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“The trouble with birth control was that the wong people
were using it. The people who could provide the best stock
were limting their famlies...while the people over-
breedi ng and produci ng an excess of inferior children were
the very people, such as drunkards and ‘ poor whites,’ whom
it was practically inpossible to induce to use

contraceptives...”

- Letter to the Cape Tines, 1930

“Sonme of us...feel that we are going to have the greatest
difficulty in upholding our white civilization in this
country, and this is a point upon which we nust concentrate
if we are going to pull through.”

- Leila Reitz, first wonman Menber of Parliament, 1934°

“There was the problem of the Native population. A white
healthy life is of great value in this country.”

- Leila Reitz, speaking at a conference organi zed by
the national birth-control coalition, the South African

Nati onal Council for Maternal and Family Welfare, 1936°
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At the beginning of the 1930s South African elites were
anxi ous about the stability of the social order and their
privileged position within it. They had good reason to be.
Poor and wor ki ng-cl ass bl acks and whites had engaged in
unruly acts of resistance to their harsh living and wor ki ng
conditions since the beginning of the mneral revolution in
the last third of the nineteenth century. Their actions had
| ong underm ned privil eged whites’ sense of control over
their society. But the econom c devastation wought by the
Great Depression (1929-32) intensely conpounded the extent
of poverty and resistance on the part of workers and the
destitute, as well as mddle-class whites’ sense of
i nsecurity.

In these years of intense social disruption, upheaval,
conflict, and uncertainty, South Africans of all colours and
cl asses were anxious about their future. Anong the tiny
mnority of elites - conprised of Angl ophone and Afrikaans-
speaki ng professionals working in nedicine, education,
journalism academ a, religion and civil service;
politicians; and the al nost exclusively Angl ophone urban
manuf acturing, mning and commercial capitalists - anxiety
took many fornms. Not |east of these was intense concern
about the pace of population growth anong subordi nate and
undesi rabl e social groups. Utimately, nervousness regarding
the future of “European civilization,” the popul ar term of
the day for white mnority rule, sparked a novenent

dedi cated to opening birth-control clinics.
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Thi s paper shows how the Depression and its i medi ate
aftermath set the stage for the formation of a birth-control
novenent -- a social novenent that in turn was intimtely
inplicated in the nation’s highly contested debates about
race, ethnicity, class and, last but certainly not |east,
gender. In particular it probes how white concern for the
survival of South Africa s social order inflected, energized
and influenced the politics of fertility during the 1930s.
The paper is part of a larger study that is the first
hi stori cal exam nation of the history of the birth-control
movenment in South Africa.® Until now, critical scholars have
focused primarily on the National Party’ s (1948-1990)
nef ari ous popul ati on-control policies and practices of the
1970s and 1980s that were intended to buttress apartheid.
They showed how white anxiety over the grow ng popul ati on of
Africans in absolute as well as relative ternms was
intensifying; whites feared the increasingly mlitant
poverty-stricken and di senfranchi sed Africans who were
begi nning to evince interest in Communi sm* Exacer bated by
i ntensifying preoccupations in the West with gl obal
popul ation growth,® this fear led to official sponsorship of
studies in African fertility rates and patterns of
contraceptive use.® Then in 1974 the Mnistry of Health
est abli shed the Fam |y Pl anning Programme in order to
distribute free contraceptives anong Africans while
si mul taneously neglecting their basic health needs.’ State

and nedi cal coercion of African wonen al so occurred: wonen
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were threatened with job loss if they refused injections of
the contraceptive Depo Provera; they were also inserted with
intra-uterine devices, surgically sterilized by doctors
perform ng caesarian sections, and injected with Depo
Provera, all wi thout their know edge or inforned consent.?®
These were politically notivated acts ai ned at
cont ai ni ng bl ack popul ation growmh in the interests of
mai ntaining white mnority rule. In 1997 the Mnistry of
Health admtted this to the South African Truth and
Reconcil i ati on Conm ssion, established to ascertain the
extent of human rights abuses perpetrated under apartheid: a
mnistry representative stated that fam |y planni ng services
were “directed at controlling the size of the black
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popul ati on. Conversely and at the same tinme as the state
and nmenbers of the nedical profession were taking steps to
curb black fertility, officials exhorted whites (through
incentives such as tax breaks for married couples who had
nunmerous children) to increase their birth rate. In 1960,
the Mnister of Bantu Adm nistration and Devel opnent urged
every married white woman to have a baby in cel ebration of
the founding of the Republic.” The central government also
instituted a white-preferential inmmgration policy.

