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A NOTE
FROM THE
EDITORS-IN-CHIEF

Dear Readers,
As we move past the 50th anniversary
of 1968, a year that brought ruptures and
change to societies around the world —
including here at Brown —it is unmistakably apparent how essential it is to
preserve these histories of resistance and
transgression. We at the Brown Journal
of History understand the importance of
uncovering, both inside and outside the
classroom, stories that overturn the norms
of what we know and can contribute to
our consciousness as a society.
In our selection process for this year’s issue of the Journal, we as an editorial staff
have prioritized not only the intellectual
rigor of submitted papers, but also their
decisions to highlight narratives on the

periphery of the historical discipline. The
latter criteria applies on the grounds of geography, particularly in relation to regions
in the postcolonial Global South, as well
as on those of gender, race, and other conditions of marginality. The papers included
in this edition take us from United States
military intervention in Pakistan to the
race-centered discourse surrounding first
aid in South African gold mines, and from
the stigmas relating to feminine hygiene
during second-wave feminism in the U.S.
to the relationship between French colonialism and viticulture in Algeria. Each
paper was selected for excellent historical
analysis and exemplary engagement by
the author with primary sources and the
existing historiography, as well as for their

conscious efforts to read against the grain
of what they know and work through
what the Haitian historian Michel Rolph
Trouillot termed the “silences” embedded
in the archive and the classroom.
We are indebted to our advisors who have
provided us guidance for this endeavor.
We are proud to present to you the thirteenth edition of the Brown Journal of
History.

Sincerely,
Jacob Alabab-Moser ‘20
Angelica Cotto ‘19
Editors-in-Chief
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F I R S T- A I D
IN SOUTH
AFRICAN
GOLD
MINES
Examining Laborers’ Right to Bodily
Health through the Lens of First Aid
Practices, 1920-1940

Introduction
In May 1932, on the 51st level of the Robinson Deep gold mine in South Africa, a cascade of rocks trapped sixteen Black miners as they worked in the unbearably hot temperatures of tunnels thousands of feet underground.1 Despite their fellow miners working to save them from the stones that pinned them down, only seven out of the sixteen
survived the injuries they received during the accident, and only one was sufficiently
unscathed to report back to work the following morning.2 This accident was not unusual
in a Witwatersrand gold mine, where 534 more Black laborers lost their lives in accidents
— compared to 33 casualties from the white labor force — that year alone.3 Even excluding disasters like the one described above, the conditions of the South African gold mines
were all too conducive to injury. After the end of a shift, it was common to see laborers
lining up outside of the mining hospitals to be treated for the day’s fix of “crushed fingers, cuts and gashes” that had been largely disregarded as they worked alongside their
assigned cohort, known as their ‘gang.’4
The need for first aid in the gold mines was clear, and “Ikusiza Aba Limele,” the first
colonial first aid guide created for local mining laborers, was born out of “a persistent
demand […] for an elementary First-Aid handbook which could be understood by the
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uneducated Bantu.”5 This analysis will investigate the content and creation of “Ikusiza
Aba Limele” within the context of the greater movement of “native First-Aid” in South
Africa’s gold mines from 1920, after the establishment of the Transvaal Chamber of Mines
Accident Prevention Committee, a group created by the South African Chamber of Mines
to reduce the number of accidents occurring in their mines during a period of economic
instability. The analysis will end at 1940, 10 years after the publication of the aforementioned first aid guide.6 It will provide insight into the health rights of Black miners in
pre-apartheid South Africa from the perspectives of European mining corporations. As
gold was the primary export in South Africa during this time period, it is important to
consider the conditions of Black laborers that accompanied this rapid economic growth.
While gold mines grew rapidly in South Africa during the 1930s, conditions within the
mines deteriorated, causing an increase in the incidence of accidents involving Black miners.7 Instead of prompting improved mining conditions, this increase in accidents gave
rise to a documented need to “give the best possible attention to the men who are incapacitated.” The British mining corporations focused on “the rapid growth of the native
First- Aid movement” to maintain the productivity of injured miners with minimal financial costs.8 Through an in-depth analysis of “Ikusiza Aba Limele,” alongside an examination of official colonial records and mining reports, this research uses the lens of first aid
practices to provide valuable insight into the relationship between colonial economic priorities and perceived health rights of Black laborers in British South Africa between 1920
and 1940.
Through an analysis of the practice of first aid in South African gold mines, I will
argue that the right to bodily health of Black laborers was largely understood by white
officials as a means to ensure the continued economic prosperity of pre-apartheid South
Africa through the maintenance of an adequate labor supply. The first section will examine the historical context of South African gold mines — with a particular focus on the
economic state of the gold mines between 1920 and 1940 — to provide insight into the
circumstances around which British stakeholders began incentivizing first aid in the
mines. Using this baseline understanding of the state of the gold industry, the second section will explore the rationale for European mining corporations to create first aid pro5
H. T. H. Butt, “Ikusiza Aba Limele: First Aid Illustrated” (The Prevention of Accidents Committee of The Rand
Mutual Assurance Co
6

Butt, “Ikusiza Aba Limele: First Aid Illustrated.”

