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Introduction
In 1973, Amy Swerdlow wrote a progress report about her ongoing research into antinuclear activist group Women Strike for Peace (WSP). As Associate Director of Women’s Studies at Sarah Lawrence College and a former WSP leader, she offered a detailed analysis of the group’s gender politics. Swerdlow described the ideological compulsion that guided WSP’s founding as a “spontaneous expression of motherly concern,” noting the essentialist attitudes of leading figures who described themselves as “housewives and mothers.” However, Swerdlow also asserted that WSP’s attempts to “liberate” women by drawing them into the political arena and its organizing “separately as a woman’s peace group” made a “permanent contribution to the political aspect of the women’s movement.” Describing it as a “forerunner” to women’s liberation, Swerdlow ultimately affirmed that WSP was “basically a feminist movement.”[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  “Progress Report on WSP Research,” Swarthmore College (SCPC) WSP Records, C1:3, Research on WSP by Amy Swerdlow.] 

This assertion would have surprised participants at demonstrations in the previous decade. WSP grew from modest beginnings in September 1961 to become one of the most successful social movement organizations in US history. Under the stewardship of children’s book illustrator and peace activist Dagmar Wilson, it amassed thousands of supporters throughout the world and became a successful and influential part of the global Cold War peace movement. But despite Swerdlow’s assertion, activists throughout the 1960s overtly stressed that they were not feminists. WSPers firmly rebuffed notions that their organization was a part of the movement for women’s equality or political advancement and instead elevated their status as “housewives and mothers” who simply wished to provide a stable world for her children.[endnoteRef:2] Although railing against the “male logic” guiding nuclear brinksmanship, Wilson assured the public that “we are not striking against our husbands. It is my guess that we will make the soup that they will ladle out to the children on Wednesday.”[endnoteRef:3] The group consciously rebuffed associations with feminism and only embarked on public campaigns that would appeal to the “average woman” who, it believed, did not lobby or picket but “does worry.”[endnoteRef:4]  [2:  Dagmar Wilson interview, April 15, 1989. Women's International League for Peace and Freedom Collection ARS.0056, Stanford University Archive of Recorded Sound.]  [3:  Amy Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics in the 1960s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993): 22.]  [4:  “For the Sake of Our Sons,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 92A-113:2, Xmas Card Campaign Xmas Pilgrimage to D.C. 1965.] 

WSP as described by Swerdlow only emerged in the early 1970s.  Encountering a new generation of feminist activists who attacked its “misplaced priorities,” WSP became a very different group to the one that existed before.[endnoteRef:5] Its activists re-examined their assumptions about gender and gradually lowered their previous reliance on maternal identity.[endnoteRef:6] WSPers started to affirm the relevance and legitimacy of their peacework to campaigns for gender equality and declared that “peace is a woman’s issue.”[endnoteRef:7] Although not using the term themselves, they embraced a conception of maternal peace feminism to explain the underlying principles guiding their peacework, in which women were different to men, were more peaceful than men, and should therefore exert their political power to ensure peace.[endnoteRef:8]  [5:  Ruth Rosen, “The Day They Buried ‘Traditional Womanhood’: Women and the Politics of Peace Protest,” in The Legacy: The Vietnam War in the American Imagination, ed. D. Michael Shafer (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990): 238. ]  [6:  Amy C. Schneidhorst, Building a Just and Secure World: Popular Front Women’s Struggle for Peace and Justice in Chicago During the 1960s (New York: Continuum, 2011); Andrea Estepa, “Taking the White Gloves Off: Women Strike for Peace and ‘the Movement,’ 1967-73,” in Feminist Coalitions: Historical Perspectives on Second-Wave Feminism in the United States, ed. Stephanie Gilmore (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2008): 84-112; Jessica M. Frazier, Women’s Antiwar Diplomacy During the Vietnam War Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017).]  [7:  Ethel Taylor, We Made a Difference: My Personal Journey with Women Strike for Peace (Philadelphia: Camino Books, 1998): 111.]  [8:  See, for example, Sara Ruddick, Maternal Thinking: Towards a Politics of Peace (London: The Women’s Press, 1989). ] 

Significantly, as WSP’s identity changed, so too did activists’ memories. Collectively and individually, they charted an organizational history that described an enduring commitment to women’s advancement and equality, overwriting their previous distaste for allusions to such politics. WSP now placed itself within the narrative of the women’s movement, invoking its status as “harbingers of the women’s liberation movement” and reappraising the more overtly feminist participants among its ranks that had previously been dismissed as extreme.[endnoteRef:9] Nevertheless, WSP’s conception and definition of feminism remained vague and ambiguous. As maternal activism was valued and devalued in feminist discourse, perspectives on WSP’s feminist identity varied and founders and leaders offered contested memories with conflicting interpretations of their group’s feminist priorities.  [9:  Taylor, We Made a Difference, 2.] 

This article examines WSPers’ intriguing and changing expressions of their past to assess the influence gender identity and feminist beliefs exert on the history and memory of women’s peace activism. It evaluates Amy Swerdlow’s claim that WSP was “basically” feminist alongside conflicting pronouncements and protest literature to explore how the rise of the women’s movement influenced activists’ understanding of their history. As this article shows, WSP experienced a transformation in its gender identity in the late 1960s and 1970s. Leaders’ attempts to exert influence within the upsurge of women’s activism required a reconsidered history that suited rapidly changing social, cultural, and political circumstances. The non-feminist peace activism of the 1960s became feminist in these later considerations. WSP activists rehabilitated their relationship with previously marginalized figures, such as outspoken feminist Bella Abzug, as their reliance on maternal identity declined. Examining Swerdlow’s authorative histories of WSP in the context of debates over the value of motherhood, the article highlights the difficulty of historicizing WSP’s feminist politics. It ultimately finds that the group’s organizational history, particularly as understood and expressed by participants in the 1970s and 1980s, “remapped” a feminist agenda onto earlier activities that did not accurately reflect contemporary beliefs and attitudes.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  For example, see Alice Echols, “‘We Gotta Get Out of This Place’: Notes Toward a Remapping of the Sixties,” in Shaky Ground: The Sixties and its Aftershocks, ed. Alice Echols (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002): 62; Dorothy Sue Cobble, Linda Gordon, and Astrid Henry, Feminism Unfinished: A Short, Surprising History of American Women’s Movements (New York: Liveright, 2014): xiv.] 

[bookmark: _Toc450122271]Women Strike for Peace and Traditional Motherhood
The threat of nuclear war between the US and USSR increased dramatically in 1961, culminating in the collapse of a three-year moratorium on atmospheric nuclear weapons testing. Horrified by the situation, Georgetown artist and peace activist Dagmar Wilson called likeminded women to her house on September 21. WSP formed that evening. Publishing their plans for a demonstration, founders’ declared, “it is the special responsibility of women – who bear the children and nurture the race – to demand for their families a better future than sudden death.”[endnoteRef:11] They foregrounded their domestic identities and alluded to a traditional, stereotypical, and socially-acceptable image of women’s domestic role with appeals that likened conflict between superpowers to that experienced by “husbands and wives, parents and children.”[endnoteRef:12] Just six weeks later, on November 1, thousands of women took to the street, commencing nearly thirty years of dynamic and dedicated campaigning. [11:  Wilson interview; “Draft of Letter (for individual salvation and signature and note if desired) to Accompany Leaflet, September 22, 1961,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:2, Documents Describing WSP History.]  [12:  “Eleanor Garst – Draft of Letter to Accompany Leaflet, 22 September 1961,” SCPC WSP Records, A1, Box 2, Documents Describing WSP History.] 

