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ABSTRACT

In the fall of 1961, the movement known as Women Strike for Peace (WSP)
began when thousands of women staged a national strike to request that the government
end nuclear testing. In an attempt to minimize the threat their politiGahagiosed to
the period’s conservative status quo, the women who picketed asserted that them activi
was altruistic, reflecting only their desire to protect their childrerfirgt this strategy
was successful; those of their own generation embraced the women ataldspec
mothers, and even public figures like President Kennedy acknowledged the group’s
contributions to politics. Despite the attention it received and the changes d b
in nuclear policy, however, Women Strike for Peace seems now mostly forgotten. This
thesis argues that the cultural amnesia about WSP is because the groupialmater
rhetoric, although at first accepted by the public, ultimately angered tlds gi@Geration
and alienated the feminists who followed in the late 1960s and early 1970s. As a result,
neither era was willing to claim the group’s message or methods as its owarltee
generation saw WSP as too radical while the later one deemed it overlyeatinse
This paper thus argues that Women Strike for Peace disappeared from Agnerica’
collective historical consciousness because it pushed the boundaries of accepialele f
behavior too far for its day while failing to push them far enough to satisfy¢bhade

wave feminists who appeared after them.



INTRODUCTION

On November 1, 1961, approximately 50,000 women in 59 cities across the
United States walked out of their homes or off their jobs to protest nuclear testasg. T
women came from all different backgrounds. Some were housewives; others wirked; a
said they were motivated by the desire to express their unease about naealeansy
Groups in different cities performed different actions. Some marched in frontof thei
City Halls. In Washington, the group delivered a letter to the White Housesaddr®
First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy, then marched to the Soviet Embassy to déditer to
Nina Khrushchev, the wife of the Premier of the Soviet Unibhe mass mobilization of
these women was first envisioned by a small group of women in Washington, D.C., who
described themselves as mothers concerned about the consequences of nualear test
and possible nuclear war on the health of their children. They decided to stage a
nationwide “Women’s Strike for Peace” by calling on their personal contatssathe
country? The November 1 marches were covered by newspapers all over America—
some put the story on their front page. Those journalists who wrote about the events of
the day were, for the most part, sympathetic to the women’s concerns. Theantthe
American public both seemed to find the women’s march out of their homes and into the
public sphere acceptable, even novel. “They were perfectly ordinary-loobimgyy
women, with their share of good looks,” an articl&Newsweekegan. “They looked like
the women you would see driving ranch wagons, or shopping at the village market, or

attending PTA meetings.” The article, like most others about the strikeriaglyi

! “Hundreds of Women Stage Capital March In ‘Strite Peace,”Schenectady Gazettdovember 2,
1961, 1.

2 Amy SwerdlowWomen Strike for Peace: Traditional Motherhood &atiical Politics in the 1960s
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 15.
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described the women'’s actions—all done in the name of motherhood—concluding that
the women who had organized the strike “had tapped the deep emotional wellsprings of
thousands of American women who as life-givers...proved themselves determined to
speak out, somehow, on behalf of humanity.”

Six years later, on September 20, 1967, this same organization, Women Strike for
Peace, marched on the White House to protest the Vietnarf Tiay used the same
maternal language they had used in 1961, stating that their goal was peace+$onthei
and for the world. At this demonstration, however, a police line was formed to prevent
the women from reaching the White House gate. Members of Women Strike fer Peac
broke this police line and were immediately excoriated by journalists who thiteght
organization had become too militarfour persons were arrested as an antidraft
demonstration led by Women Strike for Peace erupted into a wild melee in front of the
White House Wednesday,” announcedlibe Angeles Timesxemplifying the
disapprobation with which Women Strike for Peace actions were increasindly met.

Another article reported, “The women shoved and pushed, blood showed on the

% “The Women ProtestXewsweekNovember 13, 1961, 21.

* Throughout this paper, | will alternate betweefeméng to the group as Women Strike for Peace and
WSP. Because the group gave full autonomy to dallohapters, however, some referred to themsealves
Women For Peace (WFP), others as Women's StrikBdace and still others as Women'’s International
Strike for Peace (WISP). Some of the sources frefee to Women Strike for Peace using these diffiere
terms, but all are describing the same overall mwr@. Further, it should be noted that Women Stioke
Peace resisted the label “organization” becaudiel ihot consider itself one—at least ostensibliadked

an official leader and formal board positions. LUatt@apters were given complete autonomy, and nation
actions did not need to be approved by a centgarozation; rather, if women were interested inspirg

a certain campaign, they simply began to do sahEurthe women who were affiliated with WSP did no
consider themselves “members”; again, because W&&het seen as an organization, individuals did not
believe they could “belong” to it. (See the chamter‘Organizing a ‘Nonorganization™ in Swerdlow,
Women Strike for PeageAlthough these are important points, throughbig paper | sometimes refer to
WSP as an “organization” and to WSP affiliatesmgfbers” for the sake of expediency.

> Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peac&77-180

® Jack White, “Women’s March Erupts Into Washingkdelee,” Los Angeles TimeSeptember 21, 1967,
26.
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shirtsleeve of one police officer and feelings apparently ran high on both sitles of t
skirmish line.” The negative media coverage reflected the American public’s changing
opinion of Women Strike for Peace: as the organization had shifted its focus frornucle
disarmament to ending the war in Vietnam, it had become increasingly unpopular.

Fifty years later, in 2011, Women Strike for Peace has been virtually expunged
from popular memory. History books often fail to mention this important group in their
overviews of movements in the post-World War Il era, and most individuals have never
heard of Women Strike for Peace. Amy Schneidhorst, in her 2001 article about peace
activism in Chicago during the Vietnam War, observes that “Amy Swerdlow’s
monograph on Women Strike for Peace remains the one major case study of older
women'’s collective peace activism in the 196DSiverdlow herself was aware of this
phenomenon—one of her goals in writing her text about the group, she explained, was
“to restore a significant women’s movement of the 1960s to the historical record f
which it has all but disappeared,” but she did not explore why this forgetting has
occurred This paper will offer an interpretation as to why, given their vast media
coverage at the time of their activism and the changes they helped bringnabout
America, Women Strike for Peace has been forgotten.

Women Strike for Peace has fallen prey to a form of historical amnesgud,
because it straddled two distinct eras and yet was fully comfortablelemnene. WSP

was first envisioned in the fall of 1961, and its nationwide march on November 1, 1961,

" Frank Cormier, “White House Undisturbed: Womer{Rarace Group Nearly Gets Violent During Protest
in Washington,Lawrence Journal WorldSeptember 21, 1967, 13.

8 Amy Schneidhorst, “Little Old Ladies and Dangerdsmen: Women'’s Peace and Social Justice
Activism in Chicago, 1960-1975Peace and Chang#6, no. 3 (2001), 376.

® Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peacé.
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was its first public event. America was still, at this point, in the grip oftifierre of
domesticity into which it had plunged following World War II. Although there were
other, competing ideologies, the one most uniformly espoused by the media and public
officials and the one most accepted by the American population was one thaiteélebr
the nuclear family and demanded conformity from all Americ8itswas in this context
that WSP was formed, and the members of WSP were careful to craft their ydaoibg
actions in accordance with the prevailing, restrictive atmosphere. Wainiles {Sr
Peace, from its beginning, did not claim to work against women'’s traditional ratlesr,
the group members used those roles as the foundation of their work toward world peace.
Far from trying to abdicate their roles as mothers, the members of W&iPthas public
activism on these private roles. Thus, at first, WSP’s assertions thatwoskasg within
accepted female roles were accepted by the public, as can be seen in the media’s
supportive coverage of their November 1 march. However, as the organization drew more
and more women out of the home and into political discussions, the media and society
began to turn against it. Further, as Women Strike for Peace moved from protesting a
possible nuclear war to protesting an actual, military war, their posiasrseen as
increasingly controversial, even though in both cases, WSP’s goal was peace and the
preservation of children’s lives. In short, Women Strike for Peace was tdlyma
considered too radical by the generation out of which it had emerged.

At the same time, while Women Strike for Peace was increasingtted by the

conservative forces of its own time, it coexisted uneasily with newempafaimed

19 See, for example, Elaine Tyler Mayomeward Bound: American Families in the Cold Wea fNew
York: Basic Books, 2008) for a discussion of thefoomity demanded of Americans in the postwar
period.
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radical feminist groups. Although WSP shared some goals with these groupassuc

draft resistance, their methods were often directly at odds with one anotben\smen
Strike for Peace moved through the very channels the radical feministsciveeé/a

working to overturn entirely* Further, the radical feminists were put off by the way they
saw the members of Women Strike for Peace supporting patriarchy—that is, by
identifying themselves primarily as mothers and housewives—while theatdeininists

were committed to subverting patriarchy by self-identifying and unifggwgomen

Finally, WSP members’ reliance on their roles as mothers was directigegppo the
anti-motherhood rhetoric employed by some of the early, most radical of seevad-
feminists like Shulamith Firestone and Ti-Grace Atkinson. Essenti&@lbmen Strike for
Peace was considered too conservative in its mission and too conventional in its actions
to be embraced by the women who followed them and in some ways benefited from their

work.

THE POSTWAR PERIOD
During World War Il, women entered the workforce in large numbers. The
government needed their labor and thus encouraged them to take jobs from which they

had previously been excluded. Campaigns encouraging women to perform military and

1 Both Women Strike for Peace and many second-wawvinfst groups, for example, opposed the war and
the draft, but the younger groups tended to be maadieal in their methods of resistance. While WSP
sought to end the draft by presenting challengestscription’s legality to the court system and by
prevailing on politicians (See Swerdlowomen Strike for Peac&73-180), at least one group of radical
women broke into a draft office and destroyed thods of draft files, leaving pictures of thoseddllin
Vietnam in their stead (“Women Destroy Draft Filag, Voices from Women'’s Liberatipad. Leslie B.
Tanner [New York: Mentor Books, 1970], 137). Wong&nike for Peace thus worked through the legal
system, attempting to change existing laws, whileast some younger feminists thought it betterdok
against the political system entirely, consideliingore expedient and impactful to break laws, ei@nge
them.
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factory work, like the Rosie the Riveter advertisements, were used to appeahén's
patriotism. In this way, as historian Elaine Tyler May notes, the goverrsoald justify
the women'’s presence in traditionally masculine jobs while laying the groukdevor
their dismissal when the war ended and returning veterans wanted their job%Bac
many observers, this postwar transition of women—from working patriots tbeshtis
housewives—was a quiet reversion back to the natural order of things. Women returned
to the kitchens and hearths from whence they had come, men returned from the warfront
to serve as the family breadwinners, and children proliferated. Earlyasshipl about
American society following the Second World War, in fact, reinforced this idéthiha
1950s was a period of placidity and retrenchment.

As the country shifted from war to peace and from rationing to consuming,
American families did seem to be following the trends that were to be expelttedrfg
a great war. Couples married young and had several children, then moved out to the
suburbs, where many could now afford a new home with brand-new appliances. White,
male veterans were particularly well-positioned to begin their ascent tpplee-middle-
class, thanks to government subsidies which provided significant help in securing and

buying homes in suburbfd Statistics show that individuals and families of all races

2 May, Homeward Bound72

13 Kenneth JacksoiGrabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the @diState§New York: Oxford
University Press, 1985). Jackson’s chapter “Fedgubkidy and the Suburban Dream: How Washington
Changed the American Housing Market” does a thdrga of explaining the specific benefits granted t
individuals in the relevant time period. It shoaldo be noted that veterans of color were largehjet
these benefits, and minority families were keptafuthe vast majority of suburbs by hostile neigtsoand
racist policies which allowed both the governmend private companies to refuse to finance mortgémes
families of color. However, since WSP was largelyoaganization of white, middle-class women, | fecu
on this demographic in my description of postwantts. Further, as Elaine Tyler May notes in hem ow
study of the Cold War era, “it was the values @& white middle class that shaped the dominantipalit
and economic institutions that affected all Amenga(May, Homeward Boundl5). Thus, by examining
the idealized white middle class, May argues, areunderstand the life to which many Americansraspi
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across the nation were involved in both the population explosion and the increased
consumption which occurred after the war. Stephanie Coontz writes that “aeriaasy
boom, among all classes and ethnic groups, made America a ‘child-cestariedy.
Births rose from a low of 18.4 per 1,000 women during the Depression to a high of 25.3
per 1,000 in 1957 Along with this increase in births came, as Coontz suggests, a
renewed societal interest in mothering. Specifically, the governmenhamaetdia
encouraged women to reproduce society—both literally, by having children, and
figuratively, by raising them to be proper American citizens. The nufdealy in
particular was celebrated in this time, since it was thought to confertgtahilihe nation
at large. Because of the disruption in everyday patterns caused by Wordantithe
constant threat of nuclear war which hung over the country in the 1950s, the nuclear
family was increasingly seen as a way for individuals to retreat irmcartain societal
conditions and assuage their own fears by producing a world they could ¢dntrol.
With comfortable domesticity as their goal, Americans eagerly purclaased
outfitted new homes for themselves and their families after the Second World War
Concomitant with the population explosion was a nationwide increase in spending,
especially on appliances and other newly available products for homes. “In tlyedosir
following the end of the war, Americans purchased 21.4 million cars, 20 million
refrigerators, 5.5 million stoves, and 11.6 million televisions and moved into over 1

million new housing units each year. The same patterns extended into the 1950sea decad

in the postwar era. This approach, however, hapstrawbacks, not least of which is the flatterémgl
whitening of American experience.

14 Stephanie Coontd;he Way We Never Were: American Families and tretaipa Trap(New York:
BasicBooks, 1992), 24.

15 See, for example, Majfomeward Boundl51.
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in which prosperity continued to spredd.Americans were obsessed with their habits of
consumption and their isolated, domestic ideal. In some cases, it was asetifiqtang
cycle. After Americans bought television sets, for example, they werdateshwith
advertisements encouraging them to buy even more products and with sitconrs furthe
glorifying the nuclear family.