7
David Yudelman and Alan Jeeves, “New Labour Frontiers for Old: Black Migrants to the South African Gold
Mines, 1920-85,” Journal of Southern African Studies 13, no. 1 (1986): 101–24, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2636678;
Francis Wilson, Labour in the South African Gold Mines: 1911 - 1969, 1. paperback ed, African Studies Series 6
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grams specific to Black laborers. The third section will place a critical lens on “Ikusiza
Aby Limele” to understand how mining officials understood the roles and responsibilities in the provision of first aid in these settings, particularly along racial lines of Black
and white workers. Lastly, the fourth section will strive to answer the following question:
What can these insights tell us about the value of Black labor? By focusing on the perspectives provided by written documentation largely created by colonial institutions, I
seek to provide insight into the manner in which white officials understood and rationalized the policies that impacted the lived experiences and bodily safety of laborers.
In the creation of a first aid guide explicitly targeted at local Black miners to address
their physical injuries, the European gold mining corporations appear to acknowledge
the miners’ right to bodily safety. However, the underlying rationale behind this apparent
acknowledgement must be interrogated. A mere year after the publishing of the first edition of this first aid guide, a report on “medical service for native areas” noted that “apart
from any question of humanitarianism or of our duty to a subordinate race, there is the
obvious matter of self-interest. [British] mines and other industries are making increasing demands for cheap labour.”9 Therefore, the creation and implementation of a first aid
guide can be seen as a limited investment made by the mining industry that it would not
have considered “unless they [saw] that it [was] in their own self-interest to do so.”10 As
one South African newspaper put it, “Safety First indeed. Profits and dividends first, last,
and all the time.”11 Indeed, the right to bodily safety of Black miners as perceived by white
officials may have been limited to the bare minimum necessary for economic productivity.
Gold Mining in South Africa
“Gold on Langlaagte? You must be mad. There is no gold here,” Mrs. Oosthuizen is said
to have declared about the possibility of finding gold on her farm in 1886.12 Little did she
know, a couple weeks later she would be selling her farm, and within months, the white
mining community at Langlaagte, her former estate, would grow to such proportions as
to merit the creation of Johannesburg on September 1886.13 The main gold reef discovered
on her farm became the site of the Witwatersrand gold mines. With the beginnings of the
city that would become Johannesburg as a backdrop, these mines became the epicenter of
9
J.W. Brebner and H.W. Dyke, “Medical Services for Native Areas’,” Journal of the Medical Association of South
Africa 5 (January 1931): 26–27; quoted in Karin A. Shapiro, “Doctors or Medical Aids-The Debate over the Training of
Black Medical Personnel for the Rural Black Population in South Africa in the 1920s and 1930s,” Journal of Southern
African Studies 13, no. Special Issue on The Political Economy of Health in Southern Africa (January 1987): 234–55.
10
Randall M. Packard, “Industrial Production, Health and Disease in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Social Science &
Medicine 28, no. 5 (January 1989): 475–96, https://doi.org/10.1016/0277-9536(89)90102-0.
11
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the gold industry in South Africa. For 60 years after the discovery of the reef, including
the time period under examination in this paper, the vast majority of South Africa’s gold
exports came from the area of the Witwatersrand.14
The history of gold mining in South Africa begins 30 years prior to this find. An
1853 agreement allowing gold prospecting in South Africa between government authorities and Mr. P. J. Marais outlines that when the latter discovers gold, “and the excavation thereof envisages profit for this country, the [government] guarantees to pay a sum
of money, or the value thereof in gold ore […], amounting to Rix-dollars 66,666-5-2, equal
to £5000 sterling.”15 The following clause warns that this reward will not be provided “if,
however, the said Mr. P. J. Marais does not succeed in disclosing a sufficient supply of gold
whereby the cost of excavation and the afore-mentioned reward could be met.”16 Thereby,
the first official quest for gold in South Africa began with the premise of profitability for
the state engrained in its very core. The promise of gold was not enough. The extraction
of said gold had to be feasible at a low enough cost to yield a substantially greater profit
than the promised £5,000 reward, which is roughly equivalent to $800,000 USD in 2018
when accounting for inflation. The stage for the gold industry was set, and its focus from
the onset was on minimizing extraction costs and producing profits for stakeholders of
foreign origins. The need for the economic sustainability of the mines was ingrained in
their very discovery.
Ultimately, it was not P. J. Marais who found the gold reef that became the Witwatersrand gold mines, but another British prospector and handyman who made the 1886
discovery on Mrs. Oosthuizen’s farm.17 A mere three years later, in 1889, government
authorities established the Chamber of Mines, and the gold industry in South Africa
flourished. The gold boom lasted well into World War I, at which point the war effort
caused a significant price hike for machinery.18 This led to a sharp rise in production costs
with no accompanying increase in gold prices and, therefore, a loss of profit for the gold
mines. As a result, the mines faced substantial financial challenges: by 1921, only seventeen of the thirty-one mining companies that had taken residence in the South African
mines remained.19
The only ways of reversing this ill-fate were to increase the price of gold, which was
out of the mining corporations’ control, or decrease the costs of production. The mines
turned to the latter option to address this challenge, shifting their recruitment focus to
Black laborers who were paid much lower wages than white laborers.20 The years following 1922 saw a shift in the demographics of the mining workforce: the white workforce at
14
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Witwatersrand fell by over 3,000 and the number of Black miners employed increased by
over 8,000.21 This contributed to marginal improvements in profit between 1920 and 1930
(from £11,458,776 in 1920 to £13,051,390 in 1930).22 It was only after South Africa abandoned the gold standard in December, 1932 that profit margins saw a steep increase to
£29,367,322 in 1934.23 Importantly, the gold that was being extracted at this time, over 50
years after the mines were first discovered, was primarily low-grade ore, rock with a low
concentration of gold.24 Thus, mining corporations were focused on extracting the greatest amount — rather than the highest quality —of ore to extract sufficient gold to offset
the costs of the mine.
Throughout this rocky era, gold bullion remained British South Africa’s biggest export,
and its mines were the biggest gold exporters in the world, making up over 40% of the
world’s estimated annual gold production.25 However, the comparative success of gold
mining to that of coal or diamonds, the two other profitable industries in South Africa,
did not come without a cost. In these gold mines, the overall annual accident rate was
more than “twice as high as that in the coal mines, and seven times that in the diamond
mines.”26 Indeed, in the 1930s, disasters like fires, rock-bursts, and flooding were commonplace in the gold mines in the Witwatersrand network.27 Furthermore, the working conditions of the gold mines became increasingly more dangerous between 1920
and 1930, as the depletion of gold stores near the surface forced miners to venture much
deeper underground to produce any substantial yield.28 Individual injuries like heat
strokes and crushed fingers became more significant in these hotter and more compact
environments.29 Rock-bursts in particular, a kind of human-induced artificial earthquake,
resulted in mass casualty events like the one described above.30 Over the period of 19201930, records indicate that 7,970 men died due to such industrial accidents, and this num-
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ber only increased through the 1930s.31 Thousands more suffered minor routine injuries, including ones that prevented them from returning to the mines until completing a
period of recuperation.
These accidents happened alongside a “wide range of [deadly] diseases” like tuberculosis and silicosis, which were products of crowded living environments and the inhalation
of dangerous dust particles within the mines. Between the impact of these diseases and
the aforementioned accidents, “the health costs of gold mining during the [20th century]
were extremely high.”32 However, unlike the spread of infectious diseases, which could be
largely tackled by improvements in living conditions and ventilation systems, industrial
accidents were intrinsically linked with the practices necessary for gold mining, which
necessitated heavy machinery and damage to the infrastructural integrity of surrounding rocks. Consequently, the occupational dangers of gold mining prescribed the need for
first aid measures and a focus on occupational safety. During a period in which the revenue of the mines was largely determined by the extraction costs of ore, mining authorities were forced to address these high levels of mortality and injury in the working population at the Witwatersrand gold mines.
2) Black Labor
The development of the South African gold industry would not have been possible
without the availability of a Black labor force large enough to produce high yields of lowgrade ore and cheap enough to minimize extraction costs. Indeed, Wilson and Lezard,
two historians, have proposed that “without the cheap labour, the gold mining industry
would have never been able to develop as it did.”33 Thus, we must consider the sources of
this cheap labor in a workforce that was strictly divided between white and Black workers. During the steep economic downturn of the mines in the early 1920s, all 160,400 of
the Black laborers employed by the Witwatersrand mines were receiving a mere 38.3% of
all the wages paid, whereas the 20,803 white laborers made up 61.7% of the direct labor
costs.34 Throughout the next twenty years, the number of white laborers in the mines
decreased and the number of Black laborers increased. The proportions of all wages paid
between these two groups only changed marginally due to increased demands for higher
wages on the part of predominantly white labor unions.35 These substantially lower costs
of Black labor in the gold mines meant that the supply and physical state of Black laborers
played a crucial role in the volatile economic health of the Witwatersrand mines.
As these employment demographics shifted, one South African newspaper
reported that “the period of accident increase corresponds exactly to the period during
which the skilled miners in thousands have been discharged and their places taken by
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untrained, low-paid native workers.”36 This article took a much more critical stance of the
mining corporations than other publications at the time because The International, unlike
others journals published in the area, was affiliated with a minority political party that
publicly criticized the gold industry.37 The journal’s political affiliations and public critique
of the mining industry would suggest that they might be more inclined to attribute negative outcomes of mining to the mining corporations and institutional systems themselves.
Instead, the article speaks to a perceived causation between the increase in the Black
labor force and an increase in mining accidents, emphasizing how pervasive this conception was in South African society as a whole. It reflects an understanding of Black laborers as less capable and safety-minded than their white counterparts, which was pervasive
throughout pre- apartheid South Africa. A contemporary author noted that “the native
mine worker of the Rand [is of] a race just emerging from the shadows — or the sunlight — of ignorance and civilization.”38 In the context of the mines, these prejudices set a
dangerous precedent, allowing white officials to attribute injuries that befell Black miners to the inherent characteristics of their race, instead of the occupational dangers of the
work in which they were employed. While accident trends, at first glance, appear to support these conceptions of the safety practices of a Black workforce, a closer examination
highlights the fallacies undergirding this argument. When looking at the overall absolute values between 1920 and 1940, the mortality of Black employees caused by accidents
in South African gold mines is consistently more than ten times that of white employees.39 However, it is important to consider the difference in roles assigned to each group:
the ratio of Black to white miners is drastically different in below-ground physical labor
compared to above-ground management work. Black miners were routinely assigned to
gangs, groups of miners who worked together to extract ore from a specific target. Unless
they were some of the very few who were selected to act as ‘boss-boys,’ their primary
tasks were the physical extraction of gold from within the mines. ‘Boss-boys’ were Black
laborers who were assigned additional responsibilities, and while they still worked below
the surface with a gang, they would assist white supervisors in the organization and
direction of the gang under their purview.40 In comparison, the white employees of the
mining corporations held supervisory or administrative positions that either placed them
below the surface, but without having to do much manual labor, or above the surface in
mining offices. The positions held by white workers allowed them to face less occupational hazards than Black workers in mining gangs. For example, Black laborers were
“more prone to heatstroke […] because they have to exert far more physical energy during
the course of their work,” while white laborers, even the few who did manual labor, were
36
“A ‘Slight’ Increase,” The International, May 16, 1924, sec. International, 12CF314789EC2558, World Newspaper Archive.
37
International League of the South African Labour Party and International Socialist League (S.A.), eds., The
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“more able to ease off as they do not work in gangs under direct supervision.”41 These
trends hold throughout the years and are clearly reflected in the employee and accident
distributions for 1934 (Appendix I).42 Not only are these differences in roles illustrative of
the beliefs held by white officials of Black laborers’ inability to hold non-physical responsibilities, but these beliefs also serve to mask the impact of this disparity on the different groups’ accident-related morbidity and mortality. For heat strokes, the public rationale for why the heat seemed to pose a greater danger to Black laborers was that “whites
know that they should stop work when they feel their temperatures rising.”44 Thus, the
consequences of these disparities are attributed to the perceived intellectual capacity and
self-awareness of white miners, rather than the difference in experiences of Black and
white laborers within the mines. An English-language news outlet proposes that “it is
sacrilege to even suggest that the gold mining industry is anything other than a benevolent institution run by high-souled and altruistic philanthropists at a great sacrifice to
themselves for the benefit of the workers concerned and the rest of the community.”45
Although the economic benefits of first aid programs for miners working below the surface were evident, the public documentation of this work by white officials and the white
public rationalizes its creation, and its focus on Black miners, as a means of ‘empowering’
the Black mining population. In using this publicly racialized rationalization, as opposed
to one that highlighted the dangerous working conditions of the mines themselves, European mining officials were able to inaccurately present first aid measures as a means to
address the supposed racial ‘shortcomings’ of Black laborers, despite it being more accurately characterized as paternalistic ‘benevolence’ borne out of the necessity for cheap
labor during a period of economic downturn.43
3) First Aid Guide
Outside of the public sphere, white officials reported the “deterioration and eventual failure of the labour supply” as the primary threat to the economic viability of the
mines.44 An article published in The Rhodesia Herald reported the need for first aid in
gold mines in Transvaal immediately alongside reports on the mines’ economic output,
which had taken a downturn.45 Despite not making an explicit link between the two, the
calls for first aid within an article that otherwise contains only information on the financial state of the gold mines suggests an acknowledgement of the correlation between the
prevalence of injuries and the productivity of the mines as economic producers. In reference to improvements on housing and food in the mines meant to address the former of
these two threats, Packard noted that mine owners “realized during the middle years of
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the 1930s that the migrant labor supply on which they depended was not infinite and that
the physical condition of the black recruits was declining.”46 This led to increased investments in improving living conditions, and the creation of the Commission for Miners’
Phthisis.47 However, the hazardous working conditions within the mines were “difficult
to eliminate without massive expenditures,” and these investments were ones that the
mining corporations were not willing to make.48 Instead, efforts in first aid training began
by specifically targeting those who were perceived by mining organizations as most
at-risk. These first aid efforts addressed mining conditions that undermined the ability of
cheap Black labor to provide the economic productivity that made their labor so appealing to the corporations. These efforts were accompanied by the public rhetoric of racism
which obfuscated the structural conditions that increased the risk of accidents for these
Black laborers.
As Lezard bluntly describes, “black men made profits for the mines with their cheap
bargain bodies, and profit, after all, was the only reason for the existence of the industry.”49 The importance of Black labor to the economic health of gold mines cannot be overstated, and even as early as 1920, the Chamber of Mines extolled the work of the Preventions of Accidents Committee of the Rand Mutual Assurance Company, an insurance
company used by South African mining corporations, in promoting their “Safety First”
movement to address accidents that posed a risk to this labor group.50 During that year,
the Committee is reported to have worked to promote safe working practices and created
rewards for “ideas and devices that are likely to save accidents.”51 Despite high praise from
the Chamber for these “humanitarian efforts,” they were sure to note that the movement
had yet to receive the attention and support it deserved.52 This brief description of safety
measures completely overlooks the practical aspects of first aid. Instead, it once again
serves as a self-congratulatory assurance on the part of the gold industry that it is doing
what it can to prevent the inevitable accidents that they associate with a large Native
workforce. It was only in 1930 that the Chamber of Mines started to recommend the systematic attending of minor wounds of laborers at the end of their shift.53
“Ikusiza Aba Limele” was published as part of this 1930 movement towards the prac-
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tical implementation of first aid in the Witwatersrand gold mines. “Ikusiza Aba Limele” is
the original guide for the practice of first aid on the Black mining population, and it was
commissioned from H.T.H. Butt by the Rand Mutual Assurance Co., Ltd in conjunction
with the Chamber of Mines. Comprised of 72 pages containing 131 photographs, the content of the guidebook is “confined to the practical side only” of first aid, with step-by-step
photographic descriptions of how to dress a wound, stop bleeding, wrap fractures, and
resuscitate an unconscious person (Appendix II).54 The guide also contains images of first
aid tools and where someone should seek care after exiting a mining compound.55 Outside of the central portion of the guide, Annex A describes how “Native First-Aid” will
be organized within the mines following classes using the guidebook and examination of
“native labourers of some seniority and those working as ‘Boss-Boys’ […] that are entirely
practical.”56 Not only does this guidebook represent the first attempt to create first aid
practicum that focused on treating Black laborers in the gold mines, but it also was one of
the only steps taken to create a standardized approach to first aid curriculum for a population that spoke multiple languages and may not be literate in any.
“Ikusiza Aba Limele”’s explicit focus was on providing practical over theoretical
knowledge for Black laborers. This content presented Black laborers with a rudimentary
skillset that could have been superficially applied in emergency situations and stressed
the importance placed on practical first aid skills. Moreover, the focus on the practical showed how the scope of the knowledge that the authorities of the gold industry
intended to provide with these first aid materials was restricted by the same perception
of limited capacity that dictated the racial designation of jobs within the corporation. For
example, although the directions in this guide of how to provide specific first aid related
tasks were noted in three different local languages and English (Appendix III), the introduction and annexed instructional material were all exclusively in English, which most
of the Black laborers could not read or speak.57 This suggests that although local miners
were considered able to provide care to others of their same race, the theoretical knowledge and instruction was still exclusively the role of Europeans. Furthermore, the use of
photographs to depict the steps for tasks like creating a hand bandage, accompanied by
the translated captions “Bandage to cover hand — No. 1,” “No. 2,” “No. 3,” etc., provide no
additional explanations that may prove necessary when providing care in the field, such
as when such bandaging may be useful, what to do if a bandage is not available, and what
the actual purpose of the bandaging is (Appendix IV).58 With these gaps in knowledge, it
generated a reliance by the Black providers of first aid on the knowledge of white supervisors that inherently undermined the sense of empowerment and self-reliance that Butt
proposes the guide should provide.
It could be argued that the focus on practical skills over theoretical knowledge simply
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reflects how first aid was practiced in the mines, and since Black miners were predominantly employed in the roles of greatest risk, the racial dimension of this focus is simply
a consequence of the structure of South African mines. However, this argument falsely
assumes that, other things being equal, mining officials perceived white and Black miners
as equal. For example, Mr. Anderson, the Director of the Prevention of Accidents Committee, is quoted in a local English newspaper as stating that “the white workers on the
mines should particularly make it their duty to become first-aid experts.”59 This statement
clearly differentiated the relationship of white workers with first aid from that of Black
workers. Notably, it emphasizes the “duty” of white workers in learning first aid, while
Butt describes the practice of first aid as something “every member of the Native class”
must learn that may be “of interest to Europeans.”60 While it was a necessity — a bare
minimum — for Black laborers, the practice of first aid was seen as an honorable thing to
do for those of European descent, despite both working within the same mining structures. Furthermore, in expressing shock at “native mine boys be[ing] apt [at] first-aid,” the
same article in which Mr. Anderson is quoted speaks to the paternalistic views that drove
the rhetoric of first aid practices by European stakeholders.61 In the eyes of these stakeholders, first aid was perceived as something that was outside of the ‘natural’ capacity of
the Black laborer but that a white miner could easily “become [an] expert” in, once again
reflecting the racial biases common at the time.62
Furthermore, after thanking a series of white officials such as Mr. E. Steinberg, Secretary to the Prevention of Accidents Committee, Butt writes that “a word of appreciation is also due to those natives who so patiently posed for the benefit of their race.”63
Butt makes it clear that the direct beneficiaries of these first aid efforts were to be Black
laborers, while simultaneously being explicit that the first aid guide was intended to be
used by those of the same race. Likewise, in “Ikusiza Aba Limele,” all the images in which
more contact than two hands between the caregiver and the patient is needed involve a
Black caregiver, whereas those where limited physical contact is necessary, the caregiver
is a white individual in a doctor’s coat (Appendix V).64 This subtle distinction between the
source of care provided when it involves personal contact and thorough engagement and
that when it can be done by a mere five fingers serves to reinforce responsibility of Black
workers as the primary first aid providers for fellow Black laborers. Considering that, as
discussed previously, the perception of Black laborers’ inferior ability to provide care and
safety precautions that was held by white officials at the time, one can also extrapolate
that the aim of a document that focused on first aid provided by a Black laborer to a Black
laborer is not to provide the best possible care to an injured worker, but merely to provide
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it in the cheapest possible manner.
Moreover, the objectification of the Native body in the photographs that make up this first
aid guide highlights the practice of first aid across racial lines. In the photographs found
within “Ikusiza Aba Limele,” there is a stark juxtaposition between the (almost complete)
nudity of the Black individuals of the photographs and the entirely clothed white subjects (Appendix VI, II).65 The semi-nudity of the Black subjects is particularly striking as
a presentation of the ‘injured’ body that appears to render the person in question as less
‘civilized’ or of lower importance than the fully clothed white man standing next to him.
Importantly, miners were not allowed to enter the mines without being fully clothed, and
while Butt describes the use of the photographs as a way of presenting “native workers
under realistic conditions,” no first aid provided during a below-ground emergency in the
mines would involve a nude man like the one depicted in the “Broken Elbow” and “Arm
Below Elbow” images.66 Comparatively, the white providers pictured are wearing physician coats, which reinforces the image of the white medical expert as the instructor. This
again highlights the disparity in perceived medical authority between Black and white
employees of the mining industry.
4) Rights to Bodily Safety
The difference in official understandings of first aid medical practices across racial
lines and the essential role of the underpaid Black workforce in improving the revenue margins of the struggling South African gold mines provides insight into the right
to bodily safety of these Black laborers as perceived by European mining authorities.
Through the concept of human capital, Rouse proposes that investments into safety and
health are made with the intent to “enhance people’s availability to perform.”67 He goes on
to define human capital as “the stock of skills and knowledge embodied in the ability to
perform labor so as to produce economic value.”68 In other words, investments into institutional precautionary measures would be made with the primary goal of increasing an
organization’s human capital. Using this idea of human capital, Wilson examines the relationship between investments into labor training and productivity goals in South African
gold mines. He notes that the white labor force had a wide variety of vocational training
opportunities made available to them, as an investment made by mining corporations to
prevent the white miners from searching for jobs at other mines.69 Essentially, training is
an institutional investment into labor management for the sake of improving human capital.
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Wilson also describes how the Black labor force received no such training intensive training beyond the possibility of first aid training. Instead, new Black recruits were
“encouraged to obtain first-aid certificates but upon arrival at the mines [were] sent
straight underground with no induction or training.”70 Furthermore, in the absence of formalized orientations, Butt recommends that the teachings necessary to become certified
in first aid be taken “after shift” by existing Black workers, once again highlighting how
receiving such training was promoted but was still seen as secondary to Black laborers’
mining roles.71 First aid was the sole form of structured training provided by mining corporations for Black laborers; Wilson’s proposed understanding of training and the concept of human capital can be applied to understanding the practice of first aid as intended
to ensure that Black bodies work to its fullest potential under the circumstances of their
employment. In other words, first aid resources, like “Ikusiza Aba Limele,” represent an
investment made by mining institutions to address the threat posed by bodily injuries on
the human capital of the mines, not necessarily to improve the health of individual laborers. The economic need for a Black worker’s labor is, thus, reflected in the first aid movement that presents an attempt of the gold industry at “maintaining this delicate piece of
machinery in order.”72 Even when injured, Butt describes how a laborer’s “penalty ticket”
must be taken and delivered to the white supervisor as a part of the first aid practiced.73 A
failure to be productive merited a fine, and first aid helped temporarily address the paradox between occupational hazards and economic yield that defined a Black gold miner’s
right to bodily health.
Conclusion
The examination of first aid practices in gold mines highlights how the right to bodily
safety of a Black laborer within the European mining industry in South Africa were limited to those that would maintain a minimal level of productivity during a time when the
cost of labor was a growing concern. Their right to this safety between 1920, just after
the hike in production costs, and 1940, just after South Africa left the gold standard, is
thereby dictated by the social and economic conditions of the mines.When faced with
stagnant, and even lowering, profit margins, mining corporations were faced with only
one feasible option: reducing the extraction costs of diminishing gold stores. Expanding
the industry’s reliance on Black labor made this option possible, whereupon Black labor
became the primary source of human capital for the gold mines. These laborers were
placed in increasingly dangerous roles to maximize the quantity of gold ore extracted, and
in doing so, physical threats to their safety threatened the productivity of the mines.
However, within the social context of pre-apartheid South Africa, in which racist stereotypes of Black capacity for safety precautions and intellectual ability prevailed, Euro-
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pean stakeholders were able to dismiss the need for large monetary investments into the
structures of gold mining and, instead, focused on first aid programming that placed the
responsibility of protecting fellow miners’ right to bodily safety on the shoulders of Black
miners. The publicly stated rationale of European stakeholders for this focus relied on an
inaccurate and biased understanding of the intellectual capacities of Black laborers. In the
creation of a first aid guide intended to be used by Black laborers to provide care for others of their same race, gold mining authorities in South Africa both displayed and reinforced these unbalanced social structures that characterized their uneven workforce. The
practice of first aid in these Witwatersrand gold mines is intrinsically linked with the
value of Black bodies within the gold industry.

