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GENDER in HISTORY

‘The truest form of patriotism’
explores the pervasive influence of

pacifism on Victorian feminism. Drawing

on previously unused source material, it

provides an account of Victorian women

who campaigned for peace and the many

feminists who incorporated pacifist ideas

into their writing on women and women’s

work. It explores feminists’ ideas about the

role of women within the empire, their

eligibility for citizenship and their ability to

act as moral guardians in public life. 

Brown shows that such ideas made use – in

varying ways – of gendered understandings

of the role of force and the relevance of

arbitration and other pacifist strategies.

The book examines the work of a wide

range of individuals and organisations,

from well-known feminists such as 

Lydia Becker, Josephine Butler and

Millicent Garrett Fawcett, to lesser-known

figures such as the Quaker pacifists 

Ellen Robinson and Priscilla Peckover.

Women’s work within male-dominated

organisations, such as the Peace Society and the International

Arbitration and Peace Association, is covered alongside single-

sex organisations, such as the International Council of Women.

Also reviewed are the arguments put forward in feminist

journals like the Englishwoman’s Review and the Women’s

Penny Paper. Brown uncovers a wide range of pacifist,

internationalist and anti-imperialist strands in Victorian

feminist thought, focusing on how these ideas developed within

the political and organisational context of the time.

This book will be of interest to anyone studying nineteenth-

century social movements, and essential reading for those with

an interest in the history of British feminism.
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and now works as a researcher in Belfast
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written and well-
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a strong case for
pacifist feminism
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Introduction

Pacifism and feminism in Victorian Britain

War is an essentially masculine pursuit. Women do not as a rule seek
to quench their differences in blood. Fighting is not natural to them.
(Lydia Becker)1

It is the truest form of patriotism to do our utmost to save our coun-
try from the crime and shame of an unjust war. (Priscilla Peckover)2

In 1870, the outbreak of war between France and Prussia prompted
many of the women active in the emergent feminist movement to
consider their position on the use of physical force. In doing so, some,

such as Lydia Becker in the first quotation above, drew upon essentialist
arguments of sexual difference. Many reinforced their construction of
women as moral agents who relied upon debate rather than physical
force in both individual and collective relations. Some, including Priscilla
Peckover, also quoted above, began to re-evaluate concepts of peace to
argue that it meant more than simply the absence of war, and to redefine
patriotism as a force that was primarily moral, rather than national, in
its points of reference. These arguments were founded upon analyses that
made pacifist ideas fundamentally useful for feminism. Because both
theories could be based upon arguments about the (mis)use of power
and the importance of morality, and both could accommodate a wide
range of political perspectives, many feminists during the early phase of
the movement were attracted to pacifist rhetoric and principles.

As a prominent, but hitherto neglected, aspect of the Victorian
women’s movement, it is important to understand why many feminists
employed peace arguments, often relying upon the construction of femin-
inity as passive and even pacifist, and representing these women/peace
connections as located in women’s reproductive role. The use of these
ideas has significant implications for arguments of sexual difference, indi-
vidualism versus relationalism, and maternalism in nineteenth-century
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feminism.3 It can also demonstrate how feminism, in using such ideas
of what was ‘natural’ to women, purported to speak for all women. It is
therefore vital to illustrate the ways in which different feminist move-
ments have utilised representations of the relationship between ‘women’
and ‘peace’. Much work has been done on women pacifists during the
First World War, and in relation to women’s resistance to the presence
of nuclear weapons in Britain, particularly regarding the Greenham
Common missile base, in the 1980s. Yet, in its early years, organised
feminism in Britain also demonstrated a concern with pacifism and the
issue of women’s (imagined) relationship to peace. This book charts the
development of these debates within the Victorian feminist movement
to illustrate the centrality of such ideas to many strands of late Victorian
feminism.

In many of the arguments considered here, essentialist ideological
connections are made between ‘women’ and ‘peace’ as constructed
categories. As indicated by the quotations opening this chapter, a basic
gendered dichotomy is often established which, while aiming to dest-
abilise assumptions about war, instead serves to reinforce ideas of
male aggression and female passivity. One central theme in this book is
therefore the issue of how, with regard to questions of peace and war,
some feminists worked to ‘historically, [and] discursively’ construct
‘women’ and womanhood as peaceful and moralistic.4 Berenice Carroll
has observed that there is a historical connection between the construc-
tions ‘women’ and ‘peace’, but that this ‘is a connection imposed upon
women along with their subordination, their disarmed condition, and
their stereotyped roles. Out of this imposed connection arises also a
widespread stereotypic association between femininity and passivity.’ She
notes that these must be distinguished from the concepts ‘feminism’ and
‘pacifism’, both of which, she argues, are ‘deliberate, conscious choice[s]
of principles and policies’.5

In a discussion of the late nineteenth century, the use of both terms
means that they must be applied anachronistically. There has inevitably
been much debate on the desirability of this practice and the reasons
why it might be undertaken. Nancy Cott, in particular, has argued that
the changes that gave rise to the coining of the term ‘feminism’ mean
that it should only be applied to those who have lived and worked since
its introduction into the English language. In response, Barbara Caine
has argued that most political terms are used retrospectively to apply to
individuals or ideas ‘which have some recognised or assumed similarity
with those for which the term was originally coined’.6 Philippa Levine
has suggested that the refusal to adopt the term ‘feminist’ can itself
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be dangerous: it separates issues that should be connected, and intro-
duces a hierarchy in our understanding of feminism which places the
traditionally public and political above the intentional subversion of the
concepts ‘public’ and ‘private’.7 Failing to recognise ‘feminism’ before
the term itself existed runs the risk of further alienating the feminist
movement from its origins and history.

Thus, although the term ‘feminism’ was not in general use in Britain
until the early 1900s, it is used here in relation to the nineteenth-century
women’s movement.8 Following Levine, the definition used is deliberately
broad: feminism involved a ‘sustained critique of the gendered order
of society’, but also a connection by those who practised it between the
public political questions they addressed, and ‘the impact of gender on
issues of traditional private or individual concern’.9 It was this transforma-
tion of personal or private issues into public discussions, organisations
and campaigns that gave nineteenth-century feminism its commonalities
with the twentieth-century movement that bears the name.

Like ‘feminism’, the term ‘pacifism’ is of late nineteenth/early
twentieth-century origin and its meaning has been the subject of much
debate. Émile Arnaud, president of the republican nationalist organisa-
tion, the International League of Peace and Liberty (ILPL), coined the
term in 1901 when he used it to describe the ideology of the peace party
in Europe: ‘We are not passive types; we are not only peace makers;
we are not just pacifiers. We are all those but something more – we
are pacifists . . . and our ideology is pacifism.’10 The term rapidly passed
into common use and was initially applied to all advocates of peace,
although during the First World War its usage was frequently narrowed
to apply to those advocates of peace who opposed all war, including
defensive combat. Particularly within the United States, pacifism came
to mean this particular form of ‘absolute pacifism’, while in Europe the
term has retained some ambiguity.11 The campaigns for an immediate
and absolute rejection of all war, and for the eventual abolition of war
through a strengthened international system, overlapped significantly
in the British peace movement, particularly in their relations with the
feminist movement.12 For simplicity, the term ‘pacifism’ is used here
in its original broad meaning, to encompass ‘the renunciation of war
by the individual, at least implicitly’, and the willingness to challenge
‘military approaches’ and to develop ‘alternatives such as negotiation,
. . . nonviolent action, and international organization’.13 ‘Pacifism’ is used
interchangeably with ‘peace advocacy’ and ‘peace work’; thus it includes
absolute pacifists within its scope, although these are also referred to
specifically where relevant.
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The term which is perhaps most important in this work is ‘pacifist
feminism’. An examination of the secondary literature shows that the
earliest application of the terms ‘feminist pacifism’ or ‘pacifist feminism’
to feminist thought is in relation to the First World War. Existing
accounts assume that feminists only became interested in ‘peace’ on any
significant scale during this period. Jill Liddington’s The Long Road to
Greenham, for example, which examines women’s pacifism from 1820 to
the 1980s, begins to use these terms only when the chronological account
reaches the 1914 to 1918 period.14 None of the (albeit limited) material
on women’s earlier peace work makes use of these terms in relation
to the nineteenth century. Yet although the term ‘pacifist feminism’ is
doubly anachronistic, political perspectives developed during the late
nineteenth century that combined substantial characteristics of both of
these ideologies. Pacifist analyses of power relations between nations and
the effects of military force were combined with feminist understand-
ings of the ways in which women were oppressed. Ideas evolved which
encompassed both the claim that women had the right to define their
own place in society, and also the desire to renounce war and establish
alternative models of conflict resolution. As a result, specifically ‘pacifist
feminist’ standpoints can be identified which denote a politics where
the two modes of analysis are applied together to an understanding of
the social and political order.

Liberalism as it developed during the nineteenth century was all-
important in the growth of these ideas. Most influential in the mid-
century period was Richard Cobden, whose support for free trade between
nations was based on a belief that commercial relations between nations
would make them interdependent on one another, and thus make war
contrary to their interests. Cobden pressed for a formal policy of non-
intervention and international arbitration, and while he collaborated
with absolute pacifists, he made his case on economic and financial,
rather than religious, grounds. He explicitly viewed peace and free trade
as one and the same cause, and his influence on the mid-nineteenth-
century peace movement was more practical in its effects than that of
any other single individual. Cobden put forward tactical arguments for
arbitration, disarmament and non-intervention, rather than ambitious,
but less easily attainable, objectives such as the creation of a Congress
of Nations.15 Forms of liberalism that aimed to establish ‘the rule of
law, moral and economic, in international and domestic affairs’ became
dominant in the 1850s and 1860s, and the Liberal party gradually became
more susceptible to Cobdenite arguments for non-intervention and inter-
national arbitration. There remained some sympathy for protectionism,
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however, and many Radicals argued for intervention in European con-
flicts.16 The party and parliamentary struggles over imperial warfare which
took place during the 1870s and 1880s showed that Liberalism could not
be assumed to be inherently pacifist, and that the ideals of Cobden
could not necessarily be applied in practice to Liberal foreign policy.

However, Cobden’s legacy of the argument for a fundamental
connection between free trade and peace between nations strengthened
the peace movement and provided it with the political and economic
ideas that were necessary to reach a wider audience. John Stuart Mill’s
Principles of Political Economy expanded upon Cobden’s thinking with
regard to free trade, although Mill’s particular version of liberalism was
not, of itself, wholly compatible with these ideas. His commitment to
laissez-faire economics was based upon a particular conceptualisation
of the relationship between state and individual. To Mill, free trade was
preferable because it was efficient, it protected against state bureaucracy,
and, most importantly, it stimulated individual morality.17

Perhaps the strongest aid to the peace movement during the
nineteenth century, and undoubtedly the factor which assisted the trans-
ferral of pacifism from a primarily religious cause to a more political
one, was the idea of arbitration. If nothing else, it was an appropriately
liberal solution to the problem of war. Richard Cobden, along with
Henry Richard (who served as secretary to the Peace Society from 1848
to 1885) and his successors in the late nineteenth-century peace move-
ment, argued that it was a fairer, more reasonable way to settle a dispute
than resorting to arms. In support of this point, they claimed that a
‘trained’ body of men would be better qualified to settle disputes than a
single individual, such as a monarch. Arbitration would protect weaker
states, and using legal procedures in the settling of disputes would be
self-advertising because once non-participants could see that it worked,
they too would agree to the use of arbitration.

Despite this interest in arbitration and international co-operation,
there were significant differences between British and European liberal-
isms, particularly with regard to war and international relations. David
Nicholls has argued that the contradictions between the British liberal
belief in peace through free trade and non-intervention, and the Euro-
pean liberal position that nationalism and wars of liberation were a
prerequisite for peace, meant that the establishment of a permanent
international peace movement was impossible.18 Differing attitudes to
war, social unrest and the social conditions which give rise to different
kinds of wars meant that the British and European perspectives on peace
and international relations were incompatible for most of the Victorian
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era. In consequence, British pacifists and free traders were often regarded
with distrust by European pacifists.19

The evolution of British pacifism, and the influence of Radicals
such as Cobden upon pacifist ideas, inevitably affected pacifist femin-
ism as it began to emerge in the 1870s and 1880s. In this study, at least
four distinct strands of pacifist feminism can be identified: free trade
radicalism; Evangelical feminism; moderate internationalism; and inter-
national citizenship. The earliest of these, free trade radicalism, focused
on Cobdenite ideas that peace would be achieved through free trade,
and featured in the politics of women such as Caroline Ashurst Biggs
and Lydia Becker. Free trade radicalism developed simultaneously with
Evangelical feminist ideologies, which argued that the acceptance of
Christian principles would result in universal peace and the elevation of
women’s position. Such arguments were employed by Evangelicals such
as Laura Ormiston Chant and, to a lesser extent, Priscilla Peckover. In
the 1880s, moderate ideas of imperialism and internationalism emerged
that focused upon maintaining the existing empire while opposing its
expansion, and developing international connections between feminists.
This thinking influenced, to varying degrees, the arguments of Ellen
Robinson, Isabella Tod and the International Council of Women. The
latest strand to develop was the feminist conception of international
citizenship, as envisaged by Florence Fenwick Miller and Henrietta
Müller, who both used ideas of sisterhood to gloss over the power dif-
ferentials inherent in international relations.

These liberal ideas can be contrasted with, on the one hand, socialist
internationalism, and on the other, more jingoistic forms of imperialism.
Towards the end of the period of study it is possible to identify social-
ist women such as Isabella Ford and Emmeline Pankhurst as taking
an interest in anti-militarist arguments, although they typically main-
tained an ambivalent relationship to the peace ideas outlined above.
While socialists such as Ford were active in the campaign against the
second Anglo-Boer war, and Pankhurst and her husband were involved
in some of the arbitration associations discussed in this book, there
was limited engagement by socialist feminists in pacifism before the
Edwardian period.20 In contrast to both socialist and pacifist feminist
arguments, there were also feminists who resisted the ideological connec-
tions between ‘women’ and ‘peace’, and rejected anti-expansionist models
of imperialism. Millicent Garrett Fawcett was a prominent supporter of
British rule in Ireland and South Africa, and sanctioned the use of force
in both contexts. She offered a striking contrast to pacifist feminist con-
ceptions of women as peace-loving and supposedly defensive by nature.
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Another prominent feminist, Josephine Butler, emphasised in her work
the importance of the fair and humane treatment of native populations,
yet also supported the expansion of the British empire and the Christian-
isation of ‘native races’.

Discourses of nationalism, imperialism and patriotism competed
with one another in feminist language of this period. For the most part,
feminist argument concerned itself with the importance of women and
their relationship to the imperial nation. From this starting point, some
feminists began to problematise the empire and to criticise the ways in
which it was managed or maintained, making explicit their reservations
about claiming a role in a nation that was reliant on the use of force for
its maintenance as an imperial power. They developed a range of argu-
ments that called for an end to imperial expansion and support for
existing colonies so that they could, in time, become self-governing. Such
women began to recognise an international community and to redefine
patriotism to mean loyalty to an imagined ideal of Britishness, or a
means by which the nation could serve humanity as a whole. The truest
interests of the nation were seen to be bound up with the interests of
‘civilisation’ and humanity, and therefore could function as a means by
which to rise above national differences. Pacifist feminists’ conceptions
of their role in the nation could from this perspective be based upon
ideas of improving Britain in the eyes of the world, a national burden
that loosely corresponds to Antoinette Burton’s concept of the imperial
burden.21 Thus, the language of patriotism was appropriated to apply to
a more ethical imperialism, or, in some cases, to pacifism.

The term ‘patriotism’ is of course much older than those defined
above, and more than most political concepts has been mutable and
subject to constant reinvention. In addition to conventional definitions
of the term as meaning ‘love or devotion to one’s country’, alternat-
ive uses developed during the eighteenth century that employed ideas
of restoring the state to an imagined former purity.22 These discourses
survived throughout the nineteenth century in the radical patriotism
that has been described by Margot Finn and Hugh Cunningham, among
others.23 Yet while radical patriotism served both as a tool of opposition
and as a means by which marginalised groups could claim ownership
of the past, by the 1870s both the Liberal and Conservative parties had
appropriated its discourses. As the century drew to a close, patriotism
as an ideology became increasingly dominated by the political right, and
was employed to support both imperial and national concerns.

Although patriotism was claimed as a Conservative discourse during
the late nineteenth century, alternative forms also developed which drew
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on both feminist thought and the tradition of radical patriotism asso-
ciated with the peace and internationalist movements. Patriotism by
this latter definition was constructed as loyalty to a higher cause than
the nation, and indeed in many contexts it was represented as nothing
less than devotion to humanity itself. A range of discourses contributed to
the development of this alternative patriotic ideology, including Evangel-
icalism, Radicalism, pacifism and feminism.24 Out of these discourses
there emerged within the feminist movement, particularly where it over-
lapped with the peace movement, a concern with redefining patriotism
and its meanings. Although feminists rarely opposed the abstract idea
of working for peace, it was often the case that in practical terms during
international conflicts there was disagreement over the best course of
action to take. The issue of patriotism, and the various ways in which the
term was used, was crucial here. In Conservative ideology, patriots were
expected to support their country in times of crisis. During the period
1870 to 1902, the peace movement and some branches of the feminist
movement began to re-evaluate this argument, to suggest that patriot-
ism was best expressed by loyalty to what was morally best for one’s
country, rather than by supporting the ‘nation’ whatever its international
behaviour. In exploring the diverse range of positions taken by feminist
and pacifist women in the late nineteenth century, some distinctly pacifist
feminist strands can be identified.

The starting point for this study is the feminist movement that was
established by the end of the 1860s, after the first petition for women’s
suffrage had been presented to Parliament and the English Woman’s
Journal had encouraged a number of related societies to work for
women’s rights. By this time there existed ‘both a public awareness of
the question of women’s rights and women’s future role and . . . some
sense of the emergence of an international movement among feminists
themselves’.25 Suffragists began to concern themselves with the matter
of the physical force objection to women’s suffrage, or the argument that
because women were unable to fight, they should not be permitted to
vote. A number of journals were founded including the Englishwoman’s
Review in 1866, the Women’s Suffrage Journal in 1870, the Women’s Penny
Paper in 1888 and the Woman’s Signal in 1895, which debated not only
the physical force objection, but also feminist responses to international
and imperial conflicts. During the 1880s there were a number of attempts
to found an international women’s organisation, at first based on the
suffrage campaign, and later, in the form of the International Council
of Women (ICW), based on social issues such as philanthropy and
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women’s employment. The first major International Congress of the
ICW took place in London in 1899, at which its first standing committee
was established on the subject of peace and arbitration.

By 1902, the feminist movement had grown in strength and stature,
winning repeal of the Contagious Diseases (CD) Acts, the right of
married women to own property, and increased political representa-
tion for women on School Boards, Poor Law administration and local
government. Women had still not been granted the parliamentary
franchise, however, and it was this factor that was the key influence on
the development of the movement between 1905 and 1918. Neither could
women join political parties, though from the 1880s they could join
the Primrose League, the Women’s Liberal Federation or the Women’s
Liberal Unionist Association if they wished to support (respectively) the
Conservatives, Liberals or Liberal Unionists.26 This study ends with a
discussion of responses to the Anglo-Boer war of 1899–1902, because
this was a crucial phase for the feminist movement. With the Anglo-
Boer war, women became more prominent in public and political life:
Millicent Garrett Fawcett led the first all-female government inspectorate
into conditions in the British concentration camps in South Africa, while
the British government deported Emily Hobhouse from the Transvaal
for her attempts to publicise atrocities in the camps. Women’s attitudes
to war thus became an increasingly public question at this time, not
least because of Fawcett’s prominent role in the suffrage movement.
The feminist movement underwent a significant transformation in the
Edwardian period, although the women’s peace campaigns of the First
World War confirmed that pacifism continued to be a strong influence
on much of feminist politics.27

The period under consideration saw a rapid, and on occasion confus-
ing, growth in peace and arbitration organisations. Only one – the Society
for the Promotion of Universal Peace, otherwise known as the Peace
Society – significantly predates the period this book is concerned with.
Founded in 1816 and dominated by nonconformists, it demonstrated an
early radicalism but by the 1870s was the most cautious and circumspect
peace organisation in Britain. It upheld the principle of absolute paci-
fism, or the idea that all war, including defensive war, was unlawful, and
while it held firm to this principle throughout the century, in practice
many of its arguments involved compromises with non-absolutists (who
were also eligible for membership of the Society, though not its Executive
Committee). A closer examination of the peace movement for the later
half of the century also shows that many of its supposedly absolutist
members could strategically shift between the absolutist ‘peace at any
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price’ argument and the non-absolutist point of view. There was less
tolerance, however, of feminist politics: the Peace Society’s women’s
auxiliary was founded in 1874 and its activities were subjected to strict
control in an attempt by the Peace Society’s Executive Committee to
distance it from any connection with the feminist movement.

A number of radical peace movements were formed in continental
Europe in 1868, and the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71 stimulated the
work of these organisations. Radical continental pacifists tended to be
not only non-absolutists, but what Martin Ceadel has called ‘crusaders’:
they believed that the use of military force was justified if it created
the conditions for a lasting peace.28 This activity in Europe gradually led
British pacifists to seek changes closer to home. In 1880 a non-absolutist
British peace organisation was founded, the International Arbitration and
Peace Association (IAPA). The IAPA was more receptive to feminism,
but again, its women’s auxiliaries went through a number of incarnations
during the period of study, from a splinter group of the Peace Society’s
Women’s Peace and Arbitration Auxiliary in 1881, to a much smaller
Women’s Committee in 1887. Just as an international women’s organisa-
tion developed in the 1890s, so did an international peace association,
the International Peace Bureau (IPB). This was a European network of
pacifists, which worked with varying levels of success with the men and
women active in the British peace societies.

Two of the most influential women within the peace movement in
this period were Priscilla Peckover and Ellen Robinson, both Quaker
ministers who held absolute pacifist beliefs but made concerted efforts to
work closely with non-absolutists such as the IAPA and the IPB. Peckover
epitomised the self-effacing and Evangelical woman who appealed to
the men who ran the Peace Society, while Ellen Robinson represented
the more politicised and feminist woman whom the IAPA targeted.
Importantly, however, both women worked together and across all of
the organisations discussed here. In contrast to the male-dominated
movement, they consistently aimed to promote cross-organisational
co-operation, and therefore provide a useful contrast to the somewhat
troubled male movement of this period.

The conclusion of the Anglo-Boer war was a significant moment
for the peace movement, as it found itself in an increasingly untenable
position. It had become clear during the war that public agitation for
peace was a futile strategy, as pacifists’ best efforts made no headway in
tempering the national enthusiasm and government support for the war.
By 1902, many British pacifists were convinced that campaigns for the
prevention of war needed to be aimed at changing government policy
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rather than popular opinion, and it was this strategy that dominated,
with little success, the Edwardian period.

The emphasis in this book is upon identifying the diverse strands
of feminist thought that began, by the turn of the century, to make use
of pacifist discourses. Through an understanding of the relationship
between pacifism and feminism, feminist perspectives on questions of
nationalism, patriotism and imperialism can be better understood. The
starting point in this project is the feminist movement itself, and an
examination of the routes by which many Victorian feminists came to
consider questions of peace and war.
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1

The physical force objection
to women’s suffrage

T he suffrage movement was a central strand in Victorian
feminism, and one of its primary aims was confronting anti-
suffragists’ opposition to the enfranchisement of women. A

principal argument for opponents of women’s suffrage was the physical
force objection: the principle that women were unable to take up arms
to defend their country, and therefore could not qualify for the franchise.
In engaging with this question, many feminists began to approach the
question of why and under what circumstances they might sanction the
use of physical force. This led many to develop pacifist, anti-imperialist
or internationalist agendas, which in turn enabled a minority to redefine
discourses of patriotism.

It is by no means a new argument to state that Victorian feminism
was imbued with the aspirations and preoccupations of imperialism. But
imperialism was not a homogeneous entity, and the debate about force
was heavily influenced by the various feminist discourses of nationalism
and imperialism that were available. The emergent perspectives on the
role of force included critiques of any war entered into without prior
recourse to arbitration, or any imperial war conducted against native
or ‘other’ settler populations. These in turn were instrumental in the
development of pacifist feminism during this period. If it could be argued
by suffragists that moral force was preferable to and more effective than
physical force, it could also be argued that many, if not all, physical
conflicts were unnecessary.

This debate was taken up by some of the key thinkers on women’s
suffrage during the late nineteenth century. Suffragists such as John
Stuart Mill and Lydia Becker argued that physical force was not a
requirement for citizenship, and therefore that moral force should
outweigh physical force in a civilised society. Anti-suffragists such as
James Fitzjames Stephen and Goldwin Smith focused on the importance
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of the threat of physical force, to argue that those who could not bring
it to bear could not be entrusted with the privileges of citizenship. Their
arguments relied upon the popular anti-suffragist idea that women would
not be fit to exercise imperial power, and indeed some of the most
prominent suffragists, including Millicent Garrett Fawcett, had reserva-
tions on this issue. Their discussions of the physical force objection
illustrate the various perspectives possible within liberal thinking on the
uses and roles of force within both the empire and the international
arena.

John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women, a text which is recognised
as a ‘classic statement of liberal feminism’, rested on the argument that
most sexual differences are likely to be social or cultural in origin.1 Mill
(1806–73) had by the time of its publication in 1869 a dominant position
in Victorian intellectual debate, particularly as a result of his liberal
utilitarian philosophy. The Subjection of Women became an important
text for the early feminist movement: although Mill’s arguments were not
new, it was nonetheless the first time that such ideas had been publicly
put forward by a respected (and male) writer. Mill’s central argument in
Subjection was that true male and female natures were unknowable,
because individuals are always guided and constrained by social factors.
Those who based their arguments on ideas about male or female nature
therefore ignored the role that social conditioning played in guiding
individual growth. Because men and women had always been raised
differently and subjected to different treatment and expectations, Mill
argued that it was impossible to know which, if any, gender differences
were based in nature. He also specifically attacked marriage and marriage
law, arguing that as it then existed, marriage kept women in subjection
to men. This was not only detrimental to women, Mill argued, but it
also tended to damage men’s moral sensibilities, and therefore to inhibit
the improvement of society as a whole.2

Mill pre-empted the physical force objection by arguing that ‘The
influence of women counts for a great deal in two of the most marked
features of modern European life – its aversion to war, and its addic-
tion to philanthropy. Excellent characteristics both.’3 The argument that
women were averse to war implied that there was a social basis behind
this stance, and also served to reinforce popular notions of women’s
‘nature’ as pacific.4 The power imbalance between men and women,
he argued, ‘has no other source than the law of the strongest’. He dis-
puted the argument that ‘the rule of men over women . . . [is not] a rule
of force’, by citing cases when women had individually or collectively
protested against male laws, and been ignored.5
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Mill held that women were physically weaker than men, yet, as
Susan Mendus has argued, he did little to relate his claims to the realities
of (particularly working-class) men and women’s lives. He saw in history
a slow march of human progress, from the abandonment of the use of
force to the acceptance of obedience to the rule of law. As a number of
writers have shown, Mill’s views on physical force paralleled his opinions
on Ireland. He believed that if Britain could not conciliate the Irish
population to British rule, then its governance of Ireland was morally
unjust. His concern at this possibility was directed as much at what it
would do to Britain’s international standing, as it was at the inherent
undesirability of rule by force.6

Mill’s contemporary, James Fitzjames Stephen, produced the most
comprehensive refutation of Mill’s ideas in his 1874 volume Liberty,
Equality, Fraternity.7 Stephen was a barrister who supplemented his
income with journalism, and eventually went on to become a High Court
judge. His career and his background at Cambridge located him as much
closer to the establishment than Mill, who had been educated by his father,
James Mill. Stephen had been an early contributor to the Saturday Review,
and by the 1870s epitomised a conservative liberalism that was very
different in its aims and expression from Mill’s progressive approach.8

Yet the similarities between both writers were in some ways more marked
than their differences: both equated equality with sameness and inequality
with difference; and both assumed that the natural state for women was
marriage and had little to say on the subject of single women.

Stephen’s treatise on equality retraced Mill’s arguments in Subjection
of Women (a work from which Stephen ‘dissent[ed] from the first
sentence to the last’) and concluded that Mill was in fact advocating
equality ‘as an end in itself ’. Mill argued that if civilisation created
obedience to the rule of law, then the existence and practice of the law
in itself demonstrated an increase in equality. Stephen disputed both
assumptions on the grounds that Western society was still reliant on
force, and the replacement of physical force with legal force did not
of itself mean a new egalitarianism. He argued that it was indisputable
that ‘men are stronger than women in every shape. They have greater
muscular and nervous force, greater intellectual force [and] greater
vigour of character . . . These are the facts.’ Consequently, men and
women ‘are not equals, because men are the stronger’.9

Stephen’s first illustration of this ‘fact’ used the example of com-
pulsory military service. It cannot be argued, he wrote, that both men
and women should be subject to such a measure, because anyone hold-
ing such a view ‘has got into the region at which argument is useless.
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But if it is admitted that this ought not to be done, . . . where are you to
draw the line?’ Similarly, marriage was accepted by Stephen as a con-
tract involving ‘subordination and obedience on the part of the weaker
party to the stronger’, a position that was in direct conflict with that
of Mill.10

It can thus be seen that Stephen and Mill held fundamentally differ-
ent views on the meaning of force. As James Colaiaco notes, they agreed
that the meaning of liberty was ‘the absence of restraint’, but could not
agree on how important a point it was in relation to the law.11 Stephen
believed in the greater value of law, viewing liberty as having only con-
tingent value. Mill had a more ‘affirmative’ idea of liberty, believing it
to be crucial in halting the encroachment of government and law onto
individual freedom. The pair consequently differed with regard to the
issue of women’s suffrage. Stephen believed that democracy posed a
threat to law and order, while Mill held that liberty was endangered if
law played too strong a role. Correspondingly, Mill took a democratic
approach to the physical force objection, arguing that it did not matter if
men were stronger or more intelligent than women, because such differ-
ences should not have political consequences. Reform of the law was
therefore necessary. Stephen took an approach consistent with his views
on law and liberty, arguing that the fact that ‘for centuries women had
been in subjection furnished proof ’ that their inequality and disenfran-
chisement was ‘expedient’.12 His opposition to Mill’s ideas on women’s
suffrage were based on a recognition of the revolutionary changes that
would be necessary in order to make women equal, and a belief that the
conservative force of law should prevail. Unlike Mill, Stephen saw change,
rather than progress, in history. From this he drew the conclusion that
‘even if the inequality between men and women is a vestige of the past,
and is likely to be destroyed by the same process which has destroyed so
many other things, that is no reason for helping the process on’.13

The disagreement between Stephen and Mill over the place of phys-
ical force in relation to women’s suffrage provides an illustration of
the debates that drew many feminists of this era into considerations
of the nature and practical uses of force. Brian Harrison’s summary
of the physical force debate argues that it rested on the importance of
three issues: maintaining British dominance over the empire; the pre-
cariousness of public order in Britain, particularly given the absence of
a welfare state; and the constant possibility of international conflict.14

Thus feminists found it necessary to consider questions of imperial
dominance, of public order, and of peace and war when formulating
arguments to support their claim for enfranchisement.



the physical force objection

� 17 �

Suffragists’ responses to Stephen rested on a number of mutually
exclusive claims: firstly, that the entitlement to citizenship did not rest
on the ability to use force; secondly, that women were equipped with
the physical presence to possess and use force; and finally, that women’s
use of force was inherently defensive. The first of these arguments over-
lapped with liberal theory, which did not define individual citizenship
in this manner. The latter two arguments are perhaps more specific-
ally feminist in nature, although they were of course influenced by the
feminist movement’s grounding in liberal thought.

Miss Lydia Becker (1827–90) published a response to Stephen in the
Women’s Suffrage Journal (WSJ) in 1874, based on the first argument
about the role of force in citizenship.15 Taking Stephen’s fundamental
assumption that men and women were not and could not be equals,
Becker stated that:

if the personal rights of all men are equal in all things that concern
their individuality as men, notwithstanding all differences of personal
strength and power, logic seems to demand that the personal rights of
women and men shall be equal in all that concerns their individuality
as human beings, notwithstanding any difference which may exist
between them in physical strength.16

Rights, therefore, ought to be bestowed on men and women as indi-
viduals, not as persons who meet a set of required criteria.

Becker took this further in her response to Stephen’s account of the
physical force objection. She wrote that ‘no-one proposes to recognise a
difference in the personal rights of able-bodied and infirm men, based
on their liability to compulsory military service’, and that in the case of
a national emergency requiring conscription, women would make their
own contribution to the effort:

There are more kinds of service, even of military service, than
actual bearing of arms, and more kinds of force, even in warfare, than
material force . . . [T]he womanly spirit of courage, patriotism, and
self-devotion . . . is of no particular age or country; and . . . in any
great crisis touching the life of the nation the daughters of England,
as well as her sons, would bear an equal if not a similar part in the
services and sacrifices which the nation as a whole was called upon
to render.17

Becker drew here on conceptions of sexual difference, and by arguing that
women would take ‘an equal if not a similar part’ in serving the nation,
recognised the crux of the ‘equality or difference’ debate, by assuming it
to mean equivalence, rather than sameness or similarity.
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Becker recognised the principle that women’s labour contributed
to any national war effort, and also made more explicit the slippage
between Mill’s and Stephen’s perceptions of the meaning of ‘force’. By
drawing on the concept of women as transnational, or even transhistor-
ical, citizens, she evoked images of women as patriotic to humanity itself,
rather than any one nation. Becker also argued that this commitment to
humanity, with its ‘spirit of courage, patriotism and self-devotion’, could
be used in the service of the nation. Because women’s humanitarian
patriotism incorporated a willingness to sacrifice the individual to the
higher good, these ideas could be applied to the national context. She
went on to show that the physical force question was not limited to
military and national concerns, but cut across wider debates of women’s
rights within marriage. ‘If ’, Becker paraphrased Stephen’s argument,
‘physical force is the foundation of personal rights, the man who beats
his wife establishes his right to do so by that which Mr Stephen con-
siders the foundation of all law.’18 Men, being capable of physical force,
qualified for the franchise, and thus their use of physical force over
their subordinates was by Stephen’s argument enshrined in law.

With regard to the second argument, that women were equipped
with the physical presence to possess and use force, suffragists drew
upon the fact that women were, under certain circumstances, subject
to legal contracts that rested on the premise that they could use force.
For example, if women could be found guilty of murder or bodily
harm, they were clearly capable of using physical force. If they could
undertake citizen’s arrests (and the Women’s Suffrage Journal reported
incidences when women did so) they were also capable of the use of
force. Thus the feminist response included the reassertion of argu-
ments of sexual difference and an emphasis upon the legal anomalies
that derogated women by viewing their physical abilities in terms of the
prevailing domestic ideology. But the suffragists’ final line of argument
(that women’s use of force was inherently defensive) was a much more
difficult route to take, given that they were also trying to emphasise that
whenever a woman was charged with murder or violent crime, she was
demonstrating her ability to use force.

The Women’s Suffrage Journal never made explicit the disparity that
existed between its use of arguments based on the violent crimes com-
mitted by mainly working-class women against spouses or other men
(although it was careful to acknowledge that in many cases the violence
was provoked by male domestic violence), and the inherently defensive
stance that would, it was argued, be taken by middle-class, householding
women voters in the case of war. The inference of this stance was that if
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working-class women could defend themselves and their families against
violent men, then middle-class women would reflect this disposition
towards defence at a national level.

In the same year that Becker published her response to Stephen she
held a debate in the Women’s Suffrage Journal focused on the role of the
military. In addition to the wider context of Stephen’s treatise, Becker
extracted a debate from a military journal, the Broad Arrow, which had
been published in the Herald of Peace, the official organ of the Peace
Society and a journal Becker frequently extracted in the WSJ.

The debate arose in response to an article on ‘Female suffrage’ by
Goldwin Smith, which had been published in Macmillan’s Magazine.
Smith had, like Mill and Stephen, been a member of the intellectual elite
during the 1850s and 1860s, when he held the post of Regius Professor
at Oxford. He had been a Radical and a reformist within this context,
serving for example as a member of the Jamaica Committee, which
supported the prosecution of Governor Eyre, in 1866. He emigrated to
Canada shortly afterwards, and his arguments began to appear increas-
ingly out of step with British politics, although he was a vocal supporter
of Irish Unionism and imperialism, and remained an anti-suffragist.19

Smith argued in ‘Female suffrage’ that to date, women’s ‘privileges
have been connected with her disabilities. If she had made war by her
vote, she could not have claimed special respect as a neutral, nor will
she be able to claim special respect as a neutral if she makes war by her
vote hereafter.’20 In response to his arguments, the Broad Arrow claimed
that ‘If they [women] must have a vote, are they willing also to shoulder
a gun? If not, their whole position is weak and untenable, and they must
relinquish it.’ It went further, saying: ‘A citizen, unable to bear arms in
defence of the State, and yet of ripe and proper age, is an anomaly that
cannot be tolerated. The State has the right to the military service of
all its citizens.’21

The WSJ not only extracted this debate from the Herald of Peace,
but it also published the replies that women had sent in to the Herald.
These disputed that force was a qualification for citizenship, drawing on
maternalist and suffragist arguments that women bore children, which
was equally as dangerous as bearing arms, and that the clergy and the
physically infirm were exempt from bearing arms and yet were given
citizenship rights. The responses to the debate from WSJ readers created
a great deal of interest in the question over the following months.22

Smith’s position on men and women’s capacity for the use of force
was inherently contradictory, as some of his critics in the WSJ were
anxious to show. In ‘Female suffrage’, he argued that ‘the love of liberty
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and the desire of being governed by law alone appear to be charac-
teristically male’. He drew a distinction based on sexual difference, as
follows:

The female need of protection, of which, so long as women remain
physically weak, and so long as they are mothers, it will be impossible
to get rid, is apparently accompanied by a preference for personal
government . . . [T]here can be little doubt that in all cases, if power
were put into the hands of the women, free government, and with it
liberty of opinion, would fall.23

Those women who were not wholly in the grip of the clergy, he believed,
would vote for those candidates whom they liked, and continue to
re-elect their favourite ‘till his power became personal, and perhaps
dynastic’. Smith relied upon similar arguments to Stephen in his analysis
of the use of force. Law, he continued, ‘rests at bottom on the force of
the community, and the force of the community is male. No woman can
imagine that her sex can execute, or in the case of rebellion re-assert,
the law; for that they must look entirely to the men.’24

The WSJ disputed this using many examples of women detaining
thieves or other criminals until the arrival of the police. It also provided
a number of arguments against Smith’s (somewhat contradictory) point
that women in public life would prove more violent than men. Smith’s
argument was that women were ‘more excitable . . . having, with more
warmth and generosity of temperament, less power of self-control,
. . . [they would] be not less but more violent than men’. He drew on
examples from the French Revolution and the American Civil War to
show how the women had ‘rivalled the men in fury and atrocity’,
and promoted the idea that ‘the most effective check on war is . . . that
every one should do his own fighting. But this check cannot be applied
to women, who will be comparatively irresponsible in voting for war.’
Following the terms of the debate as set out by Mill, Smith entirely
neglected any consideration of unmarried or widowed women, and
concluded that women did not constitute a class, as ‘the great mass of
them are completely identified in interest with their husbands’, and the
remainder could hardly be said ‘to have any common interest, other
than mere sex’, which would be affected by class legislation.25

Mrs Millicent Garrett Fawcett (1847–1929), a mainstay of the
women’s suffrage movement from 1869 until equal suffrage was achieved
in 1928, was, with Lydia Becker, one of the most prominent members
of the women’s movement to publish a critique of Stephen’s response
to Mill.26 In the early 1870s she was widely known as the wife of the
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Radical MP Henry Fawcett, and was respected in her own right for
her skills as a political economist. In 1870, Fawcett criticised the general
objection that men and women should have different political rights
because they possessed differences in strength. She argued that inferiority
was not a just defence for the denial of the franchise, because its logical
conclusion would be the granting of more power to the physically strong
and the mentally superior, and the removal of the franchise from the
elderly, the weak, and those proved to be inferior in intellect, regardless
of their gender.27

In her 1873 response to Stephen, Fawcett discussed his account of
marital relations in some detail, but without relating this to the specific
question of force. His points on the supremacy of the husband over
the wife were met by Fawcett with the argument that this effectively
gave wives legal immunity if they carried out murder on their husband’s
instructions, and his comparison of marriage relations with those of
employment was met with the statement that wives did not have the
same means to dissolve their contracts as did employees. Her response
was indeed primarily philosophical, particularly when compared to Lydia
Becker’s arguments. Fawcett evaluated the (in)consistency of Stephen’s
ideas, their logical conclusions and social implications, but she did
not relate them to the questions of politics or government. She did not
address the grounds for entitlement to citizenship, women’s capacity
for the use of force, or the argument that women used force differently
from men. In doing so, she began to distance herself from the physical
force argument and the question of women’s potential contribution to
the imperial nation.28

Fawcett’s pragmatic role in the women’s movement helped to
establish her as a ‘major figure in public life’, and even the fiercely
anti-suffragist The Times acknowledged in 1889 that no woman was
more highly qualified to speak on the suffrage question, ‘and none has
had greater opportunities to obtain that training in practical affairs in
which women as a rule are deficient’.29 Yet Fawcett’s commitment to
the maintenance of the empire, and to force as an effective and legitim-
ate means of power, particularly in the aftermath of the Home Rule
debate of 1886, served to undermine her objections to the validity of the
physical force argument.30

In 1889 she entered into correspondence with The Times in reply
to Goldwin Smith’s arguments that ‘law rests at bottom on force,
and force is rule’, and that this force was therefore central to the main-
tenance of the empire. Fawcett did not respond to Smith’s ideas on
the question of the use of force, but argued instead that in contrast
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to Smith’s expectation, women would not vote ‘like a flock of sheep’ for
the Conservatives, and that women had been voting in the Isle of Man,
and in the territory of Wyoming in the US, without the collapse of the
rule of law. Enfranchising women, she argued, would only bring their
political status into line with their social and educational status.31

The Times pointed out in response that these were mere territories,
not imperial powers comparable in size or influence to Britain. The
editorial continued thus:

There is nothing on the face of the earth, and nothing, so far as
we know, in the history of mankind at all comparable to the transfer
of Imperial authority, military, naval, and diplomatic, to the hands of
women, which is now calmly contemplated as a natural extension of
our Parliamentary system and a convenient counter in the great and
noble game of party.32

Fawcett was accused of failing to understand the vast difference between
‘municipal management’ and ‘supreme power over Imperial policy’.33

The imperial nation was represented as consisting of two separate
spheres, the public (imperial or international) and the private (internal
or ‘domestic’). Correspondingly, women were argued to be capable of
dealing with ‘domestic’ affairs, but not with matters of imperial or
international importance.