Although historians disagree over the driving forces behind the conformity of the
1950s and even the extent to which it existed, most agree that these population-wide
trends toward domesticity in the postwar era led to an increased adherentano ce
often limiting gender roles. Further, many argue that there were many &brites time
advocating the domestic ideal, especially for women, at the expense of amy publi
activism. William L. O’'Neill, for example, argues that feminism as suet @i 1920,
shortly after the suffragists achieved the ballot for women. Without a cohesixgnmant
like feminism to encourage them to enter the public sphere, O’Neill suggess, i
difficult for women to protest when their wartime gains in employment wera takay.
Women found it much easier to uncomplainingly resume their housewife-and-mother
roles while their husbands supported their families financially. “Women did nohlese t
political and legal rights so painfully acquired [by the suffragists], but irativelsense
the postwar era saw middle-class women abandon the attitudes and aspiratioed tha
marked their century of struggle and accept a more limited definition of tdogl soles
than anyone would have thought possible fifty years eariiéd’Neill considers women

to have backed away from the potentially society-shaking changes in woméursstissd

16 |tai

Ibid., 158.
7 william L. O'Neill, Everyone Was Brave: The Rise and Fall of Feminishnerica(Chicago:
Quadrangle Books, 1969), 333.
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had been the goal of many suffragists, especially after the Second Warlti&Va
attributes this skittishness largely to the “postwar orgy of domestiwity¢h was
supported by the mainstream media and public opiffion.

Historian Harriet Hyman Alonso argues that some women did continue to agitate
for social reform—and especially for peace—during the postwar era, despitesbarpr
on women to stay home. However, as Alonso describes, this political involvement came
under increasing amounts of attack during the postwar period. As the Cold War gained
momentum, individuals working for peace in various organizations were called
subversive, and it was feared they were working for communists. Because being
considered “red,” or aligned with communism, was considered high treason in this era
the peace organizations suffered huge membership losses and internal divisions
proliferated. Some organizations were even investigated by governroapsdo
determine whether they were truly threats to American security, athich destroyed
the respectable reputation that most peace organizations had at least dttempte
maintain prior to the Cold War. As Alonso writes of the postwar era, “The opéinty le
[Congress of American Women] was forced to disband, and its successor, American
Women for Peace, was short-lived. Meanwhile, [the Women'’s International¢.eg
Peace and Freedom] branches suffered from divisive internal accusatioms fofigist
affiliations].” However, she continues, “the women’s peace movement survived.”

Alonso thus contradicts historians like O’Neill, who argued that the 1950s were devoid of

18 i

Ibid., 332.
9 Harriet Hyman Alonso, “Mayhem and Moderation: Waenieace Activists during the McCarthy Era,”
in Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar Aragli945-1960ed. Joanne Meyerowitz.
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 148.
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women activists, while acknowledging the difficulty these women expe&teoisce they
decided to pursue a path other than the one endorsed by the media and the public.
O’Neill and others may have not noticed the activism in which women were
engaged in the postwar era because it was, as Alonso notes, heavily sanctioned by the
government, which wanted the activism to disappear. According to Elaine Tyler May
this suppression of women’s public actions can be described as the result of thea€old W
ideology of “containment.” The government sought to contain both the nuclear threat, in
order to avoid mass hysteria on the part of the nation, and American women, who were
needed to bear children and otherwise fill their prescribed domesti¢tdlesnen were
to be the dependable nuclei of nuclear families, maintaining order as their husbands and
children orbited around them. May writes that the importance of childbearing was so
internalized by postwar men and women that they considered domesticity “agsexpre
of one’s citizenship* which speaks to both the importance bestowed on parenthood—
especially motherhood—in the postwar era and the pressure Americans magithtave f
repeatedly reproduce, regardless of their own goals or desires. Imgoéhtugh the
roles associated with the nuclear family were restrictive for both metmwamen,
women were particularly powerless to change them both structurally, siyosehe
allowed only a limited role in public life, and individually, as their economic
subordination made it essential that they marry.
It was this culture of limited opportunity for women that Betty Friedan’s
enormously influential bookhe Feminine Mystiquéeublished in 1963, decried. In it,

Friedan writes of a “problem that has no name”—the despair and isolation felt by

2 May, Homeward Bound15-16.
! Ibid., 151
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housewives across the country. Friedan blames this problem on what she terms “the
feminine mystique,” the culture which has provided women with only one option for
socially-approved happiness: marriage and motherhood. Friedan described tigefemi
mystique as having gained its traction mostly through articles and adwventitsein

popular magazines in the 1950s. As Friedan argued, consumerism, and especially the
advertising that accompanied it, helped to reinforce the ideas about gender wieich wer
common at the time. Many advertisements attempted to convince women tHatdulfil
the domestic duties of mother and housewife, especially through consuming certai
products, was a large responsibility, akin to the importance of the wage-ealring r
assumed by meff. Although woman’s new role as consumer could be seen as an
improvement over her previous domestic role, in which she was denied any influence in
family decisions, Roland Marchand suggests that America granted women toe role
primary consumer, and advertisers went to such effort to promote this role as ozt of g
importance, in order to compensate for all the other rights they were denied. In other
words, “the more that women achieved recognition for their modernity in consumption,
the less they qualified for any true equality in the broader quest for modemess.®*

As Friedan argued, the appeal by advertisers to women as important de@kiens-oan

be understood as a mere condescending ploy. Like the historians who held that the 1950s

2 particularly illustrative of this phenomenon iseeilan’s chapter on “The Sexual Sell,"The Feminine
Mystiqgue(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2001). Note atbat this same rhetoric helped justify the
dismissal of women from the workforce after the wadividuals like J. Edgar Hoover, the directoitiod
Federal Bureau of Investigation, told the natiorcbesidered women'’s childbearing role just as vidghe
success of the nation as the wage work he consigeea’s domain (Mayslomeward Boundl32). In
both cases, women were denied access to payindpyoinslividuals in positions of authority who sotigt
mollify them by aggrandizing the role of housewife.

% Roland MarchandAdvertising the American Dream: Making Way for My, 1920-194QBerkeley:
University of California Press, 1985), 168. Althdugarchand writes about a slightly earlier peribd,
suggest that his analysis of the advertisers’meat of women remains true into the years of “#maifine
mystique.”
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were a moment of calm between the upheaval of the Second World War and the
radicalism of the 1960s, Friedan suggested that the 1950s was a period of quiescence i
which everyone settled into their domestic roles. Unlike the former view, however
Friedan argued that this period was not one of complete, unquestioning placidity; rathe
she wrote that beneath the external layer of conformity to the domestiastday a

growing discontent among women who were beginning to feel that being a wife and a
mother was not enoudf.

Although Americans tend to look back on the 1950s with nostalgia, as an idyllic
period in the nation’s history, it is important to remember that the lived experience of
Americans in the postwar period was not universally calm or satisfying. Talezate
depictions of the nuclear family found in 1950s sitcoms, for example, ignore the racism
and sexism on which the domestic ideal was built. Further, as Stephanie Coontz argues
this experience was never the norm for all American families, even antheminally,
even those Americans wheerepart of a white, middle-class, nuclear family did not

necessarily feel fulfilled in their rolés.In fact, as researchers like sociologist Wini

|t should be noted that Betty Friedan’s descriptibthe era has not gone unchallenged. Joanne
Meyerowitz, for example, wrote a well-known artigkbich argues that Friedan’s reading of the
atmosphere of the 1950s as singularly oppressiradigctive and that it ignores the women who abtive
defied the homemaker ideal. While Meyerowitz doesdiscount the feminine mystique entirely, after
reviewing magazine articles from the 1950s, sheesghat alternatives to the limiting ideology Bda
describes could also be found in post-World Wanédia (Joanne Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine
Mystique: A Reassessment of Postwar Mass Cult@46-1958,” inNot June Cleaver: Women and
Gender in Postwar America, 1945-19&@l. Joanne Meyerowitz [Philadelphia: Temple Ursitg Press,
1994]). However, my intention here is not to arthe extent to which the feminine mystique existed;
rather, | merely wish to suggest that it existed timat women felt constrained by it. Given the huge
popularity of Friedan’s book and the letters sheeineed from women in response to her book (See, for
example, Stephanie Coontx,Strange Stirring: The Feminine Mystique and AgsrtiWomen at the Dawn
of the 1960§New York; BasicBooks, 2011] for a fascinatingalission of the way§he Feminine
Mystiqueaffected women when it was first published), #érss clear that what Friedan wrote resonated
with women, even if later historians found her migioverblown.

% Coontz’s chapter “Leave It to Beaver’ and ‘Ozaied Harriet’: American Families in the 1950s"Tihe
Way We Never Weis particularly relevant to this discussion.
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Breines point out, there were undercurrents of dissent running beneath the sutffigc
1950s, fueled by individuals who felt constrained by the atmosphere of the Coff War.
Organizations, too, were limited in their actions during the Cold War. As Alonss, note
despite efforts by women’s peace organizations and other groups agatsogitl

change, the postwar era was not a time in which progressive causes mateagheay.

THE BIRTH OF A MOVEMENT

In the period following World War 1l, Americans became increasingly
preoccupied with the possibility of a nuclear war with the Soviet Union. Indiadueale
well aware that, at any moment, a nuclear war could commence and they migierbe g
only a few minutes’ warning before a nuclear bomb descended on their city. Anseric
had seen the footage and heard of the devastation resulting from the two nuclear bombs
America had dropped on Japan during the war and knew that a nuclear war would inflict
more damage in a shorter period of time than any of the world’s previous wars. Much of
this anxiety went unvoiced, however; as noted, theorists have suggested it veas inste
expressed in Americans’ scramble for the perceived security that doitgexffered
them. As a result of this silence, the American public seemed to know little hbout t
specifics of atomic war until the late 1950s and early 1960s. In 1955, for example, only

17% of Americans polled by Gallup knew what the term “fallout” méamt.that same

2 Wini Breines,Young, White and Miserable: Growing Up Female ia Fifties(Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2001). Her chapter on “The Oth¢ieBifBeats, Bad Girls, and Rock and Roll” provides
helpful overview of a subculture of the 1950s inighhyoung, white, middle-class individuals, bothlena
and female, engaged.

2" Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peacd?2.
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year, however, rain fell in Chicago that proved to be radioattitéso in 1955, tests
showed that the drinking water in Chicago had “become slightly radioactiveessleof
recent explosions of nuclear weapons at Yucca Flats, [Nev&dajd in 1957, more
radioactive rain fell, this time in Washington, D*tn these and other cases of
documented radiation, officials assured citizens that the levels were \ogll these
considered dangerous. As incidents like this continued to happen, however, fears rose
about the effects of atmospheric radiation. As Paul Boyer notes, in 18&8@yraay
Evening Posarticle featured acclaimed scientists warning of the dangers aanucl
testing, which both demonstrated and contributed to “a full-blown fallout scare [that]
gripped the nation®

Concerns about the toll such testing might take on human health continued to
grow as citizens followed in the newspapers the increasingly tenseategatifor a test
ban between the Soviet Union and the United States. Finally, in September 1961, unable
to come to a test ban agreement with the West, the Soviet Union resumed atmospheric
testing after three years of dormancy. The United States announcedayfelatdr that,
in response, it too would resume testing its nuclear weapdiveo weeks later,
prompted by this resumption of nuclear testing, a small group of women met in a
Washington, D.C. townhouse to discuss their growing fears over the radioactive buildup

in the atmosphere. They talked to each other as mothers, sharing with each other the

2 paul Boyer, “From Activism to Apathy: America afié: Nuclear Issue, 1963-198®ulletin of the
Atomic Scientistd0, no. 7 (1984): 14.

2 “Drinking Water Found Slightly RadioactiveChicago TribuneMarch 17, 1955, B1.

30 “AEC Reports Radioactive Rain in Aredyashington PosMay 18, 1957, Al.

31 Boyer, “From Activism to Apathy,” 15.

32 See, for example, Tom Wicker, “Atmosphere Teshd-&Range Devices of U.S. Detect and Identify
Blast,” New York TimesSeptember 2, 1961, 1; Tom Wicker, “No Other @edi President Calls New
Blasts Essential to Nation’s Safetiyéw York TimesSeptember 6, 1961, 1.
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difficulties they felt in ensuring their children’s safety in an insiegly polluted and
threatened world. They felt powerless, they said to one another, to stop the nations of the
world from going down what they saw as the inevitable path to human annihilation.
Dagmar Wilson, the woman who had called the meeting, and the others who gathered
that night in September, were convinced that the best way to stop the proliferation of
nuclear weapons was to continue to educate Americans about the problems associated
with nuclear radiation, especially as they related to children. If allrisares knew how

truly dangerous nuclear weapons could be, the women thought, every citizen would be
agitating for peace between nations.

Once they decided that their goal was to bring this issue of nuclearoad@the
nation’s attention, the women soon agreed to organize a one-day strike for peace. In a
September 22, 1961 letter which asked their friends and neighbors to join the strike, the
planners of the strike wrote that they did not want “any ‘organization'—we don’t want
any chairmen, boards, committees, mechanics to get bogged down in, power structures to
create new conflicts*® They were interested in direct action by concerned women, not
labyrinthine systems of bureaucracy in which the message they wanted to sesibtie
was lost. The women sent these letters out to their friends across the natiorauphe gr
utilized informal networks like parent-teacher associations, women'’s clulbghc
organizations, even Christmas card [#tSuch networks and systems of communication
have historically been denigrated because women often assume primary relydosibi

maintaining them. As communication researchers Karen Foss and Sonja Foss note i

3 Eleanor Garst, draft of letter, Washington, D &2ptember 22, 1961, mimeograph, Women Strike for
Peace Papers, Swarthmore College Peace Collettamedfter WSP Papers).
34 Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peac#8.
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their bookWomen Speak: The Eloquence of Women'’s LiVég realm of the
interpersonal and the private—where women’s communication achieves its
significance—is simply not considered political.” Their book goes on to argiesag

this bias and considers the maintenance of Christmas card lists, among otltersacti
form of communication with potentially political ramificatioffsThese Washington,

D.C. women, too, recognized the powerful possibilities their connections offered and
were savvy in using them for their own political ends. Specifically, the groueoad
itself composed of mothers concerned for the future of their children. As such, it saw f
to recruit other like-minded mothers. Using Christmas card lists and other swohkiset
was an effective way to accomplish this goal.

