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 Extract 1 – National Identity and Self-perception-
[Richard Finlay, ‘National Identity in Crisis: Politicians, 
Intellectuals, and the ‘End of Scotland, in Modern Scottish History 
Volume 4: Readings,Article 26 – pages 13-14]

Although Scotland, along with the rest of the United 
Kingdom, had emerged victorious from the First World 
War, it soon became apparent that many of the previously 
held values and assumptions concerning Scottish national 
identity and self-perception either were no longer tenable 
or would have to adapt to suit the changed political, 

social, cultural and economic circumstances of the post-
1918 era …

To the entrenched social problems of bad health and 
bad housing was added the new one of long-term, mass 
unemployment. Razor gangs, falling church attendance 
and the perceived threat of uncontrolled Irish immigration 
compounded the bourgeoisie’s fear that the fabric of Scottish 
society was disintegrating. Politically, things were no better.

 
 Extract 2 – Scottish Emigration in the Interwar Years-
[Angela McCarthy, ‘Personal Accounts of Leaving Scotland, 1921-
1954’, The Scottish Historical Review, Vol LXXXIII, 2, 2004, page 196]

Throughout the twentieth century approximately two 
million people left Scotland, a figure paralleling estimates 
for Scottish emigration in the preceding century. As with 
the nineteenth century, Scottish migration in the twentieth 
century was a part of a broader European movement. 
Between 1815 and 1930, for instance, approximately 60 
million people are thought to have left Europe for overseas 
shores. Such was the average rate of migration from 

Scotland from 1851 until 1930 that the country ranked 
third, behind both Ireland and Norway, among European 
countries exporting migrants. In certain periods, 
such as 1901-1910, Scotland was second only to Italy, 
while between 1921-30 the exodus from Scotland was 
proportionally greater than other European countries.

… Scholars have estimated that 800,000 Scots departed in 
the period prior to 1920 with almost half a million leaving 
during the interwar years.

WW1: The Far, Far from Ypres Project  Source materials  |  Domestic impact of war: society and culture
Compiled by Dr William Kenefick, Great War Dundee

WW1: The Far, Far from Ypres Project

Source materials 
Domestic impact of war: 
society and culture

C U LT U R E  A N D  I D E N T I T Y  –  C A ’ C A N N Y 
S C O T L A N D  I N  T H E  I N T E R W A R

 
Teacher’s Note 
There are several important themes and issues emerging relating to Scottish culture and society after the First World War. 
Two of these themes have already been investigated in relation to the changing political culture [noted in Domestic Impact 
of War: Politics] and economic contraction and decline [noted in Domestic Impact of War: Industry and Economy].
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NOTE: As the following Source 1 shows the early emphasis for emigration after the war was a means of solving 
Britain’s ‘surplus of women’.

 
 Source 1 – Migration with the Empire-
[Montrose Review, February 20, 1920]

The Government is considering proposals for a scheme 
of migration within the Empire. The tremendous flux 
in the world’s work and the great increase in the cost 
of living in Great Britain are sure to be marked by a 
great readjustment in the populations of the various 
component parts of the Empire. For many years before 
the war the flow of emigrants from the British Isles to 
the various dominions had been steadily increasing. This 
was almost entirely checked by the war but now for 
the reasons given and the additional reason that there 
is a great surplus of women in the United Kingdom 
who are sure to find congenial work in Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada, and particularly in South Africa 
(including Rhodesia), it is expected that the tide of 
emigration will flow again with increased volume.

NOTE: The following table in Source 2 offers real 
insight into the numbers leaving Scotland in the 
interwar years and how the exportation of people was 
quickly reestablished post-1918 – with the greatest 
number leaving in 1923. 

 
Teacher’s Note continued 

In Extract 1 Finlay outlines these well and the sense of a loss of confidence in terms of Scottish identity (or what T. 
C. Smout described in A Century of the Scottish People, an all embracing attitude of ‘Ca’ Canny’ – of being careful and 
cautious) and a sense of fear that Scotland’s Protestant religious culture and identity was diminishing in the face of 
increasing Irish immigration and the Roman Catholicism. Indeed, the interwar years in Scotland was marked by a 
deepening religious divide and heightened levels of Christian sectarianism. 

