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This paper delves into the City of  Waco’s attempt to revive 
its downtown economy through the Brazos Project and urban 
renewal in the 1950s and 1960s. Waco city planners hoped to 
encourage citizens to visit downtown by building a pedestrian 
mall. The Austin Avenue Mall, a crucial component to the 
Brazos Project, required the closing of  Austin Avenue and 
the demolition of  existing businesses and structures. The Mall 
opened to much fanfare, but faded away quietly in less than a 
decade. This paper suggests several specific factors that account 
for the ultimate failure of  the Brazos Project.

______ 
 

The Brazos Project: The Failure of  Urban Renewal in 
Downtown Waco

Kurt Terry

Urban renewal programs started to dramatically change cities 
around the nation by the 1950s. Congress passed urban renewal legisla-
tion to renovate old buildings and infrastructure in efforts to modernize 
city landscapes and bring about new economic development. Beginning 
in 1958, the City of  Waco became one of  thousands of  cities to par-
ticipate in the urban renewal movement. Waco leveled blighted areas 
around the city, including homes, buildings, and city streets, which re-
quired the relocation of  many citizens and businesses. The downtown 
district, still recovering from the tornado in 1953, was one of  the areas 
chosen for urban renewal in 1968. The restoration of  downtown Waco, 
which the Urban Renewal Agency of  Waco named the Brazos Project, 
was completed in 1970. The Brazos Project aimed to create a pedestrian 
mall, later called the Austin Avenue Mall, to attract new businesses to 
the downtown district. However, city planners reopened Austin Avenue 
to automobile traffic in the early 1980s because the Mall did not in-
crease economic growth downtown as planned. The Mall is a striking 
example of  the Brazos Project’s failure to stimulate the economy of  
downtown Waco because city planners failed to predict both the effect 
of  the growing popularity of  the automobile and the impact that the 
modernization of  Waco would have on retailers.
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Retailers began to exit from downtown Waco during the 1970s 
and pedestrians were hard to find at the Mall; few retailers were left in 
1984. The perception of  business in downtown Waco was so bad that 
a Waco Tribune-Herald article sarcastically noted that the debate about 
reopening Austin Avenue to traffic drew more attention to the Mall and 
downtown Waco than it had received in years, and that the “pigeons 
have had no trouble keeping the right of  way.”1 Another earlier article 
in 1980 described the downtown buildings as “tombstones” and noted  
that students at nearby Baylor University were not familiar with the 
downtown area at all.2 Dr. Curtis Reierson, Chairman of  the Marketing 
Department at Baylor in 1980, asserted that downtown Waco used to be 
a very popular destination for students, but with the growing popular-
ity of  the automobile, students became more mobile and went other 
places.3 Baylor students trekked off  campus for entertainment or made 
quick commutes to other stores farther away. 

Baylor students were not the only ones leaving downtown Waco: 
retailers would soon follow the students and other customers to outlet 
malls. In February 1980, J.C. Penney, one of  the biggest retailers on the 
Austin Avenue Mall, relocated to a suburban location at the newly built 
Richland Mall, a strip mall located in Southwest Waco. The manager of  
the store, Bob Payne, said, “downtown is a real desolate place now.”4  
Any hope that the Austin Avenue Mall would succeed in boosting the 
downtown economy had faded.

Without business, the pedestrian mall was no longer needed and 
two-way traffic flowed through Austin Avenue again in 1984.5 The prop-
erty and business owners had begun debating reopening Austin Avenue 
to street traffic as early as May 1977.6 The Brazos Project planners 
closed off  traffic to Austin Avenue because they felt that it created a 
mall safe for pedestrians and would help stimulate downtown growth, 
but the project had the opposite effect.7 To be fair, however, the Austin 
Avenue Mall was not the only pedestrian mall to have failed. Pedestrian 
malls across the country generally showed deterioration, high vacancy 
rates, and eventually were transformed into something other than retail 
centers.8 All pedestrian malls cut off  automobile traffic, and many failed; 
consumers’ use of  the automobile affected commerce greatly.

Additionally, downtown Waco needed to modernize its deteriorat-
ed infrastructure, which had suffered through a devastating tornado in 
1953.9 Much of  the city’s residential areas also needed drastic renewal.10  
In 1957, Harland Bartholomew and Associates, a city planning firm hired 
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by the city council, suggested in a report that residential improvements 
were needed to attract business to the city.11 Wacoans voted to approve 
urban renewal funds by a whopping seven-to-one margin on June 17, 
1958.12 The city took the advice of  the planning firm and looked to 
revitalize the residential neighborhoods first. In 1960, the City of  Waco 
completed the Baylor Project first because the blighted area around 
the Baylor campus needed improvement.13 Truett Smith, the Urban 
Renewal Agency Chairman in Waco, said, “You were in a completely 
deteriorating area and a possibility of  violence. You had security prob-
lems. And I feel that from that first project until as far as we’ve gone 
now, there hasn’t been a better thing that has been accomplished as far 
as Baylor is concerned or as far as the city of  Waco is concerned.”14 In 
the Bartholomew report, the planning firm stated how blighted the area 
around Baylor and immediately northeast of  the Brazos had become.15  
Pictures of  the residential area showed lines of  one-room shacks set 
on dirt streets that lacked sidewalks and trees.16 The citizens of  Waco 
needed to update the city infrastructure in hopes of  modernizing and 
attracting business. The urban renewal planners thus shelved the pedes-
trian mall for another eleven years, which only prolonged the deteriorat-
ing conditions in downtown Waco. 

Many suggested that if  urban renewal had begun with down-
town revitalization first, the renewal could have revived the downtown 
economy. Hank Corwin, the Urban Renewal Agency Executive Director, 
disagreed: “Well, downtown Waco for ten years had been dead. I don’t 
mean dying; I mean dead. The people that were in business there, 
most of  them were out of  business for ten years and didn’t know it.”17  
Corwin’s interview took place in 1983, when the Austin Avenue Mall 
was being vacated; he shifted the blame of  the Brazos Project’s failures 
toward the retailers’ desire for downtown renovation.18  

The 1957 report suggested that Waco should invest in a down-
town mall in hope of  creating a retailing center where people could 
shop without having to travel to different destinations in order to pur-
chase goods and services. The plan repeatedly noted that for Waco 
to remain functional it must upgrade its banks, retailers, government 
offices, clubs, and churches.19 The report stated that the city had set up 
downtown streets for “horse and buggies,” and also suggested the city 
should create more parking areas for cars.20 Downtowns across America 
had relied on other means of  transportation, such as the streetcar, to 
reach their downtown destinations before cars were commonplace, so 
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a consistent theme within the report was the rising popularity of  the 
automobile.21 The plan discussed traffic and pedestrian movements and 
suggested a pedestrian mall to help isolate traffic from people shop-
ping or going about their regular business.22 The success of  a pedestrian 
mall, however, was dependent on a variety of  factors that could not be 
controlled, such as the weather.23 The report appropriately closed with a 
comparison between an attractive city that runs well and a well-running 
vehicle.24   

The City of  Waco delayed the Brazos Project for eight years 
because they wanted to complete residential renewal first. When renewal 
began, a Waco Tribune article in late March 1968 stated that the Brazos 
Project was the “biggest” and “most ambitious” redevelopment project 
yet.25 There was a lot of  excitement for the renewal of  downtown Waco 
because the city had done everything the planners had told them to do: 
create new homes and design an attractive city landscape that would 
bring business to Waco. The Brazos Project was expected to revital-
ize the whole city.26 As a reassurance, the same paper conveniently ran 
a story about the great success of  the Baylor Project and noted it as 
an example of  the outstanding effect that Urban Renewal had on the 
city.27   

The Bartholomew and Associates planning firm gave the city 
an updated plan for the downtown district in July 1966. It stated that 
downtown Waco was suffering for several reasons, which included the 
expansion of  the city to the northwest, shopping centers outside of  
downtown that were more convenient to consumers, and the lack of  city 
administration buildings downtown.28 The planners hoped to combat 
these problems by bringing together several different functions within 
the city and place them in one central location. They stated that in order 
to make downtown important again, the city must make it the domi-
nant retail center, the location of  all government and professional ser-
vices, and the center of  all family business.29  The city planners wanted 
downtown Waco to house all important city functions, so the central 
proposal of  both plans was the creation of  the Austin Avenue Mall. 
The Mall became the most significant part of  the plan to bring retail-
ers into one central area. According to the planners, it would connect 
all of  downtown into a central location for all public and professional 
services and give downtown Waco a modernized and unique feature to 
its landscape.30 
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The reports from 1957 and 1966 are similar – both concern them-
selves greatly with the automobile – but contain many subtle differences. 
The earlier report gave examples of  other shopping centers around the 
United States and urged the importance of  updating downtown, which 
included new streets, sidewalks, stoplights, and parking areas. The 1957 
report also put blame on the tornado for causing much of  the down-
town deterioration.31 This report may have played on the strong emo-
tions still felt four years after the tornado. In the 1966 report, however, 
no mention of  the tornado is made, and much of  the downtown deteri-
oration was put on the city’s neglect of  the area.32  The later report stated 
that the atmosphere downtown was one of  “discouragement,” where 
merchandising was poor, clerks were not interested in making sales, 
and there were too many “bums and panhandlers.”33 The 1966 report 
included an economic study that noted that between 1958 and 1963 
the downtown district sales dropped six percent.34 The economic study 
also stated that connecting the downtown district to Baylor University, 
the civic center, the Brazos River, and Interstate Highway 35 would in-
crease retail sales because people could access downtown more easily.35  
Unfortunately, urban renewal agencies around the country failed to see 
that downtown renewal projects also made it easier for consumers to 
leave the downtown area. 

The Urban Renewal Agency of  Waco approved the Brazos Project 
on October 31, 1968 at a cost of  almost $6.7 million, and as part of  
the project the Agency quickly began acquiring property in early 1969.36  
Watkins Furniture Store, owned by Milton Watkins, was forced to relo-
cate because the building his store was located in was being purchased 
by the city and demolished for parking.37 Watkins said, “It was a sound 
building… But it had to be three or four years after I moved that the 
building was not touched.”38 The Urban Renewal Agency gave Watkins 
thirty days to relocate his business.39 Urban renewal agencies nationwide 
were quick to make new improvements and did not account for delays 
in demolitions, or even the inability of  shop owners to relocate swiftly.40  
Waco was no exception: whatever the cost or inconvenience, the Brazos 
Project steamed ahead.

The Urban Renewal Agency estimated that the Mall would be 
completed by November 1, 1969 at a cost of  $650,000.41 After its com-
pletion in 1969, the Agency released a report concerning the Brazos 
Project’s progress. The Mall was the highlight of  the report, which 
showcased a new plaza and retailer storefronts.42 The articles within em-
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phasized a “new era” for downtown Waco and a “relaxed atmosphere.” 
It also showcased successful retailer locations with heavy consumer 
traffic.43 The citizens of  Waco viewed the Brazos Project and the Mall as 
a success. It was only ten years prior to its opening that one newspaper 
article called the 1957 proposal of  the Mall “too new in this part of  the 
country,” but after years of  downtown deterioration, the mall idea had 
gained momentum.44 There was a sense of  relief  and excitement when 
the Mall was finally completed. The City of  Waco hoped that the Mall 
would be a major force in reversing the deterioration of  the downtown 
district and the citizens anticipated a brighter future for downtown.45   
They would soon realize that saving downtown Waco would not be as 
easy as laying new brick and mortar. 

The city planners had suggested that if  the downtown district im-
proved in appearance, then consumers would shop at the retailers there. 
Indeed, an annual report of  the Urban Renewal Agency showed that 
in 1972 the Mall helped give older structures a modern appearance.46 
McCrary’s, a “variety store,” presented its new façade, along with a bus-
tling consumer base inside the store. It had new air conditioning and 
lighting, and the report made sure the reader knew that downtown was 
now “modern.” It did not take long, however, to realize that the Mall 
was not drawing the crowds that it intended to. Six years after its com-
pletion, the city planners proclaimed that the downtown mall was “built 
to steady sales.”47 A realestate researcher claimed that “In building malls, 
the hope is not so much of  increasing sales as it is to keep them from 
dropping farther,” and added that, “To this extent, the malls have been 
a success.”48 However, the planners of  the Brazos Project had promised 
more than mediocre steadying of  sales.