APENDIX 1:
Table 1: Employee distributions and Accidents in Witwatersrand gold mines in
1934 as reported by the Chamber of Mines.74

Total No.
Employed

In Roles Below In Roles Above
the Surface
the Surface

Total Accidentrelated Mortality

Rate of Accidentrelated Mortalities Above
(per 1,000)

Rate of Accident- related
Mortalities
Below
(per 1,000)

White
workers

24,813

13,789

11,024

57

0.55

3.42

Black
workers

238,414

187,485

50,929

553

0.80

2.50

APENDIX II:
Figure 1:
Examples of the
practical part of
the first aid guide.

APENDIX III:
Figure 2: An example of the three languages used throughout the practical part of
the first aid guide.

Figure 3: Photos 25-28 of the first aid guide depicting th
elbow and hand

APENDIX V:
Figure 4: Photos 39, 40 of the first aid guide depicting the use of digit pressure to
stop bleeding on various parts of the head.

APENDIX VI:
Figure 5: Photo 44 of the first aid guide depicting the use of digit pressure to stop
bleeding on the arm.
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THE
MODERN
H Y PAT I A
A Tale of Tampons, Deviance, and
Bodily Discipline in Feminism’s
Second Wave

In fourth century Egypt, Hypatia, a philosopher and mathematician, rebuked a predatory student’s sexual advances by ripping her menstrual rags from between her legs and
hurling them at him. She yelled, “Take a look young man, at what you so much desire,
which contains nothing apart from filth!”1 Repulsed by her bloody, “monstrous cloth,” the
man forgot his lust and fled.2
Rather than emerging as a feminist rallying cry, Hypatia’s story became fodder for
Western medical communities and, later, feminine hygiene industries, which framed
menstruation as “monstrous” because it detracted from the sexual pleasure of men. In the
1960s, these institutions reified and profited off the link between menstruation and deviance. The medical community and feminine hygiene industries appropriated second-wave
white feminist rhetoric to market tools of bodily discipline like the tampon, thereby
transforming menstrual secrecy into a status symbol while undermining and invalidating
grievances from women’s movements. First, I will explore the history of menstrual stigma
in Western Europe and the United States, before delving into how scientists like Katharina Dalton perpetuated the link between menstruation and criminality. Finally, I will
explore how feminine hygiene companies incorporated bodily discipline and menstrual
secrecy into broader narratives of female empowerment.
History of Menstrual Taboo in Western Europe and the United States
Hypatia disobeyed the culture of menstrual secrecy, and, as a result, lost her status as
a desirable, feminine, sexual object in the eyes of men. In Western, patriarchal societies,
the Judeo-Christian tradition shaped cultural understandings of menstruation. For centuries, the idea of menstrual impurity strongly influenced debates concerning menstruation’s impact on women’s reproductive and social productivity. From the nineteenth century onward, commentators and employers mobilized culturally embedded biases about
menstruation in their responses to women’s rights advocacy. Most pressingly, they chal1
Jacques Ferrand, Erotomania or A Treatise Discoursing of the Essence, Causes, Symptomes, Prognosticks, and
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lenged whether women could - or should - fulfill societal functions outside of the private
sphere.
Historians can trace the menarche of menstrual secrecy in Western Europe and the
United States to the Book of Genesis, when God tells Eve he will “multiply thy sorrow and thy conception” with a monthly curse.3 The Bible formalized the ritual isolation of menstruating women; many biblical stories are parables of how menstruation
undermines morality. In one story, Rachel’s period prevents her from fulfilling her pious
duties, as she cannot go to church: “I cannot rise before thee; for the custom of women is
upon me.”4 Leviticus 15:19-33 contains the most references to menstruation in the Bible,
admonishing those who would touch a menstruating woman, for “whosoever toucheth
her shall be unclean until the end.”5 This Biblical precedent encourages the marginalization of menstruating women, who are depicted as contagiously impure and, therefore,
threatening to one’s relationship with God. This excerpt of Leviticus provides guidelines
for the isolation of menstruating women:
19. When a woman has her regular flow of blood, the impurity of her monthly period will last
seven days, and anyone who touches her will be unclean till evening. 20. Anything she lies on
during her period will be unclean, and anything she sits on will be unclean. 21. Anyone who
touches her bed will be unclean; they must wash their clothes and bathe with water, and they
will be unclean till evening. 22. Anyone who touches anything she sits on will be unclean;
they must wash their clothes and bathe with water, and they will be unclean till evening. 23.
Whether it is the bed or anything she was sitting on, when anyone touches it, they will be
unclean till evening. 24. If a man has sexual relations with her and her monthly flow touches
him, he will be unclean for seven days; any bed he lies on will be unclean.1
According to the Bible, the threat of menstrual “impurity” interferes with sexual
intercourse, therefore diminishing women’s reproductive and sexual value. If menstrual
blood comes into contact with male skin, the men also become “ceremonially unclean.”6
In order to avoid social ostracism and conform to the gendered politics of respectability,
many women felt obliged to hide or subdue menstrual evidence.7 Although most women
in Europe during the Middle Ages bled through their clothing or wore rags, upper class
women wore special undergarments — like diapers or harnesses — to absorb menstrual
blood during special occasions. This act of ‘modesty’ enhanced their social standing and
exacerbated unfavorable public perceptions of indigent women. 8 Although menstrual
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secrecy was a status symbol, only prostitutes used methods of internal absorption, which
some historians regard as the earliest tampons in European history. By the late 17th century, internal absorption was so common among prostitutes that, John Wilmont — the
Earl of Rochester — even wrote a poem praising women who hid their menstruation.
He proclaims, “Fair nasty Nymph, be clean and kind / And all my joys restore / By using
Paper still behind / And Spunges for before.”9 Here, the woman is physically dirty from
menstrual blood, but also cruel for inhibiting his experience of sexual pleasure. Only
when she hides her menstruation — by sticking paper in her vagina — will she be able to
restore her status.
Early European societies also used menstrual metaphors to lower the status of marginalized groups, thereby capitalizing on the link between deviance and menstruation.
During the Spanish Inquisition, government officials accused Jewish men of menstruation. The myth of Jewish male menstruation emasculated and morally denigrated Jewish
men, which in turn justified Spain’s punitive policies towards religious minorities.10 This
mythos also contributed to a cultural and political precedent of using menstruation to
lower the status of already-marginalized people. In conjunction with — and in response
to — women’s increasing calls for social, political, and educational inclusion, the Victorian
era saw a return to the ritualization of female isolation. Women were kept inside because
doctors worried contact with cold air would damage their reproductive organs and stop
them from menstruating. They were also kept inside because men felt threatened by the
idea of women leaving domestic spaces and joining the public sphere as independent
actors, not as helpmates to men. Indeed, doctors’ comments about women in the public
sphere reflect tensions about gendered roles and expectations. According to one Victorian
doctor, menstruation in public spaces could lead women down a “path of imperfect development and lifelong invalidism.”11 At the onset of menstruation, a young woman’s doctor watched her more closely for signs of “moral insanity.”12 Menarche was the first stage
of female deviance, and doctors expected their female patients to become “irreligious,
selfish, slanderous, false, malicious, devoid of affection … self-willed and quarrelsome.”13
Of course, any number of these labels could be applied to discredit and pathologize any
woman who dared to defy the will of a man.
Pathologizing and Medicalizing Menstruation
Susan Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor provides a useful framework to critically evaluate the scientific community’s medicalization of menstruation. Sontag argued that “dis-
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ease expresses character, which is invariably extended to assert that character causes
disease.”14 For centuries, menstrual blood served as a metaphor for a lack of righteousness, uncleanliness, and deviance. Burgeoning medical literature during the second wave
of feminism reasserted the idea that menstruation was a form of deviance because it
detracted from a woman’s duties, particularly sexual intercourse. However, detractors
problematized lower class women’s menstruation more than that of other groups.
In the early 1960s, Katharina Dalton — a British doctor popularly referred to as a “pioneer” in menstrual care — coined the term “Premenstrual Syndrome.”15 Dalton’s work
eventually led to the classification of PMS as an official psychiatric disorder, when the
American Psychiatric Association listed it in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual in the
1970s.16 Dalton’s ideas built on the research of women like Mary Chadwick, a Freudian
psychoanalyst, who theorized how menstruation turned a woman into “an actual menace to her neighbors.”17 Crime theorists Cesare Lombroso and Vincent Ferraro believed
women were inherently “revengeful, jealous, inclined to vengeances of a refined cruelty”
and that these symptoms peaked during menstruation.18 Building on Lombroso and Ferraro, Dalton insulated traditional constructs of femininity from the perceived dangers
of the women’s movement. She did everything in her power to fortify “American homes”
from menstrual “chaos”; to Dalton, grievances from the women’s movement in the 1960s
were merely psychological responses to menstruation.19 Since medicalizing menstruation
during the mid-twentieth century, doctors have identified 150 PMS symptoms and recommended 327 different treatments, though most lack evidence of clinical effectiveness.20
Dalton regularly prescribed SSRIs (antidepressants) to women during paramenstruum to
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alleviate their symptoms - and make them more “amenable to discipline.”21 Dalton’s work
revived the ritualistic discipline of female bodies, cultivating “docility” in a generation of
‘mentally imbalanced’ renegades.22 While clinically unsound, her research was critical in
invalidating the contemporaneous women’s movement.
In one paper called “Menstruation and Crime,” Dalton argued women were more
likely to commit crimes during menstruation than at any other point in their cycle. Here,
we see a direct link between bodily function, which detracted from women’s ‘productivity’ (e.g. pleasing a man, being attractive, being passive), and deviance. In a sample of 522
women, Dalton constructed a probability distribution in which nearly half of all “female”
crimes (49%) were committed by women during their periods. Dalton claimed that “the
hormonal changes of menstruation probably make the individual less amenable to discipline” as a plausible biological connection between menstruation and crime.23 In another
paper, “Children’s Hospital Admissions and Mother’s Menstruation,” Dalton created a
probability distribution demonstrating how children were more likely to suffer from illnesses or have accidents during their mothers’ paramenstruum. Again, Dalton reified
societal fears of menstruating women, linking bodily function with deviance. Dalton also
alleged menstruation caused women to forsake their duties to their children, recounting
the story of a young girl who “contracted” asthma because her mother’s PMS created an
unstable home environment and drove away the father.24 Not only had PMS driven away
her husband, it also rendered the woman an unreliable mother. Women who menstruated
were “accident prone,” “negligent,” “unreliable,” “impatient,” and “violent.”25 In her book,
Once a Month, Dalton recounts how she was able to reunite a husband and his wife, just
by prescribing the woman progesterone tablets and antidepressants. The woman reached
out to Dalton via letter, begging her for a ‘cure’ to PMS. The woman lamented how, “our
marriage is breaking up, our children are suffering and after five years of trouble my poor
husband can take no more.”26 Allegedly, ‘curing’ the woman’s deviant PMS would solve all
of their marital problems. Much of Dalton’s treatment for PMS involved SSRIs, progesterone, and PMS clinics. Although progesterone tablets and antidepressants genuinely help
some women with menstrual discomfort, Dalton saw these tools as a way to cultivate
passivity and femininity in women. These tools of bodily discipline allowed a woman to
reclaim her ‘femininity,’ restore her status as a sexual object, and ‘free’ herself from PMS’s
‘reign of terror.’ This focus on women’s pathology absolved men of any blame for marital
tension and endeavored to delegitimize women’s demands for better treatment.
21
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Although Dalton argued all menstruating women had a proclivity towards violence,
much of her research centered around individuals who were already social outcasts such
as incarcerated women, women of color, low-income women, single mothers, women
with disabilities, and “naughty” school girls.27 As Dalton’s various solutions to premenstrual syndrome were financially inaccessible, only women with higher incomes could
evade menstrual blood’s moral and physical stain. Through the othering of women who
visibly menstruated, methods of bodily discipline — like Dalton’s progesterone tablets and
the tampon — became a status symbol. The label of menstrual insanity compounded the
oppression of women who already held marginalized identities, undermining their credibility and further relegating their issues to what political theorist Brigitte Bargetz refers
to as the “private sphere.”28 Dalton framed menstruating women as dangers to society and
inexorable victims of their biology who become villains by demanding more from the
world.
As scientists pathologized menstruation and the feminine hygiene industry
devised products to rectify this “womanly offense,” menstrual insanity as a legal defense
grew in popularity.29 Dalton was the expert witness in many of these cases, using ‘biology’
to reify the criminality of the menses.30 In the 1980s, Sadie Smith stabbed her coworker to
death but only received three years of probation because her violent outburst happened
to occur at the same time as her period. A year later, Smith threatened to kill a police officer, but again received a light sentence because her physician — Dalton — argued Smith
was menstruating at the time and thus had no control over her actions. Around the same
time, Christine English killed her boyfriend after they got into an argument. However,
the conviction was reduced from murder to manslaughter because the defense argued
she was suffering from PMS.31 “PMS as temporary insanity” seemed so reasonable to the
prosecution that they did not even attempt to undermine this argument, especially since
the medical community had such a long, established history of linking menstruation with
deviance.
Dalton was the primary expert on issues related to menstruation and PMS, and
acted as a counterpoint to feminists who openly questioned menstrual secrecy. By medicalizing and pathologizing menstruation, Dalton constructed the female existence as a
malady. In the scientific and popular imagination, menstruation was a menace, detracting
from women’s sexual appeal and further lowering the status of historically marginalized
communities. When situated in a broader narrative of gender, power, and feminism, tools
of bodily discipline — like tampons — had the ability to neutralize or subdue the “inherently” female characteristics of crime and hysteria.
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Feminine Hygiene Technology
Hypatia drove away her male suitor because he discovered she was “nothing but filth.”
She lost her appeal because the cultural imagination dictates a woman’s body cannot
function without satiating a man’s sexual appetite. In her article “Foucault, Femininity,
and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power,” Bartky remarks that “the sense that women’s bodies are deficient makes them practice discipline on their bodies compulsively and
ritualistically.”32 Johnson & Johnson became one of the earliest companies to profit from
the ritualistic discipline of female bodies when they began to commercially produce tampons in 1933.33 Three years later, the company began to appropriate rhetoric from the
recently successful suffrage movement. An advertisement in New York Women’s Weekly
declared the “whole world” was talking of tampons’ “emancipation of women,” which
allowed for “daintiness” to be “possible at all times.”34 To the male-dominated public
sphere, freeing women meant allowing them to fulfill gender roles with greater ease. The
emancipated woman wasn’t Hypatia, but a woman who could hide her issues. The emancipated woman was one who could be feminine without being overwhelmingly female.
Other advertisements from the late
1930s labeled the tampon as a symbol
for modernity and progress, with “college girls leading the way in discovering” this “revolutionary product.”35
Despite these advertising campaigns, tampons did not gain popularity until later in the 20th century.
Many religious groups were staunch
opponents of the tampon because they
believed inserting anything into the
vagina was a form of masturbation.36
These religious groups strongly advocated against tampons for unmarried
women. Religious detractors were particularly concerned the tampon would
break women’s hymens, causing them
to lose their virginity before marriage.37
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Non-religious detractors of the tampon were concerned women
would no longer want to have sex with their husbands if methods
of internal absorption — like the tampon — made the wives orgasm.
Thus, from the very beginning, feminine hygiene products were in
dialogue with preserving men’s pleasure, while guarding against
men’s sexual anxieties. To ease men’s fear of female tampon masturbation, manufacturers designed tampons with a telescoping applicator so women could insert them without touching themselves.38
Tampon companies were more worried about mollifying men’s fears
of sexual irrelevance than ensuring women’s safety, as demonstrated
by the discovery of Toxic-Shock Syndrome and subsequent deaths of
several women towards the end of the 20th century.39
By the 1960s, more women accepted tampons for their invisibility, disposability, and the “greater freedom” they allowed.40 In one
Tampax advertisement, a white, bathing suit-clad woman looks happily off into the distance under the headline, “Glorious Freedom Now With Tampax!”41
Thanks to a “dainty applicator,” women’s hands “need not even touch” their vaginas. Freedom was the ability to wear a swimsuit with “no bulge, wrinkle, or even the faintest
line.”42 With products like “Carefree” and “Stayfree,” Johnson & Johnson commoditized
second-wave feminism. One tampon advertisement features a woman in a bathing suit
laughing by the pool, with the subheading, “For freedom unlimited on difficult days …
Enjoy company with confidence.”43
Many of Johnson & Johnson’s tampon advertisements employed pseudo-empowering feminist rhetoric to sell menstrual secrecy. Clad in bathing suits and skimpy dresses,
the predominantly white women in these advertisements were ‘free’ because their bodily
functions did not reduce their ability to be sexual objects. True freedom was “rebellion,”
not against the patriarchy, but against pads and their “embarrassing disposal problem”44
Quest’s 1965 sanitary pad deodorant advertisement in Good Housekeeping declared that
“Women’s problems are insidious.”45 This encouraged the erasure of both menstrual and
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societal issues while calling for women’s continual retreat to the private sphere.46 As time
went on, tampons became smaller and smaller, with many advertisers exclaiming “small
enough to flush down a toilet! So no one will know about your little monthly secret.”47
Freedom persisted as a common theme in feminine hygiene advertisements. In the
1970s, when Johnson & Johnson named their beltless pads “Stayfree,” Kotex followed suit
with a new brand of pads called “New Freedom.”48 The name
“Stayfree” implies the movement for women’s liberation was
transitory; therefore, the only way to preserve their newly
earned rights was through compromising bodily autonomy.
“New Freedom” implies that the feminine hygiene companies
were responsible for liberating women. One “New Freedom”
advertisement reads, “Whee! They’re flushable! Welcome to the
beltless, pinless, fuss-less generation!”49 Simple technological
developments in sanitary protection, like the removal of belts
from pads, were enough to fill women with a level of glee to
actually exclaim “Whee!” and usher in a new “generation” of
freedom. Later on, manufacturers began to make menstrual
pads with wings.50 This development allowed advertisers to
better market menstrual discipline as a form of emancipation, “empowering” women to
transcend their issues and “fly.”
In the 1960s, more feminine hygiene companies began selling products to hide ‘menstrual odor.’ Companies sold douches and germicides to reduce the horrors of feminine
odor and continued appropriating feminist language to market their products. Zonite
— a douching company — capitalized on the rhetoric of female empowerment through
advertisements such as this one: “Isn’t it reassuring in this age of outspokenness that
mother and daughter can be pals and talk freely about intimate physical facts?”51 Zonite
also profited from the link between menstruation and criminality, frequently referring
to menstrual odor as a “womanly offense.”52 One of their advertisements features a husband refusing to have sex with his wife when he learns she is on her period, echoing earlier commentaries on the relationship between productivity, sex and menstruation. With
the help of Zonite, however, menstruating women could restore their sexual ‘charm’ and
‘health.’ Sanitary protection left women with a “refreshed dainty feeling — knowing that
you will not offend.”53 Rather than embrace women’s empowerment, these advertisements
promoted women’s insecurity and sought to profit from socially obligatory beauty ritu46
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als.
Conclusion
By linking menstruation with criminality and menstrual secrecy with emancipation,
feminine hygiene companies and the scientific community undermined the movement
from which they profited. The culture of menstrual secrecy came to represent modernity,
cleanliness, and feminism, which othered women who could not afford — or objected
to the underlying gendered politics — new products and portrayed them as menstrually insane. The sanitary protection industry created a dichotomy between the “dainty,”
yet emancipated woman, and the deviant woman who committed criminal and “womanly offenses.” In a society that constantly renders women’s bodies as sexual objects, it is
ludicrous to think that we are still compelled to hide their biological functioning. Ludicrous and appalling, yet ultimately unsurprising. Tampons are literally and metaphorically
a way for women to internalize societal expectations. They continue to symbolize cleanliness and “freedom” for menstruating women despite their risks and the more universal
applicability of sanitary pads. Menstrual secrecy remains more important than women’s
comfort, making it difficult for the modern Hypatia to be heard and respected without
conforming to a finite set of acceptable, non-‘deviant’ behaviors.
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BLOODB AT H I N
BENGAL
American Intervention in
East Pakistan, 1971

