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ABSTRACT 
Erin E. Gingrich-Gaylord, M.A. 
Department of American Studies 

University of Kansas 
 

 The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) is an 

international women’s peace organization formed in 1915. In “‘Every Child, My 

Child, Every Man, Man,’” I examine the WILPF after World War II and its specific 

ideology and strategy during the beginning of the nuclear age through the use of oral 

history interviews and archival research. The women of the WILPF engaged in 

fervent anti-nuclear activism, often using maternalist rhetoric as a tool for its anti-

nuclear agenda. During the McCarthy Era, the WILPF’s close ideological connection 

with communism made it a target for government investigation, which jeopardized 

the future of the organization. I look at the presence of communism in the WILPF and 

the way the WILPF avoided severe governmental persecution, while at the same time 

endorsing anti-nuclear demonstrations and policies on both a domestic and 

international level.  
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Chapter One 
 

 Introduction to the Research Project, Theory, and Methodology 
 
 
Too often we have blotted out the memory of peacemakers while we 
celebrate events of violence. 
 

- James Juhnke and Carol Hunter1 

 
On August 5 the whole economic and political structure of Society 
changed: It is still too early to comprehend or to evaluate accurately 
the significance of that day. We are only dimly aware that it may well 
prove to be the most revolutionary date in human history. But it is 
monstrous that man’s genius should have been prostituted once again 
to the service of Death and that this great scientific achievement 
should have stained American honor with the blood of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. 
 

- Dorothy Detzer, Executive Secretary of the  
Women’s International League for Peace & Freedom2

 
 

In October of 1945, Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF) Executive Secretary Dorothy Detzer wrote of the horrific nature of the 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.3 In her statement, she admits her inability to 

know the true consequences of atomic technology. Yet, she conveys the feeling that 

she and the organization she speaks for were adamantly opposed to the use of the 

atomic bomb. It is my intent to explore the progression of anti-nuclear activism in the 

Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom and examine more closely the 

transformation that took place within the WILPF when the first nuclear weapons were 

used. 

                                                 
1 James C. Juhnke and Carol M. Hunter. The Missing Peace: The Search for Nonviolent Alternatives in United 
States History (Kitchener, Ontario: Pandora Press, 2001), 272. 
2 Four Lights, October 1945. From the Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Women’s International League for 
Peace and Freedom Manuscript Collection.  
3 The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom has many acronyms. I will use WILPF, but some 
quotes I have included in this paper use the acronym WIL.  
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 My research engages revisionist history, attempting to find alternative 

narratives, and aims to restore the voices of the WILPF peace activists to the narrative 

of anti-nuclear activism after World War II. While there is a substantial literature on 

the anti-nuclear movement and extensive histories of the WILPF itself, there is not 

significant discussion of the WILPF and its role in the anti-nuclear movement. Also, 

the immediate effects of the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are seldom 

discussed in terms of the reaction of peace activists.   

My research questions for this thesis project are: How did the WILPF respond 

to the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki immediately after World War II? What is 

significant about the role of a woman’s peace group like the WILPF in the anti-

nuclear movement? Does it make sense to ask questions about women’s participation 

in anti-nuclear activism in particular? How is the anti-nuclear movement gendered? 

How are the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki memorialized in the WILPF’s 

anti-nuclear agenda since World War II? What can the peace movement today learn 

from the history of women in the anti-nuclear movement?  

It is urgent for contemporary peace activism to incorporate a better 

understanding of an organized peace movement at the beginning of the nuclear age. 

Given what seems almost like a world at war at the present, I believe that 

understanding the history of peace movements and peace activists can create potential 

avenues for change and action for the modern international peace movement.  

 Although the larger peace movement in the United States mobilized against 

nuclear testing and weapons in the early 1960s, I have found in my research that the 

WILPF established anti-nuclear campaign immediately after the bombings of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The organization focused on anti-nuclear activism, and at 

the same time promoted an anti-racist agenda and pushed for world government. I 

also found that the WILPF utilized maternalist rhetoric in its anti-nuclear campaigns 

as a strategy to mobilize women. While the political application of motherhood was 

for the most part successful and convincing, at times it risked fragmentation of a 

cohesive women’s peace movement by limiting rationale for women’s peace activism 
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to a motherly concern for children. The WILPF did not have an easy time promoting 

anti-nuclear campaigns in the 1950s because of the Red Scare. The organization 

needed to carefully negotiate its ties with the Communist Party during this time 

period, which meant denying ideological connections with communism and fervently 

defending suspected members. The WILPF struggled through the 1950s but managed 

to keep Hiroshima and Nagasaki central to the anti-nuclear movement through 

memorialization.  

 

Establishing the Topic:  
The Formation of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 
 

 American women’s involvement with social justice issues can be traced back 

to the abolitionist movement in pre-Civil war America and to nineteenth century 

industrialization when workers’ rights and child labor laws were nearly nonexistent.4 

Some women activists emphasized a sense of female moral authority in order to 

encourage societal change among immigrant and working class populations.5 The 

promotion of values thought of as “female” continued into twentieth century peace 

movements in America and those involved in anti-war organizations, known as 

feminist-pacifists, were very strategic in their political application of gender roles in 

the peace movement.6  

The women’s peace movement at the time of the formation of the WILPF was 

closely connected with the suffragist agenda. Some of those who advocated for 

women’s rights, including WILPF co-founder Jane Addams, identified a connection 

between the struggle against women’s oppression and working for peace. The 

development of this “feminist-pacifist consciousness” dates back to the Civil War and 

the abolitionist work of women like Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and 

                                                 
4 Paula Baker, “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American Political Society.” The American Historical 
Review 89:3 (1984): 620-647. 
5 Peggy Pascoe, Relations of Rescue: The Search for Female Moral Authority in the American West, 1874-1939 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). 
6 Harriet Hyman Alonso, Peace as a Women’s Issue: A History of the U.S. Movement for World Peace and 
Women’s Rights (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1993). 
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Lucretia Mott.7 Women-only peace groups were not as popular or powerful than the 

male-dominated organizations yet many women interested in peace activism 

demanded the formation of strong, cohesive women’s group leading Jane Addams 

and others to begin the formation of the WILPF.  

Before the U.S. entered World War I and during the war, women’s 

organizations were forming all over America to protest involvement in the Great War. 

Women from Quaker backgrounds and suffrage organizations joined forces on 

August 29, 1914 at the first women’s antiwar parade in New York City.8 Organized 

by the Peace Parade Committee, those involved believed that “women had a unique 

opposition to war. After all, they were the ones to suffer most, both in the perpetual 

violence against women during a military occupation and through the deaths of sons, 

husbands, lovers, brothers, and fathers.”9 The women-led organization embraced 

separatism as a strategy invoking the connection between peace and women’s 

domestic roles as mothers and caretakers.  

Another important precursor to the WILPF, the Women’s Peace Party (WPP), 

was formed in 1915 in response to the escalating war in Europe. The WPP tackled a 

variety of issues: “the limitation of arms, mediation of the European conflict, the 

creation of international laws to prevent war, the substitution of an international 

police force for national armies and navies, the removal of the economic causes of 

war, and the appointment by the U.S. government of a commission of men and 

women to promote international peace.”10 The WPP believed that “if women were the 

ones charged with the future of childhood and with the care of the helpless and the 

unfortunate, then they would no longer endure without protest that added burden of 

maimed and invalid men and poverty stricken widows and orphans that war 

created.”11 What is most important about this statement is that the women were not 

claiming that they were innately more caring than men, but rather they recognize the 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 42. 
8 Ibid., 56. 
9 Ibid., 57. 
10 Ibid., 63. 
11 Boulding, Cultures of Peace, 109. 
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construction of caregiving as their given social role. This is an important distinction 

to make because contending that women are naturally peaceful beings can be easily 

co-opted by men in power to silence women who are angrily speaking out against 

domination. It is important to look at peacemaking and caregiving as roles instead of 

as biological characteristics. Elise Boulding discusses this difference,  

My argument here is not an essentialist one, that 
women are biologically predisposed to nurturance and 
peacemaking. It is, rather, that women’s knowledge and 
experience worlds have equipped them to function 
creatively as problem solvers and peacemakers in ways 
that men have not been equipped by their knowledge 
and experience worlds. This, obviously, can change. 
More sharing of experience worlds between women and 
men will be an important next step in human 
development.12

 
During the beginning of the women’s peace movement, then, women used their 

socially constructed roles as strategy to create a space for their voices to be heard and 

valued. 

The U.S. section of the WPP lost membership and became less active with the 

U.S. entry into World War I, and for a variety of reasons, including the idea that 

Women’s Peace Party sounded too politically radical, the remaining members of the 

U.S. WPP changed the name of their group to the Women’s International League.13 

WILPF functioned under the belief that “peace was a special concern for women” and 

that there were “things upon which women are more sensitive than men, and one of 

these is the treasuring of human life.”14 WILPF remained active throughout the 

interwar years between World War I and World War II. Prior to World War II, 

WILPF membership peaked at 14,000, but it fell to 5,000 after the war.15  According 

                                                 
12 Ibid., 109. 
13 Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 78. 
14 Ibid., 60-61. 
15 Ibid., 141. 
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to current WILPF president, Regina Birchem, WILPF’s membership is approximately 

25,000 worldwide. 16  

The WILPF was founded as an international organization and houses 

international offices in Geneva, Switzerland. The WILPF has always supported 

international governing bodies like the League of Nations and the United Nations. 

While my research is mostly concerned with the United States section of the WILPF 

and its various branches, many of the organizational policies and programs framed as 

international issues. For example, the U.S. Section of the WILPF advocated for 

worldwide disarmament, not just for domestic disarmament. This global perspective 

is probably what sustained the WILPF for the last ninety-two years. It is still one of 

the most prominent feminist anti-war organizations working for world peace today. 

  

Review of Existing Scholarship 

 

 United States history is more often than not written from the perspective that 

“our nation…is a country made by war.”17 Histories of American peace movements, 

then, serve as additional and at times revolutionary corrective lenses to view 

important historical time periods and American culture. An extensive literature exists 

on the history of the American Peace Movement, especially in the early twentieth 

century.18 These histories of the peace movement complicate the dominant narratives 

of war, patriotism, and gender.  

 Historian Lawrence S. Wittner completed a three-volume study of the 

worldwide nuclear disarmament movement from 1945-2003. His comprehensive 
                                                 
16 Regina Birchem, Leading WILPF in Quest for Peace, 
http://www.theportlandalliance.org/2006/aug/reginabirchem.htm (August 2006). 
17 Hunter and Juhnke, 11. 
18 For histories of the American peace movement, see, Elise Boulding, Cultures of Peace: The Hidden Side of 
History. (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2000); Charles Chatfield, For Peace and Justice: 
Pacifism in America, 1914-1941. (Knoxville, TN: The University of Tennessee Press, 1971); Charles DeBendetti, 
ed., Peace Movements in America. (New York, NY: Schocken Books, 1973); DeBendetti, The Peace Reform in 
American History. (Bloomington, Indiana: Bloomington University Press, 1980); Charles F. Howlett, ed., History 
of the American Peace Movement, 1890-2000: The Emergence of a New Scholarly Discipline. (Wales, UK: 
Edwin Mellen Press, 2005); James Juhnke and Carol Hunter, The Missing Peace: The Search for Nonviolent 
Alternatives in United States History. (Kitchener, Ontario: Pandora Press, 2001); and Lawrence S. Wittner, Rebels 
Against the War: The American Peace Movement, 1941-1960. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969). 
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study encompasses the peace work of traditional pacifists, atomic scientists, and 

Japanese activists, but does not emphasize the role of women. He discusses the 

WILPF as one of the traditionally pacifist organizations, which Wittner split into two 

separate sections: the secular pacifists, like the WILPF, the War Resisters’ League, 

and the atomic scientists; and the traditional peace church pacifists, which included 

groups like the Fellowship of Reconciliation (F.O.R.) and the Society of Friends. 

Wittner’s study is certainly extensive and thorough, and discusses the many various 

anti-nuclear organizations throughout history. Yet it does not offer a close reading of 

primary sources that might elaborate on more of the specific nature of the WILPF’s 

anti-nuclear stance.19

 Scholars have also written specifically about the role of women in the 

American peace movement.20 These histories attempt to define peace activism as a 

unique concern for individual women and women’s organizations. There are some 

organizational histories of the WILPF that trace the evolution of the organization 

from its inception prior to World War I. Harriet Hyman Alonso and Carrie Foster 

have written particularly thorough texts on the history of the WILPF. I hope that my 

research can add important elements and nuanced levels to their already established 

discussions.21 For example, my research focuses on the WILPF specifically during 

                                                 
19 Lawrence S. Wittner, The Struggle Against the Bomb: Volume One: One World Or None: A History of the 
World Nuclear Disarmament Movement Through 1953. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1993); 
Wittner, The Struggle Against the Bomb: Volume Two: Resisting the Bomb: A History of the World Nuclear 
Disarmament Movement, 1954-1970. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1997); and, Wittner, The 
Struggle Against the Bomb: Volume Three: Toward Nuclear Abolition: A History of the World Nuclear 
Disarmament Movement, 1971 to the Present. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2003). 
20 For example, Harriet Hyman Alonso, Peace as a Women’s Issue: A History of the US Movement for World 
Peace and Women’s Rights. (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1993); Alonso, The Women’s 
Peace Union and the Outlawry of War, 1921-1942. (Knoxville, TN: The University of Tennessee Press, 1989); 
Margaret Bacon Hope, One Woman’s Passion for Peace and Freedom: The Life of  Mildred Scott Olmsted. 
(Syracuse, California: Syracuse University Press, 1993); Cambridge Women’s Peace Collective. My Country is 
the Whole World: An Anthology of Women’s Work on Peace and War. (London: Pandora Press, 1984); Mary Lee 
Morrison, Elise Boulding: A Life in the Cause of Peace. (London: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 
2005); and Dorothy Thompson, ed., Over Our Dead Bodies: Women Against The Bomb. (London: Virago Press, 
1983). 
21 For WILPF organizational histories see, Harriet Hyman Alonso, Peace as a Women’s Issue: A History of the US 
Movement for World Peace and Women’s Rights. (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1993); Joyce 
Blackwell, No Peace Without Freedom: Race and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. 
(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2004); Gertrude Bussey and Margaret Tims, Women’s 
International League for Peace and Freedom: 1915-1965, A Record of Fifty Years’ Work. (London: George Allen 
& Unwin Ltd, 1965); Carrie A. Foster, The Women and the Warriors: The US Section of the Women’s 
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the beginning of the anti-nuclear age. While other organizational histories of the 

WILPF cover this time period, I believe that my discussion of WILPF’s anti-nuclear 

activism is the first work concentrated in this particular area.  

 Peace activism during World War II is a less popular topic for research as it 

goes against a dominant narrative of World War II as a popular war. Rachel Waltner 

Goosen’s Women Against the Good War focuses on women’s roles as conscientious 

objectors or as supporting conscientious objection during World War II. Goosen 

explores the lives of some 2,000 women, mostly from traditional peace churches, who 

identified themselves as conscientious objectors. This very intimate look at women in 

Civilian Public Service who “made unusual choices, questioned government dictums, 

and defied societal expectations” complicated issues of gender and activist 

participation during World War II.22  

 An important component of women’s peace movement research is the 

gendered nature of women’s peace activism. Amy Swerdlow’s Women Strike for 

Peace: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics in the 1960s is a key text in the 

field. Swerdlow provides a compelling narrative of the Women Strike for Peace 

(WSP) movement, a radical and successful anti-nuclear campaign. WSP was an un-

organization of about 50,000 women who participated in a “nationwide strike for 

peace” in November 1961.23 These women, who acted under no designated 

leadership or hierarchy, were opposed to nuclear testing because of its effects on 

children – Strontium 90, a radioactive element from nuclear fallout, was detected in 

milk. Women voiced concerns that babies and children were ingesting contaminated 

milk.24 As mothers, “the women who struck for peace in November 1961 were ready 

to accept the challenge to save the world.”25 Swerdlow continues, 

                                                                                                                                           
International League for Peace and Freedom, 1915-1946 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1995); and, Linda 
K. Schott, Reconstructing Women’s Thoughts: The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom Before 
World War II. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997). 
22 Rachel Waltner Goosen, Women Against the Good War: Conscientious Objection and Gender on the American 
Home Front (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 10. 
23 Amy Swerdlow. Women Strike For Peace: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics in the 1960s. (Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 15. 
24 Ibid., 43. 
25 Ibid., 48.  
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Free for the most part from paid employment outside 
the home and from childcare, deeply angered by the 
nuclear recklessness of the superpowers, and frustrated 
by what they perceived as the timidity of the traditional 
peace movement, they made a conscious choice to step 
forward to save their children and the planet. On a less 
conscious level they perceived an opportunity to do 
something important, useful, and rewarding. Building 
on their moral, political and social concerns, and 
operation within the parameters of traditional female 
culture and the political conservatism of the time, the 
women of WSP stepped onto the political stage to wage 
a struggle for an end to nuclear testing, the arms race, 
and the Cold War. In the course of that struggle, they 
transformed themselves and the image of traditional 
motherhood.26

 
The WSP movement utilized radical, social motherhood as a political tool. But I 

contend that it was not the first to do so. The WILPF mobilized mothers to engage in 

anti-nuclear activism in the late 1940s and 1950s. Though the WILPF and WSP 

differed in terms of organization and strategy, they shared notions of revolutionizing 

gender roles and identifying women’s unique opposition to nuclear weapons and 

testing. Swerdlow’s research is extraordinarily valuable and I hope to expand on her 

work by investigating how the WILPF employed tactics of radical motherhood and 

maternalist rhetoric in its anti-nuclear activism prior to the formation of Women 

Strike for Peace. 