While she clearly was capable of understanding the difference
defined in The Times editorial, Fawcett was unable to answer it con-
vincingly on behalf of the suffrage movement. Her political position
as an advocate of the use of force in the empire appeared to prevent her
from adequately addressing the question of why or how women were
qualified to exercise imperial power. The physical force question was
therefore an argument that she was unable to answer satisfactorily.34

Her views on the empire and suffrage largely contributed to the stance
she took on the legitimacy of the Anglo-Boer war, as Fawcett could
argue that if the voting rights of settlers in South Africa were important
enough to draw the nation into war, then Britain should take the same
principled stance on the enfranchisement of its own women.35

Questions of force went to the heart of the suffrage debate. At stake was
Britain’s (self-) image as an imperial power, and any challenge to this
power base was therefore an indirect threat to the strength of the nation.
For imperialists such as Fawcett, the case for the suffrage was a diffi-
cult one to make when the physical force objection required discussion.
It was impossible, given the constraints of Victorian femininity, to
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introduce arguments that the presence of women would strengthen the
imperial nation from a physical force perspective. As a result, Fawcett’s
imperialism relied upon established definitions of patriotism, which
focused on the need for a strong and independent nation. In contrast,
opponents of imperialism in its various guises redefined patriotism and
attempted to present it as a moral or ethical ideal, or a means of serving
humanity using the power of the nation. The focus was upon the moral
strength of the nation, rather than its capacity for the use of physical
force. There were a number of distinct strands in this revision: for
example, in Mill’s argument, patriotism could mean loyalty to and
defence of Britain’s reputation abroad, or the protection of Britain’s
character in the eyes of the world; while for Becker, it could signify the
commitment to defensive combat as a means of protecting the integrity
of the nation. Most importantly, however, all these strands could be used
to argue that women were eminently capable of such patriotic loyalties.
The debates over the physical force objection thus provided an important
battleground for arguments over women’s role in the imperial nation.
They were, however, primarily reactive arguments: the effectiveness of
men such as Stephen and Smith in putting forward the physical force
objection is shown not only in Fawcett’s and Becker’s responses to their
arguments, but in the fact that debates on women’s suffrage before this
point rarely made use of the objection, or discussed it in any depth.36

In the following chapter, the focus shifts to the feminist print net-
works of the 1870s onwards, to examine how far feminists voluntarily
initiated discussions regarding women’s relationship to pacifism.
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2

‘The women of the whole world form . . . a
unity’: feminist journals and peace questions1

T hrough the debates on physical force, many women active
in the feminist movement were drawn to consider wider issues of
military conflict and war. Such well-known feminists as Josephine

Butler, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, Lydia Becker, Caroline Ashurst Biggs
(editor of the Englishwoman’s Review from 1871 to 1889) and Henrietta
Müller (editor of the Women’s Penny Paper from 1888 to 1892) inter-
vened in debates about the role of the armed forces and the utility of
warfare. These women held widely differing perspectives, and Fawcett
in particular emerged as a supporter of imperialism and armed inter-
vention. But Butler, Becker and many other feminists opposed war in
principle and in practice. Rather than selecting individuals to study
here, this chapter discusses the approaches which four feminist journals
– the Englishwoman’s Review, the Women’s Suffrage Journal, the Women’s
Penny Paper and the Woman’s Signal – took towards pacifism and inter-
nationalism. The journals provide a history of feminist debates and
disagreements over the role of force in this period: debates on peace and
war occurred in relation to a number of different campaigns, including
for example the movement for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases
Acts, and within a range of organisations, such as the Women’s Liberal
Federation (WLF), the British Women’s Temperance Association
(BWTA), the Moral Reform Union (MRU) and the International Council
of Women. The journals used here provided media within which the
peace question could be discussed in relation to these diverse campaigns
and societies. An examination of each shows how these fragmented
approaches to peace questions could come to form part of a wider
analysis of the connections between women’s subordination and the
sanctioning of physical force.

The feminist journals discussed here catered for a variety of political
perspectives and all included coverage of international issues affecting
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women. The Englishwoman’s Review took a ‘classic “bourgeois” consti-
tutional feminist’ position, although under the editorship of Caroline
Ashurst Biggs radical liberal ideas and concerns were often introduced.
Each issue contained a few long articles and a great quantity of short
notices of feminist activities and events, and the journal’s main function
therefore tended to be as ‘a current awareness bulletin’.2 The Women’s
Suffrage Journal (WSJ) was the first specialised British suffrage periodical,
although it also covered many other contemporary feminist issues, such
as the campaign for married women’s right to own property. Its most
important influence was that of its editor, Lydia Becker, and throughout
its lifespan the WSJ closely reflected her radical liberal and internation-
alist interests. The Women’s Penny Paper exhibited a more ‘[l]ively and
uncompromising feminism’ than either the Review or the WSJ, and
Doughan and Sanchez have characterised it as ‘the most vigorous feminist
paper of its time’.3 It contained information and debates on a wide range
of feminist campaigns, as well as biographical interviews with leading
feminists, and constitutes an invaluable resource for the historian of the
Victorian women’s movement. The Woman’s Signal was likewise con-
cerned with a much broader range of feminist topics than the Review or
the WSJ. Its editor, Florence Fenwick Miller, gave considerable space to
issues such as women’s suffrage, education, employment, involvement
in local government, domestic violence, and new developments such as
the founding of the British National Council of Women (NCW). She
was a prominent voice calling for a feminist influence on any social or
political question that could be argued to affect women.4

A comparison of these journals is unfair in some respects. The Review
ran for much longer than the period we are concerned with here,
while the WSJ ran for twenty years from 1870, ceasing publication on
the death of Lydia Becker in 1890, only a short time after the Women’s
Penny Paper was launched. The Penny Paper was transformed after just
three years into the Woman’s Herald, and after a further four years,
during which it declined in popularity, it was taken up by Florence
Fenwick Miller as the Woman’s Signal. The Signal was thus the product
of a later era than the WSJ or the Penny Paper, and the discussion of its
content reflects this.

The Englishwoman’s Review, 1866–1910

The Englishwoman’s Review developed as a successor to the first British
feminist journal, the English Woman’s Journal, and was initially edited by
Jessie Boucherett. Caroline Ashurst Biggs (1840–89) took over in January
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1871, editing the journal until her death. Boucherett again spent a brief
spell editing the Review, until Helen Blackburn and Antoinette Mackenzie
took over the editorship in June 1890. The background of the Review and
its close ties with both the Langham Place Circle and the English Woman’s
Journal made it a relatively moderate publication in feminist terms,
focused as it was around campaigns such as the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women, women’s suffrage, improved access to educa-
tion, and the reform of the married women’s property laws. Its editors
were influential in directing the politics and scope of the journal, and
in relation to questions of peace it is easy to see the different editorial
policies at work.

During the period when it was edited by Caroline Ashurst Biggs,
the Review regularly covered not only general issues of peace and anti-
militarism, but the work of women’s peace organisations. Biggs came
from a large family of radicals: she was the granddaughter of the Owenite
Unitarian lawyer, W. H. Ashurst, and her mother, Matilda Ashurst Biggs,
had been brought up to be independent, adopting her father’s feminism
and attending the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention. As Kathryn
Gleadle has shown, the Ashursts formed part of a prominent network of
‘radical Unitarians’ who shared advanced feminist and republican views.5

This background undoubtedly influenced Caroline Ashurst Biggs: she
corresponded with the Italian revolutionary Guiseppe Mazzini at the age
of seven, signed the first suffrage petition in 1866 and became one of the
most active advocates of women’s suffrage during the 1870s and 1880s.
She was prominent in the campaign for the return of women as Poor Law
guardians and the election of women onto School Boards. As editor of
the Englishwoman’s Review from 1871 to 1889, she introduced radical liberal
ideas into what was, for the most part, a bourgeois feminist paper.6

Under Biggs’s editorship the Review demonstrated an interest in
peace that was lacking in the work of her predecessor, Jessie Boucherett,
and was also notably absent from the approach of her successors.
With Biggs as editor, the Review contained frequent articles on abstract
questions of peace and war, as well as regular reports of women’s peace
activities. Under the guidance of Blackburn and Mackenzie, a more
jingoistic approach was adopted, in which lip service was paid to the
importance of questions of international peace and the prevention of war,
but outspoken support was given to imperialist expansion, notably in
the case of the second Anglo-Boer war. The Review reported The Hague
Peace Conference of 1899 in positive tones, but on the outbreak of war
later in the year placed its support firmly behind the Government, and
denounced ‘pro-Boers’.7
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The pacifist arguments drawn upon during Caroline Ashurst Biggs’s
editorship were piecemeal and often divergent in their politics. They were
broadly focused around representations of women as inherently peace-
loving, and assumed a higher moral nature for women that supported the
feminist argument for their greater involvement in public life. In April
1871, an extract from the Examiner was published in the Review, which
argued, in terms reminiscent of Mill, that as the main object of society
shifted from being based on war to being based on industry, women ‘would
necessarily become equal with men in social importance’.8 ‘Woman’
had greater scope in industry than in war. The Examiner argued that:

By emancipating women we should liberate a great peace-loving power,
and enormously strengthen the pacific tendency of commerce. If, in
addition, women obtained the political influence given to wealth or
labour, the security of peace would be increased. In war, they have
everything to lose, nothing to gain.9

Women, it was argued, were inclined towards peace not only in inter-
national political relations, but also in international (free) trade, as their
emancipation would ‘strengthen the pacific tendency of commerce’.10

Arguments of sexual difference were developed when a review of
Conversations on War and General Culture noted that the author, Sir
Arthur Helps, advanced the view that there were ‘souls masculine and
souls feminine’.11 Biggs used the review to clarify her position on sexual
difference, noting ‘the feminine souls are not always women nor the
masculine souls men’.12 She argued that femininity and masculinity could
be attached to individual souls, and therefore sexual difference might
be moral or psychical in nature. In her contention that imagined sexual
differences do not necessarily assign the feminine qualities to women
and the masculine ones to men, she implied that these differences were
not biological in basis. Yet arguments of essential sexual difference were
still in common use. In a report of a meeting of the Women’s Peace
and Arbitration Auxiliary of the Peace Society (discussed in chapter 4),
Biggs reintroduced these ideas by commenting: ‘We believe that one
great effect of the recognition of the right of women to co-operate
with men in political life will be that the horrors of war will in a great
measure be averted, and its sufferings alleviated.’13 The presence of
women in public life was thus argued to morally improve the policies
that would be pursued, to the benefit of not only the nation, but also
the international community.

In May 1878, the Review carried an anonymous article on ‘The Peace-
makers’. Making similar assumptions to Biggs about female nature, it
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argued that women’s ‘direct’ interest in the maintenance of peace and
their exclusion from the franchise served ‘to weaken proportionately
the hands of the Peace party in England’. The article discussed a recent
pamphlet issued by Maria Tayler, a member of the Women’s Peace and
Arbitration Auxiliary. Tayler focused upon the economic effects of war on
both working- and middle-class women, and concluded that ‘Women
are injured morally and physically by the vice and immorality which is
found [to be] inseparable from the military system in time of peace as
well as war.’ The Review’s article took issue with those who disagreed
that ‘women are almost unanimously against war’, and concluded with
the suffragist argument that ‘the Peace party in the country would have
received a larger augmentation of force if women had equally with men
possessed the authority of citizens to elect their governor’.14 Such ideas
were characteristic of Caroline Ashurst Biggs, not least in the implicit con-
nection that was drawn between the Liberals in the 1870s as the party of
‘Peace, Retrenchment and Reform’ and women as political reformers.

Among these arguments that sexual difference affected individual
politics – a case which was put by both pro- and anti-suffragists – were
gendered ideas regarding what was biological in basis. Women were
viewed as less susceptible to moral corruption and therefore somehow
more pacific, and men were seen as possessing greater intellect and
physical strength. However, the boundaries of what was assumed to be
biological, moral or intellectual were always hazy. Despite efforts by
Mill and many others to show that gender differences were more likely
to be social or cultural in basis than biological, discourses of sexual
difference were so prominent during this period that the women’s move-
ment increasingly relied upon and developed arguments of this nature
in order to deal effectively with its critics.

The death of Caroline Ashurst Biggs in 1889 effectively ended the
coverage of peace issues in the Review. After this date, discussions of
peace were rare and conducted in relation to specific wars, in particular
the Anglo-Boer war of 1899 to 1902. Blackburn and Mackenzie, as editors,
reproduced in the Review similar imperialist attitudes to those put
forward by Millicent Fawcett, denying that British forces in South
Africa were guilty of any wrongdoing in their management of the con-
centration camps, and labelling all those who protested against the war
‘pro-Boers’. In a series of articles by Maude A. Biggs, Caroline’s younger
sister, it was argued: ‘Even those who disapprove of the war, as war, can
hardly disapprove of the efforts made to soften its horrors and sufferings.’
A philanthropic approach to the war was emphasised to the exclusion
of all other perspectives, clearly illustrated by Biggs’s argument that
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‘South Africa, like the poor, is always with us’.15 Britain’s involvement
in the war was justified on the grounds that its ‘democratic’ influence
was required in the South African republics, and that its charity was the
only means by which the Afrikaners could become a ‘civilised’ society.
This argument also served to justify the involvement of middle-class
British women in the war effort, as they could reproduce patriotic,
imperialist ideas of their own unique ‘moral burden’, just as they did in
undertaking philanthropic reforms at home.

The content of the Englishwoman’s Review over the 1870–1902
period showed just how closely editorial policy depended on individual
politics. These women drew their principles from established traditions
such as liberalism and radicalism, yet each editor drew upon different
elements of these, and this was reflected in the content of the journal.
Biggs’s radical liberal feminism was prominent in her issues of the
Review, particularly when contrasted with Blackburn and Mackenzie’s
jingoistic imperialism. The matter of editorial policy is an important
factor to bear in mind given that the other journals in question here
were continuously produced by single individuals, and therefore the
effects of editorial differences are not visible.

The Women’s Suffrage Journal, 1870–90

The influence of a prominent and active editor can perhaps be seen most
clearly in the example of the Women’s Suffrage Journal. Lydia Becker
founded and edited the paper from 1870 until her death in 1890, and
although a number of other feminists regularly contributed to the
journal – including Biggs and Blackburn – on Becker’s death it was
decided that no one was able to take up the task of continuing it. The
WSJ was primarily concerned with the campaign for women’s suffrage,
although it did reflect Becker’s interests in its coverage of other feminist
issues, such as the work of the Married Women’s Property Committee,
campaigns for women’s education, issues of crime and the law, and the
international progress of the women’s movement. Its content demon-
strated Becker’s commitment to international co-operation and her
Cobdenite radicalism, particularly with regard to free trade and Euro-
pean liberation movements. These issues dominated her approach to
questions of peace, and in addition to the theoretical debates about
the physical force objection discussed above, the WSJ contained many
anti-war arguments in relation to specific conflicts. Becker’s responses
to the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71, the Bosnian conflict of 1876, and
the Anglo-Boer war of 1878 were particularly strongly expressed.
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Becker took the Franco-Prussian war as an example of the fate of
nations when governed by dynastic, undemocratic forces. The war
occurred within months of the launch of the WSJ, and the editorial
response to it was one of detailed and wholehearted condemnation.
Implicit in much of Becker’s criticism was the argument that Prussia was
exploiting its own people, and that a more representative government was
required in order to end oppression within the state, as well as to put a
stop to war with other nations. Becker was more detailed in her argu-
ments than was Biggs in the Review, as she explicitly supported national
liberation movements and refused to condemn war as a means of conflict
resolution. ‘War’, she wrote, ‘should be the last resort after negotiation
and arbitration have failed.’ She criticised not only the ‘dynastic’ forces
which were causing working men to die on behalf of a quarrel that was
between governments, but also the treatment of women in war:

if our sympathies are aroused on behalf of the masses of Frenchmen
plunged into war . . . what must they be for the nations of French and
German women on whom the burden and the misery of war falls in
an equal or even greater measure than on men, and who are denied
the right to a voice in deciding whether it shall or shall not be laid
upon them . . . [L]et the feminine plébiscite be appealed to as having a
right to be heard, and who can doubt that the unanimous vote . . . from
princess to peasant, would be given for peace between peoples and
reunion in homes.16

In arguing that women would not vote for war, Becker used ideas of
sexual difference – and to some extent, of class interest – to support her
main argument about the importance of individual rights.

These sexual difference debates echo the discussions in the English-
woman’s Review, although Becker framed her arguments in terms of
contemporary notions of ‘race’ and social Darwinism, which illustrated
even more clearly the idea that women’s ‘innate’ love of peace could
attach itself to artificially constructed bodies such as nations:

We believe that the combative instinct, that which fights for fighting’s
sake, or from mere love of conquest, is much more strongly developed
in the male than in the female sex. We also believe that the instinct
which fights for that which it holds dear is more strongly developed in
the female sex than in the male . . . We believe that in the face of a
foreign foe the women of a nation would be inspired with the most
determined and self-devoted spirit.17

Becker argued that women had a place within the imperial nation,
and presented them as having a ‘natural’, ‘instinctive’ role as patriotic
defenders of the nation. Implicitly, she drew a contrast between men’s
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supposed love of an abstract concept (‘conquest’), and women’s emphasis
upon their relationships with others, to indicate that it was relationalism
that could be of greatest service to the nation.

Becker presented the sexual difference debate in more overtly polit-
ical terms than Biggs, although her arguments still rested on familial and
biological imagery. Women, Becker argued, have a ‘self-devoted’ spirit
that is concerned with protection and defence, rather than aggression.
In this, she allied herself with non-absolutist peace activists who had
been arguing throughout the nineteenth century that they considered
defensive wars to be justifiable. Her contention that women’s wars, if
there were such things, would be defensive was one way of arguing that
women would be more peaceable in international conflict than men.

In claiming that women, by virtue of their instincts and their social
conditioning, would alter the conduct of war, Becker concluded that
ultimately ‘The women’s vote would put an end to offensive war.’ Again
using assumptions of biologically-based sexual difference, she argued
that: ‘War is an essentially masculine pursuit. Women do not as a rule
seek to quench their differences in blood. Fighting is not natural to them.
The male sex is the combative sex throughout the animate world.’
Becker’s ideas of sexual difference did not extend to Biggs’s claim that
women could be ‘a great peace-loving power’, but they were based on
similar principles, in that the foundation of both arguments was that
women’s vote would put an end to war. Women’s ‘self-devotion’, as
Becker termed it, was the crucial factor in their fighting instinct.18 They
were by ‘nature’ defensive, and it was only as exceptions to the rule that
they would seek out combat.

As her response to other conflicts showed, Becker was careful
to keep closely to the argument that the suffrage was essential for women.
In her ideas about women’s political representation, she brought her
concern with logic and rationality to bear on their exclusion from
political power where questions of life and death were concerned. In
response to fighting in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1876, she stated that:

We claim for our sex a share in the moral responsibility for the
action of our country . . . [The British government’s policy] is to be
determined by the mind and heart of the nation at large, on broad
principles of justice and humanity which can be understanded [sic] of
the people, and in this judgement women have a right and duty to
bear their part, which they cannot abdicate nor men deny.19

In applying concepts of justice, humanity and morality to an inter-
national stage, Becker argued that women’s absence from national and
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international politics did not mean that they were not culpable for the
actions of their governments.

When peace or war hung in the balance in South Africa in 1878,
Becker wrote that: ‘An unnecessary war is a national crime. Shall women
be dragged into this crime against their consent? A war involves heavy
and grinding taxation . . . A war means bereavement and misery.’20 There
was an even greater need to obtain the suffrage for women if Britain was
to be drawn into a state of war. She argued that military conflicts could
in many cases be prevented by means of negotiation and arbitration,
that the extension of the franchise furthered democracy, and that demo-
cracies would be more peaceable and just than nations with a limited
franchise.

Becker’s radicalism blended liberal feminism with Cobdenite ideas
of free trade and the European democratic pacifism which supported wars
of national liberation. This strand of pacifism had developed during the
mid-nineteenth century and from 1867 was represented by the republican
nationalist peace organisation, the International League of Peace and
Liberty, which was based in Switzerland and linked to the Workmen’s
Peace Association (WPA) in Britain and, from 1880, the IAPA. How-
ever, Becker maintained a distance from these organisations, developing
her ideas in the exclusively feminist context of the WSJ. Although this
journal was intended to function as a single-issue paper, it did of course
include discussions of wider debates within the feminist movement.
In contrast, Henrietta Müller’s Women’s Penny Paper was founded in
order to provide an open forum for feminist debate which was distanced
from specific campaigns, including the peace movement.

The Women’s Penny Paper, 1888–90

The Women’s Penny Paper (WPP) ran for just over two years, from Octo-
ber 1888 to January 1891, when its title changed to the Woman’s Herald. It
was edited by Miss Henrietta Müller (c. 1851–1906) under the pseudonym
Helena Temple, until April 1892, at which point it was handed over to
the Women’s Liberal Federation. It was explicitly feminist in its politics
and featured an immense variety of feminist concerns, including temper-
ance, the suffrage campaign, Liberal politics, the sexual double standard,
the employment of children, rescue work and the bastardy laws. Every
issue included a long biographical interview with a well-known woman,
and during the two years for which the Penny Paper ran, it featured
such diverse personalities as Priscilla Bright McLaren, Annie Besant,
Pandita Ramabai and Emmeline Pankhurst, among many others.
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Henrietta Müller was a member of the younger breed of women
whom Judith Walkowitz has termed a ‘transitional generation’, which
was already enjoying the benefits won by the women’s movement of the
1860s and 1870s, but was also committed to working for more concrete
gains. Müller, the daughter of a German businessman and sister of Eva
Müller (who married Walter McLaren), perhaps epitomised the image of
the ‘Glorified Spinster’, the woman possessing an independent income
who chose not to marry. She studied at Girton under Emily Davies, and
was the first woman to be elected onto the London School Board. She
was active in a wide range of feminist campaigns: the National Society
for Women’s Suffrage, the Personal Rights Association, the National
Vigilance Association, and the Society for the Return of Women as Poor
Law Guardians. After handing the Woman’s Herald over to the WLF in
1892, she travelled to India to pursue her interest in theosophy.21

Müller was motivated to found the Women’s Penny Paper after
her resignation from the Men and Women’s Club, where she had felt
frustrated at the intellectual intimidation of women members by the
more educated and experienced men members.22 Initially intending to
found a women-only discussion group, she instead produced the Penny
Paper. Her rationale for starting a newspaper rather than a discussion
group was largely based on her dissatisfaction with the Women’s Suffrage
Journal, which she dismissed as ‘a little monthly leaflet, not worthy the
name of a newspaper’. She intended the Penny Paper to be as independent
as possible, giving women ‘a newspaper of their own through which to
voice their thoughts’, and ultimately aiming to ‘further the emancipa-
tion of women in every direction and in every land’.23

Although the Penny Paper did not pursue an explicitly pacifist policy,
most of its issues carried items on peace and the women’s peace move-
ment. There were often editorial comments, arguing that ‘It is time that
peace-lovers should speak out boldly and loud enough to be heard.’
One of Müller’s early WPP editorials emphatically opposed the military
action in the Sudan. She acknowledged that there could be ‘righteous’
wars, but that this was not one of them, because ‘the great authorities on
the Soudan [sic] . . . maintain that not only is peace possible, but that
it is the only right and reasonable course’.24 Henrietta Müller’s personal
politics clearly encompassed pacifism, and not from the British per-
spective alone. She was keen to include the communications and work
of European pacifist women, particularly Marie Deraismes and Virginie
Griess-Traut, and supported the efforts for peace by working men in
Italy.25 In an early paper to the Men and Women’s Club, she had drawn
attention to the importance of reorganising society around criteria of
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‘moral strength’ rather than physical power and force.26 She was instru-
mental in a trans-organisational peace meeting in early 1889, at which
Walter McLaren acknowledged that their interests lay in proving that
‘the vast majority of wars can be avoided’. McLaren’s focus was on the
principle of non-intervention and the need for a court of arbitration. He
concluded that: ‘The time is coming when the Parliamentary Franchise
will be given to women. They will have a crime on their shoulders if
they do not try to check the war spirit.’27

The pacifist arguments that emerged within the pages of the Penny
Paper were distinct from the resolutely Christian work of the Peace
Society, and independent of the International Arbitration and Peace
Association, an organisation to which Müller’s editorial approach, like
that of Becker, was perhaps closer in terms of politics. The Penny Paper
outlined a vision of peace that was based upon moral righteousness
and transnational justice, a liberal feminism that recognised the need
for balance in, and a degree of regulation of, international affairs. Yet
the Penny Paper also rested on fundamental arguments of moral and
intellectual sexual difference, particularly the principle that women’s
contribution to government, if they were enfranchised, would vastly
improve political life on both a national and an international scale.
In a report on the 1889 peace congress in Paris, Müller wrote: ‘If pro-
vocation [to war] come at all . . . it can only arise in those countries
where true progress has scarcely begun, and womanly influence has
never permeated political life.’ This approach echoes the arguments of
Ellen Robinson, although Robinson was careful never to make women’s
suffrage an issue in pacifist circles. The Penny Paper gave frequent
reports of Robinson’s work for peace, often including extracts from
her lectures.28

In November 1889, the Penny Paper included a critique of a
newly-established peace society, the ‘Christian Union for promoting
International Concord’. Twenty-nine men, Müller informed readers,
constituted the Union’s Executive Committee, and yet, she remarked,
‘How a Society can style itself a Christian Union, (?) [sic] or hope to
succeed as such, when it deliberately ignores one half of Christendom,
passes comprehension. No section of the community is more interested
in the maintenance of peace than are women.’ Müller astutely con-
cluded: ‘We must strongly urge women to withhold pecuniary support
from any society which excludes them, but not their purses, from
the management.’29 The issue of women being expected to help fund
societies that accorded them no executive power is one that recurs in
the late nineteenth-century feminist movement. At this stage, the Peace
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Society had been calling for and accepting donations from women for
over seventy years, and yet, as Müller was probably aware, it refused to
accord them any official role or recognition.

The tensions between the peace movement and early forms of
pacifist feminism were put squarely before the readers of the Women’s
Penny Paper. The London Universal Peace Congress of 1890 was criticised
by Henrietta Müller for its neglect of the pacific power of women.
She wrote: ‘One looked in vain among the large attendance of delegates
from various Peace Societies for the faces of women . . . [T]he Congress
should this week pass a resolution in favour of more women delegates
and more women speakers.’ In response, the Penny Paper received a letter
the following week from Louisa Bigg, a suffragist and secretary of the
Luton branch of the IAPA, pointing out that there were ‘at least 50 or
60 of us [women], of various nationalities, and speeches were delivered
by [a number of women]’.30 Müller’s point is nonetheless important
in emphasising the paradox into which women working for peace fell
during this period. The peace movement, undervalued and overlooked
as it was, desperately needed supporters in influential political positions,
which inevitably meant men. The need to court prestigious supporters
far outweighed the desire to hold the moral high ground by obtaining
the support of women, and indeed, giving women a high profile even
risked increasing the ridicule with which many peace societies were met.
They were already dismissed as utopian, unrealistic and impractical.
The inclusion of numbers of the new ‘platform women’ in their meetings
could only diminish the movement in the eyes of its critics.

In 1891, the Women’s Penny Paper changed its name to the Woman’s
Herald. A year later, Müller transferred the journal to the ownership
of the Women’s Liberal Federation, and in 1893, it became jointly
owned by the Women’s Liberal Federation and the World Women’s
Christian Temperance Union (WWCTU). Müller’s term as editor had
seen the Women’s Penny Paper report the work of British women’s peace
associations in a feminist context, and disseminate information about
‘crusading’ European women’s peace movements. In addition, the prin-
ciple of arbitration was repeatedly promoted. However, in pursuing this
course, Müller’s Penny Paper served to emphasise the shortcomings in
feminist thought where questions of peace were concerned. On the
one hand, Müller put forward the feminist argument that women had a
significant role to play in the peace movement. On the other, she had to
acknowledge that the peace movement was male-dominated for very
practical reasons. Müller could write about the ‘pacific power of women’,
but she rarely moved beyond the rhetoric to ask what women could
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actually do to promote peace on national and international levels. We
can see how these debates developed during the 1890s through a study
of the content of the Woman’s Signal.

The Woman’s Signal, 1895–99

In January 1894, the WWCTU and its president, Lady Henry Somerset,
re-launched the Woman’s Herald as the Woman’s Signal. It failed to
attract subscriptions, however, and within less than two years was run-
ning at a loss. It was taken over in September 1895 by the established
feminist journalist Florence Fenwick Miller, who made an agreement
with Lady Henry Somerset to include in the Signal any WWCTU news
she submitted. Fenwick Miller’s project to make the Signal into a
financially independent paper was soon realised, as it became the voice
of fin de siècle feminism.

Florence Fenwick Miller (1854–1935) was another member of the
‘transitional generation’. She had become involved in the women’s move-
ment at the age of eighteen, trained in medicine at the University of
Edinburgh only two years after Sophia Jex-Blake had forced this institu-
tion to accept women as students, and was elected onto the London
School Board at the age of twenty-two. On her marriage she changed
her title from ‘Miss’ to ‘Mrs’, but refused to change her name, a choice
that caused some controversy on the School Board, as Patricia Hollis has
noted.31 Fenwick Miller stood down from the Board in 1885 as financial
pressures forced her to turn to full-time lecturing and journalism. She
was a ‘platform woman’, highly skilled in public debating and lecturing,
and by 1895 had built up a considerable reputation as a journalist
and public speaker. One London journalist noted how ‘I have seen men
grow visibly paler as she dissected – or rather vivisected – their halting
arguments with her pitiless logic; she would leave nothing but shreds
behind’.32

Barbara Caine has contrasted Fenwick Miller’s Signal with the con-
temporary Shafts, arguing that in the context of the 1890s the Signal was
relatively unfashionable, perhaps even outdated. It did indeed struggle
with the concept of the ‘New Woman’ during the late 1890s, as Caine
has discussed, and maintained strong links with mid-Victorian feminism.
It dealt with new issues, such as rational dress and cycling clubs, but
it is arguable whether, as Caine suggests, it really ‘could not take on
board with any ease any wholesale recasting of feminine behaviour or
morals’.33 Fenwick Miller focused upon change through legal and polit-
ical channels rather than through social behaviour, but she had also
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been instrumental in modifying accepted feminine behaviour through
her refusal to take her husband’s name. Fenwick Miller’s feminism was
strongly influenced by the mid-Victorian phase of the movement, but
she was nonetheless forward thinking in her politics. She was committed
to neo-Malthusianism as a result of her medical training, declared herself
an agnostic, and ran the Signal with astute business sense. She was, for
her generation, a radical and independent thinker.

The anti-militarist feminism that emerges from the pages of the
Signal shows a sympathy with the pragmatic pacifism of the IAPA, but
also some arguments against war which can be identified as distinctively
feminist. Fenwick Miller paid regular tribute to the work of Hodgson
Pratt of the IAPA and William Randal Cremer, the anti-suffragist leader
of the Workmen’s Peace Association (renamed the International Arbitra-
tion League in 1888). She published in the Signal news of the Universal
Peace Congresses and pacifist articles from diverse sources, including War
or Brotherhood?, the peace journal of the Society of Friends.34 The pro-
gress of the Anglo-American Arbitration treaty of 1898 received detailed
coverage in the Signal, as did the work of the International Council
of Women (ICW) and the embryonic National Council of Women.
Yet Fenwick Miller as editor avoided outspokenly pacifist arguments,
instead condemning militarism and blending her critiques of war with
feminist ideas.

Ideas of progress were connected to arguments for arbitration. For
example, in a report on the arbitration treaty between Britain and the
USA, Fenwick Miller argued that progress was inherent in partnership,
as ‘combined, we serve to show the more backward nations in which
militarism still holds a primary place, that women can advance not only
without disadvantage but with benefit to the community’. These ideas
led to the development of arguments about sisterhood, with Fenwick
Miller arguing that its emergence was due to women overcoming the
‘backwardness’ of military societies. As civilisation progressed, the ‘sense
of a sisterhood of women must make for peace and for union throughout
the world’. The idea that women the world over had common interests,
and that their influence would be pacific, suggests that Fenwick Miller
conceptualised feminism in international terms. In response to the
progress of the ICW, she wrote that ‘there is more international feeling
between the women of the world at present than between any section
of men. The women of the whole world form, in a way, a unity.’35

Unsurprisingly, these ideas of international sisterhood tended towards
essentialism. Statements such as ‘We all rejoice in any onward step
made by the women of any part of the world!’ reflected the optimism
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of the ICW, but glossed over the difficulties and divisions encountered
when trying to make it work in a practical sense.36 Characteristically for
feminist arguments of this period, Fenwick Miller assumed that women’s
interests were homogeneous, that their interests would not conflict with
one another, and that advancement meant the same things for different
women.

Fenwick Miller began to develop an anti-militarist, almost pacifist
line of argument based on broadly humanitarian beliefs that physical
force was not necessary, and combined this with a feminism based on
ideas that women’s common oppression could be overcome by their
social, political and economic advancement. For example, in an editorial
on the conquest by the British at Khartoum in 1898, Fenwick Miller
argued that there was ‘little reason for any great glorification’ of such a
victory. The numbers killed and wounded were far greater on the side
of the native people, which showed ‘that the conquest was preposter-
ously unequal, and [should] justly [prevent] . . . any display of national
vanity.’37 Her broad critiques of imperialism and sympathy for wars
of national liberation brought her much closer to the IAPA’s pacifism
than the absolutism of the Peace Society. Fenwick Miller also forged
links with women working for peace, though less with the work of
Ellen Robinson than with the feminist campaign that was being carried
out on a smaller scale by the Manchester Women’s Peace Association
(MWPA). The MWPA had its origins in the suffragist movement of
1870s Manchester, and for the most part operated separately from the
peace movement. Fenwick Miller’s interest in its work emphasised her
commitment to specifically feminist rather than pacifist politics.38

Fenwick Miller decided to discontinue the Signal months before
the outbreak of the second Anglo-Boer war, but her editorials up to
this date clearly demonstrated an interest in gendered peace arguments.
The explicit connection she made between the moral character of the
nation and its treatment of women formed part of a trend that can be
identified throughout the Victorian women’s movement.

The language and arguments used in the four journals discussed here
can be seen to develop over the thirty-year period of study, with Biggs’s
and Becker’s radical liberal politics giving way to what we would today
recognise as a more feminist discourse. Biggs and the Review drew on a
wide range of ideas, including that of Cobdenite free trade, but it was
Becker’s Women’s Suffrage Journal that was clearly closest to Cobden’s
radicalism. Neither journal developed critiques of empire as such,
although both opposed imperial wars, for example, the Franco-Prussian
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war and the Anglo-Boer conflict of 1878. Predominantly, however, the
discourses employed were those of nationalism and internationalism,
which were compatible with Cobdenite ideas of free trade but could not
accommodate the possibility of power differentials between nations.

Müller’s Women’s Penny Paper and Fenwick Miller’s Woman’s
Signal infused these earlier Cobdenite ideas with a heightened aware-
ness of the consequences of power and the use of force, and evaluated
their importance for the feminist movement. Ideas of justice and moral
righteousness began to be applied to the imperial and international
arenas, as Müller and Fenwick Miller became critical of the use of physical
force between combatants who were unequal in strength. As a result,
Fenwick Miller in particular argued that women’s moral righteous-
ness, which was intended to counterbalance men’s use of physical force,
made all women into an equal, unified sisterhood. Thus, to some extent
she politicised the internationalist ideas and simultaneously exaggerated
the sexual difference arguments that had developed during the 1860s
and 1870s.

An analysis of these journals shows that peace questions frequently
appeared in feminist arguments and campaigns, although on the sur-
face they may have appeared only tangentially relevant. Issues such as
women’s employment, a major strand of the feminist movement of the
1860s and 1870s, were linked with peace by Biggs in the Review, to show
that women’s involvement in industry would incline them towards
free trade. Peace was linked with the Liberal party and the Women’s
Liberal Associations by Biggs and Müller, and of course with the suffrage
movement through debates on the physical force objection. Becker in
particular linked the suffrage and peace questions to wider issues of the
importance of democracy and national representation.