WSP’s public image concealed the participation of women who never acquiesced to domesticity. Few of the group’s founding members subscribed to the “ideology of motherism” and, from its outset, WSP sought to politicize previously inactive women.[endnoteRef:13] The appeal to housewives did not simply encourage women to take part in a demonstration or add their name to a mailing list, but stirred them to acquire skills in political research and organizing that would further their own lives. It established networks and communities where women felt comfortable discussing their beliefs and Swerdlow spoke for many when she described “the sense of personal empowerment” felt by WSP activists, as well as the “transformations in consciousness” that took place.[endnoteRef:14] Its criticism of male military leaders, emphasis on the human aspect of nuclear conflict, and pleas for a more cooperative foreign policy outlook certainly advocated a feminist approach to international diplomacy.[endnoteRef:15] In this sense, the group demonstrates how Cold War-era political movements effectively deployed maternal imagery to conceal radical critiques in a fraught political climate.  [13:  Ian McKay, “Margaret Ells Russell, Women Strike for Peace, and the Global Politics of ‘Intelligent Compassion,’ 1961-1965,” in Worth Fighting For: Canada’s Tradition of War Resistance from 1812 to the War on Terror, eds. Lara Campbell et al. (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2015): 119-134.]  [14:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 239. By the standards of radical feminist group Redstockings, WSP achieved the “revolutionary act” of “consciousness raising,” Redstockings, Redstockings Manifesto (New York: July 1969); Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards, Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the Future (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2010): 13-15.]  [15:  Jo Anne Tickner, A Feminist Voyage Through International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014): 5-18; Carol Cohn, “Sex and Death in the Rational World of Defense Intellectuals,” Signs, Vol. 12, No. 4 (Summer 1987): 687-718.] 

Numerous postwar women’s organizations exploited “traditional” images of motherhood in this way. Emily E. LB. Twarog’s The Politics of the Pantry reveals how women “intentionally invoked their housewife identity” in consumer activism to assert political power.[endnoteRef:16] In Rethinking Women’s Activism, Annelise Orleck unearths the multifaceted scope of women’s activism and brings mother and housewife movements into an expansive understanding of postwar-era feminist and gender activism.[endnoteRef:17] However, women’s peace organizations frequently denied any association with the women’s movement. Catherine Foster writes that the “feminist identity” of the historic Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) “waned and by 1965 it saw itself primarily as a peace organization, rather than an organization for women’s advancement.” [endnoteRef:18] Another Mother for Peace relied on an apolitical image that prioritized an end to the Vietnam War over any challenge to gender hierarchies. Similarly, WSP did not publicly confront women’s inequality as a structural issue in American society, culture, or politics in the early 1960s. When speaking to the press, participants declared that, once they had achieved their aims, they would happily return to their “pots-and-pans and PTAs and all the duties and pleasures that we have since neglected.”[endnoteRef:19] They carefully abided by traditional, white, middle-class impressions of womanhood by protesting in floral dresses, white gloves, and high heels, accompanied by children in baby-strollers. Dagmar Wilson was selected by her colleagues as de facto leader because she “came closest to fulfilling the late fifties/early sixties ideal of nuclear family wife and mother.”[endnoteRef:20] This understanding also extended to WSPers’ view of history. “We saw ourselves as new” explained Swerdlow, as participants separated themselves from previous efforts towards women’s advancement.[endnoteRef:21]  [16:  Emily E. LB. Twarog, The Politics of the Pantry: Housewives, Food, and Consumer Protest in Twentieth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017): 3.]  [17:  Annelise Orleck, Rethinking Women’s Activism (New York: Routledge, 2015).]  [18:  Catherine Foster, Women for all Seasons: The Story of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1989): 40.]  [19:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 22.]  [20:  “Eleanor Garst: Chapter 1, Who Are These Women?” SHSW WSP Records, MSS 433, 1958-1992, M83-327, Working Papers for Ch 1, 2, WSP Formation, Test Ban Efforts, 11-13.]  [21:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 10.] 

As a totem of maternalism, WSP faced rebuke and criticism for supporting gender stereotypes. Betty Friedan chastised it as an archetype of “the feminine mystique,” singling-out Wilson as an example of pervasive domestic oppression. Friedan urged WSP to “make their contribution not as ‘housewives’ but as citizens.”[endnoteRef:22] In fact, the public image and actions of WSP activists directly inspired the rise of the radical feminist movement in the US. The 1967 National Conference for New Politics brought many influential New Left figures to Chicago to build a third-party presidential ticket for the 1968 election. Delegates separated into workshops to compose potential resolutions and a “woman’s workshop,” attended by Jo Freeman and Shulamith Firestone, developed policy proposals surrounding women’s equality. When presented to the conference chair, however, they were flatly rejected on the grounds that he had already accepted a resolution on women’s issues and would not accept an additional one. This resolution, Freeman recalled, had come from WSP activists who had not attended the woman’s workshop.[endnoteRef:23] They asked only that women work to secure peace and overlooked grievances discussed by workshop attendees. The WSPers resisted attempts to unify the two resolutions. Freeman and Firestone felt betrayed. WSP’s dependence on an image of staid domesticity further “fueled antagonism,” and the group’s presumption that it represented American women was “the last straw” for Firestone and Freeman.[endnoteRef:24] They pointed to their experience at the conference as their moment of political awakening and “the genesis” for the radical feminist movement.[endnoteRef:25]  [22:  Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (London: Penguin Classics, 2010): 307; Jon Coburn, “‘Just a Housewife’: The Feminine Mystique, Women Strike for Peace, and Domestic Identity in 1960s America,” History of Women in the Americas, Vol. 3 (2015): 46-60.]  [23:  Andrea Estepa, “Taking the White Gloves Off: Women Strike for Peace and the Transformation of Women’s Activist Identities in the United States, 1961-1980,” (PhD diss., Rutgers University, May 2012): 307.]  [24:  Ibid, 311.]  [25:  Jo Freeman, “On the Origins of the Women’s Liberation Movement from a Strictly Personal Perspective,” in The Feminist Memoir Project: Voices from Women’s Liberation, eds. Rachel Blau DuPlessis and Ann Barr Snitow (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1998): 179.] 

Firestone subsequently orchestrated opposition to WSP at the Jeanette Rankin Brigade demonstration. On January 15, 1968, a women’s peace march organized between Jeanette Rankin, WSP, and the WILPF, drew thousands to Washington, D.C. to protest the continuing war in Vietnam. Headed by Rankin, the first woman to serve in Congress and the only congressional member to vote against entry into both World War One and World War Two, the demonstration drew a broad coalition of women to the capital. Afterwards, the Brigade convened a “Congress of Women” to discuss the brutality of war, the neglect of domestic human needs, and future plans for the mobilization of women towards peace efforts. It was there that activists from the radical feminist group New York Radical Women confronted participants.[endnoteRef:26] Taking issue with the Brigade’s perceived reliance on maternal identity, they declared that women’s peace activists “condoned and even enforced the gender hierarchy in which men made war and women wept.” They staged a mock burial of “traditional womanhood,” using a dummy “complete with feminine getup,” such as “blank face” and “blonde curls.”[endnoteRef:27] Firestone publicly rebuked the women’s peace movement, excoriating the anti-war protesters for coming as “tearful and passive reactors,” rather than as political agents.[endnoteRef:28] Although making a broader attack on “the cultural icon of the stay-at-home mom,” WSP was, as key organizer of the march, the specific focus of this ire.[endnoteRef:29]  WSPers described “an incoherent rant” against their group that seemed “bizarre, insulting, threatening, and strangely unsettling.”[endnoteRef:30]   [26:  Rosen, “The Day They Buried ‘Traditional Womanhood’”: 238. ]  [27:  Shulamith Firestone, “The Jeanette Rankin Brigade: Woman Power?” Notes from the First Year: New York Radical Women (June 1968): 18; Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 138.]  [28:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 138; Firestone, 18.]  [29:  Estepa, 316.]  [30:  Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How the Modern Women’s Movement Changed America (New York: Penguin Books, 2001): 203.] 

