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  Introduction   

 How does unemployment happen ?  I mean that question in quite a specifi c way. 
Not, how does someone lose their job or fail to fi nd to work. But rather, how does 
the way we regulate work relationships, gather statistics, and administer a social 
welfare system produce something we call  ‘ unemployment ’ , and how has that 
changed over time ?  

 Let ’ s take a stylised example. A 20 per cent drop in the demand for labour 
within an enterprise or industry could conceivably be managed in diff erent ways. 
Where there is an extensive system of labour contracting with self-employed 
workers hired for the duration of specifi c jobs, a drop in available work simply 
means no new contracts will be made. Th e self-employed worker, with a portfolio 
of contracts, is expected to be responsible for regulating their own amount of work 
and managing any reductions in work. Where an enterprise relies on an exten-
sive casual labour market, then where once 100 workers at the factory gate each 
 morning might have been hired for the day, only 80 will now be chosen. If those 
80 are chosen randomly from a pool of 100, over time each worker will average 
four days of work a week, but he or she will be uncertain from day to day whether 
there will be work available on that day. Where an enterprise relies on a permanent 
workforce of, say, 100 employees, the drop in labour demand could be managed in 
one of two ways: either all workers are put onto a four-day week or the contracts 
of 20 workers are terminated  –  and those workers, permanently severed from their 
former employer, become available for work at alternative enterprises. Of these 
examples, it is only the last that we would recognise as giving rise to unemploy-
ment as we understand it as a contemporary administrative and legal concept. 

 Th at particular understanding of unemployment was consolidated in Australia 
in the period immediately following the Second World War. Th ere emerged a 
notion of the unemployed person as someone experiencing more or less absolute 
lack of work while also signalling their availability and willingness to work. Th at 
idea was quite distinct from notions of unemployment that prevailed prior to the 
war. Unemployment according to this new understanding was a condition clearly 
distinct from employment on the one hand but also from other forms of joblessness 
such as disability, sickness and strike action on the other. Th e idea was embodied 
in the national unemployment benefi t scheme which commenced operation in 
1945 and which was administered, in part, by a new labour market institution, 
the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES). It is an understanding of unem-
ployment that in some respects  –  as regards our national statistics, for example  –  
has proved remarkably resilient, even into the twenty-fi rst century. In other 
respects  –  our administration of a system of out-of-work social security benefi ts, 
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for example  –  it dominated much of the post-war period but in more recent 
decades this idea of unemployment has been dismantled and radically  ‘ reinvented ’ . 

 So my approach treats unemployment not as a simple economic variable 
that waxes and wanes according to prevailing economic conditions, but as insti-
tutionally constructed, derived from conventions about how to count it, and 
administrative rules about eligibility for social security benefi ts 1   –  and impor-
tantly, from prevailing labour management practices. Th is is not an entirely 
novel approach, and I ’ m indebted to historians who have traced this line of argu-
ment with respect to other countries. 2  But my approach does depart from that of 
economic historians in Australia, who, rather than exploring how the category 
of unemployment is constructed over time, have generally been more concerned 
with examining diff erent historical data sources to fi nd out which give an  ‘ accurate ’  
measure of unemployment. 3  

 Th e way I deal with the category of unemployment diff ers, too, from the 
approach taken in much historical sociology of the welfare state. Th at approach 
tends to focus on how diff erent social groups mobilise to produce particular policy 
outcomes. 4  It presumes a pre-established catalogue of social rights or entitlements, 
waiting to be claimed depending on the degree of infl uence that any set of actors 
can have on government. 5  Instead, this book attempts to historicise the process 
of categorisation itself, arguing that the category of  ‘ unemployment ’  has its own 
genealogy. 

 In this regard my approach is a species of  ‘ social constructionism ’ . Following 
Ian Hacking ’ s characterisation of this sort of endeavour, when I talk about the 
social construction of unemployment, I ’ m talking about  ‘ the idea, the individuals 
falling under the idea, the interaction between the idea and the people, and the 
manifold of social practices and institutions that these interactions involve ’ . 6  
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Hacking in fact identifi es six degrees of commitment to constructionism,  ranging 
from the purely historical, through the  ‘ ironic ’ , to the  ‘ rebellious ’  and even the 
 ‘ revolutionary ’ . My approach probably approximates what he calls the  ‘ least 
demanding ’ : 7  the aim is primarily to argue that the category of unemployment has 
been constructed through various social processes and, rather than the category 
being an inevitable result of how the world is, it  ‘ is the contingent upshot of histori-
cal events ’ . 8  Th ere is little of what Hacking calls a reformist or rebellious motive 
here; I remain pretty non-committal about whether the idea of unemployment 
that emerged around the middle of the twentieth century was a good or bad thing. 