In all four journals, issues of pacifism, nationalism, imperialism
and internationalism were hotly debated. Campaigns such as women’s
suffrage were linked to wider arguments on the importance of national
representation and influence for women, and how this intersected with
their potential role in the empire and the nation. There was limited con-
sensus over whether nationalism could be compatible with feminism,
and where there was potential conflict – for example in Fenwick Miller’s
arguments on internationalism – the national interest was redefined to
coincide with the feminist interest in the imagined international arena.
Women’s emancipation was only possible in a ‘civilised’ society, and
‘civilisation’ was only to be achieved through peace and justice. The con-
nections between anti-militarism, peace and feminism were therefore
easy for many Victorian feminists to make.
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3

‘Conspicuous’ philanthropists:1 nonconformist
religion in nineteenth-century pacifism

T he role of nonconformist religion in the early feminist move-
ment has been widely acknowledged. From the Unitarian Caroline
Ashurst Biggs, to the Quaker Priestman and Bright family net-

works, feminist politics developed in significant part within the context
of nonconformity. It was much the same for the peace movement.
Two issues were key to religious perspectives on peace in the nineteenth
century: one was Quaker theology and the commitment to testimony
against war; the other, the influence of Evangelicalism. This chapter con-
siders the importance of Evangelical religion in nonconformist pacifism,
particularly the Peace Society, and the impact that theological develop-
ments within the Society of Friends had upon the peace movement.

David Bebbington has argued that Evangelicalism was based upon
four key elements: conversion, in which an individual experienced a
crisis which changed their personal faith; activism, or a commitment to
spreading the word about the importance of conversion; biblicism, or
love of the Bible; and crucicentrism, a focus on the atoning sacrifice made
by Christ on the cross. A number of feminists in this period (Josephine
Butler being a prominent example) identified conversion experiences
that turned them towards religious and philanthropic work.2 Women’s
religious ‘mission’ was borne out by activism, not only in the sense of
spreading the gospel but also, throughout the mid- to late nineteenth cen-
tury, through social work and philanthropy. The two were, for Victorian
society, closely intertwined. Women did much of the district visiting,
fundraising and social concern work that was required by Evangelical
churches.3 Biblicism was also a prominent aspect of Evangelicalism, and
many absolute pacifists and social purity feminists relied heavily on
biblical quotes in their arguments. Priscilla Peckover, for example, often
referred to ‘our Bible-reading Christian land’, and built the following
quotations into the declaration of her Local Peace Association: ‘We are
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bound “to love our neighbour as ourselves;” “to render to no man evil
for evil;” “to overcome evil with good”.’4

Concepts of sacrifice were common in the women’s movement,
but crucicentrism, or the idea of atonement, was not a common motif
within the peace movement. The notion of sacrifice on the Cross carried
undertones of death and struggle that were too close to military ideals
to make them safely adaptable to the peace cause. Instead, peace argu-
ments focused more upon the birth of Christ. For example, a leaflet
issued to juvenile members of the Local Peace Associations in the 1890s
referred to ‘the beautiful banner of Peace on Earth and Goodwill to
Men, brought down from heaven by the angels on the first Christmas
Day, as they sang for joy at the birth of the Prince of Peace’. It also
included a quote from the Old Testament: ‘Behold to obey is better than
sacrifice.’5

Although pacifists drew selectively on those aspects of their faith
that suited their cause, it is unarguable that Evangelicalism was a key
factor in the birth and growth of the nineteenth-century peace move-
ment. This can be seen in the development of Britain’s oldest pacifist
organisation, the Society for the Promotion of Permanent and Uni-
versal Peace (usually known as the Peace Society or the London Peace
Society), which was founded on 14 June 1816. It dominated the British
peace movement until the late 1860s and 1870s, when the politics and
methods of those involved began to diversify. The Peace Society arose
in response to the Napoleonic wars of the early nineteenth century, as a
result of Quaker pacifist sentiments which at this time began to gain
support among non-Quakers, particularly dissenters, and some clergy
and lay persons of the established church.6 While the Evangelical urge to
reform society was an important factor in its foundation, alongside these
religious motives against war were the secular influences of liberalism
and humanitarianism, which stemmed from the Enlightenment of the
eighteenth century. Such arguments held that conflicts between states
should be resolved without resorting to war, and that reason could
replace violence.

Although the original idea for such a society came from a non-
Quaker dissenting minister, Dr David Bogue, the men who actually
founded the Peace Society were Quakers: William Allen and Joseph
Tregelles Price. However, a number of non-Quakers rallied to support
the Society, including Bogue and Anglicans Thomas and John Clarkson
(who had, like the founders of the society, been active in the anti-
slavery agitation and other reform causes). The founders thus combined
their religious arguments with liberal and humanitarian ideas to argue
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that all wars were unchristian and immoral. This starting point remained
the ideological basis of the Society until well into the twentieth century, by
which time its influence and significance had considerably declined.7

As Alan D. Gilbert has shown, the rise of popular dissenting Pro-
testantism during the early nineteenth century began to rival the strength
of the Church of England, as Congregationalists (or Independents),
Baptists, Wesleyans and Primitive Methodists all gained firm bases of
support.8 Despite the fact that Quakers were a tiny religious grouping
when compared to Anglicans or Congregationalists, their lack of numbers
was offset by their members’ wealth and influence. In 1800 there were
approximately 19,800 Friends in England and Wales, most of whom
were middle class. They declined in number during the early to mid-
nineteenth century, largely as a result of the exclusive and excluding
nature of the Society of Friends. While Evangelical dissenters such as
the Congregationalists and Methodists aimed to ‘win converts from the
world’ and yet still maintain their gathered subculture of believers,
Quakers were more likely to try to preserve their exclusivity and in the
process they maintained policies which worked against recruitment, such
as disownment on marriage to a non-member. As a result they declined
in number during this period, from a high of almost twenty thousand
in 1800 to an estimated low of fourteen thousand in 1861, although after
the disownment policy was abandoned in the 1860s membership num-
bers again began to increase.9 Despite the fluctuations in membership,
the influence of Quakers in the area of social reform was maintained
throughout the century. They gained greater representation in this period
among the upper middle classes, as the wealth and influence of Quaker
merchants and manufacturers increased.

The centrality of the peace testimony to Quaker doctrine meant
that numerically and financially, Quakers dominated the peace move-
ment. Their long history of radical resistance to the demands of the
state, notably through their refusal to bear arms, placed them within a
historical tradition from which it was possible to critique state power and
oppose or defy established religion. Organised opposition to the state’s
authority to declare war was therefore a short but significant step to
make.10 Throughout the nineteenth century, Quakers formed the major-
ity of supporters and members of the Peace Society. However, among
all Quakers only around ten per cent actively supported the peace move-
ment or joined the Peace Society, and likewise, it was not the case that
Quakers ever wholly dominated the Society itself on an executive level.
If anything, the opposite was the case, particularly in the second half of
the century when both Quaker and non-Quaker Executive Committee
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members sought to publicly downplay the influence of the Friends
in order to avoid giving the impression that the Society was dominated
by this relatively small and traditionally radical sect. By 1830 the Peace
Society had built up a core membership of 1,500 people, of whom at
least half were Quakers, who provided the Society with a steady source
of income.11 But despite the loyalty of this core membership and the
importance of their donations, the Society of Friends’ influence on the
Peace Society in the second half of the nineteenth century was over-
shadowed by that of the two secretaries to the Peace Society from 1848
to 1918, Henry Richard and William Evans Darby, both of whom were
Congregationalists.

An all-Quaker membership was never the intention of the men
who formed the Peace Society, although the Society embraced those
who wished to work for peace using Quaker principles of ‘absolute
pacifism’. It pledged itself to be against all wars, including those that
were supposedly defensive, and it was written into the Society’s rules
in 1821 that no one would be eligible for membership of the Executive
Committee if their principles were not in strict accordance with the
absolute pacifism of the Society. However, this rule effectively offered
a compromise between absolutism and pragmatism, because it meant
that members who were not absolute pacifists could involve themselves
in other aspects of the Society’s work, particularly in regional branches
where they were eligible for committee positions.12

Of non-Quaker Peace Society members, most were Congregation-
alists, Baptists or Unitarians. The Congregationalists had a significant
influence upon the peace movement, supporting the Peace Society in
large numbers and comparable in strength to the Baptist influence on
the Society, but not of course to that of the Quakers.13 The structure of
Congregationalism had been developed primarily by Evangelicals since
the formation of the Congregational Union in 1832, and like other non-
conformists, particularly Primitive Methodists, the occupational structure
of its membership was heavily biased towards skilled labourers.14 During
this period it was more of an academic and intellectual movement than
other Evangelical Churches, but it also demonstrated a long-standing
concern with social reform. Although it asserted a thoughtful, intellectual
theology, it did not adhere to rationalism or address the conflicts between
intellect and personal faith. Its members’ tendency to reject war was
therefore a means of reaffirming their faith in the face of a society
dedicated to material and financial accumulation.15 Congregationalists
were ultimately set apart by this intellectual framework, much as Quakers
were set apart through their history of defiance of the state.
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Over the nineteenth century, a struggle developed within Quakerism
between older radical currents and the Evangelical arguments that began
to dominate Victorian religion during this period. This was to have a
considerable impact upon the Quaker role in the peace movement. In
particular, conflicts in American Quakerism influenced the British Society
of Friends. In 1827 Elias Hicks withdrew from the Evangelical American
Society of Friends, on the grounds that he believed in the importance of
the ‘Inner Light’ to the exclusion of all other sources of spiritual know-
ledge. Hicks became something of a ‘spiritual bogey-man’ to Evangelical
Friends, who mistrusted his attempts to substitute personal faith for
biblical authority.16 These divisions also affected Quakerism in Britain,
where Evangelical Friends also took the content of the Scripture as central
and effectively rejected any independent spirituality. The Hicksite split
therefore had the effect of motivating British Evangelical Friends to
make their theological commitment more precise. This in turn further
alienated the Quietists, who maintained the original Quaker beliefs in
a form of Inner Light and independent spirituality in human beings, in
addition to that contained within the Bible.17

Quietist Friends remained dominant in Yearly Meetings in Britain
until mid-century, but the increasing divisions can be seen in the
establishment of two Quaker periodicals in 1843: The Friend, which was
to cater for the Evangelical wing; and The British Friend, for the Quietist
wing. As Martin Ceadel notes, the British Friend eschewed support for
the Peace Society and was indeed more likely to publicise the Society’s
rivals, confirming that Quietist Friends were increasingly hostile to
Evangelicalism.18 The centrality of the Bible as the source of knowledge
of God within Evangelicalism meant the abandonment by these Friends
of the traditional core Quaker doctrine of the Inner Light. Unsurprisingly,
this abandonment caused the alienation, resignation or disownment
of many Quietist Friends who continued to uphold what had been
Quakerism’s core doctrine. After these struggles in the 1830s to 1850s,
although a number of Quietists continued to be vocal and influential
within the Society of Friends, the Evangelicals established a dominance
within the Society which lasted until the mid-1880s.19

The Evangelical phase of Quakerism witnessed further splits within
the Society in the 1860s and 1870s. During the 1860s, as a result of divi-
sions caused by William Hodgson in the US between what he viewed
as ‘pure’ (traditional) and ‘tainted’ (reforming) Quakers, a number of
British Quietists separated themselves from the established, Evangelical-
dominated meetings.20 The committee that was appointed to restore unity
to the Friends was of strictly Evangelical orthodoxy and thus it seemed
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this wing had finally achieved absolute dominance within Quakerism,
both in Yearly Meetings and in the British Society of Friends as a whole
during the 1870s.21 However, this dominance was disrupted by the gradual
inroads made by liberal theology and intellectualism into Quakerism.
Concurrent with the 1860s and 1870s splits there appeared a third strand,
a minority of liberal Friends. These were a younger breed of mostly
university-educated men who, from the 1870s onwards (and through
their establishment in 1867 of the journal Friends’ Quarterly Examiner),
rejected the relatively new dominance of Evangelicalism within Quaker-
ism and argued instead for a more liberal, ‘progressive’ theology that
ultimately allowed modern thought to expand within twentieth-century
Quakerism.22

These inroads by liberal theology came about because one of the
achievements of Evangelical Quakerism was to help destroy the concept
of Friends as ‘Peculiar People’. During the 1850s, Evangelicals had success-
fully campaigned for the abolition of the signifiers which separated Friends
from other Christians – particularly Quaker dress and peculiarities of
speech – with the consequence that, as Isichei argues, Evangelical Friends
could feel closer to non-Quaker Evangelicals than to Quietist Friends.23

Evangelicalism had the effect of making Friends more ready to work with
non-Quakers in philanthropic or social reform causes although, like the
anti-slavery movement, the Peace Society with its interdenominational
co-operation predated the period when Evangelicalism took off within
the Society of Friends. Evangelicalism was nonetheless a vehicle for some
Quakers to reject the traditional eschewal of worldly activity and instead
participate in reform, philanthropic and political causes.

The anti-Evangelical liberal movement within Quakerism, which
gained ground in the 1880s, drew its inspiration from Quietist teachings.
As a result of the Darwinian theory of evolution and the popularisation
of biblical criticism, liberal Quakers regarded the Bible as fallible and
therefore had no certain source of theological knowledge. Thus a new
emphasis developed on religious experience as the foundation for faith,
and the concept of the Inner Light was successfully revived as a core
doctrine. However, the new liberal Quakerism also conflicted with some
of the Quietists’ central tenets, particularly the rejection of the study of
religion and of organised social action. Anti-intellectualism had been a
persistent characteristic of Quietism and one of its enduring strands of
difference from Evangelical Quakerism, although Evangelical Friends
were to be charged with the same trait by liberals, who accused them
of a blindness to intellectual thought and the theological issues of the
moment.24
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Although the liberal strand rejected Quietism per se, including the
doctrines of Original Sin and the Atonement, many liberal Quakers none-
theless had sympathy for the Quietists, seeing Evangelicalism as their
common enemy. The liberal Friends had their origins in meetings held
with Unitarians in Manchester in the late 1860s, where the liberal theo-
logy that was to become dominant had been pioneered. By the 1880s,
many of the exponents of liberal views were Quakers who exercised a
significant degree of influence over Quaker thought. Two of these men,
William Pollard and John Wilhelm Rowntree, were members of the
Executive Committee of the Peace Society. Pollard was co-author of the
first Quaker statement of liberal theology, A Reasonable Faith, published
in 1884, and with his co-authors became involved in the publication of
the Quietist British Friend in 1891, implying that the differences between
Quietist and liberal theologies were gradually being overcome. In con-
trast, John Wilhelm Rowntree came from a well-known Evangelical
background but was referred to after his death as the ‘prophet of the
[liberal Friends’] movement’.25

The new Quaker theology spread with incredible rapidity. In 1885,
the authors of A Reasonable Faith were only ‘daring pioneers’, but by
1895, a conference was held in Manchester to discuss the relationship of
the Society of Friends to modern thought. The Friends had at this time
less than 16,500 members, including children, yet the predominantly
Quaker attendance at the conference ranged from 1,000 to 1,300 people
and four out of five addresses on theology were given by well-known
liberals. Two years later, a Summer School to bring Friends into contact
with modern thought was benignly reported by the Evangelical Friend,
and thus liberal theology quietly became orthodoxy within Quakerism.26

This liberal trend was pioneered, at least in part, by men who were also
active within the peace movement.

However, these changes in Quakerism were largely overshadowed
within the Peace Society by its Evangelical Congregational secretaries,
Henry Richard and William Evans Darby, who between them dominated
the Society throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. Richard
(1812–88) served as secretary of the Peace Society from 1848 to 1885
(after which he was made permanent chairman of the Society), and was
also a Member of Parliament for Merthyr Tydfil from 1868. He was
Welsh, a Congregationalist minister and a political Radical. His greatest
achievement for the peace movement was that he managed to unite
peace advocates regardless of whether they accepted the Peace Society’s
principle of absolute pacifism. His arguments stressed that war was
economically wasteful, destructive of human lives, a threat to liberty,
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incapable of determining which side was right, and incompatible with
Christianity. Under his leadership, the Peace Society was transformed
from a solidly Christian body that exerted little practical influence in
politics, to one that could make some impact, however modest, on
governing circles. Richard’s strength was in tailoring his arguments to
his audience, but his ability to unify advocates of peace did not mean
that his own principles were not firmly and seriously upheld. While
he did make the Peace Society more influential and accessible to the
outside world, he preserved its aims and principles within the Society so
effectively as to almost embody it himself. From an internal perspective,
he upheld rather than diluted its message, and his skill in doing so
meant that under his leadership its reputation as an absolute pacifists’
society was reinforced.27

From mid-century onwards, Richard was instrumental in furthering
the spread of arbitration principles. Support for arbitration developed
significantly during the course of the nineteenth century, and it was used
as a means of resolving national disputes twenty-three times between
1794 and 1840. From the 1840s onwards, the concept of arbitration grew
faster in popularity than any comparable alternative to war, such as
disarmament, neutralisation or the establishment of a court of nations.
In 1849 the first motion in the House of Commons in favour of a system
of arbitration was put forward by Richard Cobden.28 Although the
motion failed, it was the first time that a serious discussion had taken
place on the uses of arbitration, and its influence was felt not only in
the increased impetus given to the peace movement, but also in the fact
that the number and importance of cases submitted for arbitration began
to increase. Similar motions were put forward in other legislatures in
Europe, and reports in favour of its use were made in the Senate of the
United States. It was Henry Richard who, in 1873, successfully carried a
motion for arbitration in the House of Commons, and in the following
two years this move was echoed by the legislatures of Italy, the United
States, Sweden, the Netherlands and Belgium.29

In addition to arguments for arbitration, the Peace Society
attempted to popularise other pacifist ideas, including for example non-
intervention. Although non-intervention was a less popular strategy in
the late nineteenth century than arbitration between nations, the Peace
Society’s uncompromising perspective on non-intervention meant that
it clashed with the republican nationalists who dominated the Contin-
ental peace movement. The Peace Society’s perspective originated with
Henry Richard’s views on non-intervention. As a Welshman, Richard
strongly supported the idea that cultural rights would result from the
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establishment of civil rights and liberties. However, his cultural nationalist
devotion to Welshness stopped short of any desire for political auto-
nomy or independence, and indeed, he was fiercely critical of the idea
of nationalism, seeing it as damaging to the peace process. Richard
sympathised with republican nationalists on the continent who supported
the use of force as a means of overcoming domestic oppression, but could
not advocate it himself as he believed that the use of force corrupted
men to the extent of making them unfit for citizenship. Constitutional
government in oppressed states was only to be won, Richard argued, by
nurturing moral ideas in the ‘hearts of the people’.30 It was this policy
that became synonymous with the Peace Society’s aims, and which it
advocated despite the distance thereby created between itself and the
Continental peace movements.

The Reverend William Evans Darby became Peace Society secretary
in 1888 when William Jones, Richard’s short-lived successor, resigned.
Like Richard, he was a Congregationalist, a proponent of arbitration,
and committed to absolute pacifism, but in contrast, he lacked public
influence. Outside the Peace Society, Darby’s power was limited: Richard
had enjoyed a public platform as an MP, and by the time of Darby’s
appointment both his main rivals in the peace movement, William
Randal Cremer and Hodgson Pratt, had established their reputations
in Britain and on the continent. Under Darby the Society became
increasingly insular, concerned with retaining its existing membership
and ensuring its own survival, but doing little to reach out to new
members or develop new policies. Internally, however, Darby made a
number of welcome changes, and significantly, he widened the roles
available to women in the Society. Most notably, he invited Priscilla
Peckover to join the Executive Committee (she declined, and the
committee remained all male until the early twentieth century) and
he recruited four female vice-presidents, also a first for the Society.
Thus, although it became increasingly distant from any new sources of
support, Darby’s term of office nonetheless ensured that the Society
offered its members more scope for involvement than had been the case
under Richard’s secretaryship.

The social background of the women members of the Peace Society
between 1816 and 1870 was similar to that of the men so involved. The
Society’s annual membership fee was five pounds and five shillings, which
ensured that members were almost exclusively middle class. At the time
of its first subscription list in 1817, women made up ten per cent of the
Peace Society’s 190 Committee members and subscribers. By 1822, when
the Society had already greatly expanded, this figure rose to 11.2 per
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cent, a figure roughly comparable to the level of female participation in
other philanthropic societies at this time.31

For the most part, women were invisible within the Peace Society
in its early years. From 1819 the Society produced an official journal,
the Herald of Peace (from 1883 the Herald of Peace and International
Arbitration), which, in the first years of publication, functioned mainly
as a discussion forum for male members of the Society.32 During its
first two decades the Peace Society also printed thirteen tracts, which
expounded its basic doctrines. These were published in one volume in
1840, and included works by Thomas Clarkson, David Bogue, Jonathan
Dymond (a Quaker author who became a committee member of the
Society in 1824), Joseph John Gurney, and two tracts by an author going
under the pseudonym of ‘A Lady’. These were An Examination of the
Principles which are Considered to Support the Practice of War (1825) and
Historical Illustrations of the Origin and Consequences of War (1831). The
‘lady’ was Mary Roberts who, although ‘born and educated a Quaker’,
had left the Friends on the death of her father. Mary Roberts was also
the author of a duodecimo series of tracts published by the Peace Society
in 1831–32.33 However, Roberts was the exception among the Society’s
women members. It was not until the 1850s that significant numbers of
women began to become actively involved in peace work, in the context
of the Olive Leaf Circles. These were promoted by an American non-
absolutist, Elihu Burritt, and consisted of groups of middle-class women
who met regularly in one another’s houses. Their activities included
the exchange of ‘Friendly Addresses’ between France and England, hold-
ing discussion groups and fundraising meetings, corresponding with
other Olive Leaf Circles and writing pacifist stories for children. The
peace movement at the time largely ignored the existence of the Circles,
however, and the Herald of Peace for this era made no mention of the
work of women, noting their peace work only within the confines of the
donations and subscriptions column.34

Religious motivations may explain why many women joined the
Peace Society in its early decades, although Stephen Conway and Eric
Sager have debated the role of social and economic uncertainty in the
Society’s membership levels. Sager has argued that the Peace Society was
‘a response by the non-industrial middle class to the problem of their
own ambiguous social status and their sense of political exclusion’.35

Perhaps more than men, middle-class women may have felt acutely
aware of their political exclusion and unsure of their social status, and
this perhaps explains why a number of them joined the Peace Society
in its early days. Such ‘conspicuous philanthropy’, as Conway terms it,
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may have been motivated by the desire for greater social acceptance.36

But Conway rejects Sager’s argument on the grounds that a number of
‘conspicuously philanthropic’ men were in a position to be so precisely
because they were already highly successful in their own areas of business.
Measuring philanthropic motivation by levels of financial success is of
course less relevant in understanding the motivations of middle-class
women, because their attitudes to their social position and their feelings
of social (in)security are much harder to determine. Socio-economic
explanations must form only part of the picture, as religion and the role
pacifism played within it were also highly important elements in the
motivations of those who worked for peace.

The Peace Society’s second wave of popularity in the late 1840s
led to a renewed interest from women, and it was at this time that
the Olive Leaf Circles were founded. Almost mythical in their status
during the late nineteenth century, the Circles have frequently been
mentioned in twentieth-century literature, although almost invariably
in disparaging tones. According to Eric Sager, the Circles were for
‘small town pacifist[s]’, dominated by ‘aggressively respectable and
intensely status-conscious women’ who supported ‘a bewildering array’
of humanitarian causes.37 Their founder Elihu Burritt’s purpose in pro-
moting the Circles was, Sager argues, to create a form of feel-good
pacifism, where local rifts and class differences were healed while the
reform message – practical steps to promote peace – was very much
secondary. For Sager, Burritt’s concept of brotherhood was ‘applied
explicitly to the envy, the petty animosities, and the tensions bred by
such [status] distinctions’.38

Alex Tyrrell’s account of the Olive Leaf Circles is rather more
enlightening. He notes that the modes of women’s participation in
philanthropy changed throughout the nineteenth century, and that ideas
of ‘woman’s mission’ could be adapted to interest middle-class women
in causes that they would otherwise have ignored. He shows that while
the definition of a separate ‘woman’s sphere’ conferred respectability,
it also justified greater degrees of inflexibility and extremism because
movements undertaken as moral or religious ‘missions’ could accept
no compromises.39 However, he suggests that the Circles did benefit
women members to a significant degree. The role of women in con-
tributing to public opinion at a time when it was increasingly accepted
as relevant to national policy-making meant that women began to
carve out a niche within which they could successfully attempt to influ-
ence public opinion themselves. Thus, although the focus of the Olive
Leaf Circles was firmly upon the values of home, family and religion,
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they nonetheless offered their members the chance to extend their
imagined ‘woman’s sphere’ to the male-dominated arena of international
relations.40

The role of the Olive Leaf Circles confirms that the Peace Society
only countenanced women’s involvement in the peace movement when
they did not appear to challenge prevailing norms of feminine behaviour.
As Alex Tyrrell, F. K. Prochaska and Kathryn Gleadle have shown, there
were many motivations for women’s philanthropy other than religious
inspiration during this period.41 Tyrrell’s argument that women were
drawn into male-dominated movements as a source of low-skilled
labour, useful mainly for fundraising purposes, matches the tone of the
Peace Society’s appeals to women not only during the 1850s and 1860s,
but well into the 1870s and 1880s, as shown in the following chapter.
In the period leading up to 1870, women occupied only a minor role
within the Peace Society, although there were continued appeals for the
support and involvement of women in the work. When, in the 1870s,
the Peace Society issued a renewed call for organised peace work by
women, it still expected them to function predominantly as a source
of financial support.

Throughout the century, women struggled for recognition within
not only the Peace Society, but also the Society of Friends. Women
had always been largely excluded from the administrative work of the
Society of Friends, but after the rise of Evangelicalism they were also
excluded from theological debates. Liberal theology’s reliance upon the
younger generation of male Friends who had been educated at univer-
sity meant that, initially at least, women’s contributions to these debates
were limited. However, liberal Quakerism developed simultaneously
with an increasing openness to women at administrative levels within
the Society, so that towards the end of the century women were able
to participate in both theological and administrative matters to a greater
degree than previously, although their influence was still very much
auxiliary to that of the men.

Although Quakers adhered to the principle of women’s spiritual
equality with men, until the early twentieth century this equality was
theoretical rather than practical, as it did not extend to organisational
or political equality within the Society. Neither did Quakerism lend its
support to the movement for women’s rights. Although a number of
Quaker women became active feminists in the late nineteenth century,
it does not follow from this that the Society of Friends itself supported
the principle of women’s rights at this time.42 In the 1870s and 1880s,
debates on the role of women Quakers increased among those active
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within the Society of Friends and the feminist movement, particularly
the Priestman and Bright networks. Yet Quaker resistance to formal
equality can be seen in the fact that it was not until 1896 that the Yearly
Meeting agreed that women Friends should be recognised as ‘forming a
constituent part of our Meetings . . . equally with their brethren’.43 There
was some debate among Quaker women regarding whether the Meetings
should amalgamate (which they did in 1907), and while the majority of
feminists supported unification, this was not the case across the board.
Many women argued that they had greater opportunities to develop
skills in separate Meetings. However, the problem remained that the
Women’s Meeting generally took a pastoral role in the Society, whereas
the Men’s Yearly Meeting was concerned with the central issues of policy,
administration and organisation.44

It has been widely noted that many Quaker women were at the fore-
front of the women’s movement from the 1870s to 1890s. Margaret Hope
Bacon argues that these women were influenced by personal respons-
ibility, which was in turn fuelled by their notion of spiritual equality.
She concludes that this ultimately led to the embodiment of many
Quaker values within the ideology and practice of feminism. These values
included the use of non-violence within protests, the insistence on the
equality of women of all classes and races, the preference for demo-
cratic consensus rather than hierarchical decision-making, and the ties
between the women’s movement and the peace movement.45 However,
it is also possible to argue that Quaker women were drawn to the feminist
movement precisely because its concern with manifestations of power
resonated with their own views on women’s spiritual or moral authority
and their opposition to the use of force.46

Evangelicals dominated the nonconformist peace movement for much
of the nineteenth century, although the movement accommodated with
apparent ease the rise of the new liberal Quaker theology in the 1880s
and 1890s. Women were largely excluded from both this theology and
the organised peace movement, although they were present and often
active in supporting roles. By the end of the century the influence of
Quakers, and nonconformists in general, upon the British peace move-
ment was clearly in decline. Dissent from within gradually became less
significant than the emerging range of secular campaigns and, despite the
overrepresentation of nonconformist women in the feminist movement,
it was to the secular organisations – rather than the nonconformist
Peace Society – that many of these women were drawn. The following
chapter explores why this was the case.
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‘The antagonism of sex’:
the Peace Society and women1

D uring the second half of the century there was a declining
emphasis upon the importance of Christianity within the peace
movement. The Peace Society had developed by the 1870s into

a political and pragmatic movement that employed, albeit on a limited
basis, liberal and non-absolutist arguments against war. However, it
simultaneously sought to control the contributions of women, and to
restrict the role of feminism within the movement. This is particularly
noteworthy given that the Evangelical wing of the peace movement
was dominated by Quakers, a sect from which many feminists of this
era originated. One consequence of this was that feminists were drawn
instead into the International Arbitration and Peace Association (IAPA)
as the radical (and feminist-friendly) wing of the peace movement, rather
than the Evangelical and absolutist Peace Society. By 1902, pacifism and
feminism were far more alike in their aims, ideals and priorities than
they had been in the 1870s, but the Peace Society did little to encourage
this convergence: the women who continued to work within it were
typically Quakers, absolutists and non-feminists.

Throughout the century, women’s role in the Peace Society’s work
was at best minor, and was heavily subject to the Society’s control. The
early 1870s saw the first independently organised efforts for peace by
women, and this chapter describes the process by which the Peace
Society resisted this work, refused to collaborate with women who were
not under its control, and established its own organisation for women
interested in promoting peace. These women frequently employed the
language and ideology of Evangelical Christianity in order to make their
arguments respectable to the Society. The women’s Auxiliary to the Peace
Society split in 1882, and after this date the Auxiliary became more pro-
vincial, lacking a central leadership or even a clear relationship to the
Society. In the 1890s, William Evans Darby attempted to include women
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more directly in the Society’s work, but he succeeded only in drawing in
high-profile individuals, rather than strengthening the women’s Auxiliary
to generate a mass movement of women for peace.

The 1870s saw the increased diversification of the peace movement,
particularly from an international perspective. In 1867–68, the radical
International League of Peace and Liberty (ILPL) and the International
Association of Women were founded in Geneva, and in 1870, William
Randal Cremer’s Workmen’s Peace Association (WPA) was founded
in Britain. The ILPL consisted of a network of European radicals,
republicans and revolutionaries who held that permanent peace could
only be achieved through democratic liberty. For peace on both indi-
vidual and national levels, the liberation of the nation was required.
The central figure of the League was Charles Lemonnier, a Saint-
Simonian. Lemonnier approached Henry Richard and asked him to
co-operate with the ILPL, but he refused even to attend the 1867 Con-
gress at which the ILPL was formed, identifying it as overtly political.2

The League found few supporters in Britain, despite translating only
its ‘tamest’ messages into English.3 On its foundation a female ILPL
member, Marie Goegg, requested that women be able to take an equal
part in the League. In 1868 she was appointed its secretary and founded
the International Association of Women as a semi-auxiliary. The aim
of this women’s association was to assist men in promoting ‘liberty,
education, welfare, and fraternal union’, and to work for the ‘intellectual
and social improvement of woman’. It claimed that women should be
granted ‘an equal share in all the rights which men enjoy in the State
and Society’, and quickly established a network of contacts and officers
across Europe and the US.4

William Randal Cremer’s Workmen’s Peace Association was
founded in July 1870, and renamed the International Arbitration League
in 1888. Cremer (1828–1908) had been present at the Geneva Congress
when the ILPL was formed, and as a Radical and labour leader was more
sympathetic than the Peace Society to the Continental perception of
peace as achieved through individual liberty and democracy. Cremer
had been a leading figure in the First International, but in the 1860s his
attention increasingly began to turn towards peace.5 The WPA’s con-
demnation of war included demands for ‘the rights of citizenship’ for
working men, and its rhetoric was heavily reliant on Chartist aims and
ideology. Needless to say, this distinguished it from the middle-class
Peace Society, yet the Society affiliated the WPA as one of its auxiliaries
and spent considerable sums on supporting it financially throughout
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the 1870s and 1880s. It gained considerable popular appeal and in 1872,
even excluding the Peace Society’s contribution, its income was double
that of the Trades Union Congress.6 Its aims and principles – which
qualified it for the Peace Society’s support – included arbitration or a
supreme international court, the rejection of standing armies, and partial,
and ultimately total, mutual disarmament. The First International held
that workers’ political and social emancipation was the prerequisite to
universal peace, yet the Workmen’s Peace Association argued that peace
was an essential precondition of liberty and social justice. This reversal
effectively depoliticised socialist internationalist ideology, even while it
made use of much of its rhetoric.

Despite these transformations in the peace movement, the Peace
Society remained relatively static in its approach during the 1870s and
1880s. It was concerned to prescribe certain roles for women within
the movement, typically focused around their responsibility to educate
the young and their suitability for meetings such as drawing room
discussion circles. These fora of course kept women strictly within the
domestic context and upheld ideas of respectable middle-class femininity.
There was even one Olive Leaf Circle still in existence in 1870.7 In the
early 1870s, the Herald continued to print the Olive Leaves (short tracts
on peace issues) issued by Elihu Burritt, while also indirectly advancing
the cause of some feminists (such as Josephine Butler) by opposing the
Contagious Diseases (CD) Acts as part of its opposition to standing
armies. By 1873, however, it began to reduce its coverage of the campaign
against the Acts, arguing that repeal would make no difference to the
effects of the Acts as long as standing armies – ‘their root and source’ –
continued to exist.8

Thus by the 1870s, the Peace Society was maintaining an inward
conservatism even while its work was becoming increasingly accept-
able to the outside world. This conservatism was based upon the
desire to maintain the Christian focus of the Society and its neutrality
towards issues of party politics. It was clearly interested in drawing sup-
porters from the substantial numbers of middle-class women involved
in philanthropic and social reform causes in the 1870s, but it was
careful to distance itself from any aspect of this work which might
be viewed as feminist. The women’s movement, which drew many of
its supporters from similar backgrounds to those involved in social
reform and in the peace movement, was viewed as a dangerous ally by
the Peace Society, which had reservations about the respectability and
legitimacy of the feminist movement and consequently, about how far
the two causes should publicly associate with one another. While the
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Society was trying to promote its message among certain groups of
women, it also maintained a level of suspicion when women came
forward to offer their help.

This can be seen in the Executive Committee’s reaction to a proposal
in 1871 to ask ‘some ladies to speak in public on the Peace Question’.
It was decided that whilst the Committee ‘considered that it was of
great importance to take every available opportunity of enlisting the
sympathies of women in this direction’, it was ‘not prepared at present
to take any definitive step in this direction’.9 Six months later, there was
a further illustration of this ambivalence when Julia Ward Howe, who
was on a lecture tour of Britain holding meetings on peace, applied to
speak to the Peace Society’s annual meeting. The Committee responded
that it:

felt a cordial sympathy with the object proposed by that lady [but]
they were also of [the] opinion that the greatest care is requisite on
the part of this Society in relation to any formal support of efforts
in no way under its control. Hence, inasmuch as Mrs. Howe’s printed
programme of operations includes a variety of subjects as, for example,
‘the antagonism of sex,’ the Committee were not prepared to take any
direct action in uniting with her meetings or lectures.10

In order to affiliate with women during this period, it was essential for
the Peace Society that such women were ‘under its control’. It was not
necessarily the case that greater sexual equality existed among Quakers
than within wider society and therefore it cannot be assumed that the
Quakers on the Peace Society’s Committee, however forward-thinking
they might have been in respect to other issues, would have been open
to the principle of women’s equality in any area other than spiritual
matters.

As a feminist and a suffragist, Mrs Julia Ward Howe (1819–1910)
was to have a crucial role in the divisions that occurred within the
Peace Society over the following decade. In September 1870, in response
to the Franco-Prussian war Howe issued an ‘Appeal to Womanhood
throughout the World’, calling for universal action by women in favour
of peace. This led to the founding of the US-based Women’s Inter-
national Peace Association (WIPA) in spring 1871, with Howe as its
president.11 Despite being refused an audience by the Peace Society,
Howe undertook a speaking tour of Britain and Europe in 1872, assisted
by the Anti-CD Act campaigner, Josephine Butler. Two branches of her
Women’s Peace Association were founded in 1872, by Mrs E. M. King
in London and Maria Atkinson in Manchester. However, the London
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branch was short-lived due to the fact that the Peace Society established
its own London-based women’s auxiliary soon afterwards. Howe’s
‘Appeal to Womanhood’ failed to inspire an international campaign,
but Howe did find a niche within the American Peace Society and the
women’s movement.

The Peace Society’s 1873 Annual Report recognised the work of
Mrs E. M. King (b. 1829/1830).12 King was active in the Ladies’ National
Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, and had
spoken on the formation of a Women’s International Peace Associ-
ation at the Social Science Congress at Plymouth in September 1872. She
called for an association of men and women that was concerned with
‘ensuring to women the right to be heard or represented’ in any future
settlement of international disputes. She listed the aims of the associ-
ation as being the establishment of a permanent court of arbitration,
gradual general disarmament, and the instruction of the working classes
in international law and the evils of war – all issues for which the Peace
Society had sympathy. Her interest had been kindled by her campaign
against the Contagious Diseases Acts, as she argued that one of the evils
of war was the necessity of standing armies, and the ‘special laws or
regulations’ by which military systems were maintained. Like Josephine
Butler, King linked the Anti-CD Act cause to a more general critique of
the military system, and in this respect differed from the Peace Society
in that she argued for the reform of the military rather than its abolition:
for example, she held that permitting marriage in the army would reduce
‘moral and physical’ disease.13

A month after the publication of the 1873 Annual Report, the
Herald advertised an essay competition on its front cover. The prize
was offered by the Women’s Peace Association, whose secretaries
were given as E. M. King in London and Miss Maria Atkinson in
Manchester.14 Although Henry Richard had voted in support of the
1870 and 1883 women’s suffrage bills, the Peace Society as a whole was
explicitly opposed to suffragism and feminism, and it moved fast
to establish its own women’s auxiliary, to ensure that a society was
founded that was wholly under its control and in accordance with its
principles. The Peace Society journal, the Herald of Peace, was the lead-
ing pacifist journal during this period and the Society used its columns
to advertise its new women’s auxiliary and ensure that it dominated
public accounts.

