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LADIES’ DAY AT THE CAPITOL:
WOMEN STRIKE FOR PEACE VERSUS HUAC

AMY SWERDLOW

In mid December of 1962 in the Old House Office Building of
the United States Congress, a confrontation took place between a
recently formed women’s peace movement called Women Strike
for Peace (WSP) and the House Committee on Un-American Ac-
tivities (HUAC). The confrontation took place at a HUAC hearing
to determine the extent of Communist party infiltration into ‘“‘the
so-called ‘peace movement’ in a manner and to a degree affecting
the national security.”’! This three-day battle of political and sex-
ual adversaries, which resulted in a rhetorical victory for the
women of WSP and a deadly blow to the committee, occurred
only twenty years ago.2 It is a moment in the history of peace
movements in the United States in which women led the way by
taking a more courageous and principled stand in opposition to
cold war ideology and political repression than that of their male
counterparts.> However, in keeping with the historical amnesia
which besets both the history of women and radical movements
in America, the WSP-HUAC struggle is largely forgotten.4

This article seeks to reconstruct the WSP-HUAC confrontation
and the reasons it took the form it did. By analyzing the ideology,
consciousness, political style, and public demeanor of the WSP
women as they defended their right as mothers “‘to influence the
course of government,”’ we can learn a great deal about the
strengths and weaknesses of women’s movements for social
change that build on traditional sex role ideology and on female
culture.s

WSP burst upon the American political scene on November 1st,
1961, when an estimated fifty thousand women in over sixty
cities across the United States walked out of their kitchens and off
their jobs in a one-day women’s strike for peace. As a radioactive
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cloud from a Russian nuclear test hung over the American land-
scape, these women strikers staged the largest female peace action
in the nation’s history.¢ In small towns and large cities from New
York to California, the women visited government officials
demanding that they take immediate steps to ‘‘End the Arms Race
— Not the Human Race.’’” Coming on the heels of a decade noted
for cold war consensus, political conformity, and the celebration
of female domesticity, this spontaneous women'’s initiative baffl-
ed both the press and the politicians. The women seemed to have
emerged from nowhere. They belonged to no unifying organiza-
tions, and their leaders were totally unknown as public figures.

The women strikers were actually responding to a call from a
handful of Washington, D.C., women who had become alarmed
by the acceleration of the nuclear arms race. So disheartened were
they by the passivity of traditional peace groups, that they had
sent a call to women friends and contacts all over the country
urging them to suspend their regular routine of home, family, and
job to join with friends and neighbors in a one-day strike to end
the nuclear arms race.?

The call to strike spread rapidly from Washington through
typical female networks: word of mouth and chain letter fashion
from woman to woman, from coast to coast, through personal
telephone calls, and Christmas card lists. Contacts in Parent
Teacher Associations (PTAS), the League of Women Voters,
church and temple groups, as well as the established peace
organizations such as the Women’s International League for Peace
and Freedom (WILPF) and the Committee for a Sane Nuclear
Policy (SANE), also spread the word.

The nature of the strike in each community depended entirely
on what the local women were willing, and able, to do. Some
marched, others lobbied local officials, a few groups took ads in
local newpapers. Thousands sent telegrams to the White House
and to the Soviet embassy, calling upon the two first ladies of the
nuclear superpowers, Jacqueline Kennedy and Nina Khrushcheyv,
to urge their husbands on behalf of all the world’s children to
“‘stop all nuclear tests — east and west.”” Amazed by the numbers
and composition of the turnout on November 1st, Newsweek
commented:

They were perfectly ordinary looking women, with their share of good looks;
they looked like the women you would see driving ranch wagons, or shopping
at the village market, or attending PTA meetings. It was these women by the
thousands, who staged demonstrations in a score of cities across the nation last
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week, protesting atomic testing. A ‘‘strike for peace,” they called it and — car-
rying placards, many wheeling baby buggies or strollers — they marched on
city halls and Federal buildings to show their concern about nuclear fallout.®

The strikers’ concern about the nuclear arms race did not end
with the November 1st actions. Within only one year, the one-
day strike for peace was transformed by its founders and par-
ticipants into a national women’s movement with local groups in
sixty communities and offices in ten cities. With no paid staff and
no designated leaders, thousands of women in different parts of
the country, most of them previously unknown to each other,
managed to establish a loosely structured communications net-
work capable of swift and effective direct action on both a na-
tional and international scale.

From its inception, the WSP movement was a non-hierarchical
participatory network of activists opposed both to rigid
ideologies and formal organizational structure. The WSP women
called their format simply ‘‘our un-organization.”’ It is interesting
to note that the young men of Students for a Democratic Society
(SDS), a movement founded in the same year as WSP, more aware
of their place in the radical political tradition, more aware of the
power of naming, and more confident of their power to do so,
named their loose structure ‘‘participatory democracy.” Eleanor
Garst, one of the Washington founders, explained the attractions
of the un-organizational format:

No one must wait for orders from headquarters — there aren’t any head-
quarters. No one’s idea must wait for clearance through the national board. No
one waits for the president or the director to tell her what to do — there is no
president or director. Any woman who has an idea can propose it through an
informal memo system; if enough women think it’s good, it’s done. Those who
don’t like a particular action don’t have to drop out of the movement; they just
sit out that action and wait for one they like. Sound ‘‘crazy’’? — it is, but it also
brings forth and utilizes the creativity of thousands of women who could never
be heard from through ordinary channels.!?

The choice of a loose structure and local autonomy was a reac-
tion to hierarchical and bureaucratic structures of traditional
peace groups like WILPF and SANE to which some of the early
leaders belonged. These women perceived the WILPF structure,
which required that all programmatic and action proposals be
cleared with state and national offices, as a roadblock to spon-
taneous and direct responses to the urgent international crisis.!!
The willingness of the Washington founders to allow each group
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to act in the way that suited its particular constituency was WSP’s
greatest strength and the source of the confidence and admiration
that women across the country bestowed on the Washington
founders. Washington came to be considered the WSP national
office not only because it was located in the nation’s capital, but
also because the Washington group was trusted by all.

There was also another factor militating against a traditional
membership organization. Only the year before the WSP strike,
Linus Pauling, the Nobel Laureate in physics and opponent of
nuclear testing, had been directed by the Senate Internal Security
Subcommittee to turn over the names of those who had helped
him gather signatures on a scientists’ antinuclear petition. The
commandeering of membership lists was not an uncommon tactic
of political intimidation in the 1950s. Membership lists of radical
organizations could therefore be a burden and responsibility. As
they served no purpose in the WSP format, it was a sensible
strategy to eliminate them. Another benefit was that WSP never
had to assess accurately its numerical strength, thus allowing its
legend to grow even when its numbers did not.

From its first day onward, WSP tapped a vast reservoir of moral
outrage, energy, organizational talent, and sisterhood — female
capacities that had been submerged and silenced for more than a
decade by McCarthyism and the ‘‘feminine mystique.”” Using
standard pressure group tactics, such as lobbying and petitioning,
coupled with direct demonstrative action and civil disobedience,
executed with imagination and ‘‘feminine flair,”’ the WSP women
succeeded in putting women’s political demands on the front
pages of the nation’s newspapers, from which they had largely
disappeared since the days of the suffrage campaign. WSP also
managed to influence public officials and public policy. At a time
when peace marchers were ignored, or viewed as ‘‘commies’’ or
“*kooks,”’ President John F. Kennedy gave public recognition to
the women strikers. Commenting on WSP’s first antinuclear
march at the White House, on January 15, 1962, the president
told the nation that he thought the WSP women were ‘‘extremely
earnest.”’