Anuj
Krishnamurthy

At 11 o’clock on the night of August 14, 1947, Jawaharlal Nehru delivered his first
speech as India’s first prime minister to the Constituent Assembly in New Delhi. “At the
stroke of the midnight hour,” he said, “India will awaken to life and freedom. A moment
comes, which comes but rarely in history … when we step out from the old to the new,
when an age ends, and when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds utterance.”1 Nehru’s eloquent optimism — and the broader historical import of India’s independence —
would soon be eclipsed by the cataclysmic violence of partition. In the months prior to
independence, the British government had assigned barrister Sir Cyril Radcliffe the task
of delineating two new countries on the subcontinent, India and Pakistan, which would
serve as the homelands for Hindus and Muslims, respectively.2 In just six weeks, from his
palatial bungalow in New Delhi, Radcliffe redrew the boundaries of the Indian subcontinent, creating a Hindu-majority India flanked by Muslim-majority West Pakistan (modern-day Pakistan) and East Pakistan (modern-day Bangladesh). During the ensuing partition, Hindus and Muslims slaughtered each other wholesale. Of the nine million people
who crossed the newly drawn borders — one of the largest migrations in human history
— one million died.3
It is against this backdrop of ethnoreligious hostility and historical antagonism that
the broader story of American intervention in South Asia can be best understood. Since
the gruesome upheaval of 1947, India and Pakistan have remained rivals, regularly engaging in full-scale wars, cross-border skirmishes, and diplomatic spats over Kashmir.4 But
their enmity does not exist in a vacuum, limited to two peoples and two governments
with two competing visions of territorial integrity. Though South Asia rarely registers
as a national security priority for most Americans, the region became a tense Cold War
battleground in the 1960s and 1970s, as both the United States and Soviet Union sought
to advance their ideological and strategic interests there. In one of the lesser known but
most sobering episodes of American intervention, the United States vigorously backed
the Pakistani central government’s brutal persecution of the people of East Pakistan.
This paper seeks to draw attention to that episode, underscore its implications, and
shed light on the moral failings and human costs associated with American intervention.
In 1971, the United States provided diplomatic support and arms to the Pakistani government as it repressed dissent in Bangladesh. Pakistan, in exchange, assisted Washington’s anti-communist objectives and facilitated the normalization of American relations
with Beijing. In the long run, this intervention on Pakistan’s behalf proved to be lethally
self-defeating: Bangladesh was left immiserated and unstable, and Pakistan, dependent
on American aid, became a leading sponsor of the terror groups that nakedly undermine
American interests in the twenty-first century.
Few Americans today are taught about the United States’ role in the Bangladesh geno-
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cide. This historical amnesia poses a grave threat to future generations, who cannot devise
a more prudent foreign policy without a comprehensive understanding of past errors. A
moment of reckoning with American complicity in genocide — when, as Nehru might
put it, the conscience of American foreign policy, long suppressed, can find utterance — is
urgently overdue.
The Bloodbath in Bengal
The roots of the 1971 conflict lie in natural disaster. On November 13, 1970, a cyclone
with 150 miles-per-hour winds steamrolled the densely populated territory of East Pakistan. It was the deadliest tropical cyclone ever recorded, killing between 230,000 and
500,000 Bengalis.5 While an international coalition worked to provide relief to East Pakistan, West Pakistan, largely spared from the chaos, responded lethargically and delivered
little support.6 As the development officer in charge of American aid efforts in East Pakistan observed, “the West Pakistani government didn’t do anything, and other countries
did a lot, led by our own.”7
Many Bengalis saw this lassitude as further proof of their oppression at the hands of
elite, Urdu-speaking Punjabis in West Pakistan. Underrepresented in the country’s military and political institutions but responsible for the production of most of its exports,
residents of East Pakistan — who spoke Bengali and had a distinct Bengali culture —
resented their marginalization.8 When Agha Muhammad Yahya Khan, the third president
of Pakistan, announced a new round of elections to be held on December 7, 1970, the first
in Pakistan’s history, Bengalis seized the opportunity to express their grievances.9 Sheikh
Mujib-ur-Rahman, a widely popular advocate of Bengali autonomy, enjoyed a decisive victory in the elections. Mujib-ur-Rahman’s party, the Awami League, captured 167 out of the
169 seats allocated to East Pakistan.10 Shocked by the results, and unwilling to yield any
of his authority, Yahya Khan postponed the official start of the National Assembly, effectively cancelling the results of the election.11 Three weeks later, on March 25, as the Bengali populace agitated in protest, Khan ordered what would be called Operation Searchlight, a military crackdown on dissent in East Pakistan.12
Pakistani armed forces commenced a violent campaign of repression, specifically targeting intellectuals, Hindus, and journalists.13 In the operation’s early stages, Pakistani
soldiers shot professors at Dhaka University and shelled dormitories; 500 students were
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killed in two days.14 By May 1971, two million refugees had escaped to India, with 50,000
more arriving daily. Already responsible for a large and undernourished population, the
Indian government could not allow the refugee crisis to continue and undertook retaliatory action.15 (To be sure, New Delhi’s motives were not purely altruistic. The chaos in East
Pakistan was also a convenient opportunity to undermine a longtime rival.) India trained
over 50,000 Mukti Bahani, Bengali fighters who fought an effective guerrilla campaign
against the Pakistani military in East Pakistan.16 When Pakistani warplanes preemptively
bombed Indian air bases on December 3, India jumped on the chance to execute its own
military campaign.17 In a matter of weeks, India asserted control over East Pakistan’s airspace; combined Indian and Mukti Bahani ground forces swept through the country and
routed Pakistan’s army contingents, taking 90,000 prisoners of war.18 The Bengalis soon
declared independence from Pakistan and created the new nation of Bangladesh.
The human cost of this freedom was staggering. Somewhere between 200,000 and 3
million Bengalis were killed.19 (The estimates vary considerably, depending on the political affiliation.) Roughly 400,000 women and girls were subjected to repeated rape and
torture; the number of war-babies they birthed is unknown.20 The memory of this genocidal violence lingers fresh in the consciousness and politics of contemporary Bangladesh,
and has had a lasting effect on the country’s development.
The American Rationale for Intervention
The United States had two clear strategic aims in assisting Pakistan, even as Yahya
Khan’s regime violently repressed Bengali dissent. First, the United States aimed to secure
Pakistan as an anti-communist collaborator in its prosecution of the Cold War, and, correspondingly, wanted to stifle India, which had gravitated toward the Soviet orbit in the
1960s and early 1970s. Second, the White House desperately needed Pakistan to facilitate
the commencement of diplomatic relations with China — a move that could dramatically
weaken Moscow. None of these imperatives had much to do with Bangladesh, but both
drove the White House to tolerate and finance the West Pakistani crackdown there.
American officials had long suspected India of communist sympathies and sought to
empower Pakistan in the hopes that the nation would become a viable counterweight on
the South Asian peninsula. A leader in the nonaligned movement in the mid-twentieth
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century, India’s leaders repeatedly spurned Washington’s ideological priorities and flirted
with socialism, embittering American officials. For example, India was the first noncommunist country to recognize the People’s Republic of China’s sovereignty over mainland
China, and refused to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty.21 Indira Gandhi, the third prime
minister of India, further agitated US leaders when she extended birthday wishes to Ho
Chi Minh, leader of the North Vietnamese communists who were then fighting American
forces.22 Though Indo-American relations were not always antagonistic — 14 million tons
of American wheat saved India from famine in 1967 — the United States never assigned
India much weight in its foreign policy.23 As the war in Vietnam raged, India seemed like
a peripheral country with too many collectivistic tendencies and too many poor people to
matter.24 The final straw came in August 1971, when India and the Soviet Union signed a
strategic cooperation treaty. President Richard B. Nixon and his National Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger, privately denounced India as “a Soviet stooge, supported with Soviet
arms.”25
Frustrated with the nonaligned and leftist leanings of the Indian government, the
United States found a reliable anti-communist partner in Pakistan and furnished it generously with aid. In the early 1950s, Washington’s diplomatic and defense establishment
came to see Pakistan as a critical element of the American containment strategy.26 A 1949
study conducted by the Joint Chiefs of Staff found that Pakistan’s proximity to oil in the
Middle East and the Soviet Union made it an ideal location for intelligence operations and
military bases.27
For the Pakistanis, though, the United States was not a providential friend, but rather
a convenient source of cash. Just months after independence, Mohammad Ali Jinnah,
Pakistan’s first prime minister, requested $2 billion in loans from the United States.28
While the State Department denied that request, Islamabad’s strategic potential and its
willingness to service the United States’ Cold War objectives impressed American officials. On a May 1953 trip to Pakistan, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles cabled, “Paki-
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stan is one country that has moral courage to do its part in resisting communism.”29
Pakistan proved to be an acquiescent ally to the United States, eagerly supporting
American multilateral efforts to prevent the spread of international communism. In 1954,
Pakistan became a founding member of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization; in 1955,
it joined Turkey and Iran to form the Central Treaty Organization.30 In exchange, the
United States dramatically overhauled the Pakistani armed forces. In 1954, the two countries signed the Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement, which quadrupled American military aid to Pakistan from $266 million in 1955 to $1.086 billion in 1956.31 Between 1954
and 1965, the United States delivered 640 tanks, infrastructure for modern air bases, and
squadrons of fighter jets, B-57 bombers, and C-130 transport planes.32 By 1964, the United
States was supplying enough aid to Pakistan to constitute 5% of its gross domestic product.33 The Nixon administration zealously continued this tradition of American aid to
Pakistan and delivered $50 million of armored personnel carriers and aircraft to Pakistan in 1970 — just a year before the outbreak of civil conflict in Bangladesh — making
an exception to its own 1967 policy of not selling lethal weapons to the Indian subcontinent.34
Personality played a subtle, but notable role, in cementing cooperation between Washington and Islamabad. Nixon and Yahya Khan — the former a democratically elected
leader, the latter an authoritarian strongman — enjoyed an unusual friendship. Nixon was
an introverted, uncharismatic man with few real friends; Yahya Khan hated civilian politicians, relished his military credentials, and drank copiously.35 The two men’s antisocial
idiosyncrasies meshed well, and Nixon maintained a deep admiration for Yahya Khan. As
the prospect of war between India and Pakistan loomed closer, Nixon asserted, “[Yahya]
will fight. Just as Lincoln would have fought. To him, East Pakistan is part of Pakistan.”36
After the war ended in total calamity for Yahya Khan’s administration and the deaths of
hundreds of thousands of Bengalis, Nixon maintained his support for the Pakistani cause.
Writing in his memoirs in 1992, the former president reflected, “No other country has
shown comparable courage in serving as a frontline state against Soviet aggression.”37
The White House’s desire to forge a diplomatic relationship with China further
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deterred the United States from restraining the Pakistani regime’s crackdown in Bangladesh. Yahya Khan served as the critical broker between Washington and Beijing. The
Nixon administration calculated that a conciliated China could advance American foreign
policy goals: North Korea could be cut off from one of its primary suppliers, and Beijing
could be extricated from Moscow’s sphere of influence, creating friction in the socialist
bloc and counterbalancing Soviet power.38 In addition, the reinvigoration of relations with
China could influence politics at home, and secure for Nixon the support of American liberals in his reelection campaign.39
Perhaps the most pressing imperative, though, was the White House’s hunt for a
sweeping legacy in foreign affairs. As the limits of American power became increasingly
apparent in the 1960s, Nixon and Kissinger hungered for a momentous achievement that
would defy premonitions of American decline and immortalize them as heroes of American foreign policy.40 Bringing China into the family of nations, and, in the process, stabilizing the international system, soon became their priority. “We moved toward China not
to expiate liberal guilt over our China policy of the late 1940s,” Kissinger later wrote, “but
to shape a global equilibrium.”41 After a series of top-secret meetings and sensitive backchannels, Nixon visited China in 1972, bringing about one of most unexpected rapprochements of modern diplomatic history.42
Yahya Khan proved indispensable to American efforts. He intermediated discreetly
and dependably between the White House and Chinese leaders.43 And, because Yahya
Khan wielded total control of the Pakistani government as a dictator, Nixon could effectively limit the number of bureaucrats and foreign agents who knew about his plan.44
As a prelude to Nixon’s 1972 trip, Yahya Khan arranged an elaborate plan for Kissinger
to visit China: In 1971, Kissinger traveled to Pakistan, feigned illness and retreated to a
hill station, whereupon he covertly flew off to Beijing for meetings.45 Both Nixon and
Kissinger saw these secretive diplomatic maneuvers in glorious terms. Kissinger claimed
that, while in China, he had “the most searching, sweeping and significant discussions I
have ever had in government,” and that he “laid the groundwork for [Nixon] and Mao to
turn a page in history.”46 Nixon, encouraged by Beijing’s positive reception, believed he
was “sitting at a great watershed in history, clearly the greatest since WWII.”47
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Nixon and Kissinger understood that sustaining their historic mission and Yahya