 My research on the WILPF fills in critical gaps in the previous scholarship. I 

focus on the WILPF during the beginning of the nuclear age and discuss the way its 

anti-nuclear activism interacts with strategies of radical motherhood, which has not 

been covered in detail in existing literature.  

 I also further complicate the existing discussions of WILPF’s anti-nuclear 

activism by exploring the space for Hiroshima and Nagasaki in our nation’s cultural 

memory. Since 1945, “Hiroshima, paired with Nagasaki, has been synecdoche for the 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 48. 
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destructive capability of nuclear weapons.”27 I contend that the WILPF intentionally 

upheld the memory of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki so that the fervor of 

anti-nuclear activism would continue, no matter how historically distant the first 

atomic bombings became. There are some studies of the cultural memory of 

Hiroshima but none deal specifically with how one particular organization influences 

the memorialization of the event.28  

  The “Red Scare” in the 1950s further complicates the memorialization of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The existing organizational histories of the WILPF and 

Swerdlow’s Women Strike for Peace, discuss the relationships between women’s 

peace organizations and communism and also explore how government-led 

investigations effected women’s peace activism. In my research, I am partially 

concerned with how the Red Scare effected the cultural memory of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. I use the experiences of WILPF activists during the McCarthy era to 

identify the difficulties of participating in anti-nuclear activism in the 1950s. 

 

Discussion of Theory 

 

Gender Theory 

My biggest concern in writing about women peace activists is avoiding an 

essentialist gender philosophy by glossing over the social construction of gender 

roles. It is important for me to define gender as not only a societal construct, but also 

acknowledge that gender is not simply a binary of male and female, it exists on a 

scale of varying masculine and feminine characteristics. Reading Judith Butler’s 

Gender Trouble as well as her article “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: 

An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory” provided me with the tools to 

express gender in a non-essentialist way. For example, in my research, I talk about 

                                                 
27 Paul Boyer, “Exotic Resonances: Hiroshima in American Memory,” in Hiroshima in History and Memory, ed. 
Michael J. Hogan. (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 144.  
28 See, Hogan, ed. Hiroshima in History and Memory. (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1996); and 
Michael Perlman, Imaginal Memory and the Place of Hiroshima. (New York, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 1988). 
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women as peacemakers. I can identify their work as performative acts of gender, as 

defined by Butler. Butler writes, “Gender reality is performative which means, quite 

simply, that it is real only to the extent that it is performed.”29 She elaborates further 

in Gender Trouble: “That the gendered body is performative suggests that it has no 

ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality…In other 

words, acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires create the illusion of an 

interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively maintained for the 

purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive 

heterosexuality.”30 Invoking traditional ideals of motherhood certainly fits in with 

Butler’s definition of performance.  

I want to be able to promote Butler’s contention that “gender can be neither 

true nor false” while at the same time discussing issues of motherhood and caretaking 

in a historical and political way.31 A huge component of my research will deal with 

the gendered acts of peacemaking, acknowledging that these acts are both intentional 

on the part of the woman and, at the same time, unintentional because of how 

motherhood is constructed in a patriarchal society. 

It is important to me that my research reflects a kind of politics that is 

empowering to women. By deconstructing gender there is a risk of weakening 

cohesiveness in a feminist or women’s movement. However, Judith Butler recognizes 

the political importance of recognizing women as a group and her gender analysis 

allows for both studying women as a political category while at the same time 

fighting a system of gendered constraint:  

 
Certainly, it remains politically important to represent 
women, but to do that in a way that does not distort and 
reify the very collectivity the theory is supposed to 
emancipate. Feminist theory which presupposes sexual 
difference as the necessary and invariant theoretical 
point of departure clearly improves upon those 

                                                 
29 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” 
Theatre Journal (December 1998): 423. 
30 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1999), 173. 
31 Ibid., 174. 
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humanist discourses which conflate the universal with 
the masculine and appropriate all of culture as 
masculine property…My only concern is that sexual 
difference not become a reification which unwittingly 
preserves a binary restriction on gender identity and an 
implicitly heterosexual framework for the description of 
gender, gender identity, and sexuality.32

 
 I share Butler’s concern for replacing the masculine universal with an equally 

false feminine universal. Joan Scott expands on Butler’s trepidation in her essay 

“Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference.” Scott refuses theory that entrenches 

dichotomies of masculine and feminine and advocates for theory “that will let us 

think in terms of pluralities and diversities rather than of unities and universals.”33 

However, I contend that collectivity and cohesion are necessary in social movements, 

and as long as I discuss the agency (or lack there of) of participants involved in that 

movement and acknowledge diversity within the organization, I feel comfortable 

discussing groups of women activists in a politically meaningful way.  

 
 
Maternal Peace Politics: An Application of Feminism and Pacifism 

My research focuses on women peace activists, many of whom embrace both 

feminist and pacifist ideology, so I need to define feminism and pacifism. There are 

several levels on which feminism and pacifism connect. Both feminism and pacifism 

critique “systems of unjustified domination,” identifying a patriarchal societal system 

as maintaining gender inequality, racial inequality, and class inequality through the 

use of violent means and social control.34  

A main component of feminist activism is the abolition of violence against 

women, such as rape, domestic abuse, and the use of women in pornography. 

Feminists are also aware of how global violence affects women and children. 
                                                 
32 Butler, “Performative Acts,” 425. 
33 Joan W. Scott, “Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference, or, The Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for 
Feminism,” in Theorizing Feminism: Parallel Trends in the Humanities and Social Sciences, eds. Anne C. 
Herrman and Abigail J. Stewart (   Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2001), 254. 
34 Karen J. Warren and Duane L. Cady, “Feminism and Peace: Seeing Connections,” in Bringing Peace Home: 
Feminism, Violence and Nature, ed. Karen J. Warren and Duane L. Cady (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1996), 3. 
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Empirical data shows that war disproportionately affects women and children, and 

feminists cannot ignore the alarmingly high numbers of rape in war-torn countries, 

and thus are sensitive to issues of violence on a public, global level, as well as on the 

individual, local level.35  Pacifists are also concerned with eliminating violence on 

both private and public levels, locally and globally, believing that nonviolent conflict 

resolution can be successful for international, as well as interpersonal disputes.  

 I will use Sara Ruddick’s maternal peace politics theory to analyze the 

specific works of women activists in the WILPF. Ruddick contends that a feminist 

peace politics would embrace the maternal behavior of caregiving, a historically 

woman-dominated field, although Ruddick insists that neither mothering nor 

caregiving are intrinsically female. She contrasts this ideal of mothering to the 

military-industrial complex model and argues that a feminist-peace would seek 

alternatives to the violence of war.  

The defining aspect of maternal behavior, according to Ruddick, is a 

commitment to renounce violence whereas militarism involves a willingness to harm 

others. Ruddick says that most mothers seek to provide their children with 

preservative love, fostering growth, and social training. Ruddick believes that this 

form of peace politics is a viable and practical political tool for conflict resolution on 

a global and local scale.36  

I believe that this model helps me write about women activists embracing 

ideals of motherhood, while at the same time not compromising my non-essentialist 

theory of gender. Ruddick gives mothers agency and, like Butler, asserts that the acts 

of mothering are performances, accessible to men and women, with or without 

biological children. I will discuss Ruddick and maternal peace politics more in depth 

when I look specifically at WILPF’s maternalist rhetoric in Chapter 3. 

                                                 
35 Ibid.,  4-7. 
36 Sara Ruddick. Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace. (Boston, Massachusetts: Beacon Press, 1995), 
221. 
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Women’s Studies and Activism: An Underlying Theory 

I hope my research is of interest to audiences in a variety of fields and 

disciplines. This thesis project is an historic narrative, accessible to scholars in 

American Studies, History, and Peace Studies. But it is the influence of Women’s 

Studies theory and discourse that truly situates my work.  Debates of disciplinarity and 

interdisciplinarity of Women’s Studies seem to revolve around the question, What is 

the purpose of Women’s Studies scholarship?37 I see my thesis project as contributing 

to academic circles and activist circles, including the extensive overlap between these 

constructed spheres of “academia” and “the real world.”  

The purpose of academic research is, for me, necessarily activist and I 

acknowledge that Women’s Studies is both an academic endeavor and a social 

movement. Ellen Messer-Davidow, in her book Disciplining Feminism: From Social 

Activism to Academic Discourse, explains the current struggle for Women’s Studies 

scholars:  

 
It was not simply that the conservative movement had 
amassed the financial, human, and organizational 
resources to attack our projects: feminist, African-
American, cultural, gay/lesbian, and other studies. We 
also made ourselves vulnerable by internalizing to 
academic discourses what we set out to analyze and 
change in society. Despite our professed concern with 
societal problems, our scholarly practices have recast 
them as discursive artifacts. The ‘problems’ we now 
address get fabricated at the sites where esoteric 
theories collide, abstract categories rupture, and arcane 
knowledges avalanche.38

 

                                                 
37 For example, see Robyn Wiegman, “Academic Feminism Against Itself,” NWSA Journal 14:2 (2002): 18-37; 
Marilyn J. Boxer, “Unruly Knowledge: Women’s Studies and the Problem of Disciplinarity,” NWSA Journal 12.2 
(2002): 119-129; and, Mary Romero, “Disciplining the Feminist Bodies of Knowledge: Are We Creating or 
Reproducing Academic Structure?” NWSA Journal 12.2 (2002): 148-162. 
38 Messer-Davidow, Ellen. Disciplining Feminism: From Social Activism to Academic Discourse. (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 200), 287. 
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Both Messer-Davidow and Butler recognize the political aspect of doing Women’s 

Studies research. The two theorists might appear contradictory in that Butler seeks to 

dismantle the collectivity aspect of the Women’s Studies movement, while Messer-

Davidow encourages the cohesiveness of Women’s Studies departments and 

academics. But I contend that Women’s Studies scholarship can be both non-

essentialist and politically mobilizing with critical analysis and explanation of 

underlying gender theories. 

It is important to study activist groups, like the WILPF, and academic critique 

should be accessible and usable to the particular organization. It is through both 

scholarly discussion and active participation that significant policy change is likely to 

take place.  

 

Methodology 

 

Archival Sources 

 My methodology consists of archival work and oral history. While some of 

my primary sources come from library databases and personal papers, the majority 

are from the WILPF archives housed at Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania. I also 

used materials from the Mennonite Library and Archives at Bethel College in Kansas 

where the North Newton WILPF branch material is held.   

 When I reference the WILPF during and immediately after World War II, my 

primary resource is the organizational newsletter Four Lights. Four Lights is a 

newssheet with a “relatively short and rocky” past.39 It was revived in 1941 after 

ending initial publication in 1917. The editorial staff of Four Lights consisted of about 

thirty rotating members, “all college-educated, militant suffragists; branch members 

submitted articles and letters and volunteered help. Journalistically, Four Lights, was 

direct and confrontational.”40 Published by and for the U.S. section of WILPF, it 

provided discussion on WILPF programs and policy “with the hope that in another 
                                                 
39 Alonso, 80. 
40 Ibid. 
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period of stress it can again serve a useful purpose and even put some gaiety into the 

serious business of bringing peace and good-will back to a war-torn world.”41  

 

Oral History 

 The daily experiences of activists, and certainly their journey toward an 

activist consciousness are not well documented in the existing, expansive histories of 

socio-political organizations. One of my goals in writing is to enhance the voices of 

individual activists and to better understand the experience and feelings about activist 

participation – using oral history as methodology seems to be the best process for 

accomplishing this goal. 

 I originally intended to interview women who were members of the WILPF 

during World War II. I felt that they would be able to provide a more complete 

picture of the transformation undergone within the organization after the atomic 

bombings of Japan. After communicating with several knowledgeable individuals 

within the WILPF, I found out that few, if any, women who were members during 

World War II were alive today. I did make use of available biographies and 

autobiographies of World War II WILPF members, like Elise Boulding, Jane 

Addams, and Mildred Scott Olmstead, but unfortunately was not able to personally 

interview any of these activists. 

 I sent a mass email to every WILPF branch in the United States.42 I asked for 

help locating the names of women who were alive during World War II but were not 

necessarily members of the WILPF at that time. I preferred them to be members of 

WILPF at least by 1950 and I received many responses from interested members. I 

interviewed all of the women who contacted me (6 by phone and 2 via email 

conversations). I asked them questions about how they first heard about the WILPF, 

what made them interested in joining a woman’s peace organization, and how they 

                                                 
41 Four Lights, June 1941. 
42 The US Section of the WILPF has a complete listing of branch addresses and contacts online. www.wilpf.org. 
(July 2006). 
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felt about the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.43 I am indebted to the women I 

interviewed for their passion and commitment to peace activism. They provided me 

with personal narratives that complement my historical and archival materials.   

Oral history can develop our understanding of social movements by providing 

intimate details of the inner-workings of a large organization, like the WILPF. Oral 

history allows informants to explain their attraction to action and their evolution of 

thought and commitment. Bret Eynon finds oral history particularly useful when 

studying relatively recent movements of the 1960s. In an attempt to boost scholarship 

in areas of social activism, Eynon emphasizes the applicability of oral history as 

method: 

As a documentation of memory that provides clues to 
subjectivity and consciousness, oral testimony could 
help illuminate movement political culture, the 
experience of taking action, and the related evolution 
of individual and collective consciousness. It could 
reveal the roots of activism in preexisting networks 
and traditions, the links between various movements of 
the 1960s, and the relationship between local and 
national developments. It could help us understand 
how activists made sense of a chaotic swirl of fast-
paced events. It could enable us to compare the 
perspectives of activists and their opponents, 
movement leaders and the rank and file, the most 
committed and those who took part sporadically, those 
who joined and those who observed from the 
sidelines.44

 

 Oral testimony is also important when studying the experiences of women. 

Feminist debate over use of both experience and oral history as evidence is ongoing, 

yet conducting interviews with women will certainly find the marginalized that are 

missing from traditional sources and methods. I can appreciate the hesitation that 

                                                 
43 See Appendix A. Prior to beginning the interview process, I created a list of potential questions to ask each 
interviewee. I did not ask the same questions to every woman, but rather let them guide the interview in order to 
understand what remained important about their peace activism in their own memories. 
44 Bret Enyon, “Cast upon the Shore: Oral History and New Scholarship on the Movements of the 1960s” The 
Journal of American History 83:2 (September 1996): 560-1. 

 17



 

exists about prioritizing experience, which is why I agree with Joan Sangster who 

writes, “in order to contexualise oral histories, we also need to survey the dominant 

ideologies shaping women’s worlds; listening to women’s words, in turn, will help us 

to see how women understood, negotiated and sometimes challenged these dominant 

ideals.”45  

 I also agree with Joan Scott, who hesitates about relying completely on 

experience as evidence:  

Making visible the experience of a different group 
exposes the existence of repressive mechanisms, but not 
their inner workings or logics; we know that difference 
exists, but we don’t understand it as relationally 
constituted. For that we need to attend to the historical 
process that, through discourse, position subjects and 
produce their experiences. It is not individuals who 
have experience, but subjects who are constituted 
through experience. Experience in this definition then 
becomes not the origin of our explanation, not the 
authoritative (because seen or felt) evidence that 
grounds what is known, but rather that which we seek 
to explain, that about which knowledge is produced. To 
think about experience in this way is to historicize it as 
well as to historicize the identities it produces.46

 
Scott insists that experience be placed within a broader historical context. I believe 

that using oral history with archival data does just this and provides a more full and 

true view of the WILPF as an organization. I reserve the right to be critical of 

material from archives and from oral histories and attempt to look at this entire 

project as it relates to broader cultural events and narratives. 

