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Inventions and Unemployment. 

T,7ROM the davs of the Luddite riots onwards 
.I: men have felt vaguely that there is some kind 
of relation between inventions and unemploy
ment. It is a little astonishing, therefore, that 
at a time when unemployment has become the 
most pressing of all social problems that that 
relation should be receiving so little attention from 
statesmen. 

The only systematic attempt to study the 
economic effect of patents appears to have been 
that made twenty years ago by Mr. Ravenshear 
in his little book " The English Patent System ". 
Mr. Ravenshear regarded inventions as ranging 
between two extreme types, the originative, which 
creates new demands and so absorbs labour, and 
the intensive, which cheapens the production of 
known commodities and tends, subject to certain 
reservations, to create unemployment. Mr. Raven
shear concluded that the patent system acts 
selectively by fostering originative inventions to a 
greater extent than intensive inventions, the out
put of which is far less dependent on special en
couragement of this kind. If his view be correct, 
the patent system, in so far as it is efficient, tends 
directly to promote the absorption of unemployed 
labour. But however that may be, it is certain 
that if British manufacturers are to compete suc
cessfully with foreign rivals, they must have the 
advantage of a constant succession of inventive 
improvements, and the present is not a time to 
tolerate delays or other defects due to parsimony 
in the administration of the system. 

Early last year a number of questions were 
asked in the House of Commons with regard to the 
arrears of work which had accumulated at the 
Patent Office, and some disturbing facts were 
elicited. It was learned that inventors had to 
wait seven months before the Patent Office could 
begin to turn its attention to their applications for 
patents, that 8400 complete specifications were 
awaiting the first action -0f the examiners, that the 
amount of work to be done annually had increased 
by 27 per cent while the strength of the examining 
staff had decreased by 11 per cent, and that this 
economy, effected at the expense of efficiency, had 
enabled the Patent Office to hand over to the 
Treasury no less than £112,939 in one year. This 
state of things was generally felt to be a very 
serious one. It often happens that opportunities for 
exploiting an invention commercially occur but will 
not wait, and beyond question these opportunities 
for creating employment are sometimes lost and 
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often postponed because of the false economics 
which have been effected in the administration of 
the patent system of Great Britain. 

It might have been supposed that when atten
tion had been directed to this matter the Board of 
Trade would have dealt with the problem resolutely 
and effectively. Actually, howe,-cr, it was content 
with some such makeshift provisions as would avert 
the crisis for the moment without in any sense 
curing the evil. To-day inventors arc not conscious 
of any material improvement, and meanwhile, 
according to the report for 1929 of the Comptroller
General of Patents, the annual surplus of fees over 
expenditure has risen to £1.57 ,005. 

Another instance of the casual attitude of official
dom towards patent matters is to be found in the 
treatment meted out to the technical staff at the 
Patent Office. Applicants for important patents 
are surprised to find, on visiting the examiner whose 
demands they arc required to satisfy, that he 
works in an overcrowded and badly lighted room, 
that he and his contemporaries have served for 
perhaps twenty-five years without hope of pro
motion, and that the Comptroller and Assistant
Comptroller, who arc responsible for a service on 
which enormous amounts of capital depend, receive 
(according to the Civil Estimates) emoluments 
which amount in all to£1681i and £1306 respectively. 
Scientific knowledge and ability is cheaply valued 
by the secretariat of the State. Scientific men are 
being definitely exploited in the interest of a 
parsiID:ony which wears very awkwardly the dis
gui1,e of economy. 

Some time ago a departmental committee under 
Sir Charles Sargant was appointed by the Board 
of Tracie to inquire into the demand which has 
arisen for a general revision of the patent laws. 
Departmental committees are sometimes appointed 
with a practical object, and sometimes for use as 
pigeon-holes. Is there on the Sargant Committee 
a majority of positive-minded men whose tempera
ments will lead them to seek for positive solutions 
of the problems presented to them 1 Or ha'8 the 
majority been selected from among men of negative 
temperament, who can be relied upon to make out 
" an overwhelming case for doing nothing " ? 
Time alone can answer these questions, and until 
they have been answered no inference in either 
direction can be drawn from the appointment of 
the Sargant Committee. 

The general attitude of Messieurs les Ronds-de
Cuir is indicated by a reply given on ~far. 5, 1929, 
to a question in the House of Commons with regard 
to the Patent Office financial surplm,. The Board 1 
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of Trade has retreated from the position taken up 
in 1891 by Sir Michael Hicks-Beach, who stated 
(July 14) that " he did not think that the country 
ought to look to the Patent Office as a permanent 
source of income ". To-day the Board relies on 
the fact that patent fees are paid by instalments, 
and that the first instalment, without subsequent 
renewal fees, does not pay in full for the adminis
trative cost of grant. " Obviously," said its 
president, " the applicant for a patent who is 
charged a fee which docs not actually cover the 
amount of work done is not being charged too 
much ." 

Thus, the Board of Trad~ has entirely miscon
ceiYcd the purpose and the constitutional basis of 
the patent system. The consideration given by an 
inventor in exchange for his monopoly is, constitu
tionally, either the disclosure of his invention or 
the establishment of a new manufacture. The 
Board, through the mouth of its president, haa 
now recognised officially a third kind of considera
tion, namely, a money payment to the Crown, and 
thus has violated flagrantly the spirit, if not the 
letter, of the Statute of )Ionopolies, which is one 
of the bulwarks of English liberty. 

No doubt, like Courteline's Directeur des Dons et 
Legs, the Board only asks that its tranquillity be 
not troubled, and feels " la rage justement exaltce 
du monsieur qui a fait }'impossible et au dela pour 
etre agreable a tout le monde, qui a seme sans 
eompter l'or des bonnes paroles et des sourires 
pleins de promesses, et dont une brute malfaisante 
vient troubler la bonne petite existence reglee au 
mieux de l'interet general" ! So that, whatever 
the nature of the Sargant Committee's report, 
and pending its issue, one may well ask whether 
the Board of Trade will not always be content 
merely to wipe the floor a little, from time to time, 
when the pot of public indignation boils over, or 
whether it will some day begin to deal generously 
with the cause of these ebullitions. 

]:.'or our guidance in answering this question, we 
have only a few facts. The most interesting of 
these is the fact that as a contribution to the 
£60,000,000 which is to be borrowed from the Ex
chequer for expenditure in unemployment benefit, 
the Patent Office surplus is being extracted from 
struggling patentees by a sacrifice of administrative 
efficiency which holds up for a year or more 
the exploitation of those inventions upon which 
employment in an industrial country directly 
depends. This appears to be the only relationship 
between inventions and unemployment which is 
recognised by the responsible authority. 
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