Urban renewal was unable to save downtown Waco with the 
Brazos Project. The truth was that Waco’s downtown was already on 
the decline before the tornado. The automobile gave people the ability 
to move out of  high-density city centers. The city planners thought that 
creating large parking lots for automobiles was a logical conclusion, but 
it lacked foresight. Even after the tornado in 1953, Waco chose to demol-
ish unsafe structures in order to create parking lots instead of  repairing 
or allowing construction of  new buildings. They hoped the new parking 
lots would help attract drivers to the downtown district, but by 1966 
they were ready to remove most, if  not all, parking lots downtown.49  
They city did not realize that the automobile had made it much easier for 
goods to be delivered to several locations around the city, rather than to 
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one location (such as a high-density downtown area). Businesses moved 
to new shopping centers around the outskirts of  cities to be in close 
proximity to residential areas. J.C. Penney’s manager, Bob Payne, had 
eventually come to exactly this realization when he decided to move his 
business to the Richland Mall. 

When the City of  Waco decided to clear residential areas near 
downtown, and relocated the citizens elsewhere, they unintentionally 
caused retailers to lose much of  their clientele. In his article, Pedestrians 
and the American Downtown, Kent Robertson notes, “Urban Renewal also 
destroyed many lower-income neighborhoods located on the periphery 
of  downtown, thus eradicating a source of  human activity that helped 
fill downtown streets.”50 Indeed, Waco had cleared many residential 
neighborhoods with the Clay, Dewey, and Jefferson Projects, eliminating 
much of  the downtown customer base.51 In New Haven, Connecticut, 
the city cleared out old neighborhoods around the downtown district to 
make room for new “luxury apartment towers.”52 The City of  Waco also 
acquired land north of  Washington Avenue and east of  Fourth Street in 
order to build new high-rise residential apartments.53 The city’s reloca-
tion of  low-income citizens only hurt the downtown economy because 
many of  the retailers sold inexpensive goods that low-income consum-
ers typically purchased.54 

It should not be assumed that the people involved with urban 
renewal efforts around the country were cashing in on an industrial eco-
nomic boom. Some have suggested that government officials and busi-
nessmen used urban renewal to grab power or line their pockets.55 Many 
of  the men involved with urban renewal programs around the country 
were middle aged white men. Waco’s planners saw their city as a large 
country town: as children, they grew up in towns with strong downtown 
districts. After World War II, they desired a return to normalcy. Waco’s 
Urban Renewal planners appear to be guilty only of  being short-sighted, 
not of  cashing in on an industrial economic boom. Their decisions did 
not bring consumers into downtown Waco: the car and residential relo-
cation were too effective at taking them out. 

The planners of  the Brazos Project failed to realize the true 
effects that the automobile, modernization, and residential relocation 
would have on downtown retailers. The automobile changed the way 
in which retailers could transport and sell goods. Instead of  looking 
forward, planners embraced a familiar culture of  a united city by means 
of  a strong governmental and business center. The destruction of  
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blighted buildings alone would not bring new business to Waco, and the 
relocation of  low-income residents away from the downtown retailers 
which relied upon them proved to be the final blow to what businesses 
remained in downtown. The Austin Avenue Mall did not have a chance 
to be functional and it fell victim to decay, high vacancy, and pigeons. In 
the end, the City of  Waco’s Urban Renewal Brazos Project caused more 
destruction to downtown Waco than did the tornado of  1953.
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The balance of  machismo and marianismo marks tra-
ditional Peruvian society. As twentieth century migrants 
journeyed to urban centers, these typical categories underwent 
significant alterations. Women remained subject to male au-
thority, within and without the private sphere, but emerged into 
the public realm in order to procure domestic necessities. By 
establishing grassroots organizations such as Vaso de Leche, 
these women made public demands on behalf  of  their chil-
dren. Handouts abated their cries, but the problems persisted. 
The aid did little to improve their circumstances and ultimately 
indebted the women to a system of  political clientelism. Tac-
tics of  political manipulation peaked during the Fujimori era, 
and have since declined. Recent history indicates that Peruvian 
women possess an increasing degree of  political and personal 
agency in Peru today.

______ 
 

Marches, Marianismo and Making Amends: 
Surveying Peruvian Women 

and the Design of  Social Services

Bonnie Cantwell

In a society riddled by machismo ideals, Peruvian women are at 
once prized and privatized. Traditional husbands hold unchecked au-
thority over the home and the women within it. In times of  crisis, 
however, this ideal is abandoned. Women take to the streets in protest, 
seeking to protect their children from the ills of  hunger and corrup-
tion. Though the husband is responsible for the financial welfare of  the 
family, the screams of  malnourished infants are a mother’s responsibility. 
The shouts of  desperate mothers subside when upper class citizens or 
governmental authorities extend patronage. This results in clientelism, 
where a “get” is always matched by a “give.” Most frequently, political 
campaigns offer food in exchange for votes. The three most promi-
nent programs of  welfare distribution are Vaso de Leche (Glass of  Milk, 
VdL), clubes de madres (clubs of  mothers, CM), and Comedores Populares 
(Common Dining Rooms, CP). These programs address the needs of  
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the family through the mother and provide immediate relief  rather than 
a long-term solution. During the early years of  these programs, women 
were seen as advocates for a cause. Later, they were subsumed under 
governmental authority, and a few women leaders were cast in the tradi-
tion of  marianismo, a trope of  the Virgin Mary that congratulates women 
for their suffering. Three eras mark twentieth and twenty-first century 
Peruvian women’s activism: grassroots self-organization, governmental 
clientelism, and gender equality movements.1 This final phase is contem-
porary as maternalistic aid is increasingly delimited in favor of  gender 
equality and female empowerment. 

Born of  Necessity: Mothers Demand Social Resources  

The grassroots women’s organizations grew out of  necessity. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, a flood of  immigrants transitioned from the 
Peruvian highlands to the outskirts of  Lima. Upon arrival, the families 
established pueblos jóvenes (shantytowns) and built communities. This mi-
gration radically transformed the family unit. The individualistic nature 
of  city life undermined the previous gender complementarity neces-
sitated by agricultural work.2 Spouses now worked in different places, 
mothers were separated from their children, and extended family net-
works had to be reimagined in the form of  friendships. Some women 
entered the workforce, laboring in factories or as domestic workers. 
In one sense, these women transcended the private-public divide by 
entering the marketplace. However, as Peru’s former Minister for the 
Advancement of  Women and Human Development (PROMUDEH), 
Cecilia Blondet, notes, these women “put themselves in a sort of  pa-
tronage situation, whereby they [got] a sense of  order, security and af-
fection in exchange for doing menial work and being loyal.”3 This hier-
archical relationship between male and female, protector and protected, 
was common to both the workplace and the home, such that out-of-
home work could not properly be deemed autonomous. Urban migra-
tion did not endow migrant women with freedom, but rather enforced a 
schema of  patronage by way of  patriarchy. Women owed loyalty to their 
employers and husbands in exchange for their protection and support. 
Within the home, loyalty equated to domestic well-being. This nuanced 
balance of  gains in autonomy and continued relegation extends back to 
the nineteenth century. In the 1870s, a group of  wealthy, urban female 
intellectuals began writing journalistic essays on womanhood. These 
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women, termed the Generación de los ’70 (Generation of  the 70s), de-
manded expanded educational opportunities for women while reinforc-
ing the traditional trope of  marianismo. Accordingly, it was the woman’s 
role to serve as the “spiritual and ethical guide of  the family” and to 
create a blissful home environment.4 The Generación women pertain to 
this discussion on two levels. Although education is considered a means 
of  expanding personal opportunities, these women sought improved 
schooling in order to bolster preexisting gender roles. Furthermore, as 
writers these women transcended the private sphere, but did so only to 
maintain traditional ideals in light of  progressive movements. So fixed 
were the structures of  patriarchy and patronage that women were in-
debted to their husbands even when they entertained a public audience. 

In the 1980s, migrant women began publicly seeking compensato-
ry measures for the disparity between family income and household ne-
cessities. Bound to their husbands’ authority and their children’s needs, 
women emerged from their homes to protest. According to one account, 
25,000 women marched on the Lima city square in 1984, demanding one 
glass of  milk per child per day. In the face of  a difficult financial market, 
the onset of  Maoist guerrilla terrorism activity under the Shining Path, 
and the ever-present reality of  pueblo jóven poverty, these women ada-
mantly demanded access to government resources.5  The result was 
Vaso de Leche (VdL). Like many Latin American welfare programs, 
VdL was funded collaboratively with donations from the World Bank 
and other international aid organizations.6 The funds were processed 
through the leftist Liman mayor, Alfonso Barrantes, and appropriated 
via female community leaders.7 Administrative committees were elected 
from within the community, with about twenty-five women overseeing 
the distribution of  milk and other basic subsidies to groupings of  one 
hundred families.8 These women—more specifically, these mothers—
were responsible for large-scale dispersal of  a valuable resource. In this 
moment, mothers were able to transcend the public-private divide by 
representing private interests in the public square. This accomplishment 
produced two negative results of  clientelism: (1) the United Left ex-
pected loyalty in exchange for VdL funding and (2) the financially secure 
women could now tout additional community authority.9  

Only women with free time were available to manage the resourc-
es, so the financially stable members of  the community rose to posi-
tions of  authority. Most often, program leaders were women married 
to men with income sufficient to cover the household needs. Thus, the 
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wives were not needed in the workforce, and were available to assume 
leadership in VdL. The elevation of  these wives to the status of  dirigentes 
(leaders) reaffirmed the patriarchal ideal, since success was defined in 
terms of  a husband’s ability to provide. Dirigentes possessed authority 
in proportion to their husbands’ economic class, such that even their 
boasts of  authority were checked by the limitations of  their gender. 
Another network of  welfare assistance, clubes de madres (CM), further 
demonstrates this trend. In CM, dirigentes were responsible for securing 
financial patrons for the organization. In order to do so, they needed 
social contacts and some degree of  bargaining power. This social capital 
was most easily and frequently secured by way of  an economically ad-
vantageous marriage.10 The socioeconomic chasm between the dirigentes, 
financially stable women, and the club members, impoverished women, 
created an imbalanced power structure. This class distinction gave di-
rigentes a place at the negotiating table, where they used the bargaining 
chip of  the madres’ votes in order to secure aid resources. 

Favor for Finances: Clientelism Takes Root

This balance of  gains and losses is further exemplified through the 
financing of  aid organizations. Though VdL was a grassroots endeav-
or, its funds were politically entangled from the beginning. Legislation 
passed in 1979 granted illiterate citizens the right to vote, thereby ex-
panding the electorate by seventeen percent. Most of  the newly enfran-
chised individuals were women.11 Preying upon this new population 
of  the electorate, politicians manipulated the dirigentes with promises 
of  resources. The dirigentes provided for their communities by courting 
the favor of  these political patrons. They duplicated this corruption by 
demonstrating favoritism within their communities through the unequal 
distribution of  the obtained resources.12 The women in club leadership 
were on the cusp of  full social inclusion: they engaged in negotiations, 
bargained with political persons and secured financial resources. The 
dirigentes possessed considerable social leverage, but they wielded it by 
politically manipulating non-elite women. The system thereby replicated 
the pre-existing norm of  patronage, an ill that grossly outweighed the 
signs of  progress. 

 Ultimately, the barrio (neighborhood) women were assigned a 
vote in exchange for subsidy programs such as VdL. This was a clear-cut 
example of  clientelism and political manipulation: women attempted to 
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improve their children’s welfare, and the government responded by rein-
forcing state patriarchy. While VdL began as a woman-powered revolu-
tion, it quickly devolved into a pacification project wherein the govern-
ment manipulated the electorate by providing aid in exchange for votes. 
A similar situation occurred in the development of  Comedores Populares.

In the late 1970s, CP emerged in the Lima pueblos jóvenes as women 
pooled their resources in the face of  economic hardship.13 The chrono-
logical development of  these community kitchens is difficult to track. 
In the first few years of  operation, churches and Nongovernmental 
Organizations (NGOs) provided the funding for the comedores. Middle 
class feminists seemingly assisted in the procurement and dispersal of  
these funds. In 1982, President Belaúnde expanded the program with 
government dollars. Since that time, the government has maintained 
its support of  CP, with fifty percent of  funding coming from private 
sources and fifty percent contributed by the national treasury.14 The 
same conflict of  interests was thus introduced in CP as in VdL. The 
comedores maintained a greater degree of  independence, however, as their 
funding was fixed and only partially derived from the federal govern-
ment. VdL was advantaged in that its funds were distributed on the 
municipal level, creating closer proximity between the patron and the 
recipient. As the government officials processed all of  the funds in VdL, 
the women distributing the foodstuffs were less autonomous in this 
program. The early grassroots years exemplified both female empow-
erment and class manipulation: while women’s protests and coopera-
tion secured international and national aid dollars, the politicos utilized 
women’s vulnerability to secure their positions. 