In contrast to these recent events, alnobst no attention
has been paid to the formation of the birth-control novenent
and initial delivery of contraceptive services, which is

truly striking when conpared to schol arship el sewhere.'" This

is in part a reflection of the relatively weak inpact of
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fem nismon South African society and acadeny. In the early
1970s, a resurgent and powerful wonen's novenent in Britain,
Europe and North Anmerica created intellectual and

i nstitutional space for the recovery of wonen's history and
t he devel opnent of gender studies. One result has been the
rich, sophisticated historiography on sexual and fertility
practices (contraception, abortion, mdw fery, illicit

sexual behaviors, etc.) and social novenents in these
contexts.® But in South Africa, wonmen have al ways been far
too divided by race, class, and ethnicity for any broad-
based wonen's novenent to devel op.” (Indeed, many African
wonen across the continent working to inprove wonen’ s status
and social conditions, angry and alienated by white wonen’'s
— including self-identified femnists'* - conplicity in the
di senfranchi senent and exploitation of African peoples, have
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rejected the term“femnist.””) Consequently, the South
African acadeny was rel atively untouched by fem nism and
research into wonen's past public and private |ives,
including their experiences in the realmof fertility
control, is relatively undevel oped. *

Among fem ni st scholars who did produce wonen's history
beginning in the late 1970s, many energed out of a Marxi st
tradition that |ong opposed the National Party. Their
concerns and theoretical approach were shaped within an
anal ytical framework that placed primary inportance on the

roles and relationship of the state and capital in the

formati on and dynam cs of nodern South Africa. As with
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Mar xi sts, femnists were witing in an era of enornous
repressi on when the state appeared to be nonolithic, and
therefore they were especially attuned to its role in
creating and reinforcing wonen's subordination.' Thus the
schol arly focus on wonen’ s oppression by the state has neant
that extra-state (voluntary) organizati ons which had an
anbi guous i npact on wonen, such as the birth-control
novenent, have been overl ooked.

Mor eover, anong schol ars who concentrated on wonen's
history (mainly white, English-speaking academ cs), nost
felt nmorally inpelled to wite about African wonmen and their
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oppression and resistance.” Indeed, for all historians
opposed to apartheid there was a natural tendency to avoid
witing white social history: blacks, not whites, were in
need of whatever support politically-engaged academ c
research could offer. This has neant that the nmenbers of the
birth-control novenent — mainly m ddl e-cl ass white wonen -
and their inpact on the original targets of their work -
“poor white” wonen - have largely remained hi dden from
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history. For these and other reasons bound up in South
Africa’ s unique socio-political history, it was a Canadi an
student, one trained to see the inportance of reproductive
politics in social history, who asked when and why a birth-
control novenent enmerged in South Africa. Sonetines the

hi storical assunptions of a cultural outsider can be

fruitfully distinct fromlocal research agendas.
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Raci sm towards bl acks and “al arm ng” race ratios

South Africa was struck extremely hard by the gl obal
crisis in capital accumul ation of the early 1930s.
Agricul tural export prices plumeted, the value of |ivestock
products fell by half, wool prices collapsed, total incone
fromindustrial manufacturing dropped by 20 percent, and
bankruptci es were conmmon. * Workers suffered dramatically as
a result. Twenty-two percent of white and Col oured nen were
officially deened unenpl oyed (statistics do not exist for
wonen’ s unenpl oynent), and poverty anong Africans was
endem ¢ and exacerbated by the central state's “civilized
| abour policy” of replacing black workers w th unenpl oyed
whites. Governnent reports even warned of the possibility of
“mass starvation” anong Africans crowded into desperately
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poor “Native Reserves. Poverty-stricken bl acks and whites
were driven into overcrowded slunms in the cities where many
turned to charity for survival and sone joined radical
political organizations.

Even before the hard tinmes of the 1930s, there had been
an upsurge of African protest and political radicalismin
rural and urban South Africa, the consequences of rapid and
far-reachi ng changes to their societies wought by such epic
processes as col oni zati on and the devel opnent of the mning
industry and capitalist agriculture that inexorably eroded
pre-nodern African societies and |ifeways.” African workers

in rural areas seriously disrupted production on white-owned

farmse with strikes, cattle maimng, desertion fromwhite
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farms and other forns of protest.® And despite attenpts to
control the flow of Africans into urban centres, the
econom ¢ col |l apse of the Native Reserves and oppressive
control over African | abour tenants on white farns forced
growi ng nunbers to flee the countryside for cities.
Meanwhile, in towns and cities throughout the country, nmany
took part in riots, boycotts and anti-pass canpaigns. By the
early 1940s, the acute housing shortage for urban Africans
also led to a series of organized and determ ned squatter
novenents. For exanple, one group attenpting to settle on
common | and outside the Native |location of Orlando in 1947
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faced violent resistance by police.™ In the eyes of whites
by the 1930s, especially whites living in cities, Africans
were becom ng disturbingly visible and their struggle for
political and econom c freedons were increasingly unnerving.
Asians, in particular Indians, also contributed to
whites’ sense of insecurity. In the md-nineteenth century,
a shortage of |abour on Natal sugar plantations (caused by
the unwi | lingness of Africans to work for cash) led to the
importation of male and femal e i ndentured | abourers from
India (mainly Hi ndus from Madras). By the end of the
ni neteenth century 100,000 Indians lived in Natal.® In
addition, waves of MuslimlIndian traders began arriving in
t he 1870s and established businesses in Natal, Transvaal and
the Orange Free State. Feeling the effects of the

conpetition in trade, whites demanded their renoval and

voi ced concern over the potential “danger” of allow ng
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I ndians to vote. Beginning in 1896, Natal and |ater
Transvaal passed a series of restrictive | aws designed to
end Indian immgration and pressure those already settled to
return fromwhence they cane.

