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ABSTRACT

This thesis offers a comparative analysis of British wartime civilian internment
policies, focusing on three key case studies: the South African War (1899-1902), the
First World War and the Second World War. It seeks to determine the place of the
‘concentration camps’ of the South African War within the history of internment and
the extent to which world war internment episodes were shaped by both historical
and contemporary experiences. It suggests that reactions to internment, at both state
and popular levels, are revealing about Britain’s self-image in relation to civil rights,

justice and the treatment of minorities.

In particular, the thesis argues that gender ideologies were highly significant in
determining the development of internment policies, playing a central role in shaping
popular images of the enemy and underpinning official assumptions about the
treatment of women by the state. The debates and discussions which emerged
around internment policy also provide insight into the ways in which the experience of
war can accentuate the exclusion of minorities and the reinforcement of racial
stereotypes. The thesis examines the ways in which racialized and gendered
discourses converged during each conflict to create particular understandings of the
enemy, which in turn had a discernible impact on the development of internment

policies.
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INTRODUCTION

In December 2004, nine individuals detained without trial at Belmarsh Prison as
suspected terrorists brought their cases before the House of Lords, arguing that their
detention was unlawful and undermined the guidelines set out in the European
Convention on Human Rights.* The imprisonment of the men in question had taken
place in the context of the counter-terrorism measures introduced by the British
Government in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, allowing the detention of suspected
international terrorists under Part 4 of the Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Security Act
2001.> Their case had been rejected by the Court of Appeal, but the House of Lords
upheld the claimants’ challenge by a total of eight to one.> Coming at a time when
fears about terrorism were shaping legislation across Europe and the United States,
this ruling has been regarded as highly significant in reinforcing the case for civil
liberties in Britain.* However, the statement of one of the eight peers, Lord Hoffman,
has received patrticular attention for its strong rejection of the concept of detention
without trial, and the terms in which this rejection was made. His argument, which
hinged on the notion that detention without trial undermined a specifically British
tradition of freedom and civil liberty, has been described as representing the “most
enduring and important contribution of this case to the traditions of civil liberty in this
»n 5

country”.” Hoffman asserted that “Freedom from arbitrary arrest and detention is a

quintessentially British liberty, enjoyed by the inhabitants of this country when most of

! Thomas Poole, ‘Harnessing the Power of the Past? Lord Hoffman and the Belmarsh
Detainees Case’, Journal of Law and Society, 32, 4, 2005, pp.534-561; pp.535-6.

2 Paul Mendelle, ‘No detention please, we're British?’, New Law Journal, 77, 21° January
2005.

® Poole, ‘Harnessing the Power’, p536.

4 Mendelle, ‘No detention please’.

® Mendelle, ‘No detention please’.



the population of Europe could be thrown into prison at the whim of their rulers.”® He
urged that lessons should be learnt from British history, which was defined by the
nation’s “constitutional freedoms”, and which had seen detention without trial only
ever resorted to with “great misgiving” at times when the life of the nation was under

grave threat.”

Despite the positive impact on British civil liberties attributed to the outcome of the
‘Belmarsh’ case, some observers have cautioned against the acceptance of
Hoffman’s image of detention without trial as a policy somehow alien to British
traditions.® On the contrary, an examination of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
British history demonstrates that internment and detention have been repeatedly
used by the government against groups or individuals perceived as posing a threat,
in a variety of ways, to the British nation.® A notable example of this has been the
repeated utilisation of internment and detention policies by the British authorities in
Ireland during the last two centuries, a region historically associated with nationalist
and terrorist threats. During the nineteenth century, the British government

introduced a number of pieces of legislation allowing the apprehension or detention

® Judgments - A (FC) and others (FC) (Appellants) v. Secretary of State for the Home
Department (Respondent), 16™ December 2012, Para. 86.
http://www.bailii.org/uk/cases/UKHL/2004/56.html, Accessed 16/08/2012.

" A (FC) and others (FC) (Appellants) v. Secretary of State, Paras 95; 89.

® Daniel Moeckli, ‘Human Rights Strategies in an Age of Counter-Terrorism’, in Reza
Banakar (ed.), Rights in Context: Law and Justice in Late Modern Society, (Farnham:
Ashgate, 2010), pp.215-230; pp.220-221; A. W. Brian Simpson, In the Highest Degree
Odious: Detention Without Trial in Wartime Britain, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992)

° Internment and detention are frequently very similar in nature. However, The Practical
Guide to Humanitarian Law states that “the difference between internment and detention is
that decisions relating to internment are taken by administrative or military authorities, while
those relating to detention generally come under the responsibility of judicial authorities”:
Francoise Bouchet-Saulnier, The Practical Guide to Humanitarian Law, (Plymouth: Rowman
and Littlefield, 2007), p.226.
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of individuals suspected of engaging in actions against British rule.'® In 1918, an
expansion of wartime security regulations allowed the detention without charge of
individuals in Ireland suspected of planning insurrection, and the power of detention
continued until the establishment of the Irish Free State in December 1921.** Fifty
years later, when the British government assumed direct control in Northern Ireland,
the detention without trial of terrorist suspects was given legislative authority through
the Detention of Terrorists (NI) Order of 1972.*? Similar (although less well-
publicised) policies have also played a significant part in Britain’s imperial history. In
1954, for example, it has been estimated that the British detained around 1.5 million
Kikuyu people suspected of being connected to the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya in
both internment camps and “enclosed villages”.*® In addition, as this thesis will
explore in detail, the internment of ‘enemy’ civilians took place during most major
conflicts of the twentieth century within both domestic and colonial settings. Within a
modern context, detention continues to be a significant element of British domestic
policy. While policies regarding the detention of terror suspects have been relaxed in
recent years, the Immigration Service continues to detain large number of ‘asylum-
seekers’ under Immigration Act powers: 27,000 migrants were detained in 2011

alone.'* As Daniel Moeckle has observed, therefore, internment or detention without

1% Simpson, Highest Degree Odious, pp.4-5.

1 Simpson, Highest Degree Odious, pp.26-29. This was an expansion of Regulation 14B of
the Defence of the Realm Act, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

12 Michael Cunningham, British government policy in Northern Ireland, 1969-2000,
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), pp.20-21. This was a ‘modified form’ of
the internment policy introduced under the Stormont administration and required the
suspects case to be referred to a commissioner within twenty-eight days of arrest.

'3 Caroline Elkins, Britain’s Gulags: The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya, (London: Pimlico,
2005), p.xi.

!4 Stephanie J. Silverman and Ruchi Hajela, ‘Briefing: Immigration Detention in the UK’, The
Migration Observatory, University of Oxford, 22/05/2012, p.3.
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charge or trial is, in reality, well-established in British legal and political history, and
therefore should not be regarded as something which is “new”, “exceptional” or

inherently ‘un-British’.*°

While internment has been experienced by a range of different populations in a
variety of contexts, the implementation of the policy is almost always justified by
perceptions of those populations as a threat to the national community, whether
physically, socially, or ideologically. Consequently, the development of internment
has been particularly significant within wartime contexts, when it has tended to have
been designed to control and contain ‘enemy’ civilians and others regarded as
constituting a direct or indirect danger to national security. The study of internment
during wartime, generally a time when distrust of outsiders is greatly heightened,
allows an analysis of the ways in which rhetoric relating to social inclusion and
exclusion can develop under extreme circumstances. Within these parameters, the
current thesis will investigate the development of British wartime internment policy
during the twentieth century, examining the continuities and shifts in the discourses
surrounding such practices. Through a comparative analysis of three key episodes of
internment established during the South African War (1899-1901), the First World
War, and the Second World War, it will offer insight into the evolution of both the
practical principles of internment policies and the wider discourses which shaped
them. In addition, by addressing wartime incidences of internment, the thesis aims to

offer analysis of the wider trends relating to attitudes towards ‘outsiders’ during times

http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/migobs/Immigration%20Detention%20Bri
efing%20v2_0.pdf (accessed 21/08/2012)
!> Moeckli, ‘Human Rights’, pp.220-1.



http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/migobs/Immigration%20Detention%20Briefing%20v2_0.pdf
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/migobs/Immigration%20Detention%20Briefing%20v2_0.pdf

of conflict, the experiences of civilian populations during war, and the relationship of

these themes to the changing nature of warfare during the twentieth century.

Internment policy during the three wars examined here was introduced principally
(although not always exclusively) against civilians of ‘enemy’ nationality.® The first of
these internment episodes developed during 1900 within the context of the Boer
guerrilla campaign of the South African War (1899-1902). In late 1899, Britain had
become involved in a war against the two independent Boer nations of the Orange
Free State and the South African Republic (also known as the Transvaal Republic).
The following year, in response to the development of guerrilla tactics by the Boer
forces, the British military authorities introduced a ‘scorched earth’ policy, designed to
hinder their opponents from accessing shelter and supplies.!” To address the issue
of homelessness which resulted among the Boer and African civilian populations,
and to tackle the potential threat posed by Boer non-combatants as spies and

suppliers to the enemy, internment camps (which became widely known as

'® There were exceptions or complexities relating to this rule during each of the three conflicts
examined here. During the South African War, internment was initiated against Boers as
enemy civilians. After the British claimed the annexation of the Transvaal and the Orange
Free State in 1900, however, the internees could technically be regarded as British subjects.
African civilians, many of whom expressed allegiance to the British cause, also found
themselves in internment camps. During the First World War, attempts were made to intern
almost all male ‘enemy’ civilians; however, protests were made in a number of cases where
internees possessed ‘enemy’ nationality merely on a technicality, perhaps having been born
within the borders of an ‘enemy’ state but raised in Britain or another neutral or Allied state.
During the Second World War, attempts were made to base internment on an individual's
sympathy with the enemy, rather than enemy nationality. As will be seen, this was frequently
unsuccessful, but it did result in the internment of a significant number of British subjects
suspected of having Fascist sympathies.

" For an in-depth discussion of these developments see S. B. Spies, Methods of Barbarism:
Roberts and Kitchener and Civilians in the Boer Republics January 1900 — May 1902, (Cape
Town: Human and Rousseau, 1977)
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‘concentration camps’) were introduced.'® The population of these camps included a
significant proportion of women and children, and the incarceration of large numbers
of people, in often unsanitary conditions, led to high levels of disease and mortality
among the inmates. It has been estimated that over 26,000 people, including more
than 22,000 children, died in the camps, and these figures caused huge controversy
in Britain over the ethics of the internment of categories of non-combatants regarded

as particularly vulnerable due to their age or sex.*

Both Caroline Elkins and David Anderson have noted the similarities between British
tactics towards civilians during the South African War and those towards civilians in
Kenya during the Mau Mau uprising, when the British authorities responded to
guerrilla fighting with the enforced movement and confinement of civilian populations
assumed to be associated with the ‘enemy’.?® A future comparative study of these
two events would be highly useful in determining the role of colonial experiences and
mindsets in shaping such policies. However, the present study is interested in the
formative role of the South African War in shaping internment practices, and the
discourses relating to them, during the early twentieth century. Although the South
African internment policy has often been referred to as one of the earliest examples

of modern wartime civilian internment policy, it has rarely been closely analysed in

terms of its relationship with the episodes that followed it.** This thesis aims to draw

'8 paul Krebs, Gender, Race, and the Writing of Empire, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), p.59.

9 iz Stanley, Mourning becomes...Post/memory, commemoration and the concentration
camps of the South African War, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), p.3.

20 E|kins, Britain’s Gulags, p.235; David Anderson, Histories of the Hanged: The Dirty War in
Kenya and the End of Empire, (London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2005), p.294.

2L While this has been regarded as the first modern British example of internment, it was
preceded by the enforced internment, or ‘Reconcentracién’, of civilian populations in Cuba by

6



out the administrative and ideological connections (and discontinuities) between
internment practices in South Africa at the turn of the century and those implemented

during the two world wars that followed.

Internment policies during the First and Second World Wars have traditionally been
more closely associated with each other, due to their development on British soil in
what have been regarded as ‘total war contexts.?> During both these conflicts,
internment policies were principally directed against ‘enemy aliens’, foreign nationals
with origins in states against which Britain was engaged in hostilities. During the First
World War, this category included Germans (who, prior to the outbreak of hostilities
had constituted a significant and generally well-assimilated community in Britain),
Austrians, Hungarians, and, later, Turkish nationals. Limited internment measures
were introduced from the outbreak of the war, but in May 1915, against a background
of increasingly virulent popular Germanophobia, the British government established a
general internment policy against male enemy aliens of military age. Around 32,000
enemy aliens became subject to this policy, often for the duration of the conflict, and
at the cessation of hostilities the majority internees were deported.?® As a result, the

male German population in Britain in 1919 stood at only 8,476, less than a quarter of

the Spanish General Weyler in 1898, which gave rise to the phrase ‘concentration camps’.
See Tammy M. Proctor, Civilians in a World at War 1914-1918, (London: New York
University Press, 2010), p.204; Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker, 14-18:
Understanding the Great War, (New York: Hill and Wang, 2002 [first edition 2000] Translated
from the French by Catherine Temerson), pp.70-71.

2 Two volumes have been published in the last twenty years which have grouped these two
internment episodes together: David Cesarani and Tony Kushner, The Internment of Aliens
in Twentieth Century Britain, (London: Frank Cass, 1993), and Richard Dove (ed.), ‘Totally
Un-English’?: Britain's Internment of ‘enemy Aliens’ in Two World Wars, (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 2005)

? David Cesarani, ‘An Alien Concept? The Continuity of Anti-Alienism in British Society
before 1940’, in Cesarani and Kushner (eds.), The Internment of Aliens, pp.25-52; p.35.
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that of 1914.%* While the general internment policy was targeted exclusively at men,
women of ‘enemy’ nationality were liable for repatriation to their country of origin,
and, as this thesis will argue, the impact of internment was felt by all members of the

German, Austrian and Hungarian communities in Britain.?®

While the internment of ‘enemy aliens’ received widespread popular support during
the First World War, by 1939, in the context of the irrationally discriminatory policies
of Nazi Germany, the earlier episode was often remembered critically.?® A 1939
article in the Manchester Guardian, for example, described the introduction of First
World War internment as a result of “ignorant suspicion” prevalent amongst the
British population.?” At the outbreak of the Second World War, British officials
pledged to introduce internment only where reasonable suspicion of an individual
could be determined.?® This appeared to be a particularly sensible stance given that
a large number of the ‘enemy aliens’ in Britain were actually refugees from Hitler’s
regime. However, as Nazi Germany’s military position appeared to strengthen during
1940, and the invasion of Western Europe left Britain increasingly isolated and
vulnerable, opinion towards ‘enemy aliens’ hardened. Between May and July 1940,
the government initiated internment measures against individuals of enemy origin

who had not convinced a tribunal of their commitment to the British cause, and then

24 Panikos Panayi, ‘An Intolerant Act by an Intolerant Society: The Internment of Germans in
Britain During the First World War’, in Cesarani and Kushner (eds.), The Internment of
Aliens, pp.53-78; p.62.