Another causality of war, as Trevor Royle noted, was the political campaign for Home Rule. In spite of the formation 
of the National Party of Scotland in 1928, and the clamour for some kind of home rule or independence before the 
war (and to an extent in its immediate aftermath) the campaign for Home Rule had essentially dissipated by the mid-
1920s. There was one positive cultural shift occurring as a result of war and as Finlay asserts: ‘At once international 
and national, the resulting phenomenon became known as the Scottish [literary] renaissance’ (page 106). In terms 
of housing, employment and improving family life for ordinary working class Scots the interwar years were first and 
foremost about the daily business of getting on with life. As can be seen from Extract 2, for many this meant seeking 
new opportunities overseas or to the rapidly expanding new industrial sector in England – around 446,212 and 
77,769 respectively at the higher estimate. 
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Teacher’s Note 

The statistics in Source 2 and the work of Angela 
McCarthy show that people were leaving primarily 
to escape economic depression, sometime escaping 
victimisation, and poor conditions at home. But 
Source 1 offers a different perspective specifically 
focused on women and emigration. This arguably 
reflects a growing awareness that women – 
particularly women ‘actively seeking work’ but who 
were unemployed – were something of a burden 
to the nation. One way to solve the problem was 
through emigration, another was a concerted 
campaign to ‘persuade’ women back into the home.

 Women now had the vote (those aged over 30, 
with restrictions applied), but did they have more 
freedom as a result of the role they played during 
the war? In August 1918 the Daily Chronicle praised 
women’s ‘moderating influence on trade disputes; 
their bravery in danger; their physical endurance and 
their morality.’ But as Deirdre Beddoe noted, when 
the war ended the media quickly changed its tune:

‘If women went on working it was from a sort of 
deliberate wickedness. The tone of the press swung all 
in a moment from extravagant praise to the opposite 
extreme, and the very same people who had been 
heroines and saviours of their country were now 
parasites, blacklegs and limpets. Employers were 
implored to turn them out as passionately as they had 
been implored to employ them.’

This is clearly illustrated in the following Source 3 
where we observe the rapid transformation of  
one woman engaged in industrial work now back in  
the home.

 
 Source 2 – Scottish Emigration in-
 the Interwar Years-
[McCarthy, ‘Personal Accounts of Leaving Scotland’,  
Table 1, page 202]
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Teacher’s Note 

The attitude to women and work changed significantly. But what about women and work culture more generally? 
For women actively seeking work the post-war situation proved difficult as they were discouraged from registering 
as unemployed and receiving benefits. According to Beddoe, by November 1919 some 90,000 women registered 
as available for work, but only 30,000 were eligible for benefit. By the end of 1920 some 103,000 women were 
registered but by this time ‘many did not bother to register’ and ‘disappeared back into the home.’ By 1920 only  
40% of women received any benefit. It was also a difficult time for women who remained in work as wage  
increases made during the war quickly fell in peace time. Consider the following extract from a letter written in 
November 1921.

 
 Source 3 – A Changing Picture-
[Everywoman’s magazine on February 8, and March 29, 1919]

SOURCE: Deirdre 
Beddoe Back to the Home 
and Duty: Women Between 
the Wars (London, 1989).

NOTE: What do you make of this sudden 
transformation, and does it typify just how 
quickly society’s view of women had changed, 
when compared to the war years? 
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 Source 4 – Extract from page 4 of-
 Annie Lamont’s letter-

NOTE: You can hear Annie Lamont’s words  
bought to life below in an audio piece by Jennifer  
Tracey for BBC Radio 4’s iPM programme:  
https://www.greatwardundee.com/the-home-front/
the-dundee-time-capsule/

 
Teacher’s Note 

By the 1930s, unemployment in areas such as 
Dundee reached 50% with around 25% caught in 
a cycle of short-term employment. By then, under 
regulations of the Anomalies Act (1931) women 
were not regarded to be unemployed. Indeed, 
when unemployment was at its highest ‘any woman, 
of whom no evidence was recorded that she was 
[actively] seeking work, was relegated to the non-
earning class’ – they were deemed ‘non-earners’, not 
as ‘unemployed’.

 
Teacher’s Note 

From a political perspective Annie Lamont, who was 
also an active trade unionist, anti-war Suffragette and 
member of the ILP, had an interesting take on what 
would happen in the next election. She and other 
women in Dundee were to vote against Winston 
Churchill and it was a prospect she was clearly 
looking forward to. As seen opposite, Annie considers 
the likelihood of Britain having a ‘Lady Premier’ 
before 2021, and interestingly, she also unwittingly 
foretells the defeat of Winston Churchill in next 
election – November 1922.