1 saw the ladies myself. I recognized why they were here. There were a great
number of them, it was in the rain. I understand what they were attempting to
say, therefore, I consider their message was received.!?

In 1970, Science reported that “Wiesner (Jerome Wiesner, Pres.
Kennedy’s Science Advisor) gave the major credit for moving
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President Kennedy toward the limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963,
not to arms controllers inside the government but to the Women
Strike for Peace and to SANE and Linus Pauling.’’13

Although WSP, in its first year, was well received by liberal
politicians and journalists, the surveillance establishment and the
right-wing press were wary. They recognized early what the Rand
Corporation described obliquely as the WSP potential ‘‘to impact
on military policies.”’14 Jack Lotto, a Hearst columnist, charged
that although the women described themselves as a *‘group of un-
sophisticated wives and mothers who are loosely organized in a
spontaneous movement for peace, there is nothing spontaneous
about the way the pro-Reds have moved in on our mothers and
are using them for their own purposes.’’!5 On the West Coast, the
San Francisco Examiner claimed to have proof that ‘‘scores of
well-intentioned, dedicated women . . . were being made dupes
of by known Communists . . . operating openly in the much
publicized Women Strike for Peace demonstrations.’’16

That WSP was under Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
surveillance from its first public planning meeting in Washington
in October 1961, is abundantly evidenced in the forty-three
volumes of FBI records on WSP which have been made available
to the movement’s attorneys under the provisions of the Freedom
of Information Act. The records show that FBI offices in major
cities, North, East, South, and West — and even in such places as
Mobile, Alabama; Phoenix, Arizona, and San Antonio, Texas, not
known for WSP activities — were sending and receiving reports
on the women, often prepared in cooperation with local ‘‘red
squads.”’17

Having just lived through the Cuban Missile Crisis of October
1962, WSP celebrated its first anniversary in November with a
deep sense of urgency and of heightened political efficacy. But, as
the women were making plans to escalate their commitment and
their protests, they were stopped in their tracks in the first week
of December by HUAC subpoenas to thirteen women peace ac-
tivists from the New York metropolitan area, as well as Dagmar
Wilson of Washington, D.C., the WSP national spokesperson.!8

It is difficult today to comprehend the emotions and fears such
a summons could invoke in individuals and organizations. Lillian
Hellman’s Scoundrel Time gives a picture of the tension, isolation,
and near hysteria felt by an articulate and prominent public
figure, as she prepared her defense against the committee in
1953.19 By 1962, cold war hysteria had abated somewhat, as the
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United States and the USSR were engaged in test ban negotiations,
but HUAC represented those forces and those voices in American
politics that opposed such negotiations. As a congressional com-
mittee, it still possessed the awesome power of an agency of the
state to command headlines; cast suspicion; and by labeling in-
dividuals as subversives, to destroy careers, lives, and organiza-
tions.

The HUAC subpoenas gave no indication of the subject of the
hearings, or of their scope. So there was, at first, some confusion
about whether it was the WSP connection or other aspects of the
subpoenaed women’s political lives that were suspect. To add to
the confusion, it was soon discovered that three of the women
called were not even active in WSP. They were members of the
Conference of Greater New York Peace Groups, an organization
founded by New Yorkers who had either been expelled from, or
who had willingly left, SANE because of its internal red hunt. Of
these three women, two had already been named by the commit-
tee informers as communists in previous HUAC hearings. One of
these women, Elizabeth Moos, had achieved considerable
notoriety when she was identified by accused Russian spy
William Remington as his mother-in-law and a card-carrying com-
munist. Given these circumstances it was clear that the WSP
leadership had some important decisions to make regarding their
response to the HUAC hearings. There were two important ques-
tions to be faced. First, as WSP had no official membership list,
would the movement embrace any woman working for peace
even if she were not directly involved in WSP activity? Second,
would WSP disavow its members who had past or present com-
munist affiliations, and if WSP did not disavow them, would the
movement lose its following and its effectiveness?

The key to WSP unity in the face of the ‘‘communist issue”’
which had divided and disrupted peace, labor, and even civil
liberties organizations in the previous decade, was the fact that
WSP had previously decided to handle forthrightly and in ad-
vance of any attack, the issue of communist inclusion. WSP had,
even before the HUAC hearings, decided to reject political screen-
ing of its members, deeming it a manifestation of outdated cold
war thinking. This decision, the women claimed, was based not
on fear or expediency, but on principle. The issue of accepting
communists in the movement was brought to the floor of the first
national WSP conference in June 1962 by the Los Angeles coor-
dinating council. A prepared statement by the Los Angeles group
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declared: ‘‘Unlike SANE and Turn Toward Peace, WSP must not
make the error of initiating its own purges.’’ Treating the issue of
communist membership as a question of personal conscience, the
Los Angeles group asked, ‘‘If there are communists or former
communists working in WSP, what difference does that make?
We do not question one another about our religious beliefs or
other matters of personal conscience. How can we justify
political interrogation?”’ The Los Angeles statement continued,
““If fear, mistrust and hatred are ever to be lessened, it will be by
courageous individuals who do not hate and fear and can get
together to work out tolerable compromises.”’2® The argument
that “this is a role women would be particularly equipped to
play,” won over the conference and resulted in the inclusion of a
section in the WSP national policy statement which affirmed,
““we are women of all races, creeds and political persuasions who
are dedicated to the achievement of general and complete disar-
mament under effective international control.’’2!

An emergency meeting of about fifty New York area ‘key
women,’’ along with Dagmar Wilson and other representatives
from Washington, was called a few days after the HUAC sum-
monses began to arrive.?? The first decision made at this meeting
was that WSP would live up to the national policy statement that
had been arrived at six months earlier and make a reality of the
phrase, ‘““We are women of all . . . political persuasions.”” Follow-
ing from this decision it was clear that WSP would support and
embrace every woman summoned before HUAC, regardless of
her past or present affiliations, as long as she supported the move-
ment’s campaign against both Russian and American nuclear
policies. This meant that in addition to supporting its own wo-
men, the three women not active in WSP would also come under
the movement’s protection if they so desired. They would be
given access to the same lawyers as the WSP activists. They would
not be isolated or attacked either for their affiliations or for the
way they chose to conduct themselves at the hearing. This deci-
sion was in sharp contrast to the action taken by SANE in 1960
when it expelled a leading member of its New York chapter after
he invoked the Fifth Amendment at a Senate Internal Security
Subcommittee hearing, and then refused to tell Norman Cousins,
a cochairman of SANE, whether or not he had ever been a com-
munist.?3

The decision made by the New York and Washington women
not ‘‘to cower’’ before the committee, to conduct no internal

This content downloaded from 140.233.2.215 on Fri, 1 Nov 2013 20:23:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

500 Amy Swerdlow

purges, to acknowledge each woman’s right to act for peace and
to conduct herself according to the dictates of her conscience was
bold for its day. It was arrived at within the movement, by the
women themselves, without consultation with the male leaders
of traditional peace and civil liberties groups, many of whom
disagreed with this WSP policy.?4 It was based not only on the
decision to resist the demonology of the cold war, but also on a
sense of sisterhood, on feelings of identification with and em-
pathy for the women singled out for attack. Even the subpoenaed
women themselves turned for counsel and support more to each
other and the WSP leadership than to their families and lawyers.
Working together at a feverish pace, night and day for three
weeks, writing, phoning, speaking at rallies, the key women
seemed to be acting as if they were a family under attack, for
which all personal resources, passions, and energies had to be
marshaled. But the family, this time, was ‘‘the movement’’ and it
was the sisters, not the fathers, who were in charge.