This political clientelism came into full expression during the 
presidency of  Alberto Fujimori. Fujimori actively supported the femi-
nist movement and women’s aid programs in order to secure votes and 
ward off  speculations of  corruption. By the end of  his second term in 
2000, forty percent of  the anti-poverty budget was dedicated to food 
subsidy programs.15 Fujimori carefully linked himself  to the fulfillment 
of  women’s needs by implementing self-promotional policies. In every 
community kitchen, for instance, women were required to display a 
photograph of  President Fujimori, wear party-colored aprons, and like-
wise paint the walls orange.16 Through these careful social manipula-
tions, Fujimori created a sense of  personal patronage. In previous years, 
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politicians negotiated clientelistic arrangements with dirigentes, but under 
Fujimori, all poor women came to recognize the “benevolence” of  the 
president himself. 

Fujimori also created more official welfare programs, most of  
which addressed poverty by assisting mothers financially. In 1995, 
Fujimori formed PROMUDEH and placed the National Program of  
Food Assistance (PRONAA) over CP.17 By creating PROMUDEH, 
Fujimori hoped to alleviate poverty by utilizing the volunteerism of  
women. Two years after the creation of  this official government entity, 
Congress enacted a new law requiring that “all party lists for congress in 
municipal elections had to include at least 25% men and 25% women.”18 
Such progressive legislation gestured toward an improvement of  
women’s autonomy, but the entirety of  the welfare system was bent 
toward female relegation. That is, PROMUDEH could only succeed if  
female dirigentes were available to invest in it. Availability was inconsistent 
with labor and domestic demands such that dirigentes were almost exclu-
sively women wed to affluent husbands. Furthermore, the prerequisite 
of  wealth meant the leaders were always more affluent than the classes 
receiving aid, and that women, rather than men, were still responsible 
for the domestic flourishing of  the family. 

The Peruvian tradition of  marianismo found public expression in 
President Fujimori’s 1991 Mother’s Day address. The former president 
described ideal mothers as the possessors of  “the most perfect anonym-
ity,” and deemed them “the heroines of  the great task called national 
reconstruction.”19 Essentially, the president glorified the subjugation of  
women in the marianismo tradition. Fujimori modeled his government 
after the traditional home structure by presenting the government as the 
loyal caretaker of  women and women as virtuous, long-suffering citi-
zens. Though they were allowed to vote, they did so within a patriarchal 
schema. Jelke Boesten, a preeminent Latin American scholar, identifies 
Fujimori’s strategy as a “bifurcation of  womanhood” wherein maternal-
ism is opposed to empowerment.20 Essentially, Fujimori praised woman 
qua mother rather than woman qua person. She herself  was not the 
ideal citizen, but she could invest in her society by raising an ideal son. 
This message was disseminated not only in public speeches, but also 
in promotional leaflets for PROMUDEH.21 These programs succeeded 
in securing Fujimori re-election and even a third term, under dubious 
circumstances, but they failed to meet the long-term needs of  com-
munities. Though Fujimori’s vision for social services entailed many 
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ill consequences, it also yielded the positive encouragement of  NGO 
development. His vision utilized a combination of  private, NGO, and 
governmental resources to palliate the demands of  grassroots organiza-
tions. By increasing government funding, Fujimori prompted the inter-
est of  global organizations. The augmentation of  global aid dollars also 
entailed the investigation of  project results. In the case of  VdL, the 
outcome of  this research was unfavorable. 

Ineffective Organization: 
Critical Reflection and Optimistic Anticipation

In 2006, The World Bank published an extensive evaluation 
of  VdL and concluded that the “Vaso de Leche program expenditures 
are found to have no impact on the nutritional outcomes of  young 
children—the group to whom the program is target.”22 In 2002, the 
Peruvian government spent approximately $93 million dollars on VdL, 
and only reduced malnutrition rates by a third of  a percentage point.23   
The dysfunction of  clientelism shines forth in such a statistic. Where 
desperate mothers demanded provisions for their children, politicians 
saw an available voting base. As Fujimori praised their virtuous forbear-
ance, he further exploited them by funding a momentarily pacifying, 
but ultimately ineffective program. The mothers wanted nutrients for 
their children, so they demanded milk, a natural life source. Without 
educational resources, however, they could not have known that this 
demand could not solve their affliction of  poverty. The government 
met their meager demand in exchange for political power, and the ills of  
clientelism were fully exemplified. In contrast to the failure of  VdL, the 
CP had greater success. Three key strengths advantaged CP: organiza-
tion and encouragement of  skilled labor, satisfaction of  basic nutritional 
needs, and improved food preparation efficiency.24 Essentially, the com-
edores are successful insofar as they meet immediate needs and encourage 
long-term development. 

In the decade since Fujimori’s final term, aid organizations have 
grown increasingly sensitive to cultural factors that shape gender and 
social inequalities. The transition from social safety nets to social trans-
formation requires the empowerment of  women through improved 
income, agency, public participation, and community leadership.25 This 
principle is exemplified by the work of  CARE and in the August 2010 
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) proposal. 
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Both of  these programs aggressively targeted and challenged the gender 
inequalities involved in social welfare. While Fujimori exploited mothers, 
relying on their long-suffering to compensate for social ills, these exter-
nal organizations seek long-term solutions for women’s empowerment. 
The IFAD proposal entailed the use of  micro-insurance and savings 
opportunities to augment women’s material assets.26 This program is one 
of  true empowerment. So too is the CARE initiative, which works with 
the Peruvian Ministries of  Health and Finance to provide medical care 
directly to mothers: rather than using mothers as a means to improve 
the welfare of  children, this organization treats the mothers directly.27   
This treatment of  women as independently valuable and autonomously 
powerful differs dramatically from the clientelistic programming of  the 
late twentieth century. During the era of  clientelism, root problems went 
unnoticed, as the primary objective of  welfare funding was the con-
tinuation of  strictly political ambitions. However, in conjunction with 
the research of  these outside organizations, the Peruvian government is 
now addressing the underlying issues at play. 

The Peruvian government has adopted this strategy of  women’s 
empowerment in order to improve social welfare. It has ample ground 
to cover, however; according to a study in 2000, 16% of  women and 5% 
of  men in Peru are illiterate, and the wage disparity between men and 
women is a gaping 42%.28 The government has taken notice. In its 2011 
to 2016 plan for national development, entitled “La Gran Transformación,” 
the Peruvian government promised to create job opportunities for men 
and women alike in order to fulfill a vision of  equal opportunity hiring 
practices.29 Fortunately, this speech is not merely an abstraction. The 
document includes a strong recommendation for concrete legislation 
advantaging women and creating opportunities for non-traditional em-
ployment.30 Additionally, the report addresses the income gap, calling 
upon the Ministry of  Labor to implement affirmative action measures 
to draw women out of  the informal sector and into formal, well-paying 
positions.31 At each point, the government acknowledges the barriers to 
success faced by Peruvian women. This positive rhetoric prompts an 
inquiry as to the changes made since 2011. 

Amidst the criticism of  existing social services emerges an op-
timistic expectation that long-term development programs will soon 
replace the traditional handout model. In 2007, the Peruvian National 
Congress passed Ley 28983, ensuring equal opportunity for men and 
women. In 2011, “La Gran Transformación” promised a firm implemen-
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tation of  this policy, and in 2012, there were visible gains to this end. 
The gender wage gap had narrowed such that men earned thirty five 
percent more than women, down seven percent from 2000.32 Although 
the gaping disparity is still problematic, this change is significant and 
is mirrored by gains in women’s social power. Women’s rights issues 
are more highly regarded today than they were under the Fujimori ad-
ministration. This is evident in the respectful language now employed 
when speaking of  women. In official government documents, such as 
Ley 28983, women are increasingly referred to as citizens with rights, 
rather than merely mothers with needs. The government has utilized the 
research of  outside organizations and admitted to the flaws within their 
distribution of  social services. In a 2011 report, the Peruvian govern-
ment described VdL as a program in need of  rethinking, and nutrition 
education was a proposed solution.33 This shift from handouts to educa-
tion-based empowerment indicates that the Peruvian government is ac-
tively seeking solutions to identified problems. The cries of  mothers in 
the 1980s are finally being heard and respectfully answered in “La Gran 
Transformación.” 

From the earliest protests to the latest programs, Peruvian women 
have long been the center of  social welfare initiatives. During initial pro-
tests, women temporarily transcended the private sphere. In the suc-
ceeding Fujimori era, female community activists were exploited for 
political gain. In the present day, one may be hopeful that the Peruvian 
government is taking strides toward true gender equality. Notably absent 
from the research, however, are the voices of  men, of  husbands, and of  
fathers. The burden on women is widely published, but the difficulties 
faced by men in the popular classes are widely unstudied. The perspec-
tive of  male politicians is evident, but that of  day laborers is hidden. 
The whole of  this research project is therefore limited, bound by the 
interaction between prominent males and poor females, excluding the 
experiences of  poor men. Such a limitation ironically inverts the tradi-
tional mode of  male-dominated history, which relegates women to the 
shadows. The project is thus doubly valuable as an occasion for a gen-
dered historical analysis that pays particular attention to the conditions 
of  women, and as a political history of  the three distinct eras of  social 
services in Peru. 
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1 Importantly, there is an absence of  male perspectives for each of  
these. Gendered comments are most evident in the second and third 
eras, but even here, it is only the voice of  the statesmen that is re-
corded. The perspective of  the male popular classes is difficult, if  not 
impossible, to discern in the historical literature. 
2 Blondet, “Establishing an Identity,” 13–14.
3 Ibid., 23. 
4 Bryan, “Las oberas del pensamiento,” 100. 
5 Fernandez, Transformative Policy for Poor Women, 126.
6 Aguiar et al., “An Analysis of  Malnutrition Programming and Policies 
in Peru,” 15. 
7 Boesten, Intersecting Inequalities: Women and Social Policy in Peru, 1990–
2000, 18.
8 Aguiar, “An Analysis of  Malnutrition Programming and Policies in 
Peru,” 18. 
9 Boesten, Intersecting Inequalities, 45.
10 Bryan, “Las oberas del pensamiento,” 100.
11 Boesten, Intersecting Inequalities, 32. 
12 Jenkins, “Depoliticisation and the Changing Trajectories of  Grass-
roots Women’s Leadership in Peru,” 305.
13 Alcalde, Woman in the Violence, 229.
14 Aguiar, “An Analysis of  Malnutrition Programming and Policies in 
Peru,” 19.
15 Fernandez, Transformative Policy for Poor Women, 128.
16 Ibid.
17 Aguiar, “An Analysis of  Malnutrition Programming and Policies in 
Peru,” 15.
18 Boesten, Intersecting Inequalities, 40.
19 Ibid., 38. 
20 Ibid., 37.
21 Ibid., 117. 
22 Stifel and Alderman, “The ‘Glass of  Milk’ Subsidy Program and 
Malnutrition in Peru,” 44. 
23 Aguiar, “An Analysis of  Malnutrition Programming and Policies in 
Peru,” 15–16. 
24 Pineau, “Productivity to Reduce Poverty,” 71. 
25 Holmes and Jones, Gender and Social Protection in the Developing World, 
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26 International Fund for Agricultural Development, “Programme for 
Local Development Support in Highland and High Altitude Rain For-
est Areas,” 7.
27 CARE, “Peru Fact Sheet,” 1.
28 Boesten, Intersecting Inequalities, 10. 
29 La Gran Transformación, 59, 108.
30 Ibid., 108.
31 Ibid., 152.
32 Peralta, “Principales alcances sobre la inclusión del enfoque de gé-
nero en los presupestos de los gobiernos reginales,” 11.
33 La Gran Transformación, 177.
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Espionage was a key part of  both Union and Confederate 
military operations in the Civil War. Rose Greenhow and 
Belle Boyd, two famous female spies, were critical figures in the 
Confederate intelligence network. This paper follows the espio-
nage careers of  Greenhow and Boyd, in addition to comparing 
their unique, creative styles of  both obtaining and conveying 
crucial military information.