%® For a detailed examination of the experiences of Germans in Britain during the First World
War see Panikos Panayi, The Enemy in Our Midst: Germans in Britain During the First World
War, (Oxford: Berg, 1991)

%6 See, for example, ‘The Treatment of Aliens’, The Times, 14" September 1939, p.9.

" ‘Enemy Aliens’, Manchester Guardian, 25" October 1939, p.6.

2 See Hansard, House of Commons Debates (hereafter HC Deb), 4t September 1939, vol.
351, cols 366-370.
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expanded this measure to include a significant number of male enemy aliens who
had originally been cleared of posing any threat to national security. On lItaly’s
entrance into the war, internment was expanded to include Italian men of military age
who had lived in Britain for less than twenty years. The late development of Italy’s
involvement in the conflict meant that none of these individuals were given the
opportunity of appearing before a tribunal prior to their internment.?° While there was
little initial popular opposition to internment policy, by July 1940 criticism was
growing. Increasing discomfort at the imprisonment of significant numbers of people
considered to be genuine refugees was exacerbated by the deaths of several
hundred internees on the torpedoed Arandora Star who were among the thousands
of individuals shipped to Canada and Australia for internment.*® In response to the
outcry this provoked, the government gradually implemented a programme of
release, and by the following spring many of those interned during the 1940 invasion

panic had been freed.®

Since the controversy of 1940, and the subsequent release of internees, wartime
internment during the Second World War, and indeed all the conflicts examined here,
has largely disappeared from British popular memory, subsumed by the myth of a
uniquely British history of liberalism, justice and fair play. As Lord Hoffman’s words
have indicated, the belief in a specifically British tradition of reverence for civil

liberties continues to shape the national self-image, and as a result, civilian

2 “Treatment of Italians in event of war with Italy’, June 1940: National Archives, Kew, HO
213/1719; War Cabinet 161 (40): National Archives, Kew, CAB 65/7/56; Wendy Ugolini,
Experiencing War as the ‘Enemy Other’: Italian Scottish Experience in World War I,
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), p.97.

%0 Miriam Kochan, Britain’s Internees in the Second World War, (London: Macmillan, 1983),
p.84.

! Hansard, HC Deb, 22™ January 1941, vol. 368, cols 179-181.
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internment, with its potential to undermine this glorious self perception, has been
difficult to address.®® In recent decades, however, the subject of internment has
begun to reappear on academic agendas; comparative, edited works on world war
internment policies have been produced, and historians have shown increasing
interest in the general experiences of civilians during war.** The ‘concentration
camps’ of the South African War, in particular, have received increasing attention
from academics, with studies on a range of elements of camp experiences, from both
British and South African perspectives, appearing during the past decade.** This
thesis aims to contribute to the growing body of work on the subject by providing a
broader understanding of internment and its long-term development, within the
context of a number of key themes. It will consider the place of internment policies
within changing processes and perceptions of warfare and understandings of the
status of the civilian within the twentieth century, and will investigate the significance
of dominant British ideologies of national identity, race and gender in shaping the

development of these policies.

Total war and the concept of the ‘civilian’
The introduction of civilian internment by belligerent states has been regarded as a

significant feature of the ‘total wars’ of the twentieth century, particularly in terms of

% Gavin Schaffer, ‘Re-Thinking the History of Blame: Britain and Minorities during the
Second World War’, National Identities, 8, 4, 2006, pp.401-419; pp.401-402.

¥ Cesarani and Kushner, Internment of Aliens, Dove, ‘Totally Un-English’?, Proctor,
Civilians, Matthew Stibbe, ‘Civilian Internment and Civilian Internees in Europe, 1914-20’,
Immigrants and Minorities, 26, 1, 2008, pp.49-81; Hugo Slim, Killing Civilians: Method,
Madness and Morality in War, (London: Hurst, 2007).

% Leading scholars on this subject include Elizabeth van Heyningen, Liz Stanley, Helen
Dampier and Paul Krebs. Please see the Bibliography for full details of their work.
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its militarization of the civilian experience.®® Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette
Becker have seen the development of internment policies for both civilians and
military personnel during the First World War as being closely related to the ‘total’
nature of the conflict, and therefore different in kind to earlier colonial internment
episodes.*® The association of internment with ‘total war’ alone is not straightforward,
however, particularly because historians and theorists remain divided on the
definition of the term and have approached the concept from very different angles.’
For lan Beckett, for example, the essence of ‘total war’ lies in its global nature.® In
contrast, John Horne, in his discussion of the First World War, has regarded the
conflict’s essential ‘totality’ as lying, not in its destructiveness or geographical scale,
but in its “totalizing logic, or potential”, particularly in terms of “the readiness to
represent the war in absolute terms, as a crusade against a total (and often
dehumanized) enemy”.>® Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker have suggested that the First
World War was characterised by excessive violence towards civilians in the form of

massacres, atrocities, imprisonments, deportations and forced labour, which

% Kay Saunders, ‘ “The stranger in our gates’: Internment policies in the United Kingdom and
Australia during the two world wars, 1914-39’, Immigrants and Minorities, 22, 1, 2010, pp.22-
23. Matthew Stibbe has also associated internment with features commonly associated with
‘total war’ such as the “enormous growth in the scale and destructiveness of war” and “the
industrialisation of warfare [which] led modern nation-states to place increasing emphasis on
the link between citizenship and military service”: Matthew Stibbe, ‘Civilian Internment and
Civilian Internees in Europe, 1914-1920°, Immigrants and Minorities, 26, 2008, pp.49-81,;
p.51.

% Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker, 14-18, pp.70-71.

3" Jeremy Black, The Age of Total War, 1860-1945, (London: Praeger Security International,
2006), pp.1-2; pp.9-10.

% Jan F. W. Beckett, ‘Total War’, in Arthur Marwick, Clive Emsley and Wendy Simpson (eds.),
Total War and Historical Change: Europe 1914-1955, (Buckingham: Open University Press,
2001), pp.24-41; p.29.

%9 John Horne, ‘Introduction: mobilizing for ‘total war’, 1914-1918’, in John Horne (ed.), State,
society and mobilization in Europe during the First World War, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), pp.1-18; pp.3-4.
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contributed to “the process whereby war became total in the twentieth century”.*

This association between the idea of ‘totality’ and extensive civilian involvement, as
agents, victims, or both, has been significant to a number of analyses of the world
wars of the twentieth century.** Central to the concept of ‘total war for most
historians, however, has been the mobilization of large proportions of national
populations in its support, both ideologically and economically.*? Thus, the ‘totality’ of
both the First and Second World Wars was strongly defined by the commitment of
civiian populations to driving the war industries and economies necessary to
maintain hostilities. These developments meant that the distinction between civilians

and soldiers become more difficult to define.

The problematic nature of the ‘civilian’ has been central to the discussions of wartime
morality since the term came into use during the late nineteenth century. Adam
Roberts has argued that the concept continues to be an ambiguous one, particularly
in terms of the extent to which a civilian should be considered to be “an enemy or a
subject of protection; and whether, to merit protection, the civilian needs to be
‘inoffensive’, perhaps entirely innocent of all entanglement in the ongoing conflict.”*?

As Hugo Slim has noted, while on the surface the idea of the ‘civilian’ may appear

straightforward, in practice civilian populations have frequently been associated with

0 Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker, 14-18, p.89.

“! Proctor, Civilians, p.3; Stibbe, ‘Civilian Internment’, p.51.

2 Hew Strachan, ‘Total War in the Twentieth Century’, in Arthur Marwick, Clive Emsley and
Wendy Simpson (eds.), Total War and Historical Change: Europe 1914-1955, (Buckingham:
Open University Press, 2001), pp.255-283; pp.271-2; Horne, ‘Introduction’, pp.3-4.

43 Adam Roberts, ‘The Civilian in Modern War’, in Hew Strachan and Sibylle Scheipers (eds),
The Changing Character of War, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp.357-380;
pp.362-363.
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economic, political and social support for military conflicts.** This ambiguity was
particularly notable in the context of the idea of the ‘total’ wars of the twentieth
century. At this time, no international treaty had exclusively addressed the role of
civilians in war (the 1949 Geneva Convention would be the first to do so), although
the Hague Convention of 1901 declared that punishments should not be inflicted on
local populations “on account of the acts of individuals for which it cannot be
regarded as collectively responsible”.*> The scales of the First and Second World
Wars, and the increasing reliance on civilians to provide manpower for war industries,
meant that civilians became as significant as soldiers in driving the war efforts. In
consequence, the identification of civilians as military targets became easier to
justify; if a civilian factory was producing armaments for war, for example, the
bombing of that factory, and the resulting loss of civilian life, could be regarded as a
legitimate military step (such thinking would be replicated on the most extensive
scale with the use of atomic weapons against Japan in 1945).*® The development of
internment policy in Britain, an essentially military step against civilian populations,
provides an important point of focus for the dilemma regarding the status of the non-
combatant in twentieth-century warfare. Central to Matthew Stibbe’s analysis of First
World War internment, for example, has been the contention that the conflict saw the

“distinction between combatants and enemy civilians [become] increasingly

* Slim, Killing Civilians, pp. 183-204.

> Roberts, ‘The Civilian in Modern War’, pp.363-365; Spies, Methods of Barbarism, p.111.
Spies has argued that the British Government broke the Hague Convention in their treatment
of civilians during the South African War.

“ Hew Strachen and Sibylle Scheipers, ‘Introduction: The Changing Character of War’, in
Hew Strachen and Sibylle Scheipers (eds), The Changing Character of War, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), pp.1-26; pp.8-9. See also Proctor, Civilians, p.11; Slim, Killing
Civilians, p.190.
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blurred”.*’ Other historians have argued that, in fact, this ‘blurring’ affected not merely

individuals of ‘enemy’ origin but the civilian sphere as a whole.*®

Civilian internment can be associated with the practice which Hew Strachan has
identified as one of the key determinants of ‘total war: the breaching of the
“principles of non-combatant immunity”.*® During the First and Second World Wars,
this also involved the more specific and violent targeting of civilian populations in
bombing campaigns, naval blockades, forced migration, massacre and individual
violence.>® However, it is also important to note that the targeting of civilians, and the
blurring of military and non-military spheres, was not unique to the world wars. The
roots of this element of ‘total war’ has been seen as stemming from the American
Civil War, and was frequently evident in smaller-scale, colonial conflicts during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. During the South African War, as will be seen,
the British authorities frequently associated the successes of Boer guerrillas with
their economic and ideological support from civilian communities. This assumption
provided justification for the introduction of the ‘scorched earth’ policy, which
devastated areas of civilian settlement, and the enforced internment of tens of
thousands of civilians. The association of internment with ‘total war’ alone can
therefore be problematic since it overlooks the possible long-term significance of

colonial conflicts and the complexity of colonial-metropolitan relationships.

47 Stibbe, ‘Civilian Internment’, p.51.

“8 proctor, Civilians, p.11; Peter Gatrell, ‘Refugees and Forced Migrants during the First
World War’, Immigrants and Minorities, 26, 1/2, 2008, pp.82-110; p.82; p.87

“9 Strachan, ‘Total War’, p.265.

* Proctor, Civilians, p.11.

°1 Strachan, ‘Total War’, pp.255-6; pp.265-6; Beckett, ‘Total War’, p.28.
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As both Hew Strachan and Jeremy Black have noted, a war that is regarded as ‘total’
for one state can be ‘limited’ for another, as in the experience of the USA during the
Second World War.>? While it would be difficult to label the South African War as a
‘total war’ in the same way as the twentieth century world wars, due to its limited
geographical range, it seems pertinent to argue that it involved elements of totality, or
developments which anticipated those of the later conflicts. Strachan has argued
that, although colonial wars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have
traditionally been regarded by European or American commentators as “small wars”,
they were often experienced by the colonial populations (and particularly non-white,
tribal communities) as ‘total’ conflicts, since they involved totality of war aims and
frequently militarised the vast majority of the civilian community.>® Although the
South African War was clearly not a total war experience for the British people, the
conflict was devastating from the perspective of the South African population, and
mobilised or impacted on enormous sections of the national community. The
profound effect of the war on the civilian population was epitomized by the wartime
internment experience, which involved the imprisonment — and ultimately the deaths -

of large numbers of the South African population.

As Tammy Proctor has argued, however, while civilians became more closely
involved in the experience of war during the twentieth century a sharper distinction
between the civilian and military spheres was simultaneously cultivated in official and
popular rhetoric. Thus, both the First and Second World Wars saw the strict

ideological demarcation of the military fronts and the ‘home fronts’, the latter of

°2 Strachan, ‘Total War’, p.263; Black, Age of Total War, p.8.
°3 Strachan, ‘Total War’, pp.265-6.
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which, while in reality essential to the maintenance of the war effort and with their
own mythologies developing around them, remained strictly separate and secondary
to the former. >* Proctor has suggested that the “civilian/soldier dichotomy” of the First
World War, however problematic in reality, was central to the way that all belligerent
governments encouraged popular support for the conflict. While the ‘home fronts’
were essential to maintaining the war effort on a practical level, their definition as
‘civilian’ zones which needed protection could be used by governments as a tool to
encourage ongoing commitment to the military cause from the soldiers being asked
to put their lives on the line.> This thesis will demonstrate that the pattern of a
practical blurring of civilian and military spheres, accompanied by a rhetorical
separation of the two, was not unique to the First World War but was also strongly
evident during the South African War, with echoes continuing to be seen during the
Second World War. The fact that this coincided with the development of British
wartime internment policies was not coincidental: in each of the three conflicts
analysed here, the introduction of internment - a military measure taken against non-

combatants - reinforced the increasing ambiguity of civilian status.