 But I would stress that the history of classifi cations and categories is not solely 
the examination of language and discourse. Hacking points out that words such 
as  ‘ construction ’  and  ‘ invention ’  signify both a product and a process, both the 
result and the way one gets there. 9  And the process of inventing unemployment  –  
the emergence, consolidation and reinventing of particular understandings of 
joblessness  –  is underpinned by particular  practices : taking a census, for exam-
ple, or administering an unemployment benefi ts scheme, or managing labour in 
a workplace. Classifi cations always occur in some sort of matrix: in this instance, 
legislation, the  ‘ material infrastructure ’  of labour bureaux, census forms and 
so on. 10  Th is focus on how social problems become social problems  –  how a certain 
professional expertise allows us to think of  ‘ unemployment ’  as a discrete social 
problem  –  along with an alertness to the role that mundane administrative prac-
tices play in this process also means my approach overlaps with, and draws upon, 
those scholars who take what ’ s known as a  ‘ governmentality ’  approach to the regu-
lation of the jobless. 11  Th e shift  to privatised or outsourced employment services 
in particular has also led scholars to more closely examine the role that front-line 
service provision and discretion play in the administration of the unemployed. 12  
However, I ’ d suggest that an alertness to administrative practice should inform our 
discussion of earlier regimes of unemployment regulation as well as more recent 
ones, so the book makes use of departmental offi  ce manuals and departmental 
correspondence from those earlier periods. 13  
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University Press ,  1986 )  228   .   
  15    Baxandall,  ‘ Explaining Diff erences in the Political Meaning of Unemployment ’ , above n 1.  

 I would emphasise, too, that although the focus of this book is the refi nement 
and dissemination of ideas about unemployment proceeding from bureaucrats, 
statisticians, social scientists (both amateur and academic), legislative draft smen 
and so on, it is clear from other historical studies that the unemployed person was 
not simply invented  ‘ from above ’  by a community of experts. Th e autonomous 
behaviour of jobless people pressing  ‘ from below ’  created a reality that experts 
had to fi nd a language for. Th e two processes, notes Hacking, tend to occur in 
conjunction:  ‘ our classifi cation and our classes conspire to emerge hand in hand, 
each egging the other on ’ . 14  

 One of the major contributions of those historians who have pursued this 
type of enquiry in other countries is to point out that the administrative and 
legal production of the category of  ‘ unemployment ’  comes about partly through 
ordering the labour market in a particular way. Taking regulation in its broad-
est sense  –  encompassing a range of more or less formalised norms, conventions 
and customary practices  –  it is clear from the example I gave at the opening of 
this chapter that diff erent types of labour market regulation produce diff erent 
types of shortage of work. My point is that labour market regulation aimed at 
producing a homogenous, standardised understanding of the employment rela-
tionship, based around full-time  ‘ permanent ’  contracts of employment, will give 
rise also to a standardised legal and administrative notion of joblessness that we 
call  un employment. Th e general argument here is that the notion of  ‘ involuntary 
unemployment ’  and the eligibility conditions attaching to unemployment benefi t 
are necessarily defi ned against institutionalised norms about what kinds of work 
are exemplary while granting other forms of work lesser recognition. 15  So a good 
part of this book will concentrate on the evolution of the employment relationship 
in Australia. Th e consolidation of a relatively homogenous, uniform conception 
and experience of work is, broadly speaking, the story of labour market regulation 
in Australia across the fi rst half of the twentieth century; the unravelling of that 
uniform experience has in turn been the story of the past few decades. 

