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'!his thesis traces the political evolution of a rn.nnber of 

Edwardian women activists. '!he careers of the three women who are 

central to this work, Kathleen Courtney, catherine Marshall arx:l Helena 

swanwick, illustrate the developin;J political ex>nsciousness of this 

seex>rrl generation of feminists who built upon the work of their 

Victorian predecessors. 'lhe leadership arx:l inspiration of the three 

women, which began in the suffrage movement, took a new direction in 

1914. With the outbreak of war, they turned their efforts to peace 

work. 'lhe refusal of the National Union of Women's SUffrage Societies 

to support this new cause led to a realigrnnent of forces when the 

dissentin;J members, led by the three, joined the ranks of men arx:l 

women, particularly in the labour movement arx:l the Union of Democratic 

Control, dedicated to seekinJ the peaceful resolution of international 

disputes. 'lhe opportunity to combine work for peace arx:l suffrage was 

provided in April 1915 with the establishment of a new women's 

organisation at the Congress held at 'lhe Hague. 'lhe British section of 

this new body was the Wanen' s International League. '!his organisation 

became at once an integral part of the national peace movement, while 

retainin;J its identity as an women's organisation. 'lhe purpose of the 

WIL was two-fold: one was to secure an errlurin;J peace; the other, to 

educate women for citizenship. '!his war-time advocacy of a new basis 

for international relations led to a life-long conunitment to 
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internationalism fOr Courtney1 Marshall arxi 8wanwick. 

Although in the short nm they failed. in their objective of 

revolutionisin;J international relations, they did effect some endurin;J 

achievements. '!hey contributed to pc::pllarisin;J the idea of a league of 

Nations. Above all, they pressed sucx::essfully, sane steps further 

alon;J the road, their claim to equal--citizenship for women. 
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INrROIXJCriON 

Addressing the Meroc>rial Service in honour of Kathleen Courtney 

held at st Martin-in-the-Fields on 1rApril 1975, Fhilip Noel-Baker, 

hllnself a veteran inteJ:nationalist, declared that she had given herself 

to the two greatest causes of her time - women's suffrage and 

inteJ:nationalism. He observed that: 

If there are historians in the future to judge the progress 
made, the true progress made in her time they will not praise 
scientific development. '!he true progress in civilisation in 
our twentieth century has been two-fold. First the 
emancipation, just now slOVlly starting, of the women of the 
world. Second, the founding of the inteJ:national 
institutions of the league of Nations and the United Nations, 
which will some day become the dem:x:ratic govermnent of 
mankind. To both these civilising causes Kathleen Courtney 
made a contribution of world i.np)rtance, which only those who 
saw it at the time can fully \.ll'rlerstand. 1 

By her efforts, he added, Kathleen Courtney helped fo:nn "the juristic 

conscience of mankind." She had, hOVlever, not been alone in her 

connnitment to suffrage and inteJ:nationalism. '!he qualities and purpose 

which she brought to a life-time's work were shared by many women, and 

not least by her friends and colleagues catherine Marshall and Helena 

swanwick. It is these three women, who played a leading and creative 

role in the suffrage and the peace movement, who fo:nn the subject of 

this work. 2 

1Address by Fhilip Noel-Baker at St Martin-in-the-Fields, 11 
April 1975, Courtney Papers, Fawcett r...:ibrary, I.Dndon (hereafter FL} 
~/Hl/1-8. 

2Kathleen D'Olier Courtney 1878-1974. catherine Elizabeth 
1 
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'lhese women were of the generation that has been described as 

"chan;Ji.ng the world"; although, as Kathleen Courtney later obsel:ved, it 

was a world ripe for chan;Je as "new ideas were jostling old 

conventions." It soon became obvious to those women, who were led by 

their consciences into social work, tnat it was the causes of injustice 

that must be removed, not merely the consequences. And to do this they 

needed the vote. 'lhus women's suffrage became the greatest challenge 

of the early twentieth centw:y. Enfranchisement was not only regarded 

as a political necessity but also as an admission of the need to refonn 

3the relations between the sexes. 'Ib women, it meant the recognition 

that they were partners in civic responsibilities. '!he vote was the 

symbol and the substance of equal citizenship. No nation, the 

suffragists believed, that excluded over half its adult population from 

participation in the body politic could claim to be derrocratic. '!he 

attairnnent of complete dem::x=racy, therefore, was the ideal for which 

they strove. '!heir pursuit of liberty, peace and social justice was 

fourx:led on their urxlerstanding of the meaning of liberal derrocracy. 

'!heir l.D'lWaVeri.ng convictions sustained these women through the 

vicissitudes of the intellectual jow:ney from suffrage to 

internationalism. '!he search for the fulfillment of the derrocratic 

ideal was not only the urxlerlying theme of their activities but in a 

changing world lent consistency to their policies. 

Marshall 1880-1961. Helena Maria Incy Swanwick (nee Sickert) 
1864-1939. 

3eourtney' s talk on A. M. Royden for the Australian 

http:l.D'lWaVeri.ng
http:chan;Ji.ng
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'Ihe outbreak of war in 1914 shattered many certainties, not 

least, the liberal belief in the inevitable progress of mankind and 

civilisation. For some it was the occasion for the reassessment of 

values, for others, a confinnation of existing convictions. Courtney, 

Marshall and swanwick and many like-minded women, regarded war as the 

supreme test of certain fundamental principles. War, they held, was 

the enemy of feminism, democracy and internationalism. 'Ihe elevation 

of military values threatened the p::>Sition of women in society; the 

conduct of war encouraged the erosion of "inalienable" civil rights; 

and the erection of national barriers contravened the brotherhood of 

man. 'Ihus the outbreak of war added an even greater urgency to the 

women's demand for inclusion in the political system. Many of the 

suffragists believed that they had a responsibility to attempt to 

ensure that this disaster was never repeated. In order to protect the 

special interests of women and to provide them with the necessary 

education and political experience, a specifically women's peace 

organisation was founded - the Women's International League (WIL) . 'Ihe 

work for enfranchisement had taught women that the only way to be 

politically effective was by organising as a group. And so they 

applied the lessons learned in the suffrage movement to their labours 

for peace. At the opening of hostilities the women in this study 

already saw themselves as internationalists in the sense that they were 

part of the world-wide suffrage movement. But it was only in the 

Broadcasting Company, February 1954, FL KDC/H2/1-6. 
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process of definin:J their opposition to war arrl in searching for a 

peaceful means of resolving conflict that they came to champion a 

system of international political co-operation. 

In the course of their search for an 'lll'Xlerstarrling of the 

causes of war Courtney, Marshall arrl ..Swanwick made canunon cause with 

other men arrl women dedicated to similar ends. Inevitably their 

criticism of the Government brought them into conflict with authority 

arrl a clash with sections of popular opinion. In setting themselves up 

as critics of the Government, these women became associated with a long 

arrl distinguished tradition of Erglish dissent. '!his tradition has 

been doetnnented by A. J. P. Taylor. 4 As radicals, democrats, 

feminists, pacifists and internationalists, Courtney, Marshall and 

swanwick drew on a canunon furrl of liberal ideals. ruring the First 

World War all those who either opposed the war, or looked for the 

means to eliminate force from international relations, were referred to 

indiscriminately as "pacifists." Yet the pacifists were more 

noteworthy for their diversity than their harrogeneity. '!hey had became 

critics for a variety of reasons. Some opposed war on religious/ 

groun:Is believing that all war was wicked; scma were socialists who 

believed in the brotherllood of man, and were against all capitalist 

wars; and others believed that this war was unnecessacy arrl had arisen 

from the international anarchy that reigned in the years before 1914. 

4A. J. P. Taylor, '!he Troublemakers: Dissent over Foreign 
Policy, 1792-1939 (London, 1985). 
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Whatever the details of their disagreement the various groups were, 

ultimately, able to combine on broad issues. 'Iherefore, I have 

observed the usage of the time ani retained "pacifist" as an 

all-encompassing tenn to descrilJe those who sought an alternative to 

force in the corrluct of internationar relations. 5 It was only in the 

1930s when the peace movement divided over its response to fascist 

aggression that "pacifism" took on its naienl. cormotation. '!hereafter1 

the tenn came to be equated with 'What was fonnerly described as 

"absolute" pacifism. '!hose who proposed, ani were prepared to support 

a system of transnational government which included sanctions 1 came to 

be IOC>re properly described as "internationalists." 

To a large extent, therefore 1 the histoz.y of the women, after 

the fonna.tion of the WIL in 1915, is that of the peace movement in 

general. '!he mainspring of their dissent, like that of their fellow 

critics, was their liberal convictions. Peace ani lilJertarian issues 

were as one in the pacifist mind. 'Iherefore, the carrpaign directed 

against the erosion of civil liberties must be seen as an essential 

part of the fight for peace. In the first instance, they regarded the 

outbreak of war as the result of the failure of the existing system of 

representative government. Secorxlly, they ascribed its continuation to 

the suppression of the truth about the Govenunent' s war aims. As a 

~in ceadel, Pacifism in Britain. 1914-1945 (london, 
1980). ceadel builds on the distinction originally made by Taylor in 
'!he Troublemakers, between pacifists as absolutists, ani pacificists as 
those who look for the removal of force from international relations. 
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token of their faith in the good sense of their countrymen, they 

believed that if the true facts were revealed, public opinion would 

COl'lpll the Government to make peace. Yet when peace finally came it 

was not the just settlement for which the women had worked. Arrl so the 

campaign to remove the causes of disPUte between nations continued even 

up to the eve of the Secorrl World War. 

'lbe object of this study is not to provide a histo:ry of the 

WIL. Rather it is a collective study of three of the leading members of 

that organisation who were outstarrling women of their generation. 'Ihe 

careers of these women link together several pacifist groups. 

Moreover, the activities of the three provide the thread that links 

suffrage to internationalism through the transitional war years. To 

date, only fragments of this narrative have been told arrl it still 

remains to supplement the infonnation available arrl to shCM the 

ideological homogeneity of this period. '!here have already been 

studies of the National Union of Women's SUffrage Societies (NUWSS), 

the Union of Democratic Control (UOC) arrl the No-Conscription 

Fellowship (NCF). In articles Jo Vellacott has given a general 

overview of the work of these women. '!he prewar years have been well 

served through two able aCCOl.mts by Samra Holton arrl Leslie HLnne of 

the radicalisation of the suffrage m::wement as represented by the 

National Union of Women's SUffrage Societies. 6 

6SaOOra Holton, Feminism arrl Democracy (cambridge, 1986). 
Leslie P. Ht.nne, '!he National Union of Women's SUffrage Societies, 
1897-1914 (New York arrl Lorrlon, 1982). 
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The story of women and peace has been less well served. The 

literature dealing with the peace movement has, on the whole, kept 

separate the role of the pacifist women and the activities of the wider 

peace movement. Feminist historians have tended to isolate the women1 s 

contribution from other efforts to secure peace as though it were 

something unique. The inclination has been to highlight the dramatic 

events of April 1915 when representatives of the pacifist women of 

Europe and America met at The Hague. The protest against the war has 

received more attention than the subsequent constructive, albeit 

prosaic, daily efforts to make a reality of the resolutions framed at 

the Hague Congress. An attempt to rectify the impression that this was 

a uniquely feminine contribution to peace has been made by Sandi E. 

Cooper. She has demonstrated the continuity of this assernbly with its 

predecessors in the nineteenth century. HOW'ever, Cooper has treated 

the Congress as part of the peace movement, rather than as a product of 

suffrage and feminism. Admittedly, it is not always possible, or even 

necessary, to separate the various strands that combined at The 

Hague. 7 Richard Evans, in his comparative study of the women 1 s peace 

movement in Europe, America and Australasia, has put the activities of 

the British women in a broader perspective. 8 While a valuable 

7Sandi E. Cooper, ''Women1 s Participation in European Peace 
Movements: The Struggle to Prevent World War One", in R. R. Pierson 
and S. Brodribb (eds.), Women and War: Theoretical. Practical and 
Historical Perspectives (London and New York and Sydney, 1987) . 

~chard Evans, The Feminists: Women 1 s Emancipation 
Movements in Europe, America and Australasia 1840-1920 (London, New 
York, 1977) and Comrades and Sisters (SUSsex, New York, 1987) . 
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picture of world wide pacifist activity is presented, inevitably the 

treatment of each country is schematic and the role of the British 

women in the peace movement of their country is only lightly touched 

upon. 

If feminist historians have been inclined to isolate women, 

historians of the institutions of the peace movement have ignored 

them. Yet, no account of the peace campaign in the war years that 

omits mention of the women can call itself a complete chronicle. As 

Taylor wrote of the "troublemakers": "'Ihey existed: therefore they 

deserve to be put on record" - especially in any work that deals with 
. . Robbins' invaluable survey of the whole range of9fore1gn polley. 

peace activity does indeed cast a glance in the direction of the women. 

But in a work of such compass, the WILand its leaders receive short 

shrift. 10 Nor, it should be noted, is he particularly sympathetic 

towards the aspirations of the peace movement. In swartz's histocy of 

the UOC they receive no mention at all. 11 'Ihis omission occurred 

despite the fact that women comprised a large fraction of the 

membership and that swanwick was the UOC' s official historian. 

'Ihe purpose of this work, therefore, is to restore the balance 

by manying what have largely been two separate approaches. By 

9Taylor, The Troublemakers, 15. 


1°Keith Robbins, 'Ihe Abolition of War (cardiff, 1976). 


11M. swartz, 'Ihe Union of Democratic Control in British 

Politics During the First World War (OXford, 1971) • 

http:shrift.10
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correcting some of the biases and filling many of the lacunae it is 

hoped that a more complete story will emerge. Nonetheless, this is not 

intended as merely a work of synthesis. In the process of dealing with 

the journey of the three women from suffrage to internationalism I 

propose to demonstrate both how representative and instrmnental they 

were in this transition. In so doing, I hope to offer a new perspective 

and analysis. 'Ihe link between suffrage and the war work of Courtney, 

Marshall and Swanwick has also been suggested by Jo Vellacott in her 

papers "Feminist Consciousness and the First World War" and "catherine 

Marshall: from liberalism to feminism, pacifism and socialism. " 'Ihis 

present work elaborates her contentions and takes the story, in the 

last chapter, to its fruition and conclusion in the inter-war years. 

Of the three women who, she suggests, were the torch-bearers of the new 

idealism in the National Union of Women's SUffrage Societies (NUWSS) 

only catherine Marshall has received Vellacott's detailed attention and 

this for her work with the No-Conscription Fellowship during the 

12war. 'Ihe failure to document the roles of Courtney and swanwick 

can perhaps be attributed to a dearth of material. However, by drawing 

upon published writings the handicap of the lack of personal papers can 

to a large extent be overcome in the case of Swanwick. 'Ihis work has 

12Jo Vellacott, "Feminist Consciousness and the First World 
War", in Pierson and Brodribb, Women and War (london, 1987); also in 
History Workshop 23 (Spring 1987), 81-101. "catherine Marshall: from 
liberalism to feminism, pacifism and socialism," unpub. 1984. Jo 
Vellacott, Bertrand Russell and the Pacifists in the First World War 
(Brighton and New York, 1980). Vellacott is also writing a biography 
of Marshall. 
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focussed mainly on her because she was, I believe, the embodiment of 

the WIL. swanwick was the theorist of the movement as well as being 

largely responsible for its organisation. As a prominent member of the 

Union of Democratic Control and of the Independent labour Party, two of 

the political organisations most active in their opposition to the 

Goverrnnent, her activities illustrated the closely knit nature of the 

pacifist comrm.mity. Kathleen Courtney, unfortunately, has left neither 

private papers (except for her diaries kept during the time of her 

Serbian relief work) nor public writings for the war pericxl. '!he 

result is that her contribution in these years must be traced through 

the correspondence with her friends and through the records of 

organisations. 

My approach is based on a profound belief in the need to 

integrate an account and analysis of women's contribution with the 

history of their own age. At the same time I have endeavoured to 

presei:Ve that which is particular to their development and 

achievement. No account would be complete without the voices of the 

women thernselves to explain their aspirations. '!hey did not think of 

thernselves as unusual. Rather, they saw themselves as concerned 

citizens taking their place alongside other concerned citizens in 

attempting to save civilisation as they knew it. All problems they 

believed were hl..ntlai1 problems; not merely issues of gender. By staking 

their claim to a share in detennining the most important questions 

facing mankind the women took an important step towards their political 

and psychological emancipation. 



aiAPI'ER I 

'!HE EI::MARDIAN I..EX;ACY: 1908-1914 

"Fetters of gold are still fetters am the softest linings 
can never make 'em so easy as liberty." Mal:y Astell "A 
Serious Proposal to the ladies" (1694) 1 

'!he members of "our group", as Kathleen Courtney described her 

friends am colleagues catherine Marshall, Helena swanwick am Maude 

Royden in 1921, were united by a close friendship forged over more than 

a decade of work for suffrage am peace. '!heir distinguishing 

dlaracteristic was single-mimed adherence to the high ideals of social 

democracy at home am internationalism abroad. 'lhese ideals they 

pursued with vision, intelligence, integrity am tenacity. All were 

remarkable women. As secon:l generation feminists they made their own 

distinctive contribution to the work begun in the nineteenth century to 

emancipate women from dependency am imprisoning restrictions - be they 

mental, social or political - of the Victorian am Edwardian years. 

'!hey fought not only to secure their rights but to educate women in 

their correspon:ling social am political responsibilities, for as good 

Victorians, they knew that no right could be theirs without the 

appropriate obligations. '!hey also took the IOOVement a stage beyon:l 

that of the early "radical" suffragists who had begun the liberation of 

the suffage movement from its emphasis on equality. As "democratic" 

10ommon cause, 23 February 1917, 603. 

11 
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suffragists, a tenn first coined by Margaret IJ.ewelyn Invies, they had 

widened the range of their activities and appeal to fonn a political 

and, later, ideological link with the labour Party. 2 From the outset 

Courtney, Marshall and swanwick were always conscious of the world-wide 

nature of the movement for women's eiifranchisement but through their 

association with Labour they came to view their activities in the 

context of the larger movement to rerrove discrimination not only by sex 

but by class. '!he war provided the opportunity for the members of the 

group to apply and extern. the scope of the det'OC)Cratic beliefs that had 

infonned their suffrage work. '!he pi."'Ol¥)tion of the connnon good by 

co-operative effort, they believed, should be the ultimate criterion of 

both national politics and international relations. 'Ihe only way to 

achieve this ideal was by the establishment of canplete det'OC)Cracy. 

'!heir opt.intism and faith sustained them through the disillusioning 

years of the war just as they had done through the disappoinbnents of 

working for enfranchisement. HCYt~ever, the peace was not destined to be 

the peace of their ideals and so the stnlggle to realise their goal 

continued, only to be defeated by the outbreak of war in 1939. 

'!he nineteenth centw:y had witnessed a significant degree of 

emancipation of women from their legal, economic and professional 

2rn San:3ra. Holton, Feminism and Democracy (cambridge, 1986), 
152-3, the tenn "det'OC)Cratic suffragist" is defined as an organising 
concept. '!he tenn is "used to identify an inpllse, an orientation, 
within the suffrage movement," not a particular group. Whereas, 
"radical suffragist" has been used by historians since the 1970s to 
distinguish those concerned with the vote as the necessacy precursor of 
social refonn from those in:lividualist feminists who considered 
enfranchisement as a goal in itself. 
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restraints. Thanks to the efforts of pioneers of both sexes they had 

won access to higher education, control of their own earnings and 

property and enb:y both to some professions and to local goverrnnent. 

Although many more disabilities remained to be removed before women 

could claim complete legal equality, by the beginning of the twentieth 

century it was enfranchisement that had come to symbolise the last 

barrier. Millicent Garrett Fawcett, leader of the constitutional 

suffragists, had voiced the opinion of many when in 1886 she asserted 

that 

women's suffrage will come as a necessary corollary of the 
other changes which have been gradually and steadily 
modifying during this century the social history of our 
counb:y. It will be a political change, not of a very great 
or extensive character in itself, based upon social, 
educational, and economic changes which have already taken 
place. It will have the effect of adjusting the political 
machinery to the altered social conditions of its 
inhabitants. 3 

Nonetheless, there were many men in the counb:y and Parliament who were 

prepared to resist this "necessary corollary. " 

A university education was a liberating experience for the 

Victorian young woman. For the first time they escaped family 

restraints and, above all, were free to choose their own friends. 

'Ihese friendships based on "affinity of mind and admiration" proved in 

some cases to be life-long. 4 Kathleen Courtney and Maude Royden 

3M. G. Fawcett, quoted in Constance Rover, Women's Suffrage 
and Party Politics in Britain 1860-1914 (I.Dndon and Toronto, 1967), 2. 

4Francesca Wilson, "'Ihree Twentieth Century Women of Action," 
unpublished typescript, lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, 11. R. Fulford, 
Votes for Women (IDndon, 1957), 299. 
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fonne.d such a frierrlsh.ip in 1897 at Oxford which errlured until the 

latter's death in 1956. 'lhe universities proved also to be the forcing 

groun:i not only for intellectual develcpnent but of social awareness. 

Not surprisi.rgly, many a radical was created by these fonnative 

experiences. Several of the university women were daughters of liberal 

bourgeois families of advanced opinions. Helena swanwick mnnbered 

am::>ngst her frierrls at Girton College, Margaret IJ.ewelyn Davies whose 

father had been a frierrl arrl associate of the cambridge ethical 

socialist F. D. Maurice, arrl Maggie Cobden, daughter of Richard Cobden, 

the leading Victorian free-trader. 

On earning down from university many of those women who 

possessed an in:leperrlent income chose to continue this emancipation 

from the family by fin:li.rg employment or 1:aJdn3' up social work. After 

leavi.rg cambridge Margaret IJ.ewelyn Davies arrl Rosalin:l Shore-Smith 

(later Vaughan Nash) organised the Wcmen's Co-operative Guild (WCG) for 

worki.rg-class women. '!his organisation was destined to be a 

considerable force in the social arrl political education of these 

women. others were attracted to the suffrage m:wement as an 

alternative outlet for their ability ani energy. As a generation they 

were united by the conviction that they were pioneers, accepting with 

this role all the atteroant responsibilities. For a long time, Helena 

swanwick claimed, one of the heaviest harrlica.ps at university was the 

feeli.rg of having to make good for their entire sex. Failure was not 

regarded by the men as owi.rg to personal fault but arose rather as a 

question of sex; whereas, any success was because they were 

http:feeli.rg
http:harrlica.ps
http:leavi.rg
http:fin:li.rg
http:frierrlsh.ip
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5"exceptional women. n Undoubtedly much of this spirit accompanied 

them into the suffrage movement. 

Helena swanwick was a feminist before she became a suffragist. 

Her own experiences as a young woman reflected the social inequalities 

practised even within a relatively free and easy household such as that 

ma.intained by the Sickert family. As the only girl among eight 

children she was particularly bitter about the domestic and emotional 

claims that were all too frequently the lot of the daughter in a 

Victo~ian family. 6 It was with great difficulty and only through the 

financial assistance of her godmother that she was able in 1882 to 

escape to Girton. Here she read Moral Sciences, studying Economics 

under Alfred Marshall and John Neville Keynes, Ethics and Politics with 

Henry Sidgwick and Psychology with James Ward - all outstanding 

scholars of their generation. As it was not until after 1918 that the 

ancient universities awarded degrees to their women students, swanwick 

obtained an MA ad eundem from D..lblin. After leaving cambridge she was 

appointed lecturer in Psychology at Westfield College, Hampstead. Only 

on her ma.rriage when she left horne could she claim any of the rights 

that had been automatically granted to her brothers. The ma.rriage to 

Frederick swanwick was long, loving and mutually supportive and 

------------------------------·------------
~elena M. swanwick, I Have Been Young (London, 1935), 124. 

~elena's father, Oswald Sickert, was a naturalised Dane who 
was an artist and cartoonist. The whole family was gifted either 
artistically or musically. Her brother Walter was one of the foremost 
British artists of his day. The Sickerts numbered among their friends 
Oscar Wilde, the Morrises, the Burne-Joneses, Bernard Shaw and ma.ny 
other well-known people. J. Bellamy and J. Saville eds. Dictionary of 
Iabour Biography (London and Basingstoke, 1972-87) . 
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pennitted her the imepen;ience of :mirrl am action so essential to her 

temperament am intellect. 'lhe success of the alliance reinforced her 

belief in the necessity am value of co-operation between the sexes. 

Alone, of "our group", Swanwick did not possess a private inc:ame. All 

her life she felt constrained by the -iieed to earn her living. '!his 

she did by journalism. She was to write for many newspapers, 

including the Daily News, the Obsel:ver am the Nation. Her earliest 

am longest association was with the Manchester Guardian. '!his 

connection began in 1894 with gardening contributions am 

correspondence and in 1907 at the request of C. P. Scott, owner and 

editor of the paper, she began to cover women's meetings. After nearly 

fifty years, she broke with the Manchester Guardian over what she 

believed to be its vilification of Nazi Gennany. 7 

As one who was disenfranchised, Swanwick had stood aloof from 

political involveroont, believing that all political parties were 

equally dishonest in their attitudes to women. However, when the 

nation's attention was drawn to the plight of the voteless women by 

Christabel Pankhurst am Annie Kenney of the new Women's Social am 

Political Union (WSFU) , Swanwick, in COITil'OCln with many others, responded 

to their call. 'lhe occasion for the WSFU protest was a Liberal 

parliamentary candidates meeting addressed by Sir Edward Grey held in 

Manchester in October 1905. Like countless others who were indignant 

7Women's Who's Who (london, 1913). H. M. swanwick, I Have 
Been XQYD9 (london, 1935) , 221. H. M. Swanwick to Arthur Ponsonby, 30 
April 1939, Mss. Eng. Hist. c681/100, Ponsonby Papers, Bcxlleian 
Library, Oxford (hereafter APP) , • 
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at the refusal to allow the women to speak arrl the rough manner in 

which they were removed fran the hall, Swanwick sent <llristabel 

Pankhurst a subscription. At forty-one years of age she reluctantly 

came to the conclusion that she, too, ImJSt enlist in the stnlggle for 

the enfranchisement of women. rater~-- Swanwick wrote: "It did not 

attract me; it bludgeoned my conscience. I could do no other than 

become one of those who were heaving the wheel of refo:rm out of its 

8rut. n However, it was not to the "suffragettes," as the wsro was 

later to be labelled, but to the non-militant constitutional 

suffragists that swanwick gave her allegiance. She joined the North of 

Erglarrl SUffrage Society (later the Manchester Society for Wolren's 

SUffrage). '!hereafter, she became Honorcu:y Secretcu:y and one of the 

society's IIDSt sought after speakers. In 1908 alone, she addressed 150 

meetings. 9 

Swanwick's later adoption of socialism largely resulted from 

her war-time contact with the working classes arrl a limited attachment 

to its tenets. It was llDre likely a sense of duty that was in 

accordance with the social responsibilities expected of her class that 

led her into social work. On her marriage in 1888, swanwick moved to 

Manchester where her husbarrl held a university aPIX>intment in 

mathematics. Here, she lectured occasionally for the University 

Extension courses arrl began her career as a journalist. She first made 

contact with working women through lectures for the Women's 

8swanwick, I Have Been Young, 182-3. 

9Ibid. , 193. swanwick claimed that the meetings were 
attended on average by 600 people. 
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Co-operative Guild and as a member of the Women's Trade Union Council. 

In conunon with many other women of her class, such as Courtney, she 

became involved in organising and assisting social clubs for men, women 

and working girls. Notwithstanding her affection for them, she was 

occasionally exasperated by the girls' fondness for mindless and 

repetitive activities. But for the working class woman she developed a 

considerable respect. rater, swanwick admitted that contact with these 

"modest heroines who do so much in addition to all the insistent and 

never-ending toil of a working-woman's home ...gradually whittled away 

the rather laissez-faire economics which I had abso:rbed at cambridge." 

She later claimed that she did not "consciously become a Socialist till 

the SUffrage movement proved that the Socialist was the only party 

10willing to stand or fall by the political freedom of women. n In 

reality, it is doubtful if she ever was a true socialist. Her 

allegiance to labour, like that of so many "ex-Liberals," appeared to 

be a response to the party's absorption of liberal principles and 

policies. 

By virtue of her twenty years social work among factory girls 

and working people of Manchester, swanwick was invited in 1910 to 

testify before the Royal Connnission on Divorce. '!his Connnission was 

set up to examine the gross inequalities in the divorce law between men 

and women and between rich and poor. She was one of many witnesses who 

sought to combat the Church's opposition to any measure that would lead 

to the erosion of its moral influence. swanwick believed that the 

-----------------·----
10swanwick, I Have Been Young, 162. 
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divorce question had beccme complicated by the confusion between 

religion and IOC>rals and civil law. Marriage, she declared, should 

beccme a civil contract and in cases where it had broken down, the law 

should give relief by :maki.n:J divorce available to either party. 

Although she hardly needed further eVidence of the need to enfranchise 

women, or the necessity for their economic irrlepe:rrlence, her experience 

as a witness only confinned her opinion that women were not likely to 

win equality before the law until they had the vote. 11 

'lhe traditional home of so many radical causes, Manchester was 

also the birth-place of radical suffragism. It was here that swanwick 

and Kathleen Courtney first became colleagues. Preceded by a 

reputation for efficient organisation, in 1908 Courtney came to 

Manchester to become the paid Secretary of the society. At first sight 

Kathleen Courtney, with her particular family background, might seem an 

unlikely worker for suffrage and peace. 'lhe Courtneys were from the 

Anglo-Protestant Ascerrlancy in rublin. on both sides of the family 

there was a military tradition. Her father, a distinguished soldier, 

had been sent to relieve Gordon at Khartoum. Her earliest merrories 

were of the life enjoyed by an officer's family, for she was bo:rn at 

<llatham and raised at Woolwich "to the sourrl of trumpets and dnnns and 

the tread of soldiers marching." Kathleen was the fifth daughter in a 

family of seven children of which the two youngest were boys. 'lhe 

Courtney children were brought up in a "free and sensible way" that was 

11swanwick, I Have Been Young, 210-11. Report of the Royal 
Commission on Divorce and Matrimonial causes, 1912. O!rl. 6478, 6481, 
vol 2, 459. 
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unusual in Victorian days. Although her interests were shared by 

IX>rothy, the sister inunediately above her in age, Courtney had little 

in COIDIOC>Il with the rest of the family. '!hey never sympathised with her 

activities on behalf of women's suffrage arrl "thought the subject a 

bore arrl did not see its necessity." ---She, alone, received a tmiversity 

education. '!his fact Courtney attributed to her parents not knowing 

what to do with her. So they sent her to the "highly respectable" lady 

Margaret Hall, Oxford where she read French arrl Gennan. 

At lady Margaret Hall her "greatest discovery" was Maude 

Royden. 'Ihe two women remained close frierrls l.IDtil Royden's death in 

1956. 12 While at tmiversity they gained experience in settlement 

work. '!his "slununing" at Oxford arrl, in the case of Kathleen Courtney, 

her later work at the Iambeth Girls' Club, revealed to these privileged 

upper-class young women the need for a :furx3amental attack on the roots 

of poverty. '!hey recognised, however, that as long as women had no 

influence in Parliament the laws would never be changed. It was this 

"passionate feeling about the wrongs of women that drew Kathleen 

Courtney to the suffrage movement." Irrleed, it was her sense of moral 

outrage ani compassion that drew her to both suffrage arrl the pursuit 

of lasting peace. Kathleen Courtney's assertion that "I am not 

interested in myself" can be taken as the motto for this entire 

12Agnes Maude Royden 1876-1956. Feminist, pacifist, 
socialist arrl pioneer advocate of the ordination of women in the 
Church of Englarrl. She was assistant preacher at the City Tenple in 
1917; in 1921 she had her own church, the Guildhouse, Pimlico, l.IDtil 
her retirement in 1936. Royden was a fOl..ll'rlin;J member of the Fellowship 
of Reconciliation ani was an absolute pacifist. 
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generation of women for wham sei:Vice was a living cammi:bnent. 13 

Unlike the other women in "our group" catherine Marshall did 

not atten:l university. '!his lack of fonnal higher education was a 

protective measure taken on the groun:3s of the delicacy of her health. 

She did, however, atten:l the progresSl.ve boarding-school st. Leonard's 

in Fifeshire. '!he Marshall family was at once a practitioner of 

liberal ideas ani a supporter of the Liberal Party. 'Iherefore, it was 

not surprising that catherine should became involved in Liberal 

politics. While in Harrow, where her father was a house-master, she 

ani her Irother foun:led the Women's Liberal Asscx:::iation, ani catherine 

became its Secretary. In comroc>n with many Liberal women she was drawn 

to suffrage by the party's avowed principles. But it was not until 

after 1908. that her feminism took prece:ience over her liberalism. 

'Ihree years after her father retired to the Lake District, she ani her 

Irother fonned the Keswick Women's SUffrage SOCiety in 1908. '!he next 

few years were spent in energetic ani fearless campaigning anong the 

small rural am mining towns ani villages of the lake District. over 

the next few years, before moving to I.Drxion, Marshall was responsible 

for organising suffrage in CUmberlani ani Westm::>rlani as Secretary of 

the North West Federation of Women's SUffrage Societies. Her first 

work at headquarters was on the publicity cammittee ani then in March 

1912, owing to the increased :burden of parliamentary work, she was 

appointed Assistant Parliamentary Secretary with a seat on the 

executive. In June 1912 she became Secretary of the new Election 

13wilson, "'Ihree '!Wentieth Century Women". 

http:progresSl.ve
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Fightin;J Furrl set up to aid Labour parliamentary can:lidates. When in 

September of that year she became Parliamentary Secretary nn.1ch of the 

responsibility for the political work of the NUWSS was concentrated in 

her hams. It was then that her constructive genius flowereci. 14 

***** 
In 1880s the bitter irony for women was that although 

"advanced" Liberals talked of self-detenni.nation am the rights of the 

individual, they appeared to be more willin;J to apply these tenets to 

small faraway nations than to their own kin. As the father of this 

late nineteenth centm:y liberalism, J. S. Mill was the unilrpeachable 

authority to whom the women appealed. In his work On the SUbjection of 

Women ( 1869) , which had become the suffragists' Bible, Mill deferrled 

their right to enfrailC'hisement both on rational am human grourrls. His 

urrlerlyin;J assul'l'ption was of the dignity of each individual, regardless 

of gerrler. '!he demarrl for admission to the political structure on the 

grourrls of equality am sameness was perceived by men as a threat to 

the hierarchical structure of the Victorian family. However, the 

theoretical basis on which the demarrl for enfranchisement had been made 

was modified in the early years of the twentieth centm:y. 'Ihe vote had 

come to be represented as the only means by which social refonn, 

particularly in regard to improvin;J the lot of women am children, 

could be achieved. 'Ihe vote was an expedient not merely a symbol of 

equality. ('!he exception among the suffrage societies in acceptin;J the 

14Jo Vellacott, "catherine Marshall: from liberalism to 
feminism, pacifism am socialism. A British case Study: 1909-1918." 
Unpublished 1984. Women's Who's Who (I.orxlon, 1913). 
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new basis of the franchise was the wsru who continued to epitomise what 

Courtney described as the ''me too" attitude.) '!his change of direction 

of the constitutional suffrage m:wement as represented by the NUWSS has 

been attributed to the influence arrl work of Kathleen Courtney, 

catherine Marshall arrl Helena swanwiCk. 15 

certainly the new policy was a reflection of their radical 

beliefs ani their broader conception of the W'anell' s m:wement. What has 

been described in the nineteenth century as two distinct causes - the 

feminist ani the women's m:wement -were in the early twentieth century 

fused into one broadly based crusade. In the nineteenth century 

feminists had tended to focus on equal rights; whereas, the women's 

m:wement had been largely devoted to m:>ral ani social refonns ilrproving 

the co:rrlition of women- a campaign that did not necessarily include 

the dernarrl for the franchise. 'Ihe tenns became reciprocal once 

previous distinctions became blurred by the acceptance by the 

suffragists of the vote as a means, rather than a goal in itself. 

Certainly, Bwanwick regarded suffrage as an integral and i:rrlispensable 

part of the women's m:wement. More importantly, she saw this m:wement 

as part of the progress towards the establishment of a complete 

dernocracy.16 

1~. Rathbone, "Cl'langes in Public Life" in R. Stradley, eel. 
Our Freedom (I..orrlon, 1936) , 15. Jo Vellacott, "Feminist Consciousness 
ani the First World War" Histo:ry Workshop 23 (Spring 1987): 81-101. 

168w. O'Neill, 'Ihe woman Movement: Feminism in the United 
states and Englani (I..orrlon, 1969, Quadrangle Books, 1971), 32. Richard 
Evans, '!he Feminists: Women's Emancipation Movements in Europe, America 
arrl Australasia 1840-1920 (I..o:rrlon, New York, 1977), 39. 
H. M. Bwanwick, 'Ihe Future of the Women's Movement (london, 1913). 

http:dernocracy.16
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Hcwever derivative fran the earlier irrli.vidualist theo:cy, the 

essential distinction that was~ 100re COl'l1l1Dll, in the years 

inunediately before the war, was that wanen were equal but different. 

'!his is to say that woman's human nature, on which the inlividualists 

based their claim to equality, is m:xlified by her sexual nature an:1 

experience as a wife an:1 nother. 17 Acx::orciirgly, it was also accepted 

that their concerns were different fran those of men. 'Ihis new 

und.erstan:ling which was in the process of definition in the last years 

of :peace was given a significant boost by the onset of war. 

In passing it might be noted that the changing basis of the 

women's claim has been seen as a reversion to the "separate spheres" of 

male an:1 female interest an:1 activity whereby men concen1 themselves 

with public affairs an:1 women with the home, or its extension into the 

political arena as social concerns. '!his description was first 

elaborated by Brian Harrison in his work Separate Spheres. Since then 

the model has been transposed into different areas of activity with the 

result that confonnity to sexual roles have become the criterion by 

which all actions are judged. 18 '!his unfortunate preoccupation with 

"separate spheres" has proved to be a red herring that has obscured the 

real importance of the contribution of these women. First arxi 

forennst, they were at the heart of the progressive ll¥JVement of the 

early twentieth centw:y. '!hey saw themselves as feminists an:1 

17For a discussion of the intividualist feminist ll¥JVement an:1 
the influence of J. s. Mill see chapter 1 in John Chal:vet, Feminism 
(I.Dndon, Mel.boul:ne an:1 Toronto, 1982). 

18Brian Harrison, separate Spheres (I.Dndon, 1978). 

http:judged.18
http:nother.17
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derocx:::rats arrl they addressed themselves to these concerns regardless of / 

"sphere." 

Although "our group" may have orchestrated the changes in the 

NUWSS in accordance with their own beliefs, their efforts would have 

come to nothing without the consent am co-operation of Mrs Fawcett. 

'Ihe Olainnan of the NUWSS, with her usual political acumen, recognised 

that the suffragists must resporrl to the same political pressures that 

were compelling the Liberal Party to widen its proclaimed aims to court 

the new working-class constituency created by the derocx:::ratic refonns of 

the nineteenth centmy. In practice, in:lividualist tenets were being 

modified by the Edwardian Liberal Party's interJ"entionist legislation. 

In C01lll"OI1 with nost refonns the urrlerlying IOOtives were compourrled of 

genuine social concern arrl the need for political sw:vival. '!he 

theoretical justification for the new approach was that those who were 

less equal than others needed the helping harxi of the state to mitigate 

the disadvantages that hindered their intividual development. 19 As 

the new era of mass politics began to dawn the NUWSS was faced with the 

task of making women's suffrage a popular cause. In order to do this 

they had to shed the middle-class image arrl approach by presenting 

enfranchisement as a classless, democratic refonn; as the culmination 

of the democratic movement initiated in the nineteenth centmy. '!his 

process of adaptation involved finding new allies arrl new theories as 

19See M. Freeden, Liberalism Divided (Oxford, 1986) arrl 
Bentley B. Gilbert, '!he Evolution of National Insurance in Britain. 
'Ihe Origins of the Welfare State (Oxford, 1966) • Cllarvet, Feminism, 
43. 
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the basis of their claim. Yet, it would be l.mjust to present this as 

an entirely pragmatic venture. '!he shift of position of the NUWSS was 

entirely in hannony with the dlangin;J times. It was at once a response 

to political pressure ani a sign of the greater social awareness of the 

iimnedi.ate pre-war years. 

Although the factor mainly responsible for the NUWSS's new look 

was the entente with the labour party in 1912, there was an earlier 

lllOVement that began in 1909 to radicalise the constitutional 

suffragists through the agency of its newspaper Common cause. '!he 

attempt by the paper to create a new social awareness ani change 

attitudes may well have contributed towards fonning the climate of 

opinion necessary for the acceptance of the new political policy in 

1912. For it was this co-operation with labour that was the truly 

novel departure for the NUWSS. In the three years before the war the 

NUWSS was fo:rge::i into a politically effective lllOVement by the binding 

together of all previous policies which were taken a step further by 

the new vigorous leadership. '!his fresh spirit was injecte::i largely by 

the efforts of Kathleen Courtney, catherine Marshall ani Helena 

SWanwick. 

'!he Common cause was launche::i fran Manchester in April 1909 

with the financial support of Margaret Ashton ani the moral support of 

c. P Scott of the Manchester Guardian. 20 As creator arxl e::iitor 

SWanwick believe::i that the suffrage lllOVement needed a different kind of 

20swanwick, I Have Been Young, 207. H. M. Swanwick toM. G. 
Fawcett, 14 Decel1lber 1908 ani 22 Decel1lber 1908; Manchester Public 
Library Archives (herafter MPL) , (MS0/2/1/259 ani 261) • 
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paper from those already in existence, a paper of ''wider interests and 

more advanced political thinking." '!be prilnary object remained the 

advancement of suffrage which swanwick believed could best be achieved 

by addressing men as well as wanen. With the intention of creating a 

"'weighty paper' that shall serve interpret wanen to men and to each 

other," she had originally suggested that the paper be entitled '!be 

Interpreter. Instead, she chose the title Conunon cause as i.rrlicating 

"the recognition of humanity as bi-sexual; the recognition that there 

were no 'women's questions' and no 'men's questions' , but that all were 

human questions." secondly, she sought for her audience "the wide 

public of intelligent women interested not only in the franchise but in 

the whole world-wide women's IOCJVement. 1121 swanwick's vision was 

always on the grarrl scale of principles am ideals. She endeavoured to 

corwey to her readers something of her own sense of being part of a 

world-wide feminist IOCJVement united in its struggle for justice. '!be 

foundation of the paper came at a time when the WSIU was becoming 

increasingly militant and by their words am deeds representing 

suffrage as a gender rather than as a deloocratic question - the 

approach favoured by the constitutional suffragists. By presenting the 

case in its widest humanitarian tenns, Swanwick endeavoured to redress 

the balance. 

For the next three years COmmon cause bore the brpress of 

Swanwick's personality am ideas. Her philosophical bent led her to 

2 lswanwick, I Have Been Young, 228-30. H. M. swanwick to 
M. G. Fawcett, 15 December 1908, MPL MS0/2/1/260; H. M. Swanwick to M. 
G. Fawcett, 22 December 1908. 
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attempt to clarify the principles and ideals on which she believed the 

suffrage movement was based. Her Millite arguments were te.rrpered by 

what has come, increasingly, to be regarded as the basis of the "new 

feminism," the propagation of the idea that waren were equal but 

different. In her writing swanwick umerlined the special contribution 

that waren could make to society based on their different interests and 

experiences. She emphasised the complementary, not the campetetive, 

nature of women's role in politics. '!his was an argument that was to 

be adopted by the NUWSS, particularly after their entente with labour. 

However, it was in the women's peace campaign during the war that this 

argument received its fullest exposition. 

In the belief that knowledge was essential to the discharge of 

the responsibilities of citizenship, Swanwick set out to educate the 

women of the NUWSS. She recognised that this would be a slow but, she 

believed, a worth-while process. So from the beginning, "taking the 

world for my province," she set out to simplify, clarify and expose her 

readership to a whole range of issues. War, the birth rate, tariffs or 

the miners' eight hour day - these were all issues that had as much to 

do with women as with men. By attempting to enlarge the scope of the 

NUWSS's interests she was also exterrling the appeal of suffrage, for 

she believed that "eve:ryt.hing in modern society is an 'argument' for 

women's suffrage, and the more widely we can throw our net of interest, 

the more we shall find men and women who are led to our cause through 

the particular interest they have in some department of life. 11 Yet she 

did not look for instant results in her educational campaign. And she 
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was under no illusions about the immediate results of enfranchisement, 

later declarin;J that: "I looked ll'Ore to the slow effect on the minds of 

women arrl in their social status for generations to came. I was quite 

prepared to firrl that, when they did get votes, they would use them 

22foolishly. n '!his opinion, expressed in 1935, may well have been 

derived from the hi:OOsight of the election of 1918 in which women voted 

for the first time arrl, in swanwick's judgement, voted disa};)IX>intin;Jly. 

'Ihe NUWSS executive proved to be ll'Ore conservative in outlook 

than the editor of Common cause. In response both to criticisms that 

the paper was "too advanced" arrl "too irrlividual" arrl to repeated 

atterrpts by the executive to exercise an editorial role, Helena 

swanwick in August 1912 resigned the editorship. Released from all 

constraints she was now able to speak freely against the militancy of 

the ws:ru. Some members of the executive arrl others in the Society 

regarded it as disloyal for women to criticise women. When swanwick 

was critical, she was treated, she declared, as if she "had spat upon 

the pyx." She added that she "never considered" it her "business to 

defend women as women right or wrorg, or to refrain from connnentin;J on 

or criticizin;J the actions of women." It was the very people, she 

believed, ''who are ll'OSt imbued with the idea that men are always unfair 

to women are those who are ll'OSt insistent that women nrust never 

23criticize, still less laugh at their fellow women. n 

22swanwick, I Have Been Young, 230-1, 183. 

23Ib'd__!_., 229, 231. 
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swanwick was finnly opp:>SE!d to the wsru for two reasons. One 

argument was that by their violence the suffragettes were destroying 

all that the constitutional suffragists had lal:x>ured to achieve in 

building moderate opinion in favour of enfranchisement. Secon:l, 

violence was abhorrent to swanwick, for she regarded it as a negation 

of the rationality of man. She believed that for any achievement to 

en:iure it must be accepted on its merits, for "a freedan that is won by 

force may easily be lost again by force." '!he whole campaign of the 

wsru was based on intimidation, not on persuasion. Nor did she approve 

of the martyrdom sought by the militants. She clailned that it was 

1124"dishonest an:l cynical" an:l ''based on bally-hoo not reason. rater 

in 1918 when women won the vote, she suspected that the fear of a 

renewal of the pre-war violence had pushed the Government into granting 

the limited measure of suffrage. Nonetheless, she hoped that time 

would vin:licate the justice of the act. 

If swanwick's pacifism was foreshadowed in her attitude towards 

the wsru, the pre-war years were also hart>ingers of that interest in 

internationalism that was to become her consuming passion during an:l 

after the war. Although Common cause had been devoted largely to 

domestic affairs, on the occasion of the acceleration of the anns race 

in 1909 an:l the debate on the naval estimates in 1913, in common with 

other Radicals, she had expressed the fear that this was a policy 

destined to lead to European conflict. Irrleed, after the Agadir crisis 

in 1911 she was ever fearful of the outbreak of hostilities. In 1913 

24swanwick, I Have Been Young, 188-9. 
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along- with Marshall, Courtney am other NUWSS representatives she 

atterxled the International Womens' SUffrage Association meeting- in 

Budapest. At the meeting- there was already talk by the European 

delegates of impending war. 25 

***** 
'!he reluctance of the NUWSS to change its tactics was 

transfonned by the failure in March 1912 of the Conciliation Bill. '!he 

effect of the defeat of this non-partisan, limited suffrage bill 

persuaded Courtney am Fawcett that a private member's bill held no 

prospect of success. 'lherefore, they must look for party support if 

enfranchisement was ever to become a reality. '!he only party with any 

record of support for women's suffrage was labour. '!he idea of 

co-operation with labour had been in the l1l.ims of the Olainnan and 

Secretary for some months, ever since the proposal had first been 

broached by H. N. Brailsford, the socialist journalist who had been the 

originator of the Conciliation Bill. Probably, the suggestion was made 

after Asquith's announcement in November of the Goverrnnent's intention 

to introduce its CMn Reform Bill. 26 I.J.oyd George's prediction that a 

goverrnnent bill for full manhood suffrage would "torpedo" the more 

limited measure was vindicated when at the secorx:l reading- on 28 March 

the Conciliation Bill was defeated. Several factors conspired against 

the success of the bill, not least, as the NUWSS am Brailsford 

25swanwick, I Have Been Young, 235-6. 

2~. D. Courtney to M. G. FaW'Cett, 8 April 1912, MS0/2/1/357 
MPL. H. N. Brailsford to A. Herx:lerson, 6 May 1912, LP/wony'12/14 
labour Party Archives (hereafter LPA) • 
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believed, the fear an:l party interest of the LiJ::lerals. 27 'Ihe 

proposed government measure was both 100re democratic an:l side-stepped 

the contentious issue of women's enfranchisement that was dividing the 

cabinet. Many rank-an:l-file LiJ::lerals, influenced by rumours of cabinet 

resignations, believed that the enact:ment of women's suffrage would 

bring down the Government. 'Ihe renewal of wsru violence alienated many 

IOOderates an:l provided them with the excuse to renege on their promises 

of support. All of these reasons, allied with the continuing 

opposition of the Irish members, ensured that the bill was defeated. 

In April, letters received from Ethel Williams of the Newcastle 

Society an:l other members of the NUWSS proposing an alliance with the 

labour Party persuaded Courtney that the time had arrived to SOUl'rl out 

the possibilities for co-operation. 28 Earlier in the 100nth in Connnon 

cause, Mrs Fawcett had also hinted that the society might extend its 

political links. labour, alone of the political parties, had a 

satisfacto:ry record with regard to suffrage. At the party's Annual 

Conference in January 1912 a resolution that "no Bill can be acceptable 

to the labour an:l Socialist Movement which does not include women, " 

made labour the first political party to support women's suffrage. 

'Ihis satisfacto:ry record was further enhanced in the suffragists' eyes 

by the fact that no labour Member voted against the Conciliation Bill. 

Convinced that the only way to exert pressure in the House was to have 

27NUWSS Annual Report 1912, 19, catherine Marshall Papers, 
a.nnbria Record Office (hereafter CEMP). DjMar/3/14, H. N. Brailsford, 
"'Ihe Refonn Bill an:l the labour Party" Englishwoman, 41, (May 1912). 

28K. D. Courtney to M. G. Fawcett, 8. 4.12 MPL M50/2/1/357. 
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the backing of a party, Courtney opened negotiations in April with 

Arthur Herrlerson, Secretary of the labour Party. 

'lbere was a degree of reluctance on the part of Herrlerson, am 

even IIX)re so on the part of Ramsay MacDonald, the Olainnan of the 

Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), to -enter into an arrangement with the 

NUWSS. 'lbe Labour Party wanted, Weed sorely needed, suffrage IIX)ney. 

'Ihe Labour gran:lees, however, were equally reluctant to avoid a public 

admission of NUWSS support for fear that it would corrpromise the 

party's Wepenjence am create the impression that they had been 

"bought for an object outside Labour interests." Despite the 

resolution at the Annual COnference, there was still considerable 

ambivalence over the question of support for women's suffrage. 29 

Brailsford castigated Herrlerson for this reluctance to make a public 

admission, rem.irrling him that the women also needed assurances of 

Labour's good faith. If the NUWSS merely announced a scheme for the 

support of parliamentary candidates without mentioning the Labour Party 

by name, as Herrlerson proposed, it would be in effect a continuation of 

the old scheme of aid for pro-suffrage candidates. What the NUWSS 

needed, both Brailsford am Courtney explained, was an "intelligible 

30am hopeful scheme to bring in IIX)ney. n '!bey remin:ied the Labour 

Secretary that the women were also making sacrifices by seeking an 

29Htnne, 'lbe NUWSS, 149-50. Holton, Feminism am Democracy, 
"In~iew of Mrs Fa-wcett am Miss Courtney with Mr J. R. MacDonald, 

MP, May 13, 1912," FL Box 89/68. 

3~. D. Courtney am E. Palliser to A. Herrlerson, 6 May 1912, 
IP/wom/12/15; H. N. Brailsford to A. Herrlerson, 6 May 1912, I.J?A 
I.J?/wom/12/14. 
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alliance. Moreover, there was suspicion arrl opposition from within the 

NUWSS, as it was feared that this association would lead to the 

accusation that "suffragists are socialists." In pointing out the 

potential gains to labour, Brailsford asserted that many of the ''more 

active" of the disillusioned Lil::leral ·Wanen were prepared to back plans 

for co-operation with labour. He predicted that: 

In the course of a fighting alliance IOOSt of these would erxi 
up becoming decided arrl pennanent adherents of the Labour 
party. But that certainly will not happen if at this cnxcial 
juncture women realise that you do not care to avCM any 
co-operation with them, arrl in effect reject a plan Fch 
involves from IOOSt of them sacrifices of party ties. 

As neither party was anxious to be seen to be compromised, courbley 

suggested that it be made clear that it was the individual carrlidates 

that were being supported, not the labour Party. 32 

'!he Special Council meeting held on 14 May 1914 was an historic 

occasion for the NUWSS. With only a few dissenting voices, the meeting 

erxiorsed a new political departure. '!he NUWSS agreed to support 

individual labour carrlidates in any constituency where it was thought 

advisable to oppose a I.J.bera1. who was "unsatisfactory on the suffrage 

question." In order to carry out this policy, it was agreed to fonn a 

special conunittee for raising arrl dispensir¥] a ftm:l to maintain this 

campaign. '!he objects of this arrangement were to punish the I.J.berals 

by dlallengir¥] all ti.beral anti-suffragists; arrl, also it was interxied 

to build up the labour Party in the House. By forcing a mnnber of 

31H. N. Brailsford to A. Herrlerson, 6 May 1912. 

32K. D. Courtney to A. Herrlerson, 6 May 1912. 
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three-cornered contests, arrl thereby splitting the progressive vote, 

the Liberals' already precarious position would be further errlarqered. 

'!his pressure, it was hoped, would encourage the Govermrent to 

introduce a Refonn Bill that session arrl persuade Liberals to vote for 

a wamens' enfranchisement amel'Xhnent. ---At the same time the labour Party 

would be strengthened. 33 

labour was not alone in hav~ to cope with internal opposition 

to the proposed entente. Courtney arrl Fawcett quickly had to set about 

reassuring the doubtful in the NUWSS. 'lhe new departure was presented 

as an extension of the old policy of giv~ aid to selected 

parliamentary can:tidates of WOIOOil's suffrage sympathies. 'lhe 

difference, it was explained, was that now not only would the 

can:tidate's views be taken into consideration but that of his party. 

Great pains were taken to present the policy as a continuation of the 

NUWSS' s non-party stance. In an artful piece of casuistry, the policy 

was claimed to be merely a continuation of fo:nner tactics of giv~ 

support to the "best frierxi of WOl0011' s suffrage, " which at the moment 

happened to be the labour Party. Fawcett denied charges that this 

policy represented an "alliance" with labour on the grourrls that they 

were not giv~ general support to the party; only on the suffrage 

question would there be active co-operation. She erxieavoured to 

justify the entente by warning her members that labour was the "great 

electoral force" which would in the future have to be reckoned with by 

33NUWSS Resolutions passed at the Council Meet~ - May 14 
and 15 1912, FL Box 89. NUWSS Annual Report 1912. NUWSS Circular from 
K. D. Courtney 2 May 1912, CEMP D/Mar/3/14. 
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all parties. Given this eventuality, it was better to have this force 

on the women's side. 34 Undoubtedly this was a marriage of 

convenience for Fawcett and the majority of the NUWSS, perhaps even for 

Courtney. '!he closer involvement with labour over the next two years, 

however, converted several of the more radical women to the labour 

vision of a more just society. 

A detailed account of the work of the Election Fighting Fund 

for Women's Suffrage (EFF) set up by the NUWSS in June 1912 to 

implement the new policy can be found elsewhere. 35 The concern in 

this work is to note only the degrees by which the cornmibnent to labour 

intensified and the effect of this closer association on the minds and 

lives of certain women. The direction of the new EFF policy, from June 

1912 onwards, was largely the work of the Secretary, Catherine 

Marshall. When, in September 1912 she also assumed the position of 

Parliamentary Secretary, she became responsible for the conduct of the 

political policy of the NUWSS. These positions provided the 

opportunity to give full rein to the exceptional organising ability and 

political acumen that was to ean1 her the reputation of being one of 

the best women organisers of her time. Paying tribute to her friend, 

3~. G. Fawcett, "The Election Policy of the NUWSS" 
Englishwoman, 42 (June 1912): 241-45. See also H. N. Brailsford, "The 
Reform Bill and the Labour Party" Englishwoman, May 1912. Brailsford 
errphasised the need for party support for the success of any suffrage 
measure. The Labour party was at this time very small and had only 
forty-two seats in the Cormnons. 