______ 
 

Rose O’Neal Greenhow and Belle Boyd: Southern 
Spies and Informants 

Elise Kappelmann

Passionate Confederates and secessionists, Rose O’Neal 
Greenhow and Belle Boyd both substantially aided the Confederate 
cause throughout the course of  the Civil War, though in ways entirely 
unexpected of  aristocratic Southern women. Most Southern ladies as-
sisted the war effort by running Ladies Aids, sewing clothing items for 
soldiers, and later nursing wounded soldiers.1  Greenhow and Boyd con-
tributed to the Confederacy in an entirely different manner. The fame 
of  Greenhow and Boyd stems from their espionage activities, which, 
for both Southern ladies, led to sentences in Northern prisons at differ-
ent points during the Civil War. Due to their advantageous social posi-
tions, these women were able to gather valuable information concerning 
the movement of  Union troops and relay it to the Confederate forces. 
For both women, a single battle may be pinpointed in which the infor-
mation they relayed to the Confederates proved crucial to the succes-
sive Confederate victory.2 Shortly after both these battles, Greenhow 
and Boyd were respectively investigated and arrested by Union forces. 
In spite of  these arrests and subsequent imprisonments, both women 
fearlessly continued to find ways to express their support for the 
Confederacy, thus showing themselves to be true, staunch supporters 
of  the Confederate cause.3 Though Greenhow and Boyd share many 
traits, their tales are simultaneously unique, for their styles of  espionage 
were quite different. True heroines of  and inspirations to the South, 



35

Undergraduate Journal of  Baylor University

Rose O’Neal Greenhow and Belle Boyd: Southern Spies and Informants

Belle Boyd and Rose Greenhow, aristocratic Southern ladies, aided the 
Confederacy through their espionage activities, though they pursued 
them in entirely different manners.

Rose Greenhow, born Rose O’Neal in 1814, was a native of  
Maryland, yet in the years leading up to the Civil War she resided in 
Washington, D.C., where her home was “a mecca for many of  the out-
standing leaders in both of  the major political parties and some of  
the higher officials in the diplomatic corps.”4 An extremely handsome 
widow, Greenhow, with her social contacts and masterful skills of  flat-
tery and charm, was perfectly positioned to collect and distribute valu-
able information to the future Confederacy.5 As the tension between the 
North and South increased, leading up to the Confederate firing on Fort 
Sumter in April 1861, Greenhow’s home became “a center for Southern 
sympathizers in [Washington, D.C.],” though she still managed to cul-
tivate contacts on both the Union and Confederate sides.6 Late in 1860 
or early in 1861, Greenhow became part of  the first Confederate spy 
ring, which was initially established by Thomas Jordan, then a captain 
in the U.S. Army, though he did not remain so for long. Jordan retained 
his commission in the U.S. Army only long enough “to fully organize 
his spies,” at which time he defected to the Confederacy, leaving the 
now fully-functioning spy network in Greenhow’s capable hands. With 
Greenhow in command, this ring gathered a tremendous amount of  
crucial information concerning the movements and strength of  Union 
troops, which it then distributed to the Confederacy. Officially, the spy 
ring was discovered and broken up by Union officials in August of  1861, 
at which time Greenhow and many of  the other spies were arrested. In 
spite of  this, the ring still functioned to some degree as it, still under 
the leadership of  Greenhow, continued to send vital information to 
Richmond for several months afterwards.7  

The information that Greenhow collected for the Confederacy 
was chiefly of  a military nature, concerning the strength and movement 
of  Union troops. Though Greenhow sent numerous messages contain-
ing information of  this nature, her most significant messages by far 
were sent on the 10th, 16th, and 17th of  July 1861, in the days imme-
diately preceding the First Battle of  Manassas. On July 10, Greenhow 
sent a coded message to the Confederate forces at Manassas by way of  
Betty Duvall, an attractive young woman, who had hidden Greenhow’s 
message in her long, elaborately styled hair. This message, despite being 
only ten words long, proved devastating to the Union plans of  attack, 
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for it informed General Beauregard that General McDowell planned to 
advance his forces on July 16.8 This gave Beauregard enough time to 
contact General Johnston and have him bring his forces up to Manassas 
as well, giving the Confederates a much better chance at holding against 
the planned Union attack. On July 16, Greenhow “dispatched [another] 
messenger to Manassas,” confirming her earlier report that McDowell 
fully intended to move his forces that night.9 By about noon on the 
next day, Greenhow received an acknowledgement of  her message from 
her former fellow spy, Thomas Jordan, now serving as adjutant-general 
to Beauregard. He informed her of  the readiness of  the Confederate 
forces, yet also reminded her of  the Confederates’ reliance on her ability 
to supply “precise information” regarding the movement and strength 
of  Union forces.10 Greenhow complied to the best of  her ability, 
sending another message on July 17, informing Jordan of  “the intention 
of  the enemy to cut the Winchester railroad, so as to intercept Johnston, 
and prevent his reinforcing Beauregard,” who, without Johnston’s rein-
forcements, would most likely be unable to hold against the McDowell’s 
forces.11 This seems to be the last communication Greenhow sent to 
Jordan concerning the First Manassas, but it is widely acknowledged that 
without the information supplied by Greenhow, Beauregard would have 
been caught unawares by McDowell, and without Johnston’s reinforce-
ments, the Confederates would have suffered a terrible defeat. Thus, the 
communications from Greenhow secured for the Confederates the first 
military victory of  the Civil War.

Though Greenhow’s usefulness as a Confederate spy peaked early 
with her information regarding the First Manassas, she continued to 
communicate helpful information to the Confederacy, even after being 
arrested and imprisoned by Union forces. On August 23, Greenhow 
was arrested upon “returning from a promenade,” on which she had 
“derived some valuable information,” but before being searched, she 
managed to “put a very important note into [her] mouth,” which she 
then proceeded to swallow, thus doing away with any compromising 
information which it contained.12 Rather than being immediately im-
prisoned, Greenhow was placed under house arrest for the next five 
months, during which time she continued to spy for the Confederacy. 
Though closely watched at all times, she still managed to thwart her 
guards and communicate with her contacts through coded letters, which 
she was incredibly skilled in writing. Also, being “at this time seized with 
a taste for tapestry work,” Greenhow was able to send messages to the 
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outside using “a vocabulary of  colors, which, though not a very prolific 
language, served [her] purposes” perfectly.13 Even after her spy ring was 
destroyed, then, Greenhow continued spying for and communicating 
information to the Confederacy, thus showing her deep commitment to 
the Confederate cause.

Greenhow’s passionate commitment to the Confederacy could 
not go unnoticed. Before her espionage activities were public knowl-
edge, she was known as one of  Washington D.C.’s most outspoken and 
ardent supporters of  the Confederacy. After her arrest, her part in the 
Confederate victory at First Manassas slowly came to be public knowl-
edge, and Confederates throughout the South lauded her courage and 
dedication to the Cause. In July of  1862, a full year after Greenhow’s 
communications regarding First Manassas, Mary Chestnut of  South 
Carolina wrote that “the Confederacy owe[d] [Greenhow] a debt it can 
never repay,” for it was she who “warned them at Manassas,” which 
allowed Johnson’s reinforcements “to appear upon the stage in the very 
nick of  time.”14 For the South, Greenhow was undeniably a true heroine, 
ready and willing to give anything for her country. For the North, on 
the other hand, Greenhow was a terrible “traitor,” rightly imprisoned 
for her crimes against the United States.15 In spite of  this accusation, 
though, the North conceded that Greenhow was “a lady by birth and 
education, and of  refinement and taste,” regardless of  “her faults in a 
political point of  view.”16 Thus, Greenhow, lauded and revered as she 
was by the South, also managed to garner some degree of  respect from 
the North, even though she was viewed as a traitor.

Another woman who received a great deal of  respect and applause 
from the South was Belle Boyd. Born in 1844, Boyd was only a few 
weeks shy of  her 17th birthday when her home state of  Virginia seceded 
from the Union.17 On July 4, 1861, Boyd had her first notable encounter 
with enemy soldiers, and it was not one to be soon forgotten. According 
to Boyd’s autobiography, Union soldiers broke into her home in search 
of  rebel flags, which they had heard decorated her room. Additionally, 
they had with them a Union flag, which “they were...preparing to hoist 
over [the] roof.”18 Boyd’s mother, a courageous Southern lady, refused 
to let them do so, upon which one of  the soldiers proceeded to berate 
Boyd and her mother “in language as offensive as it is possible to con-
ceive.”19 Boyd, shocked, indignant, and furious, soon put an end to the 
tirade; “[she] drew out [her] pistol and shot him.”20 Though initially 
causing much Yankee indignation and anger against Boyd, her actions, 
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when further reviewed with “strict impartiality” by the commanding 
Union officer, were declared to be perfectly reasonable.21 Following this 
incident, Union guards were stationed about the Boyd residence in order 
to ensure that no more events such as this occurred. Boyd used this to 
her advantage, flirting with the numerous guards and gaining useful in-
formation from them regarding Union troop movements.22

This incident was only the first of  Boyd’s numerous escapades; 
she went on to capture two Union soldiers who were escorting her back 
through Union lines after her horse supposedly ran away with her.23 In 
addition, she served as a courier of  sorts, carrying two packages and a 
letter from Winchester, then behind Union lines, to the Confederate 
army.24 Boyd’s most impressive conquest, however, was her involve-
ment in the Battle of  Front Royal in May of  1862. Confederate forces 
had begun an attack on Front Royal, catching the Union by surprise. 
Boyd, learning of  this attack and being in possession of  information 
regarding the position and strength of  other Union troops in the area, 
determined to convey this information at any cost to General Jackson, 
who was in command of  the Confederate attack. She ran out of  town 
and across the battlefield, through heavy fire, towards the Confederate 
lines. Caught in the crossfire, she somehow managed to escape being 
wounded, though “numerous bullets whistled by [her] ears, several ac-
tually pierc[ing] different parts of  [her] clothing.”25  Boyd later recalled 
that it was the “hope, fear, the love of  life, and the determination to 
serve [her] country to the last, conspired to fill [her] heart with more 
than feminine courage, and to lend preternatural strength and swiftness 
to [her] limbs.”26

By some twist of  fate, she reached Confederate lines unscathed 
and was met there by a member of  Jackson’s staff, Henry Kyd Douglas, 
whom Boyd had known from earliest childhood. In his memoir, Douglas 
recalls that he was initially “startled” by hearing Boyd call his name, but 
“was not much astonished when [he] saw that the visitor was the well-
known Belle Boyd.”27 Boyd hastily communicated the information she 
had risked her life to bring, instructing Douglas to warn Jackson of  the 
Union plan to burn the bridges and thus halt the Confederate advance.28  
Having delivered her message, Boyd declined the offer of  a horse and 
an escort back to town, and upon returning from the battlefield, she 
“contrived to render some assistance in dressing the wounds and al-
leviating the sufferings of  [the] poor soldiers.”29 The information which 
Boyd conveyed to the Confederates secured their victory that day, and in 
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recognition of  her bravery and service, she received a note from Jackson 
on the very day of  the battle, thanking her “for the immense service that 
[she]... rendered [her] country.”30 This was undoubtedly Boyd’s greatest 
contribution to the Confederate cause, for without the information she 
provided, the Confederate attack on Front Royal very probably would 
have failed.

Boyd continued spying for the Confederacy throughout the 
summer of  1862, but before long she was arrested by Union officials 
and placed in prison. This change of  circumstance, however, did nothing 
to change Boyd’s brave and passionate devotion to the Confederacy. It 
is reported that, “on her first night in prison, she was heard singing 
“Maryland, My Maryland,” and later in her prison term, she devised 
a means of  communication with other prisoners.31 She was eventually 
released and sent to Richmond, but she later returned to her hometown 
of  Martinsburg, then in Union hands, where she was once again arrested 
and imprisoned. During this prison term, she and a fellow prisoner ex-
changed messages and information, primarily of  a secretive and military 
nature, via a small rubber ball, despite the fact that Boyd was under 
close surveillance.32 Clearly then, Boyd’s devotion to the Confederacy 
was truly unquenchable, and she sought to assist it in any way she could, 
regardless of  her circumstances or the potential consequences.