By 1930, white nervousness over black conpetition in
trade, worker resistance, and increasing visibility in the
cities soon crystallized in a panic over differential
popul ation sizes and fertility rates. O ficial concern over
bl ack popul ati on growth dated back at |east to 1923. That
year the central governnment’s Drought Investigation
Conmittee reported that in the Karoo the white popul ation
was on the decline while the nunber of Africans on Native
Reserves was growing rapidly as a result of forced
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repatriation and a relatively high birth rate.™ But anxiety
intensified in the subsequent decade as the rapid rate of
African urbani zation greatly anplified whites sense of
nunerical insecurity. The urban influx that began in the
1920s severely underm ned the state's attenpt to segregate
Africans and whites, and by the 1930s the urban African
popul ati on was a serious political problem In 1929, the so-
called “Black Peril” national election reflected and
fostered the white mnority's fear of Africans; by then it
had becone common parlance to claimthat blacks were
“swanpi ng” whites with their nunbers. (A decade |ater,
during World War |1, efforts to block African access to the

cities coll apsed altogether as wartine industrial expansion

and a concomtant severe shortage of skilled workers led to
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sharp demands for |abour and spectacular growh in the
enpl oynment of Africans: 134,000 African men entered the
i ndustrial sector between 1939 and 1946. %)

To anxi ous observers in the 1930s, bl acks, always the
large majority of inhabitants in South Africa, appeared to
be rapidly widening their | ead over whites in what the
| atter perceived as a denographic race. This was declared a
serious threat to white rule. In 1937 a Menber of Parlianment
poi nted out the gravity of the situation for whites who were
increasing at the slowest rate in relation to Africans,

“Col oureds” and Asians. He cited the popul ation statistics

shown below in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1. Population Size and Rate of G owth in South

Africa, by Race, 1921 to 1936

Year Eur opeans Bant us Col our eds Asi atics
1921 1,519, 488 4,697, 813 545, 548 165, 731
1936 2,003,512 6, 597, 241 767,984 219, 928
% | ncr ease 31.85 40. 43 40. 77 32.7

Source: Debates of the House of Assenbly, Vol. 29 (8 March-
16 April 1937), 1 April, 4042.

As he pointed out, the figures indicated that while the
white race was growing, it was doing so at a far slower
pace than blacks.

Making matters worse in the minds of already anxious

whites was troubling news that the white birth rate was

10
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dropping. In 1931, in a move that signaled growing concern
about the implications of current population trends for
future race ratios, the Union government released
statistics showing that the overall European birth rate had
been falling relentlessly during the previous two decades

(see Table 1.2).

Table 1.2. Rate of Natural I|ncrease Anmong “Europeans” in the
Uni on, per 1,000 of Popul ation, 1936

Year Birth rate Death rate Nat ural | ncrease
1911 32.2 10. 4 21.8
1912 32.2 10. 3 21.9
1913 31.7 10. 3 21. 4
1914 30.2 9.5 20.7
1915 29.3 10. 3 19.0
1916 29.3 10. 2 19.1
1917 29.0 10. 3 18. 7
1918 28.6 17.2 11. 4
1919 26.9 11.9 15.0
1920 29.0 11.1 17.9
1921 28.4 10. 4 18.0
1922 27.5 9.5 18.0
1923 26.7 9.8 16. 9
1924 26.3 9.6 16. 7
1925 26.5 9.4 17.1
1926 26. 2 9.6 16. 6
1927 25.9 9.7 16. 2
1928 25.8 10. 2 15. 6
1929 26.1 9.5 16. 6
1930 26.4 9.7 16. 7
1931 25.4 9.4 16.0
1932 24. 2 10.0 14. 2
1933 23.5 9.3 14. 2
1934 23.4 9.7 13.7
1935 24.5 10. 6 13.9

Source: Annual Report of the Departnent of Public Health,
(Pretoria: Union of South Africa), 1936, 16.

11
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Alarmist commentators, pointing to these numbers, went so
far as to claim that whites were “depopulating” - dying out
— as a result.