The Executive Committee’s minute books clearly support this.
In March 1874, Henry Richard received several communications from
a Friend, Mrs E. M. Southey, and from other women regarding the
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possibility of initiating a women’s peace association. Richard wrote to
Southey to approve the formation of a ladies’ auxiliary peace society,
and stated ‘the party represented by Mrs King’ might be ‘better apart
from us as it seems to contain some elements that might not very
comfortably amalgamate with us’.15 Southey was an Evangelical Quaker
who espoused social purity feminism, and she was therefore an ally for
the Peace Society against the Anti-CD Act campaigners, such as King
and Butler, who insisted on publicly addressing such unladylike issues
as prostitution. A rift had developed in the early 1870s between the Peace
Society and Anti-CD Act campaigners as a result of disagreements over
the role of standing armies, and the Peace Society withdrew all sup-
port from the campaign to repeal the Acts. Not only had King been
a member of the repeal organisation, the Ladies’ National Association,
but she had also been involved in a direct public protest against the
Acts: she was arrested in Plymouth in 1870 for obstructing the police
while they escorted a woman to a lock hospital, and this made her
particularly undesirable from the Peace Society’s point of view. Her
libertarian political views, rather than any religious or Evangelical
beliefs, informed her feminist work, which included ‘antimedical and
antimilitary’ campaigns.16

Richard was keen to recruit women with religious and absolutist
sentiments on peace, rather than non-absolutists who were portrayed as
more explicitly ‘political’. In his letter to Southey, he went on to suggest
Priscilla Bright McLaren, Margaret Bright Lucas, Mrs Pennington (aunt
of Priscilla, Margaret, Jacob and John Bright), or ‘ladies of the Society of
Friends’ who would ‘with yourself make excellent leaders in the cause’.17

All the women concerned – King, Howe, Southey, McLaren, Lucas and
Pennington – were suffragists (as was Henry Richard), but King in par-
ticular employed political rather than religious arguments in support of
peace. In her paper to the Social Science Congress in 1872 she rejected
religious arguments against war, and the Peace Society were reluctant
to publicly associate with a woman who, although similar to them in
her use of non-absolutist arguments, could be viewed as ‘unwomanly’
in her rejection of religious authority.18

The ‘provisional secretary’ of the new Auxiliary was announced as
E. M. Southey, and from the outset it was stated that ‘Christian women,
of every denomination’ were invited to join. The Herald reported the
formation of the Auxiliary in detail, arguing that because of their ‘power
over the young’ and ‘their general strength of sympathy and persuasion’,
women were expected to occupy themselves with enlisting religious
ministers and young children to the peace cause.19 The final section of
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the Herald’s report stated that the work of the Auxiliary would be all the
more ‘efficient’ and ‘successful’ because:

it adheres to . . . that fundamental principle which the recently-
organised Committee of Ladies has cordially and decidedly elected
to take its stand upon – the spirit of Christianity. There may be, and
indeed are, worthy persons, whether Jews or others, who are ready to
co-operate in the cause whilst not accepting such a principle; yet it
is only Christianity, in its scriptural form and historic actuality, which
can supply the strongest motives for effort and perseverance in this
direction . . . [I]t is one of the most hopeful and promising features
of the new movement among the English ladies that . . . they have
so decidedly and emphatically expressed their resolve to take this
powerful and supreme principle as the distinctly Christian basis of
their operations.20

This emphasis upon ‘scriptural form’ and activism indicates that the
women who influenced the Committee were Evangelicals, probably
mainly Evangelical Quakers. Although the Peace Society was by the
mid-1870s beginning to feel the tension between public persuasiveness
(which meant non-absolutism) and Christian orthodoxy (which meant
opposition to all war), and made use of politically-based arguments
for practical steps such as arbitration, it clearly expected its women’s
auxiliary to focus solely on religious arguments and the education of
the young.

This expectation can be seen in the Herald’s report of the inaugural
meeting of the Auxiliary. Southey argued that in the formation of the
Women’s Peace and Arbitration Auxiliary of the Peace Society
(WPAAPS) it was important, firstly that a Christian basis was agreed
upon, and secondly that it was agreed to co-operate with the Peace
Society.21 When it was proposed to constitute the Auxiliary on the same
Christian basis as the Peace Society, one woman present objected to
the term ‘Christian’, arguing that it excluded Jews. She was told that
while ‘the co-operation of such persons would always be welcomed and
courteously met, . . . it was desirable that a body distinctly auxiliary to
the Peace Society should, so far as possible, adopt the same fundamental
principles’. A ‘unanimous’ decision followed this exchange, in which it
was agreed to accept the term ‘Christian’.22

For the Peace Society, the meeting was a success, as the Auxiliary
was established upon the desired lines. In the aftermath of the Franco-
Prussian war, and in the midst of the movement against the Conta-
gious Diseases Acts, it appears that the time was right for some form of
women’s peace society. Rather than face a loss of women’s membership
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to the feminist movement, the Peace Society quickly facilitated the forma-
tion of an official female auxiliary that observed the same principles as
the parent society.

The character of the Auxiliary can best be seen in its annual meet-
ings. Its members did not tend to be ‘platform women’, and therefore
finding female speakers meant approaching those who did not accept the
cultural taboos on women speaking in public – that is, women who were
already involved in the feminist movement. At the first annual meet-
ing, the only women speakers were Lydia Becker and Maria Atkinson,
both of whom originated from the ‘Manchester School’ rather than the
Evangelical religious background that was more common to the WPAAPS
membership. Neither was a member of the Auxiliary, and Becker was
outspoken in disagreeing with the principles expressed by the Peace
Society’s male speakers, arguing that women had ‘a responsibility as to
the exercise of their capabilities for public influence’, and should not seek
to confine themselves to the ‘obscurities of their homes’. Maria Atkinson,
representing the Manchester Women’s Peace Association, read a letter
from Julia Ward Howe and reported on the progress of her association,
which was linked to Howe’s Women’s International Peace Associ-
ation rather than the WPAAPS. (Although King’s London branch of
the Women’s Peace Association was incorporated into the Auxiliary to
the Peace Society, Atkinson’s Manchester Association lasted for several
decades.) The Herald supported the presence of women speakers, noting
that ‘Miss Becker . . . evinced a power and liveliness of oratory which very
pleasantly affected and animated the meeting, and induced wishes that,
another year, the Ladies Society may exercise a little more independence
of gentlemen speakers, at least on an occasion peculiarly their own.’23

Yet despite this conclusion, only one female speaker (Mrs Sarah Sheldon
Amos, also a suffragist) was invited to the second annual meeting, along-
side seven men.24

Although again chaired by a popular figure in the peace movement,
Leone Levi, and addressed by male Peace Society members, the 1877
meeting was also addressed by five very prominent women, two of whom
– Lydia Becker and Julia Ward Howe – were potentially controversial.
The other three, Clara Lucas Balfour, Margaret Bright Lucas and Margaret
Parker of Dundee, were active within the temperance movement, a
cause that overlapped but was by no means synonymous with peace. In
1876, Parker and Bright Lucas had been instrumental in founding the
British Women’s Temperance Association (BWTA), of which Parker
was appointed president in 1876, Bright Lucas in 1877 and Lucas Balfour
in 1878.25 The BWTA connection between these three women suggests
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that they were chosen to speak as a result of their work in the temperance
movement. But what of Julia Ward Howe and Lydia Becker?

Howe’s speech was uncontroversial. She was, she said, ‘glad that the
. . . [WPAAPS] was an “auxiliary” to that of the men’, and she focused on
the importance of motherhood as work for women, emphasising that
mothers had a duty to educate their sons to respect moral rather than
physical force. These comments were unremarkable for the Peace Society
and indeed upheld some of its more traditional ideas. Howe’s feminism
was undoubtedly problematic in this context, but as the WPAAPS meet-
ing included other suffragists such as Margaret Bright Lucas, it is unlikely
that Howe appeared particularly controversial. Lydia Becker gave a more
provocative speech. She ‘spoke of the importance of women rightly
informing themselves as to the extent of their own influence. She would
have [women] study public questions also, not to read their Bibles less,
but their newspapers more.’ This emphasis on women’s role in the public
sphere was extreme from the perspective of the Peace Society, though
perhaps less so by this time for the WPAAPS. She went on to argue that
‘every shilling [women] earn, every cup of tea they drink, is taxed or
mulcted for war expenditure’, a point that highlighted the economic con-
nections between supposedly separate public and private lives.26 Becker’s
pacifism was based on Cobdenite free trade arguments, and sympathy
for republican nationalism. She was a ‘rationalist’ rather than a religious
woman, so her invitation to speak to a specifically Christian body of
women indicates the internal tensions within the WPAAPS that were to
lead to its split in 1882. Becker was politically closer to the secular IAPA,
and in 1884, allowed them to use her Women’s Suffrage Journal to put
their message across to women.27

The Herald acknowledged that the success of the WPAAPS was
largely owed to Southey.28 The Auxiliary’s membership rose to over 350
women in 1878, and the broad support forthcoming from the feminist
movement can be seen in the fact that a memorial to the Queen calling
for a congress of European powers was signed by thirteen thousand
women, including leading lights of the feminist movement such as
Maria Grey, Emily Shirreff, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, Anna Swanwick,
Isa Knox and Frances Buss. In addition, the 1879 Annual Meeting
included addresses from Josephine Butler and Eliza Sturge.29 However,
the Auxiliary increasingly suffered from a lack of funds. The Peace Society
regularly contributed to the Auxiliary, usually in the realm of £20 per
year in response to requests by Southey, yet the WPAAPS constantly
experienced difficulty in covering its expenses. This can be contrasted
with the sums paid each year to Cremer’s Workmen’s Peace Association,
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which although it had markedly different aims to the Peace Society
received between £100 and £400 per year until it separated from the
Society in 1888. In addition, fifty or sixty pounds was paid each year
to the Peace Society’s local auxiliary in Liverpool.30 The fact that the
women’s association was not supported to the same degree as other
auxiliaries indicates that the Peace Society viewed women’s involvement
in its work as of only limited relevance and importance.

The Peace Society resisted feminist efforts to work for peace, and by
establishing its own women’s auxiliary weakened other (rival) women’s
peace societies and forced them to disband or become marginal to the
work of the Society. King’s branch of the Women’s Peace Association
lost support with the establishment of the WPAAPS, though Maria
Atkinson’s Manchester Women’s Peace Association was tolerated by the
Peace Society and treated almost as an auxiliary member by the WPAAPS,
probably because it was a smaller organisation and provincial in its loca-
tion. Furthermore, the Peace Society typically only promoted the work
of the WPAAPS when religious language and imagery was employed in
its arguments. This was seen as a more respectable approach than Lydia
Becker’s opinion that women should be brought out of the domestic
sphere. Yet the events of the early 1880s proved that a substantial number
of WPAAPS members were not comfortable with the control that the
Peace Society exerted over its women’s Auxiliary, and while not dis-
senting from its religious focus, nonetheless wanted to apply their own
social and moral purity views more fully within the movement.

The Peace Society’s reluctance to associate itself with feminists
created tensions for its women’s Auxiliary between those who preferred a
feminist approach and those who held more religious views. Not surpris-
ingly, permanent divisions developed. In the early 1880s, an Evangelical
Quaker named Priscilla Peckover became drawn into the peace movement
and revitalised the WPAAPS’s membership. This occurred simultaneously
with the founding of a new, radical peace association, the Interna-
tional Arbitration and Peace Association. The feminist members of the
WPAAPS broke away to affiliate to the new Association, while the more
steadfast members such as Peckover and Mrs Henry Richard formed
a new auxiliary to the Peace Society. The work of Priscilla Peckover in
Wisbech is described in some detail in chapter 5. Here, it is enough
to say that after one year of work, from 1879 to 1880, her Local Peace
Associations had amassed nearly 900 members in Cambridgeshire alone,
in comparison to the WPAAPS’s national total of 442 members.31

The split within the peace movement caused problems for the Peace
Society, and in the long term can be seen as a signal of its declining
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influence. The peace movement as a whole was beginning to require
greater pluralism both in terms of the politics and policies of individual
associations, and in its methods of bringing the peace question before
Parliament and the public. Despite Henry Richard’s ability to tailor his
arguments to his audience, under his leadership the Peace Society gained
the reputation of being an absolute pacifist organisation. It was often
difficult to distinguish between what the Society advocated as religious
ethics, and what were its practical policies.32 Unlike its effects, the cause
of the split was relatively trivial. The Executive Committee discovered
that its subscription agent, Lewis Appleton, had been collecting sub-
scriptions and donations and failing to pass them all on to the Society.
He was dismissed and immediately began to organise a ‘rival’ society
that he tried to build up using his Peace Society contacts. This was not
difficult as the scandal was kept private and subscribers had no know-
ledge that Appleton, who had been well known as the Society’s agent,
was suddenly not to be trusted. ‘Unpleasant correspondence’ continued
throughout 1881 as a result of the way the new society was operating.
To add fuel to the fire, the Peace Society’s Committee discovered that
Southey was issuing public approvals of the new society using the name
of the WPAAPS. There was ‘some correspondence’ with Southey over
this, although the reason for distancing the old from the new society
was not explained to her.33

Within a matter of months, the Committee realised that a split
in the women’s auxiliary was unavoidable, and Henry Richard wrote to
Priscilla Peckover as a representative of one of the WPAAPS’s branch
associations. He informed her that ‘you should be aware that Mrs Southey
is trying . . . to separate the Women’s Peace Auxiliary from the Old
Peace Society to which it was an auxiliary’ in order to affiliate it to
Appleton’s new IAPA. Again, Richard would not explain the details
of the scandal, but instead remarked that the Committee ‘felt them-
selves obliged to part with [Appleton] and on his dismissal from
our service he started a new and what we cannot but regard as a rival
Society founded on the exclusion of the Christian principle from its
constitution’. The IAPA, he said, ‘only proposes to do precisely the
same work in the way of practical measures which we are doing already’.
He went on to say that he was only informing her of this situation
‘in case any communication is made to you’, so that Peckover would
know how things stood.34

Henry Richard wrote on the same day to Mr J. W. Harvey, who
was the husband of an active member of the women’s peace move-
ment in Leeds. Again, Richard assumed ‘some sort of relation’ between
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Mrs Harvey’s branch and the WPAAPS, and informed Mr Harvey in
confidence of the financial discrepancies in Appleton’s accounts, telling
him that ‘in revenge for his dismissal’ Appleton had started a society
that was causing the Peace Society ‘great trouble’. He gave his reason for
contacting Harvey as being that Southey had, ‘without consulting us
. . . [sent] to the papers a resolution of their committee though prob-
ably representing three or four persons only[,] expressing their cordial
approval of the new society’. Richard was aware that Southey intended
to separate the Auxiliary from the Peace Society and transfer its affiliation
to the IAPA. He made it clear that he did not think that ‘other ladies
who have been acting with her’ would approve of this step, and he there-
fore ‘mention[ed] it to [Mr Harvey] . . . to place them on their guard’.35

Faced with the possibility of losing some or all of their official women’s
auxiliary, the Peace Society attempted to muster support amongst the
regional women’s branches, perceiving the central WPAAPS as having
only distant relations with the branches, who might be unlikely to transfer
their affiliation to the IAPA. Neither Peckover nor Harvey were personally
known to Henry Richard at this time, but he presumably felt confident
of being able to rely on their support.

The Peace Society then instructed the WPAAPS to call a meeting
to decide which society they wished to affiliate with, and asked to be
allowed to send a deputation of Peace Society representatives to this
meeting ‘to make verbal explanations’. At the meeting it was reported
in the Peace Society’s minutes that the ladies had ‘expressed their
desire for continued and harmonious connection’ with the Society.
But less than two weeks later, it was discovered that the WPAAPS had
continued its communications with the IAPA. A new minute was sub-
stituted for the one previously passed, detailing that while the Peace
Society was very glad to maintain its connections with the WPAAPS,
it could only do so ‘by the Auxiliary conducting its operations in
harmony with those of the Peace Society and entirely apart from any
other organisation’.36

Why did Southey and a number of women in the Auxiliary embrace
the prospect of separating from the Peace Society and amalgamating
with the IAPA? The IAPA’s principal differences from the Peace Society
were that it was secular and it did not require its members to adhere
to Christian absolute pacifism, or the renunciation of all war. It did,
however, employ Christian principles in its arguments, including the
idea that war was at variance with the principles of Christianity. But the
majority of women who were dissatisfied with the affiliation to the Peace
Society were in fact Friends, so it seems unlikely that their motivation
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to affiliate with the IAPA was driven by the desire for a more secular
association that was not founded on the Christian (or Quaker) prin-
ciple.37 Instead, it seems that the deciding factor was that of women’s
activism. The Peace Society offered only a circumscribed role for women,
while the IAPA was open to a more feminist approach and women
were eligible to sit on its Executive Committee. Although a number
of women elected to stay affiliated to the Peace Society, a substantial
proportion of the WPAAPS’s Executive Committee decided to leave.
The 1881 annual meeting, which took place just before the final split,
featured Margaret Bright Lucas and Helen Taylor as speakers, and
both women remained active in the WPAAPS after it split from the
Peace Society and joined the IAPA.38 The more supportive attitude of
the IAPA towards women’s work for peace was an important factor in
their decision, and indeed, it seems that the members who left took
with them most of the expertise on arranging meetings with well-known
speakers, devising methods of campaign, and providing a central body
for the women’s peace movement as a whole. Even if they did not take
the membership of the WPAAPS with them, it seems they took most
of the organisational experience.

Following the communications with the Executive Committee,
Southey wrote to the Peace Society in late April 1882 explaining that the
WPAAPS had now decided to constitute itself on an independent basis
(renaming itself the Women’s Peace and Arbitration Association, or
WPAA), and the Herald reported that she had ‘resigned’.39 The Ladies’
Peace Auxiliary in its new form was officially inaugurated on 12 July
1882, with Priscilla Peckover as treasurer and Mrs Henry Richard as pre-
sident. From this point, the Auxiliary began to become more provincial
in its membership and methods, lacking a strong leadership in London.
However, it retained a formidable campaigner in Priscilla Peckover,
and it was she who became the dominant figure in the women’s peace
movement. Peckover dominated the Auxiliary with her work at Wisbech,
until a fellow Quaker, Ellen Robinson from Liverpool, took over the
Auxiliary in 1896. Peckover distanced the Auxiliary from political ques-
tions and strengthened its links with Sunday Schools, religious ministers
and provincial women. While Peckover’s own Local Peace Association
(LPA) movement expanded greatly, the Peace Society’s Auxiliary did
not experience any significant growth in its popularity. It sank from
350 members in 1878 to just over one hundred members in 1885, by
which time Peckover’s Local Peace Associations had attracted over nine
thousand members across Britain, most of whom were women, and
nearly half of whom belonged to her Wisbech branch.40
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During the 1880s, changes occurred within the Peace Society itself,
which helped to draw women more into its own work and reduced the
need for a women’s auxiliary. In March 1885, Henry Richard resigned as
secretary; by August 1888, he was dead. He had become the ‘embodiment’
of the Society over his forty years of involvement in its affairs, and a
short period of crisis followed his death that was exacerbated by the
simultaneous resignation (for unrelated reasons) of William Jones, his
successor as secretary.41 The end of 1888 thus saw the appointment of a
relatively new face within the Executive Committee of the Society, the
Reverend William Evans Darby (1844–1922), who came highly recom-
mended by none other than Priscilla Peckover.42

Darby continued Richard’s methods of working with pacifists of
many persuasions, while keeping the Society as a Christian, absolutist
body that restricted its executive positions to those who held such views.
Perhaps because Darby had only a short history of work in the peace
movement and had not previously been involved in the Peace Society’s
Executive Committee, he had a harder task than Richard in maintain-
ing the Society’s aims. Darby’s term of office, which lasted from 1888 to
1915, initially heralded a number of changes and brought the methods
of the Society more up to date for the late 1880s and 1890s. Women in
particular became more publicly involved in the work of the Society
after Darby assumed the secretaryship. Yet although in the short term
Darby modernised the Society to some degree, and perhaps managed
to prolong its influence by a number of years, his long term of office
was ultimately to witness the decline of the Society’s influence within
the British peace movement.43

Within three months of Darby’s appointment, the first woman
(Priscilla Peckover) was invited to join the Executive Committee.
Although Peckover was highly respected within the Peace Society, it was
a significant step that it was willing to accept the input of a woman
on its decision-making body. Priscilla Peckover, however, felt that
such an appointment would be too public a role for her to take and she
declined the offer. At the same time, the first women were invited to
act as vice-presidents of the Society. They were Sarah Pease, Priscilla
Peckover, Mrs Henry Richard and Laura Ormiston Chant. Chant
and Peckover were also suggested as possible speakers for the annual
meeting. Margaret Bright Lucas was appointed a vice-president within
a matter of months, as was Priscilla Bright McLaren, after Lucas’s
death in early 1890.44 It was also in 1890 – at Darby’s second annual
meeting as secretary – that a woman, Ellen Robinson, first addressed
the assembly.
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The Peace Society’s choice of vice-presidents was significant. Mrs
Henry Richard was an obvious choice for appointment after the death
of her husband, and she was also president of the women’s Auxiliary.
Similarly, Priscilla Peckover was a natural choice after she refused the post
on the Executive Committee. She was perhaps the best representation of
Evangelical Quakerism among the four women, yet she had also shown,
through her journal Peace and Goodwill, an awareness of how to work with
other pacifist bodies. Miss Sarah Pease (1828–1929) was a member of the
Quaker Pease family of Darlington, which had been heavily involved with
the Peace Society since its foundation. Joseph Pease (1799–1872) had been
its president from 1859 to 1872, his brother Henry (1807–81) succeeded
him on his death and Joseph’s son Joseph Whitwell Pease (1828–1903)
succeeded his uncle. Joseph Whitwell Pease was also the father of Sarah,
and cousin to Elizabeth Pease Nichol (1807–97), who was appointed a
vice-president of the Peace Society in 1891.45 Sarah Pease was not actively
involved in the work of the Peace Society, and was most likely appointed
because of the prominence of the Peases in the history of the Peace
Society’s presidency, and the family’s willingness to donate funds.

The appointment of Laura Ormiston Chant (1848–1923) is another
matter. Unlike Pease, Peckover and Richard, she was a nondenomina-
tional preacher and writer and does not appear to have had family
connections which would have recommended her for such a post. She
was reported to be an excellent public speaker, and yet the Peace Society
did not avail itself of her skills in this area until 1895. The Society was,
it seems, influenced by Chant’s politics: she was an Evangelical feminist
whose interests were mainly focused around Liberal politics and social
purity issues. With Millicent Garrett Fawcett she had been the subject
of controversy in feminist circles in 1889 as a result of her involve-
ment in the National Vigilance Association’s closing of brothels. Unlike
E. M. King and Josephine Butler, who publicly opposed the CD Acts,
social purity feminists such as Chant were concerned with eradicating
‘vice’ rather than working with prostitutes to get them into paid jobs
with better working conditions. Social reformers such as Butler argued
that by eliminating prostitution without making alternative work avail-
able, Chant and Fawcett were taking a repressive approach that forced
working-class women further into poverty.46 Chant also relied heavily
on maternalist rhetoric, utilising concepts of ‘natural’ femininity that
represented all women as bound by middle-class concerns with respect-
ability, passivity and nurturance. She assumed that motherhood was
a universal experience for women, and one that took place within the
confines of the middle-class home.47
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As a Liberal, an Evangelical and a social purity feminist, Chant was
a ‘respectable’ choice for the Peace Society, which perhaps felt that it
needed to include an active feminist on a list of women who, it must
be said, were not known primarily for their political activities. However,
the two women later appointed as vice-presidents, Margaret Bright Lucas
and Priscilla Bright McLaren, had for some time been highly active in
feminist campaigns. As prominent, well-connected Quakers, they had
enjoyed the support of the Peace Society since the 1870s when Henry
Richard had suggested that they would make ‘excellent leaders’ of the
WPAAPS. Although Lucas had been made president of Southey’s IAPA-
affiliated WPAA in the 1880s, the decline in antagonism between the
Peace Society and the IAPA over the following decade may have led the
Society to formalise its relationship with the figurehead of the WPAA
by appointing her to the Society.48

The Peace Society was also at this time experiencing a new struggle
with regard to peace movements in Europe. The 1892 Peace Congress in
Rome had voted for the creation of an International Peace Bureau (IPB)
as a permanent body to provide information on peace movements in
different nations, and to unite these movements if such action was called
for. This call originated with the republican ILPL, and the Peace Society
was initially concerned that the international body would be dominated
by the republicans. The ILPL, it argued, was ‘of an avowedly political
character and of advanced political views’, and the Society therefore,
‘while wishing it well’, was ‘unable to place itself unreservedly at the
mercy of “united action” in Continental politics, in which it would have
but a minor voice, and of which it might not approve’.49 Its hostility
to the new IPB seems to have been based as much on the desire to
maintain international control over the movement as on the worry that
the Peace Society would be lost among the European organisations. It
argued against the formation of the IPB on the grounds that the Peace
Society and the American Peace Society were already performing the
functions of such a Bureau. The IPB made many attempts to reassure
the Peace Society that it intended to work simply as an international
source of information and support, but Darby was never wholly con-
vinced and the relationship between him and Élie Ducommun, the
secretary of the IPB and an ILPL member, was always tense.50

This hostility to the Continental movement seems more a product
of Darby’s approach than that of Richard. Richard was first drawn into
the peace movement in the late 1840s when some of the largest Peace
Congresses were being held on the Continent. He argued in 1885 that
in his four decades of experience, ‘we have found no practical difficulty
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whatever in working with all sorts and conditions of men at home
and abroad’.51 Yet as European pacifisms began to influence the British
peace movement, and the strength of radical organisations such as the
IAPA increased, Darby’s Peace Society found international co-operation
increasingly difficult.

Over the last decades of the nineteenth century, there was a gradual
increase in the levels of co-operation and collaboration between feminists
and absolute pacifists. Organised women’s pacifism in the 1870s was
dominated by Evangelicalism, as a result of the Peace Society’s manip-
ulation of the women’s peace movement. By the 1880s its women’s
Auxiliary had split, with Evangelical feminists opting for an organisation
that allowed them some political independence, while the remaining
members chose to continue working with the Peace Society in a specific-
ally auxiliary context. During the 1890s, the Peace Society began to accept
the possibility that women could be both public speakers and active
members of the Society. As a result of the work undertaken by Peckover
and Robinson, the Auxiliary became more forward-looking and truly
international than the Peace Society could ever have envisaged.
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5

Priscilla Peckover and
the ‘truest form of patriotism’ 1

A s an organisation with a stated commitment to absolute
pacifism, the Peace Society experienced considerable difficulties
in working with non-absolutists. The problems were caused by

divisions over the role of Christianity in peace principles, and the ques-
tion of whether some wars could be justified. Indeed, a study of the
Peace Society in this period suggests that it was simply impractical to
expect pacifists divided by this principle to work together. Yet the work
of one of the most active women in the late nineteenth-century peace
movement demonstrates that it was possible for absolute pacifists to
work closely with non-absolutists, even when differences of opinion and
principle occurred. Priscilla Peckover provides a key example of inter-
organisational co-operation, especially in respect of the mass movement
she generated: the Local Peace Associations (LPAs). Peckover’s methods
of working drew upon both Quaker ideals and domestic ideology. In
contrast to the Peace Society’s approach, which was often both defensive
and, to some extent, uncooperative, Priscilla Peckover was influenced
by gendered norms of behaviour which, when combined with her Quaker
background and the context of the peace movement, gave rise to more
collaborative and conciliatory methods. She strived to conform to late
Victorian conceptions of gender roles, and in consequence, used non-
confrontational methods such as compromise and co-operation instead
of the Peace Society’s tendency towards threats and obstruction.

The influence of gender norms is of course relevant to the other
women discussed in this book, because some feminists chose to deliber-
ately challenge such norms. As Judith R. Walkowitz has shown, the
leadership of the Ladies’ National Association for the Repeal of the
Contagious Diseases Acts was forced to battle on two fronts, against
the supporters of the Acts and the male repealers who believed women
had no place in the campaign. The prospect of mixed-sex meetings, for
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example, was particularly abhorrent to such men. As a result, women
repealers began to ally themselves with other social groups, particularly
working-class men, in order to create an environment in which their
campaigns and opinions would be accepted.2 Lucy Bland has discussed
similar problems operating on an intellectual rather than a practical
level in her consideration of the Men and Women’s Club. This Club,
which consisted of radicals, socialists and feminists, accepted that men
and women could meet in a private forum to exchange intellectual ideas
on the state of relations between the sexes. However, many women
members found after a few meetings that their opinions continued to be
subordinated to those of the men and that their means of expression –
particularly their use of the personal, which contrasted with the dry,
legalistic style used by the men – was dismissed as subjective, unscholarly
and irrelevant.3

While these questions of social norms were undoubtedly an issue
within the feminist movement, and indeed Victorian society as a whole,
such disputes operated in very specific ways for the women who were
active within pacifism. As a political pressure group the peace move-
ment prioritised the work of its male members, including, after the
extension of the franchise to many working men in 1867, working-class
men via Cremer’s WPA. The focus on those with the political power
of the ballot meant that women were neglected both as suitable targets
for peace propaganda and as valid workers within the Peace Society.
Peckover worked within the peace movement rather than the feminist
movement, and indeed was ambivalent to the women’s movement and
careful to distance herself and her work from it. She was a Quaker and
an absolute pacifist, yet she managed to work with non-absolutist organ-
isations far more effectively than did the Peace Society. She brought to
her peace campaigns a clear concept of ‘woman’s role’, which embraced
established gender norms by emphasising women’s domestic respons-
ibilities, and yet also challenged such norms by assuming that women
should have the power to shape public opinion.

Miss Priscilla Hannah Peckover (1833–1931) was born in Wisbech, Cam-
bridgeshire, to a wealthy family of bankers and philanthropists. She was
educated privately but briefly attended school in Brighton, and on the
death of her brother Alexander’s wife in 1862, devoted her life to raising
her three nieces. She was raised as a Quaker and went on to be recorded
as a minister by her Meeting, and maintained strong family ties, although
she never married. It was only in her forties that she became active in
peace and reform work. The Peckover family as a whole contributed
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significantly to the social, cultural and economic fortunes of Wisbech,
playing a prominent role in charitable and philanthropic pursuits
throughout the nineteenth century. They contributed to local organisa-
tions and founded a museum and a Working Men’s Club and Institute.
It is a testament to the family’s local influence that Peckover House
remains in Wisbech today, having been bequeathed to the National Trust
when the last of the three nieces, Alexa, died in 1948. In addition, a large
number of the surrounding buildings, including the Friends’ Meeting
House, were financed by various members of the family.4

Priscilla Peckover’s inspiration to join the peace movement came,
appropriately, in 1878, just a year before her youngest niece, Anna Jane,
turned eighteen. At Quaker Meetings, the eighth query from the Book of
Discipline, ‘Are you faithful in bearing your Christian testimony against
all war?’ was read out periodically. Her initial response to this query was
that ‘it has nothing to do with us [women]’. Shortly afterwards, she came
into contact with the WPAAPS work being undertaken by E. M. Southey.
On hearing that the WPAAPS had only two hundred members, Peckover
was roused to become involved because ‘It seemed to me a disgrace that
only two hundred women could be found who believed in Peace.’ Instead
of waiting for members to join, she canvassed from house to house, put-
ting together a Christian declaration against war and asking for signatories
and subscriptions of one penny. The result was the formation of the
Wisbech Local Peace Association (WLPA), which gained six thousand
subscribers within ten years.5 Peckover’s work in Wisbech spawned other
LPA branches across Britain and various parts of the world, as far afield
as Japan and New Zealand. However, Wisbech LPA remained the largest
branch and indeed the driving force behind the LPA movement.

In 1882 Peckover founded a quarterly journal, Peace and Goodwill:
a Sequel to the Olive Leaf, which campaigned for the establishment of a
court of nations and the reduction of all armed forces, with a view to
their eventual abolition.6 Peckover edited and indeed funded the journal
for nearly fifty years, until her death in 1931. It was for the most part
a single-issue, Evangelical journal, focused around Christian, absolute
pacifism and the progress of the peace movement across the world.
However, it also included critiques of the oppression and domination
that was being practised across the British empire. Like Peckover herself,
Peace and Goodwill bypassed questions relating to the women’s move-
ment, such as the suffrage, and argued instead that women possessed
the power and influence to work for peace and international arbitration,
and should not think of putting off such work until other aims had
been achieved. It was intended to be the journal of Wisbech LPA, but
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effectively became a focal point of the entire LPA movement, alongside
Peckover herself and the six thousand-strong Wisbech LPA. Peace and
Goodwill ceased publication on Peckover’s death in 1931, and the Wisbech
LPA was disbanded, despite the fact that membership levels remained
at around five thousand people. Peckover herself was most active in the
1880s and 1890s, travelling to international congresses and involving
herself with the work of the Peace Society, its women’s Auxiliary, the
International Peace Bureau, and the IAPA. The onset of rheumatism
at the turn of the century meant that for the last thirty years of her life
travel became increasingly difficult, and her activities were gradually
restricted to producing her journal and maintaining the WLPA.

Existing literature on Peckover presents her as a marginal presence
within the peace movement whose politics simply echoed those of the
Peace Society. Jill Liddington has argued that Peckover lacked ‘a sharp
analysis of British imperialism’, while Peter Brock claims that her opinions
‘coincided more or less’ with those of the Peace Society. Martin Ceadel
notes that Peckover was ‘astonishingly successful’ in mobilising the
LPA movement, yet barely mentions her work in a study of the British
peace movement spanning over four hundred pages. Paul Laity acknow-
ledges Peckover’s criticisms of imperialism but on the whole presents
her as conveying an ‘optimistic Christian pacifism’.7 While Peckover
allied herself with the Peace Society more closely than most other female
peace activists of this period, it is important to stress that on a number
of significant issues she disagreed with its aims and methods. She was also
critical of the expansionist British imperialism that was being practiced
across the globe, and she publicly disagreed with the Peace Society on
the question of how to protest against the second Anglo-Boer war.

Although Peckover’s personal focus was strongly influenced by
Christianity, she supported all other associations working for peace
and arbitration regardless of their religious affiliation. In a list of peace
societies of Europe and America published in Peace and Goodwill in
1885 she noted that although the associations listed did not all take
a Christian, or even a religious basis, and some combined peace work
with political or religious views that others would not support, they did
all see ‘the great need of working towards International Peace’.8 She
was adept at collaborating with a wide variety of peace workers, includ-
ing the European radicals who were the object of the Peace Society’s
suspicion. The sole indication of any division between Peckover and
republican nationalists on the continent came in the early 1900s, when
it was proposed by Gaston Moch, a member of the republican ILPL,
that the International Peace Bureau (IPB) pass a resolution on the ‘Right
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of Legitimate Defence’. This right, as drafted by Moch, affirmed the
right ‘possessed by every nation . . . to have recourse to arms in order to
safeguard its threatened interests’. This right ‘results not from the nature
of the claims put forward, but from the fact that the nation under
consideration has shown itself ready to submit them to a tribunal or
to an arbitrator, while the opposing nation has resorted to violence’.
This resolution directly conflicted with the absolute pacifist rejection
of the use of force even for defensive purposes. J. F. Green, the socialist
secretary of the non-absolutist IAPA, warned Élie Ducommun, the
secretary of the Bureau, that English and US pacifists were unlikely to
subscribe to the resolution, and Peckover cautioned him that ‘If the
Peace Congresses . . . begin to justify or regulate war, how could we from
our standpoint continue to be incorporated in the movement’.9

This exchange highlighted the divisions between some British and
US pacifists, and the Europeans. The ILPL and its companion organisa-
tions aimed to create the conditions under which violence at an inter-
national level could be regulated or policed. Because democratic republics
were seen as the ideal, it was necessary that state power be legitimised
on a defensive level for their protection. This contradicted the Christian
ideology of Peckover and the Peace Society, who held that the notion
of legitimate defence effectively justified war and, importantly, prepara-
tions for war. By recognising that certain conflicts could be legitimate,
the Bureau would acknowledge war as a system for settling disputes.
Peckover warned Ducommun that the adoption of the resolution would
split the membership and require the absolutists to resign. ‘Of course’,
she remarked, ‘we do not want to compel others to come up to our
standard.’10 The resolution failed, but the debate caused great concern
to British absolutists and served to remind them that, in the context
of the IPB, they were the weaker partners in a republican-dominated
Continental movement.

Despite the conflicts over this resolution, Peckover was prepared
to engage in work with non-absolutists. In 1893, after two years of
deliberations, she decided to accept the position of honorary associate
to Unione Lombarda, an Italian republican nationalist peace society.11

Yet Peckover constituted the WLPA on specifically Christian grounds,
and her LPA movement was unique in Britain in taking its stand
‘definitely on the Christian principles of its Declaration’ to which all
members were asked to subscribe.12 This was in contrast even to the
Peace Society, which had regulations for the absolutism of its Executive
Committee members but none for its wider membership, other than a
broad commitment to be against war and in favour of peace. In addition,
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Peckover did not expect the LPAs to work only with other Christians.
Although she held to her Christian principles she was also one of the
strongest advocates of cooperation between religious and secular pacifist
groups, supporting what Thomas Kennedy has called ‘collaborative
pacifism’.13 Indeed, Peckover deliberately marketed a great deal of her
propaganda at pacifist organisations in general, rather than Christian
pacifists specifically. She aimed to convert people to pacifism on the basis
of the need for international commitment to peace and arbitration,
rather than the unchristian nature of war, and was frequently critical of
the fact that many clergymen did not advocate peace principles. Peace
and Goodwill often carried articles, usually reprinted from other journals,
which questioned the commitment of Christianity to peace.14

It was the regional aspect of Priscilla Peckover’s peace work that
brought her greatest success. In contrast to the Peace Society’s women’s
auxiliary, the WLPA was immensely successful in recruiting members.
When it was founded in 1879, it had 144 members. Within a year, this
figure had risen to 723 men and women; by 1883, to approximately 2,400,
and by 1890 it peaked at six thousand. The membership level remained
the same at the turn of the century, and by the time of Peckover’s death
in 1931, it had declined only slightly, to just under five thousand. The
remarkable growth in membership over the first few years of the WLPA
can be seen in the fact that the population of Wisbech in 1891 was only
about 9,300 residents.15 Improbably, these statistics would make around
two-thirds of the town’s population LPA members in 1890.

While Peckover’s local influence, and that of her family, was a key
factor in generating so much support, it cannot be assumed that she
pressured local people to join. She noted in 1902 that she was reluctant
to consciously use her personal influence in order to gain subscribers,
and recalled an incident in 1879 when a farmer’s wife asked for one of
the declaration books. The woman returned the book to Peckover a
week later with the signatures of over fifty Wisbech tradesmen’s wives,
‘whom’, Peckover remarked, ‘I should have been too timid to ask –
besides having a fear that they might perhaps sign only to please me
– and I wanted real conviction’.16 Although it is likely that Peckover
would have held some influence over middle-class women in particular,
the huge membership of the WLPA cannot be explained by this alone.
The most likely explanation is that non-residents of Wisbech were
recorded as members.

There are no definitive figures on how many of Wisbech LPA’s
members were local men and women, but there are some indications that
the practice of subsuming members from other areas under the banner
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of Wisbech LPA was fairly common. By the mid-1890s, Wisbech LPA
consisted of around eighty sub-branches, although how many members
were needed to form a ‘sub-branch’ is unclear (it may have been as
few as one or two). In 1887, the Herald noted that the WLPA’s list of
members ‘included not only their own townsmen but also many from
the surrounding villages and different parts of the country, where they
were not strong enough to form associations of their own’. 17 As time
went on, Wisbech LPA’s huge membership may have consisted of
members all over the world, who were either in isolation or formed into
small groups who were unable to attract sufficient interest to establish
a local branch. Even so, it is remarkable that membership numbers
remained stable over the forty-year period from 1890 to 1931. Neither
the Anglo-Boer war, nor the First World War, nor the demographic,
social and economic changes that took place over this period had more
than a minor impact on subscriptions.

As may be implied by the Herald’s statement that the WLPA
attracted ‘townsmen’ from other areas, it existed as a women’s organisa-
tion only in the early days of its existence. Peckover’s canvassing soon
produced a number of men who wished to be able to join. In response,
the WLPA Committee prepared a ‘more detailed’ declaration based on
that used by William Randal Cremer’s Workmen’s Peace Association,
which Peckover reproduced in Peace and Goodwill. She followed this
with the disclaimer that LPA work was done on a purely Christian
basis, avoiding ‘any party politics and denominational differences’. The
wording for the original declaration was ‘I believe all war to be contrary
to the mind of Christ, who says: “Love your enemies,” “Do good to
them that hate you, &c.” and am desirous to do what I can to further
the cause of Peace.’ Added to this, when the Men’s Wisbech Local Peace
Association was created, were three principles: ‘To advocate the settle-
ment of all International disputes by Arbitration and establishment of
a High Court of Nations for that purpose’; ‘To place before our fellow-
countrymen the danger, immorality and expense of standing armies’;
and finally, ‘To at all times urge upon our Parliamentary Representatives,
that in the interests of civilization and humanity, it is the duty of the
Government of the United Kingdom, to take the initiative in promoting
International Peace, by proposing a large, mutual and simultaneous
reduction of all armed forces, with a view to their entire abolition.’ The
declaration then pledged members ‘to use every constitutional means’
to achieve these aims.18 Significantly, the separate Men’s and Women’s
Associations were short-lived as after only a few months they found it
more productive to amalgamate. Although they remained separate at
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Committee level, the Associations clearly found joint meetings to be more
successful than segregated ones. The WLPA remained predominantly
female in membership, however, and continued to be referred to as a
‘Ladies’ Peace Society’.19 There was also considerable overlap between
the LPA movement and the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary of the Peace Society,
both of which were led by Peckover in the period following the split
with the feminist WPAA in 1882 and prior to Ellen Robinson’s period
of leadership, which began in 1894.