War, gender and internment

The civilian/military divide which was key to twentieth-century warfare was also, to a
very large extent, a male/female divide. During the two world wars, this was
particularly evident in the development of the ‘feminine’ ‘home front’ in relation to the
‘masculine’ military front. To some historians, the very existence of divisions between

these two spheres were significant in creating the potential for traditional gender

> Proctor, Civilians, p.3; Lucy Noakes, War and the British: Gender, Memory and National
Identity (London: I.B. Tauris, 1998), pp.48-50.
*® Proctor, Civilians, p.7; Noakes, War and the British, p.52.
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imbalances to be addressed, particularly as the removal of men from the ‘home front’
allowed large numbers of women to undertake occupations which had previously
been regarded as male preserves. At the conclusion of the First World War, in 1918,
some British women were awarded suffrage rights, and Arthur Marwick has been
prominent in arguing that political emancipation, and what he has regarded as
positive post-war social and economic developments for women, were closely
connected with their involvement in the ‘war effort’ between 1914-1918.%° In the last
few decades, however, historians have increasingly challenged such interpretations
and have pointed to both the conservative force of war on gender relations and the
complexities and nuances frequently found in wartime representations of both
masculinities and femininities. While the employment of women in traditionally ‘male’
roles may have given the temporary impression of a shift in gender roles, it seems
likely that the gendered rhetoric of military and civilian spheres limited the long-term
impact of these experiences. As Margaret and Patrice Higonnet have argued, a
‘double helix’ effect can be seen in operation during both conflicts, whereby the
advances achieved by women never allowed them to reach a status perceived to be
equal to that of men.”’ Lucy Noakes has argued in relation to the Second World War
that, while many British women encountered new employment opportunities, the
image of these roles, and, indeed, that of the ‘home front’” as a whole, was one of
support for the more ‘important’ combative roles undertaken by men on the military
front. The expansion of women’s experiences was therefore able to take place within

traditional gender structures as men became defenders of the ‘home front’ and

%8 Arthur Marwick, Britain in the Century of Total War: War, Peace and Social Change 1900-
1967, (London: The Bodley Head, 1968), pp.110-111.

>" Margaret R. Higonnet and Patrice L.R. Higonnet, ‘The Double Helix’, in Margaret Randolph
Higonnet, Jane Jenson, Sonya Michel and Margaret Collins Weitz (eds.), Behind the Lines:
Gender and the Two World Wars, (London: Yale University Press, 1987), pp.31-47; p.34.
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women’s “supportive role in the home was extended to the public sphere”.®® David
Morgan and Mary Evans have suggested that one of the main ways in which women
were expected to contribute to the ‘war effort’ was by “putting up with” the
restrictions, shortages and hardships of war without complaint: “Women’s traditional,
passive compliance was thus reinterpreted as their patriotic duty to the home front.”°
In relation to the First World War, Susan Kingsley Kent has argued that the
devastating experiences, particularly of men, led to post-war efforts to reinstate
gender roles which were seen as being disrupted by the conflict. In contrast, Susan
Grayzel has suggested that the devastating loss of life experienced during the war
reinforced the significance of pronatalist thought and ensured that, despite the
expansion of experiences for some women, motherhood became increasingly central

to understandings of women’s roles during the war itself.®°

While the practical experience of wartime life therefore reinforced traditional gender
assumptions during the First and Second World Wars, a more general pattern has
been identified in the experience of conflict, whereby gender assumes a deep
significance in the discussions of the morality of war, particularly in terms of the
treatment of enemy civilians. As Hugo Slim has noted, women have frequently been
associated with the “innocence” of civilian status and regarded as the victims of war,

despite numerous examples of women engaging with warfare as supporters, actors

°% Noakes, War and the British, p.19.

% David Morgan and Mary Evans, The Battle for Britain: Citizenship and Ideology in the
Second World War, (London: Routledge, 1993), p.83.

® Susan R. Grayzel, Women'’s Identities at War: Gender, Motherhood, and Politics in Britain
and France During the First World War, (London: University of North Carolina Press, 1999),
pp.3-4.
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or opponents, and playing significant “ideological” roles within conflicts.®* Proctor has
argued that, in the context of modern war, the term ‘civilian’ has developed “a
particularly strong feminine connotation as it becomes a sort of shorthand for the
phrase ‘innocent women and children’.”®? A significant link between the South African
War and the First World War was the development of internment policy during both
conflicts against backgrounds of extensive public debate about the treatment of
civilians (but more specifically women and children) by their enemies. During the
South African War, this debate centred on internment itself, and whether the
imprisonment of women and children could be considered to be ethically acceptable.
In contrast, during the First World War, the internment of enemy alien men was
justified by (and arguably provoked by) a widespread propaganda campaign which
highlighted German brutality towards civilians. In each case, the focus on women and
children as the innocent victims of military aggression reinforced the significance
placed on maintaining divisions between the military and civilian spheres. The
relationship between war and a tightening of gender roles was reflected in the
gendered nature of twentieth century wartime internment. During the First World War,
no women were interned under the general regulations, while during the Second
World War women constituted just under 17.5 per cent of internees.®® The gendered
nature of British internment policy during the twentieth century must be considered in
the context of these clearly demarcated gender roles that were reinforced within

wartime contexts.

®% Slim, Killing Civilians, pp.201-2.

%2 proctor, Civilians, pp.4-5.

® This figure is based on the approximate numbers given in: Herbert Morrison, ‘War Cabinet.
Internment of aliens of enemy nationality’, 20" November 1940: National Archives, Kew, CAB
67/8/109.
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In contrast to the dominant pattern of male internment during the two world wars, the
majority of internees during the South African War were women and children, and
despite the presence of male internees, the camps were frequently referred to as
‘women and children’s camps’.®* While these facts may appear to underline the
differences between colonial internment and the development of policies against
‘enemy aliens’ during the world wars, this thesis will argue that the later resistance to
female internment was influenced, not only by the contemporary sharpening of British
gender roles, but also by memories of the negative reactions that developed in 1900-
1902 to the gendered image of the South African concentration camps. Wartime
internment policies were significant because, as military steps taken against civilians,
they provided points of discussion where ideas about the military-civilian relationship
could be tried out, explored, and consolidated. This is particularly evident in the
internment and other anti-civilian policies developed the British during the South
African War. As this thesis will explore, these policies were significant in
consolidating the gendering of the civilian sphere within twentieth century British

discourses on warfare and determining the parameters of what was considered to be

acceptable behaviour towards non-combatants.

National Identity

A belief in acceptable codes of behaviour towards women and civilians can be found
in many cultures, but in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Britain such ideas were
frequently articulated as part of a national self-image that placed great significance

on positive ‘British’ values. As Catherine Hall has shown, a masculine-orientated form

® On the gendering of the camps see Krebs, Gender, pp.70-1.
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of national identity was expressed strongly and influentially by the increasingly
powerful British middle classes from the 1830s and 1840s.%® The late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries saw the development of a dominant notion of national
identity which was strongly associated with masculinity. Within male-orientated
educational institutions and within wider popular culture, an image of specifically
British manhood developed which was associated with “adventure, virility, courage
and chivalry”.®® Such ideas were closely linked with idealized conceptions of the
home as a feminine sphere, to be supported and protected by the male, who
belonged in the public, political arena. Paul Ward has suggested that, in popular
discourses, women’s significance to the nation lay in their roles as mothers and

67 While there is wide evidence that women, as well as men,

objects of protection.
embraced national identities and engaged in patriotic activities, their relationship with
the ‘nation’ was complicated in a practical sense by the fact that a woman could lose
her legal national identity through marriage to a foreign national.®® Evidence of the
widespread acceptance of strict wartime divides between male and female roles can
therefore be said to have represented an intensification of discourses of gender and
national identity which were already well established in British culture. The deep
cultural investment in separate gender roles and a dominantly masculine national
identity was brought to the forefront of public debate during the South African War

when contemporaries clashed over the morality of interning Boer women and

children. The frequent attempts by both opponents and supporters of the policy to

® Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle-Class: Explorations in Feminism and History,
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), p.207.

® paul Ward, Britishness since 1870, (London: Routledge, 2004), p.39.

®" Ward, Britishness since 1870, pp.39-40.

% For a survey of twentieth-century responses to this issue see: M. Page Baldwin, ‘Subject to
Empire: Married Women and the British Nationality and Status of Aliens Act’, Journal of
British Studies, 40, 4, 2001, pp. 522-556.
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shape their arguments to fit within a national identity based on male duties of chivalry
and protection indicated the strength of this gendered notion of ‘Britishness’. The
question of whether the policy was ‘un-British’ in its treatment of women and children
again marked this internment episode as an important site on which dominant

discourses could be thrashed out.

While gendered notions of national identity were central to the ways in which
internment was perceived in Britain, equally significant were broader, parallel themes
relating to specifically ‘British’ traditions of justice and fairness. Colin Holmes has
stressed the significance of the belief in a culture of “tolerance” in shaping British
national identities, while Tony Kushner has argued that the idea of a “liberal and
humanitarian” British tradition significantly influenced responses to immigrants and
refugees during the first half of the twentieth century.®® The endurance of such
themes in contemporary rhetoric has been indicated in Lord Hoffman’s statement on
the Belmarsh case, deeply rooted in ideas about British liberal traditions. The
internment of enemy civilians by successive British wartime governments, and indeed
many examples of the peacetime treatment of immigrants and minorities, have been
regarded as having the potential to undermine such positive interpretations of
‘Britishness’, perhaps explaining why internment remained on the fringes of British

historical research for much of the twentieth century.”® However, certain key events

% Colin Holmes, A Tolerant Country? Immigrants, Refugees and Minorities in Britain,
(London: Faber and Faber, 1991), p.14; Tony Kushner, The persistence of prejudice:
Antisemitism in British society during the Second World War, (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1989), p.115.

® Tony Kushner and David Cesarani, ‘Alien Internment in Britain During the Twentieth
Century: An Introduction’, in Cesarani and Kushner (eds), The Internment of Aliens in
Twentieth Century Britain, pp.1-24; p.8; Richard Dove, * A matter which touches the good
name of this country’, in Dove (ed.), ‘Totally Un-English’?, pp.11-16; p.11.
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and experiences in British history have been used as evidence of British “fairness”.”*

Memories of admission of Huguenot refugees in the eighteenth century, for example,
and the acceptance of Jewish refugees during both the nineteenth century and the
Nazi period, have allowed an image to be maintained of a tradition of British defence
of the rights of asylum for the oppressed. In reality, at the time of all these refugee
crises, negativity and restrictionist attitudes towards these groups were widely
expressed.’”? The memory of these episodes, however, has served to reinforce British
beliefs in a national tradition of tolerance and acceptance of outsiders, and has been
used to play down the significance of events which might raise questions about the

significance of these experiences to national narratives.

John A. Garrard has highlighted a long tradition in British culture, observable since
the nineteenth century, of a reluctance to be seen as exhibiting prejudice towards
minorities, even where prejudice clearly does exist. Thus politicians and social
commentators may express anti-immigrant sentiment using language carefully
phrased to appear non-discriminatory.”® Tony Kushner has noted, for example, that
in the years prior to the Second World War, the “disreputable nature of being labelled
an antisemite is well illustrated by the refusal of any of the leading anti-Jewish
campaigners to accept the tag”.”* To Garrard, British attitudes towards immigrants
have been characterised by an “underlying ambiguity” which can sometimes be

observed in “the juxtaposition of sentiments of tolerance and intolerance in the same

" Tony Kushner, Remembering refugees: Then and now, (Manchester University Press,
2006), p.21.

2 Kushner, Remembering Refugees, pp.6-7; Tony Kushner and Katharine Knox, Refugees in
an Age of Genocide, (London: Routledge, 1991), p.398.

® John A. Garrard, The English and Immigration 1880-1910, (London: Open University
Press, 1971), pp.5-6.

™ Kushner, Persistence of Prejudice, p.2.
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statements”. ”° Therefore, while ongoing beliefs in British traditions of tolerance have
allowed evidence of ambiguity and even hostility towards outsiders to be glossed
over, they have also frequently acted as a check against the expression of intolerant
attitudes or acts.”® The significance attached by many contemporaries to ‘British’
traditions of justice, fairness and tolerance became particularly evident in debates on
internment during the South African War and the Second World War. In both cases
(and retrospectively in the case of the First World War), internment was regarded by
its opponents as an intolerant act which was not in keeping with the British character.
Although this positive interpretation of British identity had its limitations (for example,
in the context of the South African War it was wielded in criticism of the treatment of
white internees, but rarely in relation to their non-white counterparts) it became a

central part of anti-internment discourses.