A few years later the Annual Report of the Departnent
of Public Health (DPH) stated that the European birth rate
had fallen precipitously to an all-tine recorded | ow. The
Department did point out that “European” (white) South
Africans still had a relatively high birth rate in
conpari son to western European countries; however, this was
smal |l confort, the report continued, because birth rates in
t hose contexts were so | ow that Europeans “face[d] the

n 28

threat of extinction. The next year, the DPH called the
wor | dw de decline in European popul ation growth one of the
most serious social problens of the day.*

An additional cause for concern was the high incidence
of white infantile nortality. In 1932 the rate of nortality
per 1,000 live births was 68.51 — nuch hi gher than in other
“civilized” (white-ruled) countries and al nost double the
figures for New Zeal and, as repeatedly pointed out by
politicians (see Table 1.3). (African infantile nortality
was nmuch higher: in 1943, for exanple, anong Africans in

Al exandra Township the infantile death rate was estimated at

380 per 1,000 births.™)

12
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Tabl e 1.3. National European Infantile Mrtality Rate per
1,000 Births, 1919-1936

Year Death-rate per 1,000 Births
1919 81.81
1920 90. 07
1921 77.09
1922 72.91
1923 74. 42
1924 73.73
1925 68. 39
1926 64. 82
1927 70. 63
1928 70. 49
1929 64.22
1930 66. 84
1931 63. 07
1932 68. 57
1933 61. 01
1934 60. 79
1935 62. 81
1936 59. 06

Source: Annual Report of the Departnent of Public Health,
1937, 72.

Politicians exploited these nunbers by noting that a
relatively small white race with a high death rate anong its
infants would find it extrenely difficult to maintain its
rul e over far |arger subject races.

The high rate of white maternal nortality was yet
anot her source of worry. Between 1921 and 1928, the rate of
white nmaternal nortality was an average of 5 per 1,000 |ive

births.® It clinbed to 5.99 in 1934, anobngst the highest

13
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recorded worl dwi de.™ By conparison, between 1930 and 1934
the maternal nortality rate was relatively low in the

Net herl ands (3.15) and Scandinavia (e.g., 3.74 in DenmarKk);
in New Zealand it was 4.62; in Australia 5.45; and in

Engl and and Wal es, a common reference for South Africans, it
was 4.3.% As had long been realized in South Africa, the
mai n cause of the high incidence of death associated with
pregnancy and childbirth was a shortage of nedical and

m dw fery services for wonen in rural areas and for poor
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wonen in urban areas.™ Poor rural wonen who faced a
particularly high risk of maternal nortality: frequent
pregnancy and chil dbearing in conditions of isolation and
poverty forced themto give birth alone or else utilize
untrained birth attendants.® By the 1930s white maternal
nortality had becone increasingly visible and politicized.
The problemwas raised in Parlianment by an opposition nenber
who suggested to the Mnister for Public Health, DF Ml an,
t hat the governnent strike a comm ssion to investigate the
matter. By the early 1930s the issue demanded carefu
attention. The political prom nence accorded to white
mat ernal nortality was a synptom of whites’ sense of racial
vul nerability. It was also a sign of the grow ng inportance
of the poor white problem (see bel ow).

Leading politicians deplored South Africa s race
rati os, the statistics on white health, and the future these

nunbers appeared to predict. Malan refl ected and reinforced

a sense of crisis regarding the denographic situation

14
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numerous tinmes during the 1930s when Leader of the
OQpposition with provocative speeches in Parlianment. In 1937
he proclainmed: “We notice in all countries in the

worl d...that the process of propagation of the different
peopl es has been trenendously inpeded, in other words, that
the birthrate is dropping trenmendously...and the nost
serious thing that we notice about the matter is that the
rate is dropping just with those people that are nost highly
devel oped, just with the people who were the creators and
exponents of European civilisation. This is an extrenely
serious phenomenon.”* Anot her Menber of Parlianent called
for legislation requiring a mninmmof five children per
white couple and the inposition of a tax on unmarried nen to
conmpel themto marry and start a family.* Still another nade
the foll ow ng alarm st popul ati on projections and plea for

governnent action regarding the low white birth rate:

There is another point which I hope the Government wl|
give serious attention to. It is a problemwhich is
vexing many parts of the world and especially in South
Africa, | refer to the growi ng difference between our
Eur opean and Non- Eur opean popul ation...At the sanme rate
of increase in 15 years we w |l have about 2,650,000
Eur opeans, 9,300, 000 Bantu, 290,000 Asiatics and

1, 100, 000 Col oured, making a total of 13,340,000 and in
30 years, only one generation, we shall have about

3, 500, 000 Europeans, 13,000,000 Bantu, 385,000 Asiatics

15
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and 1,550,000 Coloured. | think for this country that
is a very serious matter and we have to consider the
best means of overcoming it, whether by whol esal e
immgration of selected inmmgrants or in sonme other
way.* I'n my view we have too many notor cars and
garages and too few children and nurseries. | hope that
this matter will engage the serious attention of the

Gover nnent . *

The “Poor Wite Problent

Whites worried about the future of “civilization” in
South Africa found not just the quantity of whites wanting;
they al so questioned their quality. Menbers of the mddle
cl asses becane increasingly convinced that inferior whites
were proliferating, and to such an extent as to constitute a
threat to white racial fitness and thus to white suprenacy
itself. According to comentators, a weak European race that
was al so nunerically insignificant in relation to the
dom nated majority would have difficulty maintaining power
The source of their anxiety was the “poor whites.”