“Peace is a Woman’s Issue”
These attacks were a watershed in WSP history. Activists who previously considered themselves radical found that they had been rejected by a younger generation that condemned their “misplaced priorities” and embodiment of women’s oppression.[endnoteRef:31] An identity crisis ensued. At a retreat meeting in October 1968, Washington WSPers descended into a ranging debate over who and what they represented. Folly Fodor, a founder member and host of the meeting, suggested winding down operations entirely.[endnoteRef:32] Such was the scale of the crisis that Dagmar Wilson, leader and icon of WSP, left her position and withdrew from public activities two months later. Sporadic infighting among participants and leadership nearly broke the national organization. In May 1970, a steering committee of key women installed newcomer Trudi Young as formal National Coordinator with the unenviable task of rejuvenating the group’s functions, but sharp disagreements and WSP’s continuing inability “to relate to all levels of women” caused Young to resign just one year later.[endnoteRef:33]  [31:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 241; Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in American, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989): 246; Freeman, 179.]  [32:  “Washington WSP ‘Retreat’ Meeting at Folly Fodor’s, Saturday, 5 October 1968,” SCPC WSP Records, A1, Box 2, Washington WSP Retreat – October 5 1968.]  [33:  “Letter from the Liaison Committee to NCC Members, 23 June 1970,” SCPC WSP Records A3, Box 5, About National Coordinating Committee Meetings 1968-1970; “Letter from Trudi Young to WSP Members, 1 May 1971,” University of California, Berkeley (UCB) Women for Peace (WFP) Records, 6-2, Office Files – National 1971; Jon Coburn, “Making a Difference: The History and Memory of Women Strike for Peace, 1961-1990” (PhD Diss., Northumbria University, 2016): 181-188.] 

Young’s resignation forced the group to confront its decline and restore a sense of purpose. Under the stewardship of widely respected Philadelphia founder Ethel Taylor, and with American involvement in the Vietnam War winding down, WSP renewed the focus on antinuclear campaigns that spurred its founding. Meanwhile, WSPers sought to redefine their approach to the burgeoning women’s movement. Conflicts with radical feminists “were provoking, frustrating, and even confusing,” Amy Swerdlow recalled, “but for some WSP women they were also a transformative experience, one that changed our lives.”[endnoteRef:34] For many WSPers it was the first exposure to any form of feminist thought and the experience forced them to confront their conceptions of gender identity. WSPer Evelyn Alloy explained that the ire of other women had extended “the boundaries of my thinking and understanding.”[endnoteRef:35] WSP’s leadership also became more outspoken in their feminist politics. Wilson’s departure left a hole of influence which was filled by women who disliked using “housewife and mother” as a political identity.[endnoteRef:36] These leaders urged supporters to act as “women” rather than as “mothers.”[endnoteRef:37] Organizers subsequently tried to attract new members, advertising their 1970 national conference as “a women’s conference” instead of a “strictly WSP conference.”[endnoteRef:38] WSPers started contributing publicly to women’s rights concerns. The group joined previous critic Betty Friedan and the National Organization of Women to stage the Women’s Strike for Equality. When WSP activist Bella Abzug ran for Congress, on a platform of women’s equality framed by the refrain “This Woman’s Place is in the House…the House of Representatives,” WSPers gave instrumental support.[endnoteRef:39] At the 1971 National Conference in Evanston, IL, WSP made passage of the Equal Rights Amendment a campaign goal.[endnoteRef:40] Pam Block, a WSP intern during the 1980s, noted this transformation in her article “Motherhood in WSP 1961-1973.” She wrote that, as American women started to see themselves as more than just mothers, the group dropped their maternal emphasis.[endnoteRef:41]  [34:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 137.]  [35:  “Report on Planning Sessions for Revolutionary People’s Plenary Scheduled for September 4-7,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:1, National Consultative Committee Minutes and Memos – Aug 1970-1973.]  [36:  Among these were Ethel Taylor, Mary Clarke, Shirley Lens, Alice Hamburg, and Edith Villastrigo.]  [37:  “March International Women’s Day 1975,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 96A0949, Box 3, International Women’s Day Year 1975. ]  [38:  “National Conference Planning Committee, 17 September 1970,” SCPC WSP Records, A1, Box 1, Misc Minutes.]  [39:  “WSP Played a Major Role,” SCPC WSP Records, C1:3, WSP Related Material About-By Bella Abzug.]  [40:   “Report from Liaison Committee to WSP Groups and National Conference Participants,” October 28, 1971, SCPC WSP Records, A1, Box 3, National Conference – 1971, Evanston IL.]  [41:  “Pam Block, Motherhood in WSP, 1961-1973,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 01A-005, Box 12, National WSP Historical Material.] 

WSP still had to navigate unresolved tensions between women’s peace activists and elements of the women’s liberation movement. In 1971 it heralded an exceptional meeting between North American women’s peace activists and delegates from Vietnam in Toronto. However, by calling their event a “women’s liberation conference” WSP drew scorn from critics charging that “women’s liberation was barely addressed.” Using the conference as an example, critics disparaged the perceived attempt to “turn the independent women’s movement into an adjunct to the anti-war and anti-imperialist movements.”[endnoteRef:42] Trudi Young lamented the organization’s handling of the conference, noting its “failure to organize the many new women who came turned on and left turned off to WSP.”[endnoteRef:43] The radical Fourth World Manifesto, though not directly addressing WSP, expanded the critique to claim that “women who remained committed to anti-war activism could be interpreted as having false consciousness.” Judy Tzu-Chun Wu explains that the manifesto charged any women neglecting women’s liberation in favor of anti-war appeals as “‘dupes’ and ‘tools’ of the male Left.”[endnoteRef:44]  [42:  Ibid, 245.]  [43:  “Letter from Trudi Young to Sisters, May 1, 1971,” UCB WFP Records, 6:2, Office Files – National, 1971.]  [44:  Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, Radicals on the Road: Internationalism, Orientalism, and Feminism During the Vietnam Era (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013): 231; Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 245.] 

The radical feminist critique, though voluble, did not last and the ascendency of cultural feminism redeemed WSP’s projection of maternal feminine identity. Jane Alpert's Mother Right supported WSPers’ confidence that mothers had a responsibility to campaign for peace an affirmed that the “resumption of matriarchy” could save the planet.[endnoteRef:45] Barbara Deming, who frequently encouraged ideological debate within WSP, argued that radical feminists undervalued “the capacity to bear and nurture children,” as it gave women a “spiritual advantage.”[endnoteRef:46] Cultural feminism offered an alternative understanding of gender and femininity with which WSP activists could more comfortably align their own identities.  [45:  Jane Alpert, Mother Right: A New Feminist Theory (Pittsburgh: Know Inc. 1974).]  [46:  Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 250-254.] 