In response to the subpoenas, a massive campaign was organiz-
ed for the cancellation of the hearings and for support of WSP
from national organizations and public figures. An anti-HUAC
statement was composed in New York and Washington which
spoke so well to the concerns and the consciousness of ‘‘the
women’’ that it succeeded in unifying a movement in shock. The
WSP statement on the HUAC inquisition was quoted widely by
the press, used by local groups in ads and flyers, in letters to
editors, and in speeches. ‘‘With the fate of humanity resting on a
push button,” the statement declared, ‘‘the quest for peace has
become the highest form of patriotism.”’25 In this first sentence,
the women set the ground rules for their confrontation with the
committee: it was going to be a contest over which group was
more patriotic. But the test of ‘‘Americanism’ according to the
WSP rules, was the extent of one’s dedication to saving America’s
children from nuclear extinction. Addressing the issue of com-
munism in the movement, WSP declared: ‘‘Differences of
politics, economics or social belief disappear when we recognize
man’s common peril . . . we do not ask an oath of loyalty to any
set of beliefs. Instead we ask loyalty to the race of man. The time
is long past when a small group of censors can silence the voice of
peace.”” These words would be the WSP leitmotif in the
Washington hearings. The women were saying, once again, as
they had throughout their first year, that for them, the arms race,
cold war ideology, and cold war politics, were obsolete in the
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nuclear age, as was the committee itself. This is the spirit Eric
Bentley caught and referred to when he wrote: “‘In the 1960s a
new generation came to life. As far as HUAC is concerned, it
began with Women Strike for Peace.’’26

The WSP strategy against HUAC was innovative. An organizing
memorandum from the Washington office declared, ‘‘the usual
response of protest and public statements is too traditional and
ineffectual . . . . Let’s Turn the Tables! Let’s meet the HUAC
challenge in the Good New WSP way!”’?” The ‘“‘new way’’ sug-
gested by women all over the country was to insist that WSP had
nothing to hide. Instead of refusing to testify, as radicals and civil
libertarians had done in the 1950s, large numbers of WSP par-
ticipants volunteered to ‘‘talk.”” Approximately one hundred
women sent wires to Representative Francis Walter, chairman of
HUAC, offering to come to Washington to tell all about their
movement. The offers were refused by HUAC. But, this new
WSP tactic pointed up the fact that the committee was less in-
terested in securing information than in exposing and smearing
those it chose to investigate. Some WSP groups objected to the
free testimony strategy on the grounds that there was a contradic-
tion between denying the right of the committee to exist, and at
the same time offering to cooperate with it. But these groups
were in a minority. Carol Urner of Portland, Oregon, spoke for all
those who volunteered to testify, making it clear that she would
not be a ““friendly witness.”” *‘I could not, of course, divulge the
names of others in the movement,”’ she wrote to Representative
Walter. *‘I suppose such a refusal could lead one to ‘contempt’
and prison and things like that . . . and no mother can accept
lightly even the remote possibility of separation from the family
which needs her. But mankind needs us too. . . .”’28

Only three weeks’ time elapsed between the arrival of the first
subpoenas from HUAC and the date of the Washington hearings.
In this short period, the WSP key women managed to develop a
legal defense, a national support system for those subpoenaed,
and a broad national campaign of public protest against the com-
mittee. The women’s performance at the hearings was so original,
so winning, and so ‘‘feminine’’ in the traditional sense, that it suc-
ceeded in capturing the sympathy and the support of large sec-
tions of the national media and in strengthening the movement
instead of destroying it.

The hearings opened on December 11, 1962, at 10:00 A.M. in
the caucus room of the Old House Office Building of the United
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States Congress in Washington, D.C. Fear, excitement, and ex-
hilaration were in the air as each WSP woman in the audience
looked around to see every seat in the room occupied by sisters
who had come from eleven states, some from as far as California,
in response to a call for their presence from the national leader-
ship. Clyde Doyle, chairman of the subcommittee of HUAC con-
ducting the WSP hearings, opened with a statement of their pur-
pose. Quoting from Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, and Gus Hall, he
explained:

Communists believe that there can be no real peace until they have conquered
the world . . . . The intitiated Communist, understanding his Marxist-Leninist
doctrine, knows that a Moscow call to intensity the “‘fight for peace’’ means
that he should intensify his fight to destroy capitalism and its major bastion, the
United States of America.?®

The WSP women in the audience rose as one as the committee
called its first witness, Blanche Posner, a retired schoolteacher
who was the volunteer office manager for New York WSP. The
decision to rise with the first witness, to stand with her, was spon-
taneous. It was proposed only a few minutes before Posner was
called, as a note from an unknown source was circulated around
the room. Posner refused to answer any questions about the
structure or personnel of WSP. She resorted to the Fifth Amend-
ment forty-four times, as the press pointed out in dozens of news
stories covering the first day of the hearings. They also reported
the way in which Posner took matters into her own hands, lectur-
ing the committee members as though they were recalcitrant boys
at DeWitt Clinton High School in the Bronx, where she had
taught. Talking right through the interruptions and objections
raised by the chairman and by committee counsel, Alfred Nittle,
Posner declared:

I don’t know, sir, why I am here, but I do know why you are here, I think . . .
because you don’t quite understand the nature of this movement. This move-
ment was inspired and motivated by mothers’ love for children . . . . When they
were putting their breakfast on the table, they saw not only the wheaties and
milk, but they also saw strontium 90 and iodine 131 . . . . They feared for the
health and life of their children. That is the only motivation.3°

Each time Posner resorted to the Fifth Amendment, she did it
with a pointed criticism of the committee or a quip that endeared
her to the women in the hearing room who needed to keep their
spirits up in the face of charges that Posner had been identified by
an FBI informer as a Communist party member while working in
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New York City as a schoolteacher. One prize exchange between
Nittle and Posner led to particularly enthusiastic applause and
laughter from WSP women. Nittle asked, ‘‘Did you wear a col-
ored paper daisy to identify yourself as a member of the Women
Strike for Peace?’’ Posner answered, ‘It sounds like such a far cry
from communism it is impossible not to be amused. I still invoke
the Fifth Amendment.’’3

Most of the witnesses were called because the committee
believed it had evidence to link them with the Communist party
through identification by FBI informers or the signing of party
nominating petitions. But the strategy backfired with Ruth
Meyers, of Roslyn, Long Island. She stepped forward, according
to Mary McGrory’s report in the Washington Evening Star,
“swathed in red and brown jersey, topped by a steeple crowned
red velvet hat,”” and ‘“‘she was just as much of a headache to the
committee as Posner had been.’”’32 There was much sparring bet-
ween Meyers and the committee about the nature and structure of
WSP. ““‘Are you presently a member of a group known as Women
Strike for Peace?”’ Nittle asked. ‘‘No, sir, Women Strike for Peace
has no membership,” Meyers answered. Nittle then asked, ‘You
are familiar, I understand, with the structural organization of
Women Strike for Peace as evidenced by this plan?’’ Meyers
replied, ‘I am familiar to the extent of the role that I play in it. I
must say that I was not particularly interested in the structure of
Women Strike for Peace. I was more involved in my own com-
munity activities . . . . I felt that structure, other than the old
telephone, has not much of what I was interested in.”’ Nittle then
proceeded to deliver what he believed would be the coup de
grace for Meyers. ‘‘Mrs. Meyers,” he barked, ‘‘it appears from the
public records that a Ruth Meyers, residing at 1751 East 10th
Street, Brooklyn, New York, on July 27, 1948, signed a Com-
munist Party nominating petition . . . . Are you the Ruth Meyers
who executed that petition?”” Meyers shot back, ‘“‘No, sir.”’ She
then examined the petition carefully, and announced, ‘I never
lived in Brooklyn, and this is not my signature.’’33 Although the
official transcript does not contain this statement, many, in-
cluding the author, remember that she added, ‘‘My husband could
never get me to move there.”’ This female remark brought an ex-
plosion of laughter and applause. Meyers also invoked the Fifth
Amendment. As she left the witness stand, Meyers received a one-
minute ovation for humor, grace, and mistaken identity. In the
corridor outside the caucus room in front of the TV cameras, she
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told reporters that she had never been a Communist. “‘But I'll
never acknowledge the Committee’s right to ask me that ques-
tion.’’34

