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Feminist responses to the second
Anglo-Boer war, 1899–19021

T he various pacifist feminist discourses discussed in this book
co-existed and to some extent competed with one another, a
phenomenon seen particularly clearly during the final years of

the study. An examination of the responses to the second Anglo-Boer
war of 1899–1902 illustrates how nationalist and imperialist campaigns
could challenge feminist arguments regarding women’s unique role in
the nation. The Anglo-Boer war concludes the period under discussion
in this book, and is considered at length here because it was as con-
troversial within the feminist movement as it was in the wider political
landscape. A study of the arguments of Josephine Butler, Emily Hobhouse
and Millicent Garrett Fawcett demonstrates that liberal and imperialist
discourses strongly influenced the feminist responses to the war, and
highlights not only the divisions within feminism at the turn of the
twentieth century, but also the problematic impact of the Anglo-Boer
war on the peace movement itself.

The Anglo-Boer war was distinctive in Victorian Britain as a conflict
with a white, Christian and quasi-European population. The war was
one-sided, although the Afrikaners’ initial numerical superiority, com-
bined with their familiarity with the geography and climate, meant that
it was a long drawn-out conflict that concluded with a protracted period
of guerrilla warfare. It was the tactics utilised in the final stages of the
war, from December 1900, that received the greatest criticism from the
British anti-war movement. Kitchener’s policies of farm-burning and
internment of Afrikaner women and children in concentration camps
were intended to make survival impossible for the guerrillas. In practice,
they not only further angered them, but they relieved them of family
responsibilities and possibly facilitated the continuation of the resistance.
The internment of women and children meant that the war was divisive
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for the British feminist movement, and produced a range of responses,
both pro- and anti-war, due to Victorian feminism’s complex relation-
ship to liberalism and imperialism.

The most public feminist involvement in the Anglo-Boer war came
from two women who were prominent in nineteenth-century feminism,
and one who was entirely unknown. Josephine Butler, a highly regarded
feminist who campaigned against the Contagious Diseases Acts in the
1870s and 1880s, published a long essay on the conflict, The Native Races
and the War, in which she sympathised with the Afrikaners’ situation
but ultimately supported the British war effort on the grounds that it
was undertaken for the protection and liberation of native South Africans.
Millicent Garrett Fawcett, then de facto leader of the women’s suffrage
movement and a supporter of the use of physical force in the British
empire, was selected by the War Office in 1901 to lead the government
enquiry into conditions in the concentration camps. Emily Hobhouse,
who had been active in the women’s movement only briefly prior to
the war, travelled to South Africa in 1900 to distribute aid in the con-
centration camps. Although it was her thorough and public criticism
of the camps that led to the establishment of the Commission on which
Fawcett served, Hobhouse herself was publicly snubbed and pilloried
for her ‘pro-Boer’ stance and criticism of the government. For the peace
movement, she quickly became the heroine of the conflict. This chapter
examines Butler, Fawcett and Hobhouse’s wider attitudes to war, imper-
ialism and race, and considers the contribution each made to debates
on the Anglo-Boer war.

Josephine Butler (1828–1906) came from a prosperous Liberal back-
ground. Her father, John Grey, had been active in the anti-slavery move-
ment, the campaign against the Corn Laws and the agitation for the 1832
Reform Bill. His influence on Josephine is confirmed by the fact that
she regularly drew upon anti-slavery language in her feminist arguments.
In 1852 she married George Butler, and the pair moved in conservative,
academic circles, often finding themselves marginalised for their liberal
views. In the late 1860s, Butler was drawn into the campaigns for both
women’s suffrage and higher education. She was best known, however,
for her leadership of the campaign to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts.
After Butler won repeal of the Acts in the UK, she extended the campaign
to India in the 1890s, where governmental and military regulation of
prostitution was more acute. The two greatest influences on Butler’s
arguments were Liberalism and Evangelical Anglicanism. Although she
was perhaps closer in feminist politics to earlier campaigners like Barbara
Leigh Smith Bodichon and Jessie Boucherett, whose main concerns were
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education and employment policies, her ideas on the sexual double
standard shifted the grounds of feminist debate from a strictly liberal
analysis towards a more comprehensive view of women’s oppression
within economic, political and sexual power structures.2