WSPers did not specifically articulate their feminist beliefs, but their group confidently expressed a conception of maternal peace feminism throughout the 1970s that emphasized the inherent peacefulness of women, alongside the centrality of peace and disarmament to women’s liberation. It wanted to reach “many new women” with an agenda centered on new directions for peace activism.[endnoteRef:47] Swerdlow noted that WSP’s primary motive in joining the Women’s Strike for Equality in 1970, for example, “was to add to the women’s rights agenda a call for the immediate withdrawal of all US forces from Southeast Asia.”[endnoteRef:48] Forcefully arguing that “peace is a woman’s issue,” WSPers continued to push the women’s movement to recognize that peace and disarmament were an essential requirement of gender equality.[endnoteRef:49]  Beginning in 1974, the group expressed its intent to raise “the consciousness of women to the disarmament issue” and offered a “Women’s Plea for Survival” as its contribution to International Women’s Year.[endnoteRef:50] Ethel Taylor’s belief that peace should occupy an important place in the program encouraged her personal participation. In a co-written op-ed to the New York Times in 1975, she wrote that “it is exciting to see women emerging as a force” within the US. But, if International Women’s Year was to be successful, “it must signal the beginning of the total involvement of women” in the campaign for peace and disarmament.[endnoteRef:51] WSP activists secured leadership roles in IWY events and performed essential duties at the 1977 National Women’s Conference in Houston.[endnoteRef:52] The conference drew parallels with the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention on Women’s Rights and prioritized resolutions on abortion, domestic abuse, healthcare, and the Equal Rights Amendment.[endnoteRef:53] WSP activists nevertheless devoted themselves to resolutions on disarmament.  [47:  Ibid.]  [48:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 242.]  [49:  Taylor, We Made a Difference, 111]  [50:  “Suggested Agenda for October 4, 5, and 6,” UCB WFP Records, 7-2, Office Files – National, 1974; “Minutes – East Coast WSP Conference, 24 January 1975,” SCPC WSP Records, A1, Box 3, Regional Conferences; “Women’s Plea for Survival,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 96A-040, Box 2, International Women’s Year Coalition 1975.]  [51:  “Message to American Women – International Women’s Year – 1975,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 96A-040, Box 2, International Women’s Year Coalition 1975; “A Message to Ms./Miss/Mrs. Everywoman,” American University (AU) WSP Archives, Box 17, Women and Peace, 1967-1971, 1977-1994.]  [52:  “Kaleidoscope: Tribune of International Women’s Year,” CHM WFP Records, 5-11, WFP Women 1975; “Letter from Judith Joseph to Hazel Grossman, 1 August 1975,” UCB WFP Records, 7-22, World Congress for International Women’s Year, 1975; “Geographical Index of the U.S. Delegation, World Congress for International Women’s Year,” UCB WFP Records, 7-22, World Congress for International Women’s Year, 1975; Taylor, We Made a Difference, 107-114.]  [53:  Marjorie J. Spruill, Divided We Stand: The Battle Over Women's Rights and Family Values That Polarized American Politics (New York: Bloomsbury, 2017); Doreen J. Mattingly and Jessica L. Nare, “‘A Rainbow of Women’: Diversity and Unity at the 1977 U.S. International Women’s Year Conference,” Journal of Women’s History, Vol. 26, No. 2 (Summer 2014): 88-112; Caroline Bird, What Women Want: From the Official Report to the President, the Congress and the People of the United States (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979).] 

A Feminist Memory of the Women’s Peace Movement
Alongside WSP’s reconsideration of gender and engagement with the women’s movement, activists underwent a change in how they understood their past. Historical descriptions written during the 1960s reflected the group’s pervasive maternalism and distanced WSP from any allusion to feminist activism. Founding member Eleanor Garst drafted an unpublished history with a version of events that spoke clearly to the group’s maternal and “folksy” public image. She explained its gender politics by referring to activists’ feminine appearance, affirming participants’ childcare responsibilities, and foregrounding the familial priorities of the group’s activists.[endnoteRef:54] Garst used contemporary statements and meeting minutes to reinforce her depiction, noting the belief in WSP meetings that “as women we must get our naughty, naughty boys to sit down to supper and talk it over.” She recalled colleagues dictating that WSP “must not get involved in political issues.”[endnoteRef:55] Had WSP folded towards the end of the 1960s, which it nearly did, Garst’s chronicle may have remained the only attempt at historicizing the organization from an activists’ point of view. WSP would be remembered as a maternal group comprised of affirmed, self-described non-feminists.  [54:  SHSW WSP Records, M83-327, Working Papers for Ch1, 2, WSP Formation, Test Ban Efforts; Working Papers for Ch 3 on WISP, Jan 1962; Ch 3 Working Papers on Geneva Conference, Clippings, 1962; Ch 4 Working Papers on High Altitude Testing, Clippings, April 1962; Working Papers for Chapter 7, Test Ban Treaty, Initial Stand Against Vietnam War, Anti-Nuclear Dem in Netherlands, May 1964.]  [55:  “Women Strike for Peace Minutes December 2, 1961,” SHSW WSP Records, M83-327, Working Papers for Ch1, 2, WSP Formation, Test Ban Efforts.] 

Instead, the group’s survival into the 1970s provoked blossoming nostalgia. Members staged reunions with former colleagues to reminisce and reflect on their shared history.[endnoteRef:56] An anniversary issue of the group’s newsletter, Memo, looked “back on the 60s” with testimonials from WSP activists.[endnoteRef:57] The commemorative issue set a precedent for future plenary speeches, meetings, and conferences to ruminate on WSP’s past. Mary Clarke’s address to the 1972 national conference in Santa Barbara offered her history of WSP, highlighting “its policies and achievements.”  Enamored with the speech’s content, attendees duplicated and distributed a transcript so that non-attendees could read it.[endnoteRef:58] Whereas keynote addresses of past conferences dealt with contemporary issues, plenaries honoring the group’s past became a key feature of national conferences.[endnoteRef:59]  [56:  “Card from Mary Clarke to Dagmar Wilson,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 2013-050:11, WSP Friends Personal Correspondence.]  [57:  “Memo – Special Commemorative Issue, 1970,” University of Washington, Seattle (UWS) Seattle Women Act for Peace Records, 3:13, WSP 1962-2000, 1-3.]  [58:  “Minutes of WSP National Conference, December 8-11, 1972, Santa Barbara, California,” UCB WFP Records, 6:13, Office Files – National Conference, Santa Barbara, 1972.]  [59:  “Keynote Address by Ethel Taylor at WSP National Conference, Chicago, Illinois, October 1973,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:3, National Conference – 1973, Chicago IL.] 

1970s depictions of WSP cohered a vivid and robust folklore that not only reinforced particular perceptions of WSP’s past but allowed contemporary activists to develop their own sense of purpose from shared memories of the group.[endnoteRef:60] Social movement theorists increasingly recognize the importance of collective memory and the practice of remembering to the sustenance of an activist group’s identity.[endnoteRef:61] As Timothy Gongaware writes, “common understanding of the past” influences decisions “in the present.”[endnoteRef:62]  Mary Clarke acknowledged these intentions directly, explaining to her audience that “the reason I’ve gone into our past is: How can we know who we are until we know who we’ve been.”[endnoteRef:63] Taylor’s address the following year suggested that current activists use past experience to inform their efforts.[endnoteRef:64] Nostalgia, folklore, and collective memory practices are also important to instill continuity as transformations in collective identity take place. Movement leaders create a “useable past” by carefully emphasizing certain historical aspects and events that can produce “a sense of permanence.” This is vital to retain the connection and commitment of participants.[endnoteRef:65] As newcomers to the group had little knowledge of WSP’s history prior to joining, their perception of the organization’s past relied on the impressions that long term activists provided.[endnoteRef:66]  [60:  “WSP National Conference November 10-11 1982,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:3, National Conference – 1982, Berkeley CA.]  [61:  Timothy Kubal and Rene Becerra, “Social Movements and Collective Memory,” Sociology Compass, 8/6 (2014): 871.]  [62:  Timothy B. Gongaware, “Collective Memories and Collective Identities: Maintaining Unity in Native American Educational Social Movements,” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 32(5): 484–485.]  [63:  “National WSP Conference, Dec. 8-11, 1972, Santa Barbara, Calif. Remarks by Mary Clarke,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:3, National Conference – 1972, Santa Barbara CA.]  [64:  “Keynote Address by Ethel Taylor at WSP National Conference, Chicago, Illinois, October 1973,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:3, National Conference – 1973, Chicago IL.]  [65:  Timothy B. Gongaware, “Keying the Past to the Present: Collective Memories and Continuity in Collective Identity Change,” Social Movement Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1, 39-54 (January 2011): 39-54.]  [66:  “Minutes of WSP National Conference, December 8-11, 1972, Santa Barbara, California,” UCB WFP Records, 6:13, Office Files – National Conference, Santa Barbara, 1972.] 


