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Chapter 1 

Women's RightsMovement 

Women's rights are the rights and entitlements claimed for 

women and girls worldwide. They formed the basis for the 

women's rights movement in the 19th century and the feminist 

movements during the 20th and 21st centuries. In some 

countries, these rights are institutionalized or supported by 

law, local custom, and behavior, whereas in others, they are 

ignored and suppressed. They differ from broader notions of 

human rights through claims of an inherent historical and 

traditional bias against the exercise of rights by women and 

girls, in favor of men and boys.  

Issues commonly associated with notions of women's rights 

include the right to bodily integrity and autonomy, to be free 

from sexual violence, to vote, to hold public office, to enter into 

legal contracts, to have equal rights in family law, to work, to 

fair wages or equal pay, to have reproductive rights, to own 

property, and to education.  

History 

Ancient history 

Mesopotamia 

Women in ancient Sumer could buy, own, sell, and inherit 

property. They could engage in commerce and testify in court 

as witnesses. Nonetheless, their husbands could divorce them 

for mild infractions, and a divorced husband could easily 
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remarry another woman, provided that his first wife had borne 

him no offspring. Female deities, such as Inanna, were widely 

worshipped. The Akkadian poetess Enheduanna, the priestess 

of Inanna and daughter of Sargon, is the earliest known poet 

whose name has been recorded. Old Babylonian law codes 

permitted a husband to divorce his wife under any 

circumstances, but doing so required him to return all of her 

property and sometimes pay her a fine. Most law codes forbade 

a woman to request her husband for a divorce and enforced the 

same penalties on a woman asking for divorce as on a woman 

caught in the act of adultery. Some Babylonian and Assyrian 

laws, however, afforded women the same right to divorce as 

men, requiring them to pay exactly the same fine. The majority 

of East Semitic deities were male.  

Egypt 

In ancient Egypt, women enjoyed the same rights under the law 

as a man, however rightful entitlements depended upon social 

class. Landed property descended in the female line from 

mother to daughter, and women were entitled to administer 

their own property. Women in ancient Egypt could buy, sell, be 

a partner in legal contracts, be executor in wills and witness to 

legal documents, bring court action, and adopt children.  

India 

Women during the early Vedic period enjoyed equal status with 

men in all aspects of life. Works by ancient Indian 

grammarians such as Patanjali and Katyayana suggest that 

women were educated in the early Vedic period. Rigvedic verses 

suggest that women married at a mature age and were 
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probably free to select their own husbands in a practice called 

swayamvar or live-in relationship called Gandharva marriage.  

Greece 

Although most women lacked political and equal rights in the 

city states of ancient Greece, they enjoyed a certain freedom of 

movement until the Archaic age. Records also exist of women 

in ancient Delphi, Gortyn, Thessaly, Megara, and Sparta 

owning land, the most prestigious form of private property at 

the time. However, after the Archaic age, legislators began to 

enact laws enforcing gender segregation, resulting in decreased 

rights for women.  

Women in Classical Athens had no legal personhood and were 

assumed to be part of the oikos headed by the male kyrios. 

Until marriage, women were under the guardianship of their 

father or other male relative. Once married, the husband 

became a woman's kyrios. As women were barred from 

conducting legal proceedings, the kyrios would do so on their 

behalf. Athenian women could only acquire rights over property 

through gifts, dowry, and inheritance, though her kyrios had 

the right to dispose of a woman's property. Athenian women 

could only enter into a contract worth less than the value of a 

"medimnos of barley" (a measure of grain), allowing women to 

engage in petty trading. Women were excluded from ancient 

Athenian democracy, both in principle and in practice. Slaves 

could become Athenian citizens after being freed, but no 

woman ever acquired citizenship in ancient Athens.  

In classical Athens women were also barred from becoming 

poets, scholars, politicians, or artists. During the Hellenistic 

period in Athens, the philosopher Aristotle thought that women 
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would bring disorder and evil, therefore it was best to keep 

women separate from the rest of the society. This separation 

would entail living in a room called a gynaikeion, while looking 

after the duties in the home and having very little exposure 

with the male world. This was also to ensure that wives only 

had legitimate children from their husbands. Athenian women 

received little education, except home tutorship for basic skills 

such as spin, weave, cook and some knowledge of money.  

Although Spartan women were formally excluded from military 

and political life, they enjoyed considerable status as mothers 

of Spartan warriors. As men engaged in military activity, 

women took responsibility for running estates. Following 

protracted warfare in the 4th century BC Spartan women-

owned approximately between 35% and 40% of all Spartan land 

and property. By the Hellenistic Period, some of the wealthiest 

Spartans were women. Spartan women controlled their own 

properties, as well as the properties of male relatives who were 

away with the army. Girls, as well as boys, received an 

education. But despite relatively greater freedom of movement 

for Spartan women, their role in politics was just as the same 

as Athenian women.  

Plato acknowledged that extending civil and political rights to 

women would substantively alter the nature of the household 

and the state. Aristotle, who had been taught by Plato, denied 

that women were slaves or subject to property, arguing that 

"nature has distinguished between the female and the slave", 

but he considered wives to be "bought". He argued that 

women's main economic activity is that of safeguarding the 

household property created by men. According to Aristotle, the 

labour of women added no value because "the art of household 
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management is not identical with the art of getting wealth, for 

the one uses the material which the other provides".  

Contrary to Plato's views, the Stoic philosophers argued for 

equality of the sexes, sexual inequality being in their view 

contrary to the laws of nature. In doing so, they followed the 

Cynics, who argued that men and women should wear the same 

clothing and receive the same kind of education. They also saw 

marriage as a moral companionship between equals rather 

than a biological or social necessity and practiced these views 

in their lives as well as their teachings. The Stoics adopted the 

views of the Cynics and added them to their own theories of 

human nature, thus putting their sexual egalitarianism on a 

strong philosophical basis.  

Rome 

Roman law, similar to Athenian law, was created by men in 

favor of men. Women had no public voice and no public role, 

which only improved after the 1st century to the 6th century 

BCE. Freeborn women of ancient Rome were citizens who 

enjoyed legal privileges and protections that did not extend to 

non-citizens or slaves. Roman society, however, was 

patriarchal, and women could not vote, hold public office, or 

serve in the military. Women of the upper classes exercised 

political influence through marriage and motherhood. During 

the Roman Republic, the mothers of the Gracchus brothers and 

of Julius Caesar were noted as exemplary women who 

advanced the careers of their sons. During the Imperial period, 

women of the emperor's family could acquire considerable 

political power and were regularly depicted in official art and 

on coinage.  



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

6 

The central core of the Roman society was the pater familias or 

the male head of the household who exercised his authority 

over all his children, servants, and wife. Girls had equal 

inheritance rights with boys if their father died without leaving 

a will. Similar to Athenian women, Roman women had a 

guardian or as it was called "tutor" who managed and oversaw 

all her activity. This tutelage had limited female activity but by 

the first century to sixth century BCE, tutelage became very 

relaxed and women were accepted to participate in more public 

roles such as owning or managing property and or acting as 

municipal patrons for gladiator games and other entertainment 

activities Childbearing was encouraged by the state. By 27–14 

BCE the ius tritium liberorum ("legal right of three children") 

granted symbolic honors and legal privileges to a woman who 

had given birth to three children and freed her from any male 

guardianship.  

In the earliest period of the Roman Republic, a bride passed 

from her father's control into the "hand" (manus) of her 

husband. She then became subject to her husband's potestas, 

though to a lesser degree than their children. This archaic 

form of manus marriage was largely abandoned by the time of 

Julius Caesar, when a woman remained under her father's 

authority by law even when she moved into her husband's 

home. This arrangement was one of the factors in the 

independence Roman women enjoyed.  

Although women had to answer to their father in legal matters, 

they were free of his direct scrutiny in her daily life, and her 

husband had no legal power over her. When her father died, 

she became legally emancipated (suiiuris). A married woman 

retained ownership of any property she brought into the 
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marriage. Girls had equal inheritance rights with boys if their 

father died without leaving a will. Under classical Roman law, 

a husband had no right to abuse his wife physically or compel 

her to have sex. Wife beating was sufficient grounds for divorce 

or other legal action against the husband.  

Because of their legal status as citizens and the degree to 

which they could become emancipated, women in ancient Rome 

could own property, enter contracts, and engage in business. 

Some acquired and disposed of sizable fortunes, and are 

recorded in inscriptions as benefactors in funding major public 

works. Roman women could appear in court and argue cases, 

though it was customary for them to be represented by a man. 

They were simultaneously disparaged as too ignorant and 

weak-minded to practice law, and as too active and influential 

in legal matters—resulting in an edict that limited women to 

conducting cases on their own behalf instead of others'. But 

even after this restriction was put in place, there are numerous 

examples of women taking informed actions in legal matters, 

including dictating legal strategy to their male advocates.  

Roman law recognized rape as a crime in which the victim bore 

no guilt and a capital crime. The rape of a woman was 

considered an attack on her family and father's honour, and 

rape victims were shamed for allowing the bad name in her 

father's honour. As a matter of law, rape could be committed 

only against a citizen in good standing. The rape of a slave 

could be prosecuted only as damage to her owner's property.  

The first Roman emperor, Augustus, framed his ascent to sole 

power as a return to traditional morality, and attempted to 

regulate the conduct of women through moral legislation. 
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Adultery, which had been a private family matter under the 

Republic, was criminalized, and defined broadly as an illicit 

sex act (stuprum) that occurred between a male citizen and a 

married woman, or between a married woman and any man 

other than her husband. Therefore, a married woman could 

have sex only with her husband, but a married man did not 

commit adultery when he had sex with a prostitute, slave, or 

person of marginalized status (infamis). Most prostitutes in 

ancient Rome were slaves, though some slaves were protected 

from forced prostitution by a clause in their sales contract. A 

free woman who worked as a prostitute or entertainer lost her 

social standing and became infamis, "disreputable"; by making 

her body publicly available, she had in effect surrendered her 

right to be protected from sexual abuse or physical violence.  

Stoic philosophies influenced the development of Roman law. 

Stoics of the Imperial era such as Seneca and Musonius Rufus 

developed theories of just relationships. While not advocating 

equality in society or under the law, they held that nature 

gives men and women equal capacity for virtue and equal 

obligations to act virtuously, and that therefore men and 

women had an equal need for philosophical education. These 

philosophical trends among the ruling elite are thought to have 

helped improve the status of women under the Empire. Rome 

had no system of state-supported schooling, and education was 

available only to those who could pay for it. The daughters of 

senators and knights seem to have regularly received a primary 

education (for ages 7 to 12). Regardless of gender, few people 

were educated beyond that level. Girls from a modest 

background might be schooled in order to help with the family 

business or to acquire literacy skills that enabled them to work 

as scribes and secretaries. The woman who achieved the 
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greatest prominence in the ancient world for her learning was 

Hypatia of Alexandria, who taught advanced courses to young 

men and advised the Roman prefect of Egypt on politics. Her 

influence put her into conflict with the bishop of Alexandria, 

Cyril, who may have been implicated in her violent death in the 

year 415 at the hands of a Christian mob.  

Byzantine Empire 

Since Byzantine law was essentially based on Roman law, the 

legal status of women did not change significantly from the 

practices of the 6th century. But the traditional restriction of 

women in the public life as well as the hostility against 

independent women still continued. Greater influence of Greek 

culture contributed to strict attitudes about women'roles being 

domestic instead of being public. There was also a growing 

trend of women who were not prostitutes, slaves or 

entertainers to be entirely veiled. Like previous Roman law, 

women could not be legal witnesses, hold administrations or 

run banking but they could still inherit properties and own 

land.  

As a rule, the influence of the church was exercised in favor of 

the abolition of the disabilities imposed by the older law upon 

celibacy and childlessness, of increased facilities for entering a 

professed religious life, and of due provision for the wife. The 

church also supported the political power of those who were 

friendly toward the clergy. The appointment of mothers and 

grandmothers as tutors was sanctioned by Justinian.  

The restrictions on the marriage of senators and other men of 

high rank with women of low rank were extended by 

Constantine, but it was almost entirely removed by Justinian. 
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Second marriages were discouraged, especially by making it 

legal to impose a condition that a widow's right to property 

should cease on remarriage, and the Leonine Constitutions at 

the end of the 9th century made third marriages punishable. 

The same constitutions made the benediction of a priest a 

necessary part of the ceremony of marriage.  

China 

Women throughout historical and ancient China were 

considered inferior and had subordinate legal status based on 

Confucian law. In Imperial China, the "Three Obediences" 

promoted daughters to obey their fathers, wives to obey their 

husbands, and widows to obey their sons. Women could not 

inherit businesses or wealth and men had to adopt a son for 

such financial purposes. Late imperial law also featured seven 

different types of divorces. A wife could be ousted if she failed 

to birth a son, committed adultery, disobeyed her parents-in-

law, spoke excessively, stole, was given to bouts of jealousy, or 

suffered from an incurable or loathsome disease or disorder. 

But there were also limits for the husband – for example, he 

could not divorce if she observed her parent's in-law's 

mourning sites, if she had no family to return to, or if the 

husband's family used to be poor and since then had become 

richer.  

The status of women in China was also low, largely due to the 

custom of foot binding. About 45% of Chinese women had 

bound feet in the 19th century. For the upper classes, it was 

almost 100%. In 1912, the Chinese government ordered the 

cessation of foot-binding. Foot-binding involved alteration of 

the bone structure so that the feet were only about 4 inches 
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long. The bound feet caused difficulty of movement, thus 

greatly limiting the activities of women.  

Due to the social custom that men and women should not be 

near each other, the women of China were reluctant to be 

treated by male doctors of Western Medicine. This resulted in a 

tremendous need for female doctors of Western Medicine in 

China. Thus, female medical missionary Dr. Mary H. Fulton 

(1854–1927) was sent by the Foreign Missions Board of the 

Presbyterian Church (USA) to found the first medical college 

for women in China. Known as the Hackett Medical College for 

Women (夏葛女子醫學院), the college was enabled in Guangzhou, 

China, by a large donation from Edward A.K. Hackett (1851–

1916) of Indiana, US. The college was aimed at the spreading 

of Christianity and modern medicine and the elevation of 

Chinese women's social status.  

During the Republic of China (1912–49) and earlier Chinese 

governments, women were legally bought and sold into slavery 

under the guise of domestic servants. These women were 

known as Mui Tsai. The lives of Mui Tsai were recorded by 

American feminist Agnes Smedley in her book Portraits of 

Chinese Women in Revolution.  

However, in 1949 the Republic of China had been overthrown 

by communist guerillas led by Mao Zedong, and the People's 

Republic of China was founded in the same year. In May 1950 

the People's Republic of China enacted the New Marriage Law 

to tackle the sale of women into slavery. This outlawed 

marriage by proxy and made marriage legal so long as both 

partners consent. The New Marriage Law raised the legal age of 

marriage to 20 for men and 18 for women. This was an 
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essential part of countryside land reform as women could no 

longer legally be sold to landlords. The official slogan was "Men 

and women are equal; everyone is worth his (or her) salt".  

Post-classical history 

Religious scriptures 

• Bible 

Both before and during biblical times, the roles of women in 

society were severely restricted. Nonetheless, in the Bible, 

women are depicted as having the right to represent 

themselves in court, the ability to make contracts, and the 

rights to purchase, own, sell, and inherit property. The Bible 

guarantees women the right to sex with their husbands and 

orders husbands to feed and clothe their wives. Breach of 

these Old Testament rights by a polygamous man gave the 

woman grounds for divorce: "If he marries another woman, he 

must not deprive the first one of her food, clothing and marital 

rights. If he does not provide her with these three things, she 

is to go free, without any payment of money" (Exodus 21:10–

11).  

• Qur'an 

The Qur'an, which Muslims believe was revealed to Muhammad 

over the course of 23 years, provided guidance to the Islamic 

community and modified existing customs in Arab society. The 

Qur'an prescribes limited rights for women in marriage, 

divorce, and inheritance. By providing that the wife, not her 

family, would receive a dowry from the husband, which she 
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could administer as her personal property, the Qur'an made 

women a legal party to the marriage contract.  

While in customary law, inheritance was often limited to male 

descendants, the Qur'an included rules on inheritance with 

certain fixed shares being distributed to designated heirs, first 

to the nearest female relatives and then the nearest male 

relatives. According to Annemarie Schimmel "compared to the 

pre-Islamic position of women, Islamic legislation meant an 

enormous progress; the woman has the right, at least 

according to the letter of the law, to administer the wealth she 

has brought into the family or has earned by her own work."  

For Arab women, Islam included the prohibition of female 

infanticide and recognizing women's full personhood. Women 

generally gained greater rights than women in pre-Islamic 

Arabia and medieval Europe. Women were not accorded with 

such legal status in other cultures until centuries later. 

According to Professor William Montgomery Watt, when seen in 

such historical context, Muhammad "can be seen as a figure 

who testified on behalf of women's rights."  

Western Europe 

Women's rights were protected already by early Medieval 

Christian Church: one of the first formal legal provision for the 

right of wives was promulgated by council of Adge in 506, 

which in Canon XVI stipulated that if a young married man 

wished to be ordained, he required the consent of his wife.  

The English Church and culture in the Middle Ages regarded 

women as weak, irrational and vulnerable to temptation who 

was constantly needed to be kept in check. This was reflected 
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on the Christian culture in England through the story of Adam 

and Eve where Eve fell to Satan's temptations and led Adam to 

eat the apple. It was belief based on St.Paul, that the pain of 

childbirth was a punishment for this deed that led mankind to 

be banished from the Garden of Eden. Women's inferiority also 

appears in many medieval writing for example the 1200 AD 

theologian Jacques de Vitry (who was rather sympathetic to 

women over others) emphasized for female obedience towards 

their men and expressed women as being slippery, weak, 

untrustworthy, devious, deceitful and stubborn. The church 

also promoted the Virgin Mary as a role model for women to 

emulate by being innocent in her sexuality, being married to a 

husband and eventually becoming a mother. That was the core 

purpose set out both culturally and religiously across Medieval 

Europe. Rape was also seen in medieval England as a crime 

against the father or husband and violation of their protection 

and guardianship of the women whom they look after in the 

household. Women's identity in the Middle Ages was also 

referred through her relations with men she was associated 

with for example "His daughter" or "So and so's wife". Despite 

all this, the Church still emphasized on the importance of love 

and mutual counselling within a marriage and prohibited any 

form of divorce so the wife would have someone to look after 

her.  

In overall Europe during the Middle Ages, women were inferior 

to that of a man in legal status. Throughout medieval Europe, 

women were pressured to not attend courts and leave all legal 

business affairs to their husbands. In the legal system, women 

were regarded as the properties of men so any threat or injury 

to them was in the duty of their male guardians.  
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In Irish law, women were forbidden to act as witnesses in 

courts. In Welsh law, women's testimony can be accepted 

towards other women but not against another man, but Welsh 

laws, specifically The Laws of HywelDda also reflected 

accountability for men to pay child maintenance for children 

born out of wedlock, which empowered women to claim rightful 

payment. In France, women's testimony must corroborate with 

other accounts or would not be accepted. Although women 

were expected to not attend courts, this however was not 

always true. Sometimes regardless of expectation, women did 

participate and attend court cases and court meetings. But 

women could not act as justices in courts, be attorneys, they 

could not be members of a jury and they could not accuse 

another person of a felony unless it's the murder of her 

husband. For most part, the best thing a woman could do in 

medieval courts is observe the legal proceedings taking place.  

The Swedish law protected women from the authority of their 

husbands by transferring the authority to their male relatives. 

A wife's property and land also could not be taken by the 

husband without her family's consent but neither could the 

wife. This mean a woman could not transfer her property to her 

husband without her family or kinsman's consent either. In 

Swedish law, women would also only get half that of her 

brother in inheritance. Despite these legal issues, Sweden was 

largely ahead and much superior in their treatment towards 

women than most European countries.  

Medieval marriages among the elites were arranged in a way 

that would meet the interests of the family as a whole. 

Theoretically a woman needed to consent before a marriage 

took place and the Church encouraged this consent to be 
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expressed in present tense and not future. Marriage could also 

take place anywhere and minimum age for girls would have to 

be 12 while 14 for boys.  

Northern Europe 

The rate of Wergild suggested that women in these societies 

were valued mostly for their breeding purposes. The Wergild of 

woman was double that of a man with same status in the 

Aleman and Bavarian legal codes. The Wergild of a woman 

meanwhile was triple that of a man with same status in Salic 

and Repuarian legal codes for women of child-bearing age, 

which constituted from 12 to 40 years old. One of the most 

Germanic codes from the Lombard tradition, legislated that 

women be under the control of a male mundoald which 

constituted her father, husband, older son or eventually the 

king as a last resort if she had no male relatives. A woman 

needed her mundold's permission to manage property but still 

could own her own lands and goods. Certain areas with 

Visgothic inheritance laws until the 7th century were favorable 

to women while all the other laws were not. Before 

Christianization of Europe, there was little space for women's 

consent for marriage and marriage through purchase (or 

Kaufehe) was actually the civil norm as opposed to the 

alternative marriage through capture (or Raubehe). However 

Christianity was slow to reach other Baltic and Scandinavian 

areas with it only reaching King Harald Bluetooth of Denmark 

in the year 950 AD. Those living under Norwegian and 

Icelandic laws used marriages to forge alliances or create peace 

usually without the women's say or consent. However divorce 

rights were permitted to women who suffered physical abuse 

but protections from harm were not given to those termed 
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"wretched" women such as beggars, servants and slave women. 

Having sex with them through force or without consent usually 

had zero legal consequence or punishment.  

During the Viking Age, women had a relatively free status in 

the Nordic countries of Sweden, Denmark and Norway, 

illustrated in the Icelandic Grágás and the Norwegian 

Frostating laws and Gulating laws. The paternal aunt, paternal 

niece and paternal granddaughter, referred to as odalkvinna, 

all had the right to inherit property from a deceased man. In 

the absence of male relatives, an unmarried woman with no 

son could, further more, inherit not only property, but also the 

position as head of the family from a deceased father or 

brother: a woman with such status was referred to as 

ringkvinna, and she exercised all the rights afforded to the 

head of a family clan, such as for example the right to demand 

and receive fines for the slaughter of a family member, unless 

she married, by which her rights were transferred to her 

husband.  

After the age of 20, an unmarried woman, referred to as maer 

and mey, reached legal majority and had the right to decide of 

her place of residence and was regarded as her own person 

before the law. An exception to her independence was the right 

to choose a marriage partner, as marriages was normally 

arranged by the clan. Widows enjoyed the same independent 

status as unmarried women. Women had religious authority 

and were active as priestesses (gydja) and oracles (sejdkvinna); 

they were active within art as poets (skalder) and rune 

masters, and as merchants and medicine women. They may 

also have been active within military office: the stories about 

shieldmaidens is unconfirmed, but some archaeological finds 
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such as the Birka female Viking warrior may indicate that at 

least some women in military authority existed. A married 

woman could divorce her husband and remarry.  

It was also socially acceptable for a free woman to cohabit with 

a man and have children with him without marrying him, even 

if that man was married: a woman in such a position was 

called frilla. There was no distinction made between children 

born inside or outside of marriage: both had the right to 

inherit property after their parents, and there was no 

"legitimate" or "illegitimate" children. These liberties gradually 

disappeared from the changed after the introductions of 

Christianity, and from the late 13th-century, they are no 

longer mentioned. During the Christian Middle Ages, the 

Medieval Scandinavian law applied different laws depending on 

the local county law, signifying that the status of women could 

vary depending on which county she was living in.  

Modern history 

Europe 

• 16th and 17th century Europe 

The 16th and 17th century saw numerous witch trials, which 

resulted in thousands of people across Europe being executed, 

of whom 75–95% were women (depending on time and place). 

The executions mostly took place in German-speaking lands, 

and during the 15th century the terminology "witchcraft" was 

definitely viewed as something feminine as opposed to prior 

years. Famous witchcraft manuals such as the Malleus 

Maleficarum and SummisDesiderantes depicted witches as 
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diabolical conspirators who worshipped Satan and were 

primarily women. Culture and art at the time depicted these 

witches as seductive and evil, further fuelling moral panic in 

fusion with rhetoric from the Church.  

The origin of the female "witch" myth traces back to Roman 

mythical night creatures known as Strix, who were thought to 

appear and disappear mysteriously in the night. They were also 

believed by many to be of transformed women by their own 

supernatural powers. This Roman myth itself is believed to 

originate from the Jewish Sabbath which described non-

supernatural women who would suspiciously leave and return 

home swiftly during the night. Authors of the Malleus 

Maleficarum strongly established the link between witchcraft 

and women by proclaiming greater likelihood for women to be 

addicted to "evil".  

The authors and inquisitors Heinrich Kramer and Jacob 

Sprengerh justified these beliefs by claiming women had 

greater credulity, impressionability, feeble minds, feeble 

bodies, impulsivity and carnal natures which were flaws 

susceptible to "evil" behavior and witchcraft. These sort of 

beliefs at the time could send female hermits or beggars to 

trials just for offering remedies or herbal medicine. These set 

of developed myths eventually lead to the 16–17th century 

witch trials which found thousands of women burned at stake.  

By 1500, Europe was divided into two types of secular law. One 

was customary law which was predominant in northern France, 

England and Scandinavia, and the other was Roman based 

written laws which was predominant in southern France, Italy, 

Spain and Portugal.  
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Customary laws favoured men more than women. For example, 

inheritance among the elites in Italy, England, Scandinavia 

and France was passed on to the eldest male heir. In all of the 

regions, the laws also gave men substantial powers over lives, 

property and bodies of their wives. However, there were some 

improvements for women as opposed to ancient custom for 

example they could inherit in the absence of their brothers, do 

certain trades without their husbands and widows to receive 

dower.  

In areas governed by Roman-based written laws women were 

under male guardianship in matters involving property and 

law, fathers overseeing daughters, husbands overseeing wives 

and uncles or male relatives overseeing widows.  

Throughout Europe, women's legal status centered around her 

marital status while marriage itself was the biggest factor in 

restricting women's autonomy. Custom, statue and practice not 

only reduced women's rights and freedoms but prevented single 

or widowed women from holding public office on the 

justification that they might one day marry.  

According to English Common Law, which developed from the 

12th century onward, all property which a wife held at the time 

of marriage became a possession of her husband. Eventually 

English courts forbade a husband's transferring property 

without the consent of his wife, but he still retained the right 

to manage it and to receive the money which it produced. 

French married women suffered from restrictions on their legal 

capacity which were removed only in 1965. In the 16th 

century, the Reformation in Europe allowed more women to 

add their voices, including the English writers Jane Anger, 
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AemiliaLanyer, and the prophetess Anna Trapnell. English and 

American Quakers believed that men and women were equal. 

Many Quaker women were preachers. Despite relatively greater 

freedom for Anglo-Saxon women, until the mid-19th century, 

writers largely assumed that a patriarchal order was a natural 

order that had always existed. This perception was not 

seriously challenged until the 18th century when Jesuit 

missionaries found matrilineality in native North American 

peoples.  

The philosopher John Locke opposed marital inequality and the 

mistreatment of women during this time. He was well known 

for advocating for marital equality among the sexes in his work 

during the 17th century. According to a study published in the 

American Journal of Social Issues & Humanities, the condition 

for women during Locke's time were as quote:  

English women had fewer grounds for divorce than men until 

1923 

Husbands controlled most of their wives' personal property 

until the Married Women's Property Act 1870 and Married 

Women's Property Act 1882 

Children were the husband's property 

Rape was legally impossible within a marriage 

Wives lacked crucial features of legal personhood, since the 

husband was taken as the representative of the family (thereby 

eliminating the need for women's suffrage). These legal 

features of marriage suggest that the idea of a marriage 

between equals appeared unlikely to most Victorians. (Quoted 
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from Gender and Good Governance in John Locke, American 

Journal of Social Issues & Humanities Vol 2) 

Other philosophers have also made the statements regarding 

women's rights during this time. For example, Thomas Paine 

wrote in An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex 1775 where he 

states (as quote) : 

"If we take a survey of ages and of countries, we shall find the 

women, almost without exception... adored and oppressed... 

they are ... robbed of freedom of will by the laws...Yet such, I 

am sorry to say, is the lot of women over the whole earth. Man 

with regard to them, has been either an insensible husband or 

an oppressor."  

A paternal society can find prefer to make women's rights a 

man's duty, for instance under English common law husbands 

had to maintain their wives. This duty was abolished in 2010.  

18th and 19th century Europe 

Starting in the late 18th century, and throughout the 19th 

century, rights, as a concept and claim, gained increasing 

political, social, and philosophical importance in Europe. 

Movements emerged which demanded freedom of religion, the 

abolition of slavery, rights for women, rights for those who did 

not own property, and universal suffrage. In the late 18th 

century the question of women's rights became central to 

political debates in both France and Britain. At the time some 

of the greatest thinkers of the Enlightenment, who defended 

democratic principles of equality and challenged notions that a 

privileged few should rule over the vast majority of the 
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population, believed that these principles should be applied 

only to their own gender and their own race. The philosopher 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, thought that it was the 

order of nature for woman to obey men. He wrote "Women do 

wrong to complain of the inequality of man-made laws" and 

claimed that "when she tries to usurp our rights, she is our 

inferior".  

In 1754, Dorothea Erxleben became the first German woman 

receiving a M.D. (University of Halle)  

In 1791 the French playwright and political activist Olympe de 

Gouges published the Declaration of the Rights of Woman and 

of the Female Citizen, modelled on the Declaration of the 

Rights of Man and of the Citizen of 1789. The Declaration is 

ironic in formulation and exposes the failure of the French 

Revolution, which had been devoted to equality. It states that: 

"This revolution will only take effect when all women become 

fully aware of their deplorable condition, and of the rights they 

have lost in society". The Declaration of the Rights of Woman 

and the Female Citizen follows the seventeen articles of the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen point for 

point and has been described by Camille Naish as "almost a 

parody...of the original document". The first article of the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen proclaims 

that "Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social 

distinctions may be based only on common utility." The first 

article of Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female 

Citizen replied: "Woman is born free and remains equal to man 

in rights. Social distinctions may only be based on common 

utility". De Gouges expands the sixth article of the Declaration 
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of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which declared the 

rights of citizens to take part in the formation of law, to:  

"All citizens including women are equally admissible to all 

public dignities, offices and employments, according to their 

capacity, and with no other distinction than that of their 

virtues and talents".  

De Gouges also draws attention to the fact that under French 

law women were fully punishable, yet denied equal rights. She 

was subsequently sent to the guillotine.  

Mary Wollstonecraft, a British writer and philosopher, 

published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, 

arguing that it was the education and upbringing of women 

that created limited expectations. Wollstonecraft attacked 

gender oppression, pressing for equal educational 

opportunities, and demanded "justice!" and "rights to 

humanity" for all. Wollstonecraft, along with her British 

contemporaries Damaris Cudworth and Catharine Macaulay 

started to use the language of rights in relation to women, 

arguing that women should have greater opportunity because 

like men, they were moral and rational beings. Mary Robinson 

wrote in a similar vein in 'A Letter to the Women of England, 

on the Injustice of Mental Subordination.', 1799.  

In his 1869 essay "The Subjection of Women" the English 

philosopher and political theorist John Stuart Mill described 

the situation for women in Britain as follows:  

"We are continually told that civilization and Christianity have 

restored to the woman her just rights. Meanwhile, the wife is 
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the actual bondservant of her husband; no less so, as far as 

the legal obligation goes, than slaves commonly so called." 

Then a member of parliament, Mill argued that women deserve 

the right to vote, though his proposal to replace the term 

"man" with "person" in the second Reform Bill of 1867 was 

greeted with laughter in the House of Commons and defeated 

by 76 to 196 votes. His arguments won little support amongst 

contemporaries but his attempt to amend the reform bill 

generated greater attention for the issue of women's suffrage in 

Britain. Initially only one of several women's rights campaigns, 

suffrage became the primary cause of the British women's 

movement at the beginning of the 20th century. At the time, 

the ability to vote was restricted to wealthy property owners 

within British jurisdictions. This arrangement implicitly 

excluded women as property law and marriage law gave men 

ownership rights at marriage or inheritance until the 19th 

century. Although male suffrage broadened during the century, 

women were explicitly prohibited from voting nationally and 

locally in the 1830s by the Reform Act 1832 and the Municipal 

Corporations Act 1835. Millicent Fawcett and Emmeline 

Pankhurst led the public campaign on women's suffrage and in 

1918 a bill was passed allowing women over the age of 30 to 

vote.  

By the 1860s, the economic sexual politics of middle-class 

women in Britain and its neighboring Western European 

countries was guided by factors such as the evolution of 19th 

century consumer culture, including the emergence of the 

department store, and Separate spheres. In Come Buy, Come 

Buy: Shopping and the Culture of Consumption in Victorian 

Women's Writing, Krista Lysack's literary analysis of 19th 
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century contemporary literature claims through her resources' 

reflection of common contemporary norms, "Victorian 

femininity as characterized by self-renunciation and the 

regulation of appetite."  

While women, particularly those in the middle class, obtained 

modest control of daily household expenses and had the ability 

to leave the house, attend social events, and shop for personal 

and household items in the various department stores 

developing in late 19th century Europe, Europe's 

socioeconomic climate pervaded the ideology that women were 

not in complete control over their urges to spend (assuming) 

their husband or father's wages. As a result, many 

advertisements for socially 'feminine' goods revolved around 

upward social progression, exoticisms from the Orient, and 

added efficiency for household roles women were deemed 

responsible for, such as cleaning, childcare, and cooking.  

• Russia 

By law and custom, Muscovite Russia was a patriarchal society 

that subordinated women to men, and the young to their 

elders. Peter the Great relaxed the second custom, but not the 

subordination of women. A decree of 1722 explicitly forbade 

any forced marriages by requiring both bride and groom to 

consent, while parental permission still remained a 

requirement. But during Peter's reign, only the man could get 

rid of his wife by putting her in a nunnery.  

In terms of laws, there were double standards to women. 

Adulterous wives were sentenced to forced labor, while men 

who murdered their wives were merely flogged. After the death 

Peter the Great, laws and customs pertaining to men's marital 
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authority over their wives increased. In 1782, civil law 

reinforced women's responsibility to obey her husband. By 

1832, the Digest of laws changed this obligation into 

"unlimited obedience".  

In the 18th century, Russian orthodox church further got its 

authority over marriage and banned priests from granting 

divorce, even for severely abused wives. By 1818, Russian 

senate had also forbade separation of married couples.  

During World War I, caring for children was increasingly 

difficult for women, many of whom could not support 

themselves, and whose husbands had died or were fighting in 

the war. Many women had to give up their children to 

children's homes infamous for abuse and neglect. These 

children's homes were unofficially dubbed as "angel factories". 

After the October Revolution, the Bolsheviks shut down an 

infamous angel factory known as the 'Nikolaev Institute' 

situated near the Moika Canal. The Bolsheviks then replaced 

the Nikolaev Institute with a modern maternity home called the 

'Palace for Mothers and Babies'. This maternity home was used 

by the Bolsheviks as a model for future maternity hospitals. 

The countess who ran the old Institute was moved to a side 

wing, however she spread rumours that the Bolsheviks had 

removed sacred pictures, and that the nurses were 

promiscuous with sailors. The maternity hospital was burnt 

down hours before it was scheduled to open, and the countess 

was suspected of being responsible.  

Russian women had restrictions in owning property until the 

mid 18th century. Women's rights had improved after the rise 

of the Soviet Union under the Bolsheviks.  
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Under the Bolsheviks, Russia became the first country in 

human history to provide free abortions to women in state run 

hospitals.  

North America 

Canada 

Women's rights activism in Canada during the 19th and early 

20th centuries focused on increasing women's role in public 

life, with goals including women's suffrage, increased property 

rights, increased access to education, and recognition of 

women as "persons" under the law. The Famous Five were five 

Canadian women – Emily Murphy, Irene Marryat Parlby, Nellie 

Mooney McClung, Louise Crummy McKinney and Henrietta 

Muir Edwards – who, in 1927, asked the Supreme Court of 

Canada to answer the question, "Does the word 'Persons' in 

Section 24 of the British North America Act, 1867, include 

female persons?" in the case Edwards v. Canada (Attorney 

General). After Canada's Supreme Court summarized its 

unanimous decision that women are not such "persons", the 

judgment was appealed and overturned in 1929 by the British 

Judicial Committee of the Imperial Privy Council, at that time 

the court of last resort for Canada within the British Empire 

and Commonwealth.  

United States 

The Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) was 

established in 1873 and championed women's rights, including 

advocating for prostitutes and for women's suffrage. Under the 

leadership of Frances Willard, "the WCTU became the largest 
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women's organization of its day and is now the oldest 

continuing women's organization in the United States."  

Asia 

East Asia 

Japan 

The extent to which women could participate in Japanese 

society has varied over time and social classes. In the 8th 

century, Japan had women emperors, and in the 12th century 

(Heian period) women in Japan occupied a relatively high 

status, although still subordinated to men. From the late Edo 

period, the status of women declined. In the 17th century, the 

"OnnaDaigaku", or "Learning for Women", by Confucianist 

author KaibaraEkken, spelled out expectations for Japanese 

women, lowering significantly their status. During the Meiji 

period, industrialization and urbanization reduced the 

authority of fathers and husbands, but at the same time the 

Meiji Civil Code of 1898 denied women legal rights and 

subjugated them to the will of household heads.  