Equally important in convincing other women to participate in their strike lveas t
Washington group’s use of maternal rhetoric which relied on the argument that women,
as the life-givers of the species, were inherently more nurturing and dé=stthan
men. This was reflected in the letter they sent to their acquaintances,cehtoiued,

“We believe that it is the special responsibility of women—who bear the childcen a
nurture the race—to demand for their families a better future than suddenidath.”
women who organized the strike recognized that their self-presentation waarichidet
how they were received by the public and believed they would be beyond reproach if
they used their roles as mothers to advocate peace. Especially in the gbtitextold
War, when domestic concerns were seen as women'’s special vocation, this ideology

appealed to a broad base of Americans, as it glorified what was considered’svom

% Karen A. Foss and Sonja K. Fo¥¢omen Speak: The Eloquence of Women'’s (([Resspect Heights:
Waveland Press, 1991), 15.
% Garst, draft of letter, September 22, 1961, WSePa

17



work while maintaining the existing, gendered division of society. Maternalism,
however, did not begin here; it had “enabled white, middle-class women to exert a
morally charged influence within the public and private realms” by presenting
motherhood as “both a familial and a civic 4Egince America’s founding. Linda
Kerber, for example, describes how, in the early American republic, althougarwvom
were denied the vote, they were thought to contribute to the fledgling coumntigtiasrs
and wives. Kerber writes, “The Republican Mother’s life was dedicated tortheesef
civic virtue; she educated her sons for it; she condemned and corrected her husband’s
lapses from it.*® As Kerber notes, this was a way for women’s traditional, domestic role
to take on political significance. Female social reformers in the PeygedSra also
employed maternal rhetoric to justify their interventions in the politeaim—women
were responsible for privately ensuring the health and happiness of thidedathey
argued; if granted a role in government, they would exercise this ability oveatiba as
a whole®

Although Women Strike for Peace did not recognize any specific link to these or
other earlier movements, the group employed the same rhetoric that women had used
throughout history to accomplish various goals. This granted women certain privileges
but it also presented constraints. Katha Pollitt, for example, argues thasibisofi
women’s role is ultimately “demeaning” because “it asks that women bétedmmto

public life and public discourse not because they have a right to be there but because they

3" Rebecca Jo Plaritjom: The Transformation of Motherhood in Modern Ainze(Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2010), 7.

3 Linda Kerber, “The Republican Mother: Women anel Enlightenment-An American Perspective,”
American Quarterl28, no. 2 (Summer, 1976): 202.

39 Schneidhorst, “Little Old Ladies and Dangerous Wearh379.
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will improve them.*® Women Strike for Peace members, however, were not seeking
gender equality or unqualified access to the political realm, so thistlomit@did not
seem to bother them. Their only concern was producing a peaceful world for their
children, the women implied. Once this had happened, they would happily return to their
domestic duties. As Dagmar Wilson explained to a reporter fadhemore Sunn
regard to WSP's first national strike, ““We are not striking against our hdsbé is my
guess that we will make the soup that they will ladle out to the children on Wednesday
[the day the strike was to take placef'Statements like this were attempts by the
Washington group of women to assure the public that the women who struck for peace on
November 1, 1961 were committed wives and mothers, not radical extremists. The
organization stressed maternal rhetoric and worked to manage the presentagion of it
members to make itself as palatable to Cold War America as possible.

The archives of Women Strike for Peace reflect this organization-witkem
with maintaining an image of its members as concerned but respectaldaivess it
contains drafts and revisions of members’ biographies, as if the group wante@adye r
to present this image of its members at any moment. The biography of Dagisam,Wi
for example, the woman who had called the group together in September 1961, begins,
“Mrs. Dagmar Wilson is a Georgetown housewife, artist, mother of three desgind
the founder of Women Strike for Peace. Never politically active before 1961, Mrs.
Wilson conceived the idea of the movement when women throughout the country were

growing increasingly concerned over the radioactive poisoning of theiregdamilk

40 Katha Pollitt, “Are Women Morally Superior to Mefith Public Women, Public Wordsol. 3, ed.
Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew (Lanham: Rowmairitiefield Publishers, Inc., 2002), 457.
“1 Baltimore SunOctober 29, 1961. Quoted in SwerdlaMomen Strike for Peacg2.
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resulting from nuclear testing®Here, one can see the self-consciousness with which
Women Strike for Peace determined its presentation to the public. Wilson’s role of
housewife and mother is emphasized in the first sentence, and her lack of a coalrovers
political past is highlighted in the second. It is not until later in her biographyrtieat
learns that Wilson also enjoys a successful career as a children’s betktdlr, a fact
that, if called attention to, might raise questions about her dedication to heratutie
housewife and mother. Wilson is carefully described as having gotten involved in the
peace movement because she was concerned about the health of her children—not, for
example, because she wanted to make a radical statement about women'’s radéyin soc
Women Strike for Peace, from its first march in 1961, was thus preoccupied with its
reception by the public, the media and the politicians whose decisions it wasdrying t
influence.

The women were aware that, by stressing their domestic roles, they wouhe run t
risk of being ignored by the public and dismissed by decision-makers. Aftdresll|
called themselves “just” housewives and mothers—“ordinary people, not eXferts.”
Despite this risk, the women decided to foreground their identification as is\dbloén
because they truly believed that protecting their children was of primaortamce and
because they thought the media would be more likely to sympathize with mothers than
with militant women, especially women who, like many of the members ofrthup g
were employed. Women Strike for Peace was particularly concernecheithetdia’s
depiction of its marches and campaigns, since it understood the power of the press to

determine a group’s public reception. The Women Strike for Peace archives, foreexampl

2 Dagmar Wilson biography, Washington, D.C., Decemil®68, typescript, WSP Papers.
3 Garst, draft of letter, September 22, 1961, WSePa
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are filled with newspaper clippings about the group. Women Strike for Peace, then, was
not merely a group of novices who allowed the public opinion to form as it would; rather,
the women who organized the group knew full well the importance of the media and
actively negotiated their own image to ensure coverage—and, at least, auefarly

universal support.

On November 1, 1961, the strike the women had written about to their friends
took place across the counffyThe protests were orderly; the women got their message
across calmly but effectively. Some women carried placards with slogging the
abolition of nuclear testing in order to save the human race; others marched with thei
children in tow, as if to provide visuals of the potential victims of nuclear war. The
messages of motherly concern on their signs—like “Fallout Kills Chil8tenkere
reinforced by their comments to reporters and even by their outfits. As A Bw
noted in an interview with journalist and historian Gail Collins about this and other
Women Strike for Peace events, “You know, we’d get dressed in mink coats and hats
and gloves to look like the woman next dodf 1t was crucial that Women Strike for
Peace members be seen as relatable and feminine for several reagpbgchuise their
tactic was one of supplication, they had to gain the sympathy of those whose votes they
were trying to change. By embodying the Cold War ideal of domesticityydh@en of

WSP could prove to politicians that they were not threats to the status quo; rather, the

4 According to an internal WSP document, eventsarsttikes took place in at least 67 cities, inzAria,
California, Colorado, Connecticut, Washington, D Elorida, lllinois, lowa, Maryland, Massachusetts,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, New Jersey, New Y,abhio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Washington and
Wisconsin (Internal WSP memo, Washington, D.C., &oker 1961, typescript, WSP Papers).
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were actively supporting existing gender relations. Second, WSP sought to appear
relatable because it hoped other mothers might see the protests and rdalisy theo,
could join Women Strike for Peace’s cause, even if they did not have any particular
knowledge about politics or did not consider themselves experts on disarmament policy.
Most women who attended the strike on November 1 told reporters they simply
wanted to express their concern for their children, mirroring the stratdlyg efrike’s
organizers. According to a front page article inBeekeley Daily Gazettabout the
November 1 march, one “housewife, Mrs. Alice Chalip of 1439 Francisco St., said she
has three children and wants to see them grow up in a safe WoBither women
interviewed at the strikes across the country shared this maternal concersaiide
the issue as one of particular interest to women. One Los Angeles womanexkglae
was marching because “women have a special place to protect theiesaifil Many
of the women interviewed denied a connection to any specific organizationdinstea
calling themselves concerned mothers and reporting that they had heard abokethe st
from a friend?® In Washington, women delivered one letter to Mrs. Khrushchev at the
Soviet Embassy and an identical one to the White House for Mrs. Kennedy. The letter
echoed the maternal rhetoric used by individual strikers when it asked both women to
join with the women strikers to “end the arms race instead of the human race.” It
continued, “Surely no mother today can feel that her duty as a mother has beed fulfill
until she has spoken out for life, instead of death, for peace, instead of Whis”

appeal to the First Ladies’ maternal instincts reinforced the group’sageetsat

4" Raymond, “300 March on City Hall,” 1.
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motherhood in and of itself lent women the authority to participate in political
discussions about nuclear testing. Moreover, by calling on the First Ladies of both
countries instead of on the leaders themselves, the women strikers ensured that the
request and tactics would not be considered overly radical—their method in this firs
national event was to be understood as one of indirect influence, not militant action.
Perhaps because of this explicit attempt by Women Strike for Peace to present
itself as a nonthreatening group of mothers, much of the press coverage of the svent wa
sympathetic. Newspapers in cities all over America reported on the novel evers—som
with front page pictures and articles, others with small mentions of the women in hats
who had marched for peace. A front page article irBeérieley Daily Gazettdor
example, characterized the women who gathered in the Bay Area as havantfroom
everywhere—businesswomen, housewives, students—to protest Russian and United
States nuclear testing and to lend collective support to President Kenresgyit r
disarmament proposal™This article thus approvingly depicted the women as patriots
who were supporting the president’s policies. Elsewhere, “some 500 wedednesmen
gathered at the community center in the posh North Shore suburb of Winnetka,
[lllinois],” suggesting that the women'’s respectable image was noted, and approved of
by the media? An article inThe Nationdescribing the early actions of the group,
including the November 1 strike, concluded that, although the women were “newcomers
to the field of public action, so far they are doing all right. They surprised notranly

community but themselves by proving that the voice of the average citizerillda@ st

*1 Raymond, “300 March on City Hall,” 1.
2«The Women Protest,” 22.
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heard.®® Although the community’s “surprise” at the women'’s success could be seen as
somewhat condescending, the article’s overall tone, like most of the othebhs whic

described the strike, was overwhelmingly positive. Particularly notewortthe media
coverage were the newspapers, like@hecago Tribunewhich chose to list all of the

women strikers’ proposals as the group itself had composed them, like the suggestion that
the government “stop all nuclear weapons tests and resume negotiations faalddstrm
ban.®® By choosing to print, at length, the women’s own words, the newspapers
legitimized the women’s demands while granting them extensive coverage.

The strike was a success. The women had made a public impact, and a positive
one, at that. The strikers had accomplished their goal of elevating the issue af nucle
radiation to one worthy of public consideration. The press had seen fit to cover the
demonstrations, and headlines like “US WOMEN PROTEST BOMBS” and “300 March
on City Hall, Urge End to Atom Race” made it clear exactly why the womea we
protesting’®> The women had believed from the beginning that public education about
nuclear radiation was the first step to achieving consensus that nucliear hesstopped,
so this media coverage was welcome. Even more fulfilling to the women sthkarthe
media coverage was the response by public figures. A November 15, 1961, article in the
New York Timeseported that Madame Khrushchev and Mrs. Kennedy both responded to
the letters from Women Strike for Peace. Both women supported the cause of peace and
believed it was an important women’s issue. Mrs. Kennedy wrote, for exampléashat

mothers, we cannot help but be concerned about the health and welfare of our husbands

%3 Stephanie Gervis, “Women Speak Out for Pedtee Nation December 30, 1961, 526.
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and children,” while Mme. Khrushchev looked forward to the day when the nuclear
threat had passed “and mothers [would] be able to think of their children’s future
without anxiety.”®® Although their responses were somewhat couched in political
platitudes, the two First Ladies expressed their support both for peace and for the
maternal rhetoric used by the women strikers.

Many of the politicians with whom the women met also seemed inclined to
support the group’s agenda—predicated, as it was, on the women'’s role as mothers. In
San Francisco, for example, Mayor George Christopher told the women at thalidove
1 event, “As | look at those little children playing on the carpet,...l can sympatitize
the purpose bringing you here*Similarly, in Mount VVernon, New York, in the days
leading up to the strike, several women asked Mayor Sirignano for permission to
demonstrate on November 1. According to an articlehie Nation “the mayor granted
not only his permission, but his enthusiastic supp8rn’ Chicago, too, the women were
met with support by Mayor Daley, who “told the women he would do everything he
could to assist the cause of world peateSovernor Brown of California told a group of
women strikers in Sacramento that “he hope[d] their plea for peace [would] be heard
around the world®® Far from rebuking the women for engaging in the strike or
encouraging them to return to their homes, then, politicians seemed impressed by t

women'’s determination and supportive of their goals.
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Following the success of the strike, the women began to reconsider their
reluctance to establish an organization. Women were interested in continuing tb protes
nuclear testing, according to communications which arrived in Washington foomcar
the country®® This national interest convinced Dagmar Wilson and the others who had
organized the strike that their activist work could and should continue. The strike had
been an important first step, but the women could not simply stop there. As they had
written in the letter they sent out on September 22, however, the women did not want a
traditional “organization.” The women maintained that they did not want a buaegucr
through which all ideas had to be processed, nor did they want a central board of
directors with the capacity to veto the ideas members across the coungrygavith.
Instead, as Amy Swerdlow notes, the women created something new—"a
nonhierarchical, loosely structured ‘unorganizational’ format that allowsshamy to
each chapter...WSP developed a simple maternal rhetoric, spontaneous direct action on
the local level, relentless political lobbying in Washington, and an instdfebtiee
national telephone chaifi®These aspects of the nascent movement were
unconventional, to be sure, but the founding women saw these tactical decisions as in
keeping with their maternal rhetoric. This would be a new, women-run organiziiey
proclaimed, one that was unhindered by hierarchy.