With the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian war in August 1870,
Butler took a public stand against war, collecting an international petition
of protest against the conflict and against war in general. It was signed
by women only, and Butler argued in a letter to the Peace Society journal,
the Herald of Peace, that ‘I have less sympathy with the graceful charities
of the scraping of lint and making of bandages than I have in woman’s
endeavours to make war hated as a crime.’3 While Butler continued to
support anti-war campaigns, she did little in the years after the Franco-
Prussian war to draw attention to the peace movement itself. This is
possibly because the Peace Society had decided to drop its opposition
to the Contagious Diseases Acts, arguing that Butler’s campaign was
opposed only to the CD legislation, and not to standing armies or the
mechanisms of war they enabled. In any case, Butler’s work against the
Acts soon took up all of her time. She often compared her mission to
end the state’s partial regulation of prostitution to her father John Grey’s
work against slavery.4 Abolitionist ideas on slavery also informed her
stance on war. For example, during the American Civil War both Butler
and her husband supported the war, believing that it was right for the
North to fight against slavery, and twenty years later Butler supported
Home Rule for Ireland on similar abolitionist grounds. She argued that
the British had kept the Irish in a position of subservience that was,
particularly during the nineteenth century, ‘a condition of slavery’, and
emphasised that she was using the term ‘not sentimentally, but in a
strictly legal sense’.5

In the period before the Anglo-Boer war, Butler had been ‘pro-Boer’,
viewing the British forces as oppressors of the Afrikaner republics. How-
ever, she changed her mind after the outbreak of hostilities, and began to
publicly support the government on the grounds that the British forces
were fighting for the emancipation of native South Africans. Taking a
pro-government stance brought her into conflict with many of her col-
leagues, although for the first time it led her into a close and sympathetic
relationship with Fawcett. In addition to Butler’s abolitionist principles,
she opposed military intervention and upheld what might be termed
Evangelical imperialist ideas, as she strongly believed that Britons had a
mission to win converts to Christianity across the globe. Butler envisioned
a Christian utopia in which ‘race prejudice’ and other social evils, such
as war, would be history:
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We all wish for peace; every reasonable person desires it . . . But what
Peace? It is the Peace of God . . . We do not and cannot desire the
peace which some of those are calling for who dare not face the open
book of present day judgment, or who do not wish to read its lessons!
Such a peace would be a mere plastering over of an unhealed wound,
which would break out again before many years were over.6

The attainment of a lasting peace was therefore dependent upon the
acceptance, on individual and collective levels, of Christianity. This
model of Evangelical imperialism was exemplified in the final sentence
of Native Races, in which Butler argued that ‘Race prejudice is a poison
which will have to be cast out if the world is ever to be Christianized,
and if Great Britain is to maintain the high and responsible place among
the nations which has been given to her.’7 She envisioned a world in
which racial discrimination had no place, but Christianity regulated this
utopian vision. The purpose of the empire was to spread Christian reli-
gion, and Butler believed – contrary to her own evidence, at times – that
if both native races and imperialists were genuinely Christianised, then
‘race prejudice’ would be eradicated. This entailed the conversion of
native races, but crucially, it also required a re-education of white Euro-
peans with regard to their Christian responsibility.

Butler argued that the Anglo-Boer war was ultimately about slavery,
attempting in Native Races to trace its origins over the centuries leading
up to the conflict. From the British perspective, she held that the govern-
ment had been inconsistent and unhelpful in its policies, altering them
according to conditions at home and party preferences. Although she
had been an admirer of Gladstone, she was critical of his foreign policy,
arguing that ‘the interests of the native races have been too often post-
poned to those of the ruling races’. Butler’s longstanding opposition to
war and her commitment to international co-operation were overruled
on this occasion in favour of physical force. She wrote ‘It can hardly be
supposed that I underrate the horrors of war. I have imagination enough
and sympathy enough to follow almost as if I beheld it with my eyes, the
great tragedy which has been unfolded in South Africa.’8

Butler’s concept of Evangelical imperialism was based primarily
upon conversion rather than force. For example, writing in 1887 of
Britain’s record in Ireland, she asked:

On what basis does our Empire stand? Very largely on that of con-
quest. Tell me what warrant there is in the teaching of Christ for
the assertion of the righteousness of conquest? . . . At the slightest
provocation or resistance to our arms, were not unresisting races
destroyed, their poor huts blown into the air by our guns, and their
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women and children included in our righteous massacres? . . . To speak
of the sacred inviolability of our Empire in all its length and breadth,
and of the possible disruption of the Empire as something too terrible
to contemplate, is a weakness and a folly in face of the teaching of
Christianity, and the prophetic words of its Author.9