While articulations of a specific version of ‘Britishness’ were vital in limiting the scope
of internment, it can also be argued that the exclusive nature of British national
identity played a role in creating the atmospheres in which internment initially
became acceptable. Internment policies not only drew attention to groups considered
to be dangerous, but played a role in defining who and what should be defined as
‘British’. By clearly targeting individuals who were not considered loyal to the nation,
and physically excluding them from the national community, internment policies

provided a tangible reinforcement of distinct categories of loyalty and disloyalty,

> Garrard, The English and Immigration, pp.5-6.
® Kushner and Knox, Refugees, p.398.
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‘Britishness’ and ‘un-Britishness’.”” This shaping of national identity in relation to
outsiders was not exclusive to wartime, but has been recognized as part of a long
history of identity formation. A number of British historians have argued that
‘Britishness’ itself has always been constructed in relation to perceptions of groups
regarded as outsiders. Catherine Hall's statement that “the English can only
recognise themselves in relation to others”’® has been frequently reasserted in
relation to the wider British experience. As Robin Cohen has suggested, ‘Britishness’
can be understood as “a complex national and social identity which is continuously
constructed and reshaped in its often antipathetic interaction with outsiders,
strangers, foreigners and aliens”.”® A notable nineteenth-century example of national
self-definition in relation to the ‘Other’ can be found in the British reaction to the
immigration of Eastern European Jews from the 1880s onwards. While negative
reaction to such immigrants was by no means universal, their presence fuelled
intense debates on the problems of immigration, culminating in the passing of the
Aliens Act of 1905 which introduced restrictions on aliens entering the country.
Although criticism of this wave of immigration was frequently couched in the
language of economic or social concern, Cesarani has argued that the expression of
such anxieties were closely related to the construction and consolidation of late-

nineteenth century British identity. The identification of negative ‘alien’ characteristics

" For a discussion of the wartime ‘exclusion’ of minority groups see Sonya O. Rose, Which
People’s War? National Identity and Citizenship in Wartime Britain 1939-1945, (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), Chapter 3, particularly pp.71-73 and pp.93-94.
8 Hall, White, Male and Middle-Class, p.208.
® Robin Cohen, Frontiers of Identity: The British and the Others, (London: Longman, 1994),
p.1.
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— crime, vice, dirt, squalor — reinforced what the British felt that they themselves were

not. &

It is in this context that the development of policies, including internment, against
enemy aliens in wartime Britain must be understood. The study of internment policy
during wartime is particularly revealing because it can be regarded as one of the
most tangible examples of the way that war can heighten suspicion of outsiders and
a sense of otherness. Sonya Rose has highlighted the strong tendency, during times
of national crisis, for antipathy to develop towards groups of people regarded as
marginal to the dominant national image.?* The common experience of a threat
towards the nation’s survival can tighten a sense of national belonging;
simultaneously, however, such a powerful image of national unity can encourage an
erosion of tolerance towards groups which are perceived as failing to conform to the
dominant rhetoric. Rose has argued that the heightened significance placed on a
specific form of national identity during war forces groups with conflicting identities to
either conform to the dominant narrative or to be excluded, and such groups can
“become a potent contrast against which the nation defines itself”.®? Thus during the
First World War, conscientious objectors, ‘slackers’ and Jews became the focus of
prejudice since they were perceived as failing, in various ways, to commit themselves

to the patriotic principles on which the war was being fought.®® The development of

8 Cesarani, ‘An Alien Concept?’ pp.26-28.

® Rose, Which People’s War?, pp.71-72.
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the image of the Jewish population in Britain as lacking in national loyalty and sitting
outside the national community had long historical roots.®* However the power of
wartime pressures to intensify this image is evident in the fact that it re-emerged in
similar ways during the Second World War, when Rose has argued that perception of
Jews as “foreign group” was fundamental to fuelling anti-semitism.®*® Long-
established stereotypes of Jews as selfish and materialistic were given new life
through popular wartime associations of Jewish people with the black market and
exhibitions of ostentation in the face of wartime shortages.®® Similarly, Schaffer and
Ugolini have argued that stereotypes of Italians presented them as cowardly, “servile”
and treacherous” and therefore “natural fifth columnists”.®” Rose has suggested that
such trends were mirrored in the expression of concerns about women’s sexual laxity
during the war, which took on particular significance because such behaviour could
not be reconciled with a wartime rhetoric rooted in principles of self-sacrifice and
service to the nation.®® These examples demonstrate how even groups which were
usually considered as part of the national community could come to be perceived as
‘enemies within’ the nation. Such a process was even more explicit when it came to

individuals within Britain who quite literally possessed ‘enemy’ nationality. This thesis
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will explore the ways in which such discourses strongly influenced the development

of internment policies aimed at ‘enemy aliens’.

Due to the ‘total’ nature of the First and Second World Wars, and the significance
attached to ideas of the home fronts, anxieties about the ‘enemy within’ took on a
potency which was not relevant during the South African War due to its geographical
distance. However, while internment policy in South Africa did not develop within the
context of domestic security fears, the development of images of ‘the enemy’ were
crucial in influencing the way that internment was understood. Stibbe has argued that
First World War internment can be differentiated from colonial internment by its
association with powerful ‘enemy’ imagery, which influenced the way in which
opponents were perceived.®® This thesis will explore whether, in fact, the justification
of internment through the production of racialized images of the ‘enemy’ should be
regarded as theme which connected discourses on the South African concentration
camps with the internment policies implemented in Britain during the First and
Second World Wars. The changing nature of these images during each of the
conflicts examined here is evidence not only of the differing natures of the wars
themselves, but of the wider development of British racial thinking from the late

nineteenth century to the mid-1940s.

Race
During each of the three conflicts examined in this study, responses to the ‘enemy’,

as well as those perceived more generally as ‘outsiders’, were driven by notions of

8 Stibbe, ‘Civilian Internment’, p.54.
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racial difference as well as national difference. As with other forms of identity and
identification, the significance of ‘race’ in relation to perceptions of difference became
intensified under the pressure of the war. During the South African War, the language
of race came to shape the image of the Boer as backward, ignorant, degenerate and,
ultimately, racially suspect. Such ideas were given wide publicity in Britain through
the debates on the concentration camps, and so became intrinsically tied to the
internment experience. The image of the German that developed during the First
World War is perhaps one of the most infamous examples of the way in which the
enemy can become demonised and racialized. Widespread wartime propaganda
depicted the Germans as inherently brutal, uncivilized and violent, and this thesis will
explore the relationship between this racialized image and the introduction of
internment. By 1939, however, a significant shift was evident in the tendency towards
racializing the enemy. While race (and particularly perceptions of ‘Jewishness’ and
‘ltalianness’) played a part in the way that enemy aliens were imagined, and some
commentators still referred back to older images of the ‘Hun’, no specifically
racialized image of the enemy ever developed. As Malik has noted, the horrors of
Nazi racial ideologies during the 1930s and 1940s undermined the legitimacy of
‘race’ as a concept during this period, and this may explain why a racialized image of
the enemy was less significant during the Second World War. ® However, as will be
seen, racialized discourses continued to exist during the period, but tended to be

expressed in more subtle or muted terms. This was particularly true of antisemitic

% Kenan Malik, The Meaning of Race, (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1996), pp.14-15.
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attitudes, which have been regarded as playing a role in driving decisions on

internment.®*

The racialized images of the enemy which developed during the South African War
and the First World War evolved from ideas which were rooted in the pre-war period.
The ‘backward’ Boer and the ‘militaristic’ German were already established in British
imagery before being magnified and further distorted by the experience of war. The
significance of race in shaping attitudes towards the enemy is unsurprising given the
increasing preoccupation of British contemporaries with the idea of ‘race’ from the
late nineteenth century, in relation to both domestic and imperial politics and
experiences.® A number of historians have highlighted an increased sense of anxiety
in Britain during the late nineteenth century about the nation’s economic and political
prestige on the international stage, and about social changes and class conflict within
Britain itself.>®> Such concerns coincided with emerging scientific theories of evolution
and developments in the natural world, which were seized on by some
contemporaries to give meaning and purpose to social phenomena. In such a
context, international competition could be perceived in terms of national survival, a
concept which was often addressed in racial terms as contemporaries sought to find
ways of ensuring the ‘fitness’ of the British ‘race’ in order to maintain their nation’s
superiority. At the same time, concerns about poverty, crime and disorder among
sections of the working class were made sense of through reference to ideas about

the internal degeneration of the race. Malik has described such trends as “the use of
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natural explanations for social phenomena”.®* In this way, the idea of ‘race’ could be
used to both explain and justify social differences, and, as Greta Jones has argued,
underline the idea that “social inequality was the product of natural selection”.?® The
close association of such discussions with national interests often resulted in the
conflation of the terms ‘race’ and ‘nation’®®, and this was a trend which was
intensified during the First World War in particular, when a highly racialized discourse

regarding enemy difference combined with acute anxieties about national survival.

The concept of ‘race’ was therefore a significant tool in late nineteenth and early
twentieth century Britain for shaping a sense of self and for making sense of
contemporary social and political developments. These ideas were reinforced
through the enthusiastic categorisation of other nations and peoples by racial type,
and through the development of new theories of anthropology and anthropometry.
Increasingly, social groups came to be categorised in racial terms, with biological
heredity being associated with not only intellectual and physical but also moral
characteristics.”” Such trends became particularly apparent in British responses to
their imperial encounters. Stephen Howe has argued that the ideological foundations
of empire rested on “ideas about difference, and usually on a belief in superiority”;

this was therefore the ideal area for European ideas of racial categorisation and
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different levels of racial development to flourish.?® In a similar way that discourses on
immigrants in Britain centred on concepts of ‘difference’, so were colonial encounters
frequently constructed to stress the contrast between colonisers and colonised.
Edward Said has famously argued that British understandings of its Eastern colonies
were largely based on imagined constructs; British observers created their own
exotic interpretation of the ‘Orient’ rooted strongly in beliefs in what the British were
not. As Said noted, the construction of identities always involves the establishment of
“opposites” and “others”, and he has illustrated the way in which the “Oriental” has
been imagined as “irrational, depraved (fallen), childlike, “different”, reinforcing an
implicit image of the European as “rational, virtuous, mature, “normal.”®® Perceptions
of the colonial ‘Other’ were given particular resonance through their association with
racial thinking.’®® Drawing on Said’s theories, Steve Attridge has suggested that
similar cultural forces were at work during the nineteenth century in relation to Africa,
which was “primitivised” in British discourses.'®* In contrast, David Cannadine has
argued that British perceptions of colonial societies were shaped more by
perceptions of similarity, and the “construction of affinities”, than by concepts of
difference.’®® This thesis will use the case study of the South African War, in
particular, to explore these different approaches to understanding British imperial

identity.
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As will be seen, such modes of thinking would be highly significant in shaping
understandings of the Boers at the turn of the twentieth century. British perceptions
of colonial subjects were widely underpinned by a series of opposites based not only
on skin colour, but on cultural imaginings regarding ideas such as cleanliness and
dirt, rationality and irrationality, modernity and backwardness. Philippa Levine has
argued that the colonial experience reinforced the significance of ‘whiteness’ as a
fundamental element of British identity, underpinned by belief in the implicit
connection between ‘whiteness’ and dominant, ‘civilized’ societies, as opposed to the
‘backwardness’ and powerlessness of non-white populations.*®® Such forms of racial
thinking, closely associated with colonial encounters, were significant in shaping
discourses on internment during the South African War, when negative stereotypes
of the Boer became strongly infused with racialized language usually reserved for
non-white colonial subjects. However, the centrality of ‘race’ to imperial attitudes was
highly significant in defining broader British identities, and helped to entrench an
association between ‘Britishness’, ‘whiteness’ and ‘civilization’ which was to re-
emerge frequently during the twentieth centuries, and particularly during the First and

Second World Wars, when national identity took on renewed importance.

Internment experiences during the First and Second World War have often been
considered separately to those of the South African War due to the colonial nature of
the earlier conflict.'® However, this approach is at odds with an increasing amount of

historical scholarship which recognizes the two-way process of the dissemination of
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ideas, attitudes and practices between Britain and its colonies.’®® The tendency for
British national identity to be reinforced by ideas of ‘otherness’ rooted in both
domestic and imperial relationships is one way in which this occurred. British
observers frequently utilised similar language in responses to the colonial subjects
they encountered as they did in reference to the slum-dwellers of Britain’s
industrialized cities.’®® Equally, however, this was a two-way discourse, and the
‘language of class itself in Europe drew on a range of images and metaphors that
were racialized to the core”.!® There is much evidence that British colonial
administrators attempted to address the ‘backwardness’ of colonial societies through
the implementation of ‘civilized’ British practices (as would be particularly evident in
their administration of the South African concentration camps). However, Frederick
Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler have argued that “Europe was made by its imperial
projects, as much as colonial encounters were shaped by conflicts within Europe
itself’’°®, and this thesis will examine the extent to which, in the case of internment,
experiences from the imperial periphery, and wider British perceptions and reactions
to these experiences, filtered back and exerted an influence on developments in later
domestic policy. The experience of South African internment set a pattern for later
development of internment within a domestic context, not, perhaps, in the most

obvious, administrative terms, but by shaping perceptions of the meaning of
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internment, the relationships between military and civilian spheres, and the types of

people it was acceptable to intern.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE SOUTH AFRICAN WAR (1899-1902)*%

Introduction

As the first large-scale British conflict to take place since the development of mass
literacy and mass communications, the conduct of the South African War was able to
become the subject of debate and scrutiny to an extent which would not have
formerly been possible. Indeed, in terms of its handling by the British media, the
conflict has been regarded as a forerunner of the modern wars of the twentieth
century.*® From 1901, this extensive media attention came to focus increasingly on
a specific, controversial issue: the internment, by the British military, of large numbers
of Boer civilians in hastily improvised camps, and the appalling mortality rates that
resulted. The targeting of non-combatants through internment, as well as the
destruction of crops and homes, meant that this war became one in which the
spotlight often shifted from the military to the civilian population, with international
public attention frequently fixing on the experiences of women and children rather
than primarily on the Boer soldier. These factors meant that understandings of the
‘enemy’ were to develop which were dependent to a large extent on gender
ideologies as well as on British understandings of the way in which white, ‘civilized’
society should be defined. The racial discourses which emerged on the Boer
community have been regarded as significant precursors of the “practice of

demonizing the enemy”, which was to become a common theme of twentieth-century
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warfare, most strikingly so during the First World War.'** This chapter will argue that
the debates on internment were particularly significant in shaping a popular image of
the ‘enemy’, and will explore the ways in which the controversy surrounding the
camps highlighted the significance of gender, race and nation to British identities,
consolidating a particular understanding of the ethics of internment which would later

influence the development of policies during the First and Second World Wars.