The work of Wisbech LPA, which it advocated for LPAs in other
regions, included circulating tracts as well as information. One of the
earliest documents it produced contained instructions on ‘How to form
a Local Peace Association in your own neighbourhood’, which was
circulated for inclusion in journals such as the Herald of Peace, the
Englishwoman’s Review and Women’s Work.20 One of Peckover’s aims
for the LPA movement was for it to inspire other associations which
would build themselves up to the strength of the WLPA in other parts
of Britain and the world. However, the movement did not take off in
this way in the long term. Certainly during the early stages of the WLPA,
its growth inspired similar associations in Britain and small numbers
of members from abroad. For shorter periods during the 1890s there
were also bursts of interest in the LPA movement, usually spurred by
the prospect of war, colonial conflicts, or treaties of arbitration. But on
the whole, Peckover remained the driving force in the movement.

A key factor in Peckover’s belief in the importance of a local move-
ment was her conviction that the enrolment of members was most
effectively done on a local basis, due to the ‘large amount of personal
explanation’ of the principles of peace that was needed, in addition to
the ‘direct appeal to conscience and good sense’. This work, requiring
‘earnestness’, patience and leisure time was, she concluded, best done
by ladies.21 In addition to membership canvassing, this method could be
used for gaining signatories to petitions. The focus was on encouraging
people to understand the principles behind the work, and in this sense
petitions had a dual purpose. Not only were they expected to influence
the body to which they were presented, but they also had an educative
function for their signatories. ‘I have a great belief ’, Peckover said, ‘in
the educating power of a petition amongst the people asked to sign it.
Every one has to have the thing explained, and even the most impatient
has learnt something about the reality of the movement.’22

These ideas illustrate how Peckover expected women’s organisations
to work. She put aside ambitious movements for peace, such as work
at Parliamentary, national or international levels, in favour of focusing
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upon her immediate locality. Thus the WLPA reached prospective mem-
bers directly. In relying upon women’s – or rather, ladies’ – leisure time,
Peckover expected that the most active women in this work would be
middle class. Yet the membership figures for Wisbech were so high that
there must have been a sizeable number of working-class men and
women involved, if only as passive members. The level of involvement
the Peckovers had with Wisbech Working Men’s Club, and the peace
lectures that were occasionally given there, suggest that there was some
involvement of working-class men in the Wisbech LPA.23 Information
on working-class women is difficult to obtain, although there is some
evidence that Peckover did philanthropic work for such women in and
around Wisbech, and that she involved the working classes in her cam-
paigns. In a speech to Leeds Women’s Peace Auxiliary, she argued that
the working classes were more likely than the middle classes to agree
that killing was wrong, and that the middle classes tended to dispute
‘plain abstract truths’. ‘She had not’, it was reported, ‘found this among
the working classes’. This is supported by a later comment on petitions,
when she noted that ‘The working classes sign very readily only needed
to be asked & know what it means [sic]’.24

Despite her emphasis on the importance of regional work, Peckover
was keen to situate the WLPA and the LPA movement more generally
within the national Ladies’ Auxiliary of the Peace Society. Addressing
the Auxiliary’s 1884 Annual Meeting, she called for a better organisation
to form the centre of the work, because effectively the ‘method and
impetus’ of the Auxiliary was coming from Wisbech during this period.
She expressed her concern that Wisbech LPA was, as a result of its size,
becoming the centre of the movement, ‘to which’, she said, ‘it has no
such pretensions’.25

Priscilla Peckover was Evangelical in her views, and much of her focus
in peace arguments was upon Scripture, which she could recite at length
and often used to illustrate her points during lectures. Her energy for
reform, and the process of winning converts to the peace cause, marked
her out as Evangelical in her methods. Yet, as Thomas Kennedy has
argued, she ‘was one of the earliest advocates of cooperation between
religious and secular peace groups’.26 She had been strongly influenced
by the Olive Leaf Circles begun by Elihu Burritt, and viewed her LPA
movement as a revival of this, adapted to the changed needs of the late
nineteenth century. This can be seen most obviously in the subtitle of
her journal, Peace and Goodwill: A Sequel to the Olive Leaf, and the state-
ment in its first issue that LPA work was ‘a revival, on a scale adapted to
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the present day, of that inaugurated and sustained by Elihu Burritt’.27

The initial aims of Peckover’s movement were to circulate information
and details of new publications, and to provide a point of contact for
existing organisations. In this sense, the LPAs were similar to the earlier
Olive Leaf Circles in that they were regional in basis and dominated by
religious argument. However, Peckover was prepared to go further than
the Olive Leaf women in promoting the peace movement.

Priscilla Peckover was in many ways the embodiment of the type
of woman member that the Peace Society preferred. She was silent
on the question of women’s rights, and espoused peace on the basis of
the religious arguments that the Society encouraged from its women
members. On being invited to give her first public speech in 1879,
Peckover later wrote that she had found it ‘a formidable proposal to
one who had never appeared on a platform’. Even two decades later,
in 1901, she lamented that Bertha von Suttner was unable to attend the
Glasgow Peace Congress because she felt that, in being left to represent
‘women’ alone, she was ‘somewhat beyond my ordinary sphere’, and
felt ‘a certain timidity, lest through any incompleteness of understand-
ing I should fail to do the best thing’.28 Her method of approach fitted
precisely with the Peace Society’s ideas of women’s sphere, and the
work done by Wisbech LPA to strengthen the peace movement’s links
with religious ministers, Sunday Schools and provincial women was
entirely in keeping with the Peace Society’s expectations.

Peckover was celebrated within the Herald as an active peace worker
in 1881, at a relatively early stage in her peace work, and in 1882, when
she was elected a vice-president of the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary. In 1883,
a separate section of the Peace Society’s Annual Report was devoted to
her work, and she was invited to join the Executive Committee in 1889.29

Her refusal to take up this offer signals her determination to involve
herself in the movement in a private and, as far as possible, a non-
pioneering role. Her acceptance of a vice-presidency of the Society, which
entailed involvement mainly as a figurehead, demonstrates that she pre-
ferred to take a passive role in the public sphere rather than to become
an active formulator of policy within the Society. However, in private
Peckover enjoyed a close relationship with the Executive Committee of
the Peace Society: in 1888 she recommended the appointment of William
Evans Darby to the Committee. Darby took the post of secretary after
Henry Richard’s death, and became the Society’s most influential agent
until his retirement from the post in 1915. The extent of Peckover’s
influence on Darby can be seen in the fact that he produced a biography
of her in the early 1890s.30
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As shown in chapter 4, in the early 1880s the women’s Auxiliary
to the Peace Society was in a state of crisis after the split occasioned
by the birth of the IAPA. Priscilla Peckover’s conversion to the move-
ment and the meteoric effect which she had upon local membership
in Wisbech provided a much-needed point of focus for the Society and
its reformulated Auxiliary. The reasons for her complete acceptance
within the Peace Society, which was, as we have seen, conservative with
respect to women, are twofold. First, her views on peace were primarily
Christian and Evangelical. She therefore met the Society’s requirements
as demonstrated during the formation of the Auxiliary in the 1870s.
Second, she was reticent, to say the least, on women’s roles and, more
importantly, the women’s movement itself.

Although Peckover was prepared to speak in public, and her pro-
duction and dissemination of Peace and Goodwill over nearly a fifty-
year period demonstrates a need for a public platform, this did not
extend to involvement in the women’s movement. Peckover did not
publicly criticise feminist campaigns, remaining silent on the divisive
matter of the suffrage, and she argued that women had influence as
citizens, regardless of their position as non-voters. She emphasised that
women had influence and power by virtue of their civil and limited
political rights, and therefore they did have roles to play within the
peace movement. In a piece written in 1885 about the beginnings of the
LPA movement, she made it clear that her first attempt at organising a
local association was ‘among women only’ because ‘[t]heir influence
had been hitherto but little brought out, and the very gentleness of their
nature might . . . predispose them to gather round the banner of Peace
and Goodwill’.31 Thus she employed the same gendered constructions
regarding women’s ‘nature’ that were used by many feminists.

Throughout her writings Peckover stressed the importance of unity
in peace work between societies, and it seems to be implicit in such
statements that she was as prepared to ally with feminist groups which
supported peace as she was with any other pacifist society. The strands
of the women’s movement with which she became involved tended to
be feminist in the very broadest sense, or focused specifically around
social purity. She submitted instructions on how to form a LPA to the
Englishwoman’s Review in 1880, and joined her local Women’s Liberal
Association and the feminist social purity society, the Moral Reform
Union. She was also present at a meeting on arbitration held by the
International Council of Women in 1899.32

However, Peckover never became actively involved in feminist causes
such as political reform. In a speech in 1884, she remarked that ‘She
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was not one of those who wanted to bring women out in an unnatural
position, but she urged them to use their influence in their homes and
amongst their children – not to teach them the spirit of war and retalia-
tion, but of peace.’33 Even as the women’s movement progressed in the
period up to 1914, Peace and Goodwill avoided questions such as women’s
suffrage. In the post-war period when women were granted the vote,
her journal had nothing to say on the matter. This is surprising if only
because, as demonstrated in chapter 2, a prominent suffragist argument
for peace over the fifty-year campaign for the franchise was the idea that
women would not vote for war. Regardless of her views on the rights or
wrongs of women’s suffrage, this was an obvious argument for Peckover
to use after it was granted. Yet the content and editorials of Peace and
Goodwill were almost exactly the same as they had been during the peak
of the LPA movement in the 1890s, containing nothing that was not
directly related to the progress of the peace movement proper.

Peckover did, however, advocate women’s involvement in the polit-
ical process. In 1885, the WLPA distributed the Peace Society’s ‘Appeal
to Electors’, which urged voters to be aware of the position that their
parliamentary candidates took on peace and arbitration.34 That a pre-
dominantly female organisation should take this step links it in some
ways to the methods of the Women’s Liberal Associations (WLAs), in
that women could educate themselves and publicly connect themselves
with the political process. The LPA movement was also reminiscent of
the WLAs in the stress that was placed upon house-to-house visiting and
canvassing.35 Thus while Peckover aimed to distance herself from the
women’s movement, she simultaneously founded her LPA movement on
the (limited) power and influence of women. Her emphasis on women’s
ability to influence those around them undoubtedly originated from her
privileged class position. As a wealthy, upper-middle-class woman, she
could believe that ‘in this free country we all have a political influence . . .
which cannot fail to be felt by any Government’. She viewed the LPA
movement as consisting of ‘individual work’, because ‘[e]ach individual
counts for something as a portion of public opinion, and each may be a
centre of public opinion’.36 This approach to the individual as having
power in their own right, regardless of their civil or political rights,
borrowed heavily from both Quietist Quaker theology and from liberal
thinking. Peckover’s construction of the individual owed much to late
Victorian understandings of democratic citizenship, the belief that indi-
viduals were ‘free and equal and possessed of rights deriving from their
innate capacities as human beings’.37 In the mould of the Enlightenment,
an ungendered discourse of the individual was employed that was based



priscilla peckover

� 91 �

on the concept that the individual in question was in fact male. Yet
Peckover’s ideas were also based on the gender neutrality of Quaker
theology, in which the concept of the ‘Inner Light’ in human beings gave
rise to the idea that individuals could overcome the imposition of gender
restrictions. This individualism was of course problematic in that it took
little account of class differences, and it is significant that Peckover put
forward such ideas while the lower-middle-class Ellen Robinson, who is
discussed in the following chapter, adopted an openly feminist agenda.

Peckover’s arguments regarding women were also occasionally
inconsistent. At a peace meeting in the late 1880s, Peckover remarked:
‘I used to think I am only a woman and have not much with [peace].
But I know better now . . . How much more should women do, now
that they are emancipated!’38 She implied that because women were able
to see themselves as centres of public opinion and as part of the public
sphere, they had in effect liberated themselves. Peckover also adopted
arguments that connected women’s subordination with war. In response
to a refusal by the German police to allow women to join a peace society
at Wiesbaden, she noted that ‘It is a part of militarism to deny any
political influence to the gentler sex. They may suffer but not protest.’39

This argument is much closer than Peckover’s other writings on women
to the arguments put forward by the more feminist Ellen Robinson,
or even to Florence Fenwick Miller in the Woman’s Signal in the late
1890s, as discussed in chapter 2. There was an explicit connection made
between militarism and the oppression of women.

These ideas were echoed at a later date by one of Peckover’s nieces,
Alexa, in an address to a meeting of Wisbech Women’s Liberal Associ-
ation, which was also attended by Peckover. Alexa offered criticisms of
the second Anglo-Boer war that were similar to those put forward in
Peace and Goodwill, and emphasised that obtaining the vote for the
Uitlanders was not a sufficient reason to go to war, as ‘even the women
themselves were outside the suffrage in Britain’. She went on to say, to
some laughter, that ‘[a]lthough they had no vote they would not go to
war about it’.40 The political activism of women was positioned against
the actions of the government and the Uitlanders, with the suggestion
that women were more civilised than both because they would not
entertain the possibility of going to war over an issue of political rights.
Although these sentiments came from Alexa Peckover, the close work-
ing relationship between the two (Alexa was also active in the WLPA)
meant that her ideas and reasoning were not so different from those of
Priscilla Peckover. A clear hierarchy was presented, with peace and justice
carrying more weight than the political rights of any section of society,
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including women. While this undoubtedly set Peckover apart from the
feminist movement, it can nonetheless be seen that in some circles she
was active on behalf of women. She claimed the right for pacifist women
to define their own place in society, and to take their own aims and
concerns into the public sphere. During the 1895 dispute over the role of
Women’s Yearly Meeting of the Society of Friends, Peckover ‘expressed
regret that women’s meetings were being given up in some places, and
swamped in joint conferences’. Other Friends disputed the suggestion
that women’s contributions were ‘swamped’, arguing that ‘it was a
privilege for women Friends, and an added responsibility, to be invited
to take part in the deliberations of the meeting as a whole, on an equal
footing’.41 Peckover was, it seems, a traditionalist and a separatist, but
her arguments could also be progressive: separate meetings would protect
women’s input and ensure them a public voice. It could be argued that,
although she differed in principle from some of the aims of the feminist
movement, Peckover did nonetheless work for the improvement of
women’s position in society.

Despite her difficult relationship with feminism, Peckover remained
an independent and, on occasion, radical voice within the peace move-
ment. For example, on the outbreak of the second Anglo-Boer war,
Peckover’s WLPA Committee called a meeting at which it unanimously
adopted two resolutions. Firstly, it protested against ‘any such thing
as warlike coercion of the Transvaal Government . . . [because] a war
with this small and independent state would be a blot upon England’s
honour’. Secondly, it registered ‘an emphatic protest’ against suggestions
made in the House of Lords to introduce compulsory service, which
it regarded as ‘embodying a gross interference with the liberty of the
subject and with liberty of conscience’.42

Wisbech LPA took this step in the face of a decision by the Executive
Committee of the Peace Society not to take any action against the war,
on the grounds that ‘it was not clear that any useful action could be
taken’. The Committee ignored letters and communications urging it
to protest from Priscilla Peckover, its own president Joseph Whitwell
Pease, Miss Spence (secretary of the Lincoln LPA), and Princess Gabrielle
Wiszniewska of France. Peckover’s letter begged the Society to protest
‘by memorializing the Government or otherwise in connection with the
war’. Spence asked the Peace Society to take up the cause of the Transvaal
Refugee Fund, and Wiszniewska forwarded an appeal for the Widows and
Orphans of Boers for insertion in the Herald. The Committee decided
that all of these measures were ‘inexpedient’ and beyond the scope of
the Society.43 It was not until March 1900 that a draft memorial to the
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Prime Minister was prepared, and in February 1901 the Peace Society sent
memorials calling for a pacific settlement of the war to the King and to
the government.44

In response to the war, the Herald had reiterated the Peace Society’s
opposition to all war on the grounds that it was inconsistent with the
spirit of Christianity, but crucially, it also stated that the temptation
which ‘lovers of Peace’ felt to ‘do something’ to avert the horrors of
war could only lead to ‘mischief ’. Any such action was, it believed,
‘[m]isdirected zeal’, which could actually be harmful. The Committee
reported that it had given much consideration to how ‘action could
be attempted with any prospect of success or possibility of usefulness’,
but felt that there was no point in undertaking efforts for peace which
would not have some concrete result.45 This can be contrasted with
the work of the IAPA over the same period. On the outbreak of war,
the IAPA took part in open-air meetings to publicise its opposition,
while its chairman, Hodgson Pratt, was convinced even at the start of
the conflict that the war could only be brought to an end if influential
people were approached and convinced of the futility of the fighting.
The IAPA also co-operated with the anti-war organisations that were
set up during the conflict, particularly the Transvaal Committee and the
South Africa Conciliation Committee.46 In contrast, the Peace Society
deliberately distanced itself from such bodies.

Like the IAPA, Peckover’s journal Peace and Goodwill actively
promoted the peace movement from the beginning of the hostilities.
It gave detailed consideration to the causes of the war, followed by a
critique of Britain’s record in other parts of the empire, such as India,
remarking that ‘It is the truest form of patriotism to do our utmost
to save our country from the crime and shame of an unjust war.’47

This comment exemplifies the pacifist revision of patriotism. While the
women’s movement recast patriotism in a specifically feminist light,
with women embodying the morality that could revitalise the nation,
Peckover asserted that pacifism was the force which would be most
progressive. If the ‘truest form of patriotism’ was the desire to avoid
‘unjust’ wars, then implicitly it was this stance that would most advance
the cause of humanity and also the nation. While Peckover and the
women discussed in chapter 2 utilised similar motifs, i.e. the recasting
of patriotism as a service to a higher ideal than that of the nation, each
based it on different criteria, using pacifism or middle-class womanhood
respectively as the surest means of progress.

The contrast between the editorial policies of Peace and Goodwill
and the Herald can be seen in the response to an address that was
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issued in early 1902 from two thousand German women, led by Countess
Butler-Haimhausen, to the women of Great Britain. Peace and Goodwill
published the address in full on its front page:

We do not approach your country with hatred or prejudice, nor from
any political or national consideration. We do not enquire whether in
your opinion the war carried on by your Government in South Africa
is a just or an unjust one. We approach you as fellow-creatures, as
sisters, as children of the same civilisation.

[ . . . ]
We know that the best and noblest among you revolt against

[these horrors] as we do . . . but for this very reason we conjure you
therefore Raise your voice, and save the honour of your country, your
husbands, brothers and sons. DO NOT DISDAIN THE JUDGEMENT,
THE OUTCRY OF THE CONSCIENCE OF THE WHOLE WORLD.48

This was followed by an editorial comment by Peckover supporting the
German women’s argument and adding, with reference to the concen-
tration camps run by the British army: ‘Have we been culpably blind as
to what our officers and men were learning to do amongst semi-armed
uncivilised [sic] races?’

With respect to the same address, identical copies of which were
forwarded to all peace organisations in Britain, the Herald of Peace
carried on its front page a paragraph that tersely stated:

Some of our friends abroad, who undoubtedly mean well and are
really desirous of promoting Peace, defeat their own purpose by the
manner and spirit of their attempt. We have received a document . . .
with a request that we would give it publicity. We regret that the tone
of the document makes this impossible; it would only produce the
opposite effect to what is sought.49

Even the feminist Englishwoman’s Review (under the editorship of Helen
Blackburn and Antoinette Mackenzie) refused to publish Countess
Butler-Haimhausen’s appeal, on the grounds that it was ‘based on an
entire misunderstanding of the facts’.50 This is but one example which
highlights not only the extent of Peckover’s anti-imperialism when
compared to the Peace Society and the feminist Review, but also the
impartiality with which she and many of the women involved in the
LPA movement met international criticism of British aggression.

In 1901, Priscilla Peckover spoke of her pleasure that the Local
Peace Association was showing a ‘united front’ regarding the war, while
the Annual Report of 1901 showed that eight thousand tracts had been
sent out by the WLPA in the preceding year. This is a slight increase on
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the figure for 1898–99 (7,400 tracts), but a decline from the figure for
1895, when around 12,800 tracts were sent to readers. The work of the
LPA was being somewhat tested by the war and the prevailing jingoism,
although its membership figures did not suffer to any great degree.51

On the resolution of the war, Wisbech LPA sent a greeting to Louis
Botha (an Afrikaner general active during the war), and to the Afrikaner
people as a whole, in which they expressed their ‘desire for the material
and spiritual welfare of those with whom our country has so recently
been engaged in deadly warfare’.52

As noted above, the Peckover family were a powerful presence in
Wisbech, yet as Quakers, they were firmly opposed to war and to any
action which might support or maintain it. In addition, the WLPA had
a large local membership. What then took place in Wisbech when the
Anglo-Boer war broke out? The Peckovers, with the aid of the Peace
Society, had successfully resisted an earlier attempt to base a militia in
the town.53 Yet during the war, Wisbech did send volunteer corps to
South Africa. Their departure was marked by celebrations and public
send-offs, though the local liberal newspaper, the Advertiser, reported
these in muted fashion, noting that at the end of the day, the war was
not desirable. Yet in order to justify the posting of local men to a dis-
tant war, the press had to accept the legitimacy of the battle to some
degree.54

The Advertiser remained balanced in its approach throughout
the war, including a discussion of the anti-war protests of Princess
Wiszniewska in Paris and acknowledging the British refusal to arbitrate.
It also published an appeal to the Queen from Dutch men and reviewed
Alice M. Richardson’s A Quaker View of the War. While noting hostile
British responses to an appeal for peace from Swiss women, the Advertiser
reprinted the Swiss women’s reply in a neutral tone (in contrast to the
Englishwoman’s Review, which had dismissed it as inflammatory).55

Although the Peckovers had no direct influence over the Advertiser, the
fact that the wealthiest and most prominent family in Wisbech were not
only Quakers but active pacifists must have been influential in this matter.
In 1900, Peckover wrote to Élie Ducommun, secretary of the Inter-
national Peace Bureau, noting that the WLPA’s peace work during the war
had been ‘not without some result[,] locally at least’.56 Throughout the
war, Peckover’s Local Peace Association movement was more persistent
as a campaigning organisation than its parent body, the Peace Society,
and less concerned about causing offence to pro-war sympathisers. This
is perhaps because its profile was lower, as both a newer, predominantly
female organisation, and one with a powerful local base.
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In conclusion, Peckover established a regional movement that, while not
explicitly feminist, was significant for the overall development of pacifist
feminism. Her work within both the regional WLPA and the inter-
national peace movement established her among her pacifist colleagues
as a woman who was competent in national and international campaigns.
Although her traditionalism meant that she preferred to remain in the
background of the peace movement rather than to constitute its public
face, she did nonetheless demonstrate to pacifist men that women could
make a useful contribution to imperial and international questions. Her
Evangelical pacifism and avoidance of feminist issues gave rise to a pro-
fessedly apolitical stance which could be utilised by many non-feminist
women to argue that peace was a ‘women’s issue’.

Peckover eschewed direct control of the national Ladies’ Peace
Auxiliary, focusing instead on her own local movement and preferring
it to be seen as one regional branch among many. But her energies were
such that this movement rapidly eclipsed the national body, with the
effect that Peckover became dominant in the movement despite her best
efforts to encourage work among women elsewhere. This decentralised
the power that had previously been held by the two-hundred-strong,
London-based women’s Auxiliary, and one consequence of this was that
the Peace Society found it much more difficult to control the Auxiliary
at either national or regional levels. The lack of conflict between the
Peace Society and its Ladies’ Auxiliary during this period is surely due
to the fact that Peckover’s aims were in many respects similar to those
of the Peace Society.

Peckover worked primarily at a local level, but she showed a strong
commitment to international communication and co-operation, estab-
lishing contact with many individuals across the world who affiliated
themselves to her Local Peace Association. She established herself as a
prominent voice of anti-imperialist, absolutist pacifism, but in practice
she devoted much of her time and energy to collaborating with non-
absolutist organisations. By the turn of the century, she was one of
the best-known and most highly respected women in the British peace
movement. Only her colleague, Ellen Robinson, surpassed her in terms
of her level of activism in the British women’s peace movement.
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6

Ellen Robinson: ‘ “United action”
in Continental politics’ 1

I n late 1894, Priscilla Peckover handed the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary
and the Local Peace Association movement over to Ellen Robinson,
a fellow Quaker and long-standing colleague in the peace movement.

Robinson reorganised the Auxiliary and renamed it the Peace Union,
and began to work for the establishment of a union of women’s peace
societies across Europe and North America. This union, despite the
Peace Society’s reservations in relation to the IPB about linking itself
with European movements, received notice in the Herald for its ‘truly
international and widely useful’ work.2

Ellen Robinson was, like Priscilla Peckover, raised as a Quaker and
came to peace work in her forties. She was notably more feminist in
her politics, and spent much of her time and energy lecturing on peace
to working-class men across Britain. Like Peckover, in the 1880s she
established a local peace organisation, the Liverpool and Birkenhead
Women’s Peace and Arbitration Society (LBWPAS) which despite its
name was, like Peckover’s WLPA, open to both men and women. Her
politics were more advanced than Peckover in that she had a strong
sympathy with and interest in socialism, and a clearly defined commit-
ment to feminism. Although both women were personally committed
to absolute pacifism, they worked closely with non-absolutists in Britain
and abroad.

Miss Ellen Robinson (1840–1912) was born in Derby, and raised in Liver-
pool. Her father was a provision merchant, and she was educated at,
among other places, a Moravian school in Germany. She worked during
her twenties and thirties as a private tutor, teacher and schoolmistress,
and in the late 1870s opened a girls’ boarding school in Liverpool with
her sister, Louisa.3 Few details remain of Ellen Robinson’s family back-
ground, her early activities, or how she was drawn into peace work. She
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was recorded as a Quaker minister in 1885 at the age of forty-five, when
she retired from her boarding school and began to give addresses on
peace, at first mainly to schools and Sunday Schools. Her experience as
a teacher greatly augmented her public speaking skills. Mary Lamley
Cooke noted after Robinson’s death in 1912 that her teaching experience,
‘besides its own value, was specially calculated to develop her powers of
clear thought and lucid expression, and to strengthen and enrich the
faculty of sympathetic insight into the minds of others’.4

Robinson’s first speeches were organised through the Liverpool
Peace Society, a regional branch of the Peace Society. In 1885 she founded
the LBWPAS as an independent and non-absolutist peace organisation,
which maintained unofficial links with Peckover’s LPA movement, the
Liverpool Peace Society, and the central Peace Society. In addition to
these societies, Robinson became involved in the work of the Inter-
national Arbitration and Peace Association, the International Peace
Bureau and of course the Society of Friends. She was particularly active
in the campaign against the Anglo-Boer war, joining the Aborigines’
Protection Society and serving on the Friends’ South African Relief Fund
Committee, as well as addressing meetings with the humanitarian Emily
Hobhouse.5 Robinson was involved to a limited degree in labour politics,
for example, in the Adult School movement run by William Randal
Cremer, and was a member of the Women’s Liberal Federation.6 During
the 1890s she was a key figure in encouraging the passing of pacifist
resolutions by WLA branches.7 She also strengthened the peace move-
ment’s connections with the British Women’s Temperance Association
and the Labour Church. After a heart attack in 1907, Robinson found
it necessary to restrict her work and turned for the remainder of her
life to local politics, standing unsuccessfully as a Liberal candidate for
Liverpool City Council in 1907 and being elected in 1908 onto the West
Derby, Liverpool Board of Guardians.8

The LBWPAS, which Robinson founded with a small group of
Liberal women, came into existence just a few years after Peckover’s
LPA movement, in late 1885. The links between Robinson and Peck-
over were already established, and Peckover addressed the LBWPAS’s
inaugural meeting. Likewise, Robinson became active in the LPA move-
ment, helping to circulate literature among LPAs in the north of England
and speaking at the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary’s annual meeting.9 In con-
trast to the WLPA, however, the LBWPAS remained a relatively small
organisation. It had 290 men and women members in 1894, most of
whom were middle-class radicals, including local clergymen and philan-
thropists. There was some overlap of membership with the Women’s
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Liberal Federation and the suffrage movement.10 Despite this highly
politicised base, in the early years much of its work was focused upon
promoting peace among the clergy, schoolchildren and other (middle-
class) women. Robinson was one of the few who preached on peace to
working-class men.11

The work of the LBWPAS was regularly reported in both the Herald
of Peace and Peace and Goodwill, but despite this, it never formally
affiliated to either the Peace Society or the LPA movement. Importantly,
it did not make the absolutist declaration against ‘all war’ a condition
of membership, unlike Peckover’s organisation and the Executive Com-
mittee of the Peace Society, nor did it advocate the abolition of the army
or navy. In fact, its aim was solely to influence public opinion against
war.12 This is despite the fact that many of its most active members were
Quakers. Its president, Frances Thompson (1840–1926), was a Friend and,
with Robinson, constituted the driving force behind the LBWPAS. She
had been educated at the Mount School, York, and had known Ellen
Robinson through the Liverpool Meeting since her youth. Thompson
spent much of her adulthood nursing her elderly mother, on whose
death in 1895 she moved from Liverpool to Birkenhead to live with an
unmarried brother. Like Robinson, she was a vocal supporter of the
new liberal Quaker theology, in particular the work of John Wilhelm
Rowntree. She remained active on a local rather than a national level, and
in 1899 she refused an offer by the Peace Society to appoint her a vice-
president.13 Her work, however, complemented that of Ellen Robinson,
who, in addition to establishing the LBWPAS, focused on national and
international peace campaigns.

The fact that both Robinson and Peckover’s first work was done
locally suggests that their approach differed significantly from the men’s
peace movements of this period. Both the Peace Society and the IAPA
were founded as national societies, which later established auxiliaries
across the country and, in the case of the IAPA, across Europe. But
Peckover and Robinson were concerned with politics that began in the
regions, aiming to change public opinion in their immediate environ-
ments in the hope that the impact of their work would then be felt on a
wider scale. The social circumstances of both, particularly their status
as unmarried women, tied them to their birth families and regions of
origin. In addition to these regional ties, both Peckover and Robinson
undertook national and international peace work during their careers,
but perhaps because of their provincial status, they have often been
represented in the secondary literature on the peace movement as little
more than appendages to pacifist men. They have been linked with the
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Peace Society in particular because of their personal perspectives of
Quaker-influenced, Christian pacifism. As a result, the features that dis-
tinguished them from the central national and international organisa-
tions have been overlooked. Both women had strong opinions on peace
issues, and struggled to make these heard within the Peace Society, the
IAPA and the IPB. Ellen Robinson’s relations with the Peace Society
are particularly illuminating, as her feminist politics made her a more
problematic ally than the more traditionalist Peckover.

From the establishment of the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary in the 1870s,
it was clear that the Peace Society encouraged women to oppose war on
primarily religious grounds, and that it sought to regulate and constrain
its connections to the feminist movement and those who were active
within it. Although the Peace Society’s attitude to women’s involvement
began to improve with the appointment of William Evans Darby as
Secretary, these changes occurred largely as a result of the work of indi-
vidual women such as Robinson and Peckover. As a Quaker, an absolute
pacifist and an eloquent and persuasive speaker, Robinson met the Peace
Society’s expectations of its women members, yet it is significant that
the Society did not shy away from public involvement with her given
that she held feminist principles. In 1890, Robinson became the first
woman to address the Peace Society’s annual meeting and the Herald
announced that it was ‘an innovation on previous arrangements . . . but
the experience of this year[’s meeting] will well warrant a resort to the
ladies’ help, in this direction, on similar occasions in future’.14 Robinson
was not at this stage invited to become a vice-president of the Society,
like Peckover, Sarah Pease and Mrs Henry Richard, who could boast of
prominent family connections. Yet the Society’s acceptance of Robinson,
who was active as a feminist, was a clear indication of change within the
Peace Society.

Robinson’s internationalism and her willingness to challenge the
Peace Society’s decisions can be seen in a difference of opinion that took
place between Robinson and the Peace Society in 1892 over the forma-
tion of the International Peace Bureau. When the Peace Society publicly
opposed the formation of the Bureau, Ellen Robinson entered into
debate with the Society over their decision in the pages of the Herald.
She argued that the Bureau was necessary as an information centre for
the International Congresses, and for ‘united action’ between peace
societies of different nations. The editor of the Herald responded that
‘the majority of those present’ at the meeting when the IPB was proposed
‘were foreigners, and little acquainted with the work of the existing British
and American Peace Societies, who are already performing the functions
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of a Bureau’. The key problem for the Peace Society, as a supposedly non-
political association, was the potentially political nature of the Bureau
and of some of the associations that would affiliate to it. While wishing
to co-operate with such organisations, the Executive Committee deemed
itself ‘unable to place itself unreservedly at the mercy of “united action”
[Robinson’s phrase] in Continental politics, in which it would have but
a minor voice, and of which it might not approve’, given the ‘advanced
political views’ of the International League of Peace and Liberty.15 Affilia-
tion with Europe – though not with America – was a problematic
question for the Peace Society, but not for activists such as Robinson
who believed collaboration to be more important than control.

When the Peace Society’s Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary was reorganised
and transferred to Ellen Robinson in 1894, she immediately began to
explore the possibilities for making the new Peace Union more interna-
tional in its focus. Robinson had in fact put the proposal to reorganise
the Auxiliary to Priscilla Peckover, who agreed to the transfer and sup-
ported Robinson’s idea for a Union that would promote international
expressions of goodwill and ‘closer friendship between the . . . nations’.16

Peckover’s LPA movement had already extended its peace message to
individuals abroad, but Robinson sought to continue this at an organisa-
tional level.

Robinson’s international efforts began in France. In the spring of
1895, she took a letter to Marie Goegg’s Paris-based La Solidarité, appeal-
ing on behalf of the British Peace Union for French women to join in
the cause of peace and international arbitration. Goegg was a republican
nationalist and a feminist – she was nicknamed ‘pétroleuse’, after the
women incendiaries of the Paris Commune – and from 1868 she had
been secretary of the ILPL, the very organisation that the Peace Society
had denounced as too ‘advanced’.17 Robinson also met Eugénie Potonié-
Pierre, co-founder of La Solidarité. Potonié-Pierre was also a radical
republican, an internationalist and a feminist, and regularly berated the
socialist movement for ignoring women’s rights. She recognised the
connections between women’s rights and international politics, calling
directly for disarmament during the 1890s when bodies such as the
IPB had more pragmatic goals in sight, and she consistently argued that
the cost of maintaining armaments was the major cause of women’s
oppression.18 After meetings between Ellen Robinson and La Solidarité’s
republican feminists, the Women’s International Peace Union (WIPU)
was constituted. Over the following twelve months, women in the US,
Italy, Holland, Belgium, Germany, Denmark and Switzerland heard of
and joined the Union, forming branches in their own nations.19
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In April 1896, as branches were formed in New Zealand, Sweden
and Portugal, Robinson issued an appeal to all branches of the Union
in which she requested them to enlist the support of Women’s Associ-
ations within their respective countries, because ‘societies working for
the equality of the sexes can surely be brought to see that the war system
necessarily leads to an inferior position for women . . . When justice is
substituted for violence, then the qualities and capabilities of women
will have their due appreciation in the State, and there will no longer
be unequal laws for the sexes.’20 She outlined arguments with which
they could persuade humanitarian associations, such as the Red Cross, to
support the Peace Union. She did likewise for societies active in rescue
work (for ‘fallen’ women and girls), temperance societies, those working
to improve women’s industrial position, and women who were members
of Christian Churches. The range of her argument is perhaps the clearest
indication of the scope of Ellen Robinson’s feminist approach to the
case for international peace and arbitration.

Robinson’s appeal considered the economic aspects of war, argu-
ing that both men and women suffered financially from the cost of
war and the heavy taxation it incurred. Women’s inequality in paid
work was highlighted with the argument that one of the reasons women
were paid less was because, as they did not fight, they were thought
to be physically weaker than men. The reluctance of governments to
legislate against intemperance was, she argued, due to the high tax
revenues that were needed to keep the war system in operation. The
‘moral degradation of women’ (prostitution) occurred on a greater scale
in any town where there were military barracks situated, and this, she
stated, was another evil that was implicitly sanctioned by governments
in order to maintain standing armies. Humanitarian societies such as
the Red Cross existed to alleviate the suffering of soldiers in war, and
it was therefore logical, Robinson argued, for such societies to oppose
war on the grounds that prevention is preferable to cure. It was only
towards the end of her appeal that she turned to Christianity. ‘Women
who are members of Christian Churches ought not to need to be con-
vinced that Christianity is opposed to war. Christianity is a religion of
righteousness and love.’21 Every cause for the social or political advance-
ment of society within which women were involved could, from this
perspective, be compatible with the advocacy of peace principles. Ellen
Robinson sought to bring this message to as many women as possible
through speaking to a wide range of audiences, including branch meet-
ings of the Women’s Liberal Associations and the British Women’s
Temperance Association.22
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The effect of this activity was to subtly reposition the Peace Society’s
Auxiliary. While it had continued as an Evangelical movement under
Peckover’s secretaryship, Robinson transformed it into an international
union, and distanced it from its Evangelical context by focusing more
upon women and their political or philanthropic interests. By doing this
without specifically altering the policy of the Auxiliary, she managed
to keep it allied to the Peace Society while vastly widening the scope of
its work. Even the Herald of Peace, which had been extremely critical
of the International Peace Bureau and was reluctant to involve itself
in European peace work, praised Robinson for her ‘truly international’
work, and appointed her a vice-president of the Society in 1896.23

Although she co-operated with the Peace Society, Ellen Robinson
distanced her peace work from it by establishing the LBWPAS as an
independent organisation and by challenging the Peace Society’s atti-
tude to the European peace movement. She also undertook campaigns
against the Anglo-Boer war in concert with other organisations, such
as the Society of Friends, the South Africa Conciliation Committee and
the Women’s Liberal Federation (WLF). The WLF emerged during
the war as an outspoken opponent of British intervention in South
Africa: even before the outbreak of hostilities a number of WLAs
publicly called for peaceful settlement of the dispute, and later, dozens
of local branches actively campaigned against the war. Prominent WLF
anti-war campaigners included Mrs Stewart Brown and Kate Ryley of
the LBWPAS, as well as Mrs W. P. Byles, Mary Priestman and Sarah
Sheldon Amos.24

Like the WLF and the IAPA, Ellen Robinson organised protest meet-
ings against the Anglo-Boer war in the hope of changing public opinion,
if not government policy. She addressed a large anti-war demonstration
in Liverpool in January 1900, which was attended by representatives
of thirty WLA branches. The meeting unanimously carried a resolu-
tion ‘which denounced Mr. Chamberlain in the most uncompromising
way’. Other speakers on this occasion were WLF members Mrs Stewart
Brown, Mrs W. P. Byles and Mrs Leonard Hobhouse, and the socialist
feminist Isabella Ford. Ellen Robinson also brought a greeting from
this demonstration to the Peace Congress of 1900.25 The WLF’s annual
meeting in June 1900 provided another forum in which members
could speak out against the war, and Ellen Robinson again proposed
a resolution, this time emphasising the desirability of arbitration. This
meeting was also addressed by Lady Carlisle and Emily Hobhouse,
and (again) Mrs W. P. Byles and Isabella Ford.26 Ford was an active
campaigner against the war and frequently attended WLF meetings,
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though her political allegiance lay with the Independent Labour Party
(ILP) rather than the Liberals. Indeed, June Hannam notes that Ford was
careful to emphasise that she attended WLF meetings as a guest, rather
than a member. At the annual meeting Ford put forward the distinctively
socialist analysis that the war was the product of a ‘commercial spirit’,
and the result of it would be that ‘our capitalism would now find a
home in the Boer States, as well as our militarism and all the splendours
of our civilisation’.27 Although the ILP tended to view imperialist wars as
a product of capitalism, it also frequently relied upon anti-war arguments
that emphasised Christian and pacifist ideas alongside its socialist
ideology. This did not mean, however, that its socialist analysis was not
a crucial element in its opposition to war. In an exchange in the pages
of the Labour Leader in 1901, Hodgson Pratt attempted to convince Keir
Hardie that a mass movement for peace was required to bring an end to
the war. Hardie retorted that it was ‘absurd . . . to expect peace among
brothers who exploit each other!’28

The Anglo-Boer war confirmed Ellen Robinson’s worst fears about
British imperialism by demonstrating that it was motivated by militarism
rather than any spirit of Christianity or civilisation. The war also high-
lighted the weakness of the peace movement in Britain. The failure
or refusal to combine methods and resources among the Peace Society,
the Peace Union, the IAPA and the Society of Friends meant that as
a whole, they were powerless to combat the aggressive spirit that was
dominant during the war. Robinson’s commitment to collaborative
work was only strengthened by this experience, as can be seen from her
work with the IPB. Despite its role as a co-ordinating body, the IPB was
on occasion an instrument of such conflict itself. After a difficult Peace
Congress in Glasgow in 1901, at which a number of Dutch delegates
expressed dismay at having to travel to Britain to discuss principles of
peace and arbitration, the Bureau provoked further controversy and
disagreement among its members by its choice of location for the tenth
Congress, in 1902.29 At the invitation of Prince Albert I of Monaco, it
was suggested that the IPB hold the annual Congress in Monte Carlo,
and that it should take place at Easter, rather than the usual autumn
meeting. This was strongly supported by the republicans Gaston Moch
and Charles Richet, who had close personal connections with the Prince
and stood to gain personally from closer collaboration with him. The
Prince’s invitation was linked to his desire to establish an International
Peace Institute in Monaco, with Moch as president. This was successfully
done during the Congress, and the ample educational and bibliographic
resources it provided soon surpassed anything the IPB could afford.30
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Yet the suggestion that the Universal Peace Congress should take
place in a principality known for its gambling, and that the IPB should
change the timing of the Congress so as to fit in with the Prince’s offer,
caused some offence among various societies affiliated to the IPB. Prince
Albert’s links to Monaco’s gambling interests were particularly strong
because it was his own father, Charles III, who had overseen the found-
ing of the casino in 1868. Arguments against holding the Congress in
Monaco were forthcoming from societies in Britain, the Netherlands,
Italy, Germany and the USA. William Evans Darby and the Peace Society
objected to the suggestion at the earliest opportunity, but for the first
time their position was supported by the other British members of the
IPB. Ellen Robinson voted against the location and the timing of the
Monaco Congress, as did Isaac Sharp and J. G. Alexander of the Society of
Friends, and Hodgson Pratt of the IAPA. Ducommun and the ‘advanced’
members of the IPB Committee foresaw the possibility of problems,
however, and manipulated the terms for the vote. They stated in the
circular outlining the proposition that those who did not respond would
be counted as having voted in favour of Monaco. Thus, in order for
the election to go against Monaco, it was necessary to outnumber those
voting yes and those whose votes were not received. The final result was
eight votes in favour and eight against, with one notified abstention,
two replies refusing to make the choice, and a total of seven Committee
members who had failed to respond. Under the IPB Committee’s voting
system, this put the motion for Monaco at fifteen votes to eight.

