Wales on the Breadline: Slump, Poverty and Politics 1918-1939
 Unemployment was the dominating issue of British society during the inter-war years, creating social problems, determining the policies of government, and shaping the politics of the age. As a result of Britain’s loss of export markets and her industrial decline in the staple industries, unemployment levels were rarely less than the ‘intractable million’, and reached about three million, more than 20% of the insured workforce, in 1931. Such high levels of unemployment created difficulties at every level of society and influenced all aspects of life during the ‘locust years’ or the ‘long weekend’ when Britain according to some, survived on the breadline. The attempted reconstruction of Britain between 1918 and 1921 had clearly failed.
The events of the inter-war years have produced several important debates. One concerns the extent of poverty and raises the question did poverty persist for a significant proportion of the community? A second concerns the related issue of health and asks whether Britain was healthy or hungry in the inter-war years. A third concerns the political implications of unemployment and broaches the question was the realignment of politics during the inter-war years a reflection of the economic and unemployment problems of the inter-war years, the continuous rise of class politics or the product of the Liberal Conservatives overestimating the true level of support for Labour. Arising out of this is the boost which the war and a divided progressive vote gave Stanley Baldwin and the Conservative party. You should also note the stimulus given by the war to the development of the women’s vote in the 1920s.

Unemployment and Health

Unemployment conditioned many aspects of working-class life, and none more so than issues of poverty and health. Until recently historians have generally accepted that poverty diminished during the inter-war years. C.L.Mowat argued the point, as did John Stevenson and Chris Cook ( see extracts), who also add that the standard of living of the vast majority of people increased. Few historians would now argue that poverty, for the whole of the nation, did not decline during the inter-war years. However, such views tend to rest on the evidence gathered by social investigators such as B.S. Rowntree, A.L. Bowley, M. Hogg and H. Llewelyn Smith.  Seebohm Rowntree’s suggestion ( see extract) that there was a rise of 30% in living standards generally in York, and in the rest of British society, seems a fair reflection of events, as does his suggestion that about 30% of the population of British towns were still living in poverty. Nevertheless, such national conclusions rest upon a relatively narrow range of material, and it is important to be aware of its limitations.
Many of the local surveys varied in their statistical rigour and there were very few detailed social investigations, and there were few for the really depressed urban areas. Many historians also question the rise in living standards and claim that up to 35% or 40% of the British population, half of the working classes, probably experienced a decline in their living standards, or certainly no improvement.
Although the national statistics suggest that the living standards of society as a whole improved this was only the average there were still a significant minority of the population still living in poverty and were suffering poor health. It is difficult to see how people in the Rhondda could have been significantly better off in comparison to the pre-war years when unemployment rarely reached 8%, even if there were no state benefits available. Even these benefits were often subject to the Household Means Test introduced in the early 1930s (see handout).

The scale of poverty might be open to question, but its major causes are not. Most surveys suggest that inadequate wages, the death of the husband, old age and illness continued to be important factors, but that the difference of the inter-war years was that unemployment of the chief wage-earner increased to become the most important cause of poverty from a situation where it was generally a minor cause.

Poverty obviously affected health and the other debate is on how health improved or deteriorated during the inter-war years. Traditionally it has been argued that the health of the nation improved and according to B.B. Gilbert, there was a growing commitment by the state to improve both the social and health provision of the nation as a whole. Not every historian accepts this view and many argue that both problems, poverty and illness, were rooted in economic disadvantage. Some point to the increasing maternal mortality rates and argue that the general fall in national infant mortality doe not give a full picture. In certain areas mortality rates for infants was higher than pre-war periods – Rhondda valleys.
For the nation as a whole, poverty and ill-health were undoubtedly less pronounced during the inter-war years than they had been before 1914. However it is clear that in the areas where there was high structural unemployment, poverty and ill health were probably more rife than they were before 1914. In industrial depressed areas such as parts of south Wales, there can be no doubt that the conditions or working class families were much worse than they had been in the pre-war years when unemployment was less pronounced; the hunger marches of the 1920s and 1930s were not an empty statement of the plight of the unemployed Even in more prosperous towns there were still high levels of poverty and ill-health

Politics

Unemployment also had a major impact upon British politics. Every general election during the inter-war years was dominated by the concerns of British industry and unemployment. The collapse of the Labour Government in 1931 had been brought about by the debate over its cuts in unemployment benefit, because it wanted to cut back on public expenditure. The National Government also called a general election in October 1931 on the issue of the economy and the failure of the Labour Party in government to be prepared to address some of the economic and social consequences of government and economic policy.

The period saw dramatic changes in the political position of parties. It saw the Labour party rise and then falter under Ramsay MacDonald, the Liberal Party collapse even further, even with the return of Lloyd George in 1923, and the Conservative Party become the dominant party in Britain under the leadership of Stanley Baldwin.

In the final analysis, the inter-war years were ones of fundamental change. The economy moved from the old traditional industries to new ones, such as cars. Naturally, such change meant unemployment, and its consequences would dominate inter-war domestic events. Thee were serious social consequences of industrial change, and many historians believe that far too many people lived in poverty, due increasingly to unemployment. Even if the general health of the nation did improve, there were many areas where health conditions remained poor, often as a result of the economic depression and consequently high levels of unemployment.

This meant that the politics of the inter-war years were dominated by the issue of the economy and unemployment. All the major political parties saw its solution in terms of the gold standard and free trade in the 1920s, although Baldwin flirted briefly with protectionism in the 1923 election. In the 1930s, however, following the economic and political debate of August 1931, the Conservatives were able to push forward with its commitment to protectionist measures. It is clear that the flexibility of the Conservative Party, supporting both free trade and protectionism by twists and turns, benefited it. The Liberal Party was declining and Labour was developing rapidly in its place, benefiting from the support of the working class and organisational improvements. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that Labour’s political fortunes were set back temporarily by the debacle of 1931, although MacDonald was apparently driven by events rather than any intent to betray labour.
The interwar years were therefore ones of economic, social and political transition. Some sections of society did well, others suffered. For some, these were the ‘locust years’, for others, a ‘long week-end’. British society was still as truly divided as at any stage in the twentieth century.