Prior to the summer of 1900, the South African War was pursued on both sides by
means of a generally conventional forms of warfare, and has been described as a
confrontation of “assembled armies”*'? Siege warfare was particularly significant to
the Boer strategy during the first months of the war and the towns of Ladysmith,
Kimberley and Mafeking were each held under siege for several months. In
December 1899, during a period that came to be known in Britain as ‘Black Week’,
British forces attempted advances at Stormberg, Magersfontein, and Colenso, but
were defeated or held back by the Boers in each case. In December 1899, the
Commander in Chief, Major-General Buller, was replaced by Lord Roberts with Lord
Kitchener as Chief of Staff. Extensive troop reinforcements were organised which
ensured the success of major new British offensives during 1900, and by the middle
of 1900, a British victory appeared assured.'*® Rather than submitting, however, the
Boer forces initiated a change in strategy and continued their campaign with guerrilla

tactics. Boer commandos launched attacks on British military installations and sought
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to cripple British communications by targeting railway lines and telegraph wires.*** In

response, the British military authorities commenced a policy which involved clearing
the South African countryside in order to cut off the Boers from supplies and civilian
assistance, and to counteract potential espionage. During May 1900, the
Commander in Chief of the British Forces in South Africa, Field-Marshal Roberts,
issued proclamations warning that the perpetrators of damage to British property
would be punished, and that the consequences would be shared by local residents,
who would be assumed to have knowledge of guerrilla activities in their vicinity.**> On
16" June 1900, Roberts further clarified his orders in a proclamation which stated
that homes in the vicinity of attacks would be liable to be burnt, and that the “principal
civil residents” in these areas would be made prisoners of war.''® These
proclamations have been regarded as marking the beginning of the British military’s

‘scorched earth’ policy in South Africa.*’

Inevitably, as S. B. Spies has highlighted, the result of Roberts’ proclamations was
that reprisals were enacted for guerrilla attacks against significant numbers of local
civiians who did not necessarily have any connection with, or knowledge of, the
events in question.'*® As general practice, the house nearest to the incident would

be burnt, but in September Roberts authorised that “the country within a radius of ten

14 Spies, Methods of Barbarism, pp.101-103.
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miles should be completely cleared or stocks and supplies”*®

. The increasing
numbers of Boer families left homeless by the scorched earth policy became a
problem which was difficult for the British authorities to ignore, although, as Spies
has noted, no standard, official policy was ever introduced to tackle the issue during
Roberts’ time in office.'® Although the widespread homelessness of Boer families
appears to have been a key factor in the establishment of internment policy, the
precise beginning of the ‘concentration camps’ is difficult to identify. Spies has found
evidence of the existence of camps from July 1900, but official references to them
were not made until September, when it was announced that camps for surrendered
burghers were being established. While the internment of families was not officially
discussed, this too appears to have been put into practice.*?* Over the following
months the internment system was gradually extended and became a more formal
part of British policy, with eventually forty camps spread across the four South African
states.*? Although the camp inmates consisted mainly of women and children, a
significant number of men also entered the camps, since the British offered
accommodation to neutral or pro-British Boers.'?® In addition, separate areas for

black African families were also introduced, who, in exchange for their camp

accommodation, were expected to provide labour for the British Army.*?*
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Over the following months, the concentration camps became infamous across the
world due to their appalling death rates. In total, over 26,000 people, including more
than 20,000 children, would die in the ‘white’ camps, mainly of epidemics of diseases
such as measles.*®® Figures for the ‘black’ camps are incomplete, but it is estimated
that a further 14-20,000 people died, about 80 per cent of whom were children.*?
The isolated lifestyle of many rural South Africans meant that little resistance had
developed among the community to viral and contagious diseases, and the
accommodation of several thousand people at close quarters enabled illnesses to
spread quickly.*?” The tragedy unfolding in the camps was initially slow to receive
attention in Britain, but in December 1901, Emily Hobhouse, a representative of the
newly created South African Women and Children Distress Fund, arrived in South
Africa to distribute goods collected by the organisation to victims of the war and was
horrified by the conditions she found.*?® Poor shelter, lack of sanitation and
inadequate rations were severely exacerbating the virulence of the epidemics which
were sweeping the camps, and the death rates were rising at an alarming rate.

Hobhouse spent five months investigating the camps and returned to Britain in May
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1901 to publicise her findings.*?® Her report, along with the revelation of the mortality

rates from the camps, caused a “national scandal”.**°

In response to the public outcry provoked by Hobhouse’s report, the British
government made the decision to appoint a ‘Concentration Camps Commission’,
consisting of six British women and headed by the well-known suffragist, Millicent
Fawcett, to visit South Africa and investigate the conditions in the camps. The
appointment of an all-female Commission has drawn mixed reactions from historians.
Bridget Theron has described its initiation as “politically path-breaking as far as the
progress of feminism in the early twentieth century is concerned” and, similarly, Paula
Krebs has regarded it as an indication of the increasing centrality of both women and
women’s issues to British public life.®*! In contrast, Elizabeth van Heyningen has
argued that the female composition of the Commission meant that it tended to be

2 The Commission’s role

regarded dismissively by the British military authorities.™
was not to comment on the camps policy but to make recommendations to improve
living conditions with a view to alleviating the mortality rates. Although Fawcett and
other members of the Commission were generally supportive of British policy in
South Africa, and so approached the camps in a very different way to Hobhouse,

ultimately their recommendations to improve camp conditions were very similar to

hers.®®* When these recommendations, which included changes to camp
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organisation, sanitation facilities and improvement of rations, were finally put into

practice, the death rates began to decline.'3*

Boer women’s testimonies of their experiences in the concentration camps began to
be produced very soon after the end of the war. Hobhouse initially organised a
compilation of women’s accounts with the aim of publicising wartime civilian suffering
and in 1902 she published a collection of testimonies from former camp inmates. %
Hobhouse’s pattern of edited, first-hand accounts was adopted by South African
women’s nationalist groups seeking to publish further testimonies on wartime
experiences, and The Brunt of the War was quickly followed by another edited work
by Elizabeth Murray Neethling in the same year.’®* Publication of testimonies
intensified during the 1930s and 1940s, when a resurgence of interest in the camps
coincided with active attempts to consolidate an Afrikaner national identity.**’ As the
only records produced by camp survivors, the testimonies of nationalist women
shaped the way in which the camps were remembered in South Africa. Few, if any,
testimonies were produced by non-nationalists, despite the fact that the camps
accommodated a significant number of families who opposed the Boer cause or
considered themselves neutral.’® However, as Liz Stanley has argued, the

testimonies have often been accepted as providing the full “facts” about the camps,
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despite their highly subjective nature.® The testimonies tended to share an
approach to the camps underlined by a sense of martyrdom and anti-British feeling
which, Stowell V. Kessler has argued, became essential to the developing Afrikaner
identity during the twentieth century.**® During the years after the war, the camps
experience became a highly significant part of Afrikaner collective memory, depicted
as a test from God, and a time of shared suffering which the Afrikaner people, and

specifically, Afrikaner women, endured bravely and stoically. ***

The concentration camps testimonies have been regarded as particularly significant
in shaping the idea of the Afrikaner woman as volksmoeder (‘mother of the nation’),
and allowing it to evolve into one of the central symbols of Afrikaner nationalism.*?
Jenny de Reuk has argued that the suffering of women and children in the

concentration camps was ‘appropriated’ by the nationalist cause in the years after the
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war and used to represent wider Afrikaner suffering and victimisation; in turn, this
could later be used to justify extreme politics expressed in terms of the necessity of
‘protecting’ a vulnerable nation.!** In South Africa, the camps experience has
therefore become a nationalist women’s story: a huge historical silence has engulfed
the experiences of black, male, pro-British, or neutral internees, reinforced by a
system of commemoration across South Africa which focused exclusively on white
women and children.*** The ongoing significance of the war and the tragedy of the
camps in Afrikaner consciousness is apparent in the way in which this history
continued to be used as a political weapon even ninety years later, as certain white
South African nationalists compared the prospect of black South Africans in
government with the persecution of the Boers by the British at the turn of the
twentieth century:
If you add to the fact that our forefathers paid dearly for a part of South Africa,
that we fought the British because they wanted to rob us of our right to self-
determination, that we lost 26 000 women and children ... do you think that we
will simply surrender to a communist like Mandela? It is out of the question.*
For much of the twentieth century, one of the most significant silences relating to the
camps, and indeed to the war generally, was a lack of acknowledgement of the
involvement of black Africans. 1*° Research by both Stowell V. Kessler and Peter
Warwick into the black camps has suggested that conditions there may, in fact, have

been far worse than those of the ‘white’ camps, in terms of sanitation, housing and
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medical facilities.'*” Although the Native Refugee Department (NRD), which
administered the black camps, produced positive reports on the camps, a missionary
visiting the camp at Dryharts remarked on the “great poverty and misery” he found
there.’*® The historical silence surrounding the black camps has been compounded
by the lack of historical records relating to them.}*® Although partly due to
contemporary administrative inefficiencies, much of the dearth of source material
seems to be due to the lack of interest in the camps displayed by contemporaries
and to their insignificance in terms of Afrikaner nation building. In contrast to the
detailed documentation of the white camps by investigators such as Hobhouse and
Fawcett, reports on the black camps were limited to those carried out by the NRD
and a handful of missionaries who visited the camps.®® The conditions in these
camps were never made the subject of public debate, either in Britain or South

Africa.t®?

Perhaps more significant to the remembrance of the black camps in South Africa was
the development of nationalist politics during the twentieth century. In apartheid
South Africa the history of the camps was a White Afrikaner history, and this was
reinforced, as has been seen, by the testimonies of white women whose narratives

were accepted as representing the ‘true’ history of the camps. In the post-war period,
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only white women and children were commemorated on monuments to the victims of
the camps, and the deaths of black inmates were ignored.'®* Despite increasing
interest in the role of black people during the Boer War, studies of the black
concentration camps continue to be relatively limited in number, and Kessler has
suggested that many South Africans remain unaware of the existence of the black
camps.™® He has argued that the ‘forgetting’ of the black camps was necessary to
reinforce the significance of the white camps as a key element of Afrikaner heritage
and to emphasise what he has called “the paradigm of sole martyrdom”.*** He has
suggested that the repeated references in the Boer women’s testimonies to the
collusion of black men with the British helped to reinforce the image of white

Afrikaner women and children as the only victims of the camps.*>

For much of the twentieth century, neither the black nor the white concentration
camps received a great deal attention from British historians, with those who did refer

156 While a number of works

to them tending to act as apologists for British policy.
referred briefly to the camps, there were few significant studies. Typically, Thomas
Pakenham’s major work on the South African War in 1979 devoted only a single
chapter to the history of the camps, the focus of which was their political implications
for British society. His discussion of the camps focused on the splits in the Liberal
Party caused by debates over the camps, and the British Government’s apparently

successful solution to the problem in the appointment of the Concentration Camps

Commission. To Pakenham, the “magical effect” of Millicent Fawcett and her
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colleagues neatly closed his chapter on the camps.*®” However, Pakenham’s lack of
interest in the camps was balanced by the publication of S. B. Spies’ Methods of
Barbarism in 1977. This was the first in-depth investigation of the British policy
towards civilians during the Boer War, with an analysis of the extent to which their
actions were legally legitimate. Spies’ text explored in depth the development and
detail of British policy in South Africa and continues to be used as a starting point for
most historians approaching the subject.'*® In recent years, a number of historians
have moved away from political and policy-related approaches to the South African
internment experience and have begun to examine discourses on the camps to gain
insight into both British and South African attitudes and assumptions about issues

such as race, imperialism, national identity, and, particularly, gender.

Since the 1990s, academic studies of the concentration camps, in both Britain and
South Africa, have increased, and research into the subject now represents a vibrant
and growing area. The centenary of the outbreak of the South African War in 1999
provoked renewed interest in the history of that period, and the production of a
documentary and accompanying book on the experiences of civilians brought the
subject to a popular audience in South Africa.™® During the last decade, South
African historian Elizabeth van Heyningen, and British historians Liz Stanley and
Helen Dampier, have led research on the camps and all have attempted to utilise

new methodologies to establish closer insights into the experiences of camp

17 pakenham, Boer War, p.502; p.518.

1%8 See, for example, Fransjohann Pretorius, ‘The white concentration camps of the Anglo-
Boer War: A debate without end’, Historia, 55,2, 2010, pp.34-49; p.37; Nasson, South African
War, p.244.

9 Pretorius (ed.), Scorched Earth.
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inmates.'® This has enabled fresh theories to be established regarding the social
make-up of internees and on camp life and experiences, challenging what van
Heyningen describes as a widespread sense that the “story” of the camps “has been
told”***. Through a close examination of camp records, Stanley has offered insight
into previously ‘forgotten’ groups of camps inmates, including male internees and the
formerly “invisible” black civilians who lived and worked in the ‘white’ camps.'®?
Similarly, Dampier has scrutinised existing records to uncover evidence of the
“everyday life” which took place in the camps but which has been obscured by the
tragedy of the mortality rates.'®® In contrast, van Heyningen has focused on the
relationships between Boer inmates and the British administrators of the camps, and
has highlighted British attempts to use the camps to anglicise the Boer internees.®*
The significance of attempts by camp personnel to promote ‘British’ ideologies and

practices among the inmates will be a central theme of this chapter, which will argue

1%0 Elizabeth van Heyningen’s recent publications have been based on an extensive, ongoing
research project funded by the Wellcome Trust which is collecting information and statistics
on individual camps into an online database: http://www?2.lib.uct.ac.za/mss/bccd/. This has
allowed van Heyningen to identify statistical patterns in camp populations and mortality rates
which provide deeper insights into the camps experiences. Liz Stanley and Sue Wise have
attempted to address the subject using the methodology of ‘feminist fractured
foundationalism', whereby at the centre of their research is the concept that understandings
of ‘social life’ should involve a balance between a “material factual reality” and the
significance of conflicting interpretations of this reality by participants: Liz Stanley and Sue
Wise, ‘Putting It into Practice : Using Feminist Fractured Foundationalism in Researching
Children in the Concentration Camps of the South African War’, Sociological Research
Online, Volume 11, Issue 1, http://www.socresonline.org.uk/11/1/stanley.html. Helen
Dampier has attempted to ‘re-read’ well-known examples of Boer women’s camp
testimonies, with reference to unpublished accounts, with a view to establishing an insight
into the way specific narrative structures have developed: Dampier, ‘Re-reading as a
methodology’. See also, Helen Dampier, ‘ ‘Everyday Life’ in Boer women’s testimonies of the
concentration camps of the South African War’, in Barry Godfrey and Graeme Dunstall
(eds.), Crime and Empire 1840-1940: Criminal Justice in local and global context, (Uffloime:
Willen, 2005), pp.202-223.

181 yan Heyningen, ‘ “Fools rush in”, p.12.
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that an ideology of ‘Britishness’ permeated many of the discourses which developed

on the camps.

While van Heyningen, Stanley and Dampier have provided significant new insights
into the experiences of internees, Paula Krebs has examined perceptions of the
concentration camps in Britain. Considering the camps in terms of their place within
popular discourses (particularly those generated by the press), she has highlighted
the social and cultural significance of the camps in British, rather than South African,
society. Krebs has regarded the reaction to the concentration camps as an important
turning point in British attitudes towards imperialism, arguing that the scandal and
ensuing debate instigated by Hobhouse’s report were events which initiated a very
gradual and long-term re-evaluation of imperialist ideologies. Of particular
significance to this study is Krebs’ assertion that the camps controversy was highly
gendered, in terms of perceptions of the victims, the expected role of the ‘male’ state
as protector, and roles of women, such as Emily Hobhouse and the Concentration
Camps Commission, in initiating improvements.'® She has observed that while
opposition to the British policy in South African was expressed strongly by many
contemporaries, camp opponents never “challenged the underlying ideologies of race
and gender that played key roles in sustaining the policy of imperialism”.**® This
chapter will argue that, in fact, the concentration camps crisis was highly significant in

reinforcing these ideologies.

