case studies:
unemployment policies during the Great War in the neutral Netherlands and
combatant Germany.7 It explores the impact of mobilisation and demobilisation on the
evolution of political thought and debate, resulting in the adoption of public social
policies for the unemployed. Dutch policymakers chose to assist existing
unemployment insurance funds controlled by the trade unions, their German
counterparts elected to set up relief works and avail local authorities of public funds to
support the neediest.
While these policies were in the first instance concerned with the urgent
situation created by the outbreak of war, they carried over into ‘peace-time needs’.8

5 David Crew, Germans on welfare. From Weimar to Hitler, Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1998, p. 47; Young-Sun Hong, Welfare, modernity and the Weimar state, 1919-1933,
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998, p. 12.
6 Jan & Annie Romein, De lage landen bij de zee. Een geschiedenis van het Nederlandse volk,

Amsterdam: Querido’s Uitgeverij BV, 1973, p. 561; Martin Kraaijestein & Paul Schulten (eds),
Wankel evenwicht. Neutraal Nederland en de Eerste Wereldoorlog, Soesterberg: Uitgeverij
Aspekt, 2007, p. 8; Ivo Kuypers, In de schaduw van de grote oorlog. De Nederlandse
arbeidersbeweging en de overheid, 1914-1920, Amsterdam: Aksant, 2002, p. 48.
7 I define this policy as ‘...those acts of Government deliberately designed and taken to

improve the welfare of the civil population in times of war’, Richard Titmuss, Essays on ‘the
welfare state’, third ed., London: Allen & Unwin, 1976, p. 77.
8 Titmuss, Essays on ‘the welfare state’, p. 77.
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After the war, both nations indefinitively broke with laissez-faire attitudes towards the
unemployment question but ultimately took different paths. Despite the German
choice for state-sponsored relief, its experience with pre-war worker insurance
institutions helped this nation to adopt compulsory public unemployment insurance
legislation in 1927. The Netherlands lacked a similar tradition and the government’s
decision in August 1914 to support union-led insurance schemes was continued after
the war, triggering an arduous debate and delaying compulsory insurance laws until
1949. Mobilisation for war was a catalyst for unemployment policies in both states,
making it acceptable for public authorities to enter this previously taboo territory. But
while it introduced a course of action in the Netherlands which would last for the next
three decades, German policies proved more short-lived. Here, established practices
enabled the adoption of compulsory insurance legislation in 1927.

Unemployment in the historiography of social policy
Research into the history of early social policy formation and the development
of the social state in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Europe puts
this construction in the context of modernity: industrialisation, urbanisation,
secularisation, democratisation, and connected political struggles and ideas. The
emergence of the welfare state is linked to ‘the formation of national states and their
transformation into mass democracies after the French Revolution’ but also to ‘the
growth of capitalism that became the dominant mode of production after the
Industrial Revolution’.9 In other words, the emergence of the welfare state reflects ‘a
constellation of growing mass democracies and expanding capitalist economies within
a system of sovereign national states’. The resulting social question was about how to
reconcile the new class of paupers, the workers, with their novel status as citizens.10

9 Peter Flora & Arnold J. Heidenheimer, ‘The historical core and changing boundaries of the

welfare state’, in Peter Flora & Arnold J. Heidenheimer (eds), The development of welfare
states in Europe and America, New Brunswick and London: Transaction Books, 1981, pp. 17-34,
here pp. 22-3.
10 Ira Katznelson, ‘Knowledge about what? Policy intellectuals and the New Liberalism’, in

Dietrich Rueschemeyer & Theda Skocpol (eds), States, social knowledge, and the origins of
modern social policies, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996, pp. 17-47, here pp. 23-4.
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Scholars have offered a great number of analyses about the development of
welfare states and increasing state intervention in the material and moral care of the
population. Although research into the meaning of the social question as ‘the social
dilemmas of industrialization’11 has been conducted since its emergence in the late
nineteenth century, scholarly interest has expanded significantly since the 1970s when
the welfare state’s very existence appeared to be threatened by economic decline,
after reaching its zenith in the 1960s.12 During this period, the debate was dominated
by social scientists, in particular sociologists and political scientists.13 Looking for
theories and structures, they developed a substantial number of typologies and
frameworks aiming to explain convergence and divergence in social policies between
nations, usually emphasising socio-economic, political or ideological aspects of
modernity.14
The earliest models to explain welfare state formation emphasise the
significance of industrialisation and concomitant economic growth. These explanations
take as their starting point the view that social policy is the result of industrialisation
11 Theda Skocpol & Dietrich Rueschemeyer, ‘Introduction’, in Rueschemeyer & Skocpol, States,

social knowledge, and the origins of modern social policies, pp. 3-13, here p. 3.
12 John Myles & Jill Quadagno, ‘Political theories of the welfare state’, Social Service Review,

March 2002, pp. 34-57, here p. 34; Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The three worlds of welfare
capitalism, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990, p. 1; Van Doorn, ‘De strijd tegen armoede en
werkloosheid in historisch perspectief’, p. 1.
13 Ritter, Der Sozialstaat, p. XI. Ritter argues that historians should engage in comparative

welfare state research because social policy in individual nations was shaped by their specific
historical developments.
14 Overviews of these approaches are abundant in the literature. See for instance Flora &

Heidenheimer, ‘The historical core and changing boundaries of the welfare state’; Theda
Skocpol & Edwin Amenta, ‘States and social policies’, Annual Review Sociology, Vol. 12, 1986,
pp. 131-57; Esping-Andersen, The three worlds of welfare capitalism; Kees van Kersbergen,
Social capitalism. A study of Christian democracy and the welfare state, London and New York:
Routledge, 1995; Rueschemeyer & Skocpol, States, social knowledge, and the origins of
modern social policies; Christopher Pierson & Francis G. Castles (eds), The welfare state reader,
Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000; Myles & Quadagno, ‘Political theories of the welfare state’; Mel
Cousins, European welfare states. Comparative perspectives, London: Sage, 2005; Kees van
Kersbergen & Philip Manow (eds), Religion, class coalitions, and welfare states, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009; Douglas E. Ashford, The emergence of the welfare states,
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986; Peter Baldwin, The politics of social solidarity. Class bases of the
European welfare state 1875-1975, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990; George
Steinmetz, Regulating the social. The welfare state and local politics in Imperial Germany,
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993.
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and urbanisation processes which undermined the traditional kinship, family and
community relationships, requiring alternative sources of assistance and support for
people unable to look after themselves.15 They stress the importance of impersonal
economic factors as the drive behind social policy development rather than political
opinion and preferences.16 Some of these approaches claim that social policy is the
result of the capitalist mode of production, requiring the development and
maintenance of human capital. However, these analyses have been criticised because
welfare has also been a feature of non-capitalist societies such as the Soviet Union.17
Social policies in this view may converge regardless of political system or type of
regime.18 Critics of the industrialisation thesis point out that there is no direct link
between the start of industrialisation and the timing of the implementation of social
policies.19 For example, German industrialisation did not take off until the second half
of the nineteenth century but this nation developed elaborate social insurance
programmes as early as the 1880s, the first in Europe and a model for many other
nations.20
The premise of industrialisation goes some way to explain the origins of state
involvement in unemployment public policies but it leaves important questions
surrounding the timing and format of these strategies unanswered. The process of
15 See for instance Frederick L. Pryor, Public expenditures in communist and capitalist nations,

London: Allen & Unwin, 1968, p. 135; Harold L. Wilensky, The welfare state and equality:
structural and ideological roots of public expenditure, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1975, p. xiii; W. W. Rostow, ‘The stages of economic growth’, The Economic
History Review, Vol. 12, No. 1, 1959, pp. 1-16, here pp. 11-2.
16 Myles & Quadagno, ‘Political theories of the welfare state’, p. 36.
17 Flora & Heidenheimer, ‘The historical core and changing boundaries of the welfare state’, p.

23; Esping-Andersen, The three worlds of welfare capitalism, p. 14.
18 Skocpol & Amenta, ‘States and social policies’, p. 133; Pryor, Public expenditures in

communist and capitalist nations, p. 285.
19 David Collier & Richard E. Messick, ‘Prerequisites versus diffusion: testing alternative

explanations of social security adoption’, The American Political Science Review, Vol. 69, No. 4,
1975, pp. 1299-315, here p. 1310. See also Peter Flora & Jens Alber, ‘Modernization,
democratization, and the development of welfare states in Western Europe’, in Flora &
Heidenheimer, The development of welfare states in Europe and America, pp. 37-80, here pp.
58ff.
20 Gerhard A. Ritter, Social welfare in Germany and Britain: origins and development, trans. K.

Traynor, New York: Berg Publishers, 1986, p. 5.
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industrialisation was already underway for over half a century before the national
governments in the Netherlands and Germany considered an active approach to deal
with unemployment, well behind other workers’ insurance policies. Why were these
programmes implemented relatively late? In a recent publication, political scientists
Kees van Kersbergen and Philip Manow maintain that, despite extensive research into
the link between industrialisation and social policy, ‘it remains obscure how needs and
demands can create their own fulfillment’.21 They assert that the theory is too abstract
and fails to explain exactly how political actors in particular circumstances translate
social misery into social policy. My thesis addresses this critique by uncovering when
and how the precarious situation of the unemployed came to the attention of the state
government, initiating state action to take up the problem. While industrialisation in
the nineteenth century had created a working class, prompting the implementation of
public insurance policies in case of accident, invalidity and illness, states did not
consider unemployment an urgent problem until the outbreak of war and subsequent
mobilisation which created an enormous disruption in industrial production, exactly at
a time when this production was paramount to survival. My work examines how this
process occurred.
Social policy research has also concentrated on the analysis of class-related
interests and conflicts between conservatives, the bourgeoisie and an emerging
proletariat. An important aspect of this line of thinking is the view that welfare states
develop when a strong social democratic movement is present.22 Certainly, the growth
of a vocal socialist faction has influenced social reform. As early as 1884, even Reich
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck told Reichstag members that ‘had there been no Social
Democracy and had not so many of you feared it, the moderate progress we have
made in social reform up to now would not yet have existed at all’, one of the rare
21 Philip Manow & Kees van Kersbergen, ‘Religion and the western welfare state – the

theoretical context’, in Van Kersbergen & Manow, Religion, class coalitions, and welfare states,
pp. 1-38, here p. 10.
22 See for example John D. Stephens, The transition from capitalism to socialism, London and

Basingstoke: The Macmillan Press, 1979, p. 2; Walter Korpi, ‘The power resources model’ in
Pierson & Castles, The welfare state reader, pp. 77-88. For a critique of the social democratic
explanation see Gösta Esping-Andersen & Kees van Kersbergen, ‘Contemporary research on
social democracy’, Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 18, 1992, pp. 187-208; Baldwin, The
politics of social solidarity, pp. 40-4.
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occasions he drew a ‘bravo!’ from the social democrats.23 Dutch liberal ministers
attentively followed German events and Bismarck’s attempts to neutralise the social
democrats.24
Around the turn of the twentieth century, social democratic parties in both
countries had become novel actors on the political stage. As my thesis shows, the role
they played in the development of unemployment policy was, however, complex.
Initially, the socialists strongly opposed capitalist society in its entirety and were
against social legislation as this would only preserve the system.25 During and after the
Great War, they remained divided on the question of unemployment insurance. While
the socialists had little direct political influence prior to the war, governing political
parties in both Germany and the Netherlands nevertheless depended on their
cooperation. The war greatly increased this dependence but the social democrats
initially failed to capitalise on their newly acquired power because of the political truce
during the first months of the war. While social democracy without doubt played a role
in welfare state development, today observers have largely moved away from this
approach as, obviously, comprehensive welfare states exist without a strong social
democratic heritage, the Netherlands being a case in point.
The developing union movement at this time was largely opposed to central
government intrusion in their unemployment schemes which they administered and
controlled. Sociologists Theda Skocpol and Edwin Amenta correctly conclude that
‘[n]ot unions and social democrats, but conservative monarchs or liberal politicians,

23 Bismarck, Verhandlungen des Reichstags, Stenographische Berichte, 26 November 1884, p.

25, translation in Walter Korpi, ‘Origins of welfare states: changing class structures, social
democracy, and Christian democracy’, RC19 Conference, Stockholm, 4-6 September 2008, p. 3,
http://www2.sofi.su.se/RC19/pdfpapers/Korpi_RC19_2008.pdf, retrieved 7 July 2009.
24 Piet Hagen, Politicus uit hartstocht. Biografie van Pieter Jelles Troelstra, Amsterdam-

Antwerpen: Uitgeverij de Arbeiderspers, 2010, pp. 249-50. Throughout this period German
policies influenced Dutch decision-making in many areas, see for instance contributions in Frits
Boterman & Piet de Rooy, Op de grens van twee culturen. Nederland en Duitsland in het Fin de
Siècle, Uitgeverij Balans, 1999; Frits Boterman & Marianne Vogel (eds), Nederland en Duitsland
in het interbellum. Wisselwerking en contacten: van politiek tot literatuur, Hilversum: Uitgeverij
Verloren, 2003.
25 See for instance T. H. Marshall, Social policy in the twentieth century, London: Hutchinson &

Co., 1975, p. 38.
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were the agents of early European social insurance innovations’.26 State involvement
in unemployment social policies was initiated by a liberal minister in the Netherlands
and in Germany by a conservative nationalist. In both countries war and mobilisation
hampered a strong social democratic stance rather than favouring it and the first
public unemployment policies were developed despite rather than because of the
newly emerging socialist movement.
A further set of historiographical works is concerned with social policy as a
result of the growth of democracy, and constitutional and human rights developments.
These accounts do not negate the importance of modernisation but emphasise the
role of democratisation and emerging civil rights rather than its economic features.
The sociologist Douglas Ashford examines how ‘institutional and political adaptation
took place’ to meet the demands of emerging democratic rule.27 Ashford claims that
political, institutional and constitutional problems affected social policy development
as much as economic and social issues.28 This process was not a deliberate and wellconsidered occurrence but rather ‘a gradual and often uninformed process propelled
as much by ambitious politicians and rather visionary civil servants as by an abstract
notion of a crumbling social order or of fears of major unrest’.29 Ashford concedes that
Bismarck used social policy to delay democratisation. Therefore, in his view, social
policy in Germany was an ‘anomaly’ in a democratic theory despite fitting in well in a
socio-economic assessment.30 According to sociologist Niklas Luhmann, advances in
the nineteenth century brought about constitutional and democratic changes on which
the development of the modern welfare state was to be based. These changes led to
the concept of welfare as a political goal of the newly established political parties.
Aspects of individual life were translated into themes of political life. Luhmann writes
that ‘[s]ince politicians have to win the approval of the population to attain office, it is
advisable for them to address its interests, to propose improvements and to point out

26 Skocpol & Amenta, ‘States and social policies’, p. 142.
27 Ashford, The emergence of the welfare states, p. vii.
28 Ashford, The emergence of the welfare states, pp. 2-3.
29 Ashford, The emergence of the welfare states, p. 4.
30 Ashford, The emergence of the welfare states, p. 10.
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problems. And the increasing artificiality of living conditions after the industrial
revolution provided more than enough occasion for them to do this’.31 Social rights,
then, ‘aimed, often quite consciously, at making the class system less vulnerable to
attack by alleviating its less defensible consequences’.32 The notion of citizenship as
political power, which was developed further in the twentieth century, connected
concepts of social justice and egalitarian policies. Political rights and power became
the weapons to force social rights and as such were perceived to be a danger to the
capitalist system by conservative and ruling forces.
The influential work of sociologist T. H. Marshall brings the development of
rights to centre stage in the context of democracy and citizenship in England during
industrialisation. In his opinion, three distinct types of rights developed in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The first category consists of civil rights, as rights
to individual freedom based on the rule of law and guaranteed by the judicial process.
Civil rights were initiated during the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century and
consolidated by the 1830s. The second type includes political rights, being the rights to
exercise political power through the franchise and membership of political parties.
Both civil and political rights had traditionally been reserved for the privileged classes
but were new to large sections of the population in the early 1900s. The third type
includes social rights, the rights to economic welfare and security, education and social
services. Social rights were traditionally granted through membership of a local
community or a functional vocational association, and in the middle of the nineteenth
century enacted in poor laws. However, as Marshall argues, paupers initially had to
give up civil and political rights when they were given assistance and crossed ‘the road
that separated the community of citizens from the outcast company of the
destitute’.33 Compulsory education was a first step to reintegrate social rights into
citizenship.
My research shows that the concept of social rights was important for policy
development because it acknowledged that the state had a responsibility for the
31 Luhmann, Political theory in the welfare state, pp. 36-7.
32 T. H. Marshall, ‘Citizenship and social class’, in Pierson & Castles, The welfare state reader,

pp. 32-41. See also Marshall, Social policy in the twentieth century, p. 37.
33 Marshall, ‘Citizenship and social class’, p. 35.
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employment of its constituency and, in its absence, for the unemployed. In Germany
the incorporation of social rights into the Weimar Constitution of 1919 was a huge step
in the growth of the welfare state.34 It contained a catalogue of basic rights in its
articles 119 to 165, providing the context for the development of both social insurance
and general welfare policies. It included rights and responsibilities concerning family
life, parental care, the protection of motherhood, children and young people, civil
servants, religious freedom, economic life and public housing, co-determination and
the protection of workers, and labour reform. According to historian Detlev Peukert,
the Constitution was ‘the first attempt to base the legitimacy of the state
simultaneously on democratic decision-making, constitutionality and a welfare
system’.35 As we shall see, social rights, embedded in the Constitution, provided the
legal basis after the war to develop compulsory unemployment insurance legislation.
A third set of approaches relates to the influence of thought and the borrowing
of ideas in a cross-national context on the formation of social policy.36 Ashford regrets
that the emphasis on socio-economic factors has turned the formulation and transfer
of ideas into a ‘residual problem’.37 Renewed interest in the role of ideas and ideology
has resulted in the study of the contribution to knowledge about social problems
offered by the emerging social sciences and reformers in the late 1800s and early
1900s.38 The social question was lively debated in new organisations like the
Association for Social Policy in Germany and its Dutch counterpart, the Committee to
Discuss the Social Question, as well as Catholic and Protestants groups. An interest

34 Detlev J. K. Peukert, The Weimar Republic. The crisis of classical modernity, trans. Richard
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developed in the collection of statistics about social problems, and surveys were
conducted to get an idea about their scope and spread.
My study shows that, while initially extremely sceptical, the German and Dutch
governments proved not immune to the findings of these investigations, internalising
this new thinking about what caused unemployment and how it affected those struck
by it. There was a considerable amount of cross-national borrowing of ideas through
international meetings and organisations as well as through diplomatic channels. Social
reform groups, in turn, transferred these ideas into political interests.39 Changes in
thinking about poverty and mass unemployment had a tremendous impact on the
formation of state unemployment policies during and after the Great War. Social policy
was not just a result of large, impersonal economic factors but was shaped by
individuals and groups, including political organisations, economic groups, universities,
scholarly societies and bureaucratic agencies. Changing ideologies and thoughts about
unemployment influenced decision-making, and formed policies for those affected.
In addition to changes in secular thinking around 1900, the formation and
formulation of social policy was strongly affected by confessional ideology both in
Germany and the Netherlands.40 Catholic leaders in both countries emphasised the
importance of the role of the Church and private charities to provide relief to the poor,
and they strongly opposed state intervention in this area, a viewpoint which was
modified only after the papal encyclical Rerum Novarum of 1891.41 This document
acknowledged a role for the state in welfare provision, but on a strictly subsidiary basis
only. In essence, welfare remained an act of charity.42 My thesis highlights that after
the war, Catholics became instrumental in social policy development, including
unemployment insurance legislation, providing long-serving department of labour
39 Hong examines ‘the organizations which were key participants in welfare reform debates,

and the implication of these debates for the nature of the Weimar state’, Welfare, modernity
and the Weimar state, pp. 16-7.
40 See a recent overview in Manow & Van Kersbergen, ‘Religion and the western welfare
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ministers in both countries, favouring a strong corporatist outlook.43 Protestant
thinking differed. In Germany, because of its Lutheran tradition, Protestant ideology
reserved an important role for the state in welfare administration and provision, while
Calvinist influences in the Netherlands strongly rejected such interference. Van
Kersbergen and Manow discuss the effects of profound state-church conflict in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in a number of European countries, including
the Netherlands and Germany, which resulted not only in a left-right dichotomy but
also in a cleavage along religious lines, which was at least as influential as class
divisions.44
The historiography of social policy formation in the Netherlands has for a long
time been dominated by what came to be known as pillarisation, the vertical
separation of society into Catholic, Protestant, socialist, and liberal ‘pillars’ (zuilen),
isolated from each other and encompassing political, socio-economic as well as
cultural aspects and organisations. These blocs were believed to have played a greater
part in social policy development than traditional employer and worker
organisations.45 However, this observation may be more relevant to interbellum and
post-Second World War Dutch society than for earlier periods. Many scholars since
Arend Lijphart wrote his The politics of accommodation in 1967 have claimed
pillarisation to be the main watershed in Dutch society since the turn of the twentieth
century, while sociologist Marcel Hoogenboom argues that, between 1890 and 1940,
the social question caused a further split in Dutch politics. Within each pillar, a
distinction between ‘aristocrats’ and ‘democrats’ was apparent, that is, those against
and in favour of social and political reform. Hoogenboom claims that the latter
distinction was the more important in the debate around the social question in the
Netherlands.46 Membership of political parties remained largely aristocratic and
43 In the Netherlands P. J. M. Aalberse between 1918 and 1925, in Germany Heinrich Brauns
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patrician until the Great War. Thus, additional to the religious blocs a cleavage based
on status cut across the main Dutch political parties. Hoogenboom asserts that
traditional social status divisions, remnants from feudal society, have been more
influential than was previously assumed. The plural form of Dutch welfare provision as
well as its late development can be traced back to the ongoing impact of traditional
pre-modern structures and social groups that had carried through these structures. 47
While pillarisation has been nearly exclusively used as a label to describe Dutch
pluralism, it was not absent in Germany, where the equivalent phenomenon is usually
described as ‘milieux’.48
The emphasis on theories and generalisations has attracted the criticism, from
historians but also from social scientists, that such an approach fails to do justice to the
historical complexities of social policy formation and implementation, and ignores the
way these complexities contributed to the particular mix of policies and institutions in
individual cases. Historian Peter Baldwin points out that history is not sociology and,
traditionally, social scientists intend to find generalisations while historians seek
singularities.49 While generalisations may be helpful when comparing a large number
of countries or policies, the more focused the subject of study the harder it becomes
to sustain them. Typifying nations into welfare regimes, while setting the benchmark
for many subsequent studies, is ultimately unhelpful if we seek to explain a particular
policy in a particular time.50 The social scientist Robert Watts prefers what he calls the
use of ‘historical imagination’ which he sees as ‘an approach that seeks to recover and
elucidate the actions, judgments, understandings and intentions of real persons’,
which ‘the historian seeks to reconstruct’.51

47 Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid, p. 16; p. 34.
48 See for instance Ertman, ‘Western European party systems’, p. 46.
49 Peter Baldwin, ‘Comparing and generalizing: why all history is comparative, yet no history is
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Historians, however, have showed little interest in writing histories of the
welfare state. Baldwin complained in 1992 that ‘we have cause to be ashamed of our
underrepresentation among the ranks of its practitioners’.52 Although since the time
of this lament a number of new studies have been published, the topic remains the
Cinderella of historical research.53 While the writing of social history had gone out of
fashion to make room for cultural histories, this reluctance remains somewhat puzzling
as it is the business of historians to explore transformations in society and analyse
trends of continuity and discontinuity, and has not the welfare state been a major
transformation? When examining social policy development historians should be
concerned with ‘individuals, institutions and interest groups, who contributed to the
realization – and frustration – of this policy’.54 As Eric Hobsbawm has pointed out,
historians ‘are concerned not only with structures and their mechanisms of persistence
and change, and with the general possibilities and patterns of their transformations,
but also with what actually happened’.55
Despite disagreement about its causes, much scholarly work views the growth
of the welfare state as a positive development. More state welfare is better than less.
There are, however, dissenting voices. Peukert observes that from the 1890s onwards
welfare reform groups increasingly believed that the social question could be resolved
by state intervention through advances in science and social theory, and the efforts of
‘social engineers’ as demonstrated by the achievements in the public health arena.
Architects would solve the housing question as well as the other woes
of urbanization; lawyers and educationists would together teach
criminals to mend their ways; medical research and public-health
programmes would abolish illness; psychologists and social workers

52 Peter Baldwin, ‘The welfare state for historians. A review article’, Comparative Studies in
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p. 11.
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would abolish ‘asocial’ behaviour; eugenists would ‘eradicate’ the
genetic causes of abnormality.56
This social discipline paradigm highlights the in-built weaknesses of any welfare system
which, Peukert believes, were particularly important in the Weimar period. He argues
that the expansion of welfare services necessitated their bureaucratisation and
professionalisation which, in turn, caused ‘increased social disciplinary pressure’ and
depersonalisation.57 Norms and criteria defining ‘normality’ had to be developed,
justifying who was and who was not entitled to welfare services and financial
assistance. This caused an attrition of individual social rights as embedded in the
Weimar constitution. Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman likens this process to a ‘gardening
state’ where experts become ‘gardeners’ who ‘treat society as a virgin plot of land to
be expertly designed and then cultivated and doctored to keep to the designed
form’.58 Weeds must be eradicated to encourage growth of healthy plants. In this
view, the possibility of totalitarianism is inherent in the concept of the welfare state.
By transferring the responsibility for the welfare of one’s fellow human beings from
the individual to the state, creating social and moral distance, a ‘purely technocratic
and bureaucratic mentality’ is possible making way for depersonalised immorality and
an erosion of human rights.59 I argue that prevailing opinions about the unemployed in
particular led to a strong bureaucratisation to determine who was deserving of state
support and who was deemed to be undeserving. Despite heated and prolonged
debate this problem remained largely unresolved.
The above historiographical review shows that interpretations of the origins
and formation of social policy abound. The coming of the welfare state has been
debated for over one hundred years with little agreement reached about its causes.
56 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, p. 135.
57 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, p. 129.
58 Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989, p. 113. See
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While most theories have contributed at least one element to an explanation, none in
isolation is satisfactory. To be sure, social scientists and historians are not immune to
the times in which they analyse their historical subject. How to make sense of it all?
Peter Baldwin summarises that
The welfare state has been regarded as the conscious design of elites
to keep an otherwise rebellious proletariat at bay, as a victory of
workers over the bourgeoisie in the peaceful transition to socialism,
as a necessary concomitant of industrial society regardless of its
politics, as a return to preindustrial, perhaps prehistorical, norms of
reciprocity and morality, as the brainchild of neutral administrators
seeking solutions to technical social problems, as the product of class
struggle, as that of social harmony and consensus. Even the seasoned
observer may be forgiven for occasionally feeling lost in this academic
Babel of paradigms, models, interpretations, accounts.60
Baldwin concludes that, ultimately, a ‘satisfactory approach’ to analyse the causes of
the welfare state is ‘neither so basic that its elements are universally shared and
differences left unaccounted for, nor so proximate that its applicability is limited’. 61
My analysis of the history of public unemployment policies for the jobless in Germany
and the Netherlands contributes to knowledge of the growth of state interventionism
and the coming of the welfare state.

The warfare to welfare nexus
One element in the mix of welfare state building, playing a distinguishing role in the
advance of state unemployment policies, has, however, received less scholarly
attention. This element is war, in particular mobilisation for war. While contributing to
an understanding of the formation of state unemployment policies in Germany and the
Netherlands, no theory is adequate to explain why and how these policies eventuated
when they did without considering their formulation in the specific historical context
of times of war. My study seeks to bridge this gap.
The war was more than ‘an accident’, as Marshall would have it, forcing the
state to increase its intervention in crisis conditions, only to let go as soon as
circumstances returned to normal. In this view, social reform stalled during the Great
60 Baldwin, The politics of social solidarity, p. 37.
61 Baldwin, The politics of social solidarity, pp. 38-9.
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War, underlining the argument that war hinders welfare or, at best, that the measures
implemented as a result of the war were short-lived and abolished when conditions
allowed. In the case of Dutch and German state intervention in the unemployment
question, most observers agree that the war required the state to intervene on behalf
of the unemployed, with some scholars claiming that the state intended to hand the
responsibility for this problem back to the private sector after the war. 62 Others,
however, are of the opinion that state intervention, at least to a degree, continued
after the crisis had passed becoming a permanent feature of state policy. 63 Paul
Adams wrote that ‘[a] major crisis, whether war or depression, is likely to lead to a
new level of state intervention, which then has independent effects in the economy
and society which prevent a return to the status quo ante’.64 In both Germany and the
Netherlands, irrespective of direct military combat, escalating unemployment rates in
the immediate aftermath of mobilisation forced the national governments to directly
intervene for the first time in the unemployment problem. My study, then, provides a
historical analysis of ‘what actually happened’ rather than theorising new models and
propositions. It is concerned with the particularities of the transformation of
unemployment social policy in the context of war and crisis in the first half of the
twentieth century.
A number of studies into the effects of war on social policy development relate
to the direct consequences of fighting, including policies for the wounded and
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disabled, widows and orphans, as well as veterans.65 In addition to these enquiries,
scholars on occasion mention the importance of the role of war, and in particular the
Great War, on the development and formation of social policy66 but few explain how
precisely the war impacted on this expansion.67 In the vast body of research on the
development of the welfare state, the effect of war on social policy formation has
assumed a modest place, indeed.68 This is also the case for studies about
unemployment policy formation.69 There are claims which label this gap the
‘historiographical blind spot’70 but these may be exaggerated as a debate examining a
possible link between warfare and welfare and its nature has continued intermittently
65 For instance Robert W. Whalen, Bitter wounds. German victims of the Great War, 1914-
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Skocpol, Protecting soldiers and mothers: the political origins of social policy in the United
States, Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1992; Deborah Cohen, The war come home. Disabled
veterans in Britain and Germany, 1914–1939, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001;
Belinda J. Davis, Home fires burning: food, politics, and everyday life in World War I Berlin,
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000; Mark Edele, ‘Veterans and the welfare
state: World War II in the Soviet Context’, Comparativ, Vol. 20, No. 5, 2010, pp. 18-31.
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for over half a century.71 It is true, however, that this research mainly concerns Great
Britain after the Second World War. While some authors contend that war has a
negative impact on welfare, that is, it slows down or does away with social policies,
others suggest that war stimulates their development.
One of the first observers of the connection between warfare and welfare,
American journalist Max Lerner, commented on the relationship between war and
social policy as early as the outbreak of the Second World War. He asserted that war
would maximise state power by increasing the role of government and the
bureaucracy at the expense of parliament, which usually, however unintentionally, was
likely to be carried over into peacetime. Lerner, however, also believed that war
usually meant the end of social reform, providing the example of the permanent
shelving of Wilson’s ‘New Freedom’ before the United States entered the Great War.72
Marshall only grants war ‘some effect’ in promoting a sense of solidarity and a better
life for those who returned from the front, but believes these feelings were shortlived. He goes on to state that ‘[i]n the history of social policy wars and depression are
accidents, however important their consequences may be’.73 British sociologist Philip
Abrams contends that the promise of social reform was often forgotten after peace
was established.74 This observation is corroborated by historian Mark Edele’s recent
work about welfare provision for veterans in the Soviet Union after the Second World
War.75
Historian Arthur Marwick, on the other hand, argues that despite the Great
War’s enormous destructiveness, it led to major social innovations in housing, health
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and education, and emancipation of women and workers in Great Britain. 76 Richard
Titmuss, examining the impact of the Second World War on social policy development
in Britain, contends that the civilian population of a nation at war needs to be
convinced that its country’s war aims are superior to those of its enemies in order to
secure its cooperation and sustain a prolonged war effort. An increase in social
discipline can only be sustained if ‘social inequalities are not intolerable’.77 The overall
result is a diminished distinction between military and civilian categories, and the
provision of social services for the entire population rather than the military
exclusively. Titmuss builds on sociologist Stanislav Andreski’s observation that war may
have a levelling effect on society when the lower classes, especially as conscripts, are
involved. Andreski argues that the nexus between warfare and welfare goes beyond
veteran welfare and demobilisation when a high ‘military participation rate’ (MPR)
exists, meaning the proportion of a population’s military involvement during the
war.78 In the event of total war, which carries a high MPR, the war effort will only be
successful if the population is convinced of the merits of fighting and if people believe
that their world will be a better place after the war. It was precisely for these reasons
that the German social democrats had approved the war budget in 1914 and
throughout the war continued to stress these points in Reichstag debate, as I will argue
in this thesis.
Following Titmuss and Andreski, Australian researcher William de Maria claims
that ‘only total wars will produce total welfare’.79 De Maria offers the case of national
social security in Australia after the Second World War to demonstrate his point,
concluding, ‘if the war is broad in the sense of its involvement of the civilian
participation then welfare that follows will reflect this’. Contrary to De Maria, Watts
asserts that total war does not possess ‘invariant and universal’ features inevitably
resulting in the welfare state, but rather the welfare state was the result of
76 Arthur Marwick, ‘The impact of the First World War on British society’, Journal of
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policymakers and their advisers seeking solutions to problems. He believes that the
historian needs to ask specific questions such as who introduced a piece of legislation
or social policy and why, based on what ideology.80 Sociologist Anthony Giddens
writes that in the late nineteenth century the granting of citizenship rights was more or
less a pay-off for the provision of military service and ‘conscription was prompted by
considerations of social policy as much as by military expediency’.81 In Prussia, for
example, Bismarck introduced universal male suffrage as a response to military needs.
In the United Kingdom this was achieved during the First World War. Giddens disputes
observations that the Great War merely accelerated already existing social
developments but instead claims there were new and long-lasting catalysts for change,
including strengthening the bargaining position of labour as a result of the demand for
soldiers at the front and the collective war effort, changes in the social position of
women as a result of their involvement in the war, mass production of consumer
goods and food production, and the integration of large-scale science and
technology.82 Especially family allowance schemes and housing were important
novelties after the war and as a result of the war in the UK.83 Political scientist John
Stephens contends that the First World War significantly increased democracy in a
number of European countries, including the Netherlands and Germany, because of an
increase in power for labour. This process was a result of mass mobilisation which,
literally, armed the workers, leading to a decline in unemployment during the war, and
decreased standing of the ruling class in Germany.84
Marwick concludes an article on the impact of the Great War on British society
with a number of observations.85 Firstly, like Marshall, he observes that ‘the
disruptions brought by the war to normal educational and health provision and to
house-building gave an impetus to social construction on an entirely new scale’.

80 Watts, ‘Warfare and the Australian welfare state’, p. 90.
81 Giddens, The nation-state and violence, p. 234.
82 Giddens, The nation-state and violence, p. 236.
83 Marshall, Social policy in the twentieth century, p. 77.
84 Stephens, The transition from capitalism to socialism, pp. 113-4.
85 Marwick, ‘The impact of the First World War on British society’, pp. 60-3.
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Secondly, the war challenged existing social and political institutions, often destroying
inefficient institutions and improving the effectiveness of others. Thirdly, the working
class stood to gain through improved living conditions due to their role in the
economy, strengthened political and industrial participation, and increased status and
recognition. Groups that were ‘hitherto underprivileged’, like the working class,
acquired an increased ability to press their demands through their involvement in the
war.86 Participation offered the possibility of change. Likewise, governments could
reward essential workers or maintain their morale by offering social reform. Marwick
writes that the majority of scholars propose that social change was a result of longterm processes, and that war ‘obstructed’ change, not ‘fostered’ it.87 He admits that
‘just because changes accompanied or followed war, that does not automatically mean
that they were caused by war’, but points out that we have to account for the many
changes that occurred during or immediately after war, often in a cluster.88 It is
possible that changes would have happened without the outbreak of war, or that war
merely accelerated already occurring processes, but this argument ignores the
question why and how it did so.
Clearly, the warfare-welfare puzzle remains undecided. Irrespective of their
positioning, however, studies share a focus on combatants: nations that were involved
in the actual fighting. My study adds to the warfare to welfare debate through a
discussion of the impact of mobilisation for war on the development of unemployment
policy in a neutral country. It shows that the distance between a state at war and a
state in a world at war may not be great in all aspects.

From the general to the particular: the state and the unemployed
How, then, can we make sense of the origins and growth of state involvement in
unemployment policies? Industrialisation, urbanisation and the breakdown of
traditional community relationships form universal factors which underpinned the
necessity to create a social state, but these factors do not explain the timing or the
86 Arthur Marwick, ‘Introduction’, in Arthur Marwick (ed.), Total war and social change,
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format of social policy.89 Socio-economic factors may explain the universal nature of
social security formation within industrialising nations, but political and intellectual
historical features account for the timing and nature of the solutions offered by those
states.
Economic factors played an important role in the development of state
unemployment policies. The economic crisis which developed as a result of war and
mobilisation in the autumn of 1914 resulted in a dramatic increase in rates of
unemployment for which traditional support systems to relieve those affected were no
longer adequate. But economic factors alone cannot sufficiently account for
unemployment relief development as these in themselves do not explain how exactly
newly formed needs and demands translated into concrete political decisions to
implement measures as has been observed. Germany and the Netherlands devised
and implemented state measures to assist the unemployed at exactly the same time,
while the two countries were both late to industrialise. Germany had already
considerable experience with social insurance programmes and the Netherlands did
not. Neither the level of industrialisation nor previous experience with insurance
schemes determined the timing and nature of unemployment policies. When these
programmes were implemented, Germany’s earlier experience did not lead to an
insurance choice to combat unemployment whereas the Netherlands, with more
limited experience, chose to assist existing insurance schemes in the private sector.
A political explanation of mass mobilisation is also insufficient as the unions in
the first instance rejected state interference. The social democrats had little direct
political influence prior to the war. Instead, German historian Gerhard A. Ritter
stresses the importance of the peculiarities of political and social ideas within
nations.90 I will examine the influence of the emerging social sciences and the
interpretation of problems by political elites and parties. In addition, employer
interests, the influence of foreign examples, the character of the social problems,
traditions in poor relief, and available resources all determined social policy building.
States used existing bureaucratic institutions to address the social question, in our two

89 Ritter, Der Sozialstaat, pp. 63-6.
90 Ritter, Der Sozialstaat, pp. 65-6.
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countries to a large extent on the municipal level. Germany industrialised relatively
late, had an authoritarian regime and a strong bureaucracy, but a weaker bourgeoisie
and weaker democratisation. In the Netherlands industrialisation also came late but
democratisation came earlier. These different trajectories help explain the specific
development of unemployment policies in both states, as we shall see. In addition to
distinct internal historical trajectories to modernity, a great deal of ‘transcontinental
communication and learning processes’ influenced social policy development.91
While the particular mix of the above aspects was conducive to unemployment
policy development, the outbreak of war in August 1914 determined the exact timing
for its implementation. It was less the individual needs of the jobless which brought
about the provision of state unemployment measures, but rather the military needs of
the state governments to wage a war or prevent such a war from happening. In other
words, the tool to understanding why governments changed nearly overnight from
being opposed to state involvement in looking after the unemployed to taking the
initiative to do exactly that, lies in the circumstances of wartime mobilisation. Political
motivations were paramount and determined the timing of state unemployment relief.
Democratisation gave powers to the new class of workers whose demands could no
longer be ignored when the war required their manpower and sacrifice.
In isolation, none of the welfare state theories as described above can account
for the formulation of public unemployment policies in Germany and the Netherlands.
The particular historical combination of factors including war and mobilisation,
economic crisis, political thought, and social demand and acceptance needs to be
analysed to explain why and how public unemployment policies developed in those
countries as they did and when they did. Industrialisation and the capitalist mode of
production alone were insufficient to convince the central governments they had a
role to play in dealing with the new problem of mass unemployment. The social
democrats were a factor but unemployment policies developed in a time when they
actually supported their liberal and conservative governments and were not in
opposition. Liberal and conservative thinking on the other hand, in normal times
91 Hans-Jürgen Puhle, ‘Welfare state proliferation: models, mixes, and transcontinental
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opposed to services for the jobless, did not deter these governments from eventually
becoming involved when circumstances necessitated it.

Methodology and structure
Central government increasingly intervened in the provision of welfare in many
European nations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the
development of the welfare state has been a main area of interest of comparative
historical research. Historians, however, have warmed to the comparative method less
than scholars in other disciplines.92 They point out that the comparative method used
in history is different from that in other disciplines. Comparative history by and large
evaluates only a small number of cases, remains close to primary sources, emphasises
individuality rather than generalisation and studies components in order to better
understand the whole.93 My study follows these principles.
In a recent essay on European historiography, Deborah Cohen claims that
‘more than two-thirds of the comparative studies published by Europeans between
1970 and 1989 focused upon Germany’.94 Although many of these studies have been
written or translated in the English language, few such studies are available for the
Netherlands, likely due to the relative inaccessibility of the Dutch language to
researchers.95 The difference in attention may also be the result of the amount of
historical drama and controversy in the two countries. The politically stable

92 Examples include Ritter, Social welfare in Germany and Britain; Ritter, Der Sozialstaat; W. J.
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Netherlands has more than once been labelled ‘decidedly dull and unexciting’96 and in
this sense lags far behind the contentious and tense history of modern Germany.
Nonetheless, Germany and the Netherlands share many historical and cultural traits.
No studies have specifically examined political debate concerning the
development of social policy generated by involvement in the Great War and that
related to neutrality, as this comparative study of Germany and the Netherlands
does.97 Cohen comments that ‘[r]ather than chasing the divine revelations that
comparisons grant on occasion, we might content ourselves with smart juxtapositions,
with parallel histories that shed light on cross-national phenomena’.98 An analysis of
analogous histories of public unemployment policies in two distinct but connected
nations adds to our understanding of welfare state development in Europe.
This thesis, comparing a belligerent and a neutral country, draws explicit
attention to the importance of the role of war in the development of public
unemployment policies, yet underlines the importance of mobilisation rather than
military aspects. It examines the similarities and differences in policy formulation in
Germany and the Netherlands, and how these similarities and differences were
influenced by their wartime positions. It shows that this development was not a linear,
predictable process but rather highlights a number of surprising twists and turns.
Despite Germany embracing the concept of workers’ insurance in the late 1800s, this
nation did not adopt unemployment insurance but hesitantly implemented a cash
relief system in 1914, based on need. It would take 13 years to realise the Labour
Exchange and Unemployment Insurance Act, encompassing most workers, one of the
finest achievements of the Weimar Republic. By contrast, in August 1914 Dutch
authorities firmly took charge of the existing union-controlled unemployment
insurance system, but subsequently lingered ad infinitum to transform this

96 Arend Lijphart, The politics of accommodation. Pluralism and democracy in the Netherlands,
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commitment into a compulsory national scheme, accomplished only after the Second
World War. My focus is on social and political debate, and the translation of ideas and
knowledge about social problems into unemployment policy at times of war, the
influence of which has often been observed but seldom thoroughly investigated. This
study predominantly considers industrial workers as this group was the main target of
social policy before the Second World War, albeit for a variety of reasons in different
times and places.99
Chapter 1 considers the state of affairs of national government involvement in
social policy construction in Germany and the Netherlands prior to 1914, setting the
scene for subsequent developments. It is based on an exploration of secondary
literature and pictures the transformation of the ‘pauper’ question into the ‘worker’
question, in due course separating the unemployed from the poor. At the outbreak of
the First World War, Germany’s social policy was advanced compared to that of the
Netherlands which did not commence its legislation regarding social insurance until
after the turn of the century. This chapter reviews the reasons for Germany’s early and
the Netherlands’ late social policy development. What factors played a role and how
were decisions made? How were poor relief and social insurance legislation appraised?
Chapters 2 to 7 form the core of this study in an analysis of archival sources
pertaining to the role of central government in policies for the unemployed. It
considers parliamentary proceedings of the lower chambers, the Tweede Kamer in the
Netherlands and the Reichstag in Germany, as well as communications from cabinets,
ministries, political parties, labour organisations and social commentators. Documents
have been sourced predominantly in the Nationaal Archief in The Hague and the
Bundesarchiv in Berlin. Additional material was obtained in the International Institute
of Social History, based in Amsterdam, and the national libraries in both countries.100
I discuss the case studies in separate chapters. This method contains the
danger of some repetition but a continuous in-chapter analysis would not eliminate
99 Flora & Alber, ‘Modernization, democratization, and the development of welfare states in
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this risk.101 The development of state involvement in policies for the Dutch
unemployed is the focus of Chapters 2 and 5, while German developments feature in
Chapters 3 and 4. These chapters will explain why and, in particular, how mobilisation
and demobilisation resulted in a new and lasting responsibility of the state to care for
the jobless. This process differed in both countries but while both states were initially
extremely reluctant to engage in the unemployment question, crisis conditions made
such a standpoint indefensible. Once the states let go of their unwillingness to engage
in this novel area of public policy, there was no turning back and non-involvement was
never again an option.
Chapter 6 considers contemporary perceptions about unemployment and the
individuals affected, strongly influencing the choice and format of policies. In contrast
to the previous four chapters, it includes a direct comparison between the two
countries. Expectations of demoralisation and radicalisation created fear and
abhorrence of the unemployed across the social and political spectrum, but
compassionate and humanitarian sentiments were by no means absent. I also consider
the responses of the unemployed, although prior to the Great Depression sources are
scarce. Ultimately, the unemployed were less of a threat to the established order than
often assumed, as they lacked the ability, resources and often the motivation to
organise.
Chapter 7, finally, brings together the previous chapters and develops the main
argument. It concludes that the Great War had a positive and lasting impact on state
involvement in the development of unemployment policies in both belligerent
Germany and the neutral Netherlands. These nations took different roads towards
compulsory state insurance legislation but neither the Dutch nor the German state
ever returned to its pre-war tradition of non-involvement.