From the mid 20th century the status of women improved 

greatly. Although Japan is often considered a very conservative 

country, it was in fact earlier than many European countries 

on giving women legal rights in the 20th century, as the 1947 

Constitution of Japan provided a legal framework favorable to 

the advancement of women's equality in Japan. Japan for 

instance enacted women's suffrage in 1946, earlier than 

several European countries such as Switzerland (1971 at 

federal level; 1990 on local issues in the canton of Appenzell 
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Innerrhoden), Portugal (1976 on equal terms with men, with 

restrictions since 1931), San Marino in 1959, Monaco in 1962, 

Andorra in 1970, and Liechtenstein in 1984.  

Central Asia 

Central Asian cultures largely remain patriarchal, however, 

since the fall of the former Soviet Union, the secular societies 

of the region have become more progressive to women's roles 

outside the traditional construct of being wholly subservient to 

men. In Mongolia, more women than men complete school and 

are higher earners as result. The UN Development Programme 

notes "significant progress" in gender equality in Kazakhstan 

but discrimination persists. Marriage by abduction remains a 

serious problem in this region; the practice of bride kidnapping 

is prevalent in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and 

Karakalpakstan, an autonomous region of Uzbekistan.  

Oceania 

Australia 

The history of women's rights in Australia is a contradictory 

one: while Australia led the world in women's suffrage rights in 

the 19th century, it has been very slow in recognizing women's 

professional rights – it was not until 1966 that its marriage bar 

was removed. On the other hand, reforms which allowed 

women both to vote and stand for office in South Australia in 

the late 19th century were a cornerstone for women's political 

rights in other parts of the world. In this regard, Australia 

differs from other cultures, in that women's suffrage in 

Australia was one of the earliest objectives of the feminist 
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movement there (beginning with South Australia and Western 

Australia) unlike other cultures, such as Eastern European 

cultures, where at the turn of the 20th century the feminist 

movement focused on labour rights, access to professions and 

education, rather than political rights. To this day, Australia 

has a quite low percentage of women in business executive 

roles compared to other countries with equivalent corporate 

structures.  

Core concepts 

Natural rights 

17th century natural law philosophers in Britain and America, 

such as Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John 

Locke, developed the theory of natural rights in reference to 

ancient philosophers such as Aristotle and the Christian 

theologistAquinas. Like the ancient philosophers, 17th century 

natural law philosophers defended slavery and an inferior 

status of women in law. Relying on ancient Greek philosophers, 

natural law philosophers argued that natural rights were not 

derived from god, but were "universal, self-evident, and 

intuitive", a law that could be found in nature. They believed 

that natural rights were self-evident to "civilised man" who 

lives "in the highest form of society". Natural rights derived 

from human nature, a concept first established by the ancient 

Greek philosopher Zeno of Citium in Concerning Human Nature. 

Zeno argued that each rational and civilized male Greek citizen 

had a "divine spark" or "soul" within him that existed 

independent of the body. Zeno founded the Stoic philosophy 

and the idea of a human nature was adopted by other Greek 
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philosophers, and later natural law philosophers and western 

humanists. Aristotle developed the widely adopted idea of 

rationality, arguing that man was a "rational animal" and as 

such a natural power of reason. Concepts of human nature in 

ancient Greece depended on gender, ethnicity, and other 

qualifications and 17th century natural law philosophers came 

to regard women along with children, slaves and non-whites, 

as neither "rational" nor "civilised". Natural law philosophers 

claimed the inferior status of women was "common sense" and 

a matter of "nature". They believed that women could not be 

treated as equal due to their "inner nature".  

The views of 17th century natural law philosophers were 

opposed in the 18th and 19th century by evangelicalnatural 

theology philosophers such as William Wilberforce and Charles 

Spurgeon, who argued for the abolition of slavery and 

advocated for women to have rights equal to that of men. 

Modern natural law theorists, and advocates of natural rights, 

claim that all people have a human nature, regardless of 

gender, ethnicity or other qualifications, therefore all people 

have natural rights.  

Equal employment 

Employment rights for women include non-discriminatory 

access of women to jobs and equal pay. The rights of women 

and men to have equal pay and equal benefits for equal work 

were openly denied by the British Hong Kong Government up to 

the early 1970s. Leslie Wah-Leung Chung (鍾華亮, 1917–2009), 

President of the Hong Kong Chinese Civil Servants' Association 

香港政府華員會 (1965–68), contributed to the establishment of 

equal pay for men and women, including the right for married 
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women to be permanent employees. Before this, the job status 

of a woman changed from permanent employee to temporary 

employee once she was married, thus losing the pension 

benefit. Some of them even lost their jobs. Since nurses were 

mostly women, this improvement of the rights of married 

women meant much to the nursing profession. In some 

European countries, married women could not work without 

the consent of their husbands until a few decades ago, for 

example in France until 1965 and in Spain until 1975. In 

addition, marriage bars, a practice adopted from the late 19th 

century to the 1970s across many countries, including Austria, 

Australia, Ireland, Canada, and Switzerland, restricted married 

women from employment in many professions.  

A key issue towards insuring gender equality in the workplace 

is the respecting of maternity rights and reproductive rights of 

women. Maternity leave (and paternity leave in some countries) 

and parental leave are temporary periods of absence from 

employment granted immediately before and after childbirth in 

order to support the mother's full recovery and grant time to 

care for the baby. Different countries have different rules 

regarding maternity leave, paternity leave and parental leave. 

In the European Union (EU) the policies vary significantly by 

country, but the EU members must abide by the minimum 

standards of the Pregnant Workers Directive and Parental 

Leave Directive.  

Right to vote 

During the 19th century some women began to ask for, 

demand, and then agitate and demonstrate for the right to vote 

– the right to participate in their government and its law 
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making. Other women opposed suffrage, like Helen Kendrick 

Johnson, who argued in the 1897 pamphlet Woman and the 

Republic that women could achieve legal and economic equality 

without having the vote. The ideals of women's suffrage 

developed alongside that of universal suffrage and today 

women's suffrage is considered a right (under the Convention 

on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women). During the 19th century the right to vote was 

gradually extended in many countries, and women started to 

campaign for their right to vote. In 1893 New Zealand became 

the first country to give women the right to vote on a national 

level. Australia gave women the right to vote in 1902.  

A number of Nordic countries gave women the right to vote in 

the early 20th century – Finland (1906), Norway (1913), 

Denmark and Iceland (1915). With the end of the First World 

War many other countries followed – the Netherlands (1917), 

Austria, Azerbaijan, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Georgia, Poland 

and Sweden (1918), Germany and Luxembourg (1919), Turkey 

(1934), and the United States (1920). Late adopters in Europe 

were Greece in 1952, Switzerland (1971 at federal level; 1959–

1991 on local issues at canton level), Portugal (1976 on equal 

terms with men, with restrictions since 1931) as well as the 

microstates of San Marino in 1959, Monaco in 1962, Andorra 

in 1970, and Liechtenstein in 1984.  

In Canada, most provinces enacted women's suffrage between 

1917 and 1919, late adopters being Prince Edward Island in 

1922, Newfoundland in 1925 and Quebec in 1940.  

In Latin America some countries gave women the right to vote 

in the first half of the 20th century – Ecuador (1929), Brazil 
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(1932), El Salvador (1939), Dominican Republic (1942), 

Guatemala (1956) and Argentina (1946). In India, under 

colonial rule, universal suffrage was granted in 1935. Other 

Asian countries gave women the right to vote in the mid 20th 

century – Japan (1945), China (1947) and Indonesia (1955). In 

Africa, women generally got the right to vote along with men 

through universal suffrage – Liberia (1947), Uganda (1958) and 

Nigeria (1960). In many countries in the Middle East universal 

suffrage was acquired after World War II, although in others, 

such as Kuwait, suffrage is very limited. On 16 May 2005, the 

Parliament of Kuwait extended suffrage to women by a 35–23 

vote.  

Property rights 

During the 19th century some women, such as Ernestine Rose, 

Paulina Wright Davis, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Harriet Beecher 

Stowe, in the United States and Britain began to challenge 

laws that denied them the right to their property once they 

married. Under the common law doctrine of coverture husbands 

gained control of their wives' real estate and wages. Beginning 

in the 1840s, state legislatures in the United States and the 

British Parliament began passing statutes that protected 

women's property from their husbands and their husbands' 

creditors. These laws were known as the Married Women's 

Property Acts. Courts in the 19th-century United States also 

continued to require privy examinations of married women who 

sold their property. A privy examination was a practice in 

which a married woman who wished to sell her property had to 

be separately examined by a judge or justice of the peace 

outside of the presence of her husband and asked if her 

husband was pressuring her into signing the document. 
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Property rights for women continued to be restricted in many 

European countries until legal reforms of the 1960-70s. For 

example, in West Germany, the law pertaining to rural farm 

succession favored male heirs until 1963. In the US, Head and 

master laws, which gave sole control of marital property to the 

husband, were common until a few decades ago. The Supreme 

Court, in Kirchberg v. Feenstra (1981), declared such laws 

unconstitutional.  

Freedom of movement 

Freedom of movement is an essential right, recognized by 

international instruments, including Article 15 (4) of CEDAW. 

Nevertheless, in many regions of the world, women have this 

right severely restricted, in law or in practice. For instance, in 

some countries women may not leave the home without a male 

guardian, or without the consent of the husband – for example 

the personal law of Yemen states that a wife must obey her 

husband and must not get out of the home without his 

consent. Even in countries which do not have legal 

restrictions, women's movement may be prevented in practice 

by social and religious norms such as purdah. Laws restricting 

women from travelling existed until relatively recently in some 

Western countries: until 1983, in Australia the passport 

application of a married woman had to be authorized by her 

husband.  

Several Middle Eastern countries also follow the male 

guardianship system in the modern era, where women are 

required to seek permission from the male family member for 

several things, including traveling to other nations. In August 
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2019, Saudi Arabia ended its male guardianship laws, allowing 

women to travel by themselves.  

Various practices have been used historically to restrict 

women's freedom of movement, such as foot binding, the 

custom of applying painfully tight binding to the feet of young 

Chinese girls, which was common between the 10th and 20th 

century.  

Women's freedom of movement may be restricted by laws, but 

it may also be restricted by attitudes towards women in public 

spaces. In areas where it is not socially accepted for women to 

leave the home, women who are outside may face abuse such 

as insults, sexual harassment and violence. Many of the 

restrictions on women's freedom of movement are framed as 

measures to "protect" women.  

Informing women about their legal rights 

The lack of legal knowledge among many women, especially in 

developing countries, is a major obstacle in the improvement of 

women's situation. International bodies, such as the United 

Nations, have stated that the obligation of states does not only 

consist in passing relevant laws, but also in informing women 

about the existence of such laws, in order to enable them to 

seek justice and realize in practice their rights. Therefore, 

states must popularize the laws, and explain them clearly to 

the public, in order to prevent ignorance, or misconceptions 

originating in popular myths, about the laws. The United 

Nations Development Programme states that, in order to 

advance gender justice, "Women must know their rights and be 

able to access legal systems", and the 1993 UN Declaration on 
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the Elimination of Violence Against Women states at Art. 4 (d) 

[...] "States should also inform women of their rights in seeking 

redress through such mechanisms".  

Discrimination 

Women's rights movements focus on ending discrimination of 

women. In this regard, the definition of discrimination itself is 

important. According to the jurisprudence of the ECHR, the 

right to freedom from discrimination includes not only the 

obligation of states to treat in the same way persons who are in 

analogous situations, but also the obligation to treat in a 

different way persons who are in different situations. In this 

regard equity, not just "equality" is important.  

Therefore, states must sometimes differentiate between women 

and men – through for example offering maternity leave or 

other legal protections surrounding pregnancy and childbirth 

(to take into account the biological realities of reproduction), 

or through acknowledging a specific historical context. For 

example, acts of violence committed by men against women do 

not happen in a vacuum, but are part of a social context: in 

Opuz v Turkey, the ECHR defined violence against women as a 

form of discrimination against women; this is also the position 

of the Istanbul Convention which at Article 3 states that 

"violence against women" is understood as a violation of 

human rights and a form of discrimination against women [...]".  

There are different views on where it is appropriate to 

differentiate between women and men, and one view is that the 

act of sexual intercourse is an act where this difference must 

be acknowledged, both due to the increased physical risks for 
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the woman, and due to the historical context of women being 

systematically subjected to forced sexual intercourse while in a 

socially subordinated position (particularly within marriage 

and during war). States must also differentiate with regard to 

healthcare by ensuring that women's health – particularly with 

regard to reproductive health such as pregnancy and childbirth 

– is not neglected. According to the World Health Organization 

"Discrimination in health care settings takes many forms and 

is often manifested when an individual or group is denied 

access to health care services that are otherwise available to 

others. It can also occur through denial of services that are 

only needed by certain groups, such as women."  

The refusal of states to acknowledge the specific needs of 

women, such as the necessity of specific policies like the 

strong investment of states in reducing maternal mortality can 

be a form of discrimination.  

In this regard treating women and men similarly does not work 

because certain biological aspects such as menstruation, 

pregnancy, labor, childbirth, breastfeeding, as well as certain 

medical conditions, only affect women. The Committee on the 

Elimination of Discrimination against Women stipulates in its 

General recommendation No. 35 on gender based violence 

against women, updating general recommendation No. 19 that 

states should "Examine gender neutral laws and policies to 

ensure that they do not create or perpetuate existing 

inequalities and repeal or modify them if they do so". 

(paragraph 32). Another example of gender neutral policy 

which harms women is that where medication tested in medical 

trials only on men is also used on women assuming that there 

are no biological differences.  
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Right to health 

Health is defined by the World Health Organization as "a state 

of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not 

merely the absence of disease or infirmity". Women's health 

refers to the health of women, which differs from that of men 

in many unique ways.  

Women's health is severely impaired in some parts of the 

world, due to factors such as inequality, confinement of women 

to the home, indifference of medical workers, lack of autonomy 

of women, lack of financial resources of women. Discrimination 

against women occurs also through denial of medical services 

that are only needed by women. Violations of women's right to 

health may result in maternal death, accounting for more than 

300,000 deaths per year, most of them in developing countries. 

Certain traditional practices, such as female genital 

mutilation, also affect women's health. Worldwide, young 

women and adolescent girls are the population most affected 

by HIV/AIDS.  

Right to education 

The right to education is a universal entitlement to education. 

The Convention against Discrimination in Education prohibits 

discrimination in education, with discrimination being defined 

as "any distinction, exclusion,  

limitation or preference which, being based on race, colour, 

sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 

social origin, economic condition or birth, has the purpose or 

effect of nullifying or impairing equality of treatment in 
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education". The International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights states at Article 3 that "The States Parties 

to the present Covenant undertake to ensure the equal right of 

men and women to the enjoyment of all economic, social and 

cultural rights set forth in the present Covenant", with Article 

13 recognizing "the right of everyone to education".  

Access to education for women remains limited in some parts 

of the world. Almost two-thirds of the world's illiterate adults 

are women.   

While women's right to access to academic education is 

recognized as very important, it is increasingly recognized that 

academic education must be supplemented with education on 

human rights, non-discrimination, ethics and gender equality, 

in order for social advancement to be possible.  

This was pointed out by ZeidRa'ad Al Hussein, the current 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, who 

stressed the importance of human rights education for all 

children: "What good was it to humanity that Josef Mengele 

had advanced degrees in medicine and anthropology, given that 

he was capable of committing the most inhuman crimes? Eight 

of the 15 people who planned the Holocaust at Wannsee in 

1942 held PhDs.  

They shone academically, and yet they were profoundly toxic to 

the world. Radovan Karadžić was a trained psychiatrist. Pol Pot 

studied radio electronics in Paris. Does this matter, when 

neither of them showed the smallest shred of ethics and 

understanding?" There has been increased attention given in 

recent decades to the raising of student awareness to the 

importance of gender equality.  
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Reproductive rights 

Legal rights 

Reproductive rights are legal rights and freedoms relating to 

reproduction and reproductive health. Reproductive rights were 

endorsed by the twenty-year Cairo Programme of Action which 

was adopted in 1994 at the International Conference on 

Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo, and by the 

Beijing Declaration and Beijing Platform for Action in 1995.  

In the 1870s feminists advanced the concept of voluntary 

motherhood as a political critique of involuntary motherhood 

and expressing a desire for women's emancipation. Advocates 

for voluntary motherhood disapproved of contraception, 

arguing that women should only engage in sex for the purpose 

of procreation and advocated for periodic or permanent 

abstinence.  

Reproductive rights represents a broad concept, that may 

include some or all of the following rights: the right to legal or 

safe abortion, the right to control one's reproductive functions, 

the right to access quality reproductive healthcare, and the 

right to education and access in order to make reproductive 

choices free from coercion, discrimination, and violence. 

Reproductive rights may also be understood to include 

education about contraception and sexually transmitted 

infections. Reproductive rights are often defined to include 

freedom from female genital mutilation (FGM), and forced 

abortion and forced sterilization. The Istanbul Convention 

recognizes these two rights at Article 38 – Female genital 

mutilation and Article 39 – Forced abortion and forced 
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sterilisation. Reproductive rights are understood as rights of 

both men and women, but are most frequently advanced as 

women's rights.  

In the 1960s, reproductive rights activists promoted women's 

right to bodily autonomy, with these social movements leading 

to the gain of legal access to contraception and abortion during 

the next decades in many countries.  

Birth control 

In the early 20th century birth control was advanced as 

alternative to the then fashionable terms family limitation and 

voluntary motherhood. The phrase "birth control" entered the 

English language in 1914 and was popularised by Margaret 

Sanger, who was mainly active in the US but had gained an 

international reputation by the 1930s. The British birth 

control campaigner Marie Stopes made contraception 

acceptable in Britain during the 1920s by framing it in 

scientific terms. Stopes assisted emerging birth control 

movements in a number of British colonies. The birth control 

movement advocated for contraception so as to permit sexual 

intercourse as desired without the risk of pregnancy. By 

emphasizing control, the birth control movement argued that 

women should have control over their reproduction, an idea 

that aligned closely to the theme of the feminist movement. 

Slogans such as "control over our own bodies" criticised male 

domination and demanded women's liberation, a connotation 

that is absent from the family planning, population control and 

eugenics movements. In the 1960s and 1970s the birth control 

movement advocated for the legalisation of abortion and large-

scale education campaigns about contraception by 
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governments. In the 1980s birth control and population control 

organisations co-operated in demanding rights to contraception 

and abortion, with an increasing emphasis on "choice".  

Birth control has become a major theme in United States 

politics. Reproductive issues are cited as examples of women's 

powerlessness to exercise their rights. The societal acceptance 

of birth control required the separation of sex from 

procreation, making birth control a highly controversial 

subject in the 20th century. Birth control in the United States 

has become an arena for conflict between liberal and 

conservative values, raising questions about family, personal 

freedom, state intervention, religion in politics, sexual morality 

and social welfare. Reproductive rights, that is rights relating 

to sexual reproduction and reproductive health, were first 

discussed as a subset of human rights at the United Nation's 

1968 International Conference on Human Rights.  

Abortion 

Women's reproductive rights may be understood as including 

the right to easy access to a safe and legal abortion. Abortion 

laws vary from a full prohibition (the Dominican Republic, El 

Salvador, Malta, Nicaragua, the Vatican) to countries such as 

Canada, where there are no legal restrictions. In many 

countries where abortion is permitted by law, women may only 

have limited access to safe abortion services. In some countries 

abortion is permitted only to save the pregnant woman's life, or 

if the pregnancy resulted from rape or incest. There are also 

countries where the law is liberal, but in practice it is very 

difficult to have an abortion, due to most doctors being 

conscientious objectors. The fact that in some countries where 
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abortion is legal it is de facto very difficult to have access to 

one is controversial; the UN in its 2017 resolution on 

Intensification of efforts to prevent and eliminate all forms of 

violence against women and girls: domestic violence urged 

states to guarantee access to "safe abortion where such 

services are permitted by national law".  

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women considers the criminalization of abortion a "violations 

of women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights" and a 

form of "gender based violence"; paragraph 18 of its General 

recommendation No. 35 on gender based violence against 

women, updating general recommendation No. 19 states that: 

"Violations of women’s sexual and reproductive health and 

rights, such as forced sterilizations, forced abortion, forced 

pregnancy, criminalisation of abortion, denial or delay of safe 

abortion and post abortion care, forced continuation of 

pregnancy, abuse and mistreatment of women and girls seeking 

sexual and reproductive health information, goods and 

services, are forms of gender based violence that, depending on 

the circumstances, may amount to torture or cruel, inhuman 

or degrading treatment." The same General Recommendation 

also urges countries at paragraph 31 to [...] In particular, 

repeal: a) Provisions that allow, tolerate or condone forms of 

gender based violence against women, including [...] legislation 

that criminalises abortion".  

According to Human Rights Watch, "Abortion is a highly 

emotional subject and one that excites deeply held opinions. 

However, equitable access to safe abortion services is first and 

foremost a human right. Where abortion is safe and legal, no 

one is forced to have one. Where abortion is illegal and unsafe, 
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women are forced to carry unwanted pregnancies to term or 

suffer serious health consequences and even death. 

Approximately 13% of maternal deaths worldwide are 

attributable to unsafe abortion—between 68,000 and 78,000 

deaths annually." According to Human Rights Watch, "the 

denial of a pregnant woman's right to make an independent 

decision regarding abortion violates or poses a threat to a wide 

range of human rights." One can argue that even though 

women die from unsafe abortion, the legalization of abortion is 

considered a human right violation since it supports a cause 

that deprives the unborn of their humanity, which must be 

respected, and therefore another solution is needed in order to 

avoid maternal deaths (e.g., psychological and physiological 

support during and after pregnancy) whilst also avoiding 

abortion. According to World Health Organization, 56 million 

abortions on average occurred worldwide each year in 2010–

2014. African American women are 5 times likely to have an 

abortion rather than a white woman.  

The Catholic Church and many other Christian faiths, 

particularly those considered the Christian right, and most 

Orthodox Jews regard abortion not as a right, but as a moral 

evil and a Mortal sin.  

Russia was the first country to legalise abortions and offer free 

medical care in state hospitals to do so. After the October 

Revolution, the Women's wing of the Bolshevik Party (the 

Zhenotdel) persuaded the Bolsheviks to legalise abortion (as a 

'temporary measure'). The Bolsheviks legalised abortion in 

November 1920. This was the first time in world history that 

women had won the right to free abortions in state hospitals.  
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Abuse during childbirth 

The abuse of women during childbirth is a recently identified 

global problem and a basic violation of a woman's rights. 

Abuse during childbirth is the neglect, physical abuse and lack 

of respect during childbirth. This treatment is regarded as a 

violation of the woman's rights. It also has the effect of 

preventing women from seeking pre-natal care and using other 

health care services.  

Child marriage 

Child marriage is a practice which is widespread across the 

world, and is often connected to poverty and gender inequality. 

Child marriage endangers the reproductive health of young 

girls, leading to an increased risk of complications in 

pregnancy or childbirth. Such complications are a leading 

cause of death among girls in developing countries.  

Forced pregnancy 

Forced pregnancy is the practice of forcing a woman or girl to 

become pregnant, often as part of a forced marriage, including 

by means of bride kidnapping, through rape (including marital 

rape, war rape and genocidal rape) or as part of a program of 

breeding slaves (see Slave breeding in the United States). It is 

a form of reproductive coercion, was common historically, and 

still occurs in parts of the world. In the 20th century, state 

mandated forced marriage with the aim of increasing the 

population was practiced by some authoritarian governments, 

notably during the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia, which 

systematically forced people into marriages ordering them to 
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have children, in order to increase the population and continue 

the revolution. Forced pregnancy is strongly connected to the 

custom of bride price.  

Freedom from violence 

Violence against women is, collectively, violent acts that are 

primarily or exclusively committed against women. The UN 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women 

states, "violence against women is a manifestation of 

historically unequal power relations between men and women" 

and "violence against women is one of the crucial social 

mechanisms by which women are forced into a subordinate 

position compared with men."  

The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and 

combating violence against women and domestic violence, also 

known as the Istanbul Convention, provides the following 

definition of violence against women: "violence against women" 

is understood as a violation of human rights and a form of 

discrimination against women and shall mean all acts of 

gender-based violence that result in, or are likely to result in, 

physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering 

to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary 

deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private 

life". Violence against women may be perpetrated by 

individuals, by groups, or by the State.  

It may occur in private or in public. Violence against women 

may be sexual violence, physical violence, psychological 

violence, socioeconomic violence. Some forms of violence 

against women have long cultural traditions: honor killings, 
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dowry violence, female genital mutilation. Violence against 

women is considered by the World Health Organization "a 

major public health problem and a violation of women's human 

rights."  

Family law 

Under male dominated family law, women had few, if any, 

rights, being under the control of the husband or male 

relatives. Legal concepts that existed throughout the centuries, 

such as coverture, marital power, Head and Master laws, kept 

women under the strict control of their husbands. Restrictions 

from marriage laws also extended to public life, such as 

marriage bars. Practices such as dowry or bride price were, 

and still are to this day in some parts of the world, very 

common. Some countries continue to require to this day a male 

guardian for women, without whom women cannot exercise 

civil rights. Other harmful practices include marriage of young 

girls, often to much older men.  

Modern movements 

In the subsequent decades women's rights again became an 

important issue in the English speaking world. By the 1960s 

the movement was called "feminism" or "women's liberation." 

Reformers wanted the same pay as men, equal rights in law, 

and the freedom to plan their families or not have children at 

all. Their efforts were met with mixed results.  

The International Council of Women (ICW) was the first 

women's organization to work across national boundaries for 

the common cause of advocating human rights for women. In 
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March and April 1888, women leaders came together in 

Washington D.C. with 80 speakers and 49 delegates 

representing 53 women's organizations from 9 countries: 

Canada, the United States, Ireland, India, England, Finland, 

Denmark, France and Norway. Women from professional 

organizations, trade unions, arts groups and benevolent 

societies participate. National Councils are affiliated to the 

ICW and thus make themselves heard at international level. In 

1904, the ICW met in Berlin, Germany. The ICW worked with 

the League of Nations during the 1920s and the United Nations 

post-World War II. Today the ICW holds Consultative Status 

with the United Nations Economic and Social Council, the 

highest accreditation an NGO can achieve at the United 

Nations. Currently, it is composed of 70 countries and has a 

headquarters in Lasaunne, Switzerland. International meetings 

are held every three years.  

In the UK, a public groundswell of opinion in favour of legal 

equality had gained pace, partly through the extensive 

employment of women in what were traditional male roles 

during both world wars. By the 1960s the legislative process 

was being readied, tracing through MP Willie Hamilton's select 

committee report, his equal pay for equal work bill, the 

creation of a Sex Discrimination Board, Lady Sear's draft sex 

anti-discrimination bill, a government Green Paper of 1973, 

until 1975 when the first British Sex Discrimination Act, an 

Equal Pay Act, and an Equal Opportunities Commission came 

into force. With encouragement from the UK government, the 

other countries of the EEC soon followed suit with an 

agreement to ensure that discrimination laws would be phased 

out across the European Community.  
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In the US, the National Organization for Women (NOW) was 

created in 1966 with the purpose of bringing about equality for 

all women. NOW was one important group that fought for the 

Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). This amendment stated that 

"equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or 

abridged by the United States or any state on account of sex." 

But there was disagreement on how the proposed amendment 

would be understood. Supporters believed it would guarantee 

women equal treatment. But critics feared it might deny women 

the right be financially supported by their husbands. The 

amendment died in 1982 because not enough states had 

ratified it. ERAs have been included in subsequent Congresses, 

but have still failed to be ratified.  

Women for Women International (WfWI) is a nonprofit 

humanitarian organization that provides practical and moral 

support to women survivors of war. WfWI helps such women 

rebuild their lives after war's devastation through a year-long 

tiered program that begins with direct financial aid and 

emotional counseling and includes life skills (e.g., literacy, 

numeracy) training if necessary, rights awareness education, 

health education, job skills training and small business 

development. The organization was co-founded in 1993 by 

ZainabSalbi, an Iraqi American who is herself a survivor of the 

Iran–Iraq War and Salbi's then-husband AmjadAtallah. Since 

June 2012, WfWI has been led by Afshan Khan, a long-time 

former executive with UNICEF who became WfWI's first new 

CEO since founder ZainabSalbi stepped down to devote more 

time to her writing and lecturing.  

The National Council of Women of Canada (Conseil national 

des femmes du Canada), is a Canadian advocacy organization 
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based in Ottawa aimed at improving conditions for women, 

families, and communities. A federation of nationally organized 

societies of men and women and local and provincial councils 

of women, it is the Canadian member of the International 

Council of Women (ICW).  

The council has concerned itself in areas including women's 

suffrage, immigration, health care, education, mass media, the 

environment, and many others. Formed on 27 October 1857 in 

Toronto, Ontario, it is one of the oldest advocacy organizations 

in the country.  

The Association for the Protection and Defense of Women's 

Rights in Saudi Arabia is a SaudiNon-governmental 

organization founded to provide activism for women's rights.  

It was founded by Wajeha al-Huwaider and Fawzia Al-Uyyouni, 

and grew out of a 2007 movement to gain women the right to 

drive.  

The association is not officially licensed by the government of 

Saudi Arabia, and has been warned not to mount 

demonstrations. In a 2007 interview, al-Huwaider described 

the goals: "The association will consist of a number of leagues, 

with each league pursuing a different issue or right... 

representation for women in shari'a courts; setting a 

[minimum] age for girls' marriages; allowing women to take 

care of their own affairs in government agencies and allowing 

them to enter government buildings; protecting women from 

domestic violence, such as physical or verbal violence, or 

keeping her from studies, work, or marriage, or forcing her to 

divorce..."  
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In Ukraine, FEMEN was founded in 2008. The organisation is 

internationally known for its topless protests against sex 

tourists, international marriage agencies, sexism and other 

social, national and international social illnesses. FEMEN has 

sympathisers groups in many European countries through 

social media.  

United Nations and World Conferences 

In 1946 the United Nations established a Commission on the 

Status of Women. Originally as the Section on the Status of 

Women, Human Rights Division, Department of Social Affairs, 

and now part of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).  

Since 1975 the UN has held a series of world conferences on 

women's issues, starting with the World Conference of the 

International Women's Year in Mexico City. These conferences 

created an international forum for women's rights, but also 

illustrated divisions between women of different cultures and 

the difficulties of attempting to apply principles universally. 

Four World Conferences have been held, the first in Mexico 

City (International Women's Year, 1975), the second in 

Copenhagen (1980) and the third in Nairobi (1985).  

At the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing (1995), 

The Platform for Action was signed. This included a 

commitment to achieve "gender equality and the empowerment 

of women". The same commitment was reaffirmed by all U.N. 

member nations at the Millennium Summit in 2000 and was 

reflected in the Millennium Development Goals to be achieved 

by 2015.  
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In 2010, UN Women was founded by merging of Division for the 

Advancement of Women, International Research and Training 

Institute for the Advancement of Women, Office of the Special 

Adviser or Gender Issues Advancement of Women and United 

Nations Development Fund for Women by General Assembly 

Resolution 63/311.  

International Women's Right 

Compared to the Western women's right's movements, 

international women's rights are plagued with different issues. 

While it is called international women's rights, it is also can be 

known as third world feminism.  

The international women's rights deal with issues such as 

marriage, sexual slavery, forced child marriage, and female 

genital mutilation. According to the organization, EQUAL 

MEANS EQUAL, "the United Nations come horrifying statistics: 

Victims of female genital mutilation – a ritual to remove a 

young girl’s clitoris to ensure her fidelity – number 130 

million. Some 60 million girls become 'child brides,' forced to 

marry, sometimes after being kidnapped and raped". 

Something, that has been created to combat such things is the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women.  

It was set in place to help against discrimination in education, 

marriage, sexual violence, and politics. While this does not 

only pertain to non- western countries, 193 states have ratified 

it. Some of the countries that have opposed it including Iran, 

Palau, Somalia, North and South Sudan, Tonga, and The 

United States.  
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World Bank 

A 2019 report from the World Bank found that women have full 

legal rights to men in only six countries: Belgium, Denmark, 

France, Latvia, Luxembourg and Sweden.  

Field organisations 

Regions where women's rights are less developed have 

produced interesting local organisations, such as:  

• IIDA Women's Development Organisation, a 

Somalinon-governmental organisation, created by 

women in order to work for peacebuilding and 

women's rights defence in Somalia, a country 

deprived of state structures and security since 1991, 

• the All Pakistan Women's Association, a civil 

societyorganisation founded in 1949, which develops 

a range of programmes in the field of health, 

nutrition, education, birth control and legal aid. 

• the non-profit organization, Psydeh (Psychology and 

Human Rights), focuses on educating and training 

indigenous women in Mexico in leadership; the goal 

is for women to enter into local politics or lead their 

own campaigns to create change in their 

communities. More than 500 women have partnered 

with Psydeh to create projects in remote areas, such 

as rainwater capture systems and clean burning 

stoves. In two years, they have seen the launch of 

six, new women-led organizations creating their own 

regional agendas, and 11 pilot projects. 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

56 

Human rights 

United Nations convention 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted in 1948, 

enshrines "the equal rights of men and women", and addressed 

both the equality and equity issues. In 1979, the United 

Nations General Assembly adopted the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) for legal implementation of the Declaration on the 

Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Described as an 

international bill of rights for women, it came into force on 3 

September 1981. The UN member states that have not ratified 

the convention are Iran, Palau, Somalia, Sudan, Tonga, and 

the United States. Niue and the Vatican City, which are non-

member states, have also not ratified it. The latest state to 

become a party to the convention is South Sudan, on 30 April 

2015.  

The Convention defines discrimination against women in the 

following terms:  

Any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of 

sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying 

the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective 

of their marital status, on a basis of equality of men and 

women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the 

political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field. 

It also establishes an agenda of action for putting an end to 

sex-based discrimination for which states ratifying the 

convention are required to enshrine gender equality into their 
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domestic legislation, repeal all discriminatory provisions in 

their laws, and enact new provisions to guard against 

discrimination against women.  

They must also establish tribunals and public institutions to 

guarantee women effective protection against discrimination, 

and take steps to eliminate all forms of discrimination 

practiced against women by individuals, organizations, and 

enterprises.  

Marriage, divorce, and family law 

Article 16 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

enshrines the right of consenting men and women to marry and 

found a family.  

"(1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to 

race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to 

found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to 

marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. 

(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full 

consent of the intending spouses. 

(3) The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of 

society and is entitled to protection by society and the State." 

Article 16 of CEDAW stipulates that, "1. States Parties shall 

take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination 

against women in all matters relating to marriage and family 

relations [...]". Among the rights included are a woman's right 

to freely and consensually choose her spouse; to have parental 

rights to her children irrespective of her marital status; the 
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right of a married woman to choose a profession or an 

occupation, and to have property rights within marriage. In 

addition to these, "The betrothal and the marriage of a child 

shall have no legal effect".  

Polygamous marriage is a controversial practice, prevalent in 

some parts of the world. The general recommendations made 

by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women, state in General Recommendation No. 21, Equality in 

marriage and family relations: "14.[...] Polygamous marriage 

contravenes a woman's right to equality with men, and can 

have such serious emotional and financial consequences for 

her and her dependents that such marriages ought to be 

discouraged and prohibited."  

Cohabitation of unmarried couples as well as single mothers 

are common in some parts the world. The Human Rights 

Committee has stated:  

"27. In giving effect to recognition of the family in 

the context of article 23, it is important to accept the 

concept of the various forms of family, including 

unmarried couples and their children and single 

parents and their children and to ensure the equal 

treatment of women in these contexts (General 

Comment 19 paragraph 2 last sentence). Single 

parent families frequently consist of a single woman 

caring for one or more children, and States parties 

should describe what measures of support are in 

place to enable her to discharge her parental 

functions on the basis of equality with a man in a 

similar position." 
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Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 

The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (VDPA) is a 

human rights declaration adopted by consensus at the World 

Conference on Human Rights on 25 June 1993 in Vienna, 

Austria. This declaration recognizes women's rights as being 

protected human rights. Paragraph 18 reads:  

"The human rights of women and of the girl-child are an 

inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human 

rights. The full and equal participation of women in political, 

civil, economic, social and cultural life, at the national, 

regional and international levels, and the eradication of all 

forms of discrimination on grounds of sex are priority 

objectives of the international community". 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 

On 31 October 2000, the United Nations Security Council 

unanimously adopted United Nations Security Council 

Resolution 1325, the first formal and legal document from the 

United Nations Security Council that requires all states to 

respect fully international humanitarian law and international 

human rights law applicable to the rights and protection of 

women and girls during and after the armed conflicts.  

Regional conventions 

The Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, 

and Eradication of Violence against Women, better known as 

the Belém do Pará Convention, was adopted by the 

Organization of American States on 9 June 1994. As of March 
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2020, 32 of the 34 or 35 member states of the Organization of 

American States have either signed and ratified or acceded to 

the Belém do Pará Convention; only Canada, Cuba and the 

United States have not.  