Yet while Butler condemned imperialism where it relied upon force, she
accepted to some degree the need for the displacement of native popula-
tions, arguing in Native Races that: ‘The great blot on this necessary and
natural expansion [of the British empire] is the record (from time to
time) of the displacement of native tribes by force and violence, when
their rights seemed to interfere with the interests of the white man.’10

Displacement was not in itself unethical, but the use of force was. Butler
went to great lengths to publicly sanction the British intervention in
South Africa not, she argued, because she supported the Conservative
government’s aggression, but because she believed it was necessary
to make a stand against Afrikaners’ unjust treatment of native South
Africans. British rule would, she believed, be more just to all than
Afrikaner rule: ‘it is not magnanimity nor brutality on the part of
individuals which are in dispute. Our controversy is concerning the
presence or absence of Justice among the Boers, concerning the purity
of the Government and the justice of their Laws, or the reverse.’11 For
Butler, they were not fit to govern, in contrast to the British. Her
published opinion as given in Native Races was supported by a private
letter sent to Millicent Fawcett, enclosed with a copy of the book.
‘The Boers’, she wrote, ‘ “only ask to be let alone” – a modest request.
Thieves and burglars also ask only to be let alone.’12 Butler’s only
hope for an improvement in the rights of native South Africans was ‘the
re-establishment of peace under the principles of British rule’.13

Butler reproduced the prejudice that was widespread in British
culture in the late 1890s, contrasting the British with the Afrikaners and
presenting the view that the latter were ‘as a race . . . an extraordinary
instance of an arrested civilisation, the date of stoppage being some-
where about the conclusion of the seventeenth century’. However, her
arguments regarding native South Africans were more radical than
the prevailing jingoism of the day, in that she focused upon the civil
rights due to them. She argued for ‘Equality of all before the Law ’,
although she specifically excluded ‘social equality’ from this, arguing
that it belonged ‘to another region of political ideas altogether’. Her
arguments for fair treatment were comparatively radical, although they
were also carefully circumscribed. Native South Africans should be
enfranchised, she suggested, but not ‘too early’. Likewise, it might be
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advantageous to apply an education test, or proof of ‘a certain amount
of civilization and instruction’.14

Native Races was written early in the course of the war, and published
in mid-1900, before the concentration camps were introduced. Antoinette
Burton has suggested that it was therefore a product of the popular
jingoism of late 1899 rather than a reaction to the later (and more
controversial) conduct of the war.15 Indeed, it makes a comparison with
Hobhouse and Fawcett’s responses problematic. But the evidence suggests
that if anything, Butler became more pro-war and less sympathetic to the
Afrikaners as time went on. In 1899, she had expressed the hope that the
Afrikaners ‘may be sufficiently beaten to be induced to lay down their
arms, and that we may offer them peace on just and reasonable terms, and
that they will settle down under British rule’. In 1900, she was relatively
tolerant: ‘I cannot find it in my heart to criticize the character of the Boers
at a time when they have held on so bravely in a desperate war, and have
suffered so much. There are Boers and Boers, – good and bad among
them, – as among all nations.’ In 1901, when Kitchener’s policies of farm-
burning and internment were under way – although perhaps significantly,
before Hobhouse’s account of the concentration camps reached the
British public – she described British military manoeuvres as ‘the work
of the Holy Spirit’. By 1902, when both Hobhouse’s and Fawcett’s reports
were publicly available, her concern was with ‘the Satanic devices and
the powers of hell which are arising to dispute with us the true possession
of S. Africa’.16 Despite the conduct of the British, Butler’s compassion
for the Afrikaners appeared to diminish as time went on.

Native Races came in for much criticism from the peace movement,
for the principal reason that its arguments strengthened the pro-war
party and therefore could prolong the war.17 Butler argued that it was
a ‘just war’ because it was on behalf of native South Africans, but she
did not give full consideration to the use that could have been made
of the arbitration process, which might have avoided the need for war.
It could therefore be implied that she interpreted peace to mean an
abstract concept of a Christian utopia, rather than a state of consensus
that could be achieved through international diplomacy. As a result
her arguments found supporters among more jingoistic imperialists,
such as Millicent Fawcett.