Attempts to interpret the group’s history were similar to, but differed from, ongoing reclamations of women’s history occurring elsewhere. Gerda Lerner’s work in particular drew attention to the neglect of women in histories of the US.[endnoteRef:67] Lara Leigh Kelland shows that, in the early 1970s, the women’s liberation movement reclaimed “past narratives of women who had realized personal success, resisted patriarchal limitations, and worked for women’s equality.” This sought to produce an “identity-based history” that could strengthen and unify the American women’s movement around a shared memory.[endnoteRef:68] But rather than just seeking an intra-group memory to bring their own organization together, WSPers altered how they saw their past relationship with the women’s movement to legitimate their contemporary engagement. In WSP’s case, fulfilling involvement in the women’s movement required a simultaneous revisioning in its memory of the women’s peace movement. Activists started to permeate their history with allusions to a longstanding commitment to contemporary feminist issues, making subtle changes to their narrative to place themselves among the popular rise of this movement. Clarke’s “moving and revealing history of WSP” at the 1972 National Conference affirmed that “we started as a one day phenomena, but the answer came back loud and clear: we want to be a women’s movement, where we make the decisions and not continue as the stamp lickers and office workers with nothing to say” (emphasis in the original).[endnoteRef:69] Invoking the past in this way, Clarke proclaimed that WSP had always been a leading organization for women’s equality. Following its contributions to IWY, Sarah Diamondstein of Westchester WFP wrote to the New York Times that WSP did not “have to turn our energies to the women’s movement,” because “we were already in the women’s movement.”[endnoteRef:70] By 1979, WSP had codified this story and the 18th anniversary journal declared that a “fiercely” feminist rhetoric and outlook had always pervaded WSP.[endnoteRef:71]  [67:  Gerda Lerner, “New Approaches to the Study of Women in American History,” Journal of Social History, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Autumn 1969): 53-62; Gerda Lerner, “Placing Women in History: Definitions and Challenges,” Feminist Studies, Vol. 3, No. 1/2 (Autumn 1975): 5-14; Joan Kelly, “The Doubled Vision of Feminist Theory: A Postscript to the ‘Women and Power’ Conference,” Feminist Studies, Vol. 5, No. 1, Women and Power: Dimensions of Women’s Historical Experience (Spring 1979): 216-227.]  [68:  Lara Leigh Kelland, Clio’s Foot Soldiers: Twentieth-Century U.S. Social Movements and Collective Memory (Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 2018): 6, 71.]  [69:  “National WSP Conference, Dec. 8-11, 1972, Santa Barbara, Calif. Remarks by Mary Clarke,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:3, National Conference – 1972, Santa Barbara CA.]  [70:  Sarah Diamondstein, “Women Still Strike for Peace,” New York Times, January 29, 1978, WC12.]  [71:  “WSP Commemorative Journal, 1961-1979,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:2, Documents Describing WSP History.] 

Lacking a legacy of public commitment to feminist causes, WSP repositioned their past espousals of gender politics and emphasized what were previously considered radical fringe elements of their organization. The rehabilitation of Bella Abzug’s role in WSP shows this tangible impact of changing historical perspective. Abzug was a fervent feminist throughout her life. Her mother once said of her daughter that she was a feminist from the day she was born; Abzug once jested that her “parents had the foresight to give birth to me in the year women got the vote.”[endnoteRef:72] As a child, she gave speeches on social justice and women’s liberation in front of her father’s butcher shop.[endnoteRef:73] Having been forbidden from reciting the mourning prayer after her father’s death, a tradition usually reserved for males, she defiantly attended her synagogue every day for a year to recite the prayer anyway.[endnoteRef:74] Abzug graduated from Columbia Law School and, noticing that union officials ignored her on account of her sex, began wearing her trademarked wide-brimmed hats to ensure she would attract attention.[endnoteRef:75] As a young attorney she defended Willie McGee, a black man from Mississippi accused of raping a white woman with whom he had a consensual relationship. The case became a cause célèbre. McGee was ultimately executed, but Abzug’s defense raised a considerable challenge to conventional understandings of Jim Crow sexual politics.[endnoteRef:76] In the illuminating Battling Bella, Leandra Ruth Zarnow explains that “what is so striking about Abzug’s journey is how consistent she was, stubbornly so.” Abzug “drew her energy from being part of causes and movements bigger than herself, but she was always driven to challenge injustices as she saw them.”[endnoteRef:77] [72:  Suzanne Braun Levine and Mary Thom eds., Bella Abzug: How One Tough Broad from the Bronx Fought Jim Crow and Joe McCarthy, Pissed Off Jimmy Carter, Battled for the Rights of Women and Workers, Rallied Against War and for the Planet, and Shook Up Politics Along the Way (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2007): 4; see also Sato Masaya, “Bella Abzug’s Dilemma: The Cold War, Women’s Politics, and the Arab-Israeli Conflict in the 1970s,” Journal of Women’s History, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Summer 2018): 112-135.]  [73:  “Celebrating the Remarkable Life of Bella Abzug,” AU WSP Records, 2, Leadership, 1975, 1979, 1982-1987, 1990-1998, n.d.]  [74:  Peter Dreier, The 100 Greatest Americans of the 20th Century: A Social Justice Hall of Fame (New York: Nation Books, 2012): 317.]  [75:  Alan H. Levy, The Political Life of Bella Abzug, 1920-1976: Political Passions, Women’s Rights, and Congressional Battles (Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2013): 62.]  [76:  Leandra Zarnow, “The Legal Origins of ‘The Personal is Political’: Bella Abzug and Sexual Politics in Cold War America,” in Breaking the Wave: Women, Organizations, and Feminism, 1945-1985, eds. Kathleen A. Laughlin and Jacqueline Castledine (New York: Routledge, 2011): 28-29.]  [77:  Leandra Ruth Zarnow, Battling Bella: The Protest Politics of Bella Abzug (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2019): 15.] 

Abzug enthusiastically joined WSP on witnessing its second demonstration in New York on November 1, 1961, but many of her new colleagues took an immediate disliking to her; personally and politically. Norman Mailer once said that Abzug’s voice could “boil the fat off a taxicab driver’s neck,” and her brash tones and caustic put downs fundamentally contrasted the generally staid and quiet WSP participants.[endnoteRef:78] Although Abzug established a “web of influence” with New York colleagues, Swerdlow recalled, “she was always yelling at us, and no one paid attention. They couldn’t stand her.”[endnoteRef:79] Alan Levy’s history of Abzug’s political life notes WSPers’ “fatigued shakes of the head,” largely because they felt that Abzug did not embody the “correct” image the organization wished to project.[endnoteRef:80] She was aware of this criticism, reflecting that “they often said, ‘Don’t let her speak, because she represents something different than what we’re trying to portray.’ I was not reflective of the typical Women-Strike-for-Peacer.” Abzug saw peace activism as “an expression of her motherly love,” but Gloria Steinem alleged that WSP told her “she couldn’t represent them because she wasn’t motherly enough.”[endnoteRef:81] Much of the dislike for Abzug emerged in response to her outspoken feminism. Abzug anticipated that WSP’s otherwise disarming “moralistic performance” of motherhood would “make it harder for peace women to cultivate a reputation as adept political operators.”[endnoteRef:82] She lamented her colleagues’ dependence on moral appeals for peace, while WSPers, in turn, disliked Abzug’s willingness to become involved in the “dirty” world of mainstream politics. Her political fervor put her in an entirely separate “faction” from the majority of women who had joined WSP out of “moralistic persuasions.”[endnoteRef:83] Abzug pleaded for WSPers to recognize their voice. She wanted women to “know what you’re talking about. You have to learn what it is.” She advised that “it’s okay to show your emotion and come in as a mother and as a woman to say this is going to hurt my children, but it’s not good enough.” This attitude arose suspicion from WSP’s founder Dagmar Wilson, who was “always a little leery” of Abzug.[endnoteRef:84] Abzug recalled having difficulties because “I was a feminist. They were not.”[endnoteRef:85] The fact that Abzug had come to WSP having become “accustomed to the concept of billable hours” exacerbated her frustrations with the group, a point expounded by Andrea Estepa, who observes that Abzug “felt her time was more valuable” than that of other WSPers.[endnoteRef:86] “I made inroads into my earning capacity,” Abzug recalled, “I spent all my extracurricular time as a volunteer like anybody else, but for me it was a sacrifice.” She remained critical 20 years later.[endnoteRef:87] Steinem revealingly commented that WSP’s disdain for Abzug actually “encouraged her feminism.”[endnoteRef:88]	  [78:  Laura Mansnerus, “Bella Abzug, 77, Congresswoman and a Founding Feminism, Is Dead,” New York Times, April 1, 1998, A1; “Bella Abzug,” New York Times, April 1, 1998, A22.]  [79:  Zarnow, Battling Bella, 42; Braun Levine and Thom, 62.]  [80:  Levy, 64.]  [81:  Zarnow, Battling Bella, 42; Braun Levine and Thom, 63.]  [82:  Zarnow, Battling Bella, 43.]  [83:  Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones, Changing Differences: Women and the Shaping of American Foreign Policy, 1917-1994 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1995): 60; Braun Levine and Thom, 86.]  [84:  Braun Levine and Thom, 61, 86.]  [85:  Jeffreys-Jones, 135.]  [86:  Estepa, 306; Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 146.]  [87:  Estepa, 306; Amy Swerdlow interview, September 25, 1987, Women's International League for Peace and Freedom Collection ARS.0056, Stanford University Archive of Recorded Sound.]  [88:  Levy, 66.	] 