“Poor whites” was the official termfor a social group
that enmerged in South Africa during the uneven devel opnent
of capitalism They were nostly Afri kaans-speaking
descendants of the voortrekker (pioneer) Boers who, starting
in the 1830s, migrated northwards fromthe Cape Colony into

t he sub-conti nent where nobst subsisted as trekboere
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(itinerant pastoralists), as bywoners (squatters and tenant
| abourers), or else as small-scale farmers. Follow ng the
m neral revolution, the capacity of many Boers to nmaintain
their rural way of life was severely underm ned. The

devel opment of capitalist agriculture by | andowners keen to
supply the new urban centres and overseas markets limted
trekboere and bywoner access to |land as | and prices rose and
owners fenced their properties. By the turn of the century,
t he devastation of the Angl o-Boer War, the Boers' Ronman-
Dutch | aw of inheritance requiring equal division of |and
anong mal e heirs, and recurrent droughts and agricul tural
crises in the 1880s, 1900s and 1920s further |oosened their
mar gi nal hol d on | and.* Consequently, a steady stream of

i npoveri shed Boers in search of livelihoods flowed fromthe
countryside into urban centres where they becane a highly
vi si bl e undercl ass concentrated in m xed-race sluns. Unabl e
to conpete in the burgeoning industrial econonmy wth
European imm grants in terns of education and skills, and
unwilling to conpete with Africans for | ow paid manua

| abour — what they called “kaffir” work — they were a
fractured group conprising self-enployed petty commodity
producers (e.g., brick-makers) and casual service-providers,
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as well as the “truly destitute. By 1930 as nmany as

400, 000 whites (in a total white population of just over two
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mllion) were living in destitution.™ In official as well as
popul ar circles, they became known sinply as “the poor

whites,” or the “poor white problem”

17
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Poor whites had al ways been a troubling phenonmenon but
with the onset of the Depression, which caused a dramatic
increase in the extent of urban white poverty, this
popul ati on becane a w despread social problemof crisis
proportions. Professionals, businessnen, |ocal and national
politicians, social welfare refornmers, and other educat ed,
privileged nenbers of the m ddl e classes perceived poor
whites as a threat to the social order in a variety of ways.
Sone feared they were potential recruits for conmmunists
intent on forging a cross-race alliance anong the poor.

O hers accused them of dissolving the porous colour line

t hrough fraternization, cohabitation and m scegenation wth
bl acks al so residing in the slunms, leading to cries for
urban segregation. A Dutch Refornmed Church (DRC) mnister
fromthe northern Cape, for exanple, reported that extrene
poverty was eroding the colour barrier: “Some of our people
l[ive in the bushes [where]...there is the danger that a
fraterni sati on may begi n anongst some of our sinking
countrymen. W have w tnessed cases where our whites knocked
at the doors of natives while on the road, to ask for food
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(and rest)... An influential inquiry into the causes and
solutions to “poor whiteisni in the early 1930s al so
anxiously highlighted the race-leveling effect of poverty:
“Long-continual econom c equality of ‘poor whites’ and the
great mass of non- Europeans, and propinquity of their

dwel lings, tend to bring themto social equality. This

inmpairs the tradition which counteracts m scegenation, and

18
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the social line of colour division is noticeably
weakeni ng. "
Still others feared that poor whites would drag down

the health and vitality of the white race to a dangerous
degree. This reflected a common assunption anong Angl ophones
and Afrikaners alike that poor whites were physically and
mentally inferior. For evidence they pointed to studies of
the day that reported alarm ng statistics, such as the |arge
proportion of “defective” white children — reportedly as
much as 65 percent of the student population in the O ange
Free State — and the high rate of rejection of mlitary
recruits (26 percent).” Mst whites believed that poor
whites’ ill-health and indigency were socially constructed,
but a small, determ ned group of professionals promulgated a
bi ol ogi cal determ ni st (eugenist), rather than
environment al , expl anation. Eugenists fromboth white ethnic
groups were a small but vocal group of proponents of a
bi ol ogi cal interpretation of poor whiteism Leading
eugeni sts included prom nent figures such as Herbert
Fantham the British biology professor at Wtwatersrand
Uni versity and founder of the Race Welfare Society, and the
noderate Afrikaner nationalist E.G Ml herbe who was al so a
prom nent academ c. Both nen called for restrictions to be
pl aced on the fertility of inherently “inferior” poor whites
in the nane of preserving white civilization.

Uncertainty about white racial vitality crystallized

into a discourse of national decline during the 1930s.
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| ndeed, sone politicians believed the country had al ready
fallen froman A1 (first class) to a C.3 (third class)

nati on and spoke of an eclipse in national status as though
it were common know edge. One anxi ous Menber of Parlianment
decl ared, “[w]e want to nmake the South African nation an A 1
nation. W do not want a C. 3 nation here, and the only way
to get an A 1 nation is to have a healthy population....“*
Wi | e new know edge about deteriorating African health was a
source of concern about the nation’s vitality, many bl aned
the drop in global status specifically on the proliferation
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of lowquality poor whites.” Leila Reitz, the first woman
el ected a Menber of Parlianment, bluntly spoke to the
preval ent feeling that inferior poor whites posed a threat