35see Hume, The National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies 
1897-1914; Holton, Feminism and ~cy; Liddington, The Life and 
Times of a Respectable Rebel: Selina Cooper 1864-1946 (London, 1984). 
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Swanwick observed, that "she o:pened ministerial doors that had been 

closed to women petitioners for very long. 1136 

As had been anticipated by Brailsford and Courtney, the new 

cause was taken up with enthusiasm by many of the NUWSS. At the 

Special Council meeting in May £1,000 had been raised spontaneously for 

the EFF and by the end of five months the comnittee had received a 

total of £4,500 in donations. '!his money was to remain separate from 

the NUWSS funds in order to preserve the notion of an independent 

identity that was required to appease the critics of the new 

departure. 37 In June, even before the agreement had been ratified by 

!.Dbour, the NUWSS was pitched into its first by-election at Holmfirth 

as the ally of !.Dbour. By the end of September four by-elections had 

been fought. Although !.Dbour actually lost the seat at Hanley through 

local circumstances, the assault on the Liberals was judged to have 

been successful. 38 '!he progress at Holmfirth encouraged Marshall to 

announce to the Provincial Council meeting in July that now the NUWSS 

had "a real sword" in their hands "instead of a foil with a guarded 

361Dbour Leader, 13 April 1916. Swanwick, I Have Been Young, 
185. 

37Fawcett, "'!he Election J?olicy of the NUWSS." C.E. Marshall 
to A. Henderson, 14 October 1912, CEMP DjMar/3/54. Hume, '!he NUWSS, 
153. In H. M. Swanwick, 'Ihe Future of the Women's Movement (London, 
1913), 6, it was estimated that the women raised and spent £100,000 in 
working for the vote. '!he NUWSS, alone, raised £42,000. 

381J2ig_., 161. '!he election results were: Holmfirth, June 
1912, a Liberal seat which was held with a reduced majority; Hanley, 
July 1912, !.Dbour lost the seat to the Liberals; Crewe, July 1912, the 
Unionists won the seat from the Liberals; Midlothian, September 1912, 
the Unionists won the seat from the Liberals. 
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tip." She also observed, perhaps prematurely, that "our enemies in the 

Liberal canp have uneasy doubts." In answer to criticisms, she 

admitted that ''we certainly shall make enemies, but an enemy anxious to 

make peace is better than a frierrl who does nothin;J. n39 

'Ihe first step in settin;J up -a network am organisation was to 

engage organisers am Marshall pranised w. c. Anderson, <llainnan of the 

Irrleperrlent I.al:xJur Party {Iil?), that organisers with I.al:xJur sympathies 

would be found. In September, Margaret Robertson was appointed ani by 

the next February she headed a team of ten organisers. 40 Her 

opposite number in the Iil?, Fenner Brockway, claimed that Robertson's 

talents were such that had she stayed in politics she could have became 

the leader of that party. 41 'Ihe Iil? was the first organisation in 

the labour ani socialist IOOVement to support unequivocally women's 

suffrage. In November 1911 it had inaugurated an equal political 

rights canpaign am in 1912 its Annual Conference instructed MPs to 

42oppose any suffrage refo:nn measure that did not include women. 'Ihe 

39c. E. Marshall, NUWSS Provincial Council, 12 July 1912, 
CEMP DjMar/3/53. 

40C. E. Marshall to w. C. Anderson, 28 Jl.U'le 1912, CEMP 
DjMar/3/53. NUWSS Resolutions passed at the Provincial Council 9 am 
10 October 1912. NUWSS Annual Report 1912, 28. Margaret Robertson 
(from August 1914, Hills), educated at SarreJ:ville College, Oxford. She 
resigned a teach.in;J post to become a NUWSS organiser. She was IroSt 
successful in build.irg up relations between the NU am labour. She 
spoke at the D..u:ham Miners' Gala in 1913 am 1914. She edited two 
editions of Keats' poetJ:y. 

41A. Fenner Brockway, Inside the Ieft (london, 1942), 33, 
42. 

42Li.ddington, 'lhe Life am Times, 223-30. 
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rest of the labour movement were more cautious arrl many of the unions, 

particularly the miners, were hostile. 

Buoyed up by the sucx::esses of the surmner, in October 1912 

Marshall proposed exteming the camnitment to labour. Not only would 

the NUWSS assist in the challenge to --Selected Liberal inctnnbents but, 

she proposed, it would work in constituencies already held by labour. 

She offered increased financial aid, some of 'Which would go towards the 

maintenance of labour agents, also, speakers arrl canvassers for the 

constituency work. Already Marshall was t:hi.nkin;J of building up an 

efficient constituency organisation in readiness for the next General 

Election. Before the NUWSS could be persuaded to agree to this 

extension of support, she WcU11ed Herxierson that the Union would require 

assurances that Labour would oppose any franchise refonn that did not 

include women. Marshall suggested that it "would be a great 

encouragement" if the unease of some of the NUWSS members at recent 

pronouncements by certain labour MPs could be dispelled by a public 

declaration of labour support for a women's suffrage amendment. '!he 

forthcomi.rg meeting at the Albert Hall to raise funis for the EFF, she 

43believed, would be an appropriate occasion for such a reassurance. 

'!he "reassurance" to the NUWSS became official when, on 30 January 1913 

at the Annual Conference, labour resolved to oppose any refonn bill 

that did not include women. 'Ibis was a decision that also bourxi the 

43C. E. Marshall to A. Herxierson, 5 October 1912, IPA 
IP/womj12/39. C. E. Marshall to A. Herxierson, 14 October 1912, CEMP 
D/Mar/3/54, notifying him of the results of the Provincial Council 
Meeti.rq arrl promising the appointment of speakers arrl canvassers 
sympathetic to labour. 

http:Meeti.rq
http:forthcomi.rg
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Parliamental:y Labour Party (PLP) to oppose proposals that omitted 

women. 

'!he resolution was in protest against the Government's recent 

withdrawal of the bill. '!he Speaker armounced on 23 January 1913 that 

the inclusion of a wanen's suffrage aJnemment would alter the character 

of the bill. As a result, he warned, he would be canpelled to rule 

that the bill be withdrawn am reintroduced. 'Ihe very situation that 

the wanen had predicted would arise if suffrage was not made an 

integral part of the bill had now occurred. '!he subsequent cabinet 

decision to withdraw the Bill am, as recc::rrpmse, to offer facilities 

for a private member's bill in the future was regarded by the 

suffragists as a breach of Asquith's pledges made in 1908, 1909 am 

1911 to allow amendments to a government bill. 44 '!his latest 

betrayal destroyed any lingering vestiges of hope (for all save the 

staunchest adherents of the party) , that the Liberals would be the 

instrument of their emancipation. 'lherefore, with an even greater 

detennination, the NUWSS extended its links with Labour. 

Few were perhaps as bitterly articulate as Helena SWanwick who 

accused the Liberal leaders of lying and prevaricating "to the 

disenfranchised Liberal women who had helped put them in power." 

Enfranchisement was for her the touchstone of the party's commitment to 

liberalism and it had been fourx:i wanting. '!his failure, she believed, 

marked "the beginning of the disintegration of the Liberal party." She 

wrote in 1913: 

4~s Annual Report 1912, 14-19. 



41 

'!he future will deride those Liberals of the early twentieth 
centw:y who talked of the Will of the People arxl forgot the 
mothers; who boasted of their intention to enfranchise every 
person 'of full age arxl canpetent urx:ierst.an:lin:J' arxl left out 
half the people; who, declared that citizenship 'should be 
the basis of voting rights' arxl denied these rights to all 
'WCI!lel'l. '' 

She continued: 

No external defeats could have so sappe1 the prestige of the 
political Liberal party as the fact that it failed 
altogether, as a party, to ~~e the force of progressive 
idealism of the 'WCI!lel'l's IOOVement. 

Nor was she alone in this contention. Many stalwart L:iJ:>erals also 

believed that the Liberal Party ''by shutting its eyes to a great 

democ::ratic IOOVement, has weakened its noral fibre. 11 '!he forecast that 

this retrograde attitude, which was so much at variance with its own 

declared principles, would send the party marching towards a 

''well-merited destnlction, 11 has been vin:licated by recent historical 

writing. 46 

'!he reaction of the NUWSS was to sanction a policy of direct 

opposition to the Liberals. At the General Council held in February 

1913 the decision was taken that work at the next General Election 

would concentrate on opposing every anti-suffrage minister. Further, 

it was decided to withhold support fran government carxlidates, although 

45swanwick, I Have Been Young, 222-3; '!he Future of the 
Women's Movement, 51-2. P. Clarke, Liberals arxl Social Democrats 
(cambridge and New York, 1978). 

46J. Malcolm Mitchell, ''Women's SUffrage am the New 
Liberalism" En:Jlishwornan, June 1914, 214-8. Mitchell's am swanwick's 
judgements have been v:irxlicated by later historians, notably P. Clarke 
Liberals am Social Democrats (cambridge arrl New York, 1978). 

http:writing.46
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"tried frierrls" would not be resisted. 'Ihe fCOJ.S was n.c::M on the 

forthcaning General Election. 'Ihe NUWSS was detennined to see the 

retum of a weakened Liberal Party so that labour pressure for the 

inclusion of women in a governrrent bill could be made effective. 

Meanwhile, the concern was no longer -to embarrass but to shorten the 

tenn of the present Goverrnnent. Yet, this policy also had its critics 

ani the effect of this decision was to polarise opinion within the 

NUWSS. 47 

Urrl.oubtedly, the closer co-operation demarrled by this new 

policy had the effect of radicalising the NUWSS. In the pursuit of a 

closer relationship with labour ani a IlK>re efficient organisation, 

worki.r':q-class organisers, such as Selina Cooper and Ada Nield Chew, 

were appointed to tour and work in the constituencies with the purpose 

of bringing together support for suffrage ani labour. In the process 

of familiarising themselves with party policy in order that they could 

become effective speakers ani canvassers, many suffragists also became 

adherents of labour. In the S\.Il11lOOr of 1913 there was some disquiet in 

the NUWSS that some of the constituency workers were in fact putting 

labour politics before suffrage. 48 'Ihus, Fawcett's contention, that 

the NUWSS were not supporting labour generally, soon became a fiction. 

A highly efficient electoral machine was being built mrler catherine 

Marshall's direction in preparation for a General Election. Although 

47Hume, '!he NUWSS, 195. Holton, Feminism and Democracy, 
100-1, 113. 

48Ib'd ___1_., 110, 113. Hume, 'Ihe NUWSS, 195. 
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the efficacy of the canq:laign is difficult to judge, the Labour 

organiser ani Herrlerson both believerl that the co-operation was 

fruitful ani were :i.npressed by the 'WCilell's organisation ani capacity 

for hard work. 49 As part of the effort to broaden the appeal of 

enfranchisement the Frierxls of wanenrs Suffrage (FWS) was fanned. '!he 

purpose of this organisation, first suggested by Maude Royden ani Ida 

O'Malley, was to organise working-class syq:athisers for suffrage. 

Hume contends that the FWS, in conjunction with the fonnation of 

suffrage clubs for social ani educational pw:p:>ses, was largely 

instrumental in establishing contacts between the NUWSS ani suffrage's 

working-class supporters. In attempting to attract this untapped 

constituency, she believes that after 1913 the NUWSS changerl the basis 

of its appeal from equality to "expediency. nSO '!his meant that the 

vote was no longer regarderl as a symbol of equality but as the means of 

securing refonn. Yet, this policy was not novel. Since the early 

1900s, when Esther Roper ani Eva Gore-Booth had errleavoured to organise 

working women in lancashire ani Oleshire, the Manchester Society had 

51had a histo:ry of involvement with working wanen. '!his change of 

emphasis serverl to reassure the working man that women's suffrage did 

49Hume, 'Ihe NUWSS, 158, 162. 

50circular to the Societies from A. M. Royden ani I. 
O'Malley, May 1912, FL Box 89. Hume, 'Ihe NUWSS, 197-8; the FWS had 
46,000 members by August 1914. 

51For an aCCO\lllt of the work of Esther Roper ani Eva 
Gore-Booth see J. Liddington ani J. Norris, One Hand Tierl Behind Us: 
'Ihe Rise of the Women's Suffrage Movement (I.Drrlon, 1974, 1984), 77-82. 
Hume, 'Ihe NUWSS, 194 uses the tem "expediency" borrowerl from Aileen s. 
Kraditor, '!he Ideas of the Woman SUffrage Movement, 1890-1920, 45-46. 
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not mean a revolution in domestic life and to encourage working women 

to believe that their lot could be irrproved. Although it is irrpossible 

to estimate the degree of success of this campaign to woo the 

working-classes, it is certain that suffrage as a cause reached into 

many, hitherto untouched, sections of the connnunity. Hume contends 

that, at the very least, prejudice against women's suffrage, which had 

always appeared to be a middle-class cause, was eliminated. 52 It was 

hardly to be expected that class barriers would tumble overnight but 

now suffrage took on the appearance of a genuinely democratic 

movement. Political necessity, therefore, provided the short-cut to 

the theory that swanwick had tried to establish through education in 

the Connnon cause. 

Not all of the women who had accepted the EFF policy as a 

necessary expedient were, however, prepared to follow it to its present 

conclusion. Had the war not inteJ::Vened, these divisions within the 

NUWSS, between those who had supported the EFF on grounds of expediency 

and those like Marshall and Swanwick who saw women and labour as part 

of the same democratic front, might well have split the constitutional 

suffragists. 53 Some of the die-hard Liberals still believed that the 

best chance of enfranchisement lay with their party. A small group of 

these women led by Eleanor Rathbone mounted a clandestine canpaign 

within the Union against the EFF. To counter this threat, Marshall set 

out to demonstrate the error of their arguments. In an article in the 

52Hurne, The NUWSS, 198. 


53Holton, Feminism and Democracy, 115. 
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Englishwoman, she recalled the record of broken Liberal pledges, an:1 

reiterated her conviction that only a Liberal Party weakened by 

electoral defeat would accede to pressure for refonn. Fearful that the 

dissension an:1 criticism would un:iennine the delicate relationship with 

I.abour, she sought to allay any fearS-with an article in the I.abour 

leader. Aban:loni.n'J the pragmatic arguments that served to rally the 

NUWSS, she expressed her own beliefs concerning the principles at stake 

in the relationship between the labour an:1 suffrage movements. '!heir 

co-operation, she emphasised, was based on the recognition that 

combined they could achieve trore than they could singly an:l, also, upon 

a shared principle. '!his principle, which was a reversion to Millite 

claims, was of the right of all human beings to equal opporttmity for 

self-development an:1 for service. '!he canm:m enemy of both labour an:1 

women, she believed, was the "spirit of tronopoly an:1 power" that 

conspired to deny Labour, on grounds of class, an:1 women because of 

their gender, the equal opportunities that were their right. 54 '!his 

conviction concerning the solidarity of the women's an:1 the labour 

movement was again stressed when in April 1914 she addressed the IIP 

Conference at Bradford. Here, once trore, she drew attention to the 

prox.inri.ty of purpose an:1 ideals. But in this speech Marshall also made 

a comparison between the intenlationalism of the IIP an:1 the 

intenlationalism of women through their "sense of COl'tJ[OC)n motherhood." 

Both, she believed, were hastening the day ''when the brotherhood of 

54c. E. Marshall, ''Women's SUffrage an:1 the Next General 
Election" Englishwoman, 56 (August 1913): 121-6; "'!he I.abour an:1 Woman 
SUffrage Entente," Iabour Leader 28 August 1913. 
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humanity will be something nore than the prophet's vision or the 

preacher's platitude," arxi thereby, ensuring peace. 55 

What had the EFF achieved? It is agree:i by the historians of 

the NUWSS that by exparrling the horizons of the m:::wement by the 

co-operation with labour the canpaigri-was socially, arxi probably 

politically, successful. 'lhe enforced appeal to a wider constituency 

established suffrage as a popular cause arxi remwed the taint of its 

middle-class associations. At a political level, although only eight 

by-elections were fought, it caused unease in the Liberal Party arxi it 

is believed that the EFF did nDJch to make the upsurge in labour 

can:lidates in Liberal held constituencies effective. 56 The 

Westminster Gazette, a supporter of women's suffrage but an advocate of 

a non-party measure, regarded the policy as having a limited effect. 

The paper was of the opinion that "as a form of pressure it is nore 

annoying to the Government than any of the activities of the militant 

organisations. Whether ultinately it is likely to prorrote the cause is 

a very different question." For the Westminster Gazette believed that 

the policy could only be influential in constituencies where the margin 

was small. 57 '!he anticipated General Election, where the 

effectiveness of the EFF policy would be put to the test, never 

materialised. War broke out in August 1914 arxi by common consent all 

55cammon cause, 17 April 1914. 

56a.nne, The NUWSS, 163 quotes M. Pugh, Electoral Reform in War 
arxi Peace (I.orrlon, Henley arxi Boston, 1978), 23. 

56westminster Gazette, 5 Jtme 1914. 



47 

political activity was susperrlecl. As Brailsford had predicted, 

however, the "fighting alliance" brought many of the democratic 

suffragists into the Labour camp, particularly that of the ILP. During 

the war this alliance, the fruit of the EFF canpaign, was to be 

cemented by a profourrl belief in the -ilecessity of applying democratic 

principles to the pursuit of peace. 



---------------------------------------------

CliAPI'ER II 


DEFINlliG A MINORITY: AUGUST 1914 - APRIL 1915 


We were unprepared, morally and mentally. War, in 1914, was a 
revelation of evil outside our categories...we did not talk of peace: 
we had no need to. We did not talk of war; it was far away, remote, 
unreal. 'Ihis remoteness gave 1914 the force of a bomb, which blasted 
us, suddenly, violently, and with acute pain, out of our habitual 
thinking, broke up our pattenls and violated our standards. It was a 
charge of dynamite applied not only to the fonns of our lives but to 
the ideas by which we had lived. 1 

The bemused response of Mary Agnes (Molly) Hamilton and her 

circle of young professionals depicted in her novel Dead Yesterday was 

typical of the reaction of many in the country at large in August 1914. 

The shocked response to war was that of a nation that had been 

preoccupied with national politics and blind to the implications of 

events in eastern Europe. 'Ihis was a myopia fostered by Government and 

press alike. As Kathleen Courtney commented later: ''We women knew 

nothing about international affairs, nor did the general public... they 

were considered the concern of the Foreign Office. 112 The initial and 

instinctive reaction of many in the country when it became clear in late 

July that Britain could be drawn into a European conflict was to urge 

non-inteJ:Vention. However, with the Gennan rejection of the British 

ultimatum on the night of 4 August the hastily conceived and belatedly 

1Mary A. Hamilton, Remembering My Good Friends {lDndon, 
1944), 63. 

2Francesca Wilson, "Three '!Wentieth Century Women of 
Action." 
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ilnplemented neutrality campaign of the previous few days gave way, 

virtually overnight, to the formal closing of the national ranks. 

Labour's appeal to the international solidarity of all working people 

which had been the theme at the enonnous meeting of labour and trade 

unionists at the meeting in Trafalgar Square on the previous SUnday was 

quietly dropped. By the end of August the Labour party was lending its 

support to the Government's recruiting campaign. 'Ihe most notable 

exception to this confo:nnity was the party's parliamentary leader, 

Ramsay MacDonald. 3 His attack on Grey's speech to the Commons on 3 

August, in which he denied the necessity of Britain's entry into the 

war, rendered MacDonald the most hated man in England. The Foreign 

Secretary's speech with its appeal to "honour" and "conscience" was, in 

fact, the :rraster-stroke that recalled the errant Liberals to their 

party. 'Ihe Gladstonian moral overtones, the combined appeal to the 

residual public school spirit of fair play and honour won over even 

those who only a few days earlier had staunchly opposed inte:rvention. 

From the hindsight of 1916 Mary Agnes Hamilton commented bitterly: 

'Ihe sanction of the House of Conunons was a formality; the 
question of Belgium came after the fact. If France were in, 
we were in; and France was in....Efforts to secure neutrality 
were wasted words; for they were all based on the belief that 
the connnitment to France did not exist which Grey now felt an 
obligation of honour. Of course, it was an obligation of 
honour. 4 

3rn the early months of the war MacDonald supported a 
recruiting campaign in his constituency at Leicester. 

~ A. Hamilton, Dead Yesterday (New York, 1916) , 212. 
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'!he liberal press also aban:ioned its non-interventionist 

campaign. '!hose powerful editors c. P. Scx:>tt of the Mandlester 

Guardian arxi A. G. Gardiner of the I:aily News only a few days earlier 

had been forcefully arxi eloquently maintaini.rg that war would be 

contrary to the country's interests am a denial of liberal 

principles. '!hey particularly abhorred an alliance with autocratic arxi 

bart:aric Russia. Yet, with the declaration of war they changed their 

tune arxi Scott spoke for the nation as a whole when he declared that 

"all controversy is therefore now at an ern. OUr front is united." It 

was agreed that all must stand together to attain decisive victo:ry over 

Gennany.5 

'!his plea for unity fran the liberal press was echoed at a 

meetirg of women from suffrage arxi working-women's associations held on 

4 August at the Kingsway Hall in I..orrlon. Four days earlier when the 

conference was announced, the intention had been to lerrl support to the 

Foreign Secretary in what they believed was his bid to maintain British 

neutrality. When the representatives assembled, however, the ultimatum 

had been sent to GeDnany and the Olainnan, Mrs Fawcett, admitted that 

what had been interned as part of the nation-wide denonstration for 

European peace, could now only be a call to all women to do their 

duty. Her plea, relayed to the entire membership of the Union by 

Connnon cause, was for the suffragists "to birrl ourselves together for 

~ester Guardian, 28 July, 5 August 1914. Daily News, 5 
August 1914. 

http:maintaini.rg
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the purpose of rernerin; the greatest possible aid to our countJ:y at 

this m.::xnentous epoch." In this same vein, she later enjoined the 

members of the NUWSS to "let us show ourselves worthy of citizenship, 

6whether our claim to it be recognised or not. n Not all the speeches 

were as overtly patriotic as that of--the President of the NUWSS. In 

her address, Helena swanwick made it clear that her idea of duty was 

for women to reflect upon the war, to think how to brin; it to an erx:l 

arrl to work for the prevention of its repetition. She observed that 

although the NUWSS had taken no position on this particular war, or on 

Britain's share in it, that suffragists had always been against the 

art>itrament of force. 7 Although Fawcett's injunction was to set the 

tone of the NUWSS 's war effort, swanwick' s speech foreshadowed future 

divisions within the suffrage society. 'Ihe relationship she perceived 

between suffrage arrl anti-militarism was to became the cornerstone of 

her canpaign to persuade the NUWSS to work for peace. 

Of the two resolutions carried by the Kingsway meetin;, one 

urge::l the women's groups to use their organisations to alleviate the 

inevitable sufferin; cause::l by the social arrl irxiustrial dislocation. 

It was innnediately put into effect. '!he other, which appealed to the 

Government to "support every effort made to restore peace", was 

destined to be differently interpreted arrl a source of conflict within 

the NUWSS. 8 Notwithstan:ling their differences, swanwick arrl Fawcett 

6eomrnon Cause, 7 arrl 14 August 1914. 

7Ibid. I 7 August. 

8Ibid. 
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were united in their horror of the :iirpe.rrlj.rg chaos. 'Ihe older woman, 

although accepting the necessity of war, saw it as the destruction of 

her life's work. swanwick, believing that the conflict could have been 

avoided, was rent by the folly ani "senseless brutality" of it all. 

Yet despite her conviction that her actions to avert a similar disaster 

in the future would be misrepresented, she knew that "I could do no 

/other."9 

Helena swanwick was to become a member of that minority of men 

ani women who were to resist the tum of the tide of popular opinion. 

Several of this group were pre-war critics of foreign policy, others 

were socialists, some were pacifists ani some combined elements of all 

these positions.' All, however, were united in their disa.tisfaction 

with the Goverrnnent's professions as to the causes of the war. '!he 

conflict, they believed, was the outcome of the anns race of the 

previous decade and the entangling alliances that were the fruit of 

secret diplomacy. Nonetheless, in spite of their conviction that the 

war was unnecessary and could have been avoided, few of the 

Goverrnnent's critics believed that the war could be halted. 10 Some, 

although swanwick was not one of these, looked to a short war, an 

allied victo:ry and, when peace came, the opportunity to effect a 

diplomatic revolution by revising the principles on which the 

~Y strachey, Millicent Garrett Fawcett (I.orrlon, 1931) , 
275. swanwick, I Have Been Young, 241. 

10B. Russell to the editor of the Nation, 4 August 1914. 
swanwick, l Have Been Young I 254. 

http:halted.10
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I 
settlement would be concluded. However, no chan:jes could be 

accomplished without public support. Yet, the national mood, fanned by 

the popular press and by goverrunent propagarrla, was becoming 

increasin;Jly xenophobic. '!his was not an attitude that would be 

co:rrlucive to creatin;J the con:litions necessa:cy to secure an errluring 

peace. 'Ihus, for the next four years the battle for the public min::i 

was joined. For Britons it was to be a battle that was seconi only to 

that being fought on the western front. 

'!he organisations taking the lead in this crusade were the 

Inieperxlent Labour Party (II.P) , the newly fonned Union of Dem:>cratic 

Control {UOC) and, from October 1915, the Women's International I.eague 

(WIL) . '!he UOC had its origin in August 1914 in a group of disaffected 

Liberal MPs who sought to establish rontacts with like minds in the 

Iabour party. '!he intention of this group was to explore the 

possibility of creating a wider movement by linking up with opinion 

outside parliament. 11 Amongst the founders of this group were the 

Liberal Radicals <llarles P. Trevelyan, Arthur Ponsonby, the 

internationalist No:nnan Angell and the II.P leader J. R. Maci:bnald. '!he 

basis of their future campaign was the four cardinal principles that 

they believed must be established in order to secure international 

peace. 'Ihese were: self-detennination; an international council to 

regulate relations between states; the rontrol and limitation of anns 

1lc. P. Trevelyan to E. D. Morel, 5 August 1914, E. D. Morel 
Papers, British Library of Political and Economic Science (hereafter 
Enfl?) F/6. 
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manufacture ani export; ani the cornerstone of UDC policy - the 

detOOCratic control of foreign policy. Fran its earliest days many 

in:lividuals from the TIP were prani.nent in the UDC. 'Ibis association 

was to be put on an official f~ in April 1915 at the Annual 

Conference of the TIP at Norwich. In-response to the combined appeal 

of Trevelyan arrl Macl))nald the conference sanctioned the hitherto 

unofficial affiliation of local branches of the party with the UDC. 12 

'Ihe decision to court women as well as labour had been, in 

part, sparked by their enquiries arrl offers of support. 'Ihe approach 

was made despite the reservations of at least one of the fourxling 

fathers - Nonnan }J);Jell. 13 Early in September, E. D. Morel, the 

re.nowned crusader against Belgian atrocities in the Con;Jo, now 

Secretal:y of the UDC, approached Maude Royden requestin;J a meetin;J 

between prominent women arrl representatives of the UDC. He admitta:I to 

be gatherin;J together "enlightened opinion" against the time when the 

group's propaganda could be put into action. At this stage the 

organisers were thinking of a separate women's body "associated" with 

the UOC. Morel suggested fo:rmi.n:J: 

a distinct conunittee of women•.. adoptin;J broadly our policy, 
co-operatin;J arrl keepil'l;J in touch with us, opening the 
avenues of women's organisations all over the COtUltry to 
penneation by our views, spreadin;J our literature arrl its own 

12Report of the Norwich Conference April 1915. TIP Series I 
Pamphlets and Leaflets (microfonn) (Brighton, 1975) • 

13E. D. Morel to C. P Trevelyan, 17 September 1914, EI:MP 
F6/2. 
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special literature among women from one end of the land to 
"14the other. 

Apparently, a sllnilar approach was made to SWanwick. In her 

reply she was, as she always had been, un.eop.ivocal in her re~ection 

of the suggestion of segregated political activity. She believed 

strongly that there was a real need for men and women to educate each 

other, rather than to perpetuate misunderstandings about each others' 

views. She admitted that there were plenty of "war-mad" women but, 
nonetheless, she was of the opinion that "the great mass of women are 

by temperament and vocation and interest predisposed to peace as men 
I 

are not and probably never will be. Biological this!" While she did 

not doubt that there would be a large response to appeals by her fellow 

suffragists Isabella Ford, Maude Royden and Ethel Snowden, the women's 

peace society that they would fo:rm, she warned Morel, might prove to be 

incompatible with the men's. As one who believed "intensely in the 

sovereignty...of reason", she acJmow1edged that she was "bored beyond 

patience by the mindless flapping of the purely instinctive." No doubt 

she feared that the likely religious and emotional appeals of her 

suffrage colleagues would fall into this category. Never one to mince 

her words, she wrote, "I Jmow I don't want to go tiger-shooting with 

them. '!hey are not critical enough. 1115 An emotional appeal would 

subvert all that she was fighting for, all that she had ever fought 

-------------------------------------------------· 
14E. D. Morel to A. M. Royden, 9 September 1914 (copy), ELMP 

F6j2. 

15rf. M. Swanwick to E. D. Morel, n.d. probably 21 September 
1914, EDMP F6/2. SWanwick, I Have Been Young, 273. 
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for - to present women as rational beings. She believed that women, if 

given the opportunity, were as capable as men of un:ierstarrling issues 

of policy, be they domestic or foreign. All her life she had fought 

the c:arrpliance with which her sex drifted into inferior positions in 

mixed organisations ani deferred to male opinions. 

Notwithstanding her reservations about the society's attitude 

to women, from their first meetin;J on 23 September swanwick became a 

devoted admirer of Morel ani a convinced SU)?I;X>rter of the 

organisation's policies. As a "political pacifist" she knew that the 

diplomatic revolution she believed necessary to secure an en:Iurin;J 

peace could only be won by workirg through the political system. 'lhe 

ideal instrument for this purpose was the uoc. swanwick later remarked 

to a correspondent that she was glad that she had joined the UOC at its 

beg:innirg, as it ani the Women's International league (WIL) had been 

her greatest pleasures during the terrible war years. It appears that 

she actually joined the organisation in February 1915, whereupon, she 

was speedily elected to the executive ani to the General Counci1. 16 

For the next fourteen years she was to devote herself to the 

organisation. D.lring the war she rarely missed an executive conunittee 

meeting ani was one of the UOC's most frequent speakers. From 1924 to 

1926, she succeeded Morel as editor of the monthly newspaper, 'Ihe uoc. 

16a. M. swanwick, I Have Been Young, 254. H. M. swanwick to 
lady Kate Courtney, 12 October 1916?, Courtney Papers, BIPES, Fol 4. 
Fragment from the minutes of the General Meeting 9 February 1915, uoc 
Papers, Bl:ynrror Jones L:ibracy, University of Hull (hereafter UDC) DOC 
6/15. 
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She also became the organisation's official biographer with her 

Builders of Peace ( 1924) . 

By the first General council Meeting in November 1914, the UOC 

could claim a membership of 5,000 including the affiliation of over 

twenty ILP branches. 17 Five of the eighteen members of the General 

Canunittee were prominent women. By November, in spite of their 

reservations about the attitude of the society to women, Ethel Williams 

and Isabella Ford, both influential in the NUWSS, had become members. 

In February, they were joined by catherine Marshall, Margaret Hills 

(fonnerly Robertson) and Maude Royden as well as several of the younger 

generation of suffragists such as MaJ:y Agnes Hamilton, Irene Cooper 

Willis and Caroline Playne. 18 Organised women (as they described 

themselves) in the labour movement also showed an interest. By 

December 1914 the Women's Labour League announced their acceptance of 

the four cardinal points of the UOC and branches were discussing 

affiliation. 'Ihe barrier that had existed for many women with regard 

to the attitude of the organisation to women's suffrage was to be 

removed at the Council Meeting in February 1915. A resolution was 

passed declaring that "the UOC, convinced that democracy must be based 

17Secretary's Report First General Council, 17 November 1914, 
UOC DOC 1/3. 

18For an analysis of the Liberal volte face, see Irene Cooper 
Willis, England's Holy War (New York, 1972). Originally published as 
three books, How We Went to War (1919); How We Got On With the War 
(1920); How We Came out of the War (1921). Also, see Caroline E. 
Playne, society at War 1914-1916 (london, 1931) for a discussion of the 
psychological aspects of a society at war. 

http:Playne.18


58 

on the equal citizenship of men arrl women invites the co-operation of 

women. n19 'Ihe largest body of organised women in the count.Iy, the 

NUWSS, was, however, to remain aloof. 

'Ihe battle to IOObilise the mini arrl resources of the NUWSS to 

serve peace was to be fought fran within by those dem:::cratic 

suffragists who had done so nuch to radicalise arrl make the society a 

political force. '!hey had came to believe that the schemes for relief, 

IlOW successfully "l.ll'rler weigh", were insufficient contribution to the 

war. Although the outbreak of hostilities had provoked different 

responses, the general consensus amongst those destined to be labelled 

as "pacifists", (which, incidentally, was a tenn applied to all who 

discussed peace, whether at that t:ime or in the future) , was that the 

NUWSS must extend the scope of its work. 20 Less clear was the 

direction they advocated for the suffrage society. Was the Union to 

embark on an educational policy to enlighten its members on the ethics 

arrl issues of war arrl peace? or was it to cast in its lot with the 

peace m:wement by the advocacy of the principles which they believed 

should infonn the settlement at the conclusion of hostilities? In 

response to opposition from the so-called "patriots" in the NUWSS arrl 

also because of the fact that, in this context, only a thin line 

divided education from propaganda, these two positions became one. 

'Ihe extremes in this debate were represented by Mrs Fawcett 

strong!y supported by the IDrrlon Society arrl SWcmwick, Ford arrl 

19unc council Meeting Minutes, 9 February 1915, UDC DDC/6/15. 

20See preface n. 5 • 

http:count.Iy


59 

Royden. 21 Between these poles there existed a more moderate group 

exeirplified by Courtney arrl Marshall. '!he discussion was initiated by 

the request fran several members for a pronouncement regarding the NU' s 

policy on the war. SUch a decision 'WOUld enable those who were 

involved in public speaking on behalf- of the Union to follow the 

official line; while those members desirous of working for peace could 

fin:l another vehicle if the NUWSS decided not to embrace this 

22cause. swanwick presented these queries on behalf of anxious 

members to the executive connnittee in October for their consideration. 

She also seized this opportunity to propel the executive in the 

direction she believed the suffrage society should be taking on the 

question of war. swanwick believed that the scope of the NUWSS would 

be ext:.e.nied in a logical arrl moral sense by a starrl against 

militarism. She stated flatly that if it truly adhered to the 

principles it professed, then the Union must embrace this position. 

'!he group led by Fawcett rejected the contention that work for suffrage 

arrl for peace were necessarily related. Nor were they prepared to 

camtenance the utilisation of the resources arrl machinery of the 

suffrage society in the interests of an unpc:pular peace canpaign. 

However great her disillusionment with the Liberal Govermnent' s failure 

to deliver suffrage, Fawcett accepted the rationale for war arrl rallied 

to support her Govermnent. 

21A. Clark to C. E. Marshall, 15 November 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/39. 

22E. Williams to C. E. Marshall, 6 October 1914, CEMP 
DjMar/3/37. 
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'!he pacifists also rallied to the support of the Prime 

Minister. '!hey took as their inspirational text the speech made in 

D.lblin by Asquith on 26 September 1914. In this speech he claimed that 

the object of the war for Britain was to effect the establishment in 

Europe of the Gladstonian ideal of pUblic right. '!his announcenent was 

at once a repudiation of militarism as a means of settling 

international disputes and an assertion of the right to 

self-detennina.tion. '!he avowed intention was that "the clash of 

~ting ambitions" and the alliances which resulted from these 

aspirations should be replaced by "a real European partnership based on 

the recognition of equal right arrl established and enforced by a conunon 

will." '!he recognition of equal rights would pennit the "irrlependent 

existence arrl free development of the smaller nationalities." Asquith 

declared his belief that "if and when" the Allies were victorious the 

opportunity would be presented to make a reality of Gladstone's claim 

of 1870 that "the greatest triumph of our time will be the enthronement 

of the idea of public right as the governing idea in European 

23politics. n Hereafter, this speech became the central point of 

reference for the democratic women. Faith in the liberal ideals of the 

Govenunent was restored. '!he pacifist women were reinforced in their 

conviction, born of the suffrage IOOVement, that right not might must 

prevail. For they were quick to note the parallel between the 

23D.lblin Speech in Anne Wiltsher, Most Dangerous Women 
(I.Dndon, Boston and Henley, 1985), 224-5. 
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subjection of women ani the exploitation of the small states by the 

great powers 0 

Ironically, the speech provided sustenance both to those 

anxious to prosecute the war to the bitter ern ani to those who desired 

an early conclusion to hostilities with a view to the inplementation of 

these principles. For the fonner, the conflict was not only errlorsed 

but, even more inportantly, the Liberal volte face was justified by 

investing the conflict with the seductive appeal of a ''Holy War." To 

the latter, by contrast, the speech provided grourrls for optinri.sm: it 

was to be used as the moral goad to urge the Govermnent, when departing 

from its declared intentions, along the path of principle. '!he 

identification of the principles expressed by AsqUith with those on 

which the struggle for enfranchisement had been based ensured that the 

D.lblin speech became the focus of debate in the NUWSS. '!he argument 

was not over the acceptance of its principles but whether the 

suffragists should work for their inplementation. Herein lay the rub. 

'!he sobering effect of six weeks of war made for a marked 

contrast between the pronouncement at D.lblin ani the Prime Minister's 

speech at the Guildhall on 9 November. In this the last of a series 

delivered in the national capitals of the CO\D'ltry, AsqUith enlru::ged 

upon the conditions under which the establishment of public right, as 

pledged at D.lblin on 26 September, could be inplemented. He vowed that 

Britain would never "sheathe the sword" until Belgitnn had recovered "in 

full measure all ani more than she had sacrificed" ani until the French 

:bourrlaries could be guaranteed from aggression. '!he war would be waged 

http:optinri.sm
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until "the military domination of Prussia is wholly ani finally 

24destroyed. n 'Ihese proclaimed objectives had the effect of 

entrenching the characterisation of the conflict as a struggle between 

derocx::racy ani autocracy. '!here could only be one ern to this battle 

outright victo:cy. Mrs Fawcett ani her followers ani, Weed, the 

nation at large, perceived no incc:mpatibility between the rublin ani 

the Guildhall objectives. Victory was seen as the pre-con:lition for 

the establishment of public right. Patriotism aside, the defeat of 

militarism had a particular appeal to all suffragists. For whatever 

their political stripe the women were agreed that a society based on 

military values was inimical to their interests ani liberty. 'Ihe 

threat to "progressive derocx::racy," Fawcett believed, came entirely from 

Gennan ambitions; whereas her opponents were convinced that the greater 

danger was from the growth of militarism at home. 25 

'Ihe patriots had the advantage of being united, whereas the 

anti-war position embraced a range of opinion. Even the extremist 

pacifists, although they created an impression of unity "by the ardour 

of their non-resistance line" differed as to the basis of their 

belief. 26 Isabella Ford was a Quaker ani opposed to all war. Maude 

Royden, although regarded as an absolute pacifist, was on record as 

2~ester Guardian, 10 November 1914. 


25Jus SUffraqii, 1 October 1914, 175. 


26A. Clark to C. E. Marshall, 15 November 1914, CEMP 

DjMar/3/39. 
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having admitted that Britain had no alternative but to go to the 

defence of Belgium. '!his was an opinion held by many pacifists at the 

outset, including, catherine Marshall. 27 '!he champion par excellence 

of anti-militarism, however, was Helena swanwick. Her views were not 

new. She had spoken against war on a- suffrage platfonn in 1908; am 

she had always opposed the use of force am been an outspoken critic of 

the militancy of the suffragettes of the WSIU. Yet it was the outbreak 

of war in 1914 that provided the opportunity for the fullest exposition 

of her credo. 

Not all the "pacifists" were as strorg in their initial 

conviction as Helena swanwick. '!here were many others, such as 

Kathleen courtney who, shocked ani bewildered by the outbreak of war, 

groped towards some un:lersta:rrling of what had cane to pass. Atteinpting 

to confront her own ani what she believed to be the universal 

ignorance, she suggested that the Union un:lertake an educational 

campaign to instruct its members on the ethics am issues of war ani 

peace. As it was the suffrage society's policy to infonn its members 

on the major questions of the day, this suggestion did not appear to be 

unreasonable. At this early stage both Courtney am Marshall were 

convinced that if women were to make a contribution to the resolution 

of the problem of war their first duty was to be infonned. '!hey wished 

to see the influence of the NUWSS exerted to support the Prime Minister 

27NUWSS Executive Meeting Minutes 18 March 1915, CEl1P 
DjMar/3/45. '!he book in which this opinion was expressed was A. M. 
Royden, '!he Great Adventure (1915) • 
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against the growing xenophobia in the country. Unlike the so-called 

"patriots" they recognised that the hatred of the enemy being fostered 

by the popular press could not lead to a conciliato:cy peace. In order 

to ensure the establishment of public right against the inevitable 

demarrls for revenge from Britain's allies France am Russia, Marshall 

urged that the country must present a united front. She, in common 

with IOOSt of the other pacifists, accepted the Dlblin speech at its 

face value as being a true statement of the Gove.rrJinent' s intentions. 

Arxl it was axiomatic for these women that any enlightened discussion 

must result in support for these principles. SUch an asSUl'lption belied 

the initial distinction being drawn by the advocates of an educational 

policy between education arrl propaganja. 

'!he issue that was ultiinately to divide the NUWSS was whether 

the organisation was established exclusively for the political purpose 

of winning the vote, or whether suffrage was only a small part of the 

much wider women's movement, am, if so, how should this movement be 

interpreted? '!he answer to these questions was to be fourn in the 

differing responses to the war. '!he various opinions that had been 

aired in ccmnittee were put before the Union at the Provincial Council 

Meeting at Wallasey on 12 November 1914 with a view to defining NUWSS 

policy with regard to the war. '!he suffragists had always repudiated 

the methods of the militant wsru am at Wallasey SWanwick demarrled that 

the Union live up to its professed principles. In her speech on "'!he 

Meaning of the Rlysical Force Argument," she attempted to focus the 
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debate on the purposes and principles of the suffrage movement and to 

show that a relationship existed between suffrage and work for peace. 

/She believed that if suffragists rejected the use of force, then 

logically, they must oppose war which is essentially arbitrament by 

force. 'Ihe constitutional suffrage movement, she argued, had always 

believed in the virtue of moral force - of right not might. ''Votes for 

women," which was based on an appeal to human rights, she reminded her 

audience, "was the supreme negation" of the militarist argument that 

authority was conferred by the power to coerce. Although she admitted 

that there were occasions when the employment of force was necessacy, 

she believed that this must be under the direction of moral force. To 

prevent nations acting as their own judges in these matters, she 

proposed that an i.J:rpartial international authority be set up to 

arbitrate between states. In domestic affairs, restraints on the use 

of force should be exercised through the control of the representatives 

of the whole people. 28 /In essence, these were the arguments being 

promoted by the UDC. 'Ihe unacknowledged problem was how to avoid 

taking a position on the war while talking about the tenns of peace. 

Although no doubt, swanwick was fully aware of the inherent 

contradiction. 

'Ihe moderate line pursued by Courtney and Marshall, with their 

emphasis on duty rather than on principle, was more irmnediately 

28F. Marshall to C. E. Marshall, 7 August 1914, CEMP 
DjMar/2/30. Provincial Council Meeting at Wallasey 12 November 1914, 
CEMP DjMar/3/39. 
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comprehensible and, therefore, more effective in influencing the 

Council. 'Ihey trod a conciliato:ry path between two potentially 

dallaging extremes. 29 'Ihe case for the NUWSS to work for the building 

up of opinion in support of the D.lblin principles was presented as just 

an extension of the war work to which the suffragists had connnitted 

themselves in August. Now that the Union was showing some success in 

helping to mitigate the effects of the war on women and children, it 

was time to look ahead and start work to ensure that this should indeed 

be a "war to end war. " Women, it was suggested, were in a unique 

position to help create the cliinate of opinion in which an enduring 

peace could be made. As the "mother-sex" which did not fight, it was 

easier for women to rally to the Prime Minister and take a lead in 

healing the nation's wounds. As members of the NUWSS and, therefore, 

part of the International Women's SUffrage Association (IWSA) they also 

had the opportunity to foster goodwill amongst the women of the warring 

nations. 30 Marshall had no doubt, as she later infonned Fawcett, 

that the issue under discussion was an "integral part of the whole 

31question of women's political duties. n Evidently the assembled 

representatives of the constituent societies were swayed by the 

reasonableness of these arguments, for they moved that the Union 

29A. Clark to C. E. Marshall, 15 November 1914, CEMP 
DjMar/3/39. 

30mlwss Provincial Council Meeting, 12 November 1914. 

31c. E. Marshall to M. G. Fawcett, 28 November 1914 (draft), 
CEMP DjMar/3/39. 
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should work to build up public opinion on the lines of the eublin 

speech. As a first step in educating the Union in the issues of war 

and peace, they also gave authority to Maude Royden, the editor of 

Corrunon cause, to publish articles on these topics. 

'Ihe apparent sympathy of the Provincial Council to their cause 

encouraged Courtney to believe that . a compromise between the opposing 

views could be found. In order to presa:ve the unity of the society 

both she and Marshall were prepared to make sacrifices and they assumed 

that the same would be true of Fawcett. 32 HOVlever, the bitter 

struggle over the next few months to win the mind of the NUWSS proved 

that any acconrrnodation would be unlikely. As the consent of a General 

Council was necessary for a change of policy (and Fawcett had resisted 

summoning a special Council during the autumn) all eyes were fixed on 

the forthcoming assembly. 'Iherefore, between November 1914 and 

February 1915 when the General Council was to meet, the protagonists 

set to work to publicise their positions. What had initially been a 

question of education soon became a campaign in support of the 

principles that should irlfonn the peace and the link was finnly 

established between suffrage and pacifism. 

From the outset Fawcett resisted the claim that there was a 

necessary connection between suffrage and peace. Instead, she opposed 

the pacifists with all the weight of her great prestige. Her 

opposition was based on patriotism and expediency. Much as she 

32K. D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 24 November 1914, 
DjMar/3/37; C. E. Marshall toM. G. Fawcett, 28 November 1914 (draft), 
CEMP DjMar/3/39. 
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supported the Prime Minister's statement at D.lblin, she did not 

consider the time opportune for a canpiign for its implementation. 

Victo:ry must precede all talk of peace. '!he patriots believed that any 

premature discussion of peace would both weaken the war effort arxl make 

a IOOCke:ry of the sacrifices of the men in the trenches. In proclailn:ing 

these sentiments Fawcett was at one with the feeling in the count:ry and 

she had no intention of pennitting the NUWSS to embark on a policy that 

ran counter to the national mood. Arr:f suspicion that the NUWSS was 

embracing the progranune of the unpopular UOC would make them political 

outcasts. Arrl Fawcett was not prepared to forfeit the goodwill that 

had been built up over the years and stren;)thened by the recent relief 

work. As Ray Strachey later observed to Marshall, even if Asquith 

himself were to l.llrlertake a canpiign to win support for his principles, 

he would be opposing the national mood. 33 

'lhus at a stroke, Fawcett combined both her patriotism and her 

detennination to preserve the Union as a political weapon for 

suffrage. '!here had been no noral dilenuna. for the President for she 

was not sympathetic in principle to the claims of the pacifists. She 

never attempted to make any distinction between the various varieties, 

34believing all pacifism to be "far-fetched and visiona:ry. n Like 

many others in the count:ry, she greatly misrepresented the pacifist 

viewpoint. '!hey were not, as they were repeatedly claimed, advocates 

33R. strachey to C. E. Marshall, 9 Janua:ry 1915, CEMP 
D/Mar/4/1. 

34strachey, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, 286. 
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of "stop the war" or "peace at any price." '!hey spoke only of the 

peace after the conclusion of hostilities. 

'lhe pacifists rejected their opponents contention that a united 

war effort and. planning for peace were incarpatible. SWanwick later 

claimed that all she had wanted to dO- ''was to get past the censorship, 

past the propagarrla, past partisanship and. war lies, to fin:l the facts 

and. help myself and. others to reasonable conclusions from those facts 

35and. frarn an honest enieavour to urrlerstand. how other nations felt. n 

At the outset, even before the material and. psychological resources of 

the countJ:y were fully IOC>bilised, the pacifists were not prepared to 

admit that sacrifices of traditional freedoms were in any way 

justified. '!hey regarded any such encroachment as an assault on the 

very denxx::ratic principles they were pledged to Ul;ilold. Already they 

were critical of incursions made into in:lividual rights by the Defence 

of the Realm Act (OORA) and. its first antei'rlments. Yet, this was 

neither the first nor would it be the last occasion when truth became 

the first casualty of war. However, it was the first occasion that 

liberal values had come into direct conflict with the exigencies 

created by a national emergency of an unprecedented scale. It was only 

in the spring of 1916 when it became apparent that peace would be later 

rather than sooner, that the pacifists tun1ed their attention to 

convincing their fellow countrymen that peace could be made if the 

tenns were right. In un:Iertaking this canpaign they foun:l themselves 

35swanwick, I Have Been Young, 264. 
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facing the dilemma for the loyal subject of the "ethical and political 

propriety" of opposing the Government in warti.Ire. 36 Nevertheless, 

they believed. they had a duty to uphold their principles. Both 

patriots arrl pacifists were agreed that the terrible sacrifices had to 

be justified.. Whereas the fonner woUld only feel virxticated by a 

victocy of the forces of denx:x::racy, the latter were to insist on the 

triUll'ph of reason through a negotiated peace. In spite of the 

magnitude of the task of propagating an alternative view to the 

official version of the conflict, the pacifists did not shirk what they 

considered to be their responsibility. Yet, were they right to believe 

that national opinion could influence the tenns of peace? Or were they 

being realistic in their conviction that these tenns would detennine 

the future of peace in Europe? For these were the premises on which 

their actions were to be based. 

'lhe speculation and tension IOOUilted in the NUWSS as the 

carrpaign was waged. in the lecture hall, in the columns of connnon cause 
37and Jus SUffragii and by "unusual questions and circulars. n 'lhe 

radical Manchester and Newcastle Societies organised their own 

conferences on the Union's attitude to the war. Marshall arrl Courtney 

were invited to speak at Manchester where the fonner reiterated the 

senti.Irents she expressed at Wallasey. In January, swanwick spoke at 

Newcastle where Marshall was also scheduled. to speak at the errl of the 

36swanwick, I Have Been Young, 273. 

37M. Ashton election address, MPL M50/2/9/14. 
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month. 38 'Ihe theme of all the pacifist entreaties was that women 

should assume their responsibilities. It was their "sacred duty" to 

ensure that the sacrifices of the war should not have been in vain. 

swanwick urged her audience to seize the present opportunities, which 

had been denied women when she was ycilmg, to help shape the future. 

'!hey need no longer "sew ani be submissive" in deference to the 

Victorian belief that "men must '\IIOrk ani women must weep." Although 

admittedly, she confessed, this was a role she had rejected because "I 

39wanted to work too - weeping didn't seem much of an occupation. n 

Nor did the patriots lag beh.irxi in their efforts to influence 

the NtJWSS. Mrs Fawcett entered the lists with articles in Conunon cause 

ani a circular to the societies in which she presented the issue in a 

patriotic light ani announced that she was ''heart ani soul for the 

1140cause of Great Britain in the present war. A more insidious 

approach was that of Ray Stradley of the I.orxlon Society who circulated 

her "mrusual questions" to all can::lidates for the forthcoming election 

of new officers at the General Council. "Mrs Stradley's catechism," as 

Marshall dubbed the questionaire, was couched in such a way that it 

was, as Marshall complained, "as incapable of an answer by a 'plain yes 

38c. E. Marshall, "Notes for Newcastle" 25 Januacy 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/43. E. Williams to C. E. Marshall, 8 Januacy 1915; Marshall to 
Williams, 11 Januacy 1915, CEMP DjMar/4/1. 

39eonunon cause, 2 October 1914. 

4%. G. Fawcett, circular to the societies, MPL MS0/2/9/11. 
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or no' as the proverbial poser: 'when did you stop beating your 

wife'?" No response c::xJUld avoid the damaging admission that an 

educational campaign would lessen the efficacy of the Union in its 

suffrage work. But strachey had lon;J been an opponent of the derocx:::rats 

in the Union am had privately declarirl her intention of destroying the 

pacifists. 41 In an attempt to calm the agitation am clarify the 

issues carxlidates were asked to draw up an election address based on 

the resolutions on the agen::la for the General Council. 

Synoptic and entirely characteristic of their authors, the 

election addresses brought into sharp relief the antagonisms within the 

executive. '!he controversy centred on those resolutions calling upon 

the NUWSS to work actively for the Dublin principles: to promote nrutual 

un.ierstanding and goodwill between nations, to cambat the spirit of 

hatred and revenge; and, finally, to organise an educational campaign 

to promote discussion on the causes of war and the prevention of its 

outbreak in the future. 42 Impatient at the prevarication and 

probably realising that there was nothing to lose, SWanwick issued a 

typically individualistic document redolent of that high principle and 

moral certainty that had traditionally characterised English 

41See Vellacott, "Feminist Consciousness," 3. "Questions to 
be addressed to carxlidates" from R. Strachey to C. E. Marshall, 
31 December 1914; C. E. Marshall to R. strachey, 5 January 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/44. 

42Agen::Ia for Council Meeting 4-6 Februacy 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/44. 
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dissent. 43 Ignoring the agen:la, she argued that there was a parallel 

between the subjection of women by men ani the conquest of small 

nations by superior states. She urged the Union, "if it has any basic 

principle at all, to declare ani to work for the direction of physical 

force by IOC>ral force in international--as in national affairs. " 

Attempting no pretence at impartiality, she declared that for the 

society to achieve this erd it must declare a willingness to support 

arl:>itration ani conciliation ani must also be ready to educate itself 

in matters bearing upon such a p:>licy. Addressing the future ani 

looking toward the reshaping p:>litical alliances, she rejected the idea 

currently circulating of the creation of a women's party. Instead, she 

stressed the need for a party of both sexes which would be dedicated to 

working for the substitution of IOC>ral for physical force in all 

relations. Within such an organisation, the NUWSS "if it has the 

will", she believed, could play a vital role. 44 

catherine Marshall's address was IOC>re restrained. 

Methodically, she directed her analysis to a careful elucidation of the 

proposed agen:la. 'Ihe itens she believed to be the IOC>St inp:>rtant were: 

the resolution emphasising the sustitution of arl:>itration for war; the 

call to build up opinion to facilitate peace negotiations; ani the 

encouragement of women to fonn responsible opinions on these matters. 

43Taylor, Troublemakers, 13. 


4~. M. swanwick election address, CEMP DjMar/3/44. 
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others of the executive, notably, Ashton, Ford am Royden, en::lorsed her 

sentiments. courtney, suspecting the likely outcome of the meeting, 

warned against relying on the rtletoric of good intentions. She 

emphasised the need to act on arrt resolution passed by the General 

Council. She insisted that she would- "regard the expression of pious 

opinion about the war on the part of the NU as not only useless but 

de.troralising." She also offered the opinion that Britain was not 

blameless am refused to accept that this was a battle to prese:rve 

democracy. In general, she believed war was wrong; am although not 

yet a member, she sympathised with the objects of the uoc. 45 

'!he outcome of the General Council was of critical ilnportance 

both for Fawcett am the pacifists. For the President it was a 

question of prese:rving the work of fifty years; for the pacifists it 

represented the future direction of the women's IOCJVement. Although 

their claim was of comparatively recent origin, those democratic 

suffragists who had embraced pacifism had been responsible over the 

last years of pre-war Britain for widening the NUWSS' s range of 

activity that had brought it into line with other democratic women's 

organisations' notably the East I.Dndon Federation am the WomenIs 

Freedom league. 'lhese women were popular am they wielded great 

influence in the suffrage society. Yet, for all their professions of 

willingness to make concessions, the democrats had their hopes fixed on 

4~lection addresses: C. E. Marshall, CEMP DjMar/3/44; K. D. 
Courtney et al, MPL M50/2/9/12. 
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the acceptance of all items on the agerx3a conceming the war. '!heir 

disappointment was acute ani bitter when the meeting, having errlorsed 

the D.lblin principles, then declined to advocate a policy for their 

implementation. 'lhe early closure of the debate on the resolution 

calling for the Union to work for t:he- ''building up of public opinion" 

on the lines of the D.lblin statement, robbed Marshall of the 

opportunity to exercise her persuasive talents. Aa:ording to her 

nDther, neither she nor Kathleen Courtney "put up the fight for your 

46life. n Even the provision for an educational drive was rendered "a 

kirrl of educational campaign better adapted to the WFA" by the 

sustitution of "courses" for "campaigns" in the wording of the 

motion. 47 'lhe only positive achievement was the call to members "to 

do all in their power to promote mutual urrlerstarrli.ng and goodwill 

anong nations" and the hope was expressed that the IWSA would soon meet 

in a neutral country. Unjustly but urrlerst:amably, Marshall bitterly 

denounced the attitude of the meeting as: "'lhey're idealists. Clap but 

don't vote.n48 

'lhe sense of bitterness quickly turned to outrage when Fawcett 

addressed the public meeting in the Kingsway hall on the evening of 5 

46C. Marshall to C. E. Marshall, n.d., (probably FebJ:"Uacy' 
1915) CEMP DjMar/3/44. 