Abzug retained a public reputation as a forceful proponent of women’s participation in politics.[endnoteRef:89] Her run for office in 1970 got broad public support from women, people of color, and the gay community in New York.[endnoteRef:90] On her first day in office Abzug tabled a resolution calling for the end of the Vietnam War. She was the first to call for President Nixon’s impeachment in 1972.[endnoteRef:91] She introduced the first gay rights bill to Congress in May 1974.[endnoteRef:92] US News and World Report polled Congressional Representatives in 1972 and found Abzug to be the third most influential member.[endnoteRef:93] Throughout her time in congress she prioritized women’s rights issues and demonstrated her flair for pointed remarks about gender hierarchies, once deriding Congress for its “impotence” while remarking that “it’s always a shock, I’m sure, to wake up one day and find out you’re impotent."[endnoteRef:94] As the presiding officer for the National Commission on the Observance of International Women’s Year, Abzug garnered a warm and enthusiastic reception from women around the world.[endnoteRef:95] Journalist Myra Macpherson claimed that Bella Abzug’s work for the women’s movement would prove her “major legacy.”[endnoteRef:96] Former vice presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro explained that Abzug “didn’t knock lightly on the door. She didn’t even push it open or batter it down. She took it off the hinges forever!”[endnoteRef:97] [89:  WSP’s difficult relationship with Abzug was not unique, Levy, 67; Jeffreys-Jones, 135.]  [90:  Braun Levine and Thom, 97, 99; Levy, 109-110.]  [91:  Charles DeBenedetti and Charles Chatfield, An American Ordeal: The Antiwar Movement of the Vietnam Era (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990): 331.]  [92:  Barbara J. Love ed., Feminists Who Changed America, 1963-1975 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2006): 3.]  [93:  Braun Levine and Thom, 110.]  [94:  “Bella Abzug, March 18, 1973,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:1, National Consultative Committee Minutes and Memos – Aug 1970-1973.]  [95:  “Kaleidoscope: Tribune of International Women’s Year,” CHM WFP, 5:11, WFP Women 1975.]  [96:  Myra Macpherson, “Bella Abzug, Champion of Women,” The Washington Post, 2 April 1998, B1.]  [97:  Dreier, 319.] 

Abzug’s rise caused WSPers to reconsider her involvement with the group. The 1970 commemorative memo favorably highlighted Abzug’s role as National Legislative Chairwoman of WSP and her ten-year service as Political Action Director, overlooking the intense disapproval many participants felt towards her feminist politicking.[endnoteRef:98] On her election to congress, WSP celebrated that, finally, it had “our own woman on the hill.” The group clutched Abzug and took her victory as a validation for its own activities, declaring her assent to congress as “also an affirmation of the WSP program.”[endnoteRef:99] Having previously struggled to encourage the organization to listen to her, Abzug started delivering plenary speeches to WSP national conferences and on the occasions she could not attend meetings delegates read statements she sent in absentia to gatherings that valued her contributions.[endnoteRef:100] In 1974, WSP made Abzug their “Woman of the Year.”[endnoteRef:101] Decades later, WSP activists continued to point to Abzug’s personal achievements as evidence of their whole group’s success.[endnoteRef:102] [98:  “Memo – Special Commemorative Issue, 1970,” UWS SWAP Records, 3:13, WSP 1962-2000, 21.]  [99:  “Press Release, 70,” SCPC WSP Records, C1:3, WSP Related Material About Bella Abzug.]  [100:  “Message to WSP National Conference, California, December 9, 1972,” UCB WFP Records, 6:6, Office Files – National Conference, Santa Barbara, 1972.]  [101:  “Bella: Our Woman of the Year,” SCPC WSP Records, C1:3, WSP Related Material About Bella Abzug.]  [102:  Nadine Brozan, “Chronicle: Looking Back at a Spontaneous Moment in the History of Women,” New York Times, December 6, 1993, B7.] 

As the suite of memoirs, oral recollections, and other ephemera produced by activists remains the significant source of information relating to WSP, the group’s memories influenced the public record, which similarly changed to suit Abzug’s new position at the forefront of the group’s history. Abzug barely featured in news reporting and public stories of WSP during the 1960s, at the height of the group’s activism.[endnoteRef:103] But later testimonials heralded Abzug as a vital force that drove the group throughout the decade, granting her credit for founding WSP and equating her influence to that of Dagmar Wilson. On her death, The Washington Post, New York Times and Los Angeles Times all declared her “a founder of Women Strike for Peace.”[endnoteRef:104] Some archival collections now describe the group’s success with reference to Abzug’s influence. The Seattle Women Act for Peace Archives at the University of Washington-Seattle explain that “WSP was founded by Bella Abzug and Dagmar Wilson,” while the online Jewish Women’s Archive frames its entry on WSP almost entirely around Abzug.[endnoteRef:105] Academic histories too list the group’s founding among Abzug’s achievements and describe her involvement in the 1960s without reference to the strained relationship she developed with both leaders and grassroots activists.[endnoteRef:106]  [103:  Based on a digital archival review of The New York Times, the Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, the Boston Globe, and the Los Angeles Times from 1960 to 1970. Bella Abzug appeared in articles concerning WSP activity only twice, both coming in the first half of 1969.]  [104:  John J. Goldman, “Former N.Y. Rep. Bella Abzug Dies at 77,” Los Angeles Times, April 1, 1998, A10; Laura Mansnerus, “Bella Abzug, 77, Congresswoman and a Founding Feminist, Is Dead,” New York Times, April 1, 1998, A1; Claudia Levy, “Feminist, Congresswoman Bella Abzug Dies at 77,” The Washington Post, April 1, 1998, B6; Zarnow writes that Abzug “rarely corrected those who assumed she had been there from the start,” Battling Bella, 39.]  [105:  “Guide to the Seattle Women Act for Peace Records,” University Libraries, University of Washington, Seattle. http://digital.lib.washington.edu/findingaids/view?docId=SWAP4073_1_4073_2.xml. Last Accessed October 7, 2019; “Women Strike For Peace,” Jewish Women’s Archive, https://jwa.org/thisweek/nov/01/1961/wsfp. Last Accessed October 7, 2019.]  [106:  Love, 3.] 