101 For a review of strengths and weakness of comparative history see Nancy L. Green, ‘Forms
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Chapter 1
The social question: of paupers and proletarians
This chapter outlines the development of poor relief and social insurance policies in
Germany and the Netherlands as actions of contemporary politicians and interest
groups to handle the challenges of care and control of the poor and needy, culminating
in a distinction between paupers and proletarians, that is, the poor and the workers,
and the framing of the worker question. I will argue that there were many parallel
processes in both countries but, also, a number of important path-dependent
differences. The chapter serves as a background to understanding the important
distinction made between the poor and the unemployed at the end of the nineteenth
century, resulting in tax-based welfare to support the poor and insurance legislation
for the jobless half a century later.
Germany has often been lauded as the birthplace of the modern welfare state,
while the Netherlands has, less appreciatively, been labelled ‘a welfare state laggard’.1
This discrepancy between the two nations seems surprising. After all, was not the
Second Empire of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries an ‘antidemocratic authoritarian’2 state whereas the Netherlands at this time was a liberal
parliamentary democracy, a label usually associated with benevolent political and
social rights for its citizens? Such tags need considerable specification and
modification. Since historian Arno Mayer in the early 1980s argued that in Europe the
old order, consisting mainly of the landed nobility, clung to its power and prestige up
until the eve of the First World War, a debate has ensued about the nature of
European state and society in the transformation of the ancien régime to modern
industrial democracy. Mayer wrote that ‘[i]n all respects, including number and

1 Kees van Kersbergen, ‘Religion and the welfare state in the Netherlands’, in Kees van
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wealth, the agrarians continued to surpass the magnates of business and the liberal
professions’ and this was the case in most of the European nations.3 Europe, apart
from England, was ‘still predominantly rural and agrarian rather than urban and
industrial’ early in the twentieth century and ‘liberal democracy, industrial and finance
capitalism, the grande bourgeoisie, and cultural modernism were not nearly so far
advanced as many historians would have it’.4 In Germany, the political power lay
mainly with the old nobility, and the political system had a heavy rural basis. Not only
were the members of the government and higher bureaucracy ‘creatures ... of the
inveterate public service estates’, but they also dominated the parliamentary system.5
Sociologist George Steinmetz, on the contrary, claims that the German state
actively encouraged industrial capitalism and found that the interests of the old order
and industry frequently overlapped.6 The close relationship between large industrial
employers and big landowners in the late 1890s was ‘a rational calculation of political
interest in a situation where greater levels of parliamentary democracy necessarily
worked to the advantage of the Socialist left’.7 Although imperial Germany’s political
structure was conservative, this did not mean that it did not have bourgeois qualities.
The German state actively promoted industrialisation because its concerns with ‘social
order and with international competitiveness’ matched those of industry.8 Steinmetz
asserts that the state was neither autonomous nor dominated by Junker interest only.
The state was in support of industry because of its fiscal and military dependence on
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heavy industry.9 David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley contend that, while upper and
middle classes to some extent collided, this led to an ‘embourgeoisement of German
society’ rather than a feudalisation of the bourgeoisie. These historians propose to
break the chain ‘bourgeoisie-liberalism-parliamentarization-democracy’ and instead
look for the impact of the middle class on economic developments and social life.10
In the case of the Netherlands, Hoogenboom argues that, despite the
democratic constitutional changes of 1848, real power in the Netherlands remained
with the old groups, the aristocrats and the patricians, for much longer than is
generally understood despite this nation’s early urbanisation.11 However, this
‘aristocratic metamorphosis’ indicates that these groups were predominantly guided
by economic motives and adopted bourgeois qualities to achieve their goals. Economic
liberalism and political conservatism were not mutually exclusive. In both countries,
then, a combination of bourgeois and conservative elements determined economic
and social policies.
While the labels ‘anti-democratic authoritarian’ and ‘liberal parliamentary’ may
obscure less extreme common features, important variations existed in German and
Dutch economic, political and social circumstances, affecting the development of social
policies. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, both countries were
industrialising and transforming into centralised nations with modern capitalist
economies.12 Both societies were fragmented in religious and class divisions, and
scholars usually emphasise one of these fissures as a key to understanding the timing
of social policy development. While in Germany the state had a long and accepted
history of involvement in policies to relieve the poor, in the Netherlands the role of the
state in social matters was contentious and disputed, resulting in a dominant
9 Steinmetz, ‘The myth of an autonomous state’, p. 272; p. 301.
10 Blackbourn & Eley, The peculiarities of German history, p. 13; p. 16.
11 Marcel Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid. Een geschiedenis van oude orde en sociale
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responsibility for the churches and private charities to look after the destitute. 13 Van
Kersbergen makes a strong point that in the Netherlands the orthodox Protestant antistatist ideology was largely responsible for stalling social legislation, whereas German
Lutheran dogma assigned a clear responsibility for the welfare of the people to the
state.14 Catholics accepted state intervention but only in terms of subsidiarity, that is,
the state should intervene only if the private sector could not cope, and as a last
resort. Conflict about the role of the state occurred not only between Protestant and
Catholic denominations but also between confessionals and anti-clericals, the liberals
and the social democrats.
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the level of secularisation which
accompanied industrialisation and liberal thought increasingly concerned religious
groups, prompting them to mobilise into separate networks. Many scholars still
highlight pillarisation as a distinguishing feature of Dutch society after the First World
War, but variations of religious fragmentation occurred in many societies prior to this
period.15 Sociologist Thomas Ertman explains similarities in this process between the
Netherlands and Germany by stressing the joint history of both nations, and their
political and geographical fragmentation until 1839 and 1871 respectively, hampering
unification and modern nation building. These former territories of the Holy Roman
Empire had experienced religious pluralism and conflict since the Reformation.16 In
order to facilitate nation building, Ertman argues, the idea of a ‘state superior to all
other institutions’ sparked conflict between it and religious establishments. This
process culminated in the Netherlands after 1878 in the school conflict (schoolstrijd)
with Catholics and orthodox Protestants clashing with liberals about state funding for
confessional schools, and in Germany in the discriminatory treatment of Catholics. This

13 For a discussion of the German ideological origins of state responsibility for the welfare of
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struggle, the Kulturkampf, had a profound influence on Dutch Catholics who took
strength from their German counterparts’ tenacity. The prominent politician P. J. M.
Aalberse, instrumental in the advance of public unemployment policy after the Great
War, based many of his principles on German Catholic thought.17
By the eve of the First World War, Germany and the Netherlands had realised
‘at least one (in the Netherlands two) politically organized religious subcultures …
creating something like self-contained life worlds, alternative communities that
shielded their members to some extent from the secular, free market state that many
of them rejected’, based on what Dutch Protestant leader Abraham Kuyper had
labelled ‘sovereignty within one’s own sphere (soevereiniteit in eigen kring).18
According to Ertman, the political differences between the two countries lay outside of
the religious pillars and were formed by the presence of a liberal movement in the
Netherlands and its absence in Germany, other than on the local level. Van Kersbergen
emphasises the importance of confessional-liberal and Calvinist-Catholic cleavages in
the Netherlands. Although the Constitution of 1798 had formally separated church and
state, the Dutch Reformed Church remained dominant in public life.19 In Germany the
elite was also of the Protestant denomination.
Steinmetz regards the relatively autonomous, interventionist state tradition
(Beamtenstaat) as the most important influence on early German social policy
development. A strong and active leader, Bismarck was able to gain support from
heavy industry in enacting social insurance legislation ‘even when this required
overruling Junker interests’.20 He was able to do this by focusing his insurance policies
on the industrial workers. Steinmetz observes that social democratic Reichstag
members largely voted against social policy proposals before the First World War,
whereas an industrialist like ‘iron baron’ Karl Ferdinand von Stumm advocated for

17 Pieter de Coninck, Een les uit Pruisen, Nederland en de Kulturkampf, 1870-1880, Hilversum:
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disability and old age insurance legislation in the Reichstag.21 Industry was motivated
by both economic and social interests, that is, profits and harmonious labour relations.
While at this time the social democrats did not exercise any direct parliamentary
power, they were a growing and vocal movement, eliciting fear for disturbances and
upheaval. Policies were implemented less because of the actual strength and impact of
the workers’ movement but rather because the elite perceived it as a threat. Workers
looking forward to a state pension would be less likely to jeopardise their security
through revolutionary action.22 Scholars largely accept Bismarck’s motives to
legitimise his rule by winning over the workers and undermine the socialist cause
through social insurance policies, but his attempts to advance industrial development
as well as the international position of the new Reich have recently been confirmed.23
Fear of pending revolution and subsequent permissibility towards social policy
formation was weaker in the Netherlands until the end of the Great War, but the
socialists were nevertheless considered a threat by many. The political scientist Robert
Cox comments that ’[i]ndeed, some of the reasons for adopting and then adapting the
German model were similar to those that inspired Bismarck. Social insurance was seen
as a mechanism for staving off socialist organization of the workforce … Dutch social
insurance, however, unlike that in Germany, incorporated workers into an economic
system governed by corporatist bodies that were divided along religious lines.’24 The
socialists had to accommodate confessional workers due to the pillarisation of the
political system which necessitated them to be moderate in their programmes.25
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Steinmetz perceives a class cleavage to have been more influential than
religious blocs in the development of German social policy. Industry supported early
social insurance legislation but, as we shall see, drew a line on unemployment
insurance and worker protection proposals.26 The influence of liberal laissez-faire and
confessional anti-statist ideology on the delay of social legislation, as well as enduring
patriarchal patron-worker labour relations, was strong in the Netherlands and
remained a key feature in the second half of the nineteenth century.27 Germany was
hampered less by liberal orthodoxy, which facilitated early social policy adoption.28
While the empire implemented its first social insurance policies in the 1880s,
the social liberals in the Netherlands had made a start with social legislation between
1897 and 1901, but the government and the parliamentarians were trapped in
disagreement and inertia. A succession of governments with differing political colours,
and cross-party religious and ideological splits hampered the resolve of the social
question. The Dutch were knowledgeable about German worker insurance legislation
since its introduction through international meetings and contacts, but delayed its own
legislation for a decade due to political divisions and vacillation. The Dutch were not
welfare innovators but rather learned from Germany to manage existing or anticipated
problems.29 They had to accommodate confessional ideas rejecting a high level of
state control as in Germany. Nevertheless, by 1914 both countries had taken steps
towards binary social policy legislation concerning poor relief and social insurance in
attempts to address the social question.

State and society in Germany and the Netherlands before 1914
Dutch and German connections extend far back into history. When the Germanic
tribes settled in Europe after the demise of the Roman Empire, the geographical area
that today comprises the Netherlands and Germany was ruled by the Carolingian
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Emperor Charlemagne in the ninth century, and since 1125 formed part of the Holy
Roman Empire which also included Belgium, Luxemburg, Switzerland, Austria and parts
of Italy.30 While the Habsburg Charles V exercised direct personal rule over all of his
Empire’s territories, on his abdication in 1555 he left the Low Countries (the
Netherlands, Belgium and Luxemburg) to his son Philip, while the eastern parts of the
Empire went to his brother Ferdinand who was subsequently elected Holy Roman
Emperor. Philip, an absent king who resided mainly in Spain, was disliked by the
inhabitants of the Low Countries. The relationship between monarch and subjects
deteriorated rapidly culminating in the Dutch Revolt which began in 1566. 31 The seven
provinces to the north of the Low Countries formed the Dutch Republic in 1579.
Destructive religious and political wars raged throughout the Holy Roman Empire,
which were finally settled with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. Although the Empire
in name existed until 1806 it was to a large extent dissolved. The Dutch Republic was
formally severed from the Empire while the German states and territories, over 300 in
number, became more or less sovereign, with Prussia developing into the most
influential state towards the second half of the nineteenth century.32
In the seventeenth century, its ‘golden era’, the Dutch Republic was an
anomaly in Europe. Not only was it a republic in a continent dominated by monarchies
but it was also more bourgeois than other countries and the most affluent area in
Europe at the time. The Dutch Republic had been urbanised early with 40 per cent of
its people living in the cities in 1572. To compare, this level was not reached in
Germany until the 1870s.33 Here, as late as 1907, 40 per cent of people still lived in
‘villages and towns of less than 10,000, and 40 percent of the labor force worked the
land to produce 20 percent of the national income’.34 Although the Republic had a
30 Ertman, ‘Western European party systems and the religious cleavage’, p. 44.
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landed aristocracy, mainly in the eastern parts of its territory, to a large extent its
dominant position can be attributed to influential and wealthy patricians in the
western cities. After Napoleon’s defeat, the country became a monarchy under King
Willem I in 1813. The lower provinces separated into the kingdom of Belgium in 1839
and since this time we speak of the Netherlands. It would take the German states until
1871 to become a unified and prominent nation.
The Dutch Constitution of 1848 introduced direct elections for the lower
chamber of the national parliament, the Tweede Kamer, as well as the provinces and
the local councils, based on the level of tax a citizen paid. This reform resulted in 10.7
per cent of men over the age of 23 being eligible to vote for the Tweede Kamer,
constituting 2.7 per cent of the total population.35 The 1848 constitution paved the
way for the Netherlands to become a parliamentary democracy, a process which was
completed by 1868. From then on, the ministers were responsible for executing policy
instead of the monarch, and were answerable to the parliament, the StatenGeneraal.36 The suffrage system remained restricted, however.
The development towards democracy was not paralleled in Germany. In 1848,
the Frankfurt Assembly failed to create a unified liberal and constitutional Germany
while, at the same time, the Prussian Assembly was overruled by the monarch,
Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who designed his own constitution based on a three-class
electoral system. The Prussian upper house was appointed by the king directly and had
402 seats in 1913, divided in three classes. The first class consisted of 117 hereditary
princes while the second class of 105 members and the third of 190 seats were
occupied by lifetime members. The lower house was also divided in three classes,
according to the amount of tax paid. As each class voted one-third of their district’s
electors, this system was extremely imbalanced, given that the latter group was by far
the largest.37 This structure, which granted the bulk of power to the big landowners
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and industrialists, remained in place until 1918.38 Bismarck introduced universal male
suffrage in 1867, prior to the elections for the Reichstag, enabling social policy to
become linked to party politics due to the new influence of the workers.39 As
conservative Prussia had the decisive vote in the sovereign upper chamber (Bundesrat)
of the Reich parliamentary system, in effect the power of the Reichstag was limited.
The chancellor was answerable to the Kaiser, not the parliament and, as a result, the
democratic impact of universal male suffrage remained quite limited. However, as we
have seen, the Dutch system was at this time still a long way removed from universal
suffrage, equally lacking in democracy. In essence, in politics, the conservative
traditional elite still had the upper hand.

Poor relief
The Holy Roman Empire was largely a feudal society where social divisions were rigid
and of an unchanging nature, deemed to be determined by God. Every person knew,
and largely accepted, his or her place in the community, and what custom and
tradition required in the interactions with other individuals and groups.40 Throughout
the Empire, the responsibility for the destitute was strictly a local affair, and lay with
the family and other relations within the local community such as landlords, employers
and guilds.41 Anybody who did not have such connections was cared for by the
Church, the parish, the convent or the hospital. Poverty was seen and accepted as fate.
Since the thirteenth century, however, it increasingly came to be considered a social
threat by the affluent and powerful upper layers.42 An ideology developed to
distinguish the ‘deserving' from the ‘undeserving’ poor, based on the indissoluble
relationship between poverty and work. The deserving poor included those individuals
who, through no fault of their own due to age or illness, were unable to work and take
38 Palmer & Cotton, A history of the modern world, p. 488.
39 Hennock, The origin of the welfare state in England and Germany, p. 155.
40 Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid, p. 47.
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care of themselves and their dependants. The non-deserving poor, however, were
physically fit to work and therefore expected to provide for themselves, and excluded
from relief.43
The Dutch sociologist Abram de Swaan makes the distinction between
‘deserving’ poor and ‘dangerous’ poor. The more able-bodied and, thus, potentially
itinerant and active the poor, the more they were perceived to be dangerous. 44 As we
shall see, at the end of the nineteenth century, the earliest social insurance
programmes included accident, illness and old age, targeting the ‘disabled, resident
and docile’, and excluding precisely the able-bodied unemployed who were considered
too risky to insure. The deserving poor were in need of care, the non-deserving poor
required surveillance. These efforts, however, did not meet the needs of the poor and,
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, groups of vagrants and beggars became a
security problem in the countryside.45 Especially in times of war or crop failure these
people posed a threat to the position of the well-to-do, and some additional form of
care and control was deemed necessary.46 In the German states, as early as the 1520s,
cities tried to reform and coordinate their care for the poor through the establishment
of funds accrued through donations and taxes.47 In order to minimise costs, a new
distinction was made based on residency with only citizens able to claim assistance.
Forced labour in the poor house became the main way of exercising social discipline
but expectations that this device would be cost neutral were thwarted.48 The
Amsterdam ‘rasphouse’, a prison workhouse which kept inmates busy rasping wood,
43 See also J. A. A. van Doorn, ’De strijd tegen armoede en werkloosheid in historisch
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producing a dye-stuff, opened in 1596, the first on the European continent. Vagabonds
and beggars were put to work instead of being banished, and ‘[t]he argument was that
persons who were not entitled to relief but still begged were in fact lazy and should be
compelled to work. Forced labor would punish the unwilling and at the same time
accustom them to a less dissolute life’.49
One of the most important differences between German and Dutch early social
policy development has been the involvement of public authorities. Cameralist
principles of administration in Prussia influenced the General Code (Allgemeines
Landrecht) of 1794 which regulated the responsibility of the state for the poor.
Municipalities were required to relieve their own citizens or people who had been
born there. This law acknowledged the principle of freedom of domicile (Freizügigkeit)
but this did not necessarily mean that people were welcome far and wide, especially if
the authorities suspected they were going to be a burden to the new community. 50 In
the early 1800s in the rural areas in Prussia, land reforms loosened the obligations
between landlord and dependant, and in the cities traditional guild barriers were
removed. As a result, habitual forms of poor relief were compromised. The Prussian
Poor Law of 1842 was a centralising exercise, applying to all Prussian provinces,
encouraging labour mobility and the building of a workforce. The responsibility for
poor relief in the first instance rested with the local community whereas before it had
done so only as a last resort. This acknowledgement of the role of the state had farreaching consequences because it facilitated more readily acceptance of its
involvement in subsequent social policies, as opposed to developments in the
Netherlands where state involvement remained a contested issue much longer.
Important was the new residency condition: ‘[t]owns could deny entry only to persons
actually destitute, not to anyone who in the opinion of the authorities might become a
liability in the future. It made claims to poor relief independent of the various grades
of community membership and dependent on nothing more than normally living in the
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place over a stated period of time’, usually three years.51 The local poor law authority
(Ortsarmenverband) was responsible for the town’s residents, the regional
(Landarmenverband) for those without such status. The Prussian laws became the
model for the whole of the North German Confederation52 and the Reich after
unification53, and applied everywhere by 1873 except for Alsace-Lorraine until 1910
and Bavaria until 1916. The qualifying period for an adult, 24 years and above, was two
years. A legal right to relief did not exist. Moreover, a relief recipient usually lost his
citizenship status including, under the new electoral law (Wahlgesetz) of 1869, the
right to vote. The historian Marcus Gräser argues that political risks and dangers
associated with paupers participating in the democratic system were seen to be too
great. Some contemporaries, however, observed that this condition would inhibit
people from seeking assistance and ultimately therefore hinder their independence.54
The new legislation caused ongoing conflict between local and central
authorities about the burden of poor relief, and between rural and urban areas.
Migration from rural to urban areas was high and cities were growing rapidly but
agrarians were dissatisfied with the disproportionate part of the poor relief bill they
were required to pay for people who had moved away years earlier until they qualified
for relief elsewhere.55 Proposals for change were considered but then attention was
given to the new insurance laws in the 1880s after which reforms of the poor law
remained modest until 1924.56
The mid-nineteenth century Prussian poor laws found their most influential
application in the town of Elberfeld in 1853. Here, local voluntary (ehrenamtlich)
visitors were responsible for investigating and reporting on a small number of cases of
51 Hennock, The origin of the welfare state in England and Germany, pp. 23-4.
52 Gesetz über die Freizügigkeit (Freedom of Movement Law) of 1 November 1867.
53 Gesetz über den Unterstützungswohnsitz (Relief Residence Law) of 6 June 1870.
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relief recipients. A central authority controlled the system’s finances.57 The, invariably
male, visitor, who belonged to the same social groups that paid the taxes necessary for
poor relief, lived in the same area as his clients.58 The relationship between relief
recipient and visitor was individualised, personal and direct. Historian Young-Sun Hong
observes that the ‘most important effect of this mid-century poor relief system was to
force the able-bodied poor into the labour market and compel the unpropertied to
accept whatever work they could find under whatever conditions it was offered’. 59 It
confirmed the links between the poor relief system, the infant market economy and
labour. The Elberfeld system was also introduced in the larger cities but met with
difficulties there due to the larger scale and complexity of the problems. In those cities
the Strasburg system was implemented. The main changes included the appointment
of salaried officers to conduct the home visits, while honorary volunteers exercised
supervision and advisory roles.60 This tradition is thought to have played an important
role in the growing distinction between the female domain of welfare work and the
male domain of welfare administration after the Great War.61
Local relief was provided at an absolute minimum and frequently private,
mostly religious, charities supplemented it on a strictly voluntary basis. This
voluntarism did not combine well with the increased regulation and coordination of
poor relief by the Prussian state.62 The Catholic Church had been the biggest provider
of poor relief since the Middle Ages and was not prepared to cooperate with the state,
stressing the importance of voluntarism and love (Nächstenliebe) as aspects of
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charity.63 The relationship between giver and recipient was one of mutual
interdependency and reciprocity based on the giver’s ‘noble self-consciousness’.64
Protestants

were

more

amenable

to

collaborate

with

public

authorities,

acknowledging the responsibility of the state in poor relief and social reform. The
theologist Johann Hinrich Wichern set up the Innere Mission in 1848, emphasising
individual piety and patriarchal authority.65 Both Catholics and Protestants established
residential institutions for orphans and the poor. Additional to these religious
initiatives there were also projects by women and wealthy nobles.
Meanwhile, in the Low Countries, a different development occurred. In the
fourteenth century, the social structure of the cities consisted of a top layer of ‘decent’
patricians who were engaged in commerce and industry, and a bottom layer consisting
of the large mass of the people including the poor, vagrants and beggars as well as the
low wage workers. This division remained largely in place until around 1850.66 Only a
small middle layer of shopkeepers, guild masters and farmers existed. Whereas in the
Republic the patricians dominated public life in the cities, in the rural areas, like in
other European states at that time, a system of feudalism existed, with a ruling nobility
and dependent peasants.67 In the Republic, unlike in Prussia, poor relief remained
based less on state initiative but was a more exclusive responsibility of the Church in
rural areas and of municipal poor boards (armbesturen) in the cities, administered by
patricians and nobles in cooperation with local magistrates.68 When the French took
control of the Republic in 1795, traditional feudal and guild privileges, and monopolies
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were abolished. A reaction followed after their defeat, however, and with the ascent
of King Willem I in 1813 the country’s administration was centralised and much of the
power of the old nobility restored.69 After 1813, the nation experienced a period of
great economic and social stagnation. Unemployment and poverty in the cities were
rampant, exacerbated by crop failures in the 1840s but the only relief was provided in
the form of charity (liefdadigheid) through the churches and local burghers.70 Poor
relief in pre-industrial society is thought to have fulfilled a variety of functions,
including building a labour reserve, preserving the existing social order, maintaining
public order, infection control, and curbing immoral behaviour. In this view, the poor
used relief as a survival strategy while the elite exploited it as a means of controlling
the poor.71
Although at this time social stratification was still considered as God-given,
deterioration in living conditions could provide the basis for revolts of those affected.
These feelings of dissatisfaction were noted by a new political group, the liberals.72
They initiated the constitutional reforms of 1848 which expanded the franchise and,
because of international revolutionary events that caused alarm to the old rulers,
these changes were readily accepted. The Dutch liberals initially consisted mainly of
aristocrats and patricians, who held economic laissez-faire views but their political and
social beliefs remained conservative. After the abdication of Willem in 1840, liberal
laissez-faire ideology replaced his interventionist strategies.73 One of the changes
concerned trade relations with Germany. These connections had deteriorated after the
establishment, in 1834, of the Zollverein in Prussia, which sought to end Dutch trade
monopoly.74 The liberals in the Netherlands and the conservative regime in Germany
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attempted to modernise the economy by removing centuries’ old traditional
monopolies and trade barriers. The Dutch economy improved in the second half of the
nineteenth century, helped along by the rapid speed of industrialisation in Germany.
The Dutch geographical position located between England, Belgium and Germany
meant that the country gained importance for the transport of goods. Rotterdam
became a significant transfer port.75
Political and social reform, however, was not a priority on the liberal agenda.
The leading man behind the 1848 constitutional changes, Johan Rudolph Thorbecke,
introduced a poor relief bill in 1851 which stressed the role of the state, but the
government fell before this bill could be passed. The subsequent legislation of 1854
left only a subsidiary role for the state, where the private sector was insufficient.76
Therefore, contrary to Prussia, public authorities, mainly in the shape of the
municipalities, played a rather marginal role in the provision of poor relief prior to the
First World War. When someone claimed relief from the municipality, the law
stipulated that the town where that person was born was responsible for relief, which
caused similar problems for rural towns as in the German case.77 A new bill was
introduced in 1912 which left the regulations of 1854 mainly intact. One important
change, however, was the attempt to end the enormous fragmentation and
concomitant inefficiency of service delivery with the introduction of Poor Councils
(Armenraden).78
As observed above, mass poverty was widespread prior to industrialisation,
but, because social positions were seen to be given by God and unchangeable,
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relatively little social strife had existed.79 In the eighteenth century, Enlightenment
thinking suggested the possibility of social progress and the ability to solve the
problem of poverty in a rational manner, through compassion and education rather
than punishment. The preference of work over providing handouts remained central,
however, as relief would only work to create more poverty.80 Poverty was no longer
seen as determined by God but as an individual moral failure that could be corrected.
In both the Netherlands and Germany economic development accelerated in
the second half of the nineteenth century after initial industrialisation in Germany
between 1840 and 1850, and in the Netherlands between 1850 and 1870.81 Like in
other countries this led to further migration and urbanisation. The social impact of
these processes on the standard of living of the working classes has been subject to
ongoing debate.82 Even so, in the course of the nineteenth century the changing social
situation and the associated shifting nature of pauperisation led to a breakdown of
traditional relationships which had been based on birth and status.83 Traditional
means of assistance were no longer available. A more rationalised mode of production
was introduced, resulting in traditional patron-worker relationships becoming eroded.
Patrons no longer felt responsible for their workers’ welfare in times of disability or
unemployment and workers no longer accepted their condition as being indisputable.
Dissatisfaction and conflict became a threat to the existing order. If poor social status
and circumstances were no longer believed to be God-given or a result of personal
moral failure but rather a side effect of industrialisation and urbanisation, it followed
that individuals were not to blame for their situation. Hence, people no longer
accepted their plight like they used to. Poverty was by no means a new phenomenon,
or even worse than in previous times, but the poorer segments of society began to
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demand security instead of charity.84 The social question was no longer solely a social
problem but became a political challenge.
These ideological changes were instigated by different actors. A number of
socio-political associations were established in the 1870s as a result of depressed
economic circumstances. In Germany one of the most influential of these
organisations, set up in 1872, was the Association for Social Policy (Verein für
Sozialpolitik) whose members were known as academic socialists (Kathedersozialisten).
Its founder, the economist Gustav Schmoller, opposed Manchester liberalism and
appealed for increased state intervention in social matters.85 The Association aimed to
collect data to underpin social reform policies and to influence public opinion. 86 In
1909, it was renamed German Association for Sociology (Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Soziologie).87 Following the German example, a group of Dutch social liberals founded
a Committee to Discuss the Social Question (Comité ter Bespreking van de Sociale
Questie), raising issues concerning child labour and extension of the franchise. 88 These
years also witnessed the growth of workers’ unionisation.89 Initially, the Dutch trade
organisations were far from militant and quite modest in their demands because
worker attitudes towards employers remained based in traditional patron-worker
relationships of status and prestige.90 In both countries the socialist movement also
increased its influence from the 1870s onwards. With the Gotha Programme of 1875,
the German social democrats forfeited their dreams of revolution and, instead, their
leaders, Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel, began to advocate reform through
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parliamentary power, within the law.91 In the Netherlands the debate about
revolution or reform occurred between 1878 and 1894. The Social Democratic
Association (Sociaal-Democratische Vereeniging, 1878, later renamed SociaalDemocratische Bond, SDB) was intensely opposed to political participation, which led
in 1894 to a split in the party and the establishment of the Social Democratic Workers’
Party (Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiderspartij, SDAP). Its agenda would be based on the
German reformist Erfurt programme of 1891.92
A number of commissions and surveys conducted in both Germany and the
Netherlands highlighted workers’ poor living conditions, including housing and medical
care. Statistics became an important tool to prove one’s point. In Germany new social
knowledge was provided in 1885 through statistical surveys carried out by the Imperial
Statistical Office and by prominent liberal poor relief reformers. These surveys clearly
confirmed that the causes of poverty largely could be found in the social conditions
created by modernisation rather than by personal moral failure.93 Progressive social
reformers argued that the social causes of poverty needed to be tackled in order to
eradicate poverty. This agenda raised the question if relief should be preventive or
corrective. Proponents of the deterrent view included the jurist Wilhelm Polligkeit and
the Progressives. In this welfare reform debate, taking place prior to the First World
War, the Progressives received opposition from both liberal and confessional
reformers about the level of state intervention and the nature of the causes of social
evils.94 These groups held on to traditional beliefs that the workers’ predicament was
based on individual, not social problems and they promoted that relief should remain
with the voluntary agencies rather than becoming a state responsibility. This dilemma
was not resolved until the war.
In 1886, the Tweede Kamer instigated a parliamentary survey into factory
working and living conditions. The outcome of this investigation, accentuating that
these conditions were appalling, sparked debate about social reform and the shape

91 Hering & Münchmeier, Geschichte der sozialen Arbeit, p. 39.
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this should take. Socialists attributed the poor conditions to the side effects of the
capitalist mode of production and demanded radical reforms of society through social
legislation and state intervention, while the aristocrats continued to believe that the
problems were caused by the lack of moral strength of the poor themselves. They saw
the solution in the civilisation and elevation of the working classes through education
and reforms of the poor law. They advocated introduction of the Elberfeld system in
the Netherlands, which occurred first in Amsterdam in the 1890s through an
association named Charity According to Means (Liefdadigheid naar Vermogen).
Hoogenboom claims that these actions aimed to restore the traditional relations
between the different estates.95 Reform was also on the agenda of another emerging
group, the anti-revolutionaries, whose leader, Abraham Kuyper, formed a new party,
the Anti-Revolutionary Party (ARP) in 1879. Kuyper rejected state intervention in ‘the
free spheres of social life (the family, the church, the school)’.96 In 1887, the franchise
was extended, resulting in 27 per cent of the male adult population being able to cast
its vote.97 The new electorate included mainly farmers and shopkeepers, while
industrial workers remained excluded. Gradually, the traditional social divisions based
on birth and status transformed into the infamous pillars.

Worker insurance
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the social question had become
synonymous with what was by then labelled the worker question, meaning ‘the
problem posed by the workers, that is, the integration of the industrial workers into
the existing social and political order’98, rather than the traditional problem of
pauperism per se. Economic slumps highlighted for the first time that workers in an
industrialised, capitalist system were unable to protect themselves against times of
decline, unemployment and subsequent personal hardship. Such conditions raised
fears of widespread discontent and social upheaval. Workers developed a class

95 Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid, p. 100.
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consciousness, started to organise, eroding traditional patriarchal labour relations.99
This process demonstrated clearly that pre-industrial ways of assistance for the poor
and destitute through the Church, the family and the community no longer sufficed to
meet the needs of a growing working class. The problem of pauperism was increasingly
replaced with the worker question in the context of industrialisation.100 Where poor
relief had been the main source of assistance for the destitute throughout the late
Middle Ages and in early modernity, social insurance was a response to the problems
resulting from industrialisation and the demands of the capitalist mode of production
in the late nineteenth century.
The worker question presented itself in full force with the depressions that
occurred in both countries in the 1870s and 1880s. After guild controls and monopolies
had been abolished in the first half of the nineteenth century, the Prussian state in
1845 had regulated compulsory sickness insurance through the Industrial Code
(Gewerbeordnung), initially for journeymen and apprentices, in 1849 also for factory
workers, stipulating that any local authority could establish this type of provident fund
and compel workers to join it. The Prussian government was driven by a concern that
workers would access poor relief funds, wanting to prevent them from doing this and,
at the same time, execute a level of control over the funds.101 As municipalities were
slow to conform to this regulation, authorities forced them to establish funds rather
than restrict labour mobility. Thus, in Germany the state was involved with compulsory
sickness insurance at a very early time. It was a top-down approach and ‘[s]tate
intervention ... represented an attempt to depoliticize social problems by transforming
them into technical questions’.102 In 1883, the Sickness Insurance Law abolished local
authority’s discretion to provide funds and insurance became compulsory across the
Reich. Steinmetz contends that the sickness insurance funds worked some way to
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improving workers’ health.103 In addition, the schemes helped to integrate the social
democrats into the bureaucratic mechanism of the Reich, decreasing their
revolutionary rhetoric.
Meanwhile, the debate concerning accident insurance was taking shape.
Regulations relating to employers’ liability had been included in the Prussian Railway
Law of 1838 and the Law on Employers’ Liability of 1871.104 A great difficulty with
these laws was that claims had to be settled in a court of law and demonstrate
employer negligence, which was too onerous for most workmen. This situation caused
considerable resentment amongst the workers and was not conducive to harmonious
industrial relations. Theodor Lohmann, a senior official in the Prussian Ministry of
Trade and Industry since 1871, who had been involved in drafting factory legislation,
opined in 1879 that liability should be considered part of the normal cost of production
and not based on provable negligence or fault.105 Lohmann was instrumental in the
insurance debate but had very different views from Bismarck on its nature. The latter
initially favoured compulsory insurance whereas the more liberal-minded Lohmann
advocated voluntary schemes.106 Employers could ensure themselves against this
liability, with their workers also making contributions. Bismarck formulated a Reich
compulsory accident insurance based on contributions from employers, workers and
the state. The idea, after years of debate and amendments, finally passed in the
Reichstag in 1884, with the role of the state reduced to enforcer rather than
contributor. Employers, organised in trade associations (Berufsgenossenschaften),
solely paid the contributions and were responsible for safety measures within their
trades.107
The third area of German social insurance was invalidity and old age insurance
which was enacted in 1889. Bismarck’s initial idea found its origin in his desire ‘to
103 Steinmetz, Regulating the social, p. 127.
104 Steinmetz, Regulating the social, p. 128.
105 Hennock, The origin of the welfare state in England and Germany, p. 87.
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reconcile the workers to the State’ and old age insurance was to be a state-sponsored
pension applicable to more than just industrial workers, financed by a tobacco tax. 108
His opponents suggested contributions from employers and workers, with the state
contributing one-third, which the Reichstag finally accepted. Pension levels, however,
were very low and comparable to those provided by poor relief, which gave rise to a
fair amount of debate and criticism. Widows and orphans did not qualify for this
pension until 1912. They would have had immediate access to benefits if Bismarck’s
original proposals had been accepted but women were not considered a politically
noteworthy group at this time. It was not until the Centre Party (Zentrum) initiated
change in 1902 that widows’ pensions were considered by the government, funded by
a customs duty on cereal. After five years the funds would be drawn from the regular
Reich budget. The scheme turned out to only provide funds to disabled widows who
received 20 per cent of what their husbands would have obtained. Thus, they were still
in need of supplementary poor relief.109 In 1911, the Imperial Insurance Code
(Reichsversicherungsordnung, RVO) reviewed and amended the insurance laws. The
RVO gave a central place to the local funds, run by the local authority, and overseen by
new district insurance offices.110
Finally, the Reich introduced a special insurance for white-collar workers
earning up to 5,000 M (Angestelltenversicherung) in 1911. Pensions catered for their
higher status, were more generous and carried a number of advantages over insurance
for lower-paid workers, such as a pension age of 65, rather than 70. To offset these
benefits, white-collar workers paid higher contributions and received no subsidy from
the state. According to historian E. P. Hennock, this type of insurance was unique in
that it was not a top-down achievement, but originated in an ‘extra-parliamentary
movement’.111 Thus, prior to the outbreak of the Great War, the German state had
achieved considerable expertise with compulsory worker insurance laws, which, while
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not considered at this stage, facilitated the adoption of unemployment insurance
when circumstances were conducive in the interbellum.
In the Netherlands the 1880s were a decade of mass unemployment, poverty,
deteriorating living conditions and increasing alienation, leading to social unrest.
Increasingly, the worker question demanded action to control this threat. During the
Republic, artisans and journeymen had been members of mutual associations which
insured against illness, old age, invalidity and death. New trade and general funds had
been established in the nineteenth century but they were increasingly unable to
compete with private commercial insurance companies which were established in the
second half of the nineteenth century.112 This development especially disadvantaged
the unskilled workers. As stipulated in the Civil Code (Burgerlijk Wetboek) of 1838,
workers could claim damages for negligence from their employers but, like in
Germany, this was often beyond their means. Some employers continued their
traditional patronage and established their own funds.113 These systems were still
very paternalistic, remnants of the old estate relations. Hoogenboom, thus, considers
poor relief and early social insurance motivated by pre-modern social relations. Social
policy in the last two decades of the nineteenth century was an expression of modern
bourgeois economic rationalism in a time when social unrest became a threat.
Although the Dutch were familiar with German social legislation, reception initially was
cool. The socialist union SDB was negative about it, but this attitude changed when the
workers’ movement gained ground in subsequent years as a result of social unrest in
the 1880s, and social legislation was put on the political agenda.114 When the social
liberal B. H. Heldt addressed the Tweede Kamer with this issue in 1885, however, he
received the reply that there was no money for such an insurance scheme. 115
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The 1886 parliamentary survey had recommended state intervention, but the
government was slow to act and although the social liberals included social insurance
legislation in their election campaign, in 1888 they lost the majority in the Tweede
Kamer. The new confessional coalition cabinet under Æneas Baron Mackay promised
social measures but, apart from the Labour Law of 1889 which was the responsibility
of a Catholic minister, no legislation was passed.116 The papal encyclical Rerum
Novarum of 1891 did little to change this inactivity. The reasons behind this stalling
have been explained as the result of the lack of aristocratic support within the
confessional and liberal parties. Van Kersbergen argues that Protestant traditional
ideology justified labour safety legislation but everything beyond this was believed to
be in the realm of individual responsibility.117 Kuyper and the ARP achieved nothing in
terms of social legislation when they were in government and ultimately, Van
Kersbergen writes, the Protestants were disinterested in social reform and their
contribution was ‘inconsequential’.118 Although he does not disagree with
Hoogenboom’s assertion that traditional aristocratic and patrician forces remained
influential in policy making until the eve of the war, in his opinion these forces were
countered within the Catholic pillar by its workers whereas this was not the case in the
Protestant community. In this sense, religion remains an important factor when
explaining Dutch late social policy development.119
The debate about social reform reopened in 1893 with aristocrats and
democrats within liberal and confessional Tweede Kamer parties opposing each
other.120 The argument concerned predominantly the level of state intervention which
the aristocrats continued to reject passionately. As they had a majority in parliament,
nothing happened for the time being. In contrast to Germany, the state was less
autonomous and political interest groups played an important role in the debate about
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social policy, especially producer groups.121 After lengthy debate, the franchise was
extended again in 1896, and during the elections of 1897 more democrats were
elected. A Workmen’s Compensation Act, introduced by the liberal democrat Cornelis
Lely in 1898, was passed in 1901 after countless amendments and alterations. The Act
stipulated compulsory insurance controlled by a National Insurance Bank
(Rijksverzekeringsbank), but allowed employers to implement the insurance through
their own organisations.122 After the Workmen’s Compensation Act another period of
social policy inertia occurred in the Netherlands. After the turn of the century the
democrats gained more influence, especially in the confessional parties, and new
social legislation was introduced by the reverend A. S. Talma, the minister responsible
for social legislation. His proposals included an illness act, and an invalidity and old age
act, both to be administered by Labour Councils. The Acts finally passed in 1913 but
again only after a number of amendments were made and their implementation was
not finalised until 1918 for the Invalidity and Old Age Act, and until 1929 for the Illness
Act.123 The First World War ended the notorious Dutch political and social indolence
(gezapigheid), and age-old urban patricians’ beliefs in progress and reason, based on
an adherence to duty and order, finally lost their power.124 As we shall see, limited
experience with compulsory social insurance legislation influenced decision-making
about the unemployment problem, especially in the 1920s when a lack of alternatives
suggested extension of policies introduced during the war.

Relief and insurance
Qualitative differences between relief and insurance have occupied the social question
debate from the beginning. One contemporary observer commented that
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The sharp distinction between social insurance and poor relief was
based in the ways that both were executed. Poor relief, limited to the
bare minimum, never lost the smell of almsgiving, not even in the
most progressive of communities. Despite efforts to also include
workers as relief providers, the assistance recipient remained solely
the object of welfare. Within the social insurance institutions he was a
participant. The former granted only mercy, the latter entitlement.125
Many scholars are positive about the German introduction of insurance systems for
industrial workers. De Swaan believes public social insurance to be ‘an administrative
and political innovation of the first order’, providing greater security.126 He argues that
the state, at the time, was the only institution functioning well enough to be able to
shoulder the risks involved and enforce a compulsory insurance scheme involving most
workers. Ritter also praised the novelty of the German insurance system and its
differences with poor relief. National compulsory social insurance was not restricted to
certain vocational groups, or patriarchal in nature, and honoured individual
entitlement. The insurance system acknowledged the social causes of destitution,
rather than individual shortcomings and, thus, a responsibility of the state for the
welfare of its people.127 It ‘constituted a decisive step forward in the process of
integrating into society those groups of workers who qualified for inclusion under the
provisions of social insurance’.128
Poor relief in the nineteenth century was administrated by local government
and local private initiatives, and, both in the Netherlands and Germany, national poor
laws merely confirmed already existing arrangements. Poor relief was strictly
subsidiary and provided as a last resort. While in Germany the municipalities held
responsibility to relieve the downtrodden, in the Netherlands private initiative
remained the first port of call. Poor relief was part of an elaborate system to care for
and control paupers, carrying a great deal of stigma through its association with law
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enforcement, and recipients usually lost their political rights.129 Being granted relief
was not a right. While poor relief targeted individuals, rather than a specific class or
group, insurance specifically focused on the industrial male working class while initially
excluding domestic, agricultural and white-collar workers.130 It carried fewer stigmas
because it differentiated between being poor and being a worker. Historian Greg
Eghigian comments that ‘[w]hat early social insurance secured was less a worker’s
income than a worker’s self-esteem and faith in the existing order’. Insurance was an
expression of recognition as a respectable worker and citizen.131 It was aimed less at
disciplining but sought to elevate the workers through their active involvement in
achieving a better future through a stable and prudent lifestyle. It was a worker’s right
to receive insurance payments and it did not damage his reputation. Insurance was
non-discriminatory and not based on an individual’s need but on his contributions.132
Was the development of social insurance all good news then? Not according to
historian Jürgen Tampke who suggests it was ‘greatly overrated’ and its ‘impact was
limited’.133

Steinmetz
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disempowering and disciplining the working class.134 Payment levels were inadequate
and were of no support to those not engaged in the workplace.135 Scholars have
observed that the introduction of social insurance in Germany in the 1880s did not
reduce the expenditure for poor relief, rather spending was increased. 136 In relation to
the introduction of sickness insurance, Hennock comments that possible explanations
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for this paradox include an increased use of medical services provided under the poor
laws, an interest in new types of expenditure for preventive strategies, and the care
for dependants when an insured worker was, for instance, admitted to hospital.
Insurance payments usually were provided for a short period only and had to be
supplemented by poor relief in many instances. In addition, many groups of workers
were excluded from insurance schemes which, as we have seen, only covered
industrial workers in Germany until the turn of the century. In the case of the accident
compensation act in the Netherlands, Hoogenboom modifies the overall view of its
introduction as a ‘milestone’ towards the development of the Dutch welfare state. 137
While the responsibility of the state increased, employers kept a large say in its
administration, maintaining, to a large extent, workers’ dependence on their bosses. A
mix of public and private control was the result.138
In both countries, social insurance was administered by a central bureaucracy,
whereas welfare administration remained pluriform with many new fields of care
developing in the late 1800s and increasingly run by professionals. Cox writes that
‘[w]hereas producer groups, particularly capital and labor organizations, predominate
in the Dutch insurance system, the fields of public assistance and social work are
characterized by the representation of private, particularly religious charity
organizations’.139 This split also occurred in Germany.140 Thus, poor relief and social
insurance were perceived to be profoundly different and incompatible but, as we will
see, in practice a mixed format developed in the case of unemployment policies.
This chapter has reviewed the main developments concerning poor relief and
social insurance. While the tradition of poor relief goes back a long way, the creation
of public compulsory workers’ insurances was a novelty in the closing decades of the
nineteenth century as a result of industrialisation and the rise of a new class of
potential ‘paupers’, the working class. Insurance targeted the sick, disabled and
elderly.
137 Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid, p. 132.
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One potential, and increasingly probable, hazard of the capitalist system of
production, unemployment, was carefully avoided, however, and remained excluded
from the insurance legislation agenda. The German government opined that the limits
of social policy formation had been reached and Interior Minister Clemens von
Delbrück said as much to the Reichstag in January 1914.
Well gentlemen, we have concluded our social legislation, also insofar
as we have reached the limits of all available insurance options.
(Shouts from the Social Democrats: unemployment insurance!)
I have already discussed unemployment insurance! I have outlined
the great fundamental and practical difficulties facing a compulsory
Reich insurance against unemployment, and I have especially pointed
out that unemployment is different from all those cases of hardship,
against which the worker, based on our current insurance legislation,
is so far insured.141
As we shall see in the next chapters, Delbrück was not alone in his beliefs. In
both Germany and the Netherlands many segments of society held the view that
unemployment was uninsurable. Why was social insurance not extended to include
unemployment insurance, if the overall contemporary view of insurance was positive?
When and how were these concerns eventually overcome? The main body of my thesis
seeks to answer these questions in case studies of Germany and the Netherlands. The
next chapters will discuss the origins and formulation of state unemployment
insurance policies in these countries. The Great War heralded a new era of social policy
development, both as a direct consequence of the impact of war on soldiers and
civilians, and indirectly in the way it changed discourses of political and social rights.
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Chapter 2
Mobilisation and unemployment in the Netherlands
In short, while the distance between a state at war and a state in a
world at war is still significant, it is a diminishing one.1

The Great War brought deep and lasting change to the Netherlands.2 Nobody would
argue that it was preferable being German, Belgian, French or British over being Dutch
between 1914 and 1918. Nevertheless, ‘neutrality’ did not equal ‘not involved’. The
Netherlands was not ‘a state at war’ but ‘a state in a world at war’ and very much
affected by it. Scholars have suggested that the First World War was a period of inertia
and disruption in social policy development.3 As we have seen, regulations concerning
sickness, invalidity and old age insurance, passed in 1913, were not implemented until
afterwards, while during the war only minor policies, including an adaptation of the
accident compensation legislation for seafarers, were passed.4 Parliament discussed
an idea for a state old age pension but such an allowance was considered to be a form
of state welfare based on a ‘socialist principle’, granting a right to relief.5 The plan
failed. Yet, this view does not acknowledge innovation and progress made in the area
of state unemployment assistance.
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The Dutch government was compelled to intervene in the lives of individuals
directly affected by the war. Although some of these changes were set in motion prior
to 1914, the war played a determining role in speeding up social and political reform,
and some policies may not have been implemented at all without the war. Measures
were thought to be of a temporary nature but, even if they were so, growing state
intrusion created a sense of entitlement and expectations that the government would
look after its citizens in times of hardship or crisis. The policies implemented during the
war and because of the war brought about a lasting trend towards an ever increasing
role of the state in social policy development on a course towards the modern welfare
state. The focus of this chapter is on the origins and growth of state involvement in
policies for the unemployed, while also considering welfare measures for mobilised
men and their families, refugees and interned foreign servicemen.

Neutrality and mobilisation
The Netherlands mobilised on 1 August 1914 with a military strength of 200,000 men.6
At the same time the country declared its neutrality, which was in the interest of and
respected by both Great Britain and Germany. Two days later the Dutch lower
chamber of parliament, the Tweede Kamer, convened for a solemn emergency
meeting. The Premier, Cort van der Linden, underlined the government’s refusal to
take sides in the conflict, and a number of hasty laws concerning the deployment of
the armed forces (militia and landweer7), the approval of extraordinary mobilisation
credits to the extent of 50 million guilders, restrictions on trade, the distribution of
foodstuffs such as bread, and regulations establishing maximum food prices were

6 Towards the middle of the war, this number was increased to 450,000, see Hubert P. van

Tuyll, ‘The Dutch mobilisation of 1914: reading the "enemy"'s intentions’, The Journal of
Military History, Vol. 64, No. 3, 2000, pp. 711-37, here p. 730.
7 Conscription in the Netherlands consisted of eight years as a milicien, followed by seven

years in the landweer (reserve), so the total time that a conscript had to be available for
exercises was 15 years between the ages of 20 and 35. Landstorm duty applied to all men
under the age of 40, but was only called in times of war or other extraordinary circumstances,
Ron Blom & Theunis Stelling, Niet voor God en niet voor het Vaderland. Linkse soldaten,
matrozen en hun organisaties tijdens de mobilisatie van ’14-’18, Soesterberg: Aspect, 2004, p.
53.

62

passed without debate and without ballot.8 Despite its neutrality, the government
declared the state of war (staat van oorlog) while in the border areas the state of siege
(staat van beleg) was established, curtailing citizens’ constitutional freedom of press
and association as well as confidentiality of post and telegraph. 9 People were forced to
surrender their weapons. In the state of siege districts the military powers took full
control, no longer required to consult with civil authorities as under the state of war.
Political differences were dispensed with. Echoing the words of the German
Kaiser, Protestant deputy A. F. de Savornin Lohman called for impartiality, stating that
'[i]n our army, not parties serve but Dutchmen’.10 Despite anti-war sentiments, Pieter
Jelles Troelstra, leader of the social democrats, told the parliament that his party
would approve the war credits for the only reason that the mobilisation was pacifist in
nature, as its aim was to prevent the country becoming involved in the war.11 But he
demanded that mobilisation activities would be restricted to what was absolutely
necessary and that the government would honour its responsibilities towards the
families whose breadwinners had been called to arms. He stated that the SDAP was
prepared to postpone class struggle against militarism and capitalism until the war was
over, a ‘truce of god’ (godsvrede). As a result 13 strikes and one lock-out ended, and
negotiations concerning collective labour contracts were suspended.12 Troelstra
predicted that the war would cause unprecedented adverse economic conditions,
affecting both neutral and belligerent nations on a scale not seen before.13 He warned
that domestic public order could be endangered if the government would not prevent
the Dutch people suffering hunger and want, asserting that the current laws did not go
far enough towards this goal. He recommended that the industrial jobless would assist
with the harvest that year as many agricultural labourers were mobilised.
8 Handelingen der Staten-Generaal, 1913-14, II, 3 August 1914, p. 2585; NA, 2.04.26.02, 690;
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Willink & Zoon, 1917, p. 15.
9 NA, 2.02.05.02, 384.
10 Handelingen, 1913-14, II, 3 August 1914, p. 2586; also Bijlagen 1913-14, 354.
11 Handelingen, 1913-14, II, 3 August 1914, p. 2587.
12 Maandschrift van het Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, No. 8, 1915, NA, 2.04.53.14, 6.
13 Handelingen, 1913-14, II, 3 August 1914, p. 2588.
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Troelstra was a prominent figure in the rise of the Dutch social democratic
movement. Born in 1860 in the northern province of Friesland, he was raised in the
liberal tradition and studied law in Groningen. He became a passionate advocate for
universal suffrage and his political taste gradually shifted to the left, influenced by his
work in social law. Increasingly at odds with the revolutionary Marxist ideology of the
SDB, Troelstra and other defectors founded the more reformist SDAP in August
1894.14 He substituted his law practice for a fulltime career in politics and was a
representative for the SDAP in the Tweede Kamer from 1897 to 1924. He was an
emotional man who struggled with poor physical and mental health throughout his
life, necessitating long absences from the political scene. The new social democratic
party wanted to integrate reformist and more traditional Marxist ideas, which was
achieved with a new political programme in 1912. This plan asserted that class struggle
was still essential as capitalism resulted in existential uncertainty for the workers,
unemployment and recurrent crises. The workers could not but organise themselves to
grasp political power and demand reform.15 The party demanded universal suffrage
for both men and women, and social reform. From two representatives in the 100member Tweede Kamer in 1897, SDAP political clout grew steadily in the next decade
and in 1913 the party returned 15 seats with 144,000 votes.16 Notwithstanding this
growth, the SDAP refused to take part in government this year, in keeping with the
resolution of the 1900 Internationale, resulting in the minority liberal cabinet of Cort
van der Linden. As we shall see in more detail in Chapter 5, Troelstra’s grand moment
presented itself in November 1918 when he thought that, following the revolutions in
Russia and Germany, it was inevitable that social change would also take place in the
Netherlands. It was to be his greatest mistake, haunting him for the remainder of his
days.