470ammon cause, 30 April 1915. 

48Ibid., 26 FebJ:"Uacy' 1915. C. E. Marshall to G • .Arzrstrong, 
19 February 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/44. 

http:urrlerstarrli.ng
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February. In spite of an earlier decision that officers of the NU 

should not express private opinions when speaJdrg publicly on behalf of 

the society, the President launched into what was described as "the 

stereotyped front bench view both of the war arrl of what led up to it 

49arrl of what must succeed it. n '!he--pacifists sitting alongside her 

on the platfonn were visibly stunned by this tum of events. '!hey felt 

betrayed. Not only had Fawcett, in her desperation, acted 

unconstitutionally, but she had misrepresented the position of her 

colleagues. The ilnpression she had created, despite the parenthetical 

"in Irr:f opinion", was that she was speaJdrg on behalf of the society. 

Her declaration that, "it is akin to treason to talk of peace" until 

Gennany was driven out of Belgium, was tantannmt to a public 

accusation of want of patriotism. Although this was an accusation with 

which they were familiar from executive meetings, the pacifists had 

hardly expected a public denunciation that so misrepresented their 

cause. 

Mrs Fawcett's declaration was a deliberate attempt to scotch 

"unfortunate ruiOOUrS" circulating in the press that the NUWSS executive 

was contemplating "active peace propagaroa." '!he nmtOUr also had it, 

as Fawcett later clailood, that this propagaroa was to be on tenns very 

different from those advocated by Asquith. 50 She was able to adopt 

49G. Annstrong to M. G. Fawcett, 12 February 1915, FL Box 
89/100. 

50Stradley, Fawcett, 288. 
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her position because there had .been a genuine confusion at the Council 

meeting as to the pacifists' intentions arrl as to the issues at 

stake. 51 What had started as a campaign to set the facts of war 

before wa.nen so that they could make up their own min:ls had quickly 

become an appeal to them to take a bairl in IOC>Ul.ding public opinion. 

Although it was claimed to be non-partisan, the pacifists sought to 

direct this opinion along specific lines which they believed to embody 

both truth arrl sanity in wartime. 'Ihe principles they were propagating 

were those of the UDC. 'lhus, by the time of the February council, for 

the pacifists, "education" had insensibly come to mean propagarrla. 

When later defen:ling the decisions of the General Council, Fawcett 

noted the very real diffirulty of attenpting to "translate the general 

into the partirular." When it comes to .i.J.rplementing principles, she 

observed, "there is room for any anount of disintegrating differences 

of opinion. 11 She obviously felt no blame for ensuring the triUll'ph of 

the "disintegrating differences. n52 

After the next executive meeting on 18 February when it became 

clear that there was no intention of implementing the Council's 

resolutions, Courtney am Marshall resigned. '!he reason they gave when 

51F. Marshall to C. E. Marshall, 5 March 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/2/33. Editorial in Coit'm:m cause, 11 November 1914. 

5~. G. Fawcett, '"'he National Union of Women's SUffrage 
Societies arrl the Hague Congress" Englishwoman, June 1915. 
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they handed in their resignations to the executive on 4 March was that 

only by resigning their onerous offices would they be able to devote 

sufficient time to peace work. other detennining factors had been the 

"irresponsible" and "flippant" attitude of the executive towards the 

implementation of any decision of the council and, not least, Fawcett's 

public denunciation. '!he President, however, simply attributed their 

resignations to the fact that the NU had declined to work for peace 

which in a sense was correct. 53 

Both secretaries were reluctant to sever their connection and 

offered to continue in the seJ:Vice of the society. '!his unwillingness 

was particularly true of Marshall, who feared that the Labour policy 

would be abandoned by the conseJ:Vatives in the NUWSS. Her convictions 

concerning the future importance of the Labour connection had been 

strengthened through her work with the EFF. 54 On her decision to 

devote herself to peace work, much encouragement and support came from 

Marshall's parents and from her old suffrage ally, Brailsford. Her 

parents believed that at the present time peace was the most urgent 

issue and that she could return later to suffrage work. Brailsford was 

also certain that the secretaries were right to resign, for it would 

have been a waste for them to have continued at the NUWSS "treadmill. 11 

53c. E. Marshall toM. G. Fawcett (copy), 3 March 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/45. To the societies from Courtney, 9 March 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/4/1. M. G. Fawcett to Atkinson, 19 February 1916, FL Box 89/117. 

54c. E. Marshall to G. Armstrong, 19 February 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/44. 
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Acknowledging their contribution, he expressed his fear that the 

society would fall to pieces without them. After all, he had known the 

Union ''before Miss Courtney came to I.Drrlon ani it really did not exist 

55as an effective national organisation at all. n 

'!he loss of the two secretaries had been an acute 

disappointment to the membership of the suffrage society, but the 

resignation in April of aln¥:>st half the executive caused widespread 

consternation. 56 '!he occasion for this exodus was the refusal by the 

executive on 18 March to serrl delegates to the forthcoming congress in 

neutral Hollani. '!he proposed D.Itch meeting, according to Fawcett who 

led the opposition, was ''virtually a peace congress." '!he resigning 

members of the executive claimed that the General Council had expressed 

a desire to p:rtll'OC>'te goodwill aroc>n:JS"t wcmen of the world ani had 

authorised support for an international meeting. '!he President, 

however, insisted that the Council had only declared its support for a 

meeting of the IWSA. '!he ten resigning members construed this decision 

as a deliberate rejection of the Council's wishes. 57 '!his bitter 

5~. N. Brailsford to C. E. Marshall, 9 March 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/2/33. 

56o..rt of an executive of twenty-one the following resigned in 
April 1915: H. M. swanwick, I. 0. Ford, M. Ashton, A. M. Royden, E. 
leaf, C. SChuster, Mrs.stanbury, Mrs. Harley, S. J. Tanner, A. Clark. 
Of the four officers Courtney ani Marshall had resigned by the en:l of 
March. 

57NUWSS executive meeting 18 March 1915, FL. Resignations: 
15 April, Royden ani SWanwick; 16 April Clark, CEMP DjMar/3/45. See H. 
M. Swanwick's letter "SUfficient cause" Common cause, 30 April 1915. 
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wranglin;J over the spirit am intentions of the February assembly 

dragged on until June when a Special Council finally resolved the 

issue. 

Amongst those resi~ in April was Helena swanwick. As she 

saw the situation, the contraction of- the pmpose am ideals of the 

NUWSS had killed her interest "in a machine from which the spirit had 

fled." In corresporx:lence with Marshall, she attacked the attitude of 

the President. '!he mind of Mrs Fawcett, swanwick claimed, was "quite 

closed am "that so long as she dictates to the NU there is no place 

for me within it." 'Ihe only reason she had stayed so long was "out of 

regard to your opinion am Kathleen's. II Offerin;J comfort am affection 

but also t:cyin;J to stiffen the resolve of her equivocatin;J frierx:l, 

swanwick urged her to cut all ties with the Union. Stayin;J on, she 

argued, would Only result in "futile am bitter wranglin;Js. II Had not 

events of the past months shown that "'our lot' are not capable of 

making good on that connnittee." Marshall was enjoined to "get out am 

make your own corx:litions! EFF is dead anyway am a labour policy will 

have to be on different lines. Don't you see that? can you see 

working a labour Party with Mrs. F. ???" Her exhortations 

notwith.starx:ling, swanwick urrlerstood the unpalatable prospect facin;J 

her frierx:l of bein;J "once more an irx:lividual am not an officer 

speaking for thousan::ls." Yet, it was not a tragedy. Rather, it was 

the opportunity to constnlct a ''more mobile am vital (if smaller) 

combination of forces." Despite this sourrl advice, for as yet she saw 
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no alternative errployment for her fonnidable organisirq abilities, 

Marshall still clurv:J to the NU through her work for the EEF, 1.mtil her 

position on that committee, too, became 1.mtenable. 58 

Why was it that the Radicals am not Mrs Fawcett resigned, for 

after all they held a majority in thEf executive? Ray Stradley, 

FawcettIs admirer am biographer, attributed this curious fact to her 

resolve am influence in the Union. 'lhe President would not admit the 

argument that the pacifists' ideals were, as they cla.imed "the very 

truth am substance of the women's rrovement." She stood against the 

majority "like a rock in their path, opposirq herself with all the 

great weight of her personal popularity am prestige•.•and they could 

in no way get the better of her." She could, am did, make personal 

pronouncements that appeared to have the authority of the society, an 

unconstitutional practice that she deemed justified if it 'WOUld save 

the Union. Pertlaps most bnportantly, Fawcett was at one with the 

sent.ilnents of the membership at large. Although a number of big 

suffrage societies such as Manchester an:1 Newcastle were ranged against 

her, the strength of her support lay in the camtry societies. Whilst 

Englan:l was at war, their members believed that the first duty was to 

rally behirrl the govennnent an:1 "no other aim or ideal, however 

generous or fine, could stan:1 in the way of the detennination to win 

5~. M. Swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 22 March 1915 an:1 24 
March 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/45. 
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59the war. n Yet, by her resistance, Fawcett became the unwitting 

agent of the creation of a new pacifist ani feminist internationalism. 

Although at the time not all the derrocrats recognised it as such, their 

secession was, in reality, liberation fran the narrow objectives ani 

new conservatism of the NUWSS. '!hey--Were roN free to grapple with the 

age-old problems of war ani peace to which the present conflict had 

given a new meaning. Whilst suffrage was a national question, peace 

was a global issue. It is perllaps fitting that on 6 February 1915 as 

the Council ended its deliberations, the two secretaries were asked by 

<llrysta1 Macmillan to attend a meeting in Amsterdam to discuss a 

60conference of women. 'lhus, as one chapter ended, another was 

opened up. 'lhis small meeting of representatives from several 

cotmtries which met in Hollani was destined to launch the international 

pacifist-feminist movement. 

59Strachey, Fawcett, 291, 295. 


60eourtney's reply toM. I.Dwrrles in ccmnon cause, 21 May 

1915. 



aiAPI'ER III 


'KMAROO A PERMANENT PEACE: JANUARY 1915-ocroBER 1915 


Even as they endeavoured to persuade the NUWSS to widen its 

progrannne beyon:l the relief of material distress, Courtney arxi Marshall 

were castin;J about for other ways in which they might contribute to a 

1future peace. '!here were three choices before them: they could join 

existing "dissenting" organisations; fonn their own party; or build on 

the connections afforded by the IWSA. As the tensions within the NUWSS 

grew, the thoughts of the pacifists focussed on a new organisation. 

However, it was only with the meeting in April in Hollarxi organised by 

the I:Utch suffragists that a concrete altel:native was suggested. '!he 

organisation that soon emerged fran their gathering at '!he Hague had 

the advantage of combining the national arxi international objectives of 

women arxi peace. 'Ihus the invitation to the meeting in Hollarxi 

precipitated the final breach within the NU arxi led to the formation of 

a new women's international organisation. 

'!he outl:Jreak of war had disrupted plans to hold the 1915 

meeting of the IWSA in Berlin. When approached by the President of the 

IWSA, the American, carrie Olapman catt, as to the wisdom of holding 

1K. D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 24 November 1914. CEMP 
DjMar/3/37. 
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an international conference in war-time, Fawcett had been resolute in 

her opposition. She feared the repetition of violent incidents such as 

those that had occurred at the meeting that had taken place shortly 

after Norway had received its independence from SWeden; there the 

delegates had literally come to blows. Any repetition of such 

incidents, she believed, would j eoparclise future congresses. Courtney 

and swanwick regarded this attitude as a confession of failure. 2 As 

an alternative to holding a general meeting, the NUWSS recornmended that 

the IWSA summon a business session. 3 '!his cautious move coincided 

with the news from the German women that they would be unable to host 

the projected IWSA congress in Berlin. Aletta Jacobs and the Dutch 

suffragists responded .inumnediately in the same issue of 1 December of 

Jus SUffragii with an invitation to a meeting in Holland. 4 

'Ihe democrats' reaction to this initiative was enthusiastic. 

'Ihe keen desire of many prominent women to maintain the lines of 

conmmication with the enemy countries led to their signing a Christmas 

message published in the Labour Leader extending their good wishes to 

the women of Gennany and Austria. Seizing upon the Dutch suffragist's 

suggestion, Chrystal Macmillan wrote to Dr Jacobs suggesting that a 

·-----------·---- ·---------------------
2K. D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 26 November 1914. CEMP 

D/Mar/3/37. H. M. swanwick, common cause, 15 January 1915. 

3NUWSS executive meeting, 3 December 1914, reported in Jus 
SUffragii, 1 January 1915, 222. 

4Jus SUffragii, 1 December 1914. 
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5pilot group meet to discuss the organisation of a congress. But 

Fawcett was adamantine in her opposition to an international meet~. 

'!he effect of the President's owosition was to exacel:Date the existing 

divisions within the Union as Maani.llan am swanwick took action to 

rouse their fellCM suffragists to acCept the challenge. '!hey argued 

that only by meeting face to face could wanen overcome the barriers of 

censorship am attempt that exdlan;Je of points of view that was 

:fumamental to international urrlerstarxtirg. swanwick never, in the 

long course of her search for peace, relinquished her conviction 

expressed in 1915 that international gocxlwill was the key to endur~ 

peace. '!he quality of the peace, she urged, did not just deperrl on 

British public opinion but on attitudes in all the belligerent 

countries. '!his meet~ would provide one of the few avenues open to 

women to influence issues of war am peace. "If we had votes," she 

declared, ''we could use them. Since we have only our share of 

influence let us use that." For she believed that "this war is such an 

assay of our suffragist creed as we may not evade am live." 'I'Un'ling 

to her own account Mrs Fawcett's message of September to the IWSA, she 

quoted: ''We have to shCM that what unites us is stronger than what 

separates US. 116 

~oort of the International Congress of Women '!he Hague 
April 28-1 May 1915 (.Amst:erdam, 1915). Iabour I.eader, 24 December 
1914. 

6eonunon cause, 15 January 1915. 
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'!he Annual Council meeting of the NUWSS held in February 1915 

en:lorsed the request made by the I'.lecember executive meeting that the 

President of the IWSA Slli[I[[Dn a conference at a suitable time in 1915. 

Furthennore, the Council called upon the societies "to take e:very means 

open to them for promoting internatiohal. 'l.U'rlerstarrling am good-will 

between nations." It was on the basis of this last resolution that the 

pacifists belie:ved they had the authority to en;;age in discussions to 

prcm:>te a women's congress. Foiled in their efforts to commit the 

resources of the NUWSS to the active support of the D.lblin principles, 

yet belie:ving that the Union had en:lorsed an international gathering, 

five women departed for Amsterdam for preliminary talks with 

representatives from Hellam am Gennany on 12 am 13 February. '!he 

five were Marshall, Courtney, Emily leaf, 'lheodora Wilson-wilson am 

0u:ysta1 Macmillan. '!he women returned anned with an agerm am eager 

to set about organising support am raising :furrls for the congress of 

women to be held at '!he Hague from 28 April to 1 May 1915.7 

Almost immediately after their return, they Slli[I[[Dned a meeting 

at the Caxton Hall on 26 February to explain the proposed agenda. In 

mnnbers am enthusiasm the gathering exceeded all their expectations. 

It was agreed to establish a committee to raise :furrls am to organise 

7'Ih.eodora Wilson-wilson was an absolute pacifist am member 
of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. She was also a writer, prilnarily 
of children's literature. Ou:ystal Macmillan, educated at st. 
leonard's School ani University of Edinburgh. Hen. Sec. ICWPP. 
Officer of IWSA. Member of executive NUWSS. 
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British delegates to the conference. To this pw:pose i270 was premised 

that very evenin;J. Remar~ upon the success of the gathering, 

Margaret Bondfield, organiser of the Shop Assistants Union, observed 

that ten years ago she 'WOUld never have thought wanen capable of this 

level of political activity. 8 In a particularly well-received speech 

Marshall outlined a new role for wanen. As non-canbatants, she 

believed that they had an opportunity denied to men in prcm:>ting the 

mutual urrlerstarrling that was necessa:cy to an errluring peace. She 

urged her audience to act immediately, for the time was propitious. 

'!he relative lull in the fighting during the winter months led many 

civilians, Marshall included, to believe that the war would soon be 

over. Because the military situation still apppeared fluid, the time 

to talk of peace was rKM am not when one side held the advantage. Few 

in the country realised that this lull was only a breathing space as 

the combatants renewed their efforts in search of a total victo:r::y. 

'!he officers of the British section of the International 

Conference of Women (ICW) were annotmeed on 18 March 1915. Kathleen 

Courtney was named Cllainnan, <llrystal Macnillan became Honora:r::y 

Secretary am Mrs Hubbani-Ellis acted as Honora:r::y Treasurer. '!he 

executive included, amongst others, Mrs c. R. BuXton, lady Courtney, 

Isabella Ford, Lillian Harris of the WCinen's co-operative Guild, 

Margaret Hills, Maude Royden, Ada Salter of the ILP am Ma:r::y 

Sheepshanks editor of Jus SUffragii. '!he list of supporters included 

8Iabour leader, 22 April 1915. 
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many fo:nnidable women who had "WOn prominence through their "WOrk with 

suffrage agitation, lal:x:lur politics, philanthropic organisations, 

in:lustJ:y relations arrl peace activities. I.ocal. English ccmnittees were 

soon fonned in Binningham, Manchester, Live:rpool arrl Newcastle, while 

Scottish arrl Irish groups were set up- in Edinburgh arrl in D.lblin. 

Enthusiastic meetings were held throughout the country. At Manchester 

on 19 April, aroun:i 1200 gathered in support of the Ccn;JreSS. 9 out 

of all these supporters 180 women put forward their names to attend the 

meeting in Hollarrl. On 25 March the British conunittee issued a 

manifesto in the labour Leader which stated the aims of the forthcaming 

gathering at 'Ihe Hague. 

'Ihe IO'l invitation to the NUWSS to serrl one or two delegates to 

'Ihe Hague was forcefully opposed by Fawcett at the executive meeting of 

18 March 1915. 'lhe President was sensitive as always to the 

possibility of the suffrage society being "contaminated" by charges of 

pacifism. Moreover, as she wrote to catt, she feared that failure of 

the congress would nake the women's movement a laughing stock. 10 In 

one instance, Fawcett's fears appeared justified, for an item on the 

proposed agema for the congress had received wide adverse publicity. 

'Ihe resolution which caused so much criticism called for "the 

Governments of belligerent countries to define the tenns on which they 

9I.abour Leader, 22 April 1915. 

1%. G. Fawcett to c. Olapman catt, 15 December 1914. FL 
Auto lK/7086 arrl Strachey, Fawcett, 283-4. 
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would be willing to make peace, arrl for this pw:pose i.mmediately call a 

11t:r:uce. n Aware of the dangers of this statement, the British 

section planned to have this resolution dJ::owed from the ageroa. 

Although a few sections of the press S\lFP)rted the Corgress, JOOSt 

papers seized upon the "truce" resolution as the opportunity to 

denigrate the effort by charges of anti-nationalism. '!he officers of 

the British ICW conunittee attempted to counteract these accusations by 

circularising the press with an explanation of the objects of the 

forthcoming Congress. It was not a "peace at any price" Corgress they 

argued. Nor should it be believed that internationalism meant 

"anti-nationalism." '!he object of the Congress was both to promote 

goodwill arrl to "consider how' far they could agree as to the basis of 

the peace for which they would work. 1112 In order to rerrove any 

misun::ierstand ani to reassure the p.lblic, a rally was held in London 

on 15 April. '!he damage, how'ever, had already been done. 13 Mrs 

Fa-wcett was particularly upset by the critical comments in the New 

Statesman which had associated the NUWSS with the Corgress. '!he Fabian 

weekly accused the suffrage society of being out of touch with national 

sentiment if it believed that a truce was possible as long as Gennany 

occupied Belgium. As a result of this criticism, the President had 

11.rowards Pennanent Peace {I.onion, 1915), 4. 


12Ibid, 5. 


13Conunon Cause, 23 April 1915. ICW statement in Conunon 

Cause, Manchester Guardian arrl Wesbninster Gazette, 30 April 1915. 
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felt herself to be "in an almost unbearable position. 1114 Although 

the association of the NUWSS with these views had arisen accidentally, 

the effect was to confinn all Mrs Fawcett's worst fears for the good 

name of the Union. 

The executive decided not only to refuse to allow any 

representatives to attend the Congress but it also decreed that none of 

the local societies of the Union would be free to appoint delegates. 

Their justification was that the Council had only given its support to 

the principle of an IWSA gathering. Individual members were, of 

course, free to act as they chose. Many of the executive believed this 

decision was a deliberate rejection of the General Council's directive 

supporting the promotion of international goodwill. Ford and Ashton 

fought this interpretation but Swanwick supported the logic of 

Fawcett. She agreed with the President that the General Council had 

not wished to put itself in opposition to national feeling. Hence she 

argued, with a certain contempt, the NUWSS was not entitled to send 

delegates to the Congress as the first requirement was that they should 

be in sympathy with the resolutions. 15 llny lingering hope of 

persuading the NUWSS into co-operation with other groups was crushed by 

the executive's refusal to pennit Societies of the Union to join the 

UDC, or even to send official delegates to the UDC sponsored National 

14New Statesman, 13 March 1915. NUWSS Executive Minutes, 18 
March 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/45. 

15Ibid. 
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Conference of Women to be held in April. As we have seen, outraged by 

what they considered to be a deliberate failure to act on the wishes 

expressed by the February Council's wishes, ten democratic members 

resigned from the executive. 

'Ihe doubts voiced by some of the suffragists aJ::xJut the 

democratic nature of the urx:: in regard to its policy concerning women 

was a serious deterrent in its recruitment from the ranks of the 

NUWSS. 16 In an attempt to remove this stumbling block, the UJX: 

announced its support for women's suffrage at its Council Meeting on 9 

February 1915 and invited the co-operation of women. Yet even before 

this announcement was made representatives of the various women's 

organisations, including Courtney and Swanwick, had met with Trevelyan 

and MacDonald to arrange for a national conference of women to be held 

on 14 April under the auspices of the urx::. As part of this membership 

drive a notice appeared in Common Cause on 19 February urging any 

suffragists looking for a sympathetic organisation working for peace to 

join the urx::. 'Ihe primary object of the April conference was to swell 

supPort for the organisation by publicising its policies. Most of the 

450 delegates were representatives of women's organisations. 'Ihey 

included the National Federation of Women Workers, the Women's Trade 

Union League, the Railway Women's Guild, Women's labour League and the 

Women's Co-operative Guild. As well, there were women's groups of 

--------------·--------------------
16r. o. Ford to c. E. Marshall, 25 october 1914, CEMP 

D/Mar/4/1. K. D. Courtney to Marshall, 24 November 1914, CEMP 
D/Mar/3/37. 
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the ILP, branches of the Women's Liberal Federation, women's Adult 

Schools, the Women's Freedom league and other suffrage societies. 'Ihis 

range indicates something of the interest in the growing discussion 

over the desired tenns of peace. Nor were the views expressed 

exclusively those of the middle-class, or of the NUWSS. 'Ihe speakers 

at the meeting under the chainnanship of Mrs Ra.ckham, who had chaired 

the General Cormcil in February, were Eleanor Barton of the Women's 

Co-operative Guild, Margaret Bondfield of the Women's Labour league, 

Kathleen Courtney, Charlotte Despard of the WFL, Isabella Ford, Maude 

Royden and Helena SWanwick. 

'Ihe meeting focussed on the role of women in helping to educate 

public opinion in UDC principles with a view to securing a lasting 

peace. 'Ihe only resolution to generate any real discussion was that 

urging the Goverrnnent to declare the tenns on which the Allies were 

prepared to make peace. 'Ihe proposal was introduced and eloquently 

addressed by Marshall. 'Ihis demand to know the Goverrnnent' s war aims 

was a new departure and had featured in a recent ILP manifesto. 

Hitherto the emphasis had been on education to provide backing for the 

Goverrnnent for a peace based on the D..lblin principles. From this point 

the pacifists put increasing pressure on the administration to state 

specifically the tenns on which it would be prepared to conclude 

peace. 'Ihis test of the Goverrnnent's intentions marked a retreat from 

the belief expressed at the outset of the war that Britain could do no 
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other than go to the aid of Belgitnn. '!he campaign for an early peace, 

however, did not gain Il'OlDei'ltum \mtil 1916. 

'!he public meeting held that evening was addressed by 

Brailsford, Ethel Sl'lOYJden, Swanwick ani c. P. Trevelyan. '!he meeting 

marked swanwick's emergence into the--public arena where for the 

duration of the war she devoted her considerable talents to the service 

of peace. She worked first through the agency of the UOC ani later 

through the Women's International league ani after July 1916, for the 

ILP when she joined the party. Her first substantial contribution to 

the UOC campaign to enlist women's support was with her popular 

panphlet published in May 1915 for the organisation entitled Women and 

War. '!his publication contained the clearest exposition of her case 

17for the opposition to war. 

For some time the possibility of fonning an alternative 

organisation had been umer discussion. Ethel Williams had first 

broached the subject in November 1914 as a response to her 

dissatisfaction with what seemed to be the only alternative, the 

uoc. 18 Courtney ani Marshall had also been seardring for some 

programme that would provide the basis for peace work. Both were 

attracted by the programme of the IUtch Anti~rlocr Raad ani at one 

point they had even hoped to frame a resolution for the General 

17I.abour leader, 22 April 1915. ''National Conference of 
Women," FL Box 364. H. M. swanwick, Women ani War (I..orrlon, 1915) . 

18K. D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 24 November 1914, CEMP 
DjMar/3/37. 
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Council proposing that the NUWSS work along these li.nes. 19 'Ihe 

Anti-oorloo Raad proposals bore a striking resemblance to those of the 

uoc in that they emphasised deoocratic control of foreign policy, 

self-detennination am the fo:rmation of a league of states. With the 

failure of the NUWSS to errlorse work·-for the dissemination of the 

Dlblin principles, the pacifists no longer felt constrained by their 

loyalty to the suffrage society. COnsequently, in February swanwick 

am Marshall became members of the UOC; but it was not until the sunnner 

that Courtney joined them. Although many of the women who became 

members of the UOC were active participants, they were not entirely 

satisfied by it. Conunenting on the looseness of this organisation, 

Margaret Ashton declared that there was "little deoocracy am no sort 

of control." 'Ihe larger problem for many of the women, although 

probably not for swanwick, was that they wished to combine work for 

suffrage am for peace am no existing organisation met these needs. 

Nor did the UOC have a broad enough perspective on the international 

question. '!he organisation was really only concerned with national 

policy am the deoocrats wanted a ''wider st:arrlpoint if Democratic 

control is to be really useful in preserving peace.n20 

19c. E. Marshall to E. Williams, 11 January 1915 (copy), CEMP 
DjMar/4/1. 

2~. Ashton to C. E. Marshall, 25 July 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/47. C. E. Marshall to E. Williams, 2 February 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/4/44. Info:rmal meeting of the ex-members of the NU executive at 
the Sesame Club, 9 May 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/46. See also letter from 
Marshall in Connnon cause, 4 June 1915. E. leaf to c. E. Marshall, 
5 April 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/45. 

http:li.nes.19
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As she fourxi the Union ~ increasin:Jly hostile and 

inadequate to her growing vision, Marshall had turned to the 

organisational fonns that she knew best. By the beginning of Feb:ruacy 

she was writin:J about the creation of a sort of 

"Liberty-Equality-Fraternity League tbat will combine real feminism 

(our kirrl) real democracy and real internationalism." By the eni of 

March, frustrated by NUWSS intransigence, she had worked out a more 

detailed plan for a ''Women's In:ieperrlent Party". 21 'Ih.e objects of 

the party were to promote women's interests nu.micipally and nationally 

and to cultivate an interest in international affairs. As a 

mnnerically small group, it would have to operate by attachi.n;J itself 

to a major party on certain issues. 'Ibis was a tactic which had 

already been successfully employed by the Irish Nationalists, the 

labour party and its component the ILP. '!here were obvious 

difficulties inherent in this plan. 'Ihe first problem was financial. 

It would be necessary to raise the :funjs to nm candidates and to 

operate a newspaper. In addition, drawin:J on the recent unhappy 

experiences in the NUWSS, it was uncertain how far unity could be 

maintained on a programme that embraced a number of discordant issues. 

To keep shifting support from party to party, her father warned, rather 

21c. E. Marshall to E. Willians, 2 Feb:ruacy 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/44. 
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than strengthenin;J the bani of the new organisation, could earn it a 

reputation for unreliability. 22 

Yet, Marshall was not alone in dreaming of a new political 

future. Rejecting the idea of a party composed of arrl devoted 

prilllarily to women, swanwick, in her response to her frierrl's 

proposals, enlarged on the idea of a de.roc>cratic party that she had 

already referred to in her election address. She replied that she 

would like to see "a great humanist party rise, keen on equal suffrage, 

proportional representation, devolution, a reformed House of canunons 

arrl an abolished House of !Drds, Free Trade arrl reformed Diplomacy, arrl 

tremerxious economic changes." '!he UDC, she hoped, might grow into such 

a party arrl for this reason she wanted to involve women in the 

organisation. Already swanwick had travelled sane distance from 

suffrage as her primary concern. She expressed the fear that each 

group of refonners in the proposed party would have its "first object 

to which it wishes to subordinate the others arrl I fear women will have 

to put the vote first till they get it. It is such a boring 

prospect!" Unlike Marshall she did not see the labour as the basis of 

a new party. For she feared "the narrowness of its outlook arrl 

jealousy of education arrl of the 'bourgeois' whidl will keep them 

ineffective." 'Ihese were limitations that the party itself was to 

recognise when in 1918 under the new constitution it would open up 

membership to individuals as well as to organisations. 'Ihese new tenns 

22F. Marshall to C. E. Marshall, 7 May 1915, CEMP DjMar/2/33. 
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would broaden the basis of support by I1'lakin:J possible the migration of 

a rn.nnber of Liberal intellectuals to the Labour party. 23 

'nle women had always u.rxierstood that the campaign for peace had 

to be fought on two fronts - at home and abroad. International 

gather:in:Js had become rare because cOimnuni.cations were difficult and 

restrictions on travel were all too frequent. In spite of these 

problems a small group of about thirty socialist women, which had 

included British representatives, had managed to meet at Berne in March 

1915. AOO at the beginning of April a conference organised by the 

Anti-oorlog Raad met in Holland. Only two British delegates managed to 

atterxl, :Macmillan and Goldsworthy I.c::7wes Dickinson, the Cambridge 

classicist. 'nlis lost opportunity to meet continental camterparts, 

which annoyed Courtney intensely, was due entirely to the UDC's failure 

to alert interested irrlividuals to the meeting. 24 Groups like the 

UDC and its counterparts, the Anti-oorlog Raad and the, soon-to-be 

suppressed Vaterland Neues Bund in Gennany, were really mainly 

interested in developing national support for their progranunes, not in 

establishing transnational links. 'lhe women believed, therefore, that 

23H. M. 8wanwick to c. E. Marshall, 5 April 1915, CENP D 
:Mar/3/45. H. M. 8wanwick to C. K. Ogden, 24 March 1915, C. K. Ogden 
Papers, McMaster University. C. A. Cline, Recruits to labour: 'nle 
British labour Party 1914-31 (Syracuse, 1963). 

24K. D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 6 April 1915, CENP 
D/:Mar/3/45. E. leaf to C. E. Marshall, 5 April 1915, CENP D/:Mar/3/45. 
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the responsibility lay with them to utilise the unique opportunity 

afforded by the network of the IWSA to transcen:i national J:::lounjaries in 

the interests of creating international goodwill anDngst the women of 

the neutral arxi belligerent nations. 

By April the organisers of the British ICW, courtney, Marshall, 

Macmillan arxi Margaret Hills had a list of 180 women who were anxious 

to atten::i the Con;;JreSS. 'Ihese women, anDngst whan there were 

representatives from over thirty organisations, were drawn from all 

classes arrl from all parts of the country. SUddenly, on grounds of 

security, the travel permits granted to these women were rescinded. 

'Ihey were infonned that "there is Im.lch inconvenience in holding large 

25meetings of a political character so close to the seat of war. n 

Courtney had already sailed for Hollarrl to join Macmillan arrl attend 

the Resolutions Cc:amnittee. She had seized the opportunity to obtain 

her passport when permission was first granted for the women to attend 

the Congress. Marshall and Hills worked untiringly to secure the 

reversal of the decision. 'lhrough representation to Reginald McKenna, 

the Hane Secretary, they won an agreement that passports would be 

issued to twenty-four selected "discreet women" who were representative 

of ''various organisations and sections of thought. By authorising the 

smaller rnnnber, he infonned the COimtons, he believed that there would 

25For a detailed account of the circtnnstances surrourrling the 
Congress see A. Wiltsher, pmgerous Women (Lorrlon, 1985) . Orief permit 
officer to c. Macmillan, 16 April 1915, CEMP D/Mar/4/76. 
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be less risk of a breach of security. 26 swanwick was one of the 

twenty-four. still recovering from an operation that had prevented her 

att:enjance at the General Council of the NUWSS in Februazy, she decided 

to withdraw rather than be an encumbrance when she learned that Hills 

had voll.mteered to look after her in--the event of their vessel being 

torpedoed. 27 Simultaneously with the issue of the passports, the 

Admiralty closed the North sea to all shippin:J, claiming that there was 

a dan;Jer from submarines. '!his action was not the elaborate 

subterfuge claimed by some contemporaries arrl hinted at by some modern 

historians as a ruse to prevent delegates reaching Hollarrl. 28 Public 

support for the enterprise, already urrlermined by the debate over the 

"tnlce" resolution, was further conpromised by milital:y events. 'Ihe 

COngress coincided with what was called at the time "the great battle 

of the war", the second battle of Ypres. 'Ihe Daily Express ridiculed 

the women as "crank.ettes" and "peacettes" arrl maliciously drew 

attention to the plight of the delegates as they waited in vain at 

Tilbury for transport to cross the Cllannel. 29 Yet, despite these 

2~e Woman Citizen, December 1937, 7. Towards Pennanent 
Peace, 5. 'Ihe Home Secretal:y claimed he did his best to get the women 
to 'Ihe Hague: R. McKenna to C. E. Marshall, 3 December 1915, CEMP 
DjMarj4/77. Manchester Guardian, 28 April 1915. 

27Swanwick, I Have Been Young, 258. 

28B. Russell, "A Notable Gathering" cambridge Magazine, 22 
May 1915. s. Pankhurst, 'Ihe Home Front (IDndon, 1987), 150-1. s 
Oldfield, Spinsters of 'Ibis Parish (Virago, 1984), 191-2. 

29Daily :E>(press, 30 April 1915. In this issue the Gennan 
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misfortunes Britain was represented by three women. Courtney, with her 

skills in m::xian languages, was appointed as interpreter into Erqlish; 

Macmillan, who had remained in Hollarrl after the February meeting, 

became the secretary for Erqlish; arrl Enuneline Pethwick lawrence 

arrived at 'Ihe Hague with the American contingent from New York. 

'Ihe Hague Con:JreSS has been the subject of conflicting clailns 

by feminist historians. '!here are those who have hailed it both as 

initiating women's peace activism ani, mre sweepingly, as pioneering 

the way for the peace IOOVement of the twentieth centw:y; there are 

others who have interpreted the gatherirg primarily in tenns of 

continuation rather than innovation. '!hose scholars who seek to 

demonstrate continuity point to the increased activity of women in 

peace organisations between 1890 arrl 1914 arrl even see the women as 

resc:ui_nJ am resuscitatin;J the pre-war peace IOOVement which had been 

30subn'IEmJed by "a flcx:xi of militarism" at the outbreak of war. In 

explanation for the stoppage was reported. 'Ihey claimed it was a 
deliberate att:enpt to stop the women bringing home true accounts of the 
conditions prevailirg in the continental countries. SUch reports, the 
Gennans said, would have an adverse influence on goverrunent propaganda. 

30san:li E. Cooper, ''Women's Participation in European Peace 
Movements: 'Ihe StJ:uggle to Prevent World War one," in R. R. Pierson 
and s. Brodribb (eds.), Women and War (London, 1987). Cooper argues 
that there were precedents in the nineteenth centw:y for women's 
involvement in peace organisations. See also, lela B. Costin, 
"Feminism, Pacifism am Internationalism and the 1915 Congress of 
Women," Women's Studies International Fonnn, 5, (1982): 301-315, for 
the view that the Hague Con:JreSS inaugurated women's involvement in 
peace activities. J. Addams, Women at 'Ihe Hague New York, London, 
1915, 1972 edn.) , 57. A. c. F. Beales, 'Ihe History of Peace (New York, 
1931, 1971), 280-1. 
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reality, it was something different, if not exactly new, that emerged 

from the Hague Congress. The meeting in April 1915 should be viewed 

from the perspective of the women's movement rather than that of the 

peace movement. For in origin, it represented the enlargement of the 

scope of an increasingly strong and confident feminist movement. While 

it is true that there was a growth of peace activism in the two decades 

before 1914, and that in some cases the demand for enfranchisement had 

been linked to peace, it is not certain that the women who assembled at 

'Ihe Hague had been active in anything other than the suffrage 

movement. No doubt most educated women had read Bertha von Suttner's 

popular pacifist work Die Waffen Nieder, just as they had read that 

great feminist classic by Olive Schreiner, Woman and Labour. But this 

did not necessarily signify a previous commitment to pacifism. The 

assembly in Holland was the response of organised, articulate women to 

the deeply felt tragedy of war. The only way that was available to 

them to make their protest was through the existing international 

suffrage mganisation. In assessing the significance of the gathering 

the modest claims of the women themselves should be considered. As 

Courtney explained in her account of the Congress: 

The Women's International Congress does not claim to have 
invented a new means of preventing war; it does not claim to 
have put forward any startling or original theo:ry. It does 
claim to have been a gathering of women of many countries, 
which proved that, even in time of war, the solidarity of 
women will hold fast; it does claim to have shown that women 
of different countries can still hold out the hand of 
friendship to each other in spite of the hatred and bloodshed 
under which most international ties seem submel:ged. It 
claims, too, to have shown that, while women have a. special 
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point of view on the subject of war, and while its 
wastefulness of human life must appeal to them with 
particular emphasis, they can, at the same time make their 
own contribution to the work and ideals of constructive 
peace.31 

Against all contemporary accusations, the women insisted that 

their meeting was not a peace but an international Congress. 'Ihe 

object was to protest against the war and to find a corrunon basis for 

peace work in their own countries. Nor did they pretend to represent 

the opinions of all women, for with the exception of an ardent 

minority, those present at '!he Hague recognised that more women 

fervently supported the war than opposed it. '!heir aim, they asserted, 

was to unite for co-operative action those of their sex who demanded 

that international disputes be settled by a means other than war. '!he 

fears that dissension might erupt proved baseless. '!he success was due 

in no small part to the conditions imposed on those attending the 

Congress. It was required that all should be in general agreement with 

the objectives, which were: "'!hat international disputes should be 

settled by pacific means"; and "that the parliamentary franchise should 

be granted to women"; and that all discussion of the question of 

responsibility for the war or its corrluct was banned. '!his requirement 

eliminated any real disputes and, any opposing views. 'Ihe scoffers in 

the popular press questioned the "international" character of the 

meeting, claiming that the large audiences, estimated at over 1500 for 

the public sessions, were preponderantly D.ltch. Apart from the host 

31K. D. Courtney in Towards Pennanent Peace, 13. 

http:peace.31
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country's 1,000 stronJ contingent, the other delegates numbered only 

129 wanen. '!he largest group was from the United states arrl was led by 

the President of the ConJresS, Jane Addams, who was world renowned for 

her COl'l'l[['lW"lty work at Hull House, Chicago. other states represented 

were, Britain, Austria-Hungary, canada, Belgium, Italy am the 

scan:linavian countries. COnspicuous by their absence were any 

representatives from France. '!he Frenchwanen boycotted the gathering 

because they claimed, that the Gennan wanen had failed to corxienm the 

invasion of France arrl Belgium. Even so, many shades of opinion were 

represented at the gathering. 'Ihis opinion terxied to resolve itself 

into two major divisions: one was alonJ the lines of the "Quaker" point 

of view which was essentially a "stop the war" party, this was in spite 

of the fact that the organisers denied this IXJri?OSe; while the other 

represented those who did not regard the Co~ as a peace 

gathering. In the erxi this latter view prevailed. As the meeting had 

been SlUlU'l\Oned to deal with principles rather than specifics, any 

discussion of tenns or deman::l for peace, they declared, was outside the 

province of the gathering. 32 

'!he wanen assembled at '!he Hague not only to deironstrate their 

solidarity; they also met for the first time in histo:cy during wartime 

to make the voices of wanen heard in a sphere that was traditionally 

the prerogative of men. '!hey gathered to protest against the horror 

arrl destruction of which they also were victims. In claiming that 

32.:rowaros Pennanent Peace, 7. 
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there were no beneficiaries the women were challen:Jing the myth that 

war was for the protection of hearth and home. Not only were they 

rejecting nineteenth century shibboleths but in the process demarrling a 

new role for their sex. '!hey acknowledged their culpability in failing 

to use their influence to prevent the--outbreak of hostilities. But in 

recognition of past failure they rDil asserted their right to 

participate in decisions that so CJ:UCially affected their O'NI1 lives and 

those of their fellows. Where the "insight of only half of hurrani.ty" 

had failed to fird a solution to the problem of international disputes, 

it was hoped that by a co-operative effort a repetition of the tragedy 

could be averted. Even though it was admitted that not all women were 

opposed to war, the general sentilnent was that their values and 

presence were conducive to peace. In her address to the assembled 

delegates, Aletta Jacobs analysed the divergences of attitude between 

the sexes. She said: 

We women judge war differently from men. Men consider in the 
first place the economic results, the cost in 100ney, the loss 
or gain to national commerce and irrlustries, the extension of 
power••••We women consider above all the damage to the race 
resulting from war, and the grief, the pain and the misery it 
entails.n33 

However, in order to make their participation a reality they had to 

have a progranune and also the means of :makin:J their opinions effective, 

namely, through possession of the vote. 

33Towards Permanent Peace, 10. 
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Before the Congress assembled some of the participants had 

doubted the wisdan of incll.ldi.rg the dernarXl for enfranchisement in a 

meeting to di srnss peace but they were soon persuaded of its 

necessity. One of the forem::>St proponents of the link between suffrage 

arrl effective work for peace was Kathleen Courtney. Addressing the 

resolution deman::ling equal political rights, she declared: 

we call upon all women who feel their responsibility for war 
in the world arrl are not able to make their influence 
effective, we call upon all those women to work as they never 
worked, so that women may obtain their full political 
enfranchisement, arrl make their will effective in theworld.-34- -- ---

A new combination of women based on suffrage arrl peace was to emerge 

from the Hague Congress, one that cut across existing feminist groups to 

create a new internationalism. 

'!he appeal to women to asstnne their responsibilities had a 

residue of the Victorian claim for the IOC>ral superiority of women which 

had characterised campaigns for suffrage at the errl of the nineteenth 

century. However, the Congress's resolutions showed a complete grasp and 

concordance with contemporary progressive thinking on the issues of war 

and peace. '!he outbreak of hostilities accelerated the discussion on 

the ways in which disputes between nations could be settled. And as we 

have already seen, the democrats of the NUWSS were familiar with the 

various schemes of the urx::, the Anti-oorlog Raad and also with the ideas 

of I.Dwes Dickinson. '!he Bryce Group, fanned in October 1914 to discuss 

Dickinson's suggestions, circulated its "Proposals for the Avoidance of 

34rcw Reoort, a2. 

http:incll.ldi.rg


106 


War'' in Feb:ruacy 1915. 35 '!his familiarity with the current 

discussion was reflected in the resolutions of the Hague Con;JreSS. 

'lhe resolutions passed by the meeting have been dismissed by 

sane writers as being merely derivatives of nineteenth century 

plans. 36 Yet, on the contrary, the assimilation of earlier arrl 

current schemes, rather than lessening their significance, placed the 

wanen in the mainstream of international thought on the restructuring 

of international relations. At the time of the drafting of the 

preliminal:y agerrla in Feb:ruacy 1915 the only available plans for 

comparison were those of the UDC arrl the Anti-oorlog Ra.ad. other 

programmes by the Bl:yce camnittee arrl by leonard Woolf for the Fabian 

Society were, at this time, in the process of canposition. 'lhus, the 

women's progranune drawn up at 'lhe Hague was one of the earliest to be 

fo:nnulated. 

'lhe Hague resolutions were in acx::ordance with the Bl:yce 

camnittee's suggestions and Woolf's proposals for the Fabians in 

acknowle:lging tbat the first step towards inproved international 

relations was to secure an agreement birding states to accept certain 

corxtitions and rules for the maintenance of peace. 'lhe instnnnent of 

the proposed system of international organisation was to be a league of 

35James, Viscount Bl:yce 1838-1922. Regius Professor of Civil 
raw, Oxford 1870-1895; entered Parliament 1880; President of the Board 
of Trade 1894; Chief Secretacy to Ireland 1905; Ambassador to the 
United Stated 1904-1913. 

36s. Cooper, as above, counter-claims for the originality of 
the Hague Resolutions. 
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nations. '!he condition for membership was that the states would submit 

all differences to an international tribunal either for amitration or 

conciliation, depending on the nature of the dispute. '!he Hague 

resolutions proposed that the existi.rq Hague Court of Arbitration, 

which presently could be SUilltCl1E!d as -the need arose, should become, in 

future, a pennanent court of justice. '!his court would deal with 

justiciable disputes. '!hat is to say its concerns would be problems 

related to treaty obligations arxi questions of international law. 

'Ihese were legal disputes that could be adjudicated in a court of law. 

As for non-justiciable am, in effect, cases of vital national 

interest, it was suggested that a pennanent Council of Conciliation arxi 

Investigation be appointed to mediate between the conte.rni.n;J powers. 

'!his Council, the women proposed, would be appointed by a permanent 

International Conference. '!his conference was also to be the agent for 

increased co-operation amongst the nations arxi the means to safeguard 

the principles of peace. Its purpose would be to "fonnulate arrl 

enforce those principles of justice, equity, arxi goodwill" not only in 

interests of the established nations but for the benefit of struggli.rq 

"subject cammunities" arxi ''weaker ca.mtries arrl primitive peoples." 

'Ihe meetings of this conference were to be regular arxi would include 

the participation of women. 'Ihe Resolutions also reconnnen::ied that 

Connnissions be set up in each country with meetings at the 

international level to study the conditions of peace with a view to the 

development of an international federation. 'Ihe tenn "federation" as 

http:struggli.rq
http:existi.rq
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used at this time referred to co-operation over a wide range of 

interests, particularly econanic issues. 37 

'!here were divisions of opinion throughout the pacifist 

ccmnunity regardirg the nature of cc:mpll.sion ani occasions which would 

merit its use. Nonetheless, the wanen were in accord with the Bryce 

Committee ani later, Woolf, in believing that unless cc:mpll.sion was 

used to bring states to arbitration the whole structure would 

collapse. 'Ihe employment of sanctions, it was agreed, was necessary in 

the interests of the greater good of the cammunity. All three sets of 

proposals accepted that sanctions should be invoked against any 

signatory reneging on its agreetrent to submit to arbitration before 

resorting to anns. 'Ihe women's recorcnnerrlations pressed for Iroral, 

social ani economic sanctions. Although never made explicit, it was 

urrlerstood by the Congress that the use of force was not nlled out, 

even though this was inimical to the spirit of the meeting. 38 'Ihe 

women had no proposals for compelling the acceptance of the court's 

awards, or forcing submissions to the council for adjudication. In 

spite of the fact that several individuals disagreed with the use of 

37Proposals for the Prevention of War was :published in 1917, 
although the first version circulated of the "Proposals" was 24 
February 1915. Martin P. Dubin, "Towards the Concept of Collective 
Security: 'Ihe Bryce Group's 'Proposals for the Avoidance of War, ' 
1914-1917," International Organisation XXIV (1970): 288-318. 'Ihe 
Fabian scheme drawn up by Woolf was first :published as "SUggestions for 
the Prevention of War," 'Ihe New Statesman, 10 ani 17 July 1915, as 
special supplements. A draft of the Fabian scheme was discussed with 
representatives of the Bryce group in May 1915. 

38.rowards Pernanent Peace, 8. 
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force, at this theoretical stage it did not becorre a divisive issue for 

m:>St of the proponents of the league. Only after the league of Nations 

was established in 1919 did the provision for the use of force divide 

its adherents. 

'!he women at '!he Hague were riOt only anxious to establish the 

machinery of peace keeping but were equally concerned that the factors 

that had led to the outbreak of war should be eliminated. '!hey 

believed that when the peace was concluded it should be based on 

certain principles. In connnon with the UDC am the Minimum P.rogranune 

of the Central Ccmnittee for D.lrable Peace that had been the prcx:luct of 

the Anti-oorlcxr Raad meeting in Hollam, the Hague resolutions insisted 

that a fair settlement was the necessacy precx:>rrli.tion for a durable 

peace. '!he m:>St inp:>rtant principle at stake was the right to 

self-detennination. To ensure that a just treaty was concluded 'Ihe 

Hague Resolutions insisted that no territo:cy be transferred without the 

consent of the inhabitants; in effect, this denarrl meant that the right 

of conquest should not be recognised. Nor should any people be denied 

the right to self-detennination am autonomy am they should be 

pennitted representation through a dem::x::ra.tic parliament. 

other grievances that had led in the past to mistrust am 

jealousy among nations concerned the CCliTpatition in building up 

annaments, trade restrictions am overseas investment. 'Ihe Hague 

Resolutions, like the plans of the UDC am the Minimum Progranune, 

subscribed to the nationalisation of annaments manufacture am 
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govennnent control of the trade in anns as the first step towards 

universal disannament. 'Ihis resolution was proposed by the Gennan and 

British delegates in the belief, held by most radicals, that it was the 

uncontrolled growth of weapomy that had lcrrgely created the climate of 

fear and hostility that had led to the deterioration in international 

relations. It was a part of the radical demonology that there was a 

conspiracy of industrial and govennnental interests that kept alive the 

conflict to the advantage of profit. 'Ihe protection of markets, 

particularly by those countries with overseas dependencies, was 

regarded as a source of potential conflict with the "have not" 

nations. Acting in obedience to the Cobdenite axiom that free-trade 

encouraged peace, the Congress recommended that an "open door" policy 

pennitting unimpeded trade to all comers would remove this major source 

of grievance. In the same vein, the resolutions called upon 

govennnents to warn overseas investors that they invested at their own 

risk without any claim to official protection. 'Ihese recommendations 

reflected much of the current popularity of the theories of J. A. 

Hobson and Brailsford who claimed that the pressure of economic needs 

and interests was the dominant force behind the conscious motives for 

war. 39 A note of discord was struck in the discussion concerning 

corranerce when an atte:rrpt was made by the American, Emily Balch, to 

insert a clause proposing disannament at sea as the corollary to the 

Brailsf~9J. A. Hobson, Imperialism (London, 1902). H. N. 

_,. War of Steel and Gold {London, 1915). 
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advocacy of disannament inside the lam. British "navalism," which was 

the illegal assertion of her naval superiority over neutrals, was as 

great an anathema to the Americans as Gennan ''militarism" was to the 

British. In deference, hCMeVer, to courtney's insistence that such a 

demani would "appear to discriminate ·-against sea Powers", the clause 

was dropped. 40 

'!he wanen recognised that no matter heM elaborate a system for 

preserving peace was established it must inevitably founder unless 

there was a radical cllan;Je in national attitudes ani values. '!he 

promotion of "altenlative th.inld.n;J" was the area in which they could 

make their greatest contribution to peace. '!he only way to combat 

nationalism was by education in the virtues of intenlationalism. It 

had long been acknowledged that the methods ani materials used in 

teaching, particularly of histocy ani geography, were responsible for 

the inculcation of chauvinistic attitudes in each new generation by the 

glorification of national achieveroonts ani the emphasis on wars. 

'lherefore one way in which attitudes could be cllan;Jed was to refonn the 

school curriculum. Groups of eleroontazy teachers already existed in 

France ani Belgium working to effect such cllan;Jes. 41 After the 

fonnation of the Women's International league in Britain, one of their 

objects became the refonn of the teaching of histocy. '!he other 

40rcw Reoort, 160. Towards Pennanent Peace, 9. 

4lcooper, ''Women's Participation in European Peace 
Movements 1 II 62 o 
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equally important force that would contribute to peace, it was 

believed, would be the inclusion of women in the counsels of their 

nations. 

Despite its congruence with cont.errporary th.inkin:J, the doa.nnent 

fashiOned in the four days Of the waDen IS congress has lOng been denied 

its place in the annals of the league of Nations movement. '!he Bryce 

ani Fabian Reports which were circulating by May 1915 along with the 

uoc proposals have all been credited with playing a significant part in 

influencing govermnental and public opinion. Yet, in the task of 

publicising and popularising the league idea, the Women1 s International 

league (WIL) fanned after the Hague meeting worked closely with the UOC 

ani IIP in preparing Britain for the acceptance of a new system of 

international relations. Despite the WIL1 s contribution, Woolf omitted 

all reference, let alone discussion, of the Hague Resolutions in his 

Framework of Govermnent published in 1917. In this work he corrpared 

several of the proposals for a postwar settlement. Yet, as we shall 

see, the Hague Resolutions in the surmner of 1915 had the distinction of 

being laid before the European heads of govermnent. In August 1915 

President Wilson of the United States declared them to be "the best 

fonnul.ation he had seen up to that time. 1142 No other schemes 

received a hearing in the chancelleries of both belligerent ani 

neutral. Nor were the Hague resolutions any more utopian than any 

42J. Addams, Peace and Bread (New York am IDn:ion, 1915, 1971 
edn.), 59. 
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other proposals urrler di SOJSSion at this time. So why were they 

ignored? 

'lhe obvious answer is that -wc:men were not taken seriously. 

In principle, as the husbarxi of a farocJUS feminist writer, Woolf was 

neither unaware nor unsympathetic to ·t:he aspirations of -wc:men. Rather, 

his omission is a cammentcu:y on their lack of political status. 

Weighty affairs of state, such as war am peace, were also 

traditionally the preserJe not only of men but of the old Ehl.ites. In a 

men-made warring world their deman::l to be heard ani to be included in 

the counsels of their respective countries was regarded at once as both 

presunptuous ani as irrelevant to the European crisis. 'lhe only other 

plausible explanation that can be offered for Woolf's oversight is to 

note the speed with which the political consciousness of a handful of 

women had been accelerated arxl transfonned urrler the impact of war. 

'lhe whole range of activity of the deroocratic suffragists had broadened 

from suffrage to internationism in a matter of m:::>nths. Nonetheless, 

they still remained a minority within the female population. 

'lherefore, it is not sw:prising that men's conception of the role of 

women had not kept pace with the develcpnent that was taking place in 

the aspirations of the few. '!he men continued to be governed arxl 

guided by the views of the majority of women. '!he protracted struggle 

for enfranchisement had already deiOC>llStrated the difficulties of 

assaulting entrenched attitudes. 
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'!he most novel contribution of '!he Hague Congress, arrl one 

which set it apart from all other contemporacy djSCIJSSion, was the 

p:roposa.l. to expedite the conclusion of hostilities. A plan for 

continuous mediation was presented by a member of the American 

delegation, Julia Grace Wales, a canadian instructor at the University 

of Wisconsin. '!his plan had already been forwarded to the American 

Congress for its consideration. '!he assurrption on which the scheme was 

based arrl, indeed, the whole of the deliberations of the Congress, was 

tllat the problem facing the belligerents was lcn:gely one of finding 

acceptable tenns. For, by taking the nations at their own 

justification, the assumption was made tllat each country believed 

itself to be fighting a defensive war. If indeed this was the case, 

then it was only a matter of finding tenns acceptable to all the 

43combatants in order to make peace. '!he neutral countries were 

called upon to combine in offering continuous mediation to the 

belligerents without calling a tnlce. '!his new proposal had the virtue 

of removing once arrl for all the contentious tnlce clause of the 

original agenda. It was believed tllat a clear delineation of the 

issues would emerge as the tenns offered to the belligerents were 

continuously altered in response to the counter proposals until a 

solution was arrived at tllat was acceptable to both sides. 