The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples' 

Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, better known as the 

Maputo Protocol, was adopted by the African Union on 11 July 

2003 at its second summit in Maputo, Mozambique. On 25 

November 2005, having been ratified by the required 15 

member nations of the African Union, the protocol entered into 

force. The protocol guarantees comprehensive rights to women 

including the right to take part in the political process, to 

social and political equalitywith men, and to control of their 

reproductive health, and an end to female genital mutilation.  

The Convention on preventing and combating violence against 

women and domestic violence, better known as the Istanbul 

Convention, was adopted by the Council of Europe on 11 May 

2011. As of June 2020, the treaty has been signed by 45/47 

Council of Europe member states and the European Union; 34 

of the signatories have also ratified the convention.  

Violence against women 

United Nations Declaration 

The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women 

was adopted by the United Nations in 1993. It defines violence 

against women as "any act of gender-based violence that results 

in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological 

harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
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coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 

public or in private life." This resolution established that 

women have a right to be free from violence. As a consequence 

of the resolution, in 1999, the General Assembly declared the 

day of 25 November to be the International Day for the 

Elimination of Violence against Women.  

Article 2 of The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 

Against Women outlines several forms of violence against 

women:  

Article Two:  

Violence against women shall be understood to encompass, but 

not be limited to, the following:  

• (a) Physical, sexual and psychological violence 

occurring in the family, including battering, sexual 

abuse of female children in the household, dowry-

related violence, marital rape, female genital 

mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to 

women, non-spousal violence and violence related to 

exploitation; 

• (b) Physical, sexual and psychological violence 

occurring within the general community, including 

rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and 

intimidation at work, in educational institutions and 

elsewhere, trafficking in women and forced 

prostitution; 

• (c) Physical, sexual and psychological violence 

perpetrated or condoned by the State, wherever it 

occurs. 
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Istanbul Convention 

The Convention on preventing and combating violence against 

women and domestic violence, also known as the Istanbul 

Convention, is the first legally binding instrument in Europe in 

the field of domestic violence and violence against women, and 

came into force in 2014. Countries which ratify it must ensure 

that the forms of violence defined in its text are outlawed. In 

its Preamble, the Convention states that "the realisation of de 

jure and de facto equality between women and men is a key 

element in the prevention of violence against women".  

The convention also provides a definition of domestic violence 

as "all acts of physical, sexual, psychological or economic 

violence that occur within the family or domestic unit or 

between former or current spouses or partners, whether or not 

the perpetrator shares or has shared the same residence with 

the victim". Although it is a Convention of the Council of 

Europe, it is open to accession by any country.  

Rape and sexual violence 

Rape, sometimes called sexual assault, is an assault by a 

person involving sexual intercourse with or sexual penetration 

of another person without that person's consent. Rape is 

generally considered a serious sex crime as well as a civil 

assault. When part of a widespread and systematic practice, 

rape and sexual slavery are now recognised as a crime against 

humanity as well as a war crime. Rape is also now recognised 

as a form of genocide when committed with the intent to 

destroy, in whole or in part, a targeted group.  
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As genocide 

In 1998, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 

established by the United Nations made landmark decisions 

that rape is a crime of genocide under international law. The 

trial of Jean-Paul Akayesu, the mayor of Taba Commune in 

Rwanda, established precedents that rape is an element of the 

crime of genocide. The Akayesu judgement includes the first 

interpretation and application by an international court of the 

1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 

Crime of Genocide. The Trial Chamber held that rape, which it 

defined as "a physical invasion of a sexual nature committed 

on a person under circumstances which are coercive", and 

sexual assault constitute acts of genocide insofar as they were 

committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

targeted group. It found that sexual assault formed an integral 

part of the process of destroying the Tutsi ethnic group and 

that the rape was systematic and had been perpetrated against 

Tutsi women only, manifesting the specific intent required for 

those acts to constitute genocide.  

Judge Navanethem Pillay said in a statement after the verdict: 

"From time immemorial, rape has been regarded as one of the 

spoils of war. Now it will be considered a war crime. We want 

to send out a strong message that rape is no longer a trophy of 

war." An estimated 500,000 women were raped during the 1994 

Rwandan Genocide.  

As a crime against humanity 

The Rome Statute Explanatory Memorandum, which defines the 

jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court, recognises 
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rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, 

enforced sterilization, "or any other form of sexual violence of 

comparable gravity" as a crime against humanity if the action 

is part of a widespread or systematic practice. The Vienna 

Declaration and Programme of Action also condemn systematic 

rape as well as murder, sexual slavery, and forced pregnancy, 

as the "violations of the fundamental principles of 

international human rights and humanitarian law." and 

require a particularly effective response.  

Rape was first recognised as a crime against humanity when 

the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia 

issued arrest warrants based on the Geneva Conventions and 

Violations of the Laws or Customs of War. Specifically, it was 

recognised that Muslim women in Foca (southeastern Bosnia 

and Herzegovina) were subjected to systematic and widespread 

gang rape, torture, and sexual enslavement by Bosnian Serb 

soldiers, policemen, and members of paramilitary groups after 

the takeover of the city in April 1992. The indictment was of 

major legal significance and was the first time that sexual 

assaults were investigated for the purpose of prosecution 

under the rubric of torture and enslavement as a crime against 

humanity. The indictment was confirmed by a 2001 verdict by 

the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia 

that rape and sexual enslavement are crimes against 

humanity. This ruling challenged the widespread acceptance of 

rape and sexual enslavement of women as intrinsic part of war. 

The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia 

found three Bosnian Serb men guilty of rape of Bosniak 

(Bosnian Muslim) women and girls (some as young as 12 and 

15 years of age), in Foca, eastern Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Furthermore, two of the men were found guilty of the crime 
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against humanity of sexual enslavement for holding women and 

girls captive in a number of de facto detention centres. Many of 

the women subsequently disappeared. According to a report by 

the UN Human Rights Office, published on 28 July 2020, the 

women who traveled abroad were forcibly returned to North 

Korea and were subjected to abuse, torture, sexual violence 

and other violations. North Korea bans citizens from traveling 

abroad. Those women who were detained for doing so were 

regularly beaten, tortured, and subjected to forced nudity and 

invasive body searches. Women have also reported that in case 

of pregnancy, the prison officials aborted many children by 

either beating the women or making them do hard labor.  

Forced marriage and slavery 

The 1956 Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of 

Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and Practices 

Similar to Slavery defines "institutions and practices similar to 

slavery" to include:  

c) Any institution or practice whereby:  

• (i) A woman, without the right to refuse, is promised 

or given in marriage on payment of a consideration 

in money or in kind to her parents, guardian, family 

or any other person or group; or 

• (ii) The husband of a woman, his family, or his clan, 

has the right to transfer her to another person for 

value received or otherwise; or 

• (iii) A woman on the death of her husband is liable to 

be inherited by another person; 
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The Istanbul Convention requires countries which ratify it to 

prohibit forced marriage (Article 37) and to ensure that forced 

marriages can be easily voided without further victimization 

(Article 32).  

Trafficking Protocol 

The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons, especially Women and Children (also referred to as 

the Trafficking Protocol or UN TIP Protocol) is a protocol to the 

Convention against Transnational Organised Crime. It is one of 

the three Palermo protocols. Its purpose is defined at Article 2. 

Statement of purpose as: "(a) To prevent and combat trafficking 

in persons, paying particular attention to women and children; 

(b) To protect and assist the victims of such trafficking, with 

full respect for their human rights; and (c) To promote 

cooperation among States Parties in order to meet those 

objectives."  

  



Chapter 2 

Great Depression 

The Great Depression was a severe worldwide economic 

depression that took place mostly during the 1930s, beginning 

in the United States. The timing of the Great Depression varied 

across the world; in most countries, it started in 1929 and 

lasted until the late 1930s. It was the longest, deepest, and 

most widespread depression of the 20th century. The Great 

Depression is commonly used as an example of how intensely 

the global economy can decline.  

The Great Depression started in the United States after a 

major fall in stock prices that began around September 4, 

1929, and became worldwide news with the stock market crash 

of October 29, 1929, (known as Black Tuesday). Between 1929 

and 1932, worldwide gross domestic product (GDP) fell by an 

estimated 15%. By comparison, worldwide GDP fell by less 

than 1% from 2008 to 2009 during the Great Recession. Some 

economies started to recover by the mid-1930s. However, in 

many countries, the negative effects of the Great Depression 

lasted until the beginning of World War II.  

The Great Depression had devastating effects in both rich and 

poor countries. Personal income, tax revenue, profits and 

prices dropped, while international trade fell by more than 

50%. Unemployment in the U.S. rose to 23% and in some 

countries rose as high as 33%. Cities around the world were 

hit hard, especially those dependent on heavy industry. 

Construction was virtually halted in many countries. Farming 

communities and rural areas suffered as crop prices fell by 
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about 60%. Facing plummeting demand with few alternative 

sources of jobs, areas dependent on primary sector industries 

such as mining and logging suffered the most. 

Economic historians usually consider the catalyst of the Great 

Depression to be the sudden devastating collapse of U.S. stock 

market prices, starting on October 24, 1929. However, some 

dispute this conclusion and see the stock crash as a symptom, 

rather than a cause, of the Great Depression.  

Even after the Wall Street Crash of 1929, where the Dow Jones 

Industrial Average dropped from 381 to 198 over the course of 

two months, optimism persisted for some time. The stock 

market turned upward in the early 1930, with the Dow 

returning to 294 (pre-depression levels) in April 1930, before 

steadily declining for years, to a low of 41 in 1932.  

At the beginning, governments and businesses spent more in 

the first half of 1930 than in the corresponding period of the 

previous year. On the other hand, consumers, many of whom 

suffered severe losses in the stock market the previous year, 

cut their expenditures by 10%. In addition, beginning in the 

mid-1930s, a severe drought ravaged the agricultural 

heartland of the U.S.  

Interest rates dropped to low levels by the mid-1930, but 

expected deflation and the continuing reluctance of people to 

borrow meant that consumer spending and investment 

remained low. By May 1930, automobile sales declined to below 

the levels of 1928. Prices, in general, began to decline, 

although wages held steady in 1930. Then a deflationary spiral 

started in 1931. Farmers faced a worse outlook; declining crop 

prices and a Great Plains drought crippled their economic 
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outlook. At its peak, the Great Depression saw nearly 10% of 

all Great Plains farms change hands despite federal assistance.  

The decline in the U.S. economy was the factor that pulled 

down most other countries at first; then, internal weaknesses 

or strengths in each country made conditions worse or better. 

Frantic attempts by individual countries to shore up their 

economies through protectionist policies – such as the 1930 

U.S. Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act and retaliatory tariffs in other 

countries – exacerbated the collapse in global trade, 

contributing to the depression. By 1933, the economic decline 

pushed world trade to one third of its level compared to four 

years earlier.  

Causes 

The two classic competing economic theories of the Great 

Depression are the Keynesian (demand-driven) and the 

Monetarist explanation. There are also various heterodox 

theories that downplay or reject the explanations of the 

Keynesians and monetarists. The consensus among demand-

driven theories is that a large-scale loss of confidence led to a 

sudden reduction in consumption and investment spending. 

Once panic and deflation set in, many people believed they 

could avoid further losses by keeping clear of the markets. 

Holding money became profitable as prices dropped lower and 

a given amount of money bought ever more goods, exacerbating 

the drop in demand. Monetarists believe that the Great 

Depression started as an ordinary recession, but the shrinking 

of the money supply greatly exacerbated the economic 

situation, causing a recession to descend into the Great 

Depression.  
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Economists and economic historians are almost evenly split as 

to whether the traditional monetary explanation that monetary 

forces were the primary cause of the Great Depression is right, 

or the traditional Keynesian explanation that a fall in 

autonomous spending, particularly investment, is the primary 

explanation for the onset of the Great Depression.  

Today there is also significant academic support for the debt 

deflation theory and the expectations hypothesis that — 

building on the monetary explanation of Milton Friedman and 

Anna Schwartz — add non-monetary explanations.  

There is a consensus that the Federal Reserve System should 

have cut short the process of monetary deflation and banking 

collapse, by expanding the money supply and acting as lender 

of last resort. If they had done this, the economic downturn 

would have been far less severe and much shorter.  

Mainstream explanations 

Modern mainstream economists see the reasons in  

• Insufficient demand from the private sector and 

insufficient fiscal spending (Keynesians). 

• A money supply reduction (Monetarists) and 

therefore a banking crisis, reduction of credit and 

bankruptcies. 

Insufficient spending, the money supply reduction, and debt on 

margin led to falling prices and further bankruptcies (Irving 

Fisher's debt deflation).  
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Keynesian view 

British economist John Maynard Keynes argued in The General 

Theory of Employment, Interest and Money that lower aggregate 

expenditures in the economy contributed to a massive decline 

in income and to employment that was well below the average. 

In such a situation, the economy reached equilibrium at low 

levels of economic activity and high unemployment.  

Keynes's basic idea was simple: to keep people fully employed, 

governments have to run deficits when the economy is slowing, 

as the private sector would not invest enough to keep 

production at the normal level and bring the economy out of 

recession. Keynesian economists called on governments during 

times of economic crisis to pick up the slack by increasing 

government spending or cutting taxes.  

As the Depression wore on, Franklin D. Roosevelt tried public 

works, farm subsidies, and other devices to restart the U.S. 

economy, but never completely gave up trying to balance the 

budget. According to the Keynesians, this improved the 

economy, but Roosevelt never spent enough to bring the 

economy out of recession until the start of World War II.  

Monetarist view 

The monetarist explanation was given by American economists 

Milton Friedman and Anna J. Schwartz. They argued that the 

Great Depression was caused by the banking crisis that caused 

one-third of all banks to vanish, a reduction of bank 

shareholder wealth and more importantly monetary contraction 

of 35%, which they called "The Great Contraction". This caused 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

72 

a price drop of 33% (deflation). By not lowering interest rates, 

by not increasing the monetary base and by not injecting 

liquidity into the banking system to prevent it from crumbling, 

the Federal Reserve passively watched the transformation of a 

normal recession into the Great Depression. Friedman and 

Schwartz argued that the downward turn in the economy, 

starting with the stock market crash, would merely have been 

an ordinary recession if the Federal Reserve had taken 

aggressive action. This view was endorsed by Federal Reserve 

GovernorBen Bernanke in a speech honoring Friedman and 

Schwartz with this statement:  

Let me end my talk by abusing slightly my status as an official 

representative of the Federal Reserve. I would like to say to 

Milton and Anna: Regarding the Great Depression, you're right. 

We did it. We're very sorry. But thanks to you, we won't do it 

again. 

• —  Ben S. Bernanke 

The Federal Reserve allowed some large public bank failures – 

particularly that of the New York Bank of United States – 

which produced panic and widespread runs on local banks, 

and the Federal Reserve sat idly by while banks collapsed. 

Friedman and Schwartz argued that, if the Fed had provided 

emergency lending to these key banks, or simply bought 

government bonds on the open market to provide liquidity and 

increase the quantity of money after the key banks fell, all the 

rest of the banks would not have fallen after the large ones 

did, and the money supply would not have fallen as far and as 

fast as it did.  
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With significantly less money to go around, businesses could 

not get new loans and could not even get their old loans 

renewed, forcing many to stop investing. This interpretation 

blames the Federal Reserve for inaction, especially the New 

York branch.  

One reason why the Federal Reserve did not act to limit the 

decline of the money supply was the gold standard. At that 

time, the amount of credit the Federal Reserve could issue was 

limited by the Federal Reserve Act, which required 40% gold 

backing of Federal Reserve Notes issued. By the late 1920s, the 

Federal Reserve had almost hit the limit of allowable credit 

that could be backed by the gold in its possession. This credit 

was in the form of Federal Reserve demand notes. A "promise 

of gold" is not as good as "gold in the hand", particularly when 

they only had enough gold to cover 40% of the Federal Reserve 

Notes outstanding. During the bank panics, a portion of those 

demand notes was redeemed for Federal Reserve gold. Since 

the Federal Reserve had hit its limit on allowable credit, any 

reduction in gold in its vaults had to be accompanied by a 

greater reduction in credit. On April 5, 1933, President 

Roosevelt signed Executive Order 6102 making the private 

ownership of gold certificates, coins and bullion illegal, 

reducing the pressure on Federal Reserve gold.  

Modern non-monetary explanations 

The monetary explanation has two weaknesses. First, it is not 

able to explain why the demand for money was falling more 

rapidly than the supply during the initial downturn in 1930–

31. Second, it is not able to explain why in March 1933 a 

recovery took place although short term interest rates 
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remained close to zero and the money supply was still falling. 

These questions are addressed by modern explanations that 

build on the monetary explanation of Milton Friedman and 

Anna Schwartz but add non-monetary explanations.  

Debt deflation 

Irving Fisher argued that the predominant factor leading to the 

Great Depression was a vicious circle of deflation and growing 

over-indebtedness. He outlined nine factors interacting with 

one another under conditions of debt and deflation to create 

the mechanics of boom to bust. The chain of events proceeded 

as follows:  

• Debt liquidation and distress selling 

• Contraction of the money supply as bank loans are 

paid off 

• A fall in the level of asset prices 

• A still greater fall in the net worth of businesses, 

precipitating bankruptcies 

• A fall in profits 

• A reduction in output, in trade and in employment 

• Pessimism and loss of confidence 

• Hoarding of money 

• A fall in nominal interest rates and a rise in 

deflation adjusted interest rates 

During the Crash of 1929 preceding the Great Depression, 

margin requirements were only 10%. Brokerage firms, in other 

words, would lend $9 for every $1 an investor had deposited. 

When the market fell, brokers called in these loans, which 

could not be paid back. Banks began to fail as debtors 
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defaulted on debt and depositors attempted to withdraw their 

deposits en masse, triggering multiple bank runs. Government 

guarantees and Federal Reserve banking regulations to prevent 

such panics were ineffective or not used. Bank failures led to 

the loss of billions of dollars in assets.  

Outstanding debts became heavier, because prices and 

incomes fell by 20–50% but the debts remained at the same 

dollar amount. After the panic of 1929 and during the first 10 

months of 1930, 744 U.S. banks failed. (In all, 9,000 banks 

failed during the 1930s.) By April 1933, around $7 billion in 

deposits had been frozen in failed banks or those left 

unlicensed after the March Bank Holiday. Bank failures 

snowballed as desperate bankers called in loans that borrowers 

did not have time or money to repay. With future profits 

looking poor, capital investment and construction slowed or 

completely ceased. In the face of bad loans and worsening 

future prospects, the surviving banks became even more 

conservative in their lending. Banks built up their capital 

reserves and made fewer loans, which intensified deflationary 

pressures. A vicious cycle developed and the downward spiral 

accelerated.  

The liquidation of debt could not keep up with the fall of prices 

that it caused. The mass effect of the stampede to liquidate 

increased the value of each dollar owed, relative to the value of 

declining asset holdings. The very effort of individuals to 

lessen their burden of debt effectively increased it. 

Paradoxically, the more the debtors paid, the more they owed. 

This self-aggravating process turned a 1930 recession into a 

1933 great depression.  
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Fisher's debt-deflation theory initially lacked mainstream 

influence because of the counter-argument that debt-deflation 

represented no more than a redistribution from one group 

(debtors) to another (creditors). Pure re-distributions should 

have no significant macroeconomic effects.  

Building on both the monetary hypothesis of Milton Friedman 

and Anna Schwartz and the debt deflation hypothesis of Irving 

Fisher, Ben Bernanke developed an alternative way in which 

the financial crisis affected output. He builds on Fisher's 

argument that dramatic declines in the price level and nominal 

incomes lead to increasing real debt burdens, which in turn 

leads to debtor insolvency and consequently lowers aggregate 

demand; a further price level decline would then result in a 

debt deflationary spiral. According to Bernanke, a small 

decline in the price level simply reallocates wealth from 

debtors to creditors without doing damage to the economy. But 

when the deflation is severe, falling asset prices along with 

debtor bankruptcies lead to a decline in the nominal value of 

assets on bank balance sheets. Banks will react by tightening 

their credit conditions, which in turn leads to a credit crunch 

that seriously harms the economy. A credit crunch lowers 

investment and consumption, which results in declining 

aggregate demand and additionally contributes to the 

deflationary spiral.  

Expectations hypothesis 

Since economic mainstream turned to the new neoclassical 

synthesis, expectations are a central element of 

macroeconomic models. According to Peter Temin, Barry 

Wigmore, Gauti B. Eggertsson and Christina Romer, the key to 
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recovery and to ending the Great Depression was brought 

about by a successful management of public expectations. The 

thesis is based on the observation that after years of deflation 

and a very severe recession important economic indicators 

turned positive in March 1933 when Franklin D. Roosevelt took 

office. Consumer prices turned from deflation to a mild 

inflation, industrial production bottomed out in March 1933, 

and investment doubled in 1933 with a turnaround in March 

1933. There were no monetary forces to explain that 

turnaround. Money supply was still falling and short-term 

interest rates remained close to zero. Before March 1933, 

people expected further deflation and a recession so that even 

interest rates at zero did not stimulate investment. But when 

Roosevelt announced major regime changes, people began to 

expect inflation and an economic expansion. With these 

positive expectations, interest rates at zero began to stimulate 

investment just as they were expected to do. Roosevelt's fiscal 

and monetary policy regime change helped make his policy 

objectives credible. The expectation of higher future income 

and higher future inflation stimulated demand and investment. 

The analysis suggests that the elimination of the policy dogmas 

of the gold standard, a balanced budget in times of crisis and 

small government led endogenously to a large shift in 

expectation that accounts for about 70–80% of the recovery of 

output and prices from 1933 to 1937. If the regime change had 

not happened and the Hoover policy had continued, the 

economy would have continued its free fall in 1933, and output 

would have been 30% lower in 1937 than in 1933.  

The recession of 1937–38, which slowed down economic 

recovery from the Great Depression, is explained by fears of 

the population that the moderate tightening of the monetary 
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and fiscal policy in 1937 were first steps to a restoration of the 

pre-1933 policy regime.  

Common position 

There is common consensus among economists today that the 

government and the central bank should work to keep the 

interconnected macroeconomic aggregates of gross domestic 

product and money supply on a stable growth path. When 

threatened by expectations of a depression, central banks 

should expand liquidity in the banking system and the 

government should cut taxes and accelerate spending in order 

to prevent a collapse in money supply and aggregate demand.  

At the beginning of the Great Depression, most economists 

believed in Say's law and the equilibrating powers of the 

market, and failed to understand the severity of the 

Depression. Outright leave-it-alone liquidationism was a 

common position, and was universally held by Austrian School 

economists. The liquidationist position held that a depression 

worked to liquidate failed businesses and investments that had 

been made obsolete by technological development – releasing 

factors of production (capital and labor) to be redeployed in 

other more productive sectors of the dynamic economy. They 

argued that even if self-adjustment of the economy caused 

mass bankruptcies, it was still the best course.  

Economists like Barry Eichengreen and J. Bradford DeLong 

note that President Herbert Hoover tried to keep the federal 

budget balanced until 1932, when he lost confidence in his 

Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon and replaced him. An 

increasingly common view among economic historians is that 
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the adherence of many Federal Reserve policymakers to the 

liquidationist position led to disastrous consequences. Unlike 

what liquidationists expected, a large proportion of the capital 

stock was not redeployed but vanished during the first years of 

the Great Depression. According to a study by Olivier 

Blanchard and Lawrence Summers, the recession caused a 

drop of net capital accumulation to pre-1924 levels by 1933. 

Milton Friedman called leave-it-alone liquidationism 

"dangerous nonsense". He wrote:  

I think the Austrian business-cycle theory has done the world 

a great deal of harm. If you go back to the 1930s, which is a 

key point, here you had the Austrians sitting in London, Hayek 

and Lionel Robbins, and saying you just have to let the bottom 

drop out of the world. You've just got to let it cure itself. You 

can't do anything about it. You will only make it worse. ... I 

think by encouraging that kind of do-nothing policy both in 

Britain and in the United States, they did harm. 

Heterodox theories 

Austrian School 

Two prominent theorists in the Austrian School on the Great 

Depression include Austrian economist Friedrich Hayek and 

American economist Murray Rothbard, who wrote America's 

Great Depression (1963). In their view, much like the 

monetarists, the Federal Reserve (created in 1913) shoulders 

much of the blame; however, unlike the Monetarists, they 

argue that the key cause of the Depression was the expansion 

of the money supply in the 1920s which led to an 

unsustainable credit-driven boom.  
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In the Austrian view, it was this inflation of the money supply 

that led to an unsustainable boom in both asset prices (stocks 

and bonds) and capital goods. Therefore, by the time the 

Federal Reserve tightened in 1928 it was far too late to prevent 

an economic contraction. In February 1929 Hayek published a 

paper predicting the Federal Reserve's actions would lead to a 

crisis starting in the stock and credit markets.  

According to Rothbard, the government support for failed 

enterprises and efforts to keep wages above their market 

values actually prolonged the Depression. Unlike Rothbard, 

after 1970 Hayek believed that the Federal Reserve had further 

contributed to the problems of the Depression by permitting 

the money supply to shrink during the earliest years of the 

Depression. However, during the Depression (in 1932 and in 

1934) Hayek had criticized both the Federal Reserve and the 

Bank of England for not taking a more contractionary stance.  

Hans Sennholz argued that most boom and busts that plagued 

the American economy, such as those in 1819–20, 1839–1843, 

1857–1860, 1873–1878, 1893–1897, and 1920–21, were 

generated by government creating a boom through easy money 

and credit, which was soon followed by the inevitable bust. The 

spectacular crash of 1929 followed five years of reckless credit 

expansion by the Federal Reserve System under the Coolidge 

Administration. The passing of the Sixteenth Amendment, the 

passage of The Federal Reserve Act, rising government deficits, 

the passage of the Hawley-Smoot Tariff Act, and the Revenue 

Act of 1932, exacerbated and prolonged the crisis.  

Ludwig von Mises wrote in the 1930s: "Credit expansion cannot 

increase the supply of real goods. It merely brings about a 
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rearrangement. It diverts capital investment away from the 

course prescribed by the state of economic wealth and market 

conditions. It causes production to pursue paths which it 

would not follow unless the economy were to acquire an 

increase in material goods. As a result, the upswing lacks a 

solid base. It is not real prosperity. It is illusory prosperity. It 

did not develop from an increase in economic wealth, i.e. the 

accumulation of savings made available for productive 

investment. Rather, it arose because the credit expansion 

created the illusion of such an increase. Sooner or later, it 

must become apparent that this economic situation is built on 

sand."  

Inequality 

Two economists of the 1920s, WaddillCatchings and William 

Trufant Foster, popularized a theory that influenced many 

policy makers, including Herbert Hoover, Henry A. Wallace, 

Paul Douglas, and Marriner Eccles. It held the economy 

produced more than it consumed, because the consumers did 

not have enough income. Thus the unequal distribution of 

wealth throughout the 1920s caused the Great Depression.  

According to this view, the root cause of the Great Depression 

was a global over-investment in heavy industry capacity 

compared to wages and earnings from independent businesses, 

such as farms. The proposed solution was for the government 

to pump money into the consumers' pockets. That is, it must 

redistribute purchasing power, maintaining the industrial 

base, and re-inflating prices and wages to force as much of the 

inflationary increase in purchasing power into consumer 

spending. The economy was overbuilt, and new factories were 
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not needed. Foster and Catchings recommended federal and 

state governments to start large construction projects, a 

program followed by Hoover and Roosevelt.  

Productivity shock 

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that the [productivity, 

output, and employment] trends we are describing are long-

time trends and were thoroughly evident before 1929. These 

trends are in nowise the result of the present depression, nor 

are they the result of the World War. On the contrary, the 

present depression is a collapse resulting from these long-term 

trends. 

• —  M. King Hubbert 

The first three decades of the 20th century saw economic 

output surge with electrification, mass production, and 

motorized farm machinery, and because of the rapid growth in 

productivity there was a lot of excess production capacity and 

the work week was being reduced. The dramatic rise in 

productivity of major industries in the U.S. and the effects of 

productivity on output, wages and the workweek are discussed 

by Spurgeon Bell in his book Productivity, Wages, and National 

Income (1940).  

The gold standard and the spreading 

of global depression 

The gold standard was the primary transmission mechanism of 

the Great Depression. Even countries that did not face bank 
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failures and a monetary contraction first hand were forced to 

join the deflationary policy since higher interest rates in 

countries that performed a deflationary policy led to a gold 

outflow in countries with lower interest rates. Under the gold 

standard's price–specie flow mechanism, countries that lost 

gold but nevertheless wanted to maintain the gold standard 

had to permit their money supply to decrease and the domestic 

price level to decline (deflation).  

There is also consensus that protectionist policies such as the 

Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act helped to worsen the depression.  

Gold standard 

Some economic studies have indicated that just as the 

downturn was spread worldwide by the rigidities of the gold 

standard, it was suspending gold convertibility (or devaluing 

the currency in gold terms) that did the most to make recovery 

possible.  

Every major currency left the gold standard during the Great 

Depression. The UK was the first to do so. Facing speculative 

attacks on the pound and depleting gold reserves, in 

September 1931 the Bank of England ceased exchanging pound 

notes for gold and the pound was floated on foreign exchange 

markets.  

Japan and the Scandinavian countries joined the UK in leaving 

the gold standard in 1931. Other countries, such as Italy and 

the US, remained on the gold standard into 1932 or 1933, 

while a few countries in the so-called "gold bloc", led by France 

and including Poland, Belgium and Switzerland, stayed on the 

standard until 1935–36.  
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According to later analysis, the earliness with which a country 

left the gold standard reliably predicted its economic recovery. 

For example, The UK and Scandinavia, which left the gold 

standard in 1931, recovered much earlier than France and 

Belgium, which remained on gold much longer. Countries such 

as China, which had a silver standard, almost avoided the 

depression entirely. The connection between leaving the gold 

standard as a strong predictor of that country's severity of its 

depression and the length of time of its recovery has been 

shown to be consistent for dozens of countries, including 

developing countries. This partly explains why the experience 

and length of the depression differed between regions and 

states across the world.  

Breakdown of international trade 

Many economists have argued that the sharp decline in 

international trade after 1930 helped to worsen the depression, 

especially for countries significantly dependent on foreign 

trade. In a 1995 survey of American economic historians, two-

thirds agreed that the Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act (enacted June 

17, 1930) at least worsened the Great Depression. Most 

historians and economists blame this Act for worsening the 

depression by seriously reducing international trade and 

causing retaliatory tariffs in other countries. While foreign 

trade was a small part of overall economic activity in the U.S. 

and was concentrated in a few businesses like farming, it was 

a much larger factor in many other countries. The average ad 

valorem rate of duties on dutiable imports for 1921–1925 was 

25.9% but under the new tariff it jumped to 50% during 1931–

1935. In dollar terms, American exports declined over the next 

four years from about $5.2 billion in 1929 to $1.7 billion in 
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1933; so, not only did the physical volume of exports fall, but 

also the prices fell by about 1 ∕3 as written. Hardest hit were 

farm commodities such as wheat, cotton, tobacco, and lumber.  

Governments around the world took various steps into 

spending less money on foreign goods such as: "imposing 

tariffs, import quotas, and exchange controls". These 

restrictions triggered much tension among countries that had 

large amounts of bilateral trade, causing major export-import 

reductions during the depression. Not all governments enforced 

the same measures of protectionism. Some countries raised 

tariffs drastically and enforced severe restrictions on foreign 

exchange transactions, while other countries reduced "trade 

and exchange restrictions only marginally":  

• "Countries that remained on the gold standard, 

keeping currencies fixed, were more likely to restrict 

foreign trade." These countries "resorted to 

protectionist policies to strengthen the balance of 

payments and limit gold losses." They hoped that 

these restrictions and depletions would hold the 

economic decline. 

• Countries that abandoned the gold standard, allowed 

their currencies to depreciate which caused their 

balance of payments to strengthen. It also freed up 

monetary policy so that central banks could lower 

interest rates and act as lenders of last resort. They 

possessed the best policy instruments to fight the 

Depression and did not need protectionism. 

• "The length and depth of a country's economic 

downturn and the timing and vigor of its recovery are 

related to how long it remained on the gold standard. 
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Countries abandoning the gold standard relatively 

early experienced relatively mild recessions and early 

recoveries. In contrast, countries remaining on the 

gold standard experienced prolonged slumps." 

Effect of tariffs 

The consensus view among economists and economic 

historians (including Keynesians, Monetarists and Austrian 

economists) is that the passage of the Smoot-Hawley Tariff 

exacerbated the Great Depression, although there is 

disagreement as to how much. In the popular view, the Smoot-

Hawley Tariff was a leading cause of the depression. According 

to the U.S. Senate website the Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act is 

among the most catastrophic acts in congressional history  

German banking crisis of 1931 and British crisis 

The financial crisis escalated out of control in mid-1931, 

starting with the collapse of the Credit Anstalt in Vienna in 

May. This put heavy pressure on Germany, which was already 

in political turmoil. With the rise in violence of Nazi and 

communist movements, as well as investor nervousness at 

harsh government financial policies. Investors withdrew their 

short-term money from Germany, as confidence spiraled 

downward. The Reichsbank lost 150 million marks in the first 

week of June, 540 million in the second, and 150 million in 

two days, June 19–20. Collapse was at hand. U.S. President 

Herbert Hoover called for a moratorium on Payment of war 

reparations. This angered Paris, which depended on a steady 

flow of German payments, but it slowed the crisis down, and 

the moratorium was agreed to in July 1931. An International 
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conference in London later in July produced no agreements but 

on August 19 a standstill agreement froze Germany's foreign 

liabilities for six months. Germany received emergency funding 

from private banks in New York as well as the Bank of 

International Settlements and the Bank of England. The 

funding only slowed the process. Industrial failures began in 

Germany, a major bank closed in July and a two-day holiday 

for all German banks was declared. Business failures were 

more frequent in July, and spread to Romania and Hungary. 

The crisis continued to get worse in Germany, bringing 

political upheaval that finally led to the coming to power of 

Hitler's Nazi regime in January 1933.  

The world financial crisis now began to overwhelm Britain; 

investors across the world started withdrawing their gold from 

London at the rate of £2.5 million per day. Credits of 

£25 million each from the Bank of France and the Federal 

Reserve Bank of New York and an issue of £15 million fiduciary 

note slowed, but did not reverse the British crisis. The 

financial crisis now caused a major political crisis in Britain in 

August 1931. With deficits mounting, the bankers demanded a 

balanced budget; the divided cabinet of Prime Minister Ramsay 

MacDonald's Labour government agreed; it proposed to raise 

taxes, cut spending, and most controversially, to cut 

unemployment benefits 20%. The attack on welfare was 

unacceptable to the Labour movement. MacDonald wanted to 

resign, but King George V insisted he remain and form an all-

party coalition "National Government". The Conservative and 

Liberals parties signed on, along with a small cadre of Labour, 

but the vast majority of Labour leaders denounced MacDonald 

as a traitor for leading the new government. Britain went off 

the gold standard, and suffered relatively less than other major 
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countries in the Great Depression. In the 1931 British election, 

the Labour Party was virtually destroyed, leaving MacDonald 

as Prime Minister for a largely Conservative coalition.  

Turning point and recovery 

In most countries of the world, recovery from the Great 

Depression began in 1933. In the U.S., recovery began in early 

1933, but the U.S. did not return to 1929 GNP for over a 

decade and still had an unemployment rate of about 15% in 

1940, albeit down from the high of 25% in 1933.  

There is no consensus among economists regarding the motive 

force for the U.S. economic expansion that continued through 

most of the Roosevelt years (and the 1937 recession that 

interrupted it). The common view among most economists is 

that Roosevelt's New Deal policies either caused or accelerated 

the recovery, although his policies were never aggressive 

enough to bring the economy completely out of recession. Some 

economists have also called attention to the positive effects 

from expectations of reflation and rising nominal interest rates 

that Roosevelt's words and actions portended. It was the 

rollback of those same reflationary policies that led to the 

interruption of a recession beginning in late 1937. One 

contributing policy that reversed reflation was the Banking Act 

of 1935, which effectively raised reserve requirements, causing 

a monetary contraction that helped to thwart the recovery. 

GDP returned to its upward trend in 1938.  

According to Christina Romer, the money supply growth caused 

by huge international gold inflows was a crucial source of the 

recovery of the United States economy, and that the economy 
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showed little sign of self-correction. The gold inflows were 

partly due to devaluation of the U.S. dollar and partly due to 

deterioration of the political situation in Europe. In their book, 

A Monetary History of the United States, Milton Friedman and 

Anna J. Schwartz also attributed the recovery to monetary 

factors, and contended that it was much slowed by poor 

management of money by the Federal Reserve System. Former 

(2006–2014) Chairman of the Federal ReserveBen Bernanke 

agreed that monetary factors played important roles both in 

the worldwide economic decline and eventual recovery. 

Bernanke also saw a strong role for institutional factors, 

particularly the rebuilding and restructuring of the financial 

system, and pointed out that the Depression should be 

examined in an international perspective.  