14 Piet Hagen, Politicus uit hartstocht. Biografie van Pieter Jelles Troelstra, Amsterdam-
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Mobilisation and unemployment
In 1914, however, Troelstra was right. As an immediate result of the war,
unemployment figures soared in August. Cut off from its traditional trade relations
with its neighbours Great Britain and Germany, the war led to Dutch economic
isolation resulting in decreased exports, and a shortage of food and raw materials.
Nine per cent of the country’s labour force (200,000 men out of a total population of
6.2 million in 1914) was drafted into the armed forces causing further disruption to
agriculture and industry.17 Unemployment figures varied between the different
branches of industry and while the overall percentage for September was 27.918 it
reached as much as 8919 in extreme cases such as the diamond industry. In the
autumn of 1914 the number of unemployed rose to 82,500 and in 1915 to 100,800.20
In line with its novel yet acceptable wartime interventionist approach, the state
concerned itself with assisting the unemployed for the very first time, a significant and
irreversible change in the hitherto customary approach. The Dutch government had
taken the first steps towards national workers’ insurance policies prior to the war but
unemployment insurance had not been included as it was too contentious. The trade
unions and other labour associations had established insurance funds some of which
received financial support from a number of municipalities since 1906 according to a
system that had first been implemented in the Belgian city of Ghent in 1901. This did
not mean, however, that the new phenomenon of mass unemployment had not

17 Hein A. M. Klemann, ‘Ontwikkeling door isolement. De Nederlandse economie 1914-1918’,
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attracted the government’s attention prior to the outbreak of hostilities. As early as
1895, in his dissertation Verzekering tegen Werkloosheid, Charles Raaijmakers had
advocated for a general and compulsory state unemployment insurance scheme.
Raaijmakers was of the opinion that cover against unemployment was the most
important of all types of social insurance and it was the responsibility of the
government in The Hague to enact compulsory insurance as workers were unlikely to
become involved in a voluntary design. They would ignore the danger of future
unemployment and if they did acknowledge it, this might be because they were at high
risk. When only part of their workforce was insured, employers would be inclined to
first dismiss insured workers in times of crisis, which would push up the cost of
unemployment benefits and at the same time lower the contributions.21 There was,
however, at the time not much support for Raaijmakers’ ideas.
In the 1907 budget, the government introduced an item to allocate state
subsidies to the municipalities for unemployment insurance but the cabinet fell before
the budget was passed.22 In 1908, the Tweede Kamer debated at length the
unemployment issue in a response to a parliamentary question by Troelstra what the
government planned to do about this undesirable situation. On 21 October parliament
passed a motion by the liberal deputy M. W. F. Treub, asserting that the government
should support private organisations and municipalities in their efforts to assist the
unemployed, and expressing a need to be better informed about the nature and scope
of unemployment as well as what preventative measures could be taken.23 In 1914,
the Dutch Federation of Trade Unions (Nederlandsch Verbond van Vakvereenigingen,
NVV) published a report recommending that the trade unions continue to administer
the unemployment insurance funds with contributions from their workers through
which these could claim a right to benefits.24 The NVV did not oppose a compulsory

21 Charles Raaijmakers, Verzekering tegen werkloosheid, Amsterdam: C. L. van Langenhuysen,
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insurance on principle, but considered its implementation ‘not opportune’.25 The state
should assist the funds. Despite doubts expressed by the Interior Minister, Th.
Heemskerk, about the usefulness of such an inquiry due to a lack of statistical
information, the government established a State Unemployment Commission
(Staatscommissie over de Werkloosheid) to investigate the situation of unemployment
in the kingdom and make recommendations for improvement.26
Headed by Treub, a wide variety of labour and social organisations were
represented in the new commission which published its final report in July 1914.27 It
sketched how European thinking about unemployment and the jobless had changed
since the second half of the nineteenth century, set in motion by the English Royal
Commission on the Poor Laws which had found that modern unemployment was not
the fault of the individual but a result of the imbalance between supply and demand in
the labour market in industrialising nations. A distinction needed be made between
the poor and the unemployed. The poor included those who were without work
because of their personal characteristics, including invalidity, illness, young or old age
but also work shyness. The unemployed in the narrower meaning of the report were
those who were capable and willing to work but for whom no labour was available due
to poor economic conditions. The report acknowledged that in practice it would be
difficult to distinguish between the two categories, but stressed that it was paramount
that the poor be assisted on an individual basis so as to determine and rectify the
causes of their idleness where possible. The Commission investigated what forms
unemployment assistance could take and what role, if any, the national government
should have. It had periods of doubt about the possibility to tackle and abolish
unemployment but concluded that opportunities existed to ameliorate its
consequences. Through distinct measures, unemployment assistance should aim to
ensure that those unemployed through no fault of their own would be spared poor
relief interference. The ‘so-called’ jobless, however, should be prevented to evade ‘the
25 Jan Oudegeest et al, Verzekering tegen werkloosheid, NVV, May 1914, p. 39.
26 Interior Minister to Minister of Agriculture, Industry and Trade, 4 January 1909, NA, 2.15.05,
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educational control’ of poor relief organisations.28 Specialised unemployment support
should unburden poor relief efforts. The Commission specifically looked into the
advantages and disadvantages of unemployment insurance schemes, incorporating
initiatives taken in other countries, in particular Germany with its history and expertise
in workers’ insurance systems. The great benefit of an insurance system was that it
could readily separate those willing to work from the work-shy. Workers who had
made an effort to insure themselves against unemployment through membership of a
union or other association had demonstrated a willingness to prepare for periods
when work might not be available and, thus, make an effort to help themselves to
prevent neediness rather than to rely on handouts.29 But the Commission remained
concerned about issues of administration and control. How to calculate the risk
involved in unemployment insurance, to monitor fraud and manipulation by benefit
recipients and to force the jobless to accept available work? Even the German
government, with all its expertise in social insurance, had been reluctant to take up the
matter of unemployment insurance because of these obstacles!30
Despite its misgivings, the State Unemployment Commission concluded that
the state government did have a role to play. The poor relief agencies would not be
able financially to care for large numbers of unemployed during periods of economic
crisis as had been the case in the 1880s and 1890s. Lack of relief had resulted in mass
demonstrations of unemployed workers, causing authorities great concern.31
After the parliamentary inquiries into the social question of 1886-87 and 1890,
of which the social cost of mass unemployment was a major component, this issue had
become a definitive item on the political agenda. Some unions and other associations
had started to offer benefits in case of unemployment to their members, all the more
because they feared that unemployed workers could be used as strike breakers or
form a liability in the wage struggle as they were likely to accept work for lower wages

28 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, p. 37.
29 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, p. 689.
30 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, pp. 694-5.
31 Hagen, Politicus uit hartstocht, p. 153.
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and thereby damage the growing collective labour movement.32 These initiatives
were, however, haphazard, uncoordinated and differed greatly from one city or town
to the next. Since 1906, in a number of Dutch cities, initially Arnhem, Amsterdam and
Utrecht, the municipal authorities supported these funds through a subsidy on the
benefits provided according to the Ghent system, a significant first acknowledgement
of the developing labour movement. The unions administered and controlled this
scheme, reducing local government expenses. The involvement of a growing number
of municipalities, especially during times of economic malaise in 1908 and 1909,
resulted in a likewise growing number of insured workers, from 15,000 in 1905 to
78,500 in 1913, of whom 44 per cent were affiliated with a municipal fund.33 This
meant that most organised workers were still uninsured, however, which was
confirmed by the NVV report.34 Moreover, the Ghent system excluded the vast
majority of workers who were not organised.
Nevertheless, to the State Unemployment Commission the existing Ghent
system of unemployment insurance funds, administrated and controlled by the trade
unions and subsidised by the municipalities seemed, with extra subsidies from the
national government, to be the most pragmatic solution available, at the time, to fight
unemployment and meet the state’s responsibility towards supporting the
unemployed. In addition to voluntary worker insurance, the Commission
recommended unemployment research and statistics, a national labour exchange and
the execution of public relief works.35 As we shall see, during the crisis conditions of
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mobilisation, the government eagerly adopted the Commission’s proposals, setting the
scene for public unemployment policy for many years to come.
Not everybody agreed with the findings of the Commission. Troelstra and other
social democratic committee members were in favour of a Danish system which
granted subsidies on the contributions instead of the benefits, as was recommended
by the NVV report.36 Two Catholic members, H. G. M. Hermans and L. J. M. Poell, also
disagreed with its findings and advocated compulsory insurance. They argued that a
mere 10 per cent of labourers were trade union members and that it would be ‘a bitter
pill’ for the remaining 90 per cent if they had to turn to the poor relief organisations
for help when out of work. The proposed set-up would do nothing to prevent that, in
times of crisis, these workers would offer their labour power below going wage rates,
which surely would weaken the working class.37 Hermans and Poell were well aware,
though, that a compulsory format was unpopular with both organised and nonorganised workers, and their voices were overruled by the majority of the Commission
believing that it was not realistic to think that workers’ perception would change in the
near future.
The outbreak of war provided an unexpected opportunity for the
recommendations of the report to be implemented. Rather than hampering their
progress as has been claimed for other social policies, wartime conditions enabled the
government to realise unemployment strategies much quicker and more generously
than what might have been the case in normal circumstances. Indeed, one observer
expressed his doubts after the war that state unemployment regulations would have
been implemented in the absence of the crisis conditions created by mobilisation for
war.38 In August 1914, Treub, who by then was Minister of Agriculture, Industry and
Trade, responded rapidly to the crisis. In his capacity of chairman of the State
Commission, Treub had profoundly influenced its line of thinking and its
recommendations which he supported wholeheartedly. He had already established an
Unemployment Council (Werkloosheidsraad) on 19 June 1914 of which the National
36 Schrage & Nijhof, ‘Een lange sisser en een late knal?’, p. 38.
37 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, pp. 874-8.
38 Gerrit Jan Goedhart, De ontwikkeling van de werkloosheidsverzekering in Nederland,
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Association against Unemployment (Nationale Vereeniging tegen de Werkloosheid),
founded in 1909, was appointed secretary.39 The Unemployment Council aimed to be
a central organisation linking the activities of the various associations in the areas of
labour exchange, unemployment insurance, migration, relief works, and more general
research into unemployment with each other and with the trade unions in order to
make the work of these institutions more efficient.40 When six weeks later the war
broke out, the Dutch government was in the rather fortunate position to be able to
avail itself of an elaborate and carefully considered set of recommendations to
manage the crisis as well as a body to oversee its progress. The lucky coincidence that
Treub, who had briefly left politics in 1913, happened to be the minister responsible
for social policy at the outbreak of war did much to ensure that the recommendations
of the Commission found a fertile ground in the economic wartime conditions.
Who was this energetic politician? Treub belonged to the Liberal Democratic
League (Vrijzinnig Democratische Bond, VDB), which had been formed in 1901 as a
response to growing dissatisfaction with traditional laissez-faire liberal politics and
promoted universal suffrage and social legislation.41 Born in 1858, Treub had studied
law in Leiden and found employment at the University of Amsterdam as a lecturer in
taxation law. In Amsterdam he also launched his political career, writing for
progressive periodicals like Vragen des Tijds and Sociaal Weekblad. He was elected a
member of the Tweede Kamer in 1904 and remained in this position until 1921. Treub
believed that the premises underpinning Marxism were basically false. He once
suggested that ‘who is not red when he is twenty, has no heart, and who is still red
39 Koninklijke Bibliotheek (KB), Documenten voor de economische crisis van Nederland in
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when he is forty, has no head’.42 Treub nevertheless believed that society needed to
change to include and protect the new working class, and advocated worker insurance
for sickness, disability, old age and unemployment in addition to a more just and
equitable taxation system.43 Treub died in The Hague in 1931.

Royal National Relief Committee
While advocating an increased role for the state, Treub, in line with contemporary
liberal democrat ideology, attributed a large responsibility for social policy
development to the private sector and the initiatives he took to curb the crisis
reflected this thought. Treub’s first move after the crisis began was to establish a Royal
National Relief Committee (Koninklijk Nationaal Steuncomité, KNSC), which he claimed
to be an idea of the reigning monarch, Queen Wilhelmina. The activities of the KNSC
have received relatively little scholarly attention. This lack of interest is unjustified as
its work had a great impact on the further development of social insurance and
welfare to alleviate the consequences of unemployment after the war. Though meant
to be an expression of community spirit and generosity of a temporary nature in times
of crisis, the work of the KNSC lessened the stigma of welfare, and increased the
acceptability and normality of state government intervention in the private lives of the
Dutch people.
On 10 August 1914, about 60 representatives of the trade unions, agriculture,
industry, poor relief organisations, women’s groups and the local relief committees of
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht met with Her Majesty. In his opening
address, Treub stated that in a number of cities and towns relief committees
(steuncomités) had been spontaneously set up to ameliorate the impact of the war and
that the royal national initiative sought to enhance unity and efficiency of their efforts.
He immediately made it clear that he appreciated these private initiatives, regarding
the role of the state government merely as one of coordination. Treub promised there
would be no hunger in the Netherlands.44 The Queen made a first donation to the new
42 M. W. F. Treub in Nederland in de Oost, 1923, p. 287, cited in N. E. H. van Esveld, Treub,
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Committee of 20,000 guilders. Amongst the many tasks of the KNSC featured the
distribution of food, clothing and shoes, placing of orders with industry to boost
employment, the prevention of eviction due to rent arrears, unemployment relief for
workers who did not have insurance or were no longer entitled to benefits
(uitgetrokken), and the general support of the 350 local relief committees.45 In
addition, it assisted the very young, women who had given birth, and the sick. 46
KNSC leadership comprised an executive committee which, in good Dutch
fashion, included representatives from Catholic, Protestant, liberal and social
democratic groups. In addition, the committee’s membership also reflected both
progressive and conservative political views concerning the social question, cutting
across the pillars.47 In line with the ‘truce’ across the political spectrum, declared in
parliament immediately after mobilisation, the executive put its ideological differences
aside.48 It was committed to support people directly affected by the extraordinary
mobilisation conditions, in particular the unemployed and families of the troops,
stimulating state government action on a scale not seen before.49 This role should be
principally one of encouragement, resourcing and sanctioning, leaving the initiative to
the private sector. The executive followed the findings of the State Unemployment
Commission, distinguishing sharply between need created by war and economic crisis
conditions, which was to be the responsibility of the relief committees, and previously
existing ‘normal’ poverty caused by individual deficiencies, which remained the
domain of the poor relief agencies.50 The labour movement was specifically invited to
be involved in the local committees due to its expertise with unemployment insurance
and to ‘spare the feelings’ of the unemployed.51 Treub’s influence was considerable,
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not only in KNSC proceedings, but indeed in the whole of wartime policies for the
unemployed.52 In his, rather ambiguous, double role of minister providing
supplementary state funds and chairman of the organisation receiving and distributing
them, Treub never ceased to emphasise that the crisis measures and the work of the
KNSC were directly necessitated by the wartime conditions and he insisted that these
areas were not normally a responsibility of central government. The state was required
to be involved in many areas that under normal circumstances would not be its
responsibility, but in the present conditions many citizens relied on government
support to maintain some kind of normalcy in daily life.53
The first major area of KNSC involvement concerned care for workers
unemployed as a direct result of the crisis and who did not have unemployment
insurance or had used up their entitlements. These jobless should be spared the
‘stigma of poor relief’.54 In the Tweede Kamer, Treub stressed that the work of the
local relief committees which were affiliated with the KNSC was under no
circumstances to be regarded as poor relief and therefore should not be situated with
the regular poor relief organisations.55 This statement did not mean, however, that
the unemployed had a right to relief. Assistance remained exclusively based on the
establishment of need, taking the income of all family members into consideration
rather than just the earnings of the breadwinner. Workers who were members of
insurance funds, but whose benefits were not adequate, received preferential
treatment as only two-thirds of their benefit would be calculated towards the total
family income. The KNSC was of the opinion that this was a ‘justified privilege’ over
workers who had neglected to take out cover against unemployment, demonstrating a
lack of self-responsibility. Workers who were no longer entitled to benefits from their
funds could also receive payments above the minimum if the fund, usually their trade
union, was willing to contribute 10 per cent towards the extra costs.56

52 De Rooy, ‘M. W. F. Treub’, p. 80.
53 Handelingen, 1913-14, II, 26 August 1914, p. 2611.
54 De Rooy, Werklozenzorg en werkloosheidsbestrijding, p. 23.
55 Handelingen, 1913-14, II, 26 August 1914, p. 2611.
56 KNSC, 11 February 1918, 2.06.079, 619.

74

In order to discourage workers to become dependent on welfare, the KNSC
became involved in the provision of relief works and was strongly in favour of the local
relief committees providing work rather than cash handouts.57 Workers had to be
encouraged through the provision of bonuses. The League for Dutch Relief Works
(Bond van Nederlandsche Werkverschaffing), established just prior to the war in April
1914, stressed that relief works were strictly meant for capable and willing
unemployed workers and only those affected by the crisis conditions. It was important
that they felt they were doing something useful. This arrangement would flush out the
weak and work-shy who were a responsibility of general poor relief.58 Relief workers’
wages had to be at the level of the standard wage rate, but the League recommended
that the number of working hours be kept low so as ‘to not weaken the incentive to
obtain work other than through relief’.59 It also suggested that works only consist of
those projects that had to be carried out at some point anyway. The KNSC also directly
assisted municipal public works to boost employment, for example it contributed
35,000 guilders towards the building of 180 houses in the city of Hilversum. 60 In
addition to the KNSC and the local committees, the state government set up a number
of public works projects, for instance the Department of Transport and Water spent 7
million guilders on railway works.61 Treub, however, was not optimistic about a
positive impact of relief works and did not think it was an effective way to decrease
unemployment.62 In 1917, the KNSC commenced supporting a wachtgeld arrangement
in factories (‘wait money’, or short-term pay for un- or underemployed workers while
waiting for fulltime work to resume), subsidising an allowance of 75 per cent on the
wachtgeld paid by the employer. Through this agreement the KNSC hoped to maintain
the bond between employer and worker in lean times due to a shortage of raw
57 KNSC, 21 October 1914, 2.06.079, 619.
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materials.63 For instance, in the textile industry in Enschede in the east of the
Netherlands an agreement was reached whereby the employer paid 57 per cent of the
wachtgeld, the KNSC 33 per cent and the city the remaining 10 per cent.
The division between unemployment as a result of the crisis and ordinary
poverty generated a mixed reception. In general, the trade unions and workers’
associations shared the KNSC’s view that jobless workers should not be referred to
poor relief, but the local Poor Councils (Armenraden) had quite a different stance.
These Councils, established according to the Poor Law of 1912 and consisting of both
public and private poor relief organisations, conceded that the relief committees made
a substantial difference in relieving need and preventing poverty. They were
concerned, however, about the committees’ lack of control and recipients’ doubledipping, and they believed that the committees reinforced the still existing stigma
attached to poor relief by emphasising special arrangements for the unemployed and
separating them from the poor.64 Detaching the unemployed ‘in the narrow sense’,
from the ‘mass of the half useful’ added to the inferiority of the poor relief
organisations.65 Moreover, due to higher benefits and a lenient approach, some
unemployed could regard relief as a right.66 When the crisis persisted and the state
increasingly subsidised both the unemployment insurance funds and the KNSC, the
highly valued distinction between insurance and relief became less and less tenable,
resulting in a blurring of the principles of entitlement and need, further complicating
matters.67
The KNSC was designed to be an expression of the communal spirit of the
Dutch population in times of war but towards the end of the war it had virtually
become a government-funded organisation. Initially, it was financed through
63 KNSC, 8 September 1917, 2.06.079, 619.
64 Report 1916-17, NA, 2.04.48.01, 9; De Rooy, Werklozenzorg en werkloosheidsbestrijding,
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donations from individuals and industry with the government in The Hague providing
an additional subsidy. At the end of 1915, it had generated 3.5 million guilders of
which 900,000 came from the state.68 However, as early as the summer of 1915 its
weekly expenses of 80,000 guilders outgrew its income.69 In July, appealing to a sense
of solidarity with the less well-off, a second call for donations was circulated, mainly
addressing industrialists, farmers and investors who were making a nice profit as a
result of the war. The call acknowledged the subsidy provided by the government, but
insisted that donations would be ‘lofty evidence of the community spirit of the well-todo’ and a sign of national unity which would relieve the country’s treasury.70 A third
appeal was made on 14 February 1917 when the Queen once more made a donation
to the extent of 50,000 guilders.71 While initially community enthusiasm to contribute
to the war effort reflected similar sentiments in warring countries, this zest wore off
when the war lasted longer than expected and the Netherlands had to accommodate
tens of thousands of, mainly Belgian, refugees as well as intern foreign soldiers.
Despite ongoing concerns of the KNSC that its aid was only justified because of
the crisis conditions it was unable to discontinue relief efforts on several occasions,
when it believed that the economic situation improved. For instance, in May 1915, the
KNSC tried to cut back support for soldiers on leave but objections from the unions
caused the Committee to change its mind.72 When the economy appeared to recover
in early 1916 the KNSC suggested stopping assistance over the summer months but did
not enforce this plan.73 After conditions deteriorated again in the following years, the
Committee was forced to expand rather than decrease its activities. The work of the
KNSC and the local committees did much to decrease the stigma attached to being a
relief recipient, and relief had become less shameful and more acceptable.74 As we will
68 Treub, Oorlogstijd, p. 130.
69 KNSC, 10 July 1915, 2.06.079, 619.
70 Het Centrum, 12 July 1915.
71 KNSC, 14 February 1917, 2.06.079, 619.
72 Treub, Oorlogstijd, p. 170.
73 KNSC, February 1916, 2.06.079, 619.
74 Kuypers, In de schaduw van de grote oorlog, p. 70.
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see in Chapter 5, when the KNSC terminated, the government adopted and formalised
many of its responsibilities.

Insurance funds
In addition to his KNSC efforts, Treub was keen to assist those unemployed workers
who had already demonstrated that they wanted to help themselves through
membership of an unemployment insurance fund. This plan was an unprecedented
step for the national authorities to take and Treub stressed the temporary and
extraordinary nature of the regulations due to the abnormal circumstances in times of
mobilisation and crisis. He acknowledged that the government’s involvement would be
unthinkable in normal times but it would be unfair if these workers would have to turn
to poor relief. As he wrote in his autobiography, he wished to reward their sense of
‘self help’.75 Treub feared that the funds would not be able to cope with the steep rise
in the number of jobless and, without assistance, would soon run out of resources. He
did not want to jeopardise workers’ fragile confidence in unemployment insurance and
aimed to rescue the funds through additional subsidies from the state government. On
22 August, he sent a letter to the mayors of the 32 municipalities with established
unemployment funds according to the Ghent system, offering an emergency
arrangement (Noodregeling).76 As long as a union or other fund was able to pay
benefits, the municipal administration was to add a 100 per cent subsidy to the
benefits provided, half of which it could claim back from the government in The Hague.
If resources of the fund would fall below 25 per cent of what they had been on 1
August 1914, it would discontinue payments which would then be made available
solely by the local and national governments. There would be no restrictions on the
period that the benefit was to be paid provided the recipient had contributed to the
fund for at least three months.77 The arrangement would apply to workers of 18 years
and older and the benefit would be five or six guilders to breadwinners and married
workers, and four or five guilders to others. Single workers under the age of 20 would
75 Treub, Oorlogstijd, p. 179.
76 A measure of 7 June 1915 extended the possibility of subsidies to funds established after 1
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receive half of this benefit. The recipient would have to accept appropriate available
work but not below the standard wage rate. He or she was required to be registered
with a labour exchange agency. The newly set up Central Bureau for Unemployment
Insurance (Centraal Bureau voor Werkloosheidsverzekering) was to administer the
Noodregeling. On 26 August, Treub wrote to the remaining local authorities,
encouraging them to set up a fund.78
The swift action of the government was so out of character for Dutch politics
that Troelstra sarcastically remarked that the government seemed in the process of
establishing the ‘ideal socialist state’. Treub countered that he was unconcerned what
political colour his measures had as long as they were desirable and effective in the
current circumstances.79 What effect, then, did the Noodregeling and the relief efforts
of the KNSC have on ameliorating the impact of the war? Social historian Ivo Kuypers’
claim that the emergency measures were of great significance, especially for the trade
union movement, is justified.80 They were successful in the sense that both the
number of insured workers and of municipal unemployment funds increased as Table
1 shows. Including the 36,573 organised employees working for national, provincial
and local authorities, per 1 August 1914 approximately 33 per cent of the total number
of organised workers was insured against unemployment. An increase of respectively
18 and 29 per cent was achieved on 1 January 1915 and on 1 May 1915. By May 1916
the number of insured workers was estimated to be 130,000.81
Date

No. insured workers

No. organised workers

No. municipal funds

1 Jan 1914

70,318

1 Aug 1914

73,206

220,275

32

1 Jan 1915

86,750

227,391

1 March 1915

108

1 May 1915

94,298

May 1916

130,000

Table 1 Source: Tijdschrift der Nationale Vereeniging tegen de Werkloosheid, Vol. 4, No. 9,
1915, p. 206; Maandschrift van het Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, No. 8, 1915.
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81 Handelingen, Bijlagen, 1915-16, II, 405, No. 5, p. 12.
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The unions thought it particularly important that they were involved not only in
administering insurance systems but also in unemployment relief through the local
relief committees, to accentuate that this type of support was strictly no ordinary poor
relief. The Noodregeling also led to more trades and vocations that traditionally carried
a high risk becoming involved in insurance schemes, such as agriculture, and workers
in the textile and transport industries.82 Compared to the 44 per cent of all funds
subsidised by local government by the end of December 1913, a year later this figure
had increased to 80 per cent.83 Another result of the Noodregeling was that union
unemployment funds became more centralised on a national level, which worked
towards spreading the risk. The movement as a whole no doubt benefitted from
Treub’s brainchild, a fact that did not escape him. Because of their increasingly crucial
and recognised role in the development of unemployment social policy, the unions’
standing as a social partner grew as a result. Total expenditure for unemployment
benefits between 1 September 1914 and 1 January 1915 comprised 1,223,406 guilders
of which 331,323 guilders was paid by funds affiliated with municipal funds and 37,753
by non-linked funds. The municipalities subsidised 298,657 guilders and the national
government 555,673.84 Overall, the workers were happy with Treub’s regulations, a
sentiment which was reflected in the rise in union membership. Interestingly, the only
union which actually lost members was the National Labour Secretariat (Nationaal
Arbeidssecretariaat, NAS) with its radical ideology rejecting the Noodregeling because
it did not comprise all workers. This organisation believed that it was the responsibility
of the state to assist the jobless through pensions as unemployment was caused by the
capitalist mode of production and therefore a problem of society, not the individual. 85
Despite Treub’s ongoing warnings about the temporary nature of the
assistance, workers soon came to see it as an entitlement. In the course of 1915
concerns were raised about the perceived entanglement of unemployment relief
measures as provided by the KNSC and the insurance regulations of the Noodregeling.

82 Treub, Circular No. 4672, 19 January 1916, 2.15.01, 3.
83 Kuypers, In de schaduw van de grote oorlog, p. 64.
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SDAP paper Het Volk reported rumours that the government had plans to transfer all
unemployment assistance responsibilities to the general poor relief organisations. The
paper warned that the government should not ‘make a mess’ of the much appreciated
Noodregeling which was the only good thing that the government had achieved during
the war crisis and the workers would not judge its termination favourably.86
Indeed, Treub considered in 1915 to replace the Noodregeling as it became
clear that the prolonged crisis conditions resulted in a drain on both the municipal
funds and the public treasury. Fund administrators started to reject new members and
increasingly relied on subsidies from the government to pay the benefits, virtually
turning from insurance into relief organisations. The Unemployment Council warned
that termination of the Noodregeling could nullify the positive results it had achieved
but acknowledged that it could not be continued in its current shape as, under the
guise of insurance payments, relief was handed out without any investigation to
establish need. J. Gerritsz, secretary of the bureau of the Unemployment Council,
suggested an interim arrangement awaiting national legislation after the war, which he
believed, correctly as it turned out, would take a long time to develop due to the great
divergence of opinion about its design. Balancing the principles of self-help and
government assistance, however, remained important and the original concept of an
insurance device, administered through the unions with support from the
municipalities, should stay.87 Insurance benefits were a right, relief was based on
need, Treub admitted, but when insurance became relief without any proviso to prove
need based on total family income, problems of fairness and justice ensued. 88
The unions insisted that the government continue its unemployment relief
efforts. The chairman of the diamond workers’ union, Henri Polak, stressed that the
hardship was not over yet, and possibly would get worse again due to the war
blockade. He claimed that the Poor Council in Amsterdam in 1915 had spent 91.6 per
cent more on poor relief than in 1913, despite the activities of the local relief

86 Het Volk, 21 October 1915, 2.04.53.14, 90.
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committee.89 The KNSC, however, adopted quite a different stance. The organisation
wrote to the local relief committees that the economy was improving and therefore
relief should be handed out more conservatively so as not to encourage people to rely
on it and abstain from actively looking for work. The KNSC recommended withholding
relief during the summer, making the assumption that employment opportunities
increased in this period. As we have seen, however, it did not enforce this
suggestion.90
Having finally reached a decision, Treub wrote to the municipalities in January
1916, advising them that the Noodregeling would be terminated per 1 May 1916 and
replaced with new national regulations.91 State government assistance would continue
to prevent the insurance funds dropping back to their pre-war existence but the crisis
provisions of an unlimited benefit period and ongoing governmental subsidies without
fund payments would cease. The main difference with the Noodregeling was that the
subsidies of national and local governments, which remained 100 per cent, would now
be based on the contributions the workers made and no longer on the benefits
provided. The fund would have to allow for times of crisis and raise the level of the
contributions. This arrangement based on the so-called Danish model enabled the
funds to accrue a reserve and still attract state and municipal subsidies if the funds
would no longer be able to pay the benefits. The new regulations would be of a
permanent nature and assumed a return to normal fund conditions including a fixed
period of payments. This way the funds would once more become an insurance
provider rather than an agent of state relief.92 After some delay, Treub’s successor
Cornelis Lely introduced the new regulations in the Tweede Kamer as part of
amendments to the 1916 Department of Transport and Water budget, which were
approved without debate and without vote on 27 July 1916.93 But it took the
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government until December of that year to introduce a decree by which the new
regulations would finally take effect on 1 January 1917 as the Unemployment Decree
1917 (Werkloosheidsbesluit 1917).94
During the war no explicit legislation concerning unemployment insurance was
passed, albeit parliament approved the budgets to execute the decrees. The
extraordinary war situation was no time to consider definitive legislation and the
Tweede Kamer was too divided on the subject to be able to exert much pressure but,
as I will discuss in Chapter 5, even after the war it would still take another three
decades for this legislation to be finally passed. Some members of parliament
commented that they were prepared to accept the decree regulations in the current
manner because of the unprecedented war situation, but demanded that
unemployment insurance and labour exchange legislation be introduced as soon as
circumstances would allow it, to which the minister agreed.95 Circumstances appeared
to be improving in 1916 when unemployment continued to fall in the mining, metal
and chemical industries, and production increased.96 Despite this change for the
better no progress was made regarding unemployment legislation in the following
years, notwithstanding regular parliamentary questions. In October 1917, the Tweede
Kamer asked Minister Lely to make haste with introducing a bill as the large amount of
money spent on unemployment insurance by both national and local government
surely necessitated an act of parliament. Still, other members had their doubts if the
time was ripe for such legislation. By this time, Germany’s unrestricted U-boat warfare
and subsequent intensified allied blockade hampered the import of raw materials and
unemployment went up once more. Lely advised that he was in favour of definitive
legislation but was not in a position to promise a speedy introduction.97 The Tweede
Trade until 1918. In February 1916, Treub resigned and social legislation, including
unemployment insurance, became the domain of the Department of Transport and Water
under C. Levy until 1918, 2.15.08, 1 & 2.
94 ‘Besluit van den 2den December 1916 tot vaststelling van algemeene regelen voor het
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Kamer expressed its dissatisfaction with this process on a number of occasions, but
succumbed to the pressures of war and crisis which the government used to justify its
lack of consulting and advising the parliament.
Treub’s values of self-help and personal responsibility, and his justification of
the national government’s involvement in the KNSC and the subsidies for the
municipal insurance schemes were in line with his and his party’s ideology. The liberal
democrats wanted to increase social legislation because the workers needed to be
protected against the uncertainties of the market and the state had to play an active
role in these developments.98 But when it came to unemployment relief the dilemma
between leaving the initiative to private organisations and active state government
intervention remained problematic throughout its development. Treub stopped short
of introducing a compulsory unemployment insurance bill to be enacted by parliament
and was satisfied to merely encourage workers, unions and municipalities to set up
insurance funds rather than forcing workers and employers into a compulsory scheme.
Employers and unions alike were opposed to government interference in this matter.
The employers felt that the burden on them through social insurance was already
quite high and would undermine their ability to compete with other countries. The
unions wished to remain in control of the insurance schemes. Employer organisations
and government officials were reluctant to indirectly advance the unions by forcing
workers to accept membership if they wished to insure themselves against
unemployment. They did not want to strengthen the very organisation that advocated
class struggle and the overthrow of the existing social order.99
Dutch national unemployment policy during the Great War, thus, consisted of
the state supporting, stimulating, expanding and regulating programmes that private
initiative had developed. It continued to laud the principle of self-help, preferring
unemployment insurance over a system of state-funded unemployment relief. But this

98 De Rooy, ‘M. W. F. Treub’, p. 81.
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did not prevent the government in The Hague from being actively involved in the
further development of such policy. Both Treub and Lely were keen to establish a
national system of unemployment insurance encompassing all workers and all
municipalities, and in their capacity as ministers they made considerable efforts to
foster its future development, but they believed strongly that the role of the state
should be restricted to enhancing voluntary involvement. Unemployment insurance
was a state government responsibility insofar as it concerned the national interest but
the workers and the municipalities would have to take the initiative.100
Despite this stance, the government had secured greater than ever influence
and control about what these endeavours were allowed to do and especially how they
should be done. One contemporary observer lamented that ‘behind a formal
independence of the fund boards stands a Minister with an uncommonly strong
position, who, at the risk of not allowing the fund into the Werkloosheidsbesluit,
decrees the contents of the fund regulations and introduces amendments, a Minister
who does everything himself’.101 While seemingly the state encouraged private
initiative to be responsible for unemployment relief, the everyday practice was that it
determined when and how this should be done in return for a substantial financial
contribution. This process, set in motion as a result of the Great War, proved
irreversible.

Labour exchange
In keeping with its ideology preferring unemployed workers to secure work rather than
receive benefits, the government put a strong emphasis on developing the embryonic
system of public labour exchanges (arbeidsbemiddeling) which received a strong
impetus as a result of the crisis conditions.102 An Association of Dutch Labour
Exchanges (Vereeniging van Nederlandse Arbeidsbeurzen) had already been
established by Dutch municipalities in August 1908, chaired by Isaac Pieter de Vooys,
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another member of the subsequent State Unemployment Commission.103 The number
of unemployment agencies doubled during the war from 30 to 60. Just prior to the war
the government had already provided a subsidy of 6,000 guilders to a bureau in
Oberhausen, just over the border in Germany, which assisted labourers to find work in
the industrial areas of the Ruhr in Germany.104 A Central Labour Exchange (Centrale
Arbeidsbeurs) was established on 3 August 1914 with A. Folmer appointed its director.
Folmer, ‘a competent man, but other than that an example of a pliable civil servant,
who shrunk from responsibility’105, was well acquainted with social problems through
his work for the Poor Council in The Hague and the State Unemployment
Commission.106
The war required the government to involve itself with the public labour
exchange system, amalgamating the Association of Dutch Labour Exchanges and the
Central Bureau for Unemployment Insurance in a new central Unemployment
Insurance and Labour Exchange Office (Dienst der Werkloosheidsverzekering en
Arbeidsbemiddeling, DWA) on 19 September 1916. Folmer headed the new
organisation until 1932. Like unemployment insurance, labour exchange was the
responsibility of the Department of Transport and Water until 1918. The number of
work placements negotiated through the public labour exchange system increased
from 92,000 in 1915 to 125,000 in 1918.107 Special services existed for women and
youth. The exchanges operated on a strictly voluntary basis and did not get a statutory
standing during the war. In most municipalities a link developed between the
unemployment agencies and the local relief committees, with the majority of
unemployed people who turned to their relief committee for help, referred to the
103 A. Folmer, ‘Arbeidsmarkt en arbeidsbemiddeling; voorkoming en bestrijding van
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labour exchange for registration. The labour exchange was also responsible for
monitoring unemployed people on benefits who were required to report to the
organisation, sometimes twice daily.108

Soldiers, families, refugees and internees
In addition to and compounding the challenges presented by the general
unemployment problem, the state government had to confront a number of new
social issues raised by the war. While the war and subsequent mobilisation led to
widespread economic malaise and lack of work in the autumn and winter of 1914-15,
they also produced unique and unforeseen kinds of unemployment and
underemployment, necessitating state interference in the private lives of families on
an unprecedented scale. These interventions contributed to the development of
ongoing state welfare policies and bureaucratic institutions in peace time.109
The first of these new challenges was formed by mobilised men and their
families. Soldiers, in contrast to their counterparts in the belligerent countries, did not
face injury and death but lack of meaningful work and boredom, especially in the
evenings. While their families at home and their employers had to make do without
their income and labour power, the military in the barracks could do little but wait for
the war to end. This situation was aggravated by many soldiers’ doubts about the need
for them to be mobilised in the first place. The Netherlands had declared its neutrality
and yet, here they were, called to arms just like men in combatant nations. Their
mobilisation contributed to hardship and unemployment at home, while at the same
time they had nothing useful to do where they were.110
The poor morale of the troops and the possibility of unrest and mutiny were of
concern to the government throughout the war. In September 1914 a group of citizens
in The Hague established a Central Committee for the Development and Relaxation of
108 Folmer, April 1915, NA, 2.15.13, 45.
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the Mobilised Troops (Centrale Commissie voor Ontwikkeling en Ontspanning der
Gemobiliseerde Troepen, COO), chaired by liberal Tweede Kamer representative Dirk
Bos.111 The COO wanted to elevate the morale and intellectual level of the men in
order to make their mobilisation period useful, and called upon Dutch citizens to
volunteer their time, knowledge and skills.112 It received an initial state grant of
10,000 guilders and established local committees ‘to conduct classes, open courses,
give talks or lectures [and] perform exhibitions and music’ as well as the
‘establishment of military homes, and lecture and conversation rooms’. It also
requested funding for courses including bookkeeping, foreign languages, economics,
agriculture and carpentry, which would benefit the soldiers when they returned
home.113
These efforts met with mixed success as many soldiers failed to muster much
enthusiasm and showed ‘listlessness and indifference’ for the services on offer.114
Sometimes camp commanders refused civilians, delivering the programmes, access to
the barracks. This situation prompted the Minister of War, Nicolaas Bosboom, to add a
special development and relaxation unit (Afdeling O & O) to the military headquarters
of commander-in-chief Lieutenant-General Snijders. The new unit worked out a plan
consisting of physical exercises, education, domestic hygiene, recreational activities
and song.115 On occasion, however, O & O was used for less desirable activities, for
instance an anarchist political speech attempting to persuade the gathered military to
refuse to fight, if it ever would come to that.116
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Bosboom’s successor B. C. de Jonge conceded that mobilisation caused much
disruption to both the men enlisted and families left behind, yet insisted on keeping
the armed forces at full strength to be able to cope with a possible invasion. He denied
rumours of the poor morale of the troops, stating that they were doing their duty
despite the hardship their mobilisation caused to them personally in addition to
damaging industrial production and employment. De Jonge acknowledged that the
troops had little to do but assured the Tweede Kamer that everything was being done
to keep them busy and prevent trouble, including ‘physical exercises, education and
other useful activities’.117 For example, the army had access to a ‘bioscoopauto’
(movie car) for entertainment, which, the minister admitted, had at times been used
for less appropriate films. Efforts were made to contain alcohol abuse and swearing,
and promote the Sunday rest. Exceptional leave was granted for social or economic
reasons, such as the harvest.118
The bizarre similarities between the situation of the military and the
unemployed did not escape the National Association for the Support of Servicemen
(Nationale Vereeniging tot Steun van Miliciens, NVSM). Its board wrote to 40 local
relief committees in towns and cities with more than average unemployment,
encouraging them to establish local development and relaxation committees, and
persuading existing committees to include the unemployed in their activities. The
board secured cooperation from the trade unions and the COO. The abundance of
committees and fragmented initiatives to manage mobilisation problems prompted
one paper to comment bitterly that it was about time to replace the committee
meetings with some practical work as the high unemployment lasted already well over
three months, implying that it was all talk and no action in the Netherlands.119
Families of enlisted men who were assessed to be needy received a monthly
allowance through the KNSC of up to two guilders per day, depending on a soldier’s
wages prior to the war and the woman’s current wages, exclusive of extraordinary
expenses she incurred for having to take up paid labour in the absence of the
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breadwinner. Twenty per cent of income earned by children in the household over the
age of 16 years was not taken into account when calculating the allowance. Unmarried
women, with or without children, received no assistance. People had to apply through
their local municipality. In May 1915, when the oldest draft of mobilised men was
discharged and their family benefit ceased immediately, they could, if required, apply
for short-term financial assistance through the KNSC. If they were not employed, there
was an option to stay in the army. Initially, the KNSC had decided not to grant
unemployed demobilised soldiers assistance. It was believed that these men could
have made a choice to remain in the armed forces and, thus, that they had contributed
to their unfortunate situation. This decision greatly upset the unions and it was
softened in June.120 The benefit consisted of 75 per cent of the amount of
breadwinners’ assistance for the first week and half of this amount for a second and
third week. Additional to this benefit, demobilised men were entitled to a small
amount of money to buy tools, and for travel expenses to find work after their return
home.121 The NVSM paid this allowance and claimed half of the money back from the
KNSC. Between January and June 1917 the KNSC spent 44 million guilders to this
end.122 The NVSM also assisted veterans in finding work by negotiating with their
former employers to rehire them or mediate through the labour exchanges. The latter
could provide financial assistance if the family had to relocate for work purposes and,
again, claim half of this support back from the KNSC. The KNSC could also assist a
family where the husband had to work away from home or pay for travel once a
fortnight for him to visit his family.123 However, if financial assistance was needed for
ordinary daily living expenses, the families had to turn to their local relief committees
for support.
As in Germany, one of the consequences of the men being absent in large
numbers was that the situation of housewives and working women changed. In 1915,
the Dutch League for Women’s Suffrage (Nederlandsche Bond voor Vrouwenkiesrecht)

120 Treub, Oorlogstijd, p. 170.
121 KNSC to mayors, 20 November 1915, 2.06.079, 619.
122 Director-General of Labour, No. 14402, 8 October 1938, pp. 18-9, NA, 2.15.05, 1446.
123 Director DWA, Circular to district labour exchanges, 17 December 1916, 2.15.13, 169.
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organised a survey into female labour patterns during the war, making the assumption
that women’s increased involvement in the labour market would help their demands
for the right to vote.124 However, unlike in Germany, the survey found few changes in
the number of married working women or in the level of remuneration. Women
frequently had to replace their husbands running the family business but the survey
did not find significant difficulties accompanying this process, although in some cases
the double burden of running a household and a business proved too much. For the
group of women already involved in paid labour, unemployment seemed to have
increased. According to Labour Inspection data women occasionally replaced men or
commenced work in male-dominated industries. For instance, in brickworks industries
in the eastern province of Gelderland, in July 1914, 1,912 men and 96 women were
employed in 25 factories, while in July 1915 these figures included 1,474 men and 196
women. Female labour increased more consistently in areas that were femaledominated prior to the war as in the textile industries.
While the survey found that, overall, women had not increased participation in
paid work, many took up voluntary activities on behalf of the local relief committees,
including the provision of food and clothes, home visits and administrative work.
Women also worked for the Red Cross in makeshift hospitals in the southern border
provinces of Zeeland, Noord-Brabant and Limburg, trying to support 594,000 Belgian
refugees on a population of 1,278,886. Queen Wilhelmina established a committee for
relief works in March 1915 with the aim to knit socks for the army and the survey
reported that 13,758 kilograms of wool bought by Her Majesty was turned into 88,000
pairs of socks. Finally, women were involved in recreational and educational activities
for mobilised men and interned foreign servicemen. The survey concluded that
‘although 14 per cent of men were taken out of industry through mobilisation, the
number of females in industry did not increase, because employment decreased in
many companies’. At the same time, the number of enlisted men was not high enough
to require women to go and work in the factories in large numbers.125
124 H. van Biema et al, ‘De werkzaamheden der Nederlandsche vrouw gedurende de crisis’, KB,
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Despite the outcome of the survey, women’s organisations remained vigilant to
be able to respond to changing circumstances, should these occur. Such a situation
seemed imminent in March 1916 when the Council of Ministers decided to cancel all
tickets of leave just before the Easter weekend. Premier Cort van der Linden advised
the Tweede Kamer that the decision was the result of intelligence indicating that the
country might be at risk. He did not wish to divulge further details in the interest of the
nation.126 As a result, rumour ran rife about the Netherlands becoming involved in the
war. Eventually, it appeared that the decision to cancel the men’s leave had been
based on a telegram from the Dutch envoy in Berlin, W. A. F. Baron Gevers, who had
been told by the German Minister for Foreign Affairs, Von Jagow, that the British
planned an attack on Belgium, possibly invading Dutch territory. The warning turned
out to be little more than a German propaganda stunt to incriminate the allied
forces.127
Undeterred, the National Women’s Council devised a plan in case a general
mobilisation would be called, necessitating women to replace men’s labour. In July
1916, 32 emergency councils were established around the country, which registered
and coordinated the availability of female labour in the areas of retail, post, transport,
municipal administration and nursing. Although the councils took great care to not
interfere with the organisation of labour in agriculture and industry, which was the
domain of the public labour exchanges, Folmer was said to have adopted a negative
attitude towards them resulting in an ‘uneasy’ relationship. 128 Despite the fact that
the war resulted in relatively small progress for female labour, the survey concluded
that the time was near that women should be given a place next to men in political life
‘where she can help perfect his work by complementing what he lacks’.129 This wish
was fulfilled in 1917.

126 Handelingen, 1915-16, II, 4 April 1916, p. 1389.
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Controlling over 200,000 idle soldiers in the barracks was not the only
challenge the state faced. Already at the outbreak of war the government had felt
obliged to take in refugees for humanitarian reasons as long as it saw its neutrality
respected.130 When Germany invaded Belgium in August 1914 and Antwerp
surrendered on 10 October, the Netherlands was overrun by a million Belgians seeking
refuge on the other side of the border. In August, the Dutch established a Committee
for the Support of Belgian Victims, later named Belgian and other Victims (Comité tot
Steun van Belgische Slachtoffers), donating money, clothes, toys and food. In
September, the government responded to this private initiative with the Central
Commission to Promote the Interests of Refugees (Centrale Commissie tot Behartiging
van de Belangen der naar Nederland uitgeweken Vluchtelingen) to coordinate the, by
now, 500 local committees.131 The task of looking after this vast number of people
was ‘a logistical and humanitarian nightmare’.132 Towns and cities accommodated
many more refugees than the number of people living there. For instance, the
southern city of Bergen op Zoom counted 16,000 residents but accommodated 50,000
refugees. Here was a task that for once gave meaningful employment to the troops
who soon were involved in transporting, feeding and housing the refugees. But such a
large number stretched the nation’s ability to cope and, although the Dutch population
initially had welcomed the refugees with open arms, compassion cooled when the
impact of so many extra souls on employment and food distribution made itself
felt.133
Article 3 of the Dutch Neutrality Declaration of 1914 stipulated that ‘[a]ll
belligerent troops entering Dutch territory will be disarmed and interned until the end
of the war’.134 In accordance with the conventions of the 1907 conference in The

130 Foreign Minister to Interior Minister, 21 August 1914, 2.04.26.02, 690.
131 Moeyes, Buiten schot, pp. 92-3.
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Hague, neutrality conditions specified that interned military personnel were not,
however, considered prisoners of war. Between 1914 and 1918 the Netherlands
accommodated 33,105 Belgians, 1,751 British, 1,461 Germans, 8 Frenchmen and 4
Americans.135 Like the refugees, the internees needed some kind of meaningful
pastime to prevent boredom and unrest. Some internees went to school while others
found employment, earning the going wage rate, albeit with restrictions. War-related
industries were off limits and some municipalities only allowed work for which no
Dutch were available.136 The DWA advised the Ministry of War section responsible for
internees about employers’ requests to make use of interned servicemen.137 These
efforts did not prevent occasional incidents, the most serious of which occurred in the
camp in Zeist on 3 December 1914. Minister Bosboom was required to explain the
affair in the Tweede Kamer, where he stated that neither the government nor the
camp administrators could be held responsible for these events of a ‘psychological
nature’. He detailed the grievances of the interned, including restrictions on their
freedom to move outside the camp and receive, mainly female, visitors, lack of a
canteen, poor quality and high prices of food sold by outside vendors, and draughty
accommodation. As feared, idleness also played a role. Bosboom stated that the camp
administration had attempted to involve the prisoners in camp building and
improvement works but they had displayed little enthusiasm, arguing they did not
want to ‘deprive the Dutch workman of his bread and butter’.138 When three
internees were arrested when caught changing their military clothing for civilians’
attire, presumably in an effort to escape, the situation gradually escalated into a
violent confrontation resulting in 26 Belgians being shot, eight of whom subsequently
died. The incident received much attention in the French-speaking Belgian press,
considerably cooling relationships between many Belgian and Dutch nationals. 139
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The impact of tens of thousands of internees who conducted paid labour on
overall unemployment rates remained of concern to both parliamentarians and
ministers. Stories about internees continuing work when a factory workforce was on
strike came to the attention of the SDAP. The party felt that this type of behaviour had
the potential to hamper ‘the struggle of the Dutch workers’. Its Tweede Kamer
representative Willem Albarda asked assurances from the government that any
employment of internees who were deployed through mediation of the Central Labour
Exchange or the internees’ section of the Ministry of War would be discontinued if
their place of work would become embroiled in strike or lock-out. Ministers Lely and
Bosboom refused this request on the ground that once an internee was employed he
was entitled to be treated the same as a Dutch worker.140 A year later this situation
was still not satisfactorily resolved. To the dismay of Albarda, internees were
prohibited from joining a trade union, a situation he believed would seriously
undermine the union movement and the ‘economic struggle’, and cause antagonism
between internees and Dutch workers. He also argued against the government’s
viewpoint that internees were free to join or not join a strike, but if they did join, they
would be sent back to their camps for security reasons. In one case, the commander of
a camp was reported to have subsequently sent internees back to their workplace,
raising concerns that the camps were used as depositories of strike breakers. 141
When economic conditions continued to deteriorate in 1917 the dilemma how
to engage the internees without adding to the already high unemployment of the
Dutch population became even more acute.142 The Central Labour Exchange assisted
these soldiers, at times leading to frictions when employers preferred ‘the more
amenable internees over Dutch workers’.143 Concerns were raised by the Tweede
Kamer about rumours that the employment of interned Belgian soldiers led to an
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increase in unemployment because they accepted wages below the going rates.144 De
Jonge denied this, stating that the DWA, in conjunction with the Ministry of War,
investigated all complaints about Dutch workers being disadvantaged, and terminated
any deployment of interned soldiers that might cause any such drawback.145 Further
problems arose where internees were employed in areas with high unemployment.
For instance, on 30 October 1917 a conference took place in Haarlem with
representatives of the trade unions, employer organisations, unemployment agencies,
and the director of the DWA discussing the employment of internees in the flower bulb
industry where many job losses had occurred. Although the decision was made to
immediately cancel the internees’ deployment, in practice this did not happen. 146

Conclusion
At the end of the war, much had changed in the Netherlands. The state had increased
its responsibilities to include not just the safety of the people but also its welfare. It
had assumed a major stake in social policies for the unemployed. The Unemployment
Decree 1917, limited in scope and breadth as it was, marks the point where emergency
wartime measures were transformed to take up an enduring place in Dutch social
policy history, even before the war was over. It was a decree, not an act, meaning that
only its budget required ratification by parliament. It was not compulsory legislation
and it did not encompass all workers. It did not force municipalities to assist local
schemes. It did, however, for the first time involve the state in unemployment
insurance

outside of emergency circumstances,

acknowledging the

state’s

responsibility in caring for the unemployed.147 The Decree made state subsidies a
permanent feature of Dutch unemployment policy.
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Chapter 3
Empire and war: the state and unemployment in Germany
What shortly before the war failed due to unsurmountable
difficulties, has become possible without delay in the hardship of war:
the creation of a foundation for the structure of statutorily regulated
unemployment insurance.1

The worker question has been assigned a considerable role in the outbreak of
the First World War. As early as 1905, the historian Theodor Schiemann advocated a
‘preventive’ war because, in his opinion, war would be ‘the best cure for democracy
and socialism’.2 In the Reichstag session of 9 November 1911, the social democrat
August Bebel quoted newspaper articles to this extent. The Deutsche Armeeblatt
thought that ‘[t]he domestic situation would benefit from a bold passage at arms even
if it brought tears and anguish to individual families’. And Bebel quoted from Post of 26
August that a war would clarify ‘our precarious political situation’ and guarantee the
‘restoration to health of many political and social institutions’.3 Historian Fritz Fischer
argues that the Reich’s rapid industrialisation in the 1890s led to a ‘tension between
industrial power and agrarian interests’ compounded by ‘the tension between a
patriarchal concept of life and government, based on land ownership or industrial
power, and the demands of the wage-earning masses, who were developing a political
consciousness’.4 A war was anticipated to allay domestic unrest and revolutionary

1 Edmund Fischer, ‘Die Grundlage der Arbeitslosenversicherung’, Sozialistische Monatshefte,
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danger, and turn people’s attention away from reforms.5 Fischer asserts that
Germany’s war aims were as much concerned with domestic policy as they were with
foreign policy. Historians continue to argue about the accuracy of Fischer’s thesis, but
in any event, those contemporaries who hoped a war would clean the air and cement
social peace were disappointed.6
Ultimately the war augmented social fissures, requiring an enduring expansion
of state activity in public affairs. Mobilisation resulted in novel areas of privation,
notably concerning families of the troops and the jobless, demanding the attention of
the imperial authorities. These policies, rather unintentionally, were to leave a great
mark on the further development of both family welfare and unemployment policies in
Germany in the Weimar years.7
The main focus of this chapter is on the origins of state involvement in wartime
welfare for the unemployed. As in the Netherlands, bureaucrats and scholars discussed
state involvement in the unemployment problem prior to the war but, in contrast to
their western neighbour, they had not drafted plans and recommendations. The
German government insisted it had no role to play at all. Thus, when circumstances
demanded an active stance, authorities had to improvise, utilising municipalities to
assist the jobless and provide relief. German and Dutch policies differed but war and
mobilisation at last convinced both governments that the state had a dominant role to
play in managing unemployment.