'!he idea for neutral mediation was not new. Rosika Schwimmer, 

the Austrian feminist, had urged President Wilson in September 1914 to 

43J. Addams, Peace arrl Bread, 8. Towards Pennanent Peace, 
7-8. 
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take up the cause. '!he President, however, had his own ideas regarding 

the methods am tilning of his intervention. '!he Wisconsin plan had by 

April already received fairly wide circulation. In the early planning 

stages Wales had been in touch with Lowes Dickinson. In the United 

states the attention of the President- am secretary of State William 

Je.nnin:Js Bryan had been drawn to Wales' published articles at the 

beginning of January 1915. Bryan had been responsible for prewar 

bilateral peace treaties between the United States arrl fifteen 

states. At the National Peace Conference held in Chicago in February 

1915 the plan was distributed as a pamphlet entitled ''Mediation Without 

Annistice: '!he Wisconsin Plan. 11 '!he idea for continuous mediation was 

not new, nor did it claim to be so. As officials in the Foreign Office 

in Iorrlon were quick to point out, Grey had successfully employed the 

44method during the first Balkan war. Now, however, tmli.ke the 

crisis of 1912-13, the great powers themselves were the chief actors in 

the drama. '!he ever deepening involvement of the powers offered no 

easy solutions am as Jane Addams observed, the longer the war went on 

''m:>re am more the corrluct is modifying its aim. 11 'lhus, alert to the 

inp:>rtance of early negotiations, the women set in train a remarkable 

event. '!he Congress decided to serrl emissaries to the leaders of 

Europe bearing their resolutions. 

In conception, the idea was the bold development of Schwi.nnner's 

deputation to Wilson; it represented the time-honoured tactic of the 

4~. Randall, Improper Bostonian (New York, 1964), 164. 
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suffrage movement of appeal to those at the head of affairs. Not 

everyone at the Congress had been in agreement. Courtney had opposed 

an emissary on the grourrls that it was a gesture of the heart rather 

than of the head. She believed it would not help to errl the war and 

did not want "to take steps which look well on paper but which are not 

45practicable. n Nevertheless the resolution was accepted and the 

delegates appointed. '!hose selected to visit the belligerent countries 

were drawn mainly from the neutral nations. '!hey were Jane Addams, 

President of the Congress, Aletta Jacobs and Rosa Genoni who was 

compelled to withdraw when on 23 May Italy entered the war. Appointed 

as delegates to the northern neutrals and to Russia were Chrystal 

Macmillan, Emily Balch of the USA and Rosika. Schwimmer, who as a 

belligerent, was replaced by Baroness Ellen Pallnstiema of SWeden for 

the jomney to Petrograd. '!he whole enterprise evoked a mixed 

response; while some thought it ridiculous, others believed it to be 

inspired. One sympathetic observer remarked that Jane Addams reminded 

hbn of "St Francis going in the middle of the CJ:USade to convert the 

SUltan. 1146 Whatever the judgement, it was an honest ani courageous 

att:enpt to convert words into deeds. 

Between May ani June 1915 the erwoys visited fourteen capitals 

ani were received "by twenty-one ministers, presidents of two 

45Ic.w Reoort, 173. 

46Ashbee JOUD"lal 29 May 1915, c. R. Ashbee Papers, King's 
College, cambridge. 
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republics, a 1d.n:J am the Pope. n 47 In I.o:rrlon they saw Asquith am 

Grey; in Berlin they met the 01ancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg am the 

Foreign Minister, von JagCM; am in Petrograd they talked with Sazonov, 

the Russian Foreign Minister. Whatever the attitude of governments 

towards the mission, no atteirpt was ma.de to frustrate it. Irrleed, on 

48occasion official channels were used to prepare the way. '!he women 

attributed the apparent frankness of the discussions to the unofficial 

nature of their mission. By the time of their reb.un the delegates 

were convinced of the desire for peace anx:>ngst the nations' leaders. 

Sceptics declared that they had been gulled or, at best, that they had 

misinterpreted what they had heard. '!he courteous reception accorded 

the women in all countries, save France, may well have been an exercise 

in tact. No nation was anxious to shoulder the responsibility for the 

war, or to appear intransigent by denyirg a desire for peace. 

Accordirgly, words like those addressed to them by the Austrian Prime 

Minister, von Sturgkh, when he infonned them that theirs were "the 

47J. Addams, E. Balch, A. Hamilton, Women at '!he Hague (New 
York am I.o:rrlon, 1972), 110. '!hey saw Grey 13 May, Asquith 14 May, Von 
JagCM 21 May, Bethmann-Hollweg 22 May, Sazonov 16 June 1915. Womens' 
International league for Peace am Freedan (hereafter WILPF) (microfilm) 
(Sanford, North carolina, 1983) Reel 110 1038 V:l. 

4~cmillan, courtney am Marshall made arrangements with 
Grey to se:rrl letters of introduction to British embassies in the 
northern capitals am Russia, WILPF Reel 68 III: 692. c. E. Marshall 
to E. Grey, WIIPF Reel 35: 1069. Addams used the unwillirg seJ::Vices of 
the United states Ambassador James w. Gerard in Berlin to secure 
interviews with Betlnnann-Hollweg am von JagCM. Rarrlall, Improper 
Bostonian, 171; c. seymour, '!he Intimate letters of Colonel House, 
vol.2 (I.o:rrlon, 1926-28), 21. 
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first sensible YJOrds that have been uttered in this roam for ten 

tronths", raised hopes that could not be fulfilled. 49 '!he women may 

have been deluded by the rhetoric an:l the cordiality but the 

politicians were also guilty of duplicity. 

'!he "principle" of neutral mediation was viewed guardedly by 

the powers. No belligerent was prepared to seek mediation for fear 

that this should be interpreted as a sign of weakness. Nor were the 

neutrals at ease in their projected role. While expressing a 

willinJness to act as ma:tiators, they feared incurring the hostility of 

the belligerents. Above all, no neutral was prepared to take the 

initiative without assurance of American collaboration. '!he 

differences were too funjamental to be resolved by ma:tiation. Fach 

side believed in its own rectitude. '!he belligerents did want peace 

but on their own tenns. '!here was, on the part of all participants, an 

unwillinJness to yield "an iota of their aspirations. 1150 '!he women's 

deputations had been based on the assumption that each country believed 

it was fighting for its survival. If this premise was invalid, then 

all att:enpts at negotiation nrust fail. With each passing tronth the 

belligerents were becoming trore deeply embroiled an:l cc:munitted to a 

fight to the finish. '!he Entente, an:l Britain especially, was forced 

to exteni its war aims to acc::omnx:x:late the ambitions of old allies and 

4~1, Improper Bostonian, 172. 

50A. Link in Rarx:lall, Inproper Bostonian, 211-12 fn. For a 
discussion of whether or not the women were mistaken in their viev.~S as 
to the possibility of peace, see Ramal!. 
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to secure new frierrls. Secret treaties were made with Russia in March, 

and. with Italy in April. 51 By May 1915 Gennany' s initial successes 

against Russia on the Eastern front buoyed up her detennination to 

reject compromise. Only defeat or exhaustion, it seemed, was likely to 

tenninate hostilities. 

What had the Women's International Congress achieved? '!he most 

.inp:>rtant decision taken was to fonn a pennanent organisation to 

acconunodate the new grouping of opinion assembled at '!he Hague - the 

International Connnittee of Women for Pennanent Peace (ICWPP) • '!his 

body was created to work for the resolutions of the Hague Congress in 

the member countries of the organisation. Its other task was to 

prepare for a conference to be held at the san-e t.ilne and. at the san-e 

place as the peace conference that wcul.d be S\lllU'OC)ned at the errl of the 

war. '!he intent was to monitor the proceedings so as to allow wcmen to 

make their voices heard. Allegiance was always owed to the fOUl"di.ng 

Congress, though given the wart.ilne restrictions on travel and. 

censorship, the histo:ry of the ICWPP became that of its national 

branches. But from the outset the new organisation was a tnlly 

international body. '!he genuine borrl of sympathy, first cemented by 

the Hague Congress errlured through the vicissitudes of war until the 

next international meeting in 1919. 

51J:Bvid French, British strategy and. War Aims (Iorrlon, 1986) • 
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***** 
On their return to Britain the delegates' report was eagerly 

awaited. On 11 May a private neetirg of wanen from all over Britain 

assembled to hear a first-hard acx:x:mrt of the proceedings in Hellam. 

'!he wan-en were overwhelmingly in favdUr of fanning a pennanent 

committee to carry on the work begun at 'Ihe Hague. 'Ihe British 

Conunittee headed by Courtney, Marshall am Macmillan, which had 

organised support for the Congress, was empowered to draft am 

circulate a constitution for consideration at a forth-coming 

neeting. 52 Two days later on 13 May, a public neeting was arranged 

at the Kingsway Hall in I..orrlon. Sane 2000 wan-en gathered to hear a 

report of the Congress from the British participants am from Addams 

arrl Genoni who were in Britain on the first leg of their mission to the 

belligerents. 'Ibis neeting was one of a series of public neetings held 

in every country visited by the envoys - the largest of which were in 

I..orrlon, Stockholm am Berne. 

In spite of the hostile atmosphere created by the recent 

sinking of the American ship the lllSitania on 7 May by a German 

sul:::anari.ne, the Kingsway assembly was IOOSt successful both in "numbers 

arrl quality." 'Ihe one or two people bent on disturbing the proceedings 

soon succumbed to the prevailing intensity of eootion. 53 one of 

5~ Pennanent Peace, 17. Conunon cause, 21 May 1915. 

53rady Kate Courtney, Extracts from a Diary r:uring the War 
(printed for private circulation, 1927), 46. Towards Pennanent Peace, 
18. 'Ihe UOC meeting in Manchester planned for 13 May was cancelled due 
to anti-German riots. 
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those present, Bertrand Russell, obsel:Ved that it was very much a 

"family party" with the attendance of some of "the progressive members 

of the old suffrage gang." Amongst those present were traditional 

Liberals such as IDrd and lady Courtney, the Cobden-Sandersons and the 

Buxtons and, representing labour the Snowdens and Margaret Llewelyn 

Davies. 54 In an atterrpt to counter recent adverse publicity in the 

press, Kathleen Courtney, in her address to the assembly, reiterated 

that the Congress had not been a "peace at any price" meeting, for it 

would be conterrptible, she declared, to deny the sacrifices of the 

soldiers. She emphasised the sense of international responsibility as 

the tie that united the women at '!he Hague. Women, she granted, did 

not claim they had a panacea for war. Nor, did they believe that if 

they had had the vote, the outbreak of hostilities would not have 

occurred in 1914. By doing nothing, however, they had failed to 

prevent the war. By this inaction they must share the blame with men. 

If this force of "awakened womanhood" was to be a factor for change 

they must, she urged her audience, have the vote. Without political 

equality they had no way of making their influence effective. 55 

'!he Chainnan of the Kingsway meeting, Swanwick, "eloquent and 

noble" as Russell described her, also took up the theme of women 
,___,__________ 

54B. Russell to o. Morrell incorrectly dated 13 April 1915, 
it should be 13 May 1915, Bertrand Russell Archives, McMaster 
University, Hamilton, Ontario (hereafter BRA), 1247. 

55 cornmon cause, 21 May 1915, report of the ICW meeting; and 
in Towards Permanent Peace, 18-19. 
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awakening to their resp:msibiliies. She warr1ed the assembly that those 

responsible for making war must be prevented from making peace; for 

their peace would be one merely of exhaustion. Asserting her liberal 

belief that human nature was not inmrutable, she declared that the "old 

Adam", the instinct to fight, could be sub:lued. ''We can and will 

change, " she vowed. 'Ihe enthusiasm and sincerity of the meeting 

moved Russell to observe: "I almost began to think pertlaps women had 

something of value to contribute to politics, some element of 

compassion in which men are deficient." Although this remark smacked 

of condescension, he genuinely believed that women could not have led 

Europe into as great a disaster as the men had done. 56 On the other 

hand, if such a longtime charrpion of women's suffrage believed that 

their contribution to politics was primarily an the emotional plane, it 

is hardly surprising that women's claims were not taken seriously 

elsewhere. A more constructive assessment of their potential role was 

made by C.K.Ogden, editor of the cambridge Magazine. As the author of 

Militarism versus Feminism, he had already nailed his colours to the 

mast of the feminist-pacifist movement. In accordance with the 

subtitle of this work, Ogden had set out to demonstrate that 

"militarism involves the subjection of women." His pamphlet, which 

bore a quotation from swanwick on the cover, reiterated the familiar 

feminist arguments that in time of war vital social refonn was 

56B. Russell too. Morrell, 13 May 1915, BRA 1247; also, "A 
Notable Gathering," in cambridge Magazine, 22 May 1915. 
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ignored and women's rights were swamped by the prevailing military 

ethos. In the draft of an extended version of Militarism versus 

Feminism he was to quote extensively from Swanwick's analysis of the 

psychological causes of war in her Women and War published in May 1915 

for the uoc. 'Ihe editor of the cambridge Magazine believed that the 

Hague congress had inaugurated a policy that "should dwarf and include 

all the purely national feminist activities of the past." As an 

international organisation the Congress could mould public opinion to 

oppose war and militarism. At a time when the young men were silenced 

by the law and powerless to move against prejudice, Ogden believed that 

women alone could take up the flame of peace and liberty. 57 

D..lring the sumner of 1915 the British cormnittee of the ICW 

worked to publicise the Hague Resolutions and enroll supporters. 'Ihe 

published account of the COngress, Towards Pennanent Peace, was well 

received and provoked interest in the new organisation. Drafting a 

constitution, however, proved a more difficult task. 'Ihere were two 

possible fonns the organisation could take: either a group could be 

formed specifically to ca.rrY out the Hague Resolutions; or it could be 

linked to the more broadly based democratic, feminist, pacifist 

organisation which the secessionists from the NUWSS had in mind. 

Marshall favoured the latter plan, for it had the advantage of 

57Towards Pennanent Peace, 19-20. H. M. Swanwick to c. K. 
Ogden, 18 March 1915, Ogden Papers. H. M. Swanwick, Women and War 
(london, 1915); J. Vellacott and M. Karnester, eds. Militarism versus 
Feminism (IDndon, 198 6) . 
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combining financial arrl personnel resources. '!he drawback of 

affiliation to such an organisation was that the ICWPP would be bound 

to bec::ane involved in controversial national issues which might create 

enemies for the infant organisation arrl, in addition, might jeopardise 

the international progranme of the Hague ll¥JV'ement. '!he association of 

the erstwhile NUWSS officers with the IOVPP, Marshall believed, could 

incur the ernnity of Fawcett. '!he President 1 s nan-e, she WcUTlE!d Addams, 

to whom she addressed her queries, carried great weight with 

influential politicians arrl the press. Fa'iNCett 1 s reputation, Marshall 

emphasised, owed much to the fact that, outside the NU, it was not 

known that all the work which had turned the suffrage society into an 

effective political weapon "has not been done by her, but by the group 

of progressive arrl energetic people (Miss Ashton, Mrs swanwick, Miss 

Royden, etc - arrl especially Miss courtney) who are l"llW bein;J driven by 

Mrs Fa'iNCett1 s attitude to transfer their work elsewhere." 'Ib counter 

Fa'iNCett 1 s influence, Marshall asked for the nan-es of those prominent 

people Addams had fotll'Xi sympathetic to the cause during her recent 

visit to Britain. Marshall intended, when the time carne, to lobby them 

for support. 58 

While the radicals were fin:ling new dlannels through which to 

work for peace, the question of whether or not the wishes of the 

58"Questions for Miss Addams" fran Marshall, n.d (probably 
June 1915) , Jane Addams Papers, swartllnx>re College, Ihiladelphia 
(hereafter JAP) rxa, Ser.1, Box 5. 
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General Council had been correctly interpreted was still unresolved. 

Disturbed by the resignations from the executive, the constituent 

societies of the NUWSS pressed for further discussion. For this 

purpose a Special and Half-Yearly Council was stnmnOned to meet at 

Binningham on 17 and 18 June 1915. In the interval since February, 

however, the situation had changed. 'Ihe conservatives within the NUWSS 

had tightened their grip. In particular, their position had been 

fortified by Oliver Strachey's counter-attack against the pacifist 

arguments published in the May number of the Englishwoman. Another 

factor that was even more crucial in detennining the outcome of the 

debate was the deteriorating military situation. After Neuve Chapelle 

and I.oos in March and April 1915, patriotism hardened in the face of 

the appalling and unprecedented losses. Not least was the changed 

pacifist errphasis of the secessionists themselves. 

Strachey's writing was the only serious effort to meet the 

pacifists on their own theoretical ground. He attempted to rebut their 

contention that the NUWSS should conunit itself to peace work. As a 

pressure group, he argued, all other activities undertaken by the Union 

were subordinate to the primacy purpose of winning the franchise. As a 

case in point, he obseJ:Ved that the Labour entente of 1912 had been 

pennissible only insofar as it sought to advance the primary objective 

of the NUWSS. He deplored the developments of the past few years as 

the interests of the women had expanded. Yet he recognised that having 

no vote they nrust perforce use the suffrage organisation, as the only 

instrument available, to attain their ends. 
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In her rejoirrler to Stradley's attack, swanwick defended this 

expansion of interests. She ol:lsaved that the scale of the moral ani 

financial support donated to the suffrage society in the recent years 

proved that the vote had becane "the symbol of a new human society 

59based on p.lblic right. n Stradley also disp.Ited the claim that 

support of women's suffrage illlplied pacifism. He believed that the 

abolition of war am the equal treatment of men am women with regard 

to the vote were two distinct principles. Finally, like Fawcett his 

concem was to maintain the unity of the society for its prilnary 

purpose. '!he difficulty of translat~ propagan:la aims into action 

would, he believed, create divisions in the NUWSS. Weigl'lin:J the likely 

effects of the suffragists wag~ a peace campaign, he concluded that 

''whilst it would make little difference in the destinies of Europe," it 

would un:ioubtedly bring disruption to the suffrage IOOVement. As a 

result "the loss would be certain am the profit small." Dismissive 

ani unwilling to believe that the pacifists' arguments could anything 

other than an exercise in self-deception, he warned: ''We must not 

confuse our issues ani pretend that everything is involved in 

everything else silllply because we firrl our interests chang~." He 

remin::led his readers that ozganisations were not free to alter their 

courses; only irrlividuals have the freedan to folla.v their 

59o. stradley, "'!he Implications of the Wc:me's SUffrage 
Movement," Englishwoman, April 1915. H. M. Swanwick, "'!he Implications 
of the Women's SUffrage Movement - A Reply," Encrlishwoman, May 1915. 
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consciences. 60 '!he real issue was not so much the expansion of 

women's interests as the direction of this developnent. Social 

concerns were relatively uncontroversial; by contrast, talk.irg of peace 

in wartbne was highly controversial. 

'!he equivocation at the GeneriU. Council in February had been 

caused by a genuine synpathy with the pacifists' :position. At that 

time there had still been confidence that the war YJOU!d soon errl. '!he 

events of April a.rrl May dashed these hopes and seemed to justify much 

of the anti-Gennan bias of the };X)Plll.ar press. Even contemporaries of 

such opposing views as Fawcett and Russell noted the change and growth 

of hatred in the population. 61 '!he worserri.rg situation on the 

Westel:n Front, where the Gennans had begun to use poison gas, a.rrl above 

all, the sinking of the lllsitania on 7 May, provoked a wave of 

anti-Gennan outrages in Britain against those of Gennan antecedents, 

however reroc>te. Also in May, the Bryce Report was released. '!he 

committee, established un:ier the chairmanship of lord Bryce, was to 

investigate the alleged Gennan atrocities in Belgium. '!he Report was a 

consununate piece of propaga.rrla for it confinned, without aT¥ real 

evidence, all the worst :nnnours about Gennan misdemeanours in 

60strachey, "'!he Inplications. " 

61M. G. Fawcett, "'!he NUWSS and '!he Hague Congress" 
Erglishwoman, June 1915. B. Russell to o. Morrell, May n.d. 1915, BRA, 
1253. 
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Belgium. 62 '!his growing spirit of militancy was symbolised by the 

capitulation of the LiJ::lera.l.s to the war-like Tories when Asquith was 

obliged on 27 May to fonn the first coalition goverrnnent. In this 

charged a~ere the delegates of the NUWSS assembled on 17 June 1915 

for the Special Council at Bi.nni.n;Jhaiii~ 

Even as the deloocrats were elq>loring new dlannels through which 

to work for peace, the nmnirY:J battle between the "pacifists" ani 

"patriots" within the Union continued. In response to requests from 

many of the constituent societies that they should offer themselves for 

re-election, seven of the resigning members issued a campaign statement 

clearly laying out the basis of their views. Each reiterated her 

rejection of force as the arbiter in human relations ani her considered 

opinion that the NUWSS should work for the "realisation of the idea of 

public right as the governing factor in the relations of states." In a 

last-ditch effort to win the hearts arx:i m.irrls of the NUWSS the seceders 

issued an ultimatum to the suffrage society. 'Ihey declared that unless 

the council carried the resolution tabled by the Manchester society 

they would not persevere in their can:tidacies. Yet it was clear that 

even as they decided on this course of action, the democrats did not 

expect their challenge to be taken up. 63 

62see Trevor Wilson, "IDrd Bryce's Investigation into Alleged 
Gennan Atrocities in Belgium 1914-15," Journal of Contemporazy Histo:cy 
14 (1979): 369-383. 

63Sesame Club meeting 9 May 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/46. Con'll'ocln 
cause, 24 May 1915. 
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'lhe Manchester resolution was composed of three parts: there 

should be "propagaOOa demarxllng the enfranchisement of wanen as 

essential to the constitution of a dem::x::ratic State"; there should be 

"co-operation with other organisations worki.rq for these objects"; am 

there should be discussion with wt:meri.- of other nations "to promote the 

establishment of a stable system of international law am mutual 

Uirlerst.an::li upheld by the CCil1lla1 will of men am wanen. n64 

Inevitably these demands reinforced all the fears of the President am 

the current executive who, in response, published their own case. '!hey 

stated once again their objections to co-operation with any other 

society on questions of peace am suffrage; am, while expressing 

enthusiasm for discussions with wanen of other nations, insisted that 

such exchanges should be through the IWSA. 65 

Ou:ystal Macmillan broke ranks with the internationalists 'When 

she rebuked the retiring members for insisting on the acceptance of the 

Manchester resolution as the price of their continuance in the NU. She 

believed that they should have stayed to uphold their views. Aligning 

herself with Strachey, she dismissed the secessionists' contention that 

there was a logical connection between women's suffrage arrl the 

promotion of the substitution of reason for force in international 

relations. She observed that, although it was possible to agree on 

64Connnon cause, 24 May 1915; Agerm Special am Half-Yearly 
Council Meeting, 17, 18 June 1915, FL 302. 

65Qammon cause, 4 June 1915. 

http:worki.rq
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the objects for which they were working, it was hopeless to attempt to 

agree on the reasons. Furthennore, to deduce the objects from the 

reasons which rna.y activate certain groups in the Union was 

impossible. 66 

'Ihe anti-pacifist mood that had settled on the counhy and the 

intransigence of the pacifists who were now talking of direct action 

for peace assured the defeat of the Manchester resolution. By a large 

majority of the 600 to 700 delegates it was decided that the executive 

had carried out the resolutions of the Annual Council correctly by not 

acting on the expressions of principle and goodwill. 'Ihe compromise 

proposed by the Newcastle Federation - that societies be allowed to 

take independent action -was also defeated. 'Ihe majority declared 

that the promotion of a "stable system of international law" was not 

one of the objects of the NUWSS. In accordance with their stated 

intention, the seceders did not offer themselves for re-election. The 

removal of all ambiguity by the Council's decision resulted in a 

certain amount of relief for all concerned. The meeting concluded with 

a vote of confidence in Fawcett's leadership. A vote of thanks was 

also made to the retiring members of the executive, with a special 

mention of Courtney and Marshall for their services to the Union. In 

this way, the appearance of general unity within the NU was 

preserved. 67 

,________, --------
66cammon cause, 25 June 1915. 

67M. I.Dwndes, ''Womens' Suffrage in Wartime" Englishwoman, 
July 1915. Connnon cause, 25 July 1915. c. E. Marshall to H. Atkinson 
3 July 1915 (copy), CEMP DjMar/3/47. 
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By the S\lilmler 1915 the only remaining vestige of the prewar 

policy of the NUWSS was the EFF. Yet, as we have seen, the strains 

within the suffrage society concerning the relationship with Labour had 

been evident before the suspension of political activity in August 

1914. 'lhroughout the 100nths of di.sp:ite Marshall had been, above all 

else, anxious to preserve the Labour cormection. 'Ihe war had only 

increased her conviction that the future lay with a new derrocratic 

alliance in which women am labour would play their parts. only 

through unity could the eno:noous problems of material am social 

reconstruction at the ern of the war be confronted. In an atteJnpt to 

firxi a solution that would avert a split am pennit the continued 

membership in the NU of the dissenters, Marshall had proposed a policy 

of "isolation." 'Ihis would entail the division of the NUWSS "WOrk into 

two sections. '!hose whose only conceJ:n was suffrage could concentrate 

on this goal; the other section would "WOrk for the 100re controversial 

issues. 'Ihe advantage would be that the two groups could combine their 

strength whenever nece.ssacy - particularly to fight for suffrage. 

Marshall believed that the precedent for such action had already been 

set when the NUWSS established the EFF. 68 But the idea appealed 

neither to her fellow secessionists nor to the Union. 

However, it would only be a matter of time before the alliance 

with the Labour party was dismantled. Initially, it had been a 

68Sesame Club meeting, 9 May 1915. Retiring members' letter 
in Ccmu'ocm cause, 4 June 1915. c. E. Marshall to J. Addams, (June 
1915). 
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conjunction of democratic women with working men. The corrposition of 

the EFF was changed when Swanwick, Hills, Royden and Susan lawrence 

resigned in May 1915 and were replaced by conservatives. 69 The two 

new Secretaries of the NU had automatically assumed membership of the 

committee. Ray Strachey, in particular, as Parliamentary Secretary and 

later as Secretary to the EFF, had little understanding or sympathy 

with its objectives. In May, Marshall had yielded to Fawcett's "urgent 

entreaty" that she should remain as Secretary of the EFF. However, the 

decision of 1 July, to exclude the Secretary of the EFF from attending 

NU executive meetings, finally compelled her to resign from this 

anomalous position. Marshall felt this action to be a personal 

affront; and she also believed that it was a conscious attempt to 

isolate the EFF from the other political work of the Union. 

Nevertheless, after she had submitted her resignation as EFF Secretary 

on 15 July 1915 to the NUWSS executive, she consented to remain as a 

member of the committee. 70 

'Ihe new conservatism pervading the NU boded ill for the labour 

alliance, especially in the light of changes within the labour movement 

itself. Using the excuse that the war altered all previous 

----------------------------------·-----------
69The new members were Mrs Coornbe-Tennant, Miss Sterling, Mrs 

Stocks and Mrs Uniacke. 

7~olton, Feminism and Democracy, 142. c. E. Marshall to M. 
G. Fawcett, 3 July 1915 (copy), CEMP DjMar/3/57. NUWSS executive 
committee 1 July 1915. C. E. Marshall to J. Addams (June 1915). 
Marshall's letter of resignation was 2 May and on 7 May 1915 Fawcett 
asked her to reconsider. 
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arrangements, in August representatives of the NUWSS met with W. C. 

Anderson, Chainnan of the ILP and J. Hodge, Vice-ch.ainnan of the 

Parliamentary labour party. On securing agreement from the labour 

representatives that the situation was now altered, the EFF conunittee 

recommended the suspension of the work being done in the constituencies 

in preparation for the next General Election. 71 Marshall fiercely 

opposed this retreat in NU policy. She feared that the hard-won 

rank-and-file support in the constituencies would be lost. For this 

withdrawal, she believed, would only confinn working-class animosity 

and suspicion of the sincerity of the middle classes. Indeed, trouble 

soon flared up in East Bristol where the NU was called upon to redeem 

its pledges of support. 'Ihe EFF's refusal to make exceptions to its 

ruling roused the remaining democrats on the conunittee to condemn its 

actions as "pusillanimous" and above all "dishonest." '!he suspension 

merely provided the excuse for those members of the NU who had regarded 

the arrangement with labour as a convenient stick with which to beat 

the Liberals to jettison a policy they had never really liked and only 

tolerated as long as it was believed to be advantageous. 72 'Ihere 

were others, including the architects of the agreement, for whom the 

71Report of Meeting with w. c. Anderson and F. Hodge, 3 
August 1915, CEMP DjMar/3/47. '!he meeting with F. Jowett took place 12 
August. 

72"Inter.view with representatives from East Bristol re-EFF 
work, October 25 1915," CEMP DjMar/3/57. NUWSS Executive Minutes 16 
September 1915. M. Ashton to c. E. Marshall, 19 October 1915, CEMP 
DjMar/3/57. 
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entente represented an alliance of progressive forces. For many of 

this group, what had started out as a policy of expediency, with the 

exposure to the best of both organisations, had led to the genuine 

assimilation by these NU women of some of the socialist ideals. 

This last battle fought by the radicals in the NU ended in 

their defeat. The EFF policy was officially suspended at the Annual 

Council meeting in February 1916. Yet, the radicals won one small 

victory when it was decided that the NU must honour its commibnent to 

the candidate in East Bristol. Walter Ayles, the ILP candidate, was a 

conscientious objector who would later be inlprisoned for his beliefs. 

It must have been to Fawcett's chagrin, although to the honour of the 

NU, that support for Ayles continued. This was the very eventuality 

against which the President of the NUWSS had sought to guard. 73 The 

NU executive had effectively taken control of the EFF, and as Margaret 

Ashton wrote, "without this freedom the middle-class woman attitude of 

the National Union executive is bound to prevail, " thus ensuring the 

failure of the labour association. The only course for the remaining 

members of the old EFF conunittee was to resign. This they did in March 

1916. All hope of making the EFF and labour relationship the basis of 

a new democratic alliance had effectively ended. 74 

------------------------·-------
73retter to the societies' delegates to the Annual General 

Meeting advising them that the executive had decided to continue 
support where it had been pledged. n.d. probably February 1916, FL Box 
89/96. 

7~. Ashton to c. E. Marshall, 12 March 1916, CEMP 
D/Mar/3/58. 
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on the other han:i, by the spring of 1916 the Women's 

Intemational League which was the product of the Hague Congress was 

well on the way to success. By drawing on the deroocra.tic elements of a 

rn.nnber of women's organisations a new configuration was created.75 

For those women who jomneyed fran tile NU, the work for the WIL was 

soon to combine all those principles of suffrage, internationalism and 

demJCraey that they had sought to ilrplement through that organisation. 

In working for these objectives the deroocra.ts were able to assume the 

responsibilities of citizenship by their claim that every issue was an 

issue on which the whole population must take a stand. 

7~olton, Feminism and Dem::lcracy, 138. 
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DEMJCRACY' DEFENDED AND IDcr'ENDED: SEPl'EMBER 1915 - 1918? 

After weeks of intense deba:te- am dj scussion regarding its 

purpose arrl constitution the British section of the International 

Conference of Women for Pennanent Peace (ICWPP) emerged from its 

inaugural meeting held at caxton Hall on 30 September am 1 October 

1915 as the Women's International league (WIL). By canbining 

"feminism, pacifism am labourism" this group was the broadly based 

organisation that Marshall had diSOJSSed earlier in the surmner with the 

ICWPP President, Jane Addams. 'nle objects of the new organisation were 

to secure the establishment of "the principles of right rather than 

might, arrl of co-operation rather than conflict, in national arrl 

international affairs. 11 To this ern, the WIL detennined to work for 

the ideals that umerlay mcxlem democracy with a view to their 

application to a constructive peace. In effect, this was to work for 

the i.nplementation of the Hague Resolutions by advocacy of democratic 

control of national foreign policies; the establishment of machinery to 

facilitate international amitration arrl conciliation; the right of 

self-detennination; the abolition of the private manufacture of anns 

arrl their export as a step towards disannament; the protrotion of free 

trade arrl the refusal of govennnent protection to overseas investors; 

arrl the protection of the rights arrl interests of children arrl young 

136 




137 


people. '!he strengthen:ln;J of demxracies by the "inclusion of women in 

the ranks of equal citizenship" necessitated the emancipation of women 

through admission to the franchise, their inclusion in national and 

international councils and through the establishment of their economic 

and legal imepemence.1 In canbinili9 the goals of the feminist with 

those of the pacifist IOOVement, this ambitious programme met all the 

needs of the secessionists. 'Ihrough the WIL they could contirru.e their 

suffrage work, while combining with other pacifist organisations to 

secure a democratically based peace. 

'!he fonnation of an exclusively women's group pennitted and 

encouraged 
' 

the developnent of their political experience. Helena 

swanwick argued the need for women "to becc:ane fully aware of their own 

experiences and the reasoning that should follow fran that 

experience." Men, she said, had been organised for such a long time 

that their experience and reasoning had daninated the corrluct of 

affairs. 2 When she was pressed by Russell in June 1916 to work for 

the No-Conscription Fellowship (NCF) , a cxmnitment that would have 

meant the effective abarrlornnent of VIOrk for the WIL, she refused. She 

infonned him that there were specifically women's causes for which no 

man would VIOrk. In an impassioned defence of women's activism she was 

to remi.rrl him that: 

lwomen's International League Manifesto 1915, CEMP 
DjMarj4/77. 

2UDC, January 1916. 
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Men generally won't trouble to organise women at all, but if 
they do, it is always to think as men and work, in a 
one-sided way, for men. I don't consider you as an exception 
at all. Imnensely as I enjoyed your lectures, I was 
impressed more at each successive one with the fact that you 
saw the whole world through a man's eyes only. You are cold 
to women's disabilities. You recognize them, but they do not 
deeply move you...but as women we have our own special work 
as well which not one single man of you is going to do. 
First, you can't and second you don't care enough for our 
freedom. Our wrongs don't burn you and scald you as they do 
us.3 

'Ihe Hague Congress had demonstrated that there were certain 

actions that were possible for women but not for men in wartilne. 'Ihe 

Congress, SWanwick believed, had also shown women's readiness to take 

action by their refusal to be "paralysed by the fatalism which had 

overtaken men." She wrote: "We repudiate that fatalism which stands 

wringing its hands, in contemplation of a Europe 'rattling into 

barbarism'." No one, she declared "can turn us into barbarians against 

our will." 'Ihe WIL, as SWanwick punned, expressed women's "will to 

peace." 'Ihe detennination and optimism with which the women embraced 

their self-appointed task is captured in the document issued by the 

inaugural conference in october 1916. The manifesto declared: 

We believe that peace is no negative thing: it is not only 
the condition of all fruitful work, but the result of the 
most strenuous and adventurous effort of mind and spirit. We 
dedicate our organisation to the task of encouraging in 
ourselves and others this ceaseless effort, and of helping to 
mould institutions in accordance with the vital policy laid 
down by the International Congress of Women at 'Ihe Hague, 
April, 1915. 4 

3H. M. swanwick to B. Russell, 29 June 1916, BRA 710 056 755. 
She was referring to his lectures "Principles of Social Reconstruction" 
given January to March 1916. 

4ur:x:: January 1916. WIL Manifesto 1915. 
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Although the sentiments were sincere arxi the rhetoric moving, 

the WIL was not to lack critics. '!he socialist Sylvia Pankhurst, 

admittedly not a synp1thetic observer1 claimed that the WIL ''worked 

many degrees below the high-keyed enthusiasm of the Hague Conference." 

'Ibis limitation she attributed partly- to the difficulties of "labouring 

urrler the weight of harsh adversity" which was the lot of all wartime 

peace organisations. I.argely, however, she ascribed it to the innate 

caution ard m:xleration of the ex-NU members who fo:rmed the nucleus of 

the WIL ard who were proud to have been "constitutional" suffragists. 

'!his prudence ard anxiety to avoid inflamin;r public opinion 

unnecessarily was reflected in the con::litions laid down for 

membership. 'lhe proposal of Pankhurst1 s East I.Dmon Federation (ELF) , 

that 'W01llel'l of foreign citizenship .be admitted, was rejected. Residents 

of other nationalities, it was decided, could only .be accepted as 

5"fellows. n '!his was a decision that appeared to contradict the 

spirit of the Hague Congress. 'lhe other critics of the WIL were the 

patriots who noN completely controlled the NUWSS. '!hey f01.11Xl this 

readiness to "educate the nation" in the principles of peace, 

presurrptuous ard self-righteous. 6 

By September there were eight local branches of the IOVPP arrl 

with the appointment of new officers at the first executive meeting the 

5Sylvia Pankhurst, 'lhe Heme Front (I.Dmon, 1932, edn.1987), 
153. 

~. G. Fawcett, "Lift Up Your Hearts," Englishwoman, January 
1916. 
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work began in earnest. In addition to Helena swanwick as Cllainnan, and 

catherine Marshall as Secretal::y, Emmeline Pethwick-Iawrence was elected 

as Treasurer. 'Ihe three Vic::e-C11ainnen were Margaret Bondfield, 

Kathleen Courtney and Margaret Ashton. As with every new creation, 

there were a mnnber of initial organiSational difficulties to be 

sunoounted. Yet, apart fran the need to have the consent of the 

executive to establish a branch, in practice there appears to have been 

considerable autonomy of the constituent branches. 'Ihe freedom to 

co-operate with other societies was confinned at the first Annual 

Meeting in October 1916. By the eni of its first year the WIL had 

established thirty-five branches with a total of 2458 members. Outside 

Ion:lon the largest groups were those in Manchester with 393 members, 

Binningham with 117, and in the small town of street in Sanerset, the 

fiefdom of the Quaker Clark family, which in these early days rivalled 

the membership of Glasgow. '!his success can be attributed largely to 

the existence of the suffrage network, for the unofficial press boycott 

that had operated against pacifist organisations since the outbreak of 

war made advertising well nigh impossible. 'Ihe secon:l year of its 

existence saw only an increase of 1,000 members for the WIL. 7 

n.rring the war years the history of the ICWPP, because of 

censorship and restriction upon travel, was necessarily that of its 

national organisations. 'Ihe attenpts to make the international links 

7WIL First Yearly Report october 1915 - October 1916, 4. 
Secon:l Year membership was 3576; third year membership 3687. 
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of the organisation a reality were repeatedly frustrated by the 

postponement of ICWPP cx:mnittee meetings. However, sane cormm.mication 

was :p:>SSihle through the agency of the central office in Amsterdam arrl 

through the medhnn of the organisation's joumal Intemationaal. On 2 

November 1915 a fonnal application for affiliation was made by the WIL 

to the ICWPP. '!he five delegates for the ICWPP committee to represent 

each member country had been chosen at the executive meeting of 21 

October. '!he five representatives were Margaret Bondfield, Kathleen 

Courtney, catherine Marshall, Helena swanwick am louie Bennett 

representing Irelam. '!he inclusion of Bennett in the British quota 

was a temporary solution to Irelam's deman:i, in eaznest of the ICWPP's 

support of the principle of nationality, for separate 

representation. 8 

'!he WIL took up the role rejected by the NUWSS of educating 

women for citizenship arxi peace. lectures, debates arxi study circles 

coverin:J a wide range of current issues were organised. Not all the 

topics were immediately connected with peace or internationalism. '!he 

subjects diSCUSSErl ranged from cacparative political systems, 

education, different racial theories arxi econanic problems to the war 

arxi its effect upon women. '!he p.upose of these varied offeri.rgs was 

to enl~e the scope of women's interests. A series of weekly 

drawi.ngroom lectures was started in 1916. So successful was the first 

8wJ:L First Yearly Report October 1915 - October 1916, 21. 
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series from February l.Ultil June that another was launched later in the 

year from October to December. '!he popularity of these lectures 

ensured their continuation for the duration of the war am also 

necessitated their reooval from the drawingroom to the larger premises 

of the Fabian roans which could ac::x::amoodate the 100 to 200 strong WIL 

audiences. By call~ upon pacifist arrl feminist frierrls arrl 

sympathisers such as Lord Courtney, Brailsford, Hobson arrl many others, 

as well as by us~ their own experts, the WIL were able to offer a 

9varied arrl instnlctive programme. Although it had become impossible 

to hold public gather~ in I.on::lon arrl in parts of the provinces, nany 

outdoor meet~ were successfully organised. '!he lectures were 

supported by the issue of panpuets arrl leaflets. In April 1916 the 

first edition of the WIL Monthly News Sheet appeared. In this 

}X.lblica.tion SWanwick was able to continue the policy she had 

inaugurated with Conunon cause of introduc~ women to serious 

journalism that dealt with the political issues surrourrling the 

questions of foreign policy and wanen's rights. 

Yet another successful enterprise enlarging the resources 

available to pacifists was the creation by Janucu:y 1916 of the 

Inte:rna.tional Infonnation Bureau by Marian Ellis, a lorg-time 

suffragist arrl a prominent Frien::I, catherine Marshall am another 

Quaker, carl Heath of the Peace Scx:::iety. '!he purpose was to provide a 

9wrL First Yearly Report, 9-10; secon::I Yearly Report October 
1916- October 1917, 11-12 for list of meet~. 
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central reference facility that 'INOUld .be useful both to speakers 

preparing lectures as well as for encouraging general interest. '!be 

service was to collect arxl imex infonna.tion on i..ntenlational affairs 

from the British arxl colonial newspapers, of which a digest would then 

.be issued weekly in Press Notes. 10 'ihls broadsheet would supplement 

the highly sucx:essful SUII1lllCUY of the foreign press c::oiTpiled by Dorothy 

Buxton for the cambridge Magazine. '!be scale was not large but these 

activities enabled a nucleus of wanen to becx:lre conversant with the 

issues of the day arxl to becx:lre skilled in public debate. 

Within the first few nxmths of its existence, however, the WIL 

was to lose some of its IOOSt respected arxl able members. Ethel 

Williams was CCill'pelled by pressure of work to resign alltDst innnecliately 

from the executive; by December, Kathleen Courtney had gone to work for 

Sert>ian refugees; arxl in January, catherine Marshall was loaned to the 

NCF, a loss to .be followed in February by Emily leaf who went to do war 

work in France. 11 For whatever reason, arxl there are later hints 

that Kathleen Courtney was not at one with the aspirations of her 

frierrls, she declined the secretaryship of the organisation that she 

had helped to fourrl. Her decision to widen her knowledge of foreign 

10wrL First Yearly Report, 5. International Infonna.tion 
Bureau circular, n.d. CEMP DjMar/4/89. 

1lwrL First Yearly Report, 5-6. 

http:Notes.10
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affairs while doin;J some1:llinJ practical, caused Royden to accuse her 

later of havin;J taken a ''holiday'' fran constructive thinking•12 

In December 1915 Courtney departed for Salonika as an employee 

of the Sel::bian Relief F'Urrl (SRF). En route for Greece her ship 

anchored in Mudros hartxJur on the islam of r..emnos. Here she witnessed 

the appallin;J aftennath of the Gallipoli canpaign as the sick arrl 

WOUirled were evacuated to the waitirg hospital ships. '!he sight of 

this human misecy, not to mention the death toll, proved to be a 

critical experience. She was strengthened in her detennination that 

war must be outlawed. 13 By the errl of January she m::wed with the 

Sel::bian refugees from Salonika to establish a colony at Bastia, 

Corsica. Here she was the sole representative of the SRF. '!he 

inefficiency of the croix Rouge gave ample scope for the exercise of 

her fonnidable organisin;J talents when she set up arrl ran a small 

hospital for the SeJ::bs in Bastia. In July she finally left for 

Englarrl, re~ to the WIL in September 1916. Evidently Marshall 

arrl swanwick were doubtful about her continued allegiance arrl what was 

tenned as her "~e ideas" about the WIL. '!hey hoped, however, that 

the franchise question which had been revived in Courtney's absence 

12A. M. Royden to K. D. Courtney, 16 January 1918, FL 
KDC/Hl/1-8 Box 456. 

13wilson, "'lhree '!Wentieth Centul:y Women of Action," 21-22. 
After the war Courtney was decorated by the Sert>ian govennnent. For an 
account of her relief work see her letters in the Fawcett Library and 
the Imperial War Musetnn. 
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would, in the shape of adult suffrage, "hold her for a bit." 

Nevertheless, swanwick observed, that "I fear we are in for a good many 

bothers." Her frierDs regarded Courtney as nore of a pragmatist than a 

theoretician. Marshall observed, that l.mlike herself arrl swanwick, 

Courtney was not a ''believer in the force of ideas as a definitely 

constructive force in itself: she is not interested in theories except 

as they express themselves in sarethi.n;J concrete arrl tangible." She 

believed, therefore, that Courtney's talents would come into their own 

once the "constructive thinking" about the future arrl shape of the 

international organisation had been done.14 

'!he first opportunity to translate the Hague progranune into 

practical politics occurred with the IOOUnting canprign in the autmnn to 

introduce military conscription. '!his ocx::asion enabled the WIL 

actively to oppose militarism am to resist the extension of the power 

of the state over the irxtividual. By so doing, the WIL would be 

canbining libertarian, feminist am pacifist ideals. In response to 

the Allied deman:i that Britain shoulder a greater share of the military 

burden the so-called "Del:by scheme," named after the prominent To:cy 

militarist lord Del:by, was introduced in october 1915. '!he canpaign 

was represented by Asquith and Del:by as an effort to meet the Allied 

requirements. Ostensibly, the scheme was a last ditch effort to 

encourage enlisbnent, thereby proving the efficacy of the volunta:cy 

1~. M. 5wanwick to C. E. Marshall, 4 October 1916, CEMP 
D/Mar/2/34; c. E. Marshall to H. M. Swanwick, 22 November [1916?], CEMP 
DjMar/2/34. 
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system. In reality, the campaign was designed to demonstrate the 

failure of voluntarism. '!he criterion of success - the enlistment of 

nearly every single man of military age not engaged in work of national 

importance - was ilnpossible to fulfill. 15 When it came to discussion 

the Conm:>ns shc:Med itself to be little concemed with the ethics of 

COl'l'pllsion, 11X>re with the question of strategy. Most feared that 

Britain could not sustain the dual role of paymaster of the coalition 

while at the same time putting into the field an enlarged anny. By 

taking l1mlpOVler from irrlustry, it was argued, Britain's i.nfustrial 

productivity, arrl hence its financial capacity, would be weakened. 

'!here were, however, several Members who regarded cc:arpulsion as an 

infr~t of htnnan rights. '!hey ban:led together to fonn a 

parliamentary a:mnittee to resist the bill.16 

Even though convinced that consent to cc:arpulso:ry sezvice would 

not be forthcoming, as a precautionary move the IIP took the lead in 

attempting to rally the labour movement to oppose a government bill. 

'!he minority of socialists, mainly to be foun:i in the IIP, regarded 

conscription as a class measure ushered in as a national necessity. 

Irrleed, the entire labour movement feared it as the precursor of 

industrial conscription which at a blow would destroy the hard-won 

status of the unions. As such, the 'IUC had condemned its introduction 

1~ester Guardian, 3 November 1915. 

1~e Woman's Dreadnought, 30 october 1915. Officers of the 
conunittee were c. E. Hobhouse, Percy Alden arrl J. Howard Whitehouse. 
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in September 1915, as had the National Advisory cOI!U'llittee of the ILP 

(NAC) in October. 'Ihe labour Leader in recounting the triumphs of the 

ILP in stirring up opposition gave the impression of widespread support 

for the party's campaign. However, it is impossible to gauge the real 

extent of its success. 'Ihere were some difficulties in renting halls 

and a few incidents "Where meetings had been broken up. When questioned 

in the Commons by Snowden, H. J. Tennant, the Under Secretary for War, 

rejected the accusation that these disturbances were part of a plot to 

prevent discussion. 17 In some cases the increasing difficulty of 

renting meeting places owed as much to fear for property as to 

censorship of opinion. In Manchester, however, it was an opinion that 

the city council sought to suppress. 'Ihe City Council in January 1916 

announced its decision not to rent public halls to the UOC, ILP, 

Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) and the No-Conscription Fellowship. 

At the same meeting it censured Margaret Ashton and removed her from 

one of the educational sub-committees on "Which she had long sat. 'Ihe 

pretext for this judgement was a speech made three weeks earlier "Which 

was misrepresented as "peace at any price. n 
18 

One other group with a keen natural interest in the outcome of 

the conscription debate were those urnnarried males between the ages of 

eighteen and forty-one. In November 1914, anticipating just such a 

17House of Conunons Debates, H. c. Deb, (5), 76(1915), col. 
2053, 15 December 1915. 

1~chester Guardian, 6 January 1916. 
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contin}ency as was ncM arisin}, Fenner Brockway, the young editor of 

the labour Leader, had called upon all young men of militazy age who 

opposed concription to bani together to provide mutual support am 

CX>Ul'lSe1.. 19 'Ihe response was unexpectedly large am the 

No-Conscription Fellowship was fonned~- 'Ihe announcement of the Del:Dy 

Scheme impelled the nascent Fellowship to take active steps to organise 

its l!el\'lbers. on 27 November 1915 a National Convention was held to 

gather together the fifty branches of the Fellowship am to lay plans 

for connnon action to resist conscription. 20 catherine Marshall 

atterxled this meetin} on behalf of the WIL. 'Ihe occasion was to mark 

the beginning of her deep conunitment to the principles am work of the 

NCF. Addressing the assembly, she announced that the WIL had decided 

that it too must resist conscription. She observed that as ''militarism 

degraded womanhcxxl am conscription was the harrlmaid of miliitarism," 

there was an l..llXloubted hanoony of p.n:pose between the work of their two 

organisations. She praised the NCF for its starxi am declared: ''We 

women bless you am your children am your children's children will do 

you honour. n21 

In earnest of this pledge of support, the WIL entered the 

anti-conscriptionist fray, presenting the ''Wcmen's case Against 

Conscription" at a meeting held on 16 December 1915. In her 

19I.abour Leader, 12 November, 3 December 1914. 


20Ibid., 18 November 1915. 


21Ibid. ' 2 December 1915. 
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introducto:ry speech fran the chair Helena swanwick pointed to the 

contiguity of ideals that permitted the WIL to embrac:::e the cause of 

anti-conscription without any inconsistency. '!he IBague, she declared, 

stood for peac:::e, detOOCra.cy am -wanen's emancipation. 'Ihus, 

conscription as the embodiment of militarism was a contradiction of the 

goals of the WIL. She also reminded her audience that the -wanen had 

assembled at '!he Hague to protest this appallin;J waste of life whim 

was the destruction of wanen's work. Probably the IOOSt campelling 

argument for swanwick was that conscription represented the extremist 

fonn of interference with i.rnividual moic:::e. 22 '!his question of the 

violation of conscience was also c:::entral to Marshall's objection to 

conscription. In her address she said nothin;J against recruitment, for 

she believed that it was up to the i.rnividual to act in accordance with 

his conception of duty. What she did de.marxi, hOW'eVer, was the right 

for eve:ry man to be free to follow his conscience. More particularly, 

as the issue at stake was "the givin;J - am taking - of hmnan life." 

Her position on the i.rnividual' s right to control this IOOSt crucial of 

decisions echoed that of Clifford Allen, the chainnan of the NCF. '!he 

refusal to concede that the state may override sum a f'urrlamenta1 am 

personal decision becaire the principle aroun:1 whim the Fellowship 

22Iabour IBader, 23 December 1915. H. M. swanwick, women in 
the Socialist State (Manchester am IDnion, 1921) I 28. 
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rallied, although there were same trembers who rejected the taking of 

life on ethical grouOOs. 23 

In ~ her attack on the political inproprieties of 

conscription Marshall voiced opinions already current in socialist 

circles. In the first instance, the prevailing suspicion was that the 

govennnent had already pranised militacy support to the Allies on a 

scale that was unobtainable tmier the voluntary system. '!he objection 

of the dem:>crats was that the Government had no right to take such a 

step without popular consultation. Secorxily, there was concem as to 

the purposes beh.in:i this suspected agreement. Marshall noted that 

there were :rui'OCIUrS that the increased fighting strength was necessary 

for a "fight to the finish," am to influence the tenns of peace. "To 

what finish?" she asked. Urrloubtedly, the total defeat of Gennany. An 

overwhelming victory would pennit the Allies to exact the territorial 

rewards that the pacifists believed cemented the alliance. If irrleed 

this was the case, then the p::>SSibility of creating a conciliatory am 

en:iuring peace was doomed. Marshall w:ged her audience to meet the 

demarrl for conscription by the counter demarrl for info:nnation as to the 

Govennnent's urrlertaki.ngs to its Allies. For she believed that once 

conscription was ill1posed the people would be muzzled. "Trust the 

people," she w:ged the Government, for if they deemed its policy just, 

they would voluntarily lerrl their support. otherwise, a nation that 

23J. Vellacott, Bertrand Russell am the Pacifists in the 
First World War (New York, 1980), 29-30. 
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ceases to fight willingly becomes a nation of slaves. 24 'Ibis deman:l 

for public infonnation arxl de:loocra.tic decisions becalre the bed-rcx:::k of 

the pacifist canpaign over the next three years, for they never ceased 

to believe that an informed public wcul.d opt for :peace. 

In conclusion, Marshall remiiXIed her audience that the WIL had 

an intimate concern with the issue of conscription. 'nle WIL stood for 

"human brothertlood"; it was pledged to resist militarism; arrl as a 

democratic organisation it stood for the "two IrOSt ftlrrlarnental of human 

liberties - liberty of conscience, arxl liberty to detennine the 

disposal of one's own life." Arxi as TNOinen, they should have same say 

in the disposal of the lives that they created. 'nle meeting declared 

its support by passing a resolution that the introduction of i.rxiu.strial 

or military conscription would be a "grave blow to liberty arrl social 

progress" in the country, as well as constituting "the greatest victo:ry 

of Gennan militarism. n25 

only the briefest delay elapsed between the final closure of 

the Derby Scheme on 12 December arxl the introduction of the Military 

Service Bill into the Connnons on 5 Janua:ry 1916. Little time was 

allowed for the fonnation of coherent opposition, be it by opponents of 

the Bill or the ''whole-hog" conscriptionists. With const.nmnate skill 

Asquith nullified the opposition. 'nlose of his opponents who had 

2~otes of speech for "Anti-conscription meeting held at the 
Portman Rooms, London on 16 December 1915." CEMP DjMar/4/77. 

25wrL First Yearly Report, 8-9. 
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regarded CCllt'pUlsion as an infrinJement of conscience were either won 

over or rernered ineffective by the inclusion of a conscience clause 

that pramised exerrption "on grourxls of conscientious abjection to 

bearl.nJ anns." '!his clause covered both religious ani ethical 

abjections. 'lhe sixty Irish members -Who were aroc>rgst the 105 who voted 

against the Bill on the first reading withdrew their opposition when 

Irelani was exempted fran its provisions. Of the 150 abstentions most 

were Li.berals. No doubt many observers wondered what had happened to 

the 130 members who had earlier pledged that they ''would under no 

26circumstances support cc:mp.llsion. n In spite of the ILP belief that 

the battle would be fought in the country, it had already been won in 

the Conm:>ns with the lcu:ge majority on the first reading. 

All eyes were tw:ned on the labour ani trade unions conference 

that had been hastily S\.Il1U'l'K)J'l on 6 Januacy- 1916. 'lhe overwhelming 

vote against conscription ani the announcement at the meetinJ that the 

three labour ministers would resign fran the Government appeared to 

substantiate expectations of working class resistance. Indeed, in the 

interveninJ weeks before the Annual labour Conference was to meet at 

the end of Januacy- in Bristol a massive anti-conscription campaign was 

nnmted throughout the country by the ILP, the NCF ani the recently 

fonned National Council Against Conscription (NCAC) • Hundreds of 

thousanis of pamphlets were distributed at facto:ry ani dock gates, at 

26r.aoour leader, 18 November 1915. '!here were 130 Members 
''who would under no circumstances support compulsion." 
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churches am at all places where working men gathered. 

Anti-conscription meetings took place from Edinburgh in the north to 

Briton Ferry in South Wales. In Manchester the WIL am other women's 

o:r:ganisations were prominent ait¥:>n;JSt the anti-conscriptionists. 