Another witness, Lyla Hoffman, chose to tell the committee of
her past communist affiliation, asserting that she had left the
Communist party, but would not cooperate in naming names or
in citing the cause of her resignation. In a statement written after
the hearings Hoffman explained, ‘I felt that it was high time to
say, ‘What difference does it make what anyone did or believed
many years ago? That’s not the problem facing humanity today.’
But I had to say this in legal terms.”’ She found it very difficult to
do so, as the committee was interested only in whether she was a
genuine anticommunist or a secret fellow-traveler.3s Hoffman in-
voked the First Amendment.

The witnesses that followed Posner, Meyers, and Hoffman, each
in her own style, invoked whatever legal and rhetorical strategy
her conscience and her situation dictated. They lectured the com-
mittee eloquently and courageously on the danger of nuclear
holocaust, on women'’s rights and responsibility to work for
peace. In attempting to explain the nonstructured format of WSP,
several witnesses suggested that the movement was too fluid and
too unpredictable to be comprehended by the masculine mind.

In their most optimistic projections, the WSP women could not
have predicted the overwhelmingly favorable press and public
response they would receive, and the support and growth for the
movement that would result from the HUAC episode. From the
outset, the WSP leadership understood that HUAC needed the
press to make its tactics of intimidation and punishment work.
So, WSP played for the press — as it had done from its founding
— and won! The Washington and New York leadership knew
that it had two stories; both were developed to the hilt. The first
was ‘“‘motherhood under attack’ and the second was the age-old
“battle of the sexes.”” The contest between the sexes, according to
the WSP version, involved female common sense, openness,
humor, hope, and naiveté versus male rigidity, solemnity, suspi-
cion, and dark theories of conspiracy and subversion. The WSP
women, in their middle-class, feminine, political style turned the
hearings into an episode of the familiar and funny “‘I Love Lucy,”
rather than the tragic and scary inquisition of Alger Hiss.

For the first time, HUAC was belittled with humor and treated
to a dose of its own moral superiority. Headlines critical of the
committee and supportive of WSP were featured on the front
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pages of prominent newspapers from coast to coast. The Chicago
Daily News declared: ‘‘It’s Ladies Day at Capitol: Hoots, Howls —
and Charm; Congressmen Meet Match.” Russell Baker’s column
was headed ‘‘Peace March Gals Make Red Hunters Look Silly”’ and
a Detroit Free Press story was entitled, ‘‘Headhunters
Decapitated.”” A cartoon by Herblock in the Washington Post of
December 13th showed three aging and baffled committee
members: One is seated at the hearing table. One is holding a
gavel. Another turns to him and says, ‘I Came in Late, Which Was
It That Was Un-American — Women or Peace?’’36 A story in the
Vancouver (B.C.) Sun of December 14 was typical of many other
reports:

The dreaded House Un-American Activities Committee met its Waterloo this
week. It tangled with 500 irate women. They laughed at it. Kleig lights glared,
television cameras whirred, and 50 reporters scribbled notes while babies cried
and cooed during the fantastic inquisition.

Bill Galt, author of the Vancouver Sun story, gave a blow-by-blow
description of WSP civil disobedience in the Old House Office
Building:

When the first woman headed to the witness table, the crowd rose silently to its
feet. The irritated Chairman Clyde Doyle of California outlawed standing. They
applauded the next witness and Doyle outlawed clapping. Then they took to
running out to kiss the witness . . . . Finally, each woman as she was called was
met and handed a huge bouquet. By then Doyle was a beaten man. By the third
day the crowd was giving standing ovations to the heroines with impunity.3”

The hearings were a perfect foil for the humor of Russell Baker,
syndicated columnist of the New York Times.

If the House Un-American Activities Committee knew its Greek as well as it
knows its Lenin, it would have left the women peace strikers alone . . . . Instead
with typical male arrogance it has subpoenaed 15 of the ladies, . . . spent several
days trying to show them that women'’s place is not on the peace march route,
and has come out of it covered with foolishness.

Baker, a liberal columnist, understood the committee’s purpose
and also the ‘‘drama of the absurd’’ that WSP had staged to defeat
that purpose. ‘“The Committee’s aim was simple enough,” Baker
pointed out,

their sleuths studying an organization known as Women Strike for Peace had
learned that some of the strikers seemed to have past associations with the

Communist Party or its front groups. Presumably if these were exposed, right’
thinking housewives would give up peace agitation and go back to the kitchen.
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‘‘Standing room only’’—hearing of House Subcommittee on Un-American Ac-
tivities. (AP)
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The committee had reckoned without female logic, according to
Baker:

How could WSP be infiltrated, witness after witness demanded, when it was
not an organization at all? . . . Try as he might, Alfred Nittle, the committee
counsel, never managed to break through against this defense.38

The Detroit Free Press commented: ‘‘The House Committee can
get away with attacking college students in California, govern-
ment flunkies who are forced to shrive their souls to save their
jobs, and assorted misguided do-gooders. But when it decides to
smear an estimated half-million angry women, it’s in deep trou-
ble. We wish them nothing but the worst.”’39

Mary McGrory in the Washington (D.C.) Evening Star played up
the difference between the male, HUAC perceptions and those of
the female, WSP:

“Why can’t 2 woman be like a man?’’ sings Henry Higgins in My Fair Lady. That
is precisely the question the House Committee on Un-American Activities is ask-
ing itself today . . . . The committee is trying to find out if the ladies’ group is
subversive. All it found out was that their conduct in the caucus room certainly
was.

“The leader of the group kept protesting that she was not really
the leader at all,”” McGrory observed. Pointing out that few men
would deny being leaders, or admit they didn’t know what was
going on, Mary McGrory reported that:

Dagmar Wilson of Washington, when asked if she exercised control over the

New York chapter merely giggled and said, ‘““Nobody controls anybody in the
Women Strike for Peace. We're all leaders.”

Characterizing Wilson’s appearance as the *“‘coup de grice in the
battle of the sexes,”” McGrory noted that the ladies had been using
the Congress as a babysitter, while their young crawled in the
aisles and noisily sucked their bottles during the whole pro-
ceedings. With a mixture of awe and wonder McGrory described
how the ladies themselves, as wayward as their babies, hissed,
gasped, clapped entirely at will. When several of their number
took the Fifth Amendment, to McGrory'’s surprise, the women ap-
plauded, and

when Mrs. Wilson, trim and beguiling in red wool, stepped up to take the
stand, a mother with a baby on one hip worked her way through the crowd
and handed her a bouquet of purple and white flowers, exactly as if she were
the principal speaker at a ladies’ luncheon.

McGrory caught the flavor of Wilson’s testimony which was
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directed not only at the committee, but also at her sisters in the
audience. She reported that when Mr. Nittle asked whether the
New York chapter had played a dominant role in the group,
Wilson replied, ‘“‘Other cities would be mortified if you said
that.”