There were of course complaints made to the IPB not only on the
grounds that Monaco was a principality built upon gambling, but also
because of objections to the way in which the IPB had arranged the vote.
In addition to disputes over the counting method, it was argued that a
postal vote had prevented those opposed to Monaco from making their
reasons heard. William Evans Darby sent a long, formal letter to Élie
Ducommun, the IPB secretary, detailing his objections regarding Monaco
and the IPB’s actions. Referring to the vote, he said: ‘there is such a thing
as the rights of the minority’. Those who had carried the decision ‘by
mere force of numbers . . . have imperilled the cordial relations between
the friends of International Peace’.31 Ellen Robinson made a concerted
effort to heal the rift that had developed between some British IPB
members and the central Committee. Like other members, she proposed
that they should all abandon the 1902 Congress and let the conflicts
blow over, because if half of the membership proceeded with the Monaco
meeting it would invite further division. She wrote to Élie Ducommun
that ‘We are so sorry to act in opposition to some of our colleagues but
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the English societies can not take part in . . . [a Congress] held at Monaco
under the auspices of its Prince.’ It would be, she argued, ‘most injurious
to our cause’, because ‘[t]hose who support us, are those who advocate
most moral causes, and who are especially opposed to gambling at home
& abroad’. Those opposed included, of course, members of the Society of
Friends. Robinson went on to state that: ‘There is also some annoyance
felt at the Congress being hurried on for the very purpose of being held
at a place to which so much objection is taken.’ Allowing divisions
within the peace movement to become public would also, she argued,
be damaging: ‘Will it not necessarily injure the influence of the Peace
Congress if several important countries openly abstain from taking part
in it? and will not the wisdom & judgment of the Berne Bureau be called
in question by the public?’32 Robinson and Darby’s letters made no
difference, and the Congress went ahead at Monaco. Rather than miss it,
the IAPA decided to attend, while Priscilla Peckover’s WLPA appointed
the Danish peace activist Frederic Bajer (who had voted in favour of
going to Monaco) as their delegate. Many other British Committee mem-
bers decided that they could not attend the Congress, including Ellen
Robinson and the LBWPAS, the Society of Friends and the Peace Society.
Afterwards, however, business largely returned to normal. Perhaps
what is most surprising is that the decision to override the wishes of a
significant minority by taking the Congress to Monaco did not cause
more problems than this. The following year, decisions regarding the
next venue were taken as normal, and the conflict was overcome.

Throughout the 1890s there were frequent and serious disputes
between Darby, the secretary of the Peace Society, and members of the
IPB, including its secretary Élie Ducommun. Just a year after the IPB
was founded, Darby accused Ducommun of having been ‘persistently
unjust and unfair to the Peace Society’. Ducommun believed – as did
Hodgson Pratt of the IAPA – that Darby’s ‘extraordinary animosity’ to
the IPB suggested that he had never intended to support it.33 In contrast,
when Peckover or Robinson opposed a measure taken by the IPB the
debate was invariably conducted in conciliatory but clearly expressed
terms. Two factors marked Peckover and Robinson’s approach as dis-
tinct from that of the Peace Society. The most important of these was
the existence of prevailing gendered norms of behaviour, in which
middle-class women strenuously avoided any confrontation that might
imply aggressiveness or a lack of femininity. Yet Peckover and Robinson
also upheld gendered ideals of women’s moral mission, therefore when
they disagreed with prominent male pacifists, they did so on matters of
principle. The second factor must be the context of the movement in
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which these two women were involved. Both were acutely aware of the
importance of peace and arbitration and carried this into their personal
dealings as well as their public arguments. On one occasion of disagree-
ment, for example, Robinson wrote to Ducommun that ‘je n’aimerais pas
qu’on penserait que dans une Union pour le Paix, on se dispute!’ [I would
not like it to be thought that in a Peace Union, we could quarrel!].34

In the context of both Quaker theology and domestic ideology, such
constraints on women’s free expression were justified by popularly held
concepts of inner peace. The idea of the ‘Inner Light’ in Quakerism made
an implicit connection between God, the soul, and the self, implying
that through the ‘light’ or ‘peace’ that resides within, the individual can
also guide others to discover their own Inner Light. Similarly, Victorian
ideology of the middle-class woman as the ‘angel in the house’ con-
structed an ideal in which women were represented as more moral than
men because of their seclusion from public life. They could, therefore, be
an influence for good on their husbands and children. The techniques
adopted by Peckover and Robinson facilitated international work as
the women’s peace movements in Britain quickly expanded and made
useful contacts abroad, while the Peace Society became increasingly
isolated and indeed began to decline in power and influence. Although
Ellen Robinson challenged both the Peace Society and international
organisations such as the IPB when she disagreed with its decisions,
the guiding principle behind much of her work was the need for co-
operation and collaboration, both nationally and internationally and
between absolutists and non-absolutists.

Robinson was also active within the Society of Friends, and involved
in decisions made over the status of Women’s Yearly Meeting. While
Priscilla Peckover argued for the continuance of separate Women’s
Meetings, seeing them as potentially useful for women Friends, Ellen
Robinson’s main focus was on the need for equality within the Society.
Women, she argued, ‘were either equal members, or not members of
the Society at all’. She did not argue for an end to separate meetings,
but she felt ‘that it should be our right to have all important subjects
brought before us . . . instead of its being left to the judgment of the
Clerk’. The question was whether Women’s Meeting was entrusted
to decide its own remit, rather than have it decided for it. She added:
‘We were sometimes told in Quarterly Meetings that although joint
conferences were held, we were not properly constituted members of
the Quarterly Meeting, and had no status. It was needful to find out
what our position really was, for the benefit of those who came after us,
as well as for ourselves.’35
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As Holton and Allen have argued, women Friends were split over
what kind of change was required in the organisation and administra-
tion of the Society, yet there was almost universal agreement that changes
of some sort were necessary. Prominent feminists such as the Brights
and Priestmans argued for the merging of the two Meetings, while more
traditionalist members, such as Peckover, argued that it was only through
having separate Meetings that women were able to develop the skills
and confidence which made their work possible. There was clearly a
whole spectrum of opinions in between, including Ellen Robinson’s
idea that both had a place within the Society, providing the role of
each was clear. Robinson drew attention to the fact that the problem
was not who took part in which Meeting, but the ambiguity over the
status of the Women’s Meeting and, in fact, over the status of women in
the Society as a whole.36

While Peckover continued to work primarily at a local level,
Robinson became involved on a national basis with the Society of Friends
and its Peace Committee. In 1888–89 she addressed seventy meetings for
the Peace Committee, in addition to her work for other associations.37

She also contributed to theological debates within the Society. She
spoke at the Manchester Conference in 1895 at which Quaker theology
and its relation to social change was debated, and was one of the first
female members of the Meeting for Sufferings.38 Mary Lamley Cooke
noted in her obituary of Robinson that ‘it is a little difficult for the
present generation [in 1912] to understand how warmly, twenty or thirty
years ago, thoughtful younger Friends welcomed the clear and logical
expression of broad views of Christian teaching’. Robinson had, she
wrote, ‘made it her duty carefully to study the best results of modern
thought, so that she might be as well equipped as possible for work of
such profound importance’.39 Although Robinson was more advanced
in her views and theology than women members of the Peace Society
were typically expected to be, she received support and encouragement
from the Peace Society in her work, as did the LBWPAS, perhaps because
of the prominence of liberal Friends such as William Pollard and John
W. Rowntree on the Society’s Executive Committee. The Peace Society
on more than one occasion claimed the LBWPAS as a formal auxiliary,
despite the fact that it did not denounce all war.40

Ellen Robinson’s competence and popularity within the international
peace movement led many of its male leaders, in Britain and abroad, to
acknowledge that women could contribute to political as well as religious
debates on peace. However, Robinson’s combination of feminism,
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Quakerism and Liberalism forged a different path to that of Priscilla
Peckover, by which she drew women into the public sphere within both
the Meetings of the Society of Friends, and the Women’s Liberal Associ-
ations. As a result, she made questions of peace, humanitarianism and
international arbitration more prominent within these organisations.

On a number of occasions, Ellen Robinson argued that women’s
moral influence enabled them to affect public opinion. In a speech in
1890, she argued that ‘Moral force is superceding [sic] physical force in
family and social life, why not in international? Women as well as men
are responsible for public opinion; it is our duty to combat false maxims
and wrong methods.’41 This is a restatement of the feminist concep-
tion of patriotism referred to earlier, in which women are represented
as public agents embodying morality and humanity, while men are
implicitly connected with the rule of physical force. Robinson’s feminism
led her to address these questions from a different perspective to that
taken by Peckover: one took a progressive stance, the other a more
traditional one. Both women, however, influenced the developing strands
of pacifist feminism, albeit in very different ways. Robinson’s approach
was similar to the ideas of Henrietta Müller and Florence Fenwick
Miller, although Robinson worked primarily within the peace move-
ment rather than the women’s movement and aimed to popularise
pacifist feminist theories within this context. Peckover, on the other
hand, worked almost exclusively within the peace movement, as shown
for example in her reformulation of patriotism. She argued that an
acceptance of pacifist ideas would lead to the reassessment of what was
best for one’s country and the recognition that the national interest
was best served by arbitration and the avoidance of conflict. This was
distinct from feminist revisions of patriotism, which focused on the
effects of women’s enfranchisement and argued that women would be
loyal to a higher ideal, or a more moral and humane nation.

The contributions of Peckover and Robinson to pacifist feminist
ideas can be seen in the impact that both had upon the roles of women
within the peace movement, especially the Peace Society. By opening up
new channels to women and demonstrating that they could make a
useful contribution to pacifist arguments, Peckover and Robinson proved
that pacifism could be a women’s question and even, for some women,
a feminist one.

The organisation which best blended these feminist and pacifist
interests in the late-nineteenth century was undoubtedly the IAPA,
which was primarily a pacifist organisation but attracted many feminist
members. This association is discussed in detail in the following chapters.
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7

‘Unity is strength’: the International
Arbitration and Peace Association1

T he absolutist Peace Society dominated the British peace
movement throughout most of the nineteenth century. However,
its absolutism was increasingly challenged from mid-century

onwards, and it became apparent by the 1870s, as a result of republican
nationalist campaigns in Europe, and in Britain the rise of working
men’s peace groups and the growth of the women’s movement, that
there was also some demand for a secular peace organisation. The Inter-
national Arbitration and Peace Association (IAPA), founded in 1880,
was the main secular peace organisation in Britain and the one which
experienced the greatest conflict with the Peace Society. Significantly, it
was also the most likely of the mixed peace societies to draw in women
from the feminist movement. It accommodated a variety of feminist
perspectives, as well as attracting women such as Priscilla Peckover who
were active within the peace movement but maintained a distance from
the women’s movement.

As an organisation, the IAPA drew together discourses of liberalism,
socialism, Evangelicalism, feminism and internationalism, a blend that
made it central to both the British and European peace movements.
The IAPA acknowledged European definitions of ‘just wars’ and refused
to be swept along in the tide of jingoistic imperialism that gripped
Britain at the turn of the century. Although it was officially secular in its
arguments for peace, it had many members who upheld religious and
Evangelical ideas. The IAPA’s arguments for equality drew in women
from various strands of the feminist movement, giving rise to a range of
ways of working within the organisation. Women were active as indi-
viduals, as members of the IAPA’s secularist Women’s Committee, and as
members of its Evangelical social purity auxiliary, the WPAA (formerly
the women’s auxiliary to the Peace Society). In its internationalism,
the IAPA was ideologically connected to movements in Britain and
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Europe, as well as North America. It benefited greatly from being a new
organisation. Lacking either a history of dominance within the peace
movement or a background of nonconformity and defiance of the state,
the IAPA was more adaptable than the Peace Society to the changes
in Victorian society, and therefore it was better able to accommodate
feminist thought. This chapter outlines the IAPA’s contribution to the
late Victorian peace movement and the role of women in its work,
while chapter 8 discusses the auxiliaries – the Women’s Committee and
the WPAA – that were attached to it.

The birth of the IAPA was closely connected to some of the problems
experienced by the Peace Society in the 1870s. It was founded in 1880
by the Peace Society’s former collector, Lewis Appleton, who had been
expelled from the Peace Society for misappropriation of funds. Also
involved was William Phillips, who became the Association’s Honorary
Secretary. However, it was not until 1883, when Hodgson Pratt accepted
the chairmanship of the IAPA, that it began to raise its profile and
publicise its theories on peace and international arbitration.

Contrary to Peace Society suspicions, the Association did not reject
Christian beliefs. During a debate with Henry Richard as to whether the
IAPA was duplicating the work of the Peace Society, Pratt asked Richard
what problem there could be with the IAPA if the net result was to
bring more ‘into the field of Christian work’.2 However, Christianity
in itself was not part of its rationale for opposing war. Rather, its prin-
ciples were based upon: ‘a recognition of the mutual respect and justice
between nations, and on broad principles of international polity, the
general adoption of which will lead to the substitution of Arbitration for
War’. It professed itself to be ‘unsectarian’ and, like the Peace Society,
in principle unconnected to party politics. Its objectives were to create
‘an enlightened public opinion towards the abolition of war’, to advocate
practical measures for peace and ‘to secure permanent relief from the
crushing burden of National Armaments’. It aimed to promote: arbitra-
tion as a substitute for war; ‘the establishment of a code of International
Law, and an International Tribunal’; international treaties for such
objects; and finally, means ‘for bringing about a good understanding’
between warring nations.3

The means by which the IAPA expected to spread its message lay
in the establishment of similar organisations across Europe and the US,
creating an international federation in which each association would be
independent, but working with a common plan of action. It established
a journal in 1884, entitled the Journal of the International Arbitration and
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Peace Association (given the rather catchier title of Concord in 1887). Its
work, the Journal argued in its first issue, ‘is one in which both men and
women of all classes, of all parties, and of all religious denominations
may do something; each in his, or her, own sphere’.4 From the outset, the
IAPA consciously attempted to embrace women’s work for peace.

The appointment of Hodgson Pratt as chairman marked a turning
point for the Association. Pratt had a history of radicalism, and at
the 1871 Congress of the republican International League of Peace and
Liberty he had actively opposed the Franco-Prussian war. Pratt attended
the ILPL’s 1872 Congress as a delegate of William Randal Cremer’s
Workmen’s Peace Association, and was put forward as a candidate for
the ILPL’s central Committee in the same year, although he declined to
accept this offer because he refused to ‘look upon the republic as neces-
sary to peace’ and thus endorse wars of liberation.5 On accepting the
chairmanship of the IAPA, Pratt made a number of innovative changes:
he invited Henry Richard to become president of the IAPA (Richard
refused), suggested an amalgamation of the Peace Society and the
IAPA (negotiations were begun, but came to nothing), and provided a
monthly mouthpiece for the Association by establishing the Journal.
Pratt gradually gained the IAPA a following and membership that did not
overlap with that of the Peace Society, though the relationship between
the two organisations remained tense for several years. The conflict con-
tinued throughout the 1880s and was exacerbated during the 1890s by
the founding of the IPB. The Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902 highlighted
the tensions again, as the IAPA took an openly anti-government stance
while the Peace Society refused to undertake any efforts that could not
guarantee success.

Initially, the expulsion of Lewis Appleton in late 1884 from the
secretaryship of the Association, followed by negotiations during 1885
on the possibility of a merger, meant that by the mid-1880s the rela-
tionship was co-operative, even if it was also unpredictable. In 1886,
Hodgson Pratt was invited to address the annual meeting of the Peace
Society, a significant gesture of goodwill, as the Journal was pleased to
note: ‘Our Association has long been anxious for a closer union with our
brethren in the great cause . . . More especially have we been anxious for
brotherly relations with the Parent Society, which has for so many years
had the benefit of Mr Henry Richard’s able and earnest services.’ The
Journal acknowledged the continuing dominance of the Peace Society
in the British peace movement as a whole, and the prominence and status
of Henry Richard. It also implied that, as in any unequal relationship, it
fell to the side with the upper hand to recognise the subordinate: it was
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therefore the privilege of the Peace Society to invite Hodgson Pratt to
speak to their meeting, rather than the IAPA to invite Henry Richard to
theirs. The Journal went on to note that ‘the circumstances under which
the two societies were thus represented on a common platform were of
no small importance’.6

In contrast, the Herald of Peace gave no special notice to the event,
but reported Pratt’s remarks that ‘He felt it to be a very great honour
indeed to find himself on that platform on the anniversary meeting
of an association which had done so much.’ By 1889, relations between
the two organisations had improved even further, to the degree that the
Herald paid Pratt the rare compliment of comparing him to both Joseph
Sturge and the recently-departed Henry Richard: ‘Perhaps no one, since
the days of the late Joseph Sturge, has devoted more personal attention,
labour and money, to the arduous work of peace propagandism on the
Continent. He has well followed up and maintained, in this direction,
the similar efforts of the late Mr Henry Richard, MP. Mr Pratt is almost
a Peace Society in himself.’7

Notwithstanding the different emphasis that the Peace Society and
the IAPA attached to Christian pacifism, on paper the practical aims of
the Peace Society and the IAPA were similar: the establishment of systems
of arbitration and a court of nations, and the advocacy of mutual dis-
armament. Yet the two organisations worked in very different ways.
During the 1880s, they were coloured by the politics of their respective
chairmen, Henry Richard and Hodgson Pratt. Richard’s long experience
of peace work served to emphasise the dominance of the Peace Society,
while Pratt’s background in the co-operative movement established links
for the IAPA that went beyond the peace movement into wider political
circles. Membership records show that the majority of Peace Society and
IAPA members did not join both societies. The primary factor affecting
the relations between them was the attitudes of their leaders. The rivalry,
such as it was, changed course after Richard’s death in 1888. His replace-
ment in the Peace Society, William Evans Darby, was primarily concerned
with maintaining the status that Richard had obtained for the Society.
It became an increasingly insular organisation towards the end of the
century, and in consequence, the generation of feminists that emerged
in the 1880s and 1890s were far more likely to turn to the IAPA as an
effective context for their peace work than to the Peace Society.

Just as many women preferred the IAPA, European activists found
a sympathy and tolerance for their views from the IAPA that was not
forthcoming from the Peace Society. This is particularly clear from
an analysis of the International Peace Bureau, which was intended to
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be a non-partisan, co-ordinating body for national peace movements.
Under William Evans Darby, the Peace Society was reluctant to acknow-
ledge or support the IPB because it included many influential members
of the ILPL. Hodgson Pratt was aware that the Peace Society would
be uncooperative, and during discussions on the formation of the IPB
he warned Élie Ducommun, the ILPL member who became the IPB’s
secretary, that ‘You must be prepared for opposition, great opposition.’8

While Pratt did not share the ILPL’s views on, for example, wars of
national liberation, he was nonetheless prepared to work closely with it
to strengthen the international movement.

The functions of the IPB were, among other things, to collect, cata-
logue and provide information and publications on peace and arbitration,
and to prepare subjects for the Peace Congresses and carry out their
resolutions.9 As a transnational umbrella organisation, the IPB drew
diverse groups together to exchange ideas and work collectively for
peace. Delegates to the IPB’s first Peace Congress in 1892 included Richard
and Emmeline Pankhurst and E. M. Southey (for the IAPA), Joseph
Sturge (for the Workmen’s Peace Association), Mrs Henry Richard and
Priscilla Peckover (both for the Peace Society and the Ladies’ Peace
Auxiliary), Margaret Tanner and Anna and Mary Priestman (three of
a long list of delegates sent by the Peace Society) and Ellen Robinson
for the LBWPAS and the Society of Friends.10 The Congress attracted a
number of prominent British pacifists, and drew workers from a wide
range of peace organisations. It also explicitly targeted women.

During the 1890 and 1891 Congresses at which the idea for the
Bureau was established, a number of resolutions were passed regard-
ing women’s roles in peace work. The most comprehensive of these
called for:

every woman throughout the world to sustain, as wife, mother, sister,
or citizen, the things that make for Peace; as otherwise she incurs
grave responsabilities [sic] for the continuance of the systems of war
and militarism, which not only desolate but corrupt the home life of
the nations . . . [W]omen should unite themselves with societies for
the promotion of international peace.11

The same resolution was passed by many individual peace societies in
the months after the Congress, including for example Priscilla Peckover’s
WLPA. However, while it undoubtedly valued their support and con-
tributions, the IPB could offer women little in terms of international
peace work. Dominated as the Bureau was by men who could directly
influence the political process in their own nations, there were few
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opportunities available for women who wanted to work within it. The
Austrian aristocrat and novelist Bertha von Suttner was perhaps the
exception to this rule, as her elite background gave her a wider sphere of
influence than the middle-class women who made up the bulk of women
involved in the peace movement. Suttner also had a popular anti-war
novel to her name, which had established her as an authority on questions
of peace and arbitration.12

Yet while the IPB offered few opportunities for women, it did
provide a means of external support to the IAPA, which was relatively
isolated in Britain due to its difficult relationship with the Peace Society.
For example, during the second Anglo-Boer war, when the Peace Society
resisted all calls to campaign for peace, the IAPA (along with the WLPA
and the LBWPAS) developed a range of strategies, including public meet-
ings, petitions and peace propaganda to protest against the war. The IPB
assisted with these wherever it could. For example, its central Committee
wrote to the British Prime Minister reminding him of the promises made
by the British government at the Hague Conference only a few months
earlier. A similar appeal was addressed to the twenty-five signatories
to the Hague Convention, requesting that they intervene and assist in
bringing about an end to the hostilities.13 These actions followed lengthy
communications between Hodgson Pratt and Élie Ducommun, in which
Pratt argued that ‘mere Resolutions and Addresses, signed by members of
Peace Societies, [giving] continuing protestations against the Transvaal
war will avail nothing’. Rather, a definite step was needed in which,
‘in each country, a large number of influential persons should seek a
personal interview with the Head of Government or Minister of Foreign
Affairs, with the view of urging an offer of Good Offices or Mediation;
– whether that offer be made by the Government in question acting
alone, – or in conjunction with other Governments’.14

This discussion came early in the war, after a protest meeting held
by the IAPA, the Transvaal Committee and the Social Democratic
Federation in September 1899 had erupted into violence.15 Members
of the public attacked both speakers and pacifists attending the demon-
stration, and left a number of them injured. Sections of the London
press had identified Hodgson Pratt and Ellen Robinson as unofficial
representatives of the Afrikaners, though few papers went on to describe
the riot that erupted in consequence.16 As a result of this intimidation
by sections of the general public and the popular press, Pratt contacted
the IPB and suggested joint methods of protest which he believed would
be more successful. Thus the IPB was used as an international point
of contact, to provide support in the face of weaknesses in the British
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movement. This re-emphasises the idealistic construction of patriotism as
an international, rather than uniquely national, identity. This was par-
ticularly important for Priscilla Peckover, Ellen Robinson and Hodgson
Pratt, who were all working within a variety of contexts in Britain.

Alongside its attitude to Continental peace movements, the IAPA’s
second striking difference from the Peace Society was its attitude to
women, and its commitment to a mixed-sex organisation. The IAPA
addressed itself to women in the very first issue of the Journal. Almost
since its inauguration it had enjoyed an organised presence of women
experienced in peace work, through the affiliation in 1881 of the WPAA.17

A four-page ‘Appeal to Women on Behalf of International Arbitration’
was produced by Hodgson Pratt and published by the Association for
distribution among various women’s societies, and was also circulated
by Lydia Becker, who enclosed it in an edition of the Women’s Suffrage
Journal.18 The republican feminist Marie Deraismes, of Paris, prepared a
French translation which the IAPA circulated on the continent, and her
organisation, the Société pour l’Amélioration du Sort de la Femme et de
la Revindication de ses Droits, sent a letter of support to the IAPA.19

That women were actively included in the IAPA’s work is clear from
the proceedings of its annual meetings, its Executive Committee (which
consisted of both women and men), its explicit inclusion of women
within the Association’s general work, and the content of the Journal.
As noted in chapter 4, until the early 1890s, the Peace Society advocated
women’s peace work only in the context of the domestic or religious
spheres, that is, among other women, children and the clergy. Women’s
contributions were explicitly confined and constrained. The IAPA took
a less divisive stance, arguing that ‘every word in the Journal should be
one which men and women may express or receive without distinction’.20

The work of women was accepted as a vital part of the whole picture.
The IAPA’s connections with Europe may also have affected its polit-
ical perspective, as women were generally more influential within the
Continental peace societies than they were within the British ones.

Concord’s subscription lists for the period 1884 to 1899 show that
approximately one quarter of the IAPA’s five hundred members were
female.21 Some of these women members founded a separate female
auxiliary to the IAPA, known as the Women’s Committee, and there
were also of course the members of the more independent WPAA, which
had formerly been affiliated to the Peace Society. But the IAPA also had
many individual women members who were influential in political and
social reform. These included Mrs Ellen Sickert, who was the daughter
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of Richard Cobden and sister-in-law of Helena Swanwick, and Mary
Costelloe, who was the mother of another active feminist, Ray Strachey,
and daughter of the Quaker Hannah Whitall Smith (also a member of
the IAPA, and formerly of the WPAAPS). Elizabeth Pease Nichol and
Margaret Bright Lucas were two prominent feminist members (Bright
Lucas was also president of the WPAA), as were Laura McLaren and
Florence Fenwick Miller. Emmeline Pankhurst, then best known as the
wife of the socialist Dr Richard Pankhurst, was an IAPA member, as
were the Irish Unionist Isabella Tod and the American Julia Ward Howe.
Constance Lloyd, better known as Mrs Oscar Wilde, was a regular speaker
at IAPA women’s meetings between 1884 and 1893.22

Many of the IAPA’s women members had a high profile within
society and were accustomed to the more equal partnerships that were
popularised in the 1890s by the concept of the ‘New Woman’. Unlike
pioneering feminists of the 1860s and 1870s, for whom an equal marriage
partnership was regarded as enterprising and unusual, the feminists of
the 1880s and 1890s enjoyed the concept of equality in marriage as a vital
component of their lives. The IAPA accorded women an equal role,
given that women were still politically disenfranchised under British law.
For example, its 1884 annual meeting included a woman speaker not only
addressing a mixed audience but also proposing a resolution. This is in
contrast to the Peace Society, who did not invite a female speaker until
1890. Women were also accepted as having a political role. After a con-
ference in 1885 on the possibility of the peaceful settlement of disputes
over the Afghan frontier, the Journal noted that ‘many members’ of the
WPAA were present, and that the resolution – recommending arbitration
– was forwarded to the Prime Minister.23 This involvement of women in
a predominantly male political act demonstrates that the IAPA was very
different from the Peace Society in the role it accorded women.

Four women in particular became involved in the IAPA in ways
that advanced both their peace work and their feminism. Isabella Tod,
Florence Fenwick Miller, Laura Ormiston Chant and Florence Balgarnie
were all middle-class suffragists with a background of active involvement
in the feminist movement. Each had their own interests of course: Tod
focused on campaigning for women’s education and against Home Rule,
Miller on neo-Malthusianism and new approaches to sexual politics,
Chant on a reactionary form of social purity, and Balgarnie on women’s
suffrage and trade unionism. Their different approaches to social ques-
tions were carried over into the peace movement, as each presented
different methods of working to the IAPA’s meetings. Tod, for example,
was an internationalist and opposed imperial expansion, though she
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also tolerated some forms of imperialism, for example in her opposition
to Home Rule for Ireland. Fenwick Miller, as shown in chapter 2, was
much more identified with conceptions of international citizenship and
universalised sisterhood, while Balgarnie was implicitly critical of such
ideas, locating responsibility for war in class, as well as gender terms.
Chant provided the clearest example of the Evangelical feminist position,
echoing the social purity interests of the WPAA. These four women can
be viewed as further evidence of the diversity of feminist perspectives
that was highlighted in chapter 2. Their involvement in the IAPA shows
that the Association could attract feminists from a range of backgrounds
and political ideologies, who were drawn to the peace movement because
it supported their views on the suffrage, imperialism, social purity,
education or motherhood. The IAPA’s position as a flexible and broadly
based organisation also meant that it was able to accommodate this
range of perspectives.

Miss Isabella Tod (1836–96) was one of the most prominent
feminists to regularly attend the IAPA’s meetings. Tod had been a popular
figure in the women’s movement for nearly two decades, becoming
interested in women’s education and the campaign for married women’s
property laws at the Social Science Congress in Belfast in 1867. These
interests led her into the suffrage movement, and she became a member
of the Executive boards of the Ladies’ National Association for the Repeal
of the Contagious Diseases Acts, the National Vigilance Association and
the Married Women’s Property Committee. Born in Scotland but raised
in Belfast, Tod’s primary concern was the promotion of the interests of
Irish women, and she was perhaps the most prominent Irish women’s
suffragist of the late nineteenth century. Her controversial commitment
to Unionism emerged in 1886, after her reputation was established,
when she devoted all her energies to the campaign against Home Rule,
alienating many of her colleagues and, despite her Liberalism, allying
herself with the Unionists.24

Tod maintained that her Unionism was not based on ‘religious
bigotry’. Rather, ‘what we dread is the complete dislocation of all society,
especially in regard to commercial affairs and to organised freedom
of action . . . [I]t is needful to point out that the conditions of a free
democracy do not exist in Ireland.’ At best, she said, widespread educa-
tion and training in local government would be needed before Home
Rule could be attempted, and Ulster should claim ‘a separate jurisdiction’
in order to maintain its political freedom and its ability ‘to do some good
for the rest of Ireland’. During her campaign Tod befriended Millicent
Garrett Fawcett, another Liberal who converted to the Liberal Unionists,
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and publicly disassociated herself from Josephine Butler after the latter
declared herself in favour of Home Rule.25

There was, however, a distinct difference between the politics of
Tod and Fawcett where the question of the use of force was concerned.
Fawcett sympathised with imperialist arguments and supported the use
of physical force in Ireland as a means of maintaining order. Tod’s
position regarding the empire was slightly more complex. Surprisingly
perhaps, she had more than a passing interest in the work of the IAPA.
She was present at nearly all of its annual meetings during the 1880s,
relinquishing her role as one of its most popular women speakers only
as ill health forced her to cut back on her political activities during the
1890s. Many of her speeches for the IAPA propounded comprehensive
arguments for peace work, similar to the reasoning Ellen Robinson
developed. She drew on notions of women’s duties, of national and
racial difference, human rights as against physical force, the economic
implications of war, which directly hampered social progress, and the
importance of equal rights not only for women but also for the ‘others’
upon whom Britain might be tempted to wage war.26

In her first recorded IAPA speech, she stated that: ‘This Society
invites . . . women . . . to take their full share – and that a large and
definite share – in enlightening the public mind, and awakening public
conscience, not only to the dangers which follow war, but also to those
underlying principles of selfishness and tyranny.’ This ‘underlying
. . . selfishness’ referred to Tod’s belief that politicians were, generally
speaking, concerned with party political questions rather than public
issues. She was a democrat at heart, and believed that the best means
by which to limit war was to re-educate the public so that they would
not vote for war or for inflexible, combative politicians. She employed
feminist arguments of sexual difference in her contention that the
infringement of human rights was inherent in the use of physical force:
‘We have to fight for and protect the interests of the weak, by teaching
the strong that they have no rights by virtue of their strength.’ This, she
said, was ‘a work in which women can assist. I cannot but feel that
we have the right to appeal . . . in this matter.’27

Her arguments, as these quotes show, were focused on a conception
of women’s rights and duties that was typical of the women’s move-
ment at this time. Her speeches and publications on women’s suffrage
drew on ideas of justice, on women’s rights as citizens of the state, and
particularly on the separate spheres ideology of women’s moral and
spiritual superiority. Yet Tod also employed anti-imperialist rhetoric
in conjunction with her feminist and Unionist principles. At the IAPA’s
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fourth annual meeting in 1885, she criticised the war system in all its
forms, stating that whether it was a great war or ‘one of those wretched
little wars, as they were called’, in which Britain ‘had been often engaged,
threatening and overbearing races which we were pleased to think inferior
to ourselves’, women nonetheless, on any prospect of war, stopped their
social and philanthropic reforms until peace was restored. Hence war
impoverished all social work, and had ramifications far beyond the
financial cost of the military conflict. It was not only damaging in the
sense that it hampered social progress, but its effects were felt doubly
because increased taxes were levied and resources wasted ‘on needless
warlike enterprises’.28 Thus there was economic damage done to a nation
by engaging in war, and moral damage as a result of their indifference
to the deaths of the enemy. In line with her views on the importance of
an educated and democratic electorate, Tod concluded that ‘by far the
highest and broadest aim of [the IAPA] . . . is not the external one, but
the inculcating of regard for the equal rights of others, and the exercise
of unceasing personal self-control over all personal, class, and party
impulses’.29 This was a position that was in complete harmony with her
opinions on the suffrage.

A striking contrast to Tod’s position can be found in the arguments
of another speaker for the IAPA, Florence Fenwick Miller. Originally
qualified in medicine, Miller was one of the earliest women journalists,
the biographer of Harriet Martineau and editor of the feminist journal
the Woman’s Signal. She was also no stranger to controversy. In 1877 she
supported Annie Besant’s popular distribution of a pamphlet on con-
traception, and as a member of the London School Board her support
was publicised and much criticised. She was the only feminist to publicly
express her anger at the Ripper murders in London in 1888, naming them
as not isolated events but part of the constant and increasing cruelties
against women which were, to make matters worse, treated leniently
by the (male) judiciary. Despite her outspokenness, her debating skills
meant that she was in constant demand as a public speaker. Possessing
‘aggressive body language and verbal style’, Fenwick Miller and her
lectures were very much ‘part of the spectacle of London life in the
eighties, provocative signs of modernity and vibrant radicalism’.30

By the 1890s, Fenwick Miller was one of the most prominent
feminists of her generation to develop internationalist ideas of pacifist
feminism. Like many of the women involved in the IAPA, she was
critical of jingoistic imperialism and aggressive militarism. Like many
Victorian feminists, she blended ideas of progress and rationalism with
a feminist sexual difference perspective, to argue that women’s status in
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society improved as civilisation progressed. Yet importantly, she applied
these ideas directly to an international rather than a national stage. In
arguing that the ‘women of the whole world’ were beginning to form a
united sisterhood and overcoming the ‘barbarism’ of military societies,
she connected feminism with pacifism on a global scale, implying a course
of progress and evolution throughout history where earlier feminists
such as Caroline Ashurst Biggs and Lydia Becker had relied on more
static constructions of ‘nature’.31 While this approach highlighted the
universalism of her feminism, it was nonetheless a dramatic leap to take
from a Victorian feminist perspective.