Society at war
Germany’s wartime conditions were, of course, vastly different from those in the
Netherlands. During the war, some 13 million men were mobilised of whom roughly 2
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million were killed.8 Many more were wounded. The war produced 600,000 war
widows and 1,192,000 orphans.9 Initially, many German citizens supported the war
effort with great enthusiasm but when victory was not forthcoming as speedily as had
been expected, and death and disability proliferated, living conditions deteriorated
and shortages in fuel and food intensified, this commitment turned into dissatisfaction.
Masses of frustrated Germans, be they troops, families left behind and those out of
work, forced the national government to deal with growing social problems in areas
and on a scale not seen before. The cooperation of civilians became an absolute
necessity if the war was going to be won and the Reich government could no longer
ignore the voices and actions of scores of disgruntled ordinary German citizens who
saw their lives turned upside down as a direct consequence of the war. Ultimately,
these efforts were ad hoc and half-hearted, and did not save the nation from
revolution, but the government’s involvement in a budding ‘welfare state’ heralded a
new era in Reich social politics.
Like its Dutch counterpart, immediately after war was declared, the lower
house of the German parliament, the Reichstag, met on 4 August 1914. At this time
the parliament’s powers were still restricted. When the Second German Empire was
formed in 1871 the legislature consisted of two chambers. The upper house
(Bundesrat) was made up of representatives of the governments of the German
territories, chaired and dominated by Prussia which carried 17 out of a total of 58
votes. The lower house was elected nationally by universal male suffrage. The Reich
chancellor, who doubled as the Prussian prime minister, and his ministers were
appointed by and answerable to the Kaiser, not the Reichstag whose tasks, in addition
to passing bills, included voting for the imperial budget and a small number of federal
taxes. The Bundesrat formed a remnant of the old German dynastic elites, and the
forces against political and social reform were strong, dismaying both the liberals and
the social democrats in the Reichstag. Notwithstanding these restrictions the Reichstag
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formed the parties’ only political platform and debate was often prolonged and
heated.10
While in the 1907 elections the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschlands, SPD) had won 43 out of a total of 397 seats, its growth was even
more impressive than that of the SDAP in the Netherlands. In 1912 it returned 110
seats, becoming the biggest faction, and this major increase in power could no longer
be ignored by conservative forces. Because of the outbreak of war, however, and the
ensuing political truce in the interest of the war effort, the social democrats only
partially capitalised on their newly won strength. On 4 August, war credits were
approved unanimously as well as a law authorising the Bundesrat to take all the
necessary economic measures for the duration of the war. This decree restricted the
power of the Reichstag which now merely had to be advised of any decisions made,
although it had the right to rescind these afterward.11 The Kaiser solemnly declared: ‘I
no longer know parties, I only know Germans’, declaring a political truce, the
Burgfrieden.12 The Reichstag parties subsequently relinquished debating their political
differences. As a result, the parliament only met again on 2 December, then adjourned
until 10 March 1915. Further war credits were granted on 2 December, with all but one
voting in favour.13
Despite their proclaimed pacifism, the social democrats cooperated with the
imperial government during the war, anticipating democratic and social reforms in
return. Party leader Hugo Haase declared that his faction would continue to support
the war but demanded that, for its duration, the government take responsibility for
relieving the need and suffering the war inflicted upon families of soldiers and
refugees, and assist the unemployed in finding work. He also demanded the provision
of food and indispensable consumer goods. He acknowledged that the government

10 Wolfgang Renzsch, ‘German federalism in historical perspective. Federalism as a substitute
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had already taken some steps towards these goals thanks to the claims of the social
democrats and the trade unions but these measures did not go far enough. 14 Haase
referred here to the pressure which he and colleagues Eduard David and Philipp
Scheidemann had exerted on the government in a meeting with the Interior Minister,
Clemens von Delbrück, at his offices on 5 November 1914. Delbrück had announced
new war credit submissions demanding social democratic approval as on 4 August. The
visitors insisted that the state, in return, make available funds to combat
unemployment, ‘in the absence of which we see a smooth running of the Reichstag
session as hardly achievable’.15 They also demanded support for pregnant women and
those with infants. Eduard David had earlier, in August, conferred with the minister,
making it clear that the social democrats approved the war credits solely because of
their ‘hatred for Russia’ and their ‘passionate wish to hurt Tsarism’. Haase had added
that the war brought misery to the workers, especially because of current
unemployment. They expected something in return for their efforts and sacrifices, and
if such a reward would not be forthcoming, ‘a bitterness will set in, which will surpass
everything, that one could currently imagine’.16
Social reform was not the only demand the social democrats made during the
war. Early on, they expressed the hope that the cooperation of their party in the war
effort would result in democratic reform, especially of the Prussian three-class
franchise, leading to more equality for the ‘returning warrior’.17 Cracks soon appeared
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in the Burgfrieden when Haase criticised the government on 10 March 1915 for
continuing to deny equal rights to the German workers, referring to the undemocratic
electoral system, despite the enormous sacrifices the people made for their country
both at the front and at home. He stated that members of the workers’ unions made
up over 20 Armeekorps. The same duties should foster the same rights. Haase added
that these rights should be granted not just as a reward for workers’ sacrifice but,
indeed, as long overdue entitlements. Haase added a warning that if the government
continued to evade this issue, the returning soldiers, together with their compatriots
at home, would tempestuously demand their rights. The people are bitter, he said,
about the restrictions on their freedom of association and press as well as the state of
siege and censorship. Haase lamented that the Burgfrieden was abused leading to a
‘churchyard peace’ (Kirchhofsfrieden).18

Kriegswohlfahrtspflege
While the German government took steps to confront the growing unemployment
problem immediately after mobilisation, initially it refused to provide funds to support
the jobless. As discussed, Dutch policy-makers implemented well thought-out
measures to help the unemployed without delay in August 1914. By contrast, the
German regime did not introduce impromptu financial assistance until December,
moved along by the demands of the socialist faction whose cooperation was crucial.
The Bundesrat approved social legislation labelled Kriegswohlfahrtspflege (wartime
welfare), including arrangements to care for families of the troops and the
unemployed.19 Of the 5 billion M war budget, 200 million M was set aside for social
measures at 10 million per month. These funds would be made available to the
municipalities, acknowledging that the war had placed an extraordinary burden on
their resources, requiring additional support from the Reich. The municipalities had to
18 Verhandlungen, 10 March 1915, Vol. 306, pp. 45-6.
19 The care for war victims as a direct result of military involvement, including wounded

soldiers, widows and orphans became the responsibility of the National Committee for War
Victims’ Care (Reichsausschuss für Kriegsbeschädigten- und Kriegshinterbliebenenfürsorge) in
1915, see Whalen, Bitter wounds, pp. 102ff; Michael Geyer, ‘Ein Vorbote des
Wohlfahrtsstaates: Die Kriegsopferversorgung in Frankreich, Deutschland und Grossbritannien
nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, No. 9, 1983, pp. 230-77. These
categories of war welfare recipients are outside of the scope of this thesis.

102

set up a fund for war relief, one-third of which the Reich would subsidise on
application.20 These measures impacted greatly on welfare provision after the war.
Family welfare policy would be subjected to far-reaching reform and expansion21,
while wartime unemployment policy triggered a long and winding process towards
national compulsory unemployment insurance and labour exchange legislation in
1927.22 I will discuss the latter aspect of the Kriegswohlfahrtspflege in detail after
briefly sketching its provisions for the families of enlisted men.
These stipulations availed the municipalities of funds to supplement Reich
support for families whose breadwinner was drafted into the armed forces as set out
in a law of 28 February 1888, updated on 4 August 1914.23 On the basis of need,
assistance was extended to families of soldiers imprisoned abroad, step family
members insofar they were dependent on enlisted men, illegitimate children,
grandchildren without parents, and women divorced through no fault of their own.
German families abroad could also qualify for support.24 In addition to family support,
the municipalities could use war relief funds to supplement allowances for pregnant
women and those with small infants as decreed on 3 December 1914.25 As in the
Netherlands, authorities stressed that these types of assistance were to be strictly
separated from ordinary poor relief and were payable for extraordinary circumstances
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as a result of the war and only for the duration of the war.26 The stipulations of a law
of 15 March 1909 concerning the abolition of political rights when receiving poor relief
were annulled for war welfare recipients, thus reducing the stigma attached to welfare
benefits.27 Hong writes that the development of a dual municipal system for poor
relief caused ‘widespread popular discontent with the perceived inequities in the
treatment of the different categories of recipients’.28 Not only did this system lead to
different interpretations of what it meant to be poor but it also caused discrepancies in
the amount of welfare a family received based on where they lived. The municipalities
were free to apply for and distribute the funds at their discretion. Many did not take
up the offer. Of the 3,740 municipalities surveyed by the General Committee of the
German Trade Unions (Generalkommission der Gewerkschaften Deutschlands) over
2,000 did not supplement families’ Reich benefits.29
When unemployment figures started to drop in 1915 the ‘200 million fund’ was
increasingly used for family assistance rather than unemployment relief, but this did
not mean that the government now assumed responsibility for this type of support.
The chancellor wrote that aid remained in the first instance a task of the
municipalities, stressing that predominantly political considerations motivated the
Reich to financially support them, and denying a fundamental obligation to do so.30
Between January and July 1915, nearly 5.5 million M was spent on the provision of
welfare. Despite the chancellor's assertion, the war required the government to
become increasingly involved in the provision of assistance to mitigate its impact on
the soldiers and their families, setting the scene for an enormous expansion of family
welfare services in the Weimar Republic.

26 Zentralblatt für das Deutsche Reich, No. 65, pp. 619-20.
27 Interior Minister, 28 August 1914, R1501/101281, f. 18.
28 Hong, Welfare, modernity and the Weimar state, p. 31.
29 Verhandlungen, 26 August 1915, Vol. 306, p. 366.
30 Helfferich to Interior and Finance Ministers, 30 September 1915, R1501/101054, f. 255.
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The state’s approach to unemployment before the war
Mobilisation for war was as significant for the development of unemployment relief as
for the expanding services for family support. The, admittedly reluctant, action of the
government to assist tens of thousands of jobless workers after decades of claiming
that unemployment relief was outside of its jurisdiction is unquestioningly a turning
point in Reich policy, and needs to be evaluated in the context of the previous
traditional negative response. Thus, prior to discussing wartime state involvement in
unemployment policies, we must review their development before 1914 in order to
understand the immense and specific troubles unemployment, and how to handle it,
posed to contemporary society. While considered to be the ‘most terrible scourge of
modern society’31, no satisfactory solution seemed possible. We have seen that
Interior Minister Delbrück had declared unemployment to be fundamentally different
from other risks of working life. The Reich Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann
Hollweg, shared this opinion, reiterating that unemployment insurance was
‘impossible within the foreseeable future’.32 By the summer of 1914, the arguments
for and against national unemployment legislation had been well crystallised and
matured only to result in a stalemate. Conditions were deemed unsuitable. This
situation changed, however, with the outbreak of war and large-scale mobilisation.
The unprecedented increase in unemployment in the autumn of 1914, in combination
with the required cooperation of the social democrats to approve the war credits and
the absolute necessity to maintain domestic momentum for the war effort, ended the
impasse about Reich involvement in assisting the unemployed, much like it did at the
same time in the Netherlands.
As we have seen in Chapter 1, Chancellor Bismarck had been quick to
implement accident, disability and old age insurance for the German workers well
before the turn of the century. During a debate in the Reichstag about the extension
and effects of the anti-socialist law of 1878 which outlawed social democratic
associations, meetings and newspapers he proposed to ‘[g]ive the worker the right to

31 Georg Adler, Über die Aufgaben des Staates angesichts der Arbeitslosigkeit, Tübingen:

Verlag der H. Laupp’schen Buchhandlung, 1894, p. 1.
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work, as long as he is still healthy. Give him work, as long as he is healthy. Look after
him when he is ill. Take care of him when he is old’.33 Through this programme of
social reform, Bismarck hoped to steer the worker off the revolutionary path, realising
that the Reich government was committed to his best interests and worthy of his
support. Deputy Richter of the German Liberal Party (Deutsch-freisinnige Partei)
retorted deviously that ‘[t]he right to work is, consistently carried out, the socialist
state’34, making the state responsible for the provision of labour. But such a state, of
course, was exactly what Bismarck wanted to avoid through his social reform
programme.35 Speaking about unemployment and what to do about it, Bismarck
argued for setting up public relief works to assist the jobless but, as a Centre Party
deputy stated, a right to work did not equal a right to relief.36 Hence, Bismarck’s
national worker insurance programme did not consider including unemployment
which was traditionally the domain of local public or private poor relief organisations
and charities.
In 1885, there were a total of 1,592,386 recipients of public poor relief,
comprising 3.4 per cent of a total population of 46,855,704 souls. Expenses totalled
92,452,517 M or 1.97 M per person. Unemployment as a cause of assistance
comprised 6 per cent while the most important grounds were old age, illness and
death of the breadwinner.37 This share appeared to be modest and, notwithstanding a
fundamental lack of reliable statistics, many contemporaries doubted whether
unemployment insurance was, in fact, necessary. Some officials questioned the
severity of the problem, claiming that unemployment was a problem of all times and
hardly caused by industrialisation. There would always be people out of work as a
33 Verhandlungen, 9 May 1884, Vol. 75, p. 481. Translation in Gerhard A. Ritter, Social welfare
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result of personal flaws.38 Even though there were a number of serious economic
crises bringing high unemployment and associated misery for many workers at the
turn of the century, it would take a major catastrophe like the outbreak of war to
change this prevailing approach.
Despite Bismarck’s principles there were voices in the late 1800s advocating for
inclusion of unemployment insurance in the list of national workers’ policies. One
paper wrote that it would be reasonable to
secure the most numerous class of our fellow citizens against the
dangers that threaten their existence, and that way restore the
reassurance and trust in the national community; because all current
measures are restricted to a situation of diminished ability to work;
the same disastrous effect on the situation of the worker obviously
also exists when he lacks the possibility to labour but is perfectly fit to
work.39
More often, however, the belief prevailed that such insurance was too expensive and
employers would not be able to carry this extra burden.40 Many commentators were
convinced that unemployment insurance would entice workers to move from the
agricultural areas to the cities, thereby further exacerbating the already alarming
urban unemployment rates, while leaving the farming areas short of labour. They were
not overly concerned, however, as they believed that ‘[o]ne can be quite certain, that
competent government circles also reject unemployment insurance for this reason’.41
Indeed, the government was adamant in its rejection of responsibility for jobless
workers. When asked what it was going to do about the rising unemployment rates
during the crises of the 1890s, the government stated it intended to do nothing as no
request for assistance had been made by the states and the municipalities, the
institutions it assumed to be responsible for such crisis situations. 42
38 For instance, President of the Imperial Statistical Office to Interior Minister, 27 April 1906,
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40 See for instance Hamburger Nachrichten, 29 August 1894, R1501/101004, f. 17;

Verhandlungen, 13 March 1899, Vol. 166, pp. 1525-6.
41 Die Post, 25 August 1900, R1501/101004, f. 76.
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When it came to dealing with unemployment, this non-interventionist stance
was typical of German government ideology before the Great War, even more so than
in the Netherlands. To subsequent similar parliamentary questions in 190143, Interior
Minister Graf von Posadowsky-Wehner declared on 17 January 1902 that even
scientists and labour experts, who had at length studied the problem, were unable to
agree about its causes let alone its solutions. Indeed, the issue of mass unemployment
and its dire consequences had been subject to prolific debate in academic circles in the
1880s and 1890s. Georg Adler, professor at the University of Basel, was convinced that
when out of work for a while, the worker got used to being idle and became workshy,
descending into a life of crime, modelling this lifestyle to his children.44 Adler was of
the opinion that the federal government should not aim to prevent unemployment as
this was a task of industry, and government intervention was likely to destroy the
entrepreneurial spirit. The Reich should, however, play a leading role in alleviating the
impact of joblessness through public relief works programmes, a system of labour
exchange and compulsory unemployment insurance, guaranteeing a subsistence
minimum to workers who were out of work through no fault of their own. In this
system, the Reich would subsidise contributions made by both workers and
employers.45
Other scientists did not share Adler’s positive assessment. In a speech
honouring the Kaiser’s birthday, Walter Troeltsch, economist at the University of
Marburg, agreed with Adler that the ‘general interest’ in this topic was
‘understandable’ because of ‘... the bitterness that stems from genuinely or probably
blameless unemployment, as well as the dangers that threaten law and order, and
social peace.’46 But he thought a cure unlikely. Given Germany’s good results with
worker insurance schemes, cover against unemployment would be the best remedy.
However, it carried many risks, Troeltsch said. The increased rights for the working
43 Verhandlungen, Anlagen, No. 392, 28 November 1901; No. 422, 12 December 1901.
44 Georg Adler, ‘Arbeitslosigkeit’, in Conrad, Elster, Lexis and Loening (eds), Handwörterbuch
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class, especially economic rights, contained a very real danger of abuse. A worker
could manipulate the causes of his joblessness making it impossible to calculate the
risk involved. Troeltsch was also concerned that such protection would diminish a
sense of self-responsibility and result in ‘a weakening of the insured’, the prospect of a
benefit fuelling its demand. Finally, he listed a number of technical problems
concerning contributions, administration and control. Troeltsch concluded that the
problems confronting insurance outweighed any expected benefits and the issue of
unemployment, sadly, could not be solved.47
There had been no lack of creative ideas though, including Georg von Schanz’s
proposal for a compulsory individual savings plan. Schanz, a Bavarian scholar who
published widely in the area of finance, proposed that, in addition to his sickness
insurance contribution, the worker pay 20 Pfennig per week towards unemployment
cover and his employer add 10 Pfennig. Such a plan would be easy to administer and
unlikely to be abused. As the insurance was strictly individual, solidarity amongst
workers was not required. ‘The workman can always only sin at his own expense, not
that of strangers’, as Schanz put it.48 There were drawbacks too, unfortunately, and
Schanz’s enthusiasm for his invention was not enough to convince his contemporaries.
Not only was it considered patronising to force adult men to save money in this presuperannuation era, but the idea was entirely inadequate financially. After one year a
worker would have saved 15.60 M which would sustain him for a mere two or three
weeks of unemployment. Rather than assisting the unemployed, this theory would
only work to weaken the economy as their spending power would decrease. The social
democratic press wrote acidly that ‘in case of realising his savings theory, the
gentlemen industrialists will soon pull a long face when, as a result of this saving,
consumption of goods on the domestic market will strongly diminish!’.49

47 Troeltsch, Das Problem der Arbeitslosigkeit, p. 45.
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The political parties represented in the Reichstag in general took a waiting
stance when it came to the development of Reich-initiated unemployment insurance.
Only the German People’s Party (Deutsche Volkspartei) had put forward ideas in its
programmes of 1896 and 1899, proposing national legislation requiring municipalities
of over 10,000 residents to establish funds with contributions from workers and
employers.50 Other parties, including the SPD, the Liberal People’s Party (Freisinnige
Volkspartei) and the Catholic Zentrum party had discussed unemployment insurance in
1902 but this had not led to inclusions in their programmes.51 Prior to this year, the
SPD had voiced a negative opinion about unemployment insurance in keeping with
traditional Marxist ideology which stipulated that it was not in the interest of the
pending revolution to shield the workers from the impact of the capitalist mode of
production. Party leader Wilhelm Liebknecht was even said to have labelled the
unemployed ‘Lumpenproletarier’ in 1892 when they demonstrated in Berlin and fought
with police.52 Only when political power would finally be in the hands of the socialists
could the situation of the workers be improved. The social democrats were reminded
frequently of this negative stance by political opponents in subsequent years, when
they had become staunch supporters of national unemployment insurance policy.
Thus, although the parties increasingly raised the social question and how to
address it in Reichstag debate, opinion differed widely allowing the government to
continue its existing evasive policy. Insisting on the myriad of difficulties surrounding
the insurance, the Reich government maintained that local authorities and labour
organisations best remain responsible for unemployment relief and continued to
refuse to become involved.53
Initially the trade unions shared this outlook. They had departed from orthodox
ideology which rejected social insurance, instead adopting the philosophy that hungry
50 Heinrich Brauns, Begründung, Entwurf Gesetz über Arbeitslosenversicherung, 21 February
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workers were in no position to fight for a better future. Nevertheless, they were
against state-controlled unemployment insurance plans. Similar to the Dutch unions,
they wanted to stay in control of the schemes they had set up, a viewpoint which they
maintained until the war, only adjusting their position in 1902 by approving of Reich
subsidies for union-led formats.54 The employers, likewise, vehemently opposed any
public unemployment insurance plan prior to the Great War. They believed that their
financial burden was already very high as a result of contributions they made to other
insurance programmes and questioned the application of insurance principles in cases
of strike.55 Aside from sentiments questioning the integrity and motives of workers
and academics, employers also expressed their concern that the cost of the insurance
would negatively affect Germany’s international competitiveness.56 Indeed, employers
had made significant contributions to the accident, invalidity and sickness insurances,
estimated to be 5,700 million M between 1885 and 1911. In 1911, they contributed
140 million M to the total cost of illness insurance (421 million), 197 million to accident
insurance (203 million), and 105 million to invalidity insurance (226 million).
Supporters, however, argued that the cost of unemployment cover would be lower
than other schemes. Insurance would also decrease the poor relief budget and
increase workers’ spending power. Both the working classes and employers would
benefit from these improvements, contributing to social harmony and, perhaps, even
the ‘final solution of the social question’.57
Despite overall political reluctance and apathy to address the issue,
unemployment continued to demand attention. Posadowsky’s lack of enthusiasm
notwithstanding, the government ordered a survey to scope the problem in 1902 in a
response to the parliamentary questions of the year before. But while the Reichstag
had asked for solutions and recommendations, the newly appointed Imperial
54 Brauns, Begründung, 21 February 1925, p. 6; Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, pp. 54-7.
55 Verhandlungen, Anlagen, No. 305, 21 March 1906, p. 3492. The German Employer
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Statistical Office (Kaiserliches Statistisches Amt, KSA), charged to conduct the survey,
was given a much narrower task. In contrast to the Dutch unemployment report of
1914, the Office’s thick final account, containing over 1,000 pages, merely listed and
described what programmes and services were already available at the time, rather
than making suggestions for future action. In its opening pages the report made it clear
that it considered unemployment only where it concerned willing and capable
workers, excluding the work-shy and disabled.58 The report identified that the reasons
behind unemployment could be found in the individual, as in the case of workshy or
disabled workers (arbeitsscheue or arbeitsunfähige Arbeiter), or in the functioning of
the economy. It argued that insurance could only apply to ‘involuntary and faultless
unemployment of able workers due to economic circumstances’, and unemployment
due to personal deficits was to be excluded. It acknowledged that it would be very
hard to distinguish between these two causes.59 The ability to differentiate between
capable and willing workers on the one hand, and disabled or unwilling workers on the
other was a leading theme in every debate about unemployment relief and many
commentators considered ‘unemployed’ synonymous with ‘lazy’ and ‘workshy’. One
relief organisation complained bitterly about this ignorant position, claiming that the
concentration of unemployed and homeless people in the big industrial cities was the
natural result of economic relations.60
In the first instance, the KSA report maintained, unemployment provision was a
matter for self-help, private savings and assistance through the vocational
organisations. Public authorities should only intervene when these solutions were
insufficient in an occurrence of unemployment as an ‘economic mass phenomenon’,
because of the ‘unavoidably connected social consequences’.61 The report
distinguished three types of unemployment measures. Preventive methods aimed to
create positive, employment creating economic conditions while repressive measures
58 KSA, Die bestehenden Einrichtungen, p. 3.
59 KSA, Die bestehenden Einrichtungen, p. 8.
60 Berlin Ayslum Association for the Homeless (Berliner Asyl-Vereins für Obdachlose), Jahres-
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adopted the use of a labour exchange system and public relief works. The third
category aimed to soften the impact of unemployment such as relief
(Arbeitslosenunterstützung) and insurance (Arbeitslosenversicherung) but
they have in common that they want to draw a line against both poor
relief and charity. Descent into poor care must be prevented. The
fundamental distinction is that poor relief is conditional on a total lack
of means and neediness. Unemployment assistance is not conditional
on lack of means, on the contrary, it wants to prevent that this
extreme situation, which already means the economic destruction of
one’s existence, occurs. But the worker does not want to be referred
to charity, either. Charity provides alms. But even if private or public
charities would be able to deal with mass unemployment, - the
faultless unemployed worker does not want to receive alms, but
insofar as he cannot help himself, raise a claim for support.62
This problematic link between unemployment and poor relief was increasingly
made when unemployment became a mass problem. Poor relief was traditionally
associated with law enforcement when jobless or itinerant people were forced to
accept work availed to them by the municipalities and punished if they refused. This
notion implied a duty of the authorities to provide work. Under conditions of mass
unemployment this responsibility became untenable. Poor relief also brought shame
to the recipient. Admittedly, protection against unemployment was still a form of relief
but at least this ‘insurance against poor relief’ did not have its official legal
consequences.63 The unwilling and incapable unemployed should remain with the
public poor relief organisations, not the charities. The willing and capable unemployed
should be disconnected from poor relief and for them an insurance scheme would be
appropriate, in addition to an efficient system of labour exchange and, perhaps, public
relief works. How to distinguish between these two categories remained, however, the
core problem. As the renowned English social reformer William Beveridge had pointed
out: ‘[t]he real problem in fact is that of the test of unemployment’.64
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The KSA report continued that unemployment insurance aimed to address a
financial need that an individual by himself would have difficulty meeting. This need
had to be accidental, that is, not wanted or caused by the recipient. Need could not
occur at the same time and at the same level for all contributors. Especially this last
observation highlighted the specific problems surrounding unemployment protection
given that it was required to cater for times of mass unemployment when
contributions would be minimal and claims maximal. The insured worker, however,
was entitled to benefits on the basis of his contributions. The report also observed that
insurance would become a mixture of relief and insurance where public authorities
subsidised the benefits payable, as with other German worker insurances. Finally, the
report highlighted the need for good and reliable unemployment statistics, issues
surrounding administration and control, and whether protection should be voluntary
or compulsory. In its second and third parts the report offered a comprehensive list of
existing initiatives concerning unemployment insurance but did not make any
recommendations or suggestions.
During the following years the unemployment question was put at the bottom
of the political agenda and the government did not change its viewpoint. In 1908 the,
then, Interior Minister Bethmann Hollweg told the Reichstag ‘... I repeat, for the time
being I cannot expect to overcome these difficulties in the foreseeable future by way
of legislation in such a manner that we can arrive at a general compulsory
unemployment insurance, administered by the Reich’.65 In 1911, the government
again expressed its reluctance to become involved in this issue on a federal level when
debating the situation of the Wanderarmen, itinerant poor looking for work, often
seen as posing a threat to public order. The Junker agrarian Von Kaphengst argued that
the problem of the migration of workers from the rural districts to the cities
(Landflucht) contributed to high rates of unemployment. While there was a surplus of
labour in the cities, the agricultural areas experienced a shortage and had to employ
thousands of foreign workers who, he regretted to say, took large amounts of money
out of Germany.66 Kaphengst proposed using the Wanderarmen to settle uncultivated

65 Bethmann Holweg, Verhandlungen, 13 November 1908, Vol. 233, p. 5489.
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new areas on a grand scale and to this end he had established an Association for social
and domestic Colonisation (Verein für soziale und innere Kolonisation). He argued that
the problem of unemployment could only be solved through national legislation.
Delbrück reasoned once more that it was impossible to distinguish between the willing
unemployed and those itinerant poor who were workshy or disabled, in other words
the vagabonds and beggars, and no legislation would be able to solve this problem.
The German states were in a better position to deal with the matter, he said. Zentrum
deputy Gröber argued that caring for the unemployed was no task of the Reich but
rather of ‘free communal charity’.67 Proponents of Reich involvement in
unemployment assistance accused the Reich of shirking its responsibility when it
consigned this task to the municipalities.68
In 191269 and 191370, the issue was put back on the Reichstag agenda with
new interpellations, demanding government attention. The speaker on behalf of the
interpellants, the social democrat Silberschmidt, scolded the government for its
lacklustre responses to previous parliamentary questions and endless repetitions that
the time for insurance was not ripe. The 1902 survey had failed to deliver what
parliament intended. The Reich government kept insisting that the states and
municipalities should look after the unemployed but they, in turn, maintained that
they did not have the resources to do so without assistance from the Reich, thus, all
levels of government put the onus on each other. In 1913, only 14 municipalities were
involved in trade union unemployment insurance schemes paying a mere 34,000 M in
subsidies. Silberschmidt insisted that the federal government intervene as
unemployment assistance was not a matter of charity or welfare but was caused by
larger economic circumstances that the workers could not control.71 Once more the
interpellants failed to sway the government. Delbrück answered that a principal
objection existed for the Reich to subsidise organisations which advocated class
67 Verhandlungen, 16 March 1911, Vol. 265, pp. 5517-9.
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struggle against the current economic system and forced the workers to join a trade
union. He continued that the spread and depth of unemployment in Germany was
vastly different from one trade and region to the next, making a general arrangement
for the entire Reich inappropriate. Employers would be more inclined to dismiss
workers in lean times if they were covered by insurance. Delbrück insisted that the
Reich did not have the financial resources for such a scheme. Moreover, trade and
industry, manufacture and agriculture were not ready to manage a new burden.
Labour statistics should be improved and the public labour exchange system extended
before national legislation could be considered. Delbrück assured parliament that he
was making arrangements to address these issues and had taken steps to set this
process in motion.72
The conservative nationalist Clemens von Delbrück was a typical opponent of
state involvement in unemployment insurance and clashed on a regular basis with the
social democrats during Reichstag debate. He was born in Halle an der Saale in Saxony
on 19 January 1856 and studied law, after which he fulfilled a number of public
positions in local, state as well as Reich administrations. Between 1905 and 1909 he
was Prussian Minister of Trade and Industry and from 1909 to 1916 Reich Interior
Minister and acting Reich Chancellor. Since 1914 he was also vice-president of the
Prussian State Ministry. He retired due to illness in 1916 but returned to public office
as a member of the Legislative National Assembly in 1919 and 1920. Delbrück was a
founding member of the German National People’s Party (Deutschnationale
Volkspartei, DNVP) in 1918.73 Ritter evaluates Delbrück as ‘a determined advocate of
continued state social policy as a means to bind the workforce as an interest group to
the wilhelmine empire’.74 Delbrück was instrumental in drafting the Reich Insurance
Regulation (Reichsversicherungsordnung) of 1911 which coordinated workers’ social
insurance policies achieved in the late 1800s. However, he did not consider
unemployment cover to be of the same nature as these regulations and opposed Reich
involvement in this type of insurance. In the spring of 1914, Delbrück was convinced
72 Verhandlungen, 5 December 1913, Vol. 291, pp. 6213-9.
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that, in case of mobilisation, a shortage of labour would occur and special preparations
were not required.75 Not until mobilisation actually drove up unemployment rates,
was he forced to change his viewpoint.
Like the SPD, a number of political parties increasingly warmed to the idea of
national unemployment insurance but remained divided about its format, as the
Reichstag proceedings following Albrecht’s interpellation show. The Zentrum
acknowledged the specific difficulties surrounding unemployment insurance, which
the other, already implemented, types of insurance did not carry. But this was no
reason for the government to remain passive. Unemployment relief was not poor relief
and recipients should not lose their political rights. The idea of insurance was to level
out negative consequences of the economic system.76 The National Liberals
(Nationalliberalen) asserted that it was not a task of public authorities to guarantee a
‘risk free human being’ but, without doubt, the unemployed should be assisted. The
party favoured preventive measures, stressing that the impact of 800,000 foreign
workers and the spread of workers over country and city had to be further
investigated. It agreed that unemployment was not the fault of individual workers and
should not be part of poor relief. It did not, however, want the Reich to financially
assist the unemployed which should remain the responsibility of the municipalities.
The Reich should adopt an advisory role only.77 The Progressive People’s Party
(Fortschrittliche Volkspartei) favoured trade union funds with municipal and Reich
subsidies, the Ghent system, while it acknowledged that this system excluded the
vulnerable and unorganised. The government should share control of the funds with
the unions even though these were opposed to this idea. It was also important that
Germany regained a leading international position in social policy development in an
area where England had overtaken her.78
Other parties continued to reject state unemployment assistance. The
conservatives were squarely opposed to national legislation as they were afraid that
75 Clemens von Delbrück, Die wirtschaftliche Mobilmachung in Deutschland 1914, Munich:

Verlag für Kulturpolitik, 1924, p. 87.
76 Verhandlungen, 5 December 1913, Vol. 291, pp. 6220-4.
77 Verhandlungen, 5 December 1913, Vol. 291, pp. 6224-30.
78 Britain had adopted limited compulsory unemployment insurance in 1911.
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the burden for the employers would be too high, endangering their international
competitiveness.79 The liberal Reichspartei was also against Reich involvement
because the state should not be responsible for the welfare of the people.80 The
debate ended with SPD leader Philipp Scheidemann’s bitter comment that the Reich
chancellor had so many worries that he ‘... had been unable to think of those few
hundred thousand unemployed’.81 Once more, the debate failed to persuade the
government to take action.
Thus, prior to the First World War, thanks to political inertness and the inability
of the Reichstag to impose its will on a government which opposed it and did not
answer to it, unemployment insurance remained the exclusive responsibility of trade
unions and municipalities. For the union movement, unemployment assistance was
instrumental in the wage struggle as it wanted to prevent the unemployed from
exerting downwards pressure on wages and increase workers’ motivation to join a
union. The first union to offer the insurance had been the book printers’ organisation
in 1879. These initiatives, however, proved inadequate in times of high unemployment
and, like Dutch towns at that time, a number of municipalities had shown an interest in
adapting the Ghent system, providing a subsidy on the benefits paid by the unions,
leaving administration and control in their hands. Strasburg was the first local
authority to become involved in 1907, setting up a fund of 5,000 M which paid a 50 per
cent subsidy on the benefits to a maximum of 1 M per day. Overall, few municipalities
were interested in setting up schemes and by 1914 only 18 local authorities had
adopted the system, including a few large cities like Berlin-Schöneberg, Stuttgart,
Mannheim and Heidelberg. As in the Netherlands, the achievements of the Ghent
system were quite modest. For instance, in Strasburg a total of 203 people received
benefits, while in Berlin-Schöneberg 675 workers were assisted. Local administrations
were of the opinion that only a compulsory insurance through Reich or state legislation
would be effective.82

79 Verhandlungen, 5 December 1913, Vol. 291, pp. 6230-2.
80 Verhandlungen, 5 December 1913, Vol. 291, p. 6234.
81 Verhandlungen, 9 December 1913, Vol. 291, p. 6275.
82 Brauns, Begründung, 21 February 1925, pp. 4-5.
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In addition to the Ghent system, a small number of independent municipal
funds operated. For instance, Cologne established a scheme in 1894, a fund for winter
unemployment with contributions from workers, employers, and local authorities. Like
the structures operating under the Ghent scheme, the achievements of these funds
remained limited. The 1912 national meeting of the German municipalities proposed
to set up a national insurance scheme administered by a new public insurance institute
and controlled by the public labour exchange offices. Of the German states, Baden and
Bavaria encouraged the implementation of municipal subsidy systems. The cities of
Munich and Nuremberg were willing to set up a plan on the condition that the
territories would provide financial assistance. A proposition of the Bavarian
government in 1914 to make available 75,000 M was subsequently rejected in its
upper house. The states preferred the Reich to take the lead in this matter. 83

War and unemployment
Such was the situation concerning unemployment insurance policy at the outbreak of
the First World War. The leftist and centre parties, the unions, local and territory
governments, and social reform activists all wanted Reich involvement, mostly in the
shape of subsidies for the Ghent system. Many employers and the conservative parties
considered self-help to remain the most appropriate form of unemployment relief. The
Reich government had dug its heels in, waiting for the right conditions to arise.
It took the disaster of war and mobilisation to break the impasse. As in the
Netherlands, unemployment rose steeply. From an average between 2 and 3 per
cent84, it reached a staggering 22.4 per cent85 in August 1914. The unions estimated
that 270,313, or 21.3 per cent, of their members were out of a job. Rates for individual
unions could be much higher: hat makers 62.2 per cent, printers and lithographers
54.8 per cent, and porcelain workers 54 per cent. Female union members carried a

83 Brauns, Begründung, 21 February 1925, p. 7.
84 Interior Ministry, Statistisches Material zur Frage der Arbeitslosigkeit, November 1913,

R1501/101002, ff. 31-5. These percentages concern union members only and were probably
higher, see V. R. Berghahn, Modern Germany. Society, economy and politics in the twentieth
century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, second ed., 1987, p. 284.
85 Vorwärts, 3 March 1915, R1501/101009, f. 221.
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31.9 per cent unemployment rate.86 The textile workers’ union reported about
150,000 jobless workers, both male and female.87 As these figures concerned union
members only and overall unemployment therefore was likely to be even higher, they
proved beyond any doubt that the existing system of unemployment assistance was
unable to cope with such a crisis. Many of the objections against Reich involvement in
unemployment insurance policies, which had caused so much heated debate only
recently, vanished rapidly. Social democrat and publisher Edmund Fischer calculated
that the trade unions paid 17,783,000 M in benefits in the first six months of the war
as well as over 6 million M to dependent families.88 In 1915, 13 per cent of the 3,775
municipalities of more than 2,000 residents had set up an insurance scheme. The
General Committee of the German Trade Unions established that in January 1915
there were 527 municipalities with an insurance fund of which 35 cities had more than
100,000 residents, as opposed to 14 in the first six months of 1914. This was indeed a
remarkable increase. These figures would form a solid base for federal legislation after
the war, Fischer thought.
The Reich government finally acknowledged that its non-interventionist
viewpoint had become indefensible. A meeting took place at the Interior Ministry on
19 August 1914, with representatives of this department and other relevant ministries
and offices, including those of the navy, post, finance, trade and industry, war,
agriculture, and insurance, to discuss ideas how to reduce unemployment. The
resulting plan included coordination of the public labour exchanges with involvement
of both workers and employers, an agreement to refrain from appointing unpaid
workers, however well-meant their offers, and to avoid hiring workers who had
another source of income unless resulting in hardship, unrestricted individual spending
to stimulate the economy, planned distribution of industrial orders, a reduction in
working hours, and minimal overtime. Public relief works were also deemed important
because ‘better than poor relief is in every respect the granting of work’. The meeting
also proposed to prevent workers moving from the agricultural areas to the cities as
86 Vorwärts, 2 October 1914, R1501/101009, f. 212.
87 German Textile Workers’ Association (Deutscher Textilarbeiter-Verband), 14 September
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88 Fischer, ‘Die Grundlage der Arbeitslosenversicherung’, pp. 538ff.
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well as expansion of welfare activities including soup kitchens and accommodation. 89
These welfare measures should not be seen as traditional poor relief and the political
rights of recipients were not to be curtailed. The above recommendations were widely
published in the papers but were nevertheless ignored on occasion, with some
factories continuing long working hours and overtime, as well as the employment of
unpaid workers. One complaint included the deployment of 600 unpaid women in
Berlin, packing aspirin in an area where unemployment amongst women was high.90
Some textile firms claimed that it was absolutely necessary to work overtime if they
were to meet their delivery obligations.91
In addition to information about creating work opportunities and reducing layoffs, the government finally introduced a plan to financially assist the unemployed,
pressed

by

the

social

democrats

as

discussed

earlier.

This

strategy,

Erwerbslosenfürsorge (care for the unemployed), was part of its overall
Kriegswohlfahrtspflege (war welfare) policy and consisted of subsidies to local
government. On 23 November, the government presented the Reichstag with a
memorandum regarding economic regulations necessitated by war, justifying the
measures taken in the first three months after mobilisation.92 A further memorandum
followed on 8 March 1915, featuring the Kriegswohlfahrtspflege, specifying the
conditions of the provision of unemployment relief by the municipalities. The latter
would determine the amount they would pay and the way it would be paid. Instead of
monetary assistance the municipalities were free to provide support in kind including
groceries or rent assistance. The relief was strictly limited to those workers who were
jobless as a direct result of the war and who were able and willing to work. Labourers
who refused appropriate work would be denied further assistance. The regulations
also stipulated that small possessions needed not be included in the needs
assessment, and assistance from other sources was to be deducted for 50 per cent
89 Reich Interior Ministry, 19 August 1914, R1501/101022, ff. 100ff.
90 Reich Chancellor to Prussian Minister of War, 27 August 1914, R1501/101022, f. 116.
91 Chamber of Commerce Essen, Mülheim-Ruhr and Oberhausen, 19 September 1914,
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only. The municipalities had to apply for funds through their state institutions
(Landeszentralbehörden).93
The city of Berlin had already established a war relief fund for the unemployed
in September 1914, paying 5 M per week to men with children and 4 M to families
without children. Jobless workers who received benefits through their union were
granted a 50 per cent subsidy on the benefit to a maximum of 12 M per week.
Conditions included residency in Berlin at least since 1 June 1914 and being without
work for at least 14 days.94 Additional to the municipalities, the states could also
contribute funds towards unemployment relief as well as family welfare. The
administration for these funds was in the hands of the State Insurance Institutes
(Landesversicherungsanstalten) which were controlled by the Reich Insurance Office
(Reichsversicherungsamt). In 1914 these state institutions paid 728,000 M towards
family relief and a further 1,766,000 M towards unemployment relief.95
The initial extreme unemployment rates of August started to drop in
September. The KSA reported a rate of 11 per cent per 1 September 1914. 96 But great
discrepancies ensued between male and female labour as the labour exchange figures
in Table 2 show.
June
1914
Male
Female

July
1914

158
99

August
1914

January
1915

April
1915

248

125

100

202

June
1915

July
1915

October
1915

April
1916

85
167

165

182

162

July
1916

October
1916

77

64

154

135

Table 2 Available number of workers for every 100 jobs. Source: Verhandlungen, 29 November
1916, Vol. 308, pp. 2158-9.

Of special concern was the situation of female workers in the domestic and
textile industries where unemployment rates continued to rise throughout the autumn
of 1914, although admittedly female unemployment figures were especially difficult to

93 Gedenkschrift über wirtschaftliche Maßnahmen aus Anlaß des Krieges, Verhandlungen,
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95 Edmund Fischer, ‘Die Grundlage der Arbeitslosenversicherung’, pp. 538ff.
96 KSA, 22 September 1914, R1501/101022, ff. 245-51.

122

estimate as only 6 to 10 per cent of the female workforce was organised. 97 Despite a
claim by the Association of German Labour Exchanges (Verband Deutscher
Arbeitsnachweise, VDA) that the situation in the textile industry was very good, and a
positive assessment about the operations of the public exchange system 98, the
government addressed these concerns, calling a special meeting on 12 August at the
Interior Ministry where a relief works committee was set up for women in this industry
whose families depended on their incomes. Employers were requested to reduce
working hours.99 By March 1915, this relief committee provided labour to 2,828
seamstresses and 772 knitting women, paying 600,000 M in wages. 100 The social
democrat deputy Gustav Bauer, we will meet him again in Chapter 4 in his position as
Labour Minister, demanded attention for the textile workers in a Reichstag session,
describing them as victims of war and insisting that the Reich come to their aid.101
Subsequently, the ‘200 million fund’ could be used towards relief for unemployed
textile workers because their care was deemed to fit neatly in the framework of the
Erwerbslosenfürsorge.102
The textile industry was hit hard when the War Ministry placed restrictions on
the processing of cotton and wool. The state of Saxony was especially affected by
these stipulations. It accommodated 7 per cent of Germany’s inhabitants but 27 per
cent of its textile workforce. While the municipalities in the first instance were
providing relief to unemployed workers, Saxon authorities insisted that the Reich help
out because the regulations that had affected the industry had, after all, been
instigated by the army in the interest of the military.103 Saxony received the support it
requested as the Bundesrat meanwhile had approved Reich funds to be made
97 Berliner Tageblatt, 29 August 1914, R1501/101009, f. 202.
98 VDA, Protokoll der Ausschuss-Sitzung, 14 November 1914, R1501/101020, f. 116.
99 Tägliche Rundschau, 14 August 1914, R1501/101009, f. 196; R1501/101026, ff. 38-9.
100 Committee for Textile Relief Works (Ausschuss für Konfektions-Notarbeit), March 1915,
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101 Verhandlungen, 26 August 1915, Vol. 306, p. 362.
102 Director of the Interior Ministry, Franz Caspar, to German Textile Workers’ Association
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103 Royal Saxon Foreign Ministry to Reich Treasury, 7 October 1915, R1501/101055, f. 10.
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available to municipalities for the support of textile workers per 1 October 1915. 104
Other industries also received assistance when the War Ministry put further
restrictions on the processing of felt, and requisitioned woven and knitted fabrics.105 It
also took steps to reduce female unemployment setting up workshops for women,
requesting the army to support this initiative through orders for cleaning, washing and
clothing.106
German citizens took a number of private initiatives to reduce unemployment.
Future parliamentarian and advocate for women’s suffrage, Gertrud Bäumer, asked
attention for the plight of both male and female unemployed workers and proposed to
establish a National Women’s Service (Nationale Frauendienst), located at the offices
of the Central Welfare Office (Deutsche Zentralstelle für Volkswohlfahrt). In Berlin, this
initiative resulted in 23 district advice and relief committees, staffed by volunteers,
aiming to coordinate relief efforts and advising citizens how they could help. The city
of Berlin paid the administration costs.107 The National Women’s Service asked the
Reich for a grant of 5,000 M to be able to enhance employment for girls and women
through the production of clothing for the army.108 It also established workshops for
women who produced uniforms and undertook work for asylums and hospitals.109
Towards the second half of 1915, unemployment amongst men had all but
vanished but remained high amongst women, as Table 3 indicates. There were still
differences between the regions, however, and unemployed men in one area were
encouraged to take up work available in another district. Some workers preferred
benefits, however, and refused to go, causing outrage.110 At the end of the year there
was a shortage of male workers, leading to regulations requiring every person not in
104 Chancellor, 30 October 1915, R1501/101055, ff. 51ff.
105 25 April 1916, R1501/101056; Royal Saxon Foreign Ministry, 6 March 1916, R1501/101057,
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the army to work for the war effort.111 Karl Helfferich, who had meanwhile succeeded
Delbrück as Interior Minister, told the Reichstag that the government wanted to
‘mobilise for the fatherland everybody who is able to work, with his head or with his
hand, whether he wants to or not’.112 The labour exchange organisations were to play
an important role in the organisation of this effort.
Men

%

Women

%

January 1915

63,493

5.8

16,738

11.1

September 1915

9.359

1.2

14,263

10.1

Table 3 Unemployment amongst trade union members. Source: Vorwärts, 3 March 1915; 8
November 1915, R1501/101009, f. 221.

