Maria Susanna Garroni

A New Language For New  Policies: Dialogue between women pacifists in The United States and Europe at the beginning of the 20th Century 

Topics dealing with women and pacifism involve many issues. For our purpose they can, however, be divided into two broad categories: what pacifism means for women  and with which kind of pacifism feminist pacifists identify.

The word pacifism has been used in many different ways. For some it has meant a peaceful policy, or non-resistance; others have used it to simply mean that they favor arbitration; for others pacifism has meant to oppose all wars.  In 1996 Martin Caedel tried to sort out all these meanings, arguing that the multiple significance  given to the word hampers a clear analysis of the attempts made by different groups in different countries and periods to achieve durable peace. He describes ten types of attitudes toward the solution of a conflict.  Two  have been chosen as useful tools to understand the relationship between women and peace in the early 20th century. The first refers to the distinction Caedel makes between pacifism and pacificism, the second to the feminist brand of pacifism.   

Pacifism, in accordance with the Oxford dictionary, is defined as a position rejecting warfare altogether, its abolition being both desirable and possible; whereas pacificism refers to the advocacy of all peaceful policies, not excluding, however, defensive war. As for feminist pacifism, Caedel maintains, it implies, explicitly or implicitly, that "patriarchy is the cause of war and its overthrow can alone bring peace."

Alonso expands upon what the term feminism conveys vis-à-vis the term pacifism. In her opinion women pacifists relate all women's issues to peace and believe that gender equality would transform national and social institutions so radically as to promote international relations. In circular fashion, real equality in gender roles can be accomplished only in a pacified world.

Recent work, also based on Caedel's and Alonso's, has come to the conclusion that a feminist type of pacifism has been present for a long time, but its contribution has gone unnoticed.  In reviewing a recent book by one of the most prominent male peace historians, Prudence A. Moylan remarked that "the role of women is taken into consideration, but only as an auxiliary to men's initiatives."  As a result, the impression is that women pacifists made no independent contribution to peace movements in the early part of the 20th century. One of the possible reasons why their contribution went unnoticed may have resulted from the fact that their language has never been studied and clarified.

Trying to follow the directions taken by women in the peace movement of that time I have focused, with few exceptions, on the words used by the Women's International League of Peace and Freedom (WILPF) to convey their kind of gender  pacifism.  The League was an international organization of women aimed at working for durable world peace. They believed that peace could only come about through political change leading, also, among other transformations,  to public ownership of the war industry.  Naturally, the first change would include  women's suffrage.   

The League members were faced with a twofold task, to debate and clarify the meaning and purpose of their personal involvement in the organization, as well as to explain to the world at large their identity and intentions.

From their writing, they emerge as political pacifists and  feminists where "being political" meant taking direct responsibility as women in international affairs and in the development of social, economic and judicial programs.

Women in the reform movements, they themselves bearers of a gendered politics,  did not share the "political mission" of the League.  Their interest was not focused on international affairs, nor did they develop all-encompassing projects.

In order to make their specific objectives known, the women of the League continued to define and  expand, when necessary,  the meanings of commonly used words.  Some of the keywords found in their documents are: "responsibility", "human solidarity" meaning mutual help and international cooperation, "world needs" to be solved by international aid, "plans for world economy", "free trade" meaning something different from the "liberal" concept of free trade, "information", "working together", "we-men vs. men" in politics, "war", "peace status of women", etc.  

The words employed by the League's members had already been used by the women's suffragist movement and the women's movement in advancing social reform.  However, during the early decades of the XX century, the League popularized these words adding new terms to the public discourse, thereby enriching and clarifying the concepts they conveyed to the public at large.

Through the years, league women from many countries contributed, by virtue of their varied political and  cultural experience, to expand the meaning of  words already in use and to forge new ones. 

Because the League had clear goals, the language used was far more consciously chosen than historians have recognized.  It was purposely aimed at achieving a goal that Caedal suggests should be considered by every peace historian, namely "...construct a set of categories robust enough to permit cross-national comparison."

The words used by the League were additionally shaped and refined in the debates that took place in the various conventions organized by the organization to exert international pressure and plan the best political action for different situations. The language used by the League's leaders helped  members of the organization to bridge the gap between abstract theory and implementation.    

The two major points discussed in my paper tend to show that: a) through a study of the words accurately and consciously chosen by the League's leaders in expressing values and ideals, it is possible to understand the meaning of the term pacifist feminism; b) the language used by the same women in public documents and speeches to exert political pressure at an international level contributed in the early decades of the 20th century to the creation of a specific language for women to be used in the public domain.   
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