Khan’s cooperation would require overlooking the less salubrious facets of Khan’s violent regime, such as its penchant for violence. As Kissinger wrote in 1972 about the genocide in Bangladesh, “We had few means to affect the situation. We had, moreover, every
incentive to maintain Pakistan’s goodwill. It was our crucial link to Peking; and Pakistan was one of China’s closest allies.”48 For the White House, the calculation was simple:
the humanitarian toll of Yahya Khan’s violent response in East Pakistan was worth his
regime’s utility as an anti-communist bulwark in South Asia and the potential rewards of
a blank slate with China.
Washington’s Approach to Bangladesh
The American intervention in Bangladesh was not archetypal. The United States did
not itself conduct air strikes, deploy soldiers, or recruit any proxy combatants. Yet, despite
the mass atrocities committed by West Pakistan’s armed forces, the American government
continued to deliver economic and military aid to Islamabad, engage in gunboat diplomacy to intimidate Pakistan’s enemies, and refrain from using any of its political leverage to stop the crackdown. In this way, the White House’s subtle support of Pakistan — a
clear, knowing policy of support for an indispensable Cold War ally’s heavy-handedness
— constituted an intervention. The silence of American officials during the mass murder
of Bengalis proved to be just as deafening as the carpet bombing of Vietnam.
In the years leading up to the 1971 conflict, the United States and Pakistan had
enjoyed an extensive military partnership. When the Pakistani armed forces began Operation Searchlight in 1971, the Nixon administration accelerated its provision of support,
going so far as to break federal law. For example, the White House approved arms transfers to Pakistan by way of Jordan and Iran, which was illegal under the arms embargo set
up after the 1965 war between India and Pakistan.49 These American-made arms made
their way into the hands of Pakistani soldiers, who then used them to carry out the carnage. West Pakistani forces flew in on C-130 transport planes, advanced through the city
of Dhaka with the cover of M24 Chafee tanks, and launched airstrikes against the civilian population using F-86 Sabre fighter jets.50 The White House was aware that American-made weapons were enabling the slaughter of innocent Bengalis.51 And Nixon, it
seems, knew that an American-supplied arsenal could be adapted for the purposes of
domestic repression. He had once told Hajj Suharto, the strongman who served as Indonesia’s second president for 31 years, that, “sufficient military strength is essential also for
internal security.”52
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The United States also made a muscular show of force in December 1971 to discourage
the Indian military, which was advancing rapidly toward Dhaka, from turning its guns
toward West Pakistan. Nixon ordered a carrier group, headed by the nuclear aircraft carrier USS Enterprise, into the Bay of Bengal, supposedly to evacuate American citizens.53
However, such a facade for the deployment was betrayed by the imposing array of warships included in the group: the USS Tripoli, a helicopter carrier, seven destroyers, and an
oil refueling ship.54 Provocatively, the fleet set sail from the Gulf of Tonkin, the site of an
alleged attack on American vessels that was used to justify the escalation of the American military presence in Vietnam.55 Kissinger wanted the carrier group to dampen Indian
aspirations of territorial conquest on the western front, and to “give emphasis to our
warnings about West Pakistan.”56
Finally, the White House’s silence served as a potent instrument of American intervention in Bengal. At a meeting in the Situation Room in 1971, Kissinger told American officials that, “[Nixon] doesn’t want to do anything. He doesn’t want to be in a position where
he can be accused of having encouraged the split-up of Pakistan… This probably means
that we would not undertake to warn Yahya against a civil war.”57 American diplomats,
witnessing the massacre unfolding in East Pakistan, vehemently protested this inaction.
On March 28, 1971, Archer Blood, the American Consul General to Dhaka, sent Washington a telegram entitled “Selective Genocide,” writing, “Here in Dacca we are mute and horrified witnesses to a reign of terror by the Pak military…”58 A little over a week later, on
April 6, Blood again cabled Washington, writing one of the first and likely the most forceful expressions of dissent in the history of the American foreign service. Co-signed with
20 other diplomatic staff, the telegram, known now as the infamous “Blood Telegram,”
reads:
Our government has failed to denounce the suppression of democracy. Our government has failed to denounce atrocities. Our government has failed to take forceful measures to protect its citizens while at the same time bending over backwards to placate the
West Pak dominated government and to lessen likely and deservedly negative international public relations impact against them. Our government has evidenced what many
will consider moral bankruptcy.59
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Blood’s moral alarm, and his repeated exhortations that “the overworked term genocide is applicable” to the violence in Bangladesh, did not move Nixon. Despite the fact that
American government had substantial leverage over Pakistan and that calls to moderate
relations with Yahya Khan were growing at home, the White House refused to make any
statements denouncing the campaign in East Pakistan. “I wouldn’t put out a statement
praising it,” Nixon said, “but we’re not going to condemn it either.”60 Instead of revulsion,
Nixon and Kissinger felt a deep sense of sympathy for Yahya Khan. In one conversation
in the Oval Office, Kissinger thought the strongman’s iron-fisted effort to reassert control over East Pakistan “The use of power against seeming odds pays off,” he said. Apparently convinced, Nixon replied, “Hell, when you look over the history of nations 30,000
well-disciplined people can take 75 million any time.”61
The White House’s reticence in the face of preventable horror reflected just how myopically obsessed American officials had become with the project of anti-communism. The
human cost of backing Pakistan — just because it could serve as an ally and diplomatic
intermediary against the Soviet Union — did not seem to factor even marginally into
the judgement of Nixon and Kissinger, who were both too consumed with the potential
momentousness of their own legacies to care about the plight of real people. Further, their
silence revealed a fundamental truth about interventions more generally: inaction on the
world stage can be just as gory, debilitating, and devoid of moral direction as deliberate
action.
The Consequences of Genocide
The long-term consequences of American intervention in East Pakistan and its continued support for a genocidal Pakistani regime were staggering. It is difficult to overstate
the extent of the psychological, social, and economic trauma levied by the genocide. Since
its independence, Bangladesh has endured spells of political instability and struggled to
grow its economy. The violence of 1971 — and the destruction it wrought — dramatically
undermined the trajectory of Bangladeshi development.
Even the United States, a superpower thousands of miles away from the Indian
subcontinent, suffered as a result of the intervention. Throughout the twentieth century, Washington fell into the habit of bankrolling Islamabad, so long as it also toed the
anti-communist line. But unconditional American funding, in exchange for nominal ideological compliance, has produced a perverse incentive for Pakistan in the long-run. In the
twenty-first century, the United States funds Pakistan’s military to fight terror groups.
But, without terrorists, Pakistan loses its funding. As a result, the Pakistani government actually has an interest in promoting the terror groups that kill American citizens
and soldiers, not eliminating them.62 More terrorists mean more U.S. dollars. Even Pres60
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ident Donald Trump, not necessarily known for his shrewd grasp of international relations, has recognized this sordid state of affairs. In a June 1, 2018 tweet, Trump wrote,
“The United States has foolishly given Pakistan more than 33 billion dollars in aid over the
last 15 years, and they have given us nothing but lies & deceit, thinking of our leaders as
fools. They give safe haven to the terrorists we hunt in Afghanistan, with little help. No
more!”63
Though Bangladesh has made significant strides in recent years, many of its current
challenges — economic growth and environmental degradation — can be traced to the
upheaval of 1971. A 1972 World Bank report assessed that the 1971 war reduced the Bangladeshi economy to shambles: refugees had to be resettled and cared for; the proliferation of weapons made restoring law and order difficult; and a national government had to
be restored.64 The United Nations found that the war caused $938 million worth of damage, and that reconstruction would require annual investments amounting to 15% of Bangladesh’s GDP for at least three years.65 According to some estimates, the indirect costs of
the conflict may exceed $14 billion.66
Governance in Bangladesh has remained volatile since 1971. In its short, 45-year existence, Bangladesh has had a Westminster-style parliamentary government, one-party military rule, and a multi-party presidential system. Today, Bangladesh is one of the most
densely populated countries in the world, with 163 million people.67 Three in 10 Bangladeshis live in poverty; three-quarters live on less than $1.90 a day.68 The growing burdens of overpopulation and poverty only exacerbate the effects of climate change, a fight
in which Bangladesh is losing badly.69 Riverbank erosion displaces up to 200,000 people annually, and one-quarter of the country is flooded every year. By 2100, 50 million
Bangladeshis could be displaced.70 Of course, the 1971 war did not directly cause climate
change or coastal flooding, but it did create a political climate that makes addressing systemic challenges as enormous as climate-induced flooding more difficult.
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The United States did not immediately bear the human cost of the intervention, but its
support for Operation Searchlight forced the country into a profoundly counterproductive partnership with Pakistan. In the decades after 1971, Islamabad grew heavily dependent on the unfettered flow of American aid and invested in sustaining the very problems
that attract that aid, like terrorism. Today, Inter-Services Intelligence, Pakistan’s chief spy
agency, provides funding and logistical support to terrorist groups all over South Asia
— including in Afghanistan, where these groups regularly assault American and coalition forces.71 Among the many terrorist outfits on ISI’s roster are the Afghan Taliban, its
chapter in Pakistan, and Lashkar-e-Taiba, which killed six Americans in the 2008 attacks
in Mumbai.72 In perhaps the most egregious instance of subterfuge at American expense,
Pakistan provided support and protection to Osama bin Laden, the founder of Al Qaeda.
In a 2011 raid, Navy Seals found bin Laden hiding in a compound in Abbottabad, just
a few hundred yards away from Pakistan’s top military academy.73 That same year, the
United States handed Islamabad $3.5 billion in aid. 74
In light of Pakistan’s skullduggery, a comprehensive reassessment of the United States’
approach to Pakistan has become a higher priority for American officials. Still, a meaningful reorientation of the seven-decade-long relationship in the near future seems unlikely.
“I can see how this gets worse,” Bruce O. Riedel, a career CIA officer and chair of the
White House’s 2009 policy review of Afghanistan and Pakistan, told the New York Times
in 2011. “And I can see how this gets catastrophically worse… I don’t see how it gets a
whole lot better.”75
As the long list of challenges plaguing Bangladesh and Pakistan’s duplicitous sponsorship of terror illustrate, the American intervention in East Pakistan was short-sighted.
Motivated by broader aims of anti-communism and rapprochement with China, it ravaged Bangladesh and condemned it to decades of unstable governance and economic
underdevelopment. (It is also worth noting here that average Pakistani people — whose
government is only nominally under civilian control and whose national resources are
monopolized by the military establishment, at the expense of investments in education
and public health — are among the most long-suffering victims of American intervention
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in South Asia.) By tolerating Yahya Khan’s brazen heavy-handedness in 1971, the United
States inadvertently set the stage for a close, but profoundly destabilizing, relationship
with Islamabad — one that would come to haunt Americans a few decades later.
Looking Ahead
Most Americans do not know about the horror that unfolded in Bangladesh in 1971,
and the American role in enabling and inflaming it. Most Bangladeshis are likely not
aware that American officials, at the highest levels of government, disregarded the warnings of their own diplomatic colleagues and knowingly supported the Pakistani regime.
But the United States’ responsibility for abetting genocide, evidenced by troves of declassified documents and recordings, is incontrovertible. As the United States grapples with
the question of how to engage with the world in the twenty-first century, it is time to
extricate this episode from the margins of memory and allow it to inform our contemporary approach to foreign policy.
The fundamental conundrum Americans must wrestle with is how far they are willing
to permit their government to go in pursuit of ideological and strategic interests. It is true
that cooperation with Pakistan advanced Washington’s Cold War aims, and that reopening relations with Beijing, as Nixon and Kissinger foresaw, became a defining moment of
American diplomacy. But the pursuit of these objectives inflicted a horrific cost onto the
peoples of East and West Pakistan. The United States’ intervention — which included the
transportation of arms and aid to Yahya Khan’s regime, the deployment of warships to
intimidate Pakistan’s opponents, and concerted silence about the genocide — contributed
vastly to deprivation in Bangladesh and actively encouraged Islamabad’s support for terrorism. In the long term, these outcomes did little to advance American interests or political and economic development in South Asia, and, in fact, undermine them today.
Thankfully, short-sighted interventions, like many of those executed in the twentieth-century, do not have to be fixed pillars of Americans foreign policy. The blowback
incurred while carrying them out does not need to remain a self-inflicted reality of American foreign relations. And American exceptionalism does not need to manifest itself
through war and violence. Though hubris may never disappear from Washington’s policy establishment, it can be moderated — especially by remembering stories of American negligence, like this one, and promulgating them vigorously. By squarely confronting
these darker moments of American history, Americans can begin to take stock of their
country’s purpose in the world, reflect on the moral principles they would like their policymakers to heed, and reconsider the wisdom of regular interventions.
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THE
ROOTS OF
IDENTITY
Algerian Viticulture and Its Relationship
with France, From Phylloxera to the
Regulations of 1930s