‘“Was it,”” Mr. Nittle wanted to know, ‘‘Mrs. Wilson'’s idea to send delegates to a
Moscow peace conference?”’ ‘‘No,”’ said Mrs. Wilson regretfully, ‘I wish I'd
thought of that.”” When Mr. Nittle pursued the question of whose idea it was to
send observers to Moscow, Dagmar Wilson replied, ‘‘This is something I find
very difficult to explain to the masculine mind.”

And, in a sense, it was. ‘‘Mr. Nittle pressed forward to the clutch
question,”’ one, according to McGrory, ‘‘that would bring a man
to his knees with patriotic protest: ‘I would like to ask you
whether you would knowingly permit or encourage a Com-
munist Party member to occupy a leadership position in Women
Strike for Peace.””’ Wilson replied:

Well, my dear sir, I have absolutely no way of controlling, do not desire to con-
trol, who wishes to join in the demonstrations and the efforts that women
strikers have made for peace. In fact, I would also like to go even further. I
would like to say that unless everybody in the whole world joins us in this
fight, then God help us.

“Would you knowingly permit or welcome Nazis or Fascists?’’
asked Mr. Nittle. Mrs. Wilson replied, ‘‘if we could only get them
on our side.”’40 Mr. Doyle then thanked Wilson for appearing and
being so helpful. ‘I want to emphasize,”’ he said,

that the Committee recognizes that there are many, many, many women, in fact
a great great majority of women, in this peace movement who are absolutely
patriotic and absolutely adverse to everything the Communist Party stands for.
We recognize that you are one of them. We compliment you on your leader-
ship and on your helpfulness to us this morning.

Dagmar Wilson tried to get the last word: “‘I do hope you live to
thank us when we have achieved our goal.”” But Doyle replied,
“Well, we will.”’4

The way in which WSP, a movement of middle-class, middle-
aged, white women mobilized to meet the attack by a feared con-
gressional committee was energetic and bold, politically non-
traditional, pragmatic rather than ideological, moralistic and
maternal. It was entirely consistent with the already established
program, tactics, rhetoric, and image of this one-year-old move-
ment, labeled by the University of Wisconsin’s student newspaper
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as ‘‘the bourgeois mother’s underground.’’42

Were these courageous women who bowed to traditional no-
tions of female behavior merely using the politics of motherhood
for political advantage? Or had they internalized the feminine
mystique? It is useful to examine the backgrounds of the WSP
women in seeking to understand their use of their own female
culture to legitimate a radical critique of national, foreign, and
military policies. The WSP key women were mostly in their late
thirties to mid forties at the inception of the movement in 1961.
Most of them, then, had come into adulthood in the late 1930s
and early 1940s. They were students or workers in the years of
political ferment preceding World War II. Many had married just
before, during, or right after the war. The majority of these
women participated in the postwar baby boom, the rise of
middle-class affluence, and the privatism and consumerism con-
nected with suburban life. It was during the 1950s that they made
their adjustment to family, parenting, community, and consensus
politics.

As a movement born out of, and responding to, the conscious-
ness of the 1950s, WSP projected a middle-class and politically
moderate image. In an article celebrating WSP’s first anniversary,
Eleanor Garst, one of WSP’s early image makers, proclaimed:

Breaking all the rules and behaving with incredible disorder and naivete, ‘‘the
women’’ continue to attract recruits until the movement now numbers hun-
dreds of thousands. . . . Furthermore, many of the women behaving in these
unaccustomed ways are no odd-ball types, but pillars of the community long
courted by civic organizations. Others — perhaps the most numerous — are
apolitical housewives who have never before lifted a finger to work for peace
or any other social concern.43

Although the movement projected an image of political in-
nocence and inexperience, WSP was actually initiated by five
women who were already active members of SANE. The women
— Dagmar Wilson, Jeanne Bagby, Folly Fodor, Eleanor Garst, and
Margaret Russell — had gravitated toward each other because of
their mutual distaste for SANE'’s internal red hunt, which they felt
contributed to an escalation, rather than an end to cold war
hysteria. Perhaps, more important, they shared a frustration over
the slow pace with which the highly structured SANE reacted to
international crises. They also resented the reluctance of SANE’s
male leadership to deal with ‘‘mother’s issues’’ such as the con-
tamination of milk by radioactive fallout from nuclear tests.
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Dagmar Wilson was forty-five years old, and a political novice
when she was moved to call a few friends to her home in the late
summer of 1961 to discuss what could be done about the nuclear
crisis. At this meeting WSP was born. Wilson was at that time a
successful free-lance children’s book illustrator, the mother of
three daughters and wife of Christopher Wilson, a commercial at-
tache at the British embassy. Wilson had been born in New York
City, had moved to Germany as a very young child, and had spent
most of her adult years in England where her father, Cesar Sear-
chinger, was a well-known broadcast correspondent for the Col-
umbia Broadcasting System and the National Broadcasting Com-
pany.

Wilson came to the United States prior to World War II, held a
variety of professional jobs as an artist and teacher, and finally
became a free-lance illustrator. She worked in a studio at home, so
as to be available to her children and to insure a smooth-running
household. Despite the fact that Wilson was so successful an artist
that one of her children’s books had become a best-seller, she
nevertheless identified herself as a housewife.

My idea in emphasizing the housewife rather than the professional was that I
thought the housewife was a downgraded person, and that we, as housewives,
had as much right to an opinion and that we deserved as much consideration as
anyone else, and I wanted to emphasize . . . this was an important role and that
it was time we were heard.44

A gifted artist, an intelligent person of good sense, good grace,
and charm, Wilson possessed the charisma of those who ac-
curately represent the feelings and the perceptions of their consti-
tuency, but excel them in passion and the capacity for creative ar-
ticulation. Having been most of her life a ‘‘nonjoiner’”’ Wilson
was, as the New York Times Magazine reported in a feature story
in May 1962, a “‘political neophyte.’’45 Because Wilson had not
been involved in U.S. radical politics of the 1940s, she was free
from the self-conscious timidity that plagued those who had been
involved in leftist organizations and who feared either exposure
or a repetition of the persecution and the political isolation they
had experienced in the 1950s.

Among the women who met at Wilson’s house to plan the
emergency peace action was Eleanor Garst, whose direct, friend-
ly, practical, yet passionate political prose played a powerful role
in energizing and unifying the WSP women in their first year. It
was she who drafted the call for November 1st, and later helped
create most of the anti-HUAC rhetoric.
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Dagmar Wilson at a reception at the Hotel Bosset, Brooklyn, New York, 2 June
1963. (Photograph Kim Massie)
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Garst came from a conservative Baptist background. She recalls
that everything in her upbringing told her that the only thing a
woman should do was to marry, have babies, care for her hus-
band and babies, and ‘‘never mind your own needs.”” Despite
this, Garst was the only one of the inner circle of Washington
founders, who in 1961 was a completely self-supporting profes-
sional woman, living on her own. She was the mother of two
grown children. At the time of the founding of WSP, Garst was
vmployed as a community organizer for the Adams Morgan
Demonstration project, administered by American University,
working to maintain integrated neighborhoods in Washington,
D.C. She had become a pacifist in her early childhood after
reading about war in novels and poems. Her husband, a merchant
seaman, refused to be drafted prior to World War II, a decision
that he and Eleanor made together without consulting any other
pacifists because they knew none. They spent their honeymoon
composing an eighty-page brief against peacetime conscription.

After the war, Garst became a professional political worker,
writer, and peace activist on the West Coast before coming to
Washington. She had been a founder of the Los Angeles SANE and
editor of its newsletter. A forceful and easy writer, Garst had
already been published in the Saturday Evening Post, Reporter,
Ladies’ Home Journal, and other national publications when she
was asked to draft the letter that initiated the successful
November 1st strike.