 

A Discussion of Positionality: The Status of the Insider/Outsider 

 There is a necessary bond that exists in oral history projects. As Alessandro 

Portelli writes, “One of the things that make oral sources different is that they are the 

achievement of a shared labor between the narrators and the researcher who seeks 
                                                 
45 Joan Sangster, “Telling our stories: Feminist debates and the use of oral history.” Oral History Reader, edited by 
Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson. (New York: Routledge, 2004), 91.. 
46 Joan Scott, “The Evidence of Experience.” Critical Inquiry 17:4 (Summer 1991): 773-797. 
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them out, listens, and interrogates…Oral history is basically the process of creating 

relationships: between narrators and narratees, between events in the past and dialogic 

narratives in the present.”47 Although I did not have an existing personal relationship 

with many of the women that I interviewed for this project, I felt ideologically 

connected to them. I have always had a passion for peace, something my mother, a 

peace activist, feminist and a member of the WILPF, made an integral part of my 

childhood. I am also a peace activist and absolutely admire the women I have read 

about and spoken with.  

 I have struggled throughout this research process, then, with objectivity, 

worrying that my close relationship to my subject matter will inhibit me from writing 

critically and maintaining my credibility as a scholar. Thankfully, many scholars have 

dealt with this dilemma before me and some academic disciplines have given up the 

idea of objectivity all together.48 I have concluded, then, that my closeness with my 

interviewees and generally my research topic will not negatively influence my 

research. I maintain the right to be both critical of the WILPF while at the same time 

writing an end product that will be appreciated by the organization.  

 I think that in the same way my research is a form of activism for myself, it is 

also a form of activism for the women I interviewed. By speaking with me and 

knowing I will incorporate their stories into my writing, they are reaching a larger 

audience. Since many of the women I spoke with had been peace activists for over 50 

years, I sensed in our conversations a desire to convey a message to a younger 

generation of women. For example, in my interview with Juliet Saltman, a WILPF 

member from the San Diego, California branch, she consistently related our 

discussion of World War II to the current war in the Middle East. When talking about 

what valuable lessons came from World War II, Saltman said, “I certainly think that 

regardless of what the nature of international conflict is, war is not the answer! There 

                                                 
47 Alessandro Portelli. The Order Has Been Carried Out: History, Memory, and Meaning of a Nazi Massacre in 
Rome. (New York: Palgrave, 2003) 15. 
48 I’m thinking specifically of Anthropology and Sociology which, like my own research, use interviews as 
methodology. Many scholars in these disciplines recognize that their own presence in the research affects the 
findings. 
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has to be another way. There has to be efforts for diplomatic negotiation, always! I 

mean, the current administration…won’t even talk to Iran…they’re already rattling 

sabers and talking sanctions and there’s nothing like dialogue to help people 

understand.”49

 Since my research began I have become a member of the WILPF and I am 

proud that I will be able to share my final product with the women I have 

interviewed. I agree with Alessandro Portelli who writes, “oral history can never be 

told without taking sides, since the ‘sides’ exist inside the telling.” 50 I am happy with 

my decision to do this thesis project, as both a researcher and a peace activist, and I 

am devoted to telling the story of a movement I believe to be very important. 

 

Outline of Chapters 

 

 In Chapter 2, I examine the immediate reaction of the WILPF to the bombings 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. I begin the chapter by explaining the nature of 

the American peace movement during World War II and the role of disarmament 

within the WILPF. I use primary sources from just months after the bombings in 

August of 1945 and identify ways in which the WILPF renounced the use of nuclear 

weapons while at the same time seemed confused and unsure about the new atomic 

technology. I conclude that the WILPF, while always a multi-issue peace 

organization, quickly included a strong anti-nuclear stance in the late 1940s that only 

strengthened in the 1950s.  

 Chapter 3 contains an analysis of the role of mothers and maternalist rhetoric 

in the WILPF’s anti-nuclear campaigns. I use oral histories of WILPF activists who 

discuss how they became involved with anti-nuclear activism, many out of concern 

for their small children. I also analyze WILPF’s promotional materials and recruiting 

strategies aimed at women with children. I end the chapter with a critique of 

maternalism, looking at motherhood through a gendered and racial lens. Although 
                                                 
49 Oral interview with Juliet Saltman, conducted by the author, September 19, 2006, transcript, p.7. 
50 Ibid., 73. 
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potentially dangerously essentialist51, I conclude that the WILPF’s strategy of using 

maternalist rhetoric only strengthened its position on anti-nuclear policy. 

 In Chapter 4, I investigate the memorialization of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 

the WILPF anti-nuclear campaigns. Specifically I am concerned with how the WILPF 

kept the memory of the first (and only) atomic bombings alive using a variety of 

campaigns, including “No More Hiroshima” days, public media memorializations of 

the bombings, and consistent efforts to cease the nuclear arms race. I am interested in 

when and why the WILPF chooses to reference Hiroshima and Nagasaki and how 

successful references to Hiroshima and Nagasaki are in raising anti-nuclear 

awareness. I also look at the difficulties of engaging in anti-nuclear activism for the 

women during the 1950s when the House Un-American Activities Committee 

investigated the WILPF for having communist ties. I examine the presence of 

communism in the WILPF and the way the WILPF avoided severe governmental 

persecution while at the same time seldom denouncing communism outright. 

 

Conclusion 

 

From the beginning, the women of the WILPF framed their ideology of peace in 

terms of international cooperation and worldwide disarmament. In addition, there 

could be no permanent peace as long as individuals were treated unjustly and were 

denied basic human rights. In 1945, the WILPF needed to incorporate a new defining 

aspect of peace: the abolition of nuclear weapons technology. The bombings of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki shook the WILPF and forced a hurried transformation, 

making anti-nuclear activism a clear focus for years to come. 

                                                 
51 I use the term “essentialist” throughout my paper. I define “essentialism” as the view that any object (for this 
project, specifically “women”) has particular essential or universal entities and components.  
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Chapter Two 

The Women’s International League for Peace & Freedom  
Reacts to the Bomb, 1945-1960 

 

 World War II occupies an important, yet often contested space in historical 

scholarship. The dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan are often regarded, in the 

words of historian J. Samuel Walker, as “a sound decision that ended the war…thus 

sav[ing] large numbers of American lives.”52 For the past thirty years, revisionist 

historians have utilized oral history and alternative archives to revisit narratives that 

counter the popular memory of World War II as a good war.53 The prominent cultural 

memory of World War II as popular effectively excludes the diverse voices that 

worked for peace during a time when the world was most certainly at war.  

Americans were opposed to World War II for many varied reasons, ranging from 

anti-imperialism to isolationism to pacifism. Many of those who worked against war 

have been written out of dominant discourse on World War II, marginalized because 

of an assumed lack of patriotism or signicifance. But it is important to remember and 

identify the work of peace organizations and individuals prior to, during, and after 

World War II, to construct a more complete historical narrative of American 

involvement with the war. Peace organizations of today should also be exposed to the 

work of those ideologically opposed to war from the past in order to learn successful 

(or unsuccessful) tactics and strategies that might be applied to the peace movement 

today. 

In this chapter, I am interested in the way the Women’s International League 

for Peace and Freedom functioned during World War II. In addition, I will discuss the 

peace work in the immediate aftermath of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

the official end to World War II.  With the emergence of a new atomic threat, 1945 

was definitely a complicated time for everyone, including peace activists. But the 

                                                 
52 J. Samuel Walker, “History, Collective Memory, and the Decision to Use the Bomb,” in Hiroshima in History 
and Memory, ed. Michael J. Hogan. (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 188. 
53 Roger Horowitz. “Oral History and the Story of America and World War II.” The Journal of American History 
82:2 (September 1995), 617. 
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WILPF quickly identified the new atomic science as a concrete threat and steadfastly 

promulgated an anti-atom bomb platform that remains with the organization to this 

day.  This chapter begins with a narrative of the WILPF prior to US entry into World 

War II, paying close attention to the importance of disarmament to the organization. I 

then look at the WILPF’s reaction to the atomic bombings of Japan and how the 

organization contributed to the anti-nuclear movement of the 1950s. The existing 

literature on the early anti-nuclear movement does not adequately discuss the role of 

the WILPF in this early period of the nuclear age, even though the WILPF was a 

large part of the peace movement. Transformed by the bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, anti-nuclear activism became a major focus of the WILPF during the 1940s 

and 1950s, consumed, like the rest of the world, by the new atomic technology and 

the subsequent nuclear arms race. The aim of the chapter is to concretely situate the 

WILPF in this era, recognizing the significance of its activist work and the need to 

include it in the histories of the nuclear disarmament movement. 

 

WILPF and Disarmament: A Philosophical Tradition 

 

 Jane Addams, the founding force behind the WILPF, was a staunch advocate 

of worldwide disarmament. From its very beginning, then, disarmament was a key 

focus for the WILPF.  Addams was very suspicious of the armament industry and 

believed that the production of weapons was a “powerful hindrance to the abolition of 

war.”54 In the 1930s, the WILPF called for a Senate investigation of the arms 

manufacturers, believing that these private companies unlawfully and immorally 

profited from war. The WILPF sent delegates to international disarmament 

conferences and aligned itself with like-minded organizations to campaign for 

disarmament in the United States. For example, it was during the late 1930s that the 

WILPF was cooperatively aligned with the American League Against War and 

Fascism (ALAWF). The two organizations lobbied Congress to investigate the United 
                                                 
54 Linda K. Schott, Reconstructing Women’s Thoughts: The Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom Before World War II. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1997) 107. 
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States munitions industry they believed was selling arms to Japan. The ALAWF had 

ties with not only pacifist groups, like the WILPF, but also with the Communist 

Party. The WILPF cooperated with the ALAWF until 1937 when the strain became 

too much and they feared “government-instigated repercussions.”55 The WILPF 

differed from the Communist Party in that the WILPF generally opposed all armed 

conflict and communists did “at least in respect to class warfare.”56 In Chapter 4, I 

will discuss in more detail the tumultuous relationship between the WILPF and 

Communism.  

 Literature on the WILPF consistently names disarmament as an intrinsic issue 

for the organization, yet within the WILPF, opinions differ on whether the group 

should support total disarmament or be willing to negotiate and endorse policies of 

partial disarmament. I am interested in tracking both this range of opinions within the 

WILPF and the positions staked out by the organizational leaders. Prior to World War 

II, WILPF Executive Secretary Dorothy Detzer insisted that total disarmament would 

be ideal but as a “political reality” it was not at all practical.57  

Less than a year before the United States entered the war, the WILPF issued 

the following statement: “Total world disarmament is a necessary condition for a 

permanent and lasting peace” yet admitted that the armament industry had grown too 

large to be controlled.58 Inter-group difference was not at all uncommon within the 

WILPF and it was a consistent reminder that the WILPF with its many branches, both 

internationally and domestically, was not a monolithic organization. However many 

times the WILPF changed its policy on disarmament, it remained an integral and 

strong part of the WILPF’s platform and philosophy – if weapons were limited and 

unavailable to nations in conflict, war would certainly not be the answer.59

 

 

                                                 
55 Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 134. 
56 Ibid., 132. 
57 Schott, 108. 
58 Four Lights, June 1941. 
59 Schott, 104. 
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Preparing for War, 1935-1941 

 

With growing aggression and tension in both Europe and the Pacific, the 

WILPF strategy centered upon the ultimate goal “to keep America out of war”60 

while at the same time trying to promote a sense of stability worldwide. The WILPF 

wavered between policies of neutrality and intervention, but during the late thirties, 

the United States chapter of the WILPF publicly endorsed “mandatory neutrality” 

instead of internationalist intervention believing that absolute pacifism was the only 

way to prevent fascism and totalitarianism domestically.61 But with escalating 

hostilities worldwide, including the Spanish Civil War and the rise of Benito 

Mussolini in Italy, the WILPF necessarily modified its neutral position to mean more 

than strictly isolationism. The WILPF worked to help the victims of war and stressed 

that government sponsored violence would never be able to solve international 

disputes and even discussed using Gandhian “nonviolence and noncooperation as 

potent methods to fight fascism abroad, and fascist-type regimes if they arose in this 

country.”62 The WILPF also pressured the government to help rescue and support 

refugees from Europe and it also denounced anti-Semitism both internationally and 

domestically.63

 Other peace organizations, like the Women’s Peace Union, struggled to stay 

afloat, consistently losing membership because of its strict adherence to nonviolence 

and neutrality.64 The National Committee for the Cause and Cure of War, an 

organization aligned with the WILPF, modified its neutrality position and supported 

withdrawing aid from Japan and called for diplomatic negotiations in Europe and 

Asia.65 The WILPF was the only women’s peace organization to survive World War 

II, probably because it had a large membership base and 61 established international 

                                                 
60 Four Lights, June 1941.  
61 Margaret Hope Bacon, One Woman’s Passion for Peace and Freedom: The Life of Mildred Scott Olmstead 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1993) 209. 
62 Ibid., 210. 
63 Schott, 146. 
64 Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 141. 
65 Ibid., 140. 
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branches in the 1930s. 66 The WILPF also modified its position of neutrality after the 

war began, which appealed to the majority of Americans who did support the war. 

WILPF membership did begin to fall dramatically partially due to the varying 

opinions within the organization regarding the role, if any, the United States should 

have in the war. Prior to 1939, WILPF membership was at a high of 14,000, but 

dropped to under 5,000 once war was declared in Europe.67 While fascism raged in 

Europe, some women of WILPF found it difficult to stand behind a plan of neutrality; 

and many also felt suggestions of enacting economic sanctions and boycotts against 

Germany and Japan were not sufficient. War was becoming the increasingly popular 

choice among the American government, military and public.  

 When England and France declared war on Germany in September 1939, the 

WILPF became even more concerned with American entry. In fact, according to 

WILPF historian Carrie Foster, “until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the 

WILPF’s message did not change: Fascism will come to the United States when war 

does.”68 Unlike more contemporary depictions of the peace movement as dissenting 

from American patriotism, the WILPF during World War II used nationalistic 

rhetoric to convey its message of peace. The women of WILPF emphasized 

“American honor”69 and the “moral authority”70 of the United States. The main 

principles of the WILPF were peace and freedom and leaders of the WILPF 

constructed these principles by embracing America’s political history. The WILPF 

maintained, “The history of civilization has been the history of liberty: freedom of 

thought, freedom of religion, freedom of persons, freedom of enterprise, freedom of 

labor, freedom of research.”71 According to the WILPF, these cornerstones of 

American democracy, are in jeopardy because of “the military system, all forms of 

dictatorship, [and] all discrimination based on sex, class, race, creed, or opinion.”72 

                                                 
66 Ibid., 141. 
67 Ibid, 146. 
68 Foster, 255. 
69 Four Lights, October 1945. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Four Lights, July 1945. 
72 Ibid. 
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The WILPF’s policy was to critique American military policy as antithetical to 

American principles of democracy. 

The WILPF expected its members to engage in ample individual campaigns, 

like writing letters, holding placards and donating funds to promote the pacifist 

agenda. WILPF encouraged members to subscribe to numerous newsletters and 

bulletins and they often advertised different books and magazines that they wanted 

members to read. The women of WILPF believed in the power of democracy, which 

is why they fought so hard against what they saw as tyrannical decision making 

regarding the war in America. But when the United States declared war in December 

1941 after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the WILPF decided against protesting the 

declaration. Instead, they decided to “acknowledge the fact of war, to work for the 

protection of civil liberties, and to plan for the peace to follow.”73 While on some 

level, the WILPF appeared almost defeatist, it claimed to be upholding the “will of 

the majority” and sticking to the basic tenets of democracy.74 Foreshadowing the 

tragedy to take place on Japan in 1945, the WILPF called an emergency meeting in 

Washington, DC and released this statement: “It is one of the world’s great 

tragedies…that once again, efforts were made too late and the awful suffering of war 

falls on the innocent peoples of Japan and the United States alike.”75 During the war, 

the WILPF focused on “the problems of the post-war world…striving to create the 

attitudes and the will which will eliminate both a narrow isolationism on the one hand 

and an Anglo-American imperialism on the other.”76 This included sponsoring 

humanitarian policies for refugees, lobbying for economic aid for post-war rebuilding 

in Europe and Asia, and supporting international coalitions to prevent future conflicts.  

                                                 
73 Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 144. 
74 Ibid., 144. 
75 Quoted in Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 144. 
76 Schott, 157. 
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The WILPF and the War, 1941-1945: A Multi-Dimensional Organization 

 

The eventuality of war has been in our minds, consciously 
or unconsciously for the past two years, and though we did 
everything possible to prevent its coming, we knew in our 
heart of hearts that it was inevitable. 
 

