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1914–1920: Handlungsspielräume, politische Konzeptionen und gesell -
schaft  liche Auseinandersetzungen, Schriften der Bibliothek für Zeit ge -
schichte, NS 23 (Essen: Klartext Verlag, 2008), 348 pp. ISBN 978 3
89861 907 3. €39.90

At the centre of Annika Wilmers’ excellent new study of pacifism and
feminism during the First World War lies the Women’s Peace
Congress, which took place in The Hague in April–May 1915. This
event saw the foundation of the International Committee of Women
for Permanent Peace (ICWPP), with its main administrative seat in
Amsterdam and national branches in different countries. A second
international congress held in Zurich in May 1919 led to the renam-
ing of the ICWPP as the Women’s International League for Peace and
Freedom (WILPF), with a new base in Geneva. Both organizations
combined a feminist condemnation of war with the demand for
female suffrage and the inclusion of women’s representatives in any
future peace conference.

Of course, there is no shortage of previous works on women’s
anti-war activism during this period. However, Wilmers’ book is the
first to understand the foundation of the ICWPP/WILPF as an event
not just in feminist history, or in the history of negotiations for peace,
but in the development of transnational communications and of cul-
tural mobilization/demobilization for war. In this sense, she presents
the participants in the Hague and Zurich congresses not only as rad-
icals who stood outside the pro-war mainstream, but as an imagined
community, imagined on the inside by the delegates themselves, and
on the outside by their opponents in the wider women’s movement,
and in the left-wing and right-wing press more generally.

Such an approach has the advantage of posing new questions
about the cultural construction of wartime pacifism, nationalism, and
internationalism. For instance, in 1915 the women who attended the
Hague congress may well have placed their main hopes on appealing
to neutral governments and public opinion in the United States, the
Netherlands, or the Scandinavian countries, where the cause of
women’s rights was furthest advanced and the mood was more gen-
erally in favour of peace by negotiation. Wilmers focuses on reactions
in the belligerent nations France, Belgium, Germany, and Austria,
however, where the general expectation, at least until 1917–18, was
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that a permanent peace would only come through military victory by
one side or the other, and where women’s involvement in politics
was still largely frowned upon. Even so, internationalist pacifism
was by no means a dead cause in these countries, and it was taken
seriously by the powers that be, at least in the negative sense that it
was seen as a threat to their respective war efforts.

Thus one clear indication of the political significance of the 1915
Hague congress was that it forced critics of radical pacifism inside
the respective national women’s movements to redefine their own
positions in opposition to it. ‘Patriotic’ or pro-war French and Belgian
feminists, for instance, claimed that ‘real’ pacifism could only exist as
a force against Prussian militarism and the German occupation of
Belgian and French territory. This allowed them to dismiss the
Hague congress as a ‘pro-German’ affair, dominated by Anita Augs -
purg and Lida Gustava Heymann, while reaffirming their own paci-
fist credentials. In Germany, on the other hand, the mainstream Bund
Deutscher Frauenvereine (BDF) completely rejected the label ‘paci-
fist’, but was still forced to rethink its understanding of ‘motherhood’
and ‘sacrifice’ in response to the ICWPP’s claim that it was the duty
of women as mothers to oppose war. The result was a growing
emphasis on motherhood or ‘organised motherliness’ as a patriotic
duty, and a dismissal of internationalism as ‘unmotherly’ and ‘unpa-
triotic’.1

In wartime Austria, the ‘peace question’ was further complicated
by the ‘nationalities question’, for while the bureaucratic Habsburg
state demanded unconditional loyalty from all its citizens, male or
female, an individual’s sense of belonging often depended on family,
religious, or political ties to a particular region or national grouping.
And, of course, not all parties, regions, or nationalities were equally
convinced that they had a just quarrel with Belgium and France, or
that they were ‘naturally’ allied with ‘Protestant’ Germany against
the Catholic countries of Europe, including, after May 1915, Italy.

On top of this, all women’s movements were forced to redefine
what they understood by citizenship in light of the Hague congress’s
proclaimed internationalism, as the latter implicitly challenged their
own battle for suffrage within the existing framework of empires and

114

Book Reviews

1 See also Ute Frevert, Women in German History: From Bourgeois Emancipation
to Sexual Liberation, trans. Stuart McKinnon Evans (2nd edn.; Oxford, 1997),
162–3.



nation-states. For pro-war French feminists, citizenship involved
political rights and responsibilities, including the duty of national
defence above the rival claims of internationalism. Yet after 1918 they
were faced with the fact that German and Austrian women, the
moral as well as political losers of the war, had won the vote, where-
as they, the (moral) victors in a just war against a foreign invader,
remained disenfranchised. Furthermore, the women of Alsace-
Lorraine had lost out on the benefits of suffrage in the new Germany
as a result of their liberation from almost fifty years of ‘Prussian’ rule
and their reincorporation into France. German women in the BDF, on
the other hand, who retained a strong emotional attachment to the
Kaiserreich, were unable fully to endorse the Weimar Republic as
they associated it with the humiliation of defeat and foreign occupa-
tion, even if they did initially approve of some aspects of the 1918–19
revolution. 

Finally, socialist women, who had staged their own international
congress in Berne in March 1915, organized by Clara Zetkin, found
themselves having to distinguish more clearly between their particu-
lar brand of ‘proletarian’ internationalism and the ‘bourgeois’ pacifist
ideology on offer from the ICWPP/WILPF. This was no easy task,
especially when they also had to fight their own corner against sexist
attitudes within the male leadership of socialist parties themselves.