 To elaborate on this, the phenomenon of post-war unemployment as an admin-
istrative and legal category depended on two conditions. First, that workers were 
allotted positions within an enterprise through an open-ended or  ‘ permanent ’  
contract of full-time employment. Secondly, that employers adjusted to downturns 
and depressions through severance of that contract for a given number of posi-
tions rather than either absorbing such downturns within the enterprise (through, 
for example, short-time work) or varying or terminating arm ’ s length market 
transactions in a volatile and dynamic external labour market ( characterised by 
casual labourers gathered at the factory gate each morning, or the use of labour 
subcontracting and other forms of  ‘ self-employment ’ ). 
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North Carolina Press ,  2004 )  .   
  17    See      D   Marsden   ,   A Th eory of Employment Systems:     Micro-Foundations of Societal Diversity   (  Oxford  , 
 Oxford University Press ,  1999 ) .  On the effi  ciency advantages of internal labour markets and the 
employment contract, see also       RH   Coase   ,  ‘  Th e Nature of the Firm  ’  ( 1937 )  4      Economica    386   .  Coase and 
his successors tended to underplay the role of confl ict within the authority relation created by employ-
ment contracts, but their work off ers a useful stylised account of why the employment contract came to 
dominate working life in the mid-twentieth century.  

 Th is means I ’ ll be examining a development that is both juridical and 
socio-economic. Th e juridical development consisted of bringing diff erent forms 
of labour hire within a uniform legal conception of the contract of employment, 
a process that proceeded slowly from the end of the nineteenth century through 
the early decades of the twentieth. 16  In Australia, this development had a particu-
lar impact, not so much because of the emerging common law understanding of 
the rights and obligations attaching to an employment contract, but because it 
gradually allowed increasing numbers of wage-dependent workers to be subject to 
the jurisdiction and determinations of the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation 
and Arbitration established in 1904. From the 1920s, the Arbitration Court then 
adopted a policy of stabilising and standardising many of the conditions of the 
employment relationship, favouring full-time, weekly hiring over casual hire, with 
accrued entitlements to recreation and sick leave and limitations on employers ’  
right to temporarily stand down workers. 

 Th e second aspect is how the temporal and spatial dimensions of work were 
standardised in practice. Although the decisions of the arbitral tribunals played 
a vital role in regularising employment, other socio-economic conditions also 
assured that forms of intermediate labour subcontracting, casual labour and 
so on, were displaced in favour of bureaucratically controlled, long-term employ-
ment relations. With the rise of large, vertically integrated enterprises concerned 
with the manufacture of standardised, generic products for mass markets, many 
transactions  –  including labour allocation  –  that had been carried out in external 
markets based on the price mechanism were brought within the fi rm and subjected 
to centralised co-ordination and administration. Th is internalisation of market 
transactions reduced costs and uncertainties for the fi rm, particularly in periods 
of labour shortage. In fact, such  ‘ internal labour markets ’  ceased to function much 
like markets at all: unlike subcontracting transactions, they granted the employer 
an ongoing discretion to direct and control labour within the hierarchy of the 
fi rm. Th e open-ended employment contract proved such a useful legal instrument 
precisely because it created the space for ongoing co-operation between workers 
and employers. 17  In Australia, it appears that the type of management practices 
associated with internalisation  –  centralised personnel departments,  formalised 
work rules and pay scales, the emergence of a class of professional, salaried 
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University Press ,  1995 ) .   
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 managers  –  did not become generalised until the 1940s, spurred on fi rst by the 
need to rationalise production and limit absenteeism during the Second World 
War, then by acute post-war labour shortages. 18  Interestingly for my enquiry, the 
dominance of this mode of labour management coincided with the establishment 
of Australia ’ s system of social security payments for the unemployed. 

 So in eff ect, what I ’ m calling the invention of unemployment is really the inven-
tion of a binary opposition: the creation of both employment  and  unemployment 
as distinct and relatively homogenous labour market statuses, one the obverse of 
the other. As William Walters puts it: 

  A condition of employment could only be delineated from one of unemployment 
once work came to be concentrated in the socio-spatial form of the factory or offi  ce, 
compressed into a normal working week, and set within a modern bureaucratic system 
of employment relations. 19   

 Th ere is, then, a complex and interactive relationship between the formation of 
ideas about  employment  and those concerning  unemployment . Administrators, 
social investigators and regulators in one fi eld tended to pursue their own lines 
of enquiry with their own set of concerns, but oft en were working in a context 
provided, at least in part, by developments in the other. So, if in the past the regu-
lation of employment and unemployment have been treated as relatively distinct 
fi elds of enquiry, I want to approach them as ineluctably intertwined and better 
understood as carrying on a regulatory conversation with each other. 