While Butler and Fawcett were long-serving members of the feminist
movement, Miss Emily Hobhouse (1860–1926) was an unknown, middle-
aged Englishwoman, albeit from an established family. Her uncle was
Lord Hobhouse, and in the late 1890s she became increasingly drawn into
Liberal political circles, beginning a friendship with Leonard and Kate
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Courtney. It was Leonard Courtney who, on the outbreak of war in 1899,
persuaded Emily to become involved in the South Africa Conciliation
Committee (SACC), a body primarily concerned with pressing for formal
negotiation to bring the war to an end. The SACC occupied the middle
ground of the anti-war movements, accepting that unilateral British
withdrawal and peace at any price were unrealistic aims, but nonetheless
hoping to save South Africa for the empire and indeed to save the empire
itself by building it upon mutual trust and loyalties.18

Hobhouse accepted a position as honorary secretary of the women’s
auxiliary to the Conciliation Committee. This mostly consisted of a
separate circle of women to the existing peace movement (Ellen Robinson
being a prominent exception), although the arguments used regarding
imperialism, physical force and natural justice were in many ways similar.
In 1900–1 Hobhouse travelled to South Africa, funded by the SACC, to
distribute aid to those involved in the war. Her report of conditions in
the concentration camps was the cause of much controversy in Britain,
and brought about the 1901–2 Commission of Inquiry that was led by
Fawcett. Although Hobhouse’s conclusions were similar to those reached
by Fawcett’s Commission a year later, the two women were very different
in their emphasis. Hobhouse’s outspokenness and criticism of the British
government meant that she was treated as a traitor in Britain. During
an attempt to visit South Africa for the second time, in late 1901, she was
arrested by the military before even disembarking from the boat, and
had to be forcibly carried onto a boat returning to Britain.

Hobhouse was clearly a thorn in the side of the establishment. Yet
her own political views were overshadowed by, firstly, her insistence
that her work in South Africa was not political, and secondly, the other
members of the Conciliation Committee, who appeared to hold similar
views and were more prepared to speak publicly on political matters. In
claiming to be apolitical, her approach was reminiscent of women philan-
thropists of the nineteenth century who focused on material aid and
relieving poverty, although she also questioned politicians and ministers
on the legitimacy of government and military policy. She was one of
few women at this time to argue that they had a role to play as women in
the conduct of the war. The war was presented as not only an imperial
problem, but also an international one, because of the Afrikaners’ close
ties with the Netherlands. Both Hobhouse and Fawcett were therefore
drawn directly into the masculine sphere of foreign politics.

Hobhouse’s relationship to feminism was a complex one. Her con-
nections with some of the most prominent anti-war Liberals, such as the
Courtneys, meant that she would have been exposed to feminist activities
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and ideas. For a brief period before the war she undertook research for
the Women’s Industrial Council into employment legislation, and she
advocated public women’s meetings as an effective means of protest
against the Anglo-Boer war.19 But she attempted to publicly maintain a
position that was independent of both the women’s movement and the
Liberal party, relying on the argument that her work was humanitarian
in basis. Although Hobhouse did not explicitly criticise the ‘gendered
order of society’ as such, she did concern herself with the impact of
gender constructions on traditionally private and individual concerns.
Thus Philippa Levine’s broad definition of feminism, as outlined in the
introduction, might encompass women such as Hobhouse.20 Certainly,
her attempts to provide Afrikaner women with a public voice were
consistent with the belief that they had the right to a greater degree of
control over their own situation.

Her methods were also unconventional. As Hobhouse’s biographer,
John Fisher, notes, ‘she was ready to make use of politicians after her
own fashion – as they were of her, after theirs’. When pitted against the
military and the government in late 1901, she resolved: ‘I will be very
polite, very dignified, but in every way I possibly can, a thorn in the flesh
to them.’21 She gained access to British officials in South Africa through
her aunt Lady Hobhouse’s influence, and access to Afrikaner refugees
and victims of the farm-burning through her ‘pro-Boer’ colleagues. Her
impartiality in giving aid – she provided aid to both Afrikaner families
and British troops – also extended to those she informed of the problems
in the camps. She was as open with ‘pro-Boer’ friends in Cape Town as
she was with the military and the SACC in Britain, and unsurprisingly,
this made her many enemies within the government and the army.