Fenwick Miller was therefore an obvious choice for the IAPA’s
annual meetings, and her controversial approach compensated for her
low level of involvement in the IAPA’s work. Fenwick Miller disagreed
with Isabella Tod’s decrying of the ‘war spirit’ discussed above, arguing
that combating war required the same martial spirit of the ‘noble warrior’.
She emphasised the unpopularity of peace principles, saying that, par-
ticularly in the sphere of politics, ‘if a man or a woman wanted the
reputation of being a practical politician . . . they had better leave this
question alone’. In order to have such an impracticable question as peace
recognised in politics, it must be fought for by those who believed in it:
‘let us look to our principles being carried out, and if not, fight for those
principles, although [you belong] . . . to a Peace Society [sic]’.32

This combative approach was reflected in Fenwick Miller’s other
arguments on women and peace. For example, she used the popular
approach that women suffered more in wars than did men, because while
‘[i]t was true that men had to bear arms in the field of battle . . . who
would not rather go into the fight and share its dangers and glories and
successes, than stay at home anxiously waiting lest they should hear of
the death of those nearest and dearest’.33 In the differences between the
arguments of Fenwick Miller and Tod, there are parallels with the debates
that raged within the suffrage movement, both during the 1880s and
1890s, and during the early twentieth century as a result of the methods
of suffragists and, later, suffragettes. Fenwick Miller’s combative approach
and Tod’s emphasis on the need for self-control echo suffragist debates
on tactics within this period, over issues such as the refusal to pay taxes
and the inclusion of married women in the franchise. There were per-
petual disagreements over whether methods that exploited power rela-
tions were necessary in order to effect change, or whether a reformulation
of the use of power on all levels was required. The contrasting feminist
philosophies of direct action and the use of force, as against restraint
and passive resistance, were a continual source of friction.34
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The third example of a prominent feminist who regularly spoke at
IAPA meetings is Mrs Laura Ormiston Chant. As discussed in chapter 4,
Chant was one of the first women to be appointed a vice-president of
the Peace Society, in March 1889. But before this date she spoke on a
number of occasions at IAPA events, including the annual meetings of
1886 and 1887. Linda Walker credits Chant with helping to ‘formulate the
moral basis of Liberal feminism’, and as noted earlier, her primary area
of interest was in social purity campaigns, although she was also an active
suffragist.35 Like Isabella Tod, she took a strong line on personal morality,
although she went further than Tod in her campaign to improve and
purify public life. Her interests in this respect were similar to those of
the Moral Reform Union (MRU). Like the MRU, in 1888 Chant protested
against Sir Charles Dilke’s candidacy for a position on London County
Council because Dilke had been named as correspondent in a divorce case
in 1885.36 Chant was also an engaging and controversial lecturer: in 1888
Henrietta Müller termed her ‘the most popular of our lady speakers’.37

During the late 1880s, Chant conducted a relentless campaign to
make the streets of London safer for women. However, in her terms this
meant ridding them of prostitutes so that ‘respectable’ women could use
public spaces unmolested. Unlike many of her contemporaries, including
Josephine Butler, Chant endorsed the middle-class philanthropist’s view
of the working class as ‘ “child-like” and in need of direction’, though
she was also highly critical of the (sexual) leisure pursuits of the male
aristocracy. Seen by critics as a dangerous example of the ‘New Woman’,
it is nonetheless clear that although she tried to rid the streets and public
entertainment sites of prostitutes, her ultimate aim was in fact to trans-
form these sites so that women could move freely in them without
fearing attack or loss of respectability. As Lucy Bland notes, the public
arena in the 1880s was ‘reserved for men and those women who “im-
morally” serviced them’, so in trying to change the nature of the public
sphere, Chant was in her own terms attempting to free women from
repression. She curtailed prostitutes’ liberty by attempting to eliminate
their public presence, but argued that this was necessary because under
the existing state of affairs, firstly, her own liberty (and that of respect-
able women like her) was being curtailed as a result of prostitutes’ free-
dom, and secondly, prostitutes’ liberty was infringed because, she argued,
‘vice in itself is a colossal injustice’.38 Of course, the prostitutes, and many
other philanthropists who were seeking to ‘help’ them, such as Josephine
Butler, did not see the problem in quite these terms.

Chant’s arguments on behalf of the peace movement reflected her
moral purity feminism. She particularly favoured maternalist arguments
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for peace, telling the IAPA’s 1886 annual meeting that she ‘could not
imagine a mother looking on placidly at the number of men who were
trained in the world for no other purpose than to be run through by
bayonets’. Like Isabella Tod, Chant argued that education could be used
as a means to prevent war, and that boys needed ‘a different education
. . . beginning it in the nursery’, so that they ‘should not be taught
to find pleasure in those toys which men suffer for afterwards’. By this
means, she argued, ‘women could do a great deal . . . to help forward
the great cause’. Indeed, it was on women’s ‘own inner moral sense
that the world would rely’ to reach higher levels of civilisation.39 These
arguments exemplify the Evangelical moral purity stance on peace,
with its distinctive focus on the luxuries of resourceful middle-class
motherhood and unceasing moral improvement.

A clear contrast to Chant can be found in another advocate of
education who spoke for the IAPA, Miss Florence Balgarnie (1856–1928).
Balgarnie had more in common in terms of politics and ideology with
Florence Fenwick Miller than she did with Laura Ormiston Chant
or Isabella Tod. She was based in Scarborough, but of Irish descent,
and was the daughter of a Congregationalist minister. She had been
educated in London and Germany, was a member of the School
Board in Scarborough for two years in the early 1880s, worked as full-
time secretary to the Central National Society for Women’s Suffrage,
was co-founder of the Women’s Trade Union Association, and in 1894
became secretary of the Anti-Lynching Committee. Balgarnie was also
a member of the Men and Women’s Club, a radical, elitist club of
twenty members that ran for four years in the late 1880s to discuss
‘the mutual position and relation of men and women’.40 Like the
Ashursts, she had great respect for Mazzini, and also for the writings
of Ruskin.

In defining women’s emancipation in a paper read to the Men and
Women’s Club in 1888, Balgarnie argued that the first step must be
economic independence for women, followed by the control of (men’s)
passion by the use of reason. She rarely felt happy as part of this Club,
however, and revealed to Henrietta Müller in an interview the following
year that ‘Fine ladies make me nervous . . . I do not prefer speaking at
drawing-room meetings. I am more at home when addressing working
people, especially working men.’ The drawing-room atmosphere of most
women’s peace meetings clearly did not appeal to her. She preferred an
environment in which real debate took place: ‘When the audience is
either sympathetic, or directly antagonistic, one’s ideas flow forth easily,
and the listeners seem to inspire one.’41
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In keeping with this preference for lively listeners, rather than the
restrained reading or speaking that characterised drawing-room meet-
ings, Balgarnie’s arguments on peace education focused on the sort of
opportunities that would have been available to working-class children,
instead of (like Chant) drawing on the experience of the middle classes:
the working-class home had no nursery or toy soldiers. Balgarnie high-
lighted the issue of discipline and argued that it was in the (mis)use of
punishment that aggressive behaviour was learnt. In educating working-
class children, ‘the master or mistress, . . . being a bigger animal, could
exert more physical power . . . instead of appealing to a child’s common
sense’.42 She emphasised the class differences in education during this
period, showing that among the working as well as the middle classes,
belligerent behaviour was learnt and had direct effects in adulthood.

Balgarnie also drew on Ruskin in her arguments against war.
Borrowing from his lecture on war in The Crown of Wild Olive, she
argued that women were partly culpable for war because of their lack of
interest in peace questions. Following Ruskin, Balgarnie used the same
assumption of what might be called the false consciousness of middle-
class women that was used by many speakers and writers who argued
that women and peace were inherently linked. War was, she said, nothing
but ‘a sorrow and an affliction to woman’, yet women appeared to have
no sympathy for the cause of peace. Instead, they were ‘dazzled’ by the
red coats of the military.43 In a paraphrase of Ruskin, she raised a laugh
from the audience by saying that ‘If only the women of England could
be made to feel half as much for the horrors of a great battle, as they
cared for the smashing of their best tea-things at home, we should very
soon see war cease.’44 From Ruskin, these arguments appear misogynist
in their emphasis, coming as they do at the end of a long lecture on
men’s role in war, at which it is concluded that war is ‘wholly’ the fault
of women, who ‘are too selfish and too thoughtless to take pains for any
creature out of your own immediate circles’.45 Yet for Balgarnie, who
was more comfortable debating among working people than giving a
formal speech to a large, middle-class meeting, such an argument had a
very different impact, and it is likely that as an experienced public speaker
she was aware of this. A critique of the idleness and political ignorance
of middle-class women could be used to much greater effect by a woman
than by a man. Balgarnie’s exploitation of this is confirmed by the fact
that she does not actually reference Ruskin in her speech, instead pre-
senting her ideas as an outgrowth of her experience.

In addition to the ‘modernity and vibrant radicalism’ that these
four women represented, they brought a range of finely honed speaking
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and debating skills to the IAPA meetings.46 Isabella Tod’s and Laura
Ormiston Chant’s middle-class philanthropic backgrounds contrasted
with the working-class women’s concerns which Florence Fenwick Miller
and Florence Balgarnie attempted to represent. Isabella Tod’s critiques
of expansionist imperialism and her opposition to the use of violence
and physical force contrasted with Fenwick Miller’s combative and con-
troversial approach to the question of how to achieve peace and arbitra-
tion. All four women introduced feminist arguments of sexual difference
through, for example, Chant’s analyses of maternalism and education,
and Balgarnie’s conflicting critique of idle middle-class womanhood and
domesticity. Their involvement with the IAPA demonstrates that, within
some contexts, the various strands of the women’s movement could be
brought into dialogue with one another. The abstract question of peace,
and women’s relationship to it, was addressed in many different ways.
Chant drew on quasi-essentialist ideas of woman’s innate moral nature,
while Tod represented moral behaviour as a universal human aspira-
tion. The agnosticism of Miller and secularism of Balgarnie provided a
strong contrast with Chant, an Evangelical preacher. In addition, Tod’s
Unionism set her apart from the Home Rulers who dominated the
IAPA. Yet all four women found common ground within the Association,
accommodating as it did Evangelicals and secularists, neo-Malthusianists
and social purity campaigners.

Despite the divergent interests within the peace and feminist movements
of the late Victorian period, it was possible to formulate co-operative
and collaborative approaches through which many diverse interest groups
could unite to express common aims. By the turn of the century, the
IAPA was working with absolute pacifists, Continental nationalists,
socialists and feminists, all of whom had different conceptions of what
peace meant and how it might be achieved. To further illustrate the range
of ways in which women worked for social progress through the IAPA,
the following chapter examines the work of its two single-sex auxiliaries,
the Women’s Peace and Arbitration Auxiliary, which seceded from the
Peace Society and affiliated to the IAPA in 1881–82, and the Women’s
Committee, which was established in 1887.
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8

Awakening women:
pacifist feminism in the IAPA

T he IAPA had a women’s auxiliary almost from the date it was
founded, as between 1881 and 1882 a number of women in the
Peace Society’s Auxiliary attempted to formally attach their

organisation to the IAPA. When matters reached a head in April 1882,
the Auxiliary split, with one organisation – the Women’s Peace and
Arbitration Auxiliary (WPAA) – attaching itself to the IAPA, the other
reconstituting itself and remaining with the Peace Society. The social
purity politics and Evangelicalism of the WPAA did not appeal to other
women members of the IAPA, however, and a second female auxiliary
was founded in 1887, titled the Women’s Committee. This chapter con-
siders why such an inclusive organisation as the IAPA had two separate
female auxiliaries, and examines the politics of each.

An article by Hodgson Pratt published in Concord in 1888 dwelt at
length on women’s relationship to peace, and their special qualities that
would be of use in the movement. Unlike the Peace Society, he assumed
women’s rights as a given. Pratt wrote: ‘To women, growing stronger in
the best kind of influence over men, through their wider training and
acquirements, and the recognition of their right to a greater part in the
world’s affairs – to women we look for help to reach that new world.’1

Although he believed that there should ‘be no peace society without its
women’s branch’, Pratt also questioned the wisdom of having a separate
‘Women’s Column’ in Concord and separate auxiliaries, such as the
Women’s Committee and the WPAA.2 He reminded the readers of
Concord that:

women as well as men sit on the Executive Committee; and some
of us think that every word in the Journal should be one which men
and women may express or receive without distinction . . . Some of
us doubt whether greater identification of the two branches of the
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human family in all thought and work is not desirable, rather than
this tendency to separateness.3

The issue of mixed sex versus separate women’s organisations was not
generally a matter for debate within the peace movement, although as
previous chapters have shown, the Peace Society was very specific about
the role its women’s auxiliary should take. The IAPA, however, was more
flexible. Its approach to women’s involvement meant that separate spaces
for women did not necessarily marginalise them, but could instead
offer greater opportunities for debates and meetings in which women
managed and conducted their own affairs. They could then focus on
those aspects of the peace movement that were of greatest interest to
them. The WPAA, for example, was particularly concerned with social
purity questions and its members often raised these within discussions
on peace and pacifism. But within the IAPA, and again in contrast to
the Peace Society, women had the opportunity for involvement in its
Executive Committee. Many members of its other women’s auxiliary,
the Women’s Committee, were involved in both the separatist and the
mixed-sex aspects of the Association.

Whether separate organising was compatible with the peace move-
ment was less a matter for debate than in other areas of the women’s
movement, because there was not the same degree of ideological conflict
between the social constructions of ‘women’ and ‘peace’ as there was
between, for example, ‘sex’ and ‘class’.4 Women were often represented
in their traditional role as mothers, and pacifist feminists frequently
emphasised the special reasons why women as a sex would benefit
from an end to war – usually via the argument that women suffered
through losing husbands and sons – but there was also great interest in
ungendered questions of international arbitration and conflict resolution.
Auxiliaries such as the Women’s Committee engaged with similar argu-
ments to the mainstream peace movement, and Concord regularly carried
a ‘Women’s Column’ that covered publications or speeches on peace
questions that would have been of equal interest to men and women
readers. It seems that separate women’s auxiliaries were required by
women members because these provided them with the space to debate
the theory and practice of the peace movement, while also enabling them
to explicitly draw connections with other issues of interest, such as – in
the case of the WPAA – sexual morality and social purity.

The WPAA affiliated itself to the IAPA in 1881 and finally separated
from the Peace Society in the summer of 1882. E. M. Southey and the
other women who constituted the WPAA after the split with the Peace
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Society were overwhelmingly based in London and, perhaps surpris-
ingly, were mostly Quakers. Under Southey’s leadership, the WPAA
in its new guise was as energetic in its peace work as it had been
when part of the Peace Society. In 1884, Southey responded to an article
in the IAPA’s Journal by John Noble, which gave ‘Twelve Reasons in
favour of Arbitration as a Substitute for War in the Settlement of Inter-
national Disputes’. She requested no less than two thousand copies
of the article for circulation, suggesting that although the WPAA’s
work was not being reported in detail in the Journal, it was nonetheless
continuing apace.5

In 1885, Southey began the production of her own journal, The
Olive Leaf. Its first issue contained a brief history of the development of
the WPAA, beginning with the Olive Leaf Circles, the ‘step in advance’
made by the formation of the women’s auxiliary to the Peace Society
in 1874, and the decision in 1882 that ‘it was thought desirable to work
independently of the Peace Society, but, at the same time, in harmony
with them’. A desire was expressed to ‘co-operate heartily with every
kindred society’ working for peace, while the Journal acknowledged
the assistance the WPAA had provided to the IAPA at conferences and
meetings. It was noted in the Journal that The Olive Leaf was not
devoted exclusively to peace questions, having a much wider scope that
included the ‘moral and social welfare’ of the nation. The Peace Society’s
publication, the Herald of Peace, gave The Olive Leaf a much briefer
notice, detailing its price and publisher and remarking that it ‘contains
very useful information’. Mrs Southey was nonetheless recognised by
the Peace Society as ‘an earnest worker in the cause’.6

In keeping with this mood of conciliation, in the late 1880s the
factions that had dominated the British peace movement for nearly
ten years began to temporarily break down. As the prelude to a cross-
organisational ‘Great Peace Demonstration’ in the summer of 1889, a
meeting of the Moral Reform Union (MRU) was held at the house of
its secretary, Thomazine Leigh Browne, in March of that year.7 The
membership overlap between the MRU and the WPAA was considerable.
Leigh Browne was a member of the WPAA throughout its 1874–90
lifespan, and was also a member of the MRU and the Social Purity
Alliance (SPA). She may have been influential in calling the meeting, but
why it was held under the auspices of the MRU rather than as a peace
meeting is unclear. It is possible that the WPAA offered the most obvious
common ground between the Peace Society and the IAPA, blending
as it did the moral and religious concerns of the older organisation and
the radicalism of the new. The meeting saw widespread co-operation
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between members of different peace societies, despite the fact that the
main concern of the MRU was the promotion of social purity.

The Moral Reform Union was the most feminist of the social purity
organisations of the late nineteenth century. Established in 1881 by
Browne, it survived until 1897 and its membership averaged 150 men
and women, peaking at 177 in 1889–90 when Helen Taylor took over as
secretary.8 It was concerned with education, rather than legal reform or
repeal, and its professed aims were to ‘collect, sell, distribute, or publish
Literature for Moral Education’, to study all matters affecting ‘the moral
welfare of the young’, and to work to reform ‘public opinion, law and
custom on questions of sexual morality’.9 It opposed free love, and any
form of state-regulated prostitution, and argued that girls under the age
of eighteen should not be held responsible for any ‘immorality’ that
was visited upon them. It was divided on the question of divorce, but
in agreement that judicial separation should be sufficient in the face of
an ‘unhappy marriage’.10 Pamphlets and tracts produced by the MRU
focused on the Contagious Diseases Acts, the poor moral standards of
public figures, and the need to eradicate sexual double standards.11 It
had strong links with the Social Purity Alliance, an anti-CD Act organ-
isation founded by William Shaen that aimed to promote self-control
among men so that prostitution would become unnecessary. For just
under a year the MRU shared in the production of the SPA’s journal,
the Pioneer of Social Purity.

As an organisation, the MRU attracted a curious mix of people.
Many of its members were political radicals, often involved in repeal
organisations such as the Ladies’ National Association. While such men
and women were undoubtedly concerned with the MRU’s first two aims
of protecting the moral welfare of the young and publishing material on
moral education, they were also concerned with carrying out practical
measures for reform of ideas on sexual morality, particularly the sexual
double standard. Other members, however, were clearly more concerned
with moral reform than with promoting debate on such controversial
subjects as sexual morality. For example, Priscilla Peckover was a MRU
member, but did not argue for the reform of sexual morality in her
own publications.12 The more radical members of the MRU included:
Henrietta Müller, editor of the Women’s Penny Paper; Kate Biggs, sister
of Caroline Ashurst Biggs; Helen Taylor, suffragist and step-daughter of
John Stuart Mill (and the MRU’s honorary secretary for four years);
James Stansfeld, MP and campaigner against the Contagious Diseases
Acts; his wife, Caroline Stansfeld (formerly Ashurst, aunt of Kate and
Caroline Biggs); and William Shaen. It attracted many of the feminists
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who were active in the IAPA including Isabella Tod, Laura Ormiston
Chant and Florence Balgarnie, as well as Isabella Ford, Anna Swanwick,
who was president of the IAPA’s Women’s Committee, and a number
of women who were members of the WPAA, including E. M. Southey.13

These connections were the means by which Helen Taylor, as the MRU’s
honorary secretary, was drawn into work for the WPAA. In 1881, when
the WPAA had attached itself to the IAPA but had not yet formally
severed its ties with the Peace Society, Helen Taylor spoke at the WPAA
annual meeting alongside Margaret Bright Lucas on ‘the impotence of
mere force . . . as compared with the slower but more thorough con-
quests of moral persuasion’.14 She also prepared a paper that was read
at the 1893 International Congress of Women in Chicago by Marie
Fischer-Lette of Berlin, another active IAPA member.

The MRU’s March 1889 meeting of peace activists was an unpreced-
ented and unusual occasion, characterised by caution. The resolutions
passed were innocuous enough, and had clearly been designed so as to
promote agreement from all perspectives. The first resolution, protest-
ing against the expansion of the navy, was proposed by Priscilla Peckover
and seconded by E. M. Southey of the WPAA; a second, expressing
satisfaction with the progress of peace on the Continent, was proposed
and seconded by Monica Mangan, secretary of the IAPA’s Women’s
Committee, and William Evans Darby, secretary of the Peace Society;
while the final resolution, requesting a petition to the government urging
mutual disarmament across Europe, was moved by George Gillett of
the Peace Society and seconded by Mrs Charles Mallet of the Women’s
Committee of the IAPA.15

The fact that the members of the various peace societies were meet-
ing in the name of the MRU, and that the Peace Society was only just
beginning to open its executive ranks to women with the appointment
of four female vice-presidents, suggests that significant changes were
taking place, perhaps occasioned by the recent appointment of Darby
to the Peace Society on the recommendation of Priscilla Peckover.
Within only a few months, in the summer of 1889, this new approach of
co-operation and collaboration was publicly affirmed at a ‘Great Peace
Demonstration’ held in St James’ Hall, London. It was organised by a
sub-committee of the Peace Society, aided by Southey and the women
of the WPAA, and there was also collaboration with the IAPA and the
Women’s Committee. Those attending included Margaret Bright Lucas
for the WPAA, Darby for the Peace Society, Hodgson Pratt for the IAPA,
Thomazine Leigh Browne for the WPAA and MRU, William Randal
Cremer for the Workmen’s Peace Association, E. M. Southey for the
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WPAA and Monica Mangan for the Women’s Committee. Reports of the
meeting appeared in both the Herald and Concord, and focused on the
address given by the main guest, Laura Ormiston Chant, who emphasised
the need to influence children against war, the horrors of war, and the
need for the public to take a stand on behalf of peace.16

Within a few months of this meeting, however, further changes took
place in the life of the WPAA. In response to a suggestion by Hodgson
Pratt, the WPAA amalgamated with the other female auxiliary to the
IAPA, the Women’s Committee. Just a few months later, E. M. Southey
retired from peace work. The WPAA Committee presented her with an
illuminated address, which expressed their appreciation of ‘her deep
and untiring devotion to the Peace cause’, and recognised ‘her earnest
and her zealous services . . . during the last sixteen years’. It also voiced
the ‘mingled feelings’ with which WPAA members viewed their recent
amalgamation with the Women’s Committee.17 These ‘mingled feelings’
were borne out over the following years. The new organisation was
dominated by the Committee’s methods and principles, which were
not, as we shall see, entirely in step with those of the WPAA.

The Women’s Committee was characterised by secularist politics, which
placed it much closer to the IAPA in terms of ideology than the WPAA
ever pretended to be. The Committee attempted to ally itself with pro-
minent feminists, but at the same time distanced itself from campaigns
that it deemed controversial. It worked primarily with the Women’s
Liberal Associations, the Women’s Co-operative Guild and the education
branches of co-operative societies.18

The Committee was formed in November 1887, and aimed to make
the work of the IAPA more widely known, promote the study of ques-
tions of ‘international concord’, reform the teaching of children regarding
war, promote the spirit of friendship toward ‘foreign peoples’, and
‘especially . . . [awaken] WOMEN to a clearer perception of the evils of
militarism’. It explicitly invited ‘women of all countries, without distinc-
tion of class, party or creed’ to join, a policy, it might be said, that closely
echoed that of the IAPA.19 The formation of the Committee had been
prompted by the Executive Committee of the IAPA, who called a meet-
ing in late 1887 which was attended by fifty women. The IAPA’s ‘Appeal
to Women’ had been reprinted, and they were ‘anxious to obtain for
it a wide circulation’.20 Miss Anna Swanwick, suffragist and prominent
translator of Goethe and Æschylus, accepted the presidency of the
Committee, and Miss Monica Mangan was appointed its secretary.21 In
February 1888 Concord published details of two vice-presidents, one of
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whom was perhaps a surprising choice: Mary, Lady Hobart, and Millicent
Garrett Fawcett.22

Fawcett’s jingoistic imperialism and her support for rule by force
have been discussed earlier in this book. Her commitment to the vice-
presidency of the Committee appears to have been somewhat half-hearted.
There is no record of her attending IAPA or Women’s Committee meet-
ings, although she sent written apologies for her inability to attend on
at least four occasions, and finally resigned the vice-presidency in early
1889.23 Monica Mangan’s appointment as secretary was, however, a crucial
one. She became an active and prolific member of the Committee and a
translator of European peace articles for publication in Concord.24 An
anonymous letter in Concord in February 1889 noted that ‘I am certain
that the Committee could not have been carried on at all without [her]
. . . devotion and energy.’25

In 1890, Mangan contributed a page-long article on ‘Women and
Peace’ to Concord, in which she discussed the indifference of many
women to peace work. Some, she considered, took peace either to
mean something very ‘indistinct’ (such as, for example, inner peace or
tranquillity) or they assumed it to mean absolute pacifism, rather than
the adoption of practical steps to encourage arbitration between nations.
Here, she may have been referring to the WPAA and the Peace Society
respectively. The moral reform focus of the WPAA allied it much closer to
the concept of an inner peace, which would then permeate and transform
society, than to arguments for arbitration or international tribunals. The
Peace Society, of course, had a public reputation as an absolute pacifist
body, one of its chief signifiers of difference from the IAPA. Mangan went
on to argue that although women had much improved their ‘intellectual
advancement’ in recent years – and here she recognised that these
improvements had also been condemned by many women – it was none-
theless still a common ‘feminine characteristic’ to exhibit ‘an essential
and deeply-rooted Conservatism . . . [and] a certain lack of mental per-
spective’. During war, women flocked to nurse the wounded, ‘but it
does not occur to the majority to ask, “Need there be any wounded?” ’26

Women, Mangan argued, failed to think about the consequences of war,
but once they realised that war was wrong they possessed an inherent
duty to effect change by speaking and acting upon their principles.

Her arguments in this piece and in other speeches and articles
reproduced in Concord suggest that Mangan was a secularist, although
she did address the role of Christianity in war by reminding Christians
that peace should appeal equally to ‘the Christian and the friend of
Humanity’, because ‘in the belief of one, souls so hastened into another
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world are often unprepared to die; and, according to the other, they
are cut off, and pass into the cold night of oblivion before their time’.27

When she first addressed the IAPA’s annual meeting in 1892, she
explained the strength that the ‘London Secularists’ had given to the work
of the Women’s Committee, and acknowledged the input of the women
of the Society of Friends, who largely constituted the membership of the
WPAA.28 This classification epitomises the differences between the two
auxiliaries. Mangan’s use of secularist ideas located her ideologically with
the Committee, whereas Evangelicals such as Southey and the Quakers
who made up the WPAA preferred moral and religious arguments.

Mangan used free trade and Cobdenite arguments for peace rather
than religious ideas. She held that ‘prosperity would result from the
interdependence of nations . . . [F]ree commercial relations, international
education, and other ideals – in a word, all which tends to the unity of
man – would sweep away the prejudices founded upon the self-seeking
fostered by diplomats.’29 She clearly had more in common with the
radicalism of Hodgson Pratt and the IAPA than with the ‘peace through
moral reform’ message of the WPAA. Mangan’s role within the Women’s
Committee ended after only a few years, however. She married Hodgson
Pratt in late 1892, and although she continued to attend peace meetings,
the greater part of her time was taken up with the demands of marriage
and motherhood. The couple retired from peace work and moved to
France in 1899, when the chairmanship of the IAPA was taken up by
Felix Moscheles.

The Women’s Committee’s first report was published in Concord in
July 1888, and showed that it had been working closely with the Women’s
Liberal Associations (WLAs), a fact emphasised by their invitation of
the WLA Committee member, Eliza Orme, to the IAPA’s annual meeting
in 1888.30 The Committee offered to give lectures on peace and arbitration
to WLA meetings, and asked the WLAs if one or two members from
each would join them in promoting peace. Connections between the
Committee and WLAs developed further over the following months,
as a number of the members clearly overlapped. In addition to lectures
in Bristol arranged by Eliza Orme, Emilia Monck (a member of the
Women’s Committee and the Chelsea Liberal Association) arranged
similar meetings, as did Committee members Marion Mills and Miss
Ravenstein, who had links with Brixton Liberal Alliance.31

For a short period, the Women’s Committee’s small member-
ship was fairly active. In 1888, it held meetings that were addressed by
Mrs Oscar Wilde, Mrs Stuart Downing and Florence Balgarnie, among
others. Mrs Wilde focused upon the influence that women had over
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men, as wives, sisters or friends, and the influence that mothers had over
children. She concluded that the family was the ‘unit of the nation’, and
much work could be done by ‘the preservation of peace in the family’.
Florence Balgarnie, in contrast, spoke about the bodies that supported
war, ‘monopolies, the military, and the Government classes’, while Mrs
Downing stated that the Committee did not believe in the ‘extreme’
peace principle (absolute pacifism), nor did it wish for the obliteration
of armies and navies. Indeed, it could see the ‘wisdom of maintaining
[these] . . . in a state of efficiency’. Instead, its purpose was to educate
people and public opinion in different nations, so that they would pre-
fer to settle disputes by ‘rational’ means. She concluded that ‘we know
that information as to the objects of the Association is the only thing
needed to make it successful’.32 Women’s role was therefore to be patient
and calm enough to put the message across successfully.

Despite this encouragement, the Committee cannot have worked as
well as it was originally hoped. At the February 1889 annual meeting,
Hodgson Pratt proposed that the Women’s Committee amalgamate with
another society. He sent the meeting a list of twenty-two suggestions for
its future work, which included international education, International
Conferences of Women, the formation of a sub-committee to supply
articles to the press, correspondence with existing women’s committees
with a view to holding local conferences, and consideration of whether
the Committee would be ‘stronger and more successful’ if it was to
constitute itself independently of the IAPA. The Committee’s response
came within a year, when it amalgamated with the WPAA, to become
known as ‘the Women’s Committee of the International Arbitration
and Peace Association’.33

The amalgamation raises the question of why the Women’s Com-
mittee was established separately from the WPAA to begin with. As
shown in chapter 4, the WPAA’s feminist leanings were unacceptable to
the Peace Society, but in the context of the IAPA it seems to have been
its Evangelical social purity stance, rather than its feminism per se, which
was problematic. Certainly it seems to have been insufficiently politicised
for those who made up the Women’s Committee, as Monica Mangan’s
use of Cobdenite arguments, and her rejection of the search for ‘inner
peace’ as a road to international peace, suggest. The problem was not one
of absolute pacifism against pragmatism, as characterised by the conflicts
between the Peace Society and the IAPA, but a distinction in the way that
ideas of the domestic sphere were used. The WPAA explicitly argued that
moral purity was a prerequisite for peace. The Women’s Committee, by
contrast, echoed the secularist ideas and political liberalism of the IAPA.
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After the amalgamation, the new committee was dominated by the
ideals of the old Women’s Committee. It continued the co-operation
with Women’s Liberal Association branches, and relied increasingly on
Cobdenite free trade arguments for peace. The social purity stance which
had dominated the WPAA was entirely absent, although there were
attempts by both auxiliaries to highlight the connections between the
two organisations and their previous methods of work. For example,
shortly after the amalgamation, Elizabeth Colgate, an Evangelical and
a member of the WPAA since 1874, submitted a short account of Elihu
Burritt’s Olive Leaf Circles to Concord along with a letter sent in 1853
from the late Richard Cobden to ‘Mrs C.’, a convenor of an Olive Leaf
Circle. The same letter had appeared in an early number of the Women’s
Suffrage Journal. It was a message of encouragement to women engaged
in peace work, in which Cobden stated that: ‘All I desire to impress
upon you is the value of your own labours.’ He continued: ‘As a busy
and practical politician . . . nothing is so calculated to nerve our arms, and
impart confidence to us in the struggle of public life, as to know that
the active sympathy of the ladies is on our side.’34 Colgate concluded
by noting that the letter showed that the peace cause had very much
advanced since the days of the Olive Leaf Circles, but that much remained
to be done. The letter, and Colgate’s message, suggested that the Com-
mittee’s interest in Cobden could be blended with the old-fashioned
respectability and domesticity of the Olive Leaf Circles, an aspect that
appealed to the WPAA members. But the peace movement had changed
dramatically since the days of Cobden and the Olive Leaf Circles, leaving
little common ground between the religious and the secular organisa-
tions. Colgate’s message was not sufficiently nuanced to speak to the
feminist, suffragist principles of the WPAA, which were also increas-
ingly distant from the Olive Leaf Circles. The amalgamation of the
Women’s Committee and the WPAA ultimately failed, and the WPAA
members disappeared from active work within the IAPA, a process
which was hastened by the fact that the WPAA had lost both its chief
organiser and its president since Mrs Southey’s retirement and Margaret
Bright Lucas’ death in 1890.

The work of the Women’s Committee slowed down considerably
after 1892, probably as a result of E. M. Southey and Monica Mangan’s
retirement from peace work. Concord frequently reported the work
of the LBWPAS, but there was little recorded on the activities of the
Women’s Committee. Even the more active women who constituted
the Committee continued to work for the IAPA and contribute to its
funds, rather than maintaining their own organisation.



‘the truest form of patriotism’

� 142 �

In relation to feminism, the IAPA accommodated many different
perspectives, from social purity campaigners who aimed to redefine
motherhood, to secularists and neo-Malthusianists who saw arbitration
and internationalism as evidence of the progress of civilisation. The
Evangelical moral reformers who comprised the WPAA argued that if
higher standards could be brought about in terms of relations between
the sexes, then there would be an increase in social justice and universal
peace would be attainable. In contrast, the Women’s Committee relied
on arguments of social justice through democracy and international co-
operation. Within the IAPA, the diversity of its auxiliaries was tolerated
and indeed encouraged, with the result that several strands of pacifist
feminism can clearly be seen to emerge by the end of the century.

Chapter 9 pursues this question of diversity within the feminist
movement by examining the International Council of Women, in par-
ticular the problems it encountered in recruiting women to work for
peace.
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9

‘A new kind of patriotism’? 1

British women in international politics

P revious chapters have outlined the diverse contexts in which
reformulations of patriotism and citizenship emerged. The fem-
inist movement produced arguments based on ‘separate spheres’

ideologies which held that women’s contribution to the public sphere
would bring an increased recognition of humanity in international
relations. In contrast, peace workers such as Priscilla Peckover based
their arguments on how a full understanding of pacifism would lead to
a revision of what was understood by the ‘best interests’ of the nation.
The methods of organisation used by Priscilla Peckover, Ellen Robinson
and the IAPA were arguably more collaborative than those of the Peace
Society, because they managed to work with people and organisations
with whom they had political or ideological differences. This chapter con-
siders the issues involved in collaborative organisation in greater depth,
with reference to the International Council of Women (ICW). The ICW
was founded in 1888, and was intended to provide a point of international
contact and focus for the feminist movement. It grew steadily across the
globe and continues to function today, maintaining a formalised structure
built upon the model established in its early years.

Even in its first decades, however, patriotisms and nationalisms
intruded on the ICW in unexpected and often counter-productive ways.
For example, the International Council of Women found that some
potential members were hostile to the prospect of organising inter-
nationally. In 1890, Millicent Garrett Fawcett put it to the secretary of
the ICW that the British and US women’s movements could have nothing
to learn from one another. When the issue of peace work was raised
at the 1899 Congress it was widely accepted as a worthwhile principle,
yet when the ICW tried to transform argument into practical work, it
met with considerable opposition and inertia at national levels. In addi-
tion to disputes over if and how such work could be practical, member
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Councils tended to prioritise other issues, such as domestic politics, over
foreign concerns. Particularly during periods of international conflict,
National Councils fell back on conventional constructions of patriotism
and (often temporarily) withdrew from international peace work. The
ICW had great difficulty deciding how best to campaign for women’s
interests in an international context.

The ICW was originally conceived of in 1882, and thus preceded by a
number of years the growth in international women’s organisations
that took place in the early twentieth century. It was undeniably import-
ant in the development of an international movement for women’s
rights, and in 1899 became the first international women’s association
to identify itself with the peace movement. Here, the focus is on the
formative years of the Council, and how it established strategies for inter-
national work. Central to its methods were broad principles of peace
and arbitration, and the means by which these principles were adhered
to are discussed to illustrate the conflicts that were inherent in inter-
national feminist organisation.

The ICW was originally intended to be an international suffrage
association. The idea came from the US suffragist, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, during a tour of Europe in 1882. She put the idea to a meeting
of suffragists in Liverpool in 1883, who passed a resolution agreeing ‘that
union is strength and that the time has come when women all over the
world should unite in the just demand for their political enfranchise-
ment’.2 Committees were appointed for centres in the US (with three
members), London (ten members, including some of the most promin-
ent names of the women’s movement3), Manchester (sixteen members,
again including many well-known names4), Bristol (three members),
Scotland (three members, Priscilla Bright McLaren, Elizabeth Pease
Nichol and Eliza Wigham), Ireland (two members, Isabella Tod and
Anna Haslam) and finally, France (four members). This meeting created
the circumstances for domination of the Council by British suffragists,
in particular the radical suffragist wing of the women’s movement,
which has been explored by Sandra Stanley Holton. Holton suggests
that moderate suffragists such as Lydia Becker were sceptical of the
proposal and even envious of Stanton and Susan B. Anthony’s leader-
ship. She argues that the radical suffragists, and Ursula Bright in par-
ticular, may have gone along with Stanton’s idea as a means of achieving
prominence over the moderates.5

The momentum of the 1883 meeting was soon lost, however. Perhaps
this is unsurprising for a movement that purported to be international
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but contained only forty-one individuals from five nations (three if
England, Scotland and Ireland are counted as the UK). The Council at
this stage provides a clear example of how the term ‘international’ was
often applied to any group comprised of more than one nation, with-
out necessarily taking account of the distinct methods of working that
an association of many different nationalities would require. The US
National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) attempted to develop
the movement by inviting the European members to its 1884 annual
meeting. Not surprisingly, very few could attend, although many wrote
to express their sympathy.6 Little was done to publicise the movement
internationally or to consider how it could be more effectively organised.
The US and British suffragists were using methods based on facilitating
national organisation, rather than applying new methods that might
draw nations together, and thus the Committee was inactive until it was
resurrected by US suffragists in 1887.

May Wright Sewall (1844–1920) had, as secretary of the NWSA in
1884, witnessed the first attempt to set up an international movement,
and it was she who proposed a second attempt in anticipation of the
fortieth anniversary of the conference for women’s rights at Seneca
Falls, New York in 1848.7 During the debate on her resolution, it became
clear that the NWSA was firmly split into two groups: older activists
who wanted to limit the international meeting to those who advocated
women’s suffrage; and younger women who wanted to extend the plan
to include women working for ‘all lines of human progress’. The younger
members won the argument on the grounds that ‘many organizations
of women still holding aloof from suffrage allowed their very existence
to the changes in public opinion, and in law wrought by the suffragists’
and ‘that in many countries the ballot is not recognized as an instrument
of legitimate power in the hands of either men or women’. These prin-
ciples, decided as they were by one body of US suffragists, formed the
basis of the inaugural meeting of the International Council of Women,
which took place – again in the USA – the following year.8

In the process of organising this convention, and after contacting
over one hundred US women’s organisations, Sewall became convinced
that a change in direction was necessary, and that:

what was needed . . . was to bring them [women] together under con-
ditions which would show them that however different in traditions,
in wealth, social position and in religious and political opinions they
might be, they were all equally related to larger interests; that indeed
the likenesses existing among the most different classes of women
were larger than the differences among the same classes.9
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Thus, the congress was designed so as to convince women that they
were essentially the same, and to provide them with common ground
in order to ensure the success of the meeting. This, Sewall has argued,
became the ‘dominating idea’, and as Stanton and Anthony recognised,
it was Sewall who then pressed the case for a permanent International
and (US) National Council of Women.10

The British presence in Washington was influenced primarily by
national considerations, involving, firstly, the changing nature of the
suffrage movement, and secondly, the scandal occasioned by the citing of
Sir Charles Dilke as third party in a divorce case. In 1888, the same year
as the ICW Congress, the Central Committee of the National Society
for Women’s Suffrage (CCNSWS) split into radical and moderate fac-
tions as the result of a disagreement over the constitution of the Society.
Under the radicals’ new rules, all Central Committee decisions were
binding on the regional Committees, and any organisation that had
women’s suffrage as one of its aims, rather than its primary aim, could
affiliate to the Society. This would in effect have allowed Women’s
Liberal Federation branches to affiliate to the CCNSWS, a proposal to
which Conservative and Liberal Unionist suffragists were vehemently
opposed. The drive for the new rules was led by Mrs Frank Morrison
and Leonard Courtney, and was supported by many of the IAPA women
discussed in chapters 7 and 8, including Laura Ormiston Chant and
Florence Balgarnie. Indeed, Balgarnie became secretary to the new
society, which was renamed the Central National Society for Women’s
Suffrage (CNSWS). Simultaneously, however, a moderate minority led
by Millicent Fawcett and Lydia Becker seceded to re-convene the
CCNSWS based on the old rules. The regional suffrage Committees
were split in their affiliations, with some refusing to affiliate to either of
the central Committees, which remained separate until they re-united
in 1900.11

Perhaps more important than these divisions over the suffrage
was the social purity aspect of the women’s movement. It was this,
combined with the autonomy of the regional suffrage Committees (as
established under the ‘old rules’) that affected Helen Taylor’s decision
not to attend the Washington Congress. Taylor had been booked and
advertised to speak, and was also expected to address a Senate Com-
mittee on women’s suffrage with Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Yet the still
autonomous Newcastle National Society for Women’s Suffrage had
nominated Dilke’s sister-in-law, May Ashton Dilke, as a delegate to the
Congress. On hearing this, and understanding that under the existing
rules she had no power of veto, Taylor refused to attend the Congress
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in any capacity. For Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, organisers of the
Congress, this was a considerable blow. No amount of pleading or
cajoling could change Taylor’s mind. Stanton wrote to her shortly before
the Congress, ‘Do you think the sainted John Stuart Mill if pledged
to go to a great International Congress would have declined at the
last minute because Sir Charles Dilke was to be there? On the contrary
would he not have felt it more imperative to do his best to see that
England was grandly represented.’ She continued, ‘You are extensively
advertized & you cannot in honor now decline.’12 Yet Taylor did not
attend.