Role of women and household economics 

Women's primary role was as housewives; without a steady 

flow of family income, their work became much harder in 

dealing with food and clothing and medical care. Birthrates fell 

everywhere, as children were postponed until families could 

financially support them. The average birthrate for 14 major 

countries fell 12% from 19.3 births per thousand population in 

1930, to 17.0 in 1935. In Canada, half of Roman Catholic 

women defied Church teachings and used contraception to 

postpone births.  

Among the few women in the labor force, layoffs were less 

common in the white-collar jobs and they were typically found 

in light manufacturing work. However, there was a widespread 

demand to limit families to one paid job, so that wives might 

lose employment if their husband was employed. Across 
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Britain, there was a tendency for married women to join the 

labor force, competing for part-time jobs especially.  

In France, very slow population growth, especially in 

comparison to Germany continued to be a serious issue in the 

1930s. Support for increasing welfare programs during the 

depression included a focus on women in the family. The 

ConseilSupérieur de la Natalité campaigned for provisions 

enacted in the Code de la Famille (1939) that increased state 

assistance to families with children and required employers to 

protect the jobs of fathers, even if they were immigrants.  

In rural and small-town areas, women expanded their 

operation of vegetable gardens to include as much food 

production as possible. In the United States, agricultural 

organizations sponsored programs to teach housewives how to 

optimize their gardens and to raise poultry for meat and eggs. 

Rural women made feed sack dresses and other items for 

themselves and their families and homes from feed sacks. In 

American cities, African American women quiltmakers enlarged 

their activities, promoted collaboration, and trained neophytes. 

Quilts were created for practical use from various inexpensive 

materials and increased social interaction for women and 

promoted camaraderie and personal fulfillment.  

Oral history provides evidence for how housewives in a modern 

industrial city handled shortages of money and resources. 

Often they updated strategies their mothers used when they 

were growing up in poor families. Cheap foods were used, such 

as soups, beans and noodles. They purchased the cheapest 

cuts of meat—sometimes even horse meat—and recycled the 

Sunday roast into sandwiches and soups. They sewed and 
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patched clothing, traded with their neighbors for outgrown 

items, and made do with colder homes. New furniture and 

appliances were postponed until better days. Many women also 

worked outside the home, or took boarders, did laundry for 

trade or cash, and did sewing for neighbors in exchange for 

something they could offer. Extended families used mutual 

aid—extra food, spare rooms, repair-work, cash loans—to help 

cousins and in-laws.  

In Japan, official government policy was deflationary and the 

opposite of Keynesian spending. Consequently, the government 

launched a campaign across the country to induce households 

to reduce their consumption, focusing attention on spending 

by housewives.  

In Germany, the government tried to reshape private household 

consumption under the Four-Year Plan of 1936 to achieve 

German economic self-sufficiency. The Nazi women's 

organizations, other propaganda agencies and the authorities 

all attempted to shape such consumption as economic self-

sufficiency was needed to prepare for and to sustain the 

coming war. The organizations, propaganda agencies and 

authorities employed slogans that called up traditional values 

of thrift and healthy living. However, these efforts were only 

partly successful in changing the behavior of housewives.  

World War II and recovery 

The common view among economic historians is that the Great 

Depression ended with the advent of World War II. Many 

economists believe that government spending on the war 

caused or at least accelerated recovery from the Great 
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Depression, though some consider that it did not play a very 

large role in the recovery, though it did help in reducing 

unemployment.  

The rearmament policies leading up to World War II helped 

stimulate the economies of Europe in 1937–1939. By 1937, 

unemployment in Britain had fallen to 1.5 million. The 

mobilization of manpower following the outbreak of war in 

1939 ended unemployment.  

When the United States entered the war in 1941, it finally 

eliminated the last effects from the Great Depression and 

brought the U.S. unemployment rate down below 10%.  

In the US, massive war spending doubled economic growth 

rates, either masking the effects of the Depression or 

essentially ending the Depression.  

Businessmen ignored the mounting national debt and heavy 

new taxes, redoubling their efforts for greater output to take 

advantage of generous government contracts.  

Socio-economic effects 

The majority of countries set up relief programs and most 

underwent some sort of political upheaval, pushing them to the 

right. Many of the countries in Europe and Latin America that 

were democracies saw them overthrown by some form of 

dictatorship or authoritarian rule, most famously in Germany 

in 1933. The Dominion of Newfoundland gave up democracy 

voluntarily.  
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Australia 

Australia's dependence on agricultural and industrial exports 

meant it was one of the hardest-hit developed countries. 

Falling export demand and commodity prices placed massive 

downward pressures on wages. Unemployment reached a 

record high of 29% in 1932, with incidents of civil unrest 

becoming common. After 1932, an increase in wool and meat 

prices led to a gradual recovery.  

Canada 

Harshly affected by both the global economic downturn and the 

Dust Bowl, Canadian industrial production had by 1932 fallen 

to only 58% of its 1929 figure, the second-lowest level in the 

world after the United States, and well behind countries such 

as Britain, which fell to only 83% of the 1929 level. Total 

national income fell to 56% of the 1929 level, again worse than 

any country apart from the United States. Unemployment 

reached 27% at the depth of the Depression in 1933.  

Chile 

The League of Nations labeled Chile the country hardest hit by 

the Great Depression because 80% of government revenue 

came from exports of copper and nitrates, which were in low 

demand. Chile initially felt the impact of the Great Depression 

in 1930, when GDP dropped 14%, mining income declined 27%, 

and export earnings fell 28%. By 1932, GDP had shrunk to less 

than half of what it had been in 1929, exacting a terrible toll 

in unemployment and business failures.  
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Influenced profoundly by the Great Depression, many 

government leaders promoted the development of local industry 

in an effort to insulate the economy from future external 

shocks. After six years of government austerity measures, 

which succeeded in reestablishing Chile's creditworthiness, 

Chileans elected to office during the 1938–58 period a 

succession of center and left-of-center governments interested 

in promoting economic growth through government 

intervention.  

Prompted in part by the devastating 1939 Chillán earthquake, 

the Popular Front government of Pedro Aguirre Cerda created 

the Production Development Corporation (Corporación de 

Fomento de la Producción, CORFO) to encourage with 

subsidies and direct investments an ambitious program of 

import substitution industrialization. Consequently, as in 

other Latin American countries, protectionism became an 

entrenched aspect of the Chilean economy.  

China 

China was largely unaffected by the Depression, mainly by 

having stuck to the Silver standard. However, the U.S. silver 

purchase act of 1934 created an intolerable demand on China's 

silver coins, and so, in the end, the silver standard was 

officially abandoned in 1935 in favor of the four Chinese 

national banks' "legal note" issues. China and the British 

colony of Hong Kong, which followed suit in this regard in 

September 1935, would be the last to abandon the silver 

standard. In addition, the Nationalist Government also acted 

energetically to modernize the legal and penal systems, 

stabilize prices, amortize debts, reform the banking and 
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currency systems, build railroads and highways, improve 

public health facilities, legislate against traffic in narcotics 

and augment industrial and agricultural production. On 

November 3, 1935, the government instituted the fiat currency 

(fapi) reform, immediately stabilizing prices and also raising 

revenues for the government.  

European African colonies 

The sharp fall in commodity prices, and the steep decline in 

exports, hurt the economies of the European colonies in Africa 

and Asia. The agricultural sector was especially hard hit. For 

example, sisal had recently become a major export crop in 

Kenya and Tanganyika. During the depression, it suffered 

severely from low prices and marketing problems that affected 

all colonial commodities in Africa. Sisal producers established 

centralized controls for the export of their fibre. There was 

widespread unemployment and hardship among peasants, 

labourers, colonial auxiliaries, and artisans. The budgets of 

colonial governments were cut, which forced the reduction in 

ongoing infrastructure projects, such as the building and 

upgrading of roads, ports and communications. The budget 

cuts delayed the schedule for creating systems of higher 

education.  

The depression severely hurt the export-based Belgian Congo 

economy because of the drop in international demand for raw 

materials and for agricultural products. For example, the price 

of peanuts fell from 125 to 25 centimes. In some areas, as in 

the Katanga mining region, employment declined by 70%. In 

the country as a whole, the wage labour force decreased by 

72.000 and many men returned to their villages. In 
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Leopoldville, the population decreased by 33%, because of this 

labour migration.  

Political protests were not common. However, there was a 

growing demand that the paternalistic claims be honored by 

colonial governments to respond vigorously. The theme was 

that economic reforms were more urgently needed than 

political reforms. French West Africa launched an extensive 

program of educational reform centered around "rural schools" 

designed to modernize agriculture and stem the flow of under-

employed farm workers to cites where unemployment was high. 

Students were trained in traditional arts, crafts, and farming 

techniques and were then expected to return to their own 

villages and towns.  

France 

The crisis affected France a bit later than other countries, 

hitting hard around 1931. While the 1920s grew at the very 

strong rate of 4.43% per year, the 1930s rate fell to only 

0.63%.  

The depression was relatively mild: unemployment peaked 

under 5%, the fall in production was at most 20% below the 

1929 output; there was no banking crisis.  

However, the depression had drastic effects on the local 

economy, and partly explains the February 6, 1934 riots and 

even more the formation of the Popular Front, led by SFIO 

socialist leaderLéon Blum, which won the elections in 1936. 

Ultra-nationalist groups also saw increased popularity, 

although democracy prevailed into World War II.  
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France's relatively high degree of self-sufficiency meant the 

damage was considerably less than in neighbouring states like 

Germany.  

Germany 

The Great Depression hit Germany hard. The impact of the 

Wall Street Crash forced American banks to end the new loans 

that had been funding the repayments under the Dawes Plan 

and the Young Plan. The financial crisis escalated out of 

control in mid-1931, starting with the collapse of the Credit 

Anstalt in Vienna in May.  

This put heavy pressure on Germany, which was already in 

political turmoil with the rise in violence of Nazi and 

communist movements, as well as with investor nervousness at 

harsh government financial policies. Investors withdrew their 

short-term money from Germany, as confidence spiraled 

downward. The Reichsbank lost 150 million marks in the first 

week of June, 540 million in the second, and 150 million in 

two days, June 19–20. Collapse was at hand. U.S. President 

Herbert Hoover called for a moratorium on Payment of war 

reparations.  

This angered Paris, which depended on a steady flow of 

German payments, but it slowed the crisis down, and the 

moratorium was agreed to in July 1931. An international 

conference in London later in July produced no agreements but 

on August 19 a standstill agreement froze Germany's foreign 

liabilities for six months. Germany received emergency funding 

from private banks in New York as well as the Bank of 

International Settlements and the Bank of England. The 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

98 

funding only slowed the process. Industrial failures began in 

Germany, a major bank closed in July and a two-day holiday 

for all German banks was declared. Business failures became 

more frequent in July, and spread to Romania and Hungary.  

In 1932, 90% of German reparation payments were cancelled 

(in the 1950s, Germany repaid all its missed reparations 

debts). Widespread unemployment reached 25% as every sector 

was hurt.  

The government did not increase government spending to deal 

with Germany's growing crisis, as they were afraid that a high-

spending policy could lead to a return of the hyperinflation 

that had affected Germany in 1923.  

Germany's Weimar Republic was hit hard by the depression, as 

American loans to help rebuild the German economy now 

stopped. The unemployment rate reached nearly 30% in 1932, 

bolstering support for the Nazi (NSDAP) and Communist (KPD) 

parties, causing the collapse of the politically centrist Social 

Democratic Party. Hitler ran for the Presidency in 1932, and 

while he lost to the incumbent Hindenburg in the election, it 

marked a point during which both Nazi Party and the 

Communist parties rose in the years following the crash to 

altogether possess a Reichstag majority following the general 

election in July 1932.  

Hitler followed an autarky economic policy, creating a network 

of client states and economic allies in central Europe and Latin 

America. By cutting wages and taking control of labor unions, 

plus public works spending, unemployment fell significantly by 

1935. Large-scale military spending played a major role in the 

recovery.  
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Greece 

The reverberations of the Great Depression hit Greece in 1932. 

The Bank of Greece tried to adopt deflationary policies to stave 

off the crises that were going on in other countries, but these 

largely failed. For a brief period, the drachma was pegged to 

the U.S. dollar, but this was unsustainable given the country's 

large trade deficit and the only long-term effects of this were 

Greece's foreign exchange reserves being almost totally wiped 

out in 1932. Remittances from abroad declined sharply and the 

value of the drachma began to plummet from 77 drachmas to 

the dollar in March 1931 to 111 drachmas to the dollar in April 

1931. This was especially harmful to Greece as the country 

relied on imports from the UK, France, and the Middle East for 

many necessities. Greece went off the gold standard in April 

1932 and declared a moratorium on all interest payments. The 

country also adopted protectionist policies such as import 

quotas, which several European countries did during the 

period.  

Protectionist policies coupled with a weak drachma, stifling 

imports, allowed the Greek industry to expand during the 

Great Depression. In 1939, the Greek industrial output was 

179% that of 1928. These industries were for the most part 

"built on sand" as one report of the Bank of Greece put it, as 

without massive protection they would not have been able to 

survive. Despite the global depression, Greece managed to 

suffer comparatively little, averaging an average growth rate of 

3.5% from 1932 to 1939. The dictatorial regime of Ioannis 

Metaxas took over the Greek government in 1936, and 

economic growth was strong in the years leading up to the 

Second World War.  
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Iceland 

Icelandic post-World War I prosperity came to an end with the 

outbreak of the Great Depression. The Depression hit Iceland 

hard as the value of exports plummeted. The total value of 

Icelandic exports fell from 74 million kronur in 1929 to 

48 million in 1932, and was not to rise again to the pre-1930 

level until after 1939. Government interference in the economy 

increased: "Imports were regulated, trade with foreign currency 

was monopolized by state-owned banks, and loan capital was 

largely distributed by state-regulated funds". Due to the 

outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, which cut Iceland's exports 

of saltfish by half, the Depression lasted in Iceland until the 

outbreak of World War II (when prices for fish exports soared).  

India 

How much India was affected has been hotly debated. 

Historians have argued that the Great Depression slowed long-

term industrial development. Apart from two sectors—jute and 

coal—the economy was little affected. However, there were 

major negative impacts on the jute industry, as world demand 

fell and prices plunged. Otherwise, conditions were fairly 

stable. Local markets in agriculture and small-scale industry 

showed modest gains.  

Ireland 

Frank Barry and Mary E. Daly have argued that:  

• Ireland was a largely agrarian economy, trading 

almost exclusively with the UK, at the time of the 
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Great Depression. Beef and dairy products comprised 

the bulk of exports, and Ireland fared well relative to 

many other commodity producers, particularly in the 

early years of the depression. 

Italy 

The Great Depression hit Italy very hard. As industries came 

close to failure they were bought out by the banks in a largely 

illusionary bail-out—the assets used to fund the purchases 

were largely worthless. This led to a financial crisis peaking in 

1932 and major government intervention.  

The Industrial Reconstruction Institute (IRI) was formed in 

January 1933 and took control of the bank-owned companies, 

suddenly giving Italy the largest state-owned industrial sector 

in Europe (excluding the USSR). IRI did rather well with its 

new responsibilities—restructuring, modernising and 

rationalising as much as it could. It was a significant factor in 

post-1945 development. But it took the Italian economy until 

1935 to recover the manufacturing levels of 1930—a position 

that was only 60% better than that of 1913.  

Japan 

The Great Depression did not strongly affect Japan. The 

Japanese economy shrank by 8% during 1929–31. Japan's 

Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo was the first to 

implement what have come to be identified as Keynesian 

economic policies: first, by large fiscal stimulus involving 

deficit spending; and second, by devaluing the currency. 

Takahashi used the Bank of Japan to sterilize the deficit 
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spending and minimize resulting inflationary pressures. 

Econometric studies have identified the fiscal stimulus as 

especially effective.  

The devaluation of the currency had an immediate effect. 

Japanese textiles began to displace British textiles in export 

markets. The deficit spending proved to be most profound and 

went into the purchase of munitions for the armed forces. By 

1933, Japan was already out of the depression. By 1934, 

Takahashi realized that the economy was in danger of 

overheating, and to avoid inflation, moved to reduce the deficit 

spending that went towards armaments and munitions.  

This resulted in a strong and swift negative reaction from 

nationalists, especially those in the army, culminating in his 

assassination in the course of the February 26 Incident. This 

had a chilling effect on all civilian bureaucrats in the Japanese 

government. From 1934, the military's dominance of the 

government continued to grow. Instead of reducing deficit 

spending, the government introduced price controls and 

rationing schemes that reduced, but did not eliminate 

inflation, which remained a problem until the end of World 

War II.  

The deficit spending had a transformative effect on Japan. 

Japan's industrial production doubled during the 1930s. 

Further, in 1929 the list of the largest firms in Japan was 

dominated by light industries, especially textile companies 

(many of Japan's automakers, such as Toyota, have their roots 

in the textile industry). By 1940 light industry had been 

displaced by heavy industry as the largest firms inside the 

Japanese economy.  
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Latin America 

Because of high levels of U.S. investment in Latin American 

economies, they were severely damaged by the Depression. 

Within the region, Chile, Bolivia and Peru were particularly 

badly affected.  

Before the 1929 crisis, links between the world economy and 

Latin American economies had been established through 

American and British investment in Latin American exports to 

the world. As a result, Latin Americans export industries felt 

the depression quickly. World prices for commodities such as 

wheat, coffee and copper plunged. Exports from all of Latin 

America to the U.S. fell in value from $1.2 billion in 1929 to 

$335 million in 1933, rising to $660 million in 1940.  

But on the other hand, the depression led the area 

governments to develop new local industries and expand 

consumption and production. Following the example of the New 

Deal, governments in the area approved regulations and 

created or improved welfare institutions that helped millions of 

new industrial workers to achieve a better standard of living.  

Netherlands 

From roughly 1931 to 1937, the Netherlands suffered a deep 

and exceptionally long depression. This depression was partly 

caused by the after-effects of the Stock Market Crash of 1929 

in the US, and partly by internal factors in the Netherlands. 

Government policy, especially the very late dropping of the 

Gold Standard, played a role in prolonging the depression. The 

Great Depression in the Netherlands led to some political 
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instability and riots, and can be linked to the rise of the Dutch 

fascist political party NSB. The depression in the Netherlands 

eased off somewhat at the end of 1936, when the government 

finally dropped the Gold Standard, but real economic stability 

did not return until after World War II.  

New Zealand 

New Zealand was especially vulnerable to worldwide 

depression, as it relied almost entirely on agricultural exports 

to the United Kingdom for its economy. The drop in exports led 

to a lack of disposable income from the farmers, who were the 

mainstay of the local economy. Jobs disappeared and wages 

plummeted, leaving people desperate and charities unable to 

cope. Work relief schemes were the only government support 

available to the unemployed, the rate of which by the early 

1930s was officially around 15%, but unofficially nearly twice 

that level (official figures excluded Māori and women). In 1932, 

riots occurred among the unemployed in three of the country's 

main cities (Auckland, Dunedin, and Wellington). Many were 

arrested or injured through the tough official handling of these 

riots by police and volunteer "special constables".  

Poland 

Poland was affected by the Great Depression longer and 

stronger than other countries due to inadequate economic 

response of the government and the pre-existing economic 

circumstances of the country. At that time, Poland was under 

the authoritarian rule of Sanacja, whose leader, 

JózefPiłsudski, was opposed to leaving the gold standard until 

his death in 1935. As a result, Poland was unable to perform a 
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more active monetary and budget policy. Additionally, Poland 

was a relatively young country that emerged merely 10 years 

earlier after being partitioned between German,  

Russian and the Austro-Hungarian Empires for over a century. 

Prior to independence, the Russian part exported 91% of its 

exports to Russia proper, while the German part exported 68% 

to Germany proper. After independence, these markets were 

largely lost, as Russia transformed into USSR that was mostly 

a closed economy, and Germany was in a tariff war with Poland 

throughout the 1920s.  

Industrial production fell significantly: in 1932 hard coal 

production was down 27% compared to 1928, steel production 

was down 61%, and iron ore production noted a 89% decrease. 

On the other hand, electrotechnical, leather, and paper 

industries noted marginal increases in production output. 

Overall, industrial production decreased by 41%.  

A distinct feature of the Great Depression in Poland was the 

de-concentration of industry, as larger conglomerates were less 

flexible and paid their workers more than smaller ones.  

Unemployment rate rose significantly (up to 43%) while 

nominal wages fell by 51% in 1933 and 56% in 1934, relative 

to 1928. However, real wages fell less due to the government's 

policy of decreasing cost of living, particularly food 

expenditures (food prices were down by 65% in 1935 compared 

to 1928 price levels). Material conditions deprivation led to 

strikes, some of them violent or violently pacified - like in 

Sanok (March 6, 1930), Leskocounty (June 21 - July 9, 1932) 

and Zawiercie (April 18, 1930).  
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To adopt to the crisis, Polish government employed deflation 

methods such as high interest rates, credit limits and budget 

austerity to keep a fixed exchange rate with currencies tied to 

the gold standard. Only in late 1932 the government created a 

plan to fight the economic crisis. Part of the plan was mass 

public works scheme, employing up to 100,000 people in 1935. 

After Piłsudski's death, in 1936 the gold standard regime was 

relaxed, and launching the development of the Central 

Industrial Region kicked off the economy, to over 10% annual 

growth rate in the 1936-1938 period.  

Portugal 

Already under the rule of a dictatorial junta, the Ditadura 

Nacional, Portugal suffered no turbulent political effects of the 

Depression, although António de Oliveira Salazar, already 

appointed Minister of Finance in 1928 greatly expanded his 

powers and in 1932 rose to Prime Minister of Portugal to found 

the Estado Novo, an authoritariancorporatist dictatorship. 

With the budget balanced in 1929, the effects of the depression 

were relaxed through harsh measures towards budget balance 

and autarky, causing social discontent but stability and, 

eventually, an impressive economic growth.  

Puerto Rico 

In the years immediately preceding the depression, negative 

developments in the island and world economies perpetuated 

an unsustainable cycle of subsistence for many Puerto Rican 

workers. The 1920s brought a dramatic drop in Puerto Rico's 

two primary exports, raw sugar and coffee, due to a 

devastating hurricane in 1928 and the plummeting demand 
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from global markets in the latter half of the decade. 1930 

unemployment on the island was roughly 36% and by 1933 

Puerto Rico's per capita income dropped 30% (by comparison, 

unemployment in the United States in 1930 was approximately 

8% reaching a height of 25% in 1933). To provide relief and 

economic reform, the United States government and Puerto 

Rican politicians such as Carlos Chardon and Luis Muñoz 

Marín created and administered first the Puerto Rico 

Emergency Relief Administration (PRERA) 1933 and then in 

1935, the Puerto Rico Reconstruction Administration (PRRA).  

Romania 

Romania was also affected by the Great Depression.  

South Africa 

As world trade slumped, demand for South African agricultural 

and mineral exports fell drastically. The Carnegie Commission 

on Poor Whites had concluded in 1931 that nearly one-third of 

Afrikaners lived as paupers. The social discomfort caused by 

the depression was a contributing factor in the 1933 split 

between the "gesuiwerde" (purified) and "smelter" (fusionist) 

factions within the National Party and the National Party's 

subsequent fusion with the South African Party. 

Unemployment programs were begun that focused primarily on 

the white population.  

Soviet Union 

The Soviet Union was the world's only socialist state with very 

little international trade. Its economy was not tied to the rest 
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of the world and was mostly unaffected by the Great 

Depression. Its forced transformation from a rural to an 

industrial society succeeded in building up heavy industry, at 

the cost of millions of lives in rural Russia and Ukraine.  

At the time of the Depression, the Soviet economy was growing 

steadily, fuelled by intensive investment in heavy industry. The 

apparent economic success of the Soviet Union at a time when 

the capitalist world was in crisis led many Western 

intellectuals to view the Soviet system favorably. Jennifer 

Burns wrote:  

As the Great Depression ground on and unemployment soared, 

intellectuals began unfavorably comparing their faltering 

capitalist economy to Russian Communism [...] More than ten 

years after the Revolution, Communism was finally reaching full 

flower, according to New York Times reporter Walter Duranty, a 

Stalin fan who vigorously debunked accounts of the Ukraine 

famine, a man-made disaster that would leave millions dead. 

Due to having very little international trade and its policy of 

isolation, they did not receive the benefits of international 

trade once the depression ran its course, and were still 

effectively poorer than most developed countries at their worst 

sufferings in the crisis.  

The Great Depression caused mass immigration to the Soviet 

Union, mostly from Finland and Germany. Soviet Russia was at 

first happy to help these immigrants settle, because they 

believed they were victims of capitalism who had come to help 

the Soviet cause. However, when the Soviet Union entered the 

war in 1941, most of these Germans and Finns were arrested 
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and sent to Siberia, while their Russian-born children were 

placed in orphanages. Their fate remains unknown.  

Spain 

Spain had a relatively isolated economy, with high protective 

tariffs and was not one of the main countries affected by the 

Depression. The banking system held up well, as did 

agriculture.  

By far the most serious negative impact came after 1936 from 

the heavy destruction of infrastructure and manpower by the 

civil war, 1936–39. Many talented workers were forced into 

permanent exile. By staying neutral in the Second World War, 

and selling to both sides, the economy avoided further 

disasters.  

Sweden 

By the 1930s, Sweden had what America's Life magazine called 

in 1938 the "world's highest standard of living". Sweden was 

also the first country worldwide to recover completely from the 

Great Depression. Taking place amid a short-lived government 

and a less-than-a-decade old Swedish democracy, events such 

as those surrounding Ivar Kreuger (who eventually committed 

suicide) remain infamous in Swedish history. The Social 

Democrats under Per Albin Hansson formed their first long-

lived government in 1932 based on strong interventionist and 

welfare state policies, monopolizing the office of Prime Minister 

until 1976 with the sole and short-lived exception of Axel 

Pehrsson-Bramstorp's "summer cabinet" in 1936. During forty 
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years of hegemony, it was the most successful political party in 

the history of Western liberal democracy.  

Thailand 

In Thailand, then known as the Kingdom of Siam, the Great 

Depression contributed to the end of the absolute monarchy of 

King Rama VII in the Siamese revolution of 1932.  

United Kingdom 

The World Depression broke at a time when the United 

Kingdom had still not fully recovered from the effects of the 

First World War more than a decade earlier. The country was 

driven off the gold standard in 1931.  

The world financial crisis began to overwhelm Britain in 1931; 

investors across the world started withdrawing their gold from 

London at the rate of £2.5 million per day. Credits of 

£25 million each from the Bank of France and the Federal 

Reserve Bank of New York and an issue of £15 million fiduciary 

note slowed, but did not reverse the British crisis.  

The financial crisis now caused a major political crisis in 

Britain in August 1931. With deficits mounting, the bankers 

demanded a balanced budget; the divided cabinet of Prime 

Minister Ramsay MacDonald's Labour government agreed; it 

proposed to raise taxes, cut spending and most controversially, 

to cut unemployment benefits by 20%.  

The attack on welfare was totally unacceptable to the Labour 

movement. MacDonald wanted to resign, but King George V 

insisted he remain and form an all-party coalition "National 
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Government". The Conservative and Liberals parties signed on, 

along with a small cadre of Labour, but the vast majority of 

Labour leaders denounced MacDonald as a traitor for leading 

the new government. Britain went off the gold standard, and 

suffered relatively less than other major countries in the Great 

Depression. In the 1931 British election, the Labour Party was 

virtually destroyed, leaving MacDonald as Prime Minister for a 

largely Conservative coalition.  

The effects on the northern industrial areas of Britain were 

immediate and devastating, as demand for traditional 

industrial products collapsed. By the end of 1930 

unemployment had more than doubled from 1 million to 

2.5 million (20% of the insured workforce), and exports had 

fallen in value by 50%.  

In 1933, 30% of Glaswegians were unemployed due to the 

severe decline in heavy industry. In some towns and cities in 

the north east, unemployment reached as high as 70% as 

shipbuilding fell by 90%.  

The National Hunger March of September–October 1932 was 

the largest of a series of hunger marches in Britain in the 

1920s and 1930s. About 200,000 unemployed men were sent to 

the work camps, which continued in operation until 1939.  

In the less industrial Midlands and Southern England, the 

effects were short-lived and the later 1930s were a prosperous 

time. Growth in modern manufacture of electrical goods and a 

boom in the motor car industry was helped by a growing 

southern population and an expanding middle class. 

Agriculture also saw a boom during this period.  
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United States 

Hoover's first measures to combat the depression were based 

on voluntarism by businesses not to reduce their workforce or 

cut wages but businesses had little choice: wages were 

reduced, workers were laid off, and investments postponed.  

In June 1930, Congress approved the Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act 

which raised tariffs on thousands of imported items. The intent 

of the Act was to encourage the purchase of American-made 

products by increasing the cost of imported goods, while 

raising revenue for the federal government and protecting 

farmers. Most countries that traded with the US increased 

tariffs on American-made goods in retaliation, reducing 

international trade, and worsening the Depression.  

In 1931, Hoover urged bankers to set up the National Credit 

Corporation so that big banks could help failing banks survive. 

But bankers were reluctant to invest in failing banks, and the 

National Credit Corporation did almost nothing to address the 

problem.  

• By 1932, unemployment had reached 23.6%, peaking 

in early 1933 at 25%. Drought persisted in the 

agricultural heartland, businesses and families 

defaulted on record numbers of loans, and more than 

5,000 banks had failed. Hundreds of thousands of 

Americans found themselves homeless, and began 

congregating in shanty towns – dubbed "Hoovervilles" 

– that began to appear across the country. In 

response, President Hoover and Congress approved 

the Federal Home Loan Bank Act, to spur new home 
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construction, and reduce foreclosures. The final 

attempt of the Hoover Administration to stimulate 

the economy was the passage of the Emergency Relief 

and Construction Act (ERA) which included funds for 

public works programs such as dams and the 

creation of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation 

(RFC) in 1932. The Reconstruction Finance 

Corporation was a Federal agency with the authority 

to lend up to $2 billion to rescue banks and restore 

confidence in financial institutions. But $2 billion 

was not enough to save all the banks, and bank runs 

and bank failures continued. Quarter by quarter the 

economy went downhill, as prices, profits and 

employment fell, leading to the political realignment 

in 1932 that brought to power Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt. It is important to note, however, that after 

volunteerism failed, Hoover developed ideas that laid 

the framework for parts of the New Deal. 

Shortly after President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was 

inaugurated in 1933, drought and erosion combined to cause 

the Dust Bowl, shifting hundreds of thousands of displaced 

persons off their farms in the Midwest. From his inauguration 

onward, Roosevelt argued that restructuring of the economy 

would be needed to prevent another depression or avoid 

prolonging the current one. New Deal programs sought to 

stimulate demand and provide work and relief for the 

impoverished through increased government spending and the 

institution of financial reforms.  

During a "bank holiday" that lasted five days, the Emergency 

Banking Act was signed into law. It provided for a system of 
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reopening sound banks under Treasury supervision, with 

federal loans available if needed. The Securities Act of 1933 

comprehensively regulated the securities industry. This was 

followed by the Securities Exchange Act of 1934 which created 

the Securities and Exchange Commission. Although amended, 

key provisions of both Acts are still in force. Federal insurance 

of bank deposits was provided by the FDIC, and the Glass–

Steagall Act.  

The Agricultural Adjustment Act provided incentives to cut 

farm production in order to raise farming prices. The National 

Recovery Administration (NRA) made a number of sweeping 

changes to the American economy. It forced businesses to work 

with government to set price codes through the NRA to fight 

deflationary "cut-throat competition" by the setting of 

minimum prices and wages, labor standards, and competitive 

conditions in all industries. It encouraged unions that would 

raise wages, to increase the purchasing power of the working 

class. The NRA was deemed unconstitutional by the Supreme 

Court of the United States in 1935.  

These reforms, together with several other relief and recovery 

measures, are called the First New Deal. Economic stimulus 

was attempted through a new alphabet soup of agencies set up 

in 1933 and 1934 and previously extant agencies such as the 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation. By 1935, the "Second New 

Deal" added Social Security (which was later considerably 

extended through the Fair Deal), a jobs program for the 

unemployed (the Works Progress Administration, WPA) and, 

through the National Labor Relations Board, a strong stimulus 

to the growth of labor unions. In 1929, federal expenditures 

constituted only 3% of the GDP. The national debt as a 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

115 

proportion of GNP rose under Hoover from 20% to 40%. 

Roosevelt kept it at 40% until the war began, when it soared to 

128%.  

By 1936, the main economic indicators had regained the levels 

of the late 1920s, except for unemployment, which remained 

high at 11%, although this was considerably lower than the 

25% unemployment rate seen in 1933. In the spring of 1937, 

American industrial production exceeded that of 1929 and 

remained level until June 1937. In June 1937, the Roosevelt 

administration cut spending and increased taxation in an 

attempt to balance the federal budget. The American economy 

then took a sharp downturn, lasting for 13 months through 

most of 1938. Industrial production fell almost 30 per cent 

within a few months and production of durable goods fell even 

faster. Unemployment jumped from 14.3% in 1937 to 19.0% in 

1938, rising from 5 million to more than 12 million in early 

1938. Manufacturing output fell by 37% from the 1937 peak 

and was back to 1934 levels.  

Producers reduced their expenditures on durable goods, and 

inventories declined, but personal income was only 15% lower 

than it had been at the peak in 1937. As unemployment rose, 

consumers' expenditures declined, leading to further cutbacks 

in production. By May 1938 retail sales began to increase, 

employment improved, and industrial production turned up 

after June 1938. After the recovery from the Recession of 

1937–38, conservatives were able to form a bipartisan 

conservative coalition to stop further expansion of the New 

Deal and, when unemployment dropped to 2% in the early 

1940s, they abolished WPA, CCC and the PWA relief programs. 

Social Security remained in place.  
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Between 1933 and 1939, federal expenditure tripled, and 

Roosevelt's critics charged that he was turning America into a 

socialist state. The Great Depression was a main factor in the 

implementation of social democracy and planned economies in 

European countries after World War II (see Marshall Plan). 

Keynesianism generally remained the most influential economic 

school in the United States and in parts of Europe until the 

periods between the 1970s and the 1980s, when Milton 

Friedman and other neoliberal economists formulated and 

propagated the newly created theories of neoliberalism and 

incorporated them into the Chicago School of Economics as an 

alternative approach to the study of economics. Neoliberalism 

went on to challenge the dominance of the Keynesian school of 

Economics in the mainstream academia and policy-making in 

the United States, having reached its peak in popularity in the 

election of the presidency of Ronald Reagan in the United 

States, and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom.  

Literature 

The Great Depression has been the subject of much writing, as 

authors have sought to evaluate an era that caused both 

financial and emotional trauma. Perhaps the most noteworthy 

and famous novel written on the subject is The Grapes of 

Wrath, published in 1939 and written by John Steinbeck, who 

was awarded both the Nobel Prize for literature and the 

Pulitzer Prize for the work. The novel focuses on a poor family 

of sharecroppers who are forced from their home as drought, 

economic hardship, and changes in the agricultural industry 

occur during the Great Depression. Steinbeck's Of Mice and 

Men is another important novella about a journey during the 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

117 

Great Depression. Additionally, Harper Lee's To Kill a 

Mockingbird is set during the Great Depression. Margaret 

Atwood's Booker prize-winning The Blind Assassin is likewise 

set in the Great Depression, centering on a privileged 

socialite's love affair with a Marxist revolutionary. The era 

spurred the resurgence of social realism, practiced by many 

who started their writing careers on relief programs, especially 

the Federal Writers' Project in the U.S.  

A number of works for younger audiences are also set during 

the Great Depression, among them the Kit Kittredge series of 

American Girl books written by Valerie Tripp and illustrated by 

Walter Rane, released to tie in with the dolls and playsets sold 

by the company. The stories, which take place during the early 

to mid 1930s in Cincinnati, focuses on the changes brought by 

the Depression to the titular character's family and how the 

Kittredges dealt with it. A theatrical adaptation of the series 

entitled Kit Kittredge: An American Girl was later released in 

2008 to positive reviews. Similarly, Christmas After All, part of 

the Dear America series of books for older girls, take place in 

1930s Indianapolis; while Kit Kittredge is told in a third-person 

viewpoint, Christmas After All is in the form of a fictional 

journal as told by the protagonist Minnie Swift as she recounts 

her experiences during the era, especially when her family 

takes in an orphan cousin from Texas.  

Naming 

• The term "The Great Depression" is most frequently 

attributed to British economist Lionel Robbins, 

whose 1934 book The Great Depression is credited 

with formalizing the phrase, though Hoover is widely 
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credited with popularizing the term, informally 

referring to the downturn as a depression, with such 

uses as "Economic depression cannot be cured by 

legislative action or executive pronouncement" 

(December 1930, Message to Congress), and "I need 

not recount to you that the world is passing through 

a great depression" (1931).  

The term "depression" to refer to an economic downturn dates 

to the 19th century, when it was used by varied Americans and 

British politicians and economists.  

Indeed, the first major American economic crisis, the Panic of 

1819, was described by then-president James Monroe as "a 

depression", and the most recent economic crisis, the 

Depression of 1920–21, had been referred to as a "depression" 

by then-president Calvin Coolidge.  