- From Four Lights, January 194277

 

In the early 1940s, the remaining members and branches of the WILPF were 

concerned with the “orgy of hysteria” that would cause the masses to join the armed 

forces and fight in Europe or Asia. In the first issue of Four Lights published after the 

bombing of Pearl Harbor, Mildred Scott Olmstead encouraged the individual action 

she believed necessary for ideals of peace and justice to survive the war period: 

“Work for tolerance and truth-telling, for unbiased dissemination of facts, and careful 

teaching which gives even ‘the devil his due,’ is less spectacular, less popular than 

‘enlisting for defense,’ or wearing a badge or a uniform, but it is more truly 

useful…During the year ahead, let us follow our conscience – not the crowd.”78  

The WILPF remained staunchly critical of the war, and at the same time 

developed a varied domestic and international agenda that included much more than a 

focus of the conflict in Europe and the Pacific. Domestic programs included 

supporting “a progressive labor movement,” encouraging “the growth of the co-

operative movement,” and overcoming “discrimination and race prejudice under 

which, although equal under the Constitution, minority groups, especially Negroes, 

suffer throughout the country.”79 The WILPF was especially concerned with racism 

in the United States because “racist attitudes and discrimination practices not only 

cause domestic clashes but may lead to future international wars.”80 If racial 
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prejudice was extreme enough, the WILPF strongly believed that it would escalate 

into violence. They recognized the racist origins of Adolf Hitler’s reign in Germany, 

for example. The WILPF boasted that its members were “the first in every 

community against prejudice, the segregation, [and] the inequalities suffered by our 

minority groups.”81 WILPF’s anti-racist agenda pertained to African Americans, as 

well as “Chinese and Japanese Americans (Americans by birth, education and 

loyalties)…Mexicans and American Indians” as well as the Jewish population that 

“has increasingly felt the creeping poison of anti-Semitism, the burning shame of the 

Christian world.”82 The WILPF supported anti-lynching laws, fought against the Poll 

Tax in addition to what they called the “Negro Caste System” which constructed 

“double standards in housing, job opportunities, educational opportunities, health 

facilities, Red Cross blood banks, court trials, etc.”83 The WILPF argued against 

scientific justifications of racism and insisted that “the basic principles of both 

religious and democracy are denied by the practices of discrimination, segregation, 

and inequality.”84 Justice was an intrinsic component of WILPF’s philosophy and the 

organization took race relations and racism very seriously in the 1940s. 

 At this time, the WILPF was also concerned with the internment of Japanese-

Americans.85 Over 100,000 Japanese-Americans were interned in camps during 

World War II, suspected of disloyalty simply because of their ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds. The WILPF vehemently protested the discrimination of Japanese-

Americans and propagated literature about tolerance and nonviolence. They also 

helped in the relocation of interned Japanese Americans into “friendly communities 

[and] established hostels.”86 The WILPF believed that the Oriental Exclusion Act and 

fervent race prejudice against Asian descendants greatly influenced Japan’s attack on 

Pearl Harbor.87 Moreover, the WILPF was aware of the increase in anti-Japanese 
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sentiment that would follow the war, especially towards interned Japanese-

Americans.88

In a 1944 issue of Four Lights, the WILPF outlined its suggestions of peace 

terms calling for an end to the war. The terms, to be delivered by the United Nations 

to the Axis Powers, included immediate “evacuation of all territory conquered by 

Axis troops,” “demobilization of all national armed forces,” “immediate lifting of all 

blockades,” “liberation of all prisoners of war,” “freedom for all refugees,” and 

“immediate cessation of all persecution and discrimination on grounds of race, 

religion, and nationality, in particular…to Jews.”89 Of course these peace terms were 

never offered to the Axis powers, but that did not deter the WILPF from calling for an 

end to the war. 

A month before the atomic bombings of Japan, the WILPF desperately 

pleaded for peace, asking, “Why is our Government not willing to state the terms on 

which we will stop fighting? Why cannot the terms already offered by Japan be 

discussed? Are we afraid to have the war stop now?”90 The end the US government 

chose, however, was not the negotiation-based end the WILPF would have wanted. 

The U.S. decision to drop the atomic bombs on Japan in August 1945 was a shock to 

the world. The WILPF, like many facets of society, would change dramatically at this 

time, the dawn of the nuclear age. 

 

The Bomb, August 1945: “The Good News of Damnation” 

 

The atomic destruction of two Japanese cities was 
hideously spectacular but this tragic significance of this 
‘atomic atrocity’ does not lie alone in the charred bodies 
and rubble of pulverized cities but in the shattered moral 
authority of the United States. 
 

- Four Lights, October 194591
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On August 6 and 9, 1945 the United States became the first nation to ever use 

the atomic bombs. In a Life magazine photo-special just weeks after the bombings, 

Hiroshima was described as  “blown…off the face of the earth” and Nagasaki as 

“disemboweled” by the atomic bomb.92 Early estimates of causalities totaled over 

200,000.93 The horrific consequences of the first and second atomic bombings in 

history were not immediately understood by the world, but there was a distinct feeling 

of fear for what the future might look like with the advent of nuclear warfare. 

According to the WILPF, “The release of atomic energy has altered the future 

relationships of large and small countries, undermined the contemporary basis of 

economic and political imperialism, and threatened the military system as we have 

known it.”94  

Almost 85 percent of the American population supported the atomic bombing 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, reinforcing the popularity of World War II.95 In 

his study of American culture at the dawn of the atomic age, Paul Boyer characterizes 

the initial response of the American people to the atomic bomb as “shaped by two 

intertwined cultural moods: intense fear and a somewhat unfocused conviction that an 

urgent and decisive public response was essential.”96  

The initial public response was definitely one of “confusion and 

disorientation.”97 The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki held a variety of 

meanings for people in 1945. The majority of Americans seemed to take “the atomic 

bomb in stride”98 and “viewed [it] as a fearsome but ethically indistinguishable 

technical means to a legitimate strategic purpose.”99 Although those in pacifist 

organizations were appalled by the use of atomic bombs, this “never represented a 
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dominant current in public opinion.”100 Many saw the atomic bomb as an extension 

of the firebombing and terror bombing used throughout World War II. World War II, 

after all, was extraordinarily violent, and “had ended in an orgy of killing almost 

beyond restraint or limit, culminating in the ultimate horror of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki.”101  

From the point of view of the scientists at Los Alamos who created and tested 

atomic bomb, the new weapon was “not a discontinuity. We were just carrying on 

more of the same, only it was much cheaper…we had already destroyed sixty-six 

[cities]; what’s two more?”102 The end of the war was celebrated, despite the huge 

loss of life in Japan and later, many in the peace movement recognized that the end of 

the war “distracted attention from the bombs themselves.”103 And because atomic 

bombs had never been used before, the after-effects of the nuclear attack were almost 

completely unknown: “It was followed by so vast and ill-informed a cloud of 

speculation, nonsense, fears and prejudices that many people have made no attempt to 

penetrate the darkness.”104 These uncertainties made it difficult for actual policy 

change and protest to take place.  

The WILPF was, like much of the world, amazed at the “terrifying 

suddenness”105 of the bombings and seemed unsure of how to progress with action in 

the nuclear age. The months following the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki can be characterized for the WILPF as a period of fear and uncertainty, yet 

also a time where the women of WILPF held fast to their belief that “WAR IS NOT 

THE WAY.”106 Also, while social justice issues remained important to the overall 

ideology of the WILPF, opposing nuclear weapons was fast becoming a major focal 

point for the organization.107
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The vision for world peace was bleak even before the use of atomic weapons, 

and not “all pacifists [were] convinced that the advent of the Bomb was as 

revolutionary a development” as some claimed.108 Some peace organizations seemed 

to place atomic bombs “within [the] general framework” of opposing war109 and 

maintained their pre-atomic bomb “distinctive agenda.”110 Other peace organizations 

suffered splits, where one faction would splinter off and become exclusively devoted 

to anti-nuclear campaigns.  

Reviewing primary sources from immediately after the atomic bombings, it 

appears the WILPF fluctuated between wanting to focus on the bomb and wanting to 

maintain its more diverse range of issues. In the last two issues of Four Lights in 

1945, a letter to members of the WILPF in other countries only briefly discussed the 

atomic bomb and the WILPF National Board released its official statement on the 

atomic bomb. Instead, then, of focusing on the atomic bomb at this time, issues of 

Four Lights from 1945-1946 promoted “the cooperative building of a world society 

out of nations suffering from the disorganization of war and ravished by the most far 

reaching conditions of starvation in modern times” by supporting the United 

Nations.111  

Debates began within the WILPF regarding the bomb as a “potentially 

creative new power.”112 Dorothy Detzer prepared a Tentative Statement on the 

Atomic Bomb shortly after the end of World War II. In this statement she wrote that it 

was “monstrous that man’s genius should have been prostituted once again to the 

service of Death.”113 Previously, some in the WILPF believed that atomic energy 

might be used “to serve mankind instead of the war machine” and advocated for the 

technology to be handed over to the United Nations.114 Detzer even wrote that the 
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bombing was a kind of “scientific achievement,” although she continued to write 

“this great scientific achievement …stained America’s honor with the blood of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”115  

The WILPF National Board Statement on the bomb included a section on the 

use of atomic energy “for peace-time purposes” and advocated for “socialized 

democratic world government” to manage the new technology for “creative 

purposes.”116 Just three months following the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

the WILPF demanded that the United States give up the bomb and “renounce 

absolute national sovereignty, and all feeling of national or racial superiority, in a 

final determined effort for peace.”117 WILPF, and other peace groups, believed that 

“if other nations make atomic bombs, ‘it will create universal fear and suspicion. 

Each nation will live nervously from one moment to the next.’ War will be waged not 

by armies but ‘by push-buttons, releasing radio-controlled rocket planes carrying 

cargoes of atomic explosives.’”118 WILPF members felt that the world was becoming 

one of two choices: “total oblivion or total peace.”119  

 The months following the atomic bombings proved to be a time of uncertainty 

for many in the peace community, including the WILPF. Yet as time went on there 

was a more concerted effort to thoroughly critique the use of atomic bombs. For 

example, Dorothy Detzer called the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki completely 

unnecessary for the Japanese defeat: “The Secretary of State has declared that Japan 

was defeated before that fateful bomb was dropped. It was a well known fact that 

Japan’s navy had been destroyed, her airforce crippled, her supply lines cut. But 

Hiroshima was wiped out with one bomb and Nagasaki died two days later.”120 The 

WILPF was becoming more steadfast in its opposition to atomic bombs and many in 

the organization saw the bombing as ultimate proof that there were no limits in 
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modern warfare. There was no longer a distinction between civilian and soldier and 

the magnitude for death and destruction reached new heights. 121  

 

World Government and the WILPF: An International Solution 

 

Even though the WILPF used the existence of atomic bombs to promote ideas 

of world government and support for the United Nations, it was finally the decision of 

the WILPF to advocate the abolition of atomic bombs. While the WILPF held that  

some forms of atomic energy could be used in a peaceful society, there was no 

possible way that the WILPF would condone building and testing atomic weapons. 

For the WILPF, the first step was for the United States to hand over all of its 

scientific knowledge of atomic energy to the United Nations: “As for the future, the 

League contends that no government is wise enough or good enough to hoard the 

secret of atomic energy, nor is it possible to do so. The atomic bomb, as well as any 

new destructive device revealed by science in whatever country, should be in the 

keeping of the United Nations as soon as that body is organized and functioning.”122 

Then, under the supervision of a world governing body, the United Nations could 

discern what was positive about atomic energy and what was destructive because “the 

release of atomic energy carries in itself not only the seed of man’s obliteration of 

himself, but the creative potential of a miraculous new age as well.”123  

Other pacifist organizations, like the Fellowship of Reconciliation (F.O.R.), 

were more concretely opposed to atomic energy, as a whole. In a pamphlet entitled, 

“The Atomic Bomb: What Are We Going to Do with It?,” the F.O.R. insisted that 

atomic energy in the hands of the United Nations was “not good enough—nowhere 

near good enough.” It continues,  

So long as atomic bombs exist anywhere, each nation 
will want to ‘play it safe’ and have some bombs of its 
own—just in case. Atomic bombs in the hands of a 
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‘world authority’ means atomic bombs in the hands of a 
few top individuals. There are some weapons human 
beings simply should not have at all. If ‘the police’ are 
armed with atomic bombs, we shall all live in terror of 
‘the police.’ ABOLISH THE ATOMIC BOMB. There 
can be no security for the United States of any other 
nation unless this is done.124

 
 Of course, the United States did not hand over its atomic science to the United 

Nations. Instead, as predicted by the WILPF, more atom bomb tests followed the 

destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The WILPF protested these atom bomb tests, 

the first ones taking place on Bikini Atoll, one of the many atolls in the Marshall 

Islands in what is known as Micronesia in the Pacific Ocean. On July 1, 1946, 

Operation Crossroads would take place on a newly vacated Bikini Atoll.125 The 

United States government claimed, “The tests are not to be a display of force nor a 

test of the destructive power of the bomb, but are being conducted that we may learn 

what defensive measures we should adopt.”126  

The WILPF knew that the tests would be received poorly worldwide and 

thusly supported the Senate Resolution 248 to abandon the test: “In Washington this 

statement may sound convincing. How does it sound in Moscow, Madrid and Buenos 

Aires?” 127 In a pamphlet entitled “Stop Atom Bomb Tests: The Greatest Show on 

Earth, opening July 1, 1946,” the WILPF outlined the reasons why they opposed the 

atom bomb tests on Bikini Atoll:  

These tests of our top secret weapon [w]ill constitute, 
unavoidably, a threat to other nations at a time already 
critical; Will squander ships, materials, food and effort 
when the world’s resources are already strained; Will, 
for experimental purposes, torture and destroy animal 
life on the ships and in the air and sea, on a scale never 
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before reached; Will yield no scientific information not 
already available in the Los Alamos and other reports 
except that gained from study of the burned and 
mangled animals that may survive.128

 
In the pamphlet, the WILPF implored members to “urge our elected public servants to 

cancel ‘Operation Crossroads’…to end atom bomb manufacture; to hasten 

international control of the elements required for atomic fission; to save the world 

from atomic war.”129  Echoing back to the 1930s, the WILPF remained utterly 

suspicious of the arms manufacturers and said of the Bikini tests: “What should be 

vaporized is not an obsolete battleship…but the whole process of the manufacture of 

the atomic bomb.”130

 The 1950s were difficult for the WILPF not only because of the hydrogen 

bomb tests at Bikini Atoll, but it was also the beginning of the Korean War.131 There 

was definite fear that the Korean War might bring another nuclear attack so the 

WILPF focused on making sure the Hydrogen Bomb (and other nuclear weapons) 

“would never be used again.”132

 In 1956, the WILPF held its annual congress and the theme was “The WILPF 

in the Atomic Age.” It was at this conference that the WILPF linked “its demand for 

the abolition of nuclear weapons and weapons-testing to the need for total and 

universal disarmament, as the only realistic means of ‘security’ in the nuclear age.”133 

The WILPF advocated for a more scientific approach to the study of nuclear 

technology, especially when looking at the after-effects of an atomic bombing.  

At this time, the world was definitely in the middle of a nuclear arms race. 