to the very survival of white civilization:®

We all know that the problem always at the back of the
m nds of everyone in this country is howto

mai ntain...our white civilization. Sone | ook at the
problemfromthe |iberal point of view, and others | ook
at it fromthe repressive point of view but our ains
are the same: to protect our white civilization and to
give our white children that quality that will nake
them shall | say, the aristocrats of this country. If
we do not remain the aristocrats of this country our
white civilization is doonmed. This country is
especially interested not only in the quantity of the

children that will grow up, but also in their quality.
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We are vitally interested in the quality. W know
perfectly well that the children of our poor |ack vital
energy...and without that they will sink below the
| evel at which they can keep thensel ves apart as a

separate race.®

Overall, the preval ence of whites so obviously failing
to thrive in nodern South Africa was di sconcerting for their
social betters. The slunms in which poor whites |lived, as
with sluns el sewhere in the industrializing world, signified
soci al disorder to a mddle-class culture whose faith in
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progress was vul nerable.” In other words, poor whites were a
di sturbing sign that the white race was not coping well in
t he context of a nodernizing econony. As such they both
reflected and fostered a general sense of unease over the
future of the nation.™

Anxi ety over the proliferation of poor whites, |ike
over bl acks, manifested in a negative preoccupation wth
their fertility. Poor-white couples were notorious for
having far nore children than their m ddl e-cl ass
counterparts. Upwards of ten or twelve was not unconmon, and
di sconcerted observers perceived such large famlies as both
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a trait and a cause of poor whiteism™ From at |east the

| ate 1920s, professionals such as magi strates and doctors
fromaround the country urged the state to control poor-
white fertility, and in the 1930s others joined in. But the

nost inmportant event to draw public and official attention
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to poor whites’ propensity to produce large famlies was the
Carnegi e Conmi ssion of Inquiry into the Poor White Problem
(1929-1932). The Conmmi ssion, funded by the Carnegie
Corporation of New York, had five nmenbers including English-
speakers and Afri kaans-speakers. Its nmandate was to
i nvestigate the causes and solutions to white poverty. The
mul ti-volunme report produced by the comm ssioners was w dely
read and highly influential, and it included a nunber of
significant references to poor-white fertility.

Three of the Comm ssion’s investigators signaled an
interest in poor-white fertility. In his volunme on
education, E.G Ml herbe wote a chapter entitled

» 53

“Education, Poverty and Size of Famly. The openi ng

sentence declares, “The fact that there are different rates
of increase in population at different socio-economc |evels
of society lies probably at the bottom of nost of our social
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and econom c probl ens. He purported to show that the
fertility of the poor was nmuch greater than that of the
m ddl e class, the less intelligent section of the popul ation
multiplied nore rapidly than the nore intelligent, and
therefore the poor were less intelligent than the mddle
class. The rapid proliferation of poor whites, he cautioned,
woul d | ead inevitably to a drop in the general |evel of
intelligence of the white population, |eaving South Africa
unable in future to neet the requirenents of an industri al
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econony. ™ Indeed, nmentally inferior poor whites already

t hreatened the survival of white supremacy. In order to
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prevent the di sappearance of South Africa's intellectual
assets, he wote, ‘the poor and weaker classes’ should
restrict their fertility through the practice of
contraception.*

Mal her be' s observations on the threat poor whites posed
to European civilization were included in two of the Joint

Fi ndi ngs and Recommendati ons of the Carnegi e Comn ssion:

88. Poor famlies tend to be markedly |arger than nore
prosperous ones, and the children of the former nore
often show |l ack of intelligence (as determ ned by
retardati on and poor progress at school). This fact has
bearings on the quality of our future European

popul ation. Mdre than half of our school children are
frompoor famlies, and not only is the devel opnent of
their intelligence often hanpered by unfavourabl e
circunstances, but in sonme cases there are also chances
of the child' s heredity being poor.

89. If this process is not counteracted and stopped it
points to a future possibility of the nunbers of the

| onest section becom ng so |large that the burden pl aced
on the shoul ders of the nore prosperous part of the
popul ation...my be too heavy to bear....Education and
industry will have to reckon with this in the future.
Sim | ar processes are, naturally, also taking place in
ot her countries, but is [sic] deserves speci al

attention in our case, since it affects our relatively
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smal | European popul ation as [the] bearer of European

civilization in South Africa (enphasis added).”