 
 Source 4 (a) – Letter by Dundee-
 Telegraphist Annie Keir Lamont,-
 November 1921-
[Letter deposited in the “Dundee Postal Workers War  
Memorial Shrine”]

 Greeting from the 20th Century to the 21st

  It is my intention, then, to give you, my reader, a 
brief description of the Post Office Telegraph Clerk 
as he, and she, are to-day in this year 1921 …

   The Telegraphist then is a government servant, 
certainly, but he (and she) are the lowest paid of their 
class … At present, our salaries are increased owing 
to the “war bonuses” [but] … in a few months, we 
shall probably be back at our pre-war salaries, which 
were admittedly totally inadequate. The pre-war 
salary of a woman Telegraphist before the war was £1 
14 shillings per week, and the maximum for a man 
£2 16 shillings per week. Even with the pre-war cost 
of living it was a struggle for a Telegraphist to bring 
up a family and educate them properly. 

  What the future holds for us God alone knows, 
as the whole Economic system of the Country is 
absolutely in chaos … This last war was to ‘end 
war’. Never was there such a futile hope, and I 
predict another and ghastlier Armageddon before 
many years have fled. 

  Annie Keir Lamont, Sorting Clerk and Telegraphist, 
General Post Office, Dundee, 11th November 1921

https://www.greatwardundee.com/the-home-front/the-dundee-time-capsule/
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L O N G -T E R M  U N E M P L O Y M E N T, 
H O U S I N G  A N D  C O N S U M E R  H A B I T S

 
Teacher’s Note 

The British economy performed better between 1923-1938 than it did before 1914. This was due mainly to the growth 
in the new industries in the Midlands, South and South East of England. Over this period unemployment averaged only 
9% for these regions, compared to 19% and 23% in Scotland and Wales. Unemployment fell from 23% in 1932 to 12% 
in 1936, but regional differences persisted and this had an impact on material culture and consumer habits. 

Housing: Between 1920 and 1939 a total of 4.25 million new houses were built – 1.5 million in the 1920s and 2.75 
million in the 1930s. 2.5 million were bought mostly by workers in the new industrial areas in England. Scotland 
took the lead in building public housing but these were rented by those in higher paid work. As a result overcrowding 
persisted during the interwar years: the number of families living in two bedrooms was 44% in 1923 falling 22.5% by 
1939, but in Dundee and Glasgow overcrowding was above the national average. 

Health and welfare: in general the health of the nation – particularly women and children – improved during the 
war and continued through into the interwar years. But overcrowding and squalid slums conditions even by the mid 
1930s saw an increase in cases of rickets, pneumonia and bronchitis among children in particular. 

Was it all doom and gloom? Some general statistics: there was an increase in leisure activities even for the 
long-term unemployed with easy affordable access to the dance hall, bingo halls and the cinema, and cheap ‘off the peg’ 
clothing and footwear. By 1938, 7.75 million workers from the occupied workforce of 18.5 million received holiday 
pay, resulting in the growth of the holiday camp, tourism, the motor car and railway travel. 

In 1922 only 5.8 families per thousand owned a radio but by 1936 this had risen to 68.3 families per thousand.  
The numbers of phones for personal use increased from 176,000 to over 1,430,000 between 1922 and 1938.

The number of cars on the road increased from fewer than 600,000 in the early 1920s to over 2 million by the late 1930s. 
This was at the well-off end of market consumption but illustrates the strength of the domestic market and economy and 
was a further boost to production and employment in the growing car industry – all too sadly absent in Scotland.

For those out of work, people just seemed to settle down to life on the dole as a whole generation came to accept 
long-term unemployment as a fact of everyday life in the 1930s. There were hunger marches and unemployment 
demonstrations but no serious social and industrial unrest as occurred in the 1920s. 

Ultimately, as T.C. Smout argues, during a period when Scottish industrial and urban society needed to embrace social and 
cultural change, economic depression and the decline of the staple industries only helped create an attitude of ‘Ca’ Canny’, 
and further deepen a mind-set and cultural attitude that epitomised Scotland’s lack of self motivation. After 1924 Scotland 
increasingly looked to Westminster and state intervention to cure its social and economic ills.