The Soviet Union, Great Britain, and France had nuclear technology since 1950 and 

nuclear testing was happening around the world, causing concern about the negative 
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effects of nuclear fallout, which included leukemia, bone cancer and genetic 

damage.134  

The American attitude toward nuclear technology and testing was becoming 

more and more wary of the arms build-up. In fact, by the late 1950s, almost 77 

percent of Americans “favored a….temporary moratorium on nuclear testing.”135 The 

WILPF was one of many organizations in the 1950s working for the abolition and 

control of nuclear technology. Cooperating with anti-nuclear groups like SANE (The 

National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy), WILPF and others were successful in 

demanding a temporary test ban on nuclear weapons136 but in the end “the major 

powers did not want disarmament. They wanted ‘security’; and security….could not 

be conceived of apart from military power.”137  

The late 1940s and the 1950s can be characterized for the WILPF as a time 

when nuclear weapons were the focus of time and energy. This time period also ends 

with the governments of the world too caught up in a mounting arms race and the 

Cold War to listen to the voices of the peace workers, and it seems as though, by the 

end of the 1950s, the WILPF was not going to get single-mindedly focused on 

nuclear disarmament. WILPF historians Bussey and Tims argue that, “The WILPF, 

unlike some organizations, had not been stampeded into dropping all its established 

activities for the sake of a feverish anti-nuclear campaign.”138 In the next section, I 

will discuss how WILPF was able to maintain a strong anti-nuclear stance, while at 

the same time continuing efforts on other issues like civil rights and women’s rights 

during the 1950s. 
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Conclusion 

 

It was during the 1940s and 50s that the WILPF was able to create a strong 

foundation of incorporating anti-nuclear activism as a key component of its message 

and activism. Many members and branches held a variety of opinions about what the 

reaction of the WILPF should be and because nuclear technology was so new, many 

needed to take time to digest the aftermath of the bombings. But the mere presence of 

an organization like the WILPF, a survivor, in a sense, after a very difficult and 

divisive war, complicates the mainstream memory of the end of World War II. What 

else is important about discussing the way the WILPF worked at this time is that its 

struggle with atomic technology is representative of what most of the peace 

movement was dealing with in the 1940s and 50s.  Confusion, relief, anger, fear, and 

motivation all propelled the WILPF during this important moment in history.  
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Chapter 3  

 
Maternalist Rhetoric, the WILPF and the Bomb: 
Strategies for Anti-Nuclear Activism, 1945-1960 

 
 

I think my first inkling that I might eventually be caught up 
in the peace movement was Hiroshima. From the very 
beginning I questioned that, even though I was a fervent 
supporter of WWII and overcoming Hitler and all that. In 
the very beginning, the day we dropped it…I had very deep 
questions about it, our right to kill, to drop that bomb.139

 
- Mary McDonough Harren, WILPF member and peace activist 

 
To Women Bereaved By the War:  
In thousands of American homes, on your pianos, your 
living room tables, your bedroom dressers, stand 
photographs of young boys in uniform. Their eyes look out 
at you, smiling, gallant, hopeful. They are the faces of boys 
who will not return to fill the empty chair, the vacant 
bed.140

 
- The WILPF, Pamphlet, 1945 

 
 

Activists become involved in peace work for a plethora of reasons, unique to 

their own religious, political, and moral convictions, pacifist consciousness, 

humanitarian ideals, or past experiences. Women who work for peace are no 

exception and should not be expected to act in a monolithic way in their activist 

activities. Yet, there exist definitive gendered components of the larger peace 

movement, for example, the presence of women-only or women-led peace 

organizations, such as the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF). 
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 In the anti-nuclear movement, a more specific realm of the larger peace 

movement, women’s groups and individual women’s actions have greatly contributed 

to the success and mobilization of anti-nuclear activism. What motivated women to 

participate in anti-nuclear activism in the years following the bombings of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki and was there a gendered element to their participation? Does the 

WILPF embody what Sara Ruddick calls a “maternal peace politics” in that specific 

notions of motherhood are strategically applied and endorsed?  

What I have found in my research and will discuss in this chapter is that some 

women anti-nuclear activists in the WILPF credit their traditional gender roles as 

mothers and caregivers with their participation in anti-nuclear organizations. 

Furthermore, the WILPF’s organizational strategy included the recruitment of women 

by using maternalist rhetoric and emphasizing the role of motherhood.  

Mothers in the 1950s “were responsible for the psychological and physical 

well-being of their children…Self-identified liberal Americans were among those 

who emphasized that a ‘good’ woman was one whose primary concerns were her 

home and family and who was, perhaps most importantly, a nurturing mother.”141  

This societal construction of motherhood, influenced by class, race and gender 

constructs, values a static, traditional mothering role.  Women’s roles as mothers, 

modeled after “television moms like June Cleaver,” were confined to the household 

“despite increases in women’s labor-force participation.”142 The WILPF redefined 

this image of mothers by valuing nurturing and caretaking as powerful and public 

political tools.143  
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Yet, the construction of motherhood, even within the WILPF, mostly reflected 

white women’s maternalism. With the exception of a few campaigns intentionally 

aimed at a diversity of women (discussed later in this chapter), the WILPF’s view of 

mothers existed within the framework of privilege, access to resources and available 

time to devote to peace work. Mothers of color, poor mothers and single mothers 

certainly did not share identical experiences with white mothers. Patricia Hill Collins 

critiques the notion of universal motherhood and asserts, “Motherhood occurs in 

specific historical contexts framed by interlocking structures of race, class, and 

gender, contexts where the sons of white mothers have ‘every opportunity and 

protection,’ and the ‘colored’ daughters and son of racial ethnic mothers ‘know not 

their fate.’ Racial domination and economic exploitation profoundly shape the 

mothering context not only for racial ethnic women in the United States but for all 

women.”144 Although mothers are a varied group, the WILPF framed mothers as a 

collective, cohesive unit, with shared values, meaning and definition. The efficacy of 

WILPF’s pacifist strategy, giving women a unique oppositional voice to war, was 

dependent upon the unity of a mother’s movement.145

 I begin discussion of maternalism and WILPF by looking at the theoretical 

implications of gendered peace work and the significance of women-only peace 

organizations. Then, I examine the role of mothers as peace-activists and discuss the 

maternal factors that motivated some women to participate in the WILPF.  Next, I 

consider the ways the WILPF utilized motherhood as a strategy, not only for member 

recruitment but also, for challenging the nuclear arms race.  

 
The WILPF and Women:  
Looking at Peace Work Through a Gendered Lens 
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 Sara Ruddick theorizes the idea of women’s political power in her book 

Maternal Thinking. She writes that when women join together against government 

policy or action and “explicitly invoke their culture’s symbols of femininity” they 

engage in, what she terms, a women’s politics of resistance.146  

Women, like men, typically act out of social locations and 
political allegiances unconnected to their sex; women are 
socialists or capitalists, patriots or dissidents, colonialists or 
nationalists. Unlike other politics, a women’s politics is 
organized and acted out by women. Women “riot” for 
bread, picket against alcohol, form peace camps outside 
missile bases, protect their schools from government 
interference, or sit in against nuclear testing. A women’s 
politics often includes men: women call on men’s physical 
strength or welcome the protection that powerful male 
allies offer. Nonetheless it is women who organize 
themselves self-consciously as women. The reasons women 
give for organizing range from an appreciation of the 
protection afforded by “womanliness” to men’s 
unwillingness to participate in “sentimental” politics to the 
difficulty in speaking, much less being taken seriously, 
with men around. Typically, the point of women’s politics 
is not to claim independence from men but, positively, to 
organize as women. Whatever the reasons for their 
separatism, the fact that women organize, direct, and enact 
politics enables them to exploit their culture’s symbols of 
femininity.147

 

 I quote Ruddick at length because the meaning of her argument is so intrinsic 

to my understanding of women’s work within the WILPF. The members of the 

WILPF originally organized to provide a legitimate and substantive space for women 

to participate politically because elsewhere in the public sphere women were 

consistently ostracized and discriminated against. Jane Addams, who co-founded the 

WILPF in 1915, was not especially keen on organizing a women’s-only peace 

organization because “in general, she felt that the very idea of a separate women’s 

peace movement contradicted the idea of sexual equality.” Yet, the desire for a 

                                                 
146 Ruddick, Maternal Thinking, 222. 
147 Ibid., 222-3. 

 43



 

women’s space was so prevalent among women peace activists that Addams 

recognized that a separate space was a necessary political tool for women concerned 

with peace work.148   

Ruddick’s idea of a women’s politics of resistance definitely speaks to the 

women of the WILPF. Although Ruddick admits that a women’s politics is not 

always a politics of peace, it is quite evident that in the peace movement after World 

War II, women were invoking gendered arguments about war.149  In an editorial 

written for the Washington Post by Eileen Bass Dinkel (a member of the National 

Board of the US Section of the WILPF) less than a year after World War II ended, 

women were called to action because “for the first time in the history of the world, 

women are numerically superior in voting power. This is of enormous significance. It 

means, in short, that the question of war or peace must largely depend upon them.”150  

With the call for women to act, women found support in groups with a 

“female-centered environment” like the WILPF, providing members with “ ‘a 

women’s space’ before the second wave of feminism popularized the concept.”151 

The WILPF and other women’s groups at the time “articulated a powerful defense of 

female difference as a source of political authority” and found ways to handle the 

“double-edged sword” of embracing a “female consciousness” while at the same time 

demanding equality and legitimacy of individual women’s voices.152  

 Because women had traditionally been excluded from politics and because 

many had trouble finding satisfaction working in predominantly men’s peace groups, 

they might have had to try harder and be more creative in speaking out about the war 

or the use of atomic weapons than their male counterparts. According to historian 

Elise Boulding, “Precisely because women are marginal to public decision making in 
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the existing social order, they are freer to develop new approaches.”153 Women in the 

WILPF, and those involved in peace work generally, contributed many valued skills, 

some of which were gendered, to the movement. Elise Boulding writes about the role 

of women in peace movements: 

First, women’s experience worlds and their traditional 
social responsibilities help shape their peacemaking skills. 
Second, women are less bound by conventional definitions 
of security and military necessity and are, therefore, more 
free to imagine different ways of doing things and more 
free to use the skills they have in creative ways in public 
spaces. Third, when women have access to support groups, 
networks, and opportunities to learn new skills, they can – 
and do – become more active participants in dealing with 
militarism, oppression, and violence.154

 
Boulding’s approach to studying women in peace movements recognizes the private, 

domestic roles of women and gives them political validity and weight.  

 Some feminist theorists are rightfully suspicious of any kind of 

“quasibiological link” between women and peacemaking.155 I think that Ruddick 

adequately defends maternalist peace politics as non-essentialist. It is dangerous to 

label all women as peacemakers, and even more so to define all women as mothers, 

but it is also impossible to deny that these maternal concerns motivated women to 

become peace activists and also were used as strategies for mobilization and political 

change.  

 Ruddick’s theory of mothers and mothering totally transforms the way we can 

read mother’s activism in the anti-nuclear movement. Ruddick treats motherhood and 

mothering as “a complex project”156 and “a kind of work or practice,”157 something 

that, in effect, could be learned and adapted by anyone regardless of gender: “The 

work of mothering does not require a heterosexual or any other particular sexual 
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commitment. Mothers lead varieties of heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and celibate lives. 

Nor does mothering require a particular household arrangement.”158 In this way, 

promoting a mother’s concern for children, perhaps, is more inclusive than previously 

thought – everyone has the potential to participate in this mothering work and 

maternal care.  

 Women come from all different class background, ethnic backgrounds, racial 

backgrounds, political, and religious backgrounds. Not all women are mothers and 

not all mothers are pacifists. So, “Who speaks for mothers?”159 Women’s peace work, 

in addition to theories of mothering and motherhood, is not universal and when 

looked at through a racial lens can be quite problematic. The women’s peace 

movement in the United States was started in the mid 1800s by white, upper middle-

class women, who thought of themselves as not only morally superior to all men, but 

also racially superior to non-white women and men.160 The WILPF, although deeply 

concerned with issues of racial justice and equality, was predominantly a white 

women’s organization, and therefore, ideals of maternalism and the role of mothers 

were contrived for white women, without, at times, considerable acknowledgement 

that these values might hold different meaning for women of color.  

 Women of color have struggled to get representation and support within the 

WILPF.161 At the end of World War II, only one per cent of WILPF’s 4,000 members 

were African-American – yet “despite their small numbers, black peace activists were 

still able to exercise a considerable amount of influence because of the positions they 

held…The majority of black members of WILPF served as chair of a national 

committee, as an officer of the executive board, or as president of one of the many 
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branches that placed them in direct contact with the national executive board.”162 The 

African American women who joined WILPF after the Second World War 

“challenged racial discrimination in every aspect of American society…It is this 

group of women that helped propel WILPF into national prominence as they publicly 

endorsed campaigns that previously had been given only lip service.”163  

 There are several instances in WILPF history where leaders actively sought 

out recruiting African-American members. In 1946, the WILPF executive board, 

Emily Greene Balch, Jane Addams, Dorothy Detzer, Carrie Chapman Catt, and 

Bertha McNeill, an African-American woman, increased efforts to increase African-

American membership by recruiting from existing all-black clubs and organizations, 

including the NAACP, and black colleges and universities.164 The WILPF received 

increased visibility within the African-American community when public figures like 

Coretta Scott King, Eartha Kitt, Diane Nash and Angela Davis joined the WILPF 

between 1945 and 1975.165 During this time period over fifty African American 

women joined the WILPF, mostly college educated and from middle-class 

backgrounds.166  

 African-American women might have been drawn to the WILPF because of 

the connection between peace and justice.167 Peace activism and work for African-

American activists meant “the continuation of the struggle against racial intolerance,” 

both domestically and internationally.168 The WILPF’s global vision of peace and 

justice also appealed to some African-American activists who recognized the racial 

implications of American imperialist wars.169 African-American members of WILPF 

were involved in the United Nations founding conference in San Francisco in April 

1945 and throughout the post-World War II years of WILPF, these members 
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promoted and participated in peace campaigns around the world, including in Africa 

and Asia.170  

 The ideology of “unity within diversity” was integral to the WILPF 

philosophy. 171  The WILPF would purposefully and sincerely make room for, 

appreciate, and endorse the multiplicity of women’s voices within its organization. 

Whether tackling international issues, sex discrimination, racial justice or anti-nuclear 

campaigns, the WILPF provided women with a multi-dimensional space for 

expression and political change. By endorsing a cohesive mother’s movement, the 

WILPF attempted to unite women from all backgrounds in the struggle for peace. The 

organization appealed to a very powerful and common identity for many women and 

according to historian Harriet Hyman Alonso, maternalist ideology can be 

exceptionally compelling: 

Motherhood is not just a convenient political tool; it is a 
very real emotional condition. It has been one of the 
main forces which has taken me to innumerable 
antidraft rallies since 1971, the year my son was born, 
and which made the 1991 war with Iraq even more 
personally traumatic. For many, many feminist peace 
activists, to have borne a male child is to have borne all 
of the male and female children who have been or could 
be killed or maimed in a war. 172

 
 In the next section, I discuss the importance of motherhood to some of the 

women in the WILPF. I also look at how a maternal identity was utilized by the 

WILPF as an activist strategy for political and social change. 

 

Mothers and Peace Work:  
A Strategy, A Reality for the WILPF 

 
Women who joined the WILPF during the 40s and 50s were able to work on a 

multitude of issues, beyond anti-nuclear activism, so it really was an organization 

made up of diverse women with diverse interests. But with nuclear issues becoming a 
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major focus after World War II, certain demographics of women became prominent 

members of the organization and the WILPF employed gendered strategies to 

promote nuclear disarmament.  

 The nuclear disarmament movement, like any peace movement, “requires the 

participation of every one, without distinction of class, race or sex” in order to be 

successful.173 Of course, peace movements recognized the necessity of equality and 

justice for a peaceful society. Yet at times, discrimination within the movement or a 

particular organization is often glossed over to focus on the more urgent and global 

concern of world peace. Women have sought out separatist groups, such as the 

WILPF, in order to escape sex discrimination and to build a coalition of like-minded 

voices. Although women have sometimes embraced traditional gender roles, there 

was still the danger of essentializing women as mothers without acknowledgement of 

that role as a choice or tactic for the particular woman activist or movement. 

Fortunately, there exist ways to talk about women as peace activists, and even 

mothering without essentializing or compartmentalizing women into traditional 

gender roles. 

In her study of the history of women’s peace movements, Alonso concludes 

that “every generation of women’s rights peace activists has stressed that women’s 

ability to conceive and reproduce children, whether she chooses to do so or not, gives 

her an innate aversion to war and violence.”174 Of course this is a fairly biologically 

essentialist statement, but it resonated within the WILPF during the 1940s and 50s 

because it gave value to the space women occupied and gave them political agency 

because of their ability to bear children. The WILPF used this “positive essentialism” 

as a strategy to bolster membership and action in a young, grassroots movement.175 It 

is also interesting to note that “some of the most famous and most revered women [in 

the WILPF], such as Jane Addams, Emily Greene Balch, and Carrie Chapman Catt, 
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never had children” proving that for the women of the WILPF, just the potential for 

motherhood was strong enough of a statement to oppose nuclear weapons and war.176  

In 1946, Dorothy Detzer and Elizabeth Haswell wrote a critique of the use of 

the atomic bomb in the February issue of Four Lights. They believed that women had 

a “special contribution to make to the ending of [war]” and they saw power in 

numbers, urging women to act as a cohesive group to protect future generations from 

nuclear warfare: “Surely now is the time when women, as never before, should unite 

to preserve their children, boys and girls, young men and young women, from a 

means of destruction which makes cannon into a trifle. A forceful international 

demand made by women for the safety of young life…would be irresistible.”177 The 

theme of motherhood had always been prominent in the women’s peace movement 

and the theme only grew stronger with the anti-nuclear movement.  