Just as in Greenhow’s case, Boyd’s service and contribution to the 
Confederacy could not escape notice. As previously mentioned, Boyd 
received a note of  personal thanks from Stonewall Jackson, but even 
before her adventure at Front Royal, she was well known to Northerners 
and Southerners alike. As early as the winter of  1861, Boyd had gained 
the attention of  Northern newspapers. When she captured the two 
Union officers during that time, they were shocked when told that their 
captor was Belle Boyd, the “rebel spy” of  whom they had read in their 
“journals.”33 Various New York Times articles refer to Boyd as the “no-
torious female rebel spy and “mail-carrier”34 and affirm that she was 
“well known as...an arch traitress.”35 These labels, however, were some 
of  the less offensive terms used for Boyd by Northern journals. In re-
porting on the Battle of  Front Royal, the New York Times referred 
to Boyd as an “accomplished prostitute.”36 Though Boyd did possess 
a great deal of  charm and exercised tremendous influence over men, 
particularly young ones in uniform,37 these allegations of  prostitution, 
according to an article found in the Philadelphia Enquirer, were “as 
unjust as they [were] undeserved,” for, in spite of  her “blind devotion” 
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to the Confederacy and willingness to pass far beyond “the boundary 
of  her sex’s modesty to promote its success,” she had “not yet lost the 
crowning virtue of  woman.”38 Thus, Boyd, whose character was alter-
nately attacked and defended by various Northern newspapers, was still 
well known in the North as a successful rebel spy. In the South, Boyd 
was admired and lauded as a respectable lady whose devotion to the 
Southern cause was nearly unparalleled.

Both Belle Boyd and Rose O’Neal Greenhow were effective spies 
for the Confederacy, though their methods of  espionage were substan-
tially different in nature. Greenhow was selected by Thomas Jordan 
to be the head of  his spy ring, responsible for collecting information 
from other spies and communicating it to the Confederate army. Thus, 
Greenhow’s role in the espionage business was much more organized 
and carefully planned, consisting of  contacts and codes. Boyd, on the 
other hand, can be seen mostly as a courier and freelancer, gathering in-
formation wherever she could and sending it to the Confederate army in 
the most reliable way she could devise. This frequently meant conveying 
the information in person, as she did during the Battle of  Front Royal. 
Boyd also sent messengers when necessary, but her network of  resourc-
es was nowhere near the size of  Greenhow’s. Though both women 
continued passing information to the Confederacy after their respec-
tive imprisonments, Greenhow’s methods were once again much more 
organized than those of  Boyd. Greenhow could rely on the remnants 
of  her spy ring to communicate her information to the Confederates, 
whereas Boyd had to take her chances and hope for the best. It is clear 
that though both women were incredibly effective in their espionage 
techniques, Greenhow was undoubtedly the better prepared and orga-
nized of  the two.

Another difference between Boyd and Greenhow seems to be 
their motives in spying for the Confederacy. Without a doubt, both were 
passionate secessionists and wanted to aid the Confederacy in any way 
they could. For Greenhow, this took the form of  espionage, due to her 
prominent, advantageous position and connections in the Union capital. 
In the case of  Boyd, service through espionage allowed her not only to 
aid the Confederacy, but also to participate in the war in an incredibly ex-
citing and adventurous fashion. Between bouts of  spying, Boyd helped 
with tending to the wounded, as did many other Confederate women, 
but “the monotonous routine of  the hospital” left her longing for the 
excitement of  espionage.39 Though Boyd’s chief  motivation for spying, 
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like Greenhow’s, was to aid the Confederacy, she also had the secondary 
motives of  seeking excitement and adventure through her participation 
in espionage.

Boyd’s participation in espionage also gave her the opportunity 
and excuse to flirt with numerous Union soldiers and officers, thereby 
taking advantage of  these men, which is something she did remarkably 
well. Though not known as an outstandingly handsome woman, having 
“prominent teeth” and being “meager in person,” Boyd undoubtedly 
knew how to charm and handle men.40 Boyd had the distinct advan-
tage of  her youth, but Greenhow, a middle-aged but still handsome 
widow, had the same knack for captivating men. Both women unscru-
pulously used their feminine wiles and charm to extract valuable military 
information from unsuspecting Union officers, or more frequently in 
Greenhow’s case, politicians, for the sake of  the Confederacy.

In conclusion, Boyd and Greenhow conducted their espionage 
operations in differing fashions, though both used their womanly 
charms to gather information. For both women, their usefulness as spies 
peaked early in the war as they contributed information vital to earlier 
Confederate victories. They were imprisoned by the Union but con-
tinued to support and spy for the Confederacy in any way they could, 
showing their true and unwavering devotion to the Confederate cause. 
This devotion earned Boyd and Greenhow the utmost admiration and 
respect of  Confederates throughout the South, as well as grudging rec-
ognition in the North. Though their methods and circumstances of  es-
pionage widely differed, Belle Boyd and Rose Greenhow were incredible 
assets to the South, as their commitment to the Confederacy prompted 
them to contribute to the Confederate war effort to the best of  their 
ability.
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The Visigoths were a Germanic tribe that created an extensive code of  
laws to govern their subjects. Beginning in the first century A.D., the Vi-
sigoths underwent a tumultuous history that included much relocation in 
and around modern day Europe. Conflicts and agreements involving the 
Roman Empire contributed to Visigothic movements, but they also helped 
shape the Visigoths’ laws. By the sixth century, Germanic tribes and laws 
governed much of  the land previously held by the Roman Empire. This 
mix of  Germanic tribes and Romans had an impact on the laws found in 
both societies and cultures. As a result, Visigothic laws consisted of  many 
Roman laws and principles and spanned numerous topics and situations, 
such as family law and criminal law. This paper will first provide a brief  
history of  the Visigoths to show why Visigothic law was influenced by 
Roman laws and customs. Second, this paper will provide an overview of  
Germanic law as well as a detailed view of  Visigothic law and the codes 
established by Visigothic kings. Finally, this paper will go into further 
detail regarding Visigothic family law and criminal law.

______

Visigothic Law and Its Origins

Katie Allgood

The Visigoths were a Germanic tribe that created an extensive 
code of  laws to govern their subjects. Beginning in the first century 
A.D., the Visigoths underwent a tumultuous period that included much 
relocation in and around modern day Europe. Conflicts and agreements 
involving the Roman Empire contributed to the Visigothic movements, 
but they also helped shape the Visigoths’ laws. By the sixth century, 
Germanic tribes and laws governed much of  the land previously held 
by the Roman Empire. This mix of  Germanic tribes and Romans had 
an impact on the laws found in both societies and cultures. As a result, 
the Visigothic laws consisted of  many Roman laws and principles. The 
Visigothic laws spanned numerous topics and situations, such as family 
law and criminal law. This paper will first provide a brief  history of  the 
Visigoths to show why Visigothic law was influenced by Roman laws 
and customs. Second, this paper will provide an overview of  Germanic 



47

Undergraduate Journal of  Baylor University

Visigothic Law and Its Origins

law as well as a detailed view of  Visigothic law and the codes established 
by Visigothic kings. Finally, this paper will go into further detail regard-
ing Visigothic family law and criminal law. 

Brief  History of  the Visigoths

Scandinavia was a common region from which nations derived.1  
It was the original home of  groups such as the Gepids, and possibly the 
Vandals and Burgundians. Around the first century A.D., the Germanic 
tribe that came to be known as the Goths left southern Scandinavia 
and made their way to the continent under the guidance of  their leader, 
Berig.2 They initially settled in the Vistula region, fighting and conquer-
ing the groups that had arrived before them.3 Shortly after the settlement 
of  the Vistula, the Goths migrated southeast to the area north of  the 
Black Sea. By the early third century, they had settled near Scythia (close 
to modern day Germany) in the Pontic region.4 Late in the third century, 
around A.D. 271, the Goths split into two groups, the Ostrogoths and 
the Visigoths. The Ostrogoths, also known as the Greutungi, moved 
east into the area that is modern day Ukraine. Meanwhile, the Visigoths 
settled in the abandoned Roman province of  Dacia (Transylvania).5  

In 323, the Visigoths attacked the Roman provinces of  Thrace, 
Moesia, and Scythia.6 The Roman Emperor Constantine the Great was 
able to force the Visigoths back across the Danube.7 He then labelled 
them “Federates” of  the Empire.8 Constantine signed a treaty with the 
Visigoths. In exchange for Visigothic defense of  the Roman frontier, 
the Visigoths would receive subsidies from the Empire.9 However, this 
treaty was ineffective and accomplished little. Shortly after, Constantine 
began construction of  a bridge that would span the Danube River and 
allow the Romans greater access to the frontier.10 In 332, the Visigoths 
were engaged in war with the Sarmatians, and the Sarmations asked 
Constantine for help.11 He rose to their aid and sent his son Constantine 
II to attack the Visigoths in the rear.12 It was a decisive and crushing 
defeat for the Goths who were rumored to have lost nearly 100,000 
people.13 For a few decades, the Visigoths disappeared from history. 
They reemerged with the rise of  Valens, the Eastern Roman Emperor. 
In 367, Valens waged war against the Visigoths in response to their 
attacks on neighboring provinces.14 This war lasted for about two years, 
and the Goths suffered a great defeat. During this time, Valens sus-
pended trade between the Romans and the Visigoths.15 As Thompson 
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observes, “Roman-Gothic trade was fundamental to the very existence 
of  Visigothic society.”16 This placed a significant financial burden on 
the Goths and brought them close to starvation. Also, once the war was 
over, Valens suspended all subsidies and aid for the Goths.17  

In 376, a military leader of  the Visigoths named Fritigern re-
ceived permission from Valens to move south of  the Danube in order 
to escape the relentless attacks from the Huns.18 Valens permitted them 
to enter the Empire and settle near Adrianople. They attempted to farm 
the land, but famine and lack of  assistance from Rome pushed them to 
the brink of  starvation. Desperate and hungry, the Visigoths revolted 
against Valens in 378. On August 9, Valens attacked the Goths near 
Adrianople.19 Fritigern employed the use of  the Gothic cavalry and took 
Valens and the Roman Army completely by surprise.20 The Goths won 
a decisive victory, and Valens was killed in the battle. 

After the Battle of  Adrianople, Theodosius I replaced Valens 
as Emperor, negotiated with the Visigoths, and allotted them a settle-
ment in Greece. However, by the late fourth century, the Goths had left 
Greece and were wandering around looking for a place to settle. Around 
this time, Alaric I became the first true king of  the Visigoths. Anyone 
who decided to follow Alaric was a ‘Visigoth.’ It was by choice, not by 
birth. Beginning in 396, Alaric made continued attempts to gain en-
trance into Italy.21 Alaric engaged in numerous conflicts with the Roman 
military leader, Stilicho. Stilicho prevented the Goths from entering each 
time, partially through the use of  bribery.22  

Finally, in about 406, the Roman frontier broke down; this was 
probably due, in part, to the freezing of  the Rhine River.23  As a result, 
conflict ensued all along the border of  the empire. Roman troops were 
concentrated along the frontier to prevent invasion. With the troops oc-
cupied, Alaric was able to march into Italy and capture Rome in 410.24  
Once the Goths depleted the city of  its gold and silver, they moved on. 
They left Rome and travelled further south into southern Italy. They re-
mained there only a brief  time before they turned north and moved into 
southern Gaul, this time under the rule of  Alaric’s successor, Ataulf. 

While in Gaul, the Goths entered into collaboration with Rome.25 

This collaboration arose out of  the need for the Roman nobles to put 
their trust in a local authority to maintain their traditional way of  life.26  
This resulted in “a gradual ‘assimilation and accommodation’ of  the 
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interests of  the Roman aristocracy and the barbarian leaders.”27 This 
was brought about by the quick decline of  Roman power in the West 
combined with the barbarians’ desire for stability.28 

Wallia, the successor of  Ataulf, was summoned by the emperor to 
eradicate the barbarian peoples on the Iberian Peninsula.29 The Visigoths 
were then removed from Spain and returned to Gaul.30 Under the lead-
ership of  King Wallia, the Visigoths signed a treaty with Rome around 
419.31 Wallia was given control of  Aquitaine and allowed to establish his 
court in Toulouse. In exchange for Visigothic semi-independence, the 
Roman Empire was to receive the protection of  the Visigothic army 
against other barbarians, such as the Vandals. The Visigoths became 
allies, or foederati, of  the Roman Empire. For the next few decades the 
Visigoths were used to control and defeat the barbarians around Spain. 
In 456, the Visigoth king Theodoric II moved his army into Spain and 
defeated the Sueves; this secured most of  the peninsula under Gothic 
rule.32 Finally, Theodoric’s brother, Euric, rose to power in 466 (after 
the assassination of  Theodoric), and any remnant of  Roman Imperial 
authority was finally eradicated.33 By the time of  Euric’s death in 484, 
the Visigothic kingdom included all of  Spain (except Galicia) and the 
territory from the Loire and Rhone all the way to the Pyrenees.34 In the 
mid-500s, the Visigothic capital was moved to Toledo. This history and 
mixture of  cultures paved the way for later development of  Visigothic 
law.