Even though Women Strike for Peace described their organization as one based
on women’s tactics and beliefs, however, their mission was never to subvert argdhalle
the gender status quo; rather, they made active efforts to support it. They nevateatlvoc

women’s rights—in fact, most members did not believe there was any need suciny
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advocacy, as many were “convinced that women'’s battle for equality had beefwon.”
Their efforts to produce a “feminine” organization without hierarchy wasdoaséheir
ideological location within existing gender relations, as it relied on theirifidatibn as
mothers and nurturers. Thus, because of their deferral to—and even celebration of—the
gender norms of the day which gave a woman power only in her role as mother and, even
then, only in relation to her children, WSP’s activism and message was at first not
threatening to the public. The media coverage of WSP’s early campaigiosaed the

image of WSP as a group of respectable mothers. In December 1961, in amartiele
Nation Stephanie Gervis described the formation of Women Strike for Peace. While the
article was supportive of the women’s “maternal concern” and applauded the
organization’s actions, Gervis was sure to note that, despite the women’s burgeoning
activism, they continued to carry out the domestic duties of their households. She wrot
“Most of the women are wives and mothers, which is why they became involved in the
first place.” As Women Strike for Peace grows, she notes, “a systemtaigota
responsibility...will have to be developed so that children can be fed and husbands
reassured® Gervis made it clear that the women of WSP were not attempting to shirk
their duties as housewives or mothers; rather, they saw their peace workrasoas of

their existing domestic roles. Rew York Timearticle from April 1962 agreed with this
assessment of Women Strike for Peace’s commitment to the socially acdeptestic

role of women. Jeanne Molli, the reporter, wrote that the members of WSP “stress
femininity rather than feminism. They are amateurs, women who, in less ungesi t

would never have put down the mop to write a Congressman, much less demonstrate with

®Ibid., 5.
% Gervis, “Women Speak Out for Peace,” 526.
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their children in the streef>Molli thus bolstered the assertions of Women Strike for
Peace members who argued that they would not have made forays into the politecal are
if they did not feel their children’s health depended on immediate action.

In keeping with this image, Women Strike for Peace’s rhetoric remainedetbcus
on their children, and many of their campaigns involved educating the public about
potential threats to world peace through mailings—actions considered acedytabl
society. In the spring of 1962, for example, Women Strike for Peace launchest its fir
official public education campaigns. Still relying on what political joustddiatha Pollitt
has described as WSP’s “maternity-based logic for organizing againsanuir,®® the
women of WSP warned other mothers about the hazards of Strontium 90 and lodine 131,
two dangerous byproducts of nuclear tests. Specifically, the WSP women wezeneainc
about the way these and other radioactive elements were leaching into andradittgm
food products like fresh milk. Women Strike for Peace sent out pamphlets and
informational materials to the growing number of women on their mailingridtding
one which announced that “NUCLEAR TESTS COST LIVES” and encouraged mothers
to “Stock up now on canned and powdered milk to meet your family’s néedadther,
similar flyer from the same campaign for food and milk safety appealed teeradty
saying, “Sure...You're O.K....but what about your children? What about those children
yet unborn?” This latter flyer was posted in supermarkets and urged women to “Tell
President Kennedy: NO MORE TESTINGYThese flyers were important in several

ways. First, they demonstrated WSP’s unique attempt to combat nuclear radiatioh on bot

% Jeanne Molli, “Women'’s Peace Group Uses Feminaxtids,”New York TimesApril 19, 1962, 26.
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a large scale and a smaller one. While attending to national and internatioeat nucl
developments, WSP was also able to articulate the implications of nucletiorattia
individual women in their everyday lives. In other words, while WSP worked to protect
humanity in the abstract from annihilation by nuclear war, it also made caheédds
to protect babies and children, on an everyday basis, from the more concretethreats
rising contamination in food. Second, this type of campaign reaffirmed Women Strike for
Peace’s basic contention, which was that being a concerned mother and @szen w
enough to qualify any individual woman to speak out against nuclear testing.

Further, the campaign was successful in raising women’s awasmgsthe
possible effect of nuclear testing on America’s food sources. Although iticuditb
determine the exact number of women who limited their milk consumption because of
WSP'’s efforts, there was enough concern over the issue in the spring of 1962 to prompt a
response from public officials. The government encouraged Americans to continue
drinking milk, to avoid both public hysteria over nuclear fallout and lost profits for the
dairy industry. In April 1962, for example, Women Strike for Peace announced it would
urge women to “conduct a one-week boycott of fresh milk products every time there
[was] a nuclear explosion anywhere in the wofft.Shortly thereafter, the National
Dairy Council warned Americans that reducing milk intake would result in malantr
which would be much more dangerous than the “possible effects™ from nuclear
radiation in milk’® In a May 1962 article printed in newspapers around the country, Dr.

James M. Hundley, the assistant surgeon general of the public health service, wis quote
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as saying, “There is no reason whatsoever for the public to reduce consumptida of mil
or other dairy products because of fear of radioactive contaminatidhg efforts of
Women Strike for Peace were thus rewarded with public attention, speaking to the
effectiveness of their tactic of appealing directly to women as well asitmalat
politicians.

Another flyer in this campaign, released on February 12, 1962, demonstrated
WSP’s ability to understand the importance of abstract, nuclear deliberaliohsnor
of Valentine’s Day, the flyer was titled “Love Letter to the World,” andhanmiddle of
a large heart, it announced that the members of WSP “LOVE LIFE...LOVE THE
WORLD...[and] LOVE OUR CHILDREN.” As a result, the flyer continued, since
“today—February 12—the Test Ban Talks Reopen at Geneva,” Women Strike for Peace
members were sending wires to the President and to senators to protesti@upyioesof
testing, and the group asked readers of the flyer to do the’$&¥Mwenen Strike for
Peace was admirable in its ability to relate to the average housettiéeiiv
condescending to her. To this end, the group often sent educational materials dong wit
the flyers asking women to take action. WSP would attach newspapeisat@siaibing
the dangers of nuclear radiation or statements from expert scientists véhoconeerned
about the levels of radiation in the atmosphere to prove the immediacy of the threats
facing the human race. This widespread ambivalence about the necessity i@fmlitlesi
of nuclear testing helped Women Strike for Peace remain a respectabléjcal; ra

organization. On Tuesday, April 17, 1962, for example, the front page NEtler ork
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Timesread, “WE PHYSICIANS FEAR NUCLEAR TESTING!” The rest of the paggs
taken up by three columns of doctors’ narfféslomen Strike for Peace’s goals, then,
were not those of fringe radicals—hundreds of doctors had, after all, felt ¢alohéor
enough to admit their disapproval of continued nuclear testing in a visible publigtconte

Over the next year, public concern about nuclear testing continued to grow,
making Women Strike for Peace’s demands that it be banned an increasinmgireaan
desire. Ultimately, when the limited test ban treaty was signed in At§68t Women
Strike for Peace’s sustained efforts to end nuclear testing weredpfaldeThant, for
example, the secretary general of the United Nations, noted Women Strileaber
contributions to the nuclear test barPresident Kennedy’s science adviser at the time,
Jerome Wiesner, “gave the major credit for moving President Kennedy toward the
limited test ban treaty of 1963 not to arms controllers inside the government it to t
Women'’s Strike for Peace and to SANE and Linus Paufifiglthough not perfect, this
nuclear test ban treaty was a major milestone for international relatigeséral and the
American peace movement in particular, and WSP’s acknowledged role in achiieving
was crucial for gaining both publicity and acceptance.

Even as Women Strike for Peace was becoming more accepted by the public,
however, the actions of the organization were being monitored as potentially sudbversiv
by certain sections of the government. The Central Intelligence Agen&y, (Gi

example, had begun gathering information on Bella Abzug, a dedicated member of

3“\We Physicians Fear Nuclear Testingeéw York TimesApril 17, 1962, 1.

" See, for example, Henry Tanner, “Test Ban Tre&gp&l in Moscow; Leaders Rejoicdyew York
Times August 6, 1963, 1.

> Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peac84

8 Andrew Hamilton, “M.L.T.: March 4 Revisited Amidoltical Turmoil,” Sciencel67, no. 3924, March
13, 1970, 1476.
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Women Strike for Peace and later a congresswoman, in 1953. The CIA kept track of
Abzug’s appearances, especially those affiliated with Women Strike&mePand even
opened some of Abzug’'s mail during its twenty-year investigation. The ClAadkine
investigation was conducted to make sure Abzug and Women Strike for Peace were not
threats to the security of the natidrt was not just specific individuals that the
government had concerns about, however; as an organization, Women Strike for Peace
was also targeted for study by the CIA. Starting in February 1967, WSP was one of
several groups under surveillance by the CIA, which “sought to learn the soueaesh of
organization’s income” to determine whether any were under the control afrforei
powers’® This investigation was kept secret until 1975, but in December 1962 a more
open investigation of Women Strike for Peace was conducted when several members of
Women Strike for Peace were subpoenaed by the House Un-American égtiviti
Committee (HUAC).

HUAC had been created to “make from time to time investigations of (i) the
extent, character, and objects of un-American propaganda activities in the Staites,
(i1) the diffusion within the United States of subversive and un-American propadeatda t
is instigated from foreign countries or of a domestic origin and attacksitiaple of the
form of government as guaranteed by our Constitutid&&sentially, the committee was
able to use its own discretion to determine whether the activities of any given

organization or individual were worthy of investigation as attempts to subvert the

7 John Crewdson, “C.I.A. Opened Bella Abzug’s MKigpt 20-Year File,New York TimesMarch 6,
1975, 1.

8 Harry Kelly, “Secret Operation CHAOS: CIA'’s illegspying bared,Chicago TribuneJune 11, 1975,
1.

" Rules of the House of Representatives, Rule X, Puno. 601, 78 Congress, 60 Stat. 812 (1946).
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government or commit treason. In practice, the question most often asked of individuals
made to appear in front of HUAC was whether they had connections to Communism or
to the Soviet Uniof° If someone was found to have any link to Communism in his or her
past, that person could be brought up on criminal charges. Often of greater sigajfican
however, was the damage done to an individual’s reputation, even if there was no proof
that he or she had any connection to Commufitdbespite the mostly supportive

coverage Women Strike for Peace had been receiving in the media, the investigation b
the CIA and the subpoena by HUAC showed that the government viewed the
organization as a threat and considered it worthy of investigation. The aspeatneinwW
Strike for Peace most suspect to the government was WSP’s decision to ignad the R
Scare of the day and to allow anyone who was interested in the organization to joi
without asking about their past or present connections to Commefnigns was

unusual; other peace organizations like The Committee for a SANE Nuclear lradicy
codified in their charters the exclusion of anyone with Communist ffitis?® Given

the anti-Communism climate in which WSP had been formed and continued to operate,
this insistence on the inclusion of all was a powerful—and potentially dangerous—

decision by Women Strike for Peace.

8 A full description of the House Un-American Actieis Committee or McCarthyism is beyond the scope
of this paper. For further reading, | recommend &bl riffith, The Politics of Fear: Joseph R. McCarthy
and the Senat@Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1987 starting point.
81 One well-known example of this occurring is thadlisting that swept through Hollywood. For an
interesting description of this phenomenon andratbenections between television and McCarthyisms, s
Thomas DohertyCold War, Cool MediuniNew York: Columbia University Press, 2003).
82 Many admired that, even after certain WSP womehteen individually called to testify before HUAC,
the organization “asked no questions about thdigalliaffiliations of the subpoenaed women priaridg,
gsr after the HUAC hearings” (SwerdloWomen Strike for Peac@8).

Ibid., 46.
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The committee was particularly interested in the peace movement because i
believed that Communists were creating new peace organizations, andimgiltra
existing ones, to weaken public support for the political actions of the United Staites. A
Congressman Clyde Doyle noted in his opening statement at the HUAC hearing on
December 11, 1962, the committee believed that “this Communist activity...isahter
psychopolitical warfare, directed by Moscow and waged within our own borders. The
aim of this activity is not peace, but the undermining and sabotage of the United
States.?* These were weighty charges, and HUAC was a daunting institution. Instead of
allowing HUAC to intimidate them, however, the members of Women Strike for Peace
worked to come up with a strategy which would protect the women who testified while
making clear their opinion that one’s political beliefs should not be subject to
interrogation by the government. Swerdlow notes, “The decision made by the dtkw Y
and Washington women not ‘to cower’ before the committee, to conduct no purges, and
to acknowledge each woman’s right to work for peace in her own way and according to
the dictates of her conscience was bold for its BaWSP believed that all forms of
peace were necessary to ensure a future for the world’s children—peaeerbttes
Soviet Union and America, most obviously, but also peace between Communists and
capitalists, between HUAC and the rest of the country. Unlike HUAC, which was
premised on the belief that anyone who would not denounce Communism and explicitly
sever ties with anyone suspected of being a Communist was betraying#@ri¢dP

believed that “with the fate of humanity resting on a push button, the quest for peace has

8 Opening Statement of Representative Doyle. Heatiregore the Committee on Un-American Activities,
House of Representatives, Eighty-Seventh Congp&5Session, December 11, 1962. (Hereafter HUAC
Hearings.) 2066.

8 Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peac9
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become the highest form of patriotisffi.Like the maternal rhetoric espoused by WSP’s
unacknowledged foremothers who advocated republican motherhood, this vision of
patriotism was one informed by nurturing love, not suspicious paranoia. To be a mother,
according to this ideology, was to be the best type of citizen a woman could hope to be.
To be a mother agitating for peace for her children was a passionateaxtdribis
citizenship, proving a woman’s patriotic devotion to her country. As Ruth Meyers, one of
the WSP witnesses, testified after being asked whether she was workpegce

because of Communist directives, “Mr. Doyle, | think that question is an insult to an
American citizen who has tried in the best way to fulfill her duty as anitf/

Believing thus in their own unimpeachable identities, the WSP members who had
been subpoenaed by the court took the stand in December 1962. As a symbol of
solidarity, dozens of WSP members from around the country had actually volunteered to
testify alongside those subpoenaed to prove the organization had nothing to hide. The
women were ultimately denied the opportunity to sg&akany women appeared at the
hearings anyway, hoping to show their support for their fellow WSP members. When the
first WSP witness was called to testify, the women in the audience “lestysiwith
her. “Some were carrying small children whose cries punctuated the h&3Ndgmen
Strike for Peace thus presented itself to HUAC as a united group of respectdigdesmot
even as some of the statements made by its members were seen as unebeheat

committee.

8 Women Strike for Peace, “House Un-American Adi&tCommittee Subpoenas,” no date, WSP Papers.
Quoted inlbid., 99.

87 Testimony of Ruth Meyers. HUAC Hearings. 2102.

8 Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peac#05; Elsie Carper, “60 Peace-Drive Women Ask ¥aitHouse

Quiz,” Washington PosDecember 11, 1962, A15.