Abzug’s changing status confirms two things. First, WSPers’ original dislike shows that, throughout the 1960s, they wanted to keep their maternal peace activism entirely separate from feminist campaigning, both publicly and privately. Second, the later reassessment of Abzug’s status exemplifies how WSP’s subsequently altered perspective on gender identity and feminism caused a reconsideration of its organizational history and memory. Swerdlow acknowledged that reassessments of Abzug arose from the influence of later social, cultural, and political contexts. Recognizing that Abzug “did not fit the WSP ‘mother and housewife’ image,” Swerdlow wrote, “it was not until the second-wave of feminism legitimized self-assertive professional women” that she became “recognized and admired” by WSP activists.[endnoteRef:107] [107:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 54.] 

However, the reappraisal of Abzug was not cynical. To accept Nancy F. Cott’s suggestion that historians should pay more attention to “self-naming” among women activists, WSP’s activities in the 1960s should not be defined as feminist.[endnoteRef:108] But withholding such a classification would not appreciate the context in which WSP acted. The “recuperation” of the feminist brand only occurred in the 1970s.[endnoteRef:109] The term did not exist in an appropriate form for WSP to use during its formative years, but came into widespread use as the decade wore on. In conjunction with the growth in women’s history as a serious discipline, women across the US were encouraged to “connect to a historical tradition” that was finally “widely acceptable.”[endnoteRef:110] That WSP altered its standpoint in light of the changing social environment is therefore not surprising. Similarly, Claire Goldberg Moses’ compelling examination of the ebb and flow of feminist identity throughout history shows that, by the beginning of the 1970s, recuperation of the word “feminist” allowed all those working on behalf of women’s development to classify themselves as such. The emerging wave of women’s studies scholarship enabled peace activists to reframe their past endeavors and “connect to a historical tradition” that was now “widely acceptable.”[endnoteRef:111]  [108:  Nancy F. Cott, “What's in a Name? The Limits of 'Social Feminism;' or, Expanding the Vocabulary of Women's History?” The Journal of American History, Vol. 76, No. 3 (December 1989): 821.]  [109:  Claire Goldberg Moses, ‘“What’s in a Name?” On Writing the History of Feminism,’ Feminist Studies, Vol. 38, No. 3 (Fall 2012): 765.]  [110:  Ibid, 767.]  [111:  Ibid, 757-779.] 

Peace and Motherhood
Motherhood and domesticity remained contentious in feminist discourse throughout the 1980s. An edited collection discussing the “Politics of Housework” opened with Ellen Malos’ emphatic assertion that “there will be no true liberation of women until we get rid of the assumption that it will always be women who do housework and look after children.”[endnoteRef:112] A widely influential article by Redstockings member Pat Mainardi, also titled “The Politics of Housework” and originally published in 1970, continued to arouse debate over power dynamics between men and women within relationships.[endnoteRef:113] Maternal peace activism became a locus for such debates. In 1983 Simon de Beauvoir echoed earlier criticisms of WSP by declaring that “women should desire peace as human beings, not as women.”[endnoteRef:114] Micaela di Leonardo’s cogent evaluation of maternal protest in 1985 argued that the “Moral Mother” precludes any possibility for critical discussion of the relationship between gender and militarism.[endnoteRef:115] Di Leonardo’s ranging critique of maternal peace protest argued that it prevents women from having to “become feminists,” privileges a specifically heterosexual image of womanhood, and serves as a poor organizing tool for continued activism that is particularly vulnerable to “empirically based counterarguments.”[endnoteRef:116] Others came to maternalism’s defense. Sara Ruddick constructed a general account of “maternal practice” based on her own experiences as a mother, defending the connection between maternalism and peaceful beliefs by arguing that the goals and practices of motherhood informed political attitudes.[endnoteRef:117] Alice Echols argues that the idea of women’s inherently peaceful nature “became almost commonplace in the women’s movement by the 1980s.”[endnoteRef:118] Yet peace activists themselves wrangled over how to appropriately represent femininity in their work. In 1981, radical organizers of the Women’s Pentagon Action clashed with the more moderate Women’s Party for Survival, an organization specifically formed to cater to women who “objected to the significant visibility of lesbian feminists” in alternative groups.[endnoteRef:119] Similar disagreements thereafter “plagued” the Women’s Pentagon Action and created rifts “over race, class, sexuality, and notions of womanhood” in much the same way that they had frustrated groups such as WSP in the late 1960s. Such debates were not limited to individual groups. In 1983, organizers of the Women’s Peace Presence to Stop Project E.L.F. in rural Northern Wisconsin, loosely affiliated with the Women’s Encampment for a Future of Peace and Justice and the Greenham Common Women’s Peace camp, argued about whether to include women who expressed “non-traditional” gender identities alongside “mainstream women (who are more “straight”).”[endnoteRef:120]  [112:  Ellen Malos, “Introduction,” in The Politics of Housework, ed. Ellen Malos (London: Allison & Busby, 1980): 1.]  [113:  Pat Mainardi, “The Politics of Housework,” Ms., 2, 6 (May 1992): 40-41.]  [114:  Simone de Beauvoir, "Simone de Beauvoir Talks about Sartre," Ms. 12 (August 1983): 87-90; Micaela Di Leonardo, “Morals, Mothers, and Militarism: Antimilitarism and Feminist Theory,” Feminist Studies, Vol. 11, No. 3 (Autumn 1985): 615. Intriguingly, De Beauvoir’s criticism followed her earlier expression of “solidarity” with WSP, “Message from Simone de Beauvoir, 1964,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 01A-005, National WSP Statements About, “Message from Simone de Beauvoir, 1964.”]  [115:  Di Leonardo: 599-617.]  [116:  Di Leonardo, 602, 612; Velma García-Gorena, Mothers and the Mexican Antinuclear Power Movement (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1999): 121-122.]  [117:  Ruddick, Maternal Thinking; Sara Ruddick, “Preservative Love and Military Destruction: Some Reflections on Mothering and Peace,” in Mothering: Essays in Feminist Theory, ed. Joyce Trebilcot (Savage, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1983): 231-262; Jean Keller, “Rethinking Ruddick and the Ethnocentrism Critique of Maternal Thinking,” Hypatia, Vol. 25, No. 4 (Fall 2010): 834-851. See also, Jodi York, “The Truth(s) About Women and Peace,” Peace Review, Vol. 8, No. 3, Special Issue: Women and War (1996): 323-329; Nancy Scheper-Hughes, “Maternal Thinking and the Politics of War,” in The Women and War Reader, eds. Lois Ann Lorentzen and Jennifer Turpin (London: New York University Press, 1998): 227-233.]  [118:  Alice Echols, “‘Women Power’ and Women’s Liberation: Exploring the Relationship Between the Antiwar Movement and the Women’s Liberation Movement,” in Give Peace a Chance: Exploring the Vietnam Antiwar Movement, ed. Melvin Small (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1992): 176.]  [119:  Wesley G. Phelps, “Women’s Pentagon Action: The Persistence of Radicalism and Direct-Action Civil Disobedience in the Age of Reagan,” Peace and Change, Vol. 39, No. 3 (July 2014): 352.]  [120:  “Highlights from November 5-6 Minneapolis Meeting of Women’s Peace Presence,” SCPC Women’s Peace Presence to Stop Project ELF.] 

This context informed Amy Swerdlow’s histories of WSP. She completed her Ph.D. with a thesis examining how maternal politics aided WSP’s successful influencing of the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty and spent the 1980s publishing widely on the group’s earlier work. The surrounding debates of motherhood, feminism, and peace activism compelled her robust defense of WSP’s maternal rhetoric.[endnoteRef:121] “Ladies Day at the Capitol,” first published in Feminist Studies in 1982, directly engaged with Sara Evans’ Personal Politics by celebrating the display of WSP’s maternal identity at the 1962 HUAC hearings. Swerdlow argued that, by not stepping “outside the traditional sex role assumptions” while critiquing “man’s world,” WSP activists “began the transformation of woman’s consciousness and woman’s role.”[endnoteRef:122] The acclaimed article recreated WSP’s creative and dramatic efforts at a time when “most progressive movements, including feminism, were at a low ebb.”[endnoteRef:123] Swerdlow concluded 1993’s Women Strike for Peace, written throughout the previous two decades, by situating it “in current debates among feminist scholars and activists regarding the relationship of traditional female culture to radical social change and to feminism.” It was “in the spirit of WSP as it was transformed in the early 1970s.”[endnoteRef:124] Swerdlow believed that WSPers challenged “the gendered division of labor and power in the political culture of the Left as well as the Right.”[endnoteRef:125]  [121:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 234.]  [122:  Amy Swerdlow, “Ladies’ Day at the Capitol: Women Strike for Peace versus HUAC,” Feminist Studies, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Autumn 1982): 516.]  [123:  Ruth Milkman and Rayna Rapp, “Preface,” Feminist Studies, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Autumn 1982): 491.]  [124:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 234.]  [125:  Ibid, 233.] 