Hobhouse may have exploited her family connections and her links
with Members of Parliament in order to gain access to the government,
but the end she had in sight was the more humane treatment of victims
of war, and women and child victims in particular. In claiming the right
to define her role as a British humanitarian abroad, she indirectly
advanced the position of women within government by prompting the
Commission of Inquiry into the camps, although this of course had a
very different agenda to that of Hobhouse. Hobhouse’s response to the
war was based on similar liberal ideas to those of Josephine Butler,
particularly the belief that moral laws should apply to nations as much
as they did to individuals. And like Butler, Hobhouse was concerned
about the treatment of native South Africans, and the Afrikaners’ hostile
attitude towards them. During her 1900–1 trip to the Cape, as well as
trying to publicise the poor conditions in the camps in which the
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Afrikaners were being kept, Emily asked Lady Hobhouse to use her influ-
ence to have representatives sent out from either the Society of Friends
or the Aborigines’ Protection Society to investigate the camps in which
the black population were confined. She had heard enough about the
conditions in the camps to know that intervention was urgently needed,
but she also believed that if she became involved she might alienate the
Afrikaners whom she was trying to help. Her time in South Africa con-
vinced her that any aid would have to be administered separately, but
her efforts to enlist an organisation to do this proved fruitless.22

On Hobhouse’s return to Britain, she managed to get the condi-
tions she had discovered in the camps publicised, albeit against some
opposition. Public meetings had to be cancelled because of government
resistance, and it was ultimately through the efforts of David Lloyd
George, who raised the matter in Parliament, that a full public dis-
cussion was initiated. As a result of this adverse publicity, in early July
the War Office began to consider sending a committee of women out to
visit the camps and produce a report. Hobhouse would have been an
obvious candidate for such a role if she had not been so outspokenly
critical in her earlier work. It was essential for the government that they
pick a political ally, and Millicent Garrett Fawcett’s Unionist politics
stood her in better stead with a Conservative government than did
Hobhouse’s Liberalism.

Fawcett was active in the women’s movement from the late 1860s
until her death in 1929. She was strongly influenced by liberal economic
and political ideas, taking many of her early views from the work of
John Stuart Mill, and was one of the few late Victorian feminists to be
uninfluenced by, and indeed indifferent to, Evangelicalism. Most active
in the suffrage movement, she was also involved in campaigns for equal
education and employment opportunities for women, and in certain
strands of the social purity movement. She became the dominant force
in the suffrage movement in the 1890s, and her influence was further
enhanced in 1897 by her role in the amalgamation of the CCNSWS and
CNSWS into the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.23 She
was a supporter of imperialist expansion and, if necessary, the use of
force. Following the declaration of Liberal support for Home Rule for
Ireland in 1885, Fawcett split from the Liberal party, believing them
to be ‘false to the very essence of liberalism’. She joined the Liberal
Unionists and opposed Home Rule on the grounds that it was ‘absolutely
contrary to the interests of the British Empire and of the Irish them-
selves’.24 She reportedly perceived little difference between the Liberal
Unionists and the Conservatives, and resigned from the Women’s Liberal
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Unionist Association in 1904 when the Unionists rejected free trade.
Fawcett later remarked that ‘I am not a Protectionist and therefore cannot
be a Conservative. I am not a Home Ruler and cannot be a Liberal. And
I cannot join the Labour Party because I am not a Socialist.’25 In dis-
cussions on the empire and women’s suffrage, she often emphasised the
importance of order, arguing in 1890 that ‘the women of the country
[were] an immense and very valuable Conservative force in the country
. . . There were many things . . . which convinced women of the value
of order, and which brought home to them the fact that order was
essential to liberty.’26

Fawcett’s imperialism was of the jingoistic type that became popular
in the last years of the nineteenth century. She resisted discourses of
pacifism and internationalism, although – as in her 1888 letter to the
International Congress of Women – she paid lip service to peace ideals,
adhering to the broad concept that a state of peace was preferable to a
state of war and arguing for international co-operation between women’s
suffrage movements. Yet her views brought her into conflict with pacifist
women. In 1888, Fawcett’s support for peace and arbitration led her to
accept the position of vice-president of the Women’s Committee of the
IAPA, but she did not involve herself in the work of this organisation
and resigned her post in early 1889. In 1890, Fawcett refused to accept the
presidency of the International Council of Women on the grounds that
she felt it to be impossible that any international work among women
could be productive. By the turn of the century, she had come to repres-
ent a strongly nationalist and imperialist discourse, and it may be no
coincidence that Fawcett’s reputation and influence within the feminist
movement grew just as liberal anti-imperialism gave way to the jingoism
of the 1890s. As noted in chapter 1, Fawcett’s commitment to physical
force as an effective and legitimate means of power meant that her argu-
ments on the suffrage sidestepped the physical force objection. This was
ultimately an argument that, given Fawcett’s support for imperial force,
she was unable to answer satisfactorily, although she could use arguments
on the legitimacy of the Anglo-Boer war to support her position on
women’s suffrage. In arguing that the political rights of settlers in South
Africa were important enough for Britain to go to war, she made the
denial of the vote to British women even harder to defend.27 She had, in
effect, a vested interest in supporting the war.