Germanic Law

By the sixth century, much of  the previously held territory of  the 
Roman Empire was divided into smaller kingdoms and ruled by Germanic 
tribes. Aside from the Visigoths in Spain, the Franks controlled most of  
Gaul, the Anglo-Saxons occupied Britain, the Ostrogoths were in Italy, 
and the Vandals in Northern Africa.35 However, the population of  these 
territories still remained largely Roman.36 Therefore, many Roman laws, 
traditions, and customs continued to exist.37 “The Germanic settlers 
brought with them their own laws, customs, and traditional practices, 
but they did not seek to impose their law on their new neighbors; on 
the other hand, the Germans had no desire to adopt Roman ways.”38 
Germanic law was applied in disputes between Germanic people and 
Roman law was used between Romans.39 Because of  this simultaneous 
co-existence there was a gradual shift in both Roman law and Germanic 
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law. “Each law influenced the other, each was modified by the other.”40 
Roman law became more “simplified” and “vulgarized,” while Germanic 
law became more Roman-like.41  

Prior to migration into the Roman Empire, Germanic law was 
founded on two principles: revenge and a societal responsibility for 
its members’ actions. Revenge was usually carried out by the victim 
or the victim’s family in order to avenge the crime committed against 
them. More often than not, this involved punishment of  the offender 
or one of  the offender’s family members. Societal responsibility for its 
members’ actions meant that it was society’s responsibility to ensure 
that every crime was punished and every victim was compensated. Also, 
society was responsible for the protection of  members from “outside 
interference.”42 After migration into the Roman Empire, Germanic 
society gradually lost its ability to enforce these traditions.43 Kings began 
to exercise authority over matters and disputes.44 Likewise, protection 
from outsiders was now the responsibility of  the king, not the people.45 

During this time, compensation for crimes shifted from revenge 
to a form of  monetary compensation.46 The amount of  this compen-
sation was determined in the king’s courts. The practice of  issuing a 
wergeld was instated. The wergeld was, quite literally, the price of  a life. 
If  a person was murdered, the wergeld was the amount of  monetary 
compensation owed to the victim’s family (or in the case of  a slave, his 
master). Different lives were worth different amounts, and each valua-
tion was determined by the court. The amount depended on social rank, 
gender, and age. For example, the cost of  the life of  a slave would be 
considerably less than that of  a male landowner. The wergeld was also 
used to determine compensation for other crimes. In the case of  bodily 
injury, a percentage of  the determined wergeld would be owed. Wergeld 
was also a term used to describe the value of  property. If  property was 
stolen or damaged, the determined worth of  that item (or the amount 
of  damages) would be due to the owner.47 

In these Germanic territories, a combination of  customary law 
and territorial law was used. Customary law was usually personal, and 
territorial law pertained to every subject in the territory.48 Many of  the 
early Germanic law codes only applied to the barbarian subjects in the 
territory, while Roman law applied to everyone. To combat this, many 
Roman laws were published by German kings to use for their subjects 
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that were descended from Romans.49 This further helped to combine the 
older Roman laws that were already in place with the newer Germanic 
laws that were being enforced in the territories. 

Prior to the Romanization of  Germanic law, traditional barbar-
ian laws and customs were passed down orally.50 It was not until later 
in the fifth century that the Germanic kings began to record their laws 
and codes in writing.51 This was especially significant because it gave 
some credence to the barbarian kings.52 Many of  the Germanic tribes’ 
law codes were seen as symbolic. Even though it was difficult for the 
Germanic kings to assert their authority over their Roman subjects, a 
written law code gave them an air of  legitimacy. 

Overview of  Visigothic Law

Euric’s Codex Euricianus was one of  the earliest law codes in the 
Visigothic state. The Codex Euricianus was issued largely as a way to pre-
serve the Gothic people and prevent full immersion into the Roman 
way of  life.53 Euric’s Code was probably issued around 476 and “was 
a lengthy compilation of  some 350 clauses, arranged under separate 
chapter headings.”54 Very little of  the original text has survived.55 The 
code expressly forbade intermarriage between Romans and barbarians, 
and it consisted of  many Roman laws and principles.56 Many of  the 
surviving clauses pertained to trade, which was a subject closely tied 
to the Empire.57 There were also laws in the code that were expressly 
Germanic. Therefore, the amount of  Roman influence on the docu-
ment as a whole may be exaggerated.58  

In 506, Alaric II issued the Lex Romana Visigothorum, or Breviary. 
This code was made up entirely of  Roman content and was used for 
the Roman subjects under Alaric’s rule. The Breviary was enforced for 
almost 150 years.59 Leovigild was the first Visigothic king to attempt the 
desegregation of  Roman and Germanic law.60 He maintained the politi-
cal separation between the two societies, but he issued the Codex Revisus, 
which was a revision of  Euric’s original code.61 A central revision was 
the removal of  the ban on intermarriage between races: 

It shall be as Lawful for a Roman Woman to Marry a Goth, as for a 
Gothic Woman to Marry a Roman.
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The zealous care of  the prince is recognized, when, for the 
sake of  future utility, the benefit of  the people is provided for; 
and it should be a source of  no little congratulation, if  the 
ancient law, which sought improperly to prevent the marriage 
of  persons equal in dignity and lineage, should be abrogated. 
For this reason, we hereby sanction a better law; and, declaring 
the ancient one to be void, we decree that if  any Goth wishes 
to marry a Roman woman, or any Roman a Gothic woman, 
permission being first requested, they shall be permitted to 
marry. And any freeman shall have the right to marry any free 
woman; permission of  the Council and of  her family having 
been previously obtained.62 

This was done in order to help unify the kingdom. With the same 
objective, Leovigild also attempted to establish Arianism as the only re-
ligion. The issue of  religion was a dividing factor between Romans and 
Goths for many decades in the Visigothic state. The Visigoths were the 
first Christian converts of  the Germanic tribes.63 However, from the 
latter part of  the fourth century until the middle part of  the sixth, the 
Goths were expressly Arian. In 580, at the Council of  Toledo, Leovogild’s 
requirement of  forced conversion to Arianism was removed.64 The 
Third Council of  Toledo, called by King Reccared in 589, denounced 
Arianism, and the Goths finally embraced Roman Catholicism.65  

 In 643 or 644, Chindasvind began to construct the first territo-
rial code of  the Visigoths.66 Subsequently, he and his son, Reccesvind, 
were finally able to politically unify the Visigothic state.67 When Ervig 
took the throne in 680, he immediately began construction on a new 
code of  law. The resulting accumulation of  these law codes was the 
Liber Iudiciorum, or Lex Visigothorum (“Law of  the Visigoths”). It was the 
largest of  all Germanic law codes.68 Of  all the non-Roman law codes, 
the Visigothic code was the closest by comparison to that of  Roman 
law codes such as the Theodosian Code. It was nearly equal in both “scale, 
organization, and practical applicability.”69 It contained procedural in-
structions on legal rulings and even stated the price for obtaining a copy 
of  the code itself.70 It was organized into twelve books with titles and 
numbered laws (also called eras).71 The twelve books are titled as follows:

 I. Concerning Legal Agencies
 II. Concerning the Conduct of  Causes
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 III. Concerning Marriage
 IV. Concerning Natural Lineage
 V. Concerning Business Transactions
 VI. Concerning Crimes and Tortures
 VII. Concerning Theft and Fraud
 VIII. Concerning Acts of  Violence and Injuries
 IX. Concerning Fugitives and Refugees
 X. Concerning Partition, Limitation, and Boundaries
 XI. Concerning the Sick and the Dead, and Merchants   
   Who Come From Beyond Seas
 XII. Concerning the Prevention of  Official Oppression, and the  
       Thorough Extinction of  Heretical Sects 

Each book contains titled subsections and numbered laws within each 
subsection. The laws themselves were written by the king. He exercised a 
“true legislative absolutism.”72 The code specifies which king gets credit 
for each law and also includes some “ancient” laws which are uncredited. 

Visigothic Family Law

 Family law was of  high importance in Visigothic law codes. As 
stated earlier, marriage was regulated in Visigothic society as early as the 
Codex Euricianus. Book III of  the Lex Visigothorum stipulates things such 
as the punishment for a woman marrying without her father’s consent, 
the importance and requirement of  a marriage dowry, and the amount 
of  a marriage dowry. It also includes a law that forbids “women ad-
vanced in years” from entering into marriage with “young men,” for re-
productive reasons. According to the code, marriage is entered into with 
the “direct hope” of  producing productive offspring, and “if  a marriage 
takes place between persons who are incompetent, either through age or 
some personal defect…how can their offspring be other than dwarfed 
or deformed? For that cannot be perfect whose origin is defective.”73 

 Book III also ensures certain rights for women. One law 
denotes that the mother will have custody of  her children upon the 
death of  the father. Furthermore, a law existed that protected the rights 
of  women being denied property due to deceit by male family members. 
For example, if  a woman’s brothers were keeping her rightful property 
from her under the ruse that she was attempting marriage to someone 
beneath her station and she disputed this claim, then she was entitled 
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to her inheritance under the law.74 Another section of  Book III per-
tains to unlawful marriages; this section discusses the types of  marriage 
contracts which were void under the law. This included a widow mar-
rying prior to the completion of  the mourning period for her deceased 
husband and the restriction on free-born women marrying slaves. 

Section III of  Book III contains laws against rape and forced 
marriages (especially for virgins and widows). It also contains the pun-
ishments for the offenders, including the woman’s family, if  they con-
sented. Adultery is addressed in the following section. The code explains 
the lawful ways someone can expose adultery. This included beating 
the slaves of  the adulterers into confession of  their master’s misdeeds. 
Likewise, the code discusses the punishment for adultery as well as the 
punishment for the murder of  the adulterers. Section IV discusses in-
cestuous marriages and acts and the punishments for them. If  anyone 
were to engage in incestuous acts, be it through marriage or otherwise, 
a judge would “immediately order them to be separated, and …cause 
them to be placed in monasteries…to perform perpetual penance.”75  
Book III concludes with a section concerning divorce and the legality 
of  it in certain situations. 

Book IV, Concerning Natural Lineage, contains an explanation of  
family relationships and the tiers in which each family member falls. One 
of  the most interesting parts of  the code is the gender equality found 
throughout Book IV. This equality is displayed best in the distribution 
of  inheritance. Gender was irrelevant in the dispersal of  inherited funds 
and property. Section I states, “Brothers and Sisters shall Share Equally 
in the Inheritance of  their Parents.”76 It also stipulates that if  a man 
leaves only siblings upon his death, his property will be divided among 
his brothers and sisters equally.77 Furthermore, it expressly states that 
women will inherit equal shares as their male relatives simply because 
it is “just.”78 

A Woman shall be entitled to a Share in an Entire Inheritance.
A woman shall inherit, equally with her brother, the property 
of  their father or mother; of  their grandparent, on the paternal 
and the maternal side, as well as of  their brothers and sisters; 
and also any property which may be left by a paternal uncle, or 
a cousin, or a nephew, or a niece. For it is only just that those 
who are nearly related by blood, should enjoy the benefit of  
hereditary succession.79 
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Also, upon the death of  the father, the widowed mother was 
granted an equal share of  the inheritance with her children.80 Another 
law that was seemingly out of  place for the time period was the equal 
accumulation of  property during a marriage: 

Concerning such Property as the Husband and Wife together have 
Accumulated during their Married Life.
When persons of  equal rank marry one another, and, while 
living together, either increase or waste their property, where 
one is more wealthy than the other; they shall share in common 
the gains and losses, in proportion to the amount which each 
one holds. If  the value of  their possessions is the same, neither 
has a right to assume superiority over the other…This provi-
sion shall apply to, and be observed in, all cases relating to the 
estates of  both husbands and wives.81 

This law tied the benefits and losses to a husband’s and wife’s 
property to one another and ensured gender equality of  that property 
during the marriage.