'!he National Council Against --Conscription had originated with a 

de:putation of about fifty representatives fran various scx:::ial, 

religious arrl political organisations who had made representation to 

those MPs who had abstained in the division on the first reading. It 

was hoped to persuade them to resist the Bill at the next reading. A 

mnnber of women were am:>n:Jst those familiar pacifist am radical 

citizens who presented themselves at Westminster. Especially prominent 

were catherine Marshall, sylvia Pankhurst am Helena 5wanwick. '!he 

women's views were voiced by catherine Marshall; those of the oos by 

Clifford Allen. '!he pennanent o:r:ganisation created from this joint 

enterprise was to co-ordinate opposition am agitation to the Milital:y 

S&vice Bills (MSB). catherine Marshall was on the executive am 

am:>n:Jst those on the general council were Helena swanwick, Margaret 

Ashton am Isabella Ford. 27 

All this agitation proved to be in vain. Asquith toc>llified the 

I..al:lour IOOVement by premising that there would be no irrlustrial 

conscription. '!he three labour ministers in the Government were 

persuaded to withdraw their resignations. on 26 Januru:y the Annual 

I..al:lour Conference endorsed its decision of August 1914 to support the 

27For a list of members see I..al:lour I.eader, 13 Januru:y 1916. 
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war by refusing to countenance agitation for the repeal of the MSB 

which was by this time awaiting royal assent before passing into law. 

'!he Bill became an Act. the next day. Having won its guarantees from 

the Prime Minister, the Conference accepted conscription while at the 

same time iniulging its collective c::Onscience by the denunciation of 

the principle of carpulsion. In the errl, the nation had yielded to the 

argument that the introduction of carpulso:cy service was a milita:cy 

necessity. In:ieed, with the exception of a minority, for rrost people 

the issue had been one of strategy, not carpulsion or support for the 

war. For the remairrler of the war, however, the pacifists errleavoured 

to thrust the question of support for the war to the forefront of the 

national consciousness. 

A minority, however, continued to canpaign against the Act.. 

Yet, only those men between the ages of eighteen ani forty-one deemed 

fit for milita:cy service could actively resist the i.nplementation of 

the Milita:cy Service Act. (MSA) ani so the burden of resistance was to 

be bom by the NCF I'!lelilbers. '!hey nomted their opposition by 

challenging the operation of the conscience clause. '!he WIL applauded 

the ens resolve ani in Januat:y sent them a message of "wann sympathy 

am admiration." At the council meeting on 3 February it was decided 

to add opposition to milita:cy conscription to the objectives of the 

League. A resolution was passed: 

'!hat the Women's International League holds that conscription 
int.rcxluces militarism in its rrost pernicious fonn, errlangers 
in:lustrial liberty am is the greatest infringement of the 
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rights of conscience arrl liberty of the subject••. arrl it 
resolves to work in every legal way possible for the ~~ 
arrl against the extension of the Militacy Service Act. 

A mre positive arrl lasti.J:'q contribution to the NCF canpaign, however, 

was the secomment in January 1916 of catherine Marshall to the 

organisation. As membership of the ~ was confined to those who came 

within the scope of the MSA, Marshall arrl others who wished to enlist 

in the cause became "Associates" of the Fellowship. From mid-March. 

1916 when it was first fanned, she became a :member along with Russell, 

Brailsford arrl J. S. Middleton, Assistant Secretacy of the labour 

Party, of the Associates' Political Connnittee. With the i.nprisomnent 

of mst of the officers of the NCF by late August, thereafter, she arrl 

Russell bore the bnmt of the organisation's work for much of the 

29remairrler of the war. 

Representatives of the WIL were present amongst the 

sympathisers who assembled to deoonstrate their support for the NCF at 

the secorrl National Convention hastily SUI'IIll'£)ned early in April. 'Ihe 

meeti.J:'q was a response to the threat posed by the announcement of 23 

March that the Government proposed a scheme of alternative civilian 

service for COs. Since the first Convention the leaders of the 

Fellowship had been advocating that its members refuse not only 

combatant service but also non-combatant duties urrler the militacy 

authority. Only by demarrling absolute exerrption could the NCF 

28wrr. First Yearly Report, 18. 

29vellacott, Bertrand Russell, 36. 
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undermine the Militazy Service Acts by ensuring the failure of the 

conscience clause. 'nlerefore, the provision of an alternative to 

militazy service under civilian direction could well undennine the 

solidarity of the NCF's resistance. Ultimately, the NCF was a 

stop-the-war m:wement. 30 However, nOt all the branches favoured an 

absolutist policy ani the very diversity of notive, religious as well 

as ethical ani political, which had led men to join made it i.npossible 

to impose absolutism on the organisation. 'lhus, a rather awkward 

aCCOit'II'I'Odation was made by the resolution passed at the Saturday session 

of the Convention which rejected any fonn of alternative service which 

might result in the nore efficient prosecution of the war, whilst at 

the same time recognising that ewery man must choose according to the 

dictates of his conscience. 31 

'!he euphoria of the secorxi Convention meeting on Saturday 

8 April, with its sense of beleaguered righteousness, affected 

observers in various ways. Anv:>n;Jst the sharply critical was Beatrice 

Webb. She disliked the sense of noral superiority ani the prevailing 

desire for martyrdom. Not least was the affront to her statist soul of 

the anarchical i:rrplications of the proposed policy. It was clear to 

her that the Fellowship stood not for "the right to refuse military 

service, but the inauguration, first in Erglani ani then in the world, 

30J. Rae, Conscience ani Politics {I..orrlon, 1970) , 86-93. T. 
Kennedy, 'Ihe Hound of Conscience {Fayetteville, 1981), 118. 

31vellacott, Bertrand Russell, 48. labour leader, 13 April 
1916. 
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of a strike against war by the annies - actual arxl potential - of all 

warring peoples." Nlnnbered am::>ngst those sympathisers described by 

Beatrice Webb as "exactly the persons you would expect to firrl at such 

a meeting - older pacifists arxl older rebels", was Helena 

swanwick. 32 '!he wannth of her recePtion was a personal tribute arxl 

an en:io:rsement of the WIL. 'Ihe speech she made was in hanrony with the 

prevailing atJoosplere of high idealism arxl quasi-religious fer:vour with 

its appeal to nobility arxl sacrifice. swanwick's appeal to the 

warriors for peace was not dissilnilar from that of Kitchener to his 

recruits. She declared that in following their consciences they were 

using their lives in the best way possible, that ''making peace on 

earth" was "life saving work"; ani, she added, "we all know that you 

33would do it bravely but you are going to do it beautifully. n

'!he SUrrlay morning session was devoted to organising the 

details of "unrelenting agitation" on behalf of the arrested members. 

'!he report of the .Associates' Political Connnittee which was responsible 

for this work was presented by catherine Marshall. She was already 

acknowledged to be "probably the ablest woman organiser in the larxl" 

arxl her work over the next two years only conf:inned this 

judgement. 34 Her political expertise arxl ability to establish 

32M. Cole, ed., Beatrice Webb's Diaries (I..on:Ion, 1952), 
59-61. 

33Labour Leader, 13 April 1916. 

34Ibid. 
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canununications with goverrnrent officials were mrrivalled in the NCF. 

"'lhe respect in which she was held by the IOC>St uncompranisin;J members 

of the Goverrnnent," as Allen later observed, "enabled her to make the 

35point of view of the objector a very livin;J political issue. n 

When, in mid-September 1916 on the ari:est of the leading officers of 

the NCF Marshall added the Actin;J Honorary Secretary to her 

responsibilities, she henceforth bore much of the organisational burden 

of the Fellowship. 

catherine Marshall was drawn to the NCF by her adherence to the 

ideals for which it stood an::i by her admiration for the spirit of the 

COS, an::i not least, by her deep love for its <llainnan, Clifford Allen. 

In devoting herself to the Fellowship she was at once able to canbine 

her htnnanitarianism with the opp:>Sition to militarism which was 

:furxlamental to the work of the WIL. Writing in 1936 Allen summarised 

her attitude thus: 

She believed the ideas of liberty an::i international gcxx:lwill 
for which these men stood demarrled the active support of men 
an::i women who were not themselves liable to military 
service•...More c::anpletely a pacifist than many of the 
extremists, she made it her business not only to sustain 
their resistance but to emphasize to them how great was their 
responsibility to the cammuni.ty, an::i begged them, whilst 
resistin;J finn to the errl, so to corrluct the movement as to 
show' that they realised the evil of persecution not so much 
from their own st:arrlpoint as from that of the cammuni.ty. 
'Ihroughout the campaign she emphasized the importance of 
liberty of conscience am::>ngst all sections of the men, love 

35Clifford Allen "Drafts for Manchester Guardian letter on 
pacifism (in reply)," December 1936, 'lhanas Cooper Library, University 
of South carolina. 

http:cammuni.ty
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of the ccmm.mity even when you resist its camrnarrls, ani 
unflinching courage in adherin;J to the IOOSt ~ 
resistance to conscription in any shape or fonn. 

'lhe policy of alleviating the suffering of the COs did not win 

the unan:inDus support of the National camrl.ttee of the NCF. certain of 

the Quaker members believed that no efforts should be made to relieve 

the corrlition of the prisoners. For by their sufferin;Js, which would 

be publicised, they would bear witness to their rejection of war. '!his 

criticism struck at the very fOl.li'rlations of Marshall's work for the 

NCF. She confided despairingly to Russell that, "I can not do 

unproductive work," ani if the Fellowship should opt to work 

exclusively for peace, she believed that she could be of greater 

service to the WIL in this cause. '!he crisis was resolved by a 

compromise. 'lhe National Ccmnittee while deciding to accept the 

primacy of a peace campaign ani to co-operate with other organisations 

in this. It also accepted the need to continue to help the COs. 37 

As one problem succeeded another, the temporary loan of Marshall to the 

NCF lengthened into pennanency. 

By August 1916 swanwick was becaning ilrpatient ani demarxling 

to k:ncM whether Marshall interrled returning to the WIL. 'lhe serious 

depletion of organising talent had meant that much of the work of the 

Secretary had fallen on Helena swanwick, who already had her own work 

36cliffo:rd Allen "Drafts for Manchester Guardian letter on 
pacifism (in reply)." 

37 c. E. Marshall to B. Russell, 7 July 1916, BRA 710 052 
662. letter from NCF labour leader, 20 July 1916. 
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as Chainnan. Not only was this personally no longer endurable but nn1ch 

of the foundation work so necessary in an young organisation was being 

neglected for want of time and someone to do it. Still believing that 

the war nnlSt soon end, swanwick was also anxious to begin preparations 

for the post-war congress of women that was one of the objects of the 

Hague Congress. Furthennore, there was the necessity of organising the 

Adult SUffrage campaign, "which is running to seed for want of effort", 

Swanwick complained. 38 

True to her conviction of the need for a broadly based peace 

movement, SWanwick thought that work for the NCF too narrow in its 

scope. A criticism that was echoed by Maude Royden. Regretfully, 

Royden accepted her friend's decision to stay with the COs. She 

bemoaned the loss of "the most constructive, the most fruitful, the 

most essentially pacific mind that I have ever met." Indeed, she 

ranked the departure of Marshall as more damaging to the pacifist cause 

than if either Courtney or Swanwick had left. For Royden believed that 

she had a "greater mind than either Nellie or Kathleen." 'Ibis 

judgement may also have owed something to the strained relations 

between the Chaiman of the WIL and Royden. later, the latter claimed 

that when early in the war she had been forced to choose between 

feminism and religion, Swanwick's attitude had led her to decide that 

there was no place for her in feminism. She likened the Chai:rrran' s 

3Br!. M. Swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 5 August 1916, CEMP 
D/Ma.r/4/78. 
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genius to that of the NCF - admirable but destructive. Royden, too, 

had her doubts about NCF policy. While she lauded the courage and 

spirit of the Fellowship, she deplored its tactics. 'Ihe campaign was 

all too reminiscent of the militancy of the suffragettes who invited 

persecution by creating ilrpossible situations, "then making an uproar 

about it." 'Ihe effect of persecution, she believed, was "destroyed by 

advertising and demonstrating about it. 1139 'Ihe inevitable comparison 

between the sacrifices of the soldiers and the COs, although Royden 

believed the latter to be the greater sacrifice, did not create a good 

impression on public opinion. 

Although Marshall saw the NCF as part of the larger campaign to 

secure peace and not exclusively as an organisation created to bear 

witness, in the long nm the critics proved to be right. 'Ihey believed 

that, politically, support for the NCF was a "blind alley" bringing the 

40nation no closer to peace. By concentrating on agitation for peace 

negotiations, the WIL were committing themselves to a more enduring 

ideal. Defeating militarism might be a step towards this goal but it 

was believed that a more effective policy would be to put pressure on 

the Government to enter into peace negotiations. 

39A. M. Royden to C. E. Marshall, 10 August 1916, CEMP 
DjMar/2/34. A. M. Royden to K. D. Courtney, 16 January 1918, FL 
KIX:/Hl/1-8 Box 456. A. M. Royden to C. E. Marshall, 24 April 1916, BRA 
710 052 657. 

4~. N. Brailsford to C. E. Marshall 15 January 1917, CEMP 
DjMar/4/15. 
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Dlring the war years the WIL protested the treatment of the a:>s ani the 

refusal to grant them absolute exenption, but no active campaign was 

launched on their behalf. 41 Helena swar.twick never pennitted the 

international objectives of the WIL to became subordinated to p.rrely 

national questions. More usually t11Ei- two were combined to fonvard the 

cause of international umerstan:ting. 

***** 
Coincidentally, the suffrage question revived at the very time 

when the WIL was launching itself as a political organisation at the 

anti-conscription meeting of 16 December 1915. Although primarily 

concerned with conscription, the speakers at the meeting took the 

opportunity to reaffinn their claim that any measure to refonn the 

42parliamental:y franchise must include wanen. '!he illlpending 

dissolution of Parliament once 100re raised questions about the 

CCJitpilation of the register of voters for the next General Election. 

Notwith.starrling the safeguards of servicemen's electoral rights already 

guaranteed, an election c::on::lucted on the basis of the register of 1913 

would disenfranchise two-thirds of the electorate. 43 'nle necessity 

of CC~Itpiling a new register was seen by some sections of Parliament as 

4lw:rL Monthly News Sheet June, August 1916. 

42WIL First Yearly Reoort, 11. 

43Some safeguard of servicemen's electoral rights had been 
guaranteed by the Electoral Disabilities (Naval ani Milital:y Service) 
RenDval Act of August 1914 which decreed that voters should not be 
deprived of their rights by absence during the qualifying period on 
milital:y or naval service. 
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the opportunity to exterrl the franchise not only to those ne'W'ly 

eligible but to all who were bearirg anns. Although in fact there were 

two questions at issue, that of registration arxi the extension of the 

franchise, they had been fused by the claimants of the service vote. 

'Ihus, the women feared that, \ll"rler the CXJVer of registration, the 

franchise would be ext:errled without oonsidera.tion of their claims. 'Ihe 

Goverrnnent dissuaded MPs fran introducirg private bills by assurirg 

them that it would soon be introducirg its CMn measure. Even though 

the life of Parliament was once Il¥)re exterrled by statute in JanuaJ:Y 

1916, the inevitability of a ne'Vl register hung over the country. 

Marshall attempted to alert the NUWSS to the dangers in a 

letter to common cause in November 1915. However, it was the WIL arxi 

the radical suffragists who rallied. 'Ihe establislntalt of the 

principle that military sendee as distinct fran any other fonns of 

service should cany with it the right to enfranchisement was regarded 

by the women as both a retrograde am an \ll"rlemocratic step. To accept 

a military franchise would be to capitulate to the anti-suffragist 

argument that entitlement to vote was based on the capacity to bear 

anns as a national service. In practical tenns, there was also the 

consideration that if women were excluded l10W fran any measure of 

electoral refo:nn their chances of enfranchisement in the foreseeable 

future would be damaged. If, as was likely, a c.banJe in the alteration 

of the basis of the franchise was accompanied by a redistribution of 
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seats, this would cause a major d.isturt:xmce that would ensure that the 

measure eniured for at least another generation. 

'!here was a new urgency to the 'WClt\el'\1 S claim. Before the war 

they demarxied the vote as a right; T'Dil it was regarded as essential to 

be enfranchised for the next General Election in order to have their 

voice heard in the problems of reconstruction. Without the vote women 

had no IOOanS of safeguardirq their ec::oncxnic p:>Sition in the coming 

.iniustrial reo~sation. It was this latter argument that becalTe 

central to the advocacy of the female franchise. Asquith also 

recognised that if service was to be established as the criterion, 

civilian clailns could not be ignore:i. Once this st:aimrd was 

recognised wc:m:m must receive consideration, for the press am country 

were loud in their praise of the women munition workers. As the Prime 

Minister was remin:ied by the suffragists, he had pledged in November 

1911 am again in January 1913 that when a measure for franchise refonn 

came before Parliament there would be a "full ani free opportunity" for 

introducing an amenjment for wanens' suffrage. 44 In spite of the 

urgency of the problem, the Government was slow to embark upon what was 

sure to be a divisive am contentious issue. 

One of the obstacles to the entente between the NUWSS am the 

labour Party in 1912 had been the party's ccmnitment to adult 

suffrage. Hen:lerson an:1 MacDonald were both adultists an:1 had to be 

4~. G. Fawcett letter to the press in Conunon cause, 3 
December 1915, 451. 
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persuaded that support for the inclusion of women was still compatible 

with their main cx:>ncem for a l.Dliversal measure. Many of the women 

labour leaders were lorq-time advocates of adult suffrage. Margaret 

I.J.ewelyn Davies had recognised in 1904 that as lorg as restrictions 

were place1 on the wc:man's franchise~-- there could never be any real 

equality between the sexes. In 1908 Margaret Bonifield had been a 

fO'lll'rler of the Adult SUffrage Society.45 'lhe opposition of I.J.oyd 

George arrl Asquith to lilni.ted measures such as the Conciliation Bill of 

1912, it has been suggested, was because they believed them to have 

been insufficiently deoocratic. 'Ibis explanation is also entirely 

compatible with the argument that they feared party advantage. 'lhe 

Liberals anticipated that a narrow property based franchise for women 

would benefit the Unionists. 46 

Alert to the inplications of the prqx:>sal for a service 

franchise, representatives from the suffrage societies met in January 

1916. 'lhe societies, however, failed to fin::l a conunon basis on which 

to work for enfranchisement. 'lhe NUWSS, which had declared a political 

truce in August 1914, preferred to wait upon events arrl rely upon the 

private assurance from Asquith that when the time came their claims 

would receive cx:>nsideration. 'Ihe WIL, on the other han:i, threw in its 

4Serian Harrison, ''Women's SUffrage at Westminster, 
1860-1928," in Michael Bentley arrl John stevenson eds. , High arrl lt::M 
Politics in Britain (Oxford, 1983), 99. Jill Liddington arrl Jill 
Norris, One Harrl Tied Behin::l Us (IDrrlon, 1978 arrl 1984), 186-7. 

4~ison, ''Women's SUffrage at Westminster." 
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lot with the lal::xx.Ir IOOVeinent. 'Ihe organisation rejected the "equality" 

with men basis of the NUWSS's claims in favour of universal adult 

suffrage. 47 

'Ihe adoption of adult suffrage by the WIL was an in:lication of 

the distance that the fourxlers of t.hiit body had travelled towards a 

commitment to derrocracy in all its fonns since the breach with the 

NUWSS. '!he subsequent co-operation with other adultist organisations 

did not mean that the WIL abarrlonecl the wanen' s claim for 

enfranchisement. As women were totally unrepresented, the WIL still 

considered their claim to be "the most urgent and unanswerable." Adul.t 

suffrage combined the virtues of justice and expediency. Not only did 

the radical women believe this claim to be l[K)re den-ocratic, but they 

were also convinced that by enfranchising every sane adult on the basis 

of a short residential qualification this would silnplify refo:nn by 

cutting through the anomalies of a property and sex-based 

franchise. 48 Although adult suffrage was not a new cause, it had 

hitherto received little support outside the labour movement. An 

attempt by a Private Members Bill in 1909 to introduce adult suffrage 

had failed, largely because of Conservative fears of an enlarged 

working-class electorate. 

47WIL First Yearly Report, 11. H. H. Asquith to M. G. 
Fawcett, 7 May 1916, in Connnon cause, 20 October 1916, 351. 

4~ews Sheet, July 1916. 
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After its official adoption of adult suffrage in February 1916 

the WIL declared its willin3ness to unite with any other organisation 

work:irg for this errl. over the next few m::>nths the women made every 

effort to advertise the cause within its own ranks arrl to draw together 

the universalists. '!he IrOUIItirg preSSure in the early summer from the 

tiberal arrl Unionist "Girger Groups" for a military service franchise 

led the WIL to set about organisirg counter measures. '!he resolution 

passed by the WIL on 13 April affinn.in;J the necessity of women havirg 

the vote in time for the next General Election was sent to the Prime 

Minister, suffrage allies, the press arrl the leaders of the 

parliamentary opposition. 49 In June arrl July two conferences were 

organised with the object of taking joint action with other concerned 

groups to press for a franchise rather than a registration bill. 'lhe 

representatives from twenty dem:x::ratic organisations who fanned this 

SUffrage Council agreed to support a measure for adult suffrage. 

Nevertheless, at a secorxi meetirg of the Council there was a division 

over the question of whether the women would oppose a bill that altered 

the basis of the franchise without their inclusion. 'lhe WIL had 

already chosen this course of action in March but it n.c:M appeared that 

for tactical reasons the organisation should appear to be less 

obdurate. At least, this was swanwick's argument when in November she 

tried to persuade Ou:ystal Macnillan to rescirxi her resignation from 

49w:rr. First Yearly Report, 11-12. WIL Special Council 3 
February 1916; Executive conunittee 2 March 1916. 
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the WIL executive. 50 A direct result of these meetings, however, was 

the formation in September of the National Cotmcil for Adult Suffrage 

(NCAS) . 'Ihe te:rn[:x:)ra:cy secretaries were Kathleen Courtney and J. S. 

Middleton. A wide variety of organisations and interests were 

represented on the executive. catherine Marshall, Maude Royden and 

Helena Swanwick were from the WIL, while other organisations were 

represented by such prominent labour people of long-standing adultist 

conunitrnent as Margaret Bondfield, Mary Macarthur, Margaret Llewellyn 

Davies, George Iansbury and Robert Smillie. Radical journalists, 

notably Nevinson, Massingham and Gardiner, also gave their support. 

Adult suffrage was able to command a wide range of sympathisers and 

among the sixty signatories of a letter to Asquith in Jrme were the 

bishops of Hereford and Lincoln, the Webbs and Woolf. 51 

Even as the universalists organised, decisive changes in 

attitude were announced and the Goverrnnent confronted the problem of 

the franchise. Although the life of Parliament was again extended at 

the beginning of August and the contentious registration issue thereby 

postponed rmtil the next session, steps were taken to resolve the 

issue. Parliamentary indecision, combined with the Speaker's ruling 

that there could be no amendments at the conunittee stage to a 

Registration Bill led Walter Long, a powerful Unionist and 

·-----------------------------------------------
5DwrL Executive Conunittee 6 July 1916, CEMP DjMa.r/4/78. H. 

M. 	 Swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 23 November 1916, CEMP DjMa.r/4/78. 

51wrL First Yearly Report, 12-13. 
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anti-suffragist to inteJ:vene in this inpisse. On 16 August he 

suggested that the whole question of electoral refonn be referred to an 

all-party a:>nference to be chaired by the Speaker, J. W. Lowther. 

Expediency dictated I.oDJ's proposal. He believed that to grant limited 

suffrage duriDJ the war urrler the auSi;>ices of a a:>alition Government 

would be preferable to haviDJ to face a m:>re radical measure at its 

conclusion when wcmen regrouped their forces. 52 

'lhis week in August, as Mrs Fawcett obsaved, was a week of 

same note for the suffrage IOOVement. On the SUrrlay, J. L. Gal:vin, 

editor of the Observer ani a loDJ-time opp:ment of wcmen's suffrage, 

recanted. In a leadiDJ article, he a:>nfessed that events had proved 

him wronJ when he had opposed the enfranchisement of wcmen on the 

groun:3s that they could not share in the national defence. "'!he State 

needs their aid," he declared, "ani they have proved their capacity to 

53give it. n A far m:>re important a:>nversion, however, was that of 

the Prime Minister. Notwit:hstarxlinq cla.llns that Asquith's acceptance 

of the case for enfranchisiDJ wcmen predated the outbreak of war, 

suffragists within ani outside the Liberal party still attributed the 

pre-war failure of wcmen' s enfranchisement to his intransigeance. 

ReplyiDJ to Carson's demam for male suffrage on the basis of military 

ani naval service on Monday 14 August, Asquith admitted that if 

52Martin Pugh, Electoral Refonn in war ani Peace. 1906-18 
(london, Henley ani Boston, 1978), 146. 

5~. G. Fawcett, "NeariDJ Victory," Englishwoman, September 
1916. "'Ihe FUture Basis of the Franchise," Obsel:ver, 13 August 1916. 
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national service was to be the criterion, then the women's claim could 

not be overlooked. He told the House that they "have rendered as 

effective service in the prosecution of the war as any other class of 

54the community. n Furthenoore, he reiterata:i the very arguments of 

the women themselves when he declared that not only had they 

d.em:>nstrata:i their fitness for the vote but that it was necessary for 

their protection. He obseJ::ved that there W'O\ll.d be a large-scale 

displacement of labour when the process of irrlustrial reconstruction 

was set on foot at the ern of the war an::l that it was the women who 

W'O\ll.d have the most need to defen:i their interests. Regardless of 

differ:irq political persuasions, this concezn about the fate of women 

workers, presently lauded as the saviours of the nation, became the 

main plank in the women's suffrage platfonn. Wcmen, they believed, 

must have a voice in the process of reconstruction. 'Iherefore it was 

imperative that they be enfranchised before the next General Election. 

'Ihe supporters of enfranchisement disdained the crude notion that the 

vote might be a reward; rather, they would interpret it as recognition 

of their proven fitness for citizenship. 'Ihe arguments for admitt:in;J 

women to citizenship were, therefore, based on recognition an::l 

reconstruction - arguments that had 100re force than the abstract 

pre-war claims to equality, or even Swanwick's assertion of the ccmnon 

htnnanity of men an::l women. Ironically, on this basis, it was mainly 

54FaTNCett, ''Near:irq Victory". 
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the working-class women, not the middle-class activists, who were to be 

the saviours of the franchise. '!he injustice was that few working 

women were to be the beneficiaries of the new measure. 

During the deliberations of the Speaker's conference the 

anti-suffragists made a last ditch effort to "dish" the suffragists. 

'!he physical force arguments having been swept aside by the women's war 

contribution, they now mounted an attack "under the thin plea of 

55constitutional legalism. n '!he assertion that Parliament had no 

moral right to deal with the question because it had not been elected 

on the issue was swept aside by their critics. Nonetheless, it was 

clear that the continued opposition would CO!t'pel the women to modify 

their demands. A meeting was surrnnoned in December of representatives 

from suffrage groups by the fanner Home Secretary, Sir John Simon. '!he 

parliamentarians Simon and W. H. Dickinson were of the opinion that the 

Conference would not recommend adult suffrage and that to press for 

this could endanger a general recommendation for women's suffrage. The 

meeting agreed that rather than lose the principle of women's suffrage 

they would be prepared to accept an age restriction to alleviate fears 

of creating a preponderance of women voters. Courtney's suggestion 

that the aged be debarred from voting was not taken seriously. The 

meeting's decision was to be conveyed to the Conference through the 

5~chester Guardian, 18 November 1916. 
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offices of lady sell:x:>:rne of the Conservative ani Unionist Women's 

Franchise Association. 56 

Accordi.rgly, when on 30 January 1917 the Report of the 

Speaker's Conference was published there ought not have been surprise 

in suffrage circles at the rec:x:xmren:3ations. Agreement had been 

unaninnls on all points save that of 'WQnel'l 1 S suffrage. Adult suffrage 

for men on a residential qualification was reccm.mne.n:led. '!he proposals 

for wanen were a campranise that reflected the divisions within the 

Conference that persisted even after the resignation in December of 

four of the most intransigent anti-suffragists. 57 '!he franchise for 

women was to be restricted by age ani property. '!he only women 

eligible to vote would be those on the lcx:::al government register who 

had attained a specific age, thirty or thirty-five was suggested, or 

wives of men on the register. Ironically, these tenns shut out the 

very class of wanen who had allegedly inspired the nation's change of 

heart ani for whom protective legislation had been urged. Single women 

who were not occupiers were barred from voting. '!he age limit excluded 

the younger generation, who by virtue of their admission to compulso:ry 

education were better fitted than the older wanan for exercising the 

5~. G. FaTNCett, Meroc>ramum 15 December 1916, FL Box 89/128. 
sarrlra Holton, Feminism ani Democracy (cambridge, 1986), 147. 

57'!he anti-suffragists were - Sir Frederick Banbury, Sir 
Robert Finlay, Sir James Craig ani Lord Salisbury, the eldest brother 
of the suffragist Lord Robert Cecil. 
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franchise. 58 '!here was, in addition, the anamaly of having two 

registers, local ani parliamentary. It was calculated that these 

proposals 'WOUld admit six million wanen to the franchise. By contrast, 

the manhood suffrage advocated by the Conference would exparrl the male 

electorate by ten to eleven million vOters. In this way men would 

maintain their rn.nnerical superiority. '!he crux of the problem had 

always been the fear that wanen would swamp the male vote in the next 

election, although these apprehensions were couched as concerns about 

their political inexperience. 

'!here was widespread corrlemnation of the Conference's 

reconnnendations. In the press there was general rejoicing at the 

reconnnendation for manhood suffrage; but there was disapproval of the 

injustice of the limitations on wanen, which even Asquith did not 

hesitate to decry as illogical ani rmjust. As the Daily News obsel::ved 

the barriers were artificial ani "seem alirost erected deliberately to 

59invite attack. n Nonetheless, the press ani many of the supporters 

of women's suffrage recognised that with the acceptance of the 

principle the sex-barrier had been breached ani that it was only a 

matter of time before all women were admitted to full rights. 

'Ihe wanen who had laboured so hard ani lon;J were acutely 

disappointed. For although they had been willing in 1912 to accept a 

rreasure that would only have enfranchised one million of their sex, by 

5~ation (London), 3 February 1917. 

59Daily News, 31 January 1917. 
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1917 their expectations and priorities had changed. Indeed, their 

altered demands were in tune with the climate of opinion in the cotmtry 

at large. It had not been tmreasonable to suppose that the newly 

fmged bonds of national unity and praise for their war efforts would 

improve their chances of enfranchisement. . or, as Brailsford cynically 

obse:rved, "in war the enhancement of the tribal instinct tells in 

favour of all the less considered sections of the clan....At fever heat 

60every nation is inclined to be generous. n It was not generous 

enough, the women argued. 

'Ihe Speaker's Report contained no guarantee of legislation. 

'Ihus it was necessary for the suffragists to set aside their 

disappoinbnent and muster their forces for unity and compromise. 

Initially, it seemed. that the adultists might oppose the 

reconunendations of the Conference. 'Ihe day after the publication of 

the Report the WIL sent a resolution to Lloyd George, the new Prime 

Minister, several MPs and the press. 'Ihe organisation reaffirmed its 

contention that adult suffrage Wa.s the only solution and deplored the 

omission of the young industrial and professional worker from the 

proposals. 61 Mrs Fawcett, not surprisingly, interpreted the Report 

as a great advance for the movement. 'Ihe opportunity should not be 

lost, she urged, to put six million women on the electoral role; 

----------------------·--------
6%. N. Brailsford, New Republic, 24 February 1917. 

61wrL Second Yearly Report October 1916-october 1917, 22. 
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meanwhile, the NU would continue to work for equal rights. 62 She 

feared, however, that by their criticism of the Report arrl their 

detennination to continue work for adult suffrage, those such as 

Courtney and IJ.ewelyn I:Bvies and particularly Sylvia Pankhurst, would 

provide their opponents with an excuSe to override even the l.ilnited 

63provision for wanen. In the errl the counsel of the milder spirits 

prevailed. Addressin:J the the NC'AS meetin:J on the 10 February 1917, 

Sir Jolm Simon cautioned the organisation. He warned the NC'AS against 

rash actions arrl expression of so much dissatisfaction that the 

Government would have the excuse to do nothing on the groun::ls that the 

suffragists were disunited. His pleas were based on his knowledge of 

the Conunittee. He explained that the tenns represented the maximum 

that could be wrung from the anti-suffragists. '!he priority was to get 

a bill introduced and this meant that the suffrage groups l'lll.lSt act in 

unison. 64 Although the Olainnan Margaret Ashton voiced the universal 

bitterness at the age l.ilnitations arrl the retrograde nature of the 

household suffrage, the meetin:J heeded Simon's warning and did not 

degenerate into protest. 

In the weeks after the Report the suffrage societies sank their 

differences arrl organised their forces and their frierrls to press for 

62M. G. Fawcett, "A Step Fol:Ward," Conunon cause, 9 February 
1917. 

63Holton, Feminism and Deloocracy, 149. 

6~ester Guardian, 12 February 1917. 
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the inclusion of the Speaker's rec::ommenjations in a franchise bill. It 

was essential that women be included in the first draft of a bill, for 

experience had sham the inp:>ssibility of inclusion by amendment. 

SUpport also came fran an unexpected quarter. On 13 February 1917 the 

anti-suffragist Walter !..on;J capitulated ani laid before the cabinet the 

proposition that if wamen were prepared to caopranise, then their 

opponents should also be willin:j to aa:ept these limited concessions. 

He admitted "that the sense of Parliament ani of the country would be 

65in this clirection. n 

In her seventieth year, Fa-wcett once again assumed the 

leadership of the suffrage campaign. 'Ihe NUWSS, abarrlonin:j its 

self-:inposed political truce, held its first suffrage meetin:j since the 

outbreak of war on 20 February. 'Ibis was the first of several mass 

meetin:js around the country over which Mrs Fawcett presided in an 

effort to "fan local enthusiasm" for the enfranchisement of wamen. 'Ihe 

WIL, also, :mounted demonstrations in support of the Speaker's Report. 

On 27 March, the day before Asquith was to call for a Government bill 

on the general lines of the Report of the Speaker's Conference, a mass 

meetin:j of several suffrage societies was o:rganised by the WIL ani 

addressed by Helena swanwick, Ethel S~en, Isabella Ford ani Maude 

Royden. 'Ihe speakers seized upon recent events in Russia where the 

Cbarter of Freedom issued by the Provisional Government pranised civil 

65cabinet Papers, Public Record Office, CAB 24/6/1 13 
February 1917. 
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rights, incl\.lClirg the enfranchisement of women, that had long been 

denied the Russian people. As a response to these momentous changes, 

the WIL expressed the hope that Erglam could at least give effect to 

the rec:onunenjations of the Speaker's Conference. 66 

In June 1917 the suffrage clauses of the Representation of the 

People Bill passed the Committee stage in the Cc.amrons with a large 

majority. IJ.oyd George am Asquith were mrited in their detenni.nation 

to see the bill pass the Cc:anloons. '!he latter's eloquent plea for women 

to be pennitted a voice in the recasting of the nation at the 

conclusion of the war was well received. '!he opposition offered no 

strong leadership am vain efforts were made to rescue the situation by 

the anti-suffragists who att:e.npted to .inplgn the fitness of women to 

vote by asserting that it would be a pacifist vote. 67 It now only 

remained for the whole Representation of the People Bill to pass the 

Committee stage in the next session am then go before the House of 

lords, where it was expected that the Bill would be passed, albeit with 

reluctance. Confident of success the WIL arranged a conference for the 

13 July 1917 to discuss co-operation between the suffrage societies arrl 

68ways in whidl they would put the vote to use. 

66wrL second Yearly Report, 23. 

67navid H. Close, "'!he Collapse of Resistance to Dem::>cracy: 
Conservatism, Adult SUffrage am second <llainber Refonn 1911-1928" 
Historical Journal 20, 4 (1977): 893-918. 

6BwrL second Yearly Report, 24. 
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Accordi.rg to that ~ contenp:>racy, Brailsford, the 

circumstances that had favoured the introduction of women 1 s suffrage 

were the "recent conversions, the national atmosphere of fraternity, 

the general readiness to face big reconstructions, the oblivion which 

69has now covered up the irritation caUSed by militancy. n Not least 

was the fact, acx::ordi.r¥3' to Asquith, that the women had ''worked out 

their own salvation." Once it had been detennined to grant universal 

manhood suffrage, the dem:x::ratic floodgates had been opened am the 

acceptance of the principle of women1 s suffrage could not be long 

delayed. 'Ihe war had played havoc with the case for physical force and 

there remained no other even faintly plausible argument against 

enfranchisement. 

'Ihe disintegration of the militant wsro as a political force 

pennitted politicians to beat a voluntary strategic retreat from their 

anti-suffragism. Also, the absence of the Pankhursts enabled the 

suffragists am the universalists to canpromise am solder a unity that 

had not existed in the pre-war years of the IrOVement. However, it 

should be noted that the other Pankhurst, Sylvia, maintained a lone 

crusade for adult suffrage. It was pertlaps fortunate that the NUWSS 

having retained its identity as a pressure group assumed the leadership 

of the campaign, thereby avoiding the taint of pacifism associated with 

the WIL. 

69Brailsford, ''Waren an::l Votes in Englan::l" New Republic, 24 
February 1917. 

http:Accordi.rg
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'!he adultists of the WIL, in spite of their acute 

disappointment, did not divide the suffrage forces. '!hey joined with 

the m:>re conservative societies in accepti.n;J the Report of the 

Speaker's Conference. Irrleed, rather than acti.n;J as a suffrage 

society, the WIL had nerged with the--labour m:>vement in its call for 

the extension of deiOCICracy. 'Ibis signalled not only a shift in belief; 

for same of the members, notably swanwick, it probably marked a desire 

to reiOOVe suffrage from the WIL agerm in order to focus the 

organisation's efforts on what was now regarded as the m:>re important 

issue -peace. For Courtney, however, suffrage always retained its 

importance. '!he debt owed by the wanen's m:>vement in Britain to the 

leadership of the NUWSS President was harrlsamely acknowledged by the 

secessionists. In a conciliatory am m:>vi.n;J tri.J:Jute to Mrs Fawcett, 

the President of the WIL admitted that even though their laD31Jage had 

been different their objectives had always been the same. Fawcett was 

less magnanim::>us in her hour of victory. She rebuffed Courtney against 

whom she felt a particular grudge am re.mirrled herself to "remember to 

forget" the pain of the split of 1915.70 

'!he radicals did not dwell on the irony of havi.n;J won the vote 

at the hams of a grateful nation. swanwick was caustic about the 

belief that by donnin;J a bus corrluctress' s unifo:rm a worran was thereby 

7<\1. M. swanwick toM. G. Fa'W'Cett, 19 Decernber 1917 FL. K. 
D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 5 March 1918, CEMP DjMar/3/52. M. G. 
Fawcett to H. Atkinson, 19 February 1916, FL Box 89/117. Strachey, 
Fawcett, 296. 
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transfonned into a heroine. 71 It would appear that the model of 

Victorian virtue had merely stepped out from the parlour into the high 

street and on to the factory floor. However much she might deplore the 

thinking behind the franchise, as far as the radicals were concerned 

the principle had been conceded. 'Ihis victory for the women's movement 

was another step along the road to real political participation. The 

ends were of greater importance than the means. The work to secure 

peace negotiations which had been in progress simultaneously with the 

campaign for enfranchisement, only confinned the necessity for women to 

secure their political rights. 

71H . k• M. Swanw1c , The War and Its Effect Upon Women (New York 
and london, 1971) , 5. 



CHAPI'ER v 

"PATRiariSM IS Nor ENOUGH": 1915-1917 

"'!his I would say, standing as I do in view of God and Ete:r:nity. 
Patriotism is not enough. I must have no hatred or bitte:r:ness towards 
anyone. " E. cavell. 

"'!he most significant memorial the British people could erect," 

swanwick wrote, "would be to bring to new birth and to foster the faith 

in which she [cavell] died. 111 '!he British nurse, who was shot by the 

Gennans for aiding Allied prisoners to escape, became for the pacifist 

women a symbol of humanitarianism. For the vast majority of the 

patriotic British, by contrast, cavell became the epitome of the kind 

of heroism that she herself rejected. Her words were confirmation of 

the sentiments that emanated from the Hague Congress - the desire to 

secure the cormnon bonds of humanity against submergence and destruction 

by the hatreds of war. It was this belief in the international spirit 

that inspired the WIL and the other pacifist groups to embark upon a 

campaign to promote a negotiated settlement. 2 '!hey were convinced 

----------------------------------------·-----------
1r.etter from Swanwick, Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1915. 

2H. Weinroth, "Peace by Negotiation and the British Anti-War 
Movement, 1914-191811 canadian Jou:r:nal of History 10, 3 (1975), 369-392. 
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that outright victo:ry would probably be succeeded by a carthaginian 

peace. A harsh settlement would not be conducive to the establishment 

of the "real European partnership" that was necessary if peace was to 

endure. The Goverrnnent, on the other hand, never had any intention of 

entering into negotiations with the enemy. The reasons that had led 

Britain to declare war made any compromise impossible. In the first 

instance, the Goverrnnent blamed Gennan aggression for the outbreak of 

hostilities; secondly, it believed that future security was only 

obtainable by the destruction of Prussian militarism. Furthennore, the 

Administration feared that any attempt to promote the pacifist 

objectives would undennine the prosecution of an all-out war effort. 

Acting on accordance with these convictions, the Government intensified 

the policy initiated in the first days of the war to buttress the unity 

of the nation by a sustained and aggressive propaganda campaign. The 

pacifists in setting out to combat this propaganda soon found 

themselves mired in goverrnnent restrictions and confronted by the 

unofficial censorship of the mob. Hence, the right to speak out freely 

became as much an issue of civil liberty as opposition to the 

Goverrnnent' s foreign policy. 

For the first eighteen months of the war there was no concerted 

effort by the dissenters to exert pressure on the Goverrnnent. In part 

In this article Weinroth contends that ideology was at the root of 
pacifist activity not propaganda as suggested by M. Swartz, The Union 
of Democratic Control (Oxford, 1971). 
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this was a result of lack of co-ordination but also it was because 

there was no one broad issue around which the pacifists could 

organise. 'Ihere were isolated gestures in response to declarations 

from pacifists within Gennany. 'Ihe temporru:y committee of the ICW was 

one of the organisations that was quick to respond to the Social 

Democratic Party's (SOP) manifesto in June 1915 which rejected the 

annexation of conquered territory. 'Ihe ICW conunitteee also forwarded 

to Grey a copy of the appeal to Bethmann-Hollweg from the radical 

Genna.n women urging him not to reject any overture for peace. 3 In 

the autumn there were a few weeks of lively discussion in the Nation 

sparked off by a letter from J. A. Hobson entitled "Approaches to 

Peace." Anxious to use the occasion to bring the policies of the newly 

fonned WIL to a wider audience, Swanwick pressed Marshall to write to 

the weekly drawing attention to the WILPF manifesto of October 1915 

which had taken up these very issues. But if the letter was sent, it 

was never published. 4 For the most part, however, these early months 

were devoted to setting up the WIL organisation. It was not until 

December when the question of conscription was raised that the women 

found an issue to which they could rally. 

'Ihe occasion for the creation of a pacifist alliance was the 

"peace debate" in the Cormnons on 23 February 1916. For several weeks 

3labour leader, 1 July 1915. c. Macmillan to E. Grey, 17 
August 1915, WILPF Reel 68 0685; extract from Referee, 19 September 
1915, ibid., 0924-5. 

4H. M. Swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 31 October 1915, CEMP 
DjMarj4/77. 
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the pacifists had been encouraged by what they believed to be signs 

favourable to the discussion of :peace. 'Ihey considered that a body of 

opinion existed in both Germany and Britain desirous of· peace talks. 

Even the German Chancellor's rather belligerent response to the SDP's 

request for a statement of German war aims in December 1915 was 

interpreted as indicating a willingness to entertain any Allied offer. 

'Ihe conviction was also growing that a decisive military victory was no 

longer possible for either side. 'Ihe debate was introduced in the 

Conunons by the ILP member for Blackbmn, Fhilip Snowden. In an 

eloquent speech he asked whether, in the interests if a stable peace, 

it was not possible to bring the war to a close on conditions that 

would realise the Allied objectives. However, this question was not as 

innocent as it might seem. For despite Asquith's protestations that he 

had declared the tenns on which Britain would agree to :peace, narnely, 

the restoration of Belgium and northern France, and the destnlction of 

German militarism, the pacifists in the House rightly suspected that 

Britain had entered into other connnibnents to her Allies. 5 In 

effect, therefore, the pacifists were asking the Government to admit 

that the country had been deceived into fighting for unspecified 

objectives the fulfillment of which necessitated outright victory. If 

------------------·---------------------
5Philip, Viscount Snowden, An Autobiography, 2 vols. (London, 

1934), 1:430-5. A. Evans, "Rumoured Secret Agreement," Manchester 
Guardian, 13 May 1915 and "'Ihe Abandornnent of Montenegro," ibid., 17 
February 1916, 7. UDC, April 1916, 59. E. J. Dillon, "Some of 
Russia's Difficulties" Contemporary Review 109 (February 1916): 
165-179. 
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indeed this was the case, then only the weight of public opinion could 

force a change of direction in national policy. The pacifists' 

suspicions were well founded. The Pact of I.Dndon made in August 1914 

by the Allies had done more than secure agreement that no member of the 

Entente could make peace without the others. And increasingly, the 

need to keep her Allies in this partnership was forcing Britain to make 

concessions. 

There were of course those who believed that the Government had 

stated its war aims -but that they were at the moment impossible to 

achieve. Referring to the current controversy regarding the timing of 

peace initiatives, the Manchester Guardian observed: 

If we talk peace, we must reject the tenns of the D..lblin 
speech, which are definitely inconsistent with peace now or 
at any time which can at present be definitely estimated. 
If, on the other hand, we accept these tenns not as an ideal 
merely but as something to be attained, then we had better 
get oR with the war of suffering, slaughter, poverty and 
all." 

This was a dilemma that the pacifists did not acknowledge. If indeed 

they subscribed to the moral imperative of the D..lblin speech to effect 

the establishment of public right, and if Gel:TClany was not ready to 

restore the invaded territories or to renounce her militaristic 

philosophy, then the pacifists must admit that Britain was in a 

situation that brooked no compromise. The war must be continued to 

achieve these ends and the pacifists must support this if they believed 

in Dublin. The pacifists evaded the necessity of choosing between 

~chester Guardian, 24 February 1916. 
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these alter:natives by contending that Germany was engaged in a 

defensive war and that it was the belligerence of the Allies that was 

preventing a change in Gennan policy. 'Ihe reality was that, with the 

hope of military victory in the forthcoming campaign, none of the 

belligerents was anxious to extricate itself. 

Although the "great peace debate" of February 1916 had little 

irrpact outside radical circles, the discussion proved to be of decisive 

importance for the peace movement. 'Ihe issues were crystallised. 'Ihe 

debate provided a much-needed focus that would enable the peace groups 

to confound those critics who charged them with lack of co-ordination. 

However, the ineffectiveness hitherto of the pacifists was not judged 

to be entirely due to an inability to integrate their activities. 

Rather, it arose from a failure to clarify, even separate, their 

objectives. Writing anonymously, John Maynard Keynes defined the 

problem facing the peace groups. In order to win public support for 

their views, he believed that first they must show that a military 

deadlock existed; and second, that an early peace could be durable. 7 

In regard to the first proposal, it was clear that as long as the 

nation believed that peace could be obtained by victory it would 

continue to fight. 'Ihe second proposal must confront the fear, which 

was the basis of much of the opposition, that a peace might only be a 

device to secure a breathing space for Germany before the renewal of 

------------------------------·--------------------------------------
7Manchester Guardian. Patrick Devlin, Too Proud to Fiqht: 

Woodrow Wilson's Neutrality (OXford, 1974), 460. Devlin identifies 
"Politicus" as J. M. Keynes. Politicus, "Face the Facts," War and 
Peace, April 1916, 101-2. 
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hostilities. Keynes was of the opinion that the weakness lay in the 

pacifist attempt to combine the two objectives. His conclusion was 

that the pacifists should concentrate their efforts on winning support 

for a durable early peace. 

The WIL signified its entry into the lists by despatching on 

7 March 1916 a strongly worded criticism to the Prime Minister of his 

reply to Snowden. 8 While the dOCLnnent contained a plea for the 

consideration of the woman's viewpoint, it was largely devoted to 

questioning the gloss put upon Asquith's speech by the Conunons. The 

Prime Minister, they corrq;>lained, had not refuted the House's 

interpretation that the intention was to crush Gennany. If this was 

the case, in view of the widely held opinion that victory was 

impossible, there were consequences attendant on such a policy. In 

particular, the WIL warned, the already intolerable suffering would be 

prolonged; doubts would be raised in the minds of Britain's Allies as 

to the disinterestedness of her policy; and above all, after dictated 

tenns it would be more difficult to establish that "real European 

partnership" necessary to the lastfug peace that the Prime Minister 

spoke of at D.lblin. The WIL proposed that, in order to strengthen the 

"reasonable party" among the Gennans, the Govennnent should let it be 

known that Britain intended no annexations and no permanent n1in of 

Gennany after the war. In addition, the Allies should announce that 

they would agree to an annistice for discussion of peace tenns. In 

BwrL First Yearly Report, 14. 
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spite of their censure the members of the WIL were completely at one 

with their countrymen in insisting that any tenns must include the 

evacuation of Belgitnn and Northern France. 

'Ihe dissenters persisted in their belief that if only moderate 

opinion in Gennany could be reassured as to the Allies' intentions, then 

they would bring pressure to bear upon their Government to negotiate. 

Yet, the pacifists knew that the GenTian accusations that the Allies 

plotted her economic ruin were far from baseless. Since the autumn of 

1915 a protectionist campaign, mounted by the Morning Post and 

supported by 'Ihe Times and other tariff refo:nn newspapers, had been 

gathering momentum. Resistance to the growing clamour for tariffs on 

the part of the WIL was consistent both with its conunitment to work for 

the Hague Resolutions and with the Cobdenite inheritance of most of the 

members. Fearful for the long-te:nn consequences for peace, catherine 

Marshall, with her customary zeal and energy, took the lead in 

gathering together a nucleus of influential people to inaugurate a 

campaign to counter the influence of the protectionists. 9 

The objects of the proposed campaign were two-fold. One was to 

combat the current attack on free trade; the other was to organise 

opinion in support of the inclusion of free trade proposals in the 

peace settlement - a policy that had been recormnended in the Hague 

Resolutions. Marshall herself wondered whether two separate 

------------------------------·--------- ----------------------------
9c. E. Marshall to J. A. Hobson, 29 December 1915, CEMP 

DjMarj4/1. (Notes) M. lambert and Mr Sussmann, December 1915, 
DjMar/4/1. 
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organisations might not be necessary to accommodate the different 

goals. She was attracted by the idea of Henri Lambert., the Belgian 

free trader, who advocated the fo:nnation of a I.eague of the Open Ibor. 

This body would combine a "strenuous advocacy" for the inclusion of 

international free trade in the peace tenns and a campaign for the 

roaintenance of the pre-war fiscal system at horne. 10 But by the time 

the info:nnal conference of free traders met at the WIL offices on 

17 March 1916 the greater urgency of fighting conscription necessitated 

the laying aside of plans for fonning a society. This decision was 

roade despite the fact that there were some who believed that in the 

long run free trade was the bigger issue. 11 However, individuals and 

organisations were free to wage their own campaigns against 

protection. 'Ihe WIL joined the UDC and the ILP in the fight against 

the "retaliato:ry tariff." 'Ihe WIL Monthly News Sheet carried articles 

opposing tariffs and its own literature, as well as that of the Cobden 

Club, was circulated to the branches. 12 'Ihe intensification of the 

protectionist campaign prompted the UDC to add another to its four 

cardinal points in May. This new point urged that British policy 

should be directed towards "the preservation and extension of the 

-------------·--------------------------------------
10Enclosure with C. E. Marshall to L. Courtney, 30 December 

1915, enclosure dated 24 December 1915, CEMP D/Mar/4/1. 

11H. N. Brailsford to C. E. Marshall, 2 February 1916, CEMP 
D/Mar/4/2. C. E. Marshall to F. J. Shaw 8 March 1916 D/Mar/4/1. 

12Resolution WIL Council 13 April 1916, WIL First Yearly 
Report, 17. 
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principle of the open door." However, with the loss of Marshall to the 

NCF there was no one to organise the campaign and the isolated efforts 

of the different organisations were destined to be ineffective. 13 

A fillip was given to the cause of peace negotiations when, in 

mid-March, COlonel House, confidant and aide to President Wilson, 

published the tenns on which he believed Gemany was willing to 

negotiate. 14 As both Britain and Gemany were anxious for American 

support their leaders had concealed from the President's envoy their 

real commitment to the continuation of the war. Thus, in ignorance of 

the true sentiments of the belligerents, House believed that he had 

within his grasp the possibility of a solution to the conflict. The 

WIL were as encouraged as House by the apparent willingness of Germany 

to discuss tenns. Therefore, seizing the opportunity to demonstrate 

the relevance of its own views, which were in accord with those of the 

Colonel's declaration, the WIL organised a conference for 10 to 12 

April 1916. The tenns published in The Times were to provide the basis 

of a discussion on the "Tenns of a European Settlement." Several 

eminent speakers, including old friends such as Brailsford, c. R. 

Buxton, Russell, and new ones like Hobson and Woolf, contributed to the 

sessions. The questions of nationality, the colonies and free trade 

were among the issues discussed as necessary to a reasonable 

---------------------------·-----·-------------------
13uoc Emergency Meeting 2 May 1916, ULC DOC 1/3. 

14The Times, 14 March 1916. News Sheet, April 1916. 
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settlement. 'Ihe conference was united in its agreement that in order 

to preserve the peace a supranational authority must be established. 

However, the House statement was not taken seriously elsewhere and 

received little publicity in the press. 15 

****** 
In its public role the WIL took a leading part in the establishment 

of the Peace Negotiations Committee which was to become the vehicle for 

the co-operative effort of the peace groups. 'Ihe suggestion for a mass 

peace petition to be presented to the Government was first mooted at 

the urx:: executive meeting on 28 March 1916. 'Ihis group was already 

promoting discussion on the conditions for negotiation. 'Ihree days 

later on 31 March a meeting was surrnnoned at the WIL offices which was 

attended by representatives from various peace groups. 'Ihey discussed 

co-operation and the organisation of a peace memorial. 'Ihe petition 

was to be the rallying point for a united and concentrated effort to 

bring pressure to bear on the Government. By early May a Peace 

Negotiations Cormnittee (INC) was set up to co-ordinate the work. 

Helena swanwick was its Ch.ainnan, HerlJert Dmnico, President of the 

Peace Society, was the Honorary Secretary and C. R. Buxton the Honorary 

Treasurer. 16 At the WIL council meeting on 13 April approval was 

·-----------------------------------------
1~ews Sheet, May 1916. Intemationaal, May-June-July 1916, 

WILPF Reel 110 1160. WIL First Yearly Report, 9. 

16wrL Special Meeting of groups interested in peace 
negotiations on 28 April 1916, UDC DOC 1/4. WIL: First Yearly Report, 
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granted for co-operation with other societies and the council pledged 

the WIL to "organising the will of the people in this country to a 

negotiated peace based on public equality and freedom." In this they 

joined the ILP, ur:x:::, FOR, NCF, Peace Society, Society of Friends, 

Women1 s Freedom league and all those others which comprised the 

eighteen groups that joined together to promote the Memorial. At last 

there was a definite job of work that could be undertaken by the peace 

movement. '!his was a task the labour leader described as "the biggest 

1117work to which we have put our hands since the outbreak of war. 