Labour exchange
As in the Netherlands, an efficient and well-coordinated national system of public
labour exchanges, synchronising labour demand and supply, was deemed to be an
absolute prerequisite for the introduction of an unemployment insurance system.113
Prior to the war, the German government had abstained from labour market planning
which traditionally was the domain of the municipal poor relief. Employers avoided
these exchanges though, as ‘they regard their protégés to be inferior’.114 Despite the
existence of the Association of German Labour Exchanges, established in 1903 and
expected to connect the different German unemployment agencies, the system was
extremely fragmented. A myriad of public agencies, in addition to organisations run by
employers, workers, agriculture and business existed, obscuring transparency. The war
highlighted the labour exchange system’s inadequacies from the outset when the lack
of communication obstructed the organisation of labour for the harvest in August
1914. In Berlin alone, 300 agencies operated without any form of coordination.115

111 Gesetz über den vaterländischen Hilfsdienst, 5 December 1915, R3901/521, f. 10.
112 The first paragraph of this legislation stipulated that every German male between the ages
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113 Geheimer Ober-Regierungsrat Landmann, 9 January 1914, R1501/101020, f. 13.
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At this time, victory and demobilisation were expected before the end of the
year. The Reichstag, prompted by the combined trade unions, viewed coordination as
a priority and proposed legislation before the end of the war, when millions of soldiers
would return home in need of employment.116 The plan involved a national system of
unemployment agencies, administrated by both workers and employers. The Reichstag
also demanded that during the transition to a peace economy the ‘200 million fund’
would be used for unemployment relief. Delbrück, though not opposed to legislation,
did not want to execute it during the war as he believed that the associated problems
could not be resolved in the short time the war was thought to last. He had, however,
already established a Central Labour Exchange (Reichszentrale der Arbeitsnachweise)
and district Central Information Offices (Zentralauskunftstellen) on 5 August 1914 to
coordinate the exchange system, headed by Interior Ministry director, Franz Caspar.117
Delbrück also decided to execute already existing legislation118, making it compulsory
for employers to report available jobs and he expanded advertising in the periodical
Arbeitsmarktanzeiger to two issues per week, thus improving mediation between
supply and demand. The Central Labour Exchange also concerned itself with the
employment of prisoners of war. Although their accommodation and security
remained the responsibility of the military authorities, it made sure that any work
assigned to prisoners could not be done by German workers and their wages were in
keeping with going rates.119 The social democrat Schmidt concluded that the war had
pushed the social questions to the foreground and the importance of Reich social

116 The unions (Generalkommission der Gewerkschaften Deutschlands, Gesamtverband der
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institutions for the war effort was now clear.120 Definitive legislation concerning the
labour exchange system, however, would not be passed until 1922. 121

Conclusion
Erwerbslosenfürsorge, introduced as a temporary measure in times of crisis, justifying
state government concern in the area of unemployment, remained Reich policy until
the introduction of definitive insurance legislation in 1927. Contemporary advocates of
Reich involvement observed the link between mobilisation for war and unemployment
reform, hopeful that ad hoc wartime social policies would be cemented in national
legislation after the war. The Dortmund Arbeiterzeitung wrote in 1915 that ‘[t]he war
has shown how important and useful social reform is’, concluding that reform did not
weaken the nation as was widely believed but rather contributed towards victory. The
workers did their duty for the fatherland, obliging society to provide relief if they were
unable to find work upon their return from the war.122 It was hoped that the war
would become ‘the father of an appropriate development of unemployment
insurance’ during the transition to a peace economy.123
Admittedly, the Erwerbslosenfürsorge as part of the Reich government’s
Kriegswohlfahrtspflege was makeshift and inadequate. Only a small part of all the
German municipalities were involved, creating discrepancies and inequalities between
towns and cities. Unlike the Dutch Noodregeling, it was relief not insurance, implying
that workers could not claim entitlement as they did not make contributions to the
system and were not involved in its administration. Akin to KNSC wartime welfare in
the Netherlands, unemployment relief was still associated with the stigma of poor
relief, due to the condition of hardship, despite the government’s assurances that the
two social policies were strictly separated. Last but not least, the issue of verification of
the validity of claims remained. On the credit side, the provision of unemployment
relief during the war meant a step away from the loathed poor relief system and

120 Verhandlungen, 19 March 1915, Vol. 306, p. 78.
121 Arbeitsnachweisgesetz, 22 July 1922. RGB I, p. 657.
122 Arbeiterzeitung, 16 July 1915, R1501/101005, f. 65.
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associated loss of political rights, and a step towards an unemployment insurance
policy, attracting an increasing number of advocates, while the voices against such a
scheme had become weaker.
By 1918, the question was no longer if unemployment insurance should be
introduced as it had been before the outbreak of war, but instead the dispute
concerned what the insurance should look like and how it should be organised, leading
eventually to compulsory national legislation in 1927. When unemployment rates
started to climb again towards the end of the war, the debate about unemployment
relief and insurance, temporarily put on the backburner when a surplus of labour
turned into shortage in 1916 and 1917 thanks to the sheer size of war production,
became topical once more. How demobilisation and the transition from a war to a
peace economy affected unemployment and the responses to it across the political
spectrum is the focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter 4
Demobilisation, revolution and unemployment in
Germany, 1918-1927
The events of the war and subsequent transitional economy, then,
created new conditions for the organisation of unemployment
insurance, which had to immensely strengthen the idea of Reich
insurance.1

The history and historiography of social policy in the Weimar Republic is one of
contradictions. Ludwig Preller, in his Sozialpolitik in der Weimarer Republik, still the
most comprehensive account of this period, concludes that social policy during these
years could have been the ‘engine and expression’ of the extraordinary changes in
economic and social structures but was ultimately unable to do so. 2 His assessment,
however, is strongly informed by knowledge of the ultimate demise of the Republic, to
which, interestingly, the conflict surrounding the new unemployment insurance
legislation contributed. Detlev Peukert, by contrast, while acknowledging that social
policies during the Weimar Republic were a continuation of developments that
originated in the wilhelmine period, claims they nevertheless were a ‘quantum leap in
the evolution of the welfare state’.3 For the first time, social rights were incorporated
in a constitution, creating a strong impulse for ideas of entitlement to state assistance.
In addition to a variety of new or updated social policies4, arguably the Republic’s
greatest success was the enactment of its unemployment insurance legislation. It took

1

Heinrich Brauns, Begründung, Entwurf eines Gesetzes über eine vorläufige
Arbeitslosenversicherung, 29 January 1923, Verhandlungen des Reichstags. Anlagen zu den
stenographischen Berichten, No. 5531, Vol. 376, pp. 6180-1.
2 Ludwig Preller, Sozialpolitik in der Weimarer Republik, Düsseldorf: Athenäum-Verlag, 1978, p.
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nine years and numerous amendments to transfer the means-tested, municipal-based,
voluntary emergency decree relief system of Erwerbslosenfürsorge into a general,
compulsory and national insurance, the Arbeitslosenversicherung.5 Originated in
wartime conditions in conservative imperial society in 1914 and sustained under social
democratic leadership in 1918, it survived no less than 14 cabinets of different political
make-up, before it was granted formal status as an act of parliament in the fourth
Marx administration. It is with reason that this legislation has been granted ‘a place of
honour’ in the historiography of German social policy development.6 In 1927, the great
debate about the social question appeared to be settled once and for all. Its long and
arduous process to completion is the subject of this chapter.

Armistice and revolution
The Great War ended in the autumn of 1918. While military engagement stopped,
German society continued to experience a great deal of turmoil in the 1920s. With the
hope shattered that the war would be victorious, bringing a better life, the citizens of
the fledgling Weimar Republic had to cope with demobilisation of millions of soldiers,
political violence, hyperinflation, and, the subject of our story, recurrent high rates of
unemployment and its associated misery. These factors were not conducive to
harmonious times, however much longed for by the young republic’s citizens.
Nevertheless, a number of political and social reforms were achieved, despite the
difficulties. The much loathed Prussian three-class franchise, ‘where sometimes sixty
working men’s votes only equalled one of a wealthy bourgeois’7, was abolished in
1918 and the national Constituent Assembly had its inaugural meeting on 6 February
1919 in the Saxon town of Weimar with the task to draft a constitution for the new
parliamentary democracy. For the first time, women were represented in a German
parliament. The new constitution included not only political rights like universal
5 In the German language the terms erwerbslos and arbeitslos are interchangeable. However,

contemporaries consistently use the word Erwerbslosenfürsorge to indicate state relief
measures, while Arbeitslosenversicherung relates to the insurance set-up. One commentator
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franchise, but also a number of social rights, and here it set an example for other
democratic European states. As we shall see, these new constitutional rights would
have a great bearing on the further development of German national unemployment
insurance policies.
With the Armistice of 11 November 1918, the German state had not only failed
to achieve what it had so desperately fought for, but felt humiliated to the core by the
unforgiving terms of the truce. In the summer, the spirit of the troops had plummeted
to a new low resulting in desertion and, ultimately, rebellion of many soldiers and
sailors. In mirroring their Russian counterparts, they established councils which
disobeyed the authorities. A new government, consisting of social democrats, Catholics
and liberals, headed by Prince Max von Baden, was appointed in October to prepare
for democratisation as conditioned in President Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’.8
On 9 November 1918, the social democrats Friedrich Ebert and Philipp
Scheidemann reluctantly demanded control of the government in the Reich
Chancellor’s Palais, claiming they sought to guarantee public order and prevent
bloodshed.9 The same day, Scheidemann, in order to prevent the declaration of a
soviet republic, hastily proclaimed the nation a republic, infuriating Ebert.10 The Kaiser
saw the writing on the wall and fled to the Netherlands on 10 November, seeking
asylum, and sealing the end of the German monarchy. The Reichstag President,
Konstantin Fehrenbach, was advised on 15 November that the in 1912 elected
Reichstag was not to meet again and instead a Reich conference was held on 25
November 1918.11 It was decided that fresh general elections were to be held for a

8 Hans Mommsen, The rise and fall of Weimar democracy, trans. Elborg Forster and Larry
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131

national Constituent Assembly on 19 January 1919.12 On 12 November 1918, the new
provisional government, the Council of People’s Representatives (Rat der
Volksbeauftragten), ‘whose political leadership is purely socialist’, offered the German
people its programme, cancelling wartime restrictions and reinstating civil rights,
including freedom of association, speech and religion.13 It announced universal
suffrage based on proportional representation for all men and women over the age of
twenty. In addition, the Council notified the introduction of the 8-hour working day per
1 January 1919 and measures to increase employment opportunities. Wartime welfare
regulations (Kriegswohlfahrtspflege) concerning assistance for the homecoming troops
and their families, as well as support for the unemployed (Erwerbslosenfürsorge)
would be continued.

Unemployment between Armistice and Great Depression: an overview
Unemployment was one of the most pressing political and economic concerns at
demobilisation and, indeed, throughout the 1920s. The precise number of men and
women without work remains obscure, as during the 1920s there were still no reliable
national statistics.14 The Reich Office for Labour Exchange (Reichsamt für
Arbeitsvermittlung) collected data on the number of people assisted through the state
Erwerbslosenfürsorge, reflected in Figure 1. These numbers included both organised
and unorganised workers but not all who were unemployed qualified for state
assistance, as they would have to pass a means test. Based on a Reich survey, German
historian Karl Christian Führer established that the proportion of supported workers in
comparison with unemployed workers registered with a labour exchange organisation
varied widely from month to month. For instance, in March 1922, 75.8 per cent of the

12 Verordnung über die Whalen zur Verfassungsgebenden deutschen Nationalversammlung

(Reichswhalgesetz), Reichsgesetzblatt (RGB), No. 167, 30 November 1918, p. 1345.
13 Aufruf des Rates der Volksbeauftragten an das deutsche Volk, RGB, No. 153, 12 November

1918, pp. 1303ff. The provisional government had six members: Friedrich Ebert, Otto
Landsberg and Philipp Scheidemann (SPD), and Wilhelm Dittmann, Emil Barth and Hugo Haase
(USPD).
14 Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, pp. 144-5.
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registered unemployed were assisted through the Erwerbslosenfürsorge, whereas this
figure was only 7.8 per cent in September of the same year.15
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Figure 1 Number of individuals assisted through Erwerbslosenfürsorge. Sources: for 1918 and
1919 in Heinrich Brauns, Referentenentwurf des Gesetzes über eine vorläufige
Arbeitslosenversicherung, 8 April 1922, pp. 20-1, BArch, R1501/101367, ff. 153-4; from 15
January 1920 in R1501/101381, from 1 April 1922 in R1501/101382, from 1 December 1923 in
R1501/101383, from April 1924 in R1501/101367. Every new publication of the figures
contained slightly different numbers but the overall relative proportions remained the same.

The unions kept data about the percentage of unemployed workers amongst
their members, reproduced in Figure 2. Although unemployment rates may seem quite
benign in contrast to what they were going to be in the 1930s, for contemporaries,
comparing with low pre-war rates, they were alarming.16 Prior to the outbreak of the
Great Depression, Germany experienced several periods of economic downturn and
high rates of joblessness, increasingly convincing the government that assistance for
those without work had become a necessity.17

15 Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, p. 146.
16 Pre-war rates, on average, were between 2 and 3 per cent, see n. 84, p. 119 of this thesis. In

1932, the rate stood at 43.8 per cent, Dietmar Petzina, ‘The extent and causes of
unemployment in the Weimar Republic’, in Peter D. Stachura (ed.), Unemployment and the
Great Depression in Weimar Germany, New York: St Martin’s Press, 1986, pp. 29-48, here p.
32.
17 Heinrich Brauns, Begründung, Entwurf eines Gesetzes über Arbeitslosenversicherung, 16

December 1926, Verhandlungen, Anlagen, No. 2885, Vol. 413, p. 27.
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Figure 2 Unemployed union members. Source: Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, pp. 532-3.

The first, brief, episode occurred during the winter months immediately after
demobilisation when over 1 million unemployed workers were in need of support.
Demobilisation had not been expected to take place in the hurried and chaotic
circumstances created by the armistice conditions, and initially unemployment rates
rose dramatically. However, Germany coped better than anticipated with finding work
for the 6 million homecoming troops and rates started to decline during 1919.18 In
1921 and 1922 employment opportunities improved but this was largely due to postwar inflationary effects. Economic and political conditions deteriorated in 1923.
Hyperinflation, the French invasion of the Ruhr, and uprisings in Thuringia and Saxony
led to the collapse of the Mark and a second period of significant increases in
joblessness with over 1.5 million supported unemployed workers. The following years,
after the stabilisation of the currency, the economy fluctuated with a prosperous
period in the summer of 1925 when the number of individuals assisted went down to
about 200,000. During a third phase in 1926, largely due to rationalisation of industrial
methods, the number rose once more, to 2 million.19

18 Richard Bessel, ‘Unemployment and demobilisation in Germany after the First World War’,

in Richard Evans & Dick Geary (eds), The German unemployed. Experiences and consequences
of mass unemployment from the Weimar Republic to the Third Reich, London and Sydney:
Croom Helm, 1987, pp. 23-43, here pp. 25-6.
19 Peter D. Stachura, ‘Introduction: the development of unemployment in modern German

history’, in Stachura, Unemployment and the Great Depression in Weimar Germany, pp. 1-28;
Petzina, ‘The extent and causes of unemployment in the Weimar Republic’; Richard J. Evans,
‘Introduction: the experience of unemployment in the Weimar Republic’, in Evans & Geary,
The German unemployed, pp. 1-22.
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Between 1918 and 1927, voluntary public unemployment relief based on need
was gradually transformed into compulsory state unemployment insurance legislation
based on entitlement. The transformation consisted of measures including a
combination of unemployment relief and insurance in an attempt to resolve pressing
contemporary economic and social problems, while remaining as true as possible to
existing political ideology about a limited role of government in caring for the
unemployed. The ultimate goal was a pure insurance system, in keeping with German
social policy tradition, but the government assessed that in the current economic
climate this aim was untenable and many workers would for the time being remain
dependent on government handouts. As we will see, the transformation took place in
a number of distinct phases. The first step was continuation of Kriegswohlfahrtspflege
in the shape of Erwerbslosenfürsorge in November 1918. This was a system of pure
public relief to alleviate the immediate consequences of war and demobilisation,
meant for a restricted period only while insurance legislation was being drafted. The
second phase consisted of the introduction of insurance elements in the
Erwerbslosenfürsorge in October 1923, whereby employers and workers were required
to make contributions to pay for the relief which remained based on need, but workers
who did not contribute were also eligible. The final stage was the introduction of
insurance legislation, consisting of several drafts and proposals culminating in the 1927
legislation solely based on contributions from employers and workers in times of
normal unemployment. Public relief in times of crisis remained a responsibility of the
Reich.

Demobilisation
The most pressing concern of the provisional government in the autumn of 1918 was
the irregular, unplanned homecoming and re-employment of the troops. An important
consequence of the chaotic conditions was that the new social democratic leadership
decided to continue existing imperial wartime unemployment regulations, the
Erwerbslosenfürsorge, initiated in 1914.20 This decision set the scene for further policy
development until compulsory legislation was passed in 1927. Labour Minister
20 Naoki Fukuzawa, Staatliche Arbeitslosenunterstützung in der Weimarer Republik und die

Entstehung der Arbeitslosenversicherung, Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1995, p. 100.
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Heinrich Brauns reminisced in the introduction to his 1923 Unemployment Insurance
Bill that
...the end of the war and the war economy, the hurried
demobilisation and the armistice with its harsh conditions would at
any rate bring the hardest burden imaginable to the German labour
market in the imminent winter. The causes of the terrible suffering of
the unemployed, which arose in the late autumn of 1918, could at the
time not be eradicated in the blink of an eye.21
It was not that the imperial government had neglected to plan for demobilisation,
which had been on the agenda early on in the war involving a multitude of public
institutions and community organisations. It had simply not anticipated that the end of
the war would bring disaster to Germany or that unemployment would be a major
problem. Instead, a shortage of labour had been expected. Nevertheless, most officials
recognised a need for some level of state intervention to advance an orderly return
and employment of the soldiers, in order to prevent chaos and unrest. One
commentator, Adolf Landsberger, in a memorandum about the organisation of the
post-war employment exchange, expected that about half of the demobilised troops
would be looking for work and he believed it was of the utmost importance to prevent
disorder in the transition from a war to a peace economy. The government had to take
up this responsibility to prevent that large groups of jobless veterans would
congregate in the cities and ‘that political parties or individual agitators would find
explosive material, the ignition of which could make the prospect of revolutionary
attempts appear tempting’.22 An efficient system of employment exchange was crucial
in this transition.
The government had made the first move towards planning for mobilisation in
April 1915, when a large national meeting was organised in the Reichstag building with
21 Brauns, Begründung, 29 January 1923, p. 6182. It was observed that the extraordinary

(post)war circumstances required the state to take an active stance towards the
unemployment problem, see for instance Deutsche Sozialpolitik 1918-1928. Erinnerungsschrift
des Reichsarbeitsministeriums, Berlin: Verlag von E. G. Mittler & Sohn, 1929, pp. 114-5;
Heinrich Weissmandl, Der Weg von der Arbeitslosenunterstützung zur Arbeitslosenversicherung
in England und Deutschland, Temesvar: Schwäbische Verlags-Aktiengesellschaft, 1929, p. 19.
22 Adolf Landsberger, Denkschrift über die Einrichtung der Arbeitsvermittlung für die nach

Kriegsbeendigung aus dem Heeresdienst entlassenen Lohnarbeiter, 15 November 1915, p. 2,
R1501/101025, f. 19.
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representatives from federal and state authorities, and employers and workers,
chaired by Delbrück.23 At this time, administrators started to realise that the war was
going to last longer than originally anticipated, but their preparations were still
focused on a peace settlement based on a German victory. The meeting agreed that
Reich authority was the only institution which enjoyed the trust of all parties involved
and that the federal government should organise the employment exchange system.
Decisions were made in an attempt to coordinate this system and improve
collaboration between the existing plethora of public and private organisations.
Employers were asked to rehire former workers and register all of their vacancies.
Women and youth would have to vacate their jobs. An amount of 24,000 M was set
aside to achieve these goals. A decree to re-organise the employment exchange
system was made on 14 July 1916.24
In addition to plans for military demobilisation, the Reichstag Commission for
Trade and Industry (Ausschuss für Handel und Gewerbe), which met in the spring of
1917, discussed the organisation of the employment exchange system and support for
the unemployed, anticipating that ‘even when the conclusion of peace would not be
particularly favourable – God forbid - high unemployment will be unlikely’.25 The
commission discussed a number of measures to expedite a speedy demobilisation, and
proposed that the Reich would continue to provide Erwerbslosenfürsorge for those
who needed assistance during the transition to a peace economy, subsidised by Reich,
states and municipalities. It was in the interest of the Reich to support the
unemployed, not because they were entitled to public relief but as a charitable
gesture, and to prevent a greater burden on the Reich’s treasury at a later stage. The
Reichstag adopted the Commission’s proposal to continue the Erwerbslosenfürsorge as
a demobilisation strategy without debate on 8 May 1918.26 Around the same time it
23 30 April 1915, R1501/101048, ff. 41-54.
24 Bundesratverordnung, in Käthe Gaebel, Die Neuregelung der Arbeitsnachweise,

Reichszentrale für Heimatdienst, Richtlinie No. 55, November 1922, BArch, R3901/911, ff. 1002.
25 Fünfter Teilbericht des Ausschusses für Handel und Gewerbe betreffend überführung der

Kriegs- in die Friedenswirtschaft, 15 May 1917, Verhandlungen, Anlagen, No. 875, Vol. 321, p.
1636.
26 Verhandlungen des Reichstags, Stenographische Berichte, 8 May 1918, Vol. 312, p. 5045.
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resolved to request the chancellor to introduce definitive unemployment insurance
legislation in response to a member’s motion to this extent.27 Thus, well before the
Revolution a level of agreement existed within the parliament and the political parties
that Reich unemployment insurance legislation was desirable. As we shall see, fear of
disturbances played an important role but was not the only relevant factor in its
introduction.
The Council of People’s Representatives formally assumed responsibility for the
economic demobilisation proceedings on 12 November 1918 with the establishment of
a Reich Office for Economic Demobilisation (Reichsamt für die wirtschaftliche
Demobilmachung, RFWD), headed by the former chief of the war raw materials
section, Lieutenant Colonel Josef Koeth.28 District war offices were required to provide
up to date information to newly appointed Demobilisation Commissioners and Koeth
renewed the 1916 employment exchange decree, leaving the old central institutions
with representation of employers and workers intact. The aim was to swiftly provide
industry and agriculture with required labour and find work for the demobilised
troops. Prisoners of war and foreign labourers had to make room for German workers.
The employment exchanges were also required to widely advertise their services as
well as monitor the unemployed. The Reich financed the entire system. 29 This
structure remained fragmented, however, and was inadequate to manage the
‘enormous masses’ of returning soldiers, who ‘gathered threateningly in many places’.
The War Ministry found that
The unclear domestic situation, sullenness, lack of zest for work, and
high demands of the unemployed stood in the way of fast and
complete placement. Lack of sufficient and suitable labour options
compounded the difficulties. Extensive shifting of workers within
larger areas became necessary.30

27 Verhandlungen, Anlagen, No. 1478, B11, 18 April 1918, Vol. 324, p. 2184; passed 5 July

1918, Vol. 313, p. 5847.
28 RGB, No. 153, 1918, p. 6529.
29 War Ministry, 19 November 1918, R1501/101282, ff. 9-12.
30 War Ministry, Die Tätigkeit des Kriegsministeriums und Kriegsamts auf dem Gebiete des

Arbeitsnachweiswesens während des Krieges und der wirtschaftl. Demobilmachung, 14 July
1919, R3901/521, f. 20.

138

Unemployment continued to increase in the cities, reaching over 1 million
supported people out of work at the beginning of the new year. At the same time a
labour shortage existed in the rural districts and in the mining industry, and ideas were
put forward to encourage urban workers to take up work in the agricultural areas,
including public works, improved registration of labour demand and provision of
information to potential workers.31
The initiatives of the RFWD were complemented by an agreement reached
between the labour organisations. Carl Legien, leader of the union movement, and
Hugo Stinnes, representing employers, established a Central Labour Association
(Zentralarbeitsgemeinschaft, ZAG). Negotiations between the two parties had
commenced during the war. The unions had strengthened their position as a result of
the conflict and it had become clear that no demobilisation programme could be
effective without their cooperation. The labour movement had drafted a programme
of demands for reform, which included the introduction of unemployment insurance,
an organised labour exchange and labour protection measures.32 Employer groups
remained opposed to federal unemployment insurance legislation. Both Koeth and
employers resisted state planning in economic matters or any form of state
capitalism.33 The treaty which had been prepared in October was signed on 15
November 1918. This ‘new corporatist socio-economic settlement’ contained
introduction of the 8-hour day, and provisions concerning wage bargaining and social
legislation.34
Of special concern was the position of working women during the period of
transition from a war to a peace economy, as they would have to vacate positions for
the returning troops. The War Ministry, concerned about the ‘political, moral and
social consequences of widespread female unemployment’ considered regular

31

Reich Office for Economic Demobilisation (Reichsamt für die wirtschaftliche
Demobilmachung, RFWD), 28 January and 4 February 1919, R1501/101282, f. 50; f. 69.
32 Fukuzawa, Staatliche Arbeitslosenunterstützung in der Weimarer Republik, p. 94.
33 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, p. 47.
34 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, pp. 31-2.
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Erwerbslosenfürsorge to be urgent in the transitional period.35 It suggested a general
arrangement for the entire Reich to support women based on need, paid for by all
levels of government and strictly separated from poor relief. The ministry wanted to
facilitate women returning to home and hearth or change to more female-specific
work.36 Demobilised troops and their families could qualify for an extra three months
of family assistance (Familienunterstützung) where necessary, with a maximum of 30
M per month.37 Previously existing regulations were updated in December 1918, when
this type of assistance was extended to 31 December 1918 for those receiving support
in November.38 Despite the chaotic conditions and the speed with which the
demobilisation had to take place it progressed decidedly smoother than expected and
unemployment stabilised between 2 and 3 per cent by late spring 1919.39 The RFWD
was abolished per 26 April 1919.
Meanwhile, as part of the democratisation process, a new Labour Office
(Reichsarbeitsamt) had been established on 5 October 1918 by Baden, assuming
responsibility for the Reich’s social political affairs, including labour-related policy and
war welfare matters.40 It was headed by the social democrat Gustav Adolf Bauer, a
former union leader. Bauer, born in 1870 in East Prussia, had been chairman of the
General Commission of German Unions since 1908 and a member of the Reichstag
since 1912.41 Commemorating its establishment in 1929, the Labour Ministry claimed
that creating an entire government department to deal with labour-related matters
highlighted the responsibility the government assumed for social reform in a
35 War Ministry, 20 March 1918, R1501/101379, f. 56.
36 War Ministry, 8 November 1918, R3901/569, ff. 15-17.
37 R1501/101379, f. 129.
38 Verordnung über Familienunterstützung, 9 December 1918, RGB, p. 1411.
39 Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, pp. 532-3.
40 RGB, 1918, p. 1231; Zentralblatt für das Deutsche Reich, 26 October 1918, p. 1088. The

establishment of a Labour Office had been suggested by the unions in November 1917 as part
of their social reform programme, see Klaus Dettmer, ‘Arbeitslose in Berlin. Zur politischen
Geschichte der Arbeitslosenbewegung zwischen 1918 und 1923’, (Dr dissertation, Berlin 1977),
pp. 42-3.
41 Handbuch der verfassunggebenden deutschen Nationalversammlung, Berlin: J. Sittenfeld,

1919, p. 126.
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democratising nation.42 While this may be true, it is unlikely that this process would
have occurred without Wilson’s conditions for an armistice.43
The establishment of the Labour Office had been preceded by changes in the
administration of social policy. In 1917, the Interior Ministry was split. Economic and
social policy went to a new Reich Economic Office (Reichswirtschaftsamt)44 and one
year later the new Labour Office assumed responsibility for labour market policy,
industry control, welfare institutions and social policy from the Reich Economic Office.
In February 1919, the Labour Office became a formal ministry including 10
departments and was extended with Kriegswohlfahrtspflege as well as the care for war
invalids, widows and orphans. Department X, Labour Exchange and Unemployment
Relief (Arbeitsvermittlung und Erwerbslosenfürsorge), is the most relevant section for
our story. The Interior Ministry remained responsible for poor relief, health care and
youth.45 The official distinction between public poor relief and unemployment support
was, thus, completed. However, in 1922 poor relief, or welfare as it was by then called,
was also transferred to the Labour Ministry.46 In 1922, a definitive Labour Exchange
Act (Arbeitsnachweisgesetz) was passed, which aimed to coordinate local and district
labour exchange organisations, headed by a new Reich Office for Employment
Exchange (Reichsamt für Arbeitsvermittlung).47 Labour exchange was also responsible
for the coordination of the provision of vocational guidance (Berufsberatung) to young
people to lead them where the economy needed them and ensure their usefulness to
society.48

42 Deutsche Sozialpolitik 1918-1928, p. 1.
43 Mommsen, The rise and fall of Weimar democracy, p. 14.
44 Zentralblatt für das Deutsche Reich, 1917, p. 398.
45 Labour Minister, 2 March 1921, R1501/101283, f. 114.
46 In 1924, Reich welfare legislation was passed (Reichfürsorgepflichtverordnung). For an

analysis of this legislation see Young-Sun Hong, Welfare, modernity and the Weimar state,
1919-1933, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998.
47 Arbeitsnachweisgesetz, 22 July 1922. RGB, p. 657; Deutsche Sozialpolitik 1918-1928, p. 145.
48 Bericht über die Tätigkeit der Abteilung X des Reichsarbeitsministeriums für das 2. Bis 4.

Kalendervierteljahr 1922, n.d., p. 4, R3901/815.
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Erwerbslosenfürsorge
Claims by the SPD in 1927 that national unemployment insurance legislation was an
exclusive achievement of the Revolution are not justified. Towards the end of the war,
very few people needed convincing that federal compulsory unemployment insurance
legislation had become an absolute necessity. What they disagreed on was the shape
this legislation should take. Even without a revolution there would have been
insurance legislation but perhaps not without a war. In May 1918, the federal ministers
believed

it

preferable

to

continue

the

current

wartime

regulations

of

Kriegswohlfahrtspflege and Erwerbslosenfürsorge after demobilisation, but were
unsure how much the Reich should contribute to this. It had already spent 1.87 billion
on Kriegswohlfahrtspflege.49 Until this time the municipalities participated in this
support on a voluntary basis while legislation was required to force them to become
involved.50 Many leaders believed that the war had made the horrors of mass
unemployment absolutely clear, not just for affected families, but for the whole of the
community. Self-help schemes and municipal subsidies had been unable to resolve its
consequences and clearly this had to be a task of all levels of government combined,
including the Reich and the states. Continuation of relief was necessary for the time
being, but because beneficiaries did not contribute to it, would ultimately have a
demoralising effect. Only a compulsory insurance system would in the long term be
adequate and force the local authorities to fulfil their social duty.51 The Bundesrat put
itself behind a further expansion of ‘social welfare politics’ on 28 May 1918. In
October, the foundations for an extension of the Erwerbslosenfürsorge during the
transition period were developed including the proviso that municipalities were
required to set up services for their unemployed residents with subsidies from the
Reich.52

49 4 May 1918, R1501/101379, ff. 76-8.
50 State Secretary, Reich Economic Office to Interior Minister and Reich Treasury, 19

September 1918, R1501/101379, ff. 89-90.
51 Von Brettreich, Bavarian Interior Ministry, 22 June 1918, R1501/101379, ff. 92-5.
52 Grundzüge für Einrichtung einer Erwerbslosenfürsorge während der Übergangszeit, (II

3220), October 1918, R1501/101379, ff. 109ff.
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Erwerbslosenfürsorge was strictly for a limited period and not to be confused
with unemployment insurance, wrote Landmann of the Reich Labour Office, explaining
that it was out of the question that the Reich would shoulder the entire burden for the
relief as ‘only the participation of the municipalities will guarantee thrifty
housekeeping’.53 As the ‘political conditions’ had changed in November 1918, the
Office had been unable to present the proposal to the Bundesrat. Instead, Bauer had
decided, in consultation with the RFWD, to go ahead with the proposal due to the
urgent situation.54 On 13 November 1918, the Council of People’s Representatives
proclaimed

the

Decree

regarding

Unemployment

Relief

(Verordnung

über

Erwerbslosenfürsorge) based on the provisions made under the Kriegswohlfahrtspflege
and largely synonymous to these provisions.55 The Reich government would subsidise
the municipalities who were now required to assist their unemployed residents and
this assistance was not to have the character of poor relief. The municipalities had to
establish welfare committees with equal representation of employers and workers.
The Reich would reimburse half and the states one-third of the costs made by the local
authorities for unemployment relief. Support was meant for those workers over 14
years of age who were unemployed as a result of the war and were willing and able to
work. Women only qualified when they depended on their own labour. Relief
recipients were obliged to accept work, including part-time work or work outside of
their place of residence or vocation, but only against going wage rates. The Decree left
decisions about the amount of the benefit and how long it would be paid to the
municipalities. The Erwerbslosenfürsorge, though meant to be a temporary measure
for one year only, remained in place until 1927 and was changed on no less than 18
occasions as well as newly published four times.56 Although Erwerbslosenfürsorge
initially was set up as a policy to relief unemployment directly caused by the war, in
practice this type of welfare was impossible to abolish and instead was adapted to
changing circumstances on many occasions.
53 Landmann, 19 October 1918, R1501/101379, f. 116.
54 Gustav Bauer, 23 November 1918, R1501/101379, f. 134. The Decree of 13 November

replaced previous Bundesrat regulations of 18 December 1914 and 13 April 1916.
55 Verordnung über Erwerbslosenfürsorge, RGB, No. 6530, pp. 1305ff.
56 Brauns, Begründung, 16 December 1926, p. 27.
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An ongoing contentious issue was the provision of relief in cases of strike and
lock-out. The government was of the opinion that these were issues to be resolved in
labour negotiations between employers and workers and, as such, affected workers
should not receive benefits. As one paper put it, ‘[w]ill the Reich continue to finance
class struggle?’.57 The issue was not always straightforward, however. Sometimes
municipalities with a social democratic government granted benefits to workers who
went on strike to achieve the 8-hour working day. On other occasions, municipal
authorities granted benefits to victims of strikes. For instance, when a strike organised
by communist workers in Duisburg resulted in people willing to work unable to enter
the site, the mayor in the first instance had granted them relief. However, this was
subsequently

cancelled

by

higher

authorities

in

Düsseldorf

because

this

unemployment was no direct result of the war. It is unclear what stance Koeth took in
this matter.58
A major alteration in the regulations, setting a maximum to benefits, was made
in January 1919 when it was found that some municipalities paid benefits considered
too high.59 In 1920, the aim of support was altered to be ‘ending unemployment
through taking up labour’, an indication of the increasingly important goal to provide a
jobless person with work, not cash, as Reich funds started to run out.60 To achieve this
aim, as many public relief projects (Produktive Erwerbslosenfürsorge61) as possible
were executed on all levels of government. The social democratic unions also
preferred work rather than cash as they feared that idleness would demoralise the
unemployed.62 In 1920, of the 1 billion M spent on unemployment relief, 400 million

57 Kreuzzeitung, 1 February 1924, R1501/101383, f. 76.
58 Koeth, 8 March 1919, R3901/542, f. 78.
59 Municipalities were pressured by the unemployed, see BArch, R3201/20, ff. 2-4; f. 26. In

February 1922 the amounts were 18.50 M per week for adult men; 15 M for women.
Supplements for spouses were 8.75 M and children 7.50 M, Brauns, Referentenentwurf, 8 April
1922, pp. 22-3, R1501/101367, ff. 154-5.
60 Brauns, Begründung, 29 January 1923, p. 6183.
61 RGB, 27 October 1919, p. 1827.
62 General German Union Federation (Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) to Reich

Chancellor Fehrenbach, 26 February 1921, BArch, R43-I/2026, f. 80.
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was used for public relief works, matched by the states and municipalities.63 While
originally municipalities had been allowed to determine the duration of benefits, in
1920 central authorities added a maximum period of 26 weeks of payments to the
conditions. This change caused bitterness amongst those who had used up their
entitlements meaning that ‘useful workers were handed over to poor relief and
uncertain misery’.64
The most far-reaching changes to the regulations were made on 15 October
1923.65 During the period of hyperinflation this year, the levels of assistance had to be
adjusted on a weekly basis and still they were unable to match the rising cost of
living.66 In order to relieve the Reich of this financial burden, for the first time, an
element of insurance was introduced requiring both employers and workers to make
contributions. These contributions had to cover 80 per cent of the total costs, the
municipalities adding the remaining 20 per cent. The Reich and the states would only
temporarily contribute in case of extraordinarily high local unemployment. The
government justified this change stating that the Reich could no longer afford the
expenditure without contributions of the interested parties, anticipating the
introduction of legislation regarding unemployment insurance. This ‘curious mixture of
relief and insurance’ meant that some categories of workers who had not made any
contributions could qualify for assistance while some workers who had made
payments did not necessarily receive any benefits if they could not prove need. The
provision of relief to partly unemployed workers was abolished despite these workers,
at

times,

having

a

lower

income

than

the

fully

unemployed.67

The

Erwerbslosenfürsorge, thus, became increasingly restricted in both scope and
provisions. It did not escape contemporaries that this was a rather odd system. The
German Association of Public and Private Welfare (Deutscher Verein für öffentliche und

63 Fehrenbach to General German Union Federation, 23 March 1921, R43-I/2026, f. 87.
64 Die Rote Fahne, 26 January 1922, R3901/972, f. 122.
65 Verordnung über die Aufbringung der Mittel für die Erwerbslosenfürsorge, 15 October

1923, RGB, p. 984.
66 Heinrich Brauns, 30 October 1923, R3901/4313.
67 Heinrich Brauns, Verhandlungen, 25 July 1924, Vol. 381, p. 636.
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private Fürsorge) reflected that ‘our current Erwerbslosenfürsorge depicts a curious
mixture of relief and insurance, which is largely simply historically based, - it is telling
that Erwerbslosenfürsorge is still considered assistance with the consequences of
war!’.68 A new decree was issued on 16 February 1924, solidifying the changes.69 For
another three years, unemployment assistance regulations continued to consist of
relief and insurance elements, until it was replaced by a pure insurance system, and
the ‘building’ of workers’ insurance, commenced 44 years earlier, seemed, finally,
complete.

Arbeitslosenversicherung
While the Erwerbslosenfürsorge was firmly established, plans were underway for the
development of the national unemployment insurance bill. The proposed legislation
was grounded in the new Constitution the National Assembly had prepared and which
had been passed the previous August. In addition to articles concerning the protection
of labour and confirmation of existing social insurance legislation, Article 163
stipulated that
Every German has the obligation, his personal freedom
notwithstanding, to exercise his mental and physical powers in a
manner required by the welfare of all. ... Every German shall be given
the opportunity to earn his living through productive work. If no
suitable opportunity for work can be found, the means necessary for
his livelihood will be produced. Further particulars will be given in
subsequent legislation.70
The Weimar Republic was ahead of its time with this legislation as no other capitalist
country acknowledged social rights. Not even in the fledgling socialist Soviet Union
could the regime boast to have achieved such rights. The Reich assumed responsibility
for the employment of its citizens and, as a consequence, for caring for them if it failed
to do so. This acknowledgement and enactment of social rights has been welcomed as
a big step towards the modern welfare state, but, as Peukert also points out,
68 1 April 1925, p. 1, R1501/101367, f. 318.
69 Bekanntmachung der neuen Fassung der Verordnungen über Erwerbslosenfürsorge und

über die Aufbringung der Mittel für die Erwerbslosenfürsorge, 16 February 1924, RGB, p. 127.
70 Art. 163, Weimar Constitution, 11 August 1919. Translation in Peukert, The Weimar

Republic, p. 132.
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unfortunately the gap between the promises embedded in the Constitution and the
stark reality of the conditions of everyday life in the 1920s could not be bridged. 71
Inherently, welfare provision is least available when it is most needed and
unemployment benefit is no exception. If, in the course of the 1920s, the government
struggled to meet its responsibility for the unemployed, Article 163 became virtually
meaningless with the onset of the Great Depression.
Notwithstanding the fissure between theory and practice, the Weimar Republic
succeeded in drafting and implementing a compulsory national unemployment
insurance policy. Contemporaries were proud of its passing, pondering that ‘[t]he Act
is the conclusion of a development’72, which had commenced in 1883. The SPD
assumed credit for the legislation, viewing it as a direct achievement of the November
1918 Revolution. Others, however, contradicted this assertion, more correctly claiming
that the process had started during the war and, thus, in the Second Empire.73 The bill
was passed with 355 votes for and 47 against, out of a total of 420 votes. Only the
communists and National Socialists voted against it.74 The act was published on 16 July
1927, named Labour Exchange and Unemployment Insurance Act (Gesetz über
Arbeitsvermittlung und Arbeitslosenversicherung, AVAVG) and executed per 1 October
1927. How was this legislation achieved?
After the war, no Weimar government, whatever its political signature,
fundamentally questioned the validity of a national unemployment assistance system,
grounded in insurance principles. Still, progress was extremely slow. Between 1923
and the introduction of the final bill, the SPD was not part of government, and, while
there was a gradual shift to the right as election results show, the, mainly minority,
governments were politically weak and short-lived, hampering a speedy resolution of
the issue.75

71 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, pp. 132-3.
72 Lambach, German National People’s Party (Deutschnationale Volkspartei, DNVP),
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73 Graßmann, SPD, Verhandlungen, 7 July 1927, p. 11353; Lambach, DNVP, p. 11354.
74 Verhandlungen, 7 July 1927, pp. 11380-3.
75 Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, p. 174.
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1919

1920

May 1924

Dec. 1924

1928

SPD

37.9

21.7

20.5

26.0

29.8

USPD

7.6

17.9

0.8

0.3

0.1

Zentrum

19.7

13.6

13.4

13.6

12.1

DDP

18.5

8.3

5.7

6.3

4.9

DNVP

10.3

15.1

19.5

20.5

14.2

DVP

4.4

13.9

9.2

10.1

8.7

KPD

-

2.1

12.6

9.0

10.6

NSDAP

-

-

6.5

3.0

2.6

Table 4 Reich election results 1919 to 1928 (%). Source: Kolb, The Weimar Republic, pp. 194-5.

Social liberal and Catholic ideas of self-help and solidarity strongly favoured
insurance, paid for and managed by the labour organisations, over relief models.
Relief, as welfare, undermined the principle of self-help and was humiliating, based as
it was on destitution. Relief was open to manipulation and difficult to monitor,
whereas workers who were members of an insurance scheme had already proven their
willingness to work and make allowances for lean times. A relief system had been
appropriate for the crisis conditions but unemployment was in principle an issue that
the labour organisations should manage. The war had eradicated traditional objections
to government involvement in legislating unemployment insurance, and the question
was now how to organise it and how to create financial security for an impoverished
nation.76
A return to the old Ghent system, which had virtually disappeared early in the
the war, was undesirable as it was unacceptable to employers and, in any case, not
suitable to handle their contributions, while also excluding unorganised labour. This
structure was also unable to spread the risks of unemployment satisfactorily. A general
compulsory insurance policy would resolve all of these issues. The dilemma with
unemployment insurance, however, more so than with other types of workers’
insurance, was that it had to combat ‘political, social and ethical dangers’. At the same
time, it could not be too attractive because it was subject to the will, and
manipulation, of the beneficiaries.77 Thus, there would have to be a number of
conditions including a maximum duration of benefits, a qualification period, a limit to
76 Brauns, Referentenentwurf, 8 April 1922, p. 29, R1501/101367, f. 158.

