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"Come then, companions. This is the spring of blood, 
heart's hey-day, movement of masses, beginning of good." 

Rex Warner, Hymn, 1933 

"History to the defeated 
May say alas but cannot help or pardon. 

W. H. Auden, Spain, c. 1937. 

"excessive tyranny each day p r e v a i l s . " 

Anon. A Convict's Lament on the 
Death of Captain Logan, c 1830. 



T h i s t h e s i s i s d e d i c a t e d 

t o t h e unemployed w o r k e r s , t h e n and now, t h o s e who s t r u g g l e d 

and t h o s e who c o u l d n o t ; 

t o t h e memory of J a c k S y l v e s t e r : t h e l o v e s t i l l b o r n e him 

by h i s f r i e n d s , and t h e c o n t i n u i n g e n m i t y o f h i s o l d p o l i t i c a l 

o p p o n e n t s , s p a r k e d my i n i t i a l i n t e r e s t i n t h e unemployed 

movement; 

and t o M a r t i n . 
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S Y N O P S I S 

The unemployed workers of the Australian Depression have usually 
been portrayed as a d i s p i r i t e d , disorganised mass, making few p o l i t i c a l 
attempts to r e s i s t the poverty and degradation brought about by 
unemployment and heightened by the inadequacies of government r e l i e f 
and the form taken by i t s administration. 

The question, 'Why did the unemployed not f i g h t back? 1, i s often 
asked; oddly, perhaps, few hi s t o r i a n s have simply asked: 'Did they 
f i g h t back?' 

This thesis t r i e s to answer the second question, and denies the 
assumption behind the f i r s t . 

In f a c t , over the years 1930 to 1935 (and, to a lesser extent, 
i n the periods 1927 or so u n t i l 1930, and from 1936 up to the war) 
thousands of unemployed workers i n New South Wales alone a c t i v e l y 
r e s i s t e d t h e i r fate i n an organised and often m i l i t a n t manner. 
Small p o l i t i c a l organisations of unemployed workers p r o l i f e r a t e d i n 
l o c a l areas. While a number were independent of any p o l i t i c a l party 
or wider organisational network, many were a f f i l i a t e d to, and some 
were i n i t i a t e d by, the various ce n t r a l unemployed organisations founded 
by the Communist Party. Others were inaugurated by the Labor Party. 

In regard to both the organisation and the activism of these 
p o l i t i c a l groups, success alternated with setbacks. While the l a t t e r 
were at times almost crushing, this does not detract from the very 
real successes of the movement: f i r s t l y , unemployed workers won a 
number of concrete improvements i n their economic and s o c i a l p o s i t i o n ; 
secondly -- and probably more importantly -- by the very act of 
organising and demonstrating, by demanding to be treated as workers 
rather than as r i g h t l e s s objects of charity, they re s i s t e d at least 
some of the degradation caused by their i n a b i l i t y to provide for 
their own and t h e i r f a m i l i e s ' needs. 