Laura Ormiston Chant, who with Alice Cliff Scatcherd and May
Ashton Dilke, was one of the few British delegates to go to Washington
in 1888, noted later that her position at the Congress had been severely
curtailed by the moderates in the CCNSWS. She was initially invited
to attend the Washington Congress as the CCNSWS delegate. However,
the Manchester, Belfast, Bristol and Birmingham Committees objected
to any delegates being sent to Washington, and at a CCNSWS meeting
the decision to send delegates was rescinded on the motion of Helen
Taylor. Chant went instead as a delegate for the radical Edinburgh
Society on the suggestion of Priscilla Bright McLaren. When asked on
her arrival why she was not representing her local Committee, she replied
that ‘the women of the Edinburgh National Society were enthusiastic
and strong enough to do what the Central Committee were unable to
do’.13 Thus, divisions at the national level directly hampered the inter-
national work of British feminists.

Consequently, and perhaps predictably, the Congress was dominated
by women from the USA, although there was some representation of
European women and a sole participant from beyond North America
and Europe, Pandita Ramabai Sarasvati, who presented a paper on ‘The
Women of India’.14 The one hundred women who presented papers
came from only seven different nations. Following a Committee on
Organisation, consisting of as many international members as the
Congress could muster, it was agreed to formally constitute a National
and International Council. Only one member, Alice Scatcherd, dissented
from the proposal to form an international council and supported a
national body only.15 Most histories of the ICW begin with this 1888
conference, although Leila Rupp acknowledges the importance of the
1882 meeting. Despite the fact that there was no active body in existence
between 1882 and 1888, the longevity of the idea in the minds of Stanton,
Anthony and Sewall is a testament to their commitment to the concept
of international organisation.16
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The ICW constitution, as decided by the Congress in 1888, began as
follows:

We, women of all Nations, sincerely believing that the best good of
humanity will be advanced by greater unity of thought, sympathy and
purpose, and that an organized movement of women will best con-
serve the highest good of the family and of the State, do hereby band
ourselves in a confederation of workers to further the application of
the Golden Rule to society, custom and law: do unto others as ye
would that they should do unto you.17

This focus on the ‘best good of humanity’ resembles the feminist redefini-
tion of patriotism discussed in previous chapters, in which women’s
interests were argued to be allied to humanity as a whole rather than the
nation. The ICW took the practical implications of these arguments to
their logical conclusion, however, in its focus on unity between women
of different nations. The rejection of women’s suffrage as a campaign
issue led to something of a vacuum in terms of the ICW’s aims, and as
a result, the stated aims were ambiguously defined as the establishment
of greater communication between women’s organisations and the con-
sideration of questions related to ‘the welfare of the commonwealth and
the family’.18

This equivocation was largely because the ICW intended to be open
to women’s organisations of any political or ideological perspective.
The general policy of the International Council held that it was:

organized in the interest of no one propaganda, and [has] no power
over its auxiliaries beyond that of suggestion and sympathy; therefore,
no National council voting to become auxiliary . . . shall thereby render
itself liable to be interfered with in respect to its complete organic
unity, independence or method of work, or shall be committed to any
principle or method . . . beyond compliance with the terms of this
constitution.19

In practice, however, the Council lacked focus in its aims and politics,
and therefore attracted few prominent feminists. Some of the National
Councils, particularly the British branch, even tried to exclude suffragists
from international meetings, and as a result the blandness and ambiguity
of the ICW’s aims was not seriously challenged.

At the 1888 Congress, Fawcett was elected in her absence to the
presidency of the new ICW by the US members of the nomination com-
mittee, on the grounds that she had written to the Congress on behalf
of the National Vigilance Association expressing her ‘warm sympathy’
and conviction that ‘by intercommunication of the two nations, much
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mutual assistance can be given’.20 Sewall put this appointment in writing
to Fawcett, and after a considerable delay received the reply that Fawcett
would not have time to undertake the duties of president. It was agreed
between Frances Willard, the temperance advocate, and May Wright
Sewall that the most important work of the US National Council was
to establish at least one National Council of Women (NCW) abroad,
so that the US branch would no longer be de facto the International
Council. With this in mind, Willard began a correspondence with Fawcett
and received what she took to be an agreement that Fawcett would
begin organising a British Council and reconsider accepting the presi-
dency of the ICW.

The US National Council received an invitation to an international
women’s congress in Paris in July 1889, and used this opportunity to
promote the Council idea, with May Wright Sewall presenting a paper
on the issue.21 However, the congress resulted in the foundation of a
Conseil International Permanente des Femmes which, crucially, was
not a French National Council of Women and did not affiliate with the
ICW. Sewall’s trip to Europe had another motive though, as she arranged
a meeting with Fawcett in a final attempt to persuade her to accept the
presidency. Although there were many prominent British feminists who
had shown an interest in the ICW, none of these appear to have been
approached by Sewall, who insisted that Fawcett should be president.
Fawcett was young, but not a ‘New Woman’, and she had some degree
of acceptability within the establishment. Yet Fawcett proved highly
resistant to joining the ICW, and at her meeting with Sewall in the
summer of 1890, Fawcett finally admitted that she did not believe that
conditions in Britain were ‘ripe for federating the existing organizations
of women’. Further, to Sewall’s ‘utter disappointment’, Fawcett said
that she felt it ‘quite impossible that English and American women
should have anything in common, the conditions of their lives and the
purposes of their respective societies being so different’.22

The first triennial meeting of the US NCW in 1891 officially recog-
nised that it was still, in effect, also the ICW, as no other National
Councils had yet been formed. It had been planned to hold the first
quinquennial congress of the ICW in London in 1893, on the assump-
tion that a British NCW would by then be established. This was now
accepted to be impossible, and the 1893 meeting was moved to Chicago,
where it could be held in conjunction with the World’s Exposition.
In 1892, a preliminary address was issued for the Chicago Congress
that called on women from all nations to communicate with the ICW,
and, if possible, to attend the Congress. This address increased the
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international character of the work to some degree, as correspondence
was established with small numbers of women in Central and South
America, Asia and Australasia. The 126 women’s organisations repres-
ented in Chicago came from sixteen different countries, which was a
substantial improvement on the 1888 meeting. But the most active nation
in the Chicago Women’s Congress, aside of course from the US, was
in fact England, which sent no less than thirty delegates, including
Laura Ormiston Chant, Jane Cobden Unwin, Lady Henry Somerset,
Mrs Bedford Fenwick and Florence Fenwick Miller.23 Also present was
Lady Aberdeen, who was representing Irish women’s work at the World’s
Fair, and spoke briefly at the ICW meeting to represent the Society
for Promoting the Return of Women to all Local Governing Bodies, the
Women’s Liberal Federation of Scotland, and the Women’s Franchise
League of England.

At the close of the Congress, when the time came to elect new
officers, the names of Lady Henry Somerset and Lady Aberdeen were
put forward for the presidency. It was still seen to be essential to estab-
lish a British NCW, so that the next congress could be held in London.
Lady Aberdeen was elected by a slim margin, and although she knew
little about the constitution or aims of the Council, she accepted the
post after some correspondence with Rachel Foster Avery, the ICW’s
secretary.24 Lady Aberdeen’s appointment altered the face of the ICW,
as in her politics she trod a fine line between Whiggery and Gladstonian
Liberalism, rather than feminism as such. A prominent feminist like
Lady Henry Somerset would have made an effective president, but as
her record in the temperance movement showed, her commitment
to women’s suffrage and her autocratic methods of working may have
worked to the detriment of the ICW’s long-term development. In con-
trast, Lady Aberdeen had a recent history of conciliation in her work
as president of the Women’s Liberal Federation, which had split over
the issue of women’s suffrage. Despite working for some years to keep
the WLF united, a minority of members who believed that the WLF
should support anti-suffrage Liberals withdrew in 1892 to found the
Women’s National Liberal Association. Lady Aberdeen worked to
keep the suffragist WLF loyal to the Liberal party, and to minimise its
desire to use the suffrage as a test question for Liberal parliamentary
candidates.25 She brought these diplomatic skills to her presidency of
the ICW, recognising that its success depended on the establishment of
as many National Councils as possible and the adoption of a moderate
programme that would minimise dissent. Her three terms of presidency
(she headed the ICW from 1893 to 1899, 1904 to 1920 and 1922 to 1936)
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saw the ICW transformed from the suffragist project of Sewall, Stanton
and Anthony into a much more wide-ranging, if perhaps also less con-
troversial, forum that was embraced by women across North America
and Western Europe.26

The presidency gave Lady Aberdeen the responsibility for the organ-
isation of the 1899 Congress in London. This was effectively the inaugura-
tion of the ICW as an international movement, yet Lady Aberdeen’s
absence from Britain during the run-up to the Congress (she and her
husband were based in Canada from 1893) meant that there were con-
siderable problems in organising a NCW for Great Britain. Lady Aberdeen
decided that the National Union of Women Workers (NUWW) should
become the National Council, rather than any ‘newer body which might
be formed for the purpose’, but she experienced considerable diffi-
culties in persuading the NUWW Committee to reorganise itself into
Britain’s NCW.27 The National Union of Women Workers was a loose
federation of charitable and social purity groups that held annual con-
ferences across the UK. Lady Aberdeen’s 1888 conference on ‘Women’s
Work’ in Scotland had provided the blueprint for the subsequent NUWW
conferences, which began in 1889. The conferences were effectively a
meeting point for regional groups, and it was not until 1895 that a
national governing body was officially established. The NUWW’s suit-
ability as a National Council lay in its role as an umbrella group for
a large number of affiliated regional societies, and the fact that Lady
Aberdeen had long-standing connections with it. Yet its Committee
could see no reason why it should subordinate itself to the ICW, and
before agreeing to organise the 1899 Congress it demanded full power to
decide both the subjects for discussion and the speakers. It was still
arguing this point and requesting that the ICW’s constitution be altered
accordingly into the summer of 1897.28 The NUWW’s concerns seemed
to be based on how the potentially divisive issue of women’s suffrage
was to be addressed, and their desire to ban from the Congress any
discussion of marriage, divorce or ‘New Woman ideas’. The NUWW
supported a limited women’s franchise only, and as a result of conflicts
with the National Society for Women’s Suffrage, the latter subsequently
withdrew as an affiliated member of the NUWW.29 The conflicts between
the NUWW and other British feminists, as well as its disputes with the
ICW, were the principal reasons for the postponement of the Congress
from its original schedule of summer 1898 to one year later, in July
1899.30 As late as 1897 the NUWW and ICW could not agree the terms
for federation as a National Council, until in October the NUWW’s
Central Committee decided to form the National Council of Women



british women in international politics

� 153 �

of Great Britain and Ireland (NCWGBI) themselves, rather than waiting
to reach agreement with the regional groups. The ICW approved this
proposal in early 1898.31

During the 1890s the NUWW was dominated by moderate reformers
and contained few leading feminists. As Florence Fenwick Miller re-
marked during the NUWW’s transferral to NCW status in 1898, its
Committee had only one nonconformist member, Mrs Alfred Booth,
and the Council was from the outset acknowledged to be ‘essentially
a Christian organisation’.32 However, the separate sub-committee that
made the arrangements for the 1899 Congress included not only NUWW
Committee members such as Mrs Louise Creighton, wife of the Bishop
of London, and Mrs Alfred Booth, but also socialists Margaret
MacDonald of the Independent Labour Party and Dora Montefiore of
the Social Democratic Federation (SDF). MacDonald was a NUWW
member, but as Hannam and Hunt note, divisions within socialist
politics between the ILP and SDF strongly influenced the involvement
of socialist women at this time.33 While women from a wide range of
political organisations attended the 1899 Congress, they did not become
involved in the ICW or NCWGBI’s work in the longer term. Instead,
the NCWGBI continued the NUWW’s focus on philanthropy and social,
rather than political, reform. Arbitration was not on the NCWGBI’s
list of suggested topics for the 1899 Congress, and it appears to have
been only reluctantly accepted by them for inclusion. It was not until
1908 that the NCWGBI began to concern itself with questions of peace,
arbitration and international affairs.34

However, the importance of the 1899 Congress should not be under-
estimated, as it effectively set the standard and style for ICW meetings
until the mid-twentieth century. Lady Aberdeen’s influence was signific-
ant in this respect, as she was also the main organising force in the ICW
until her final retirement from the presidency in 1936. By the time of the
1899 Congress there were nine nations officially affiliated to the ICW:
the USA, Canada, Britain and Ireland, Germany, Sweden, Denmark,
Australia, New Zealand and the Netherlands.35 In addition, the 1899
Congress included women from twenty-eight countries. Each of the
nine NCWs presented a report on its work to date, as did women from
Finland, Belgium, Italy, Russia, France, Norway, India, South Africa,
Argentina, Palestine and Persia. The inclusion of South Africa on this
list is highly significant given the absence of South African delegates
from the 1899 Hague Peace Congress, and the outbreak of the Anglo-
Boer war just months after the ICW and Hague Congresses. The ICW
Congress was dominated by a large demonstration in support of peace
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and arbitration, and the Standing Committee on this issue that was set
up as a result was the first to be formally established by the ICW.36

Leila Rupp has discussed how the ICW emphasised its inter-
nationalism at Council meetings by focusing upon the national charac-
teristics of each nation present. The focus was from the outset placed
upon the complementarity of nationalism and internationalism. Yet
as Rupp has emphasised, these terms held intensely different meanings
for women newly freed from – or indeed, still under – regimes of
imperialist domination than they did for those from countries where
national self-determination could be taken for granted. Where there was
conflict, it was more likely to be over the role of national identities
in the Council than the meanings or uses of internationalist ideas.37

Unlike later organisations such as the Women’s International League
for Peace and Freedom, the ICW was not formed specifically with the
pursuit of peace on its agenda, but rather, during its founding years
(1888–99), women’s love of peace was assumed, and their work for other
causes such as education and the suffrage was expected to form their
sphere of practical work. Hannam and Hunt note the irony that the
issues the ICW was concerned with – social reform, the family, maternity
and childcare – were very similar to those that the early twentieth-
century Socialist Women’s International and its British section focused
upon. Yet socialist women rarely engaged with questions of pacifism
and internationalism in the 1890s, and even in the years leading up to
the First World War, there were few attempts to consider the implica-
tions of internationalism for socialist feminist politics.38 Non-socialist
feminist organisations such as the ICW assumed a connection between
women and peace that drew on maternalist ideas as well as construc-
tions of innate sexual difference, but there was a stronger emphasis in
the ICW on relational feminism, or women’s relationships to others,
than on equal rights feminism or abstract ideas of equality.

The assumption of a ‘natural’ relationship between women and
peace meant that the ICW, through its resolutions and its Standing
Committee, did not actually expect its members to undertake political
work for peace, but instead to co-exist in peaceful co-operation while
they pursued their different aims. This is shown in an early statement
issued by Sewall before the founding congress of 1888, which was dis-
seminated widely across Europe on her visit the following year. It argued
that there should be more National Councils because:

Women have never yet united in large numbers save for good purposes;
it is safe to predict that they never will. Their isolation from one
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another is in the interest of brute force; their combination means a
dominance of peace and spiritual power, the purification, the pro-
tection and coronation of the home; the home is the shrine for whose
sacred sake all that is good and true on earth exists.39

This was in many ways a radical statement. Sewall’s focus on women’s
isolation from one another was an area of concern for many feminists. She
implicitly equated brute force with men and masculinity, and although
her argument rested on assumptions of biological determinism, her
analysis of warfare as a factor that divided women and prevented equality
– between nations, as well as between men and women – was in some
ways an astute criticism. The conflation of women’s nature with pacifist
ideals was an argument used by many feminists, but Sewall’s state-
ment was distinctive in that it identified an external factor, ‘brute force’,
which was opposed to and, crucially, responsible for women’s lack of
access to power. However, Sewall’s insight in this statement belied the
conservatism that became evident within the Council by the end of
the 1890s.

In the opening address by Lady Aberdeen at the 1899 Congress,
when she had been ICW president for six years, there was an immediate
emphasis on the importance of patriotism and national identity. ‘[W]hat
we desire’, she said, is ‘that our National Councils may in very truth
be national in character.’40 At the special meeting on peace and arbitra-
tion, the resolution proposed and carried by the meeting was: ‘That
the International Council of Women . . . take steps in every country to
further and advance, by every means in their power, the movement
towards International Arbitration.’ In support of the motion, there
were addresses by women including May Wright Sewall, Ellen Robinson,
Mme Selenka of Germany, Mme Waszklewicz von Schilfgaarde of the
Netherlands and Marya Chéliga of France.41 (Robinson attended as a
delegate of the International Peace Bureau, who had been contacted by
the ICW and invited to send a woman speaker.)

While the latter four women were highly active in the peace move-
ment and the International Peace Bureau, it was the addresses by
Aberdeen and Sewall that gave greatest insight into the reasons why the
ICW had concerned itself with peace. Aberdeen, having drawn upon the
commonplace argument that women generally suffered more from war
than did men, went on to suggest that: ‘We women of this day are learn-
ing a new kind of patriotism – we are learning to covet for our countries
that they shall emulate one another as to which can do the most for the
good of the world, and as to which can do the most to maintain the peace
of the world.’ This ‘new kind of patriotism’ was a response to the ‘narrow



‘the truest form of patriotism’

� 156 �

patriotism’ of the past, which ‘women have done much to keep alive’ by
‘exalting their own country at the expense of others’. Now, she said,

bound together in national and international ties by the ‘Golden Rule’
[Do unto others as ye would that they should do unto you], we should
glory in a newer and fuller and more beautiful patriotism, which lacks
nothing of the force of the old, but which transforms it . . . whilst
giving it at the same time a worldwide field for the exercise of its new
found power.

Aberdeen asserted a patriotism that was based on humanity, yet also
assumed that women would ‘give to [their] own country [their] heart’s
first and truest devotion’.42 Internationalism in the ICW may have meant
the recognition of women’s common humanity, but it always came
second to nationalism.

May Wright Sewall’s support of the peace resolution gave greater
consideration to the international aspect of the Council’s work. She
proposed a peace banner, inscribed with the symbols of all the National
Councils, which would ‘become ultimately the recognised international
banner under which all nations of the world shall assemble, feeling that
they have never come under the best inspiration of their own respective
flags, until, with their own colours, the banner of peace is unfurled’.43

The role of peace, according to Sewall, was to motivate national feeling
as the consequence of a secure (peaceful) international situation.

The ICW aimed to attract as much attention as possible in the inter-
national press, and thus it was no surprise that the celebrated novelist
Bertha von Suttner was invited to address its 1899 peace meeting. Ger-
many had formed a NCW in 1897, but Austria, France and Switzerland
had organised nothing by 1899. Suttner was consulted by Lady Aberdeen
regarding which European peace women should be invited to the meet-
ing, and Britain’s NCW even proposed Suttner for the presidency of the
ICW.44 It appears that Suttner refused the offer of nomination, and in
the event, she was unable even to attend the ICW meeting. It took place
in London over the same dates as the Hague Peace Conference, which
Suttner was attending as a press correspondent. At the last minute, she
was prevented from travelling to London due to health problems, and
her paper had to be read to the meeting by Mrs W. P. Byles. Suttner’s
paper summarised the progress being made at the Hague, and ended
with the hope that:

The women who, from all parts of the world, have come to this Con-
gress, will . . . zealously and unanimously join in the work for peace,
for they are the courageous representatives of right, freedom and ethical
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progress. But I wish that the words which are spoken in this hall may
reach our sisters outside, and that all mothers and wives – be they
feminists or not, be they members of peace societies or not – may be
roused to the duty of the present time.45

While Suttner recognised that women did not constitute a single unified
force, she nonetheless suggested that those present had a duty to bring
their skills to bear on the wider world. Her comments were remark-
able for two further reasons. Most obviously, she made an early use of
the term ‘feminism’, which suggests that she believed the ICW to be
specifically feminist. Secondly, she raised the issue of sisterhood, and
while referring to women collectively as ‘sisters’ in a rhetoric sense,
relied on real rather than imagined familial relationships in arguing that
the women who had a duty to work for peace were in fact mothers and
wives, rather than women as individuals in their own right.

The Congress passed the peace resolution unanimously, and much
enthusiasm was expressed for the potential contribution that the ICW
women could make to the promotion of peace. Yet subsequent events
showed that they had been overly optimistic. The chairmanship of
the Committee was placed in the hands of the British NCW, and Lady
Aberdeen (who was replaced as ICW president at this Congress by May
Wright Sewall) was elected as the chair of the Peace Committee. Her
involvement in it was short-lived, however, as the outbreak of the Anglo-
Boer war, combined with her husband’s role in government, led her
to resign in 1900. It was the responsibility of the British NCW to find a
replacement, so Mrs Alfred Booth was appointed. However, she resigned
for similar reasons in 1901, and incredibly, the NCW Executive was
unable to find a replacement.

It seems to have been impossible for the Council to find any Executive
members who were prepared to promote peace during the Anglo-Boer
war. For women who were located outside the peace movement and the
various liberal and socialist anti-war movements, patriotism was defined
as loyalty to the nation, rather than the alternative formulations discussed
throughout this book. It was left to May Wright Sewall, as ICW President,
to take up the Peace Committee’s work. She apparently found that ‘the
wars that were then going forward in three continents involving nations
in which there were affiliated Councils, made it apparently impossible’
to undertake any peace work. These difficulties led to a greater aware-
ness of the problems of recruiting politically active women who might
subsequently find that their duties in respect of the Peace Committee
clashed with other commitments, particularly, as Sewall put it, with ‘her
personal interests or the personal interests of the men of her family’. It
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was concluded that although women from politically active families were
‘of vast value’ to the ICW in other ways, Sewall ‘had found it impossible
that they should be useful’ in regard to peace and arbitration campaigns.
The failure to find a replacement chair for the Peace and Arbitration
Committee meant that it remained without a leader, ‘and [was] con-
sequently practically non-existent’ for three years, until May Wright
Sewall resigned the ICW presidency and took up the chairmanship.46

Despite these very practical problems, the rhetorical commitment to
‘peace’ and women’s ‘natural’ relationship to it remained. Lady Aberdeen
and Bertha von Suttner spoke again on the question of peace at the 1904
ICW meeting, and May Wright Sewall pointedly referred to her mission to
keep the National Councils actively supporting the peace resolution. The
result of the 1899 resolution, she told the 1904 Universal Peace Congress,
‘was what may be called an educational campaign participated in with
greater or less sincerity and zeal by the different national organizations
within the International Council’.47 Sewall’s approach, of all the Executive
officers and National Councils, was perhaps the most internationalist. In
1909 she was still attempting to draw others into her vision of what could
be achieved by international work between women, and commented, in
a retrospective study of the work done between 1899 and 1904, that ‘The
National Councils had not yet come into an understanding of what is
meant by International [sic] coöperation.’ They were, she noted, failing to
unite with other National Councils when circumstances demanded. This
failure would appear to be a consequence of the ICW’s focus on inter-
national and national organisation in combination. Any effort towards
international work had to originate from the International Council,
as the National Councils were each focused upon their internal work.
Sewall’s approach to the method and form of working did not change,
however. She still aimed to prove that the ‘necessary condition of the
further progress of civilization’ was the evolution of ‘a peaceful method
for settling national differences which shall be compatible with national
dignity’.48 The emphasis continued to be on further entrenching national
identity, albeit making it perhaps less militaristic, rather than creating
strategies that would encourage international identity or affiliation.

Another factor inhibiting peace work was the presence of an active
international peace movement. Lady Battersea, president of the NCW
of Britain, replied to Sewall’s request for NCW reports on peace work
that: ‘we think it better for ourselves to leave the organization of demon-
strations to the various Peace societies which are established and actively
working among us’.49 This response was to some degree a result of the
moderate nature of the British NCW, but it also illustrates the awkward
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position in which all the National Councils were placed when asked to
implement a resolution of international scale in a national context. Two
National Councils (Argentina and Switzerland) refused to involve them-
selves in peace work because they believed this would mean implicit
criticism of women in other nations who were affiliated to the ICW. But
the majority of responding Councils (eight in total) argued that while
they were in general sympathy with ‘the cause of Peace’, they saw little
useful work that could be undertaken. Very few of the National Councils
were working with, or through, the established peace movement. Their
members typically had limited experience and knowledge of the peace
movement, and little interest in working within it. Yet, as the popularity
of the 1899 peace resolution showed, they did share a generalised com-
mitment to a state of peace, which, while based mainly on rhetoric,
nonetheless offered an analysis of war in gendered terms.

The ICW relied almost entirely upon rhetorical devices which linked
cultural constructions of ‘women’ to abstract ideals of peace, including
concepts of spiritual or moral ‘inner peace’. Related to this was the prob-
lem that international organising was generally of an abstract nature.
It had no visible boundaries or permanent location, and relied upon
identifiable core members and organisations to create the sense of an
imagined international community. Its work was not helped by its initial
attempts to change its president and therefore its headquarters every
five years. It quickly found that the only way for the Council to progress
was to have a long-term president steering its direction, and this was one
of the main reasons why Lady Aberdeen was repeatedly re-elected to the
presidency. International meetings provided a sense of achievement and
connection, though the primary ties between ICW members remained
national in basis. It is also possible that patriotism (as it is conventionally
defined) hindered international work. The ICW held internationalism
as an ideal, but it also tied individuals closely to their own national
identity and origins. For women working for social or political change
within their own nations, an international movement was in some ways
superfluous, because the issues under debate were mainly domestic
questions such as education or employment, which were highly culturally
specific. Therefore it was difficult for members to feel that they had a
stake in the work of women of other nations. They were not working
for an internationally located goal, such as the promotion of arbitration
or the resolution of conflict. Shortly after the 1899 ICW Congress, Teresa
Wilson, Lady Aberdeen’s corresponding secretary, initiated a discussion
with the International Peace Bureau and suggested that the ICW might



‘the truest form of patriotism’

� 160 �

make it possible for internationally organised societies to federate with
the ICW in the same way as the National Councils. The idea came
to nothing, but the possibility briefly existed for an organisation that
combined national and international methods of work.50

Although the ICW provided a space in which international organ-
isation could be imagined, it was limited in its impact upon feminism
in Britain. By the late 1890s it had been transformed from its origins as
a radical suffragist movement into a social reform organisation. As a
result, the internationalism that formed part of the feminist politics of
some Victorian women did not find a means for expression within the
ICW. It was restricted both by its internal dynamics and the logistical
problems of working internationally. However, despite its conservatism
and the emphasis that was placed on homogeneity, it did offer a formal
arena within which British feminists could work to establish international
networks.
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10

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Fawcett was active in the women’s movement from the late 1860s
until her death in 1929. She was strongly influenced by liberal economic
and political ideas, taking many of her early views from the work of
John Stuart Mill, and was one of the few late Victorian feminists to be
uninfluenced by, and indeed indifferent to, Evangelicalism. Most active
in the suffrage movement, she was also involved in campaigns for equal
education and employment opportunities for women, and in certain
strands of the social purity movement. She became the dominant force
in the suffrage movement in the 1890s, and her influence was further
enhanced in 1897 by her role in the amalgamation of the CCNSWS and
CNSWS into the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.23 She
was a supporter of imperialist expansion and, if necessary, the use of
force. Following the declaration of Liberal support for Home Rule for
Ireland in 1885, Fawcett split from the Liberal party, believing them
to be ‘false to the very essence of liberalism’. She joined the Liberal
Unionists and opposed Home Rule on the grounds that it was ‘absolutely
contrary to the interests of the British Empire and of the Irish them-
selves’.24 She reportedly perceived little difference between the Liberal
Unionists and the Conservatives, and resigned from the Women’s Liberal



feminist responses to the anglo-boer war

� 173 �

Unionist Association in 1904 when the Unionists rejected free trade.
Fawcett later remarked that ‘I am not a Protectionist and therefore cannot
be a Conservative. I am not a Home Ruler and cannot be a Liberal. And
I cannot join the Labour Party because I am not a Socialist.’25 In dis-
cussions on the empire and women’s suffrage, she often emphasised the
importance of order, arguing in 1890 that ‘the women of the country
[were] an immense and very valuable Conservative force in the country
. . . There were many things . . . which convinced women of the value
of order, and which brought home to them the fact that order was
essential to liberty.’26

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Within the historiography of pacifist feminism, there has been a general
reluctance to look further back than the First World War. The wide
range of literature on the Victorian women’s movement which has
been produced over the last twenty years has either neglected the fact
that many feminists were active in campaigns for international peace, or
has listed ‘peace’ as a women’s issue during the late nineteenth century
without offering any further analysis of how women were involved,
or what they did in this connection.1 The obvious exception is Jill
Liddington’s The Long Road to Greenham, a valuable longitudinal study
that emphasises the development of women’s peace politics from 1820
to the mid-1980s.2 The Long Road to Greenham gives an overview of
many of the central events in the period with which this book is con-
cerned, though of necessity it covers the period only briefly. It is hoped
that this book has added to Liddington’s work, to suggest that while
some Victorian women were highly active specifically in relation to peace
work, there were also a large number of feminists who incorporated
pacifist ideas into their wider political analysis of women’s position.
Feminists’ ideas of their role within the empire, their eligibility for
citizenship and their suitability to act as moral guardians in public life,
all made use in varying ways of gendered understandings of the role
of force and the relevance of pacifist strategies such as arbitration. As a
result, peace ideas had a pervasive influence on the Victorian women’s
movement.

Recent works by Sandi E. Cooper and Leila J. Rupp have also
addressed some of the issues with which this book is concerned. Cooper’s
articles on European pacifist women provide an international context
for the British women who are discussed here.3 Her examination of
the role of women within the Continental peace movement has high-
lighted trends of liberal internationalism and republican or radical
internationalism. She notes that ‘those who complained in later years
that the movement was timid, passive and negative were luxuriating in
selective memory, if not historical amnesia’.4 Her studies of women’s
peace work in Italy, Switzerland, the Netherlands and Austro-Hungary
provide a useful means of comparison with Britain, although the British
peace movement differed significantly from that of the Continental
Europeans in its approach to women’s pacifism. Leila J. Rupp has focused
on the growth of international women’s organisations, beginning with
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the International Council of Women in 1888 and continuing into the
twentieth century with the International Woman Suffrage Alliance and
the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. Although
she does not focus in detail on Victorian feminism or the interrelations
between women’s individual efforts and the formal associations with
which they became linked, her work demonstrates that the twentieth-
century international women’s movement had clear origins in the late
nineteenth century. Rupp has examined the challenges of maintaining
a national identity during international work, describing how some
women attempted to transcend national allegiances, while others, such
as the International Council of Women, held that nationalism and inter-
nationalism could be complementary.5

Victorian conceptions of national identity were closely linked to
Britain’s status as an imperial power. Antoinette Burton’s Burdens of
History has convincingly argued that in Victorian Britain, nation and
empire were effectively one and the same, and allegiances to each were
‘concentric and mutually dependent’.6 She has shown how the con-
struction of the imperial nation was reliant on an external ‘other’ against
which it was defined, suggesting that this conflation of the nation and
the empire gave feminists the means to argue that their role in the nation
amounted to a responsibility for the race and indeed the empire itself.7

Yet while Burton has demonstrated that national and imperial superiority
were closely connected to ‘separate spheres’ arguments of women’s moral
superiority, there is little consideration in her work of how far the various
strands of feminism contested these discourses. Imperial feminism was
an important component of the Victorian women’s movement, but there
were also dissenting voices. Where British feminists put forward anti-
imperialist or internationalist arguments, they frequently attempted to
question the legitimacy of the British imperial nation, and to challenge
nationalist and imperialist ideas.

This book has sought to demonstrate that there were distinct
pacifist feminist arguments from as early as the 1870s. Henrietta Müller’s
Women’s Penny Paper and Florence Fenwick Miller’s Woman’s Signal
advanced ideas which connected women’s suffrage and the advent of
peaceable international relations, for example in assertions that ‘there
is more international feeling between the women of the world at present
than between any section of men’. Fenwick Miller’s ideas of ‘a sisterhood
of women’ which ‘must make for peace and for union throughout the
world’ implicitly established in feminist discourse an essentialist assump-
tion that women were unified in their interests as a result of their
common biological and social experiences.8
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Like feminism, pacifism in this period was in no way unified in its
politics or methods. While some of the women who were involved in the
work of the Peace Society attempted to keep the peace movement distinct
from the feminist movement, there were nonetheless important areas of
overlap. E. M. King, for example, was active in the campaign against the
Contagious Diseases Acts and founded the short-lived London branch
of the Women’s International Peace Association in 1873. She publicly
argued as early as 1872 that women should be afforded ‘the right to be
heard or represented’ in the settlement of international disputes.9

Victorian feminists, of course, used arguments of patriotism in
the service of other causes. Florence Balgarnie, for example, argued at
a suffrage meeting in 1884 that ‘We, women, live in the country, we
are citizens of the country, and we, women, I venture to say, love our
country. It is because we do love our country, because we are patriots
just as much as men are patriots that we wish for the change that
we may share in the government of our country.’10 While this argument
employed the revised version of patriotism discussed earlier in this book,
in its solely feminist interpretation it neglected the role of physical force
in women’s subordination. A purely feminist approach was limited in the
degree to which it could address the use of governmental power, and
particularly in how it approached questions of empire and nationalism.
The introduction of critical perspectives on the use of physical force,
whether against regions of the empire or against other nations, opened
up the issue of governmental power to feminist debate. This is not to
suggest that pacifist feminism was in some sense superior to other forms
of feminism, but rather it shows that pacifist feminist perspectives were
strategically useful for the Victorian women’s movement because they
could serve to advance feminist debate.

The implications of these developments were significant for early
twentieth-century feminism. Although the women’s movement experi-
enced dramatic shifts in policy and emphasis during the early twentieth
century, and pacifist arguments changed drastically in the face of the
total war of 1914–18, it can nonetheless be argued that the theoretical and
political development of pacifist feminist ideas during the late nineteenth
century laid much of the groundwork for these new internationalist
movements.11 Thus, although there is no historiography which connects
pacifism to feminism before 1914, many of the feminists who were active
in political campaigns in the final decades of the nineteenth century were
also involved in the peace movement. The wide range of perspectives
taken by feminists on the uses of physical force included: free trade
radicalism, which was expected to make relations between nations more
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equitable and therefore peaceful; anti-expansionism, as demonstrated
by Isabella Tod’s promotion of enlightened international relations com-
bined with a socially responsible imperial nation; maternalism, or the
argument that mothers’ roles as socialising agents meant that they had a
responsibility to inculcate a respect for moral, rather than physical force
in their children; Evangelical pacifism, as seen in Priscilla Peckover’s
arguments that the promotion of peace was an essential component of
Christianity; feminist internationalism, as seen in Henrietta Müller and
Florence Fenwick Miller’s concept of a sisterhood of women across the
world; abolitionism, or the argument (most typically by Josephine Butler)
that the empire should be based on the peaceful conversion of subject
peoples to Christianity; and finally, the jingoistic imperialism of women
such as Millicent Fawcett, who did not incorporate critiques of the use
of force into their feminism and argued instead that the demonstration
of women’s capacity for citizenship required their acceptance of the
need for physical force in international and imperial relations.

From these perspectives, four distinct strands of pacifist feminism
can be identified, all of which drew upon established traditions of polit-
ical or religious thought but applied feminist perspectives on the use of
force to these ideas. These were free trade radicalism, moderate interna-
tionalism, Evangelical feminism and international citizenship. Free trade
ideas were common until the early 1890s, and can be seen most clearly in
the arguments of Lydia Becker and Caroline Ashurst Biggs. For example,
in response to the Turkish invasion of Bulgaria in 1876, Becker argued that
the Bulgarians were entitled to ‘security for life and liberty, and oppor-
tunity for the development of their industry and culture’. These ideas
incorporated concerns with political representation through arguments
that ‘If the [British] nation is in any way responsible for the maintenance
of the power which has committed the atrocities . . . women cannot free
themselves from their share in such responsibility.’12 Evangelical social
purity feminists such as Laura Ormiston Chant developed comparable
reformulations of patriotism, using maternalist rhetoric to argue that ‘We
talked about [the military] . . . being the defenders of our country, but
the defence of our country was to recognise the whole humanity of the
world.’13 E. M. Southey used similar concepts, phrasing her arguments in
terms of ‘The world-wide patriotism of the Prince of Peace’.14 The social
reformer Lady Aberdeen argued in 1899 that ‘We women of this day are
learning a new kind of patriotism – we are learning to covet for our coun-
tries that they shall emulate one another as to which . . . can do the most
to maintain the peace of the world.’15 This moderate internationalism
drew heavily upon alternative visions of patriotism, as did a speech given
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by Mrs W. P. Byles in 1904 when she argued that ‘It is the duty of all
peace reformers to try to generate, by word and act and vote, a new
patriotism; and the duty especially lies heavily upon us women to nourish
a nobler patriotism.’16 The common ground between these liberal per-
spectives and their Evangelical equivalents described above was a vision
of universalism, a humanity that transcended all other considerations.

Primarily, however, it was conceptions of international citizenship
that gathered pace in the twentieth century and became more readily
identified with feminist argument. Virginia Woolf ’s classic reformulation
of women’s nationhood in Three Guineas epitomised this approach, and
popularised the idea that women experienced their nationalism and pat-
riotism in very different ways than did men. Ideas of women’s international
citizenship had their origins in late nineteenth-century feminisms. As early
as 1870, Lydia Becker argued ‘the womanly spirit of courage, patriotism,
and self-devotion . . . is of no particular age or country’.17 In 1904, Jane
Addams – then only beginning upon her career as a pacifist – was
described by Lucia Ames Mead as a follower of the principle: ‘My country
is the whole world.’18 This phrase was coined by Thomas Paine in Rights
of Man: ‘My country is the whole world, and my religion is to do good.’
It was modified and used during the nineteenth century by abolitionists
such as William Lloyd Garrison, who provided the phrase: ‘My country is
the world, my countrymen are mankind.’19 These sentiments were echoed
by Becker and other late Victorian feminists in relation to ‘women’ but
it was not until 1938 that Virginia Woolf memorably prefaced the state-
ment with the words ‘as a woman’: ‘as a woman, I have no country. As a
woman I want no country. As a woman my country is the whole world.’20

Woolf ’s Three Guineas included an analysis of women’s historical
exclusion from citizenship rights, and argued that ‘the very circum-
stances of female upbringing and education, or disenfranchisement and
domestication . . . [gave] women a completely different perspective on
such basic masculine concepts as patriotism and loyalty’.21 The text called
upon ‘women’ as a group to take the position of ‘outsiders’ and resist
nationalist and (traditional) patriotic ideologies.22 The emotive nature of
the phrase ‘my country is the whole world’ belies a radical internation-
alism, a concept of global citizenship that can be traced back to Paine
himself. The use of similar terms during the late nineteenth century is a
crucial indication that women’s relationship to and role within the nation
was being subjected to unprecedented scrutiny, and it was particularly
in pacifist, internationalist and humanitarian strands of feminism that
such ideas developed. However, it was not until the twentieth century
that such ideas gained a truly popular appeal.
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