In 1914, the Women’s Peace Party, the precursor to the WILPF, stated outright 

in its mission statement that the voices of women, because of their roles as mothers, 

needed to be heard in the government: “If women were the ones ‘charged with the 

future of childhood and with the care of the helpless and the unfortunate,’ they would 

no longer endure without protest the added burden of maimed and invalid men and 

poverty stricken widows and orphans’ that war created.”178  

Certainly not all members of the WILPF were mothers, but for some of the 

women in the WILPF, they believed that as mothers, they had a unique calling to 

participate in peace activism. In recalling her early years in the WILPF, Carol Urner, 

member of the WILPF since 1963 and now co-chair of the Disarmament Committee 

of the US section, saw the WILPF as a “mother’s movement”:  

We took our children with us, our children were in the 
meetings and so, these were things we felt at that point, we 
were reaction as mothers. There were some grandmothers, 
some young students, but virtually all of us were married, 
all of us had children, and so there was that aspect of being 
a woman. So I remember those beginnings as more of a 
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mother’s movement, so the concern was not just for women 
and women’s rights, but for the whole humanity, but we 
were driven particularly by our love for our children which 
we thought was the love for all children, every child was 
my child, every man my man.179

 
Urner recalls the motherhood theme as very universal in nature: “I think there is 

tremendous power in women and part of it is the mother instinct. The same thing that 

makes us good mother, makes us good peace workers. It’s the love of humanity, the 

world’s children, the world’s men, the world itself.”180 She saw herself, and her 

fellow WILPF members, as acting on behalf of children everywhere when they 

protested nuclear weapons.  

Lauretta Freedman, a member of the WILPF since the early 1950s in New 

Jersey, was prompted to work for peace because she was a mother. In 1956, she 

attended the WILPF Conference on World Development and Disarmament. She was 

pregnant during the conference and “could feel the baby kicking” while listening to 

lectures about the Cuban Missile Crisis and the nuclear arms race.181 This idea of 

being called to peace work because of pregnancy or mothering children, especially 

male children, was especially important during the beginning of the nuclear age. The 

world was unsettled, teased with the idea of total annihilation by nuclear weapons with 

the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and with mounting nuclear weapon 

stockpiles growing around the world, a mother’s vision of the world for her children 

was tainted. Mothers, then, had a unique position on opposing nuclear weapons, one 

“that men cannot share and therefore cannot really argue against.”182  These mothers 

in the WILPF reshaped traditional ideas of maternalism and made a mother’s voice 

into something politically powerful. This particular motivation for participation, then, 

became a dominant theme for WILPF strategy as a whole. 

 One way that we can see the WILPF using maternalist rhetoric is in its 

recruitment strategies. The WILPF recognized that mothers would be receptive to 
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campaigns for peace and so strategically targeted mothers to join the organization. In a 

pamphlet released by the WILPF in the years following World War II, the WILPF 

urges mothers to act: “What will happen to my baby when he grows up 20 years from 

now?” The picture on the cover of the pamphlet shows two women, one pushing a 

baby carriage, walking and talking:183
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This particular picture seems to speak to a diverse spectrum of women and is worth 

examining in further detail. First, “Ann” and “Zara,” the names of the women, seem 

inclusive of all women “A to Z.” Also, the name Zara does not seem to be a 

traditionally American name and therefore might address women from different 

ethnic backgrounds or from different countries. One of the women in the picture is 

pushing a baby carriage, while the other holds a lunch pail and wears overalls, 

apparently heading to a job, perhaps in a factory (where many women worked during 

World War II). So women who are stay-at-home mothers and women who are in the 

workforce, women with children and women without children are included in this one 

picture. A final aspect of this picture is the background, one side appears to be a 

cityscape, representing a more urban population, and the other side might be 

considered a more rural or country scene, appealing to women in a variety of 

geographic locations. This pamphlet was an attempt by the WIPLF to reach as many 

women as possible to engage in anti-nuclear activism.  

 In another informational pamphlet from the late 1940s entitled “Seven Things 

an Individual Woman Can Do In Working For Peace,” the WILPF again focused on 

women’s roles as mothers. Women were encouraged to educate themselves and teach 

their children about the possibility to abolish war. Along with calling for the abolition 

of atomic weapons, the WILPF also called on women to “extend your housekeeping 

duties from your homes and neighborhoods to include the world”184: 

Women’s concern for feeding her children, ages ago, led to 
the beginnings of an orderly domestic life. Woman’s 
concern today for feeding hungry peoples the world over 
might create new and powerful forces that could lay the 
basis for a new international order. You might succeed 
where statesmen fail.185
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WILPF used language from the domestic sphere to call women to peace. The ability 

of women to maintain and upkeep a home transfers to a woman’s ability to transform 

a violent and chaotic world: “Surely it is as much a part of our work to see that our 

children live in a decent society as to see that the house they live in is clean and 

tidy.”186 This idea of mother’s responsibility, prompted the WILPF to encourage 

housewives and mothers to join the organization. Leaders of the WILPF identified 

women as being especially affected by war and violence, losing sons, fathers, and 

husbands to the war machine. In remembering her first meetings with the Portland 

branch of the WILPF in 1963, Carol Urner said, “We were almost all housewives, 

and that’s why we had time to do this [organize a local chapter of WILPF].”187 This 

statement implies that women, in particularly housewives, had the leisure time 

necessary to organize and sustain a peace organization. This time was not afforded to 

some women, however, particularly mothers from a lower, socio-economic status. 

 The WILPF also used radio spots to recruit potential members to engage in 

anti-nuclear activism. These short segments were targeted at the “traditional 

housewives and mothers” demographic and challenged women to become involved in 

nuclear politics: 

What we want to talk about is simple. So simple that it 
can be summer up in two words – PEACE and 
FREEDOM; we don’t believe that the two can be 
separated. World peace and Freedom! World peace so 
that you and I – and all mothers all over the world – can 
go to sleep without thinking about the terrors of the 
Atomic Bomb or the H-Bomb…or any new, nightmare 
way of killing people….Women do not want to send 
their husbands and their children to another war. None 
of us do. As a matter of fact, we know by this time that 
another war would reach us all. Our cities, and our 
homes would be battle fields; everyday people as well 
as soldiers would be the victims. You know....a bomb 
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doesn’t care in the least whether you are wearing a 
soldier’s uniform or a housewife’s apron.188

 
 While not all members of the WILPF would have subscribed to the idea that 

mothers were innately inclined to peace work, the organization as a whole saw the 

utility in organizing around maternalist strategy. Emphasizing motherhood was 

creative and distinguished the WILPF from other organizations in the peace 

movement.  

 Sometimes women’s domestic roles were catalysts for participation in the 

WILPF, and at other times, women were encouraged to step out of the private sphere 

and become more political as activists and lobbyists.  The WILPF, appealing to 

women regardless of marital or mothering status, pushed women to educate 

themselves about military issues and, at times, rebuked those who were wary of 

stepping out of their traditional gender roles: “For world peace will never come 

through pious wishes or tea parties or pretty speeches. It will only come when women 

are aware of the issues and are prepared to act on them together. In order that this can 

be done effectively, women must be organized for united action, with each doing her 

part to make a consistent, effective impact on government policies…That means hard 

work. It means discipline and sacrifice. It means that you to whom I am writing must 

rearrange your schedules so that you can meet together and work together.”189  

While the WILPF acknowledged that women might work for peace because of 

their domestic roles as wives and mothers, their voices should be heard in the political 

realm. Especially in the aftermath of World War II, the WILPF was fervently trying 

to boost membership and construct policy that would prevent a future international 

conflict. They needed more women to participate in the movement and contribute 

innovative ideas to projects for sustainable peace. A call for action, published in the 

New York Times, advertised the annual meeting of the US section of the WILPF and 

challenged women to step out of their comfort zone and work for peace: “There is no 

peace for us….because we are afraid to try new ways and to use ways of nonviolence. 
                                                 
188 Quoted in Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 165. 
189 Dinkel. 

 55



 

We have no right to call ourselves peacemakers, if we limit our talks to the home, the 

school, and the church, and do not try to influence public opinion. Challenge every 

woman in your community to think about peace. Think globally, work globally and 

pray globally. We must replace fear with faith, trust and mutual understanding.”190 

The WILPF advocated for individual women to act and had faith that these individual 

women could influence change in public policy.  

 An example of how an individual mother’s action resonated change 

throughout the entire organization is in the disarmament work of Libby Frank.  Frank 

joined the WILPF in 1951 in Columbus, Ohio. After a few years with the 

organization she became Chair of the National Childhood Education Committee. She 

complicated the role of motherhood during her time with the committee by talking 

about all the ways children are influenced by violence in their formative years: “I 

switched from the philosophy of ‘if we raise our children right, the world will be a 

better place’ [because], unless you put your kid in a paper bag, they’re going to be 

influenced by what’s going on [in a violent world].”191 Frank identified war toys and 

racism as having a strong influence on children and began the campaign of disarming 

the playroom: “No more war toys! Disarmament begins in the playroom.”192 The 

scope of issues that mothers could relate to and speak on gave momentum to the anti-

nuclear movement. The role of mothers and emphasis on protecting children added a 

gendered dimension to anti-nuclear activism and enabled women to mobilize in an 

exceptionally powerful and emotional way. 

 

Conclusion 

 Women peace activists have historically used maternalist rhetoric to provide a 

space for marginalized voices to have unique and visible opposition to war and 

violence. Although the potential for negative essentialism exists, the strategy of 

maternalism appeals to many women and so has consistently been embraced by 
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organizations like the WILPF. As long as the WILPF allows for a multiplicity of 

voices, including the voices of mothers and non-mothers alike, the peace efforts of 

the organization might only be benefited by expanding on a universal concern for the 

safety and well-being of children in the nuclear age. 

The philosophy of the WILPF allowed for a complex view of gender and 

gender roles. In her analysis of the philosophical traditions of the WILPF, Linda 

Schott writes, “The leaders of the WIL did not argue only that women should be 

integrated into the public realm because they brought distinctive and much needed 

characteristics with them. They combined that argument first with the argument that 

women were equal to men and later with the acknowledgement that women were a 

diverse group…The worldview developed by the leaders of the WIL shows a more 

complex understanding of gender, race, and class differences.”193 So the WILPF 

provided a space for those women who embraced their traditional gender roles and a 

space for women who sought to break out of the conventional private sphere, and all 

the women in between. In recognizing the differences among women, yet believing 

that “women shared some common socially constructed characteristics,” the WILPF 

found “unity within diversity” and allowed a multitude of perspectives within the 

organization.194

While members of the WILPF were mostly from the middle and upper-

classes, they did campaign against poverty and lobbied Congress to support programs 

like social security, housing, health care, and public relief “believing that the 

violation of the right to decent living and health through inadequate wages and 

unemployment, which necessitates a lower standard of living, constitutes the soil out 

of which fascism and communism grow.”195 The WILPF associated poverty relief 

and social welfare with national integrity and democracy. The women stood behind 

issues related to family survival (minimum wage, health care, etc), yet critiqued 

totalitarian governmental policy in a way that might be perceived as non-threatening 
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because of the theme of motherhood. Potentially controversial because of its 

similarities to socialist and communist ideology, WILPF’s mother’s movement made 

use of traditional, seemingly benign gender roles in a way that radically critiqued 

society and called for extreme, sweeping ideological change. These radical ideologies 

of the WILPF would take center stage in the years following the atomic bombings 

and in the next chapter, I discuss how the WILPF became targeted as a subversive 

organization during the tumultuous McCarthy Era of the 1950s. 
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Chapter Four 
 

The WILPF Remembers Hiroshima: 
Cultural Memory during the McCarthy Era 

 
 
Hiroshima is, and lays claim to, a quite definite place in our 
individual and collective imaginations. More, it is a place 
with remarkable staying power, an archetypal image of the 
nuclear age. The place of Hiroshima endures through the 
vicissitudes of public concern about nuclear weapons; so 
deep is its impression on memory that we can be certain it 
would remain there even if nuclear weapons were 
abolished. 
 

- Michael Perlman196

 
 
 The bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were tragic events that shook the 

world in August 1945. Immediately after, this new nuclear technology and ideology 

began permeating everyday life across the globe. Just weeks after the bombings, Life 

magazine devoted almost an entire issue to the destruction of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. This would be the first time Americans would see “the towering 

mushroom-shaped cloud that would become the quintessential visual symbol of the 

new era.”197 The bomb made immediate and far-reaching transformations in political 

and cultural life. Noticeably altered by the new technology and ensuing atomic fears, 

the world settled in to the nuclear age.  

 The devastation of the atomic bombings in Japan was the subject matter of 

many artistic and literary endeavors. In addition to the Life magazine issue, in 1946, 

John Hersey’s Hiroshima was published in The New Yorker. Hersey’s literary 

endeavor traced six eyewitness accounts of the atomic bomb in Japan, including the 

experience of a young, ten-year-old boy who recalled this about the bombing of 

Hiroshima: 
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The day before the bomb, I went for a swim. In the 
morning, I was eating peanuts. I saw a light. I was 
knocked to little sister’s sleeping place. When we were 
saved, I could only see as far as the tram. My mother 
and I started to pack our things. The neighbors were 
walking around burned and bleeding…We stayed in the 
park one night. Next day I went to Taiko Bridge and 
met my girl friends Kikuki and Murakami. They were 
looking for their mothers. But Kikuki’s mother was 
wounded and Murakami’s mother, alas, was dead.198   
 

Hersey’s narrative of Hiroshima survivors received critical acclaim as the 

“first…revelation of nuclear horror”199 and he “helped position Hiroshima at the core 

of the debate over nuclear weapons.”200  

 The nuclear attacks on Japan also inspired film and fiction in the 1940s and 

1950s. Nevil Shute wrote On the Beach, a novel about a full-scale nuclear war and 

the inevitable end of the world, in 1957.201 On the Beach also became a movie in 

1959.202 Various other novels tackled scenarios of imagined nuclear attacks, 

including Helen Clarkson’s The Last Day (1959); Walter Miller’s A Canticle for 

Leibowitz (1959); Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler’s Fail Safe (1962); and Kurt 

Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle (1963).203 These texts situated nuclear discourse in popular 

and public knowledge. The wave of nuclear war related literature also shows that 

nuclear fear and trepidation was not just reserved for peace groups, like the WILPF, 

but rather saturated various levels of society. 

 In addition to this representation in literature, the events of August 6 and 8, 

1945 were also the catalysts for the opening of Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Museum 

in 1955204 and for the yearly Peace Declarations made by the mayor of Hiroshima 

since 1947.205 Also, the “Hiroshima Maidens,” a group of twenty-five disfigured 
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survivors from the bombings, “brought the event sharply back into focus” in 1955. 

These women were brought to the United States and given reconstructive surgery. 

This very public event served as a reminder to the American public of the horrific 

consequences of the atomic bombings and helped to sustain the memory of 

Hiroshima.206 Increased nuclear awareness was becoming normative and the fear of 

another nuclear attack pervaded society. Understanding the extent to which nuclear 

language and fear pervaded culture is imperative when studying the WILPF during 

the dawn of the nuclear age.  

 The narratives of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the 1940s and 1950s also 

exemplify a widespread cultural desire for intensifying national security. It was this 

desire for security, keeping America safe from the growing nuclear threats from 

particularly the Soviet Union, that propelled the United States into the McCarthy Era. 

Therefore, when peace groups, like the WILPF, worked against the atomic bomb, the 

government labeled them as threats to national security. Peace activism was 

extraordinarily difficult under these conditions. The focus fluctuated between 

disarmament and anti-Communist fervor, causing instability, contradiction and 

trepidation within the WILPF. 

 In this chapter, I examine the role memorialization of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

played in the anti-nuclear activism of the WILPF. In what ways does the WILPF 

reference the atomic bombings and what is important about the memory of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki? I also look at the obstacles that existed for the WILPF and its anti-

nuclear activism in the 1950s. How difficult was it for the women of the WILPF to 

engage the memory of Hiroshima and protest against nuclear weapons amidst 

suspicion of communist ties, governmental investigation, spying and red-baiting?  

 Although the WILPF was at the center of many FBI and CIA investigations 

during the 1950s and early 1960s, which caused a drop in membership and support 

for the peace group, it survived legal harassment with a committed investment to the 
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worldwide anti-nuclear campaigns, preserving the space for Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

in the national cultural memory of the United States. 