Penelope Shao

“Wine is felt by the French nation to be a possession which is its very own,” declared
Roland Barthes in Mythologies, a collection of essays first published in 1957 in the midst
of the traumatic eight-year Algerian War.1 Wine and viticulture have made distinctive
contributions to French identity and its many myths. In Algeria, wine provoked many
contentious and revealing debates about what it meant to be French. The debates about
“What is French?” lay at the heart of the dynamic relationship between metropolitan
France and Algeria during 132 years of French rule.2
The phylloxera epidemic ignited the explosive growth of Algeria’s wine industry, transforming Algeria’s nearly non-existent viticulture into the world’s largest exporter of
wine.3 This rapid change resulted in significant economic, social, and legislative consequences which impacted Algeria at the height of settler colonialism and metropolitan
France during the Third Republic, as well as the frequently contradictory relationship
between the two. The Third Republic was simultaneously an imperial nation-state and
a peasants’ republic, with powerful interest groups pushing for legislation in response
to social and economic pressures.4 As France and Algeria transformed around the turn
of the twentieth century, divergent interests tugged at the colonial link of “Algeria is
France.” The evolution of the wine industry aligned with an increasing insistence on terroir and regional identities.5 Economic pressures from the wine market grew, with competition between industrial wine and luxury wine, and between industrial wines of
different regions. Both accentuated the latent tensions underpinning constructions of
French identity.
This paper traces the roots of identity formation by responding to the following questions. How and why did the metropolitan perception of Algerian viticulture shift dramatically from a panacea to a problem? How did social and political actors interact to respond
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to the economic pressures of the French wine market? In what ways did Algerian viticulture reinforce and challenge the prevalent colonial notion that “Algeria is France”? How
did identity play a role in the debates about viticulture, terroir, and regulations? Inversely,
how did those debates influence and reflect evolution of identity?
This paper first analyzes why Algerian viticulture was perceived as a panacea to the
challenges facing the French metropole, particularly for the phylloxera epidemic and the
colonial endeavor to replicate the French rural republic in Algeria. It then examines how
market demand and economic policies catalyzed the rapid development of Algerian viticulture, which in turn shaped the society and politics of colonial Algeria. Next, this paper
explores how and why Algerian viticulture was increasingly portrayed as a competitor
to metropolitan viticulture. It investigates how the economic pressures from the wine
market and Algerian viticulture prompted a discourse that increasingly focused on identity and terroir and consider how this discourse figured in the regulations adopted in
the beginning of the twentieth century. Ultimately, this paper seeks to understand how
French identity, as both an imperial and agricultural nation, evolved in relation to Algerian viticulture.
PART I - Algerian Viticulture as a Panacea: Remedy for Phylloxera Ravaged France and
Potential for European Colonization of Rural Algeria
1 - The Phylloxera Epidemic: Market Incentive for Developing Algerian Viticulture
Viticulture in metropolitan France was beset by the phylloxera infection, which started
in 1863 and devastated French vineyards during the subsequent decades. These tiny
insects that feed on the leaves and the roots of grapevines posed a difficult pest problem
throughout France.6 One-third of the French vine area was destroyed between 1875 and
1889; the surviving vineyards produced little wine. As a result of this epidemic, French
wine production declined by 70 percent.7
Demand far outstripped supply in the French wine market. By 1890, the average
annual production had fallen to 30,000,000 hectoliters while consumption remained
at 45,000,000 hectoliters.8 France turned to imports to compensate for their lagging
national production. In only one decade, French wine imports increased tenfold from
1,200,000 hectoliters in 1865-1869 to 10,600,000 hectoliters in 1875-1879.9 In 1880,
French government openly called for Algeria to “…bring relief to this viticultural [sic],
agricultural, and commercial disaster. It has been decided to plant vines everywhere the
soil seems suitable.”10

6
Banghua Cai, Insect Taxonomy, eds. Xiaoming Cai and Fusheng Huang (Beijing: Chemical Industry Press,
2017), 198. Rod Phillips, French Wine: A History (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2016), 155.
7

Meloni and Swinnen, “The Rise and Fall,” 7-8.

8

Meloni and Swinnen, “The Rise and Fall,” 8.

9

Meloni and Swinnen, “The Rise and Fall,” 9.