The oblique reference to fertility restriction in the
passage was the cl osest the Carnegie Conmi ssion cane to
endorsing birth control. Possibly the Report avoided the
topi c of contracepti on because one of the Conmmission’s
investigators, J.R Albertyn, was a Mnister of the
conservative DRC, which opposed the practice. Al bertyn's
vol une on the sociol ogy of the poor white problem displayed
the church's conservative ideol ogy on questions of marri age,
famly and norality.*

Mal her be presented his research to col |l eagues at the
annual nmeeting of the South African Association for the
Advancenent of Science in 1932, and as a result the neeting
passed ‘by a large majority’ a resolution proposed by the
eugeni st H B. Fantham (president of the Race Wl fare
Society), urging the DPH to establish birth-control clinics
in rural and urban areas as a nmeans of social reform® This
agreenent denonstrates that, despite their ethnic
differences, there was little separating interpretations of
poor whitei smbetween the relatively synpathetic Ml herbe
and stringently anti-poor-white canpaigners |ike Fantham
Fant ham and Mal herbe were two hi ghly educated professionals
t hat subscribed to the same raci st ideol ogy: both were
commtted to mai ntaining white supremacy, assuned that poor

whites were inferior, and believed preserving white
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civilization required resolving poor whiteism C ass
resentnment and racismcreated a great deal of common ground
anong Afri kaans- and Engli sh-speaki ng eugeni sts. The
di fference between themlay in their proposed sol utions.
Mal her be, hinmself an Afrikaans-speaker, sinultaneously
subscribed to environnmentalist and biol ogi cal expl anations
of white poverty, but primarily the forner. Therefore, he
believed in the possibility of ‘uplifting poor whites
t hrough social support progranms. Fantham on the other hand,
a British inmmgrant, was an extrene bi ol ogi cal determ ni st
who found such prograns an expensive waste of resources.

R W WIlcocks, in his study of the psychol ogi cal
di mensi on of the poor white problemfor the Conm ssion,
clainmed that “immorality” (having children out of wedl ock)
was nore preval ent anong i ndi gent Afrikaans-speakers than
anong upper-class whites. This, he said, was in part because
the former group used contraception | ess frequently than the
latter. WIcocks’s statenment m ght have been another tacit
endor sement of birth control.®

Mari e Rot hmann (the sol e woman conmm ssioner) al so
denonstrat ed eugenic anxi ety regardi ng poor-white fertility
in her volunme “The Mdther and Daughter of the Poor Famly.”
Rot hmann, an ardent Afri kaner nationalist, repeatedly
remar ked on the | arge nunbers of children found anbng poor -
white famlies and the preval ence of people of “subnorma
intelligence” anong them ® She stated that the “propagation

of the unfit” was a “very urgent problem” and “the
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i rresponsi bl e reproduction of children by parents who are
quite obviously unfit,” was breeding a |lazy, stupid and
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crimnal type of poor white.™ Her concerns were shared anong
her col |l eagues in the Afri kaanse Christelike Vroue

Vereni ging (Afrikaans Christian Wnmen's Union, or ACW), an
Afri kaner nationalist wonen’s wel fare organi zati on whose
efforts at “uplifting” the vol k (Afrikaner people/nation)
included calling for a reduction in the excessively |arge
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size of poor-white famlies.™ In 1933, Rothmann wote a
panmphl et, “Ilrresponsi bl e Parenthood,” in which she called
for “scientific, ethical and healthy birth control” on
eugeni ¢ grounds (see Chapter Seven).® However, the ACW

pl aced far | ess enphasis on curbing poor-white fertility as
a nmeans to prevent the production of the “unfit” than on

| obbyi ng the central state to develop mdw fery and
contraceptive services as rehabilitative neasures, discussed
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further in subsequent chapters.™ |Indeed, despite the
hereditarian strand in its analysis, the Carnegie
Conmi ssion’s final report as a whole was far nore concerned
wi th environnmental, especially econom c, causes of white
poverty than with a biol ogi cal explanation and recomended
soci al wel fare neasures for rehabilitation.

The conmm ssion’s environnmental approach reflected the
dom nant attitude towards the poor-white problemin the
1930s. The racial inperative to rescue poor whites for the

sake of the race, which was contending with an increasingly

visible and mlitant black majority; and the political
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requi renent to transcend the white-ethnic division for

Angl ophones and noderate Afri kaners, both of whom feared
emergent extrene Afrikaner nationalism® led inevitably to
the optim stic conclusion that poor whites could, and
shoul d, be rescued. Despite poor whites questionable racial
val ue and | oyalty, prosperous South Africans needed themto
succeed. Therefore, alarm st observati ons about poor whites
wer e usual |y acconpani ed by demands for steps to be taken to
“uplift” them For exanple, Leila Reitz called on the
governnment in 1934 to inprove conditions for poor whites for
raci st reasons: “And this country in particular, with its
native popul ation and its col oured population and its

Asi atic popul ation, can |least of all afford to disregard the
conditions under which its white people live.””

Ner vousness about the poor white problemwas strikingly
simlar to the anxi ety produced by American “poor whites,”
or “poor white trash,” common nanes for the poverty-stricken
popul ati on of |andless whites that energed in the United
States in the nineteenth century. Before the American G vil
War, poor non-sl avehol ders conprised 30 to 50 percent of
whites and many, |ike their South African counterparts,
subsi sted as farm | abourers and sharecroppers.® Amrerican
poor whites also constituted a “troubling presence” in a
soci ety where racists (pro-slavery advocates) equated white
skin with respectability and black skin with manual | abour.
There, too, poor whites’ personal, often co-operative,

sonetines intimate interactions with blacks (slaves) raised
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doubts about their racial loyalty. In an observation that
could equally apply to South Africa, Charles Bolton wites
t hat Anmerican poor whites underm ned southern desires to
create a society “in which economc and social |evels
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di vided neatly al ong col our |ines. Resentment in both
national contexts was transposed into a negative cul tural
stereotype of a rural, illiterate, superstitious, |azy,
shiftless, irresponsible, and fecund public nui sance who
voluntarily chose to live |life contrary to respectable
society.” Yet, at the same time, the need to maintain white
supremacy in both countries rendered poor whites’ |ess of a

t hreat than bl acks.