Financial crises were traditionally referred to as "panics", most 

recently the major Panic of 1907, and the minor Panic of 1910–

11, though the 1929 crisis was called "The Crash", and the 

term "panic" has since fallen out of use.  

At the time of the Great Depression, the term "The Great 

Depression" was already used to refer to the period 1873–96 (in 

the United Kingdom), or more narrowly 1873–79 (in the United 

States), which has retroactively been renamed the Long 

Depression.  

Other "great depressions" 

Other economic downturns have been called a "great 

depression", but none had been as widespread, or lasted for so 
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long. Various states have experienced brief or extended periods 

of economic downturns, which were referred to as 

"depressions", but none have had such a widespread global 

impact. The collapse of the Soviet Union, and the breakdown of 

economic ties which followed, led to a severe economic crisis 

and catastrophic fall in the standards of living in the 1990s in 

post-Soviet states and the former Eastern Bloc, which was even 

worse than the Great Depression. Even before Russia's 

financial crisis of 1998, Russia's GDP was half of what it had 

been in the early 1990s, and some populations are still poorer 

as of 2009 than they were in 1989, including Moldova, Central 

Asia, and the Caucasus.  

Comparison with the Great 

Recession 

The worldwide economic decline after 2008 has been compared 

to the 1930s.  

The causes of the Great Recession seem similar to the Great 

Depression, but significant differences exist. The previous 

chairman of the Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke, had 

extensively studied the Great Depression as part of his 

doctoral work at MIT, and implemented policies to manipulate 

the money supply and interest rates in ways that were not 

done in the 1930s. Bernanke's policies will undoubtedly be 

analyzed and scrutinized in the years to come, as economists 

debate the wisdom of his choices. Generally speaking, the 

recovery of the world's financial systems tended to be quicker 

during the Great Depression of the 1930s as opposed to the 

late-2000s recession. If we contrast the 1930s with the Crash 
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of 2008 where gold went through the roof, it is clear that the 

U.S. dollar on the gold standard was a completely different 

animal in comparison to the fiat free-floating U.S. dollar 

currency we have today. Both currencies in 1929 and 2008 

were the U.S. dollar, but analogously it is as if one was a 

Saber-toothed tiger and the other is a Bengal tiger; they are 

two completely different animals. Where we have experienced 

inflation since the Crash of 2008, the situation was much 

different in the 1930s when deflation set in. Unlike the 

deflation of the early 1930s, the U.S. economy currently 

appears to be in a "liquidity trap," or a situation where 

monetary policy is unable to stimulate an economy back to 

health. 

In terms of the stock market, nearly three years after the 1929 

crash, the DJIA dropped 8.4% on August 12, 1932. Where we 

have experienced great volatility with large intraday swings in 

the past two months, in 2011, we have not experienced any 

record-shattering daily percentage drops to the tune of the 

1930s. Where many of us may have that '30s feeling, in light of 

the DJIA, the CPI, and the national unemployment rate, we are 

simply not living in the '30s. Some individuals may feel as if 

we are living in a depression, but for many others the current 

global financial crisis simply does not feel like a depression 

akin to the 1930s. 1928 and 1929 were the times in the 20th 

century that the wealth gap reached such skewed extremes; 

half the unemployed had been out of work for over six months, 

something that was not repeated until the late-2000s 

recession. 2007 and 2008 eventually saw the world reach new 

levels of wealth gap inequality that rivalled the years of 1928 

and 1929.  



Chapter 3 

Dust Bowl 

The Dust Bowl was a period of severe dust storms that greatly 

damaged the ecology and agriculture of the American and 

Canadian prairies during the 1930s; severe drought and a 

failure to apply dryland farming methods to prevent the aeolian 

processes (wind erosion) caused the phenomenon. The drought 

came in three waves, 1934, 1936, and 1939–1940, but some 

regions of the High Plains experienced drought conditions for 

as many as eight years.  

The Dust Bowl has been the subject of many cultural works, 

notably the novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939) by John 

Steinbeck, the folk music of Woody Guthrie, and photographs 

depicting the conditions of migrants by Dorothea Lange.  

Geographic characteristics and early 

history 

With insufficient understanding of the ecology of the plains, 

farmers had conducted extensive deep plowing of the virgin 

topsoil of the Great Plains during the previous decade; this had 

displaced the native, deep-rooted grasses that normally 

trapped soil and moisture even during periods of drought and 

high winds. The rapid mechanization of farm equipment, 

especially small gasoline tractors, and widespread use of the 

combine harvester contributed to farmers' decisions to convert 

arid grassland (much of which received no more than 10 inches 

(~250 mm) of precipitation per year) to cultivated cropland. 
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During the drought of the 1930s, the unanchored soil turned 

to dust, which the prevailing winds blew away in huge clouds 

that sometimes blackened the sky. These choking billows of 

dust – named "black blizzards" or "black rollers" – traveled 

cross country, reaching as far as the East Coast and striking 

such cities as New York City and Washington, D.C. On the 

plains, they often reduced visibility to 3 feet (1 m) or less. 

Associated Press reporter Robert E. Geiger happened to be in 

Boise City, Oklahoma, to witness the "Black Sunday" black 

blizzards of April 14, 1935; Edward Stanley, the Kansas City 

news editor of the Associated Press, coined the term "Dust 

Bowl" while rewriting Geiger's news story.  

While the term "the Dust Bowl" was originally a reference to 

the geographical area affected by the dust, today it usually 

refers to the event itself (the term "Dirty Thirties" is also 

sometimes used). The drought and erosion of the Dust Bowl 

affected 100,000,000 acres (400,000 km) that centered on the 

panhandles of Texas and Oklahoma and touched adjacent 

sections of New Mexico, Colorado, and Kansas. The Dust Bowl 

forced tens of thousands of poverty-stricken families, who were 

unable to pay mortgages or grow crops, to abandon their 

farms, and losses reached $25 million per day by 1936 

(equivalent to $470,000,000 in 2020). Many of these families, 

who were often known as "Okies" because so many of them 

came from Oklahoma, migrated to California and other states 

to find that the Great Depression had rendered economic 

conditions there little better than those they had left.  

The Dust Bowl area lies principally west of the 100th meridian 

on the High Plains, characterized by plains which vary from 

rolling in the north to flat in the Llano Estacado. Elevation 
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ranges from 2,500 feet (760 m) in the east to 6,000 feet 

(1,800 m) at the base of the Rocky Mountains. The area is 

semiarid, receiving less than 20 inches (510 mm) of rain 

annually; this rainfall supports the shortgrass prairie biome 

originally present in the area. The region is also prone to 

extended drought, alternating with unusual wetness of 

equivalent duration. During wet years, the rich soil provides 

bountiful agricultural output, but crops fail during dry years. 

The region is also subject to high winds. During early 

European and American exploration of the Great Plains, this 

region was thought unsuitable for European-style agriculture; 

explorers called it the Great American Desert. The lack of 

surface water and timber made the region less attractive than 

other areas for pioneer settlement and agriculture.  

The federal government encouraged settlement and 

development of the Plains for agriculture via the Homestead 

Act of 1862, offering settlers ”quarter section” 160-acre (65 ha) 

plots. With the end of the Civil War in 1865 and the completion 

of the First Transcontinental Railroad in 1869, waves of new 

migrants and immigrants reached the Great Plains, and they 

greatly increased the acreage under cultivation. An unusually 

wet period in the Great Plains mistakenly led settlers and the 

federal government to believe that "rain follows the plow" (a 

popular phrase among real estate promoters) and that the 

climate of the region had changed permanently. While initial 

agricultural endeavors were primarily cattle ranching, the 

adverse effect of harsh winters on the cattle, beginning in 

1886, a short drought in 1890, and general overgrazing, led 

many landowners to increase the amount of land under 

cultivation.  



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

124 

Recognizing the challenge of cultivating marginal arid land, the 

United States government expanded on the 160 acres (65 ha) 

offered under the Homestead Act – granting 640 acres (260 ha) 

to homesteaders in western Nebraska under the Kinkaid Act 

(1904) and 320 acres (130 ha) elsewhere in the Great Plains 

under the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909. Waves of European 

settlers arrived in the plains at the beginning of the 20th 

century. A return of unusually wet weather seemingly 

confirmed a previously held opinion that the "formerly" 

semiarid area could support large-scale agriculture. At the 

same time, technological improvements such as mechanized 

plowing and mechanized harvesting made it possible to operate 

larger properties without increasing labor costs.  

The combined effects of the disruption of the Russian 

Revolution, which decreased the supply of wheat and other 

commodity crops, and World War I increased agricultural 

prices; this demand encouraged farmers to dramatically 

increase cultivation. For example, in the Llano Estacado of 

eastern New Mexico and northwestern Texas, the area of 

farmland was doubled between 1900 and 1920, then tripled 

again between 1925 and 1930. The agricultural methods 

favored by farmers during this period created the conditions 

for large-scale erosion under certain environmental conditions. 

The widespread conversion of the land by deep plowing and 

other soil preparation methods to enable agriculture eliminated 

the native grasses which held the soil in place and helped 

retain moisture during dry periods. Furthermore, 

cottonfarmers left fields bare during winter months, when 

winds in the High Plains are highest, and burned the stubble 

as a means to control weeds prior to planting, thereby 

depriving the soil of organic nutrients and surface vegetation.  



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

125 

Drought and dust storms 

After fairly favorable climatic conditions in the 1920s with 

good rainfall and relatively moderate winters, which permitted 

increased settlement and cultivation in the Great Plains, the 

region entered an unusually dry era in the summer of 1930. 

During the next decade, the northern plains suffered four of 

their seven driest calendar years since 1895, Kansas four of its 

twelve driest, and the entire region south to West Texas lacked 

any period of above-normal rainfall until record rains hit in 

1941. When severe drought struck the Great Plains region in 

the 1930s, it resulted in erosion and loss of topsoil because of 

farming practices at the time. The drought dried the topsoil 

and over time it became friable, reduced to a powdery 

consistency in some places. Without the indigenous grasses in 

place, the high winds that occur on the plains picked up the 

topsoil and created the massive dust storms that marked the 

Dust Bowl period. The persistent dry weather caused crops to 

fail, leaving the plowed fields exposed to wind erosion. The fine 

soil of the Great Plains was easily eroded and carried east by 

strong continental winds.  

On November 11, 1933, a very strong dust storm stripped 

topsoil from desiccated South Dakota farmlands in one of a 

series of severe dust storms that year. Beginning on May 9, 

1934, a strong, two-day dust storm removed massive amounts 

of Great Plains topsoil in one of the worst such storms of the 

Dust Bowl. The dust clouds blew all the way to Chicago, where 

they deposited 12 million pounds of dust (~ 5500 tonnes). Two 

days later, the same storm reached cities to the east, such as 
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Cleveland, Buffalo, Boston, New York City, and Washington, 

D.C. That winter (1934–1935), red snow fell on New England.  

On April 14, 1935, known as "Black Sunday", 20 of the worst 

"black blizzards" occurred across the entire sweep of the Great 

Plains, from Canada south to Texas. The dust storms caused 

extensive damage and appeared to turn the day to night; 

witnesses reported that they could not see five feet in front of 

them at certain points. Denver-based Associated Press reporter 

Robert E. Geiger happened to be in Boise City, Oklahoma, that 

day. His story about Black Sunday marked the first appearance 

of the term Dust Bowl; it was coined by Edward Stanley, 

Kansas City news editor of the Associated Press, while 

rewriting Geiger's news story.  

Spearman and Hansford County have been literaly [sic] in a 

cloud of dust for the past week. Ever since Friday of last week, 

there hasn't been a day pass but what the county was 

beseieged [sic] with a blast of wind and dirt. On rare occasions 

when the wind did subside for a period of hours, the air has 

been so filled with dust that the town appeared to be overhung 

by a fog cloud. Because of this long seige of dust and every 

building being filled with it, the air has become stifling to 

breathe and many people have developed sore throats and dust 

colds as a result. 

• —  Spearman Reporter, March 21, 1935 

Much of the farmland was eroded in the aftermath of the Dust 

Bowl. In 1941, a Kansas agricultural experiment station 

released a bulletin that suggested reestablishing native grasses 

by the "hay method". Developed in 1937 to speed up the 

process and increase returns from pasture, the "hay method" 
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was originally supposed to occur in Kansas naturally over 25–

40 years. After much data analysis, the causal mechanism for 

the droughts can be linked to ocean temperature anomalies. 

Specifically, Atlantic Ocean sea surface temperatures appear to 

have had an indirect effect on the general atmospheric 

circulation, while Pacific sea surface temperatures seem to 

have had the most direct influence.  

Human displacement 

This catastrophe intensified the economic impact of the Great 

Depression in the region.  

In 1935, many families were forced to leave their farms and 

travel to other areas seeking work because of the drought 

(which at that time had already lasted four years). The 

abandonment of homesteads and financial ruin resulting from 

catastrophic topsoil loss led to widespread hunger and poverty. 

Dust Bowl conditions fomented an exodus of the displaced 

from Texas, Oklahoma, and the surrounding Great Plains to 

adjacent regions. More than 500,000 Americans were left 

homeless. More than 350 houses had to be torn down after one 

storm alone. The severe drought and dust storms had left many 

homeless; others had their mortgages foreclosed by banks, or 

felt they had no choice but to abandon their farms in search of 

work. Many Americans migrated west looking for work. Parents 

packed up "jalopies" with their families and a few personal 

belongings, and headed west in search of work. Some residents 

of the Plains, especially in Kansas and Oklahoma, fell ill and 

died of dust pneumonia or malnutrition.  
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• The Dust Bowl exodus was the largest migration in 

American history within a short period of time. 

Between 1930 and 1940, approximately 3.5 million 

people moved out of the Plains states; of those, it is 

unknown how many moved to California. In just over 

a year, over 86,000 people migrated to California. 

This number is more than the number of migrants to 

that area during the 1849 Gold Rush. Migrants 

abandoned farms in Oklahoma, Arkansas, Missouri, 

Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas, Texas, Colorado, and New 

Mexico, but were often generally referred to as 

"Okies", "Arkies", or "Texies". Terms such as "Okies" 

and "Arkies" came to be known in the 1930s as the 

standard terms for those who had lost everything 

and were struggling the most during the Great 

Depression. 

Not all migrants traveled long distances; some simply went to 

the next town or county. So many families left their farms and 

were on the move that the proportion between migrants and 

residents was nearly equal in the Great Plains states.  

Historian James N. Gregory examined Census Bureau statistics 

and other records to learn more about the migrants. Based on 

a 1939 survey of occupation by the Bureau of Agricultural 

Economics of about 116,000 families who arrived in California 

in the 1930s, he learned that only 43 percent of 

southwesterners were doing farm work immediately before they 

migrated. Nearly one-third of all migrants were professional or 

white-collar workers. The poor economy displaced more than 

just farmers as refugees to California; many teachers, lawyers, 

and small business owners moved west with their families 
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during this time. After the Great Depression ended, some 

moved back to their original states. Many others remained 

where they had resettled. About one-eighth of California's 

population is of Okie heritage.  

Government response 

The greatly expanded participation of government in land 

management and soil conservation was an important outcome 

from the disaster. Different groups took many different 

approaches to responding to the disaster. To identify areas 

that needed attention, groups such as the Soil Conservation 

Service generated detailed soil maps and took photos of the 

land from the sky. To create shelterbelts to reduce soil erosion, 

groups such as the United States Forestry Service's Prairie 

States Forestry Project planted trees on private lands. Finally, 

groups like the Resettlement Administration, which later 

became the Farm Security Administration, encouraged small 

farm owners to resettle on other lands, if they lived in drier 

parts of the Plains.  

During President Franklin D. Roosevelt's first 100 days in 

office in 1933, his administration quickly initiated programs to 

conserve soil and restore the ecological balance of the nation. 

Interior Secretary Harold L. Ickes established the Soil Erosion 

Service in August 1933 under Hugh Hammond Bennett. In 

1935, it was transferred and reorganized under the Department 

of Agriculture and renamed the Soil Conservation Service. It is 

now known as the Natural Resources Conservation Service 

(NRCS).  
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As part of New Deal programs, Congress passed the Soil 

Conservation and Domestic Allotment Act in 1936, requiring 

landowners to share the allocated government subsidies with 

the laborers who worked on their farms. Under the law, 

"benefit payments were continued as measures for production 

control and income support, but they were now financed by 

direct Congressional appropriations and justified as soil 

conservation measures. The Act shifted the parity goal from 

price equality of agricultural commodities and the articles that 

farmers buy to income equality of farm and non-farm 

population." Thus, the parity goal was to re-create the ratio 

between the purchasing power of the net income per person on 

farms from agriculture and that of the income of persons not 

on farms that prevailed during 1909–1914.  

To stabilize prices, the government paid farmers and ordered 

more than six million pigs to be slaughtered, as part of the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA). It paid to have the meat 

packed and distributed to the poor and hungry. The Federal 

Surplus Relief Corporation (FSRC) was established to regulate 

crop and other surpluses. FDR in an address on the AAA 

commented,  

Let me make one other point clear for the benefit of the 

millions in cities who have to buy meats. Last year the Nation 

suffered a drought of unparalleled intensity. If there had been 

no Government program, if the old order had obtained in 1933 

and 1934, that drought on the cattle ranges of America and in 

the corn belt would have resulted in the marketing of thin 

cattle, immature hogs and the death of these animals on the 

range and on the farm, and if the old order had been in effect 

those years, we would have had a vastly greater shortage than 
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we face today. Our program – we can prove it – saved the lives 

of millions of head of livestock. They are still on the range, and 

other millions of heads are today canned and ready for this 

country to eat. 

The FSRC diverted agricultural commodities to relief 

organizations. Apples, beans, canned beef, flour and pork 

products were distributed through local relief channels. Cotton 

goods were later included, to clothe needy.  

In 1935, the federal government formed a Drought Relief 

Service (DRS) to coordinate relief activities. The DRS bought 

cattle in counties which were designated emergency areas, for 

$14 to $20 a head. Animals determined unfit for human 

consumption were killed; at the beginning of the program, 

more than 50 percent were so designated in emergency areas. 

The DRS assigned the remaining cattle to the Federal Surplus 

Relief Corporation (FSRC) to be used in food distribution to 

families nationwide. Although it was difficult for farmers to 

give up their herds, the cattle slaughter program helped many 

of them avoid bankruptcy. "The government cattle buying 

program was a blessing to many farmers, as they could not 

afford to keep their cattle, and the government paid a better 

price than they could obtain in local markets."  

President Roosevelt ordered the Civilian Conservation Corps to 

plant the Great Plains Shelterbelt, a huge belt of more than 

200 million trees from Canada to Abilene, Texas to break the 

wind, hold water in the soil, and hold the soil itself in place. 

The administration also began to educate farmers on soil 

conservation and anti-erosion techniques, including crop 

rotation, strip farming, contour plowing, terracing, and other 
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improved farming practices. In 1937, the federal government 

began an aggressive campaign to encourage farmers in the 

Dust Bowl to adopt planting and plowing methods that 

conserved the soil. The government paid reluctant farmers a 

dollar an acre to practice the new methods. By 1938, the 

massive conservation effort had reduced the amount of blowing 

soil by 65%. The land still failed to yield a decent living. In the 

fall of 1939, after nearly a decade of dirt and dust, the drought 

ended when regular rainfall finally returned to the region. The 

government still encouraged continuing the use of conservation 

methods to protect the soil and ecology of the Plains.  

At the end of the drought, the programs which were 

implemented during these tough times helped to sustain a 

positive relationship between America's farmers and the federal 

government.  

The President's Drought Committee issued a report in 1935 

covering the government's assistance to agriculture during 

1934 through mid-1935: it discussed conditions, measures of 

relief, organization, finances, operations, and results of the 

government's assistance. Numerous exhibits are included in 

this report.  

Long-term economic impact 

In many regions, more than 75% of the topsoil was blown away 

by the end of the 1930s. Land degradation varied widely. Aside 

from the short-term economic consequences caused by erosion, 

there were severe long-term economic consequences caused by 

the Dust Bowl.  
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By 1940, counties that had experienced the most significant 

levels of erosion had a greater decline in agricultural land 

values. The per-acre value of farmland declined by 28% in 

high-erosion counties and 17% in medium-erosion counties, 

relative to land value changes in low-erosion counties. Even 

over the long-term, the agricultural value of the land often 

failed to recover to pre-Dust Bowl levels. In highly eroded 

areas, less than 25% of the original agricultural losses were 

recovered. The economy adjusted predominantly through large 

relative population declines in more-eroded counties, both 

during the 1930s and through the 1950s.  

The economic effects persisted, in part, because of farmers' 

failure to switch to more appropriate crops for highly eroded 

areas. Because the amount of topsoil had been reduced, it 

would have been more productive to shift from crops and wheat 

to animals and hay. During the Depression and through at 

least the 1950s, there was limited relative adjustment of 

farmland away from activities that became less productive in 

more-eroded counties.  

Some of the failure to shift to more productive agricultural 

products may be related to ignorance about the benefits of 

changing land use. A second explanation is a lack of 

availability of credit, caused by the high rate of failure of 

banks in the Plains states. Because banks failed in the Dust 

Bowl region at a higher rate than elsewhere, farmers could not 

get the credit they needed to obtain capital to shift crop 

production. In addition, profit margins in either animals or hay 

were still minimal, and farmers had little incentive in the 

beginning to change their crops.  
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Patrick Allitt recounts how fellow historian Donald Worster 

responded to his return visit to the Dust Bowl in the mid-

1970s when he revisited some of the worst afflicted counties:  

• Capital-intensive agribusiness had transformed the 

scene; deep wells into the aquifer, intensive 

irrigation, the use of artificial pesticides and 

fertilizers, and giant harvesters were creating 

immense crops year after year whether it rained or 

not. According to the farmers he interviewed, 

technology had provided the perfect answer to old 

troubles, such of the bad days would not return. In 

Worster's view, by contrast, the scene demonstrated 

that America's capitalist high-tech farmers had 

learned nothing. They were continuing to work in an 

unsustainable way, devoting far cheaper subsidized 

energy to growing food than the energy could give 

back to its ultimate consumers. 

In contrast with Worster's pessimism, historian Mathew 

Bonnifield argued that the long-term significance of the Dust 

Bowl was "the triumph of the human spirit in its capacity to 

endure and overcome hardships and reverses."  

Influence on the arts and culture 

The crisis was documented by photographers, musicians, and 

authors, many hired during the Great Depression by the 

federal government. For instance, the Farm Security 

Administration hired numerous photographers to document the 

crisis. Artists such as Dorothea Lange were aided by having 

salaried work during the Depression. She captured what have 
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become classic images of the dust storms and migrant families. 

Among her most well-known photographs is Destitute Pea 

Pickers in California. Mother of Seven Children, which depicted 

a gaunt-looking woman, Florence Owens Thompson, holding 

three of her children. This picture expressed the struggles of 

people caught by the Dust Bowl and raised awareness in other 

parts of the country of its reach and human cost. Decades 

later, Thompson disliked the boundless circulation of the photo 

and resented the fact she did not receive any money from its 

broadcast. Thompson felt it gave her the perception as a Dust 

Bowl "Okie."  

The work of independent artists was also influenced by the 

crises of the Dust Bowl and the Depression. Author John 

Steinbeck, borrowing closely from field notes taken by Farm 

Security Administration worker and author Sanora Babb, wrote 

The Grapes of Wrath (1939) about migrant workers and farm 

families displaced by the Dust Bowl. Babb's own novel about 

the lives of the migrant workers, Whose Names Are Unknown, 

was written in 1939 but was eclipsed and shelved in response 

to the success of Steinbeck's work, and was finally published 

in 2004. Many of the songs of folk singer Woody Guthrie, such 

as those on his 1940 album Dust Bowl Ballads, are about his 

experiences in the Dust Bowl era during the Great Depression 

when he traveled with displaced farmers from Oklahoma to 

California and learned their traditional folk and blues songs, 

earning him the nickname the "Dust Bowl Troubadour".  

Migrants also influenced musical culture wherever they went. 

Oklahoma migrants, in particular, were rural Southwesterners 

who carried their traditional country music to California. 

Today, the "Bakersfield Sound" describes this blend, which 
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developed after the migrants brought country music to the city. 

Their new music inspired a proliferation of country dance halls 

as far south as Los Angeles.  

The 2014 science fiction film Interstellar features a ravaged 

21st-century America which is again scoured by dust storms 

(caused by a worldwide pathogen affecting all crops). Along 

with inspiration from the 1930s crisis, director Christopher 

Nolan features interviews from the 2012 documentary The Dust 

Bowl to draw further parallels.  

In 2017, Americana recording artist Grant Maloy Smith 

released the album Dust Bowl – American Stories, which was 

inspired by the history of the Dust Bowl. In a review, the music 

magazine No Depression wrote that the album's lyrics and 

music are "as potent as Woody Guthrie, as intense as John 

Trudell and dusted with the trials and tribulations of Tom Joad 

– Steinbeck and The Grapes of Wrath."  

Aggregate changes in agriculture 

and population on the Plains 

The change in the total value of agricultural land and revenue 

was quite similar over the twentieth century. Agricultural land 

and revenue boomed during World War I, but fell during the 

Great Depression and the 1930s. The land and revenue began 

increasing again in 1940, and has been increasing since then. 

From 1910 to the 1940s, total farmland increased and 

remained constant until 1970 when it slightly declined. During 

this time, total population increased steadily, but there was a 

slight dip in trend from 1930 to 1960.  



Chapter 4 

Balfour Declaration 

The Balfour Declaration was a public statement issued by the 

British government in 1917 during the First World War 

announcing support for the establishment of a "national home 

for the Jewish people" in Palestine, then an Ottoman region 

with a small minority Jewish population. The declaration was 

contained in a letter dated 2 November 1917 from the United 

Kingdom's Foreign SecretaryArthur Balfour to Lord Rothschild, 

a leader of the British Jewish community, for transmission to 

the Zionist Federation of Great Britain and Ireland. The text of 

the declaration was published in the press on 9 November 

1917. 

Immediately following their declaration of war on the Ottoman 

Empire in November 1914, the British War Cabinet began to 

consider the future of Palestine; within two months a 

memorandum was circulated to the Cabinet by a Zionist 

Cabinet member, Herbert Samuel, proposing the support of 

Zionist ambitions in order to enlist the support of Jews in the 

wider war. A committee was established in April 1915 by 

British Prime MinisterH. H. Asquith to determine their policy 

towards the Ottoman Empire including Palestine. Asquith, who 

had favoured post-war reform of the Ottoman Empire, resigned 

in December 1916; his replacement David Lloyd George, 

favoured partition of the Empire. The first negotiations 

between the British and the Zionists took place at a conference 

on 7 February 1917 that included Sir Mark Sykes and the 

Zionist leadership. Subsequent discussions led to Balfour's 

request, on 19 June, that Rothschild and Chaim Weizmann 
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submit a draft of a public declaration. Further drafts were 

discussed by the British Cabinet during September and 

October, with input from Zionist and anti-Zionist Jews but 

with no representation from the local population in Palestine.  

By late 1917, in the lead up to the Balfour Declaration, the 

wider war had reached a stalemate, with two of Britain's allies 

not fully engaged: the United States had yet to suffer a 

casualty, and the Russians were in the midst of a revolution 

with Bolsheviks taking over the government. A stalemate in 

southern Palestine was broken by the Battle of Beersheba on 

31 October 1917. The release of the final declaration was 

authorised on 31 October; the preceding Cabinet discussion 

had referenced perceived propaganda benefits amongst the 

worldwide Jewish community for the Allied war effort.  

The opening words of the declaration represented the first 

public expression of support for Zionism by a major political 

power. The term "national home" had no precedent in 

international law, and was intentionally vague as to whether a 

Jewish state was contemplated. The intended boundaries of 

Palestine were not specified, and the British government later 

confirmed that the words "in Palestine" meant that the Jewish 

national home was not intended to cover all of Palestine. The 

second half of the declaration was added to satisfy opponents 

of the policy, who had claimed that it would otherwise 

prejudice the position of the local population of Palestine and 

encourage antisemitism worldwide by "stamping the Jews as 

strangers in their native lands". The declaration called for 

safeguarding the civil and religious rights for the Palestinian 

Arabs, who composed the vast majority of the local population, 

and also the rights and political status of the Jewish 
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communities in other countries outside of Palestine. The 

British government acknowledged in 1939 that the local 

population's views should have been taken into account, and 

recognised in 2017 that the declaration should have called for 

the protection of the Palestinian Arabs' political rights.  

The declaration had many long-lasting consequences. It greatly 

increased popular support for Zionism within Jewish 

communities worldwide, and became a core component of the 

British Mandate for Palestine, the founding document of 

Mandatory Palestine, which later became Israel and the 

Palestinian territories. As a result, it is considered a principal 

cause of the ongoing Israeli–Palestinian conflict, often 

described as the world's most intractable conflict. Controversy 

remains over a number of areas, such as whether the 

declaration contradicted earlier promises the British made to 

the Sharif of Mecca in the McMahon–Hussein correspondence.  

Background 

Early British support 

Early British political support for an increased Jewish 

presence in the region of Palestine was based upon geopolitical 

calculations. This support began in the early 1840s and was 

led by Lord Palmerston, following the occupation of Syria and 

Palestine by separatist Ottoman governor Muhammad Ali of 

Egypt. French influence had grown in Palestine and the wider 

Middle East, and its role as protector of the Catholic 

communities began to grow, just as Russian influence had 

grown as protector of the Eastern Orthodox in the same 
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regions. This left Britain without a sphere of influence, and 

thus a need to find or create their own regional "protégés". 

These political considerations were supported by a sympathetic 

evangelical Christian sentiment towards the "restoration of the 

Jews" to Palestine among elements of the mid-19th-century 

British political elite – most notably Lord Shaftesbury. The 

British Foreign Office actively encouraged Jewish emigration to 

Palestine, exemplified by Charles Henry Churchill 's 1841–1842 

exhortations to Moses Montefiore, the leader of the British 

Jewish community.  

Such efforts were premature, and did not succeed; only 24,000 

Jews were living in Palestine on the eve of the emergence of 

Zionism within the world's Jewish communities in the last two 

decades of the 19th century. With the geopolitical shakeup 

occasioned by the outbreak of the First World War, the earlier 

calculations, which had lapsed for some time, led to a renewal 

of strategic assessments and political bargaining over the 

Middle and Far East.  

Early Zionism 

• Zionism arose in the late 19th century in reaction to 

anti-Semitic and exclusionary nationalist movements 

in Europe. Romantic nationalism in Central and 

Eastern Europe had helped to set off the Haskalah, 

or "Jewish Enlightenment", creating a split in the 

Jewish community between those who saw Judaism 

as their religion and those who saw it as their 

ethnicity or nation. The 1881–1884 anti-Jewish 

pogroms in the Russian Empire encouraged the 

growth of the latter identity, resulting in the 
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formation of the Hovevei Zion pioneer organizations, 

the publication of Leon Pinsker'sAutoemancipation, 

and the first major wave of Jewish immigration to 

Palestine – retrospectively named the "First Aliyah". 

In 1896, Theodor Herzl, a Jewish journalist living in Austria-

Hungary, published the foundational text of political Zionism, 

Der Judenstaat ("The Jews' State" or "The State of the Jews"), 

in which he asserted that the only solution to the "Jewish 

Question" in Europe, including growing anti-Semitism, was the 

establishment of a state for the Jews. A year later, Herzl 

founded the Zionist Organization, which at its first congress 

called for the establishment of "a home for the Jewish people 

in Palestine secured under public law". Proposed measures to 

attain that goal included the promotion of Jewish settlement 

there, the organisation of Jews in the diaspora, the 

strengthening of Jewish feeling and consciousness, and 

preparatory steps to attain necessary governmental grants. 

Herzl died in 1904, 44 years before the establishment of State 

of Israel, the Jewish state that he proposed, without having 

gained the political standing required to carry out his agenda.  

Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann, later President of the World 

Zionist Organisation and first President of Israel, moved from 

Switzerland to the UK in 1904 and met Arthur Balfour – who 

had just launched his 1905–1906 election campaign after 

resigning as Prime Minister – in a session arranged by Charles 

Dreyfus, his Jewish constituency representative. Earlier that 

year, Balfour had successfully driven the Aliens Act through 

Parliament with impassioned speeches regarding the need to 

restrict the wave of immigration into Britain from Jews fleeing 

the Russian Empire. During this meeting, he asked what 
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Weizmann's objections had been to the 1903 Uganda Scheme 

that Herzl had supported to provide a portion of British East 

Africa to the Jewish people as a homeland. The scheme, which 

had been proposed to Herzl by Joseph Chamberlain, Colonial 

Secretary in Balfour's Cabinet, following his trip to East Africa 

earlier in the year, had been subsequently voted down 

following Herzl's death by the Seventh Zionist Congress in 

1905 after two years of heated debate in the Zionist 

Organization. Weizmann responded that he believed the 

English are to London as the Jews are to Jerusalem.  

In January 1914 Weizmann first met Baron Edmond de 

Rothschild, a member of the French branch of the Rothschild 

family and a leading proponent of the Zionist movement, in 

relation to a project to build a Hebrew university in Jerusalem. 

The Baron was not part of the World Zionist Organization, but 

had funded the Jewish agricultural colonies of the First Aliyah 

and transferred them to the Jewish Colonization Association in 

1899. This connection was to bear fruit later that year when 

the Baron's son, James de Rothschild, requested a meeting 

with Weizmann on 25 November 1914, to enlist him in 

influencing those deemed to be receptive within the British 

government to their agenda of a "Jewish State" in Palestine. 

Through James's wife Dorothy, Weizmann was to meet Rózsika 

Rothschild, who introduced him to the English branch of the 

family – in particular her husband Charles and his older 

brother Walter, a zoologist and former Member of Parliament 

(MP). Their father, Nathan Rothschild, 1st Baron Rothschild, 

head of the English branch of the family, had a guarded 

attitude towards Zionism, but he died in March 1915 and his 

title was inherited by Walter.   
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Prior to the declaration, about 8,000 of Britain's 300,000 Jews 

belonged to a Zionist organisation. Globally, as of 1913 – the 

latest known date prior to the declaration – the equivalent 

figure was approximately 1%.  

Ottoman Palestine 

The year 1916 marked four centuries since Palestine had 

become part of the Ottoman Empire, also known as the Turkish 

Empire.  

For most of this period, the Jewish population represented a 

small minority, approximately 3% of the total, with Muslims 

representing the largest segment of the population, and 

Christians the second.  

Ottoman government in Constantinople began to apply 

restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine in late 1882, in 

response to the start of the First Aliyah earlier that year. 

Although this immigration was creating a certain amount of 

tension with the local population, mainly among the merchant 

and notable classes, in 1901 the Sublime Porte (the Ottoman 

central government) gave Jews the same rights as Arabs to buy 

land in Palestine and the percentage of Jews in the population 

rose to 7% by 1914. At the same time, with growing distrust of 

the Young Turks – Turkish nationalists who had taken control 

of the Empire in 1908 – and the Second Aliyah, Arab 

nationalism and Palestinian nationalism was on the rise, and 

in Palestine anti-Zionism was a unifying characteristic. 

Historians do not know whether these strengthening forces 

would still have ultimately resulted in conflict in the absence 

of the Balfour Declaration.  
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First World War 

1914–16: Initial Zionist–British Government discussions 

In July 1914 war broke out in Europe between the Triple 

Entente (Britain, France, and the Russian Empire) and the 

Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and, later that 

year, the Ottoman Empire).  

The British Cabinet first discussed Palestine at a meeting on 

9 November 1914, four days after Britain's declaration of war 

on the Ottoman Empire, of which the Mutasarrifate of 

Jerusalem – often referred to as Palestine – was a component. 

At the meeting David Lloyd George, then Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, "referred to the ultimate destiny of Palestine".  

The Chancellor, whose law firm Lloyd George, Roberts and Co 

had been engaged a decade before by the Zionist Federation of 

Great Britain and Ireland to work on the Uganda Scheme, was 

to become Prime Minister by the time of the declaration, and 

was ultimately responsible for it.  

Weizmann's political efforts picked up speed, and on 

10 December 1914 he met with Herbert Samuel, a British 

Cabinet member and a secular Jew who had studied Zionism; 

Samuel believed Weizmann's demands were too modest. Two 

days later, Weizmann met Balfour again, for the first time 

since their initial meeting in 1905; Balfour had been out of 

government ever since his electoral defeat in 1906, but 

remained a senior member of the Conservative Party in their 

role as Official Opposition.  
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A month later, Samuel circulated a memorandum entitled The 

Future of Palestine to his Cabinet colleagues. The memorandum 

stated: "I am assured that the solution of the problem of 

Palestine which would be much the most welcome to the 

leaders and supporters of the Zionist movement throughout the 

world would be the annexation of the country to the British 

Empire". Samuel discussed a copy of his memorandum with 

Nathan Rothschild in February 1915, a month before the 

latter's death. It was the first time in an official record that 

enlisting the support of Jews as a war measure had been 

proposed.  