Fawcett was invited to take part in the Commission of Inquiry into
conditions in the concentration camps in mid-July 1901 (she was later
appointed its president), as a result of a review she provided for the
Westminster Gazette of Emily Hobhouse’s report of her trip to the camps.
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Fawcett’s review picked out the positive comments within Hobhouse’s
report and scarcely touched on its more offensive or disturbing con-
tents, going on to excuse the failings of the camps as ‘part of the fortune
of war’.28 Her appointment to the Commission shows not only that she
was a known and trusted political figure from the establishment’s point
of view, but also that as a staunch imperialist who fully supported the
war, she could be relied upon to report on events in the camps from the
perspective required by the British government.

Ray Strachey noted in her biography of Fawcett that ‘it was an
unprecedented thing for an official commission on whatever subject to
consist only of women’, and that as a result, Fawcett had ‘no hesitation
whatever’ in accepting the appointment.29 Her two British colleagues
in the Commission, Lucy Deane and Alice, Lady Knox, were selected by
the War Office and introduced to her at their first meeting with the
minister, St John Brodrick, on 20 July. Deane was an experienced factory
inspector, while Knox was the wife of one of Kitchener’s senior officers
in South Africa – hardly an impartial choice. Fawcett later noted in her
diary that Knox viewed the Afrikaners as socially equivalent to ‘where the
Scottish people were 200 years ago’.30 At the meeting on 20 July, Brodrick
used the occasion to outline the aspects of the camps that the women
were requested to investigate, and to inform them ‘of the advisability
of working with the authorities’, an intimation that an approach like
that of Emily Hobhouse would not be acceptable. The project was to be,
in effect, a Royal Commission in all but name, placing considerable
responsibility on the part of Fawcett and her colleagues to demonstrate
that women could be trusted with such work, and implicitly therefore, to
produce a report acceptable to the government. Fawcett read Hobhouse’s
report of the camps before arriving in South Africa, and was also
requested by Josephine Butler to ‘be on the lookout’ for the army’s
attitude to ‘the moral question she has worked for’, and so a section on
morals and discipline in the camps was built into the report.31

Fawcett had become an outspoken supporter of Josephine Butler
after the Contagious Diseases agitation, but, as Barbara Caine has argued,
there was a tension in Fawcett’s politics between the liberal focus on
national political activities and her feminist analysis of sexual politics, in
which she was determined to attack the pervasive sexual double standard.
Caine documents Fawcett’s vehement opposition to sexual immorality
among those in public life (particularly her disapproval of Harry Cust
and eventual hounding of him out of office), which mirrored her concern
with the sexual conduct of the inmates of the concentration camps.32 She
was greatly concerned with male sexual immorality, but less interested
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in the effects of war, and as a result it appears that she condemned sexual
violence but took a more lenient view of the physical violence that was
being practised by the British against the Afrikaners.

While Hobhouse’s account of the Afrikaner women and children
in the camps differed greatly from that offered by Fawcett, there were
a number of points of agreement. Both women highlighted the large
numbers of children in the camps, the foul smell and lack of hygiene,
the shortage of water for drinking, cooking and washing, and the rapid-
ity and ease with which diseases spread through the camps. Yet there
was a fundamental disagreement over the status of the inmates. For
Hobhouse and the ‘pro-Boer’ and peace movements, these were con-
centration camps and the men, women and children contained in them
were prisoners. For Fawcett and the government, they were refugees
who came to the camps for protection ‘against the Kaffirs’, rather than
the British.33

The Commission and its final report were indebted to, and in many
ways a governmental response to, Hobhouse’s earlier criticisms. While
Fawcett disagreed with some of Hobhouse’s suggestions, she nonethe-
less read her report closely before arriving in South Africa, and worked
from it when ascertaining if and to what degree the camps had improved
over the months since Hobhouse had visited them. It is surely signific-
ant that the major omission from Fawcett’s report, that of any study of
camps set up for native South Africans, was also an omission made –
consciously and for specific reasons – by Hobhouse.