77 Brauns, Referentenentwurf, 8 April 1922, p. 42, R1501/101367, f. 164.
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the level of assistance to keep it below the going wage rate, and a requirement to
accept appropriate work. The decision to, initially at least, include Reich subsidies in
the scheme, which made it less than a pure insurance design, was justified because
unemployment was often caused by ‘general political and economic relations’ and as a
national problem ‘also on a large scale, can claim the solidarity of all the people‘
(Volksgenossen).78 It was widely acknowledged though, that insurance would only be
sufficient in times of normal unemployment and that additional state assistance would
remain necessary in times of crisis. Rather than providing cash handouts, mediation
and relief works should be employed as much as possible.79
The Labour Office prepared the first draft of the bill in February 1920, placing
cover for unemployment in existing and familiar workers’ insurance institutions, thus
continuing a tradition. The bill acknowledged that the vast negative economic
conditions as a result of the war required national and compulsory legislation. It
referred to the outcomes of the Versailles Treaty, anticipating that in the near future
the insurance would be of great use as further economic crises were to be expected.80
The legislation aimed to insure capable and willing workers, out of work through no
fault of their own. It would also redirect a part of the contributions to preventive
measures including public relief works. Insurance would be compulsory for workers
older than 16 years but would not apply to individuals who were voluntarily
unemployed, in cases of strike or lock-out or when a recipient refused appropriate
work without providing sufficient reason. Benefits were granted for 13 weeks, payable
on the third day of unemployment, and based on normal district wages. The
administration of the legislation would be situated with the existing sickness fund
(Krankenkassenverband) which was required to establish a separate unemployment
scheme. The funds would be financed by contributions from employers and workers
plus subsidies on these contributions from the municipalities and the Reich. Employers
and employees would contribute one-third each, and municipalities and Reich one78 Brauns, Referentenentwurf, 8 April 1922, p. 51, R1501/101367, f. 168.
79 See for example Molkenhauer, German People’s Party (Deutsche Volkspartei, DVP),
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80 Reich Labour Office, Begründung, Entwurf eines Gesetzes über Arbeitslosenversicherung,

February 1920, p. 30, R1501/101367, f. 19.
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sixth each of the total benefits. The beneficiary would have had to make contributions
for 26 weeks in the 24 months prior to unemployment to qualify for payments. When
the 13-week period of benefits ran out, he would not qualify for another period of
payments until he had made contributions for a further 26 weeks. 81 The unemployed
worker was required to register with an employment exchange agency, which would
advise the sickness fund as required. The latter, however, was responsible for making
the final decision whether or not to grant benefits.
The choice to place the administration of the policy with the sickness funds was
one of exclusion, rather than a positive choice, as all other possible candidates were
found wanting for such a task. The municipalities lacked the administrative
requirements while the exchange system did not have knowledge about insurance
principles and was a stakeholder in the assessment process. Administrators of the
accident insurance scheme lacked a direct relationship with unemployed beneficiaries,
and the disability insurance system was deemed to work too slowly. Sickness funds
were thought to already have the necessary institutional structure, had established
relationships with both employers and workers, and, in addition, could collaborate
with the exchanges and make swift payments. Much thought was also given to the
question who should contribute to the insurance. It was paramount that employers
were involved to ensure their interest in securing their employees against the risks of
economic life. Cooperation of municipalities was also necessary because without
insurance, the unemployed were likely to become a burden on their general poor relief
budget. Finally, Reich contributions were legitimate because it was the duty of the
national authorities to support the economic order and avert the dangers that would
threaten the social peace in case of mass unemployment. The new insurance law was
thought to apply to about 10 million workers. Existing Erwerbslosenfürsorge legislation
would be annulled six months after the introduction of the new act.82
Despite the traditional idea that insured workers showed a willingness to take
responsibility for their own fate and, thus, were less likely to abuse the system, the
most contested issue remained the question how to determine if a worker was

81 Reich Labour Office, Begründung, February 1920, pp. 35ff, R1501/101367, ff. 21ff.
82 Reich Labour Office, Begründung, February 1920, pp. 47-57, R1501/101367, ff 27-32.
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genuinely unemployed against his will. Frequently this argument was used to explain
why unemployment insurance was so different from the other types of workers’
insurances. As a Reichstag member put it, ship insurance was possible because of
evidence that the ship had gone under and fire insurance of proof that the house had
burnt down, but how to ascertain involuntary unemployment?83 A worker,
industrialists reminded the minister, could not cause his own illness but could cause
his own unemployment.84 In an attempt to determine what was ‘through no fault of
one’s own’, the question of culpability was determined using existing legislation
specifying on what grounds a worker could be immediately dismissed.85
Objections to the proposal came swift and from many sides. The Finance
Minister, Joseph Wirth, and the Reichsbank believed that the Reich was not wealthy
enough to pay its proposed share. In addition, benefits based on district wages were
far too high and would only encourage demand on the insurance scheme. They also
wanted the states to contribute.86 The municipalities demanded to be in control of the
funds if they had to make contributions, arguing that they already were administering
the current Erwerbslosenfürsorge.87 Many municipalities were of the opinion that they
should not contribute at all as the high unemployment rates were a result of the war
and, as such, a responsibility of the Reich.88 They argued that, in any case, they did not
contribute to any of the other workers’ insurance policies and the national insurance
law in the United Kingdom did not include local authorities’ subsidies.
Employers opposed the bill with the time-worn argument that they could not
afford to make payments and they believed that the workers would demand wage
83 Fick, German Democratic Party (Deutsche Demokratische Partei, DDP), Verhandlungen, 23
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84 German Industry and Trade Congress (Deutsche Industrie- und Handelstags), 29 December
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85 This legislation included the Gewerbeordnung (§123), Handelsgesetzbuch (§72), and
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86 4 and 19 May 1920, R1501/101367; Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, pp. 175-6.
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increases to compensate for their contributions, increasing discord in labour
relations.89 Employers were also concerned about the possibility of workers growing
to depend on the insurance, undermining their self-responsibility. They uttered the
‘gravest reservations’ about the insurance and the new bureaucracies it no doubt
would create.90 Some of the free unions, meanwhile, deplored the fact that the
Revolution had not brought what they had hoped for. They had maintained the view
that it was unfair to expect workers to contribute to the insurance, as they were the
innocent victims of economic flaws. They, therefore, wanted relief paid for solely by
the government.91 In addition, not all areas of economic life were included in the
insurance, such as post-war destitute older people.92 Agricultural workers were
excluded due to a shortage of labour on the land and these people were, at any rate,
used to seasonal unemployment. Also excluded were apprentices, civil servants and
workers in a number of smaller trades, who remained dependent on traditional poor
relief in case of unemployment.93
The German Association to Combat Unemployment (Deutsche Gesellschaft zur
Bekämpfung der Arbeitslosigkeit) met in Berlin on 1 November 1920 to discuss the
proposal.94 The meeting expressed its content that legislation had been put forward
and hoped that, finally, the social question would be resolved. However, it criticised
the proposition for the lack of connection between labour exchanges and

89 German Employers’ Association (Vereinigung der deutschen Arbeitgeberverbände), 24 April
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unemployment funds, and believed it focused too much on the local picture. This point
was also expressed by academics who thought that the insurance should be
administered by the labour exchanges, not the sickness funds. The scholar Karl
Kumpmann was not wide of the mark when he concluded that ‘[r]eally, the draft of the
Labour Ministry is declared a failure from all sides’.95
Despite the objections, the bill was sent to the upper house, renamed
Reichsrat, for endorsement in April 1920 where it sat for the remainder of the year,
thanks to a change of government which took place in June, excluding the SPD for the
first time since the Revolution. By the end of the year, the new Labour Minister,
Heinrich Brauns, had reservations about the bill as a result of the worsening economic
situation in Germany. He later wrote that
This draft which still counted on a faster relaxation of the economy,
predominantly built on strict insurance principles. Its implementation
was questioned, the more it became clear how far German economic
life was still removed from expected normality, even several years
after the conclusion of peace, and would remain so in the foreseeable
future.96
Brauns, priest and Zentrum party member, took over the reins of the Labour
Ministry in the Fehrenbach administration after the elections of June 1920. Like no
other, he would put his stamp on the further development of labour legislation,
forming a rare element of consistency in a volatile and continually changing political
environment. In line with modern Catholic ideology, he stood for social reform based
on the principles of solidarity and subsidiarity. In labour matters, self-help and selfadministration were paramount, creating a dominant role for the labour organisations
in a corporatist model. A Christian altruistic mindset was necessary to overcome class
conflict. In the National Assembly, Brauns had been a member of the social policy
commission as well as the committee which drafted the new constitution. He was
labour minister for eight years in twelve successive cabinets which landed him the

95 Karl Kumpmann, ‘Der Aufbau der Reichsarbeitslosenversicherung’, Soziale Praxis und Archiv
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nickname ‘Heinrich the Eternal’.97 As we will see, one of his greatest achievements
was the introduction and passing of compulsory unemployment legislation in 1927,
which he believed to be the ‘last brick of the great building of German social insurance,
commenced more than 40 years ago’.98
Brauns’ doubts about the bill were such that he decided to recall the entire
draft and start afresh. He feared that in the current economic climate unemployment
insurance would not make relief per the Erwerbslosenfürsorge obsolete and he wrote a
memorandum announcing a new Provisional Unemployment Insurance Act (Gesetz
über eine vorläufige Arbeitslosenversicherung).99 In this message, Brauns highlighted
the shortcomings of the Erwerbslosenfürsorge. Not grounded in legislation, paid for
only by Reich, state and municipal authorities, without contributions from employers
and workers, and lacking connectedness with the employment exchange system, its
defects were many. Most of all, it was a system of welfare and Brauns believed that an
insurance scheme would be far better to care for the jobless. The current economic
conditions, unfortunately, were not conducive to a transition from welfare to
insurance. Therefore, legislation for an interim period was required. Brauns wrote that
the extent of future unemployment was unknown but he believed that it would see
great fluctuations, in particular because of the Versailles Treaty. The financial risks of
the insurance remained uncertain but most likely high. In addition, the spread of
unemployment indicated considerable local differences. In larger cities like Berlin and
Hamburg as well as in the Saxon textile industry unemployment was high, while in
other areas like Westphalia it was much lower, making it difficult to even-out the
burden. A large bureaucratic administration would be required to accommodate these
problems.
Brauns argued that in the current conditions the only possibility was to adopt a
system incorporating both unemployment insurance and relief. Abolishing the relief
97 Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, http://www.kas.de/wf/de/71.8345/, retrieved 10 July 2012; see
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system would leave many workers without support as large numbers of workers were
as yet not insured. A provisional arrangement was necessary until such time when the
economy would pick up again and a more definitive insurance legislation could be
introduced. Meanwhile, some of the disadvantages could be tackled. The new
proposal included a stronger link between insurance and labour exchange system
which would replace the sickness funds as administrator. The sickness funds would
collect the contributions from employers and workers. Brauns calculated that for 1921
some 2,000 million M would be available, made up of 666 million contributed by the
labour organisations each, and 666 million subsidised by government, of which 333
million by the Reich, 222 million by the states and 111 million by the municipalities.
Only those workers who made contributions could make a claim for benefits but
workers without insurance could also apply. The idea was to merge the
Erwerbslosenfürsorge in the unemployment insurance. This proposal was timely as the
Erwerbslosenfürsorge was meant to expire on 31 March 1922.
The new plan was subsequently discussed with representatives of employers’
and workers’ organisations, and the states. The wheels of bureaucracy kept turning
exceptionally sluggishly, however, and despite a decrease in unemployment rates in
1922100 it was not until a year later that the bill was finally introduced in
parliament.101 The Reichstag decided on 5 June 1923 to hand the discussion of this
proposal to the Commission for Social Policy.102 However, the Commission never
discussed the bill due to changing economic and political circumstances, including
hyperinflation.
As discussed above, the Labour Minister, meanwhile, had attempted to adapt
to economic deterioration by changing the regulations of the Erwerbslosenfürsorge
through the Enabling Acts of 1923 incorporating insurance elements, including
contributions from employers and workers. He was, however, not authorised to
transform these regulations into definitive insurance legislation.103 Therefore, a new
100 For instance, unemployment rates in Berlin dropped from 45,945 on 25 March to 29,313
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version of the Unemployment Insurance Act, accommodating the changes, was drafted
and introduced on 21 February 1925.104 The main change was that the contributions
from Reich, states and municipalities had been dropped, but the Reich would fund the
Labour Exchange Office. The earlier division in categories of risk had been abolished
and benefits were now based on the wage level. Needless to say, this draft also
attracted criticisms. Some commentators, including employers, objected to the
abolition of the means test, others were concerned about the insurance’s
administration which was largely left in the hands of the labour organisations with only
an advisory role for the states. Employers feared the political pressure of the masses in
times of high unemployment, which would play a very different role in the
implementation of this insurance system compared to the other schemes.105 In 1926,
a new chapter concerning unemployment relief was added to the bill, stipulating that
in cases of economic crisis the Reich could take special measures to assist uninsured
unemployed workers. This provision was not part of ordinary public relief but
applicants nevertheless had to prove need. Reich and states would reimburse onethird each to the municipalities.106
The final draft of the insurance legislation, replacing all previous versions as
well as the decree concerning Erwerbslosenfürsorge, was introduced in the Reichstag
in February 1927.107 The discussion about the bill raged both within and outside of
parliament for several months, including a lively exchange in the press. The communist
paper Die Rote Fahne, for instance, did not hide its opinion that the legislation was the
‘most shameless scheme ever plotted by bourgeois society against the
unemployed’.108 In the Reichstag, the bill was, once more, referred to the Commission
104 Entwurf Gesetz über Arbeitslosenversicherung, 21 February 1925, R43-I/2029, ff. 226-73.
105 German Employers’ Association to Reich Interior Minister, 13 July 1925, p. 2,
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for Social Policy which reported on its deliberations in May. Overall, the Commission
was in favour but it wanted the administration in the hands of a new Reich Office for
Labour Exchange and Unemployment Insurance (Reichsanstalt für Arbeitsvermittlung
und Arbeitslosenversicherung), to be situated in Berlin, rather than the proposed state
unemployment funds. Employers, workers and the Reich would each have one-third
representation in this office. The Reich would not speak out about technical and
financial issues as it did not contribute financially. The Labour Ministry would oversee
the Office and women had to be represented in all institutions. Benefits would be
payable for 26 weeks after which someone might qualify for relief according to crisis
relief regulations109, the cost of which would be paid 80 per cent by the Reich and 20
per cent by the municipality. The Office was required to have sufficient funds for
600,000 unemployed workers for three months.110
In the Reichstag, the Communist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei
Deutschlands, KPD) expressed its customary belief that the act was part of a conspiracy
to suppress the workers. Its speaker, Siegfried Rädel, said that the act ‘sought to deter
the worker from the necessary class struggle against the bourgeoisie’ and prophesied
that ‘this Act will once, like all the other bourgeois acts, burn in the fire of the
revolution’.111 The vast majority of representatives, however, supported the revised
bill and they were pleased with the conclusion of the long process transforming
Erwerbslosenfürsorge into Arbeitslosenversicherung. The Act was ‘welcomed as
signifying advancement for the cause of social justice’.112 It was announced as the
‘legislative conclusion of German social insurance’ claiming that the ‘vicissitudes of life
are, from now on, included in public welfare provision in their entirety’.113 In its

109 Krisenfürsorge, 19 November 1926, RGB, p. 489.
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commemorative publication of 1929, the Labour Ministry wrote that the new Act
would have ‘beneficial consequences for our social life’.114
Despite its innovative and progressive intent, and its positive reception, the
Labour Exchange and Unemployment Insurance Act soon proved inadequate. Benefits
were often so meagre that workers still had to knock on the door of the poor relief
organisations. The insurance was designed to cater for 600,000 unemployed, which
made it impossible to cope with the disastrous conditions that arose in the Great
Depression only a few years later. Peukert concludes that ‘[n]owhere, then, was the
gulf between progressive ideals and shabby reality more pronounced than in this very
showpiece of social policy’.115 In 1930, the financing of the Act triggered the collapse
of the great right-left political coalition that had governed the Weimar State.116
In 1927, however, the new act truly was the ‘conclusion of a development’, as
Lambach had suggested. Covering unemployment completed the German catalogue of
worker insurance policies. But to say that war and mobilisation signified no more than
a deviation from this course would be incorrect. The conditions of August 1914 caused
the government to change its longstanding and inflexible viewpoint against state
involvement in the unemployment issue, winning over authorities to the advantages of
compulsory national legislation. With objections overcome, the German state
continued on the, by now, well-trodden path it took in 1883.

114 Deutsche Sozialpolitik 1918-1928, pp. 173-4.
115 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, p. 137.
116 Helga Timm, Die deutsche Sozialpolitik und der Bruch der grossen Koalition im März 1930,

Düsseldorf: Droste-Verlag, 1952, p. 17. See also B. Weisbrod, ‘The crisis of German
unemployment insurance in 1928/1929 and its political repercussions’, in W. J. Mommsen
(ed.), The emergence of the welfare state in Britain and Germany, London: Croom Helm, 1981,
pp. 188-204; Hong, Welfare, modernity and the Weimer state, pp. 205-7.

158

Chapter 5
Demobilisation, revolution and reform: public
unemployment policy in the Netherlands, 1918-1927
Along two rails this train will ride further, care for the unemployed
and care for the poor.1

In the autumn of 1918, as in the combative nations, demobilisation of the troops was
at hand in the Netherlands. As we have seen in Chapter 2, the atmosphere in the
Netherlands was restless. The allies’ blockade and German submarine warfare had
paralysed trade and hampered industry.2 The government’s handling of food
distribution and rationing had been less than successful due to a rampant black market
and smuggling practices. Riots and demonstrations reflected people’s anger and
frustration with wartime restrictions, hunger and poverty. The Dutch desperately
wanted the war to end. A growing peace movement had developed during the war,
some groups openly expressing anti-militarist and revolutionary sentiments. In
addition, the Netherlands did not escape the pandemic of Spanish Influenza, killing
over 17,000 Dutch people in 1918.3 The social situation was precarious as a result of
four years of mobilisation and deprivation. The threat of revolution inspired by the
events in Russia and Germany, the growing social democratic and trade union
movements, the rising number of unemployed following the armistice, and the quick
demobilisation of more than 100,000 soldiers convinced politicians in the last months
of the year that a speedy implementation of a number of reform proposals was
required if the nation was to be saved from revolutionary troubles.
1 P. J. M. Aalberse, Handelingen der Staten-Generaal, 1918-19, II, 12 September 1919, p. 3143.

Aalberse made this comment during the debate about the Unemployment Insurance Crisis Act,
which distinguished between policies for the unemployed and the poor.
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As in its eastern neighbour, the First World War forced the Dutch state to
expand its role in social and economic areas. In particular, crisis conditions surrounding
mobilisation and demobilisation compelled the central government to take control of
the care for the unemployed, still intertwined with care for the poor, a matter which
had never before been its concern. Unemployment insurance policies were catapulted
from the exclusive domain of the trade unions towards state government intervention
resulting in ad hoc and inadequate, but promising regulations. Towards the end of the
war hopes were high that a return to normal conditions would consolidate what had
been achieved in times of crisis, and that unemployment insurance legislation would
be a step towards completion of the ‘building of social insurance’.4 The threat of
revolution increased these sentiments and, at least for a while, factions across the
political spectrum supported the speedy introduction of social legislation, enabling a
number of bills to pass through parliament without any serious opposition. But when
this threat diminished and economic normality proved evasive, reaction set in with
some people longing for a return to pre-war traditional, non-interventionist politics.
Conservatives in the labour domain, who at heart had always remained true to
a minimal state role in economic and social matters, dropped their support for state
involvement and attempted to decrease the state’s role and responsibilities once
more, their commitment to social reform dwindling rapidly. In the 1920s the
government, in line with traditional and corporatist self-help ideology, attempted to
return the initiative and responsibility for social policy to the private sector where it
had always been.5 It was impossible, however, to turn the tide and return to the way
Dutch society had been before 1914. Increased state intrusion in the private lives and
welfare of the people during and after the war did much to decrease the stigma
attached to being a relief recipient, and relief had become less shameful and more of a
right.6 People had grown used to the government looking after them in bad times and

4 H. J. Morren, ‘De toekomstige regeling der werkloosheidsverzekering’, De Economist, Vol. 69,

No. 1, January 1920, pp. 185-202, here p. 185.
5 See Dirk Jan Wolffram, Vrij van wat neerdrukt en beklemt. Staat, gemeenschap, sociale

politiek, 1870-1918, Amsterdam: Wereldbibliotheek, 2003, p. 9.
6 Ivo Kuypers, In de schaduw van de grote oorlog. De Nederlandse arbeidersbeweging en de

overheid, 1914-1920, Amsterdam: Aksant, 2002, p. 70.
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had adopted a sense of entitlement to support when they felt unable to manage on
their own.

State involvement
Thus, once it had become involved in August 1914, the state did not at any time return
full authority for unemployment policy to the private sector. While the threat of civil
unrest facilitated a temporary acceleration in social policy legislation and its
subsequent ease slowed this process down again, the long-term socio-economic and
political consequences of mobilisation and demobilisation decisively kicked off the
evolution of the Dutch welfare state. As we shall see, the debate about who was going
to be responsible for the plight of the unemployed continued well into the 1920s, but a
complete withdrawal of the state was no longer a viable option. Fundamental conflict
between the parties involved stalled state compulsory unemployment legislation for all
workers for many years. Employers and workers thought that the Unemployment
Decree of 1917 functioned well enough, making an enforced act less urgent. Economic
conditions remained unfavourable. Moreover, the Netherlands lacked Germany’s
extensive social insurance expertise. No legislation ensued and, while the minister
once more promised to introduce a bill during Tweede Kamer debate in 1927, the
matter was put on hold indefinitely due to the onset of, first, the Great Depression
and, subsequently, the Second World War. Not until 1949 did the Dutch parliament
pass final legislation concerning compulsory unemployment insurance encompassing
all workers.7
Despite this failure to achieve such a policy in the interbellum, the state
indefinitely assumed and sustained a great deal of power in the care for the
unemployed during the 1920s through legislation, control and, above all, granting
resources. While the private sector maintained a large role in the execution and
administration of unemployment policy, these avenues enabled the government to
influence and manipulate who would receive benefits and how they were
administered. This chapter, then, reviews the development of unemployment reform

7 Verplichte verzekering van werknemers tegen geldelijke gevolgen van onvrijwillige

werkloosheid, Handelingen, Bijlagen 1947-48, II, 704, No. 3. Passed in the Tweede Kamer on
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in the context of the economic, social and political conditions between demobilisation
of the troops in 1918 and the final great debate in parliament about unemployment
before the onset of the Great Depression.

Unrest and social reform
That social reform was unavoidable became increasingly evident in the second half of
1918. Despite the measures to occupy and pacify the troops, rebellion was a regular
occurrence in the barracks. The triggers of the unrest were usually grounded in
unsatisfactory camp conditions, including food provision and accommodation, poor
relationships with officers and, above all, the desire to go home and unhappiness
about leave arrangements.8 During a rebellion of troops in the army barracks at
Harskamp in October, two officers sustained head wounds, the canteen and a few
barracks were burned to the ground, and army property was vandalised. This
confrontation resulted in the resignation of the Commander-in-Chief, General Snijders.
An official inquiry into the incident found that lack of food and cancellation of leave
were the direct causes of the unrest, denying claims from left-wing parties that it had
revolutionary undercurrents.9 On 10 November, the German Kaiser presented himself
at the Dutch border seeking asylum, fuelling rumours of revolution and the overthrow
of the monarchy in the Netherlands in the wake of the German Revolution. Mass
unemployment, worker unrest and a hungry population strengthened these beliefs.
In this atmosphere pressure mounted on the government to implement reform
measures. The social democrats handed the government a list of demands on 11
November and organised political rallies to be held later in the week.10 They wanted
immediate demobilisation and support for unemployed homecoming troops as well as
8 Ron Blom & Theunis Stelling, Niet voor God en niet voor het Vaderland. Linkse soldaten,
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Troelstra’s memoirs was completed and edited after his death by his secretary H. B. Wiardi
Beckman.
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longer-term care for all unemployed workers administered by the unions. In
anticipation of dreaded things to come, the Catholic Tweede Kamer party formed a
commission, including the Catholic union movement, which met on 8 November to
discuss how best to inform the country’s Catholics about the revolutionary danger. 11 A
few years later, employers were to comment bitterly that the government had bought
protection against revolutionary assaults by accepting support from the Catholic
unions and factions in exchange for implementation of their social reform demands. 12
Indeed, the Roman Catholic Union Organisation (RK Vakorganisatie) had sent its
reform programme to the Labour Minister, P. J. M. Aalberse, in the evening of Monday
11 November. Representatives met with Aalberse and the minister-president the next
morning when these ministers for the most part accepted the list. This programme had
much in common with that of the social democrats but I have found no evidence to
suggest that the Catholics made their support subject to the government accepting
their petition or that they would have joined any revolutionary movement if the
government would refuse.13
The Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant reported the meeting in its evening
edition, including the Catholic address to the government. The Catholics offered full
support to the government in maintaining public order, asking for actions to bolster
their attempts to persuade the Dutch people to ignore calls for rebellion, which they
asserted would be greatly assisted by ‘the promise of important reforms by your
government’.14 The address called for crisis measures, including speedy demobilisation
of the oldest soldiers, continuation of service payments to veterans who needed it,

11 Jacobus Petrus Gribling, P. J. M. Aalberse, 1871-1948, Utrecht: NV Uitgeverij de Lanteern,

1961, p. 314.
12 This opinion was expressed in De Werkgever, Vol. 1, No. 7, 1 December 1923, pp. 113-4. It

was based on G. H. Bousquet’s assertion that the government ‘suddenly’ decided to draft a
number of social measures in November 1918, L’evolution social aux Pays-Bas (1914-1922),
Paris, 1923, p. 63, in NA, 2.05.38, 2949.
13 See the account of the leader of the Roman Catholic Union Organisation, P. J. S. Serrarens,

Roomsche kinine tegen roode koorts, Utrecht: NV Maatschappij Drukkerij der RK
Arbeidersbeweging, 15 December 1918. It is possible that Bousquet based his opinion on
Serrrarens’ claim that the revolution had failed thanks the Roman Catholic workers’
movement, p. 9.
14 Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant, 12 November 1918, p. 1.
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and relief measures for all unemployed. In addition, the Catholics wanted social
reform, including unemployment insurance legislation. The Revolutionary Socialist
Committee (Revolutionair Socialistisch Comité), led by Tweede Kamer deputy David
Wijnkoop and his associates, raised its demands also on 11 November but these,
predictably, went much further and included abolition of the monarchy, abdication of
the government, an end to private property, and a people’s government based on the
German model of workers’ and soldiers’ councils.15 Support for the Committee’s
demands, however, was extremely limited.
The social democrats, at this stage, were still undecided if they should support
parliamentary democracy or revolution. On 3 July 1918, the first elections after the
constitutional changes of 1917 had been held, introducing universal male suffrage and
a proportional electoral system. Although the social democrats formed the second
largest party with 22 seats, behind the Catholics who returned 30 seats, they did not
want to take part in government, resulting in a confessional cabinet.16 Social
democrats looked towards Russia and Germany, thinking that maybe the time for
revolution had come in the Netherlands as well. On 12 November, the leader of the
socialist Tweede Kamer faction, Pieter Jelles Troelstra, held a long and emotional
speech proclaiming the revolution. Troelstra said that he did not want the use of
violence at this ‘historical moment’ but it was clear that the government no longer had
the support of that part of the people that he believed to be ‘in a revolutionary mood’,
wanting to realise ‘great social principles and great social demands’.17
Troelstra’s dramatic declaration has been the subject of much debate amongst
Dutch historians and contemporary observers.18 In hindsight, it seems hard to
15 H. J. Scheffer, November 1918. Journaal van een revolutie die niet doorging, Amsterdam: De
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understand how his reading of the sentiments of the Dutch people, including his own
party comrades, could have been so misguided. In reality, despite signs of
dissatisfaction and rebelliousness, the people overwhelmingly remained loyal to the
monarchy and existing social order, rejecting radical change. When the armistice was
declared people celebrated on the streets, flew the Dutch flag and sang the national
anthem, indications of their support for queen and country.19 In his memoirs,
Troelstra conceded that he had gone too far and had not been guided by sober
reasoning. But the social democrat Friedrich Ebert had become Reich Chancellor in
Germany and the mass meetings of workers in Rotterdam the previous nights in five
different places in the city constituted ‘one of the most beautiful moments’ in his
life.20 But he had made a serious error: his own party did not back him up, party
members believing that it was foolish to make revolution in a democratic country21,
and so did the vast majority of the Dutch population.
Immediately after Troelstra’s speech there was an outpouring of expressions of
support for queen and government from around the country.22 All over the nation
people started to organise citizens’ guards (burgerwachten) which were meant to
assist the local police forces and the organisation of industry in case of a ‘political
blackmail strike’.23 These guards operated throughout the 1920s when many people
continued to perceive the threat of revolution and uprising. A coordinating body, the
Dutch League of Voluntary Citizens’ Guards (Nederlandsche Bond van Vrijwillige
Burgerwachten), was formed on 3 March 1919, receiving grants from the national
government.24 Troelstra sarcastically remarked in his memoirs that the guards
19 Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant, 12 November 1918.
20 Troelstra, Gedenkschriften, p. 206; p. 216.
21 Scheffer, November 1918, pp. 27-8.
22 Examples in NA, 2.02.05.02, 385. There were also many telegrams from abroad, for instance
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increased their membership and bravado analogous to the diminishing danger of
revolution.25
The government took a number of security measures to prevent revolutionary
activity including sending troops to Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague.26
Voluntary troops (Vrijwillige Landstorm), established in August 1914 and consisting of
6,000 members, were mobilised.27 On 13 November during a leftist demonstration in
Amsterdam one person was killed and several wounded.28 That same day the
government issued a proclamation, asking the people for support and announcing its
first social measures, including a start of demobilisation and assistance for needy
veterans, the provision of food, fuel, shoes and clothing, and maintenance of public
order.29 In the Tweede Kamer, the liberal Rink spoke of the need to immediately
implement ‘great democratic reforms in legislative and social domains’ and he stated
that the liberals concurred with the social democratic demands a few days earlier.30
The pinnacle in this tumultuous week in Dutch history came on Monday 18
November. Queen Wilhelmina made a public appearance in The Hague, seated in a
horse-drawn carriage, when suddenly a few soldiers unharnessed the horses and
proceeded to pull the carriage past an ecstatic crowd. Troelstra was convinced that
this dramatic event had been staged.31 In addition to taking military counterrevolutionary measures, the government announced swift social reforms to prevent
further unrest. Although Troelstra’s assessment of the mood of the population had
been wrong, his words had frightened government and parliament alike, spurring them
into action.

25 Troelstra, Gedenkschriften, p. 219.
26 Council of Ministers, 12 November 1918, 2.02.05.02, 138.
27 Scheffer, November 1918, pp. 123-5.
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hartstocht, p. 666.
29 13 November 1918, 2.02.05.02, 147.
30 Handelingen, 1918-19, II, 13 November 1918, p. 356.
31 Gribling, Aalberse, pp. 326-7. Troelstra’s view was confirmed by Scheffer who claimed that a
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It would be incorrect, however, to attribute the swift social reforms after
demobilisation exclusively to the threat of revolution, important as this factor no
doubt was. It is highly probable that the government would have implemented a
programme of social reform even without the scare of November 1918.32 The
government would not have been able to ignore the growth of the social democratic
movement in the last elections or the increasingly important place of the working class
and the trade unions. The war had created a longing for ‘social improvement’ and ‘a
feeling of solidarity and equality of classes, as did not exist in ordinary times’.33 The
Dutch population did not want revolution and was very attached to its monarch, but
people did want social and political reform, and parliament reflected these sentiments.
The government would have been foolish to underestimate the influence of the events
in Russia and Germany.
The establishment of a Labour Department in September -just prior to its
equivalent in Germany- testifies to the government’s resolve.34 The new ministry,
headed by the Catholic Aalberse, had social policy as its exclusive brief. It had drafted
its social paragraph in September35 to which the Queen briefly referred in her speech
at the opening of parliament (troonrede) on 17 September and which was included in
the 1919 budget.36 The proposals included the introduction of the 8-hour working day,
a scheme for voluntary old age insurance for people who were not compulsory
insured, changes to the 1913 Invalidity Act, and a general overhaul of the entire
insurance system, including accident and sickness legislation.37 On 10 December 1918,

32 For an in-depth argument around this thesis see Gribling, Aalberse.
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36 Gribling, Aalberse, pp. 328-30.
37 Handelingen, Bijlagen 1918-19, 2. I. 6, 9 November 1918, p. 18.

167

the Minister-President, Charles Ruys de Beerenbrouck, denied that the reform plan
was a concession as a result of the revolutionary threat, but rather that it was
introduced despite the November events.38 He told parliament that Aalberse had only
accepted leadership of the new Labour Ministry on the condition that he would be
able to implement the work plan he had developed in September. Aalberse had
written in his diary in August ‘what he thought he might want to do’ as minister and
had drafted his reform programme well before the demobilisation and the immediate
threat of revolution. Unemployment insurance legislation was number 12 on his list.39
The government’s proposal was largely based on his programme.
Piet Aalberse (1871-1948) had been an advocate of social legislation grounded
in a ‘well-developed unionism’ for quite some time. The aim of social policy to him was
‘to ameliorate immediate need’ but above and beyond ‘to advance the progress of
society from being a liberal Freiwirtschaft to developing into a Christian
Wirtschaftsordnung’.40 Social legislation, including insurance against the consequences
of unemployment, was necessary to correct the abusive economic conditions resulting
from traditional liberal politics but also to counter individualism, and enhance social
justice and charity as imposed by God. Aalberse strongly believed that in the first
instance corporatiën, that is, public bodies consisting of representatives from labour
and industry, which had the technical expertise to decide about such matters, had to
do the ground work in preparation for legislation.41 The state should merely have a
sanctioning role. When he became minister, Aalberse translated his ideas in the
establishment of a High Labour Council (Hoge Raad van Arbeid) in 1920. This Council
initially consisted of 45 members, including 13 labour representatives and 13 delegates
of industry, while the remainder, including six high-ranked public servants, comprised

38 Handelingen, 1918-19, II, 10 December 1918, pp. 660ff.
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experts in the area of social legislation.42 The Council would have to be consulted in all
labour legislative matters and this method was thought to advance ‘communal peace’.
Increased labour security would foster solidarity between the different classes and
bring employers and workers closer together. The economy would benefit from a more
equal income distribution.43 Catholic Tweede Kamer deputy Haazevoet put it that ‘...
the state has to advance not individual interests but the interests of all, that the state
has to set conditions, in which each can further his interests, that the state has to
support and lead and encourage private initiative...’.44
Corporatist ideology has played an important role in the development of the
Dutch welfare state (verzorgingsstaat) and Aalberse was a typical proponent of this
vision. At its core lay the notion that, in the first instance, society, not the state, is
responsible for the welfare of the people. While the social democratic view proposes a
large or perhaps even exclusive role for the state in labour policy matters, and
traditional liberal views advocate its absence or minimisation, corporatism in the
Dutch case saw the role of the state as one of overseeing and endorsing private
initiative. The ‘pillarisation’ of Dutch society, the division in Catholic, Protestant and
secular systems across classes, has been well documented.45 The proportional
electoral system, introduced in 1917, may have reinforced a religious rather than an
exclusive class cleavage, thus explaining the relative weakness of the social democratic
movement.46 Recently, a further dissection has been added to this complex,
distinguishing between ‘aristocrat’ and ‘democrat’ ideologies within pillars.47
Aristocrats formed a conservative faction, adhering to tradition, while democrats
42 A. C. Josephus Jitta, ‘De Hooge Raad van Arbeid’, in Folmer, Het Departement van Arbeid, p.
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stood for extended suffrage and social reform. Aalberse, of course, had outspoken
progressive ideas, but by no means all Catholics supported him. As has been observed,
in regards to unemployment policy it often was cooperation between progressive
members across parties that made this policy happen.48
While the threat of revolution did not originate social reform, there is some
consensus amongst historians that the November events certainly sped up its progress
and they agree that the changes were implemented quicker than what would have
been the case without this scare.49 Aalberse has in later years attracted a great deal of
criticism that his reform plans did not go far enough, but in fairness to him, he did
manage to implement a number of social reform measures in a remarkably short
period of time. Despite persistent traditions, the war changed much, and a return to a
pre-war political and social situation was impossible. Aalberse introduced the 8-hour
working day in 1919 as part of the new Labour Act. The working week was reduced
from 58 to 45 hours of labour, with a free Saturday afternoon and a day of rest on
Sunday. Due to the lack of access to raw materials the war had already reduced the
length of the working day and in a response to the revolutionary upheaval in Europe
many employers had also started to experiment with a shorter day, thus these changes
were less a novelty than they seemed to be. The events of November hastened their
implementation though, because people who at heart were against such reforms were
‘paralysed’ and temporarily transformed from opponents into allies.50 On 11 July 1919,
the Labour Act was passed with 69 votes in favour and three against, taking a mere
three months from introduction to acceptance. In celebration, some 20 parliamentary
deputies spontaneously struck up the Internationale after which others in the chamber
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started the Dutch national anthem, the Wilhelmus. As discussed earlier, in 1920 a High
Labour Council was established and in 1923 a Labour Conciliation Act was passed. The
1913 Invalidity Act was changed and implemented in 1919. A Voluntary Retirement
Insurance Act for non-waged labour (Wet op de Vrijwillige Ouderdomsverzekering) was
also passed in 191951 as was a Seaman’s Accident Act (Zee-Ongevallenwet). Other
legislation included the 1921 New Workmen’s Accident Act (Nieuwe Ongevallenwet)
and the 1922 Agricultural Workmen’s Accident Act (Land en Tuinbouw Ongevallenwet).
The Councils Act (Radenwet) in 1919 regulated the administration of insurance
legislation. In addition to social legislation, in May 1919, women’s active suffrage was
passed with 64 against 10 votes and a state commission to review the constitution,
established on 20 December 1918, published its report in October 1920. One of the
main changes in the new constitution was that a declaration of war had to be
approved by parliament and a person could apply to be exempt from conscription on
the basis of conscientious objections. Revolution in the Netherlands never got off the
ground but the government did implement social and political reforms in an
astonishing tempo in 1918 and 1919.
Thus, while the scene was set well before the end of 1918, fear of unrest and
overthrow of the existing order turned even the most reluctant politicians into
committed reform advocates and the programme of the government was passed with
hardly any debate in the parliament. As the liberal democrat P. J. Oud put it:
Now under Aalberse everything is different. Great reforms are passed
quickly without debate. In the Chambers the minister not only
receives no opposition, but he is repeatedly encouraged to greater
speed. Surely, this will not last. After the era of great reforms, a
period of reaction will follow shortly, in which some, who could not
have it quick enough, will reproach the minister that he overdid it.52
Oud’s assessment of the situation was quite correct. When the euphoria
accompanying the end of the war wore off and the threat of revolution reduced while
economic circumstances deteriorated, the new-found collaboration between opposing
political actors came to an end, and some of the new policies were, while not
51 H. W. Groeneveld, ‘De Sociale Verzekering’, in Folmer, Het Departement van Arbeid, pp. 64-
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completely cancelled, diluted. In 1922, when unemployment rates rose, the
membership of trade unions started to decline.53 The number of working hours was
increased again to 8.5 per day and 48 per week.54 The administration costs for the
voluntary old age insurance scheme that initially had been paid by the state were now
transferred to the insured themselves.
In essence, many politicians, as well as large segments of society in this time,
still held the old principle that the government should only intervene where the
private sector could not manage. Oud’s view has been shared, not only by
contemporaries, but also by scholars today. They claim that, once the threat passed
and fear of revolution withered, so did reform enthusiasm.55
Indeed, towards the end of 1919, the risk of upheaval was waning, but fear of
communist agitation, both from Dutchmen and foreigners, remained prevalent
throughout the next decade. The borders were patrolled and potential trouble makers
put under surveillance.56 The mining district in the southern province of Limburg
remained especially restless. The citizens’ guards continued to flourish and, in addition
to the existing voluntary troops, special voluntary troops (Bijzondere Vrijwillige
Landstorm, BVL), established in November 1918, were formalised in 1919. This military
organisation had 20,000 members in February 1919, increasing to over 50,000 in
January 1925. The BVL was mobilised only once, in 1920, when rumours went round
that German Spartacists were planning to attack the Netherlands, but this appeared to
be false alarm. After that, the BVL was only put to work at times of national
emergencies, for instance the floods disaster in 1926.57 While the BVL was based on
military concepts and discipline, and was under the jurisdiction of the War Ministry,
the citizens’ guards were locally operated under the control of the municipal police
forces. Nevertheless, they were armed and much of their behaviour was quite

53 A. Folmer ‘Arbeidsmarkt en arbeidsbemiddeling; voorkoming en bestrijding van
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55 Gribling, Aalberse, p. 378; Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid, p. 186.
56 NA, 2.09.45, 1341.
57 Roosjen, Als ’t moet, p. 165; p. 190; p. 231.
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militaristic.58 Guard membership soon reached 100,000 men.59 Both organisations
were dismantled by the Germans when they occupied the Netherlands in 1940. While
thoughts of civil unrest, then, had not completely vanished, during the early 1920s
these beliefs were no longer acute and ceased to be a catalyst for social reform. The
leader of the citizens’ guard in Breda suggested that some people remained a member
of the organisation only because they liked the shooting and the social interaction.60

Demobilisation measures
Subsequent economic crises had a much greater impact on slowing down reform,
strengthening ideology and clout against social legislation. The development of
unemployment insurance policy in the interwar period is a case in point. Before I
elaborate on this matter, however, let us first examine the social measures the
government implemented to deal with the homecoming of the troops. One of the first
demands and the most pressing issue that the social democratic and Catholic parties
raised in their reform programmes of November was a speedy demobilisation and
assistance for needy veterans. The government had prepared for a first wave of the
oldest men to be sent home on 13 November, while between 14 and 19 November
some 100,000 men were discharged, of which 30,000 were expected to need
assistance finding work.61 Employers were encouraged to rehire their former workers
and veterans would replace interned labourers where possible. Aalberse requested the
municipalities to organise public relief works and employers to register their vacancies
with exchange agencies.62 A wide variety of public and private organisations was
involved in the provision of relief and assistance finding work, including the
administrative departments of the armed forces, the KNSC, the National Association
for the Support of Servicemen (Nationale Vereeniging tot Steun van Miliciens, NVSM),
labour exchange agencies, and municipalities.
58 H. Colijn, Memorandum over vrijwiligen Landstorm en burgerwacht, 23 November 1918,
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The different regulations developed by the government became ever more
complicated and bureaucratic in nature. While the stipulations in essence were drafted
to prevent duplication of services and fraudulent behaviour, they also led to
dissatisfaction amongst the veterans who felt marginalised and entitled to a reward in
return for serving their country, perhaps even more so because of the absence of any
military action.63 Instead, many were unemployed and had to beg for a handout. In
general, the end of the war saw a radicalisation of segments of society who were
unhappy with the status quo. The Socialist League of Dutch Conscripts (Socialistische
Bond van Nederlandse Dienstplichtigen), formed in August 1916, organised radical
‘mobilisation clubs’. In May 1918 this League merged with two other associations and
was renamed League of Dutch Conscripts (Bond van Nederlandse Dienstplichtigen),
generating approximately 7,000 members.64 In November, a leftist General League of
Demobilised Men was established.65 Overall, however, soldiers and sailors lacked the
intensely revolutionary tendencies of their eastern counterparts.
As in Germany, the Dutch government had started to discuss and plan the
return of the troops well before the end of the war but had expected no specific
problems in demobilisation planning given the involvement of the KNSC and the
NVSM, in cooperation with the Ministry of War and the State Unemployment
Insurance and Labour Exchange Office (Rijksdienst der Werkloosheidsverzekering en
Arbeidsbemiddeling, RWA).66 Every soldier going on leave, who was likely to need
support, was given a card by the military authorities, white for wage workers, red for
the self-employed.67 This card was to be sent to the KNSC which then provided a
further green card that the veteran had to take to the local branch of the NVSM for
63 Concerning the specific problems of military mobilisation in a neutral country, see

Abbenhuis, The art of staying neutral.
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relief or assistance finding work. During the war, when demobilisation of contingents
of troops occurred regularly and gradually, this arrangement may have worked
satisfactorily. In November 1918, however, large numbers of men were sent home in a
short time. The KNSC was pessimistic about the impact of demobilisation on Dutch
unemployment rates and expected many veterans to be out of work. After the war it
conceded that
The end of the war, contrary to what many expected, did not bring a
reduction in the workload of the K.N.S.C. The conclusion of the
armistice and the demobilisation of a large part of our army in
November 1918 were followed by a winter of previously unknown
unemployment and other difficulties, which demanded from the
K.N.S.C. work and expenses, vastly exceeding sombre expectations.68
On 12 November, it communicated demobilisation arrangements to the local
committees. The veteran breadwinner would continue to receive his national service
benefit through the War Ministry for 30 days after his demobilisation, if necessary with
a supplement. The KNSC was hopeful that former employers would implement the
provision of ‘wait-money’ for their returning workers and it would supplement the
unemployment benefits for those who were entitled to an allowance through
membership of a trade union. It called on employers to rehire former workers even if
the available work did not warrant such a move and it was prepared to pay a part of
the wages. The KNSC also requested the local relief committees to establish
demobilisation commissions in collaboration with veteran representatives in order to
develop a relief plan. It was prepared to fully pay for relief for four weeks after which it
would contribute 50 per cent to local relief efforts.69 The same day, the KNSC wrote to
the mayors requesting their support for the local committees. In the absence of the
provision of relief through local committees, the municipalities were required to
provide support with financial assistance from the KNSC along the same lines.70
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Local committees enthusiastically set to work until the Minister for War,
without consultation, on Christmas Day 1918 announced in the press a change to the
existing rules.71 He relaxed the eligibility criteria for conscripted veterans and their
families, demobilised between 1 August 1918 and 1 April 1919. They could be eligible
to receive the private use of one pair of military boots and one set of underclothing; 40
guilders to buy clothing and tools or for removal costs; a pension of maximum three
guilders per day for a maximum of 120 days for dependants of conscripts who had
deceased after 1 August 1918; and 1.5 guilders for the first 120 days if they were
demobilised after 14 November and did not qualify for family allowance.72 These
benefits were based on need and applications for assistance had to be made through
the local NVSM agency showing the green card, or if the soldier did not have a green
card due to poor behaviour, through the local relief committee. War widows had to
apply through their local mayor, as did people who wished to extend their family
allowance.
The most radical changes, which caused widespread discontent with the local
relief committees, concerned the benefit that veterans received through the War
Ministry. Families of demobilised breadwinners continued to receive their allowance
for 60 days, and men sent home after 14 November 1918 were granted an extra 75
cents per day. Every veteran was entitled to this benefit, irrespective of need and
irrespective of payments already made by the committees. In addition, after the first
60 days a further allowance for the same period could be granted, although this time
the need clause applied again. This benefit was paid through the local relief
committees. The KNSC strongly opposed any welfare which was not strictly based on
need. The local relief committees believed that the provision of family allowance for
60 days irrespective of need created undeserved duplication of benefits. Some
committees asserted that their thrift and careful spending of funds was made a
mockery of by the minister’s new regulations which they assessed to be overly
generous, and they argued that the changes fostered work shyness and a ‘hunt for

71 KNSC, Voornaamste bescheiden, No. 12, pp. 112-3, 2.06.079, 621.
72 KNSC, Voornaamste bescheiden, No. 12, No. 109 L, 27 December 1918,
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pp. 116-23,

relief’.73 Throughout the remainder of its existence, the KNSC objected to the idea that
demobilised soldiers had a right to services. The traditional view that the municipalities
were responsible for relief was still strong in 1918, while on a national level it was held
that provisions should only be made in crisis situations, such as during the war. The
new regulations increased bureaucratisation of services and depersonalised relief,
which flew in the face of the traditional individualised and educative approach.
Additional to the first round of demobilisation provisions for veterans there
were two further rounds. Soldiers who went on leave between 1 April and 31 July 1919
could claim the same types of benefits as their comrades but received a lower or fixed
amount. Government support for veterans who, as a result of their mobilisation, were
partially or totally disabled through no fault of their own, could qualify for state
support based on need and insofar they did not already receive a pension. This
measure was the result of a motion by ARP member A. P. Staalman in the Tweede
Kamer on 29 April 1920. Widows could also qualify. Between 1920 and 1929 several
thousand veterans claimed this payment from the War Ministry declaring lung and
other infections but also insanity and Spanish Influenza.74 After investigation, many
requests were turned down and those whose applications were accepted typically
received a small one-off payment of between 200 and 1,000 guilders.
After 31 July 1919 the KNSC was no longer involved in demobilisation
arrangements. The organisation that had done so much to relieve the negative
consequences of a war fought elsewhere decided the time had come to discontinue its
activities. The Committee had worked tirelessly for five years but had not escaped
mounting criticism. It had been established as a temporary emergency service running
on donations from the private sector but in 1919 the KNSC weekly spent 1.5 million
guilders exclusively at the cost of taxpayers and virtually had become a governmentfunded organisation. From a total of 90 million guilders that the KNSC spent to support
the Dutch through the war, 84 million was funded by the state government. The
government was forced to take control of and secure a project it had initiated, but of
which it was never meant to be custodian. The KNSC acknowledged that mistakes had

73 KNSC, Voornaamste bescheiden, No. 12, p. 123, 2.06.079, 621.
74 NA, 2.13.79, 3; 4 .
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been made and that its relief efforts had created a number of unwanted side-effects,
including increased work shyness and a sense of entitlement to relief, high expenditure
and inefficiency, lack of control and weak leadership.75 Indeed, as the war dragged on,
the number of complaints about relief efforts grew steadily both from recipients and
from within its own ranks. In his departure letter after three years of service, the
chairman of one of the local relief committees in Amsterdam’s central harbour district
condemned both its operations for its ‘amateuristic character’ and the use of
‘dilettante aides’ who were clearly controlled by trade unionists rather than the
committee.76 The recipients did not escape his scorn either, and he attributed their
state of joblessness on many occasions as being caused by their ‘less favourable
qualities’ rather than a lack of labour opportunities. The committee, lacking leadership
and coordination, was at the mercy of unions and recipients who did not shy away
from harassing committee members in the streets to get what they wanted.
In addition to criticisms about its functioning, the KNSC ascertained much
overlap and fragmentation in the growing field of social welfare provision. It is of
interest to note that, although the KNSC remained true to its temporary nature, it was
no longer averse to state intervention to enhance the well-being of Dutch citizens.
Clearly, the transition to ‘ordinary’ circumstances was going to take some time, also
because of the uncertainty prior to the Versailles Treaty, which obstructed
international economic recovery. The war had caused demoralisation, which led to
‘chaotic situations in political and economic areas’ of the most affected and
revolutionised countries, in particular Russia.77 The international situation had also
affected the Netherlands. The KNSC asserted that social legislation extending beyond
emergency situations was required. The way poor relief had been organised prior to
the war was no longer suitable as the war had weakened this system, increasing
poverty and unemployment. Political relations had changed. Poor relief, now called
social care (sociale voorzorg), should be the responsibility of the national government,
and the KNSC called for statutory welfare control acceptable to an ‘edgy population’.
75 KNSC, Voornaamste bescheiden, No. 13, 1 January 1919 to 31 December 1921, 1922, pp. 8-
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New legislation should include poor relief, unemployment insurance and relief for both
insured and non-insured labourers, relief works, labour exchange, and migration
allowances. This legislation should end the ‘half-heartedness’ of ‘half-official’
institutions and attribute assistance to either government or private initiatives. The
KNSC continued some of its activities until its official liquidation in May 1926 but
stopped daily operations on 1 November 1919 in anticipation of state legislation.78

Unemployment insurance
The KNSC was correct in its assessment that unemployment and poverty had increased
at the conclusion of the war. Demobilisation was accompanied by rising
unemployment rates. After moderate levels throughout 1916 and 1917, in November
1918 the rate was 8.2 per cent, rising to 16.1 per cent in February 1919.79 It gradually
declined over 1920 but, as Table 5 shows, increased in the following years as a result of
international economic and political uncertainty. The Versailles Treaty and the Ruhr
occupation had far-reaching repercussions for Germany, and, as a direct consequence,
for the Netherlands, until the Locarno arbitration treaties of 1925 calmed international
relations.80
YEAR
1921
1922
1923
1924

ANNUAL AVERAGE %
9.0
11.0
11.2
8.8

YEAR
1925
1926
1927
1928

ANNUAL AVERAGE %
8.1
7.3
7.5
5.6

Table 5 Unemployment in the Netherlands as a percentage of the workforce. Source:
International Labour Organisation, Yearbook of Labour Statistics, Geneva, 1935, in Patricia
Clavin, The Great Depression in Europe, 1929-1939, Basingstoke: Macmillan Press Ltd, 2000, p.
75.
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The economic crisis greatly hampered the development of public
unemployment legislation in the following years. The new Department of Labour took
control of the administration of the 1917 Unemployment Decree which granted state
subsidies to municipalities supporting unemployment funds. The vast majority of
associations running insurance schemes were those of the trade unions. In 1917, out
of a total of 1,120 Dutch municipalities, 336 were subsidising local insurance funds but,
while the number increased gradually, in 1919 there were still 500 municipalities not
involved at all.81 In 1924, 874 of a total of 1,083 municipalities supported funds.82 The
number of funds and insured workers grew also gradually. In 1923, there were 181
funds with a total of 289,279 members. Central and municipal authorities made 3.7
million guilders in subsidies.83 A worker had to be between 16 and 70 years of age to
be able to join an insurance fund and qualified for a benefit after making contributions
for 26 weeks, set at a maximum of 70 per cent of his wages.84 He had to register with
an unemployment agency and did not receive any benefit in case of strike and lockout, illness, disability, accident, old age and voluntary unemployment.
The public labour exchange was locally organised with district offices and a
central exchange, all of which came under the jurisdiction of the RWA. As part of the
government’s unemployment reduction measures, efforts were also made to restrict
the necessity for unemployment relief and provide public relief works instead. A new
Central Committee for the Expansion of Employment (Centraal Comité ter Verruiming
van Werkgegelegenheid) was established in 1918, made official by royal decree of 15
May 1920 and renamed Central Commission for the Expansion and Regulation of
Employment

(Rijkscommissie

voor

Verruiming

en

Regularisatie

van

Werkgelegenheid).85 This commission was abolished in October 1922, when the
responsibility for public relief works was transferred to the Interior Ministry,

81 Handelingen, 1918-19, II, 12 September 1919, p. 3140.
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emphasising their status as part of public poor relief.86 A wide variety of projects was
undertaken. For instance, 100 cigar workers were deployed in 1922 to manufacture 45
million cigars for a foreign order.87
Soon after demobilisation, increased unemployment rates and the rising cost of
living made it clear that the provisions of the Unemployment Decree were inadequate.
New crisis arrangements were necessary once more. The Labour Minister introduced a
new bill, the Unemployment Insurance Crisis Act (Werkloosheidsverzekeringsnoodwet)
in 1919, granting subsidies over and beyond existing levels to qualifying funds at his
discretion, on the condition that funds increased worker contributions and extended
the benefit period to 90 days. Justifying the new legislation, Aalberse linked it to the
winding up of the KNSC, agreeing that relief efforts had to be continued for the time
being, while the system as a whole was in need of an overhaul.88 A number of trades
without insurance funds, including wharf and transport sectors, experienced high
unemployment and workers were dissatisfied and unruly, likely to cause problems for
the poor relief organisations if they would have to deal with these workers.89 The
minister asserted that, ultimately, the distinction between poor and unemployed
needed to be formalised in separate relief systems. While during the war the KNSC and
the local relief committees had supplemented the care for the poor on the one hand
and that for the unemployed on the other, the organisations traditionally responsible
for these categories of needy people had to take up this responsibility again. Care for
capable and willing workers out of a job through economic circumstances rested in the
first instance with the unemployment funds. This care also included the labour
exchange system, public relief works and fostering the labour market in general. Care
for the poor was directed at overcoming individuals’ personal deficiencies through an
educative approach.
This line of thinking was consistent with a broader international process to
differentiate between poor and unemployed, a development started in the second half