10

Quoted in Phillips, French Wine, 169.

The phylloxera epidemic destroyed the livelihood of many vignerons and provoked a
prolonged shortage of wine that catalyzed the explosive growth of Algerian viticulture.
This natural disaster pushed many affected French vignerons to move to Algeria, bringing
with them their winemaking expertise. For many of the vignerons ruined by phylloxera,
Algeria appeared to promise livelihood. For instance, the Hérault department facilitated
the arrangement of some vignerons who were “reduced to misery, and who were basing
all of their hopes for making a living on being able to use their skills in our African colony.”11 The government provided loans for these migrants and the Governor-General of
Algeria provided 30 hectares of quality land for each of the families.12 Similar offers were
made to vignerons throughout France; approximately ten thousand accepted, mostly from
Languedoc-Roussillon, Provence, and the Rhône valley.13 The new arrivals stimulated the
development of Algerian viticulture, increasing the acreage of vineyards from 17,000
hectares to more than 60,000 hectares between 1878 and 1885.14 These hectares would
soon generate millions of liters of wine destined for metropolitan France.
2 - The Promise of Viticulture: Republican Colonization of Rural Algeria and Ambitions for
Assimilation
The movement of French winegrowers ruined by phylloxera across the Mediterranean
was aligned with the official colonization program conceived by the Third Republic. Rural
settlement of Europeans was at the heart of the Third Republic’s ambitious vision of replicating rural French democracy in Algeria.15 An enormous amount of Algerian land was
expropriated by the colons under the Third Republic, which was especially friendly to the
colons compared to the previous military government under the Second Empire. Notably, the law of 26 July 1873 (also known as the Warnier Law) provided the colons with
the legal instruments to acquire 1,750,000 hectares of native land (in addition to previous
acquisitions).16 In the period between 1871 and 1900, 50,000 families were installed on
nearly 700,000 hectares of land by the colonial administration.17 This figure does not even
include those who arrived and acquired land by themselves, outside of the official colonization program. By the 1880s, the availability of land, technological innovation, and low
wheat prices set the stage for the dramatic growth of viticulture to contribute to the colo11
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nization program.18
Viticulture’s initial expansion contributed to the growth and consolidation of the
European community in Algeria. Officials expected that opportunities in Algerian viticulture would encourage the substantial resettlement of small peasantry who traditionally
participated in viticulture in France.19 Moreover, the immigration of European workers
was encouraged, as the administration sought to recruit a permanent European agricultural workforce for the labor-intensive and specialized industry.20 Geographer Hidebert
Isnard argues that the French development of Algerian viticulture was the “most efficient
instrument of the colonization of Algeria.”21
The vast program of settler-colonialism in Algeria resonated with enthusiasm for
the French assimilation of Algeria and for the implementation of the idea that “Algeria is France.” The integration of Algeria did not immediately materialize following the
1848 incorporation of Algeria as three departments of France. Rather, the status of Algeria remained constantly in flux, and its relationship with France was defined by colonial
hierarchy. For instance, after 1848, tariffs were still levied on Algerian products, which
were considered “foreign” imports by France.22 While duties were levied on Algerian
wine importation, the Algerian market was reserved for French wine.23 The emergence of
assimilation discourse significantly shifted the relationship between France and its colonies.24 Legislation between 1870 and the early 1880s facilitated the political inclusion of
the French colons in France under the auspices of assimilation.25
The economic incorporation of Algeria to France was marked by the formation of
a customs union between France and Algeria in 1867. This union was essential for the
development of Algerian viticulture, as tariffs on Algerian wine were finally lifted by
18
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France.26 The vast wine market of the French mainland was thus opened to Algerian supply, which provided for the unmet demand caused by the phylloxera epidemic. The first
barrels of Algerian wine, no longer considered “foreign” or blocked by tariffs, arrived in
Marseille in 1867.27
3 - Economic Policy Facilitating Algerian Viticulture’s Debt Intensive Growth
The desire to develop Algerian viticulture, considered beneficial for French wine consumers and wine growers devastated by phylloxera and the Republican program to colonize rural Algeria, was reflected in measures adopted to facilitate its growth. The creation
of vineyards, which necessitated building the cave and buying specialized equipment,
required significant amounts of upfront investment. This initial investment was usually
beyond the modest means of concessionnaires who partook in the official colonization
program.28 The availability of cheap and accessible credit was thus essential for the extensive establishment of vineyards in Algeria.
Until 1880, only the Banque de l’Algérie had a strong presence in Algeria. It had previously refused to provide credit for agriculture because it was an issuance bank that had to
ensure the liquidity of its assets in order to guarantee the convertibility of its issued bills,
and agriculture often implicated long-term illiquid assets.29 However, when it sought to
renew its mandate, the government mandated its support and provision of credit for agriculture.30 This government backing of settlers’ agricultural endeavors illustrates the multifaceted effort to encourage rural settlement in Algeria. Other financial institutions and
individuals later followed suit, engaging in massive amounts of lending and financing
the explosive expansion of vineyards in Algeria. The re-extended loans in viticulture ballooned from 265 million francs in 1878-1879 to 515 million francs three years later, showing the increasingly unsustainable vigneron debt financing Algerian viticulture.31
While credit was essential to the initial establishment of Algerian viticulture, the
dependence on borrowing magnified vignerons’ vulnerability to the fluctuations of wine
prices. Paradoxically, this measure — intended to promote the colonization of the Algerian countryside by French peasants — ultimately pushed many French settlers into Algerian cities or back to France. The vignerons unable to service their debt when wine prices
fell lost their vineyards and other assets.32
The borrowing that fueled the explosive growth of Algerian viticulture also destabi-
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lized the industry and contributed to the negative impression of Algerian viticulture as
industrial and capitalist. Instead of artisanal winegrowers who extended the French tradition of winemaking to Algeria, these vignerons were likened to “an American businessman with the mentality of a gambler, as he gambles with easily granted credit…”33 The
borrowers who attempted to use leverage in their vinicultural endeavors were rejected as
greedy and American, instead of French. The original Republican vision of the Algerian
countryside cultivated by small French winegrowers did not materialize despite widely-available credit funding the dramatic development of Algerian viticulture.
4 - The Social and Political Impact of The Evolution of Algerian Viticulture
Catalyzed by the phylloxera epidemic, encouraged by the Republican vision for rural
colonization, and fueled by the availability of cheap credit, viticulture in Algeria quickly
took hold. The vine area in Algeria expanded from 20,000 hectares in 1880 to 150,000
hectares in 1900.34 Wine production grew from 400,000 hectoliters in 1880 to 5,000,000
hectoliters in 1900.35 At the turn of the century, viticulture’s economic weight in Algeria
became indisputable: wine constituted half of Algerian exports and a third of Algerian
gross domestic product.36
The rise of this highly profitable industry contributed to segregation within Algerian society: settlers planting different crops faced economic stratification. One hectare
of grapevines was estimated to generate at least 160,000 francs of income per year compared to the maximum of 30,000 francs generated by wheat.37 Wine making also magnified economic and cultural divisions between settlers and natives. The few native Algerians hired during this period of economic expansion worked in marginal positions and
remained segregated from Europeans.38 During later periods of economic contraction and
crises, in which wine prices and salaries plummeted, European workers were substituted
with natives.39 Native labor eventually became indispensable for the 93% of Algerian
vineyards owned by French colons.40
Aside from perpetuating this native-settler dichotomy, wine separated Christians and
Jews from Muslims. Not only was wine often considered to be an expensive and foreign
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product, its consumption was also forbidden by the Quran.41 Through their food choices,
native Muslims were thus defending their identity and challenging French claims of cultural superiority. This case was merely one of many instances of entrenched religious
and cultural differences segregating different groups within Algerian society, which had
important implications related to identity, heritage, and citizenship.42
The rapidly expanding winegrowing industry influenced Algerian politics as Algeria’s relationship with France transformed. Under the mounting interference and criticism
in the last decade of the 19th century, settlers increasingly favored association with more
autonomy instead of assimilation.43 Délégations financières, created by decrees of 1898
and 1900, provided budgetary autonomy and remained the most important representative body in Algeria for the next half century.44 Successful winegrowers, with increasingly concentrated power and wealth, won elections on all levels of Algerian politics; they
became mayors, conseilleurs généraux, representatives in the délégations financières, and
senators.45 These decision-makers, representing winemaking and colon interests, not only
dominated the political scene in Algeria but also participated in the strengthening of the
vocal Algerian constituency in the metropole.
5 - Paradigm Shift: Production Surplus and Consolidation in Algerian Viticulture
The supply and demand dynamics of the French market, which ignited the initial
development of Algerian viticulture, also proved to be the source of challenges which
shaped its evolution. Algerian viticulture faced its first surplus crisis in 1893, which was
the first manifestation of Algerian viticulture’s complete dependency on the mainland
market demand and regulations. The mainland market was Algerian wine’s only significant outlet, where it sold 98% of its harvests.46 As a result, Algerian viticulture was especially sensitive to the recovery of mainland supply and good harvests flooding the mar-
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ket.47 With new grafting and hybrid grape techniques, viticulture in mainland France
began to recover in the last decade of the 19th century.48 By 1900, mainland wine production recovered to the level of pre-crisis years, reaching 65,000,000 hectoliters.49 As a
result, French wine prices peaked in 1880 and dramatically declined in the 1890s, eventually falling more than 60% in the next quarter of the decade.50
These low wine prices unleashed a cycle of foreclosures and consolidation that would
be repeated with subsequent surplus crises in the twentieth century. Banks seized the
land of those who were unable to survive surplus crises and pay back their debt, selling
the land cheaply to a small group of large winemakers. These bankruptcies and the resulting land concentration thus obliterated the republican vision of Algerian viticulture cultivating communities with small French peasantry.51 Instead, this highly unequal distribution of property and production increasingly defined the realities of Algerian viticulture.
The average size of an Algerian vineyard was about 20 hectares, whereas the average size
of vineyards in French metropole was less than 1 hectare and remained highly fragmented.52 In 1887, 32% of vineyards in Algeria were larger than 50 hectares, and twenty years
later, that figure rose to 53%.53 By 1938, 55% of the land and 56% of total wine production
were owned by only 6% of the vignerons.54
The predominance of large properties enabled Algerian viticulture to adopt mass production and mechanized industrialization with lower production costs.55 Negative portrayals of Algerian vignerons, in the same vein as criticisms about excessive borrowing and speculation in Algerian viticulture, multiplied as wine supply increased and the
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prices decreased. Algerian vignerons were increasingly portrayed as competitors with an
unfair advantage by metropolitan vignerons, who denounced Algerian winegrowers as
the “moguls” or “nabobs” of the wine trade.56
The economic pressures resulting from the French market’s limited demand and
increasing supply spurred the change of Algerian viticulture’s status in French minds.
After the recovery of the French metropolitan vignerons from the devastations of phylloxera, as well as the failure to replicate the metropolitan model of viticulture cultivated
by small peasantry, the allure of Algerian viticulture faded. It was no longer seen as the
panacea for wine shortages and the recreation of the French rural republic in Algeria;
instead, Algerian viticulture represented a threatening and unscrupulous competitor to
the metropolitan vignerons.
PART II: Algerian Viticulture as an Industrial Competitor to “Authentic” Vignerons
in France
Debates about subsidizing and protecting wines were in fact the subject of the largest
proportion of parliamentary debates on agriculture during the Third Republic.57 During
this period, the populous countryside obliged many parliamentary candidates to cater
to rural voters in order to win elections.58 However, as historian Kolleen Guy observed,
“Rarely do historians look at how debates over the protection of commodities, such as
wine, shaped and were shaped by notions of identity, linking the fate of a material good to
that of the nation.”59 Because protectionist legislation such as appellation d’origine draws
significantly upon the concept of terroir, as well as the interlinked ideals of authenticity
and heritage, debates about these policies were key in elucidating the meaning of French
identity.
Under the economic pressure of mounting supply from the mainland and Algeria,
French winemakers increasingly pushed for governmental interventions in the wine market. As a parliamentary report summarized, before the introduction of regulations, wine
prices were entirely subject to the equilibrium of supply and demand.60 As the supply
of wine was highly variable while demand was comparatively more inelastic, the prices
of wine were potentially highly volatile and subject to sharp decreases in the event of a
dreaded crisis wrought by a surplus, or “mévente.” The French market was saturated with
wine surpluses between 1900 and 1907, and 1928 and 1936, which aggravated the plight
of winemakers.61
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Winegrowers of different regions unified behind regional interests and established
powerful lobbies under the largely rural Third Republic. As the tariffs against foreign
wines failed to stop wine prices from falling, Algerian viticulture then became the target of protectionist pressures and measures meant to bolster viticulture in metropolitan
France. By examining the role of rural metropolitan and colon constituencies as well as
the resulting laws regulating the quality and quantity of wine, this paper analyzes how
the paradoxes of identity shaped the relationship between metropolitan France and Algeria.
1 - The Leakey Affair: Defense of Terroir and Authenticity
In July 1905, the Governor-General of Algeria, Charles Jonnart, awarded a contract to
James Leakey, a London-based liquor merchant, to advertise Algerian wine on the British market.62 The ensuing controversy about the marketing of Algerian wine illustrates
contemporary debates about how terroir constituted an essential element of the cultural
identity of different wine regions within France. The endeavor to protect the reputation of
luxury wines from specific regions (in this case, Bordeaux) with government intervention
to delineate and reinforce distinctions between wines from different regions would be
reiterated later in the promulgation of laws establishing the system of appellation d’origine. The Leakey Affair demonstrates the extent to which the implementation of later wine
regulations emphasizing terroir and authenticity were in response to the challenges and
competition of Algerian viticulture.
For the Bordeaux winemakers, the very reputation of Bordeaux wine appeared to
have been jeopardized by the association with Algerian wine. The secretary-general of a
Gironde syndicate denounced Leakey’s advertisement that “Algerian wines” were “currently predominantly consumed by the Bordeaux market” as an “utterly false assertion
capable of causing us [Bordeaux winemakers] enormous damage.”63 The syndicate vowed
to fight the harmful association with Algerian wine by pressuring the government to
“take measures to prevent similar situations from appearing in the future” by working
closely with its deputies in the Parliament.64 The discourse from Bordeaux focused on
defending the reputation of their wines from any association with Algerian wines. The
superior quality of Bordeaux wines, according to them, was the product of their superior
terroir. As terroir and quality were inseparable, and terroir was essential to both the characteristics of their wine and their identity, a threat to their wine (in this case, from association with Algerian wine) also threatened their identity. The fierce Bordeaux objection
to the promotion of Algerian viticulture in Leakey’s advertisements centered on their fear
that their reputation might be tarnished and their identities undermined by affiliation
with Algeria, thereby challenging the place of Algeria in France.
In Algeria, on the other hand, there was an outpouring of support for Jonnart and his
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promotion of Algerian exports outside of France. Like many other colons, the mayor of
Oran wrote on behalf of the Municipal Council of Oran, to “compliment highly the effort
made to create outlets for Algerian wine outside of the metropolitan market to alleviate
the ruinous effects of the low wine prices on Algeria.”65 In addition to enthusiastic praise,
many Municipal Councils even planned to offer financial contributions for the Governor-General’s endeavors.66 The Algerian press, often published by regionally organized
colon syndicates, also mobilized for the defense of the Governor-General from the criticisms launched from Bordeaux. Le Journal Général de l’Algérie et de la Tunisie (which
was the “Official voice of the Algerian Business Syndicate”) for instance, dismissed the
outrage from Bordeaux as “a lot of noise for nothing” and expressed surprise at the magnitude of the controversy.67 They justified the Governor-General’s actions as necessary
response to the “harm of forced competition between the colony and the products of the
metropole.”68 The Algerian discourse emphasized the need to find solutions to the economic hardship and structural problems in viticulture, rather than engaging with the idea
of terroir. Ironically, they sought to develop commercial relationships outside of France by
leveraging their connection to France. The interest of Algerian viticulture was increased
economic independence from France. Dependence on French markets subjected Algerian
viticulture to intense competition and increasingly frequent surplus crises, which were
only worsened by the unfavorable regulations sought by metropolitan producers. This
fraught relationship with France would ultimately prove to be both the making and undoing of Algerian viticulture.
In Parliament, the deputies from Gironde advocated fiercely for the Bordeaux viticulture interests and denounced both the Leakey advertisements and the dealings between
the Algerian Governor-General and Leakey. They addressed interpellations to the Minister of Commerce which sparked heated debates with extensive ramifications. One such
debate in the Chamber of Deputies, in November 1905, began when André Ballande of
Gironde denounced Leakey’s advertisements as false claims which damaged reputable
metropolitan winemakers. He lambasted the dealings between the Governor-General of
Algeria and Leakey as a source of “unfair competition with tendencies of fraud” which
advantaged Algerian winemakers with governmental support.69 Algeria’s unique and
complex relationship with metropolitan France, as both a colony and three departments
of France, resulted in it having a colonial Governor-General along with political representation in the parliament. Metropolitan winegrowers and their representatives protested
this structure as unfair to them, as they did not have governmental subsidies for the promotion of their products in foreign markets.
To demonstrate the wide-ranging threat affecting all French winemakers — and
especially those with well-established reputations — Ballande then cited another adver65
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tisement made by Leakey. This advertisement declared Algerian wine to resemble the
renowned wines from Médoc, Saint-Émilion, and Bourgogne.70 His arguments elicited enthusiastic responses, not only from the deputies of Bourgogne, who immediately
sided with those of Bordeaux, but also from many legislators who were concerned with
the larger issue of wines falsely advertised as originating from reputable winemaking
regions.71 Guillaume Chastenet, another deputy of Gironde, deplored Russian and American wines with “very beautiful labels[,] carrying all of our brands from Bordeaux, Bourgogne, Champagne, and Cognac.”72 This concern about inauthentic regional identifications
of wine precipitated discussions about the need for “a system that satisfies all French
producers” by certifying authenticity, leading up to the appellation d’origine system. This
debate about the advertisement of Algerian viticulture thus precipitated a much broader
discussion about wine fraud in the Parliament.
The deputies from the Bourgogne and the neighboring Franche-Comté regions echoed
the concerns of the deputies from Bordeaux. The deputy from Côte-d’Or in Bourgogne,
Jean-Baptiste Bouhey-Allex, pressed for the implementation of the 1 August 1905 law
against frauds in the wine business, especially in Algeria.73 However, this law, which
required clear indication of the origins of commercial wine, was perceived by some as an
insufficient response.74 Charles Dumont, a deputy from Juras in Franche-Comté, argued
that “one must persevere and push the government itself to help us accompany our products with certificates of origin.”75 He also urged government subsidization and assistance
in “the sale of products officially authenticated to be French products.”76 For the numerous
legislators representing metropolitan vignerons competing with Algerian vignerons in
the same market, the Leakey Affair was indicative of a pressing need for the institutional
delineation and protection of regional boundaries, terroir, and identity.
Between 1908 and 1912, the regions of Bordeaux, Cognac, Armagnac, and Champagne
wines were enshrined as appellations.77 This authenticity-granting label legally validated
the concept of terroir and its implicit links with the quality of the wine, protecting the
winemakers in regions with established reputations. Laws in 1919 and 1927 further tightened the restrictions on appellation wine, with a law in 1935 finally creating the Appellations d’Origine Contrôlées.78 In the face of challenges from regions such as Algeria, as
shown in the Leakey Affair, Bordeaux, Bourgogne, and Champagne successfully secured
systematic legal protection for their terroir and the identity of their wine.
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2 - Appellations d’origine: The Implicit Metropolitan Rejection of “Algeria is France”
The president of the parliamentary “Investigation on the Viticulture Situation of
France and Algeria” conducted in 1933 declared:
The Chamber [of Deputies] has underscored a clear will to rest upon this principle:
the defense of the agricultural artisans. One does not want to leave the small winegrower
— who, with his family, freely cultivates his soil — to die; one does not want this small
winegrower to be expropriated by the big landowners like there are in Midi and in Algeria who, by themselves, farm land as big as a district of Côte d’Or.”79
The economic hardship of the metropolitan winegrowers, presumed to be caused
by competition from industrial Algerian viticulture, elicited widespread sympathy and
attracted significant support from French legislators. The discourse romanticizing and
favoring artisanal viticulture in metropolitan France, explicitly in opposition to the capital-intensive industrial viticulture dominant in Algeria, thrived especially in the interwar
period.
The law of appellations d’origine contrôlées adopted in 1935 legally reified the republican ideal of artisanal farming. This law designated the newly-created Commité national
des appellations d’origine (CNAO), along with local syndicates and collectives of owners,
as the regulator of appellations.80 The appellations d’origine system solidified the segmentation of the wine market, formally differentiating luxury wines from ordinary wines,
vins de consommation courante, produced mostly in Algeria and Languedoc.81 The metropolitan vignerons succeeded in establishing the appellations d’origine system by evoking the contemporary discourse of “authenticity.” Amidst increasing anxiety about rootlessness and Americanization, many French leaders advocated for the preservation and
revival of France’s “authentic” regional cultures.82 “Authenticity” in this context was
nearly always exclusive to metropolitan France and excluded Algeria.83
Economic pressures in the wine markets generated social tension and motivated
powerful lobbying forces which successfully established the appellations system, which
shielded metropolitan winegrowers with the idealized discourse of terroir and the bucolic
image of artisanal agriculture. Industrial Algerian viticulture, which contributed to that
economic pressure, did not have a place in this system that facilitated the attachment of
quality to terroir and never received AOC status.84 Because the appellation d’origine system facilitated the recognition of regional wines as essential to national legacy, or “the