 
 
The Space for Hiroshima in Cultural Memory 
 
  
 The birth of the anti-nuclear movement necessarily coincides with the initial 

bombing of Hiroshima by the United States on August 6, 1945. The movement has 

subsequently grown because of the nuclear arms race, various nuclear weapons 

testing and development, and the expansion of nuclear power. As part of the peace 

movement, anti-nuclear activism became a focus for many peace activists after 1945. 

Since the anti-nuclear movement encapsulates a large component of the peace 

movement, I think it is significant to ask, where does the bombing of Hiroshima fit 

into the movement? Also, why is it important to look at the memory of Hiroshima?  

For someone studying the beginnings of the anti-nuclear movement, 

Hiroshima is at the crux of the discussion. But, for a more general population, the 

“first place of nuclear violence [Hiroshima], together with its ‘original impact,’ 

claims a crucial yet neglected place in the psychic terrain of our individual and 

collective memories.”207 Most histories of World War II conclude with a discussion 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, yet do we really understand the consequences of those 

attacks? How are memories of Hiroshima and Nagasaki used by peace groups, like 

the WILPF? How does the federal government use the memory of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki and how does that affect the policies of the anti-nuclear movement? 

I will focus in this chapter on the way the WILPF invoked the memory of 

Hiroshima and I will analyze the importance of the memory of Hiroshima itself. I will 

show that the memory of Hiroshima was a powerful tool for the anti-nuclear 

movement. In memorializing the atomic bombings, the WILPF sought to accurately 

depict the atrocities of atomic warfare. In addition, the memorialization of the atomic 
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bombings did more than described the historic event; it also connected the present to 

the lessons from the past.  

The study of memory is closely tied with feminist modes of analysis as both 

can involve narratives of marginalized voices and events. Both are also conscious of 

the political nature of research and scholarship: “Feminist studies and memory studies 

presuppose that the present is defined by a past that is constructed and contested. 

Both fields assume that we do not study the past merely for its own sake; rather, we 

do so to meet the needs of the present…developments in feminism and work on 

cultural memory demonstrate that the content, sources, and experiences that are 

recalled, forgotten, or suppressed are of profound political significance.”208 

Moreover, “what a culture remembers and what it chooses to forget are intricately 

bound up with issues of power and hegemony, and thus with gender.”209 This is 

particularly interesting when studying the role a woman’s organization, like the 

WILPF, has in forming cultural memory. How successful is the WILPF in influencing 

the dominant narrative in national memory? Is there a gendered component to 

memorializations of Hiroshima and Nagasaki? 

The WILPF used a variety of tactics to oppose nuclear weapons in the 

beginning of the anti-nuclear age. As discussed in Chapter 2, the WILPF went 

through an almost immediate transformation in the years following the bombings of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Leaders of the WILPF issued public statements 

condemning the bombings and called for international control of nuclear technology. 

The WILPF also supported congressional legislation calling for nuclear test ban 

treaties and it joined international coalitions opposed to the mounting nuclear arms 

race. The WILPF also deployed the memory of Hiroshima in its anti-nuclear strategy. 

I will discuss three different examples in which the WILPF evoked Hiroshima in its 

anti-nuclear campaigns and the significance each had for the nation’s cultural 

memory.  
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“In Memoriam”  

 

In 1950, the WILPF circulated literature on a student campaign in Hiroshima, 

Japan, called “Hiroshima Girls Plead for Peace.” A group of 600 school girls 

composed a letter sent to leaders in the United States, the Soviet Union and the 

United Nations asking for a reversal of the nuclear arms race and, simply, for world 

peace. The girls used their own experiences from the bombing of Hiroshima to 

enhance their plea: 

On this World Day of Prayer we bring to mind the 
horrible experience at the time of the atomic bomb, and 
we feel deeply the urgent need of a world peace for the 
sake of the welfare of all people. That day on which our 
dear fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters and friends were 
taken from us, on that day tens of thousands in 
Hiroshima lost their lives as victims of the atomic 
bomb, and the city full of life until that morning was 
burned to ashes in but a few seconds. And it was 
thought that never again would we be able to stand up. 
The grievous calls for help which came from under the 
fallen buildings lying within the devouring fire which 
had wrapped the completely destroyed city are still 
calling us and pushing us into the road to peace. We do 
not want others to suffer this piteous tragedy which war 
has brought to us. No matter how science may prosper, 
man cannot make man. When we think how important 
each individual is, and of how lightly they were treated 
in the war, we firmly pray that such a thing will never 
happen again.210

 
These personal memories and individual voices powerfully invoked the 

memory of Hiroshima. “The testimony of a witness” is one of the most powerful 

ways of communicating with the public and influencing cultural memory.211 The 

WILPF repeatedly embraced this tactic beyond the Hiroshima Girls pamphlet, and by 

sending delegates to Hiroshima and Nagasaki or communicating with the Japanese 
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section of the WILPF. This use of memory evokes empathy, a sense of “it could have 

been me,” in the hope of inciting action in the anti-nuclear movement.212  

The Hiroshima Girls literature is a model of WILPF’s use of Hiroshima and is 

significant in that it contains incredibly powerful anti-nuclear language and it was 

circulated fairly shortly after the atomic bombings, so it illustrates that from the 

beginning of the anti-nuclear movement, Hiroshima was a fundamental component to 

anti-nuclear activism. 

 Just before a group of Portland, Oregon women became an official branch of 

the WILPF in 1963, they decided to organize a Hiroshima remembrance day in 

August of 1962. It was so successful, said Carol Urner, co-chair of the Disarmament 

Campaign for the WILPF now and member of the Portland WILPF branch in 1963, 

that the WILPF National Office decided to hold the memorial event every year. “I 

don’t know who else was doing it at that time,” recalled Urner, “but it certainly has 

become national and WILPF encouraged others to do it. This year [2006] WILPF 

branches from all over were involved and we had around 100 recorded events.”213 As 

Urner alluded, these “No More Hiroshima” days vary in content and context around 

the country. All WILPF branches are encouraged to participate and many of the 

events include speakers, performances and vigils.  

These days of memorialization put Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the forefront of 

the anti-nuclear and peace movement. The memory of Hiroshima in this sense is a 

kind of “performance”214 – an entire program devoted to the tragedy of the atomic 

bombings, the active engagement of an historical event and the urgency of keeping 

the narrative of Hiroshima alive in our collective memories – or else: “We will need 

to remember the place of Hiroshima if we are to sustain long-term efforts to avoid 

nuclear holocaust.”215 WILPF’s “No More Hiroshima” days began as a forum to 

intentionally place Hiroshima in public discourse to get the public to care about 

peace. The fact that they have continued for over 40 years shows a collective desire to 
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keep the memory of Hiroshima and Nagasaki involved in the present anti-nuclear 

movement. The longevity and consistency of these events illustrates a strategic choice 

made by the women of the WILPF. Designating August of every year to focus on 

nuclear issues, the WILPF brings attention to one of their central campaigns, while at 

the same time giving itself other space and time to devote to other issues like gender 

equality, racial justice, and international poverty alleviation, for example.  

In order to keep the space for Hiroshima in national consciousness, the 

WILPF had to make sure the country would not forget what happened in August 

1945.  One way the WILPF did this was by submitting Hiroshima and Nagasaki to the 

“In Memoriam” section of The New York Times. Examples from the 1970s read: 

 

Hiroshima & Nagasaki. In everlasting sorrow for 
those who lost their lives in the nuclear horror at 
Hiroshima & Nagasaki in August 1945 we renew our 
pledge of over 60 years ago never to tire in our efforts 
for the abolition of war & violence.216

 
 

This memorial, sandwiched between very loving sentiments for a beloved aunt and a 

deceased loved one missed on her birthday, personalizes the bombings of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki years after they occurred, showing that compassion for the victims still 

exists. The WILPF also conveys a sense of responsibility for the bombings, promising 

to maintain efforts for worldwide nuclear disarmament. This active engagement of the 

memory of Hiroshima once again situates the atomic bombings in collective 

consciousness and makes the loss of life so many years ago relevant to the present as 

a catalyst for action against nuclear weapons. 
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The Memory of Hiroshima and National Identity 

  

 Memory can be private and public, personal and cultural. For Marita Sturken, 

the study of cultural memory exists “at the juncture where the individual and the 

social come together.”217 The implications of cultural memory go beyond affecting 

just the individual who comes into contact with the historical narratives, and 

according to Sturken, cultural memory is also “a means through which definition of 

the nation and ‘Americanness’ are simultaneously established, questioned, and 

refigured.”218 The memory of Hiroshima has definitely influenced American identity.  

 The memory of Hiroshima exists in a contested space, sometimes co-opted by 

the government to defend and endorse the military-industrial complex that created the 

nuclear arms race. J. Samuel Walker argues that the federal government is, in fact, the 

“primary agent for shaping popular views of historical events…In alliance with state 

governments, middle-class professionals, and others, it sought to replace ‘vernacular 

interests’ with ‘official cultures’ in order to build unity, foster patriotism, and ensure 

loyalty.”219 Immediately after the bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

government officials began “consciously and artfully construct[ing] the history” of 

the event.220 In 1947, former Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson wrote an article 

claiming, “the atomic attacks had avoided more than one million American casualties. 

Truman later drew on Stimson’s estimate to support his claim that the bomb had 

saved as many as half a million American lives. Those figures formed the basis for 

popular views of Truman’s action and decisively influenced collective memory of the 

reasons for his decisions.”221 This memory of Hiroshima legitimates the atomic 
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bombings and refuses to acknowledge, “what is shameful” in our nations past, 

creating a national identity that is arrogant and unapologetic.222

 This governmental manipulation of facts continued to give Americans a false 

sense of pride about the end of World War II. Most scholars today agree, “The United 

States did not drop the bomb to save hundreds of thousands of American 

lives…Truman acted primarily to impress the Soviets and advance American political 

objectives. Scholarly consensus holds that the war would have ended within a 

relatively short time without the atomic attacks.”223 The WILPF preceded this 

revisionist viewpoint by immediately condemning the atomic bombings. The WILPF 

recognized the tragedies that took place in Japan and attempted to penetrate cultural 

memory and influence the way the country remembered Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

The dominant government narrative, supported by President Truman and 

others, served to counter the narrative of the bombings constructed by the WILPF and 

other peace groups. While the WILPF and others, called the use of the atomic bombs 

unnecessary and atrocious, the government insisted that the bombings were 

absolutely necessary. These differing constructions of memory created a rigid 

dichotomy between government and peace activists, which only intensified during the 

McCarthy Era.  

Always supportive of international coalitions and world government, the dawn 

of the nuclear age only propelled the WILPF to become more global conscious, 

invoking the memory of Hiroshima to connect the tragedy in Japan to people in 

America.  Internationalism had always been an integral component of the philosophy 

of the WILPF. Becoming cognizant of the horrors of Hiroshima, as WILPF has done 

since the beginning of the nuclear age, requires embracing transnational identities 

because nuclear holocaust effects everyone, everywhere: “The leveling of 

Hiroshima…destroyed what is basic in place’s horizontal imagination: distinct 

boundaries, enclosures, habitations. Nuclear destruction – as is often said – knows no 
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boundaries.”224 This call for a more global view is what the WILPF has endorsed 

since its inception in 1915.  

But this international viewpoint put the WILPF in conflict with the nationalist 

fervor taking hold of the United States in the late 1940s and 1950s. The McCarthy 

Era would challenge the US section of the WILPF forcing it to negotiate its 

international identity with a barrage of national accusations of communist-ties.  

 

The “Red-Scare” and the WILPF: A “Very Discouraging” Time  
  

 Radical, pacifist groups, like the WILPF were given special scrutiny during 

the McCarthy Era. Peace activists were pinned against the government because their 

desires for disarmament contradicted the government idea of security, which entailed 

building a nuclear arms stockpile. The WILPF was targeted as an oppositional group 

in the 1950s, accused of conspiring with American enemies – Communists from the 

Soviet Union and other subversive individuals and groups – and it was fervently 

investigated by the FBI and CIA. This governmental suspicion was not particularly 

new for the WILPF, however. For example, in 1938, the Special Committee on Un-

American Activities described the WILPF as a “ ‘left bourgeois organization,’ which 

saw as its duty ‘to facilitate and hasten by nonviolent methods the social 

transformation which would permit the inauguration of a new system founded on the 

needs of a community and not on profit.’”225 Because the WILPF worked on poverty 

campaigns and spoke against the build up of the armament industry, they were 

suspected of communist ties even after World War I.226 But what the WILPF 

experienced in the 1930s was nothing compared to what they would experience 

during the McCarthy era, especially because of their anti-nuclear activism: “Of the 

issues igniting the Red Scare, the one of greatest importance was the existence of the 
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atomic bomb – and thus the beginning of the nuclear arms race.”227 This is interesting 

because both the WILPF and the McCarthyites were concerned with the proliferation 

of nuclear weapons and technology. Where the two entities differed is that the WILPF 

argued for the complete, worldwide abolition of nuclear weapons, whereas the 

McCarthyites wanted only the United States to have access to nuclear technology. 

 The McCarthy Era began with “Canadian claims that a Soviet spy ring was 

operating from within its borders.”228 Intensifying the fear of Soviet spies, the USSR 

detonated its first atomic bomb in 1949.229 In response, President Truman called for 

investigations of over three million government employees, firing any one labeled a 

“security risk.”230 The Red Scare resulted in continuous hearings in front of the 

House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) and any individuals or 

organizations suspected of conspiring with communists were subject to investigation 

and subsequent punishment. 

 For the WILPF, there was a definite “fear of organizing” during the McCarthy 

era as government investigations increased. Individual participants in the peace 

movement were at risk of losing jobs, spending time in jail, and being black listed.231 

There are many examples of government investigations of the WILPF. For instance, 

the FBI was alerted when the St. Louis branch of the WILPF wrote a letter to the 

president advocating disarmament and protesting atmospheric nuclear tests.232 Also, 

The government insisted that the WILPF campaigns of “peace, disarmament, and 

banning nuclear testing, paralleled the Communist Party line” and even investigated 

the Nobel Peace Prize winner, Emily Greene Balch, leader in the US National Office 

for being a member of the Communist Party.233  

Government investigations not only affected branches of the WILPF, but 

personally effected members of the organization. In 1953, the same year she joined 
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the WILPF branch in Denver, Colorado, Juliet Saltman and her husband became the 

targets of one of these government investigations, accused of having ties to the 

Communist Party. The particular branch that Saltman joined was close to a mining 

town, and many of the women in the WILPF were married to men who had ties to a 

large union in Denver. Unaware that this particular union had been labeled a 

communist threat, Saltman was shocked when her husband came home from his job 

in a laboratory – housed on government property – and told her he was fired because 

he was a “security risk.”234 When they finally got a list of the charges, the first charge 

claimed that they were associating with the union in Denver and thus were in cahoots 

with known communists in the area. Saltman was in disbelief that her mere 

acquaintance with the wives of union members would have the effect that it did.235  

When Saltman’s husband was fired from his job, the National Office of the 

WILPF sent prominent national members to help in the criminal proceedings of her 

husband. As a witness on the stand, Juliet Saltman defended the WILPF, “I said I 

didn’t think I was doing anything wrong by supporting this group, I believe in peace 

and I think the organization is wonderful. I pointed out the Noble Prize winners, Jane 

Addams, you know, but it didn’t matter, and they took a vote and declared my 

husband a security risk. So we didn’t win the case…. but my husband never asked me 

to stop or drop out.”236  

Despite these countless investigations, the HUAC never verified that the 

WILPF was a “Communist-front” or a “subversive” organization.237 Nevertheless, the 

WILPF leaders “felt it was absolutely necessary to defend themselves and the 

organization against media slurs and personal attacks. Unlike many other peace 

organizations during this era, WILPF took strong stands: it protested the nuclear arms 

race and US military activity in Korea and worked to achieve civil rights for African-
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American citizens. Such stands as these put the organization in the center of 

controversy.”238

 Many WILPF members had differing positions on communism and anti-

communism. Some members of the WILPF, particularly those in national leadership 

positions, were critical of communism yet unsupportive of McCarthy’s tactics on 

ostracizing individuals who subscribed to communist ideology; some members were 

supportive of particular aspects of communist ideology; and, of course, some 

members of the WILPF were members of the Communist Party. I will discuss each of 

these positions in detail and then analyze the implications of McCarthy’s 

investigations into the WILPF. 