Opposition to the feminist peace movement was therefore consid-
erable and fierce. Yet the ICWPP was also marked by some of its own
divided assumptions about class, gender, and the legitimate role of
men in feminist endeavours. For instance, what kind of relationship
should it construct with male-dominated pacifist movements in the
warring countries? Here opinions differed, as Augspurg and Hey -
mann remained radical separatists, who understood and fought war
as an expression of male dominance in society, whereas others like
Lilli Jannasch preferred to emphasize their solidarity with male peace
activists such as the exiled French writer Romain Rolland or the
German socialist Eduard Bernstein. Yet in 1918–19 even Augs purg
and Heymann supported the new USPD government of pacifist Kurt
Eisner in Munich, while condemning the more violent Bavarian rev-
olutionaries who came after him.

A second dilemma arose out of the question as to whether pacifist
propaganda should condemn war as a brutal attack on humanity as
a whole, or whether the gender-specific aspects of wartime violence
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and, in particular, crimes like rape, separation of mothers from chil-
dren, compulsory gynaecological examinations, and enforced prosti-
tution, should be given special prominence. In the former case, pro-
war French feminists could easily attack the participants in the
Hague and Zurich congresses for relativizing the particular suffering
of French and Belgian women under German military occupation,
and thus for failing to recognize the need for a ‘just’ peace which
sought adequate legal and political retribution for such crimes. On
the other hand, if war was explicitly linked to the repression of
women and the violation of their bodies, then how could the
ICWPP/WILPF address the problem that most national women’s
groups only recognized wartime atrocities committed by the other
side, and not by their own?

The third dilemma related to the argument, which reappeared at
Zurich, that women were ‘naturally’ more prone to pacifism than
men, and therefore better equipped for the task of peacemaking. For
it was exactly this argument that was used by men to justify the
exclusion of women from the Paris peace talks after the war, on the
grounds that their presence would lead to a milder treatment of the
defeated aggressors, Germany and Austria–Hungary, and therefore
to an unjust settlement.2 Some radical feminists, such as Amy
Lillingstone in Britain and Helene Stöcker in Germany, took the more
controversial line that women were ‘no more for peace than men are’
(p. 132). In their view, female suffrage and women’s entry into
national and international politics would have to be combined with
re-education of both sexes if wars were to be avoided in the future.

In the end, only one issue united all the women pacifists assem-
bled at Zurich in May 1919, namely, their condemnation of the con-
tinuing Allied economic blockade and the attempts by diplomats in
Paris to impose an aggressive, non-negotiated peace on the van-
quished Central Powers. Yet even this helped to expose their on-
going differences with the pro-war feminists in France, who contin-
ued to justify the blockade as something German women as well as
men had brought upon themselves, and as the only way of forcing
them to accept defeat. In a way, the WILPF was now engaged in its
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own efforts at cultural demobilization, attempting to break down the
negative thoughts and attitudes which it had developed towards
‘patriotic’ feminists and, to a lesser extent, towards socialist women’s
movements during the war. But this was easier said than done, espe-
cially when peacetime polemics often seemed to be a continuation of
the war by other means. The simpler option, which many in the
WILPF continued to take, was to consider themselves as an elite
‘avant-garde’ who were somehow separate from, and superior to, the
‘chauvinists’ in the mainstream women’s movements.

Overall, then, Wilmers has written an innovative and empirically
rich study which does not shy away from addressing some of the
ambiguities and paradoxes in the internationalist feminist position,
while effectively challenging the accusation that the Hague and
Zurich congresses were in any way ‘pro-German’ (or indeed ‘pro-
French’). Particularly revealing is her material on the often awkward
relationship between the different national branches of the
ICWPP/WILPF, and the misunderstandings which frequently arose,
especially after long interruptions in postal communications caused
by wartime restrictions. On top of this, the German and French mem-
bers were principally interested in communicating with each other,
as the much publicized coming together of Lida Gustava Heymann
and Jeanne Mélin at Zurich suggests. Only a few anti-war feminists
managed to develop a genuinely transnational approach which went
beyond the Franco–Belgian–German conflict to consider broader
pan-European and global issues.

If I have one criticism, however, it is that Wilmers could have
done more to highlight the often secret and hidden relationships
between radical feminists and anti-war socialists. Of course, these
contacts, by their very nature, could not be publicized in the heavily
censored press or, indeed, in socialist publications, and they did not
directly shape public discourses on the link between war and the
denial of women’s rights. Nonetheless, evidence can be found, par-
ticularly in police archives, which suggests at least some limited
instances of practical or perceived collaboration during the war, a
phenomenon which was bound to cause much more alarm to the mil-
itarized leaderships of the warring states than the Hague congress on
its own. Indeed, in the years 1917 to 1920, the spectre haunting the
ruling classes of Europe was not internationalist feminism, a minori-
ty concern without much hope of success, even in neutral countries,
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but socialism, a cause in which significant numbers of working-class
women, as strikers and food protestors, were already involved.
Needless to say, the feminists had made their mark, and had forced
their critics, both socialist and non-socialist, male and female, mili-
tary and civilian, to acknowledge their existence, their arguments for
peace, and their contribution to the larger anti-war movement.
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