Folly Fodor, a leading figure in the founding group, had come
to Washington in 1960 to follow her husband’s job with the U.S.
Labor Department. She joined SANE on her arrival in Washington
and had been elected to the board. Thirty-seven years old at the
time of the founding of WSP, Fodor was the mother of two. Folly
Fodor was not new to politics. She was the daughter of parents
who had been involved in liberal-to-communist political causes
and had herself been a leader in political organizations since her
youth. As an undergraduate at Antioch College, in Yellow
Springs, Ohio, Folly Fodor had become active in the Young Peo-
ple’s Socialist League, eventually becoming ‘‘head of it,”’ as she
put it. In retrospect she believes she spent too much time fighting
the communists on campus, and ‘“‘never did a goddamn thing.”
Fodor had been chairperson of the Young Democrats of Califor-
nia ang as a Democrat she had clandestinely supported Henry
Wallace in 1948. During the mid 1950s, after the birth of her se-
cond child, Fodor organized a mother’s group to oppose nuclear
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testing. So Fodor, like Garst, was not new to radical causes, to
peace activity, or to women’s groups. She was ready and eager
for a separate women’s peace action in the fall of 1961.

Two other women who founded WSP, Jeanne Bagby and Mar-
garet Russell, were also already active in the peace cause at the
time of the founding of WSP. Bagby was a frequent contributor to
Liberation magazine. Together the founders possessed research,
writing, organizing, and speaking talents that were not unusual
for women active in a variety of community, civic, and church
groups in the 1950s. All the founders shared a conviction that the
men in the peace movement and the government had failed them
and that women had to take things into their own hands.

But what of the thousands of women who joined the founders?
What was their social and political background and their motiva-
tion to take to the streets in peace protest? Elise Boulding, a
sociologist and long-time pacifist activist, who became involved
in the WSP communications network right after November 1st,
decided to try to find out. During the six months in which
Boulding edited the Women’s Peace Movement Bulletin, an infor-
mation exchange for WSP groups, she kept asking herself
whether the WSP women were really political neophytes as they
claimed, or “‘old pros with a well defined idea of some kind of
world social order?’’ Using the resources of the Institute for Con-
flict Resolution in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where she was working,
and with the help of WSP colleagues in Ann Arbor, she composed
a questionnaire that was sent to every eighth name on the mailing
lists of forty-five local groups. By the fall of 1962, shortly before
the summonses from HUAC, 279 questionnaires had been return-
ed from thirty-seven localities in twenty-two states. According to
Boulding, the respondents represented a cross section of the
movement — not only leaders.46

Boulding found that the overwhelming majority of the WSP
women were well-educated mothers, and that 61 percent were
not employed outside the home. But she concluded that the
women who went out on strike for peace on November 1, 1961,
and stayed on in the movement in the following months, ap-
peared to be a more complex and sophisticated group than the
“buggy-pushing housewife’’ image the movement conveyed. She
characterized the early WSP participants as ‘‘largely intellectual
and civic-minded people, mostly of the middle class’’ — very
much like the Washington founders themselves.4”

Most of the women strikers had been liberals, radicals, or
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pacifists in the 1940s. Although few had been political leaders of
any kind, they shared the 1940s belief that society could be
restructured on humanistic lines through the direct political ac-
tion of ordinary people. Dorothy Dinnerstein described the
psychological process of depoliticalization and privatization that
many politically active people experienced in the 1950s. Many
radicals, according to Dinnerstein, spent the 1950s in a state of
moral shock, induced by the twin catastrophes of Stalinism and
McCarthyism. They lost their capacity for social connectedness
and, “‘in this condition they withdrew from history — more or
less totally, more or less gradually, more or less blindly into in-
tensely personalistic, inward-turning, magically thing-and-place-
oriented life.”’ According to Dinnerstein they withdrew their pas-
sion from the larger human scene and sought to invest in
something less nightmarish, more coherent and mentally
manageable.48 What the WSP women withdrew into, with socie-
ty’s blessing and encouragement, was the domestic sphere, the
management of family, children, home, and local community.
Many, when their school-aged children no longer required full-
time care, were propelled into the PTAs, League of Women
Voters, Democratic party politics, church, synagogue, or cultural
activities by their earlier social, political, and humanitarian con-
cerns.

It took the acceleration of nuclear testing by both the capitalist
United States and the socialist USSR to convince the WSP women
of something they already suspected: that there was no political
force in the world acting morally and humanely in the interest of
the preservation of life. It took a series of international crises, the
example of the civil rights sit-ins, and the Aldermarston antibomb
marches in Britain to give the WSP women both the sense of
urgency, and of possibility, that are the necessary ingredients for
a political movement. Once out in the political arena, the women
found that their moral outrage, their real fear for their children’s
future, and their determination never to be pushed back into the
non-political domestic sphere, made them unafraid of a mere con-
gressional committee before which others had quaked.

The women who were drawn to WSP certainly took the job of
motherhood seriously. They had willingly chosen to sacrifice
careers and personal projects to raise society’s children because
they had been convinced by the post-Freudians that the making
of human beings is a far more important vocation than anything
else; and that the making of human beings was a sex-specific
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vocation requiring the full-time duties of a resident mother.4° But
where the WSP women differed from the majority of their
middle-class cohorts was that they saw motherhood not only as a
private function, but also as a contribution to society in general
and to the future. When they built on their rights and respon-
sibilities to act politically in defense of the world’s children, they
were invoking not only their maternal consciousness, but their
social conscience as well. They were women of heart, emotion,
ingenuity, wit, and guile, but they were also serious political
thinkers and activists. They chose to rely on their femininity, as
most women did in the fifties and early sixties, to create whatever
space and power they could carve out for themselves.

The Birmingham (England) Feminist History Group in an arti-
cle, “Feminism as Femininity in the Nineteen Fifties?”’ suggests
that feminism of the fifties seemed to be more concerned with in-
tegrating and foregrounding femininity than in transforming it in
a fundamental way.5° The conduct of WSP before the House
Committee on Un-American Activities follows this pattern. The
WSP women were not concerned with transforming the ideology
of femininity, but rather with using it to enhance women’s
political power. But in so doing they were transforming that
ideology and foreshadowing the feminism that emerged later in
the decade.

Very much in the way that the concept of Republican
motherhood was used in the late eighteenth century to justify the
demand for women’s education, and the cult of true womanhood
was built upon to project women into the ante-bellum reform
movements, WSP used the feminine mystique of the 1950s to
legitimize women’s right to radical dissent from foreign and
military policies. In the repressive political climate of the early
1960s, WSP relied heavily upon sex role stereotypes to legitimize
its opposition to cold war policies. But by emphasizing the fact
that the men in power could no longer be counted on for protec-
tion in the nuclear age, WSP implied that the traditional sex-
gender contract no longer worked. And by stressing global issues
and international sisterhood, rather than domestic respon-
sibilities, WSP challenged the privatization and isolation of
women which was a key element of the feminine mystique. Most
important, by performing in relation to HUAC with more
courage, candor, and wit than most men had done in a decade of
inquisitions, WSP raised women’s sense of political power and
self-esteem. One of the negative effects for WSP of relying so

This content downloaded from 140.233.2.215 on Fri, 1 Nov 2013 20:23:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

516 Amy Swerdlow

heavily on the politics of motherhood to project its political
message was that it alienated a new generation of younger
women who admired the movement’s stand for peace, but saw its
acquiescence to sex roles stereotypes as regressive. In the late
1960s these younger women insisted upon working for peace not
as wives, mothers, and sisters, but as autonomous persons.