185 Krebs, Gender, pp.70-6.
1% Krebs, Gender, p.34.
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While historiography on the camps is therefore developing in a number of directions,
the subject remains a contentious element of South African history. The centenary of
the South African War in 1999 saw the League of Boer Prisoners’ of War, an
organisation of descendents of internees, formally request that Queen Elizabeth I
apologise for the concentration camps on her visit to South Africa.*®’ In the same
year, an article in The Spectator by Andrew Roberts provoked condemnation in both
Britain and South Africa for suggesting that the Boers themselves were ultimately
responsible for the death rates in the camps (in the words of his title, that they
“brought it on themselves”) due to their insistence on “obstinately pursuing ignorant
and superstitious medicinal practices”.*®® Fierce debate also continues in academic
responses to the camps. Recently, Elizabeth van Heyningen has asserted that the
camp populations consisted mainly of ‘bywoners’, (non-land owning, rather than
middle-class Boers) who, prior to the establishment of the camps, had little
knowledge of ‘modern’ sanitary practices and had “lived in comfortable association
with human and animal excrement”; as a result, she has suggested that the camps
were significant in modernising Boer understandings of hygiene and sanitation.®
This assertion has been met with outrage from some members of the South African
community, and van Heyningen has reported receiving angry letters from members of
the public, objecting to what was seen as a dismissive racialization of the Boers.”

South African historian Fransjohan Pretorius has criticized van Heyningen for

17 Rupert Cornwell, ‘The Queen to express regret over loss of life on all sides during Boer
War’, The Independent, 9" November 1999.

168 Andrew Roberts, ‘They brought it on themselves’, The Spectator, 2" October 1999. For
responses to this article see: Pretorius, ‘Boer civilians’; Johan Hari, ‘The dark side of Andrew
Roberts’, The Independent, 31* July 20009.

189 Elizabeth van Heyningen, ‘A Tool for Modernisation? The Boer concentration camps of
the South African War, 1900-1902’, South African Journal of Science, 5/6, 106, 2010, pp.1-
10; p.6.
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accepting biased British sources without question and offering a skewed perception
of the camp populations by ignoring middle-class internees.'’* In response, Van
Heyningen has argued that attacks by Pretorius and others on her work are based
more on the continuing hold on the Afrikaner nationalist imagination of traditional
interpretations of the camps, and unwillingness on the part of contemporary South

Africans to consider an image of their ancestors as less than ‘respectable’.’

While a specific way of remembering the concentration camps has been significant in
post-war South African historiography and politics, perceptions of the camps have
also had a place in a wider, international setting, particularly in terms of their
associations with the development of concentration camps under the Nazi regime.
Stanley has noted that when such camps were established in Nazi Europe, Reich
Minister of Propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, deliberately labelled them ‘concentration
camps’ in reminiscence of the South African War and as part of his anti-British
propaganda.’”® As a result of the horrific associations of the term, it has become
common for modern societies to make assumptions about the nature of the South
African camps'’*, which have sometimes been reflected in academic literature. In her
writing on the South African internment experience, for example, Jenny de Reuk has
encouraged her audience to make sense of Afrikaner women’s descriptions of their
journeys to the camps by recalling “the grainy images of Jews being trucked to

Auschwitz and the other concentration (extermination) camps of the Third Reich.”*"

"> Fransjohan Pretorius, ‘Toiletpraatjies stink’, Die Burger, 3" July 2010; Pretorius, ‘The
white concentration camps’, pp.45-48.
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Such association of the South African camps with Nazi death camps, however, does
not allow for consideration of the vastly different contexts in which the camps
developed or the stark differences relating to purpose and use. Stanley and Dampier
have stressed strongly that the South African camps were highly different in nature to
later European extermination camps. Stanley has asserted that the high death rates
in the civilian camps in South Africa were horrific and deplorable, but that, essentially,
they were not deliberate, and that many British administrators worked hard to
alleviate the suffering of the inmates. She stresses that the “different deaths, the
deliberate evil and the stupidly accidental, are different in kind, not just degree.”*’®
Dampier has described the essential difference between the two as the fact that
“central to the concentration system in South Africa was the organisation and

regulation rather than the destruction of ‘everyday life.”*"’

This thesis will argue that a far more useful way of placing the South African
concentration camps in context, is to examine them in relation to later British wartime
internment policies. References to the formative role of the South African camps in
term of the development of wartime internment processes are not uncommon in
literature on the subject. For example, Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette
Becker, have made a close association between the development of colonial
internment by both the British in South Africa and the Spanish in Cuba and later
wartime internment episodes, arguing that the “[internment] camps of the Great War
took up where the two colonial episodes left off.”*’® However, this theory has been

difficult to test, since research into internment has tended to focus on distinct case

176 Stanley, Mourning Becomes..., pp.32-33.
" Dampier, ‘ ‘Everyday Life”, p.202.
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studies. Matthew Stibbe has rejected such connections, arguing that South African
War internment differed considerably to that of the First World War, particularly
because of the significance of negative ‘enemy’ stereotyping in driving the latter.*”
This chapter will suggest, however, that racial stereotyping of civilians was an
essential aspect of the propaganda battle which raged over the South African
concentration camps and that the racialization of the enemy was in fact a theme
which strongly connects the internment camps in South Africa with those of later
conflicts. However, the perception of the camps as predominantly ‘women and
children’s camps’ meant that ‘enemy’ imagery was particularly influenced by gender
assumptions. The chapter will argue that the gendered nature of the South African
‘concentration camp’ experience was also highly significant in driving long term
patterns of wartime internment. The internment of women and children, and the ways
in which this decision was perceived and depicted by British observers, had a
profound impact on the way that that later British governments approached
internment policies. The chapter will also demonstrate the impossibility of
disentangling gender ideologies from notions of national identity and race. By
examining the development of debates on the concentration camps policy, and
reflections on the ‘characters’ of the imprisoned Boer women, it aims to provide
insight not only into British attitudes towards Boers, but into what such debates can
reveal about British ideologies and self-perceptions at the turn of the twentieth
century. Central to this discussion will be the significance of British understandings of
‘civilization’ and ‘barbarism’, and how these ideas impacted on perceptions of racial,

cultural and gender difference within the Empire.

179 Stibbe, ‘Civilian Internment’, pp.54-55.
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The nineteenth century image of the Boer

British wartime perceptions of the Boers can only be understood with reference to
longer-term British discourses on South Africa and the Boers as a community or
‘race’. Racial stereotyping of the Boers had developed throughout the nineteenth
century, with British observers typically labelling the community as “ignorant”,
“uncultivated”, and “backward.”*® Even prior to the war this negative imagery was
marked enough to attract criticism from some liberal commentators. The British
historian, James Froude, for example, had argued as early as 1886 the Boers “had
been so systematically abused and misrepresented that the English scarcely
regarded them as human beings to whom they owed any moral consideration.”*!
Critics of the Boers accused them of forming a backward society which failed to
conform to civilized standards. In the early 1890s, for example, Randolph Churchill
argued that the backwardness of Boer society was demonstrated in their failure to
effectively harness South Africa’s natural resources. Churchill argued that the
apparent technological inertia of the Transvaal and Orange River Colony was
reflective of wider Boer social and character traits, predicting: “Having had given to
them great possessions and great opportunities...[the Boers] will be written of only for
their cruelty towards and tyranny over the native races, their fanaticism, their
ignorance, and their selfishness.”*®? Churchill’s criticism of the Boer relationship with
black Africans was not unusual: tensions over this issue had existed since the arrival

of the British in South Africa and their drive for the abolition of slavery in the region. It

180 Randolph S. Churchill, Men. Mines and Animals in South Africa, (London: Sampson Low,
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81 James Anthony Froude, Oceana, or England and her Colonies, (London: Longmans,
Green and Co., 1912 [first edition 1886]), p.56.

182 Churchill, Men. Mines and Animals, p.82.

54



was widely believed by British observers that the Boers were particularly cruel and
oppressive towards non-Whites, and, as Churchill’'s statement makes clear, such
attitudes were associated with cultural backwardness by British commentators who
considered that the relationships between white Europeans and black Africans
should be based on more “enlightened” principles.® This point reinforces the
argument of South African historian Hermann Giliomee, who has stressed that the
British viewed the Boers in contrast to their own national self-image. The apparent
backwardness, superstition and ignorance of the Boers were seen as particularly
significant because these traits were felt by British observers to represent “everything

they themselves were not.”8*

This point is underlined by the tendency of contemporaries to express their criticism
of the Boers with reference to British social norms, often with a focus on the failure of
the Boer community to conform to British gender ideals. J. A. Mangan and James
Walvin have argued that gender ideologies formed a highly significant element of
British culture during the late nineteenth-century. Male and female roles were firmly
delineated, and masculine ideals involved the association of ‘manliness’ with
‘physical courage”, “chivalric ideals”, and “virtuous fortitude with additional
connotations of military and patriotic virtue”.'®® In contrast, femininity was often

associated with far more passive qualities, and women’s roles tended to be rooted in

183 Todd Lee, ‘The Fiction of Difference: The Afrikaner in British Adventure Fiction’, UCLA
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the home rather than the public sphere, centring on domesticity and motherhood.*2®

Catherine Hall and Leonore Davidoff have demonstrated that, even by the middle of
the nineteenth century, dominant middle-class ideologies placed great significance
on the place of women in the home.'®" The belief in such highly gendered social
spheres, in which men owed a duty of protection to women and children, has been
regarded as an essential element of British national ideologies during the late
nineteenth century.’® Hall has noted that such assumptions were particularly
significant in underpinning a British belief in its status as a “civilized” nation.*®® British
observations on South African society during this period often focused on the failure
of the Boers to observe these idealized gender roles that were regarded as such
essential elements of ‘civilized’ society. MP James Bryce, for example, argued that
the isolated and inward-looking Boer lifestyle ensured that the “children grew up
ignorant; the women, as was natural where slaves were employed, lost the neat and
cleanly ways of their Dutch ancestors; the men were rude, bigoted, indifferent to the
comforts and graces of life.”*® This was a typical example of British contemporary
thought that labelled Boer men as lazy and ignorant and Boer women as slovenly,
“ill-educated and unattractive”.*®* Todd Lee has argued that nineteenth-century
British fiction authors consciously constructed images of the Boers which were based

on their failure to conform to British gender ‘norms’ of domestic and refined femininity
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and industrious and chivalrous masculinity. Lee’s conclusion is relevant not only to
literature on the Boers, but to wider British discourses on the subject: “By
emphasizing the failings of Afrikaner gender roles and identities, British authors gave
readers the sense of a misshapen culture which lacked the proper order and sense

of restraint necessary in all facets of culture if a people aspired to colonial rule”.*%

The “fiction of difference”®®

identified by Lee was firmly underpinned by
contemporary racial-imperialist thought. The need to ‘civilize’ ‘black Africa’ was well-
established in British discourse by the late nineteenth century, and discussions of
Boer ‘backwardness’ often took on similarly racial tones. By the outbreak of the
South African War the Boers had become a target of advocates of racial
degeneration theories: it was argued that their deliberate remoteness from ‘civilized’
European influences and their interaction with black Africans meant they had “back-
slid as a European race.”® Randolph Churchill argued that “year after year,
generation after generation, the Boer farmer drags out the most degraded and
ignoble existence ever experienced by a race with any pretensions to civilization.”**°
Such cultural degeneration was often connected with the South African environment.
It was suggested by a correspondent of The Times, for example, that the outdoor life
of the Boer had resulted in a coarseness of character. The correspondent explained
that life “in a rough country, and in the open air, undoubtedly blunts very quickly the

finer feelings, or sloughs, that thin, delicate skin which we call civilization.”**® The

extent to which such ideas had gained currency by the time of the South African War
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can be gleaned from a comment by Lord Kitchener in which he stated that the Boers
should be regarded as “uncivilized Africander [sic] savages with only a thin white
veneer...”*® While it is rare to find contemporary examples of open discussion of the
possibility of ‘miscegenation’ between Boers and Africans, such comments strongly
imply that this was an idea which may have reinforced British prejudice. M. Van Wyk
Smith has suggested that such “suspicions about Boer cultural integrity” — or doubts
about whether the Boers should be considered a genuinely ‘white’ race - meant that
the South African War “had much more of a racial edge to it than we may now care to
remember.”**® Lee has argued persuasively that such a racialized approach was an
essential justification for British policy in South Africa. He has observed that British
representations of the Boers were frequently couched in a language of ‘otherness’
that was based on a sense of “black / white racial dichotomy”, despite their shared
‘white’, European roots.’®® This had striking parallels with the ‘blackening’ of white
social groups within Britain regarded as ‘racially’ inferior, such as Jewish and Irish

immigrants.?®

It is essential to note, however, that while such negative, racialized stereotypes of the
Boers were widespread in British discourses prior to the war, they were sometimes
tempered by more favourable depictions. In contrast to the dismissive criticism of

Boer culture by contemporaries such as Churchill and Bryce, more sympathetic
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observers applauded the isolated lifestyles enjoyed by South Africans. During the
pre-war years a number of favourable interpretations of the Boer way of life appeared
that, while tending to perpetuate the image of the rough, slow, and backward Boer,
presented these characteristics in a more positive way. The Times correspondent
who had lamented the decline of civilized values in Boer society in 1895-6, for
example, also expressed considerable admiration for the Boer way of life. Although
he argued that “life in a wild country quickly blunts many of the finer feelings of
civilization”, he also suggested that living close to nature had considerable benefits,
and that the simple existence of the Boers might actually encourage a happy and
healthy lifestyle. Such conflicting interpretations often rested on an alternative
understanding of the concept of ‘civilization’. The simplicity of Boer life was
contrasted with the dangers of “crowded” urban life, characterized by “chicanery,
cheating, vice, and...crime.”** The association of the term ‘civilization’ with the more
negative elements of modernisation and urbanisation allowed the ‘primitive’ lifestyles
of the Boers to be considered in a far more positive light. Such an approach appears
to have been rooted in a sense of rising concern in fin de siécle Europe regarding the
harmful effects of the urban environment on public health and, more fundamentally,

‘racial’ efficiency.?%?