Many further discussions followed, including the initial 

meetings in 1915–16 between Lloyd George, who had been 

appointed Minister of Munitions in May 1915, and Weizmann, 

who was appointed as a scientific advisor to the ministry in 

September 1915. Seventeen years later, in his War Memoirs, 

Lloyd George described these meetings as being the "fount and 

origin" of the declaration; historians have rejected this claim.  

1915–16: Prior British commitments over Palestine 

• In late 1915 the British High Commissioner to Egypt, 

Henry McMahon, exchanged ten letters with Hussein 

bin Ali, Sharif of Mecca, in which he promised 

Hussein to recognize Arab independence "in the 

limits and boundaries proposed by the Sherif of 

Mecca" in return for Hussein launching a revolt 

against the Ottoman Empire. The pledge excluded 

"portions of Syria" lying to the west of "the districts 

of Damascus, Homs, Hama and Aleppo". In the 

decades after the war, the extent of this coastal 
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exclusion was hotly disputed since Palestine lay to 

the southwest of Damascus and was not explicitly 

mentioned. 

The Arab Revolt was launched on June 5th, 1916, on the basis 

of the quid pro quo agreement in the correspondence. However, 

less than three weeks earlier the governments of the United 

Kingdom, France, and Russia secretly concluded the Sykes–

Picot Agreement, which Balfour described later as a "wholly 

new method" for dividing the region, after the 1915 agreement 

"seems to have been forgotten".  

This Anglo-French treaty was negotiated in late 1915 and early 

1916 between Sir Mark Sykes and François Georges-Picot, with 

the primary arrangements being set out in draft form in a joint 

memorandum on 5 January 1916. Sykes was a British 

Conservative MP who had risen to a position of significant 

influence on Britain's Middle East policy, beginning with his 

seat on the 1915 De Bunsen Committee and his initiative to 

create the Arab Bureau. Picot was a French diplomat and 

former consul-general in Beirut. Their agreement defined the 

proposed spheres of influence and control in Western Asia 

should the Triple Entente succeed in defeating the Ottoman 

Empire during World War I, dividing many Arab territories into 

British- and French-administered areas. In Palestine, 

internationalisation was proposed, with the form of 

administration to be confirmed after consultation with both 

Russia and Hussein; the January draft noted Christian and 

Muslim interests, and that "members of the Jewish community 

throughout the world have a conscientious and sentimental 

interest in the future of the country."  
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Prior to this point, no active negotiations with Zionists had 

taken place, but Sykes had been aware of Zionism, was in 

contact with Moses Gaster – a former President of the English 

Zionist Federation – and may have seen Samuel's 1915 

memorandum. On 3 March, while Sykes and Picot were still in 

Petrograd, Lucien Wolf (secretary of the Foreign Conjoint 

Committee, set up by Jewish organizations to further the 

interests of foreign Jews) submitted to the Foreign Office, the 

draft of an assurance (formula) that could be issued by the 

allies in support of Jewish aspirations:  

In the event of Palestine coming within the spheres of influence 

of Great Britain or France at the close of the war, the 

governments of those powers will not fail to take account of the 

historic interest that country possesses for the Jewish 

community. The Jewish population will be secured in the 

enjoyment of civil and religious liberty, equal political rights 

with the rest of the population, reasonable facilities for 

immigration and colonisation, and such municipal privileges in 

the towns and colonies inhabited by them as may be shown to 

be necessary. 

On 11 March, telegrams were sent in Grey's name to Britain's 

Russian and French ambassadors for transmission to Russian 

and French authorities, including the formula, as well as:  

The scheme might be made far more attractive to the majority 

of Jews if it held out to them the prospect that when in course 

of time the Jewish colonists in Palestine grow strong enough to 

cope with the Arab population they may be allowed to take the 

management of the internal affairs of Palestine (with the 

exception of Jerusalem and the holy places) into their own 
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hands. Sykes, having seen the telegram, had discussions with 

Picot and proposed (making reference to Samuel's 

memorandum) the creation of an Arab Sultanate under French 

and British protection, some means of administering the holy 

places along with the establishment of a company to purchase 

land for Jewish colonists, who would then become citizens with 

equal rights to Arabs.  

Shortly after returning from Petrograd, Sykes briefed Samuel, 

who then briefed a meeting of Gaster, Weizmann and Sokolow. 

Gaster recorded in his diary on 16 April 1916: "We are offered 

French-English condominium in Palest[ine]. Arab Prince to 

conciliate Arab sentiment and as part of the Constitution a 

Charter to Zionists for which England would stand guarantee 

and which would stand by us in every case of friction ... It 

practically comes to a complete realisation of our Zionist 

programme. However, we insisted on: national character of 

Charter, freedom of immigration and internal autonomy, and at 

the same time full rights of citizenship to [illegible] and Jews 

in Palestine." In Sykes' mind, the agreement which bore his 

name was outdated even before it was signed – in March 1916, 

he wrote in a private letter: "to my mind the Zionists are now 

the key of the situation". In the event, neither the French nor 

the Russians were enthusiastic about the proposed formulation 

and eventually on 4 July, Wolf was informed that "the present 

moment is inopportune for making any announcement."  

These wartime initiatives, inclusive of the declaration, are 

frequently considered together by historians because of the 

potential, real or imagined, for incompatibility between them, 

particularly in regard to the disposition of Palestine. In the 

words of Professor Albert Hourani, founder of the Middle East 
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Centre at St Antony's College, Oxford: "The argument about the 

interpretation of these agreements is one which is impossible 

to end, because they were intended to bear more than one 

interpretation."  

1916–17: Change in British Government 

In terms of British politics, the declaration resulted from the 

coming into power of Lloyd George and his Cabinet, which had 

replaced the H. H. Asquith led-Cabinet in December 1916. 

Whilst both Prime Ministers were Liberals and both 

governments were wartime coalitions, Lloyd George and 

Balfour, appointed as his Foreign Secretary, favoured a post-

war partition of the Ottoman Empire as a major British war 

aim, whereas Asquith and his Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward 

Grey, had favoured its reform.  

Two days after taking office, Lloyd George told General 

Robertson, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, that he 

wanted a major victory, preferably the capture of Jerusalem, to 

impress British public opinion, and immediately consulted his 

War Cabinet about a "further campaign into Palestine when El 

Arish had been secured." Subsequent pressure from Lloyd 

George, over the reservations of Robertson, resulted in the 

recapture of the Sinai for British-controlled Egypt, and, with 

the capture of El Arish in December 1916 and Rafah in 

January 1917, the arrival of British forces at the southern 

borders of the Ottoman Empire. Following two unsuccessful 

attempts to capture Gaza between 26 March and 19 April, a 

six-month stalemate in Southern Palestine began; the Sinai 

and Palestine Campaign would not make any progress into 

Palestine until 31 October 1917.  
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1917: British-Zionist formal negotiations 

Following the change in government, Sykes was promoted into 

the War Cabinet Secretariat with responsibility for Middle 

Eastern affairs. In January 1917, despite having previously 

built a relationship with Moses Gaster, he began looking to 

meet other Zionist leaders; by the end of the month he had 

been introduced to Weizmann and his associate Nahum 

Sokolow, a journalist and executive of the World Zionist 

Organization who had moved to Britain at the beginning of the 

war.  

On 7 February 1917, Sykes, claiming to be acting in a private 

capacity, entered into substantive discussions with the Zionist 

leadership. The previous British correspondence with "the 

Arabs" was discussed at the meeting; Sokolow's notes record 

Sykes' description that "The Arabs professed that language 

must be the measure [by which control of Palestine should be 

determined] and [by that measure] could claim all Syria and 

Palestine. Still the Arabs could be managed, particularly if 

they received Jewish support in other matters." At this point 

the Zionists were still unaware of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, 

although they had their suspicions. One of Sykes' goals was 

the mobilization of Zionism to the cause of British suzerainty 

in Palestine, so as to have arguments to put to France in 

support of that objective.  

Late 1917: Progress of the wider war 

During the period of the British War Cabinet discussions 

leading up to the declaration, the war had reached a period of 

stalemate. On the Western Front the tide would first turn in 
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favour of the Central Powers in spring 1918, before decisively 

turning in favour of the Allies from July 1918 onwards. 

Although the United States declared war on Germany in the 

spring of 1917, it did not suffer its first casualties until 2 

November 1917, at which point President Woodrow Wilson still 

hoped to avoid dispatching large contingents of troops into the 

war. The Russian forces were known to be distracted by the 

ongoing Russian Revolution and the growing support for the 

Bolshevik faction, but Alexander Kerensky's Provisional 

Government had remained in the war; Russia only withdrew 

after the final stage of the revolution on 7 November 1917.  

Approvals 

April to June: Allied discussions 

Balfour met Weizmann at the Foreign Office on 22 March 1917; 

two days later, Weizmann described the meeting as being "the 

first time I had a real business talk with him". Weizmann 

explained at the meeting that the Zionists had a preference for 

a British protectorate over Palestine, as opposed to an 

American, French or international arrangement; Balfour 

agreed, but warned that "there may be difficulties with France 

and Italy".  

The French position in regard to Palestine and the wider Syria 

region during the lead up to the Balfour Declaration was 

largely dictated by the terms of the Sykes-Picot Agreement and 

was complicated from 23 November 1915 by increasing French 

awareness of the British discussions with the Sherif of Mecca. 

Prior to 1917, the British had led the fighting on the southern 
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border of the Ottoman Empire alone, given their 

neighbouringEgyptian colony and the French preoccupation 

with the fighting on the Western Front that was taking place 

on their own soil. Italy's participation in the war, which began 

following the April 1915 Treaty of London, did not include 

involvement in the Middle Eastern sphere until the April 1917 

Agreement of Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne; at this conference, 

Lloyd George had raised the question of a British protectorate 

of Palestine and the idea "had been very coldly received" by the 

French and the Italians. In May and June 1917, the French 

and Italians sent detachments to support the British as they 

built their reinforcements in preparation for a renewed attack 

on Palestine.  

In early April, Sykes and Picot were appointed to act as the 

chief negotiators once more, this time on a month-long mission 

to the Middle East for further discussions with the Sherif of 

Mecca and other Arab leaders. On 3 April 1917, Sykes met with 

Lloyd George, Curzon and Hankey to receive his instructions in 

this regard, namely to keep the French onside while "not 

prejudicing the Zionist movement and the possibility of its 

development under British auspices, [and not] enter into any 

political pledges to the Arabs, and particularly none in regard 

to Palestine". Before travelling to the Middle East, Picot, via 

Sykes, invited Nahum Sokolow to Paris to educate the French 

government on Zionism. Sykes, who had prepared the way in 

correspondence with Picot, arrived a few days after Sokolow; in 

the meantime, Sokolow had met Picot and other French 

officials, and convinced the French Foreign Office to accept for 

study a statement of Zionist aims "in regard to facilities of 

colonization, communal autonomy, rights of language and 

establishment of a Jewish chartered company." Sykes went on 
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ahead to Italy and had meetings with the British ambassador 

and British Vatican representative to prepare the way for 

Sokolow once again.  

Sokolow was granted an audience with Pope Benedict XV on 6 

May 1917. Sokolow's notes of the meeting – the only meeting 

records known to historians – stated that the Pope expressed 

general sympathy and support for the Zionist project. On 21 

May 1917 Angelo Sereni, president of the Committee of the 

Jewish Communities, presented Sokolow to Sidney Sonnino, 

the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs. He was also received by 

Paolo Boselli, the Italian prime minister.  

Sonnino arranged for the secretary general of the ministry to 

send a letter to the effect that, although he could not express 

himself on the merits of a program which concerned all the 

allies, "generally speaking" he was not opposed to the 

legitimate claims of the Jews. On his return journey, Sokolow 

met with French leaders again and secured a letter dated 4 

June 1917, giving assurances of sympathy towards the Zionist 

cause by Jules Cambon, head of the political section of the 

French foreign ministry. This letter was not published, but was 

deposited at the British Foreign Office.  

Following the United States' entry into the war on 6 April, the 

British Foreign Secretary led the Balfour Mission to 

Washington D.C. and New York, where he spent a month 

between mid-April and mid-May. During the trip he spent 

significant time discussing Zionism with Louis Brandeis, a 

leading Zionist and a close ally of Wilson who had been 

appointed as a Supreme Court Justice a year previously.  
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June and July: Decision to prepare a declaration 

By 13 June 1917, it was acknowledged by Ronald Graham, 

head of the Foreign Office's Middle Eastern affairs department, 

that the three most relevant politicians – the Prime Minister, 

the Foreign Secretary, and the Parliamentary Under-Secretary 

of State for Foreign Affairs, Lord Robert Cecil – were all in 

favour of Britain supporting the Zionist movement; on the 

same day Weizmann had written to Graham to advocate for a 

public declaration.  

Six days later, at a meeting on 19 June, Balfour asked Lord 

Rothschild and Weizmann to submit a formula for a 

declaration.  

Over the next few weeks, a 143-word draft was prepared by the 

Zionist negotiating committee, but it was considered too 

specific on sensitive areas by Sykes, Graham and Rothschild. 

Separately, a very different draft had been prepared by the 

Foreign Office, described in 1961 by Harold Nicolson – who had 

been involved in preparing the draft – as proposing a 

"sanctuary for Jewish victims of persecution". The Foreign 

Office draft was strongly opposed by the Zionists, and was 

discarded; no copy of the draft has been found in the Foreign 

Office archives.  

Following further discussion, a revised – and at just 46 words 

in length, much shorter – draft declaration was prepared and 

sent by Lord Rothschild to Balfour on 18 July. It was received 

by the Foreign Office, and the matter was brought to the 

Cabinet for formal consideration.  
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September and October: American consent and War 

Cabinet approval 

The decision to release the declaration was taken by the 

British War Cabinet on 31 October 1917. This followed 

discussion at four War Cabinet meetings (including the 31 

October meeting) over the space of the previous two months. In 

order to aid the discussions, the War Cabinet Secretariat, led 

by Maurice Hankey and supported by his Assistant Secretaries 

– primarily Sykes and his fellow Conservative MP and pro-

Zionist Leo Amery – solicited outside perspectives to put before 

the Cabinet. These included the views of government ministers, 

war allies – notably from President Woodrow Wilson – and in 

October, formal submissions from six Zionist leaders and four 

non-Zionist Jews.  

British officials asked President Wilson for his consent on the 

matter on two occasions – first on 3 September, when he 

replied the time was not ripe, and later on 6 October, when he 

agreed with the release of the declaration.  

Excerpts from the minutes of these four War Cabinet meetings 

provide a description of the primary factors that the ministers 

considered:  

• 3 September 1917: "With reference to a suggestion 

that the matter might be postponed, [Balfour] 

pointed out that this was a question on which the 

Foreign Office had been very strongly pressed for a 

long time past. There was a very strong and 

enthusiastic organisation, more particularly in the 

United States, who were zealous in this matter, and 
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his belief was that it would be of most substantial 

assistance to the Allies to have the earnestness and 

enthusiasm of these people enlisted on our side. To 

do nothing was to risk a direct breach with them, 

and it was necessary to face this situation." 

• 4 October 1917: "... [Balfour] stated that the 

German Government were making great efforts to 

capture the sympathy of the Zionist Movement. This 

Movement, though opposed by a number of wealthy 

Jews in this country, had behind it the support of a 

majority of Jews, at all events in Russia and 

America, and possibly in other countries ... Mr. 

Balfour then read a very sympathetic declaration by 

the French Government which had been conveyed to 

the Zionists, and he stated that he knew that 

President Wilson was extremely favourable to the 

Movement." 

• 25 October 1917: "... the Secretary mentioned that 

he was being pressed by the Foreign Office to bring 

forward the question of Zionism, an early settlement 

of which was regarded as of great importance." 

• 31 October 1917: "[Balfour] stated that he gathered 

that everyone was now agreed that, from a purely 

diplomatic and political point of view, it was 

desirable that some declaration favourable to the 

aspirations of the Jewish nationalists should now be 

made. The vast majority of Jews in Russia and 

America, as, indeed, all over the world, now 

appeared to be favourable to Zionism. If we could 

make a declaration favourable to such an ideal, we 

should be able to carry on extremely useful 

propaganda both in Russia and America." 
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Drafting 

Declassification of British government archives has allowed 

scholars to piece together the choreography of the drafting of 

the declaration; in his widely cited 1961 book, Leonard Stein 

published four previous drafts of the declaration.  

The drafting began with Weizmann's guidance to the Zionist 

drafting team on its objectives in a letter dated 20 June 1917, 

one day following his meeting with Rothschild and Balfour. He 

proposed that the declaration from the British government 

should state: "its conviction, its desire or its intention to 

support Zionist aims for the creation of a Jewish national 

home in Palestine; no reference must be made I think to the 

question of the Suzerain Power because that would land the 

British into difficulties with the French; it must be a Zionist 

declaration."  

A month after the receipt of the much-reduced 12 July draft 

from Rothschild, Balfour proposed a number of mainly 

technical amendments. The two subsequent drafts included 

much more substantial amendments: the first in a late August 

draft by Lord Milner – one of the original five members of Lloyd 

George's War Cabinet as a minister without portfolio – which 

reduced the geographic scope from all of Palestine to "in 

Palestine", and the second from Milner and Amery in early 

October, which added the two "safeguard clauses".  

Subsequent authors have debated who the "primary author" 

really was. In his posthumously published 1981 book The 

Anglo-American Establishment, Georgetown University history 

professor Carroll Quigley explained his view that Lord Milner 
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was the primary author of the declaration, and more recently, 

William D. Rubinstein, Professor of Modern History at 

Aberystwyth University, Wales, proposed Amery instead. 

Huneidi wrote that Ormsby-Gore, in a report he prepared for 

Shuckburgh, claimed authorship, together with Amery, of the 

final draft form.  

Key issues 

The agreed version of the declaration, a single sentence of just 

67 words, was sent on 2 November 1917 in a short letter from 

Balfour to Walter Rothschild, for transmission to the Zionist 

Federation of Great Britain and Ireland. The declaration 

contained four clauses, of which the first two promised to 

support "the establishment in Palestine of a national home for 

the Jewish people", followed by two "safeguard clauses" with 

respect to "the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish 

communities in Palestine", and "the rights and political status 

enjoyed by Jews in any other country".  

The "national home for the Jewish people" vs. Jewish 

state 

The term "national home" was intentionally ambiguous, having 

no legal value or precedent in international law, such that its 

meaning was unclear when compared to other terms such as 

"state". The term was intentionally used instead of "state" 

because of opposition to the Zionist program within the British 

Cabinet. According to historian Norman Rose, the chief 

architects of the declaration contemplated that a Jewish State 

would emerge in time while the Palestine Royal Commission 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

159 

concluded that the wording was "the outcome of a compromise 

between those Ministers who contemplated the ultimate 

establishment of a Jewish State and those who did not."  

Interpretation of the wording has been sought in the 

correspondence leading to the final version of the declaration. 

An official report to the War Cabinet sent by Sykes on 22 

September said that the Zionists did not want "to set up a 

Jewish Republic or any other form of state in Palestine or in 

any part of Palestine" but rather preferred some form of 

protectorate as provided in the Palestine Mandate. A month 

later, Curzon produced a memorandum circulated on 26 

October 1917 where he addressed two questions, the first 

concerning the meaning of the phrase "a National Home for the 

Jewish race in Palestine"; he noted that there were different 

opinions ranging from a fully fledged state to a merely spiritual 

centre for the Jews.  

Sections of the British press assumed that a Jewish state was 

intended even before the Declaration was finalized. In the 

United States the press began using the terms "Jewish 

National Home", "Jewish State", "Jewish republic" and "Jewish 

Commonwealth" interchangeably.  

Treaty expert David Hunter Miller, who was at the conference 

and subsequently compiled a 22 volume compendium of 

documents, provides a report of the Intelligence Section of the 

American Delegation to the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 

which recommended that "there be established a separate state 

in Palestine," and that "it will be the policy of the League of 

Nations to recognize Palestine as a Jewish state, as soon as it 

is a Jewish state in fact." The report further advised that an 
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independent Palestinian state under a British League of 

Nations mandate be created. Jewish settlement would be 

allowed and encouraged in this state and this state's holy sites 

would be under the control of the League of Nations. Indeed, 

the Inquiry spoke positively about the possibility of a Jewish 

state eventually being created in Palestine if the necessary 

demographics for this were to exist.  

Historian Matthew Jacobs later wrote that the US approach 

was hampered by the "general absence of specialist knowledge 

about the region" and that "like much of the Inquiry's work on 

the Middle East, the reports on Palestine were deeply flawed" 

and "presupposed a particular outcome of the conflict". He 

quotes Miller, writing about one report on the history and 

impact of Zionism, "absolutely inadequate from any standpoint 

and must be regarded as nothing more than material for a 

future report".  

Lord Robert Cecil on 2 December 1917, assured an audience 

that the government fully intended that "Judea [was] for the 

Jews." YairAuron opines that Cecil, then a deputy Foreign 

Secretary representing the British Government at a celebratory 

gathering of the English Zionist Federation, "possibly went 

beyond his official brief" in saying (he cites Stein) "Our wish is 

that Arabian countries shall be for the Arabs, Armenia for the 

Armenians and Judaea for the Jews".  

The following October Neville Chamberlain, while chairing a 

Zionist meeting, discussed a "new Jewish State." At the time, 

Chamberlain was a Member of Parliament for Ladywood, 

Birmingham; recalling the event in 1939, just after 

Chamberlain had approved the 1939 White Paper, the Jewish 
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Telegraph Agency noted that the Prime Minister had 

"experienced a pronounced change of mind in the 21 years 

intervening" A year later, on the Declaration's second 

anniversary, General Jan Smuts said that Britain "would 

redeem her pledge ... and a great Jewish state would ultimately 

rise." In similar vein, Churchill a few months later stated:  

If, as may well happen, there should be created in our own 

lifetime by the banks of the Jordan a Jewish State under the 

protection of the British Crown which might comprise three or 

four millions of Jews, an event will have occurred in the 

history of the world which would from every point of view be 

beneficial. 

At the 22 June 1921 meeting of the Imperial Cabinet, Churchill 

was asked by Arthur Meighen, the Canadian Prime Minister, 

about the meaning of the national home. Churchill said "If in 

the course of many years they become a majority in the 

country, they naturally would take it over ... pro rata with the 

Arab. We made an equal pledge that we would not turn the 

Arab off his land or invade his political and social rights".  

Responding to Curzon in January 1919, Balfour wrote 

"Weizmann has never put forward a claim for the Jewish 

Government of Palestine. Such a claim in my opinion is clearly 

inadmissible and personally I do not think we should go 

further than the original declaration which I made to Lord 

Rothschild".  

In February 1919, France issued a statement that it would not 

oppose putting Palestine under British trusteeship and the 

formation of a Jewish State. Friedman further notes that 

France's attitude went on to change; Yehuda Blum, while 
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discussing France's "unfriendly attitude towards the Jewish 

national movement", notes the content of a report made by 

Robert Vansittart (a leading member of the British delegation 

to the Paris Peace Conference) to Curzon in November 1920 

which said:  

[The French] had agreed to a Jewish National Home (capitalized 

in the source), not a Jewish State. They considered we were 

steering straight upon the latter, and the very last thing they 

would do was to enlarge that State for they totally disapproved 

our policy. 

Greece's Foreign Minister told the editor of the Salonica Jewish 

organ Pro-Israel that "the establishment of a Jewish State 

meets in Greece with full and sincere sympathy ... A Jewish 

Palestine would become an ally of Greece." In Switzerland, a 

number of noted historians including professors Tobler, Forel-

Yvorne, and Rogaz, supported the idea of establishing a Jewish 

state, with one referring to it as "a sacred right of the Jews." 

While in Germany, officials and most of the press took the 

Declaration to mean a British sponsored state for the Jews.  

The British government, including Churchill, made it clear that 

the Declaration did not intend for the whole of Palestine to be 

converted into a Jewish National Home, "but that such a Home 

should be founded in Palestine." Emir Faisal, King of Syria and 

Iraq, made a formal written agreement with Zionist leader 

Chaim Weizmann, which was drafted by T.E. Lawrence, 

whereby they would try to establish a peaceful relationship 

between Arabs and Jews in Palestine. The 3 January 1919 

Faisal–Weizmann Agreement was a short-lived agreement for 

Arab–Jewish cooperation on the development of a Jewish 
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homeland in Palestine. Faisal did treat Palestine differently in 

his presentation to the Peace Conference on 6 February 1919 

saying "Palestine, for its universal character, [should be] left 

on one side for the mutual consideration of all parties 

concerned". The agreement was never implemented. In a 

subsequent letter written in English by Lawrence for Faisal's 

signature, he explained:  

We feel that the Arabs and Jews are cousins in race, suffering 

similar oppression at the hands of powers stronger than 

themselves, and by a happy coincidence have been able to take 

the first step toward the attainment of their national ideals 

together. We Arabs, especially the educated among us, look 

with deepest sympathy on the Zionist movement ... We will do 

our best, in so far as we are concerned, to help them through; 

we will wish the Jews a most hearty welcome home. 

When the letter was tabled at the Shaw Commission in 1929, 

RustamHaidar spoke to Faisal in Baghdad and cabled that 

Faisal had "no recollection that he wrote anything of the sort". 

In January 1930, Haidar wrote to a newspaper in Baghdad that 

Faisal: "finds it exceedingly strange that such a matter is 

attributed to him as he at no time would consider allowing any 

foreign nation to share in an Arab country". AwniAbd al-Hadi, 

Faisal's secretary, wrote in his memoirs that he was not aware 

that a meeting between Frankfurter and Faisal took place and 

that: "I believe that this letter, assuming that it is authentic, 

was written by Lawrence, and that Lawrence signed it in 

English on behalf of Faisal. I believe this letter is part of the 

false claims made by Chaim Weizmann and Lawrence to lead 

astray public opinion." According to Allawi, the most likely 

explanation for the Frankfurter letter is that a meeting took 
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place, a letter was drafted in English by Lawrence, but that its 

"contents were not entirely made clear to Faisal. He then may 

or may not have been induced to sign it", since it ran counter 

to Faisal's other public and private statements at the time. A 1 

March interview by Le Matin quoted Faisal as saying:  

This feeling of respect for other religions dictates my opinion 

about Palestine, our neighbor. That the unhappy Jews come to 

reside there and behave as good citizens of this country, our 

humanity rejoices given that they are placed under a Muslim or 

Christian government mandated by The League of Nations. If 

they want to constitute a state and claim sovereign rights in 

this region, I foresee very serious dangers. It is to be feared 

that there will be a conflict between them and the other races. 

Referring to his 1922 White Paper, Churchill later wrote that 

"there is nothing in it to prohibit the ultimate establishment of 

a Jewish State." And in private, many British officials agreed 

with the Zionists' interpretation that a state would be 

established when a Jewish majority was achieved.  

When Chaim Weizmann met with Churchill, Lloyd George and 

Balfour at Balfour's home in London on 21 July 1921, Lloyd 

George and Balfour assured Weizmann "that by the Declaration 

they had always meant an eventual Jewish State," according to 

Weizmann minutes of that meeting. Lloyd George stated in 

1937 that it was intended that Palestine would become a 

Jewish Commonwealth if and when Jews "had become a 

definite majority of the inhabitants", and Leo Amery echoed the 

same position in 1946. In the UNSCOP report of 1947, the 

issue of home versus state was subjected to scrutiny arriving 

at a similar conclusion to that of Lloyd George.  
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Scope of the national home "in Palestine" 

The statement that such a homeland would be found "in 

Palestine" rather than "of Palestine" was also deliberate. The 

proposed draft of the declaration contained in Rothschild's 12 

July letter to Balfour referred to the principle "that Palestine 

should be reconstituted as the National Home of the Jewish 

people." In the final text, following Lord Milner's amendment, 

the word "reconstituted" was removed and the word "that" was 

replaced with "in". This text thereby avoided committing the 

entirety of Palestine as the National Home of the Jewish 

people, resulting in controversy in future years over the 

intended scope, especially the Revisionist Zionism sector, 

which claimed entirety of Mandatory Palestine and Emirate of 

Transjordan as Jewish Homeland This was clarified by the 

1922 Churchill White Paper, which wrote that "the terms of the 

declaration referred to do not contemplate that Palestine as a 

whole should be converted into a Jewish National Home, but 

that such a Home should be founded 'in Palestine.'"  

The declaration did not include any geographical boundaries 

for Palestine. Following the end of the war, three documents – 

the declaration, the Hussein-McMahon Correspondence and the 

Sykes-Picot Agreement – became the basis for the negotiations 

to set the boundaries of Palestine.  

Civil and religious rights of non-Jewish communities in 

Palestine 

The declaration's first safeguard clause referred to protecting 

the civil and religious rights of non-Jews in Palestine. The 

clause had been drafted together with the second safeguard by 
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Leo Amery in consultation with Lord Milner, with the intention 

to "go a reasonable distance to meeting the objectors, both 

Jewish and pro-Arab, without impairing the substance of the 

proposed declaration".  

The "non-Jews" constituted 90% of the population of Palestine; 

in the words of Ronald Storrs, Britain's Military Governor of 

Jerusalem between 1917 and 1920, the community observed 

that they had been "not so much as named, either as Arabs, 

Moslems or Christians, but were lumped together under the 

negative and humiliating definition of 'Non-Jewish 

Communities' and relegated to subordinate provisos". The 

community also noted that there was no reference to protecting 

their "political status" or political rights, as there was in the 

subsequent safeguard relating to Jews in other countries. This 

protection was frequently contrasted against the commitment 

to the Jewish community, and over the years a variety of terms 

were used to refer to these two obligations as a pair; a 

particularly heated question was whether these two obligations 

had "equal weight", and in 1930 this equal status was 

confirmed by the Permanent Mandates Commission and by the 

British government in the Passfield white paper.  

Balfour stated in February 1919 that Palestine was considered 

an exceptional case in which, referring to the local population, 

"we deliberately and rightly decline to accept the principle of 

self-determination," although he considered that the policy 

provided self-determination to Jews. AviShlaim considers this 

the declaration's "greatest contradiction". This principle of 

self-determination had been declared on numerous occasions 

subsequent to the declaration – President Wilson's January 

1918 Fourteen Points, McMahon's Declaration to the Seven in 
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June 1918, the November 1918 Anglo-French Declaration, and 

the June 1919 Covenant of the League of Nations that had 

established the mandate system. In an August 1919 memo 

Balfour acknowledged the inconsistency among these 

statements, and further explained that the British had no 

intention of consulting the existing population of Palestine. 

The results of the ongoing American King–Crane Commission of 

Enquiry consultation of the local population – from which the 

British had withdrawn – were suppressed for three years until 

the report was leaked in 1922. Subsequent British 

governments have acknowledged this deficiency, in particular 

the 1939 committee led by the Lord Chancellor, Frederic 

Maugham, which concluded that the government had not been 

"free to dispose of Palestine without regard for the wishes and 

interests of the inhabitants of Palestine", and the April 2017 

statement by British Foreign Office minister of state Baroness 

Anelay that the government acknowledged that "the 

Declaration should have called for the protection of political 

rights of the non-Jewish communities in Palestine, particularly 

their right to self-determination."  

Rights and political status of Jews in other countries 

The second safeguard clause was a commitment that nothing 

should be done which might prejudice the rights of the Jewish 

communities in other countries outside of Palestine. The 

original drafts of Rothschild, Balfour, and Milner did not 

include this safeguard, which was drafted together with the 

preceding safeguard in early October, in order to reflect 

opposition from influential members of the Anglo-Jewish 

community. Lord Rothschild took exception to the proviso on 
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the basis that it presupposed the possibility of a danger to 

non-Zionists, which he denied.  

The Conjoint Foreign Committee of the Board of Deputies of 

British Jews and the Anglo-Jewish Association had published a 

letter in The Times on 24 May 1917 entitled Views of Anglo-

Jewry, signed by the two organisations' presidents, David 

Lindo Alexander and Claude Montefiore, stating their view 

that: "the establishment of a Jewish nationality in Palestine, 

founded on this theory of homelessness, must have the effect 

throughout the world of stamping the Jews as strangers in 

their native lands, and of undermining their hard-won position 

as citizens and nationals of these lands." This was followed in 

late August by Edwin Montagu, an influential anti-Zionist Jew 

and Secretary of State for India, and the only Jewish member 

of the British Cabinet, who wrote in a Cabinet memorandum 

that: "The policy of His Majesty's Government is anti-Semitic in 

result and will prove a rallying ground for anti-Semites in 

every country of the world."  

Reaction 

The text of the declaration was published in the press one 

week after it was signed, on 9 November 1917. Other related 

events took place within a short timeframe, the two most 

relevant being the almost immediate British military capture of 

Palestine and the leaking of the previously secret Sykes-Picot 

Agreement. On the military side, both Gaza and Jaffa fell 

within several days, and Jerusalem was surrendered to the 

British on 9 December. The publication of the Sykes–Picot 

Agreement, following the Russian Revolution, in the Bolshevik 

Izvestia and Pravda on 23 November 1917 and in the British 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

169 

Manchester Guardian on 26 November 1917, represented a 

dramatic moment for the Allies' Eastern campaign: "the British 

were embarrassed, the Arabs dismayed and the Turks 

delighted." The Zionists had been aware of the outlines of the 

agreement since April and specifically the part relevant to 

Palestine, following a meeting between Weizmann and Cecil 

where Weizmann made very clear his objections to the 

proposed scheme.  

Zionist reaction 

The declaration represented the first public support for 

Zionism by a major political power – its publication galvanized 

Zionism, which finally had obtained an official charter. In 

addition to its publication in major newspapers, leaflets were 

circulated throughout Jewish communities. These leaflets were 

airdropped over Jewish communities in Germany and Austria, 

as well as the Pale of Settlement, which had been given to the 

Central Powers following the Russian withdrawal.  

Weizmann had argued that the declaration would have three 

effects: it would swing Russia to maintain pressure on 

Germany's Eastern Front, since Jews had been prominent in 

the March Revolution of 1917; it would rally the large Jewish 

community in the United States to press for greater funding for 

the American war effort, underway since April of that year; 

and, lastly, that it would undermine German Jewish support 

for Kaiser Wilhelm II.  

The declaration spurred an unintended and extraordinary 

increase in the number of adherents of American Zionism; in 

1914 the 200 American Zionist societies comprised a total of 
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7,500 members, which grew to 30,000 members in 600 

societies in 1918 and 149,000 members in 1919. Whilst the 

British had considered that the declaration reflected a 

previously established dominance of the Zionist position in 

Jewish thought, it was the declaration itself that was 

subsequently responsible for Zionism's legitimacy and 

leadership.  

Exactly one month after the declaration was issued, a large-

scale celebration took place at the Royal Opera House – 

speeches were given by leading Zionists as well as members of 

the British administration including Sykes and Cecil. From 

1918 until the Second World War, Jews in Mandatory Palestine 

celebrated Balfour Day as an annual national holiday on 

2 November. The celebrations included ceremonies in schools 

and other public institutions and festive articles in the Hebrew 

press. In August 1919 Balfour approved Weizmann's request to 

name the first post-war settlement in Mandatory Palestine, 

"Balfouria", in his honour. It was intended to be a model 

settlement for future American Jewish activity in Palestine.  

Herbert Samuel, the Zionist MP whose 1915 memorandum had 

framed the start of discussions in the British Cabinet, was 

asked by Lloyd George on 24 April 1920 to act as the first civil 

governor of British Palestine, replacing the previous military 

administration that had ruled the area since the war. Shortly 

after beginning the role in July 1920, he was invited to read 

the haftarah from Isaiah 40 at the Hurva Synagogue in 

Jerusalem, which, according to his memoirs, led the 

congregation of older settlers to feel that the "fulfilment of 

ancient prophecy might at last be at hand".  
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Opposition in Palestine 

The local Christian and Muslim community of Palestine, who 

constituted almost 90% of the population, strongly opposed the 

declaration. As described by the Palestinian-American 

philosopher Edward Said in 1979, it was perceived as being 

made: "(a) by a European power, (b) about a non-European 

territory, (c) in a flat disregard of both the presence and the 

wishes of the native majority resident in that territory, and 

(d) it took the form of a promise about this same territory to 

another foreign group."  

According to the 1919 King–Crane Commission, "No British 

officer, consulted by the Commissioners, believed that the 

Zionist programme could be carried out except by force of 

arms." A delegation of the Muslim-Christian Association, 

headed by Musa al-Husayni, expressed public disapproval on 

3 November 1918, one day after the Zionist Commission parade 

marking the first anniversary of the Balfour Declaration. They 

handed a petition signed by more than 100 notables to Ronald 

Storrs, the British military governor:  

We have noticed yesterday a large crowd of Jews carrying 

banners and over-running the streets shouting words which 

hurt the feeling and wound the soul. They pretend with open 

voice that Palestine, which is the Holy Land of our fathers and 

the graveyard of our ancestors, which has been inhabited by 

the Arabs for long ages, who loved it and died in defending it, 

is now a national home for them ... We Arabs, Muslim and 

Christian, have always sympathized profoundly with the 

persecuted Jews and their misfortunes in other countries ... 

but there is wide difference between such sympathy and the 
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acceptance of such a nation ... ruling over us and disposing of 

our affairs. The group also protested the carrying of new "white 

and blue banners with two inverted triangles in the middle", 

drawing the attention of the British authorities to the serious 

consequences of any political implications in raising the 

banners. Later that month, on the first anniversary of the 

occupation of Jaffa by the British, the Muslim-Christian 

Association sent a lengthy memorandum and petition to the 

military governor protesting once more any formation of a 

Jewish state. The majority of Britain's military leaders 

considered Balfour's declaration either a mistake, or one that 

presented grave risks.  