Sara Evans in Personal Politics points out that those few young
women in the civil rights movement who first raised feminist
issues within the movement had to step oufside the sex role
assumptions on which they were raised in order to articulate a
radical critique of women’s position.5! For WSP it was obviously
different. The founders and leaders of WSP certainly did not step
outside the traditional sex role assumptions; rather, they stood
squarely upon them, with all their contradictions. By using these
contradictions to present a radical critique of man’s world, WSP
began the transformation of woman’s consciousness and
woman’s role.

NOTES

1 wish to thank my sisters in WSP, particularly Barbara Bick, Eleanor Garst, Ruth
Meyers, Ethel Taylor. and Dagmar Wilson for their helpful comments regarding an
earlier version of this paper delivered at the ‘‘Fifth Berkshire Conference on the
History of Women,"’ Vassar College, 16 June 1981. I am indebted also to Alice Kessler-
Harris, Joan Kelly, Gerda Lerner, Ruth Milkman, Melanie Gustafson, and Warren
Susman for their valuable insights, advice, and criticism. Research for this article was
funded in part by a Woodrow Wilson Women'’s Studies Dissertation Fellowship, 1980.

1U.S. Congress, House, Committee on Un-American Activities, Communist Activities
in the Peace Movement (Women Strike for Peace and Certain Other Groups), Hearings
Before the Committee on Un-American Activities on H.R. 9944. 87th Cong., 2d. sess.,
1962, p. 2057.

2Historians and political opponents of HUAC agree that the WSP hearing marked the
beginning of the end of the committee’s power. Eric Bentley called the WSP-HUAC
confrontation, ‘‘the fall of HUAC's Bastille.”’ See Eric Bentley, Thirty Years of Treason
(New York: Viking Press, 1971), p. 951. Frank Wilkerson of the National Committee to
abolish HUAC wrote to the Washington office after the hearing, ‘‘magnificent women.
... You have dealt HUAC its greatest setback.”” Frank Wilkerson to Eleanor Garst, et
al., 14 December 1962. WSP Document Collection in custody of the author. (This col-
lection will go to the Swarthmore College Peace Collection in 1983.) Peace historian
Charles De Benedetti said of the HUAC investigation of WSP, ‘“WSP activists challeng-
ed for the first time the House Un-American Activities Committee’s practice of identify-
ing citizen peace seeking with Communist subversion . . . . The open disdain of the
WSP for HUAC did not end the Congress’s preference for treating private peace actions
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as subversive. But it did help break the petrified anti-Communism of Cold War
American politics and gave heart to those reformers who conceived peace as more than
military preparedness.”” See Charles De Benedetti, The Peace Reform in American
History (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1980), pp. 167-78.

3In May 1960, Senator Thomas Dodd, vice chairman of the Senate International
Security Subcommittee, threatened SANE with congressional investigation if it did not
take steps to rid itself of communist infiltrators. SANE responded by voting to exclude
all those with communist sympathies. Whole chapters that did not go along with inter-
nal red hunts were expelled, as was Henry Abrams, a leading New York activist who
refused to tell the Senate committee whether or not he was a communist. Turn Toward
Peace also rejected communists or former communists. See Milton S. Katz, ‘‘Peace,
Politics, and Protest: SANE and the American Peace Movement, 1957-1972" (Ph.D.
dissertation, Saint Louis University, 1973), pp. 109-130. Homer Jack, executive direc-
tor of national SANE, criticized WSP’s ‘’welcome everybody’’ stand. He claimed that it
would call into question the political sagacity of groups like his own. See Homer A.
Jack, ““The Will of the WISP Versus the Humiliation of HUAC,”’ transcript of a talk on
Radio Station WBAI, New York, 28 December 1962. (WSP Document Collection).
After January 15, 1962, many WSP groups and the Washington office referred to
themselves as Women’s International Strike for Peace (WISP).

4The way in which WSP’s militant role in the peace movement has been either ig-
nored or trivialized by journalists, peace movement leaders, and historians is illustrated
by the following examples. Mary McGrory in her syndicated column described a WSP
visit to the White House in the following manner: ‘‘This week’s Cinderella story
has to do with Women Strike for Peace, which after 15 years of drudgery in the
skullery of anti-war activity has been invited to the White House’’ (New York Post, 8
March 1977, p. 24). Dave Dellinger, one of the most prominent of the male leaders of
the 1960s peace movement devoted about 10 lines to WSP in a 317-page book on the
history of the civil rights and peace movements from 1965 to 1973. He described WSP
as a group fearful of engaging in civil disobedience in the 1967 ‘‘Mobilization March on
the Pentagon.”’ Nowhere in the book did Dellinger mention that nine months earlier
2,500 WSP women broke through police barricades to bang their shoes on the Pen-
tagon doors which had been shut in their faces. See Dave Dellinger, More Power Than
We Know (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Press, 1975). Lawrence Wittner, in a critical
survey of American politics from 1945 to 1974 that focuses on movements of dissent,
devoted only four words to WSP. He included the movement in a list of early critics of
radioactive fallout. See Lawrence Wittner, Cold War America From Hiroshima to
Watergate (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1974), p. 232.

sFor a symposium on the relationship of feminism, women’s culture, and women’s
politics, see Ellen DuBois, Mari Jo Buhle, Temma Kaplan, Gerda Lerner, and Carroll
Smith-Rosenberg, ‘‘Politics and Culture in Women’s History: A Symposium,’’ Feminist
Studies 6 (Spring 1980): 26-64. Also see Temma Kaplan, ‘‘Female Consciousness and
Collective Action: The Case of Barcelona, 1910-1918,” Signs 7 (Spring 1982): 54-66.
Kaplan points out that women’s defense of traditional rights, while fundamentally con-
servative, can have revolutionary consequences.

6The figure of fifty thousand claimed by the Washington founders after November
1st was accepted in most press accounts and became part of the WSP legend. It was bas-
ed on reports from women in sixty cities and from newspapers across the country.
Often the women’s reports and that of the newspapers differed, but even in using the
highest figures available I can substantiate only a count of approximately twelve thou-
sand women who struck on November 1st. Nevertheless, this was still the largest
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women’s peace demonstration on record.

7‘End the Arms Race — Not the Human Race” was the central slogan of the
November 1st “‘strike’’: ‘‘Help Wanted’’ flyer, 25 October 1961, Washington, D.C. See
‘WSP Document Collection. (Mimeographed.)

8‘‘Dear —, Last night I sat with a few friends in a comfortable living room talking of
atomic war.’’ Draft of call to strike by Eleanor Garst, Washington, D.C., 22 September
1961. WSP Document Collection. (Mimeographed.)

9Newsweek, 13 November 1961, p.21.

19Eleanor Garst, ‘‘“Women: Middle-Class Masses,’’ Fellowship 28 (1 November 1962),
pp. 10-12.

'1Minutes of the WILPF National Executive Committee stated: ‘‘Each branch taking
direct action should clear with the National Action Projects Committee. The commit-
tee should have, and send out to branches, a list of approved action and a list of the
organizations with which we formally cooperate.”” Women'’s Internationl League for
Peace and Freedom. Minutes of the National Executive Committe, meeting of 28-29
September 1961. Swarthmore College Peace Collection, DG 43, Series A-2, Box 18, p.
5.

12 ‘Transcript of the President’s News Conference on World and Domestic Affairs,”’
New York Times, 16 January 1962, p. 18.

13Science 167 (13 March 1970), p. 1476.

14A E. Wessel, The American Peace Movement: A Study of Its Themes and Political
Potential (Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation, 1962), p. 3.

1sNew York Journal American, 4 April 1962, p. 10,

16San Francisco Examiner, 21 May 1962, p. 10.