8 Elsie Carper, “House Peace Probers Find WitneBaky,” Washington PosDecember 12, 1962, Al.
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The members who had been called to testify responded calmly and clearly to the
committee’s questions, often pleading the Fifth Amendment to avoid incriminating
themselves or other$ When they did respond to questions, the women expressed their
disagreement with the hearings’ purpose while maintaining that their petames were
done on behalf of their children, not the Communist Party. Anna Mackenzie, for
example, testified, “I think that this is an attempt to prevent me and other pewple fr
exercising our rights to speak as women for peace to protect our chilti@bservers
were impressed by the women’s composure, even humor, under fire. When asked, for
example, whether she had attended a certain parade and worn “a colored pgper dais
identify [her]self as a member of Women Strike for Peace,” Blanche Pespamded,

“It sounds like such a far cry from communism it is impossible not to be amusédd. | sti
invoke the fifth amendment.” Newspapers across the country noted the way the women
stood up for themselves and their organization, refusing to turn on one another or involve
themselves in a debate about Communism that was irrelevant to their mission. About
Blanche Posner, for example, Elsie Carper intlashington Posapprovingly noted that

the “blond, middle-aged housewife from Scarsdale, N.Y....lectured the subcommittee
after taking the stand. [Chairman] Doyle attempted to stop her but gaveAithbugh
Posner’s continued invocation of the Fifth Amendment may have seemed suspicious to

some observers, and her “lecture” to the committee may have seemed to owgtaiep c

% Like most of the women in WSP, Blanche Posnernaither a current nor former member of the
Communist Party. However, she pled the Fifth Ameedinshe told author Amy Swerdlow, “because she
understood that, according to the committee’s ruase one answered a question about oneself,caé ¢
be cited for contempt if one refused to answer tijples about others. Posner, like the others, sthtdshe
wanted to avoid being forced to discuss other pewgio could be hurt” (Swerdlowyomen Strike for
Peace 111).

1 Testimony of Anna MacKenzie. HUAC Hearings. 2144.

92 Carper, “House Peace Probers Find Witnesses Bally,
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bounds of politeness, Carper refused to characterize Posner’s testimadigals lvauch
of the media coverage of the HUAC hearings, like Carper’s article, selensepport
Women Strike for Peace. One newspaper article which ran nationally begaft-“A s
spoken, Virginia-born woman refused to answer when asked by a House subcommittee
on un-American activities today whether she had held Communist membership or had
connections with the pacifist group Women Strike for Pe&t€lis description of one
of the WSP witnesses, and the rest of the article, evoked sympathy in readers and
suggested that the reporter sided with Women Strike for Peace, but it avaagiely
condescending, as it summoned an image of a naive, delicate woman who appeared
defenseless when confronted with the authoritative HUAC. Other reports,stithile
supportive of WSP, were less patronizing. A headline irPttisburgh Post-Gazettéor
example, announced, “Probers Defied by Women.” The ensuing wire service article
guoted several WSP witnesses, thus offering Women Strike for Peace a chéace to s
its side in the case, but no HUAC members. One woman, Elizabeth Moos, was quoted as
saying of HUAC, “The committee is doing a terrible disservice to everyo America
and the world when it tries to attribute every effort for peace to Communists.”
Explanations like this one helped neutralize Women Strike for Peace’s nadicad
actions—although they were actively defying a national committee, thewangued,
they were doing so, as they did everything, only in the pursuit of peace.

Their message was further deradicalized by the support they recanedther
public figures. Linus Pauling, for example, a Nobel prize-winning sciensiaigl ‘the

committee was guilty of ‘a shameful action’ in investigating to deitee whether

% “Woman Skirts Quiz By 8 Amendment,'Meridien Journal December 12, 1962, 1.
% “probers Defied by WomenPittsburgh Post-Gazett®ecember 13, 1962, 2.
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Communists had infiltrated a group called ‘Women Strike for Pedtel# later

expanded in a letter to Dagmar Wilson, “Let me congratulate you on the admieable

in which you handled your appearance before the Un-American Activibesr(itee.

From the accounts of the affair that | have read, | judge that it would have been
impossible for you or anyone else to have made a more effective appedfdrmaling

was a peace advocate himself, but his position as a prestigious scientistraftem|

more credibility than the women of WSP. Further, he was nationally known, which meant
that his condemnation of HUAC was heard by many Americans. Several figures i
government positions also sided with Women Strike for Peace. An articleNetigien
Journalreported that Representative William Fitts Ryan, for example, a Detioura
New York, said that the HUAC hearings involving Women Strike for Peace “were a
example of ‘misuse and abuse of powéf,4nd a former Federal Bureau of Investigation
agent named Jack Levine was ejected from the HUAC building after interrupdinghig
Posner’s hearing to announce, “I am a patriotic American citizen and a feBhagent.

| petition you to discontinue these proceedings before you heap further disgrhee on t
Congress of the United Staté8.YWomen Strike for Peace was thus not the only party in
the United States which disagreed with HUAC’s mission and tactics, not thasonly

one which voiced these opinions. It seems that individual American citizeasalser
beginning to articulate their discontent with HUAC's interrogationgergto editors

guestioning the committee’s practices began to appear in newspapers around tiye count

%« A Shameful Action’: Probe Said Attempt to CrugifVomen,”The Windsor StaDecember 13, 1962,

6.

% Linus Pauling, Letter to Dagmar Wilson, WashingtbrC., December 27, 1962, typewritten letter, WSP
Papers.

7 “Woman Skirts Quiz by'5 Amendment,” 1.

% Testimony of Blanche Posner. HUAC Hearings. 2091.
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in response to the Women Strike for Peace hearings. One\iatsleington Posirgued
that “the House Committee on Un-American Activities imperils demodtself.”®°

Another in theSchenectady Gazetbegan, “As a concerned citizen, there are times when
| am deeply ashamed of some of the actions of our American government. Tite rece
antics indulged in by the House Un-American Activities Committee is ampbe.™®°

Most of the coverage and, it seemed, most of the public was thus supportive of the WSP
women. The women of WSP came away from this encounter looking like heroines, not
radicals. As Eric Bentley wrote in his book about HUAGirty Years of Treasonhe

WSP hearings were “the fall of HUAC's Bastill®* Nevertheless, it is possible that this
encounter with HUAC left lasting stains on the reputation of Women Strike foePeac

that the questions raised about WSP’s Communist affiliations and the doubts cast on the
goals of peace affected the public’s understanding and support of the organization. As
Women Strike for Peace shifted its protest focus to the Vietham War and becaene

militant, the public may have thought back to the HUAC hearings and wondered whethe

WSP had been a radical, and therefore dangerous, organization all along.

PUBLIC OPINION SHIFTS
After the HUAC hearing, Women Strike for Peace continued carrying out its
campaigns for peace, but, especially after the test ban treaty had bednthigmeedia

coverage of WSP began to decline. The novelty of middle-aged women marching for

99« etter to Editor: Stifling ProtestWashington PosDecember 6, 1962, A30.

10watrous, Aria. “Letter to Editor: Defends Womenil&t for Peace,Schenectady GazettBecember
21, 1962, 20.

191 Eric Bentley,Thirty Years of Treason: Excerpts from Hearingobethe House Committee on Un-
American Activities, 1938-1968lew York: The Viking Press, 1971), 951.

39



peace had begun to wear off, and the women'’s actions were less universally supported
than they had previously been. Further, as the focus of Women Strike for Peack shift
from preventing a potential nuclear war to protesting an actual, ongoing weatiaivi,

the American public began to view Women Strike for Peace with increasing suaspici
Women Strike for Peace, for its part, considered its dedication to peace imYietna
exactly in keeping with its commitment to world peace from nuclear war. The
organization, which began its Vietham campaigns in 1965, was one of the first in the
United States to question America’s actions in Vietnam. In the spring of 1965, two of
WSP’s members “were the first U.S. peace activists to travel to endbidtleoi on a

peace mission®? They returned with plans to protest the war. As before, the members of
Women Strike for Peace depended on rhetoric which emphasized their dedication to their
roles as mothers. One of WSP’s popular antiwar slogans was “Not Our Sons, Not Your
Sons, Not Their Sons.” WSP used language like this to point out that their opposition to
the war was on behalf of their own children, as well as their desire to proteicechil
worldwide. Women Strike for Peace members saw no distinction between mawashing f
peace from nuclear war and decrying a military war which was producirgg mas
casualties; both threatened the wellbeing of their families, whose happidesafety

had been entrusted to women during the postwar period. Again, Women Strike for Peace
stated that their mission was to fill this stabilizing role for their fi@asyibut that peace

was necessary for them to do so. Others in society drew a sharp distinctiombetwee
WSP’s antinuclear actions and their new, antiwar actions. In their efiqotetiect the

world from nuclear war, as has been noted, women in the organization were seen as

102 \wverdlow,Women Strike for Peac&32.
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reiterations of eighteenth-century republican mothers, their polititahaacouched in
domesticity. Once Women Strike for Peace members began protestingthanviVar,
however, their actions were taken by some to be treasonous. No longer were these
women patriots; they were now traitors.

Further, these newly minted traitors were not passive protestors; ind8é&d W
tactics had begun to veer in more radical directions. Dozens of women, for exaserple, w
detained at the Netherlands border in 1964 for fear that they would behave radneadly
protesting NATO's plans for a multilateral nuclear fleet (ME®)That winter, two WSP
representatives were jailed when trying to deliver another protest adp@indt. £%* In
March of that year, Alice Herz, an 82-year-old woman who had founded the Detroit
chapter of WSP and remained active in the peace movement, set herselfrothére i
middle of a shopping mall to protest the Vietnam Wamhe act was neither pre-
approved nor sanctioned by Women Strike for Peace, but Herz's connections to the
organization were well-known, and media descriptions of the event inevitably linked the
radical act to the organization as a whole. Other actions which were lekmghnd
which furthered the image of Women Strike for Peace as an increasingly radical
organization were, in fact, sponsored by the organization. In the summer of 1966, for
example, two WSP members joined with two members of another peace organization in
Santa Clara to block a barge bound for Vietnam which was carrying napalm bombs. The
women were arrested but proudly described how they had managed to “stop murder for

63 minutes before our arrest.” Despite the radical implications of this act, hpweve

103 |pid., 2009.
104 |pid., 213.
105 | pid., 130.
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women maintained “that they had come to the port of Santa Clara ‘to invoke the law, not
to disobey it.”*°® In other words, the women of WSP were willing to engage in these
increasingly militant actions not merely to make a statement or toveetsdia attention
but because they truly believed they were doing what was right for their camaitifpr
the world.

The public, however, often disagreed and increasingly found the actions of
Women Strike for Peace unpalatable. Particularly distressing to manieng of
American society were WSP’s actions that encouraged draft regisfdme National
Consultative Committee of Women Strike for Peace created the Womenis&iate
Conscience, which described WSP’s support of draft resisters and its intentzotis @f
and abetting anyone who did not want to fight. The pledge was to be signed by any
woman who found both the forced conscription of young American men and the Vietham
War itself “immoral, unjust and brutal.” The statement continued: “We believe that
support of those who resist the war and the draft is both moral and legal. We believe that
it is not we, but those who send our sons to kill and be killed, who are committing crimes.
We do, however, recognize that there may be legal risks involved, but because we believe
that these young men are courageous and morally justified in rejectiwgithegardless
of consequences, we can do no 1é8§Women Strike for Peace, then, did recognize the
illegality of its actions, but it refused to allow legal restrictionstémd in the way of
what it considered the morally right thing to do. Interestingly, though, WSP didanm fr

its argument in strictly moral terms; rather, it also argued that itthaatvere more legal

106 ||ii

Ibid., 134.
107«Women's Statement of Conscience to Be Presewnt&@eneral Lewis Hershey, Director of Selective
Service,” Washington, D.C., no date, mimeographP/Wapers. Quoted lhid., 177.
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than the actions of those who had given governmental approval to the war, perhaps in an
effort to deradicalize itself. Regardless of these efforts, however, the judoasingly
viewed Women Strike for Peace as an organization worthy of suspicion.

Women Strike for Peace planned an antiwar protest in front of the White House
for September 20, 1967, but shortly before the march was to take place, the Department
of the Interior announced a new rule which limited the number of protestors outside the
White House to 100. Convinced that this new rule trampled on their civil rights, Women
Strike for Peace refused to cancel the march or alter their plans in an@wte day of
the march, the women carried a coffin, representing the American sons the\ehdg alr
lost in the war and left it at the door of General Hershey, who was in charge of the
Selective Service, filled with hundreds of copies of the pledge the National Goingul
Committee had created, all signed by women who opposed tH&%#dier this
performance, the women marched to the White House, where they were confroated by
police line blocking them from accessing the sidewalk in front of the White House.
Swerdlow describes the scene: “Incensed at the denial of their rights as raathers
citizens, the women tore down the fence, trampled on it, pushed through or crawled under
the police line, withstanding clubs, shoves, and blows, to dash into the road directly in
front of the White House gate. There they were stopped by another solid wall of
policemen brandishing clubs. This line was too tight and fierce to overcome, so the
women sat down in the road, blocking traffic and refusing to move despite threats of
arrest.®® Although such an action may not seem overly radical from the vantage point of

the twenty-first century, for its time, this was a bold action, especially whe

108 S\werdlow,Women Strike for Peac&78.
19bid., 179.
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considers that it came from a group of women who referred to themselveddhs-aged
mothers. The press coverage of the event was unsympathetic to the members of Women
Strike for Peace. Th&hicago Tribunés article about the event was headlined “Cops,
‘Peace’ Women in Bloody Melee” and began: “Police and 400 screaming women
opposed to the Viet Nam war engaged in a brief but bloody brawl across therstreet f
the White House this afternoon.” It described the women as having been “led by Mrs.
Dagmar Wilson of Washington, who with two others spent two weeks in Hanoi, North
Viet Nam, last month in direct defiance of state department ortf8G3ne were the—
occasionally condescending—pleasantries about the women'’s hairstyles &sdgarie
was any good-natured support for the women’s actions. The women were desgribed
violent scofflaws, a far cry from their original image of peaceful mstpeketing the
White House. Even the women'’s desire for peace was under suspicion. A wire service
article reports that a few of the “middle-aged matrons” demonstrating ¥athle House
“were thrown to the ground or struck with nightsticks during the frafaghis article
implied that the women’s willingness to engage in a physical confrontationlylirect
conflicted with their ideology which advanced peace and nonviolence. Further, by
referring to the women as “matrons,” this reporter demonstrated that the vgcagen’

was no longer a measure of respectability; rather, it had become fuel faleridibe

article did not even address the women'’s antiwar stance; rather, the foous thas

scene that had been caused by the clash between the police and the demonstrators.