86 Het Volk, 10 October 1922, NA, 2.15.05, 954.
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of the nineteenth century following the English Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, as
discussed in Chapter 1. In practice, however, this distinction was not as obvious as
suggested, resulting in complicated and obscure arrangements. As we have seen,
similar complexities existed in Germany. Despite the minister’s rhetoric about the split
between unemployment insurance, based on self-help, self-responsibility and
entitlement, and relief for those who could not help themselves, based on need, it
proved impossible to create two clearly distinct systems. As insurance benefits
remained inadequate due to high levels of unemployment and concurrent relatively
low levels of payments, the government had to supplement the system continuously.
The minister justified this policy asserting that the voluntary unemployment insurance
funds had removed the problem how to separate the poor from the willing and able
unemployed.90 These organisations, therefore, deserved the support of the state to
allow them to provide adequate benefits eliminating the need to involve relief
agencies. The new regulations would be in the shape of a temporary act, forcing the
municipalities to contribute to local unemployment insurance schemes. In this
transitional set-up, the state government would also take over the subsidies for ‘waitmoney’ from the KNSC. The state would temporarily assume current subsidies
provided by the relief committees. Workers who had used up their maximum benefit
period (uitgetrokkenen) would receive further benefits from the state. State and
municipality would each provide 50 per cent of the subsidies. Finally, the regulations
made it possible to pay more than 100 per cent subsidy to selected trades to attract
new funds.
Thus, while insured workers continued to depend on state funding to top up
their benefits, the large number of workers who were not attached to a fund, together
with the ‘weak’, the elderly and the ‘inferior’, would be assisted by regular poor relief
agencies. Public relief works would be organised on the local level and would be used
to flush out the work-shy who would receive no further assistance. The local labour
exchange agencies would take over workers’ removal and travel grants from the KNSC,
to find employment outside of their place of residence. Finally, a state government

90 Handelingen, Bijlagen, 1918-19, II, August 1919, 506, Nos 3; 5.
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department of public housing would take over building subsidies. 91 The state would
assist the municipalities with subsidies to meet the expenses for relief where necessary
but the minister made it clear that the responsibility for this care in the first instance
remained with the churches and private welfare organisations. State subsidies would
cease as soon as possible when economic circumstances would improve. The Interior
Minister, Ruys de Beerenbrouck, not the Labour Minister, was responsible for
unemployment relief in the new government in an attempt to formalise the
distinction.92 As in Germany, the aim always was to ultimately develop a ‘pure’
insurance system. When this would be achieved the state government could firmly put
the responsibility for social matters back in the hands of the community, respectively
the labour organisations and the private poor relief agencies.93 For the time being,
however, the government agreed to a transition arrangement which continued to
grant a larger than normal role for the state in caring for the unemployed.
The Unemployment Insurance Crisis Act was debated in the Tweede Kamer on
12 September 1919.94 Some members, agreeing with the social democratic and
Catholic unions, objected to the idea that organised workers without a fund, in
particular those working in the transport and agricultural sectors, would be referred to
the ‘humiliating’ poor relief agencies once more.95 These trades were simply not able
to establish funds without state support. The radical NAS had not changed its
traditional viewpoint that the state had to pay for unemployment insurance instead of
the workers. NAS leader David Wijnkoop refused to vote in favour of the bill which he
believed was ‘impudent’ and ‘cynical’.96 He complained bitterly that capitalism had
caused the war which, in turn, had led to revolutionary upheaval. Welfare initiatives
had been aimed at curbing this unrest, and now that the threat was gone so was
welfare, thanks to the social democrats’ treacherous support for capitalism. The new
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bill’s sole purpose was to avoid class struggle, he said. Members on the right of the
chamber complained that during the war it had become an incorrect commonplace
that an entitlement to relief existed, and that the unemployed merely needed to
register to qualify for benefits. Catholics asserted it was no shame to accept help from
private relief agencies. During the war, the local relief committees provided the same
amounts in benefits as ordinary poor relief organisations, so why was one humiliating
but not the other? Despite these differences of opinion the bill was passed without
vote and implemented on 3 November.97
After an initial improvement in 1920, the economy deteriorated again,
thwarting the government’s efforts to terminate emergency arrangements and
introduce definitive unemployment insurance legislation. In fact, existing policies
proved inadequate, requiring adjustment on a number of occasions and, at times,
resulting in peculiar and unjust situations. Extra state and municipal subsidies were
granted to certain unemployment funds that were in financial trouble, initially those of
the tobacco and diamond workers, allowing them to honour the scheme’s
commitments over the regular number of benefit days.98 But even this support was
not enough and provisions were also made to make payments beyond the period of
regular benefits.99 Crisis relief arrangements (steunregelingen) were set up for workers
in selected industries suffering ‘crisis unemployment’, who had used up their insurance
entitlements. These policies were situated within the Interior Ministry, not Labour,
highlighting the relief rather than the insurance nature of the provision and in a way
acknowledging that insurance still was far from adequate to cater for economic lean
times. The Interior Minister could appoint certain trade sectors to qualify for crisis
support in which case the state recompensed 50 per cent of the costs of the
municipalities.100 These grants were paid based on need. Soon inequities resulted,
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leading to some workers, who had used up their insurance payments, receiving more
money than someone on regular unemployment insurance benefits. This situation
could occur because the provision of relief based on need took into account the
personal circumstances of a worker, receiving 13.50 guilders per week plus 1.50 for
each child, whereas insurance paid 15 guilders per week irrespective of family
circumstances.101 Thus, we see the odd situation that a worker on insurance benefits
received less money than a worker on relief, surely making a mockery of the so highly
valued principle of self-help. Aalberse acknowledged this dilemma but, responding to a
suggestion to also take family situation into account in insurance payments, shrugged
it off with the view that one should not bring principles of relief into principles of
insurance when it seemed to suit the circumstances.
The new regulations put a great strain on municipal budgets when
unemployment continued to rise. For instance, the northern city of Groningen looked
after the ‘no longer eligible and the double ineligible, the insured and no longer
insured ... and further also the unorganised’.102 There were so many claims that the
ordinary poor could no longer be assisted. Aalberse was happy that definitive
unemployment insurance legislation had not as yet been implemented in this time of
extraordinary crisis. The bill was ready, he said, but he had decided to withhold it. 103
What were the effects of the Unemployment Insurance Crisis Act and the crisis
relief arrangements? Without doubt, the number of insured workers increased. In
September 1918 there were 163,959 insured workers.104 This number increased to
240,000 towards the end of 1919.105 Approximately 30 per cent of eligible wage
earners were now insured as opposed to 19 per cent in 1909.106 In August 1921,
101 Handelingen, 1921-22, II, 7 February 1922, p. 1433.
102 Rapport betreffende de jaarverslagen van de Armenraden, 1920-21, p. 29, NA, 2.04.48.01,
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350,804 workers were insured against unemployment, of which 20,648 were
unemployed, or 5.9 per cent.107 Towards the end of 1921, 25 trade sectors qualified
for a steunregeling for no longer insured workers, involving 152 municipalities and
costing the state approximately 80,000 guilders per week.108 For 1922 the
arrangement would be the same but Ruys de Beerenbrouck made it clear that
governing ideology regarding the state’s current role being a necessary rather than
desirable one still prevailed. As a last resort the government would provide the
minimum extra funds required, but anything over that would undermine the working
ethic.109 In total, insured workers would qualify for 15 weeks insurance benefits plus
24 weeks relief through the steunregeling. After this period they would be at the
discretion of the municipality in which they resided. The Labour Department also
continued its extra support in 1922 to subsidise funds that were exhausted but, unlike
1921, now required municipalities to contribute one-third to the costs of this policy to
ensure that the municipalities would not lose their motivation to control benefit
recipients and organise public relief works, keeping the cost of benefits down. Sharing
the burden of these extra subsidies was a step closer to normal arrangements,
Aalberse said.110 For 1922, benefits were cut by 5 to 10 per cent.
The socialist Harm Kolthek criticised the government for an apparent return to
liberal laissez-faire practice and reducing the unemployment question to a mere
insurance problem.111 But the right wing was even less impressed with the crisis
measures. They were creating ‘demanding masses without a sense of responsibility’,
only complaining and demanding, not work, but more benefits.112 The regulations
presented to the Ninth British-Dutch Conference on Labour History, Bergen 1994, Amsterdam:
Stichting beheer IISG, 1997, pp. 83-98, here p. 89.
107 Handelingen, 1921-22, II, 30 November 1921, p. 777. Rodenburg provides a figure of 6 per
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were far removed from the principles of insurance and self-help, resembling ordinary
poor relief. Voices were heard to eliminate the relief which had clouded pure
insurance principles.113 The role of the state had to be restricted to legislation and
financial contributions for insurance funds whereas relief and public works were tasks
of the municipalities and not the state government. From 1922 onwards, relief benefits
were decreased and in 1923 the extra subsidies for struggling unemployment funds
stopped altogether.114 On the credit side, research has shown that spending power of
the unemployed increased in the interwar years as a result of relief efforts. 115
To what extent was the state responsible for the welfare of the people? This
important question concerns the basic legitimacy of the welfare state and is still a
controversial point one hundred years later. The role of state government involvement
in social policy was more than a passing theme at this time and a major contention in
the introduction of definitive compulsory unemployment insurance legislation, still on
Aalberse’s desk. The issue was if the state government should force regulations
through the introduction of legislation or whether its involvement should have a mere
encouraging and supporting character, leaving the decisions to employer and worker
organisations. The Great War had forced the state to take on the responsibility for the
families of the troops, for refugees and interned soldiers, and, above all, for workers
without work. But the war had created extraordinary, unprecedented circumstances
justifying the state to increase its brief. The war was over now, however, and so
should, perhaps, this extended state role.
While the government drafted emergency and crisis decrees in the early 1920s
to reduce the impact of unemployment, Aalberse pondered a definitive
unemployment insurance bill as per his 1919 programme. When the social democrats
asked when the minister expected to introduce the bill, Aalberse answered impatiently
that he was not able to work more than 24 hours per day but proposals were being
prepared.116 He got, however, bogged down in consultations and conflicting advice.
113 H. P. J. Bloemers, ‘De werkloosheidsverzekering’, Vragen des Tijds, I, 1922-23, pp. 1-20,
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The RWA’s commission responsible for unemployment insurance advised the minister
in 1920 to build on existing legislation as far as possible.117 It preferred a compulsory
insurance policy but thought that this format would be too problematical to
implement in the current conditions. Unlike their German counterparts, the unions
demanded to keep control and administration of the funds and rejected compulsory
insurance. So did employers who would have to contribute as well. The commission
deliberated that advantages of compulsory insurance included the spread of the risk
over the combined workers rather than specific trades where unemployment risk and
subsequently the contributions were high, and it would force the municipalities to
become involved. Also, the schemes could be run by boards consisting of employees,
municipalities and the state. On the other hand, an act was harder to change and less
flexible than a royal decree, which could be a problem in the current economic
climate. The RWA was divided about the need to force the municipalities to contribute
to the insurance. Folmer, its director, argued that already 800 municipalities were
involved, diminishing the need for compulsion. Thanks to the bureaucratic nature of
the process and the inability of the commission members to agree on any major point,
progress was extremely slow. It was problematic to draft a bill that was based on
voluntary membership while at the same time forcing employers to make
contributions. This would lead to great inequity from one industry to the next and
even within factories. Some workers would be insured solely on the basis of their own
contributions while others would also receive employer contributions. Many workers
would remain uninsured.118
In the following years the fundamental disagreements surrounding the
introduction of unemployment insurance legislation appeared impossible to resolve,
resulting in a virtual stalemate, while the minister was unable or unwilling to break the
impasse. In line with his corporatist outlook, Aalberse’s insistence that the labour
organisations work out the basic principles for the bill was perhaps less an ‘error of
judgment’ than a deliberate decision.119 Given his own reservations about introducing

117 RWA, Memorandum, 2 November 1920, 2.15.01, 9.
118 Folmer, 13 April 1921, 2.15.01, 9.
119 See Hoogenboom, Standenstrijd en zekerheid, p. 234.
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the bill in economic lean times, he seemed unhurried. Employer organisations
continued to oppose making contributions to funds administered by trade unions,
forcing workers to join if they wanted to be insured against unemployment.120 They
also believed levels of benefits too generous. For instance, the Royal Dutch Agricultural
Committee (Koninklijk Nederlandsch Landbouw-Comité) was concerned that the
differences between benefits and wages in its sector at times were so small that it was
difficult to attract workers despite high unemployment in this area.121 In addition,
employers believed that ‘the mentality of the great mass of workers had been
profoundly corrupted during the war years due to the various crisis measures and the
pernicious workings of the relief committees’, and receiving benefits had become a
normality.122 The government indirectly supported the trade union movement
through its subsidies. Employers were not impressed with the minister’s claim that
nowhere in the 1917 Unemployment Decree ‘unions’ were specifically mentioned as
the exclusive administrators of the insurance funds, it merely talked about
‘associations’, as clearly in reality, the unions dominated the system.123 The League of
Dutch

Industrialists’

Associations

(Verbond

van

Nederlandsche

Fabrikanten-

Vereenigingen) came up with the clever argument that modern workers were rather
emancipated enough to make their own decisions about unemployment insurance and
it would be undignified to assume that they were incapable of acting in their own
interest.124 The association argued that it would be unfair to have employers pay for
unemployment insurance, especially in times of crisis, when it would be more
appropriate for the government to provide support. The poor economic situation led
many to believe that any definitive legislation should be completely shelved for the
time being. Employers rejected any contributions on their part as being too great a
120 Groningen Agricultural Society (Groninger Maatschappij van Landbouw) to Labour
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burden in the depressed economic conditions. They distinguished between ‘normal’
unemployment, as occurred in the years prior to the Great War, and extraordinary
unemployment in times of economic malaise. No level of insurance would be able to
cope with such times and it was more suitable for the state government to provide
support.125
The four big Dutch unions, NVV, Bureau of Roman Catholic Trade Unions
(Bureau voor de RK Vakorganisatie, RKV), Christian National Trade Association
(Christelijk Nationaal Vakverbond, CNV) and General Dutch Trade Association
(Algemeen Nederlands Vakverbond), advocated in the Dutch Unemployment Council
(Nederlandsche Werkloosheidsraad, NWR) for the establishment of a crisis fund with
contributions from industry, the state and the funds. But this would not encourage
workers to take out insurance, others believed.126 In 1923, employers were prepared
to contribute to ordinary unemployment insurance but not to crisis unemployment
arrangements, and only after the current crisis would have passed. They wanted
insurance policies to be on a strictly voluntary basis and administered by private
insurance institutions which would be overseen by a central national association with
representatives of the state, employers and workers.127 The unions agreed on
voluntary insurance schemes with contributions from employers, but insisted on
continued union control. A central board would oversee the schemes with
representation from the labour organisations, state and municipalities. 128
The greatest contention, then, was who would administer the insurance. The
unions did not want to surrender control or allow non-organised labourers to become
members while the employers did not want the administration in the hands of the
unions. The stalemate continued and negotiations stalled.
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The minister asked the NWR several times what progress had been made, but
the answer was that ‘circumstances were as yet not suitable’ to continue debate.129 In
1923, a subcommittee of the NWR advised that the unions should remain carriers of
the insurance. The advantages of this ‘historical arrangement’ were the inclusion of
both good and bad risks, the combination of union membership and insurance which
allowed lower premiums, and simple administration and control. Employers and
workers both should contribute to the fund. Non-organised labour was allowed to join
but had to pay higher fees. The state and local government would subsidise one-third
of the costs.130 This advice sparked a new round of resistance from employers who
vehemently opposed state interference in times of normal economic conditions when
the market should regulate the economy and employment.131
The municipalities, meanwhile, wanted the state to take over the responsibility
for the insurance funds. They argued that the state’s involvement, initially as a result
of the war, should be formalised as part of social insurance legislation and separated
from poor relief.132 Once more, the issue dragged on. In June 1924, the NWR offered a
new advice, this time recommending a compulsory insurance for the first time.133
Folmer stated that the crisis seemed to be easing and he believed that the
steunregeling should disappear and be brought back under regular poor relief.
Aalberse, however, disagreed. He acknowledged that in 1924 unemployment rates had
fallen but was of the opinion that definitive state legislation was ‘premature and
undesirable’ as long as the labour market saw serious disturbances.134 Despite a
number of debates in the Tweede Kamer about unemployment support as part of the
Labour Ministry budgets, the road to legislation proved exceptionally longwinded and
full of obstacles. In addition to the absence of what were considered appropriate
economic conditions to implement legislation the ongoing dilemma about employer

129 NWR, 12 May 1922, 2.15.01, 12.
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contributions to the insurance in a system which was carried by the unions could not
be resolved.135
Scholars have laid blame for the dismal failure to implement compulsory
unemployment insurance legislation firmly in the employers’ camp.136 They argue that
industrialists, directly or through their parliamentary representatives, deliberately
‘blocked any compromise’, refusing to contribute financially to the insurance. This
assertion is only partly justified. Indeed, employers’ attitudes were overall extremely
negative and they successfully used deteriorating economic conditions to their
advantage. However, the union movement was uncompromising in its defence of old
prerogatives and refused to adapt to new circumstances.137 The unions were well
aware that it would be unacceptable to employers to contribute to a system without
any say in its running, yet they stubbornly held on to traditional ways. Employers
strongly objected to indirectly supporting the union movement as, of course, workers
had to join a union before they could participate in insurance, despite claims that
insurance was not an exclusive union matter. The unions were strongly against
including unorganised workers. Neither employers nor worker organisations were
particularly interested in compromise, thereby proving that Aalberse’s dreams about
fostering harmony through negotiation did not always come true.
On 1 December 1927 the matter was put back on the parliamentary agenda.
The social democrat Van den Tempel summarised why legislation was necessary.
Insurance would only be effective, he said, when all the municipalities would finally be
required to participate and every worker would be covered. Insured numbers had
decreased from 397,000 in 1920 to 277,000 in 1926, indicating that compulsory
insurance was necessary. In addition, the insurance burden would be spread when
industry would also contribute, enabling longer benefit periods. The unions were now
agreeable to compulsory insurance but not so the employers as long as the unions
would be administrating the schemes. Van den Tempel reminded Minister Slotemaker
135
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de Bruïne, who had succeeded Aalberse in 1925, that the government had announced
the legislation as long ago as 1919.138 The debate ended with the passing of yet
another motion that compulsory legislation should be introduced. But, due to the soon
to arrive Great Depression and the Second World War, this legislation stalled once
more only to be finally passed in 1949.
In conclusion, a number of economic, social and political factors contributed to
the expansion of public unemployment policies in the Netherlands in the interbellum
years: the sharp increase in unemployment after demobilisation and in the early
1920s, the threat of revolution in November 1918, the influence of a growing social
democratic and union movement, and the influence of progressive voices within and
across political parties. These aspects did not occur in isolation and their fusion in the
context of the social and economic upheaval at the time was a fertile basis for change.
The Dutch state’s first involvement with unemployment policy occurred as a result of
high joblessness due to the outbreak of the Great War and ensuing economic crisis.
Ironically, depression and war were also factors obstructing and delaying the
introduction of definitive legislation. While the crises accompanying mobilisation and
demobilisation created conditions sufficient to initiate ad hoc emergency measures,
such conditions proved a barrier to the introduction of a compulsory unemployment
insurance bill. In addition, social insecurity and turmoil created remarkable consensus
between political and economic parties about the necessity to immediately relief those
that were most affected. Pre-war plans concerning state involvement in
unemployment policies were put in practice after mobilisation in August 1914,
requiring far less improvisation compared to Germany. After the war, however, no
expedient strategies were available to translate the Werkloosheidsbesluit into
compulsory unemployment insurance. While progressives were hopeful that
temporary measures would be consolidated after the war, conservative forces
expected things to get back to where they had been before the war once conditions
stabilised. Aalberse was of the opinion that longer-term social reform should be left as
much as possible to the labour organisations, with the state assuming a sanctioning,
legislative role. Many opportunistic advocates of reform in the November days of
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1918, who had put aside their ideological objections to state intervention and social
legislation to save the nation from revolution and rebellion, returned to their old party
lines. The problem was that the line between crisis and normal conditions was blurred
in the interwar years. The war was over and the troops had gone home, but the
economy remained weak in the early 1920s, necessitating ongoing state involvement
in both insurance and relief efforts. While this partaking remained ambiguous and did
not lead to a decisive resolution of the unemployment question, it would be
permanent.
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Chapter 6
Perceptions of unemployment: demoralisation and
radicalisation
Concerns about the state of mind of the jobless have been a central part of the social
question ever since the beginning of periods of mass unemployment in the late 1800s.
Apathy, sloth, boredom, despair, disbelief, cynicism, and deprivation are some of the
words used to describe this condition.1 Wretched and downtrodden, the unemployed
might defy their miserable existence and rebel, blaming society for their situation.
Authorities have associated mass unemployment with the threat of radical or
revolutionary upheaval since it first appeared. A widespread belief existed that the
dejection associated with joblessness would lead to unruly and violent action, posing a
risk to the existing order as this bleak contemporary outlook suggests:
Life shows anybody, who wants to see, how unemployment
humiliates and crushes also the disciplined and proud worker in a
short time; how first the means of subsistence become scarce, then
are absent, how savings are used up, furniture disappears piece by
piece, how the physical resilience of the worker declines, how the
humiliation of his situation makes him lose his moral hold, how his
resistance to alcoholism decreases, and finally he even becomes a
vagabond... He considers the existing order with feelings of bitterness
and hate; this way he becomes a restless and dangerous element in
the state, always prepared to violent revolution.2
1 See for instance Dick Geary, ‘Unemployment and working-class solidarity: the German
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As we have seen, unemployment presented authorities with a major and
previously unknown dilemma at the beginning of the twentieth century. The mass
nature of this new phenomenon accompanying large-scale industrialisation and
urbanisation instilled concern for organised unrest and a threat to the established
order, forcing national authorities to deal with this important facet of the social
question. The outbreak of war and subsequent mobilisation exacerbated these fears in
a time when disorder had the potential to jeopardise the all-important war effort,
driving social change. In addition to measures assisting the unemployed to find work
and setting up public relief projects, governments had to provide cash relief enabling
at least the bare necessities of life and keep them from rebelling. But these
instruments did not solve the dilemma. Providing handouts might prevent the jobless
and their families from starving, but was also thought to increase their laziness and
decrease their motivation to take up work again. This ‘double bind’ of how to prevent
revolutionary unrest and, at the same time, avoid demoralisation and dependency has
troubled authorities ever since. To not assist the unemployed might cause upheaval, to
assist them might create an indifferent and unwilling workforce. Surely, generating
more demoralisation by attempting to fight it would be a poor outcome.
This chapter reviews the intricacies of this dilemma and how realistic
authorities’ concerns for demoralisation and radicalisation were in Germany and the
Netherlands during and after the Great War. The first section discusses contemporary
ideas about unemployment and its associated risks, followed by a closer look at how
these beliefs translated into dealing with the unemployed. An important aspect of this
enquiry forms the responses of the unemployed in this period. How did they perceive
their situation? Did they see themselves as an interest group separate from employed
workers?3 Were they organised? Did they share a political affiliation? While there are
many studies about their plight during the Great Depression4, far less is known about

3 Detlev Peukert writes about the development of new ‘social divisions’ in the interbellum,
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how they reacted to their situation during the war and in the first decade of the
interbellum, with sources concerning the Netherlands especially scant.5 The final part
of this chapter assesses the similarities and differences in both countries.

Biting the hand that feeds?
The link between unemployment and demoralisation, criminality, and radicalisation
dates back to the traditional image of the medieval vagabond, superimposed on the
industrial worker of the late nineteenth century. The belief that the new and relatively
unknown phenomenon of mass unemployment carried a great potential for
revolutionary unrest tied in with the perceived overall radical potential of the newly
emerging working class. In an urbanised environment, workers congregated in largescale factories and had access to improved means of communication, making the
threat of organised upheaval in deteriorating social conditions a very real problem. 6
In Germany between 1882 and 1907, the number of large firms had risen
sharply. There were 550 companies with more than 1,000 workers, averaging 2,400,
mainly in mining, iron and steel works.7 These included Krupp, Thyssen and
Gutehoffnungshütte. In the Netherlands, technological advancement led to industrial
growth and the founding of large companies including Royal Shell and Philips.8 This
development was accompanied by growing cities. Germany had 48 cities of over
100,000 residents which expanded enormously between 1880 and 1914. For instance,
Berlin doubled its population to 2 million.9 In 1882, 42.5 per cent of the working
population worked in agriculture against 28.6 per cent in 1907, while industry,

5 Brief analyses of the 1920s in Ad van den Oord, Voor arbeid en brood. De Nederlandse
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transport and trade employed 45.5 per cent in 1882 against 56.2 per cent in 1907.10 In
the Netherlands, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht grew rapidly, with
the capital city increasing its number of residents to over 500,000 by 1900. 11 In 1889,
32.9 per cent of the Dutch working population was employed in agriculture while in
1909 this figure had decreased to just 28.3 per cent. Manufacture, building, trade,
finance and transport employed 45.5 per cent in 1889, and 50.6 per cent in 1909.12
When Bismarck introduced his anti-socialist laws in the late 1870s, he
anticipated that as long as workers were in a job they would remain docile and safe
from revolutionary recruitment.13 Dutch authorities studied this legislation with
interest.14 Problems arose when jobs were not available in times of economic slump.
The German social reformer Lujo Brentano set the agenda for the debate in 1879 when
he suggested that the jobless would develop ‘hatred against the established order’ and
that unemployment radicalised the workers.15 A lively dispute ensued about the
dangers of unemployment in the press, and amongst political and social observers who
did not shy away from colourful and theatrical expressions to support their arguments.
The ‘scourge’ of unemployment invariably would lead to laziness, work shyness and
resentment against the establishment, resulting in a life of crime, prostitution and
rebellion.16 Unemployment was a special form of poverty, the consequences of which
included the menace of revolution, heralding ‘the dark cloud of social catastrophe’. 17
10 Reich Interior Ministry, Denkschrift betreffend Fragen der wirtschaftlichen Mobilmachung,
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This ‘harmful cancer of our social lives’18 embittered those affected, posing a threat to
‘social peace’.19 Dutch commentators used similar dramatic language. For instance,
the Catholic paper Maasbode spoke of unemployment as ‘one of the worst and most
painful ailments of current social life’.20
The unions also subscribed to this image of unemployment and those affected.
Christian unions warned that ‘thousands of German workers and white-collar
employees have turned away from God, state and society, and poured into the
revolutionary party, driven by the scourge of unemployment’.21 While it may be true
that the socialist free unions attributed the moral predicament of those who were
unable to find work to the injustices of the capitalist system, they nevertheless
contributed to this negative label, affirming the gap between the employed and the
unemployed.22 Being without work had a demoralising effect and this belief was
widely shared across the political spectrum prior to the First World War, including the
social democrats.23 Their paper, Vorwärts, prophesied that the unemployed would
descend into a life of crime if nothing was done to alleviate their situation.24 Had Marx
not warned that this Lumpenproletariat, would be ‘inclined to allow itself to be bribed
by reactionary intrigues’?25 In developing their insurance funds, Dutch unions were
keen to ensure that beneficiaries were genuinely unemployed through no fault of their
own, incorporating a number of ‘wait days’ and other restrictions to exclude the
chronic jobless.26
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Whatever the motivation, the unemployed could not be abandoned. They were
a potential security risk warranting the intervention of the national authorities. The
means available to governments to see to the problem were, however, limited. At the
time, a strong reluctance still existed to interfere in the workings of the economy, a
residue from nineteenth century laissez-faire ideology, hampering active state labour
market strategies, although governments acknowledged that job creation was better
than handing out assistance. Authorities and employers believed in the independent
mechanisms of the labour market. In times of economic decline, the demand for
labour would contract, reducing wages. When labour was cheap, industry would be
inclined to increase its hiring practices again, thus, unemployment would decrease.
Many people believed that benefits would actually increase unemployment as financial
assistance would prevent wages from falling to the required level. In the Netherlands
and Germany, public relief works (or ‘productive’ unemployment relief) were popular,
though largely ineffective. Coordinated national labour exchange systems did not exist
prior to the war. As a last resort, municipalities supported unemployed workers with
cash relief to prevent that ‘someone in utter misery either dies of starvation or lays a
hand on society’. This ‘principle of inevitability’ was the cornerstone of traditional poor
relief.27 As discussed, the outbreak of war provided the economic and political
circumstances for the national governments to drop their non-intervention ideology
and put measures in place. However, supporting the unemployed with cash benefits
did not solve the dilemma of demoralisation and radicalisation but, instead, created a
new problematic layer of entitlement.
Precisely because the central authorities at the outset linked state relief
provision with war, mobilisation and civilians’ sacrifices for their countries, the
beneficiaries developed a sense of entitlement to support, however miserly and
inadequate it may have been. German unemployment relief, initiated in 1914 and
institutionalised in 1918, and the Dutch relief efforts through Treub’s emergency
regulations and the KNSC, had all eventuated because of the war and only because of
the war. Relief was the governments’ side of the war bargain. When ‘rights’ were
frustrated, it was easy to blame the government, once more creating potential for

27 Poor Board Regulation, n.d., NA, 2.04.54, 74.
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upheaval and rebellion. Thus, the perceived cure for demoralisation and radicalisation
actually contributed to further disease, as many had feared. The problem of
unemployment had come full circle: because it was seen as a threat to the established
order and the war effort it had to be ameliorated, but relief created entitlement,
forming a threat to the same established order when expectations could not be met.
Peukert writes that the public ‘tended to judge social policies by the extent to which
they failed to live up to promises and expectations’.28 The Great War created ‘a new
clientele of “superior” welfare recipients’29 and to his list of ex-servicemen and their
relatives the category of unemployed workers may be added. People turned to the
state for help, regarding themselves as ‘deserving victims’ of war.30 Eghigian observes
‘the paradoxical social fact’ that people seemed to grow more dissatisfied with welfare
services as they expanded.31 Resentment and negative feelings towards a state
apparatus considered responsible for people’s needs were inevitable when resources
got scarce.
Moreover, some groups were given superior title to war victim status, in the
belief that they were more entitled to benefits than others. For instance, war veterans
who had risked their lives and health for their nation were considered to have a right
to support when they could not find a job and should not be treated the same as
ordinary unemployed workers.32 Disabled veterans protested vehemently when in
1920 their war pensions were taken into account when calculating their

28 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, p. 134.
29 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, p. 137.
30 Greg Eghigian, ‘The politics of victimization: social pensioners and the German social state in
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more discontented when their condition improves at a rate slower than they might wish, or
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32 Adolf Cohen, Die Arbeitsvermittlung und die Arbeitslosenunterstützung für heimkehrende

Kriegsteilnehmer, Conference of social democratic representatives of cities and municipalities,
19 September 1915, Berlin: Verlag des Verbandes der Sozialdemokratischen Wahlvereine
Berlins und Umgegend, p. 9.
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unemployment benefit.33 Unemployment, thus, remained fraught with dangers and
risks to the national security. Clearly, war does not always increase social cohesion and
a willingness to share resources.34 Let us now take a closer look at how these
processes of need, demand and entitlement evolved in the Netherlands and Germany
as a result of the First World War.

The Netherlands
In the Netherlands, the fear of radicalisation, rebellion and unrest accompanied mass
unemployment in the late 1800s. A first taste of things to come were demonstrations
of jobless workers in the 1880s and 1890s. For instance, in 1885 unemployed workers
in Amsterdam, Rotterdam and the northern province of Friesland sent spokesmen to
the mayors of the cities to demand measures against unemployment. SDB front man
Ferdinand Domela Nieuwenhuis addressed a meeting of thousands of unemployed
workers in Amsterdam in 1886, demanding work projects. Socialists distributed bread
to those present. One year later, an Association of Unemployed (Vereeniging van
Werkeloozen) was established. Laid-off workers walked through streets where the
affluent citizens lived, carrying axes, spades and brooms.35 Commenting on the high
level of unemployment in the winter of 1894, Treub made the link between the misery
that unemployment caused and rebellious potential when he wrote that
So great is the misery that ... it has ultimately become untenable.
Twice as untenable, because the spirit of resignation, which led the
workers in the past to passively accept times of poverty, increasingly
is replaced by a spirit of rebellion against what is no longer regarded
as an inevitable fate...36
The workers no longer saw their fate as inescapable and were growing restless. The
State Unemployment Report concluded that ‘... due to the revolutionary character that
33 Reich Federation for War Victims (Reichsbund für Kriegsbeschädigte, Kriegshinterbliebene
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the worker movement initially assumed and of which the demonstrations of the
unemployed were a result, it was obvious that ... plans would be made to do
something against the great evil’, using this observation to advocate for state
involvement.37
When unemployment rose sharply in August 1914, as in earlier times, the
jobless held meetings and demonstrations to make their voices heard. For instance,
soon after mobilisation, 500 to 600 workers in Amsterdam marched to the city hall and
met with the mayor to inquire what the city would do to relieve its unemployed.38 In
addition to financial and practical assistance provided by the state and the KNSC, a
number of private initiatives were taken to enhance the intellectual well-being of the
unemployed and prevent dejection. For instance, in Amsterdam a local Committee for
the Development and Relaxation of the Unemployed (Comité tot Ontwikkeling en
Ontspanning van Werkloozen) warned the unemployed that, additional to the threats
of hunger and cold, the dangers of ‘boredom and spiritual decline’ loomed large in
their endless hours of idleness. The committee offered free services for their
advancement and relaxation, including visits to ‘museums, institutions and factories’ to
satisfy their ‘thirst for knowledge’.39 It seems debatable, though, if a visit to a factory
and being confronted with those fortunate workers who were still in a job would do
much to unwind the visitor.
Despite state and private efforts to minimise the immediate impact of the war
on its residents, the influx of refugees from Belgium, interned soldiers, and the rising
levels of unemployment and impoverishment were a constant threat to public order,
made worse by the absence of police, a great number of whom had been mobilised.40
Throughout the war, large-scale dissatisfaction with wartime restrictions, and the
unavailability and high prices of food caused regular serious upheaval, especially in the

37 Staatscommissie over de Werkloosheid, Rapport IX. Eindverslag, 1914, The Hague: Ter
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39 Het Nieuws van den Dag: kleine Courant, 11 November 1914.
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cities of Rotterdam and Amsterdam. Above all the lack of potatoes triggered
discontent, as these were an important staple and once labelled the ‘natural moneybox of the worker’ (‘natuurlijke spaarpot van den arbeider’).41 One of the emergency
laws, passed on 3 August 1914, enabled the government to take charge of the
distribution of food and determine maximum food prices to curb war profiteering. In
1916, a Distribution Law was passed but the policies of the minister responsible,
Folkert Posthuma, attracted widespread criticism, leading a Tweede Kamer member to
state sourly that Posthuma ‘was such a proponent of distribution that he distributed
his entire governmental power’ and had largely become ineffective.42
In June 1916 in Rotterdam workers protested against high prices and scarcity of
food, believing that plenty of food had been produced but was transported abroad.
They felt that the government’s distribution laws were ‘criminal’.43 Women, especially,
were instrumental in these rebellions. Women in Amsterdam wrote to the Interior
Minister in July 1916, expressing their dissatisfaction with rising food prices, a lack of
clothes and rising rents, demanding that the Minister act immediately to change this
situation.44 The growers, on the other hand, insisted that enough food was available
and demanded even higher prices as well as approval to export potatoes. 45 When
economic conditions deteriorated in 1917 and 1918, things took a turn for the worse.
Answering questions in the Tweede Kamer in February 1917, ministers Loudon
(Foreign Affairs) and Posthuma (Agriculture, Industry and Trade) stated that the import
of raw materials as well as Dutch exports stagnated as increased war efforts in the
belligerent countries hampered their exports. The Netherlands would be forced to
trade with other neutral countries or produce more itself, but lack of raw materials
resulted in factories reducing working hours or shutting down altogether.46 Once

41 Handelingen der Staten-Generaal, n.d., 2.04.26.02, 694.
42 Van Doorn, Handelingen, 1917-18 II, 7 March 1918, p. 1780.
43 SDAP Rotterdam, 13 June 1916, 2.04.26.02, 691.
44 Women of Amsterdam to Interior Minister, 19 June 1916, 2.04.26.02, 691.
45 Dutch Horticultural Council (Nederlandsche Tuinbouwraad) to Interior Minister, 16 June
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more, the unemployed had to turn to the KNSC for assistance. Unemployment figures
again passed the 10 per cent mark.47
On occasion it happened that residents projected their anger and frustration
about the high rates of unemployment on interned German soldiers. In May 1917, in a
camp near Bergen, Germans were harassed, initially by a group of French children and
their guardians but these soon got assistance from six servicemen and a group of
youth and adult civilians, totalling 150 to 200 people. The internees were abused, spat
at and pelted with rocks. A local paper excused the assault, asserting that many locals
had lost their jobs due to the fishing industry being shut down as a result of the war,
for which they blamed the Germans.48 In the summer of 1917 riots occurred when
people seized potatoes stored in ships due for England.49 On 5 July, troops shot and
killed five demonstrators in Amsterdam.50 As a result of these incidents, the number of
requests for assistance and protection from the army increased, becoming ever more
unintelligible, prompting Snijders’ successor, General W. F. Pop, to complain angrily to
the Minister for War that people in the streets laughed at the lethargic troops who did
not know how to behave themselves, were bored and annoyed about their cancelled
leave, and subsequently got into mischief.51
Unfortunately, in most cases, archival documents do not specifically refer to
the role of the unemployed in these riots, but we may assume that they were involved
and formed part of the general workers’ protests. There are, however, many occasions
when unemployment and its consequences were stated as a reason for the outbreak
of unrest, be it directly as in the case of the treatment of the German internees or
indirectly as with the food scarcities. On occasion, the link between unrest and
unemployment was made more explicit, for example in towns in the Zaan region near
47 Peter Rodenburg, ‘Tracing the changing measures of unemployment in Dutch
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Amsterdam, where mayors expressed their concern about riots in this area with high
unemployment and food in short supply. Authorities stated that the population had
become used to high wages and would have difficulty adapting to leaner times.52
Mobilisation of the unemployed as an interest group was at a low level in the
Netherlands but not completely absent. It seems that the unemployed themselves
played a very marginal role in these organisations. In Amsterdam, an Unemployed
Agitation Committee (Werkloozen Agitatie Comité, WAC) was established, which
attempted to gain representation in the local KNSC committee. The local chapters of
the NAS opposed this move as the WAC included unorganised workers.53 After the
war, the WACs continued their operations, predominantly as an off-shoot of the far
left, the NAS and the Communist Party of Holland (Communistische Partij Holland,
CPH), which in the 1920s fought a bitter internal struggle about the aims of these
committees. Every jobless worker, 18 years and older could join a WAC, paying 10
cents per week membership fee. They demanded work projects and opposed
bureaucratic excesses in the administration of the relief regulations.54 The WACs in
1919 had a periodical, The Unemployed Worker (De Werklooze Arbeider) but this paper
existed for a short time only.55 The NAS published a further periodical, Unemployment
(De Werkloosheid) in 1922 and 1923 which aimed to combat unemployment and
support the struggle of the jobless. At this time, approximately 20 WACs existed,
mainly in the bigger cities, demanding ‘productive’ work and if this was not available,
benefits at wage level. The NAS organised an unemployment congress on 29 October
1922 which reiterated these demands.56 On 25 December 1922, another congress
took place which was called ‘our red Christmas day’. In 1923, the NAS demanded
unemployment benefits without worker contributions.57 As we have seen, NAS

52 Mayors of Wormerveer and Koog aan de Zaan to Queen’s Commissioner in Noord-Holland,
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ideology did not support an insurance scheme. Overall, the NAS did not have a large
following and seems to have been ineffective in mobilising the jobless.
The social democratic press warned against agitation by the CPH, accusing it of
using the unemployed for their own political agenda.58 This did not deter the
socialists, however, from organising their own demonstrations in 1922. For example,
3,000 people demonstrated in Utrecht on 30 October, demanding more generous
benefits and work projects.59 Social democratic paper Voorwaarts reported
demonstrations in Haarlem and Deventer. In some places, demonstrations were
prohibited.60 Throughout 1921 and 1922, unemployed workers also held spontaneous
marches, sometimes attracting as many as 3,000 people.61 On occasion, these
demonstrations were successful, for instance resulting in work projects, but often the
police heavy-handedly dispersed the demonstrators. While violent protests did occur
in the 1920s in the Netherlands, these mainly consisted of isolated incidents and did
not involve a large number of people.62 There are no reports of explicit violence by the
unemployed with most marches occurring orderly and peacefully. However, just over
the border in the German town of Oberhausen, where many Dutch were employed,
laid-off workers of the Gute Hoffnung mine marched, whereby two people were killed
and seven injured in clashes with police. It is not clear if the dead and wounded were
Dutch or German.63
The relationship between the unions and unemployed workers was ambiguous.
The unions were motivated to pick up the cause of the unemployed because of their
view that unemployment insurance was a tool in the struggle for higher wages. 64
58 Voorwaarts, 17 November 1921.
59 Voorwaarts, 31 October 1922.
60 Limburger Koerier, 2 April 1921.
61 Het Centrum reported a demonstration of unemployed peat workers in Emmen-
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Solidarity was not high on their list. As we have seen, their views on the unemployed
were often similar to those of the bourgeoisie. Overall, the unemployed stood alone
and, as historian Piet de Rooy notes, they lacked the means to organise themselves
efficiently and had no organisation to support them. 65 The unemployed, thus, were in
a no-win situation: without benefits they would become potential strike breakers or
push wages down, and if granted benefits, they would become lazy and dependent on
handouts.

Germany
Demonstrations of the unemployed had also occurred in Germany around the turn of
the century but these had been rather sporadic incidents.66 Nevertheless, the link
between unemployment and the danger to public order was frequently made across
the political spectrum. For instance, the magistrate of Schöneberg was concerned that
seasonal winter unemployment of many building and uneducated workers would not
only cause hardship to thousands of families but could also form the basis for
dangerous movements in ‘politically aroused times’.67 In 1912, the SPD pressed the
government in Reichstag debate to introduce legislation when there was still time to
do so, warning that in the next industrial crisis hundreds of thousands of workers
would be thrown onto the streets.68 SPD newspaper Vorwärts went a step further,
sharply condemning employers who insisted that unemployment rates were not high,
and claiming that the workers had a right to compensation for the damage the
economic system inflicted upon them. Unemployment insurance legislation was taking
too long, leaving the workers discouraged and prone to criminal behaviour. The only
remedy was to bring the workers ‘out of their gloomy houses onto the street, into the
meetings, into the goal oriented struggle of the entire workforce’.69 The liberal65 De Rooy, Werklozenzorg en werkloosheidsbestrijding, p. 63.
66 See Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, n. 88, p. 33.
67 Magistrate Schöneberg to president in Potsdam, 2 February 1912, R1501/101001, f. 127.
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minded press labelled this call for organisation irresponsible and argued that using the
unemployed for a political cause could imply a severe danger to public order when
their powers were unleashed and could not be controlled. 70 Others argued that
unemployment was an issue that could arise in any economic system, not just
capitalism, and that perhaps only in a ‘prison state’ (Zuchthausstaat) this evil could be
completely abolished. Socialism could no more prevent unemployment than capitalism
but any system would be wise to try and soften its impact.71 If the unemployed would
be left to their own device, men would turn bitter and willing to overthrow the existing
order, whereas women might sink into prostitution.72 Clearly, this was a matter of
national security and the state therefore should not shirk its responsibility.
In August 1914, the fear for unrest as a result of the rise in unemployment after
mobilisation became acute. The call to support the unemployed became more intense
‘because it would importantly contribute to calming the worker population’.73 During
the war, incidents were limited thanks to the enthusiasm for the war effort and, of
course, the by and large absence of unemployment between 1915 and 1918. After the
war, a plethora of interest groups sprang up, including those of ‘[w]idows, war
veterans, workers, civil servants, the young, the elderly, savers, creditors’ and, might I
add, the unemployed, believing they were ‘innocent casualties of war, revolution, and
inflation’.74 It was for the state and for the war that people had made sacrifices and
they now demanded ‘social justice’. They identified themselves through their suffering.
More than anything else at the time, the Germany of the early 1920s
was overrun with victims, wave upon wave of individuals who
represented themselves as having sacrificed their health or their
husband or their limbs or their income for a state, which, they now
believed, wanted to abandon them.75
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A virtual competition for victim status developed when inflation ate away citizens’
private and the state’s public resources, creating widespread discontent and
resentment. There were riots, demonstrations, action groups both from the right and
the left expressing their disgruntlement in increasingly violent manners.
The unemployed were not all passive recipients of relief and, in addition to
individual expressions, organised themselves into, sometimes militant, groups. The
majority of concerns from unemployed workers concerned the level of benefits and
basic material necessities of life. The archives of the Labour Ministry contain a large
number of letters of both individuals and groups of people requesting assistance with
everyday needs. For instance, in Berlin, the Workers’ Council of the Unemployed asked
for an extra 50 M for Christmas 1919. Winter support, including coal and clothes, was
welcomed but the council felt that extra support was justified as ‘over and above, the
unemployed have the burning desire that they and their relatives, for once, can eat to
their hearts content at the feast of love....’76 In January 1921, the State Commission of
the Unemployed including Hessen, Darmstadt, Offenbach, Mainz and other cities
urgently requested the ministry to increase support for the unemployed. The
committee demanded benefits to go up 50 per cent, in addition to extra winter
assistance of 300 M for the benefit recipient and 50 M for their dependants. It also
wanted relief works. It claimed that, because of the rising cost of living, a large group
of workers ‘descents into criminality’ and petty crime was on the increase. Due to
malnutrition, sickness and death also increased. The ministry, however, replied that
the government did not have the requested funds available.77
When peaceful demands were not honoured, it was not uncommon that the
unemployed resorted to intimidation and violence. In Mannheim, for instance, they
were dissatisfied with the 6 M that an adult male was granted per day, wanting 8 M
instead. A large group of people attended a meeting of the local relief committee to
demand this rise.