Contemporaries frequently expressed alarm about the
degenerative potential of Europe’s crowded cities: the right-wing journalist and

eugenicist Arnold White, for example, argued that British town dwellers “had begun to

201 “The Transvaal Boer III’, The Times, 1 January 1896, p.13.

%2 Historians such as G. R. Searle and Richard A. Soloway are among those who have
argued that such anxiety was an increasingly significant element of the British psyche during
this period. See Richard A. Soloway, Demography and Degeneration: Eugenics and the
Declining Birthrate in Twentieth-Century Britain, (London: University of North Carolina Press,
1995 [first edition 1990]), pp.39-40; Searle, Eugenics and Politics, p.20. For a survey of
British concerns about degeneration during this period, see Daniel Pick, Faces of
Degeneration: A European Disorder, ¢.1848-c.1918, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), Chapter 7.

59



rot.”?*® The more prominent Paris-based journalist Max Nordau asserted that modern
European life was characterized by “degeneration and hysteria”, caused by “the
excessive organic wear and tear suffered by the nations through the immense
demands on their activity, and through the rank growth of large towns.”?** In this
context, the rural lifestyles of the Boers could be compared with an idealized, pre-
industrial age, where the essential values of civilization, from which modern societies
had evolved, could be found. In this vein, Froude declared that “the Boers of South
Africa, of all human beings now on this planet, correspond nearest to Horace’s

description of the Roman peasant soldiers who defeated Pyrrhus and Hannibal.”?%®

The South African War was to provide the culmination of British anxieties concerning
its national stamina, as what had been anticipated as the quick and easy defeat of
two small and militarily weaker states turned into a drawn-out conflict in which the
success of the British was by no means assured.?®® Concerns about British physical
efficiency were dramatically reinforced by several serious defeats for British forces at
the hands of the Boers, particularly during the ‘Black Week’ of December 1899, when
the severe military setbacks shook an increasingly fragile national confidence.?*’ G.
R. Searle and Richard A. Soloway have highlighted the extensive concerns raised in
Britain in response to the high number of volunteers for military service at the time of

the South African War who were rejected due to a failure to meet the specified
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standards of fitness.?®® The revelation that 40 per cent of potential recruits had been
rejected in some industrial towns due to physical problems provoked alarm among
contemporary observers such as White, who drew on pre-war perceptions of the
Boers to argue that their healthy “vigour” contrasted dangerously with the low levels
of “stamina” and “efficiency” of Britain’s urban-bred armed forces.?®® The sense of
alarm experienced at this time, a culmination of two decades of growing interest in
racial degeneration, also provided the intellectual background against which British

wartime imaginings of Boer military and social worlds developed.

The impact of British military tactics on civilians in South Africa

As will be seen, the development of internment policies during the First and Second
World Wars would be closely related to the pressure of British popular opinion on
their wartime governments. In contrast, the establishment of the South African
concentration camps occurred without the general knowledge of the British public
and was closely connected with military developments. As has been noted, the exact
origins of the concentration camps are unclear and appear to have been informal
developments in response to the homelessness of Boer families as a result of the
‘scorched earth’ policy. To a certain extent, therefore, they had the characteristics of
“refugee” camps, as the British Government took care to stress when the policy was
made public.*® However, the development of the camps was closely connected to

the ‘scorched earth’ policy initiated as part of the British campaign under Roberts,
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and Spies has argued that the camps were also a significant part of British military
strategy in their own right.?** Under Kitchener, who succeeded Roberts as
Commander-in-Chief in November 1900, the internment policy was expanded and its
military potential realised. Kitchener made clear his thoughts on the military benefits
of the concentration camps in his correspondence with the Secretary of State for
War, St John Brodrick, between 1900 and 1901. In December 1900, Kitchener wrote
to Brodrick to advise the expansion of the existing internment policy in order to
encourage Boer soldiers to surrender and come into the camps to join their families.
Once, there, he stated, “We shall then be able to work on the feelings of the men to
get back to their farms.”*? This evidence has led Bill Nasson to argue that the
concentration camps should be regarded as “hostage sites”, which, along with the
scorched earth policy, were central to Kitchener’s strategy to defeat the Boers and
win the war.?*® Kitchener’s correspondence makes it clear that the camps policy was
also intended to limit the assistance that Boer women could provide to commandos
from their farmhouses; he suggested that the extension of the camps would tackle
the problem of intelligence-gathering and dissemination by Boer women by removing
them from the military zone.?** In March 1901, Kitchener explained to Brodrick: ‘The
women left in farms give complete intelligence & tell boers [sic] of all our
»215

movements...When they are brought in...they settle down and are quite happy.

The internment of women in concentration camps also cut Boer men off from
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potential sources of food supplies; in December 1900 Kitchener complained to
Brodrick about the provision of supplies to Boer forces by local farms, and informed
him that to tackle the problem he had decided to “bring in the women” from certain
areas.?’® Finally, as Nasson has highlighted, the camps policy benefited the British
authorities by enabling the suppression of the activities of ‘bittereinder’ women, who
might otherwise have encouraged and reinforced the Boer campaign.?’ The camps
can therefore be seen as having a number of advantages to the British military
authorities in South Africa which directly related to the wider strategy of British
victory, and Nasson has described them as a “crucial link in the Kitchener chain of

attrition”.2*®

Alexander B. Downes has argued that, when the guerrilla stage of the South African
War emerged, the British military authorities began “to view all Boer civilians as
active or potential guerrilla supporters.””*® This was a turning point not only in the
nature of the war, but in British attitudes to the ‘enemy’, since it was now much more
difficult to precisely define who could, and could not, be defined as a combatant. This
issue can be regarded as heralding developments which took place during the ‘total’
wars of the twentieth century, when civilians’ roles in war became increasingly
militarized.?*® Lord Roberts’ proclamations of 1900, regarding the punishment of local

populations in the event of Boer attacks on British infrastructure, made it clear that he
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considered their civilian status to be undermined by the introduction of guerrilla
warfare.?> However, his successor, Lord Kitchener, appears to have found the issue
more problematic, and his correspondence makes it evident that this blurring
between civilian and military spheres posed a major problem in determining how to
shape British strategy in South Africa. Kitchener expressed particular concern about
the extent to which Boer men switched disconcertingly between their civilian and
military roles, with soldiers often returning “at intervals to their farms & ... [living] as
most peaceful inhabitants.”*?> However, despite Kitchener's emphasis on the military
benefits of interning Boer civilians, there is little evidence that he developed any
particular concern about the military capacity of women, specifically. It could be
tempting to associate the official expressions of concern regarding espionage among
Boer women with the development, later in the twentieth century, of discourses about
the danger of female spies. However, in Kitchener’s writings there is no indication
that he believed Boer women to be dangerous as women, i.e. due to any
propensities of the female character, nor did he address the concentration camps
issue in terms of male and female roles. His references to female espionage appear
to have been just one element of his wider concern about the effectiveness of the
Boer forces in using the South African environment and settlements, and their close

relationships with the civilian community, to their advantage.

In contrast to later discussions of the camps, which would focus on female and child

inmates, Kitchener repeatedly highlighted the benefits of the camps for Boer men,

2L X1X, No 5 of 1900, 16™ June 1900, ‘Proclamations issued by Field-Marshal Lord Roberts
in South Africa’, 19th Century House of Commons Sessional Papers, 1900 session (Cmd.
426), Vol. LVI .
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arguing that they were essential in order to enable Boer soldiers to surrender; without
the availability of this accommodation, such men would have to return to their farms,
where they would be likely to suffer reprisals or be tried for desertion. In addition, the
camps enabled surrendered soldiers to bring in much of their “movable property” and
avoid its confiscation by the Boer forces.””® This association between the
concentration camps and male inmates is interesting in the light of later discussions
of the camps which, as will be seen, would focus almost exclusively on female and
child internees. Until the middle of 1901, however, when the issue of camps was
thrust into the British public spotlight, the fact that significant numbers of the camps’
inhabitants were women and children was simply not regarded as a major issue by
British administrators in South Africa. Paula Krebs has argued that Kitchener
considered the camps simply in terms of their place within his military strategy and
failed to contemplate how the internment of women and children might be received in

Britain, and this is certainly borne out in his correspondence.?**

In the discussions of the camps which emerged during 1901, defenders of the camps
tended to be divided between those who regarded the internment of women as a
military necessity and those who argued that the establishment of the concentration
camps was a benevolent act by the British government. Kitchener’'s correspondence
with Brodrick was not made public at this time, but on occasion the latter defended
the concentration camps policy in Parliament by making reference to the role of Boer

women in military activities. In February 1901, Brodrick reiterated Kitchener’s

223 Lord Kitchener to St John Bodrick, 9" May 1901: National Archives, Kew, PRO 30/57/22
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concerns about the use of farmhouses as supply depots, asserting: “There has been
an immense amount of treachery in this war, of breach of parole, and a great deal of
harbouring of the enemy in farmhouses which had received our protection”.?*® Four
months later, in response to angry questions on the concentration camps from MPs,
he stated that “the farmhouses occupied by the women became depots from which
they got supplies and stores and from which... [Boer soldiers] obtained information of
the movements of our troops”.?® When the official papers on the subject were
published in late 1901, certain reports acknowledged that some groups of civilians
had been brought into the camp for “military reasons”.?*’ To an extent, therefore, the
policy was firmly linked to the military potential of the civilians themselves, and this
was acknowledged by certain contemporary observers. Millicent Fawcett, for
example, supported the internment of Boer women on the grounds that “no one can
take part in war without sharing in its risks”, thus implicitly acknowledging a certain
military status for Boer women.??® Similarly, The Times cited an assertion that, by
assisting the men in the field, Boer women had “forfeited the right to be considered
non-belligerents.”® In the minds of some British contemporaries, therefore, Boer
women had associated themselves with the military forces by rejecting their passive,
female civilian roles, and had thereby abandoned their traditional right to considerate

tfreatment.
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During the first half of the twentieth century discourses connecting foreignness,
femininity and espionage were to become increasingly prominent. However, in 1901,
a period during which gender roles in Britain remained starkly delineated, the
justification of extensive female internment on such grounds was problematic, an
issue of which Brodrick, in particular, appears to have quickly become aware.
Despite admissions that female military involvement played at least some part in
internment decisions, the dominant tactic of Brodrick and other officials was to
publicly play down these considerations and to repeatedly stress that the
concentration camps should be regarded as areas of protection for Boer families.?*
From his earliest public defence of the camps, Brodrick frequently referred to the
internees as “protected persons”, and the camps were often referred to in public
discussions as “refugee camps”, a label which reinforced this ‘protective’ image.** In
a report which was made public some months later, George A Goodwin, General
Superintendent of the Transvaal camps, divided the inmates into three “classes”
those who had entered for their own protection, those who had surrendered and
come into the camps for protection, and those whose husbands were still fighting and
had been “brought into camp for their own protection against natives, &c., or for
military reasons”.?*? This final ‘military’ consideration was strongly overshadowed by
the extensive focus on the protective nature of the camps, despite the emphasis in
earlier, unpublished correspondence, on land-clearing as a military tactic. Such

responses indicate that government officials recognized that reference to female

espionage, and the internment of women as, essentially, prisoners of war, would be
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231 Hansard, HC Deb, 25™ February 1901, vol. 89, col. 1021; Krebs, Gender, p.71.

282 Major George A. Goodwin to Major-General Maxwell, 22™ March 1901 in ‘Reports, &c., on
the working of the refugee camps in the Transvaal, Orange River Colony, Cape Colony, and
Natal’, House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1902 session (Cd. 819), LXVIII.1 (p. 7).
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difficult to maintain in an environment in which firmly-delineated, gendered ‘separate
spheres’ remained highly significant. The immediate attempt by Brodrick and others
to defend the camps along gendered lines, emphasizing the British government’s role
as protectors of Boer women and children, indicated the significance of traditional
gender ideologies and implicitly acknowledged that the image of the female spy was
not compatible with popular ideals which placed women at a safe distance from the

military sphere.?*

In addition to depicting the camps as areas of protection, official, gendered rhetoric
often went even further. In his public discussions of the camps, Brodrick not only
suggested that the camps were essentially an act of kindness on the part of the
British authorities, but specifically argued that they provided havens for “deserted
women” who had been left by their Boer soldier husbands to fend for themselves in
the middle of a war zone.”** Paula Krebs has suggested that the cultivation of this
idea was important since it not only provided a strong justification for the existence of
the camps, but created the sense that Boer men were shirking their roles as male
protectors, leaving the British military to take on their responsibilities.?*®> The
suggestion that the suffering of Boer women was caused by their abandonment by
their husbands brought the masculinity of Boer soldiers into question, while the

provision by the British of ‘protection’ for such women solidified the British military’s

%3 For a discussion of attempts to keep British women nurses separate from the military
sphere in South Africa, see Christopher Schmitz, * ‘We too were soldiers’: The Experiences
of British Nurses in the Anglo-Boer War, 1899-1902’, in Gerard DeGroot and Corinna
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Nurses 1854-1914, (London: Routledge, 1988), p.189.
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own claims to ‘civilized’ manliness. Such discourses reinforced the established idea
of the failure of the Boers as a community to conform to the gender norms generally
associated with ‘civilized’ standards, and drew on the pre-war imagery of the Boers

as a backward and uncivilized race.