79
Édouard Barthe quoted in Olivier Jacquet and Gilles Laferté, “Le contrôle républicain du marché: Vignerons et
négociants sous la Troisième République” [The Republican Control of the Market: Vigneron and Merchants under the
Third Republic], Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 61, no. 5 (2006): 1161.
80
Jacquet and Laferté, “Le contrôle,” 1162. CNAO was later renamed as Institut national de l’origine et de la qualité
(INAO).
81

Bohling, The Sober Revolution, 30.

82

Bohling, The Sober Revolution, 34-35.

83

Bohling, The Sober Revolution, 35.

84

Bohling, The Sober Revolution, 7-8.

national fortune” according to Raymond Poincaré, the absence of Algerian wines from
AOC reflects the implicit exclusion of industrial Algerian viticulture from the French
patrimony.85 This rejection comes in spite of the grand visions of cultivating and settling
small vignerons in the Algerian countryside. The prevalent idea that “Algeria is France,”
which was fundamental to the initial development of Algerian viticulture as a panacea
for the phylloxera-devastated metropolitan France, was thus rejected by the metropolitan
wine industry.
3 - Statut viticole: Affirmation of “Algeria is France” In Principle
Challenges to Algeria’s place in France were sometimes more explicit, especially from
the metropolitan vignerons of Midi who competed more directly with Algerian vignerons
because both produced wine unprotected by the appellation d’origine. The Confédération générale des vignerons du Midi (CGVM) was established in 1907, after a surplus crisis pushed hundreds of thousands of people onto the streets to protest their economic
hardship in one of the largest uprisings since the French Revolution.86 The CGVM openly
questioned the link between Algeria and France, insisting that Algerian wine was foreign
and fraudulent.87 A leader of this syndicate echoed a common sentiment in Languedoc by
declaring in the widely-disseminated Revue des deux mondes that “to consider Algeria as
a strict extension of France would be a mistake; it’s too different from the mother country
because of its race, religion, and morals.”88 Another observer argued that “a hectoliter of
Algerian wine is…less French than a hectoliter of metropolitan wine” because indigenous
workers undertook 70% of the labor in Algerian viticulture whereas metropolitan French
workers undertook 1,000 hours of work out of the 1,200 hours needed to cultivate a hectare of grapevines.89
Nevertheless, this discourse based on the explicit rejection of Algeria as a part of
France remained marginal in the 1930s. The powerful French-Algerian lobby successfully
defended Algerian viticulture from direct challenges to Algeria’s relationship with France.
For instance, Midi vignerons sought to impose tariffs or quotas on Algerian wine in 1929
when the Great Depression hit the wine markets, but the proposed law to limit imports
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of Algerian wine to 8 million hectoliters was promptly rejected.90 Algerian representatives in Parliament equated discrimination against Algerian wine to fratricide.91 An influential lobbyist for Algerian wine emphasized France’s imperial identity with the notion
of “Greater France.”92 Although competition between Algerian and metropolitan wine
industries produced significant economic and social pressures, the tenet that “Algeria is
France” reigned supreme.
In contrast to the failed proposal to block Algerian wine importation, measures that
did not explicitly discriminate between the French citizens in France and those in Algeria were successful adopted. The statut viticole, a series of laws passed between 1931 and
1935, sought to control the wine supply on the market by banning the expansion of vineyards larger than 10 hectares and vignerons who produced more than 500 hectoliters of
wine.93 Although these regulations were applicable to both Algerian and metropolitan
producers, they disproportionately impacted colon vignerons. These vignerons in Algeria owned larger properties averaging around 22 hectares and produced higher yields per
hectare; in contrast, the average French vineyard was only around 1 hectare in the period
between 1930 and 1935.94 The statut viticole immediately halted the expansion of Algerian vineyards; because Algeria exported nearly all of its wine to metropolitan France,
this measure was effectively equivalent to import constraints.95 In fact, the statut viticole sealed the fate of Algerian viticulture’s development: total vineyard area never grew
beyond the 400,000 hectares reached in the mid-1930s.96 Ultimately, measures to limit
supply by targeting the biggest producers of industrial wine, rather than explicitly challenging Algeria’s status as a part of France, triumphed under the Third Republic.
Conclusion
The beginning and end of Algerian viticulture’s explosive growth were inseparable from France. The phylloxera epidemic in metropolitan France generated the surge
of demand that drove the remarkable development of Algerian viticulture. The growth
of Algerian viticulture was ultimately halted by regulations adopted by French legislators in the 1930s, who faced pressure from rural metropolitan constituencies clamoring
90
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for “authenticity” and cherishing terroir. Conversely, the development of Algerian viticulture played a distinctive role in the economic, social, and institutional transformations of France around the turn of the twentieth century. Its evolution both reinforced
and challenged the notion that “Algeria is France,” thereby exacerbating tensions between
the contradictory imperatives of France the imperial power, and France the rural republic. Consequently, Algerian viticulture provoked and partook in important debates about
the boundaries of regional and national identities, as institutionalized by the appellation
d’origine system. Although Algerian viticulture has all but disappeared today, the history
of its remarkable rise illustrates the evolution of boundaries and links between Algeria
and France.
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