76 Workers’ Council of the Unemployed Berlin (Arbeiterrat der Arbeitslosen Groß Berlin), in Die
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While the meeting of the welfare committee took place, several
thousand unemployed congregated before the city hall in response to
a previously advertised call in the newspapers and broke into the
offices. The session of the welfare committee had to be cancelled,
before a decision was reached. A larger number of unemployed broke
into a few offices, whereby mayor Ritter was physically maltreated
and sustained several head wounds. This mayor was threatened by
the unemployed who had broken into his office and ordered to go
into the Nibelungen room to issue statements.78
The municipality was forced to give in to the demands. In Plauen, Saxony, jobless men
were dissatisfied with changes in the Erwerbslosenfürsorge and demanded money
from the rich, stating that ‘if the possessing classes do not assent to this sacrifice, then
we will encourage them with demonstrations in front of their houses’. The authorities
felt forced to pay higher than allowed benefits as a result.79 However, in response to
an offer from the Reich Labour Ministry for security measures, the Saxon Foreign
Ministry replied that this was unnecessary.80 On some occasions, things got out of
hand. A joint ‘hunger demonstration’ of unemployed, war victims and pensioners on
18 November 1922 in Dresden resulted in plundering and disturbance of the public
order. Demonstrators were mainly youth who carried metal objects and sticks, and
even one firearm.81 In Bautzen on 31 May 1923, a woman and a shopkeeper were
killed and five to ten people injured.82
The district of Goldap in East Prussia, now Poland, reported unrest and a ‘relief
psychosis’ which was said to be ‘uncritically and strongly supported by political left
radical leaders’.83 Organised unemployed workers insisted on benefits and refused
work which did not pay well enough. The local authorities blamed the problems on the
too small difference between relief provision (24 M) and district wages (32 M), leading
to work shyness. The unemployed sometimes had a higher income than the workers.
78 Stadtrat Mannheim, 4 January 1919, R3901/543, f. 171.
79 Leipziger Volkszeitung, 17 February 1921, R1501/101380, f. 324.
80 Saxon Foreign Ministry, 28 June 1921, R1501/101380.
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While the unemployed themselves felt that their benefits were not high enough,
employers and labour exchanges believed they were often too high, removing all the
incentives to look for work. Some officials complained that the jobless received more
money than the staff of the labour exchanges assisting them.84 The leader of the relief
office in Berlin, the social democrat and former leader of the General German Union
League (Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, ADGB), Johann Sassenbach,
admitted in January 1919 that benefits of 17 or 18 M were ‘economically absurd’ and
would kill all labour joy but they were unavoidable in an effort to prevent large groups
of unemployed take to the streets after the Spartacus unrest.85
In addition to spontaneous outbursts of unrest and dissent, the German
unemployed achieved a moderate level of organisation to stand up for their interests.
Authorities usually aligned these groups with communist agitation and often blamed
communist groups for using the destitute situation of the jobless to advance their
political cause. These organisations were, indeed, often quickly usurped by the
Independent Social Democratic Party (Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei
Deutschlands, USPD) and KPD.86 The ideological rift between socialists and
communists about the causes and cures of unemployment was especially severe in
Germany, with both parties trying to win the unemployed over to their side, adding to
radicalisation.87 Moreover, the communist parties were divided amongst themselves,
attempting to ‘steal’ each other’s unemployed.88 Many jobless were attracted to
radical left-wing parties because of their material demands rather than their political
ideology of class struggle. These demands included the provision of productive work,
84
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prevention of part-time work and lay-offs, an increase in benefit levels the same for
men, women and youth, cheap clothes, food, fuel, school meals, and waiving arrears in
electricity and gas bills.89 In addition, the left defended the unemployed against
discrimination and criticised bureaucratic excesses in welfare provision.90
Everywhere in Germany Councils of the Unemployed (Erwerbslosenräte) were
established, along the lines of the council movements of soldiers and sailors.91 In
Berlin-Lichtenberg, the new council demanded the Prussian welfare ministry to be
consulted in all unemployment matters. Its aim was to ‘represent the interests of the
unemployed and ameliorate misery’. The council also wanted to safeguard the new 8hour working day and assist jobless workers finding labour. It claimed to be nonpolitical and open to all.92 The minister responded that the council was welcome to
attend the meetings.93 Local groups were often affiliated with state and Reich
networks. In Prussia, a state council was set up in October 1919, with the bigger cities
electing a delegate for every 1,000 unemployed and the smaller municipalities sending
one representative for every 500.94 Bavaria followed in November, making proposals
to the Reich Labour Ministry to prohibit lay-offs for the winter months 1919-20,
monitor the unemployed in collaboration with the labour exchanges and publish
information leaflets.95 The council, rather threateningly, advised the ministry that it
was in its hands to keep the unemployed quiet and to ignore their demands could have
serious repercussions. In addition to local and state committees, a Reich commission,
the Reichserwerbslosen-Ausschuss, was established, which negotiated with the Reich
89 KPD, Richtlinien über unsere Haltung zur Arbeitslosenfrage, n.d., BArch, RY 1/I 2/708/126, f.
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Labour Ministry about discounts on groceries, rises in benefits and tax exemptions. 96
The status of these councils remained somewhat obscure and the Labour Ministry was
unsure if they were to be regarded as independent bodies or as part of the trade
unions. In any case, it did not require municipalities or states to acknowledge the
councils as representatives of the unemployed or to negotiate with them.97 The
councils regularly organised national congresses, commencing in Berlin in April 1919
and Hamburg in August 1919.98 More congresses followed in Berlin on 28 and 29 May
192099, and Ludwigshafen on 28 and 29 April 1923. The demands formulated at such
meetings included a 100 per cent increase in unemployment relief, free food at school
for children of unemployed workers, the provision of winter clothing, shoes and fuel,
allocation of underutilised homes to the unemployed and a requirement for employers
to hire the jobless.100
No other political party was to the same extent involved with the unemployed
as the KPD, which argued relentlessly that the unemployed should unite with the
unions and the workers in the factories. The organisation maintained that the struggle
of the unemployed was part of the wider class struggle and special measures should be
taken to relief their need.101 The party found that
The unemployment question is a question of political power, its
ultimate solution can only be achieved through the elimination of the
capitalist economy and the seizure of political and economic power
by the proletariat. It is therefore not only a question of the
unemployed but also of the entire workforce. That is why the highest

96 Reich Committee for the Unemployed (Reichserwerbslosen-Ausschuss), n.d., R3901/1010, f.
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principle for labour must be: to restore the solidarity of the workers
with the unemployed.102
Historians have found a strong link between unemployment and KPD
membership. In his research concerning unemployment and KPD membership
between 1924 and 1928 in Berlin, Kurt Salender found that in Berlin-Brandenburg 25
per cent of KPD membership was unemployed in September 1924 and 15 per cent in
April 1925.103 These percentages are considerably higher than the average national
rates of unemployed union members of respectively 10.5 per cent and 4.3 per cent for
the same periods.104 Peukert asserts an even stronger connection, maintaining that on
the eve of the Great Depression the majority of KPD membership was unemployed. 105
These people were often younger and unskilled.
Contrary to high membership rates, evidence that the unemployed supported
the KPD in substantial numbers at election time is weaker. Contemporary attempts
were made to examine the perceived link between unemployment and communist
radicalism. The Labour Ministry, for example, used the Prussian state elections of 1921
to determine ‘to what extent widespread and enduring unemployment leads to
political radicalisation of the masses’.106 The Reich Labour Exchange Office, charged
with the task, studied the results of the state elections of 20 February 1921 in the
Prussian provinces of Westphalia and Saxony, and the outcome of the Reichstag
elections of 6 June 1920 in Bavaria and Saxony. A connection between radicalism and
unemployment was not immediately apparent but in the districts with predominantly
heavy industry and mining, radicalism was stronger while in the more agricultural
areas it seemed to be weaker.107 The Office concluded that
102 KPD, Reich Committee, Circular No. 1, Organisatorische und agitatorische Massnahmen für
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statistically demonstrable connections between the extent of
unemployment and the level of communist votes do not exist. The
absolute number of communist votes is nearly always greater than
those of the fully unemployed. Unemployment can only be seen as
one, not even the most basic factor influencing the level of
communist votes. The availability of a population amenable to
communist ideas seems more significant for high numbers of
communist votes than an existing economic emergency situation
amongst the masses.108
The findings of the Reich Labour Exchange Office did not ease authorities’ concerns
about the influence of the radical left on the mass of the unemployed. They feared
that the poor economic situation could be easily used by ‘radical elements’ to embark
on violence and domestic unrest. Political measures such as curtailment of freedom of
press were suggested but prevention of unemployment seemed the better solution.109
In 1921, economic conditions deteriorated leading to an increase in
unemployment and worrying authorities, given the economic and social dangers this
entailed.110 The situation was especially difficult in Berlin, Saxony and Thuringia. These
areas demonstrated the link between high unemployment and high levels of unrest
and turmoil throughout this period.111 In Berlin, the number of jobless rose to 138,000
in April, prompting the Reich Labour Ministry to suggest setting up relief work projects
in building and agriculture for youth in collaboration with the USPD to prevent these
youngsters becoming involved with the communists.112 In November, Berlin still
counted 70,000 jobless with young unemployed hanging out together and looting.113
The Reichstag suggested increasing the benefits but the Reich Interior Minister
wondered if political grounds were a sufficient reason to comply with this demand. He
felt that
108 President, 18 March 1922, R3901/1486, f. 77.
109 Reich ministerial meeting, 18 September 1920, BArch, R43-I/676, ff. 21-2.
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The nowadays occurring plunder and acts of violence can, in my
opinion, not merely be attributed to the economic crisis but much
more to the political influence of the communist parties and will not
be prevented by unemployment assistance, however high.114
It would be better, the minister asserted, to assist the willing workers to find work,
which would prevent the work-shy from spreading further agitation. The Finance
Minister was adamant that he did not wish to provide a backdated rise in benefits,
keen to prevent the impression that the decisions made by the Reich government
were pressured by the recent pillaging in Berlin.115 He also thought it important that
Germany showed the international community to be frugal with social spending, giving
it to those who really deserved it. The Prussian Interior Minister did not believe that
the situation in Berlin was truly dangerous. He asserted that a rise was reasonable not
because of the political situation but because of the devaluation of the currency and
the general rise in the cost of living.116
In 1923, with hyperinflation, unemployment and political tensions increased
once more. Dr Schifferer, a member of the Reichsrat, developed ideas how to maintain
order. He deplored that the insurance legislation had still not been passed, more so in
this time of rising unemployment rates. He pleaded for work through public works
instead of handouts, stating that receiving cash benefits without doing anything in
return was demoralising. The unemployed were dissatisfied, gathering in large
numbers at the offices of the relief organisations, which provided a ‘favourable
breeding ground’ for unrest and a dangerous explosive domestic situation. 117
A specially appointed Reich Commissioner for the Surveillance of Public Order
(Reichskommissar für Überwachung der öffentlichen Ordnung) kept a close watch over
the activities of the communists and filed numerous reports about their links with the
unemployed. This position was established in May 1920 and housed with the Interior
Ministry. Former public prosecutor Hermann Kuenzer performed this role until late
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1929 and it was his job to inform the government about any political movement
affecting the Reich’s interior situation.118 The archives reveal many observations on
communist activity but there are also reports about the National Socialist movement.
In 1922, Kuenzer observed that increasing unemployment in the big cities and the
industrial areas caused threats to public order and security. The KPD was active, he
wrote, correctly making the assumption that unemployed workers were receptive to
communist ideas and promises even though not all subscribed to communist ideology.
The unemployed talked almost exclusively about the increased expenses of living and
the lack of assistance.119 The Commissioner meticulously recorded demonstrations
and meetings, and the estimated number of attendees. Some of the bigger gatherings
attracted several thousand jobless people. For instance, on 14 September 1920 in
Berlin, some 6,000 people attended a meeting organised by the Council of the
Unemployed while in Leipzig 3,000 jobless demonstrated on 8 February 1923.120
Anarchists were also active. In March 1921, about 1,500 unemployed were
involved in an ‘impressive’ demonstration in Leipzig. They carried red and black flags,
and banners with texts such as ‘we want work, not alms, give us bread and clothing for
our children’, and ‘we want work or sufficient assistance’. Four men carried a black
coffin which read ‘we have no intent to be simply buried!’.121 Despite the high number
of demonstrators gathering on occasion, overall a relatively small percentage of the
total number of unemployed were involved in these meetings.122 Nevertheless, they
were vocal enough to cause concern to the authorities.
As in the Netherlands, the unemployed were, on occasion, at loggerheads with
the social democrats and the trade unions. Delegates of a conference in Hamburg from
22 to 24 August 1919 were described by the social democratic press as workshy and
118 Hans Rentmeister, BArch, Findbuch, May 1968, p. 2.
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not showing much solidarity with the workers.123 A very large gathering of about
80,000 people took place in Circus Busch in Hamburg on 23 April 1920, which included
many known ‘radicals’ and was monitored closely by the security police. The meeting
made the decision to abolish the local unemployed council and instead elect trusted
representatives for every 100 jobless. It demanded that the trade unions support the
jobless and if they did not, the unemployed would leave the union and act as strike
breakers, thus stabbing them in the back.124 On 10 and 14 June 1921 during
demonstrations, the unemployed besieged and occupied the Berlin union offices, also
home to the ADGB, while on 20 June representatives of the Reich Committee of
Councils for the Unemployed entered the building to take the union leaders to task
after the ADGB refused to talk to unorganised workers. Two thousand unemployed
workers marched to its office building where clashes with the security police ensued
and several arrests were made.125 In 1923 in Karlsruhe a conference of 30 delegates
passed a resolution calling for the trade unions to make a greater effort to prevent
impoverishment of the unemployed.126
With the passing of compulsory unemployment insurance legislation in 1927,
hopes were high that unrest, demonstrations and violence would belong to the past.
However, within a few years the debate would be raging once more when it became
clear that the calculations about the costs of the insurance were completely
inadequate in light of the onset of the Great Depression. Once more, the insurance
caused a rift in German society but this time no compromise would be possible.
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Radicalisation in Germany and the Netherlands: a comparison
Mass public gatherings, including demonstrations, were a new phenomenon in the
1920s.127 Despite a commonality of this process across European countries,
differences between the unemployment movements in the Netherlands and Germany
are immediately apparent. For the Netherlands, using the word movement would be
overstating the facts, while in Germany its application is without doubt justified. This
divergence was not caused by differences in ideology about the problem of mass
unemployment, or perceptions of the unemployed, which were similar across many
countries in Europe. Everywhere, authorities were concerned about the riotous
potential of large numbers of jobless workers, about a rise in crime rates, and about
the consequences of a weakened and demoralised workforce for the strength of their
national economies. Measures available to deal with these problems were, while not
identical across states, akin in nature and included a system of coordinated labour
exchanges, public work projects, and, as a last resort, unemployment support in the
manner of insurance or relief. But, while during the 1920s state resources frequently
lagged in comparison with claims to relief due to fluctuating economic conditions and
increasing demand, the unemployed in Germany had a higher level of organisation and
radicalism in comparison with their Dutch counterparts. This observation is all the
more salient as the Netherlands had higher rates of unemployment than its eastern
neighbour until 1923. What accounts for these differences?
It is evident that the manifestation of mass unemployment can only be
understood in its concrete economic, political and social context. The discrepancy in
Germany between massive public euphoria in 1914 and its immense humiliation in
1918 promoted the spread of extremism. The disillusionment of having lost the war is
well-documented.128 Hopes and expectations of a better and stronger Germany were

127 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, pp. 161-3.
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German National Assembly which met in 1919-20, discussed the impact of the Great War on
the German people and believed this impact to be entirely negative. He referred to the
German people’s destitution at the end of the war and argued that this destitution had been
caused by the allies’ blockade and exploitation during the war. He stated that the big cities
lacked food, and millions of returning soldiers jammed the trains and were looking for work.
Ziegler wondered if the November Revolution really had been a revolution or just a desperate
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dashed. For their war efforts, the German people were rewarded with death, disability,
economic malaise and unemployment. As discussed, interest groups competed for war
victim status, demanding the state meet their needs. In Germany ‘the revolution of
1918-1919, with its radical politics, mobilisation of social groups, spontaneous
demonstrations, and political violence, brought large numbers of men and women in
direct contact with the methods and goals of collective action and protest’. 129 Groups
of unemployed workers replicated these methods, at times not shying away from
violence and intimidation to reinforce their demands. As early as December 1918 it
became clear that the promises made in November could not be kept, adding to
resentment and anger.130 While the Weimar Constitution incorporated a category of
social rights, the hyperinflation made a mockery of all attempts to establish the initial
contours of a welfare state.
Rates of unemployment between 1918 and 1923 were higher in the
Netherlands than in Germany, as the latter’s rapidly increasing inflation kept
unemployment relatively down, but the Dutch did not experience the same level of
radicalisation. This is because the acute sense of social injustice amongst large
segments of the German population was for the most part absent in the Netherlands.
There was no ‘war fever’, ‘euphoria’ or ‘frenzy’131 at the outbreak of war and Dutch
citizens were mainly relieved when the war was over, having been spared the largescale death and devastation of the belligerent nations.132 The Dutch unemployed did
not blame the government for their hardship and misery to the extent their German
counterparts did. As we have seen, workers viewed Treub’s emergency insurance
contributions and subsequent Unemployment Decree as a positive result of the war.
Its popularity forced the radical NAS to reconsider its objections to unemployment
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insurance and, reluctantly, it approved unemployment funds for affiliated
organisations.133
German radicalisation processes occurred in an already fragile political climate
with little popular support for the government or the head of state. Genuine attempts
to overthrow the government, both from the right and the left, were more than a
possibility as the Kapp Putsch, and events in Saxony and Thuringia proved. While the
Kaiser had attracted a great deal of hatred and criticism towards the end of the war, in
the Netherlands Queen Wilhelmina remained popular and her active interest and
regular visits throughout the country had earned her respect amongst the broader
population. The role of the monarch in this context has received relatively little
attention and it is easy perhaps to underestimate the crucial importance the monarchy
held around this time. Even today pomp and ceremony accompany the royals, but in
the first half of the twentieth century they were more than just ‘figureheads’, even in
the more democratic countries.134 Mayer writes in 1980 that these rites ‘may appear
stilted and contrived because of the ebbing of public ritual in recent decades’ 135, but it
is interesting to note that more recently, while we move further away from war and
catastrophe, they seem to have undergone an upswing in popularity. The diamond
jubilee of Queen Elizabeth may certainly rival that of her great-great-grandmother. But
while at the Kaiser’s 25th jubilee in June 1913 hardly a non-noble was present, and the
social democrats refused to attend the special session of the Reichstag136, popular
feelings towards the queen were quite different in the Netherlands.
Historian Bastiaan Schot concludes correctly that Wilhelmina contributed to the
continuity and stability of Dutch political relations during and after the Great War. 137
This cannot be said of the German Kaiser, or of the presidents of the Weimar Republic,
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Friedrich Ebert and Paul von Hindenburg. Indeed, Wilhelm II contributed greatly to the
radicalisation of the troops and popular support for the revolutionary soldiers’ and
sailors’ councils, and his downfall and flight to the Netherlands in 1918 are testimony
to his untenable position. Unlike Wilhelmina, he often went against the Reichstag and
was unable to provide consistent leadership.138 Thus, while Wilhelmina constituted a
long-term binding factor during the war and generated much counter-revolutionary
sentiment during the interbellum, German state leadership formed a divisive factor,
contributing to radicalisation of political as well as social sentiments. At the time when
Wilhelmina triumphantly paraded in The Hague in November 1918 in her soldierdrawn carriage, her German relative and counterpart secretly and unrecognised
crossed the German-Dutch border in search of asylum. A quiescent, stable state will be
better able to withstand the occasional outburst of dissatisfaction amongst a segment
of its population, especially as these incidents remain relatively unorganised and
apolitical. In the Netherlands, discontent and resentment were not lacking during the
interbellum but as we have seen, despite concerns from the government, it was clear
even then that the vast majority of the population was disinclined to rebellion and
remained loyal to state and nation. The unemployed were no exception.
In addition to the popularity of the monarch, pillarisation contributed to lower
levels of radicalisation in the Netherlands. Like the workers in general, the unemployed
were divided across Catholic, Protestant, and social democratic blocs, making
horizontal organisation more difficult and less likely to take place.139 While religious
fragmentation was not absent in Germany, class divisions were stronger in this nation
than in the Netherlands. The lack of radicalisation and absence of violent action
amongst the Dutch unemployed fits in with the overall atmosphere in this country
both during and after the war. In the Weimar Republic, jobless workers were militant
like many other segments of society.
Ultimately, however, the percentage of unemployed involved in radical
movements was relatively small compared to the overall number of workers without a
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job. Despite their attendance at demonstrations, marches, mass meetings, and
occasional violence and vandalism, radical political groupings ultimately failed to
mobilise the jobless in a significant manner. Lack of means, apathy, boredom and an
insidious loss of self-esteem prevented many unemployed from worrying about
matters that went beyond their daily survival as this observation underlines:
Genuine political commitment among the jobless was relatively rare,
and when they mobilised on the streets, no political party, not even
the Communist, was able to control them. Apathy and indifference
were the major psychological consequences of long-term
unemployment, and those who sought a way out of the impasse,
whether through crime, or through gang violence, or through political
activism, remained a minority.140
The unemployed remained, to a large extent, invisible. Thus, there is a stark
discrepancy between authorities’ perceptions of demoralisation and radicalisation, and
the actual threat presented by the mass of the unemployed. Contemporary rulers,
however, did not have the benefit of hindsight and were required to judge the
revolutionary potential of a dissatisfied and unruly group of unemployed workers in an
already chaotic period, with limited knowledge and means available to assess and deal
with this new social problem. They were convinced that it was imperative to pacify the
mass of unemployed workers in order to secure social and economic stability.

140 Evans & Geary, The German unemployed, p. xvi.
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Chapter 7
Mobilisation, unemployment and the state
This concluding chapter recapitulates the main issues in the process of state
involvement in the new phenomenon of mass unemployment in Germany and the
Netherlands, and reviews how mobilisation and demobilisation in the First World War
brought these problems to the fore in the context of economic and social crises in both
countries. Questions concerning the role of the state, the separation of poverty and
unemployment, the resulting distinction between relief and social insurance, and the
financing and administration of these policies had to be resolved in the interest of the
nation. The transition from ‘pre-industrialism to industrialism’1 and the rise of the
nation-state led to a gradual expansion of state responsibility for the welfare of its
people in addition to maintaining law and order. The extraction of the unemployed out
of the greater mass of the poor would play an important and ongoing role in the
development of welfare state institutions in Germany and the Netherlands after the
war. Poor relief for people who could not provide for themselves due to their
individual shortcomings or circumstances evolved into state-sponsored, tax-based,
general welfare provisions, situated within the interior ministries. Care for those who
were without a job because of poor economic circumstances would become the
responsibility of the labour ministries and based in insurance, mainly funded by
employers and employees in corporate institutions. While economic circumstances
required German and Dutch authorities to act on the ensuing problems and threats,
political actors and processes determined the format and timing of the policies,
leading to different choices and outcomes in each country. In other words, there were
specific ‘political responses’ to the ‘needs and demands’ that arose out of mass
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unemployment.2 The Great War launched a period of transition during which
government intervention in the unemployment question changed from non-existing,
via temporary crisis measures to ease unemployment, to comprehensive economic
labour and employment policies after the Second World War, when unemployment
was ‘transformed from an individual adversity into a calculated outcome of
government policy for which indemnification is due’.3

From policing paupers to welfare for the unemployed: the reluctant
role of the state in the social question
The Netherlands has been a parliamentary democracy since 1848, and while the
monarch clashed with parliament on several occasions about who was in control of the
government, from the 1860s onwards the legislature had the upper hand. While the
Dutch liberals had been the dominant political factor since the second half of the
nineteenth century, towards the end of that era an increasing political and social
segregation into a Catholic, Protestant, liberal and social democratic pillar took place, a
process consolidated with the Pacificatie of 1917. While worldviews differed greatly
between these blocs, and debate and conflict happened frequently, pillarisation
contributed to national stability and a lack of support for radical movements. This
stability was enhanced by a common respect for and acceptance of the monarchical
tradition and the person of Queen Wilhelmina.4 Dutch parliamentary tradition and
pillarisation meant that compromises were necessary, enabling the famed Dutch
tolerance, albeit perhaps in the negative meaning of ‘living apart together’.5 The
Calvinist tradition disapproved of state intrusion in the separate private spheres,
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asserting that ‘this method does not fit Dutch conceptions’.6 Nevertheless, a ‘publicprivate partnership’ on the local level had been a feature of social policies for a long
time.7
In Prussia the monarch remained in control until German unification in 1871. 8
While Bismarck introduced universal male suffrage for the Reichstag, the reality was
that Prussia’s voice superseded all others in the Bundesrat, and the power of the
Reichstag was limited. The Kaiser appointed the cabinet and the chancellor. As we
have seen, pillarisation did not rule out the existence of an aristocratic elite across
pillars in the Netherlands and a fragmentation of society was also not absent in
Germany. In both countries, Catholics adhered to the principle of subsidiarity. But in
Germany, the conservative and authoritarian tradition meant a stronger position for
the state and a greater popular acceptance of state intervention in public life,
grounded in a Lutheran belief in the responsibility of the state for its needy citizens.
These differing political traditions influenced choices and decisions about the role of
the state when crisis conditions at the outbreak of war required a more active
approach to maintain the welfare of the people and secure the nation.
It is an ancient insight that rulers do wise to prevent their subordinates from
starving if they wish to avoid unrest and revolution. While originally just another
category in the syllabus classifying poverty9, the new phenomenon of mass
unemployment affecting a growing working-class population in the last decades of the
nineteenth century set this problem apart from common pauperism. When people
were predominantly working from home or in small workshops in little villages with
little or no communication with the outside world, it was relatively easy for a landlord
or a king to maintain order. But in modern nation-states in an urbanised environment,
with many workers congregating in large-scale factories having access to improved
6 Polytechnisch Weekblad, Vol. 18, No. 13, 26 March 1924, p. 226, NA, 2.15.05, 954.
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means of interaction, the threat of organised upheaval in deteriorating social
conditions became a very real problem.10 At the same time, putting unemployed
workers in the humiliating category of the poor, squeezed in between the ‘deserving’
and ‘undeserving’, was no longer appropriate when it became clear that these
workers’ circumstances were not due to personal deficiencies but resulted from the
new economic labour market conditions in industrialising nations. The very nature of
unemployment was changing from an incidental, often season-related and usually
short-term occurrence to a ‘chronic disease, which can be found in all seasons’.11 This
insight shifted part of the responsibility for the newly identified worker question from
the local to the national level, from the family, the church and the municipality to the
national authorities. Not only law and order but also the welfare of the workers
legitimised the involvement of the state government in social policies in cooperation
with the private sector and local authorities.
How far this responsibility should reach has been, and still is, a controversial
matter. In Germany, public bodies, albeit mainly on the local level, were already
responsible for poor relief, levelling the way for state-initiated social insurance policies
in the late nineteenth century. Bismarck initiated the development of insurance
designs for the newly emerging working classes to integrate them into the state and
ensure their loyalty in order to prevent them being attracted to social democracy, thus
maintaining the status quo. Only the Reich government had the power to enact
legislation for all workers. Bismarck was able to introduce his insurance policies
because they only concerned the industrial workers, excluding salaried middle class
workers.12 The historian E. P. Hennock suggests that the German government adopted
insurance rather than tax-based benefits due to this nation’s late unification and
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political system, implying low levels of federal revenue.13 This situation was
compounded by the states taking up a large chunk of the taxes. The early insurance
policies covered areas that previously had been the domain of the local charities, the
church and local authorities, including sickness, disability and old age. In the
Netherlands, prior to the Great War, social insurance policy implementation was
restricted.
None of these schemes, however, attracted the same intense debate and
controversy that the subject of this study, unemployment, did, and both the German
and the Dutch government carefully avoided becoming involved in its management.
The distinguishing factor between joblessness and other categories of poverty was that
the unemployed were both able and willing to work. It was agreed that those workers
genuinely unemployed through no fault of their own should be supported. Controlling
the poor traditionally had been a humiliating affair for those involved, due to its
association with law enforcement, and was administered by municipalities, based on
place of birth, later on place of residence. Those assisted typically lost their political
rights, including the right to vote, stigmatising recipients as outcasts. While these
practices gradually were abolished, dishonour and shame remained important features
of this type of welfare. While the poor, as stated, also included workers who were
unable to work due to illness, old age or invalidity, labelled the ‘worthy’ or ‘deserving’,
the notion that the poor man was without a job because of personality flaws like work
shyness and laziness, the ‘unworthy’ or ‘undeserving’, was hard to overcome. One
important reason why these two categories should be separated was the fear that the
deserving would descend to the level of the undeserving if left with poor relief.14 The
deserving should be prevented from becoming needy through early self-help rather
than handouts from the authorities. Assistance without any effort of the recipients in
return was seen to increase dependency, laziness, apathy and indifference, what today
would be termed ‘welfare dependency’. Poor relief was thought to reduce the dignity
and subsistence level of workers. It was better to prevent the negative moral
13 E. P. Hennock, The origin of the welfare state in England and Germany, 1850-1914. Social
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consequences of unemployment which was the aim of insurance. Referring to positive
results with workers’ insurance in Germany, the Dutch State Unemployment Report
stated that ‘the information shows that in Germany the insurance works as an
incentive to try and do without poor relief...’.15 The Netherlands traditionally turned to
Germany for information and ideas, and the area of social policy development was no
exception. This did not mean, however, that the nation meekly followed its big
neighbour’s footsteps as the development of unemployment policies clearly shows.
Unemployment insurance debate in Germany and the Netherlands reflected
international developments. Frequent international meetings concerning social
insurance had been held since 1889. Historian E. H. Carr once wrote that ‘numbers
count in history’16 and the problem of unemployment had commenced to attract wide
attention due to its mass nature. In September 1910, a meeting in The Hague resolved
to investigate if ’it is desirable ... and under which conditions possible, that this branch
of insurance is added to other existing systems of sickness, accident or invalidity, and
old age insurance’.17 A special organisation was established, the International
Association on Unemployment. At its first meeting in Ghent in September 1913, where
16 nations were represented, a number of issues were discussed, including the role
played by public bodies in the prevention of unemployment, employment bureaus,
insurance, migration, and establishing a bibliography and statistics on unemployment.
At this time, only Great Britain had enacted unemployment insurance legislation. The
Association stopped its activities during the First World War but resumed in September
1923 with a conference in Luxemburg.18 One important expectation of insurance
schemes was that they would decrease the cost of poor relief but a speaker from the
Statistical Office in Bavaria told delegates in 1910 that the implementation of worker
insurances had as yet not resulted in such a reduction.19 He attributed this flaw to the

15 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, p. 22.
16 E. H. Carr, What is history?, New York: Vintage Books, 1961, p. 62.
17 Invitation, March 1910, NA, 2.05.03, 397.
18 NA, 2.15.05, 954.
19 Zahn, International Labour Conference, The Hague, 6-8 September 1910, p. 17, NA, 2.15.08,
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fact that insurances had led to better and more humanitarian care and, as a result,
encouraged a move to the cities and an increase in claims.
After the war, both the Netherlands and Germany were signatory to an
important international agreement, the Washington Treaty. Meetings to discuss labour
conditions had already been held by the allies in Leeds in 1916 and the axis powers
and neutrals in Berlin in 1917, but the first joint meeting took place after the war in
Washington in October 1919.20 With 40 nations represented, this treaty stipulated
that ratifying countries were obliged to introduce unemployment insurance and a
system of labour exchange. Free public employment agencies should come under the
control of a central authority while committees of employers and workers would act as
an advisory body for these agencies.21 The Netherlands had already honoured this
commitment with the introduction of the Unemployment Decree and the
establishment of the Unemployment Insurance and Labour Exchange Office in 1916.
Germany had its Erwerbslosenfürsorge regulations but Brauns referred to the
Washington Treaty to advance his ideas for proper insurance legislation.22 Germany
also developed its Labour Exchange Act in 1922, which was in accordance with the
agreement.23
Prior to 1914, neither international exchanges nor individual governments were
able to resolve the specific problems inherent in unemployment insurance. Illness and
disability could be established through objective criteria in an era with a profound
belief in the power of medical science.24 Today we may view this outlook as wholly
naive given, for example, the problems the Dutch welfare state ran into with its labour
invalidity legislation in recent years. At the time, however, this approach was not
unreasonable. Old age insurance was unproblematic in a period when life expectancy
20 See Eugen Zimmermann, Die Bedeutung der Vorschläge der Washingtoner Konferenz von

1919 für die Bekämpfung der Arbeitslosigkeit, Gießen: Hessische Ludwigs Universität, 1928, p.
12.
21 ‘Ontwerp-Verdrag betreffende de Werkloosheid’, Algemeene Conferentie van de

Internationale Organisatie van den Arbeid van den Volkenbond, NA, 2.05.21, 1291.
22 Heinrich Brauns, 18 November 1920, BArch, R401/496, f. 217.
23 Heinrich Brauns, Begründung, Arbeitsnachweisegesetz, 19 March 1921, p. 2, BArch, R43-

I/2026, f. 132.
24 Bénédicte Zimmermann, Arbeitslosigkeit in Deutschland, p. 62.

231

was considerably lower than it is today. But how to determine if a worker had
manipulated his own joblessness or was genuinely willing to work? The belief that a
capable but unemployed worker would become lazy and workshy as a result of
receiving assistance took on a moral connotation absent when considering support for
the elderly or infirm. How to separate the unemployed of their own making and those
that were out of work due to economic circumstances, or, as it was also labelled, to
distinguish between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ unemployment? This is what
Beveridge had called ‘the test of unemployment’25 and, indeed, these issues remain
unresolved to this day.
Unemployment, thus, was different to any of the other social policies. The local
authorities and the unions would be in the best position to establish who was truly
unable to find work and therefore support for the jobless was best left to these
institutions. In addition, employers did not want to pay contributions towards yet
another insurance fund, while the unions were strongly in favour of keeping the
existing Ghent system and the state was reluctant to subsidise class struggle. The view
that the economy had to run itself and, therefore, that an active state involvement in
economic policy was unacceptable was still strong.26 Not until the Great Depression
and the theories of John Maynard Keynes would this outlook change. Keynes would
reject the conventional ways to combat unemployment and, instead, advocate
increased government spending and tax cuts, stimulating demand and employment. 27
This was still in the future though, and state involvement with unemployment relief
remained nonexistent.
While in Germany the report of the Imperial Statistical Office concerning
unemployment in the Reich made no recommendations about state involvement in
25 William Beveridge, cited in Karl Kumpmann, Die Arbeitslosenversicherung. Zugleich ein
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unemployment insurance, the Dutch State Unemployment Commission recommended
a limited role for the national government in caring for the unemployed in times of
crisis. Unemployment relief should aim to protect the jobless against a plunge into
poverty, and maintain their dignity and independence as well as their efficacy for the
labour market.28 Limited state involvement was justified as it was likely to reduce
relief for the poor. In addition, the means of the municipal poor care would be
insufficient to help all the unemployed in times of crisis as the periods of high
unemployment of 1885-87 and 1891-93, and the agricultural crisis of 1889 had
demonstrated. The state should intervene to protect the national security against
potential revolutionary upheaval in times of mass unemployment.29 The Commission
concluded that German social insurance was admirable and should be followed in the
Netherlands.30
In summary, the pre-war economic situation concerning unemployment was
considered ambiguous and the political climate was not conducive to stimulate state
government involvement in assisting labourers out of work. As we have seen,
industrialising states required some form of social protection and on the eve of the
Great War both Germany and the Netherlands had made a start with addressing the
social question.31 But neither country had as yet tackled the greatest threat of all,
mass unemployment. The problem had simply not been urgent enough despite a
number of limited periods of mass unemployment, which were considered to be a
normal part of the economic cycle.32 War and mobilisation in 1914 brought this social
evil once more to the fore, but this time there was no uncertainty about the sheer size
of unemployment while a rapidly changing political climate encouraged social policy
development.
28 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, p. 37.
29 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, pp. 693-4.
30 Staatscommissie, Rapport IX, p. 750.
31 Manow & Van Kersbergen, ‘Religion and the western welfare state – the theoretical
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War and unemployment
How can we explain the choices the Dutch and German governments made when
unemployment rose dramatically in August 1914? Unlike before, this latest episode of
mass unemployment occurred in the context of the outbreak of war when the German
state had to fight for survival while neutrality did not mean that the Netherlands would
be safe from warfare. It is of interest to note that the nation that had already achieved
much in the area of worker insurances, Germany, did not extend its insurance system.
The government’s ongoing refusal to consider unemployment protection required it to
improvise, falling back on means-tested unemployment relief echoing traditional
assistance for the poor, despite explicit assurances that Kriegswohlfahrtspflege should
not affect recipients’ political rights and was not identical to poor relief. At the same
time the Dutch state, with its much later start to implement insurance schemes,
decided to assist the existing trade union insurance funds and, thus, to become
involved in worker unemployment insurance for the first time. The choice for these
initial measures importantly influenced the selection of subsequent policies both
during and after the war.
As we have seen, despite pre-existing important differences in both political
and social make-up, the implementation of unemployment social policies took place in
both the Netherlands and Germany as a response to mobilisation for war. How was
this possible? Part of the answer lies in the many contacts that already existed
between the two nations and the mirroring of ideas and institutions. But this is not a
sufficient explanation. While economic circumstances required action to alleviate the
potentially dangerous social consequences of mass unemployment, the choice and
timing of strategies was greatly determined by political actors and political processes.
Figure 3 compares unemployment rates in both countries, showing different
rates but also similarities in peak times. A strong correlation exists between the two
countries until 1923, after which rates deviate. Average annual rates typically were
higher in the Netherlands than in Germany and remained so until the latter was hit by
the hyperinflation late 1923. Both countries see a steep rise at mobilisation, followed
by a decline in the middle years of the war, especially 1916. In Germany,
unemployment rates were above 20 per cent only in August 1914, above 10 per cent in
September and October, than fell to pre-war levels as early as March 1915.
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Unemployment virtually disappeared during the war in Germany and there was no
need to assist the unemployed between 1916 and 1918. Funds granted to the
municipalities under the Erwerbslosenfürsorge therefore were used for other means,
mainly to assist needy families of the troops.
20
18
16
14
12
10

Germany

8

Netherlands

6
4
2
1927

1926

1925

1924

1923

1922

1921

1920

1919

1918

1917

1916

1915

1914

1913

0

Figure 3 Unemployment in Germany and the Netherlands amongst trade union members,
1913-27. Sources: Karl Christian Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit und die Entstehung der
Arbeitslosenversicherung in Deutschland 1902-1927, Berlin: Colloquium Verlag, 1990, pp. 5323; Peter Rodenburg, ‘Tracing the changing measures of unemployment in Dutch unemployment
statistics 1900-1940’, paper prepared for the workshop Measuring the labour force; Labour statistics
and the national state, 19th-20th centuries, Ghent, 28
April 2000, p. 7,
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Dutch rates remained above 20 per cent between August 1914 and January
1915, and then remained above 10 per cent until October 1915. During the following
years rates remained high in the Netherlands, prompting the Dutch government to
maintain its involvement. Unemployment rose sharply once more at the time of
demobilisation. In the 1920s different patterns followed. The Netherlands saw a rise in
1921-22 after which rates declined from late 1922 and remained relatively stable until
the outbreak of the Great Depression. This was the more typical pattern in Europe.
Due to rising inflation Germany was able to keep its unemployment rates relatively low
until hyperinflation in 1923 caused an enormous increase which settled only with the
stabilisation of the currency. However, rates varied widely in the next few years. How
did these variations influence political decision-making?
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The most important development is the dramatic increase in August and
September 1914 because unemployment rates at this level had not been seen before.
It was evident that individual workers could not be held responsible for their being out
of work. More importantly, it was this sudden rise at a time when a compliant
workforce was paramount for the war effort that alarmed the Dutch and German
national governments. The state unemployment reports of the previous decade had
taken notice of the findings of the English Royal Commission concerning the Poor Laws,
had agreed that there was a difference between poverty and unemployment, and had
asserted that the state perhaps had to assist in times of substantial unemployment
which was likely to reoccur from time to time. But not until mobilisation in August
1914 did the governments fully realise the implications of these findings. The current
crisis proved that the existing arrangements to support the unemployed were far from
sufficient and that the state, despite all the obstacles noted, was required to intervene
in the interest of the nation. The traditional state role as a ‘night-watchman’ merged
with the task to ensure the welfare of its unemployed masses.
Why did the Netherlands decide to support unemployment insurance and
Germany to provide state-sponsored relief? We have seen the reasons why the
German imperial government was unwilling to implement unemployment insurance as
late as early 1914 and this viewpoint basically did not change with mobilisation.
Delbrück on more than one occasion tried to stall unemployment legislation and
clashed frequently with opposing forces, mainly the social democrats, in parliament.
The outbreak of war and subsequent crisis conditions created an atmosphere of
cooperation. Differing factions in parliament temporarily put aside their disagreements
and were uncharacteristically supportive of their government. However, despite
increasing pressure from the unions and social reformers throughout the fall of 1914
to assist the unemployed, the German government refused to provide cash relief,
leaving this to the unions and municipalities.33 It was only prepared to set up work
relief projects and instigate indirect measures to reduce unemployment. Not until the
social democrats in the Reichstag threatened to deny further war credits did the
government make public funds available to the municipalities in December 1914.

33 Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, pp. 123-5.
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Contrary to the Netherlands, no insurance assistance had been considered let
alone prepared, influencing the choice for state support measures. Assisting the
jobless was considered a strictly temporary crisis measure in times of war, justifying
direct government relief. The state reluctantly assumed a responsibility to intervene
when it had its back to the wall. No link with unemployment insurance was made at
this time and the development of such a system was not considered while the war was
going on. As a result, while the free trade unions had stated their preference for the
Ghent system as recently as 1914, it virtually ceased to exist to be replaced by a
system of public relief during and after the war.34 At their meeting in March 1918
these unions adopted the introduction of compulsory unemployment insurance
legislation for all workers, renouncing the Ghent system forever.35
In the Netherlands, a different scenario unfolded in August 1914. The choice to
assist the union-controlled unemployment insurance funds according to the Ghent
system made perfect sense in an attempt to encourage self-help and a minimal role of
the state, both favourite strategies of the liberal government. The blueprints for this
policy had been prepared by the State Unemployment Commission and lay ready to be
realised. Minister Treub was in many ways the driving force behind both the KNSC and
the emergency insurance regulations. As in Germany, the government could justify this
position because of the crisis situation. The state would provide indirect assistance to
the union schemes via the participating municipalities and the efforts of the KNSC.
While the Dutch leadership’s ideas about crisis relief and a definitive insurance scheme
were not dissimilar to those of the German government, Treub wanted to prevent the
union schemes from defaulting through the provision of assistance for the duration of
the crisis which initially was thought to be of a short nature. In this scheme, the unions
would be able to continue their work independently again after the war, allowing the
34 Führer, Arbeitslosigkeit, p. 189; Ludwig Preller, Sozialpolitik in der Weimarer Republik,
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state to pull out. The KNSC provided direct relief similar to the German state-funded
Kriegswohlfahrtspflege and was also means-tested, but, unlike its German counterpart,
was set up as a privately run and funded organisation.
While the Dutch arrangements could be implemented swiftly in August, the
German Kriegswohlfahrtspflege was not formally established until December. By then
unemployment rates were already declining, soon to be replaced by a labour shortage,
making it unnecessary for the state to be further concerned with unemployment.
Treub’s Noodregeling, which was generous in terms of benefit period and level of
assistance without means testing, became subject to severe criticism in 1915 for
having become a relief body in an insurance jacket, unacceptable in the eyes of
many.36 The persistent high levels of unemployment over more than a year prompted
the Dutch government to consider a more permanent arrangement which came in the
shape of the Unemployment Decree in late 1916. The decree made the introduction of
definitive national compulsory insurance legislation less urgent as both the unions and
the employers were happy with its operations. The government justified its continued
involvement due to the ongoing crises without having overall responsibility for the
scheme. In contrast to their German colleagues, the Dutch unions did not want to
surrender administration and control of their insurance funds after the war, only
allowing the Ghent system to be replaced by the Danish model.
By 1918 both countries had adopted universal male suffrage in a system of
proportional representation which favoured the development of a large number of
political parties, and a corporatist structure of dealing with labour issues. The new
Weimar Constitution importantly included Article 163 which guaranteed a right to
work and, if this was not available, a right to support.37 The provision of social rights in
addition to political rights was a first. In comparison, the Netherlands did not adopt
constitutional social rights until 1983. There, the end of the school question and the
new constitution in 1917 (Pacificatie) reaffirmed pillarisation, entrenching separate
36 De Standaard spoke of ‘State socialism’, suggesting the Noodregeling made a ‘caricature’ of
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social spheres. The results of the elections had been disappointing for the Dutch social
democrats, in contrast to Germany where the SPD of course took control of the
government, and coalitions including SPD, Zentrum and German Democratic Party
(Deutsche Demokratische Partei, DDP) were the dominant political set-up after the
war. The liberals in the Netherlands also lost much ground while the confessionals
were to dominate politics for many years to come.38 Catholics in both countries
favoured insurance administered by the social partners, rejecting tax-based handouts.
In the autumn of 1918, both countries established labour ministries, reflecting an
increased commitment of the state to social and labour matters. The war had
strengthened the labour movement and there was a longing to diminish the gap
between the classes.39
Demobilisation in the autumn of 1918 caused an upswing of unemployment in
both countries. The problems associated with the transition from a war to a peace
economy, lack of raw materials, and the return of the troops brought challenges to
industry. Despite these problems, demobilisation in Germany happened unexpectedly
quickly and was overall successful.40 While there was a short increase in
unemployment rates, these decreased quickly in 1919. Nevertheless, due to the
unexpected and chaotic demobilisation, the new social democratic government
included already existing unemployment relief regulations in its 1918 programme, and
based the Erwerbslosenfürsorge on the provisions made in December 1914, justifying
this decision because of the extraordinary transitional conditions.41 The preference for
relief rather than insurance was thus continued, which did not escape the Dutch
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Labour Department.42 The new government added nothing new to this welfare
provision which had been developed under the conservative imperial regime.43
However, with rapidly rising inflation rates, benefits had to be continuously adjusted
and, as a result of hyperinflation and rising unemployment, by late 1923 the state
could no longer afford the relief. A direct result of this failure was that contributions
from employers and workers were introduced for the first time. Since 16 February
1924, the Erwerbslosenfürsorge was a peculiar blend of insurance and relief, consisting
of contributions without entitlement to benefits which, instead, remained based on
need and were means-tested. In Germany the economy improved after 1925 but
unemployment again was very high in 1926. When the economy expanded once more
in 1927 the Labour Exchange and Unemployment Insurance Act was finally passed,
based on pre-war expertise with public worker insurance institutions. The Act was a
true insurance scheme, with financial contributions from employers and workers, but
not from the government which was only involved as an arbiter and adviser. When it
was passed, social democrats were no longer represented in the government. In both
countries, a binary unemployment assistance system had developed, insurance for
normal times, state welfare for crisis situations. To emphasise the difference between
the two systems, insurance was accommodated within the labour departments, while
relief remained with the interior ministries.
During the Great War, the Dutch government actively assisted trade union
insurance schemes while the unorganised and no longer insured were assisted through
the KNSC. After the war this set-up was continued with the Unemployment Decree and
relief arrangements with ongoing state subsidies. No definitive compulsory insurance
legislation ensued in the 1920s due to continuing poor economic circumstances and
high unemployment. While Troelstra’s threat in the Tweede Kamer in 1918 triggered a
speedy implementation of a number of pieces of legislation, unemployment provisions
remained unchanged. In the Netherlands, during the 1920s, when a political truce no
longer existed, the decision to continue an insurance policy predominantly
42 A. Folmer, ‘Arbeidsmarkt en arbeidsbemiddeling; voorkoming en bestrijding van
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administered and controlled by the trade unions caused a rift between employers and
workers which proved to be irreconcilable, delaying the introduction of definitive
compulsory insurance for over 20 years. While Aalberse, in the early years of the
decade, frequently delayed unemployment insurance due to ongoing economic
problems, his Catholic aspirations that a corporate structure to negotiate
unemployment insurance would be the most effective way to prepare legislation and
contribute to social harmony were thwarted. No compromise between employers and
workers could be reached while the government remained merely a bystander. As
stated earlier, the Unemployment Decree, despite its shortcomings, functioned
reasonably well, making the so intensely contested compulsory insurance less urgent.
Thus, the decision early on in the war to support the union funds had far-reaching
consequences for the subsequent development of state unemployment policy.
Because the Ghent system had disappeared in Germany early in the war and state
relief soon proved too costly, it was more urgent to develop a pure insurance system
to alleviate the state treasury, a move made easier by this nation’s pre-war social
insurance policy tradition.
Mobilisation set in motion a chain of events which proved to be irreversible.
Ultimately, the Dutch and German states did not have a choice but to address the
dramatic rise in unemployment in the autumn of 1914. A war needed to be fought, or
possibly be fought, and these states could not risk alienating their populations, which
might lead to radicalisation and popular unrest. Economic conditions caused the
potential for social strife, creating a favourable political climate to act. Both the
economic problems and the promising political consensus were an immediate and
direct result of mobilisation and the outbreak of war. Without mobilisation,
unemployment would not have risen so sharply and there would have been no political
truce declared. The dominant political views mattered for the choice of strategies
adopted, not the strategies per se. Both the liberals and the conservatives
implemented policies to combat unemployment.
No single factor, or theory, can explain the specific course state unemployment
policy took after August 1914 in Germany and the Netherlands. Industrialisation and
the development of a labour market created the new phenomenon of mass
unemployment, causing large-scale social misery and potentially undermining the
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social order. Since the last decade of the nineteenth century, unions, employers, social
reformers and the state had discussed what to do but had failed to reach consensus by
the time the Great War erupted. The intensifying call of the unions and social
democratic parties to implement support for the unemployed could no longer be
ignored by the governments when their support was needed to approve the war
credits. However, the sources show that the social democrats were unlikely to block
these budgets. The civil truce and the war effort were simply too important. When the
German social democrats took over government and established the Weimar Republic,
they built on what the conservative government already had implemented in 1914 to
establish their Erwerbslosenfürsorge and they did not set up new revolutionary
policies. In the Netherlands, especially in 1918, the fear for revolution encouraged
swift social policy implementation in 1919 and 1920 but an unemployment insurance
support system had by this time already been established by a liberal government.
Social democracy, thus, played both a negative and positive role in the lead-up to the
policies but its contribution is insufficient to explain unemployment policy
development in either country. Christian traditions of support for the poor, through
private or public institutions, underpinned the choices the conservative and liberal
governments made.
Given the differences between Dutch and German social, economic and
political conditions before and during the war, and given the ideological gulf separating
the key players in this process, the social liberal Willem Treub and the conservative
nationalist Clemens von Delbrück, the similarities in the debates and processes of
national government intervention in the social question are truly remarkable despite
their different outcomes. The governments in The Hague and Berlin struggled to
overcome problems concerning state security and humanitarian assistance, relief
versus insurance, the administration and control of the policies, and compliance with
international regulations. With the emergency regulations and the Unemployment
Decree 1917, the Dutch government explicitly decided to rescue the Ghent system and
workers’ entitlement to benefits. The Germans developed a system of state-funded,
means-tested relief.
Post-war labour policies were, to a large extent, influenced by Catholic ideology
which favoured these strategies to be developed by the labour organisations in a
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corporatist system with the state adopting a role as overseer. Piet Aalberse in the
Netherlands and Heinrich Brauns in Germany were instrumental to these processes,
especially because of their political longevity, making them rare and stable factors in
chaotic and difficult times. Both countries favoured social insurance over tax-based
benefits but, while the Dutch believed that this could be organised through voluntary
participation of the labour organisations, it was Germany that eventually implemented
a pure insurance system. Employers and workers contributed to the insurance while
the state played a role as legislator and supervisor but did not contribute financially. In
the Netherlands, the state continued to make financial contributions to a uniondominated system. In both nations, throughout the war and during the interwar period
the principles of relief and insurance, of need and entitlement were translated in
confusing policies that contained elements of both, frustrating those involved. Both
states attempted to complete the distinction between care for the poor and care for
the unemployed but for a long time at best achieved combinations of the two
principles. Both states continued to provide welfare payments to those people out of
work who were uninsured.

Conclusion
Mobilisation for war was a catalyst for state involvement in unemployment polices in
Germany and the Netherlands. Mobilising for war, rather than fighting it, caused these
states to acknowledge for the first time that they had to engage in caring for the
unemployed. While initially thought to be of a temporary nature in times of crisis, this
duty became, however unintended, a permanent state responsibility after the war.
While both nations share this process, they contrast in how they executed this new
responsibility.
In the Netherlands, the government availed itself of a set of recommendations,
prepared by the State Unemployment Commission prior to the war, and immediately
acted on this plan when circumstances required it to do so. In the interbellum,
wartime policies were continued in the absence of an agreed alternative pathway.
By contrast, the German Imperial Statistical Office did not prepare
recommendations how to manage the unemployment problem and the government
remained strongly opposed to involvement. Here, mobilisation necessitated
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improvisation under duress. After the war, subsequent administrations continued the
policies but, due to a lack of means and growing widespread consent about the
necessity for national compulsory insurance, the building of social protection was
finally completed in 1927.
The Great War had a positive and lasting impact on state involvement in the
development of unemployment policies in both belligerent Germany and the neutral
Netherlands. Pathways towards national insurance legislation were long and winding
but neither the Dutch nor the German state returned to their pre-war non-involved
stance. The road towards modern unemployment insurance legislation begins in
August 1914.
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