By the end of May preparations were complete. 'Ihe PNC believed 

that many factors had contributed to a growth of pacifist feeling 

during the last few weeks. Amongst the civilian population there 

appeared to be a growing unease with the prolongation of the war. 'Ihe 

City was becoming nervous, and weekly the Economist sounded the tocsin 

warning of the impending exhaustion of the nation 1 s financial 

resources. Reflecting their own concern rather than that of the 

general public, the pacifists also complained that civil liberties were 

being eroded with every extension of the Defence of the Realm Act 

(OORA). 'Ihe latest amendment to the Act which restricted the 

possession and distribution of all literature that could be inte:rpreted 

as spreading false statements or likely to cause disaffection gave the 

Government powers to stifle what the dissenters regarded as legitimate 

17Labour Leader, 11 May 1916. 
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criticisrn. 18 'Ihe growing list of public concerns encouraged the 

pacifists to believe the time was ripe for launching a vigorous 

campaign for peace negotiations. As if in confinnation of the 

timeliness of the moment, the recent speeches of Asquith, Grey and 

Bethrnann-Hollweg encouraged the pacifists to believe that these 

contained the formula for negotiation. 19 

'Ihus persuaded, they set on foot their campaign. 'Ihe text of 

the Memorial was brief: "'Ihe undersigned urge His Majesty's Government 

to take the earliest opportunity of promoting negotiations with a view 

to securing a just and lasting peace." An accompanying leaflet listed 

the names of prominent signatories - the "old stage anny" of the 

pacifist movement, as their critics labelled them. 20 'Ihe list 

contained such leading pacifist names as the Courtneys and Snowdens, 

Margaret Ashton, Margaret Bondfield, G. L. Dickinson, Hobson, 

MacDonald, catherine Marshall, Pethwick lawrence, the cambridge 

economist A. c. Pigou, Ponsonby, Russell and many more. Another 

leaflet outlined in greater detail the objectives of the organisation 

and quoted from the speeches of the statesmen purporting to show the 

sllnilarity of their aims and their stated willingness to enter into 

discussion. 21 

______________________,_____ 
1~otes marked "Private" 29 May 1916, CEMP DjMar/4/2. 


19News Sheet, May 1916. 


20
c. Chesterton Daily Express, 3 June 1916. 

2111Peace by Negotiation" and ''Why Not Negotiate?" Home 
Office Papers, Public Record Office (hereafter PRO), 
H0/45/10742/263275/180, 
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'Ihe launching of the Memorial in May inaugurated a campaign for 

the mass publicising of the objects of the me. In the ensuing eight 

months nearly 600 public meetings were held, and all, according to the 

National Administrative Council of the ILP, were well attended. In 

all, eighty local conunittees were fonned, and three million leaflets 

distributed. 'Ihe first conference of representatives from sympathetic 

organisations was held in Bradford on 3 June 1916 and addressed by 

Snowden and Jowett. 22 But the names on the Memorials were hard-won. 

One canvasser estimated that for every signature collected there had 

been six refusals. In spite of the me's optimism, public opinion had 

not yet shifted noticably towards considering peace as an alternative 

to the continuation of hostilities. 'Ihe reasons for this failure to 

change public opinion the same canvasser attributed to the fact that 

"we are literally in a Reign of Terror. 'Ihe weight of fear as well as 

hate and muddle-headedness is extremely heavy. It is the era of 

catchwords with few to counteract or contradict." By August the flow 

of signatures was slowing down, partly, it was believed, because most 

syrnpathisers had been reached, but also because the milital:y situation 

was making people suspend any expression of opinion. As yet, there 

were hopes that the Sornme push, initiated on 1 July, would bring the 

22Iabour Leader, 1 June 1916. Report of the National 
Administrative Council, Leeds 1917. 'Ihe Archives of the British 
Independent labour Party. Series I: Pamphlets and Leaflets {Hal:Vester 
Press, Brighton, 1979), 1917/46. 
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much desired victory. 23 originally it was intended that the PNC 

campaign should end in March 1917. However, the exchange of Notes 

among Germany, the Allies and the United States in December 1916 and 

January 1917 gave an added urgency to the PNC campaign. Fearing that 

for want of detennined action the opportunity for peace negotiations 

could be lost the pacifists renewed their efforts. Thus it was not 

until August 1917 that the MeiiiOrial, with its 221,000 signatures and 

endorsement by various labour organisations representing 900, ooo 

members, was presented to the Prime Minister. 24 There is no record 

of his response. 

In the surrnner of 1916, a specifically women's contribution was 

made to the peace negotiations campaign with the setting up of the 

Women's Peace Crusade. The crusade originated in Glasgow, a city noted 

for the strength of its industrial and socialist organisations. The 

links between the WIL and labour were strong. Helen Crawfurd, the 

Secretary of the Glasgow WIL, was a member of the ILP and a well-known 

socialist activist. Here, more than any other city, there was 

considerable working class support for peace and the crusade aimed to 

tap this reservoir of popular sentiment. A preliminary conference on 

10 June summoned by Crawfurd was attended by over 200 delegates from 

the various pacifist, women's and socialist organisations. The main 

speakers at the meeting were Swanwick, who represented the PNC and 

--------------------------------------------·------------------------
23F. Marshall to C. E. Marshall, 13 July 1916, CEMP 

DjMar/3/34. News Sheet, August 1916. 

24labour leader, 4 January 1917. 
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Crawfurd. Addressing the war weariness and the horror at the 

continuation of the senseless slaughter, Crawfurd appealed to her 

audience to be mcx:lern crusaders "fighting with weapons of the spirit 

for the living spirit of Christ." The delegates agreed to appoint a 

committee to organise a specifically women's crusade for peace 

negotiations. The committee of women working in conjrmction with the 

ILP organised a series of twenty three open-air meetings extending over 

a fortnight. This campaign culminated on 23 July in a monster meeting 

attended by about 5,000 on Glasgow Green. The enonnous success of the 

gathering was not marred by the attempts at disruption. There were two 

platforms: one, chaired by Agnes Hardie, sister of the late Keir 

Hardie, on which the speakers were Muriel Matters and Helena Nonnanton 

(loaned by the WIL to help organise)~ the other, chaired by Agnes 

Dollan, a well-known Glasgow socialist, had as speakers Margaret 

Ashton, Theodora Wilson-Wilson, Helena Swanwick and Helen crawfurd. 

The resolutions supported peace by negotiation. The opportunity was 

also taken to reaffinn the WIL commitment to adult suffrage, for which 

the organisation was currently campaigning. More meetings were planned 

and the next year other cities followed the lead of Glasgow in setting 

up pennanent peace crusades. 25 

2~ews Sheet, July and August, 1916. Forward, 10 Jrme, 15, 
23, 30 July, 5 August 1916. Labour Leader, 8 and 15 Jrme 1916; 
Dreadnought, 17 Jrme, 22 July 1916. Crawfurd helped organise the rent 
strike in Glasgow in 1915. See Gill Thomas, Life On All Fronts: Women 
in the First World War (cambridge, 1989) , 22-3. 
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***** 
'lhe spirit of optimism in which the PNC was launched. was 

boosted. by the endorsement by President Wilson of the programme of the 

American I..sa.gue to Enforce Peace (LEP). '!he President aligned. himself 

with Asquith "When, in his addresss on 27 May 1916 to the League, he 

outlined. the principles on which any enduring peace settlement must be 

based. '!hey were: self-determination, a guarantee of the territorial 

integrity of small nations and the right of the world to be free from 

aggression. 'lhis IEP programme supported. by Wilson was virtually 

identical with the B:ryce proposals. Both favoured. a league empowered. 

to use force to compel members to arbitration. All the pacifists 

loudly applauded. the President's intervention in the debate. 'lhe 

pacifists felt vindicated now that the leader of the most powerful 

nation in the world had thrown his weight behind a campaign for the 

establishment of a league that would inaugurate the "new 

26diplomacy. n '!heir enthusiasm was slightly marred, however, by 

Wilson's approval of the use of force. 

While all the protagonists were in agreement about the 

necessity of a league, opinion was divided over the place of force in a 

system of international government. 'lhus, the LEP programme became the 

topic of discussion among the pacifists. In preparation for the WIL's 

October General Meeting "When it would be proposed that the WIL support 

the IEP, catherine Marshall solicited the opinions of Lowes Dickinson 

26For an account of the new diplomacy see A. J. Mayer, 
Political Origins of the New Diplomacy (Yale, 1959, ed.l969) . 
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and Russell. At a conference organised by the Society of Friends on 11 

and 12 October 1916, Russell had spoken against Lowes Dickinson on the 

use of force. Russell's objection was based not so much on principle, 

as the fact that under the prevailing circumstance he believed it 

"would give a dangerous opportunity for disguised militarism." 

However, replying to Marshall's query, he observed that international 

affairs had not yet developed to the stage where coercion could be 

abandoned, even though, ultima.tely this should be the goal. '!his 

private admission of the need to employ force until all states were, of 

their own accord, dedicated to preserving the peace drew a reproach 

from Marshall. "I think your reasoning thoroughly unsound," she 

replied. 27 Lowes Dickinson also responded to Marshall's enquiries. 

But he was an advocate of the employment of force. Indeed, it was 

widely accepted that his visit to America in the spring had inspired 

the IEP programme. Both he and Woolf believed, that in the absence of 

universal disannament, the only alternative to European ruin was to 

accept the lesser evil and use collective force. Alert to the dangers 

of divided counsels, Woolf warned that disagreement on this issue 

''might dissipate the nucleus of pacifist public opinion." As for the 

pacifists thernselves, he feared that in the particularism of their 

27c. E. Marshall to B. Russell, 23 October 1916; B. Russell 
to C. E. Marshall, 25 October 1916, BRA RA 85 (a). 

28Ibid. B. Russell, "Two Ideals of Pacifism"; L. Woolf, 
"Shall the Nations Enforce Peace?"; G. L. Dickinson, "'Ihe League to 
Enforce Peace," War and Peace, January 1917. 

http:replied.27


199 


debate they might lose sight of what he considered to be the "bigger 

idea" of international co-operation. 28 

Much to catherine Marshall's satisfaction, the WIL General 

Meeting on 26 and 27 October 1916 contented itself with supporting the 

general principles of the I.EP without endorsing or condemning the use 

of force. 'Ihe meeting welcomed Wilson's May message. 'Ihe women 

recognised that America's readiness to participate in "any feasible 

association of nations" was a historic departure from its traditional 

policy of isolationism. And the acceptance of the principle of public 

right over the interests of individual nations, the WIL believed, 

marked an "epoch in the histo:ry of internationalism. " 'Ihe women 

resolved to work in strengthening the goodwill in Britain towards 

Wilson's proposals. '!hey could not contain their hope now that the 

Hague Resolutions and all their work had received the stamp of official 

approval.29 

However, the optimism of the summer months of 1916 generated by 

the PNC campaign and Wilson's IEP speech was dampened in September 1916 

by the pronouncement of the Secreta:ry of War. Lloyd George reaffinned 

Britain's detennination to fight to the finish and deliver a 

"knock-out" blow. He not only rejected all the recent peace 

initiatives but warned against neutral attempts to "butt in."30 No 

29wrL: Second Yearly Report, 14. 

30labour leader, 5 October 1916. Manchester Guardian, 29 
September 1916. 

http:approval.29
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doubt Lloyd George was reflecting popular sentiment, but this 

tmofficial declaration of policy caused anger in many quarters. 'Ihe 

Radicals correctly interpreted this pronotmcement as calculated to 

arrest any moves towards peace by the American President; whereas at 

home, its purpose was to tighten the national resolve for victory. 'Ihe 

annotmcement was also an indication of the divisions within the cabinet 

over war aims. In this fundamental conflict between the conceptions of 

a negotiated and a dictated peace, Asquith and Grey were seen as 

representing the fanner position and Lloyd George the latter. 31 It 

should be noted, however, that although the Prime Minister and Foreign 

Secretary advocated the establishment of a league, they always insisted 

that victory must come first. When the Asquith Coalition collapsed in 

December 1916, 'Ihe Times confidently announced that "the spirit of 

'pacifism' has been effectively exorcised•...We shall have no more 

Geman suggestions that English statesmen are listening to peace 

whispers. 1132 By contrast, 8wanwick was confident that the change 

would provide the opporttmity to embark upon effective opposition. 'Ihe 

men released from office, she believed, would fonn the "party of 

33reason" that would lead the country out of the war. Now that the 

principle of the league had won wide acceptance, albeit outside 

31H. N. Brailsford "'Ihe New British Government", New 
Republic, 3 February 1917 (dated 30 December 1916). 

32Ibid. 'Ihe Times, 9 December 1916. 

3~erthvr Pioneer, 16 December 1916. 
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government circles, it now remained to persuade the country of the 

necessity of bringing the war to an end by negotiation. 

'!he pacifists later claimed that between December 1916 and 

March 1918 there had been nine opportunities to enter into negotiations 

and that all were rejected by the IJ.oyd George coalition. But even if 

the Government would not negotiate, it was compelled, in some measure, 

to define its war aims. '!he peace campaign was opened by a Note to the 

Allies on 12 December 1916 from Bethmann-Hollweg intimating Gennany's 

willingness to connnence talks. '!he GenTian initiative was closely 

followed on 18 December by a Note to the belligerents from Wilson. 

Opinion was, and still is divided as to the genuineness of the Gennan 

offer. 34 At the time the British Government thought it a manoeuvre 

to create dissension among the Allies and win the support of America. 

And even some of the pacifists were taken aback by the arrogance of the 

wording. But the British Government had already decided that any 

overtures must be rejected. 'Ihus Britain declined talks until Gennany 

was prepared to state its tenns. 35 

'!he carefully worded response to Wilson on 10 January 1917 

reflected Britain's vulnerability as a result of her dependence on 

----------------------------------· 
34'Ihe genuineness of the offer is discussed in P. Devlin, Too 

Proud to Fight: Woodrow Wilson's Neutrality (Oxford, 1974), 569-75. 

35I.owe and Dockrill, The Mirage of Power, 347-8. 
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American aid. 36 After protesting that the President had drawn no 

distinction between the belligerents, the War cabinet conceded some 

statement of aims. Allied war aims were defined in a general sense as 

much the same as at niDlin, namely, the establishment of the principle 

of nationality, and the right to be secure from aggression. The 

phrasing of the British reply was sufficiently ambiguous to disarm most 

moderate criticism. Swanwick's response was cautious. She approved 

the laying down of two fundamental conditions necesssary for securing a 

pemanent peace: the right of all people to security and economic 

development, and the establishment of a league of nations to assure 

peace and justice. She was, however, concerned that the cornplicatd 

questions of nationality should be decided by an international 

conunission which would ascertain the wishes of the peoples, rather than 

by the interested parties. Only a just peace, she believed, could 

provide stability. In spite of her misgivings about some of the 

statements and disagreement with some of the proposals, she welcomed 

the fact that at last the peace movement had something on which to base 

its work. 37 

For the pessimistic amongst the Radicals this long-demanded 

declaration confinned their apprehensions. They regarded talk about 

the liberation of Italians, Slavs, Rumanians, Czechs and Slovaks from 

---------------------------·----
36s. Kernek, 11The British Goverrnnent's Reactions to President 

Wilson's "Peace" Note of December 1916" Historical Journal 13, 4 
(1970): 721-765. 

37News Sheet, February 1917. 

' 
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foreign domination as indicating an expansion of war aims. These were 

not the purposes for which the British people had gone to war but were 

the bribes necessary to win the support of Italy and Rumania. 38 As 

the liberation of several of these nationalities would be primarily at 

the expense of Gennany's allies, it was unlikely that these tenns would 

be acceptable to her. Therefore, the alternative continued to be war )L 

outrance. later in 1917, the failure to consider the GenTian offer of 

December 1916 was to be criticised by the WIL as the first of several 

lost opportunities to state clearly Britain's war aims. Nonetheless, 

this partial statement of war aims, however unwelcome to the pacifists, 

did provide the focus for more effective criticism. 39 

Notwithstanding these doubts and fears, the pacifists were 

sanguine in their belief that the exchange of Notes had rna.terially 

altered the situation. For three weeks Europe had talked peace. 

Brailsford, who articulated shrewd, info:rmed, English radical opinion 

for the American liberal public, ventured a cautious optimism in an 

article for the New Republic. He observed that there was a discernible 

change in public opinion, for he saw evidence of less hostility to the 

idea of peace in Britain. The problem, according to his analysis, was 

that the people had been exposed only to the one idea, that of peace 

through victory. With the public's increased suggestibility, now was 

38snowden, An Autobiography, 438-9. 


39wrL Second Yearly Report, 15. 
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the time to expose them to the altel:natives of negotiated peace and a 

league of nations. Wilson's intervention, he believed, had provided 

the necessary publicity for these ideals. 40 

As expected, the pacifists hastened to demonstrate their 

approval of the President's initiative. 'Ihe ILP spoke for all the 

pacifists in their letter to Wilson of 6 Janucu:y 1917. 'Ihey declared 

their gratitude for his efforts to obtain a statement of tenus which, 

they assured him, were "gratefully received by the sober and 

responsible sections of the British people." 'Ihe letter also expressed 

the hope that the President would continue in his efforts by which, 

they were confident "you will earn the undying gratitude of this and 

41succeeding generations. n It was messages like these and the 

skilfull radical propaganda that had led Wilson into overestimating the 

strength of public support for a peace initiative. 'Ihe President had 

no doubt come to believe, according to one British official, that 

"there is a very large pacifist party in these islands, but that the 

expression of its opinions is suppressed by the police. 1142 'Ihwarted 

4%. N. Brailsford, "'Ihe Peace Note in London," New Republic, 
13 Janucu:y 1917. 

41ILP National Administrative Council, Leeds 1917, 1917/46. 

42Nonnan Angell, After All: 'Ihe Autobiography of Nonnan 
.Anqell (London, 1952), 203. P. H. Kerr to Mr. Harris nd. probably 
January 1917. PRO HO 45/10834/328752: Laurence W. Martin, "Wocx:lrow 
Wilson's Appeal to the People of Europe" Political Science Quarterly 
74, 4 (1959): 498-516. 
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by governments and doubtless encouraged by the popular response, Wilson 

decided to appeal to the peoples over the heads of their leaders. In a 

crucial speech to the Senate on 22 January 1917 he outlined the 

conditions under which America would take part in a league of peace at 

43the end of the war. Fundamental to the preservation of any 

agreement, he argued, was that it should be a peace between equals - a 

"peace without victo:ry." He also stressed the need for a concert of 

the powers and the limitation of a:nnaments. In making this statement 

Wilson believed that he was speaking for the "silent mass of mankind." 

As "members of the sex still forcibly silenced in the Councils of the 

Nations, " the women of the WIL considered themselves to be part of this 

"mass". 'Ihe in'portance for the pacifists was that their ideas had, at 

last, been given respectability with their public espousal by the 

leader of the most powerful nation. This speech to the Senate was the 

"point at which Liberal ideas had arrived" and marked "the divide in 

historical thinking on international relations."44 

***** 
Wilson's Note and speech encouraged the WIL to launch a policy 

inaugurated the previous November. A joint by-election conunittee had 

been set up with the me. The opportunity to put up candidates rurming 

43'Ihe support of the Senate was crucial for all foreign 
policy decisions. All treaties had to be approved by a two-thirds 
majority in the Senate. 

4~chester Guardian, 23 January 1917. News Sheet, March 
1917. Gerda Crosby, Disa:nnament and Peace in British Politics 
(cambridge, Mass., 1957), 40. 
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on a peace by negotiations platfonn came with the by-elections in 

Februa:cy and March in Rossendale, Stockton and South Aberdeen. 'Ihe 

election campaigns were to be in support of Wilson's policies. 'Ihe 

by-elections would also provide an opportunity for the free advocacy of 

peace negotiations urnnuzzled by OORA. Of the three, Rossendale was the 

most successful. 'Ihis was partly due to the timing, the excellent 

local organisation and the fact that the candidate, Albert Taylor, was 

a local union man. 'Ihe WIL was the only organisation officially to 

back the candidate and Helen Crawfurd was appointed as its organiser. 

'Ihe campaign was run with the help of the local ILP. 'Ihe absence of 

the candidate who as a CO was being detained by the anny at Abergele in 

North Wales, as a goverrnnent observer noted rmeasily, far from 

impairing the campaign, won it a certain sympathy. 45 'Ihe Manchester 

branch of the WIL sent organisers and speakers, one of whom was 

Margaret Ashton. Indeed, one side-effect of this campaign (whose 

meetings were so well supported by the local women), was the fonna.tion 

of a Rossendale branch of the WIL. 'Ihe ILP also enlisted the aid of 

some of its best known members to speak in the campaign. 'Ihe opposing 

candidate, "independent" Liberal Sir John Maden, a man of great local 

popularity, had at his disposal the combined services of the local 

Liberal and Unionist organisations. Accusations were made by the WIL 

that his political agent, who was also the recruiting officer for the _______________,_________ 
4~ews Sheet, March 1917. Milner Papers, Bodleian Librcrry, 

Oxford,. M/S Milner, Dep. 377. 
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district, was intimidating voters by the fear of conscription. 

However, the advocacy of the PNC case had to some degree been 

undennined by the breach of diplomatic relations in early February 

between the United States and Gennany. Nonetheless, the election was 

regarded as a success in that the WILand PNC had captured 20% of the 

vote. 'lhe result was sufficient to cause an increasingly navous 

Govemnent to register some alann. In the Colmnons the pacifist members 

jubilantly interpreted Rossendale as the evidence of the support for 

peace negotiations spirit that Asquith, a year earlier, had denied 

existed in the counb:y. 'lhey concluded that Rossendale had proved that 

it was the issue not the candidate that was of paramount importance. 

In the history of the war, this by-election, they believed, would be 

seen as "the turning-point in public opinion"; it was the "writing on 

the wall. 1146 

'lhe other two by-elections were less successful. Believing 

that international events were favourable to peace negotiation, it was 

decided to contest Stockton and South Aberdeen in March and April 

respectively. After the revolution in March, Russia's continuation in 

the war was uncertain and the Central Powers were making peace 

overtures to her. At Stockton the Society of Friends' candidate, 

Edward Backhouse, was well supported by members prominent in the __________________________, 

4~den 6019 votes, Taylor 1804 votes. Labour Leader, 8 and 
15 February 1917; Monthly, March 1917; Manchester Guardian, 13 February 
1917. H. c. Deb. (5) 90 (1917) cols 1214,1239,1273 20 February 1917. 
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pacifist movement. He had even received endorsement from lDrds 

Courtney and lDreburn. But Stockton's prosperity was linked to a 

continued war effort and there was little support for a peace by 

negotiation. Hence, he polled only 596 votes to the 7641 of his 

opponent. The other campaign, organised by Helen Crawfurd on behalf of 

the WIL, was for Frederick Pethwick lawrence at South Aberdeen. His 

platfo:rm advocated not only negotiated peace but free-trade, adult 

suffrage, a league of nations and the nationalisation of the mines and 

railways. His wife, who addressed women's groups, described it as a 

"difficult and tmpleasant four weeks contest." She found the women to 

be more embittered than the men. In a three-cornered contest Pethwick 

lawrence won only 333 out of the 5123 votes polled. It appeared that, 

as yet, peace by negotiations did not have a lm:ge following in the 

country and that Rossendale had been a false dawn. 4 7 

***** 
Throughout the first year of its existence the WIL worked, in 

so far as the Govennnent allowed, to convert public opinion to its 

principles. Like the other groups with which it co-operated the WIL 

had to face the moral problems raised by the national crisis. The 

dilemma for the loyal subject, as Swanwick observed, was the "ethical 

and political propriety" of opposing the Govennnent in a time of 

47E. Pethwick lawrence, My Part in a Clanging World (London 
1938), 317. News Sheet, April 1917. 



209 


48national emergency. Yet it was only by embarking on a course of 

criticism that the tensions between the limits of individual right and 

the exigencies of national security were demonstrated and clarified. 

'!he pacifists insisted that it was their duty to defend democracy 

against erosion by a Govennnent mustering the nation in its first 

"total war." '!hey believed that, in resisting govennnent regulation, 

they were upholding the right to express contrary opinions. Above all, 

they were fighting for the people's right to info:nnation - which was 

the basis of any democratic society. For the pacifists were convinced 

that once the people knew the facts, shorn of all propaganda, they 

would opt for an early peace on conditions that would prevent the 

return of war. 'Ihus, an essential part of the pacifist campaign became 

the defence of free speech at horne. '!his stand brought them into 

conflict with the Govennnent over libertarian issues. 

'!he crisis over civil liberties became acute by 1916. In 

order, however, to understand the situation one must look at the 

piecemeal process that had begun at the onset of war. '!he first 

challenge to the official version of events that had preceded the 

commencement of hostilities was mounted in September 1914 by the urx:::. 

As other groups became organised they too questioned the Goverrnnent' s 

actions. '!he purpose of the White Paper issued in August was to allay 

48swanwick, I Have Been Young, 273. 
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any doubts about the rightness of Britain's cause by laying the blame 

for war at Gennany's door. In the task of rallying the nation, 

goverrnnent propaganda was reinforced by the press and the private 

enterprise of those writers and scholars who enlisted for "the Fleet 

Street Front." 'Ihe most influential of these was the popular writer H. 

G. Wells. He proved to be the consummate propagandist able to "capture 

the holy phrase which crystallises public aspiration. 1149 Wells not 

only coined early in the conflict the catch-phrase, "the war to end all 

war, " which was seized upon by friend and foe alike, but he also salved 

the liberal conscience by prescribing the paradox of the "sword of 

peace," where "every sword that is drawn against Gennany now is a sword 

50drawn for peace. n 

Scholars also enlisted and men of high reputation for integrity 

put their bnprima.tur on the war by lending their pens and names to give 

it the seal of morality and righteousness. While cambridge for the 

most part remained aloof, many Oxford scholars contributed to the 

OXford War Pamphlets sponsored by the privately nm Central committee 

for National Patriotic Organisations. 'Ihis series served for the 

intelligentsia the same purpose that the Northcliffe and Pearson press 

served for the lower classes. Gilbert Murray's 'Ihe Foreign Policy of 

Sir Edward Grey was a response to the "hannful propaganda" of the II.P 

49Harold D. Lasswell, Propaganda Techniques in the World War 
(New York, 1972), 66. 

50Daily Chronicle, 7 August 1914. 
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and, specifically, a repudiation of two UOC pamphlets by Brailsford and 

Russell. 51 It was against this fonnidable array of talent and 

resources that the pacifists were detennined to pit their puny efforts. 

For swanwick the free availability of information and "the 

value of difference (and variety) in character and conduct" were the 

essence of liberalism. From the outset she challenged the attempts to 

regiment the public mind. In December 1914 she had attacked the appeal 

from the Central Cornrnittee for National Patriotic Organisations for 

writers who would assist in hanlessing "the great driving power of 

public opinion." Government attempts to shape and control opinion by 

giving out selected information, she declared, was a spiritual fom of 

militarism that was even more destructive than the regimentaton of the 

body. 'Ihis monopoly by the official point of view was preventing 

access to any other opinion. She feared that when the time came for 

peace, the people would have no basis on which to judge goverrnnent 

policy. 'Ihis was a justifiable concern, for the Central Committee's 

appeal had referred to the necessity of avoiding a "patched up truce" 

that would permit the revival of the German menace. 52 

'Ihe difficulties of publicising an alternative view soon became 

apparent. In tenns of what was happening in Germany and France the 
,________________________, 

51J. Headlam-Morley to G. Murray, 22 March 1915; c. Schuster 
to G. Murray, 31 May 1915, Murray Papers, Bodleian Library, 27. B. 
Russell, "War the Offspring of Fear"; H. N. Brailsford, "'Ihe Origins of 
the Great War. " 

52conunon cause, 11 December 1914. 'Ihe Times, 21 November 
1914. 
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British Goverrnnent was not unduly repressive; but in tenns of what were 

held to be traditional liberties, the executive appeared to be becoming 

despotic. Before 1917 there were only a few official raids such as 

those on the National labour Press and the NCAC. In later years Fenner 

Brockway, editor of the labour leader which had been raided, admitted 

that there had been little real interference with freedom of speech and 

writing; although this was not the perception at the time. The raid on 

the NCAC offices in the summer of 1916 impelled the group to widen its 

scope and change its name to the National Council for Civil Liberties 

53(NCCL) . The mandate of the NCCL was to fight for the maintenance 

of freedom of conscience, resistance to industrial conscription and the 

right to free speech and assembly - all of which they nCM believed to 

be in jeopardy. The NCCL was not a specifically pacifist organisation 

but its membership, which included Marshall and swanwick, was largely 

drawn from those individuals already conunitted to radical and pacifist 

causes. HCMever, it was true that the opportunities to hold meetings 

had become severely circumscribed. This situation was the result of 

mob intimidation organised by patriotic organisations rather than 

goverrnnent policy - although it received the tacit consent of the 

authorities. These incursions into traditional entitlements was kept 

alive as a parliamentary issue by the radical Members who linked them 

to the prolongation of the war. 

----------· 
53A. F. Brockway, Inside the Left (london, 1942) , 61. News 

Sheet, August 1916. 
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By the end of 1916 it had become impossible to hold public 

meetings in london and parts of the provinces. Several meetings in 

1915 and early 1916 had been broken up by the mob amidst scenes of 

violence and disorder. 'Ihis rmofficial censorship was largely the work 

of colonial troops trrged on by the Daily Mail and Daily Express and the 

Anti-Gennan Union. As a result, much of the pacifist activity was 

transferred to the provinces, particularly to the Scottish I.Dwlands, 

the North and to South Wales. 'Ihis last area was especially important 

as the mines there provided the coal which fuelled the navy. 

Swanwick was only one of the small band of intrepid men and 

women, 'Who at no small personal cost, journeyed around the cormtry 

speaking on behalf of peace negotiations and a league to preseJ:Ve the 

peace. 'Ihey showed great courage in not only facing the brickbats of 

patriotic opinion but in confronting the potential physical dangers of 

dissent. By the end of 1916 she was travelling widely speaking for the 

UDC, sometimes for the WIL and after March, 'When she became a member of 

the organisation, for the ILP. In the course of her travels, 

undertaken despite her fragile health in the difficult conditions of 

wartime, she shared the meagre comforts of many working-class homes. 

It was this experience and admiration for the people with 'Whom she came 

into contact that was largely responsible to converting her to 
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socialism. Initially, however, it was her enthusiasm for the ILP's 

stance on war and peace that drew her to the party. 54 

SWanwick's touring as a speaker took her to South Wales. 'Ihe 

meeting scheduled for 11 November 1916 at cardiff was the fourth and 

the biggest organised by the NCCL in that region. 'Ihe speakers billed 

to talk on civil liberties, peace negotiations and conscription were 

Helena Swanwick, MacDonald and J. H. 'Ihornas, MP for Coventry. I..ocal 

patriots, having failed to prevent the meeting by official methods, 

decided to take the law into their own hands. With the connivance of 

Sir Ivor Herl:>ert, lord Lieutenant of the County and MP for Morunouth, C. 

B. Stanton, MP for Merthyr and several mine and ship owners, it was 

decided to break up the NCCL gathering the next day. On Saturday 

aften1oon, a mob from a rival patriotic meeting, under the leadership 

of the MP for Merthyr, burst into the hall and broke up the assembly. 

'Ihe local ILP newspaper the Merthvr Pioneer claimed that the police 

were also a party to the disturbance. Having failed to clear the hall 

of the rowdies on the grounds that it was a public meeting, they 

allowed sections of the unruly procession which had arrived at the 

doors to enter with the words "that's sufficient to break up the 

meeting."55 __________________,________________________ 
5~. M. Swanwick to H. Bryan, 11 D=cernber 1915, BLPFS, Bryan 

ILP Papers Coll. Misc. 314 \lb. 

5~erthyr Pioneer, 18 November 1916. 
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Questions concerning the cardiff "riot" were introduced in the 

Connnons by J. H. 'Ihornas. In the course of discussion Stanton was 

praised by Sir Ivor Herbert for his part in breaking up the 

"pro-Gennan" gathering. Once more Herbert levelled the now familiar 

accusations against swanwick, when he asked if it was true that a 

Gennan woman was to have moved one of the resolutions at the meeting. 

'Ihese charges of pro-Gennanism were based on the fact that she was born 

in Munich and that her father was a Dane from Gennan-ruled Schleswig. 

MacDonald assured the House that the woman in question, Helena 

swanwick, was not Geman although she had been born in Gennany. 56 

Nor was this to be the only occasion when Swanwick, by the accident of 

her place of birth, would be accused of Gennan sympathies. Amongst the 

pacifists, she was second only to Morel in the frequency with which the 

press endeavoured to smear their names and work by casting aspersions 

on their patriotism through their national origins. '!he egregious 

Horatio Bottomley attacked her in John Bull shortly after the cardiff 

incident. In an article entitled "In the Barber's Chair," he wrote: 

"Been reading about you in the papers lately ....No I never 
sed you was Gennan. Praps that's yore guilty conscience 
Ma'am - trying to arouse sympathy fur our enemy's wllnmin folk 
wot are as bad as their fathers, brothers an 'usban's. 

He noted, also, that her father was a Dane and that Denrna.rk had sat on 

the fence in the war. Although she had left her birthplace of Munich 

as a child, he declared that "you breathed Gennan air for four years an 

5~. C. Deb., (5), 87 (1916), eels. 711-50, 14 November 1916. 

http:Denrna.rk
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you can't touch pitch without bein' defiled. 1157 Swanwick bore the 

calunmies of Bottomley with pride, as a badge of defiance. She even 

referred to them in her entry in Labour Who's Who in 1924. In his 

address to the Commons, Thomas expressed the concern of all 

libertarians that the Home Secretal:y during the recital of these 

outrages, by expressing no regrets, had appeared to condone the 

events. Nor had the House been shocked, he obsaved, by the violent 

actions of one of its members against another. The repeated failure to 

protect the right of free speech continued to be a grievance frequently 

aired by the Radicals in the House. 

The November meeting was rescheduled with the same speakers for 

4 December at Merthyr. Taking the optimistic view Helena Swanwick 

pronounced the "row at cardiff" a ''most stupendous advertisement", 

adding that "I hear the Goverrnnent is seriously concerned about South 

58Wales. n The Merthyr meeting promised to be bigger than cardiff I 

with over 3 1 000 people including twice as many delegates. In order to 

forestall any trouble, the miners of South Wales threatened a one day 

strike if the meeting was disrupted. Before the Merthyr gathering I 

Herbert Sann.1el 1 the Home Secretal:y, warned Stanton not to interfere. 

For as Sann.1el wrote 

I am wholly opposed to the views expressed by the leaders of 
that body and regard its propaganda as detrimental to the 
country's cause, I am unwilling to use powers invested in me 

57I.abour Who's Who 1924; John Bull, 2 December 1916. 

5~. M. Swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 23 November 1916 CEMP 
DjMar/4/78. 
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to suppress its meetings...because right of free speech and 
of free criticism of the policy of the Government of the day 
is of great importance even in time of war and because I do 
not want the world to be misled into thinking that there is a 
pacific movement in this country of so fonnidable a nature 
that the Government finds it necessacy to suppress it. 

Samuel urged Stanton to use his influence in preventing disorder, as he 

did not consider it necessacy for Merthyr Tydfil to give any further 

demonstration of its patriotism; stanton's own election a year ago had 

59been "sufficient proof of loyalty. n However, the origins of the 

Horne Secretal:y' s policy lay not so much in his libertarian principles, 

as many Liberals claimed, but in a desire to undercut the peace 

movement. 

Horne Office records show a considerable arobivalence towards 

pacifist activity. 'Ihe problem was to define the boundaries between 

the advocacy of peace, which was not unlawful, and actions that 

constituted sedition. In this task it was necessacy to distinguish 

between the cranks and those agitators who could disrupt the status 

9!!Q. Fears were expressed that public insistence on peace negotiations 

might endanger the commitment made in early September 1914, by the Pact 

of london, not to conclude a separate peace from Britain's allies. 'Ihe 

real danger posed by the pacifists, however, was their potential to 

estrange labour from the national war effort. If it had not been for 

this capacity, the pacifists could have been dismissed merely as cranks 

by the Government and ignored. Indeed, until 1917 this was largely the 

policy pursued - although a wary eye was always maintained on their 

·--------------------------------------------
5~erthyr Pioneer, 9 z::a:erober 1916. 
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activities. The expansion of police powers that had been taking place 

since the industrial confrontations of 1910 and now further 

strengthened by additions to OORA was aimed primarily at controlling 

labour. 60 Therefore, it was their latent power to spread 

disaffection amongst sections of industry vital to the war effort that 

caused the Goverrnnent to be concemed about the pacifists. 

The dissenters were equally aware of the threat they posed. 

The reason for official concern was amply illustrated by SWanwick's 

speech at Mert.hyr. In her address she pursued the related themes of 

peace negotiations and civil liberty. Swanwick denounced the secret 

cormnitments to the Allies as the reason for the prolongation of the 

war. The corollary to a war of attrition and the exhaustion of the 

country, she warned, would be the exploitation of all resources, 

including labour. Her speech was designed to play upon fears 

concerning the extension of military conscription to the protected 

industries. Speculation had been sharpened by recent discussions 

between the Goverrnnent and certain unions. Although the suggestion had 

been scotched by the unions, rumours persisted that black labour 

imported from South Africa was to be used to "free" men in reserved 

occupations for the anny. Helena Swanwick' s invocation of this spectre 

in a part of the country susceptible to industrial unrest could only 

60Jane Morgan, Conflict and Order: The Police and Labour 
Disputes in England and Wales 1900-1939 (Oxford 1987), 276-7. 
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alann the administration. It had only been in the last couple of weeks 

that the Government had averted a strike by offering the miners a pay 

increase of 15% and bringing the mines under temporary state control. 

Playing on these heightened fears, she warned that Samuel's letter to 

Stanton indicated that as soon as the pacifists were considered to be 

strong, then they would be suppressed. 61 

The Goverrnnent's attitude to the cardiff disturbances was in 

accordance with their general policy since the outbreak of war. 

Neither the speakers nor the rioters were prosecuted. While the 

authorities were not prepared to defend the pacifists, neither were 

they prepared to give the more prominent of their number publicity by 

the martyrdom of prosecution. SWanwick's perfonnance at Merthyr was 

described as "undoubtedly a mischievous speech." Yet after 

consultation with the Director of Public Prosecutions, it was decided 

that proceedings against her were not warranted. 62 Amongst the 

thirty-five out of thirty-six cases that were not proceeded against in 

1916-1917 were public figures like the Snowdens, Jowett, Russell as 

well as Swanwick. Another reason, no doubt, for reluctance to take 

strong measures in South Wales was the relative strength of the 

pacifists and the potential for industrial unrest. If the estlinate of 

61Merthyr Pioneer, 16 December 1916. Manchester Guardian, 6 
and 7 December 1916 on black labour. 

62PRO, HO 45/10743/263275/284. 
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around 29, ooo pacifists is correct, this was certainly a number large 

63enough to cause the Govennnent concern. 

Yet for all their crusacti.nc:J zeal, it was clear that by the 

beginning of 1917 the pacifists had not made serious inroads on public 

opinion with their peace negotiations campaign. Nonetheless, they had 

by this date a highly organised network of dissent at their disposal. 

It was, however, the repercussions of the Russian Revolution acting on 

the growing disenchanbnent with the war that provided the WILand its 

allies with the means to force the Govennnent to take pacifist activity 

more seriously and to consider alternatives to current policies. 

---·-----------------
63PRO, HO 45/10743/263275/284. A. Mer-o'Brien, "Patriotism on 

Trial: The Striking South Wales Miners, July 1915" Welsh History Review 
12 {1984): 76-104. 



CHAPI'ER VI 


REVISING FUBLIC A'ITI'IUDFS: 1917-1918 


"A pacifist is one who is open to discuss tenns of peace before the 
Allies shall have entered Vienna, Constantinople and Berlin." 

"Give me the liberty to know, to utter and to argue freely according to
1conscience above all other liberties. " 

Peace negotiations and the protection of civil liberties 

these continued to be themes of the WIL and pacifist activity during 

the last eighteen months of the war. An impetus was given to both 

causes by one of the most important events of 1917 - the March 

revolution in Russia. 'Ihe revolution appeared to embody all that the 

pacifists in Britain were struggling to achieve. However, what was an 

inspiration to the pacifists and socialists and even old-fashioned 

Liberals was regarded as a warning by the Government. On the domestic 

front, therefore, the last eighteen months of the war saw the forces 

of order and the forces of change in serious contention. 2 

'Ihe Revolution of March 1917 was accorded a mixed reception in 

Britain. A burst of popular spontaneous enthusiasm greeted the news of 

~oted in News Sheet, Januacy 1917, 2. John Milton quoted 
in Nation, 24 November 1917. 

2For a discussion of the new diplomacy see Anlo J. Mayer, 
Political Origins of the New Diplomacy (Yale, 1959, 1969). 
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the overthrow of the corrupt and despotic rule of the Czar. 'Ihe 

feeling of "liberation and exhilaration11 was experienced by all who 

believed that this marked a tunri.ng point in the stru.ggle for liberty 

and justice. 3 For others, the flagging moral purpose of the war was 

injected with new life. The Asquithian Liberals could now in good 

conscience describe the war as one of democracy against autocracy. 

This enthusiasm, however, was not universal. 'Ihe news of the Russian 

Revolution was welcomed "by the muffled bells in the I.Dndon press and 

the Govennnent's response was arnbiguous. 114 The pacifists and the 

socialists alone were unequivocal. It is now difficult to catch the 

enthusiasm, astonishment and excitement at the boldness of the Russian 

coup. The WIL, in conunon with other libertarian groups, applauded the 

Charter of Freedom issued. in mid-March by the Provisional Government. 

This guarantee of civil and political liberties afforded a sombre 

contrast with the contraction of liberties that was occurring in 

Britain. The WIL currently in the throes of its own campaign for 

enfranchisement was particularly i.rrpressed by the promise of universal 

suffrage and the women sent a congratulatory message to the President 

of the Provisional Govennnent. 5 

3Leonard Woolf, Beginning Again (I.Dndon, 1964), 209. 


~chester Guardian, 2 April 1917. 


5wrL Second Yearly Report, 17. 


http:tunri.ng
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On 18 March, the day after the Russian Democratic Charter was 

published in the British press, Marshall drafted a British Charter of 

Freedom modelled on that of Russia. 6 'Ihe stimulus to action came 

from the Russian declaration that all political and religious prisoners 

would be released. It was generally believed amongst the pacifists and 

radicals that if Russia could proclaim full civil liberties in war-time 

then there was no reason why Britain could not do the same. 'Iherefore, 

under the aegis of the Anglo-Russian Co-operation Conunittee (a title of 

convenience) , she and Russell launched a campaign to secure support for 

the Olarter. 7 'Ihey hoped that the various disaffected elements 

represented by Labour, the Irish and the civil libertarians would 

combine and lend their support to the cause. A long list of public 

figures, including Members of Parliament, peers, journalists and 

leaders of labour and pacifist opinion, were approached by Marshall and 

Russell. Some of those whose support was solicited were cautious. 

8wanwick, in her capacity as Chainnan of the WILand the PNC, felt 

unable to make a judgement without more infomation. lord Bryce, 

whilst willing to act for the ens, believed that "there was nothing to 

6Draft Charter of Freedom, 18 March 1917. DjMar/4/38. 

7Jo Vellacott, Bertrand Russell and the Pacifists in the 
First World War (New York, 1980) , 153. Vellacott suggests that the 
Anglo-Russian Co-operation Conunittee may have been the same as the 
Anglo-Russian Democratic Alliance of Iansbury. However, in his 
biography of Iansbury, R. l?ostgate said that the object of the ARDA was 
to emphasise the unity of interest among the workers of the world; 
whereas, the ARCC were concerned with the extension of civil liberties. 
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be gained by associating the question of British civil liberties with 

the Russian Charter. " Nor was the NCCL willing to take up the burden 

of the carrpaign from the ARCC as Marshall had hoped. 8 

The speed with which the operation was mounted suggests that 

the libertarians planned to use a debate in Parliament on the 

revolution in Russia as a stalking horse for their own concerns about 

the restriction of liberties in Britain. However this opportunity was 

denied them as the Goverrnnent confined its sympathies, or lack of them, 

to a message to the Duma., even though this body was not in control in 

Russia. The culmination of the Charter of Freedom campaign, therefore, 

proved to be the meeting held on 31 March 1917 at the Albert Hall, 

organised primarily by George I.ansbw::y of the Labour Herald in 

association with the NCF. The successful organisation of the meeting 

was publicly attributed to Marshall by the Labour Leader. She denied 

responsibility but the attribution was indicative of the high esteem in 

which she was held in pacifist circles. 9 

The meeting was sununoned to demonstrate the solidarity between 

Russian and British labour but, as Kathleen courtney observed, it had 

assumed the fo:rm of a protest against the curtailment of liberties in 

Britain. The huge success of this meeting, no doubt, encouraged :roany 

to agree with I.ansbw::y in believing that it was "a portent" and "a 

8Draft Charter. DjMar/4/38. C. E. Marshall to A. M. Royden, 
21 March 1917, CEMP DjMar/4/38. 

9Labour Leader, 5, 12 April 1916. 
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prophecy" that would "mark a turning point in the mood and spirit of 

our country - the first flush of returning liberty. 1110 In the long 

term, the greater contribution to the peace movement proved not to be 

the 01arter but the repudiation of the czarist foreign policy by the 

Russian Provisional Goverrnnent in its April manifesto. 

'!he Russian Revolution also encouraged a group of like-minded 

men and women to fonn the 1917 Club at the end of April. '!here appears 

to be some uncertainty as to the source of the idea but Woolf believed 

that the idea originated in a conversation between himself and Oliver 

Strachey. '!he aim of the club was to provide a congenial meeting place 

for Liberal and I..al::x:>ur people who held the same views on the war. 

According to swanwick, the club had a "distinguished membership of 

unpopular people," and indeed, MacDonald was its first President. '!his 

coterie of left-wingers included not only politicians but also 

journalists, writers, intellectuals and artists. SWanwick claimed to 

have played a part in its inception and with Marshall was one of the 

original members. Courtney also joined during the first year of the 

club's existence.11 

Taking up the appeal of the Council of workers' and Soldiers' 

Delegates to socialists of all countries to press their govemnents for 

10vellacott, Bertrand Russell, 157, and note 499, K. D. 
Courtney to c. E. Marshall, 6 April 1917. Herald, 7 April 1916. 

11woolf, Beginning Again, 216. SWanwick, I Have Been Young, 
322. I..al::x:>ur Who's Who (1926). 1917 Club First Annual General Meeting, 
March 1918, CEMP DjMar/8/22. 

http:existence.11
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a declaration of war aims and for a non-annexationist peace, Snowden 

initiated a peace debate on 16 May in the Commons. 'Ihe victory of the 

non-annexationists in the Provisional Goverrnnent, signalled by the 

resignation on 16 May of the Foreign Minister Miliukov, was regarded as 

an indication that the new Russian goverrnnent wanted a revision of the 

peace treaties. 12 'Ihese developments in Russia provided a 

significant boost to pacifist activity in Britain. At last, the 

"people's peace", the topic of so many WIL, ILP and uoc lectures, 

seemed a real possibility. 'Ihe belief in the "pacifist spirit of 

democracy" which underpinned the call for democratic control of foreign 

policy appeared to have triumphed. 'Ihus with renewed purpose the 

pacifists re-embarked on their campaign to wring a statement of war 

aims from their own Goverrnnent in confonnity with the Russian 

non-annexationist declaration. 'Ihe pacifists believed that in the new 

circumstances the old Allied treaties were no longer binding upon the 

coalition. 'Iherefore, they argued, there could be no obstacle to the 

conclusion of a diplomatic or negotiated peace. 

'Ihe pacifists, however, combined prescience with their own 

concerns when they repeatedly warned throughout the summer of 1917 that 

events in Russia itself might menace the possibility of a negotiated 

peace. 'Ihey predicted that the power and authority of the new liberal 

regime would be endangered unless the Allies acceded to Russian 

---·---------------------
12Ma.nchester Guardian, 16 May, M. Farbman, ibid. , 21 May 

1917. 
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requests for a joint statement of war airns. 13 In spite of the 

initial denials of a desire for a separate peace, the pacifists came to 

believe that unless the people of Russia were reassured that the war 

was for limited objectives a separate peace would be made. Such a 

peace would be disastrous for Russia and Europe alike. Not only would 

it be a triumph for Gennan militarism but would preclude the agreement 

of all the cornbattants that was necessary to secure a just and lasting 

peace.14 

It was in this abnosphere of hope tempered by anxiety that the 

Leeds Convention was SllllUllOned on 3 June 1917 by a committee of 

representatives from the ILP and the British Socialist Party. The 

summons "to follow Russia" was not, as subsequently represented, a call 

to revolution. It was a SllllUllOns to "follow Russia in her demand for 

the repudiation of all materialistic war aims and the establishment of 

a peace without annexation or indemnities. 1115 In such a mixed 

gathering, there were, inevitably, some revolutionaries and some wild 

speeches, but in the main it was a meeting of pacifists, socialists and 

COs. The conference also called upon the Government to carry into 

effect a charter of liberties "establishing complete political rights 

for all men and women, unrestricted freedom of the press, freedom of 

13 '~......1.-~- ib'dFa.L.UHIC11i' _1_., 24 May 1916. 

14News Sheet, June 1917. 

15circular of United Socialist Council, 11 May 1917 in 
Snowden, An Autobiography, 450-2. 

http:peace.14
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speech, a general amnesty for all political and religious prisoners, 

full rights of industrial and political association, and the release of 

labour from all fonns of compulsion and restraint." 'Ihe most 

controversial resolution, and the one that alerted the alannists, was 

the call for the establishment on the Soviet model of Councils of 

Workmen's and Soldiers' delegates. Moderates, such as Snowden, 

16regarded this as a hannless measure. Some obseiVers, however, 

in~reted Leeds as the harbinger of revolution. 

'Ihe WIL was well represented at Leeds claiming to have sixteen 

members of the executive out of a total of fifty-four women delegates, 

as well as several branch representatives. 'Ihe other women came from 

the Women's Co-operative Guild and the Women's labour League. 17 In 

all there were around 1150 delegates representing pacifist, labour and 

women's organisations. While the conference at Leeds did not have the 

ilnportance its friends claimed - nor was its influence negligable, as 

some of the daily press would have believe. 18 'Ihe Government 

remained calm in spite of the agitated report of one of its "spies" who 

claiined that the meeting was revolutionary in intent. 'Ibis source 

noted the presence of many "well-known rebels and pro-Gennans, " amongst 

whom was Helena swanwick. However, a more mcxierate obseiVer assessed 

----·------------------
16snowden, An Autobiography., 455-6. 


17wrL Second Yearly Reoort, 17. 


1~ew Statesman, 9 June 1917. 
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it as a "political 'cave of Adullam' and in no sense competent to voice 

19the derrands of labour. n 'Ihe Chainnan of the WIL shared this lack 

of confidence in the conference's effectiveness as a democratic force. 

She was unable to echo the euphoria of many of the other participants. 

swanwick wrote to catherine Marshall' who had also been present' that 

the Leeds conference depressed her and that "the cry of triumph raised 

over it depresses me still further. If that is success!" One outcome 

of the leeds conference was the fonnation of Workers' and Soldiers' 

Councils. In the hope that this was the beginning of a grass roots 

democracy swanwick urged WIL branches to respond to the invitation to 

send delegates to the forth-coming conferences. She recognised that 

soldiers and workers could wield more power than women and that the 

opportunity should not be lost to exert indirect influence by an 

association with the workers and soldiers. 20 

8wanwick' s pessimism after Leeds was deepened by the report in 

the press on 11 June of Wilson's most recent speech. America's ent.J:y 

into the war in April as an Associate of the Allies was hailed as the 

other momentous event of 1917. At the time there was speculation among 

the pacifists as to whether he would endorse a "knock-out blow" or 

stand by his January speech to the Senate by insisting on a "peace 

without victory." Wilson's most recent claim that America had entered 

19cabinet Papers, CAB 24/16 GT 1049, 12 June 1917. CAB 24/16 
GT 1034 Report on the labour Situation, week ending 6 June 1917. 

2~. M. 8wanwick to c. E. Marshall, 10 June 1917, CEMP 
D/Mar/4/79. News Sheet, August 1917. 
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the war to see "wrongs righted and safeguards arranged" awakened echoes 

of other crusading speeches. And Swanwick obsel:ved that if the 

fighting was to continue until the whole world was set to right who 

knew when the war would end. 21 Yet, whatever her personal 

discouragement Helena Swanwick accepted that the struggle must go on 

and every means must be utilised to bring the war to a conclusion. 

The Soviet's appeal to the peoples of each country to mount a 

demand for peace without annexation was answered by the revival of the 

Women's Peace Crusade. Once again the lead came from Glasgow. As we 

have seen there were strong links between the women and the labour 

movement in this city. And not surprisingly, there was more support on 

the strife-ridden "Red Clydeside" for following the Russian example 

than was to be found anywhere else in the country. The organiser of 

the Crusade, Helen Crawfurd, explained that there was also a secondary 

consideration in this revival. This other purpose was to give voice to 

the sentiments ignored by the country's leaders of a large number of 

British women. As part of its campaign to persuade Russia to maintain 

her war effort, the Goverrnnent was sending representatives of various 

sections of the conununity to demonstrate the wholehearted support of 

the British people for the war. Mrs Pankhurst, leader of the 

suffragettes, now converted from i.nplacable opposition to total support 

of the Government, was to be despatched to Russia in June 

------------------------------· 
21News Sheet., dated 11 June 1917. Wilson's speech was 

reported in The Times, 11 June 1917. 
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to speak for the women of Britain. 'Ihe leaders of the WIL were 

outraged. 'Ihey protested and applied for passports for four women of 

their choice selected to represent organised women's interests in 

labour, the co-operative movement, suffrage and internationalism. 

Although they did not expect to be successful, as Helena swanwick 

confided in June to catherine Marshall, a rejection would at least 

provide the opportunity to make political capital. While she did not 

think that "for some time" the Russians "were going to be fonnidable as 

enemies or helpful as friends," Swanwick believed that the ilnportant 

thing was to demonstrate sympathy and solidarity with Russia. 22 

'Ihe WIL had to be content with meeting the four delegates sent 

by the Petrograd Soviet to attend the Allied Socialist Conference in 

London. At a meeting on 24 August 1917 arranged by Marshall there was 

a friendly exchange between the Russians and the WIL representatives 

Mrs Despard, Mrs. Pethwick lawrence, Margaret Bondfield and Helena 

SWanwick. 'Ihe Olainnan of the WIL presented them with a letter 

outlining the objectives of the WILand sending greetings to the women 

of Russia. 'Ihe Russian delegates reassured the WIL representatives that 

they realised that Mrs Pankhurst did not represent British women. 'Ihey 

also explained that there was no feminist movement in Russia. SWanwick 

thought that this was incorrect and really meant that, as elsewhere, 

----------------·-------------------------------------------
22I.abour Leader, 21 June 1917. H. M. Swanwick to c. E. 

Marshall, 10 June 1917, CEMP DjMar/4/79. 
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the movement was confined to the middle classes. 23 'Ihe WIL hoped 

that this demonstration of international solidarity would be taken a 

step further by the realisation of the plan to hold a women's 

conference concurrently with the socialist one planned for Stockholm. 

Hov.rever, like the men's conference this plan did not materialise. 

'Ihe new Women's Peace Crusade was inaugurated at a meeting on 

10 June 1917 in Glasgow. 'Ihe highlight of the campaign was the 20,000 

strong rally at Glasgov.r on 8 July which demonstrated the enthusiasm 

amongst women on the Clyde for the Russian revolution. 'Ihe eloquent 

speeches of Helena swanwick, Helen Crawfurd and others were supported 

by the resolution urging the Allies to meet to discuss a revision of 

the agreements into which they had entered. Wann sympathy and 

congratulations were sent to the Provisional Goverrnnent and the hpoe 

expressed that it would be "able to maintain itself against all 

enemies. " But like many other successful meetings held by the 

pacifists the one at Glasgow was reported only in the labour 

24press. other cities soon followed Glasgow's example and by the end 

of July Manchester, Birmingham and Newcastle had formed their own 

crusades. 'Ihe new WIC was at once similar and yet different to the 

movement of the previous year. 'Ihe faces of some of the organisers and 

the participants were familiar but there was a new spontaneity about 

the fonnation of the different groups. No one organisation took 

23H. M. swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 26 August 1917, CEMP 
D/Mar/4/23. 'Ihe text of the letter WIL Second Yearly Report, 19-21. 

24I.abour leader, 12 July 1917. Fo:rward, 14 July 1917. 
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overall responsibility. In some areas it was the ILP that took the 

lead, in others the WIL - or more frequently the creation of a branch 

was the result of the co-operative effort of several organisations. 

By the end of the sunnner many peace crusades had been started up and 

dovm the country. 25 

From the first the WPC was to be a grass-roots movement cutting 

across class and :p::>litical party to demonstrate the specifically 

women's support for peace by negotiation. In the organisations in 

"Which the women co-operated with men they organised themselves around 

general principles. However, in women's groups they appealed to the 

traditional nurturing role to win sup:p::>rt among women for peace. 'Ihey 

believed also that as non-combatant wives and mothers they could make 

an appeal for peace denied to men. 'Ihe WPC, swanwick claimed, was an 

international organisation. Not only were its objectives international 

but the women also saw thernselves as a part of the Europe-wide movement 

of peoples attempting to compell their governments to make democracy a 

reality by acceding to their deroaros. 'Ihe pacifists in Britain were 

further encouraged in this belief by developments in Gennany. On 19 

July 1917 the SDP persuaded the Reichstag to pass a resolution in 

sup:p::>rt of a non-annexationist peace. Seemingly, as further 

confinnation of the people's readiness to intervene, the op:p::>sition 

2~. Snowden, uoc, September 1917. Swanwick, Tribunal, 23, 
August 1917. 
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from the Reichstag to the appointment of Hertling as Chancellor forced 

the Gennan government to make concessions as the price of his 

acceptance. 