Another national article reported that Dagmar Wilson eventually requéstethé

10 James Yuenger, “Cops, ‘Peace’ Women in Bloody El&l€hicago TribuneSeptember 21, 1967, B6.
11 nomen Peace Demonstrators Battle Police in WHiese Picket Try,Press-Courie{Oxnard),
September 21, 1967, 26.
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women obey the police order to vacate the street. The report concluded: “And they did, as
President Johnson continued his activities inside the White House, uninterrupted by the
clash.™*? Closing the article this way suggested that the women had engaged in the strike
in vain—that the president, and the American public, did not care what the women had to
say. The focus of the article, like the previous one, was again on the conflieehdtve
women and the police, not on the antiwar message the women had been trying to send.

This emphasis on Women Strike for Peace’s growing reputation for radicalism
was also seen in the coverage of an earlier march on the Pentagon. Thisistrike, i
February of the same year, had been described aivdsbington Po& front page under
the headline “2500 Women Storm Pentagon Over WWaiThe women carried shopping
bags and wrote messages of peace on a women'’s restroom mirror with lipksiick, al
keeping with their image of femininity, but the article’s headline and tonetseredezed
the action, making it seem masculine and militaristic. Another articlet #itdmarch
reported that “More than 1,900 angry women...stage[d] a noisy, bitter demonstration
against the war in Vietnam,” which was “described by long-time Pentagonrs@ge
one of the most virulent protests ever staged at the Defense Departthsiotably,
almost all of the articles written about Women Strike for Peace’s swttiagainst the
war, including this one, failed to mention WSP’s maternal rhetoric. The wonren we
beginning to be described as antiwar extremists, no longer as concerhegsmot

At least one other factor besides the group’s increased militance sekawet

contributed to the shift in public opinion toward Women Strike for Peace. For

M2 Frank Cormier, “Washington Undisturbed: Women-Peace Group Nearly Gets Violent During
Protest in Washington]’awrence Journal-WorldSeptember 21, 1967, 13.

13 white, Jean M., “2500 Women Storm Pentagon Over,Waashington PosFebruary 16, 1967, Al.
H4«Noisy, Bitter War Protest at Pentagoiyashington ObserveFebruary 16, 1967, 5.
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generations, mothers had been revered in the United States. In the 1930s and 1940s,
however, the attitude toward mothers shifted suddenly. Many historians have doclimente
this shift, noting in particular Philip Wylie’s 1942 tektGeneration of Vipersince
Wylie gave this phenomenon a name: “momism.” Momism, as Wylie described it, was
the excessive overprotection women lavished on their children, and it would be the
downfall of America, he argued, if society let this continue. This type of parektiyige
wrote, produced children who could not fend for themselves. The results of momism on
boys were particularly dangerous, as they could grow up to be sissies ifdtreey w
smothered by their mothet¥

Although this attitude toward mothers had existed since before Women Strike for
Peace was formed, the members of Women Strike for Peace had mostlysee-ste
being accused of “momism” by maintaining their commitment to their rahecdlsers
and housewives without appearing to smother their children. This was largelyebteaus
children they said they were protecting by protesting nuclear war—that idildheic
they brought with them to marches and chose to depict on flyers and mailings—were
usually very young children, who, it was acknowledged, really did need their mathers t
protect them. Once Women Strike for Peace became involved in antiwar campaigns,
however, the children they were protecting were grown men who were peckgeable
of making their own decisions and—literally—fighting their own battles. The members
of Women Strike for Peace were aware that they could be seen as overbearing mother
who were trying to speak for the draftees—in fact, “WSP, as a movement, was

intimidated by the anti-‘momism’ of the 1940s and 1950s that blamed assertive mothers

15 Philip Wylie, A Generation of Viper@New York: Rinehart, 1955). See especially hisptéatitled
“Common Women” for a description of the phenomeabtmomism.”
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for ‘'sissy’ sons and attacked assertive women as castrating neurotics’heypwdrked
to refute this image by explicitly stating that their goal was not tehteliyoung men
what to do; instead, they offered themselves as support systems and fellow war-
protestors:®

Despite WSP’s assurances that it was playing only a supportive role and not one
of puppet-master to the draft resistors’ puppets, the idea that the women of \WeSP we
attempting to speak for their sons surfaced throughout their antiwar campaigrdinoncl
during a WSP-supported 1969 court case. When one of Evelyn Whitehorn’s four sons,
Erik, turned eighteen—and, as a result, was expected to register with thev&elec
Service System—she sought a “restraining order preventing [his] indUetidirst, the
public seemed to support the action. The court system, however, did not; Erik was
arrested and put in jail. Tensions between mother and son grew, and the public’s
estimation of Evelyn began to fall. Eventually, Erik decided to join the army to be
released from jail. As Amy Swerdlow notes, “[Evelyn] Whitehorn had been defeated not
only by the Selective Service Act but by a gender ideology that found her too
presumptuous as a woman and mothi&rGiven these and other interventions which the
members of Women Strike for Peace made on behalf of draft resistors, it is thheposs
that the public began to view Women Strike for Peace as overbearing and “rhomist

Even as WSP members were beginning to be criticized as calculating snother
however, the organization was simultaneously under attack for being too naive. Rober
Spivak, for example, a Washington, D.C. columnist, called Women Strike for Peace’s

rhetoric and advertisements “highly emotional” and suggested that WSP’s psdposa

116 s\werdlow,Women Strike for Peac&72.
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peace with Vietham revealed the organization’s ignorance of politicagtat He went

so far as to say that the demonstrations for peace sponsored by WSP and other peace
organizations would convince the Communists that America was “badly divided,” at
which point “the demonstrations will not only have been useless but even harmful for
they will help prolong the war'*® Spivak seemed to condescendingly imply that Women
Strike for Peace’s “wide-eyed and innocent” leaders should thus avoid involving
themselves in the complexities of politics. Another article suggestingavMareté
appeared in newspapers around the nation in March of 1970. The article featured Sybil
Stockdale, the founder of the National League of Families of American Assane
Southeast Asia. Described as a “calm, attractive blonde mother of four” withgohy

eyes sparkling,” Stockdale was clearly to be admired as a symbol of sutcessf
womanhood. She created her organization both to provide a sense of community to
families who had loved ones imprisoned in Vietnam and to “[make] the needs and wants
of POW wives known to Washington.” Although one might expect Stockdale to have
allied herself with Women Strike for Peace, since both organizations wene@deon

the importance of domesticity, in fact, the article notes, “she has liteae®r the
Women'’s Strike for Peace movement,” since she believed their solutions to reaowe
simplistic. Women Strike for Peace members were thus simultaneaudly, a
contradictorily, seen as overinvolved mothers and out-of-touch matrons. Combining these
conflicting criticisms with the fact that Women Strike for Peace wasrotle militant

than it had been and that it was pursuing a more controversial goal than it orilgathll

it is clear that the public was uncertain about what to make of Women Strike fer Peac

118 Robert Spivak, “Peace’ Demonstrations May Proldfigt War,” Beaver County Timeslovember 29,
1965, A6.
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Moreover, as suggested previously, some observers may have had lingering suspicions
about WSP’s radicalism because of the earlier HUAC investigation. Qveeady who
had originally supported the organization began to turn their backs on Women Strike for

Peace as the organization continued to campaign against the war.

FEMINIST REJECTIONS

One might think that this increased militance and devotion to ending the war in
Vietnam would have endeared Women Strike for Peace to the emerging gdigadsrin
the late 1960s. After all, many of these young activists wanted sinfdam®to the ones
Women Strike for Peace demanded. It might have been advantageous for the younger
women to build off the advances that Women Strike for Peace had already made,
especially in terms of the war protest or in discovering a new—nhieraregy-fiorm of
organizing a movement. However, second-wave feminists, on the whole, rejected Women
Strike for Peace, both passively and actively. One of the largest problems young
feminists seemed to have with Women Strike for Peace was that WSP exgedissg
itself as a non-feminist organization. By eschewing any connection terdarhinists
and refusing to make any public claims about the status of women, WSP had hoped to
make itself more palatable to the public. Further, as described previously, to nthaey of
members, widening women’s societal roles was not a priority; they wer@rtable in
their own lives and were more concerned with stopping nuclear annihilation than with

examining their own roles and decrying their lack of fulfilment. For therfests who
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appeared at the end of the 1960s, however, this position was unaccEptaistead of
viewing Women Strike for Peace as a model to which to aspire, the younger women saw
them as symbolizing everything that the feminists wanted to reject: i®w@antary
subordination to man, a white, middle-class, suburban lifestyle, even the women’s
respectable clothing and behavior during protests.

Essentially, early second wave feminists, many of them self-stydelita
feminists,” were particularly put off by WSP’s early methodology of extiinfluence,
which was exemplified by their first strike in 1961 in which they wroterette the first
ladies of the Soviet Union and the United States. In this instance, Women Strike for
Peace was acting through two filters: first, they wrote letterslgdpi persuade the first
ladies to side with them against nuclear war, and second, they then depended on the first
ladies to persuade their husbands to also oppose nuclear war. The radical feminists
rejected this method of political influence since it denied women the right to be publi
figures in their own right with the power to effect political change. ImaeséNomen
Strike for Peace was politely asking the President and the Premier tdleaaseclear
testing, while the radical feminists were more interested in demandigtdy wanted.
By going through the proper channels, the radical feminists thought, Womenf&trike
Peace was affirming men’s right to bear all political power, which supportestiatius
guo instead of tearing it down. Part of this difference in opinion about desirabls tactic
was based on age—qgroups had been performing increasingly radical actedhtdhg
1960s, paving the way for some of radical feminism’s more extreme acts and

performances, including their infamous guerilla theater at the 1968 Mhissida

119 gee, for example, SwerdloW/omen Strike for Peac&37-141 for a discussion of an early, unpleasant
encounter between Women Strike for Peace and tineggy feminists.
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pageant® In the early 1960s, the middle-aged members of Women Strike for Peace,
some of whom had never demonstrated in public before, felt more comfortablegframin
their demands in less controversial ways.

It is crucial to note that radical groups were not indicative of all secomd-wa
feminists. As theorists have noted, second-wave feminism was not one unified
movement; rather, it was composed of different groups with different methodsalad go
Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew, for example, write that, although the teondse
wave feminism” is helpful in describing the overarching themes of the moverient, “
would be a mistake to characterize it as singular in its political goalspglear
orientation.*?* However, because Women Strike for Peace had, since its inception,
explicitly worked to disavow connections to women'’s rights organizations and had
denied that its intent was to alter gender relations in any way, most secontemavst
groups—liberal, radical and otherwise—found little in common with WSP. The National
Organization for Women (NOW), for example, was founded by Betty Friedan, among
others, shortly after she publish€de Feminine Mystiqué.ike the book itself, the
organization advocated relatively moderate, often legal, changes to wonagumssiist
society, with the ultimate goal of making women equal to men. Since the members of
Women Strike for Peace saw their political interventions as predicated pn thei
differences from men—that is, on women'’s ability to have children and theumpees

responsibility to care for them—equality with men was not their primangero. In fact,

120 For an interesting account of the 1968 Miss Angefiageant protest in Atlantic City written by orie o
its organizers, see Robin Morg&wing Too Far: The Personal Chronicle of a Femirfisew York:
Vintage Books, 1978), 62-67. For an alternate vieeluding analysis of how this action may haverbee
misguided, see “What Can Be Learned: A CritiquéhefMiss America Protest,” Moices from Women'’s
Liberation, ed. Leslie B. Tanner (New York: Mentor Books, QR7132-136.

121 pawn Keetley and John Pettegrétublic Women, Public Worgdsol. 3 (Lanham: Rowman & Little
Publishers, Inc., 2002), 3.
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WSP’s preferred method of prevailing on male politicians was antithesi®dDWV's

mission statement, which read, in part, “We believe that women can achieve..yequalit
only by accepting to the full the challenges and responsibilities they shiaraivother
people in our society, as part of the decision-making mainstream of Americacapolit
economic and social life'®** In other words, NOW’s vision of women'’s role required
women actually to be decision-makers, not merely to attempt to inflaleose who

were. Over time, WSP did shift from relying exclusively on indirect infteeto taking
direct action, as is evidenced by, for example, the organization’s movement “from
seeking tanfluencethe men in Congress to do the right thing to electing one of its key
women, Bella Abzug, to the U.S. House of Representatives, where she became a
recognized leader*** However, Women Strike for Peace still never explicitly embraced
the cause of gender equality, which explains the lack of alliances formedhav&P

and other feminist groups. As Betty Friedan wrot&he Feminine MystiquéEven in
politics, women must make their contribution not as ‘housewives’ but as citizes)s. It i
perhaps, a step in the right direction when a woman protests nuclear testing under the
banner of ‘Women Strike for Peace.’ But why does the professional illustrator &wltle he
the movement say she is ‘just a housewife,” and her followers insist thathenesting
stops, they will stay happily at home with their childréA*XVSP’s lack of feminist
consciousness thus appears to have prevented it from forming connections with, or even

seemingly being accepted by, second-wave feminist groups. Second-wavstfemay

122 National Organization for Women, “Statement offige,” inPublic Women, Public Wordsol. 3, ed.
Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew (Lanham: Rowmauitiefield Publishers, Inc., 2002), 16.

123 swerdlow,Women Strike for Peagcd. Italics in original.