Broader Arab response 

In the broader Arab world, the declaration was seen as a 

betrayal of the British wartime understandings with the Arabs. 

The Sharif of Mecca and other Arab leaders considered the 

declaration a violation of a previous commitment made in the 

McMahon–Hussein correspondence in exchange for launching 

the Arab Revolt.  

Following the publication of the declaration, the British 

dispatched Commander David George Hogarth to see Hussein 

in January 1918 bearing the message that the "political and 

economic freedom" of the Palestinian population was not in 

question. Hogarth reported that Hussein "would not accept an 

independent Jewish State in Palestine, nor was I instructed to 

warn him that such a state was contemplated by Great 

Britain". Hussein had also learned of the Sykes–Picot 

Agreement when it was leaked by the new Soviet government in 

December 1917, but was satisfied by two disingenuous 
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messages from Sir Reginald Wingate, who had replaced 

McMahon as High Commissioner of Egypt, assuring him that 

the British commitments to the Arabs were still valid and that 

the Sykes–Picot Agreement was not a formal treaty.  

Continuing Arab disquiet over Allied intentions also led during 

1918 to the British Declaration to the Seven and the Anglo-

French Declaration, the latter promising "the complete and 

final liberation of the peoples who have for so long been 

oppressed by the Turks, and the setting up of national 

governments and administrations deriving their authority from 

the free exercise of the initiative and choice of the indigenous 

populations".  

In 1919, King Hussein refused to ratify the Treaty of Versailles. 

After February, 1920, the British ceased to pay subsidy to him. 

In August 1920, five days after the signing of the Treaty of 

Sèvres, which formally recognized the Kingdom of Hejaz, 

Curzon asked Cairo to procure Hussein's signature to both 

treaties and agreed to make a payment of £30,000 conditional 

on signature. Hussein declined and in 1921, stated that he 

could not be expected to "affix his name to a document 

assigning Palestine to the Zionists and Syria to foreigners." 

Following the 1921 Cairo Conference, Lawrence was sent to try 

and obtain the King's signature to a treaty as well as to 

Versailles and Sèvres, a £60,000 annual subsidy being 

proposed; this attempt also failed. During 1923, the British 

made one further attempt to settle outstanding issues with 

Hussein and once again, the attempt foundered, Hussein 

continued in his refusal to recognize the Balfour Declaration or 

any of the Mandates that he perceived as being his domain. In 

March 1924, having briefly considered the possibility of 
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removing the offending article from the treaty, the government 

suspended any further negotiations; within six months they 

withdrew their support in favour of their central Arabian ally 

Ibn Saud, who proceeded to conquer Hussein's kingdom.  

Allies and Associated Powers 

The declaration was first endorsed by a foreign government on 

27 December 1917, when Serbian Zionist leader and diplomat 

David Albala announced the support of Serbia's government in 

exile during a mission to the United States. The French and 

Italian governments offered their endorsements, on 14 

February and 9 May 1918, respectively. At a private meeting in 

London on 1 December 1918, Lloyd George and French Prime 

Minister Georges Clemenceau agreed to certain modifications 

to the Sykes-Picot Agreement, including British control of 

Palestine.  

On 25 April 1920, the San Remo conference – an outgrowth of 

the Paris Peace Conference attended by the prime ministers of 

Britain, France and Italy, the Japanese Ambassador to France, 

and the United States Ambassador to Italy – established the 

basic terms for three League of Nations mandates: a French 

mandate for Syria, and British mandates for Mesopotamia and 

Palestine. With respect to Palestine, the resolution stated that 

the British were responsible for putting into effect the terms of 

the Balfour Declaration.  

The French and the Italians made clear their dislike of the 

"Zionist cast of the Palestinian mandate" and objected 

especially to language that did not safeguard the "political" 

rights of non-Jews, accepting Curzon's claim that "in the 
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British language all ordinary rights were included in "civil 

rights"". At the request of France, it was agreed that an 

undertaking was to be inserted in the mandate's procès-verbal 

that this would not involve the surrender of the rights hitherto 

enjoyed by the non-Jewish communities in Palestine. The 

Italian endorsement of the Declaration had included the 

condition "... on the understanding that there is no prejudice 

against the legal and political status of the already existing 

religious communities ..." (in Italian "... che non ne 

venganessunpregiudizioallostatogiuridico e politico 

dellegiaesistenticommunitareligiose ..." The boundaries of 

Palestine were left unspecified, to "be determined by the 

Principal Allied Powers." Three months later, in July 1920, the 

French defeat of Faisal's Arab Kingdom of Syria precipitated 

the British need to know "what is the 'Syria' for which the 

French received a mandate at San Remo?" and "does it include 

Transjordania?" – it subsequently decided to pursue a policy of 

associating Transjordan with the mandated area of Palestine 

without adding it to the area of the Jewish National Home.  

In 1922, Congress officially endorsed America's support for the 

Balfour Declaration through the passage of the Lodge-Fish 

Resolution, notwithstanding opposition from the State 

Department. Professor Lawrence Davidson, of West Chester 

University, whose research focuses on American relations with 

the Middle East, argues that President Wilson and Congress 

ignored democratic values in favour of "biblical romanticism" 

when they endorsed the declaration. He points to an organized 

pro-Zionist lobby in the United States, which was active at a 

time when the country's small Arab American community had 

little political power.  
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Central Powers 

The publication of the Balfour Declaration was met with 

tactical responses from the Central Powers; however the 

participation of the Ottoman Empire in the alliance meant that 

Germany was unable to effectively counter the British 

pronouncement.  

Two weeks following the declaration, OttokarCzernin, the 

Austrian Foreign Minister, gave an interview to Arthur Hantke, 

President of the Zionist Federation of Germany, promising that 

his government would influence the Turks once the war was 

over. On 12 December, the Ottoman Grand Vizier, Talaat 

Pasha, gave an interview to the German newspaper 

VossischeZeitung that was published on 31 December and 

subsequently released in the German-Jewish periodical 

JüdischeRundschau on 4 January 1918, in which he referred to 

the declaration as "uneblague" (a deception) and promised that 

under Ottoman rule "all justifiable wishes of the Jews in 

Palestine would be able to find their fulfilment" subject to the 

absorptive capacity of the country. This Turkish statement was 

endorsed by the German Foreign Office on 5 January 1918. On 

8 January 1918, a German-Jewish Society, the Union of 

German Jewish Organizations for the Protection of the Rights 

of the Jews of the East (VJOD), was formed to advocate for 

further progress for Jews in Palestine.  

Following the war, the Treaty of Sèvres was signed by the 

Ottoman Empire on 10 August 1920. The treaty dissolved the 

Ottoman Empire, requiring Turkey to renounce sovereignty 

over much of the Middle East. Article 95 of the treaty 

incorporated the terms of the Balfour Declaration with respect 
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to "the administration of Palestine, within such boundaries as 

may be determined by the Principal Allied Powers". Since 

incorporation of the declaration into the Treaty of Sèvres did 

not affect the legal status of either the declaration or the 

Mandate, there was also no effect when Sèvres was superseded 

by the Treaty of Lausanne, which did not include any reference 

to the declaration.  

In 1922, German anti-Semitic theorist Alfred Rosenberg in his 

primary contribution to Nazi theory on Zionism, Der 

StaatsfeindlicheZionismus ("Zionism, the Enemy of the State"), 

accused German Zionists of working for a German defeat and 

supporting Britain and the implementation of the Balfour 

Declaration, in a version of the stab-in-the-back myth. Adolf 

Hitler took a similar approach in some of his speeches from 

1920 onwards.  

The Holy See 

With the advent of the declaration and the British entry into 

Jerusalem on 9 December, the Vatican reversed its earlier 

sympathetic attitude to Zionism and adopted an oppositional 

stance that was to continue until the early 1990s.  

Evolution of British opinion 

The British policy as stated in the declaration was to face 

numerous challenges to its implementation in the following 

years. The first of these was the indirect peace negotiations 

which took place between Britain and the Ottomans in 

December 1917 and January 1918 during a pause in the 

hostilities for the rainy season; although these peace talks 
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were unsuccessful, archival records suggest that key members 

of the War Cabinet may have been willing to permit leaving 

Palestine under nominal Turkish sovereignty as part of an 

overall deal.  

In October 1919, almost a year after the end of the war, Lord 

Curzon succeeded Balfour as Foreign Secretary. Curzon had 

been a member of the 1917 Cabinet that had approved the 

declaration, and according to British historian Sir David 

Gilmour, Curzon had been "the only senior figure in the British 

government at the time who foresaw that its policy would lead 

to decades of Arab–Jewish hostility". He therefore determined 

to pursue a policy in line with its "narrower and more prudent 

rather than the wider interpretation". Following Bonar Law's 

appointment as Prime Minister in late 1922, Curzon wrote to 

Law that he regarded the declaration as "the worst" of Britain's 

Middle East commitments and "a striking contradiction of our 

publicly declared principles".  

In August 1920 the report of the Palin Commission, the first in 

a long line of British Commissions of Inquiry on the question 

of Palestine during the Mandate period, noted that "The 

Balfour Declaration ... is undoubtedly the starting point of the 

whole trouble". The conclusion of the report, which was not 

published, mentioned the Balfour Declaration three times, 

stating that "the causes of the alienation and exasperation of 

the feelings of the population of Palestine" included:  

• "inability to reconcile the Allies' declared policy of 

self-determination with the Balfour Declaration, 

giving rise to a sense of betrayal and intense anxiety 

for their future"; 
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• "misapprehension of the true meaning of the Balfour 

Declaration and forgetfulness of the guarantees 

determined therein, due to the loose rhetoric of 

politicians and the exaggerated statements and 

writings of interested persons, chiefly Zionists"; and 

• "Zionist indiscretion and aggression since the 

Balfour Declaration aggravating such fears". 

British public and government opinion became increasingly 

unfavourable to state support for Zionism; even Sykes had 

begun to change his views in late 1918. In February 1922 

Churchill telegraphed Samuel, who had begun his role as High 

Commissioner for Palestine 18 months earlier, asking for cuts 

in expenditure and noting: 

In both Houses of Parliament there is growing movement of 

hostility, against Zionist policy in Palestine, which will be 

stimulated by recent Northcliffe articles. I do not attach undue 

importance to this movement, but it is increasingly difficult to 

meet the argument that it is unfair to ask the British taxpayer, 

already overwhelmed with taxation, to bear the cost of 

imposing on Palestine an unpopular policy. 

Following the issuance of the Churchill White Paper in June 

1922, the House of Lords rejected a Palestine Mandate that 

incorporated the Balfour Declaration by 60 votes to 25, 

following a motion issued by Lord Islington. The vote proved to 

be only symbolic as it was subsequently overruled by a vote in 

the House of Commons following a tactical pivot and variety of 

promises made by Churchill.  
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In February 1923, following the change in government, 

Cavendish, in a lengthy memorandum for the Cabinet, laid the 

foundation for a secret review of Palestine policy:  

It would be idle to pretend that the Zionist policy is other than 

an unpopular one. It has been bitterly attacked in Parliament 

and is still being fiercely assailed in certain sections of the 

press. The ostensible grounds of attack are threefold:(1) the 

alleged violation of the McMahon pledges; (2) the injustice of 

imposing upon a country a policy to which the great majority of 

its inhabitants are opposed; and (3) the financial burden upon 

the British taxpayer ... 

His covering note asked for a statement of policy to be made as 

soon as possible and that the cabinet ought to focus on three 

questions: (1) whether or not pledges to the Arabs conflict with 

the Balfour declaration; (2) if not, whether the new government 

should continue the policy set down by the old government in 

the 1922 White Paper; and (3) if not, what alternative policy 

should be adopted.  

Stanley Baldwin, replacing Bonar Law, in June 1923 set up a 

cabinet sub-committee whose terms of reference were:  

• examine Palestine policy afresh and to advise the full 

Cabinet whether Britain should remain in Palestine 

and whether if she remained, the pro-Zionist policy 

should be continued. 

The Cabinet approved the report of this committee on 31 July 

1923. Describing it as "nothing short of remarkable", Quigley 

noted that the government was admitting to itself that its 

support for Zionism had been prompted by considerations 
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having nothing to do with the merits of Zionism or its 

consequences for Palestine. As Huneidi noted, "wise or unwise, 

it is well nigh impossible for any government to extricate itself 

without a substantial sacrifice of consistency and self-respect, 

if not honour."  

The wording of the declaration was thus incorporated into the 

British Mandate for Palestine, a legal instrument that created 

Mandatory Palestine with an explicit purpose of putting the 

declaration into effect and was finally formalized in September 

1923. Unlike the declaration itself, the Mandate was legally 

binding on the British government. In June 1924, Britain made 

its report to the Permanent Mandates Commission for the 

period July 1920 to the end of 1923 containing nothing of the 

candor reflected in the internal documents; the documents 

relating to the 1923 reappraisal stayed secret until the early 

1970s.  

Historiography and motivations 

Lloyd George and Balfour remained in government until the 

collapse of the coalition in October 1922. Under the new 

Conservative government, attempts were made to identify the 

background to and motivations for the declaration. A private 

Cabinet memorandum was produced in January 1923, 

providing a summary of the then-known Foreign Office and War 

Cabinet records leading up to the declaration. An 

accompanying Foreign Office note asserted that the primary 

authors of the declaration were Balfour, Sykes, Weizmann, and 

Sokolow, with "perhaps Lord Rothschild as a figure in the 

background", and that "negotiations seem to have been mainly 
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oral and by means of private notes and memoranda of which 

only the scantiest records seem to be available."  

Following the 1936 general strike that was to degenerate into 

the 1936–1939 Arab revolt in Palestine, the most significant 

outbreak of violence since the Mandate began, a British Royal 

Commission – a high-profile public inquiry – was appointed to 

investigate the causes of the unrest.  

The Palestine Royal Commission, appointed with significantly 

broader terms of reference than the previous British inquiries 

into Palestine, completed its 404-page report after six months 

of work in June 1937, publishing it a month later. The report 

began by describing the history of the problem, including a 

detailed summary of the origins of the Balfour Declaration. 

Much of this summary relied on Lloyd-George's personal 

testimony; Balfour had died in 1930 and Sykes in 1919. He 

told the commission that the declaration was made "due to 

propagandist reasons ... In particular Jewish sympathy would 

confirm the support of American Jewry, and would make it 

more difficult for Germany to reduce her military commitments 

and improve her economic position on the eastern front". Two 

years later, in his Memoirs of the Peace Conference, Lloyd 

George described a total of nine factors motivating his decision 

as Prime Minister to release the declaration, including the 

additional reasons that a Jewish presence in Palestine would 

strengthen Britain's position on the Suez Canal and reinforce 

the route to their imperial dominion in India.  

These geopolitical calculations were debated and discussed in 

the following years. Historians agree that the British believed 

that expressing support would appeal to Jews in Germany and 
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the United States, given two of Woodrow Wilson's closest 

advisors were known to be avid Zionists; they also hoped to 

encourage support from the large Jewish population in Russia. 

In addition, the British intended to pre-empt the expected 

French pressure for an international administration in 

Palestine.  

Some historians argue that the British government's decision 

reflected what James Gelvin, Professor of Middle Eastern 

History at UCLA, calls 'patrician anti-Semitism' in the 

overestimation of Jewish power in both the United States and 

Russia. American Zionism was still in its infancy; in 1914 the 

Zionist Federation had a small budget of about $5,000 and 

only 12,000 members, despite an American Jewish population 

of three million. But the Zionist organizations had recently 

succeeded, following a show of force within the American 

Jewish community, in arranging a Jewish congress to debate 

the Jewish problem as a whole. This impacted British and 

French government estimates of the balance of power within 

the American Jewish public.  

AviShlaim, Emeritus Professor of International Relations in the 

University of Oxford, asserts that two main schools of thought 

have been developed on the question of the primary driving 

force behind the declaration, one presented in 1961 by Leonard 

Stein, a lawyer and former political secretary to the World 

Zionist Organization, and the other in 1970 by MayirVereté, 

then Professor of Israeli History at the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. Shlaim states that Stein does not reach any clear 

cut conclusions, but that implicit in his narrative is that the 

declaration resulted primarily from the activity and skill of the 

Zionists, whereas according to Vereté, it was the work of hard-
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headed pragmatists motivated by British imperial interests in 

the Middle East. Much of modern scholarship on the decision 

to issue the declaration focuses on the Zionist movement and 

rivalries within it, with a key debate being whether the role of 

Weizmann was decisive or whether the British were likely to 

have issued a similar declaration in any event. Danny Gutwein, 

Professor of Jewish History at the University of Haifa, proposes 

a twist on an old idea, asserting that Sykes's February 1917 

approach to the Zionists was the defining moment, and that it 

was consistent with the pursuit of the government's wider 

agenda to partition the Ottoman Empire. Historian J. C. 

Hurewitz has written that British support for a Jewish 

homeland in Palestine was part of an effort to secure a land 

bridge between Egypt and the Persian Gulf by annexing 

territory from the Ottoman Empire.  

Long-term impact 

The declaration had two indirect consequences, the emergence 

of a Jewish state and a chronic state of conflict between Arabs 

and Jews throughout the Middle East. It has been described as 

the "original sin" with respect to both Britain's failure in 

Palestine and for wider events in Palestine. The statement also 

had a significant impact on the traditional anti-Zionism of 

religious Jews, some of whom saw it as divine providence; this 

contributed to the growth of religious Zionism amid the larger 

Zionist movement.  

Starting in 1920, intercommunal conflict in Mandatory 

Palestine broke out, which widened into the regional Arab–

Israeli conflict, often referred to as the world's "most 

intractable conflict". The "dual obligation" to the two 
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communities quickly proved to be untenable; the British 

subsequently concluded that it was impossible for them to 

pacify the two communities in Palestine by using different 

messages for different audiences. The Palestine Royal 

Commission – in making the first official proposal for partition 

of the region – referred to the requirements as "contradictory 

obligations", and that the "disease is so deep-rooted that, in 

our firm conviction, the only hope of a cure lies in a surgical 

operation". Following the 1936–1939 Arab revolt in Palestine, 

and as worldwide tensions rose in the buildup to the Second 

World War, the British Parliament approved the White Paper of 

1939 – their last formal statement of governing policy in 

Mandatory Palestine – declaring that Palestine should not 

become a Jewish State and placing restrictions on Jewish 

immigration. Whilst the British considered this consistent with 

the Balfour Declaration's commitment to protect the rights of 

non-Jews, many Zionists saw it as a repudiation of the 

declaration. Although this policy lasted until the British 

surrendered the Mandate in 1948, it served only to highlight 

the fundamental difficulty for Britain in carrying out the 

Mandate obligations.  

Britain's involvement in this became one of the most 

controversial parts of its Empire's history and damaged its 

reputation in the Middle East for generations. According to 

historian Elizabeth Monroe: "measured by British interests 

alone, [the declaration was] one of the greatest mistakes in 

[its] imperial history." The 2010 study by Jonathan Schneer, 

specialist in modern British history at Georgia Tech, concluded 

that because the build-up to the declaration was characterized 

by "contradictions, deceptions, misinterpretations, and wishful 

thinking", the declaration sowed dragon's teeth and "produced 
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a murderous harvest, and we go on harvesting even today". The 

foundational stone for modern Israel had been laid, but the 

prediction that this would lay the groundwork for harmonious 

Arab-Jewish cooperation proved to be wishful thinking.  

On the bicentenary of its foundation, the British newspaper 

The Guardian, reflecting on its major errors of judgment, 

included the support the paper's editor, C. P. Scott, gave to 

Balfour's declaration. Israel had not become, it said, 'the 

country the Guardian foresaw or would have wanted.' The 

Board of Deputies of British Jews through its president Marie 

van der Zyl denounced the column as 'breathtakingly ill-

considered', declaring that the Guardian appeared "to do 

everything it can to undermine the legitimacy of the world's 

only Jewish state".  

The document 

The document was presented to the British Museum in 1924 by 

Walter Rothschild; today it is held in the British Library, which 

separated from the British Museum in 1973, as Additional 

Manuscripts number 41178. From October 1987 to May 1988 it 

was lent outside the UK for display in Israel's Knesset.  

  



Chapter 5 

Lateran Treaty 

The Lateran Treaty (Italian: Patti Lateranensi; Latin: Pacta 

Lateranensia) was one component of the Lateran Pacts of 1929, 

agreements between the Kingdom of Italy under KingVictor 

Emanuel III and the Holy See under Pope Pius XI to settle the 

long-standing Roman Question. The treaty and associated 

pacts were named after the Lateran Palace where they were 

signed on 11 February 1929, and the Italian parliament 

ratified them on 7 June 1929. The treaty recognized Vatican 

City as an independent state under the sovereignty of the Holy 

See. The Italian government also agreed to give the Roman 

Catholic Church financial compensation for the loss of the 

Papal States. In 1948, the Lateran Treaty was recognized in the 

Constitution of Italy as regulating the relations between the 

state and the Catholic Church. 

Content 

The Lateran Pacts are often presented as three treaties: a 27-

article treaty of conciliation, a three-article financial 

convention, and a 45-article concordat. However, the website of 

the Holy See presents the financial convention as an annex of 

the treaty of conciliation, considering the pacts as two 

documents:  

• A political treaty recognising the full sovereignty of

the Holy See in the State of Vatican City, which was

thereby established, accompanied by four annexes:
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• A map of the territory of Vatican City State 

• Maps of buildings with extraterritorial privilege and 

exemption from expropriation and taxes (owned by 

the Holy See but located in Italy and not forming 

part of Vatican City) 

• Maps of buildings with exemption from expropriation 

and taxes (but without extraterritorial privilege) 

• A financial convention agreed on as a definitive 

settlement of the claims of the Holy See following the 

loss in 1870 of its territories and property 

• A concordat regulating relations between the 

Catholic Church and the Italian state 

History 

During the unification of Italy in the mid-19th century, the 

Papal States resisted incorporation into the new nation, even 

as all the other Italian countries, except for San Marino, joined 

it; Camillo Cavour's dream of proclaiming the Kingdom of Italy 

from the steps of St. Peter's Basilica did not come to pass. The 

nascent Kingdom of Italy invaded and occupied Romagna (the 

eastern portion of the Papal States) in 1860, leaving only 

Latium in the pope's domains. Latium, including Rome itself, 

was occupied and annexed in 1870. For the following sixty 

years, relations between the Papacy and the Italian government 

were hostile, and the status of the pope became known as the 

"Roman Question".  

The Popes knew that Rome was irrevocably the capital of Italy. 

There was nothing they wanted less than to govern it or be 

burdened with a papal kingdom. What they wished was 
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independence, a foothold on the earth that belonged to no 

other sovereign. 

Negotiations for the settlement of the Roman Question began in 

1926 between the government of Italy and the Holy See, and 

culminated in the agreements of the Lateran Pacts, signed—the 

Treaty says—for King Victor Emmanuel III of Italy by Prime 

Minister Benito Mussolini and for Pope Pius XI by Cardinal 

Secretary of State Pietro Gasparri, on 11 February 1929. It was 

ratified on 7 June 1929.  

The agreements included a political treaty which created the 

state of the Vatican City and guaranteed full and independent 

sovereignty to the Holy See. The Pope was pledged to perpetual 

neutrality in international relations and to abstention from 

mediation in a controversy unless specifically requested by all 

parties. In the first article of the treaty, Italy reaffirmed the 

principle established in the 1848 Constitution of the Kingdom 

of Italy, that "the Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Religion is the 

only religion of the State". The attached financial agreement 

was accepted as settlement of all the claims of the Holy See 

against Italy arising from the loss of temporal power of the 

Papal States in 1870.  

The sum thereby given to the Holy See was actually less than 

Italy declared it would pay under the terms of the Law of 

Guarantees of 1871, by which the Italian government 

guaranteed to Pope Pius IX and his successors the use of, but 

not sovereignty over, the Vatican and Lateran Palaces and a 

yearly income of 3,250,000 lire as indemnity for the loss of 

sovereignty and territory. The Holy See, on the grounds of the 

need for clearly manifested independence from any political 
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power in its exercise of spiritual jurisdiction, had refused to 

accept the settlement offered in 1871, and the popes thereafter 

until the signing of the Lateran Treaty considered themselves 

prisoners in the Vatican, a small, limited area inside Rome.  

To commemorate the successful conclusion of the negotiations, 

Mussolini commissioned the Via dellaConciliazione (Road of the 

Conciliation), which would symbolically link the Vatican City to 

the heart of Rome.  

After 1946 

The Constitution of the Italian Republic, adopted in 1948, 

states that relations between the State and the Catholic 

Church "are regulated by the Lateran Treaties".  

In 1984, an agreement was signed, revising the concordat. 

Among other things, both sides declared: "The principle of the 

Catholic religion as the sole religion of the Italian State, 

originally referred to by the Lateran Pacts, shall be considered 

to be no longer in force". The Church's position as the sole 

state-supported religion of Italy was also ended, replacing the 

state financing with a personal income tax called the otto per 

mille, to which other religious groups, Christian and non-

Christian, also have access. As of 2013, there are ten other 

religious groups with access. The revised concordat regulated 

the conditions under which civil effects are accorded by Italy to 

church marriages and to ecclesiastical declarations of nullity 

of marriages. Abolished articles included those concerning 

state recognition of knighthoods and titles of nobility conferred 

by the Holy See, the undertaking by the Holy See to confer 

ecclesiastical honours on those authorized to perform religious 
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functions at the request of the State or the Royal Household, 

and the obligation of the Holy See to enable the Italian 

government to present political objections to the proposed 

appointment of diocesan bishops.  

In 2008, it was announced that the Vatican would no longer 

immediately adopt all Italian laws, citing conflict over right-to-

life issues following the trial and ruling of the EluanaEnglaro 

case.  

Violations 

Italy's anti-Jewish laws of 1938 prohibited marriages between 

Jews and non-Jews, including Catholics. The Vatican viewed 

this as a violation of the Concordat, which gave the church the 

sole right to regulate marriages involving Catholics. Article 34 

of the Concordat had also specified that marriages performed 

by the Catholic Church would always be considered valid by 

civil authorities. The Holy See understood this to apply to all 

marriages in Italy celebrated by Roman Catholic clergy, 

regardless of the faiths of those being married.  

  



Chapter 6 

Spanish Civil War 

The Spanish Civil War (Spanish: Guerra Civil Española) was a 

civil war in Spain fought from 1936 to 1939. Republicans loyal 

to the left-leaning Popular Front government of the Second 

Spanish Republic, in alliance with anarchists, of the 

communist and syndicalist variety, fought against an 

insurrection by the Nationalists, an alliance of Falangists, 

monarchists, fascists, conservatives and traditionalists, led by 

a military group among whom General Francisco Franco soon 

achieved a preponderant role. Due to the international political 

climate at the time, the war had many facets and was variously 

viewed as class struggle, a religious struggle, a struggle 

between dictatorship and republican democracy, between 

revolution and counterrevolution, and between fascism and 

communism. According to Claude Bowers, U.S. ambassador to 

Spain during the war, it was the "dress rehearsal" for World 

War II. The Nationalists won the war, which ended in early 

1939, and ruled Spain until Franco's death in November 1975.  

The war began after a pronunciamiento (a declaration of 

military opposition, of revolt) against the Republican 

government by a group of generals of the Spanish Republican 

Armed Forces, with General Emilio Mola as the primary 

planner and leader and having General José Sanjurjo as a 

figurehead. The government at the time was a coalition of 

Republicans, supported in the Cortes by communist and 

socialist parties, under the leadership of centre-left President 

Manuel Azaña. The Nationalist group was supported by a 

number of conservative groups, including CEDA, monarchists, 
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including both the opposing Alfonsists and the religious 

conservative Carlists, and the Falange Española de las JONS, a 

fascist political party. After the deaths of Sanjurjo, Emilio Mola 

and Manuel GodedLlopis, Franco emerged as the remaining 

leader of the Nationalist side.  

The coup was supported by military units in Morocco, 

Pamplona, Burgos, Zaragoza, Valladolid, Cádiz, Córdoba, and 

Seville. However, rebelling units in almost all important 

cities—such as Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia, Bilbao, and 

Málaga—did not gain control, and those cities remained under 

the control of the government. This left Spain militarily and 

politically divided. The Nationalists and the Republican 

government fought for control of the country. The Nationalist 

forces received munitions, soldiers, and air support from 

Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, while the Republican side 

received support from the Soviet Union and Mexico. Other 

countries, such as the United Kingdom, the French Third 

Republic, and the United States, continued to recognise the 

Republican government, but followed an official policy of non-

intervention. Despite this policy, tens of thousands of citizens 

from non-interventionist countries directly participated in the 

conflict. They fought mostly in the pro-Republican 

International Brigades, which also included several thousand 

exiles from pro-Nationalist regimes.  

The Nationalists advanced from their strongholds in the south 

and west, capturing most of Spain's northern coastline in 

1937. They also besieged Madrid and the area to its south and 

west for much of the war. After much of Catalonia was 

captured in 1938 and 1939, and Madrid cut off from 

Barcelona, the Republican military position became hopeless. 
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Following the fall without resistance of Barcelona in January 

1939, the Francoist regime was recognised by France and the 

United Kingdom in February 1939. On March 5, 1939, Colonel 

SegismundoCasado led a military coup against the Republican 

government. Following internal conflict between Republican 

factions in Madrid in the same month, Franco entered the 

capital and declared victory on 1 April 1939. Hundreds of 

thousands of Spaniards fled to refugee camps in southern 

France. Those associated with the losing Republicans who 

stayed were persecuted by the victorious Nationalists. Franco 

established a dictatorship in which all right-wing parties were 

fused into the structure of the Franco regime.  

The war became notable for the passion and political division it 

inspired and for the many atrocities that occurred, on both 

sides. Organisedpurges occurred in territory captured by 

Franco's forces so they could consolidate their future regime. 

Mass executions on a lesser scale also took place in areas 

controlled by the Republicans, with the participation of local 

authorities varying from location to location.  

Background 

The 19th century was a turbulent time for Spain. Those in 

favour of reforming Spain's government vied for political power 

with conservatives, who tried to prevent reforms. Some 

liberals, in a tradition that started with the Spanish 

Constitution of 1812, sought to limit the power of the 

monarchy of Spain and to establish a liberal state. The reforms 

of 1812 were overturned when King Ferdinand VII dissolved the 

Constitution and ended the Trienio Liberal government. Twelve 

successful coups were carried out between 1814 and 1874. 
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Until the 1850s, the economy of Spain was primarily based on 

agriculture. There was little development of a bourgeois 

industrial or commercial class. The land-based oligarchy 

remained powerful; a small number of people held large estates 

called latifundia as well as all the important government 

positions.  

In 1868, popular uprisings led to the overthrow of Queen 

Isabella II of the House of Bourbon. Two distinct factors led to 

the uprisings: a series of urban riots and a liberal movement 

within the middle classes and the military (led by General Joan 

Prim) concerned with the ultra-conservatism of the monarchy. 

In 1873, Isabella's replacement, King Amadeo I of the House of 

Savoy, abdicated due to increasing political pressure, and the 

short-lived First Spanish Republic was proclaimed. After the 

restoration of the Bourbons in December 1874, Carlists and 

Anarchists emerged in opposition to the monarchy. Alejandro 

Lerroux, Spanish politician and leader of the Radical 

Republican Party, helped bring republicanism to the fore in 

Catalonia, where poverty was particularly acute. Growing 

resentment of conscription and of the military culminated in 

the Tragic Week in Barcelona in 1909.  

Spain was neutral in World War I. Following the war, wide 

swathes of Spanish society, including the armed forces, united 

in hopes of removing the corrupt central government, but were 

unsuccessful. Popular perception of communism as a major 

threat significantly increased during this period. In 1923, a 

military coup brought Miguel Primo de Rivera to power; as a 

result, Spain transitioned to government by military 

dictatorship. Support for the Rivera regime gradually faded, 

and he resigned in January 1930. He was replaced by General 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

196 

DámasoBerenguer, who was in turn himself replaced by 

Admiral Juan Bautista Aznar-Cabañas; both men continued a 

policy of rule by decree. There was little support for the 

monarchy in the major cities. Consequently, King Alfonso XIII 

gave in to popular pressure for the establishment of a republic 

in 1931 and called municipal elections for 12 April of that 

year. The socialist and liberal republicans won almost all the 

provincial capitals, and following the resignation of Aznar's 

government, King Alfonso XIII fled the country. At this time, 

the Second Spanish Republic was formed. It remained in power 

until the culmination of the Spanish Civil War.  

The revolutionary committee headed by NicetoAlcalá-Zamora 

became the provisional government, with Alcalá-Zamora as 

president and head of state. The republic had broad support 

from all segments of society. In May, an incident where a taxi 

driver was attacked outside a monarchist club sparked anti-

clerical violence throughout Madrid and south-west Spain. The 

government's slow response disillusioned the right and 

reinforced their view that the Republic was determined to 

persecute the church. In June and July the Confederación 

Nacional delTrabajo, known as the CNT, called several strikes, 

which led to a violent incident between CNT members and the 

Civil Guard and a brutal crackdown by the Civil Guard and the 

army against the CNT in Seville. This led many workers to 

believe the Spanish Second Republic was just as oppressive as 

the monarchy, and the CNT announced its intention of 

overthrowing it via revolution. Elections in June 1931 returned 

a large majority of Republicans and Socialists. With the onset 

of the Great Depression, the government tried to assist rural 

Spain by instituting an eight-hour day and redistributing land 

tenure to farm workers. The rural workers lived in some of the 
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worst poverty in Europe at the time and the government tried 

to increase their wages and improve working conditions. This 

estranged small and medium landholders who used hired 

labour. The Law of Municipal Boundaries forbade the hiring of 

workers from outside the locality of the owner's holdings. Since 

not all localities had enough labour for the tasks required, the 

law had unintended negative consequences, such as sometimes 

shutting out peasants and renters from the labour market 

when they needed extra income as pickers. Labour arbitration 

boards were set up to regulate salaries, contracts and working 

hours; they were more favourable to workers than employers 

and thus the latter became hostile to them. A decree in July 

1931 increased overtime pay and several laws in late 1931 

restricted whom landowners could hire. Other efforts included 

decrees limiting the use of machinery, efforts to create a 

monopoly on hiring, strikes and efforts by unions to limit 

women's employment to preserve a labour monopoly for their 

members. Class struggle intensified as landowners turned to 

counterrevolutionary organisations and local oligarchs. 

Strikes, workplace theft, arson, robbery and assaults on shops, 

strikebreakers, employers and machines became increasingly 

common. Ultimately, the reforms of the Republican-Socialist 

government alienated as many people as they pleased.  

Republican Manuel Azaña Diaz became prime minister of a 

minority government in October 1931. Fascism remained a 

reactive threat, helped by controversial reforms to the military. 

In December, a new reformist, liberal, and democratic 

constitution was declared. It included strong provisions 

enforcing a broad secularisation of the Catholic country, which 

included the abolishing of Catholic schools and charities, 

which many moderate committed Catholics opposed. At this 
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point once the constituent assembly had fulfilled its mandate 

of approving a new constitution, it should have arranged for 

regular parliamentary elections and adjourned. However 

fearing the increasing popular opposition, the Radical and 

Socialist majority postponed the regular elections, prolonging 

their time in power for two more years. Diaz's republican 

government initiated numerous reforms to, in their view, 

modernize the country. In 1932, the Jesuits who were in 

charge of the best schools throughout the country were banned 

and had all their property confiscated. The army was reduced. 

Landowners were expropriated. Home rule was granted to 

Catalonia, with a local parliament and a president of its own. 

In June 1933, Pope Pius XI issued the encyclical 

DilectissimaNobis, "On Oppression of the Church of Spain", 

raising his voice against the persecution of the Catholic 

Church in Spain.  

In November 1933, the right-wing parties won the general 

election. The causal factors were increased resentment of the 

incumbent government caused by a controversial decree 

implementing land reform and by the Casas Viejas incident, 

and the formation of a right-wing alliance, Spanish 

Confederation of Autonomous Right-wing Groups (CEDA). 

Another factor was the recent enfranchisement of women, most 

of whom voted for centre-right parties. The left Republicans 

attempted to have NicetoAlcalá Zamora cancel the electoral 

results but did not succeed. Despite CEDA's electoral victory, 

president Alcalá-Zamora declined to invite its leader, Gil 

Robles, to form a government fearing CEDA's monarchist 

sympathies and proposed changes to the constitution. Instead, 

he invited the Radical Republican Party's Alejandro Lerroux to 
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do so. Despite receiving the most votes, CEDA was denied 

cabinet positions for nearly a year.  