However, Swerdlow's opinion differed with time. Her initial research report in 1973 contended that WSP “was basically a feminist movement, though many of its present day leaders would deny this.”[endnoteRef:126] She provided a more emphatic opinion for WSP’s 18th anniversary commemorative journal six years later, claiming that “WSP policy throughout” the 1960s was “fiercely autonomist and feminist.”[endnoteRef:127] But she moderated later expressions. In a 1989 chapter, “‘Pure Milk, Not Poison’,” she explained that WSP had “accepted for itself a secondary, supportive, helping, and enabling role” among anti-war protesters, rather than engaging with attitudes towards women’s liberation.[endnoteRef:128] On the publication of Women Strike for Peace in 1993, Swerdlow again defended the political identity of “traditional” motherhood. “We were middle-class housewives working from Christmas card lists and church rosters,” she explained, “we were the lady next door, we were concerned about our children, not political power.”[endnoteRef:129] This reflects the continued challenge of justifying women’s maternal peace activism while American feminist discourse continually debated the value of motherhood. It also shows the difficulty of reconciling WSP’s ambiguous stance towards women’s liberation with some activists’ perceptions that they were, and always had been, feminist agitators. If, as Swerdlow argued, activists “were not aware in their early years that they were fighting a battle of the sexes,” then WSP’s feminism was not a feature of its original identity.[endnoteRef:130] [126:  “Progress Report on WSP Research,” SCPC WSP Records, C1:3, Research on WSP by Amy Swerdlow.]  [127:  “WSP Commemorative Journal, 1961-1979,” SCPC WSP Records, A1:2, Documents Describing WSP History.]  [128:  Amy Swerdlow, “‘Pure Milk, Not Poison’: Women Strike for Peace and the Test Ban Treaty of 1963,” in Rocking the Ship of State: Toward a Feminist Peace Politics, eds. Adrienne Harries and Ynestra King (Boulder: Westview Press, 1989): 227.]  [129:  Nadine Brozan, “Chronicle: Looking Back at a Spontaneous Moment in the History of Women,” New York Times, December 6, 1993, B7.]  [130:  Swerdlow, Women Strike for Peace, 233; Love, 453.] 

WSP figures supported and contradicted Swerdlow’s findings, with contested memories and confusion over the group’s feminist priorities. Former member Naomi Goodman recalled “there was a song at one of the later WSP gatherings which included words to the effect that we joined to help peace and found ourselves in the process. This has certainly been true.”[endnoteRef:131] Former National Coordinator Ethel Taylor published an “anecdotal” history of her own experiences in WSP in 1997 and wrote that “in retrospect we were the harbingers of the women’s liberation movement. Our discussions were certainly consciousness-raising.”[endnoteRef:132] Yet, in the same book, Taylor also recalled that she “had not actually been involved, except peripherally, in the women’s movement” prior to working for the National Women’s Conference.[endnoteRef:133] Eleanor Garst continued to refer to WSPers as “housewives” acting “quite out of character in those lady-like times.”[endnoteRef:134] In a 1989 oral history interview, Dagmar Wilson proudly identified herself as a feminist and evoked her family’s close ties to suffrage activism. She declared that she would have taken part in the first-wave of women’s rights activism. But she also explained that WSP was “not a women’s movement,” but a “peace movement activated by women” emphasizing that “there’s a difference in that.” Adding that WSP emerged out of ideas linked to women’s liberation, she underlined her belief that “we were not a feminist movement. We were simply women working for the good of humanity.”[endnoteRef:135] [131:  Naomi Goodman, “Review: WSP: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics in the 1960s, by Amy Swerdlow,” Fellowship (July/August 1994): 27.]  [132:  Taylor, We Made a Difference, 2.]  [133:  Ibid, 111.]  [134:  Eleanor Garst, “A Memory of Ava Helen Pauling,” SCPC WSP Records, ACC 96A-012, Box 1.]  [135:  Wilson interview.] 

WSP constructed and reconstructed its identity and ideology to keep protests relevant, but many of the historical depictions its activists expressed in the 1970s did not accurately reflect what it had claimed to represent in the previous decade. Such reassessments complicate descriptions of activists gender identity and feminist politics. In her authorative Peace as a Women’s Issue, Harriet Alonso notes that WSP’s early appeal came from its “respectable, middle-class, middle-aged peace ladies in white gloves and flowered hats.” She recognizes that this image subsequently “put off” younger members of the women’s liberation movement. However, Alonso also argues that WSP held an appeal for “younger, budding feminists” and made other groups, such as WILPF, “seem staid” in comparison.[endnoteRef:136] Given the change in WSP’s collective identity, and the contestations that leading figures express in their memory, both evaluations of WSP are accurate. It depends upon the period in which WSP are being referred, and the activists providing the story. [136:  Harriet Hyman Alonso, Peace As a Woman’s Issue: A History of the U.S. Movement for World Peace and Women’s Rights (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1993): 204-231.] 

Conclusion
This article reveals how peace activism proclaimed as non-feminist in the 1960s subsequently became feminist as activists transformed their understanding of gender and became involved in a more public phase of women’s activism. WSP in the 1960s distanced itself from any allusions of feminist campaigning, both publicly and privately, which drew significant scorn from peers more firmly committed to women’s issues. But the group later reconsidered this period of activity and developed a new collective memory that suited its reengagement with the women’s movement in the 1970s. Maternal women’s peace activists reinterpreted their histories to account for fundamental changes in their gender identity. To gain legitimacy, influence, and instill a collective identity, leading figures offered a version of history that remapped an agenda of feminist activism to a period when it did not exist. 
As evaluations of WSP depend on the perspectives of its former participants, acknowledging the fluidity of gender identity and the changes to organizational memory is important for historicizing the group’s activities. Importantly, it is the context of these changes throughout the 1970s and 1980s that informed Amy Swerdlow’s authorative histories of the organization. While the extent of WSP’s prioritization of feminist issues remains contested, the context of those debates informed the historical image of women’s peace activism. The rehabilitation of Bella Abzug’s reputation in WSP circles similarly reinforces the importance of contextualizing activist reminiscences when investigating an organization’s history. 
This aids interpretations of the women’s peace movement generally. Women’s peace activists evidently express differing interpretations of gender and feminism at different periods in their history and have frequently needed to defend their legitimacy within the women’s movement. Their priorities change over time; they harbor multiple competing ideologies among participants; and they develop contested memories that complicate historical assessments. As organizational memories are naturally a product of the context in which those memories are created, women’s peace activists offer intricate evaluations of their group’s identity. Amy Swerdlow’s description of WSP as “basically a feminist organization” mischaracterizes its contemporary approach and transposes an understanding of gender and activism onto an era in which it did not appear. However, it does potently reflect how activists in the 1970s understood their history. As social movement scholars pay more attention to collective memory practices when trying to understanding organizational identities, charting changes to gender identity is a vital part of considering the context of memory creation within activist groups, especially for histories of the women’s peace movement.[endnoteRef:137] [137:  Francesca Polletta and James M Jasper, “Collective Identity and Social Movements,” Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 27 (2001): 283-305.] 
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