Visigothic Criminal Law

 Book VI discusses crimes and tortures, including the crimes 
and accusations that would require torture. It also states that “no slave…
shall be tortured in order to obtain evidence of  crime against either his 
or her master or mistress, unless for adultery.”82 However, slave torture 
was allowed to determine the slave’s own guilt or innocence. If  the slave 
was found innocent, then the accuser had to compensate said slave’s 
master with another slave equal in value to the accused. If  the slave was 
found innocent but was killed or severely injured during torture, then 
the accuser had to compensate the slave’s master with two slaves; like-
wise, the judge in this situation had to provide the master with a slave, 
all of  whom were required to be equal in value to the accused slave.83   
 Book IV also stated that fraudulent accusations would be brought 
to the attention of  the king.84 Furthermore, it stipulated how and when 
the king should display mercy.85 Only those accused and found guilty 
of  a crime were allowed to be punished, not their families.86 Section II 
specifies that anyone found guilty of  poisoning should be punished “in 
like manner.”87 However, if  the victim survived the poisoning, then the 
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criminal should be given over to the victim and disposed of  as he or she 
deemed fit. Any man who engaged in witchcraft with the intent to harm 
or kill any man or animal, or damage any property, would be subjected 
to “the same damage he endeavored to inflict upon others.”88 

Interestingly, Section III addresses abortion. If  a woman took a 
medical potion to abort her pregnancy and the child died, the woman 
was to be punished. Two hundred lashes were to be the punishment 
for a slave woman, while a free woman would lose her rank and be 
forced into slavery.89 There were also laws that forbade men and women 
from assisting in abortion. Likewise, anyone who caused an abortion of  
another was to be punished. The killing of  children, in any manner, was 
considered deplorable:

Concerning Those who Kill their Children before, or after, they are Born.
No depravity is greater than that which characterizes those 
who, unmindful of  their parental duties, wilfully deprive 
their children of  life; and, as this crime is said to be increas-
ing throughout the provinces of  our kingdom and as men as 
well as women are said to be guilty of  it; therefore, by way 
of  correcting such license, we hereby decree that if  either a 
freewoman or a slave should kill her child before, or after its 
birth; or should take any potion for the purpose of  producing 
abortion; or should use any other means of  putting an end to 
the life of  her child; the judge of  the province or district, as 
soon as he is advised of  the fact, shall at once condemn the 
author of  the crime to execution in public; or, should he desire 
to spare her life, he shall at once cause her eyesight to be com-
pletely destroyed; and if  it should be proved that her husband 
either ordered, or permitted the commission of  this crime, he 
shall suffer the same penalty.90 

The remainder of  Book VI, as well as Books VII and VIII, consist 
of  laws and punishments of  crimes such as murder, bodily injury, theft, 
and property damage. Punishment varied according to social rank, and 
most punishments included fines as well as some kind of  recompense 
for the offended.
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Closing

 After beginning their lives in Scandinavia, the Visigoths trav-
elled all over Europe for several hundred years and engaged in wars 
and agreements with the Romans. This history and interaction with the 
Romans helped develop and define Visigothic laws. Although this paper 
only went into depth regarding Visigothic family law and criminal law, 
the Visigoths created an extensive set of  laws that spanned numerous 
topics. Many of  the laws that provided for gender equality and interra-
cial marriage were well ahead of  their time. It is that forward thinking, 
coupled with their tumultuous history that makes Visigothic law both 
interesting and educational. 
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This paper examines the founding of  the Communicable Dis-
ease Center in 1946 as a continuation of  the Office of  Ma-
laria Control in War Areas during the Second World War. 
Throughout the mid-twentieth century, the post-war estab-
lishment of  the CDC underwent several administrative and 
nomenclature changes and developed into the current Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia. 
Through an examination of  the South’s epidemiological and 
socioeconomic status during the Great Depression and leading 
up to WWII, this paper illustrates the region’s importance 
in contextualizing the establishment of  the CDC and thus 
altering the nature of  public health in the United States. 

______

Communicable Disease Center: The South’s Role in 
the Federalization of  Public Health

Katie McAfee

Introduction

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which is head-
quartered in Atlanta, Georgia, is at the forefront of  epidemiologic affairs 
and public health, both in the United States and abroad. The CDC 
maintains both bureaucratic and tangible potency in forming policy and 
combating infectious disease. A historical investigation of  the CDC’s 
establishment in the mid-twentieth century and development in its early 
years illuminates the extent to which public health policy and infectious 
disease control contributed to and shaped southern regional identity.

 A dynamic intersection of  biological, socioeconomic and po-
litical circumstances pretexted the establishment and growth of  the 
CDC. The state of  southern society formed the core of  each of  these 
issues. Southern relevance in this multifaceted matter was of  utmost im-
portance; had the health and economic problems of  the early-twentieth 
century American South not been present to the extent that they were, 
the associated political and societal reforms would not have quite come 
to fruition in the manner in which they did.
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 Malaria, a historically and immensely prevalent mosquito-
borne infectious disease, affected the whole of  American society 
throughout much of  the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By the 
onset and through the early decades of  the twentieth century, however, 
the incidence rate of  malaria largely confined itself  to the southern 
region of  the United States.1 The nature of  a malarial infection and its 
pathophysiology stipulate the distinctiveness of  its threat to any popula-
tion; fever and headache are typical symptoms, and the disease retains a 
high mortality rate. Until the late nineteenth century, mere treatment of  
symptoms provided the primary defense against malaria, but preventing 
infection itself  was largely out of  reach. In 1898, the identification of  
the Anopheles mosquito vector, rather than airborne poison as was the 
preceding notion, was a significant initial step in the development of  
malaria prevention programs, which involved efforts to eliminate prom-
inent mosquito breeding sites (i.e. stagnant bodies of  water in warm 
climates).2 

In July of  1938, the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration issued 
the Report on Economic Conditions of  the South, in which the presi-
dent expressly linked financial concerns to the southern incidence of  
malaria; this report argues that “the presence of  malaria, which infects 
annually more than 2,000,000 people, is estimated to have reduced 
the industrial output of  the South one-third.”3 The report proceeds 
to discuss the detriment that malaria inflicted upon specific southern 
industries, among them cotton and lumber. As this executive report 
associates said loss in economic productivity with the social costs of  
malaria, it places public health at the forefront of  national concern. The 
Great Depression contextualizes the years leading up to this report, thus 
economic revitalization was already a primary domestic focus. The pri-
oritization of  public health was warranted by virtue of  its linkage with 
economic affairs.

Through the legislation of  the New Deal and the Second New 
Deal during the 1930s, Franklin D. Roosevelt instituted a plethora of  
new federal departments, branches and programs to address the various 
economic and social issues of  the Great Depression. Toward the latter 
end of  this series of  legislation, the Reorganization Act of  1939 man-
dated a restructuring of  the executive branch of  the United States 
federal government.4 This act commissioned a number of  new execu-
tive departments, all of  which reported directly to the president. Among 
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these new units was the United States Public Health Service, under the 
umbrella of  the Federal Security Agency (FSA), which instituted a new 
era of  public health affairs in the United States.5 

During the Second World War, the FSA, through the United 
States Public Health Service, commenced a federally-based initiative to 
combat malaria – the Office of  Malaria Control in War Areas (MCWA).6  
The end of  WWII simultaneously elicited an end to the MCWA’s exis-
tence and the establishment of  a new organization, which continued the 
mission and duties of  the strictly wartime organization.7 On 16 August 
1946, the Communicable Disease Center was established in Atlanta, 
Georgia. 

The Communicable Disease Center is, for all intents and pur-
poses, synonymous with the current Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. The CDC was established as the Communicable Disease 
Center in 1946 and underwent a series of  nomenclature changes in the 
latter decades of  the twentieth century; it is now the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. The change in name does not represent a sig-
nificant organizational or structural change, whereas the transition from 
the MCWA to the CDC did involve more administrative alterations.

Societal issues in the southern region of  the United States in the 
early decades of  the twentieth century—namely, the dual incidence of  
malaria and the economic and industrial strife that accompanied the 
Great Depression—presented a necessary precedent for New Deal poli-
cies, which altered and developed the nature of  public health infrastruc-
ture in the United States. While a mere solitary event, the founding of  
the Communicable Disease Center in 1946 encapsulates the contextual 
issues of  the pre-WWII South, and its early development illuminates 
the more comprehensive direction of  public health policy in the United 
States. Although it occurred well into the twentieth century, the estab-
lishment of  the CDC reflects a significant dynamic of  southern identity, 
as it was a crucial step in restoring national unity after a post-Civil War 
and Reconstruction South had long been wary of  the federal govern-
ment overstepping its boundary. 

Prior to the Great Depression and New Deal era, state govern-
ments were solely responsible for dealing with their own public health 
issues and epidemiological management.8  In the 1930s, the FDR admin-
istration’s New Deal programs provided federal aid to states. Although 
said aid and programs were federally-based, their fruition and effective-
ness depended on an interaction between local, state and federal govern-
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mental entities.9 This cooperation was especially integral to addressing 
both the health and economic issues facing the southern states in the 
midst of  the Great Depression; state and municipal governments were 
often not equipped with the adequate monetary resources, and federal 
programs depended on local populations to provide the appropriate 
personnel. For example, the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and the 
Works Progress Administration were both federal New Deal programs 
that provided employment to poverty-stricken southern peoples. There 
was often dual utility in these programs, as the TVA enacted efforts to 
control-mosquito breeding sites, as well as provide an impetus to alle-
viate southern unemployment rates; federal funds provided the means 
by which to manage stagnant water bodies and drainage projects, all 
the while employing southern citizens who had difficulty in the Great 
Depression’s job market.10 

 The context of  the Second World War changed the nature of  
public health administration in the United States. With the initiatives 
of  the Office of  Malaria Control in War Areas during the war and the 
establishment of  the Communicable Disease Center in 1946, the federal 
government took on a much more prominent role in the furtherance 
of  anti-malaria efforts and public health policy. WWII provided the 
necessary context for this transition from state and municipal govern-
ments being the primary source of  public health administration to the 
prominence of  federal infrastructure concerning these issues. American 
engagement in a significant, international conflict altered the ways in 
which the public sector perceived malaria as a threat to society. With 
the domestic concerns of  the Great Depression, the epidemiological 
threats of  malaria in the southern states coincided with the nation’s 
economic struggles at large. Also, the emergent idea of  the national 
government as a mechanism to ensure the welfare of  its citizens further 
warranted New Deal aid to states in the 1930s. But with the globalized 
nature of  WWII and the ethos of  promoting democracy worldwide, 
malaria became a matter of  utmost national security; maintaining the 
health of  both troops and the civilian population was seen as integral 
for success in achieving the geopolitical aims of  the United States in 
the Second World War.11 WWII served to unify the United States and 
re-establish a national identity; malaria was no exception in this process. 
Prior to WWII, the primary foreign threats of  malaria originated from 
immigration and trade, which were much more prevalent in northern 
industrialized society. The engagement of  the United States in war 
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as a single entity, however, stipulated that malaria posed a threat to 
all troops, northern and southern, in war zones abroad and domestic 
training camps. Because WWII served as a unifying factor between the 
northern and southern United States, it necessarily led to the post-war 
establishment of  the Communicable Disease Center in Atlanta. Without 
this precedent, vestiges of  the post-Civil War southern identity likely 
would have regarded this federal organization as a form of  northern 
aggression.

 The financial, technological and structural development of  the 
Office of  Malaria Control in War Areas during WWII illustrates the 
beginning stages of  this transition from state and municipal govern-
ments being the primary authorities on public health to the prominence 
of  federal authority. The MCWA internally published monthly reports 
throughout its existence in WWII (i.e. 1942-1945). July of  1942 marks 
the date of  the MCWA’s first monthly report, which clearly reflects the 
fact of  federal involvement in tandem with continued state authority. 
Said report states that “each State Health Department cooperating with 
the Malaria Control in War Areas program has set aside a special fund 
for use in making emergency expenditures for supplies, equipment, or 
other needs of  the malaria control programs.”12 The July 1942 monthly 
report illustrates federal-state financial and physical cooperation, but 
state health departments did maintain a high degree of  financial au-
tonomy, as each was responsible for building and maintaining its own 
emergency fund. Through this interaction, the federal nature of  the 
MCWA served as an organizational aid to state health departments. In 
the same publication, the MCWA reports of  prompting state health de-
partments to develop plans for continuing mosquito eradication efforts 
in the winter months. The text stipulates that “the various states are 
perfecting plans for essential drainage work to be undertaken during the 
winter months when larvicidal work is unnecessary.”13 Thus, in the early 
days of  its establishment, the MCWA served as both a financial and 
tangible guide to state health departments.