 And then there ’ s the sub-plot. In developing my argument I devote particu-
lar attention to the role of the labour exchange, a state-run bureau for matching 
jobseekers with potential employers. Th e labour exchange or labour bureau repre-
sented one clear instance where the discourses of employment and unemployment 
came together in a very real way. Th e labour exchange was conceived as an admin-
istrative technology both for the governance and relief of unemployment on 
the one hand and for the organisation of employment and the labour market on 
the other. Th e labour exchange wasn ’ t something that merely became possible 
aft er the unemployment was  ‘ invented ’  as a distinct labour market status. On the 
contrary, from the early twentieth century exchanges were seen as a useful technol-
ogy for ordering the labour market in the fi rst instance, and hence for generating 
 ‘ real ’  unemployment. Th e labour exchange could be used to create a  ‘ diagram ’  of 
the labour market as a whole. 20  A national labour exchange helped us to conceive 
a single, national pool of labour where the worker displaced from one  enterprise 
could look for and fi nd a new job in another. It allowed bureaucrats and 
 administrators to think in terms of the formal severance of one contract and 
 availability for rehiring at another enterprise, rather than there being pools of 
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  21    See Mansfi eld, above n 2, 435.  
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 Cambridge University Press ,  1972 )  11  .   

casual labour within specifi c trades or localities or workers maintaining  connection 
with an enterprise during downturns through short-time working and underem-
ployment. Where local and industry practices did not actually correspond to this 
model, the labour exchange was seen as a useful tool for imposing such a reality 
and hence organising the labour market around the norm of regular,  full-time 
 employment. 21  Labour exchanges rendered unemployment visible in other ways, 
too. Most importantly in the context of unemployment assistance, exchanges 
administered the  ‘ work test ’  that tested claimants ’  job search by providing 
constantly updated information on vacancies and bringing this to bear on the case 
of each individual jobseeker. In this way, the genuinely  ‘ unemployed ’ , temporarily 
and involuntarily out of work, could be distinguished from the  ‘ malingerer ’ . So the 
emergence of the CES in Australia off ers a valuable insight into the construction 
of unemployment. Similarly, the dismantling of the CES over the past few decades 
is emblematic of changes to the regulation of joblessness. 

 Despite its subtitle, this book actually ranges from the late nineteenth century 
to the present and, while the focus is on Australia, it also deals with developments 
in Britain. Fashions in social policy have become increasingly international, but 
even as a colonial outpost Australia could not help but be infl uenced by  British 
ideas while also charting its own distinct course. Particularly infl uential was the 
work of what one commentator has called a  ‘ group of intellectual hybrids  …  
concerned partly with general economic hypotheses, partly with sociological 
investigation, and partly with administrative reform ’ . 22  It was this group, includ-
ing Charles Booth and William Beveridge, along with Sidney and Beatrice Webb, 
that fi rst began to defi ne unemployment as a social and administrative problem 
related to labour market organisation and separate from the prevailing cultural 
or moral interpretations associated with poverty or pauperism. So the fi rst 
four chapters tic-tac between Britain and Australia, examining ideas of unem-
ployment that prevailed prior to the Second World War, the range of labour 
management practices and evolving understandings of the employment relation-
ship across that period, and the development of labour exchanges in both Britain 
and Australia as one particular response to the question of both labour market 
organisation and the governance of the unemployed. 

 From  chapter fi ve  onwards, the book is more directly focused on Australian 
developments, in particular the administration of a national unemployment bene-
fi t scheme, and the role the CES played in this, but also having regard to shift s 
in how we defi ned and measured unemployment, and how all this interacted 
with changing labour market regulation and practice. Th e global still  inevitably 
intrudes: Australia fell into line as regards international statistical practice regard-
ing the measurement of the unemployed; later, the need to  ‘ activate ’  them; and 
more recently we enthusiastically adopted the new international orthodoxy 
regarding services for the unemployed.  