124 Friedan;The Feminine Mystiqu&75. The “professional illustrator” describedfyedan in this passage
is Dagmar Wilson.
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have also resented Women Strike for Peace’s seeming obliviousness to womes’s issue
because, as historian Richard Hughes has shrewdly noted, the antiabortion moveme
which developed in opposition to second wave feminism’s demands for legalized
abortion borrowed the strategies of peace movements, including those of Women Strike
for Peace, to advance their own agenda. Hughes suggests that there was @ powerf
visual connection between the antiwar and antiabortion movements [which] lay in the use
of images of motherhood, children, and especially babies to shape public opfion.”
Although, as a group, Women Strike for Peace did not involve itself in the abortion
debate, it is possible that younger feminists resented the organization fog baen
inadvertently supplied the antiabortionists with effective propaganda stsateg

Women Strike for Peace was most explicitly rejected by the radioahifas,
who composed some of the earliest second-wave groups and were therefore thesfeminis
with whom the Women Strike for Peace members first and most often came intd.contac
Aside from the differences in methodology, the radical feminists seemedinguol
partner with Women Strike for Peace because of the similarities thel f@dtaists saw
between their own mothers and WSP’s members. The women of WSP would have been
about the same age as the radical feminists’ mothers, and many of the radicistde
came from privileged upbringings, as sociologist Wini Breines notes. Furtieeadsls,
about the later generation, “Images of their mothers’ lives motivateg yoamg women
to construct different lives; many did not want to replicate their motherstisitsa?®

Younger women, she writes, wanted to dissociate themselves from their mdtlogresc

125 Richard Hughes, “Burning Birth Certificates andiic Tupperware Parties: Creating the Antiabortion
Movement in the Shadow of the Vietham Walftie Historian68, no. 3 (2006): 550.
126 Breines,Young, White and MiserahlO0.
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and actions because they had seen how those decisions could lead to unhappiness and

repression. The younger feminists may have viewed the members of Workerf@tri

Peace as surrogates for their mothers, to some extent, and transfemeolttietion to

them. As Amy Swerdlow, who was present for several encounters between thie radica

feminists and WSP, notes, “The radical women tended to dismiss the WSP women with a

good deal of disdain, presumably because they identified them with their own mothers,

whom they thought of as abysmally backward in gender consciousness and timid in

defense of their own and their daughters’ rightd The young feminists were

disenchanted by what they considered their own mothers’ obliviousness to sexism and

assumed the women in WSP, who were of the same generation as their mothers, shared

this sentiment. This assumption led the young feminists to dismiss Womnlan{Btri

Peace as an organization which supported, rather than subverted, the gender status quo.
Even WSP’s later actions, when it became more socially radical and was as

result denounced by the media for its unladylike behavior, were repudiatedhby sec

wave feminists because WSP never identified itself as an organization conaéime

women’s rights, nor did it ever seek to address the issue of women'’s role in public. As

Women Strike for Peace made inroads into the public sphere, it never addressed its own

difficulty in doing so or questioned why women were less welcome in politicehwiihe

radical feminists saw as a disservice to themselves and to futuretgersefaor many of

the members of the WSP, however, as Amy Swerdlow notes, this was not a conscious

choice. Many of the women had never thought of themselves as being particularly

oppressed, especially by their gender, and it was not until the second-wavstéem

127 s\werdlow,Women Strike for Peac&37
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introduced these phenomena to them that some started to understand themselves as
women, not as housewives or mothers. Particularly difficult for the members oélVom
Strike for Peace, Swerdlow writes, was “accept[ing] and internalizfireganalysis of
women’s secondary status in the family and the economy offered by the second wave of
feminism,” because their identities as individuals and as members of Womenf&tri
Peace were predicated on their experiences and responsibilities asstifdther

Some of the rejection of Women Strike for Peace by second-wave feminists was
clearly expressed, as when certain radical feminists actually eecedrihe members of
Women Strike for Peace at various events. In 1967, for example, a National Conference
for New Politics (NCNP) was held in Chicago. Members of Women Strike for Peace
were there, as were various radical feminists. The conference was intefideite the
disparate factions of the Movement—‘the electoral reformers, radical oegsiaiad
Black militants.”?° The organizers told the radical feminists that they would have to
work with Women Strike for Peace to create a resolution to be read at the camferenc
since there was only room on the agenda for one “women’s” resolution. The radical
feminists were outraged at what they considered to be a tactic by the mende #ile
radical women’s concern about sexism. This was exacerbated whenitiaé feadinists
met with Women Strike for Peace and only succeeded in incorporating two of thesr point
into the existing WSP resolution. The radical feminists walked out of the meaeting i
protest and drafted their own resolutidhinstances like this one strengthened the radical

feminists’ belief that women needed to organize as women instead of being considered

128 g\verdlow,Women Strike for Peacg41

129 plice Echols,Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967%75(Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989), 46.

%0 |pid., 48.
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mere afterthoughts at men’s meetings. At the same time, this encouht®v8i only
served to convince the radical feminists that WSP was a bulwark of the status quo and
therefore needed to be deconstructed along with the men’s organizations.

In January 1968, Women Strike for Peace again encountered the radical feminists,
this time at a march against the Vietham War sponsored by the Jeannette Rigakia B
(JRB). Jeannette Rankin was a first-wave feminist, a suffragist andshedman ever
elected to Congreg&! The brigade named for her was a coalition of women’s peace
activists, many of whom were already involved in other organizations like W&tni&e
for Peace, who worked to end both poverty and the war in Vietifarhe Jeannette
Rankin Brigade antiwar march on January 15, 1968 brought together approximately
5,000 female protestors from dozens of different organizatidihe agenda for the
march was typical: the women were to arrive and deliver their grouppéttithe
Capitol, and then each organization would have the opportunity to give a speech to the
gathered protestors. Most of the speeches by the older organizations like Wakeen St
for Peace followed the traditional formula of describing the active campaigns the
organization was pursuing and listing goals for the future.

Eventually, a group of young feminists who called themselves New York Radica
Women (NYRW) approached the stage, proclaiming the death of “Traditional
Womanhood.” The women “staged an actual funeral procession with a larger-¢han-lif

dummy on a transported bier, complete with feminine getup, blank face, blonde curls,

131 Collins, When Everything Changeti78.
132 s\verdlow,Women Strike for Peac#37.
1331bid.; Collins, When Everything Changgeti78.
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and candle* The intent of the NYRW’s performance was to convince the gathered
members of traditional women’s organizations like Women Strike for Peace to abandon
their tactic of politely asking the members of congress to grant their wRat®er, as
Shulamith Firestone, a member of NYRW, described later in a newsletter, the
performance was intended to convince women that they should start demanding that their
voices be heard. Firestone wrote of the older peace organizations: “Theyscamesa
mothers and mourners; that is, tearful and passive reactors to the actions dheren ra
than organizing as women to change that definition of femininity to something other than
a synonym for weakness, political impotence and tédt$irestone thus has two

criticisms of the rhetoric used by traditional women’s peace organizakiosts.she

argues that it is ineffective. By constantly deferring to male polits;iahe says, women
allow those politicians to ignore or patronize them. Second, she thinks rhetoric which
relies on the gentleness of women’s nature is damaging to women'’s statlk over

Women are seen as weak, Firestone argues, when female groups stressithe
helplessness in their attempts to make political changes. The NYRW concluded their
onstage performance by asking anyone interested in more radical haticam peaceful

march to join them for a “counter congress,” where they could discuss futunesadtiis

clear that the radical women considered themselves and their goals “Ctutitese of

the older women'’s peace organizations. Firestone further emphasizes this paishehe

describes the counter congress as having been called by “women [who] split off

134 Shulamith Firestone, “The Jeannette Rankin Brigiideman Power,Notes from the First Yed1968).
See also Carol Hanisch, “Struggles over Leadeiishipe Women'’s Liberation Movement,” ireadership
and Social Movementsy Colin Barker, Alan Johnson and Michael LavadManchester: Manchester
lLé?iversity Press, 2001), 77-95 for a descriptibthis event.
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disgustfrom the main body of the conventiol’® This description of the response
Firestone and many of her fellow radicals had to Women Strike for Peace and othe
organizations which used similar tactics is vehemently negative. Langugge a
encounters like this support the argument that the radical feminists denounced Women
Strike for Peace outright, refusing to form coalitions, make personal cameoti give
WSP credit for any of its accomplishments.

Firestone’s negative response to Women Strike for Peace’s tactics anctriset
not surprising, given her written work, which called both motherhood and marriage
restrictive for women. Many of the texts produced by Firestone and otloerdseave
feminists criticized the foundations on which Women Strike for Peace had been built.
Most significantly, many of the early second-wave feminists who occdlyiolealt
directly with Women Strike for Peace were opposed to the way they saw motherhood
constraining women. Motherhood was a point of pride for Women Strike for Peace
members; it was the experience which granted the women their entrance pobtita!
world. Many second-wave feminists denigrated this idea, arguing insteauotimain
should feel worthy of entering politics and the public sphere by virtue of thelligehce
and their equality to men, not based on what they considered an arbitrary biokagical f
This deference to—and formation of one’s public identity around—the biological was
attacked by second-wave feminists, who did not think a woman should be defined by her
ability to reproduce or by her relationships to men, either as mother, wife or Biste
was, essentially, the rhetoric which governed Women Strike for Peace’sigamfde

pledge that WSP had made in support of draft resistors, for example—the Women’s

138 | pid. Italics mine.
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Statement of Conscience—described women as “mothers, sisters, sweethassts-w
never as first and foremost womeh.

Firestone and others implicitly attacked this type of rhetoric in thétings,
which argued for the dismantling of nuclear families and a new construction of
motherhood. For example, according to Firestone, the first demand in the “ultimate
revolution” to create a more just society was “the freeing of women frertytanny of
their reproductive biology by every means available, and the diffusion of the criluthe
and childrearing role to the society as a whole, men as well as woffi&iréstone
advocated the development of new reproductive technologies which would not require a
woman’s uterus at all—she “hoped that in the future, babies could be conceived and
grown in incubators®° Thus, while Women Strike for Peace described motherhood as a
prized experience which conferred moral superiority on its participantstdfiees
denounced motherhood as singularly oppressive. Firestone wanted to eliminate
motherhood and the limitations she considered inherent to it, which necessarilyiset her
opposition to WSP, which sought to preserve motherhood and the benefits they gained
from it. The disavowal of nuclear families and motherhood as they were both construed
by society was also described by Ti-Grace Atkinson, who gave a speech in 1968 in which
she argued that “women have beemrderedby their so-calledunctionof

childbearing,**° a statement striking in its vehemence. Atkinson did not see motherhood

137Women'’s Statement of Conscience,” Washington,.Pn@ date, mimeograph, WSP Papers. Quoted in
Swerdlow,Women Strike for Peac&77.

138 Sshulamith Fireston&he Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist ReimiufNew York: Bantam
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140 Ti-Grace AtkinsonAmazon Odysseflew York: Links Books, 1974), 5. Italics in origih

59



as a privilege, like the women of WSP did, but as a form of oppression which harnessed
women in subservience to the patriarchal status quo.

Not all second-wave feminists were as adamant as Firestone or Atkinson that
motherhood was exclusively negative for women. Vicki Pollard, for example, arote
more temperate article for a radical feminist journal in 1969 in which shedhegainst
the current construction of motherhood in American society. She proposed that “women
are oppressed because society defines them in terms of their roles asdives a
mothers.*** Her account of childbearing and childrearing was not unequivocally
negative; rather, she argued that motherhood becomes negative only when soeigty forc
women to sacrifice being an individual for being a mother. Although Pollard’s
description is more positive than Firestone’s or Atkinson’s, she still suggests tha
motherhood is problematic, especially given the limits imposed on mothers bysociet
Like Firestone and Atkinson, then, Pollard would not support basing one’s identity or
political position on being a mother. Here, one can clearly see how the ideology of at
least one strain of second-wave feminism was diametrically opposed to thatreniN
Strike for Peace. WSP members felt emboldened by their roles as wi/esothers, and
they used these identities to justify their public presence and demandsder pekard
and others, however, argued that these roles were inherently restrictivegtity must
be deconstructed, not reinforced by older women desperate to enter the public arena,
regardless of the cost to future generations of women. Motherhood must be changed, they

argued, not used as a platform and thus tacitly accepted.

! Vicki Pollard. “Producing Society’s Babies.” Woices from Women'’s Liberatipad. Leslie B. Tanner
(New York: Mentor Books, 1970), 193
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These and many other second-wave feminists were prolific writers;ahennent
is known for having produced a plethora of manifestos, journals and other written works.
In all of this writing, however, there is little mention of Women Strike for Peace
Although this near silence may seem like a lack of evidence, | argue that th#eogpos
true—that this absence instead demonstrates the disapprobation with which Women
Strike for Peace was met by second-wave feminists. Women Strike forsPactiose
antiwar work continued into the 1970s, and it continued to sponsor campaigns into the
1990s, well after the radical feminists had appeared on the scene. Further, as noted
previously, there were at least a few direct encounters between theotwps . gbespite
this overlap in time, their shared concern for certain issues and the meetimgsrbthe
two groups, however, the radical feminists rarely mentioned Women Strike foe. Pea
This disregard can be understood as a refusal on the part of the young feminigts & cla
connection with Women Strike for Peace. Writer Tillie Olsen, for example, indod
Silencesargues that it is important to investigate that which is missing from staibal
record. Her project is most concerned with the ways in which writers fragimabzed
groups, like women and the working class, are omitted from literary canons. She argue
that these “unnatural silences” on behalf of those who determine literary Gambns
syllabi is a result of explicit devaluation of the works—and the lives—of the merbe
these groups? Similarly, | suggest that the silence with which the activism and
accomplishments of WSP were met by second wave feminists is evidence of the low
opinion the second wave feminists had of WSP—of, as Shulamith Firestone noted, the

“disgust” with which WSP’s ideology was viewed by many second-wave fetsini

142 Tillie Olsen,SilencegNew York: The Feminist Press at the City Universit New York), 21.
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This silence in terms of commentary about Women Strike for Peace is paticula
striking in at least two ways. First, as time went on, certain radicahifgmbecame
more interested in the politics of separatism. Some, who became known as “cultural
feminists,” began to emphasize, and celebrate, the differences betweendnen a
women'** As Alice Echols describes them, cultural feminists “were generally
essentialists who sought to celebrate femalerf&$Afthough the cultural feminists
could have chosen to ally themselves with Women Strike for Peace, since WSP had been
for years basing its own identity on these gender differences, there is nacevikat the
cultural feminists sought a connection with WSP. | suggest this is becasisdiker
other second-wave feminist groups, the cultural feminists were put off bysW&8R of
concern regarding what the feminists saw as society’s subordination of wagtendS
although cultural feminists, like WSP, suggested that the differences betweemde
women were important, cultural feminists did so to upend the status quo, arguing that
women'’s particular nature made them superior to men, while Women Strike for ®eace
the other hand, self-effacingly used this ideology to reinforce the status qubongsser
only that women’s unique qualities rendered her worthy of being listened to methe
in charge** Cultural feminists may have seen WSP’s method as ultimately supporting
woman'’s subordination and worse, attributing it to her biology, which may explain both
their failure to make connections with Women Strike for Peace and theitl sierece

about the organization.