 According to the July 1942 monthly report, the anti-malaria 
initiatives of  the MCWA upon its founding were largely limited to ad-
ministering mosquito larvicide to ditches and ponds; it demonstrates 
that “about 300,000 gallons of  oil and 37,000 pounds of  paris green 
were used to control malaria mosquito breeding in 8,300 miles of  
ditches and 25,000 acres of  ponds.”14 The organization also instituted 
drainage projects on several areas of  stagnant water, such as in “Pine 
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Bluff, Arkansas…[where] about 8,000 feet of  main ditch were blasted 
in two weeks using some 18,000 pounds of  dynamite.”15 One year later, 
in July 1943, the MCWA carried out similar duties as in the previous 
July, as “a total of  279,308 gallons of  oil and 18,364 pounds of  paris 
green [were] being used to treat 28,489 acres of  breeding surface.”16  
Per these methods, there was not a significant increase in land area 
covered or amount of  chemicals used, but the first year of  development 
elicited an entirely new technique of  mosquito control, which entailed 
“30,399 pounds of  paris green…applied by airplane to 24,921 acres.”17 

In the same month, the MCWA reported a significant decrease in drain-
age projects “due to increased larvicidal operations.”18 In the first year 
of  its anti-malaria pursuits, the MCWA’s mosquito control techniques 
implied the emergence and prominence of  this new and improved mos-
quito eradication technique. Administering pesticides via low-altitude 
airplanes would later become a main venue of  administering DDT to 
crops in the mid-twentieth century, and the MCWA’s use of  the method 
illustrates the beginnings of  such a practice.

 Aside from proliferating new mosquito control processes and 
techniques, the growth of  the MCWA occasioned its involvement in new 
types of  duties, rather than strictly eliminating breeding water bodies 
for the Anopheles mosquito. The July 1943 monthly report discusses 
“tentative plans…to conduct two small but intensive house-to-house 
surveys; one in the Santee-Cooper region in South Carolina, where a 
large aluminum plant may soon be constructed…”19 While the initial 
mission of  the MCWA was to control mosquito breeding in the vicinity 
of  war areas (i.e. military bases and troop training camps), the temporal 
growth in its duties, such as the aforementioned survey, illustrated the 
considerable growth of  the organization itself. By surveying an area in 
which there was potential for the construction of  an aluminum plant, 
the MCWA extended its authority and function to areas of  industry and 
commerce, not merely confining its involvement to areas of  military 
importance.20 

 The growth and expansion of  the MCWA throughout the 
three years of  its existence is evident in its monthly financial statements, 
which were included in the general monthly reports. In July 1942, the or-
ganization reported a total expenditure of  $292,000. Total expenditures 
were noted to include “personal services, travel, communication ser-
vices, rent, other contractual services, supplies and materials and equip-
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ment.”21 Just one year later, in July 1943, total expenditures are reported 
to be $517,535, nearly double the value of  the previous July’s financial 
statement.22 

 The temporal development of  the Office of  Malaria Control 
in War Areas’ monthly reports in the years of  its existence during WWII 
clearly illustrates its vast growth and functional expansion in a three-
year period. The sheer length of  the monthly reports gradually increases 
over time. Structural and organizational expansion is evident through 
the expanding number of  sub-sections to suit various branches of  the 
organization: toward the end of  1944, each monthly report contains a 
Literature Review, a Director’s Review and a Headquarter Review, along 
with its numerous other divisions. Over time, the mosquito control 
programs grew more elaborate, and the MCWA began to work with 
other diseases besides malaria toward the end of  WWII, such as typhus 
and yellow fever. The functional and financial expansion and growth in 
structural capacity of  the MCWA throughout its existence during WWII 
illustrate the growing prevalence of  federal programs in the administra-
tion of  public health affairs and infectious disease control.

 The Communicable Disease Center was established as a branch 
of  the United States Public Health Service on 1 July 1946. The CDC was 
intended to continue the mosquito control functions of  the Office of  
Malaria Control in War Areas, as well as initiate a new set of  duties, such 
as “deal with special phases of  communicable disease prevention not 
now provided as federal services.”23 This commission overtly furthers 
the goal of  federalizing public health affairs, as it expands upon the 
originally envisioned goals of  the MCWA. Both continuation and devel-
opment defined the dynamic relationship between the MCWA and the 
CDC. The Communicable Disease Center was established as a formal 
continuation of  the MCWA, and it did carry forth the original mosquito 
control endeavors of  the MCWA, but the CDC was established with 
greater federal hegemony than the MCWA originally possessed.

In contrast to the MCWA, which was founded primarily to de-
crease the incidence of  malaria, the CDC was established to combat a 
larger and more varied number of  infectious diseases, such as “malaria, 
amebiasis, the schistosomiases, hookworm disease, filariases…yellow 
fever, dengue…typhus, plague, sand-fly fever, diverse diarrheas and dys-
enteries.”24 This enumeration of  communicable diseases for which the 
CDC was expected to develop eradication strategies, illuminates the de-
velopment of  biological and epidemiological research that was becom-
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ing increasingly prevalent in the scientific community. The articulated 
diseases include various types of  infectious diseases, such as viral, bacte-
rial, parasitic and neurovirologic.25 

The written commissioning of  the Communicable Disease Center 
in 1946 specifies the structure and function of  three areas within the 
newly founded organization—training, epidemiologic and laboratory 
services, and operational services.26 In the initial years of  the CDC’s 
existence, the development of  each of  these areas illustrates the growing 
role of  federal involvement in public health and infectious disease 
control.

Its initial commission document in 1946 pronounces that the 
listed responsibilities of  the Communicable Disease Center “exceed the 
resources and facilities of  individual states, [because] they are concerned 
to a large degree with interstate and extra-continental health hazards.”27  
Concerning the relationship between the federal government and state 
and local governments, this brief  discussion pinpointed two truths: as a 
federal organization, the CDC was now fundamentally more dominant 
than state and municipal governments, and public health concerns in the 
United States were becoming increasingly international.

Previously, the fruition of  New Deal programs had stipulated a 
balanced cooperation between federal and local health agencies to effec-
tively suppress infectious disease; the monetary and organizational aid 
of  federal organizations brought stability to the efforts of  state, county 
and municipal health agencies. The rhetoric of  the CDC’s commission 
in 1946, however, expresses the CDC to be the ultimate authority on 
public health issues. The CDC was not established in an effort to sup-
press state and local governments and health departments; however, its 
internal growth and increasing functionality unilaterally empowered the 
CDC and thus federal efforts, rather than state and local health depart-
ments. Rather than working with state and municipal authorities toward a 
common goal, the CDC established its federal authority as the source of  
public health security as it grew throughout the mid-twentieth century.

The Foreword (by R.A. Vonderlehr, Officer in Charge of  CDC) of  
the Communicable Disease Center’s 1948 Orientation and Training Manual 
furthers this ideology and process of  establishing the CDC as a domi-
nant authority on public health in the United States. It expresses the 
growth of  the United States Public Health Service, a federal agency—
“the growth of  the United States Public Health Service in the last gener-
ation…has had its function doubled, its personnel increased four to five 



 Katie McAfee

The Pulse

70

times, and its appropriations extended even more”—without mention-
ing the relationship between federal and state public health efforts.28 In 
this training manual, the growth and development of  the United States 
Public Health Service forms the central rhetorical and practical focus.

In the same year, the CDC published a document entitled Epidemic 
and Disaster Aid to States, which outlines a protocol for the nature of  
disaster relief  to state health departments from the CDC; discussion of  
said procedure articulated that “preliminary plans have been made to es-
tablish this service as a Communicable Disease Center activity and basic 
policies are set forth herein.”29 This document includes a section entitled 
“Circumstances Justifying Aid,” which implies that assistance to state 
health departments was considered an activity within the realm of  the 
CDC’s duties, but cooperation with state authorities toward a common 
public health goal was no longer the central focus of  the CDC’s mission. 
On the one hand, this publication pinpoints a movement away from 
such cooperative action, but it also illustrates the broadening horizons 
of  the Communicable Disease Center’s functionality. The discrete list 
of  circumstances that did indeed justify aid reads, “Disease epidemics, 
floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, fires (municipal, industrial and forest), 
marine disaster, earthquakes and mine and industrial disasters.”30 This 
varied list illustrates the functional development of  the CDC’s capac-
ity and authority, but the organization did continue to involve itself  in 
mosquito control, the original mission of  its predecessor, the MCWA.

In January 1952, the Communicable Disease Center published 
Health and Sanitation: Mosquito Control in Epidemics and Disasters, which 
outlines reactionary protocol to lessen the effect of  mosquito breed-
ing in the wake of  natural disasters such as “floods, storms and earth-
quakes.”31  While this publication does address mosquito control, it does 
so in a broader context than merely malarial epidemiology. Even in the 
continuation of  the MCWA’s original duties, the CDC’s early develop-
ment illustrates its vast differentiation in capacity. Originally published 
in 1951 but revised and republished in 1953, the CDC’s Mosquito Problems 
in Irrigated Areas and Their Prevention carries the most similitude to the 
MCWA’s original aims, as it outlines the protocol of  mosquito control in 
agricultural and industrial locations of  stagnant water.

The Foreword (by Robert I. Anderson, Chief  of  CDC) of  the 
1960-1961 Training Program Bulletin, however, does reference the coordi-
nation of  federal and state health agencies: “A major objective of  CDC 
is to assist states in developing their own programs of  continuing edu-
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cation in communicable disease control. Hence, training activities are 
designed to support and encourage state and local training leadership 
and to fulfill those training needs that exceed available resources.”32 The 
rhetorical and topical differences between the training documents of  
1948 and of  1960-1961 raise the question of  whether or not the struc-
tural ethos of  the CDC reverted back to that of  New Deal federal-state 
cooperation or if  they were based on the varied leadership of  the CDC 
directors at each given time.

 High malaria incidence and multi-faceted economic problems 
associated with the Great Depression in the South contextualized a 
new phase of  public health in the United States. The level to which 
FDR’s New Deal health and employment programs utilized coopera-
tion between federal, state, and local agencies, as well as the unifying 
nature of  WWII in forging a new national identity, was integral in the 
initiation and success of  federal public health agencies. The founding 
of  the Communicable Disease Center in 1946, as a continuation of  the 
Office of  Malaria Control in War Areas, was initially devoted to mos-
quito control and eradicating malaria in military, agricultural, and in-
dustrial areas in the South. The CDC, however, continued the MCWA’s 
trend of  swift structural and functional development and proceeded to 
include a plethora of  public health issues under its umbrella of  respon-
sibilities. Such expansion, augmented by pertinent biological and epi-
demiological research and technological innovation, contributed to the 
present-day Centers for Disease Control and Prevention being one of  
the most renowned and effective public health agencies, both nationally 
and internationally.33
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1  Price, Polly J. “Federalization of  the Mosquito: 
Structural Innovation in the New Deal Administrative 
State.” Emory Law Journal 60 (2010): 326.
2  Price, “Federalization,” 329. The Anopheles mosquito is the 
vector for the spread of  malaria because it carries a parasite 
of  the genus Plasmodium. When a mosquito bites a human or 
animal host, the Plasmodium parasite is injected into the host’s 
bloodstream, where it reproduces and becomes active in the 
circulatory system. Since this infection initiates in the bloodstream, 
malaria easily becomes systemic. Thus, prevention is much more 
feasible through elimination of  the mosquito vector altogether.
3  National Emergency Council. Economic Conditions of  
the South. Washington D.C., 22 June 1938. Digitized by 
the Internet Archive with funding from the University 
of  North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2009, 29-30.
4  Polly, “Federalization,” 342-357.
5  Ibid.
6  Ibid., 328.
7  Andrews, Justin M. “The United States Public Health 
Service Communicable Disease Center.” Public Health 
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13  FSA, Malaria, 3.
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19  Ibid.
20  Large industrial plants, especially hydroelectric, necessitate 
vicinity to water bodies for cooling purposes; the stagnant water 
provides a prime breeding location for mosquitoes. Thus, various 
industries had been at the center of  mosquito eradication efforts. 
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Especially prior to New Deal involvement, private industry had 
had a significant role in anti-malaria efforts out of  both practical 
and intrinsic concern for the health of  plant employees.
21  FSA, Malaria, 6.
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23  Andrews, Justin M. “The United States Public Health 
Service Communicable Disease Center” Public Health 
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