Anti-communist fervor was so widespread in America that it even permeated 

groups like the WILPF. Communists were portrayed as such a threat that some of the 

members, whether it was because of a maternal concern for the safety or perhaps an 

aversion to the religious ideology of communism, positioned themselves as 

completely oppositional to Communists. For example, communism endorsed class 

warfare, a one party political system, atheism and revolution. Emily Green Balch 

insisted that the WILPF was “diametrically opposed to class war, favored a broad-

based political system while endorsing no one party, abhorred revolution while 

favoring evolution, and welcomed people of all religious and political faiths.”239 

Balch continued, “I feel that no honest person can be at once a member of the WIL 

and a supporter of Communism in the current sense.”240  

Further condemning communism, the WILPF National Office released a 

pamphlet for local branches to identify “Signs of Possible [Communist] Infiltration:” 

1. Members who want the branch to select from the WILPF program only 
those issues in which the Communist Party is interested and to neglect all 
other parts of the program. 

2. Members who are totally uncritical of the USSR and who do not show a 
balanced judgment in their criticism of US policies. 
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3. A group of members fairly new in the WILPF, who seem to be trying to 
use offices to control program and policy for the Branch.241 

 

On some level, these anti-communist actions and statements might convey true anti-

communist sentiments in the WILPF. However, on another level, the WILPF was 

under immense pressure by the government to distance itself from any connection to 

communist ideology for fear of invasive investigation and retribution.  

Regardless of these intense anti-Communist statements, the WILPF did not 

always discriminate against members of “the Front.”242 Communists were a part of 

the WILPF, although, because of the silences created by blacklisting and 

McCarthyism, we are unable to identify a specific WILPF-communist ideology. The 

New York branch, in particular, had been responsible for the coalition with the 

American League Against Fascism and War (ALAWF) in the 1930s and some 

members were openly communist then; but with the intensification of the “Red 

Scare” during the 1950s, many members were afraid to speak openly about anything 

that might connect them with the Communist Party.243  

In spite of anti-communist fervor, some of the actions of the WILPF were 

blatantly sympathetic to the communist struggle. When Ethel and Julius Rosenberg 

were convicted of espionage and executed in 1953, Juliet Saltman’s WILPF branch 

organized a fundraiser for the orphaned Rosenberg children. The branch showed a 

concern for the situation that resonated with WILPF’s longstanding commitment to 

maternalism and peace. Yet this action instigated government suspicion and the 

WILPF was forced to defend this issue, which to the organization was one of social 

justice and compassion, not necessarily related to communism. 

Like the Communist Party, the WILPF was first and foremost an international 

organization. It grew out of the International Congress of Women in 1915 and at the 

end of World War II had over 50 braches worldwide. In a June 1941 issue of Four 

Light, the US Section of the WILPF outlined its international objectives which 
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included, “to advocate limitation of national sovereignties in the interest of 

international organization thereby lessening…the importance of political 

boundaries…To work for the internationalization of health control and medical 

care…To strive for the establishment of international minimum standards for working 

condition…And to work for the rights of man, civil, religious, educational, and social, 

without regard to sex, race, color, class or nationality.”244 This international 

sentiment, including communication with WILPF branches in communist and 

socialist countries like the U.S.S.R., instigated governmental investigation.  

Many in the WILPF appreciated the diversity of opinion that the leftist 

organizations brought to the table. However anti-Communist the WILPF appeared at 

this time, the National Office also insisted, “WILPF members who had joined ‘front’ 

organizations, signed petitions, or had ‘leftist tendencies’ should not be ‘condemned,’ 

as WILPF ‘welcomed diversity.’”245 Since the WILPF and Communist organizations 

shared similar ideas on racial justice, peace work, anti-nuclear disarmament and 

economic justice, obviously there would exist an overlap in membership. In fact, 

“many of its working-class and African-American members often believed in the 

solutions to social, economic, and political problems offered by communist ideology, 

while still embracing the principle of nonviolence.”246 The WILPF’s organizational 

philosophy differed from that of the Communist Party, yet the two entities shared 

ideology especially when in reference to ideas of internationalization and 

disarmament.  

Although leaders of the WILPF felt it necessary to criticize and at times 

denigrate communism, they also feared the ramifications of the McCarthy 

investigations on US democracy and freedom of speech. Mildred Scott Olmstead 

stated, “We who were so cruelly critical of the Germans for not resisting the demands 

of the Nazi government should look now at the smoke in our own eyes. The path 

toward totalitarianism in the US is plainly visible to those who watch certain 
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developments more than words and is shocking to those whose confidence in the deep 

rooted quality of American tradition has never wavered before.”247  

Olmstead was right to be suspicious of the McCarthy tactics, as government 

spies infiltrated many WILPF branches hoping to catch communists in action within 

the organization. Juliet Saltman was unaware of any communist members in her 

WILPF group. She was also unaware that a government spy had infiltrated her 

Denver branch. Only after she and her husband received the list of charges against 

him did she put two and two together: 

Now, the other thing was, [the charges] mentioned 
books on our bookshelves, which only someone who 
had been in our house would have known. We figured 
out later, there was a woman who had recently joined 
the WIL study group and she had to have been an FBI 
agent. She was very kind to me. She kept picking me up 
to go to meetings and she would have ample 
opportunity [to look around our house]. I remember 
distinctly, she once asked me for a glass of water, and 
she sat in the living room next to our bookcases. She’s 
the only one it could have been.248

 
The McCarthy Era was very divisive in the WILPF, as it was throughout 

American society. The leaders of the WILPF attempted to bring the focus back to 

disarmament and anti-nuclear activism by critiquing both communism and anti-

communism: “Both Communists and anti-Communists…‘We do not have to choose 

between communist infiltration and methods of witch-hunting, character assassination 

and demagoguery. Both are evil; both are threats to freedom and democracy. We 

repudiate both.’”249 This statement is an exemplary illustration of the contradictions 

present within the WILPF during the 1950s. Sometimes the WILPF leaders chose to 

condemn communism, sometimes they endorsed policies and programs that resonated 

with communist ideology and sometimes they expressed frustration with the entire 

situation. The investigations of the McCarthy Era and the value debates of anti-

                                                 
247 Quoted in Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 171. 
248 Saltman. 
249 Quoted in Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue, 183. 

 75



 

communism versus pro-communism were distracting to the issues intrinsic to the 

WILPF philosophy. Disarmament was, and had always been, a WILPF issue. 

While the National Office was often indecisive and contradictory, there was 

no denying that there were communist WILPF members. Attending a funeral of a 

long time WILPF member, Carol Urner recalls that everyone in attendance stood and 

sang the Internationale, the anthem of international socialism – she had no idea that 

this woman was affiliated with the Communist party and the WILPF.250 It is difficult 

to know exactly what the ideology of a WILPF communist was because of the lasting 

effects of McCarthyism. Fear of being black listed or imprisoned silenced a lot of 

communist voices and, even today, there exists a stigma attached to communism that 

might discourage WILPF members from talking about their associations with 

communism. This void in the historical discourse is unfortunate and means there is an 

incomplete picture of WILPF ideology in the years after World War II.  

  
 

Conclusion 

 

Other women’s peace organizations suffered much more than the WILPF. For 

example, the Congress of American Women was the American branch of a larger 

organization called the Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF) 

formed at an international meeting of women in Paris after World War II.251 The 

WIDF called for the “eradication of all remnants of Fascism in every country around 

the world and the maintenance of world peace.”252 The WIDF, and subsequently its 

American branch, the CAW, received “substantial support from the Soviet Union,” 

which caused the US attorney general to place the CAW on the list of subversive 

organizations.253 The CAW was called “‘one of the most potentially dangerous of the 
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many active communist-fronts’” and the organization was forced to disband in 

1950.254

The WILPF survived the McCarthy era but not without consequences. Instead 

of openly and audibly defending the rights of communists, WILPF leadership felt it 

necessary to distance the organization from the Communist Party, even if that meant 

ignoring certain members of the WILPF who were connected with the Popular Front. 

What might have been lost due to the surveillance and inability to speak openly about 

communist ideas? What were the consequences of WILPF members not knowing 

each other’s politics? The cohesiveness of the organization was definitely jeopardized 

during this time and the focus on disarmament and peace work was often trumped by 

communism debates and defense. Although the WILPF engaged in fervent anti-

nuclear activism, it might have had the potential to be even more radical if it were not 

forced to constantly contemplate its position with communism.  

Lea Zeldin, who joined WILPF in Columbus, Ohio in 1950, remembers the 

CIA investigations of the WILPF but advises peace activists today, “they mustn’t be 

frightened about being on the left.”255 Perhaps the WILPF was able to survive this 

turbulent time by relying on its maternalist rhetoric, which might have legitimized the 

organization enough to convince people that the communist debate was not the most 

relevant or important issue. WILPF’s focus on Hiroshima might have attracted 

government opposition in the first place because of its implications for disarmament. 

But, the memorialization of the atomic bombings might have also carried the WILPF 

through the McCarthy Era as a strategy for getting the American public concerned 

with peace issues and de-emphasizing WILPF’s radical and leftist connections. 
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Conclusion 
 

Implications of Research and Suggestions for Future Inquiry 
 

 The history of peace movements is essential for a holistic understanding of 

American history. Peace organizations are often discussed in terms of their opposition 

to dominant political discourses, yet in many ways they in fact resonate with the 

democratic ideals that are so intrinsic to American national identity. The women of 

the WILPF believed whole-heartedly in the democratic political system and believed 

that peace and justice were inseparable from and indeed vital to democracy. Studying 

the WILPF complicates discussions of American identity and American politics and 

engages more nuanced notions of political participation and democratic ideals. 

 The WILPF is an especially important organization in the American and 

international peace movement. It is unique in its emphasis on women’s roles in peace 

activism and its ability to maintain involvement in American and international 

politics for nearly a century. The WILPF appealed to many women because of its 

broad issue base and particularly its philosophy that women should be included in 

political discussions and decisions. The organization was able to use ideals of 

motherhood in a non-essentialist and empowering way, without ostracizing women 

who were not biologically mothers. It recognized the difference between 

essentializing women as peacemakers and using maternalist rhetoric as an activist 

strategy, something that proved to be very successful in mobilizing a strong and 

committed membership base in both times of war and times of peace. My research 

shows the strengths of a women’s peace organization like the WILPF and explores 

the positive aspects of including women’s voices in peace activism. My research also 

explores the implications of maternalist ideology and I conclude that the WILPF had 

a successful model of maternalist strategy, encouraging women of the 1940s and 

1950s to find their political voice by engaging in peace activism. 

 In addition to studying women’s roles in peace activism, the history of peace 

movements should include discussion of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 
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Nagasaki. These events were transformative for the American peace movements, 

creating a new nuclear threat to peace. The WILPF was immediately responsive to 

atomic technology and took a firm stance in opposition to the nuclear arms race that 

followed the end of World War II. Despite the McCarthy Era hindrances to peace 

activism, the WILPF promulgated memories of Hiroshima and Nagasaki that helped 

strengthen the young anti-nuclear movement in the 1950s. Even though the WILPF 

was able to survive the McCarthy investigations, it was definitely impaired by the 

anti-communist fanaticism. Sadly, the WILPF was unable to consistently keep its 

focus on issues of peace and disarmament and instead had to continually combat 

communist suspicion. This time period is especially important when studying the 

history of the American peace movement, as many peace organizations were labeled 

as oppositional and subversive and unfortunately were not able to survive this 

difficult era.  

 This research project is not only important for historical understanding of 

peace movements, but is particularly relevant for the present. The United States is at 

war with Iraq and Afghanistan and the peace movements of today can and should 

look to the past for strategic suggestions and organizational approaches. There is 

currently a mounting mother’s movement, led by women like Cindy Sheehan, who 

have lost sons and daughters in the current war and who use their identities as 

mothers in very political ways. The history of the WILPF reinforces the gendered 

components of peace activism. Studying the relationship between gender and peace 

exemplifies the various motivations for participation in peace activism.  

 There is much further research to be done on the American and international 

peace movements, the anti-nuclear movement, and the WILPF itself. Potential 

avenues for future research might be interviewing both men and women from various 

peace organizations who were active during World War II and remained active after 

the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Their stories might best explain the 

transformation of peace activism from the pre-nuclear age to the post-nuclear age. I 

was unable to do this for this project because of my focus on the WILPF and the 
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unfortunate fact that women from this generation were no longer living. But perhaps 

if research was more inclusive of other organizations, like the Fellowship of 

Reconciliation (F.O.R.) or the American Friends Service Committee (a Quaker 

organization formed in 1917), there would be potential interview subjects available. 

 Another idea for another research topic might be tracing maternalist rhetoric 

in the WILPF throughout its entire existence. This would provide a longitudinal 

analysis of maternalism and would allow the researcher to identify particular times 

when the role of motherhood was especially prevalent versus times when it was more 

subdued. This would be interesting not only for historians of peace movements, but 

also for feminist scholars who would be able to identify the relationship between 

certain time periods and correlating interpretations of gender roles. 

 The WILPF is a very large and international organization. An exciting idea for 

future research would be to do an international study of the organization, perhaps 

focusing on the Russian branch in its relation to the United States branch during the 

Cold War. This would necessitate travel to Russia and access to WILPF Russian 

archives, but would construct a very different picture of the WILPF than I have been 

able to construct in this research project. This international approach would show the 

WILPF as a complex organization, yet would also elaborate on how the organization 

was able to maintain cohesiveness despite international boundaries and borders. The 

political implications of this research would be a more nuanced understanding of 

United States’ communist fears and would show international reaction to the 

McCarthy Era. Since the WILPF encapsulates strong internationalist ideology, it 

merits scholarship that recognizes its scope and international identity. 

 Whatever future scholarship ensues from my particular research project, I 

believe it should include expansive use of the WILPF archives at Swarthmore College 

and the oral history of WILPF members. These sources work so well together to give 

a more complete narrative of the WILPF. The voices of WILPF activists complement 

the written documents of the archives and inconsistency between the two shows that 

the WILPF was a complex organization with a diversity of members and opinion.  
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 It could be said that the WILPF, despite its strong commitment to peace work, 

was not successful in its efforts to stop war. After World War II, the United States 

went to war in Korea, Vietnam, the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan and Iraq, to name a few 

places of conflict. But I would be concerned what the history would be if the WILPF 

was not an active organization. Without the work of the WILPF and other peace 

groups, there would be no organizational oppositional voice to government 

declarations of war. Today the WILPF has branches in over 37 countries as well as 

100 local branches in the United States. It is involved in campaigns for peace in the 

Middle East, promoting human rights in Haiti and Cuba, and challenging racism and 

sexism throughout the world.256 It shows no signs of faltering in the face of escalating 

conflict or injustice. It holds fast to its founding tenet “to create an environment of 

political, economic, social and psychological freedom for all members of the human 

community, so that true peace can be enjoyed by all.”257
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APPENDIX A – Guiding Questionnaire for WILPF Activists 
 
Background Questions 
 

1) What is your date of birth? 
2) Where were you born? Where do you live now? 
3) What has (have been) your life occupation(s)? 
4) Education: 

a. Did you attend college? If so, when and where? 
b. If you attended college, did that experience help to shape your attitudes about 

war and peace? How so? 
c. Did you do graduate work beyond college? In what field? 

5) What was your church affiliation during WWII? What is it now? 
6) What was your marital status during the war? Date of marriage? What is your marital 

status now? 
7) Did you have children during the war? What years were they born? 

 
Interview Questions 
 

1) Who or what were the major influences in your life regarding war and peace (i.e. 
persons or books?) 

2) What were the teachings of your parents on issues of war and peace? Were there 
differences within your family on these issues? 

3) World War II is often viewed as a popular war. In your experience, was it a popular 
war? 

4) Why did you decide to join WILPF? What kinds of things were appealing about this 
organization? 

5) What kind of peace activism did you participate in during the war?  
6) Where did you work during WWII? Did the war affect your job? 
7) When was the first time you remember hearing about the atomic bombs dropped on 

Japan? What was your initial reaction to this news? 
8) Do you remember any discussions about the atomic bomb? What were they? 
9) Did you have any concerns about the nuclear bombs?  
10) What role did nuclear issues have in your becoming or remaining a peace activist? 

Does nuclear warfare concern you as an activist today?  
11) How did World War II influence your becoming a peace activist? Were you active 

before the war? Did you become an activist during the war or after the war? 
12) Have you always been concerned with issues of war and peace? Would you consider 

yourself a lifelong peace activist? 
13) How many hours a week do you now participate in peace activism? Were there times 

in the past where you participated noticeably more or less? 
14) What kinds of things motivate you to continue participation in peace activism?  
15) What impact does your activism have on your local community? On a national level? 

On an international level? 
16) What kinds of activism have you participated in (i.e. protests, demonstrations, letter 

writing, civil disobedience)? 
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17) What kinds of things do you think people today should know about World War II? 
What experiences do you have that might give insight to the struggle for peace 
today? 

18) What does the term “peace activist” mean to you? 
19) How do you define “peace”? 
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