143 inda J. Nicholson, introduction fthe Second Wave: A Reader in Feminist ThestyLinda J.
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The second way in which the feminists’ silence about Women Strike for Peace is
notable is in light of the strategies which were explicitly borrowed fronf°\&i&l
reinterpreted in the second wave of feminism. Several historians have notecthahW
Strike for Peace created and refined a new strategy of “nonorganizatiomteas
previously, WSP operated primarily on consensus and direct member-to-member
communicatiort*® Although there were clearing houses from which informational
pamphlets were distributed and a national headquarters where individuals cteikd wri
ask for more information, the organization prided itself on its lack of bureaucracy.
Meetings were influenced by the Quaker method of consensus and quiet discussion. As
Eleanor Garst, a member of WSP, described it, “Any woman who has an idea can
propose it through an informal memo system. If enough women think it's good, it's done.
Sounds crazy? It is—Dbut it utilizes the creativity of thousands of women who would
never be heard from through ordinary channéf¥.Many second-wave feminist groups
attempted to organize their groups in this way, without hierarchies, recognizirgtha
individual woman deserved to have her opinion heard. As Jean Bethke Elshtain and
Sheila Tobias note, “Long before the second feminist wave embraced a nohigararc
ideal, the Women Strike for Peace showed its pow&iGiven this intellectual debt to
part of WSP’s founding philosophy, then, the silence on behalf of the younger women

toward Women Strike for Peace is particularly noteworthy. It seemsthgiotinger

146 See SwerdlowwWomen Strike for Peac@0-80, for a discussion of the ways in which tHial both did
and did not work in practice.
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generation knew of WSP’s existence and even relied on some of its tacticg &yt me

chose not to address it or honor it in any way.

CONCLUSION

Women Strike for Peace was a fascinating organization. At timesventtt
others bold, often contradictory, the group met with its share of both supporters and
detractors. Despite its popularity with the media and the meticulousness wathitghi
members kept archives, however, the movement has largely been forgotten. Time wome
involved with Women Strike for Peace maintained that they were not trying to build a
name for themselves or to create an organization whose radical exploits would be
recorded for all of posterity. The women described themselves as mothers to thei
children, the nation and the world and appeared to worry less about future generations
remembering their actions than about future generations existing-atrallexisting,
moreover, in a world where food and water were not poisoned by nuclear radiation and
where the population had not been crippled by preventable diseases. Externast, at le
this seems to have been true. Most of the women were indeed housewives and mothers
who seemed concerned for their children’s futures. The media both believed and helped
promote this image of the organization when the women first appeared in public on
November 1, 1961. However, as time went on, the women did not show signs of
returning to their domestic sphere; after the immediate threat of nma@e&ad passed,
the women found another cause to support—the ending of the Vietham War. The women,
it seems, began to enjoy the actions in which they engaged and the time they spent
outside the home. As Elaine Tyler May notes of the Cold War era, “for
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women,...employment or community work alleviated some of the pressures of full-time
homemaking.”*® Many of the women in WSP may have begun their involvement

because they sought, as May suggests, a form of stress relief. As threenbpeoved
successful, however, and as public figures acknowledged the importance of the work
WSP was doing, the women in the movement experienced powerful desires to continue
their activism. According to Amy Swerdlow, even after the nuclear threlafdwathe

most part, passed, the women of WSP voted to keep the organization going because they
did not want to relinquish the “heady sense of political efficacy and personal amgesit

they experienced while advocating pe&e.

The media, at first enamored of Women Strike for Peace, became wary of the
group when it showed no signs of disbanding after the Cold War ended and then actively
began censuring the group after the women started protesting the Vietmamathaps
this is because the media, and the public, sensed what the women of WSP were
unwilling—or unable—to articulate: their reluctance to return fulltime to th@mestic
duties. The women, for their part, continued to call themselves housewives in an effort to
maintain respectability in the eyes of the public, but they seemed to be fightisigng
battle, as the media had lost most of its sympathy for the group. At the samihéime
women'’s repeated self-effacements and refusals to advocate for wargktsded to the
organization’s being ignored, when not outright denounced, by second-wave feminists.
As a result, Women Strike for Peace essentially fell between thesafthe historical
record. The conservative era out of which the organization had emerged turned its back

on the group when it outstayed its welcome in the public domain, and the feminist groups

149 May, Homeward Boundl176.
150 S\werdlow,Women Strike for Peac&?27.
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which came after WSP found the group’s methods dated and its ideology at cross-
purposes to their own.

Cold War America and second-wave feminists both ultimately rejected Women
Strike for Peace because of the group’s use of maternal rhetoric. Thernutdéiss public,
in the postwar period, sanctioned Women Strike for Peace because the group daimed t
represent mothers’ concerns for their children even as its actions soon felé dési
existing, tightly circumscribed role of acceptable maternal behaviors@tend wave
feminists, on the other hand, took issue with WSP’s reliance on maternal rhetatisdec
the feminists rejected the idea that women needed to apologize for or othastifge j
their entrance into the realm of politics. In my estimation, however, neith@revided
a much better model of motherhood. The conservative Cold War era strictly dilingte
role of mothers. Successful mothers, in this formulation, were those who identified only
as mothers, not as women or as public figures, and who never strayed from the domestic
domain. Second wave feminists acknowledged that this construction of motherhood was
limiting but failed to produce the society some of them imagined, whedcah#l was
provided for all who needed it and mothers were allowed to flourish as human B&ings.
Some of the early writers in particular denied that any joy or selfhood could be found i
mothering. Thus, they argued, women should not take any pride in or find any power
within motherhood—if at all possible, they suggested, women should avoid the
oppression of motherhood altogether. This blanket condemnation of motherhood,

however, also seems unnecessarily limiting. There must be some middle grourreé—whe

151 5ee, for example, the section on “Families—DayeCar Voices from Women'’s Liberatipad. Leslie
B. Tanner (New York: Mentor Books, 1970), 181-2fof,several articles from second wave feminists
about the importance of available childcare tortfeninist visions.
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women do not have to be defined by motherhood but can still take pleasure in their
children, where difficulties of childrearing are acknowledged alongsigéeidsures,

where women can view motherhood as an important part of their lives—or even their
political identities—without having it eclipse all other parts. The fornutadf

motherhood put forth by WSP may not have been perfect, either, but restoring Women
Strike for Peace to the historical record allows individuals to deterfmiritbemselves

whether the group offers viable options for their own lives.

67



BIBLIOGRAPHY
ARCHIVAL SOURCES

Hearings before the Committee on Un-American Activities, House of Bamtiaives,
Eighty-Seventh Congress!®Session, December 11-13, 1962.

Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Swarthmore, Pennsylvania
Women Strike for Peace Papers

SECONDARY SOURCES

Alonso, Harriet Hyman. “Mayhem and Moderation: Women Peace Activists dheng t
McCarthy Era.” InNot June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America,
1945-1960 edited by Joanne Meyerowitz. Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1994,

Atkinson, Ti-Grace.Amazon Odysselew York: Links Books, 1974.

Bentley, Eric.Thirty Years of Treason: Excerpts from Hearings before the House
Committee on Un-American Activities, 1938-1988w York: The Viking Press,
1971.

Boyer, Paul. “From Activism to Apathy: America and the Nuclear 1ss2@3-1980.”
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientisd®, no. 7 (1984): 14-23.

Breines, Wini.Young, White and Miserable: Growing Up Females in the Fifties
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001.

Collins, Gail.When Everything Changed: The Amazing Journey of American Women
from 1960 to the Presertlew York: Back Bay Books, 2010.

Coontz, Stephanié Strange Stirring: The Feminine Mystique and American Women at
the Dawn of the 19605lew York: BasicBooks, 2011.

Coontz, Stephanidhe Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap.
New York: BasicBooks, 1992.

de Beauvoir, Simond&.he Second SeXranslated by Constance Borde and Sheila
Malovany-Chevallier. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2009.

Doherty, ThomasCold War, Cool MediumNew York: Columbia University Press,
2003.

Echols, Alice Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975

68



Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989.

Elshtain, Jean Bethke and Sheila TobWemen, Militarism, and War: Essays in
History, Politics, and Social Thear$pavage: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 1990.

Firestone, Shulamiti.he Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolutiaw York:
Bantam Books, 1970.

Firestone, Shulamith. “The Jeannette Rankin Brigade: Woman Powelgt@s from the
First Year a mimeographed journal published by New York Radical Women
(June 1968).

Foss, Karen A. and Sonja K. Fog¥¢omen Speak: The Eloquence of Women'’s Lives
Prospect Heights: Waveland Press, 1991.

Friedan, BettyThe Feminine Mystiqu&®ev. ed. New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
2001.

Griffith, Robert.The Politics of Fear: Joseph R. McCarthy and the Ser®ted.
Ambherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1987.

Hamilton, Andrew. “M.I.T.: March 4 Revisited Amid Political TurmoiStiencel67,
no. 3924 (March 13, 1970): 1475-1476.

Hanisch, Carol. “Struggles over Leadership in the Women'’s Liberation Movenhent.”
Leadership and Social Movemertty Colin Barker, Alan Johnson and Michael
Lavalette, 77-95, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001.

Hanisch, Carol. “What Can Be Learned: A Critique of the Miss America Rroies
Voices from Women'’s Liberatipoompiled and edited by Leslie B. Tanner, 132-
136. New York: Mentor Books, 1970. Originally publishedNiotes from the
First Year, by New York Radical Women (June 1968).

Hughes, Richard. “Burning Birth Certificates and Atomic Tupperwargd3aCreating
the Antiabortion Movement in the Shadow of the Vietnam WHng Historian
68, no. 3 (2006): 541-558.

Jackson, Kennetl€Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United Stédesv
York: Oxford University Press, 1985.

Keetley, Dawn and John Pettegréublic Women, Public Word¥ol. 3. Lanham:
Rowman & Little Publishers, Inc., 2002.

Kerber, Linda. “The Republican Mother: Women and the Enlightenment-An American

69



Perspective.American Quarterl28, no. 2 (Summer, 1976): 187-205.

Marchand, RolandAdvertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 1920-
194Q Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985.

Matthews, GlenndJust a Housewife”: The Rise and Fall of Domesticity in America
New York: Oxford University Press, 1987.

May, Elaine TylerHomeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War B2’
anniversary edition. New York: BasicBooks, 2008.

Meyerowitz, Joanne. “Beyond the Feminine Mystique: A Reassessment obPbiigs
Culture, 1946-1958.” IlNot June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar
America, 1945-196Gdited by Joanne Meyerowitz, 229-262. Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1994.

Morgan, RobinGoing Too Far: The Personal Chronicle of a Feminiéw York:
Vintage Books, 1978.

National Organization for Women. “Statement of PurposePuhlic Women, Public
Words Vol. 3, edited by Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew, 16. Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2002. Originally published in Aileen C.
HernandezThe First Five Years: 1966-197Chicago: National Organization for
Women, 1971).

Nicholson, Linda J. Introduction fthe Second Wave: A Reader in Feminist Thesdy
Linda J. Nicholson, 1-5. New York: Routledge, 1997.

Olsen, Tillie.Silences25™ anniversary edition. New York: The Feminist Press at the
City University of New York, 2003.

O’Neill, William L. Everyone Was Brave: The Rise and Fall of Feminism in America
Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1969.

Plant, Rebecca Jdom: The Transformation of Motherhood in Modern America
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010.

Pollard, Vicki. “Producing Society’s Babies.” foices from Women'’s Liberatipn
compiled and edited by Leslie B. Tanner, 193-199. New York: Mentor Books,
1970. Originally published iflvVOMEN: A Journal of Liberatio(Fall, 1969).

Pollitt, Katha. “Are Women Morally Superior to Men?” Rublic Women, Public Words
Vol. 3, edited by Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew, 450-458. Lanham: Rowman
& Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2002. Originally publishedTihe Nation

70



December 28, 1992.

Rules of the House of Representatives, Rule XI, Pub. L. no. 601 a8gress, 60 Stat.
812 (1946).

Schneidhorst, Amy. “Little Old Ladies and Dangerous Women’: Women’s Reate
Social Justice Activism in Chicago, 1960-197B€ace and Chang#6, no. 3
(2001): 374-391.

Swerdlow, AmyWomen Strike for Peace: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics
in the 1960sChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993.

Umansky, LauriMotherhood Reconceived: Feminism and the Legacies of the Sixties
New York: New York University Press, 1996.

“Women Destroy Draft Files.” INoices from Women’s Liberatipoompiled and edited
by Leslie B. Tanner, 137-138. New York: Mentor Books, 1970. Originally
published inAWOMEN: A Journal of LiberatiofWinter, 1970).

Wylie, Philip. Generation of ViperdNew York: Rinehart, 1955.

71



VITA

Laura Bridgewater was born in Honolulu, Hawaii. She attended Lehigh
University as an undergraduate, where she graduated Phi Beta Kappeearatirad.A.
in Cognitive Science with Highest Honors from the university in June 2010. The author
continued her academic career at Lehigh University as a PresidemdiaiS This thesis
is the culmination of her work toward her M.A. in American Studies. The author can be

reached by email at Idb210@Iehigh.edu

72



	Lehigh University
	Lehigh Preserve
	2011

	Caught between Cold War Conservatives and Radical Feminists: The Fading of Women Strike for Peace from American Memory
	Laura Dane Bridgewater
	Recommended Citation


	Microsoft Word - $ASQ109704_supp_undefined_47D77E06-C771-11E0-A126-8129F0E6BF1D.doc