17The FBI files on WSP are located in the offices of the Washington, D.C. law firm of
Gaffney, Anspach, Shember, Klimasi, and Marx. These contain hundreds of documents
from security officers in major cities to the director of the FBI and from the directors to
the security officers. For instance, as early as 23 October 1961, one week before the
November 1st strike, the Cleveland office of the FBI already identified one of the WSP
planning groups as communist. (FBI Document 100-39566-8). When WSP sent a
delegation to lobby the Geneva Disarmament Conference, 2-7 April 1962, the FBI in-
volved Swiss federal police and covert Central Intelligence Agency agents in the
American embassy to spy on the women (Legat Bern to Director, FBI 4 April 1962, FBI
Document 100-39574-187). An internal security memorandum on 24 July 1962 stated
that an informant who had furnished reliable information in the past, made available a
list of women ‘‘who will be guests of the Soviet Women’s Committee in the USSR,
12-26 July 1962."’ The list which had been circulated to the press by WSP included the
names of twelve women from various parts of the country (FBI Document
100-39566-222).

'*Those subpoenaed were (in order of appearance) Blanche Posner, Ruth Meyers,
Lyla Hoffman, Elsie Neidenberg, Sylvia Contente, Rose Clinton, Iris Freed, Anna
Mackenzie, Elizabeth Moss, Ceil Gross, Jean Brancato, Miriam Chesman, Norma Spec-
tor, and Dagmar Wilson. Spector never testified; she was excused due to illness. Hear-
ings before Committee on Un-American Activities, p. 111.

Lillian Hellman, Scoundrel Time (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1976), p. 99.

2Los Angeles WISP, Statement I, Ann Arbor Conference, June 9-10, 1962 (WSP
Document Collection); Women Strike for Peace Newsletter, New York, New Jersey,
Connecticut, Summer 1962, pp. 1-2.

21““WSP National Policy Statement,”” Women Strike for Peace Newsletter, New York,
New Jersey, Connecticut, Summer 1962, pp. 1-2.
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22*‘Key women'’ was the name used by WSP for those women who were part of the
national and local communications network. They were the ones who were called
upon to initiate actions or who called upon others to do so.

23Katz, ‘‘Peace, Politics, and Protest,”” pp. 122-26.

24Jack, ‘‘“The Will of the WISP Versus the Humiliation of HUAC.”

25The anti-HUAC statement by WSP was composed by the New York and
Washington leadership in their usual collaborative fashion, with no pride or claim of
authorship, so it is difficult to know which group wrote what part. It was distributed
through official WSP channels via the national office in Washington.

26Bentley, Thirty Years of Treason, p. 951.

7Women Strike for Peace, Washington, D.C. to ‘‘Dear WISP’s,”’ 6 December 1962
(WSP Document Collection).

28Carol Urner, to Representative Francis Walter reprinted in The Women’s Peace
Movement Bulletin 1 (20 December 1962): 5.

Hearings before Committee on Un-American Activities, pp. 2064-2065.

3°Ibid., p. 2074.

3]bid., p. 2085.

32Mary McGrory, ‘‘Prober Finds ‘Peacemakers’ More Than A Match,”’ Washington
Evening (D.C.) Star, 12 December 1962, p. A-1.

33Hearings before Committee on Un-American Activities, pp. 2095; 2101.

34McGrory, ‘‘Prober Finds ‘Peacemakers’ More Than A Match,”’ p. A-1.

35Lyla Hoffman, undated typewritten statement (WSP Document Collection).

36Thirty-seven favorable news stories, columns and editorials were reprinted in a
hastily prepared WSP booklet, published less than two weeks after the hearings. Fac-
simile copies of Russell Baker’s column, ‘‘Peace'March Gals Make Red Hunters Look Sil-
ly,”” appeared on page 2; The Detroit Free Press story declaring ‘‘Headhunters
Decapitated,’’ appeared on page 4; *‘It’s Ladies’ Day at Capitol’’ from the Chicago Daily
News appeared on page 9; and the Herblock cartoon appeared on page 5. So Many
Great Things Have Been Said, (Washington, D.C.: Women Strike for Peace, 1963).

37Vancouver (B.C.) Sun, 14 December 1962, p. 2.

38“The Ladies Turn Peace Quiz into Greek Comedy,”’ Detroit Free Press, 16
December 1962, p. 1.

39Detroit Free Press, 13 December 1962, p. 8-A.

40‘Nobody Controls Anybody,”’ Washington (D.C.) Evening Star, 14 December 1962,
pp- A-1, A-9.

41Hearings before Committee on Un-American Activities, p. 2201.

42Madison (Wis.) Daily Cardinal, 14 December 1962, p. 2.

43Garst, ‘“Women: Middle-Class Masses,”” pp. 10-11.

4‘Interview with Dagmar Wilson, Leesburg, Virginia, September 1977.

4sNew York Times Magazine, 6 May 1962, p. 32.

460n a WSP activity measure, 38 percent rated themselves as ‘‘very active,’’ 10 per-
cent as ‘‘active,’”’ and 42 percent rated themselves as ‘‘not active,’’ or only ‘‘slightly ac-
tive.”’ The profile of the majority of the WSP participants that emerged was indeed that
of middle-class, well-educated housewives. Sixty-five percent of the women had either
a B.A. or a higher degree, at a time when only 6 percent of the female population over
age 25 had a B.A. or more. Seventy-one percent of the WSP women were suburb or city
dwellers, with the highest concentrations in the East Central states, the West Coast,
and the Midwest, and with low participation in the Mountain states and the South. The
WSPers were concentrated in the twenty-five-to-forty-four age bracket. Only 5 percent
of the group were ‘‘never marrieds.”” Of the married women 43 percent had from one
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to four children under six; 49 percent had from one to four or more children over eigh-
teen. Sixty-one percent of the women involved in WSP were not, at the time of the
questionnaire, employed outside the home. Nearly 70 percent of the husbands of the
WSP women who responded to the survey were professionals.

Thirty-eight percent of the women who responded claimed to belong to no other
organizations, or at least did not record the names of any organizations in response to
questions concerning other cammunity activities. Forty percent of the women were
active in a combination of civic, race relations, civil liberties, peace, and electoral
political activity. Only 11 percent were members of professional organizations.
Boulding concluded that many of the WSP women were nonjoiners. As for their goals
in joining WSP activities, the Boulding questionnaire revealed that 55 percent gave
abolition of war or multilateral disarmament as their primary goals, and 22 percent
gave non-violent solution of all conflict, political and social. The remainder chose as
their goals a variety of proposals for world government or limited international con-
trols such as a test ban treaty. As to their reasons for participating in WSP activities: 28
percent of the women said they had joined the movement over concern about fallout,
testing, and civil defense, another 4 percent because of the Berlin Wall crisis; but 41
percent listed no specific event, just an increasing sense of urgency about the total
world situation and a feeling of the need to make a declaration of personal responsibili-
ty. See Elise Boulding, Who Are These Women? (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Institute for Conflict
Resolution, 1962).

+Ibid., p. 15.

48Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and
Human Malaise (New York: Harper Colophon Books, 1976), pp. 259-62.

49Ashley Montagu, ‘‘The Triumph and Tragedy of the American Woman,”’ Saturday
Review 27 September 1958, p. 14; Dr. Benjamin Spock, The Common Sense Book of
Baby and Child Care (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1945). p. 484.

50‘‘Feminism as Femininity in the Nineteen Fifties?”’ Birmingham History Group,
Feminist Review no. 3 (1979), pp. 48-65.

siSara Evans, Personal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights
Movement and the New Left (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979), p. 23.
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