British criticism of the concentration camps policy developed in Parliament from
February 1901, and exploded in June 1901 as a result of the publication of Emily
Hobhouse’s report. While official repetition of the ‘protective’ nature of the camps
remained its main defence, the government was repeatedly pressured to reveal more
information on the camps and to take steps to alleviate the mortality rates.?® In
response, the decision was taken to release reports and statistics on the camps in
the form of ‘Blue Books’, which began to be published in late 1901. In July 1901 the
Concentration Camps Commission was despatched to South Africa to investigate
conditions in the camps and to make recommendations as to the improvement of
their administration.?®” The reports published as a result of these decisions are
extremely useful in gauging the ways in which the camps policy continued to be
justified by the British administration. The documents contained detailed descriptions
of conditions in the concentration camps, as well as observations on the behaviour
and customs of the Boer inmates. The reports generally originated with British-

appointed officials who tended to be supportive of the British war aims. Members of

the Concentration Camps Commission were ostensibly selected for their experience
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in public health organisation, with Brodrick claiming that none of the members were
“specially identified with any form of opinion”.?*® In fact, at least two members of the
Commission had publicly spoken out in favour of the camps policy, and the Secretary
of the Commission, Lucy Deane, privately admitted that she felt her own, more
critical, opinion on the camps policy had led her to feel at odds with the other
members.”*® As a result, while some of the authors made recommendations for
improvements, and even criticized conditions within individual camps, a notable anti-
Boer bias was often detectable in the published reports on the camps. This bias has
meant that the Blue Books and the Concentration Camp Commission report have
sometimes been regarded as questionable historical sources on camp life. Recently,
South African historian Fransjohan Pretorius warned that the indiscriminate use of
the blue books can lead to “one-sided” interpretations of camp experiences.**°
However, to this thesis, which aims to analyse British attitudes towards the ‘enemy’,
the subjective nature of the reports is extremely useful in gaining understanding
about the ways in which both internment policy, and the Boers as a community, were

perceived from an elite British perspective.

Motherhood and mortality in the concentration camps
Perhaps the most notable theme of the published reports on the South African

concentration camps was an emphasis on the poor domestic habits of the Boer

2% St John Brodrick to Emily Hobhouse, 18" July 1901, ‘Concentration Camps and
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inmates and what were seen as their strange cultural quirks, the more hair-raising of
which were often reprinted in the British press.?** As has been seen, the image of the
‘backward’ and ‘uncivilized’ Boer had already established itself during the previous
decades and this image was perpetuated and expanded within the reports, which
repeatedly berated camp inmates for poor sanitary standards, “careless slovenly
habits”*** and “extreme antipathy to personal cleanliness”.?** The significance of this
repeated focus on the ‘dirty habits’ of the Boers becomes evident when the high
mortality rates in the camps are considered. The publication of the reports had been
initiated in response to the extensive public concern about the death rates within the
camps, particularly among children; the emphasis on the poor sanitation of the Boers
made the question of the ultimate responsibility for the high levels of mortality less
clear cut. A direct connection between cleanliness and mortality rates was made by a
number of commentators on the camps, such as the superintendent of Mafeking
Camp, who asserted that the inmates were “a very dirty, careless, lazy lot, and the
only way to prevent them from dying is to disinfect anywhere and everywhere”.?*
After visiting Irene Camp in July 1901, Kendal Franks, a consulting surgeon to the

British forces who was commissioned to undertake an inspection of the camps,

stated:
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The high death rate among the children, | would like to emphasise...is in no
way due to want of care or dereliction of duty on the part of those responsible
for the camp. It is, in my opinion, due to the people themselves; to their dirty
habits both as regards their own personal cleanliness and the cleanliness of
their children and of their surroundings; to their prejudices; their ignorance;
their distrust of others...**
The decision to publish reports on the camps allowed the British authorities to appear
open and transparent in their policy, but the inclusion of such material enabled the
prejudices of colonial officials to be repeated and magnified in the British press. The
Times, for example, published extensive extracts from the reports and presented
them as evidence that the “difficulties” experienced in the camps had been
“‘enhanced as much by the habits and conditions of the people themselves as by the
extraordinary circumstances of war”.>*® Kitchener, who had previously shown little
interest in conditions in the camps, considering them only in light of their military role,
seized on such reports as a vindication of his policy. After reading Kendal Franks’
report he wrote to Brodrick, observing that was “impossible to fight against the
criminal negligence of the mothers” and raising the question of “whether some of the
worst cases could not be tried for manslaughter” (a suggestion which does not

appear to have been followed up).?*’

Although the accusations regarding cleanliness were often aimed at the Boer
community as a whole, women, as the principal residents of the camps, bore the

brunt of the attacks and were often specifically targeted for criticism. A British midwife
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in Volkrust Camp, for example, reported: “The women here are not cleanly — often
diseased.”®*® Dr. Ella Scarlett, Medical Officer at Norvals Pont Camp, and later a
member of the Concentration Camps Commission, complained: “| tell a Boer woman
to wash her child's face, and she gets a basin of water as black as if half of it was ink,
and with a rag from the ground, which she rings out, she wipes the child's face and
hands.”?*® As this example suggests, observations by British commentators on Boer
women’s hygiene habits became implicitly linked to their success, or otherwise, as
mothers. Major-General Maxwell, the Military Governor of Pretoria, explicitly
connected the death rates with the failure of mothers in observing rules of hygiene,
asserting that a “favourite remedy [for sick children] appears to be an absolute
refusal to wash the children or any attempt at cleanliness.””® Emily Hobhouse,
writing in 1902, believed that the British authorities stressed the shortcomings of Boer
women in order to absolve themselves of responsibility for the humanitarian crisis in
the camps.?®® The blame of mothers and the playing-down of responsibility was
certainly a recurring theme among the British administration, even at the highest
levels. Maxwell believed that “...the death rate amongst the children is higher than it

should be owing to the crass stupidity and neglect by the mothers themselves.”?>?
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Captain A.G. Trollope, Chief Superintendent of the Orange River Colony Refugee
Camps, was dismissive of the mortality rates in his report for the British Military
authorities, commenting: “...it must be borne in mind that the death rate among Boer
children always has been high, even when living in their own homes, and this chiefly

on account of the mothers taking so little care of their children.”®*

Leonore Davidoff has suggested that, during the mid-nineteenth century, ideas about
domesticity and the home were highly significant in “marking boundaries” between
classes, nations and ‘races’.?®* Philippa Levine has argued that, by the end of the
century, sanitation and hygiene became closely tied to definitions of ‘civilized’ society
and that, simultaneously, the idea of cleanliness became associated with a British
ideal of “domesticated womanhood.”® Levine’s argument has focused on the
influence of these ideological trends on perceptions of colonial prostitution,
suggesting that hygiene was used as way of denoting both racial difference and the
idea of moral degradation. Prostitution was sometimes referred to in reports on the
camps, but did not emerge as a significant theme, perhaps because of the nature of
camp life which was under keen observation and involved a relatively low number of

men.?*® However, the severe criticisms of the standards of cleanliness of Boer

23 Report on Burgher and Native Refugee Camps in the Orange River Colony, in ‘Reports,
&c., on the working of the refugee camps in the Transvaal, Orange River Colony, Cape
Colony, and Natal', House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1902 session (Cd. 819),
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women, which can be interpreted as attacks on both their femininity and their
standards of ‘civilization’, appear to have created a similar negative sense of cultural
and racial ‘otherness’. Claims that Boer women failed to conform to ‘British’
standards of womanhood fostered a sense that the Boers as a society were
undeveloped and that their failure to attain ‘British’ standards of ‘civilization’ was
evidence of their difference and inferiority. Moreover, the focus on the failure of Boer
women to adhere to maternal qualities which were felt to be natural or instinctive in
‘proper’ women was an implication that this was sometimes perceived as a racial,

rather than simply a cultural flaw.

In November 1901, Dr. George Pratt Yule, the Medical Officer of Health for the
Orange River Colony, conducted an investigation into the high levels of sickness in
his region. His final report was hugely critical of the Boer women in the camps, and
claimed that much of the cause of the sickness rates could be attributed to factors
such as their poor nursing skills and their tendency to give their children unsuitable
food.”®’ He directly related such difficulties to ‘racial’ shortcomings in the Boers,
asserting: “I think the Dutch are the most phlegmatic race | ever came across. There
is no particular care taken of sick children, in fact, they are, in many cases, quite

neglected.””® The idea that poor nursing skills were an innate part of the Boer
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character was also emphasized in the visit by Kendal Franks to the concentration
camp at Kimberley. Here he recorded the “phenomenon” of discovering a clean tent,
inhabited by a “well nourished, well clothed, and happy” family. This apparently
unusual sight, he explained, was due to the fact that the mother of the family was of
British descent, having Scottish parents. Kendal Franks praised this mother, not only
for her standards of cleanliness, but for the fact that she had successfully nursed her
children through measles by following the British recommendations regarding warmth
and ventilation in the tents. He regarded this example as providing a dramatic
contrast to the behaviour of the Boer women in the camp, exclaiming: “What a
different story to what | have seen and heard in other tents, and what a different
result!”>*® Kendal Franks appeared to endorse the idea that maternal standards were
closely related to ‘racial’ inheritance, the implication being that the Boer women in the

camp failed to possess the potential to meet British standards of motherhood.

Criticisms of the Boer mothers’ domestic skills were emphasized even when strong
evidence pointed to more fundamental problems with camp administration. The issue
of rations in the camps is a case in point. Initially, families of Boers who were still on
commando were placed on a lower ration scale than those whose husbands had

surrendered or were prisoners of war, an inconsistency which was one of the first
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issues to be criticized by camp opponents in Britain.?*® Despite the shift to
standardized scales in early 1901, questions about the rations did not go away, and
concerns about the adequacy of food were expressed by inmates and opponents of
the camps. The General Superintendent of Transvaal Camps reported that in Irene
Camp “we have had written complaints that ration scale B is not sufficient to support
life” (significantly, this comment was one of the few to be removed from the published
version of the reports).?®* Captured burgher, Lieutenant Pieter Strydom, blamed the

;:262’ and

high death rate in Brandfort camp on the “lack of proper nourishment
superintendents frequently reported complaints about the quantity and quality of
food, in particular the meat, which became increasingly difficult to obtain as the war
dragged on.?®® After the publication of the first blue book, which included information
on ration scales, the prominent British doctor, J. S. Haldane, wrote to the Colonial
Office with a detailed analysis of their nutritional value. He labelled the rations in
Transvaal camps as “very inadequate”, condemned the Orange River Colony rations
as “totally inadequate”, and concluded that the “great pre-disposing cause of the
enormous mortality is in all probability the inadequacy of the food supply.”?®* A
subsequent investigation by Dr. Sidney Martin, an advisor chosen by the Colonial

Office, was couched in milder language, but concluded that the rations provided in

the camps were “insufficient as a diet of subsistence.” In addition, however, Martin
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also repeated concerns that the dietary value of the food provided in the camps was
probably being significantly undermined by the poor cooking skills of the Boer
women.?®® To other British officials, it was this latter issue which constituted the main
problem in terms of sustenance in the camps. H. Scot Russell, the Medical Officer at
Klerksdorp, regarded the rations as “first class” and argued that the dietary problems
and related deaths in his camp were due to the Boer women’s old-fashioned cooking

skills and inability to make effective use of the ingredients they were provided with.?%°

While criticism of Boer maternal and domestic standards allowed British
administrators to distance themselves from responsibility for the mortality rates, this
approach also appears to have rested on a genuine inability, and unwillingness, to
understand many aspects of Boer culture. A good example of this was the reaction of
many British observers to the reluctance of Boer women to allow their children to go
into hospital, preferring to nurse them themselves in their tents.?®” Boer internees
appear to have been genuinely uneasy at the idea of sending their children to British
hospitals: one superintendent reported that the inmates of his camp had “a great
suspicion of the ability of the English doctor”’, and there seems to have been
considerable resistance by parents in some cases to their children being removed.?®®

The official line of the Boer government was that the enforced separation of children
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from their mothers was cruel and unnecessary.”®® Elizabeth van Heyningen has
suggested that the ability of women to nurse their children at home was an important
element of Boer domestic ideology.?’® The image of the caring and nursing mother

was also significant in British culture at this time®"*

, and this was one area where
there might have seen expected to be some ideological overlap and understanding;
however, tent nursing was almost universally condemned in British reports. Boers
were often accused of concealing sick children in their tents, and thus hastening
illnesses and allowing disease to spread to other family members.?’> The
determination of Boer mothers to care for their children in their tents was interpreted
by British observers as evidence of their ‘neglectful’ characters, and resistance to

hospitalization was attributed to the ‘ignorance’ and ‘backwardness’ of Boer society in

general.

Another area which provoked horror among British observers was the tendency of
many Boers to use traditional remedies and medical practices.?”® British doctors
recorded with revulsion details of the “disgusting remedies” administered by

internees.?’* Practices which attracted particular criticism included painting sick

%9 Mr. S. W. Burger and Mr. Reitz to Lord Salisbury, 21 November 1901, National Archives,
Kew, W0O32/8034.

2’9 yan Heyningen, ‘Women and Disease’, pp.186-187.

21 Anna Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’, History Workshop Journal, 5, 1978, pp.9-65;
p.51.

"2 pr G. Pratt Yule, Report on Orange River Colony Camps, 9 November 1901, in

‘Reports, &c., on the working of the refugee camps in the Transvaal, Orange River

Colony, Cape Colony, and Natal’, House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1902 session
(Cd. 853), LXVII1.391-779 (pp. 114).

2’3 Kendal Franks’ report on Krugersdorp, Potchefstroom, and Klerksdorp, in ‘Reports, &c.,
on the working of the refugee camps in the Transvaal, Orange River Colony, Cape Colony,
and Natal’, House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1902 session (Cd. 819), LXVIII.1
(pp.194-195).

' G. B. Woodroffe, Burgher Camp, Irene. Medical Report for the Month of June, 1901, 2™
July 1901, in ‘Reports, &c., on the working of the refugee camps in the Transvaal, Orange

79



children with “green paint’ and creating medicines containing animal dung.?”®
Although it is not clear whether these customs were really practised on a wide scale,
they were repeatedly highlighted in British reports and used to criticise the mothering
skills of Boer women, often being linked to the high mortality rates in the camps. In
reference to these customs, the Superintendent of Belfast camp stated: “The great
evils we have to contend with are blind ignorance and superstition, and it is as much
work for us to battle against these as disease.”?’® The more bizarre stories in official
reports about the medical customs of the Boers were re-published in British
newspapers?’’, and the idea that Boer mothers were responsible for the death rates
gained much support from those who supported the premise of the camps. Sir Arthur
Conan Doyle, who regarded the establishment of camps as the “duty” of the British
authorities, argued: “Not only was the spread of the disease assisted by the mother,
but in her mistaken zeal she frequently used remedies which were as fatal as the
disease.”®”® Such evidence is indicative of the “clash of cultures” in the understanding
of medical care in the camps which Elizabeth van Heyningen has highlighted. Boer
women were deeply suspicious of unfamiliar medical customs which threatened to
undermine their traditional patterns of healing, while British medical administrators

regarded resistance to ‘modern’ medical practices as further evidence of Boer

River Colony, Cape Colony, and Natal’, House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 1902
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