***** 
Although the Government was not thrown into a panic by the 

leeds Convention, the day after the cabinet did come to the conclusion 

that it must undertake an active campaign to counteract the pacifist 

movement. '!he main fear was that agitators might attempt to link the 

prevailing industrial discontent to pacifist or even revolutionary 

activity. 'lherefore on 4 August the National War Aims Cormnittee (WAC) 

was launched. '!he objects were to under cut pacifist propaganda while 

at the same bolstering flagging popular support for the war. '!he WAC 

took its campaign wherever large mnnbers of people were gathered 

holiday resorts, major cities and facto:ry gates. '!he demonstrations in 

the large cities were carefully orchestrated and often addressed by 

members of the cabinet. Prominent women were secured to address 

special women's meetings for it was believed that women, in particular, 

were suffering from war-weariness. Local participation was encouraged 

and by the beginning of October WACs had been fonned in 200 

constituencies. '!he proliferation of committees of various 

descriptions, prompted an official to remark that the people were in 

greater danger of becoming meeting-weary than war-weary. Yet, 

despite the Government's contention that it had succeeded in routing 

the pacifists, all the evidence suggests that it failed to enlist 
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working-class support. It was reported that in nearly every 

constituency labour declined to co-operate in the fo:nnation of WACs on 

the grounds that the war aims had not been defined. From september 

1917 to January 1918 there was a growing anxiety over the war weariness 

and spread of pacifism as the authors of cabinet and WAC reports 

emphasised the urgent necessity of defining war aims. 26 

Perhaps the ultilnate irony of this campaign was the enlisbnent 

of Woodrow Wilson. America's entry into the war in April 1917 was 

represented "as the complete and final justification of the Allied 

27cause from a democratic point of view. n By this time the President 

had become something of a tarnished hero for the pacifists. 'Ihe fears 

expressed by several pacifists that participation in the war would 

corrupt the President's ideals appeared to have been born out by 

several of his statements. By October, swanwick was convinced that the 

President had, indeed, succumbed to Allied designs. In his speeches 

during the surrnner and his reply to the Papal Note of 1 August 1917 he 

demonstrated that he had absorbed and made his own the Allied claims 

regarding the culpability of Ge:nnany and the necessity of fighting 

until objectives were attained. 28 

----------·--------------
26PRO CAB 23/3 WC154, 5 June 1917. CAB 24/40 GT3453 25 

December 1917; GT 3410, 3412 21 January 1918. Treasury Papers, Treas. 
102/16 131904 25 September, 10 October 1917. Date 4 August 1917 for 
the fo:nnation of WAC in L. s. Jaffe, 'Ihe Decision to Disam Ge:nnany 
(Boston, london and Sidney, 1985), 18. 

27Treas. 102/16 131904 25 September 1917. 

28Ibid. 
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'Ihe War Alins Conunittee 1 s carrpaign coincided with goverrunent 

legislation to curtail active criticism. '!he opportunity for the 

Goverrunent to further circumscribe pacifist influence was provided by 

the Bolo Pasha affair. At the beginning of October revelations of 

treasonable activity in France of one, Bolo Pasha, led to a man-hunt 

started by the Daily Mail to root out "the British Bolo." Vinllently 

denouncing the pacifists, the Daily Mail abetted by the Daily Express 

demanded that the Bolos be appreherx:led and punished. As the Frenchman 

had been accused of receiving Gennan gold, the jingoist papers demanded 

that as a first step the sources of pacifist income should be 

investigated. At the same time Sir Edward Carson was urging the same 

policy in the Gabinet. 29 

'Ihe effects of the ensuing outcry and panic were two fold. 'Ihe 

exploits of the anti-pacifist mob activity were aggravated and 

continued to be unofficially condoned; also the Goverrunent took the 

opportunity to restrict further civil liberties. In recent months the 

most violent episode of anti-pacifist behaviour had taken place on 28 

July 1917 at the Brotherhocxi Church, Southgate. 'Ihe occasion, attended 

by representatives from various pacifist and socialist societies, 

including Helena swanwick and Irene Cooper Willis I was the london 

regional conference of the Council of Soldiers 1 and Workmen1 s Delegates 

established at Leeds. A publicity carrpaign mounted by the Daily 

Express at the instigation of Basil 'Ihornson, Head of the Special 

29Daily Mail, 8 October 1917. CAB 24/4 G157 3 October 1917. 

http:Gabinet.29
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Branch, brought out the rabble. 'Thomson wrote: 11'Ihey will have a rude 

awakening to-morrow, as I have arranged for the 'Daily Express' to 

publish the place of the meeting and strong opposition may be 

30expected.. n 'Ihe free beer available in the local public houses 

worked on the patriotism of the assembled soldiers and members of the 

Anti-Gennan League to ensure a riot. 'Ihe damage to person and property 

sustained in the ensuing free-for-all gives some indication of the 

courage needed to face this orchestrated violence. swanwick' s 

disgusted comparison of this officially countenanced terrorism with the 

"Black Hundreds" of imperial Russia was even echoed in the weekly 

lal::xmr report to the cabinet. 'Ihe Minister of Labour, Shackleton, 

condemned the events of Southgate as "o:rganised hooliganism redolent of 

the worst days of Tsarism inspired from a source that scorns to have 

31contact with the blackguards it employs. n 'Ihere were no arrests 

and the Government continued to shrug off any responsibility for 

containing the disorder. 

'Ihe hardening of public opinion against the pacifists at the 

height of the Bolo affair made it difficult to carry on the usual 

activities of their organisations. In the atJnosphere of suspicion and 

fear engendered by the Bolo campaign, the WIL deemed it prudent not to 

----------------·--- ·-------------------
30Quoted in Ken Weller, "IX>n't Be A Soldier!" 'Ihe Radical 

Anti-War Movement in North London 1914-1918 (London and New York, 
1985), 87-8. 

31oavid Shackleton, Minister of Labour, was a fonner 
Lancashire weaver. CAB 24/28 ar 2139 27 September 1917. News Sheet, 
August 1917. 
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advertise their Annual Meeting on 16 and 17 October 1917. Members were 

warned not to let infonnation get into the hands of the press or "any 

person likely to organise an attack on the meeting." However, 

infonnation did leak out that a WPC meeting was scheduled for 15 

October. In the preceeding week the Daily Express and Daily Mail were 

inciting their readers to rout all pacifist gatherings. Although the 

threat that a hundred-strong barx:l would wreck the meeting did not 

materialise, the proprietors of the Memorial Hall were warned not to 

let the premises again to the WIL or WPC. 32 'Ihis hysteria was 

fuelled by the Prime Minister himself. In an episode of cheap 

demagoguery at the Albert Hall on 22 October, he alerted his audience 

"to look out for Boloism in all shapes and fonns" warning that it was 

"the latest and most formidable Gennan weapon." Not without humour the 

pacifists retaliated by suggesting that as ultra-patriotism was the 

Bolo's facade then surely the Daily Express must be the culprit! 33 

Such mockery was of no avail. By November, what had hitherto been 

"sporadic acts of violence," had according to the Nation, "grown into a 

system for the repression of discussion on any topic on which these 

self-appointed arbiters placed their ban. 1134 

32CEMP DjMar/4/79. 

33'Ihe Times, 23 October 1917. Daily Express, 30 October 
1917. P. Snowden question in the Commons 29 October 1917. Herbert 
Morrison published a "Special Bolo Number" in which he accused 
Northcliffe, CAB 24/34 GT 2809 24 November 1917. 

34Nation, 24 November 1917, "'Ihe Assassination of Opinion." 
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By the second week in November fourteen organisations including 

the WIL, WPC and PNC as well as private houses had been raided. At the 

WIL offices samples of most of its literature were taken as well as the 

complete stock of the leaflet "Democracy and Peace." When, a week 

later the WIL requested the retw:n of its account books, the official 

of the deparbnent concerned was uncertain as to when this could be 

arranged as they had been so overworked recently! 35 But when the 

report was made to the cabinet, the police were forced to admit that 

there was no evidence of German aid and that "Boloism is home grown." 

'!he investigation showed that income was derived from subscriptions 

and, in some of the wealthier organisations, from the Society of 

Friends or individual Quakers. In many cases the investigation 

revealed the poverty of funding. '!he PNC was shown to be "in continual 

straits for money" and the WIL had only a £523 balance. Organisations 

such as the WIL and WPC were dismissively described as being run by 

"feminist peace cranks of the type of Mrs. swanwick, a woman of German 

36origin, and Mrs Pethwick- Lawrence. n Many, including the NCCL 

which was not a pacifist organisation, were convinced that the Bolo 

accusations were a dishonest attempt to discredit legitimate political 

3~ews Sheet, Decernber 1917. 

36CAB 24/34 Gl' 2809 24 November 1917, B. 'Ihomson, 
"Pacifism." CAB 24/35 Gl' 2980 13 December 1917, 'Ihomson, "Pacifism." 
CAB 24/4 G 173 November 1917, Pacifist propaganda. 
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bodies who opposed LJ.oyd Geo:rge' s policies. Charges such as these were 

commonplace in libertarian circles where it was believed that the Prime 

37Minister was bent on establishing a "dictatorship. n 

In reality the Goverrnnent was concerned about the growing 

propaganda for a negotiated peace. Sir George cave, the Horne Secretary 

noted that with the assistance of the "loyalists," pacifist meetings 

had been brought under control. But he recognised that in order to 

deal effectively with the literature further legislation was 

38necessacy. Two measures were passed in November with the intention 

of extending the Goverrnnent's powers over public opinion. '!he first, 

on 13 November, was the agreement by the House to a token vote of 

£1,000 for the work of the WAC. '!his decision, in effect, sanctioned 

the unlllnited and uncontrolled use of public funds for the creation of 

public opinion favourable to the Goverrnnent. Only thirty-three Members, 

led by Snowden, protested against this vote. '!he WIL was one of 

several organisations that questioned the appropriation of public funds 

for the deception of the same public. Its leaflet "Is '!his Fair Play?" 

enjoyed great success and in four days over 99, 000 copies were 

circulated. 

Hard on the heels of this vote came a further curtailment of 

freedom of expression. On 15 November, the Horne Secretary introducted 

into the Commons proposals for the extension of Regulation 27 of OORA. 

37NCCL November 1917. News Sheet, I:ecerober 1917. 

38CAB 24/4 G 173 13 November 1917. 
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'Ihe proposed regulation would make it necessary to submit to the Press 

Bureau before publication all leaflets and panpuets "relating to the 

present war or the conclusion of peace". In addition, all such 

literature would have to bear the name of the author and printer. It 

was the first provision rather than the second that roused widespread 

opposition. Taken. together these two measures would ensure that the 

Government had the field to itself in the issue of propaganda 

literature and the funds with which to cany out the campaign. 'Ibis 

was indeed the "assassination of opinion" claimed by the Nation. 

Massingham, the paper's editor, obsaved that the Goverrunent "dips its 

hands into the public purse for secret funds to subsidise its own War 

Aims campaign, while it chokes the throat of criticism with the 

other." 'Ihe new provision aimed at the censorship of opinion, although 

39the Goverrunent tenned it "propaganda. n However, it was not only a 

question of the freedom of expression that was at issue but also of the 

relationship of the executive to the law. And on this issue critics 

were to be found within the Goverrnnent. Hitherto, anyone publishing 

literature in contravention of the regulations did so at his own risk; 

but his rights were also safeguarded by a public prosecution. Now, as 

Samuel wrote to sir George cave, censorship by the Press Bureau "would 

oust the jurisdiction of the courts and for the first time confer upon 

39CAB 24/4 G 173. Nation, 24 November 1917. Defence of the 
Realm Manual (London, 1918) , 128. 
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the executive powers of censorship in political matters which cannot be 

questioned by law. 1140 

The censorship proposal aroused an unexpectedly strong protest 

across the political spectrum from labour to the editor of the Daily 

Express. In view of this outcry the Govennnent announced. in December a 

mcx:lification of Regulation 27C. It would no longer be necessary to 

receive the approval of the censor but merely to lodge the signed 

literature with him. The effect hOVlever, as swanwick obse:rved, would 

41be the same. By invoking Regulation 51 the police or competent 

Military Authority, if notified by the censor, could seize stocks of 

parrphlets before distribution. In this way the prevention of the 

circulation of material would still be achieved. The vital objection 

to Regulation 51 was that the individual was denied access to the due 

process of law for the establishment of his innocence and the 

protection of his property. 42 

Faced. with this new assault the WIL on 6 December held a 

special Council Meeting to consider their policy in the light of the 

regulation. There was some division of opinion. Isabella Ford wished, 

like the Society of Friends, to defy the ruling. By contrast, Swanwick 

and her follOVlers were anxious to keep within the law. Although the 

·-----------------------------------------------
4~. B. Samuel to G. cave~ 24/34 T 2820 27 November 1917. 


41News Sheet, January 1918. 


42Labour Leader, 24 January 1918. 
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WIL leaflet criticising the regulation was not censored, the meeting 

decided to withdraw nine publications that did not conform to the 

regulations or were out of date. 43 Mrs. Despard's "Appeal to Women" 

which had proved so popular with the WPC was rejected by the censor. 

The final blow to the pacifists and libertarians was the retroactive 

amendment of 21 November 1917 to the Representation of the People 

Bill. This amendment disenfranchised 00s for five years after the 

war. In fact this provision was not to take effect until 1921 and even 

then it was not to be universally enforced. Thus, it appeared at the 

end of 1917 that in a few days an "all pervading system for the 

forcible suppression of opinion unfavourable to the government in 

regard to the conduct of war" had been established. 44 

***** 
Just when it seemed that this repressive legislation must 

stifle all opposition an unforeseen event occurred that was to mark the 

end of one period and the beginning of another in the formation of 

public opinion. On 29 November 1917 the Daily Telegraph published a 

letter from lord Iansdowne. At the time this event was viewed as 

"politically one of the momentous pronouncements of the war." '!he 

letter proposed the limitation of war aims "to what was rational, 

43CAB 24/40 GT 3424 22 January 1918. WIL Third Yearly 
Report. 

44Nation, 24 November 1917. 



244 

attainable and in hannony with the original objects of the 

45Allies. n T.he subsequent furore was caused not by the contents of 

the letter, which had long been advocated by pacifist organisations, 

but by the influence of the author. I.Drd Lansdowne was popularly 

regarded as one of the elder statesmen of Europe. As Foreign 

Secretary, he had been responsible for the Entente with France in 1904 

and, as Unionist leader in the I.Drds, Lansdowne had also thrown his 

authority behind the decision to go to war in 1914. T.he popular press 

might question his mental competence but they could not irrpugn his 

patriotism. 

T.he letter gave a tremendous boost to the peace movement. 

After the set backs of the previous few weeks the pacifists were elated 

and swanwick declared it "thrilling" and an encouragement after "the 

dust up about the Regulations. " Liberals in the lDrds and in the press 

were amongst those who rallied to support Lansdowne's appeal. And 

Francis Hirst, editor of Common Sense, mounted a campaign to obtain the 

signatures of the intellectuals for a memorial thanking Lansdowne for 

articulating the moderate opinion that it was believed had been growing 

over the past few months. It was also hoped that this display of 

---------·-------
4~e usual forum for such public statements was the Times 

but the editor refused to print Lansdowne's letter. Marquess of 
Lansdowne, "T.he Peace Letter of 191711 Nineteenth Centw:y 115 (March 
1934), 370-384 and lDrd Newton, I.Drd Lansdowne: A Biography (I.Dndon, 
1929) . Both claim that the Daily Telegraph misrepresented the 
corrnnunication as a peace letter but that it was entitled "Co-ordination 
of Allied war Aims." 
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support would se:rve to put pressure on the Goverrnnent to implement his 

Lordship's suggestions. 46 However, even some of those who adhered to 

the sentiments of the letter expressed doubts about the timing. 47 In 

November 1917 Allied fortunes were at their nadir and no government 

would willingly negotiate from a position of military weakness. Yet, a 

Treasury sw:vey of the press conducted by the Govemne.nt revealed that, 

whatever the reservations about lansdowne, the country seemed to be 

looking both for a definition and a limitation of war aims and was 

showing an unwillingness to continue fighting until the demands of 

every ally were satisfied. 48 

The lansdowne appeal to moderate opinion was strengthened by 

the publication of the secret correspondence and secret treaties 

between the Allies. The Bolsheviks began releasing these documents 

shortly after they seized :p:JWer and they first appeared in the British 

press in the Manchester Guardian on 12 December 1917. The long 

suspected perfidy of the Govemne.nt was shown in all its territorial 

implications. The "fight for right" and justice was revealed as just 

46r..orebum had appealed to Lansdowne to lead a movement for 
peace in a letter to the Economist, 10 June 1916. The Memorandum was 
presented to the cabinet on 13 November 1916. In the Daily Telegraph 
on 30 November 1917 Buckmaster applauded Lansdowne's initiative. 
Swanwick to Marshall 29 November 1917 CEMP DjMar/4/26. 

4 7 Lansdowne, "The Peace letter of 1917 11 Manchester Guardian, 
1 December 1917. "Why Lord Lansdowne is Right" Nation, 8 December 
1917. 

48Treasury 102/16 131904 "Public Opinion and Lord Lansdowne's 
letter." 

http:Govemne.nt
http:satisfied.48
http:Govemne.nt
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another irrperialist war. 'Ihe WIL News Sheet and the Labour Leader 

circulated the details of the treaties as they were made public. Since 

the conservative and popular press made little or no allusion to the 

news from Russia, it was some time before the country as a whole 

learned about the treaties. 'Ihe revelations detailed Russia 1 s designs 

on Poland, Turkey and Persia to 'Which the Government consented in 

retum for "a benevolent attitude" towards the "political aspirations 

of England in other parts": the mutual "freedom" to which Russia and 

France agreed to alter Gennany 1 s boundaries which would permit France 

to annex the left bank of the Rhine and the coal district of the Saar, 

as well as regaining Alsace and lorraine. 49 'Ihese were all 

territories that could only be won by a "knock-out" blow. 

Finally, on 5 Januacy 1918 the Prime Minister made the 

long-demanded and long-awaited declaration of war aims. 'Ihe occasion 

was the meeting of the Trade Union delegates to consider the 

Goverrnnent' s Manpower Bill. IJ.oyd George opened his speech on 5 

January by a repudiation of the Note of 10 January 1917 which had been 

the last pronouncement on war aims. He renounced any desire on the 

part of the British Government to destroy Gennany, to dismember Austria 

or to deprive Turkey of her capital or territory peopled by the Turkish 

49'Ihe first installment of the treaties was published by 
Trotsky in Izvestia, 23 November 1917 and continued thereafter for 
several months. 'Ihey appeared in the Manchester Guardian, 12 December 
1917, 15 January, 19 January and 22 February 1918. WIL News 3heet, 
January and February 1918. I.abour Leader1 24 January 1918. 
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race. What Britain did want, however, was the independence of Belgium 

and freedom for those territories occupied by the forces of the Central 

powers. In addition, she wanted the establishment of a league of 

nations to presave the peace. '!he contentious issue of 

Alsace-I..orraine was skirted by a conunit:ment to stand by France in a 

50"reconsideration of the great wrong of 1871. n 

swanwick and the labour leaders, Snowden and Henderson, were 

agreed that this declaration was prompted by the Govennent' s need to 

win support for its Manpower Bill. '!his measure would pemit the "comb 

out" of an additional half a million men for the anny from the exempted 

industries. '!he Labour Memorandum on War AiJns of 28 December had laid 

down, in effect, the conditions for which Labour was prepared to 

countenance the continuation of the war. '!he Memorandum was concerned 

with post-war reconstruction, particularly with "making the world safe 

for democracy. " But whereas the Labour leaders received the speech 

with cautious approval, swanwick was less satisfied. She suspected 

that this statement bore the mark of other people's influence and 

reflected a "change of tone" rather than changed intent. 51 '!he 

truth, with regard to the latter suspicion, was bom out by IJ.oyd 

George's reversion to the "knock-out" blow in a speech to the trade 

unionists on 18 January 1918. As to other people's influence, this too 

5~chester Guardian, 7 January 1918. 


51Ibid. News Sheet, February 1918. 
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has been substantiated. I.Drd Robert Cecil and General Robertson, Chief 

of the Imperial General Staff, were influential in drafting the war 

aims. 52 'Ihe divide between contemporacy pacifist opinion and present 

scholarship concerns the motive behind the speech. Was it primarily a 

diplomatic response to the Austrian foreign minister's peace overtures 

in December, or, was it s.irrq;>ly an attempt t,o mollify labour and 

continue the war until American aid could be effective?53 In 

practice the speech satisfied both conditions. 

Some pacifists claimed to see the influence of the recent 

Bolshevik revolution in Russia behind the appeal to labour. Yet, the 

upsurge in pacifism and talk of the Russian revolution as being a model 

for imitation, came after the war aims speech, not before. 54 

Nevertheless, Swanwick was correct in believing that the possibilities 

opened up by the events in Russia could not be ignored. In these early 

days, the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks represented a people's 

victory. And now the people (as the pacifists always claimed they 

would) were making peace. She was convinced that the fear of 

52CAB 24/37 GI' 3145 29 December 1917, Robertson, "Present 
Military Situation with Reference to the Peace Proposals of the Central 
Powers." GI' 3180 3 January 1918, Smuts, "Draft of War Aims"; GI' 3181 3 
January 1918, R. Cecil, "Draft of War Aims." 

53David R. Woodward, "'Ihe Origins and Intent of David IJ.oyd 
George's January 5 War Aims Speech" 'Ihe Historian 34 (Nov 1971), 
22-39. Woodward states that the speech was not just to placate opinion 
but it was a genuine effort to make a compromise peace possible. lowe 
and Ib::krill, 'Ihe Mirage of Power, 68-72, see it as a reply to the 
Austrian foreign minister, Count Czernin. 

54CAB 34/40 GI' 3424 B. 'Iharnson to G. cave, 22 January 1918. 
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revolution would compel governments everywhere to accede to the 

reasonable demands of their citizens. Swanwick suggested that Britain 

should follow the example but not the methods of the Russians. In 

Britain the democratic movement was more orderly and quiet but she did 

see it gathering momentum under the guidance of the reconstructed 

Labour Party within the constitutional framework. 55 

'!he withdrawal of Russia from the war in November was regarded 

as a disaster by the Goverrnnent. And in order to evade demands that 

Britain follow the Russian example, the publication of Trotsky's 

invitation of 23 December 1917 to the Allies to join in the 

negotiations at Brest-Litovsk was delayed by the censor. It was not 

until 4 January 1918, the day of the expiry of the moratorium declared 

to pennit Allied attendance at the Russo-Genna.n conference, that this 

news appeared in the press. 'lhwarted by this strategy and unable to 

bring pressure to bear upon the Government to enter the peace 

negotiations the WIL cabled its support for the Russian policy of 

public diplomacy at Brest-Litovsk; the women also promised to w:ge the 

British Goverrnnent to "make peace universal." On 15 January the Labour 

Party, which had hitherto supported a military victory, announced in a 

telegram to the Bolsheviks its adherence to a non-annexationist 

peace. 56 

55wrL News Sheet, February 1918. 

56wrL 'lhird Yearly Report, 19. Herald, 12 January 1918. 
Annual Report of the Labour Party Conference January 1918. 
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IJ.oyd George's failure to respond. to the Bolshevik appeal was 

rectified, according to the pacifists, by the President's celebrated 

address to Congress of 8 January 1918. Wilson's announcement of the 

Fourteen Points on which any peace must be based was widely regarded as 

a response to Trotsky's declaration of peace principles. 57 '!he 

statement reassured the pacifists that the American President had not 

cast aside the mantle of defend.er of the faith. Swanwick did, however, 

cavil at his praise of IJ.oyd George's "admirable cand.our" and. the 

declaration "that there was no uncertainty of principle, no vagueness 

of detail. The only secrecy of counsel and. lack of fearless frankness, 

the only failure to make definate statements of the objects of the war 

lies with Gennany and. her Allies." She later observed that it was 

"charitable to suppose that he had not then read the secret 

58treaties. n Yet, despite these statements it was still not clear as 

to what would constitute victory. '!he pacifists feared that to secure 

Wilson's principles "in all detail" could lead to the protraction of 

the conflict. An additional disappoinbnent for the pacifists was that 

the President, in contrast to his attitude of a year earlier, had now 

adopted the tone of the Allies which assumed the "disinterested and. 

59exalted motives of the one side and. the depravity of the other. n 

57Nation, 12 January 1918. Labour Leader, 10 January 1918. 
Manchester Guardian, 10 January 1918. 

58rf. M. Swanwick, Builders of Peace (I.ond.on, 1924, 1973) , 
108. 

59Herald, 12 January 1918. 

http:I.ond.on
http:defend.er
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Notwithstanding their reservations, the pacifists had to look to the 

President to provide the moral leadership so conspicuously lacking in 

their own head of goverrnnent. 

A :potential leader for the domestic peace negotiations movement 

was, however, close by. 'lhe publication of Iansdowne's second letter 

on 5 March 1918 persuaded a number of people that here was the man to 

head the movement and to l.IDSeat IJ.oyd George. 'lhe second letter was 

published in res:ponse to the Allied rejection on 4 February of offers 

from the Central powers to enter into discussions. Lansdowne read into 

the Janum:y speech of Hertling, the Gennan Chancellor, a willingness to 

accept Wilson's four principles as well as the acceptance of a 

suggestion made by Walter Runciman in December 1917 for an infonnal 

meeting of delegates from the pc:Mers. 'lhe next day after the letter 

was published, the Iansdowne Committee was fanned. 60 

'lhe conclusion reached by the WIL and other pacifists was that 

the only way to change the objects of the war was by changing the 

Goverrnnent. For some time there had been talk among pacifists of the 

removal of IJ.oyd George. 'Ihey were critical of his :populist style and 

his :policies. 'Ihe Goverrnnent's suppression of criticism led to charges 

that the Prime Minister was ignoring the will of the people and 

establishing a "dictatorship." 'Ihere appears to have been some 

60wilson's Four Principles: general justice, 
self-detennination, the benefit of the local populations, the 
reasonable claims of nationality, "'Ihe case for a Conference" Nation, 9 
March 1918. labour Leader, 6 April 1918. 
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confusion as what constituted the "will of the people." On the one 

hand the pacifists interpreted the adherence to the War Aims Memorandum 

as such an expression; yet, on the other hand, swanwick and Irene 

Cooper Willis writing in the News Sheet, bemoaned the indifference of 

the people to the "filching" of their rights, and for their preference 

for victory over civil liberties. 61 '!he support of the bulk of the 

population for the war was evidence, they believed, of the herd 

instinct that was being exploited by goverrnnent propaganda. 'Iherefore, 

with the means apparently available to remove IJ.oyd George from office, 

early in March the WIL became part of the Lansdowne movement. 

Privately, Helena swanwick expressed something of her despair 

mingled with hope at the present situation. She wrote to catherine 

Marshall: "I pin my hopes to nothing and no-one. One just has to go 

on; do what one can till one dies." Yet, she believed that 

'!he whole world is going to be different. I feel as if I 
were living at a time of cosmic upheaval and floating on a 
stream of tendencies so huge that individuals cannot be 
counted. And yet how prodigiously a few individuals are 
counting just now! 62 

Whatever her rese:rvations about the suitability of his lordship, and 

IPany people had expressed rese:rvations at the aristocratic connection, 

Swanwick was prepared to lend her support to the Lansdowne movement. 

6111A New Goverrnnent Wanted" Labour Leader, 28 February 1918. 
News Sheet, October, December 1917; January, March 1918. 

62H. M. swanwick to C. E. Marshall, 4 March 1918, CEMP 
DjMar/4/80. 



253 


The executive of the WIL did not officially commit the rank and file, 

but it reminded members that they were bol.ll'ld. to supiXJrt any individual 

or group who embraced the organisation's :pJlicy. To this end, the 

membership was urged to organise meetings to "help bring lord lansdowne 

out. 11 However, the WIL was warned that if the movement was to be 

successful, it must attract a wider audience. Therefore members were 

warned, care should be taken to avoid giving the impression that the 

appeal was pacifist inspired. The announcement at the beginning of 

April by Macibnald and Snowden of their sup}X)rt for a lansdowne-Labour 

Committee cemented this curious alliance between the right and the 

lett. 63 

In the event, military events suddenly forced a post}X)nement of 

the campaign to oust Lloyd George. The launching of the massive German 

offensive on the Western Front on 21 March 1918 transformed the 

situation in Britain. With its back to the wall the country was in no 

mood to tolerate pacifist propaganda. The timely appearance in The 

Times in March of the Memoranch.nn written by Liclmowsky, the former 

German Ambassador in london, caused a loss of faith amongst some of the 

ILP. 'Ihis docmnent by attributing the entire res:pJnsibility for the 

war to Germany prompted the verdict from The Times that "now there can 

be no pacifists. 1164 In res:pJnse to the military situation and the 

------------------------·--
63wrL circular 12 March 1918. CEMP D/Ma.r/4/80. As early as 

March Swanwick claimed that the WIL was working for the 
lansdowne-Labour movement. 

64wrL News Sheet, April 1918. Labour Leader, 11 April 1918. 

http:Memoranch.nn
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cormtry's mood, the UDC instructed its members not to agitate for 

peace. Nor did the ILl? and British Socialist Party hold any public 

meetings for fear of them being broken up. Private meetings, however, 

continued to be held and swanwick embarked on a tour of North Cormtry 

towns at the end of March. She might well ask catherine Marshall "do 

you know your alphabet?" as she enumerated the societies for which she 

would be speaking - the ILP, UDC, WIL and WFC:. 65 Yet, with the 

exception of the WPC, systematic pacifist activity virtually ceased 

rmtil the Gennan offensive was stemmed. The Gennan drive was not 

finally halted rmtil 17 July 1918 when it was stopped by the Second 

Battle of the Marne. 

At the end of May the WFC: annotmced that they were promoting a 

Memorial to Lansdowne, for which they aimed to get the names of 100,000 

of the new voters added to the electorate by the Representation of the 

l?eople Act. The Memorial thanked his lordship for his intervention and 

entreated him to place himself at the head of a movement to obtain 

peace by negotiation, which they claimed was supported by all classes. 

Work to secure names progressed throughout the st..m1It'ler and by the end of 

August 20,000 signatures had been collected. 66 Meanwhile, the 

The Times, 15, 27, 28 March 1918 ''My I.Dndon Mission 1912-1914" by 
Lichnowsky. CAB 24/47 GI' 4199 10 April 1918. Snowden, Autobiography, 
484. 

6~. M. swanwick to c. E. Marshall, 4 March 1918, CEMP 
DjMar/4/80. 

6~. Snowden to c. E. Marshall, 29 May 1918, CEMP 
D/Mar/4/29. labour Leader, 30 May and 1 August 1918. 
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Lansdowne-Labour Connnittee had organised the London Working Men's 

Memorial. The expectation of a General Election in the autumn 

intensified discussion of a possible Lansdowne-Labour coalition party. 

This combination with the enemy was, however, deplored by socialists of 

the stamp of Sylvia Pankhurst. She regarded the Memorial and support 

for the coalition as a betrayal of socialist solidarity by a return to 

the politics of deference, even if, as rumoured, Lansdowne was dropped 

67once peace was won. 

By the end of May pacifist activity was renewed. SUpport for 

Lansdowne went hand in hand with a renewed peace by negotiations 

campaign. The events of the previous few months had given the 

dissenters ample ammunition for their campaign to enlighten public 

opinion as to the dishonesty and dereliction of duty by the 

Goverrnnent. The pacifists believed that if the people knew the truth, 

they would add their voice to the denand for a diplomatic initiative. 

Accordingly, the WIL, WPC and other organisations set out to expose and 

publicise the secret treaties which demonstrated the discrepancy 

between the Goverrnnent's professions and its secret activities. They 

also ran a campaign to demonstrate the lost or neglected opportunities 

for concluding an early peace. Several leaflets and pamphlets were 

produced to support this campaign. The most irritating to the 

Goverrnnent was that of Ponsonby and Morel, Peace OVertures and Their 

Rejection. This pamphlet smmnarised the opportunities, between 

---·------- --------------------------·-------------------
67workers' Dreadnought, 15 June, 27 July, 10 August 1918. 
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December 1916 and March 1918, rejected by the Goverrunent to enter into 

negotiations to end the war. An abbreviated version of this work was 

produced for the WPC by c. R. Buxton, entitled Lost 

Opportunities. 68 other panphlets explained the tenns of the 

treaties and the geographical and political linplications of the 

provisions. WIL members were encouraged to read urx:: literature such as 

s. COcks's The Secret Treaties and c. R. Buxton's The Secret 

Agreements, as well as that of the WIL and WPC by Ethel Snowden and 

Swanwick. 

OUtdoor meetings also revived in the summer. On 30 Jrme 1918 

Glasgow once again held another successful WPC demonstration. The WPC 

had maintained its activities through the winter and was regarded by 

the Goverrunent as a threat to morale, and Crawfurd as a "mischievous" 

speaker. 69 At Glasgow, Helena Swanwick and Helen Crawfurd reiterated 

the call for the repudiation of the secret treaties and demanded that 

the Goverrunent enter into negotiations. The showpiece of the WPC' s 

summer campaign was to have been a meeting, planned in conjrmction with 

the WIL, for 14 July in Hyde Park. The day before, the meeting was 

cancelled by the authorities; once again the "Black Hundreds" had done 

their work. Efforts to stop the meeting were made by the British 

Workers' League which made its own application for a pennit to hold a 

meeting in the park on the same day. Questions were asked in the House 

68Foreign Office, FO 371 3443/116603 and 116711. 

69CAB 34/40 GT 3424 B. Thomson to G. cave, 22 January 1918. 
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as to the advisability of pennitting the assembly to take place. Once 

again Swanwick's loyalty was questioned as one who was "only British by 

marriage." And in addition to the usual accusations, claims were made 

that the WIL had incited women not to work for the war. Although 

inured to these attacks, Swanwick was nonetheless bitter that the Home 

Secretary, by not immediately denying the allegations, pennitted the 

free circulation of these damaging lies. 'Ihe Daily Express which had 

published this misinforrration did eventually print Swanwick's letter of 

denial. 70 'Ihe Horne Secretary explained to the House that the 

presence of colonial troops at the BWL demonstration of sympathy with 

France would only lead to disorder if they encountered a pacifist 

demonstration nearby. To have allowed the peace meeting, cave 

explained, would have been an affront to public sentiment and a "stigma 

on France" on this their national day. 71 

***** 
'Ihe political potential of six million new women voters was not 

lost on either the WIL or the labour party. In March 1918 the labour 

party embarked on a policy of attracting and organising the 

working-women's vote. In the enforced lull in pacifist activity the 

WIL turned its attention to the most effective means of using the new 

7~ews ·Sheet, August 1918. On 11 July Brigadier-General 
Hern:y Page Croft insinuated that swanwick was only "British by 
marriage." H. c. Deb. (5) 108 (1918) eels 486-7 11 July 1918. HO 45 
/10744/263275/379-80, 385. 

71Ho 45/10744/263275/379. 
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power vested in women. At a Special Cormcil meeting on 2 May 1918 the 

WIL took the decision to engage in political work for the forthcoming 

election as a means of realising its objectives. '!he aim was to obtain 

a House of Conunons of new men favourable to new policies, specifically, 

one of negotiation. Election committees were to be established by the 

branches. 'Ihese committees were to organise the vote locally for the 

WIL policy. Prbnarily, they were to win the women's vote. Equally 

important, their efforts were to be directed at securing the adoption 

of the candidate most likely to support WIL policy. '!his stipulation 

of support for the individual candidate did not tie the WIL to any one 

party, nor, should one stand, to support a woman candidate. '!hey did 

state a preference for a woman but, the WIL insisted, this was to be 

acted upon only if her ideas were acceptable and if there was a strong 

probability of her election. '!he WIL always insisted that the best 

candidate be chosen for the job, regardless of sex or party. Neither 

now, nor in the future when representation on league of Nation's 

committees was at issue, did they sanction tokenism. 

Tactically, the proposed campaign was reminiscent of the old 

EFF days; it was to be based on lobbying, canvassing and organising 

meetings. The main problem confronting organisers was to reach the 

woman voter, almost all of whom were over thirty and in the horne. The 

Manchester WIL took a lead in mobilising the new voters by advising 

women how to register under the new Act. 72 Prograrrnnes were drawn up 

72A. Robinson, "Organisation for Election Work." 27 Jrme 1918 
CEMP DjMar/4/80. 
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presenting the rninimtnn points to which candidates would be expected to 

subscribe and circulated in the constituencies. Provision was made for 

the contingencies of an election held during the war, or, one conducted 

in peace-time. Should the election take place during the war on the 

new register, the primary consideration was that the candidate should 

endorse a negotiated peace. It was also desirable, and to be urged, 

that he or she should also accept certain principles relating to open 

negotiation, democratic representation at the peace conference, the 

publication of secret treaties and agreements and the establishment of 

a league of peoples. If, however, the war had ended by the time of the 

election, then the principles which had been secondru:y to peace 

negotiations would become the primary objectives. Not only were there 

to be open neg'Otiations subject to parliamentru:y scrutiny and 

ratification, the establishment of a league of peoples with provision 

for universal disannament and the abolition of rnilitru:y and industrial 

conscription, in addition, there must be support for an open-door 

economic policy. Concerning domestic issues, the candidate had also to 

agree to support the "emancipation of women and the protection of their 

interests. " These interests included the extension of the 

parliamentru:y franchise to all women, their "admission to national and 

international councils, the establishment of their economic 

independence and legal freedom, the recognition of the equal moral 

standard, and, lastly, the refonn of laws relating to marriage, divorce 

and the custody of children." In addition to these criteria, the 
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candidate should support "freedom of speech and publication." As 

libertarian socialists, the WIL demanded a "greater share in the 

control of the product of labour by the workers. "73 

***** 
By mid-July many influential people, including I.D:rd Lansdowne, 

were persuaded that an outright victo:ry by either side was impossible. 

In yet another letter on 31 July, his lordship stated his continuing 

and increased concern about the heavy casualties of the war; losses 

were now esti.m.:l.ted at thirty million, including seven million dead. To 

these figures he added the recent esti.m.:l.tes of the Registrar-General of 

a further loss by the decline in the birth rate of twelve million 

"potential lives." By this time, however, hopes that Lansdowne would 

place himself at the head of a };)eace negotiations movement were fast 

fading. By the end of July, Mac!X>nald, who had earlier discussed the 

possibility of a Lansdowne-labour coalition government, had come to 

believe that no alternative to the present Government was to be found. 

Asquith was out of the question, Grey was ill, Lansdowne "rests on his 

letters" and labour was not yet ready for office. 74 'Ibis impasse, 

however, was soon overtaken by events in Gennany. 

'Ihe successful Allied offensive of August and September 

persuaded Iudendorff, assistant to the Chief of Staff, Hindenburg, that 

Gennany must sue for an annistice. Notes were passed between America 

7JwrL 'Ihi:rd Yearly Report. 

74socialist Review, July 1918. 
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and Gennany in an attempt to secure an agreement. Finally, on 9 

November the new Gennan govennnent annotmced. the abdication of the 

House of Hohenzolle:rn and Gennany' s acceptance of the Allies' annistice 

terms based on Wilson's Fourteen Points. '!he sudden conclusion of the 

war caught the pacifists unprepared. Events, it appeared, had proved 

IJ.oyd George right; a military victo:ry had been possible. Only 

subsequently were they to be vindicated in their contention that a 

harsh peace could not be an enduring peace. In the weeks following the 

Annistice of 11 November 1918 all eyes were focussed on the forthcoming 

General Election and the peace conference. 

As the Allies had "obtained the conditions that they held to be 

a prelimina:ry to a lasting peace," the WIL now questioned how this 

peace was going to be used. All the signs indicated that the British 

Govennnent was declaring its support for a league of victors. To avert 

this catastrophe the WIL set about alerting opinion as to the 

importance of democratic representation at the peace conference in 

order to obtain a people's peace. Yet, even such internationalists as 

Woolf, Hobson and Ponsonby, speaking at a special conference organised 

by the WIL on 6 November, were not agreed as to the best policy to 

pursue. In a letter to the Prime Minister, the WIL urged that one 

labour representative in the delegation to Paris was insufficient. 

Moreover, failing the direct parliamentary election of representatives 

to the congress, facilities should be provided for a popular conference 

to be held at the same time and place as the congress of the powers to 
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examine the daily proceedings of the peace conference. 'Ihey also 

emphasised the need to have the tenns of any treaties ratified by 

Parliament. Bonar law, speaking for the Government, declined to give 

the House the names of proposed delegates; and the Coalition annormced 

that there would be no popular international conferences sitting 

concurrently with that of the representatives of the powers. Whilst 

this decision was no doubt to avoid any rmnecessary complication of a 

situation that would be fraught with difficulties, it also had the 

effect of nullifying the WILPF plans laid in 1915 to hold an 

international conference at the same time and place as the peace 

75congress. 

***** 
The annormcement of the results of the General Election on 

30 December 1918 confinned the worst fears of the WIL. Lloyd George's 

Coalition had won a landslide victory ensuring the return of a 

Parliament described as "the most one-sided and least representative of 

modern times. 1176 The electorate, it would appear, had been swayed by 

gratitude and, to an even greater extent, goaded by the desire for 

revenge. 'Ihe Times interpreted the results as a vindication of the war 

policy and a repudiation of pacifism and "all that that doctrine would 

involve if perpetuated in peace." Most of those Liberals, fanner 

7~ews Sheet, December 1918. Bonar law's annormcement in the 
Commons on 19 November 1918. 

7%nchester Guardian, 30 December 1918. 
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Liberals and Socialists who were tainted by pacifism, however faintly, 

were rejected at the polls. 'Ihe election results had confounded the 

forecasts. 'Ihis upset the Guardian's I.Dndon Correspondent attributed to 

the unknown quantity of the women's vote. 77 All the signs had 

indicated that the newly enfranchised women were apathetic and would 

probably not vote. Although Pugh counts the women along with the 

active set:Vicemen as the non-voters, and he claims that, in a low 

tmn-out, only 40% of those women on the register voted; this was not 

the contemporacy perception. In some areas it seemed that women tmned 

78out in greater numbers than men. MacDonald, for one, believed that 

in his constituency the women had been instrumental in his defeat. He 

obset:Ved bitterly that 

It seems the effect of the women's vote has been to swell the 
majorities of the most extravagant candidates. In my own 
case the women from the middle artisan quarters gave me 
support; those from the villa and poorer end of the 
constituency were most bloodlusty and most credulous, and in 
solid masses voted against me. 'Ihe election came before the 
triumphant emotions of the peace died down, and they carried 
the bulk of the women to the polling booths. Woman as a 
psychological ~roblem was in evidence; women as citizens had 
not appeared. 7 

'Ihis desire for vengeance on the part of many women was also 

the experience of Mrs Pethwick lawrence. In December she stocx:l, at the 

invitation of the Rusholme (Manchester) labour Party, for that 

77Manchester Guardian. 'Ihe Times, 30 December 1918. 

7~chester Guardian, 30 I:ecernber 1918. Martin Pugh, 
Electoral Refonn in War and Peace 1906-18 (l.Dndon, 1978), 173. 

79J. R. MacDonald, Manchester Guardian, 30 December 1918. 
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constituency in the General Election. A Bill was passed in November 

making women eligible for Parliament. She campaigned with the help of 

the WILand she and her supporters, Helena swanwick, Margaret Ashton 

and c. R. Buxton, were the targets for Im.lch abuse from the women of the 

constituency. It was the soldiers, not the women, who canvassed and 

spoke for Mrs Pethwick Lawrence's platform of a just peace. swanwick 

also campaigned for her frien:i Brailsfo:rd in the Montrose Burghs and at 

Accrington for c. R. Buxton. But neither of them were returned. 80 

In so far as women voted as women in this election, they voted as 

bereaved wives and mothers. This and subsequent elections demonstrated 

that there was no such thing as the ''woman's vote"; the clear 

manifestations were those of class or interest group or family 

political loyalty. Nor did women show Im.lch inclination to support 

their own sex as parliamentary candidates. Of the seventeen women who 

stocxi for Parliament, only Constance Markiewicz, the Sinn Feiner, was 

returned. 'Ihe two most closely fought elections were those of 

Christabel Pankhurst at Smethwick and Mary MacArthur (Mrs W. A. 

Anderson) at Stourt:>ridge. 'Ihese results were not unusual. 'Ihey merely 

reflected the experiences of newly enfranchised women in other 

countries in their efforts to enter Parliament. Corrnnenting on Lloyd 

-------------------· 

80E. Pethwick Lawrence, My Part in a Changing World (london, 
1938), 322. swanwick, I Have Been Young, 313. 
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Geo:rge's success, even swanwick was forced to conclude: "Millions 

believed that he had 'won the war,' and in a sense he had."81 

***** 
What had the WIL achieved by the end of 1918? Hindsight and 

memoirs have shown that the peace negotiations campaign was doomed. to 

failure from the outset. 'Ihe 'Whole campaign was based on the 

assumption that the German peace offers were genuine. Although this 

might now be a subject of debate among historians, at the time, 

however, those in power rejected the overtures as feigned. It was 

believed that Illdendorff had no intention of relinquishing Belgium 

'Which was the sine qua non of British policy. 82 'Ihe refusal to 

negotiate from weakness and the secret treaties necessitated the 

continuation of hostilities to victory. Undeniably there was a 

tendency by the pacifists to paint their own Government in the blackest 

of colours and to attribute to it almost the entire blame for failing 

to bring the war to an early conclusion. Much of the criticism was 

rooted in a philosophic attachment to liberal principles. 'Ihe conduct 

of the war, more than ever before, marked the flight of Liberal party 

politicians from those principles. Indeed, the pacifist campaign was 

an attempt to recall the country to the beliefs of liberalism as the 

basis for better international understanding. Yet even as they called 

81Fulford, Votes for Women, 16. swanwick, I Have Been Young, 
312. 

82Newton, Lord Lansdowne, 480-1. 
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for peace negotiations 1 the pacifists knew that any discussion of tenns 

would undemine national morale and thereby weaken the war effort. In 

her autobiography swanwick admitted that at bottom peace negotiations 

was for her a stop-the-war cmrpaign. 83 'lhe pacifist exhibited a 

peculiar cast of mind in which rationalism was conjoined with 

idealism. In attempting to promote their beliefs they were at odds 

with the spirit of the times and the Realpolitik of governments. 

If they were unsuccessful in converting the nation to peace 

negotiations 1 they could at least claim a part in preparing the nation 

for the acceptance of the idea of a league of Nations. In this 

achievement the women's efforts cannot be separated from those of the 

men with whom they laboured to promote this ideal. A great deal of the 

impetus to finding an alternative to force as a means of settling 

international disputes came from war weariness and the determination 

that this carnage should never be repeated. Another irrportant factor 

in winning popular acceptance of the idea of a league was the 

leadership given by the President of the United States. But it was the 

pacifists who gave Wilson the reassurance that he was speaking for the 

people of the world. 

'lhere were also benefits derived from this cmrpaign. Many 

women of all classes gained experience and confidence through this new 

political activism. Women who had never before joined in any activity 

outside the home took part in the popular peace crusades. For the 

-----------------------------·---------------
83swanwick1 I Have Been Young~ "2. I ~ · 
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mainly middle-class women of the WIL this political experience afforded 

by the outbreak of war liberated them from traditional roles. The 

peace movement continued the process of education and political 

involvement that had begun with suffrage. The WIL had deliberately 

attempted to educate a section of women in political affairs so that 

they could exercise responsible citizenship and provide political 

leadership for their sex. Many prominent women owed their later 

success to the experience gained in these campaigns. 84 Thus, the 

peace movement, even if it was unsuccessful in achieving its object, 

opened careers for some women and afforded a glimpse of the potential 

power of organised women. If the mental and social barriers to women's 

involvement in politics were not yet broken down, they had at least 

received a blow. Although many more blows would be necessary to 

substantially improve the position and condition of women. 

Nonetheless, the WIL had perfonned and was to continue to fulfill a 

useful function in the struggle of women to achieve political naturity 

and social justice. 

84Lady Rhondda, This Was My World (london, 1933). 
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A NEW IDRID ORDER FOR OID?: 1918-1939 

'!he conclusion of hostilities enabled the ICWPP to call its 

lon;J-plarmed Congress. Yet it was only at the last minute, after the 

refusal to pennit delegates frcm the Central Powers to enter France, 

that neutral switzerlam was chosen as the venue for the Congress. 

/ 	Delegates representing sixteen nations assembled in Zurich between 12 

am 17 May 1919 am amongst these representatives of the world-wide 

women's peace movement was a twenty-six strong contingent frcm Britain 

which included Courtney, Marshall am swanwick. '!he meeting had been 

convened to cany out the resolution passed in 1915 at '!he Hague that 

the women should meet at the same time am in the same place as the 

conference S\.1l'IUOOned to draw up the tents of peace. '!he original 

intention had been that they would ll'Onitor the proceedings am present 

their own proposals to the peacemakers. But it was only by coincidence 

that they met at the time when the Allied peace tents had just been 

made public. As a result the plarmed p~ was jettisoned in 

favour of a discussion of the draft. '!he ensuing criticism of the 

tenns, which was echoed by many pacifist, radical am socialist 

organisations, was to provide the basis for the fonnation of a 

pennanent women's international organisation. 1 

268 
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'!he war had at least had the effect of bringing foreign affairs 

into the arena of public discussion. .Arrl to this charge in Britain the 

WIL had made no small contribution. 'lhe maintenance of the peace was 

no longer regarded as solely the concern of govennnents but also of 

peoples. For the next twenty years as the politicians manoeuvred to 

maintain the balance of power in Europe, certain representatives of the 
1 

people who had been acutely disaP£X>inted by the treaties, 1aboured to 

give effect to the principles am spirit of the Fourteen Points through 

the medium of the League of Nations. '!his was the task to whidl the 

WIL was to commit itself in the postwar years. ~ 

/ . . . 
An observer recording events at Zur1dl m Towards Peace am 

Freedom noted the change in public attitudes that had ccme about since 

the meeting at '!he Hague. '!he easy acceptance in 1919 of the idea of a 

women's congress she attributed partly to the changes in opinion that 

had resulted from the war, partly to the political emancipation of 

women am also to the acceptance of pacifist ideals. Many of the 

delegates, particularly those from the defeated nations, had overcome 

great difficulties to be present at Zuridl. Here, the prevailing 

atmosphere was one of international goodwill, symbolised by the embrace 

of a Gennan am a French woman. However, the tmiversal relief am joy 

at the eming of hostilities was tempered by the tents of the 

treaties. It became evident that the wanen's work for peace far from 

fran being over was about to enter a new phase. For, the wanen in 

connnon with many other critics, were convinced that the peace 
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settlement by failin:J to implement fully the principles of the Fourteen 

Points was "scatterin:J Dragon's teeth across the soil of Europe. n 
1/ 

'!heir criticism focussed mainly on the treatment of Gennany. 

In the first instance, the wanen 'believed that the Gennans, who had 

only accepted the annistice on the c::olxtition that the peace would be 

based on Wilson's Fourteen Points, had been betrayed by the 

settlement. Also, contrary to traditional practice, the defeated 

Powers had not been invited to the conference table. 'Iherefore the 

acceptance of the settlement, made urrler the pressure of the continuin:J 

Allied blockade, was, as the Germans were later to claim, nothing less 

than a "Diktat." '!he delegates at Zurich were convinced that the harsh 

economic clauses and denial of self-detenni.nation by the territorial 

arrangements which in redrawin:J frontiers had ''bartered" millions of 

Germans "like chattels and pawns" could only instill a desire in 

Germans to overthrow the settlement at the earliest opporbmity. '!he 

lesson that Versailles taught Gennany, c:>bsenred swanwick, was not that 

2war was wrong but that defeat was wrong. '!he pacifists were also 

critical of the unilateral disannament of Gennany. 'lheoretically this 

was to be the first step towards universal disannament but the critics 

regarded it as yet another instance of Gennany's victi.misation. As 

they believed that there could be no peace until all member states had 

111Peace and Dragon's Teeth," J. L. Garvin, Observer, 11 May 
1919. Towards Peace and Freedom (Iorrlon, 1919), 6. 

2swanwick, I Have Been Young, 371. 
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reduce::l anns to the same level, disannament became the priority of 
/'

WILPF activity in the inter-war years. '!bus, the women, who had been 

so passionate in their advocacy of a negotiated peace in which there 

would be neither victor nor vanquished, could only regard the 

Versailles treaty as a repudiation of- all they had lal:x:Jured to 

achieve. Nor, believing as they did that it was the international 

anarchy that had led to the outbreak of war, could they accept the 

. . . I
attribut1on of war gw_lt to Gennany alone. 

The League, in which so much hope had been invested, was also 

judged to be flawed. Indeed, the draft of the proposed League of 

Nations which became available in February 1919 was at that time 

heavily criticised by the WIL. '!he executive of the WIL drew up 

"suggestions on the Draft Agreement" copies of which were sent to 

President Wilson am the British peace delegation in Paris. The 

"suggestions" were then published as a panphlet entitled "league of 

Nations or Holy Alliance?" '!he league was condenmed as urxieroocra.tic. 

'!here was no provision for the deroocratic choice of members of the 

Council, Assembly or Commissions. Also, the Central Powers am Russia 

were to be excluded from membership in the league. '!he effect, 

therefore, would be the concentration of all power in the hands of the 

victors. The pacifists drew a parallel between the fonnation of the 

league in 1919 with that of the Holy Alliance in 1815 which they 

erroneously identified with the repressive policies of Russia, Prussia 

and Austria. '!hey feared that unless the league was amerxled it would 
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become an instrument to per:petuate "the domination of the weak by the 

strong" and not, as originally interned, to further world 

co-operation. 3 'Ihe critics of the settlement were so attached to 

their ideal that at no point did they take into consideration the 

enornous difficulties facing the peacEmakers in a Europe ravaged by 

revolution and starvation. Arrl so the perception took root in the 

early 1920s in certain circles in Britain that this was a "league for 

the exploitation and oppression of Gennany." 'Ihe lingering sense of 

having committed an injustice against Gennany was never c:::carpletely 

eradicated from the national consciousness. 'Ihe result was that in the 

1930s the nation was divided and slow to nd:>ilise its resources in 

response to Nazi aggression. 4 

I 'Ihere were, however, sane constructive aspects to the 

settlement. 'Ihe proposal to establish machinery to facilitate 

amitration and conciliation was regarded as a step in the direction of 

intenlational hannony. However, the provision made by Article 16 for 

the use of collective economic, military and naval force against any 

member state who broke the Covenant was greatly regretted as being at 

variance with the spirit of co-operation and conciliation. Another 

heartening gesture for feminists was the declaration of the eligibility 

of women for all positions in the League, whether of the Assembly, 

1!. M. Swanwick, League of Nations or Holy Alliance? (I.orrlon, 
1919), 1. WIL Fourth Yearly Report, 4. 

~- M. Swanwick, "Dem:x::racy and the League of Nations" 
Towards Peace and Freedom (london, 1919), 15. 
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Executive Council or the Commissions. 'nlis had been a demani included 

in the Resolutions framed at 'lbe Hague in 1915. SWift to avail itself 

of the new opportmrlty, the WIL prarptl.y organised a camnittee 

dedicated to makirg this provision a reality. In consultation with 

women from professional an:i political- organisations, lists of suitably 

qualified women were drawn up. In practice, hC7iieVer, few women were 

admitted to the workings of the league. 'lbe opportunity was also lost 

by the peacemakers to take a humanitarian step by cnrelioratin;J the 

position of women. '!he women at Zurich in resolutions presented to the 

Powers recommerxied the inclusion of a Women's Olarter in the peace 

treaty that would recognise women's equal social, political am 

economic status.5 However, the time was not yet ripe for the 

admission that society should be based on the interdependence an:i 

co-operation of men an:i women. '!he submission of the Zurich 

resolutions to the statesmen at the Peace Conference came at a time 

when the conference itself was rent by discord over the failure of the 

peace tenns; to incorporate the spirit of the Fourteen Fbints. Unlike 

1915, the delegates from the women's Congress did not meet any of the 

real art>iters of peace an:i only President Wilson acknowledged their 

proposals.6 I 

5.:rowa.rds Peace an:i Freedom, 17-18. WILPF. Extract from the 
forthcoming Report of the International Congress of Women 1919 (I.Dnclon, 
1919), 12-14. 

