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This film is the story of Daniel Blake, a widowed 59-year-
old carpenter. Daniel suffered a heart attack at work, on
scaffolding, and nearly died. He has been told by his doctors
that he is unfit for any strenuous work. The bureaucracy has
decided, however, that as he can raise his arms, he should
be spending 35 hours a week seeking work.

The film opens with Daniel, beautifully portrayed by
Dave Jonas, wrestling with an arm of the bureaucracy in
Newcastle in the UK:

Good morning, Mr Blake. My name’s Amanda. I’ve got a
couple of questions for you today to establish your eligibility
for Employment Support Allowance . . . can you walk more
than 50 metres . . . ?

Yes

. . . Can you raise either arm to the top of your head as if you
are putting on a hat?

I’ve told you, there’s nowt wrong with me arms and legs . . .
Can we just talk about me heart?

The questions continue:

Do you have any significant difficulty conveying a simple
message to strangers?

Yes! Yes!. It’s me f . . . ing heart. I am trying to tell you but
you’ll not listen.

In another memorable scene, a worker tries to help
Daniel Blake as he tries to complete a form online. She
shows that some people in the Department of Work and
Pensions do care. She is, however, told off by a more senior
staff member for going beyond the call of duty.

The film is directed by Ken Loach who started his career
directing the acclaimed Wednesday Plays for BBC television.
One of his earliest was the now legendary Cathy Come Home.
As Allan wrote on the 50th anniversary of the play, it is a:

. . . drama about a young mother caught in an impossible,
inhuman system, which leaves her homeless, destroys her
marriage and ultimately robs her of her children . . . (Allan,
2016)

Cathy Come Home was shown to social work students when
I was at university, and I was reminded of the play when
Daniel Blake befriended a desperate single mother who was
also at the mercy of the bureaucracy.

Loach has taken every opportunity to push the message.
After winning the prestigious Palme d’Or award in France,
he was quoted as saying:

The most vulnerable people are told that their poverty is their
own fault. If you have no work it is your fault that you haven’t
got a job. (York, 2016)

Some were not happy that the film won the French award,
however, believing it not of sufficient quality compared to
its competitors; while Jacob Stolworthy (2016) acknowledg-
ing that ‘everybody’s upset’ wrote in The Independent that
deserving films were frequently left without awards. Never-
theless, after winning the French award under controversy,
the film went on to win a further one for outstanding British
film. When he accepted the award, Ken Loach again took the
opportunity to criticise the British government, this time for
cutting its child refugee programme:

The most vulnerable and poorest people are treated by
this government with a callous brutality that is disgraceful.
(Demianyk, 2017)

The film has also had notable off-screen events surround-
ing it. First, there were ‘protests’ of an unusual kind in Lon-
don at the premiere. There were placards on the red carpet:

‘One in 4 mothers go to school hungry,’ read one placard. ‘1
in 5 children go to school hungry,’ read another. Unusually
the placards were being held up . . . not by protesters, but the
leading actors. (Wynne Jones, 2016)

There have also been many opportunities around the UK to
see the film through free screenings and free tickets, even in
genteel settings like Bognor Regis (Leal, 2017).

When I watched I, Daniel Blake, Australia was in the
midst of what Mike Secombe (2017) in The Saturday Pa-
per later called ‘Centrelink’s debt-recovery disaster’. A ‘new
automated compliance system’ had been introduced, that
was described by a Centrelink worker as ‘error-prone’, and
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‘particularly harsh’ on those who receive sickness bene-
fits (Knaus, 2016). Stories about ‘robo-debt letters’ (Knaus,
2017) continue, and those on the receiving end:

In a reversal of the usual onus of proof, . . . were guilty and
sentenced until later proven innocent. (Martin, 2017)

As I was completing this review, a Senate estimates hear-
ing was informed that, in the first 10 months of the current
financial year, more that 42 million calls to Centrelink re-
ceived the engaged signal (Woodley, 2017). There are – and
these are my very rough figures – more than 4 million un-
successful calls a month. As there are about 44,000 minutes
in a month that is more than 100 unsuccessful calls every
minute, 24 hours a day, every day. And that is not all. The
average waiting time, the Senate hearing was told, was 30
minutes for unemployment services.

Daniel Blake spent 48 minutes on the telephone waiting
in one scene alone. There are probably as many Daniel Blakes
in Newcastle, Australia, as there are in Newcastle in the UK.

I, Daniel Blake should be compulsory viewing for anyone
working in the health and welfare sectors.
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