Fawcett’s final report outlined three areas of investigation: to deter-
mine how British charity could best be distributed in the camps; whether
alterations in the organisation of the camps were desirable; and whether
the geographical location of the camps was acceptable. All three issues
responded to recommendations in Hobhouse’s report, but the Com-
mission was clearly biased in its conclusions. Criticism was directed
against the camp superintendents, not the government or its policies,
and implicitly against Hobhouse herself, as it was argued that ‘private
charity’ was unnecessary and that the inmates of the camps were well
provided for, even including the provision of ‘luxuries’ for the sick.
This said, the report was not the whitewash that it had been expected
to be, and in places it was explicitly critical of material conditions or
individuals. Yet as a document it reflected the imperialist ideology of
its authors. In explaining the high death rate in the camps, the three
reasons given were: the ‘insanitary condition of the country caused by
the war’; causes ‘within the control of the inmates of the camps’; and
causes ‘within the control of the administration’. The first two causes
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clearly absolved the British government of any responsibility, and, indeed,
went some way to arguing that the Afrikaners were faring far better for
having access to British medical care. With regard to the first reason, it
was argued that: ‘More is being done for them in camp, ten times more
. . . than could have been done for them had they remained on their
fathers’ farms.’ The second argument, that Afrikaner women in particular
were killing their infants through ignorance of medical procedures, put
the case that camp superintendents were daily having to ‘wage war against
the insanitary habits of the people’. This placed only a fraction of the
responsibility for the high death rate upon the British government, and
even then criticisms were directed at past mistakes, such as the failure to
appreciate the distinctions required between the treatment of women
and children and the treatment of soldiers, and the sites on which some
of the camps had been located. The central thread of the report was that
‘we feel that in some camps there has been a tendency on the part of the
officials to sink to a low standard of order, decency, and cleanliness in
these matters, rather than to face the constant wear and tear involved in
insisting on a high standard’.34 The military was criticised for failing
in Britain’s imperial mission to elevate and civilise.

To conclude, it is notable that both Butler and Hobhouse concerned
themselves with the native population, although Hobhouse’s comments
were kept private. Hobhouse was clearly the most ‘pro-Boer’ of the three,
and the only one who was not an established figure in the women’s
movement. Butler was initially sympathetic towards the Afrikaners, but
publicly critical of their treatment of native South Africans. Fawcett, in
contrast, ignored the existence of a black population and disparaged the
Afrikaners, particularly the women, for their supposed ignorance, lack
of hygiene, and independence of mind. Fawcett received recognition
from the establishment for her report, while Butler was shunned by her
abolitionist colleagues because she supported the government. Hobhouse
was treated as a traitor within Britain, although her actions, particularly
during her deportation from Cape Town in 1901 when she had to be
bodily carried onto the boat to depart, made her a heroine among British
pacifists and anti-imperialists, and of course among the Afrikaners.

It has been argued, particularly with respect to the First World
War, that war accelerates and crystallises social development, and as a
result British women have made significant advances in wartime.35 The
Anglo-Boer war may be seen as a precursor to this trend. It saw the pro-
minent involvement of two women, Fawcett and Hobhouse, in foreign
and imperial affairs, a sphere that was typically defined as exclusively
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masculine, and the appointment of the first all-female government
Commission, undoubtedly an important milestone. While Fawcett had
always been something of an establishment figure, her leadership of the
Commission ultimately reinforced this reputation and strengthened her
standing within both the feminist movement and political circles gener-
ally. She was one of the first feminists to be drawn into the masculine
sphere of foreign politics, albeit in a feminised, domestic role – that
is, her ability as a woman to investigate other women and children.
Implicitly, Fawcett’s jingoistic, imperialist brand of feminism was
legitimised by her appointment to and role in the Commission, while
Butler’s Evangelical imperialism and Hobhouse’s humanitarian focus
were marginalised. Hobhouse also moved beyond the domestic sphere
into foreign politics, and managed to be influential even as she was
excluded from the establishment, for it was unarguably her report on
the concentration camps that led to the government investigation. Her
involvement in this respect illustrates how a role could be carved out for
women as women, within war and international politics.
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