As hi storians have shown, the churches, state, and

other institutions did attenpt to rehabilitate poor whites.
Rel i ef schenes inplenented first by the DRC and eventual |y
by the central state were explicitly intended to raise the
living standard of poor whites above that of poverty-
stricken blacks in a bid to avert a cross-race alliance and
make certain that they upheld a sense of “civilized”
whiteness.™ As early as 1893, the DRC, which conprised the
three white Afrikaans-speaki ng churches, adopted the cause
of the destitute nmenbers of the vol k by establishing | abour
colonies in order to draw them out of Babylon and “back to
the land.”” (In the process, the DRC becane a broad- based

church that clainmed a nmenbership of about four-fifths of the

Boer popul ation. ")
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State recognition of the poor white problem al so began
in the late nineteenth century. In hopes of uplifting poor
whites and capturing their allegiance, successive
governnments from Union onward inplenmented redistributive
social welfare prograns.™ After the Afrikaner National Party
(NP) assuned power in 1924 with the support of the South
African (whites-only) Labour Party, the central state
redoubled its efforts in this direction. Government
i ntroduced the “civilized | abour policy,” a series of |aws
aimed at returning poor whites to the |and, providing others
with a “firmfooting” in the cities, and generally ensuring
that they attained a “civilized” (white) standard of I|iving.
| ndeed, the Union Departnent of Labour was created in 1924
with the explicit object of finding work for indigent
whites.”™ Relief measures abounded, including, as one
exanpl e, preferential enploynment in governnent-funded
sectors like the railway systemthat entail ed replacing
bl acks wi th unenpl oyed whites.™ Appalled by African poverty
and starvation on the collapsing Native Reserves, |iberal
historian WIlliam Macmi |l an angrily commented in 1930:
“Cestures fromthe Governnent of white masters show. ..t hat
t hey have chosen this of all nonents to decide that poor
whites in particular nmust be protected against the ‘Native
menace.’ " "

However, such neasures were ineffective. Whatever
governnment tried to do was severely constrai ned by orthodox

econom ¢ thinking concerning the limted role of the state
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and strongly held views that charity should be a private,
not a public, matter. This limtation was evident, for
exanple, in the policies governing official aid projects

t hat i nposed stringent financial control and noral
strictures on the poor whites gathered into rural
settlenments for re-education and noral inprovenent.” Most
significantly, continued econom ¢ hardshi p, exacerbated by
the G eat Depression, drastically accelerated the process of
poor whiteismin the late 1920s and early 1930s as small -
scale farmers were wenched fromthe land in ever-greater

nunber s.

Concl usi on

By the 1930s Afri kaans-speaki ng and Angl ophone elites -
politicians, |leaders within the DRC, academ cs, nenbers of
the nedical and | egal professions and those in their
cultural mlieu — were worried about their nation’s
survival. They felt under siege on two fronts: blacks were
wi deni ng their denographic | ead over whites, and poor whites
were threatening the race fromwithin. O the two intimtely
articul ated social problens only one appeared anenabl e.
Cur bi ng bl ack popul ati on growth was never consi dered, and
the relatively small size of the white popul ati on was
clearly an intractable source of vulnerability. But the
quality of whites could and nust be inproved. This required
resol ving the poor white problem To sonme, the very survival

of South Africa depended upon it. And it was the desire to
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do so that persuaded a small but determ ned group of whites
to take up the banner for birth control.

In 1930, birth-control advocacy groups formed in the
two largest cities, Johannesburg and Cape Town, and in
subsequent years groups formed in other urban centres
around the country. Between 1932 and 1936 these independent
organizations established private birth-control clinics in
urban communities throughout the country that served
thousands of poor women - mostly, though not exclusively,
poor white women. Then in 1935 five organizations located
in the Transvaal, the Cape, and Natal came together to form
the South African National Council for Birth Control
(renamed the South African National Council for Maternal
and Family Welfare the following year), a development that
reflected the birth-control movement’s growing confidence
and social legitimacy. Within another three years the Union
Department of Health was providing substantial funds to
support the national council (£1000 per year), especially
efforts to expand contraceptive services to poor-white
women in rural areas. In a mere ten years, the birth-
control movement, hand-in-glove with the Department of
Public Health, had brought about a shift in popular and

official perceptions of birth control from a marginal,
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shameful topic to an intensely contested, widely debated,

and ultimately respectable matter of public health policy.
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