Events in the period after November 1933, called the "black 

biennium", seemed to make a civil war more likely. Alejandro 

Lerroux of the Radical Republican Party (RRP) formed a 

government, reversing changes made by the previous 

administration and granting amnesty to the collaborators of 

the unsuccessful uprising by General José Sanjurjo in August 

1932. Some monarchists joined with the then fascist-

nationalist Falange Española y de las JONS ("Falange") to help 

achieve their aims. Open violence occurred in the streets of 

Spanish cities, and militancy continued to increase, reflecting 

a movement towards radical upheaval, rather than peaceful 

democratic means as solutions. A small insurrection by 

anarchists occurred in December 1933 in response to CEDA's 

victory, in which around 100 people died. After a year of 

intense pressure, CEDA, the party with the most seats in 

parliament, finally succeeded in forcing the acceptance of three 

ministries. The Socialists (PSOE) and Communists reacted with 

an insurrection for which they had been preparing for nine 

months. The rebellion developed into a bloody revolutionary 

uprising, against the existing order. Fairly well armed 

revolutionaries managed to take the whole province of 

Asturias, murdered numerous policemen, clergymen, and 

civilians, and destroyed religious buildings including churches, 

convents, and part of the university at Oviedo. In the occupied 

areas, the rebels officially declared the proletarian revolution 

and abolished regular money. The rebellion was crushed in two 

weeks by the Spanish Navy and the Spanish Republican Army, 

the latter using mainly Moorishcolonial troops from Spanish 

Morocco. Azaña was in Barcelona that day, and the Lerroux-
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CEDA government tried to implicate him. He was arrested and 

charged with complicity. In fact, Azaña had no connection with 

the rebellion and was released from prison in January 1935.  

In sparking an uprising, the non-anarchist socialists, like the 

anarchists, manifested their conviction that the existing 

political order was illegitimate. The Spanish historian Salvador 

de Madariaga, an Azaña supporter and an exiled vocal 

opponent of Francisco Franco, wrote a sharp criticism of the 

left's participation in the revolt: "The uprising of 1934 is 

unforgivable. The argument that Mr Gil Robles tried to destroy 

the Constitution to establish fascism was, at once, hypocritical 

and false. With the rebellion of 1934, the Spanish left lost even 

the shadow of moral authority to condemn the rebellion of 

1936."  

Reversals of land reform resulted in expulsions, firings, and 

arbitrary changes to working conditions in the central and 

southern countryside in 1935, with landowners' behaviour at 

times reaching "genuine cruelty", with violence against 

farmworkers and socialists, which caused several deaths. One 

historian argued that the behaviour of the right in the 

southern countryside was one of the main causes of hatred 

during the Civil War and possibly even the Civil War itself. 

Landowners taunted workers by saying that if they went 

hungry, they should "Go eat Republic!" Bosses fired leftist 

workers and imprisoned trade union and socialist militants, 

and wages were reduced to "salaries of hunger."  

In 1935, the government led by the Radical Republican Party 

went through a series of crises. President NicetoAlcalá-Zamora, 

who was hostile to this government, called another election. 
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The Popular Front won the 1936 general election with a narrow 

victory. Some scholars consider that election rigged. The 

revolutionary left-wing masses took to the streets and freed 

prisoners. In the thirty-six hours following the election, sixteen 

people were killed (mostly by police officers attempting to 

maintain order or to intervene in violent clashes) and thirty-

nine were seriously injured. Also, fifty churches and seventy 

conservative political centres were attacked or set ablaze. 

Manuel AzañaDíaz was called to form a government before the 

electoral process had ended. He shortly replaced Zamora as 

president, taking advantage of a constitutional loophole. 

Convinced that the left was no longer willing to follow the rule 

of law and that its vision of Spain was under threat, the right 

abandoned the parliamentary option and began planning to 

overthrow the republic, rather than to control it.  

PSOE's left wing socialists started to take action. Julio 

ÁlvarezdelVayo talked about "Spain' being converted into a 

socialist Republic in association with the Soviet Union". 

Francisco Largo Caballero declared that "the organized 

proletariat will carry everything before it and destroy 

everything until we reach our goal". The country rapidly 

descended into anarchy. Even the staunch socialist Indalecio 

Prieto, at a party rally in Cuenca in May 1936, complained: "we 

have never seen so tragic a panorama or so great a collapse as 

in Spain at this moment. Abroad, Spain is classified as 

insolvent. This is not the road to socialism or communism but 

to desperate anarchism without even the advantage of liberty". 

The disenchantment with Azaña's ruling was also voiced by 

Miguel de Unamuno, a republican and one of Spain's most 

respected intellectuals who, in June 1936, told a reporter who 
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published his statement in El Adelanto that President Manuel 

Azaña should commit suicide "as a patriotic act".  

According to Stanley Payne, by July 1936, the situation in 

Spain had deteriorated massively. Spanish commentators 

spoke of chaos and preparation for revolution, foreign 

diplomats prepared for the possibility of revolution, and an 

interest in fascism developed among the threatened. Payne 

states that, by July 1936:  

"The frequent overt violations of the law, assaults on property, 

and political violence in Spain were without precedent for a 

modern European country not undergoing total revolution. 

These included massive, sometimes violent and destructive 

strike waves, large-scale illegal seizures of farmland in the 

south, a wave of arson and destruction of property, arbitrary 

closure of Catholic schools, seizure of churches and Catholic 

property in some areas, widespread censorship, thousands of 

arbitrary arrests, virtual impunity for criminal action by 

members of Popular Front parties, manipulation and 

politicisation of justice, arbitrary dissolution of rightist 

organisations, coercive elections in Cuenca and Granada that 

excluded all opposition, subversion of the security forces, and 

a substantial growth in political violence, resulting in more 

than three hundred deaths. Moreover, because local and 

provincial governments were forcibly taken over, decreed by 

the government in much of the country rather than secured via 

any elections, they tended to have a coercive cast akin to that 

of local governments taken over by Italian Fascists in northern 

Italy during the summer of 1922. Yet as of early July the 

centrist and rightist opposition in Spain remained divided and 

impotent." 
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LaiaBalcells observes that polarisation in Spain just before the 

coup was so intense that physical confrontations between 

leftists and rightists were a routine occurrence in most 

localities; six days before the coup occurred, there was a riot 

between the two in the province of Teruel. Balcells notes that 

Spanish society was so divided along Left-Right lines that the 

monk HilariRaguer stated that in his parish, instead of playing 

"cops and robbers", children would sometimes play "leftists 

and rightists." Within the first month of the Popular Front's 

government, nearly a quarter of the provincial governors had 

been removed due to their failure to prevent or control strikes, 

illegal land occupation, political violence and arson. The 

Popular Front government was more likely to persecute 

rightists for violence than leftists who committed similar acts. 

Azaña was hesitant to use the army to shoot or stop rioters or 

protestors as many of them supported his coalition. On the 

other hand, he was reluctant to disarm the military as he 

believed he needed them to stop insurrections from the 

extreme left. Illegal land occupation became widespread – poor 

tenant farmers knew the government was disinclined to stop 

them. By April 1936, nearly 100,000 peasants had 

appropriated 400,000 hectares of land and perhaps as many as 

1 million hectares by the start of the civil war; for comparison, 

the 1931–33 land reform had granted only 6,000 peasants 

45,000 hectares. As many strikes occurred between April and 

July as had occurred in the entirety of 1931. Workers 

increasingly demanded less work and more pay. "Social crimes" 

– refusing to pay for goods and rent – became increasingly 

common by workers, particularly in Madrid. In some cases this 

was done in the company of armed militants. Conservatives, 

the middle classes, businessmen and landowners became 

convinced that revolution had already begun.  
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Prime Minister Santiago CasaresQuiroga ignored warnings of a 

military conspiracy involving several generals, who decided 

that the government had to be replaced to prevent the 

dissolution of Spain. Both sides had become convinced that, if 

the other side gained power, it would discriminate against their 

members and attempt to suppress their political organisations.  

Military coup 

Backgrounds 

Shortly after the Popular Front's victory in the 1936 election, 

various groups of officers, both active and retired, got together 

to begin discussing the prospect of a coup. It would only be by 

the end of April that General Emilio Mola would emerge as the 

leader of a national conspiracy network. The Republican 

government acted to remove suspect generals from influential 

posts. Franco was sacked as chief of staff and transferred to 

command of the Canary Islands. Manuel GodedLlopis was 

removed as inspector general and was made general of the 

Balearic Islands. Emilio Mola was moved from head of the 

Army of Africa to military commander of Pamplona in Navarre. 

This, however, allowed Mola to direct the mainland uprising. 

General José Sanjurjo became the figurehead of the operation 

and helped reach an agreement with the Carlists. Mola was 

chief planner and second in command. José Antonio Primo de 

Rivera was put in prison in mid-March in order to restrict the 

Falange. However, government actions were not as thorough as 

they might have been, and warnings by the Director of Security 

and other figures were not acted upon.  
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The revolt was remarkably devoid of any particular ideology. 

The major goal was to put an end to anarchical disorder. 

Mola's plan for the new regime was envisioned as a "republican 

dictatorship", modelled after Salazar's Portugal and as a semi-

pluralist authoritarian regime rather than a totalitarian fascist 

dictatorship. The initial government would be an all-military 

"Directory", which would create a "strong and disciplined 

state." General Sanjurjo would be the head of this new regime, 

due to being widely liked and respected within the military, 

though his position would be largely symbolic due to his lack 

of political talent. The 1931 Constitution would be suspended, 

replaced by a new "constituent parliament" which would be 

chosen by a new politically purged electorate, who would vote 

on the issue of republic versus monarchy. Certain liberal 

elements would remain, such as separation of church and state 

as well as freedom of religion. Agrarian issues would be solved 

by regional commissioners on the basis of smallholdings but 

collective cultivation would be permitted in some 

circumstances. Legislation prior to February 1936 would be 

respected. Violence would be required to destroy opposition to 

the coup, though it seems Mola did not envision the mass 

atrocities and repression that would ultimately manifest during 

the civil war. Of particular importance to Mola was ensuring 

the revolt was at its core an Army affair, one that would not be 

subject to special interests and that the coup would make the 

armed forces the basis for the new state. However, the 

separation of church and state was forgotten once the conflict 

assumed the dimension of a war of religion, and military 

authorities increasingly deferred to the Church and to the 

expression of Catholic sentiment. However, Mola'sprogram was 

vague and only a rough sketch, and there were disagreements 

among coupists about their vision for Spain.  
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On 12 June, Prime MinisterCasaresQuiroga met General Juan 

Yagüe, who falsely convinced Casares of his loyalty to the 

republic. Mola began serious planning in the spring. Franco 

was a key player because of his prestige as a former director of 

the military academy and as the man who suppressed the 

Asturian miners' strike of 1934. He was respected in the Army 

of Africa, the Army's toughest troops. He wrote a cryptic letter 

to Casares on 23 June, suggesting that the military was 

disloyal, but could be restrained if he were put in charge. 

Casares did nothing, failing to arrest or buy off Franco.  

With the help of the British intelligence agents Cecil Bebb and 

Hugh Pollard, the rebels chartered a Dragon Rapide aircraft 

(paid for with help from Juan March, the wealthiest man in 

Spain at the time) to transport Franco from the Canary Islands 

to Spanish Morocco. The plane flew to the Canaries on 11 July, 

and Franco arrived in Morocco on 19 July. According to 

Stanley Payne, Franco was offered this position as Mola's 

planning for the coup had become increasingly complex and it 

did not look like it would be as swift as he hoped, instead 

likely turning into a miniature civil war that would last several 

weeks. Mola thus had concluded that the troops in Spain were 

insufficient for the task and that it would be necessary to use 

elite units from North Africa, something which Franco had 

always believed would be necessary.  

On 12 July 1936, Falangists in Madrid killed police officer 

Lieutenant José Castillo of the Guardia de Asalto (Assault 

Guard). Castillo was a Socialist party member who, among 

other activities, was giving military training to the UGT youth. 

Castillo had led the Assault Guards that violently suppressed 

the riots after the funeral of Guardia Civil lieutenant Anastasio 
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de los Reyes. (Los Reyes had been shot by anarchists during 14 

April military parade commemorating the five years of the 

Republic.)  

Assault Guard Captain Fernando Condés was a close personal 

friend of Castillo. The next day, after getting the approval of 

the minister of interior to illegally arrest specified members of 

parliament, he led his squad to arrest José María Gil-Robles y 

Quiñones, founder of CEDA, as a reprisal for Castillo's murder. 

But he was not at home, so they went to the house of José 

Calvo Sotelo, a leading Spanish monarchist and a prominent 

parliamentary conservative. Luis Cuenca, a member of the 

arresting group and a Socialist who was known as the 

bodyguard of PSOE leader Indalecio Prieto, summarily 

executedCalvo Sotelo by shooting him in the back of the neck. 

Hugh Thomas concludes that Condés intended to arrest Sotelo, 

and that Cuenca acted on his own initiative, although he 

acknowledges other sources dispute this finding.  

Massive reprisals followed. The killing of Calvo Sotelo with 

police involvement aroused suspicions and strong reactions 

among the government's opponents on the right. Although the 

nationalist generals were already planning an uprising, the 

event was a catalyst and a public justification for a coup. 

Stanley Payne claims that before these events, the idea of 

rebellion by army officers against the government had 

weakened; Mola had estimated that only 12% of officers 

reliably supported the coup and at one point considered fleeing 

the country for fear he was already compromised, and had to 

be convinced to remain by his co-conspirators. However, the 

kidnapping and murder of Sotelo transformed the "limping 

conspiracy" into a revolt that could trigger a civil war. The 
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arbitrary use of lethal force by the state and a lack of action 

against the attackers led to public disapproval of the 

government. No effective punitive, judicial or even investigative 

action was taken; Payne points to a possible veto by socialists 

within the government who shielded the killers who had been 

drawn from their ranks. The murder of a parliamentary leader 

by state police was unprecedented, and the belief that the state 

had ceased to be neutral and effective in its duties encouraged 

important sectors of the right to join the rebellion. Within 

hours of learning of the murder and the reaction, 

Francochanged his mind on rebellion and dispatched a 

message to Mola to display his firm commitment.  

The Socialists and Communists, led by Indalecio Prieto, 

demanded that arms be distributed to the people before the 

military took over. The prime minister was hesitant.  

Beginning of the coup 

The uprising's timing was fixed at 17 July, at 17:01, agreed to 

by the leader of the Carlists, Manuel Fal Conde. However, the 

timing was changed—the men in the Morocco protectorate were 

to rise up at 05:00 on 18 July and those in Spain proper a day 

later so that control of Spanish Morocco could be achieved and 

forces sent back to the Iberian Peninsula to coincide with the 

risings there. The rising was intended to be a swift coup d'état, 

but the government retained control of most of the country.  

Control over Spanish Morocco was all but certain. The plan 

was discovered in Morocco on 17 July, which prompted the 

conspirators to enact it immediately. Little resistance was 

encountered. The rebels shot 189 people. Goded and Franco 
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immediately took control of the islands to which they were 

assigned. On 18 July, CasaresQuiroga refused an offer of help 

from the CNT and Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT), 

leading the groups to proclaim a general strike—in effect, 

mobilising. They opened weapons caches, some buried since 

the 1934 risings, and formed militias. The paramilitary 

security forces often waited for the outcome of militia action 

before either joining or suppressing the rebellion. Quick action 

by either the rebels or anarchist militias was often enough to 

decide the fate of a town. General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano 

secured Seville for the rebels, arresting a number of other 

officers.  

Outcome 

The rebels failed to take any major cities with the critical 

exception of Seville, which provided a landing point for 

Franco's African troops, and the primarily conservative and 

Catholic areas of Old Castile and León, which fell quickly. They 

took Cádiz with help from the first troops from Africa.  

The government retained control of Málaga, Jaén, and Almería. 

In Madrid, the rebels were hemmed into the Cuartel de la 

Montaña siege, which fell with considerable bloodshed. 

Republican leader CasaresQuiroga was replaced by José Giral, 

who ordered the distribution of weapons among the civilian 

population. This facilitated the defeat of the army insurrection 

in the main industrial centres, including Madrid, Barcelona, 

and Valencia, but it allowed anarchists to take control of 

Barcelona along with large swathes of Aragón and Catalonia. 

General Goded surrendered in Barcelona and was later 

condemned to death. The Republican government ended up 
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controlling almost all the east coast and central area around 

Madrid, as well as most of Asturias, Cantabria and part of the 

Basque Country in the north.  

Hugh Thomas suggested that the civil war could have ended in 

the favour of either side almost immediately if certain 

decisions had been taken during the initial coup. Thomas 

argues that if the government had taken steps to arm the 

workers, they could probably have crushed the coup very 

quickly.  

Conversely, if the coup had risen everywhere in Spain on the 

18th rather than be delayed, it could have triumphed by the 

22nd. While the militias that rose to meet the rebels were often 

untrained and poorly armed (possessing only a small number 

of pistols, shotguns and dynamite), this was offset by the fact 

that the rebellion was not universal. In addition, the Falangists 

and Carlists were themselves often not particularly powerful 

fighters either. However, enough officers and soldiers had 

joined the coup to prevent it from being crushed swiftly.  

The rebels termed themselves Nacionales, normally translated 

"Nationalists", although the former implies "true Spaniards" 

rather than a nationalistic cause. The result of the coup was a 

nationalist area of control containing 11 million of Spain's 

population of 25 million. The Nationalists had secured the 

support of around half of Spain's territorial army, some 60,000 

men, joined by the Army of Africa, made up of 35,000 men, and 

just under half of Spain's militaristic police forces, the Assault 

Guards, the Civil Guards, and the Carabineers. Republicans 

controlled under half of the rifles and about a third of both 

machine guns and artillery pieces.  
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The Spanish Republican Army had just 18 tanks of a 

sufficiently modern design, and the Nationalists took control of 

10. Naval capacity was uneven, with the Republicans retaining 

a numerical advantage, but with the Navy's top commanders 

and two of the most modern ships, heavy cruisers Canarias—

captured at the Ferrol shipyard—and Baleares, in Nationalist 

control. The Spanish Republican Navy suffered from the same 

problems as the army—many officers had defected or been 

killed after trying to do so. Two-thirds of air capability was 

retained by the government—however, the whole of the 

Republican Air Force was very outdated.  

Combatants 

The war was cast by Republican sympathisers as a struggle 

between tyranny and freedom, and by Nationalist supporters as 

communist and anarchist red hordes versus Christian 

civilisation.  

Nationalists also claimed they were bringing security and 

direction to an ungoverned and lawless country. Spanish 

politics, especially on the left, was quite fragmented: on the 

one hand socialists and communists supported the republic 

but on the other, during the republic, anarchists had mixed 

opinions, though both major groups opposed the Nationalists 

during the Civil War; the latter, in contrast, were united by 

their fervent opposition to the Republican government and 

presented a more unified front.  

The coup divided the armed forces fairly evenly. One historical 

estimate suggests that there were some 87,000 troops loyal to 

the government and some 77,000 joining the insurgency, 
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though some historians suggest that the Nationalist figure 

should be revised upwards and that it probably amounted to 

some 95,000.  

During the first few months, both armies were joined in high 

numbers by volunteers, Nationalists by some 100,000 men and 

Republicans by some 120,000. From August, both sides 

launched their own, similarly scaled conscription schemes, 

resulting in further massive growth of their armies. Finally, the 

final months of 1936 saw the arrival of foreign troops, 

International Brigades joining the Republicans and Italian 

CTV, German Legion Condor and Portuguese Viriatos joining 

the Nationalists. The result was that in April 1937 there were 

some 360,000 soldiers in the Republican ranks and some 

290,000 in the Nationalist ones.  

The armies kept growing. The principal source of manpower 

was conscription; both sides continued and expanded their 

schemes, the Nationalists drafting more aggressively, and there 

was little room left for volunteering. Foreigners contributed 

little to further growth; on the Nationalist side the Italians 

scaled down their engagement, while on the Republican side 

the influx of new interbrigadistas did not cover losses on the 

front. At the turn of 1937/1938, each army numbered about 

700,000.  

Throughout 1938, the principal if not exclusive source of new 

men was a draft; at this stage it was the Republicans who 

conscripted more aggressively, and only 47% of their 

combatants were in age corresponding to the Nationalist 

conscription age limits. Just prior to the Battle of Ebro, 

Republicans achieved their all-time high, slightly above 
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800,000; yet Nationalists numbered 880,000. The Battle of 

Ebro, fall of Catalonia and collapsing discipline caused a great 

shrinking of Republican troops. In late February 1939, their 

army was 400,000 compared to more than double that number 

of Nationalists. In the moment of their final victory, 

Nationalists commanded over 900,000 troops.  

The total number of Spaniards serving in the Republican forces 

was officially stated as 917,000; later scholarly work estimated 

the number as "well over 1 million men", though earlier studies 

claimed a Republican total of 1.75 million (including non-

Spaniards). The total number of Spaniards serving in the 

Nationalist units is estimated at "nearly 1 million men", though 

earlier works claimed a total of 1.26 million Nationalists 

(including non-Spaniards).  

Republicans 

• Only two countries openly and fully supported the 

Republic: the Mexican government and the USSR. 

From them, especially the USSR, the Republic 

received diplomatic support, volunteers, weapons 

and vehicles. Other countries remained neutral; this 

neutrality faced serious opposition from 

sympathizers in the United States and United 

Kingdom, and to a lesser extent in other European 

countries and from Marxists worldwide. This led to 

formation of the International Brigades, thousands of 

foreigners of all nationalities who voluntarily went to 

Spain to aid the Republic in the fight; they meant a 

great deal to morale but militarily were not very 

significant.  
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The Republic's supporters within Spain ranged from centrists 

who supported a moderately-capitalist liberal democracy to 

revolutionary anarchists who opposed the Republic but sided 

with it against the coup forces. Their base was primarily 

secular and urban but also included landless peasants and 

was particularly strong in industrial regions like Asturias, the 

Basque country, and Catalonia.  

This faction was called variously leales "Loyalists" by 

supporters, "Republicans", the "Popular Front", or "the 

government" by all parties; and/or losrojos "the Reds" by their 

opponents. Republicans were supported by urban workers, 

agricultural labourers, and parts of the middle class.  

The conservative, strongly Catholic Basque country, along with 

Catholic Galicia and the more left-leaning Catalonia, sought 

autonomy or independence from the central government of 

Madrid. The Republican government allowed for the possibility 

of self-government for the two regions, whose forces were 

gathered under the People's Republican Army (Ejército Popular 

Republicano, or EPR), which was reorganised into mixed 

brigades after October 1936.  

A few well-known people fought on the Republican side, such 

as English novelist George Orwell (who wrote Homage to 

Catalonia (1938), an account of his experiences in the war) and 

Canadian thoracic surgeon Norman Bethune, who developed a 

mobile blood-transfusion service for front-line operations. 

Simone Weil added herself for a while to the anarchist columns 

of Buenaventura Durruti, though fellow fighters feared she 

might inadvertently shoot them because she was short-sighted, 

and tried to avoid taking her on missions. By the account of 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

215 

her biographer Simone Petrement, Weil was evacuated from the 

front after a matter of weeks because of an injury sustained in 

a cooking accident.  

Nationalists 

The Nacionales or Nationalists, also called "insurgents", 

"rebels" or, by opponents, Franquistas or "fascists" —feared 

national fragmentation and opposed the separatist movements. 

They were chiefly defined by their anti-communism, which 

galvanised diverse or opposed movements like Falangists and 

monarchists. Their leaders had a generally wealthier, more 

conservative, monarchist, landowning background.  

The Nationalist side included the Carlists and Alfonsists, 

Spanish nationalists, the fascist Falange, and most 

conservatives and monarchist liberals. Virtually all Nationalist 

groups had strong Catholic convictions and supported the 

native Spanish clergy. The Nationals included the majority of 

the Catholic clergy and practitioners (outside of the Basque 

region), important elements of the army, most large 

landowners, and many businessmen. The Nationalist base 

largely consisted of the middle classes, conservative peasant 

smallholders in the North and Catholics in general. Catholic 

support became particularly pronounced as a consequence of 

the burning of churches and killing of priests in most leftists 

zones during the first six months of the war. By mid-1937, the 

Catholic Church gave its official blessing to the Franco regime; 

religious fervor was a major source of emotional support for 

the Nationalists during the civil war. Michael Seidmann reports 

that devout Catholics, such as seminary students, often 

volunteered to fight and would die in disproportionate numbers 
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in the war. Catholic confession cleared the soldiers of moral 

doubt and increased fighting ability; Republican newspapers 

described Nationalist priests as ferocious in battle and 

Indalecio Prieto remarked that the enemy he feared most was 

"the requeté who has just received communion."  

One of the rightists' principal motives was to confront the anti-

clericalism of the Republican regime and to defend the Catholic 

Church, which had been targeted by opponents, including 

Republicans, who blamed the institution for the country's ills. 

The Church opposed many of the Republicans' reforms, which 

were fortified by the Spanish Constitution of 1931. Articles 24 

and 26 of the 1931 constitution had banned the Society of 

Jesus. This proscription deeply offended many within the 

conservative fold. The revolution in the Republican zone at the 

outset of the war, in which 7,000 clergy and thousands of lay 

people were killed, deepened Catholic support for the 

Nationalists.  

Prior to the war, during the Asturian miners' strike of 1934, 

religious buildings were burnt and at least 100 clergy, 

religious civilians, and pro-Catholic police were killed by 

revolutionaries. Franco had brought in Spain's colonial Army 

of Africa (Spanish: Ejército de África or Cuerpo de Ejército 

Marroquí) and reduced the miners to submission by heavy 

artillery attacks and bombing raids. The Spanish Legion 

committed atrocities and the army carried out summary 

executions of leftists. The repression in the aftermath was 

brutal and prisoners were tortured.  

The Moroccan FuerzasRegularesIndígenas joined the rebellion 

and played a significant role in the civil war.  
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While the Nationalists are often assumed to have drawn in the 

majority of military officers, this is a somewhat simplistic 

analysis. The Spanish army had its own internal divisions and 

long-standing rifts. Officers supporting the coup tended to be 

africanistas (men who fought in North Africa between 1909 and 

1923) while those who stayed loyal tended to be peninsulares 

(men who stayed back in Spain during this period). This was 

because during Spain's North African campaigns, the 

traditional promotion by seniority was suspended in favor of 

promotion by merit through battlefield heroism. This tended to 

benefit younger officers starting their careers as they could, 

while older officers had familial commitments that made it 

harder for them to be deployed in North Africa. Officers in 

front line combat corps (primarily infantry and cavalry) 

benefited over those in technical corps (those in artillery, 

engineering etc.) because they had more chances to 

demonstrate the requisite battlefield heroism and had also 

traditionally enjoyed promotion by seniority. The peninsulares 

resented seeing the africanistas rapidly leapfrog through the 

ranks, while the africanistasthemselves were seen as 

swaggering and arrogant, further fuelling resentment. Thus, 

when the coup occurred, officers who joined the rebellion, 

particularly from Franco's rank downwards, were often 

africanistas, while senior officers and those in non-front line 

positions tended to oppose it (though a small number of senior 

africanistas opposed the coup as well). It has also been argued 

that officers who stayed loyal to the Republic were more likely 

to have been promoted and to have been favoured by the 

Republican regime (such as those in the Aviation and Assault 

Guard units). Thus, while often thought of as a "rebellion of 

the generals", this is not correct. Of the eighteen division 

generals, only four rebelled (of the four division generals 
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without postings, two rebelled and two remained loyal). 

Fourteen of the fifty-six brigade generals rebelled. The rebels 

tended to draw from less senior officers. Of the approximately 

15,301 officers, just over half rebelled.  

Other factions 

Catalan and Basque nationalists were divided. Left-wing 

Catalan nationalists sided with the Republicans, while 

Conservative Catalan nationalists were far less vocal in 

supporting the government, due to anti-clericalism and 

confiscations occurring in areas within its control.  

Basque nationalists, heralded by the conservative Basque 

Nationalist Party, were mildly supportive of the Republican 

government, although some in Navarre sided with the uprising 

for the same reasons influencing conservative Catalans. 

Notwithstanding religious matters, Basque nationalists, who 

were for the most part Catholic, generally sided with the 

Republicans, although the PNV, Basque nationalist party, was 

reported passing the plans of Bilbao defences to the 

Nationalists, in an attempt to reduce the duration and 

casualties of siege.  

Foreign involvement 

The Spanish Civil War exposed political divisions across 

Europe. The right and the Catholics supported the Nationalists 

to stop the spread of Bolshevism. On the left, including labour 

unions, students and intellectuals, the war represented a 

necessary battle to stop the spread of fascism. Anti-war and 

pacifist sentiment was strong in many countries, leading to 



Inter-war Years: 1918–1939 
 

219 

warnings that the Civil War could escalate into a second world 

war. In this respect, the war was an indicator of the growing 

instability across Europe.  

The Spanish Civil War involved large numbers of non-Spanish 

citizens who participated in combat and advisory positions. 

Britain and France led a political alliance of 27 nations that 

pledged non-intervention, including an embargo on all arms 

exports to Spain. The United States unofficially adopted a 

position of non-intervention as well, despite abstaining from 

joining the alliance (due in part to its policy political isolation). 

Germany, Italy and the Soviet Union signed on officially, but 

ignored the embargo. The attempted suppression of imported 

material was largely ineffective, and France was especially 

accused of allowing large shipments to Republican troops. The 

clandestine actions of the various European powers were, at 

the time, considered to be risking another world war, alarming 

antiwar elements across the world.  

The League of Nations' reaction to the war was influenced by a 

fear of communism, and was insufficient to contain the 

massive importation of arms and other war resources by the 

fighting factions. Although a Non-Intervention Committee was 

formed, its policies accomplished little and its directives were 

ineffective.  

Support for the Nationalists 

Italy 

As the conquest of Ethiopia in the Second Italo-Ethiopian War 

made the Italian government confident in its military power, 
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Benito Mussolini joined the war to secure Fascist control of the 

Mediterranean, supporting the Nationalists to a greater extent 

than the National-Socialists did. The Royal Italian Navy 

(Italian: Regia Marina) played a substantial role in the 

Mediterranean blockade, and ultimately Italy supplied machine 

guns, artillery, aircraft, tankettes, the AviazioneLegionaria, 

and the CorpoTruppeVolontarie (CTV) to the Nationalist cause. 

The Italian CTV would, at its peak, supply the Nationalists 

with 50,000 men. Italian warships took part in breaking the 

Republican navy's blockade of Nationalist-held Spanish 

Morocco and took part in naval bombardment of Republican-

held Málaga, Valencia, and Barcelona. In total, Italy provided 

the Nationalists with 660 planes, 150 tanks, 800 artillery 

pieces, 10,000 machine guns, and 240,000 rifles.  

Germany 

German involvement began days after fighting broke out in 

July 1936. Adolf Hitler quickly sent in powerful air and 

armoured units to assist the Nationalists. The war provided 

combat experience with the latest technology for the German 

military. However, the intervention also posed the risk of 

escalating into a world war for which Hitler was not ready. 

Therefore, he limited his aid, and instead encouraged Benito 

Mussolini to send in large Italian units.  

Nazi Germany's actions included the formation of the 

multitasking Condor Legion, a unit composed of volunteers 

from the Luftwaffe and the German Army (Heer) from July 1936 

to March 1939. The Condor Legion proved to be especially 

useful in the 1936 Battle of the Toledo. Germany moved the 

Army of Africa to mainland Spain in the war's early stages. 
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German operations slowly expanded to include strike targets, 

most notably—and controversially—the bombing of Guernica 

which, on 26 April 1937, killed 200 to 300 civilians. Germany 

also used the war to test new weapons, such as the Luftwaffe 

Junkers Ju 87 Stukas and Junkers Ju-52 transport Trimotors 

(used also as Bombers), which showed themselves to be 

effective.  

German involvement was further manifested through 

undertakings such as Operation Ursula, a U-boat undertaking; 

and contributions from the Kriegsmarine. The Legion 

spearheaded many Nationalist victories, particularly in aerial 

combat, while Spain further provided a proving ground for 

German tank tactics. The training which German units 

provided to the Nationalist forces would prove valuable. By the 

War's end, perhaps 56,000 Nationalist soldiers, encompassing 

infantry, artillery, aerial and naval forces, had been trained by 

German detachments.  

Hitler's policy for Spain was shrewd and pragmatic. His 

instructions were clear: "...A hundred per cent victory for 

Franco was not desirable from a German point of view; rather 

were we interested in a continuance of the war and in the 

keeping up of the tension in the Mediterranean." Hitler wanted 

to help Franco just enough to gain his gratitude and to prevent 

the side supported by the Soviet Union from winning, but not 

large enough to give the Caudillo a quick victory.  

A total of approximately 16,000 German citizens fought in the 

war, with approximately 300 killed, though no more than 

10,000 participated at any one time. German aid to the 

Nationalists amounted to approximately £43,000,000 

($215,000,000) in 1939 prices, 15.5% of which was used for 
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salaries and expenses and 21.9% for direct delivery of supplies 

to Spain, while 62.6% was expended on the Condor Legion. In 

total, Germany provided the Nationalists with 600 planes and 

200 tanks.  

Portugal 

The Estado Novo regime of Portuguese Prime Minister António 

de Oliveira Salazar played an important role in supplying 

Franco's forces with ammunition and logistical help.  

Salazar supported Francisco Franco and the Nationalists in 

their war against the Second Republic forces, as well as the 

anarchists and the communists. The Nationalists lacked access 

to seaports early on, so Salazar's Portugal helped them receive 

armaments shipments from abroad, including ordnance when 

certain Nationalist forces virtually ran out of ammunition. 

Consequently, the Nationalists called Lisbon "the port of 

Castile". Later, Franco spoke of Salazar in glowing terms in an 

interview in the Le Figaro newspaper: "The most complete 

statesman, the one most worthy of respect, that I have known 

is Salazar. I regard him as an extraordinary personality for his 

intelligence, his political sense and his humility. His only 

defect is probably his modesty."  

On 8 September 1936, a naval revolt took place in Lisbon. The 

crews of two naval Portuguese vessels, the NRP Afonso de 

Albuquerque and the NRP Dão, mutinied. The sailors, who were 

affiliated with the Portuguese Communist Party, confined their 

officers and attempted to sail the ships out of Lisbon to join 

the Spanish Republican forces fighting in Spain. Salazar 

ordered the ships to be destroyed by gunfire.  
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In January 1938, Salazar appointed Pedro Teotónio Pereira as 

special liaison of the Portuguese government to Franco's 

government, where he achieved great prestige and influence. In 

April 1938, Pereira officially become a full-rank Portuguese 

ambassador to Spain, and he remained in this post throughout 

World War II.  

Just a few days before the end of the Spanish Civil War, on 17 

March 1939, Portugal and Spain signed the Iberian Pact, a 

non-aggression treaty that marked the beginning of a new 

phase in Iberian relations.  

Meetings between Franco and Salazar played a fundamental 

role in this new political arrangement. The pact proved to be a 

decisive instrument in keeping the Iberian Peninsula out of 

Hitler's continental system.  

Despite its discreet direct military involvement — restrained to 

a somewhat "semi-official" endorsement, by its authoritarian 

regime – a "Viriatos Legion" volunteer force was organised, but 

disbanded, due to political unrest.  

Between 8,000 and 12,000 would-be legionaries did still 

volunteer, only now as part of various Nationalist units instead 

of a unified force. Due to the widespread publicity given to the 

Viriatos Legion previously, these Portuguese volunteers were 

still called "Viriatos". Portugal was instrumental in providing 

the Nationalists with organizational skills and reassurance 

from the Iberian neighbour to Franco and his allies that no 

interference would hinder the supply traffic directed to the 

Nationalist cause.  
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Others 

The Conservative government of Britain maintained a position 

of strong neutrality and was supported by British elite and the 

media, while the left mobilized aid to the Republicans. The 

government refused to allow arms shipments and sent 

warships to try to stop shipments. It was theoretically a crime 

to volunteer to fight in Spain, but about 4,000 went anyway. 

Intellectuals strongly favoured the Republicans. Many visited 

Spain, hoping to find authentic anti-fascism in practise. They 

had little impact on the government, and could not shake the 

strong public mood for peace. The Labour Party was split, with 

its Catholic element favouring the Nationalists. It officially 

endorsed the boycott and expelled a faction that demanded 

support for the Republican cause; but it finally voiced some 

support to Loyalists. Romanian volunteers were led by Ion 

Moța, deputy-leader of the Iron Guard ("Legion of the 

Archangel Michael"), whose group of Seven Legionaries visited 

Spain in December 1936 to ally their movement with the 

Nationalists.  Despite the Irish government's prohibition 

against participating in the war, about 600 Irishmen, followers 

of the Irish political activist and co-founder of the recently 

created political party of Fine Gael (unofficially called "The 

Blue Shirts"), EoinO'Duffy, known as the "Irish Brigade", went 

to Spain to fight alongside Franco. The majority of the 

volunteers were Catholics, and according to O'Duffy had 

volunteered to help the Nationalists fight against communism.  

According to Spanish statistics, 1052 Yugoslavs were recorded 

as volunteers of which 48% were Croats, 23% Slovenes, 18% 

Serbs, 2.3% Montenegrins and 1.5% Macedonians.  
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