6Gertru.de Bussey an:i Mal:garet T.ilns, Pioneers for Peace: WILPF 
1915-1965 (I.Dndon, 1980), 33. 

http:6Gertru.de
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'!he acute disappointment over the peace tenns convinced the 

CDngress that there was still work to be done. Amid scenes of enx:>tion 

the like of which Swanwick admitted she had never before witnessed, the 

7meeting pledged itself to continue the work for peace. 'Ihis 

decision launched the organisation into a new IilaSe of activity. /A 

pennanent organisation with a constitution am elected officers was 

fanned. Jane Addams was elected President, with Gustava Lida Heymann, 

the Gennan feminist, am Helena Swanwick as Vice-Presidents. Emily 

Balch, recently dismissed fran her professorship at Wellesley College 

for her pacifism, became Secretar:y. It was decided that headquarters 

were to be set up in the same place as the seat of the league to 

facilitate the work for peace. At catherine Marshall's suggestion, the 

new organisation took as its title the Women's International league for 

Peace am Freedom (WILPF) with the dual objects of striving to bring 

real peace and continuing to work for the equality of women throughout 

the world. As an affiliate of the WILPF, the WIL took as its first 

object the organisation of support for the Zurich Resolutions. '!he 

work, it was decided, should concentrate on propaganja for the instant 

revision of the peace treaties.8 I 

***** 
I 
' Released fran wartime constraints, the WIL was free to be a 

truly international organisation as part of the ICWPP. After 1919 it 

7Swanwick, I Have Been YQUP:J, 318. 


8Bussey, Pioneers for Peace, 32-3. Swanwick was asked to 
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took pride in cla:imin:J to be the only women's group devoted to 

praootin] inteznationalism. 9 'lhe various strarx1s of activity that 

had cc:anbined durin] the war were roN separated. Much of the WIL's 

fo:nner danestic work was either subordinated to what was rDN regarded 

as its new priority, or was continu.ed- by other groups. In particular, 

the National Union of Societies for Equal Citizenship (NUSEC), which 

arose from the ashes of the NUWSS un::ier the leadership of Eleanor 

Rathl::x::>ne, became one of the main proponents of the "new feminism." 

'Ibis ItKJVement, by concentratin] on securin] social arrl econanic 

recognition for wanen, took up the policy towards which the NUWSS had 

been ItKJVin] in the irnrnediate pre-war years. Meanwhile the WIL as part 

of the WILPF p.rrsued the emancipation of wcmen on a world scale.10 / 

1 'lhe wartime work for peace fonned the basis for a lifetime's 

conunitJnent to inteznationalism ancrg those wcmen prominent in the 

fonnation of the WIL. With the rise of a new generation of 

inteznationalists, the membership arrl personnel of the WIL cl'larged in 

the 1920s arrl 1930s. Nonetheless, continuity arrl leadership were 

provided by Helena Swanwick who was Cllainnan of the organisation until 

1923 arrl thereafter by Kathleen Courtney until her resignation from the 

take the position of secretary, see Swanwick, I Have Been Young, 323. 

9mL News· Sheet, November 1920. 

1°For a discussion of new feminism ani NUSEC see Jane Lewis, 
"Beyorrl SUffrage: English Feminism in the 1920's" Marylarrl Historian, 6 
(Sprirg 1975), 1-7. 

http:scale.10
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Olainnanship in 1933. Until 1924 catherine Marshall held office both 

in the WIL ani in the WIIPF 'Where she was active on various conunissions 

ani as its referant to the league of Nations. She represented the 

WIIPF on Dr Nansen's International camri.ttee for the Relief of Famine 

in Russia, an organisation which she had helped to f0\ll'rl. 11 From its 

inception ani between the wars the peace lt¥)Vement un::loubtedly bore the 

inpress of the passions ani ideals of these wanen. Although they went 

their sometimes different ways in p.lrSllit of their internationalist 

ideals, the WIL remained the carm:m point of reference in the post-war 

period for Helena swanwick, Kathleen Courtney ani catherine Marshall. / 

/ 
After the war, swanwick, in carm:m with Marshall ani several 

others of the coalition government's critics, fO\ll'rl a heme in the 

I.al::lour party. For nx>st of the new recruits drawn mainly fran the urc, 

the appeal lay in the contiguity of Labour's attitude to foreign 

affairs with their own. '!he wanen, however, combined this perspective 

with a commitment to socialism. Unlike Margaret Bonifield arxi Ethel 

SllOWden, whose political careers started in the labour lt¥)Vement, 

Marshall's attraction to this creed probably dated from her close 

involvement with I.abour through the EFF. On the other ham, 5wanwick 

by her own admission only joined the IIP because of its attitude to the 

war. Earlier, she had applauded labour as the only deoocratic party 

because of its attitude to the enfranchisement of wtman. Nevertheless, 

it was her contact with the worJdn;rclasses during the war that 

11wiiFF Reel 31, a biographical sketch of Marshall in 1926. 
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enlarged her sense of the inequality am injustice practised against 

'al ' 'ust' Iher sex to e.ncaitpaSS soc1 l.llJ 1ce. 
1 

'lhe Iabour Party's anxiety to widen its constituency coincided 

with Swanwick's desire to encourage TNanen to became members of the 

party. For Iabour appeared to fill the role in which she had attempted 

to cast the UDC durin] the war. As the only party to subscribe to 

sex-equality (at least in theory), I.al:xJur could lay sane claim to 

TNanen's support. Under the guidance of its UOC members the 

reconstructed party was now "sound." on foreign policy, ani the guild 

socialism being propagated by G. D. H. Cole and others inco:r:porated 

liberal tenets whilst satisfying the demand for social justice. 'lhe 

recnti:tment of middle-class women, hCMeVer, was not to the taste of 

everyone, especially to those such as Mary Macarthur ani Marion 

fhillips who were already ensconced in the tJIP=r reaches of the 
r 

party•12 Nonetheless, at fhilip SrloiNden's suggestion, in 1921 

Swanwick published Women and the Socialist State. In this work she set 

out to win the "progressive" middle-class wanan to I..abour by the 

advocacy of guild socialism. 'lhe previous year at Cole's request 

Swanwick had organised for the WIL a sytrpJSium on this very subject. 

Guild socialism had an enonocJUS appeal for all those who had fought 

durin;} the war to maintain liberal arxi democratic principles against 

12C. E. Marshall to J. S. M [Middleton] CXJpy, 6 May 1920, 
CEMP D/Mar/5/2. 
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the encroachment of the sta.te. 13 Fssentially, as Michael Freeden 

says of R. H. Tawney's socialism, guild socialism was "conceived as an 

extension of liberalism. Its ooject was to apply principles recognised 

in the civilian am political ~eres to economic am social 

organisation. n14 I By rejecting state Socialism arxi by eqX'lasising 

decentralisation am self government this scheme was, in effect, 

dem::x::ratising iniustrial o:rganisation. '!his deloocratic socialism, 

therefore, was attractive to the feminists on two counts. It met their 

demarrl for dem::cratic control of public affairs am, equally inport:ant, 

it emphasised the organisation of society to pennit each i.n:lividual, 

man arxi woman, "the full exercise of function." '!he aim of 

self-development arxi the opportunity to contribute actively to society 

were well- established liberal ideals; the difference was that 'UI'Xler 

dem::x::ratic socialism society would be organised to rerocwe the 

inequalities am create the econanic am social corrlitions that would 

encourage this freedan. 'lhus the socialist state, swanwick argued, 

would at a blow meet the needs of feminism am dem::x::racy, as well as 

encouraging the b:rotherhocxl of man that would keep the peace. 1 

As a member of labour's Advisory Conmittee on International 

Questions, swanwick found herself in the canpany of Morel, Ponsonby, 

Trevelyan am Brailsford. '!his group of "ex-Liberal doctrinaires" 

13women's COnference on Guild Socialism, 4 May 1920; H. M. 
SWcmwick to C. E. Marshall, 20 February 1920, CEMP D/Mar/4/82. 

14Freeden, Liberalism Divided, 313-20. 

http:sta.te.13
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brought to the Labour party a collective knc::Mledge ani expertise in 

foreign affairs that was probably unequalled outside the Foreign 

Office. In the early post-war years this ccmnittee was responsible for 

the fonnulation of a foreign policy that reflected the nineteenth 

century liberalism that was the basiS- of uoc ideology. One should not 

umerestiinate the influence of the UOC durinJ the i.ntenvar years. Not 

only were its members prcmi.nent in the Laboor party ani in the peace 

movement generally, but they were writinl the history of the war for 

future generations. 15 'Ihe ascerrlancy of the UOC ideologues on the 

Advisory committee has led to the chai:ge that "their chief influence in 

the half-decade or so after the war was to crystallise ani to verbal.ise 

the widespread pacifism which was pertlaps the 100St i.np:>rtant sinJle 

16factor bearing upon foreign-policy attitudes in Great Britain. n 

While the counsels of Herxierson canbined with the responsibilities of 

power did much to IOClderate this doctrinaire position within the I.abour 

party, nonetheless the legacy of the UOC was felt throughout the peace 

movement. 

Unlike her frien:is swanwick, having no private income, always 

felt the need to eam her livinJ. She~ to have acted on her 

belief that it was i.np:>rtant for "the canpleteness of marriage" that 

15r.aylor, Troublemakers, 178-9. 

1~. R. Winkler, "'lhe Emergence of a I.al::x:lur Foreign Policy in 
Great Britain, 1918-192911 Journal of Modem History 28 (September, 
1956): 247-258. 

http:generations.15
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the wife should be self-supporting. When her name was suggested for an 

unpaid post in the labour party, not only did she make it clear that 

she no lon;jer wanted the responsibility for initiating am organising 

policy but she errphasised that she needed paid enployment. 17 'lhe 

opportunity to return to serious jOllrilal.ism was offered by Morel's 

death in December 1924 when she replaced him as editor of Foreign 

Affairs (foJ::lterly the UDC) Wltil 1927. D.lring these busy years she 

raised the paper to an exceptionally high st:aroard. As editor, she 

gathered nn.1ch of her copy for Foreign Affairs first-harxl by attending 

the Assemblies in Geneva. 'Ibis policy had the merit of providin;] 

material not only for the paper but also for the opportunity afforded 

to relay league news fresh from Geneva to her league of Nations Union 

(INU) audiences. After having abarrloned this organisation in protest 

at its endorsement of a league that excluded the vanquished IXJWerS, she 

only felt able to withdraw her opposition when labour pledged itself in 

1924 to work through the league of Nations. 18 In 1925 she rejoined 

the INU, lectured widely on its behalf arxi became a Vice-President. 

17Notes headed ''Work at Labour Office" (Vellacott c. June 
1920?), CEMP DjMar/5/2. She eamed her livin;J by journalism am when 
she had to urrlergo a serious operation she was depemant on the free 
services of the surgeon arxi m::mey raised by a memorial organised by her 
friends. swanwick, I Have Been Young. 

1~e league of Nations Union was fourrled in 1918 as a result 
of the amalgamation of the league of Nations Scx::iety arxi the league of 
Free Nations Association. Dlring the inter-war years the Union worked 
to pronx>te the league of Nation's aims am to secure popular support 
for the league. 

http:Nations.18
http:enployment.17
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Her aim in Foreign Affairs was to record am camnent on international 

events from a League point of view. 'Ule yardstick by which she 

measured govennnents' policies was by their honest adherence to the 

ideals of the League. '!he conclusion she reached was that IOOSt 

goverrnnents kept separate their r..eagUe duties am their diplanacy. 

After she was ousted in 1927 by the UOC canmittee led by Morel's 

daughter, she received many letters fran dist~ed cont.e.lrpJraries 

praising her tenure as editor for the high standards to which she had 

19raised the paper. 

'!he years spent in opposition, however, had taken their toll on 

Swanwick. r:m-ing the war she believed that she had been fol:Ced into a 

role, that of critic, which was funjamentally inimical to her 

constructive llli.m. When in 1928 her always fragile health broke down 

she was c:x:mpelled to withdraw from her political activities. However, 

the threat to peace that she perceived in the proposals to ann the 

league in the name of collective security brought her out of retirement 

in 1934 to challEIDJe this canpaign. By the thirties she was regarded 

by the younger generation of feminists am pacifists, such as vera 

Brittain am Winifred Holtby, as an elder statesman of the peace 

IrOVement. 20 In recognition of her seJ:Vices to suffrage am peace, in 

1931 Swanwick had been nade a Companion of Honour. 

19Swanwick, I Have Been Young, 458-62, 428. 

20vera Brittain's Personal letter to Peace lovers No. 11, 
December 1939, Vera Brittain Archive, Mills Library, McMaster 
University, Hamilton. 
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'!he convictions honed by her activities durin:] the war years 

also drew Marshall to the Labour party. '!he prospect of two 

by-elections in her heine eotmty was an irresistible dlallerge that 

would once again put her fomidable organising talents at the service 

of her ideals. In 1920 she set about- transfonning the small 

disorganised party in the Mid-cumberland division into an effective 

political force. '!he nnoour that she might herself stand as 

parliamentary carxlidate for Coc:kentDuth pratpted Kathleen Courtney to 

write from France in April 1921 regretting that her frierrls could not 

be there to assist her. 21 Marshall had already declined the 

suggestion that she take on the secretaryship of I.abour's Advisocy 

cemnittee. A breakdown in 1917, ocx::a.sioned by strain and OVel:WOrk, she 

claimed, had led to a loss of confidence am deprived her of the 

capacity for "executive action." When faced with the choice between 

constituency (and possibly national politics) am work to pranote 

internationalism, Marshall heeded her IOOther's injunction that she 

should not be "led away by the calls of the lesser duty." caroline 

Marshall reminded her daughter that she was one of the ''vecy fEM 

international people" who could do this work. 22 'Iherefore, rejectin:J 

the "lesser duty" of conventional politics, catherine Marshall devote1 

21K. D. Courtney to C. E. Marshall, 17 April 1921, CEMP 
DjMar/5/2. 

22 .C. E. Marshall to J. S. M., 6 May 1920. carolJ.ne Marshall 
to C. E. Marshall, 2 April 1921, DjMar/2/40. 

http:carolJ.ne
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her energies ani expertise to furtheri.nq internationalism through the 

:rooditnn of the WII1'F ani the WIL. 

Kathleen Coortney also rejected work for Iabour. Although the 

secretary of the party was unierstarxW>ly anxious to recruit an 

~ administrative talent, sne was not to be won. Unlike her 

11frien::ls, she was not wholeheartedly in sympathy" with the party's 

aims. Nor did she believe that wanen' s interests -were best served by 

any political party, for inevitably, they became subordinated to the 

political issues of the nanent. 23 Acti.nq on this belief courtney, 

after nn.1ch soul~, retw:ned in 1918 to the executive of the 

NUWSS ani thereafter to the NUSEC where she became Vice-President. 

True to the imperative that had CCill'pelled her to join the suffrage 

nx:wement, courtney took part in the crusade for family allowances ani 

became Chainnan of the Family Errlowment canmittee. 24 

Her ilrmadiate postwar disenchantment with the existi.nq 

political organisations once nore turned Coortney to practical relief. 

Between 1919 ani 1922 she helped administer the British F'lmi through 

the Friends' Mission in Vierma. 'Ihis work gave her first-bani 

knowledge of the devastation wrought by war on the civilian population 

in the newly created states of Austria, Hungary, Polani arxi 

CZechoslovakia. 'lhese experiences c:::orN::>ined with the several later 

23c. E. Marshall to J. S. M., 6 May 1920; K. D. courtney to 
C. E. Marshall, 5 March 1918, CEMP DjMar/3/52. 

24IQ!g. ; A. M. Royden to K. D. Coortney, 16 Janucu:y 1918, FL 
KDC/Hl/1-8. WILPF Reel 31. 

http:existi.nq
http:furtheri.nq
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visits to South-East Europe as an administrator and obsel:Ver, only 

25confirmed her detennination that war must be rooted out. From 1920 

when she joined the league of Nations Union (INU) she helped promote 

public acceptance of the league as the a.rt>iter of peace. And as 

swanwick's successor in 1923 to the Chainnanship, she made her own 

1
distinctive contribution to the WIL. D..rring the late twenties this 

organisation became perhaps the foremost champion of disannament in 

Britain. I 

Courtney's association with the INU and its successor the 

United Nations Association (UNA) lasted until her retirement in 1951. 

D..rring the Second World War she lent her support to the Government by 

undertaking two speaking tours of the United States on behalf of the 

Ministry of Infonnation. She was present in San Francisco in April 

1945 when delegates from fifty Allied nations met to draw up the 

Charter of the United Nations. 'Ihe Olarter affinned the belief in the 

necessity of saving mankind from the scourge of war; it also reaffirmed 

its faith in fundamental human rights and in the equal rights of men 

and women. For her services to her country Courtney was awarded the 

CBE in 1946 and the DBE in 1952. On her ninetieth birthday, Dame 

Kathleen received felicitations from U Thant, Secretary-General of the 

United Nations. At his request she was presented with one of his 

specially struck peace medals because she was "a true servant of 

peace." In a letter to her friend in 1955, Royden wrote: "I dwell on 

25wilson, "Three Twentieth century Women of Action. " 
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the thought of heM perfectly you always have resporrled ani will respond 

to every call, arrl therefore how many many people thank God that you 

were born. n26 

***** 
/ Hav:in;J been loud ani constant.- in their denunciation of the 

obligations ilnposed by the Versailles Treaty that were preventing 

Gennany's economic recovery, the WIL ani labour were dismayed but not 

surprised when on the default of reparation payments the French in 1923 

invaded the Ruhr.I swanwick concurred with the view prevalent in the 

Labour party that the invasion was merely the pretext, urrler the guise 

of an expedition to collect dues owed, to secure what France had been 

denied in 1919, namely the left bank of the Rhine. 27 Nonetheless, 

the French quest for security was legitimate, even though as an issue 

it dominated arrl soured Anglo-French relations in the immediate 

post-Versailles years. 'Ihe WILPF had atten"pted to oppose, if not 

forestall, the invasion by hastily summon:in;J a conference at '!he Hague 

at the errl of December 1922 on the subject of "A New Peace." '!he 

assembled representatives of the various peace societies passed 

resolutions d.emancli.rq a new and just treaty arrl forwarded to the Powers 

the meet:in;J's recarmnendation for the appointment of an irrlepen:ient 

26m News, September/October 1951. A. M. Royden to K. D. 
Courtney, 10 February 1955, FL :I<I):jHl/1-8. 

27E. Wirrlrich, British Labour's Foreign Policy (stanford arrl 
I.on:ion, 1952), 28. SWanwick, I Have Been YO!.ll'g, 364. 

http:d.emancli.rq
http:Rhine.27
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cornrnission to investigate the reparations question. Swanwick and 

Marshall were among the band of "messengers" deputed to visit the 

neutral nations with these recommen;lations. En route, the delegation 

stopped in Paris where they saw some British members of the Reparation 

Committee and where they were received in the Senate. However, they 

saw no member of the French Govennnent. 28 

The deadlock caused by the passive resistance of the population 

of the Ruhr, which the WIL applauded, led to international 

inteJ:Vention. The response of the Powers was to set up at the end of 

1923 an independent committee of experts under the chaintanship of the 

American banker Charles Dawes. The conunittee's mandate was to assess 

the capacity of Gennany to pay reparations and suggest the means by 

which this could be achieved. The resulting Dawes Plan of 1924, which 

bore some resemblance to the Hague recormnendations of December 1922, 

helped Gennany meet her treaty obligations. However, this was only an 

interim settlement, although reparations did not again become a live 

issue until 1928-29. 

France's acceptance of the Dawes Plan owed something to the 

finnness of the new labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, and also 

to the fact that in France a left-wing coalition under Herriot replaced 

the intransigent Poincar~ in June. The improved relations between the 

two socialist governments also provided an opportunity to settle the 

---·---------------------
28swanwick, I Have Been Young, 366-8. 
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long-standing differences over French security. One of the first acts 

of the labour government was to reject the proposals embodied in the 

Draft Treaty of Mutual Assistance that had been submitted to its 

Conservative predecessors for their consideration by the council of the 

league. The Draft Treaty was the outcome of the deliberations of a 

conunittee established to prepare a plan for the reduction of armaments 

in accordance with Article 8 of the covenant. At the time of the 

Draft's publication, swanwick and the left-wing of the labour Party had 

been vehement in its condemnation. The Draft only considered the 

questions of security and disannament; and this security was to be 

obtained by separate treaties between the various nations subscribing 

to the general treaty. 29 The left-wingers regarded this as a 

perpetuation of the old diplomacy which regarded security as a 

"legalistic-militarist" problem that could be solved through mutual 

alliances binding one country to come to the assistance of another. 

SUch an interpretation threatened the very foundation of the league. 

swanwick' s criticism derived not only from her conception of the league 

but from hostility to France's very real security concerns. She 

complained that the Draft Treaty "had been built upon the special need 

of the victors in the world for security"; whereas the league's aim 

29see Swanwick's attacks on the Draft Treaty in "the Draft 
Treaty of Mutual Assistance" Foreign Affairs, February 1924, "An 
Alternative to the Draft Treaty of Mutual Assistance" Foreign Affairs, 
March 1924. Windrich, British labour's Foreign Policy, 36. 
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should be to provide a system of universal security. labour's 

alternative to the use of force was the institution of an all inclusive 

system of amitration. 'lhis alternative was founj in the Geneva 

Protocol. 

'Ihe Protocol on the Pacific settlement of International 

Disputes drawn up to replace the Draft Treaty of MUtual Assistance 

offered France security based on amitration not on force. Provision 

was made for all disputes to be sul:mri.tted for arbitration. Failure to 

do this would result in the application of sanctions already provided 

for in Articles 10 arxi 16 of the Covenant. Believing that peace was 

secured by the removal of grievances not by the use of force, labour 

regarded an agreement on amitration as a necessary preliminary to 

disarmament. 'Ihe irrlucement that won the reluctant support of labour's 

left-wing was the understarrling that when the Protocol was ratified by 

the League Council, then plans could be made to stllTI[OOn a disarmament 

conference. SWanwick confessed that she had been "dragged shrieki.n:J 

all the way" into concurring in the Protocol. 'Ihe stumbling block to 

its acceptance for the pacifists was the retention of Articles 10 arxi 

16 in the agreement. In order to obtain French consent to the 

extension of amitration it had been necessary to acx:ept the hypothesis 

of militacy sanctions against an aggressor. 'Ihe choice facing the 

left-wing was either accept sanctions, hopinj that the promised 
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d:isannament talks 'WOUld rerrler them unnecessary or face up to the 

degeneration of the League into sectional alliances. 30 

'!he reality was that at the heart of the disprte were two 

irreconcilable conceptions of the flmction of the league. It was 

either an instrument to enforce the Ti-eaty of Versailles, or it was a 

means of encouragirg the growth of peace through co-operation ani the 

"developnent in well-doirg, " a role in which force played no part. 

SWanwick had always claimed that there was no philosophical basis in 

ethics for the renunciation of force. 'lherefore, she resorted to 

utilitarian arguments. '!he last war, she believed, had clearly 

dem::>nstrated the inefficacy of force. Ani threats without the capacity 

to back them up, she regarded as both futile ani damagirg. Even though 

she admitted the contradiction, once her vote was given to the 

Protocol she became, thereafter, its staunchest supporter. rater, 

when Baldwin1 s Conservative Government repudiated the Protocol, she 

became a vociferous critic of its replacement by the I.ocan1o Treaties 

signed in December 1925.31 

'!he Fifth Assembly of the League of Nations in 1924 was notable 

not only for MacDonald1 s personal trillltlil in securirg consent for the 

Protocol but it was also the occasion of swanwick1 s emexgence on to the 

3011'1he Conclusion of the Fifth Assembly" Foreign Affairs, 
November 1924. 

31Her support for the Protocol was deroc>nstrated in "'!he 
Conclusion of the Fifth Assembly" ani in corresp:>rnence published in 
the Manchester Guardian 16 May 1928 ani 14 May 1929. 
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international stage. Havin:J repeatedly declined to starxl for 

Parliament, her appointment as substitute-delegate to the Fifth Assembly 

was a both a recognition of her loyalty to the Prime Minister ani a 

tribute to her c:ut:staming knc::Mledge of international affairs. '!his 

short-lived labour minority Government marked the apogee of her 

political influence. As the uoc was the :recruitin:J grourx:l for 

Macl):)nald' s administration swanwick could claim personal frierrlship with 

no less than nine of his cabinet ani also with a further ten members of 

the Goverrnnent. 32 As for the Prime Minister hllnself, she was bourxi to 

him by ties of loyalty ani admiration forged durin} their wartime 

dissenting campaigns. However, writing later, a jaurxticed Nonnan Anc:Jell 

preferred to characterise the relationship between SWanwick arrl 

MacDonald as sycophancy on her part ani vanity on his. 33 Her 

experiences at Geneva were exciting ani fulfilling. '!his satisfaction 

developed despite her appointment to the Fifth Commission "the rag bag 

of miseries ani forlorn hopes" as rapporteur on refugees. Skilled and 

infonned as she was on disaJ::mament ani political questions, she had 

little knowledge about "Opimn, Refugees, Protection of arlldren, Relief 

after Earthquakes, Prison Refonn, Municipal Co-operation, Alcoholism, 

Traffic in Women" - all subjects that were considered to be women's 

concerns. She accepted the appointJnent to the Fifth Ccmnission but 

32SWanwick, I Have Been Yourg, 373. 

33Anc:Jell, After All, 242. 
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p:roteste::l against the assurrption that humanitarian issues were 

necessarily the ''waran's sphere...34 

SWanwick did achieve one personal triuq:h at the Fifth 

Assembly. In response to the request by the other women delegates that 

a woman's voice be heard on art>itratioo am disannament, she was 

invited to wini up the debate on the P.rotocol. However, her speedl, 

which protested against both sanctions arrl war, was misin~reted arrl 

applauded as a protest against war alone. Nonetheless, her address did 

much to dispel the notion that women were conc::enled only with 

hUINmitarian not political issues. In 1929 as delegate to the Tenth 

Assembly she was appointed to the Political Commission arrl Mary Agnes 

Hamilton, the other British woman, was placed on the Economic 

Commission. Yet, in 1929 only fifteen wanen atten::led the Assembly as 

delegates an:l tedmical advisers, of whcm seven were active members of 

the WILPF. 35 

***** 
'!he retmn to the system of alliances at I.ocarno was regarded 

by the WIL arrl I.abour as a retrograde step. '!he only advantage was 

that, as the ConseJ:Vatives had always E!lt1{;Xlasised that security must 

precede disannament, the treaties could be said to have rerocwed the 

obstacle to the stnnrnOning of a world conference on disannament. 

34swanwick, I Have Been Young, 385. 


35Ibid., 404. Bussey, Pioneers of Peace, 74. 
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'lhe league of Nations' Preparato:ry ccmnission on Disannament, finally 

established in September 1925 in accordance with the provisions of the 

Covenant, was to study the problem with a view to summ:>ning a 

conference. 'lhe slowness arrl clear reluctance of some, like the 

British ll'elllbers, to take action aroused disappointment. 36 :rnpatient 

with the delay, the WIL began to make preparations in Januazy 1926 for 

a large-scale demonstration to press for the Sl.1IlUlDl1ing of a TNOrld 

disannament conference. 'lhe other object of the campaign was to 

:persuade the government to canmit itself to the conp.ilso:ry arbitration 

of all legal disputes by signing the Optional Clause of the statute 

establishi.rxJ the International Court of Justice. 37 

1 'lhe gesture that was to toobilise p.lblic opinion was to be a 

nation-wide women's peace pilgrimage. 'lhe precedent for this 

enterprise was the extremely successful suffrage demonstration of 

1913. Acting in conjunction with twelve other WOIOOll's societies, the 

WIL staged a Peacemakers Pilgrimage in May arrl June 1926. 'lhousarx:is of 

women from all quarters of the kirqdom bearing their blue arrl white 

banners converged on I.Dn:ion. on their way to the capital they spread 

their message along their routes. Meetings were held in the towns an:i 

villages through which they passed. '!he campaign culminated on the 19 

June with a grarxl rally in Hyde Park. 'lhe resolutions from this 

gathering urging the British government to take a lead in pl:'O!OOting 

36win:irich, British labour's Foreign Policy, 52. 

37Bussey . f, P1oneers o Peace, 50. 
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disarmament were presented in July to the Foreign Secretary, Austen 

O:lamberlain. '!he sympathetic reception of the Pilgr.i.Irage appeared to 

inlicate a widespread sentiment for peace throughout the country. '!he 

creation of a cl.i.Irate of opinion generally favourable to peace owed 

much to the activities of the many peace societies that flourished in 

the inter-war years. So sucx:::essful was this venture, which was largely 

the inspiration of Courtney that, on her initiative, the m:>re pennanent 

Women's Peace Crusade (WI:C) was organised to continue the ccmpaign for 

disannament. '!he WIL urrler courtney's leadership made disannament its 

main preoccupation. As part of the canpaign for peace the WfC 

canpaigned in 1928 for Britain's adherence to the Anerican inspired 

Kellogg-Briand Pact to outlaw war. '!he following year the organisation 

threw its energies into procuring a "Parliament of Peacemakers." '!he 

enfranchisement in 1928 of all women on the same tenns as nen made the 

WfC women hopeful that they could rKM make their views effective. I 

Parliamentary candidates were asked by the various WI:C cxmnittees to 

state their positions on support for the Kellogg Pact and the signing 

of the Optional Clause. '!hose candidates whose response was 

satisfactory were assured of WfC support in their constituency. '!he 

Labour Party which already adhered to these points pranised to support 

all these causes if returned to power. /When I..abour was retumed to 
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office in June 1929 the WIL, believing that it had in some measure 

contributed to this success, hailed it as a victory for democracy and 

38 /peace. In its all too brief tenure of power labour attempted to 

fulfill its election promises. However the efforts to implement anns 

reduction were halted by the party's fall from office in August 1931. 

'Ih.e former Foreign Secretary, Arthur Henderson, chaired the 

long-awaited Disannament Conference which met in February 1932. At a 

special session on 6 February the public campaign of the previous two 

years for a reduction of anns was given recognition when large ntmlbers 

of organisations were allowed to submit their petitions to the 

delegates. 'Ih.e WILPF presented a petition bearing over three million 

signatures, a million and a half of which came from Britain alone. A 

year earlier at a WIL rally Henderson had declared his belief: "At the 

Disannament Conference as elsewhere...the Govermnents will do what the 

39people want. If the people want disannament, they can have it. n 

'Ih.is optimism, unfortunately, was not borne out by events. 'Ih.e work of 

the conference mainly foundered on the demand of Germany for equality 

of treatment and France's detennination to maintain her military 

superiority, although all the participants showed a reluctance to make 

concessions. 'Ih.e conference adjourned in July without having made any 

progress. Germany left and then was coaxed back to the conference 

38Pax International, July 1929. WIL Fourteenth Yearly 
Report, 6-7. 

39Quoted in Bussey, Pioneers for Peace, 95. Henderson made 
this speech at a WIL rally in London in February 1931. 
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table but the accession of Hitler to the Chancellorship doomed the 

proceedings. In october 1933 Germany withdrew both from the 

Disarmament Conference and the League. 

As Vice-chainnan of the Disarmament Conunittee of Women's 

International Organisations, Courtney threw her energies into the 

support of Henderson's continuing but futile efforts to bring the 

Powers back to the conference table. But the failure to persuade Japan 

to evacuate Manchuria, the disintegration of the Disarmament Conference 

and the withdrawal of Germany from the League, all pointed to the 

fragility of the peace. And as the tension in Europe mounted people's 

attention was turning from disarmament towards collective security 

under the auspices of the League of Nations. The fundamental flaw of 

the Covenant was that there was no way by which decisions could be 

enforced. It had always been assumed by most League adherents that the 

disapprobation of the world conununity would be sufficient to bring 

recalcitrant members to heel. Now the rise of the fascist dictators in 

Italy and Germany only served to emphasise the vulnerability of a 

system that had no means of enforcing its sanctions. For in reality, 

even the application of economic sanctions required the backing of 

force. 

The revival by the French in 1932 of an earlier plan to ann the 

League with an air force sparked off a fierce divisive debate within 

the peace movement between those who supported collective security by 

anned sanctions and those who opposed the use of force under any 

circumstances. This split over collective security gave birth to the 
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current connotation of pacifism. '!he earlier broader meaning that 

related merely to support for, arxi the discussion of, the means to 

secure peace was now replaced by the narrower intet:pretation of 

''pacifism" as referring to what was fonnerly known as "absolutism." In 

order to ctistiz'guish them fran the ''pacifists," the SUfPOrters of the 

League who were prepared to use force to maintain the peace were 

usually referred to as "internationalists." At first the INU, the 

largest of the societies that supported the League, was sharply 

divided. Some like Angell arxi I.Drd Robert Cecil advocated anning the 

League, while others, amongst whom was courtney, were resolute in their 

opposition. As the "hot propagan::la" of the militarists circulated, 

swanwick was drawn from her four year retirement (inp::>sed by age arxi 

ill-health), to give the "reasoned reply" she believed to be absent 

fran the debate. 40 

Her first salvo, published in January 1934 l.ll'rler the auspices 

of the WIL, was primarily directed at I.Drd Davies, who had fourxied the 

New Corrm::>nwealth Society expressly to prc:I!Dte the idea of an air force 

to act as a policing agent. 41 In New Wars for Old swanwick voiced 

her disapproval of anning the League. She believed that far from 

4%. M. swanwick to E. Balch, 13 July 1934, WILPF Reel 70 111 
314 1371. In 1933 the INU had 388, 255 paid subscribers according to 
Donald B.irn, "A Peace Movement Divided: Pacifism arxi Internationalism 
in InteJ:war Britain." Peace arxi Olanqe vol.1 no. 2 (Spring, 1973), 
20-24. J. A. 'lhompson, "I.Drd Cecil arxi the Pacifists in the League of 
Nations Union" Historical Journal 20, 4 (1977), 949-959. 

4~e New Commonwealth was fourrled by David Davies to 
advocate an international police force to prevent aggression. 
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solvin;J the prcblem, the use of force 'WOlll.d only exacel:bate the 

situation by substitutin;J "new wars for old." She attributed the 

failure of the league, not to its conception rut to the selfish plrSU.it 

of national interests by the governments of the Great Powers. 'lhey had 

failed to inspire the confidence in the league's justice arxi 

:i.Irpartiality that alone 'WOlll.d encourage states to abarxion the seard1 

for altenlative fonns of security. 

In Frankenstein an:l His Monster which was the sequel to New 

Wars for Old, swanwick argued that the existence of arrt air force, even 

for policin;J, created dangers. She expressed the popular fear of the 

nurderous power of the air plane which was regarded as the ultimate 

weapon of destruction. Instead of creatin;J an i.nten'la.tional air force, 

she argued that civil aviation should be placed un:ier international 

control as "aviation for world service." 'lhis demilitarisation of the 

air, she believed, could well be the first step towards the reduction 

42of other annaments. '1he last of the trilogy of tracts, Pooled 

Security: What Does It Mean? was a rejoin:lers to the critics of New 

Wars for Old, the IOOSt prominent~ whom was Ar'¥Jell. '!hey had 

already crossed words in February in the columns of Time arrl Tide 

42swanwick, I Have Been Young, 502-3; Frankenstein arrl His 
Monster: Aviation for World Service (I..o:rrlon, 1934) was a sequel to New 
Wars for Old: A Reply to the Rt. Hon. lord IBvies arrl others (I..o:rrlon, 
1934). other works in which she attacked the proposals for collective 
security were - Pooled Security: What Does it Mean? (I..orrlon, 1934) 
which was a reply to some critics of New Wars for Old: Collective 
Insecurity (I..orrlon, 1937) an:l Roots of Peace (I..on:ion, 1938) which was a 
sequel to Collective Insecurity. 

http:plrSU.it
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and any fo:rmer frierxlship was l'10W ended. As far as swanwick was 

concerned, his chan'pioning of military sanctions rerrlered hbn an 

apostate. For his part, An;Jell later described her as "not only a 

:pacifist but an absolutist of the IOC>St UllbeiXI.in;J kirrl" - charges that 

she strenuously denied. 43 In the long run, swanwick was right in 

believin;J that peace could only cane through a change in attitude. Nor 

was she wrong in attributin;J at least some of the failure of the league 

to the protection of national interests. If economic sanctions were to 

be effective ~ nation had to uphold the embargo on war material and 

fuels, even if it banned their own economy. But of course every 

democratic govennnent is hostage to the electorate. She was also out 

of touch with the international realities of the 1930s. Her ideal 

prescriptions did not take into consideration the rise of dictators 

with a will to war. Although this too, with a fine pre-detenninism, 

she attributed to the injustices of Versailles. 

In spite of its deficiencies there was still a consensus for 

action through the league. 'Ihe Peace Ballot organised by the I.NU in 

1934-55 demonstrated popular support for the organisation; although 

there was less enthusiasm for anned sanctions. '!he Peace Ballot had 

been a samplin;J of opinion not a call to action, but it did inspire the 

American section of WILPF in 1935 to initiate the world-wide "People's 

Mandate to Govennnents." 'Ihe Mandate dernarxied that govennnents 

43swanwick's letter, Time and Tide, 10 Februacy; swanwick et 
al. , 17 Februacy; An;Jell, 24 February 1934. An;Jell, After All, 240. 
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fulfill their obligations as defined urx:ier the Covenant am the 

Kellogg-Briam Pact. In Europe alone it was estimated that by 1937 

there were over 14 million signatories.44 

Yet, even as people were signing the Marrlate, Mussolini invaded 

Ethiopia in defiance of the censure of the League. In an atten"pt to 

ward off the Italian invasion, govermnent representatives fran Britain, 

France am Italy had met in Paris in August 1935. Alarmed by the 

rejection of the British tenns, Catherine Marshall en-erged fran 

retirement am went to I.orrlon "to be on the spot for political 

action." In ccmunon with many others in the peace movement she believed 

it was the unequal dispersal of natural resources that was at the root 

of Italy's aggression. 'lhe solution, she believed, was econanic 

internationalism whereby the League would be responsible for the 

disposition of raw materials. 45 However, the national self-interest 

of Britain am France overrode the protection of Ethiopia's territorial 

integrity. Arrl the failure to make sanctions effective, by excluding 

oil fran the embargo, ensured the success of the Mussolini 's venture 

am the collapse of the League. 

Pacifists am intemationalists continued to canprign arrl hold 

conferences am rallies for peace but there was a perceptible change in 

attitudes 1:a1dn:J place. A number of fonnerly absolute pacifists, one 

44Bussey, Pioneers of Peace, 145-7. 


45C. E. Marshall to E. Balch, 21 August 1935, WILPF Reel 70 

1617-23. 
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of 'Whcm was Clifford Allen, announced their support for ante:l 

collective security. 'lhe INU, although admittedly not pacifist, after 

nuch debate in December 1936 announced its support for national 

rearmament. 46 By so doing, it drew upon itself an attack fran 

swanwick in her Collective Insecurit;y" (1937). The distaste ani growing 

unease with the brutality of Nazi policies came to a head in March 1938 

with the Anschluss. Even though many Austrians welcaned union with 

Gennany, the violent propagarxla ani tllreats 'Which cullninated in 

invasion "shook even the most ardent synpathisers with Gennany's just 

grievances." Far fran seeing the invasion as fulfilling a legitimate 

demarrl for self-detennination, the WIIPF was shocked by the breach of 

the Covenant. The WIL urged the British Govenunent to apply economic 

sanctions in the event of further aggression, for it rightly feared 

that this was only the first step in a policy of conquest directed 

against the smaller states of central ani eastern Europe. 'lhe Gennan 

threat during the summer of 1938 to seize the SUdetenlani fran 

Czechoslovakia led in September to the meeting in MUnich of the leaders 

of Britain, France, Italy ani Gennany - but not of Czechoslovakia. 

When Neville Olamberlain, the British Prime Minister, returned fran 

this conference cla:ilnin:J to have won "peace for our time," the WIL like 

the INU, eschewing the popular euphoria, regarded the agreement as a 

46Bim, "A Peace Movement Divided"; M. Gilbert ed. , Plough My 

OWn F'tlrroW (I..orxlon, 1965) • T. Kennedy, "Clifford Allen" in 
H. Josephson ed. , Biographical Dictionaey of Modent Peace leaders 
1800-1975 (Westport and London, 1985). 
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a surren:ier. '!he SUdetenlam had been sacrificed am few political 

observers doubted that this was a preliminary to the seizure of the 

rest of the state. 'Ihe British section of the WIIPF recorded that they 

were "overwhelmed with shaire" at the part played by their Government in 

.this crllll9. 47 

Kathleen Courtney, who earlier had stood against the INU's 

advocacy of cx:>llective security, was one of those who now c::on:lemned 

Olaroberlain's policy of appeasement. Her biographer, Francesca Wilson, 

later commented that even in 1936 "in her heart of hearts" Courtney 

thought that the league should be willi.rg to enploy military if 

economic sanctions failed. But Wilson added, "she did not stress 

48this. n 'Ihe fact that she continued as a member of the executive of 

the INU am was later to became its Cllainnan, ilrplies an acceptance of 

its policies. Courtney was an internationalist, rather than a 

pacifist. 'Ihe illlpression that she was opposed to all war had been 

cx:>nveyed by her insistence that there must be a llK>ral basis to the 

cx:>rrluct of British foreign policy. She believed that sane wars were 

justified. "I don't see how you gm be a pacifist," she said later in 

life, "unless you are prepared to make it a whole way of life - am I 

do firrl neny pacifists very unpacific people." In 1933 she resigned as 

Cllainnan of the WIL because she was no longer in accord with the views 

47Bussey, Pioneers of Peace, 189, 163. 


4811Happy at Ninety" Manchester Guardian, 11 March 1968. 
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of the executive of the WILPF which had adopted a pacifist point of 

viev~. .Arrl in the course of a lorg friemshlp, pacifism was the only 

subject on which she am Maude Royden had been divided. 49 

'!he WILPF' s contribution to helpi..rg Czechoslovakia was to offer 

sanctuary to sane of the refugees. catherine Marshall assisted in this 

task by worki.rg in 1938 for the British canmittee of Refugees fran 

Czechoslovakia. She offered her hane at Hawes Erx1 to the Ccmni.ttee as 

a hostel for refugees. Marshall renounced her pacifism am withdrew 

from the WILPF am in 1940 gave up her rrembership of the National Peace 

Council which was still advocatirq non-resistance. 50 Not all the 

fonner pacifists changed their Il1irxls after Munich. Some like Maude 

Royden who joined the pacifist Peace Pledge Union, were reinforced in 

their pacifism. Soon she came to realise her error; although she did 

not publicly recant until 1940. She then admitted, as many others 

caught in the same nora! dilemma had done in 1938, that there were 

greater wrongs than war. "I believe l'lC1N that Nazi-ism is worse than 

war, " she wrote, "it is nore hideously cruel, nore blirrl, nore evil 

51arxl nore important. n 

49A. M. Royden to K. D. Courtney, 4 July 1949, FL KDC 
Hl/1-8. United Nations News, Sept/Oct 1951. Net~ World, April 1968, 
speech by lady Violet Bonham-Carter on the oc:x::asion of tame Kathleen's 
ninetieth birthday. Wilson, "'lhree twentieth Century Women." 
Courtney's resignation, 5 May 1933 BI1?ES WIL 4/15. 

50Jo Vellacott, "Catherine Marshall" in Josephson 
ed. , Biographical Dictionary. 

51Sheila Fletcher, Maude Royden (Oxford, 1989), 274. 
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Of "our gang," only swanwick, it appears, did not renounce her 

CJR)OSition to war. In c::cmron with most uoc dissenters, she had made 

the Treaty of Versailles the scapegoat for the sins of Nazi Gennany arrl 

she continued in this conviction. While she did not corrlone Nazism, by 

her separation of Gentian danestic frcin foreign policy, she was able to 

cc:miemn the one arrl excuse the other. '!his was a dichotany that many 

of her fo:t:ner frierrls arrl colleagues r011 recognised as \mtenable. 

swanwick persisted in laying' the blame for the the rise of Hitler at 

the door of the Allies. She continued to maintain the distinction 

between the ruled arxi their rulers that had been so fuOOamental to 

pacifist policy during' the war. If the peace settlement had been just, 

she claimed, the Gennan people would not have supported Hitler's 

militarism. In spite of evidence of a bal:barity that infring'ed the 

IOC>St basic of hlllllim liberties, swanwick remained true to, or blinkered 

by, her beliefs of the past twenty years. In part, this was because 

she was caught in the logical impasse of her pacifism. She was unable, 

it would seem, to countenance the use of force to deferxi the peace. 

Ilrleed, she had always evaded the vital question pose::! as early as the 

1920s by Arnold Forster -what is to be done in the event of a breach 

of the camnon peace?52 A revolution in international ethics, 

swanwick believed, would rerxler this an unnecessary question. Yet, she 

acknowledged that change was only brought al:xJUt by education arrl by 

52H. M. swanwick, sanctions arrl the league of Nations 
Covenant: A debate between Mrs. H. M. swanwick arrl Mr. W. 
Arnold-Foster (1928?) 
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time; she had no advice on how to combat the inunediate problem of a 

regime bent on aggression. Although Swanwick denied that she was 

either an absolutist, isolationist or extreme socialist, one modern 

historian believes that she displayed an "isolationism so extreme and 

emotional as at times to be indistinguishable, even to herself, from 

pacifism.n53 

In the months of uncertainty before and after the declaration 

of war in 1939, Swanwick turned to her old urx:: comrade, Ponsonby. In 

1938 he had defended the Gerinan seizure of the Sudetenland and was one 

54of the few to oppose the declaration of war. He, too, believed 

that Gemany was only taking what had been denied her by the Allies' 

refusal to revise the peace treaties. Shortly after the outbreak of 

war Swanwick wrote to Ponsonby: "It really is uncomfortable to feel how 

desperately right we have been all along." She added: "France and 

Britain have not known how to make peace and now it looks as if they 

wouldn't know how to make war••.•. the un-necessity of this tomfoolery 

55is what makes one want to catch an understanding eye. n In spite of 

her stated unbelief in the necessity of the war, she nonetheless 

augured that it would lead to far-reaching changes. A month before her 

death she wrote to Ponsonby: 

------------------------------·-----
53Ceadel, Pacifism in Britain, 157. 


54The Times, 24 September 1938. 


5~. M. swanwick to A. Ponsonby, 7 September 1939, APP 

c681/153. 
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I think we are at the beginning of a tremendous shuffle of 
principalities ani powers, of which the little game of 
Spillikins in 1919 was only a preliminary shake•••• I think 
this disturbance deeper ani 100re far reachirq than any of our 
insular thinkers realise•••• '!he neutrals will not affect the 
issue of the war. I do think sane sort of Federal Union in 
Europe ~~1 merge - but not as a rechauffe of the 
league. 

In November 1939, wearied by rontinua1 pain ani ill-health ani 

saddened beyo:rrl measure by the failure of her life's work, Helena 

swanwick committed suicide. In her biogra{ily written in 1935 she had 

said that she did not like grt:M:iiq old ani stupid. Nor did she like 

be:iiq ill so often. She believed that too much admiration had been 

expressed for "dy:iiq in hal:ness. " 'Ihus, tnle to the beliefs ani 

principles by which she had always lived, so she died. She was 

remembered by her frien::ls ani associates for her "high courage ani 

i:rrleperrlence of spirit," her idealism ani her enthusiasm. 57 

56a. M. 8wanwick to A. Ponsonby, 19 September 1939, APP c681/155. 

57vera Brittain, Testament of Experience (Glasgow, 1980), 226. 
Brittain quotes a note left by swanwick say:Uq that she thought "the 
best th.irg to do was to remJVe myself fran the world." '!here is also 
an entry in Brittain's dicu:y referr:Uq to her death on 25.11.39. 
Brittain Archives, 022. swartwick, I have Been Youn;J, 508. "An 
Appreciation from a Corresporrlent" Manchester Guardian, 18 November 
1939. 

http:25.11.39


CDNCIDSION 

By the late 1930s how far had British WCJ1t¥:m progressed towards 

the WIL' s goal of "peace am freedcm"? After a generation of political 

am social activity they could claim toodera.te success in achieving 

legal equality am admission to the public service. As a corollary of 

enfranchisement, by the ern of 1919 wonen were eligible to starxi for 

Parliament, hold any civil or judicial post, or can:y on any civil 

profession or vocation. Prejudice, however, had not vanished along 

with the remJVal of the legal barriers. Ani in 1937 Virginia Woolf 

bitterly lamented in her 'Ihree GUineas the continuing familial, social, 

educational am professional inequalities inflicted upon wonen. Many 

of the younger generation sought to establish themselves in the 

professions, while their elders, who had been raised in the suffrage 

campaign, for the IOC>St part continued to 'WOrk for the wonen' s 

movement. Only a few women attempted to enter politics. '!he IOOSt 

successful of these were either party "WOrkers or those who had risen 

through the ranks of the Trade Unions, or, as in the case of the first 

two women MPs 1 the beneficiaries Of party nepotism. Lady Astor am Mrs 

Wintringham claimed seats fonnerly held by their To:cy husban:ls. As in 

IOC>St trades, as newcomers to party politics wonen were required to 

serve their apprenticeship. '!hey contested the marginal or, as was 

more usual, the hopeless constituency. Yet, if changes in legal am 

political rights had occurred quickly, in those social am economic 
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areas which deperrled on "changes in hearts arrl habits" the 811'elioration 

was much slower•1 It was to the reitV:JVal of these injustices by 

attention to the special needs of women that the new feminists 

continued to address their efforts. 

'!he women who have been the focus of this work had a wider 

vision of freedan than that of just ail'eliorati.rg the corrlition of their 

sex, although they believed that this was essential to the creation of 

a just society. If J. s. Mill provided them with the raison d'etre to 

combat political discrimination, by extension, this IOOant a defence of 

:fl.m:3amental derrocratic rights. Havi.rg absor:bed the teadri.ng of the 

"new'' Liberals, the derrocratic suffragists did not resist all 

government intervention arrl, irrleed, believed it to be necessary to 

remedy social wrongs. Nonetheless, they were unable to reconcile their 

principles when as the corollary to the already burgeoni.rg interference 

of the state, the Governrnent duri.rg the war assumed ever increasing 

control over the nation. 'Ihe pacifists arrl libertarians never 

accepted, or even acknowledged, that the security of the state might 

override irrlividual freedoms. '!hey conceived their duty as would-be 

citizens to resist the encroachments of the state on the freedom of 

1E. Rathbone, "Olanges in l?Ublic Life" in R. Stradley, ed. 
OUr Freedom (lDndon, 1936) • 

http:burgeoni.rg
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speech, assembly ani the right to infonnation. By their opposition 

they believed that they were resisting the growth of militarism in a 

nation ostensibly canrnitted to the destruction of this evil in 

Gennany. Their ccmprign was built on a faith in public opinion that 

originated with nineteenth-century liberal thought. 2 'Ihey believed 

that the public would make the right judgements if presented with all 

the facts. "Believe in the people" had been their watchword ani they 

had judged it to be their responsibility to put these facts before the 

public. Their arguments presupposed a popular wisdom of which there 

was little evidence. Nor, in practice can all the facts be available 

on which to base dem:x::ratic control. 

Peace and freedom were inseparable in the pacifist mi.rrl. And 

just as the freedom of women was only partial, so the advances in peace 

work were limited. For all the wanen's efforts, the campaign for a 

negotiated peace failed to redirect the <XJUnt:ry' s patriotism. 'Ihe 

specific attempt to mobilise women for peace had also failed. Wanen 

had not responded to the appeal which the WIL made to their instincts 

as wives ani mothers. Women proved not to be inherently pacific. And 

the relationship between feminism ani pacifism that had been posited by 

the secessionists in 1915 was shown to be wron;; by the support for the 

war of feminists within the NUWSS itself, as well as in other feminist 

2E. H. carr, 'Ihe 'IWentv Years Crisis 1919-1935 (London, 
1962). 
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organisations. '!he minority feminist-pacifist position was finnly 

rooted in liberal ideology, not in biology. 3 

; Yet, if the pacifists were unsuccessful in the short-tent\, they 

could at least cla.iln to have achieved SCllV3 success in helpin:J to 

propagate the ideal of the League of Nations. It is always difficult 

to assess the impact of ideas arrl the effectiveness of those 

individuals arrl organisations who seek to pranote change, for this is 

the result of the interaction of many influences. It could be argued 

that for the most part the women preached to the converted, although 

the WPC did readl a wider constituency. Even if the converts were few, 

the WIL arrl other pacifist organisations at least kept alive the hope 

of future change am, ironically, this was a significant contribution 

to the war effort when in the last years the country was looking to a 

better future. As the nation became 100re disillusioned, discussion of 

the future assumed a paramount inportance. War weariness, the public 

appeal by Wilson arx:l the emorsement of the league by the labour Party 

all played their part in wi.nnin3" public sympathy for the League. '!hat 

the ground was prepared owed at least scm3thi.n] to the unsparin;J 
J" 

efforts of the pacifists. 

Several critics have considered the creation of the League as 

the victory of an ideal over the reality of intemational politics. 

3R. Evans in Comrades arrl Sisters, 151, suggests as an 
explanation of the failure to win wider suwort' that the historical 
links created in the nineteenth century bebJeen nationalism arrl 
feminism were still stron;] at the begiming of the twentieth century. 
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'!he error, these critics have claimed, lay in imaginin;J that a league 

a:intin;J to act on the principles of the Fourteen Points could succeed. 

It was this belief that was the great pacifist illusion. Accorclin;J to 

one historian it was "the central myth of twentieth centw:y liberal 

internationalist ideology. 114 'Ihe praroters of the league believed 

that relations between states could be corrlucted on the same ethical 

basis as individual human relationships. swanwick was one of those who 

confused ethics arrl politics. Her frustration arrl antagonism arose 

from her inability to reconcile her ideal with the reality of the 

league as established in 1919. '!his ambiguity arising from support for 

a league without support for military sanctions bedevilled the :peace 

InOVement in the 1930s. As Russell observed in 1936: "If the method of 

sanctions is to be used effectively, the sentiment behini it nrust be 

respect for law, not love of :peace. 115 Unfort:lmately, the mral 

simplicity of the vision did not match the realities arrl cc::mplexities 

of inter-state relations. Nonetheless, even those critics who have 

argued that there can never be a conjunction between "right values arrl 

practical politics" have recognised the importance, even the necessity, 

of the emotional appeal to mankind of a mral goal. 6 

4George W. Egerton, "Great Britain arrl the league of 
Nations: Collective Security as Myth arrl History" in z. Steiner, ed. 
'!he league of Nations in Retrospect: Proceedings of the Symposium 
(Berlin arrl New York, 1983) • 

5Bertrand Russell, Which Way to Peace?, (IDmon, 1936), 75-6. 

6earr, '!he 'lWenty Years Crisis; F. H. Hinsley, Power arrl the 
Pursuit of Peace (cambridge, 1963) • 
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'!he WIL could reasonably claim to have made a modest 

contribution to changing the climate of opinion during the war arrl to 

sustaining such changes aftel:wards. By their efforts the WIL arrl INU 

arrl other groups fostered a popular interest in foreign affairs that 

had been unknc:Mn in the prewar years. '!he large membership of the INU 

arrl to a lesser extent, that of the WIL, testified to the met:am:>rphosis 

in public attitudes. A great deal of the support for the 

internationalist organisations came from women. '!he Peace Ballot of 

1935, for instance, was made possible largely owing to the efforts of 

7the women canvassers. '!he mass demonstrations during the 1930s 

testified to the public awareness arrl desire for peace. Even if, as 

some critics claim, the ideal they laboured to promote was flawed, even 

impracticable, it had taken hold. '!he proof of this was the creation 

in 1945 of the United Nations. / 

1 
'!he women1 s suffrage movement had provided many of the ideas 

that had in one way or another led to change. '!he movement had also 

been a training ground for feminist arrl pacifist leaders. Courtney, 

Marshall arrl swanwick were more than a part of the continuum of women1 s 

progress towards equal arrl responsible citizenship. '!hey successfully 

directed the attention of women to the larger problems of world 

citizenship. '!hey were pioneers in feminism arrl internationalism. 

Moreover, as swanwick ~ed, unlike men, they had no models, or 

--------------· 
7Ra.thbone, "Changes in Public Life." 
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8mentors. They found their way by trial and error. Thus, the "true 

progress in civilisation in our twentieth century" as measured by the 

liberation of women and by the attempt to outlaw war, as Philip 

Noel-Baker observed in 1975, was in large part due to the efforts of 

women such as Kathleen courtney, catherine Marshall and Helena 

swanwick. 

8swanwick, I Have Been Young, 437. 
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